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Lama Zopa Rinpoche

 



Hello all of you, who are my brothers and
sisters.

There is no reason to be unhappy.

A prison is just a label, another name,

One of the numberless labels.

 


Think that it is not prison.

It is your retreat house for liberation,

Where you can get enlightened

And enlighten numberless others,

Who are our precious mother sentient beings.

 


—LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE
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May whomever sees, touches, reads, remembers, or
talks or thinks about this book never be reborn in unfortunate
circumstances, receive only rebirths in situations conducive to the
perfect practice of Dharma, meet only perfectly qualified spiritual
guides, quickly develop bodhicitta and immediately attain
enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.
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This book is made possible by kind supporters of the
Archive who, like you, appreciate how we make these Dharma
teachings freely available on our website for instant reading,
watching, listening or downloading, as printed, audio and e-books,
as multimedia presentations, in our historic image galleries, on
our Youtube channel, through our monthly eletter and podcast and
with our social media communities.

Please help us increase our efforts to spread the
Dharma for the happiness and benefit of everyone everywhere. Come
find out more about supporting the Archive and see all we have to
offer by exploring our website at www.LamaYeshe.com.
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Editor’s
Preface

SINCE THE INCEPTION of Liberation Prison Project, a
social services project of the Foundation for the Preservation of
the Mahayana Tradition, FPMT’s spiritual director, Lama Zopa
Rinpoche, has received letters from people in prison, mainly in the
USA.

The work of the prison project, named by Rinpoche in
2000, began in 1996 with a letter to Mandala, the
foundation’s magazine, from a twenty-year-old Mexican-American,
Arturo Esquer, at Pelican Bay, a top-security prison in northern
California where he was serving out his three
twenty-five-years-to-life sentences. At the time he was in
isolation in the Security Housing Unit, where he spent twenty-three
hours a day locked in his cell. He wrote that in the SHU library’s
list of available titles he’d found a book by Lama Yeshe, the
co-founder with Rinpoche of the FPMT. He said that he was moved by
Lama’s teachings on compassion and wanted to learn more.
Mandala’s address was in the book.

He explained that he’d been in gangs on the streets
of Los Angeles since he was eleven years old and in prison since he
was thirteen, first as a juvenile and then tried and sentenced as
an adult at the age of sixteen. He received Buddhist books and
spiritual guidance from the prison project. Word spread, and within
a year forty inmates around the country were communicating with the
project.

Many of the inmates, like Arturo, were serving long
sentences and some were on death row. Some became serious
practitioners and students of Buddhism, but all benefited from the
friendship of mentors through the prison project—and continue to do
so—often their only support.

Over the years Liberation Prison Project has helped
some twenty thousand inmates, most in the USA, but also in other
countries, including Australia, Italy, Spain, Mexico, Mongolia and
New Zealand, where local projects have been established.

Some of the prisoners, inspired by the teachings in
Rinpoche’s books or by what they’d read about him in the prison
project newsletter, would write to Rinpoche personally—Arturo was
the first to do so. Many requested him to be their spiritual
teacher.

 


This book is a compilation of the one hundred-plus
letters Rinpoche has written in response to the inmates over the
years, integrated into a coherent narrative. Typically, he’d write
three or four pages, but it was not uncommon for the letters to
cover fifteen or twenty typed pages—one man received a letter of
forty-five pages!

Rinpoche would spend a great deal of time dictating
the letters, coming back to them again and again over many days,
choosing carefully the most suitable practices and books for each
person, finding creative ways to present the advice, and always
encouraging them to never give up and to use their time in prison
in the most beneficial way possible—always in terms of their
spiritual growth.

All of Rinpoche’s advice is framed within the
advanced levels of Mahayana Buddhism known as “mind
transformation”—in Tibetan, lojong—the essential component
of which is developing the brave attitude of welcoming the
difficulties of life and interpreting them differently: seeing them
as opportunities, advantages, not problems. Implicit in this
approach to practice is the ultimate view of reality, that nothing
has an intrinsic nature as pleasant or unpleasant, as this or that,
which is the logical basis for our ability to see things
differently.

