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Advance Praise for

The Lion’s Roar of a Yogi-Poet

“The Lion’s Roar of a Yogi-Poet includes Khenpo Migmar Tseten’s discourse on The Great Song of Experience by Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen alongside a complete translation of the doha as well as The Praise to Jetsun Rinpoche by Sakya Pandita. Jetsun Rinpoche shares his experiences of view, meditation, conduct, and result with their deviations to help yogis practice more holy Dharma and abandon the eight worldly dharmas. Khenpo elucidates Jetsun Rinpoche’s yogic teachings and practices for contemporary practitioners.”

—His Eminence Thartse Kunga Rinpoche

“The Great Song of Experience is delivered straight from the heart of the great Sakya forebear Jetsun Drakpa Gyaltsen. Expressing his innermost, inexpressible experience in a loud and clear manner with striking and courageous words, it is like a fearless lion’s roar. Being a poet, the author sings his song in beautiful expressions that touch the heart. Being a yogi, his words are not only poetically refined but transmit mind’s ultimate reality—the Buddha within. Thus, this masterpiece of timeless wisdom, skillfully enhanced by Khenpo Migmar Tseten’s contemporary commentary, is a treasure to be kept close to every practitioner’s heart.”

—Karl Brunnhölzl, author and translator, Sounds of Innate Freedom: The Indian Texts of Mahāmudrā
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“The Great Song of Experience by Jetsun Dragpa Gyaltsen is a truly powerful and effective teaching. It conveys genuine pith instructions from one of Tibet’s greatest masters to the hearts and minds of serious practitioners. Carefully studying and understanding this text will greatly enhance one’s progress on the path to enlightenment.”

—HIS HOLINESS THE FORTY-FIRST SAKYA TRICHEN
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Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen (1147–1216)—revered as one of Tibet’s greatest yogis and one of the founding figures of the Sakya school of Tibetan Buddhism—composed his Great Song of Experience as a way to distill and communicate the essence of the Buddhist path to enlightenment. Shimmering with double meanings and seeming tautologies, Dragpa Gyalsten’s verses resound with insights thrown out like bolts of lightning. Beloved teacher Khenpo Migmar Tseten’s newly updated translation of Dragpa Gyaltsen’s Great Song brings these verses to life with a clarity and immediacy that belies the underlying challenge that these verses pose to our ordinary ways of thinking and being. Also included is a praising poem to Jetsun Rinpoche by the great Sakya Pandita (1182– 1251), Rinpoche’s nephew and student.
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“The Great Song of Experience is a remarkable piece of tantric literature that vividly captures the essence of view, meditation, conduct, and result. Khenpo Migmar Tseten, the learned Harvard Buddhist chaplain, skillfully breathes life into these teachings, presenting them in a modern, accessible language that is both easy to read and comprehend.”

—PROF. KLAUS-DIETER MATHES

Venerable Yuen Hang Memorial Trust Professor in Buddhist Studies, the University of Hong Kong






The merit of this book is dedicated to the long lives of H. H. the Dalai Lama and H. H. the Sakya Trichen.
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I am praising [Jetsun Dragpa Gyalsten] neither because we are related

nor because of his kindness;

if there is bias,

even praising can become degrading.

Like inferring fire from smoke,

this praise to Dragpa Gyaltsen

is praise composed solely by

investigating (his) inner qualities as found in his hagiography.

—Sakya Pandita, Praise to Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen







Preface

These discourses on Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen’s Great Song of Experience (Nyams dbyangs chen mo) were given over the course of several months by Khenpo Migmar Tseten at the Sakya Institute in Cambridge, Massachusetts. The classes were then transcribed and adapted to book form.

In the interest of making this work widely available to fellow yogis, and to preserve the spontaneous nature of these teachings, we have chosen to leave the transcriptions much as they were. For this reason, the book remains conversational and informal in nature.

It is our hope that the following pages offer a window into the awakened state of a highly realized meditation master, and that the profound words of this song inspire you in your own practice. May all sentient beings everywhere experience peace.







Introduction

Jetsun Rinpoche roars like a lion, warning practitioners to abandon the eight worldly dharmas1 and practice the purer holy Dharma; he warns us that practitioners can become more worldly, sectarian, biased, and intellectual by identifying themselves with the different schools of philosophy, or any group or tradition.

Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen (1147–1216), the third of the three lay patriarchs of the Sakya tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, was born in the fire rabbit year to Sachen Kunga Nyingpo and Jomo Machik Ödrön. As a young child Jetsun Rinpoche delighted in solitude, was free from mundane desires, was diligent in practicing virtuous qualities, and was free from childish conduct.

His principal gurus were his father, Sachen, and his elder brother, Master Sönam Tsemo. He received many teachings of the Tripitaka—the Vinaya, Abhidharma, and Sutra, or the “three baskets” of the Buddhist canon—and the four classes of tantras from numerous Tibetan, Indian, and Nepalese masters, such as Nyen Tsuktor Gyalpo, Shang Tsultrim Drak, Nyak Wanggyal, Jayasena, the translator Palchok Dangpo Dorjé, and the yogi Avadhutipa.

Jetsun Rinpoche was never separate from the samadhi of the two stages of generation and completion, even in the midst of his daily activities. When he went to give teachings, for instance, he meditated on Hevajra, and when he settled on his throne, he concluded his practice up to the seal of the lord of his buddha family. The general offerings he made represented the daily torma offerings of post-generation and completion practice. The Dharma teaching he did substituted for the mantra repetitions. And when he left to return to his residence, he meditated on Chakrasamvara. In one twenty-four-hour day, Jetsun Rinpoche meditated on seventy different deity mandalas.

