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Editor's Foreword 

T HE HEAR T oF THE BuDDHA is a collection of fifteen previously 

published articles by the Venerable Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche. 

In choosing the particular articles to be included, the intent was to intro

duce the reader to as complete a range of Rinpoche's teachings as possi

ble. For that reason, both introductory essays and more technical or 

scholarly presentations have been included. Some articles were written 

for particular publications or for distribution among his students. Others 

were derived from seminars and talks he gave over his teaching career; 

as such, they embody the living quality of oral transmission and the im

portance of discussion and dialogue between student and teacher. 

In his many seminars, Trungpa Rinpoche was careful always to bal

ance the role of practice and of study. Students attending such seminars 

always spent time in formal meditation practice as well as in studying 

the Buddha's teachings through lectures, reading, and discussion groups. 

In that way, they could test their understanding through the mechanism 

of their own experience, so that refinement of intellectual understanding 

could be accompanied by a deepening of insight. 

PERSONAL jOURNEY 

At the heart of the Buddhist path is the practice of meditation. The de

velopment of mindfulness and awareness is an essential foundation for 

both understanding ourselves and working with others. It is a common 

preconception that the spiritual journey takes us away from ourselves, 

to some higher or more peaceful existence. In this context, m editation 
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EDITOR' S FOREWORD 

practice is seen as a kind of drug, or as a way of removing ourselves from 

the harsh realities of life. However, throughout his teachings, Trungpa 

Rinpoche stressed that meditation practice is not an escape but a way to 

"begin at the beginning." 

In beginning the path, we need to be willing to confront ourselves 

directly, without either wishful thinking or harsh judgmentalism. 

Through the practice of meditation, we are constantly brought back to 

working with what is, rather than with what might be; we are constantly 

brought back to "square one." So at the heart of the very personal jour

ney of meditation practice is the willingness simply to be who we are. It 

is a process of acceptance rather than one of manipulation. 

While each student's journey is a solitary one, it is through the meet

ing of student and teacher that the spiritual path is awakened. The 

teacher-student relationship is of central importance in the Buddhist tra

dition. Devotion is the key to unlocking the power of the tradition. 

However, this concept is quite subtle, and we must be careful to distin

guish genuine devotion from the naive approach of blind faith. 

STAGES ON THE PATH 

According to the Tibetan system, an individual student's journey has 

three main stages: hinayana, mahayana, and vajrayana. (In this context, 

these terms are simply descriptive of stages of the path and should not 

b e confused with their m ore common usage as names for historical 

schools of Buddhist thought.) These three stages work together in a very 

powerful way. The hinayana marks the beginning stage, in which one 

explores the workings of one's own mind and emotions and begins to 

settle the mind through the practice of meditation. This allows one to 

lessen one's sense of struggle and to begin to make friends with oneself. 

In the second stage, mahayana, this friendliness begins to extend out

ward. There is a great appreciation for the phenom enal world as well as 

an understanding of the depth of suffering of fellow sentient beings. This 

gives rise to compassion and the intent to work for the benefit of others. 

The third stage, or vajrayana, is one of not holding back but of extending 

fe arlessly to any situation that arises. Ther e is a willingness to relate di

rectly to the wisdom and power of one's mind and emotions, as evoked 

in v isualization practice and tantric ritual. 
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EDITOR'S FOREWORD 

While these may be viewed as three stages, they must all work to

gether in a balanced way if the journey is to b e successful. That is, each 

stage expands upon and enriches the previous stage, reawakening its in

sight in a broader context. So each serves to complement and enrich the 

others. 

WORKING WITH OTHERS 

The insights gained through the formal practice of m editation can be 

applied to the variety of circumstances w e encounter in our day-to-day 

lives. So daily life is not rejected, or viewed as simply a distraction to 

our ((spiritual" practice. Instead, by joining practice and ordinary life, the 

entirety of our experience is seen as valuable and, in fact, sacred. 

Although classically trained in the ancient tradition of Tibetan Bud

dhism, Trungpa Rinpoche was immensely interested in the workings of 

modern society and in the social implications of the Buddhist teachings. 

Therefore he gave considerable attention in his talks and seminars to 

such issues as education, health care, the raising of children, the nature 

of relationships, and the conduct of business. 

It is hoped that this collection of essays will give the reader a sense of 

the richness and variety of Trungpa Rinpoche} s teachings and of their 

relevance in day-to-day life. 
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Part One 

PERSONAL JOURNEY 





ONE 

What Is the Heart of the Buddha? 

{{Fundamentally speaking, ladies and gentlemen, here is the really 
good news, if we may call it that: We are intrinsically buddha 
and we are intrinsically good. Without exception and without the 
need for analytical studies, we can say that we automatically have 
buddha within us. That is known as buddha nature, or bodhi
chitta, the heart of the buddha." 

I N B uD DHISM, THERE are three codes of discipline, known as shila, 

samadhi, and prajna. Shila is discipline or conduct, a certain meditative 

way of behaving. Samadhi is the practice of mindfulness / awareness: the 

totality of your state of mind can be experienced without distraction. 

And prajna, or discriminating awareness, is the state of clarity in which 

you are able to distinguish different states of mind; you are no longer 

excited or depressed by particular states of mind. These three disciplines 

bring us to the next stage- of finally transcending the deception of ego, 

which is the experience of egolessness. 

Egohood is th e state of mind in which you are either repelled by or 

attracted to the phenomenal world. What you would like to see depends 

on your m entality, on what you think is desirable in order to maintain 
your CCI am-ness," your ccme-ness." We are talking about transcending CCI 

am-ness," ccme-ness," which is called egolessness. 

Egolessness doesn't mean that you are going to be completely 

Based on a talk from " Conquering Ego's Deception," Cape Breton, 1981. 
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PERSONAL J OU RN EY 

dissolved into nothingness. In W estern literature, Buddhism is often ac

cused of saying this, esp ecially in early Victorian Christian literature, as 

w ell as in various high school courses on Buddhism. They say Buddhists 

believe in nothingness, which is certainly not the case. 

Egolessness means less ((maniac-ness," in some sense- free from 

being an egomaniac. Egomania has several levels of subtlety. Ordinarily 

p eople think of an ego maniac as an obvious maniac, but if w e study 

enough and look enough, we will see that there are subtleties of egoma

nia. The dictators of the world could be seen as egomaniacal p eople, 

obviously, because they perform their functions in that way. But more 

ordinary people also function in that way, including ourselves in some 

sense. We would like to possess our world, and so we act in such a way 

that whatever we see around us is completely in order, according to our 

desire to maintain the security of ((me," ((myself"-which is egohood. 

Inspired by means of shila, samadhi, and prajna- discipline, medita

tion, and discriminating awareness-we have freedom from egomaniac

ness, freedom from egohood. Beyond that, seeing through our own ego

maniac-ness, we give birth to, or awaken, our innate greater existence, 

which is known as bodhichitta in Sanskrit. 

Bodhi, w hich is related to buddha, literally means ((awake." Buddha is 

a noun; bodhi is an epithet or an adjective for awakened on es, or for 

those w ho are in the process of awakening. Chitta is a Sanskrit word 

m eaning ((heart" or, occasionally, ((essence." So bodhichitta is the es

sen ce of the buddha, the essence of the awakened ones. 

We cannot give birth to the essence of the awakened ones unless we 

train, to begin with, in m editation practice: the shamatha discipline of 

mindfulness and the vipashyana discipline of awareness. Beyond that, it 

is n ecessary to fulfill the three disciplines of shila, samadhi, and prajna. 

That is, we know what to do and what not to do. 

When we practice shila, samadhi, and prajna, we b egin to be aware 

of the buddha in us. It is not that those principles produce buddhalike 

awareness particularly; we have that essen ce in us already. But shila, sa

madhi, and prajna bring us into the actual realization of who we are, 

what we are, finally. 

According to the Buddhist traditio n , we don ' t get new wisdom, nor 

does any foreign element come into our state of mind at all. Rather, it is 

a question of waking up and shedding our covers. W e have those good

ies in us already; we only have to uncover them. 
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WHAT I S THE HEART O F THE BUDDHA ? 

The logic h ere is, if we have to transplant foreign goodie-ness into 

our system, it do es not belong to us; it remains foreign. Because it is not 

part of us, it is likely to cease to exist at some point. Sooner or later, our 

basic nature is bound to reject that foreign transplant in our system. 

(Maybe this logic doesn't apply to heart transplants. These days they say 

if you have a foreign heart transplanted in you, you might live; you 

might survive.) 

But here we are talking about awakening what we haven't already 

awakened. It is as if we have been kept in captivity and haven't been able 

to exercise our faculties properly; our activities have been controlled by 

circumstances. Giving birth to bodhichitta in one's heart, buddha in one's 

heart, brings extra freedom. That is the notion of freedom in Buddhism, 

altogether. Of course, when we talk about freedom, we are not talking 

about overthrowing the head of the state or anything like that: we are 

talking about freedom from the constriction of our own capabilities. 

It is as if we were extraordinary children, possessing all sorts of ge

nius, and we were being undermined by the society around us, which 

was dying to make us normal people. Whenever we would show any 

mark of genius, our parents would get embarrassed. They would try to 

put the lid on our pot, saying, "Charles, don't say those things. Just b e 

like an ordinary person." That is what actually happens to us, with or 

without our parents. 

I don't particularly want to blame our parents alone; we have also 

been doing this to ourselves. When w e see something extraordinary, we 

are afraid to say so; w e are afraid to express ourselves or to relate to such 

situations. So we put lids on ourselves- on our potential, our capabili

ties. But in Buddhism we are liberated from that kind of conventionality. 

According to Buddhist terminology, conventionality refers to belief in 

habitual patterns. Conventional realities are synonymous with habitual 

patterns; and the authors of habitual patterns are ignorance and desire. 

Ignorance and desire go against shila discipline; they go against samadhi 

mindfulness, because they prevent us from keeping our minds on the 

point; and they go against prajna, because they develop dullness rather 

than discriminating sharpness. 

Fundamentally speaking, ladies and gentlemen, here is the really 

good news, if we may call it that: We are intrinsically buddha and we 

are intrinsically good. Without exception, and w ithout the need for 

analytical studies, we can say that we automatically have buddha within 
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PERSONAL J OU RN EY 

us. That is known as buddha nature, or bodhichitta, the heart of the 

buddha. 

W e might ask ourselves, "What is the h eart of the buddha like? Does 

it think the way we do? Does it want to have fish and chips or is it just 

a pious h eart that do es nothing but religious things alone? Would that 

heart be the most holy h eart of all, from a Christian point of view?" The 

answer is no. That heart is not necessarily pious. 

The heart of the buddha is a very open heart. That heart would like 

to explore the phenomenal world; it is open to relating with others. That 

h eart contains tremendous strength and confidence in itself, which is 

called fearlessness. That heart is also extremely inquisitive, which at this 

point is synonymous with prajna. It is expansive and sees in all direc

tions. And that heart contains certain basic qualities, which we could call 

our true basic genes-our buddha-genes. We all possess those particular 

buddha-genes. Isn't it strange to say that the mind has genes? But it turns 

out to be true. 

These buddha-genes have two characteristics. First, they are able to 

see through, as well as not be afraid of, the reality of the phenomenal 

world. W e might come up w ith obstacles and difficulties of all kinds, but 

those particular genes are not afraid to deal with them. W e just shed the 

coverings of such possibilities as we go along. Second, these genes also 

contain gentleness; they are ever so loving, which goes beyond just b eing 

kind. They are extrem ely tender and capable of reflecting themselves, 

even to those who don't want to relate with them. And they are abso

lutely free from any form of aggression. They are so soft and kind. 

The buddha-genes are also full of a sense of humor and delight, which 

is referred to as great joy. When you are able to experience that such 

genes exist within you, you begin to feel cheerful and smile and have a 

sense of humor. 

There are two different kinds of humor. One kind of humor comes 

from not taking the world seriously: you come up with all sorts of jokes 

about other people's problems. The other kind is a general sense of joy. 

Nothing is regarded as downgrading; everything is uplifted, constantly. 

Here we are talking about the second kind of humor. 

From the practitioner's point of view, we have all sorts of disciplines 

to awaken our enlightened genes. The main discipline is known as ex

changing oneself for other. That is to say, we completely identify with 

others' pain; and we project out, or give away, pleasure altogether. In 
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WHAT IS THE HEART O F THE BUDDHA ? 

that way, we begin to see through, and actually expose, the clumsiness 

of how we hold on to ourselves. 

Let us have a short discussion. 

Student: Rinpoche, I was wondering about the second characteristic 

of the buddha-genes. Is this tender loving quality present all the time or 

just at certain moments? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: That's an interesting question. Can I ask you a 

question back? Does a fire have the potential of blazing when it's at the 

level of a spark? What would you say? 

S: I guess it depends on the circumstances. 

TR: What kind of circumstances would they be? 

S: Well, if you were in a garage with gas fumes, or if you were out in 

an open field-

TR: Sure, sure. But, intrinsically speaking, in itself does it have that 

potential? 

S: I will agree that it could blaze up. 

TR: It could blaze up and blow up our garage, right? I am talking 

about exactly the same thing. In itself, the buddha-gene is capable of the 

whole thing. 

Student: Sir, what is the difference between meditation-in-action and 

sitting meditation? I have the impression that when I am working on a 

sculpture in my studio, lots of insight is given to m e. That seems as im

portant to m e as straight sitting. Is there anything wrong with that? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, it's an interesting point, you see. We were 

just talking about fire. Somebody first has to make the fire; then it blazes. 

In the same way, you might have the intuition that you don't have to 

do sitting practice. You might feel you have the experience of that al

ready, which I don't doubt. Probably a lot of people do. Nonetheless, we 

do need some kind of field training. We have to know how to relate with 

reality, and we also have to know how to develop discipline. If we sit 

and practice shamatha-vipashyana meditation, probably nothing will 

happen for a long period of time. And the idea isn't that anything should 
happen to us. We are just silent. 

At the end of the letter you sent me, you signed off paix, ccpeace." 

Real peace is nonaction; that is the source of all action. W e have to learn 

how to b e a rock in order to be a tree or a flower or wind or lightning 
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or a typhoon. W e have to be still, then we go beyond that. Therefore 

sitting practice is very important. 

W e are not particularly training ourselves to destroy or conquer the 

world. W e are trying to relate to the world in the same way that w e 

relate to the birth of our first child or, for that matter, to our own or

gasm- which happens, I hope, when we make love. Anything active that 

happens has some relationship to that very stillness. That stillness is not 

vacant or deadly; it is full of energy, automatically. 

So that is the difference between postmeditation and meditation it

self. Meditation prepares us for action, and sometimes action prepares us 

for nonaction. It is like breathing in and out: when you breathe out, it's 

action; but in order to breathe out you have to breathe in again. It goes 

on that way. So it is important to have a very strict discipline of being 

still and solid. Out of that comes a lot of energy and a lot of wisdom. 

Meditation and postmeditation are equally valid in our lives-just as 

breathing in and breathing out are both important. 

S: Merci beaucoup. 

Student: Rinpoche, could you say a little bit about vipashyana m edia

tion? You m entioned it in your talk, but I'm not really sure what it is. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Vipashyana is a Sanskrit word which literally means 

((seeing clearly. " In Tibetan we use the word lhakthong. Lhak m eans ((su
perior" and thong m eans "seeing." So lhakthong m eans ((clear seeing," 
(' . . '' supenor seemg. 

Vipashyana begins once we have developed substantial shamatha dis

cipline of being precise and mindful, on the spot, all the time. In shama

tha, sound, smell, feeling, thought process, and everything else are 

looked at, but with such precision that they are nothing other than still

ness. They don' t produce further bubbles, or further percolation, of any 

kind at all. 

You might say, ((Ah, I thought of my father telling me no." At that 

moment, both your father and the idea of him saying ((No, don't do 

that" are divided into now, now, now, all the time. Everything is chopped 

into that level of precision, into a grain of sand. That is shamatha. 

Usually, memory is predominant in everything you experience. If 

you are sitting in a meditation hall and the smell of food comes from the 

kitchen, you think about what kind of dinner they are cooking for you. 

Or else, you feel the ache in your buttocks and back and you want to 
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WHAT IS THE HEART OF THE BUDDHA ? 

shift around. Shamatha m eans that everything is simply looked at. It is 

sliced up, but not aggressively; it is just looked at- look, look, look. 

Through shamatha you are capable of looking at these experiences as 

individual entities, without referring to the past and without thinking 

about where they are going, or what they are going to do to you. Every

thing is without b eginning and without end , just on the spot. If you think 

of onion soup and how you would like to go out and get onion soup, 

it is only on the level of thought. So you chop your thoughts-now, 

now, now. 

Out of that comes vipashyana. On the level of vipashyana, you chop 

thoughts because of your training in shamatha, but at the same time you 

bring them along. The world is a panoramic view, but at the same time 

things really don't hang together the way they ordinarily used to. 

Things are made out of pieces of simple realities, primitive realities. 

Even if you smell onions for a long time- for half an hour- those smells 

are chopped into pieces: you smell them, then you don't smell them, 

you smell them, then you don't smell them. Otherwise, if there were no 

gap, you couldn't smell at all. 

Experiences are not continuous at the ego level. We think they are 

all together, in cahoots, but it doesn't really happen that way. Everything 

is made out of dots. When experiences are chopped into small pieces, 

some realization of the unity of the display could come out of that. That 

is vipashyana. 

You begin to feel good when, for instance, you touch a rock, b ecause 

you feel that the rock is not a continuous rock, but the rock of the mo

ment. When you hold your fan, it is the fan of the moment; when you 

blink, your blink is of the moment; when you meet your friends, they 

are friends of the moment. Nothing is expected and nothing is demanded 

any more. Everything is seen clearly. 

Clear seeing: that is the definition of vipashyana, which is the result 

of shamatha. Things could be seen as a great display, as a Disney world, 

or whatever you want to call it. You realize that things are not all that 

together. But because they are not together, they are fantastically color

ful. The more you see the mark of discontinuity, the m ore you see things 

as colorful. In order to see color you have to take a rest; then you see 

color again. So you see, you rest, and then you see brilliance again. That 

is the precision of how to perceive the phenomenal world. 
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Student: Rinpoche, you said to an earlier questioner that you hoped 

he would have pleasure experiencing his orgasm. In my experience, I 

have some confusion about whether pleasure is pleasurable. Since I 

haven 't gotten over aggression and passion, how can I relate to things at 

all- if pleasure isn't pleasurable and pain isn't particularly painful, and 

rm still caught in that way? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, the point is that there is no such thing as plea

sure per se. In other words, different people experience so-called plea

sure entirely differently, depending on their state of mind, where they 

are coming from, and how they are going to proceed after the pleasure. 

Pleasure is not a solid thing. 

Sometimes people get very angry and discouraged when they go 

back to a restaurant where they had great pleasure before, and they find 

that the food is lousy and the service is not so good. So they complain 

to the manager. 

One doesn't get the expected services or expected situations any time. 

I am not the same Trungpa you saw a few days ago. I am a fresh, new 

Trungpa- right now! And I will always be that way. I will be dead and 

gone tonight, and right now, this very moment, I am dying and being 

born. So the next time I give a talk, I will be entirely different. 

You can't rely on one particular reference point. In some sense that 

is extraordinarily fresh and feels good, but on the other hand it may be 

sad, b ecause you want to hang onto the past, constantly. Until there's 

enough familiarity with the m entality of shamatha and vipashyana, you 

won't understand this. And that practice of shamatha/vipashyana goes 

on, up to the level of vajrayana discipline, as well. 

When you see a fantastic display, it is chopped into little pieces. This 

allows you to breathe, because there's a gap between the pieces; there

fore you begin to appreciate those pieces altogether. I don't think I can 

say it more vividly than that. You actually have to do it. "Seeing is believ

ing," as they say in the English langu age. 

S: Thank you very much. 

TR: You're more than welcome. 

Student: Sir, earlier tonight you were talking about how we put a lid 

on ourselves, and how it is the nature of one's heart to be inquisitive. 

And yet within Buddhism there is a notion of ethics. There are certain 

ways to do things and certain ways not to do things. 
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WH AT I S T HE H EA RT O F THE BU DD H A? 

In my own personal experience, when I feel inquisitive sometimes I 

flash back on Buddhist ethics, as a reference point for whether I am 

doing the proper thing. But I sometimes wonder how much I should 

stick to the scriptures and how much I should just go ahead and be in

quisitive. My question is, how does one know when to put a lid on one

self and when to go forward? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: It's purely up to you. That is to say, you have to 

have enough training, or at least understanding of the momentariness of 

your mind. Your mind doesn't continue, therefore you appreciate the 

world. Then you can go on to explore further. 

There is no particular dogma that goes with that; there's no particular 

guideline either, apart from having erect posture and imitating the Bud

dha. You can do that. You will never be referred to as being presumptuous. 

S: So, I should just keep on practicing. 

TR: Keep on practicing, yes. 

II 



TWO 

Intellect and Intuition 

{{The transition from knowledge to wisdom is not simply one of 
first acquiring knowledge and then suddenly becoming wise. The 
definition of wisdom is that one intuitively knows everything al
ready; it is independent of amassing information. But we do not 
seem to know how to make this transition from intellect to wis
dom. There seems to be a very big gap between them, and we are 
uncertain as to how to handle it, how to become both a scholar 
and a yogi. We seem to need a mediator. That mediator is com
passion, or warmth: knowledge is transformed into wisdom by 
means of compassion." 

T H ERE SEEM TO BE two distinct approaches to the spiritual path: the 

intellectual and the intuitive. In the intellectual tradition, spiritual 

development is viewed as a sh arpening of intellectual precision, primar

ily through the study of theology. Whereas in the intuitive or mystical 

tradition, spiritual development is viewed as a deepening of awareness 

or devotion through practices such as meditation. However, neither the 

intellectual nor the intuitive approach is complete without the other. 

These two approaches are not in opposition to one another. Rather they 

are two channels which combine to form the spiritual path. 

Let us examine the intellectual and intuitive traditions in more detail. 

In the West, the intellectual tradition has for a long time been predomi-

Opening talk, 1973 Vajradhatu Seminary, Teton Village, Wyoming. 
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nant. And in some Buddhist countries the emphasis on scholasticism has 

grown so strong that Buddhist scholars have completely lost touch with 

the meditative tradition. Buddhists who emphasize the scholarly side of 

the teaching frequently feel that it is dangerous to begin m editating until 

they have mastered the theory. So they begin the spiritual path by study

ing very intensely and becoming extremely learned. But then, when they 

have discovered everything intellectually and completely mastered the 

theories of Buddhism, they feel they no longer need to meditate because 

they have all the answers already. Adherents of this approach view the 

Buddha as a superscholar and enlightenment as being totally informed. 

Adherents of the intuitive tradition, on the other hand, regard study 

and analysis as obstacles to spiritual development. Seeing the irrelevance 

of acquiring knowledge disconnected from personal experience, they 

tend to react by rejecting the intellectual approach altogether. Instead 

they stress the practice of meditation as the only way to develop insight. 

From their viewpoint, in order to attain enlightenment one does not 

need to know anything at all. The Buddha is regarded as the perfect 

meditator; and the more beautifully one can sit and meditate, the closer 

one is to enlightenment. 

By focusing on only one aspect of experience, each of these ap

proaches to spirituality remains only partial. The contemplative tradi

tions of Buddhism, such as the Tibetan and Zen traditions, while 

emphasizing m editation practice very strongly, see study as something 

which should go alongside it. It is felt that a student cannot rely on medi

tation practice alone without sharpening his intelligence. The idea is that 

one first needs some grounding in meditation practice. Then one can 

begin to work with the intellectual aspect of the tradition. In this way 

study becomes a confirmation of experience rather than simply the ac

quisition of banks of irrelevant information. Rather than becoming a stu

pid meditator or an absent-minded intellectual, the student can become 

an intelligent yogi- a scholar and a practitioner at the same time. 

The notion of enlightenment transcends the limitations of both the 

contemplative and the scholarly traditions. As a description of human 

wholeness, it expresses the flavor of the Buddhist approach to spiritual

ity. The dawn of enlightenment could be described as a form of absorp

tion. But that does not mean it is a trancelike state in which one loses 

contact w ith the world around one. It is a sense of totality and a sense 

of openness which does not seem to have any b eginning or end. Such a 
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state of b eing is known as vajra-like samadhi. The notion of vajra is that 

of psychological indestructibility. Because that quality of sanity do es not 

have any gaps or faults, b ecause it is thoroughly united with its own 

faculties, it cannot be destroyed. And samadhi refers to the stillness of 

intelligence, which is self-existing rather than constantly speeding along 

trying to find a conclusion to everything. Vajra-like samadhi is a three

fold process consisting of prajna, which is the highest form of intellect; 

karuna, which is the highest form of compassion; and jnana, which is the 

highest form of wisdom. 

Prajna, or intellect, is completely intuitive as well as intellectually 

precise. The working of prajna is such that when we pay proper atten

tion to persons or situations, they automatically give us answers or un

derstanding. So we do not have to analyze or to cultivate our intelligence 

anymore. That quality of intelligence seems to be all-pervasive-but at 

the same time it is to the point. It is sharp, precise, and direct, but not in 

the limited manner of a chisel or a thumbtack. 

Karuna, or compassion, is another attribute of the process of sama

dhi. Karuna is usually translated as cccompassion." H owever, the word 

compassion is filled with connotations in English w hich have nothing to 

do with karuna. So it is important to clarify what is meant by enlight

ened compassion and how it differs from our usual notion of compas

sion. Usually we think of a compassionate person as someone who is 

kind and gentle and who never loses his temper. Such a person is always 

willing to forgive our mistakes and to comfort us. But enlightened com

passion is not quite as simple-minded as that notion of a kindly, well

meaning soul. 

An analogy often used in the Buddhist tradition is that true compas

sion is like a fish and prajna is like water. That is, intellect and compas

sion are dependent on one another; but at the same time, each has its 

own life and its own functions. Compassion is a state of calmness; it also 

involves intelligence and enormous vitality. Without intelligence and 

skillfulness, compassion can degenerate into a bungling sort of charity. 

For instance, if we give food to someone who is extremely hungry, he 

will temporarily recover from his hunger. But he gets hungry every day. 

And if we keep giving food to that person, eventually he will learn that 

whenever he is hungry he can get food from us. At that point we have 

succeeded in turning that person into a j ellyfish who is unwilling to ex

plore the possibility of getting food for himself. Such an approach is, in 
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fact, uncompassionate compassion, or compassion w ithout skillful m eans. 

It is known as idiot compassion. 

True compassion is spacious and wise as well as resourceful. In this 

type of compassion w e do not just blindly launch into a project but w e 

look into situations dispassionately. There is a sense of priorities as to 

which situations should be handled immediately and which are worth 

putting off. This type of compassion could be called intelligent love or 

intelligent affection. We know how to express our affection so that it 

does not destroy a person but instead helps him to develop. It is more 

like a dance than a hug. And the music behind it is that of prajna, or 

intellect. 

So the stage is set by the dance of compassion and the music of 

prajna. And the setting in which this dance takes place is known as jnana, 

or w isdom, which is the whole perspective, the entire panorama. 

Let us examine in greater detail how these three qualities of enlight

enment-knowledge, compassion, and wisdom-are interrelated. We 

begin with prajna, or knowledge: we n eed to know w here we are; we 

have to explor e our environment, our particular location in time and 

space . So knowledge comes first , and wisdom co m es later. Once we 

have knowledge as to w here we are, then we can b ecom e wise b ecause 

we do not have to struggle with our b earings. W e do not have to fight 

for our position. So, in a sense, wisdom is an expression of nonviolence: 

w e do not have to fight for it because we are already wise. 

The transition from knowledge to wisdo m is not simply o ne of first 

acquiring knowledge and then suddenly b ecoming wise. The definition 

of wisdom is that one intuitively knows everything already; it is indepen

dent of amassing information. But w e do not seem to know how to 

make this transition from intellect to wisdom. There seems to be a very 

big gap between them, and we are uncertain as to how to handle it, how 

to become both a scholar and a yogi. We seem to need a mediator. That 

mediator is compassion, or warmth: knowledge is transformed into wis

dom by means of compassion. 

We may begin by collecting all kinds of information, trying to be

come great scholars or walking books. In fact, prajna is a very scholarly 

process in which we acquire enormous amounts of information and 

logic. At this level we can handle our experience logically, even mathe

matically. But how do we make that knowledge part of ourselves rather 

than purely an assortment of lists of information? 
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When we develop prajna in its fullest sense, psychologically and spiri

tually, then we may b egin to develop a sense of friendliness or warmth 

not only toward ourselves but also toward the world. This does not 

m ean boosting our egos- patting ourselves on the back for all the 

Ph.D. 's we have earned. Instead, friendliness is a kind of fascination for 

our collection of ideas and knowledge; we have become fascinated by 

the world and extremely curious as to what it is all about. For instance, 

in the West great scientists like Einstein have been known to become 

rather eccentric. They seem to transcend ordinary logic and to become 

extremely individualistic. As they become absorbed by their knowledge, 

or prajna, they begin to develop a quality of softness or eccentricity. That 

eccentricity seems to be the area of compassion, in which there is room 

to journey back and forth between being wise and being knowledgeable. 

In this state of mind, there is no gap between intellect and intuition. 

Instead, there is simply a further development of energy, which is called 

compassiOn. 

As the en ergy of compassion develops, we b egin to celebrate what 

we have discovered. W e begin to like the knowledge we have acquired. 

W e have seen the way things work, and now we begin to take that un

derstanding p ersonally. W e would like to share it with everyone. There 

is an enormous celebration taking place. W e do not need to prove our 

ideas to anybody, and we do not feel that we are under attack. There is 

a sense of joy in b eing part of this knowledge, and that sense of joy, 

which triggers the transition from knowledge to wisdom, is compassion, 

or unconditional love. 

It seems to take a long time for us to get to the point of b eing wise, 

where we no longer need external reinforcement or encouragement

or, in fact, any external reference point at all. Such wisdom is extremely 

inventive; rather than needing to study each detail of a particular area, 

we simply sense the whole area intuitively and very precisely. We are 

very much in tune with things. That is why the Buddha is known as the 

Omniscient One. It is not because he was a great scholar who read all 

the books and therefore had all the information, but because he had an 

accurate general sense of everything. At the level of wisdom, or jnana, 

all the conceptual master plans of the world or the universe have been 

seen through, so facts and figures do not play a particularly important 

part. 

As indiv iduals on the spiritual path, we exp erience more and more 
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glimpses of this enlighten ed state. To give a somewhat negative analogy, 

if we develop a terminal illness, at first we may feel an attack of sickness 

just once a month. But as we go on, our sickness becom es worse and 

the attacks become more frequent, maybe once a day. Then the attacks 

of sickness come every day- in fact , several times a day. And finally we 

face death because the attacks of sickness are constant; the sickness has 

become overwhelming. The death of ego, or the development of en

lightenment, happens in the same way. We do not consciously have to 

create the experience of enlightenment- it just happens. It comes to us 

as our life situation evolves. 
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THREE 

The Four Foundations of Mindfulness 

{{As far as meditation practice is concerned, in meditation we 
work on this thing, rather than on trying to sort out the problem 
from the outside. We work on the projector rather than the projec
tion. We turn inward, instead of trying to sort out external prob
lems of A, B, and C. We work on the creator of duality rather 
than the creation. That is beginning at the beginning. " 

FOR THE FOLLOWER of the buddhadharma, the teachings of Bud

dhism, there is a need for great emphasis on the practice of medita

tion. One must see the straightforward logic that mind is the cause of 

confusion and that by transcending confusion one attains the enlight

ened state. This can only take place through the practice of meditation. 

The Buddha himself experienced this, by working on his own mind; and 

what he learned has been handed down to us. 

Mindfulness is a basic approach to the spiritual journey that is com

mon to all traditions of Buddhism. But before we begin to look closely 

at that approach, we should have some idea of what is meant by spiritu

ality itself. Some say that spirituality is a way of attaining a better kind 

of happiness, transcendental happiness. Others see it as a b enevolent way 

to develop power over others. Still others say the point of spirituality is 

to acquire magical powers so we can change our bad world into a good 

world or purify the world through miracles. It seems that all of these 

Remarks on meditation practice, 1973 Vajradhatu Seminary. 
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points of view are irrelevant to the Buddhist approach. According to the 

buddhadharma, spirituality m eans relating with the working basis of 

one's existence, which is one's state of mind. 

There is a problem with one's basic life, one's basic being. This prob

lem is that we are involved in a continual struggle to survive, to maintain 

our position. W e are continually trying to grasp onto some solid image 

of ourselves. And then w e have to defend that particular fixed concep

tion. So there is warfare, there is confusion, and there is passion and 

aggression; there are all kinds of conflicts. From the Buddhist point of 

view, the development of true spirituality is cutting through our basic 

fixation, that clinging, that stronghold of something-or-other, which is 

known as ego. 

In order to do that we have to find out what ego is. What is this all 

about? Who are we? We have to look into our already existing state of 

mind. And we have to understand what practical step we can take to do 

that. We are not involved here in a metaphysical discussion about the 

purpose of life and the meaning of spirituality on an abstract level. W e 

are looking at this question from the point of view of a working situa

tion. W e need to find some simple thing we can do in order to embark 

on the spiritual path. 

People have difficulty b eginning a spiritual practice b ecause they put 

a lot of energy into looking for the best and easiest way to get into it. 

W e might have to change our attitude and give up looking for the best 

or the easiest way. Actually, there is no choice. Whatever approach we 

take, we will have to deal with what we are already. W e have to look at 

who we are. According to the Buddhist tradition, the working basis of 

the path and the en ergy involved in the path is the mind- one's own 

mind, which is working in us all the time. 

Spirituality is based on mind. In Buddhism, mind is what distin

guishes sentient beings from ro cks or trees or bodies of water. That 

which possesses discriminating awareness, that which possesses a sense 

of duality- which grasps or rejects something external- that is mind. 

Fundamentally, it is that which can associate with an '' other"-with any 

((something" that is perceived as different from the perceiver. That is the 

definitio n of mind. T he traditional Tibetan phrase defining mind means 

precisely that: ((That w hich can think of the other, the projection, is 

mind." 

So by mind we mean something very specific. It is not just something 
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very vague and creepy inside our heads or hearts, something that just 

happens as part of the way the wind blows and the grass grows. Rather, 

it is something very concrete. It contains perception-perception that is 

very uncomplicated, very basic, very precise. Mind develops its particu

lar nature as that perception begins to linger on something other than 

oneself. Mind makes the fact of perceiving something else stand for the 

existen ce of oneself. That is the m ental trick that constitutes mind. In 

fact, it sho uld be the opposite. Since the p erception starts from oneself, 

the logic should b e: ((I exist, therefore the oth er exists. " But somehow 

the hypocrisy of mind is developed to such an extent that mind lingers 

on the other as a way of getting the feedback that it itself exists, which 

is a fundamentally erroneous b elief. It is the fa ct that the existence of self 

is questionable that motivates the trick of duality. 

This mind is our working basis for the practice of meditation and the 

development of awareness. But mind is something m ore than the pro

cess of confirming self by the dualist ic lingering on the other. Mind also 

includes what are known as emotions, which are the highlights of m ental 

states. Mind cannot exist without em otions. Daydreaming and discursive 

thoughts are not enough. Those alone w ould be too boring. The dualis

tic trick would wear too thin. So we tend to create waves of emotion 

which go up and down: passion, aggression, ignorance, pride- all kinds 

of emotions. In the b eginning we create them deliberately, as a game of 

trying to prove to ourselves that we exist. But eventually the game be

comes a hassle; it b ecomes more than a game and forces us to challenge 

ourselves more than we intended. It is like a hunter who, for the sport 

of practicing his shooting, decides to shoot one leg of a deer at a time . 

But the deer runs very fast , and it appears it might get away altogether. 

This becom es a total challenge to the hunter, w ho rushes after the deer, 

now trying to kill it completely, to shoot it in the heart. So the hunter 

has b een challenged and feels defeated by his own game. 

Emotions are like that. They are not a requirement for survival; they 

are a game we develop ed that went wrong at some point- it went sour. 

In the face of this predicament we feel t erribly frustrated and absolutely 

h elpless. Such frustration causes some people to fortify their relationship 

to the ((other" by creating a god or other projections, such as saviors, 

gurus, and m ahatmas. W e create all kinds of projections as henchmen, 

hitmen, to enable us to redominate our territory. The implicit sense is 
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that if w e pay homage to such great b eings, they will function as our 

helpers, as the guarantors of our ground. 

So we have created a world that is bittersweet. Things are amusing 

but, at the same time, not so amusing. Sometimes things seem terribly 

funny but, on the other hand, terribly sad. Life has the quality of a game 

of ours that has trapped us. The setup of mind has created the whole 

thing. We might complain about the government or the economy of the 

country or the prime rate of inter est, but those factors are secondary. 

The original process at the root of the problems is the competitiveness 

of seeing oneself only as a reflection of the other. Problematic situations 

arise automatically as expressions of that. They are our own production, 

our own neat work. And that is what is called mind. 

According to the Buddhist tradition, there are eight types of con

sciousness and fifty-two types of conceptions and all kinds of other as

pects of mind, about which we do not have to go into detail. All these 

aspects are based largely on the primeval dualistic approach. There are 

the spiritual aspects and the psychological aspects and all sorts of other 

aspects. All are bound up in the realm of duality, which is ego. 

As far as meditation practice is concerned, in m editation we work on 

this thing, rather than on trying to sort out the problem from the out

side. W e work on the projector rather than the projection. W e turn in

ward, instead of trying to sort out external problem s of A, B, and C. W e 

w ork on the creator of duality rather than the creation. That is beginning 

at the beginning. 

According to the Buddhist traditio n, there are three main aspects of 

mind, which in Tibetan are called sem, rikpa, and yi. The basic mind, 

the simple capacity for duality we have already described, is sem. Rikpa 

literally m eans ((intelligence" or ((brightness." In colloquial Tibetan, if 

you say that somebody has rikpa, it m eans he is a clever, sharp fellow. 

This sharpness of rikpa is a kind of side function that develops from the 

basic mind; it is a kind of lawyer's mentality that everybody develops. 

Rikpa loo ks at a problem from various angles and analyzes the possibili

ties of different ways of approaching it. It looks at a problem in every 

possible way- inside out and outside in. 

The third aspect, yi, is traditionally classified as the sixth sense con

sciousness. The first five sense consciousnesses are sight, smell, taste, 

hearing, and touch, and the sixth is yi. Yi is mental sensitivity. It is asso

ciated with the heart and is a kind of balancing factor that acts as a 
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switchboard in relation to the other five sense consciousnesses. When 

you see a sight and h ear a sound at the same time, the sight and sound 

are synchronized by the sixth sense to constitute aspects of a single 

event. Yi does a kind of automatic synchronization, or automatic com

puterization, of the whole process of sense experience. You can see, 

smell, hear, taste, and feel all at the same time, and all of those inputs 

are coherently workable. They make sense to you because of yi. 

So yi is a sort of central-headquarters switchboard which coordinates 

experience into a coherent whole. In some sense it is the most important 

of all the three aspects of mind. It is not as intelligent in the sense of 

manipulation as sem. Sem has something of a political attitude toward 

one's relationship with the world; it is somewhat strategy oriented. The 

sixth sense is more domestic in function. It just tries to maintain the 

coordination of experience so that all information comes through effi

ciently and there is no problem of being out of communication with 

anything that is going on. On the other hand, rikpa, which is the intelli

gence-the research worker, as it were-in this administration of mind, 

takes an overall v iew of one's whole situation. It surveys the relationship 

between mind and the sixth sense and tries to search out all the possibili

ties of where things are going wrong, where things might go wrong, 

where things have gone wrong, how things could be put right. This re

search worker does not have the power actually to take action on the 

level of external relations. It is more like an adviser to the State Department. 

These three principles of sem, rikpa, and yi are the most important 

for us to b e aware of at this point. Many other aspects of mind are de

scribed in the traditional literature, but these three will suffice for our 

present understanding. 

We should consider this understanding not so much as something 

that we have been told and therefore we should believe in. The experi

ence described here can actually be felt personally. It can be worked on, 

related to. A certain part of our experience is organized by basic mind, a 

certain part by the sixth sense, and a certain part by intelligence. In order 

to understand the basic functions of mindfulness-awareness practice, I 

think it is very important for us to understand and realize these complex

ities of mind. 

A gigantic world of mind exists to which we are almost totally unex

posed. This whole world-this tent and this microphone, this light, this 

grass, the very pair of spectacles that we are wearing-is made by mind. 
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Minds made this up , put these things together. Every bolt and nut was 

put in by somebody-or-other's mind. This whole world is mind's world, 

the product of mind. This is needless to say; I am sure everybody knows 

this. But we might remind ourselves of it so that we realize that medita

tion is not an exclusive activity that involves forgetting this world and 

getting into something else. By meditating, we are dealing with the very 

mind that devised our eyeglasses and put the lenses in the rims, and the 

very mind that put up this tent. Our coming here is the product of our 

minds. Each of us has different m ental manifestations, which permit oth

ers to identify u s and say, ((This guy is named so-and-so, this girl is 

named so-and-so." We can be identified as individuals because we have 

different mental approaches, w hich also shape the expressions of our 

physical features. Our physical characteristics are part of our mental ac

tivity as well. So this is a living world, mind's world. Realizing this, 

working with mind is no longer a remote or mysterious thing to do. It 

is no longer dealing with something that is hidden or somewhere else. 

Mind is right here. Mind is hanging out in the world. It is an open secret. 

The method for beginning to relate directly with mind, which was 

taught by Lord Buddha and which has been in use for the past twenty

five hundred years, is the practice of mindfulness . There are four aspects 

to this practice, traditionally known as the four foundations of mindfulness. 

MINDFULNESS OF BODY 

Mindfulness of body, the first foundation of mindfulness, is connected 

with the need for a sense of being, a sense of groundedness. 

To begin w ith, there is some problem about w hat w e understand by 

body. We sit on chairs or on the ground; we eat ; we sleep; we wear 

clothes. But the body we relate with in going through these activities is 

questionable. According to the tradition, the body we think we have is 

what is known as psychosomatic body. It is largely based on projections 

and concepts of body. This psychosomatic body contrasts with the en

lightened person's sense of b ody, which might be called ((body-body." 

This sense of body is free from conceptualizations. It is just simple and 

straightforward. There is a direct relationship with the earth. As for us, 

we do not actually h ave a relationship with the earth. We h ave some 

relationship with body, but it is very uncertain and erratic. W e flicker 
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back and forth between body and something else- fantasies, ideas. That 

seems to be our basic situation. 

Even though the psychosomatic body is constituted by projections of 

body, it can b e quite solid in terms of those projections. W e have exp ec

tations concerning the existence of this body, therefore we have to refuel 

it, entertain it, wash it. Through this psychosomatic body we are able to 

experience a sense of being. For instance, as you listen to this talk, you 

feel that you are sitting on the ground. Your buttocks are resting on the 

earth; therefore you can extend your legs and lean back a little so you 

have less strain on your body. All of this affects your sense of being. You 

have some sense of relaxation as opposed to how it would be if you were 

standing- standing on your feet, standing on your toes, or standing on 

your palms. The posture that you are adopting at the moment seems to 

be an agreeable one; in fa ct it is one of the most congenial postures that 

one could ever think of. So being in this posture, you can relax and lis

ten-you can listen to something other than the demands of your body. 

Sitting down now, you feel somewhat settled. On the other hand, if 

the ground were very damp, you would not feel so settled. Then you 

would begin to perch on the ground, like a bird on a branch. This would 

be another matter altogether. If you are intensely concerned with some 

event about to happen or if you are worried about some encounter you 

are about to have- for example, if you are being interviewed for a job 

by some executive- you don 't really sit on your chair, you p erch on it. 

Perching happens when some demand is being made on you and you 

feel less of your body and more of your t ension and nervousness. It in

volves a very different sense of body and of being than if you are just 

sitting, as you are doing now. 

Right now you are sitting on the ground, and you are so completely 

sitting down that you have been able to shift gears and turn on your 

tape recorders, or even start taking notes, and you do not regard that as 

doing two things at once. You sit there, you have totally flopped, so to 

speak, and, having done that, you can turn to your other perceptions

listening, lo oking, and so on. 

But your sitting here at this point is not actually very much a matter 

of your body per se sitting on the ground; it is far more a matter of your 

psychosomatic body sitting on the ground. Sitting on the ground as you 

are-all facing in one direction, toward the speaker; being underneath 

the roof of the tent; being attracted to the light that is focused on the 
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stage- all gives you a particular idea; it creates a certain style of partici

pation, which is the condition of your psychosomatic body. You are 

som ewhat involved in sitting per se, but at the same time you are not. 

Mind is doing it; concept is do ing it. Your mind is shaping the situation 

in accordance with your body. Your mind is sitting on the ground. Your 

mind is taking notes. Your mind is wearing glasses. Your mind has such

and-such a hairdo; your mind is wearing such-and-such clothes. Every

one is creating a world according to the body situation, but largely out 

of contact with it. That is the psychosomatic process. 

Mindfulness of body brings this all-pervasive mind-imitating-body ac

tivity into the practice of meditation. The practice of meditation has to 

take into account that mind continually shapes itself into bodylike atti

tudes. Consequently, since the time of Buddha, sitting meditation has 

been recommended and practiced, and it has proved to be the best way 

of dealing with this situation. The basic technique that goes with sitting 

meditation is working with the breath. You identify with the breath, par

ticularly with the out-breath. The in-breath is just a gap, a space. During 

the in-breath you just wait. So you breathe out and then you dissolve 

and then there is a gap. Breathe out ... dissolve ... gap. An openness, 

an expansion, can take place constantly that way. 

Mindfulness plays a very important role in this technique. In this case, 

mindfulness m eans that when you sit and m editate, you actually do sit. 

You actually do sit as far as the psychosomatic b ody is concerned. You 

feel the ground, b ody, breath, t emperature. You don 't try specifically to 

watch and keep track of what is going on. You don't try to formalize 

the sitting situation and make it into some sp ecial activity that you are 

performing. You just sit. And then you b egin to feel that there is some 

sense of groundedness. This is not particularly a product of being delib

erate, but it is more the force of the actual fact of being there. So you 

sit. And you sit. And you breathe. And you sit and you breathe. Some

times you think, but still you are thinking sitting thoughts. The psycho

somatic body is sitting, so your thoughts have a flat bottom. 

Mindfulness of body is connected with the earth. It is an openness 

that has a base, a foundation. A quality of expansive awareness develops 

through mindfulness of body-a sense of being settled and of therefore 

being able to afford to open out. 

Going along with this mindfulness requires a great deal of trust. Prob

ably the beginning meditator will not b e able simply to rest there, but 
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will feel the need for a change. I rem ember someone w ho had just fin

ished a retreat t elling m e how she had sat and felt h er body and felt 

grounded. But then she had thought immediately how she should be 

doing something else . And she went on to tell me how the right book 

had "just jumped" into her lap, and she had started to read. At that po int 

one doesn't have a solid base anymore. One's mind is beginning to grow 

little w ings. Mindfulness of body has to do with trying to remain human, 

rather than b ecoming an animal or fly or etheric b eing. It m eans just 

trying to remain a human being, an ordinary human b eing. 

The basic starting point fo r this is solidness, groundedness. When you 

sit, you actually sit. Even your floating thoughts begin to sit on their 

own bottoms. There are no particular problems. You have a sense of 

solidness and groundedness, and, at the same time, a sense of being. 