Why would we want to see unpleasant experiences as
good? Because, according to Buddha, contrary to our instinctive
belief, the main cause of our suffering and happiness is not the
thing itself—the person, the event, the place—but our
interpretation of it.

We’re all driven by primordially deep attachment to
getting only the nice things, addicted to the belief that they’re
the source of happiness. The moment attachment is thwarted, the
result is aversion and the various other disturbing emotions that
ensue. And even when attachment does get what it wants, the
pleasure doesn’t last, which again results in disappointment,
anger, depression and the rest.

We thus spend our lives attempting to manipulate the
outside world to make it just so, swinging hopelessly between the
two extremes of happiness when the good things occur and
unhappiness when they don’t.

On the face of it, learning to see being in prison as
good makes no sense. But the approach is practical, not punitive or
moralistic. Buddha says if we can change something, please change
it. But what if we can’t? This is the point at which the practice
of lojong starts. And this is very much the situation for people
serving long sentences in prison or on death row. They don’t have
the luxury to change their situation. They can’t escape from
prison.

But, as Rinpoche points out, they can escape
from their inner prison—we all can—the prison of attachment, the
prison of anger, the prison of the other disturbing and deluded
states of mind that are the source of our suffering.

The result of this practice isn’t merely that we
become less attached, less angry, less fearful, and therefore
experience less suffering. It’s not passive. As a result of
practice, just naturally we become more content, more courageous,
more wise—in other words, we also experience more happiness. We
stop being pulled from pillar to post by the vagaries of life. We
become emotionally stable, fulfilled and, crucially, in charge of
our internal lives.

And not only that. Just naturally, we become more
open to others, more empathetic: we realize that we’re all in the
same boat. Now, having helped oneself, we can help others.

The inmate’s environment, Rinpoche says, is a
precious opportunity to develop this marvelous potential, which in
the long term brings the achievement of their own buddhahood: the
utter eradication from their mind of all delusions and the
development to perfection of all wisdom, all goodness—the very
meaning of the word “buddha.”

 


This internal work does not imply not acting to bring
about external change, to fight for one’s freedom from prison,
let’s say, or to help others in prison. You don’t become passive—on
the contrary. Because you’re not overwhelmed by anger or despair,
you’re capable of effective action. Arturo is a good example. As he
developed his spiritual practice, he gave up his allegiance to
gangs—the only world he’d known—got himself an education, and when
the rules in California changed to allow inmates who, as juveniles,
had been sentenced as adults the opportunity to apply for parole,
with the help of a kind lawyer he was able to navigate the
considerable bureaucratic obstacles and, after two-thirds of his
life in prison, was released at the age of forty-one.

“No matter where you go in life, you bring yourself
with you,” he wrote recently from Los Angeles, where he studied
film production and found work. “If you have transformed yourself,
you can face life in an open-hearted and courageous way.”

 


Gratitude

In the making of this book I’m grateful for the help
of Geshe Thubten Sherab, Ven. Roger Kunsang, Ven. Holly Ansett,
Ven. Jamyang Wangmo, Ven. Steve Carlier, Ven. Ailsa Cameron, Peter
Iseli, Charmaine Hughes, Matt Bunkowski, Alessia Bulgari, John
Castelloe, Nicole Mayo, Joona Repo, Tom Truty, Julie Cattlin, Gopa
& Ted2 and Nick Ribush and his team, including Sandy Smith, at
Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive.

 


Robina Courtin


PART
ONE

How To Think
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Numberless beings who were just the same as us have
transformed their minds. This includes Shakyamuni Buddha
himself.
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Prison Is Not the Real Prison

 


 


Living one’s life under the control of ignorance is
actually the heaviest prison—and everyone is living in it.

 


 


The inner
prison

People who are not in prison think that only people
like you are in prison, but they have no idea about all the prisons
they themselves are in. Ordinary people, those who are not
practicing Dharma—including people from the courts, the police,
kings and presidents—are actually living in prison. People who are
free to travel around, going wherever they want, doing whatever
they like, or billionaires who think they have everything, all the
desire objects, are all living in prison. Your external prison, the
building you live in, is nothing in comparison with their inner
prisons!

