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t the time of this writing the United States is engaged in another
terrible war. As I have watched it on television, I have found
myself on one level a bit perplexed. My pre-1960s mentality, formed by
an education that convinced me that America was the good guys and that American government and the American system in general were the repository of all
right principle in the universe, is very impressed with and has the tendency to
rejoice in the seemingly benign attitudes that one sees very often in the war
faction. Though they are engaged in preemptive warfare, their manner is polite
and conscientious about trying to save lives. They have spent years creating
“smart weapons” to take out only hard military targets which at the same time
will avoid as never before in the history of warfare the killing of innocent civilians. They slowly close the noose on Baghdad, making extensive excursions
through the city with their tanks and armored weapons, not wanting to kill
anybody, but wanting simply to demonstrate American presence and overwhelming military might, hoping that the enemy will then happily lay down
their arms. They engage in what must be very reasonable and reassuring conversations with Iraqi generals, Islamic imams, and other elements of the Iraqi
leadership, undoubtedly assuring them safety and all kinds of economic and
political assistance for their cooperation with the United States’ benign intention to liberate the Iraqi people from a harsh and brutal dictatorship into the
blessings of liberal democracy and economic liberty.
My late 1960s mentality, on the other hand, which evolved over a seven-year
career of organizing in the civil rights and anti-war movements, is a bit more
cynical. To this mind, the “benign” aspect of the war party is nothing other than
the sheep’s clothing on the wolf. The effort to avoid both our own military casualties and the collateral casualties in enemy civilian populations is simply an
effort to eliminate any opposition at home to our military actions, or at least the
effectiveness of any such opposition. After all, the Vietnam War was lost in large
part because of increasing opposition to the war by the American people. The
fact that “body bags” has become a verboten expression in the military, that
displays of war carnage, especially of wounded and dead American soldiers, by
the American media, have been highly discouraged by the military, and that the
war reportage in general is being sanitized, is evidence of the military’s intense
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concern that a “fifth column” among the American people not be opened up in
this war. That the United States is spending a lot of time on the telephone and
through email with the Iraqi military and other elements of the Iraqi leadership is simply evidence that the United States wishes to preserve intact as
many as possible of the human resources of Iraq. These human resources will
be needed after the battles to maintain internal law and order and to ensure
Iraq’s safety from external aggression. At the same time the US will want to
preserve the cheap labor force to dig the wells and man the pumps while the
United States and its friends exploit the Iraqi oil fields for their own benefit.
To this rather cynical mind, maintaining the myth that the United States
forces are protecting these oil fields for the benefit of the Iraqi people is
merely a deception they intend to get away with—and probably will get away
with—on the great propaganda principle practiced by Machiavellian politicians everywhere that there is no need to tell the truth: Tell the people often
enough what you want them to believe and they will believe it. When they talk
about liberal democracy, what they are really talking about are political institutions and elections that the United States can control through strategic
covert infusions of funds. Once created, these institutions and elections will
ensure that the Iraqis develop a commitment to the economic liberty manifest
in the free market capitalist system. And when they talk about economic
liberty, what they are really talking about is de-nationalizing or privatizing
the Iraqi oil industry and turning it over to the oil companies of America and
its friends—all of this in the name of Iraqi freedom and the national security
of the United States. The real intention of all of this is the beginning of American control over something between 54 percent and 67 percent of the total oil
reserves of the world by the year 2020. In a world increasingly dependent on
oil—in a world in which China, as an example, will need to get three-quarters
of its oil from the Middle East by the same year—American hegemony in Iraq
and in the rest of the Middle East means power and leverage in international
affairs.
It would be surprising if many of these and similar ideas have not been
running through the minds of other Americans, many of whom have taken
sides in this conflict. But the majority of Americans in all likelihood are terribly and increasingly confused. We cannot truly say that we know what’s going
on in all of this. We cannot really read the hearts and minds of the Iraqi
people, nor, for that matter, of the American leadership. We can hear what
they say, but we have been conditioned over the years not to take anything
that they say at face value because they have been caught lying to us so often,
especially in the area of foreign policy, which is so far removed from the daily
experience of the American people that it is impossible for us to make completely informed judgments about it. We feel concerned, but do not know what
to do. We want to do something, but what if we are wrong? What if we truly
misunderstand the situation? Then we risk compounding the problem. It is
taught in the Buddhist tradition that compassion without wisdom only leads
to endless wandering through the realms of suffering of conditioned existence.
Somehow we also feel that if we just could know the “facts” (“Just the facts,
Ma’am, only the facts,” says Sergeant Joe Friday), we could understand the
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situation and would then be able to act appropriately and compassionately. But
the problem is that there are no “facts.” In the words of Norman Mailer, “facts”
are just “intensified fantasies.”
The world that ordinary beings live in is a world whose foundation is dualistic consciousness: I experience myself in here in my mind in my body perceiving
something out there that is separate from me. However, what the eyes see, the
ears hear, the nose smells, the body touches and feels, the tongue tastes, are
none of them experienced directly by us. We only experience our own vague
conceptualized version of what the sense organs experience. We experience
actually a mental replica of the experience of the senses. This conceptual replica
is merely a vague approximation of the original unconfused data of the senses
that the mental consciousness has conceptualized, solidified, and projected back
onto the objects and events experienced by the senses. It is that vague approximation, that replica, that we perceive and that then forms the basis for our
actions of body, speech, and mind. In the words of Nagarjuna, “The phenomena
that appear [through the sense organs] to the mental consciousness, the chief of
them all, / Are conceptualized and then superimposed.” This superimposition,
which we are here calling a replica, is conditioned by all that we have experienced with like objects in the past.
If an object suddenly appears in front of us, we know by virtue of the fact that
it is not rooted to the ground and can move that it is a sentient being. We know
by its upright posture and its two legs, etc., that it is a human being. We know by
its particular shape and its dress and its voice that it is likely to be male, for
example. If our experience with males has been generally positive, at this point
we will be having a generally positive perceptual experience. However, if our
father beat us often, if we have been raped, or if we have been condescended to
or discriminated against because of our gender, we may be having a negative
perceptual experience instead; we may see a potentially aggressive and dangerous person, a potential rapist, or a male chauvinist. If we see a black-haired,
slightly swarthy, heavily bearded young man with indigestion at an airport, we
may instantly be afraid, assuming that we may be seeing a disgruntled, angry
terrorist. In any event, we will not be seeing precisely what is in front of us.
An older Midwestern farmer with little experience of foreign affairs who
sees George W. Bush on television and hears the tones and manners of his
speech will very likely see a good Christian, better for his own personal reformation, and a strong and wise leader doing God’s work. But a former student
activist from the 1960s is more likely to see a representative of some aspect of
the American ruling class, a representative of the oil cartels and of the militaryindustrial complex, the players of which are making and stand to make a great
deal of money through this war. This latter mentality is likely to see an imperial
conqueror, a cynical robber baron, intent only on an increase in American power,
which will in turn ensure that rich Americans will be able to continue to exploit
the world’s wealth of raw materials and cheap labor for their own benefit.
But none of these conceptual imputations is conveyed to us by our senses;
certainly not the words, but also not even the nondiscursive but nonetheless
conceptual feelings and evaluations, the first impressions, that we experience—
our sense of halo and beatific glory or our sense of fangs. They are superimposed
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by us onto the objects of our perceptions, which projections we then assume are
the reality of what we are seeing.
If one is a born-again, evangelical Christian, and has often heard preached
the scriptural revelations of the end days, with the Jews’ return to their homeland, the coming of the anti-Christ, Armageddon, the rapture, and the second
coming, it is not impossible that one might instantly have the feeling, even the
certainty, that one is seeing that scenario taking place, and produce instant
replicas or mental projections of the American leadership as Godly men and
women.
As mahayana Buddhists, we have our own teachings concerning the correctness of engaging in a little harm in order to prevent a greater evil, or engaging
in a little harm to create a great good. We also have our experiences and memories of the Second World War, in which a great deal of violence was perpetrated
in order to eliminate what we then perceived as a much greater evil. Seeing the
relatively gentle nature of the warfare in Iraq—gentle compared with the
United States’ fire-bombing and nuclear-bombing of civilian populations that
took millions of lives during World War II—and seeing the rapid accomplishment of objectives in Iraq and the initial jubilation of the people in the streets,
we may also generate benign replicas in our minds and project them onto the
American leadership and onto the events of this war. Based on these replicas,
we may think that this activity involving a minimum of violence is necessary to
eliminate preemptively a much more horrific suffering, and all of this we might
then take as the actual facts or as the reality of what we are seeing and otherwise perceiving. But, again, none of these conceptual imputations is conveyed to
us by our senses; they are superimposed by the mental consciousness onto the
objects of our perceptions, which projections we then assume are actual reality.
Though it takes considerable time to express these superimpositions verbally or in writing, the basic impression of these different types of projections is
conveyed to us instantaneously. The senses perceive the object, which then the
mental consciousness instantly conceptualizes in a manner conditioned by all of
our past experience, and superimposes this conceptualized version back onto
the originally neutral data of our senses—all of this occurring so fast that we
don’t even notice the process, and are only left in the end with the mind’s conceptual version of things that we take to be reality.
If this is what Norman Mailer means when he says that facts are merely
“intensified fantasies,” he is saying a very Buddhist thing. There is a kind of
Rashomon effect in everything we experience. In Akira Kurasawa’s movie
Rashomon, the same events—involving an act of killing and an act of sexual
intercourse—are described by four different observers, who tell four completely
different versions of the events. Kurasawa deftly leaves the question of what
“truly” happened unresolved. We never know. Everyone’s version favors themselves. It seems obvious that there is some conscious lying going on, but also
some self-deception as well. The entire movie becomes an allegory for the
process of consciousness formation. Each of the raconteurs conceptualizes the
data provided by his/her senses—based on their own individual past experiences of similar objects, beings, events, and tales of such events, and based on
fears about what others will think and Japanese notions of honor—and then
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tells their story accordingly. In the same way, our mental consciousness conceptualizes the data provided by our senses and by previous moments of mental
consciousness, and superimposes these conceptual replicas back onto our perceptions, which conceptual imputations we then believe with certainty are the
reality of the situation. The only difference between what is going on in this
latter process of consciousness formation and Rashomon is that the characters
in Rashomon are at least in some degree aware that they are deceiving others,
whereas the mental consciousness is not aware that it is deceiving itself.
It is important to note that not only are our recognition of the objects as such
and such and our evaluation and interpretation of them a matter of our own
conceptualized superimposition onto the totally neutral and nonjudgmental
data of our senses, but so too is our very seeing of the data of our senses as real
and solid and individuated objects, real and solid beings, and real events really
taking place in a real and solid world through real time. All of these actually are
the illusory and ephemeral display or radiance or light of the mind that is
experiencing them, as are all the evaluations, distinctions, and judgments about
them that we make. So too are our notions of past, present, and future.
People who become famous are invariably subjected to this conceptualizing
and superimposing effect in a way even more dramatic than the rest of us. They
are invariably seen in a multiplicity of different ways, all of which are generally
different from the way they see themselves. They are adored, respected,
scorned, vilified, laughed at, etc., all depending on how they are perceived by
different segments of the public. How they are perceived and the names used to
describe these perceptions—man or woman of God, wise statesman, strong and
righteous leader, liberator, cynical politician, political hack, robber baron, invader, vicious imperial conqueror, etc.—are all simply vague projections of other
people’s minds, imputed by those minds to the objects of their senses, based on
what they have experienced in the past. None of them are the original data of
the senses. What are the facts of the matter? There are no facts. The so-called
facts are all the “intensified fantasies” of the perceivers.
v

v

v

A

s our understanding of the teachings and our meditative experience of
reality grow through our study and practice of Buddhism, we may have a
tendency, therefore, to find ourselves politically paralyzed by this understanding and experience, which tends to diminish our reflex to make conceptual
judgments As good people and citizens of advanced industrial democracies, we
feel uncomfortable with this paralysis, because we would like to do something
about all of the suffering that is being created. But if we cannot be sure of the
facts of the matter and therefore cannot be sure of what it would be right to do,
how can we do anything? We might just be making matters worse.
There is an answer to this dilemma and that answer is to cultivate awareness. What do we mean by awareness, and how is it different from dualistic
consciousness? How is simply cultivating awareness going to help?
In the words of Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche:
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Know that perception involved with the duality of perceiver and perceived is
consciousness.
Know that awareness itself, liberated from perceiver and perceived, is
primordial awareness: the dharmadhatu.
If one can transcend dualistic consciousness, thereby attaining primordial
awareness, then one can see things accurately, without any conceptual projections, just as they truly are. One is tempted to say that then, having transcended
“intensified fantasies,” there are “facts,” but these are totally nonconceptual
facts that lack all the solidity that in ordinary perception we superimpose.
Seeing things accurately just as they are, one can respond to things appropriately without preconceived ideas. At this level of unmistaken perception, proper
and unmistakenly compassionate decision-making is decidedly possible.
Such decision-making in the dance and play of the myriad possibilities in any
given situation is, then more akin to the decision-making process that takes
place in the course of making aesthetic judgments than it is to following a code
of conceptual morality or ideology. Such decision-making is, in fact, not at all
about conceptual morality or ideology. Buddha activity, according to Lord
Gampopa, “is working for the benefit of others without preconceived ideas,” and
conceptual morality and ideology are all sets of preconceived ideas.
But if such decision-making is only possible through transcending dualistic
consciousness, what does it mean to transcend duality or dualistic consciousness? A common and quite understandable misconception of what it means is
that somehow in some simplistic way we become one with all things. But this
possibility, seen almost in a kind of physical sense, is a product of dualistic
consciousness itself and is contravened by conventional experience. After all,
even the great enlightened beings we have met through Himalayan Buddhism
all seem to have their individual manifestations, which seem on the face of it to
be separate from other phenomena and to function in much the same way as we
do ourselves. In what way do they, and can we, transcend duality?
Transcending duality does not mean to discover that everything in some
simplistic way is one; rather transcending duality means to recognize the
sameness of the essential nature of all things. When we recognize the nature of
all things and the sameness of that nature in all things, the activity of conceptualizing the nonconceptual experience of our senses and then superimposing
such conceptualized replicas back onto the initial data of our senses is abandoned. In this nondual state in which all projections have been abandoned,
direct and unmistaken insight into events and the objects of our senses spontaneously arises, while at the same time true and impartial love and compassion
for the sentient beings who inhabit such events also arises. Then we are no
longer confused by our perceptions and mental replicas and can respond to
events in an infallibly helpful way.
When one has become accustomed to this nondual, nonconceptual wisdom
awareness, which we call original wisdom or primordial awareness, and can
carry it over into all of one’s daily activities, then one is able spontaneously and
without conceptual contrivance to act appropriately in all situations. This level
of spiritual awareness is equivalent to the awareness of buddhas, and of
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bodhisattvas on the eighth, ninth, and tenth bhumis. These great beings, beginning with bodhisattvas on the eighth bhumi, have completely and permanently
transcended dualistic consciousness and therefore, while performing only great
benefit for beings in all of their activities, no longer create karma—which arises
only out of actions based on dualistic consciousness. The activities of such beings, and potentially of ourselves, are not governed and need not be governed by
any conceptual reference to codes of ethics, religious principles, or political and
social ideologies, etc., to be good and beneficial. Sentient beings always benefit
from such activity, even if it seems to contradict conventional morality.
Therefore, since it is difficult to know who is an eighth, ninth, tenth bhumi
bodhisattva, or who is a buddha, it is very often difficult to judge the activities of
beings. According to the teachings of the Buddha, unless we have reached the
spiritual awareness equivalent to the awareness of a first bhumi bodhisattva, it
is impossible for us to judge with certainty the correctness of others’ actions.
Therefore, it is impossible for us to know with certainty whether the actions of
the American leadership in this most recent war have been good and just and
necessary, or whether at root they have been simply self-interested and rapacious.
Thus it is that those of us who have not achieved the spiritual awareness
equivalent to the awareness of bodhisattvas can feel politically paralyzed. We
are neither in a position to establish with certainty the “facts” of the situation,
which might enable us conceptually to make good judgments concerning events
and our reaction to them, nor have we attained the ability to maintain nondual,
nonconceptual awareness in all of our activities, which would then enable us to
act spontaneously with appropriate skillful means to contribute to the alleviation of the suffering of the beings in this war, as in all situations, and thereby
also to generate the conditions for their well-being.
v

v

v

B

ut this does not mean that we cannot act. If we can attain nondual,
nonconceptual awareness in meditation, we are engaged in profound political activity, even though we may lose this awareness during the times we are
not formally meditating. (It is taught in the buddhadharma that the bodhisattva
has the same essential awareness during meditation as does a buddha. The
difference between them lies in the fact that the buddha’s awareness in postmeditation is the same as during meditation, while a bodhisattva’s awareness
changes. During post-meditation the bodhisattva sees all things like an illusion,
a dream, a reflection, an echo, a flash of lightning, a mirage, a magical display, a
hallucination, etc.). Meditating in nondual, nonconceptual awareness, which is
meditating on the dharmadhatu, immediately begins systematically to destroy
in ourselves the structure of dualistic consciousness with all its attendant
cognitive obscurations and emotional afflictions. From the standpoint of duality,
since this dualistic consciousness also involves other sentient beings as the
other pole of our duality, our activity in dissolving this consciousness has a
profound impact on them as well. While our nondualistic, nonconceptual meditation is purifying our own obscurations and afflictions and thereby transformSHENPEN ÖSEL 9

ing our personal experience of others, it is also becoming a spark of buddha
activity in those others. As our meditation becomes effective, the attitude of
others towards us begins to change, and they themselves begin to turn inward
and to search with greater conscientiousness through the stuff of their own
minds and lives for spiritual solutions to their own problems. And as the power
of our meditation increases, this effect reaches ever-widening concentric circles
of sentient beings with whom we have karmic interdependence, which in this
day and age includes not only our immediate family and friends, working associates, and local communities, but also everyone with whom we are connected
through all the media of our lives.
This reality of nondual, nonconceptual awareness is reflected in the answer
Khyabje Kalu Rinpoche gave Arnaud Desjardin when asked, “What is the
Truth?” Rinpoche replied, “You live in illusion and in the appearance of things.
There is a reality and you are that reality, but you don’t know it. But if you
should ever wake up to that reality, you will realize that you are nothing
[empty], and being nothing [empty], you are everything. That’s all.” That realization is the magic elixir of truth that uncovers and inspires the manifestation of
basic goodness on both sides of the dualistic equation.
In Buddhist scriptures the success of this effect and its impact on society are
first described and implied in the mahayana when the ever-increasing powers of
bodhisattvas are described—bodhisattvas being by definition those who in
meditation can enter at will into nondual, nonconceptual awareness. First
bhumi bodhisattvas, if they have renounced the life of a householder, are said to
be able to enter in an instant one hundred different types of meditative absorptions, to be able to move one hundred world systems, and to be able to mature
one hundred different sentient beings. These are but three of twelve sets of
distinctive abilities that bodhisattvas have, beginning with the first bhumi. On
the second bhumi, the number in each set of these abilities is one thousand. On
the third bhumi, it reaches to one hundred thousand; on the fourth, one million.
On the tenth bhumi, these numbers are described as being equal to the “billions
and trillions of atoms in all the limitless buddha fields.” On the bhumi of
buddhahood, the numbers are said to be infinite.
If one considers even just the single quality of being able in an instant “to
mature X number of sentient beings”—meaning to inspire them to increasing
degrees of affection, compassion, joy, and equanimity; to pacify their emotional
afflictions and to enrich them materially and spiritually; to intensify their
interest in spiritual matters; to destroy their obstacles; and to inspire them to
increasing introspection and wisdom—then this represents genuine political
effectiveness arising exclusively out of nondual, nonconceptual meditative
absorption.
In the nine-yana system of describing the Buddhist path from the standpoint
of Buddhist tantra, the “political” impact of nondual, nonconceptual meditative
absorption and of the skillful means that arise out of it is made very clear in the
descriptions of maha yoga tantra, the seventh of the nine yanas. Yogis and
yoginis who have attained the spiritual levels described in maha yoga tantra can
exercise a profound effect on social groups as large as whole nation states and
even far beyond. Such meditation is indeed genuine and effective political
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activity.
This type of political activity is far superior to ordinary political activity of
any sort, no matter how well intentioned such ordinary political activity may be.
Nondual, nonconceptual awareness in meditation asserts a subtle but immense
spiritual influence impartially on all elements of one’s experience, so that
without having to make conceptual judgments and choose sides in political
conflicts, one’s meditation exercises a positive influence on all beings who are
party to such conflicts. This positive influence is unmistaken because it is
without partiality; the rain of this meditative blessing falls on the “just” and the
“unjust” alike, and ultimately becomes inspiration to all of them.
Especially in such societies as the ones in which we presently live, characterized by the interdependence of highly specialized and very technical activity,
it is not possible for ordinary political activity, even coming from one so powerful as the president of the United States, to govern properly all the myriad
decisions of all the highly specialized individuals with totally different and
mutually ununderstandable areas of expertise. And yet the technical decisions
of all these myriad individuals always involve moral decisions that affect all of
our lives.
For example, how many of us truly understand the activities of the Federal
Reserve Board? How many of us truly understand the moral and ethical implications of all the scientific and medical research being conducted at this moment in the world? How many of us truly understand the implications and
consequences of American diplomacy? How many of us truly understand the
moral and ethical consequences of agricultural research? Of constantly taking
minerals, chemicals, metals, and precious gems out of the earth? Of all the
various activities of corporate America in general? These are but a few of the
innumerable branches of human activity that take place daily and increasingly
impact our lives. How can we hope to be able to judge all the decisions being
made in these areas of human endeavor and engage in unmistakenly wise external political activity in the effort to control and rectify them? How many of us
are truly qualified—even if our system as it stands made it possible—to elect a
leader who can properly and compassionately preside over all these decisions?
And how many leaders could possibly guide all of these decisions intelligently
and compassionately?
Because of our ignorance and uncertainty in all of these highly technical
situations of interdependence, the most profound and the only truly effective
and unmistaken political activity is the profound spiritual influence that arises
out of true, unmistaken meditative awareness, which is nondual, nonconceptual
meditative awareness, which is primordial awareness, original wisdom,
mahamudra and dzogchen. This spiritual influence moves the myriad decision
makers, regardless of the outcome of elections and other aspects of the ordinary
political and governmental process, increasingly to manifest in accordance with
their own basic goodness. We cannot by any other means beneficially guide the
millions and billions of incredibly important decisions that must be made constantly, instant by instant, by other people. The only way that we can move all of
these individual decisions simultaneously in the right direction is through the
subtle but profound influence of nondual, nonconceptual meditative awareness.
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In the words of Lao Tsu, “The wise person accomplishes everything by doing
nothing, and the people think they did it themselves.”
v

v

v

T

his “nothing,” which in Buddhism would be better translated or expressed
as emptiness or sunyata—is the nondual, nonconceptual wisdom awareness
that is attained through the practice of mahamudra and dzogchen. This same
idea is expressed in Milarepa’s Song of Mahamudra:
At the time I’m meditating on mahamudra,
I rest without struggle in actual real being.
I rest relaxed in a free-from-wandering space.
I rest in a clarity-cradled-in-emptiness space.
I rest in awareness and this is blissful space.
I rest unruffled in nonconceptual space.
In variety’s space I rest in equipoise.
And resting like this is native mind itself.
A wealth of certainty manifests endlessly.
Without even trying self-luminous mind is at work.
Not stuck in expecting results, I’m doing okay.
No dualism, no hopes and fears, Ho Hey!
Delusion as wisdom, now that’s being cheerful and bright!
Delusion transformed into wisdom, now that’s all right!
Milarepa sings that while meditating on mahamudra, he abides effortlessly
in the recognition of the true nature of mind and reality, which is actual real
being. (“I rest without struggle in actual real being.”) The profundity of this line
rests in the description of Milarepa’s “political activity,” which is entirely without all the stress and strain, all the struggle and sacrifice and mental anxiety
and joylessness we experience in ordinary political activity—conservative,
radical, revolutionary, and otherwise—however romantically we force ourselves
to regard it in order to justify our state of suffering in doing it.
Regardless of what arises in his meditation, he is subject to no fascination or
fear or any kind of emotional or cognitive defilement that would cause him to
wander from that recognition of actual real being into any kind of personal,
societal, political, religious, or even metaphysical psycho-drama. (“I rest relaxed
in a free-from-wandering space.”)
Specifically, he sees the true nature of anger and all other forms of aggression and thus is not moved from that recognition by them, but instead experiences their transformation. (“I rest in a clarity-cradled-in-emptiness space.”) He
sees the true nature of desire and greed and all other forms of passion, is not
moved from that recognition by them, and instead experiences their transformation. (“I rest in awareness and this is blissful space.”) He sees the true nature of
stupidity, confusion, false conceptuality, apathy, and other forms of bewilderment, is not moved from that recognition, and instead experiences their transformation. (“I rest unruffled in nonconceptual space.”) No matter how these
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various confused mind states and emotional afflictions arise in his mind, including thoughts that might exalt him or humiliate him, he rests in perfect equanimity, seeing the equality or one-taste-nature of all mental experiences when the
mind unfailingly rests in their true nature as they arise. (“In variety’s space I
rest in equipoise.”) Resting like this, he says, is native mind itself—the actual
true nature of mind and everything that arises in it or from it.
While describing the nature and joy of mahamudra, which is nondual,
nonconceptual meditative awareness, Milarepa also describes the utter certainty he has in the truth, virtue, and efficaciousness of resting in this state of
meditative awareness, when he sings, “A wealth of certainty manifests endlessly. Without even trying self-luminous mind is at work.”
The expression of efficaciousness is a bit hidden by the translation in the
words, “Without even trying self-luminous mind is at work,” which really means,
“Without even trying, self-luminous mind is accomplishing buddha activity.”
Buddha activity includes pacifying, enriching, magnetizing, and destroying—
pacifying emotional affliction, and therefore conflicts of all sorts, including
warfare; both materially and spiritually enriching sentient beings; magnetizing
or attracting beings to spiritual paths and causing them to see the superiority of
true spiritual paths to the samsaric things they are engaged in; and destroying
obstacles, both spiritual and societal, to further human development.
Seen from another perspective, self-luminous mind is also at work in removing the cognitive and emotional obscurations that block the natural expression
of affection, compassion, joy, and equanimity inherent in the true nature of mind
in all beings, regardless of how confused they may currently be. And as nondual,
nonconceptual meditative absorption removes these obscurations with everincreasing speed and ever-increasing power, self-luminous mind is increasingly
at work producing not only the manifestation of love in our world, but the power
and efficaciousness of love in our world; not only in producing the manifestation
of compassion in our world, but the power and efficaciousness of compassion in
our world; not only in generating increasing wisdom and skillful means in our
world, but the power and efficaciousness of wisdom and means.
This is genuine political effectiveness, and is quite subversive in nature,
because instead of trying to impose these results on a reluctant world, this
approach inspires others to generate these results of their own accord in their
own lives and in realms of their own experience. “The wise person accomplishes
everything by doing nothing [i.e., by resting in nonconceptual, nondual wisdom],
and the people think they did it themselves.”
v

v

v

T

he nondual, nonconceptual meditative absorption of mahamudra and
dzogchen is truly compassionate political activity, and is the source of great
joy and psychological sustenance. In the words of Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche:
“Usually we regard compassion as a state of misery, because you see the
sufferings of others and you cannot do anything about it, and that makes you
miserable. But the compassion that arises through the recognition or realization
of mahamudra is not a state of misery; it is actually a state of great bliss.
SHENPEN ÖSEL 13

“As is said in The Aspiration of Mahamudra, ‘At the moment of kindness,
emptiness arises nakedly.’ The compassion that arises out of mahamudra ensues
upon the recognition of emptiness, but at the very moment at which compassion
arises, there is also further experience of emptiness itself.* In particular,
because of the realization from which this compassion ensues, you see exactly
how beings could, can, and will be liberated. You see exactly how you could help
beings and exactly how beings can come to the same realization. Therefore it is
not a compassion of hopelessness; it is a compassion of great optimism.
“While, from one point of view, we would consider compassion a type of
sadness or characterized by sadness, in the case of the compassion of
mahamudra, because of the tremendous confidence that your realization gives
you, confidence not only in your own realization, but in the possibility of realization on the part of all beings, then compassion is also regarded as bliss.”
This is genuine unmistaken political activity.
Those of us who have an inspiration toward this path, for the sake of all
sentient beings—not to mention for the sake of our children and grandchildren
and their future generations—have a responsibility, therefore, to engage in
such meditation if we can, or to bend our efforts toward cultivating such meditative awareness if presently we cannot.
v

v

v

H

ow do we even know that such spiritual influence actually does exist and
can be exercised? The evidence of the existence of such profound spiritual
influence is our own personal experience of the great spiritual beings of Tibet
whom we have met and with whom we have studied. We have all sat in rooms
listening to their teachings and receiving their empowerments. Under such
conditions, we have experienced our anxieties and physical discomforts and
sufferings dissolving. We have experienced our consciousnesses being transformed. At the very least we have all experienced our negativity dissolving and
have experienced the growth of positive qualities in the presence of such beings. Therefore, we know from personal experience that such spiritual influence exists. Those who have exercised it in our lives, these same great beings,
have made it unceasingly clear to us that we too are capable of liberating this
same spiritual influence from the original wisdom that lies temporarily obscured in our own minds.
Reading this, one might reasonably argue, “But I am not a buddha; I am not
an enlightened bodhisattva. I cannot enter at will into nondual, nonconceptual
meditative awareness. When I look at my mind, all I see is a mess. And at the
rate I am going, I will never attain such nondual awareness.”
To these frequently occurring thoughts, the only appropriate answer—if we
truly and genuinely wish to become politically effective and help save the world
from its potentially self-destructive course—is that we can no longer afford the
*Editor’s note: Which is to say that at the very moment compassion arises, that very compassion
and any sense of a dualistic split between the subject and object of that compassion are coemergently seen as empty, and the positive qualities inherent in the natural state are spontaneously
present.
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mental laziness of such low self-esteem. We must continue to fit ourselves into
this path of mental and spiritual development and to exert ourselves in it. Even
the least effective effort that we make in meditation has a positive influence on
our world. Our reliance on the three jewels and the three roots, our cultivation
of bodhicitta, our recitation of mantra, our practice of shamatha and vipashyana,
and our dedications and prayers—especially if at the time of doing them we
visualize ourselves and all other sentient beings engaged simultaneously in
these activities—also collectively inspire the world of our experience in a
positive direction. All such efforts also, of course, bring about the accumulation
of merit and wisdom and are conducive to the recognition of the true nature of
things and the ability to rest in nondual, nonconceptual meditative awareness.
One might also grow despondent about the possibility of personally developing nondual, nonconceptual meditative awareness as an effective approach to
politics and social change, given the speed at which world events unfold and the
power of their potential destructiveness. If so, one should remember the words
of Kyabje Kalu Rinpoche to Lama Norhla Rinpoche, that if one has concentration and the willingness to make the effort, “Buddhahood is not that far away.”
When Kalu Rinpoche was leaving us in three-year retreat in Wappingers Falls
in upstate New York in l986, he told us that in the time of one of the Karmapas,
the Karmapa and his monks used to travel around Tibet like nomads, living in
tents. They would pitch their camp in one locality, practice there for a time,
teach the dharma to the local people, and then move on to the next locality.
During that time, the lamas and monks would practice the guru yoga of the
Eighth Karmapa four times per day, and every day someone would attain siddhi
or stable realization. Also, if one reads the biographies of the eighty-four Indian
mahasiddhas, one will find that twelve years was most frequently cited as the
period of time required for their attainiment of enlightenment, and the vast
majority of them had other full time occupations in the world. And Lama Norhla
Rinpoche has also commented that it was not unusual in Tibet for practitioners
to attain siddhi in their second three-year retreat. Surely, though our societies
are vastly more complex and powerful and speedy today, it is not impossible for
us to emulate these examples. The point, in the words of Milarepa, is to “make
haste slowly,” but nonetheless to make haste.
If one thinks that the present responsibilities of one’s life will not allow one
to make such an effort in this lifetime, then one should remember that a journey
of a thousand miles begins with a single step, continue to make efforts, and
especially continue to generate the aspiration to attain nondual, nonconceptual
meditative awareness in the future.
And then be fearless, remembering that the phenomena of our perceptions
are merely mind, that mind itself is empty of inherent existence, that this mind
continually arises in both positive and negative ways spontaneously in accordance with our own karma, and that ultimately whatever arises is self-liberated. The solidity and realness of events, our attachments to certain outcomes,
our fear of others, and the seeming ineluctability of suffering are all projections
of our own minds, and do not really exist, neither in the various solidified ways
that we imagine, nor in any ultimate, essential sense. It is possible, and ultimately the most valuable thing that we can do politically as well as spiritually,
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to change the nature of our perceptions in accordance with this understanding.
It is important for us not only to know the truth, but also to become the truth.
“Before meditating,” teaches Thrangu Rinpoche, “before recognizing things
to be as they are, you will have seen the radiance of this mind as solid external
things that are sources of pleasure and pain. But through practicing meditation,
and through coming to recognize things as they are, you will come to see that all
of these appearances are merely the display or radiance or light of the mind
which experiences them.”
Regardless of where we are—in this life, in the bardo between death and
rebirth, in the next life, in war and in peace—what we experience is “merely the
display or radiance or light of the mind which experiences.” Therefore, if we
address the problems in our minds and cultivate the recognition of the true
nature of mind and reality, we will also be cultivating the basis of happiness and
liberation in all of those circumstances.
v

v

v

T

o recognize this true nature is true and genuine political activity. And
regardless of how far along the spiritual path we are, to bend our efforts in
the direction of this recognition is the most valuable thing that we can do now,
as it has, in fact, always been. Nondual, nonconceptual meditative awareness is
now, has always been, and will always be the basic inspiration and wellspring of
all human evolution. The sooner we attain it, and especially if great numbers of
us attain it, the sooner, to paraphrase Chatral Rinpoche, we will eliminate—
root, branch, and leaf—even the names of those dark forces who hate others and
the teachings; the sooner we will spread vast happiness and goodness over this
fragile planet; and the sooner we will be able, with all strife gone, to be busy
only with the dance of pleasure, the dance of joy! This is something we definitely
can do.
v

T

v

v

he Ninth Gyalwang Karmapa, Wangchuk Dorje (1556-1603), wrote three
definitive handbooks on how to attain the realization of mahamudra, and
thus nondual, nonconceptual meditative awareness: Pointing Out the
Dharmakaya, Eliminating the Darkness of Ignorance, and Mahamudra: The
Ocean of Definitive Meaning. The first teaching contained in this double issue of
Shenpen Ösel is Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche’s commentary on The Ocean of
Definitive Meaning. This book has recently been translated according to the
teachings of Khenchen Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche and The Dzogchen Pönlop
Rinpoche by Elizabeth Callahan, copyright 2001 by Nitartha international.
In his introduction to the text, Pönlop Rinpoche writes: “The Ocean of Definitive Meaning contains the most detailed and direct oral instructions on
mahamudra meditation ever put into writing. This extraordinary classic instruction treatise is known for its lucidity and its original Kagyü lineage style, and
serves as a step-by-step personal guide to the mahamudra tradition.”
The translation of the text itself is restricted in its distribution, “at the request
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of Khenchen Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche and in consultation with the masters of
the Kagyü lineage . . . to those who have received the fourfold pointing-out instructions (pointing out the nature of mind on the basis of appearances) as presented by Wangchuk Dorje in his three texts on mahamudra. It is also strongly
recommended that students first receive the reading transmission (lung) and study
the text systematically under the guidance of a qualified guru. . .”
Those who feel that they are qualified according to these instructions can
apply to purchase the text by going online to http://www.nitartha.org.
The particular commentary of Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche on The Ocean of
Definitive Meaning presented in this double issue is not a systematic presentation in detail, section by section, of the book, but rather an introduction to its
contents, emphasizing and presenting in-depth commentary on those parts of
the book that Rinpoche felt would be most beneficial to those who were in
attendance at the retreat where it was given. It therefore emphasizes the actual
practice of mahamudra in its two stages of the mahamudra versions of shamatha
(tranquility or calm abiding) and vipashyana (insight). It includes sections of
commentary on pointing out the mind within stillness, pointing out the mind
within movement, and pointing out mind within appearances. There is also
commentary on enhancing the practice of mahamudra; on recognizing, avoiding,
and dispelling hindrances or obstacles to proper practice and realization; on
making progress on the path; and on the manner in which fruition manifests.
This commentary does not contain descriptions of the preliminary practices of
mahamudra. For that one can refer to other sources, which are indicated in the
footnotes to the commentary itself. It also does not contain actual pointing-out,
which can only be received in person from a qualified guru. If one finds these
teachings inaccessible because they seem to be over one’s head, useful suggestions as to more preliminary approaches to spiritual practice can be found in
Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 4, No. 3, pp. 6-7. As is the case in the study and practice of all
other aspects of the teachings of tantra or vajrayana, one should practice these
teachings under the guidance of a qualified guru.
These teachings are published herein at the instigation and with the encouragement of Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche.
v

v

v

T

he footnotes to this commentary make frequent reference to teachings
published in other issues of Shenpen Ösel. All of these references and the
entirety of the teachings in which they are contained can be read and downloaded free of charge at our web site: Shenpen Ösel on-line at http://
www.shenpen-osel.org. Back copies of these magazines can also be ordered
directly by following procedures on the web site.
Students who wish further teachings on the topics contained in this commentary can find Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche’s commentary on Pointing Out
the Dharmakaya in Shenpen Ösel, Vol.4, No. 3.
In the course of his commentary, Thrangu Rinpoche also presents aspects of
the Buddha’s mahayana teachings on emptiness by way of introducing the view
of mahamudra. These teachings are further illuminated by the second offering
SHENPEN ÖSEL 17

in this issue of Shenpen Ösel, a concise two-session teaching on the progressive
stages of meditation on emptiness given by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso
Rinpoche. In this teaching Khenpo Rinpoche makes comparisons between some
of the Buddhist views and various viewpoints of various Western traditions,
and offers advice on how to present the buddhadharma to various sorts of
people.
v

v

v

W

e wish to offer our sincere thanks to Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche and
Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, to their translators, and to all the
many members, too numerous to mention by name for fear of omitting some, of
the Vancouver Karme Thekchen Chöling, Zhyisil Chokyi Ghatsal of New
Zealand, and Kagyu Shenpen Ösel Chöling who have helped to sponsor, transcribe, edit, lay out, and distribute these teachings. You all know who you are
and we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.
We would like also to draw the reader’s attention to an error in the editor’s
introduction in Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 3, No. 2, on page 5, line 7. “Magnifies their
attention” should read “magnetizes their attention.”
v

v

v

T

his issue of Shenpen Ösel, as all issues of Shenpen Ösel, is dedicated to the
good health, longevity, and expanding and flourishing buddha activity of
His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, His Holiness the Seventeenth
Gyalwang Karmapa, The Venerable Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche, the Venerable Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, and His Holiness Yangsi Kalu
Rinpoche. It is also dedicated in support of all those who strive after the recognition and stable realization of the natural state.
v

W

v

v

e wish to continue to thank the many of you—numbering about one-half of
our contributors—who make additional donations to Shenpen Ösel beyond the basic donation/subscription fee. It is these additional donations that
keep Shenpen Ösel afloat. Again we thank you from the bottom of our hearts.
May your merits continue to expand and flourish, and may all beings attain
liberation and buddhahood.
—Lama Tashi Namgyal
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Supplication to the Takpo Kagyus
Great Vajradhara, Tilo, Naro,
Marpa, Mila, Lord of Dharma Gampopa,
Knower of the Three Times, omniscient Karmapa,
Holders of the four great and eight lesser lineages—
Drikung, Taklung, Tsalpa—these three, glorious Drukpa and so on,
Masters of the profound path of mahamudra,
Incomparable protectors of beings, the Takpo Kagyu,
I supplicate you, the Kagyu gurus.
I hold your lineage; grant your blessings so that I will follow your example.
Revulsion is the foot of meditation, as is taught.
To this meditator who is not attached to food and wealth,
Who cuts the ties to this life,
Grant your blessings so that I have no desire for honor and gain.
Devotion is the head of meditation, as is taught.
The guru opens the gate to the treasury of oral instructions.
To this meditator who continually supplicates the guru,
Grant your blessings so that genuine devotion is born in me.
Awareness is the body of meditation, as is taught.
Whatever arises is fresh—the essence of realization.
To this meditator who rests simply without altering it,
Grant your blessings so that my meditation is free from conception.
The essence of thoughts is dharmakaya, as is taught.
Nothing whatever but everything arises from it.
To this meditator who arises in unceasing play,
Grant your blessings so that I realize the inseparability of samsara and nirvana.
Through all my births may I not be separated from the perfect guru
And so enjoy the splendor of dharma.
Perfecting the virtues of the paths and bhumis,
May I speedily attain the state of Vajradhara.
This supplication was written by Pengar Jampal Zangpo. The last stanza is a traditional verse of aspiration.
Translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee, slightly amended by the KSOC Translation Committee.
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

First One Tames the Mind
With the Practice of Tranquility
At the Chehalis Healing Centre near Agassiz, British Columbia, in July of 2002, the
Very Venerable Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche led a mahamudra retreat, at which
time he gave instructions on Mahamudra: The Ocean Of Definitive Meaning.
Rinpoche gave his instructions and commentary in Tibetan; these were orally
translated by Lama Yeshe Gyamtso. The following is an edited transcript.

I

would like to begin by welcoming all of you here and by expressing my sincer
est appreciation to everyone for giving me the opportunity to share this time
with you, and especially for giving me this opportunity to discuss
mahamudra. We will be studying The Ocean of Definitive Meaning,* the longest of
what are considered to be the three greatest texts of mahamudra instruction. As
many of you know, this text has now been translated into English and will be
made available to you during the retreat. So I am delighted to be able to offer you
instruction in this text, which you will thereafter be able to study to your benefit.
Let us chant the lineage supplication, and since the realization of mahamudra
requires faith and devotion, please chant the supplication with as much faith and
devotion as you can muster.
[Rinpoche and students chant. Please see the lineage supplication on page 20.]
People in the West are very fortunate in general nowadays because of the
*Editor’s note: Published in 2001 by Nitartha international under the title Mahamudra: The Ocean of
Definitive Meaning. For further information go to www.nitartha.org.
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flourishing of the buddhadharma, but even more
fortunate because of the serious and authentic
interest in the Buddha’s teachings found nowadays in Western countries. This involves the
presence of two conditions: the external or
environmental condition of the availability of
these teachings in your countries, and the individual or personal condition, which is your own
individual faith and openness to the teachings.
The coming together of these two conditions is
how many of you are making your lives most
meaningful. But in all of this, what is of perhaps
the greatest or most particular significance is
that Western practitioners in general are seriously and genuinely interested in the practice of
meditation, which is the most important feature
of the Buddha’s teachings. Of course, we can
speak of the two accumulations, the conceptual
accumulation of merit and the nonconceptual
accumulation of wisdom, but even when we do
so, we have to keep in mind that the ultimate
purpose of the conceptual accumulation of merit
is to lead to the nonconceptual accumulation of
wisdom. Finally, we must accept that the true
nature of the path, whether it takes the form of
mahamudra practice, or the great middle way
(madhyamaka), or the great perfection
(dzogchen), comes down to taming your own
mind. And because you recognize this priority in
practice, you are particularly fortunate.
Our text, The Ocean of Definitive Meaning, is
divided into three main sections, the preliminaries and the two aspects of the main practice of
mahamudra, which are tranquility* and insight.** The preliminaries here are divided into
three groups, called the common, the uncommon,
and the particular or special preliminaries. The
first two sets of preliminaries, especially, have
already been explained extensively by many
great teachers, and many students have already
practiced these assiduously.*** Therefore, I am
not going to talk about the preliminary practices.
I will begin with an explanation of the
mahamudra practices of tranquility and insight.
Nevertheless, before I do so, I feel I should
make a few remarks about the role of the preliminaries in mahamudra practice. It is by no

means the case—in other words, it is not true—
that if you have not completed the preliminary
practices you are somehow unfit to hear
mahamudra teachings. That is not true. On the
other hand, it is also not the case that these
practices are unnecessary. They do serve very
specific purposes, and therefore, they should not
be neglected. So, if you have done the preliminary or ngöndro practices, I congratulate you,
and I remind you that you are very fortunate in
having done so. I urge you to continue to practice
them, because these practices will definitely
continue to help your cultivation of mahamudra
meditation. Even though you may have completed the cycle of preliminary practices one
time, if you repeat them, you will find that there
is even more to be gained from these practices
on a second visit. Among them, the four common
preliminaries are necessary from the very start,
because they are how we can discover a genuine
inspiration for the practice of dharma to begin
with. The uncommon preliminaries are important because they are the most effective way to
cultivate the two accumulations and purify or
remove the various obscurations in preparation
for mahamudra practice. So therefore, please do
these preliminary practices as much as you can.
It is appropriate to do the preliminaries after
receiving mahamudra instruction. It is also
appropriate to do them if you have been in*Editor’s note: Tranquility meditation is commonly referred
to by the Sanskrit word shamatha and by the Tibetan word
shinay.
**Editor’s note: Insight meditation is commonly referred to
by the Sanskrit word vipashyana and by the Tibetan word
lhaktong.
***Editor’s note: The common preliminaries, which are
common in the sense of being shared by all traditions of
Buddhism, include the teachings on precious human birth,
death and impermanence, karmic cause and effect, and the
unsatisfactory or vicious nature of samsara. The uncommon
preliminaries include going for refuge and engendering
bodhicitta, using prostrations as a support; the purification
practice of Vajrasattva; the gathering of the two accumulations of merit and wisdom through the practice of mandala
offerings; and the receipt of the blessings of the lama’s lineage
of mahamudra through guru yoga. For a discussion of the third
set of preliminaries, called particular or special preliminaries,
see Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 4, No. 3, pp. 12-17.
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practice until they reached the citadel of the
structed in them and have not yet received
dharmakaya, which in mahamudra terminology is
mahamudra instruction. You should not think
called the state of no meditation.
that, having received mahamudra instruction,
This book, The Ocean of Definitive Meaning,
or having completed the preliminary practices
was previously unavailable in English, but now,
once, that you can discard them. You should not
as a result of the flourishing of the teachings in
think, “I am a mahamudra practitioner, I do not
need that stuff anymore,” because in fact you do these countries, it is now available. Since it is
continue to need them and they remain of great such a valuable source text for your practice of
mahamudra, I urge you to study and read it
value. Nevertheless, having said that, I am not
going to discuss the preliminaries further, and I assiduously. I am going to operate under the
assumption that you will be studying the text.
will begin to present the main practices of
Therefore, in order to make it practically availtranquility and insight.
able to you, I am going to
The particular format of
attempt during the next eight
instruction which characterThe whole structure of
days to explain the complete
izes the Kagyu tradition is
our
text
is
based
on
how
practice of tranquility and
two-fold: there is the path of
someone
who
purely
insight from the standpoint of
liberation, which is
practices
mahamudra
mahamudra. This means that I
mahamudra, and the path of
would proceed from the
will have to summarize this
method, which is the Six
rather long text rather than go
Dharmas of Naropa.* In the
very beginning of their
through it word by word.
history of our tradition, varipractice until they
In this text, the practice of
ous holy beings have used
reached the citadel of the
tranquility meditation is said
these two methods or formats
dharmakaya.
to have two aspects: the physiof practice in different ways.
cal technique and the mental
Some have combined their
technique. The physical technique is the meditapractice and attained awakening; some have
tion posture, which here is explained as the
practiced only the Six Dharmas of Naropa—the
seven dharmas of Vairochana.** I think that you
path of method—and attained awakening; and
must all have heard a great deal of instruction in
some have practiced only mahamudra and
meditation posture already, and so I feel it is not
attained awakening. Therefore, from a Kagyu
necessary for me to present it here again and am
point of view, we would say that any of these
three ways of practice is okay. In this particular going to move on to the mental technique.
With regard to the practice of meditation in
context, our text, The Ocean of the Definitive
general and of tranquility meditation in particuMeaning, does not present the path as a combilar, in the sutras we find the statement, “Utterly
nation of mahamudra and the Six Dharmas, but
tame your own mind; that is the Buddha’s teachas the cultivation of mahamudra itself. Thereing.” We can infer from this that the fundamental
fore, the whole structure of our text is based on
or overriding purpose of all dharma practice is to
how someone who purely practices mahamudra
tame our minds. The only distinctions we can
would proceed from the very beginning of their
make within that injunction are among the methods which are used to do so. In the practice of
*Editor’s note: The Six Dharmas of Naropa are six special
yogic practices received by Naropa from Tilopa and subsemahamudra two methods are used. First one
quently passed down through the Kagyu lineages to the
tames the mind with the practice of tranquility,
present day. They are the yogas of candali (Sanskrit) or tumo
(Tibetan), illusory body, dream, luminosity, ejection of
and then with the practice of insight. Therefore,
consciousness, and the bardo.
we need to begin with the practice of tranquility.
In order to provide support and background
**Editor’s note: See Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 1, No. 2, pp. 11-13 for
Rinpoche’s explanation of the seven dharmas of Vairochana.
for the practice of mahamudra, the Third
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Therefore, none of these five consciousnesses
Gyalwang Karmapa, Rangjung Dorje, wrote
are involved in the act that we call tranquility
three books. The longest one of them, called The
meditation.
Profound Inner Meaning, is actually generally
Then, we also have the seventh consciousregarded as a source book or background referness, which is the afflicted consciousness or the
ence manual for the Six Dharmas of Naropa,
klesha consciousness, and the eighth consciousrather than as a source book or reference
manual for mahamudra. However, the other two, ness, which is called the all-basis or alaya consciousness. These two are also not involved in
called the two little books of Rangjung Dorje for
the simple reason that they are both quite short, the practice of tranquility meditation.
The problem that is dealt with in tranquility
were written to provide background and undermeditation—and therefore the basis, or we could
standing for the meditation practice of
mahamudra itself. The names of these two books say, the subject of that meditation—is the arising
or occurrence of thoughts, which happens in and
are Distinguishing Between Consciousness and
to the sixth consciousness. Since tranquility
Wisdom and An Explanation of the Essential
meditation is a process of bringing the sixth
Nature.
consciousness, the mental consciousness, to a
Now, while these books are quite short as
state of stability, it is, therefore, the sixth conbooks go, they are nevertheless extremely prosciousness that performs tranquility meditation
found. Their purpose, as I mentioned, is to
and that is primarily affected
explain how the mind works so
by it. Through the growing
that you understand it well
stability of tranquility meditaenough to proceed with the
Tranquility meditation is
tion the mental afflictions are
practice of mahamudra. Therea process of bringing the
somewhat weakened and pacifore, a background is presented
sixth
consciousness,
the
fied.
for both the practice of tranmental
consciousness,
to
This is not to say that all
quility and the practice of
a
state
of
stability.
functions of the sixth consciousinsight. According to Rangjung
ness are regarded as negative.
Dorje’s explanation in DistinSome of them are negative, some of them are
guishing Between Consciousness and Wisdom,
virtuous, and some of them are neutral, but all of
what we call mind, which in general is that
them involve some kind of conceptuality: the
which practices meditation, consists of eight
concepts of good and bad, likes and dislikes, and
functions or eight consciousnesses. Among these
so on. It is because of the presence or arising of
it is the sixth consciousness, referred to as the
thoughts and the concepts borne by thoughts
mental consciousness, which practices tranquilthat our minds are unpacified.
ity. The first six consciousnesses are the eye
Now, because the sixth consciousness is in
consciousness, the ear consciousness, the tongue
this way conceptual, it is regarded as bewildered
consciousness, the nose consciousness, the body
or confused. In this case bewilderment or confuconsciousness and the mental consciousness. Of
sion is meant literally, because it is the sixth
these the first five are sense consciousnesses.
consciousness that mistakes or confuses one
Therefore, their ability or capacity is limited to
thing for another. For example, it is the sixth
mere experience, which means they are not conconsciousness that mistakenly identifies an
ceptual; they simply experience their individual
object of external perception, such as a form,
objects. Therefore, the eye consciousness sees,
with the concept or linguistic term or word
the ear consciousness hears, the nose consciouswhich is used to describe that form, and takes
ness smells, the tongue consciousness tastes,
these two things to be one, when in fact they are
and the body consciousness feels. None of them
not one. So, the sixth consciousness, which in
are in and of themselves capable of any kind of
that way is bewildered and conceptual, generjudgment, appraisal, or conceptualization.
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ity of these coarse thoughts’ subsiding into a
ates coarse concepts—thoughts that are evident
state of tranquility or peace within the principal
and active.
mind itself. As we know from our own experiNow, how does this occur? The sixth conence, the various thoughts and other mental
sciousness, which is referred to in the context of
arisings—the fifty-one, and so forth, that arise
the discussion of the arising of thought as the
within the sixth consciousness—in
principal mind, is, from one point
a physical sense occur within our
of view, a principal mind and, from
If we consider the
brains, and that is why they are
another point of view, an environiconography
of
depicted in that way.
ment within which thoughts arise.
Vajrayogini,
we
see
Also, if we consider the iconogWhen thoughts arise, they arise as
that she wears a long raphy of Vajrayogini, we see that
though they were a retinue of this
necklace of fifty-one she wears a long necklace of fiftyprincipal mind, which is their
one freshly severed human heads.
projector; but because they are
freshly severed
These freshly severed human
perceived by the sixth conscioushuman heads. . . .
heads do not represent human
ness, it may be helpful also to
They represent
heads; they represent thoughts,
think of them as arising within it.
thoughts.
and the number fifty-one is the
The thoughts that arise can be
number of types of mental arisings
categorized in different ways—for
example as the fifty-one mental arisings,* and so or samskaras that can occur within the sixth
consciousness. But the nature of all these mental
on. Now, it is for this reason among others that
functions, of all the eight consciousnesses, in
in the practice of the generation stage, deities
fact, is the five wisdoms, which in their nature
are depicted in some of the ways that they are.
are not inherently deluded or conceptual. So
For example, in the generation stage practice of
therefore, the five wisdoms are represented by
the peaceful and wrathful deities one visualizes
five skulls which adorn her tiara. Now, the
in one’s heart the five male and five female
dryness of the skulls represents the absence of
buddhas in their peaceful forms, in which they
conceptual bewilderment in the nature of the
represent the consciousness itself or the princimind’s functions, and the wetness of the freshly
pal mind, while the coarse thoughts that are
severed heads represents the presence of congenerated by that mind are in the context of the
ceptual bewilderment, which is to be cut
same visualization viewed as the fifty-eight
through. As for how we cut through this concepwrathful deities visualized as being inside one’s
tual bewilderment, there are many different
brain. The iconography of the wrathful deities
ways of doing so, but in the context of
represents the coarseness and the energy of the
mahamudra the method taken is neither the
thoughts that can arise within the principal
practice of the generation stage nor the practice
mind. And the iconography of the peaceful deities represents the fact that there is the possibil- of the completion stage,** but the direct approach of tranquility meditation which allows
these concepts and thoughts to be pacified
*Editor’s note: See Kalu Rinpoche: THE DHARMA That
naturally within the sixth consciousness.
Illuminates All Beings Impartially Like the Light of the Sun
and the Moon, State University of New York Press, l986, pp.
So in general, when we talk about the mind
151-171 and 181-183, for a discussion and enumeration of the
that meditates, we are referring to the sixth
fifty-one samskaras or mental formations.
consciousness. The sixth consciousness somehow
**Editor’s note: i.e., not through the practice of deity meditanever stops, but while it never stops, and in that
tion, nor through the various associated completion stage
sense appears to go on functioning through time,
practices such as the Six Dharmas of Naropa, the Six
its defining characteristic, indeed the defining
Dharmas of Niguma, or the Six Applications of Kalachakra,
all of which involve various visualizations. For more on the
characteristic of the mind itself as a whole, is
creation and completion stages of tantric meditation practice,
cognitive lucidity—the capacity to know, the
see Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 5, No. 1.
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it a great deal. Thinking about the future is fine
and, indeed, necessary in post-meditation,* but
during the practice of meditation, for the sake of
uncontrived awareness, we also let go of the
future. So the second point is not to speculate
about the future.
Now, if you stop thinking about the past and
you stop thinking about the future, what remains?
You might imagine, since thoughts by their nature
tend to be about the past and the future, that no
cognitive function whatsoever would remain in the
mind, and that your mind, therefore, would become like a dead lump of stone. In fact, this does
not occur. The mind’s cognitive lucidity does not
depend upon thinking for its existence. You can
remain in a state of cognitive lucidn this presentation, there are
T he mind
o gnitiv
e ity, even when you are not thinking
mind’’s cco
gnitive
about either the past or the future.
two aspects to the practice of
lucidit
y do
es not
lucidity
does
So here the instruction is to remain
tranquility—the general point
dep
end on think
ing
depend
thinking
in that cognitive lucidity that is
and particular methods. The
for its existence.
independent of thinking about
general point here is stated as
either the past or the future and to
follows, “Do not prolong the past.
do so in a way that is free of any kind of
Do not beckon the future. Rest evenly in cogniconceptualization. Initially, when you try to do
tive lucidity that is without conceptualization.”
this, you can do it only briefly. As we will see later
Now you will all be getting this book, so you will
on in the text, traditionally there are enumerated
find this instruction in the book, but just so you
nine stages to the cultivation of tranquility. In the
have it right now, the basic instruction is, “Do
first stage, called placement, your mind can rest in
not prolong the past. Do not beckon the future.
this state only briefly. In the second, called addiRest evenly in cognitive lucidity that is without
tional placement, it can rest in this state someconceptualization.”
what longer, and so on, as we will see in detail
The first point is, “Do not prolong the past.”
later. In any case, in this practice you rest in the
Prolonging the past here means thinking about
direct awareness or experience of the present
the past or recollecting the past. When we
moment without conceptualizing it.
recollect the past, one of two things happens. If
So within the second point of the practice of
we recollect a pleasant aspect of the past, then
we become excited. If we recollect an unpleasant tranquility, the mental technique, we saw that
there were two parts: the general technique or
event or aspect of the past, then we experience
general point and the particular techniques or
regret. In either case, whether we are disturbed
particular methods. What I have just presented
by excitement or regret, we are distracted and
is the general technique or general point of the
are not aware of the present. So here, the first
mental technique for the practice of tranquility
point in the practice of tranquility is to relax
meditation. Following that, and making up the
your mind by letting go of the past.
The second point concerns thinking about the bulk of the text’s presentation of tranquility, are
particular techniques or particular methods,
future. What is meant by “beckoning the future”
is simply thinking about the future. Whether or
not we are capable in any given situation of
*Editor’s note: Post-meditation refers to all time not spent
in formal meditation.
accurately imagining the future, we think about

capacity to experience. And because that is what
never stops, that cognitive lucidity, therefore,
this unceasing or continuous quality of mind
would in no way need to be a substantial entity.
What never stops is not itself substantial. Therefore, the mind is not a solid and dead thing like a
stone.
Lacking substantiality, it does not have the
coarse substantial existence of something like a
stone. Also, because of its insubstantiality, it is
possible to change how it functions. So the
starting point of the practice of tranquility
meditation is the beginning of this process of
changing the mind and pacifying the functions of
the sixth consciousness.

