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Henry Lau and Lama Zopa Rinpoche,
Malaysia, 2002

Photo Magdeline Low

We dedicate this book to the memory of our dear
friend, the faithful Henry Lau Hwee Tiang (1947–2008), who was a
devoted disciple of Lama Zopa Rinpoche and a great supporter of the
FPMT and many of its projects, such as the Lama Yeshe Wisdom
Archive, Wisdom Publications, the Jade Buddha Project and Sera-je
Monastery’s Drati Khangtsen Project.

Through the merit of having contributed to the spread
of the Buddha’s teachings for the sake of all sentient beings, may
our benefactors and their families and friends have long and
healthy lives, all happiness, and may all their Dharma wishes be
instantly fulfilled.

 Foreword
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Lama Zopa Rinpoche and H.H. Sakya
Trizin, Dehra Dun, India, 2008

Photo Roger Kunsang

In all Buddhist traditions guru devotion is very
important. It is the spiritual master who introduces you to the
Triple Gem and leads you to the path to liberation and
enlightenment.

The significance of steadfast trust and dedication
toward the guru, I feel, stands on three grounds. Foremost, there
are innumerable quotations from the sutras as well as shastras
stating that a qualified guru is the source of all the qualities
and benefits required to be liberated from the cycle of samsaric
suffering.

Secondly, examining through logical reasoning, we
ourselves can recognize the truth underlying guru devotion. For
example, the sun brightly shines all the time in all the directions
but without necessary instruments we cannot utilize its tremendous
energy. Likewise, the Buddha’s blessings are showering down on all
sentient beings all the time but we cannot receive them without the
presence of a guru because our defilements and karmic propensities
prevent us from seeing the Buddha. Thus we do not have the fortune
of hearing instructions and receiving blessings directly. It is
only through the guru—who is ordinary form like us and we can see
and hear— that we can receive the Buddha’s teachings and therefore
receive the holy blessings.

Lastly, the pith instructions found in the
biographies of all the ancient masters tell us that all those who
followed the guru’s advice with unshakable faith have attained
realizations and those who failed to do so did not.

In the Vajrayana path the importance of the guru
increases many fold as it is the qualified master who, through
bestowing the unbroken lineage of empowerments, which can be traced
back to the Buddha himself, opens the gateway to the path of the
enlightened ones and helps us to realize the actual nature of the
mind.

I hope that Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s book entitled The
Heart of the Path will be of great benefit to the followers of
Buddhist philosophy.

With blessings,

The Sakya Trizin

18 November 2008

Editor’s Preface

Lama Zopa Rinpoche, spiritual director of the Foundation for
the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition (FPMT), is an inspiring
example of guru devotion practice, of devoting to the guru with
thought and with action. Rinpoche is the disciple of many renowned
Tibetan lamas, including His Holiness Trijang Rinpoche, his root
guru; His Holiness Ling Rinpoche; His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai
Lama; His Holiness Song Rinpoche; His Holiness Serkong Tsenshab
Rinpoche; Serkong Dorje Chang; Khunu Lama Tenzin Gyaltsen; His
Eminence Chogye Trichen Rinpoche; His Holiness Sakya Trizin; and
His Eminence Trulshik Rinpoche. Rinpoche’s guru devotion is
impeccable, and his many gurus would agree with His Holiness the
Dalai Lama’s comment, “Rinpoche is someone who follows my guidance
sincerely, very expansively, and with one hundred percent trust. He
possesses unwavering faith and pure samaya; not only has he pure
samaya and faith but whatever I instruct, Zopa Rinpoche has the
capability to accomplish it.”[1]

 Yangsi Rinpoche [2] has also said,
“Usually, when we talk of perfect examples of demonstrating pure
guru devotion, we talk of Milarepa, Marpa, Tilopa and Naropa. But
in our generation, the quality of Lama Zopa Rinpoche’s guru
devotion is a perfect example. When we reflect on the kindness of
spiritual teachers, in addition to reflecting upon the historical
teachers and their great activities, we can also think of the great
teachers of today, whose lives are totally dedicated to the service
of the Dharma.” [3]

Rinpoche himself, of course, denies any accomplishment of
guru devotion: “Even though I cannot find any guru devotion
anywhere within my body, from my head down to my feet, I will just
imitate what Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo and other lamas say in the
lam-rim when they talk about how they practiced the root of
the path to enlightenment.” [4] During the fifty years that Rinpoche
has been teaching Dharma to Westerners, he has taught extensively
on the subject of guru devotion. Most of these teachings have been
transcribed and more than fifty of them, given between 1979 and
2005, are the source material for The Heart of the
Path.

 Rinpoche himself recommended as
important to be included in this book the teachings on guru
devotion he gave during a commentary on Lama Tsongkhapa Guru
Yoga at Jinsiu Farlin, the FPMT center in Taipei, Taiwan, in
June 1996. While these teachings are the nucleus of the book, in
addition, other major sources for this book were commentaries on
Lama Tsongkhapa Guru Yoga given at Tushita Retreat Centre,
India, in 1986; at Vajrapani Institute, California, in 1988; at
Chenrezig Institute, Australia, and Cham Tse Ling, Hong Kong, in
1989; in Sydney, Australia, in 1990; and at Istituto Lama Tzong
Khapa, Italy, in 2004. Also included is material from mahamudra
commentaries given at Chenrezig Institute in 1980; at Vajrapani
Institute and Vajrayogini Institute, France, in 1981; and in
Adelaide in 2004. Other major sources are a Lama Chöpa [Skt:
Guru Puja] commentary at Mahamudra Centre, New Zealand, in
1985; a Six-Session Guru Yoga commentary at Katoomba,
Australia, in 1991; a Vajrayogini commentary at Mahamudra Centre in
1994; a Most Secret Hayagriva initiation in Sydney in 2000; Kadampa
teachings at Root Institute, India, in 2003; and general teachings
at Dorje Chang Institute, New Zealand, in 2004. Valuable material
was also used from Rinpoche’s translation of and commentary to
The Essence of Nectar at Kopan Monastery, Nepal, in 1982–83.
[5]
In addition, material was drawn from the transcripts of more than
thirty minor teachings. [6]

Rinpoche’s teachings on guru devotion were largely based on
Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo’s commentaries on guru devotion, not only
in Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand but also in a
separate text, an elaborate explanation of guru devotion, included
in Pabongka Rinpoche’s collected works. [7] In addition, Rinpoche taught
on the subject of guru devotion from Lama Tsongkhapa’s The Great
Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment and other
lam-rim and tantric texts.

Since Rinpoche has praised Liberation in the Palm
of Your Hand as an experiential commentary that presents the
teachings in a simple and clear way, the structure of The Heart
of the Path closely follows that of Liberation. Chapter
1, Why Do We Need a Guru?, explains why guru devotion is the
root of the path to enlightenment. Chapter 2, The Power of the
Guru, while given only a passing mention by Pabongka Rinpoche
in the first of the eight benefits of correct devotion, is featured
as a separate chapter here as it was emphasized by Rinpoche in his
teachings and explains the potential for incredible benefit and
danger in relation to the guru. Chapter 3, Checking the
Guru, again unlike in Liberation, is a separate chapter
because of the crucial importance of being careful in choosing the
person who is to become the most powerful and important in our
life. In Liberation, the qualities of a guru and a disciple,
chapters 4 and 5, are discussed between the disadvantages of
incorrect devotion to a guru and devoting with thought;
here these topics follow the chapter on checking the guru. In
chapter 6, Who to Regard as Guru, Rinpoche tells stories
from his own childhood to illustrate this issue and goes on to
answer many questions commonly asked on this topic.