It is very important to look at other sentient beings
in this world and see how much they are suffering. They are the
real prisoners. There are so many examples of this, people who are
suffering so much, their inner life is so miserable, they are
crying and unhappy. Wealthy people, for example, having so many
things but still not having found satisfaction, can be more unhappy
than people who have very little. Even if they’re billionaires,
trillionaires, zillionaires, living in a house made of diamonds,
with billons of cars, swimming pools, millions of servants—they are
not happy.

Some years ago, the most successful person of the
year was on the cover of Time magazine—successful in making
money, that is. After he became rich he couldn’t even go outside,
because he was so scared that people would kidnap him. So he stayed
inside his whole life, which means it was exactly like living in
prison, mentally living in prison, and mentally suffering even more
than a person in prison. So much suffering!

 


The prison of
wrong concepts

In fact, we are all in these inner prisons. We are
trapped in the prison of wrong concepts: believing that impermanent
phenomena are permanent; believing that samsaric temporal pleasure
is happiness; believing that the body, which is only a container of
dirty things, is clean. There are so many wrong concepts and views,
and these prisons are from time without beginning.

 


The prison of
attachment

We are living in the most harmful prison, the prison
of attachment, of desire. Normally we live just for this life’s
happiness. We look at samsara as if it’s a beautiful park,
but in reality it is suffering.

When we live with attachment—doing the things that
attachment wants twenty-four hours a day, always working for
attachment, always clinging to this life—all our actions become
negative karma, the cause of samsara.

Attachment traps us like a fly trapped in the hot wax
of a burning candle. It overtakes us like a giant tidal wave. The
result is so many problems, one after the other. Our heart is
filled with misery. There is no peace. There is only confusion and
dissatisfaction.

I talk about attachment in depth in chapter
9.

 


The prison of
anger

And when we don’t succeed in getting what our
attachment wants, anger arises and we harm other sentient beings,
thus destroying the causes of our happiness, our merit and good
karma.

Our mind is wild, not only now but since
beginningless rebirths. We are wild, out of control, like a mad
elephant.

 


The prison of
self-cherishing

We live in the prison of self-cherishing, living our
life with self-cherishing thought. We feel this self is the most
important one, more precious than others, the most precious one
among all sentient beings. Perhaps we think that we are the most
important one even among all the holy beings, the buddhas and
bodhisattvas!

When we follow the self-cherishing thought, whatever
we do, all the actions of our body, speech and mind, become an
obstacle to achieving happiness and, eventually, enlightenment, and
an obstacle to liberating numberless sentient beings from the
oceans of samsaric suffering and leading them to enlightenment.

 


The prison of
karma

And not only that. We are imprisoned in the heavy
iron box of ignorance, our limbs fastened by the chains of karma.
It is pitch black: there is no light, no sun, no moon, no stars,
and we are being carried away by the strong, violent waves of the
ocean of samsara, forced to create only nonvirtue. It is so
difficult to practice renunciation and the other virtues, such as
patience; so difficult to have compassion and loving kindness for
others.

Since beginningless time we have been caught, locked,
trapped in this prison of samsara, these aggregates, which
continually cycle from one life to another, without a second’s
break, driven by past karma and the various delusions—disturbing
emotions, defilements, nonvirtuous thoughts—such as attachment,
anger and the rest. Because of this we have experienced so many
hell-realm sufferings, so many hungry ghost sufferings, so many
animal-realm sufferings, so many human-realm sufferings, so many
god-realm sufferings—from time without beginning.

I talk about suffering and its causes in chapter
8.

 


The prison of
ignorance

The heaviest prison of all is the prison of
ignorance, the root of the other delusions. Even though there is no
real self, no real I—there is only what is merely labeled by the
mind—our self appears as real; it appears to our hallucinating mind
as existing from its own side, as not merely labeled by the mind.
Because of this ignorance, we believe that our self is truly
existent. As a result, whatever we do with our body, speech and
mind becomes the cause of samsara; we keep creating the cause to be
in samsara.

Our mind is totally obscured by this ignorance,
causing us to not know that there is no real I, that there is no
such I in this body or on these aggregates, but we believe that
there is. And not only do we believe that the I exists from its own
side, as not merely labeled by the mind, we also believe that all
phenomena exist like this.

