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The material in this book is restricted. This book is intended only for readers who have received an empowerment into highest yoga tantra.
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An illuminating commentary on a bedrock Geluk daily practice by one of the most venerated contemporary teachers of Tibetan Buddhism, accompanied by essential supplementary materials.

“Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché’s teachings are not just words but come from a learned mind—and from experience. There will be a great effect even if they are just read, and especially if they are practiced, because you get the essence of Rinpoché’s own experience. He showed the unmistaken path, giving you incredible guidance.” 

—LAMA ZOPA RINPOCHE

“It is extremely good fortune to be able to receive an explanation of the six-session guru yoga, a crucial daily practice for serious practitioners of highest yoga tantra in the Geluk tradition, from such an authoritative master. I truly rejoice in the publication of this highly commendable work.” 

—JÉLHO CHÖKHOR RINPOCHE TENZIN CHÖGYAL,
Sera Jey Buddhist Cultural Center, New York

“This commentary not only condenses many pith instructions but is easy to understand and put into practice. It is a single compilation of the essence of the complete sūtra and tantra teachings and I applaud that this has been committed to writing for the fortune of future trainees.” 

—DIRU SHABDRUNG TULKU

“The two pillars of all Vajrayāna practice are guru yoga and guarding one’s tantric samayas and vows. This precious volume by the renowned meditation master H. E. Chöden Rinpoché and the other contributors to this work offers clear and detailed explanations of both of these themes. For everyone who is devoted to the practice of Vajrayāna, I heartily recommend this book as a foundation for advancing along this sublime path.” 

—B. ALAN WALLACE
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Preface

GYALTEN KHEN RINPOCHÉ

THIS BOOK on the six-session guru yoga contains profound wisdom from accomplished practitioners—it is like a treasure trove filled with jewels. Approaching it with a deep sense of appreciation, with faith and receptivity, will allow the insights contained therein to become accessible through dedicated study and practice. The masters’ words contained in this book—specifically those of His Eminence Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché—are the distilled essence of actual, deep, personal experience of their own buddha nature, the mind of clear light. This practice then is the veritable royal road that can lead you right to awakening.

My teacher, His Eminence Chöden Rinpoché, sat before his own master with complete devotion, applying the teachings he received with diligence and an unchanging mind of faith. In the West, the nature of devotion is often misunderstood and appears to sometimes carry negative associations, suggesting a loss of personal autonomy. Genuine devotion, however, is not blind worship. Rather, it grows from clear understanding of objective reality, openness to the truth, and profound gratitude to one’s teachers on the personal level. By the power of my love for, and devotion to, my teacher, Rinpoché’s blessings in turn could pervade my being and enable me to practice six-session guru yoga authentically, revealing to me the mind of clear light.

Like His Eminence Chöden Rinpoché, the other accomplished teachers featured in this book offer keys through their wisdom teachings to unlock our deepest potential. Read this collection of spiritual guidance carefully. Reflect on it deeply, understanding that authentic devotion means releasing ignorance and gaining freedom. The more genuinely you can give rise to devotion and trust qualified teachers like these, the more deeply you will be able to uncover your own nature.

This is not a mere scholarly work but a transmission of enlightened experience. Allow these teachings to awaken your natural wisdom and bring it to full expression. May you realize absolute truth through the practice of six-session guru yoga. May your buddha nature—your undefiled mind of clear light, the most precious jewel—be forever revealed.
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Translator’s Introduction

VENERABLE TENZIN GACHE

PRACTITIONERS WHO HAVE received an empowerment of yoga tantra or highest yoga tantra have committed themselves to protecting three sets of vows—those of individual liberation, bodhisattva, and tantra—and to upholding pledges of the five buddha families. By reciting and reflecting upon the six-session guru yoga practice three times before and three times after midday, a practitioner fulfills these pledges and reviews the downfalls associated with the vows. Done correctly, it becomes a compact, expedient method for maintaining these commitments.

Although the explicit condensation of the commitments of the three sets of vows into a concise six-session practice is a uniquely Tibetan development, the necessity of guarding these vows and pledges is outlined directly in the Indian tantras and their commentaries. Tsongkhapa’s disciple Khedrup Gelek Palsang (Mkhas grub Dge legs dpal bzang, 1385–1438) appears to have been the first author to compose a six-session practice specifically for the purpose of fulfilling all daily pledges of the three vows, based on Tsongkhapa’s instructions.1 Later versions were composed by Drongtsé Lhatsün Rinchen Gyatso (’Brong rtse Lha btsun Rin chen rgya mtsho, 1399–1457) and Ensapa Losang Döndrup (Dben sa pa Blo bzang don grub, 1505–56). Paṇchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (PaN chen Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan, 1570–1662), who made enormous contributions to synthesizing important Geluk practices of sūtra and tantra into easy-to-use formats, such as the Lama Chöpa text that is still universal among Geluk practitioners today, composed the six-session text that became the basis for the modern version. Among later commentaries on the Paṇchen Lama’s recension, the one by Akhu Sherap Gyatso (A khu Shes rab rgya mtsho, 1803–75) remains the most widely read. Phabongkha Dechen Nyingpo (Pha bong kha Bde chen snying po, 1878–1941; hereafter Phabongkha Rinpoché), whose massive influence on Geluk practice in the twentieth century is still palpable today, polished the Paṇchen Lama’s original text and composed his own commentary to it. Most practitioners today who recite this daily practice use Phabongkha Rinpoché’s modified version.