With chapter 7, The Benefits of Correct Devotion
to a Guru, Rinpoche begins discussion of the four major guru
devotion outlines (see appendix 1). The second major outline is
covered in chapter 8, The Disadvantages of Incorrect Devotion to
a Guru.

The third, and most important, guru devotion outline,
how to devote to a guru with thought, which means seeing the guru
as a buddha, is covered in depth in the following six chapters.
Chapter 9 emphasizes the importance of faith. In chapter 10, Why
We Should Look at the Guru as a Buddha, the point is made
simply and clearly that we practice guru devotion for our own
benefit, or profit, not for that of the guru. Chapter 11 explains
that it is possible for us to see the guru as a buddha, just as it
is possible to see ourselves in a positive way, and also explains
how to use any faults we see to enhance our devotion. In chapter
12, with many quotations and lines of reasoning, Rinpoche details
various techniques and meditations we can use to train our mind to
see the guru as a buddha. The techniques are summarized in chapter
13 in the form of a debate with the superstitious mind that refuses
to see the guru as a buddha. Finally, in chapter 14, the guru’s
kindness is discussed.

The fourth major outline is explained in chapter 15,
Devoting to the Guru with Action. In chapters 16 through 18,
Rinpoche discusses whether it is necessary to do absolutely
everything that the guru tells us to do, and then describes the
exceptional cases of Tilopa and Naropa and Milarepa and Marpa.

In chapter 19, Rinpoche describes in more detail the
tantric practice of guru yoga, in which the guru is seen as a
buddha not only in essence but even in aspect, and illustrates the
practice in relation to Six-Session Guru Yoga and Pabongka
Dechen Nyingpo’s own powerful prayer Calling the Lama from
Afar.

In chapter 22, Rinpoche gives some general advice in
relation to teaching and studying guru devotion.

In chapter 23, Rinpoche gives guidelines on how to go
about achieving the realization of guru devotion and how to know
when we have achieved it.

The book concludes, in chapter 24, with some
dedications related to the practice of guru devotion that Rinpoche
commonly uses to dedicate merits.

As
with Pabongka Rinpoche’s style in Liberation in the Palm of Your
Hand, the general style in this book is informal, with many
stories. While there are also a lot of quotations, they should be
regarded more as paraphrases than word-for-word translations,
especially as many were done from memory rather than directly from
a text. [8]

This book has come about only through the dedicated
efforts of many people. For their help with transcribing, I would
like to thank Jennifer Abbott, Ven. Paloma Alba, Lea Bridge, Frank
Brock, Merry Colony, Martin Daellenbach, Carol Davies, Krissie
Foulkes, Katarina Hallonblad, Brian Hart, Su Hung, Peter Lance,
Alfred Leyens, Ven. Carolyn Lawler, Maureen O’Malley, Allan Marsh,
Carolyn Murdoch, Ven. Ingrid Nordzin, Elea Redel, Trish Roberts,
Gareth Robinson, Segen Speer-Senner, Ven. Tenzin Tsapel, Ven.
Tenzin Tsomo, Ven. Sarah Thresher, Ven. Thubten Gyatso, Ven.
Thubten Munsel, Ven. Thubten Labdron, Ven. Yeshe Chodron and Ven.
Yeshe Khadro. For their help with checking some of the transcripts,
I would like to thank Karyn Ellis, Nick Ribush and Sandra Tideman,
and for his help with the bibliography, Gareth Sparham. For keying
in handwritten and printed hard copies of some transcripts, thanks
to Lea Bridge, CAS of Nepal, Jackie Freeman, Katarina Hallonblad,
Brian Hart, Ven. Kaye Miner, Susan Stabile and Kathy Vichta. I
would especially like to thank Nick Ribush and Kyogan O’Neil for
the material they prepared on Rinpoche’s commentary to The
Essence of Nectar. Sincere thanks also to Geshe Lobsang Jamyang
and Yaki Platt for helping to answer some final questions.

I would also like to thank all the many people
involved in the recording, archiving and preserving of Rinpoche’s
teachings, including all the people working in FPMT centers who
arranged and recorded these teachings and especially Nick Ribush
and everyone else involved in the Lama Yeshe Wisdom Archive.

Heartfelt thanks also to Claire Atkins and Ven.
Lhagsam for generously providing me with the material conditions
conducive to editing this book.

Finally, from my heart, I would like to thank Lama
Zopa Rinpoche for his infinite generosity, compassion, patience and
wisdom in tirelessly and constantly teaching Dharma around the
world. In particular, I would like to thank him for compassionately
giving the many inspiring teachings included in The Heart of the
Path. Any merit created in the process of producing this book
is dedicated to Rinpoche’s long life and good health and to the
success of his many activities to benefit sentient beings and the
teachings of Buddha. While Rinpoche’s kindness is a debt that I
could never repay in this and many other lifetimes, my editing of
this book is a small effort toward repaying that kindness.

Chenrezig Institute

November 2007

1. Why Do We Need a Guru

[image: tmp_bb208fa4d1f5da9099653f6e58fcbe4c_S1bIGN_html_6fb7b30f.jpg]

Lama Yeshe and Lama Zopa Rinpoche
in Auckland, New Zealand, 1975

Photo New Zealand Herald

The root of the path

In the lam-rim, or graduated path to enlightenment,
the first meditation outline is the root of the path: how to
devote to the virtuous friend. Why is guru devotion the root of
the path to enlightenment? Enlightenment is like a ripe fruit, the
path to enlightenment is like the trunk of a tree, and guru
devotion is like the root of the tree. From the root of guru
devotion, the trunk of the path grows in our mind and bears the
fruit of enlightenment. Whether or not we can start to develop the
path to enlightenment in our mind in this life is determined by our
practice of guru devotion.

Proper devotion to the guru, or virtuous friend, is
the root of all success, from success in this life up to
enlightenment, just as the trunk, branches, leaves and fruit of a
tree depend upon its root. Or we can think that guru devotion is
like the fuel in a car or a plane, without which the vehicle cannot
take us where we want to go. Without guru devotion, nothing
happens— no realizations, no liberation, no enlightenment—just as
without the root of a tree there can be no trunk, branches, leaves,
or fruit. Everything, up to enlightenment, depends on guru
devotion.

Guru devotion is the root not only of ultimate
success, achieving full enlightenment and bringing sentient beings
to the ultimate happiness of liberation and enlightenment, but also
of temporary success and happiness. This practice is the foundation
of the development of the whole path to enlightenment, as well as
the foundation of all happiness. Since everything comes from the
practice of guru devotion, it is called the root of the
path.