Jetsun Rinpoche began teaching at eleven years of age, and after his father passed away, he taught Chandragomin’s Twenty Verses on the Bodhisattva Vows and the extensive Hevajra sadhana, to the astonishment of all.

Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen was fully conversant in all aspects of Buddhist learning as well as outer sciences like medicine and grammar, but for the most part his writings focused on the Vajrayana systems he received from his father and other teachers. These writings consist of commentaries on tantras, sadhanas, and initiation rituals from the Hevajra system and the Chakrasamavara system, including Vajrayogini. He was also a highly skilled physician, composing the medical compendium called The Royal Treasure of Healing Analysis,2 which Tibetan physicians still consult in the modern era.

Through explanation, debate, and composition, Jetsun Rinpoche spread Buddhism, and in particular, he liberated many fortunate beings through the lamdre, or path and result, and other tantric teachings. In this way, Jetsun Rinpoche benefited limitless sentient beings throughout his seventy years. He passed away in the fire rat year.

His main students were his nephews Sakya Pandita and Zangtsa. Further, he had eight disciples to whom he bestowed the last name “Dragpa” and four disciples who held the teaching of Vajrapanjara. He had four great vidyadhara3 disciples, as well as many others.


I have chosen to give discourse on Jetsun Rinpoche Dragpa Gyaltsen’s Great Song of Experience because it covers the view, meditation, conduct, and result based on the complete teachings and practices of Buddha’s three trainings of wisdom, discipline, and meditation. All the Buddha’s sutras and tantras are included in these three trainings. The trainings of wisdom are related to the view, the trainings of meditation are related to the meditation practice, and the trainings of discipline are related to the conduct. The result, buddhahood, is achieved with the perfection of the view, conduct, and meditation through those trainings.

When Rinpoche says, “If there is no proliferation, that is the view,” he refers to all of our philosophical studies of Vaibhashika,4 Sautrantika,5 Chittamatra,6 and Madhyamaka7 in the trainings of wisdom. While we are establishing the right view at the base, if the conclusions of the different philosophical schools fall into any extremes, they may become part of the proliferation—then, we do not have the right view.

When Rinpoche says, “If there is no distraction, that is meditation,” he refers to all of our meditation practices of shamatha, or concentration; vipashyana, or insight; tonglen, or giving and taking; bodhichitta; and daily sadhana practices of tantra, including Mahamudra and Dzogchen.8 While we are establishing the right meditation at the base, if those meditations have any distractions, then we do not have the right meditation.

When Rinpoche says, “If activity is abandoned, that is conduct,” he refers to all of our vows of Hinayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana disciplines. While we are establishing the right conduct at the base, if activities opposite to those conducts are not abandoned, then we do not have the right conduct.

When Rinpoche says, “If mind itself is comprehended, that is the result,” he refers to realizing the nature of the mind. While we are establishing buddhahood, if the nature of the mind is not comprehended, then we do not have the right result.

After establishing the view, meditation, conduct, and result at the base and in the middle, the yogi practices view, meditation, and conduct focusing on the result—buddhahood. The yogi uses the view as the guide of the mind to examine if their mind has the existence or nonexistence of permanence and annihilation. The yogi uses the meditation as the path of the mind to examine if their mind has the existence or nonexistence of distraction. The yogi uses the conduct as the friend of the mind to examine if their mind has existence or nonexistence of misconduct. The yogi uses the result as the host of the mind to examine if their mind has the existence or nonexistence of the ability to endure hardships with patience without reacting to hope and fear.

Ultimately, at the result level, the yogi’s perfect view is blissful and amazing because, as Rinpoche tells us, biased opinions do not exist. Perfect meditation is blissful and amazing because sluggishness and agitation do not exist. Perfect conduct is blissful and amazing because acceptance and rejection do not exist. Perfect result is blissful and amazing because hope and fear do not exist.
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1. The eight worldly dharmas (Skt. aṣṭalokadharma; Tib. ’jig rten chos brgyad) are traditionally presented as a set of four pairs: pleasure-pain, gain-loss, praise-blame, and esteem-contempt.

2. Gso dpyad rgyal po’i dkor mdzod.

3. The Tibetan, rigdzin ([image: Image], rig pa ’dzin pa), means “holder of rigpa.”

4. Vaibhashika (bye brag smra ba) is a Buddhist Abhidharma tradition, a subgroup of the larger Sarvastivadin school.

5. Sautrantika (mdo sde pa) is also a Sarvastivadin philosophical school; however, it’s distinct from the Vaibhashika in its rejection of Abhidharma.

6. Chittamatra (sems tsam) is the Buddhist philosophical tradition emphasizing the ultimate reality of mind.

7. Madhyamaka (dbu ma) is the Buddhist philosophical tradition emphasizing the freedom from extremes.

8. Dzogchen, or Atiyoga, is the highest teaching of the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism.







1

Homage
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Namo gurubhadraya.

THIS OPENING LINE INDICATES that Jetsun Rinpoche is a great Vajrayana practitioner. Rinpoche is paying homage to gurubhadraya, the “excellent guru”—who, in Vajrayana Buddhism, is considered even more important than the Buddha.

Within Buddhism we have three main traditions: Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana (or Tantrayana). In Theravada and Mahayana, the teacher is referred to as a guide or “spiritual friend,” but the term “guru” is not used. But in Vajrayana practice, the guru is extremely important. Without a guru, we cannot receive any initiations or instructions. Without a guru, we cannot be connected to an unbroken lineage of teachers. Without a guru, we cannot receive transmission of the most sacred mantras and practices. In order to access the transformative tantric essence of the Buddha’s teachings, we must be connected with an authentic guru. That is why in Vajrayana practice we have four objects of refuge—we take refuge in the Guru, Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.