This book contains a translation of Phabongkha Rinpoché’s root verses along with extensive commentary on it by Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché (1930–2015), who was my own root teacher and a direct disciple of Phabongkha Rinpoché. On occasions when they seemed to add useful information, I have also inserted supplementary material from Akhu Sherap Gyatso and Phabongkha Rinpoché’s commentaries, as well as from a commentary by Khenchen Namkha Tenkyong (Mkhan chen Nam mkha’ bstan skyong, 1799–?), an abbot of Sera Mantric College in Tibet. Following Chöden Rinpoché’s commentary on the Six-Session Guru Yoga is my translation of his Rose-Apple Vine, annotations on a short lamrim (stages of the path) text by his teacher Phabongkha Rinpoché. In his Six-Session commentary (see page 105), Rinpoché suggests reciting such a text after completing the requesting verses (A12–14). Chöden Rinpoché’s heart-disciple Gyalten Khen Rinpoché2 has kindly contributed a supplementary commentary based on the many teachings he heard on this practice from his teacher. Because Chöden Rinpoché does not give a detailed explanation of the bodhisattva and mantric vows in his commentary, I have compiled separately a synopsis of these based mainly on Tsongkhapa’s commentaries. As an addendum to that synopsis I have included an excerpt from Tsongkhapa’s text The Manner of Repairing the Two Higher Sets of Vows, Arranged According to Jé [Tsongkhapa]’s Practice. This excerpt clarifies what would constitute “the downfalls that are contrary to what is set out in the work of the Fifty Verses on the Guru,” as mentioned at the end of the section of the Six-Session Guru Yoga on the grave faults. Because one of these downfalls constitutes entering a guru-disciple relationship without checking whether both parties are qualified, I have included a further section, “Qualities to Look for in a Guru and in a Disciple,” with verses that are standardly cited by Geluk authors to illustrate what those qualities ought to be.

Following these works that constitute the main body of this book, I have included several supplementary materials. Some of these are additional recitations that can be inserted into the six-session session guru yoga practice, and some are short commentaries by a few outstanding Geluk authors that will help students gain a deeper understanding of certain aspects of the six-session guru practice that Rinpoché’s commentary does not address:



	• The Ritual for Taking the Bodhisattva Vows


	• The Ritual for Taking the Mantric Vows


	• A short excerpt from Akhu Sherap Gyatso’s Necklace for the Heart of Knowledge Holders: Commentarial Notes on the Six-Session Guru Yoga (Thun drug rnal ’byor khrid kyi zin bris rig ’dzin snying gi do shal)


	• Several short excerpts from Khenchen Namkha Tenkyong’s Oral Instructions of the Lama Mighty Vajradhara: Clearly Arranged Stages of Visualization for the Six-Session Guru Yoga, the Quintessence of the Classes of Great Secret Tantra (Gsang chen rgyud sde’i yang snying thun drug rnal ’byor gyi dmigs rim gsal bar dkod pa rdo rje ’chang dbang bla ma’i zhal lung)


	• Thuken Chökyi Nyima’s Delighting the Fortunate: Explanation of the Benefits of the Eight-Line Praise [to Cakrasaṃvara] (Rkang brgyad kyi bstod pa’i phan yon bshad bskal bzang dga’ bskyed), a text that Rinpoché encourages practitioners to read in relation to the eight-line praises that constitute verse A9 of the Six-Session Guru Yoga.


	• Paṇchen Tenpai Nyima’s Commentary on the Glorious Cakrasaṃvara Father’s Eight-Line Praise (Dpal ’khor lo bde mchog yab kyi rkang brgyad bstod pa’i ’grel pa).


	• An excerpt from Jetsün Sönam Phüntsok’s Shortcut to Great Bliss: The Uncommon Sādhanā of the Exalted Vajrayoginī that explains the eight-line praise to Vajrayoginī.


	• A short explanation of the tsok offering extracted from Phabongkha Rinpoché’s Condensed Notes Bestowing an Explanatory Commentary on the Six-Session Guru Yoga, Twenty Verses on the Bodhisattva Vows, Fifty Verses on the Guru, and the Root Downfalls and Grave Transgressions (Thun drug bla ma’i rnal ’byor dang sdom pa nyi shu pa bla ma lnga bcu pa sngags kyi rtsa ltung sbom po bcas kyi bshad khrid gnang ba’i zin tho mdor bsdus).


	• Summary of the Key Points of the Path of Secret Mantra, my own short synopsis of important tantric concepts highlighted in two works by the Tibetan scholar Yangchen Gawai Lodrö (Dbyangs can dga’ ba’i blo dros, 1740–1827). This synopsis is included to give students who have taken a tantric empowerment some reference point for the stages of the tantric path mentioned in both this book and other tantric works they may read.


	• Diagram of Tantric Pledge Implements, According to the System of Gyümé Tantric College


	• The All-Pervasive Brilliance of Enlightened Activities: A Prayer to Request the Illuminator of the Teachings, the Supreme Emanation of Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché, to Stably Remain in This World, a prayer composed by Chöden Rinpoché’s close student Geshé Khedrup Norsang for the long life of Rinpoché’s re-embodiment Tenzin Gyalten Rinpoché.


	• Words of Prayer: A Request for Truth, a dedication prayer that Chöden Rinpoché composed in Tibet in 1963.




In the appendices I have included alternative metered renditions of the Six-Session Guru Yoga and the long-life prayer, as the Awakening Vajra International versions used in the body of the work are not in meter, unlike the other poetic works included in this book.

The Higher Training of Ethical Discipline

The three higher trainings of ethical discipline, concentration, and wisdom form the heart of Buddhist practice, and all Buddhist practices are considered to either fit into one of these three or act as a supplement to them. Together, these three trainings comprise the fourth noble truth, the truth of the path that leads to the cessation of suffering. Although this fourth truth is often presented as the “eightfold noble path”—right view, right analysis, right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right concentration—this eightfold presentation is merely an expanded version of the three trainings. Right speech, action, and livelihood are the higher training of ethical discipline; right concentration is the higher training of concentration; and right view, analysis, effort, and mindfulness are the higher training in wisdom.3 These trainings are compared to a “wheel of Dharma” that obliterates discordant states of mind in the way a fabled wheel-turning king’s magical wheel would crush opposing armies. The training of ethical discipline is the hub that serves as the foundation, concentration is the rim that holds the spokes in place, dividing Dharma inside from non-Dharma outside, and wisdom is the sharp spokes that protrude beyond the rim.4 Alternatively, ethical discipline and concentration are a person’s two legs and wisdom is his intelligence. Without supporting legs, intelligence is ineffectual, but without intelligence, legs are blind. Thus these three trainings are mutually supportive. They are “higher” because unlike non-Buddhist trainings, one trains in them with a mind of refuge and for the purpose of nirvāṇa.

Chöden Rinpoché’s recently published work Mastering Meditation: Instructions on Calm Abiding and Mahāmudrā focused primarily on the latter two trainings of concentration and wisdom. Rinpoché alluded to the importance of maintaining ethical discipline as a foundation for the practices he described, and in my translator’s introduction to the book I mentioned that while the training in ethical discipline was not the main subject matter of that book, still readers should understand that it is an essential component and ought to look elsewhere for explanations of the first training. This book, in contrast, focuses specifically on the first higher training, thereby providing a perfect complement to that first volume.