Wise practitioners, those who know how to practice
Dharma skillfully, give their full attention day and night to this
point of correctly devoting to the virtuous friend. His Holiness
Serkong Dorje Chang, who lived at Swayambhunath in Nepal, once told
his monks, “If you do the practice of devoting yourself to the
virtuous friend well, everything will be fine, even if you don’t
study. You can relax and have a good time, just eating and
sleeping. You can enjoy life.” Rinpoche expressed the very heart of
Dharma practice. If we practice guru devotion well, we can enjoy
life in the best way, because our practice brings all success and
stops all obstacles.

The
answer to how quickly and easily we will achieve realizations of
the path to enlightenment depends on our finding a qualified
virtuous friend, and after having found him, [9] how well we
devote ourselves to him. Before devoting ourselves to a guru, we
should check him well; then after we have made the Dharma
connection, we correctly devote ourselves to him with thought and
with action. Devoting with thought means seeing the guru as a
buddha, an enlightened being, by looking at him in that way; and
devoting with action means carrying out the guru’s advice,
serving and making offerings to him.

The main meditation subject of guru devotion is
actually contained in devoting to the guru with thought. Using
scriptural quotations, logic and our personal experiences of the
guru, we look at the guru as a buddha, as having ceased all faults
and possessing all good qualities. At the beginning we use
analytical meditation with quotations and logic to prove to the
mind that doesn’t see the guru as a buddha that he is a buddha,
thus transforming this mind into the pure thought of devotion.

At first, when we are not actually doing analytical
meditation on guru devotion, that feeling of devotion quickly
disappears. However, through meditation, after some time the
experience becomes stable. When we have some experience, some
feeling in our heart that our guru is a buddha, even if it lasts
just a short time, it is a sign of having received the blessings of
the guru. When we then come to spontaneously and constantly see the
guru as a buddha, we have developed the realization of guru
devotion.

Devotion brings blessings. From guru devotion, we
receive the blessings of the guru in our heart, and from those
blessings, realizations of the path to enlightenment manifest from
within our mind. Our devotion makes it possible for us to achieve
enlightenment, to cease all the faults of our mind and to complete
all the realizations. This then enables us to do perfect work for
the numberless other sentient beings, freeing them from the oceans
of samsaric sufferings and bringing them to liberation and
enlightenment. This is why guru devotion, this experience of seeing
the guru as a buddha, is the root of the path to enlightenment.

Through the practice of guru devotion, looking at our
guru as inseparable from a buddha or our own special deity, the
blessings of the guru enter our heart. Devotion is the opening
through which the nectar of the guru’s blessings enters us. Without
guru devotion practice, the nectar of the guru’s blessings doesn’t
enter our mind and this makes it very difficult for us to generate
realizations of the path to enlightenment. Just as a seed cannot
grow without water, our mind cannot develop without blessings.
Without blessings, our mind is like a hot desert where nothing
grows. No matter how much we meditate on the path, no matter how
much we squeeze, nothing will grow.

The guru’s blessings transform our mind from being
hard and unsubdued into being soft and subdued. Even from our own
experiences, we can tell that what the teachings say about the
blessings of the guru is true and have complete faith in it. When
we have strong guru devotion in our heart, if we meditate on
perfect human rebirth, we feel its preciousness very easily; if we
meditate on impermanence and death, we feel the transitory nature
of life very strongly and easily; and the same thing happens if we
meditate on compassion, emptiness or any other lam-rim topic. In a
state of strong devotion, our mind is also calmer, more subdued.
Our delusions arise only with difficulty and are easy to
control.

When our devotion degenerates or disappears, our
delusions arise very strongly and are more difficult to control; it
is also more difficult to have any feeling for impermanence and
death, compassion or bodhicitta. We can check this from our own
experiences. At times when our mind is very hard and skeptical,
with no devotion, do we find it easy or difficult to meditate on
lam-rim? And at times when we feel strong devotion, how do we feel
when we meditate on the path?

When we have strong meditation experiences, ones that
change our mind, we feel even more deeply the kindness of the
virtuous friend and develop more devotion toward him. That
developing realizations depends on guru devotion is not simply
something made up so that gurus receive more respect, service and
offerings. We can clearly see the truth of this from our own
experiences.

Without the foundation of the devotion that sees the
guru as a buddha, there is no basis for Dharma practice. It is like
trying to taste artificial fruit. The blessings of the guru enable
us to achieve the realizations of the graduated path to
enlightenment. On the basis of the three principal paths, we then
practice tantra and achieve the generation and completion stages of
Highest Yoga Tantra. We are then able to achieve enlightenment in
this life, or within three or sixteen lifetimes.

Achieving tantric realizations especially depends on guru
devotion. By practicing the lower tantras—Action, Performance and
Yoga tantras— we can achieve enlightenment in one lifetime, but
only by obtaining the “immortality” siddhi, which enables us
to live for thousands of years and thus achieve enlightenment.
However, without needing to prolong our life in this way, by
practicing Highest Yoga Tantra we can achieve enlightenment in the
brief lifetime of a degenerate time, [10] even within a few years.
(The term brief lifetime is used because life is much
shorter in a degenerate time.) It was mainly by doing special guru
yoga practice that the great yogi Milarepa, as well as many other
Tibetan yogis and Indian pandits, were able to achieve tantric
realizations within a few years and thus achieve enlightenment in
one brief lifetime.

In Highest Yoga Tantra, guru yoga is practiced as the
heart of the path. To achieve enlightenment in this brief lifetime,
we have to cherish guru yoga practice like our own life. It is only
then that practicing the Six Yogas of Naropa and other tantric
techniques becomes the quick path to enlightenment. Otherwise, if
we don’t cherish guru yoga as more precious than our own life, no
matter how many years we meditate on the Six Yogas of Naropa,
nothing will happen. With strong guru yoga practice, however, we
can succeed in the Highest Yoga Tantra path and achieve the unified
state of Vajradhara in this life, just as those past great yogis
did.

Guru yoga is the fuel that makes Highest Yoga Tantra
the quick path to enlightenment. If there is no fuel in a plane,
the people in the plane can’t reach the place they want to go; if
there is fuel, they can. The guru yoga practice in Highest Yoga
Tantra is special fuel, more special than that of the Hinayana,
Paramitayana and even the lower tantras.

Why do we need a guru?

In order to do the practice of guru devotion, we
first have to have clear in our mind why this practice is
important. Why do we need a guru? We might think, “Achieving
liberation and enlightenment is fine, but why do I need a guru to
do it? As long as books on the subject are available, I can read
them, then practice. Why do I need a guru?”

You might think that to generate the path to
enlightenment, it’s enough to read Dharma books and study by
yourself. However, generally speaking, you can’t clearly understand
the meaning of Dharma teachings, especially the hidden meanings
that need clarification through commentary, without the
explanations of a guru. There is a big difference between learning
something from a teacher and just reading about it in a book.
Listening to a teacher has a much greater effect on your mind.
Being able to parrot the words written in books doesn’t mean that
you really understand a subject.