In Vajrayana empowerment rituals, the guru introduces you to the true nature of your own mind, to your buddha nature. Through receiving empowerment, you are introduced to the Buddha’s body, speech, and mind, and you become qualified to practice a particular kind of deity meditation, called a sadhana. For example, if you receive a Vajrayogini empowerment and instruction, you will then become qualified to practice the Vajrayogini sadhana, including eleven yogas. Without transmission and instruction from a guru, it would not be beneficial to practice a sadhana. That is why these teachings have remained closely guarded through the centuries. There is even a danger that the tantric teachings will be grossly misunderstood; without the empowerment and guidance of a qualified guru, they can even be harmful.

To the gurus and personal deities residing inseparably,

who join all qualities to the mindstream,

The guru is like a spiritual parent who helps us to be born into our spiritual lives. They join us to the lineage of the Buddha. In the beginning, we rely on the relative guru, our Buddhist tantric teacher. Early in our preliminary practices, we may think of the Guru, Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha in a dualistic way—as external refuge objects. But after initiation and extensive practice, the guru becomes the mirror in which we begin to recognize the ultimate nature of our own minds. Eventually, the dualism begins to dissolve: we see the ultimate Guru, Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha within us as the nature of our own mind.

It is through the guru’s blessings, and through the initiation, instruction, and sadhana practice, that all of these positive qualities are cultivated in the mind. In this way we “join all qualities to the mindstream.” If we have a very strong karmic connection with our guru, we may even glimpse the true nature of our mind instantaneously upon meeting them. We can read many biographies of disciples who see their guru and immediately realize clarity in their minds. If there is a strong karmic connection, the disciple can awaken to their true nature in this lifetime very quickly.


I prostrate with pure body, speech, and mind;

In the beginning, doing prostrations can be very physically, verbally, and mentally challenging— especially if we do not understand the practice. Many Western students say that when they first try prostrations, they feel very uncomfortable; they feel that they are being too submissive, especially when bowing to a Buddhist teacher. The ego can feel very rebellious!

Prostrating can be especially hard in a culture where individualism is valued and where asserting the ego is associated with confidence and success. Due to this societal conditioning, it is very challenging to show humility or to appear subservient. It can feel very frightening to let go of that ego; it may even feel life-threatening. We may feel that without ego we will not survive.

In Buddhism we learn to surrender that ego, to offer that ego to all the refuge objects. If we cannot loosen our grasp, then it will be very difficult to learn anything spiritually. The ego is excellent at collecting and storing knowledge—the ego excels in academia. But there is a risk that we may become so filled with information that there is no space to receive any blessings or spiritual realization.

When we are ego-driven, everything we consume only fuels the ego. With such an outlook, we are never satiated; we are always chasing greater knowledge. We may acquire so much information—but we use that to inflate the ego even more! We use our knowledge to publish papers, to impress our colleagues, or to improve our wealth and social status, but we do not make space for inner cultivation and growth.

For the Buddhist practitioner with correct motivation, all study and practice become antidotes to the ego. When Rinpoche says, “I prostrate with pure body, speech, and mind,” these prostrations are arising from ultimate awareness, from the purity of his own inner buddha nature. It is only through surrendering our ego that we can offer true prostrations.

Some students may do a hundred thousand prostrations in their ngöndro9 practice and become very proud of their accomplishment. If your prostrations are making your ego stronger and you are boasting of your progress to everyone, then you are not prostrating with correct motivation. On the other hand, with correct motivation and understanding, the practice will become very effective in purifying your ego.

Jetsun Rinpoche is doing prostrations “with pure body, speech, and mind,” so he is doing a perfect prostration to the guru. It’s interesting to note that his main guru was his own father, Sachen Kunga Nyingpo (1092–1158). Jetsun Rinpoche was also related to Sakya Pandita (1182–1251), who was the fourth founding Sakya master; Rinpoche was Sakya Pandita’s uncle and served as his main guru.

The better we know someone, the harder it may be to view them as the guru. Family relationships can be especially challenging. There was a very famous Indian teacher who was renowned internationally. An interviewer once asked him, “You are so highly respected; how do your wife and children treat you?” The man said, “Oh, they don’t think I’m special at all!”

Sakya Pandita was a great scholar; he knew Sanskrit from an early age, and he was an esteemed pandita who introduced the ten subjects of classical Indian learning in Tibet. However, when Jetsun Rinpoche became ill, Sakya Pandita cared for him throughout his illness with devotion, honoring him as a guru rather than a mere uncle, and it is said that from that point onward, Sakya Pandita’s spiritual realization increased significantly.

The human mind is conditioned with all these habitual patterns and judgments. This individual conditioning and karma determine what kind of value we place on any object. Such judgments are all in our minds and not based on any ultimate reality. One person’s treasure may be completely insignificant to someone else. The more value we place on something, the more power it has for us. If we have faith in a guru, that connection can be profoundly transformative.

The value we place on something can change dramatically. We see this in relationships, for instance, all the time. When someone is in love, they place so much value on their partner. But if the relationship falls apart, they may have so much aversion to that person they once loved. They may even say terrible things about that person. These changing attitudes and emotions impact the value we place on everything in our lives.

Vajrayana empowerment rituals may seem very strange and illogical to us at first. We may ask, “How can an initiation practice change how we view the guru, and how we view ourselves? What is the purpose of seeing ourselves and the guru in the form of buddhas or deities? Why do we have to suddenly venerate a person who used to seem very ordinary to us?”

