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This weekend I’ll begin an explanation of a very important text in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, which is called The Seven-Point Attitude-Training. This is by a great master from the Kadam tradition, Geshe Chaykawa.
This teaching is primarily based on the whole practice of changing the viewpoint of self and others, which is instead of always thinking about ourselves and cherishing ourselves, and ignoring others, then we reverse that and always cherish and think of others, and how to benefit them, without thinking selfishly about ourselves.
The sources of this in the sutras of Buddha are two. One is the Gandavyuha Sutra, which is part of a much larger text called the Avatamsaka Sutra. The Gandavyuha Sutra tells about someone seeking for enlightenment, who goes to fifty different bodhisattvas, and each of them teach him a different type of bodhisattva way. This text and the larger one, Avatamsaka Sutra, was one of the few texts that were translated actually from Chinese into Tibetan, because the Sanskrit was lost by the time it was transmitted, and Tsongkhapa said that if it weren’t for this literature, that Tibet wouldn’t really have the full teachings of the bodhisattva way. The other sutra that it’s based on is the Vajra-dvaja paripriccha Sutra. It’s the sutra which was requested by the person called Vajra-dvaja, so it does come from sutra teachings. A lot of people always question where these teachings come from in the sutras, so Serkong Rinpoche explained where they came from.
They were explained quite extensively by Shantideva in Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, Bodhisattvacharyavatara, as we’ve seen in the concentration chapter on mental stability. We’ve been studying it, by the way, for many years here together at the center, so the others are familiar with that. This lineage Atisha got from Dharmarakshita, and he was the author of The Wheel of Sharp Weapons, which many of you might know. Then Atisha brought them to Tibet, and he transmitted them along in his Kadam tradition that followed, so it went to his main disciple Dromtonpa, and from him to Geshe Potowa.
[See: Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior, chapter 8. See also: Text of The Wheel of Sharp Weapons, 2006 Literal Translation.]
Geshe Potowa, who was also very well-known, he had two main disciples. One was Langri-tangpa, who wrote the Eight-Verse Attitude-Training. He was the older disciple, and then the younger disciple that he had was Geshe Chaykawa. He is the author of this text.
[See: Eight-Verse Attitiude-Training.]
Geshe Chaykawa came across this text later on at the house of some other Geshe, Chagshinpa was his name, and he was actually drawn to the line, “Give the victory to others and accept the fault on yourself.” He asked who wrote it, and he was told Langri-tangpa. And he went to Lhasa to find him, but Langri-tangpa had passed away, and so he was told that he could get it from another disciple, Geshe Sharawa, and so he went to Sharawa.
It’s a long story, but eventually he convinced Geshe Sharawa to teach him, and he did. And Geshe Sharawa said that that line actually came from Nagarjuna’s text, Ratnavali, which is The Precious Garland, also a well-known text. Geshe Chaykawa spent six years studying these teachings with Geshe Sharawa, and then wrote this text we have now.
Then it was passed on to Lhadingpa, and Lhadingpa, from him comes two lineages. One went from him, he taught it to his disciple Togmey-zangpo, who is the author of The Thirty-seven Bodhisattva Practices.
[See: Thirty-Seven Bodhisattva Practices, 2006 Literal Translation.]
So you see, all these early texts on the bodhisattva practices, the authors were all basically in a lineage with each other. The other line that went from Lhadingpa, I don’t have a list of the disciples, but it was another line, and after about two centuries it got to Tsongkhapa. The lineage that comes from Togmey-zangpo, that’s the one that is followed by the Sakya, Nyingma and Kagyu traditions, and the one that went to Tsongkhapa is the Gelug tradition. He gave it to his disciple Namkapel, who is the author of the Attitude-Training that is like the Rays of the Sun, which is another well-known text that you might have heard of. So, all of these fit together.
[See: A Commentary on Attitude-Training Like the Rays of the Sun – His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama.]
All of these texts have been translated and some of them are on my website as well, so you may know many of these.
One thing that’s quite noticeable with this text is that there are many, many different versions of it and editions of it. There is the Togmey-zangpo side and the Tsongkhapa side, and those have many lines, which are different, slightly rearranged – some are added, some are left out. And within each lineage itself there are many versions with small, little differences. Especially what I’m more familiar with is down in the Gelugpa line, there you find it in so many different versions and different texts that it appears in, and it’s always slightly different. This can be sometimes very confusing when you read, because there are so many commentaries to this, given by different teachers, which have been translated and are available in European languages, and it will be very confusing, because every one you read, the lines are slightly different, and the order is slightly different.
His Holiness the Dalai Lama was asked about this and he said, particularly concerning this lojong tradition, that sometimes this happens with the transmission of texts and it really doesn’t make any difference. The main intention is the same, and they’ve just added a few things from oral tradition or taken away, and you can always rearrange some lines in one way or another. That’s quite unusual, I must say, it can be quite confusing. But he said it’s OK; otherwise you have this big hassle of, “which is the correct one,” which you’re never going to be able to decide, because this whole tradition is really based very much on practice and practical application to life. So when different people have taught it or written versions of it, and commentaries on it over the history, then obviously when you work with a text, you don’t work just as a scholar, academic about the text, but how do you apply it, and what makes more sense fitting it all together. That’s probably how all these differences arose.
My own teacher, Serkong Rinpoche, the teacher of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, taught the Togmey-zangpo version, the older version, and that’s the one that I’ll follow and teach here, following primarily his way of explaining it. Although I’ve also received teachings on it from His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, my other main teachers, but I’ll follow Serkong Rinpoche’s way of explaining.
We need to understand the term “lojong.” It’s usually translated as “mind-training,” but “lo” means not just “the mind,” and not just “the emotions,” but also our “mental attitude,” and “emotional attitude” toward life and toward dealing with situations – here particularly difficult situations that we come across. “Jong” has two meanings. One meaning is “to cleanse.” That doesn’t mean to clean them like to wash them; it means to clear them out, clean out, like you clean out dirt. It’s not that you make the dirt clean, you clean out the dirt, so it’s no longer there. Likewise, you clean out the mind of the negative attitudes. “Jong” also has the meaning “to train,” and so you want to build up, and learn, and develop, and train in positive ones. So lojong is cleansing out the negative attitudes, and training in positive ones. That’s the meaning of lojong – not easy to translate it into any European language with two words.
This teaching, by the way, is quite an advanced teaching; it’s not a beginner teaching. It assumes really that already we’re following the bodhisattva path, with bodhichitta. Bodhichitta is a mind and a heart, which is aimed at our own future enlightenment that we haven’t obtained yet, but with the intention to achieve it, and the intention to benefit all beings. Because we want to benefit all beings, then we want to achieve it. Once we achieve it, what we’re going to do is benefit all beings. [This teaching] assumes that we already really have that, so it doesn’t go so much into detail about the preliminaries for that, or for the actual way to develop that bodhichitta. It starts from there.
Because the text has many, many points in it, I don’t want to give a long explanation of all of those preliminaries and how to develop bodhichitta, because most of you have received teachings on that before. I’ll just mention it very briefly, so we get to the main parts of the text that follow from that.
The text here starts with:
Prostration to great compassion,
[Compassion] is the foundation for all of these bodhisattva practices. Compassion in general, is the wish for others to be free of their suffering, and problems, and the causes of it. Great compassion is aimed at everybody, not just a few people, that means all the insects, that means everybody in the universe to be free. And it’s without favorites, equal to everybody, and entails also the willingness to do something about it as well. Although that comes more in the extraordinary resolve, that I’m actually going to do something, but it also implies this willingness and the courage to actually help them. That’s great compassion.
The first of these seven points is the preliminaries. That is this one line:
Train first in the preliminaries.
That’s all it says. This refers to the preliminaries that we find in all the traditions, which are preliminaries to bodhichitta. In lam-rim that covers the initial and intermediate scopes. It starts with the precious human life, and then impermanence and death. It’s not going to last forever, so we take safe direction, or refuge, and then we think about the karmic cause and effect and resolve to act in a positive way and avoid negative ways in order to improve future lives. Then, thinking of the disadvantages of uncontrollable rebirth in samsara altogether, we develop renunciation to gain liberation from it. These are the preliminaries here.
What’s significant is that it’s not that we are starting with them as beginners, going through them and developing ourselves from the very beginning, without any background. But this is going back to them when we already have the bodhichitta aim, and going through all of these in terms of bodhichitta. That’s important. You don’t go through the lam-rim just once, these graded stages, you always go through them again and again with a deeper understanding, based on what you’ve learned first time going through. Each time gets deeper and deeper, and more and more fits together.
So, the precious human life, what makes it so precious? That we have all the freedoms from situations that would prevent us from practicing and developing ourselves, and we have all the opportunities that will allow us [to practice and develop]. What’s so precious about it is that we can use it with bodhichitta to work toward enlightenment and to help others as much as possible. I mean, we can’t help others so much if we’re an animal, or if we’re starving to death, and so on, but we can use our precious human life to benefit others, and to work to reach enlightenment, so it’s with bodhichitta.
It’s not going to last forever, and death can come at any time, and so, because death can come at anytime, we don’t want to waste our time. Everybody experiences difficult circumstances, difficult situations with the impermanence, and so we need to be able to transform them. With a bodhichitta motivation, it gives us more energy to do this type of attitude-training, with clarity of why we’re doing it and why this time is precious. That’s the reason why we have this safe direction or refuge. It’s not just because we’re afraid of worse rebirths and have confidence that this direction will enable us to improve, but with compassion for others, that going in this direction from lifetime to lifetime, working toward enlightenment, is the way the Buddha has reached, and Dharma teaches, and the Arya Sangha has realized in part. “This is what I want to do, because of bodhichitta.”
We have these negative circumstances, so we have to transform them, such as impermanence and death. So then we think in terms of future lives, and wanting to continue to have the circumstances to be able to work toward enlightenment – because it’s going to take a long time – and to continue to be able to benefit others. Then what we need to do as much as possible is to refrain from acting destructively and actually do something which is helpful. So, again, this whole discussion of karma, and wanting to improve future lives, and trying to work toward that, is very much connected here with bodhichitta, and very much connected on a very practical level.
It’s going to take a long time, many lifetimes, and so we need to really make sure that we continue to have all the opportunities in our future lives. And not just leave it very vague, but make very careful preparations, very strong connections with teachers, very strong connections with study, with the practice, with the meditation, with actually helping others, so that instinctively as a child in the next life – we’re praying for a precious human life over and over again – that we’ll be drawn to being kind by nature, because our instincts are so strong, instinctively be kind, and want to help others, and want to develop ourselves more and more in a spiritual way, and are interested in these things, rather than being born – if we happen to be a human – as instinctively cruel, and selfish, and so on. So this whole preliminary thing of thinking of karmic cause and effect also very much emphasized here, and doing that with bodhichitta in mind.
The last preliminary is thinking that no matter what type of rebirth we have, that it’s always going to be filled with samsaric problems, up and down, and any situation, even the most ideal, is still going to have – you get sick, and you grow old and all these sort of things, and you have to somehow make a living, and so on – there’s always these problems. Everybody has these problems and that this is really a hindrance to being able to help everybody fully, because, in each life you have to start as a baby again, and you can’t do terribly much helping others when you are a little baby, for example, or when you’re really very old and become senile or sick or these sort of things. And so really we’ve got to overcome all of that and gain liberation.
“I’ve really got to overcome all these adverse circumstances of any samsaric rebirth, and transform that, and with renunciation work toward gaining liberation from all of this, because once I’m liberated from samsaric rebirth, from uncontrollably recurring rebirth, then I can really, without having to go through all of the samsaric garbage, work the rest of the way to really reach enlightenment to benefit others fully.” So, again, what’s covered in the intermediate level of lam-rim can be done again, with the emphasis of bodhichitta.
That’s the first point of this Seven-Point Training, which is to go through the preliminaries. But as we can see, we can go through them from the point of view of bodhichitta, and it really strengthens our bodhisattva practice more and more. So that’s important, because so many of us studied these graded stages of lam-rim, not to just think, “Well, now I’ve gone through it, and I’m in the advanced level, and so stay with the Mahayana training,” but it’s very important to go back over the earlier stages and reinforce them, because they reinforce our bodhichitta and they help very, very much.
The second point is the actual training in bodhichitta. Here there are two ways of training in bodhichitta; there are two types of bodhichitta. There’s the relative or conventional bodhichitta, which is the heart or mind which has the intention to benefit others as fully as possible, and so it’s aimed at our future enlightenment with the intention to achieve it and thereby to help everybody as much as possible. Then there’s the deepest bodhichitta, which is aimed at voidness, the way in which things exist, also of course the aim to understand it, but it’s ultimately with the understanding of it. You go into a big discussion about those two, but basically we’re dealing here with the causes for building up a Dharmakaya, a mind of a Buddha that would be always focused on voidness, the understanding of all phenomena, and relative bodhichitta, would result as the main cause – I mean, you need both for both – but for the Rupakaya, the body of forms to actually help others. So we need the two.
There are two orders for developing them. One, which you find in the lam-rim, the graded stages, is that, even though in order to gain liberation you need the understanding of voidness, but still you want to not emphasize it so much there, but get the bodhichitta motivation and then do the understanding of voidness. Because that gives the stronger energy to the understanding of voidness, so that it breaks through the obstacles, not just the obstacles that prevent liberation, but also the obscurations that prevent becoming a Buddha, omniscience. That’s one order of it.
The other order is doing the deepest bodhichitta first, gaining the understanding of voidness first, and then developing the relative bodhichitta. His Holiness explains this very nicely. The explanation I’ve heard from him is that with the understanding of voidness, you do become convinced of the void nature of the mind and of all the disturbing emotions and attitudes, and that it’s possible to actually get rid of them, and that it’s possible to actually achieve liberation and enlightenment. Unless you have that confidence from the understanding of voidness, that it’s possible to achieve liberation and enlightenment, unless you have that, it’s very difficult to really put your heart into working to achieve enlightenment with relative bodhichitta.
So for the more intelligent disciple, rather than the more emotional type, it’s recommended to develop the deepest bodhichitta first, at least to some level. Then you can be more confident that it is possible to achieve liberation and enlightenment, and then you develop the strong motivation to achieve it for the benefit of others, and then you can go and get the final understanding of voidness.
The order of the text, the older version, Togmey-zangpo’s version, is to have the voidness, the deepest bodhichitta, explained first, and then relative bodhichitta, but Tsongkhapa, who emphasized the lam-rim very much, put the order the other way. He said that according to the oral tradition that he follows, that he received, you do the relative bodhichitta first. And so Namkapel, his disciple, who wrote the Lojong Like the Rays of the Sun, which is basically a commentary on this, puts the deepest bodhichitta verses at the absolute end, after all the seven points. Pabongka, who lived in the first half of the last century, Pabongka made an edition of this and he tried to edit from all the different versions, and so he made a compromise, and he put within the second point first the verse of relative bodhichitta and then the verse of deepest bodhichitta.
So we find these three variations of how it goes, but Serkong Rinpoche explained it, and the Sakyas, Nyingmas, and Kagyus all follow this, explaining the deepest bodhichitta verses first, and we’ll do that.
Togmey-zangpo, as I said, the author of The Thirty-seven Bodhisattva Practices, also wrote a very popular and well-known commentary to Shantideva, Bodhicharyavatara. He was from the Sakya tradition, basically, so he explains these verses according to the standard Sakya way of meditating on it, and then the Gelugpa has another way of explaining these lines. So the lines are:
Ponder that phenomena are like a dream.
Discern the fundamental nature of awareness that has no arising.
The opponent itself liberates itself in its own place.
The essential nature of the path is to settle
within the state of the all-encompassing basis.
The Sakya explanation of the first line, which is what most people follow, other than the Gelugpa, is:
Ponder that phenomena are like a dream.
This is basically the Chittamatra, the mind-only position, which is where the Sakya meditation on voidness begins. All objects are appearances that come from the same karmic natal source as the consciousness of it, so they come from the mind, like a dream, appearances that we perceive, these mental holograms. The person as well, who perceives them is also something which can be labeled by the mind on the aggregates that make up our experience of that. Also it can be understood in terms of the mind that does labeling it, and so non-dually both the subject, the one that perceives things, and the objects that are perceived, like a dream, come from the mind.
It’s a non-dual thing. Both the objects that are perceived and the person that does the perceiving them are both the play of the clarity of the mind, of the appearance-making function – basic Chittamatra, which many of you have studied with me in the Shantideva class. It doesn’t mean that they’re one, but it means that both are in the nature of the mind, appearances of the mind.
The second line:
Discern the fundamental nature of awareness that has no arising.
The mind itself, this appearance-making function, can’t be found – it has no true arising, no true abiding, no true ceasing, it lacks true findable existence – this is the basic Prasangika understanding, which is the second step in the Sakya way of meditating on voidness. All things are the appearance of the mind, it comes from the karma; and then: the mind itself has no true findable existence – going to the Prasangika understanding.
All of this is, of course, very important, and connected with relative bodhichitta as well. You want to help others, and so you have to realize that the appearances of what they are doing, and what I am doing, and “me” as a person, and the other persons, that all of that is coming from karma and mental labeling and so on, and the mind as well that’s producing all these things – the appearance of me helping them, the appearance of them being helped, and so on – the mind as well doesn’t have true findable existence, so that in helping others you don’t have all this clinging and grasping. That’s very relevant to the bodhisattva path.
Question: That the appearances of true existence are baseless?
Answer: That they’re baseless, that the mind that’s producing them, what is being produced and the mind that is producing all these appearances – “I’m the great bodhisattva helping everybody, and you are this miserable being that I’m helping, and the situations that I’m seeing,” and all of that – all of them are coming from the mind, from karmic seeds, and so on. It’s happening to them, happening from my own way of training and so on, and the mind itself doesn’t have true existence. None of it has true findable existence.