Without this particular foundation of mindfulness, the r est of your 

m editation practice could b e very airy-fairy- vacillating back and forth, 

trying this and trying that . You could be constantly tiptoeing on the sur

face of the universe, not actually getting a foothold anywhere. You could 

become an eternal hitchhiker. So with this first technique you develop 

some basic solidness. In mindfulness o f body, there is a sense of finding 

some h ome ground. 

MINDFULNESS OF LIFE 

The application of mindfulness has to be precise. If we cling to our prac

tice, we create stagnation. Therefore, in our application of the tech

niques of mindfulness, we must be aware of the fundamental tendency 

to cling, to survive. W e come to this in the second foundation of mind

fulness, which is mindfulness of life, or survival. Since we are dealing 

with the context of meditation, we encounter this tendency in the form 

of clinging to the meditative state . We experience the m editative state 

and it is momentarily tangible, but in that sam e moment it is also dis

solving. Going along with this process m eans developing a sense of let

ting go of awareness as well as of contacting it. This basic technique of 

the second foundation of mindfulness could be described as touch-and

go: you are there- present, mindful- and then you let go. 

A common misunderstanding is that the meditative state of mind has 

to b e captured and then nursed and cherished. That is definitely the 
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wrong approach. If you try to domesticate your mind through m edita

tion- try to possess it by h olding on to the m editative state- the clear 

result will b e regression on the path, with a loss of freshness and sponta

neity. If you try to hold on without lapse all the time, then maintaining 

your awareness will begin to becom e a domestic hassle. It will becom e 

like painfully going through h ousew o rk. There will b e an underlying 

sense of resentment, and the practice of m editation will b ecom e confus

ing. You will begin to develop a love-hate relationship toward your prac

tice, in which your concept of it seems good, but, at the same time, the 

demand this rigid concept makes on you is too painful. 

So the technique of the mindfulness of life is based on touch-and-go. 

You focus your attention on the object of awareness, but then, in the 

same moment, you disown that awareness and go on. What is needed 

here is some sense of confidence-confidence that you do not have to 

securely own your mind, but that you can tune into its process spon

taneously. 

Mindfulness of life relates to the clinging tendency not only in con

nectio n with the meditative state, but, even more importantly, in con

nection w ith the level of raw anxiety about survival that manifests in us 

constantly, second by second, minute by minute. You breath e for sur

vival; you lead your life for survival. The feeling is constantly present 

that you are trying to protect yourself from death. For the practical pur

poses of the second foundation, instead of regarding this survival m ental

ity as something negative, instead of relating to it as ego-clinging as is 

don e in the abstract philosophical overview of Buddhism , this particular 

practice switches logic around. In the second foundation , the survival 

struggle is regarded as a stepping-stone in the practice of m editation. 

When ever you have the sense of the survival instinct functioning, that 

can be transmuted into a sense of being, a sense of having already sur

vived. Mindfulness becomes a basic acknowledgment of existing. This 

does not have the flavor of ((Thank God, I have survived." Instead, it is 

more objective, impartial: ((I am alive, I am here, so be it." 

We may undertake the practice of meditation with a sense of purity 

or austerity. We somehow feel that by meditating we are doing the right 

thing, and we feel like good boys or good girls. Not only are we doing 

the right thing, but we are also getting away from the ugly world. W e 

are becoming pure; we are renouncing the world and b ecoming like the 

yogis of the past. W e do n 't actually live and m editate in a cave, but we 
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can regard the corner of the room that we have arranged for m editation 

as a cave. W e can close our eyes and feel that we are m editating in a 

cave in the mountains. That kind of imagination makes us feel rather 

good. It feels fitting; it feels clean and secure. 

This strong tendency is an attempt to isolate the practice of m edita

tion from one's actual living situation. W e build up all kinds of extrane

ous concepts and images about it. It is satisfying to regard meditation as 

austere and above life. But mindfulness of life steers us in just the oppo

site direction. The approach of mindfulness of life is that if you are medi

tating in a room, you are meditating in a room. You don' t regard the 

room as a cave. If you are breathing, you are breathing, rather than con

vincing yourself you are a motionless rock. You keep your eyes open and 

simply let yourself be where you are. There are no imaginations in

volved with this approach. You just go through with your situation as 

it is. If your meditation place is in a rich setting, just be in the midst of 

it. If it is in a simple setting, just be in the midst of that. You are not 

trying to get away from here to somewhere else. You are tuning in 

simply and directly to your process of life. This practice is the essence of 

h ere and now. 

In this way, m editation becom es an actual part of life, rather than just 

a practice or exercise. It b ecomes inseparable from the instinct to live 

that accompanies all one's existence. That instinct to live can be seen as 

containing awareness, m editation, mindfulness. It constantly tunes us in 

to what is happening. So the life force that keeps us alive and that mani

fests itself continually in our stream of consciousness itself b ecomes the 

practice of mindfulness. Such mindfulness brings clarity, skill, and intelli

gence. Experience is brought from the framework of intense psychoso

matic confusion into that of the real body, because we are simply tuning 

into what is already happening, instead of projecting anything further. 

Since mindfulness is part of one's stream of consciousness, the prac

tice of meditation cannot be regarded as something alien, as an emula

tion of some picturesque yogi who has a fixation on meditating all the 

time. Seen from the point of view of mindfulness of life, meditation 

is the total experience of any living being who has the instinct to sur

vive. Therefore meditating- developing mindfulness-should not be 

regarded as a minority-group activity or as some specialized, eccentric 

pursuit. It is a worldwide approach that relates to all experience: it is 

tuning in to life. 
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W e do not tune in as part of trying to live further. We do not ap

proach mindfulness as a further elaboration of the survival instinct. 

Rather we just see the sense of survival as it is taking place in us already. 

You are here; you are living; let it be that way- that is mindfulness. Your 

heart pulsates and you breathe. All kinds of things are happening in you 

at once. Let mindfulness work with that, let that be mindfulness, let 

every beat of your heart, every breath, be mindfulness itself. You do not 

have to breathe specially; your breath is an expression of mindfulness. If 

you approach meditation in this way, it becomes very personal and very 

direct. 

Having such an outlook and such a relationship with the practice of 

meditation brings enormous strength, enormous energy and power. But 

this only comes if one's relationship to the present situation is accurate. 

Otherwise there is no strength because we are apart from the energy of 

that situation. The accuracy of mindfulness, on the other hand, brings 

not only strength, but a sense of dignity and delight. This is simply be

cause we are doing something that is applicable that very moment. And 

we are doing it without any implications or motives. It is direct and right 

on the point. 

But again it is necessary to say, once you have that experience of the 

presence of life, don't hang onto it. Just touch and go. Touch that pres

ence of life being lived, then go. You do not have to ignore it. "Go" does 

not mean that we have to turn our backs on the experience and shut 

ourselves off from it; it means just being in it without further analysis 

and without further reinforcement. Holding on to life, or trying to reas

sure oneself that it is so, has the sense of death rather than life . It is only 

because we have that sense of death that we want to make sure that we 

are alive . W e would like to have an insurance policy. But if w e feel that 

we are alive, that is good enough. We do not have to make sure that we 

actually do breathe, that we actually can be seen. We do not have to 

check to be sure we have a shadow. Just living is enough. If we don't 

stop to reassure ourselves, living becomes very clear-cut, very alive, and 

very prec1se. 

So mindfulness here does not m ean pushing oneself toward some

thing or hanging on to something. It means allowing oneself to be there 

in the very moment of what is happening in one's living process and 

then letting go. 
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MINDFULNESS OF EFFORT 

The next foundation of mindfulness is mindfulness of effort. The idea of 

effort is apparently problematical. Effort would seem to be at odds with 

the sense of being that arises from mindfulness of body. Also, pushing of 

any kind does not have an obvious place in the touch-and-go technique 

of the mindfulness of life. In either case, deliberate, heavy-handed effort 

would seem to endanger the open precision of the process of mindful

ness. Still we cannot expect proper mindfulness to develop without some 

kind of exertion on our part. Effort is necessary. But the Buddhist notion 

of right effort is quite different from conventional definitions of effort. 

One kind of conventional effort is oriented purely toward the 

achievement of a result: there is a sense of struggle and pushing, which 

is egged on by the sense of a goal. Such effort picks up momentum and 

begins to thrive on its own speed, like the run of a roadrunner. Another 

approach to effort is fraught with a sense of tremendous meaningfulness: 

there is no sense of uplift or inspiration in the work. Instead there is a 

strong feeling of being dutiful. One just slogs along, slowly and surely, 

trying to chew through obligations in the manner of a worm in a tree. 

A worm just chews through whatever comes in front of its mouth; the 

channel that its belly passes through is its total space . 

Neither of these kinds of effort has a sense of openness or precision. 

The traditional Buddhist analogy for right effort is the walk of an ele

phant or tortoise. The elephant moves along surely, unstoppably, with 

great dignity. Like the worm, it is not excitable, but unlike the worm, it 

has a panoramic view of the ground it is treading on. Though it is serious 

and slow, because of the elephant's ability to survey the ground there is 

a sense of playfulness and intelligence in its movement. 

In the case of meditation, trying to develop an inspiration that is 

based on wanting to forget one's pain and on trying to make one's prac

tice thrive on a sense of continual accomplishment is quite immature. 

On the other hand, too much solemnity and dutifulness creates a lifeless 

and narrow outlook and a stale psychological environment. The style of 

right effort, as taught by the Buddha, is serious but not too serious. It 

takes advantage of the natural flow of instinct to bring the wandering 

mind constantly back to the mindfulness of breathing. 

The crucial point in the bringing-back process is that it is not neces

sary to go through deliberate stages: first preparing to do it, then getting 
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a hold on one's attention, then finally dragging it back to the breathing 

as if we were trying to drag a naughty child back from do ing something 

terrible . It is not a question of forcing the mind back to some particular 

object, but of bringing it back down from the dream world into reality. 

W e are breathing, we are sitting. That is wh at we are doing, and we 

should b e doing it completely, fully, w ho leh eartedly. 

There is a kind of technique, or trick, h ere that is extremely effective 

and useful, not only for sitting m editation, but also in daily life, or m edi

tation-in-action. The way of coming back is through what we might call 

the abstract watcher. This watcher is ju st simple self-consciousness, with

out aim or goal. When we encounter anything, the first flash that takes 

place is the bare sense of duality, of separateness. On that basis, we begin 

to evaluate, pick and choose, make decisions, execute our will. The ab

stract watcher is just the basic sense of separateness-the plain cognition 

of being there before any of the rest develops. Instead of condemning 

this self-consciousness as dualistic, we take advantage of this tendency in 

our psychological system and use it as the basis of the mindfulness of 

effort. The experience is just a sudden flash of the watcher's b eing there. 

At that point we do n 't think, " I must get back to the breath" or " J must 

try and get away from these thoughts. " W e don't have to entertain a 

deliberate and logical m ovement of mind that rep eats to itself the pur

pose of sitting practice. There is just suddenly a general sense that som e

thing is happening here and n ow, and we are brought back. Abruptly, 

immediately, without a name, without the application of any kind of 

concept, we have a quick glimpse of changing the tone. That is the core 

of the mindfulness of effort practice. 

One of the reasons that ordinary effort becomes so dreary and stag

nant is that our intention always develops a verbalization. Subcon

sciously, w e actually verbalize: ((I must go and help so-and-so because 

it is half-past one" or ((This is a good thing for me to do ; it is good fo r 

me to perfo rm this duty. " Any kind of sense of duty we might have is 

always verbalized, though the speed of conceptual mind is so great that 

we m ay not even notice the verbalization. Still, the contents of the ver

balization are clearly felt. This verbalization pins the effort to a fixed 

frame of reference, which makes it extremely tiresome. In contrast, the 

abstract effort we are talking about flashes in a fraction of a second, 

without any name o r any idea w ith it. It is just a j erk, a sudden change 

of course which do es not define its destination. The rest of the effort is 
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just like an elephant's walk- going slowly, step by step, observing the 

situation around us. 

You could call this abstract self-consciousness leap if you like, or jerk, 
or sudden reminder; or you could call it amazement. Sometimes it could 

also be also felt as panic, unconditioned panic, because of the change of 

course- som ething comes to us and changes our whole course. If we 

work with this sudden jerk, and do so with no effort in the effort, then 

effort b ecom es self-existing. It stands on its own two feet, so to speak, 

rather than needing another effort to trigger it off. If the latter were the 

case, effort would have to be deliberately manufactured, which would 

run counter to the whole sense of meditation. Once you have h ad that 

sudden instant of mindfulness, the idea is not to try to maintain it. You 

should not hold on to it or try to cultivate it. Don't entertain the messen

ger. Don't nurse the reminder. Get back to meditation. Get into the 

message. 

This kind of effort is extremely important. The sudden flash is a key 

to all Buddhist meditation, from the level of basic mindfulness to the 

highest levels of tantra. Such mindfulness of effort could definitely b e 

considered the most important aspect of mindfulness practice. Mindful

ness of body creates the general setting; it brings m editation into the 

psychosomatic setup of o ne's life. Mindfulness of life makes meditation 

practice personal and intimate. Mindfulness of effort makes m editation 

workable : it connects the foundations of mindfulness to the path, to the 

spiritual journey. It is like the wheel of a chariot, which makes the con

nection between the chariot and the road , or like the oar of a b oat. Mind

fulness of effort actualizes the practice; it makes it move, proceed. 

But we have a problem h ere. Mindfulness of effort cannot b e deliber

ately manufactured; on the other hand, it is not enough just to hope that 

a flash will com e to us and we will be reminded. We cannot just leave it 

up to ((that thing" to happen to us. We have to set some kind of general 

alarm system, so to speak, or prepare a general atmosphere. There must 

be a background of discipline which sets the tone of the sitting practice. 

Effort is important on this level also; it is the sense of n ot having the 

faintest indulgence toward any form of entertainment. We have to give 

something up. Unless we give up our reservatio ns about taking the prac

tice seriously, it is virtually impossible to have that kind of instantaneous 

effort dawn on us. So it is extremely important to have respect for the 

practice, a sense of appreciation, and a w illingness to work hard. 
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Once we do have a sense of commitment to relating with things as 

they actually are, w e have op ened the way to the flash that reminds us: 

that, that, that. "That what?" does not apply any more. Just that, which 

triggers an entirely new state of consciousness and brings us back auto

matically to mindfulness of breathing or a general sense of being. 

W e w ork hard at not b eing diverted into entertainment. Still, in som e 

sense, we can enjoy the very boring situation of the practice of sitting 

meditation. We can actually appreciate not having lavish resources of 

entertainment available. Because of having already included our bore

dom and ennui, we have nothing to run away from and we feel com

pletely secure and grounded. 

This basic sense of appreciation is another aspect of the background 

that makes it possible for the spontaneous flash of the reminder to occur 

more easily. This is said to be like falling in love. When we are in love 

with someone, because our whole attitude is open toward that person 

somehow or o ther we get a sudden flash of that person-not as a name 

or as a concept of what the p erson looks like; those are afterthoughts. 

W e get an abstract flash of our lover as that. A flash of that comes into 

our mind first. Then we might ponder on that flash , elab orate on it, 

enjoy our daydreams about it. But all this happens afterward. The flash 

is primal. 

Openness always brings that kind of result. A traditional analogy is 

that of the hunter. The hunter do es not have to think of a stag or a 

m ountain goat or a b ear or any specific animal; he is looking for that. 

When he walks and h ears some sound, or senses som e subtle possibility, 

he does not think of what animal he is going to find ; just a feeling of that 

comes up. Anybody in any kind of complete involvem ent- on the level 

of the hunter, the lover, or the m editator- has the kind of openness that 

brings about sudden flashes. It is an almost magical sensation of thatness, 

without a name, without concept, without idea. This is the instant of 

effort, concentrated effort, and awareness follows after that. Having dis

owned that sudden experience, awareness very slowly comes and settles 

back to the earthy reality of just being there. 

MINDFULNESS OF MIND 

Often mindfulness is referred to as watchfulness. But that should not 

give the impression that mindfulness means watching something hap-
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penmg. Mindfulness m eans being watchful, rather than watching som e 

thing. This implies a process of intelligent alertness, rather than the m e

chanical business of simply observing what happens. Particularly the 

fourth foundation- mindfulness of mind- has qualities of an aroused in

telligence operating. The intelligence of the fourth foundation is a sense 

of light-handedness. If you op en the windows and doo rs of a room the 

right amount, you can maintain the interior feeling of roomness and, at 

the same time, have freshness from outside. Mindfulness of mind brings 

that same kind of intelligent balance. 

Without mind and its conflicts , we could not meditate or develop 

balance, or develop anything at all for that m atter. Therefore, conflicts 

that arise from mind are regarded as a necessary part of the process of 

mindfulness. But at the same time, those conflicts have to be controlled 

enough so that we can come back to our mindfulness of breathing. A 

balance has to be maintained. There has to be a certain discipline so that 

we are neither totally lost in daydream nor missing the fre shness and 

openness that come from not holding our attention too tightly. This bal

ance is a state of wakefulness, mindfulness. 

People with different temperaments bring different approaches to the 

practice of m editation. Some people are extremely orthodox, in fact dic

tatorial, with themselves. Others are extraordinarily loose; they just hang 

out, so to speak, in the m editation posture and let everything happen. 

Other people struggle back and forth between those two extrem es, not 

knowing exactly what to do . H ow one approaches the sitting situation 

will depend o n one's moods and the type of person on e is, obviously. 

But always a certain sense of accuracy is required, and a certain sense of 

freedom is required. 

Mindfulness of mind m eans b eing with on e's mind. When you sit and 

m editate, you are there: you are being with your body, with your sense 

of life or survival, with your sense of effort, and at the same time, you 

are being with your mind. You are being there. Mindfulness of mind sug

gests a sense of presence and a sense of accuracy in terms of being there. 

You are there, therefore you can't miss yourself. If you are not there, 

then you might miss yourself. But that also would be a double take: if 

you realize you are not there, that means you are there. That brings you 

back to w here you are-back to square one. 

The whole process is very simple, actually. Unfortunately, explaining 

the simplicity takes a lot of vocabulary, a lot of grammar. However, it is 
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a very simple matter. And that matter concerns you and your world. 

Nothing else. It does not particularly concern enlightenment, and it does 

not particularly concern m etaphysical comprehension. In fact, this sim

ple matter does not particularly concern the next minute, or the minute 

before this one. It only concerns the very small area where we are now. 

Really w e operate on a very small basis. W e think we are great, 

broadly significant, and that we cover a whole large area. We see our

selves as having a history and a future, and here we are in our big-deal 

present. But if we look at ourselves clearly in this very moment, we see 

we are just grains of sand- just little people concerned only with this 

little dot which is called nowness. 
We can only operate on one dot at a time, and mindfulness of mind 

approaches our experience in that way. We are there, and we approach 

ourselves on the very simple basis of that. That does not particularly have 

many dimensions, many perspectives; it is just a simple thing. Relating 

directly to this little dot of nowness is the right understanding of auster

ity. And if we work on this basis, it is possible to begin to see the truth 

of the matter, so to speak-to begin to see what nowness really means. 

This experience is very revealing in that it is very personal. It is not 

personal in the sense of petty and m ean. The idea is that this exp erience 

is your experience. You might be t empted to share it with somebody else, 

but then it becom es their experience, rather than what you wished for: 

your I their experience, jumbled t ogether. You can n ever achieve that. 

People have different experiences of reality, which cannot be jumbled 

together. Invaders and dictators of all kinds have tried to make others 

have their experience, to make a big concoction of minds controlled by 

one person. But that is impossible . Everyone who has tried to make that 

kind of spiritual pizza has failed. So you have to accept that your experi

ence is personal. The personal experience of nowness is very much there 

and very obviously there. You cannot even throw it away! 

In sitting practice, or in the awareness practice of everyday life, for 

that matter, you are not trying to solve a wide array of problems. You 

are looking at one situation that is very limited. It is so limited that there 

is not even room to be claustrophobic. If it is not there, it is not there. 

You missed it. If it is there, it is there. That is the pinpoint of mindfulness 

of mind, that simplicity of total up-to-dateness, total directness. Mind 

functions singly. Once. And once. One thing at a time. The practice of 

mindfulness of mind is to be there with that o ne-sh ot p erception, con-
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stantly. You get a complete picture from which nothing is missing: that 

is happening, now that is happening, now that is happening. There is no 

escape. Even if you focus yourself on escaping, that is also a one-shot 

movement of which you could be mindful. You can be mindful of your 

escape- of your sexual fantasy or your aggression fantasy. 

Things always happen one at a time, in a direct, simple movement of 

mind. Therefore, in the technique of mindfulness of mind, it is tradition

ally recommended that you be aware of each single-shot perception of 

mind as thinking: ((I am thinking I hear a sound." ((I am thinking I smell 

a scent." ((I am thinking I feel hot." ((I am thinking I feel cold." Each one 

of these is a total approach to experience- very precise, very direct, one 

single movement of mind. Things always happen in that direct way. 

Often we tend to think that we are very clever and we can get away 

from that direct nature of things. We feel we can get around that choice

less simplicity by approaching something from the back door-or from 

above, from the loft. We feel that we can prove ourselves to be ex

tremely intelligent and resourceful that way. We are cunning and shifty. 

But somehow it does not work. When we think we are approaching 

something from the back door, we do not understand that it is an illusion 

that there is something else to approach. At that moment there is only the 

back-doorness. That one-shot back-doorness is the totality of what is. W e 

are the back door. If w e are approaching from the loft, you, m e, every

body, all of us are up there. The whole thing is up there, rather than 

there being something else for us to go down and invade and control. 

There isn't anything else at all. It is a one-shot deal. That one-shot reality 

is all there is. Obviously we can make up an illusion. We can imagine 

that we are conquering the universe by multiplying ourselves into hun

dreds of aspects and personalities: the conquering and the conquered. 

But that is like the dream state of someone who is actually asleep. There 

is only the one shot; everything happens only once. There is just that. 
Therefore mindfulness of mind is applicable. 

So meditation practice has to be approached in a very simple and 

very basic way. That seems to be the only way that it will apply to our 

experience of what we actually are. That way, we do not get into the 

illusion that we can function as a hundred people at once. When we lose 

the simplicity we begin to be concerned about ourselves: "While I'm 

doing this, such-and-such is going to happen. What shall I do?" Thinking 

that more than that is happening, we get involved in hope and fear in 
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relation to all kinds of things that are not actually happening. Really it 

does not work that way. While we are doing that, we are doing that. If 

som ething else happens, w e are doing something else. But two things 

cannot happen at once; it is impossible. It is easy to imagine that two 

things are happening at once, because our journey back and forth b e

tween the two may be very speedy. But even then w e are doing only 

one thing at a time. 

The idea of mindfulness of mind is to slow down the fickleness of 

jumping back and forth. We have to realize that w e are not extraordi

nary mental acrobats. We are not all that well trained. And even an ex

traordinarily well-trained mind could not manage that many things at 

once- not even two. But because things are very simple and direct, we 

can fo cus on, be aware and mindful of, one thing at a time. That one

pointedness, that bare attention, seems to be the basic point. 

It is necessary to take that logic all the way and realize that even to 

apply bare attention to what we are doing is impossible. If we try, we 

have two personalities: one personality is the bare attention; the other 

personality is doing things. Real bare attention is being there all at o nce. 

W e do not apply bare attention to what we are doing; we are n ot mindful 

ofwhat we are doing. That is impossible. Mindfulness is the act as well as 

the experience, happening at the same time. Obviously, we could have 

a som ewhat dualistic attitude at the beginning, before we get into real 

mindfulness, that we are willing to be mindful, willing to surrender, will

ing to discipline ourselves. But then we do the thing; w e just do it. It is 

like the famous Z en saying "When I eat, I eat; when I sleep, I sleep." 

You just do it, with absolutely no implicatio n b ehind what you are doing, 

not even of mindfulness. 

When we begin to feel implications of mindfulness, we are beginning 

to split ourselves. Then w e are faced with our resistance, and hundreds 

of other things seemingly b egin to attack us, to bother us. Trying to be 

mindful by deliberately looking at oneself involves too much watcher. 

Then we have lost the one-shot simplicity. Perhaps we could have a dis

cussiOn. 

Student: I don't understand how sem works. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Sem is basic mind. But instead of using the word 

mind as a noun, it might be more helpful to think of it as a verb, as in 

"minding one's business." Sem is an active process, because you cannot 
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have mind without an object of mind. Mind and its object are one proc

ess. Mind only functions in relation to a reference point. In other words, 

you cannot see anything in the dark. The function of sight is to see 

something that is not darkness-to see an object, in the light. In the same 

way, the function of mind is to have a reference point, a relative refer

ence point which survives the mind, the minding process. That is hap

pening right now, actually, everywhere. 

Student: I was wondering if you could speak a little more about how 

mind, or "minding," creates the world. Are you talking about creating 

in the sense that if we are not mindful of the world the world does not 

exist? I feel you're saying something else b esides that. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, mind is very simple perception: it can only 

survive on "other." Otherwise it starves to death. 

S: You m ean the mind can only exist on things outside of itself? 

TR: That is right. But there is also the possibility that mind can go 

too far in that direction. Mind cannot exist without the projection of a 

relative reference point; on the other hand, mind also cannot exist if it is 

too crowded with projections. That way it also loses its reference point. 

So mind has to maintain a certain balance. To begin with, mind looks 

for a way to secure its survival. It looks for a mate, a friend; it creates 

the world. But when it b egins to get too crowded- too many connec

tions, too much world- it rejects its projections; it creates a little niche 

somewhere and fights tooth and nail to maintain it in order to survive. 

Sometimes mind loses the game. It becom es psychotic, completely mad. 

You "lo se your mind," as we say: you cannot even function on an ordi

nary logical level. Such psychosis results from either of the two ex

tremes: you are completely overcrowded by the whole projection of the 

world or, on the other hand, you lack anything for mind to work with. 

So mind can only exist in the neurosis of relative reference, not in psy

chosis. When it reaches the psychotic level, mind ceases to function as 

mind. It becomes something else, something poisonous. 

Student: According to that model, how would meditation practice af

fect the relationship b etween mind and the world it's doing battle with? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: The purpose of meditation practice is to try to save 

oneself from psychosis. 
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S: But you still maintain the world? You still maintain the neurotic 

state, basically? 

TR: Not that necessarily, either. There is an alternative mind that 

does not need the neurotic world. This is where the idea of enlighten

m ent comes in. Enlightened mind can go further and further, b eyond 

questions of relative reference. It does not have to keep up with this 

world. It reaches a point where it does not have to sharpen itself on this 

neurotic world any more. There is another level of exp erience which still 

has a reference point, but it is a reference point without demand, a refer

ence point that does not need further reference points. That is called 

nonduality. This does not m ean to say that you dissolve into the world 

or the world becomes you. It's not a question of oneness but rather a 

question of zeroness. 

Student: Rinpoche, how does the notion of mind that you've talked 

about relate to the notion of ego and the strategies of maintaining ego? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Mind as we have been talking about it is ego. Ego 

can survive only in relation to a reference point, not by itself. But I am 

trying to make the whole thing quite simple and relate it directly to the 

practice of meditation. If we think practicing meditation is concerned 

with working with ego, that sounds like too big a deal. Whereas if we 

just work with mind, that is an actual, real thing to us. In order to wake 

up in the morning you have to know it is morning- there is light outside 

and you have awakened. Those simple things are a perfect example of 

basic ego. Ego survives and thrives on reference point. So sem is ego, 

yes. 

Student: You talked about mind relating to externals only. What do 

you consider it when the mind is functioning in pure intellection or 

imagination, creating its own object, so to speak? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: That is external. 

S: But there could be nothing out there . You could be in a darkened 

cell imagining that you are hearing a symphony, for example; it exists 

only in your mind. 

TR: Sure. That is outside. That seems to b e the point. Maybe you are 

not really talking to me now. Maybe you are in a dark room and you 

are talking to your version of m e. Somehow the physical visual situation 
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is not that important a factor. Any m ental object, mental content, is re
garded as an extern al thing. 

Student: In regard to the technique of breathing, is there any particu
lar reason why we identify with the o ut-breath rather than the in-breath? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: That's a question of openness. You have to create 

some kind of gap, some area where there is less strain. Once you breathe 

out, you're sure to breathe in again, so there's room for relief of som e 

kind. Nothing needs watching there. 

Also, out-breathing is an expression of stepping out of your central
ized system. Out-breathing has nothing to do with centralizing in your 

body, where usually everything is psychosomatically bottled up. Instead, 
by identifying with the out-breath you are sharing, you are giving some

thing out. 

Student: When you were talking about "flat-bot tomed" ideas, you 
said that the flat bottom is what provides an openness, or a space, as 

opposed to having " 'ings on your mind- flying thoughts or whatever. 
What makes the panic arise that n1ade the retreatant you spoke of turn 

to her book, and that tnakes us run away from that sense of 
groundedness? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: A lot of fear comes when things are too clearly de

fined. The situation becom es overwhelmingly sharp and direct and accu
rate, so that you would rather interpret it than simply acknowledge it. It 

is like when you say som ething very plain and direct to som eone and 

you find him saying, " In other words, you are saying blah, blah, blah, 

blah, blah." Instead of relating dil·ectly to what has been said, he has a 

tendency to try to keep his twist. That seems to be a problem of shyness, 
of being shy of the bluntness of reality, of the «fonnness," the "thing

ness" that exists in our world and that nobody wants to face. Facing that 

is the highest form of sanity and enlightened vision. That seems to be 

the basic point of certain descriptions in the Tibetan Book ~f th.e Dead, 
where it describes a b right light coming toward you that you shy away 

from; you are frightened of it. Then there is a dull, seductive light com
ing from, one of the six realm$ of neurotic existence, and you are at

tracted to that instead. You prefer the shadow to the reality. That is the 

kind of problem that exists. Often the reality is so blunt and outrageous 
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and overwhelming that you feel facing it would be like sitting on a razor 

blade. 

Student: You spoke of experiencing the body. There are a lot of tech

niques and practices for feeling the body, where you focus attention on 

a physical sensation, tension, or whatever you feel when you attempt to 

feel the physical body. I'm w ondering what relation that kind of practice 

has to the practice with the breath that you described. Are those tech

niques a different thing, or would they reinforce the practice with the 

breath? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Your breath is your physical body from the point 

of view of this approach. There are all kinds of sensations that you expe

rience along with the breath: pains, aches, itches, pleasurable feelings, 

and so on. You experience all those things along with the breath. Breath 

is the theme, and the other things go along with it. So the idea of the 

breathing technique is simply to be very precise about what you are ex

periencing. You relate to tho se sensations as they come up, along with 

your breath, without imagining that you are exp eriencing your body. 

Those experiences are n ot at all your body's experiences. That is impos

sible. Actually, you are in no w ay in a position to exp erience your body. 

Those experiences are just thoughts: 'Tm thinking I'm in pain. " It is the 

thought of pain, the thought of itch, and so forth. 

S: So you are saying that the breathing technique is in a way a saner 

attitude than believing, ((Now I'll feel my b ody" and making a project 

out of that? 

TR: The breathing technique is a literal one, a direct one. It faces 

what is actually the case rather than just trying to turn out some result. 

Student: Before, you w ere saying that when we are sitting here and 

taking notes, or fo cusing on the speaker and relaxing, we have a psycho

somatic notion of body. And psychosomatic, the way I understand it, is 

sort of an imagined thing, or something that has to do with one's mind, 

with how the mind is affecting the body. Like when we say someone has 

a psychosomatic disease, it means their mind is having some effect on 

their b ody. How is that related to the fact that we're sitting here relaxing 

and listening to a speaker? How is that a psychosomatic sense of body? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: The point is that whatever we do in our lives, we 

don't actually just do it; we are affected by mind. Maybe the body, the 
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true body, is b eing pressured by the psychosomatic speed of the mind. 

You might say that there is a possibility that you are sitting here now 

properly, in a nonpsychosomatic way. But still, the whole situation of 

sitting h ere was brought together , the whole incident was m oved into 

place, by a psychosomatic driving force. So your sitting h ere was set up 

by the psychosomatic system, basically. If you have some kind of psy

chosomatic convulsion and you throw up- you actually do throw up 

stuff, which is not psychosomatic stuff but body stuff- it is nevertheless 

m anifested in psychosomatic style. Its being thrown up was instigated by 

a psychosomatic process. That is the kind of situation we are in. Funda

mentally our whole world is psychosomatic from that point of view. The 

whole process of living is composed of psychosomatic hangups. The de

sire to listen to the teachings comes from beginning to be aware of one's 

hang-ups. Since we have begun to be aware of our hang-ups we would 

like to create this further hang-up to clear up the existing hang-ups. 

S: Instead of relating directly? 

TR: W ell, one never does that until on e has some kind of flash of 

something o n the level of enlightenment. Until that point everything 

one does is always by innuendo. 

S: So any kind of disease or anything that's affecting you is psychoso

matic? 

TR: It is not only disease that is psychosomatic. Your process of h ealth 

is psychosomatic , already. Actually, disease is sort of an extra thing, like 

yeast growing on top of your back. 

Student: Rinpoche, with regard to touch-and-go, if a fantasy arises, to 

what point do you allow that fantasy to develop before you let go of it? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Once it arises, that is already ((touch. " Then let it 

be as it is. Then it goes. There is a peak point there. First, there is cre

ation of the fantasy; then it reaches maturity; then it is beyond its prime; 

and then it slowly vanishes or tries to turn into something else. 

S: Sometimes a fantasy will turn into a whole emotional plot which 

seems to get more and more complex. 

TR: That is beating a dead horse. You just let it come, let it play out 

its impetus or energy, then just let it go. Yo u have to taste it, then let it 

go. Having tasted it, it is not recommended to manipulate it any further. 

S: When you speak of touch-and-go, evidently meditating, sitting 

practice, is the "touch. " Do you mean that there are also times w hen it's 
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inappropriate to be mindful in this manner? That in everyday life we 

should just let mindfulness go? 

TR: I think there is some misunderstanding there. ((Touch" and ((go" 

always come together. It is like whenever there is a one, there is a zero. 

The number series, starting with one, implies zero. Numbers do not 

make sense if there is no such thing as zero. ((Touch" has n o m eaning 

without ((go." They are simultaneous. That simultaneity is mindfulness, 

which happens during b oth formal sitting practice and the postmedita

tion experience of everyday life. 

Student: Previously you mentioned the retreatant who had the feeling 

of sitting on a razor blade when things became very clear, very distinct. 

Could you relate that experience to the sense of delight in the mindful

ness of life? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: It is the same experience, actually. Whenever there 

is a threat of death, that also brings a sense of life. It is like taking a pill 

because you fear that otherw ise you might die. The pill is associated 

with the threat of death , but you take it w ith the attitude that it w ill 

enable you to live. Facing the moment clearly is like taking that pill: 

there is a fear of death and a love of life simultaneously. 

Student: H ow does mindfulness of life inform ethical b ehavio r, ethical 

action? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Things are done without mindfulness in the sam

saric world; we thrive on that. Consequently, almost everything we do 

is som ewhat disjointed: somehow things don't click, they don't fit; there 

is som ething illogical about our whole approach. W e might b e very rea

sonable, good people; still, b ehind the facade we are somewhat o ff. 

There is fundamental neurosis t aking place all the time on our part, 

which in turn creates pain for other people as well as ourselves. People 

get hurt by that, and their reactions create more of the same. That is 

what we call the neurotic world, or samsara. Nobody is actually having 

a good time. Even ostensibly good times are somewhat pushed. And the 

undercurrent of frustration from sensing that creates further indulgence. 

Mindfulness of life is an entirely different approach, in which life is 

treated as precious, w hich is to say, mindfully. Things are seen in their 

own right rather than as aspects of the vicious cycle of neurosis. Every

thing is jointed rather than disjointed. One's state of mind becomes co-
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h erent, so there is a basic workability concerning how to conduct one's 

life, in a general sense. One begins to becom e literate in reading the style 

of the world, the pattern of the world. That is just the starting point; it 

is by no m eans the final stage. It is just the b eginning of seeing how to 

read the world. 

Student: I really cannot imagine what experience would be like with

out all kinds of imagination and projections. I can't get a sense of what 

it would be like to participate in the world just as it is, just as things are 

occurring and coming up. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Are you interested in finding out? 

S: I guess so. 

TR: Well, it is very hard to do. The reason it is hard is that you are 

doing it. It is like looking for a lost horse. In order to look for it, you 

need to ride your lost horse. On the other hand, maybe you are riding 

on your lost horse, but still you are looking for it. It is something like 

that. It 's one of those. 

You see, there is really no such thing as ultimate reality. If there was 

such a thing, for that reason alone that could not be it. That is the prob

lem. So you are back to square one. And the only thing, it seems, that 

you can do is to practice. That is good enough. 

Student: In connection with the flash of waking up, in mindfulness of 

effort, I still don't clearly understand where you are supposed to come 

back from and what you are supposed to come back to. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Once that flash happens, you do not have to find 

out and appreciate where you came from. That is what I mean by, 

((Don' t entertain the messenger." You also do not need an idea of where 

you are going. After the flash, your awareness is like a snowflake re

leased from the clouds. It is going to settle down to the ground anyway. 

You have no choice. 

Student: Sometimes being mindful of the exhalation seems to become 

too deliberate. It seems too much that the watcher is doing it from 

above, rather than the breathing and the mindfulness being simultaneous. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: The touch-and-go approach is applicable here. You 

touch the exhalation and then disown the awareness even of that. If you 

are trying to have bare attention constantly, then you have a problem of 
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b eing very rigid and dragging yourself along. So you touch with the 

breath and go with the breath. That way there is a sense of freshness, a 

change of air. It is like a pulsation, or like listening to a musical beat. If 

you are trying to keep with one beat you miss another. But if you touch 

and go you begin to hear the rhythm; and then you hear the entirety of 

the music, too. Another example is eating food: when you eat food you 

don't taste it constantly, just now and then. It is the same way with any 

experience . W e hover around our interest. Always we just touch the 

highlights of our interest. So the touch-and-go style of mindfulness prac

tice is borrowed from the basic style of mind. If you go along with that, 

then there is no problem at all. 

Student: I somewhat understand how mindfulness of mind is a one

shot movement. But then if effort comes in, that no longer seems simul

taneous or spontaneous. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Effort comes in off and on- at the beginning, dur

ing, and at the end. For instance, you are holding that microphone be

cause you had an interest in asking a question. Now while you are 

listening to the answer, you have forgotten that you are h olding the mi

crophone, but that original effort is still hanging over. You are still hold

ing it, not dropping it. So a lot of journeys back and forth take place with 

one's effort , rather than its being maintained constantly. Therefore you 

do not have to strain and push constantly. If you do, there is no practice, 

no meditation; the whole thing just becomes a big deal of effort. Shifting, 

alternating constantly, creates the space of m editation. If you are one 

hundred percent effortful, you blow the whole thing. There is nothing 

left but a t ense lump of muscle sitting in the middle of a field. This hap

pens all the time in life situations. It is like trying to knead dough. If you 

knead too hard you won't have any dough left in your hand-you will 

just be pushing your hand against the board. But if you have the feeling 

that the purpose of kneading hard is to work with the dough, then you 

have some compromises taking place, some intelligence coming into 

play. Without that, effort alone just kills. 

Student: Without exercising some kind of incredible deliberateness, 

my entire meditation practice seems to be fantasy. There seems to be 

hardly any time that I am relating with my breath. I am basically just 
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sitting there daydreaming or else very deliberately, h eavy-handedly try

ing to relate with my breath. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: W ell, go and sit. 

S: What should I do when I sit? 

TR: Sit. 

S: That's all? What about working with my breath? 

TR: Sit. Go ahead and sit. Just go ahead and do it. 



FOUR 

Devotion 

{{The devotional relationship between student and master becomes 
a living analogy for the student's relationship to life in general. 
Over a period of time this relationship works through many layers 
of inauthentic communication, based on ever more subtle decep
tions of ego. The result for the student can be a totally clear and 
unencumbered relationship to his or her world." 

D EVOTION, IN T HE conventional sense, is a feeling of trust. The 

object of devotion, whether a person or an idea, is felt to be trust

worthy and definite, more solid and real than oneself. In comparison, 

the devotee feels himself to be somewhat uncertain, not solid or full 

enough. He feels he lacks something, and this is the reason for his devo

tion toward somebody or something else. He feels inadequate standing 
on his own two feet , so h e turns elsewhere for advice, security, or 

warmth. This type of devotion can be directed toward any number of 

ideas, or it can be directed toward our parents, our school teachers, our 

spiritual teacher, our bank manager, our wife or husband- toward 

whomever seems to have achieved life's goal in the conventional sense, 

which p erhaps m eans anyone who has accumulated a lot of experience 

or information. 

In general, the character of devotion seems to depend on the manner 

in which we relate the quality of trust or sanity within ourselves to 

Based on ((The True Meaning of Devo tion," Barnet, Vermont, 1973· 
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something outside us. In the tradition of Buddhism, devotion to a 

teacher or master plays an extremely important role. Although, like con

ventional devotion, it may in the beginning be based on a sense of inade

quacy and a wish to flee that inadequacy rather than to face and work 

with it, it goes far beyond that point. The devotional relationship be

tween student and master becomes a living analogy for the student's 

relationship to life in general. Over a period of time this relationship 

works through many layers of inauthentic communication, based on 

ever more subtle deceptions of ego. The result for the student can be a 

totally clear and unencumbered relationship to his or her world. What 

makes the student persist in this long, difficult, and often extremely pain

ful voyage of discovery is his or her devotion to the teacher-the convic

tion that the t eacher indeed embodies the truth of his teaching. 

Throughout its various levels of development, devotion can be seen as 

having two aspects: admiration and absence of arrogance. 

Admiration may be construed as hero worship. We look up to people 

who have a great deal of talent and dignity. We may idolize such people, 

hoping to make them part of us, to incorporate them into our territory. 

We hope in this way to participate in their greatness. 

On the other hand, seeing talented people and their fine creations 

may make us jealous and depressed. We could feel we are too stupid and 

incompetent to compete with such tremendous discipline and talent. We 

might find ourselves actually resentful toward someone who is beautiful 

or polished. We may even experience their existence and their accom

plishments as a hurt. Fine accomplishments or works of beauty may be 

such a threat that something in us would almost like to destroy them, to 

burn down all the art museums. At the very least we would like to insult 

those people who are more talented than we are. This is hero hatred, 

which is another version of hero worship. 

A third possibility is that we may feel a really immense distance be

tween the great and talented people and ourselves. We may feel that 

their accomplishments are splendid, but that they have nothing to do 

with us because they are so far above us. This attitude permits us to 

avoid b eing pained by a comparison with such accomplished people. 

With this attitude, we seal ourselves off completely. 

The hidden assumption of this approach, whether in the form of 

adoration, hatred, or aloofness, is that there are heroes and there are 



DEVOTION 

incompetents, and we are among the incompetents. A separation 1s 

maintained. 

In relating to a spiritual teacher, admiration is usually expressed in 

one of those three neurotic styles. In the case of seductive admiration, 

we want to consume the teacher completely so that h e or she becomes 

part of us; in that case, we obliterate the actual features of the relation

ship under a thick layer of honey. In the repelling style of admiration, 

we are so overcome by awe and fear that, although we cannot help still 

being involved with the teacher, we keep the teacher in such a lofty 

niche that the possibility of direct appreciation is completely closed off. 

No matter what our style, it is usual to try to strategize our devotion so 

that the guru is not a threat. 

A combination of these styles was visible in the fad that developed in 

the early part of this decade, when gurus were related to as popular idols 

or good luck charms. Young people completely covered their walls with 

pictures of spiritual superstars: gurus from India and Japan, American 

Indians, Eskimos, Tibetans-pinups of all kinds. In this way they could 

consider themselves on the good side of all sorts of great b eings or great 

concepts. By relating to t eachers as icons, they could express their admi

ration safely, without any danger of uncomfortable feedback. 

Real admiration is much more direct than these contrived attitudes, 

and therefore it is more dangerous. Real admiration is based on a sense 

of courage and trem endous dignity. When we admire someone in a real 

way, we are not competing with that person or trying to win him over, 

but we are sharing his immense vision. The relationship can be a great 

celebration, because we do not approach it with a personal investment 

in any strategy or cause. In such admiration, our role is simply to devote 

ourselves completely, just to travel along without expecting anything in 

return for our admiration. 

True admiration has clarity and bite. It is like breathing mountain air 

in winter, which is so cold and clear that we are afraid that it may freeze 

our lungs. Between breaths we may want to run into the cabin and 

throw a blanket over our heads lest we catch cold-but in true admira

tion we do not do that. Although the mountain air is threateningly clear 

as well as fantastically invigorating, we just breathe, without trying ei

ther to protect ourselves or to trap the air and take it with us. Like the 

mountains we are simply a part of that briskness: that is proper admira

tion or sharing. 
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The second quality of devotion is absence of arrogance. The arrogant 

approach is to b e so passionately involved with our teacher that we be

come devotional chauvinists and cease to see the rest of the world prop

erly. In fact, we become passionately involved with our own arrogance. 

We indulge our " devotion" by collecting information, techniques, sto

ries, little words of wisdom- all to confirm our chauvinistic view. It ac

tually reaches a po int that the teach er upon whom our arrogance is 

based himself b ecom es a threat. The absurdity is that we even end up 

wanting to use our collection of ammunition against our teacher when 

he begins giving our "devotion" a hard time. 

If our devotion is without arrogance there is not this resentment 

toward the world or the guru. Absence of such arrogance is absolutely 

necessary. When courting a teacher, students frequently make a sort of 

detailed application, listing all their insights and spiritual credentials. 

That is too arrogant; it is phony, out of the question altogether. It is fine 

to offer our particular skills or neuroses to the guru as a gift or an open

ing gesture. But if we b egin to dress up our neuroses as virtues, like a 

person writing a resume, that is unacceptable. D evotion w ithout arro

gance demands that we stop clinging to our particular case history, that 

we relate to the teacher and to the world in a naked and direct way, 

without hiding behind credentials. 

Buddhism h as three levels of development: hinayana; mahayana; and 

vajrayana, or tantra. Initially, at the hinayana level, devotion is very 

definite and very direct. The formula of devotion is what is known as 

taking refuge. One takes refuge in the Buddha as an example; in the 

dharma, or teaching, as a way of life; and in the sangha, or fellowship of 

practitioners, as companionship. 

At this level the inspiration for devotion arises from a sense of being 

trapped in the whirlpool of samsara- of being filled with pain, dissatis

fa ction, and neurosis. Not only are we in that state, but there is the fur

ther frustration that however much we try to get out of that state, our 

too-speedy, too-desperate attempts only make our situation m ore hope

less. The traditional analogy for this is that of an elephant who feels very 

hot in the tropical sun and, wanting to bathe in some cool water, jumps 

into a mud ho le. The more he moves around the more he sinks. At the 

beginning it seems very pleasurable, but w hen two-thirds of his body has 

sunk into the mud h e begins to panic. H e st ruggles more and more to 

get out , but it is too late. 
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Like the elephant, we try to rescu e ourselves from our frustration, 

but the more we try to pull ourselves out the more we sink in. We feel 

completely helpless. It sometimes reaches the point of feeling that we 

have made a complete mess out of our lives. What are we to do if we 

do not get what we want? What are we to do when we have already 

gotten what we wanted? Even if we have had some success, what are 

we to do when things still go on after that? We are always back at square 

one. Our master plan has cheated us. There seems to be no alternative 

to frustration and confusion. It is this situation that is the inspiration to 

take refuge. At some point, instead of merely trying to struggle within 

ourselves, w e feel that perhaps w e ought to look around and try to find 

someone to rescue us. Taking refuge in the Buddha as an example means 

identifying with a person who was able in one lifetime to attain enlight

enment and save himself. Since somebody has already done it, perhaps 

we could do the same thing. 

