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 Session One: Introduction to Tantra
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:54 hours)This evening I’d like to start a weekend seminar on the topic of how to practice tantra effectively. And this is important for those of us who are involved already with tantra practice because we might not be engaging in those practices in the most effective manner; and in order to make our practice more effective, we need to know what to do. So the first thing that we need to know is what actually is tantra. What is the aim of tantra and how does it achieve that goal?

Well, the aim of tantra is to attain the enlightened state of a Buddha, like all other Mahayana practices, and we’re talking here about our own individual state of enlightenment. And, as in all Mahayana practices, we want to achieve that in order to be able to be of best help to everyone. Now, as for how we are going to attain that goal, we are certainly going to use all the methods that are presented in the sutra teachings; but, in addition, we’re going to add some more methods to that. So it’s very important never to think that sutra practice and tantra practice are two totally separate things and they don’t share anything in common. Everything that is in sutra practice is in tantra practice, although not everything in tantra practice will we find in sutra.

Now what helps us to understand what is actually going on in tantra is the actual word “tantra.” And tantra has two meanings, the word in Sanskrit. On one level, it means an everlasting stream of continuity; so something that stretches on and on and on, forever. And an extension of that meaning of stretching on and on and on is the second meaning, which are the strings of a loom on which you weave something.

Now when we talk about an everlasting continuum, we have three levels of that. We have the basis level, path level, and the resultant level. Basis level is referring to all the Buddha-nature factors; in other words, all the factors that will enable us to become a Buddha. And these are qualities or aspects of our mental continuum; in other words, what goes on from moment to moment to moment, lifetime to lifetime, no beginning and no end. So that’s the basis, what we all have  –  all beings, not just humans, because in one lifetime we may be reborn as a human, and in another lifetime we may be reborn as an insect or any other type of life form with a mind. And having a mind implies here any form of life that acts on the basis of intention  –  sort of with karmic impulses to do something with an intention. So we’re not talking about plants or rocks or anything like that. But, in any case, that’s the basis: all these Buddha-nature factors. And we’ll look more closely at that, but I want to present first the structure.

Then the path is referring to a type of practice that we can do which the elements or aspects of it also have no beginning and no end; so as a continuum. Because, although on the basis we have all these qualities and aspects that will enable us to become a Buddha, they are not functioning at the Buddha level because there are various obscurations or obstacles that cloud them so that we’re not aware of them and limit their ability to function. So we need a practice that is going to enable us to get rid of these obscurations, get rid of these blocks, and strengthen these Buddha-nature aspects so that they’ll function fully. And what would be most efficient is to have some sort of practice that is going to help us to purify away these difficulties, but a method that has some sort of continuity  –  that’s always available. And this is our practice with tantra. And, again, we’ll look at that more closely, what actually that method is referring to.

And on the resultant level, what we want to attain or achieve is the enlightened state of a Buddha in which all these qualities and aspects are functioning fully, and we want that to be a continuum that goes on forever.

So tantra is basically a very efficient method for purifying away the obstacles that prevent our Buddha-nature aspects from functioning fully as a Buddha. That’s what tantra is all about on a very, very fundamental level.

Okay. Now if we look at what are these Buddha-nature factors, there are a number of different ways of presenting that. And one important presentation of it is that we have two networks, sometimes called the two collections. We have a network of positive force, that’s sometimes called the collection of merit; and we have a network of deep awareness, sometimes called the collection of wisdom or insight, something like that. So what is that talking about? How can we have these with no beginning?

As I said, having a mental continuum, being what’s called a sentient being, which actually means a limited being, a being with a mind that is limited  –  and we don’t mean mentally deficient or something like that; it just is not able to function fully. Now that mind  –  mental activity, moment to moment to moment  –  is able to know things. We have the ability to know things. But that ability to know things is limited; it’s clouded over with what is called unawareness, or in some languages it’s called ignorance. And basically this means either we are just unaware  –  we don’t know cause and effect: you know, what’s the effect of our behavior; and we don’t know how we exist, others exist, everybody exists; we just don’t know that; it’s not obvious. Or we have an incorrect understanding of these.

We think, for instance, that if I yell at somebody, that somehow they’re going to do what I want them to do, and they’re going to like me  –  which obviously doesn’t always work  –  and that it’s going to make me happier. We don’t understand that treating somebody unkindly is going to just bring more unhappiness and problems for ourselves. Or we think if I exploit them somehow, I will be happier. So either we don’t know the result or we know it in an incorrect way. Or that I can pollute the environment and it’s not going to have any effect. This is completely incorrect, isn’t it?

And the same thing in terms of reality: we think that we can do something and it exists isolated all by itself. We don’t know  –  or we know incorrectly  –  that everything is interconnected. Nothing exists in an isolated way. And we have all sorts of disturbing emotions based on this unawareness. So we have greed and attachment and lust: if I can just get something, it will make me happy. And anger and aversion: if I can get things away, it’ll make me happy; it’ll make me secure. And naivety: if I can just shut things out and don’t have to deal with things, as if they don’t exist, that will make me happy. And, on the basis of these disturbing emotions, then we act in either destructive ways or it could be even constructive ways, but behind the constructive ways there’s naivety: I’ll be nice to you so that you’ll love me; that I’ll feel needed; or something like that.

And acting in these ways, this is known as karmic behavior. It’s acting in terms of karma, we call it, and it brings about various aftermath of the karma, tendencies  –  builds up tendencies  –  potentials, habits. So from acting constructively, it builds up what I would call positive force or positive potential; that’s usually translated as “merit.” And from acting negatively, destructively, it builds up negative force, negative potential; that’s sometimes translated, unfortunately, as “sin.” But merit, sin  –  these don’t really give the proper connotation. We’re just talking about positive force and negative force; positive potential, negative potential.

So it’s positive force or positive potential to be able to experience our ordinary type of happiness and to be able to experience the so-called better or more fortunate types of rebirth  –  human, etc. And the negative potential, the negative force, is a potential or force to experience unhappiness, pain, etc., and rebirth in one of these worse realms  –  like an animal or a ghost. Now, obviously, in each rebirth state we could have happiness and unhappiness; but we’re talking about what results in happiness and also results in the better rebirth, and what results in unhappiness and worse rebirths. So happiness in any rebirth, unhappiness in any rebirth.

And we all experience that sometimes we’re happy, sometimes we’re unhappy. Different levels of that; it doesn’t have to be intense. But we all experience that. So that indicates that we all have some sort of positive force and some sort of negative force; some positive potential, negative potential. And what happens is that we have disturbing emotions as well  –  we already mentioned that  –  and these disturbing emotions are what is going to activate these potentials to bring about a next rebirth, depending on what cluster of potentials will be a better rebirth with better circumstances or not such good circumstances, or a worse rebirth with better circumstances or not such good circumstances.

So what is relevant here, in terms of our Buddha-nature factors, is positive force, the positive network. And since we have beginningless rebirth from beginningless time, all these positive forces network together. That’s why we call it a network; it’s not just a collection of things that are unconnected with each other. And this network of positive force is a Buddha-nature factor because it can, if it’s in a more pure state, not mixed with confusion, then it could give rise to the type of happiness that a Buddha has  –  and contribute to that, I should say. In other words, we can work with it in order to achieve the happiness of a Buddha. And this positive force, as I said, when it’s activated by disturbing emotions, can give rise to our ordinary appearance in one of these better states of rebirth, say as a human. But if it’s purified  –  we get rid of the disturbing emotions and so on  –  it could be the cause that’s going to give rise to the pure body of a Buddha. So this network of positive force is one of our Buddha-nature factors.

And we also have this second network, of deep awareness. And there are many levels of deep awareness that can be included here, but on the most basic level it’s referring to the various ways in which the mind works  –  mental activity works  –  in any rebirth state. Without getting into technical detail, how does our mental activity work? It’s able to take in information. It’s able to put some information together in equal categories so it can understand things, like being able to see two things equally as being food, for example; even a worm can do that. The ability to know things individually; I can know this bottle of water individually, within everything that I see, for example. I mean, anybody can do that. And when I see these two bottles of water in front of me, I can know  –  I can point to one of them, so I can know the one individually. So we’re able to do that. Mind works like that. And another thing that mental activity can do is to know how to engage with something; how to use something. So I know that to drink this water, I need to lift the bottle, take the cap off, and put it to my mouth. So worms know how to eat. I mean, we know how to do things. And we know what things are. We don’t have to have a name for it; a worm doesn’t have a name for water, but it knows that that’s water  –  what we would call water with the word “water.”

So this is  –  on a basis level, we would call this basis type of deep awareness. It’s very deep; it’s very fundamental. “Deep” here means very fundamental. In some cases it can mean profound; in this case it means really fundamental. Deep in that sense. And it’s clear that we all have that because these are the most innate basic features of mental activity; how the mind works. But these are limited now. They’re not working at their fullest level of efficiency. It’s very simple: we’re able to take in information, but how many of us really could remember what everybody in this room is wearing, and all of that. So, although the information comes in, we’re quite limited in dealing with it. But this network of deep awareness  –  because we have many moments of them, so they network together  –  when the limitations are removed, it can function fully as the mind of a Buddha.

So we have these basic Buddha-nature factures, which ordinarily are just going to be involved with bringing us about yet another rebirth, another rebirth with limitations; sometimes ordinary happiness which doesn’t last, sometimes unhappiness  –  going up and down  –  and it will bring us mental activity, but limited mental activity. So that’s what’s going on, on a basis level. But, if it’s purified, these can give rise to  –  these two networks can give rise to  –  instead of a rebirth as some sort of a limited being with a limited mind and a limited body, it can give rise to the body and mind of a Buddha.

And we have many other Buddha-nature aspects, according to… There are many other systems for this, as I said; for explaining this. So we all have body; the ability to communicate, what’s called speech; we all have mind, the ability to know things. And we all have some basic good qualities, like warmth, the ability to take care  –  even if we’re just taking care of ourselves  –  but the ability to take care of someone; to avoid suffering, even if it’s our own suffering. You see, this becomes a basis for love and compassion when it is purified  –  one for infinite love and infinite compassion, I’m talking about: not just taking care about myself to be happy, not just taking care of myself to avoid unhappiness, but to take care of everybody to be happy and everybody to be free of suffering. So that’s infinite love and compassion. But we have this as a basic ability. And, in addition to body, speech, mind, good qualities, we also have activity. We do things. So, as a Buddha, we could do everything to benefit others, not just the limited amount of things that we can do now.

So these are basis level. There’s a continuum; we always have these, all these different aspects. And, in addition, our mental continuum doesn’t exist in any sort of impossible way. An impossible way would be that it could never improve, we can never get rid of the limitations, things like that. That’s impossible. So that’s a very important aspect here, that all these qualities then can be affected. They are affected by causes and conditions. They can grow. The limitations, etc., can be affected by causes and conditions; they can be diminished; they can be eliminated. So these things don’t exist in this impossible way of being isolated, frozen, stuck.

Now on the resultant level, as a Buddha, we would have all these various aspects, all these various qualities, functioning at their fullest level with no limitations, and all of them would be functioning and working and present simultaneously, at the same time. So now we want to have a method that is going to enable us to work with this basis level to reach that resultant level, so that that basis level, rather than continuing forever in a limited way, will continue forever in the fully effective, fully efficient way as a Buddha, forever: a continuum, tantra. So what we want as a method, then, to enable us to reach that resultant stage is a type of practice which uses all these basis level factors, uses them simultaneously as a way that is going to help us to achieve that resultant goal. And we want to use a method  –  if we want to be really efficient  –  one which is similar to or parallel to what we have on the basis level and what we have on the resultant level.

So here we have the pathway practices of tantra. In other words, the tantra practices that we use as a path for reaching this resultant state, the enlightened state of a Buddha. And we want to use the type of practice that has, as its foundation, something that has no beginning and has no end  –  tantra, the word “tantra”  –  and this refers to these various Buddha-figures that we work with: so-called “tantric deities.” When the term “deity” is used for them, we certainly don’t mean that in the sense of a creator God or in the sense of the Hindu or Ancient Greek gods. We don’t mean that at all. But rather, the term is a “special type of god,” or a god that is above these ordinary types of gods. So in English, we usually use the word “deity” because “god” implies a creator. So we use the word “deity.” But I prefer to shy away from that terminology because it can be quite confusing for many people.

Actually this word “special type of deity” is the Tibetan term. The Sanskrit term that that’s translating actually means a deity which is used for reaching a wished-for goal. It’s “wished-for” is the term: ishtadevata in Sanskrit. So it’s a deity form that we use for reaching our wished-for goal, which is not to go to heaven or to be rich, but to attain enlightenment. And I think the Tibetans realize that to translate that literally into Tibetan would be quite misunderstood, and so they translated that as a “special type of deity.” And perhaps “deity” is used here because the type of body that we’re talking about is a very subtle type of body, not our usual type of material body. But there’s another term that’s used for it in Tibetan, yidam. And yi means mind; and dam is short for dam-tshig, which means a close bond. So this is a figure that one makes a close connection with  –  a close bond with  –  for our minds, in order to reach our desired goal, which is enlightenment.

So what do we have here? We’re working with figures that are coming from a traditional Indian background, and so they have a certain variety of forms which are many different colors. They have, very often, many faces, many arms, many legs. And although they can change from moment to moment… They change from moment to moment; what does that mean? It doesn’t mean that they are growing older, or getting sick, or grow from a baby to an adult. But, imagining ourselves in this form, we can do various things; and at times we can be aware of it, times we’re not aware of it. So, in that sense, moment to moment it is changing. It’s not static. It’s in this category of phenomena, the so-called static type of nonstatic phenomena. It’s nonstatic  –  you know, moment to moment to moment  –  but it’s eternal: has no beginning and no end. In other words, it’s in a set form, and didn’t have to grow up, didn’t have to go to school, doesn’t get old, etc. So it is always available in the same form forever, for us to be able to use as an object in our meditation. In that sense, it forms a tantra, an everlasting stream. And although some of them can be, in a sense, modeled after someone who was a limited being  –  like Tara was a woman. I mean, in a particular lifetime she was a woman, and she vowed to reach enlightenment in a female form in order to encourage women to achieve enlightenment. So there was a being known as Tara  –  but the actual Buddha-form, Buddha-figure Tara is just, in a sense, modeled on that.

So what we want to do in our practice is, instead of this network of positive force giving rise to an ordinary type of body in a rebirth, to have it give rise to ourselves in the form of a Buddha-figure  –  Tara or Manjushri. And we want our network of deep awareness, rather than giving rise to a limited type of mind with limited ability to understand, we want it give rise to the type of mind of a Buddha with all the qualities of mind and what we would differentiate in the West as mind and heart: abilities to understand, abilities to know things; as well as compassion, love  –  all these aspects that we would classify as qualities of the heart.

And we want to have our speech be like that of a Buddha, so not just limited in its ability to communicate, but able to communicate to everybody in a way that actually communicates to them, that they can understand. And we want to be able to act in the way that a Buddha acts, which is benefiting everybody. And actually the way that a Buddha is able to benefit others is by what’s known as an enlightening influence; in other words, effortlessly. A Buddha doesn’t actually do anything; just by this positive influence of a Buddha, it stimulates others to be able to grow and to develop in a positive way. If, of course, the others are receptive; they have to be receptive to a Buddha’s enlightening influence.

Now, since on the resultant level we want to have all these aspects simultaneously  –  on the resultant level we do have them all simultaneously, and on a basis level, actually, we also have them simultaneously. They are all there, present. So, in terms of our pathway tantra, our practice, we want to be also able to practice all these different aspects simultaneously, and this is what we do in tantra practice.

And so this other meaning of tantra  –  as the strings of a loom in which you can weave various things  –  so with our tantra practice with all these arms and legs and faces, it is a structure for being able to weave together all the different aspects that we develop on the sutra level practice. So all these arms and legs and faces, and all the things that they’re holding, and the colors, represent various aspects of these qualities, various aspects of the practices to attain these qualities, and so on; and many of them have several levels of what they represent, not just one.

And so we imagine  –  to start with, you work with the imagination  –  so we imagine that we have the body of one of these figures, and we keep in our mindfulness all the things that our arms and legs and faces represent, and not just to remember a list but to actually generate what they represent. So we have these aspects of body, aspects of mind, these good qualities. And at the same time, our speech is saying mantras, which we imagine is able to communicate and teach everybody, help everybody; everybody’s able to understand them.

And we have Buddha-activity going on as well, this enlightening influence: at the same time, we imagine that we are emitting lights that go out to everybody and relieve all their problems, bring them all good qualities, make offerings, etc. All of that while we are there as a Buddha, the Buddha-figure, without having to actually get up and go and more physically help them. Just by our presence, by these lights going out, helps them, influences them in a positive way so that they overcome their problems.

So we’re doing that all simultaneously, at the same time, in tantra practice. And, in this way, this acts as a cause  –  a path, as it were  –  to achieve “The Real Thing,” when all these aspects are able to function fully as the qualities and aspect of an enlightened Buddha.