I
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classified according to the experience of the
teachers of the Kagyu tradition into three
groups of techniques.

T

hese groups of techniques are classified or
divided according to what level of practice
and practice experience for which they are
appropriate, and are called “getting hold of it
when you have not gotten hold of it,” “stabilizing
it when you have gotten hold of it but have not
stabilized it,” and “progressing when you have
stabilized it but have not progressed beyond
that.” Each of these groups contains several
techniques within it.
When you begin to practice meditation, the
first thing you have to do is to get hold of the
basic idea of what you are doing, and that is
what is meant here by getting hold of it when
you have not gotten hold of it, grasping it when
you have not grasped it. This corresponds to our
effort to begin really to understand through
practice what meditation is. In the beginning we
do not know what it is. Our minds do not stay
put and we are not really sure what we are
doing. So the first body of techniques is designed
to enable a beginning practitioner to get hold of
or grasp the fundamental process of meditation.
Then, once you know how to meditate, and you
have grasped the basic process, you have to use
the practice of meditation to actually develop
stability within your mind. So, for that purpose,
the second class of techniques is provided, which
is called how to stabilize it when you have
grasped it but have not yet stabilized it.
And then finally, once you have generated
some stability in your mind, you need to
progress further. Therefore, there is the third
set of techniques, how to progress when you
have stabilized the mind and the practice of
meditation.
Now, in terms of the first of these, grasping it
when it is as yet ungrasped, while we may know
theoretically that the nature of our mind is
emptiness and therefore has no substantial
characteristic on which we can really fixate, it is
very hard to rest in that. So in the beginning,
especially, there is a need for some kind of a
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technique or focus. Therefore, within the first of
these three classifications, grasping it when it is
ungrasped, there are again three sections. Of
these, the first and the easiest to perform is
resting the mind on a conceptual focus, an intentionally entertained or maintained conceptual
focus. But that is not enough; eventually one has
to transcend that approach. Therefore, there is
the second section, resting the mind without
conceptual focus. And finally, there is the third,
resting the mind on the breathing. So, within the
first of the three sections, there are again three.
Now, within resting the mind on a conceptual
focus, there are two sections [laughter]: resting
the mind on an external focus, and resting the
mind on an internal focus. And we are going to
stop there for this morning.
[Thrangu Rinpoche and students dedicate the
merit:]*
Unborn, eternal, self-arising dharmakaya
Arises as the miraculous kayas of form;
May the three secrets of the Karmapa be stable in
the vajra nature
And may his limitless buddha activity spontaneously blaze.
Splendor of the Teachings, Venerable Karma
Lodro, may you remain steadfastly present.
Your qualities of the glorious and excellent
dharma increase to fill space.
May your lotus-feet always be stable,
And may your buddha activity of teaching and
practice blaze in all directions.
By this merit, may all attain omniscience.
May it defeat the enemy, wrong-doing.
From the stormy waves of birth, old age, sickness,
and death,
From the ocean of samsara may I free all
beings.

*Editor’s note: The three prayers offered are, respectively,
the Long Life Prayer for the Seventeenth Gyalwa Karmapa,
Ögyen Trinley Dorje; the Long Life Prayer for Thrangu
Rinpoche; and the Dedication of Merit Prayer.

Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Grasping the Mind
That Has Not Been Grasped

Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche’s
instructions on
Mahamudra: The Ocean of
Definitive Meaning.

T

his morning we
saw that, based
upon the practical
experience of the teachers
of our tradition, the practice of tranquility meditation has been divided into
different sets of instructions, which are designed
to enable students gradually to enhance their
practice. Within the first
category, grasping it,
which here refers to the
mind when it has not been
grasped, the first set of
instructions relies upon a
conceptual focus, and the
first section of those
instructions includes
techniques that make use
of an external focus for
support. The use of an external focus is further
divided into two in this text: the use of an impure, which means mundane, support and the
use of a pure, which means sacred, support. The

first of these, the use of
a mundane support, is
also divided into two,
the use of a gross or
coarse mundane support
and the use of a fine or
subtle mundane support.
Within all of these
subdivisions the first
technique is grasping
the mind when it has not
yet been grasped, using
a conceptual focus that
is an external coarse
mundane support. This
technique involves
simply directing your
attention to whatever
you naturally see in
front of you. It could be a
column or a wall; whatever it is, you simply
rest your mind on the
visual experience of that
object of visual perception. The idea is to
maintain a bare perception or experience of the
object. You do not think about it or consider it in
anyway. This technique is presented first because it is the easiest.
The second technique is getting hold of the
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What all three of these techniques have in
mind using a subtle or fine support. Here, rather
common is that they tether the mind to an exterthan simply looking at whatever happens to be
in front of you, you select an object that is physi- nal support of some kind. The reason that techcally small and place it in front of you, using this niques sharing this common element are presented in the beginning is that we have the habit
neutral but physically small object as a smaller
of directing or turning our minds outward.
or more concentrated focus for the mind. BeTherefore, these techniques are easier and more
cause the object is smaller, one needs to pay
some attention to exactly what focusing the mind natural for us as beginners.
The next technique is a further development,
on the object does and does not mean. Your effort
which does not involve directing the mind outis put into not losing track of the object’s presward, but directing the mind
ence in front of you, which means
inward. It is called grasping
you do not forget it or become
You simply hold yyour
our
the mind using an internal
distracted to something other
than the object. However, you
mind to the bare visual focus. Here the internal focus is
not an object that is physically
also do not try to force your mind
e xp
er
ienc
e of the
xper
erienc
ience
present to be physically seen
to rest on the object with tension,
objec
objectt . . . . IItt is a
but something that you visualnor do you analyze the object or
elaxing the
o c ess of rrelaxing
pr
pro
ize within your body. The
consider its color, its shape, its
mind into the bare
technique is to visualize in the
identity, and so on. You simply
eption
of
the
p
er
c
erc
center of your body at the level
hold your mind to the bare visual
objec
t
,
not
of
f
or
cing
object
for
orcing
of your heart a small eightexperience of the object. In order
the
mind
into
such
a
petaled lotus flower. Resting on
to do this, your mind must not be
top of the center or calyx of
held too tightly. You have to allow
p er
c
eption.
erc
that flower you visualize one of
your mind to settle on the object.
several things, and you have a choice here. One
It is a process of relaxing the mind into the bare
suggestion is to visualize your yidam or the deity
perception of the object, not of forcing the mind
on which you meditate. If you are used to visualinto such a perception. Now, these two techizing a yidam and find that easy and inspiring,
niques—using a coarse or gross support and
then you may do so. Alternatively, you may
using a fine or subtle support—are both called
“using an impure support,” because the supports visualize your root guru or any lineage guru. If
you feel that those visualizations are too deare neutral; they are not sacred or special in
manding because of the details involved in their
anyway.
appearances, then you may visualize a small but
The next technique taught is a variation of
brilliant sphere of light resting on top of the
the preceding techniques, but it introduces the
center of the lotus flower. In this case, it is still
aspect of sacredness. This is done in order to
recommended that you think that, while the
make use of the force of your faith as a power in
sphere of light appears in that form, it is in
meditation and in order to allow the meditation
essence either your root guru or your yidam. In
simultaneously to serve the purpose of the
this practice you maintain your visualization as
accumulation of merit. Specifically, because it is
best you can, focusing your mind on it as onetaught in many sutras that recollection of the
pointedly as possible, so that you do not forget it
Buddha’s form brings many benefits and is
or lose track of it. Because this meditation
therefore an important technique of tranquility
involves an internally directed focusing of the
meditation, the main practice of focusing on a
mind, it further develops the mind’s ability to
supermundane or sacred support is to direct
your attention to an image of the Buddha, which bring the mind to rest, the cultivation of which
was begun in the preceding techniques.
you have placed in front of you within your line
At this point, four methods have been preof vision.
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you were, for example, inside a room. You think
that outside that is the mandala of water, which
is a quite thick disc of white light. (Rinpoche did
not say this, but it is kind of like a hockey puck.
He gave me permission to say this, just so you get
the dimensions right.) So, just as the earth
mandala is your dwelling, so to
speak, the water mandala is the
he second category of
Y
ou
will
not
ha
v
e
gr
ea
t
hav
grea
eat
dwelling or the container for the
tranquility meditation
visions
or
receive
earth mandala, and is also seen
techniques is grasping the mind
pr
ophecies b
ec
ause of
as being more subtle than it. In
without focus, holding the mind
prophecies
bec
ecause
the same way, outside of and
in a state free of conceptual
these eexp
xp
er
ienc
es
xper
erienc
iences
es,, nor
containing the water mandala is
focus. The technique presented
ou
c an these things yyou
the fire mandala: a triangle of
here makes use of the five
hurtt yyou
see and hear hur
ou
red light, again having thickness
elements: earth, water, fire, air,
in any way.
so that it can contain the water
and space. The aspect of the
mandala. Then finally outside of
five elements which is signifiand containing the fire mandala is the mandala of
cant here is the distinction among them bewind: a semicircle of green light, also having
tween coarse and subtle. It is held that the
thickness so that it can contain the fire mandala.
element earth is the coarsest; water is more
In the context of this meditation the mandala of
subtle than earth; fire more subtle than water;
space, which is the container for wind or air, is
air more subtle than fire; and space, which is
thought of as empty space, as not having any kind
held in this context to be nothing whatsoever,
of shape or form.
the subtlest. Now, there are different ways this
So you visualize all of that, and once it has
technique has been taught. Sometimes it inbeen visualized, you then think that the mandala
volves a process of dissolving or collapsing into
of earth, which is the innermost part of the visuoneself, and sometimes it involves a process of
alization and the basis of your perspective, disexpanding and dissolving outwardly. Here it is
solves outward into the mandala of water. Then
presented as a process of expanding outwardly.
in the same way, the mandala of water dissolves
When you begin the technique, you think or
outward into the subtler mandala of fire. Then,
imagine that you are present within the
mandala of earth. “Within” here means that you the mandala of fire dissolves outward into the
adopt the center of the mandala of earth as your even subtler mandala of wind, which finally
dissolves outward into the utterly subtle mandala
perspective, but you do not imagine your physiof space. At that point, you simply allow your
cal body as being present physically within the
mind to rest in the absence of focus of any kind
mandala. You simply feel that you are within it.
but without distraction.
To say that the mandala of earth is to be visualAt this point the text mentions that, when you
ized as a cube is misleading. It is a square with
do these practices, and in particular the last
three dimensions, that has some thickness, but
mentioned one, as a result of working with your
it is not completely symmetrical like a symmind in these ways you may start seeing things or
metrical cube.* It is visualized as being made of
hearing things. If you do, understand such experiyellow light. So you visualize yourself as being
ences to be simply a result of working with your
in the midst of this truncated cube of yellow
mind and beyond that as having no significance
light, which is the mandala of earth, as though
one way or another. Do not regard them as a sign
*Editor’s note: It is visualized as a two dimensional square
of anything special in a good way or a sign of
that has a bit of thickness in the third dimension, like the
anything special in a bad way. It does not mean
visualization of a thick square coin.
sented. Three of them are focused on an external object, and one is focused on an internal
visualization or imagined object, but all four of
these techniques have in common that they
involve grasping the mind through tethering it
to some conceptual focus or another.

T
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that you are attaining anything in particular, but
it also does not mean that you have done something wrong; it cannot hurt you. This is mentioned, because, when we have a new experience
and especially when practicing meditation, we
tend to react in one of two ways: we either value
the experience and, therefore, naturally crave its
repetition, or we fear the experience and want to
be rid of it. It is important, therefore, to understand that seeing or hearing these things is in
itself neither good nor bad. It has no more value or
significance than a dream or any other kind of
hallucination. You will not have great visions or
receive prophecies because of these experiences,
nor can these things you see and hear hurt you in
any way.
So far, two methods of grasping the mind have
been presented: grasping the mind with a conceptual focus and grasping the mind without conceptual focus. Now a third is presented, which is
grasping the mind using the breathing. Here what
is intended by breathing is the specific way of
breathing, called vase breathing. It is called vase
breathing because you use a part of your body to
hold or contain the breath the way a vase contains
something. However, you should be aware that
there are two quite different practices called vase
breathing, and the differences between them are
significant. There is the vase breathing practice
associated with chandali or tumo meditation and
there is the vase breathing practice associated
with the mahamudra tranquility meditation. Here
we are concerned only with the latter. They are
quite different. When you practice vase breathing
as part of the chandali or tumo practice, because
your intention in that practice is to generate
physical heat and bliss, the vase breathing needs
to be quite intense and energetic. Here, you are
simply using vase breathing as a way to grasp your
mind. So therefore, it is much more relaxed. The
physical posture, as well, does not need to be as
strict or as tense as in the chandali practice. You
maintain the proper meditation posture of the
seven dharmas of Vairochana, but beyond that
there is no additional tightening up or tensing of
the body.
The first thing you do when you practice vase
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breathing is called the cleansing or removal of
stale air. Again, this is done differently depending
upon what type of vase breathing you are about to
practice. Here what is presented is how to cleanse
or remove the stale air at the beginning of a session of mahamudra-style vase breathing. When you
do it for the chandali or tumo practice, you have to
do lots of stuff with your arms and hands. Here you
will not be required to do that. You simply first
block off or close your right nostril and then
breathe out. Try to breathe out completely through
your left nostril once very gently. Then you breathe
out a second time, again just through the left
nostril, but this time more forcefully. Then you
breathe out a third and last time through the left
nostril, very forcefully, completely emptying out
your lungs. Then you block or close your left
nostril and do exactly the same thing. You breathe
out through the right nostril very gently, and then
with a medium intensity, and then completely
emptying your lungs. Then you rest both your
hands on top of your knees and you do it a third
time, but this time through both nostrils at once.
So there are nine breaths that are expelled in sets
of three, each set consisting of a gentle exhalation,
a medium exhalation, and a forceful or vigorous
exhalation.
The significance of this exercise is the same as
that found in the iconography of the many deities
who have three faces. Many deities have, for
example, a blue central face, a white right face,
and a red left face, representing what in the
impure state is experienced as the three principal
kleshas or mental afflictions.* Here, because of
their correspondence to a place and therefore to
*Editor’s note: blue for ignorance, confusion, apathy, and/or
bewilderment; white for anger; and red for passion. The
consequence of successfully visualizing these faces radiantly is
to transform these kleshas, which are based on dualistic
clinging and are impure in nature, into their wisdom aspects,
which transcend dualistic clinging and are therefore pure in
nature. The radiant blue face then represents the transformation of ignorance into the wisdom of dharmadhatu; the radiant
white face then represents the transformation of anger into the
mirror-like wisdom; and the radiant red face then represents
the transformation of desire into the discriminating awareness
wisdom. For further information about the fives wisdoms, see
Thrangu Rinpoche’s commentary on the symbolism of the five
buddhas of the five buddha families in Shenpen Ösel, Vol.4, No.
2, pp. 25-26.

cleared out of your system.
nostrils and breathing, you are cleansing or
After removing the stale air in this way, you
removing these mental afflictions by using the
begin the main practice of vase breathing, which
breathing to do so. So as you perform these
is to hold the breath. Now, there are different
exhalations the first three times—having closed
ways this can be done. There is what is called
the right nostril and breathing out three times
upper vase breath, which is holding the breath
through the left nostril—you simply think that
in the chest, and lower vase breath, which is
you are breathing out and removing from your
holding the breath in the abdomen or belly.
system all attachment. Then, as you breathe out
There is also holding the breath outside and
three times on the right side—having closed the
holding the breath inside. Here, it is holding the
left nostril—you simply think that you are
breath inside, not outside, and it is
breathing out and removing from
holding the breath as a lower vase
your system all aversion. And
breath in the belly or abdomen, not
then finally, when you breathe out As you do the breaths
as an upper vase breath in the
three times through both nostrils
you think that the
at once, you think that you are
cor
onding k
leshas chest. So all you have to do is to
orrresp
esponding
kleshas
breathing out or removing from
ha
ve b
een clear
ed out inhale quite slowly and gently and
hav
been
cleared
then, after you have inhaled,
your system all apathy and bewilof your system.
simply retain the breath that you
derment.
have inhaled in your belly.
Now, the reason why the first
When the vase breathing practice is done in
of each of these three sets of out breaths is
the context of chandali, and therefore done in a
gentle, the second medium, and the third forceforceful manner, there are lots of additional
ful is that, when you breathe out the first time
things you have to do. For example, you have to
through your left nostril—using the first of the
contract the kegel’s muscle to bring the lower
three sets as an example—you think that
breath up, and you have to force the breath that
through breathing out gently you are clearing
is brought in down, and so on.** Here you do not
out the coarsest and, therefore, most easily
have to do any of that. Do not worry about bringremoved attachment. When you breathe out a
ing lower air up or forcing upper air down.
second time more forcefully, you think that as
you are breathing out with medium force you are Simply hold the air for a comfortable period in
your belly, and, while holding the air, simply rest
removing medium level attachment. And then
your mind in a natural and gentle way on the
finally, when you breathe out through your left
feeling of clear empty space that is associated
nostril very forcefully, you think that you are
with holding the breath. Remember, you are
clearing out or removing from your system the
holding the breath simply in order to hold your
subtlest and, therefore, most difficult to remove
mind; therefore, do not use any force or make
attachment. In general, in buddhadharma, it is
any attempt to prolong the periods of breath
taught that a coarse klesha requires only a weak
retention. As soon as you feel uncomfortable,
or gentle remedy. A klesha of middling strength
breathe out gently, and then breathe in again,
that is more deeply entrenched than a coarse
also gently.
klesha requires a stronger remedy, while the
After doing this vase breathing several times
subtlest and most deeply entrenched klesha will
require the strongest remedy. In fact, you only
eradicate the subtlest kleshas when you achieve
*Editor’s note: The vajra-like samadhi occurs at the end of the
tenth bhumi of bodhisattva attainment and signifies the
the vajra-like samadhi,* which is the strongest
attainment of the state of buddhahood.
remedial force. That notwithstanding, here,
**Editor’s note: Chandali and the breathing and physical
when you do this preparation for the practice of
exercises that go with it are very dangerous if not practiced in
vase breathing, as you do the breaths you think
seclusion under the supervision of a qualified lama, with the
that the corresponding kleshas have been
proper motivation, and with proper preparation in meditation.
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mended that beginners start with doing, for
in a session, you may practice the second part of
this technique of resting the mind on the breath- example, twenty-one of these breaths as a series,
and it is important to practice with enough
ing, which is called resting the mind on inhalation, retention, and exhalation. Usually when we mindfulness so that, while you breathe in, and so
forth, you maintain an awareness of what part of
breathe, we breathe in and, as soon as we have
the breathing process you are in.
finished breathing in, we immediately start
So those two techniques, the vase breathing
breathing out. And as soon as we have finished
breathing out, we start breathing in again. There and the threefold gentle breathing, make up
what is called holding or grasping the mind
is never any space or gap in between the inthrough breathing.
breath and the out-breath. Now, many different
The purpose of all three of these groups of
ways of focusing the mind on the breathing have
techniques—grasping the mind with a focus,
been taught. For example, in the hinayana
grasping the mind without focus, and grasping
abhidharma there are counting the breath,
the mind through the breathing—is to develop a
consideration of the breath, analysis of the
state in which the mind comes
breath, following the breath,
naturally to rest. But this state
resting the mind on the breath,
T he pur
p ose of all
purp
of natural rest needs to be free
and so forth. There are basically
of torpor and dullness. Natural
six methods taught in the
three of these groups
rest here does not mean a state
abhidharma. But here we have
of techniques
—
techniques—
of mental vacuity, a state of
something different from any of
grasping the mind
mental dullness, the absence of
those. This is called gentle
asping
with a ffo
o cus
cus,, gr
grasping
perception or awareness. After
threefold breathing. It is called
the mind without
all, the basis of the practice of
gentle because there is no
cus
,
and
gr
asping
f
o
cus,
grasping
meditation is the cultivation of
particular attempt to maniputhe
mind
through
the
mindfulness and alertness.
late the breathing, except that
breathing—is
to
Therefore, in our text and in
instead of breathing in and then
many other texts of guidance in
immediately breathing out,
develop a state in
after breathing in, you wait
which the mind come s meditation, words like limpid
clarity, glaring brilliance, and so
before you breathe out. Now
naturally to rest.
on, are used. The use of these
this is different from the vase
words indicates that, as much as
breathing in that here the
the mind’s coming to rest is the goal of tranquilduration of the inhalation, of the retention, and
of the exhalation should all be equal, three equal ity meditation, that rest must never become a
state of dullness or a state of mental vacuity or
periods within each complete breath.
darkness. As you will see later, when you read
In doing this, some people combine the
through and study this book, it talks about this a
phases of the breath with the mental repetition
great deal. One of its clearest statements on this
of the three mantra syllables: OM AH HUM
subject is that the ideal state of tranquility is
(HUNG)—OM coordinated with the in-breath,
one in which the mind becomes as restful or
AH with the retention of the breath, and HUM
calm as an ocean or lake without waves. But it
(HUNG) with the out-breath. But what is most
goes on to say, “I do not mean a lake at night; I
important here is simply to recollect, as they
mean a lake during the day.” By this the author
occur, the inhalation, retention, and exhalation,
is saying that if you cultivate a state of stillness
so that, while you are inhaling, you are aware
in which there is no mental clarity, no lucidity, in
that you are doing so; while you are retaining
which the mind’s natural capacity for lucidity
the breath, you are aware that you are doing so;
and cognition has been suppressed through the
and while you are exhaling, you are aware that
eradication of thought, there will be no benefit,
you are doing so. In the beginning, it is recom32 SHENPEN ÖSEL

even if [such a dull state of tranquility] is contin- tion of tranquility meditation in our text is
divided into the general technique or general
ued diligently for a long time.
What is needed is a state of tranquility like a point and the specific techniques or specific
methods. You will remember further that the
calm lake or ocean during the daytime, in which
specific methods were divided into grasping the
the stillness of the mind is conjoined with or
mind when it has not been grasped, stabilizing it
accompanied by a vigorous force of alertness.
once it has been grasped, and progressing when
This means that some effort has to be placed in
it has been stabilized. So today we have comfostering and nurturing mindfulness and alertpleted the general technique and the first of the
ness. The relaxation of mind cannot be allowed
three sections of specific techniques. I am, thereto diminish the force or vigor of your alertness,
fore, going to stop with the
because, if the mind remains
instruction for today, and, as it
vigorously alert in this way, it
What
is
needed
is
a
seems to be pleasing to many of
will be capable of applying itself
sta
t
e
of
tr
anquilit
y
lik
e
stat
tranquilit
anquility
like
you, I will now meditate with
to further practice; but if it
a ccalm
alm lak
e or o
lake
occ ean
you for a few minutes.
becomes devoid of vigorous
[Thrangu Rinpoche and
awareness, it will not.
during the daytime, in
students dedicate the merit.
To return to our outline, you
which the stillness of
See page 26.]
will remember that the presentathe mind is conjoined

or accompanied by a
vigorous force of
aler
tness
alertness
tness..
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Stabilizing the Mind
After It Has Been Grasped

Y

Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche’s
instructions on Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive
Meaning.
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esterday, of the two main topics of
our text, tranquility and insight, we
began to study tranquility, and of
the three sections of the presentation of
tranquility meditation, we went through
the first, which is grasping the mind when
it is ungrasped. Today we are going to study
the second section, which is stabilizing the
mind after it has been grasped. This refers
to the stage that comes after you have been
practicing tranquility meditation and have
been working with your mind for some
time, and know, therefore, the basic
method. You understand and have experienced the process of tranquility and can
rest your mind in a state of tranquility to
some degree. At this point, in order to help
you progress further, the first thing that is
presented is the mahabrahma samadhi of
stability. Now normally, when we say
mahabrahma, it refers to a god or deva of
some kind. Here the term brahma is used to
mean purity. So mahabrahma samadhi
refers to a samadhi in which your mind’s
faculties, having been brought to stability,
are heightened and, therefore, experienced
in their purity.
The basis of this samadhi is the following visualization. In the center of your body,
at the level of the heart, you visualize a

tranquility instruction is called the subterranean
four-petaled white lotus, and resting on the
samadhi, which is similar in a way to the previcenter of that lotus flower, you visualize a small
sphere of extremely bright white light. It should ous instruction, except that it is a remedy for
exactly the opposite problem. Sometimes we find
be no larger than the size of a pea, and it should
that our minds are unable to come to rest, that
be visualized as very bright, even brilliant. Now,
we are excited by the thoughts that pass through
previously, in the context of grasping the mind
our minds and cannot let go of them. Generally,
through the breathing, you learned how to hold
this is some kind of pleasant excitement during
your breath. Here you also hold your breath.
Through holding your breath, you think that you which you cannot stop yourself from recollecting
pleasant things, pleasant memories, and so on. It
cause this tiny brilliant sphere of white light to
is like, for example, when you are so excited by
rise up from the lotus in your heart, upward
through your body, from which it emerges, shoot- something that you cannot go to sleep. This
obviously disturbs the practice of meditation.
ing up out of the aperture at the center of the
A second, and in some ways similar state, is
top of your head, and continues to rise until it
one in which you are disturbed by thoughts of
reaches the highest reaches of space above you.
While doing this, you also put more exertion into intense regret, regretting things you have done
or things that have happened in the past that
your physical posture, so that your posture is
you cannot let go of. In either case, whether it is
especially strict, involving even a little tension.
excitement or regret, it is equally disturbing to
You also raise your gaze, so that you are looking
the practice of meditation, because it causes the
upward, and attempt to make your mind very
mind to become unstable. This
bright, clear, and cheerful.
meditation—the subterranean
This meditation is useful if
The mahabrahma
samadhi—is designed to serve
you find that your mind is
samadhi
is
presented
as
a
as a remedy or antidote for
unclear, torpid or depressed, or
remedy for dullness, and
this problem. Here in the
when you find yourself unintercenter of your body, at the
ested in practice and your
. . . the subterranean
level of the heart, you visualize
mind dull. The mahabrahma
samadhi as a remedy for
a lotus flower as before, except
samadhi of stability will serve
the wildness of either
that here, because you are
to cheer you up and to clarify,
excitement or regret.
visualizing the flower in order
or promote lucidity in, your
to pacify or cool down the
mind. In the practice of both
mind, instead of visualizing it as white, you
tranquility and insight, torpor is a problem. But
visualize it as black. Also, because you are trying
it is especially a problem for practitioners of
to bring your mind’s energy downward, you
tranquility, because the practice of tranquility
visualize the lotus flower as facing downward.
meditation, by its very nature, emphasizes the
achievement of stillness, and stillness can, if you And then you think that resting on the center of
the lotus flower which is facing downward—and,
are not attentive, produce a state of torpor. This
of course, now on the underside—is a tiny
technique is introduced at this point to enable
sphere of black light, again visualized as no
one to maintain stillness while dispelling the
larger than a pea, so that the meditation is
torpor that can accompany it. For the proper
sharply focused. Then you think that the sphere
practice of tranquility meditation, the mind’s
lucidity needs to be at full strength. It should not of black light descends from where it starts out,
down through your body, comes out the bottom,
be weakened in anyway by the stillness one is
and continues going down very far into and
cultivating. So this practice helps within the
context of stillness to promote and even increase below the ground. Furthermore, while doing
this, you think that this sphere of black light is
the mind’s lucidity.
not something physically light, but very heavy,
The second meditation in this section of
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ber, this process consists of training the sixth
and that its heaviness or weight causes it to
consciousness not to follow or be caught by the
descend through and below the earth.
thoughts that arise within it. These thoughts are
At this point, two techniques have been
of various kinds, but regardless of the thought’s
presented in this section. The first, the
content, it is to be treated in the
mahabrahma samadhi, is presame way at this stage.
sented as a remedy for dullness,
Thoughts can be very negative,
and the second, the subterraUsually we think that
they can be made up of various
nean samadhi, as a remedy for
vir
tuous though
ts ar
e
virtuous
thoughts
are
kleshas, they can be what we
the wildness of either excitenot a problem, but in
regard as unvirtuous, but one
ment or regret. The third inthe pr
ac
tic
e of
prac
actic
tice
does not follow them in the
struction presented here is
tr
anquilit
y
medita
tion
tranquilit
anquility
meditation
practice of tranquility. And even
simply to apply either one of
a
vir
tuous
though
t
c
an
virtuous
thought
can
if thoughts are virtuous, in the
these as needed, depending
b
e
just
as
disturbing
practice of tranquility meditaupon your experience. Any
or distr
ac
ting as an
distrac
acting
tion they are still regarded as a
given person will at different
potential source of disturbance.
times experience both torpor
un
vir
tuous one
unvir
virtuous
one..
Usually we think that virtuous
and wildness of mind. So when
thoughts are not a problem, but
your mind is dull, you practice
in the practice of tranquility meditation a virtuthe mahabhrama samadhi, and when your mind
ous thought can be just as disturbing or distractis wild, you practice the subterranean samadhi.
ing as an unvirtuous one. So therefore, in this
That you should apply these two meditations as
first of the nine stages or nine methods of bringneeded constitutes the third instruction in this
ing the mind to rest, you are attempting to
section.
maintain a state in which your mind is placed at
Many problems can come up in the practice
rest, and yet without impairing the mind’s lucidof meditation. By problems here I do not mean
final impediments that will destroy the path, but ity. The mind is still and at rest, but not dull, and
maintains its brilliant lucidity. Now, at this
temporary stumbling blocks. Of these, two are
stage, which is the stage of a beginning practitiothe most common: torpor and wildness of mind.
These techniques are presented here in order to ner of tranquility meditation, this state will not
last very long. Nevertheless, getting your mind
overcome these two tendencies. You pacify the
to the point at which it comes to rest while
tendency to torpor by practicing the
maintaining its natural lucidity, for however
mahabhrama samadhi; you pacify the tendency
brief a period, is the first of the nine stages—
to wildness and excitement by practicing the
placement.
subterranean samadhi. It is necessary to overWhen you practice this first discipline, the
come both of these tendencies so that your mind
discipline of placement, repeatedly, eventually
can come to rest naturally.
there occurs some prolonging of the state of
ext, in the second of the three sections that stillness, the state of the mind being at rest. This
state of rest, which was previously achieved as
make up the presentation of tranquility
the first of the nine stages, when somewhat
meditation, comes the instruction in the nine
prolonged, constitutes the second stage, called
methods or stages of bringing the mind to rest.
prolonged placement. It is the same state of rest
The first of the nine is called placement. Placeas experienced in the first stage, but here it is
ment here simply means the initial process of
lasting longer.
bringing the mind to some kind of rest or stabilThen, through cultivating the second stage,
ity. This is accomplished by applying the methyou reach the third stage, which has two differods taught under the category of grasping the
ent names. In this text it is called definite placemind when it is ungrasped. As you will remem-

N

36 SHENPEN ÖSEL

The fifth, which is called taming, is recollecment or certain placement, but in other contexts
tion of the qualities or benefits of samadhi. When
it is called returning placement. While returnyour mind is torpid or disturbed, when it is
ing placement is not the term used in this text,
difficult to practice, when you find yourself
it is perhaps the most descriptive term for this
uninterested in practice, the fifth method, tamstage, and for the following reason. In achieving
ing, is a way of recollecting why you are practicthe third stage you are obviously still practicing
ing tranquility meditation and the benefits of
the second, which means that you are working
doing so. The immediate benefits of tranquility
with a somewhat prolonged state of stillness.
Nevertheless, it is not prolonged indefinitely. At meditation are physical and mental well-being.
The ultimate benefit of tranquility meditation is
some point thoughts arise. The discipline and
the pacification of kleshas or
practice of the third stage
mental afflictions. Now, we
consists of not wandering
on the basis of the arising of
W hile M
ilar
epa w
as in rretr
etr
ea
Milar
ilarepa
was
etrea
eatt , cannot say the eradication of
mental afflictions, because
a thought, not being caught
M ar
pa ccame
ame tto
o see him and
arpa
tranquility alone is insuffiby it, not following it, but
said
,
‘
Y
ou
ar
e
pr
ac
ticing
v
er
y
said,
are
prac
acticing
ver
ery
cient to eradicate mental
instead, recognizing that a
diligently.
Why
don’t
you
take
afflictions. That is accomthought has arisen. When a
a
break?’
plished through insight
thought arises, one recogM ilar
epa said: ‘I do not
ilarepa
meditation. The reason
nizes it, thinking, “A
thought has arisen; my
ac
tic
e tranquility alone cannot
e a br
eak; pr
need tto
o tak
break;
prac
actic
tice
take
eradicate the afflictions is
mind is not at rest,” and on
itself is tak
ing a br
eak.
taking
break.
eak.’’
that it does not contain
the basis of that recognienough discernment, enough
tion, one returns to the
prajna. But tranquility does weaken the mental
state of stillness. That is why the most descripafflictions. Literally the Tibetan term used here,
tive term for the third stage is returning placegö nönpa, means “to suppress,” but it is not
ment, although in our text it is called certain or
suppression in the sense of repression of mental
definite placement.
afflictions, it is more the idea of debilitating or
The fourth method of resting the mind,
weakening the mental afflictions. In any case,
called close placement, refers to resting in the
through the application of the fifth method you
state of stillness to which you have returned
promote your enthusiasm for the practice by
when, through applying the mindfulness and
alertness enjoined in the third method, you have recollecting its benefits, and to the degree one
generates enthusiasm, one’s enthusiasm naturecognized the arising of a thought and have
rally and spontaneously reduces the amount of
been able to return to that state of placement or
effort required to bring the mind to rest. The
stillness. So, close placement consists of resting
in or remaining in placement subsequent to your more enthusiastic you are about the practice, the
more effortlessly your mind will come to rest.
return to that state. But despite such resting,
For example, in the life of Jetsun Milarepa,
there will continue to be disturbances of various
soon after he had received his initial instruction
kinds. Sometimes you might be disturbed by
from Lord Marpa, he went into retreat in a cave
your thoughts; sometimes your mind might
called Tiger Nak at the Southern Cliffs, near
become dull or torpid or sleepy; sometimes you
Marpa’s residence. While Milarepa was in remay be afflicted by lack of interest in the practreat there, Marpa came to see him and said to
tice itself. The next two methods, the fifth and
Milarepa, “You are practicing very diligently, but
the sixth, are both remedies to these problems.
Either one can be applied as a remedy. However, why do you not take a break?”
And Milarepa said, “I do not need to take a
they are enumerated separately, because they
break; practice itself is taking a break.”
are different techniques or methods.
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Milarepa perceived practice as a state of rest as long as your mind is not distracted or disturbed, you simply continue in the state of
or a state of relaxation because of his enthusiplacement. But sometimes, of course, there are
asm for it. Because he was so enthusiastic, he
problems, and here the point is not to attempt to
perceived diligent practice as effortless. Now,
solve these problems—specifically the disturwe are not Milarepa, but nevertheless, to the
bances caused by thoughts—through force. One
extent that we recollect the benefits of tranquilis not to attempt to force thoughts not to arise by
ity meditation, to the same extent we will perthinking, “I must not allow my mind to move at
ceive it as effortless.
The sixth method of resting the mind deals in all.” Here the method employed involves selectsome cases with the same problems and in other ing one thought, or one type of thought, from
cases similar problems as dealt with by the fifth. among the many that might be arising in your
mind and rest in that. Thoughts can arise with
In the fifth, the mind is tamed or subdued
unlimited variety of content. We have all kinds
through the recollection of the benefits of the
samadhi of stillness. In the sixth, called pacifica- of thoughts. Especially disturbing thoughts
include thoughts of spite, the wish to harm
tion, the mind is pacified through recollecting
someone, thoughts of jealousy or competitivewhat is wrong with thoughts. Often, when we
ness, and thoughts of regret and guilt. Pleasant
are overpowered by our thoughts—when we
thoughts include thoughts of excitement, recolcannot stop thinking—it is because we regard
the particular thoughts that we are entertaining lection of pleasure, and so forth. In this method
you recognize one particular thought that has
as either valuable because they are pleasurable
or valuable because they are in some way impor- arisen—and here you are not treating thought as
an abstraction or a generality, but you are worktant. In either case, the problem is that we are
ing with one particular
attaching some kind of undethought—and you rest in that
served value and importance to
In the ccon
on
ontt e x t of
thought. When you rest in that
the thoughts. That is why we hold
medita
tion pr
ac
tic
e,
meditation
prac
actic
tice
thought, you are not attemptonto them. The sixth method is
thoughts are
ing to fight the thought. You
simply to recollect that in the
completely
useless.
are not attempting to get rid of
context of meditation practice,
v
e
no
T
he
y
ser
hey
serv
it, stop it or suppress it. You
thoughts are completely useless.
T
he
y
ar
e
no
func
tion.
hey
are
function.
are resting in it, and when you
They serve no function. They are
e v er
go
o d wha
tso
er..
whatso
tsoe
goo
rest in it, the thought disno good whatsoever. They are a
solves. Now in the text it says
complete waste of time. And they
They are a complete
that, if through resting in a
impede the practice of dharma.
waste of time. And
thought you succeed in thorThis recollection of what is wrong
the
y imp
ede the
they
impede
oughly recognizing its nature,
with thinking will naturally cause
pr
ac
tic
e of dhar
ma.
prac
actic
tice
dharma.
the stuff of which it is made, it
you to stop liking thoughts, and
will be self-liberated. This
when you do not like them, when
you do not enjoy thinking, then you will not need method of resting in the thought rather than
attempting to suppress it is the seventh techto repress your thoughts; you will not need to
nique, thorough pacification.
try consciously to stop thinking, because if you
Through the application of the first seven
do not like something, you simply will not do it.
methods of resting the mind, you achieve the
So the sixth method, called pacification, is to
ability to apply the eighth and ninth methods.
recollect the defects of thinking.
The eighth is called unification. Unification here
The seventh method of resting the mind is
refers to the stage at which, through the precedcalled thorough pacification. Now, sometimes
ing diligent application of the fifth, sixth, and
when we practice meditation, there are no
seventh methods as remedies for problems in
problems, and as long as there are no problems,
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Question: I have questions concerning Tibetan
meditation, you no longer need to apply force in
terminology and its translation. First, what is
your meditation practice. You are no longer
really meant by thought or namtok. Discursive
trying to force anything. Therefore, there is no
thought is one type of namtok. Then there is a
fluctuation or oscillation between the state of
relaxed meditation and the state of forced medi- kind of visual thought that is on the surface of
the mind, like daydreaming, for example, when
tation in response to problems. So the eighth
you are thinking about going
method or stage, unification,
somewhere. Daydreamy
really refers to the point when
T hese nine metho
ds
methods
thoughts seem to be very much
your mind is resting naturally.
of
resting
the
mind
on the surface of the mind and
This in turn leads to the ninth
are presented so that
usually move slowly. Then there
and last stage, called even placeyou understand what
is what we call klesha. Is klesha
ment, which is a state in which
anquilit
y medita
tion
tranquilit
anquility
meditation
included in namtok? And then
there is no longer any distraction. tr
there is a kind of visual thought
The term even or equal here
is
o c ess of
pro
is,, wha
whatt the pr
that one becomes aware of, and
means specifically that your mind bringing the mind to
my suspicion is that this is part
is in a state of placement free
stillness is, and how to
of the okju or undercurrent of
both of the defects of tension and
pr
o c eed or get on
pro
subtle thoughts, but I’m not sure.
of excessive, sloppy relaxation.
with it.
This type of thought is visual,
The absence of tension and of the
though it moves through the
need for force, and the absence of
sloppy relaxation or distraction allow the quality mind very, very fast, much too fast to daydream
about or speculate about; in fact, it usually
of the placement of your mind, of the resting of
moves so fast one cannot even recognize the
your mind, to become thoroughly even or equal.
images as they go though; it is just going through
These nine methods of resting the mind are
presented so that you understand what tranquil- like a high speed train. Again, I suspect that this
falls in the category of subtle thought. And then
ity meditation is, what the process of bringing
I’m wondering if there is similar subtle discurthe mind to stillness is, and how to proceed or
sive thought. By discursive thought I mean that
get on with it. Therefore, the presentation of
kind of thought that is made up of words, as
these two topics—the nine methods of resting
when you are talking to yourself. So when you
the mind and the preceding three samadhis
are saying, “thought,” I’m wondering if you could
practiced as remedies or antidotes for disturbe very precise as to what kind of thought you
bances—make up the second of the three secare referring, whether visual thought or discurtions here, which is stabilizing the mind after it
sive, linguistic, verbal thought. And as to these
has been gotten hold of or grasped.
two types of thoughts, do they both occur as
So at this point we have completed the first
coarse thoughts and as subtle thoughts in the
two of the three sections of the presentation of
tranquility meditation—grasping the mind when undercurrent of thought?
it is ungrasped and stabilizing it when it has
Rinpoche: Well! [laughter] In brief—yes [more
been grasped—and each contains various seclaughter]. The answer to this question is found
tions. If you look at your text you will see that
in pramana, the study of valid cognition. There a
these subsections are numbered as teaching
division of thoughts into images and linguistic
sessions and as practice sessions. These are two
thoughts is mentioned. The thoughts that you
parallel numbering systems that are neverthewere describing as visual images are called
less different from each other.
abstractions. Now, normally we use the word
If you have any questions at this point about
abstraction to mean a linguistic concept of somewhat we have discussed so far, please feel free to
thing, but here mental visual images are called
ask them.
abstractions or generalizations because they
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mixing up of a thing and the linguistic concept
constitute the sixth consciousness’s replication
or replica of sensory information, in the example we use to designate it. Another term for this is
the confusion of appearance for its designation,
you gave, of visual images of an eye consciousor you could say it the other way around, the
ness.* So the type of thought that you are deconfusion of the designation for its appearance.
scribing is categorized as a generalization based
For example, when we use the word water to
on sense information, and in spite of the term
refer to water, there is no inherdönchi or generalization or abent reason why the sound of that
straction, it is still primarily
When
we
use
the
particular word should mean
visual rather than linguistic. It is
word
water
to
refer
to
that particular thing. Neverthecharacterized as a thought and
w a t er
e is no
er,, ther
there
less, once we have absorbed or
can either have a coarse obvious
imbibed that linguistic concept,
presence or be a part of the uninherent reason why
we think of them as the same,
dercurrent of subtle thought.
the sound of that
which they are not. So this type
The second type of thought
par
ticular w
or
d
wor
ord
particular
of thought, linguistic thought,
that you are describing, which is
should mean that
can also be both coarse and
for humans linguistic thought, is
par
ticular thing
particular
thing..
subtle. It can be fully manifested
said in the literature of valid
in the mind or it can be present
cognition to have two divisions or
as part of the undercurrent as well.
two sub varieties. One is thoughts which are
Now about the term namtok (in Tibetan) or
based upon the apprehension of a thing and the
vikulpa (in Sanskrit), the term tokpa, which also
linguistic concept of that thing as being inhermeans thought, simply refers to a mental event
ently connected or as being the same. That is
that constitutes some kind of upsurge of the
something that humans have because we have
mind’s capacity to conceptualize. The adjective
language. The other variety of this is called the
nampar or vi in vikulpa, which means complete,
possibility of confusing a thing and a concept or
means that the thought is fully developed. Nevassociation with that thing. So to be clear and to
be brief the difference between these two is that ertheless, even the undercurrent, as subtle as it
is, is still considered to be vikulpa or namtok—
one is a fully developed linguistic thought and
fully developed thought—and does not have to
the other is a process of mental association. The
be called only tokpa.
latter, the thoughts of association, are found
more in animals and in human infants. For
Question: So if you catch it at the upsurge, does
example, an animal will not have a linguistic
that mean namtok does not arise?
concept for water. It does not think water or
have any other linguistic concept for it. However, Rinpoche: Well basically tokpa is understood as
when it hears water but cannot see it, the animal a cognitive event and namtok means a prominent
upsurge of that, and that is why the word for
will have a reaction to that sound through association, and that is the equivalent in an animal of realization is linguistically related to tokpa; it is
almost the same, because of the basic idea that
a linguistic concept, according to the study of
tokpa refers to cognition or knowing primarily,
valid cognition. This is also very prevalent
and namtok to a full-blown conceptuality.
among humans in early infancy.
Among older humans what takes the place of
Question: What is the difference between the
this association is much more linguistically
self-liberation in the seventh stage and the selforiented. Most of the linguistic thinking that we
liberation in the mahamudra tradition?
do is based upon the full association or full
Rinpoche: As you mentioned in your question,
the term self-liberation is used in both cases, but
*Editor’s note: See Shenpen Ösel, Vol 1, No.2, pp. 16-17 and
it has somewhat different meanings. In the case
Shenpen Ösel, Vol.3, No. 2, pp. 3, 49.
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of the seventh of the nine methods of resting the
mind, it refers to the fact that without one’s
having to get rid of the thought, it simply dissolves naturally of itself. In the context of
mahamudra, self-liberation refers to the irrel-

evance of thought because there is recognition of
the mind’s nature.*
We have to stop here.
[Thrangu Rinpoche and students dedicate
the merit. See page 26.]