The purpose of these practices is to purify the mind and to alter our underlying attitudes. The purer our vision becomes, the more we will perceive the goodness and purity in the world around us. Changing ourselves is very uncomfortable, and we often resist it. It is much easier to project all our negative emotions onto those around us. But the more we transform ourselves, the more we will notice a change in how we perceive other people.

When we project value onto a spiritual object, it has so much power to transform us and to bestow blessings. When Jetsun Rinpoche prostrates “with pure body, speech, and mind,” there is no longer any ego involved. He is doing prostrations out of ultimate wisdom. It is only when we give up the ego and pride that we can do a completely pure prostration with body, speech, and mind.

I make an offering free from both grasper and grasped;

In our ordinary lives we are always giving things to others. But if we are really honest with ourselves, have we truly given? Is our motivation pure? Are we actually expecting something in return? We often give with the expectation of receiving something. Maybe we want love, security, recognition, health, or acceptance. Maybe we give to feel good about ourselves. Or maybe we feel forced to give due to societal expectations.

In order to truly give a gift to someone, we must do so selflessly and without any expectations. Even when we make offerings to the Buddha, we may be expecting something in return. For instance, it is common to go to a temple and make shrine offerings when we are sick or frightened. Although we are offering gifts to the Buddha, we are still hoping for healing or blessings in return.

Even when we are giving charitable donations, we often choose causes or people that we are attached to in some way. There can be mixed emotions even when the cause we are supporting is very good. Maybe we are hoping to have our names listed as donors. Maybe we are hoping to receive praise from others for being charitable. Maybe we are invested in a certain outcome. We may be very generous but there is still some attachment involved. It’s very hard to give selflessly.

From a spiritual perspective, there is more merit in making offerings to the Buddha than to a human being, even if we do so with some self-clinging and grasping. It can help to free us. It can help us to see that ultimately there is no gift, no giver, and no receiver. The Buddha doesn’t need our shrine offerings! The Buddha doesn’t need lights and incense and flowers! The more selflessly we give, the more transformative it will be. If we can give “free from both grasper and grasped,” we are offering from a place of perfect compassion and wisdom.

We can see from these lines that Jetsun Rinpoche has a very high level of realization of wisdom based on understanding emptiness. When he makes an offering, the offering is not based on any object. There is no gift, no giver, and no receiver. He has realized the empty nature of all objects. This is the ultimate offering, the perfection of giving.

The highest form of offering arises from emptiness. That’s why we recite the emptiness mantra first in our practice—to purify all of the offerings into emptiness. Out of that emptiness, we are then able to generate an offering free from both grasper and grasped. When something is free from the offerer, free from the receiver, and free from the offering itself, we are able to make a perfect offering through seeing the underlying empty nature of the offering, the offerer, and the receiver. It is with this purity that Jetsun Rinpoche is making an offering to his guru.

I offer praise with my mind, beyond the activity of speech, free from proliferation;

We are accustomed to offering ordinary praise in our lives. We are taught to compliment people, to be courteous, to say nice things. If we work in the hospitality industry or in marketing, we are trained to be extremely polite and flattering to people even if they are rude. Salespeople are very nice when they are promoting their products, but they are complimentary in order to gain something for themselves or for their company. Ordinary praise is complicated and there are often ulterior motives. When someone is praising you a lot, that’s not always a good thing. They may want something from you. Their praise may have much more to do with their own ego and expectations.

Jetsun Rinpoche praises his guru with pure mind. He doesn’t even need words. He praises his master without any mixed emotions or self-clinging. When we have that pure mind and our hearts are filled with faith, then that is the best praise we can offer to the guru and to the Buddha. Words are expressions of proliferation of our ordinary concepts in the impure mind.

I make a confession untouched by the sins of the three times;

Jetsun Rinpoche’s confession is also arising from a pure mind. With such a mind, even actions that appear to be immoral are not considered sin (dikpa; sdig pa). With a pure mind, even if you walk on an insect and kill it, it is not considered killing because you are not acting out of anger, desire, or ignorance.

If we read stories about the lives of the eighty-four mahasiddhas, the great Indian tantric masters, we can see that they did many things that appear immoral to us. Some mahasiddhas went fishing. Some mahasiddhas, like Virupa, are described as drinking alcohol. But was Virupa actually intoxicated? Were the mahasiddhas actually killing fish? This can seem very paradoxical, but from a pure mind, these actions have different significance.

If your mind has realized emptiness, and if you have that perfect wisdom and compassion, then even actions that appear immoral are not necessarily sinful. On the other hand, if we are not at Rinpoche’s level of realization, we sin today, make a confession tomorrow, and then sin again the next day! Why are we trapped in that cycle? It is because we haven’t realized that pure mind yet. We are still motivated by the negative emotions of desire, anger, and ignorance. We are still caught in addictive patterns. We repeat these negative cycles again and again. But when we have that pure mind, then we can even cut through dualistic thinking.

The actions of the mahasiddhas may seem very erratic and strange to us. There is a term, “crazy wisdom,” that refers to this type of behavior. We can think of it almost like they are magicians; the mahasiddhas can create many illusions. Virupa may spend all night drinking, yet he may never become intoxicated. Great teachers may do very unusual things to cut through the dualistic thinking of their students.

I go for refuge without an object, free from fear;

We begin our Buddhist practice by taking refuge in the outer objects of the guru, Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. We often seek refuge due to our own suffering, or fear, or loneliness. We may go for refuge because we want help, we want protection, we want peace. We are like frightened children who turn to God or to the Buddha for comfort.