So you don’t become attached, and then angry if it doesn’t work and so on. Or “All my problems, and disturbing emotions, and me, poor me suffering from them,” that also is coming from karma, coming from the mind and the mind has no true findable existence. And so it’s possible to get rid of all of it and actually reach liberation and enlightenment. There are many ways in which it’s very relevant to the bodhisattva path, and this way of going through the Chittamatra to the Prasangika is very helpful – that’s Sakya meditation on voidness.
The third line:
The opponent itself liberates itself in its own place.
This is speaking about the opponent, which is voidness. Voidness as well is something which is imputable by words and concepts, and the conceptual understanding of that, as well, has to be… you have to go beyond that to get the nonconceptual cognition of it, which liberates itself in its own place, which means that this understanding, this conceptual understanding simultaneously arises, abides, and ceases, which is the basic mahamudra, dzogchen type of approach, mahamudra in Sakya as well, and so it’s beyond words and concepts, and you get here to the nonconceptual cognition of voidness – that’s the opponent.
The conceptual understanding of voidness liberates itself in its own place, and from that you can go to the nonconceptual cognition of voidness, which is the next step in Sakya meditation on voidness. That understanding itself, that voidness itself is beyond all these extremes of true existent, non-true existent, both, neither, and so you get to, what they call, the “nonconceptual cognition,” which is voidness beyond words and concepts, what the Gelugpas would call the “voidness of voidness.”
The fourth line:
The essential nature of the path is to settle
within the state of the all-encompassing basis.
What is this nonconceptual meditation on voidness? It’s to settle into the clear light mind and its voidness. That’s what is in Sakya called “the causal alaya,” the causal all-encompassing basis, it’s the word “alaya,” this is referring to the clear-light mind, which is the clear-light foundation mind that’s the cause of all appearances, both pure and impure. That’s the fourth step in the Sakya voidness meditation, so these lines are very clearly Sakya.
I don’t want to take up so much time with the voidness explanation. We’ve been spending years on voidness in the Tuesday class.
The Gelug explanation of these lines is:
Ponder that phenomena are like a dream.
This refers to all phenomena that are known by the mind – they lack true findable existence, and:
Discern the fundamental nature of awareness that has no arising.
That refers to the voidness of the mind, and:
The opponent itself liberates itself in its own place.
The opponent is the one who is doing the meditating. That’s the person, so this line refers to the voidness of the person who is doing the meditating.
All three lines are referring to analytical, or what I call discerning meditation, and the last line:
The essential nature of the path is to settle
within the state of the all-encompassing basis.
That’s stabilizing meditation on voidness. Voidness here is taken as the all-encompassing basis, so you get a quite standard Gelugpa way of interpreting these lines as well.
That’s the discussion of deepest bodhichitta. I’m just going through it quickly, because we want to spend the majority of the weekend on the rest of the text.
OK? We end with a dedication. We think, whatever understanding we’ve gained, may this go deeper and deeper, what we’ve particularly learned – hopefully – this evening, that all the other sections, besides the actual teachings on relative bodhichitta, from lam-rim, including the initial and intermediate scope before, and the voidness teachings that come after, all of them are very, very much things that we need to incorporate into our bodhisattva practice.
These voidness teachings as well – become convinced that it’s possible to achieve enlightenment, become convinced that it’s possible to clear out the negative attitudes and develop positive ones. That’s impossible if the mind itself didn’t have voidness as its nature, no true findable existence. The appearances of all these disturbing things – even while I’m helping – all of that’s coming from the mind, karma. The person who is acting as well is void, and the mind itself is void. The whole bodhisattva practice then can work, and does work, only because of the voidness of the mind, basically. Don’t just stay with the conceptual understanding, but go to the nonconceptual understanding of it. All of that is very, very relevant.
Whatever understanding we’ve gained from that, in terms of its practical use, may this go deeper and deeper, and act as a cause for reaching enlightenment, and may we be able to apply it. [May it] act as a cause for reaching enlightenment, for the benefit of all.
Thank you very much.
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We are discussing the Seven-Point Attitude-Training by the Kadam Geshe Chaykawa who lived in the twelfth century, for those of you who are interested. We’ve covered the first point, which is the preliminaries, and in the second point, the actual training in bodhichitta, we’ve discussed the training in deepest bodhichitta. Now we are ready to discuss the training in relative bodhichitta.
The verse in the text starts with the giving and taking practice, this is called “tonglen” in Tibetan, most people know it by that name in the Buddhist circles, it says:
Train in both giving and taking in alternation
Mounting those two on the breath.
This section is discussed in terms of what we would do in actual meditation sessions and what we would do in between. This first line here is what we would do in the meditation.
Now, as I said, this text is quite advanced and the practice of tonglen is quite advanced. It assumes that we have already worked on the stages for being able to do this practice, and it fits in with the practices for developing this bodhichitta intent – to reach enlightenment for the benefit of all, and to try to help others as much as possible on the way – it’s the way to reach enlightenment.
There are two general methods for developing bodhichitta. The one that the practice of tonglen usually is put into is this practice of equalizing and exchanging self with others. We spoke about the origin of that yesterday. It starts with developing equanimity, and this is first of all the equanimity which is developed in common with the Hinayana training. This type of equanimity is the equanimity in which we clear our minds and hearts of any type of disturbing emotion toward different beings. So what we try to do is clear ourselves of attraction to some, attachment, and repulsion or rejection, anger toward others, and the third one is naivety, which would cause us to ignore yet others.
The way that we develop that, just very much in brief, is to see that in terms of beginningless rebirth, which is sort of taken in Buddhism as a given axiom, that over time and many, many rebirths everybody has changed positions. Sometimes they’ve been friends, sometimes they’ve been enemies, sometimes they’ve been strangers, and this type of position changes all the time. In this sense we can clear ourselves of being attracted, repelled, or indifferent toward anyone, and that forms the foundation or basis for bodhichitta. But it also is a practice that is very much done also in Hinayana training.
The next step is to develop the Mahayana type of equanimity, which is also called having an equal attitude toward everyone, equalizing our attitude toward everyone, which includes, of course, ourselves. It’s not just that we and everyone are equal, but we think on reasons for why we’re all equal. If we do this in an extensive way, there are many reasons – nine, which we don’t have time to go through – but the basic thing is that everyone wants to be happy and nobody wants to be unhappy. In this sense we’re all equal. Everybody wants to be helped, nobody wants to be not helped. Everybody equally feels the pain of their suffering.
This forms the foundation for not just the first step, which is ridding our minds of these disturbing emotions that would prevent us from really getting involved. This is developing the foundation for the positive emotion to actually do something. That’s why it’s called the special Mahayana way of developing this equanimity.
Then we go on to thinking of the disadvantages of cherishing ourselves. This in terms of thinking of all the sources of our problems and difficulties, as when we are just totally preoccupied with ourselves, like when we are depressed and we think “poor me.” Or we go somewhere and somebody prepares a meal for us or something like that, and we don’t particularly like it, and so we get very unhappy. We don’t think in terms of the intention of the other person, which was not to make something that we would dislike, but to make something that we would like. There is a very extensive discussion of this, but we don’t really have so much time to go into it. It’s a very profound point that is very important when we actually are feeling miserable and unhappy: to identify what is the source of it. It can always be traced to just thinking about “poor me,” this self-cherishing attitude.
The next step is thinking of the benefits of cherishing others and this is the source of all happiness. In other words, when we’re feeling depressed, if we can think in terms of others, or get involved with actually helping them, it takes our thoughts away from our problems. We’re actually giving, in the sense of doing something that increases our sense of self-worth – that’s even acknowledged in Western psychology as well. And other people obviously are going to dislike us if we’re selfish, and like us much more if we think about them. If we speak with them on the phone, if we only talk about ourselves and don’t even ask them how they are, then they feel very uncomfortable about that. But if we sincerely – and not just being polite – are concerned about what’s going on with them and so on, then obviously other people not only feel happier, but they also will like us. Like this...
There are, again, much deeper and more profound points that can be brought up in terms of cherishing others as the source of happiness. You see that with His Holiness the Dalai Lama, for example, it’s very clear. He said recently in an interview that he has never felt depressed, and he feels a little bit sad that it’s difficult for him to empathize with people about that, because he has never ever experienced that emotion. And you look at him, and – especially if you’re able to spend a lot of time with him – he is always happy. And you think of all the problems that he has, with the Chinese, and internally within the Tibetan community, and so on, and the unbelievable schedule that he leads traveling around the world, and he’s never depressed, never feels “Oh, I don’t want to go and meet a million people today,” but he’s always very happy. What gives him the greatest joy is just meeting another person. You see that, when he meets people, it’s the most wonderful thing in the world. He’s so happy to see you and he’s like that with absolutely everybody – thinking of others.
Question: In Graz, His Holiness said that bodhisattvas are the best egoists.
Answer: Oh, I think he was referring, when he said that bodhisattvas are the best egoists, because they know the methods for making themselves the happiest all the time – by making others happy, exactly.
It was very interesting, at the first meeting of the Network of Western Buddhist Teachers, someone asked His Holiness, “What do we do when we have this feeling of wanting to just take time off and time out,” that, “It’s really quite difficult to always be the teacher, and always be in that situation.” And there was a whole discussion of how we deal with that issue of sort of taking time off and lead a so-called normal life. And His Holiness was saying that bodhisattvas would never want time out or time off. That’s impossible, that’s a contradiction that you would want time off from being a bodhisattva. If it’s sincere, then you would take joy in that always. That’s the thing of self-cherishing versus cherishing others. Self-cherishing: “I want time off to myself.”
Of course we need some balance in our lives, if we haven’t reached the point where we’re able to just take joy in helping others. Because sometimes when we are involved in trying help others, because we are thinking at that time just of “me,” then we resent it and we get very frustrated and so on. So there is certainly a need for a balance. Even Shantideva pointed out that if we’re striving to be a bodhisattva and trying to act like a bodhisattva, we certainly need to take care of our own needs. Like you would feed a servant or somebody who works for you, you likewise need to take care of yourself, so that you’re able to continue working for others, and not just drive yourself to the point where you’re no longer able to deal with the situation. That’s not based on self-cherishing, that’s based on being able to help others more. You have to get enough sleep or whatever.
Then this leads to, in this sequence, to having the practice of tonglen, giving and taking, which is done in conjunction with compassion and love. Normally we think of the order in terms of first love, and then compassion – the wish for others to be happy and then to remove their suffering and to be free of suffering. But in practice it’s the other way around, because people won’t be able to appreciate or enjoy happiness or anything that they need, if you don’t relieve them first of their suffering. So with compassion, the wish for others to be free of suffering and the causes for suffering, we imagine taking it on ourselves, removing it from them. And not just removing it from them and throwing it away in the garbage without dealing with it, but experiencing it ourselves.
Then, with love – the wish for them to be happy and to have the causes for happiness – we imagine giving them whatever they require that would make them happy, and not just in the tiny short term, but in the long term. And if we have the ability, then actually giving it to them, not just imagining giving it to them.
Then we get what’s called the “exceptional resolve” or the “extraordinary wish,” which is the resolve to try to benefit not just the people in our immediate vicinity, or the ones that we’re trying to do this tonglen practice with, even if we’re trying to imagine doing that on a very extensive scale, but the real resolve to take – His Holiness calls this “universal responsibility” – really try to benefit absolutely everybody, all beings, and try to benefit them to the ultimate level.
That’s the exceptional resolve, and that leads to bodhichitta, which is the bodhichitta aim, that because of this wish and this very strong resolve, “I’m going to do it,” then we aim for enlightenment – because that’s the way that we’re going to be able to benefit others as much as possible – with the intention that we’ve been developing all along here, which is to do that to be of best benefit to everyone.
That’s this first sequence of equalizing and exchanging self with others, and it’s in that context that tonglen is taught.
The other sequence for developing bodhichitta is called the seven-part cause and effect. Six are causes and the seventh is the development of bodhichitta. Although tonglen doesn’t appear in that sequence, there is what’s known as the eleven-round bodhichitta meditation, which combines the two methods, and there tonglen appears. So we can bring in that seven-part cause and effect meditation into our practice of tonglen.
It starts off with the equanimity that’s in common with Hinayana – to clear away attraction, repulsion and indifference. That’s the first step, because it’s in common for both practices, both methods. And then [as the second round] we have the first one from this seven-part. It’s on the basis, then, that we’ve all been friends, enemies and strangers to each other, then recognizing that everybody at some point has been our mother.
In our Shantideva class we came up with a proof of that, because the Tibetans never think to prove it, they take that as a given. But given that the premise here is beginningless time, finite number of sentient beings, and everybody is equal, then prove that everybody has been your mother. So we came up with a proof: if one being has been our mother within this lifetime, then everybody has been our mother at some time or another, because everybody is equal. If that were not the case, then if one sentient being was not our mother, was never our mother, then no sentient being was ever our mother, because everybody is equal. Therefore we didn’t have a mother in this lifetime.
This is a perfect Prasangika proof, using an absurd conclusion, and why I’m bringing this up is that when I was in Toronto I met a Geshe who was one of the teachers at the debating school in Dharamsala. And so I told him the proof and asked him whether or not, from an expert’s point of view, this would be an acceptable proof to the Tibetans, and he was very pleased. He said yes, he thought that was a very good proof. So when I was in Mexico there was a mathematician there, and he said that he would work out the mathematical logic for the proof. He thought also that, given those things of infinite time, finite number of beings and everyone equal, that he could prove mathematically that everybody at one point had been your mother. I anxiously await that proof, although I’m sure I won’t be able to understand it.
Based on everyone having been our mothers, we remember the kindness that we’ve received from everybody when they’ve been our mothers, or closest friends, or however you want to do it; and also that, even when they’ve not been our mothers, they’ve been very kind to us, because everything that we make use of – that we eat, or use in our homes – comes from the work of others. So everybody has been kind to us, and then naturally what comes from that, is the wish to repay that kindness.
In the seven-part cause and effect meditation we go immediately from this to the development of love and then compassion, but here we insert some steps from the equalizing and exchanging self and others method.
But before that there is a step, which is part of developing love for others – the wish for others to be happy and not to be unhappy – which is not ever counted as a separate step. This is called “the development of heart-warming love,” I translate it. Heart-warming love is based on this feeling of, “Everybody has been our mother, and kind, and wanting to repay them,” then whenever we meet anybody, as we’re equal to everybody, it warms our heart. We feel very happy, we feel very warm, we feel especially close to everybody.
It’s on the basis of that, that in this seven-part practice, we would then develop love – the wish for them to be happy and not to be unhappy – but here in the eleven-round one we put in, on the basis of this heart-warming love, then the equalizing attitude – everybody wants to be happy and nobody wants to be unhappy – this equal attitude toward everybody. Then the disadvantages of self-cherishing, the advantages of cherishing others, and then the tonglen, which we normally reverse the sequence – we take on their suffering with compassion and give them happiness with love – and then we go on as before – this exceptional resolve and then the bodhichitta aim.
That’s the eleven-round bodhichitta meditation, which is much fuller obviously.
In this context, we have here the practice that is mentioned in the text, of doing tonglen, mounting it on the breath. As I said, tonglen is incredibly advanced and not at all a trivial topic. There are two ways of applying it. One is just thinking in terms of others suffering, and the other is when we ourselves are suffering.
When we imagine taking on the suffering from others, we need to be totally willing to experience it ourselves and to deal with it. On the simplest level, “I’m going to deal with your problems, and I’m going to try to find a solution for you,” on the basis of equality of self and others, “as if it were my own problem.”
This is why when we speak about renunciation and compassion, that they’re the same. Renunciation is based on wishing to be free from our own problems and then compassion is just switching it to others with that same intensity. And so if we ourselves have actually experienced that type of problem, we have much more empathy, we’re able to understand and appreciate the other person’s pain. So in doing this practice we really need to be willing to take on that suffering – catch the other person’s cold, if we’re helping them, not put up these defenses, which usually just make you catch the cold much more easily – and not be afraid of it.
Now of course if we’ve never experienced, you know, as a man, the pain involved with giving birth to a child, then obviously that’s very hard for us to imagine that, but we try our best. We try our best as obviously certain things are going to be very difficult to empathize with.
Naturally in most cases it’s not going to work that we remove the suffering from others, but obviously if we’re thinking in terms of others, we think in terms of your child who is sick, that energy behind it, to want to free them from their suffering is much stronger than if it were just with ourselves. But, as I say, in most cases you’re not able to actually take on the suffering of others, because obviously it’s coming from karma. But what you can do is provide the circumstances for more positive karma, let’s say the karma to be healed or something like that, for them to ripen. This is like doing prayers for long life, or for Medicine Buddha, or these sort of things. What it does, is build up the circumstances that can act as conditions for more positive karma to ripen.
Likewise, thinking in terms of ourselves, that “May we actually experience it,” this willingness to experience it without fear, that can act as a circumstance for bringing up negative karma on our side that would actually ripen. But because of our bodhichitta intent, the result of that, the suffering that we would experience, would be less, but we need to be willing to die. Serkong Rinpoche, my teacher, always taught it in that way, and as you can read on my website with a biography, “A Portrait of Serkong Rinpoche,” he actually did practice this and died that way to give his life for His Holiness the Dalai Lama.
[See: A Portrait of Tsenzhab Serkong Rinpoche.]
It only actually will work if there is a very, very close special karmic relation with the other person; normally it doesn’t. That’s why you never tell anybody that you’re doing this, and never put on a big act, because in most cases it won’t work, and you not only disappoint the other person, but they think that you’re an absolute idiot, a fool. So they’re never going to have confidence in you again. In the Eight-Verse Training it says always to do this practice in secret, private.
Even if it doesn’t really help the other person, the other major purpose of doing this practice is to destroy our self-cherishing, and to develop the strong courage to be able to actually follow the bodhisattva path, and deal with everybody’s suffering, and help remove that. This is why you have some very, very strong visualizations which are done with this. As it says in the text, we do this in connection with the breath, which is, in meditation you imagine as you breathe in, taking the problems and you visualize it coming to you in a certain form, and as you breathe out you imagine that you give them not only happiness, but whatever it is that they need. And so keeping it with the breath – I mean, I’ll get to that in a moment, has a much deeper significance as well, but it – helps us to remain mindful of that.