Since we are in an emergency situation, the first thing we learn is that 

our struggle to pull ourselves out of samsara has to be given up. Being 

engaged in a struggle may give us some sense of security, in that at least 

we feel we are doing something. But that struggle has become useless 

and irrelevant: it only makes things worse. However, the pain we have 

experienced in our struggle cannot be forgotten. We have to work with 

it. Rather than struggling to escap e pain, we have to make it our path. It 

then becomes a rich resource for learning. Relating to our pain in this 

manner is taking refuge in the dharma. 

The sangha is composed of the people who follow such a path. We 

respect those who have undertaken the journey- those who have b een 

able to get out of the mud- as well as our companions, who are working 

like ourselves. It is not a matter of leaning on others to avoid facing our 

loneliness. Rather, by taking refuge in the sangha, we acknowledge our 

aloneness, which in turn becomes an inspiration to others. 

The hinayana approach to devotion is not directed toward attaining 

a sense of emotional security. It is purely a response to an em ergency. If 

we have been hurt in a car accident, we need an ambulance to take us 

to the hospital. When such an em ergency arises, the hypothetical com

forts of a successful journey are remote. The only thing we need is for 

the ambulance to come and fetch us. It is very alarming; we are com

pletely stuck. So devotion in the hinayana is based on the desire to b e 
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rescued from the hopeless and chaotic situation in which we seem to 

dwell continually. 

It should be clear at this point that those who become involved with 

the teaching in this way are quite different from spiritual shoppers who 

have the luxury of drifting from one involvement to another. For those 

who are really engaged in working on themselves, there is no time to 

shop around. They are simply concerned with getting some basic treat

ment. They have no time for philosophizing or analysis: they are stuck. 

Help is desperately needed because the pain is so intense. 

Psychologically, there seems to be a basic difference in honesty be

tween the hinayana practitioner, who acknowledges the urgent need for 

a rescuer, and the dilettante spiritual shopper. Spiritual shoppers might 

acknowledge that there is a problem, but they feel the problem can be 

patched over until they can get service to their liking. Spiritual shopping 

is a naive and simplistic version of the fantastic project of spiritual mate

rialism-a project which simply creates and perpetuates suffering in its 

attempt to achieve egohood. Spiritual shoppers are looking for entertain

ment from spiritual teachings. In such an approach devotion is nonexis

tent. Of course, if such shoppers visit a store where the salesman has a 

trem endous personality and his m erchandise is also fantastically good, 

they might momentarily feel overwhelming trust of some kind. But their 

basic attitude is not desp erate enough. Their desperation has b een con

cealed or patched over, so they make no real connection with the t each

ing. However, their patchwork is bound to fall apart, and in the midst of 

that chaos they will have no choice but to come to terms with their 

desperation. That is the point of emergency out of which the rudiments 

of genuine devotion arise. Desperation becomes very straightforward. 

But what happens after we already have been treated for our pain

when our basic problems have been dealt with and we can afford to relax 

a little bit? Although our initial symptoms have been cured, our particu

lar medical service may now appear not to be totally ideal, and we may 

begin to look for a better one. We can once again afford the luxury of 

shopping for the last word in spirituality, and devotion may be forgotten. 

We may even begin to develop a sense of resentment toward our 

teacher, feeling that he has interfered in our business and undermined 

our dignity. Once we have regained our strength-or hypocrisy-we 

tend to forget the kindness and generosity of the rescuer, and the com

passionate acts he performed. Now that we are no longer stupid, unwor-
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thy persons looking for a rescuer, we may feel resentful of having been 
seen in that abject position. At that point, there is a need for eye-level 
communication, for a friend rather than a teacher. But how do we bridge 
the gap between the notion of a rescu er and that of a spiritual friend? 

On the hinayana level our condition was sitnilar to that of a patient 
in an em ergency room. T here was no point then in being personally 
introduced to the physician or in trying to be p olite. How ever , when we 
have recovered from our operation, there is the possibility that the per
son w ho perforn1ed the operation n1ay take a further interest in us be
cause he has learned a great deal about us during the course of our 

treatment. H e also happens to like us tremendously. But there is the 
difficulty that as we recover w e may resent his interest. W e do not want 

to be intitnidated by having our case history recalled. 
At that poin t it is very hard to m ake a connection, but it is absolutely 

necessary. It is not like ordinary m edical practice in which the doctor 
can transfer our case to someone else. The person we ran into in the 

emergency room has to carry on w ith us until real, fundamental, basic 
sanity has developed. 

Now the notion of surrendering is very important. T he greatest gift 
we can make is to open and expose o urselves. We have to show our 
physician o ur secret ailments. Still, the physician keeps calm and quiet 
and goes on liking us, however repulsive our secret ailments may be. So 
our relationship w ith the physician is ongoing. 

So the second stage of devotion , on the level of mahayana, com es 
from discovering our teacher as a spiritual friend, or kalyananu tra in San
skrit. The guru becom es a friend with whom we can communicate com
pletely in the sense of communication between equals. But at the same 
time this particular friend is rather heavy-handed: he minds our business. 

On the mahayana level, devotion is based on the feeling that w e are, 
up to a point, w orthy persons capable of receiving the teachings. Our 
inspiration, insights, pain , and neuroses all constitute u s as good vessels. 
Our neuroses and pain are not regarded as bad, nor, for that m.atter, are 
our virtues regarded as good. Both are just th e substance of the vessel. 
T here is an overall sense of trust- a sense of warmth and compassion 
toward ourselves in that all our aspects can be included in the relation
ship with the spiritual friend . And devotion to the spiritual friend is com 
plem entary t o that developm ent of trust in ourselves: devotion at this 
point is no longer directed toward an external object alone. This attitude 
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of nonaggression toward oneself and others is central to the bodhisattva 

path, which is at the heart of mahayana Buddhism. 

Aggression manifests toward others as pride and toward oneself as 

depression. If we get fixated in either of these extremes we become un

suitable vessels for the teachings. The arrogant student is like a container 

turned upside down; h e is completely unreceptive to anything coming 

from outside himself. And the depressed student is like a container with 

holes in it; since h e feels nothing will help h e does not heed anything. It 

is not that before forming a relationship with a spiritual friend we have 

to become ideal vessels. That would be impossible. But if we have an 

occasional glimpse of that attitude of nonaggression- a positive attitude 

toward ourselves, without arrogance or pride- then that creates the pos

sibility of our spiritual friend communicating with us directly. 

The first obstacle to devotion at this point is negativity toward our

selves; we judge ourselves too harshly. The usual response to depression, 

to feeling unworthy of the teachings, is to try to change completely, by 

making a one hundred percent improvement. We set up a kind of totali

tarian regime with the aim of making ourselves into perfect individuals 

without any faults whatsoever. Whenever we begin to notice our faults 

peeking through, our automatic reaction is to feel that our journey is 

being delayed and our perfection challenged. So we try to prune our

selves. W e are willing to impose all sorts of discipline on ourselves, pun

ishing our bodies and our minds. W e inflict pain on ourselves through 

stringent rules of all kinds. We may go so far as to seek some magical 

cure for our shortcomings, since in moments of clarity we realize we 

cannot handle ourselves. This totalitarian approach seems to be falling 

once more into the pitfall of spiritual materialism, of trying to make one

self perfect. 

The second obstacle to devotion is a further form of arrogance. The 

student may have received some glimpse of the teachings, and some pre

liminary sanity may have already developed in him; but then he starts 

taking liberties. He has too much trust in his own home-brewed potion, 

too much trust in do-it-yourself projects: ((I have developed myself to 

this level, and I have achieved a lot of the things that I wanted to achieve. 

I'm sure that I don't have to go through the embarrassment of regarding 

someone as my spiritual friend any more. I can study the appropriate 

books and learn how to brew the spiritual medicines myself." 

It is true than in some sense Buddhism can be described as a do-it-
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yourself process. The Buddha himself said, "Work out your own salva
tion with diligence." So it seems clear that, to a certain extent, salvation 

is up to us and we cannot really get help from outside. There is no magi
cal gimmick that will solve our probletns for us without pain. But while 
there is no possibility that such external magic or divine powers will save 
us, a spiritual friend is still necessary. Such a friend might only tell us 
that doing it ourselves is the only way, but we have to have someone to 
encourage us to do that and to show us that it can be done. Our friend 

has done it himself, and his predecessors in his spiritual lineage have 
done it as well. We have to have this proof that the spiritual path is not 

a gigantic hoax but a real thing, and that there is someone who can pass 
on the message, the understanding, the techniques. And it is necessary 
that this friend be a hun1an being, not an abstract figure that can be ma
nipulated by our wishful thinking; he is som eone who shares the human 
condition with us and who works with us on that level. He n1ust have a 
direct and very concrete understanding of us personally in order for 

there to be a proper connection. Without that, we are unable to receive 
any real teachings, any real benefit. 

In relating to the spiritual friend, at the same time that we trust our
selves and consider ourselves worthy vessels, there sh ould also be some 
sense of hopelessness. At this p oint hopelessness does not mean despair, 
but simply a loss of interest in manufacturing further expectations. Ordi
narily, we live in our ~rorld of expectations, which we embellish con
stantly. Hopelessness means being willing to live nakedly in the 
moment, without the reference point of our expectation s. Expecting 
good fortune or bad fortune is like believing in fortune cookies: it is just 
entertaining ourselves with expectations. Chaos might arise or develop
ment and creativity might arise- either situation is possible- but in 
communicating with a spiritual friend we are not looking ahead; we are 
directly involved in the very n1oment. The spiritual friend does not exist 
as a dream of the future, like an arranged marriage that is yet to be con
summated. The spiritual fri end is right there in front of us- six inches 
away. He is right there. Whatever image we present to such a friend is 
immediately reflected back to us. That is ~rhy the spiritual friend is re
ferred to as heavy-handed: he minds our business. He has no shyness of 

himself or us. Just being right there, he minds our business totally. 
We cannot tread the path of mahayana without a spiritual friend

absolutely not- because ~re have to receive the good news of the bodhi-
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sattva's wide-open path. The spiritual friend both is and conveys that 
good news. He makes it possible to know the teachings and the practice 
as real, rather than purely as a myth to accept on the basis of blind faith. 
vVe have a tendency to look for miracles and magic as solutio ns to our 
problems. One reason for this is that we do not believe what we have 

been told concerning the hard facts of spirituality, and we actually regard 
the whole thing as a fable. We are so bored with living on this earth, 'We 
would like to go to the moon or to Mars, or to explore other solar sys
tems. We do not want to believe that dealing with our situation happens 
right here; this place seems to be too small, too unexciting, too polluted 
and unclean. But the spiritual friend does not offer us any magical solu
tion, any escape from our boredon1. He relates to us on a very mundane 
level, right here on earth. While he does not perform miracles or magic, 
we see that he belongs to a lineage of generations and generations of 
teachers vvho have achieved complete openness. He provides proof of the 
teachings by acting as an exan1ple. 

In this sense the spiritual friend is like a good baker in a lineage of 
bakers. The earliest bakers passed on their secrets for making good 
bread, from generation to generation. T he present baker also bakes good 
bread and feeds it to us. The loaf he gives us to sample was not preserved 
through the generations as an antique; it is not a n1useum piece. This 
loaf has been baked fresh and is now hot, wholesome, and nourishing. 
It is an example of what freshness can be. The knowledge that has been 
handed down to us through the spiritual lineage has the same qualities. 
We can make an immediate connection with the spiritual friend and un
derstand that in the past, generations of teachers and students also expe
rienced such a fresh and direct relationship. 

The spiritual friend has real, living teachings, and we can relate with 
him thoroughly and completely. If we are simple and straightforward 
with hin1, neither condemning nor aggrandizing ourselves, then instead 
ofblind faith, we begin to develop real devotion. We are convinced that 
something is happening- something that could make life complete ly 
workable- but at the same time we are not expecting anything extraor
dinary. So the relationship w ith the spiritual friend is very ordinary; it is 
communication on the level of our day-to-day living situation. 

Our relationship with a spiritual friend tends to become even m ore 
demanding and much more energy consuming as we develop on the 
path. From the standpoint of fundamental devotion the sense of friend-
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ship is simply an appetizer. The true meaning of devotion manifests on 
the vajrayana level alone. 

At the hinayana level o ur devotion was conditioned by our sense of 
desperation , and at the mahayana level it was conditioned by our loneli
ness. Only at the vajrayana level is there unconditioned devotion. At this 
level the relationship between student and teacher is very dangerous
but also extremely powerful. Finally, at this level, it could be described 
as a magical relationship. 

When we reach the third stage of the Buddhist path- the vajrayana, 
or the stage of tantra- devotion brings with it an increased sense of its 

appropriate expression through action, particularly through what is 
known as surrendering, or offering. Such surrendering takes a great deal 
of effort and energy. Before discussing the vajrayana, we need to under
stand this notion of surrendering. 

Usually we do not give merely for the sake of giving. We n1ay give 
because ·we want to get rid of som ething, in v.rhich case it is like throw

ing it into a garbage pail. Or we may give at required t imes, such as at 
Christmas or on birthdays. Sometimes we give to express our apprecia
tion to so1neone who has given us something, such as love, education, 
or support. Or we may use a gift to try to win somebody over. But we 
never seem to give in the absence of some purpose or scheme. We do 
not just give things- just like that. 

Even at the mahayana level, generosity has a scheme to it, in that it 
is regarded as an act of letting go and has the purpose of learning the 
generosity that does not expect anything in return. Only at the vajrayana 
level does even that kind of scheme disappear and the total simplicity of 
just giving become possible. That type of giving may not seem to be 
very practical. From an ordinary business point of view, it is like throw
ing m oney do,~n the drain; we could go so far as to say that it is insane 
to do such a thing. In this type of generosity we are not giving to prove 
how wealthy we are, or hov.r visionary, but we are just giving every
thing- body, speech, and mind. Tn other words, we are giving the giver, 
so there ceases even to be a gift. It is just letting go. 

Naturally, we would always like to watch the receiver of the gift ap
preciating what has been received. If we give our whole being and some
body thanks us for it, then w e have not actually given it completely; we 
have gotten it back. We thrive on such confirmation. We do not want 
to just give, not knowing whether or not we will have ourselves with us 
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any more. That is a terrible thought: if we give completely and hold 
nothing back we cannot even watch the process of giving; we cannot 
take part in that ritual. Losing ourselves is such a terrible idea that we 
would not even like to give up o ur anger or passion, because even such 
neuroses produce some kind of security. They may be painful, but they 
still serve to tnake the statem ent, " I do exist. " 

We might say that just giving is asking too much; it definitely is. That 
is V\rhy it is important. Giving without concept is what m akes room for 
the awakened state to be experien ced. This cannot take place as a busi
ness deal. We catmot possess the dharma and deposit it in the bank. 

When we actually receive the teachings properly, there is nobody hom e 
to receive anything; there is no one to reap a profit. The teachings simply 
become a part of us, part of our basic being. The dharn1a cannot be 
owned as property or adornment. 

The approach of ego at this level is to collect initiations and teachers 
as ornaments: (( I received millions of ordinations and trillions of initia

tions. I am cOinpletely soaked in blessings." That is the most decadent 
way of relating to the teachings, the tn ost blatant form of spiritual m ate
rialisin. In that approach we use the teaching and the teachers as part of 
ego's conspiracy to adorn itself, and thus we fall deeper and deeper 
asleep rather than opening up to anything. We become beggarly mystical 
egomamacs. 

Such attempts to strategize giving or to use the teachings for personal 
gain have to be given up completely at the vajrayana level. There is no 
longer room for the conditioned devotion of the hinayana and maha
yana. At this level total generosity, or surrendering, is required; other
wise the meeting of m inds between the teacher and student through 
which transmission takes place is impossible. 

In vajrayana Buddhisn1 the process of surrendering is catalyzed 
through what are known as the four preliminary practices: one hundred 
thousand prostrations; one hundred thousand repetitions of the refuge 
formula; one hundred th ousand repetitions of a purifying m.antra; and 
one hundred thousand symbolic offerings of one's body, speech, and 
mind and the V\rho le universe to the guru. It should be noted that we 

cannot embark immediately on the vajrayana approach without first 

going through the hinayana and n1ahayana. Without that preparation, 
these preliminary practices tend to be ineffectual, because w e do not ac

tually give up anything through then1. We merely go through the m o-
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tions of surrendering, petforming the gymnastics of a hundred thousand 
prostrations and playing w ith our spiritual gadgets. So unless we have 
started from the beginning with the disciplined m editation practice of 
the hinayana and the expansiveness and openness of the mahayana, we 
are unable to receive real empowerment and real transtnission through 
the vajrayana tradition. 

We initially related to the teacher as our rescuer; later he becam e a 
spiritual friend who engaged us in very intense communication. Now, in 
the vajrayana, the guru, or vajra master, begins to demand this further 
surrendering. At first we feel w e have already done our giving away and 
trusting, and that we do not have anything m ore to surrender. We have 

already paid our dues and therefore we are worthy of the vajrayana 
teachings. At the beginning of the path we were in bad shape, and we 
surrendered ourselves to the physician in the en1ergency room; later, 
when we began to recover, we felt lonely and sought con1panionship. 
Now w e feel we have already done everything ·we wanted to do: we 

have thrown everything overboard and surrendered our egos. But there 
is still sornething that needs to be surrendered, which is our collection 
of pride in the pain that we have already gone through. We have sur
rendered, but in the process of surrendering we have collected creden
tials, which are an obstacle. We have becom e respectable surrenderers 
who have carefully donated a certain chunk of their body, speech, mind, 
and energy. But something more is needed: complete surrender, com
plete humiliation, so to speak. And such devotion is possible only with 
the aid of a real friend. 

In the beginning of the vajrayana one takes what is known as the 
samaya vow. A samaya vow is a bond that one establishes with one's 
teacher- a bond between oneself, one's teacher, and the teacher's lin
eage. To create a samaya bond it is not enough ju st to get up and do it. 
If we wanted to get married we could run off and have a quick ceremony 
before a justice of the peace, w ithout having our parents ' acknowledg
ment or even a good wedding feast, but the m eaning and purpose of the 
marriage would be lost because there was no big deaL We just wanted 
to glue ourselves to somebody else. In the case of the samaya vow, a 
real marriage takes place between oneself, one's teacher, and the lineage. 
That is why there is a trem endous need for surrendering and opening. It 
is absolutely necessary because of the demand that that marriage makes 
on us. 
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As soon as the student drinks the water of the samaya oath the water 

turns into the elixir of life, or amrita, which sustains the student's convic

tion and remains in his h eart. But the surrendering process can also have 

deathly consequences. If the student has any trace of doubt or confusion 

or deceit , the water turns into molten iron and destroys him, carrying 

him to what is known as vajra hell. So samaya is a very heavy commit

ment. It is extremely potent and powerful. I personally feel that intro

ducing the vajrayana outright, in a country whose citizens have no idea 

of how dangerous a step it is, is taking advantage of people's weakness. 

Collecting hundreds of thousands of candidates for vajra hell seems to 

be uncompassionate, even if there are all kinds of gadgets and excite

ment for them along the way. 

In order to prepare suitable tantric students, we must start with all 

sorts of warnings. Such warnings are absolutely necessary. There is a 

traditional story about Indian merchants who sailed out onto the ocean 

to collect pearls. One merchant who had a large ship gathered together 

a number of people who wanted to go along on the venture. Attached 

to the ship were four anchors. When it came time to sail each day he 

would cut away one anchor with a warning: CCAre you sure you want to 

go through with this?" Only on the fourth day did h e set sail. Similarly, 

in order to launch vajrayana in America, we must give rep eated warn

ings about the dangers of tantric practice. Of course, if we get out on the 

ocean and collect beautiful pearls, it will be a fantastic thing, an extraor

dinary situation. But suppose we are unable to do that; suppose the par

ticipants are just blindly latching on to the big businessman who owns 

the ship? That would be disastrous, so there must be constant warnings. 

In tantra, the guru is regarded as absolutely essential. He is the central 

figure for all the teachings. Without the guru we cannot transmute the 

water of the oath into elixir. To relate to the guru we need a tremendous 

amount of openness and surrendering- real surrendering, not surren

dering with an ulterior motive, like that of the shopper who butters up 

the salesman because he wants his merchandise. 

At first , this surrendering involves the body; we surrender the feeling 

that our body is a cozy nest- that if we go mad at least we will have 

something to relate to, which is our body. When we surrender our body 

to the guru we are surrendering our primal reference point. One's body 

becomes the possession of the lineage; it is not ours anymore. I am not 

talking here of becoming hysterical and losing sense consciousness; I 
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m ean that , surrendering one's body, psychologically one's dear life is 
turned over to somebody else. We do not have our dear life to hold on 

to any more. At the second stage of tantra, speech, which is the emo

tional level, is also surrendered. Our em otional security is no longer re

garded as necessary or relevant. That need also is surrendered to the 

teachings and to the lineage as represented by the guru. The third stage 
involves the mind, the registering mechanistn that exists in one's state of 

consciousness. The mind is also surrendered, so that we no longer have 
our logical intellectual games to cling to. 

Finally everything is surrendered: body, speech , and mind. H owever , 

this does not mean that w e becom e zombies or jellyfish. Such surrender

ing is a continual process rather than a one-shot suicidal affair, and the 

uncompromising intelligence that has emerged through our surrender

ing remains active and, through the surrendering process, becomes pro

gressively m.ore free. 

Such a surrendering process and the demands that the tantric lineage 

m ake on the student might be described as outrageous, unlawful, or 

criminal. Prom the viewpoint of maintaining ego's kingdom , it is crimi

nal. It is the final and ultimate way to uproot this thing that we try so 
hard to hold on to. It is absolutely terrible, even deathly. But such sur

rendering is a necessary part of opening. 

At this point it could be said that we worship the guru- but not as a 

purely chauvinistic person to whom we have to surrender. That is the 

wrong frame of reference completely. H e is not a dharma chauvinist: 

there is no chauvinism involved. Rather, the guru is a spokesn1an, am

bassador, executioner, and policeman of openness, and he is a donor 

with tremendous wealth to give us. The guru is also in some way like a 

mirage of a lake in the desert. \\Then w e feel very thirsty in the desert 

we m ay think we see a lake or a brook, but really there is no brook or 

lake at all. In the same way. by holding out the fulfillment of our desires, 

the guru tantalizes us and inspires us to walk further into the desert of 

egolessness. 

It seems that the important thing is the level of our own commit

m ent- the extent to which we are willing to be embarrassed and humili

ated through acknowledging our chaos, our confusion, our desire and 

grasping. We cannot work with these fixations if we do not acknowledge 

them and accept their existence. The m ore we accept them , the more 

6r 

Copyrighted material 



PER.SONAL JOU RNEY 

we are able to let go of them. To that extent the guru is able to relate to 
us as the spokesman and ambassador of enlightenment. 

The vajra master is like a master samurai instructing a novice. He 
trains us and encourages us to leap and take chances. H e teaches us to 
cut through our hesitations. The appropriate way for us to relate to him 
is with simple, naked trust, without hope and fear. Our actual experi
ences of such trust may be momentary, but it is necessary at least to 
develop the right intellectual attitude toward trusting. Even though we 
may be unable to open completely, at least through understanding on 
the intellectual level we have the willingness to open, which is very im

portant. 
In fact, intellect plays a very important part in the process of opening. 

What we are referring to as intellect here is quite different from the ordi
nary notion of intellect as a faculty of philosophical speculation. Intellect 
in this case is clear seeing, real precision. Often when that precision arises 
fl eetingly we try to sustain or recapture it, but it just fades av.ray. It is 

necessary to work with that glimpse of precision, because it is what en
ables us to see the need for openness, but we must do so without trying 
to capture it. When such a glilnpse of precision arises, we should disown 
it rather than trying to bang on to it or recreate it. Then at some point 
w e start to develop confidence in ourselves; we develop confidence that 
such intellect is ours rather than a foreign element that we are introduc
ing into our systems. It was not given to us from the outside, but was 
awakened within us. It will arise spontaneously, without being manipu
lated into place. That kind of awakening, that glin1pse of intellectual un
derstanding, is of great importance. 

In n1any cases a glimpse of openness and precision brings unexpected 
fear. There may be a sense of being lost or exposed, a sense of vulnera
bility. That is simply a sign that ego is losing its grip on its territory; it is 
not a fundamental threat. The concept of threat only makes sense in 
relation to ego. If we have something to lose we feel threatened, and 
what we have to lose is our dear ]jfe, our ego. But if we have nothing to 

lose we cannot be threatened. The feeling of threat is a great stepping
stone, for it is the working basis for development. In fact, the student of 
tantra should be in a constant state of panic. Only then is his or her 
situation regarded as worthwhile. Such a state of panic serves two pur
poses: it overcomes the student's smugness and con1placency, and it 

sharpens his clarity. 

62 

Copyrighted material 



DEVOTION 

It has been said by the Tibetan master Perna Karpo and other great 

t eachers that studying tantra is like riding on a razor. Finding we are on 

a razor's edge, we do not know whether we should try to slide down or 

try to freeze and stay put. If we only knew how to slide down a razor 

we might do it as easily as a child slides down a banister. If we knew the 

nature of the blade we could do so. But if we do not know the nature of 

the blade and are just trying to prove ourselves, we might find ourselves 

sliced in half. 

As I have said, warnings that alert the student to his actual situation 

are very important. The more warnings that are made about tantra, the 

more the student benefits. When the tantric master does not give 

enough warnings the student becomes a bad tantra student because he 

is not riding on the edge of a razor. 

When students first hear about vajrayana, they may find it very fasci

nating. There are all kinds of exciting stories and possibilities, which be

come extremely seductive and appealing. Since the tantric approach is 

supposedly the quick path, students might think they should stop wast

ing time; they might feel they should get their money's worth and be

come enlightened as quickly as possible. Not only are they impatient but 

they are also cowardly: they do not want to have any pain or difficulties. 

Such students are not willing to open and expose themselves. They are 

not willing to face the successive panics that we are talking about. Actu

ally, the panic is the source of openness, the source of questioning; it is 

the source of opening one's heart. 

Usually when we panic we take a gasp of air, and that creates enor

mous freshness. That is what the tantric tradition is supposed to do. So 

if we are good tantric students we open ourselves each moment: we 

panic a thousand times a day, a hundred and eight times an hour. We 

are open constantly; we panic constantly. Thus the tantric approach to 

the world means refreshing our contact, reopening ourselves constantly 

so that we are able to perceive our cosmos properly and thoroughly. 

That sounds great, enormously promising, but there is a catch. Once we 

are in a position to be fascinated by the world, this naked world without 

a filter or screen, we too are naked. We are relating to the world without 

even any skin to protect our bodies. Experience becomes so intimate and 

so personal that it actually burns us or freezes us directly. We may be

come extremely sensitive and jumpy. It is possible that as we panic more, 

we may react more intensely. Experience becom es so direct and magical 
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that it gives a direct shock. It is not like sitting back in a theater seat and 

being entertained by the fabulous world happening on the screen. It does 

not work that way. Instead it works mutually: to the extent that the 

naked world is uncovered , we too must b e willing to expose ourselves. 

Therefore tantra is very dangerous. It is electric. In addition to the 

naked electricity of ourselves and our world there is the vajra master, 

the teacher who introduces the possibilities of the true world to us. The 

teacher has the same electricity; the teacher is also naked. Traditionally 

he holds in his hand the symbol of a thunderbolt, which is called a dorje, 
or vajra. With this vajra, if we and the cosmos are not connecting, the 

teacher can reignite the shock. 

In this sense, the teacher has a lot of power, but not power over u s in 

the manner of an egomaniac. As always, the teacher is a spokesperson 

of reality; he introduces us to our world. So the vajra master becomes 

extremely powerful and somewhat dangerous at this point. But he does 

not use this power simply to play tricks on us whenever he sees a weak 

point; he conducts his movements in a disciplined manner, according to 

the tradition. He touches us, h e smells us, he looks at us, and he listens 

to our heartbeat. These processes are known as abhishekas. 

Abhisheka is a Sanskrit word which literally m eans "anointment." W e 

are bathed in holy water that is created by the master and the mandala 

around the master. Abhishekas are popularly known as " initiations," but 

that is actually a weak translation. The notion of abhisheka is different 

from a tribal initiation or rite of passage where we are accepted as a 

member of the tribe if we pass certain kinds of tests. It is entirely differ

ent. Our teacher's empowering us and our receiving the power depends 

both on our capability and the teacher's capability. The term empower
ment is more appropriate than initiation because there is no tribe into 

which to be initiated. In other words, abhisheka does not mean being 

accepted into a closed circle; rath er we are introduced into the universe. 

We cannot say the universe is a big tribe or that it is a big ego. It is just 

open space. The teacher empowers us so that we can enter our enlarged 

universe. 

The teacher is the only embodiment of power in this transmission of 

energy. Without the teacher we cannot experience this properly, fully. 

And the only way to relate to such a teacher is through devotion. Devo

tion proceeds through various stages of unmasking until we reach the 

point of seeing the world directly and simply, without imposing our fab-
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rications. This is called basic sanity. D evotion is a way of bringing u s 

down to earth and of enabling us to develop this basic sanity through 

the challenges constantly presented by our relationship to our master. 

W e have to start out very simply. W e have to give; we have to open 

up and display our ego; we have to present our ego as a gift to our spiri

tual friend. If w e are unable to do that, then the path never b egins b e

cause there is no working basis; there is nobody to walk on it. 





Part Two 

STAGES ON THE PATH 





FIVE 

Taking Refuge 

{{Becoming a refugee is acknowledging that we are groundless, 
and it is acknowledging that there is really no need for home, or 
ground. Taking refuge is an expression of freedom, because as ref 
ugees we are no longer bounded by the need for security. We are 
suspended in a no-man's-land in which the only thing to do is to 
relate with the teachings and with ourselves." 

BECOMING A REFUGEE 

In the Buddhist tradition, the purpose of taking refuge is to awaken from 

confusion and associate oneself with wakefulness. Taking refuge is a mat

ter of commitment and acceptance and, at the same time, of openness 

and freedom. By taking the refuge vow we commit ourselves to 

freedom. 

There is a general tendency to be involved in all kinds of fascinations 

and delusions, and n othing very much ever takes root in one's basic 

being. Everything in one's life experience, concerning spirituality or any

thing else, is purely a matter of shopping. Our lives consist of problems 

of pain, problems of pleasure , problems of points of view-problems 

about all kinds of alternatives-which make our existence complicated. 

We have allegiance to ccthat" and allegiance to "this. " There are hun-

Taken from selected Refuge Vow ceremonies, 1973- 1978. 
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dreds and millions of choices involved in our lives- particularly in regard 

to our sense of discipline, our ethics, and our spiritual path. People are 

very confused in this chaotic world about what is really the right thing 

to do. There are all kinds of rationales, taken from all kinds of traditions 

and philosophies. We may try to combine all of them together; some

times they conflict, sometimes they work together harmoniously. But 

we are constantly shopping, and that is actually the basic problem. 

It is not so much that there is something wrong with the traditions 

that exist around us; the difficulty is more our own personal conflict aris

ing from wanting to have and to be the best. When we take refuge we 

give up some sense of seeing ourselves as the good citizen or as the hero 

of a success story. We might have to give up our past; we might have to 

give up our potential future. By taking this particular vow, we end our 

shopping in the spiritual supermarket. We decide to stick to a particular 

brand for the rest of our lives. We choose to stick to a particular staple 

diet and flourish on it. 

When we take refuge we commit ourselves to the Buddhist path. 

This is not only a simple but also an extremely economical approach. 

H enceforth we will b e on the particular path that was strategized, de

signed, and well thought out twenty-five hundred years ago by the Bud

dha and the followers of his teaching. There is already a pattern and a 

tradition; there is already a discipline. W e no longer have to run after 

that person or this person. W e no longer have to compare our lifestyle 

with anybody else's. Once we take this step, we have no alternatives; 

there is no longer the entertainment of indulging in so-called freedom. 

W e take a definite vow to enter a discipline of choicelessness- which 

saves us a lot of money, a lot of energy, and lots and lots of superfluous 

thinking. 

Perhaps this approach may seem repressive, but it is really based on 

a sympathetic attitude toward our situation. To work on ourselves is 

really only possible when there are no sidetracks, no exits. Usually we 

tend to look for solutions from something new, something outside: a 

change in society or politics, a new diet , a new theory. Or else we are 

always finding new things to blame our problems on, such as relation

ships, society, what have you. Working on oneself, without such exits or 

sidetracks, is the Buddhist path. We begin with the hinayana approach

the narrow path of simplicity and boredom. 

By taking refuge, in some sense we become homeless refugees. Tak-
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ing refuge do es not m ean saying that we are helpless and then handing 

all our problems over to somebody or something else. There will be no 

refugee rations, nor all kinds of security and dedicated help. The point 

of becoming a refugee is to give up our attachment to basic security. We 

have to give up our sense of h ome ground, which is illusory anyway. 

W e might have a sense of home ground as where we were born and 

the way we look, but we don't actually have any h ome, fundamentally 

speaking. There is actually no solid basis of security in one's life. And 

because w e don't have any h ome ground, w e are lost souls, so to speak. 

Basically we are completely lost and confu sed and, in some sense, pa

thetic. 

These are the particular problems that provide the reference point 

from which we build the sense of b ecoming a Buddhist. Relating to 

being lost and confused, we are m ore open. We begin to see that in 

seeking security w e can't grasp on to anything; everything continually 

washes out and becomes shaky, constantly, all the time. And that is what 

is called life . 

So becoming a refugee is acknowledging that we are homeless and 

groundless, and it is acknowledging that there is really no need for home, 

or ground. Taking refuge is an expression of freedom, because as refu

gees we are no longer bounded by the need for security. We are sus

pended in a no-man's-land in which the only thing to do is to relate with 

the teachings and with ourselves. 

The refuge ceremony represents a final decision. Acknowledging that 

the only real working basis is oneself and that there is no way around 

that, one takes refuge in the Buddha as an example, in the dharma as 

the path, and in the sangha as companionship. Nevertheless, it is a total 

commitment to oneself. The ceremony cuts the line that connects the 

ship to the anchor; it marks the beginning of an odyssey of loneliness. 

Still, it also includes the inspiration of the preceptor- in this case my

self-and his lineage. The participation of the preceptor is a kind of guar

antee that you will not be getting back into the question of security as 

such, that you will continue to acknowledge your aloneness and work 

on yourself without leaning o n anyon e. Finally you becom e a real per

son, standing on your own feet. At that point, everything starts with you. 

This particular journey is like that of the first settlers. We have come 

to no-man's-land and have not been provided with anything at all. H ere 
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we are, and we have to make everything with our own bare hands. W e 

are, in our own way, pioneers: each is a historical person on his own 

journey. It is an individual pioneership of building spiritual ground. Ev

erything has to be made and produced by us. Nobody is going to throw 

us little chocolate chips or console us with goodies. So we have to learn 

how to milk the cows. In fact, we have to find the cows first- they might 

be wild animals at this point- and we have to tame them, put them into 

a corral, milk them, and nurse their young. We have to learn how to 

make a sword: we have to melt the stone and make iron out of it. W e 

have to make everything. We came here barefoot and naked, and we 

even have to make our own clothes- our own shoes and hats, whatever 

we need. This is the starting point, right here at this point. It is necessary 

to make this b eginning. 

If we adopt a prefabricated religion that tells us exactly the best way 

to do everything, it is as though that religion provides a complete home 

with wall-to-wall carpeting. We get completely spoiled. We don't have 

to put out any effort or energy, so our dedication and devotion have no 

fiber. We wind up complaining because we didn't get the deluxe toilet 

tissue that we used to get. So at this point, rather than walking into a 

nicely prepared hotel or luxurious house, we are starting from the primi

tive level. We have to figure out how we are going to build our city and 

how we are going to relate with our comrades who are doing the same 

thing. 

W e have to work with the sense of sacredness and richness and the 

magical aspect of our experience. And this has to be done on the level of 

our everyday existence, which is a personal level, an extremely personal 

level. There are no scapegoats. When you take refuge you become re

sponsible to yourself as a follower of the dharma. You are isolating your

self from the rest of your world in the sense that the world is not going 

to help you any more; it is no longer regarded as a source of salvation. 

It is just a mirage, maya. It might mo ck you, play music for you, and 

dance for you, but nevertheless the path and the inspiration of the path 

are up to you. You have to do it. And the meaning of taking refuge is 

that you are going to do it. You commit yourself as a refugee to yourself, 

no longer thinking that some divine principle that exists in the holy law 

or holy scriptures is going to save you. It is very personal. You experience 

a sense of loneliness, aloneness-a sense that there is no savior, no help. 
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But at the same time there is a sense of b elonging: you belong to a tradi

tion of loneliness where p eople work together. 

You might say: ((I have been this way for a long time. Why does there 

have to b e a ceremony?" The ceremony is important because then there 

will be a particular time and a date on which your commitment takes 

place. There will be one particular fraction of a second after which you 

are committed to yourself, and you will know that very precisely and 

clearly. It is the same as celebrating the New Year: when the clock strikes 

twelve, we finally say ((Happy New Year." There is that particular mo

ment. So we make sure that there are no fuzzy edges to your memory 

or commitment. You are a slippery fish, and you have to be provided 

with some kind of net. The net is the situation of taking refuge that you 

are caught in; and the fisherman, the person who fishes you out of the 

water, is the preceptor. At that point the fish has no cho ice but to surren

der to the fisherman. Without the ceremony, somehow it doesn't work; 

the whole thing is left too much to your imagination and your slippery 

subjectifying process. 

When you b ecom e a refugee, a follower of the Buddha's teaching, 

you get onto a train that is without reverse and w ithout brakes. The 

train comes along and pulls up to a certain station at a certain time. You 

get onto the train, then the whistle toots and off you go. 

So the refuge ceremony is a landmark ofbecoming a Buddhist, a non

theist. You no longer have to make sacrifices in somebody else's name, 

trying to get yourself saved or to earn redemption. You no longer have 

to push yourself overboard so that you will b e smiled at by that guy who 

watches us, the old man with the beard. As far as Buddhists are con

cerned, the sky is blue and the grass is green- in the summer, of course. 

As far as Buddhists are concerned, human beings are very important and 

they have never been condemned- except by their own confusion, 

which is understandable. If nobody shows you a p ath, any kind of path, 

you' re going to be confused. That is not your fault. But now you are 

being shown the path and you are beginning to work with a particular 

teacher. And at this point nobody is confused. You are what you are, 

the teachings are what they are, and I am what I am-a preceptor to 

ordain you as Buddhist persons. This is a very joyous situation as far as 

I am concerned: we are going to work together from the beginning to 

the end. 

Taking refuge in the Buddha as an example, taking refuge in the 
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dharma as the path, and taking refuge in the sangha as companionship 

is very clean-cut, very definite, very precise, and very clear. People have 

done this for the past twenty-five hundred years of the Buddhist tradi

tion. By taking refuge you receive that particular heritage into your own 

system; you join that particular wisdom that has existed for twenty-five 

hundred years without interruption and without corruption. It is very 

direct and very simple. 

TAKING REFUGE IN THE BUDDHA 

You take refuge in the Buddha not as a savior- not with the feeling that 

you have found something to make you secure-but as an example, as 

someone you can emulate. He is an example of an ordinary human 

being who saw through the deceptions of life, both on the ordinary and 

spiritual levels. The Buddha found the awakened state of mind by relat

ing with the situations that existed around him: the confusion, chaos, 

and insanity. He was able to look at those situations very clearly and 

precisely. He disciplined himself by working on his own mind, which 

was the source of all the chaos and confusion. Instead of becoming an 

anarchist and blaming society, he worked on himself and he attained 

what is known as bodhi, or enlightenment. The final and ultimate break

through took place, and he was able to teach and work with sentient 

beings without any inhibition. 

The example of the Buddha's life is applicable because he started out 

in basically the same kind of life that we lead, with the same confusion. 

But he renounced that life in order to find the truth. H e went through a 

lot of religious ((trips." He tried to work with the theistic world of the 

Hinduism of the time, and he realized there were a lot of problems with 

that. Then, instead of looking for an outside solution, he began working 

on himself. He began pulling up his own socks, so to sp eak, and he be

came a buddha. Until he did that, he was just a wishy-washy spiritual 

tripper. So taking refuge in the Buddha as an example is realizing that 

our case history is in fact completely comparable w ith his, and then de

ciding that we are going to follow his example and do what he did. 

By taking refuge you begin to realize that you can actually compete 

with the Buddha. You can do that. Twenty-five hundred years ago one 

74 



TAKIN G R. EFU G E 

person, who also had to deal with his daily living situation , managed to 

awaken himself and experien ce the pain of life. H e was able to w ork 

through that and work along with it and finally att ain buddhahood, en

lightenment. That person was called Gautama, the chief of the Shakya 

tribe. I Ie was a prince who had all kinds of luxury and security and who 

felt alienated from his basic state of sanity. So he decided to question the 

whole thing. H e escaped from his kingdom, and he practiced meditation 

in the jungles and th e woo ds. The only friends or spiritual teachers he 

could find w ere all spiritual m aterialists: they w ere using meditation to 

fortify ego. H e tried all kinds of physical gimmicks-holding his breath, 

turning upside down, sitting in the middle of a campfire- and he found 

them all futile. Then he began to rouse himself, to make his own libera

tion by himself. So he wo n enlightenment single-handedly . H e was such 

a smart person that he was able to get out of the psychological m aterial

ism of trying to shore up ego through ideas, and out of spiritual material

ism as w ell. H e was able to win a victory over both kinds of materialism. 

Henceforth he was known as the Buddha, the Awakened One. 

We can do that as well. Thousands of people in the Buddha's tradi

tion have done so. We have psychological materialism and spiritual ma

terialism happening constantly in our lives, so we have the same material 

to w ork on. There is no doubt that vve have plenty of that kind of food 

for our minds. 

One of the big steps in the Buddha's development was his realization 

that there is no reason we should believe in or expect any thing greater 

than the basic inspiration that exists in us already. T his is a nontheistic 

tradition: the Buddha gave up relying on any kind of divine principle that 

would descend on him and solve his problems. So taking refuge in the 

Buddha in no way m eans regarding him as a god. H e was simply a per

son w ho practiced, worked, studied, and experienced things personally. 

vVith that in rnind, taking refuge in the Buddha amounts to renouncing 

misconceptions about divine existence . Since w e possess what is known 

as buddha nature, enlightened intelligence, w e don ' t have to borrow 

somebody else's glory. We ar e not all that helpless. We have our own 

resources already. A hierarchy of divine principles is irrelevant. It is very 

much up to us. Our individuality has produced our own w orld. The 

whole situation is very personal. 
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STA G ES ON TllE PATI I 

TAKING REFUGE IN THE DHARMA 

Then we take refuge in the teachings of the Buddha, the dharma. We 
take refuge in the dharma as path. In this w ay we find that everything 

in our life situation is a constant process of learning and discovery. We 
do not regard some things as secular and some things as sacred, but ev
erything is regarded as tnah- which is the definition of dharma. Dharma 

is also passionlcssncss, which in this case m eans not grasping, holding on, 

or trying to possess- it means nonaggression . 
Usually, the basic thread that runs through our experience is our desire 

to have a purely goal-oriented process: everything, we feel, should be 

done in relation to our ambition, our competitiveness, our one-upman
ship. That is what usually drives us to become greater professors, greater 
mechanics, greater catpenters, greater poets. Dharma- passionlessness

cuts through this small, goal-oriented vision, so that everything becomes 

purely a learning process. This permits us to relate with our lives fully 

and properly. So, taking refuge in the dharma as path , we develop the 
sense that it is worthwhile to walk on this earth. Nothing is regarded as 

just a waste of time; nothing is seen as a punishment or as a cause of 

resentment and complaint. 

This aspect of taking refuge is particularly applicable in America, 

where it is quite fashionable to blame everything on others and to feel 

that all kinds of elements in one's relatio nships or surroundings are un

healthy or polluted. We react with resentment. But once w e begin to do 
that, there is no way. The world becon1es divided into two sections: sa
cred and profane, or that which is good and proper and that which is 
regarded as a bad job or a necessary evil. Taking refuge in the dharma, 

taking a passionless approach, m eans that all of life is regarded as a fertile 
situation and a learning situation, always. Whatever occurs- pain or 

pleasure, good or bad, justice or injustice- is part of th e learning process. 

So there is nothing to blame; everything is the path, everything is 

dharma. 

That passionless quality of dharma is an expression of nirvana

fi.·eedom , or openness. And once we have that approach, then any spiri

tual practice we might go through becom es a part of the learning 

situation, rather than merely ritualistic or spiritual, or a matter of reli
gious obligation. The whole process becomes integral and natural. 

We have always tried to make sense out of the looseness and unsatis-
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factoriness of life by trying to make things secure and trying to freeze 

that washed-out quality into some definite story line. But now we can 

no longer make very much sense out of it. Things constantly change, 

constantly move, constantly become something else. So now w e b egin 

to work with the basic premise that that flow , or fluctuation of ups and 

downs, in our lives can be seen as a mirror reflection, or as waves in the 

ocean. Things come close to us and we can almost hold on to them, but 

then they disappear. Things seem as if they are just about to make sense; 

then suddenly there is immense confusion and what was about to make 

sense seems quite remote, a million miles away. We are constantly try

ing to grasp something, and we lose it just as we think we have our 

fingertips on it. This is the source of frustration, suffering- or duhkha, 

as the Buddha called it. Duhkha is the first noble truth. Recognizing that, 

we begin to make sense out of nothing, so to speak. Transitoriness begins 

to become more meaningful than trying to freeze truth into a solid 

lump. That realization-understanding the fluctuation that goes on and 

working w ith it-is the meaning of taking refuge in the dharma. 

This approach involves a quality of directness and absence of decep 

tion- or we might even say absence of politeness. It m eans that we actu

ally face the facts of life directly, p ersonally. W e do not have to come up 

with any padding of politeness or ordinary cheapness, but we actually 

experience life . And it is very ordinary life: pain is pain and pleasure is 

pleasure. W e don't have to use another word or innuendo. Pain and 

pleasure and confusion- everything takes place very nakedly. W e are 

simply ordinary. But nakedness and absence of po liteness don't necessar

ily m ean b eing completely savage. We are naked just in going without 

the padding that w e usually provide ourselves with . With our friends, 

with our relatives, in everything that goes on, w e can afford to be very 

simple and direct and personal. 

In that way all the things that go on in life- econ omic, domestic, and 

spiritu al- are no lo nger regarded as belonging in separate compart

ments, but everything is combined into one situation. That is w hat it 

means to follow the path of the dharma. Neither hot, intense m oments 

of complete claustrophobia nor cool, noncaring moments are regarded 

as either extraordinarily good or extraordinarily terrible. Those are just 

the fashions of life that we are involved in. It is a natural process taking 

place constantly. Taking refuge in the dharma means relating to every

thing that happens, from the splinter in your little finger to your grand-
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dad's committing suicide in your name, from the littlest to the biggest, 

as part of that natural process. There are all sorts of shapes of journeys 

taking place constantly. And all of them are just a trick; they are just 

interesting facets of life. 

But still you can't just say, "Let's leave it alone. Let 's just watch ev

erything and become great poets." Oh no. You can't just write poems 

about it, play music about it, or dance to it. You have to get into all 

those facets of life completely. And getting into them is the meaning 

of path- they become the path. That is accompanied by the practice of 

meditation, which actually makes the whole thing very clear and precise. 