*Editor’s note: In the experience of tranquility, the struggle
against thoughts ceases through the recognition that if you
simply leave the mind alone, thoughts are seen to dissolve of
their own accord. It is also seen that struggling against
thoughts only creates more thoughts, and since the bias of
tranquility meditation is towards being without thoughts, one
gives up the struggle against them and allows them to
dissolve naturally. In the experience of mahamudra, on the
other hand, once the mind’s nature has truly been recognized,
thoughts are directly experienced as being of the same essence
as mind itself. Therefore, whether or not there are thoughts in
the mind, the ultimate nature of the mind and of the mind’s
contents is in essence exactly the same. Therefore, the
presence or absence of thoughts is irrelevant.
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Bringing Progress to the Mind
That Has Been Stabilized

Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche’s instructions on Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning.

I

n Mahamudra: The Ocean of the Definitive Meaning, the
instructions on tranquility meditation are divided into
three sections: grasping the mind that has not yet been
grasped; stabilizing the mind after it has been grasped; and
bringing progress to the mind that has been stabilized. These
three sections are presented because they are necessary as
three stages of instruction when one actually practices. The
first section is designed to teach someone who does not yet
know how to rest their mind, how to do so. But that in itself is
not enough. Because once one knows how to rest the mind,
one needs actually to achieve stability in doing so. For that
reason the second section is taught. Now, during the two sessions on the first day I presented the instruction of the first
section and yesterday morning those of the second. This
morning we are going to go on to the third section, which concerns making progress after stabilization has been achieved.
This third set of instructions is needed because, even though
you know how to bring the mind to rest and you understand
how to make that state of rest or stillness stable, you need
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experience of forms and sounds and so forth.
further to know how to enhance it or cause it to
Here it is taught that when you see a form,
develop.
The first two sections or stages of tranquility you continue to maintain mindfulness and alertinstruction were largely concerned with medita- ness while seeing it, so that your mind does not
run wild on the basis of having seen it. Normally,
tion and not much with post-meditation. The
when we lack instruction, our minds are unatthird section of instruction, enhancement or
tended. Unattended means that we allow them
progress, is concerned equally with meditation
and post-meditation. These instructions teach us to run wild. The remedy for this tendency of the
unattended mind to run wild is to attend it
how to remain undistracted from the state of
through the application of
tranquility or stillness not
mindfulness and alertness.
only during meditation but in
The
term
watchfulness
has
There is a specific form of
post-meditation as well, beb een used b
y the siddhas
by
these which is called “watchcause it is only by maintaining
fulness.” The term
continuously this state free of
of our lineage to mean a
watchfulness has been used
distraction that progress or
w a y of b
eing aaw
w ar
e of wha
being
are
whatt
by the siddhas of our lineage
enhancement can occur.
the mind is doing that is
to mean a way of being aware
Whether we are meditating
tivit
y
something lik
e the ac
tivity
like
activit
of what the mind is doing
or in post-meditation, we conof a spy who is following
that is something like the actinue physically to see, which
someone
and
obser
v
es
observ
tivity of a spy who is
means that our eyes continue
e
v
er
ything
tha
t
the
y
do
erything
that
they
following someone and obto contact the physical forms
and
e
v
er
y
wher
e
the
y
go
.
ev
ery
where
they
go.
serves everything that they
that are their sense objects. We
do and everywhere they go.
continue to hear sounds, and
Throughout the day, from the
thoughts continue to arise.
morning until we go to sleep, our minds continue
These forms that we see with our eyes we tend to
to move. They respond to forms that are seen,
appraise in various ways. Some we designate as
sounds that are heard, and thoughts that arise.
good, others as bad, and so on. When we lack inLacking mindfulness and alertness, lacking the
struction, we are distracted by the forms that we
presence of watchfulness, we are usually unsee. Our minds follow the eye consciousness beaware of the details. Distracted by forms and
cause we have no faculty of mindfulness and no
sounds, we become unaware of the details of the
faculty of alertness* to prevent the mind from folforms and sounds themselves; everything belowing the eye consciousness. The second section
of tranquility instruction, which we studied yester- comes very vague because of the distraction.
This distraction is the mind’s being allowed to
day—stabilizing the mind that has been
grasped—was essentially concerned with the culti- drift aimlessly, and in fact the word that we use
for distraction, for a state of full distraction, litvation of the dual faculties of mindfulness and
erally means fully drifting. The drifting here is
alertness. So now, in the third section, you are gosaid to be like the drifting of a piece of driftwood
ing to learn how to apply these faculties that have
on the surface of an ocean. In response to the
been cultivated, not only in meditation but in
currents and waves in the water, it goes all over
post-meditation as well, and with reference to the
the place. In the same way, when the mind is unattended by watchfulness, your mind just drifts
*Editor’s note: The distinction between mindfulness and
alertness is important in Buddhism. The faculty of mind that
without any direction whatsoever. So, in order to
determines to do something or not to do something and
impose watchfulness on this situation, the first
remembers that it has made such a determination is called
technique taught here is using the faculty of
mindfulness. The faculty of clear awareness that enables the
mind to notice that in fact it is not doing what it had deterwatchfulness in connection with seeing visual
mined to do or is doing what it determined not to do is called
form.
alertness.
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consciously present within your body. You must
As I mentioned yesterday, the sense
be present in and aware of what you are expericonsciousnesses, such as the eye consciousness,
encing through the senses. You are always seeing
are not conceptual consciousnesses. So, for exand hearing and so on, but what is being said
ample, the eye consciousness sees everything
here is that you must be consciously aware of
that it sees, but whether what it sees is what we
what you are seeing, consciously aware of what
would regard as good or what we would regard
you are hearing, and so on. This does not mean
as bad, the eye consciousness itself makes no
that you attempt to interfere with or in any way
such appraisal. It does not appraise or consider
what it sees; it simply sees. Therefore, the sense stop, limit, or block what you see or what you
hear. It means simply that you must know what
consciousnesses, such as the eye consciousness,
you are seeing, know what you are hearing, and
cannot perform the act or functions of mindfulso on. This practice of presence and awareness
ness and alertness. It is the sixth consciousness
that follows the sense consciousnesses, that con- will greatly help the practice of meditation.
All of that is with reference to the sixth
siders and appraises what is experienced by the
consciousness’s functioning on the basis of and
sense consciousnesses; and it is the sixth confollowing on the experiences of the five sense
sciousness that must be brought to perform the
consciousnesses. But the sixth consciousness
functions of mindfulness and alertness. This is
also has activities that are internal to itself,
true of the sixth consciousness in relation to all
which is to say, the arising of
the five senses. We see forms and
thoughts which are not necessarthen these forms are perceived by
e yyou
ou ar
e not
ere
are
ily directly caused by something
the sixth consciousness as pleasant H er
appearing to the five sense
or unpleasant. Sounds, which are
attempting to see
consciousnesses. Now, different
initially experienced by the ear
the nature of
consciousness, are perceived by
thought, but simply sorts of thoughts arise in our
minds. Sometimes we have
the sixth consciousness as pleasant
e the
t o rrec
ec
o gniz
eco
gnize
thoughts that traditionally we
sounds and unpleasant. Tastes are
presence or
think of as ones we should reject,
perceived by the sixth consciousapprearance
of
unvirtuous thoughts, defined here
ness as bitter or sweet; smells by
thoughts
within
as thoughts arising out of mental
the sixth consciousness as fragrant
your
mind.
And
this
afflictions or kleshas, such as ator repulsive; and tactile sensations
is tto
ob
e aatt
tt
empt
ed
be
ttempt
empted
tachment, aversion, and so on.
by the sixth consciousness as pleaThen sometimes we have thoughts
surable or unpleasurable. When
not only when you
that we would normally identify
the sixth consciousness follows any are meditating
as virtuous, thoughts we wish to
of the five sense consciousnesses
postbut also in p
ostencourage and undertake. And
without the presence of mindfulmeditation, when
then sometimes we have thoughts
ness and alertness, when it is
you
are
busy.
that are neutral and that we reallowed simply to drift, then we
gard in that way as irrelevant.
are, if I may use a negative analogy,
Here you are not attempting to limit what type
almost like walking corpses, because there is no
mindfulness or alertness; there is no presence or of thoughts arise in your mind; you are simply
attempting to recognize what thoughts arise in
conscious presence within what we are experiencing. Therefore, it has been said by the yogis of your mind. In the context of tranquility meditathe past, “Just as your body should remain on its tion, it means to recognize them as what they are
in terms of their content. So, if virtuous thoughts
seat, your mind should remain in your body.”
arise in your mind, recognize them as virtuous; if
Now, in order to be mindful, your mind,
negative thoughts arise, recognize them as negawhich functions through the senses, and, theretive; if neutral thoughts arise, recognize them as
fore, is connected with your body, has to be
44 SHENPEN ÖSEL

you are not attempting to stop thinking but simneutral. You are simply trying to maintain the
ply to be aware of what arises in the mind.
awareness of recognizing what is happening in
Now, for ordinary individuals this watchfulyour mind. This is different from recognizing the
ness is not going to be constant in the beginning.
nature of thought, which will be taught later
Initially it will be spowhen we come to the pracradic. On the other hand,
tice of insight meditation.
Here you are not attempting Tw o metho
ds ar
e pr
esen
methods
are
presen
esentt ed tha
thatt , this watchfulness is not
utterly beyond us. It can
to see the nature of thought,
according to the teachings, need
be cultivated if we put in
but simply to recognize the
to b
e pr
ac
tic
ed in or
der tto
o
be
prac
actic
ticed
order
the necessary effort. The
presence or appearance of
v elop the rrigh
igh
ee of eff
or
dev
ightt degr
degree
effor
ortt function of watchfulness
thoughts within your mind. de
in the cultivation of mindfulness
is that it will enable you
And this is to be attempted
and
aler
tness
.
T
hese
metho
ds
ar
e
methods are not to be disturbed; it will
alertness
tness.
not only when you are medienable your meditation
tating but also in
tension and relaxation.
not to be harmed by the
post-meditation, when you
necessary actions you enare busy—when you are eatgage in throughout the day. And that absence of
ing or walking or working or talking and so on.
disturbance or distraction will bring enhanceNow, in spite of the fact that you are to be
ment and progress to your practice of
aware of what type of thoughts arise in this
phase of the practice, it is not recommended that meditation.
Here two methods are presented that, acyou view thoughts as an enemy. You are not atcording to the teachings, need to be practiced or
tempting to stop them from arising, you are
simply not allowing yourself to drift in following cultivated in order to develop the right degree of
effort in the cultivation of mindfulness and alertthoughts.* The practice here is simply to be
ness. These methods are tension and relaxation.
aware of the thoughts that arise in your mind.
It is taught that they need to be practiced in alFurthermore, it says in our text that this
ternation so that you can experience the right
awareness should be relaxed. The amount of efbalance between them in the practice of mindfulfort engaged in this awareness should be just
ness. In order to practice tension, sometimes you
enough so that the thread or continuity of the
intentionally tighten your awareness—focus
awareness does not break. Through developing
your awareness as sharply and as vigorously as
and maintaining this type of awareness there
you can—in the practice of mindfulness. In order
will occur progress in your meditation.
to do so, you actually even tighten up your body,
In the songs of practitioners of the past it
including your physical muscles. You generate
says, “Do not see thoughts as something you
the intention, “I will not allow the slightest dishave to get rid of, and do not see the absence of
traction to occur,” and with that motivating
thoughts as something you have to acquire; just
force, you tighten up your mind and your body,
cultivate watchfulness, and genuine tranquility
even up to your mouth and your nose, and be as
will arise.” In trying to develop watchfulness,
tight as you can in not allowing distraction.
*Editor’s note: One is not to allow one’s awareness to drift
Then when you practice relaxation, you confrom seeing very clearly where you are and what you are doing
sciously let go of all tension, relax all tension.
and experiencing in the present. One is not to drift off into
The watchfulness you practice in that way is like
thoughts of the future at the expense of awareness of the
present, nor to drift off into thoughts of the past at the
watching someone or something from a distance.
expense of awareness of the present. But thoughts about the
Now, in tension you are learning to cultivate
past and the future that are experienced in an awareness that
the vigor of awareness, and in relaxation you are
they are current events happening in the present, that do not
cause one to drift off into daydreams about the past and the
learning to cultivate the relaxed and steady
future, are perfectly all right, and one does not attempt to stop
quality of awareness. In relaxation you are not
their arising or to alter them in any way.
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they serve no function. You cannot eat them, you
cannot wear them, you cannot live in them. In
the same way, it sometimes happens that, when
we experience some kind of well-being or pleasure in meditation, we make a goal out of it, and
we attempt to fabricate or repeat that particular
n each major section, The Ocean of the Definimeditative state. The pleasure itself is like a
tive Meaning is divided concurrently in two
different ways—into teaching sessions and prac- rainbow; it is pretty, but it is useless. As is
pointed out in our text, meditation is not suptice sessions. A teaching session will contain
posed to be the fabrication or the reinforcement
something you need to know about that stage of
of some particular state, but simply the cultivathe practice, and a practice session will contain
tion of the awareness of whatever is arising in
instruction for that specific stage of mahamudra
the mind.
practice. For example, in this section, the last
A second issue that is brought up in these
section of tranquility instruction, there is only
twelve questions is the issue of no alteration. We
one practice session, which means that it is
are instructed not to alter what arises in the
taught as one unified practice, the cultivation of
mind, but not altering what arises in the mind
the watchfulness of mindfulness and alertness.
does not mean that we do not need mindfulness
This watchfulness is to be applied to whatever
you experience: to visible forms, audible sounds, and alertness. We do, and it is possible to misunderstand the instruction of no alteration to mean
thoughts, and so on. All of this is presented as
not even engaging in the acone unit, as one practice.
tions of mindfulness and
On the other hand, so that
When we meditate,
alertness and, therefore,
this practice of watchfulsometimes
the
e
xp
er
ienc
e
will
exp
xper
erienc
ience
not even possessing watchness and its implications
b
e
pleasan
t
or
pleasur
able
,
and
pleasant
pleasurable
able,
fulness. When we
are clearly understood, in
sometimes
that
sensation
of
misunderstand the idea of
this same section there are
w ell-b
eing will simply not b
e
relaxation and spontaneity
also three teaching sesell-being
be
and no alteration, then we
sions.
e
tan
ob
ther
e . IItt is imp
or
tantt not tto
be
impor
ortan
there
let our minds drift just as
In the second of the
y this
aff
ec
hatt e v er
affec
ectt ed b
by
this.. W ha
teaching sessions we find
happens
meditation,
happ
ens in yyour
our medita
tion, it is they did when we were not
practicing meditation at all,
twelve questions about the
imp
or
tan
o ccon
on
tinue
impor
ortan
tantt simply tto
ontinue
tinue..
and this is letting go in the
practice of tranquility
wrong way. We need to culmeditation and about the
tivate mindfulness and alertness, so do not
experience of it. If you read these in your book,
misunderstand no alteration, relaxation, letting
you will find that the questions are presented
go, and so forth, to mean no imposition of mindtogether with their answers, and that they will
fulness.
help to dispel any doubts or confusion you may
The third question concerns quite a common
have about the experience of tranquility meditaproblem [that can occur after you have learned
tion.
to meditate and even after you have had good
Among these questions the most important
meditation experiences.] You have received sufficoncerns a phenomenon that can occur in medicient instruction, but you stop meditating. This
tation practice that here is called “rainbow
is called abandoned or disowned meditation.
meditation.” Rainbow meditation refers to the
Now, in the beginning the first thing we need to
intentional cultivation of a beautiful, pleasant
do, of course, is to learn how to meditate. This is
meditative state that is utterly useless. Raintaught primarily in the section called grasping
bows are very pretty; they have nice colors and
are very bright and it is nice to look at them, but the ungrasped mind. But once we have learned
really letting go of the faculty of watchfulness
itself, but simply of unnecessary effort. So, practicing these two in alternation will teach you
how to cultivate watchfulness.

I

46 SHENPEN ÖSEL

how to meditate and how to grasp the ungrasped tice and use that as a basis for devoted supplication. Through the cultivation of devotion in that
mind, we need actually to apply these instrucway, a meditation practice that lacks lucidity
tions, as taught here primarily in this third
section, or the facility we have gained in medita- will gain lucidity, that lacks stability will gain
stability, and so on. So, if you
tion will degenerate or be lost
have time to perform a guru
altogether. We need to make
use of the instructions we have
prac
actic
tice
path
For the pr
ac
tic
e of the pa
th yoga practice, this is very
much recommended for the
received by applying them diliof lib
er
a tion, ther
e is no
liber
era
there
cultivation of devotion. If you
gently. We need to apply
par
ticular
emp
o
w
er
men
t
particular
empo
ermen
ment
lack the time or circumstances
watchfulness all the time. Oththa
equir
ed
ec
ause
thatt is rrequir
equired
ed,, b
bec
ecause
to do so, then you should aterwise, if you leave your
tic
e itself cconsists
onsists
the pr
ac
prac
actic
tice
tempt to achieve the same
meditation practice unatw o pr
ac
tic
es of
of the ttw
prac
actic
tices
results through the practice of
tended or abandoned, then
some short supplication. For
there is really no point in havtr
anquilit
y and insigh
tranquilit
anquility
insightt
example, when we recite the
ing received instructions from
alone
e ver
theless
alone.. N
Ne
ertheless
theless,, one
lineage supplication at the beyour teachers in the first place. do
es need instr
uc
tion . . .
does
instruc
uction
The fourth question is also
and one also should receive ginning of teaching sessions,
do not do so mindlessly or by
very important. When we
the reading transmission
rote. Consciously recite the
meditate, sometimes the expef
or
the
t
e
x
t
tha
t
is
b
eing
te
that
being
supplication, applying your
rience of meditation will be
used
as
the
basis
of
mindfulness to its meaning, so
pleasant or pleasurable, and
instr
uc
tion.
instruc
uction.
that through it you can cultisometimes that sensation or
vate devotion.
experience of well-being will
That completes a brief presimply not be there. It is imsentation of the instructions on tranquility
portant not to be affected by this. Whatever
meditation found in the Ocean of the Definitive
happens in your meditation, whether it is pleasMeaning.
ant or not, it is important simply to continue.
Now, in the cultivation of the path of method,
There is a danger of becoming used to an experithree things are necessary: the empowerments
ence of well-being that has arisen in meditation
and of craving it, and, therefore, of becoming dis- which ripen, the reading transmissions which
provide support, and the instructions which
appointed and discouraged if it vanishes. The
bring liberation. For the practice of the path of
point here is not to be influenced by what arises
liberation, however, there is no particular emin meditation, whether it be pleasurable or not,
powerment that is required, because the
and simply to continue practicing no matter
practice itself consists of the two practices of
what happens.
In that way there are altogether twelve ques- tranquility and insight alone. Nevertheless, one
does need instruction, which I am providing, and
tions with their answers in this section of the
one also should receive the reading transmission
book, and you should read them.
for the text that is being used as the basis of inThe third teaching session in this section
struction. Therefore, I am now going to start to
concerns the importance of devotion, which is
give, one section at a time, the reading transmisheld to be the single most significant and effecsion for Mahamudra: The Ocean of the Definitive
tive source of progress and enhancement in
meditation practice. Therefore, since devotion is Meaning. While I do so, please listen attentively
and especially with pure motivation.
so important, it is recommended that you
[Rinpoche begins the reading transmission.]
supplement your practice from time to time with
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.
the practice of guru yoga. One could chant and
See page 26.]
do the meditations of an entire guru yoga pracSHENPEN ÖSEL 47

Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

The Practice of Insight,
Which Eradicates the Kleshas

Continuing the Very
Venerable Thrangu
Rinpoche’s instructions
on Mahamudra: The
Ocean of Definitive
Meaning.

T

his morning we
finished the
section of our text
that describes the practice of tranquility. Next
we come to the practice
of insight. We have to
begin with the practice
of tranquility because,
although we have the
innate capacity to recognize our mind’s nature,
this capacity is obstructed by the disturbance of thoughts.
Thoughts disturb our
minds; therefore, the first step in coming to a
recognition of the mind’s nature is to pacify the
thoughts and thereby stop the disturbance.
In the Aspiration of Mahamudra by the Third
Gyalwang Karmapa, Rangjung Dorje,* it says,
“May the waves of coarse and subtle thoughts be
pacified in their own place; may the ocean of the
mind abide naturally undisturbed by the wind of
*Editor’s note: For the complete prayer and Tai Situ
Rinpoche’s commentary on it, see Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 2, No. 1.
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distraction, free of the
sediment of torpor and
dullness; may the water
of the mind rest in
flawless tranquility.”
The image used here is
the surface of a body of
water. A body of water
has the natural ability
to reflect. For example,
a body of water can
reflect the moon and
stars and so forth that
are in the sky above it,
but there are two things
that can prevent that
from happening. If the
surface of the water is
agitated by the wind
and, therefore, has
waves, it will not reflect
properly. Nor will it
reflect properly if the
water itself is pervaded by sludge or sediment.
Our minds are like that body of water, prevented
from being as lucid as they naturally can be by
two things: coarse and subtle thoughts, which
are like the wind that causes waves on the
surface of a body of water; and dullness in the
mind, which is like sediment in a body of water.
The latter includes all states of torpor and
mental obscurity or dullness. The purpose of
tranquility meditation is to pacify and, thereby,

suffering. We cannot stop suffering by itself.
remove these two impediments—thoughts and
Instead, we first have to identify and remove the
dullness.
cause or causes of suffering.
Tranquility meditation
Thus, the first noble truth is
pacifies thought, and beOnly
pr
ajna
c
an
er
a
dic
a
t
e
prajna
can
era
dica
the truth of suffering, and the
cause thought is the methe
k
leshas
,
and
ther
e
simply
kleshas
leshas,
there
second noble truth is the
dium for kleshas, it also
leads to the pacification of
is not enough prajna present truth of the cause of suffering,
kleshas. This in turn leads
in the pr
ac
tic
e of tr
anquilit
y identified as karma* and
prac
actic
tice
tranquilit
anquility
kleshas.**
to considerable relaxation
meditation
The third noble truth, the
and tranquility of mind,
truth of the cessation of
which produces many
suffering, explains what happens when you get
benefits and qualities, but by itself tranquility
rid of all karma and all kleshas. Because of the
meditation cannot eradicate the kleshas. They
cessation of the cause of suffering—because of
can be and are weakened by the practice of
the absence of kleshas—the cessation of suffertranquility meditation, but they cannot be and
ing comes about as a natural result. So the third
are not eradicated by it. Only prajna can eradinoble truth presents the freedom that results
cate the kleshas, and there simply is not enough
from practice.
prajna present in the practice of tranquility
The fourth noble truth presents the method,
meditation.
referred to as the path, through which that
Now, of course, some prajna is generated by
freedom, that cessation from suffering, is
the practice of tranquility alone, because, when
the mind comes to rest, the mind’s natural lucid- achieved. According to the Buddha’s teaching,
ity is heightened. Nevertheless, this lucidity of
*Editor’s note: Karma refers both to any action, good or bad,
cognition is not particularly emphasized in
that is motivated by a mind under the influence of dualistic
tranquility meditation; therefore, the full-blown
clinging—i.e., clinging to subject and object, good and bad,
pleasant and unpleasant, etc.—and to the results of such
prajna of meditation is not developed by the
practice of tranquility alone. Tranquility medita- actions.
**Editor’s note: The Sanskrit word klesha has had many
tion alone cannot eradicate the kleshas; the
translations—emotional affliction, conflicting emotion,
meditation that leads to the eradication of
emotional disturbance—and refers to any state of mind,
whether we might regard it as being good or bad, that is under
kleshas is insight meditation, because insight
the power of dualistic fixation and thus serves as the motivaleads to the development of discernment (Santion for the actions and results we refer to as karma. Thereskrit: prajna; Tibetan: sherab) and of wisdom
fore, kleshas are seen as a more fundamental cause of
suffering than karma. In the hinayana teachings, the Buddha
(Sanskrit: jnana; Tibetan: yeshe).
presents the belief in the existence of an individual self as the
When the Buddha Shakyamuni came into
basis of the arising of kleshas, and presents meditations
leading to the realization of the nonexistence of an individual
this world, he turned the wheel of dharma,
self as the principal remedy to the arising of kleshas. As the
which is to say, he bestowed the instructions
Buddha continued to discuss the causes of suffering, his
that form the basis for our practice. The first of
presentation came to include subtler causes. Principal among
these are dualistic fixation—clinging to the existence of an
his three turnings of the dharma wheel is called
individual self and fixation on the existence of that which is
the dharma wheel or dharmachakra of the four
other to the self—and fundamental ignorance, the fundamental misperception of the nature of mind and the nature of
noble truths. The four noble truths present the
reality. Thus, suffering arises from karma—including emobasic structure of the Buddhist path and aptional reactivity and “karmic retribution”; karma arises from
proach. They present an outline of how one can
kleshas; kleshas arise from dualistic fixation; and dualistic
fixation arises from the fundamental misperception of the
immediately set about achieving liberation.
nature of things, which includes the nature of mind and the
These four truths start with what we are princinature of reality. As we shall see, the true and sustained
recognition of the nature of mind and reality causes this
pally concerned with, which is how to become
concatenation of the causes of suffering to collapse like a
free of suffering. Of course, we cannot become
house of cards. See Shenpen Ösel, pp. 3-31 for Kabje Kalu
free of suffering just by trying to become free of
Rinpoche’s presentation of this topic.
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The Sutra of the Heart of Transcendent Knowledge
Thus have I heard.
Once the Blessed One was dwelling in Rajagriha at Vulture Peak mountain, together with a great
gathering of the sangha of monastics and a great gathering of the sangha of bodhisattvas. At that
time the Blessed One entered the samadhi that expresses the dharma called “profound illumination,” and at the same time noble Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva mahasattva, while practicing
the profound prajnaparamita, saw in this way: He saw the five skandhas to be empty of nature.
Then, through the power of the Buddha, venerable Shariputra said to noble Avalokiteshvara, the
bodhisattva mahasattva, “How should a son or daughter of noble family train, who wishes to
practice the profound prajnaparamita?”
Addressed in this way, noble Avalokiteshvara, the bodhisattva mahasattva, said to venerable
Shariputra, “O Shariputra, a son or daughter of noble family who wishes to practice the profound
prajnaparamita should see in this way: seeing the five skandhas to be empty of nature. Form is
emptiness; emptiness also is form. Emptiness is no other than form; form is no other than emptiness. In the same way, feeling, perception, formation, and consciousness are emptiness. Thus
Shariputra, all dharmas are emptiness. There are no characteristics. There is no birth and no
cessation. There is no impurity and no purity. There is no decrease and no increase. Therefore,
Shariputra, in emptiness, there is no form, no feeling, no perception, no formation, no consciousness; no eye, no ear, no nose, no tongue, no body, no mind; no appearance, no sound, no smell, no
taste, no touch, no dharmas; no eye dhatu up to no mind dhatu, no dhatu of dharmas, no mind
consciousness dhatu; no ignorance, no end of ignorance up to no old age and death, no end of
old age and death; no suffering, no origin of suffering, no cessation of suffering, no path, no
wisdom, no attainment, and no nonattainment. Therefore, Shariputra, since the bodhisattvas
have no attainment, they abide by means of prajnaparamita. Since there is no obscuration of
mind, there is no fear. They transcend falsity and attain complete nirvana. All the buddhas of the
three times, by means of prajnaparamita, fully awaken to unsurpassable, true, complete enlightenment. Therefore, the great mantra of prajnaparamita, the mantra of great insight, the unsurpassed mantra, the unequaled mantra, the mantra that calms all suffering, should be known as
truth, since there is no deception. The prajnaparamita mantra is said in this way:
OM GATE GATE PARAGATE PARASAMGATE BODHI SVAHA
Thus, Shariputra, the bodhisattva mahasattva should train in the profound prajnaparamita.”
Then the Blessed One arose from that samadhi and praised noble Avalokiteshvara, the
bodhisattva mahasattva, saying “Good, good, O son of noble family; thus it is, O son of noble
family, thus it is. One should practice the profound prajnaparamita just as you have taught and
all the tathagatas will rejoice.”
When the Blessed One had said this, venerable Shariputra and noble Avalokiteshvara, the
bodhisattva mahasattva, that whole assembly and the world with its gods, humans, asuras, and
gandharvas rejoiced and praised the words of the Blessed One.
English translation by the Nalanda Translation Committee, as slightly amended by Shenpen Ösel.
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explanations, such as are found in the Heart
this path is to be consciously and gradually
Sutra, make up the second turning of the
cultivated.
dharmachakra. More elaborate presentations of
These first teachings given by the Buddha
the same prajnaparamita teachings are found in
form the basis of all his subsequent teachings.
The Hundred Thousand Stanza Prajnaparamita
They are fundamental to everything he taught,
Sutra, The Eight Thousand Stanza
and so they are appropriate for someone beginPrajnaparamita Sutra, and so forth.
ning the path. In the second and third
In the second dharmachakra, the Buddha
dharmachakras he expanded on these four
taught or demonstrated
truths, principally by exthat all phenomena are
plaining in much greater
T he only w
a y tto
o ac
tually
wa
actually
empty, that emptiness is
detail what the path conabandon
or
er
a
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dica
the nature of all things. In
sists of and what the methk
leshas
is
t
o
see
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.
to
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ture
the third dharmachakra,
ods for accomplishing it are.
Therefore,
we
must
cultivate
the
he presented in great
For example, he taught the
prajna or discernment which is detail what the nature of
prajnaparamita sutras at
emptiness is. Therefore,
Vulture Peak Mountain,
able to see the nature of those
the third dharmachakra is
near Rajgir. These sutras
e is seen,
tur
k leshas
natur
ture
leshas.. IIff their na
called, “The
exist now in longer, midthe
y will disapp
ear b
y
they
disappear
by
Dharmachakra of Fine
dling, and shorter forms.
themselves.
Distinctions,” which inThe most concise of these,
cludes sutras such as the
and also the best known, is
Lankavatara Sutra, the Samadhiraja Sutra, the
the Heart Sutra.* If you look at that sutra, you
will see that the Buddha was teaching emptiness Lotus Sutra, and so forth. To assemblies of
bodhisattvas and shravakas the Buddha taught
at that time. The reason for teaching emptiness
is that, as we have seen in the outline of the four in these sutras that, while it is the case, as he
had previously taught, that all phenomena are
noble truths, if we want to be free of suffering,
we have to abandon the cause of suffering, which empty, that emptiness, which is the single nature of all phenomena, is not nothingness. It is
is the kleshas. But just as we cannot simply
emptiness, but it is at the same time lucidity or
abandon suffering by wanting to, we cannot
clarity; it is not nothingness like space, but is
simply abandon kleshas or let go of kleshas by
rather the open expansive presence of wisdom.
wanting to either. The only way to actually
Now, these teachings of the second and third
abandon or eradicate the kleshas is to see their
dharmachakras were gradually elaborated on,
nature. Therefore, in order to abandon the
kleshas, we must cultivate the prajna or discern- explained, and propagated by great pandits and
siddhas. They are summarized and embodied in
ment which is able to see the nature of those
some of the vajrayana teachings that we prackleshas. If their nature is seen, they will disaptice. You can see a summary of these teachings,
pear by themselves without having to be chased
away or destroyed by any other means.
So in order to cultivate this prajna,** the
*Editor’s note: The Sutra of the Heart of Transcendent
Buddha taught emptiness. He taught that there
Knowledge.
is no truly existent person who generates
**Editor’s note: There are many different forms of prajna.
kleshas, that there is no truly existent object
First there is worldly prajna, which would include, from the
that stimulates kleshas, that the kleshas themstandpoint of relative truth, any unconfused knowledge about
selves have no solid or substantial existence, and the workings of the world that we might study in colleges and
universities. Then there is spiritual prajna, which includes
so forth. He taught that what we experience
what we would call unconfused knowledge of spiritual matters
exists as relative truth, but that the emptiness of and transcendental insight on the one hand, and jnana, which
is translated variously as original wisdom or primordial
what we experience is absolute truth. These
awareness, and sometimes just as wisdom, on the other.
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which is inseparable from emptiness, which is
for example, in the shunyata mantra, which is
often used at the commencement of a generation sugatagarbha or buddha nature. In their compositions and writings they clarify the Buddha’s
stage practice.* After the preliminary syllable
presentation of emptiness
OM,** the first word in the
and wisdom respectively,
mantra is SHUNYATA,
When pursuing inferential valid
and their traditions have
which means emptiness. It
c o gnition, yyou
ou analyz
e objec
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analyze
objects
come to be known as the
is shunyata or emptiness
such as phenomena, the imputed
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empty
When pursuing inferenboth the sutras and the
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tantras. It is shunyata that I t is of gr
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e able tto
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be
is to be realized. However, lo
gic
ally pr
o v e tha
logic
gically
pro
thatt emptiness is analyze objects such as
phenomena, the imputed
it needs to be understood
the nature of all things.
self, and so forth, and you
that shunyata is not nothprove logically that things
ingness; it is at the same
are empty and that your mind is empty.*** It is
time wisdom. Therefore, after the word
shunyata, comes the word JNANA, which means valuable to do so because, when one says to a
beginner, “All things are empty,” this seems like
wisdom. Furthermore, while this empty wisdom
a shocking and unreasonable statement. Thereis the nature of all things, it is also unchanging.
fore, it is of great value to be able logically to
It is not the case that sometimes things are
prove or establish that emptiness is the nature
empty and sometimes they are not, that someof all things.
times the nature of that emptiness is wisdom
We tend to experience things as though they
and sometimes it is not. It is utterly unchanging.
Therefore, the next word is VAJRA, which in this existed. The imputed self**** seems to exist,
external objects seem to exist; therefore, to
context means that which is indestructible and
prove their nonexistence is something tremenunchanging. The mantra concludes with the
dous.
statement, SOBAWA ATMAKO HAM, which
With regard to the lucidity or wisdom aspect,
means, “That is my nature.” The message of this
we do not normally directly experience
mantra is simply that this indestructible union
sugatagarbha or buddha nature. But its presence
of emptiness and wisdom is the nature of all
beings and all things. Because this is our nature,
we need to meditate on it and we need to recog*Editor’s note: For a short description of the generation and
nize it. We need to recognize it, because it is
completion stages of vajrayana meditation, see Thrangu
Rinpoche’s teaching on the tantric path of mahamudra in
what we truly are.

T

hen, how do we meditate on this nature?
There are two approaches: one is to take
inferential valid cognition as the path; the other
is to take direct valid cognition as the path.
Inferential valid cognition is cultivated by
following the traditions of the middle way established by the glorious protectors Arya Nagarjuna
and Arya Asanga. The commentaries of Arya
Nagarjuna demonstrated and established emptiness, and the commentaries of Arya Asanga
demonstrated and established the lucid wisdom
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Shenpen Ösel, Vol. 2, No. 2, pp. 50-58. For a more extensive
treatment, see Thrangu Rinpoche’s commentary on Jamgon
Kongtrul’s text, Creation and Completion, in Shenpen Ösel, Vol.
5, No. 1, pp. 4-61.
**Editor’s note: The syllable OM embodies the blessings of
the forms of all the buddhas and bodhisattvas of the three
times and ten directions, including the blessings of body of all
lamas, yidams, dakas, dakinis, and dharma protectors, and,
thus, of the yidam being practiced.
***Editor’s note: empty of any inherent, substantial,
indivisible, separate, and unchanging existence.
****Editor’s note: i.e., the self that we and others believe
exists and that we project onto that which does not exist,
thereby providing the basis for perceiving the self as existent.

proving it.
can be logically established or proven in the
Therefore, when we practice meditation, and
same way as emptiness is established.*
specifically when we practice insight, we use the
So, in this way, through inferential valid
instructions of Saraha,
cognition, you are cultivatTilopa, Naropa, and other
ing the first two prajnas,
Through inferential valid
such great meditators.
the prajna or discernment
of hearing and that of
c o gnition, yyou
ou ar
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a ting the These instructions form the
are
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basis of the path that takes
reflection and analysis.
first ttw
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prajnas
ajnas,, the pr
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Through this approach,
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thatt of rreflec
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hear
ing and tha
eflec
tion or direct experience, direct
valid cognition, as its main
because emptiness and
analysis. . . . When we turn to the
technique. In the words of
buddha nature can be
cultivation
of
the
third
prajna,
Saraha, “Homage to the
logically established, it is
the
prajna
of
meditation,
we
mind, which is like a wishquite easy to develop cerr
equir
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equire
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fulfilling jewel.” Saraha
tainty about them.
great mahasiddhas . . . which are refers to one’s mind as a
However, while it is
easy to gain certainty in
based on dir
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tly rre
e v ealing emp- wish-fulfilling or wishdirec
ectly
this way, it is not easy to
tiness tto
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use that certainty as a basis r ienc
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within it all necessary
for the practice of meditaqualities. It contains within
tion. Therefore, when we
it the potential for all wisdom, as all wisdom
turn to the cultivation of the third prajna, the
prajna of meditation, we require the instructions arises within the mind.
Now, often, when we talk about our minds,
of the great mahasiddhas—Saraha, Tilopa,
we do so somewhat pejoratively. We say our
Naropa, and so forth—which are not based on
minds are full of defects, full of kleshas, full of
the logical proofs of emptiness contained in the
thoughts, and so on. But really our minds are
teachings on inferential valid cognition, but are
very precious; one’s mind contains everything
based on directly revealing emptiness to one’s
that one needs, all positive qualities. A person’s
own direct experience in one’s own mind. These
mind is the source of all freedom and all wisdom.
instructions are found in the dohas or realizaTherefore, it is with the mind that we are contion songs of the great masters, and they show
cerned when we take direct experience or direct
us emptiness directly, rather than logically
valid cognition as the path, and the practice of
insight meditation consists simply of looking at
your mind, looking at and seeing your mind’s
*Editor’s note: For further discussion of these two topics,
including the many proofs of both Nargarjuna, Chandrakirti,
nature.
and Asanga, see the teachings of Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso
The word for looking and the word for view
Rinpoche in Shenpen Ösel, Vol.2, No. 2; Vol 3, No. 2; and Vol 5,
here are the same in Tibetan. Normally, when we
Nos. 2 & 3; Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche’s Open Door to
Emptiness; and Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche’s
use the word “view” in the context of Buddhism,
Progressive Stages of Meditation on Emptiness (both available
we tend to think of it as something that we are
through Namo Buddha Publications,
cjohnson@ix.netcom.com); Arya Maitreya’s The Changeless
thinking about. In this regard we have to make a
Nature (The Mahayana Uttaratantra Shastra) translated by
clear distinction between the view of inferential
Ken and Katia Holmes, with extensive notes provided through
valid cognition and the view or direct looking of
consultation with both Thrangu Rinpoche and Khenpo
Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche (available at
direct valid cognition. In the pursuit of inferenwww.samyelingshop.com); and Arya Maitreya’s Buddha
tial valid cognition, the view is developed by
Nature (The Mahayana Uttaratantra Shastra), with Jamgön
inference, by logical deductions, by thinking, “If
Kongtrül Lodrö Thaye’s commentary, The Unassailable Lion’s
Roar, and Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche’s commentary
it is not this, then it must be that,” and so forth.
on Jamgön Kongtrül’s commentary (available at
But in the pursuit of meditation and the practice
www.snowlionpub.com).
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of insight we do not engage in that kind of logical through the mind.
In the practice of insight, you look at your
analysis, and we do not attempt to infer what the
mind in both states: within stillness and within
mind is like. Therefore, it is important from the
the movement or occurrence of thought. First,
beginning to understand clearly the difference
you practice by looking at the mind within
between the analytical approach of inferential
stillness. There are three stages to this. The first
valid cognition and the direct approach of direct
stage is to look at the mind within stillness or in
valid cognition.
the context of stillness. The second is to scrutiThe view associated with direct valid cogninize what you find or what you discover in that
tion is looking at the mind, rather than thinking
about the mind. For example, if someone were to state. The third is to identify or to have pointed
out to you what in fact is there.
study birds, inferential valid cognition would be
The first stage, looking at the mind within
like reading lots of books and articles about the
stillness, is practiced on the basis of your previbehavior of birds—this type of bird eats this at
ous cultivation of tranquilsuch and such an age and
ity. Through the practice of
develops such and such
In the pursuit or pr
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tranquility meditation—
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and so on. Direct valid
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tly the grasped mind, and
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ectly
cognition is very different
what it is like.
bringing enhancement or
from that approach. It
progress to that
would be like actually going
stablization—you have cultivated sufficient
out and following the birds around, watching
mindfulness and alertness to be able to maintain
them, seeing where they go, where they fly, how
they fly and what they really look like, and so on. a lucid state of shamatha or tranquility. That
lucidity is necessary in order to be able to be
So in the pursuit or practice of direct valid
aware that your mind is at rest. Now you look at
cognition, rather than trying to infer what the
that state of stillness or rest, and fundamentally,
mind is like, you observe directly what it is like.
there are three things about it that you want to
One looks to see what the mind is like when the
discover or observe. If the mind is at rest, it
mind is at rest; one looks to see what exactly is
at rest and in what. Where is it resting; how is it must be at rest in some medium or environment.
So, where is the mind at rest? Secondly, if the
at rest? When your mind moves, what moves?
mind is at rest, something is at rest. So, what or
Where does it move, and so on? So, the differwho is at rest? And thirdly, if the mind is at rest,
ence between inferential valid cognition and
if the mind is in a state of stillness, there must
direct valid cognition is the difference between
be some quality to that stillness. In other words,
inference and direct observation.
The practice of insight involves looking at the since you are able to say, “This is stillness and
this is movement,” they are obviously different;
mind and observing the mind in various states
therefore, there must be some characteristic to
and while it is performing various functions.
that stillness, some way that the mind is that
Now, as we have explained, when you cultivate
enables you to identify it.
the practice of tranquility, you cultivate a state
When you are looking for where the mind is
of stillness in which the mind is tranquil and at
at rest and what it is that is at rest and how it is
rest. And you cultivate the ability to be aware
at rest, do not think, “I need to discover this.” Do
through watchfulness of that stillness, so that
not have a preconception about what you are
you will be aware, “My mind is at rest, my mind
going to find or what you want to find. Also, do
is tranquil,” and so on. Sometimes, you also
not think, “I must not find this,” or, “I hope I do
experience states of movement or mental activity, where thoughts are present within or moving not experience it in this way.” In the practice of
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that means it cannot be anywhere,” and so on,
insight, you are not attempting to improve on or
that is not the method here. You are simply
in any way change or alter what your mind is.
trying to look at the mind and just see what you
You are trying to see your mind as it is and as it
see. For example, look at the mind and try to see
has always been. This is the one thing we have
what its substance is—what is the stuff of mind?
never done. We have done many things, but we
Does it have solidity? Does
have always looked outit have shape? Does it have
ward; we have always
Conceptual understanding and
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particular characteristic,
anything that you observe
what does it have? Of what
as being particularly good
does that absence of that particular characterisor bad; just find out exactly where the mind is,
tic consist? If the mind seems to have none of
what the mind is, and how the mind is.
these substantial characteristics, then of what
Another way to look at the mind within
does that absence of characteristics consist? If
stillness is to look to see where the mind comes
the mind is nothing, of what does that nothingfrom or came from, where it is at any moment,
ness consist? What is the stuff of that nothingand where it goes. We assume that the mind
must have come from somewhere, must be some- ness?
So, we’re going to stop here and meditate a
where, and must be going somewhere. In this
bit.
practice you attempt to observe these in direct
[ Short meditation session with Rinpoche ]
experience. Now, do not be too quick to jump to
[ Dedication of merit. See page 26.]
the conclusion that the mind did not come from
anywhere, is not anywhere, and does not go
anywhere, just because its nature is emptiness.
At this point everyone has heard that [laughter],
but at this point it is just a belief. You may even
have a sophisticated conceptual understanding
of why that must or might be the case, but conceptual understanding and experiential realization are entirely different. Conceptual understanding is when you figure out that it must be
like this, that there is no other way it can be
than such and such a way . If you find yourself
thinking that way, that is conceptual. Experiential realization is when you directly observe in
your own direct experience what there is; so,
beware of skewing your observation with assumptions or beliefs.
If you find yourself thinking, “Well, I know
that the nature of mind is emptiness so, let’s see,
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

More on the First Insight Technique:
Looking at the Mind Within Stillness

T

Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu
Rinpoche’s instructions on Mahamudra:
The Ocean of Definitive Meaning.

56 SHENPEN ÖSEL

he mahasiddha Naropa predicted to Lord Marpa,
“Son, just as lion cubs do, the disciples will surpass the guru.” We understand this to have been a
prediction of the flourishing and the increase in clarity of
these mahamudra instructions over time. The original
source of these instructions was the instructions of the
Indian mahasiddhas. But they taught somewhat cryptically through songs. Over time, generation after generation, these instructions have been progressively clarified.
This progressive clarification, which has caused these
instructions to become more and more effective, has in
each case and in each generation been based upon practical experience and realization of the path. At present, the
guidance texts that we use for mahamudra instruction
and practice are the three books on mahamudra by the
Ninth Gyalwang Karmapa, Wangchuk Dorje, of which the
longest is our present text, The Ocean of the Definitive
Meaning. What is taught in this book is essentially the
same thing that is taught in the original dohas of the
mahasiddhas. However, it is taught in a very precise,
clear, accessible, and gradual way, so that there is all the
instruction that one needs from the very beginning. It
teaches how a beginner can start the path through the
practice of tranquility, what kinds of experiences are
likely to arise and what needs to be done about them, and
then how gradually to introduce oneself to and begin the
practice of insight. These detailed instructions are very
helpful in practice; there is no doubt about this whatsoever. It has been proven over time that this particular
system of instruction is extraordinarily beneficial. It is
not the case that it might be useful or it might not; it
definitely is. This book and the system of instructions
from which it arises make it very easy for teachers to
point out mahamudra to students and make it very easy
for students to actually practice mahamudra. The book
makes the whole path very simple and streamlined and
makes you independent of relying on a lot of extraneous

resources. What is pointed out in this text, what honestly appraising your own experience. This is
is gradually introduced to the student, is what in appropriate, because, after all, your own experience is not hidden from you. You yourself know
the sutras we call “emptiness” and what in the
best what you have been experiencing. The
mantra system of vajrayana we call “the wisdom
purpose of this assessment of experience,
of great bliss.” The entire path of mahamudra is
whether done in dialogue or done on your own,
presented in full detail, from the very beginning
practice of a beginner up to the full achievement is to ascertain whether your experience is genuine or in some way faulty. This ascertainment
of the fruition of mahamudra, called “great nocan be accomplished quite clearly using this text.
meditation.” Now, while I cannot say that I
This portion of the text is as effective as if the
myself possess great blessings that I can bestow
Ninth Gyalwang Karmapa were sitting right in
upon you, I can say with complete confidence
front of us asking us these questions himself.
that these instructions are so profound that
These particular questions are found in the
there is no doubt whatsoever that they will help
forty-first teaching section.
you and will enable you to practice effectively,
The first question posed is, “What is your
and, therefore, I am utterly delighted to have
mind’s nature like?” At this point you have been
this opportunity to offer these instructions to
practicing insight meditation and looking at the
you.
mind’s nature directly in the way, for example,
Obviously all of you take these instructions
you would watch the behavior of a
seriously enough to have made the
bird. You have been looking to see
effort to come here. Nevertheless, I
I ccan
an sa
y with
say
how the mind comes to rest, how
still urge you to use the relatively
c omp
et
e cconfidenc
onfidenc
e
ompet
ete
onfidence
the mind moves, and so on. There
short time we have together as
that these
are several things you might have
fully and wisely as you can. Do not
instr
uc
tions
ar
e
so
instruc
uctions
are
experienced and that therefore
waste any of it. Remember that
profound
that
there
might constitute your answer to
these instructions—whether you
is no doubt
this first question. You might say,
consider them as coming from the
“Well, there is nothing to find; I
dharmakaya Vajradhara, as being
e v er tha
wha
tso
whatso
tsoe
thatt
cannot find anything; there is
the instructions of the mahasiddha
they will help you
simply nothing there.” Or you
Saraha, or as coming from some
and will enable you
might say, “What I experience is a
other source—are the instructions
t o pr
ac
tic
e
prac
actic
tice
kind of vague obscurity, a sort of
that will enable you to dispense
eff
ec
tiv
ely
.
effec
ectiv
tively
ely.
darkness.” Or you might say,
with all fear of lower states of
“What I’ve experienced is lucidity,
rebirth and all fear of cyclic exista kind of knowing.”
ence. I therefore ask you to practice with enthuAnother question posed is whether or not
siasm.
there is any difference in your experience beYesterday we mainly looked at the first
tween the practice of tranquility meditation and
technique of insight practice—looking at the
this first practice of insight meditation. Previmind within stillness. By looking at the mind
ously, when you were practicing tranquility
within the state of stillness you are trying to
alone, you brought your mind to a state of rest in
observe the mind’s nature in that state. The text
a natural way. Now, what you are doing in the
goes on to clarify this practice and to discuss
initial practice of insight is looking at the mind
some of its implications. As you will see when
within that state of rest or stillness. Is the
you read it, the presentation of the implications
experience of looking at the mind within stillof this practice is actually presented as quesness any different from the experience of stilltions to be posed by the guru or meditation
ness itself, of the experience of tranquility
instructor to the student practitioner. However,
alone? It might be exactly the same; there might
you can do this yourself by reading the text and
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are not afraid of finding nothing and so are
be no difference whatsoever, or it might be
trying to find something. Nor are we trying to
slightly different. If you say that there is no
convince ourselves that that which exists, does
difference whatsoever, that the experience of
not exist. We are not afraid of finding something
looking at the mind within stillness and the
and are not desperate to turn it
experience of just achieving a
into nothing. When we describe the
state of stillness itself are not
mind,, which is
Your mind
mind, we have to say that it is not
different, then you are still just
lo
ok
ing
look
oking
ing,, is fully
something in the usual sense of
practicing tranquility. There is as
c
apable
of
seeing
its
that word, because it has none of
yet no practice of insight, and the
o
wn
na
tur
e
.
I
t
is
not
natur
ture
It
the substantial characteristics that
text says that you need to rememsomething that is
we normally associate with words
ber that tranquility alone, while it
distant from you or
like “something” or “existence.”
can weaken kleshas, cannot
But we also cannot say that it is
eradicate them; it cannot generate hidden from you in
nothing, because when we say
great wisdom. So, if there is no
any way.
nothing, we mean nothing at all,
difference between this first
absolutely nothing. If the mind
practice of insight and the pracwere nothing in that sense, then it would be an
tice of tranquility, you need to keep looking.
utter absence, like the absence of mind in a
If there is a difference, if in your experience
corpse. The mind is not nothingness.
looking at the mind within stillness and simply
Now, in order to attempt to communicate this
resting in stillness are slightly different, then
our text says you probably have a partial experi- state or characteristic of the mind, mahasiddhas
have used different terminology. They have
ence of your mind’s nature, in which case you
sometimes referred to it as the unity of cognitive
should continue in the same way.
lucidity and emptiness, or as the unity of the
About looking at the mind, it was written by
expanse and wisdom. Sometimes they simply say
the Third Gyalwang Karmapa, Rangjung Dorje,
that it is inexpressible and beyond words. In any
in his Aspiration of Mahamudra, “When one
case, it is this nature, which cannot be easily
looks repeatedly at the mind which cannot be
characterized as one thing or another, that we
viewed or cannot be looked at.” That line indiare attempting in this practice to experience
cates that, when you look at your mind, there is
directly.
no object to be seen in the visual sense of someThe previously quoted stanza by Rangjung
thing you can look at physically. He continues,
Dorje goes on to say, “If you vividly see that
“When you do so, you vividly see that which
which cannot be seen, you cut through doubt
cannot be seen.” Vivid seeing is what we call
about any kind of, ‘It is this,’ or ‘It is not this;’ ‘It
insight or lhaktong (in Sanskrit, vipashyana).
is that,’ or ‘It is not that.’” The last line of the
That which cannot be seen is the mind, which is
stanza, which makes it an aspiration, reads,
not an object that is in any way separate from
“May I see this just as it is without bewilderthat which is looking. This kind of looking is not
ment or confusion.” It is appropriate to make
like looking outside yourself at trees or hills or
buildings, and so on. Yet, while it is not an object this aspiration and to attempt to accomplish it
to be viewed outside the looker, it can be experi- through practice, because what you are looking
at is the nature of your own mind. Your mind,
enced. There is an experience, which here is
which is looking, is fully capable of seeing its
called “vividly seeing that which cannot be
own nature. It is not something that is distant
seen.”
from you or hidden from you in any way. It is,
Now, when we look at the mind in this way,
therefore, most important to put the effort into
we are not trying to condition or alter the mind
looking at the mind in this way.
in any way. We are not trying to convince ourThat is the first technique, looking at the
selves that that which does not exist, exists. We
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us, and we become sad. But if you are able to
mind within stillness. For some people this first
look at the nature of the thought, it dissolves.
technique will lead to experience of the mind’s
You are not overpowered by the apparent subnature, and for some it will not. If it does not,
stance of the thought, because you see its emptithen the text suggests that you allow a thought
ness, you see through it. So, doing insight practo arise. It does not matter what the thought is.
It can be a good thought, a bad thought, a neutral tice in this way, looking at the nature of
thoughts, can also lead to experience of the
thought, any kind of thought. When you allow a
thought to arise, the first thing that will happen, mind’s nature and to identification of it.
You also can apply this techthe first thing you will experinique to other types of experience
ence, is the recognition that a
Whether it is a
or cognition than the sixth conthought has arisen. You will
thought
of
anger
or
sciousness. You can also apply it to
think, “Oh my mind moved; it is
sadness or delight or the functions of the five sense
not at rest.” And then you will
consciousnesses. For example, if
recognize what the content of the
faith or any other
you consider visual consciousness,
thought is. It could be an angry
k ind of though
thoughtt ,
obviously, when you close your eyes,
thought, a lustful thought, a
when the thought
you do not see external objects,
faithful thought, a regretful
has arisen and you
shapes, colors, and so on. When you
thought, a thought like, “Oh, I am
e xp
er
ienc
e the
xper
erienc
ience
open them, you do. We are very
happy,” or, “Oh, I am sad,” and so
presence
of
the
used to seeing things; but exactly
on. It does not matter what it is.
thought
within
your
what happens when you see someWhether it is a thought of anger
mind
,
lo
ok
f
or
it
t
o
mind,
look
for
to
thing? There is an event that we
or sadness or delight or faith or
call cognition that occurs when you
any other kind of thought, when
see where it is.
see something. But how does that
the thought has arisen and you
happen, and where exactly do the object and the
experience the presence of the thought within
cognition encounter each other? Does the object
your mind, look for it to see where it is. This
means looking for the actual substance or stuff of in some way enter you, or does your cognition in
the particular thought itself. For example, where some way flow out from you and encounter the
is the anger? Or where is the sadness? Or where object in its place? If you analyze this, you will
see that, while you see things, neither is really
is the delight? And so on. Look to see where it
happening. The object is not coming into you and
actually is, and then look to see what it is. What
your cognition is not going out to it. So, the eye
is the actual stuff of which this anger or sadness
or delight is made? What are its characteristics? consciousness sees, but it does not have a location anywhere; it seems to be nowhere. In the
Does it have a color? Does it have a shape? And
same way, if you scrutinize the experiences of
so on.
hearing with the ear consciousness, smelling
Now, the thought is in a sense there, because
with the nose consciousness, tasting with the
you experience it, but when you look right at it
tongue consciousness, and feeling with the body
and when you look for it, you will not find anyconsciousness, you will find that, while the
thing. Why? Because the thought is empty. Even
intensity or vividness of the experience remains
while the thought is there, it is empty. But its
undiminished, you do not find anything when
emptiness in no way prevents or diminishes its
vivid appearance. This is why, so long as we have you look for it. The reason why you do not find
anything is that the nature of the five sense
not meditated in this way, we follow thoughts;
consciousnesses is what we call emptiness. But
because, in spite of their emptiness, they conthe emptiness of the consciousnesses does not
tinue to appear. So when a thought of anger
mean nothingness, because they are cognition,
arises, it takes hold of us, and we become angry;
when a thought of sadness arises, it takes hold of they are consciousness. So when you see someSHENPEN ÖSEL 59

thing, that seeing is empty. When you hear
cannot simply say, “It is nowhere,” because there
something, that hearing is empty, and so forth.
is cognition. Now, this has to be experienced, and
And yet the emptiness of seeing and the vividthe experience is very different from simply
ness of seeing in no way conflict with or inhibit
understanding it through logical analysis.
one another. Therefore, it has been said by the
Through logical analysis and inference you can
learned, “While the apparent quality of appeardetermine, “Well, it must be like this; this is how
ance is undiminished, it is utterly
it must be, because there is no
empty; and while the emptiness of
other possibility.” But that type of
The emptiness of
appearance is utterly undimindetermination or certainty will
ished, it is utterly apparent.” This
not lead to direct experience.*
seeing and the
statement is true not only for
The direct experience needs to be
vividness of seeing
visual appearances but also for the
gained through the act or process
in no w
ay cconflic
onflic
wa
onflictt
cognitions of all five sense
of direct observation, and that is
with or inhibit one
consciousnesses.
what is meant, as I mentioned
another
another..
Another way you can look at the
yesterday, by the view of direct
mind, and you can do this in lookvalid cognition, the looking of
ing for any function of the mind—which is to say, direct valid cognition.
you can look for the sixth consciousness or you
So I am going to end this morning’s instruccan attempt to look for or locate any of the five
tion here and continue with the reading transsense consciousnesses—is to search through
mission I began yesterday.
your body from the top of your head to the tips of
[Rinpoche continues the reading transmisyour toes and try to see exactly where any parsion.]
ticular consciousness is happening, where it is.
[Rinpoche and students then dedicate the
You will not find any specific location for the
merit. See page 26.]
cognition itself. On the other hand, you certainly

*Editor’s note: Nor will it by itself lead to liberation.
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Looking Carefully at the Experience
Of Not Finding Anything
Continuing the Very
Venerable Thrangu
Rinpoche’s instructions
on Mahamudra: The
Ocean of Definitive
Meaning.