When we take in the problems of others, the very simple, basic way in which it is described, is that we imagine the problem coming in in the form of black light, which of course from the Western physics point of view is a contradiction, light can’t be black. But in any way, we imagine very, very dark colored light coming into us and white light going out with our breath. This is the visualization that we would do on a very beginner level. And if we’re not emotionally mature, if we are unstable in any way, absolutely do not try the more advanced visualizations, because they will absolutely freak you out. But for those of you who have more of a long-term type of practice, I’ll just very briefly mention them.
The point is that we want to destroy the self-cherishing that makes us unwilling to deal with other’s difficulties, “I would rather ignore it. It’s just too horrible to deal with; it’s just too much for me.”
And so the first level, I mean after the black light level, would be to imagine that all sorts of dirty substances come into us, that their problems take this form of the dirty substances – grease, and car oil, and grime, this type of really, really dirty type of substances, which deals with this attitude that we might have, which is, “I don’t want to get my hands dirty by dealing with this situation.” We want to be able to be “hands on,” we say in English, with these situations.
The second level would be to imagine that the problems come in in the form of vomit, and diarrhea, and pus, and snot, and urine, all these types of substances that we really don’t want to get on us, and particularly from other people. We don’t want to have to deal with their excrement, clean up their vomit or this type of thing, or have them vomit all over us, and so we imagine the willingness to take on and deal with that.
The third step, the really advanced one, is to imagine that the suffering, the problems of others come in in the form of whatever it is that terrifies us the most, whether it’s cockroaches, or spiders, or snakes, or whatever it might be. Some people aren’t afraid of insects or reptiles, rats, but there must be something that we’re absolutely terrified of. So whatever is the most terrifying to us, that we really don’t want to deal with, we really want to run away from at all cost – violence, it could be whatever, that we imagine it coming in in that form. Because what you feel when you do this is this resistance, this hard, hardened resistance, and that’s what you want to fight, because to be a real bodhisattva you have to have the courage to deal with the most horrible problems of the world.
These are the more advanced visualizations for taking on the suffering and problems of others, and as I say, it’s very important to do that only when we have emotional stability, otherwise it really is too much. But this is what His Holiness the Dalai Lama and Serkong Rinpoche always taught, not the Dharma-Lite version of this.
When we breathe out, then not just white light, but happiness, and peace of mind, and whatever it is that they might need, food or security or whatever.
It’s very important when doing this type of practice, not to hold on to the suffering inside. If you’re doing it with rats and so on, they eat away the self-cherishing but it’s not that you’re now filled with rats, or you’re now filled with vomit or you actually keep all that suffering inside. It’s very important to be able to dissolve that suffering. You’re willing to experience it, but it passes through you. The most simple version – that I mention to people who have no experience really in Buddhism – is just that it goes down the drain, like in a sink at your heart. But we really need to think in terms of the understanding of voidness, that these things arise from causes and conditions, and have no true findable existence, and so on. It’s within that understanding of voidness that the thing dissolves. That’s really the source of the solution, is through that understanding of voidness. On that basis we can give to others.
But also we can think in terms of the mahamudra type of approach, that these are waves on the ocean of the mind and it sort of settles down, or that’s not the deepest nature of the mind and the nature of the mind is happiness and good qualities and so on, so we can give that to others.
Or also we can think of this on a highest yoga tantra level, anuttarayoga tantra level, actually with the understanding of voidness and the wave on the ocean image and so on, that all this is being dissolved into the clear-light mind, the clear-light mind understanding of voidness, which is the source of appearances, and that this is the blissful understanding of voidness. It’s on that basis of that blissful understanding of voidness with the clear-light mind, that we give happiness to others – in terms of the breath as well. The breath is very much in terms of energy, and the suffering and the disturbing emotions and all these things of others, is a disturbed energy. When we take it on with the breath, and experience it, and get it down, as you do in the highest yoga tantra, you want to dissolve those breaths – those disturbed energies – into the most subtle level of mind, and then – with a very calm type of energy – make emanations to be able to benefit others.
There are many, many levels of profundity with which one can understand how you deal with the problems, dissolve them, and give happiness and the solutions to others. If we have the background, it’s helpful to keep all of these in mind. That’s how it actually works.
So when we’re actually practicing this, don’t just leave it on the level of the suffering of all the hungry ghosts and so on, which is too vague, although it has its benefits. But I find it very helpful to do it with specific people that we know who have specific problems, and have this problem of confusion, or are out of work, or whatever it is. Imagine it, try to feel that disturbance of the energy that they’re feeling, that experience, and try to quiet that down. Give them the “innate happiness” that’s theirs as part of the innate qualities of the mind. This I find is very effective, rather than doing it in an abstract way of the six realms of beings, which is hard to really relate to in everyday life, although it has its benefits, of course.
His Holiness the Dalai Lama has spoken about those benefits. He explains that at the beginning it’s very important to be able to practice this giving and taking on the basis of equanimity, in other words having an equal attitude toward everyone. If at the very beginning of our practice we don’t have equanimity and we try to do this tonglen practice, then what happens is that we just do it with our friends and it tends to increase our attachment to them, because the basis for it is attachment to the particular friend and wanting them to overcome their unhappiness and wanting them to be happy. So at the beginning we tend to practice, His Holiness explains, with more general examples, like all beings or the beings of this realm or that realm in order to increase our equanimity, in other words in order to have a stable basis of equanimity. And then I think, although his Holiness doesn’t mention this, but then I think that once we’re able to practice on a basis of equanimity, then in order to go beyond the plateau that we might be at that level, then we need to practice with specific people, because, as I was explaining, when we do this with just a realm in general, a certain type of being in general, it’s hard really to develop a sincere feeling.
When we’re advanced you try to do this with much more challenging people, not just the ones that you’re familiar with from your personal acquaintances, but try doing tonglen with George Bush and the suffering that he must be experiencing, or Saddam Hussein sitting in the prison. Then you’re really quite advanced, if you can do that, because obviously they’re suffering enormously.
The other situation in which we apply this practice is – on this basis of having this experience of taking on the problems of others and giving them happiness – then when we are suffering from a specific problem, let’s say we’re sick. Then, rather than feeling, “poor me,” and getting depressed, then we imagine that, “I take on the suffering of everybody who has that same problem. May it all come to me, because I can deal with it, I can handle it,” and so we have the courage and bravery to deal with not just our own problem, which our self-cherishing would make us not to want to deal with, but “Give me everyone’s problem. I’m going to do it,” and deal with the problem that everybody experiences of this particular sickness, or a disturbing emotion, or whatever it might be. This is an extraordinary way to transform negative circumstances into positive ones, if we can do it sincerely, if we can remember to do it.
Question: You mean even dealing with our own problems?
Answer: When we have our own problem.
Question: Then we don’t want to deal with others’ problems?
Answer: We don’t want to deal even with our own problem. We just feel sorry for ourselves, it’s our self-cherishing that makes the problem worse. Another good example is when we’re feeling lonely. We have the same problem that everybody else has. We’re dealing with the same problem. “May everybody else’s loneliness ripen on me.”
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Someone brought up, during the break, a point which I think is quite important. This is concerning the step in the bodhichitta meditation of “repaying the kindness of others.” That’s the way that I’ve translated it always, and other people have translated it, and I must say, I never bothered to look deeply into the various dictionaries to see the connotation of the word that’s translated as “repay,” which I certainly will do this evening when I’m home. The idea of “repayment” comes with a lot of cultural luggage – that you’re in debt, and if you repay it, then you don’t have to deal with the person anymore. You sort of paid off your debt and now you’re free. I think that that’s certainly not the connotation here.
As a temporary – like a temporary filling at the dentist, before we put the proper filling in – I think it can be more helpful to think of “reciprocating” that kindness, rather than actually “repaying” it “until we’ve paid enough.” “Reciprocate” means to make it mutual, “You thank me, I thank you,” “I scratch your back, you scratch my back.”
The text continues with what we do between sessions in this giving and taking practice for developing relative bodhichitta, and it says:
(In regard to) the three objects, (take) the three poisonous attitudes
And (give) the three roots of what’s constructive,
(While) training with words in all paths of behavior.
This is referring to the type of situation – well, it could actually refer to both situations, whether we’re talking about just the other person having the problem, or ourselves having the problem. Usually the way that it’s explained is in terms of when we ourselves have this problem. The problem here is the three objects. The three objects are those that we find attractive, those that we find repulsive, and those that we find neutral and uninteresting. Those are the three objects and take the three poisonous attitudes is the attachment, or the repulsion, or the naivety, which is indifference. What we would do is, and give the three roots of what’s constructive, which would be the opposite of them – detachment, imperturbability, so that we don’t get angry, and lack of naivety. That’s the basis for understanding that we’re all equal.
This can be in terms of when we ourselves are experiencing this, walking along the street, or somebody calls, or whatever, and we have this type of problem. Rather than giving in to it – in our daily life when this happens – we imagine, “Not only am I going to deal with it myself, and get rid of it myself, but may everybody’s attachment and attraction to beautiful looking people,” or whatever, “ripen on me and may I deal with all of that, and get rid of all of that. In dealing with it for myself, may nobody have to suffer this,” although obviously other people will continue to suffer this. We can’t take on all the suffering of the world. We’re not talking about a Jesus Christ type of situation.
It’s when the line, which is in this edition, As for the order of taking, start from myself, when that’s put before this line, (In regard to) the three objects, then it can be explained that with regard to myself, when I’m experiencing this in daily life, take it in and give out to others. But if it’s at the end here, then we can understand it in both ways, that, even when we’re not experiencing it ourselves, but we know somebody who is just totally obsessed with sex, or with anger, or whatever, that we can do that practice directed at them.
While we’re doing this, or even when we’re not doing this, at other times as well, between sessions, in any situation, we can train with this giving and taking with words, which means that if we verbalize it – same thing like a mantra – that keeps us mindful of the practice. “May the suffering come on me, may my happiness go to them.” Even not in connection with tonglen, we can with words in our mouths, we walk into a building, “May I and all sentient beings enter into liberation and enlightenment.” When we walk out of a room, “May I and all beings come out of samsara.” When we eat, “May everybody be able to enjoy such wonderful food.” This type of thing. If we verbalize it, then often it helps us to be more mindful of it, although of course it doesn’t make it more real, but this is usually the way that we experience it.
This is one of the reasons why, when Tibetans read texts, or do their practices, they always do it out loud, not necessarily screaming out loud, but they do it out loud. They do that even when they just read a book. The reason – if they’re mindful of the reason, if it’s not just by habit and custom – is that you imagine that there is an infinite number of beings around you listening to this and benefiting from it. That’s why they do it like that. Or when we’re making prostration or circumambulating or whatever positive things, we imagine that everybody is doing that with us and we try to verbalize that, “May everybody be involved in such positive acts, and may the positive force from that ripen on everyone.”
This is what we do between sessions.
The structure here is parallel to what we had in the verse on deepest bodhichitta.
I forgot to explain the last line of the thing with all “phenomena are like a dream,” etc. That was in the session, but:
Between sessions, act like an illusory person,
without keeping this understanding – this is what we have discussed so much – this sort of, “In spite of nothing having true findable existence, nevertheless everything functions, including myself.” So, without having grasping to true findable existence of “me” or “what I’m doing,” or “the person that I’m helping,” act like an illusory person.
This section concludes in this edition:
As for the order of taking, start from myself.
I think that this is very clear, that we have to deal with our own problems as well as the problems of others. It also indicates the teaching that renunciation needs to come first, before we can sincerely develop compassion.
I think what can be a helpful way of doing it is the way that we have in the sensitivity training – developing balanced sensitivity – which is to first do it with a mirror, or if it’s not a mirror, to visualize ourselves in front of ourselves, and take on whatever problem might be our problem of the moment, and actually think to deal with it, dissolve all the fear that’s involved with it, and give calm, wisdom, and whatever it is that we might need – because that fits in very well with this whole thing that we’re all equal. “I have feelings just like anybody else. I suffer from problems just like anybody else,” and so we see ourself like just anybody else.
The next step in our tonglen meditation is to just sit there, and we take on the problem ourselves – I mean always when we are doing tonglen, we imagine that with the breath it goes to our heart, and dissolves at our heart, and comes out, even if we’re not thinking in terms of the clear-light mind – and so we imagine just sitting here that the problem and the suffering goes from the skin level, it all sort of comes to the heart, and dissolves as we breathe in and breathe out.
Then what I find is very helpful – I added this in the sensitivity training – is to deal with our past, either with photos or thinking of our past. There are certainly periods in the lives of most of us when we’ve really had a tremendous amount of pain and a tremendous amount of difficulty. And often we didn’t really resolve it, and we would rather not think about that time, or we’re ashamed of ourselves at that time, and so on – and to deal with it, and to resolve it, to take on that suffering, that problem now, and to give to that “me of the past” – this type of thing.
Also we can think in terms of future problems – like the death of my parents, my own death; perhaps I start to become senile, I can’t walk any longer, I can’t hear or see any longer – we might experience in old age, and start to deal with it now, to take on that suffering. These, I think, could be very, very helpful steps in terms of doing tonglen with relation to ourselves. Otherwise we’re caught completely by surprise when all of a sudden we realize that we are older, and we can’t do the type of things that we wanted to do any more, and that we really like doing any more, like eating certain foods, or as much sexual activity, or whatever, that we need to deal with that and start to deal with it now.
And then slowly extend it, and I think what is taught in the Theravada method is very helpful here, which is, you don’t start with the six realms, which is so abstract that for most of us it doesn’t mean anything, but start with our friends, acquaintances, relatives, or students, if we’re a teacher – to deal with their problems, the individual ones, one by one. This is a tremendous practice, especially if we have friends or relatives who are really suffering from – it’s usually an emotional problem, or it could be a sickness or whatever.
Then you slowly extend it to those that are more distant, usually the people in your neighborhood, and your city, and then eventually to people that you don’t like, and then you can start with the other realms. This process that is taught in the Theravada meditation on love and compassion, I think, is – in a sense – indicated here.
As you can see, this practice of tonglen is extremely advanced, and I always find it a great shame when it is taught and practiced prematurely, because then people trivialize it, and you just sit there, and you just imagine black light and white light, and from the six realms, and so on. It really is like a Disneyland thing. You don’t feel anything, and it doesn’t really mean anything on any sort of emotional level. This is very, very sad, because then, if that’s the level at which you’re practicing at, although you can, of course, be led to do it on a deeper level, you build up this habit of practicing on a trivialized level and trivializing the Dharma. This, I think, is very, very sad.
These are very precious teachings, and very difficult things to practice, and very advanced things to practice, very, very profound, and one needs to treat it and approach it with the proper respect. This, I think, is very important. If we’re not ready to do it, put it on the altar on the shelf, so to say, in our minds, “This is something that I hope that I can develop to the point, and have the emotional maturity, enough to be able to practice this, because I can see how powerful a medicine this can be,” and don’t take it now.
Question: On the other hand it might be a good idea to give people a taste of the practice, even if they’re not ready to practice it in full, don’t you think?
Answer: Personally, I don’t find that that is so helpful. There are a lot of teachers that do that, and I don’t quite agree with the skillful means in doing that, just from my own experience of the results that I’ve seen from that. Because what happens often is that people then ignore the preliminary in earlier steps, and then they think, “Oh, I’m really practicing Mahayana now!” especially with tantra. They just stay with that on a very trivialized level, and because they lack really having taken seriously and worked very hard on the earlier steps, having the foundation to do the more advanced steps properly, then they often experience serious problems in making any progress.
Now, of course there are two approaches to studying Dharma. One is to have an overview of the whole path first, and then go back and work much more deeply. The other is really not to know what follows and just work step by step. But to do that approach. I’ve had the experience of doing both, because I studied lam-rim before it was available in any Western language, and so I had no idea what was coming next. That requires a great deal of so-called faith and confidence – that “this is very worthwhile,” and “I can see” – that you get from seeing the example of people who have trained like that, seeing that, “My goodness, this is the way that they became based on this. Therefore I have respect and confidence that if I’m going to do it, I’m going to do it correctly, not be impatient.” This is my experience.
I’ve seen so many people around the world doing all these more advanced practices on such a trivial level and really it having very little effect on their lives, and that’s sad. That’s sad because then they become bored with the Dharma and give it up. These teachings are unbelievably precious. Three rare and precious gems – we just call them three jewels – that’s what the words mean, it’s “rare,” and it’s “precious.” To have that deep in your heart, on a deep emotional level, conviction that this is very important, as long as you really don’t have the basis to go on with any level of depth and sincerity. As His Holiness would always say, having that [conviction] on the basis of understanding – what it is, how it works.
I’m reminded here of an insight by George Dreyfus, who was the first Western Geshe. He was top in his entire Geshe class, and really very, very outstanding, the best of all Westerners in terms of his understanding of Dharma. He wrote a book recently – I forgot the title* – in which he comments about the study of Abhisamayalamkara, which is the Ornament of Realizations. It forms five years of the program to get the Geshe degree, and it is an unbelievably detailed study of every possible thing that – the different levels you go through, that you understand, and that you practice, and that you experience, with these incredible lists of a hundred and fifty-three of this and… It’s just unbelievably detailed and complicated.
[*The Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The Education of a Tibetan Buddhist Monk.]
What he commented on is – because it’s interesting, some people, that we know here as well, are always saying, “Well, what’s the use of it? What’s the practical application?” George wrote that it has no practical application that he can see in terms of our actual putting it into daily practice – these things that we’re learning there, everything in it is talking about such an advanced level of attainment. But he says, the practical use of it is that it gives you real confidence in the path. “Look how well it’s been worked out, look how many people must have gone through this and experienced this to be able to have all this detail of what actually happens all the way to enlightenment at every tiny little step.”