However, in order to completely free ourselves, we have to become independent. The only way to become independent is to dissolve those refuge objects into light in our minds. With that dissolution practice we can begin to realize that the refuge objects are no longer outer objects; they are the true nature of our own mind. Ultimately, there are no objects of refuge. The perfect refuge is when you realize that the true nature of the mind is the guru, the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. In that independence, there is no longer any fear. That is the true refuge Jetsun Rinpoche is referring to.

I generate limitless bodhichitta without objects,

In the Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions, we generate bodhichitta by taking the bodhisattva vows. We vow to achieve buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings. At the time we take these vows, they are merely an aspiration, a prayer or wish that we have generated in the mind. It is not enough to simply generate the aspiration, though. To achieve buddhahood, we need to cultivate bodhichitta through our spiritual practice.

Bodhichitta is cultivated through generating compassion and loving-kindness, and through practicing the six perfections. The six perfections, or paramitas, include the cultivation of generosity, discipline, patience, diligence, meditative concentration, and wisdom. As our loving-kindness and compassion become more extensive through our practice, we will want to help all sentient beings, even our enemies.

When we first take bodhisattva vows, the aspiration is not objectless. We have an ordinary mind generating the aspiration; we have the object of our aspiration, which is all sentient beings; and we also have a result, which is buddhahood. So this initial aspiration has a subject, an object, and an aspirational result.

There are two forms of relative bodhichitta: “wishing bodhichitta” and “entering bodhichitta.” They are relative because they still have an object. If a practitioner has practiced and realized the six perfections, then there can be bodhichitta without an object—there can be ultimate bodhichitta.

the nature of which is the space-like dharmata;10


The nature of ultimate bodhichitta is the union of wisdom and emptiness. Its nature is called dharmata, which is like space, the emptiness of all phenomena. When we have such a realization of wisdom and emptiness based on the practices of wishing and entering bodhichitta, then we will experience the ultimate bodhichitta. Ultimate bodhichitta is the realization of the true nature of our own minds and of other phenomena. We realize the truth of emptiness and we go beyond the dualism of subject and object. When Rinpoche says “limitless bodhichitta without objects,” it refers to the wisdom of the ultimate bodhichitta that is free from all dualism.

I dedicate the root of virtue not gathered to enlightenment;

In that ultimate perfection, “the root of virtue not gathered” is dedicated to enlightenment. In that ultimate perfection, there is nothing to accumulate; there is no merit in the ultimate dedication, which is free from the three wheels of practitioner, practice, and objects. There is nothing to gather because, in that ultimate state, the accumulator and accumulation11 have become one. Such dualisms have been transcended in the ultimate state. Therefore, the virtue that arises from emptiness cannot be gathered. It is this kind of perfect virtue—rooted in wisdom and emptiness—that Jetsun Rinpoche is dedicating to enlightenment.

Please accept this mandala of empty phenomena

and bestow blessings upon me, the fortunate one.

From an ordinary perspective, when we make a mandala offering in our practice, we have a subject, an object, and all of these ritual components that act as means. The universe is the object; we, the spiritual practitioners making that offering, are the subject; and we are using physical materials like rice or jewels as a means to represent those offerings. From an ultimate perspective, with the level of spiritual realization that Rinpoche has, it is possible to generate and offer a mandala with complete awareness of the empty nature of that offering. At that stage, there is no one making the offering and there are no physical ingredients—no jewels, no rice, no silver mandala set. We are not separate from the universe. There is no longer a subject nor an object. The ultimate mandala offering arises out of emptiness. It is with such an ultimate offering to the guru and to the deities that Rinpoche is requesting blessings.

In these initial lines, Rinpoche makes the ultimate prostration, offering, praise, confession, bodhichitta, dedication, and mandala offering right at the beginning of the doha in order to accumulate wisdom. These are also called tathata mahamudra offerings, which are beyond the perception of the three wheels of practitioner, practice, and objects.



9. Tib. sngon ’gro; a set of preliminary practices used to prepare and purify a practitioner for Vajrayana practice.

10. Dharmata (chos nyid) refers to the ultimate nature of dharmas, freedom from extremes.

11. The accumulations of wisdom and merit.
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View, Meditation, Conduct, and Result
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When only the view is established,

it has been said by the buddhas

“All views of emptiness are a source of faults.”

Therefore, the view cannot be viewed.

IN ORDER TO HAVE a philosophical view or belief system, there must be someone doing the viewing and reaching those conclusions. There needs to be a perceiver who is establishing that view. In Sanskrit, view is called darshana. Darshana often carries the sense of ordinary eyesight, but it can also mean “philosophical view.” Rinpoche is reminding us what the buddhas have said: that all the philosophical conclusions of emptiness, due to their dualistic nature, are sources of faults.

Establishing a view means there is still a subject doing the viewing and an object to be viewed and established. Philosophical conclusions do not represent the experience of the awakened state. In the awakened state there is only wisdom and emptiness. There is nothing to discuss, no philosophical tenets to establish, no arguments to make, and nothing to conclude. Even by saying we have “realized a view,” we are already falling into the extremes of dualism. All philosophical views are really only a reference to something. The experience of emptiness cannot be described; it cannot be “viewed” in the ultimate sense. That is what Rinpoche means when he says, “The view cannot be viewed.”

Within Buddhism there are so many different philosophical schools. There are many scholarly debates, even regarding views on emptiness. However, without any direct spiritual realization, all of these discussions are merely mental exercises. Indeed, such debates and discussions often increase our grasping to ideas and mental concepts. Instead of helping to liberate us, we may become more and more attached to our own opinions and belief systems. That is why the Buddha said, “All views of emptiness are a source of faults.”