Even to gain just an intellectual understanding of a
subject we have to depend on a teacher. And our goal is to have not
just an intellectual understanding of the path to enlightenment but
experience of it. Without experience of the path we can’t have a
clear, complete understanding of any of its points. Having
experiences or realizations of the path to enlightenment depends on
receiving the blessings of the guru within our own mental
continuum. The clear, strong feeling in our heart and deep benefit
to our mind are what are meant by the blessings of the guru.
Without a guru, we can’t achieve realizations. This is why it’s not
sufficient to have just intellectual knowledge, like that gained
from studying with professors in a university.

In Collection of Advice from Here and There,
when someone asked which was more important, the lama’s advice or
the major scriptures, Lama Atisha answered,

 Even if you can recite the whole Tripitaka by heart, even if
you know the entire Dharma, if you don’t have the guru’s advice,
there will be a gap between you and the Dharma when you practice.
[11]

Even if we can recite by heart all the sutras and
tantras or have studied them at university and can explain them all
intellectually, it doesn’t mean much in terms of realization
because generating within our mind the paths revealed by the
teachings has to depend on receiving the blessings of the guru.
Receiving the nectar of the guru’s blessings depends on our having
the devotion that sees the guru as a buddha. Without the blessings
of the guru, there is no way we can have realizations, no way we
can actualize the three principal paths and the two stages of
tantra. For this reason, we need a guru.

Just to gain an intellectual understanding of Dharma
from a teacher in order to write a book or get a degree, we don’t
need to do the guru yoga practice of regarding him as an
enlightened being. However, if our aim is not simply to obtain a
degree in order to get a job but to benefit our own mind—to
transform it through subduing our delusions and develop it in the
path to liberation and enlightenment—it’s different. This is a
specific, special aim.

The point to understand is that the purpose of having
a guru is not just to gain an intellectual understanding of Dharma.
We need a guru for a special reason, to receive the blessings that
enable us to develop our mind in the path to enlightenment. If we
miss the point of having a guru, we can make many mistakes and many
problems can arise. Just as we can run off the road if we don’t
concentrate when driving a car, if we don’t concentrate on the main
aim of having a guru when trying to practice Dharma, we can create
many problems for ourselves.

In America and other countries in the West, people
involved in teaching meditation have held meetings to discuss
whether guru devotion is necessary in meditating on the path to
enlightenment. Some people think that while the subject of guru
devotion might have been practiced in olden times in Tibet, it is
not necessary nowadays. (This discussion might also have come about
because of problems happening in relation to gurus in the West in
recent years.) The people who say these things have missed the real
purpose and importance of the practice of guru devotion; they have
missed the usefulness and richness of it in life and the benefit,
as infinite as space, that is gained from it. They have missed the
very point of guru devotion. Guru devotion appears to them to be
something cultural, without much value or importance. They think
that it’s not necessary to practice guru devotion, that you can
meditate on the path without it. People who say these things don’t
understand the real purpose of guru devotion and how it is
essential for realization of the path to enlightenment.

We can’t do the practices of listening to or
reflecting and meditating on teachings on the path to enlightenment
on our own. If we didn’t need a teacher to study and actualize the
whole path to enlightenment by ourselves we wouldn’t need to rely
upon a teacher even to learn such things as languages and
handicrafts. We would be able to learn everything by ourselves
without anybody else’s help.

Kadampa Geshe Potowa, a lineage lama of the lam-rim,
said,

Even to learn worldly crafts, things we can
understand by seeing them with our eyes, we need a teacher to show
us. So how is it possible that we, who have just come from the
lower realms and are entering a path where we have never been
before, could travel it without a guide?

We need a teacher to learn even the ordinary
activities of this life, such as learning the alphabet, fixing a
bicycle or baking a cake. We even need somebody to teach us how to
clean a room professionally. Even for simple things that we can
learn how to do by watching somebody else, we need a teacher,
somebody who knows how to do them.

Even to go to a place we haven’t been before, we need
a guide, someone to explain to us how to get there. So, how is it
possible for us to follow the path to enlightenment without a
guide? We have just come from the lower realms and are trying to go
along a new path, the path to liberation and enlightenment, where
we have never been during beginningless lifetimes, so of course we
need someone to guide us. We can’t do it alone. Since the path to
liberation and enlightenment is totally unknown to us, we need to
rely upon a guru, somebody who knows the whole path. There is no
way we can go to the state of enlightenment without a guru.

That is why Geshe Potowa also said,

In order to achieve enlightenment, there is nothing
more important than the guru.

In explaining why we need a guru, the highly attained
yogi Khedrub Sangye Yeshe said,

Without a helmsman, a boat cannot take you across
the ocean. Like that, without a guru, you cannot be liberated from
samsara, even if you have complete knowledge of Dharma.

Just as a boat on its own cannot reach the other side
of an ocean, we cannot be liberated from samsara without a guru,
even if we have memorized and intellectually understood all of the
sutra and tantra root texts and commentaries. Even if we have
acquired all possible intellectual knowledge of Dharma, even if we
have a whole library of texts in our mind and can recite them all
by heart, without a guru, we cannot be liberated from samsara, let
alone achieve enlightenment.

To be liberated from samsara, we have to generate the
path within our mind, and generating the path depends upon
receiving the blessings of the guru. Even if we have complete
intellectual understanding of the teachings, we won’t be able to
generate realizations unless we receive the blessings of the guru
within our heart. This is why we need to seek and devote ourselves
to a guru.

In the Hinayana, the fundamental practice to achieve
liberation is to live in moral conduct—but there’s no way to
receive the lineage of ordination without a teacher. Also, without
a virtuous friend, we can’t receive the blessings in our own mind
that enable us to perfectly understand the teachings.

Specifically, in tantra, there is no way we can
achieve enlightenment without a perfectly qualified vajra guru
planting the seeds of the four kayas in our mind through granting
the blessings of the four complete initiations of Highest Yoga
Tantra. Each initiation leaves a potential, or seed, in the mind of
the vajra disciple. It is through the kindness of the vajra guru
that these four initiations are given, thus planting the seeds of
the four kayas and enabling us to meditate on the paths of secret
mantra. If we try to practice Highest Yoga Tantra without a guru,
we won’t achieve enlightenment.

With respect to tantra, and even sutra, without a
teacher, we can’t have infallible understanding of the profound
meanings of the teachings. Even if we have complete intellectual
understanding of the scriptures, how can we reach enlightenment
without a guru? We can’t even be liberated from samsara.

Padmasambhava, the second Buddha, explained why we
need a guru in the following way:

If you don’t recognize the guru as a buddha, your
mind cannot be liberated by the blessings. Therefore, reflect on
the qualities of the guru and then make requests to him.

In the first part of this verse Padmasambhava
explains why we need a guru and in the second part how to develop
the devotion that sees the guru as a buddha once we have found
one.

Padmasambhava is saying that if we don’t recognize,
or realize, that our guru is a buddha, we don’t have devotion, and
without guru devotion, no blessings will enter our heart. If we
don’t have the root of the path to enlightenment, the devotion that
sees the guru as a buddha, the door of the blessings is closed and
there is no way for us to receive blessings from the guru. Guru
devotion opens the door of the blessings.