That gives you tremendous confidence in the path, and the effectiveness of the Dharma, and it gives you unbelievable respect for the Buddha who taught all of this, put all of this together, “How could that be?” It’s the same thing with tantra, you see how unbelievable it is, these tantra texts – so many things intertwined, so many different levels of one thing. That’s the benefit of it, that’s the practical application.
Then you have this real refuge or safe direction, “Precious Dharma, rare Dharma, incredible Dharma,” and really put your full effort into it. Having studied that material a little bit – not for five years, but for one year, and just on a non-debate level – what he says makes a lot of sense.
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We’ve covered the first two points – the preliminaries and the actual training in bodhichitta – and now we’re ready for the third of the seven points, which is transforming difficult circumstances, or adverse circumstances, into the path to enlightenment. This is divided into two sections – how we transform it with our thoughts and how we transform it with our actions.
In terms of transformation with our thoughts – it’s our thoughts concerning our behavior, what we think about our behavior, our attitude behind it, and also how we transform it with our thoughts concerning our view of reality. So, first concerning our behavior, what we think, what’s our attitude toward how we behave – this is the first part of the section:
When the environment and its dwellers are full of negative forces,
Transform adverse conditions into a path to enlightenment,
By banishing one thing as (bearing) all blame
And meditating with great kindness toward everyone.
So what we want to do is… in our lives, of course there are going to be very difficult situations that we meet, different people are going to give us trouble, or different insects or whatever, and also the environment is going to be difficult. In those times then we want to be able to transform that, so that these difficult conditions actually become conditions that are conducive for furthering our practice.
The general advice is to place all the blame for these difficulties that we’re experiencing on one thing, which is our self-cherishing attitude, and banish it, in other words send it out from ourselves. By thinking of the benefits of cherishing others, then we meditate in terms of great kindness, a cherishing attitude toward everyone.
This is very important, because there are so many adverse conditions in our degenerate times. In fact, one literature course that I took did a survey of literature going back to the ancient Greeks, and it focused on the theme that everybody wrote that they lived in the worst of times. It’s not that any time was particularly worse. Everybody, all the major authors felt that, or philosophers. So if we wait for everything to be conducive for our practice, then we’re going to have to wait forever.
So we don’t put the blame externally for why we’re not practicing, but place it internally on our self-cherishing. When suffering occurs, it’s the fault of our self-cherishing, not the fault of others. Self-cherishing has caused us to act destructively, that has built up negative force, negative potentials of karma, and that’s ripening now in terms of this suffering situation or difficult situation. If we actually experience it, this is very good, because we’re getting rid of this negative potential. It’s then finished, so let’s get it over with. We’re happy with that. So, you see what we’re doing here is [changing] our attitude toward how we’ve been behaving in the past. We’ve been behaving in the past in selfish type of ways and that has caused these problems. We need to change our attitude.
Another way to change our attitude about what’s happening is [to see] that those who cause us suffering are emanations of the great gurus, giving me a warning to practice, and helping me to gain conviction in karmic cause and effect, so that I won’t commit further destructive actions that would cause further such suffering.
This point here concerns our attitude about our behavior. How we’ve been acting destructively before, and how to view that so that we don’t experience so much suffering from that, and will stop acting in that way, because we’ve changed our attitude about how we’ve been acting.
If our house is dirty and we have to clean it ourselves, then if somebody comes along and helps us to clean it, we rejoice, we’re very happy. Likewise, somebody that causes us trouble, and suffering, and problems is helping us to cleanse away, clean out our house from our self-cherishing, change our attitude about how we’ve been behaving.
Bodhisattvas don’t like to be happy and everything to go well [for them,] because it exhausts your positive potentials, your positive karma. They prefer that things are going difficultly, because it exhausts their negative potentials. They prefer that. They prefer abuse to praise. Praise just causes you to be proud, and obscures your own shortcomings, so you can’t improve. If you’re criticized and you’re aware of your shortcomings, then you can work on them to eliminate them. So you welcome criticism and when somebody really points out our difficulties and embarrasses us or whatever, yells at us for something that we’ve been doing that’s been inconsiderate or selfish – much better than everybody treating us as a baby and saying, “Oh, you’re so nice.” [Then] you don’t learn anything. We need to be challenged in order to grow.
Serkong Rinpoche’s exclusive name for me was “Dummy.” It was very helpful. In all of the nine years I helped him, and translated for him, and wrote his letters, and ran the tasks, and so on, he only thanked me twice – in nine years – very helpful. And [he] never failed to point out when I was acting stupidly, but I had agreed to that with him. I went to him asking, “Please make a donkey like me into a proper human being.” It’s what I wished. He was very kind. This is the kindest of all.
Obviously you need to have tested the teacher very, very well. Be sure that they’re perfectly qualified, and that you are perfectly qualified and ready. If the teacher isn’t properly qualified, the teacher doesn’t have equal love and concern for everyone. But [when he criticized me] I never thought, “Oh, he loves me anyway.” That thought didn’t come into my mind. I didn’t try to justify it or anything, I tried to learn from it. Usually my response to it was that it made me laugh nervously. Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, my other teacher, who saw that, said, “This is perfect.” He really thought that was very good, the way I handled it.
Who was it, was it Marpa or somebody who was saying, “When my teacher hits me this is the blessing of Heruka?” If somebody is acting like an idiot, it’s like the Zen master hitting you with a stick.
Like waiting for a thank you – Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey used this image and I found it very helpful, that – “What am I doing, sitting there like a dog and waiting to be patted on the head? And then I wag my tail?” This is complete self-cherishing. I helped him because I saw that he was able to help others far more than I could ever do, so the best thing I could do is to help him in order to help others.
It’s like him never teaching me anything. In the very beginning years it was only Kalachakra. At the end he taught me by myself, but he would never teach me anything unless I translated it for someone else. It couldn’t be just for myself.
Question: This would be a “treatment” specifically for someone wanting to overcome pride?
Answer: Yes, it’s not so effective for people who have low self-esteem, this is totally ineffective. And for a teacher who would just abuse this, absolutely never do this. But this was very helpful for me. I was coming from a PhD. at Harvard; I was one of the top ones at Harvard. I had arrogance and pride like you couldn’t believe. It was very helpful.
I’ll give you an example of my idiotic behavior, one of my favorite examples. Once I was translating for Rinpoche in France, and he was editing the text at the same time he was teaching. So he wanted me to take notes, and I didn’t have a pen with me. So I asked the person who was sitting in the first row in front of me to loan me a pen, and it was this French woman with very bright red hennaed hair who sat there with big red lipstick on and holding a red rose in her teeth. It was a really strange looking lady, and she sat there with this rose in her mouth the whole teaching. And so she loaned me the pen, and then after the teaching she held her hand out to me. And I was so insensitive and so ridiculous that I went to shake her hand, because I thought that she wanted to shake my hand at the end of the teaching, congratulating me for translating so nicely. And Rinpoche said; “Idiot! Give her the pen back.” I was indeed a donkey.
The next way of doing this is, when others are hurting us, to develop compassion for them, thinking of all the negative karmic potential that they’re building up and the suffering that they would have to experience from acting negatively toward us, and then imagine with tonglen taking that suffering onto ourselves.
“Others harming me are helping me to achieve enlightenment, so I’m indebted to them.” One lama had leprosy and said that, “If I didn’t have it, I would be lost in samsara; but as I have it, it’s the enlightening influence of the Buddhas to help steer me toward acting positively and practicing the Dharma. I am indebted to them.” Not only people, but difficult situations like having leprosy, or breaking your leg, or getting crippled in an accident, or something like that – change it into a circumstance, “Now I can put all my effort into Dharma practice,” rather than getting all depressed by it, and feeling sorry for ourselves, and waiting for everything to be perfect, which will never happen.
Shantideva said, “If something can be remedied, don’t get uptight about it, or very upset about it, just fix it, remedy it, and if it can’t be, then don’t get uptight, because it won’t help.” If suffering comes, and if you can’t eliminate it, don’t get uptight about it, transform it into a help to enlightenment.
Shantideva also said that suffering has good points. It diminishes our pride, we develop the determination to be free from the causes of it – renunciation, we develop compassion for others who are suffering, and by seeing this as a warning, we become cautious about ever acting destructively again, and it motivates us to act in a constructive way if we want to be happy, etc.
Like this we change our attitude toward how we’ve been behaving and how we’re going to behave in the future. That’s the transforming with respect to our attitude toward our thoughts toward how we’ve been behaving.
Then, concerning our way of thoughts, or thinking in terms of our view of reality, is the next line in the text:
Voidness, from meditating on deceptive appearances
As the four Buddha-bodies, is the peerless protector.
That’s an example of a line that doesn’t appear in the transmission that came through Tsongkhapa.
This is basically seeing that these deceptive appearances, and the suffering and so on that is based on that, and just my perception of the suffering, is like a deceptive appearance. It has neither true arising, ceasing, or abiding. The deceptive appearances, which are the suffering, the deceptive appearance of it, “Poor me! This is so terrible,” and even the experience itself, the way that it appears, is deceptive. It seems as though it has a truly findable arising, abiding, and ceasing. This is incorrect – understand the voidness of that, it’s not referring to anything real.
We’re not just talking about the deceptive appearance of the thought “Poor me,” we’re talking about the suffering itself, the pain. That’s a deceptive appearance. How it appears to us is deceptive, the disturbing emotion – how it appears to us is deceptive.
They don’t have a findable existent arising – it’s like Dharmakaya doesn’t arise – you see that as Dharmakaya. The omniscient mind of a Buddha is not something which is created. Suffering itself has no truly existent arising, that, “there it was, and then it comes on stage, and arises into our minds.”
And the deceptive appearances and the disturbing emotions don’t have a truly findable cessation. We see that as Sambhogakaya. This is the subtle appearances of a Buddha to help others. Sambhogakaya has no end, it never ceases.
And these deceptive appearances – the suffering and the disturbing emotions – have no true abiding. They’re not just sitting somewhere for a while, and then going off. We see that as Nirmanakaya. These are the emanation bodies of a Buddha that are constantly changing. Buddha is constantly appearing in different forms.
The inseparability of these three – not truly existent arising, abiding, or ceasing – this is the Svabhavakaya, the nature body. Within the Sakya, Nyingma and Kagyu you have two traditions, what’s called self-voidness and other-voidness. Within their tradition the self-voidness explanation is like this, and in these three traditions Svabhavakaya, the nature body, is always the inseparability of the three other bodies.
This is a very obscure line, obviously. But when we speak about voidness, about things, the voidness of coming and going – Nagarjuna speaks about that – it’s not as though something truly findably existent as a thing with a big solid line around it comes on stage, has an arising, sits for a while, plays itself out, and then leaves, as a truly existing arising, abiding, or ceasing. These are inseparable, all three are the case. One can’t be the case and not the others.
This we can see in terms of the four Buddha-bodies. The Dharmakaya doesn’t have any arising. The omniscient mind of a Buddha is not the product of getting rid of the disturbing emotions. It’s there, it has these abilities. It doesn’t truly arise, it’s just that it’s like uncovered. The Sambhogakaya, these subtle emanations teach arya bodhisattvas till the end of samsara, [which] by all practical purposes is not going to come, although theoretically it is possible. And so they always say the Sambhogakaya never ceases, goes on forever, whereas Nirmanakaya is constantly changing. Any particular Nirmanakaya is not going to last forever, it’s going to change. That is the non-abiding.
So we can see these four aspects as the four Buddha-bodies, but actually the line makes far more sense in terms of the other-voidness explanation. Other-voidness is speaking about, basically, the nature of the mind that would understand voidness. What is emphasized here, is to see the mind as a Buddha, in the sense that it has the four Buddha-bodies as its aspects. That’s one of the deeper teachings, particularly in Karma Kagyu – recognizing the mind as a Buddha. It doesn’t mean that you’re already enlightened.
When we speak in terms of these deceptive appearances, and suffering, and disturbing emotions, they are seen as waves of Dharmakaya, in the sense that they don’t arise from outside, arising as the play of the mind. Their clarity aspect, which is referring to the mind’s aspect of giving rise to appearances, this is something that never ceases, it never stops, so that’s the Sambhogakaya of the mind. The first is the Dharmakaya of the mind, this is the Sambhogakaya of the mind. This clarity aspect is constantly appearing in different forms, so it never abides, it never stays – that’s Nirmanakaya. And it simultaneously is like this and simultaneously, inseparably arising, abiding, and ceasing. This is seeing how thoughts – what you have in the mahamudra and dzogchen methods, although Sakya doesn’t have dzogchen – but you see these things arising, abiding, and ceasing simultaneously, and through that you can get to a deeper level. So that’s the Svabhavakaya, the inseparability of them.
So from this other-voidness point of view, the line makes far more sense. This is the “peerless protector.” If we can see the suffering that we’re experiencing and the disturbing emotions and all these things as the four Buddha-bodies, no true arising, abiding, and ceasing, and that it’s just the clarity aspect of the mind giving rise to appearances, not coming from outside, and changing all the time, and that clarity aspect is never ceasing and so on, that’s the way to change our attitude, to transform our negative circumstances into positive ones.
It’s very profound. Very difficult, but very profound. Gelugpas don’t have this. They would feel quite uncomfortable actually with this, although the self-voidness explanation would be acceptable.
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We have covered how to transform adverse conditions into a path to enlightenment with our thoughts, and now we discuss it in terms of our actions, what we can actually do. What we can do is explained with the last lines of this section:
The supreme method possesses four actions of use,
(So) instantly apply to the meditation whatever I happen to meet.
That sort of summarizes that whole section – we practice with whatever happens. There are four actions that we can use, or apply, in any type of situation. These four are: (1) building up more positive potential; (2) purifying negative potential and disturbing attitudes; (3) making offerings to spirits, and ghosts, and demons, and this sort of thing; and (4) making offerings to Dharma protectors.
The first two are not so difficult to understand or to apply. In order to avoid suffering in the future, we would do all sorts of actions to build up more positive force – helping others, the seven-part practice, this type of thing. So when we’re in difficult situations, use that as a circumstance to work more toward doing positive things, and also to purify ourselves of negative potentials, do the various purification practices, which there is no need or time at the moment to go through all of that – Vajrasattva purification and so on.
Making offerings to spirits and ghosts – this is not so easy for us as Westerners to get into. Basically, we make them offerings, thanking them for causing us trouble, for causing us problems, and we ask them to give us even more, “Give me even more here! Thank you. Let me take on the suffering of everybody,” this tonglen type of practice.
For this, an actual action that we can do, and Tibetans do this, is put a little bit of bread outside the door, or some leftovers. Usually the Tibetans will give leftovers to the harmful spirits – hungry ghosts and so on can’t eat anything which is good. People make a big mistake at tsog offerings when they give a lot of their offerings, a whole apple or something like that. A hungry ghost could never eat something like that. You have to give something that is a leftover. You’ve taken a bite out of it and you give a little bit. They’re obstructed from being able to eat, so you give a little bit, of the worst quality – you hear the descriptions – they’re only able to eat snot that somebody blew out of their nose or something like that. That’s what they’re able to eat, so you give them what they can eat, not the most magnificent meal. You put it not on a nice plate – this type of thing, and you imagine that they come, and they eat this little piece that’s left over, and you let the dogs or the birds or whatever eat it.
That, as opposed to, which would be a positive practice, the first thing, which would be to – your stale bread, feed it to the birds outside, don’t throw it in the garbage; or your leftovers as well, rather than throwing them away, as many people do, give them out to the insects or the pigeons or whatever. For many people living in the city that would be difficult, and many people would find that difficult to do, but Tibetans do this practice here. If it’s too hard to do that, at least we make some sort of offering to them, and try to develop compassion, and feel to work for their welfare.
“Please don’t cause further interference” – when we’re experiencing interference and problems, they are causing that, so “I make you an offering, so that you don’t cause more” – if it’s too difficult for us to say, “Thank-you, please give me more. Great, give me more!” That would be the full version of it. I remember Ngari Rinpoche, His Holiness’ brother, was staying one place, we were traveling with His Holiness in India and he’s getting bitten by mosquitoes and he sort of just went out and just offered himself, “Come on, all of you, come, eat me,” he really yelled at them, sort of, “Come and get it.”
Sometimes you have these days, I have these days, where everything breaks – your computer crashes and all sorts of things – and so the attitude is, “Come on, give me more, what else is going to break today?” Thinking in terms of the harmful spirits, “Thank-you, give me more. Let’s get it all over with.” I find that very helpful on days like that. “Come on, what else is going to break, bring it on,” and then you laugh.
This is referring to an action, a way in which we transform our actions, it’s referring to actually putting out offerings for them, but offerings of bad quality, what they can actually eat. You don’t think, “Well, this is the part that I don’t want to eat, because it’s dirty. I’ll give it to the ghosts.” It’s with compassion for them, because that’s what they would like, that’s what they can eat. The point of this is not to feed the birds, who are the ones that will actually eat it, but to feed the ghosts that are causing you harm. Teachers say that we can even make an offering when we go to the toilet, that this is what the hungry ghosts can eat. So every action can be transformed into something that can help us on the path to enlightenment.
What I find is very helpful here is a practice that one Dharma colleague, a friend of mine, the Western teacher Tsultrim Allione, developed from the chod (pronounced “chö”) practice, some people mispronounce it as “chot” practice, the “cutting up and giving,” which she calls “feed the demon.” It’s an excellent practice. Let me explain it briefly:
You focus on, “What is your big problem?” that’s haunting you inside, always bothering you. Identify that, and then imagine that it takes the form of a demon. Use your imagination to imagine what that demon must look like, whether it is large, or small, slimy, does it have many arms, many legs, big fangs, horns, or what does it look like? Whatever that particular problem might be – loneliness, or fear, or whatever; that “Nobody loves me,” or “I’m not good enough,” or whatever demon it is that haunts us. Then this demon comes outside and sits in front of you. You can put a pillow on the floor in front of you. It’s almost like a Gestalt therapy. You put the demon there, and the demon sits there, and you ask the demon, “What do you want?” and the demon says what it wants, “I want everybody to love me,” “I want people to pay attention to me,” “I want...” whatever it is that the demon wants, “I want more self-confidence,” whatever. Then you imagine feeding the demon, you imagine giving that to the demon. So you love the demon, or you pay attention to the demon, or whatever it is that the demon wants you give to the demon, you feed the demon. And what you find is that, eventually what happens is, the demon is satisfied and goes away.