T

his morning
we continued
to look at how to
look at the mind’s nature
within stillness. Now we
come to a scrutiny of that
state—to a scrutiny of
the nature of the mind
experienced within
stillness and of stillness
itself. This scrutiny is
necessary because we
have always assumed
that the mind exists, and
yet we have never looked
at it. When we start to
look at it, we discover
that we cannot find
anything. Therefore, the text next presents how
to scrutinize or look carefully at that experience
of not finding anything. This is done within the
context of what are called eleven forms of authentic mental engagement. In the practice of
tranquility we found there were nine methods of
resting the mind; here in the practice of insight
there are eleven forms of authentic mental
engagement.
The first of the eleven mental engagements is
“thoroughly seeking.” Thoroughly seeking means
to seek very carefully and thoroughly for the
mind in the act of observation: for example, to
look for the mind within the body—is the mind
somewhere within the body, and if so where is

it?—scrutinizing carefully the body from the
top of the head to the
very tips of the toes,
looking to see if the
mind can be found in
any location; to look for
the five sense
consciousnesses, looking to see if they exist
within the body or if
they exist within the
objects of those
consciousnesses; to look
for the substantial
characteristics of the
various
consciousnesses—do
they have color, do they
have shape, and, if not,
what are they, what do
they have? Now looking
in this way, which
characterizes this
particular mental engagement, means trying to discover in direct
observation the answer to these questions,
rather than trying to figure them out or to infer
them through analysis.
The second mental engagement is called
“individual scrutiny.” You can think of it as
detailed scrutiny, because it involves being very
precise and very detailed in your scrutiny of
mind and mind’s functions. Sometimes you apply
this scrutiny within stillness; you look at the
mind itself within the state of stillness. And sometimes you apply this scrutiny within movement or
the occurrence of thought, and in that case you can
analyze the thoughts that arise. Again, analyze
here means direct observation and not coming to
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at that which has been seeking for the existence or
conclusions about the thoughts. When you scrutinize thoughts, you look to see if you can observe an nonexistence—or whatever—of the object. So the
difference between the second and the third is that
origin from which the thought comes, a location
where the thought abides while it is present, and a in the case of the second you are looking at objects
of mind and in the third you are looking at that
destination to which the thought goes after it has
which experiences objects of mind, at that which is
dissolved or disappeared. Look to see if you can
looking, at that which has been performing the
find an environment or container that supports or
scrutiny.
contains the thought.
Now, this kind of careful looking at both objects
Now, this does not involve inference of any
kind. It is not a matter of thinking, “Thoughts must of mind, as in the second engagement, and at mind
itself, as in the third, is very important, because
be like this; they must come from here or go to
sometimes it seems to us as if objects of experience
there.” It is a matter of direct observation, and
exist and that which experiences exists. So therethat observation must not be impeded by easy
assumptions or habitual thinking or attitudes. For fore, it is important to scrutinize, to examine
carefully and thoroughly, both of these. When you
example, if you are looking at a thought of anger
look at them, you find that there is nothing there.
and you ask yourself the questions, “Where did
The fourth mental engagement is called “tranthis anger come from, where is it, where is it
quility,” and it is the same word, shamatha or
going,” normally, we would simply say, “Well my
shinay, that is used to describe tranquility meditaanger arose from my conflict with such and such
an enemy; as for where it is, it is right here; and as tion. Here it has a more specific meaning. Through
the first three mental engagements, through the
for where it is going, it will go wherever anger
thorough scrutiny that has been
goes, where it will be ready to
developed during those first
come back any time someone gives
When you scrutinize
three engagements, it has been
me trouble.” That is not what we
though
ts
,
y
ou
lo
ok
t
o
thoughts
ts,
you
look
to
resolved that objects of mind and
are looking for here. Here we are
see
if
y
ou
c
an
obser
v
e
you
can
observ
mind itself are not to be found,
looking for direct observation of
an origin from which
and that the not-finding-anything
the very stuff or substance of
the thought comes, a
when you look for the mind is not
anger, the very nature of the anger
because you have failed to find it;
itself, to watch and observe where
e the
lo
locc a tion wher
where
nor is it because the mind exists
it comes from, where it is, and
thought abides when
but is somehow too subtle to be
where it goes. That type of careful
it is present, and a
found in that way; nor is it bescrutiny is what is called here
destination to which
cause it is too far away from you,
individual examination or indithe
though
t
go
es
af
t
er
thought
goes
aft
too distant to be seen—after all it
vidual scrutiny.
it has dissolved.
is your mind. The reason that you
The third mental engagement
do not find anything is that in not
is called shibmor chöpa. Shibmor
finding anything you are finding what the mind is,
means “in great detail” or “very, very precisely”
which is emptiness, and this is a matter of direct
and chöpa is the strongest form of the word that
experience. In the fourth mental engagement, you
means to examine, analyze, or scrutinize. So, in
rest your mind in that direct experience, applying
your notes make a distinction between the second
the faculties of mindfulness and alertness that you
and the third. Although the difference between
them is not clear in the name, there is a very clear developed during the previous practice of tranquility meditation.
difference between them. In the second mental
Now, the difference between tranquility as the
engagement, individual scrutiny, you were mostly
fourth mental engagement of insight practice and
looking at objects of mind such as thoughts. Here
you turn the same type of scrutiny in on itself, and tranquility meditation per se, which we studied
earlier, is simply that, when you practiced tranyou look at that which has been looking. You look
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that resting to look at or scrutinize that nature
quility before, you had not seen your mind’s nature. You were just resting in it, but it was unseen. again and again in order to generate the necessary
Here, having seen the mind’s nature, you rest in it, lucidity.
The sixth mental engagement is called “unity,”
but you are resting in a lucid certainty, an experiential rather than conceptual apprehension of that which here refers to the unification of the fourth
mental engagement, tranquility, and the fifth,
nature. So therefore, it is a state of tranquility or
insight. Up to this point you have cultivated both
shamatha but it is tranquility with a difference.
The fifth mental engagement is called “insight” the lucidity of recognizing mind’s nature through
the practice of insight as a mental engagement and
and here it is the same word, vipashyana or
the stability or stillness of resting in the recognilhaktong, which is used for this entire practice of
tion of mind’s nature through the practice of
insight. Through the practice of the fourth mental
tranquility as a mental engagement.
engagement, which is tranquility,
Now, obviously, since these occur
you have practiced resting your
Y
ou
ma
y
ha
v
e
the
may
hav
within the generic context of insight
mind in the recognition of your
e xp
er
ienc
e tha
xper
erienc
ience
thatt
meditation based upon tranquility
mind’s nature. Nevertheless, the
sometimes,
when
meditation, the two are very closely
lucidity on which the recognition
the lucidit
y of
lucidity
related. Nevertheless, even at this
depends continues to require some
point they can sometimes seem
reinforcement. Therefore, in order
r ec
o gnizing mind
eco
mind’’s
to further generate or further
nature is strongest, it somewhat contradictory. Sometimes
reinforce or strengthen that lucidity, someho
w ccauses
auses the in experience they can inhibit or
somehow
interfere with one another. You may
it is important not just to rest in an
tr
anquilit
y or
tranquilit
anquility
have the experience that somealready gained recognition of the
stillness of resting in
times, when the lucidity of recognizmind’s nature, but repeatedly and
tha
t
r
ec
o
gnition
t
o
that
rec
eco
to
ing mind’s nature—the aspect of
actively to look again and again at
b
e
w
eak
er
.
weak
eaker
er.
insight—is strongest, it somehow
that nature. For example, in Mooncauses the tranquility or stillness of
beams of Mahamudra, Dagpo Tashi
resting in that recognition to be weaker. And
Namgyal says that, when you practice insight, if
sometimes you may have the experience that
you just practice insight alone, somehow the
stability of the lucidity of insight can diminish, and when the tranquility or stability of resting in the
recognition of mind’s nature is most stable and
that can inhibit progress. Therefore, he says, even
possesses the greatest quality of stillness, the
when you are practicing insight, you need to be
actual lucidity of the recognitions seems somehow
careful to maintain the active or vigorous quality
of mindfulness and alertness. In this connection, in diminished by it. So here, as the sixth mental
engagement, you are practicing the unification of
describing his own experience, he uses the words,
these two, tranquility and insight, so that they no
“a mindfulness and alertness that are both clear
longer interfere with or inhibit one another. In the
and sharp.” So this means that even at this point
end, you must bring them to the point where the
you must not simply rest in the nature of mind
stability heightens or strengthens the lucidity and
passively; there still needs to be the intentional
the lucidity stabilizes the stillness.
application of this effort of mindfulness and alertThe seventh mental engagement is called
ness in looking at or scrutinizing the mind. This is
“lucidity,” and the eighth is called “no
of particular importance because of what is called
the undercurrent, which is a continuous undercur- conceptuality,” and the two are best thought of as a
rent of subtle thoughts, which, if unrecognized, can pair, because they correspond to one another,
although they serve different functions. You will
weaken the lucidity of insight and the stability of
remember from the instruction in tranquility
tranquility. So, the point of this fifth mental engagement is that, even when you are resting in the meditation that the greatest obstacles to meditarecognition of mind’s nature, it is important within tion are torpor and excitement. These are obSHENPEN ÖSEL 63

meditation, either torpor or excitement, and you
stacles not only to the practice of tranquility but
fail to apply the appropriate remedy. But excessive
also to the practice of insight, and therefore, at
concern is when the defect is not present, and
this point in one’s practice, if they are occurring,
there is no problem, but you worry about the
they must be corrected. The seventh mental
possible arising of such a defect.
engagement, lucidity, is the
You think, “Oh, maybe I am going
remedy for torpor, and it is to do
The tenth mental
to become torpid or maybe I am
anything appropriate that enengagementt is ccalled
engagemen
alled
going to become excited.” This
hances the mind’s lucidity and
‘ no in
intt er
errr uption,
uption,’’ and
anxiety or excessive concern
dispels torpor. Even at this time,
it
refers
to
the
about the possibility of a defect
if you wish, you may employ the
c on
tinuit
y of pr
ac
tic
e . arising in the future is itself an
ontinuit
tinuity
prac
actic
tice
mahabhrama samadhi, which was
I t means tha
ou do
thatt yyou
obstacle to meditation. So the
taught in the context of tranquilnot disc
ar
d yyour
our
discar
ard
practice of the ninth mental
ity meditation, or use any other
engagement is, once the defect
means which serves to dispel
meditation through
has been dispelled—for example,
torpor, to promote enthusiasm,
under
v aluing it or
underv
and thereby to enable you to
through regarding it as torpor by the seventh mental
engagement or excitement by the
continue the practice with the
useless. . . . There will
eighth—then not to continue to
necessary lucidity.*
b e no pr
o gr
ess if tha
pro
gress
thatt
apply the remedy. Once it has
The eighth mental engageis
done
.
I
t
is
imp
or
tan
t
done.
It
impor
ortan
tant
served its purpose you return in
ment, “no conceptuality,” is the
to
continue
with
the
equanimity to the prior practice
remedy for the other major
pr
ac
tic
e
.
prac
actic
tice
and do not speculate about the
problem in meditation, which is
possible recurrence of that defect
excitement, in which your mind is
in the future.
distracted by pleasant, unpleasant, or neutral
The tenth mental engagement is called “no
thoughts. You may employ at this time, if you wish,
interruption,” and it refers to the continuation or
the subterranean samadhi, which was presented
continuity of practice. It means that you do not
previously in the section on tranquility as a remdiscard your meditation through undervaluing it
edy for excitement, or any other suitable method
or through regarding it as useless. This needs to be
that will dispel the problem of excitement so that
stated, because otherwise it might happen that
you can remain in samadhi.**
you practice with diligence for a time, and thereby
The ninth mental engagement is called “equagenerate authentic experience, but then somehow
nimity,” and is connected with the idea presented
discard the practice. There will be no progress if
in the common vehicle of avoiding the extremes of
excessive unconcern and excessive concern. Exces- that is done. It is important to continue with the
practice. Now this tenth mental engagement refers
sive unconcern is when a defect is present in
to continuity or continuation primarily in the
context of even placement or meditation practice.
*Editor’s note: Any practice of the path of method—including
ngöndro, any form of guru yoga or yidam or protector practice,
The eleventh and final mental engagement,
chandali, etc.—will help to dispel torpor. When practicing
called
“no distraction,” refers primarily to the
front visualizations, focusing on the upper part of the visualization helps to dispel torpor. Splashing cold water in one’s
practice of post-meditation or subsequent attainface, taking cold showers, running around the block, reducing
ment.* It sometimes happens that we are diligent
the temperature in the room, opening the windows, taking off
in even placement, in meditation practice, but
some clothing, tightening up one’s posture—all will help to
dispel torpor.
when we arise from the meditation session, we
think, “Now I can relax,” and we let go in the
**Editor’s note: Concentrating on the lower parts of either a
wrong way and our thoughts run wild. This is a
self visualization or a front visualization, relaxing one’s
posture and making oneself comfortable, and increasing the
serious impediment to progress. Therefore, the
warmth in the room may also prove helpful in taming the
eleventh mental engagement, no distraction, is to
excitement of the mind.
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conceptual, will think about mind, think about
maintain, as much as possible, the faculties of
itself, think, “It must be like this, it can be no other
mindfulness, alertness, and watchfulness in postway than this,” and so on. And because the ideas
meditation—to recollect frequently the lucidity
that you might entertain in that way are in some
and stability of the meditation practice and atcases valid, and in the context of theory even
tempt, as best you can, to bring it into your daily
useful, you may think that you are having meditaactivities such as working and eating and talking.
tion experience. But in fact, the generation of
Now, obviously, this is somewhat difficult in the
understanding cannot serve in the place of meditabeginning, but if you try to do it repeatedly, it will
tion experience. It does not have the power to
become more and more possible. By maintaining
mindfulness in post-meditation, your meditation is eradicate bewilderment in the way meditation
experience and direct experience of the mind
enhanced, and your meditation in turn facilitates
does.
the easy application of mindfulness in post-mediWhen we talk about direct valid cognition, the
tation. That is the eleventh and final mental
most common example used is sensory direct valid
engagement, which is called no distraction.
The practice of insight through the application cognition—for example, when you look at something with your eyes and see it. However, in this
of these eleven authentic mental engagements is
case, when we are talking about direct valid
the cultivation of direct observation of the mind
cognition of the mind’s nature we obviously are not
and not the cultivation of conceptual understandtalking about physically
ing of the mind. There is a
seeing something. In the
great difference between
T he pr
ac
tic
e of insigh
ough study of valid cognition, four
prac
actic
tice
insightt thr
through
these two, and this differtypes of direct valid cognience is crucial to the practice the applic
a tion of these ele
v en
applica
elev
tion are mentioned: sensory
of mahamudra. For example, authentic mental engagements
direct valid cognition, mental
if you look at a painting with is the cultiv
a tion of dir
ec
cultiva
direc
ectt
direct valid cognition, selfyour eyes, you see the colors
obser
v a tion of the mind
observ
aware direct valid cognition,
of the paint; you see yellow
and not the cultivation of
and yogic direct valid cogniand red and blue and whatconceptual
understanding
of
tion. Self-aware direct valid
ever. Thereafter, at some
the
mind.
There
is
a
great
cognition is simply your
point you can also close your
diff
er
enc
e
b
et
w
een
these
t
w
o
,
differ
erenc
ence
bet
etw
tw
mind’s capacity to know what
eyes and imagine or recollect
and this difference is crucial to
it is experiencing at any
what you saw. In the lantime. It is always there,
guage of valid cognition,
the pr
ac
tic
e of mahamudr
a.
prac
actic
tice
mahamudra.
although it is generally
what you actually see is the
somewhat unclear to us, as
thing itself and what you
we pay very little attention to it. For example, the
recollect is a generalized abstraction of the thing;
sixth consciousness does not directly experience
it is a general image that is based upon but is not
the thing itself. The distinction between the direct any object of the senses, but instead generates a
generalized abstraction that is a replica or image
experience of a thing and the entertaining in the
of something that was experienced by one of the
mind of a generalized abstraction of that thing is
sense consciousnesses.
very important. The danger of not understanding
Nevertheless, while the sixth consciousness,
the distinction between understanding and experithe mental consciousness, cannot experience an
ence is that your mahamudra practice can degenobject of the senses directly but only as an abstracerate into speculation, in which the sixth contion, it can experience itself directly. It is, in the
sciousness, which after all is in its main function
language of valid cognition, not concealed from
itself. So therefore, it is possible to have direct
*Editor’s note: Post-meditation and subsequent attainment
experience of your own mind. In this case, in the
are both translations of the same Tibetan term, jetop.
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thereby to allow them to dissolve naturally, they
case of mahamudra, the particular type of direct
will reoccur, but over time they will become
valid cognition that is being used is the fourth
weaker and weaker and will reoccur less and less.
type, yogic direct valid cognition. This refers to
authentic direct experience or direct valid cogniQuestion: Rinpoche, my question is in regard to
tion of the nature of your mind, and it is utterly
the third category of the tranquility section,
different from conceptually understanding the
enhancing stability. In my reading of that section,
nature of mind. It is absolutely
my impression was that one uses
necessary that the distinction
the sense perceptions and the
T he self-lib
er
a tion of a
self-liber
era
between understanding and
occurrence of thought in order to
though
es not
thoughtt do
does
experience be clear to you.
reestablish the stillness of tranI am going to stop here for this necessarily entail the
quility, and in your explanation of
afternoon, and if there are any
p er
manen
er
a tion
ermanen
manentt lib
liber
era
it, it seemed to be a bit different
among you who wish to ask
er
manen
or p
per
ermanen
manentt
than that and had more to do
questions, please go ahead.
tion of tha
yp
e
c essa
essation
thatt ttyp
ype
with a kind of a continual watchfulness, particularly during the
Question: Thank you, Rinpoche,
of thought or that
post-meditation state, as opposed
for the wonderful teachings; we
par
ticular ccon
on
particular
ontt en
entt .
to accomplishing a more intense
are very fortunate. My question
experience of that stillness again
has to do with something you
and again. So I wonder if that is correct, if I am
went over yesterday, the self-liberation of
interpreting that correctly.
thoughts. I wonder if you could help us with how
to know whether or not we have actually experiRinpoche: Well, they are basically the same thing
enced that. Is it when a thought arises in meditaput two different ways, because, if the faculty of
tion, and it may be a thought that in some way is
watchfulness is cultivated, then tranquility medibothersome to you, but having recognized that the
tation transcends any type of suppression of
thought is there, it does not return? And can one
experience through regarding it as a source of
consider that experience validated if in postdisturbance, and therefore, it is somewhat conmeditation you find that bothersome thought also
nected with post-meditation, and is connected also
seems not to be present any longer? Perhaps both
with appearances and thoughts.
of these ideas are wrong. So, I would just like some
Question: The specific instructions Rinpoche gave
help with this. Because we hear the phrase “selfwere to be in the state of mind of knowing that you
liberation” so often, there would seem to be a
danger in telling ourselves, “Oh, great! I recognize are looking at something and knowing that you are
thinking. So there is obviously a mindfulness of
the thought, so now it is liberated; how wonderimmediate experience or of quality to that experiful!” But that may indeed not be the case.
ence, but to me that is not exactly the same as
Rinpoche: What you are experiencing both in
stillness, the moment of stillness in the
meditation and post-meditation is a type of selfmahamudra practice itself.
liberation of thought. In fact, for a thought to be
Rinpoche: I do not completely understand the
considered to be self-liberated, it does not necesdistinction you are making, but in my opinion, the
sarily follow that it will not reoccur. The selfthird set of tranquility instructions is primarily
liberation of a thought does not necessarily entail
concerned with post-meditation because in the
the permanent liberation or permanent cessation
first two parts, grasping the ungrasped mind and
of that type of thought or that particular content.
stabilizing the mind that has been grasped, you are
It means that a thought dissolves without your
cultivating stillness through the practice of even
having to get rid of it intentionally, because you
placement, and in the third part, enhancement or
see its nature. In the beginning, even after one is
progress upon stabilization, you are attempting to
able to see the nature of thoughts, and is able
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use the situation of post-meditation and the application of the watchfulness of mindfulness and
alertness in post-meditation to stabilize that
stillness.
Question: Rinpoche, my question is about devotion. You have said that devotion is the most
important factor in cultivating direct looking at
our mind. Is that [devotion generated] before we
are actually looking, so that we get the enthusiasm
and confidence to do the practice, or, while we are
actually looking, is there a warmth or a connection
that we can experience that can help us?

doing it once and then direct your mind to the
sphere of light that you are at that point visualizing very high in space, and if that is enough to
dispel your torpor, then you would return to the
main technique. If that is not enough to dispel the
torpor, then you can do it again and again. That is
okay, too.

Question: In this process of looking, the scrutiny,
when you have some direct experience that there
is nothing there to find, you follow with the next
step of insight of “I’ve looked; I’ve seen there is
nothing there; therefore, I’ll keep looking; therefore, I’ll relax; therefore, I’ll let go.” I am just not
sure what you might say to yourFr om one p
oin
w, self, the next non-thought . . .
poin
ointt of vie
view
de
v otion ccauses
auses yyou
ou tto
o [laughter]
dev

Rinpoche: You do not consciously
try to cultivate devotion while
looking at the mind. You consciously cultivate it before looking
have more trust and
Rinpoche: This is discussed in
at the mind and after looking at
the text when the student is
the mind, and through having that confidence in the
asked, “What do you see when you
devotion and through repeated
instr
uc
tions
uctions
tions,, which
instruc
look at your mind.” If they say,
supplication [of the root and
makes you more
“Nothing at all; there is nothing
lineage gurus and/or of yidams],
diligent and
there,” that means that they have
your devotion affects your pracconcentrated in your
partially seen their mind. This is
tice while you are looking at the
applic
a
tion
of
them.
But
applica
called a partial seeing. The mind
mind. From one point of view,
it do
es mor
e than tha
t;
does
more
that;
has two characteristics, emptiness
devotion causes you to have more
devotion alters how you and cognitive lucidity. When you
trust and confidence in the iner
ienc
e things
xper
erienc
ience
things..
see nothing at all, that is seeing
structions, which makes you more e xp
emptiness, but it is not enough,
diligent and concentrated in your
because you have not recognized the cognitive
application of them. But it does more than that;
lucidity. It is not enough, because the mind is not
devotion alters how you experience things. For
nothing. If the mind were nothing, then the whole
example, when people feel strong devotion, someworld would be nothing; there would be no experitimes they will cry or they will get goose bumps
and so on. These things indicate that their state of ence. If there were nothing, we would just be like
corpses. So there is a cognitive lucidity to the
mind is somehow altered, and that alteration of
mind, and that has to be recognized in the same
the state of mind can make you more receptive to
way. So, if you are seeing nothing, you need to go
unfabricated experience and to recognition of the
back and look again, and you can read about this in
mind’s nature.
your book.
Question: Rinpoche, in the mahabhrama samadhi,
Question: Could Rinpoche say something about
in which you visualize the white small pea-sized
sphere of light going up, is this something that you time, particularly in the phase when one is looking
said you use as needed? So would this be one shot, at the mind and going back and forth between
looking at the mind between the thoughts and the
and then does this light stay up there? Or would
mind having the thought?
you repeat this a few times in a session? Exactly
how do we use this?
Translator: About time?
Rinpoche: It does not really matter. First you try
Question: Yes.
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Translator: This context?
Question: I had a feeling that was coming. I could
ask it in a different way maybe. Is the experience
of looking at one’s mind outside of time? Or is even
the activity of doing that equivalent to time?

myself into thinking. Am I deluding myself into
thinking it is a valid experience, or should I consciously really try to relax?

Rinpoche: It is not uncommon for practitioners,
especially in the beginning, to have the experience
that concentrated attention of mind will produce
Rinpoche: When you are looking at your mind,
physical tension, and what you have to learn to do,
this activity is not happening in a state beyond or
ironically, is to separate your mind and body. In
without time. The function or action of mind that
other words, teach yourself to be focused with
enables you to look at your mind is what is called
your mind without becoming physically tense.
“the awareness of now, awareness of the present.”
Probably the best way to begin to do this is to
You will remember that in the first instructions on
practice some tranquility meditation at the begintranquility meditation it said, “Do not prolong the
ning of the session, and at that point in the session
past, do not beckon the future, rest
do not try to look at your mind
in awareness of the present moW hen yyou
ou ar
e lo
ok
ing aatt using the methods of insight. Now
are
look
oking
ment without conceptualization.”
y our mind
tivit
y you will probably find that, as a
mind,, this ac
activit
tivity
That resting in the awareness of
result of the habit that you have
ening in a
happening
the present moment of experience is not happ
built up, even when you practice
continues in the practice of insta
e y ond time
statt e b
be
time.. T he tranquility meditation, you may
sight. When you are looking at
func
tion of mind tha
function
thatt
find yourself physically tightenyour mind, what is looking is
ou tto
o lo
ok aatt
enables yyou
look
ing up. If so, while maintaining
called an ordinary cognition of
your mind is what is
the proper focus of mind for
now or of the present. Now,
c alled ‘ the aaw
w ar
eness of tranquility meditation, conareness
through doing this, eventually you
sciously relax your body. Put
now, awareness of the
will see that time is nonexistent,
some time and effort into relaxpr
esen
presen
esentt.’
but that will not happen now; that
ing, especially the muscles of the
will happen later.
limbs. And then, when you have
In somewhat more detail, when you look at
gotten to the point where you can maintain a
your mind, the mind that you are looking at is the
focused mind with a relaxed body, then return to
mind of now. When you are looking, it is the mind
the practice of insight. And even while you are
of now, because there is no other mind for you to
doing the insight practice and primarily looking at
look at. The mind of the past has ceased to exist;
mind, from time to time during the session check
the mind of the future has not yet come into existto make sure that you are physically relaxed, and
ence. So the only mind that is an object of direct
if you are tense, then take some time to convalid cognition is the mind of now. Therefore, it is
sciously relax. It has been said traditionally that in
not happening beyond time; it is happening in the
the beginning we need to learn to combine mental
present.
focus with physical relaxation, and that does not
Question: The times when I actually think I am
really happen automatically; it has to be practiced.
looking at my mind, and I am experiencing that, I
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.
often have physical sensations that in the past I’ve See page 26.]
always not really tried to do anything with. But it
happens so much, and it feels like tightening. Now
it seems like my throat and my jaws often tighten,
so my ears go bad or something. And I wonder am I
straining? I do not know if it is really a valid
experience, or if it is something I am forcing
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Within Stillness, Looking, Scrutinizing,
Identifying Awareness/Emptiness
Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche’s instructions on Mahamudra:
The Ocean of Definitive Meaning.

C

ontinuing from where we left off yesterday, we are still in the section of
insight instruction called “looking at the mind within stillness.” Within
this section there are three sections: looking, scrutinizing, and pointing
out or identifying awareness/emptiness. Yesterday we finished the first two of
these sections. Today we are going to begin with the third section, identifying
awareness/emptiness.
First of all, it needs to be kept in mind that all things, as individual things or
phenomena, possess individual characteristics. For example, the characteristic of
earth is solidity, the characteristic of water is wetness, the characteristic of fire is
heat, and so forth. In the same way, the defining characteristic of mind or of
cognition is cognitive lucidity or awareness. So when definitions of things are
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given, it is said that the definition of mind or
cognition is cognitive lucidity. However, in another
respect, mind, which has this defining characteristic, is quite different from most other things.
External things such as earth and water and fire
and so on, have the appearance to us of solidity
and external existence, but when you consider
your mind, while it does have its obvious characteristic of being cognitive lucidity, its nature is
fairly obviously emptiness. For this reason, in the
tradition of the mahasiddhas, the mind rather
than external phenomena is taken as the basis of
meditation.
In order to establish or determine the emptiness of external phenomena, because we do not
experience them as empty but rather as being
solid, logical analysis is needed. And even when,
through rigorous logical analysis, you have proven
to yourself that external phenomena are empty,
that emptiness is still not a direct experience.
Even after you have proven to yourself that they
lack solidity or solid substantial existence, external phenomena appear to have solidity; you still
perceive them in that way. Therefore, although,
through the reasonings of the middle way school,
you can develop an inferential certainty that all
things without exception are empty, it is very hard
to apply that in the practice of meditation. For
that reason, the path of the sutras* is said to take
three periods of innumerable eons, during which
the accumulations of merit and wisdom have to be
accumulated gradually, and that buddhahood can
only be attained through that path in that way,
because it is only through the force of such a
massive accumulation of merit that inferential
understanding can be used as a basis for the
gradual development of true experience.
For this reason it has been recommended by all
mahasiddhas not to take external objects, external
phenomena, as the basis of meditation, but to take
cognition itself as the basis of meditation. The
reason for this is simply that, when you look at
your mind, you can directly experience its nature.
It is not concealed from you in the way the empti*Editor’s note: Madyamaka reasonings are based on the
teachings of the Buddha found in the sutras, not on his
teachings found in the tantras.
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ness of other phenomena is. The problem is that
we have never looked at the mind, and that is
what has kept us from seeing its nature; but if you
look at your mind, you can and will recognize that
its nature is emptiness.
Now the term emptiness or shunyata in any
language gives rise to the connotation or image of
nothingness. But the emptiness of nothingness is
very different from the emptiness of all things or
the emptiness of the mind. Nothingness is completely dead, a complete vacuum. The emptiness of
all things, however, is not nothingness; it is interdependence. It is the unity or sameness of the
appearance of something and its emptiness, the
unity or sameness of the lucidity or vividness of
something and its emptiness. When you look at
your mind, you do not find anything, and the
reason you do not find anything is that the mind’s
nature is emptiness. But the mind is not just
empty; while being empty, its characteristic, its
defining characteristic, is awareness. Therefore,
when the mind is described, terminology like the
unity of cognitive lucidity and emptiness or the
unity of awareness and emptiness is used. Unity
here is meant very strongly. The nature of awareness is emptiness, and the nature of the mind’s
emptiness is awareness. This can be revealed to
you in your own experience through looking at the
mind.
Though it is true that the path of the sutras
requires three periods of innumerable kalpas, it is
also taught that through the vajrayana path you
can achieve the state of great unity, the state of
Vajradhara, in one life and in one body. Now, when
you think of the path of the sutras and how long it
takes, it sounds utterly impossible that you could
achieve the same thing in one lifetime, because if
that were true, then clearly the path of the sutras
would be unnecessary. However, both are correct;
both are true, and the difference is the difference
between the absence and the presence, respectively, of the practical instruction of the
mahasiddhas to take direct experience, direct
valid cognition of the mind, as the path.
When you take looking directly at your mind as
the path, you can achieve the state of Vajradhara
in one lifetime, and this has been accomplished by

at your mind in that way is what we call buddha
the mahasiddhas from whom these instructions
nature, which, as the Buddha taught in the final
have come. It is also true that the great
dharmachakra, is something that each and every
bodhisattvas have gathered the accumulations
being possesses. Buddha nature does not need to
over three periods of innumerable eons.* And it is
also true that the result of these two approaches is be created, it is not bestowed upon us by anyone; it
exactly the same. Therefore, we employ the practi- is what we posses innately. About buddha nature it
is said in the Uttaratantra Shastra, “There is
cal instruction of the mahasiddhas, which in
nothing in this that needs to be removed. There is
essence is to look at one’s mind to recognize in
direct experience the mind’s nature, its emptiness; nothing that needs to be added to this. When you
look at that which is genuine in a genuine way and
to recognize in direct experience its lucidity; and
you genuinely see it, you will be liberated.”
to recognize the unity of these two.
When it says that there is nothing in this that
Now, when you are meditating by looking at
the nature of your mind, you are not attempting to needs to be removed, it means that there is nothing in the nature of the mind that is
create or alter that nature in any
inherently defective in any way;
way. This nature is not something
When you take
therefore, there is nothing you have
that you can create through the
lo
ok
ing
dir
ec
tly
a
t
look
oking
direc
ectly
at
to try to get rid of. There is also
practice of meditation. It is not
your
mind
as
the
nothing lacking in the nature of
something that is bestowed upon
pa
th, yyou
ou ccan
an
path,
mind; there is nothing else that
you by the Buddha. It is something
achieve the state of needs to be introduced or added to
that has always been there, has
it. All that needs to be done is to see
always been your nature, but beVajradhara in one
that true or genuine nature—what
cause we normally never look at it,
lifetime.
your mind truly is—to see it propwe have never seen it. If you look at
erly by looking at it in the right way, by looking at
it, you will see it and you will recognize it.
it in a way free of concepts. So by looking in a
Therefore, in The Ocean of the Definitive
Meaning it says, “Rest the mind naturally and in a genuine way at that genuine or true nature, there
is no doubt, you will see it genuinely as it is, and
relaxed way. Within that state of relaxation look
that in itself will bring liberation. Therefore, the
nakedly and vividly at the mind.” Now nakedly
practice is to relax the mind utterly and yet to
here means without any kind of barrier between
remain undistracted from the direct experience or
that which is looking and the mind that is being
observation of it.
looked at, without any kind of filtration such as a
The method of meditation explained at this
skin or packaging. You are not packaging the mind
point is to be free of any kind of alteration—not to
with ideas about it; it is naked or unwrapped. And
alter the mind, but to look at the nature of the
looking vividly means that you are looking at it
mind, to allow the mind to look at its own nature.
right now with the awareness of right now as a
So be free of alteration and look at your own
vivid direct experience, something that is clear
nature. Being free of alteration also means not
and present to you right now, rather than considhaving any particular expectation of certain types
ering the mind and thinking about the mind that
of experience and not wishing for certain types of
was or the mind that will be.
experience. For example, you will remember the
Further the text says, “And look in this way,
rainbow meditation, which was described earnakedly and vividly, without distraction.” This
lier—not wishing for that type of experience.
means that while remaining relaxed, you remain
With respect to resting the mind within obserundistracted from direct observation of your mind.
vation, it was said by Saraha, “If water is undisThe nature that you experience when looking
turbed, it is clear; if it is shaken or agitated, it is
unclear. If a lamp flame is undisturbed by the
*Editor’s note: During which time the bodhisattva traverses
wind, it is bright, but if it is blown about by the
the ten bodhisattva bhumis and attains buddhahood.
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wind, it is unclear.” So here the instruction is to
rest the mind completely within the act or context
of the mind observing its own nature. This will
engender both lucidity and stability.
About meditating in that way our text says,
“Do not look elsewhere.” You are not attempting to
look outside that which is looking, nor is this a
meditation of not knowing; it is not a meditation of
ignorance or absence of recognitions. Rest in
awareness in the present instant. Rest in the
awareness that is there in the present instant that
is awareness of the present instant. In order to do
this our text says, “Sometimes tighten up; sometimes use more exertion. Sometimes loosen up;
sometimes relax; but always be without distraction
and maintain continuous mindfulness.”
In more detail the text advises, “During even
placement, during meditation, relax the mind; and
during subsequent attainment, during post-meditation, tighten up the mind.” The reason why you
need to put more exertion into post-meditation
mindfulness is that post-meditation by its nature
involves lots of potentially distracting factors, such
as complex actions and activities, conversation, the
need to think about things, and so forth. Therefore,
it is recommended that you tighten up your mind
in post-meditation and relax it in meditation.
This section of our text, the identification or
pointing out of awareness/emptiness, has one
practice session—the practice itself is not further
subdivided—but three teaching sessions. After the
first teaching session and the single practice
session there are two more teaching sessions,
which discuss the implications of this particular
pointing out. Brought up again is the possible
problem of mistaking understanding for experience, and again it is stressed that we need to gain
direct experience, not conceptual understanding.
In addition it is mentioned that there are three
ways that genuine insight, lhaktong or
vipashyana, can arise in this context. One way is
called the arising of insight within stillness or
nonconceptuality. This occurs when your mind is
at rest and still, and within that stillness of mind
you recognize the mind’s nature. For some people
that does not occur; they do not recognize their
mind’s nature within stillness, but they are able to
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do so within the occurrence or presence of a
thought. So for some people, when a thought
arises, they are able to recognize the nature of that
thought and, thereby, the nature of the mind. What
is recognized is the same, whether the insight
arises within stillness or within occurrence. In
either case, what is recognized is the unity of
cognitive lucidity and emptiness.
Now for some people neither of those insights
occurs, but insight arises in a different way, called
the arising of insight within appearances. In this
particular context, appearances refer specifically
to the generalized abstractions that the sixth
consciousness generates based upon sense experience. Based upon any one of the five sense
consciousnesses, the sixth consciousness can, does,
and will generate generalized abstractions that we
normally take to be the external object that is
perceived by that particular sense consciousness.
Whether it is a generalization of form or a generalization of sound, it is the sixth consciousness’s
generalized abstraction of the sense experience,
and it is, therefore, in and of itself, not an external
object. These generalized abstractions that are
experienced by the sixth consciousness are not
true external objects; they are projections of the
sixth consciousness, and therefore, in a very true
sense, they are the mind arising in that shape.
They are the mind arising as that apparent form or
as that apparent sound, and so forth. So therefore,
when looking at these generalized abstractions
that arise within the sixth consciousness, if you
observe their nature—that they are apparent, that
they do appear, that you can experience them, but
that they are utterly empty—then their nature is
seen to be that same unity of cognitive lucidity and
emptiness, and their nature is also seen to be mere
interdependence. So if this is directly recognized,
this is also a genuine insight. Therefore, there are
three different ways according to our text that
insight may arise at this point, and they are all
equally valid.
I’m going to stop there for this morning and
continue with the reading transmission.
[Rinpoche continues the reading transmission.]
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit. See
page 26.]

Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Looking at the Mind
Within the Occurrence of Thought

T

Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu
Rinpoche’s instructions on Mahamudra: The
Ocean of Definitive Meaning.

his morning we finished the section
of this book called, “looking at the
mind within stillness.” Now we turn
to the second section of insight meditation
practice, which is “looking at the mind
within the occurrence of thought.” Since, by
the time one has first arrived at the point of
practicing insight meditation, one has
already practiced tranquility meditation
assiduously, the first technique presented
in this section on insight is how to look at
the mind within stillness. But if or when
one is unable to gain insight through that
method, the second technique, how to look
at the mind within the occurrence of
thought, is needed. In this book there are
three ways that you are taught to look at
your mind: looking at the mind within
stillness; looking at the mind within the
occurrence of thought; and looking at the
mind within appearances.
In a shorter text on mahamudra, also by
the Ninth Gyalwang Karmapa, called Pointing out the Dharmakaya, these three and
then two additional methods of insight
meditation are taught: looking at whether
the body and the mind are the same or
different; and looking at whether stillness
and occurrence are the same or different.*
Thus five methods are taught. Here only

*Editor’s note: For a discussion of these latter two
methods, see Shenpen Ösel, Vol.4, No. 3, pp. 70-85.
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three are taught. In fact, any one of these may be
sufficient for an individual to develop recognition of the mind’s nature. And if recognition of
the mind’s nature is gained through any one of
these methods, that is sufficient. Alternatively,
you may practice any two of them, or if you wish,
all three.
According to the study of cognition, as it is
found in our texts, the sixth consciousness, the
mental consciousness, does not actually directly
experience any of the objects of the senses. The
objects of the senses are, however, directly experienced by the five sense consciousnesses—although
obviously each of these is limited to the experience
of its particular object. So the eye consciousness
does directly see forms, the ear consciousness does
hear sounds, and so forth. These are direct experiences. What the mental consciousness does is to
generate an image of what the eye has seen, what
the ear has heard, and so on. The sixth consciousness does not and cannot experience any of the five
sense objects directly. But it does generate an
image. That image is a generalized abstraction,
which means that it is not as clear as the actual
sense experience. It is somewhat vague.
This is true of the mental consciousness’s
experience of all the five senses. Based on the
direct experience of these senses, the sixth consciousness generates a generalized abstraction or
abstracted image of visual form, an abstracted
sound or an image of physical sound, and the same
thing with smells, tastes, and tactile sensations.
None of these abstractions that are generated by
the mental consciousness are as clear as or as welldefined as the actual experiences of the senses
that they seek to replicate.
The sixth consciousness is confused. It mistakes or confuses its abstractions for the actual
objects of the senses. It treats its abstractions as
though they were the objects of the senses. The
sixth consciousness, the mental consciousness,
regards its abstractions—based on physical form—
as physical form; its abstracted images of sound as
actual sound, and so forth. In the context of the
study of valid cognition, an image for how all of
this works is given. The five sense consciousnesses
are said to be like a mute person who can see. This
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person can see and, therefore, can experience, but
not being able to speak, cannot describe or communicate anything that they experience. The sixth
consciousness is said to be like a sightless person
who can talk. The sixth consciousness cannot see
anything, but if it does find out about something, it
can talk about it all and at once. And of course, as
we know, this is precisely what the sixth consciousness does. It thinks, and in thinking, it mixes
things up. It treats the past as though it were the
present, it treats the future as though it were the
present, and in that way expects the present to be
what was there in the past, and so on.
In any case, it is clear, through this analogy,
that the five sense consciousnesses and the sixth
consciousness have no way to communicate with
one another directly. The medium of communication between the five sense consciousnesses,
which, according to the analogy, cannot talk, and
the sixth consciousness, which cannot see, is selfawareness. Self-awareness, which is another
faculty of mind, forms the bridge or medium
between the five sense consciousnesses and the
sixth consciousness.
Now all of this is theoretical, but it provides
a background for understanding what you are
doing when you practice looking at the mind
within occurrence. When you look at the mind
within occurrence, you allow your mind, the
sixth consciousness, to generate a thought. The
first type of thought that is mentioned here is an
abstraction—an abstracted or generalized image
of something that is familiar to you. Suggested in
the text are such things as the Jowo image of the
Buddha in Lhasa, or the Tsurpu Hla Chen,
another great statue of the Buddha, which was,
at the time this text was written, at Tsurpu. But
it could be anything. It should be something
familiar to you. You could imagine your home or
part of your home or something you own—for
example, your automobile. When you imagine
your car, the image arises more or less vividly to
your mind. Look at that image. Try to determine
what the relationship between the car and the
mind is. Has your car entered your mind? Has
your mind gone to where your car is? If you
scrutinize this you will see that nothing like that

is happening at all. The image, while being
apparent and vivid, is utterly nonexistent.
It is not the case that it is impossible for your
automobile to appear as an image in your mind;
it does appear there as an image. And of course
that image is a generalized abstraction. Nevertheless, when you look to see where that image
of the automobile is, if you look to see if it is
inside your body, or outside your body, it does
not seem to be anywhere. Nor has your mind
become that automobile. Nor has that automobile become your mind. While the image is
present in your experience, it has no existence
whatsoever. This is the unity of cognitive lucidity and emptiness in the context of the occurrence of something within your mind. By looking
at images generated by your mind, you can start
to recognize the emptiness of whatever occurs to
or within the mind. The emptiness, however, of
such an image, in no way diminishes or contradicts the vividness of appearance or presence of
the image in your mind. And recognizing this in
experience is the first step in recognizing the
mind’s nature within occurrence.

T

he second practice in this section of looking
at the mind within occurrence, and the
thirty-ninth practice session presented in our
text, is concerned with the intensity of thought.
Previously, when you looked at the mind within
stillness, you were looking at a mind that was
tranquil, and therefore, not particularly intense.
When you look at the mind within the occurrence of thought, you have the opportunity to
look at it when it is very intense. Therefore, the
second practice in this section concerns using
those types of thoughts or occurrences within
the mind that are the most intense—states of
delight and misery. As we all know, sometimes
our minds are filled with delight and sometimes
we are miserable—we are sad, we are depressed, and we are regretful. In both cases,
what characterizes the mental state and what is
common to both is the intensity of what is occurring within the mind. Normally, we make a great
distinction between delight and misery. When
we feel really happy, we like that, and we regard

states of sadness and unhappiness and feeling
regretful as extremely unpleasant. But if you
look at what is occurring in your mind in either
case, you will see that the nature of it, the stuff
of which it is made, is no different from the
nature of the mind itself. And in that sense, the
occurrence of either delight or misery is like the
appearance of waves on the surface of an ocean.
For example, when you are experiencing delight
in your mind, there is certainly an experience,
because you are aware of it. But when you look
for its substance, its nature, its essence, you find
that there is nothing there. Or, when you are
intensely sad, even miserable, if you look at the
nature of the sadness or misery, then you will
see that, while the sadness is there as a vivid
appearance, just as the mind itself has no substantial existence, in the same way, the sadness
has no substantial existence.
It is very easy to understand this. It is important, however, not to jump to the conclusion that
these things have no existence. You need actually
to look for yourselves and find it out directly. And
when you are looking, you have to look with an
open mind, without anticipating what you are
going to discover. However, eventually you will
find that there is nothing to be found. And once the
sensation or the occurrence of delight or misery
has been found not to be found anywhere, it will
dissolve. First, you try this with delight or happiness. You can practice when naturally experiencing a state of delight, or, if you are not naturally
experiencing one, try to think of something delightful.
Then, once you have seen the nature of feelings
of delight, then try it with feelings of misery and
sadness. If you do not naturally have these feelings, then think of something that makes you
miserable. In both cases, when you look at the
occurrence, you will see that it is empty—just as
the mind itself is empty. It is like a mirage or an
illusion. It is like froth that is churned up on the
surface of the water. Some of these emotions we
experience as intolerable, such as intense regret,
for example. But, when you know how to look at
the nature of what occurs in your mind, you do not
need to attempt to block these types of emotions,
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because by looking at them and seeing their nature, they will dissolve of themselves.