It is guru devotion that enables us to receive
blessings in our mental continuum, which then makes it possible for
us to develop our mind, to generate the realizations of the path by
listening, reflecting and meditating. The blessings that enable us
to liberate our mind come from our devotion. This guru devotion is
not just some external pretence of devotion; it is the heart-felt
devotion that comes through recognizing that the guru is a buddha.
This realization comes by purifying obstacles and accumulating
extensive merit, then meditating on the guru devotion section of
the lam-rim teachings.

What we want is to liberate our mind from all our
delusions and obscurations and to achieve enlightenment. To do
this, we need to liberate our mind from all our wrong conceptions,
which prevent achievement of liberation and enlightenment, and to
generate all the realizations of the path. Actualizing the whole
path and thus completely liberating our mind depend solely on
receiving the blessings of the guru within our mental continuum.
The guru’s blessings enable us to generate the path to
enlightenment and that path liberates our mind from all delusions
and obscurations, even the subtle obscurations that prevent our
mental continuum from becoming omniscient mind. If we don’t receive
the blessings of the guru, our mind can’t be liberated from all our
delusions and obscurations.

Our mind is liberated from obscurations through
actualizing the remedy of the whole path to enlightenment, which
depends on receiving the blessings of the guru within our mind,
which in turn depends on having the cause of blessings, the
devotion that sees the guru as an enlightened being. The more we
are able to see the guru as a buddha, the more blessings we
receive.

Just as a seed cannot produce a sprout without water,
there is no way for us to generate the path to enlightenment within
our mind without blessings.

To experience the path within our mind, we have to
receive the blessings of the guru. Unless we receive the blessings
of the guru, our mind cannot be liberated from wrong conceptions.
And if our mind is not liberated from wrong conceptions, we cannot
achieve the state of enlightenment or fulfill all the wishes of
sentient beings, freeing them from all their sufferings and
obscurations and leading them to the peerless happiness of the
state of enlightenment. Without the blessings of the guru, we
cannot accomplish this extensive benefit for other sentient
beings.

How do we receive the blessings of the guru? We have
to train our mind in the devotion that sees the guru as a buddha
and then make this devotion stable. Our own devotion makes it
possible for us to receive the blessings of the guru in our heart.
To do this, as Padmasambhava says, we need to reflect on the
qualities of the guru. We should think of the qualities that we
can now see and also of all the other qualities of a buddha, even
those that we can’t see with our present obscured mind. We should
think that our own virtuous friend, the one with whom we have made
actual Dharma contact, has all the qualities that a buddha has,
which means looking at our guru as a buddha. We should also think
about the relevant quotations and lines of reasoning in the sutra
and tantra teachings, but especially in the lam-rim.

We should look at our guru only from the side of his
good qualities and not from the side of his faults. Looking only at
the guru’s good qualities means seeing the guru as a buddha, as
having ceased all faults and possessing all good qualities. (It
doesn’t matter whether or not the guru actually is a buddha.) In
this way, we will see only qualities and no faults, because
reflecting on the guru’s qualities helps to stop thoughts of the
guru’s faults. Devotion will then develop and this devotion will
cause us to receive the blessings of the guru. With the devotion
that sees the guru as a buddha, we receive the actual blessings of
buddha within our heart. In this way the root of all the good
things up to enlightenment is established within us. This is the
psychological method that enables us, as disciples, to succeed in
all our wishes for happiness.

With that guru devotion, we then make requests to the
guru to grant us blessings to pacify all our obscurations and to
generate all the realizations of the path. We make requests to
develop our own mind in the path to enlightenment. The ultimate
request is, recalling the qualities of the guru, praying for our
own body, speech and mind to become one with the guru’s holy body,
holy speech and holy mind. The main way to receive blessings is to
request to receive all the qualities that the guru has.

Receiving blessings from the guru depends not on our
physically being with the guru but on how much devotion toward the
guru we have. Even if we spend our whole life physically living
with our guru, it’s not certain that we will be receiving his
blessings. If our mind is empty of devotion, we won’t receive any
blessings, just as a flower hidden under a rock won’t grow because
it can’t receive the rays of the sun. On the other hand, even if we
are physically distant from our guru, if we have great devotion we
will be mentally close to him and receive his blessings—like a
flower in open sunlight.

His Holiness Trijang Rinpoche gave this advice to a
nun who was a student of Lama Yeshe but said that she felt very
distant from Lama. I don’t know whether she understood or benefited
from this advice, but it was very effective for my mind.

Manjushri’s advice
to Lama Tsongkhapa

How can we quickly achieve realizations of the whole
path to enlightenment? When Lama Tsongkhapa asked Manjushri this
question, Manjushri advised,

To train your mind in the actual body of the
graduated path to enlightenment, you should attempt to purify your
obstacles and accumulate merit, which are the necessary conditions.
Then, you should make single-pointed requests to the guru
inseparable from the deity in order to receive blessings within
your heart. If you attempt to strongly and continuously practice in
this way every day, realizations will come without any
difficulty.

 Purifying the obstacles that
interfere with achieving realizations of the path is normally
explained in terms of Vajrasattva recitation and meditation, but
there are also many other purification practices. [12] The
necessary condition of accumulating merit is normally explained in
terms of the seven-limb practice, mandala offerings and so forth;
there are also many other means to accumulate merit. [13]

The practice of guru devotion itself brings great
purification, purifying all our past negative karmas created in
relation to sentient beings and to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.
Devoting ourselves to the virtuous friend in thought and action is
the most powerful way to purify all our past negative karmas. Many
eons of negative karma can be purified in one day, one hour or even
one minute.

To grow crops in a field, in addition to planting
seeds in the ground we need the essential conditions of water and
minerals; seeds cannot grow on their own. And if they are burned by
fire, eaten by insects or taken away by birds, again they cannot
grow. Similarly, without the essential conditions of purification
and accumulation of merit, our realizations cannot grow.

In Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand,
Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo advises that purifying negative karma and
collecting merit is more important than meditating on the path to
enlightenment. I think that this is true. When we do many
prostrations with strong visualization, our mind usually starts to
change and powerful devotion, compassion or renunciation can begin
to arise. Of course, it all depends on the heaviness of our
negative karma and obscurations. Some people need to do a lot of
preliminary practices to really have a strong experience of the
path. For others, simply starting the preliminary practices can
change their mind.

The guru is the supreme merit field. Why is the term
field used? Because a field is something we depend upon for
our survival and our enjoyment. We plant seeds in a field, the
seeds grow and we then receive crops. It is similar with the guru.
Like planting seeds in a field, through doing prostrations, making
offerings, making requests and so forth, we accumulate merit, from
which we receive all happiness: the happiness of this and future
lives, liberation from samsara and great liberation, or full
enlightenment. We receive all our past, present and future
happiness and success in dependence upon the holy object of the
guru.

Making single-pointed requests to the guru means
transforming our ordinary impure mind, which sees faults in the
guru, into the pure mind of guru devotion, which sees the guru as a
buddha, whether or not he actually is an enlightened being. By
looking at him as a buddha, we will then see him as a buddha.