And what we saw was, on a basis level, when we have these limitations of our unawareness, our confusion about reality, and the disturbing emotions, then what happens is that it activates these karmic potentials and we get a rebirth with more suffering, more confusion, more impulsive karmic behavior  –  more limitations. So what is very important in tantra practice is that, in order to bring about a resultant level of a Buddha from these networks, that we start on the basis of the understanding of voidness.

Voidness means an absence. Something is absent; it never was there. We imagine; the mind projects a certain way of how things exist. In other words, it makes things appear in a way that’s impossible. Like, for instance, just a simple example  –  not so simple  –  that we all pollute the environment. So our mind just makes it appear… What does it appear like? It just appears as though we’re doing something. We’re smoking. We’re producing smoke from cars, or whatever. It appears to just be there by itself. Our mind doesn’t make appear the effect of it, does it? And so the appearance is that we can do something and it has no effect. Now that doesn’t correspond to reality, does it? So what is absent is an actual referent of this appearance that actually exists in a way that would correspond to what appears; in other words: in reality doing things, polluting the environment, that has no effect. Well, that doesn’t exist. So there’s nothing in reality that corresponds to this deceptive appearance that our minds make appear.

We have limited hardware, with this type of brain, this type of body, these type of senses  –  they can’t really see or observe the effect of our actions right now when we’re acting. So if we believe that these appearances correspond to reality, then we have all sorts of disturbing emotions and confusion, and so on. That activates the karmic potentials to bring another rebirth with yet another limited body, yet another limited mind, and more unhappiness, and ordinary happiness that never lasts and never satisfies.

So to get these networks to give rise to something like a Buddha, a Buddha body and mind  –  or on the practice level, the pathway level, this visualization of a Buddha-figure and the type of mind and speech of a Buddha  –  we have to first get the understanding of voidness. So we have to understand that all these Buddha-nature factors don’t exist in impossible ways; these Buddha-figures don’t exist in impossible ways; the Buddhas don’t exist in these impossible ways. And with that understanding, free of disturbing emotions, free of this ignorance or unawareness  –  at least to some level, that we have it  –  then we could imagine that these Buddha-nature factors give rise to these purer forms, these Buddha-figure forms, rather than giving rise to a limited body and mind of a rebirth.

And even just being able to do this type of practice, start the practice and maintain the practice, with an understanding of voidness  –  that none of this exists in an impossible way, everything is interrelated, cause and effect, etc.  –  even just with our imagination, at some level of conceptual understanding that we have, that will act eventually as a cause, getting deeper and deeper and deeper, for actually being able to really make that pure transformation, so that we get the resultant state of a Buddha.

So if we really want to make our tantra practice more effective, we really need to understand the theory of tantra. What is it that we’re actually doing in the tantra practice, and why? And have some basic understanding of how it would work  –  how it could work, and how it does work.

So that’s the basic introduction, and we’ll continue with some description of the various parts of the type of tantra practice that most of us are engaged in  –  if we’re actually practicing tantra  –  which would be practice of a sadhana. Sadhana is a Sanskrit word and it means a method for actualizing ourself as one of these Buddha-figures. Method for actualization is the literal meaning. And then we’ll look at the different parts of it and how we could make our practice of each of these parts more effective.

So what questions might you have?

Question: We are speaking about impossible ways of existing of phenomena. If we’re speaking about impossible ways and we deny it, we say there is no such thing, then there is some way in which phenomena exist, right?

Alex: Well, yes. I don’t know if that came out clearly, but I think what you’re saying is that if impossible ways  –  when we refute impossible ways, do we then have that there are there possible ways? Yes, of course. Things exist.

More precisely, if we look at the theory of voidness, what is being refuted is what establishes that something exists? How do you know it exists? And there are various positions of what establishes that something exists. And what’s refuted is that this really is enough to establish that something exists. I take that back. Let me say it more precisely; that’s not so precise.

There is a certain way that  –  it’s more of a combination  –  there’s a certain way that one might think that things exist in a certain way, and that there are certain things that will prove or establish that it exists in that way. For example: Things exist truly from their own side, right there, objectively, where they’re standing, in front of our eyes. And what proves that, or establishes that, is that things function. This table exists. It’s right there, on its own, the way that it looks to me. And what proves that is that I can put this glass of water on it and it will hold it; it functions. Well, no one’s going to deny that the table functions. The table functions; it will hold this glass. But does that prove that the table exists as a table, all on its own, truly as a table? Well, this is what’s impossible, even though it does function. Because I can sit on it  –  then it’s a chair. I can burn it  –  it’s firewood. If I’m a termite, an insect, I can eat it  –  it’s food. You know, this little insect that eats wood. So just because it can hold a glass of water, doesn’t prove that, from its own side, there it is: a table; and it is, from its own side, a table and nothing else.

So when we say impossible way of existing, it’s a little bit more complex here  –  refuting an impossible way of existing  –  it’s a little bit more complex. It has to do with the way that something exists and what establishes it, what proves it. So the fact that it functions [as a table] doesn’t prove that it is truly established as a table, from its own side. Then it gets very, very subtle and very complicated very quickly. It can function as a chair for somebody that uses it as a chair. It can function as food for something that can eat it. It can function as firewood for someone who burns it. So is it all of these? Or is it none of these? What is it? There are many, many different levels of understanding of voidness, of what’s impossible. It can function as, as I said, a table, a chair, food, firewood. Could it function as a dog? Well, no, it can’t function as a dog. So what can it function as, and what can’t it function as, and why?

Question: Stools, too, and all that you mentioned  –  a table, chair, food, and firewood  –  all of these are impossible ways?

Alex: No, those are possible. But what’s impossible is that it exists from its side as these things, independently of how one labels it and uses it. In other words, there’s something inside it that makes it a table, chair, firewood, etc. And there isn’t anything inside it that makes it dog. That allows me to be able to use it as only certain things, but not other things. But one has to think very deeply about that, but nobody is denying that it can’t be used as these things, as what is possible.

What’s the Russian word for table?

Participant: Stol.

Alex: Does this exist as a table or does it exist as a stol? What is it?

So one gets into these sort of questions. What allows you to call it a table and a stol but doesn’t allow you to call it (correctly) a dog? What if a group of people decided that “In our language, we’re going to call it dog”? Maybe in some African language, it’s called dog. What does dog mean? What it means in our language? What is it? Is it a dog? It starts to get very interesting.

Question: Is it possible to speak about table not in terms of our relationship with the world? Can you speak about it without the subject who is perceiving it? What will it be if we remove the subject?

Alex: If we remove the subject, you can’t talk about it; so there’s no analysis of it, there’s no knowing of it, no discussion of it without a subject. If nobody’s in this room  –  this becomes the interesting question  –  if nobody’s in this room, and you don’t have a spy camera or something like that working, is there a table in the room? How do you establish that there’s a table in a room? You can only establish that there’s a table in the room in relation to a subject, a mind that perceives it. There’s no way of establishing it separately, independently from a perception of it, or thinking of it, or a name for it, or something like that  –  which is associated with a mind that makes up a name.

So that’s the whole issue here. How do you establish that something exists? And it’s impossible, from a Buddhist point of view, to establish that anything exists independently from a mind. Now that doesn’t mean that it only exists in my head.

Question: But if we go beyond the frame of our individual mind and we speak in terms of the global universal mind of a Buddha then, from the point of view of this mind of the Buddha, we can speak about this object?

Alex: We can, but that’s in relation to a mind.

Question: Does it mean that while we are going through the meditation path and we achieve more and more subtle levels of mind, and our goal is the mind of the Buddha  –  does it mean that we perceive objects on more and more subtle levels?

Alex: In a more pure level, we would say “yes.” Both in terms of how they appear  –  the form in which they appear, their appearance  –  and how they appear to exist; both these. I’ll just use a gross example; this is not really an exact analogy. One can see you in terms of your physical body. One could also perceive you in terms of your energy, for example.

Question: If I am on the level when I see energy, subtle body, then at the same time I can see the physical body, right? But if I can see only physical body, it means that from that level  –  if I’m limited, then I can’t perceive the second level, this subtle level body, right?

Alex: Correct.

Question: So the subtler my level of consciousness is, the subtler my perception, right? My way of how I perceive objects.

Alex: Yes. I mean, it’s a little bit more complicated than that, of course, because what we want to get rid of is the appearance of things existing in an impossible way. So, whether we’re talking about body or we’re talking about the gross body or subtle energy, both of them could appear in an impossible way. So one wants to get rid of that appearance of an impossible way of existing and be able to perceive all the different levels of what something could appear to be. Like a Buddha can appear in very subtle forms and a Buddha can appear in more gross forms.

Question: And my second question that is connected with that: is the form of a yidam culturally determined or is it the same for practitioners from any country?

Alex: Well, from the point of view of Buddhism, they would say that it is the same, regardless of which culture we come from, although these forms arose within Indian culture. The question really has to be asked is why would you change it and what would you change it to? Some people say, well, couldn’t we visualize the Virgin Mary and Jesus Christ, and these sort of figures, but actually the Christians would be highly offended if we did that. Should Indian and Tibetan Christians have Buddha on a cross? I mean, it’s just as offensive. And so what are we going to imagine? We’re going to imagine Mickey Mouse? I mean, what are we going to imagine? What different form are we going to use?

So, although these figures might be alien to us, they’re alien to Indians and Tibetans as well. You don’t find people walking around with three faces and six arms and many different colors. So it’s strange to them as well. But Tibetans use them, the Chinese use them, the Japanese use them. So what makes us any different?

Question: I asked because in Latin American countries there are some practitioners who have visions who see these yidams in a different way. For instance, Tara; but this Tara is with the extra head of an eagle. And people in control there, they have officially adopted these forms and say that these forms are okay.

Alex: Well, the thing is that each of these various figures can appear in many, many different forms. So we take Avalokiteshvara  –  that’s Chenrezig in Tibetan  –  it can be with white, there are red forms as well, some are sitting, some are standing, some have two arms, some have four arms, some have a thousand arms. So there are many, many different forms of any one yidam, one Buddha-figure.

So it is also said that when the practices become too overly popularized, so that people trivialize them, then other forms will be revealed  –  either in a vision, or some buried treasure text, or something like that. So having an eagle head or something like that, that’s not so unusual. I mean, there are forms of Vajrapani, for example, that has a horse’s neck and a garuda (which is a type of eagle) as part of it. So there’s nothing terribly special about what you describe in Latin America. It could be. It has a horse’s head and a garuda on top of it; an eagle. Combination Vajrapani-Hayagriva-Garuda, it’s called. So an eagle would be called a garuda in India.

But the point is that if there is another figure, another form that has been revealed of one of these Buddha-figures, then people doing the practice based on this form need to be able to achieve the results. Its effectiveness, its validity, is determined in terms of whether it works or not. It’s not just an hallucination of some schizophrenic crazy person.

Question: If the practitioner visualizes himself or herself as a deity but doesn’t have the understanding of voidness, will there be some difference in comparison with a person who has this understanding?

Alex: Oh, definitely. I mean, this is what we’ll be speaking about on the weekend. Without the understanding of voidness, to think that you actually are Tara or Chenrezig or whatever, there’s no difference from a crazy person thinking that they’re Napoleon or Cleopatra or Mickey Mouse. And so it can lead very easily to schizophrenia  –  imagining all sorts of weird things, totally out of touch with practical reality  –  because you have to understand the voidness of the Buddha-figure as well. And, as it says in the texts, if one visualizes oneself in these forms without the understanding of voidness, without bodhichitta, it just acts as a cause to be reborn as a ghost in the form of this figure. But these are things that we’ll discuss tomorrow and the next day.

Last question.

Question: When we are speaking about understanding of voidness, are we speaking about our conceptual or intellectual understanding of voidness, or about the experience?

Alex: Well, conceptual understanding is an experience, so we have to be a little bit careful with our terminology here. But we’re speaking about… At first, it will be conceptual because that’s the only way that it can be, to start with. But then it needs to be, of course, nonconceptual. So there are various stages of how to attain that nonconceptual cognition. And what really is quite essential here is to know what is the difference between conceptual and nonconceptual. The difference between those two is not the difference between intellectual and intuitive. That’s a different way of dividing experience. That’s a Western way of dividing it. That’s not what is being referred to by conceptual and nonconceptual in Buddhism.

Conceptual is perceiving it through a category of voidness, through the general category of voidness. So every time I focus on voidness, although that’s an individual experience, I perceive it through: “Okay, this fits in the general category of voidness.” I don’t have to say the word in my mind. And so there’s something in-between the actual individual perception of voidness and the mind; that’s this general category: “Oh yeah, it’s in the category. Now I’m meditating on voidness again.” And it can be a very, very deep experience with all sorts of transformative things, but it’s still through this category. And, as I say, that doesn’t necessarily mean verbalizing it in our head. You know: “Voidness. Now I’m meditating on voidness.” It doesn’t have to be that, but the category is there.

Nonconceptual is perceiving it not mixed with the category. So it’s the individual, this particular experience, and  –  here’s the tricky part  –  you know that it’s the voidness, but you’re not mixing it with a category of voidness. But it’s very, very subtle because we’re not talking about whether you actually think “voidness” or not  –  that’s something else  –  because even if you’re not thinking “voidness,” the category can still be there.

Think of it with a simpler example. Dog. Many, many different types of dogs; they all look very, very different. So you look at this animal, and I could think “dog”  –  I could even have the word going on in my mind  –  but without even thinking “dog,” I see it as a dog. So I’m mixing it with the category “dog.” Now nonconceptually I know it’s a dog but I’m just, in a sense, relating to the animal that’s right here. Very, very subtle, what nonconceptual actually means and what conceptual actually means on a subtle level. It’s very, very difficult.

Question: Does it mean that we, at the same time, are working with our nonconceptual understanding of reality and it is becoming more and more subtle, and we are also working and we are developing our conceptual description of the world?

Alex: Well, most of the time our nonconceptual cognition is happening just for a tiny instant. Almost instantly it becomes conceptual. I mean, I look at all these colored… What am I seeing? I’m seeing colored shapes and, okay, I’m seeing objects as well. Now I know that all these colored shapes in front of me are people. Am I thinking “people?” No. I mean, I’m certainly not verbalizing “people” when I look at you, but I know that you’re people. So do I have a concept of people  –  that I am seeing all of you as people  –  that I’m mixing with seeing you as people? This is the interesting question. Well, there are certain associations with that category “people,” isn’t there? If I talk to you, there’s a possibility that you might understand. I’m not talking to a picture of people.

Now I suppose that the closest thing that we would have in the West is an idea; I have an idea of what a person is. That would be conceptual. Is it a preconception? Usually when we say preconception it has some sort of judgmental aspect to it: I have a preconception that you’re going to like me or you’re not going to like me. So that’s not the idea  –  that people can understand if you talk to them.

Participant: It’s not an idea?

Alex: A preconception is not necessarily the same as an idea, an idea of what a person is. A person has to  –  sitting here, they might be uncomfortable; they might have to catch a bus; they have to catch the metro; they might need to go to the toilet; I mean, there’s many things that are more neutral than: you’re going to like me or you’re not going to like me. But if I perceive you through the idea of “people,” somehow there’s a little bit of distance. Something is mixed with just the bare perception of you. So if I perceive you nonconceptually, does that mean I have no idea of what a person is? I don’t know what a person is? Well, it doesn’t mean that. I know what a person is. I know people need to  –  their legs could hurt, and they need to get home, and they need to go to the toilet. I know that, but that’s not mixed with seeing them as people. Or something like that.

But, as I say, it has to do with categories, actually. Category of people. And individual items fitting into a category, as opposed to just the individual items. Very, very subtle. Very difficult to recognize in our meditation. Very, very difficult. The indication is usually in terms of how vivid the object is: if it’s mixed with the category, not so vivid. A little bit  –  it’s said it’s veiled, slightly veiled. But usually when we are awake, this nonconceptual sense perception is so tiny a fraction that we can’t really recognize it. The time where we could recognize it is in dreams. Dreams are nonconceptual. What you see and hear in dreams are nonconceptual. You can think in a dream; that’s conceptual of course. But the dream image is much more vivid. But usually our mindfulness in the dream is very, very small, and we don’t even remember them.

Question: And here we probably should divide a dream state into dreams when we see images and deep sleep without dreams.

Alex: Right. We’re referring to the arising of not just visual images, but sounds, smells, physical sensations. You could imagine eating in a dream.

Participant: And the problem is that, as far as I know, from a Buddhist point of view, when we’re speaking about when we sleep and see dreams, this is also conceptual. When we see dreams  –  not in a deep sleep when we don’t see dream images  –  when we see dreams, as far as I know, it is conceptual.