This is a very profound, very effective type of thing, because what it demonstrates is that you’re capable of giving that. You give it to yourself. You don’t need, “Oh, others should pay attention to me,” this type of thing. This, I think, is a very practical application of this “feeding the demon” practice that Tsultrim Allione developed and teaches. We may have many demons that we have to feed, not just one. Do one at a time.
The fourth action of use that we can use is making offerings to Dharma protectors. This is also to bring us more suffering and destroy our self-cherishing. Of course, as we were saying with tonglen practice, it’s just to provide circumstances for our own karma to ripen.
There are two ways in which Dharma protectors can help us: one which is a very dangerous way. An unreliable Dharma protector is one that provides circumstances for our positive potentials to ripen quickly. There are some Dharma protectors that are very unreliable. You rely on them, and you get a lot of money, and things go very well, very quickly. But what happens as a result is that the positive karmic potentials are burned off and then you crash terribly, because you’re left just with the negative ones. This is an unreliable type of Dharma protector.
The reliable ones are the ones that bring the circumstances for your negative karma to ripen first. They ripen in usually a very trivial, annoying but trivial type of thing, and then the obstacles, the bigger obstacles that could have happened during the journey or whatever it is that you’re undertaking, are finished – burn them off quickly like this and then you’re left with just all your positive potentials that allow for whatever you’re doing to go well.
For instance, this is the way with the Nechung (gNas-chung) protector, and Serkong Rinpoche always used to have a big puja done for Nechung before our world journeys. Just to give an example: we were going down to Delhi from Dharamsala to catch the plane. We take the train from Pathankot and there was some mix-up with our train reservation, and we didn’t have a reservation, and the only place that we could get on the train, because we had to get down to Delhi, was two sleeper berths were available in third class – those were the days when they still had third-class trains – right next to the toilet, and so we took those. Rinpoche took one berth, and I took the other berth, and the two Tibetan attendants had to sit on the floor by the toilet for the whole night. It was very unpleasant, very uncomfortable, but everything else on the trip went absolutely well.
The second journey, similarly, there was a mix-up with the train, and we couldn’t get on the train at all. We had to – it was in the middle of the night – take a bus to Chandigarh, and then about three o’clock in the morning change buses and bring down all the luggage and jump on another bus to go to Delhi, and it was very, very unpleasant, but ultimately trivial. Nobody slept that night, except Rinpoche who could sleep anywhere, and then everything went very, very smoothly.
This is the type of thing that we do – make offerings to Dharma protectors for, “Bring on the negative circumstances, let them burn off.” That’s what this practice is referring to. When these things came up on our journeys – with the train and the bus and so on – everybody was just absolutely delighted. They were so happy that this was happening, because it was clear what was going on. So whenever things are going poorly, you think that, “This is wonderful. This is the blessing of my Dharma protectors. They’re burning off obstacles in these more trivial ways so that things aren’t much worse.” That’s very helpful. Very, very helpful, if one thinks in those ways. And it’s not just pretending, but one actually has conviction in all of this; otherwise it’s complete nonsense if you don’t think in these terms, believe in them as it were. If you do, it’s an excellent way of transforming adverse conditions and circumstances.
The fourth point of the seven points is the condensation, or gathering of the practice in one lifetime, condensing it all down into the essence of the practice. This is divided into what we do during one lifetime, and then what we can do at the end of this lifetime, when we die. So [first,] during our lifetimes. The text reads:
In brief, the essence of the guideline instruction is applying the five forces.
This is talking about forces that we can apply every day, all day long. It’s the essence of the practice. The first of these is the force of the intention. When we wake up, it’s very important to set the intention for the whole day to try to work with bodhichitta and strengthen my bodhichitta resolve, or aim to always be kind, not to get angry. We can do this before we go shopping to the supermarket – not to be greedy, not to buy things that I don’t need, just because I’m right there, I see some candy, or biscuits, or chocolate. Or when we have to be with people that are quite difficult to be with, we set the intention not to get angry.
The Kadam Geshes used to help themselves with this. They would write on the walls of the caves in which they meditated and lived, “Don’t let your mind wander.” “Don’t get angry.” “Develop bodhichitta” – these sort of reminders to help set the intention. Put on the refrigerator, “Don’t eat, Fatty!”
The second force is the force of the white seed. This is to try everyday to build up more and more positive force – the so-called “white karmic potential” – and to purify and get rid of negative potential. This will act as the seed for changing our circumstances. It is said that a brave person can’t kill enemies with just bravery. A brave person needs weapons, a shield, helpers, and so on – Buddha belonged to the warrior caste, so Buddhism always is using these images of warriors, it’s not surprising – and so we need this positive force and we need to diminish our negative potential. It can’t just be on the basis of the resolve, “I want to be able to overcome it and I want to be able to benefit everyone.”
The third force is the force of acquaintance. We need to acquaint ourselves more and more and more with this everyday. Whatever we do, we use that to help us to build up the habit, this acquaintance, of concern for others, not just concern for ourselves. So when we eat, we think, “I’m eating in order to make myself strong and healthy, so that I can help others.” When we put on warm clothing, we think, “By doing this may my body be more fit and not sick, so I can help others.” As we said before, when you walk into the room, “May I bring all beings into liberation,” and when we help somebody, and not just the trivial help that we might be giving them, but, “May I help them reach enlightenment,” and all of that. The force of acquaintance. We can acquaint ourselves every minute. This way we’re able to transform even very neutral actions into things that can help us on the path.
The fourth force is the force of eliminating all at once. Sometimes it’s translated as “disgust,” but literally it means “to get rid of something at once.” We’re so disgusted during the day when our self-cherishing and our selfishness arises, that “I can’t wait to get rid of it,” and, “I just want to get rid of it all at once.” It’s like if there’s a mosquito or a fly buzzing around our face, so “I can’t wait, I just want...” just totally disgusted with it, “I want to get rid of it immediately so that it stops,” We have no patience with it, no tolerance of it. We won’t rest until we catch it and get rid of it. That’s the attitude we’re talking about. The more we reject our selfishness, the weaker it becomes. If we think of all the disadvantages of selfishness when it arises, we’ll reject it. It’s quite effective if you can think of that when you’re acting selfishly, self-cherishing, that it’s like a mosquito or a fly buzzing around your face.
I think more and more we can appreciate how advanced these practices are. These are not at all beginner, easy practices. These are the actual real bodhisattva type of practices, what we need to do. Not that, “Everything is just so nice, and so pleasant, so easy.” Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey used to say, “If we want that, that is a sign of our laziness.” We want to get enlightenment cheap. It’s on sale today.
The fifth force is the force of prayer. At the end of the session, at the end of the day, we pray, “May I never be separated from the two bodhichittas.” As an example of this, Kadam Geshe Ben-kungyel used to have a collection of white and black stones, and he used to put a white stone for every time that he had positive thoughts or positive actions, and a black one for every time he had selfish and negative thoughts or actions. And at the end of the day he would tally it up and see how he had done. If there were more black, he resolved to try to do better, more white – congratulate oneself, although not be proud of it, and make prayers like that to be able to improve more and more.
When we ask the guru to pray for us, what’s not proper is to just ask for a prayer, “May we have no sickness, may my business go well, may my daughter find a good husband.” But it’s best to ask the guru to pray for us, a teacher to pray, that we’re able to develop bodhichitta as quickly as possible.
At the time of death, we also can apply these five forces. That is described with the next verse:
The guideline instruction for the Mahayana transference of mind
Is the five forces themselves,
While giving importance to my path of deportment.
Deportment means how I act, referring here to how I act at the time of death. So one has a good deportment if they act properly in a situation.
This is referring to the best type of Mahayana transference of mind. Transference of mind is powa (‘pho-ba) in Tibetan. The best type of powa is not when you imagine your mind shoots off the body and goes to some pure land, but to apply these five forces themselves. That’s the best transference of the mind into better circumstances for following the bodhisattva path in future lives. It’s important to remember actually. So when we die, we apply these five forces again.
The intention – dying prayer, “May I be able to develop bodhichitta, and have bodhichitta in the bardo realm in between lives, and in my next lives – even if I haven’t developed it so fully in this lifetime.” That’s the best way to transfer the consciousness to a rebirth state conducive for developing bodhichitta.
This is how Geshe Chaykawa died, even with a stronger bodhisattva intention, which was, “May I be reborn in one of the hell realms in order to be able to help others there.” But the prayer has to be really sincere, because what usually happens as a result of such a prayer is that you’re born in one of these hell realms just for a very short time, and then immediately after that you get a very wonderful rebirth as a result of all the positive force that you built up. But if that’s the aim with the prayer, to just bounce into a hell briefly, and then get a really good rebirth after that, then this is not going to count as a bodhisattva practice. This is just for one’s own selfish purposes. One has to be really sincere with this type of practice, that one really wants to be reborn in one of the hells and really wants to help the beings there. Then it really is a bodhisattva practice. That’s very, very advanced. That’s very difficult. “Even if not in the hell realms, may I be born in a place where there is no Dharma, to be able to help and teach others there.” That’s the force of intention at the time of death.
Question: Does the text mean that we practice these five forces at the moment of death, or does it mean practicing them until we die?
Answer: This is referring to what we do at the time of death. We die with that intention, to try to develop bodhichitta in the bardo, to try to develop it further in future lives, and the stronger form: to be reborn in the worst situations so I can help others there.
Question: And Geshe Chaykawa did not succeed, did he?
Answer: He did not succeed. He was very unhappy – when he died he saw that his prayer was not going to be fulfilled, because he had signs that he was going to be reborn in some wonderful situation, so he was quite sad. His disciples asked him why he was sad, that’s how the story came out. He said, “I was always praying to be reborn in a hell, and now I see it’s not going to happen.” The rebirth in this wonderful state is the result of the altruistic thought, of course, but still you want to be willing to go there. In this lifetime as well – Serkong Rinpoche always went to the worst places to teach, [places] that nobody wanted to go to, like the Tibetan soldiers that were on the border, it’s part of the Indian army. He used to go on yak – he was old and fat – up to the high mountains to teach these Tibetan solders. It was in that tradition that I started, when I was traveling around to go try to teach Dharma in the communist countries, when it was communist, and then around South America, and Africa, and the Islamic Middle East, and so on – go to the most difficult places, go to the place where nobody wants to go.
The second force is the force of the white seed at the time of death, which is to give everything away to others, so that we don’t die with heavy luggage, as it were. Because all our possessions and so on are just going to be considered junk and thrown in the garbage by our relatives who don’t want to have to deal with this. It’s much better to give it away now, while we can; and to not be attached to our own bodies – to give it away to the worms, or whatever it is that’s going to eat our bodies if we’re going to be buried in the ground, rather than being attached to it. If we’re very attached to our bodies – to use a horrible example – then we can be reborn as a worm ourselves, crawling in and out of our skeleton, and eating our flesh. To avoid that type of situation, it’s best to give now, while we can. That’s the force of the white seed.
The third force is the force of acquaintance. What we try to do is – as we’re dying – stay acquainted with bodhichitta, so as the consciousness gets more and more subtle, to always keep our focus – as much as possible – on bodhichitta, which means to keep our focus on our individual future enlightenments that we’re aiming to achieve, with the intention that we set before, that, “I want to continue to work toward it in all future lives.” We try to keep that acquaintance with it, as we go through the dying process, if we’re able to do that with some clarity of mind, and it happens slowly, rather than just being hit by a truck.
It’s very important that we do this acquaintance during our lifetime as well, because often what happens is a truck might be coming, and the first thought that comes to my mind is “Oh, shit!” And to die with the thought “Oh, shit!” is not the most wonderful thought to have as our last thought. If we’re really acquainted with taking refuge, safe direction, in terms of bodhichitta, then – in times of real danger, when we don’t have so much time, particularly at the time of death – that’s the thought that’s going to come up, rather than “Oh, shit!” and then we’re born as a fly in a pile of shit, if I may be a bit graphic.
The Tibetans, instead of accustoming themselves in having this explicative “Oh, shit!” what they all say is “konchog sum” (dkon-mchog gsum), which is the “three jewels of refuge.” So it’s a little bit equivalent to say “Jesus Christ!” in some difficult situation. And although that certainly isn’t done with the most positive state of mind, yet it is a far better thought to die with than “Oh, shit!” because at least there is the hope, the possibility of it being with a little bit more positive meaning. That’s the power of acquaintance.
The fourth force at the time of death is eliminating all at once. This is the self-cherishing to our own body. They say we should try to die like a bird taking off from a rock, without looking back – just fly off; [feel] disgust with our past negative actions before we die, try to take bodhisattva vows again freshly, or if we’ve done a tantric retreat, then we can do the self-initiation – try to purify ourselves and just leave.
The fifth one is the power of prayer at the time of death. It can be, as we suggested before, to be reborn in the hells, to take on the suffering of all others. But what might be a little bit easier is the prayer not to be separated from bodhichitta and the opportunity to work toward enlightenment in all our lifetimes – prayer at the time of death. Doing this, it says:
While giving importance to my path of deportment.
This refers to what we’re actually doing while we’re dying. The Tibetans consider the position in which we die as quite significant, and I really forget, I don’t have written down here why. But it’s best if our head faces north and our face is facing toward the west; and to die in the position the way that Buddha died and also to try to sleep in that position, on the right side. Usually it’s the right hand underneath the face and the left hand along the side, and the left leg on the right leg, forming a straight line with the body; and to try to die with all these thoughts while doing tonglen. Actually Serkong Rinpoche who died doing tonglen died in that position, although he had his hands crossed more in a tantric version of it.
Obviously this way of dying is only appropriate for somebody who has practiced all of this type of attitude-training and bodhisattva practice very intensively during their lifetimes, not somebody that is unacquainted with all of this. This is the fourth point then, which is the gathering together of all the practices for one lifetime, or condensation of the practices of one lifetime.
Question: Isn’t it also OK to be reborn in a pure land?
Answer: Prayer to be reborn in a pure land is a pure land practice. That’s another practice. So there are many, many practices that we can do, which are considered bodhisattva practices, but that’s not the tradition of lojong.
Question: In the lojong tradition, we don’t pray to be reborn in a pure land?
Answer: No, you pray to be reborn in a hell.
Question: Or to have a human life?
Answer: Well, there are the prayers to continue to have the precious human life to be able to benefit others, but, “May I be a bodhisattva strong enough to be able to go to the hells and help everybody there.”
Being reborn in a pure land – which of course is a whole big topic of discussion of what that actually means – is basically like having a time out from having to deal with all the difficult situations of samsara to do intensive practice non-stop, so that one can really make further and further progress, more unhindered. But that’s in many ways the opposite of the lojong tradition, which is to not take time out, but to transform the negative and difficult circumstances. But obviously both [practices] are done to benefit others, so it’s just a different practice, a different tradition. So which one you do? That’s your choice.
Question: But it’s such a great risk to be born in samsara...
Answer: That’s why I said it’s a very advanced practice, a very, very advanced practice. I’ve said this several times. This is a super-advanced practice, not at all for beginners, not at all for the weak-hearted, or those who are not stable already in their practice – but the whole tonglen is to develop the courage to do all of this, the willingness. Whether you’re able to do it or not, as it says, a fox doesn’t jump where a lion can jump. Don’t attempt to do practices that are much too advanced and difficult for you when you’re not ready. Lojong is a very advanced practice, not an easy practice – people trivialize it, “Oh, this is sutra” – an incredibly difficult and profound practice. But if you’re at the stage where you can do it, it’s unbelievably effective, and it’s certainly what the great masters do.
Question: What if we train in lojong, but at the time of death we realize that we’re not ready for a difficult rebirth, but we and all beings would be better off if I went to a pure land...
Answer: If that’s sincere – but often it’s mixed. The wish to be born in a pure land is the wish to go to a paradise, where everything is nice and easy, and we don’t think that there we’re going to work in intensive practice non-stop twenty-four hours a day. We think we’re going to sit and relax by the swimming pool and enjoy ourselves, play cards with our friends – retire to Florida. It’s not like that. It’s not a paradise in that sense. You don’t go there to have a good time. You go to do work, unbelievably.
But it depends on the person. I personally have never been attracted to pure land things. What I find more attractive is a precious human life over and over again, so that you can work to help others as much as possible now, on the way. It doesn’t matter if it takes three countless eons, at least try to benefit others as much as you can now. Continue to have a precious human life. I’ve always been more attracted to that.
So yes, there’s a danger in both, that you get caught in really difficult situations, but that’s why you train in these practices, to transform difficult situations. As I say, the big danger of powa to a pure land is just to go to paradise, which is self-cherishing, basically.
Question: But I think it’s not necessarily so?
Answer: No, of course it doesn’t have to be like that. It can be pure.
Question: If you work for others, you can also do it for your ego; and sometimes it’s better to say, “No, it’s better to rest and work on myself.” I think also we need to check different situations to see if we’re really fit for a particular situation.
Answer: Absolutely. Sometimes when we’re working to help others it can just be a big ego trip, and we certainly need to work on overcoming that; and everything depends on the person, the situation, and so on, absolutely. That’s why we learn many, many different methods.
When we’re learning one particular method, this lojong method, we try to just learn it for itself, not think, “Well, but wouldn’t applying another method be better or more suitable for me?” That’s not the point. The point is to learn this method so you have that in your repertoire. Then, according to the circumstance, you see what is fitting for you personally to practice. The more possibilities you have, the better; the more flexibility you have. Who knows what level of development you’ll be at when you’re about to die.