Being trapped in the prison of this unknowing mind,
this big, hallucinating ignorance, is the root delusion, the root
of all suffering, the root of samsara. The suffering world came
from this, was created by this wrong concept, ignorance.

This is the real prison. Being caught up in this
hallucination becomes the basis for all other disturbing emotional
thoughts to arise, such as attachment, anger and so forth. Living
one’s life under the control of this ignorance is actually the
heaviest prison—and everyone is living in it.

I talk about this in more detail in chapter
11.

 


All these
prisons

Now you can see that there are so many prisons people
are living in, even if they are physically not living in the same
building as you. All these inner prisons are the most terrifying.
Because our aggregates are contaminated, full of delusions and
karma, they are in the nature of suffering. Until we are free of
these prisons, this samsara, we will take rebirth again and again,
experiencing suffering without one second’s break, continuously,
life after life after life.

 


But samsara can
end

However, samsara can end. We can be liberated from
these prisons by realizing the four noble truths: true suffering,
true causes of suffering, true cessation of suffering and the true
path. By realizing what suffering is, and its causes, we can
achieve the cessation of them. We should try to be free from
samsara right away, without delaying for even a second. See
chapter 8.

Right now, our mind is under the control of delusions
and karma. By disciplining our body, speech and mind—stopping
creating negative karma by living in vows (see chapter 14)
and purifying what we have created (see chapters 15 and
16)—we can conquer them. Then we become free, like the
arhats and, especially, the Buddha.

Remember that numberless beings who were just the
same as us—suffering from beginningless rebirths, totally wild from
beginningless rebirths, totally controlled by delusions and
karma—have transformed their minds. This includes Guru Shakyamuni
Buddha himself. We can be like them. By disciplining our body,
speech and mind and living in virtue, we too can create the causes
for not only temporal happiness but also liberation from samsara,
as well as for buddhahood, when we can then liberate numberless
sentient beings.

 


REMEMBER


	
Your prison is nothing in comparison with the inner
prisons:



	
The prison of attachment,



	
The prison of anger,



	
The prison of karma,



	
The prison of ignorance.



	
But these are prisons you can escape from by
disciplining your body, speech and mind.
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Prison Can Be Your Hermitage

 


 


As far as being locked in is concerned, for you it
can be exactly the same as for the yogis in their hermitages.
Instead of “prison” you should label it “hermitage.”

 


 


Prison is how you
label it

For ordinary people, being in prison means being in a
building in which you’re not allowed to do certain things and which
you can’t leave. But this prison—where you are—is actually similar
to the place where Tibetan hermits live in retreat. In Tibet, some
of the mountains are full of holes, which are actually caves,
hermitages. They are very small and have been sealed, except for a
tiny hole in the wall for passing food through. So, you see,
physically it is the same for you.

The yogis, the meditators, the great holy beings of
the past, the present (and the future) spend many years, sometimes
their entire life, in these isolated places. For years they do not
meet people, do not speak to anyone.

The hermits don’t call their caves prison, but you
say, “I’m in prison.” Therefore, it’s a question of how we label
things. Physically, their situation is exactly the same as yours,
but they are practicing Dharma and meditating in order to be free
of suffering and its causes: the real prison, samsara—so they don’t
call it “prison.”

Because they are on the meditational path, they don’t
even think about leaving their cave. For them, being free from all
the external distractions—going out, meeting people, all the
countless activities of normal life—is an incredible opportunity,
which helps them to eliminate the internal distractions so that
they can gain realizations on the path.

Even though their body never leaves the cave, even
though they never see the outside world, they enjoy incredible
peace and bliss because they are practicing Dharma.

From the point of view of ordinary people, especially
in the West, this is worse than being in prison! But this is being
in retreat, disciplining the mind, for the mind to be free. As
Milarepa said:

 


I was afraid of death, so I escaped to the
mountains. Now that I have realized the ultimate nature of the
primordial mind, even when death comes, I have no fear.

 


Tibetans who were
imprisoned used their time to meditate

You must know that many lamas and laypeople were
imprisoned by the Communist Chinese in Tibet after the events of
1959—and continue to be imprisoned to this day. Many achieved
realizations in prison. They were able to put into practice in
prison all the Dharma they had learned before. They used the time
to meditate and develop their minds on the path. So many of them
made their life so rich in prison, rich with realizations; their
life became very meaningful. For them, being in prison was exactly
the same as living in a hermitage and being in retreat.