Alex: Not necessarily, no. It’s not. You do have conceptual cognition in dreams, definitely. We think, you can plan, you could talk in your dreams, and stuff like that. But we’re talking about the actual seeing of a vision in a dream. That’s nonconceptual. It’s a different quality from seeing things with the eyes, and quite a different quality from just imagining something while we’re awake. It’s more vivid; it seems more real. And we’re usually not thinking very much.

So let’s end here with a dedication. We think whatever understanding, whatever positive force has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all.

Thank you.

 Session Two: Buddha-Nature
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:38 hours)Last night we started our discussion of how to make our tantra practice effective or more effective. And we saw that the most fundamental thing to start with is to understand what tantra is and what is the essential point of tantra practice  –  how does it work. And we saw that tantra means an everlasting stream of continuity. And, on a basis level, that’s referring to all our Buddha-nature factors, which are innate features of our mental continuum. “Innate” means that they arise simultaneously with each moment of our mental activity, each moment of our mental continuum; that’s what the word “innate” means. Right? That word “innate” literally is “simultaneously arising”; it arises simultaneously with the mental continuum. And the resultant level is when all these Buddha-nature factors are working at their fullest capacity, their fullest ability; in other words, the enlightened state of a Buddha, which also will go on forever. 

So the basic Buddha-nature factors are on the basis level  –  no beginning, no end  –  but the obscurations which obscure it, which limit the capacity of these factors from working at their fullest efficiency  –  although they have no beginning, they can come to an end because these obscuring factors are not based on reality or understanding, and so their basis, unawareness, can be replaced with correct awareness. And when we are able to stay with correct understanding, without a break, then these disturbing factors, these obscuring factors will never arise again. And then these Buddha-nature factors will no longer be limited; they will work at their fullest level and they will continue going on forever. 

And it’s very important to be quite convinced of these Buddha-nature factors in order to practice tantra effectively, because without this conviction then it’s very easy to fall sometimes into low self-esteem. We think that we can’t really accomplish anything, that “I’m not good enough,” etc. On the other hand, if we go to the opposite extreme of thinking that “I’m already a Buddha, I don’t really have to do anything in order to be a Buddha,” then we overestimate ourselves, we overestimate these Buddha-nature factors; and of course, since we’re not enlightened yet, we make many, many mistakes, being completely filled with arrogance, false pride. 

Now we also have the pathway tantra. We spoke about the basis, the result, now we also have the path. And this pathway tantra is practiced with these Buddha-figures. These Buddha-figures aren’t something that start as babies  –  have to be conceived, and start as babies, and grow. They’re something which remains always available forever. So, in that sense, they’re a tantra. And we saw that tantra practice entails imagining ourselves  –  at first imagining, but then eventually transforming ourselves into these Buddha-figures. And, at the same time, starting with imagination, we imagine that we have the mind of a Buddha, so all the understanding, the love, compassion, etc. of a Buddha. And we also imagine that we have the speech of a Buddha, so we have mantras that are able to communicate perfectly with everyone. And we imagine that the way that we are acting is benefiting all beings, so we imagine that lights go out and benefit everyone  –  lights go out from us, from our heart. 

And, in order to work with these Buddha-figures, which have many arms and faces  –  so they help us to keep in mind all the things that they represent, all the qualities of a Buddha  –  in order to work with that, we need to understand the reality of what’s going on, which entails quite a lot, actually. 

When we talk about “me,” the person, self, the “me,” everybody’s “me,” individual “me,” it’s something which is labeled on what’s known as our aggregate factors, so the body, mind, speech, emotions, everything that’s going on in each moment. And so, in terms of all these factors  –  which are changing at different rates, every moment of our continuum, lifetime after lifetime  –  there’s a way to put that all together: we refer to it with the word or the concept “me.” And that word or concept “me” actually does refer to something, the actual conventional “me,” even though there’s no solid findable “me” with a big line around it, sitting somewhere in my head, talking  –  the voice in my head  –  and manipulating, controlling what’s happening or just observing it. 

So we do exist; there is a “me,” but that’s the conventional “me.” But what doesn’t exist is the false “me”  –  the false “me” being what could correspond to a word, which would be something just sort of sitting there, with a big line around it  –  “me”  –  as if it were encapsulated in plastic, isolated from everything else, never changing, some sort of solid monad type of thing. So, anyway, that’s the false “me.” 

So we have this conventional “me” that is labeled, we say, or imputed, on all these changing factors of our experience. So, among those changing factors of our experience in every moment, we have these Buddha-nature features, don’t we? And remember what we were referring to with these Buddha-nature factors were the network of positive force or positive potential that we have, and some network of deep awareness  –  the way that the mind actually works and knows things by taking in information and putting things together, etc. And we have some sort of body, some sort of appearance; energy is going out: there’s some sort of communicative ability. There are all the mental faculties of understanding, knowing, feeling different levels of happiness, unhappiness, emotions, etc. Positive emotions here, we’re talking about  –  in terms of Buddha-nature factors  –  love, compassion, warmth. 

And in terms of body, the appearance that we have  –  our ordinary form  –  that’s something which arises from these karmic potentials. And so our mental continuum will operate in some sort of physical body, one lifetime or another  –  different level of physical bodies  –  and that will be the appearance that we will have. Now an ordinary samsaric appearance  –  an appearance as a human being, or a dog, or a ghost, or cockroach, whatever  –  that is going to be generated by these obscuring factors. 

So part of each moment of our experience is not only these Buddha-nature factors, but also unawareness, various types of disturbing emotions, and so on  –  karmic impulses, etc., positive and negative karmic potentials  –  that’s going to be there in each moment. So “me” is labeled on all of this, in each moment. “Me” is referring to the actual conventional “me” that is based on each moment of this, of our continuing experience, which has these Buddha-nature factors and also these obscuring factors. And because of these obscuring factors  –  the unawareness and the disturbing emotions  –  that is going to cause these networks of positive and networks of negative potential, it’s going to cause them to give rise  –  some potential in there to give rise  –  to a samsaric body: from the network of positive force, one of the better rebirth states; from the negative one, one of the worse rebirth states. And that’s going on and on and on and on. And that unawareness and the disturbing emotions are also going to cause that network of deep awareness to give rise to a limited mind in each moment in each rebirth:  –  limited in our understanding of things; we’re limited in our love for others, maybe it’s only centered on ourselves or only to a few people; all these limitations. 

So what are we doing with the tantra practice in terms of imagining ourselves as a Buddha-figure or eventually generating ourselves as a Buddha-figure? We understand  –  this is very important in order to make the tantra practice effective  –  we understand that these obscuring factors can be removed. They don’t have a firm basis, in the sense that they’re not based on reality. They’re based on ignorance, which can be refuted and therefore eliminated. Not knowing how things exist can be replaced with knowing how things exist. Knowing it incorrectly can be replaced by knowing it correctly. And although that elimination  –  that stopping of these obscuring factors  –  hasn’t occurred yet, we understand that it can occur. 

Now when it occurs, when that stopping of these obscuring factors occurs, then that network of positive potential together with correct understanding will give rise instead of to the type of rebirth (body, appearance, and so on) of one of the better rebirths, but a samsaric rebirth  –  instead of that, it will give rise to an appearance of the enlightened body of a Buddha. But that has not yet happened, but it can happen. So if we think in terms of our mental continuum, then some time in the future it is possible that all these obscuring factors will be removed  –  there will be a true stopping of them  –  and then all the potentials of these Buddha-nature factors will be functioning at their fullest level, giving rise to the body, speech, mind, etc., of a Buddha  –  a Buddha that we will become, an individual Buddha that we will become. 

And so, although this has not happened yet, there is an appearance that we will have as a Buddha, which has not yet happened; and all these  –  so a not-yet-happening body of a Buddha, a not-yet-happening speech and mind of a Buddha  –  all these things can be validly known because they can happen, even though they’re not happening right now. And the conventional “me” can be labeled on that as well. We think in terms of the mental continuum, moment to moment to moment experiencing when we were a baby, now as an adult, when we will be an old person (if we live that long)  –  all of that, on that whole continuum, we can label “me.” Even though the “me” is changing from moment to moment, that’s still me. So that not-yet-happened Buddha state that we will achieve, that also will be me. “Me” can be labeled on that validly. So now all that we can do is represent this enlightened state that we can attain with something similar to it, and that would be something in our imagination. And we can label “me” on this imagined not-yet-happened enlightened state of ours. But, in order to be able to do that in a rational, valid type of way, it’s necessary to precede this visualization  –  visualization is imagination  –  to precede it with an understanding of voidness; it’s also part of Buddha-nature. 

Remember unawareness  –  ignorance  –  is what is generating, in a sense, through a complicated process, but to simplify it: It is generating our ordinary samsaric appearance; it’s generating our ordinary limited mind, our ordinary limited speech, with all our disturbing emotions. But none of this exists in an impossible way, the impossible way in which it appears to exist: as though that’s solidly “me”; there it is, encapsulated in plastic; it will never change; existing all on its own, unrelated to anything else that’s going on or causes or conditions. That’s what it appears like. It just is sort of sitting there: here I am! 

So, with the understanding of voidness, then we focus on “There’s no such thing as what corresponds to this appearance.” There’s no such thing in reality, in terms of this encapsulated “me,” in plastic. And this ordinary appearance of myself encapsulated in plastic: “This is what I look like. If I look at myself in the mirror, there’s ‘me.’” So, with the understanding of voidness, focus on “No such thing.” So we clear all of that out. And then, with that understanding, compassion, the wish for benefiting others will cause the network of positive force to give rise to its pure appearance as a Buddha-figure. And on the basis of that, this more pure appearance  –  maintaining the understanding of voidness, that it doesn’t exist in any sort of impossible way, that’s not encapsulated in plastic either  –  we hold what’s called the “pride of the deity.” So we label “me” on the basis of that. So that “me” is labeled now on the not-yet-happening enlightening body, speech, mind, etc., that I can attain on the basis of these Buddha-nature factors. And I’m representing this with my imagination, which will function as a cause for actually achieving this, attaining this not-yet-happened state much more quickly because it’s parallel to it, similar to it, so long as I maintain the understanding of voidness and the motivation: compassion, love, and bodhichitta. 

Bodhicitta is focused on that not-yet-attained, not-yet-happening state of enlightenment of mine, an individual one. So it’s focused on this. And now I’m visualizing something that represents it, so I’m focused on it. And as the motivation: love, compassion, and the intention to help everybody as much as possible when that not-yet-happened state is replaced by a presently-happening state of a Buddha. And in order to bring about presently-happening state of enlightenment, state of a Buddha  –  I understand that it’s not happening yet; so we don’t have this overinflated sense of a “me,” that now I’m a Buddha. We know that it’s not yet happening  –  what we’re going to need to do is to gradually get rid of this, or “purify” is the technical term, all these disturbing factors, these obscuring factors, and increase the intensity of the positive factors, the Buddha-nature factors, the ones that can evolve. There’s a class of them that can evolve, that can grow. 

So, to make our tantra practice effective, we need to understand all of this and practice with that understanding. We realize that there are these Buddha-nature factors. We realize that there are all these obscurations limiting them, and all of that’s going on moment to moment. We understand the voidness of all of this, that none of it is existing frozen, encapsulated in plastic, and existing in some impossible way. We know if we get rid of these obscuring factors such that they never arise again, then all these positive Buddha-nature factors will give rise to this enlightening state of a Buddha, but now it’s not yet happening. And that it is valid to label “me” on that not-yet-happening, my individual not-yet-happening state which I’m aiming to achieve with bodhichitta. But, although I’m labeling validly “me” on this not-yet-happening state represented by my visualization, I understand fully well it’s not yet happening. So I don’t pretend that now I really am a Buddha; otherwise we’d be crazy if we thought that. And we understand that in order to attain a presently-happening state of Buddhahood, we need to not only focus on this visualization, this identification of “me” labeled on this not-yet-happening state represented by the visualization; that’s not enough. We’re going to need to weaken  –  “purify” is the word  –  purify and eventually get rid of this obscuring side and build up the positive side. 

If we do that, it will enable us to stay focused continuously  –  forever  –  on voidness, and to have compassion, pure compassion, aimed at everybody continuously. Now, because of this obscuring side, it’s limiting that. We can’t do that. We can’t maintain these things unbroken  –  in an unbroken fashion. We get tired, we get distracted, etc. Therefore, in order to make our tantra practice effective, we have to do what is known as preliminaries, preparation. 

Preliminary or preparation. The word can be translated both ways. And so we have various practices that we do to start with, before we really engage in tantra practice. Or we could start it while we’re doing it in the beginning stage. But we have these practices  –  known in Tibetan as ngondro (sngon-’gro), which is the Tibetan word for preliminary or preparation practices  –  to help us to at least start purifying or diminishing the negative factors and building up the positive ones. So there are many different ngondro practices; there’s not only one. In different Tibetan traditions, there’ll be different ones that we do. And even within one tradition, your own spiritual teacher may advise you to do something different from what he or she advises the other students to do. It can be quite individually prescribed. But in each tradition there usually is a fairly standard one that most people will do, unless your teacher tells you to do something different. And this usually involves, in almost all of them, reaffirming refuge (the safe direction you’re taking in life), bodhichitta. That as a basis, our motivation. And for purifying these negative things, we have prostration and we have Vajrasattva meditation. And for building up positive force, we have mandala offering and what’s known as “guru-yoga.” 

So, without going into much detail about what each of these practices are, what we do as a preparation is repeat each of these a hundred thousand times, or in some traditions a hundred and thirty thousand times, or in some traditions a hundred and eight thousand times. It doesn’t really matter  –  the point is: a lot. In some traditions, you don’t even count: you just do it until you get some sort of indication that it’s effective. Because it’s very easy to get really caught up in counting and lose your focus on the actual state of mind that you’re trying to generate. You’re just building up numbers. 

And we shouldn’t think that just because I’ve done a ngondro, that that’s it: I don’t have to do any more. Because if we look at the sadhana practices that are done  –  Of course there are very short ones that abbreviate things and leave things out. But the abbreviated ones are just the structure. You’re supposed to fill in, into it, all the details of the long one, the full practices. And all the full practices have, as the first part of it, all these ngondro practices again. So you do a little bit of that every single day.

So, if we don’t understand all of this, then we might ignore these preliminary practices, these preparation practices. And without them, our tantra practice will not be very effective because we haven’t really worked on overcoming  –  or at least trying to diminish it first, and eventually overcoming  –  these obscuring factors, these troublemakers that are going to cause our practice to be disturbed: We can’t focus. We’re doing this for a wrong motivation, etc. It becomes a big ego trip. 

And if we don’t understand the necessity of these preliminary practices while we’re doing them, then these preliminary practices themselves won’t be effective. It’ll just be… Prostrations will just be  –  we might as well be doing push-ups in the army. We could easily practice them just with the attitude that this is some nasty tax that I have to pay in order to be able to get to the good stuff. And so our heart really isn’t into it, and we don’t really understand the necessity of this and how it would function if we’re doing it correctly. So, absolutely critical for our practice to be effective is understanding: understanding what we’re doing and why we’re doing it. 

And if we’re doing these various practices, then we need certain tools to be able to do them effectively. For example, the ability to concentrate; if you can’t concentrate, then our mind is going to wander all over the place while we’re trying to do these practices. So even before these practices, we need to prepare, build up some of the tools that we’re going to need to do these preliminary practices. That doesn’t mean that we have to perfect them before we start the tantra practice, but you don’t start working on them with the tantra practice. We need to have some familiarity, some sort of progress in building up these tools before we use them in tantra practice. 

If we’re reciting a four-line verse, or however many lines it is  –  it doesn’t matter what we recite; in different traditions, we recite different things  –  but if we’re reciting a verse over and over again, a hundred thousand times, of generating a bodhichitta motivation  –  well, if we haven’t worked beforehand on all the steps to sincerely develop that motivation, just repeating this verse isn’t going to generate that state of mind. You have to be able to generate that state of mind based on previous practice, in order to be able to bring it to our focus when we’re reciting this verse. 

Another question that comes up, a very interesting question, is: “Am I really going to look like one of these figures  –  with all these arms and legs and faces and colors, and holding all these strange things  –  when I become enlightened? Is that what it means to be a Buddha? That I look like that?” And because of thinking, “This is so strange!” and “Why would I want to look like that as a Buddha?” we might not be able to really put our hearts into visualizing ourselves in that form. So again the practice is not so effective because  –  maybe it’s unconscious; they’re not consciously thinking this  –  but unconsciously our attitude could be: “This is just too strange and it really is stupid.” “And what does it matter that I’m holding a wheel in this hand or I’m holding a wheel in that hand, and a jewel in this one or a jewel in that one? So what? This is stupid and arbitrary. Some figures hold a wheel in this hand; some figures hold a wheel in another hand. So what’s the point?” So again that sabotages our practice, makes it not so effective, if we have this type of attitude. 