Three Sets of Vows

Even to ordinary appearances, the Buddha taught in a variety of ways in accordance with the varied dispositions of disciples. We see this, for example, in the Pāli Canon of suttas, most of whose discourses nearly all lineages and scholars of Buddhism consider to be the Buddha’s authentic words: In some suttas the Buddha gives advice to householders and kings about how to live and rule virtuously. In suttas for more advanced disciples, he teaches methods for achieving single-pointed concentration and various levels of jhāna. In the most advanced suttas in the Pāli Canon, he teaches about the stages of realization of dependent origination and selflessness that lead to liberation from saṃsāra, the wheel of existence.

Although we find no mention in the Pāli canon of the so-called Great Vehicle, or Mahāyāna, still certain distinctions are made between the capacity of a buddha in contrast to that of his arhat disciples, especially in terms of his ability to teach effectively.5 Thus the possibility is left open that an ambitious practitioner could conceivably aim for a higher goal. Within the Sanskrit canon of texts, we see the Buddha in a much different light, explicitly encouraging select exceptional disciples to follow this bodhisattva path. Although the original source for this much larger corpus of texts is disputed among scholars, the philosophy that these texts propound is not antithetical to that of the Pāli suttas but rather builds upon it. Whereas the Pāli tradition has emphasized strict adherence to the words of the suttas without unnecessary philosophical elaboration, the Sanskrit tradition in India grew into a massive intellectual movement, spawning such great centers of learning as Nālandā, Vikramaśilā, and Odantapuri and offering a worthy challenge to the Vedic traditions of learning that also flourished in the first millennium CE. As His Holiness the Dalai Lama has jestingly put it in recent years, practice in the Pāli tradition is like receiving a candy—you simply suck on it and imbibe its sweetness. Practitioners of the Sanskrit tradition, by contrast, “need to have teeth”—you need to be able to chew on difficult concepts and come to your own conclusions. Seen in this light, the question of the origin of these texts, though constructive and not something toward which we should simply turn a blind eye, is ultimately of secondary import. What is most important is whether the philosophy these texts espouse is coherent and sound and whether the methods they teach are pragmatic and efficacious.

Within the Sanskrit canon we find not only exoteric sūtra teachings but also an esoteric strand of tantras, texts declaring to offer an expedient, accelerated path to enlightenment that the Buddha taught in mystical ways to elite and highly receptive disciples. The goal here is no different from the full buddhahood espoused in the exoteric Mahāyāna canon—what is unique is the emphasis on working closely with subtle and hidden levels of a human being’s psychophysical makeup as a means to enhance concentration and wisdom. Tantric texts assert that with these methods a qualified practitioner can traverse the grounds and paths of the Mahāyāna path much more speedily. Although the origin of both the exoteric and esoteric Mahāyāna canon remains a topic of exploration that I cannot claim to have definitively resolved, for the sake of simplicity I will heretofore speak of all these texts as the Buddha’s words, in accordance with the tradition that Rinpoché follows and that I have trained in.

The Geluk tradition, like all Tibetan Buddhist schools, considers itself an inheritor of all three of these important strands of Indian Buddhism—the Śrāvakayāna practices that establish a foundation of ethical behavior and renunciation of saṃsāra, the Mahāyāna practices that broaden our outlook and exhort us to develop great compassion and a deep sense of responsibility for the welfare of all sentient beings, as well as a comprehensive understanding of reality that is not content with evasive or unsophisticated explanations, and the tantric practices and worldview that suggest we hold a hidden potential to manifest extraordinary results in this very life, if we are willing to exert tremendous effort and undergo significant hardship in service of our goal.


Practitioners who take an empowerment into the practice of highest yoga tantra are not necessarily ready to begin engaging in advanced tantric practices at the outset—in fact such ability is exceedingly rare. But by taking the empowerment, they have committed themselves to striving for this goal, and they thereby begin to lay the foundation to eventually be ready to engage more fully. In the meantime, most practitioners will continue developing the basic Buddhist practices, such as the close placements of mindfulness, modification of unskillful behavior, and extensive study and contemplation of key Buddhist insights. Nevertheless, to continually affirm their commitment not to settle for a lower goal but to eventually actualize the path of tantra (often called “secret mantra,” especially in Rinpoché’s commentary), they must guard three sets of vows and maintain certain pledges.

The Tibetan word dompa (sdom pa, Skt. saṃvara), which is usually translated as “vow,” literally means to “bind” or “restrain.” The point is that a practitioner recognizes certain actions as detrimental to the goal he or she intends to attain and thereby restrains herself from engaging in these actions. Actions that contravene the vows are called downfalls. Some of these actions, such as killing, are considered “faulty by nature” (Skt. prakṛtisāvadyam, Tib. rang bzhin gyi kha na ma tho ba), meaning that they become nonvirtue even if nonpractitioners engage in them. Others are “faulty by proscription” (Skt. prajñaptisāvadyam/pratikṣepaṇasāvadyam, Tib. bcas pa’i kha na ma tho ba), meaning that they are not naturally nonvirtuous, but still a practitioner commits to refrain from them because they will hamper the attainment of his goal. Many of the downfalls, such as eating after midday, fall into this category. Looking carefully at the monastic downfalls, we can see that the practices of guarding against them fall into three broad categories: (1) those that help a monastic to limit his desires, (2) those that help maintain harmony within the monastic community, and (3) those that help the monastic community as a whole to maintain positive relations with the lay community. Many of these actions are not naturally wrong, but if monks and nuns engage in them, they will create obstacles to both personal and communal progress on the path. The Vinaya term chepa that I have translated above as “proscription” could be translated literally as “formulated [by the Buddha],” or more colloquially as “a rule.” A term synonymous with chepa is labpai zhi (Skt. śikṣāpada, Tib. bslab pa’i gzhi), “basis of training.” A dompa begins with a pledge to guard against breaking the rules, so perhaps this relation has led to the common translation of “vow” for dompa.6 In any case, I have chosen to keep this common translation, because practitioners will likely find it familiar and because it is not incorrect to understand the restraints as vows one has taken.