“May I be reborn in one of the hells” – that’s the most advanced level, but normally we say the best prayer to die with, “May I never be separated from bodhichitta. May I never be separated from fully qualified, perfect gurus in all my lifetimes. May I always have a precious human life. May I always work toward reaching enlightenment for all.” That’s the dedication and prayer to say at the end of every day and all your practices. Those are the basic prayers, absolutely.
And “May I be reborn in whatever situation would be best for that. Whether it’s a pure land, whether it’s in a hell, whether it’s in... wherever – without specifying, because what do we know what’s going to be best? What do we know? We don’t know. So leave it open. In other religions you’d say leave it in God’s hands, but leave it up to what would follow appropriately from our karma and level of training, what would naturally follow next. That’s an important way to make the prayer, “May whatever would be the best circumstance, the most conducive circumstance, whatever it might be, I’m happy to accept it.” I think that’s the best, and then it’s open.
Question: Yes, then it’s open, and it’s the same if you have bodhichitta, then we can work, whether it’s in a pure land, on earth, wherever, then it’s OK.
Answer: Yes, “Whatever would be the most efficient and beneficial for me at this point in my development, because I don’t know. Because what happens if you’re not successful? You pray to go to a pure land, and you don’t, and you end up in a difficult situation. You better have trained in lojong beforehand, so that you can handle it.
Even if we can’t do it now, if we’re not at that level, at least prayers to be able to reach that level where we can sincerely practice like this, because we see how powerful it can be. Because if we’re born in a situation in which things are too easy, like it’s described for the gods realm, you’re not motivated to do anything, [you] become very lazy. It’s when you’re really in a more difficult situation and really challenged that you grow.
Let’s end with a dedication. We think whatever understanding, whatever positive force has come from this, may it go deeper and deeper, and help us to always go on this bodhisattva path, and reach enlightenment as quickly as possible, for the benefit of all.
OK. Thank you very much.
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In our Seven-Point Attitude-Training we’ve covered the first four points. The first point was the preliminaries. The second point was developing actual bodhichitta, which we saw was developing deepest bodhichitta and then the relative bodhichitta. The third was transforming adverse circumstances into the path to enlightenment with our thought concerning our behavior, or our attitude toward our behavior, and with our attitude concerning our view of reality. In terms of that one we saw that the nature of the mind is the four Buddha-bodies.
I just wanted to add one thing to that, which is that what that means is that the nature of our minds – it’s talking about Buddha-nature – and so the nature of the mind has the qualities, the basic same type of conventional nature as the four Buddha-bodies, and that it doesn’t have a truly findable arising, abiding and ceasing. So, not only does that teaching indicate to us the path, in terms of how to achieve that, as we discussed in terms of the inseparability of those three and basic mahamudra type of meditation, but also it indicates the result, and shows that from the basic nature of the mind, the innate qualities of the mind, it’s possible to achieve enlightenment – so we have that basis there.
Then there was transforming adverse circumstances into the path to enlightenment with our actions, the four actions of use; and then, finally, we spoke of the condensation of the practice in one lifetime – in this lifetime and at the time of death – with the five forces.
Now we’re up to the fifth point, which is the measure of having trained our attitudes or our mind. This is the verse:
If all my Dharma practice gathers into one intention;
If, from the two witnesses, I take the main;
If I can continually rely on my mind being only happy;
And even if when distracted I’m still able;
Then I’ve become trained.
The first sign is:
If all my Dharma practice gathers into one intention.
That one intention is to get rid of the self-cherishing attitude and contribute to enlightenment. If all my practice actually helps to do that, rather than being, like often happens, that it’s just sort of a hobby that we do on the side. Particularly many people do these tantra practices, which is often just going off into fantasyland, and it doesn’t really help them terribly much to get rid of their self-cherishing attitude, and without really a good foundation – a solid foundation of renunciation, bodhichitta and voidness – doesn’t really contribute very much to enlightenment. If instead of that, our practice actually helps us, we know how to use it to be able to help us lessen and eventually get rid of that self-cherishing and contribute to enlightenment, then that’s a good sign that our mind is trained.
Also, in connection to this, there are signs that the basic preliminaries – and it’s not the same set of preliminaries as we had in the beginning, but basic preliminary practices – are working. That’s also very helpful to know.
So these signs about the four basic types of preliminaries that we’re trained in them:
The first preliminary is relying in a healthy, proper way on the spiritual teacher. The sign that that’s starting to work and we’re trained is when we feel that whatever positive spiritual growth that we have is due to the kindness and inspiration and guidance of my spiritual teacher – without being arrogant and these type of things – and this is a good sign.
In terms of appreciating our precious human life, if we feel that if I were to waste this precious human life, which I’ve gained just once and which is so rare, what a horrible disaster that would be. It horrifies us.
And then Tsongkhapa in The Three Principle Paths speaks of the two levels of renunciation. So, in terms of the first level of renunciation – turning our main concern away from this lifetime alone – it’s if we’re automatically turned off by the affluence of this life – by becoming rich and becoming famous – and we just see what a grand hassle that would be, and we have interest in future lives, and trying to bring about the causes, so that we’ll have conducive circumstances with the precious human life in our future lives, so we can continue with our spiritual practice, then this is a good sign that we’re trained.
The fourth one is – in terms of renunciation of samsara in general – not having our main concern with samsaric success and future lives. If we’re automatically turned off by the affluence of all worldly pursuits in any lifetime, and our main interest is in gaining liberation, then this is also a sign that we’re trained. These last two things don’t mean that we don’t enjoy being comfortable, but it isn’t a must. We don’t feel, if we don’t have it, that we’re upset.
Also, part of this is when we see our self-cherishing attitude and our selfishness as our worst enemy. That also is a sign that we’re trained, we’re having all our practice focus on that.
By the way, with that first point, it reminds me that all the spiritual growth and progress that we feel it’s come from the help of our spiritual teacher – yesterday we were discussing in the bodhichitta meditations that this step, which comes after remembering the kindness of motherly love that others have given us, that it usually had been translated as “repaying” that kindness, the wish to repay that kindness. I investigated the term more carefully and actually it means “gratitude,” “being grateful.” You’re really grateful, and that’s why it says it comes just naturally when you think of the kindness of others. You’re really grateful, and what goes with that is the wish to show your gratitude. That makes far more sense.
Similarly in terms of the spiritual teacher: you’re incredibly grateful, and any way that you can help the spiritual teacher to be able to teach and help others more is something that would have great, high priority. That’s why I saw my running around in trying to help Serkong Rinpoche to travel to the West and translating for him, I saw that very much as my preliminary practice – building up positive force and eliminating negative force. Rather than making a hundred thousand prostrations making a hundred thousand telephone calls, and writing letters, and going and getting visas, and running off to embassies, and stuff like that. Also one of the big motivations to become an oral translator was seeing how fantastic the teachings of Serkong Rinpoche and His Holiness were and being just absolutely horrified at how poorly they were being translated, and have to become an excellent, as best as I can translator to make the precious teachings that they were saying in Tibetan actually understandable. So that, I think, is an aspect of this gratitude, the appreciation.
In terms of those two levels of renunciation – which actually derive from the Sakya teaching of “Parting from the Four Types of Clinging,” two of which are clinging to this lifetime, clinging to future lives, and then clinging to self-cherishing and clinging to the appearance of true existence – even though it’s talking about turning our main concern, our main concern isn’t just improving future lives, but we certainly take care of it. It doesn’t mean that we ignore that, because we have to continue to have a precious human life and all the opportunities for practice.
The next line is:
If, from the two witnesses, I take the main;
The two witnesses to see if we’ve trained ourselves will be ourselves and others, and of that, the main witness is ourselves. We can tell ourselves whether or not we’ve trained. We don’t have to rely on somebody else to evaluate and tell us. In general, the way of seeing that is, if we’ve really trained and cleansed our attitudes, the sign of that is when we feel that we never have anything to be ashamed of in front of our gurus. That’s very profound, actually, that no matter what we say or do or think, there’s nothing in that that I would be ashamed of, if my spiritual teacher knew. The thing is that we’re not pretentious; we’re not pretending to be nice in front of our teacher, but when we’re back home we scream and yell at the people that we live with and say very insensitive things. So we need to be sincere.
Also if we are genuine inside, our so-called “vibes” are very relaxed, if we’re not tense, everything that we do is relaxing to others; it doesn’t annoy others and get on their nerves, this type of thing – we are the ones that are the witness for that. We can tell how we feel inside, nobody else can for us. It’s very profound, very helpful.
There are five types of things that we can witness ourselves to see if we’ve achieved these “five signs of greatness,” they’re called.
The first is to see whether or not we’ve become a “great-minded one.” A great-minded one, that’s mahasattva in Sanskrit – that you find in the Heart Sutra all the time, “the bodhisattva mahasattva...” A mahasattva is one who thinks only of others, or primarily of others, not of self. That’s a great-minded one.
Then, the “great one trained in positive things” is that we are always trained in the ten constructive actions, or the ten far-reaching actions, that’s the ten paramitas; or there are also ten constructive activities that we can do, like reading the Dharma texts and writing them out and these sort of things. There’s a list of ten, which I don’t have in my notes here.
Then to see if we are the “great ascetic.” “Ascetic” means somebody who is able to endure difficulties, literally. And so we’re the witness to see if we’re patient to fight against our disturbing emotions and to fight against adverse conditions – you don’t get completely frustrated and then angry you’re not able to deal with them and so on, but you’re patient, because it’s a difficult task. You’re able to endure the difficulties and just go on; you don’t feel like giving up, or having time out.
Question: Does anger cease completely? Anger is a tool; anger is useful also.
Answer: Anger and attachment, these sort of things you’re only rid of when you’re an arhat, a liberated being. They can be used on the path, but that’s very, very tricky. When you really are outraged at the injustice, as we would say in the West, of the suffering and these sort of things, if it moves you to act constructively and to do something to help it, then your motivation for actually acting is compassion, it can start you to move. This is how His Holiness explains how anger can be used on the path to get you moving. But it’s very tricky, because then often it carries over into when you actually act, you act out of anger and then that very often turns out to be a disaster, because you’re not thinking clearly.
The fourth one is the “great holder of discipline,” to see ethical discipline, to see whether or not we’re able to actually keep our vows, the various vows that we might have taken.
The fifth one is to see whether or not we’ve become a “great yogi.” The word “yogi” literally means somebody who is yoked or joined to the actual thing. And so, have we really merged our whole mind and way of being with bodhichitta? That would be a great yogi.
We are the witness, the main witness for judging whether or not we’ve achieved these five signs of greatness. There’s one point that needs to be added – in terms of being our own best witness – from Atisha, in Garland of Bodhisattva Gems he says: “In the presence of others check our speech, but when we’re by ourselves, check your mind.” This is what we need to watch, how we’re speaking to others and so on when we’re with them, and then when we’re alone, what’s going on in our minds.
[See: A Bodhisattava's Garland of Gems.]
The next line is:
If I can continually rely on my mind being only happy;
In other words, if it’s dependable that no matter what happens I’m not going to get into self-cherishing and continue to think of others, not get upset and so on; if it’s dependable, reliable, that’s a very good sign.
The example – that, I forget if it’s Serkong Rinpoche or Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey, gave – is that if they’re passing out tea, if tea is prepared at teachings and so on, and if we don’t get any, if it runs out before it gets to us, then we’re not upset. We’re happy because then we won’t have to get up in the middle of the night to go to the toilet, for example – a Tibetan example.
Also, in terms of this, if we have the same, steady, happy mood all day long – it doesn’t mean smiling like an idiot, but – if we are calm and happy all day long, we have the same face, moods don’t go up and down, this is a good sign.
The next line is:
And if even distracted I’m still able
Then I’ve become trained.
If we’re able to practice when we’re not distracted – and everything is very calm and easy in our meditation room, and we don’t get upset, and we’re not self-cherishing, and so on – that’s no great accomplishment. But if we’re distracted by all sorts of annoying things and so busy with work or whatever, and if in that situation we’re able to not be self-cherishing and think more of others and so on, then we’re trained.
The example that Serkong Rinpoche gave was that it’s like being able to ride a horse anytime, anywhere, no matter what’s happening, even if you’re in a battle, or people are chasing you and so on. If you’re riding around a pony ring, then it’s easy, but if you’re able to ride no matter how dangerous the situation is – it comes automatically – then you’re well trained. Or being able to drive the car when there’s a lot of distraction and the children are screaming and yelling in the back, and so on. So that’s the fifth point of the seven points.
The sixth point are the eighteen closely bonding practices for cleansing our mind, cleansing our attitudes, or training our attitudes. “Close bond” – that’s the word “samaya,” or “dam-tshig,” that means something that will bind us closely to the practice.
This list here, there’s eighteen and the next point has twenty-two, these are absolutely fantastic points, like the bodhisattva vows. I remember when I learned these and the bodhisattva vows I was so thankful that here were guidelines of how to behave and how to deal with life and deal with other people, without making a complete idiot or a donkey out of yourself. Because, as I said, when I came to Dharma I was an absolute cripple in terms of social skills and dealing with others. I’m so grateful for learning these. These are really very precious.
The first one of the eighteen is:
Always train in the three general points.
And that is three points, so it’s the first three of the eighteen. The first of these is:
Don’t contradict what I’ve promised.
“Don’t contradict what I’ve promised” is referring to when we have promised to do this Mahayana training – to train our attitudes and so on – to contradict it by thinking that we can ignore other types of practices, like avoiding the ten destructive actions, or there’s no need for us to do anything physical, like prostrations, and food offerings, and mandala offerings, and things like that. We don’t put down the other practices just because we say, “Oh, I’m doing this Mahayana training, and I’m just doing everything to overcome self-cherishing, but ignoring all these other things.” Because actually, when we ignore them that’s also a bit of self-cherishing there, “Well, I don’t feel like doing it. I’m too tired to make prostration,” or trivialize them – mandala offerings and so on.
The second one of these three general points is:
Don’t get into outrageous behavior.
Acting outrageously, this means that we think that, again, “I can change all adverse circumstances into positive ones, so I can do all sorts of harmful things like cut down trees,” and this is the example that is given in the commentaries, “...cut down trees where nagas live, and pollute naga places, and so on, because I’m impervious to harm.” Nagas are a type of half-snake half-human life form. It’s in the animal realm, and there’s many functions, but one of the things is that they protect the environment. So, when you pollute the environment, and then all the harm that we get from pollution is seen as due to the nagas, so you don’t want to offend them. It’s sort of like in the American Indian thing – offending the nature spirits; but the thing behind it is not to pollute the environment and think, “I can transform these harmful situations. I can live with the air pollution,” and so on.
Also, not be a hypocrite in the practice: we’re nice on the outside, but when we’re home, we hunt mosquitoes and take joy in killing them. We go on a safari with a pith helmet and the whole British outfit to hunt the mosquito in our room. I find that a helpful image when I start to get into that – how ridiculous it is.
The third of the three general points is:
Don’t fall to partiality.
The examples that are given is that when somebody that we feel is our inferior insults us or says something negative, that we don’t like it; but when somebody who is our superior says that, we’re willing to accept it. This is used as an example that we’re able to train ourselves, or deal with things, with only some people, but not with everybody – I don’t think it’s referring here literally to what the example has to say – it’s like not liking enemies, but only liking our relatives and friends. In other words, not liking people that are annoying to us, but only liking the people who are nice to us. That’s being partial.
The example of not being willing to accept insults from those who we feel are less than us, inferior, but being willing to accept it with those who are of greater.., I think also we can interpret that in terms of, we don’t train our minds to deal with it with lower people, but we only practice patience when it’s with somebody that’s higher. I think that’s the point of the example.
Another interpretation of this line is the feeling that the Vinaya – these are the lay and monastic vows – and tantra are mutually exclusive, that’s being partial.
The fourth [closely bonding practice] is:
Transform my intentions, but remain normal.
That’s a very important piece of advice. In other words, our training needs to be internal. We don’t need to make a big show of it externally, like I know people who become these what we call “Dharma freaks” that go around wearing Tibetan clothes, and always have a rosary in their hands, and have about ten dirty red strings around their necks, and stuff like that. And everybody just thinks that they’re really weird, and belong to some sort of cult, and are fanatics. It not only makes people not take you seriously, but gives a bad name to Buddhism as well. Externally it’s important to remain normal, so that people don’t think you’re strange, but to change your attitudes and everything inside, this getting rid of self-cherishing and so on.
This also is explained in terms of not making a big show of your compassion and concern for others – crying in public and like that. I mean, sometimes His Holiness when he teaches is moved to tears, but he doesn’t make a big show of it. Sometimes that actually is very inspiring – in fact, it is always very, very inspiring; but for most of us that would not be the case. If somebody is hurt and we hear, “Oh!” that they’re hurt and we’re really quite moved by it, if we carry on with a big emotional show, “Oh, that’s so horrible,” and we cry, and we’re so upset, and so on, that doesn’t help the other person at all. It just makes them feel very uncomfortable, “Why, you’re more upset than I am,” so just take care and help them. Don’t indulge your emotions by making a big show of them, even if you feel them inside.
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We are in the sixth part and the fifth one:
Don’t speak of (others’) deficient or deteriorated sides.
This means, basically, [not] to make fun of other people. The example that they use is calling a fat person fat, or a blind person blind, these type of things. Basically, don’t say things that are going to hurt other people’s feelings. Don’t swear or yell at each other, make fun of them, embarrass them in front of other people, call them stupid if they actually are not very intelligent, or make fun of them. Even if we think it’s a joke, and we think that the other person knows that it’s a joke, it still hurts. Even if the other person is a bodhisattva already, and we say, “Well, I can say anything to them, because they’re not going to get hurt by it,” still don’t say it, “You’re my good friend, so I can treat you like shit, like garbage, because you can take it. I don’t have to be on good behavior when I’m home.”