T

he first practice session of looking at the
mind within occurrence was looking at the
nature of a generalized abstraction arising
within the sixth consciousness. The second was
looking at the nature of delight and misery. The
third is looking at the nature of kleshas or
mental afflictions.*
For example, when something pleasant,
something desirable, comes to mind, we generate
craving and attachment, we generate desire. When
something unpleasant, something to which we are
averse, comes to mind, we generate aversion [and
sometimes even anger and hatred]. Sometimes,
reflecting upon our own amazing qualities or great
power, we generate pride. Sometimes, reflecting
upon the qualities, and so forth, of others, we
generate jealousy. And sometimes we feel greed for
what we possess and the need to hold on to it. All
of these types of mental afflictions or kleshas are
disturbing to us. So long as we look away from
* Editor’s note: One might wonder what is the difference
between delight and misery and the kleshas or mental afflictions, since we tend to have desire for and attachment to delight
and aversion to misery. The answer lies in the recognition that
delight and misery are resultant states, feelings experienced as
a result of virtuous and unvirtuous actions engaged in in the
past, while kleshas or mental afflictions are the emotional
motivations for the actions of body, speech, and mind that will
ripen as results in the future.
**Editor’s note: Perhaps the most fundamental distinction
that must be understood at the beginning of a true spiritual
path is the distinction between secondary causes (Tibetan:
khyen, here being translated as “condition”) and primary causes
(Tibetan: gyu). For any mental affliction to arise, there must be
both a primary cause and a secondary cause. The secondary
cause is that which we generally regard as the “cause” of our
anger or desire or jealousy or resentment. It is that which, from
the standpoint of the confusion of our dualistic clinging, we
regard as the external event that is responsible for whatever our
particular klesha of the moment may happen to be—whether
that external event is the dastardly, inconsiderate, unthoughtful, and primitively aggressive blackguard out there in the
external environment of our life, who does something intolerable
that causes our anger, that, therefore, we are momentarily
averse to, or whether it is the extraordinarily beautiful or
handsome, and for the moment, considerate and elegant person
out there that causes us to be dreamily in love. Regardless of
the existence of those external provocations, for those confusing
kleshas to arise, there also must be a primary clause, our actual
actions in the past, and usually in past lives, that cause us to
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them when they arise and look outward at the
objects that form the condition for their arising, we
are overpowered by them.** The solution is to
turn inward and look directly at the klesha itself,
rather than at the object with which the klesha is
concerned. You turn inward and look to see where
the klesha, the thought that has the content of
klesha, is, what its nature is, where it came from,
where it remains, and so on. You will not find any
of these things. For, just like delight and misery,
kleshas are empty. We have been enslaved by our
kleshas for no other reason than that we have been
unaware of their emptiness. The enslavement is
unnecessary and will end when you experience
their emptiness.
Sometimes you can overcome kleshas in this
way. Sometimes you will look at the nature of a
klesha and it will dissolve. And sometimes you
will not be able to do so. This is not because any of
these kleshas has true existence. It is because we
have the strong habit of being ruled by them. If you
cultivate the opposite habit, the habit of looking at
their nature, as that habit through repeated
have the tendencies and proclivities to have these same
emotions and to act upon them. The real culprit is the primary
cause. The secondary causes are legion and not entirely under
our control. The primary causes are our own creations, manifest
only in our own minds, and, if we are willing to make the effort,
the mental, emotional, verbal, and physical reactions that we
have to the ripening of these primary causes, caused to ripen by
the appearance of secondary causes, is totally under our own
control. To give an example, if there is a plague, all people are
exposed to the germs, which are contagious. But only some of
them contract the plague. And why is that? Because, though all
are subjected to the secondary cause, some people have the
primary cause—their actions taken in past lives—and some
have not. Therefore, some people fall sick and others do not.
Similarly, some people who fall sick freak out, and others
remain quite stoic or even at peace. Of a group of people who
have all generated the primary cause of dying from the plague,
those who have practiced no virtue as an antidote to that cause
will die. Those who have practiced some virtue, may fall sick
and not die, but may freak out and live the rest of their lives
with impaired health. Others who have practiced more virtue
may fall sick and remain stoical or even at peace. Others who
have practiced even more virtue may fall sick, remain at peace,
and recover entirely. And others who have practiced even more
virtue than that may not fall sick at all. Ultimately, the cause is
always within ourselves, as is the solution. “The fault, dear
Brutus, is not in our stars, but in ourselves…” (Shakespeare:
Julius Caesar, Act I, Scene ii). Of all the virtue that can be
practiced as an antidote to the ripening of negative primary
causes, the practice of vajrayana is the most powerful, the
fastest, and the most efficacious.

cultivation is reinforced, the instances of recognition will increase and the instances of being overpowered by the klesha will decrease. It is possible
to cultivate this habit for the simple reason that
kleshas are empty. They have no true existence. It
was for this reason that, when the Buddha taught
the Heart Sutra, he said, “No form, no sensation,
no perception, no mental arisings, no consciousness, no eyes, no ears,” and so on. When, by looking at the nature of a klesha, you see this in direct
experience, the klesha is pacified. However, that
pacification or liberation of that klesha is not
permanent. That particular thought dissolves, but
it will reoccur—again, not because the kleshas
have true existence, but because we have the habit
of allowing their reoccurrence and of entertaining
them. In the sutras it is taught that the cultivation
and habituation of this type of remedy forms much
of the practice of the path of meditation—the idea
of meditation being related to the idea of cultivation and habituation. The point is that by becoming
more and more used to the remedial action of
seeing the nature of kleshas, the kleshas themselves will become less and less powerful and
finally will be eradicated.

T

here are three practice sessions in the section
that is called looking at the mind within
occurrence. The first was looking at the mind
within arising in the sixth consciousness of a
generalized abstraction; the second, looking at the
mind within delight and misery; and the third,
looking at the mind within the arising of kleshas
or mental afflictions, such as any of the three or
five poisons.* These three practice sessions are
enumerated in the text as the thirty-eighth, thirtyninth, and fortieth practice sessions.
A similar idea to looking at the mind within
occurrence is found in dzogchen empowerments,
in which you are often told, “Send your mind to the
east. Does it go anywhere? And is there anything

*Editor’s note: Passion (desire, greed, lust, etc.), aggression
(anger, hatred, resentment, etc.), ignorance (bewilderment,
confusion, apathy), pride (wounded pride, low self-esteem, etc.),
and jealousy (envy, paranoia, etc). According to the teachings of
the Buddha there are some 84,000 different conflicting emotions.

going there? Send your mind to the south. Does it
go anywhere? And is there anything going there?”
and so on. You are instructed to send your mind
out to the four directions and then to look at the
experience of doing so. This is essentially the same
idea as looking at the mind within occurrence.
Following these three practice sessions, and
given to support these three stages of practice, are
two further teaching sessions. To begin with, these
are concerned with how we relate to thoughts.
Usually, as meditators, we regard thoughts as
something unwanted. We do not want thoughts to
arise because we view them as impediments to
meditation. Here, because thoughts are an opportunity to look at the mind, thoughts are not regarded as a problem. Whatever arises in the mind
is treated equally. You simply look at its nature,
even if it is a klesha. By looking at its nature, it is
self-liberated. Even if it is intense delight or
misery, it is self-liberated when its nature is seen.
It does not interfere with meditation. And even
the arising of an image or generalized abstraction
in the mind can be self-liberated as well.
It is, therefore, of some importance that we
learn not to regard thoughts as a problem, not to
regard thoughts as enemies, but to regard them as
supports for meditation. About this, Lord
Gampopa said, “See thoughts as necessary, as
valuable, as helpful, as kind, and cherish them.”
The kindness of thoughts, the value of thoughts, is
that they reveal our own nature, mahamudra, to
us, which is a great help. Obviously, if you follow
thoughts, if instead of looking at their nature you
follow them, then that will impede meditation.
But if you see their nature, and the thoughts are
self-liberated, that is a great help. Therefore,
Gampopa said, “If you know how to rest within
whatever thought arises and it is therefore selfliberated, then, since that itself is the
dharmakaya, they are indeed worthy of being
cherished. If you do not have this attitude, if you
do not regard thoughts as opportunities for insight, meditation becomes very difficult and inconvenient, because it becomes a battle against thinking, which among other things, makes the meditation unclear and unstable.”
Speaking to his students, Gampopa also said,
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“Meditators seem to want to have no thoughts, but we know, were named by the mahasiddhas who
codified them.
they cannot stop thinking, and therefore they
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systems, and the mahamudra
take thoughts on the path is
through which the wisdom of
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the fiftieth teaching session.
the
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realized.
different. For example, the
It is not a separate practice
shamatha or tranquility
session, as it does not introtechniques taught here—grasping the ungrasped
duce a new practice. The fifty-first teaching sesmind, stabilizing it once it has been grasped, and
sion presents various questions that are to be
posed, and the point of these questions is to ensure bringing progress upon stabilization—are unique
to mahamudra. And also the vipashyana or insight
that the practitioner is not mistaking conceptual
understanding of the nature of thoughts for actual practices of looking at the mind within stillness,
looking at the mind within occurrence, and looking
experience of the nature of thoughts, because
at the mind within appearances are also unique to
conceptual understanding will not weaken or
mahamudra. They are different from the similarly
eradicate mental afflictions.
named techniques found in Hindu systems,
I have something to say about the use of the
Theravadan systems, or in other Buddhist traditerms, “tranquility” and “insight,” or “shinay” and
tions. Of course, the nature with which we are
“lhaktong,” “shamatha” and “vipashyana.” Tradiconcerned is the same, but how we look at it is
tionally, mahamudra instruction and, therefore,
very different.
mahamudra practices are divided into these two
In mahamudra we are concerned with the
classifications. The distinct instruction in
intense and precise scrutiny of the mind. The
mahamudra always includes instruction in tranpurpose and result of mahamudra meditation is
quility and instruction in insight. However, many
that through such scrutiny we come to recognize
other meditation systems use these same terms.
the mind’s nature, which is dharmata, the nature
The terms shamatha and vipashyana are used not
of all things, and thereby to achieve all wisdom
only by most Buddhist meditation systems, but by
and all qualities. The purpose of mahamudra
other Indian systems, including some Hindu
tranquility meditation is to bring about the
traditions. The reason for this is that all of these
immediate pacification of the kleshas; and that
traditions at some point have used Sanskrit, and
therefore the original terminology with which they of mahamudra insight meditation is to bring
about the ultimate eradication of the kleshas,
speak of meditation tends to be very similar.
through which the wisdom of the Buddha is
Within the Buddhist tradition, the Theravadan
realized.
tradition—which uses Pali, a language very simiI’m going to stop there for this afternoon.
lar to Sanskrit, as its scriptural language—also
Now we will meditate.
calls its meditation practices shamatha and
[Rinpoche and students meditate and then
vipashyana. And then we have the mahamudra
dedicate the merit. See page 26.]
practices of shamatha and vipashyana—which, as
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T
Looking at the Mind
Mahamudra: The Ocean
of Definitive Meaning

Within Appearances

Continuting the Very Venerable Thrangu
Rinpoche’s instructions on Mahamudra: The
Ocean of Definitive Meaning.

here are three different ap
proaches to insight practice that
are presented in this text on
mahamudra: looking at the mind within
stillness; looking at the mind within
occurrence; and looking at the mind
within appearances. The point of presenting three techniques is that any particular
individual may respond more to one of
these three approaches than to the others.
In Pointing Out the Dharmakaya, five
approaches, including these three, are
presented. Of these three presented in
The Ocean of the Definitive Meaning,
looking at the mind within stillness is
presented as the main one. The other
two—looking at the mind within occurrence, and looking at the mind within
appearances—are presented as supplements to that. That is why, if you look at
the outline of your text, you will see that,
although we would think of looking at the
mind within appearances as the third
section, it is called the second. It is called
the second because it is the second supplement to the first section. Here calling it
the second section means that it is the
third [laughter].
Even though it is, in a sense, supplemental to looking at the mind within
stillness, looking at the mind within
appearances is presented here somewhat
elaborately, which means it is divided into
four practices and four presentations:
seeing appearances as mind; seeing mind
as emptiness; seeing emptiness as spontaneous presence; and seeing spontaneous
presence as self-liberation.
Before I start to explain the first of
these: seeing appearances as mind, I
would like to relate something about my
own experience of these ideas, simply
because I imagine you may have undergone this yourselves. When I was quite
young and began to study texts, the first
SHENPEN ÖSEL 79

tially available to us as a direct object of experithing about emptiness that I encountered in my
study was the presentation of the selflessness of ence. What I am saying to you is that these
doctrines are not mere superstition. They can
persons. When I first studied this, I thought it
actually be validated through your own direct
was ridiculous, because what was being said to
me was that mind did not exist. I thought, “Well, experience of them. I mention this because, on
the face of it, these four statements—appearthat is weird. I know my mind exists.” But when
ances are mind; mind is emptiness; emptiness is
I analyzed my mind, according to the reasonings
spontaneous presence; and spontaneous prespresented in the context of this study, the reaence is self-liberation—may sound somewhat
sonings that have been produced by the various
grandiose and unverifiable. But if you actually go
scholars and siddhas, I became certain in the
through these practices you will be able to
sense of conceptual understanding that the
experience the truth of these assertions on your
personal self does not exist.
own.
Then, when I went on in my studies and was
The first of the four stages of looking at the
exposed to the idea that not just the personal
mind within appearances is seeing appearances
self but all phenomena lacked true existence in
as mind. When the subject of the relationship
that same way, I first thought, “Well, it is true
between mind and appearances is presented
that the personal self does not exist; this has
using inferential valid cognition, we return to
been proven to me. But to say that all things are
the basic format of the Buddha’s three
empty is going too far. After all, I see things, I
dharmachakras. As you know, the Buddha taught
hear things, and so on. How can these be nonexistent?” Then when I encountered the reasonings in three distinct phases, which we call the three
dharmachakras. Subsequently, the teachings
of the middle way school, and they were exgiven in that way were formalized or codified by
plained to me by my tutors, I realized that I had
scholars and siddhas as what we now call the
been wrong. It was true that all phenomena
four systems. The four systems—called the
lacked true existence. At that point I developed
vaibhasika, the sautrantika
certainty based upon a theoor sutra system, the
retical conceptual underchittamatra or mind only,
standing of the selflessness of
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assertions
own.
the fourth more profound
mind without analysis, and
than the third. They can be
they said, “If you look at your
divided in different ways. The first two systems,
mind, good experience, direct experience, is
the vaibhasika and the sautrantika, have in
possible.”
common that they assert the true existence of
When I started to look at my mind, I became
external objects. The second two, the
convinced that emptiness is not something
distant from us. It is not something that we have chittamatra and the madhyamaka, have in common that they assert the nonexistence of exterto turn outwards to discover. It is always poten80 SHENPEN ÖSEL

hand—your hand is not one thing. It has many
nal objects. Here we are talking about understanding, rather than realization. We are talking parts: the five fingers, the palm, and so forth.
Even if you select one of these five fingers, such
about a conceptual view.
as the thumb, the thumb is not one thing. It has
Because of the progressive refinement of
these four views, we generally use the first three three joints. (Translator: “Mine only has two.
[laughter] Anyway, it has some joints.”) [laughsystems—the two which assert the existence of
ter]—And then if you select
external objects, and the
any one those joints, that joint
third, the mind only school—
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physical substances are made.
vaibhasika school, has a quite
Therefore, they say that the
rough or coarse assertion of
entire world is made up of particles and that the
reality. They, and the sautrantikas, do assert or
particles truly exist, but that the coarse appearaccept the existence of external objects. Howances that we designate, based upon the presever, they do so in a particular way. Essentially
ence of the particles, do not.
what they say is that what we see—mountains,
The vaibhasika and sautrantika presentation
buildings, and our own bodies, etc.—are not
of the true existence of subtle particles, and,
merely projections of our mind. These things
therefore, the existence of external objects, is
actually exist externally, but not in the coarse
the same. They differ, however, in their presenway that they seem to, not as what we see them
to be, but as subtle particles. So, according to the tation of how external objects appear to us—in
other words, as to what we are actually seeing
vaibhasikas and the sautrantikas, the subtle
particles, which are the building blocks of physi- when we see something. The vaibhasikas say
that objects are external to us, and that they
cal phenomena, have true existence. Coarse
exist because they are made up of particles.
appearances, according to these schools—in
Mind cognition, they say, is internal, And what
other words, the appearance of things that are
happens when you experience things—for exmade up of particles but appear not to be made
ample, when you look at columns, houses, mounup of particles, but to be solid units—these
tains, or different colors—is that you are actucoarse appearances are mental designations,
ally seeing them. The object is out there and it
based upon the experience of things that are
exists; you are in here, your cognition functions,
really just made up of particles. To put this
clearly, a mountain, according to the vaibhasikas and you experience it. In other words, the
vaibhasikas’ presentation of perception is very
and sautrantikas, is not really one thing. We
much the way we normally think of it.
designate it as one thing with the concept,
But the sautrantikas dispute this. The
mountain. It is actually many things. It is made
sautrantikas say that the defining characteristic
up of many, many subtle particles. In the same
of cognition, that which experiences, is cognitive
way, your body is not one thing. Your body has
lucidity, the capacity to be aware. The defining
parts: a head, a trunk, and four limbs. Even if
characteristic of external objects, which they
you select one of the limbs—for example, your
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consider external phenomena and our relationassert to exist in the sense that they are comship with them. About this he said, “When you
pounded of subtle particles, is matter. They say
that matter and cognition are of utterly different look outside, you must mount the stairs of the
sautrantika system, because it is a very appronatures. Therefore, the sautrantikas say that,
priate and convenient way to
when you see something, you
evaluate your relationship
are not actually seeing the
T he mind only scho
ol diff
ers with external phenomena.”
school
differs
thing itself. You are seeing a
fr
om the sautr
an
tik
a in tha
from
sautran
antik
tika
thatt
As much as the
mental image of it. According
sautrantika way of describto the sautrantikas, in any act
it do
es not acc
ept the
does
accept
ing experience is valuable,
or event of perception, what is e xist
enc
e of the objec
tiv
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xistenc
ence
objectiv
tive
when we actually consider
actually happening is that
bases of app
ear
anc
es
appear
earanc
ances
es..
the status, from their own
your mind is adopting the
side, of external phenomena,
form of the object. The
we tend to resort to the third system of tenets,
sautrantikas assert that the object exists externally; it is composed or compounded of particles. which is the mind only school. The mind only
school differs from the sautrantika in that it
In the very first instant of contact with the
does not accept the existence of the objective
object, the characteristics of the object are perbases of appearances. There are two parts to
ceived. But in the second instant, what you
their presentation of this. According to the mind
experience is a mental replica, or a mental
only school, the sautrantika description of expesimilitude, of the object. So, according to the
sautrantikas, what we see and hear, and so on, is rience as the appearance of mind in the guise of
mind, not the object.* But, they also say that the external phenomena, is very good. But one of the
bases of that assertion, that there is an objecobjective basis, in the language of the
tively existent external phenomenon as which
sautrantikas, the hidden objective basis for that
the mind masquerades, is disputed by them. The
[entirely mental event of perception], does exist
mind only school says that it is unfitting or
externally. For, example, when you look at a
unreasonable to assert the true or absolute
mountain, according to the sautrantikas, what
you are seeing is not the mountain, but your own existence of the hidden objective bases of perception. They say that one reason why it is unfitting
mind. However, the mountain does exist. The
to do so is that it is unreasonable to assert that
mountain is the hidden objective basis which
serves as the cause for your being able to see the such an objective basis could somehow cause the
mind to generate a replica of itself. The mind
mental replica of a mountain. According to the
only school says that as a description of relative
sautrantikas, the relationship between truly
existent external phenomena and the displays of truth it is useful to talk about particles, because,
of course, it can be determined that substances
mind that we experience is one of cause and
are indeed made up of particles. What they
result.
dispute is that if you assert that these particles
So, according to the sautrantikas, appearhave a degree or status of existence greater than
ances are half mind and half not. What we see,
that of the coarse substances which are made up
what we experience, is mind, but the basis of
of them, you must be asserting that the particles
seeing, the basis of that experience, is not mind.
or some component of the particles is truly
It is external. In his presentation of valid cogniindivisible.
tion the great master Dharmakirti taught that
According to the mind only school, if you
the sautrantika view is a very useful way to
analyze particles, no matter how subtle in detail
*Editor’s note: According to this presentation, the second
this analysis becomes, you always find parts.
instant follows so quickly upon the first that we are not
Every particle always turns out to be made up of
normally even aware of the distinction between the two, but
smaller particles. And no matter how long you
only perceive the second.
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particles that have a certain relationship with
continue to divide them with your mind, you
never get to the end of this. No matter how many one another. We could say that there is one
toward the east, one in the middle, and one
steps or stages down the way you go in your
toward the west. Well, if there is one in the
analysis, you never seem to find something that
middle, between two other particles, then it
is not made up of at least two parts [like a right
must have an eastern face and a western face, by
side and a left side, or a top and a bottom]. Even
the very fact that part of it is facing the east and
if, theoretically, you were to find a particle that
part of it is facing the west. Therefore, any
could not in any way be physically reduced to
particle must have at least two identifiable
smaller components, and it were in some physiparts. Through this type of reasoning, the mind
cal way truly the smallest existent thing, there
would have to be more than one of them to make only school comes to the conclusion that it is
impossible to assert the true and independent
up coarse physical objects. Otherwise, there
existence of external objects on the basis of their
could be no appearances of coarse, visible obbeing composed of particles,
jects, since such objects could
because it is impossible
obviously not be made up of
According
to
the
mind
only
reasonably to assert the true
one particle. So if there were
scho
ol,
w
e
e
xp
er
ienc
e
wha
t
school,
we
exp
xper
erienc
ience
what
and independent existence
more than one particle—let us
we
do
and
the
way
we
do
of particles, since they are
say if there were two of
themselves aggregates.
them—then they would have
b ec
ause
of
habits
tha
t
ha
v
e
ecause
that hav
So, the first argument
to be in some locational relab een established in the allwas the refutation of the
tionship to one another. That
basis consciousness.
sautrantikas’ assertion of
would mean that there would
truly existent particles. The
be a surface on each particle,
second is their assertion of the centrality of
or part of a surface of each particle, that would
cognition. This has two parts: the assertion of
be facing the other particle, and a surface that
the nature of experience, and the assertion of
would be facing away from that particle. Of
the unity of experience. The mind only school’s
course, there would be more than that, but we
assertion of the cognitive nature of experience
are keeping it simple for the sake of discussion.
is, simply put, that our only reason for asserting
In that way each particle would have to have at
the existence of anything is that we experience
least two parts. It would have to have a part
it. We only come up with the idea that the mounfacing the other particle and a part not facing
the other particle, which would mean that it was tain exists, because we see it. The only proof of
things is experience. At some point, proof has to
not truly partless. According to the mind only
school, it is true that particles exist as the build- be based on experience. And experience, by
definition, always occurs within the mind.
ing blocks of phenomena, but they exist as relaTheir second argument, the unity of experitive truths. They do not exist as absolute truths.
ence, is that, if what we see truly exists external
The mind only school’s basic criticism of the
sautrantika assertion of external objects as truly to our minds, then it should continue to appear
independent of a mind, independent of a perexistent because they are composed of particles
ceiver. And yet, no one has ever experienced
which are indivisible is that all particles, no
anything without their experiencing it. There
matter how subtle, are aggregates, and, therecan be no appearance without a mind to experifore, not indivisible. They can always be further
ence it. In short, the only basis for the assertion
divided. This assertion is presented in detail,
of existence is appearance; and the only possible
using the argument of the different faces or
context for appearance is a mind to which somesurfaces which a particle must have to have a
thing appears. The mind only school admits that,
certain identity in relation to other particles.
when we look at something like a mountain, it
For example, one argument is to imagine three
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turn from being simply thoughts into being
does seem to be outside of ourselves, and that
progressively more and more vivid images.
we, therefore, assume that it is outside of our
These are experienced, of course, by the sixth
mind, but in actual fact it is appearing within
consciousness. Nevertheless, according to valid
our mind. It is an experience that takes place
cognition texts, during the dream state the sixth
within our mind.
For example, when you are dreaming, say the consciousness functions somewhat differently
from the way it functions in the waking state.
chittamatrins, you might dream of a house, and
You remember that in the waking state the sixth
in the dream you seem to be inside the house.
consciousness only experiences generalized
But in fact, the house is within your experience
abstractions based upon the sense experiences.
of it and, in that sense, within your mind. When
In the dream state the sixth consciousness
you dream you seem to inhabit a body, and yet
that body in the dream is within your experience actually experiences the images within it directly. And these images,
within your mind. It is much
which are vivid similitudes of
the same way in the waking
E v er
ything tha
e see
erything
thatt w
we
see,,
sense experience, are therestate as well; everything that
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fore not thought of as generwe see, everything that we
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dless
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regar
egardless
alized abstractions. They are
experience, regardless of
whether it seems tto
ob
e
be
thought of as a dream state
whether it seems to be internal or external, is within the
nal or eex
x t er
nal, is within equivalent to sense experiin
ernal,
intt er
ernal
ence. In the context of dreamsphere of our experience—
our mind.
ing, within the sixth conand therefore within our
sciousness, all of the funcmind.
tions of the five sense consciousnesses are dupliAll of these arguments and proofs involve
cated in a way that they are not during the
inferential valid cognition, and constitute the
waking state. Of course, these are not true sense
reasons that the first three systems of tenets
consciousnesses, in that the sense organs are not
respectively have given for considering appearfunctioning, as they do during the daytime. A
ances to be mind. Especially important among
duplicate set of the five sense consciousnesses,
these are the reasonings of the third system of
pertaining to the sixth consciousness, is functenets, the mind only school. However, the
tioning. Therefore, because of their functioning,
question remains: If that is true, why do we
appearances resembling those of the five senses
experience things the way we do and why do we
experience things at all? For example, when you occur during dreams.
Those are, briefly put, the arguments for the
look at a mountain, it is huge and impressive. It
does not seem as though it is within your mind or assertion that appearances are mind. And all of
within you at all. But according to the mind only that, of course, involves inference. Now, we turn
to direct experience. What is presented at this
school, we experience what we do and the way
point in our text is how through meditation
we do because of habits that have been estabdirect experience appears as mind. This has
lished in the all-basis consciousness. For exthree sections: two practice sessions, and one
ample, when you are dreaming, the basis of the
dream images is your daytime experience. In the teaching session. The two practice sessions are
same way, according to the mind only school, the the two parts of working with the relationship
between appearances and mind. The first is
basis of experience is not a hidden objective
looking at appearances and discovering them to
basis, as asserted by the sautrantikas, but the
be mind. The second part is looking at the body
habits within the all-basis consciousness. It is
and discovering it to be mind. And then there is
therefore called a subjective basis. If you conone teaching session, which provides support for
sider what happens when you dream, as you go
these two practices by discussing the reasons
to sleep, the undercurrent of thought starts to
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why this experience or insight is valid by quoting tionship between them? For example, is there
such a thing as a mind apart from a body, or a
the songs of mahasiddhas.
body apart from a mind? Does the mind inhabit
The first practice is concerned with appearthe body? Or is the body merely an appearance
ances in the sense of external objects, what we
within the mind? Our text tells us that if you
normally would regard as outside of ourselves.
pursue this meditation of scrutiny then you will
The practice is to look directly at an external
experience directly that the body is really an
object. When you look at an external object for a
appearance to and within
long time it becomes unpleasyour mind. Those are the two
ant. You really get tired of
I f yyou
ou lo
ok dir
ec
tly aatt the
look
direc
ectly
practice sessions.
looking at it. You want to
If you practice these
stop; your eyes start to sting
objec
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you find this approach diffireservation about what you
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what
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cult, then for the time-being
are going to discover, you will
have
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you can limit your meditation
become aware that what you
e
x
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t
is
mer
ely
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ernal
object
merely
on appearances to the abhave regarded as an external
event within your eye
stractions or generalizations
object is merely an event
that arise within the mind. In
within your eye consciousconsciousness.
other words, if you do not
ness or an instant of eye
wish to contemplate the nature of external
consciousness. What you are experiencing does
phenomena in this way, you can simply consider
not exist out there; it is not an external event. It
or scrutinize the nature of what the sixth conis an event of the eye consciousness. Neverthesciousness perceives, because that is also an
less, it continues to appear vividly in the way
aspect of appearances.
that it normally does as though it were physiI’m going to stop there for this morning and
cally external to you.
continue with the reading transmission.
The second part of the practice is to look at
[Rinpoche continues with the reading transyour body in the same way and to scrutinize the
mission.]
relationship between mind and body and to ask
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.
yourself several questions. How are the body and
See page 26.]
mind really connected? What is the true rela-
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Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

The Actual Meditation on the Relationship
Between Appearances and Mind
Continuting the Very
Venerable Thrangu
Rinpoche’s instructions on
Mahamudra: The Ocean of
Definitive Meaning.

T

his morning we
looked at the first
of the four stages of
pointing out the mind
within appearances—
pointing out that appearances are mind. I began by
explaining the positions
and arguments of the first
three of the four systems
of tenets* about the
relationship between
appearances and mind.
Once I had finished doing
that, I started to explain
the actual meditation.
Because at that point there was not much time
left this morning, this explanation was somewhat brief, for which I apologize.
To continue, when you look at a form as we
normally do, generally speaking, what seems to
be happening when you see something is what
the vaibhasikas say is happening—that your
cognition, which is internal, is somehow experiencing or contacting an object that is external.

*Editor’s note: i.e., the four philosophical schools.
**Editor’s note: This seeing is not referring to the “seeing”
described in the previous paragraph, but to ordinary, mundane
seeing.
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But if you keep on looking,
you start to notice that
that is not really what is
going on. If you can continue to rest within, for
example, the experience of
looking at an object of
visual perception, you
realize that what is happening is not so much the
mind contacting something
outside itself, as it is the
mind acting like a mirror
which reflects an image of
something. In that sense,
the image is contained
within the mind. So when
you actually look at what
you are looking at, you
realize that you are still
looking at your mind. This
is what we call “seeing.”
This is something that you can gradually realize
through your own experience and through your
own practice.
The mind is not really going out to an object.
Nevertheless, because we have the habit of treating the act of seeing,** for example, that way,
when we see something, we are unclear or confused about exactly what is occurring. We are
unclear about where the action of the eye consciousness ends and the action of the mental
consciousness begins. For example, when I hold up
this stick of incense, and you look at it, simply
seeing the incense—seeing this piece of incense
without appraising it as one thing or another—is

an action of the eye consciousness. Then, when I
hold up a slightly longer one, you decide that the
first one is short and the second one is long. There
being two, you naturally compare them one to the
other. Normally we make no distinction in perception between simply seeing something and making
that kind of decision or designation about its
qualities or characteristics. The conditional nature
of that designation becomes obvious when I put
down the first stick of incense and pick up another
one that is longer than the second one, because
then the second one, which a moment ago you
thought was the long one, now becomes the short
one. This means that it is not inherently long or
short. These are designations which the mind,
specifically the mental consciousness, generates on
the basis of the eye consciousness’s seeing the
sticks of incense.
To use another example for how the mind
generates appearances: in front of me on my table,
there is a cup, which I can see and presumably you
can see, too. To describe that thing that is in front
of me on my table we would use the word “cup.”
But the sound “cup” has no inherent connection to
the thing itself. They are not the same. The word
“cup” is a sound. The thing, cup, is in this context a
visual form, something we see. And yet, if someone
says, “cup,” we automatically assume that they are
talking about a thing that is a cup. But there is no
inherent connection between the sound “cup” and
the thing that we call a “cup.” The connection is
made, based on habit and our mental association.
Our mind, in that case, generates the appearance
of that thing as what we think of as “cup.”
The other aspect of looking at the relationship
between appearances and mind is whether the
body and mind are the same or different. Normally,
we tend to think of them as different. Most people
have a vague idea that their body is like the dwelling place of their mind—as though the body were
the house and their mind were someone living in
that house. In fact, they are indivisible, because
the mind pervades the body. For example, if a
thorn is stuck into your head and you say, “I feel
that in my head,” what you mean by saying that
you feel it is that your mind experiences this
sensation. It happens to your body, but it is experi-

enced by mind. If the thorn is stuck into your foot,
then you feel it in your foot, which means that your
mind experiences what is happening to your body.
If the body could experience things alone, without
the mind, then if you stuck a thorn into a corpse it
would feel it, which it does not. The mind and the
body together are what enable you to feel things
physically. This means that your mind is in no way
separate from your body. The two are inseparable.
What is most important about recognizing
appearances to be mind is not what it says about
appearances but what it says about the mind. That
with which we are principally concerned is the
mind. Therefore, what follows is the second pointing out, which is pointing out the mind to be
emptiness.
Normally, we think that our minds are in some
way solid, which means that they really exist. The
easiest way to think about the question of the
mind’s true existence is with the reasoning about
one or many, which is a common argument found in
the middle way school. The basis of the argument
is that for something to exist it must be one thing.
If it is an aggregate, if it is made up of many things,
unless all of those many things truly exist, it does
not exist. It was for this reason that the Buddha
introduced the concept of aggregate, such as the
five aggregates: the aggregate of form, the aggregate of sensation, the aggregate of perception, the
aggregate of mental arisings, and the aggregate of
consciousnesses. The basic idea of aggregates is
that something that is made of many things does
not have true existence.
If we look at the mind, it becomes very difficult
to assert the unity of the mind when you consider
its functions, which are after all its defining characteristics and the only basis for asserting its
existence to begin with. For example, the eye
consciousness and the ear consciousness, while
both being consciousnesses, cannot duplicate or
exchange one another’s functions. The eye consciousness cannot hear, the ear consciousness
cannot see. Therefore, they cannot be said to be
the same thing because their characteristics are
different. Or if you consider the sixth consciousness and any or all of the five sense
consciousnesses, their characteristics are different
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cording to that explanation, cognition itself beenough that you cannot say that they are all one
comes a degree of variegation equal to the object
thing. Furthermore, even within one consciousthat it is experiencing.
ness, because one consciousness in some way
The assertion that appearances are mind is
contacts or entertains variation, even one conproperly an assertion of the mind only school. The
sciousness cannot be said to be a true and indivisassertion that mind is emptiness is properly an
ible unit. If we use the eye consciousness as an
assertion of the middle way school. The middle
example of this, the relationship between the eye
way school begins by saying it is fine to say that
consciousness and its object is explained differently in different contexts by different schools. For appearances are mind. But it is not fine to say that
the mind exists. According to the middle way
example, it is taught that in the appearance of an
school, the belief that the mind exists is mistaking
eye consciousness, in the occurrence of an act or
the appearance of continuity for existence. Contievent of visual perception, there are two focuses
that occur. There is the external referent, which is nuity in this case means that what we call a mind,
anyone’s mind, is believed to exist because it
the apprehended external object. And then there
is the internal referent, which is the appearance of stretches from an apparently infinite past all the
way to the present. And it stretches from the
an apprehending cognition. There is the external
present into the unforeseeable future. When we
object and the inner basis, at least, in how things
think about time, we can think about it in any way
appear.
we want to. We can think about it in relatively
If you think about what it means to look at
long terms—like the past
something, for example, at
as last year, the present
the brocade that decorates
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that the past is last
different explanations
month, the present is this
about what happens when
month, and the future is next month. Or we can
you look at it. One explanation is that while the
say that the past is yesterday, the present is today,
external referent, the object, is variegated, the
cognition that experiences is not. According to that and the future is tomorrow. Or, the past was this
morning, the present is now, and the future is this
explanation, the subjective aspect of the eye
evening. Or, the past is the previous moment and
consciousness can somehow scan while being one
everything that went before that; the present is
thing, can scan or take in many different things—
now; and the future is the next moment and everythe variegation of the weave in this case. Another
thing that will occur after that. Everything that is
explanation is called the split egg explanation,
past, from the previous moment and every other
which is that neither is, in fact, variegated. It is
moment that came before that, going back infithe quickness of the scanning that allows for the
nitely, does not exist; all of that is gone. Everyappearances of variegation. In other words, the
thing that is in the future, from the next moment
object that you are actually seeing is being seen
only one part at a time—and your mind assembles onward, does not yet exist. All that exists is whatever exists now. But what is the duration of now?
that one-part-at-a-time-seeing. In the initial
Either now has duration or it does not. If is does
seeing, the subject and object in each instant of
not have duration, it is unreasonable to say that it
seeing are equally unitary, and then the mind
exists. If it does not have duration, it is merely a
assembles a picture of their variegation. A third
hypothetical boundary between what is past and
explanation is called equal variegation, which is
what is future. If it does have duration, how much
that in order to perceive variegation, the perceivduration does it have? Whatever unit of time you
ing cognition must also possess variegation. Ac88 SHENPEN ÖSEL

said that that was beyond the scope of that discusselect to designate as now, you will see that half of
sion. Could you give a really brief explanation of
that unit of time is past and half of that unit of
time is future. No matter how finely you scrutinize what the title, The Ocean of the Definitive Meaning, means?
time, you will see that what we call now has no
And my second question: A couple of times
duration. That means, among other things, that
during this morning’s teachings you said, “If you
every thought you ever had is gone. And the
thoughts that you have not had yet, of course, have look at your mind, there is no doubt that you will
see its nature.” Is that you who are saying so, or is
not appeared yet. So right now your mind has no
the Ninth Karmapa saying that? And if you’re
duration. According to the middle way school, this
saying it, where does that come from, that there is
is why it is unreasonable to say that the mind
no doubt? Because I first got instructions on
exists. Because the time in which it might exist
looking at the mind three years ago at the
does not exist. We designate it as existent based
Catherine Blaine Elementary School at the
upon the belief in the existence of time, and,
mahamudra teachings you gave there and I’ve
therefore, continuity.
been trying to look at my mind. It’s not that there’s
That is the argument that is the basis for the
been no kind of experience, but nothing that I
assertion that you cannot assert that the mind
would say is definitive. If these instructions are so
exists. In meditation, of course, we do not enterstraightforward, why in all of this looking . . . ?
tain the argument. We simply look directly at the
mind. As we saw earlier, when looking directly, you
Rinpoche: To answer your first question first, the
do not find any
word, dön, that
thing. What you
gets translated as
discover is the
T he p
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thatt no one will eev
anything;
“meaning” in The
mind’s emptiness.
e v en the vic
ious ones
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Ocean of the
Therefore, it has
Definitive Meanthe
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ything
they
look
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anything
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been said, “It is not
ing can also mean
something and is
“purpose.” It
not seen even by the victors.”* This is pointed out,
means the “point” of something. Everything that
because when you look at the mind and do not find
we do has a point. For example, if we make a cup
anything, your first reaction may be to think, “I
of tea, the point is to be able to drink tea. If you go
don’t know how to look,” or, “I’m not looking hard
to the market, the point is to be able to buy whatenough,” or, “I’m not smart enough to find it.” The
ever you want to buy. Here, the point or purpose
point is that no one will ever find anything; even
or meaning of this book is something tremendous.
the victorious ones, the buddhas, when they look at
It is something that is definitely, absolutely, certhe mind, do not see anything.
tainly important and useful. In the context of this
So, I am going to stop there for this afternoon,
book, it is best to think of the definitive meaning
and if you would like to ask any questions, please
as something that is absolutely and vitally imporgo ahead.
tant and worthwhile. “Ocean” here means something that is really big. Since something like two
Question: Hello. I have two questions. As I was
thirds of this planet’s surface is covered by ocean,
having dinner before I left for this retreat, I was
sitting next to a friend of mine who is really intelli- ocean is just about the biggest thing that we know.
When it is called the Ocean of the Definitive Meangent but doesn’t know anything about the dharma
ing, it means that this book contains a lot of really
at all. He asked me where I was going, and I said I
useful “stuff.” [laughter]
was going on a retreat to study a text called, The
Ocean of the Definitive Meaning. He looked at me
Translator’s aside: Laugh now, because you may
and said, “What exactly does that mean?” And I
not find it funny when I continue to translate.
*Editor’s note: i.e., the buddhas.

Rinpoche: Now, about your second question:
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The statement that, if you look at your mind’s
nature, there is no doubt that you will see it,
comes from me personally, because I think you
will. You said that you have been looking at your
mind for the last three years, that you received
instruction in this practice three years ago. This is
a good opportunity to talk about this, because we
were just talking about time a minute ago. Three
years sounds like a long time. Three years contain
roughly a thousand days and a thousand nights. I
presume that you were not looking at your mind
while you were asleep. So, in fact, you were not
looking at your mind for three years; you were
looking at your mind for a year-and-a-half. [laughter] So then…
Translator’s aside: Wait it gets much worse.
[laughter]
Rinpoche: Then, let us be optimistic and say that,
at the most, you might have been looking at your
mind for twelve hours a day. That is equivalent of a
year-and-a-half. But I suspect that you were not
looking at your mind for twelve hours every day
for the last three years. So when you actually
figure out how much time you really spent looking
at your mind, probably it was not very much.
[laughter] And that is why you have not seen it yet.
[laughter] So…
Translator’s aside: It sounds terrible, but...
Rinpoche: So, if you really do look at it, you will
see it.
Questioner: I mean let’s say it was only three
hours between now and then; let’s say it was just
since this morning.
Translator: Sure!
Questioner: I mean why does there have to be a
duration of looking?
Translator: Right! Okay!
Rinpoche: There is no reason. [laughter] Your
mind is not something that is far away from you or
distant from you. So there is no reason whatsoever
for not being able to see it right away. Probably in
those three hours most of the time you were
thinking about what you were going to eat or what
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you were going to drink or how much you had
eaten or how much you had drunk. Probably very
little of the three hours was actually spent looking
at the mind.
Question: Rinpoche, you have spoken about
mahamudra meditation and investigations in
relation to the first six consciousnesses. What is
the relationship between mahamudra practice and
experience, and the seventh and the eighth
consciousnesses? That is my first question.
Rinpoche: The five sense consciousnesses and
the sixth consciousness, the mental consciousness,
are called “clear and fluctuating” consciousnesses,
whereas the seventh and eighth consciousnesses
are called “unclear, stable” consciousnesses. Clear
means that they are obvious to us in our experience; we can perceive their functions. Fluctuating
means that they stop and start. They have functions; they are not merely a constant presence.
Unclear means that the seventh and the eighth
consciousnesses are very difficult for us to perceive directly. And stable means that their functioning is a stable, subtle presence rather than a
fluctuation of function. For this reason, in the first
turning of the dharmachakra, the Buddha only
described the first sixth consciousnesses and did
not mention the seventh or eighth. Later on of
course, he did describe them. When you are practicing meditation, it is easier to work with the six
consciousnesses because they are more easily
available to you as objects of scrutiny. You may in
time come to recognize the functions and experience the presence of the other two
consciousnesses as well. But it is not necessary to
be concerned with them because the meditation
based on the six consciousnesses is held to be
sufficient.
Same questioner: The insight part of the text
talks about looking and pointing out. Does that
imply that in order for the pointing-out section to
be of actual use it must be pointed out directly by a
teacher?
Rinpoche: The idea behind this is that the actual
instructions for practice are presented as looking
at the mind. And then the determination of the

quality of experiences and the resolution of the
experience gained through looking at the mind
are pointed out through pointing-out. What I
have been doing here is presenting the sections
on looking at the mind because I feel that the
pointing-out sections are in a sense not as necessary, because you will gain the experience
through looking, and if I were simply to do the
pointing out, it would be kind of “macho” or
presumptuous.
Translator’s aside: It’s a funny word, chok
chok. It’s almost like saying “macho,” except it’s
not gender specific. But it’s kind of like “presumptuous,” maybe.
Question: Rinpoche, I have a question about
chittamatra and the eighth consciousness. I’m
wondering about how we take in new information.
I’ll use the example of coming to the teachings. If
there is no “out there,” and all experience is mind,
my belief that I got on a plane and I came here and
I heard teachings that I had not heard before is
inaccurate. These were latencies in the eighth
consciousness that emerged. I’m wondering how
we then take in new information?
Rinpoche: The mind only school asserts that
everything we experience is the display of habit,
but the habits or imprints are of two types: those
that are of the nature of bewilderment, and
those that are counteractive to bewilderment.
Those that are counteractive to bewilderment,
that are imprints that are not of the nature of
ignorance—it is hard even to call them imprints—they are the emergence of qualities of
buddha nature, which qualities and which nature are held to be intrinsic to all beings. What
this means is that buddha nature, which is the
potential for awakening, is also the potential for
all manner of virtues and qualities, because the
root of these qualities is already present within
us. Buddha nature is obscured by ignorance,
causing us to experience in the bewildered way
that we do. Under the power of ignorance we
experience all sorts of things—places, and
things, and so forth. In a situation where you
appear to be acquiring wholly new information
that is counteractive to ignorance—for example,

like learning dharma or something like that—it
is held that this is the awakening of buddha
nature, and therefore the partial display of its
qualities, which you experience as the acquisition of new information.
Same questioner: How does that acquisition of
new information relate to the consciousnesses?
Rinpoche: Well, this plants new habits, further
imprints, and reinforces the potential for awakening as well. Many people say to me that they are
disappointed with the result of dharma practice,
because they expect an immediate and dramatic
change of some kind. Their attitude is one of two:
If I have not attained awakening in a few years,
then I have been wasting my time. If it is going to
work, it should work immediately or, if it does not,
then it is not working at all. I think that this
expectation comes from your educational system.
[laughter] You go to college and within three or
four years, one hopes, you get a degree, and, if you
do not, you have failed. It somehow did not work.
So you have an attitude of either pass or fail. This
means that you expect buddhahood to be imminent
and, if it does not happen right away, you feel that
it is just not working. It is important to understand, however, the context in which dharma
practice occurs and how it affects you. If someone
practices a tremendous amount and does change
very quickly, of course, that is fantastic. But even if
you practice only a little bit, everything that you
do establishes and reinforces habitual imprints in
your mind. Those habitual imprints are never lost.
Therefore, there is no way that dharma practice
can ever be a failure, because, however little of it
you do and however little you feel that you have
changed, you have established some kinds of
habits that will continue to develop on their own
through time just as a seed in a fertile environment will produce a sprout whether you observe
its doing so or not. Therefore, even people who
think that they have not achieved much through
dharma practice are, in my opinion, very fortunate.
Time’s up! [laughter]
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.
See page 26.]
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ointing out the mind within appearances has four
parts: pointing out that appearances are mind,
that mind is emptiness, that emptiness is spontaneous presence, and that spontaneous presence is selfliberation. Yesterday we completed the first two—
pointing out that appearances are mind and that mind is
emptiness. Today we are going to begin with the third,
pointing out that emptiness is spontaneous presence.
First, it has been established that appearances are
mind and then that mind lacks true existence, that its
nature is emptiness. It is possible, however, that you
might understand this emptiness or lack of true existence of the mind as nothingness, or that in the experience of meditation practice, when you look at the mind,
you might experience some kind of nothing or nothingness. According to our text, if that is the case, your
understanding is partial understanding and, if that is
your experience, it is partial experience. Therefore, it is
not regarded as genuine. In order to remove that potential for misunderstanding or partial understanding,
what is presented next is pointing out that emptiness is
spontaneous presence.
Talking about appearances, it was said by the
Buddha, “Form is emptiness.” One of the implications of
this is that all of the things that we see—mountains,
walls, buildings, and so forth—lack true, substantial
existence, and that they lack true, substantial existence
even on the level of truly existent subtle particles. But
when it says that they are empty, aside from meaning
that they are empty of existence, it is not saying that
they are nothing. It is not saying that they are nothingness, nothing whatever, absolutely nothing. Therefore,
in the Heart Sutra it continues, “Emptiness is form.
Form is no other than emptiness. Emptiness is nothing
other than form.” Now, normally, if we were to think

the mind possesses them, they are too subtle to
about this from an ordinary point of view, we
find. Nor is it the case that you do not find them
would regard emptiness and form as contradicbecause the mind is somehow too clear, too
tory. If something is empty, it is not there, and,
transparent, to be seen in this way. The reason
therefore, is not a form. If something possesses
form or is a form, it is something, and, therefore, that you do not find these things is that the very
nature of the mind is emptiness. However, as in
is not empty. But this is not how things are. It is
the case of appearances, emptiness here does not
said, “There is no single thing anywhere that is
not interdependent; therefore, there is no single mean nothingness. The mind is empty, but it is
not dead; it is not incapable of experience. It is
thing anywhere that is not empty.” What is
not static or devoid of cognition. The mind can
meant by emptiness is interdependence, and
and does experience, can and does know. The
interdependence is also the appearances of
mind’s capacity to experience and to know is
things. Therefore, since emptiness and appearance are interdependent, emptiness and appear- what we call its cognitive lucidity. Therefore, not
only is the mind empty, but it is also lucid. Howance are not contradictory in the way we normally regard them to be. For example, when you ever, if you then attempted to track down the
mind’s cognitive lucidity, find
are asleep and dreaming, all
where it is, where it is
of the things that you dream
The
cultivation
of
prajna
seated, you would not find it.
of—the houses and people
involves three stages: the
For example, when you look
and so on—do not exist. You
prajna of hearing, the prajna
at the mind within the occurare not actually in those
houses; you are asleep at
of think
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ajna of rence of thought, and so
thinking
ing,, and the pr
prajna
forth, you find that that
home in bed. Nevertheless,
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tion. T he first ttw
w o ar
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meditation.
cognitive lucidity itself is
they do appear to you; there
dev
eloped
supposed
be
osed tto
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v elop
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is a mere appearance of
prior to developing authentic empty. You find this because
the mind’s cognitive lucidity
those things to the dreamer.
e
xp
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e
and
r
ealiza
tion.
xper
erienc
ience
realiza
ealization.
is not separate from, is
Like that, the appearance of
The third one, the prajna of
nothing other than, the
something, and its nonexistmeditation,
is
the
cultivation
mind’s emptiness—just as the
ence, are not contradictory.
of tha
xp
er
ienc
e and
thatt eexp
xper
erienc
ience
mind’s emptiness is not apart
That was about appearfrom or separate from the
ances. Now, about mind, we
realization.
mind’s cognitive lucidity.
have to consider the cogniThere is no emptiness in the mind other than
tive lucidity of mind. When you look at your
mind, you initially look to see if it has any shape. that cognitive lucidity. And there is no cognitive
lucidity in the mind other than that emptiness.
Eventually you discover that the mind has no
Now, this is very hard to relate to when we think
shape. You look to see if the mind has any color,
and you discover that it has no color. You look to about it, because normally we see these two
characteristics as contradictory. We imagine
see if it has any other substantial or material
that, if the mind is cognitive lucidity, it cannot be
characteristic, and you find that it does not. You
emptiness, and if the mind is emptiness, it
look to see if it has a specific location within or
outside the body, and you cannot find it. At some cannot be cognitive lucidity. This is not a contradiction. When you look at the mind, while you
point you start to wonder, maybe I am not findfind nothing, the cognitive lucidity of the mind
ing this because I do not know how to look. But
that is not the case. It is not the case that you do remains continuous and functioning. The unity of
not find any shape or color or substantial charac- cognitive lucidity and emptiness, which is our
mind, is what is called the unity of awareness
teristic or location for the mind because you do
not know how to look. Nor is it the case that you and emptiness, or the unity of lucidity and
do not find these characteristics because, though emptiness. Therefore, while the mind is lucid, it
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achieves buddhahood, they are said to possess
is empty; and while it is empty, it is lucid.
two types of wisdom: the wisdom that knows
The importance of mentioning this is that
what there is, which is the full knowledge of
you might otherwise wonder if meditation on
relative truth, and the wisdom that knows how
mahamudra, meditation on the nature of mind,
things are, which is the full knowledge of absowill cause you to become stupid and vacuous.
lute truth. You can also describe the wisdom of a
You might wonder if somehow the only thing
buddha as the five wisdoms, and so forth. In any
that maintains the lucidity of experience is
fixation.* That is not the case. The cultivation of case, resting in the mind’s nature leads to vast
prajna or discernment involves three stages: the wisdom. All of that vast wisdom comes from the
prajna of hearing, the prajna of thinking, and the realization or seeing of dharmata, the essence of
reality, which itself is realprajna of meditation or mediized, according to the traditating. The first two, the
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This nature of the mind
prajna of meditation, is the
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prajna implies particularly
v acuit
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acuity
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not.. IItt lea
leads
new. It is not created by the
clear cognition or particularly
to the realization of bliss/
practice. The nature in itself
clear knowledge—“pra” being
emptiness.
is not changed by the pracan intensifier. Nevertheless,
tice. It has always been
there is a further developthere. The only change that has occurred or is
ment of prajna, in which prajna is refined into
occurring is that this nature has been introduced
wisdom or jnana. Jnana has the connotation of
to you; it has been pointed out. And through that
something that is stable and all-pervasive,
something that is not cultivated, but discovered. and through the instruction and through the
blessings of the root and lineage gurus you come
You will remember several days ago I spoke of
to recognize and realize it. Nevertheless, this
the shunyata mantra, which begins, OM
nature is exactly the same nature that is spoken
SHUNYATA JNANA, and so on. The shunyata
of in the sutras as sugatagarbha or buddha
spoken of in the mantra is the emptiness, for
nature. In the sutras it is spoken of as a potenexample, of the mind, which is like an expanse.
The wisdom or jnana of which the mantra speaks tial, like a seed that can be cultivated into the
is that wisdom which is the mind’s very cognitive full state of awakening. If we look at the term
sugatagarbha, “su” means bliss. The bliss here is
lucidity, which is inseparable from that expanse.
the bliss or supreme well-being that is beyond
Because the mind is cognitive lucidity that is
samsara and nirvana,** and it is that which is
inseparable from emptiness, when you rest in
that nature, you will not become stupid or vacuous. In other words, as you rest in the mind’s
*Editor’s note: Fixation here refers to fixating on aspects of
experience as truly or substantially existent—to fixation on
nature, the wisdom increases and all of the
objects as existent, to the self as existent, etc.
qualities of wisdom increase. Therefore, the
wisdom of a bodhisattva is far greater than the
**Editor’s note: Samsara is conditioned existence, existence
wisdom of an ordinary being. And the wisdom of
conditioned by the fundamental misperception of the nature
of reality that manifests as dualistic clinging and is of the
a buddha is far greater than the wisdom of a
nature of suffering. Nirvana is postulated to be the opposite of
bodhisattva. For example, when someone
samsara–beyond suffering.
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achieved when this nature is fully recognized.
“Gata” means gone. So one who has gone to bliss
is a synonym for a buddha. But it is not the case
that they have gone, and we can not go. We too
can go, or come to realize this, because we have
this same potential. It is always there. It is our
basic being, and, therefore, it is called “garbha.”
From the point of view of mahamudra, we
describe sugatagarbha as awareness/emptiness
or the unity of awareness and emptiness, as
lucidity/emptiness or the unity of lucidity and
emptiness, and as bliss/emptiness or the unity of
bliss and emptiness. This is significant, because
we may wonder if progress in mahamudra meditation will lead to the diminishing of the intensity of experience, if it will lead to the cessation
of all experience—to some kind of state of neutrality or vacuity. It does not. It leads to the
realization of bliss/emptiness.
Among the sutras, the prajnaparamita sutras
of the second dharmachakra primarily present
emptiness. The last teachings of the Buddha, the
third and final turning of the dharmachakra,
emphasized buddha nature. These teachings on
buddha nature were further expounded on and
explained in the five treatises of Maitreya,
among which the most extraordinary is the
Uttaratantra Shastra. Central to the
Uttaratantra Shastra is an explanation of the
presence of buddha nature within us which uses
nine different analogies to point out how it is
present. One of these analogies is the analogy of
gold concealed below the ground. The analogy in
detail is as follows: Imagine that somehow a
large lump of gold falls into the ground. It is
subsequently further concealed by a landfill
made of all sorts of garbage. The gold itself is
utterly unaffected by this. It remains gold, just
as it was, but it is not available to anyone directly. It does not fulfill its function as gold.
Eventually a poor person builds a primitive
shack on top of this garbage landfill. Directly
underneath where he sleeps every night is this
huge chunk of gold. So he has no need whatsoever to remain impoverished, but he does not
know this, and therefore he suffers considerably
from poverty. Someone who has extrasensory

perception comes walking along, sees the shack
and the terrible poverty of the person who lives
in it, feels very bad for him, and also sees the
gold that is right under his house. So he tells the
person, “You do not need to be poor. You have a
huge chunk of gold right under where you sleep
every night.” The poor person believes him,
moves his mattress and starts digging, and
sooner or later he finds that huge piece of gold.
In the same way, each of us has buddha nature,
dharmata, within us. But it is covered by our
obscurations: the cognitive obscurations, and the
afflictive obscurations.
Since we regard ourselves to be our
obscurations, we are always looking outside
ourselves; we are always looking away from our
own buddha nature. The primary function, the
primary deed of the Buddha and his followers, is
to tell us to look within, to tell us that within our
bewildered minds is innate wisdom, there to be
discovered if we look. Through the blessing of
this we need not suffer further the bewilderment
of samsara, which is like the poverty of the
person in the shack.
That is what is presented in the Uttaratantra
Shastra. In the sutras, buddha nature is presented as an object of inferential valid cognition,
whereas in mahamudra this same buddha nature
is presented as an object of direct valid cognition. Aside from that, the understanding of
buddha nature is very similar. Therefore, Lord
Gampopa said that the mahamudra practice of
our lineage depends upon the five treatises of
Maitreya. So that is pointing out emptiness to be
spontaneous presence, and I am going to stop
there for this morning and continue with the
reading transmission.
[Rinpoche continues with the reading transmission.]
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.
See page 26.]
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ow we come to the fourth part of pointing out
the mind within appearances, which is point
ing out that spontaneous presence is selfliberation. First we meditate on appearances as mind,
and then on mind as emptiness. Then, in order to
insure the recognition that emptiness, which is the
nature of the mind, is not nothingness and absolutely
nothing like space, emptiness is presented as being
spontaneous presence. In the context of appearances,
this means that emptiness is the potential for the
appearance of relative truths,* and that it is the unity
of appearance and emptiness. In the context of the
mind itself, the mind’s emptiness is the unity of cognitive lucidity and emptiness, the unity of awareness and
emptiness, and the unity of great bliss and emptiness.
The nature of emptiness is at the same time great bliss
and, therefore, when it is fully realized, great bliss is
achieved. In order to point all of this out, emptiness is
pointed out as spontaneous presence. Therefore, spontaneous presence itself is the basis for liberation.
Liberation here is liberation from suffering, the end
of suffering, which is brought about through liberation
from the cause of suffering, the kleshas. It is also
liberation from the most subtle obscurations, the
cognitive obscurations. What is pointed out here is that