The first set of vows is those of individual liberation (Skt. prātimokṣa, Tib. so sor thar pa). These vows are shared among all branches of Buddhism and mainly involve the restraint from actions of body and speech that harm others. For lay practitioners, there are the five actions to refrain from: (1) killing, (2) stealing, (3) sexual misconduct, (4) lying, and (5) taking intoxicants. For novice monks and nuns these are the thirty-six novice downfalls, and for fully ordained monks and nuns they are respectively the 253 and 364 downfalls that the Buddha himself formulated in response to various situations that arose in his lifetime. The Six-Session Guru Yoga, which was commonly practiced in Tibet by fully ordained monks, contains a brief review of the five classes of monastic downfalls (verse B5), but practitioners who are not fully ordained monks are encouraged to recite the downfalls associated with their own level of prātimokṣa vows in place of this standard verse.

The second set of vows are the bodhisattva vows (Skt. bodhisattvasaṃvara, Tib. byang chub sems dpa’i sdom pa). These are the Mahāyāna vows common to both tantric and nontantric practitioners. Although many of them also involve refraining from harmful actions of body and speech, others aim toward actively helping others, and thus the restraint is to refrain from nonaction when action is indeed more appropriate. Furthermore, unlike the individual liberation vows, two of the root bodhisattva downfalls—holding wrong views and giving up bodhicitta—as well as many of the secondary faults involve actions of mind alone. They thereby require an even greater application of mindfulness, introspection, and conscientiousness to maintain. The Six-Session Guru Yoga (verse B6) includes a recitation of the eighteen root bodhisattva downfalls (the actions from which one refrains). As a supplement I have also inserted a translation of verses 9–20 from Candragomin’s (ca. seventh century) seminal text Twenty Verses on the Bodhisattva Vows (Skt. Bodhisattvasaṃvaraviṃśaka, Tib. Byang chub sems pa’i sdom pa nyi shu pa), which list the forty-six secondary bodhisattva downfalls. The recitation of these secondary downfalls is not a commitment for daily practice, but still diligent practitioners might find it helpful to review these important restraints.

The third set of vows is the mantric vows (Skt. mantrasaṃvara, Tib. sngags kyi sdom pa). These vows require even closer attention to not only our actions of body and speech but especially our mental frame of reference. Several of the root downfalls, such as not to give up love for any sentient being or not to neglect recollection of emptiness, can be incurred without engaging in any physical wrongdoing. Phabongkha Rinpoché emphasized that, of all the tantric vows and pledges, the most essential are the “three discriminations,” all of which require cultivating a particular mental state: to consider (1) one’s own three doors and the exalted deity’s as inseparable, (2) those and the lama’s nature as inseparable, and (3) the lama and the ten directions’ buddhas as one. By doing that and by paying close attention to the details of the specific vows as well, a practitioner may gradually experience a paradigm shift in which the impure, imperfect world starts to appear as pure and spontaneously perfected. While in the sūtra system the objects of abandonment are the afflictive and knowledge obscurations, in the generation stage of tantra the primary objects to abandon are ordinary appearance and adherence to that appearance as correct. By abandoning these, a practitioner lays the groundwork for engaging in the subtle yogas of the completion stage.

Five Sets of Pledges

In addition to guarding vows by abstaining from various detrimental behaviors and patterns of thought, an aspiring practitioner of tantra also upholds certain pledges to engage in positive behaviors and daily reflections that will enhance progress and sustain his connection with the five wisdoms related to the five buddha families. The Tibetan dam tsik (dam tshig, Skt. samaya), usually translated as “pledge,” literally means “sacred word”—we have sworn an oath in the presence of our teacher, fellow practitioners, and the imagined deity and lineage lamas to maintain a continuity of these practices. Various verses within the Six-Session Guru Yoga fulfill these pledges, and Phabongkha Rinpoché’s own notes to the text detail the specifics of how they do so. In the synopsis, in addition to listing the downfalls, I have included a list of the nineteen pledges and which specific verses fulfill each one.

Mindfulness

Reviewing these downfalls daily and upholding the pledges in this way is a practice of mindfulness. In Mastering Meditation, I chose to translate the Tibetan term drenpa (dren pa, Skt. smṛti) as “recollection,” noting that the Tibetan word literally means “to remember” and that especially in the context of single-pointed meditation, “recollection” clearly invokes the intended purpose of drenpa—to keep the object of focus in mind and to not forget it by wandering into distraction. I also noted there that the early Pāli scholar T. W. Rhys Davids, working around the turn of the twentieth century, chose to translate the Pāli sati as “mindfulness.” Indeed his choice of this term was an excellent way to express the functional purpose of smṛti/sati/drenpa: the wisdom gained from past learning and reflection willfully applied to the purposeful activity in the present, a form of active memory—“keeping something in mind.” But the term “mindfulness” has now reentered the English lexicon and come to evoke a variety of rather imprecise notions such as nonjudgmental awareness or equanimity—useful qualities to cultivate, but not the original meaning of the traditional Buddhist term.7 To clarify the meaning, I chose there to use the less ambiguous “recollection.” In this book, which focuses less on single-pointed states of meditation and more on close attention to one’s actions and states of mind in daily life, I feel comfortable returning to the more familiar “mindfulness,” provided that readers remain mindful, we could say, of its intended meaning. As Ṭhānissaro Bhikkhu explains in his superb Right Mindfulness, the traditional meaning of this term is to maintain continual recollection of an intended frame of reference for interpreting experience. For example, a practitioner who is mindful of the truth of suffering will constantly remind himself, when encountering sense-objects that generate attachment, that sense-pleasures are impermanent and unsatisfactory, and if he is practicing mindfulness of the body, will maintain focus on the sensations in his body as a reference point throughout the day. He necessarily has gained insight into this understanding of suffering through past learning and reflection, but if he doesn’t maintain constant remembrance of that insight he will unwittingly slip into automatic behavior patterns rooted in attachment. Bhante Ṭhānissaro challenges the popular conception that a practitioner of mindfulness meditation should remain “fully in the present” without recalling the past or anticipating the future:


Taken together, these mental factors of sati [mindfulness], alertness, and ardency indicate that right sati, as a factor in the path to the end of suffering and stress, brings memories from the past to bear on a close alertness of events and actions in the present with the purpose of abandoning unskillful qualities and developing skillful ones both in the present and on into the future. In this way, alertness and ardency ensure that right sati points not only in one direction, to the past, but to all three directions of time at once: past, present, and future.8