Even if we have a very profound understanding, if we become attached to that understanding and think that it is the only correct view, then automatically it becomes a wrong view because of that attachment. We can think of all of the philosophical conclusions in Buddhism as a staircase that can help us to go beyond conceptual thinking. But if we become attached to the staircase, or if we say, “this step is the only correct step,” then we will just be stuck talking about the staircase and we will never experience any wisdom or liberation.

For one with wisdom, there is no view;

For the meditator who has a perfection of wisdom (prajna paramita) free from the three wheels of view, viewer, and viewing, there is no need for a view at all. All of the mental concepts that have helped us to progress in our practice, all of the philosophical debates that have helped us train our minds, are no longer relevant. Once we have a direct realization of wisdom and emptiness, then we have gone beyond the view. We don’t need the staircase anymore. That experience is within us, and there is no outer object, no mental construct, no longer any distinction between subject and object.


for one with sharp intelligence, it is beyond words;

We use words to refer to meaning, but for those who are highly intelligent with the perfection of wisdom, they can realize the meaning through direct experience without relying on language. As long as we are using words to describe spiritual experiences, then we are still not conveying the ultimate truth. Words are merely the expression of thoughts. The truth is beyond all concepts and beyond all words. It is indescribable. When the mind has gone beyond all mental constructs, we cannot express the truth of that wisdom with language.

for one with diligence, nothing is to be meditated on;

A highly realized yogi who has the perfection of diligence (virya paramita) no longer needs to be diligent in their practice; every moment is full of the awareness of emptiness. For those who have not yet realized that wisdom, there is still a need to rely on relative diligence in order to be disciplined in their daily meditation practices. At the relative level, there is still a need for effort. Effort and enthusiasm for practice are necessary when our diligence is not yet perfected.

For the ordinary practitioner, there are some days when we feel like doing spiritual practice, and there are other days when we may feel tired or lazy. As a result, we need diligence to encourage us to maintain our daily meditation. Diligence is the antidote to laziness and distraction. But for someone like Rinpoche, who has realized wisdom at that ultimate level, there is no longer any effort involved. They are living every moment with that ultimate awareness, without any laziness or distraction.

for one with faith, there is no cause and result;

Early in our spiritual practice it can be very challenging to maintain faith. Our faith may fluctuate and be easily shaken by outer circumstances. When our faith is shaky we can strengthen it by understanding how the law of karma works. We can reflect on how negative actions result in suffering. We can observe how good actions result in happiness. The more that we understand this law of cause and result, the more stable our faith will become.

Faith and karma are interdependent. Buddhist teachings say that cultivating faith in the law of karma is the best way to strengthen our faith. But someone who has the perfection of faith (shraddha paramita) always leads a spiritual life free from negative karma and eventually goes beyond karma.

for one with compassion, there are no sentient beings;

In ordinary life, we feel compassion toward something or someone. For example, we often feel compassion for a person or for an animal who is suffering. Compassion is cultivated by seeing the suffering of sentient beings. But the perfection of compassion (karuna paramita) that arises out of nondual wisdom can be objectless. When compassion is integrated with wisdom it is no longer simply a feeling—it has gone beyond emotion. In that ultimate experience of compassion there is no subject or object.

for the gatherer of the accumulations, there is no buddhahood.

As long as we are focused on accumulating merit and wisdom, then we are thinking of buddhahood as some kind of future goal or destination. We may think of our spiritual practice as a long checklist of things we need to do in order to arrive at buddhahood. It may be surprising to realize that buddhahood is already existing within us right now; it is merely being obscured by our negative karma and emotions. When we have the perfection of accumulations (sambhara paramita), we experience our innate buddhahood, which has always been there inside us. There is no need to search elsewhere for buddhahood.

Freedom from extremes is beyond knowledge, expressions, and objects;


All of our relative spiritual expressions and practices are susceptible to falling into one of the four extremes: existence, nonexistence, both, or neither. As we have been discussing, ultimate perfection of wisdom is actually beyond knowledge, beyond words, and beyond all objects. Ultimate wisdom is even beyond mind, so we cannot express it with any kind of mental formation.

Madhyamaka, Chittamatra, and so on

are expressions in words, proliferations.

Jetsun Rinpoche is pointing out again that all the philosophical conclusions about emptiness are ultimately sources of faults. They are merely proliferations and those who become attached to them are prone to falling into the extremes. Whether it is the philosophical schools of the Madhyamaka, the Chittamatra, and so forth, Rinpoche is saying that all expressions of words about the ultimate perfection of wisdom are merely proliferations because ultimate reality cannot be expressed.

Thoughts in the mind are concepts;

the nature12 is inexpressible and unthinkable.

All views of emptiness that we express with words are comprised of false understanding because they are rooted in mental constructs and thoughts. The nature of emptiness, of ultimate truth, is inexpressible and unthinkable. When something is unthinkable and inexpressible, then whatever is expressed in reference to that experience can only ever be a relative truth.

For as long as views continue to exist,

there will be no liberation from all suffering.

Conceptuality is great ignorance,

[from which] it is said one sinks into the ocean of samsara.


Jetsun Rinpoche is reiterating that as long as we have philosophical views with which we identify, we will never experience freedom. As long as we have views, we will have attachment to ideas, we will have mental formations, we will fall into the extremes, and we will never experience liberation. All of our concepts are rooted in great ignorance. It is said that ignorance is actually the root cause of all of the defilements in our mind. Because of ignorance, because of misconceptions, the other negative emotions of anger and desire arise, and we sink further into the ocean of suffering of samsara.

Without the mindstream being liberated by hearing,

do not express the view in words.

With scripture, reason, and upadesha,

the view is determined, mind is at ease.