There is one Tibetan lama who was put in prison for
more than twenty years. During that time, he took the opportunity
to meditate in strict retreat. He practiced Lama Tsongkhapa Guru
Yoga (I discuss this in chapter 13). (Lama Tsongkhapa is
the embodiment of all the buddhas’ compassion (Chenrezig; see
chapter 17), all the buddhas’ wisdom (Manjushri) and all the
buddhas’ power (Vajrapani)). He recited the four- or five-line
migtsema verse, which is a praise to Lama Tsongkhapa as the
embodiment of these buddhas. He saw Lama Tsongkhapa and his own
guru as one. This lama’s wisdom blossomed like a fully developed
lotus. He became extremely learned in the teachings of Buddha,
particularly in the Lama Tsongkhapa tradition.

When he got out of prison, he became very famous.
When he was giving teachings in Sera Monastery in Tibet, other
learned geshes who took teachings from him were astonished, so
impressed by his profound, extensive teachings. One particular
quality he had was that he was able to give the oral transmission
of eight volumes of Buddha’s scriptures in one day, reciting each
word clearly. Each volume has many hundreds of pages and each page
has many lines.

 


Many of the
Tibetans in prison were starving

For lunch the prisoners would be given just a small
dumpling made of flour, the size of a chocolate, and thin soup,
which was served in the same bucket that they used for the
toilet.

The guards ate a lot of beans and the prisoners would
search where the guards went to the toilet for undigested whole
beans, and they would eat them. They would also search for bones,
which they would chew or boil. It gave them strength, revived them,
and helped them to survive a little longer.

Even though they had almost no food, some of the
meditators looked radiant, their bodies glowing magnificently:
their meditation was food for the mind. One time, when a lama
passed away and his body was thrown in the river, it didn’t sink;
it stayed in the meditation position, the back upright, floating.
Things like this happened.

One Tibetan prisoner said that he got nourishment
from just the smell of the food from the Chinese guards’ kitchen.
It’s incredible. He showed that even just the smell of food can be
so beneficial, can give strength.

After he got out of prison he practiced the offering
of smells to the hungry ghosts, which involves burning flour mixed
with butter, crushed jewels and some medicinal substances in a fire
and then meditating. In your visualization you fill the whole sky
with the smell, manifested as the five sense objects, the objects
of desire. You make offerings first to the Guru, Buddha, Dharma and
Sangha, then to all the hungry ghosts, to all the people in the
intermediate stage who have died and are not yet reborn, to all the
landlord spirits and to all the local devas. The practice, which
involves many prayers, helps the beings.

After making charity to them, you teach them Dharma:
to have a good heart, to not harm others and to practice
bodhicitta. You imagine they are liberated from samsara, from karma
and delusions, then you send them away to their places.

By doing this practice you hugely purify your
negative karma and create extensive merit. It creates the cause in
future lives to not have the karma to be tortured or to experience
heavy, terrifying karmic appearances. It brings you success and
enables you to be born in a pure land.

This prisoner did this practice of offering smells
every day for many years. His experience in prison of benefiting
from even the smell of the food when he was starving enabled him to
understand the hungry ghosts, who cannot find food for hundreds of
thousands of years.

 


Make prison your
hermitage

So now you can see that “prison” is just a concept:
what you label the place and how you use it. As far as being locked
in is concerned, for you it can be exactly the same as for the
yogis in their hermitages. Instead of “prison” you should label it
“hermitage” or “retreat house.”

And you even have food! In the cave, there is
nothing! But for them it is like paradise, incredible, the best
place to achieve all happiness: happiness in future lives,
liberation from samsara and the highest happiness, enlightenment.
It gives them everything they need to actualize the path.

 



REMEMBER


	
See prison as good.



	
Everything appears to us according to how we label
it.



	
You can label prison as a hermitage.



	
Imprisoned Tibetans used their time to meditate and
get realizations.



	
You can do the same.
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Buddha Vajrapani represents the power of all the
buddhas.
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