*Editor’s note: Relative truths in this context does not refer to codes
of ethics or teachings which fall short of the definitive understand and
teachings of the buddha, but which are somehow still useful to beings
at various lesser levels of spiritual understanding. Relative truths
here refers simply to what arises in our experience that is apparently
real but not genuinely real.
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of a thought or klesha that is present within it.
this liberation is not produced by effort. Those
Then you arise from that meditation and you no
things that are to be abandoned in order to
longer observe the emptiness of thoughts and
attain liberation have no existence. Therefore,
kleshas. In other words, simply observing the
liberation happens of its own nature, and is
emptiness of kleshas on one occasion is not the end
therefore called self-liberation.
of the path.
The reason why spontaneous presence is selfThere will also be fluctuations in your experiliberated starts with the following: In samsara we
ence, which means that sometimes
experience a great variety of
you will have a heightened awaredifferent kinds of suffering, and
there are many different kleshas
E v en pr
ac
titioners who ness of the emptiness of kleshas,
prac
actitioners
and it will be easy to observe that
that are present in the minds of
have
realized
the
nature
emptiness directly; and sometimes
beings as causes and conditions for
of
mind
must
continue
your awareness of emptiness will
this suffering. But all of these
pr
ac
ticing
medita
tion.
prac
acticing
meditation.
seem somehow dull or diminished,
things are empty. For example, in
and it will not serve to enable you
the practice called, “looking at the
to see the emptiness of your kleshas. As long as the
mind within the occurrence of thought,” when you
habit of indulging kleshas has not been eradicated,
look at the three poisons—attachment, aversion,
there will continue to be the need actually to
and apathy—or when you look at the states of
observe their emptiness again and again.
delight and misery, while normally we are overThe distinction between what happens when
powered by these states of mind and come under
you see the emptiness of a klesha and what haptheir control, when you actually look at them, you
pens when you have actually fully eradicated all
see that their nature is emptiness.
kleshas forever is, in the context of the graduated
Simply in having seen that, we are very fortunate. If kleshas really existed, if they had true and path, a distinction between the wisdom of the path
of seeing and the wisdom of the path of meditation
solid existence, it would require effort to abandon
or cultivation.* Although someone has seen
them. But once you see their emptiness, once you
dharmata, has directly experienced the nature of
see that they are empty, they will gradually disapmind, this insight has to be further cultivated. In
pear.
the same way, on the path of mahamudra, if having
I say “gradually,” because simply seeing the
emptiness of one particular klesha on one occasion seen the emptiness of kleshas in experience once,
does not prevent the reoccurrence of kleshas.
When you practice tranquility meditation, one of
*Editor’s note: According to the mahayana, there are five
stages or paths that must be traversed to complete the path
the effects is that your kleshas are weakened, but,
to buddhahood. These are the path of accumulation, during
as you will remember, aside from weakening them, which the student is learning the dharma and engaging in
the practice of tranquility does not eradicate them. meritorious actions which will gradually give greater and
greater force to the student’s practice of meditation and postBut when you practice insight meditation, you
meditation; the path of joining or of juncture, sometimes
actually see their
called the path of application, during which the student’s
accumulation of merit and wisdom enables the student to
nonexistence. Through seeing the nonexistence of
meditate single-pointedly and therefore to go through and
a klesha, it is conquered, it is completely pacified.
transcend all worldly meditation states; the path of seeing,
which, in some descriptions, is the first instant of recognizing
That particular klesha at that moment is pacified
emptiness, which constitutes the beginning of the first
and conquered, but that does not prevent a reocbodhisattva level, and, in other descriptions, includes the first
currence. The reason why simply seeing the
to fifth bodhisattva levels; the path of cultivation or of
meditation, which again constitutes either the remaining nine
emptiness of a klesha once does not prevent its
levels or the last five levels of the bodhisattva path, during
reoccurrence is that we have a strong habit of
which the bodhisattva cultivates and expands the experience
entertaining kleshas, which we have accumulated
of what was seen on the path of seeing; and the path of no
learning, which ensues upon the experience of the vajra-like or
throughout beginningless time. For example, you
indestructible samadhi, the line of demarcation between the
look at your mind and you observe the emptiness
end of the bodhisattva path and the beginning of buddhahood.
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either one of the three texts by the Ninth
you do not continue to cultivate that insight and
you just abandon it, this will not have any effect on Gyalwang Karmapa—The Ocean of the Definitive
Meaning, Dispelling the Darkness of Ignorance, or
the rest of your kleshas. So there is a great deal of
Pointing out the Dharmakaya—or one of the texts
difference between what is abandoned simply
by Takpo Tashi Namgyal—either Moonbeams of
through being seen once or a few times, and what
Mahamudra or The Clarification of the Natural
has to be abandoned through the path of cultivaState.
tion. Therefore it has been said by many
In short, I think it is of far more importance
mahasiddhas, “Our bad habits are like the tenthat people receive this kind of complete and
dency of a scroll that has been kept rolled up to
systematic instruction so that they can gradually
roll itself back up every time we try to unroll it.”
develop experience on their
The insight into the nature of
own, than that some kind of
one klesha is not the end of the
dramatic pointing-out procepath.
You ccan
an ttell
ell whether or
dure be done. Of course, it is
Therefore, even practitioners not you have genuinely
possible to give dramatic
who have realized the nature of
heard the teachings and
pointing-out instruction, and
mind must continue practicing
underst
o o d their p
oin
understo
poin
ointt
when you do so, some people
meditation. And it need not be
by
whether
or
not
you
are
do recognize their mind’s
said that practitioners who have
eful in
tame and p
eac
peac
eaceful
nature. But, if I may say so, I
not realized the nature of mind
t
.
y
our
c
onduc
conduc
onduct
question the stability and,
must also continue practicing. In
therefore, ultimately the value
short, the actual practice of
of that. It certainly is a dramatic experience for
meditation is very important. As was said by
those people who achieve it, but I see no evidence
Jamgön Kongtrül Lodrö Thayé in The Essence of
of their kleshas diminishing as a result. And
Generation and Completion, “The achievement of
furthermore, they then carry away with them the
the final fruition depends upon continuous diliarrogance of the thought, “I have seen my mind’s
gent application. This in turn must be carried out
nature.” I think it is of far greater importance
throughout both meditation and post-meditation,
actually to practice meditation slowly and surely
through the application of both mindfulness and
and make all possible use of the resources which
alertness.”
As for what the result of practice is, it has been this book in particular gives you. It is after all a big
book and contains within it much instruction,
said by many teachers, “The sign of having heard
much guidance, and a lot of questions that can help
the dharma is to be peaceful and subdued. The
you to question and therefore refine your own
sign of having meditated is to have no kleshas.” It
experience. When you make use of this book in
is said that you can tell whether or not you have
applying it to your own practice, do not do so in a
genuinely heard the teachings and understood
vague or casual way; do not look at a description of
their point by whether or not you are tame and
peaceful in your conduct. And you can tell whether experience and think, “Well, that must be what I
am seeing—after all that is what it says in the
or not your meditation is effective by whether or
not your kleshas are diminishing. Ideally, someone book.” Continue with each phase of the practice
until you actually have definite experience that
should finally have no kleshas whatsoever. But
you are sure of. Remember, especially, that what
even on the way to that klesha-free state, your
you are looking at and what you are looking for is
kleshas and thoughts should diminish. Therefore,
I think that it is of far greater importance than the just the nature of your own mind. It is therefore
experience of dramatic instantaneous pointing out not far away from you. It is not something that you
have to search for in the manner of a hunter
that people be taught mahamudra as a full system
pursuing a deer through a dense forest. It is right
of instruction that they can implement on their
with you. Therefore, in itself it is not really diffiown gradually through diligent application using
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in two ways: One way is called self-generation, in
cult to recognize.
which you visualize yourself as the deity; the other
So, we must practice meditation, and through
meditation we have to generate real experience of way is called front visualization, in which you
our own mind. For this purpose, therefore, precise visualize the deity in front of you.
The purpose of self-generation, visualizing
and complete instruction is very valuable. We have
yourself as a yidam deity, is to gradually reveal
available to us the advice of so many great teachers who preceded us in the same path. All of these buddha nature. It is effective because yidams are
all manifestations of the buddha nature or
beings are embodied in and contained in the text
sugatagarbha, the innate potential of awakening
that we are studying.
However, I do not want to give you the impres- that we all have. By visualizing yourself, not in
your ordinary form or body, but in the pure form of
sion that, while we need to practice mahamudra,
a yidam, you gradually reveal that
there is no need for any other kind of
A nother esp
ecially nature. This is a special technique of
especially
practice at all, because that is not
the vajrayana, as is front visualizatrue either. The purpose of practicing imp
or
tan
impor
ortan
tantt
tion.
mahamudra is first to develop prajna supplemen
tar
y
supplementar
tary
The reason for front generation,
and finally to discover jnana or
pr
ac
tic
e ffor
or
prac
actic
tice
front visualization is that, if you only
wisdom, and we must do anything we
mahamudra
did self-visualization and not also
need to do to develop these qualities.
titioners is
pr
ac
prac
actitioners
front visualization, you might think
Now, one issue is that there are
ga.
gur
u
y
o
guru
yo
that the yidam embodied only your
times when you simply cannot rest in
buddha nature, that there was no
the nature of your mind, [and therepossibility of any help from outside. That is simply
fore it is virtually impossible to practice
not true; there are innumerable buddhas and
mahamudra.] Therefore, it is good to understand
bodhisattvas, and having achieved awakening,
that there are many supplementary practices that
will facilitate, enhance, and therefore make easier, they actually can see us, although we cannot see
them. When you visualize a yidam in front of you,
the practice of mahamudra. For example, the
you are considering that to be the presence of all
preliminary practices or ngöndro are valuable for
mahamudra practice, because they increase renun- buddhas and bodhisattvas in the form of that
particular yidam. And when you cultivate devotion
ciation and devotion. Also, the generation stage
in that way for that yidam, then you receive the
practices connected with any yidam—and it does
blessings and the assistance of all those buddhas
not matter which yidam it is—help a great deal.
and bodhisattvas.
When you practice the generation stage you are
Many yidam practices have a third type of
working with your mind in the context of that
iconography. This is very helpful in the cultivation visualization, called vase generation, in which you
visualize all buddhas and bodhisattvas again in the
of both tranquility and insight. Furthermore, in
form of that particular yidam or deity as present in
the context of such practices, when you perform
the vase which will subsequently be used in selfthe invitation liturgy, and so on, the devotion that
empowerment. Finally, at a particular stage in the
you generate can change your attitude of mind,
generation stage practice, they dissolve into and
such that it can bring genuine experience.
Another issue is that we are especially plagued become indivisible from the water in the vase,
which is then used to confer the empowerment.
by our perception of impurity. Characteristic of
This is not pretending that one thing is something
samsara is that we see everything as impure. We
else, because the empowerment confers the blessneed to transform our perception of impurity into
ing of that deity; therefore, it is in fact meaningful
the perception of purity. But we cannot do so as
to visualize that deity as present within the receplong as we continue to reinforce this perception of
tacle or implement of empowerment.
impurity. Therefore, in order to remedy that fault,
Another especially important supplementary
we visualize a yidam or deity. Basically we do this
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practice for mahamudra practitioners is guru
yoga. Guru yoga may be meditation on one’s root
guru or may be meditation on any guru of the
lineage. It is necessary to make this clear, because,
while some people have unchanging faith in their
root guru, other people do not. So, if you find that
you lack that type of inspiration of unchanging
faith in your root guru, then study the lives of the
gurus of the lineage and supplicate one or more of
them, and their blessings will enter into you.
When we use the word blessing, do not expect
this necessarily to be something dramatic and
overwhelming. Blessing is not necessarily going to
make you shake and quake. The receipt of blessing
actually is indicated when your mind starts to
change. Whereas before you may not have had
stable faith in the guru, in the teachings, and so
forth, your faith becomes stable; whereas before
you lacked devotion for practice, you now start to
have it; whereas before your kleshas were uncontrollable, they start to diminish; whereas before
you were unable to see anything wrong whatsoever with obsessive involvement in mundane
activities, you start to detect that they are pointless. These are all indications of receiving blessing.
In order to induce the receipt of blessing, you
can either use the sadhana of a yidam or the
practice of guru yoga. Other supplementary practices include the lo jong teachings in general* and
especially the practice of tonglen,** and other
things that are less formal—for example, letting go
of your greedy and obsessive attachment to things;
starting to practice useful acts of generosity, such
as giving to those in actual need, and in that way,
actually setting about the proper practice of the
six perfections of generosity, moral discipline,
patience, exertion or diligence, meditation, and
prajna, and so on. It is not absolutely necessary to
attempt to imitate the inconceivable deeds of great
bodhisattvas. Nevertheless, it is important to open

* Editor’s note: The teachings on mind training. See Jamgön
Kongtrül: The Great Path of Awakening, Shambhala Publications, 1987, translated by Ken McLeod.
**Editor’s note: The practice of sending and taking. See
Shenpen Ösel, Vol 5, No.1, pp. 62-70.
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your mind to the possibility of doing so. If you can
actually do so, of course, that is fine, too.
And finally, another supplementary practice
that should be mentioned is the dedication of
virtue to the awakening of all beings.
All of these supplementary practices exist for
one reason. They exist in order to assist the
achievement of mahamudra realization. Therefore,
it was said by Shantideva, “All of these branches
were taught by the Sage for the sake of prajna.” In
other words, the first five perfections, from generosity up to and including meditation, were taught
by the Buddha as methods leading to the achievement of the sixth, prajna. The point of all of these
supplementary practices is the realization of
mahamudra. Since they are conducive to and
supportive of gaining that realization, they are by
no means unimportant.
There is something else to which we must
always pay attention, and that is what the Buddha
referred to as the ten virtuous and ten unvirtuous
actions. It is important, as much as one can, to
avoid the ten unvirtuous actions and to engage in
the ten virtuous actions. Sometimes you can do so
perfectly and completely—you can avoid everything that is unvirtuous and you can practice a
great deal that is virtuous. And sometimes you
cannot. But it is important always to keep in mind
the direction in which you are moving; the goal
that you are seeking in your conduct is to avoid
completely that which is harmful and to do that
which is beneficial. Sometimes you are forced to do
something that is negative, whether because of
your previous karma or immediate conditions.
Through maintaining mindfulness, alertness, and
watchfulness, not just in meditation, but also in
post-meditation, try to cultivate virtue and to
avoid that which is unvirtuous. This is for your
own benefit, because it is very hard to realize
mahamudra in the midst of an unvirtuous life.
Therefore, please practice mindfulness and alertness in post-meditation as well.
I am going to stop here for this afternoon, and
now we will meditate a little bit.
[Rinpoche meditates with students.]
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.
See page 26.]

Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning

Bringing Gradual Improvement
To the Practice

Continuing the Very Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche’s instructions on Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning.

Y

esterday I explained how spontaneous presence is
pointed out as self-liberation. That is the forty-fifth
and last practice session in our text. The rest of the
book from then on is all teaching sessions. There are no additional practice sessions. Within the same section of the book
there are several quotations from sutras, tantras, and the
words of great gurus of the past. And then the section of the
text that is the main practice is concluded and we come to the
final third of the text, which is the conclusion. Much of the
conclusion is concerned with the enhancement of the practice,
with how to bring about gradual improvement. Enhancement
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is explained in detail, all in teaching sessions; no places of loss. The first needs to be avoided for
progress to occur, but it is, aside from that, not
separate practice sessions are presented.
dangerous. The second is extremely dangerous.
The first section of the conclusion is the
Both of these places of loss are somewhat
dispelling of impediments. This is divided into
easy to recognize and, therefore, they are easy to
six points. The most important of these are
abandon or relinquish. As
places of loss and places of
deviation. There are four
Whatever arises, whatever the long as you continue to
cultivate mindfulness, alertplaces of loss and one place
e
xp
er
ienc
e
is
,
and
whether
or
xper
erienc
ience
is,
ness, and watchfulness, there
of deviation described,
not
an
y
sp
ecial
e
xp
er
ienc
e
any
special
exp
xper
erienc
ience
should be no problem in
making a total of five. The
arises at all, it is essential to
recognizing them if they start
four places of loss are exhave no attachment to what
to afflict you. And having
plained in the sixty-fifth,
recognized them, it should
sixty-sixth, sixty-seventh,
arises and no craving for its
not be too difficult to abanand sixty-eighth teaching
re-arising.
don them. Again, of these
sessions. What is meant by a
two, the one that is the
place of loss is something
greatest danger is the view of nothingness or
that causes you to take entirely the wrong apnihilism—the thought that nothing matters.
proach or entirely the wrong path, to mistake
In the sixty-ninth teaching session the places
the path fundamentally.
Although there are four of these spoken of in of deviation are presented. The difference between places of loss and places of deviation are
our text, most prevalent are two. One is less
that, whereas a place of loss takes you on the
serious, but still a problem, and the other one is
most serious, and most definitely a problem. The wrong path altogether, a place of deviation
causes you to be somewhat sidetracked. Another
one that is less serious but still a problem is to
way to distinguish between them is that, generconfuse experience and understanding, to deally speaking, places of loss arise because of how
velop through inferential reasoning an underyou are thinking, and places of deviation can
standing of something and to mistake that unarise based on actual meditation experience on
derstanding for actual direct experience. This
which you fixate. As you practice, various experitype of confusion or place of loss is a problem
ences can arise: experiences of intense wellbecause it prevents progress. Obviously, if one
being or bliss; experiences of both cognitive and
attempts to cultivate inferential understanding
sensory lucidity; and experiences of no-thought,
as the basis of one’s practice, one will not get
experiences of nonconceptuality. Regardless of
anywhere. But it is not dangerous in any other
what arises, if you attach an independent value
way.
to the experience, and in that way become atThe second place of loss is truly dangerous,
tached to the repetition or perpetuation of the
and this is to develop an intellectual view of
experience, that will impede your progress.
emptiness that makes you nihilistic—to have
Whatever arises, whatever the experience is,
some understanding or some experience of
and whether or not any special experience arises
emptiness and then mistakenly to conclude,
at all, it is essential to have no attachment to
based on that understanding or experience, that
what arises and no craving for its re-arising. If
nothing matters, that there is no benefit to
extraordinary experiences occur for you, simply
virtue because it is empty, and that there is
continue your practice without being led astray
nothing problematic about wrongdoing because
by them. If extraordinary experiences do not
it is empty. This is called carrying emptiness
arise for you, simply continue your practice
around in your mouth. This is the very worst
without craving their arising.
place of loss and the very worst misunderstandMainly what we are seeking in the practice of
ing that can occur. These two are the major
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meditation is stability and lucidity. Experiences, lated and can produce these visions. But they
are not dangerous. They are not going to cause
including visions, are not that important. This
you to lose your mind. Since meditation for us is
needs to be said, because otherwise you might
to remain looking at the mind’s nature, do not
think that visions, such as different things you
react with fear or pride to any visions that occur.
see when you meditate, are either special in
What is of primary importance, of course, is
some way or a sign of some danger. For example,
that we continue to cultivate the samadhi of
if you look at the life of Lord Gampopa, when he
was practicing meditation under the guidance of mahamudra. Also pointed out in this section of
the text is the importance that this cultivation
Jetsun Milarepa, he started to experience a lot
not become partial. In other words, it
of different visions and he naturally
is important not to cultivate an
assumed that these were of some
I t is imp
or
tan
impor
ortan
tantt
experience of emptiness that is
significance. So, he went into
Milarepa’s presence and reported
not to cultivate devoid of compassion, or to cultivate
compassion in the absence of the
the visions that he had been seeing.
an eexp
xp
er
ienc
e
xper
erienc
ience
experience of emptiness. Either one
Milarepa responded by saying, “Well,
of emptiness
will be incomplete. In practice this
there is nothing wrong, but this is
that is devoid
means that, while we continue to
nothing special either. Just continue
of
compassion,
meditate on the mind’s nature, it is
practicing.” Milarepa said that
or to cultivate
important to continue to cultivate the
seeing visions is like someone who
compassion
in
lo jong training and the practice of
squeezes their eyes, presses on their
the absence of
tonglen. Compassion and the cultivaeyes and looks at the moon and sees
two moons. There could be two
the eexp
xp
er
ienc
e tion of compassion will cause
xper
erienc
ience
progress in your realization of emptidifferent reactions to this. One
of emptiness.
ness, and the realization of emptiness
person would look and see two
will naturally increase your compasmoons and think that he or she was
sion. The development of compassion in this
special. “Everyone else sees just one moon. I see
context, however, has to be free, as much as
two.” Another person would look at the sky and
possible, of dualism. About this it was said by the
see two moons and think that they were losing
Third Gyalwang Karmapa, Rangjung Dorge,
their mind. “Everyone else sees one moon. I see
“Through this meditation, intolerable* compastwo.” In fact, if you see visions and various sorts
sion for beings will arise spontaneously. At the
of things there is nothing wrong. You are not
very moment that that love arises or appears, its
losing your mind. But it does not mean that you
emptiness of nature will be directly or nakedly
are anything special either. You see things simevident. May I, therefore, cultivate throughout
ply because you are working with your mind
the day and the night this supreme path, which
directly. Therefore, the mind is somehow stimuin this unity is beyond deviation.”**
Through the force of meditation on the mind’s
* Editor’s note: This term is often translated as “unbearable.”
nature, compassion will arise spontaneously. The
arising of compassion will enhance the recogni**Editor’s note: See Shenpen Ösel Vol. 2, No. 1 pp. 8:
tion of mind’s nature.
The nature of beings is always buddha.
The second thing that is mentioned in this
Not realizing that, they wander in endless samsara.
section of the text is the relationship between
For the boundless suffering of sentient beings
May unbearable compassion be conceived in our being.
two aspects of practice: upaya (method) and
prajna (discernment). In this context the develWhen the energy of unbearable compassion is unceasing,
In the expressions of loving kindness, the truth of its essential opment of prajna primarily refers to the cultivaemptiness is nakedly clear.
tion of the samadhi of mahamudra. The practice
This unity is the supreme unerring path.
of method or upaya primarily refers to the
Inseparable from it, may we meditate day and night.
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gathering of the accumulations, specifically to
the accumulation of merit. If someone takes only
method as their practice, gathering the accumulations without any cultivation of prajna, then
their practice strays into the extreme of permanence, because, for it ultimately to lead to wisdom, merit and the accumulation of merit must
be sealed by the absence of reification of the
three aspects of that accumulation.*
On the other hand, if we utterly ignore the
accumulation of merit, then our cultivation of
prajna can sometimes be weakened. In this case,
we cannot perfect the power of prajna because
there is not the necessary energy to do so. In
such cases, the application of method, including
the gathering of the accumulation of merit, can
bring a great increase to the force of the prajna
that one has cultivated through meditation. In
that way, method is caused to increase—as in the
increased accumulation of merit through the
application of greater prajna—and prajna will
increase through the application of method.
Here, what is referred to as method or upaya is
in general the first five of the six perfections
(paramitas), not including discernment or

*Editor’s note: In any action, including actions which
generate the accumulation of merit, there are three spheres:
the doer of the deed, the doing of the deed, and the recipient or
object of the doing of the deed. For example, in the practice of
patience, there is the one being patient, the patience itself or
the act of being patient, and the sentient being or event, such
as the arising of anger, with which one is being patient. In the
practice of patience as a paramita one seeks not to fixate on
any of these three spheres—not to be acutely aware that it is I
who am being patient and how noble I am for being so; not to
regard the act of patience as something especially significant
or worthy of notice or praise; and not to make a big deal of
whom or what one is being patient with. Not to fixate on these
spheres, but to see their true nature instead, prevents one
from reifying them, from giving substantial existence to those
things which in their true nature have no substantial existence. Ultimately, there is no self that is being patient, there is
no act of patience, and there is no object of our patience. Not to
fixate on these spheres, but instead to see their emptiness or
to see them as the union of mere appearance and emptiness is
called three-fold purity, and is that which distinguishes the
paramitas—of generosity, manners and ethical behavior,
patience, exertion, meditation, and prajna—from the ordinary
virtues that carry the same name.
**Editor’s note: Abandoning that which needs to be abandoned and realizing that which needs to be realized in order to
attain buddhahood.

104 SHENPEN ÖSEL

prajna—generosity, patience, discipline, exertion, and meditation—and also specific methods,
such as the practice of guru yoga, the practice of
meditation on yidams, and so forth, all of which
are useful in bringing progress in mahamudra
practice.
The third point connected with enhancement
is the relationship between tranquility and
insight. It has been stated that if we only practice tranquility without developing any practice
of insight, we will not achieve the qualities of
abandonment and realization.** Therefore, we
clearly need the practice of insight.
However, if, on the other hand, we
underemphasize the practice of tranquility and
only practice insight in isolation from tranquility, because any insight gained under such conditions will be unstable, we will be unable to bring
the practice of insight to perfection. Therefore,
as was the case with compassion and emptiness,
and method and prajna, here, tranquility and
insight reinforce and bring progress to one
another. Tranquility enhances one’s progress in
developing insight, because it brings stability to
it, and insight enhances one’s progress in developing tranquility, because it brings lucidity to it.
In practice this means that one primarily practices insight, but one continues to cultivate
within that samadhi of insight the stability that
was gained through the preceding practice of
tranquility.
In that way, although we call our practice
insight, in fact, it is the unity or integration of
tranquility and insight. If at any point your
cultivation of insight becomes unstable, if your
mind becomes too conceptual because of the
process of investigation, you can always return
to the specific tranquility practices and apply
them as needed to regain the necessary stability.
So in that way, through the integration of compassion and emptiness, the integration of
method and discernment, and the integration of
tranquility and insight, progress will be ensured.
That is how to practice mahamudra according to Mahamudra: The Ocean of Definitive
Meaning. When you study this book on your own,
carefully and gradually, as I hope you will, you

tions about the background of the practice or
will observe that it is very clear. It gives very
about the reasons for certain things that are said
precise practical instructions for every stage of
that this book does not answer. If that does
the entire path—from the stage of an absolute
occur, I urge you to consult
beginner to the stage of
greater no-meditaton. The
Tr anquilit
y enhanc
es one
anquility
enhances
one’’s Moonbeams of Mahamudra*
by Takpo Tashi Namgyal,
book is utterly clear and utpr
o gr
ess in de
v eloping
pro
gress
dev
because that book is also a
terly profound. Now you have
insigh
t
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ings
insight
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source of practical guidance,
to actually accomplish this
stabilit
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it
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insigh
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stability
to
it,
insight
but does give some of the
path through practice. There’
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enhances
one’
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theoretical background about
fore, at each stage of your
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dev
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which you may wish to know.
practice, continue to consult
I am going to stop here
the book. Consult the sections
b ec
ause it br
ings lucidit
y
ecause
brings
lucidity
and finish the reading transof the book that correspond to
to it.
mission.
where you actually have
[Rinpoche finishes the
reached in your practice and
reading transmission.]
your experience. And carefully compare your
[Rinpoche and students dedicate the merit.]
experience of practice to what is presented at
that point in the book, stage by stage. Do not let
Unborn, eternal, self-arising dharmakaya
this comparison become too vague. Do not allow
Arises as the miraculous kayas of form;
guess work or inference to interfere with auMay the three secrets of the Karmapa be stable in
thentic evaluation of your practice, based upon
the vajra nature
the prescription or instruction that you find in
And may his limitless buddha activity
the book. This book exists through the great
spontaneously blaze.
compassion of the gurus of our lineage. It is
based on their direct experience, not upon
Splendor of the Teachings, Venerable Karma
dogma or upon theory of any kind. It is, thereLodro, may you remain steadfastly present.
fore, not a general survey of the path. It is without any vagueness or mistake in its presentation Your qualities of the glorious and excellent
dharma increase to fill space.
of the path. Read it very carefully and use it
May your lotus-feet always be stable,
assiduously to guide your practice. Because this
And may your buddha activity of teaching and
book is devoted solely to direct and practical
practice blaze in all directions.
instruction, it is more a case of directly pointing
things out about practice and about the mind
By this merit, may all attain omniscience.
than giving supportive arguments and explanations for why this is the case and why that is the May it defeat the enemy, wrongdoing.
From the stormy waves of birth, old age, sickness,
case.
and death,
So, this book does not present a lot of logical
From the ocean of samsara may I free all
arguments. You will not find many proofs of the
beings.
various ideas that are presented here. There are
two ways you can approach dharma: You can base
your approach on faith, or you can base it on
reasoning and logic. Most Western students
follow reasoning or logic as opposed to simple
faith, which is good. That may mean, however,
that, while The Ocean of Definitive Meaning will
definitely give enough material and instruction
*Editor’s note: Published under the title Mahamudra: The
for your practice itself, you may still have quesQuintessence of Mind and Meditation, Shambhala, 1986.
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The Two Truths
as explained by the four
philosophical tenets
In October of 2001, the Very Venerable Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche
gave a series of talks on the two truths at the Shambhala Center in
Wellington, New Zealand. Rinpoche gave his instructions and commentary
in Tibetan; these were orally translated by Ari Goldfield. The following is
an edited transcript.

R

inpoche wishes everyone tashi delek, and he makes the aspiration
that all of our practices of loving kindness and emptiness in union
will get better and better and that through this we will be of great
benefit to all the limitless number of sentient beings.
Rinpoche says it would be very beneficial to explain the presentation of
the two truths* as is explained by the four philosophical tenets. To know
these views is important for those who wish to practice the dharma and
for those who just have an interest in understanding what dharma teachings are about.
The way to understand the Buddha’s teachings is to see that they are

*Editor’s note: i.e., the relative truth or the conventional truth and the absolute truth or
ultimate truth. The relative truth is anything that is apparently real and existent, but is not
genuinely or truly existent. The absolute is that which does truly exist.
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they are the ones making the division. [laughter]
divided into either the three yanas or the four
Then according to the dzogchen presentation,
philosophical tenets. First I will explain the
there are nine yanas, and in fact, it can also be
three yanas or vehicles. The first yana is the
shravakayana, the vehicle of the hearers, and the said that there are limitless yanas or vehicles.
main teaching of the shravakayana is the view of According to the teachings of the Buddha, there
selflessness, the view of the emptiness of the self are limitless concepts, and for each concept
there is a specific method for pacifying it. So
of the individual. The shravakas determine and
there are, therefore, limitless yanas, one yana
meditate on that.
for each concept that there could be.
The second yana is the pratyekabuddhayana,
In the Sutra of the Travel to Lanka, the
the vehicle of the solitary buddhas. The followLankavatarra Sutra, the Buddha said that for as
ers of these teachings meditate on the selflesslong as mind is active, the number of vehicles
ness of the individual and also determine the
will be limitless. For as long as mind is thinking
emptiness of perceived phenomena. Everything
about things and conceptualizing, there will be
that is an object of perception they understand
different yanas as specific remedies for each
to be empty of true existence. So it is said that
mode of mind’s conceptual
they understand the emptiengagement. So when we say
ness of the individual and half
In the shr
a v ak
a y ana ther
e
shra
aka
there
yana or vehicle, what we mean
of the emptiness of phenomar
e the par
ticular
ist scho
ol is something that is a remedy
are
particular
ticularist
school
ena* because they know that
and the sutr
a scho
ol. In the for concepts, something that
sutra
school.
outer objects are empty.
mahayana there are the
tames concepts in a specific
The third yana is the
mind
only
scho
ol
and
the
school
way. [Beyond this understandmahayana or the
ing of the nature of yanas],
bodhisattvayana. Followers of
ol.
middle w
ay scho
wa
school.
there is no self-existent thing
these teachings determine
called a vehicle.
both the emptiness of the individual and the
If we look at things from the perspective of
emptiness of phenomena, thoroughly—meaning
the philosophical tenets, in the shravakayana
they understand that both the outer objects that
there are two schools: the particularist school or
are perceived and the inner perceiving subjects
vaibhasika, and the sutra school or sautrantika.
are empty of true existence.
Then in the mahayana there are the mind only
The presentation of three yanas is made by
school or chittamatra and the middle way school
the mahayana itself. This is also something you
or madhyamaka. For those who wish to know the
have to know. The mahayana also divides the
view of Buddhist philosophy, the best way is to
vehicles into two—the lesser vehicle and the
learn the differences amongthe views of these
greater vehicle. In this division the lesser vefour philosophical schools.
hicle would be the shravakayana and the
When Buddhists talk to non-Buddhists who
pratyekabuddhayana combined, and, of course,
are interested in learning the Buddha’s teachthe greater vehicle would be the mahayana. The
mahayana is the greater vehicle because they are ings and express an interest in Buddhist philosophy, then the best thing for them to talk about is
the ones making the division. [laughter]
these four philosophical schools. And if for one’s
Then there is another division of the teachown benefit one wishes to know the view in an
ings into three. In this division, the
increasingly subtle way, then the best way to
shravakayana and the pratyekabuddhayana are
begin is to study the views of the four philocombined to make the hinayana, while the secsophical schools. If one just starts out with what
ond and third yanas are the mahayana and the
vajrayana. This is a vajrayana presentation, and
in the vajrayana tradition the most profound
*Editor’s note: This will be explained in greater detail
teachings are the vajrayana teachings, because
further on in the text.
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one believes is a very high view and thinks,
“Well, now I’ve learned the highest view; I do not
need to learn the lower views,” then one will be
thinking that one has a high view without really
knowing why it is high, because one will have
nothing with which to compare it. So for that
reason it is good to progress step by step.
Among all of the proponents of all the different philosophical tenets, there is no one who
thinks that their view is inferior to somebody
else’s. Any specific follower of any tenet is always going to say that their view is the most
profound, because if one thinks that one’s own
view is inferior to someone else’s, one will not be
very enthusiastic about listening to teachings
about it and meditating on it. Therefore, when
we hear any presentation of the philosophical
views, it is really up to us to decide what we
think is the most profound view. When the
Buddha made these presentations of the different philosophical views, the point was to allow
people to investigate the various teachings with
their own intelligence, and in that way, to become skilled in the different philosophical views
and to be able to learn how to analyze things for
themselves.

T he P
ar
ticular
ist Scho
ol
Par
articular
ticularist
School
To quote from the presentation of the philosophical views made by Jamgön Kongtrül Lodrö
Thayé in his Treasury of Knowledge, he begins
with the particularist school and writes:
When destroyed or analyzed, that which is suitable to be discarded is apparently real and that
which cannot be discarded is genuine. Coarse
entities and continua of consciousness constitute
apparent reality. The partless are genuine. This
is the presentation of the particularist school.
You should also write this down, and we
should recite it once. [Students write and recite.]
It is good to recite these verses, because it is
beneficial to put the habitual tendencies of these
schools well into our base consciousness.*
First we have to understand how the particularist school views the relative, that which is
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only apparently existent and not genuinely
existent. They start out by saying, “When destroyed or analyzed, that which is suitable to be
discarded is only apparently real.” “Destroyed”
is used here in reference to material things,
which means basically anything that can be
broken down into its component parts. For
example, if you were to take a hammer and
smash a glass, then it would break down into
component parts. You could do that with all
coarse things like rocks or mountains or whatever other entity is composed of parts, and then
they would be “destroyed.” If you break it down
into its parts, then the conventional term that
you used to give to it will no longer apply. For
example, were we to smash this glass, we would
still have the parts of the glass but would no
longer be able to call it a glass. So coarse entities
are impermanent, and we can see that, when we
name them, we are just imposing a name onto a
collection of smaller parts. Once you break a
thing into its parts, you can see that quite easily;
the same parts are still there but the thing you
used to think was there is no longer there.
Therefore, houses and buildings are just apparently real, because if you were to drop a bomb on
them, they would explode, and the name that
you used to give to them would no longer apply.
These days the means of destruction have grown
incredibly powerful.
So that is with regard to material things.
With regard to mind, you cannot take a hammer
to mind, but you can analyze it. When we look at
the continuum of consciousness, we think it is
one thing but really it breaks down into individual moments of consciousness—past, present,

*Editor’s note: Base consciousness is one translation of
alaya vijnana, which is the eighth consciousness, the root of
dualistic consciousness, and hence of samsara. Other translations include all-basis consciousness, store-house consciousness, fundamental discursive consciousness. It is grounded in
fundamental ignorance and is said to be a kind of repository
of karmic latencies, the seeds or potentialities of habitual
ways of thought or mental/emotional activity created by all
our previous actions—good, bad, and neutral—arising out of
dualistic consciousness. Thus it functions as a kind of storehouse for the karmic process. It, of course, has no substantial
existence and is merely an analytical construct that also is
empty of inherent existence.

women, but when we look for that suffering, it
and future. With respect to this mind stream
does not exist anywhere. So again, it is just a
which we take to be one thing, if you take any
mere appearance. And when we look for the
one particular thought, for example, then the
thought itself—the thought of the suffering, we
thought appears to be real, but then you can see
that it has the part of it that is the past, the part cannot really find anything there either. So when
we do not examine, there appears to be someof it that has not arisen yet, and the part of it
thing there; but when we
that is the present. So it
examine and look for it and
breaks down into these three
In the the par
ticular
ist
particular
ticularist
cannot find anything, then
moments, which then you can
scho
ol, an
ything tha
an
school,
anything
thatt ccan
divide further and further
brok
oken
down
intto par
parts
ts,, that is precisely the quality of
b e br
ok
en do
wn in
ts
the relative truth. It is just a
until you see that this whole*
either b
y destr
uc
tion or
by
destruc
uction
mere appearance.
that you believe to exist is in
analysis,
is
relative
truth.
So we have examined what
fact just a conceptual conis only apparently real. What
struct. So analysis applies to
about what the particularist school considers to
both material things and to the mind. This is
be genuinely real, authentic, or ultimate? All of
how the particularist school explains relative
these terms mean the same thing. The particutruth, which is anything that is only apparently
larists say that what actually exists are partless
real but not genuinely real; anything that can be
broken down into parts, either by destruction or things. In terms of matter, what exists is the
fundamental particle of matter that cannot be
analysis, is relative truth.
divided any further. And in terms of mind, what
Also, with respect to mind, we believe that
exists is the tiniest moment of mind that is
there is one unbroken continuum that has exindivisible. Since these two things are indivisisted from the time we were born and were kids
ible, they truly exist, according to the particularup until the present, but actually, when we look
ist school. They argue that these things have to
for that continuum, we cannot find it anywhere.
So the continuum is just a mere appearance; it is exist because they are the building blocks of
everything else. For example, if you do not have
not real. And if we consider something that is
this tiny partless particle of matter, then nothing
fleeting, like a few moments of anger, when we
would exist, nothing would even appear, because
look with our precise knowledge, our prajna, for
there would be nothing out of which to construct
this anger, and we say, “Well, where did it come
the coarse entities. Similarly with mind, if you
from and where is it now,” we cannot find anydid not have this tiniest moment of mind, then
thing. Similarly, any fleeting or temporary apyou would not have the appearance of these
pearance of a thought like fear or suffering,
longer moments, because there would be nothing
when we examine it and look for it, we cannot
find anything; so it does not really exist. It is just from which to make them.
This presentation of the two truths is pretty
a mere appearance of a relative truth. In geneasy to understand. It is fairly straightforward,
eral, we can say that whenever we examine
and its presentation of reality may also be in
something and we cannot really find it, that is
harmony with the way that some scientists think
something that is just apparent reality; it is just
about things. In earlier times scientists said that
a mere appearance and not genuinely real.
there was some indivisible fundamental particle
Sometimes we may get anxious and worried
of matter out of which everything else was made;
and think, “What is going to happen to me when
now, however, scientists may disagree about
I get old?” We think about the suffering that we
whether there is a fundamental particle or not.
will experience when we are old men and
So we can examine and see. Rinpoche says he
thinks that the view of the particularists is
*Editor’s note: i.e. whole thought and whole mental conprobably in harmony with the way scientists
tinuum.
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used to think and that we should examine how it of scientists who believes that there is a fundamental particle of matter, then the particularist
is now.
school is on par with them. So you could say that
Once a scientist explained to Rinpoche how
they explain the nature of reality with equal
atomic power works. He said that when you get
profundity, with an equal level of subtlety. But
particles at their most subtle level and you
the particularist school also examines the mind
break the connection between them, then from
and explains that the continuum of consciousthe breaking of that connection we get tremenness is not real, but that the subtle moments of
dous energy, atomic power. You are probably all
consciousness, the tiniest indivisible moments of
familiar with this, and Rinpoche was very interconsciousness, are real. So since the particularested in learning how this works.
ist school examines the mind
This understanding of
and scientists really do not,
atomic power also seems to fit
Scien
tific
inquir
y
is
not
Scientific
inquiry
then the explanation of the
in with our commonsense unopp
osed
t
o
the
dhar
ma
opposed
to
dharma
particularist school and their
derstanding of the world too,
in an
yw
ay ; rra
a ther it is in ability to separate out what is
any
wa
because when the strongest
only an appearance from what
connections break, you get the
harmony with it and
is genuine in terms of the mind,
strongest opposition and the
d tto
o pr
of
ound
c an lea
lead
prof
ofound
makes the particularist view
most energy. And when these
understanding of it.
more subtle than a scientist’s
very subtle connections break,
view, which only examines
then you get an opposing force
matter.
which creates great energy. So it sort of makes
If the scientists in question do not assert the
sense with the way we think about things.
existence of a fundamental particle of matter,
And also with people, it is the case that,
then their view is more subtle than the particuwhen people’s thoughts of there being a conneclarist school’s view in that regard. But since the
tion disappear, they are replaced by thoughts of
particularist school examines the mind, and the
there being contradiction and opposition; and
scientists do not, then from the perspective of
when thoughts of opposition disappear, they are
replaced by thoughts of there being a connection. the mind, the particularist school presents a
more subtle understanding.
The same thing applies with countries. When
So the view of those scientists who hold that
countries’ thoughts of being connected disapcoarse entities of matter do not really exist but
pear, they are replaced by thoughts of opposithat fundamental particles do, is not in contration, and then later their thoughts of opposition
diction to the Buddhist view, because it is in
can disappear and be replaced by thoughts of
harmony with the view of the particularist
connection. So this again is a way of looking at
school. But we would not say that the particularthese theories and saying that they might make
ist view is completely the same as a scientist’s or
sense.
a physicist’s view because the particularist
So now let’s recite this root verse together
school examines the mind, whereas the physicist
three times. [Students recite.]
does not. So in that way there is a difference.
When destroyed or analyzed, that which is suitRinpoche says that it is his opinion that,
able to be discarded is apparently real and that
when scientists examine these things and come
which cannot be discarded is genuine. Coarse
to understand that gross or coarse appearances
entities and continua of consciousness constitute
of matter do not really exist but that subtle ones
apparent reality. The partless are genuine. This
may exist, they might examine those things even
is the presentation of the particularist school.
further. In this way, scientific investigation can
If you compare the view of the particularist
be a means of entering into the dharma. It is the
school with the view of scientists, if it is a group
same way of developing understanding that the
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dharma presents. So scientific inquiry is not
opposed to the dharma in any way; rather it is in
harmony with it and can lead to profound understanding of it.
These days many who are involved in scientific analysis tell Rinpoche that science does not
really examine the mind very much, but
Rinpoche thinks that since scientists are smart,
then one day they will. [laughter]
And when they start to examine the mind to
see what is real and what is not, then they will
probably begin by asserting that there is a tiniest
moment of mind that really exists. Because if
you do not start out by thinking that there is a
tiniest indivisible moment of mind that exists,
then you might think that mind could not even
appear in the first place; mind would then just
become a completely nonexistent thing.
So when you talk to scientists, Rinpoche
believes that the best perspective from which to
talk with them is the perspective of the particularist school. If you are talking to scientists or
physicists, and they ask you, “Well, what is your
view,” and you say, “Well, my view is the view of
the particularist school,” then that is a good
place to start.
So let’s recite it again three times. [Students
recite.]
When destroyed or analyzed, that which is suitable to be discarded is apparently real and that
which cannot be discarded is genuine. Coarse
entities and continua of consciousness constitute
apparent reality. The partless are genuine. This
is the presentation of the particularist school.

The Sutra School
The verse from the Treasury of Knowledge
that describes the view of the sutra school is as
follows:
Actually and genuinely able to perform a function
or not, having specific characteristics or only
general ones. This is the presentation of the sutra
school.
So we will recite that together three times.
[Students recite.]