Mindfulness in the context of the Buddhist path is virtuous, but mindfulness can also function in a neutral or negative way. A neutral mindfulness could be how a basketball player must keep constant recollection of the rules of the game, the boundaries of the court, and the identity of teammates and opponents—that may seem rather obvious, but if he does not have that recollection firmly rooted in active memory, he might carry the ball without dribbling, commit a flagrant foul, or even forget completely what he is doing and start a friendly conversation with his opponent in the heat of the game. Of course no adult player would do such a thing, but that consistency is only due to continuous practice, after which such mindfulness no longer requires intentional application of effort; a child playing basketball for the first time might very well lapse into such indiscretion. Negative mindfulness could be constantly keeping in mind all the reasons you don’t like somebody, such that you interpret their actions based on your own biases even when they are trying to help you. As such, what information we choose to (or automatically) bring to conscious awareness will inform how we interpret a present situation and consequently behave.

Similarly in the context of vows, mindfulness does not simply mean approaching all situations with zero preconceptions and fully experiencing sense data without any conceptual overlay, as some popular meditation techniques espouse; rather, it means carefully maintaining a chosen frame of reference that is informed by teachings we have heard and made personal by our own continued reflection, analysis, and experience. Although with practice that frame of reference will gradually start to arise spontaneously, nevertheless by reviewing the vows and pledges daily we reaffirm our strong application of mindfulness and ensure we do not slip into forgetfulness and compulsive behavior. Mindfulness in the context of the individual liberation vows mainly means remembering the disadvantages of harming others and of instinctively following sense desires. In the context of the bodhisattva vows, it means recollecting our intention to work for the benefit of others and the most skillful ways to do so. In the mantric vows it means keeping the discriminating awareness of the guru as a buddha and of oneself and the world as essentially pure. We cannot maintain mindfulness of essential purity if we have not first ascertained what essential purity is—indeed, mindfulness by definition follows after analysis.9 The various downfalls associated with the vows are guideposts demarcating the boundaries where we might stray from these recollections, like the lines drawn on the side of a basketball court.

When we approach our vows and pledges within this framework, we come to see their intricacies not as a suffocating yoke but instead as something we can master and come to embody over time. A child learning basketball for the first time is not expected to follow every rule perfectly. Unless he intentionally and repeatedly commits flagrant fouls with no apparent remorse, he will not be expelled from the game. Likewise, a vow-holder cannot commit a complete root downfall without flagrant disregard for the spirit of the vows. We begin our practice by learning the regulations drawn up by experienced practitioners of the past and train our body, speech, and mind within them. At first we will face difficulty maintaining every detail, but as we recognize our mistakes we can learn from them and practice purification and confession as necessary. What we initially must perform with great effort and attention can gradually become second nature.

Guru Devotion

We have seen that this daily recitation is an expedient way to maintain mindfulness of the vows and pledges to which we have committed ourselves. Yet it is not entitled Six-Session Vow Recollection and Pledge Fulfillment but instead Six-Session Guru Yoga. As I mentioned above, in tantric practice the most fundamental recollection is to maintain the discriminating awareness of one’s teacher as a buddha. On the one hand, the tradition in general, and specifically Rinpoché in this book, lay strong emphasis on this point, calling it the very root of the path. At the same time, this practice often can seem foreign or esoteric to practitioners, both new and experienced, and can lead to a variety of misconceptions. Although I do not consider myself eminently qualified to communicate the heart-meaning of this practice, nor do I wish to fill too many pages with longwinded reflections, I hope that others might benefit if I share a little of my own modest understanding garnered from study, from maintaining a close relationship with Rinpoché and several other exceptional teachers, and from living in a traditional Tibetan monastery, where this practice is standard rather than exotic, for half of my life.

I have intentionally titled this section “guru devotion” to call attention to this common English phrase that is an ambiguous expression of the Tibetan shényen tentsul (bshes gnyen bsten tshul), which translates more precisely as “the proper manner of relying on a virtuous friend.” “Devotion” in English connotes a variety of emotions and behaviors, such as surrender, loyalty, admiration, service, and sacrifice. All of these qualities are indeed critically important in the practice of proper reliance on a virtuous friend, but if we understand devotion to mean “relinquishing your capacity to reason and responsibility for your decisions,” then we fall into a state of mind that is antithetical to the spirit of the Buddha’s teachings.

Frequently we encounter statements attributed to the Buddha similar to the following examples:

The sage can’t cleanse our sins with water, nor

dispel migrators’ sufferings with his hands,

nor move his insights to another’s mind.

By teaching Dharma’s truth, he liberates.10

and

Alone, I am my guardian.

Who else could be my guardian?

If only I subdue myself,

I’ll find a guardian, hard to find.11

and

Alone, I am my guardian;

I am, as well, my enemy.

What deeds I do, for good or ill,

my witness I alone shall be.12

In light of verses like these and especially the elderly Buddha’s admonishment “Ananda, you should live as islands unto yourselves, being your own refuge, with no one else as your refuge, with the Dhamma as an island, with the Dhamma as your refuge, with no other refuge,”13 many pioneers of Western Buddhist scholarship reacted to the perceived “Lamaism” of Tibet as a kind of abomination, a reversal of the self-reliance of early Indian Buddhism.14

His Holiness the Dalai Lama often states that he hopes the days of such mislabeling are behind us, as more and more outsiders who carefully investigate his tradition recognize that it is at its heart not superstitious but instead firmly rooted in critical analysis. In response to a question about the centrality of guru devotion,15 His Holiness first pointed out that the seemingly disproportionate emphasis on guru devotion in Tsongkhapa’s seminal The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment16 is due at least in part to this being one topic that Tsongkhapa had not already treated extensively elsewhere. The central philosophy of Buddhism is the four noble truths, and the central practice is the three higher trainings that compose the fourth truth. Tsongkhapa assumes that his readers are already familiar with the path structure presented in Maitreya’s Ornament for Clear Realization and in Madhyamaka philosophy, where these topics are covered in depth. In terms of the bodhisattva path, bodhicitta is principal. Tsongkhapa does cover those topics in the Great Treatise, but without discussing several important points, noting that he has already covered them elsewhere and that readers should look there (for example, in his earlier work Golden Garland of Eloquence17). More crucially, even within the practice of guru devotion, His Holiness points out, careful analysis is not antithetical but rather the very root of the practice:


The offering of practice means always to live by the teachings of one’s guru. But what happens when the guru gives us advice that we do not wish to follow or that contradicts Dharma and reason? The yardstick must always be logical reasoning and Dharma reason. Any advice that contradicts these is to be rejected. This was said by Buddha himself. If one doubts the validity of what is being said, one should gently push the point and clear all doubts. This task becomes somewhat more sensitive in Highest Tantra, where total surrender to the guru is a prerequisite; but even here this surrender must be made only in a particular sense. If the guru points to the east and tells you to go west, there is little alternative for the student but to make a complaint. This should be done with respect and humility, however, for to show any negativity towards a teacher is not a noble way of repaying his or her kindness . . .