While we are training our mind in the meditations of
the steps of the path to enlightenment, we need to make strong
single-pointed requests to the guru out of guru devotion.
Single-pointedly praying with guru devotion causes us to receive
the blessings of the guru. Just as a seed needs to receive water in
order to grow, we need to receive the blessings of the guru for the
realizations of the path to grow within our mind. The potential for
these realizations, including omniscient mind, has been in our mind
for beginningless rebirths. Receiving blessings is the condition
that causes this potential to manifest in realizations of the path,
from guru devotion up to enlightenment.

We need to do strong practice of purification and
collection of merit and put effort into guru devotion. Even if in
the beginning our mind is stubborn and we find it hard to feel
devotion, with strong, sustained practice of the preliminaries and
of guru devotion, our heart will open and we will start to feel
devotion.

Unless our mind is ripened by purifying obscurations
and accumulating merit and by receiving blessings through making
requests to the guru, no matter how hard we attempt to meditate on
the path, we will be extremely slow to generate realizations. If
our mind is ripened, however, realizations will come quickly and
easily.

The actual body of the practice is training our mind
in the steps of the path to enlightenment, but it is only with all
these necessary conditions that we can succeed in actualizing the
path. This is how the Dharma has been practiced by all the lineage
lamas of the path to enlightenment, by all the past yogis and
pandits, including Guru Shakyamuni Buddha himself. All the lineage
lamas, down to my present gurus, have practiced the path and
actualized realizations in this way

Take Milarepa, for example. It was by correctly devoting
himself to his guru Marpa that Milarepa achieved enlightenment not
just in one life but in the brief lifetime of a degenerate time.
Milarepa actually achieved enlightenment within a number of years,
as did Gyalwa Ensapa, Chökyi Dorje and many other Indian and
Tibetan yogis. There are many similar stories about the guru
devotion practice of the Kadampa geshes and past yogis and lineage
lamas, as well as about present practitioners. [14]

From Manjushri’s advice to Lama Tsongkhapa, we can
understand that realizations don’t come simply from listening to
teachings on a subject. Of course, disciples whose minds are ripe
are able to realize impermanence and death, emptiness or other
subjects even the first time they hear teachings on them—in past
lives such disciples left many imprints of the lam-rim on their
mind, purified many obscurations and accumulated much merit. The
minds of such disciples have already been prepared, as advised by
Manjushri; they have purified much obscuration and accumulated
extensive merit, which are the necessary conditions, and have
generated guru devotion, the cause that enables them to receive
blessings and realizations. Those whose minds are qualified by
having gathered all the necessary causes and conditions are able to
gain realizations simply by hearing the Dharma.

For the rest of us, however, from Manjushri’s reply
to Lama Tsongkhapa we can understand that we can’t expect to
understand everything simply from listening to teachings; we can’t
expect to feel in our heart what we hear. We can see that reading a
Dharma book or listening to Dharma teachings alone is not
sufficient to understand Dharma. We need all the necessary causes
and conditions of purification, accumulation of merit and guru
devotion.

The four general benefits of
guru devotion

1. Receiving the blessings of the guru. We now
understand the general reason that we need to practice guru
devotion. If we have guru devotion, which means seeing the guru as
a buddha, we receive the blessings of the guru, and those blessings
then become the cause to achieve realizations of the path to
enlightenment. In this way, we are able to achieve full
enlightenment. We are then able to do perfect work for all the
numberless sentient beings, liberating them from all their
suffering and its causes and bringing them to enlightenment. That
is the ultimate goal of our life. Because that is our ultimate
goal, guru devotion, the root of the path to enlightenment, becomes
an essential practice in our life.

Just as rain moistens the ground so that seeds
planted in a field can grow, the rain of the guru’s blessings
moistens the field of our mind so that realizations can grow. If we
have no devotion, we have no cause to receive the blessings of the
guru, and without blessings we have no cause for realizations of
the path to enlightenment. This means that we can’t achieve
enlightenment and accomplish the ultimate goal of our life.

Receiving the guru’s blessings is the first benefit
of practicing guru devotion; there are three other benefits, as
well.

2. Guru devotion protects our mind from
delusions. The second benefit is that guru devotion protects
our mind such that delusions and negative thoughts don’t arise,
especially negative thoughts toward the guru. Having the stable
devotion that sees the guru as a buddha protects us from generating
anger or heresy toward the guru, which are the greatest obstacles
to all happiness, from that of this life up to the bliss of
enlightenment. The best protection comes from guru devotion. Guru
devotion protects us from suffering and from the obstacles to
achieving realizations of the path to enlightenment. Since our
devotion prevents us from creating obstacles, it allows us to
receive all the realizations. The main reason to eliminate
obstacles is to develop realizations—without obstacles, we can
develop our mind; if we are creating obstacles, we can’t develop
our mind. Without the protection of guru devotion, life becomes
difficult.

Anger and heresy can arise when our guru does
something or tells us to do something that we don’t like (which
means that our self-cherishing or attachment doesn’t like) or that
we aren’t interested in. Allowing anger, heresy or other negative
thoughts to arise for even a moment is very dangerous because the
virtuous friend is the most powerful object in our life. Generating
negative thoughts of anger or heresy toward our guru creates very
heavy negative karma, the greatest obstacle to developing our mind
in the path to enlightenment, to developing our potential.
Generating anger or heresy toward the guru creates the greatest of
all obstacles and results in the heaviest suffering, causing us to
be reborn in hell and to experience unimaginable suffering there
for an incredible length of time. We have to suffer in hell for
eons equal in number to the moments of our anger.

Anger, heresy and other negative minds often arise, as well
as the thought that the guru is an ordinary person. In The Great
Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, Lama
Tsongkhapa explains that simply thinking that our guru is an
ordinary person becomes causes our experiences or realizations to
degenerate. [15] This means it is an obstacle to the
development of our mind in the path. This quotation alone is reason
enough to practice guru devotion, to see the guru as a
buddha.

3. Guru devotion protects our merit. The third
benefit of practicing guru devotion is that, by stopping the
arising of negative thoughts toward the guru, guru devotion also
protects us from destroying many eons of merit, the cause of
happiness and realizations.

4. Guru devotion protects us from delayed
realizations. The fourth benefit is that guru devotion protects
us from the delay of realizations. When we generate anger or heresy
for even a moment we postpone realizations of the path to
enlightenment for many eons. This is the damage we cause to our own
mental continuum if we generate anger or heresy toward our
guru.

In summary, by helping us prevent negative thoughts
toward the virtuous friend, the practice of guru devotion protects
us from creating the heavy negative karmas that would cause us to
spend many eons suffering in the lower realms, destroy the merit
accumulated over many eons and delay our realizations. On top of
that, by practicing guru devotion, we receive the blessings of the
guru, the cause of realizations of the path to enlightenment.

If we don’t have guru devotion to protect our mind,
if we don’t know the meditations on how to look at the guru as a
buddha, negative thoughts will constantly arise, and we will
constantly create the heaviest obstacles in relation to the
virtuous friend. We will constantly create obstacles to our
achieving enlightenment, liberation and the happiness of future
lives. Also, we will constantly create causes to be reborn in the
lower realms. Besides this, we won’t receive the blessings of the
guru, because when negative thoughts toward the guru are there,
there’s no space for devotion, just as two people can’t sit in the
same seat on a plane.