So, first of all, as a Buddha we can appear in any form. We’re not stuck with twenty-four arms or sixteen legs, or like that. We can appear in any form that’s going to be useful or helpful to others. And, as a Buddha, we certainly don’t have to hold a wheel in this hand and a vase in that hand and a flower in that hand. So these figures are a method, a method to reach enlightenment. Remember the word “yidam”; it’s something to make a close bond for with my mind  –  in the connotation of the Sanskrit word, in order to attain the wished-for goal. 

So remember that other meaning of the word “tantra”  –  the strings of a loom, to weave cloth on it. So this is a structure  –  these figures with all the arms and the things that they’re holding, and so on  –  that’s a representation to represent various qualities, various positive qualities, various realizations, various understandings, various parts of the path; to weave them all together to help us to be mindful of all of this simultaneously. “Mindfulness” means mental glue; to hold it in your attention all at once. And it’s very hard to maintain our mindfulness on many things simultaneously just in an abstract way. If we represent them graphically, it’s easier. 

But what about all these details  –  with wheels, and the flowers, and the jewelry, and all of that? Is there a point to it? And the tantra practices are not just visualizing myself in one form  –  it’s bad enough that it has all these arms and legs and faces  –  but we’re in a building, the mandala palace, and there are many, many figures in it, both inside and outside, and all these figures also have many arms, and some of them different legs, and they’re holding different things. And we’re trying to imagine all of that. And Kalachakra practice, for example, the mandala has 722 figures in it and they’re all holding different things. And they look different. And then we start to think, “Well, what does it matter that this one figure over there, in the obscure corner there, in a group of thirty, is holding this and not that in its four hands? Come on, what’s the point of this? This is ridiculous!” That sabotages our practice. 

So what is the point? The point is that we want to practice now, build up the causes for becoming a Buddha. A Buddha is omniscient; the mind of a Buddha is aware of everything simultaneously. And especially a Buddha’s aware of all limited beings: of everybody and all their problems, and their past lives, and what would be the best way of teaching all of them. So the mind of a Buddha is expanded fully and holds all this information simultaneously, and interweaves all of it. Not that the mind of a Buddha integrates and interweaves all of it. All of that is interwoven, so a mind of a Buddha sees all of this. Everything is related; interrelated. 

So how can we train ourselves to be able to have all of this? How can we train ourselves to open our mind to be aware of more and more and more things, more details, simultaneously? So these very, very complex visualizations are a method to train our minds to be able to do that. So how does our mind work? Well, we can understand things with images. We can understand things with words. We can understand things with facts. We can understand things with feelings; emotions. And for some people, in our ordinary state, one way of understanding things may be more prominent than others. Some people are much more visual, pictorial. Other people are much more verbal. Some people can learn things much more easily by seeing it written. Some people learn it much better hearing it. So we all have different aspects of how we can retain information, how we can learn, how we can understand through different media. 

So we have Buddha-nature factors which enable us to do all of this. So we want to develop all these possible ways of knowing things, especially since we want to be able to teach others, and you have to be able to communicate through each type of media. So, by visualizing all these pictorial details, that helps us to expand our minds. And we’re not just doing that, because we’re also trying to keep in mind what they represent, etc.  –  various feelings like love, compassion, patience, the various levels of understanding, etc. The actual content of these images, as I say, it’s arbitrary, in a sense  –  not arbitrary, because there are certain symbols which are used  –  but whether it’s in this hand or that hand, it doesn’t really matter because there’s so much variation. 

So if we have one system with all these images, no matter how complex it is  –  obviously, in our practice we start with ones that are less complex, and then work to do larger and larger and more complex  –  the point is to train the mind to keep all these details simultaneously, with equal concentration on all of them. And there are details of how you do that, how you train yourself to do that. And it doesn’t matter that what these images are seems to be arbitrary  –  because it could be changed into another system  –  that doesn’t matter; that’s not the point. And the point is not to be able to visualize flowers and vases and wheels and stuff. That’s not the point either. It’s just a method to train the mind. And there are conventions that have been established, even though perhaps it was established in India and it might not be from our culture. But what difference does it make? So a moon represents bodhichitta. A sun represents understanding of voidness. A lotus represents renunciation. Well, fine. Why not? Why do I have to change it? There’s no reason to change it. 

That’s an interesting thing to investigate in terms of our attitudes. Why would I want to change it? And what would I change it to? I’m going to represent, what?  –  bodhichitta with an image of a bottle of mineral water? I mean, what are we going to change it to? And why? “Because I don’t like it.” “Because I didn’t grow up with this.” That’s not a sufficient reason. So, again, to make the tantra practice effective, we need to understand  –  as I’ve been explaining this lecture  –  the basis, the path and also  –  I mean the basis, the result, and also the path. What’s going on here? How is it functioning? Why is it functioning? Why is it like this? 

And, in addition, one other Buddha-nature factor is that these positive Buddha-nature factors, these evolving ones, can be stimulated; they can be positively stimulated to grow. So that’s talking about inspiration. Through inspiration these factors can grow. Now inspiration is  –  what I translate as “inspiration” is often translated as “blessing,” but that makes things too vague and almost mystical, and going off into interpolating ideas from other religions into Buddhism. “Blessings,” so I don’t like to use that term. So we can be inspired so that these factors are stimulated to grow. 

So, for tantra practice, we have initiations. Initiation  –  that’s a Western way of translating it. The term is an “empowerment.” What is the most important aspect in the empowerment is with a spiritual teacher  –  this is the main function of a spiritual teacher  –  the spiritual teacher in a ritual, through a ceremony, inspires. And through this ceremony, these Buddha-nature factors, these potentials, get stimulated or activated. By the way, “empowerment” is the connotation of the Tibetan term. The Sanskrit term is “sprinkling seeds.” So you sprinkle water on the seed so that it grows. So, during the empowerment, it is important to have this relation with a spiritual teacher, that the spiritual teacher actually moves you, inspires you. If you feel nothing, and the teacher isn’t qualified, and so on, it’s not going to be effective. That’s why it’s very important to not just go to any empowerment that anybody is giving, but we have to feel some sort of connection with the teacher. Connection means that we feel inspired by them in a positive way. 

And with this teacher  –  whom we have such respect for, and inspires us so much; we know the qualifications of the teacher  –  then we take vows. That’s an essential part of any empowerment: bodhisattva vows for all of the classes of tantra, and tantric vows for the two higher classes, in addition to bodhisattva vows. So these vows are the boundaries, in terms of: within those boundaries, within that structure, that’s how I’m going to practice. 

So there is no tantra practice without vows. This is stated very, very clearly in so many texts: “without taking the vows.” And you have to consciously take them, not just repeat some words in a language you don’t know and have no idea what you’re doing. You don’t even know that you’ve been taking vows. That doesn’t count. To take a vow, you have to consciously take it. And these vows are not easy to keep, so we really have to see are we prepared to keep them. Like, for instance, one of the tantric vows to be mindful  –  that means to meditate and bring to mind  –  six times a day, the understanding of voidness. Well, if we have no idea what voidness is, how in the world can we do that? Mind you, you don’t have to have the most profound understanding of voidness, but some understanding, which means you have to always be working with it, always try to stay mindful of it. 

And, during the empowerment, also it says in the text that we have to have some sort of conscious experience, positive experience, in terms of  –  a little bit  –  the main points in tantra. So it stimulates the seeds that are there already in our mental continuum, and plants some more seeds. So, in some Tibetan traditions, we speak in terms of having some sort of conscious experience of Buddha-nature. “I have Buddha-nature.” And in the Gelug tradition, we speak in terms of having some sort of experience of blissful awareness, and an understanding of voidness, at whatever level we can. In other words, some understanding that things don’t exist in some strange weird way and, while focusing on that, feel happy. That’s enough. And it really comes down to the same thing as focusing on Buddha-nature, because a feeling of happiness is what comes from the network of positive force and an understanding of voidness comes from the network of deep awareness. So it’s just a different way of working with the same thing. And, on the basis of this conscious experience during the empowerment, then with further stimulation, that will grow. And this is what an empowerment is all about. And the ceremony and all these things give a very good milieu, sort of a package in which we receive it. So that also can help with being inspired. 

So, without the proper empowerment and taking it properly  –  which means feeling inspiration, having these vows, making a commitment of how you’re going to practice, and having some sort of conscious experience during that empowerment  –  our practice is not going to be effective. Inspiration, vows, conscious experience. 

So we’ll take our break now. Thank you.
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Listen to the audio version of this page (0:40 hours)So we have spoken about the importance of understanding what tantra is and how it works, in terms of basis, path, and result; and we’ve spoken of the importance of doing the preliminary or preparatory practices. And we’ve spoken a bit about the process of the empowerment and the importance of having a qualified teacher and feeling inspired by the teacher. If we don’t feel inspiration from the teacher, if there’s no connection with the teacher, then the energy in our practice is going to be quite low. So it’s very important to have that inspiration. 

In our tantra practices, there are parts of the practice in which we imagine the Buddha-figure that we become is inseparable from our spiritual teacher  –  when we imagine the figure in front of us. We already have that type of visualization and recognition during the empowerment. So whether the teacher is actuality a realized Buddha or not, with all the powers of a Buddha, is not the point; but what we’re focusing on is the fully realized Buddha-nature of the spiritual teacher. So we’re looking at all the teacher’s Buddha-nature factors functioning on that level. And seeing the teacher in this way, as inseparable from the Buddha-figure, allows us certainly to receive stronger inspiration from the teacher, and gives us more confidence in the possibility of having a fully realized Buddha-nature, and it’s a source of inspiration and energy throughout the practice. 

Whether we actually spend physical time with the teacher or not  –  or a lot of time, or a little time  –  is not necessary. It’s not necessary that we spend a lot of time with the teacher. But tantra practice is highly repetitious: When we make a commitment at an empowerment that… And the commitment is always the vows. But, in addition, there is often a practice commitment, and that will be set by the teacher; and, in most cases, it’s to do a daily practice every day for the rest of our lives. And so these practices, as I said, are highly repetitious: we’re doing the same thing every day, and you need inspiration and energy to be able to keep it up. And we get that energy certainly from understanding what we’re doing, but the inspiration from the teacher is really very, very crucial. 

It’s not that the teacher is somebody separate, over there, and we’re doing our practice here; but the teacher is inseparable from this Buddha-figure in front of us that we internalize ourselves and visualize ourselves. In that way, we have integrated ourselves fully with the teacher as a Buddha. And this is the point of what’s referred to as “guru-yoga.” And although we could do guru-yoga  –  maybe do that as a preliminary, and it’s definitely part of every sadhana practice  –  although we could do it with just a visualization of some historical figure, let’s say Padmasambhava (Guru Rinpoche) in the form of one of these Buddha-figures, or Tsongkhapa, or whatever, the practice has much, much more energy if there’s a living teacher that we’ve had some sort of contact with. Even if it’s in a big audience with twenty thousand people  –  you know, His Holiness the Dalai Lama  –  there’s some sort of personal experience and we actually have seen a human being like this. This gives far more energy. And often we will imagine the teacher and the founder of a lineage and the Buddha-figure all as one. 

But of course the teacher needs to be qualified. And our relation with that teacher needs to be a healthy one, not one that is mixed with disturbing emotions of “I know better than you!” and arrogance, getting angry with them for this or that reason, or being overly attached. It has to be free of these disturbing emotions. It needs to be a healthy, mature relationship. And that’s not easy because, after all, when we have a strong grasping to a solid “me,” we tend to think that I’m special. And if we sincerely look at the teacher as a Buddha  –  well, Buddha has equal concern for everybody. Nobody is special to a Buddha. Or everybody’s equally special. But the point is that a Buddha’s equal to everybody. And so we get inspiration from the teacher, who we shouldn’t think in terms of “Ooh, I’m so special,” and so on. Work, we have to do ourselves. 

These are difficult points, I must say. The whole point of seeing the teacher inseparable from the Buddha-figure, although it is mentioned and is emphasized in all the tantra practices, it’s really not easy. One really needs to work very deeply to understand that, in a way that it will actually work in a healthy manner. And also I think we need to be realistic, in terms of: “I don’t feel equally inspired all the time. I don’t feel inspired to do my practice all the time.” It’s samsara after all. Samsara: its basic nature is it goes up and down. So of course our level of inspiration, our level of practice, is going to go up and down. So we need to go on, despite how we… whether our mood is good or bad, whether or not we feel terribly inspired or not. Just do it. And if we can recall the good qualities of the teacher, the kindness of the teacher, and so on, and integrate that into the tantra practice, it will help us to sustain our energy level, our inspiration, even if it’s not dramatic. So it’s important to be quite discriminating in terms of the teacher from whom we receive an empowerment. First, we need to be ready to receive it; the teacher needs to be qualified; and we need to feel some sort of connection, some sort of inspiration from the teacher. If any of those three are missing, you’re going to have some problems. 

Now, of course, there are some teachers which say it’s okay to come to an empowerment without actually taking the empowerment; and people refer to that in the West as going “just for the blessing.” So you get a little bit of inspiration from the ceremony, but you’re not actually taking the vows or taking any of the commitments. That’s okay, as long as you’re clear about what you’re doing. As His Holiness calls it, he says you can be a “neutral observer”; in other words, you can either be a positive observer or at least a neutral observer, but not a negative observer  –  going there with a very negative attitude, to make fun of this primitive thing that people are doing. Certainly that’s not the attitude to go with. 

Now what about the actual practice that we do? There are numerous types of practices that are done with tantra. We have four different classes of tantra in the New Translation (Sarma) traditions  –  that’s the Sakya, Kagyu, and Gelugpa  –  and we have a division of six types of tantra practice, just a division scheme, in Nyingma. And each of these classes is going to have a slightly different structure in terms of the practices that we do; but basically we usually have two stages: one in which we work with imagination, visualization; and one with which we are going more into something beyond imagination, to explain it in general. With the highest class of tantra  –  the fourth class in the New Traditions’ scheme, and in the higher three of the Old Tradition (the Nyingma tradition)  –  we’re working with actual methods to get to the subtlest level of mind, and working with the channels and energies and so on of the subtle body. This is what we do on the second stage. But all these systems and their classifications of the practice are rather complicated, and no need to go into that today. 

What I’d like to focus on, in more general terms, is this first stage, since that is primarily what all of us at our level are actually involved with. And even if we are doing practices that seem to be involved with the energy systems and chakras and so on, in actuality we’re just working with that in our imagination. So again it’s visualization practice. So, fine. This is how we have to begin. 

And with this practice with visualization, we have what’s known as a sadhana. “Sadhana” is a Sanskrit word which means, as I explained, a method for actualization; and “actualization” means to actually generate ourselves as a Buddha-figure. And for each Buddha-figure there are many sadhanas, not just one; and, as I explained, for each Buddha-figure there are also many different forms of that Buddha-figure, like four-arm Chenrezig, thousand – arm Chenrezig, etc. And so, since there are so many variants and variations of the practices, I think it’s quite important to not get overly attached to the one that we’re doing, as if it were so special, because all of them are special. Everybody will say that their sadhana is really special. So one just practices the sadhana that our teacher gives us and the lineage the teacher has practiced, without overinflating it  –  in terms of “Whoa, this is so special!” and you get quite a disturbing attitude toward it, and that tends in the direction of sectarianism. 

Now we have one type of sadhana in one tradition, one deity. Then there will be different lengths of that sadhana. There will be an abbreviated one; there will be a full one; sometimes there’s a medium level as well. And my teacher Serkong Rinpoche said that the abbreviated forms, the short forms, are for advanced practitioners. It’s the long, full forms that are for the beginners. In the full forms we recite, basically, the script of what we are doing. It’s like an opera of visualization. So we have all the steps, and you recite what you’re doing. 

And in that, in addition to reciting what we are actually visualizing or what we’re trying to  –  a state of mind that we’re trying to generate, like bodhichitta, and so on  –  we also have various prayers, and we have lots of mantras. Some of them are the mantras associated with the Buddha-figure. Some of them are mantras that are associated with helping us to get into a certain state of mind. Like there’s a mantra in terms of voidness, and actually the Sanskrit words give us an indication of a line of thinking and reasoning that will get us into the proper state of mind. So there are many different kinds of mantras. Often these mantras are containing Sanskrit, not only Sanskrit words but they could be whole sentences in Sanskrit. And also sprinkled in it will be various syllables that represent something, like OM AH HUM. So when we make offerings, which play a very large part in these practices, we also recite a sentence in Sanskrit: “I offer this to the Buddhas and their entourage.” And you have a different Sanskrit word for the different things that you offer. 

So what are the parts of a sadhana practice? What is the script? What are the major things that will be there in the full form? And in the abbreviated form, they’ll just have a little bit of things; and if you’re familiar with the full form, you fill it in without having to do any recitation. 

There’s a following thought from that, before I get into the parts of the sadhana. The implication is that we have to really familiarize ourselves with the long one before we can effectively practice the short one. If we only do the short one without knowing the long one, it won’t be very effective because we’re leaving out too much. You don’t really know what is packed into it. 