Perception of faults in the guru should not cause us to feel disrespect, for by demonstrating faults to us the guru is actually showing us what we should abandon. At least, this is the most useful attitude for us to take. An important point here is that the disciple must have a spirit of sincere inquiry and must have clear, rather than blind, devotion . . . .


It would be an unfortunate affair if the Buddhadharma, which is established by profound reasoning, were to have to take second place to it.18



Within the Nālandā tradition to which Tsongkhapa conscientiously adheres, we find the presentation of two approaches to practice: the “sharp faculty” approach that follows reasoning, and the “dull faculty” approach that looks to a particular person as a valid authority. Generating faith based on the personality of the teacher is considered an inferior and ultimately unstable approach that eventually must be supplanted by adherence to reason as key. A distinguishing feature of the sharp faculty approach is that a practitioner does not wholeheartedly accept any notion that he has not personally ascertained by valid cognition. Such a practitioner is an “enterer through doubt”—he generates a positive kind of skepticism that leads him to carefully analyze the teachings through study and reflection.19 This is the kind of doubt that the Indian master Dharmottara refers to in his text Examining Valid Cognition (Skt. Pramāṇaparīkṣā, Tib. Tshad ma brtag pa):

Since worldly ones with interest

will enter [into careful analysis of the teachings] even out of doubt.20

The “afflictive doubt” that is included within the root afflictions is a kind of cynicism that closes us off from new possibilities and traps us in a spiral of self-doubt and insecurity. The Indian master Vasubandhu lists this latter kind of doubt as one of the three main obstacles to entering the path to liberation, along with adherence to the view of a substantial self and adherence to wrong practices:

No wish to go, mistaken paths,

or doubt about the path. These three

obstruct traversing to the goal

of liberation, so were taught.21

Strong adherence to the fabricated notion of a substantial self leads a person, suspecting that he may be annihilated, to fear the idea of liberation and thereby obstructs generating a wish to traverse the path. Even if somebody sincerely wishes to practice, adherence to wrong practices leads them in the wrong direction. Finally, even having found the right path, somebody with doubt hesitates and does not proceed. Commenting on this traditional presentation, the modern teacher Chögyam Trungpa said, “Doubt is the sense of not having enough security in oneself.”22

In contrast, positive doubt is a desire to learn and develop, a desire that is not attached to our current understanding as final or fixed—the kind of doubt that Āryadeva speaks of in his Four Hundred Stanzas (Skt. Catuḥśataka, Tib. Bzhi brgya pa):

With little merit, beings won’t have

toward this Dharma even a doubt.

To entertain mere doubt can tear

saṃsāra’s fabric into shreds.23

The nearly opposite use of the same term, “doubt,” might reflect a simplified translation of complex ideas. At least four distinct Sanskrit terms, saṃdeha, saṃśaya, kāṅkṣā, and vicikitsā, have all been translated into Tibetan as tetsom (the tshom) and into English as “doubt.” The first term implies a kind of ambiguity that is not necessarily destructive in the way vicikitsā is. It is this first term, saṃdeha, that we see in the Sanskrit fragment of Āryadeva’s text24 and that was translated into Tibetan as tetsom. The second term, saṃśaya, is one of the traditional sixteen categories of Indian logic, acting as a necessary foundation for reasoning.25 Haribhadra uses saṃśaya to refer to how those of dull faculties, based merely on the personality of the teacher, “enter without doubt” in a pejorative sense—they do not bother to examine the teaching closely before adopting it.26 Although we do not have an extant Sanskrit version of Dharmottara’s text, given that he presents doubt as a positive quality, it is plausible that he is also employing the term saṃśaya and highly unlikely that he uses vicikitsā. If he does indeed employ saṃśaya, Tsongkhapa would be correct in drawing a parallel between Dharmottara’s use of the term and Haribhadra’s.27 In contrast, vicikitsā is used only for the doubt that is one of the six root afflictions and one of the five hindrances to developing meditative stabilization. When Vasubandhu describes doubt as one of the three main obstacles to liberation, he uses saṃśaya, but in his autocommentary he clarifies that it is saṃśaya impelled by vicikitsā (rendered in Tibetan simply as “tetsom impelled by tetsom”). To distinguish saṃdeha, saṃśaya, and vicikitsā in English based on the way the authors are using them here, we might loosely call the first “curiosity,” the second “query,” and the third “indecisiveness.”28 “Curiosity” implies a cautious yet sincere interest that leads to careful scrutiny, while “indecisiveness” suggests laziness and insecurity. Reread Āryadeva’s stanza with “curiosity” in place of “doubt,” and Vasubandhu’s with “query impelled by indecisiveness,” and their meaning becomes obvious. Doing the opposite—reading “indecisiveness” as something that tears apart saṃsāra and “curiosity” as a key obstacle to liberation—makes both stanzas incoherent.