In a plane, just before you take off, flight
attendants introduce the safety features of the aircraft. They
start with how to put the seat-belt on and then show you where the
life-jacket is stored and how to put it on. They also explain about
the oxygen, the lights and the exits through which to escape. (This
is all in case the plane lands very nicely in the water and stays
afloat; then you can do all these things.) It’s all for your
safety, in case something dangerous happens. Here, for safety in
traveling along the lam-rim to enlightenment, guru devotion
practice is the life-jacket and all the other safety devices as
well.

We can now see that guru devotion is the essential
practice in terms of protecting our mind and attaining full
enlightenment. Whether we will achieve realizations of the path and
enlightenment and how quickly this will happen depend on our guru
devotion practice, on our generating stable devotion and correctly
devoting ourselves to the guru. Once we understand why guru
devotion is crucial, we can’t wait even a second to have this
realization, this transformation of mind.

From this basic introduction, you can understand the
importance of guru devotion practice and why all the lam-rim texts
describe guru devotion as the root of the path to enlightenment.
Because of Lama Tsongkhapa’s skill in guiding sentient beings, he
put guru devotion as the very first subject of meditation in his
lam-rim teachings, before the initial lam-rim path, perfect human
rebirth.

When we study lam-rim in the Lama Tsongkhapa
tradition, because guru devotion is the first subject, we
understand from the very beginning what brings success in attaining
the whole path to enlightenment and what creates obstacles to
success in achieving realizations. After first explaining what
makes our practice successful and what creates the greatest
obstacle to our success, Lama Tsongkhapa then explains the complete
path, from perfect human rebirth up to enlightenment.

In other traditions the first meditation subject is
perfect human rebirth or impermanence and death, with guru devotion
coming after refuge or the faults of samsara. Of course, in some
ways this makes sense, especially for people in the West. After an
introduction to the four noble truths—true suffering, true cause of
suffering, true cessation of suffering and true path— you
understand that to achieve ultimate happiness you need to actualize
the path, so of course you need somebody to teach you the path.
There then comes the need of a guru. For people in the West, I
think the subject of guru devotion fits very well there, after an
introduction to the nature of samsara and the four noble truths,
because the need of a guru, of someone who can show you the path,
has been made very clear. You then feel the need to look for a
teacher, a guru, and to rely on him.

Lama Tsongkhapa, however, put the subject of guru
devotion first. Everything is clearly explained at the very
beginning : the advantages of having a guru; the disadvantages of
not having a guru; the shortcomings if, having found a guru and
made a connection, you make mistakes in your relationship with him;
and how to devote to the guru with thought and with action. By
being introduced to guru devotion practice first, you become
careful from the very beginning not to make mistakes. You then
start your Dharma practice, your spiritual life, without mistakes
because you have full understanding of the subject of devoting
yourself to the virtuous friend. You understand that this is the
root that enables you to successfully actualize the rest of the
path. By being educated in this practice from the very beginning,
you don’t make mistakes. I think this is why Lama Tsongkhapa put
this subject at the very beginning.

Unless you know the importance of correct devotion to
the virtuous friend, no matter how much the rest of the path is
explained to you, you won’t be successful in actualizing it
because, without guru devotion, you will have no way to stop
obstacles and no way to receive blessings. With the practice of
guru devotion, all your wishes, including your wish to quickly
achieve enlightenment, will be fulfilled. Therefore, the teaching
on how to devote to the virtuous friend is the most important one,
more important than any other teaching. It is the root of all
happiness, from now up to enlightenment.

It is very important to study lam-rim from beginning
to end, and to study and learn the whole teaching on guru devotion.
In the guru devotion outlines, the first outline is the eight
benefits of correctly devoting to a guru. Next comes the eight
shortcomings of making mistakes in your devotion. Then comes how to
devote to the guru with thought, which includes meditating on the
kindness of the guru, and how to devote to the guru with action.
(See appendix 1.) It is very important not only to understand all
these outlines, but to meditate on them and achieve the
realizations. The way to do effective meditation on each of the
four basic outlines is to establish a pure thought of guru
devotion, seeing the guru as a buddha, after each outline.

In his lam-rim teachings, Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo
mentions,

If we are able to look at the guru only from the
side of his qualities and never allow the thought of faults in the
guru to arise, we will achieve enlightenment in one lifetime.

Here Pabongka Rinpoche gives the heart advice. The answer to
whether we can achieve enlightenment and how quickly we can achieve
it lies in our guru devotion practice.

2. The Power of
the Guru

To understand why guru devotion is so important we
first need to understand the power of the guru. Only when we have
this fundamental understanding will we appreciate the importance of
guru devotion practice. Otherwise, our guru devotion practice will
be superficial; it won’t come from the very depths of our
heart.

In regard to the power of objects, our parents of
this life, the mother and father who gave us our present body, are
more powerful objects than other ordinary people. If we show some
minor disrespect to our parents, because they are powerful objects,
the negative karma is heavy and we can start to experience the
results of that karma as problems or difficulties even in this
life, and the results continue in subsequent lives. We can create
the cause and also experience the resultant suffering in this
life.

There are three types of karma: the karma where we
create the cause in one life and experience the result in the same
life; the karma where we create the cause in one life and
experience the result in the next life; and the karma where we
create the cause in one life and experience the result after many
lifetimes, even thousands or millions of lifetimes. The karma that
is created and experienced in the same life, whether good or bad,
is the karma we have created in relation to powerful objects, from
our parents up to the guru.

If you verbally abuse your parents—calling them blind, for
example— within one or two years, you can experience some problem
with your eyes, if not blindness. One geshe did an observation
[16]
for one of his students who had a problem with his arm; he told him
that it was the result of hitting his mother. Such stories are
common.

If we do some small good thing for our parents, the
good karma is also powerful and we can start to experience its good
result in this life. Some of us have already had such experiences,
if we could only recognize them.

Ordinary ordained Sangha, those who haven’t realized
emptiness, are more powerful objects than our parents, because of
the power of their vows. More powerful than ordinary Sangha are
absolute Sangha, which means the arhats, the arya beings of the
Hinayana path, who have realized the wisdom that directly perceives
emptiness.

One bodhisattva, even one who has only recently generated
bodhicitta, is a much more powerful object than numberless arhats.
Creating negative karma in relation to a bodhisattva—through
criticism, disrespect or giving harm—is much heavier than doing
those negative actions in relation to numberless arhats. It is
mentioned by Pabongka Rinpoche in Liberation in the Palm of Your
Hand and also in other lam-rim teachings that the negative
karma of glaring or looking disrespectfully at one bodhisattva is
much heavier than that of gouging out the eyes of all the sentient
beings of the three realms. [17] On the other hand, the merit of
looking calmly and respectfully at one bodhisattva is much greater
than that of making charity of our eyes to all the sentient beings
of the three realms. We can see that one bodhisattva is an
unbelievably powerful object, with the power coming from the mind
of bodhicitta.

A Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life
says,

 One moment of anger

Destroys the merit collected

By having made offerings to Those Gone to Bliss and charity

For one thousand eons. [18]

This verse is referring to someone who is not a
bodhisattva getting angry at a bodhisattva. When such a person gets
angry at a bodhisattva for one moment, that moment of anger
destroys the merit the person had accumulated over one thousand
eons and also postpones his realizations for one thousand eons.