The clearer our minds become, the more real and vivid become all the 

little things that are promising and threatening: the hopes and fears , the 

pains and pleasures. 

The dharma is traditionally divided into two aspects. The first is what 
has been told, which means the holy scriptures, the books of the teachings 

which have been written from the time of the Buddha until the present. 

Those sacred books, which have b een handed down from generation to 

generation, contain the truth of what has been experienced, which is the 

second aspect of th e dharma. Throughout the Buddhist lineage, individ

uals have experienced reality and truth within the teachings, and this can 

also be exp erienced by you. It is a discovery within your own life that 

happens both with your teacher and by yourself. It happens particularly 

through your exp erience of m editation, both in formal sitting practice 

and in m editation-in-action. 

Taking refuge in the dharma m eans that the experiences that go 

through your life , pain and pleasure alike, are also sacred teachings. The 

teachings are not sacred because they were discovered in space or be

cause they came from the sky and were given by divine principles. But 

the teachings were discovered in the heart, in human hearts- in buddha 

nature. For example the Buddhist canon, the Tripitaka, is based on some
body's experience. It is all somebody's discourse. The one hundred and 

eight volumes of sutras are spoken words- communications from one 

human being to another. The Buddha, who was fully awakened, was 

communicating with other human beings who were not awakened, 

were half-awakened, or were in a somewhat-awakened state. The truth 

has never come from the sky; it has always come from the human condi

tion. The four noble truths of the Buddha describe the human exp erience 

of pain, the origin of pain, the possibilities of salvation, and the p ossibili-
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ties of the path. These are very literal truths; they are the direct truth, 

rather than something that was manufactured upstairs. 

So in taking refuge in the dharma, the books of the teachings are not 

regarded as mystical writings that were created by the clouds and the 

sun meeting together and engraving script on a tablet. These books were 

written with ink and pen on pieces of paper. The memories of the semi

nars, talks, and discourses that Lord Buddha gave were recorded simply 

as a description of what an awaken ed man said, how an awakened p er

son conducted himself in the living situation. So taking refuge in the 

dharma has nothing to do with unearthly influence; it has nothing to do 

with Martians, and it has nothing to do with Jehovah either-but it 

definitely has something to do with sanity . Taking refuge in the dharma 

means that human beings' experience can b e heightened so much that, 

extraordinarily, we can actually awaken ourselves within ourselves. 

Once again, whatever goes on in our minds is a learning situation: 

the love and hate relationships that evolve around u s, the sense of mis

fortune , the sense of being lucky, the sense of defeat, the sense of arro

gance and ego hood, the sense of patriotism, the sense of smartness, the 

sense of being special, and the sense of confusion- all are included in 

our particular basic situation. That is the path. It is the only way; it is 

the only thing that we can work on. We cannot just milk the cow of the 

guru all the time, whenever we are hungry or thirsty. But we can experi

ence our lifestyle and our process of development according to the 

dharma of what has been told. Then we become in tune with the 

dharma of what has been experienced at the same time, as the followers 

of the dharma have done in the past- which is very powerful and very 

meaningful for all of us. 

TAKING REFUGE IN THE SANGHA 

Having taken refuge in the Buddha as an example and the dharma as 

path, then we take refuge in the sangha as companionship. That means 

that we have a lot of friends, fellow refugees, who are also confused, 

and who are working w ith the same guidelines as we are. Everybody is 

simultaneously struggling with their own discipline. As the members of 

the sangha experience a sense of dignity, and their sense of taking refuge 

in the Buddha, dharma, and sangha b egins to evolve, they are able to act 
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as a reminder and to provide feedback for each other. Your friends in 

the sangha provide a continual reference point which creates a continual 

learning process. They act as mirror reflections to remind you or warn 

you in living situations. That is the kind of companionship that is meant 

by sangha. We are all in the same boat; we share a sense of trust and a 

sense of larger-scale, organic friendship. 

At the same time, you have to stand on your own two feet. A sense 

of individuality and a sense of comradeship are both involved. You are 

working together and helping each other, but you are not helping so 

much that you become addicted to each other's help. If you lean on 

somebody in a weak moment of your life, the person you lean on may 

seem strong, but he will also begin to catch your weakness. If he falls 

down, you will fall down too. If the principle were just to lean on one 

another, we could have thousands of people all leaning on each other, 

but then if one person fell down, everybody would fall down. The whole 

thing would collapse, like an old dilapidated building, and there would 

be great chaos. It would be a suicidal process, with thousands all collaps

ing at the same time- which would be very messy, very dusty. 

So taking refuge in the sangha means being willing to work with your 

fellow students- your brothers and sisters in the dharma- while being 

independent at the same time. That's a very important point here, actu

ally, in t erms of taking the refuge vow. Nobody imposes his or her heavy 

notions on the rest of the sangha. If one particular person tries to act as 

a catalyst or spokesman for the whole sangha, that is regarded as frivo

lous. If someone is extremely timid, credulous, and dependent, that is 

also regarded as frivolous. Instead, each m ember of the sangha is an indi

vidual who is on the path in a different way from all the others. It is 

because of that that you get constant feedback of all kinds: negative and 

positive, encouraging and discouraging. These very rich resources be

come available to you when you take refuge in the sangha, the fellow

ship of students. It is as though yeast is put into a batch of hundreds of 

grains of barley. Each grain begins to fill up with yeast, until finally there 

is a huge, beautiful, gigantic vat of beer. Everything is yeasted com

pletely; each one of the grains has become powerful individually-so the 

whole thing becomes a real world. 

The sangha is the community of people who have the perfect right 

to cut through your trips and feed you with their wisdom, as well as the 

perfect right to demonstrate their own neurosis and be seen through by 
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you. The companionship within the sangha is a kind of clean friend

ship- without exp ectation, without demand, but at the same time, ful

filling. 

The sangha is a source of learning as much as the spiritual friend or 

teacher. So there is a need for some trust in the sangha. But we have to 

make a very definite point h ere: we are speaking of the organized sangha, 

which is the sangha of practitioners who actually sit together, practice 

together, and also work on themselves. Without that sangha, we have 

no reference point; we are thrown back into the big samsaric soup, and 

we have no idea who or what we are. We are lost. 

So we no longer regard ourselves as lone wolves who have such a 

good thing going on the side that we don't have to relate with anybody 

at all, whether the organization, the sitting practice, or the sangha at 

large. At the same time we must not simply go along with the crowd. 

Either extreme is too secure. The idea is one of constantly opening, giv

ing up completely. There is a lot of need for giving up. 

Joining the particular club of lonely people who call themselves the 

sangha is a very heroic thing to do. Conventionally, you don't join any

thing unless all the ground is secured. Normally you pay a certain 

amount of money to join a particular club, and that gives you the kind 

of service that makes you feel good and secure. But at this point it is a 

very impersonal approach; in a strange way it is also very p ersonal. You 

are willing to work with your loneliness in a group. The sangha is made 

up of thousands of people who are alone together, working together 

with their own loneliness, their own aloneness. Togeth er they make an 

orchestra; you are able to dance with its music, and that is a very per

sonal experience. You begin to join that particular energy, which allows 

individuality and spontaneity as well as nonaggression. 

The sense of trust and frankness in the sangha frightens a lot of peo

ple; nevertheless, genuine communication takes place. Also, the level of 

sophistication of the sangha naturally becomes heightened. We cannot 

regard the sangha as an in-group situation, like a cheap, greasy spoon 

h ousehold ofbrown rice eaters. At this level the sangha is an immaculate 

household, with immaculate relationships, in which experiences with 

each other occur personally. The real sangha is made up of dedicated 

people who are actually working on themselves. They haven't devel

oped any fantastic tricks, magic, extraordinary philosophy, or anything 

like that. From that point of view, such companionship might seem 
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somewhat boring, too ordinary. Nevertheless, it is very real. Quite possi
bly, you might occasionally seek out extraordinary friends and pursuits, 
but som ehow· those pursuits turn o ut to be purely plastic, part of a 
dream world, so that you return to the real sangha, the real people who 
actually care about them selves, care about you as a friend, and relate 
with the whole situation cotnpletely, without any areas shielded through 
a consensus of weakness. 

Having taken the refuge vow, there are three types of change that 
take place: change of attitude, change of m ark, and change of nam e. 

CHANGE OF ATTITUDE 

Change of attitude involves developing a sense of sympathy toward one
self, and therefore toward the world. One's attitude changes to that of 

nonaggression and passionlessness. Aggression refers to a general sense 
of uptightness and unfriendliness- of regarding the world as an object 
to do battle with. And in passion, one is trying to win something over, 
engaging in continual one-upmanship. In either case one has a constant 
battle going on with the world- that is to say, with o neself. 

When you change your attitude you develop an awareness that 
allows you to be friendly with yourself and thus with the rest of sentient 
beings. There is some sense of gentleness. This is connected with com
m itment to the practice of meditation, which creates an openness to 
your own ups and downs, and a w illingness to go along with them and 
work on them . You develop such a thorough relationship with the teach
ings that they become part of you. The three jewels- the Buddha, the 
dharma, and the sangha- becom e a part of your existence and you 
thrive on that, you work with that, you live on that. You do not become 
a religious person as such, but you become gentle, soft, and very amiable 
and w orkable. You don't create defense mechanisn1s all the tin1e. 

As a Buddhist, you are less greedy. If your breakfast isn' t cooked just 
the way you want it, you give in and eat the crum.my breakfast you don 't 
like. There is a sense that you can give an inch in your demands- just a 
little inch , a fraction of a second. So trying to give in , which is the change 
of attitude, is very important. Usually w e don't want to give in: " I want 

to have my own way. I want complete, on e hundred percent h ospitality; 
and if I don' t get it, I'm going to fight for my rights," and so forth . This 
is problematic and anti-Buddhist in som e sense . 
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Another aspect of the change of attitude is that when you become a 
full-fledged Buddhist yo u feel that your life is workable in any situation. 
You don 't feel alienated fro m your problems, and you don 't try to put 
yourself in some kind of special spiritual orbit. You can be very gentle 

and friendly to yourself and other people and relate with the world
which seems to be the basic point of the Buddhist teachings. But you 
don't have to conduct yourself with the superficial smile and gleaming, 
honey-smeared attitude of "love and light." This is a genuine expe1ience: 

you enter the tradition of the nonaggressive state of mind, and you are 
capable of conducting yourself in that way without artifice. 

Nonaggression in this context also means refraining from taking life; 

yo u refrain from the personal rejection of animals, enemies, human be
ings, or ·whatever. People sometimes take pride in killing flies; in that 
kind of little situatio n they become involved in som e kind of "gotcha!" 
mentality. That's a very savage kind of behavior. Becoming a follower 

of the dharma means becoming n1ore sophisticated in the fundan1ental 
sense. You begin to pay attention to the details of your daily life situa

tion, which becom e m ore important, and in fact sacred. 

Such an attitude cannot be made up. It only comes from lots of medi

tation practice; that seems to be the only way. The sitting practice of 
meditation seems to produce gentleness and compassion naturally. 

CHANGE OF MARK 

Change of mark is closely related to change of attitude. Once you begin 

to behave with nonaggression, you begin to show signs of the sanity that 
is already in you. You don't actually have to try to prove anything to 

your relatives, you r parents, your friends. The words don't count; the 

people around you can simply and actually appreciate the development 
of gentlen ess and reasonableness taking place in you. It is not that you 
are trying to be polite and understanding in the cheap sense, but you are 

trying to be polite and understanding beyond consideration of your own 

personal comfort. So some sense of gentleness and sympathy takes place, 
and that is th e mark of being Buddhist. You begin to turn into a different 

breed of man. You become a gentle, considerate person who is open and 
brave at the same time. 

You are not suddenly going to becon1e a glowing, happy, easygoing, 
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enlightened person, obviously. But the whole idea is that it is possible, if 
one's sitting practice and discipline are taking place, that one's personal
ity could change from that painful, serious, deep-down level of neurosis 
into som ething open, sha1p, profound, and delightful. This is not partic
ularly a salesman's pitch that change has been happening to students 
throughout the whole of our experience in this country. 

CHANGE OF NAME 

Traditionally, in Tibet and other Buddhist countries, the parents would 
give their child a nickname that was used during childhood. Then , when 
the child took the refuge vow, they would be given a Buddhist name. 
The nickname would be phased out, or maybe just used occasionally 
among one's close circle of relatives, and the Buddhist name would then 
be assumed. In this setting, that situation n1ay be somewhat sticky, so I 

like to leave it up to each person whether or not they want to use their 
refuge name. The point is that when yo u are called by your Buddhist 
name, you should assume that particular attitude of gentleness. Your 
name should act as a retninder rather than as something that provides 
further identification for your ego or that is just purely a handle. 

T he tneaning behind the name is connected with some kind of inspi
rat ion that you might develop. lt is not necessarily a flattering nan1e, nor 
is it condescending- but it is some kind of m essage. Yo ur Buddhist name 
represents an encouragement for som e kind of development in your per
sonality which is connected with the practice of meditation- some sense 
of your individual style in approaching the dharma. 

THE REFUGE Vow CEREMONY 

The main part of the refuge vow cerem ony involves offering three pros
trations, then repeating the refuge formula three times: "I take refuge in 
the Buddha, 1 take refuge in the dharma, I take refuge in the sangha. " I 
should explain the purpose of prostrations. There are all kinds of self
made spiritual journeys that we might be able to take, but what is impor
tant and necessary is to surrender our ego trips. Such surrender makes 
us much m ore self-made and much more closely and personally related 
with reality. So the idea of the prostrations is to surrender your personal 
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clingings of all kinds so that you can begin to tune in to this particular 

path. 

When you prostrate you hold your palms together successively at the 

level of your forehead, your throat, and your heart, which represents 

surrendering your body, speech, and mind to the Buddha, dharma, and 

sangha without expecting anything in return. Prostrating on the ground 

is very significant; it means surrendering finally. You are making a real 
commitment; you are willing to give in completely to the choiceless san

ity of the earth and become a refugee in no-man's-land. The past, pres

ent, and future lineage holders are represented by this earth. You may 

get pissed off at this earth; you may feel very good about this earth; you 

may feel very unconcerned about this earth- but still the earth remains 

here, and it remains solid. Bowing yourself down on this earth is surren

dering yourself to this basic sanity. 

You do the three prostrations to the shrine, which represents our her

itage. More explicitly, it represents the lineage of those who transmit 

awakened mind, which exists in the past, present , and future. You are 

also prostrating to the preceptor, who is the inheritor of this lineage. The 

method used in the past is n o longer a m yth , but is real and liv ing. You 

have a living Buddhist in front of you. 

Kneeling and repeating the refuge formula three times is the actual 

refuge-taking. It has three aspects: acknowledging oneself, acknowledg

ing one's need for protection , and acknowledging the other. When you 

say, ((I take refuge," you are requ esting to be accepted as a refugee. And 

when you say, (( in the Buddha, dharma, sangha," you are acknowledging 

the other, which is the example, the path, and the sense of community. 

In this situation you have to be very deliberate, precisely aware of all the 

processes you are going through. 

You repeat the refuge formula three times. The first time is preparing 

the ground; the second time you are going further; and the third time 

you have actually gone completely. 

The discipline of taking refuge is something more than a doctrinal or 

ritual thing: you are being physically infected with commitment to the 

buddhadharma; Buddhism is transmitted into your system. Something 

in the lineage which is very physical, almost at the level of chemistry, 

enters your heart as your commitment to openness takes place. The 

third time you say ((I take refuge in the sangha," the preceptor snaps his 

fingers. That is the moment of real transmission. At that moment the 
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sperm, so to speak, enters your system and you becom e part of the lin

eage. From that moment onward , you are a follower of the practicing 

lineage of the Kagyli. At that particular point, the energy, the power, 

and the blessing of basic sanity that has existed in the lineage for twenty

five hu ndred years, in an unbroken tradition and discipline from the time 

of Buddha, enters yo ur system, and you finally become a full-fledged 

follower of buddhadharma. You are a living future buddha at that point. 
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The Bodhisattva Vow 

"Taking the bodhisattva vow has tremendous power for the very 
reason that it is not som.ething we do just for the pleasure of ego. 
It is beyond oneself Taking the vow is like planting the seed of a 
fast-growing tree, whereas something done for the benefit of ego is 
like sowing a grain of sand. Planting such a seed as the bodhi
sattva vow undermines ego and leads to a tremendous expansion 
of perspective. Such heroism, or bigness of mind, fills all of space 
completely, utterly, absolutely." 

T HB BODH I SAT T VA vow is the commitment to put others before 

oneself. It is a statement of willingness to give up one's own well

being, even one's own enlightenm ent , for the sake of o thers. And abo

dhisattva is simply a person who lives in the spirit of that vow, perfecting 
the qualities known as the six paramitas- generosity, discipline, pa
tience, exertion , meditation , and transcendental knowledge in his ef
fort to liberate beings. 

Taking the bodhisattva vow implies that instead of holding on to our 

individual territory and defending it tooth and nail we becom e open to 

the world that we are living in. It means we are willing to take on greater 

responsibility , immense responsibility. In fact it m eans taking a big 
chance. But taking such a chance is not false heroism or personal eccen
tricity. It is a chance that has been taken in the past by millions of bodhi-

Taken from selected Bodhisattva Vow ceremonies, 1973- 1978. 
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sattvas, enlightened ones, and great teachers. So a tradition of 
responsibility and openness has been handed down from generation to 
generation; and now we too are participating in the sanity and dignity 
of this tradition. 

There is an unbroken lineage of bodhisattvas, springing from the 
great bodhisattvas Avalokiteshvara, Vajrapani, and Manjushri. It is un
broken because no one in that lineage, through generations and centu
ries, has indulged himself in self-preservation. Instead these bodhisattvas 
have constantly tried to w ork for the benefit of all sentient beings. This 
heritage of friendship has continued unbroken up to the present day, not 
as a myth but as a living inspiration. 

The sanity of this tradition is very powerful. What ·we are doing in 
taking the bodhisattva vow is magnificent and glorious. It is such a 
wholehearted and full tradition that those who have not joined it n1ight 
feel somewhat w retched by comparison. They might be envious of such 
richness. But joining this tradition also makes tremendous demands on 

us. We no lo nger are intent on creating comfort for ourselves; w e work 
with others. This implies working with our other as well as the other 
other. Our other is our projections and our sense of privacy and longing 
to make things comfortable for ourselves. The other other is the phe
nomenal world outside, which is filled with screaming kids, dirty dishes, 
confused spiritual practitioners, and asso rted sentient beings. 

So taking the bodhisattva vow is a real commitment based on the 
realization of the suffering and confusion of oneself and others. The only 
way to break the chain reaction of confusion and pain and to work our 
way outward into the awakened state of mind is to take responsibility 
ourselves. If we do not deal with this situation of confusion, if we do not 
do something about it ourselves, nothing will ever happen. We cannot 
count on others to do it for us. It is our responsibility, and w e have the 
trem endous power to change the course of the \\'Odd's karn1a. So in 
taking the bodhisattva vow, V\'e are acknowledging that w e are not going 
to be instigators of further chaos and misery in the world, but w e are 
going to be liberators, bodhisattvas, inspired to w ork on ourselves as 
well as w ith other people. 

There is tremendous inspiration in having decided to work with oth

ers. We no longer try to build up our own grand iosity. We simply try to 
becom e human beings who are genuinely able to help others; that is, w e 

develop precisely that quality of selflessness which is generally lacking in 
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our world. Following the example of Gautama Buddha, who gave up his 
kingdo m to dedicate his time to w orking with sentient beings, we are 
finally becoming useful to society. 

We each might have discovered some little truth (such as the truth 

ab out poetry or the truth about photography or the truth abo ut amoe
bas) which can be of help to others. But w e tend to use such a truth 

simply to build up our own credentials. Working with our little truths, 
little by little, is a cow ardly approach. In contrast, the w ork of a bodhi
sattva is without credentials. We could be beaten, kicked, or just unap
preciated, but we rem.ain kind and willing to v.rork with others. It is a 

t otally noncredit situation. It is truly genuine and very pow erful. 
Taking this mahayana approach of benevolence means giving up pri

vacy and developing a sense of greater vision . Rather than focusing on 
our own lit tle projects, ·we expand our v ision in1mensely to embrace 
working with the rest of the w orld, the rest of the galaxies, the rest of 
the universes. 

Putting such a broad vision into practice requires that we relate to 
situations very clearly and perfectly. In order to drop our self-centered
ness, which both limits o ur view and clouds our actions, it is necessary 
for us to develop a sense of cornpassion. Traditionally this is done by first 
developing compassion toward oneself, then toward som eone very close 
to us, and finally toward all sentient beings, including our enemies. Ult i
m ately we regard all sentient beings with as much emotional involve
n1ent as if they were our own m others. We n1ay not require such a 
traditional approach at this point, but w e can develop some sense of on
going openness and gentleness. The point is that somebody has to make 
the fi rst move. 

Usually we are in a stalemate with our world : "Is he going to say he 
is sorry to m e first , or am I going to apologize to him first?" But in be
coming a bodhisattva ·we break that barr ier: w e do not wait for the other 
person to make the first n1ove; w e have decided to do it ourselves. Peo
ple have a lot of prob lems and they suffer a great deal, obviously. And 
w e have only half a grain of sand's worth of awaren ess of the suffering 
happening in this countr y alone, let alone in the rest of the world. Mil
lions of people in the w orld arc suffering because of their lack of gener
osity, discipline, patience, exertion, m editation , and transcendental 
knowledge. Th e point of making the first move by taking the bodhi
sattva vow is not to convert people to our particular view , necessarily; 
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the idea is that we should contribute something to the world simply by 
our own way of relating, by our own gentleness. 

In taking the bodhisattva vow, w e acknowledge that the world 
around us is workable. From the bodhisattva's point of view it is not a 

hard-core, incorrigible w orld. It can be worked with within the inspira
tion of the buddhadharma, following the example of Lord Buddha and 
the great bodhisattvas. We can join their campaign to ~vork with sentient 
beings properly, fully, and thoroughly- w ithout grasping, without con
fusion, and without aggression. Such a catnpaign is a natural develop
ment of the practice of meditation because m editation brings a growing 
sense of egolessness. 

By taking the bodhisattva vow, we open ourselves to many demands. 
If we are asked for help, w e should not refuse; if we are invited to be 
someone's guest, we should not refuse ; if we are invited to be a parent, 
we should not refuse. In other words, we have to have some kind of 

interest in taking care of people, som e appreciation of the phenon1enal 
world and its occupants. It is not an easy matter. It requires that we not 
be completely tired and put off by people's heavy-handed neurosis, ego
dirt , ego-puke, or ego-dialThea; instead we are appreciative and willing 
to clean up for them. l t is a sense of softness w hereby ·we allow situations 
to take place in spite of little inconveniences; we allow situations to 
bother us, to overcrowd us. 

Taking the bodhisattva vow m eans that we are inspired to put the 
teachings of Buddhism into practice in our everyday lives. In doing so 
we are mature enough not to hold anything back. Our talents are not 
rejected but are utilized as part of the learning process, part of the prac
tice. A bodhisattva may teach the dharn1a in the form of intellectual un
derstanding, artistic understanding, or even business understanding. So 
in committing ourselves to the bodhisattva path , we are resuming our 
talents in an enlightened way, not being threatened or confused by them. 
Earlier our talents may have been {(trips," part of the texture of our con
fusion, but nov.r w e are bringing them back to Life. Now they can blos
som with the help of the teaching, the teacher , and our practice. This 
does not m.ean that w e co.mpletely perfect our vvhole situation on the 
spot. There will still be confusion taking place, of course! But at the sam e 

time there is also a glimpse of openness and unlimited potentiality. 
It is necessary at this point to take a leap in terms of trusting our

selves. We can actually correct any aggression or lack of compassion-
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anything anti-bodhisattva-like- as it happens; we can recognize our own 

neurosis and work with it rather than trying to cover it up or throw it 

out. In this way one's neurotic thought pattern, or rctrip," slowly dis

solves. Whenever we work with our neurosis in such a direct way, it 

becomes compassionate action. 

The usual human instinct is to feed ourselves first and only make 

friends with others if they can feed us. This could be called ((ape in

stinct." But in the case of the bodhisattva vow, we are talking about a 

kind of superhuman instinct which is much deeper and more full than 

that. Inspired by this instinct, we are willing to feel empty and deprived 

and confused. But something comes out of our willingness to feel that 

way, which is that we can help somebody else at the same time. So there 

is room for our confusion and chaos and ego-centeredness: they becom e 

stepping-stones. Even the irritations that occur in the practice of the bo

dhisattva path become a way of confirming our commitment. 

By taking the bodhisattva vow, we actually present ourselves as the 

property of sentient beings: depending on the situation, we are willing 

to be a highway, a boat, a floor, or a house. We allow other sentient 

beings to use us in whatever way they choose. As the earth sustains the 

atmosphere and outer space accommodates the stars, galaxies, and all 

the rest, we are willing to carry the burdens of the world. We are in

spired by the physical example of the universe. We offer ourselves as 

wind, fire, air, earth, and water-all the elements. 

But it is necessary and very important to avoid idiot compassion. If 

one handles fire wrongly, he gets burned; if one rides a horse badly, he 

gets thrown. There is a sense of earthy reality. Working with the world 

requires some kind of practical intelligence. We cannot just be " love

and-light" bodhisattvas. If we do not work intelligently with sentient be

ings, quite possibly our help will become addictive rather than beneficial. 

People will become addicted to our help in the same way they become 

addicted to sleeping pills. By trying to get more and more help they will 

become weaker and weaker. So for the b enefit of sentient b eings, we 

need to open ourselves with an attitude of fearlessness. Because of peo

ple's natural t endency toward indulgence, sometimes it is best for us to 

be direct and cutting. The bodhisattva's approach is to help others to 

help themselves. It is analogous to the elements: earth, water, air, and 

fire always reject us when we try to use them in a manner that is beyond 
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what is suitable, but at the same time, they offer themselves generously 

to b e worked with and used properly. 

One of the obstacles to bodhisattva discipline is an absence of humor; 

we could take the whole thing too seriously. Approaching the benevo

lence of a bodhisattva in a militant fashion doesn't quite work. Beginners 

are often overly concerned with their own practice and their own devel

opment, approaching mahayana in a very hinayana style. But that seri

ous militancy is quite different from the lightheartedness and joy of the 

bodhisattva path. In the beginning you may have to fake being open and 

joyous. But you should at least attempt to be open, cheerful, and, at the 

same time, brave. This requires that you continuously take some sort of 

leap. You may leap like a flea, a grasshopper, a frog, or finally, like a bird, 

but some sort of leap is always taking place on the bodhisattva path. 

There is a tremendous sense of celebration and joy in finally being 

able to join the family of the buddhas. At last we have decided to claim 

our inheritance, which is enlightenment. From the perspective of doubt, 

whatever enlightened quality exists in us may seem small-scale. But from 

the perspective of actuality, a fully developed enlightened b eing exists in 

us already. Enlightenment is no longer a myth: it does exist , it is work

able, and we are associated with it thoroughly and fully. So we have no 

doubts as to whether we are on the path or not. It is obvious that we 

have made a commitment and that we are going to develop this ambi

tious project of becoming a buddha. 

Taking the bodhisattva vow is an expression of settling down and 

making ourselves at home in this world. We are not concerned that 

somebody is going to attack us or destroy us. We are constantly exposing 

ourselves for the benefit of sentient beings. In fact, we are even giving 

up our ambition to attain enlightenment in favor of relieving the suffer

ing and difficulties of people. Nevertheless, helplessly, we attain enlight

enment anyway. Bodhisattvas and great tathagatas in the past have taken 

this step, and we too can do so. It is simply up to us whether we are 

going to accept this richness or reject it and settle for a poverty-stricken 

mentality. 

TRANSPLANTING BODHICHITTA 

The bodhisattva vow is a leap in which we begin to let go of our egocen

tric approach to spiritual development. In the absolute sense, the bodhi-
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sattva vow is the complete transplantation of bodhichitta, awakened 

mind, into our h earts- a complete binding of ourselves with the gentle

ness and compassion of our inherent wakefulness. But we do not be

come complete bodhisattvas at once; we simply put ourselves forward 

as candidates for bodhisattvahood. Because of this we speak of relative 

and absolute bodhichitta. Relative bodhichitta is like having the intention 

to take a journey and buying a ticket; absolute bodhichitta is like actually 

being a traveler. In the same way, we buy our ticket first and fly later. 

The ceremony of taking the bodhisattva vow is also an acknowledg

ment of our potential for enlightenment. It inspires us to recognize that 

we have bodhichitta in us already. So in taking the bodhisattva vow we 

are expanding our vision infinitely, beyond this little square world of 

ours. In a sense, it is like a heart transplant. We are replacing our old 

heart, which is oriented toward ego and self-aggrandizement, with a new 

heart characterized by compassion and a larger vision. 

The quality that makes this transplant possible is our own gentleness. 

So in a sense this new heart has been present all along. It is simply redis

covered within the old heart, as in peeling an onion. That discovery of 

bodhichitta is extremely powerful. Since we have basic generosity and 

compassion within ourselves, we do not have to borrow from anybody 

else. Based on that inherent quality of wakefulness, we can act directly, 

on the spot. 

Often our sense of vulnerability, our feeling that we need to protect 

ourselves, acts as an obstacle to any sense of warmth. But on the bodhi

sattva path we take chances, extending ourselves without reservation for 

the sake of others. And it is the discovery of our own wakefulness, or 

bodhichitta, that creates the trust that allows us to take such chances. 

Such wakefulness, once acknowledged, develops constantly and cannot 

be destroyed. As long as such warmth and sympathy exist within us we 

are like food for flies; opportunities for expressing our warmth come 

upon us like swarms of flies. It is as though we magnetically attract such 

situations to ourselves. And this is our chance not to reject them but to 

work with them. 

When we begin to give up personal territory, automatically there is 

some sense of awakeness, or gap in conceptualization, in our hearts. We 

begin to develop friendliness toward the world. At that point we can no 

longer blame society or the weather or the mosquitoes for anything. We 

have to take personal responsibility, blaming not the world but ourselves, 
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rightly or wrongly. It is our duty to do so. There is no point in creating 

endless cosmic court cases as to who is r ight and who is wrong. Nobody 
wins, and such cases will only escalate into cosmic battles, a third ·world 

war. So somebody has to begin somewhere: the person taking the bodhi

sattva vow has to make the first move. Otherwise there is no beginning 

of generosity and no end of chaos and aggression. In fact, on the bodhi
sattva path, such nonaggression becom es one's total view of the world. 

GIVING UP PRIVACY 

W e cannot have personal pleasure once we launch onto the bodhisattva 

path. We cannot reserve a little area just for ourselves. Usually keeping 

something back for ourselves is very important. But in this case there is 

no personal privilege or pleasure. Of course w e would still like to have 
a little corner to ourselves; we w ould like to shut the door and play a 

little music or read a novel or Time magazine or perhaps study Bud
dhism. But those days are gone. From the time we take the bodhisattva 

vow, there is no privacy. In fact a personal reference point of any kind is 

needless at this point. We have been sold to sentient beings, m erchan

dised. Sentient beings can plo·w on u s, shit on u s, sow seeds on our 

back- use us like the earth. And it is very, very dangerous and irritating 

to no longer have any privacy. 

It is interesting that we could be totally public persons, twenty-four 

hours a day. Even when we fall asleep we could still be doing some

thing- we are completely dedicated. With such a commitment, w e no 

longer ask for vacations. If we ask for a vacation , or a break from that 

public world, it is a little fishy: w e are still trying to preserve the little 

corner that w e personally control, wh icb is one of our biggest problems. 

ln taking the bodhisattva vow, w e are finally giving up privacy at the 

crude level, but we are also giving up privacy within ourselves. Our 

minds are usually som ewhat schizophrenic: one aspect would like to 

keep itself hidden from the other aspects. But we are giving that up as 
well. So in whatever a bodhisattva does there is no privacy, no secrecy. 

In other words, we are not leading double lives any more; we are leading 

a single life dedicated to practice as well as to helping other beings. That 

does not m ean that we become miniature gurus or masters controlling 

other people. Instead of being big currents in the ocean , we may be just 
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little drops. If we become too ambitious, we may become too egotistical. 

So we should watch ourselves. Sitting meditation provides immense help 

in this regard. It shows us that we can simply b e completely open and 

awake, realizing that the world we live in is not our personal world but 

a shared one. 

REFUGEES AND BoDHISATTVAS 

Entering the bodhisattva path is very demanding- much more demand

ing than being a refugee. When we took the refuge vow, we committed 

ourselves to the path. We were inspired by the buddhadharma, and we 

knew that we were not going to cop out. Because we developed some 

understanding of our basic nature, we became strong, disciplined people, 

no longer nuisances to the rest of society. But, at the same time, the path 

of individual salvation, or individual commitment, was not completely 

fulfilling. Something was missing: we had not yet worked with other 

people, other sentient b eings. Having taken the refuge vow, strong mes

sages began to come to us that our commitment to sentient b eings had 

not yet b een fulfilled. Our whole approach seemed to becom e an in

grown toenail: we were eating ourselves up rather than expanding and 

working with others. 

Having prepared the ground with the refuge vow, having given up 

everything, we begin to be inspired to relate with the world. We have 

put our own situation in order. If we had not already developed some 

compassion and openness toward ourselves, we could make no h eadway 

at all. But having done that, we are still not completely free. In order to 

develop further, we need to be energized; we need to take another leap 

of some kind, which is the bodhisattva vow. But this does not mean we 

are already bodhisattvas. In fact, we are barely ready to take the vow. 

But since we have responsibilities to the world, we can no longer sit back 

and sulk about our own negativities and upheavals. At the same time 

that such things are happening with ourselves, we have to go out and 

work with other people. We may have a wound on our foot, but we can 

still try to support somebody else. That is the style of the bodhisattva 

path: our own inconvenience is not considered all that important. At the 

bodhisattva level, not only are we travelers on the path but we are also 

spokesmen for the enlightened attitude, which means giving up self

indulgence altogether. 
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BOD HI SATTV A ACTIVITY 

The bodhisattva's way of relating to others is expressed in the phrase 

" inviting all sentient beings as one's guests." By treating someone as a 

guest we view our relationship with him as important. We offer o ur 

guests specially cooked food with special hospitality. There is also a sense 

that our relationship to our guest is impermanent; our guest is going to 

leave. Therefore there is constant appreciation and a sense that this is a 

very opportune time. So the life of a bodhisattva is one of seeing every

one as one's guest, constantly. And that notion of inviting all sentient 

beings as guests is the starting point of compassion. 

Compassion is the heart of the practice of meditation-in-action, or 

bodhisattva activity. It happens as a sudden glimpse- simultaneous 

awareness and warmth. Looking at it fully, it is a threefold process: a 

sense of warmth in oneself, a sense of seeing through confusion, and a 

sense of openness. But this whole process happens very abruptly. There 

is no time to analyze. There is no time to walk out or to hold on. There 
is not even tune to refer back, to note that "I am doing this., 

A bodhisattva's activity is both energetic and gentle. We have enough 

po·wer to exert our energy, but at the same time there is the gentleness 

to change our decisions to suit the situation. Such gentle, energetic activ

ity is based on knowledge: w e are aware of the situation around us, but 

we are also aware of our version of the situation- what we want to do. 

Every aspect is seen clearly. 

Having taken th e bodhisattva vow, we may feel somewhat hesitant 

to act on our inspiration. Looked at generally , the situations w e find our

selves in seem illogical and confusing. But once we loo k at our everyday 

life in the definite way of ongoing practice, our actions can becom e 

m uch more clear-cut: when there is a pull toward ego we can cut 

through that tendency; when there is hesitation about going beyond our 

egocentric perspective we can let go. Our hesitation may be that we are 

afraid we m.ay not make the right decision, that we don't know what to 

do. But we can push ourselves into the situation so that the proper direc

tion com es abo ut naturally. We may be slightly fearful of the conse

quences of our action , somewhat tentative in our approach. But at the 

same time there is confidence, the inspiration to deal with things prop
erly. That combined m entality of confidence and tentativeness com

prises skillful action. 

Copyrighted material 



BODH lSATTVA VOW 

In a sense, taking the bodhisattva vow is a trem endous pretense. W e 

are uncertain that we are able to tread on the bodhisattva path, but we 

still decide to do it. That leap is necessary in developing basic confidence. 

The situations we encounter in our everyday lives are both solid and 

workable. We don't have to shy away from them, nor do we have to 

exaggerate them by rolling in like a tank. We work with each situation 

simply and directly, as it happens. 

This kind of bodhisattva activity is traditionally described in terms of 

the six paramitas, or transcendental virtues: generosity, discipline, pa

tience, exertion, meditation, and transcendental knowledge. 

The paramita of generosity is particularly connected with the notion 

of sharing knowledge, or teaching. In fact, everybody who takes the bo

dhisattva vow is regarded as a potential teacher. If out of paranoia, em

barrassment, or a sense that we want to possess our knowledge we 

refuse to teach, we are abandoning sentient beings. Even if we feel we 

are not up to becoming teachers, we should be prepared to become ap

prentice teachers. W e should be w illing to share what we know with 

others. At the same time, we have to control ourselves to the extent that 

we do not share something we do not know. 

In the bodhisattva ceremony, we express our generosity by making 

an offering to the three j ewels: the Buddha, the dharma, and the sangha. 

Fundamentally, we are offering our own ego: we are offering our sense 

of sanity to the Buddha, our keen perception of the nature of the path 

to the dharma, and our sense of companionship to the sangha. 

A traditional way of developing generosity is to offer our food to 

someone else. Even if we are hungry, we hold our plate of food in our 

hands and give it away mentally before eating. At that very moment of 

giving something away, we are actually beginning to practice the para

mitas. By giving away something personal and significant in our lives, 

we are helping to clarify our attachments and to overcome the habitual 

pattern of spiritual materialism. And in fact, we are also abandoning the 

attainment of enlightenment at that point. 

The paramita of discipline, or morality, is based on a sense of trust in 

oneself. In contrast, traditional morality is often based on a lack of trust 

and a fear of one's own aggressive impulses. When we have such little 

confidence in our own intelligence and wakefulness, so-called immoral 

persons pose a tremendous threat to us. For instance, when we reject a 

murderer as an immoral person it might be because of our fear that we 
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might murder somebody as well. Or we might even b e afraid to hold a 

gun, which represents death and killing, thinking that we might shoot 

ourselves on the spot. In other words, we do not trust ourselves or our 

own generosity. That obsession with our own inadequacies is one of the 

biggest obstacles on the bodhisattva path. If we feel w e are inadequate 

bodhisattvas, we do not make good bodhisattvas at all. In fact, that ob

session with a moralistic, guilt-ridden approach is a form of being 

trapped in the hinayana perspective. It is an attempt to confirm one's 

ego. The sense of trust in oneself allows the bodhisattva to work skill

fully with whatever is happening, to the point of being willing to commit 

immorality out of compassion for sentient beings. This is obviously quite 

delicate, but it fundamentally involves trying to work with people in an 

intelligent way. 

Bodhisattva discipline arises from a sense of trust in oneself, but it 

also involves arousing trust in others. There is a sense of heroism, of 

raising the banner of sanity and proclaiming an open way. If we are too 

mousy or small, we do not know who we are or with w h om we are 

communicating. There is still a feeling of t erritoriality, of keeping things 

to ourselves. And since we base our trust on some feeling of being spe

cial, we are afraid of arousing the confidence of those around us. W e do 

not want to destroy our own p etty base of power. In contrast, the bodhi

sattva path is expansive- a great vision of openness in which there is 

tremendous room to work with p eople without one-upsmanship or im

patience. Since our vision is not dependent on maintaining ego, we can

not be threatened. W e have nothing to lose, so we can actually give an 

inch in our relations with people. 

The paramita of patience is the willingness to work with our own 

emotions through the practice of meditation. This in turn allows us to 

begin to work peacefully with others. Usually we don't want to work 

with aggressive people because we feel they will not give us an easy 

time. They are a threat to our unbodhisattvalike mentality of looking for 

pleasure and security. And when we encounter somebody who wrongs 

u s, we harbor tremendous resentment and refuse to forgive him. Our 

tendency is always to view such aggressive people, rather than our atti

tude of holding back, as the problem. But the paramita of patience re

quires that we stop the ego-centered approach of always blaming others. 

Quite simply, the practice of patience means not returning threats, 

anger, attacks, or insults. But this does not mean being purely passive. 
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Instead we use the other person's energy, as in judo. Since w e have re

lated to our own aggression through the practice of meditation, we are 

not threatened by the other person's aggression, nor do we need to re

spond impulsively or aggressively. Our response is self-defensive in the 

sense that we do not return such a person's threat, and at the same time, 

we prevent further aggression by allowing the other p erson's own en

ergy to undercut itself. 

The paramita of exertion involves being willing to work hard for the 

sake of others. Tremendous energy comes from overcoming the emo

tional complications and conceptual frivolity of one's mind, which usu

ally provides an excuse for avoiding bodhisattva activity. W e no longer 

indulge our laziness and self-centeredness by dwelling on the familiarity 

and snugness of our own emotional complications. The bodhisattva is 

inspired to overcome such laziness by developing simplicity. Such sim

plicity arises from a perspective of spaciousness in which we do not need 

to manipulate our emotions in any way or to get rid of them by acting 

them out; instead we can deal directly with them as they arise. In this 

way emotions are no longer obstacles but a source of further energy. 

In addition to our emotions, our minds also have a conceptualizing 

quality, which seems to be a combination of panic and logical reasoning. 

We are constantly insecure, and therefore we are constantly trying to 

reassure ourselves. Our minds have the ability to produce hundreds of 

answers, hundreds of reasons to assure ourselves that what we are doing 

is right. And when we teach, w e impose this conceptualizing chatter on 

others. In order to justify ourselves in such a situation, we talk a lot, 

trying to con our students. The bodhisattva is able to see this trem en

dously complicated structure of ongoing self-confirming chatter. Having 

overcome the laziness of emotional indulgence through simplicity, the 

bodhisattva is also able to see through the conceptual superstructure 

arising out of the emotions. To the bodhisattva, neither the emotions 

nor conceptual mind is seen as an obstacle. In fact, nothing is regarded 

as an obstacle, and nothing is regarded as evil or bad. Everything is sim

ply part of the landscape of the bodhisattva's journey. So the bodhisattva 

sees his or her life as one continuous venture- the p erpetual discovery 

of new understanding. And since his notion of path is not restricted in 

any way, there is the development of tremendous energy and a willing

ness to w ork very hard. So the paramita of exertion is not a project; it is 
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the natural and spontaneous expression of the vastness of the bodhisat-
, . . 

tva s v1s10 n. 

In practicing the paramita of m editation, we relate to m editation as a 

natural process; it is neither an obstacle nor a particular virtue. If we 

become impatient with constant thought-chattering in our meditation 

practice, we may avoid meditating. We had been expecting a comfort

ably rewarding situ ation, so we are unwilling to work with the irritations 

that constantly come up- we can't be bothered. On the other hand, we 

might get very attached to how good a meditator we are. Any kind of 

blissful experience we regard as some form of divine grace, as proof that 

what we are doing makes sense. We feel we can meditate better and 

more than anybody else. In this case, we view our meditation practice 

as a contest for the championship. But whether we try to avoid sitting 

practice or become attached to it as some sort of self-confirmation, we 

are still avoiding the paramita of meditation, which is a willingness to 

work unceasingly with our own neurosis and speed. 

The paramita of transcendental knowledge is a quality of interest in 

the teachings that is nondogmatic and not based on furthering the devel

opment of ego. From the point of view of transcendental know ledge, 

any gesture based on developing ego or taking the easy way out is h eret

ical. Such h eresy is not a question of theism or atheism, but of preaching 

the language of ego, even if it is done in the name of buddhadharma. 

Even while practicing the mahayana, w e may still be looking for a self 

as our basic being: "There's still some hope, I can develop trem endous 

muscles. I can develop trem endous lungs. I can show you that I can con

trol my mind even though I believe in the mahayana tradition. " But that 

double-agent approach is extremely stupid and unworkable. 

It is possible for us to become so attached to the mahayana perspec

tive that we renounce and disparage hinayana. But without the discipline 

of hinayana there is no basis for the development of mahayana. On the 

other hand, we may become very dogmatic and attached solely to hina

yana. This seems to be an expression of our cowardice: we are not will

ing to step onto the wide-open path of mahayana. In contrast to these 

dogmatic extremes, the paramita of transcendental knowledge has a 

perky quality of interest in the intellectual logic of all three yanas: hina

yana, mahayana, and vajrayana. This interest and curiosity is not purely 

intellectual but is based on the practice of meditation. 

Basically, the idea of bodhisattva activity is to have good manners. In 
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spite of our own irritation we should b e able to extend our hospitality 

to others. This is quite different from hypocritical hospitality. Rather, it 

is an expression of enlightenment; it is a working state of mind in which 

we extend hospitality beyond our irritations. 

It is perhaps most important in working with others that we do not 

develop idiot compassion, which means always trying to be kind. Since 

this superficial kindness lacks courage and intelligence, it does more 

harm than good. It is as though a doctor, out of apparent kindness, re

fuses to treat his patient because the treatment might be painful, or as 

though a mother cannot bear the discomfort of disciplining her child. 

Unlike idiot compassion, real compassion is not based on a simple

minded avoidance of pain. Real compassion is uncompromising in its 

allegiance to basic sanity. People who distort the path-that is, people 

who are working against the development of basic sanity- should be cut 

through on the spot if need be. That is extremely important. There is no 

room for idiot compassion. We should try to cut through as much self

deception as possible in order to teach others as well as ourselves. So the 

final cop-out of a bodhisattva is when, having already achieved every

thing else, he is unable to go beyond idiot compassion. 

Taking the bodhisattva vow has tremendous power for the very rea

son that it is not something we do just for the pleasure of ego. It is be

yond oneself. Taking the vow is like planting the seed of a fast-growing 

tree, whereas something done for the benefit of ego is like sowing a grain 

of sand. Planting such a seed as the bodhisattva vow undermines ego 

and leads to a tremendous expansion of perspective. Such heroism, or 

bigness of mind, fills all of space completely, utterly, absolutely. Within 

such a vast perspective, nothing is claustrophobic and nothing is intim

idating. There is only the vast idea of unceasingly helping all sentient 

beings, as limitless as space, along the path to enlightenment. 

THE BoDHISATTVA Vow CEREMONY 

Taking the bodhisattva vow is a public statement of your intention to 

embark on the bodhisattva path. Simply acknowledging that intention to 

yourself is not enough. You have to be brave enough to say it in front of 

others. In so doing, you are taking a big chance, but you are going to go 

ahead with it anyway. 
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To b egin the ceremony, you request the teacher to give the bodhi

sattva vow and to accept you into the family of the Buddha by saying: 

((May the teacher b e gracious to m e. Just as the former tathagatas, ar

hats, samyaksambuddhas, exalted ones, and bodhisattvas living at the 

level of the great bhumis developed an attitude directed toward unsur

passable, perfect great enlightenment, so also I request the teacher to 

help me in developing such an attitude." The teacher responds by in

structing you, as his disciple, to renounce samsara and to develop com

passion for sentient beings, desire for enlightenment, devotion to the 

three jewels, and respect for the teacher. He reminds you to deepen the 

feeling of compassion and to plant it firmly in your heart, since ''sentient 

beings are as limitless as celestial space and as long as there are sentient 

beings they will be affected by conflicting emotions, which will cause 

them to do evil, for which in turn they will suffer." 