What does this mean in terms of the practice of “viewing the guru as a buddha”? The relation between this practice and the use of reasoning is itself an important topic of debate within the monasteries, and my own teacher Khen Rinpoché Ngawang Sangyé, abbot of Gyumé Tantric College, is of the opinion that to “view” the guru as a buddha is to hold the discriminatory awareness (Skt. saṃjñā, Tib. ’du shes), not to assert (khas len) or believe (yid ches) that he is.29 For example, an actor in a play will hold the discriminatory awareness that his fellow actor is a particular character and will behave toward him as if he were.30 He needn’t literally believe that the actor is that person, although we do train our mind to see our teacher that way. We also don’t believe the opposite, that the guru is not a buddha—rather, we recognize that whether a particular person is a buddha is from our own perspective a very hidden phenomenon, something we cannot immediately ascertain with perception or reasoning. But with study and analysis, we can ascertain that it is beneficial, even essential, for our own development to view the guru in this way, and we remain open to the possibility that our own present perspective is narrow and distorted. By carefully observing his or her behavior over time, we might also see clues that lead us to suspect he or she really could be more than an ordinary human being, such that viewing him or her in this way is more warranted than viewing others as such. This practice, like the generation stage in general, is a skillful use of the faculty of imagination, but we should not deride it as “a mere figment of the imagination.” A deep understanding of emptiness helps us to see how the labels we use create our reality. Because phenomena exist only in mere name, the process of naming has causal efficacy in the world we come to experience. That does not imply that if I call iron “gold” it becomes gold—an understanding of the subtle distinction between (1) imputation by name and (2) mere misnomers is a central subject in Buddhist philosophy that is beyond the scope of the present discussion. Nevertheless, we encounter here a useful topic of reflection that I will leave readers to consider on their own.


Unlike belief, the positive kind of doubt is dynamic and leaves room for growth and shifts in understanding, much like the approach of science that takes nothing for granted, including—importantly—our own opinions and assumptions. When asked for his advice on personal decisions, Rinpoché frequently responded with “you think about it.” I gradually came to see that his emphasis was not to tell his students how to think but to encourage them to think. As this ancient tradition transfers to a new culture, as it has done many times in the past, we must be careful not to water down the essential components, but the tradition also does not simply need more parrots. The far more challenging approach to “upholding” the tradition is to question it and examine carefully what elements are indeed essential—and how we can thereby understand those elements in a personal way—and which elements may be culturally bound. As His Holiness has commented,


[Suppose] a certain fact emerges as a result of scientific investigation. And suppose, furthermore, that that fact is incompatible with the Buddhist theory. There is no doubt that we must accept the result of scientific research.31



And:


If there are teachers who still hold to the literal meaning, then that is their own business. There is no need to argue with them. You can see things according to your own interpretation, and they can see things as they see fit.32



His Holiness goes on to say that there are indeed aspects of the tradition, such as the cosmology that places Mt. Meru at the center of the universe, that he agrees we can safely discard. Each practitioner must play the role of scientist, carefully examining and testing each minute assertion on an individual basis, while avoiding heuristic biases and the tendency to reject things that challenge his present assumptions.

Even within the tradition, we observe great innovators like Tsongkhapa and Atiśa following their respective gurus Rendawa and Serlingpa in what would become textbook examples of proper guru devotion, yet in each case the student’s views and understanding ultimately diverged significantly from that of the teacher. The tradition holds that there is a “right” way to do this—while differing in view from his teacher, Atiśa continued to hold the discrimination of Serlingpa as a buddha and considered (1) that Serlingpa’s teachings on Mind-Only were intended for trainees for whom such a teaching was most expedient, and (2) that any perceived mistakes in Serlingpa’s teachings or behavior, though not meant to be emulated, were reflections of Atiśa’s own karmic appearance and not actually genuine faults from the teacher’s side.

Having established that critical analysis is crucial to avoid dangerous pitfalls, now we might ask, “What, then, is the purpose and value of seeing the guru as a buddha?” Without forsaking our own capacity for judgment and reasoning, as aspiring spiritual practitioners we must also recognize that we can easily delude ourselves and adhere to seemingly easy solutions and comfortable paths that don’t challenge our present worldview. Without somebody to challenge us, we will tend to underestimate our potential while at the same time overestimate our current stage of development. A qualified guru will have the ability to see through self-deception and indolence into our deeply hidden capacities. The Buddha’s central messages are radical and provocative: that what we normally consider happiness is illusory and precarious and that if we want something more stable we must be willing to give up many of our physical and intellectual comforts and embark on an often arduous path ultimately leading to what he termed the “supramundane path,” something he explicitly said is unlike anything we have ever experienced or even imagined. To take steps toward, let alone reach, such a goal requires not only expert guidance but also the seeker’s strong confidence that something so extraordinary is not mere fantasy. The Buddha said:

Initially, engender mother-like faith.

It shields and nurtures all good qualities.33

A sense of confidence and conviction in the final goal will engender all the stages leading to it. Likewise, having first explained that faith and wisdom are the two causes to achieve definite goodness (liberation and enlightenment), Nāgārjuna continued:

The faithful trust in Dharma, and

with wisdom, know what’s accurate.

Of these two, wisdom is the chief;

faith is its prerequisite.34


Modern psychology has helped to reveal the degree to which positive thinking influences our experience of the world and our degree of success. Guru devotion is the ultimate expression of positive thinking. If we constantly dwell on perceived faults in the teachings and our teacher with thoughts like “it’s so unfortunate that I never met the historical Buddha” or dwell on our own shortcomings, not only will we make little progress, but it is likely that those faults and shortcomings will seem to increase. Even during the Buddha’s time, some disciples such as his attendant Sunakṣatra (Tib. Legs pa’i skar ma) were unable to see the Buddha as anything more than an ordinary being. If instead we insistently hold the view “My guru is an exceptional being—indeed, the Buddha himself appearing in this way in accordance with my capacity. I am incredibly fortunate to have met him and to have met the teachings. I have an innate potential to become a buddha, and with his guidance I am sure to succeed,” then despite whatever obstacles we encounter, eventually without doubt we will succeed.