Jetsun Rinpoche is warning us that until our mindstream is liberated from defilements through hearing and meditation, we should not express the view in words. At our level of understanding, sometimes these teachings can be very challenging, paradoxical, and maybe even frightening. When a yogi’s view is validated by scripture, reason, and upadesha—personal instruction by a qualified teacher—they may experience peace and ease without any doubt. There is a saying that the sign of extensive hearing is peace of mind.

When only meditation is practiced

there is no meditation and no meditator.

That meditation, free from extremes, is without an object;

leave aside activities, and practice!

As an antidote to the three root defilements of ignorance, anger, and desire, the Buddha gave the complementary trainings of wisdom, meditation, and discipline. These three trainings are essential to our spiritual practice. The root defilements can only be transformed when we apply the correct antidotes through the cultivation of wisdom, meditation practice, and discipline. In this verse, Jetsun Rinpoche is challenging our ordinary understanding of meditation.

Traditionally, we are introduced to meditation in a gradual way. First, we train in shamatha, concentration meditation, by learning to focus all our attention on a meditation object. Sometimes this object is an image or a sound. Sometimes we are instructed to use our own breath as the focus of awareness. In the Sakya tradition, when we are learning to meditate we often begin our shamatha meditation practice by focusing on an image of a blue flower to calm the mind.

Jetsun Rinpoche is challenging that kind of meditation. He is speaking of a higher level of meditative awareness. Rinpoche is saying that in the perfection of meditation (dhyana paramita), there is actually no longer a meditator or a meditation—the subject and object have dissolved. Ultimate meditation goes beyond objects; it transcends all activities and effort.

Such perfected awareness would be very hard for us to achieve early in our meditation practice. At our level, we still need a meditation object to aid in focusing and training the mind. We cannot develop concentration without an object to concentrate on. Even learning to remain aware of our breath from moment to moment can be such a struggle for our wandering minds.

In the early stages of cultivating a meditation practice, we need to have good physical discipline. Even just sitting properly in meditation posture without moving the body or blinking the eyes can take so much effort. Whenever we try to meditate, we can observe that the mind is always distracted. It can be so hard to focus on the image of a blue flower for even a minute. The mind is so rebellious. It is constantly filled with inner chattering and emotions. This is especially true for people who are very mentally curious and active.

When the mind is very active, it can be extremely challenging to count even ten breaths without becoming lost in ideas and feelings. As our meditation practice becomes stronger, our mind becomes less active. We may stabilize our concentration to the point where we can maintain focus on the meditation object, and that will help to settle the mind.


Meditation manuals use the analogy of the flame of a butter lamp. They say that if there is wind blowing, then the flame will flicker and everything will be obscured. Likewise, if there are many mental activities, then the mind will be flickering and full of deceptive shadows. But if the mind is very settled, it is like a butter lamp flame without any wind; it has a clear and illuminating light. That kind of clarity only happens when we have extensive meditation practice.

In the beginning stages of our practice, we can observe how the thoughts are gushing like a rapid stream through the mind. It is difficult for us to find any space between the thoughts. But at Rinpoche’s level of experience, he is always in that space. There are no mental activities, no effort, no meditator or meditation, and no objects of meditation. In that state, karma ceases because there is no activity.

All of our karma, and all of our mental restlessness, arises from our mindstream. In ordinary life we usually value thinking. We associate thinking with creative people, successful entrepreneurs, or great scholars. It may be true that having a very active mind can increase your productivity, but does it bring you more peace or happiness?

The deepest peace we can achieve comes through cultivating that space between the thoughts. That is where we can find refuge from all of the turbulence of life. The more activity there is around us, the more our mind will react, and the more thoughts we will generate. Thinking tends to have an addictive quality. The mind is always grabbing onto excitement or aversion to activate us. That’s why, traditionally, meditators go on retreat; they go to get away from the hustle and bustle of the marketplace in order to create a more conducive environment to slow the mind.

We have a choice: we can live life with a mind that is very active and unfocused, or we can choose to begin training the mind, slowing the rushing river of thoughts and finding refuge and peace. We also have to be realistic because there are so many demands on us in ordinary life. We have to work, we have to care for others, we have to survive all of the pressures and the rapid pace of modern life. We may not even realize how exhausted we are because we have become so habituated to the overstimulation of our senses. We may just drink more coffee to get through the day. We may come home and drink alcohol and watch TV because we think it will be relaxing. But the alcohol will make our minds even less focused, and the TV may generate even more thoughts, even more attachment and aversion.

Meditation provides a profound and restorative rest for the mind. When our meditation practice is strong, we stop creating mental karma, physical karma, and verbal karma—that’s why it is so peaceful. There is a saying that the sign of the perfection of meditation is that the mind is liberated from distractions.

With the mind without mind, look into the mind;

if seen, that is not mind itself.

With seeing without seeing, mind itself is seen;

remain undistracted in unseeing mind.

At our level of understanding, there are many contradictions here. These are profound teachings and may seem very paradoxical to us. You may wonder how we could possibly do this. How can the conditional mind investigate the ultimate mind? How can we experience this “mind without mind?”

In the Heart Sutra teachings there is a saying: “mind does not exist in the mind; the nature of the mind is clear light.” “Mind” here refers to the subtle mind, which is looking into the processes of mind. When the subtle mind sees the nature of the mind, which is clear light, that is not mind itself. It is only through pure awareness that we can experience the true nature of the mind. It is only through perfect insight meditation, through remaining undistracted in that pure awareness, that we can experience the union of clarity and emptiness, which is the true nature of mind itself.

If attached, make a connection with clarity;

if scattered, hold with the iron hook of recollection.