This ceremony is magical: the bodhisattvas of the past, present, and 

future are present, watching you. At this point you prostrate three times 

to these people, as well as to your own conscience. In doing these three 

prostrations, you bind yourself to the earth and reacknowledge your 

basic state of homelessness. 

You then begin the actual vow by saying: ((From now on, until I have 

become the very quintessence of enlightenment, I will develop an atti

tude directed toward unsurpassable, perfect great enlightenm ent so that 

the b eings who have not crossed over may do so, who have not yet b een 

delivered may be so, who have not yet found relief may find it , and who 

have not yet passed into nirvana may do so." 

The discipline at this point in the ceremony is to identify with the 

elements, which nurture all sentient beings. You are becoming mother 

earth; therefore, you will have to accommodate all sorts of pokings and 

proddings and dumping of garbage- but in fact you are delighted by the 

whole thing. At this point you read a passage from the Bodhicharyavatara 
by Shantideva that expresses this process quite beautifully: "As earth and 

other elements, together with space, eternally provide sustenance in 

many ways for the countless sentient beings, so may I become suste

nance in every way for sentient beings to the limits of space until all 

have attained nirvana. " 

Now that you have given yourself to others, you are not going to be 

resentful. Sometimes after a guest has arrived and you are offering him 

your hospitality, you may have a sense of regretting that you ever in-
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vited him. Or you may rem ember that as a child you sometimes found 

your parents' hospitality very claustrophobic and annoying: " I wish 

Daddy wouldn't invite those strangers over. I like my privacy." But from 

the point of view of a bodhisattva, your parents' example is fantastic. You 

are committing yourself to that kind of hospitality, and you are willing to 

admit people into your space. In doing so you are following the example 

of former bodhisattvas who also committed themselves to basic generos

ity, intelligence, and enlightenment. So with that in mind, you repeat: 

"As the sugatas of old gave birth to the bodhichitta and progressively 

established themselves in the discipline of a bodhisattva, so I too, for the 

benefit of beings, shall give birth to the bodhichitta and progressively 

train myself in that discipline. " 

Next, you offer a gift as an expression of generosity and further com

mitment. Even if the gift is a corpse, you are going to present whatever 

you have as a real gesture of committing yourself to bodhichitta. In giv

ing something about which you care very much, too much-whatever 

it may be-you are offering your sense of attachment, your basic attitude 

of clinging. 

The presentation of a gift is equivalent to the moment in the refuge 

vow when the preceptor snaps his fingers. But the reason you don't have 

the abstract energies of the lineage or of basic Buddhism coming into 

your system in this case is that the bodhisattva vow is more on the emo

tional level. Taking refuge is related to the ordinary, moralistic level: 

your commitment is that you are not going to be unfaithful. The bodhi

sattva vow is much more subtle: you don't really have a specific m o m ent 

in which bodhichitta enters into you. But in some way or other, when 

you give your gift and you are inspired to let go of your clinging and self

centeredness, at that moment you really become a child of the Buddha, a 

bodhisattva. At that point, whether you like it or not, you take on a 

heavy burden- which is happily unavoidable. You cannot undo it. In the 

case of hinayana, you can give up your vow, but you cannot give up 

your bodhisattva vow, even after lives and lives. You cannot give it up 

because the discipline of mahayana is not based on physical existence but 

on conscience, in the very ordinary sense. 

Having offered your gift, you can appreciate what you have done. 

Realizing that you have not made a mistake you say: "At this moment 

my birth has b ecome fruitful, I have realized my human life. Today I am 

born into the family of the Buddha. Now I am a child of the Buddha." 
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The next passage you recite gives all kinds of examples of how you 

can be helpful to society and to the world- how you can live with your

self and with other sentient beings: "From now on I will forthrightly 

perform the actions befitting to my family. I will act so as not to degrade 

the faultlessness and discipline of my family. Just as with a blind man 

finding a jewel in a heap of dust, thus, somehow, bodhichitta has been 

born in me. This is the supreme amrita which destroys death, the inex

haustible treasure which removes the world's poverty; it is the supreme 

medicine which cures the world's sickness, the tree which provides rest 

for beings weary of wandering on the paths of existence; it is the univer

sal bridge on which all travelers may pass over the lower realms, the 

rising moon of mind which dispels the torment of the kleshas; it is the 

great sun which puts an end to the obscurity of ignorance, the pure but

ter which comes of churning the milk of holy dharma. For travelers 

wandering on the paths of existence seeking happiness from objects of 

enjoyment, it is supreme bliss near at hand, the great feast which satisfies 

sentient b eings." 

Now you are ready to receive your bodhisattva name. The name you 

receive symbolizes generosity in working with others. It is not a further 

m eans of building up your t erritory or identity, but an expression of non

ego. You are no longer yours, but you b elong to others. Bodhisattva 

names are more powerful than refuge names b ecause there is more need 

of being reminded to work with others than of being reminded to work 

on yourself. Your bodhisattva name is an expression of your subtle style: 

somebody could insult you by using it; somebody could encourage you 

by using it. It expresses a more sensitive area than the refuge name, 

which is extremely useful. In other words, your bodhisattva name acts 

as a password; it is a very accurate guideline to your particular style of 

basic openness in working with all sentient beings. Both your potentiali

ties and your basic attributes are expressed in your bodhisattva name, 

which should be recalled whenever a critical situation comes up. Instead 

of looking to a savior, you should remember your name as a reminder 

of the solidness of your involvement on the bodhisattva path. It is a 

token that you have made a link with your buddha nature, tathagata

garbha: you have dug a well and found fresh water which you can use 

continuously. Your bodhisattva name represents your commitment to 

basic sanity, your willingness to devote your life to all sentient b eings. 

Therefore it is very powerful and important. 
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Without any doubt, having taken the bodhisattva vow, you should 

celebrate. Taking the vow is a landmark, not just a casual thing. It is 

something extraordinary, something historic. Keeping that in mind, you 

invite everyone to share your joy that you finally have become a worker 

for all sentient beings, by saying: ((Today, witnessed by all the protec

tors, I have welcomed the sentient beings and sugatas. Devas and asuras 

rejoice! " 

That ends the bodhisattva vow ceremony. It is a simple ceremony 

that presents you with the extreme challenge of committing yourself to 

people without consideration for your own comfort. And the key to 

meeting such a challenge is fearlessness. By taking the vow you therefore 

enter the fearless world of the warrior. 
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SEVEN 

Sacred Outlook: 
The Practice of Vajrayogini 

"Experiencing the vajra mind of Vajrayogini is so deep and vast 
that if thoughts arise, they do not become highlights: they are 
small fish in a huge ocean of space." 

T H E VAJRAYANA, the tantric teaching of the Buddha, contains tre

mendous magic and power. Its magic lies in its ability to transform 

confusion and neurosis into awakened mind and to reveal the everyday 

world as a sacred realm. Its power is that of unerring insight into the 

true nature of phenomena and of seeing through ego and its deceptions. 

According to the tantric tradition, the vajrayana is regarded as the 

complete t eaching of the Buddha: it is the path of complete discipline, 

complete surrender, and complete liberation. It is important to realize, 

however, that the vajrayana is firmly grounded in the basic teachings of 

the sutrayana, the teachings of egolessness and compassion. 

Frequently, the exceptional strength and efficacy of the vajrayana are 

misunderstood as a promise of instant enlightenment. But one cannot 

become enlightened overnight; in fact, it is highly deceptive and even 

dangerous to think in such a way. Without exception, the Buddhist 

teachings point to the erroneous belief in a self, or ego, as the cause of 

suffering and the obstacle to liberation. All of the great teachers of the 
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past practiced the preliminary m editative disciplines diligently b efore be

coming students of the vajrayana. Without this basic training in the prac

tice of meditation, there is no ground from which to work with the 

vajrayana at all. 

The Vajrayogini principle, as it has been experienced, understood, 

and transmitted by the gurus of the Karma Kagyii lineage of Tibet, to 

which I belong, is part of the vajrayana tradition. I feel very honored to 

have the opportunity to explain the Vajrayogini principle and the shrine 

connected with Vajrayogini practice. At the same time, I have a responsi

bility to the lineage, as well as to the reader, to introduce Vajrayogini 

properly. 

EGOLESSNESS AND COMPASSION 

A brief discussion of fundamental Buddhism as well as of the mahayana 

path is necessary here so that it will be clearly understood that Vajrayo

gini is not to be perceived as an external deity or force. This is sometimes 

rather difficult for Westerners to understand because of the Judea

Christian belief in God. Buddhism is a nontheistic religion; there is no 

belief in an external savior. Nontheism is synonymous with the realiza

tion of egolessness, which is first discovered through the practices of sha

matha and vipashyana meditation. 

In shamatha m editation, we work with breath and posture as expres

sions of our state of b eing. By assuming a dignified and upright posture 

and identifying with the outgoing breath, we begin to make friends with 

ourselves in a fundamental sense. When thoughts arise, they are not 

treated as enemies, but they are included in the practice and lab eled sim

ply as (( thinking. " Shamatha in Sanskrit, or shi-ne in Tibetan, means 

((dwelling in a state of peace." Through shamatha practice one begins to 

see the simplicity of one's original state of mind and to see how confu

sion, speed, and aggression are generated by ignoring the peacefulness 

of one's being. This is the first experience of egolessness, in which one 

realizes the transparency of fixed ideas about oneself and the illusoriness 

of w hat one thinks of as 'T ' or "m e." 

With further practice, we begin to lose the reference point of self

consciousness, and we experience the environment of practice and the 

world without bringing everything back to the narrow viewpoint of 
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"me." We begin to be interested .in "that," rather than purely being inter
ested in "this. , T he development of perception that is penetrating and 

precise w ithou t reference to oneself is called vipashyana in Sanskrit and 
lhakthong in T ibetan, which m.eans "dear seeing." The technique of vipa
shyana docs not differ from shamatha; rather, vipashyana grows out of the 

continued application of shamatha practice. T he clear seeing, or insight, 
of vipashyana sees that there is no n1ore of a solid existence in pheno m
ena than there is in oneself, so that we begin to realize the cgolcssness 

of "other." We also begin to see that suffering in the world is caused by 
clinging to erroneous conceptions about self and phenomena. W e per

ceive that philosophical, psychological, and religious ideas of eternity 
and external liberation are myths created by ego-mind. So, in vipashyana 
practice, egolessness is the recogn ition of fundamental aloneness, the 

nontheistic realization that we cannot look for help outside of ourselves. 
Altogether, the ground of Buddhist practice is called the path of " indi

vidual liberation," which is pratimoksha in Sanskrit and so sor tharpa in T i

betan. By practicing the disciplines of shamatha and vipashyana, both in 
meditation and throughout one's life, we can actually liberate ourselves 

from personal confusion and neurosis and free ourselves frotn cau sing 
harm to ourselves and others. We becom e inspired to commit otu·selves 

fully to this path by t aking refuge in the Buddha (as the example of a 
human being who attained enlightenment by renouncing external help 
and working w ith h is own mind), in the dharma (the teachings of ego less

ness that can be heard and experienced), and in the sangha (the commu
nity of practitioners who follow the path of the Buddha by practicing as 
he did). \Ve realize that in this spinning world of confused existence w e 

have had the rare good fortune to encounter the true path of liber·ation. 
The mahayana , or "great vehicle," goes beyond the inspiration of in

dividual liberation. On the whole, the mahayana approach is basically 
one of working for the benefit of others with whatever the world pre
sents; therefore, it is an endless journey. As we en1bark on this journey 

without destination, our preconceptions begin to fall away. This experi
ence of non-reference point, which initially could be just a momentary 

flash in one's mind, is the fi rst glimpse of shunyata. Shunya m eans 
"empty," and ta makes it "emptiness." According to tradition, shunyata 

is empty of 'T' and empty of"othcr"; it is absolutely empty. This experi

ence of emptiness is realizing that there is no 'T ' as actor, no action, and 
no "other" to be acted upon . 
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Shunyata is not the nihilistic idea of nothingness, or voidness. It is the 

complete absence of grasping and fixation- the complete egolessness of 

subject and object. It is therefore the absence of separation between self 

and other. 

The experience of shunyata provides tremendous room and tremen

dous vision. There is room because we see that there is no obstacle to 

going out, to expanding. And there is vision because there is no separa

tion between oneself and one's experience. We can perceive things 

clearly, as they are, without filters of any kind. This unbiased perception 

is called prajna, or a discriminating awareness." Prajna is the sharpness 

of the perception of shunyata and the knowledge that comes from that 

perception. 

In fact, prajna literally means «superior knowledge" or «best knowl

edge." The highest knowledge that one can have is the knowledge of 

egoless insight, which begins as the experience of vipashyana and ma

tures in the mahayana into prajna. The discriminating awareness of 

prajna sees that 'T' and "other" are not separate and, therefore, that 

the enlightenment of oneself and the enlightenment of others cannot be 

separated. 

In this way, the p erception of shunyata makes us altogether more 

wakeful and compassionate. We feel immense interest in others and im

mense caring for others, whose suffering is not different from our own. 

This is the beginning of the mahayana practice of exchanging oneself for 

others. 

The notion of exchange m eans giving whatever assistance is needed; 

we extend our kindness, sanity, and love to other people. In exchange, 

we are willing to take on others' pain, confusion, and hypocrisy. We are 

willing to take the blame for any problems that might come up- not 

because we wish to be martyrs, but because we feel that there is an infi

nite reservoir of goodness and sanity to share. At the mahayana level, 

egolessness is expanded into the path of selfless action, which goes com

pletely beyond ego-clinging. It is this surrendering of ego, which we shall 

discuss later, that makes it possible to enter the vajrayana path. 

VAJRA NATURE AND THE YIDAM PRINCIPLE 

When we let go of grasping and fixation completely, we are able to rest 

in the intrinsic goodness of our minds, and we regard whatever discur-
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sive thoughts that arise- passion, aggression, delusion, or any conflicting 
emotions- as merely ripples in the pond of mind. Out of that, we begin 

to realize that there is a greater vision beyond grasping and fixation. T hat 
vision is very firm and definite. It is not definite in the style of ego, but 
it is like the sun, w hich shines all the time. When we fly in an airplane 

above the clouds, we realize that the sun is always sh ining even when it 
is clo udy and rainy below. In the same way, when we cease to hold on 
to our identity, our ego, w e begin to sec that the nonexistence of ego is 

a powerful, real, and indestructible state of being. We realize that, like 
the sun, it is a continuous situation w hich does not wax or wane. 

This state of being is called vajra nature. Vajra, or dorje in Tibetan, 
means " indestructible," or "having the qualities of a diamond." Vajra 
nature is the tough, imn1ovable quality of egolessness, which is the basis 

for the vajrayana path. T he term vajrayana itself means "vehicle of inde
structibility"- the "vajra vehicle." T he vajrayana is also called the tan
trayana, or "tantric vehicle." Tantra, o r gya in Tibetan, m eans 

"continuity' ' or "thread." Vajra nature is the continu ity of egolessness, 

or wakefulness, which, like the sun, is brilliant and all-pervasive. 

The deities of th e vajrayana are embodiments of vajra nature. In par
ticular, the deities called yidams are important for the practice of vajra
yana. T he best translation of yi.dam that I have found is "personal deity." 

Actually, yidam is a shortened form of the phrase yi kyi tamtsik, which 
m eans "sacred bondage of one's mind. " Yi means "mind ," kyi means 
''of," and tamtsik means "sacred word" or "sacred bondage." Tamtsik, 

which in Sanskrit is samaya, will become important in a later discussio n 
of the sacred commitments o f the vajrayana. Mind here refers to vajra 

nature, the basic sanity and wakefulness of one's being, freed from ego
clinging. T he yidam js the manifestation of this enlightened min d; it is 
the yidam who connects or b inds the practitioner to the enlightened san
ity within hitnself. So, according to the tantric understanding, the yidam 
is a nonth eistic deity who embodies one's innate vajra nature , rath er 

than any fo rm of external help. 
There are many thousands of tantric deities, but in the Karma Kagyii 

lineage, Vajrayogini is a particularly important yidam. When a student 
has completed the preliminary vajrayana practices, called the ngondro, 

he receives abhisheka , or empowerm ent, to begin y idam practice, in 

which he identifies with a personal deity as the embodiment of his innate 
wakefulness, or vajra nature. In the Karn1a Kagyli tradition, Vajrayogini 
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is the first yjdam given to a student. In o rder to understand the Vajrayo

gini principle in any depth , a discussion of the stages of vajrayana prac

tice through which a student is introduced to the yidam is necessary. 

DEVOTION 

In the Buddhist tradition, relating to a teacher is not hero worship; the 

teach er is appreciated as an example of living dharma. When entering 
the Buddhist path, the practitioner respects the teacher as a wise man or 

elder. T he teacher in the mahayana is called the kalyanamitra, or "spiri
tual friend"- he is a friend in the sense that he is willing to share one's 

life completely and to walk with one on the path. He is truly an example 
of the mahayana practice of exchanging oneself for others. 

At the vajrayana level, we begin with faith in the teachings and the 

teacher, because w e have already experienced the truth and the work

ability of the teachings for ourselves. Then, with the discovery of vajra 
nan1re, faith begins to develop into devotion, which is mogii in Tibetan. 

Mo m eans "longing," and gu means " respect." We develop trem endous 

respect for the teacher and a longing for what he can impart because 

we see that he is the embodim ent of vajra nature, the embodiment of 
wakeful mind. At this level, the teacher becomes the guru. H e is the 

vajra tnaster- the one who has mastered vajra truth, indestructible 

truth , and who can transmit that vajra power to others. H ow ever, the 

vajrayana can be extremely destructive if we are not properly prepared 

to receive these teachings. Therefore, in order to practice the vajrayana, 

we must h ave a relatio nship with a vajra master, who complete ly un

derstands the practitioner and the practice and who knows how to 

bring the rwo together. 
One's relationship with the vajra master involves surrendering one

self to the teacher as the final expression of egolessness. This allows the 

practitioner to develop fully the threefold vajra nature: vajra body, vajra 

sp eech, and vajra mind. The maturation of devotio n into complete sur

rendering is called lote lingkyur in Tibetan. Lote means " trust," ling m eans 
"completely," and kyur means "abandoning" or " letting go ." So lote ling
kyt~r means " to trust completely and let go''- to abandon one's ego 

completely. Without such surrender, there is no way to give up the last 

vestiges of ego; nor could the teacher introduce the yidam, the essence 
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of egolessness. In fact, without such devotion to the teacher, one might 
attempt to use the vajrayana teachings to rebuild the fortress of ego. 

NGONDRO 

In order to develop proper devotion and surrender, a student of the vaj
rayana begins with the practice of ngondro, the foundation practices that 
are preliminary to receiving abhisheka. Ngon means '"'before,, and dro 
means "going., In the Karma Kagyii lineage, there are five practices that 
make up ngondro: prostrations, the recitation of the refuge vow, the Vaj
rasattva mantra practice, the mandala offering, and the practice of guru 
yoga. These are called the extraordinary foundations. 

Ngondro is the means of connecting oneself with the wisdom of the 
guru and the guru"'s lineage. In prostrations, as the starting point, one is 
humbling oneself and expressing one's gratitude for the example of the 
vajra master and the lineage forefathers. One visualizes the gurus of the 
lineage, including one's own guru, in the form of the primordial buddha. 
Over the course of many practice sessions, the practitioner prostrates to 
the lineage I08,ooo times while reciting the refuge vow I08,ooo times. In 
that way, one reaffirms one"'s commitment to the basic path of discipline 
ar1d renunciation and, at the same time, expresses surrender to the vaj
rayana teachings and the vajra master. Through prostrations, one 
catches one,s first glimpse of the lineage. 

Mantra practice leads to a closer experience of the lineage wisdom. It 
allows one to work directly with obstacles and psychological obscura
tions and to realize that defilements are temporary and can be overcome. 
The deity Vajrasattva-literally, Hvajra being,,-is visualized as a youth

ful white prince who is both the essence of vajra wisdom and the wis
dom body of one's guru. In contrast, the practitioner,s own body is 

visualized as being filled with impurities of all kinds: physical, mental, 
and emotional. While reciting the mantra of Vajrasattva 108,ooo times, 
one visualizes that one,s body is slowly cleansed of these impurities by 
the action of Vajrasattva. By the end of a practice period, one visualizes 
oneself as possessing the same pure nature as Vajrasattva. The point of 
mantra practice, therefore, is to recognize one's inherent purity. 

In mandala practice, one gives oneself and one"'s world as an· offering 

to the lineage. The student offers 108,ooo mandalas made from heaps of 
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saffron-scented rice mixed with jewels and other precious substances. 

While constructing the mandala, one visualizes the world and every

thing in it- all its wealth and beauty and one's myriad sense percep

tions- as an offering to the gurus and buddhas, who are visualized 

before one. The practitioner's sense of pure being should also be in

cluded in the offering and given up; this is called ccgiving up the giver." 

When one gives up so completely, there is no one left to watch what is 

being given, and no one to appreciate how generous one is being. The 

more one surrenders in this way, the more richness one develops. There 

is never a problem of running out of things to offer. One's human life is 

in itself an immensely rich situation to offer to the lineage. 

Having completed the mandala offerings one then practices guru 

yoga, which is like actually meeting the guru face-to-face for the first 

time. Guru yoga is the first opportunity to receive the adhishthana, or 

blessings, of the guru's wisdom. 

In guru yoga, the practitioner begins to realize the nondual nature of 

devotion: there is no separation between the lineage and oneself and, in 

fact, the vajra being of the guru is a reflection of one's own innate na

ture. In this way, the practice of ngondro, culminating in guru yoga, 

helps to overcome theistic notions about the teacher or about the vajra

yana itself. One realizes that the lineage is not an entity outside of one

self: one is not worshiping the teacher or his ancestors as gods. Rather, 

one is connecting with vajra sanity, which is so powerful because of its 

nonexistence-its utter egolessness. 

SACRED OUTLOOK 

When we begin to mix our minds with the energy of the lineage, we are 

not doing so in order to protect ourselves from the world. In fact, devo

tion brings us closer to our experience, to our world. As a result of the 

practice of ngondro, we feel a greater sense of warmth and gentleness 

in ourselves. Because of that, we can relax and take a fresh look at the 

phenomenal world. We find that life can be an easy, natural process. 

Because there is no need to struggle, we start to experience goodness 

everywhere: we experience a tremendous sense of freedom and sacred

ness in everything. 

When we experience this self-existing sacredness, we realize that the 
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only way to abide continuously in this state of freedom is to enter com

pletely into the guru's world, because such freedom is the blessing of the 

guru. It was the guru who presented the practice that led to the experi

ence of freedom, and it is the guru who manifests the epitome of this 

freedom. In fact, we begin to see that the self-existing sacredness of the 

world is simultaneously an expression of the guru. This experience is 

known as sacred outlook, or tag nang in Tibetan. Tag nang literally 

means "pure perception." The idea of purity here refers to an absence 

of imprisonment. Sacred outlook means perceiving the world and one

self as intrinsically good and unconditionally free. 

THE FIVE BUDDHA FAMILIES 

Having developed sacred outlook, it is possible to take a further step 

into the vajra world. When we experience the self-existing sacredness of 

reality, the vajrayana iconography begins to make sense; it makes sense 

to picture the world as a sacred realm, as a mandala of enlightened mind. 

From the viewpoint of sacred outlook, the phenomenal world is seen in 

terms of five styles of energy: buddha, vajra, padma, ratna, and karma. 

Oneself and the people one m eets, the seasons, the elements- all aspects 

of the phenomenal world- are made up of one or more of these styles, 

or buddha families. In tantric iconography, the buddha families make up 

a mandala with buddha in the center, and vajra, ratna, padma, and 

karma at the four cardinal points. 

One or more of the buddha families can be u sed to describe a per

son's intrinsic perspective or stance in the world. Each buddha family 

principle can have either a neurotic or an enlightened expression. The 

particular neurosis associated with a buddha family is transmuted into 

its wisdom, or enlightened, form by the taming process of shamatha

v ipashyana m editation, by training in compassion in the mahayana, and, 

particularly, by the development of sacred outlook in the vajrayana. In 

their enlightened expression, the buddha families are manifestations of 

vajra freedom. 

The basic quality of buddha energy is spaciousness. The confused 

manifestation of this spacious quality is ignorance, which in this case in

volves avoiding vivid or unpleasant experience. When buddha energy is 

transmuted, it becomes the wisdom of all-encompassing space. Buddha 
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is associated with the color white and is symbolized by a wheel, which 

represents this all-encompassing, open nature. 

Vajra, which is in the east of the mandala,* is represented by the color 

blue . The symbol of vajra is a vajra scepter, or dorj e, whose five prongs 

pierce the n eurosis of ego-mind. The vajra scepter is like a thunderbolt

electric and powerful. Vajra energy is precise and direct. It is the ability 

to view situations from all possible perspectives and to accurately per

ceive the details of experience and the larger frameworks in which things 

take place. The neurotic expressions of vajra energy are aggression and 

intellectual fixation. When the intellectual accuracy of vajra is trans

muted into its enlightened form, it becom es mirrorlike wisdom. Vajra is 

associated with the element of water. Its neurotic expression, anger, is 

like clouded, turbulent water; its wisdom aspect is like the clear reflec

tion of a still pond. 

The ratna family, in the south, is represented by the color yellow. 

The symbol of the ratna family is a j ewel, expressing richness. Ratna 

energy is like autumn, when fruits and grains are ripe and farmers cele

brate the harvest. Ratna is associated with the element of earth, which 

expresses its solidity and fertility. The neurotic style of ratna is envy 

or hunger-wanting everything and trying to engulf everything. Its 

enlightened expre ssion is the wisdom of equanimity, because ratna 

accommodates all experiences and brings out their innate richness. 

When it is freed from hunger, ratna b ecomes an expression of powerful 

expans1veness. 

In the west is the padma family, which is associated with the color 

red. The symbol of padma is a lotus, a b eautiful, delicate flower which 

blooms in the mud. Padma is the basic energy of passion , or seduction. 

Its neurotic aspect is grasping or clinging, which is the confused expres

sion of passion. When passion is freed from fixation on the object of its 

desire, it becomes discriminating-awareness wisdom- the appreciation 

of every aspect and detail o f experience. Padma is associated with the 

element of fire. In the confused state passion , like fire, does not distin

guish among the things it grasps, burns, and destroys. In its enlightened 

expression, the h eat of passio n b ecom es the warmth of co mpassion. 

Karma, in the north of the mandala, is associated with the color 

*In a traditional mandala, east is at the bottom, south is to the left, west is at the top, 
and north is to the right. 
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green. Its symbol, a sword, represents cutting through h esitation and 

confusion and accomplishing one's goals accurately and thoroughly. 

Karma is the wisdom of all-accomplishing action in its enlightened mani

festation. The neurotic expression of karma energy is resentment and 

excessive speed. Karma neurosis would like to create a uniform world 

and resents any sloppiness or inefficiency. When karma is freed from 

neurosis, it b ecomes accurate and energetic without resentment or p etti

ness. Karma is associated with the element of wind, which represents 

this forceful and energetic quality of action. 

Perceiving the energies of the buddha families in people and in situa

tions, we see that confusion is workable and can be transformed into an 

expression of sacred outlook. The student must reach this understanding 

before the teacher can introduce the tantric deities, or yidams. Every 

yidam "belongs" to a buddha family and is "ruler" of the wisdom aspect 

of that family. The buddha family principles provide a link between ordi

nary samsaric experience and the brilliance and loftiness of the yidams' 

world. By understanding the buddha family principles, we can appreciate 

the tantric deities as embodiments of the energies of sacred world and 

identify ourselves with that sacredness. With that understanding we can 

receive abhisheka, or empowerment; we are ready to be introduced to 

Vajrayogini. 

ABHISHEKA 

By receiving the abhisheka of Vajrayogini, the student enters the man

dala of Vajrayogini. Through this process, Vajrayogini becomes one's 

yidam-the embodiment of one's basic being or basic state of mind. 

Abhisheka, which is Sanskrit, literally means " anointment." The Ti

betan wangkur means ((empowerment." The principle of empower

m ent is that there is a m eeting of the minds of the student and vajra 

master, which is the product of devotion. Because the student is able 

to open fully to the teacher, the teacher is able to communicate directly 

the power and wakefulness of the vajrayana through the formal cere

mony of abhisheka. In reviewing the history of the Vajrayogini transmis

sion in the Karma Kagyii lineage, the directness of this communication 

becomes apparent. 
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THE VAJRAYOGINI SADHANA IN 

THE KARMA KAGYU LINEAGE 

The abhisheka ofVajrayogini is an ancient ceremony which is part of the 

Vajrayogini Sadhana, the manual and liturgy of Vajrayogini practice. 

There are many sadhanas of Vajrayogini, including those according to 

Saraha, Nagarjuna, Luyipa, Jalandhara, and Shavari. In the Karma Kagyu 

tradition, one practices the sadhana of Vajrayogini according to the In

dian siddha Tilopa, the forefather of the Kagyu lineage. 

According to spiritual biographies, after studying the basic Buddhist 

teachings for many years, Tilopa (998- 1069 c.E.) traveled to Uddiyana, 

the home of the dakinis, or female yidams, to seek vajrayana transmis

sion. He gained entrance to the palace of the dakinis and received direct 

instruction there from Vajrayogini herself, who manifested to him as the 

great queen of the dakinis. It may be rather perplexing to speak of en

countering Vajrayogini in anthropomorphic form, when she is discussed 

throughout this article as the essence of egolessness. However, this ac

count of Tilopa's m eeting is the traditional story of his encounter with 

the direct energy and power of Vajrayogini. 

Naropa (rm6- noo), who received the oral transmission of the Vajra

yogini practice from Tilopa, was a great scholar at Nalanda University. 

Following a visit from a dakini who appeared to him as an ugly old hag, 

he realized that h e had not grasped the inner m eaning of the t eachings, 

and he set out to find his guru. After encountering many obstacles, Na

ropa found Tilopa dressed in beggar's rags, eating fish heads by the side 

of a lake. In spite of this external appearance, Naropa at once recognized 

his guru. He remained with him for many years and underwent numer

ous trials before receiving final empowerment as the holder of his lineage. 

From Naropa, the oral tradition of the Vajrayogini practice passed to 

Marpa (IOI2- I097), the first Tibetan holder of the lineage. Marpa made 

three journeys from Tibet to India to receive instruction from Naropa. 

It is said that, during his third visit to India, Marpa met Vajrayogini in 

the form of a young maiden. With a crystal hooked knife she slashed 

open her belly, and Marpa saw in her belly the mandala of Vajrayogini 

surrounded by a spinning mantra wheel. At that moment, he had a real

ization of Vajrayogini as the Co emergent Mother, a principle that will be 

discussed later. This realization was included in the oral transmission of 

Vajrayogini, which has been passed down to the present day. 
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VAJRAYOGINI'S SYMBOLIC MEANING 

ICONOGRAPHICAL ASPECT SYMBOLIC OF 

a. Hooked Knife a. Cutting neurotic tendencies. Also the 

weapon of nonthought. 
b. Skull cup filled with amrita b. Prajna and intoxication of extreme 

beliefs. 

c. Staff (khatvanga) c. Skillful means. The staff is eight-sided, 

representing the eightfold Aryan Path 
taught by the Buddha. 

I. Scarf I. The two folds of the scarf represent 

the inseparability of mahayana and 

vaJrayana. 
2. Three skulls 2. The trikaya principle: the top head 

is a skull representing dharmakaya: 

the middle head is of a putrefying 
corpse representing sambhogakaya; 
the bottom head is a freshly severed 

head representing nirmanakaya. 
d . Sow's head (usually shown over the d . Vajra ignorance or nonthought. 

right ear) 

e. Hair streaming upward e. The wrath of passion. (When 
Vajrayogini' s hair hangs loosely on her 

shoulders it is a symbol of compassion. 

Here the emphasis is more on her 
w rathful aspect.) 

f. Crown of five skulls f. The wisdoms of the five buddha 

families. 

g. Three eyes g. Knower of the past, present, and 
future. Also Vajrayogini's omniscient 

VISIOn. 
h . Wrathful expression, clenching her h. Enraged against the maras. 

fangs and biting the lower lip 

1. Necklace of freshly severed heads 1. The 51 samskaras, completely liberated 
in nonthought. 

J. One face J· All dharmas are of one flavor in 

dharmakaya. 
k. Bone ornaments: headdress, earrings, k. Perfection of the 5 paramitas of 

necklace, girdle, anklets and bracelets generosity, discipline, patience, 
exertion, meditation. 

1. Two arms 1. Unity of upaya and prajna. 

m. Left leg bent and right leg m. Not dwelling in extrem es of samsara or 
extended mrvana. 

n. Corpse seat n. Death of ego. 
0. Sun and moon: disk seats (only the sun 0. Sun: wisdom 

is shown) Moon: compassion. 
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IcoNOGRAPHICAL AsPECT 

p. Lotus seat 
q. Vajrayogini's form: red and blazing 

with rays of light 

Not shown: 

r. Necklace of red flowers 

SYMBOLIC OF 

p. Spontaneous birth of enlightenment. 
q. Enraged against the hordes of maras 

and very wrathful. Also 

prajnaparamita. 

r. Total nonattachment. 

Marpa gave the oral instructions for the Vajrayogini practice to the 

renowned yogin Milarepa (1040- n23); he in turn transmitted them to 

Gampopa (1079- II53), a great scholar and practitioner who established 

the monastic order of the Kagyi.i. Chief among Gampopa' s many disci

ples were the founders of the 'lour great and eight lesser schools" of the 

Kagyu tradition. The Karma Kagyu, one of the four great schools, was 

founded by Tusum Khyenpa (1IIO-II93), the first Karmapa and a fore

most disciple of Gampopa. Since that time, the Karma Kagyi.i lineage has 

b een h eaded by a succession of Karmapas, numbering sixteen in all. 

Ti.isum Khyenpa handed down the oral transmission of the Vajrayogini 
Sadhana to Orogen Rechenpa (1o88- ns8); from him it was passed to 

Pomdrakpa, who transmitted it to the second Karmapa, Karma Pakshi 

(1206- 1283). Karma Pakshi passed the Vajrayogini transmission to Ug

yenpa (1230- 1309), who gave it to Rangjung Dorje (1284- 1339), the third 

Karmapa. It was Rangjung Dorje, the third Karmapa, who composed the 

written form of the sadhana of Vajrayogini according to Tilopa and the 

oral instructions of Marpa, which is still practiced today. It is this sadhana 

that is the basis for this discussion of the Vajrayogini principle. 

The first Trungpa was a student of the siddha, Trung Mase (fifteenth 

century), who was a close disciple of the fifth Karmapa, Teshin Shekpa 

(1384- 1415). When Naropa transmitted the teachings of Vajrayogini to 

Marpa, he told him that these teachings should be kept as a transmission 

from one teacher to one student for thirteen generations, and then they 

could be propagated to others. This transmission is called chig gyu, the 

((single lineage" or ((single thread" transmission. Because of this, the 

Kagyu lineage is frequently called the ((hearing lineage." Trung Mase re

ceived the complete teachings on Vajrayogini, Chakrasamvara, and the 

Four-Armed Mahakala, and these became a special transmission that he 

was to hold. Since Trung Mase belonged to the thirteenth generation, he 
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became the first guru to transmit this particular bneage of m.ahamudra 
teachings to more than a single dharma successor, and in fact he taught 
it widely. The first Trungpa, Kunga Gyaltsen, was one of Trung Mase's 

disciples who received this transmission. As the ele·venth Trungpa 1'ulku, 
I received the Vajrayogini transmission from Rolpa Dorje, the regent 

abbot of Surmang and one of my main tutors. 
Since 1970, when l arrived in America, J have been working to plant 

the buddhadharma, and particularly the vajrayana teachings, in Ameri

can soil. Beginning in 1977 and every year since then, those of my stu
dents who have completed the preliminary vajrayana practices, as well 

as extensive training in the basic meditative disciplines, have received the 
abhisheka of Vajrayogini. As of 1980 there are more than three hund1·ed 
Vajrayogini sadhakas (practitioners of the sadhana) in our community, 

and there are also many W estern students studying with other Tibetan 
teachers and practicing various vajrayana sadhanas. So the Vajrayogini 
abhisheka and sadhana are not purely part of T ib etan history; they have 

a place in the history of Buddhism in America as well. 

THE CEREMONY OF ABHISHEKA 

The abhisheka of Vajrayogini belongs to the highest of the four orders 
of tantra: anuttaratantra. An uttar a means "highest," "unsurpassed,., or 

"unequaled." Anuttaratantra can be subdivided into three parts: moth er, 

father, and nondual. The Karma Kagyii lineage particularly emphasizes 
the t eachings of the mother tantra, to which Vajrayogini belongs. 

Mother tantra stresses devotion as the starting point for vajrayana 

practice . Therefore, the key point in receiving the abhisheka is to have 
one-po inted devotion to the teacher. By receiving abhisheka, one is in
troduced to the freedom of the vajra w orld. In the abhisheka, the vajra 

master manifests as the essence of this freedom, which is the essen ce of 

Vajrayogini. He therefore represents the yidam as well as the teacher 
in human form. Thus, when one receives abhisheka, it is essential to 
understand that the yidam and the guru are not separate. 

In th e tradition of anuttaratantra, the student receives a fourfold ab
hisheka. The entire ceremony is called an abhisheka, and each of the four 

parts is also called an abhisheka, because each is a particular empower

ment. The four abhishekas are all connected with experiencing the phe
non1ena1 world as a sacred mandala. 
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Before receiving the first abhisheka, the student reaffirms the refuge 

and bodhisattva vows. At this point the attitude of the student must be 
on e of loving-kindness for all beings, with a sincere desire to benefit oth

ers. The student then takes a vow called the samaya vow, which binds 

the teacher, the student, and the yidam together. As part of this oath , 

the student vows that he or she will not reveal his or h er vajrayana expe

rien ce ro others who are not included in th e m andala ofVajrayogini. The 

student then drinks what is known as the samaya oath water from a 

conch shell on the shrine, to seal this vow. It is said that if the student 

violates this oath the water will bec01n e molten iron: it will burn the 
student fro m within and he w ill die on the spo t. On the other hand , if 
the student keeps his vow and discipline, the oath water will act to prop

agate the student's sanity and experience of the glory, brilliance, and dig

nity of the vajra world. The notion of samaya will be discussed in greater 

detail after the discussions of the abhisheka itself. 

Mter taking the samaya oath, the student receives the first abhisheka, 

the abhisheka of the vase (kalasha abhisheka), also known as the water 

abhisheka. Symbolically, the abhisheka of the vase is the coronation of 

the student as a prince or princess- a would-be king or queen of the 

mandala. It signifies the student's graduation fro m the ordinary world 

into the world of contin uity, the tantric world. 

T he abhisheka of the vase has five parts, each of which is also called 

an abhishcka . In the first part, which is also called the abhisheka of the 
vase, the student is given water to drink from a vase on the shrine, called 

the tsob um. The tsobum is the principal abhisheka vase and is used to 

empower the student. The text of the abhisheka says: 

Just as when the Buddha was born 
T he devas bathed him, 

Just so with pure, div ine water 
We are empowered. 

Receiving the water from the tsobum m the first abhisheka of the 

vase symbolizes psychological cleansing as well as empowerment. Be

fore ascending the throne, the young prince or princess m ust bathe and 

put on fresh clothes. T he five abhishekas of the vase are connected with 

the five buddha families. The first abhisheka of the vase is connected 
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with the vajra family; the student is presented with a five-pointed vajra 

scepter, symbolizing his ability to transmute aggression into mirrorlike 

wisdom. 

In the second abhisheka of the vase, the crown abhisheka, the student 

is presented with a crown inlaid with five jew els representing the wis

dom of the five buddha families. H e is symbolically crowned as a confi

dent and accomplished student worthy of taking his place in the mandala 

of Vajrayogini. The crown abhisheka is connected with the ratna family; 

the student is also presented with a jewel, the symbol of the ratna wis

dom of equ animity. There is a sense of being enriched, a feeling of open

ness and generosity, and a sense of confidence that one is able to 

overcome any sense of threat or poverty. 

In the third abhisheka of the vase, the abhisheka of the vajra, the 

student is presented with a nine-pronged vajra scepter, or dorje. The 

vajra is the symbol of indestructibility and of complete skillfulness in 

working with the phenomenal world. So, in receiving the vajra the stu

dent is presented w ith the means to overcome obstacles and to propa

gate vajra sanity. The abhisheka of the vajra is related to the padma 

family: although the vajra is both a powerful scepter and a deadly 

w eapon, its power comes from generating and extending compassion, 

warmth, and generosity. The student is also presented with a lotus, the 

symbol of the padma family , signifying the ability to transmute the 

grasping quality of desire into discriminating-awareness wisdom. 

The abhisheka of the ghanta, or bell, is the fourth abhisheka of the 

vase. Presenting the student with the ghanta signifies that he is not only 

concerned with personal realization but is also willing to proclaim the 

teachings for the ben efit of others. The piercing sound of the ghanta sig

nifies that the vajra proclamation of truth is unobstructed. The abhisheka 

of the ghanta is connected with the karma family. The student is pre

sented with a sword, the symbol of the karma family, signifying the wis

dom of all-accomplishing action which conquers neurotic speed and 

jealousy. 

The final abhisheka of the vase is the abhisheka of name. In this ab

hisheka, the vajra master rings a ghanta with a vajra attached to it above 

the student's head. When the bell rings, the student is given a tantric 

name, which is a secret name. This name is not publicized like an ordi

nary name, but when the practitioner needs to use his power to w ake 

som eone up, he says his own vajra name, his secret nam e, as a reminder 
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of vajra nature. The giving of the secret name signifies the final act in 

the coronation of the tantric prince or princess. Because of merit accu

mulated through practice and devotion to the teacher, the student de

serves to change his or her name from a common name to that of a 

would-be king or queen, a potential master of the mandala; the student 

is acknowledged as a future tathagata. 

The abhisheka of name is connected with the buddha family. There 

is a sense of complete spaciousness and openness that comes when one 

takes one's place in the vajra mandala. Having been coronated, the stu

dent is presented with a hooked knife, which Vajrayogini holds in her 

right hand. At this point, the student is introduced to the chief deity of 

the mandala and to her buddhalike quality, which is the wisdom of all

encompassing space. Although Vajrayogini is red in color, symbolizing 

her feminine quality of warmth and passion, her basic quality is defi

nitely that of the buddha family. 

Having received the complete abhisheka of the vase, there is a sense 

of significant psychological progress and psychological change in the stu

dent. At that point, the vajra master is able to confer the remaining three 

abhishekas. We cannot go into too much detail about these aspects of 

the ceremony. But in brief, the second abhisheka is known as the secret 

abhisheka (guhya abhisheka). By drinking amrita- a mixture of liquor 

and other substances-from the skull cup on the shrine, the mind of the 

student merges with the mind of the teacher and the mind of the yidam, 

so that the boundary between confusion and wakefulness begins to dis

solve. In the third abhisheka, the prajna-jnana abhisheka, or abhisheka of 

knowledge and wisdom, the student begins to experience joy, maha

sukha- a uniting with the world. This is sometimes called the union of 

bliss and emptiness, which signifies greater openness and greater vision 

taking place. 

The fourth abhisheka (chaturtha abhisheka) is known as the abhi

sheka of suchness. The student experiences that he or she does not have 

to dwell on the past, present, or future; he could just wake himself up 

on the spot. The student's mind is opened into the ultimate notion of 

sacred outlook, in which there is nobody to ((flash" sacred outlook. 

There is just a sense of the doer and the doing dissolving into one, which 

is a sense ofbasic shock: the possibilities of conventional mind are dissolv

ing into nothing. 
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SAMAYA 

The principle of samaya, or sacred bondage, becomes extremely impor

tant once we have taken abhisheka. The definition of yidam as the "sa

cred bondage of one's mind" was discussed earlier. When we receive 

empowerment to practice the sadhana of Vajrayogini, we take on that 

samaya, or bondage. We bind ourselves to indestructible wakefulness, 

committing ourselves fully to maintaining sacred outlook throughout 

our lives. This is done by identifying oneself completely with the vajra 

sanity of the teacher and of Vajrayogini. One is inseparably bound to

gether with the teacher and the yidam; and, at this point, one's very 

being and one's sanity depend on keeping up this commitment. 

This is not to say that if a student has one ((bad" thought or trace of 

confusion he will be rejected or destroyed. There is still a sense of jour

ney and path that takes place once one has received abhisheka. In fact, it 

is said that samaya is nearly impossible to keep: it is like a mirror in that, 

no matter how thoroughly it is polished, it always collects dust and must 

be polished again. In taking abhisheka, one is taught to experience sacred 

outlook on the spot, which is samaya. When obstacles or difficulties 

arise, they become reminders of sacred outlook rather than purely hin

drances. This is called the samaya of experiencing everything as sacred 

in vajra nature, which has three categories: the samaya of body, or 

mudra; the samaya of speech, or mantra; the samaya of mind, or vajra. 

The samaya ofbody involves always regarding one's basic phenome

nal situation as an expression of sacredness. We do not doubt the sacred

ness of our world. The samaya of speech involves also regarding any 

occurrence-anything that comes up in our experience-as sacred. This 

could be either an internal or an external occurrence, so that any sub

conscious gossip or emotional upheaval is included here. The samaya 

of mind is connected with the indestructible wakefulness of the vajra 

mandala-in this case the mandala of Vajrayogini. Even the hint or the 

possibility of neurosis is unable to enter into one's state of being because 

the whole world is seen as part of the mandala of sacredness that one 

has entered. 

It is interesting that abhisheka brings both a greater sense of freedom 

and a greater sense of bondage. The more we develop a sense of open

ness, of letting go and shedding ego, the more we develop a commit

ment to the world of sanity. So taking abhisheka and b eginning y idam 
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practice is a very serious step. In fact, we should be somewhat frightened 

of it and, at the same time, w e could appreciate it as the most precious 

opportunity to realize our human birth. 

CoEMERGENT WisDoM 

Fundamentally, the magic of the vajrayana tradition is the ability to 

transform confusion into wisdom on the spot. From the point of view 

of vajrayana, real magic, or siddhi in Sanskrit, is the ability to work with 

and tame one's mind. This is completely different from the usual notion 

of magic as a supernatural power over the universe. As mentioned in the 

previous discussion of the samayas of body, speech, and mind, any po

tential confusion and neurosis becomes an opportunity to experience sa

cred outlook. At the beginning of the path of meditation, we work to 

tame our minds and subdue the forces of confusion. In the mahayana, 

we see the emptiness of self and phenomena; out of that, we rouse com

passion for beings who do not realize the emptiness, and therefore the 

freedom, of their nature. In the vajrayana, we could actually bring to

gether confusion and enlightenment on one spot, and thereby com

pletely overcome the dualism of samsara and nirvana. 

The simultaneous experience of confusion and sanity, or being asleep 

and awake, is the realization of coemergent wisdom. Any occurrence in 

one 's state of mind-any thought, feeling, or emotion-is both black and 

white; it is both a statement of confusion and a message of enlightened 

mind. Confusion is seen so clearly that this clarity itself is sacred outlook. 

Vajrayogini is called "the Co em ergent Mother. " In fact, the sadhana of 

Vajrayogini according to Tilopa is entitled The Sadhana of the Glorious 
Coemergent Mother Vajrayogini. By practicing the sadhana and by identify

ing ourselves with the body, speech, and mind of the yidam, we become 

able to experience the coemergent boundary between confusion and 

wakefulness. Then we can use confusion itself as a stepping-stone for 

realizing further sanity and further wisdom. 