The sutra school divides apparent relative
reality from genuine ultimate reality by distinguishing between what is a mere abstraction—
what has only general characteristics—and what
is a specifically characterized thing—something
that has its own unique characteristics. So a
thing having unique characteristics, genuine
reality, and the genuinely real are all synonyms
from the sutra school’s perspective. Whereas
something that is a mere conceptual abstraction,
something that has only general characteristics,
something that is only apparently real or relatively real are all synonyms as well.
If we define these terms, what is genuinely
real means that it has its own unique characteristics independent of our concepts about
whether those characteristics exist or not. The
characteristics exist in the thing independently
of what we think about it. So, according to the
sutra school, to say that something is genuinely
real means to say that it actually exists; it is
really there.
For example, if we think about a fire, then
the actual thing that is there to which we give
the name fire is doing something; it has its own
totally unique characteristics unlike anything
else. It is a unique object, and it is performing
the function of being hot and burning. So this
particular fire is something that genuinely exists
and is performing its uniquely characterized
function. Whether we think it is doing so or not,
it is still performing its function; it genuinely
exists.
The generally characterized aspect of this is
when we think “fire.” When we have the thought
“fire,” the object of our thought—what it is we
are thinking about—is called a generally characterized phenomenon, because it has to cover all
of the fire that exists in the south, the north, the
east, and the west. “Fire” has to apply to every
instance of fire, so it cannot have any specific
characteristics. It is just a mere abstraction. The
object that we are thinking about, that our
thoughts are referring to when we think “fire,”
has to cover all the cases of fire in all the directions and in all the three times. It has to be
something that applies to every instance of fire
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equally. So it is just a conceptual abstraction that image. It is not something that exists in any way
outside of our mind. It is still something that our
you cannot find anywhere in the world as any
thoughts are fabricating, but it is not the pure
specific thing. Since this is an object of thought
abstraction, the pure universal, because at this
and does not have any specific characteristics,
point we are now thinking about one person. We
then it is not something that appears to our five
are not just thinking enemy in general, which
sense consciousnesses. It only appears to conapplies to every and all possible enemies, but we
ceptual mind.
are thinking of one specific enemy. That is called
When we have the thought “flower,” then
an object generality: the abstract image that
that is called a reverse or an isolate, because it
appears to thought of one specific object.
is just the opposite of everything that is not a
To give another example, when we think
flower. That is how our mind understands the
term “flower.” It has to cover all of the flowers in “friend,” the first thing that comes to mind is the
all of the directions in all three times, and it has universal, the generally characterized abstraction of friend, and all that is the reverse or the
to apply equally to all of them. It is just an abstract image that you could never find anywhere. opposite of what we consider not to be a friend.
You could never smell it and you could never see The way we get to this abstract image of friend
it as having any of the unique characteristics of a is by eliminating everything that is not a friend.
What is left over is a kind of
specific instance of flower. It
murky remainder which is not
is just a conceptual abstracWhen we have the thought
a very clear image in our mind
tion, and therefore it is said
‘ flo
w er
alled
flow
er,, ’ then tha
thatt is ccalled
at all. It is just an opposite of
not to be real, but just an
a reverse or an isolate,
what is not a friend.
appearance of the relative.
b ec
ause it is just the opp
oecause
oppoBut then we think of one
Then, as soon as we start
ything
tha
t
is
not
sit
e
of
e
v
er
that
ev
erything
site
specific friend, someone to
to specify anything, it is no
er
.
a
flo
w
er.
flow
whom we are close, and the
longer something that apimage that comes to mind is
plies universally. For excalled the object generality,
ample, if we think red flower,
the abstraction of that one specific friend. This is
then that does not cover all of the white and
still an abstraction though, when we think about
yellow flowers that there might be, and if we
one specific object, because even though our
think white flower, then that leaves out other
image of this one friend certainly does not apply
ones. So as soon as a thing starts to take on any
to all the friends that there could possibly be, it
characteristics at all, it is no longer a universal;
still has to cover all of the cases of the appearit is no longer a general image that can apply to
ance of this particular friend—all of the past, all
everything.
of the present, and all of the future instances of
Or we can think of the term “enemy.” We mix
this one particular friend. So this abstract image
together the name “enemy” with some notion of
has to fit all of the different ways we think of
what an enemy is and that is a generally characterized phenomenon, an abstraction that applies them, and in that way it is still not a specific
unique instance of something that we can perto all of the enemies that there could be in the
ceive; rather it is still just a conceptual abstracten directions and the three times. Now if we
tion.
think then of a specific enemy that we have, and
We can apply this way of analysis to our own
the image of that enemy appears to our mind,
meditation. If we meditate on deities, then when
then that is called a meaning generality, or dön
we begin we are just meditating on a general
chi. So a meaning generality or object generalimage of the deity; we are meditating on an
ity—to say object generality is probably better
object generality, because we are fabricating an
here, because we are talking about the abstract
image in our mind of shapes and colors. But just
image of a specific object—is still an abstract
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the deity.
as we can easily visualize someone to whom we
So, in short, the sutra school differentiates
are close because we have become habituated to
between that which is just an object of our
their appearance, so it is that if we habituate
thoughts, an abstract image that we can conourselves to meditating on the deity, then the
struct conceptually, and the actual thing that
deity’s image will become more and more clear.
appears before us, that is there whether we
There is a story of one siddha who, when he
think about it or not. So what our thoughts are
first started meditating on deities, couldn’t get
thinking about, the object to which our thoughts
any image in his mind at all. So then his teacher
refer, actually performs no function. For exasked him, “Well, what can you meditate on;
ample, when we think “fire,” the fire we are
what comes to your mind?”
thinking about cannot burn anything, it does not
He said, “Well, I can think of a buffalo; if I
do anything, it cannot perform the function of
think of a buffalo, then the image comes pretty
burning. What actually burns is the fire that is
clearly.”
there independent of our thoughts, that is beSo his teacher said, “Okay, just meditate on
yond our names and beyond our concepts, bethat first and then gradually transform the
cause whether we think it will burn us or not, it
buffalo into a deity.” Then he could do it. [laughis going to burn us. For example,
ter]
animals do not have any notion of
Similarly, if you have trouble
I f yyou
ou ha
v e tr
ouble
hav
trouble
the name “fire,” but the fire still
getting a clear image when you are
getting
a
clear
burns them. We think, “Oh, we
meditating on the deity, then first
image
when
you
are
know the name and we can conthink of a friend, someone who is
meditating on the
ceive of this thing,” but it does not
close to you, and when you can get
matter one way or another in
that image very clearly, then
deit
y, then first
deity
terms of its effect on us or on the
meditate on the deity.
think of a friend . . .
animal. So the entity that appears
When you are really afraid of
and when you get
that can actually do something
something or someone, if you think
tha
er
y
thatt image vver
ery
really exists. The object that our
about that object of fear again and
clearly,
then
thoughts conceive of is just a mere
again, then just as you are falling
meditate
on
the
appearance; it is not real at all.
asleep, you may have a very clear
deit
y
.
deity
We find a similar illustration
image of that person appear in
when we think of this planet. It is
your mind. Or if there is a person
pretty easy to see that it does not have a top and
who is a very strong object of your attachment
it does not have a bottom, but we still think that
and desire, then again you may have an image of
that person, an empty form, appear to you just as it exists. That is, there is this thing here even
though it does not have the characteristics that
you are falling asleep. Sometimes it happens at
our concepts conceive it to have. That would be
other times during the day, but particularly
in harmony with the view of the sutra school and
when you are just falling asleep. So this is how
in a way it is in harmony with the way people
we have to approach deity meditation as well.
The reason why these images are clear is that we think about the world: “Yes, the world does not
have a top or a bottom, but it is still here.” And
remember them all the time. So when we are
meditating on deities, we have to bring the deity so that is how the sutra school would present it.
For example, people in Europe think that
constantly to mind; then the appearance will
they are situated on the top of the world, and
become clearer and clearer. The empty forms
people in Australia and New Zealand think that
that may appear when you get very scared or
they are on the top of the world. You can discuss
when you have a great amount of passion or
this back and forth. People in the northern
desire are very good examples for the empty
hemisphere can make a map that shows their
forms that appear when you are meditating on
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shows us that we cannot be attached to our
part of the world on top and the southern hemidirect experiences as being valid. Just because it
sphere on the bottom, and New Zealanders can
seems like a direct experience does not make it
make a map that flips it around and shows that
accurate. That is why it is said that top and
the southern hemisphere is on the top and
everything in the northern hemisphere is on the bottom, directions and dimensions, are just
conceptual imputations; they do not really exist.
bottom. You can make that map any way you
However, the basis about
want to, and you can think
which we are making these
about it any way you want to,
There is no universal time
imputations is in fact free of
and it is easy for us to underon this planet, there is no
stand that these are all just
universal night or day, there them in its own nature, and
therefore, does really exist,
concepts. But still, we think
is
no
universal
or
truly
according to the sutra school.
that there is a planet here
e
xist
en
t
near
or
far
.
A
ll
of
All
xisten
ent
far.
It used to be that people
that cannot be defined by
these
things
are
just
thought the world was flat,
saying this is the top part and
concepts that we impute
and that it would be imposthis is the bottom part. There
sible to go all the way around
is an object here that is
to exist. They are not real;
it, because if you were to go
beyond these concepts.
they are just conceptual
off the edge, you would fall
So all the things we think
fabr
ic
a tions
fabric
ica
tions..
into the void. But now people
about this planet—this is the
mostly agree that it is a
south, this is the north, these
sphere. That is how we conceive of it, and that is
are all the directions, up and down, and so
how we can and should relate to it.
forth—are just conceptual imputations. But the
That we can be on this sphere and not fall off
basis about which we are conceptualizing, the
of it is proof that in space there is no center and
planet itself, is genuine reality. That really
no end. On this planet there really is no top and
exists, because if it did not, we would all fall off.
no bottom, because, if there were a top side and
If there were nothing here, we would just be
a flip side, or an upside down, then we would fall
falling through space. So there must be something here that is supporting us. That is how the off it. But there really is not an upside-down
side, so we do not fall off. When we think about
sutra school would present it—that there is an
this example, we can see that it is pretty easy
object there that really does exist beyond conthese days to see the difference between what is
cepts about what it is, and that the concepts are
the actual thing, the specifically characterized
just mere fabrications that do not really exist.
object, and the generally characterized abstracToday one of Rinpoche’s students who is a
translator called him and asked Rinpoche where tion, the mere abstraction that our concepts
he was, and Rinpoche said, “Well I am on the top conceive of it to be.
So, just on the basis of thinking about this
of the world, where are you?” [laughter]
planet, we can see what is merely imputed by
And he said, “Well I am on top of the world.”
our thoughts, and what is actually the way
So they had a debate.
Rinpoche said, “No, I am on the top, and I can things really are. That the general qualities, the
universals, do not really exist is pretty easy to
prove it. My head is pointing up. [laughter] The
see when we come to understand how it is that
sky is up there, and the earth is down here. So I
there is no universal time on this planet, there is
am on the top.”
no universal day or night, there is no universal
They said the same thing, and so they had a
or truly existent near or far, and that all of these
debate that went on like this. [laughter]
So we can have the direct experience of being things are just concepts that we impute to exist.
They are not real; they are just conceptual
on the top, but we can see by this telephone
fabrications.
conversation that it cannot be accurate. This
114 SHENPEN ÖSEL

If you look then at the specifically characterized object itself, it does not have a name and it
does not have any conceptually fabricated characteristics at all. It is its own unique entity,
which is completely indescribable and inconceivable.
To prove this point the sutra school uses the
example of eating a piece of candy. When you eat
a piece of candy, the actual experience of it on
your tongue is indescribable. There is no way
that you can convey in words what that experience really is, which is proof that the experience
is really there.
If somebody says, “Well, you have to; you
have to give it a name,” then you might give it a
name, but that name would only be one of hundreds of thousands of names that people
throughout the world could give it, in terms of
what it is. No name can really apply to it or
express the true experience of it. This inexpressibility is the quality of the specifically characterized object.
That the specifically characterized thing has
no name is why we can make up whatever name
we want and give it to that thing, and it does not
make any difference. This causes lots of problems in the world, and is one reason that people
cannot understand each other. They speak
different languages and use completely different
words and sounds, but they are talking about the
same thing. One sound applies to a specifically
characterized object as equally as another sound,
because there is really no term inherently connected with the thing itself in the reality of what
it is.
Our own mental experiences are precisely
the same. When we feel happy or we feel down,
we give our particular mental condition those
labels, but if you really examine the experience,
it is inexpressible. It cannot be named or labelled by any conceptual term. That, in the sutra
school, is evidence of a specifically characterized
thing. Therefore the inexpressible specifically
characterized thing truly exists.
This view of the sutra school is a very good
one to talk about with people who might not
necessarily be scientists, but are simply inter-

ested in the Buddhist view. It provides a very
good introduction.
For example, you can talk to people about
how it is that all of the things that we think
about this planet—there being a right side up
and an upside down, etc.—do not really exist,
but that the planet itself is really here beyond
any concept. That is a good way to talk to people,
because if you told them that the planet did not
really exist, they would think, “Well, then we
would have no place to live,” and that would not
seem to be a logical way to think about things. So
when you are talking to ordinary people about
the Buddhist view, explaining it from the perspective of the sutra school is a good place to
start. Because you will not then be in contradiction with the way people ordinarily perceive
things and can understand them. You will then
also not immediately be contradicting them.

The Meditation
When these different tenets are presented,
one often has little time to meditate on one stage
before being introduced to the next, but it is best
to take each stage at a time and to practice it
until some definite experience has arisen.
It is important to have a regular meditation
schedule, beginning with periods of fifteen to
thirty minutes in the morning and evening. One
can build up from there, meditating for longer
and longer periods.
As with study and reflection, a certain
amount of perseverance and effort are needed at
first, but one should never let one’s mind get too
tight. Remember the example of the musician
tuning the strings of his instrument. The tension
has to be just right, neither too tight nor too
loose. Choose a definite time in the morning and
the evening to sit in meditation. Sit in a good
meditation posture and always begin by taking
refuge and arousing bodhicitta motivation.
When you first begin the practice, reflect for
some time on the verses and meanings that have
been explained. However, once you have developed some confidence and understanding, do not
bother to keep investigating, just go straight into
the emptiness meditation. To keep returning to
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with them. In the old days, gravity would be
the investigatory stage after confidence has
associated with the element wind.* The movearisen is like continuing to switch a light on and
ment of planets would also be associated with a
off without any purpose. Once the light is on,
property of the element wind.
leave it on. At the meditation stage of your
But in terms of talking about the way that
practice, there should be no more need for
reflection. One should just rest in the meditation the planets come into being, then explanations
now are different from those that would be made
without any hesitation.
on the basis of these teachings. The way that I
At the end of each session dedicate all the
think about it is that, since space has no center
merit to the enlightenment of all beings. Beand no end, then there is really no such thing as
tween sessions it is good to reflect again and
movement, because there
again on the verses and their
really are not two different
meaning.
To k
eep rretur
etur
ning tto
o the
keep
eturning
locations in space. You can only
in
v estiga
y stage af
inv
estigatt or
ory
aftt er
Question: The schools that we
have a location if you have a
confidence has arisen is
have covered so far, do they
center and an end, but there is
agree with each other and do
like continuing to switch
no center and no end. So it is
they accept each others’ views,
a light on and off
the same with the planet. The
or are they in conflict with
y pur
p ose
without an
any
purp
ose..
planet does not really have any
each other?
Once the light is on,
dimensions, so there is really
Rinpoche: These two schools
leave it on. At the
no such thing as movement.
also debate with each other.
Movement is just a mere
meditation stage of your
The particularist school talks
appearance. We only talk
pr
ac
tic
e, ther
e should b
e
prac
actic
tice
there
be
about the two partless things—
about movement with referno more need for
the partless particle and the
ence to things, like talking
r eflec
tion. One should
eflection.
partless moment of mind—
about getting farther away
just rest in the
whereas the sutra school talks
from the sun or getting closer
meditation without any
about the specifically characto the moon. But from the
hesitation.
terized object—the basis to
perspective of space itself,
which we give a name—and
there is no location. So if you
they do not talk about the partless things. So
just think about one thing in the middle of space,
they have debates about that. That is why in
then how can you speak of its movement, betalking with scientists who examine particles, to cause it has no reference points against which to
use the particularist school’s view is better; and
talk about movement. This is from the perspecin talking with ordinary people in the world, to
tive of the madhyamaka school, the middle way
use the sutra school’s view is better. So it is like
school.
that.
The protector Nagarjuna writes in one chapter of his text, the Fundamental Wisdom of the
Question: Rinpoche, how would each school
Middle Way, an examination of coming and
describe a phenomenon like gravity, which I
going, showing that movement does not really
understand is what holds us onto our planet,
exist. The sutra school would say the same thing,
whether we are on the top or on the bottom, no
because, for example, the planet is really devoid
matter where we are?
of names or conventional labels, in terms of what
Rinpoche: These schools talk about the eleit is. There is no up, no down, no dimensions or
ments having properties and powers associated
directions. So how could there be any movement
either? If you have lots of planets, then you can
talk about a planet moving and one planet get*Editor’s note: In contemporary Western culture the element
ting closer to another, and so forth, but if you
wind is variously referred to as prana, chi, and energy.
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have just one planet and nothing else, then how
can you talk about movement. Where is it going?
So it is like that.
Question: With respect to connections, the
breaking of which is that which causes the
release of power, as Rinpoche said, if the connection is broken, does that mean that the connection was never real? Earlier you said that if it
can be broken up, it is not real. Could you help
us with that?
Rinpoche: That’s right. The connection is just an
apparently existent phenomenon, not a truly
existent one, because it can decay. Then the
opposition that replaces it is also not real, but
just an appearance, because it too can change
into a connection again. So one apparent phenomenon is replaced by another. When a connection between friends decays, then it is replaced
by the opposing energy of anger,* which was
subsequently covered up by an element of indifference, and when the anger between two enemies decays, it is replaced by the connecting
power of affection between friends. Both can
happen. So it is like that.
Question: I understand that all the schools
agree that emotions themselves lack inherent
existence and are therefore empty and illusory,
and that one way to deal with them as a practitioner is to be mindful of these thoughts and
feelings, and to observe them. My question is
that at the same time that we try to do that, to

*Editor’s note: One might object to this notion, thinking that
sometimes friends just drift apart or become indifferent to
each other. But if one examines one’s relationship with
someone from whom one has drifted apart, one will invariably
see that there was at least some slight element of aversion or
irritation towards something that had been going on in the
relationship. Perhaps the person was too self-involved.
Perhaps you were not interested in the same things, which
rendered your relationship a bit boring. Perhaps the other
person didn’t sympathize with your point of view or your
feelings. Perhaps your interaction with the other no longer was
the occasion for personal growth. In relatively civilized society,
none of these situations would evoke outright anger, but would
very likely occasion the kind of low-level aversion that stands
as an impediment to calling up our friend or spending the
time to answer their letters. In this sense anger, resentment,
irritation, annoyance, even mild aversion will be sufficient to
set friends adrift.

recognize the thoughts and emotions and try to
liberate them by whatever method one uses, we
would be constantly busy, because we have
constant thoughts and we have constant emotions. It is very difficult to remain in a relaxed
state doing that, because it is such an ongoing
thing. So how can we deal with the stress of
having to be mindful, so that the mindfulness
does not take over and become another ego
thing, and we stress ourselves out? How can we
be relaxed with that?
Rinpoche: So what you are talking about is
mainly a view that is connected with the higher
schools of the mahamudra teachings. Milarepa
sang, “When I am going, wandering, sleeping, or
resting I look at mind; this is virtuous practice
without sessions or breaks.”
The sutra school would answer your question
by saying, “Do not look at the labels. Do not
concern yourself with the names, but rather find
the actual experience of thought and rest in
that.”
The particularist school would say, “Find the
tiniest, tiniest moment of consciousness and look
at that.” That may also be a profound way to do
it, because, even according to the mahamudra
and dzogchen teachings, this tiniest moment of
mind is something very profound. When the
mahamudra teachings say, “Look at this very
instant of mind in the present,” and when the
particularist school says, “Look at the tiniest,
indivisible moment of mind,” what is the difference? That is something we have to explore.
Because when the mahamudra teachings say,
“Look at this very present moment of mind,” and
if you say, “Well, that present moment of mind is
the truly existent indivisible moment that the
particularist school talks about,” then the
mahamudra view becomes indistinguishable
from the particularist school view. But you can
do research into it. [laughter] The Buddhist path
is the path of intelligence, the path of knowledge, so we have to investigate these things and
see.
Question: How can we be relaxed with that?
Rinpoche: Do not fixate on being relaxed, and
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thoughts.
do not think relaxation is something real.
In short, when attachment to being relaxed
Rather, examine the thought of being relaxed
dissolves, then being relaxed will be your natuand see that, according to the particularist
ral state. For example, if when you meditate, you
school, it is just a continuum of moments, a
think, “Oh, I really have to be in silence; there
stream of moments onto which we make a concannot be any sounds to disturb me,” you will
ceptual imputation of being relaxed. It does not
hear lots of sounds. [laughter] But on the other
really exist, because the past moment is gone,
hand, if you think, “Oh, it does not matter; let
the future moment does not yet exist, and the
there be whatever sounds there are; I do not
only thing that does exist is this tiniest indiviscare,” then you really will not hear much of
ible moment of mind. Then according to the
anything. In some countries where people are
sutra school, the thought of being relaxed or
not allowed to make noise after ten o’clock—
relaxation itself is just a name. It is just a label;
otherwise, the people and the neighbors get
it does not have any connection with the actual
upset—then after ten o’clock you start to hear
experience of mind, which is indescribable. So
even the tiniest sounds, and they start to be
that is the way to examine it.
disturbing. In other countries, nobody cares, and
Actually, if you get too attached to freedom
it can be as loud as anything, and people just fall
and relaxation, then it will just make you more
asleep. It is true. So it is like that.
tight and tense. For example, in many countries
nowadays, there is so much talk about freedom
Question: Bear with me as I try to express this.
and openness that in a family, the father will say,
I keep having this refrain from Madonna going
“I have to be free to do my thing;” and the
through my head, “I am a material girl, and I am
mother will say, “I have to be free to do my
living in a material world.” It seems to me the
thing;” and the kids will say, “I have to be free to
whole discussion is kind of
do my thing.” Then everybody
pointless, as it seems to me
ends up disagreeing, tense,
W hen aattachmen
ttachmen
ob
eing
ttachmentt tto
being
that, if we use terms like
and fighting with each other.
relaxed dissolves, then
“conventionally real,” you
It is the complete opposite of
elaxed
be
b eing rrelax
elax
ed will b
e yyour
our
know, kundzob, or “absolutely
freedom. Sometimes, if the
real,” döndam, we are just
natural state.
parents try to tell the kids
adding another layer of conwhat to do in any strict way,
cepts on top of our experithe kids will say, “Oh, you are infringing on my
ence. As long as we are aware that the things
freedom and my rights.” Then the family just
that we experience in our life are transitory and
ends up in disarray. It is because of being overly
are only the effect of conditions, which are
attached to freedom that nobody is free. This is
passing, then we do not need to even have a
what Rinpoche says he thinks is happening.
word like “reality.” And besides, we can only
So if you get too attached to relaxation, you
posit the existence of some realm of absolute
become tense. But now, however, we are talking
reality; we cannot experience it, because if there
about the sutra school and the particularist
were such a realm there would be no “I” to
school, and so from those two perspectives, we
experience it anyway, because there would be no
would say that we have to free ourselves from
separation between that which experiences and
our attachment to our abstract concepts as being
that which is experienced. So the whole discusreal. We have to see how it is that we impose all
sion seems to me to be pointless, and what we
of our concepts onto the specifically characterreally need is some kind of a Zen slap on our
ized thing or the specifically characterized
check to stop wasting our time.
experience, and see how it is that we get at[Rinpoche points a toy lizard at the student
tached to conceptual notions of its being one way
and squeezes it making it squeak.]
or another, when really it is beyond all of our
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Questioner: That might be the right answer.
Rinpoche: What you have discussed is also a
method. But now we are talking about the sutra
school and the particularist school, and when we
do, we have to distinguish between their views
of what is only apparently real and what is
genuinely real, because we have a tendency to
think that what is mere appearance is actually
real, and that is confusion. So we have to develop
an understanding of what constitutes appearance and what constitutes genuine reality. What
methods are used also depends on the times. In
Marpa and Milarepa’s day, Marpa could beat
Milarepa ferociously, and that was good [laughter], but nowadays, if parents beat their kids like
that they go to jail, and the lama would certainly
go to jail. [laughter]
Also, in earlier times people did not study
very much, so they were not used to using the
power of analysis as we are today. Nowadays
people study a lot, and they are used to analyzing things, and this brings along a lot more
doubts. In the old days you could just tell somebody, “Now you meditate like this; and if you
think like that, it is wrong,” and they would just
say, “Okay,” and they would do it. But that does
not work these days. People want to know why,
because we are used to knowing why and wanting to know why. So nowadays it is important to

look into the differences between the two truths
and understand them. In the old days, the lama
would say, “You should think like this. And if you
think like that, it is the view of nihilism, and if
you think like this, it is the view of realism. So
just do not think like that, and do think like
this.” And the student would say, “Okay, I will do
that.” But nowadays, if you try that method,
which is the command method, then people
think that it is a tradition of blind faith, and they
do not want to have any part of it.
Nowadays is the time for presenting the path
of reasoning, where the lama teaches something
that the students can analyze for themselves and
come to their own certainty about, using their
own powers of analysis. In Buddhism, this is the
path of understanding the two truths. When you
are talking about that, you are talking about the
two truths. There is also the path on which you
do not analyze. You just get the instructions and
meditate on them. But then after a few years of
doing that, the student gets tired of that approach, and eventually wants to enter the path
of reason. That is why in general these days it is
better to see the difference between relative and
ultimate, appearance and reality, and to analyze.
And if you are going to have an informed discussion with anyone, it is good to know these views.
With regard to the beginning of your quesSHENPEN ÖSEL 119

separation is another conceptual imputation. We
tion, when you said that you are just piling a
can say that it is inexpressible, that no names
new set of concepts on top of the old ones, in
apply to it, and that it is the object of direct valid
fact, the thoughts and concepts are getting more
cognition, of direct nonconceptual experience.
subtle. So more subtle thoughts, concepts, and
And there are a lot more things that we could
understandings are replacing the more coarse
say if we went into a more extensive explanaand unsophisticated ones.
tion, but those are the main ones. So if you think
For example, if there is somebody you really
do not like, whom you consider to be your enemy, about the earlier example of the taste of sugar
candy on your tongue, then that experience does
you cannot just stop that thought, but you can
not have any name connected with it; it cannot
start to meditate on compassion and love. Then
be labelled by any conceptual term; it is not
by doing that, the thought of there being an
connected with anything else; it is not indepenenemy will dissolve by itself.
dent of anything else, and so forth. When you
Then the path of meditating on emptiness is
start to think about this in a
a path of transforming
very subtle way, then you get
thoughts. First we transform
Once you get to the stage of to the vajrayana completion
our thoughts of thinking that
stage practices. So it is like
things are real into thoughts
dir
ec
ealiza
tion of the
direc
ectt rrealiza
ealization
that.
of thinking that things are of
na
tur
e of rrealit
ealit
y, yyou
ou do
natur
ture
eality
the nature of emptiness.
not need any more
Question: I’ve got two quesThen we transform the
tions
e xplana
xplanations
tions.. You do not
tions: the first is, in the sutra
thoughts of emptiness into
need any conceptual terms. school, why would they focus
the freedom from all concepon a deity at all? And the
tual fabrication. It is a
second question is, have people
gradual process of transformation.
achieved enlightenment in both schools? Have
So this presentation of the two truths is a
they actually experienced what they theorize
presentation we can follow and use to transform
about?
our thoughts from coarser ones to increasingly
Translator: I do not think Rinpoche was talking
more subtle ones. So it is like that. [Rinpoche
about the sutra school’s meditating on deities.
squeaks the toy at the student again.]
He was just saying that we can apply the sutra
Question: According to the sutra school, one of
school’s understanding to meditating on deities.
the characteristics of things that are truly exisHe was not saying that deity meditation is part
tent is their indescribability. Are there any other
of the sutra school tradition. Okay? So I can ask
characteristics, and could you just go through
the second question now.
what those characteristics are?
Rinpoche: Mainly these are the explanations
Translator: Of something that is specifically
that come from examination and analysis. Once
characterized?
you get to the stage of direct realization of the
nature of reality, you do not need any more
Questioner: No, something that is truly exisexplanations. You do not need any conceptual
tent.
terms. However, in the post-meditation stage,
Translator: Yes, that is the same thing.
you might make some explanations about your
Rinpoche: We could actually talk about many
experience, but they are going to have to be
characteristics of something that is genuinely
made in a way that people can analyze, or else
real, besides the fact that it is inexpressible. One they will not know what you are talking about.
would be that it is not connected with anything
Each of the tenets evolved from a person or
else; connection is also a conceptual imputation.
group of people who were incredibly intelligent
Similarly, it is not separate from anything else;
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of Buddhism is practiced, they do assert that
and knowledgeable, and they would apply their
theirs is the accurate view. In India, the
prajna to the nature of reality and examine it in
shravakayana followers actually broke into
a very subtle way, and then formulate their
eighteen different philosophical schools, and
philosophical tenet. Then if a lot of other people
followed it, it would become a school. It would be they all had different views, but they can all
somehow be included in either the particularist
the same thing today, if somebody were very
or the sutra school.
smart and made up their own theory, and if a lot
In Tibet, the four tenets’ views were studied
of people followed it, then it would be a philoand are still studied by Tibetans in India, but
sophical school. If a lot of people did not follow
it, then it would end right there. For example, in nobody says, “I am a particularist,” or “I am a
sutra school follower,” because the madhyamaka
Greece there were many philosophers, and they
or the middle way is presented as the highest
wrote lots of books, but you cannot really say
view, so everybody says that is what they are.
that they originated philosophical schools be[laughter]
cause there are no longer
If you really were a parreally any followers of the
N ob
o dy is going tto
o pr
esen
obo
presen
esentt ticularist or a sutra school
views that many of them
enunciated.* So their lintheir o
wn vie
w as not b
eing follower, you would not assert
own
view
being
that there was any such thing
eages died out somewhere.
the ultimate one.
as madhyamaka, because you
On the other hand, if one of
them does have a lot of followers, and people are would be saying that your view is the highest
view and that there is nothing above it. If you
actively studying their views and believe that
look at the Theravadan views, they do not regard
they are correct, then it would be considered a
the higher views that are presented in Tibet as
philosophical school. So it is like that.
the higher views, because they assert that their
Question: Following on from that question, are
own view is the highest view and that, therefore,
there indeed still people who accept the truth of
there could be nothing higher. I do not think
the views of these Buddhist philosophical
anybody would say, “Well I am a particularist,
schools we are now studying, or are they just
even though I know there are other views higher
used now as tools for getting to the mind?
than mine.” [laughter] Nobody is going to
Rinpoche: There are in fact people who follow
present their own view as not being the ultimate
these views. You will find them mainly in places
one.
like Burma and Sri Lanka, and where that type
Questioner: But I’ve noticed in myself, just
examining my own belief and talking about it
with other Buddhists, that although they main*Editor’s note: There are evidently actually still monastic
tain that they believe in the higher views, the
institutions where one or another or all of the different
Buddhist philosophical schools taught here are still adhered
way they live their day-to-day lives is mostly
to and meditated upon by monks and nuns who gather and
much more in tune with the particularist and
live together to practice these views accordingly in order to
sutra views than with the higher views.
provide a basis for changing their outlook and conduct. In the
West, though there were many philosophical schools in ancient
Greece and Rome—a few pre-Socratic schools; the followers of
Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle; the Stoics and the Epicureans,
etc.—and though such gatherings existed in antiquity, there no
longer seem to actually be bodies of students who focus on
these views exclusively as a means of changing their personal
lives. Even though Western culture has in general been greatly
influenced by the views posited by these various schools, and
even though we still derive important ideas from them,
generally none of us follows any of them as either an exclusive
or central body of ideas constituting what we would call a
philosophy.

Rinpoche: You cannot say anything with any
certainty about that, because there are lots of
different ways of living life, and every person
thinks that their way is good. That is just the
way that we normally think about it. But you
cannot definitively say what is good conduct and
what is not. To take a more worldly example,
when people get together at the United Nations
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or when other assemblies of leaders gather, then
each leader wants to express their own view,
and they all think that their view and their way
of looking at the situation is the best. No one
would get up before an assembly and proclaim a
view that they said was not correct. If they did,
everybody would think that they were an idiot.
It just does not work like that.
In fact, people are so attached to their own
views as being the right view that they even give
up their lives in pursuit of what they think is the
right view. That is because they have such a
strong thought that they are correct. People will
give up their lives, or they will do things that
land them in jail for twenty or thirty years or for
their whole life, because they have such attachment to their view as being supreme. If they did
not, if they did not think their view was very
good, there is no way they would do those things
in defense of it. Here we are talking about political views, but it is the same in the dharma as
well. People think that the view that they hold is
the best and that their conduct is the best;
otherwise they would neither hold such views
nor engage in such conduct. So it is like that.
Question: Could you tell me does Rinpoche
think that these philosophical schools are attempts to articulate the same experience.

*Editor’s note: Realm is not being used in the sense of a
political entity, nor in the sense of being a conceptual subdivision of samsara, but as a place where a particular kind of
spirituality is practiced.
**Editor’s note: until the ultimate view is finally understood, if not realized.
***Editor’s note: It has been said that on the path of faith,
all one really needs are meditation on impermanence, faith in
and devotion to the lama, and compassion for sentient beings.
The implication of this instruction is that all other qualities
necessary to travel the path to its completion will arise
naturally out of these three.
****Editor’s note: For the particularists, the existence of a
smallest particle of matter; for the sutra school followers, the
existence of specifically characterized objects.
*****Editor’s note: Philosophical schools, yanas, tantric
lineages, and the songs of realization of the siddhas are
generally analyzed or presented in four categories: the view,
the meditation, the conduct or action, and the fruition.
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Rinpoche: That is also something we have to
examine. We have to see in what way the analysis is going. What is it like when we try to put it
into practice? What is the experience like?
There is a lot we have to investigate. For example, from the perspective of the development
and expansion of Buddhism, India was first a
realm where the shravakayana view predominated. Then it became a mahayana realm, and
then a vajrayana realm.* Nowadays all three
yanas are practiced, and individuals can practice
all three of them. So there is a lot to investigate.
Mainly the study of the philosophical tenets of
the various philosophical schools of Buddhism is
a tradition of intelligence, in which one investigates one view after another, proceeding from
stage to higher stage to even higher stage, and
so forth.**
Other practitioners proceed on the path of
faith. Their practice is mainly one of faith;***
they do not go on the path of reasoning. So there
is that path too. In fact, there are three paths:
the path of faith, the path of analysis, and the
path which combines the two. So it is like that.

T he M
ind Only Scho
ol
Mind
School
Generally speaking, the two schools that we
have discussed so far are called the schools that
assert the existence of outer objects.**** They
say that things on the outside are real and their
presentation of the two truths is based on that
belief. In terms of the mahayana philosophical
schools, everybody agrees on the conduct,*****
which is to cultivate loving kindness and compassion and to act for the benefit of others. So
there is no disagreement there. But in terms of
the philosophical view, there is disagreement. In
the mahayana, the systems of tenets fall into two
principal schools: the mind only school and the
middle way school. The mind only school’s presentation of the two truths is described in the
following verse from the Treasury of Knowledge:
Perceived objects and perceiving subjects are
mere appearance. Consciousness that is selfaware and empty of duality is genuine. This is
the presentation of the mind only school.

confused projections are real. We believe that
So we will recite that together three times.
there really are objects there on the outside and
[Students recite.]
that the duality between these objects and
Whatever is included in dualistic appearourselves is real. As a result of this confusion, we
ance, whatever is a dualistic appearance is a
suffer. The cause of our suffermere appearance of someing is this confusion that takes
thing that is not real. This
includes all objects that are
The reason why we need to duality to be real. Therefore,
we first need to learn the
perceived to be outside as
meditate, the mind only
well as the perceiving subject
scho
ol sa
y s , is tha
e think reasons why it is that outer
school
say
thatt w
we
objects do not really exist, and
of these objects. Duality* is
projec
ojections
our cconfused
onfused pr
ojec
tions
then to see how it is that the
to think that there is some
are real.
perceiving subject does not
difference, some separation,
really exist. Then, if we rest in
between these two. Conmeditation in this absence, in this emptiness of
sciousness that is self-aware and empty of the
the duality of perceiver and perceived, our
duality of perceiver and perceived is genuine, is
confusion will gradually diminish.
actually there. That is how the mind only school
Because the mind only school says that
presents them. Whatever appears to be an outer
neither outer objects nor the inner perceiving
object is in fact just the confused projection of
mind truly exists, and that the only thing that
our own habitual tendencies, just like what
does exist is mind that is self-aware and empty
appears in dreams. And if there is not any perof this duality, then they are called mind only.
ceived object, or anything there on the outside,
The mind only school posits the existence of
then there cannot be any perceiving subject
eight consciousnesses: the eye sense consciouseither, because for there to be a perceiving
subject, there has to be something to perceive. So ness, the ear sense consciousness, the nose sense
consciousness, the tongue sense consciousness,
therefore, everything that is either a perceived
the body sense consciousness, the mental conobject or a perceiving subject is just a mere
appearance of something that is not real. What is sciousness, the all-basis or base consciousness
and the afflicted consciousness.** All habitual
real is the nondual self-awareness that is the
tendencies or habits or ways of perceiving are
nature of mind, that is mere clarity, mere lucidstored in the all-basis consciousness, the alayaity, that is aware in a nondual way in which
vijñana. Then, when certain conditions come
there is no subject and no object. That nondual
self-awareness is the basis of everything, because if that did not exist, the mind only school
*Editor’s note: dualistic perception, dualistic consciousness.
says, then you would have nothing but a void;
**Editor’s note: The eight consciousnesses are all considered
you would just have complete nothingness. So
dualistic appearances do not exist really, but this manifestations of the samsaric mind’s impurity. The Sanskrit
term for consciousness is vijñana, meaning consciousness that
mind that is empty of duality and experiences
has become fully developed in the sense of becoming coarsened. The basic idea of the development of consciousness is
itself does exist.
that, when the mind does not recognize its own nature, its
The mind only school’s reason for saying that
inherent lucidity, it runs wild, developing into deluded
cognition, which is characteristic of samsara. The first five,
duality is not real, if we put this in the form of a
the five sense consciousnesses, are easy to understand. They
logical reasoning, is this: Appearances of objects
experience objects directly and so are nonconceptual. That
are just confused appearances arising from the
which thinks about experiences and conceptualizes is the
sixth, the mental consciousness. The seventh, the afflicted
mind’s habitual tendencies, and therefore, apconsciousness, refers to the most subtle level of mental
pearances of the subject cannot be real, because
affliction, the fixation on self, and the eighth is the basis and
there is no object really there to perceive.
foundation for the arising of the previous seven. For a more
detailed discussion of the eight consciousnesses see TransThe reason why we need to meditate, the
forming Samsaric Consciousness into the Five Wisdoms from
mind only school says, is that we think our
Shenpen Ösel, Vol.1, No.2, pp. 15-18.
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together, we experience the projections of all
sorts of appearances that are the result of our
having stored our previous habits in this allbasis consciousness.* And we think that these
projections from our own consciousness are real,
when in fact, they are not. They are just confused appearances.
The all-base consciousness is called by two
different names to illustrate the two functions
that it performs. The first is “the holding consciousness,” because it holds all of the habitual
tendencies, the imprints from our previous ways
of perceiving. The second is called “the conditioned consciousness,” because when certain
conditions come together, then certain habits
awaken and emit projections of appearances in
accordance with these habits. In this regard you
could think of the all-base consciousness as
being like a tape recorder. When it is on
“record,” it is storing all of the information, all of
the sounds etc.; and then, when you put it on
“play,” it sends them out. Sometimes that example is used and you can evaluate it and see if
you think it is a good example or not.
In terms of the way that confusion arises, it
is explained that the afflicted consciousness is

*Editor’s note: These habits are a kind of residue of our
actions of body, speech, and mind arising out of dualistic
perception, and, for want of terminology more in accord with
the way all of this process is seen directly in profound meditation, are said to be “stored” as karmic latencies in the allbasis consciousness, where they await—sometimes for
lifetimes—for secondary environmental conditions to arise
that cause their ripening into karmic results, which here are
referred to as “the projections of all sorts of appearances.”
These secondary environmental conditions would also have to
be considered by the mind only school to be merely projected
appearances of mind as well.
**Editor’s note: There is in unenlightened individuals a kind
of karmic wind or karmic prana that is constantly arising
instant by instant, and manifesting in our experience as
dualistic consciousness with all its attendant kleshas or
emotional afflictions. In the course of attaining enlightenment, all of these karmic winds increasingly enter the central
channel, thereby liberating the kleshas, and the dualistic
consciousness in which they are embedded, as dharmadhatu,
after which they are called jnana winds or the winds of
primordial awareness. The traditional three-year, threemonth retreat derived its timeframe from the recognition of
certain siddhas that, if a yogin or yogini were perfectly
concentrated, this transformation of the karmic winds into
jnana winds could be accomplished in that period of time.
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like wind and the all-base consciousness is like
the ocean. So the wind of the afflicted consciousness blows on this ocean of the base consciousness and causes these waves to come up out of it,
and those waves are the dualistic appearances
that we think to be real.**
Then the sutra school and the mind only
school assert the existence of what is called selfawareness. What that refers to is that for any
moment of mind, for every moment that there is
an outward-facing mind that appears to experience outer objects, there is also the inwardfacing aspect of mind that is mind’s experience of
itself, and that is what is real.
So we can see right here a big difference
between the sutra school and the mind only
school. The sutra school says that if you see
something, if you perceive an outer object with
your eye sense consciousness, then that perception is valid cognition; and the mind’s perceiving
itself, the mind’s experience of itself, while that
is happening, is valid cognition. So you have
what is called sense direct valid cognition and
self-aware direct valid cognition. But the mind
only school says there really is nothing outside.
So the perception of an outer object cannot be a
valid cognition. It is confused. They do not assert
the existence of sense direct valid cognition. The
only direct valid cognition there is is the mind’s
experience of itself, self-awareness.
The proof that the mind only school offers for
the existence of self-awareness is the fact that
you can remember things; mind can remember
what happened in the past because it has its own
experience of the events that occur within it. We
could put this in the form of a logical reasoning
and say that the sutra school and the mind only
school have the following reasons for asserting
the existence of self-awareness. For every moment of mind there is both the outward facing
aspect and the inward facing aspect. The outward facing aspect perceives objects, and the
inward facing aspect is self-awareness. The fact
that there is memory proves that there is selfawareness, because, if your mind did not experience its own events, then how could you remember anything that happened to you in the past.

Then what is called the perfectly existent
The ultimate understanding of self-awarenature or aspect refers to the essential nature of
ness is that self-awareness is the mind’s own
the dependent nature, which is simply the
experience of happiness and suffering. It is
called self-awareness because nobody else really dependent nature empty of the imaginary aspect—empty of all projections of dualistic apknows what you are experiencing. You know it
pearances. Ordinarily we confuse the dependent
yourself, and you do not have to go to anyone
aspect and the imaginary aspect and think of
else to ask, “What am I feeling now?” You know
them as being the same thing, and we think the
what you are feeling as part of your own experiimaginary aspect really exists. When you look at
ence. So that is self-awareness, the mind aware
the dependent aspect, the imaginary aspect does
of what is happening within it.
not exist within it at all, and that
The actual experience of
is the perfectly existent nature of
self-awareness is
T
he
mind
only
scho
ol
school
reality—the dependent empty of
nonconceptual, although,
also
presents
what
are
the imaginary.
based on having that experic alled the thr
ee asp
ec
ts
three
aspec
ects
The imaginary aspect includes
ence, we later name it and
of eexp
xp
er
ienc
e: the
all the names that we give to
label it with all types of
xper
erienc
ience:
things, and this is easy to underterms, and we can say that we
y, the
imaginar
imaginary
stand. For example if we have a
have different kinds of cerenden
dep
endentt , and the
dependen
dog and we call it “lion,” that does
tainty of experiencing one
entt.
erffec
ectly
xisten
tly eexist
xist
en
p er
not make it a lion. It is just an
thing or another. But the
imputed name. Or if we see a
actual experience itself is
plane and we call it a “garuda,” then that does
nonconceptual.
not make the plane into a garuda. It is just a
The mind only school also presents what are
figment of our imagination. You can also call a
called the three natures or three aspects of
person by the name “lotus” or some other flower,
experience: the imaginary, the dependent, and
but doing so does not make the person into a
the perfectly existent. These three aspects of
flower. It is just a name.
experience are also very important.
So in this way the presentation of these three
The first of these, the imaginary aspect of
aspects—the imaginary aspect, the dependent
experience, refers to what our thoughts are
aspect, and the perfectly existent aspect—is
thinking about, what our thoughts are projectimportant, because we have to dissolve our
ing. The objects of our thoughts are just conceptual creations; they have no existence other than attachment to the imaginary aspect. By doing
that. They do not appear anywhere in the world. that we will see the nature of the dependent
aspect, which is the perfectly existent aspect.
They are just the mere figment of our imaginaPerfectly existent means it is really there, it is
tion.
genuine reality.
Then the dependent aspect of experience
Since the mind only school does not believe
refers to all the things that we actually do expethat outer objects exist, we now part company
rience, but they are called dependent because
with the way of the world,* because people in
they do not have any control over their own
the world think that what they perceive is real.
existence. They only come into existence when
It appears to be real, so they think it is real, and
certain causes and conditions come together to
they seem to have experiences that confirm it to
produce them. Just like if you put a seed in the
be real. But the mind only school says that none
ground and you water it, and it gets heat and
fertilizer, then a flower is going to grow whether of that proves that what we perceive is real at
the flower wants to or not; it does not have any
choice in the matter. If the conditions to produce
*Editor’s note: i.e., with the way the world thinks and
it come together, then it is going to be there.
experiences things.
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mental continuum there, they might also end up
asserting the existence of self-awareness. They
So if somebody drives up to you in their
might say, “Well, there is no continuum, but
brand-new car and says, “Look at my wonderful
there is our own experience of happiness and
brand-new car that I just got,” and then you say,
suffering, and we experience that ourselves.” So
“It is not really there; it is just mind; it is just a
that is self-awareness.
projection of your mind,” they will not be very
Some people have told Rinpoche that scienhappy about that. [laughter] If somebody comes
tists do not examine the mind because they are
wearing beautiful jewelry made out of diamonds
afraid to. Whether or not that is true, Rinpoche
and other precious things, and then we say to
says that he is really not sure.
them, “Your jewelry is not really there; it is just
However, Rinpoche says he thinks that if you
a mental projection,” then again, they will not be
examine the mind and you find it frightening,
very happy. If you tell the people of a mighty
then you will want to examine
nation that there really is no
why you find it frightening, and
such thing as a nation, and that
T he mind only scho
ol
school
look into it further. So he also
there is no such thing as politics
do
es not agr
ee with
does
agree
thinks that scientists would do
or the world—that in reality
scien
tists
who
b
elie
v
e
scientists
belie
eliev
the same. They are very happy
their nation does not exist—
in
a
fundamental
to examine things on the outside
then again they will not be very
ticle of ma
tt
er
par
particle
matt
tter
er,,
that they do not think they
happy. And then, if you tell a
b ec
ause the mind
understand, so if they examined
bunch of generals, “Enemies are
ecause
mind and felt afraid of that, then
just like dreams; there is really
ol do
es not
only scho
school
does
they would want to look into
no one to shoot, no one to fight,
asser
xist
enc
e of
assertt the eexist
xistenc
ence
that further. Scientists have
and no one to kill,” then they
any
particle
an
y par
ticle of
developed very well their ability
will not be very happy about
ma
tt
er
a ther
y
matt
tter
er;; rra
ther,, the
they
and precise knowledge in terms
that. Maybe the soldiers will be
refute
it.
of examining outer particles,
happy [laughter], but the genertiny subtle particles, so maybe
als will not be happy. The solthe time is coming when they will now want to
diers do not really want to go to war in the first
examine the examiner and look back at their
place, so they would be happy to hear that.
If you tell the ruler of a country, “The citizens own prajna. If they do that, it will be much
better.
of your country are not real. They are just menLook at the intelligence that is examining
tal projections, and there is really no basis for
and ask, “How does our knowledge work? How
being a leader at all,” again they will not like it.
do we get knowledge of all these subtle parIf they think that there is a country, that there
ticles, and what is the knowledge like that is
are the people who live in that country, that
there are enemies of that country that have to be examining all of these things?”
And also ask the question, “Why is it that
tamed, and that there are friends that have to be
there are many people but only a very few brilprotected, then they will be happy. That is the
liant scientists?” If you want to ask questions
tradition of those who assert the existence of
like that, you have to start looking at the mind.
outer objects.
And if you ask the question, “Why is it that
Also, the mind only school does not agree
some people like science and other people do
with scientists who believe in a fundamental
not,” then again, you have to look at the mind. So
particle of matter, because the mind only school
it’s like that.
does not assert the existence of any particle of
So that is a brief explanation of the mind only
matter; rather, they refute it.
school, the view that is in contradiction to the
If scientists were to begin to examine the
way that people think about things in the world.
mind, since they would not find any sort of
all.
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It seems to be in contradiction to the way
people think about the world, but if you think
about how it explains a dream, how it explains
illusions, how it explains that the six kinds of
beings can look at a river and see six different
things,* how it is that one person can appear in a
great variety of ways to a variety of other sentient beings,** then there is no contradiction at
all.
And since all experiences of happiness and
suffering, all changes between them, all changes
between you and someone as a friend or an
enemy all depend on mind, then actually there is
a lot of proof for the mind only school’s view. So
it is like that.
In a dream, for example, when you do not
know that you are dreaming, then you experience all of the forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and
tactile sensations in the dream from the perspective of believing that they are real. But when you
recognize that you are dreaming, then you experience them all from the perspective of knowing
that they are a mere appearance. So there are
these two ways in which we can approach experience.
You do need two ways or two truths, but the
existence of two is just a mere appearance. It is
something that is in the realm of what appears
to be real, but in the realm of genuine reality,
there is no duality at all. So we must distinguish
between these two dimensions of experience.
For example, sound and form appear to be different, but in the clear light nature of mind, they

*Editor’s note: The six types of beings, also known as the six
classes of birth within samsara, are gods, demi-gods or
jealous gods or asuras, humans, animals, hungry ghosts or
pretas, and hell beings. In general terms, they would see the
river in accordance with their karma. Gods would see the river
as nectar or amrita, the amrita of deathlessness; asuras, as
potential weaponry; humans, as water; some animals as
water and some as a home; hungry ghosts as mucous, pus, and
blood; hell beings as fire or molten iron.
**Editor’s note: The same person can appear to some people
as a friend and to others as an enemy, etc.
***Editor’s note: It is to be understood that when we talk
about the emptiness of the dichotomy of mind and matter, not
only external objects, but also one’s own body, are included in
this notion of matter.

are not different at all. Rinpoche will go into this
in more depth when he gets to the shentong
view.
According to the way that the mind only
school would explain this, in a student’s experience of the lama, there is both the imaginary
aspect and the dependent aspect of that experience, and in the lama’s experience of the student
there is both the imaginary and the dependent
aspect. The undifferentiability of the wisdom
that is the nature of reality is the perfectly
existent aspect.
So, for example, a student can dream of the
teacher and the teacher can dream of the student, and in their dreams the shapes and the
colors appear to be different from each other, but
in the perfectly existent primordial wisdom,
there is no difference at all.
And when we start looking at the rangtong
and the shentong views then our understanding
will get more and more profound. So it’s like
that.
That is a brief explanation of the mind only
school. Now it is time for us to go and eat lunch.
The tendency to eat lunch is a confused projection of our habitual tendencies, but as long as we
still have not exhausted it, we have to enjoy it.
[laughter]

The Meditation
Begin by taking refuge and arousing
bodhicitta motivation. Reflect carefully on the
example of the dream and on the three natures.
Reflect on how the idea of separate, truly existing outside objects is an unnecessary and superfluous invention of the mind. When you have
become convinced of this, rest the mind in the
spaciousness of emptiness. The self-illuminating,
self-aware mind rests in itself, empty of any
mind/matter dichotomy.*** The mind is taken as
something given, so one does not focus on mind
as such—one focuses on the emptiness of each
moment of consciousness by not creating any
concepts of there being a difference in substance
between the inner perceiving aspect and outer
perceived aspect. So the mind rests in the vast
expanse of emptiness.
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At the end of each session dedicate all the
merit to the enlightenment of all beings. Between sessions reflect on how all experience is
like a dream. The outer world and the inner
mind are all mind, just as in a dream.
Question: Can you please explain again the
perfectly existent nature?
Rinpoche: It means that it is not contrived or
fabricated or constructed in any way; it is rather
the nature of things as they are. So it is like that.
Question: So as individuals we all have a perfectly existent nature; but are those perfectly
existent natures distinct from each other?
Rinpoche: There is the perfectly existent nature of every individual’s mind, so in that sense
you could say it is different, but you can also say
that in the perfectly existent nature itself there
are no distinctions.