“To speak about others’ deficient sides,” Serkong Rinpoche always called me “Dummy.” He called me that in front of a lot of people as well, but I gave him permission to do that. I told him, “Please do that, help me overcome being an idiot.” His Holiness does this as well. He points out things, but makes it into a joke, laughing at all the people who have fallen asleep during the teaching and stuff like that. If it’s done in a light way, that’s not going to hurt. Then sometimes it can be effective, but you have to be very careful, you have to be quite skilled, being able to get people to laugh at themselves. At the end of a teaching say, “I hope you’ve had a refreshing sleep and good dreams,” this type of…
The next one is:
Don’t think anything about others’ (faults).
This means not to criticize or make judgments about others, always looking for their faults, and trying to pick fault in what they do, and always criticizing, and this type of thing. If we see faults, they may be our own projections. We don’t know whether what we see reflects the way the person usually acts, and we certainly don’t know the mind-streams of others. So how do we really know?
The seventh one is:
Cleanse myself first of whichever disturbing emotion is my greatest.
We know ourselves what is our biggest problem, although we may have more than one; and what is the main thing that we have to work on, and work on that. If it’s attachment and desire, even if we don’t have any deep understanding of voidness that we can apply, we can apply what are known as the temporary remedies that can help on the way – thinking of impermanence, and the ugliness of the human body, and precious human life, and these sort of things; and for anger we can use love and compassion. Whatever it is, try to work on the biggest problem, or the biggest block first.
The eighth one is:
Rid myself of hopes for fruits,
which is saying that we shouldn’t have any hope or expectations of getting anything in return for helping others – that they’re going to help us in return, or they’re going to be grateful, or they’re going to thank us, or anything like that. Or that we’re going to become famous, or I’m just doing this as an investment, because I want to get a better rebirth and not an unfortunate rebirth, just sort of doing it in a sense paying for something, in order to get something in return. Or I want others to love me. Or you go on a power trip that they’re going to be dependent on me and need me, this type of thing. We simply help others to help them.
Question: Do they explain some meaning about Dharma fruits? I mean from daily practice, I should not expect any fruit?
Answer: Yes, from daily practice we shouldn’t expect results, because, as I say, if you don’t have any hopes or expectations you won’t have any disappointments. Don’t expect dramatic results, because the nature of samsara is that goes up and down. Until we become an arhat – a liberated being – some days it’s going to go well, some days it’s not. It’s going to go up and down. Some days we feel like practicing, some days we don’t. Some days we’re in a good mood, some days we’re not. What do you expect from samsara?
In general, if we’re, as I say, in a happy mood all the time, or a great deal of the time, that’s showing we’re making progress. Even if we’re in a terrible mood, if we’re able to transform it very, very quickly, not just get lost in it, give in to it, “I don’t feel like practicing,” but you practice anyway. It’s like expecting like every day it’s going to get better and better and better. It’s not.
The ninth one is:
Give up poisoned food.
This means even if we’re involved in doing something very constructive, or having constructive thoughts and so on, if we sense that it’s mixed with self-cherishing, drop it and correct the motivation and then start fresh – it’s like reboot the computer – and don’t let it go on and on with a partially selfish motivation – as much as possible. As much as possible, because obviously we don’t get rid of self-cherishing completely until we’re a liberated being. His Holiness always says that often our positive actions are with some self-cherishing that’s there, or with some grasping for true existence of a “me,” but we try not to have that be the dominant motivation, the dominant thing that’s there. At least be aware of it and minimize it. Yet it comes back. Don’t pretend to be such a great bodhisattva when you’re not, “My motivation is so pure.”
Number ten is:
Don’t rely (on my disturbing thoughts) as my excellent mainstay.
“Mainstay” also means like a main highway, the main thoroughfare. So it means don’t give the major superhighway in our mind to our disturbing thoughts and our disturbing emotions, but have positive, constructive thoughts and emotions, and cherishing others, give that the major highway or the major thing that we rely on in our minds, in our hearts. It’s always said, “Don’t be kind to the disturbing emotions,” and Shantideva said that as well, “Why do I make such a comfortable home for the disturbing emotions in my mind and heart? Instead of being kind to them, be kind to sentient beings.” As soon as anger, or attachment, clinging, desire, and so on arises, don’t play around with it. Stamp it out immediately, get rid of it immediately. If we take it easy and play around with it and give it the major thing in our minds, then it grows very strong, and we lose our mindfulness and control, and they take over.
Number eleven is:
Don’t fly off into bad play.
That means if somebody insults us, or says something really nasty to us, don’t search for even worse things to say back, that’s getting into bad play, “Who could hurt the other person more?” If we have to vent our anger, and we can’t keep quiet, just try to say something mild, don’t try to say something worse. Like, “That really hurt me,” for example, as opposed to insulting the person back.
The next one, number twelve:
Don’t lie in ambush.
In other words, we can’t hurt somebody back right now, but we wait for a time when they’re weak, and then we’ll get back, we’ll retaliate and do something to hurt them. Keeping a grudge and wait until the opportunity is there to get even, that’s “lying in ambush,” waiting to attack.
The next one, number thirteen:
Don’t put (someone) down about a sensitive point.
That’s sort of like what we say in English, “Don’t hit below the belt.” In other words, pointing out somebody’s faults or weak points in a crowd, this type of thing, hitting them and hurting them in the place where they’re most vulnerable and most sensitive. “To put someone down about their sensitive point” means to, in a sense, control them, but if we need to point out something that’s difficult, when the person is particularly vulnerable, we can use skillful means.
One example is, when I was translating one of the first times for His Holiness, it was actually Bodhicharyavatara, Engaging in Bodhisattva Behavior in Bodhgaya. Serkong Rinpoche had been up in Nepal for some months and he came back and was there at the teaching. I was pretty nervous at this whole thing of translating, obviously I was having also difficulties in certain things. And so I visited Serkong Rinpoche one day, and he went to the text of Shantideva and pointed out three different words in the text and asked me if I knew what those words meant. And I didn’t have a very clear idea of what it was, and he explained them very well to me. Those were three points – exact points – that I was having difficulty with in those days. So instead of going directly to it, when I was in a vulnerable emotional situation, very skillfully he did it like this.
That’s actually very important if we are an older person dealing with a younger person, or in any type of situation in which there’s an imbalance of power, experience, age and so on, to take advantage of that as the older one or the more experienced one to manipulate the younger, more inexperienced one.
Another interpretation of this line is, don’t use black magic, or any such methods, when the other person is vulnerable, to either harm them or to get them under our control, and get them under our power. We may not have black magical means, but when someone is very susceptible to becoming dependent or these sort of things, to do a power trip on them and take advantage of that sensitive aspect, either to hurt them, or to do a power trip over them and control them to do what we want.
Then the fourteenth one is:
Don’t shift the load of a dzo to an ox.
A dzo is a cross between a yak and a cow, or a bull, and a very, very strong animal. An ox is not as strong as a dzo. And that means to, we have the English expression “to pass the buck,” to put something onto the other person for them to do, just because we don’t want to do it. [Something] that we’re perfectly capable of doing, and which would be very, very difficult for them to do, that we can handle much better; send other people to do our dirty work for us, “pass the buck” is the English idiom for that. Or to blame others for what we’ve done that was wrong, that’s also putting a load of a dzo onto the ox, blame others for our mistakes, place it on them.
Number fifteen is:
Don’t make a race.
This means, don’t run to get the best seat at a Dharma teaching, or a theater, or whatever. Don’t push to get the best portion of food, worrying that if others take that piece that you like, you’re not going to get it, or it’s going to run out, that type of thing. Even in our thoughts we’re making a race for things. It’s better to accept the worst and come out last. But if you do that, it’s important not to do that pretentiously, not to make a show of that, “Oh, you take the good portion, I’ll take the worst. That’s OK, I don’t mind,” this type of thing. Or if we’re sharing something with others like we’re sharing a toilet or something like that, taking it to get it for ourselves first – I mean, unless it’s an emergency, obviously – then taking our time inside, and taking much longer than we need.
The sixteenth one is:
Don’t reverse the amulet.
You hold up an amulet, which is a talisman or something like that, in order to ward off harmful spirits, to protect you against harmful spirits. Likewise, we’re doing this training of our attitudes to get rid of self-cherishing, but if we turn it around, and make it reversed, and use it instead to build up our self-importance, then that’s turning the amulet backwards, or reversing the amulet. Examples for this would be to accept a temporary loss now, because we know that eventually we’ll win, “it’ll be better for me.” Or doing this training so that we’re not going to be harmed by others, by spirits they say in the commentaries, or practicing bodhichitta so that we’ll be liked by others, so that we’ll have many friends. This is using the training backwards.
Number seventeen is:
Don’t make a god fall to a demon.
This is, in general, mixing the practice with self-cherishing. In other words, using the Dharma practice, and as a result of it what happens is we develop pride, and arrogance, and self-righteousness, this holier-than-thou type of attitude. Or meditate in a cave so that everybody is going to think we’re so wonderful and such a high practitioner and make offerings to us, show respect to us. Or study Dharma and write a book in order to make money. Or do a three-year retreat to get the name “lama” and to get disciples and this type of thing. It’s always best to regard ourself as the lowest, to be humble, as it says in the Eight-Verse Attitude-Training. One practitioner said: “When I read the Dharma texts, I see all the faults described as my own and all the good qualities as others’.”
The eighteenth one, the last one in this list is:
Don’t seek suffering (for others) as an adjunct for (my) happiness.
“Adjunct” means help. If we’re wishing for our parents to die so that we’ll inherit their money, this type of thing, or competing with somebody hoping that they’ll trip and fall, or something like that so that we’ll be on top. “I’ll get ahead by putting you down, and throwing something in your way to stop you.”
OK? This is the sixth point, the eighteen close bonding practices, and you can see that these are like bodhisattva vows, although they’re not taken as vows, but how helpful they can be in terms of dealing with others and avoiding problems.
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Next is the seventh point, the list of the twenty-two trainings, or points to train in for cleansing our attitudes.
The first of these is:
Do all yogas with one.
This refers to, no matter what we do, try to make it for the purpose of helping others. So when we eat and sleep we do it so that we’ll be nourished and refreshed in order to help these others. There’s the dedication verse when we eat, “I take this food not out of greed or a desire, but as a medicine to be able to help others.” There’s also a practice when we eat that we’re going to feed the eighty-four thousand germs and microorganisms in my body, or the worms in my body, this type of thing. If we can’t sustain the motivation throughout the meal, at least we try to start off that way.
The second one is:
Do all the quashing of what’s distorted with one.
“Quashing” means to put down something, to step on it. What this means is that in order to get rid of our disturbing emotions – that is what’s distorted – we do all of that with one type of practice, which would be the tonglen practice, to take on more suffering of others, to experience it, this type of thing, and deal with it with the proper means.
If we’re practicing like that and our suffering and these sort of things seem to arise and get even stronger to a certain extent before we get rid of them, this is a good sign. In order to get rid of things that are unmanifest or hidden within ourselves, they have to rise to the surface first before you can burn it off. It’s like the saying – if you build a fire, if there’s a lot of smoke to start with, it’s going to be a good fire; if there’s only a little smoke, then it won’t be a good fire. It’s like when we’re trying to gain shamatha, the stilled and settled state of mind with concentration. In the beginning, the mental wandering and things seem to be more, [but] it’s just that we’re noticing them; [before] we never really paid attention. The same thing when we’re working to get rid of the disturbing emotions by doing tonglen, taking on more suffering, it seems as though we’re having disturbing emotions all the time that we weren’t even aware of. This is good. These hidden ones are coming up. They have to come up before we can really work on them and get rid of them.
That is very helpful. Sometimes we’ve been working with Dharma for many, many years and we thought we had taken care of a problem, “I don’t get so attached, and fall crazy in love, and out of control, and so on, anymore. I’m able to deal with very strong disturbing emotions.” And then it goes like that, it goes like that, and ten, fifteen, twenty years later, then all of a sudden you get a whole episode of this strong disturbing emotion coming up again. It’s good not to get disturbed by that, but to accept it and, “Give me more! Bring it on, because obviously there’s still some unmanifest, some trace of it that I haven’t dealt with, so great! Bring it on, so that I can work with it even further, without getting discouraged.” That’s helpful. Undoubtedly that happens with long-term practitioners. I’ve certainly experienced it myself. You think you’re not going to get angry, you feel that you’ve dealt with your anger, you don’t really get upset by something, and then something happens and you get really upset, twenty years later. We’re not going to be free of all these disturbing emotions till we’re an arhat, so what do we expect?
The third one is:
At the beginning and the end, have the two actions.
That’s the intention to help others beforehand, and the dedication of the positive force, or merit at the end. To help us with that, we can do like this Geshe Benkungyal that I mentioned with the white and black stones. Some people do that and find that helpful.
Number four:
Whichever of the two occurs, act patiently.
“Whichever of the two” is referring to whether we’re happy, or we’re suffering, act patiently, and give the happiness to others and take on their suffering. Whether we are wealthy or poor – these two poles – that we don’t change, we keep the same attitude. All of a sudden we get a lot of money, all of a sudden we lose our money, or any of these type of things. Don’t become proud and arrogant on the one hand, or depressed on the other. If we’re wealthy we can use our money to help others, and if we’re poor we can at least use our imagination – use either circumstance to help others and develop bodhichitta.
Question: When we’re happy, so we give it to others?
Answer: Yes, use that to share it with others. “May others have this happiness” – without making a show of it, “Aren’t we having fun?”
Number five is:
Safeguard the two at the cost of my life.
“The two” here are our general commitments and vows, and the other one is specifically these different types of close bonding practices and trainings from the attitude-training. It’s very important to check out whether we can keep vows before we take them, and to see if we can keep them for our entire lives. It’s important when taking a tantric initiation, not just the vows, but the commitments to do a daily practice, “Am I really willing and able to do that everyday for the rest of my lives?” If we don’t keep our vows and we want to go on to an advanced practice it’s very dangerous. “Some day this foundationless house will collapse,” as Geshe Dhargyey explained, so before we ask masters for advanced practices we need to ask ourselves about our own ethical morality.
The sixth one is:
Train in the three difficult things.
“The three difficult things” is – when our disturbing emotions arise, the first one is to be mindful of the opponents, the second one is to reverse them by applying the opponents, and the third one is to cut the continuity of these disturbing emotions. Don’t just let them arise over and over and over again. These are the three things that are difficult. We do all of this by trying to remain mindful of the disadvantages of the disturbing emotions like self-cherishing.
The seventh one is:
Take the three major causes.
“The three major causes” for the success in our development is meeting with the spiritual teacher, relying on a spiritual teacher; the second is practicing the teachings that we receive from the spiritual teacher, actually putting them into practice in our daily lives; and the third is gaining the favorable circumstances for the practice. The favorable circumstance is contentment – being satisfied and content with modest food, modest housing, modest amount of money, and so on. Obviously we need enough to be able to live, but then be satisfied and content and don’t constantly try to improve it and get it better and better, but use what we have, if it’s quite sufficient and adequate as a circumstance for practicing.
Number eight is:
Meditate on the three undeclining things.
“Meditate” also means to habituate ourselves, make it into a habit. The first thing that we need to have undeclining is undeclining confidence and admiration for our spiritual teachers – obviously this is referring to properly qualified spiritual teachers – and also it can mean to have respect and admiration for all others. It’s extremely important to practice with humility. One reason that we can’t develop bodhichitta and think in terms of helping others is because we look down on some, we feel we’re better or we’re the best. A scholar who has great learning and is very arrogant, that scholar’s knowledge is not going to be of benefit to anyone, not even to himself. Everybody is turned off by just the vibrations of somebody who is very proud, and they won’t even listen to such a person.
With pride we reject others’ thoughts, we can’t learn from them, we try to impose our own ideas on others, even if they’re wrong, and we push away others’ advice. But if we’re humble and listen to others, we can learn from even people with very little education and learning. We can learn even from children, we can learn not to act like somebody else is acting. With pride we ignore others’ words, and we become very defensive, and we just want to defend our own thoughts. So it’s important to have this undeclining respect in regard not just for the teachers, but for everybody.
The second undeclining thing is our willingness to practice. Also it means that we shouldn’t take this attitude-training as something that’s being forced on us, doing it out of duty to please my teacher, or something like that. But if we have enthusiasm and joy for it, it can be of great benefit. When we feel that we’re forced to do something or obliged to do it, we usually find ourselves doing the opposite. We have to watch out for that.
The third undeclining thing is our commitments from this attitude-training, etc., to have that be undeclining.
The ninth point is:
Possess the three inseparables.
The three here are body, speech, and mind. We should try to have all of these be always connected with the practice. Try to be conscientious and practice so we don’t sit fidgeting moving all around – try not to do that – or just babble away, or just talk absolute nonsense, talk too much, or have our minds filled with all sorts of strange thoughts and so on, but try to keep always a connection with something which is constructive and positive. As Geshe Dhargyey used to say, “Don’t go to sleep like an ox that just drops down and collapses,” but it’s always best to do three prostrations before we go to sleep and when we wake up in the morning.
Then the next one, number ten is:
Act purely without partiality to objects.
This refers to train with all beings – everybody – to have these constructive attitudes, not just with our friends.
The eleventh one is:
Cherish (applying) wide and deep training toward everything.
This means to train to have these positive attitudes very extensively with both animate and inanimate objects, toward everything. It means not to get angry at the car and these type of things; or angry at the computer when it won’t do what we want it to and crashes. Obviously the point here is in connection with doing tonglen in these circumstances, “May the suffering of everybody’s crashing computer come to me, I’ll deal with it.” “May the spam of the universe come to my computer. I’ll take on all the spam of the universe,” that type of thing. “Send me more!”
The twelfth one is:
Always meditate toward those set aside (as close).
“Set aside” means those that we’re closely related to – people that we live with, our parents, our spiritual teachers – and not only close in the sense that we like them, or that we have a positive relationship with, but also with our actual enemies, and so with people that don’t like us. Or there’s certain people that we seem to instantly like or instantly dislike at first sight, due to karmic relation. All of these are very difficult to train with, to have equanimity towards and so on. So we need to practice especially well with these that are “set aside as close.”