And also sometimes we do retreats in which we spend a certain lengthy period of time only doing this practice, and doing lots and lots of mantras and so on. But that is not the time to just get to learn the sadhana. We need to have really familiarized ourselves well before doing a retreat. If we try to do a retreat with the whole sadhana practice and we’re not familiar with that practice, and we think, “Oh, I’ll get familiar with it during the retreat”  –  not very effective, not very effective at all, because we spend a lot of the time doing the practice incorrectly or incompletely. Now it might be very beneficial to take some time off from our daily lives to familiarize ourselves with the sadhana, and we could even call it a retreat, but that’s not really a retreat. Just to go away for a weekend  –  in the West, we call that a retreat  –  that certainly is not a retreat in the way that the Tibetans use the term. 

A retreat is when you have a very set schedule for usually quite a long period of time, depending on the speed that we’re doing, and you do a sadhana practice and you recite a mantra several hundred thousand times. It could be a million times; it all depends on the mantra. That’s a retreat. A weekend going off and having some lectures is a weekend off. It’s not the Tibetan word for “retreat.” The Tibetan word for “retreat,” here, is “one which is making the mind serviceable”  –  in other words, it can really run, it can really work with the practice  –  by this tremendous amount of repetition. 

Now the structure of a sadhana is  –  the full sadhanas  –  is that it starts with a lineage practice. So you visualize the whole lineage going back to the Buddha, in whatever form the Buddha might have appeared in for giving the practice. Whether it’s Vajradhara, whether it’s Samantabhadra, whatever it is, it doesn’t matter. It will be different in each practice. And then you imagine the whole line of lineage masters going all the way down to your present master, the one that you receive the empowerment from, and you recite a verse for each one of them; or it can be a verse that includes a few of them. 

We shouldn’t think of Samantabhadra or Vajradhara being different from Buddha. Buddha’s appearing in these forms. Buddha can also appear in the form of  –  there’s a red Vajradhara in Vajrayogini. They can appear in the form of Yamantaka. They can appear in any form: Kalachakra. It doesn’t matter. Just as the teacher appears in all these forms, Buddha of course appears in all these forms. Otherwise we have the absurd conclusion that Buddha didn’t teach the tantras: only Vajradhara or Samantabhadra taught the tantras; and that is incorrect. 

In any case, we recite the verse. And each of the masters in it  –  the gurus  –  dissolve into the next one, the next one, the next one, and eventually they dissolve into our spiritual teacher, and that dissolves into us. So this gives us a very strong feeling of respect for the lineage, that this is something which is authentic, goes all the way back, it’s been tested over time; and we feel tremendous inspiration, not just from our actual teacher but also from the lineage masters as well. 

Well, the more that we know about each of these lineage figures, the more inspiration we will feel from them, rather than it just being a name that maybe we can’t even pronounce. So just reciting names without knowing anything about these people is not very effective, and in fact usually becomes quite boring. We want to just rush through this section because it’s just names. So if we want this part of the practice to be more effective, we need to learn a little bit about at least the major figures of the lineage. And nowadays more and more information is available, through the Internet or whatever. It might not be in Russian, but in other languages as well. And there are tools for translating, so you can use them. 

And then, when the teachers inseparable from the Buddha-figure dissolve into us, then we focus on voidness. Dissolve all our ordinary appearances. Being inspired, so dissolve all the ordinary appearances. And then generate ourselves in the form of  –  the simple form of the Buddha-figure. These Buddha-figures will have a simple form and a full form, usually. So it could be a figure with let’s say twenty-four arms as the full figure; the simple figure will have just two arms. So we start off with the simple figure, not the full figure, usually. Obviously we need to have some experience of voidness; some understanding of that. And some understanding of that whole process that we’ve been discussing so far  –  of Buddha-nature, and how it’s possible to generate ourselves as a Buddha-figure, and what it actually means, and so on. You have to have some understanding. 

Then we have three basic sections: we have the preliminary or preparatory practices, the main practice, and then the concluding practices. So, within the preparatory practices, the order of what we do will be slightly different in different practices, and there will be more in the fourth class than there is in the first class [of tantra], but, anyway, the structure is basically the same, so I’ll just explain it in one way. So we have to prepare for the actual practice. So how do we prepare? 

First, we are going to make a lot of offerings in the practice. That’s a big part of the practices. So obviously we need to have developed some attitude of generosity beforehand; otherwise you’re not going to want to make any offerings. And there are many different types of offerings. For all the classes of tantra we have the offering of external objects; different types: water and incense and flowers, and so on, food, music. These are modeled after how you would greet and entertain an honored guest if they came to your home in ancient India. And in the highest class of tantra we have further types of offerings: inner offering (dealing with various aspects of the body) and so on  –  no need to go into all the details. And, in making these offerings, some offerings are going to be made to the Buddha-figure in front of us; some offerings are going to be made back to us as a Buddha-figure. 

And we want to be able in tantra to have the understanding of voidness with a blissful state of mind. There are many reasons for that. It’s very efficient for getting down to the deepest, most subtlest level of mind. I don’t really want to go into much detail about that; there’s not much time. So when we make the offerings, it’s very important to have the feeling that it brings joy and happiness to the Buddhas  –  not that they don’t have it already, but we imagine that it brings happiness to them. When we experience it ourselves, we experience it with a blissful state of mind. But, in both cases, with an understanding of voidness. It’s not that: “Oh, I’m this little thing and you’re so wonderful. And it’s such a big deal, what I’m giving to you.” And making offerings is a way of showing respect, and it also builds up more and more positive force. 

Anyway, in the sadhana, first what we have to do is… Now here’s a difficult word. It is the same word as “inspiration,” so sometimes it’s called “bless” the offerings. Well, what does that mean? So this word that some people translate as “bless,” as I said, I translate it as “inspiration” in certain contexts, in other contexts it is an “uplifting.” I mean, this is what inspiration does; it uplifts to a more  –  an elevated state. That’s the connotation of the Sanskrit word adhishthana (byin-gyis rlabs). So, uplift or brighten. Tibetans translate it with the word to brighten, brighten it to a higher state. So sometimes people translate that as “consecrate”  –  consecrate the offerings  –  in English. 

Question: Brighten means to make more bright? 

Alex: Yes. To increase its brilliance, in the sense of uplift it, make it in a higher state. 

Well, what we do is: These offerings are sitting there on the altar or the shelf and these are ordinary substances. They could be water, they could be tea, they could be flowers; they could be incense, special substances that you put in some tea that you get from the teacher. There’s all sorts of things that you could have. But the point is that this is the basis upon which we can label an ordinary form; but we can also label this uplifted form, the pure offerings that we’re going to make. 

Remember, when we spoke about ourselves in the form of a Buddha-figure, that this positive potential type of energy, in a sense  –  well, is it energy? not energy? that’s another discussion  –  but, anyway, this can give rise to our ordinary form or, when not mixed with confusion, it can give rise to a pure form as a Buddha-figure. So it’s our energy, actually, that appears in these forms. So Sakya, one of the Tibetan traditions, explains that this is inseparable, the ordinary samsaric form and the so-called nirvanic or pure form. Generate both. So what we are doing with this uplifting, this inspiration, is, rather than focusing on the ordinary type of appearance, we go back, we dissolve the projection of true existence onto that, and instead focus on the pure appearance. So it’s like two different levels of energy; we want to go from the lower energy to the higher energy, although both of them are there. 

So we want to get rid of this projection of everything encapsulated in plastic. Get rid of that projection  –  whether we’re talking about the ordinary vibration level or the Buddha vibration level  –  get rid of that and then focus on this pure one. So we do that with ourselves (in the Buddha-figure), our environment around us (in terms of a mandala), and we do it with the offerings. Clear away the projection of everything encapsulated in plastic  –  in terms of the ordinary level, the pure level  –  and rather than focusing on this ordinary level, it’s uplifted, inspired. So we go to this higher level, the pure level of appearance. We do that with our body. We do that with the environment around us, so it’s a mandala in its pure form. And we also do that with the offerings. 

So, to prepare the offerings so they can be offered, we need to transform them, uplift them, bless them, or consecrate them  –  however you want to translate it. So dissolve the ordinary appearance and the ordinary projection of true existence from them, and then generate them in a pure form as nectars and so on. And also increase them, so that they’re never going to run out; you don’t have to be stingy with them, thinking that there’s not enough for everybody. So it multiplies infinitely and it has just good qualities. We do this with the outer offerings. And, if it’s a higher class of tantra, also with the inner offerings. And these can be quite complex visualizations with many, many steps, each of which represents something else on the path. So it’s very deep, actually, this process; very profound, how it’s done. 

And, for starting the process, we always imagine chasing away interferences. And then we have a repetition of the preparatory practices that we’ve done with ngondro. So you have refuge (taking safe direction); you have the generation of bodhichitta. So that could go first, before the uplifting or the so-called “consecration” of the offerings; it could come there, or it could be both there and after you’ve done it. As I said, the order of these things is going to vary in different practices. But one structure that we use is refuge and bodhichitta as a basis, and then doing Vajrasattva practice as a purification, and then the seven-part practice  –  with prostration, and offerings, and openly admitting negative things that we’ve done in the past, etc. The seven-part practice, it’s called. There’s always a guru-yoga, imagining getting inspiration from the body, speech, and mind of the guru. And very frequently we have the retaking or reaffirmation of the bodhisattva and  –  if in the class of tantra we’re practicing it has tantric vows  –  also the tantric vows. So we have all of these preparatory practices; and there can be more that are put here, depending on the practice we’re doing. 

Then we have the main part of the practice. All the preparatory things can also be thought of in terms of building up some more positive force, and then there can be  –  we start with some voidness meditation to build up more deep awareness. So that meditation on voidness both builds up positive force and is the starting point for the actual practice  –  the actual main part of the practice, I should say. So, again, focus on voidness, clear out all the appearances and, in a sense, again we “reboot” in terms of generating ourselves in the form of a Buddha-figure  –  the full Buddha-figure now. 

Now another feature that we have is a protected space; sometimes called a protection wheel. To be able to do the practice, we need to have a feeling of confidence that all interference is chased away and, in a sense, we are in a protected space to be able to practice without hindrance. And there are many different ways in which we create this protected space  –  as I said, it’s sometimes called a protection wheel  –  many different ways in which it’s visualized, various figures on it, and so on. So there’s quite a bit of variation here. So this protected space could be generated as part of the preparatory practices, or in some practices it’s generated as part of the main practice. As I said, there’s a tremendous amount of variation here. 

So, within this protected space, then maintaining this understanding of voidness as best as we can, we generate ourself as the Buddha-figure  –  with an understanding of the voidness of the Buddha-figure and of the mandala and so on. And, in the more elaborate forms, most of these figures have a palace that they live in, and some are multiple figures as well. 

Now the way of generating ourselves as a Buddha-figure, there will be a variation in terms of how that is done. It’s done differently in the different classes of tantra, and within one class of tantra there will be variation. And what we have… Remember, in our discussion of the meaning of tantra, that instead of having our unawareness and disturbing emotions activate the karmic potentials to give rise to an ordinary form; instead of that, what we want to do is to  –  and that occurs of course at the time of death, the bardo, and rebirth  –  what we want to do is to have instead, without these disturbing emotions and so on, that this positive force gives rise to a pure form. 

So, in the New Translation period  –  Sakya, Kagyu, Gelug  –  what we imagine with the highest class of tantra is this process of substituting for death, bardo, and rebirth, in a much fuller form. So we actually have visualizations and practices which are similar to what happens with death, bardo, and rebirth, as a way of generating ourselves as a Buddha-figure. So, similar to death, the absence of all these ordinary appearances, plus of course the understanding of voidness. And then, with a bardo, arising in a simple form. And, with rebirth, arising in a full form. And, in the process of getting down to the subtlest level of mind, which we do with death, we imagine the whole process of the eight steps  –  or the ten steps, depending on the practice  –  of how the gross mind in this lifetime gets more and more subtle at the time of death. So we have quite a nice, very elaborate type of process here. And that is actually the kernel; that’s the most important part of the sadhana  –  is this generation practice similar to death, bardo, and rebirth. That’s really what we want to get rid of and become a Buddha instead. 

In Nyingma we have a similar process but slightly different. Rather than conceiving of it in terms of the process of death, bardo, and rebirth, it’s conceived in terms of how the what’s called “pure awareness” (rigpa) gives rise to appearances. So it can give rise to ordinary appearances; it can give rise to pure appearances. So this is called the “three samadhis.” “Samadhi” is a state of absorbed concentration. So focusing on pure awareness  –  so that’s similar to death, although it’s not called like that. And then the energy of that pure awareness going out, communicating  –  that’s like subtle forms for bardo. And then an actual appearance  –  that’s like rebirth. So, although it doesn’t say death, bardo, and rebirth, it’s very, very similar; basically doing the same type of thing. 

Question: So, pure awareness and…? 

Alex: Communication  –  they use the word “compassion,” but it’s referring to the energy going out in a communicative type of way  –  and then an actual appearance. 

And the way of getting to this rigpa is going to be similar to  –  in our imagination, we do this  –  similar to how we focus on rigpa in Nyingma practice, as opposed to how we go to the clear light level in the New Tantra system, which is through the stages of dissolving the winds. The structure is the same. It’s just doing it in terms of the type of practices that are emphasized in each of these traditions. But the structure of eliminating this basis level from giving rise to uncontrollably recurring rebirth  –  death, bardo, rebirth  –  it’s the same. It’s just a different framework of how this subtlest level gives rise to ordinary appearance and to pure appearance. 

Now when we visualize ourselves as this Buddha-figure with all these figures in the mandala, we are all of them. We’re not just the main figure. The “me” is labeled on all of them. We are this whole assembly of figures. So even if we are a couple  –  visualizing a couple  –  we’re both of them. Now of course that gets into a lot of technical detail of what is your point of view as you’re visualizing yourself as all of these. That type of instruction one needs to get from one’s own tantric master, of how you actually do this. Not so simple. But all these different figures represent different aspects of ourselves: the different elements, the different aggregates, the different senses, the different types of deep awareness. So we’re the whole thing, just like we are in our ordinary form with the digestive system, the circulatory system, the arms, the legs, etc. All integrated. 

Once we’ve set up this visualization and you recite what everybody looks like  –  and in some practices there are also various figures inside the body of the deities  –  then we imagine what’s called the deep awareness beings dissolving into our visualized beings. And it’s a misconception to think that those are the real ones and these are the imaginary ones; that’s not quite the way that it is explained. But it’s a type of visualization or practice that gets us into the custom of bringing in the various energy winds into the central channel so that our generation as this figure becomes stable. Then we imagine that again we take the full empowerment. And that can be done in an abbreviated form; some practices, it’s done in a very full form. 

And at various times we make various offerings. In the preparatory practices when we did guru-yoga, we make offerings to the guru as the Buddha-figure in front of us. Here, in the main part of the sadhana, we make offerings back to ourselves. And of course when we imagine taking the empowerment again, you make offerings to the empowering deities. There’s lots of offerings made. 

And then there are various meditation practices to stabilize our visualization  –  so we’re no longer reciting anything now  –  so that we get more and more concentration, with more and more details, to help us get more stabilization on the whole thing. So there are many different types of practices that are done there. 

And then there’s the mantra recitation. And there are mantras for  –  if it’s a multi-figure mandala  –  there are mantras for all the figures. If the mandala has many figures, you say a different mantra for each figure. And some of them have more. The main figure usually has at least three mantras; usually three. And many visualizations that are done while we recite the mantras. Within the body, especially of the main figure, we’re going to have different syllables and different chakras, etc. All this is going to help us to eventually gain access to the subtle energy system. So we visualize various syllables. We visualize lights going out, giving offerings to the Buddhas. Lights going out, removing the suffering from all beings and giving them all happiness. Lots and lots of visualizations that can be done while we do the mantras. 

And during all these procedures that have come before this, we have various mudras (different hand gestures that you make), and sometimes ringing a bell. There are many different ritual type of things that are done to also engage the body. So we’re doing something with the body, the speech, and the mind simultaneously. 

Then, after the mantra recitation, there is Vajrasattva mantra done once or three times to purify any mistakes we might have made. And more offerings to ourselves. And then we get the concluding parts; that often will include offering a torma (gtor-ma)  –  this is like a cake  –  which is made in order to also get rid of interferences and make closer connections. So we have the purification  –  the transformation  –  of the torma again, like what we had with the offerings in the beginning. Torma can be offered to the gurus, it can be offered to the Buddhas, it can be offered to us. Very often, we call in various protectors; tormas are offered to them. 

And then, after all these torma offerings  –  and you also offer them outer offerings and inner offerings  –  then, after all of this, then we send these guests back. We imagine that they go back to wherever they live. And then  –  we’ve been in the full form of the deity up to now  –  then we have another transformation back to the simple form of the deity. 