VISUALIZATION 

A practitioner's connection to, and understanding of, the iconography 

come about through the visualization practice of Vajrayogini. There are 
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two stages of v isualization practice: utpattikrama (kyerim in Tibetan) and 

sampannakrama (dzogrim in Tibetan). Utpattikrama literally means ''de

veloping stage," and sampannakrama means ((fulfillment stage." Utpatti

krama is the process of visualizing the yidam, in this case, Vajrayogini. 

In the self-visualization, the practitioner visualizes h imself as the yidam. 

The visualization arises from shunyata, or emptiness, as do all tantric 

visualizations. The text amplifies this concept: 

All the dharmas comprising grasping and fixation become empty. From 
within emptiness ... arises the triangular source of dharmas ... On that 

is the nature of my consciousness .. . Like a fish leaping from water, I 

arise in the body ofJetsun Vajrayogini. 

So the process of visualizing oneself as the yidam comes first from the 

experience of emptiness and egolessness. Out of that arises the source of 

dharmas, the abstract form of co emergence; and on that, the practitioner 

visualizes himself as the yidam. The visualization, therefore, is essentially 

empty as well. The practice of visualization is identifying oneself with 

the yidam, realizing the deity as the nonmanifested, or empty, manifesta

tion of basic enlightened nature. The form of the yidam, including h er 

clothing, ornaments, and stance, represents aspects of the enlightened 

state of mind. So when one visualizes oneself as a blazing, youthful red 

lady decked with bone ornaments, one is not particularly trying to con

jure up an exotic costume as the latest fashion, but one is identifying 

oneself with Vajrayogini as the embodiment of wisdom and compassion. 

The visualization of oneself as Vajrayogini is called the samayasattva: 

the ((sacred bondage of one's being." The samayasattva is basically the 

expression of the samayas of body, speech, and mind. It expresses one's 

commitment to the teacher and the teachings and one's tru st in one's 

fundamental state of mind. 

Having visualized the samayasattvas of basic being, one invites w hat 

is known as jnanasattva. The jnanasattva is another level of being or ex

perience. Jnana is a state of wakefulness or openness, w hereas samaya is 

an experience of bondage, ofbeing solidly grounded in one's experience. 

]nana literally means ((wisdom" or, more accurately, ((being wise." One 

invites this state of wisdom, this level of wakefulness, into one's own 

imperfect visualization, so that the visualization comes alive with a feel

ing of openness and humor. 
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At the conclusion of the visualization practice, the visualization is 

dissolved back into the emptiness and one m editates, or rests, in that 

nondual state of mind. This is the sampannakrama, or fulfillment, stage. 

It is said in the tantric texts that the proper understanding of visualization 

practice is that the utpattikrama and sampannakrama stages are not 

fundamentally different; that is, in this case, the sampannakrama experi

ence of emptiness-emptiness and the utpattikrama experience of form

emptiness should not be seen as two things, but as one expression of the 

world of the Coemergent Mother. 

Sampannakrama meditation is similar to the practice of shamatha

vipashyana; in fact, without prior training in these meditation practices, 

it is impossible to practice sampannakrama. Sampannakrama is an ex

pression of vastness. Experiencing the vajra mind of Vajrayogini is so 

deep and vast that if thoughts arise, they do not become highlights: they 

are small fish in a huge ocean of space. 

THE VAJRAYOGINI PRINCIPLE 

AND ITS ICONOGRAPHY 

An examination of the meaning of the following praise to Vajrayogini 

from the sadhana may help us to understand the Vajrayogini principle in 

relation to the iconography of Vajrayogini. The praise begins: 

Bhagavati Vajrayogini, 

Personification of vajra emptiness, 

Blazing with the kalpa-ending fire, uttering 

the terrifying sound of HUM-

W e prostrate to Vajra-chandali. 

Bhagavati means «blessed one." This stanza refers first to Vajrayogini 

as the anthropomorphic form of shunyata, the «personification of vajra 

emptiness." It then praises her fiery quality of passion and cosmic lust. 

In the iconography, Vajrayogini)s body is red and blazes with rays of 

light, which is described here as «blazing with the kalpa-ending fire. " 

This is her padma family quality, which transmutes neurotic passion into 

all-consuming compassion. Kalpa means cc a historical era. )) The cckalpa

ending fire" in Indian mythology is an explosion of the sun, which burns 
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up the solar system and brings an end to the kalpa. Vajrayogini's passion 
is so bright and so consuming that it is likened to that fire. The "terrify
ing sound of HUM" expresses the wrath of her passion, which is terrifying 

to ego. Chandal i (tummo in T ibetan) is the yogic heat, cosmic heat, in 
yogic practice, which is again the Vajrayogini principle of passion arising 

free from habitual tendencies. Such passion is immensely powerful; it 
radiates its warmth in all directio ns. It simultaneously nurtures the wel
fare of beings and blazes to destroy the neurotic tendencies of ego. The 

praise continues: 

Your sow's face manifesting nonthought, the unchanging 
dharmakaya, 

You benefit beings w ith wrath ful mercy; 

Accomplishing their welfare: with horrific accoutrements. 
We prostrate to you who benefit beings in nonthought. 

Nonthought is an in1portant aspect of the Vajrayogini principle. It is the 
experience of mind totally freed from the habitual chatter of ego, freed 

from the grasping and fixation that give rise to neurotic thought pat
terns. Until the aggression and wildness of mind are tam ed through 

m editation practice, there is no possibility of experiencing the non
thought possibilities in one's mind. 

Vajrayogini is often depicted with a sow's head over her right ear. 
When she wears this ornament, she is referred to as Vajravarahi, "Vajra 

Sow." The sow traditiona1Jy represents ign orance or stupidity. In this 
case, the sow's head symbolizes the transmutation of ignorance, or delu

sion, into the vajra ignorance, which is nonthought or complete spa
ciousness of mind. 

This stanza equates nonthought with dharmakaya, which, roughly 
translated, is the primordial mind of buddha. The practice of the Vajra

yogini Sadhana is very much connected with realizing this prin1ordial 
non- reference point. The purpose of the sadhana practice is not so much 
to cut immediate thoughts as it is to cut the habitual tendencies that are 

the root of discursive thought. 
The "horrific accoutrements" referred to in the stanza are the neck

lace of freshly severed heads that Vajrayogini wears. It says in the sa

dhana that she w ears this necklace because " the fifty-one samskaras are 
completely purified. " Samskara m eans " formation," which refers to con-
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cepts. Vajrayogini's necklace of h eads signifies that all habitual concepts 

are purified or destroyed in nonthought. 

The praise continues: 

Terrifying heroine who annihilates the unsuitable, 

With three eyes, clenched fangs, the absolute trikaya, 

Your terrifying cry cuts off the kleshas. 

We prostrate to you who subjugate and conquer the maras. 

Vajrayogini is frequently called the conqueror of the maras, which 

are the forces of worldly confusion. In the stories of the Buddha, s en

lightenment, Mara, "the Evil One/' sends his daughters, the four maras, 

to tempt Shakyamuni and his armies to attack him. Vanquishing them, 

Shakyamuni becomes the Buddha, " the Awakened One., Thus, the basic 

idea of Vajrayogini as the conqueror of the maras is the conquest of ego. 

From ego,s point of view, Vajrayogini is "terrifying, because her wake

fulness is so piercing and uncompromising. At another point the sadhana 

says: "Grimacing wrathfully to subdue the four maras, she clenches her 

fangs and bites h er lower lip., This further explains the stanza's refer

ence to Vajrayogini's fierceness. 

The reference to Vajrayogini, s three eyes means that nothing escapes 

the vision of Vajrayogini; therefore, ego has nowhere to hide. The sa

dhana also says: ((Because she is the knower of the past, present, and 

future , she rolls her three furious bloodshot eyes., 

The notion that Vajrayogini is "the absolute trikaya" is that her wis

dom and skillful means manifest on all levels of body and mind: the 

dharmakaya level of absolute, primordial mind; the sambhogakaya level 

of en ergy, emotions, and symbols; and the nirmanakaya level of mani

fested form, or body. The trikaya also refers to the levels of body, 

speech, and mind in one's practice, which are the levels of physical body, 

the emotions and concepts, and the basic spaciousness of mind. Vajrayo

gini joins all of those levels together, and again she leaves no place for 

the maras to hide. 

The stanza also says that her terrifying cry ((cuts off the kleshas. , 

Kleshas, or obscurations, refer to conflicting emotions, n eurotic emo

tion. The five kleshas are passion, aggression, delusion, jealousy, and 

pride, all of which are subjugated by the Vajrayogini principle. 

130 



SACRED OUTLOOK 

The next stanza reads: 

Naked, with loosed hair, of faultless and terrifying form; 

Beyond the vice of the kleshas, benefiting sentient beings; 

You lead beings from the six realms with your hook of 

mercy. 

W e prostrate to you who accomplish Buddha activity. 

Vajrayogini is naked b ecause she is completely untouched by the neu

rosis of the kleshas; therefore she has no armor of ego to clothe h er. 

Because of this, she is able to "do b enefit for sentient b eings, " to extend 

absolute compassion to them. The reference to her loosed hair signifies 

her compassion for beings. The "hook of mercy" refers to Vajrayogini's 

hooked knife, with which she lifts beings out of the suffering of the six 

realms, or samsara, into the vajra world. Therefore, she completely ac

complishes action that is free from karmic defilement- buddha activity, 

or action that is completely awake. 

The next stanza reads: 

Dwelling in the charnel ground, subjugating Rudra and his 

wife, 

Wrathful, fearsome, uttering the sound of PHAT, 

You benefit beings with the mercy of your skill. 

We prostrate to the wrathful one who subjugates the maras. 

The "charnel ground" refers to the basic space in which birth and 

death, confusion and wakefulness arise- the ground of coemergence. 

Vajrayogini is not an ethereal principle; she dwells in the heart of samsaric 

chaos, which is also the heart of wisdom. "Rudra and his wife" refers to 

ego and its embellishments, which Vajrayogini subjugates utterly. She is 

"the terrifying heroine who annihilates the unsuitable"; therefore, "she is 

wrathful and fearsome and utters the sound of PHAT," a syllable associated 

with subjugation, destruction of ego-clinging, and the proclamation of 

vajra truth. At the same time, she is skilled and merciful. Combining these 

qualities, she is, again, the subjugator of the maras. 

The next verse reads: 

You have realized ultimate dharmata and abandoned death. 

On a seat of a corpse, sun, moon, and lotus, 
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Your wrathful form is b eautified with all the ornaments. 

We prostrate to you who have perfected all good qualities. 

The lotus, sun disk, and moon disk are the customary seats for both 

buddhas and yidams in tantric iconography. The lotus is a symbol of 

purity, and it also signifies the birth of enlightenment amidst the world 

of confused existence. The sun symbolizes jnana, or wisdom, while the 

moon is a symbol of bodhichitta, or compassion. The fact that Vajrayo

gini also stands on a corpse signifies that she is a semiwrathful deity. 

There are peaceful, semiwrathful, and wrathful yidams in tantric iconog

raphy. The peaceful deities represent the energy of pacifying and taming 

while semiwrathful and wrathful yidams work more directly and force

fully with passion, aggression, and delusion-conquering and trampling 

them on the spot. 

The figure of the corpse symbolizes the death of ego and shows that 
Vajrayogini has ccabandoned death." CCUltimate dharmata" in the stanza 

is a reference to Vajrayogini's stance. In an earlier section of the sadhana, 

it says: ccSince she does not dwell in the extremes of samsara or nirvana, 

she stands on a seat of a lotus, corpse, and sun disk, with her left leg bent 

and her right leg raised in dancing posture." The idea of ultimate dhar

mata is transcending the dualism, or extremes, of samsara and nirvana 

by realizing coemergent wisdom: seeing how confusion and enlighten

ment arise simultaneously. Dharmata means ccthe state of dharma." It 

is complete realization of the dharma, which is seeing the ccisness" or 
cc suchness" of reality. 

This stanza also refers to the ornaments that beautify Vajrayogini's 

wrathful form: her bone headdress, her bone earrings, her necklace, her 

girdle, and her anklets and bracelets. These present her perfection of 

generosity, discipline, patience, exertion, and meditation- five of the six 
paramitas, or transcendent actions of the mahayana. The perfection of 

the sixth paramita, prajna, is not represented as an ornament because the 

being of Vajrayogini is itself the epitome of prajna. Thus she is called 

Prajnaparamita. Prajna as the perception of shunyata was mentioned 

earlier. At the level of prajnaparamita, prajna is complete, nondual real

ization which cuts through any clinging to either existence or nonexis

tence. Prajnaparamita is also called "the Mother of All the Buddhas": all 

the buddhas of the past, present, and future are born from this stainless 

good knowledge which shows the nature of phenomena as shunyata. In 

an earlier section of the sadhana, Vajrayogini is praised as Prajnaparamita: 
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Prajnaparamita, inexpressible by speech or thought, 

Unborn, unceasing, with a nature like sky, 

Only experienced by discriminating awareness wisdom, 

Mother of the victorious ones of the three times, we praise 

you and prostrate. 

The next stanza reads: 

H olding a hooked knife, skull cup, and khatvanga in your 

hands, 

Possessing the light of wisdom, cutting off the kleshas. 

As the spontaneous trikaya, you cut off the three poisons. 

W e prostrate to you who benefit b eings. 

The second line-"Possessing the light of wisdom, cutting off the 

kleshas"-further emphasizes the Vajrayogini principle as Prajnapara
mita, the essence of discriminating-awareness wisdom. 

The hooked knife has been discussed as Vajrayogini's "hook of 

mercy." It is also a weapon that is used to slice through the deceptions 

of ego. It is a symbol of the power and cutting quality of nonthought. In 

her left hand Vajrayogini h olds a skull cup , or kapala, filled with amrita, 

representing the principle of intoxicating extrem e beliefs. The kapala 

filled w ith amrita is also a symbol of w isdom. The khatvanga is the staff 

that Vajrayogini holds up against her shoulder. It represents her skillful 

means. The staff is also the secret symbol of Vajrayogini's union with 

her consort, Chakrasamvara, who is the essence of skillful means. 

On the khatvanga are three heads representing the trikaya principle 

mentioned in this stanza. The reference to Vajrayogini as the spontane

ous trikaya means that the brilliance of her wisdom applies equally to all 

levels of experience. Because of the universality of her wisdom, she ut

terly cuts off the three poisons: passion, aggression, and delusion. In 

doing so, she benefits beings. 

The next stanza reads: 

Self-b orn great bliss, 0 Vajrayogini, 

Unchanging wisdom vajra of dharmakaya, 

Nonthought, unconditioned w isdom, absolute 

dharmadhatu-

W e prostrate to your pure, nondual form. 
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Again, this stanza praises Vajrayogini as the essence of wisdom, which 
is the prirnordial "wisdom vajra of dharmakaya" and the even more pri
mordial "unconditioned wisdom" of ((absolute dharmadhatu"; this wis

dom is completely nondual. Beyond that, this stanza brings together the 
Vajrayogini principle of wisdom with the principle of the great bliss, ma
hasukha, which is self-born, that is, self-existing rather than created or 
manufactured by conceptual mind. 

Mahasukha is an actual experience of bliss- a physical, psychological, 
total experience of joy that comes from being completely without dis
cursive thoughts, completely in the realm of nonthought. One unites 
with the nondual, awake state ofbeing. This experience is the fruition of 
the Vajrayogini practice; it comes only from complete identification with 
the wisdom mind of the yidam. According to the scriptures, mahasukha 
and wisdom are indivisible; therefore, the practice of Vajrayogini leads 
to this experience of the self-born great bliss because she is the essence 
of wisdom. 

In the next stanza of the praise, the third line reads: 

Self-born great bliss, you arc ultimate mahamudra 

This refers to Vajrayogini. Experiencing mahasukha, or the wisdom 
of bliss and emptiness, is the realization of mahamudra, which is the pin
nacle of the tradition of anuttaratantra. Malta means "great" and mudra 

m eans "sign" or "gesture." To experience mahamudra is to realize that 
the literal truth, the symbolic truth, and the absolute truth are actually 
one thing, that they take place on one dot, one spot. One experiences 

reality as the great symbol which stands for itself. 
The bliss of mahan1udra is not so much great pleasure, but it is the 

experience of trem endous spaciousness, freedom from imprisonment, 
which come from seeing through the duality of existence and realizing 
that the essence of truth, the essence of space, is available on this very 

spot. T he freedom of mahatnudra is measureless, unspeakable, fathom
less. Such fathomless space and cotnplete freedom produce tremendous 
joy. This type of joy is not conditioned by even the experience of free
dom itself; it is self-born, innate. 

CoNCLUSION 

Some of what has been discussed here may be very difficult to grasp. In 
fact, it should be that way. If it were possible to experience the vajrayana 
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simply by reading about it , it would cease to exist, because no one would 

practice it; everyone would simply study the t exts. Luckily this does not 

work. The only way to gain the vajra freedom is to practice buddha

dharma as it was taught by the Buddha and as it has b een preserved and 

passed down for twenty-five hundred years. 

I am very happy that it has b een p ossible to discuss the vajrayana 

and the Vajrayogini tradition so genuinely and thoroughly. But the most 

important thing that one can ever do for oneself and others is to sit down 

and unravel the confusion in one's mind. This is a very, very simple 

thing to do, and because it is so simple, it is also very easy not to see this 

possibility. 

It is my hope that this discussion will provide a glimpse of the vajra

yana world- its grandeur and its sacredness. Sacred possibilities always 

exist in our lives. The goodness and the gentleness of the world are al

ways there for us to appreciate. This is not a myth; it is actual fact. We 

could experience Vajrayogini at any time if we have the courage to ac

knowledge our own wakeful nature and the greatness of our heritage as 

human beings. 

Eternally brilliant, utterly empty, 

Vajra dancer, mother of all, 

I bow to you. 

The essence of all sentient beings lives as Vajrayogini. 

From the milk ocean of h er blessing 

Good butter is churned 

Which w orthy ones receive as glory. 

May everyone eternally enjoy 

The lotus garden of the Coemergent Mother. 
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EIGHT 

Relationship 

{{The idea of relationship needs to fall apart. When we realize 
that life is the expression of death and death is the expression of 
life, that continuity cannot exist without discontinuity, then there 
is no longer any need to cling to one and fear the other. There is 
no longer any ground for the brave or the cowardly. One sees that 
relationship is the lack of any viewpoint whatsoever." 

VIEW BASED ON HOPE FOR ETERNITY 

Eternity is one of the notions we cherish as an encouragement in our 

lives. W e feel that since there is eternity there will b e eternal communi

cation. Somehow o r other there will b e an endless continuity to give 

meaning to things: a spiritual background or an atmosphere of transcen

dental promise. 

We hardly realize how this attitude influences our approach toward 

relationships. When we become good friends with somebody in high 

school, we automatically expect the friendship to go on forever. It may 

be fifteen years since we built a cabin with a friend but now we continue 

to celebrate our comradeship by going over how skillfully we did the 

framing, the joints, what nails we used, and so on. 

Many relationships are formed on the basis of some common pain or 

Composed during 1972 retreat in Charlemont, Massachusetts. 
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some shared task. W e tend to make a big deal of this pain or task: we 

make it the keepsake of the relationship. Or else w e m eet someone in 

circumstances of lively common interest where communication flows 

without obstacles and then we celebrate the smoothness as if fending off 

a common enemy. Either way, the pain or the smoothness develops a 

legendary quality in regard to the relationship. 

"Good friends)) implies forever. You expect that the person you are 

committed to in that way will pour h oney on your grave; otherwise you 

will feel you have been cheated. You are constantly struggling to keep 

your eternal friendship beautiful, which becomes an enormous strain on 

the relationship. Nevertheless, this is the model of relationship presented 

by theistic traditions, such as Christianity or Hinduism. Having such a 

relationship is regarded as behaving as God commanded or as coming 

closer to the example of God's own love, which is eternal. 

The idea of eternity has been misunderstood; it has been used to 

prove the profundity of our relationship, our deathless friendship. We 

tend to assume that something is going to go on fo rever, and therefore 

we venerate it like someone might venerate a piece of rusty fence wire 

known to have been hanging on a fence at a famous Civil War battle. 

We venerate it for its eternity rather than for its profundity. Iro nically, 

it actually becomes a profound statement because of the basic truth of 

Impermanence. 

In societies influenced- at the sophisticated level at least- by a non

theistic point of view, such as Buddhist or Confucian, relationship is 

more a matter of manners and integrity than of approaching an eternal 

divine model. There is less sense of guilt, but there is still a sense of 

righteousness or of acting justly. In the humanistic context, relationship 

seems to be based on a model derived from ancient patterns of barter. 

In the commerce of barter more is involved than just vying for monetary 

units: something of value has to be given and something of value has to 

be received in exchange. But this approach is still based on the backdrop 

of eternity and on the veneration of ancient models of relationship. 

VIEW BASED ON FEAR OF DEATH 

Distrust and suspicion of eternity arise when we develop a sense of what 

might go wrong w ith the relationship-or w hat might go right for that 
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matter- iJJdependent of our will. Th ere is a suggestio n of inevitable 
chaos or death. Fearing the independent, spontaneous development of 

the relationship we try to ignore our actual emotions and independent 

will. Brave people do this sem iconsciou sly by developing a sense of mis

sio n or dogma in the relatio nship. Cowardly people manage it as a sub
conscious twist. 

In general the brave strategy is less su ccessful than the cowardly in 

creating an "ideal" r elationship. T his dogmatic approach can o nly suc

ceed by continu ally making a basically illogical position logically b eliev

able to the friend or partner. T hen constant maintenance of the 
m agnificent edifice is required. T he less brave but more diligent do the 

whole work withou t ever confronting the partner on major issues. In

stead he or she continually puts off the sense of death onto a thousand 

small things. The partner forgets to put the cap back on th e ketchup 
bottle, or always squeezes the toothpaste tub e at the wrong end. The 

fault lies in all these lit tle things. 

In spite of philosophical and relig ious beliefs in eternity , there is a 

sense of the constant threat of death, that ultimately the relationship is 

doomed. Whether cowardly or brave, w e are trapped in that actual situ

ation, Inaking a constant patclrvvork in order to survive. 

BEYOND HOPE AND FEAR 

Making a big deal out of relationship is deathly as when in chopping 

an onion, w e become more conscious of the chopper than the chopping 

process. Quite possibly we might chop our fingers off. When we begin 

to realize this, the sense of helplessness is startling. Vie·wpoint and atti
tude don't help. They are no more than a shell. The theistic view of 

naive belief in eterni ty and the humanistic v iew of good n1anners and 

dignity are both m erely conventional gam es remote from the actuality 
of the situation. Their adages of relationship, such as "patience is virtue" 

or ((death before dishonor" are not just the products of convention; they 

arc in themselves purely conventional. 

T he idea of relationship needs to fall apart. When w e realize that life 

is the expression of death and death is the expression of life, that continu

ity cannot exist without discontinuity, then there is no longer any need 

to cling to one and fear the other. There is no lo nger any ground for the 
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brave or the cowardly. One sees that relationship is the lack of any view

point whatsoever. 

We might think that such a relationship is only for the spiritually ad

vanced, but actually it is just normal and ordinary. Any conceptual refer

ence point becom es destructive. W e actually b egin to suspect that the 

relationship does not exist. But there is no need to w orry: that nonexis

tence continues as a powerful breeding ground of further relationship. 

Such wariness is still a viewpoint, but it is one that is open to surprises, 

unlike living in the promise of eternity. It is also unlike complete mis

trust, which do es not allow the naivete of relationship to flower. 

Whereas a covenant of trust breeds further mistrust, wariness of trust 

can bring enormously warm and genuine relationships. 
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Acknowledging Death 

uwe do not have to conceal the unspeakable; on the other hand, 

we do not have to push it to the extreme. At the least, we should 
help a person to have some understanding of the idea of loss- of 
the possibility of nonexistence and of dissolving into the unknown. 
The whole point of any relationship is to share some degree of 
honesty and to explore how far we can go with it. In that way 

relationships can become extremely powerful and intense, and 
beautiful." 

I N DISC USS ING SICKNESS, whether physical or mental, we should 

recognize the importance of our sense of survival. W e want to sur

vive, and when we talk about healing, we are talking about how to sur

vive. Viewed from another angle, our strategy of survival is the pattern 

of our reaction to the fact of death. 

One's attitude toward d eath is central to any h ealing process. Al

though it is frequently ignored it is always in the background. No one 

actually wants to face the possibility of death , or even the idea of death. 

Even a mild sickness points to the possibility of nothingness: we might 

lose control of our physical or mental situation; we might become lost 

in midair. Since as healers we are dealing constantly w ith the fear of loss, 

we should actually bring that possibility into the picture. Facing it will 

Based on 1973 seminar, "The Meaning of Death," Barnet, Vermont. 
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not exactly solve the problem , but, to b egin with, the problem should at 

least be faced. 

Many p eople are confused in their attitude toward death and toward 

dying persons: should we try to conceal the situation or should we talk 

about it? Sometimes w e do not want to talk about what is happening 

becau se it seems that to do so would be to suggest that something is 

basically wrong. Because of su ch attitudes there is often a loss of spirit 

on the part of both the patient and the physician. But when we are will

ing to acknowledge what is really happening, we pick up spirit, or buoy

ancy. One could even go so far as to say that by such acknowledgment 

some kind of sanity develops. So I think it is very important to present 

the possibility to people that they might have to face some kind of loss, 

some sense of bewilderment. In fact, the vanguard of death is uncer

tainty and complete bewilderment. It would be much h ealthier and 

more helpful to relate directly to this possibility, rather than just ignoring 

it. The healer should encourage people who are sick to confront their 

uncertainty. Such open communication w ill allow a real meeting to take 

place, an honest relationship . 

W e do not have to try to conceal the unspeakable; on the other hand, 

we do not have to push it to the extrem e. At the least , we should h elp a 

person to have some understanding of the idea of loss- of the possibility 

of nonexistence and of dissolving into the unknown. The whole point of 

any relationship is to share some degree of h onesty and to explore how 

far w e can go with it. In that way relationships can becom e extrem ely 

powerful and intense, and beautiful. Sometimes we might only b e able to 

get a hint of this intensity; we might only open up to just the bare mini

mum. Still, even then it is worthwhile. It is a step in the right direction. 

In the h ealer-patient relationship, w e are not concerned with trying 

to change people, particularly. Sickness and health are not black-and

white situations, but are part of an organic process. We are simply work

ing with sickness and the potential of death, rather than relying on any 

particular do ctrine. We are not talking about converting people. Never

theless, the materials we have to work with are very rich; as we go along 

we can see the seed changing into a flower. We do not really change 

people; they simply grow. Encouraging patients to accept death or un

certainty does not mean that they have to face the devil. Instead such 

acceptance is something positive in people's lives; conquering the final 

fear of the unknown is very powerful. 
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Some people talk about healing in a magical sense, as when so-called 

h ealers put their hands on a sick p erson and miraculously heal them; 

others talk about the physical approach to healing, using drugs, surgery, 

and so forth. But I think the important point is that any real healing has 

to come out of some kind of psychological openness. There are constant 

opportunities for such openness- constant gaps in our conceptual and 

physical structures. If we begin to breathe out, then we create room for 

fresh air to rush in. If we do not breathe, there is no way for the fresh 

air to enter. It is a question of psychological attitude rather than of being 

taken over by external powers that heal us. Openness seems to be the 

only key to healing. And openness means we are willing to acknowledge 

that we are worthy; we have some kind of ground to relate with what

ever is happening to us. 

The role of the healer is not just to cure the disease; it is to cut 

through the tendency to see disease as an external threat. By providing 

companionship and some kind of sympathy, the healer creates a sugges

tion of h ealth or underlying sanity, which then undermines naive con

ceptions of disease. The h ealer deals with the mishandling of the gaps 

that occur in one,s life, with one,s losses of spirit. 

People tend to feel that their particular sickness is something special, 

that they are the only person with such an illness. But in fact, their illness 

is not so special- nor so terrible. It is a question of acknowledging that 

we are born alone and that we die alone, but that it is still okay. There 

is nothing particularly terrible or special about it. 

Often the whole notion of sickness is taken as a purely mechanical 

problem: something is wrong with one,s machine, one,s body. But 

somehow that is missing the point. It is not the sickness that is the big 

problem, but the psychological state behind it. We could not have gotten 

sick in the first place without some kind of loss of interest and attention. 

Whether we were run down by a car or we caught a cold, there was 

some gap in which we did not take care of ourselves- an empty moment 

in which we ceased to relate to things properly. There was no ongoing 

awareness of our psychological state. So to the extent that we invite it 

to begin with, all sicknesses-and not just those diseases traditionally 

considered to be psychosomatic-are psychological. All diseases are in

stigated by one,s state of mind. And even after we have dealt with the 

disease and the symptoms have disappeared , by pretending that the 

problem is over we only plant seeds for further neurosis. 
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It seems that we generally avoid our psychological responsibility, as 

though diseases were external events imposing themselves upon us. 

There is a quality of sleepiness, and of missing the gaps in the seemingly 

solid structure of our lives. Out of that sense of carelessness comes an 

immense m essage. Our bodies demand our attention; our bodies de

mand that we actually pay attention to what is going on with our lives. 

Illness brings us down to earth, making things seem much more direct 

and immediate. 

Disease is a direct message to develop a proper attitude of mindful

ness: we should be more intelligent about ourselves. Our minds and 

bodies are both very immediate. You alone know how your body feels. 

No one else cares; no one else can know but you. So there is a natural 

wakefulness about what is good for you and what is not. You can re

spond intelligently to your body by paying attention to your state of 

mind. 

Because of this the practice of meditation may be the only way to 

really cure ourselves. Although the attempt to use meditation as some 

sort of cure may seem materialistic, the practice itself soon cuts through 

any materialistic attitude. Basically, mindfulness is a sense of composure. 

In m editation w e are n ot accomplishing anything; we are just there, 

seeing our lives. There is a general sense of watchfulness, and an aware

ness of the body as an extrem ely sensitive m echanism which gives u s 

m essages constantly. If we have missed all the rest of the opportunities 

to relate with these m essages, we find ourselves sick. Our b odies force 

us to be mindful on the spot. So it is important not to try to get rid of 

the sickness but to use it as a m essage. 

We view our desire to get rid of disease as a desire to live . But instead 

it is often just the opposite: it is an attempt to avoid life. Although we 

seemingly want to be alive, in fact we simply want to avoid intensity. It 

is an ironic twist: we actually want to b e h ealed in order to avoid life. So 

the hope for cure is a big lie; it is the biggest conspiracy of all. In fact, all 

entertainment- whether it is the movies or various programs for so

called self-growth- lures us into feeling that we are in touch with life, 

while in fact we are putting ourselves into a further stupor. 

The healing relationship is a meeting of two minds: that of the healer 

and patient, or for that matter, of the spiritual t eacher and student. If 

you and the other person are both open, some kind of dialogue can take 

place that is not forced. Communication occurs naturally because both 
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are in the same situation. If the patient feels t errible, the healer picks up 

that sense of the patient's wretchedness: for a moment h e feels more or 

less the same, as if h e himself w ere sick. For a moment the two are not 

separate and a sense of authenticity takes place. From the patient's point 

of view, that is precisely what is needed: someone acknowledges his exis

tence and the fact that he needs help very badly. Someone actually sees 

through his sickness. The healing process can then begin to take place in 

the patient's state of being, because he realizes that someone has com

municated with him completely. There has been a mutual glimpse of 

common ground. The psychological underpinning of the sickness then 

begins to come apart, to dissolve. The same thing applies to meetings 

between a meditation teacher and his or her student. There is a flash of 

understanding- nothing particularly mystical or "far out," as they say

just very simple, direct communication. The student understands and 

the teacher understands at the same moment. In this common flash of 

understanding, knowledge is imparted. 

At this point I am not making any distinction between physicians and 

psychiatrists: whether we are dealing at the psychological or the medical 

level, the relationship with one's patient has to be exactly the same. The 

atmosphere of acceptance is extrem ely simple but very effective. The 

main point is that the healer and the patient are able to share their sense 

of pain and suffering- their claustrophobia or fear or physical pain. The 

h ealer has to feel herself to b e part of that whole setup. It seems that 

many h ealers avoid that kind of identification; they do not want to get 

involved in such an intense experience. Instead they try to play ex

tremely cool and unconcerned, taking a more businesslike approach. 

We all speak the same language; we experience a similar type of birth 

and a similar exposure to death. So there is bound to always be some 

link, some continuity between you and the other. It is something more 

than just mechanically saying "Yes, I know; it hurts very badly." Rather 

than just sympathizing with the patient, it is important to actually feel 

her pain and share her anxiety. You can then say "Yes, I feel that pain" 

in a different way. To relate with total openness means that you are 

completely captured by someone's problem. There may be a sense of 

not knowing quite how to handle it and just having to do your best, but 

even such clumsiness is an enormously generous statement. So, com

plete openness and bew ilderment meet at a very fine point. 

There is much more involved in the healer-patient relationship than 
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just going by the books and looking up the appropriate medicine. Ac
cording to Buddhism, the human essence is compassion and wisdom. So 
you do not have to acquire skillful communication from outside your

self; you have it already. It has nothing to do with mystical experience 
or any kind of h igher spiritual ecstasy; it is just the basic working situa

tion. If you have an interest in something, that is openness. If you have 
an interest in people's suffering and conflicts, you have that openness 
constantly. And then you can develop some sense of trust and under

standing, so that your openness becomes compassion. 
It is possible to work with sixty people a day and have something 

click with each of them. It requires a sense of complete dedication, and 
a willingness to stay alert, without trying to achieve a specific goal. If 
you have a goal, then you are trying to manipulate the interaction and 

healing cannot take place. You need to understand your patients and en
courage them to communicate, but you cannot force them. Only then 
can the patient, who is feeling a sense of separation, which is also a sense 

of death, begin to feel that there is hope. At last someone really cares for 
him, someone really docs listen, even if it is only for a few seconds. That 

allows intense, very genuine communication to take place. Such com
munication is simple: there is no trick behind it and no con1plicated tra

dition to learn. It is not a question of learning how to do it, but of just 
going ahead with it. 

Psychiatrists and physicians, as well as their patients, have to com e to 

terms with their sense of anxiety about the possibility of nonexistence. 
When there is that kind of open ness, the hea]er does not have to solve a 
person's problem completely. The approach of trying to repair every

thing has always been a problem in the past; such an approach creates a 
successive string of cures and deceptions, which seem to go hand jn 

hand. Once the basic fear is acknowledged, continuing with th e treat
ment becomes very easy. The path comes to you: there is no need to try 

to create the path for yourself. Healing professionals have the advantage 
of being able to develop themselves by working with the great variety 
of situations that com e to them. There are endless possibilities for devel

oping o ne's awareness and openness. Of course, it is always easier to 
look down on your patients and their predicament, thinking how lucky 

you arc that you do not have their diseases. You can feel somewhat supe

rior. But the acknowledgment of your common ground your common 
experience ofbirth , old age, sickness, and death, and the fear that under-
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lies all of those- brings a sense of humility. That is the beginning of the 

healing process. The rest seems to follow quite easily and naturally, 
based on oneJs inherent wisdom and compassion . This is not a particu

larly mystical or spiritual process; it is simple, ordinary hUJnan experi
ence. T he first time you try to approach a person in this way it may 

seem to be difficult. But you just do it on the spot. 
And finally, what do we mean when we say that a patient has been 

healed? To be healed, ironically, means that a person is no longer embar

rassed by life; she is able to face death without resentment or expectation. 
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TEN 

Alcohol as Medicine or Poison 

{{In the Guhyasamaja Tantra, the Buddha says, 'That which in
toxicates the dualistic mind is the natural antideath potion in
deed.' In the Buddhist tantra, alcohol is used to catalyze the 
fundamental energy of intoxication; this is the energy that trans
mutes the duality of the apparent world in advaya- not two. In 
this way, form, smell, and sound can be perceived literally, as they 
are, within the realm of mahasukha, or great joy." 

M AN's NATuRAL P u RS u 1 T is to seek comfort and entertain himself 

with all kinds of sensual pleasures. He wants a secure home, a 

happy marriage, stimulating friends , delicious foods, fine clothes, and 

good wine. But morality generally teaches that this kind of indulgence is 

not good; we should think of our lives in a broader sense. We should 

think of our brothers and sisters who lack these things; rather than indul

ging ourselves, we should share generously with them. 

Moralistic thinking tends to see alcohol as belonging to the category 

of excessive self-indulgences; it might even see drinking as a bourgeois 

activity. On the other hand, those who like drinking draw a sense of 

well-being from it and feel it enables them to be warmer and more open 

with their friends and colleagues. But even they often harbor some sense 

of guilt about drinking; they fear they might be abusing their bodies and 

feel deficient in self-respect. 

Composed during 1972 retreat in Charlemont, Massachusetts. 
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One type of drinker works hard during the day, doing heavy labor in 

one or another of the physical trades. Such drinkers like to come home 

and have a drink after work or raise a glass or two in a hearty gathering 

at the bar. Then there are the more genteel drinkers- business execu

tives and such- who are often in the habit of creating an atmosphere of 

conviviality in their business relations by breaking out the bottle. The 

latter type is more likely to have a hidden sense of guilt about alcohol 

than his proletarian brother celebrating the end of a day's work. Still, in 

spite of all doubts, inviting somebody for a drink seems to have more 

life to it than inviting somebody for a cup of tea. 

Other people drink to try to kill boredom, much in the same way as 

they try by smoking. A housewife who has just finished dusting or the 

wash might sit down and take a drop while contemplating the decor 

or leafing through the latest fashion and home-improvement magazines. 

When the baby cries or the doorbell rings, she might take a hefty shot 

before facing the situation. The bored office worker might keep a flask 

in his desk so he can take an occasional nip between visits from the boss 

or his heavy-handed secretary. H e might seek relief from the day's ennui 

through a lunchtime visit to the bar. 

People who take drinking seriously relate to it as a refuge from life's 

hustle and bustle; they also fear they might be becoming alcoholics. In 

either psychological situation, there is love and hate in their style of 

drinking, coupled with a sense of going into the unknown. In some 

cases, this journey into the unknown might already have produced a 

clarity which, in the present situation, can only be dealt with by drinking. 

Otherwise the clarity would be too painful. 

One of the problems convinced drinkers might be facing is being 

hounded by the moralistic approach to drinking, which raises the artifi

cial question: should one drink or not? In the grips of this question, one 

looks to one's friends for reinforcement. Some of them might join one 

in drinking quite freely. Others will have definite reservations about 

when and how to drink. The real drinker feels such people are amateurs, 

since they have never related wholeheartedly with alcohol. Quite often 

their reservations are just a matter of social form: just as one knows that 

the place to park one's car is the parking lot, so one has the sense of the 

proper point beyond which one shouldn't drink. It is all right to drink 

heavily at parties or testimonial dinners so long as one drinks with one's 

wife or husband and drives home carefully. 
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There seems to be something w rong with an approach to alcohol 

that is b ased entirely on m orality or social propriety. T h e scruples im
plied have solely to do with the external effects of one's drinking. The 

real effect of alcohol is not considered, but only its impact on the social 

format. On the other hand, a drinker feels that there is something worth
while in his drinking aside from the pleasure he or she gets out of it. 

There are the warmth and openness that seem to com e from the relax

ation of his usual self-conscious style. Also there is the confidence of 

being able to communicate his perceptions accurately, which cuts 

through his usual feeling of inadequacy. Scientists find they are able to 
solve their problem s; philosophers have new insights; and artists find 

clear perception. T h e drinker experiences greater clarity because he feels 

m ore really what he is; therefore daydream s and fantasies can be tempo
rari ly put aside. 

It seems that alcoh ol is a weak poison which is capable of being trans

muted into m edicin e. An old Persian folktale tells how the peacock 
thrives on poison , which nourishes his system and brightens his 

plumage. 

The word whiskey comes from the Gaelic uisgebeatha, which means 
"water of life." The Danes have their aquavit. The Russian p otato pro

du ces vodka, the " little water. " The traditional names imply that alcohol 

is at the least harmless, probably m edicinal. Harmless or m edicinal, the 

power of alcohol has affected social and psychological structures in m ost 

parts of the world throughout history. In Indian mysticism, both Hindu 
and Buddhist, alcohol is called amrita, the potion that is antideath. Bir

wapa, an Indian siddha, won enlightenment w hen he drank seven gal
lons of liquor in one afternoon. Mr. Gurdjieff, a spiritual teacher who 

taught in Europ e, spoke of the virtues of " conscious drinking" and in

sisted that his students do conscious drinking together. Conscious drink

ing is a real and obvious dem onstration of mind over m atter. It allows 

us to relate to the various stages of intoxication : we experience our ex
pectations, the almost devilish delight when the effect begins to be felt, 

and the final breakdown into fr ivo li ty in which habitual boundaries 
begin to dissolve. 

Nevertheless, alcohol can as easily be a death potion as a m edicine. 

T he sense of joviality and heartiness can seduce us to relinquish our 
awareness. But fortunately there is also a subtle depression that goes 

with drinking. There is a strong tendency to latch on to the heartiness 
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and ignore the depression; this is the ape instinct. It is a great mistake. If 

we take alcohol m erely as a substance that will cheer us up or loosen us 

up like a sedative, it becom es exceedingly dangerous. It is the same with 

alcohol as with anything else in life that we relate to only partially. 

There is a great difference between alcohol and other inebriants. In 

contrast with alcohol, such substances as LSD, marijuana, and opium do 

not bring simultaneous depression. If depression does occur, it is of a 

purely conceptual nature. But with alcohol, there are always physical 

symptoms: weight gain, loss of appetite, increased feeling of solidity 

(which includes hangovers). There is always the sense that one still has 

a body. Psychologically, intoxication with alcohol is a process of coming 

down, rather than, as with the other substances, of going up into space. 

Whether alcohol is to be a poison or a medicine depends on one's 

awareness while drinking. Conscious drinking- remaining aware of 

one's state of mind-transmutes the effect of alcohol. Here awareness 

involves a tightening up of one's system as an intelligent defense mecha

nism. Alcohol becomes destructive when one gives in to the joviality: 

letting loose permits the poisons to enter one's body. Thus alcohol can 

be a t esting ground. It brings to the surface the latent style of the drink

er's neuroses, the style that he is habitually hiding. If his neuroses are 

strong and habitually deeply hidden, h e later forgets what happened 

when he was drunk or else is extrem ely embarrassed to rem ember what 

he did. 

Alcohol's creativity begins when there is a sense of dancing with its 

effect- when one takes the effects of drink with a sense of humor. For 

the conscious drinker, or for the yogi, the virtue of alcohol is that it 

brings one down to ordinary reality, so that one does not dissolve into 

meditation on nonduality. In this case alcohol acts as a longevity potion. 

Those who are overly involved with the sense that the world is a mirage, 

an illusion, have to be brought down out of their meditation into a state 

of nonmeditation to relate with people. In this state, the sights, sounds, 

and smells of the world become overwhelmingly poignant with their 

humor. When the yogi drinks, it is his way of accepting the dualistic 

world of ordinary appearance. The world demands his attention-his re

lationship and compassion. He is glad and amused to have this invitation 

to communicate. 

For the yogi, alcohol is fuel for relating with his students and with 

the world in general, as gasoline allows a motorcar to relate with the 
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road. But naturally the ordinary drinker who tries to compete with or 

imitate this transcendental style of drinking will turn his alcohol into poi

son. In the hinayana teaching of Buddhism, it is recorded that the Bud

dha reproved a monk who so much as tasted a blade of grass soaked 

in alcohol. It is necessary to understand that here the Buddha was not 

condemning the effects of alcohol; he was condemning the attraction 

toward it, the involvement with it as a temptation. 

The conception of alcoh ol as a temptation of the devil is a highly 

questionable one. Questioning this conception brings uncertainty as to 

whether alcohol is allied with good or evil. This uncertainty can create 

in the drinker a sense of intelligence and fearlessness. It brings him to 

relate to the present moment as it is. Fearless willingness to be intelligent 

about what is happening in the face of the unknown is the very energy 

of transmutation that has been described in the tantric tradition of Bud

dhism. In the Guhyasamaja Tantra, the Buddha says, "That which intoxi

cates the dualistic mind is the natural antideath potion indeed." In the 

Buddhist tantra, alcohol is used to catalyze the fundamental energy of 

intoxication; this is the energy that transmutes the duality of the appar

ent world into advaya-"not two." In this way, form, smell, and sound 

can b e perceived literally, as they are, within the realm of mahasukha, 

or great joy. The Chakrasamvara Tantra says, "By pure pain without plea

sure, one cannot b e liberated. Pleasure exists within the calyx of the 

lotus. This must the yogi nourish." This puts a lot of emphasis on plea

sure. But the r ealization of pleasure comes about through openly relat

ing with pain. Alcohol brings an elation that seems to go beyond all 

limitations; at the same time it brings the depression of knowing one still 

has a body and that one's neuroses are heavy upon one. Conscious 

drinkers might have a glimpse of both of these polarities. 

In tantric mysticism, the state of intoxication is called the state of 

nonduality. This should not be understood as an enticement to entertain 

oneself, but at the same time, a glimpse of the cosmic orgasm of maha

sukha is highly possible for the conscious drinker. If one is open enough 

to surrender the pettiness of attachment to one's personal liberation by 

accepting the notion of freedom rather than doubting it, one achieves 

skillful means and wisdom. This is regarded as the highest intoxication. 
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ELEVEN 

Practice and Basic Goodness: 
A Talk for Children 

((As you are growing up it is a good idea to jazz yourselves up-to 
feel strong and to take pride in yourselves. You don't have to feel 
inadequate because you are children trying to reach adulthood. 
Those struggles are not even necessary. You just have to be. In 
order to do that, you need to develop an attitude of believing in 
your basic goodness, and you need to practice meditation." 

I WOULD LIKE to talk about how we came to be here and why we are 

Buddhists. It is very simple and straightforward in some sense: you 

and your parents and I are all following a particular discipline, a particu

lar tradition, called Buddhism. When you go to your school, which is 

not a Buddhist school, you might find the atmosphere to be somewhat 

strange. You might want to do things the way others are doing them; 

and when you come home, you might want to follow your parents' way. 

On the other hand, you might feel resistance to your parents. 

What Buddhism boils down to is that we try to follow the example 

of the Buddha, who was an Indian-not an American Indian, but an In

dian Indian. The Buddha was a prince who decided to abandon his pal

ace and his kingdom in order to find out what life is all about. He was 

looking for the meaning of life, the purpose of life. He wanted to know 

Based on a 1978 seminar for children held in Boulder, Colorado. 
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who and what h e was. So h e went and practiced m editation, and he ate 

very little . H e m editated for six years, twenty-four hours a day. And at 

the end of those six years he discovered something: he realized that peo

ple don't have to struggle so much. We don't have to give in so much 

to our hassles, our pain, our discomfort. The Buddha discovered that 

there is something in us known as basic goodness. Therefore, w e don't 

have to condemn ourselves for b eing bad or naughty. The Buddha 

taught what he had learned to the rest of mankind. What he taught 

then- twenty-five hundred years ago- is still being taught and practiced. 

The important point for us to realize is that we are basically good. 

Our only problem is that sometimes we don't actually acknowledge 

that goodness. We don't see it, so we blame somebody else or we blame 

ourselves. That is a mistake. We don' t have to blame others, and we 

don 't have to feel nasty or angry. Fundamental goodness is always with 

u s, always in us. That is why our education is not difficult. If we have 

fundamental goodness in us, then knowledge is already a part of us. 

Therefore, going to school and meditation are just ways of acknowledg

ing that basic goodness. 