Also, in The Great Treatise on the Stages of the
Path to Enlightenment, Lama Tsongkhapa explains that if someone
who is not a bodhisattva gets angry at a bodhisattva, he destroys
eons of merit equal in number to the number of moments of his anger
and delays his realizations.

Since we don’t have omniscient mind or even
clairvoyance, we can’t see the level of anyone’s mind. Because we
can’t tell who is a bodhisattva, in our daily life we should be
careful not to get angry at anyone; it is wise to practice patience
with everyone. There is nothing certain about how a person appears
externally. Because we have an impure mind with many
hallucinations, it’s not certain that a person is actually what she
appears to us to be.

Now, one buddha is a more powerful object than
numberless bodhisattvas. Criticizing or harming one buddha is much
heavier than criticizing or harming numberless bodhisattvas. And
the good karma of showing respect to one buddha is much greater
than that of showing respect to numberless bodhisattvas.

One guru is the most powerful object of all—much more
powerful than numberless buddhas. This refers to your own personal
guru, or lama—someone with whom you have established a Dharma
connection, not just to anyone who carries the general title of
“guru” or “lama.” Creating good or bad karma in relation to a guru
is the most powerful of all; much more powerful than doing so in
relation to numberless buddhas. By offering a small respect or
service to your guru, you create great good karma—actually, the
word great is not sufficient to describe the amount of merit
you collect.

How does this power of the guru come about? It is a
dependent arising ; it comes about through causes and conditions.
Phenomena exist in dependence upon many factors and each phenomenon
has its own nature, power and function. The power created by the
meeting of a guru and a disciple is a dependent arising, like two
atoms meeting to produce nuclear power or two batteries meeting to
produce a charge. For example, a flashlight needs two batteries to
produce light; one battery is not enough but if we align the
positive and negative ends of two batteries, light is produced.

How does that person become the most powerful in our
life? It happens the moment we make a Dharma connection with him.
The moment we establish Dharma contact with someone with the
recognition of a guru-disciple relationship, that person becomes
the most powerful object in our life, more powerful than numberless
buddhas. Once we recognize that person as our guru, the one we will
rely upon to guide us to the happiness of future lives, liberation
and enlightenment, and ourselves as his disciple, that
person—whether he is an enlightened or ordinary being, lay or
ordained, Tibetan or Western, male or female—becomes the most
powerful object for us. So, it’s a mental thing. The power is
created by our making that decision to recognize someone as our
guru and then making Dharma contact with that recognition. The
power comes from the Dharma contact, not from whether or not the
person is an enlightened being. The moment that person becomes our
guru, he becomes the most powerful being in our life, even if he is
not a buddha or even a bodhisattva but just a very ordinary
being.

When you make the decision to form a guru-disciple
relationship with someone, the Dharma connection can be established
by your receiving from him a teaching, an initiation, vows or
simply the oral transmission of OM MANI PADME HUM or a
single verse of Dharma. The Dharma connection doesn’t come simply
from hearing the teaching or being there for an initiation or vows,
but from doing so with the recognition of the person as your guru
and you as his disciple.

Basically, however, the power is created when you
decide to form a guru-disciple relationship with someone, and it
doesn’t depend on whether you immediately receive a teaching,
initiation or vows from that person. It depends on your making the
decision. For example, when Milarepa made this decision and
requested teachings from his guru Marpa, Marpa didn’t give him
teachings right away.

Before we form a guru-disciple relationship with
someone, that person is not the most powerful object in relation to
us but becomes so as soon as we establish the relationship. That
person is not necessarily an enlightened being or powerful in
relation to other people; he is not the most powerful object for
those who don’t have a Dharma connection with him. He has power
only in relation to the people who have made Dharma contact with
him.

The meeting of two atoms to produce nuclear power can
be constructive, as in medical treatment and the generation of
electricity, or destructive, as in an atomic bomb. The meeting of a
guru and disciple is similar. If we are careful and practice guru
devotion well, we can accumulate the greatest merit in the shortest
time, but if we are not careful and make even a small mistake in
our practice of guru devotion, we can experience the heaviest
suffering for the longest time.

The negative karma we create in relation to these
objects, from our parents up to the guru, is very powerful; on top
of that, even though the negative karma might be very small,
because karma is expandable, we can experience the resultant
problem many times, not just in one life but in hundreds or
thousands of lifetimes. Any positive karma we create is also very
powerful and we can experience the good results of that one good
karma for many hundreds or thousands of lifetimes. The way in which
karma is expandable is difficult for our ordinary minds to grasp;
it is something that is beyond our imagination.

Any bad karma that we create gets heavier and
heavier, from our parents up to the guru, and is heaviest in
relation to the guru; similarly, any merit we create gets greater
and greater, and is greatest in relation to the guru. In other
words, we can experience the greatest profit and the greatest loss
in relation to the guru.

It is in relation to the guru that we can purify the
most obscurations and accumulate the most extensive merit. Doing a
small positive action in relation to our guru brings inconceivable
benefit, resulting in the experience of happiness from life to
life, up to enlightenment. This is why the prayer of the graduated
path in Guru Puja says,

 Through the power of having made offerings and respectful
requests

To you, holy and perfect, pure gurus—supreme field of merit,

I seek your blessings, saviors and root of well-being and
bliss,

That I may come under your joyful care. [19]

However, if we are not careful, the guru, like
electricity, can be dangerous. Even though electricity seems
insignificant, if we are not careful with it, we can endanger our
own life. Even though we can obtain the greatest benefit in
relation to the guru, we can also create the greatest suffering.
Even a small mistake made in relation to the guru becomes a great
obstacle to developing our mind in the path to enlightenment, to
achieving our own happiness from this life up to enlightenment.
Negative thoughts and actions toward the guru create the heaviest
negative karma and are the greatest obstacles to our achievement of
realizations, as well as to our temporary and ultimate
happiness.

Therefore, we need a method to protect us from these
negative thoughts and actions, and that method is guru devotion. We
have to transform our mind into the positive thought of devotion,
seeing the guru as a buddha, free from all faults and possessing
all qualities. We are in urgent need of this protection.

The pure thought of devotion that sees the guru as a
buddha doesn’t allow negative thoughts toward the guru to arise,
which means that we then don’t create the greatest obstacle to our
enlightenment. By seeing the guru as a buddha, we create only the
greatest merit with our body, speech and mind. This practice brings
the greatest purification and the greatest merit.

3. Checking the Guru

The first point in establishing a guru-disciple
relationship with someone is that we should examine him well at the
very beginning, before making Dharma contact. Since finding a guru
means finding a person we are going to devote our life to from now
on, we should check carefully to see whether we feel we can devote
ourselves to this person as a virtuous teacher. After analyzing
well, we then make the Dharma connection. Otherwise, there is a
danger that we will later criticize or renounce the guru. If we are
careful to check well before we establish a Dharma connection
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5. The Qualities of a Disciple













6. Who to Regard as Guru









































































Do we need to formally
request someone to be our guru?
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