And then there’s a recitation of a very long prayer. Each verse is covering a different stage of the practice. So you review the whole practice, starting with the sutra basics, all the way through all the stages of the tantra practice of that particular practice. And then, at the end, what is known as the verses for auspiciousness, which is basically a type of dedication. You know: may everything be auspicious; may everything go well for the practices; for all practitioners, for everybody to reach enlightenment; etc. 

So this is the basic sadhana practice. And different deities, and different lineages of the deities, will have different sadhanas, but they all follow basically the same structure. So when we have these short little sadhanas, these abbreviated forms, all of these fuller aspects are packed into it. And if you’re really doing it properly when you do the abbreviated form, you fill in all these things. And the more familiar we are with these practices, obviously we can do them more effectively, more quickly. And because they’re so complicated, it will take a whole lifetime to be able to do it really properly. Very, very, challenging. 

So our time is up for this session. And tomorrow we will speak about all the basic understandings that we will need  –  from the sutra side, basically  –  that will enable this practice of the sadhana to be effective. And I’d like to point out what problems could arise in our practice if we skip over and omit these foundational practices. 

So we end with a dedication. Whatever positive force, whatever understanding has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause for everyone to reach enlightenment for the benefit of us all. 

Thank you.

 Session Four: Lam-rim as the Foundation for Tantra Practice: The Initial Scope
Unedited Transcript
Listen to the audio version of this page (0:37 hours)We’ve been speaking about how to make our tantra practice effective. And this is based on the experience  –  that I think most of us have  –  in that if we actually are doing tantra practice each day, or perhaps not even each day, that it seems to be going nowhere. It can become an empty ritual, just something that we’re repeating day after day. And sometimes, if it’s in Tibetan, in a language that we don’t know, it seems really strange. And, at other times, even if we know supposedly what we’re doing, what we’re reciting, it’s very hard to put our hearts into it.

If we are going to do a tantra practice, it’s something that usually... from the empowerments that we receive, there’s a commitment to do it every day of our lives. Although many Tibetans will take empowerments with the motivation that they’re just planting seeds for future lives, and in this lifetime they can’t really hope to practice it at all  –  maybe just say a mantra  –  but in future lives they’ll be able to do that. But, if we’re honest with ourselves, most of us really aren’t convinced on an emotional, gut level in rebirth. So to say that we’re just taking the empowerment to plant seeds for future lives  –  nice high-sounding words, but for most of us doesn’t mean very much. 

So, if we’re honest with ourselves, most of us are really just thinking in terms of this lifetime. And so, if we’re going to take an empowerment, it needs to be on the basis that we actually plan to practice what we’re receiving the empowerment for. Otherwise, why are we taking it? So, given that situation, then we need to make that practice effective or as effective as is possible. Now we hear the nice line that through tantra practice, especially the highest class of tantra practice, it’s possible to achieve enlightenment in one lifetime, and even possible to do it within three years and three phases of the moon. A phase of the moon is a fortnight, either from new moon to full moon or full moon to new moon. And as several of my teachers have said, that although in theory it’s possible to achieve enlightenment through the tantra practices in such a short time, that’s highly unlikely. 

Tantra practice is extremely difficult, extremely advanced, as I’ve tried to indicate. And although it might not require three zillion countless eons of building up positive force, as is described in the Mahayana sutra path as being necessary for achieving enlightenment; nevertheless, it’s going to take a long time. Many lifetimes. Many, many lifetimes. Because it requires very, very intensive practice. I mean, if we’re really going to do it, that means spending twenty-four hours a day, every single day, doing it, practicing it. And who are we kidding? Are we really ready for that? 

So, as several of my teachers have said, we have to be careful with this line that we can achieve enlightenment so quickly through tantra. We have to be careful not to use that as an excuse for laziness. We want to follow an easy  –  so-called easy  –  speedy path, simply because we’re lazy; we don’t want to work hard. That’s why I think it’s very important not to be naive about tantra. And in explaining it, I try to avoid making it easy, making it sound simple, because it is not easy and it is not simple. So let’s not be naive about it. 

By explaining it in a little bit fuller way  –  and, mind you, it could be explained in a tremendous amount of more detail and more depth  –  the aim is not to discourage people. Or, in listening to it, the aim or the result is not to be discouraged. That is not the aim, to be discouraged. But the aim is to gain a very deep respect for how sophisticated this method is. In order to practice tantra effectively, it really is important to have tremendous respect for it and appreciation for it. Something very special. If we look at the enumeration of the thousand Buddhas that will come in this world age, only a few of them  –  different texts will give different numbers  –  but only a few of them will ever teach tantra, so it’s very, very special. And if we have a very high regard and respect for tantra, then if we are going to engage in it, we’re going to try to engage in it seriously. 

So what does it mean to be serious about it? It is not just to do a daily practice because you said that you were going to do it, and we sort of promised, when you took the empowerment, to the teacher  –  I mean, mind you, you don’t do it individually  –  but you promise that I’m going to do this practice, and so you do it. That’s not enough. Although of course that’s a great accomplishment  –  if you actually have the discipline to actually do it every day and not give up. That’s quite an accomplishment, but it’s not enough. A lot of people just give up after a while because they find it just too boring or they just don’t have time. Especially if you take empowerments as a young person who doesn’t have yet responsibilities of a family or a career and so on. So, very idealistic.  –  That’s the characteristic of the twenties in age. And so “Yeah! I’m going to do it!” And, you know, we all think we’re Milarepas, and so on. And later, when we actually have these responsibilities of family and career, then we give it up. We give up this practice. We don’t have time. 

So if we are dependable enough and stable enough that we actually do maintain a daily practice throughout our lives, we don’t give it up. And actually from among the people that I know who took these empowerments when they were  –  when I was young and when I took them, in my twenties  –  very few of them are actually still now, forty years later, doing it every day. Very, very few. That’s really sad, isn’t it? 

But if we’re still doing it, and doing it just out of routine  –  and usually racing through it because we don’t have so much time, so you do it as quickly as possible  –  then to really make it serious, you have to go back, way, way back to the very beginning of the lam-rim. The basic teachings, because without that foundation, practice isn’t really sincere. You’re just sort of doing a ritual and, in a sense, playing. And it could be even worse  –  that you’re just escaping into fantasy land. 

While maintaining the daily practice, even if it is seems to be not so deep or anything, we need to work on these, all these lam-rim steps  –  lam-rim is the graded stages, going through the sutra path  –  and really try to get each stage on a level which is very sincere, very emotionally deep, and it really is there; it’s present as a state of mind in you. And that is not a simple process. We shouldn’t fool ourselves. And it’s stated very, very clearly in all the texts that when we talk about these graded stages, that is exactly what they are: step one, step two, step three. You have to establish step one very firmly before you can go on to step two. Step two adds to it; it is based on step one. If you just skip over five or six steps and just try for the last one, it’s totally unstable. It doesn’t have the depth and support of the preceding stages. Big mistake. 

So let’s look at the importance of these various steps in the lam-rim as the basis for effective tantra practice. And each step that we are able to take, and be firm on it, benefits that daily practice  –  if we are doing a daily practice of tantra. We start with the… We’ve already spoken about the importance of a spiritual teacher to give us not only the empowerment, to give the more personal aspect to a commitment of taking vows and practice commitments. If you’re just doing it [making the commitment] to, abstractly, a visualization of the Buddhas, it’s not as effective as if you actually do it to a person, in terms of your emotional connection. 

The more respect we have for our teacher, spiritual teacher  –  even if we don’t see the spiritual teacher very often  –  the more respect you have, the more appreciation of the kindness of the teacher that you have, the stronger you will keep your commitment. You don’t want to be a complete: “How could I be so irresponsible as to have promised in the presence of this teacher that I’m going to do this, and then I don’t?” The stronger our respect for the teacher, the stronger our discipline will be. That’s why we have, in sutra, it says very clearly: imagine your teacher on the top of your head, or on your shoulder, or in your heart. There are many variants of it. It doesn’t matter where we have the teacher, but have the teacher with us, the mindfulness of the teacher, and then I don’t want to let them down. How could I act like that toward this person that I have such tremendous respect for? 

So this relation with a spiritual teacher, it has to be  –  it’s not just somebody who’s inspiring; it’s somebody that deeply moves our heart. We can say, well, it’s an emotional aspect to it. But when we talk about an emotional aspect  –  there are different types of belief, it’s called, and one of the types of belief that we need to have with the teacher is the type of belief that clears your mind of any disturbing emotions toward the teacher. So the deep emotion that we feel for the teacher is respect and appreciation. It’s not clinging. It’s not that you’re going to get angry and criticize if there’s something that I don’t like. It’s not arrogance: “I know better than you.” None of that. It’s a very stable state of mind. It’s not without feelings though; it’s a very deep feeling, but a nondisturbing type of feeling. We’re not complaining that: “Oh, you don’t have time for me, personally.” None of that. 

And, as we’ve spoken about Buddha-nature, it’s not that I’m this horrible miserable creature down here, with no qualities, and you’re so wonderful up there, and we worship you. Certainly not worship of the teacher, because we always have discriminating awareness. We are very clear what the good qualities of the teacher are and what their shortcomings are. We don’t deny them. The Fifth Dalai Lama says that quite clearly. But there’s no point in focusing on the shortcomings. You don’t have any benefit from focusing on the shortcomings and complaining and criticizing. Focus on the good qualities because there are far more good qualities than shortcomings. 

Then think in terms of the precious human rebirth that I have. I mean, there’s the standard list  –  I don’t have to go through all the lam-rim teachings with you  –  that I have the temporary freedom, a respite from these worse conditions that would prevent me from practicing; and I have all these wonderful opportunities. There’s lists of these. But particularly important here, not mentioned in the standard lists, is that we have the basic constituent features as a human being. We’ve got the subtle energy systems and chakras and all these things, which then can be used on the path to enlightenment. So, in addition to the precious human rebirth, that’s even more important in tantra because we have really the working basis for that, that we would not have in any other life form. 

So one of the tantric vows is not to abuse our aggregates  –  not to abuse our body and mind  –  because it’s very precious and we need to use it. So pushing it too hard, for example, that just really causes problems in our energy system. We need to of course not go to the other extreme of being lazy. But get enough sleep. Eat properly. If you’re sick, go to a doctor. These sort of things. Don’t abuse your body and mind. Get enough exercise. Eat properly. These sort of things. Don’t just pollute your mind with violence and pornography and all these other things. 

And what happens is that if we don’t appreciate the precious human rebirth that we have, we waste it. We don’t practice. We don’t try to work on our motivation. We don’t use it. I mean, to just do what’s called an empty ritual  –  just go “Blah blah blah blah blah” and ring your bell every day  –  that’s wasting your precious human rebirth, even though you might think, “Oh, I’m doing this great tantra practice.” You’re just repeating a ritual. There’s no depth to it. 

Now it’s not a total waste of time doing this empty ritual. Of course not. We develop discipline. We develop a sense of responsibility that we’re going to do it every day. There’s some special  –  if we’re doing it in Tibetan, there’s a rhythm to it. So it is helpful. We connect with the lineage.  –  That’s fine. But we’re not taking the fullest advantage that we can. And this is the point of the precious human rebirth  –  to take the fullest advantage of it. But, even if we try to practice more and more effectively, don’t go to the extreme of pushing yourself too hard. That’s abusing your aggregates. 

Then we need to think  –  next thing in the lam-rim is about death and impermanence  –  that this precious human rebirth is going to end; it’s impermanent. Death will come for sure. We never know when. And nothing is going to be of help unless we have actually built up the positive habits of dharma practice to avoid worse rebirths  –  losing a precious human rebirth; not getting it again. 

Now I have tried to explain  –  there’s no need for me to repeat in great detail  –  I’ve tried to explain how, in tantra practice, what we’re trying to do is to get rid of death and rebirth, which is the basis for experiencing all the sufferings that we do, from lifetime to lifetime. And, in the highest class of tantra, we actually do practices that are modeled after what happens in the process of dying, going through a bardo intermediate stage, and being reborn. And we do practices like that so that we build up the habit that this will substitute the actual attainment of Buddhahood, modeled on that; will substitute instead of our ordinary death, bardo, and rebirth.

When we die, our rough consciousness  –  sexual thoughts, all that sort of stuff  –  dissolves. We get down to the very, very subtlest level of mind; mental activity and energy. And if we still have unawareness and we still have the tendencies of disturbing emotions  –  I mean, at that level you would only have the tendencies not conscious, not manifest; but you still have those tendencies; you still have the karmic potentials  –  they’re going to get activated. Then what happens? You get rebirth. And the point here is that it could be a worse rebirth not a human rebirth, not a precious human rebirth. So what we want is to be able to get down to that subtlest level of mind and not activate all this garbage that is there, but instead  –  in the same process as that subtlest level gives rise to a samsaric type of appearance and existence, it can also give rise to an enlightened appearance and existence, if we have understanding of voidness and bodhichitta motivation. 

So the first stage of tantra, we just visualize, we just imagine getting down to that subtlest level. And, instead of generating from that our usual samsaric type of existence, we generate from it an enlightening form, these Buddha-figures  –  a simple form, like bardo, analogous to bardo; a more complex form, analogous to rebirth. So the simple form, similar to Sambhoghakaya; the complex form, similar to Nirmanakaya  –  the two types of appearance of a Buddha. 

If we’re practicing the highest class of tantra, then by working on the initial stage with our imagination like this  –  this visualizing all of this  –  then on the what’s called the “complete stage,” when everything now is complete for being able to actually work with the subtle energy system, then out of the subtle energy system we get to this subtlest level of mind. And we generate out of that subtlest energy these actual subtle forms  –  rather than a samsaric form  –  called “illusory body.” And this, being able to do it in meditation  –  of course, we can’t sustain it forever; we come out of the meditation  –  but being able to do it in meditation, generating these things with working with the subtle energy system, will be the direct cause for actually being able to do it at the final point, in which it gives rise to us as an enlightened being, as a Buddha. 

If we don’t believe in death and rebirth, this whole thing becomes meaningless. What are we doing with these practices if we don’t believe, we don’t have this feeling of impermanence  –  okay, I’m going to die  –  and there will be bardo and rebirth? And now I want to avoid it being just an ordinary death, an ordinary bardo, and an ordinary rebirth, because that’s just going to  –  in the case of the initial level  –  it could lead to a worse state of rebirth, and I don’t have a precious human body anymore; I can’t even continue with my practice. If you don’t believe that, what are we doing with the practice? Now to really  –  on a gut level, we say in English  –  deep within our heart, to be totally convinced: We’re going to die. I have this opportunity now, but I’m going to die, definitely. I have no idea when that will actually happen. And I know what is going to follow, in terms of a bardo and a rebirth, and I certainly want to avoid that. Especially what I want to avoid is activating negative potentials and being reborn in a worse rebirth. 

Even if we’re thinking in terms of the structure of the four noble truths  –  I’m doing this practice in order to get rid of suffering, and I’m looking at the cause of suffering in terms of selfishness  –  or whatever, whatever depth we’re looking at it, we’re not taking death, bardo, and rebirth seriously. We’re not looking deeply enough at what is the true problem and the true source of the problem  –  the first two noble truths. So what could this degenerate into? We have to recognize what could it degenerate into, our practice. What could our practice degenerate into, in a way in which we still think that it is a Buddhist practice? 

It could be I’m aiming to overcome unhappiness, which of course we need to overcome, but that’s just the first level of the truth of suffering: what’s true suffering. And how am I going to overcome unhappiness? I’m going to escape into this fantasy land of the Buddhas and all these nice forms, and everything is perfect, it’s a pure land, and so on. So that is really trivializing the tantra practice; really, really trivializing. And just to go to a pure fantasy land, that’s not really going to rid us of our problems. It’s like going to an internal movie and watching a cartoon. 

Also, the more that we are aware of death and impermanence, then we will do a daily practice because we never know when today’s going to be my last day. We could be hit by a truck. We could have a heart attack at any time. And also, if we’re thinking to do retreats  –  by retreat, I don’t mean just a weekend seminar in the countryside  –  but if we’re thinking of doing an intensive practice with hundreds of thousands of mantras and stuff like that, we won’t put it off. That doesn’t mean that we rush into these retreats unprepared. To take it seriously, you make all the preparation. What do we need in order to not just make it a waste of time? Very easy to sit in a three-year retreat and spend the whole time with mental wandering. 

So death, impermanence, take rebirth seriously. And then the next thing is to think of the worse rebirth states. So this really reaffirms that I want to do something to avoid them. And in our tantra practice, when we think of helping beings in all different realms and so on; well, we need to take these lower realms seriously; otherwise we’re just thinking of benefiting people I know or, at best, maybe all human beings, maybe some animals as well. I don’t know about the insects but, okay, the animals. Incomplete. But we need to not just appreciate that there are others that are now experiencing these worse rebirth states, what we need to really realize here is that I could experience that. And to take that very seriously, that I  –  if you think in terms of beginningless life, beginningless mental continuum  –  I’ve certainly built up all the negative potentials to be reborn as a cockroach or worse. Do I really want to build up more negative force? Do I really want to activate that negative force? Certainly not. We have to take that quite seriously, because that will give us even more energy to really try to do something about it to avoid that. 