As you are growing up it is a good idea to jazz yourselves up- to feel 

strong and to take pride in yourselves. You don 't have to feel inadequate 

because you are children trying to reach adulthood. Those struggles are 

not even necessary. You just have to be. In order to do that, you need to 

develop an attitude of believing in your basic goodness, and you need to 

practice m editatio n. Sitting m editation is a living tradition. W e know 

how the Buddha did it , and we know how to do it ourselves. When you 

sit like the Buddha, you begin to realize something called enlightenment. 

That is just realizing that there is something very straightforward and 

very sparkling in you. It is not necessarily ((feeling good." It is much 

better than feeling good: you have a sense of tremendous buoyancy, up

liftedness. You feel healthy and simple and strong. 

If you would like to ask questions, please do so. 

Student: This is a foolish question, but if the Buddha sat for six years, 

twenty-four hours a day, how did he eat? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, he ate very little. According to histo ry he had 

one meal in the m orning-something like our breakfast. And he slept 

very little. Mostly he just sat. When his friends came to see him, they 

didn't recognize him at first, because he was so thin. On the morning of 
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the day he attained enlightenment, h e was visited by a lady who gave 

him rice and milk, which energized him. Then he returned to his sitting 

practice, so to speak, but he wasn't thin from then on. In paintings of 

the Buddha, like the one you see on the shrine, there are halos around 

his head. The halo represents the idea of glowing health and glowing 

greatness. 

Student: Rinpoche, could you recommend how long children should sit? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: A daily sitting practice would be very good. Hope

fully you can do that. I started sitting when I was nine; I used to sit for 

about forty-five minutes. But due to the circumstances, I think probably 

seven minutes would be fine- every day. That is quite long enough. If 

you can only do it once a week, you should try to sit for half an hour. 

Your parents could sit with you, or you could do it alone. And the place 

where you sit should be elegant and comfortable. Do you sit at home? 

S: Sometimes. 

TR: How often? Once a week? 

S: After school. 

TR: W ell, maybe that is a good model. So you could come home and 

relax that way. 

Student: I get depressed a lot, and I want to know if I should sit more . 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Yes, you should sit more. That is the whole idea. 

Particularly when you feel depressed or when you are too excited, you 

should sit more , because then you have something to work with. That 

is what the Buddha did. Before he went for his six-year retreat, he was 

very depressed; he was very unhappy with his whole life. Because he 

was so depressed, he had something to work on. 

Student: When I sit, I usually get restless. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, people do- always. That's all right, but don't 

give in to your restlessness. Just try to hold your posture and come back 

to your breath. You see, what you are doing is imitating the Buddha. You 

should hold your head and shoulders upright, like he did. In that way 

you feel good. When you begin to feel restless, you begin to hunch your 

head and shoulders. You become restless like an animal. When you sit 

upright, you are different from an animal. That posture will cut through 

your restlessness. 
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Student: vVhen you led aU those people out of Tibet, did you just 

guess which way to go? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: No, I didn't quite guess. 

S: But when you got lost, did you guess wh ich way to go? 

TR: Well, you have a sense of direction and you have a feeling that 

India is that way. When you have lost your way, you stop for five min

utes and sit. After that, you have much clearer vision and you know 

where to go. You only lose your way if you arc distracted. So, if your 

mind is clear, you know where India is. Then there is little problem. 

T here are trails that go in that direction , and you just follow them. 

S: \Vhen you were leading people through the snow in the m oun

tains, did you feel calm all the way? 

TR: Well, we had to be calm. Otherwise we would lose our way. And 

we would lose our strength. We also felt very energized. I never felt any 

doubt; we just went on. So calmness was very i.tnportant, as w ell as 

som e kind of strength. We zeroed in on the idea that we were going to 

do it, and we did it. 

S: So your confidence helped you to be strong enough to go over the 

rnountains? 

TR: Yes. 

Student: In pictures of the Buddha, you usually see three jewels. I 

don 't know what they m ean. 

TrunKpa Rinpocftc: The three j ewels represent the idea of Bu ddha's 

students opening them selves up and makiJ1g offerings to him. T hey rep

resent offering one's body, speech , and mind to the Buddha. You are 

giving yourself to him and to his teachings. These jewels will supposedly 

give you more riches, m ore wealth. By giving to the Buddha whatever 

is precious to you, you attain patience and richness. 

Student: On your trip, did you ever run out of food? 

Tmngpa Rinpoche: Well, we did- absolutely. Did you read about it in 

the book? Have you read Born in Tibet? You should read it. It's some 

story. [Laughter. I We did run out of food. In the last m onth or so, we 

didn 't have mu ch to eat. We had to cook our own leather b ags. When 

we got to the lower elevations, w e found bamboo and litchis and banana 

trees. But we passed right by the banana trees; we didn't know they were 

edible. Nobody had ever seen banana trees before. 
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S: When you were traveling, did you sit? 

TR: Yes, we did. W e made a point of doing that. That is how we 

gained our strength, our energy. Otherwise we would have b een de

stroyed. It was a ten-month journey altogether- very long. 

Student: Did any people die on your trip? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Three people died. They were too old to walk. Be

cause our schedule was very tight, we had to walk from m orning to 

evening. Their legs began to hurt and they just collapsed. 

Student: Were there any children with you? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Lots of them. It was difficult for mothers with ba

bies, but the older children did fine. Actually, they were the best, because 

they began to get more and more energized. They gained strength. 

Once we were crossing the Chinese highway. We had to time it so 

that the Chinese soldiers wouldn't see us. Below us was the highway 

with troops on it. We had to wait on the side of the ridge until dark. We 

planned to cross all together, in one batch. Just as we were about to 

cross, a truck went by, and the infants started to cry at the top of their 

lungs. But the Chinese didn't see us. After we had crossed, somebody 

swept the road with a broom so that the Chinese wouldn't find our 

footprints. 

Student: How tall were the eight biggest men- the ones who used to 

lie down and make a path for the others through the snow? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, they were not particularly big. They were 

tough, that's all. 

S: Are they still alive? 

TR: Yes-although we started with three hundred people, and a lot 

of them were captured. Only twenty-nine of u s escaped. 

Student: Are the Chinese and the Tibetan Buddhists still at war, o r is 

the war over? Are they still shooting at each other? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: No, not at this point. The Chinese destroyed or 

exiled most of the Buddhist leaders, so now they have no one left to 

fight. 

Student: Since you were meditating on the trip, you don't feel very 

rebellious or angry at the Chinese, do you? 
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Tnmgpa Rinpoche: Well, not particularly. What happened with the 
Chinese was like a rainstorm: you can't get angry at it. It was a timely 
situation. If the Chinese weren't in Tibet, I wouldn't be here. 

Student: Why do people look up to Christ? What is it in him that 

they like? 
Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, he was very heroic. And he was inspired, as 

we know. He sacrificed his life for the sake of other people. Crowds 

gathered to hear him talk on Sunday morning. He was a gentle person, 
a good person. There were a lot of other good people apart from Christ. 

There was Muhammad, for example. Who else? 
S: King David. 
TR: Yes, and lots of other people who have done similar things. 

Student: On your trip, did the Chinese ever try to track you down? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Yes, they certainly did. 1 think they followed us all 

the way, but we outsmarted them. They are still supposed to be looking 
for me, actually. I have a friend who went to the Chinese embassy in 

London. He saw my photograph there with a price on my head. 

Student: What caused the war between the Chinese and the Buddhists? 

'Ih.mgpa Rinpocl1e: \Veil, the communists don't like meditation prac
tice. They think it is a waste of time. They think that people should be 

working all the time. Meditation produces too much personal strength. 
The communists want to develop gro up strength , not personal strength. 
They do not believe in the basic goodness of the individual; they believe 

in the basic goodness of the group . That is why it is called communism; 
that's it in a nutshell. 

Well, maybe we should close at this point. Thank you, children, 

for being so patient and for not being restless. Your patience is quite 
remarkable. It must be due to your practice of meditation. Please keep 
sitting, okay? And study Buddhism more, and try to make friends with 

your parents- if you can. I Laughter.J Regard them as friends rather than 
as relatives. T hat is a very important point. Thank you . 
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TWELVE 

Dharma Poetics 

"When we talk about poets and poetics altogether, we are talking 
in terms of expressing ourselves so thoroughly, so precisely, that 
we don't just mumble our words, mumble our minds, mumble our 
bodies. Being in the poetic world, we have something to wake up 
and excite ourselves. There is a sense of gallantry and there is a 
tremendous, definite attitude of no longer being afraid of threats 
of any kind. We begin to help ourselves to appreciate our world, 
which is already beautiful." 

I N DISCUSSING POETIC S, we are not bound to the theme ofwritten 

poetry. Poetics also includes one's vision, hearing, and feeling, alto

gether. So, we are not talking about writing poetry alone; we are talking 

about a complete, comprehensive realization of the phenomenal 

world- seeing things as they are. W e are talking in t erms of the poetic 

way of eating one's food and drinking one's t ea. W e could call this ap

proach dharma poetics. Dharma, as you know, is the teachings of the 

Buddha. Basically, the word dharma m eans "norm," or some form of 

experiencing reality properly. 

W e could speak of three stages of poetics. The first is the rejection 

stage. We reject habitual patterns which are caused by ego-oriented situ

ations, such as the desire to develop aggression, passion, and ignorance. 

We have to free ourselves from these patterns. For instance, if we do not 

Based on discussion with Naropa Institute poetics students, 1982. 
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wash a piece of cloth completely clean, we will be unable to dye it an

other color, such as bright red , bright green, or bright blue. The point is 

that we have to have a sense of purity and giving up b efore we can put 

the cloth that we have woven into the various dyes that we would like 

to use. We first have to wash it thoroughly. 

It is similar with our minds and our bodies. We have to go through 

some sense of purification, natural purification. This process might in

clude letting go of our personal trips, letting go of desires, and letting go 

of any philosophy that has been taught to us. 

In the second stage, we can aspire to the basic meaning of poetics. 

There are two main kinds of poetics: rejuvenating poetics and growing

old poetics. Between the two, many other kinds of poetics could arise. 

We could appreciate the sun, the moon, the green grass, the flowers, the 

brooks, and the mountains. We could appreciate rainstorms; we could 

appreciate snowfalls; we could appreciate our father and mother. We 

could appreciate the whole world. Or, for that matter, we could mock 

them. Mocking is also acceptable-always acceptable. W e could mock 

April's snowfall; we could mock our father or mother treating us badly. 

In general, poetics is based on the idea that first we see our universe 

very clearly, very precisely, and very thoroughly. W e are not fooled by 

anybody. That seems to b e the basic notion of poetics here. 

I could give you one poem as an example; it is not m emorized, but 

composed on the spot: 

Father's love is good. 
Did I borrow from my mother? 
Nonetheless, I still remain 
chrysanthemum. 

Student: You said there are two kinds of poetics: rejuvenating and 

growing-old. What did you mean by that? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, either you have seen enough of the world 

already, or you're about to see the world as it is growing up. It's like the 

difference between a good spring and a good autumn. 

S: Or a young poet and an old poet? 

TR: That's right. Very much so. 

S: What is it that the old poet knows that the young poet doesn't? 

TR: W ell, what you just said is in itself poetry. Ask yourself! You see, 
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the trick is that I'm not going to help you particularly. You have to dis

cover it for yo urself. 

S: That's helpful. [Laughter. ] 
TR: Being less helpful is m ore helpful than being helpful. 

Student: T feel that th ere is some beauty in imperfection. Tf you did 

wash your cloth completely, and you dyed it a pure color, then your 

color would be pure, but it would only be one colo r. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: It w ouldn't necessarily be only one color . You 

could dye your cloth lots of colors. And each titne you did, a different 

kind of smile and a different delight would take place. We are no t talking 

about completely totalitarian poetics; w e are talking about poetics that 

can encompass multilateral situations- different types for different peo

ple. But at the b eginning w e have to clean up first. T hat is always the 

case. Having cleaned up, then lots of colo rs can come through. It is like 

a well-cleaned mirror: many things can be reflected in it. 

Now, with out delaying too much, I w ould like to continue to discuss 

the evolution from purification and a sense of longing for liberati on, 

which we talked about earlier on , and add a third stage. 

The three stages that w e are discussing are actually connected with a 

basic sense of joy. Sometimes joy means havit1g one's individual way of 

no t w orking genuinely with oneself and instead w orking toward a sense 

of indulgency. But here joy m eans not indulging oneself. T hat is the first 

stage, which w e described earlier as purifying oneself and rejecting on e's 

habitual patterns. 

In o th er words, joy m eans that our perception of the w orld can be 

clarified. The best poetic philosophy, in this case, is to have a sense of 

precision and accuracy in how we see the universe, how we actually 

p erceive the universe, which is the second stage. 

When w e clarify our perception , w e are not fooled by green , yellow , 

red, blue, pink, or orange. We are not fooled by them, and we are also 

no t fooled by m ountains, brooks, flow ers, or bees. I leave it up to your 

imagination to come up with all sorts of things like that. We are not 

fooled by our father, our m other, our sisters, our brothers, o r our lovers, 

either. All these things could create central them es for p oetry, but at 

the same time, these things could create obstacles; they could create a 

blindfo ldedness. 

Perhaps there is m ore to say about joy here. Joy is something that w e 
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see, something that we experience properly, fully, and thoroughly in the 

universe, in our world. In other words, we do not pull long faces; we 

begin to appreciate this world that we're living in. This world is a lovely 

world, a wonderful world. The Judeo-Christian tradition would say it's 

a gift of God. In the Buddhist tradition it is said to be a result of our 

karmic magnificence. In any case, joy is always there. 

The third stage is that we must be clear and pure in our speech and 

our minds. When we talk about poets and poetics altogether, we are 

talking in terms of expressing ourselves so thoroughly, so precisely, that 

we don't just mumble our words, mumble our minds, mumble our bod

ies. Being in the poetic world, we have something to wake up and excite 

in ourselves. There is a sense of gallantry and there is a trem endous, 

definite attitude of no longer being afraid of threats of any kind. We 

begin to help ourselves to appreciate our world, which is already beauti

ful. So, I think that's the point. 

Student: You talked about many things in our everyday experience 

that we shouldn't be fooled by. What did you mean by that? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, I think it's a question of simply just being on 

the dot. We shouldn't let ourselves be used by somebody else as part of 

their trip- their egomania or philosophy. We should simply remain as 

what w e are. Just on the dot. Philosophy in this case could b e anything

religious, sociological, or political. The idea is that we should not let our

selves be subject to any experience, unless we experience it properly, 
thoroughly, by knowing what w e're doing. 

S: By knowing that we are laying our philosophy on the mountain or 

the brooks? 

TR: Well, you can praise the mountain, you can praise the sky; you 

can do those things. But any trips you lay on things, you have to let go 

of. 
S: And then there's joy? 

TR: Yes. If you are unhappy- not joyful- then you buy a lot of trips. 

You still have a long face, but you always buy it when somebody pre

sents some stuff to you. In this case we are saying that once you're joyful 

and you feel gallantry- you feel who you are and you feel good- then 

you will automatically know who's trying to fool you and who's trying 

to help you. 

S: How much energy should you expend trying to figure out if some

one's fooling you or if you're fooling yourself? 
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TR: Well, that's very complicated, yo u kn ow, because sometimes you 
think you are the other and the other also thinks they are you. So I think 
the best approach there is to enjoy m ountains, rivers, forests, snow , rain, 

and haiJ sto rms by yourself. You will find son1e poetic way of saving 
yourself that way. Actually, I think that's what mountains are for, origi

nally. Brooks are there for you to do that and trees and jungles as well. 
So be yourself by yourself. I'm sure you will compose magnificent 

poetry if you do that. 

Allen Ginsberg: 1 som etimes find it difficult to conceive of enjoying 

myself when I'm ill or in pain. I w onder what it w ould be like to be very 
old and on the road in Jordan with shrapnel and cluster bombs flying 
around, feeling the end of family, the end of home. 1 w onder what possi

bility there w ould be of writing appreciative poetry under extremely 
painful situations and conditions, such as old age, sickness, and death. 

Tnmgpa Rinpoche: Well, pain goes with pleasure, alw ays. That's a clas

sic remark. When you feel pain, it is because you feel joyful at the sam e 
time. Why do you w ear sunglasses, which are black? You w ear them 

because there is lots of light coming toward you. Do yo u understand the 
logic? The notion of frustra tion also goes along w ith that. You feel a 

sense of both alternatives, always. When you are in the worst pain, you 
sotnetimes feel the best happiness. Have yo u ever experienced that? We 
read about that in the stories of Milarepa and Marpa- all the Kagyu lin

eage poets. 
AG: Well, is it the steadin ess of mind cultivated by meditation practice 

that keeps you from total disillusion, depression, and physical pain? 

TR: I think there has to be some kind of spark, some kind of exp losion 
of joy, happening in the midst of pain. It usually happens more in th e 

midst of pain. 
AG: Do you think that's actually happening to people who are under 

really h orrible circumstances, for example in Lebanon? 
TR: Yes, I think so. Because there is so much chaos, therefore there 

is so much tranquillity. Tranquillity is relative to chaos. It's Einstein's 

philosophy. 

Student: Do you feel there's som ething lacking in American poetry 

because we don't have a meditative tradition? 
Trungpa Rinpoche: Well, I think American poets are getting there, basi-
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cally speaking. But I must say American poets do need some kind of 

m editative discipline in order to appreciate the phenom enal world, in 

order to appreciate that the greenness of green is beautiful, the blueness 

of the sky is lovely, and the whiteness of the clouds is so fantastic. Maybe 

poets spend too much time writing poetry. They have to see the vivid

ness of the w o rld. 

America is a wonderful place. You have the highest m ountains, beau

tiful lakes, and extraordinary greenery and fruit. You have everything in 

this country. You should be proud of your country, then you'll see the 

beauty of America- if you b ecome a poet. 

Student: Rinpoche, I've heard the saying that ((suffering is the broom 

that sweeps away the cause of suffering." When you speak about sparks 

of pleasure in pain, is that the quality you're referring to? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Well said. You must be studying Buddhism! [Laugh
ter.] You must be studying vajrayana. 

S: It was Situ Rinpoche w h o said that. 

TR: Oh yes, that's good. Thank you very much. 

r66 



THIRTEEN 

Green Energy 

"When we relate to money properly, it is no longer a mere token 
of exchange or of abstract energy; it is also a discipline. No longer 
hooked by it as a medicine that has become a drug, we can deal 
with it in a practical, earthy way as a master deals with his 
tools." 

I N DEALING WITH MONEY, we are constantly involved in a kind of 

chaos. This results from a break in the relationship b etween the earth 

and oneself. Relating to the earth means knowing when to act practically 

and directly; it means actually feeling a kinship with whatever work 

is b eing done. W e rarely have this feeling when it comes to money 

matters. 

Money is basically a very simple thing. But our attitude toward it is 

overloaded, full of preconceived ideas that stem from the development 

of a self-aggrandizing ego and its manipulative processes. The mere act 

of handling money-just pieces of paper-is viewed as a very serious 

game. It is almost like building a sand castle and then selling tickets for 

admission to it. The difference between playing as a child and playing as 

an adult is that in the adult's case, money is involved. Children don't 

think about money, whereas adults would like to charge admission to 

their solemn construction. 

Even when we try to regard money as insignificant-as merely a 

Originally composed in 1976 for Harper's special edition on money. 
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credential or a token of our creative capacity or our practicality- because 

m oney is connected with the energy arising from our preconcep tio ns, 

it takes on great significance. We may even feel embarrassm ent abo ut 

m on ey- it is som ewhat too close to the heart. We try to call it some

thing else- "bread" o r "bucks"- to relieve that feeling. Or, w e choose 

to think of m oney as ou r life line, as a source of security: its abstract qual

ity represents so m e unspeakable aspect of our personality. W e may say, 

for example: " I have gone bankrupt and lost heart"; 'Tm a solid citizen 

with a steady bank account"; " I have so much m oney that there is no 

room for simplicity in my life." 

The en ergy money takes on makes a trem endous difference in the 

process of communication and relationship. If a friend suddenly refuses 

to pay his check at a restaurant, a feeling of resentment or separation 

automat ica lJy arises in relatio n to him .. If one buys a fri end a cup of tea

which is ju st a cup, ho t water, and tea- somehow a facto r of m eaning

fulness gets added. 

It seem s to me that it is worthwhile to work with the negative aspects 

of m oney in o rder to gain som e understanding about ourselves. W e 

must try to discover ho w to view this embarrassing and potent com 

m odity as a part of ourselves that we cannot ignore. When w e relate to 

m on ey properly, it is no lo nger a m ere token of exchange or of o ur ab

stract energy; it is also a discipline. No longer hooked by it as a m edicin e 

that has b ecome a drug, we can deal w ith it in a practical, earthy way, 

as a master deals w ith his tools. 
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Manifesting Enlightenment 

"If you wait too long, in the Christian tradition, as well as in the 
Buddhist tradition, nothing happens. For example, the concept of 
<Holy Ghost' and the concept of ~first thought, best thought' sim

ply pounce on you, rathe1· than you having to wait j01· them. This 
requires a certain sense of bravery: you have to be willing to jump 
in right away. Whenever there is any inspiration, you just jump 
i'n. That is why it is said that Jirst thought is best thought.' just 
jump in!" 

ENL fGHTBNM BNT I S A R A TH E R tall subject , and 1 would like to 
keep m y discussion of it rather sin1ple. The word for enlightenment 

in Sanskrit js bodhi, which m eans "awake." When the word bodhi js made 
into a noun it becomes buddha. Buddha refers to someone who has de
veloped an awake state of being. \Vhen we talk about awake here, it has 
nothing to do with being physically awake as opposed to sleeping. 
Rather, awake means being basically realized, being able to see the pain 
of the wor1d and being able to see the way o ut of the world of suffering. 

After the Buddha's attainment of enlightenment, he spent seven 
w eeks contemplating how he could communicate such an experience 
of wakefulness to others. I suppose we could correlate that with Cln·ist 
spending such an extensive time in the desert- some people even say 
Christ went to Tjbet, or at least to Kashmir. 

Talk given at Nat·opa Institute's third Conference oo Buddbisr and Christian Medirarion, 
1983. 
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The Buddha discovered and taught that human b eings are in fact ca

pable of b eing woken up. The state of being awake has two main quali

ties: the first, karuna in Sanskrit, is softness, gentleness, which we call 

((compassion"; the other, upaya in Sanskrit, is called ((skillful m eans. " 

The compassion aspect is connected with oneself, and the skillful m eans 

aspect is connected with how to deal with others. Compassion and skill

ful m eans put together is what is known as egolessn ess. Non-ego m eans 

being free from any kind of bondage, free from any fixed motivation to 

hold on to one's basic being. 

We have a tendency to hold on to concepts and perceptions of all 

kinds. We must admit that tendency and realize that such situations bind 

u s to the lower realms: the hell realm, the hungry ghost realm, and the 

animal realm. I suppose in the Christian tradition these realms are con

nected with the idea of sin. In the Buddhist tradition we don't t alk about 

punishment as such, and the concept of o riginal sin does not exist. In

stead, Buddhism speaks about habitual patterns. For example, when a 

dog sees a person, it wants to bite, it wants to bark; when a flea jumps 

on your body, it wants to bite; w hen a human being sees another human 

being, he wants to kiss, and so forth. That kind of instinctual response is 

the definition of habitual patterns. When a person gets stuck in habitual 

patterns, then he exists in the lower realms of his passio n, aggression, 

and delusion. 

There are all kinds of habitual tendencies that are connected with 

holding on to what we are. People get divorced b ecause they think they 

might find a better mate. People change restaurants because they think 

they might get cheaper and b etter food. The habitual patterns of ego 

w ork that way. The notion of enlightenment is a sense of freedom from 

those patterns. And the way to attain that freedom is by means of the 

sitting practice of meditation. 

In sitting practice, we look at our minds, and we maintain good pos

ture. When we combine body and mind that way, we find ourselves 

emulating the Buddha- the way to be properly. Then we begin to de

velop sympathy toward ourselves rather than just holding o n. We begin 

to develop a sense of softness. We can see this in the way that Buddhists 

talk softly and walk mindfully. 

Beyond sitting meditation itself, we begin to expand our exp erience 

of softness and mindfulness to other activities, such as shopping, cook

ing, cleaning, and any activities that we do. W e begin to find that things 
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are workable rather than hassles or problems. W e find that life is worth 

living. And we begin to treat ourselves better; w e wear good cloth es, eat 

good food, and constantly smile. We cheer up , and we realize there is 

som ething good about life. And we also realize that oth ers can b e 

brought into our society, our world. 

We can conduct ourselves mindfully and appreciate the phenomenal 

world. We can realize that the hassles in our lives are not created by 

others; rather, w e create these hassles for ourselves. Therefore, w e can 

remove them and appreciate our world. I w ould suggest to everybody: 

let us b e aware of our b eing, let us celebrate as we experien ce our lives, 

and smile at least three times a day. Thank you. 

I apologize if this sounds like a sermon. If you would like to ask ques

tions, you are m ore than welcome. 

Question: I am so delighted to be here as a Christian, with your h ospi

tality making it all possible. My heart is full of love of the spirit that 

makes this possible. W e have so much to learn from each other. I have 

so much to learn . I am told that this meeting at Naropa has been made 

possible by you because of a meeting that you had w ith Thomas Merton. 

If you care to share them, I would be delighted to hear your impressions 

of that m eeting, since we b ear the fruits h ere today. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Thank you. Father Merton's visit to Southeast Asia 

took place when I was in Calcutta. H e was invited by a group that had 

a philosophy of spiritual shopping, and he was the only person who felt 

that it was full of confusion. H e felt there was a sense of ignorance there, 

but nonetheless he joined them. We had dinner together, and we talked 

about spiritual materialism a lot. We drank m any gin and tonics. I had 

the feeling that I was m eeting an o ld friend, a genuine friend. 

In fa ct , we planned to work on a book containing selections from the 

sacred writings of Christianity and Buddhism. We planned to m eet either 

in Great Britain or in North America. H e was the first genuine person I 

met from the West. 

After m eeting Father Merton, I visited several m onasteries and nun

neries in Great Britain, and at some of them I was asked to give t alks o n 

m editation, which I did. I was very impressed. 

When I was studying at Oxford, I had a tutor w ho was a Belgian 

priest, a Jesuit priest, who had studied in Sri Lanka. He knew Sanskrit 

and he read a lot of the Buddhist sutras and the commentaries that go 
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with them. I was very impressed and moved by the contemplative aspect 

of Christianity and by the monasteries themselves. Their lifestyles and 

the way they conducted themselves convinced me that the only way to 

join the Christian tradition and the Buddhist tradition together would 

be by bringing together Christian contemplative practice with Buddhist 

meditative practice. 

Question: Sir, Tenshin Anderson Sensei spoke the other day about a 

still place in the center where the buddhas live- where one experiences 

the pain of all sentient beings, the suffering of all sentient beings. And he 

said that from there arise outcroppings, or clouds that begin to form and 

rise. He said that this is the essence of compassion and skillful means, 

and that from this arising you can go out into the world and do good for 

all sentient beings. This made me think about «first thought, best 

thought." Could you say something about "first thought, best thought," 

and compassionate action in the world. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: I think it is a question of not waiting. If you wait 

too long, in the Christian tradition, as well as in the Buddhist tradition, 

nothing happens. For example, the concept of "Holy Ghost" and the 

concept of " first thought, best thought" simply pounce on you, rather 

than you having to wait for them. This requires a certain sense of brav

ery: you have to be willing to jump in right away. When ever there is 

any inspiration, you just jump in. That is why it is said that "first thought 

is best thought." Just jump in! 

Question: In relation to that, we have talked about being compulsive 

in wanting to help, about jumping out too soon and wanting to change 

someone. If someone is suffering, you want to stop that suffering, but 

that might be compulsive and could just cause more harm. Could you 

say more about the distinction between true compassionate action and 

compulsive behavior? 

Trungpa Rinpoche: It is a question of sneezing and wiping your nose. 

You sneeze spontaneously, and after that you wipe your nose. 

Q: Thank you very much! 

Question: First I would like to say that I thought that was a very nice 

Christian talk you gave. 

Trungpa Rinpoche: Thank you. 
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Q: But being h ere and m eetiJ1g m any Christians, l find that they are 
always very defensive about the idea that Buddhists do not believe in 

any kind of reality or concept of God. And I try to p acify them by saying 
that I find in my readings that the Buddhists simply use different w o rds. 
They capitalize the word Self, or they capitalize the word That, or they 

capitalize the word Suchne.ss. I assum e that has some special significance. 
But today I had an interesting experience . I met a person from the 

Orthodox tradition who became a Buddhist, and that person communi

cated to me something you once said in h is presence, which was that 
you had a certain affinity with the Orthodox understanding of the reali ty 

that the idea of God represents. I would like to hear you say something 
about that, and how you understand that whole idea. 

TR: The Orthodox tradition was actually the saving grace in m y life 

at Oxford because its followers understand the notion of meditation, and 
they understand that tneditation is not just doing nothing but also in
volves radiating one' s openness. The contemplative tradit ions within 

both judaism and Christianity, particularly the j ewish Hasidic traditio n 

and also the Orthodox Christian Prayer of the Heart, which I've studied 

a little bit, seem to be the ground for Eastern and Western philosophy 
to join together. It is not so much a question of dogma, but it is a qu es

tion of heart; that is where the common ground lies. One of these days I 
am going to take my students to Mo unt Athos to see how the Orthodox 
m onks conduct themselves. 

Question: I'd be interested in any comments you might have about 
the practice o f deity yoga and how the visualization of deities brings 

about a change in consciousness. 
Trungpa Rinpoche: What kind of consciousness are you talking abo ut? 

Q: The change that's produced by the deity yoga, by the practice of 
the deity yoga, frotn our normal awareness of the world. The question 

I'm asking is, where does this lead; what type of consciousness does this 
produce? 

TR: Everybody is a deity here. It is very simple. I think one of the 

basic points is to realize the ultimate concept of sacredness. Sacred in 
Sanskrit is adhisht1wna, which also means "blessing." Adhishthana gives 

you open heart and a sense of wakefulness at once. It is taking place right 

now while we are having a conversation . Got it? 
Q: Thank you, sir. 
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TR: \VeJI , unfortunately, ladies and gentlemen, there is something 
called time, and we are running out of it, so we might stop here. I would 

like to thank everyb ody who took part in this, and especially the organiz
ers of this conference. A11 of you have been so kind and genuine and 
good. H opefully you can return again and contribute m ore, if you can. 

That will be a portion of the cake of saving the world. Thank you very 
much. 
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The Bon Way of Life 

T HE STUDY OF Bon, the native, pre-Buddhist religion of Tibet, is a 

vast and largely untreated subject. Unfortunately, accurate infor

mation concerning higher spiritual training in Bon is extremely difficult 

to obtain; materials that are presently available contain only sketchy 

data, obscured by overlays of popular Buddhism. Moreover, in making 

inquiries of present-day Bon priests, one finds that they speak a great 

deal in Buddhist terms, drawing parallels between the highlights of their 

doctrine and Buddhist teachings. 

An investigation of the Bon religion is further complicated by the ex

istence in Tibet of "white Bon," which amounts to a "Bon-ized" Bud

dhism. "White Bon" is basically an adopted form of Buddhism, but the 

Buddha is called Shenrap (see below); the Buddhist vajra is replaced by 

a counterclockwise svastika;* and the bodhisattva is called yungdrung 

sempa, that is, svastikasattva. Where a text mentions dharma, the word 

Bon is substituted. There are Bon equivalent names for all the buddhas 

and bodhisattvas, and also for the ten stages- or bhumis in Sanskrit- of 

the bodhisattva path. Many contemporary Bon believers are therefore 

not good sources of information concerning the pure tradition of their 

religion. 

In fact, most of the original Bon texts were eventually destroyed or 

fell subject to heavy Buddhist editing. In the absence of surviving Bon 

*The svastika (or swastika as it is often pronounced) in Bon represents an unchanging 
and indestructible quality. In this, it is like the Buddhist vajra, but it differs in that it also 
connotes richness and plenty. It is often u sed as a symbol of wealth, appearing as a deco
ration on an individual's Chuglha bag-a bag containing objects sacred to the god of 
wealth. 
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philosophical sources, the cosmological understanding of Bon must be 

reconstructed from ritual texts that were left intact owing to their assimi

lation by Buddhism. Nevertheless, some Bon texts have survived, and it 

is possible to derive the fundamentals of Bon belief from these. 

Bon, which in Tibetan m eans ((way of life," is traditionally interpreted 

in the sense of ((basic law." The Tibetan name for Tibet is Bo, which is 

basically the same word. Moreover, until about the seventh century, 

Tibet was referred to by its inhabitants as Bon, Bo being adopted only 

later. This is verified by ancient scrolls found in caves in Afghanistan 

early in this century, as well as by ancient Khotanese scrolls which tell 

of taxes paid to ((the great king of Bon." Thus the name of the Tibetan 

religion was, at least archaically, synonymous with the nation itself. 

The higher teachings of Bon were transmitted to the Tibetans by the 

sage Shenrap Miwo. Shen means ((heavenly"; rap means ((supreme one"; 

and miwo means ((great man. " Shenrap lived long before the Buddha. 

The Shenrap myth refers to the Buddha, the teacher of wisdom; to 

Cesar, the teacher of war; to the Lord of Taksik, the teach er of the law 

of wealth; and so forth. All these are considered incarnations of Shenrap. 

The work of Shenrap still exists in Tibet in the form of some four hun

dred volumes, but it has undergone heavy Buddhist editing. A few of the 

books that have not fallen into Buddhist hands give some clue as to how 

the practitioner should proceed on the path of Bon. 

Bon religion is concerned with the creation of the universe in such a 

way as to consecrate the existence of the country, customs, and habits 

of the Tibetan people. This is in contrast to the spirituality of Buddhism, 

which arises in the far more abstract context of psychological evolution. 

The spirituality of Bon is founded in a cosmological reality: nine gods 

created the world, a world in which birth, death, marriage, and sickness 

all have their place. If the worshiper can attune himself to those gods 

through various ritualistic ceremonies, and through an understanding of 

these ceremonies, then he is in a position to fulfill whatever is demanded 

of him by the cosmic order. 

The acquisition of spiritual understanding in Bon is based on the con

cept of tendrel, which means ((cosmic law." This is similar to the Bud

dhist term nidana. Both concepts present the flow of events as a causal 

enchainment. But whereas the Buddhist concept suggests the matter-of

fact nature of fate, tendrel gives much more the idea of an influenceable 

agency. According to Bon, anyone who attunes himself, through the ap-
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propriate rites and practices, to the movem ent of the interdependence of 

events is not in danger of b eing rej ected by it. Understanding this inter

dep endence, he can read its signs. By invoking the name of the suprem e 

Bon deity in the appropriate manner, and also by including repetitions 

of his own name, he can call the gods to himself as allies and defenders. 

The supreme divine principle of Bon is referred to as Yeshen. This 

supreme deity has the same quality of cosmic totality that is found in 

most theistic religions. Ye means ((primordial" or ((original"; shen means 

((divine," "h eavenly," or ((spiritual" but also has an anthropomorphic 

implication. The impression is of a divine ancestor. Shen also has the 

sense of " friend" or ((ally," so a benign quality is added. The ancestor 

aspect also brings the feeling of the richness of age along with the sense 

of divinity. Yeshen is seen as passive and peaceful, accommodating the 

idea of a final peaceful rest for the worshiper. 

The energetic aspect of the sphere of the divine is represented by 

another principle-Se. Se, who is primarily vengeful in character, com 

municates directly with man. He creates the link between the absolute, 

divine plane and the relative plane of man. The p oint is that the prac

titioner of Bon must acquire the ability to see the Yeshen quality in every 

life situation. If he is able to do this, guidance for the further application 

of his practice comes from Se, w ho points him in the appropriate spiri

tual direction. 

Se is a powerful warrior; the Bon worshiper calls him god (lha) . The 

national king of Tibet also used lha for his title, partaking as well in the 

image of p ow erful warrior. In ancient times, the capital of Tibet was 

thus named Lhasa (sa m eans ((place"), identifying the seat of the king 

with the seat of the god. 

At this point it would perhaps b e most useful to give some impression 

of the m ethods used for relating with Se and achieving union with Ye

shen. Bon, unlike the religious outgrowths of the Aryan culture

especially Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism in their quasi-popular 

forms- gives little heed to the pursuit of salvation through the practice 

of austerities. Bon philosophy speaks of Yeshen as being reflected in the 

interplay between heaven and earth. Thus the Bon aspirant seeks magi

cal power through union with the Yeshen nature as manifested in moun

tains, trees, lakes, and rivers-all of which are impressively present in 

Tibet. There is a strong orientation toward waterfalls, falling snow, 

clouds, and mist arising from the deep valleys, since all these are 

179 



APPENDIXES 

regarded as activities of Yeshen. Belief in the magic of these natural fea

tures is paramount. 

In attempting to commune with Yesh en , the practitioner must first 

find the highest p eak in the locale. H e invokes the name of Yeshen in 

the lhasang practice, which is a purifying ceremony often p erformed on 

auspicious occasions (even by Buddhists) in Tibet. 

To prepare for a lhasang, a fire is made of cedar needles. Offerings 

are made of the " three whites" (curd, milk, and butter); the " three 

sweets" (brown sugar, crystal sugar, and honey); as well as offerings of 

tsampa rubbed in butter with popped barley and chalices of barley beer, 

tea, and milk. Yeshen, Se, and the eight degyes (messengers of Se) are 

thought to descend from heaven on the smoke of the fire. The cedar is 

Se's tree, and its wood and smoke are considered ritually pure. The cere

mony is intended to bring the divine down into the sphere of human 

life, as well as to elevate the particular occasion into the sphere of the 

divine. The burning of the cedar needles is one of the main means of 

communicating with Yeshen. The devotee becomes absorbed in the 

smoke of the ritual fire. Certain messages are read from the patterns of 

the rising smoke; for example, slowly, gently rising w hite smoke signifies 

acceptance, while dark smoke that is constantly interrupted by wind sig

nifies obstacles. 

There are nine cosmos-creating deities (including Se himself), which 

figure as part of the Se principle. Only through the m ediation of Se, or 

the other figures who manifest his principle, can the worshiper commu

nicate with Yeshen. There is the sense that, if properly appealed to, Se 

could approach Yeshen to redispose the ultimate energy of the universe 

in a way more favorable to the worshiper. The other eight deities are 

the messengers, or degyes, of Se. The degyes might more accurately be 

regarded as types, or principles, than as individual beings, since each may 

have many local manifestations. Each degye also has a retinue of min

ions, attendants, helpers, and so on who act on its intentions. 

The nature of these Bon divinities can be gathered from their associ

ated practices and iconography. A general iconographical feature of Se 

and the degyes is the per, a kimono-like garment reaching to the ankles 

with wide, triangular sleeves and a pleat over each hip. The per was 

the garment of ancient Tibetan royalty. The w arlike degyes wear armor 

beneath the per and helmets pennanted in their particular color. The 

pennants vary according to the status of the figure. Se wears a white per 
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with crystal armor and helmet. White is associated with divinity; it is 

pure and contains all the other colors. H e rides a white horse with tur-
. . 

quo1se wmgs. 

The only female degye is Lu, who is associated with water. Bringing 

rain, she also brings fertility. Thus she is the patron deity of women, 

especially young maidens. Lakes and sources of springs where shrines 

have b een built are sacred to her. Lu punishes with leprosy, rheumatism, 

and skin diseases. She can be propitiated with offerings of the three 

whites and three sweets. Lu is associated with snakes, blue-gray horses, 

and blue-gray mules. She wears a gown of feathers and seamless water

silk representing mist. She rides a blue horse with white stripes in water 

designs, and she holds a crystal vase filled with gems. 

Tsen is the god of fire. He has the power of instant destruction. He 

is associated with speed and the accomplishment of actions-especially 

destructive actions. He does not kill his enemies externally, but, because 

of the swiftness of his horse and his quickness to anger, he is able to 

instantly enter his enemy's body through the mouth or anus. Tsen is the 

patron deity of bandits and warriors. Harms associated with him are 

h eart attack and death by accident. H e is offended by making fire in inap

propriate places, by roasting m eat , or in general, by creating disturbances 

or disharmony in any particular environment. Offerings to Tsen are 

goat's blood and goat's m eat. H e is associated with brown horses and 

jackals. Tsen wears copper armor beneath his red per and rides a red 

roan. The general feeling of the image is of blood and fire. His m o m ent 

par excellence for striking is at sunset. H e h olds a scimitar and a lasso. 

Another degye is Therang, who is thought to be embodied in b oul

ders and ashes as w ell as in dice. H e brings success in games, particularly 

dice, but also any board games. In ancient warfare, h e was thought to 

guide the trajectories of catapulted boulders. Fever and dizziness are as

sociated with Therang. The appropriate offering to him is popped barley 

with milk. He is the patron god of children and blacksmiths and is also 

somewhat associated with rain. Therang rides a goat and wears a goat

skin over his black per. He carries a bellows and a hammer. 

Du is associated with darkness. He brings bad luck unless propitiated 

with offerings of leftovers. He is connected with crows and black pigs. 

Dti rides a black horse with a white blaze. He wears iron armor and 

helmet and a black per. He holds a sword and a spear w ith a black ban

ner. Fastened to his saddle are a waterbag filled with poison; a long black 
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board with a handle inscribed with his victim's names; and a ball of mul

ticolored thread which has a life of its own and can leap from its place 

and bind up a victim in an excruciating matter. 

Chuglha is the god of wealth. H e rewards thrift with prosperity and 

punishes waste with poverty. He can also bring rheumatism, ulcer, and 

swelling diseases. He is the patron deity of merchants and of the house

hold and is offered butter and grain. He is associated with the earth, as 

well as with sheep, yaks, and horses. Chuglha rides a yellow horse or a 

lion. He wears a golden per over golden armor, and a golden hat with 

four sides in the stylized form of flower petals. He carries a multicolored, 

cylinder-shaped victory banner in his right hand and a scroll in the left. 

He vomits gems. 

Nyen is the god of the Tibetan folk culture and the patron of rulers 

and all patriots. He is associated with the mountains. He is offered 

cheese, the three whites, the three sweets, and spikelets of grain plants. 

He is infringed against by chopping down any trees that may be held 

sacred locally and by digging up sacred ground; he is also offended by 

the smell of burnt food and by the beams of torches or lamps cast on the 

tops of hills or mountains consecrated to him. H e punishes by magnify

ing physical weaknesses and causing domestic chaos. The horse and deer 

(especially the musk deer) are his sacred animals, as well as quadrupeds 

in general and also birds. His female counterpart is associated with 

storms and weather. The color of Nyen's armor and per vary locally, but 

are m ost often white. H e carries a white p ennant banner. H e also carries 

either a platter or vase of j ewels. The color of his horse also varies with 

locale. 

Za is the god of psychological energy, lightning, hailstorms, and, 

more recently, electricity. Disturbed, he can addle the senses or cause 

epileptic fits and madness. He can be offended by interrupting anything 

continuous- for example, by cutting rope or by ruining paint or ink. He 

is mollified by offerings of goat's meat and goat's blood. He is the patron 

of magicians and is associated with dragons. Za rides an angry crocodile. 

Each of his eighteen faces- he has one for each kind of mythical light

ning dragon- is topped by a raven's head that shoots out lightning bolts. 

He is six-armed and holds a victory banner, a snake lasso, a bag of poi

sonous water, a b ow, and a bundle of arrows. Za has a large mouth in 

his belly, and his body is covered w ith eyes. 

Drala is the god of war and patron of warlords and warriors. H e is 
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somewhat identified with storms and storm clouds. H e is offended by 

the mistreatm ent of weapons. Drala punishes by humiliation and scan

dal, insomnia and nightmare, and even by loss of one's la, or ((soul. " H e 

is offered barley beer , tea, and the three whites and three sweets. The 

white yak, horse, eagle, and raven are sacred to him. Drala rides a horse, 

usually reddish brown. He wears armor and helmet of lacquered m etal 

and a red per. Eighteen pennants fly from his helmet. He holds a long

hoisted flag with eighteen ribbons flying at its edge and wears a belt 

which holds a bow and arrows, a lasso, an axe, a spear, a dagger, a 

sword, and other instruments of war. Drala emanates a tiger from his 

body, a black bear with a white heart from one of his legs, a jackal from 

each eye, and a hawk and eagle from his head. 

Having given an impression of the divinities and their powers, ac

cording to Bon belief, an account of some of the customs and practices 

relating to the life situations of the Bon believer will give further insight 

into the world of Bon. According to Bon tradition, when a ho use is to 

be built, the site should b e chosen by a p erson known for his wisdom 

and understanding. There are four main elements to be looked for. The 

building must b e situated so that a mountain of Nyen is in the back, that 

is, to the west. This m ountain is called the lhari, the ((mountain of god." 

This should be a rocky mountain, preferably covered with red lichen, 

the whole resembling a great red bird. The house is thus protected, like 

a child in its mother's lap. 

There should also be a m ountain on the front side, but not so high 

as the one in back. It should be somewhat chalky in composition , ideally 

resembling a white tiger. On the right there should be a river running in 

an open valley, which , by the shape of its course, should resemble a 

dragon. On the left should be a screen of mountains resembling a tor

toise's back. The tops and ridges of this northern range should not be 

jagged but should present a solid mass, since spaces sharply gapping its 

silhouette are said to represent the teeth of death. This could bring death 

to the family. Any decayed or dead trees around the site portend acci

dent and are cut down, if not found to be the haunt of some local god. 

T he traditional first step in approaching the site is to build a tower, 

or sekhar, on top of the lhari. The tower is intended as a shrine to Se, 

the local Nyen, or any other degye that is thought to be powerful in the 

area. The tower inv ites their blessing on the site. In the ceremony for 

consecrating the tower, a wool cord is extended in the four directions. 
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This acts as a conductor for Se when he descends from h eaven. Certain 
areas around the tower are designated as sacrosanct; no one goes there 

unless to make an offering. 
The follower of Bon considers birth to be extremely sacred. Never

theless, women were considered impure, since they represent the temp

tation of passion. Thus, a mother-to-be is required to lie in and remain 
in the barn until the acco1nplishment of the birth. Bon also fosters tre
mendous reverence for the holiness and the wisdom of the old . Thus it 

is the grandmother who, at the first appearance of the morning star, 
fetches water from the brook and brings it to the mother and infant. 

(The morning star is believed to be the star of the forehead , which repre
sents wisdom and learnedness. The Bon notion of the morning star also 
contains the idea of newness. In the Bon calendar, the change of date 

takes place when the morning star appears, inviting the dawn.) Once the 
child is born, it is identified with its family heritage- including its family 
mountain , family lake, and famiJy tree. lt is also assigned a turquoise 

stone, as the family possesses one for each of its members. 
The rite associated with birth is called lalu, which means "ransoming 

the la." The word la is similar in meaning to the word "soul." All human 
beings possess a la; consciousness, or sem ; and life, or sok. In the Bon 

tradition, animals do not possess a la. T he la is an entity which is part of 
one's being but is unintelligent. T herefore it can be stolen, confiscated, 
or regained, as well as reinforced by spiritual power. It can be magne
tized by any form of warmth or invitation. A child' s la is born when 

the child leaves the womb and the umbilicus is cut. Butter and milk are 
associated with the la because of their white color, which, as already 

mentioned, represents goodness or divinity. In the lalu ceremony, which 
is still practiced, an image of a sheep is n1ade from butter, and the infant 
is washed in m ilk, to invite the la to stay. 