Generally, there are two main obstacles to perfect meditation. The first obstacle is related to sleepiness, and the second obstacle is related to excitement. When Jetsun Rinpoche says, “If attached, make a connection with clarity,” he’s referring to that first obstacle of sluggish sleepy energy where we do not focus or concentrate clearly on the object of meditation. According to Buddhism, sleepiness is part of laziness, which is distracting us from the positive karma generated by meditation.

When Rinpoche says, “if attached,” he is referring to the laziness due to attachment to the desirable objects, which distracts us from the object of meditation. When Rinpoche says, “make a connection with clarity,” he is referring to the antidotes to laziness—diligence, faith, and so forth—which, when practiced, help to overcome the laziness so that our meditation will continue to develop and improve.

When Rinpoche says, “if scattered,” he is referring to the second obstacle of meditation—mental excitement. Due to this excitement, the mind becomes scattered in many different directions and we lose all focus on the meditation object. When Rinpoche says, “hold with the iron hook,” he is referring to the antidote to that excitement and how we can hook the mind back to the object of meditation with the help of memory or recollection.

There are many potential missteps along the way. When we have very good concentration meditation, we may have special experiences and sometimes we get attached to those experiences. We may feel very relaxed physically—it is said that at the peak of concentration meditation, the practitioner may feel very supple and very light—and we may get attached to these positive sensations. At the other extreme, in meditative absorption in the formless realm our gross thinking may be reduced and it is possible to fall into a subtle sleep state in which there are no thoughts, but also no clarity. Sometimes we mistake that non-ideation of the absorption state as some kind of a high realization.

Meditation is clarity without concepts.


This is the essence of Jetsun Rinpoche’s teaching on meditation. Through meditation, we extend the space between the thoughts in the mental continuum. In perfect meditation, there is only space—ultimate awareness without any conceptual mind. At the relative level, we still use terms like “insight meditation” or “mindfulness,” but at the highest level that space between the thoughts is the union of clarity and emptiness. It is in that union of clarity and emptiness that we experience the true nature of the mind.

Without being connected with the nectar of experience,

do not express meditation in words.

Jetsun Rinpoche is recommending that we should first practice and have some direct meditation experience and realization before trying to teach or talk about meditation. As we have discussed, it is not possible to express ultimate awareness with language; how can you express a space beyond thoughts? A direct nonconceptual experience cannot be expressed with words. The realization of clarity and emptiness is indescribable.

Begin with developing compassion and bodhichitta;

at the end, dedicate the merit to enlightenment.

Here, Jetsun Rinpoche is advising how we should structure our practice sessions. There are four parts to a complete meditation practice: refuge, bodhichitta, meditation, and dedication. It is through this structured practice regimen that we integrate our meditation into the path of enlightenment. From a Buddhist perspective, if we just do sitting meditation without taking refuge, it is not considered spiritual practice. It may be therapeutic and relaxing but it is not motivated by refuge, it is not based on renunciation, so it is not considered spiritual practice.

Likewise, if we don’t do the bodhichitta practice and cultivate compassion, our meditation will not be considered a Mahayana meditation practice. If we do not cultivate the wish to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings, then our practice is without correct motivation according to Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism. It may become a spiritual practice—we may even go beyond samsara and achieve nirvana—but it will not be a complete practice because it will not be for the benefit of all sentient beings.

Furthermore, if we don’t close our meditation with a dedication, then the merit we dedicated toward the result will not be protected from future negative emotions. According to Mahayana and Vajrayana Buddhism, these four elements of practice are necessary to make meditation a complete spiritual practice.

When only conduct is practiced,

view and meditation are experienced.

Here, Jetsun Rinpoche is teaching us how to integrate view and meditation with conduct. Rinpoche has the realization of perfect emptiness and, from that view, from that wisdom, he is experiencing meditation and conduct. This is a completely different order from how it is taught in the Abhidharma texts and in many other teachings. Ordinarily, the order is conduct, meditation, and then view. For those of us who are on the graduated path, we cannot describe the view yet because we do not have any experience of emptiness. In the Abhidharma, it is said that first you have to have the fertile ground of discipline, of conduct. If you do not have discipline you cannot do meditation. If you cannot do meditation, then you cannot experience the view, the ultimate wisdom.

It is only through discipline that our practice will progress. For those of us who have a daily sadhana practice, we understand how much commitment, devotion, and discipline it takes to do that practice day after day. We have to apply our body, speech, and mind to maintain and accomplish that practice. We need discipline in order to meditate even if we are sick, even if the weather is gloomy, even if we are busy or tired. Discipline helps us overcome the many fluctuations of the body, speech, and mind. When we do something again and again, year after year, it may eventually become easier. When such discipline is integrated into our lives, it won’t take as much force and effort to do our daily practice.

For very good practitioners, even when they are dying they are able to meditate, as long as they have not been overmedicated with painkillers. This is a real challenge in modern medicine, however, where it is common to give so many drugs to patients who are dying. Sometimes medications are also used to treat existential pain, the acute anxiety some people experience at the end of life. If you have cultivated a strong meditation practice over your lifetime you will not experience as much anxiety and fear and you may be able to practice your sadhana even as you are dying.

Practitioners are also instructed to meditate on their sadhana deity just before going to bed each night in order to practice sleeping yoga. Whether you practice a Tara sadhana, or Chakrasamvara, or Vajrayogini, and so forth, it is said that if you remember the deity as you fall asleep, this will also help prepare you for death. Sleep is like a small death. When you remember the deity as you are falling asleep, your mind may carry that connection throughout the night.

If we apply ourselves to our daily practice in this way, there is a better chance of remembering the deity at the time of death. That is very significant because it will protect the mind from many other things. It will protect the mind throughout the bardo stage—the intermediate stage between
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