T he M
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School
Within the madhyamaka, the middle way,
there are the rangtong, the empty of self school,
and the shentong, the empty of other school.
Then within the rangtong, there are the
svatantrika madhyamaka, the autonomy school,
and the prasangika madhyamaka, the consequence school. Both the svatantrika and the
prasangika explain the teachings of the Buddha
from the second turning of the wheel of dharma.
The first commentator on the Buddha’s
teachings of the second turning of the wheel was
Nagarjuna, and his main commentary is contained in the text called the Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way. Then the first commentator on Nagarjuna’s text was Buddhapalita, who
wrote a commentary on Nagarjuna’s text. The
commentary itself is named after him, so it is
called, Buddhapalita. Then there came a great
master whose name was Bhavaviveka, and he
sought to refute Buddhapalita’s explanation of
what Nagarjuna wrote. All of the people who
followed Bhavaviveka became the autonomy
school and those who followed Buddhapalita
became the consequence school.
Now it would be good to move on to the
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explanation of the two truths from what is
known as the middle way autonomy school as
presented in the Treasury of Knowledge:
Appearances exist superficially; they are like
illusions. Ultimately nothing exists; it is like
space. This is the presentation of the autonomy
school.
Let’s recite that three times. [Students recite.]
The explanation of the middle way autonomy
school is that appearances are the mere coming
together of causes and conditions. So in this way
they are like illusions. They are appearances of
things that are not real. We know this because as
soon as you investigate them, we cannot find
anything at all. Ultimately nothing exists. It is
all like space, and that is the nature of genuine
reality.
The autonomy school itself has two sub
schools: the sutra autonomy school and the yogic
conduct autonomy school. Just for the record,
their names in Sanskrit are sautrantikasvatantrika-madhyamaka and yogacarasvatantrika-madhyamaka respectively. The
reason for this division is that the sutra autonomy school explains conventional reality the
way that the sutra school does and says that
outer things exist conventionally, and the yogic
conduct autonomy school explains conventional
reality the way the mind only school does and
does not assert the existence of outer objects
conventionally.
One of the earliest and great Indian masters
who brought the dharma to Tibet was
Santarakshita, whose well-renowned and famous
text The Ornament of the Middle Way explains
the view of the autonomy school. In his text
Santarakshita writes the following verse:
Whatever things may be asserted by ourselves or
others, since in their nature they are neither one
nor many, they have no inherent nature; they are
like reflections.
Let’s recite this verse from the great Khenpo
Santarakshita. [Students recite.]
The meaning of this verse is that whatever

nature of it is own.
things Buddhists say are real and whatever
But what about when it barks? [Rinpoche
things non-Buddhists say are real are equally
squeezes the toy to make it bark.] Well its bark is
susceptible to the analysis that examines them
actually just a string of tiny moments, and each
and finds that they are neither one thing nor
of those moments breaks down into its compomany things. Therefore, they have no inherent
nent parts, so you cannot find one existent
nature and are just like reflections. Just as a
moment of the barking sound either. Since it is
reflection is neither one thing nor many things
not one thing nor is it many things, it has no
and without inherent nature, so all things are
inherent nature. It is empty of any nature, and
the same. Whatever thing it is, it can be broken
this emptiness is genuine reality. The appeardown into it is component parts. Therefore,
ance of something, when in fact there is really
nothing inherently exists as one entity, and
nothing there at all, is apparent
therefore also, there is really no
reality, or relative reality.
such thing as a partless particle
[ T his sound] is empt
y
empty
The reason why this school
as was asserted by the particuof any nature, and this
is called the autonomy school is
larist school. Because whatever
emptiness is genuine
that they assert the autonomous
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nent parts, ad infinitum.
nothing there at all, is
modes, and they assert that
So if we examine this tuatara
each of these three modes really
[Rinpoche has a tuatara toy in
appar
en
ealit
y or
apparen
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exists. In other words, to be
front of him], then it is not one
r ela
tiv
e rrealit
ealit
y.
elativ
tive
eality
considered valid, a reason has to
thing, because it is really just
pass three tests. So you put it
four legs, eyes, a mouth, gizzard,
through these three tests, and if it passes all
tail and all the parts of its body. So it is defithree then it is valid.
nitely not one thing; it is a collection of parts. If
For example, if you say, “Suffering does not
you think, “Well there might be one thing in
some of the parts,” then if you examine the hand really exist because it is neither one thing nor is
it many things,” then that reason, that it is
it is just five fingers, and each of those fingers is
neither one thing nor many, has to pass three
a smaller collections of parts, and so forth, until
different tests. It has to have three characterisyou get down to the tiny atomic particles. But
tics, which adherents of the autonomy school say
again, a particle is not really one thing; it is just
autonomously exist.
whatever parts it is comprised of. So that is why
The first test it has to pass regards the
there cannot be any partless particle.
subject of the reason, which in this case is sufferSo then we might say, “Okay it is not one
ing. So whatever we consider to be suffering
thing, but it is many things; it is a collection of
must be neither one thing nor many things. If
many things.” But you cannot say it is a collecthat is true then you can say that this reason is a
tion of many things, because you cannot find one
thing to begin with. If it is going to be many then quality of the subject. So the first mode is called
the subject quality; that is its technical name.
you have to start counting somewhere, but
The second test is that whatever is neither
whatever you identify to begin to count does not
one nor many must lack any inherent nature.
really exist, because it just breaks down into
That is the relationship between the reason and
further parts. So if you cannot find any one
existent thing, then there cannot be many either. what you are actually trying to prove. So if it is
the case that whatever is neither one thing nor
And therefore, since, whatever phenomenon it
many things has no inherent existence, then the
is, it is neither one nor many, then it has no
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because they are saying something that is not
reasoning has passed the second test. This is
genuine ultimate truth but just an approximatechnically called the forward pervasion. So
tion, a description of it. Then when they refute
basically, if something is neither one thing nor
conceptual fabrications and say that the nature
many things, then it cannot really exist, because
of reality goes beyond conceptual fabrications,
there is no other possibility. If something exists
then they call that the unenumerated ultimate
it has to be one or many. If it is neither one nor
truth, because that is the nature of genuine
many, then it cannot inherently exist. So it
reality as it actually is, beyond concepts.
passes that test.
They also divide appearances into what they
Then the third test is called the reverse
call wrong appearances—that is the literal
pervasion, and it shows the reasoning of the
name—which are things that appear in dreams,
second test a little more clearly, because this
illusions, mirages, and so forth, and valid appart of the test is that whatever inherently
pearances, which are things that we perceive
exists must be one thing or many things. So it is
during the day that can
just a reversal of the second
test. The second one is whatWhen it examines the mind actually perform a function.
So those they consider to
ever is neither one thing nor
and
says
that
there
is
no
have some authenticity.
many things does not inherfundamental
moment
of
The difference between
ently exist, and the third one
mind, then this is what
the two sub schools—the
is whatever inherently exists
makes the view of the
sutra autonomy school and
must be one thing or many
the yogic conduct autonomy
things. So if this reasoning
y scho
ol
aut
onom
autonom
onomy
school
school—is whether or not
passes all three tests, then
aor
dinar
y.
e x tr
traor
aordinar
dinary
they assert the existence of
you have a valid reason.
outer objects conventionally. If they assert that
Actually when we look at this school’s view,
since it says that outer things do not really exist outer objects exist conventionally but not ultimately, then they are the sutra autonomy school;
and that there really is no fundamental particle
if they do not assert the existence of outer obof matter, then this view is in harmony with the
jects conventionally, but rather assert selfway that some scientists think today. But when
awareness conventionally, as does the mind only
it examines the mind and says that there is no
fundamental moment of mind either, then this is school, then they are the yogic conduct autonomy school. The ones who assert the convenwhat makes the view of the autonomy school
tional existence of outer things are in harmony
extraordinary, because that goes beyond what
with the world, with the way people in the world
science has come up with so far.
think about things, but the ones who do not even
Another distinguishing feature of the auassert the conventional existence of outer things
tonomy school is that it refutes the idea that
things are real and asserts that emptiness is the at all are not in harmony with the way people in
nature of genuine reality. So it is a view that has the world think.
If you asserted the existence of outer things
an assertion.
Furthermore it refutes the idea that concepts conventionally, then you would say that if you
examined the thing and it is neither one nor
can demonstrate the nature of reality and asmany, then it does not really exist. But when you
serts that the nature of reality is free from
do not examine it, then there is something there,
conceptual fabrication. So again it makes an
which is the basis to which we give a name. So
assertion.
that is how the sutra autonomy school would
The first assertion, in which they refute that
explain it. If somebody says “This planet does
things are real and assert that they are emptinot truly exist; it does not have any inherent
ness—that assertion of emptiness is called the
existence, but there is the appearance of it,” if
enumerated or the approximate ultimate truth,
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somebody in the world believes that—that there
is this planet on the outside, but that it does not
exist ultimately—then they would be in harmony
with the view of the sutra autonomy school.
What the yogic conduct autonomy school asserts
conventionally is the existence of self-awareness
and the all-basis consciousness.
So that is a brief explanation of the middle
way autonomy school’s presentation of the two
truths.

The Meditation
In his explanation of how to meditate according to the stages of the vehicle of characteristics
in the Treasury of Knowledge, Jamgön Kongtrül
Lodrö Thayé explains how to meditate according
to the view of the autonomy school:
According to the autonomy school, first analyze,
and then rest in the total negation of everything,
[which total negation] is like space.
This way of meditating is first to analyze
things and see that they do not really exist. For
example, use the reasoning that sees that things
are neither one nor many. The result of such
reasoning is to leave you in the total negation of
everything—in the negation that is like space.
You will want to bring this negation to mind
again and again. Make it clear in your mind,
vivid and sharp, again and again, and then just
rest in the emptiness that is like space.
In the prajnaparamita sutras it says that the
way to meditate on prajnaparamita, the transcendent perfection of wisdom, is like meditating on space. So it is the same as that.
Question: The autonomy school divided appearances into wrong appearances which were really
an illusion, and valid appearances, that which
we see. But what do they mean by valid, what
does that mean?
Rinpoche: According to the sutra autonomy
school, valid appearance is something that
appears to the sense consciousness and in a
manner in accordance with how people in the
world consider the sense consciousnesses to
operate. It is basically something that is an

object of your sense experience, for example,
something that appears to your eye consciousness, which is the basis to which you can give a
name. That basis to which you can give a name is
a valid appearance, because it really appears to
your eye sense consciousness. Therefore, it has
some validity. And the same thing can be said
with reference to what appears to your ear, nose,
tongue, and tactile sense consciousnesses. They
really appear, so they are authentic.
On the other hand, wrong appearances do not
appear to your sense consciousnesses, even
though it seems as though they do. Wrong appearances would include the things that you
perceive in dreams. None of the sense objects
you perceive in dreams really appear to your
sense consciousnesses; it just seems as though
they do. So they are called wrong appearances.
We are able to distinguish between wrong
appearances and authentic or correct appearances during the daytime, but not during
dreams. During dreams we are not able to make
that distinction. If we made the distinction
during dreams, we would be wrong, because we
would be thinking that the dream was the daytime, and that there was some other dream
besides the dream we were dreaming. We would
be saying that the dream appearances were the
daytime appearances, and that then when we
dream, those were the wrong appearances, but
really it was all a dream anyway. So when you
dream, you cannot make those distinctions. The
distinction between wrong and correct appearances is one that we can make only with reference to daytime appearances. So it is like that.
Question: I just want to clarify something.
When you talk about valid appearances, this is
something I appear to have great conflict in. We
often have a direct experience of something and
then we label it and by that time we have a
concept of it, which is not a direct experience
anymore. So are we just talking about the direct
experience without the labeling?
Translator: Yes, that is right—only the objects
that appear directly to your sense
consciousnesses.
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Questioner: Before we label it?
Translator: Right, before you label it.
Question: How do you reconcile the valid appearance views with the mind only views. It
seems as though the two do not fit very well
together?
Rinpoche: You are right to notice that. That is
not a presentation that would be made by the
mind only school; it would be made by the sutra
autonomy school. If you are not asserting that
there are outer objects, you would not assert
that the sense consciousness’s perception was
unconfused. So in that case the sense
consciousness’s perception would not be a valid
appearance. So it is good to note that, and also to
understand that we cannot go into all of the
particular distinctions here. Rinpoche says he is
just trying to give a general presentation of the
view, but not of the particular distinctions of
every school. But what you said is correct.

T he M
iddle Wa y C
onsequenc
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Middle
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onsequence
School
The tradition of the middle way consequence
school, the prasangika madhyamaka, is the
tradition that comes down from Buddhapalita
and then from Chandrakirti and is the tradition
of not asserting anything about the nature of
genuine reality, because reality is beyond conceptual fabrication.
The Treasury of Knowledge explains the
consequence school’s presentation as follows:
Apparent reality is whatever mind imagines. It is
asserted following worldly tradition. Genuine
reality is inexpressible and inconceivable. This is
the consequence school’s tradition.
So let’s recite this three times. [Students
recite.]
The relative, or what is only apparently real,
is explained by the consequence school as whatever you think. You can think of nice theories to
explain things, or you can think in whatever
other way you want, but whatever you think is
by definition just a mere appearance. So the
consequence school does not make up any theories of its own to explain the nature of appear132 SHENPEN ÖSEL

ances, because, according to them, none of them
are real anyway. So there is nothing that you
really need to say. You just follow what the world
says. If the world says an enemy has this definition then, they say, “Okay, that’s fine. A friend
has this definition. This we call night time, this
we call daytime, this we call the planet, this we
call tree,” and so on. They just label appearances
in the same way that people in the world do,
because from their own perspective, they are all
equally lacking in true existence.
The nature of genuine reality, on the other
hand, cannot be conceived of; it cannot be described, it cannot be expressed, and it is free
from all conceptual fabrications about what it is.
When, according to this school, we analyze the
nature of genuine reality with precise knowledge,* we cannot find anything to make any
assertion about, and so this school does not
make any assertions. It transcends views and
transcends philosophical explanations because
reality is inconceivable and inexpressible, and so
there is no reason to say anything about it.
The reason for this is that if you asserted
that something existed there would be a logical
flaw in that assertion. If you asserted that nonexistence was the nature of reality, that would
also be a logically flawed position, because
existence does not exist and nonexistence does
not exist either. When we examine, we cannot
find anything that exists and we cannot find any
“thing” that we could call nonexistence. So the
nature of reality, we see, goes beyond both existence and nonexistence.
In the Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle
Way, Nagarjuna writes:
Existence is the view of realism. Nonexistence is
the view of nihilism. Therefore, the wise abide
neither in existence nor in nonexistence.
Let’s recite that together. [Students recite.]
He also writes:
Those who are careful neither assert existence

*Editor’s note: One could also say, “with precise intelligence.”

also do not distinguish between approximate or
enumerated ultimate truth and unenumerated
ultimate truth.
So let’s recite that. [Students recite.]
The ultimate presentation of the consequence
The reason that Nagarjuna wrote this verse
school would be to say that relative appearances
was that he had refuted every Buddhist view
transcend notions of true and false, valid or
and every non-Buddhist view, and had shown
invalid, and that ultimate truth or genuine
that none of them could
reality transcends the
accurately describe the
notions of both existnature of reality. Then
ence and nonexistence.
his opponents asked
The reason they say this
him, “Well, what about
is that if you said, for
your view, is there not
example, that all apsomething there to be
pearances are false,
refuted as well?” And
then false becomes a
he said, “No. I cannot
truly existent thing. If
be refuted because I
you have false then you
have no view. I make no
necessarily have to have
assertion, and so there
truth, because false can
is nothing there to
only exist in depenrefute. You can only
dence upon truth, and
refute someone if they
vice versa. Either way
make an assertion, but
you are in the trap of
I do not make an asserdependently existent
tion.”
concepts. So they will
Then they said to
not assert either one.
him, “Well, you assert
Similarly, if you say
that reality is free from
that genuine reality is
all conceptual fabricalike nonexistence then
tions; your assertion is
you have to have existthat you make no
ence somewhere, beassertion. That is what
cause nonexistence is
you say.”
just a concept that you
And Nagarjuna said,
can have only in depen“That is not my view;
dence on there being
that is your view.
some concept of exist[laughter] That is what
N ot only is the cconsequenc
onsequenc
e scho
ol
onsequence
school
ence. So that is why you
you say, but I would not ultima
y
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reality is nonexistent. It
assertion. Your fixamak
ing no asser
tions
making
assertions
tions..
is beyond both existence
tion,” he would say, “is
and nonexistence.
that you think that
Not only is the consequence school ultimately
when somebody does not make any assertion,
beyond all assertions, they are even beyond the
then that is an assertion, but it is not.”
assertion of making no assertions. Furthermore,
The consequence school does not make any
ultimately the consequence school does not
distinctions between valid appearances and
assert that there is anything to be realised. It
wrong or invalid appearances, because they are
does not assert that there is a realization, and it
all equally lacking in any inherent nature. They
nor nonexistence, and therefore they cannot be
refuted by anyone.”
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does not assert that there is an absence of realization.
With respect to meditation, the Treasury of
Knowledge states:
According to the consequence school, the object of
meditation, the dharmadhatu, and the meditating
mind are undifferentiable, like water poured into
water.

it is something the intellect can grasp, it is necessarily relative.
This shows that the nature of genuine reality
transcends conceptual fabrication. Shantideva
also writes:
When mind perceives neither something nor
nothing, then there is no projected image, and
this lack of any reference point is perfect peace.

The way to meditate according to the conseQuestion: Rinpoche, is the consequence school
quence school is first to realise that the nature
still dependent on having something to refute? If
of what you are meditating on, genuine reality,
it had nothing to refute, it would not be a school.
cannot be described by any conceptual fabrications. There can be no conceptions about the
Rinpoche: When we are still engaged in the
nature of genuine reality; it transcends fabricaprocess of proof and refutation, then we are part
tion. So when we truly meditate, the mind is not
of the autonomy school. When we transcend
fabricating anything, and in this way what we
proof and refutation, that is the authentic consemeditate on and we as the meditator, the mediquence school. You cannot jump into that right
tating mind, are not two different things. When
away, you have to go through the steps of the
you do that, then the meditating mind will be
proofs and refutations in
free of any mode of perceporder to transcend proof and
tion, and the object of meditaWhen we are still engaged
refutation. It is not so easy to
tion, which is the
in the pr
o c ess of pr
o of and dissolve all thoughts and get
pro
pro
dharmadhatu, and the medito the stage of freedom from
refutation, then we are
tating mind become
conceptual fabrications. So we
par
onom
y
partt of the aut
autonom
onomy
undifferentiable, inseparable,
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end have to go in steps. We follow
scho
ol. W hen w
we
transc
anscend
school.
just like water poured into
the steps that are laid out,
o of and rrefuta
efuta
tion,
pr
efutation,
pro
water.
developing understanding in
And furthermore, ultithat is the authentic
a gradual way. For example,
mately the consequence
c onsequenc
e scho
ol.
onsequence
school.
when you rub two sticks
school does not assert that
together in order to make a
there is anything to be realfire, if you want to get the fire, you first need to
ized; there is no realization; there is no absence
exert a lot of effort when you are rubbing the
of realization.
sticks together, but once the fire sparks and is
So now let’s recite the verse explaining the
burning, then you can just sit back and relax. You
two truths according to the consequence school.
do not have to do anything anymore. So simi[Students recite.]
larly, when we are engaged in the process of
According to the consequence school, the object of understanding and investigating, we need to use
meditation, the dharmadhatu, and the meditating logical analysis. During that stage, it could be
said that we are in the autonomy school. But
mind are undifferentiable, like water poured into
then, once we gain certainty, we do not need that
water.
anymore, and we can relax in the view of the
This way to meditate according to the conseconsequence school. Everyone who becomes a
quence school is also described in the Guide to
follower of the consequence school first has to
the Bodhisattva’s Conduct, in which Shantideva
follow the autonomy school; there is no other
writes:
way. Even the protector Nagarjuna himself was
first a follower of the shravakayana and then
Genuine reality is not an object of the intellect. If
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gradually he became an exponent of the consequence school. So it is like that.
Question: Thank you, Rinpoche. The verse that
we have been reading says that apparent reality
is whatever mind imagines. When we were
talking about the mind only school we were
talking about the eight consciousnesses that
comprise the mind. You talked about the five
sense consciousnesses, the alaya, and then the
sixth and the seventh consciousnesses. I am just
wondering whether the consequence school or
even the autonomy school have a different view
of those consciousnesses, and also how far down
in the earlier schools that Rinpoche talked about
does that concept of mind and concept of consciousness pervade? Thank you.
Rinpoche: That the consequence school does not
assert the ultimate existence of the all-base
consciousness and self-awareness is very clear. It
is explained in the text called Entering the
Middle Way by Chandrakirti, explicitly refuting
the base consciousness and self-awareness.
But then after that, there is debate, because
some Tibetan masters said that the base consciousness and self-awareness are not even
asserted conventionally and others said that
there is no contradiction in saying that these
exist conventionally. There are even some who
say that they are followers of the consequence
school but assert the conventional existence of
outer objects, but those who disagree with them
would say that they are not really followers of
the consequence school at all; who they really
follow is the sutra autonomy middle way school.
These people would assert the existence of
things—validly existing in the relative truth—
which are proven to be existent by our own
cognition. They would say that these things exist
conventionally but that they do not exist ultimately.
But others would say that that is again an
explanation following the sutra autonomy
middle way school, and is not an explanation of
the consequence school. Those who assert the
existence of outer things conventionally, when
they hear people saying that that is wrong, then

say that those people are just proponents of the
mind only school; they are not consequence
school people either. [laughter] So this in Tibetan is called a difficult point [laughter], because you have masters who are very famous
taking opposing views. One writes something,
and then the other one writes something to
refute that, and back and forth, and so on. So it is
a point that requires great research into the
question. So it is like that.
Question: With the analogy of the fire and
rubbing the sticks together and then relaxing in
the warmth, do practitioners go from autonomy
to consequence and then back again? Could
somebody move between those two views?
Translator: The analogy of the fire is that you
rub the sticks together and then you get the fire,
right? So you do not need to rub them again.
Questioner: But then the fire might go out. So
would they move from one to the other in that
way, in their view?
Rinpoche: It can appear like that, meaning that
a person can understand the view of the consequence school, but then for the benefit of others
come back and appear to be taking the view of
the autonomy school, engaging in proof and
refutation. Or, somebody can really believe that
the view of the autonomy school is correct, but
for some beneficial purpose take the view of the
consequence school. Because thoughts are very
subtle, they can change very quickly.

The Shentong School
The term shentong, meaning “empty of
other,” was first coined by the great master
whose name was Yolmo Mikyo Dorje. Dolpopa
Sherab Gyaltsen was its main exponent, and
they invented this name, empty of other,
shentong. But what they were describing had
been described before. The view had existed
before; it is just that they made this new name
for it.
The verse from the Treasury of Knowledge for
this school says:
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The imaginary and dependent aspects are apparent reality. The perfectly existent nature, nondual
primordial wisdom, is genuine. This is the empty
of other presentation.

school there is still this quality of the dependent
nature of thoughts’ having some existence,
whereas the shentong says that the ultimate
perfectly existent nature is empty of both the
imaginary nature and the dependent nature.* So
you can analyze both of these views and see that
they do not really exist and what you have left is
the clear light nature of mind, completely free of
any stains.
In the text known as The Highest Continuum:
The Treatise on Buddha Nature,** the way in
which the true nature of mind is empty is explained in the following verse:

The shentong, the empty of other school, we
can see, explains things using the explanation of
the imaginary aspect, the dependent aspect, and
the perfectly existent aspect, just as the mind
only school does. So distinguishing the differences between the mind only school’s teaching
and the empty of other school’s teaching is a
difficult point. Although the shentong use the
same terms, the same names, what the names
It is empty of that which can be separated out, the
mean is something different from the mind only
school’s definitions. And so the shentong masters fleeting stains. It is not empty of that which is
inseparable from it, the unsurpassable qualities.
spent a lot of time explaining these three natures to try to make it clear.
This understanding of emptiness is more
If we look at the explanation of shentong that
easily understandable if we refer to the example
is easiest to understand, then it would be as
of a butter lamp, the flame of which, we could
follows: whatever thoughts are thinking about,
say, is empty of darkness, but not empty of light.
whatever thoughts imagine to exist, that is the
This explanation says that the flame of the
imaginary nature; the objects of thoughts are
butter lamp dispels the darkness. There is no
imagined. The thoughts themselves are the
darkness present within it, so it is empty of
dependent nature, or the dependent aspect,
darkness. But it is not empty of the light that is
because they arise in depenthe very remedy for the
dence upon the habitual
darkness. This is an explanaIn the third turning it is
tendencies of the mind. And
tion from the perspective of
explained that the nature
the true nature of the
affirming what the nature of
of mind is clear light, free
thoughts is the clear light
reality is.
nature of mind, the perfectly
of any blemish or stain.
If we explain it from the
existent nature.
perspective of refutation,
The difference between
then we would examine the flame itself and say
this view and the mind only school’s view is that
that the flame is empty of its own essence:
the mind only school says that the perfectly
Because all of the past moments of the flame
existent nature is the dependent nature empty
have ceased, they cannot be existent; because all
of the imaginary aspect, whereas the shentong
of the future moments of the flame have not yet
says that the perfectly existent nature is empty
arisen, they cannot be existent; and because, if
of both the dependent nature and the imaginary
you examine this present moment, there is no
nature. The difference is that in the mind only
one moment to be found—under analysis it just
breaks down into sub moments which in turn
break down into further sub moments, ad infini*Editor’s note: i.e., the dependent nature, empty of the
imaginary nature, in the mind only school is the perfectly
tum, never leaving one single existent moment of
existent nature; whereas in the shentong view, the dependent
the flame. So that would be an explanation of the
nature is not only empty of the imaginary nature, but also
rangtong from the perspective of refutation.
empty of itself, empty of inherent existence.
The shentong view derives from the third
**Editor’s note: The Treatise on Buddha Nature is available
turning of the wheel of dharma, which does not
from Namo Buddha Publications.
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explain things from the perspective of refutation, because that has already been done in the
second turning. The third turning of the wheel of
dharma explains things from the perspective of
affirming. It describes what the nature of mind
is, saying that in essence it is clear light and
explaining how it is completely free of any
imperfection or flaw.
If you do not know the second turning of the
wheel’s view yet, then you will start out with the
second turning’s refutations and then proceed to
the third turning’s way of explaining [the nature
of mind, the nature of emptiness, and the nature
of reality] from an affirmative perspective. But if
you have already studied the second turning’s
refutations, then when you get to the third
turning, you do not need to use those refutations
anymore, because you have already done that
work. That work has been successfully completed. You have already refuted what needs to
be refuted. You do not need to refute it again.
In short, in the third turning it is explained
that the nature of mind is clear light, free of any
blemish or stain, and that the inherent nature of
mind, the enlightened essence, has the ability to
manifest the appearances of enlightenment: the
appearances of the kayas, the wisdoms, and the
buddha realms. It has the potential to display
them all.
If you think about a mirror, a mirror can
reflect images. But if it is dark around the mirror, then, because there is no clarity, the mirror
is not going to reflect anything. Similarly, it is
the luminous nature of mind, the buddha nature,
that has the potential to manifest the appearances of the kayas and the buddha realms.
In the vajrayana, there has to be some ground
or wellspring for the appearances of the deities
and the mandalas. That ground or wellspring is
buddha nature. In the mahayana as well, there is
some wellspring for the appearances of the
enlightened form bodies, the nirmanakaya and
the sambhogakaya, as well as for the appearances of the pure realms, and again this ground
or wellspring is the buddha nature. It is the
*Editor’s note: Or, “from which these things manifest.”

radiant nature of mind that allows these things
to manifest.*
This is mainly a presentation of sutra
shentong. But then there is also mantra
shentong, and that is something that is presented in the Kalachakra tantra and other
tantras. Mantra shentong is an extraordinary
explanation, and when you connect the sutra
explanation of shentong with the vajrayana, then
it becomes very profound. So that is a brief
explanation of the shentong view.

The Meditation
The way to meditate according to the
shentong is to relax free of contrivance within
the clear light nature of mind. In the Treasury of
Knowledge it says:
According to the empty of other school, rest in the
great nonconceptual clear light.
Question: The alaya is a real nice concept for
stashing the karma, but if you do not have the
alaya anymore, I was just wondering how they
might explain karma?
Rinpoche: Karma itself is just a mere appearance, a mere dependently arisen appearance, so
it does not need a place to be put, because it is
not really there to begin with. In fact, the nature
of all phenomena is that they are groundless and
rootless; they have no base or foundation. They
are just dependently arisen mere appearances.
They do not need somewhere to be put. If you
say that they have to have somewhere to be put,
then they gain a foundation. If karma were not
just a mere appearance—if it truly existed—then
it would need a place to be put, a place to be
stored. So it is like that.
Question: I am not quite sure. In terms of the
tips you gave for meditating on these two different schools, in the first one, in which you meditate on the negation of the existence of things
and try to see that everything is like space, it is
sort of conceivable that I could negate and get
there. But in terms of having an experience of
water poured into water, or the last one, in
which you rest in the nonconceptual clear light,
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is that something we have to take on faith?
Because it is sort of like you cannot experience
it. So even in Buddhist logic do you have to
operate on faith?

buddha nature, the ten aspects of its existence,
and the nine examples explaining how it could
be the nature of sentient beings while at the
same time being obscured by temporary
obscurations. You study that to gain certainty
about the buddha nature and its qualities. Then
the way to meditate is described in one verse:

Rinpoche: You do not just have to accept it on
faith. The consequence school’s point is that,
whatever you examine,
Nothing whatsoever need
you cannot find anything
be removed and not the
there. So whatever conslightest thing need be
ceptual reference point
added. Truly looking at
you have, when you
truth, truth is seen, and in
examine it, you find it to
this seeing is complete
be an inaccurate descripliberation.
tion of the nature of
reality. That is how they
The meaning of this
prove that reality is
verse is that, since in the
beyond concepts, that it is
essential nature of
free from conceptual
mind—clear light—there
fabrication. You have to
is not the slightest stain
use your analysis to get to
or imperfection, there is
that understanding.
nothing that we need to
Then, when you meditate,
remove, nothing to be
according to the consegotten rid of. And since
quence school, it talks
all good qualities, all of
first about the object of
the unsurpassable qualithe meditation, which is
ties are spontaneously
the dharmadhatu, the
present as the nature of
expanse of genuine realmind, then there is nothity. But you cannot say
ing to add to it; there is
that the dharmadhatu
nothing that we need to
exists, and you cannot say
put in there that is not
that it does not exist.
there already.
Therefore your mind,
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mind. And in fact, within
your mind is also beyond
the true nature of mind,
conceptual fabrication, and the two are
an object that is looked at and the prajna that is
undifferentiable. That is the meditation from the
looking at it are not different things; they are
point of view of the consequence school.
undifferentiable. So basically you are just resting
Then, in terms of the shentong view, the text,
in the essential nature of mind.
The Highest Continuum, explains buddha nature:
In the Kagyu tradition there are three
the three reasons why all sentient beings have
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streams of mahamudra, there is sutra
mahamudra, mantra mahamudra, and essence
mahamudra. Sutra mahamudra in the Kagyu
tradition is based on this text, The Highest
Continuum, and since the Kagyu tradition is
combined with that, then you get an extraordinary presentation, a unique presentation of
mahamudra teaching. This way to meditate is in
harmony with meditating in the mahamudra
tradition in general, and therefore, this text, The
Highest Continuum, is a very important one in
the Kagyu tradition. And to make the connection
between sutra and tantra, The Highest Continuum is also very important; so it is called the
bridge between sutra and tantra.
Question: I do not know if Rinpoche is familiar
with Vedanta in the sense of Brahma’s being
ultimate reality and everybody’s true nature
being of the true nature of pure consciousness.
Could he explain perhaps the difference between
these two views?
Rinpoche: The difference between the Hindu
view and this view is that the Hindu view asserts the existence of a self, atman. The Buddhist presentation of the buddha nature also
talks about the genuine self, but the genuine self
is a name that is given in Buddhism to the transcendence of the self posited by the Hindus and
the nonself posited by the shravakas. That is the
difference. And it is a big difference.

Summar
y
Summary
This has been a general presentation of the
two truths according to the different philosophical traditions in Buddhism and a brief explanation of how to meditate according to these different philosophical tenets. Of course in each of the
four traditions—the Sakya, Gelug, Kagyu, and
Nyingma—there are different ways taught on
how to meditate, and they are all profound. One
should follow the meditation instructions for
*Editor’s note: See Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche’s
Progressive Stages of Meditation on Emptiness, available from
Namo Buddha Publications (www.rinpoche.com), Samye Ling
(www.samyelingshop.com), and Zhyisil Chokyi Gatsal
(www.greatliberation.org/dharmashop/).

whichever of these traditions one is following.
Also the Shambhala meditation teachings have
very good stages of meditating on shamatha and
vipashyana, which are also good to follow. So this
brief teaching has been as much as we could do
in two teaching sessions. It has necessarily been
a concise explanation. If you want to study these
views more extensively, then you have to study
the five stages of meditating on emptiness in a
more extensive way.*
If you want to study it really in depth, then in
order to study the common presentation of the
empty of self view that is common to both the
autonomy and the consequence schools, you
would study the twenty-seven chapters of
Nagarjuna’s Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle
Way. To study the extraordinary presentation of
the consequence school, you would study
Chandrakirti’s Entering the Middle Way and also
the Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Conduct by
Shantideva. If you want to study the shentong
view in depth then you would study The Highest
Continuum, the Uttara Tantra Shastra, which
now has the entire root verses and commentary
translated. To study in even more depth then
you would study the vajrayana. So you can make
it quite vast.
The text by Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen called
the Definitive Meaning of Mountain Dharma has
also now been translated. Previously people did
not want to study Dolpopa because they said
that he is just espousing the view of permanence.
But that way of looking at his work is slowly
dissolving. And as more and more people study
the treatise on buddha nature, The Highest
Continuum, then it will continue to dissolve and
more people will study Dolpopa.
Some people say they follow mahamudra and
dzogchen, which transcend both the empty of self
and the empty of other school views, and are
beyond rangtong and shentong because they are
beyond proof and refutation. In fact there is
nothing logically wrong with explaining things
that way, because you can reach an understanding of how reality transcends proof and refutation through logical reasoning. So there is no
flaw in saying that mahamudra and dzogchen are
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beyond proof and refutation. Sometimes it is
explained that mahamudra and dzogchen transcend all philosophies, and if they are beyond all
philosophies, then they have to be beyond both
the rangtong and the shentong.
So if we sort of essentialize these views in
terms of their ultimate relevance, then the
highest presentation that can be made from the
perspective of listening and analyzing is the
consequence school, because it dissolves all
conceptual reference points and fabrications.
And the highest presentation from the perspective of meditating is the empty of other school,
the shentong, because it describes what is experienced in meditation, which is the clear light
nature of mind.
In his song of The Profound Definitive Meaning (Sung on the Snowy Range), the lord of yogis,
Milarepa, sings:
For the mind that masters view, the emptiness
dawns.
In the content seen, not even an atom exists.
A seer and seen, refined until they’re gone—
This way of realizing view, it works quite well.
There is nothing to see and no one to see.
This view is in harmony with the explanation of
the consequence school. The way to meditate
that Milarepa sings about is in harmony with the
shentong school, he sings:
When meditation is clear light river flow,
There is no need to confine it to sessions and
breaks.
Meditator and object refined until they’re gone—
This heart bone of meditation, it beats quite well.
So to present the consequence school as the
highest view in terms of analysis and the
shentong as the most profound in terms of explaining meditation, we can see, is in harmony
with the way that Milarepa presents things as
well.
In the study of the different philosophical
tenets, there are many points at which you can
jump off and do extensive research. You can
research the difference between the mind only
school and the empty of other school. You can
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research the difference between the two empty
of self schools’ views—the autonomy school and
the consequence school. And you can research
the difference between the empty of self and the
empty of other schools’ views. This is something
that is much easier to do today, because there
are computers that can print books; things can
be posted on the Internet; and you can discuss
all of this through email. So it is much easier
than it used to be. In earlier times it would take
several years to make a book, and if people in
one land wrote a book, others would not necessarily know about it. So it was much more difficult to do this research then. But nowadays
information can be translated very quickly, and
since the research is now so easy to do, we
should definitely do it. The Buddhist tradition is
a tradition of research. The Buddha said that
research is permitted, and he even said it is
necessary, and so, since today in modern times it
is the era of research, then we should definitely
do research into these views.
Also, in these days many non-Buddhists are
interested in knowing what the Buddhist view
and philosophy are, and that is something that
we can explain, once we understand this presentation of the two truths. And this presentation
can become like a root which can grow more and
more in depth. So especially in this day and age
this presentation of the stages of understanding
the two truths is of great benefit. This is
Rinpoche’s personal opinion.

Dedication
As Rinpoche’s parting aspiration prayer for
you all, he prays that by perfecting your practices of listening to, reflecting on, and meditating on the teachings of the genuine dharma, you
will be of great benefit to all of the limitless
number of sentient beings.
And through developing great love and
wisdom that understands the nature of reality,
may you continue to develop an unmistaken and
an unerring way of being of benefit to others.
And in New Zealand, through all of the
different dharma and religious traditions’ being
in harmony with each other, may many sentient

beings be benefited.
And especially may all
Buddhists and all the different
dharma centers be in harmony
with each other, and through
that be of great benefit to
beings.
Sarva mangalam.
Long Life Prayer for
Khenchen Tsultrim Gyamtso
Rinpoche

Dedication Song
All you sentient beings I
have a good or bad
connection with
As soon as you have left this
confused dimension
May you be born in the west
in Sukhavati
And once you’re born there,
complete the bhumis and
the paths.

Through the power of the
blessing of all the sugatas
Of all gurus, wisdom deities
and protectors
And of all the other heirs of
victorious ones
Who live in the buddhafields of
the ten directions,
True spiritual friend, may you
live long
And fill all of space with
enlightened activity.
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Thrangu Rinpoche to Build Traditional Tibetan
Retreat Center in Colorado Mountains

I

n America there are few Tibetan Buddhist
retreat centers. As the number of Tibetan
Buddhist practitioners grows so does the
need for a place for them to go and do retreat.
In Tibet practitioners had thousands of
monasteries and mountain caves to practice in.
These circumstances allowed many individuals
to implement the instructions that lead to realization and to achieve accomplishment in their
meditation.
Destruction of this precious environment in
Tibet brings a need to find its equivalent established in the West. America has become fertile
ground for the incredible diamond path to enlightenment. As more and more people see the
need for deepening their practice, they will want
an environment that will provide the circumstances to be able to do just that.
Crestone, Colorado, has already been identified as a geographical location that not only
looks like the Himalayan region but also has the
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same sacred qualities.
The Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche, who has
built retreat centers in Nepal and the Vajra
Vidya Institute in Sarnath, India, has spent his
life establishing these practice and learning
centers so that the continuation of
buddhadharma is guaranteed.
With the donation of thirty-five acres in the
Crestone Mountains, a traditional retreat center
will be built. This retreat center will provide an
environment that will support individual as well
as group practices. Long- and short-term retreats will be possible. A khenpo and nuns
trained in the practices will support the
retreatants.

The Design
The Vajra Vidya Retreat Center is being
designed by Architectural Harmonics, a firm
specializing in sacred architecture. This archi-

solar alternatives, we are submitting grants to
tect is experienced in designing sacred spaces
environmental organizations.
and much thought is going into the design of the
rooms themselves as well as their integration
Doing Retreat
with the other spaces. In addition, we have
gathered information from retreatants from
other centers on what is important to someone
Western practitioners searching for retreat
doing a retreat for a long time.
locations find they have very few choices, while
The tradition in Tibet is to have retreat
in Tibet good retreat land was easily found. As
centers composed of a single building with a
Tibetan Buddhism begins to be rooted in
shrine room and individual rooms in which the
America, it becomes apparent that a project that
retreatants sleep and practice. In following this
supports this ancient tradition of retreat is a a
tradition, the architects have studied photos of
timely necessity.
retreat centers in Tibet, examined the plans of
Rinpoche has said that the center will be
the Karma Ling and the Gampo Abbey threeopen for individuals to do retreats of different
year retreat centers, and used Thrangu
practices and for varying lengths of time. Since
Rinpoche’s vast knowledge of how retreat cenmost participants will be lay persons, he did not
ters were built in the East and now the West.
see the need for rigid separation of male and
The center is also
female
being designed to
retreatants in
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on the thirty-fiveThe retreat
summer at the second Crestone retreat.
acre site in
center is deCrestone. Because
signed, however,
the land is very fragile and lies on migratory
so that a retreatant could do a three-year retreat
routes for animals, such as elk, the center will
at Vajra Vidya if he or she were inclined to do so.
try to have minimal impact.
Participants will come together to do mornThe shrine room, designed to hold thirty
ing and evening prayers and attend occasional
people, will be flanked by two wings that will
teachings in the shrine room. They will also
have ten individual rooms each, as well as living
meet in the dining room for meals and be able to
quarters for the khenpo on one side and rooms
contact their families in emergencies in the
for the nuns on the other wing. Environmentally office or conference room.
friendly materials and the least destructive
Fundraising
construction techniques will be used. A great
deal of attention will be given to the external
walls so that they will be thermally efficient. In
So far our fundraising has been very successorder to provide good individual sound proofing, ful, but we need to bridge a hurdle that will
Aerblock, a concrete compound, will be used. It
allow the actual building to begin soon. The
is strong, durable, lightweight, has excellent
plans are being formalized and a model is now
heat absorbing properties, and is very sound
available for all to see.
proof.
Anyone wishing to have a connection to this
Solar panels will heat water for the building
auspicious project has many ways to do so.
and radiant heating will be used on the floor,
Contributions are always welcome and an autoproviding both a silent and nonpolluting source
matic monthly deposit can be arranged. Many
of heat. Photovoltaic panels are also being consmall amounts do add up. Rinpoche has consesidered to fulfill some of the electrical needs.
crated golden buddhas from Thailand that can be
Because of the large capital expenditure of these purchased to raise money for the building fund.
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The cost of the entire project will be about
$750,000. Thrangu Rinpoche would like to have
the retreat center open and operating very soon.
He has therefore suggested a plan to design and
construct the retreat center in phases.

Phase One
Estimated Cost: $350,000
If the full $750,000 is not raised right away,
then phase one will be built. This comprises the
north wing and includes the kitchen, dining,
laundry, and bathroom facilities in the basement.
The upstairs space, ultimately meant for the
upstairs bathrooms, will be used as a temporary
shrine room. Construction could begin on phase
one this year. By the end of 2003 there would be
a fully functioning retreat center with ten rooms
for retreatants.

Phases One and Two
Estimated Cost: $500,000
Ideally, if $500,000 is raised quickly, we could
begin with phases one and two together, which
adds ths shrine room to the north wing. This
would allow for bathrooms to be built upstairs
and for the beginning of the Library of Ancient
Wisdom below the shrine room.

Phase Three
Phase three adds the south wing and extensive landscaping. We are planning for vegetable
gardens and other landscaping to make the
outside as beautiful as the inside of the building.
Also, if a grant is obtained, solar voltaic panels
will be added so that the retreat center will be
as self-sustaining as possible. By making the
retreat very efficient, the daily cost of doing a
retreat at Vajra Vidya can be kept down.
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Vajra Vidya is a nonprofit corporation under
the Namo Buddha Seminar, which is a 501(c)(3)
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corporation, so all donations are tax deductible.
Vajra Vidya is directed by a five-member board
and has legal counsel and a chief financial officer. No persons working for Vajra Vidya receive
a salary. All funds raised will go directly to the
building of the Vajra Vidya Retreat Center with
no overhead costs.
If you would like to volunteer services or
expertise, please feel free to contact us. If you
would like to help in the fundraising for this
valuable project, we have a ten-minute video, a
brochure, and a description of the project that
we can send to you and that you can present to
your dharma group.
If you would like to donate money, please
send a check or money order along with your
name and address so we can send you a thank
you letter. Some individuals have chosen to
make a regular monthly contribution and that is
most welcome.
If you would like further information please
contact:
Vajra Vidya Retreat Center
PO Box1083
Crestone, Colorado 81131
You may call 1-719-256-5367. Or e-mail
cjohnson@ix.netcom.com.
See Rinpoche’s web site at
www.Rinpoche.com.

B ack IIssues
ssues of S
henp
en Ösel A
v ailable
Shenp
henpen
Arr e A
Av
In addition to being available online, back
issues of Shenpen Ösel are available in hard
copy. Indicate which issues you want and how
many of each by filling in the boxes on this page.
Send your orders to:
Shenpen Ösel
P.O. Box 51113
Seattle, WA 98115
Enclose a check for the amount due. Costs
are as follows:
In the United States: $5 per copy, plus $2
for the first copy and $.35 for each additional
copy for shipping and handling.
In Canada: $5 per copy plus $2.50 for the
first copy and an additional $1 for each addi❏ VOLUME 1, NUMBER 1 MAY 1997
Teachings on meditation and compassion by Khenchen
Thrangu Rinpoche; on the six aspects of the bardo, the
intermediate state, by Tai Situ Rinpoche; and on sitting
meditation by Lama Tashi Namgyal.
❏ VOLUME 1, NUMBER 2 OCTOBER 1997
Teachings on tranquillity and insight meditation by
Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche; on the four levels of
refuge by Kabje Kalu Rinpoche; on Tilopa’s six essential
points of meditation by Lama Tashi Namgyal; and on
how to abandon desire by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso
Rinpoche.
❏ VOLUME 2, NUMBER 1 MARCH 1998
Commentary on the Third Gyalwa Karmapa’s The
Aspiration Prayer of Mahamudra by Tai Situ Rinpoche,
including the original Tibetan text with translation.
❏ VOLUME 2, NUMBER 2 JUNE 1998
Commentary on Nagarjuna’s madhyamaka teachings
taken from Sixty Stanzas of Reasonings. Seventy
Stanzas on Emptiness, and The refutation of Criticism
by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche and Khenchen
Thrangu Rinpoche; teachings on the tantric path and
mahamudra by Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche.

tional copy for shipping and handling. All in US
currency. Note: orders of 7 or more will be sent
in 2 or more envelopes in order to reduce the
costs of shipping.
Outside North America: $5 per copy plus
$2.50 for the first magazine and an additional
$1.50 for each additional copy for shipping and
handling. All in US currency. Note: orders of 7 or
more will be sent in 2 or more envelopes in order
to reduce the cost of shipping. Orders sent
outside the United States may take up to six
weeks to arrive.
Please notice that the last two issues of
Shenpen Ösel have been double issues, and
therefore are available at US$10.00 apiece.
Please also adjust charges for shipping and
handling accordingly.
❏ VOLUME 2, NUMBER 3 DECEMBER 1998
Extensive teachings on the natural bardo (interval or inbetween state) between birth and death; the bardo of
suffering and misery at the time of death; powa and the
clear light bardo of dharmata; and the bardo of becoming, the intermediate state, by Khenchen Thrangu
Rinpoche.
❏ VOLUME 3, NUMBER 1 APRIL 1999
Teachings on Mind, Karma, Ego-formation and Liberation and on Mahamudra: The Essence of All the
Buddha’s Teachings by Kyabje Kalu Rinpoche; teaching
on chöd, cutting through the four maras, and techniques of
tranquillity and insight meditation by Tenga Rinpoche;
and a commentary on the twenty emptinesses by
Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche.
❏ VOLUME 3, NUMBER 2 OCTOBER 1999
In Praise of the Dharmadhatu by Arya Nagarjuna;
commentarial teachings on In Praise of the
Dharmadhatu by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche;
songs of realization by Jetsun Milarepa, Gyalwa
Götsangpa, Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, and
Padmasambhava (Guru Rinpoche) and commentary on
these songs by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche.
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❏ VOLUME 3, NUMBER 3 JANUARY 2000
Tilopa’s mahamudra instructions to Naropa,
Mahamudra Upadesha; teachings on Mahamudra
Upadesha by Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche; teachings
on achieving exertion on the path by Lama Tashi
Namgyal; information on Thrangu Rinpoche’s Vajra
Vidya Institute.
❏ VOLUME 4, NUMBER 1 JUNE 2000
The Medicine Buddha Sadhana (practice) in Tibetan,
transliteration, word-for-word translation, and full
literary translation; teachings on the Medicine Buddha
Sadhana by Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche; The Very
Essence of Mind, Mahamudra, the One Sufficient Path
by Gampopa; commentary on The Very Essence of
Mind, Mahamudra, the One Sufficient Path by Tenga
Rinpoche; report on Kala Rongo monastery for women
and Korche Monastery for men in eastern Tibet, as well
as the building of a monastic college, elementary
schools, and stupas, and the provision of medical care in
eastern Tibet.
❏ VOLUME 4, NUMBER 2 SEPTEMBER 2000
A Joyful Aspiration: Sweet Melody for Fortunate Ones
by the Seventeenth Karmapa, Urgyen Trinley Dorje; A
Song by the Sixteenth Karmapa, Rangjung Rigpe Dorje;
commentary on the Medicine Buddha Sutra by
Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche; The Twelve Great
Aspirations of the Medicine Buddha; The Sky-Dragon’s
Profound Roar by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche;
on the importance of concentration by Lama Tashi
Namgyal.

❏ VOLUME 4, NUMBER 3 DECEMBER 2000
Commentary on the Ninth Gyalwang Karmapa’s Pointing Out the Dharmakaya by Khenchen Thrangu
Rinpoche.
❏ VOLUME 5, NUMBER 1 MAY 2001
Commentary on Jamgon Kontrul’s text, Creation and
Completion: Essential Points of Tantric Meditation,
given by the Very Venerable Khenchen Thrangu
Rinpoche. The Cultivation of Bodhicitta and Taking and
Sending by Lama Tashi Namgyal.

❏ VOLUME 5, NUMBERS 2 & 3 DECECMBER 2001
Commentary on Chandrakirti’s Entrance to the Middle
Way by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche. Commentary on Gyalwa Götsangpa’s Eight Cases of Basic Goodness Not to Be Shunned by Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso
Rinpoche. A Prayer To Avert Nuclear War by Chatral
Rinpoche.

❏ VOLUME 6, NUMBERS 1 & 2 JUNE 2003
Commentary on the Ninth Karmapa’s Mahamudra: The
Ocean of Definitive Meaning by Khenchen Thrangu
Rinpoche. Commentary on The Two Truths from the
standpoint of the four Buddhist philosophical schools by
Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche. Information on
Thrangu Rinpoche’s plan to build a retreat center for
Westerners in the Colorado mountains.
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If you elected to receive back issues of Shenpen Ösel in lieu of last year’s
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146 SHENPEN ÖSEL

P lease N
ot
e:
Not
ote:
N e w Subscr
iption P
olic
y
Subscription
Polic
olicy

W

e wish to draw the reader’s attention to
Shenpen Ösel’s new subscription/donation
policy. In the past it has been our policy to provide, or at least try to provide, three issues of
Shenpen Ösel per year to everyone who has
made a donation by way of subscribing to this
journal. Keeping to this schedule has sometimes
been difficult. Our staff is made up entirely of
volunteers, and we have wanted always to provide the highest quality editing of which we are
capable. We have also wanted to avoid presenting anything but the straight and authentic
dharma. And of course Kagyu Shenpen Ösel
Chöling has had other activities that have made
demands on the time of various members of
Shenpen Ösel’s staff. For these reasons, meeting
the schedule has at times been difficult and
stressful.
For a time, before deciding to take a year’s
sabbatical/retreat, the editor had considered
closing the magazine, especially since books like
Ocean of Definitive Meaning were now being
made available and since so many of our own
magazines were now being published beautifully
in book form by Zhyisil Chokyi Ghatsal, and
other avenues for presenting these great teachings were opening up. But during this sabbatical,
the editor was able to take several one month
retreats and a couple of shorter retreats, which
restored his enthusiasm for this journal and his
sense of its continued value. It also provided the
inspiration for discovering a middle way between continuing the previous subscription
policy under stressful conditions and closing the
magazine altogether. From this time forward,
this middle way shall be Shenpen Ösel’s subscription by donation policy.
Any subscription/donation to Shenpen Ösel
shall entitle the donor to three issues of Shenpen
Ösel whenever they appear. If they appear in one
year, that will be wonderful! If it requires a year
and a half or even two years for them to appear,
that will also just have to be wonderful!
We also will continue to reserve the right to

designate issues as double issues when the logic
of publication of the teachings causes us to
extend the length of the magazine, as in the case
of this magazine and the previous one.
Also, inasmuch as it would amount to much
unnecessary work and mailing expense for our
volunteer staff to return small amounts of money
to donors in the case of the magazine’s unlikely
imminent but nonetheless eventual closing—the
end of all gathering is dispersion; the end of all
building is ruin; the end of all meeting is parting;
the end of all birth is death—donations to
Shenpen Ösel in such an eventuality will not be
returned but donated to some worthy dharma
activity.
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If you would like to support Shenpen Ösel,
either by subscribing or by direct donation,
please fill in the following form and mail to:
Shenpen Ösel
P.O. Box 51113
Seattle, WA 98115
Tel: (425) 776-6124
e-mail: ltashi.shenpenosel@gte.net
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There is no way that dharma practice can ever be a failure, because, however little
you feel that you have changed, you have established some kinds of habits that
will continue to develop on their own through time, just as a seed in a fertile
environment will produce a sprout whether you observe its doing so or not.
Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche
Kagyu Shenpen Ösel Chöling
P.O. Box 51113
Seattle, WA 98115
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