And although it might be difficult for us to really take seriously and relate to what life would be like as a clutching ghost (these so-called hungry ghosts), and being born in one of these hell realms  –  it might be quite difficult to relate to that, but very, very helpful to take seriously the life of human beings who are in the worse states, in the poorest countries, living in the worst conditions, exploited, starving. Think of all the poor people in Pakistan, with this terrible flood that flooded  –  I don’t know, what was it  –  one third of their country. They lost absolutely everything. They didn’t have very much to start with. They can’t even find dry ground to stand on. Imagine what that would be like to be like that. Imagine what it would be like to be a type of animal  –  let’s say a small fish  –  that, at any time, a larger fish can come and eat you alive, bite off half of you and then eat the rest. If you really take it seriously, in terms of what it would be like to experience that, then you really have this strong intention: that I really want to avoid that. 

Then refuge. What I like to refer to as a safe direction. What are we aiming for? We’re aiming for the third and fourth noble truths, basically. So a state in which all these obscuring factors, all these things that cause rebirth and the suffering that we have in rebirth, all of those are completely removed  –  a true stopping  –  from our mental continuum; and correct understanding and all the good qualities fully realized. So that’s the deepest Dharma Jewel, the deepest Dharma Refuge is the third and fourth noble truths on a mental continuum. 

True suffering: so, uncontrollably recurring rebirth, the basis for the other types of suffering. The true causes for that: our unawareness, disturbing emotions, karma  –  the things that perpetuate this samsaric existence. So we have to have, for [attaining] the third noble truth, the fourth noble truth, that correct understanding will eliminate these causes and eliminate suffering, uncontrollably recurring rebirth. So the true stopping of it: the third noble truth. 

So if we’re not totally convinced  –  this is not easy at all  –  totally convinced of the basic purity of the mental continuum and Buddha-nature, and all these factors that are there  –  if we’re not convinced of that, and convinced that all these obscuring things are fleeting and temporary, they can be removed, and we can achieve a true stopping of it, what are we aiming for in our tantra practice? If we don’t think that death, bardo, and rebirth, the experience of that is something which could be removed from the mental continuum, and the mental continuum will continue on, on the basis of all the good qualities of Buddha-nature factors  –  if we don’t think that’s possible, what are we trying to do in getting rid of death, bardo, and rebirth? To really put your heart into trying to get rid of death, bardo, and rebirth, you have to be firmly convinced that it is possible  –  there is such a thing as a true stopping of that  –  and there is something which will eliminate it: the true path. 

So if the deepest Dharma Jewel, the deepest Dharma Refuge, is the third and fourth noble truths  –  I mean, sure, it’s represented by the books, the texts, and the teachings, and so on, but the deepest level are these: the third and fourth noble truths  –  then if we’re not convinced that somebody has actually achieved this  –  namely the Buddhas; now we get the Buddha Jewel  –  and there are those who have achieved it, at least in part  –  the Arya Sangha  –  how can we hope that we’re going to achieve it? “I’m so special. Nobody else has ever achieved it. There was never a Buddha, but I’m going to become liberated.” It’s a farce, isn’t it? It’s quite arrogant actually. 

I make a difference, in my way of explaining Buddhism, between Dharma-Lite and Real Thing Dharma. Like Coca-Cola Lite and Real Thing Coca-Cola. The Real Thing is aiming for liberation from samsara and enlightenment. And Dharma-Lite is just trying to improve this lifetime. And it’s beneficial to practice Dharma-Lite  –  it’s not that it’s not beneficial  –  but it’s not The Real Thing. 

But what about tantra-lite and Real Thing tantra? What would tantra-lite be like? “I’m trying to do this  –  I’m doing this practice basically to benefit this lifetime.” I mean, sure, we have the idea I’m going to gain enlightenment in this lifetime, but it will be okay if it at least benefits this lifetime. And has anybody ever really reached enlightenment? “Well, I don’t know. How would I know? So it would be good enough to go really far in that direction, and I’m not going to worry about was there ever really an enlightened being. Are there ever really Arya Sanghas?” The lite version. 

“So I don’t really believe in rebirth and in that whole aspect of the Real Thing Dharma.” So a lite version would be: “Perhaps I’m just using tantra to overcome my negative self-image.” And to have a more positive self image, which certainly is one aspect of imagining ourselves as these Buddha-figures because they each represent mainly  –  I mean, they represent the whole thing, all of enlightenment  –  but they specialize in compassion, or clarity of mind, or energy, or positive energy, or whatever. So improve my self-image; positive self-image. 

So in these practices in which we imagine going down to the subtlest level of mind, clearing away all ordinary appearances and things  –  similar to death  –  and then generating in a subtle form and then in a full form which are pure, similar to bardo and rebirth and similar to Sambhoghakaya and Nirmanakaya. (Going down to the subtlest level is similar to Dharmakaya.) So, instead of that, we do a lite version. So what is the analogy that we might think of? 

We might think of in terms of closing down the computer which is giving not a very nice program  –  it’s not working very well  –  and so I shut it down and then I reboot. And so I shut down all my negative thinking, and my low self-esteem, and negative self-image, and all of this garbage that’s going on around here, and I shut down the computer  –  this program, I don’t like this program; it’s not working well  –  go down, shut it off, and then we reboot. And we reboot now with: it’s going to work much better, it’s a much nicer program, it has really good video and really good sound, and all of that. And now I’m in my pure fantasy land of a Buddha-figure. That would be a Dharma-Lite version. 

And, especially if we do this without any understanding of voidness  –  this rebooting our internal computer, as it were  –  staying within the context of just this lifetime, then we’re going to have as much problems with the new program that comes up as we had with the old one. There’ll be attachment, there’ll be arrogance, there’ll be incredible naivety. If we really know, “Now I’m really Tara,” or “I’m really Chenrezig.” “I’m so holy. I’m so wonderful.” Even if we don’t go to that extreme of identifying so strongly that I am this figure or that figure, it could be with a tremendous feeling of “I’m such a high practitioner. I’m so cool.” I mean, whatever. These type of really disturbing attitudes based on our tantra practice. There’s a big danger. And even if we have a little bit of understanding of voidness that we apply here  –  in terms of being able to reboot the computer  –  very helpful, but it’s not going deeply enough to be able to actually achieve liberation and enlightenment. 

And the last point in terms of this initial scope  –  everything that I’ve been referring to here is an initial scope of motivation  –  is thinking of destructive behavior and how that produces the worse rebirths, and so on. And so if I’m going to go in this direction toward achieving the third and fourth noble truths then, at least as a start, I have to avoid destructive behavior. So the more we take this aspect of the initial scope seriously, the more strength there will be to refrain from breaking our vows: the bodhisattva and tantric vows, and the basic pratimoksha vows which are the basis for bodhisattva and tantric vows. Pratimoksha vows are… even if we’re not a monk or a nun, at least refrain from the grossest type of destructive behavior: taking the life of others, stealing, lying, etc., because we understand what are the results of such type of behavior in terms of losing this opportunity and getting more and more suffering, especially in terms of rebirth. 

We need to take all of this quite seriously, so that we actually keep our commitments. And we understand that what is the heaviest of these destructive actions that we want to refrain from is having a distorted antagonistic attitude  –  distorted, antagonistic thinking  –  which in this case would be: “This tantra practice that I’ve been doing is just stupid. It’s useless. Anybody who does this, it’s just a waste of their time. And this whole path toward working toward enlightenment is a waste of time because it can’t be done,” and you give it all up. That’s the worst. And why is it the worst? Because we have cut ourselves off from the methods that are going to help us to avoid suffering. So all we’re left with are methods that will produce more suffering. So that’s the worst because it’s the basis for everything else that could go wrong. We’ve cut ourselves off. 

So that’s why it’s very important, before we really get involved with tantra  –  or if we’ve gotten involved prematurely  –  to really be convinced that this is a worthwhile path that actually can work. And, for that, we have to understand how it works and go through all these points that I have been saying for making our practice more effective, based on a firm foundation in lam-rim. 

So let’s stop here for our break.
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So the first level, the initial level motivation, is to think to benefit our future lives: to avoid worse rebirths and to get one of the better rebirth states, and in particular to continue having a precious human rebirth so that we can continue the practice. And, with that motivation, we turn away from having our primary interest being just in this lifetime. Although, of course, we want to make progress in this lifetime, so we don’t just ignore what happens in this lifetime. 

And with the intermediate scope of motivation, what we’re aiming at is to get rid of uncontrollably recurring rebirth altogether, not just avoid worse rebirths. So we’re turning away from any type of rebirth, although while we are continuing rebirth, obviously we want to make progress. So we’re aiming for liberation with this intermediate level of motivation. 

And with the advanced level of motivation, we’re aiming to achieve the enlightened state of a Buddha so that we’re able to benefit everyone as much as is possible. So we’re turning away from having our primary interest just in terms of benefiting ourselves, although, obviously, on the path to reaching the point where we can benefit others the fullest, we have to improve ourselves. 

Now with that intermediate scope, the first thing that we need to think of  –  and then we’ll look at what is the benefit of this in our tantra practice, and what is the disadvantage of not thinking in terms of this  –  so the first thing that we look at is the difficulties and suffering of gaining rebirth in these better states, the upper realms, as a human or as any of the various classifications of the gods. Now the initial scope, we really wanted to get rid of the suffering of unhappiness, the gross suffering of terrible rebirths, pain, and so on. Here we want to view or learn to be able to view and to recognize our ordinary type of happiness as yet another form of suffering, because our ordinary happiness doesn’t last. It’s unreliable; we have no idea what we’re going to feel like next. It never satisfies; we always want more. And it changes into suffering and unhappiness. Like the example of our eating our favorite food: if it were true happiness, the more we ate at one time, the happier we would feel; but obviously, when we reach a limit, if we eat more, it just produces pain and unhappiness, discomfort. 

So we saw when we went through the structure of a sadhana that one of the aspects of it is making offerings. And when we make offerings, we imagine if we’re making offerings to others, that it brings them happiness. And if we’re making offerings to ourselves, in one of these Buddha-forms, we imagine that we experience these with happiness; we enjoy these offerings with happiness. So the question is: what kind of happiness? And what we want to accomplish with this thinking, here on the intermediate scope, is that we’re not thinking in terms of ordinary happiness. We recognize that ordinary happiness is a form of suffering: it changes, and doesn’t last; it’s not satisfying, and so on. So this is quite important  –  to have a correct understanding of what is the type of happiness that we’re aiming for here. It’s the happiness of being free from all disturbing emotions, being free from all the obscurations of the mind. That is quite a different type of happiness than our ordinary happiness. When the causes for unhappiness are eliminated forever, then the happiness that we experience also goes on forever. It doesn’t degenerate. Whereas if our happiness is based on just some condition that doesn’t last, like getting a certain type of food, then of course when we don’t have that food, we’re unhappy; and if we have too much of it, we are also unhappy. So it’s quite a different type of happiness, isn’t it? 

So if we’re just aiming for ordinary happiness with our tantra practice, then it’s going to be just a superficial escape from being unhappy. In others words, I’ll just sit here in this meditation and think of everything being nice, everything being perfect, and I’ll feel happy. But doing it too long  –  like eating too much of a favorite food becomes unhappy  –  we become bored with it and, when we finish our meditation, we’re unhappy again. 

And also in the highest class of tantra we are trying to focus on voidness with a blissful awareness. So what kind of blissful awareness are we talking about? We’re certainly not talking about ordinary happiness. So when we are trying to imagine this blissful awareness  –  which is what we would do in the early stages  –  it’s important not to think of it in terms of our ordinary type of happiness; that it is quite a different quality. It’s the happiness of being parted from all these obscurations, not just the happiness of getting some nice food or some nice physical sensation. And also we need to experience that blissful awareness with no attachment to it. Ordinary happiness, we tend to be very attached to. 

Also, remember these Buddha-figures. Another name for them was the extraordinary deities; they’re not our usual type of deities in these god realms. And when we talk about an extraordinary deity as a term for these Buddha-figures, we’re not talking about a super-god  –  that the other gods are less, and this is just a super-god. And so we understand that these Buddha-figures are manifestations of a Buddha, of an enlightened being. They can appear in any form. And so here’s a form that is useful for meditation practice. Because, you see, if we haven’t focused  –  in this intermediate level  –  on the suffering of the god realms, then we could easily make the mistake of viewing these Buddha-figures, especially when we’re focusing on them in front of us, as a type of god; and if not a god, at least a saint. So, then, we pray to this saint or this god, “Help me. Protect me. Do this, do that,” and we’re basically worshipping a god, which is not quite the Buddhist path. 

Now we might be a little bit confused because in a lot of these ritual practices, the long sadhanas, etc., there are a lot of praises that we make: praises to the various deities, praises to various masters of the lineage, and so on. So, again, are we just praising a god, like we might do in some other religions? “Oh Saint Tara. Oh God Avalokiteshvara. You’re so wonderful. Grant me everything that I wish.” Sometimes it sounds like that, doesn’t it? It’s not like that at all. What is the point of these praises? Does a Buddha really care whether you praise him or not? Absolutely not. One of the qualities of a Buddha is that if you’re ready and receptive for a Buddha’s help, a Buddha will help you regardless of whether you make offerings, whether you praise him or anything. A Buddha has perfect equanimity. When we offer praises, what we’re doing is remembering the good qualities of these various figures of Buddhahood, in order to be inspired by that to achieve that. And also to rejoice. Rejoicing is emphasized very much in Buddhism. We rejoice at how great it is that you have attained it, and have confidence that I can attain it too. So meditating on the suffering of the god realms, etc., is helpful for us to avoid the mistake of viewing these tantric deities, these figures, as just another form of gods. 

Then the next thing that we do is look at the disturbing emotions, basically, in terms of the second noble truth: the true cause of suffering. The full form, what we are looking at here in the intermediate scope are the four noble truths  –  true suffering; cause of suffering; stopping of it; and the mind that will act as a pathway, the understanding that will act as a pathway to bring about that true stopping and that results from that stopping. So we looked at the suffering of pain; suffering of suffering, it’s called. Suffering of change, that’s the suffering of our ordinary happiness. And we need to look at the third type of suffering, the all-pervasive suffering, which is the whole mechanism of rebirth which gives us, again and again, the type of body and mind that will be the basis for the first two types of suffering. 

So, after looking at the suffering of these upper realms, these better rebirth states, we look at the suffering of samsara in general. So the first noble truth. And then we look at the true cause for them. And first we look at all these disturbing emotions, because it’s the negative potentials built up from our destructive behavior that will bring about a worse rebirth. And it’s the positive potentials from constructive behavior  –  but done with not an understanding of reality  –  that brings about a better rebirth, but it’s still samsaric. 

So we act destructively because of disturbing emotions, and that’s based on unawareness of reality and unawareness of cause and effect. And, within the context of samsara, when we act constructively we still are based… behind that is unawareness of how we exist. So it could be mixed with a little bit of destructive emotion, disturbing emotions, but could also not be mixed with them. But still there is the unawareness, in terms of how I exist, how you exist, etc. You, whom I’m helping, whom I’m being nice to. And whether we have negative potentials or positive potentials on our mental continuum, either of them or both of them will be activated at the time of death by disturbing emotions and unawareness. And once they’re activated, then they will bring about this rebirth, samsaric rebirth.

So now, on this intermediate level, we need to think in terms of the disadvantages of these disturbing emotions and the various methods for overcoming them. This is the true cause of suffering: these disturbing emotions and, underlying them, our unawareness. 

Very, very important to have at least some level of quieting down and weakening the force of our disturbing emotions before we get involved with tantra. You don’t have to wait until you’re free from them completely. Then you’re a liberated being, when you’re free from them completely. But you really have to have worked on them quite hard before we can practice tantra effectively. Why? On the path of tantra  –  you might have heard of this  –  we use disturbing emotions as part of the path. Now you have to already have made a great deal of progress in overcoming these disturbing emotions before you could ever use them without the danger of getting carried away by them and really getting disturbed, and acting destructively and building up more negative karma. So we want to use desire, anger, naivety on the path. You could say pride as well. 

So, with desire, we have a lot of imagery in tantra which is sexual in nature. Often we’re imagining ourselves as a couple in union. Now, of course, the couple is mother and father representing: the mother is the understanding of voidness, the wisdom side; the father is the method side. There’s that level. I mean, we’re not talking about masculine and feminine here. And so the union of the mother and father gives birth to the child; so union of method and wisdom gives birth to Buddhahood. That’s the analogy. But there is this sexual component to it, and the sexual component helps us to generate a blissful state of mind. We get turned on. And then we can use that blissful state of mind to help get the consciousness  –  the mind  –  more and more subtle. We can use it to have a more stable and subtle understanding of voidness, but not if it’s a disturbing state of mind. If it’s a disturbing state of mind, there’s no way that it be used. 