The lalu ceretnony is also used to combat sickness. Sickness is 

thought by Bon believers to be caused directly or indirectly by the 
degyes or by certain evil forces. It begins through the weakening of a 
person's vitality. This might be caused by what is called a don. Dons lurk 

furtively outside the dominion of Yeshen and have something of a hun
gry-ghost or thieving-dog quality- timid, but once gaining a hold, not 

letting go. A don enters the system of a person who has abused the di

vine order, or perhaps it enters at a moment of depression or of some 
other weakness. Once a person is possessed by a don, there is an opening 
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for a minion of one of the degyes to steal his la. If this happens, then the 

sok (life) is subject to attack and capture by m eans of all kinds of sick

nesses. If this attack is successful the person dies. In the case of an illness 

caused by the direct punishment of one of the eight degyes, life can be 

taken without go ing through the above stages; a degye can take control 

of the sok directly. A don or a minion of a degye takes a la or sok because 

h e can use it to add to his own presence and vitality. 

Healing takes different forms, depending on the cause determined for 

the sickness. In some cases, a ceremony against a don can be performed. 

This is done by making an effigy of the sick person and offering it, along 

with some meat and the hair or clothes of the sick person, to the don as 

a replacement. Or, if a highly accomplished priest is available, he may 

perform a rite to gather all the dons in the area and frighten them off by 

manifesting as the wrathful Se. If this succeeds, the illness ends. If it fails, 

the lalu ceremony, mentioned above, is performed. 

In this case, the lalu ceremony is performed partly to give a ransom 

to the confiscator of the la, but in addition to remagnetize the la to the 

sick p erson. In order to do this, certain objects are reconsecrated: the 

person's turquoise stone; his la cup (a cup owned by each individual spe

cifically for this purpose); and the thigh bone of a sheep, inscribed with 

the p erso n 's name and astrological chart, and w rapped with colored 

threads representing the five elem ents, with the element of the p erson's 

birth year in the center. If this is effective, the illness is cured. 

If this process also fails, it is a question of a very serious illness- a 

matter of life and death. Then an accomplished priest must b e sum

moned. The priest would perform the to rite, which invokes the power 

of Se and calls for the eight degyes. The priest offers them small struc

tures, resembling little houses fashioned out of thread, as dwelling 

places. 

Another still weightier ceremony is called do. This ceremony is often 

used by Buddhists in order to invoke the gonpos (or mahakalas in San

skrit)- the protectors. The Bon ceremony invokes the degye thought to 

be involved in the illness. In this ceremony the degye is offered a new 

castle, a very elaborate miniature construction called a do. The intent of 

the rite is to lure the degye not only out of the sick person but also out 

of his own dwelling place. Daily offerings are made, and at the end of a 

certain period there is a special session in which the do is finally and 

completely offered to the degye if he will quit the sick person. 

185 



APP EN D IXES 

There are further ceremo nies of this nature which can be performed 

only by priests of the high est accomplishm ent. In on e of th ese, the priest 

threatens to d estroy the do if the degye refuses to r elease the sick person . 

In a still m ore dire rite, the priest identifies w ith Se and thus with the 

degyes, and, calling them, he imprisons them in certain appropriate sa

cred objects which he then buries. If the priest fails in the execution of 

this ceremony, it is considered a catastrophe since the attempt w ould 

enrage the degyes and they w ould take revenge. Quite possibly the priest 

himself might becom e sick or die. 

Ano ther important Bon practice seems to be the counterclockwise 

circumambulation of a mountain sacred to Se and the degyes, w hile per

forming the lhasang ritual at various p oints along the vvay. 

As well , we have evidence of some incantations in the ancient Shang

shung language, which there is reason to believe m ay h ave been the an

cestor of th e Tibetan language. These incantation s are thought to 

develop spiritual power, especially w hen accompanied by certain physi

cal m ovem ents in th e fo rm of a dance. Ther e were also supposedly som e 

visualizations of Bon deities m eant to be combined with the incantation 

and dance practice, b ut of these w e know n othing. When the prac

titioner has completed intensive training in these practices h e dem on

strates his achievement of power by throwing butter sculptures into 

boiling wate r and pulling them o ut again intact, o r by licking h eated 

rron . 

Many aspects o f the Bon religion remain to be described, but unfortu

nate]y the task greatly exceeds th e scope of this sh ort presentation. Nev

ertheless we hope that th e outlines for an accurate picture of this religion 

have been sketched and some sense given of its basic nature. 
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The Vajrayogini Shrine 

SOME UNDERSTANDING of coemergent wisdom is necessary in order 

to appreciate the significance of the Vajrayogini shrine and the ritual 

objects that are pat·t of it. When we begin to realize the coemergent 
quality of reality, we recognize that even a simple object, like a vase or 

a chair or a table, contains the potential power to spark wakefulness. The 
same is true for any sense perception or any emotion we may experi
ence. We find ourselves in a world of self-existing messages. Because we 
are able to ((read" the messages of the phenomenal world as statements 

of sacred outlook, we can properly appreciate the shrine of Vajrayogini, 
for the shrine embodies these self-existing messages and communicates 

them to others. The shrine is not set up for the worship of an external 

god or force; rather it is designed to focus the messages of sanity and 
wakefulness that exist in the world, to bring them down into the experi
ence of the practitioner, and, in some sense, to amplify their brilliance 

and power. 
The vajrayana has sometimes been misinterpreted as a highly sym

bolic system. For example, we often hear that the vajra scepter symbolizes 
skillful means or that the ghanta symbolizes wisdom. When it is said that 
the vajra is a symbol of skillful means or of indestructibility, that is true; 
but, in the genuin e vajrayana sense, it is not simply that the vajra is used 

to represent or symbolize skillful means because skillful means is too 
abstract a concept to be dealt with, or be shown, directly. T he vajra scep
ter is skillful means; it actually communicates and transmits skillful ac
tion directly if one understands the literalness of the vajrayana. For that 

reason, the shrine of Vajrayogini and all the implements on the shrine 
are then1selves regarded as sacred objects. 
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The shrine shown in the illustration is an abhisheka shrine; that is, it 

includes all of the objects that are used in conferring the abhisheka of 

Vajrayogini. A simplified version of this shrine would b e used for the 

daily practice of the sadhana. 

The mandala of Vajrayogini is placed in the center of the shrine. The 

mandala is traditionally made of colored sand, or sometimes it is painted. 

A mandala made of heaps of rice is used if neither a painted mandala nor 

a sand mandala can be made. The mandala and the objects above it, 

which will be discussed next, are regarded as a particular power spot, or 

focus, of the shrine for magnetizing the energy and blessings of Vajrayo

gini, that is, for magnetizing self-existing wakefulness. 

In the center of the painted mandala one finds a symbol for the 

hooked knife which Vajrayogini holds in her right hand. This means that 

the principal yidam, Vajrayogini herself, stands at the center of the man

dala. In the painted mandala, the hooked knife is situated in the middle 

of two crossed triangles that represent the two sources of dharmas ( cho

jung), which are the palace and the seat of Vajrayogini. The source of 

dharmas that is Vajrayogini's palace is actually a three-faced pyramid (tri

hedron), but it is represented in the painted mandala in only two dimen

sions. The apex of the triangle is an infinitesimal dot that points 

downward; the mouth of the triangle, in which Vajrayogini stands, is 

vast and spacious. 

The source of dharmas arises out of emptiness and has three charac

teristics: it is unborn, nondwelling, and unceasing. Essentially it is abso

lute space with a boundary or fram e. This represents the coemergent 

quality of wisdom and confusion arising fro m the emptiness of space. 

The source of dharmas is sometimes referred to as a channel for shun

yata or as the cosmic cervix. The source of dharmas is an abstract form 

of coemergence while Vajrayogini is the iconographic or anthropomor

phic form of the Coemergent Mother. The shape of the triangle

pointed at the bottom and wide at the top- signifies that every aspect of 

space can be accommodated at once- microcosm and macrocosm, the 

most minute situations as well as the most vast. 

It is interesting that, in many theistic traditions, the pyramid is a sym

bol of reaching upward to unite with the godhead. The pinnacle of a 

pyramid or the apex of a cathedral reaches high into the clouds above. 

In this case, the source of dharmas reaches dow n , so that pleasure, pain, 

freedom, and imprisonment all meet at the lowest of the low points of 
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A Traditional Vajrayogini Shrine. 

r. Mandala of Vajrayogini 

2. Tsobum vase (2a: Top of tosbum 

vase) 

3· Small vajra with five-colored 

thread 

4· Skull cup 

5· Mirror mandala 

6. Vajra with white ribbon 

7· Conch for oath water 

8. Jewel tsakali 

9· Crown tsakali 

ro. Phagmo torma 

II. Flower tsakali 

12. Vajra with red ribbon 

13. Sword tsakali 

14. Bell with green ribbon 

rs. Leburn 

r6. Hooked knife 

17. Joined bell and dorje 

r8- 24. Seven traditional offerings 

(repeated on each of the four 

sides): 

r8. Water 

19. Flowers 

20. Incense 

21. Light 

22. Perfumed water 

23. Food (torma) 

24. Music (symbolized by small 

conch) 



APPENDIXES 

the pyramid. In the nontheistic tradition of Buddhist tantra, the triangle 

reaches down and down into the ground of r eality; when one reaches all 

the way down to the apex of the triangle, one discovers water in that 

ground, which is known as compassion and as amrita. 

In the four cardinal points of the painted mandala, surrounding the 

hooked knife in the center, are the symbols of vajra, ratna, padma, and 

karma. Vajrayogini manifests her basic buddha family quality in the cen

tral space of the mandala. However, the energy of Vajrayogini creates a 

complete mandala that encompasses, or works with, the energies of all 

of the buddha families. Thus, in the iconography of Vajrayogini, she is 

surrounded by her retinue: the vajra dakini in the east, the ratna dakini 

in the south, the padma dakini in the west, and the karma dakini in the 

north. This is shown in the painted mandala by the symbols of the bud

dha families in the four cardinal points: the vajra in the east, representing 

her buddha-vajra quality; the jewel in the south, representing her bud

dha-ratna quality; the lotus in the west, representing her buddha-padma 

quality; and the sword in the north, representing h er buddha-karma 

quality. The painted mandala also depicts coils of joy, which symbolize 

the mahasukha, the great bliss, that Vajrayogini confers. 

On top of the mandala on th e shrine is placed the chief abhisheka 

vase, the tsobum. During the first vase abhiseka, as discussed earlier, the 

practitioners are empowered with water from the tsobum. Above the 

painted mandala is a tripod on which is placed a skull cup filled with 

amrita, which is used in conferring the second abhisheka, the secret 

abhisheka. This transmission dissolves the student's mind into the mind 

of the teach er and the lineage. In general, amrita is the principle of intox

icating extreme beliefs, based on the belief in ego, and dissolving the 

boundary between confusion and sanity so that coemergence can be 

realized. 

On the skull cup is placed the mirror mandala of Vajrayogini- a mir

ror coated with red sindura dust , in which is inscribed the mandala and 

mantra of Vajrayogini. The mirror shows that the phenomenal world 

reflects the wakefulness of Vajrayogini and that her mandala is reflected 

in the experience of the practitioner. This is the same self-existing mes

sage that was discussed earlier. The red sindura dust that covers the mir

ror represents the cosmic lust and passion of the Coemergent Mother. 

At this level of practice, passion is no longer regarded as a problem. 

Freed from grasping, it becomes a force of expansion and communica-
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tion; it is the expression of ((self-luminous compassion" as is said in the 

Vajrayogini Sadhana. 
Surrounding this arrangement of the painted mandala, the abhisheka 

vase, the skull cup, and the mirror are objects connected with the five 

buddha families and used in the transmission of the abhisheka of the 

vase. Directly in front of the painted mandala, in the east, is placed 

the five-pointed vajra, the symbol of the vajra family. The symbols of 

the buddha family- the crossed bell and dorje and the hooked knife- are 

also placed here, slightly off to one side. In the south (stage right) are 

placed the crown and the jewel representing the ratna family. In the west 

(behind the mandala) are placed the nine-pointed vajra and lotus, repre

senting the padma family. In the north (stage left) are the ghanta and the 

sword, representing the karma family. If the actual objects representing 

the buddha families are not available, painted cards (tsakali) depicting 

the objects are placed on the shrine. A second abhisheka vase, the leburn, 

is placed in the northeast corner of the shrine. The leburn is considered 

to be the embodiment of the karma dakini. At the beginning of the ab

hisheka, prior to the abhisheka of the vase, the students drink water from 

the leburn to purify and cleanse themselves; at various points in the cere

mony the vajra master sprinkles the disciples with water from the leburn 

to signify further purifying and overcoming of psychological obstacles. 

The conch shell, which holds the oath water of samaya, is placed in the 

front (east) of the shrine between the vajra family symbols and offering 

bowls on the edge of the shrine. 

In the southern quadrant of the shrine (stage right) are also placed 

the phagmo tormas, which represent Vajrayogini and her retinue. Torma 

is a form of bread sculpture made from barley flour, water, alcohol, and 

other ingredients. The phagmo tormas on the shrine are an important 

means of making offerings to Vajrayogini, and in doing so, inviting the 

blessings of the yidam and of the lineage into the environment of prac

tice. The tormas play a central role in the feast offering (ganachakra), a 

part of the Vajrayogini Sadhana. The basic idea of the feast offering is to 

make an offering of all sense perceptions and experience, transforming 

what might otherwise be expressions of confusion or indulgence into 

wakefulness. 

On the edges of the shrine box are four sets of offering bowls, seven 

bowls to a set. The seven offerings are: saffron water, flowers, incense, 

lamps, food, perfumed water, and musical instruments. The offering of 
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saffron water represents cleansing neurotic t endencies and emotional 

defilem ents, or kleshas, of body, speech, and mind. As is said in the 

sadhana: 

In order to cleanse the klesha tendencies of sentient beings 

We offer this ablution water for body, speech, and mind. 

The offering of flowers represents offerings of pleasing sense percep

tions: 

Flowers pleasing to the victorious ones of all mandalas 

Superior, well-formed, celestial varieties. 

The offering of incense represents discipline: 

The fragrance of discipline is the b est supreme incense. 

The offering of lamps represents prajna: 

Burning the poisonous kleshas and dispelling the darkness 

of ignorance, 

The brilliance of prajna is a glorious torch. 

The offering of perfumed water represents kindness: 

Pure water mixed with perfume and h erbal ingredients is 

the bathing water of the victorious ones .... 

May kindness, raining continually from cloudbanks of 

wisdom, purify the multitude of foul odors. 

The offering of food represents amrita: 

Though the victorious ones have no hunger, 

For the benefit of b eings w e offer this divine amrita food. 

The offering of musical instruments represents the melody of lib eration: 

The gong and cymbals are the liberating melody of Brahma. 

On the wall behind the shrine or on an adjacent wall is a thangka, or 

painting, of Vajrayogini. The thangka of Vajrayogini is further tribute to 

her, and it is also on aid to visualization for the practitioner. 
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About Chogyam Trungpa 

BORN IN TIBET IN 1940 , Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche was recog

nized in infancy as an important incarnate teacher. His was the last 

generation to receive the complete education in the teachings of Bud

dhism while in Tibet. The abbot of the Surmang Monasteries and the 

governor of the Surmang District of Eastern Tibet, Trungpa Rinpoche 

was forced to flee his homeland in 1959 to escape p ersecution by the 

Chinese Communists. His harrowing journey over the Himalayas to 

freedom lasted ten months. 

After several years in India, where he was the spiritual adviser to the 

Young Lamas School, Rinpoche immigrated to England, where he stud

ied at Oxford University and established the Samye Ling Meditation Cen

tre in Scotland. Following a serious automobile accident in 1969, which he 

regarded as a message to be more open and courageous, Trungpa 

Rinpoche gave up his monastic robes and became a lay teacher, in order 

to communicate more directly with Western students. In January 1970, 

he married Diana Judith Pybus and shortly thereafter immigrated with 

her to North America, where he remained until his death in 1987. 

One of the first Tibetan lineage holders to present the Buddhist 

teachings in English, Chogyam Trungpa b ecame one of the most impor

tant influences on the development of Buddhism in the West, thanks to 

his command of the English language and his understanding of the W est

ern mind. H e established hundreds of m editation centers throughout 

North America, founded Naropa University in Boulder, Colorado- the 

first Buddhist-inspired university in North America-and attracted sev

eral thousand committed students w h o received advanced teachings 

from him and have continued to propagate his t eachings and lineage in 
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ABO UT C H OGYAM T RUNGPA 

North America. Chogyam Trungpa was also instrumental in bringing 

many other great Tibetan lineage holders to teach in North America. 

H e also established Shambhala Training, a program designed to pres

ent m editation and the Shambhala tradition of warriorship to a broad 

audience. The author of more than two dozen popular books on Bud

dhism, meditation, and the path of Shambhala warriorship, he was an 

ecumenical teacher who sought out the wisdom in other schools of Bud

dhism and in other religions. He also studied and promoted a contem

plative awareness of the visual arts, design, poetry, theater, and other 

aspects of Western art and culture. 

Chogyam Trungpa died in 1987, in Halifax, Nova Scotia, at the age of 

forty-seven. He is survived by his wife and five sons. His eldest son, Sa

kyong Mipham Rinpoche, succeeds him as the lineage holder and the 

spiritual head of Shambhala. 

Trungpa Rinpoche is widely acknowledged as a pivotal figure in in

troducing the buddhadharma to the Western world. He joined his great 

appreciation for W estern culture with his deep understanding of his own 

tradition. This led to a revolutionary approach to t eaching the dharma, 

in which th e most ancient and profound teachings w ere presented in a 

thoroughly contemporary way . Trungpa Rinpoche is celebrated for his 

fearless proclamation of the t eachings: free from h esitation, true to the 

purity of the tradition, and utterly fresh. 
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Buddha, the , 4-, 16, 55, 73, 78, 79 

becoming a child of, ~ 
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as dance, 15 

egolessness and, 107---9 

idiot, 15, 91---92, 101 

as mediator of wisdom/ knowledge, 
15- 16 

skillful means and, 170, 172 

starting point of, 96 

See also Karuna 
Conceptions, fifty-two types of, 21 
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tentativeness and, 96 

Confusion, 126 

coemergence of enlightenment and, 
126, 132 

maras as forces of, 130 

mind as cause of, 18 
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meditation and, 172, 173 

Conventionality, habitual patterns and, 
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Corpse seat, l.I9-, 131- 32 

Cosmic cervix, 188 

Credentials, 89 
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Death, 143- 49 

attitudes toward, 143-44 

of ego, 132 

healing process and, 143- 49 

relationship and fear of, 140-41 
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as aggression to oneself, 54 

meditation practice and, 157 
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Desire, habitual patterns and, 5 

Devotion (Tib. mogii), 47-65, 1II-12, .liJ 

abhisheka and, 121 
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basic sanity and, 25. 
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conventional, 47- 48 

empowerment and, n6 

hinayana, 50-53, 57, 58 

mahayana, 53-57, 58 

nondual nature of, 14 

obstacles to , 54 

surrender as expression of, 57 

trust in oneself and, 53-54 

unconditioned vs. conditioned, 57, 58 

vajrayana, 57-65 

Dharma, ~ ~ 132 

taking refuge in, 52.z ~ 71 , 76-79, 108 

of what has been experienced, 78 , 79 

of what has been told, 78 , 79 

Dharmadhatu, 133- 34 

Dharmakaya, 119-, 129, 133- 34 

nonthought as, 129, 133- 34 

wisdom of, 133- 34 

Dharma poetics, 161- 66 

meditation discipline and, 165- 66 

three stages of, 161- 62 

two main kinds of, 161- 62 

Dharmata, ultimate, 131-32 

Discipline 
incense offering as, 192 

paramita of, 97-98 

Discriminating-awareness wisdom, ~ 

l2J.. 133 
Disease, 42, 144-46 

psychological responsibility for, 146 

Don(s), 184-85 

Drala (Bon deity), 182- 83 

Drinking of alcohol, 150-54 

COnSClOUS, 152, 153 

hinayana and, 154 

physical symptoms of, 153 

sense of humor and, 153 

Drogon Rechenpa, l2U 
Du (Bon deity), r8r- 82 

Duality, 19- 20 

ego as realm of, 21 

mind as, 19- 21 

transcending, 132 

Duhkha (suffering), 77 
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Earth element, II5 

mindfulness of body and, 25 

representing lineage, 85 

Eccentricity, r6 

Ego (belief in a self), 3-4, 19, 58, 107-8 

as cause of suffering, 108 

deceptions of, :h 48, 133 

as gift to spiritual friend, ~ 
mind/ sem as, 39 

paramita of transcendent knowledge 
and, IOO 

realm of duality, 21 

surrendering, !Q2 

Vajrayogini as conqueror of, g2_. 129 

Egolessness, 107-9, 170 

aloneness as, ro8 

as compassion/ skillful means, l7fl 

desert of, 6r 

final expression of, nr 

nontheism as, 107 

as path of selfless action, ID9 

of self and other, 107- 8 

skillful means and, J:.70. 

three disciplines leading to, 3- 5 
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earth, 25, 85, II5 

fire, II5 

generosity of, 92 

identifying with, 91, 102 

space, ll4 

water, ns 
wind, n6 

Emotions, 20-21 

as energy source, 99 

Empowerment, 58, 64- 65, n6, 125 

devotion and, n6 

Emptiness, 108-9 

union ofbliss and, 124, 134 

visualization and, 127-28 

See also Shunyata 
Energy, five styles of, n4- 16 

See also Five buddha families 
Enlightenment (Skt. bodhi), 13- 14, 39, 92, 

109, 156, 169- 70 

Buddha's, 74- 5, 130, 169 

coemergence of confusion and, 126, 

132 

compassion and, 14- 15, J:.7!l 

dawn of, :g 

development of, 17 

ego as obstacle to, 106- 7 

egolessness as, 170 

good manners as expression of, roo- 101 

intellectual view of, IJ 

manifesting, 169- 173 

prajna/ jnana and, 15 

skillful means and, 170 

three qualities of, 15 

two main qualities of, J:.70. 
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Envy,ns 
Eternity, hope for, 139- 40 

relationship and, 139- 40 

Ethics (Buddhist), ro-n, 43-44 

Exchanging self for others, 6-7, !Q2 

Exertion, paramita of, 99-100 

laziness and, 99 

Fear of death, 140-41 

relationship and, 140-41 

Fearlessness, 105 

Feast offering (Skt. ganachakra), 191 

First (vase) abhisheka, 122-24, 190 

First Noble Truth, 77 

"First thought, best thought," 172 
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five abhishekas of vase and, 122- 124 

mandala of, 190 

neuroses of, 114-16 

symbols of, 123, 124, 190 

wisdom of, IJ4- I6 

See also individual listings 

Fixation, 109- 10 

ego as, 19 

Four foundations of mindfulness, 18- 45 

meditation practice and, 18, 23, 25-27, 

30- 37 

Four Noble Truths, 78-79 

Four preliminary practices, 58-59 

See also Ngondro 
Fourth (suchness) abhisheka, 124 

Freedom, ~ ll4 

definition of, 5 
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of mahamudra, 134 

refuge vow as expression of, 69, 71 

vajra, Il4,. 121, .!35.,. 154 

Gampopa, I2.D. 

Gautama Buddha, 75, 89, 155- 56 

enlightenment of, 74- 75, 130, 169 

Generosity 
commitment to, 103 

mahayana, 57 

paramita of, 97 

Vajfayana, 57 

See also Surrender 
Gentleness, 83, 89- 90, 93, 96 

as mark of Buddhist, 83 

Ghanta (bell), ~ 
abhisheka of the, ~ 
wisdom as, 187 

Giving up, 81 

Body, speech, and mind, 58-59, 6o- 6r, 

158 

ego, §5 

personal territory, 93---94 

pnvacy, 94---95 

three jewels and, 158 

Grasping/ clinging, ~ 
fixation and, 19, !Q2 

Guhyasamaja Tantra (on intoxication), 

154 
Gurdjieff, 152 

Guru, 6o 

in anuttaratantra, rn 

seen as idol, ~ 
See also Vajra Master 
Guru Yoga practice, II2, I..IJ 

Habitual patterns, §.. 170 

conventionality and, 5 
lower realms and, 170 

poetics and, 161-62 

Healer, role of, 145 

Healer-patient relationship, 143-44, 145, 

146-49 

common ground of, 148- 49 

confronting uncertainty in, 144 

Healing process, 143- 49 

attitude towards death and, 143- 44 

fear of loss and, 143- 44 

health and, 144 

key to, 145, 148-49 

meaning of, 149 

meditation and, 146 

sense of survival and, 143 

without goal, 148 

Hero worship, 48, III 

Hinayana Buddhism, ~ 58, 70, roo 

as basis of mahayana, roo 

devotion and, 50- 53, 57, 58 

Holy Ghost, 172 

Hooked knife (hook of mercy), Il9-, 133 

Vajrayogini as, r88, 190 

Hopelessness, 55 

Hum (seed syllable), 128, 129 

Humor, sense of, 92, 127 

buddha genes and, 6. 

conscious drinking and, 153 

great joy as, 6. 

two kinds of, 6. 

Iconography 
of Bon deities, 180-83 

of Vajrayogini, II9-2o, 128- 33, 190 

visualization and, 126, 127 

Idiot compassion, 15, 91, 101 

Ignorance, §... I.l4-,. 129 

habitual pattern and, 5 

Imagination, 44 

Individual liberation (Skt. pratimoksha), 
ro8 

Initiation. See Abhisheka 
Intellect, 12- 17 

compassion and, 14-15 

intuition and, 12-17 

Intoxication, 154 

of extreme beliefs, 133 

nonduality as, 154 

Intuition, 12-17 

intellect and, 12- 17 

Jesus Christ, r6o, 169 

Jnana (wisdom), 14 

enlightenment as compassion, prajna 
and, 14- 16 

Jnanasattva, 127 
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Joy, 6 

compassion as, 16 
perception and, 163- 64 
sense of humor and, 6 

suffering/ pain and, 154, 165- 66 

Kagyii Lineage, 120. 

as "hearing" lineage, 120. 

See also Karma Kagyii lineage 
Kalpa-ending fire (Indian mythology), 

!28, 129 
Kalyanamitra (spiritual friend), 53- 57, nr 
Kapa1a (skull cup), 133, 189 

Karma (buddha family), II5-16, 12.6 

symbol of, n6, I2J 

Karma Kagyu lineage, 107 
Karmapa lineage and, 120. 

mother tantra and, 121 
ngondro, n2- 13 
Tilopa and, II7 
Vajrayogini and, 107, no- n, II7, 

120- 21 
Karmapa I (Tusum Khyenpa), 1.20. 

Karmapa II (Karma Pakshi), 120. 

Karmapa III (Rangjung Dorje ), 120. 

Karmapa V (Teshin Shekpa), 120. 

Trungmase and, 120. 

Karma Pakshi (Karmapa II), I.20. 

Karuna (compassion), 14 

prajna and jnana and, 14- 16 
upaya and, r7o, r72 

Khatvanga (staff), J.!9. 

skillful means as, 133 
Kindness, as offering of perfume water, 

192 
Kleshas, 130, 131 

saffron water offering to cleanse, 192 
Knowledge, 15- 16 

wisdom and, 15-16 
Kiinga Gyaltsen (Trungpa 1), l.2ll., 121 

Laziness, overcoming, with simplicity, 

99 
Leburn, 191; 189 

Lhasang practice, 18o, 186 
Liberation 

obstacle to, 106- 7 
offering of musical instruments as, 192 

Lineage, 55, 56, 59,78 
Bodhisattva, 88 
earth as representing, 85 
ngondro and, n2- r3 
refuge vow and, 85- 86 
samaya vow and, 59 
shrine as, 85 

Loneliness, 71 
sangha and, 81 
taking refuge as odyssey of, 7r 
See also Aloneness 

Lote lingkyur (trust completely !let go), 
III- 12 

Lotus seat, 120. 131-32 
Lower realms, r7o 
Lu (female Bon deity), 181 

Magic (Skt. siddhi), ro6 , 126 
Mahamudra realization, 134 
Mahasukha (great joy), 1.24, 133, 134 

cosmic orgasm of, 154 
intoxication and, 154 
wisdom and, 134 

Mahayana ("great vehicle"), ~ 54, 58, 
ro8, 126 

bodhisattva path, 54, 55-56, 89 
devotion and, 53- 57, 58 
hinayana discipline and, 100 
practice, !Q2 

Mandala 
practice, u2- 13 
Vajrayogini mirror, 190-91 
Vajrayogini painted, r88, 191 
world as, of enlightened mind, ~ 

Mantra practice, II2 
Mara(s), lliti 130 
Marpa, 117 
Materialism 

psychological, 75 
spiritual, ~ 54, 58, 75, I7I 

Meditation in action, 31 
See also Bodhisattva activity 

Meditation, paramita of, roo 
Meditation practice, 4-5, ~ 45-46, 78, 

82, 83, 95, roo , 107, 170-7r 
aggression and, 99 
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basic goodness and, lj-6. 

breathing technique, 40, 41-42, 44-45, 

l.Cl7 
for children, 155-56, 157- 58 

communism and, 160 

contemplative traditions and, !Z.b 173 

depression and, L57 

disease and, 14-6-
egolessness and, 90 

ground of vajrayana, ID7 

healing process and, I41i 
mind and, R _y 

poetics and, 165-66 

postmeditation and, 7-8, 4J. 

posture, IQL ~ 

purpose of, 38- 39 

restlessness and, ~ 
shamatha-vipashyana, 8~, 107- 8, 1.28. 

study and, 13- 14 

survival instinct and, ~ 2& 

vipashyana, 8~, 108, 1.28. 

Memory, 8~ 
Merton, Father Thomas, I7-I 

Milarepa, 120. 

Mind, 19- 23 

conceptual, 99- 100, 129- 30 

definitions of, ~ 21 

as ego, aQ. 

emotions and, 20-21 

m editation practice and, 2J 

projections of, ~ 20-21 

spirituality based on , 18-20 

surrender of, 61 

three main aspects of (rikpa, sem , yi), 
21- 22. (See also individual listings) 

as vaJra nature, no 

Mindfulness, R 43- 44, I41i 
breath as expression of, 29-

disease as m essage of, L¢ 

See also Four foundations of mindful
ness 

Mindfulness of body, 23-26, I41i 
m editation practice and, 25-26, ~ 

psychosom atic body, 23- 25 

trust and, 25- 26 

Mindfulness of effort, 30- 33 

analogy: elephant/ tortoise walk, J.D., 

32 

vs. conventional effort, 32.t ~ 

meditation practice and, 30-33 

sudden reminder/ flash as, 32-33, 44 

Mindfulness of life, 26-29, 43-44 

m editation and, 26-28, ~ 

touch-and-go technique, 26- 27 

Mindfulness of mind, 33-37, 42 
intelligence of, M 

medi tation practice and, 34- 37 

one-shot perceptions, 35- 36 

Mirrorlike wisdom, ~ I2J 

Money, 167- 68 

relationship and, 168 

Moon disk seat, ll9, 131-32 

Mother of all Buddhas, 132- 33 

Mother tantra, 121 

Karma Kagyii, 121 

Name(s) 
abbisheka, 123- 24 

bodhisattva name, ID4 

refuge name, 84, .L04 

secret / tantric, 123- 24 

Naropa, ll7. 120. 

Vajrayogini chig gyii transmission, 120. 

Naropa University, 19$ 

Necklace of severed heads, ~ 129-30 

Ngondro, no, n2- 13 

Nine degyes (Bon deities), r.8.o., ~ 

iconography of, 180- 83 

Nirmanakaya, ~ ~ 
Nonaggression, ~ .8J 

as bodhisattva path, S4 

refuge vow and, ~ 
as world view, 94 

Nonduality, ,w 
as zeroness vs. oneness, w 

Nontheism, ~ ~ Lq 

buddha-nature and, ~ 
Buddhism and, .!.QZ 

egolessness and, 107- 8 

Nonthought, 129, 1M 
dharmakaya as, 129 

hooked knife as, .!!.2.z. ill 
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Nowness, ~ 
Nyen (Bon deity), rB.2 

Offerings, seven Vajrayogini, 191- 92, 1..8.9 
Openness, lJ., 31t 62 

intellect and, 62 

key to healing, ~ 148- 49 

precision and, 62 

refuge as commitment to, 85 

sudden reminder and, 33. 

Open secret, 2J. 

Original sin, -UQ 

Outbreath, following the, 40, 44-45 

Padma (buddha family), ~ I.2J... I..2.8. 

symbol of, ~ ~ 
Panic, 40-41 

openness and, 63-64 

vajrayana, 62-64 

Paramitas. See Six paramitas 
Passion, 82, 190- 191 

of Coemergent Mother/Vajrayogini, 
IL~ 128, 129, .I9l 

transforming, into compassion, l2.8. 

Passionlessness, 76, 82 

as expression of nirvana, 76 

Path (Buddhist), z..h Z2z l2.6 

ground of, 108 

intellectual vs. intuitive approach, 
12- 13 

meaning of, 7.8 
meditation practice, ~ 
taking refuge as commitment to, ZQ 

Patience, paramita of, 98-99 

Perna Karpo, .6.J 
Per (robe), r8o- 81 

Perception(s), 20 

joy and, 163-64 

mind and, 20 

offering of flowers as, 122 

one-shot, 35-37 

pure (Tib. tag nang), I.14- See also 
Sacred outlook 

Phagmo torma, l2!. 

Phat, (seed syllable), ~ 
Pleasure, W..IM 

pain and, !Q, ~ 165- 66 

Poetics, 161- 62 

growing-old style, 162- 63 

purification and, 162, 163 

rejuvenating style, 162- 63 

See also Dharma poetics 
Pomdrakpa, I.2D 

Postmeditation, 7-8, 4-J. 

Prajna (intellect), 3- 5, 14-16, 1.0.9 

enlightenment as compassion, jnana 
and, 14- 16 

musiC as, ~ 
offering lamps as, 192. 

shila, samadhi, and, 3-5, 6. 

skull cup I amrita as, II9. 

union of upaya and, I.1.9 

Prajnajnana abhisheka, 1.24 

Prajnaparamita, 132-133 

Vajrayogini as, IL9.. 132-33 

Privacy, giving up, 94-95 

Projection(s) 
meditation practice, 21 

mental, ofbody, 23-24 

of mind, 19- 21, ~ 44 

Prostrations, 112 

bodhisattva ceremony, l.Q2 

refuge ceremony, 84- 85 

Psychosis, 38- 39 

Psychosomatic 
body, 23- 25, 41- 42 

world, 42 

Purification, 112- 13 

poetics and, I.6..2, 163 

Rangjung Dorje (Karmapa III), I.2D 

Ratna (buddha family), ~ ~ 
symbol of, ~ ~ 

Razor's edge, 41, ~ .6.J 
Reality 

as one-shot deal, ;6 

as razor's edge, 41 

Refuge name, 84, !Q4 

Refuge vow ceremony, 71-73, 84-86 

change of attitude, 82- 83 
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change of name, 84, 84 
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prostrations and, 84- 85 

See also Taking refuge 
Refuge vow formula, 85 

Relationship 
beyond hope / fear, 141- 42 

fear of death and, 140- 41 

healing, 143-44, 146-49 

hope for eternity and, 139-40 

money and, 168 

trust in, 142 

See also Student-teacher relationship 
Resentment, rr6 

Right effort, 30 

Rikpa (intelligence/ brightness), 21, 22 

Rolpe Dorje, 121 

Rudra and his wife, 131 

Sacred objects, 187 

Sacred outlook (Tib. tag nang), 106, 

II3- 14, 124- 25 

samaya as, .1.2§. 

Sacredness (Skt. adhishthana), :!DJ. 135, 

173 

self-existing, II3- I4 

Samadhi (meditation), 3- 5, 14 

Samaya, no, 125-26 

ofbody, speech, and mind, .1.2§. 

sacred outlook as, .1.2§. 

Samaya oath water, 6o, 122 

Samaya vow, 59- 60, 122 

Samayasattva, 127- 28 

Sambhogakaya, ~ 130 

Sampannakrama (Tib. dzogrim), 127, 

128, 

emptiness and, 128 

shamatha-vipashyana and, 128 

Samsara, 50- 51 

Samskara(s), 129-30 

necklace of severed heads as, 112., 

129- 30 

Sangha, 3fi,. ~ 

taking refuge in, 3.D.,. ~ 71, 79- 82, 108 

Sanity 
basic, ~ 85, no 

confusion and, 126 

vaJra, .1.2§. 

Se (Bon deity), 179- 80, r84, 186 

Seat (of yidam) 
corpse, I.I9, 131- 32 

lotus, 120. 131-32 

moon disk, ll9-,. 131-32 

sun disk, I.I9, 131- 32 

Second (secret / guhya) abhisheka, I~,. 

190 

Secret / tantric name, 123- 24 

Self-visualization, 127 

as samayasattva, 127 

Sem (basic mind), 21, 22, 37- 38 

as ego, 39 

Sense perceptions. See Perception( s) 
Sentient beings, 101 

Shakyamuni Buddha. See Gautama 
Buddha 

Shamatha meditation (Tib. shine), 8--9, 

10, 107- 8, 128 

Shambhala teachings, 196 

Shenrap Miwo (Bon sage), 178 

Shila (discipline), .1 

samadhi and prajna, 3-5, .6 

Shunyata, 108- 9 

compassion and, LQ9. 

Vajrayogini as, 128 

See also Emptiness 
Sickness, 145- 46 

mechanical approach, 145 

state of mind and, 145 

Simplicity, 36-37, 99 

meditation practice and, 36-37 

overcoming laziness with, 99 

Sindura dust, 190 

Sitting meditation. See Meditation prac
tice 

Six paramitas, 87, 97- 100 

bone ornaments as, I.I9, 132 

See also individual listings 
Skillful means (Skt. upaya), I.I9, 133 

compassion and, 170, 172 

khatvanga as, 133 

vajra scepter as, 187 

Skull cup (Skt. kapala), ll9-,. 133, 189 

So sor tharpa (individual liberation), 108 
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Source of dharmas (Tib. chojung), 127, 

188 

as channel for shunyata, r88 

coemergence as, 188 

vs. pyramid, r88, 190 

Speech 
samaya of, ~ 
surrender of, 58, 61, 158 

Speediness, II6 

Spiritual friend (Skt. kalyanamitra), 

53-57' 59, III 
Spirituality, 18-19 

mind as basis of, 19-20 

Spiritual materialism, ~ 54, 58, I7I 

Spiritual path, 18-20, 55 

beginning, 19 

intellectual vs. intuitive approach, 
12- 13 

mind as basis of, 19-20 

See also Buddhist path 
Spiritual pizza, 35 

Spiritual shopping, ~ 69- 70, 171 

Spiritual teacher, 42. 
as elder/ wise man, III 

as rescuer, ~ 59 

as spiritual friend, 53-57, 59, III 

surrender to , 53 

See also Vajra master 
Student-teacher relationship, 48-49, 

55- 57 

hopelessness and, 55 

Student-teacher relationship (vajrayana), 
III-12 

samaya vow and, 59-60 

trust and, 62, III- 12 

Suchness ( chaturtha) abhisheka, l.24 

Sudden flash / reminder, 32-33, 44 

all levels I meditation and, 32 

openness and, 33 

Suffering (Skt. duhkha), 77, 89 

as "broom sweeping away suffering," 
r66 

cause of, ro8 

Sun disk, ~ 131- 32 

Surrender 
ofbody, speech, and mind, 58-59, 

6o- 6r, !58 

ofego, IQ2 
lote lingkyur and, III- 12 

mahayana, 53 

vajrayana, 57-61, III-12 

Survival instinct, 27, 28 

Sutrayana, ro6. See also Mahayana 
Svastika, 177 

Taking refuge, 50-51, 69-74, 103, ro8 

in Buddha, 50-51, 71, 73, 74-75, ro8 

in Dharma, ~ ~~ 71, 76- 79, ro8 

in Sangha, ~~ 71, 79- 82, ro8 

Tantra (Buddhist), ~ 
anuttara, 121 

use of alcohol in, 153- 54 

See also Vajrayana 
Tantrayana, no. See also Vajrayana 
Tendrel (Bon: cosmic law), 178- 79 

Teshin Shekpa (Karmapa V), l2Q 

Therang (Bon deity), r8r 

Third (prajnajnana) abhisheka, ~ 
Thoughts 

flat-bottomed, 25-26, 40-41 

neurotic patterns of, 129 

Three Jewels, 82, 158 

Three poisons, 133 

The Tibetan Book of the Dead, 40 

Tilopa, II7 

Torma(s), 191 

phagmo, 191 
Touch-and-go (meditation technique), 

26-27, 29, 42-43, 44-45 
Transcendental knowledge (prajna) 

paramita of, 100, 132- 133 
three yanas and, roo 

Transmission, 58 

chig gyii,120 

refuge vow, 85-86 

Trikaya, ~ 130 

Varayogini as spontaneous, 133 

See also individual listings 
Tripitaka (Buddhist canon), 78 

Trung Mase, 120-21 

Trungpa I and, ~ 121 

Trungpa 1 (Ki.inga Gyaltsen), 120. 121 

Trungpa Rinpoche, Chogyam, 121, 

195- 96 
escape from Tibet, 158- 6o, 195 
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Trust 
in kalyanamitra, 53-54 
mindfulness of body and, 25-26 
in oneself, 53- 54, 90- 91, 97---98 
in others, 98 
relationship and, 142 
in sangha, 81-82 
in vajra master, 62, 111-12 

Tsakali, 191 
Tsen (Bon deity), 181 
Tsobum (shrine vase), 122, 189, 190 
Tiisum Khyenpa (Karmapa 1), 120. 

Ugyenpa, 120. 

Upaya (skillful means), 170 
karuna and, 170, 172 
unjon of prajna and, I.l.9-

Utpattikrama (Tib. kyerim), 127, 128 
emptiness and, 128 
shamatha-vipashyana and, 128 

Vajra (Tib. dorje) 
abhisheka of the, ~ 
definition of, 14. no 

freedom, !35 
hell,6o 

Vajra (buddha family), ~~ 

symbol of, ~ ~ 
Vajralike samadhi, 14 

threefold process of, 14 

Vajra master, 59- 65, 111-12 
vajra scepter of, ful 
as yidam, 121 

Vajra nature, 109- 10 
mind as, no 
threefold, 111- 12 
yidam as embodiment of, 109- 10 

Vajra sanity, ~ 

Vajrasatrva, n2 
mantra practice, 1!2 

Vajra scepter, 24_. ~ l.2J 
as skillful means, 187 

Vajravarahi, 129 
Vajrayana (Buddhism), ~58-59, OJ.. 

106-7' 126, ll5..,. !87 
definjtion of, rro 

devotion, 57- 65, III- 12 

IN 0 EX 

generosity, 57-58 
literalness of, 187 
magic of, ro6, 126 
mahayana, ground of, 106- 7 
panic, 62- 64 
power of, 106, III 
stages of, practice, III 

surrender, 57-61 
symbolism, 187 
warnings about, 6o, 6,l 

Vajrayogini, 107, n6, 128- 34, 118 

Chakrasamvara and, 133 
as Co emergent Mother, II7, 126 
hooked knife as, 188, 190 

horrific accoutrements of, 129- 30 
iconography of, 119- 120, 128- 133, 190 
Karma Kagyi.i and, 107, no-11 

passion of, ~ 128, 129, 190-91 
phagmo torma as, 191 
retinue, 190 
sacred outlook, ro6, 113- 14 

sow's face, !.!2... 129 
as spontaneous trikaya, 133 
as Vajravarahi, 129 

Vajrayogini abhiseka, II6, 117 

ceremony, 121- 24 
refuge / bodhisattva vows and, 122 

shrine, 187---92 
vajra master and, 121 
See also Abhisheka (fourfold anuttara); 

Vase (kalasha) abhisheka 

Vajrayogini mandala (painted), 188, 190, 

191 
coils of joy, 190 
four cardinal points of, 190 

hooked knife at center of, 188, 190 
source of dharmas, 188 
symbols of buddha families, 190 

Vajrayogini sadhana practice, 117, 120-21, 

129 
in America, 121 

feast offering (ganachakra), 191 

fruition of, 134 
Karma Kagyi.i lineage and, II7, 120-21 

Vajrayogini shrine, 187---92, 189 
buddha family objects, 191 
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Vajrayogini shrine (continued) 
co-emergent wisdom and, 187 

conch shell, 191 

leburn, 191 

mirror mandala, 190- 91 

painted mandala, 188, 190, 191 

phagmo tormas, 191 

seven offerings, 191---92 

skull cup/ amrita, 190, 191 

thangka, 192 

tsobum, 190 

Vajrayogini: The Sovereign of Desire, 118 

Vase (kalasha) Abhisheka, 122-23, 190 

crown abhisheka of, 123 

five buddha families and, 122-24 

ghanta abhisheka of, 123 

name abhisheka of, 123- 24 

vajra abhisheka of, 123 

vase abhisheka of, 122- 23, 190 

Vipashyana meditation (Skt. lhakthong), 
8- 9, IO, 108 

sampannakcama and, 128 

Visualization practice 
emptiness and, 127-28 

iconography and, 126, 127 

sampannakcama (fulfillment stage), 
127-28 

utpattikrama (developing stage), 127, 

!28 

Wakefulness 
confusion and, 126 

self-existing, ofVajrayogini, 187, r88 

See also Bodhichitta 
Warnings (vajrayana), 6o 

Wisdom, 16 

of all-accomplishing action, rr6, 123 

of all-encompassing space, rr~ 124 

of bliss / emptiness, 134 

definition of, 15 
of dharmakaya, 134 

discriminating awareness, II5, 123, 133 

of equanimity, II5, 123 

as ghanta/bell, 187 

nondual, 134 

See also Intuition 
Working with others, 8o, 87, 88- 89 

World 
mind's, 23, 38 

psychosomatic, 42 

of self-existing messages, 187 

Yeshen (Bon deity), 179- 80 

communicating with, r8o 

Yi (sixth sense consciousness), 21-22 

Yidam(s), no, n6, 125 
basic sanity and, no 
buddha family principles and, n6 
definition of, rro 

as embodiment of vajra nature, rro 

enlightened mind as, 127 

practice, 126- 28 

vajra master as, 121 

Za (Bon deity), r82 

Zen Buddhism, IJ 
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BUDDHISM 

n The Heart of the Buddha. the Tibetan meditation master 

Chogyam Trungpa presents the basic teachings of Bud
dhism as they relate to everyday life. The book is divided 

into three parts. In "Personal Journey," the author discusses the 
open. inquisitive, and good-humored qualities of the "heart of 
the Buddha." an "enlightened gene" that everyone possesses. In 

"Stages on the Path," he presents the three vehicles-Hinayana, 
Mahayana, and Vajrayana-that carry the Buddhist practitioner 
toward enlightenment. In "Working with Others," he describes 

the direct application of Buddhist teachings to topics as var
ied as relationships. drinking. children, and money. The Heart 

of tile Buddhn reflects Trungpa's great appreciation for Western 
culture and deep understanding of the Tibetan Buddhist tra

dition, which enabled him to teach Westerners in an effective, 
contemporary way. 

(•94o-1987) was a meditation master, 
teacher, and artist who founded Naropa University in Boulder, 
Colorado, and an international association of meditation centers 
known as Shambhala International. He is the author of numer

ous books. 

0 2010 Sbamblula Publlcauo os, lnc. 
Pnntcd m U.S.A. 

US$16.95 Can $1 9.95 