Question: So this relates to both?
Answer: Yes. Both of them are close in terms of a karmic connection. People who hurt us obviously have a very close karmic connection with us. You put them in a special place that they stand out from others as being especially close. They’re not just the crowd.
Number thirteen:
Don’t be dependent on other conditions.
In other words, if you wait in order to practice and do this training until you get perfect conditions, you’re never going to find them. As one Tibetan saying goes: “People show the whole religious side of themselves when everything is going well, but they show their true forms in difficult, bad situations, when things are not going well.” We shouldn’t be like that. We have to attain enlightenment ourselves. We can’t depend on the external circumstances.
As Nagarjuna said, we can’t be taken out of samsara like a fisherman taking a fish out of water. Spiritual teachers can only help. Don’t expect that we’re going to find a great guru and gain immediate liberation like a magic flash from the guru. The responsibility lies on us. We have to stand on our own feet. If we can do nothing, just leave everything up to our gurus – Geshe Dhargyey made this comment – all he can do is just pat us on the head and say nice words. It goes nowhere. What are we going to do, just wag our tails.
Number fourteen is:
Practice primarily now.
This means not to tour around and taste everything, to become a tourist of samsara, experience everything of samsara, or tour around to every single practice and every single teacher, but decide and put all our effort into this training of our attitudes, of developing the two bodhichittas and attaining enlightenment. Don’t procrastinate in this. Have the interest be in the Dharma and not in worldly things; in future lives, not in this life; and on liberation, not in just samsaric things; and on others, not in self – like the parting from the four clingings.
Number fifteen is:
Don’t have reversed understandings.
This refers to a list of six types of things that could be reversed, and we want to not have that.
First is reversed, or opposite compassion. We have compassion and feel sorry for poorly dressed practitioners of Dharma, rather than compassion for well-dressed destructively acting people, rich worldly people. There were these three wealthy sisters who saw Milarepa and they said, “Oh, we feel so sorry for you, such compassion for you, you’re so poor,” and so on. He said, “No, actually I’m the one to have great compassion for you.”
The second one is opposite patience or tolerance, reversed patience and tolerance. Instead of having patience and tolerance for others who get angry with us, we are tolerant of our own disturbing emotions and don’t do anything about them. We have no patience to sit in a Dharma lecture for several hours, but we have perfect patience to stand in a river for hours fishing – this type of thing – or to stand for hours in line to go to a rock concert.
The third one is the reversed intention. This is for worldly things rather than for Dharma. Instead of inner happiness we have the intention to try to get worldly gain.
The fourth one is an opposite or reversed taste. Instead of wanting to have a taste of a spiritual experience of listening, thinking and meditating on the Dharma, we want to have a taste of exotic sex, exotic drugs, and this sort of thing.
The fifth one is a reversed interest. Interest here means to encourage others to take interest. Instead of encouraging others to spiritual practice, we encourage them into business to make more money, or to keep up with the modern fashions and so on.
Then six, the reversed rejoicing. This would be to rejoice in the suffering of people we don’t like, rather than rejoicing in happiness. So “Don’t have reversed understandings.”
Number sixteen is:
Don’t be intermittent.
“Intermittent” means to practice one day and not the next, and then practice again, to just do it sometimes. Rather we need to be consistent. Also what we need to try to avoid is that if we aren’t strong in one practice, then we go on to a new one. Don’t be a fanatic, but stay steady, like a large river.
Number seventeen is:
“Train resolutely.”
That means decisively or straightforwardly. What this means is practice with resolute determination, don’t be half and half. As my mother used to say with great mothers’ wisdom, “If you’re going to do something, do it straight up and down. Don’t do it sideways.” Don’t be half into practice and half not into practice, like this. If you’re going to do it, do it correctly, and do it as fully as is possible.
These mother wisdom sayings sometimes can be very, very helpful. My mother had another one which applies to these teachings about arrogance and being proud of your high position or these sort of things. She would say that, “Your high title and five cents will get you a ride on the bus.” Our equivalent now here would be, “Your big title and two Euros will get you a ride on the subway, on the U-Bahn.” In other words, it doesn’t make any difference. Life is life, and you deal with life, so don’t make a big deal out of it. Don’t be impressed with yourself: it still costs [you] two Euros to take the subway.
The eighteenth one:
“Free myself through both investigation and scrutiny.”
We need to use investigation, in other words, to check up on a gross level; and scrutiny is to check up really, really closely, to see if we actually have trained our attitudes, if we’ve cleansed out negative ones, if we’ve dealt with disturbing emotions and self-cherishing thoroughly and effectively, not just suppressing them. Because this is the way that we’re going to get rid of it, liberate ourselves from these. So always check up basically is the message here. Run your diagnostic program, levels one and three.
Number nineteen:
“Don’t meditate with a sense of a loss.”
This can refer to several things. When we’ve given everything to everyone – in our minds we make these offerings, “May all sentient beings enjoy this,” and so on, “I give this to everyone,” – but then, when somebody comes to receive or take something from us, we begrudge that. I remember, in meditation, making flower offerings, and then when the local children in India came to my garden and picked all the flowers I was really angry with that. But I made the offering to others, so if they come and take it, it’s theirs, it’s not mine.
Also it refers to not reminding others of the favors we’ve done to them. Don’t say, “I’ve been working for your sake.” Don’t boast and broadcast about our own practice, “I did so many prostrations,” or feel that it was a loss, in the sense of how hard it was, “What a high price I had to pay to try to become enlightened.” This is not proper at all. If we do, for instance, a hundred thousand prostrations and we do it with the proper motivation, then of course we’re going to gain some positive force from that. But we don’t gain any more positive force or potential from bragging to people about what we’ve done. Especially if we go into a long retreat, and then we come out of it and we look down on our old friends and relatives as, “You poor pitiable creatures of samsara,” then this is no good. We need to do all our practice quickly, quietly, not in a flashy way, without boasting.
Also we need to not rely or not count on help from others. Rely on the Dharma – the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha. Don’t think, “Poor me, nobody is helping me. I’m suffering so much from being a Dharma practitioner.” If we’re sincere and practice, then things will go well – although I’m always reminded of the Persian saying here, “Trust in God, but tie your camel.” Don’t be naive and think that God will provide, without doing anything. Although it says in the texts that there is no sincere meditator who’s ever starved to death, but nevertheless don’t be too rosy-eyed either, and certainly don’t complain about how difficult your Dharma practice is. That’s meditating with a sense of a loss, “It’s so difficult to understand these teachings on voidness,” this type of thing, and complain that it’s difficult to understand, difficult to practice, “It’s so complicated!”
Practice not in a flashy way. It means, there’s a whole crowd of people, and you come a little bit late to a teaching, and you go and prostrate so that everybody can see you to show how devoted you are or something like that, rather than prostrating at the door in the back, where nobody sees you.
Number twenty:
“Don’t restrict myself with hypersensitivity.”
Getting angry at the slightest provocation. For oversensitivity, that really cripples us. We should try not to just be limited, “I can take some sort of criticism when I’m alone, just one to one, but I can’t take it when I’m in a crowd.” Shantideva said, in these situations to remain like a log, like a block of wood. If somebody is insulting us, just remain like a block of wood. Eventually the person who is insulting and yelling at us will run out of things to say, and get bored and stop. It’s like the dog will eventually stop barking, rather than making a big thing to try to get the dog to shut up; but all of this needs to be with a good motivation. If it’s negative or a neurotic motivation, then we’re just holding the negative thoughts inside and suppressing them and they’re going to come out later. Or we’ll get an ulcer, or later we’ll think to take revenge.
Twenty-one:
“Don’t act for merely a short while.”
In other words, don’t be fickle, always changing. The slightest praise makes us happy, and somebody frowns at us, or doesn’t say hello to us, or say good-bye, or kiss us good-bye, and we get all depressed. If we’re like that, others will regard us as unstable and imbalanced. If we get overexcited and then – on the other hand – jump on anybody who says the slightest thing wrong, we’re really a strain to be with. We need to, in a sense, be easygoing, take it easy with others. Conform with the general mood with which others are. Don’t waste all our time in gossip, but greet our friends, ask after them, smile, be friendly. Don’t disturb others by reading out loud – I mean, all the Tibetans of course do that, but they’re totally used to that, but – disturb others that we’re living with, making a lot of noise, playing music really loud, or that sort of thing, or always staying silent and not communicating.
Be flexible. Then we can practice for our whole lives, not just a short time. When we’re inflexible and stiff and so on, usually we give up after a while. We’re too fanatic. If you’re flexible and easygoing and relaxed with your Dharma practice, you can sustain it for your whole life. You’re not strained in your Dharma practice. You know what people are like when they’re very uptight about their Dharma practice, and very strained and stressed with it. They’re not relaxed with it at all, because they’re not flexible, and then they give up, they burn out.
The last one, twenty-two is:
“Don’t wish for (any) thanks.”
We’ve had this similarly before. Don’t wish for any fame or gratitude or anything like that, or any thank you’s from this training of our attitudes.
In connection with this, we need to try to practice without going up and down over these eight transitory things in life. Sometimes I refer to these as the eight childish feelings. When receiving gifts and so on, or getting things, that we’re all happy, and we’re unhappy when we don’t; or getting all excited when things are going well, or getting depressed when they’re not; hearing nice things communicated we get all happy, or if it’s quiet, but if it’s noisy we get all upset; or getting all excited when we’re praised, and really upset when we’re degraded. It’s only when we expect and are hoping that we’re going to receive things, and things are going to go well, and people are going to speak nicely to us, and praise us and so on, that we get into trouble in our practice, and we get these childish feelings, going up and down about these eight transitory things. What we want to avoid is the overreaction, the childish reactions to these. “Don’t wish for any thanks.”
If you ask why do I call them the eight “transitory” things, well, that’s how Serkong Rinpoche would explain it. It’s usually translated as “worldly,” but “jigten” (‘jig-rten) means “the basis of it” (rten) “falls apart” (‘jig). That’s what worldly means, it’s something that doesn’t have a basis that can really support you, as opposed to the state of an arya, when we’ve had nonconceptual cognition of voidness. That’s beyond that, “extraworldly” is how it’s usually translated, but it means that it’s stable, it’s not something that’s transitory, “that its basis will crumble.” That makes a lot of sense.
That completes the list of the twenty-two points for training our attitudes, and that’s the seven points of this attitude-training. Geshe Chaykawa finishes the text with the following verses, two verses. He says:
(Like this,) transform into a path to enlightenmen
This (time when) the five deteriorations are rampant.
In others words with these practices we’ll be able to transform these difficult situations in the time of the five deteriorations. The first one is the lifespan has deteriorated. So many people are dying younger than before, although people live longer as well, but this is referring to how, with wars, and accidents, and heroin overdoses, and AIDS, and these type of things, many people are dying younger and younger. Or, if we look in a more modern sense, people are going through their lifespan much more quickly. Childhood doesn’t last terribly long. By the time you’re thirteen, people have already experienced drugs and sex and all this sort of stuff. You’re not allowed to have a long childhood.
The second degeneration is disturbing attitudes. This is referring to those who leave their households, and take robes to become a monk or a nun. Even they have the three poisonous attitudes, or poisonous emotions strongly of clinging desire, and anger, and naivety. (3) Deteriorated outlook or view is referring to householders. They have no respect for anything or for anyone. That’s a sign of the degenerate times. (4) The degenerate beings – that the people and animals are becoming extinct and less able to take care of themselves, and so on, [like] the ones that have to live only in the zoo and not in the wild anymore. (5) Degenerate times in general is when there are a lot of natural disasters. We can see this from the global warming, that sort of thing.
So “transform into a path to enlightenment this time when the five deteriorations are rampant.” Obviously everybody always consider themselves to live in such times, as I mentioned.
The next line:
This essence of nectar of guideline instruction
Is in lineage from Serlingpa.
We’ve already discussed the lineage of this teaching, so there’s no need to repeat that. It is called an “essence of nectar.” The word “nectar” – in Sanskrit, it’s something that prevents death, the nectar of immortality. And Tibetan has the connotation of “it suppresses or presses down Mara,” meaning the mara, or demon of death. And this practice of bodhichitta and cherishing others brings us Buddhahood, which is overcoming the ordinary type of samsaric death.
Geshe Chaykawa finishes the text with a verse basically summing up how he received these teachings, and now that he’s practiced and has trained with them, how it has helped. He says:
From the awakening of karmic remainders
From having previously trained
My admiration (for this practice) abounded.
And due to that cause,
Ignoring suffering and insult
I requested the guideline teachings
To tame my self-grasping.
Now even if I die, I have no regrets.
From strong karmic instincts from previous lives, as soon as he heard about some practice like this, his admiration and interest in it really became very, very strong, and really he wanted to study that, really wanted to find out. He didn’t mind the suffering and the insults that he got for asking for these type of teachings, and the six years that he spent studying this, but he requested these teachings, and they’ve been very beneficial. And so he says, “Now even if I die, I have no regrets” about what I’ve done.
If we train, there are three ways in which we can die. The best way of dying is with a happy state of mind – that we are happy, because we’ve trained ourself, we will continue to make progress and so on, so happy to be able to continue in a future life. The intermediate way would be to die with a relaxed state of mind; and the least way, minimum way is to be able to die with no regrets.
The advice that Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey gave at the end of this was that we need to try to train very strongly in Dharma and particularly in this attitude-training, and then our instincts for it will arise strongly in future lives as happened with Geshe Chaykawa. That’s important in terms of how to be able to die in a happy state of mind. If we’ve put so much effort, and trained ourselves very well, we can feel confident that those instincts are there and will ripen further in future lives.
So whatever situation we’re in, we need to try to develop bodhichitta. But if we’re going to be in difficult situations, we need to practice beforehand, train, so that we’ll be careful and protected with these things. It’s like when we drive a car, if we see that there is a curve ahead or something like that, we prepare, we slow down and we’re careful. If we’re like that and take care, and are careful about training properly to deal with the difficult situations in life, then we’ll be able to make steady progress – although of course, from day to day it goes up and down.
These are the teachings and, as you can see, they’re incredibly helpful, profound, very deep, quite advanced, many of them. and what I’ve explained, as I said, is based putting together primarily an explanation from Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey that he gave on several different occasions and combining that with explanations by Serkong Rinpoche and His Holiness the Dalai Lama.
The Tibetan custom when studying a text is to read once more the first lines of the text, as an auspicious thing for indicating the wish and the intention, and set up the causes to continue to study it over and over again in the future. So in addition to honoring that tradition, since some of you have requested that I read the entire thing, so that you hear how it hangs together all at once, then I will conclude by reading the entire text.
Seven-Point Attitude-Training by Geshe Chaykawa.
Prostration to great compassion.
Train first in the preliminaries.
Ponder that phenomena are like a dream.
Discern the basic nature of awareness that has no arising.
The opponent itself liberates itself in its own place.
The essential nature of the path is to settle
within a state of the all-encompassing basis.
Between sessions, act like an illusory person.
Train in both giving and taking in alternation,
Mounting those two on the breath.
(In regard to) the three objects, (take) the three poisonous attitudes
And (give) the three roots of what’s constructive,
(While) training with words in all paths of behavior.
As for the order of taking, start from myself.
When the environment and its dwellers are full of negative forces,
Transform adverse conditions into a path to enlightenment,
By banishing one thing as (bearing) all blame
And meditating with great kindness toward everyone.
Voidness, from meditating on deceptive appearances
As the four Buddha-bodies, is the peerless protector.
The supreme method possesses four actions of use,
(So) instantly apply to meditation whatever I might happen to meet.
In brief, the essence of the guideline instructions
Is applying the five forces.
The guideline instruction for the Mahayana
transference of mind
Is the five forces themselves,
While giving importance to my path of deportment.
If all my Dharma practice gathers into one intention
If from the two witnesses, I take the main;
If I can continually rely on my mind being only happy;
And if even distracted I’m still able;
Then I’ve become trained.
Train always in the three general points.
Transform my intentions, but remain normal.
Don’t speak of (others’) deficient or deteriorated sides.
Don’t think anything about others’ (faults).
Cleanse myself first of whichever disturbing emotion is my greatest.
Rid myself of hopes for fruits.
Give up poisoned food.
Don’t rely (on my disturbing thoughts) as my excellent mainstay.
Don’t fly off into bad play.
Don’t lie in ambush.
Don’t put (someone) down about a sensitive point.
Don’t shift the load of a dzo to an ox.
Don’t make a race.
Don’t reverse the amulet.
Don’t make a god fall to a demon.
Don’t seek suffering (for others) as an adjunct for (my) happiness.
Do all yogas with one.
Do all the quashing of what’s distorted with one.
At the beginning and the end, have the two actions.
Whichever of the two occurs, act patiently.
Safeguard the two at the cost of my life.
Train in the three difficult things.
Take the three major causes.
Meditate on the three undeclining things.
Possess the three inseparables.
Act purely, without partiality to objects.
Cherish (applying) wide and deep training toward everything.
Always meditate toward those set aside (as close).
Don’t be dependent on other conditions.
Practice primarily now.
Don’t have reversed understandings.
Don’t be intermittent.
Train resolutely.
Free myself through both investigation and scrutiny.
Don’t meditate with a sense of a loss.
Don’t restrict myself with hypersensitivity.
Don’t act for merely a short while.
Don’t wish for (any) thanks.
(Like this,) transform into a path to enlightenment
This (time when) the five deteriorations are rampant.
This essence of nectar of guideline instructions
Is in lineage from Serlingpa.
From the awakening of karmic remainders
From having previously trained,
My admiration (for this practice) abounded.
And due to that cause,
Ignoring suffering and insult,
I requested the guideline teachings
To tame my self-grasping.
Now even if I die, I have no regrets.
We end with a dedication. We think whatever understanding and positive force that we’ve gained, may it act as a cause for reaching enlightenment for the benefit of all, and may we never be parted from bodhichitta in all our lifetimes.
Thank you.
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