So we use  –  as it says in the text  –  use the disturbing emotion, desire, to get rid of desire. So when there’s not so much danger that you’re going to get carried away by the desire, then you use it to generate this state of mind, this blissful state of mind which, with the understanding of voidness, will get rid of all desire completely. Very delicate process. And, of course, we have to not be attached to that blissful awareness; otherwise, again, we’re making a solid thing out of it. And how can you use that for gaining the understanding of voidness  –  as the mind that understands voidness? 

Anger. Anger is very, very forceful. Get rid of something. Very strong rejection type of energy. Now, in many of these tantric practices, we are visualizing ourselves as a forceful figure, forceful deity; sometimes translated as “wrathful deity.” “Wrathful”  –  you have to be careful of the connotation of that, so I use “forceful” instead. Wrathful in English has a little bit of the connotation of punishing somebody, and we’re certainly not punishing here. But when we are imagining ourselves as one of these forceful figures, with all the flames and the fangs, and “Grrrrr!”  –  you know, really strong  –  what is being rejected here? What is the focus of this are disturbing emotions: our selfishness, all these things. Our attitude is: “Stop treating yourself as a baby! Stop acting like this! Just stop it! Cut it out!” So, very, very strong. And we need that. You can’t treat yourself like a baby when you’re trying to reach enlightenment. It doesn’t mean that you push yourself too hard, or that, you know, “I’m no good and I have to beat myself,” but this really strong energy. 

So, if we haven’t made great progress already in overcoming anger, then of course we really get angry and we could get into mentally beating ourselves  –  “I’m no good”  –  like this, which is certainly not helpful at all. “I’m not practicing hard enough,” and this whole sort of  –  what we’ve discussed  –  negative attitude toward ourselves, self-hatred. And, of course, the desire which can become lust. And the anger can extend beyond our meditation. So we have even more desire for others because “Ooh, it turns me on.” Or anger with others because we don’t have patience with their disturbing emotions. 

And if we’re doing tantra practice in the style of mahamudra  –  in which we’re trying to focus on the nature of the mind, in terms of all of this, to get down to the subtlest level  –  then if we have this way that we’re using disturbing emotions on the tantra path, if we have this desire or this force, this anger, the mind becomes more intense. The more intense the mental activity or the mind is, the easier it is to recognize its nature, the nature of the mind. But if that disturbing emotion really is disturbing, if we haven’t overcome it  –  in the sense of getting carried away by it  –  then, of course, you’re never going to recognize the nature of the mind. In that state, you’re just going to be disturbed. 

And as for using naivety on the path  –  naivety, remember, is not knowing, or knowing in an incorrect way. Actually, when we talk about unawareness and we talk about naivety we’re talking about the same disturbing state of mind, except naivety is that unawareness when it accompanies a destructive state of mind. Accompanying a constructive state of mind or neutral state of mind, we don’t call it naivety. That’s the only difference here. 

But, in any case  –  if we speak in general here  –  we want to, as I said, stop all our ordinary appearances or samsaric appearances and get to a subtle state of mind, a subtle state of mind that generates these appearances. And then, from that subtle state, generate pure appearances. So, in a sense, we are shutting out ordinary appearances. So, at that time, I don’t want to know about these ordinary appearances; we’re focusing on a pure appearance. And when I get down to, or imagine I get down to, the subtlest level of mind  –  again, I don’t want to know about these grosser levels of mind where it’s all disturbing and conceptual. I don’t want to know about it. So, again, it’s like naivety; it’s using that type of naivety to, in a sense, block the ordinary level. But it’s not complete not knowing, because we understand the nature of it, how it exists. We understand the voidness of this ordinary level. It’s not just that we are putting up a wall and not dealing with it, by not understanding it, or anything like that. So if we haven’t made progress in overcoming the actual disturbing attitude of naivety, then using naivety on the path is just “I don’t want to deal with it.” So we’re not dealing with it, and we don’t even understand it. We’re just escaping. We’re trying to escape. 

And, remember, we spoke about having this so called pride of the deity, in which we label the “me” on this pure appearance. It’s the same word as “pride” or “arrogance.” But if we haven’t overcome, to a certain level, our usual arrogance, then we’re very proud. “Oh, I’m so wonderful.” And we hold onto ourselves as this deity as being solidly real, and this is really “me,” and I’m better than everybody else. So you have to be very careful to overcome pride, in order to be able to use pride. 

Then the next thing in the intermediate level is when we understand all of this  –  suffering, causes of suffering, we have to understand of course that it’s possible to achieve a true stopping of all this suffering and its causes  –  and then we have renunciation. Renunciation is “I’m determined to be free of this,” based on full confidence that it’s possible to get free of it; otherwise it’s just wishful thinking. 

So what are we determined to be free of? It’s not just uncontrollably recurring rebirth. That’s difficult enough to really, sincerely want to be free of that. It absolutely is necessary here, if we’re going to get rid of death, bardo, and rebirth. But we have to be determined to get rid of ordinary appearances. This is what we’re determined to be free of and what we are renouncing. Ordinary appearances, that our mind makes things appear in the ordinary way that everything appears to us, as if everything is encapsulated in plastic, just existing there on its own, in a form that just  –  we’re confused about it, so we’re attracted to some and we’re repelled from others, and others we ignore, etc.  –  That we’re determined to be free of. And our grasping for all of this to exist in a way that it appears. 

It’s very, very difficult to really want to be free from that. We’re going to have to deal with it, because other people view things that way. So it’s not as though we’re denying that it’s happening, but we want to stop our own mind from producing this garbage. Without that renunciation, you’re not going to sincerely want to give up the way that our minds ordinarily make things appear. 

Without that renunciation, then we want to still have our minds produce these deceptive appearances. We’re still grasping onto it, as if it were real; and we’re just projecting onto it these pure appearances, which we’re also grasping at as real. So the whole thing becomes, really, just a thing for deepening our samsara; just a practice for deepening samsara. We’re just doing it on two levels now  –  ordinary appearance and pure appearance  –  grasping at both. Or, in my meditation, I’ll have a nice rest in everything being pure and lovely; but, when we get out, I want to be back into my ordinary life because that’s what really I believe is true. Our ordinary life with the appearances of “this one is so attractive” and “this one is so repulsive,” and they just exist on their own  –  that this is true reality, and the other thing is just sort of a nice thing that we do in meditation. 

Of course we can go to the other extreme, which is to think that the ordinary way in which things appear, and so on  –  because it doesn’t correspond to anything real, that none of this exists. And we take that really literally, and so we ignore everybody else who has the suffering of generating this garbage, even if we get rid of it. So it could really jeopardize our compassion in working to help others. 

Then with this renunciation as our motivation, we practice the three higher trainings, it’s called: training in higher ethical discipline, concentration, and discriminating awareness. Without discipline, we certainly can’t do the practice. And if we haven’t first disciplined the way that we speak and the way we act, how can we discipline our minds? And for concentration, we absolutely need concentration to be able to work with all these very complex visualizations, and especially if we’re working with the subtle energy systems. 

Now certainly through tantra practice we can develop complete concentration. But to start with no practice of that whatsoever, it’s going to be very difficult. And the level of concentration that we need is extraordinary in order to practice really effectively. Not only do we need to have no mental wandering, and no flightiness of mind, and no mental dullness, and an exhilarating state of mind  –  I mean, that’s shamatha  –   –  and be able to do that for four hours without any interruption or degeneration of our state of mind. But the generation stage, where we’re working with imagination  –  the gross level of that is that we’re able to do this focused on all the details of all the figures in the entire mandala. And that can be a lot of figures and a tremendous amount of detail. And when we do the subtle level of the generation stage, we are able to visualize all of this, with all the tremendous detail, in a tiny drop at the tip of our nose. So, microscopically, for four hours, perfectly. And we have visualizations which are enormous, the size of the universe. And we have incredibly microscopic visualizations in different parts of our body: Inside your body there’s this other little figure at your heart, and inside its heart is another little figure, and inside its heart is another little figure, and inside its heart is a complete mandala with all the syllables and all the deities. It’s unbelievable, unbelievable how microscopic it could get. 

And when we have mastered that, then we’re ready for the complete stage  –  to work with the subtle energy system. Because if you’re not able to visualize all the chakras and the channels with all the different letters on them, so that you can really get precisely each little channel  –  if you can’t do that and hold your concentration on that, it’s hopeless to be able to actually manipulate the winds and energies in these channels. We need a laser-like mind to be able to move these energies. So if we don’t have that concentration, if we don’t have that level of visualization  –  particularly a microscopic level  –  then either it’s just a joke, what we’re doing with chakras and channels; or you have no control over it and so you really, really upset the energies in your body and do a tremendous amount of damage to your nervous system and your whole state of mind, because the winds are completely upset in your body. So we need to have proper respect for what it means to actually work with the subtle energy system and not think that this is something easy or a beginner thing that we can do. 

And we need discriminating awareness to be able to discriminate reality from fantasy. Without that  –  the understanding of voidness, etc.  –  then big danger of just being completely schizophrenic and actually think that I’m this deity and identifying a really solid “me” with a solidly existing deity. If we imagine it to be like that  –  as it says in the text  –  that’s just a cause for being reborn as a ghost in the form of this figure. 

So we have these three higher trainings in the intermediate level. The main emphasis is on higher discipline, because concentration and discriminating awareness is described more fully on the advanced level. 

Advanced level. We first of all have to develop equanimity toward everybody. And that’s very important because when we are imagining in tantra practice that the lights go out and they benefit all beings, and so on  –  well, it needs to benefit absolutely everybody. We’re like a sun with rays of benefit going out to absolutely everybody. So we have to overcome, already, this idea of favoritisms: “I only want to help this one and not that one.” 

And love, the wish for everybody to be happy and have the causes for happiness. Compassion, the wish for everybody to be free of suffering and the causes of suffering. Well, that’s what we’re trying to do with these visualizations of the lights going out and removing everybody’s suffering and giving them happiness. So, if we don’t have love and compassion as the emotional component of that, what are we doing? Without an emotional component  –  we’re talking about nondisturbing emotional component  –  and love and compassion, we’re just running an internal movie of lights going out and coming back in. Nothing terribly profound about that, is there? And, of course, lights going out represents our energy going out and benefiting others. Lights coming back in represents bringing all the energy-winds and things into the central channel, dissolving it. I mean, there are many levels of what these practices are intended for. But you certainly need love and compassion. 

And bodhichitta. Bodhicitta: I’m aimed at my own individual enlightened state which has not yet happened but which can happen on the basis of Buddha-nature and a lot of hard work. And I’m going to benefit everybody as much as possible when I attain this. And we’re intent on attaining it. So, in tantra practice, we are representing that not-yet-happened enlightened state of mine with this visualization of ourselves as a Buddha-figure. Otherwise, what are we aiming at? I mean, what is the point of visualizing ourselves in this form and generating ourselves in this form from our subtle energy system. We will generate, on the basis of imagining ourselves in this form  –  we will eventually have our subtle energy system give rise to this form, and eventually we’ll be able to have our subtlest mind give rise to this form as a Buddha. Step by step. 

Question: So first the subtle energy systems, they… 

Alex: First, imagination. Then, with practices like illusory body, we’re making the subtle energy arise in this form. Like when we arise in a dream body in a dream. That’s still within the sphere of samsara, or at least  –  I mean, it depends because there are different stages of it. It’s certainly not the enlightened state because we’re working with subtle energy not the subtlest energy. But when we can get the subtlest energy to arise in this form, instead of leading to a whole samsaric existence, then we become a Buddha in this form. So if we’re not aiming to arise in this form as a way in which to attain our not-yet-happening enlightenment  –  representing that  –  then, as it says in the texts as well, if you do this type of practice without bodhichitta  –  in other words, it’s not representing enlightenment, our future enlightenment for us  –  again, it’s just a cause for rebirth as a ghost in a samsaric existence in this form. 

And, the basis of bodhichitta, we have the practice of the six far-reaching attitudes; the so-called perfections: 

So [1] generosity. We need that to make the offerings. We need to be generous. We’re not just going to offer a little, and not just offer it to some. Be generous. Offer it to everybody. Help everybody. Make everybody happy. 

And [2] discipline. We’ve already discussed that necessity. 

We need [3] patience. This practice is going to take a long time. We have to not get angry with it, not get angry with ourselves, but be patient, endure the hardships that are involved. 

And [4] perseverance. Not to get lazy; to just continue. The practice is definitely going to go up and down. That’s the nature of samsara. So perseverance: I don’t care it’s going up and down. I’m just going to  –  I mean, “I don’t care” in the sense that I’m not going to let that discourage me. I’m just going to do it anyway. 

And [5] mental stability, sometimes referred to just as concentration. Well, we’ve discussed that. 

And [6] discriminating awareness, the understanding of voidness. We spoke about that as well. Without that understanding, the whole process doesn’t get rid of our samsaric existence and it doesn’t get rid of the limitations of the mind that prevent us from being an omniscient Buddha and being able to understand how to help everyone. 

Without the understanding of voidness, we won’t be able to really properly dissolve our ordinary appearance based on our unawareness  –  our mental continuum generates that  –  and generate a pure appearance. Instead, we will just be substituting an impure appearance  –  by “impure” here I’m meaning something that appears to be truly existent, that we believe is truly existent  –  we’ll just be substituting one that looks like our ordinary body with another one that looks like these multi-armed and multi-legged figures. So what we’re doing is substituting one samsaric thing for another. 

So we’ve seen with this survey that all the various points of lam-rim are really essential for being able to make our practice of tantra effective. And when they are missing, many problems come up. So, even if we are already involved with doing some sort of tantra practice, it’s very important to work really hard on all these lam-rim points in order to improve our practice and make it more effective. 

So we have ten minutes left. Perhaps you might have some questions. 

Question: In our past, we’ve committed different destructive actions, maybe even killing of some beings, and now we sometimes feel regret about it, or confession because of that. And it can bring us sorrow and distraction because it appears in our daily life: we think about these actions. From a Buddhist point of view, do we regard this state of regret as destructive, as a negative? Disturbing? 

Alex: Well, regret itself is not disturbing. It can be very positive. I mean, of course we have to differentiate regretting positive things we’ve done and regretting negative things. 

So when we talk about regretting negative things, then there are two variations here. One is with grasping for a solid “me,” and one is without that. If we grasp for a solid “me,” in terms of this regret, then we identify with the destructive thing that we did  –  “I’m so bad. I’m a bad person. What I did was so terrible!”  –  and we feel guilt. We don’t let go. That’s very disturbing. If we understand voidness  –  we don’t grasp for a solid “me”  –  then we understand that I can purify myself of these, of the negative potential from this. So regret then becomes something which is a very necessary constructive step. But with no guilt; no feeling of guilt. So all of this is very important in tantra practice when we do purification practices as part of tantra. 

Any other question? 

Question: I think the most difficult problem, if we’re speaking about us Western practitioners, is not believing in rebirth. What can we do in order to achieve this belief or to be convinced in rebirth?

Alex: Well, with only five minutes left of our meeting, and having to vacate the room, I can’t really answer that in any sort of detail. 

And so there are many logical arguments in terms of rebirth. It has to do with understanding the nature of mental activity which constitutes the mental continuum. And understanding how one moment leads to another moment, in terms of a process of cause and effect. And understanding then the voidness of cause and effect. Which then helps us to understand that you can’t have [1] a first cause  –  a beginning  –  that when we’re born, the mental continuum comes from nothing, or comes from something which is different, like some material substance. And that [2] the process of cause and effect could just end; and the final moment doesn’t produce another effect when we die. 

And so, through logical thinking, it just doesn’t make sense that there can be an absolute beginning and an absolute end to the type of continuum that mental activity is. I mean, there can be a beginning and an end of this body, but that’s a different type of continuum. We have to understand mental activity. And, of course, it takes a very long time to become convinced. It’s not a matter of “Hallelujah! Now I believe.” 

And it helps, of course, if we have the experience of knowing somebody in two lifetimes. I mean, I’ve had that experience with my teacher. A very, very high lama, Rinpoche  –  a tulku, a reincarnate  –  very, very close to him in his last lifetime, very close to him in the present lifetime. And so, in terms of an actual interaction with somebody, that adds even more conviction. But most of us don’t have that opportunity. Because, with that experience of somebody in two lifetimes, you have a much more realistic attitude, a realistic understanding of what rebirth means  –  that it’s not an exact clone going from one lifetime to another, staying the same. Absolutely not. 

But, as I said, this is not the opportunity or occasion. We don’t have the time to go into a detailed discussion of the voidness of cause and effect. That’s a very big topic. 

So let’s end here with the dedication. We think whatever understanding, whatever positive force has come from all of this, may it go deeper and deeper and act as a cause to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all. 

Thank you.
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