In this book, Rinpoché frequently encourages us to request “blessings,” which are a vital facet of a relationship with a guru, so it is worth considering the deeper meaning. The English “bless” has the connotation of conferring divine favor—etymologically it is rooted in the Old English blēdsian, which may have meant “to consecrate with blood,” but the word has obviously taken on very different connotations after having been adopted by the Christian tradition and used to translate the Latin benedicere, “to praise” or “worship,” and later being associated with the similarly sounding “bliss.”35 This English term is commonly used to translate the Tibetan jinlab (Skt. adhiṣṭhānam, Tib. byin rlabs), which carries a similar overall connotation to “bless” but is divorced of the theistic associations. Jin, short for zijin (gzi byin), has the connotation of “energy,” “power,” “strength,” or even “magnificence” (specifically that which can change one’s thinking and perspective), while lab, the nominal form of a verb meaning “give” or “change” and as a noun meaning “wave,” implies turning into something positive, so we could literally translate this term as “energizing.” The understanding is that through the dependent relation between the student’s receptivity and faith on one side and the guru’s compassion and realization on the other, the guru can plant a seed in the disciple’s mind that will engender forward progress—what we might in English call “inspiring,” a word whose original connotation involved a supernatural being “imparting a truth or idea to someone.”36 Indeed it is understood that without such inspiration, the mind remains rigid like tundra; only with the warm moisture of blessings can realizations grow. An objection might arise that this concept of blessing is contrary to the earlier statement from sūtra, “ . . . nor move his insights to another’s mind.” Jetsün Chökyi Gyaltsen (1469–1544), the fifth abbot of Sera Jé, responds to this potential objection by explaining the traditional concept of the wheel of Dharma (which we will recall represents the three higher trainings) that gracefully rolls on continuously, generation to generation, from master to disciple, trampling discordant states of mind. It is not that the teacher surgically removes his own realization and transplants it into the disciple. Instead, he inspires the disciple to give rise to that realization and nurtures its development. But without the teacher’s inspiration and guidance, these qualities will not arise naturally, just as a young child left alone in the wilderness will not spontaneously learn to read.

Those of us who had the great fortune to know Rinpoché continue to draw upon his guidance and inspiration. Readers who also had the fortune to meet him in person will find in this book a compilation of many of Rinpoché’s teachings that they may not have received or may wish to review. Those who did not have the opportunity to meet him can still draw upon his insight and example—although Rinpoché no longer resides with us in a coarse physical manifestation, his teachings remain available. Borrowing verses of eulogy from Tsongkhapa’s praise of the Buddha, slightly modified and embellished to suit the occasion:37

Rich mysteries we sensed in your

tranquility—a jarring hook

to jolt my heart. Yet still, fate took

this course—your voice is heard no more.

Spurred onward by this sorry state,

as after her departed son

a mother’s harried thoughts still run,

I won’t give up this mind of faith.

And mulling on your words, I spy

ecstatic shining webs whose rays

ring ’round your silhouette, ablaze

with marks and signs that glorify.


Hushed cadence, yet ethereally sweet.

The echo lingers in my dreams

as medicine, angelic beams

of moonlight for one scorched by heat.

Among your triumphs, none outdo

the triumph of your speech. From that,

the pinnacle’s this yogic path.

By this we will remember you.

By this, we still remember you.


[image: A black and white silhouette of a man holding a stick of incense in one hand. Smoke from the incense is rising into the air. The light is on his face.]









A Note on the Translation

VENERABLE TENZIN GACHE

THE COMMENTARY THAT FORMS the heart of this book is a translation of the first section of the Tibetan edition Thun drug bla ma’i rnal ’byor gyi ’grel pa dang zhi lhag gi nyams len skor bcas, the fifth book in a series of Kyabjé Chöden Rinpoché’s teachings published in 2018 by Jamyang Publication (’Jam dbyangs rol pa’i rtsom sgrig sde tshan), Lhopa Khangtsen, House No. 4, Sera Jé Monastery. A committee of senior students from the Khangtsen transcribed Rinpoché’s teaching that he gave in San Jose at Ananda Dharma Center in 2009. Special mention should go to Geshé Namgyal Chöphel, who found time in his busy schedule of geshé studies to work meticulously with this text and check many fine details with Rinpoché, as well as to Geshé Kalsang Thardö, who finalized the work for publication.

I have done my best to translate Rinpoché’s teachings as precisely as possible, without addition or omission. At the same time, I have tried to convey the phraseology in colloquial English without being too overtly literal. On occasions where the translation alone does not fully capture the meaning, either because of discrepancies between connotations of Tibetan and English words, or because Rinpoché himself assumes a certain level of background understanding on the level of listeners (who often were traditionally educated monks), I have either added terms in brackets or explained in the endnotes.

As I mentioned in the note on the translation for Mastering Meditation, my experience from years of studying, reciting, and debating traditional Tibetan texts has convinced me that the use of metered verse is not superfluous or circumstantial but rather a pivotal aspect of the Buddhist literary tradition. I explained the reasons in detail there, but in brief this style has the advantages of aiding memorization, beautifying what might otherwise be a dry philosophical text, and forcing readers to focus carefully when the meaning of the verse is not immediately evident. In light of those considerations, in English translations I have put considerable time and effort into rendering verse translation into traditional English meter.

The feedback I received from my first attempt at this task in Mastering Meditation helped me to both refine the style and acquiesce to being somewhat less strict in form, as some of the passages in that text created difficulties for readers or detracted from the elegance of Rinpoché’s teaching. Based on that I have made several emendations in my translation of meter that are reflected in the present text:


	• Tibetan meter is trochaic (stressing the first syllable of each beat), while traditional English meter is iambic (stressing the second). The most common forms of English meter are iambic tetrameter (four beats per line, or eight syllables) and iambic pentameter (five beats or ten syllables). In Mastering Meditation I worked exclusively with tetrameter, but in the present text I have mostly used tetrameter when the Tibetan verse contains seven syllables per line and pentameter when the Tibetan contains nine (and readers of Sanskrit will know that such lines will have had, respectively, eight and ten syllables in the original Sanskrit, matching the English).


	• In cases where the English rendition is simply too dense or convoluted, rather than trying to force the meter, I have adopted a three-step process: (1) to increase the syllables per line, (2) if it is still unclear, to increase the lines per stanza, and finally (3) if strict meter seems impossible, to switch to free verse, meaning not being strict about the number of beats per line. For example, Phabongkha Rinpoché’s text Reflective Meditation Receiving a Heap of Blessings, like many of his works, typifies a Tibetan writing style that uses extremely compacted vocabulary, something not possible in English. The only way to render such verse in English without increasing the syllables would be to drop many definite articles and grammatical particles, leaving a verse that is unnatural and difficult to read (perhaps a poetic genius could make it work, but I am not one). To make his verses more elegant and readable, I have both used iambic hexameter (six beats per line) and increased his four-line stanzas to six lines in English.


	• Some traditional English verse employs syncope, the use of apostrophe to condense syllables, such as replacing the five-syllable “inseparable” with the four-syllable “insep’rable.” I employed this method in Mastering Meditation, but some readers pointed out that it gave the verses an archaic feel. In the present work, while I still make use
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