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Benefactor’s Dedication

To our parents, for this precious human rebirth.

To our Gurus, for their limitless patience and
kindness, and tireless teaching.

By this merit, may we always go for refuge to our
Gurus and the Three Jewels; with the mind of enlightenment and
wisdom, be only causes of happiness for all sentient beings.

By this merit until samsara ends, please, our
precious Gurus, stay with us, and lead us to the bliss of complete
Buddhahood.

Editor’s Preface

In this book, Lama Zopa Rinpoche emphasizes one of
his favorite themes, compassion, and how the purpose of our lives
is to strive for the benefit of others. Living with compassion not
only helps others; it helps us as well. In fact, if we want the
best for ourselves, we should dedicate ourselves completely to the
welfare of others, putting their happiness first and our own
last—an attitude that His Holiness the Dalai Lama describes as
“wise selfishness.”

The teachings in this book have been drawn from Lama
Zopa Rinpoche’s extensive, 700-page work, Teachings from the
Vajrasattva Retreat, teachings given at a three-month retreat held
at the FPMT Center, Land of Medicine Buddha, California, in 1999.
As a result, there are more references to Vajrasattva practice and
other practices than might otherwise have been expected, but the
points Rinpoche makes have universal applicability and should be
taken in that way.

I would like to thank my co-editor of the Vajrasattva
retreat book, Venerable Ailsa Cameron, and all the other people who
helped put it together, and Wendy Cook for her valuable editorial
comments.

 1. LIVING
WITH COMPASSION
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Lama Zopa Rinpoche, Deer Park,
Wisconsin, 2008

What is it that makes your life easy and free of
confusion and problems? What is the source of all happiness and
peace? What brings happiness and peace into your daily life and all
happiness up to enlightenment, allowing you to bring happiness and
peace to numberless sentient beings? It’s your attitude—the
unmistaken attitude with which you live your life, the attitude by
which you live your life according to its meaning, fulfilling your
purpose of having been born human.

What is that best attitude that gives the most
meaning to your life? It is living with compassion, for the benefit
of others.

When your attitude is that of simply seeking your own
happiness, the attitude itself attracts many difficulties and
creates obstacles to your own success. Even if you are trying to
serve others, when your basic motivation is that of seeking your
own happiness, you experience many ego clashes and personality
problems in trying to work with other people. Whether you are
working in a meditation center or an office, if you are
self-centered, you will bring all kinds of useless garbage into
your life, especially when associating or dealing with others. All
kinds of emotional problems will arise.

So even though the work you are doing—working for the
welfare of others—is good, your self-centered mind generates all
sorts of harmful, unnecessary emotional thoughts—thoughts that are
totally useless as far as your job is concerned; thoughts that make
others unhappy and angry and disturb their minds. Thoughts such as
anger and jealousy create much disharmony between yourself and
others. These harmful emotions impede the success of your work,
bring no peace, happiness or harmony, interfere with your work and
your health, and can even create obstacles to your life, to your
very survival. By leading you to suicide, such thoughts can even
cause your death—you’re not killed by someone else; you’re killed
by your own emotional mind.

The moment you begin to cherish yourself is the
moment you have created an obstacle to success in working for
others. Self-cherishing brings constant problems. Broadly speaking,
if you have self-cherishing, you cannot develop bodhicitta. As long
as you do not renounce self-cherishing, you cannot develop the holy
mind of cherishing others. That means you cannot attain
enlightenment, cannot work perfectly for the sake of all the
numberless sentient beings.

Thus you can see how the self-centered mind is the
main obstacle that prevents you from benefiting others. It is from
the self-centered mind that desire, anger and all other negative,
emotional thoughts arise, obscuring your mind, blocking your
wisdom. Even though there may exist many methods for solving a
particular problem and you have the potential to apply them, your
self-cherishing attitude totally obstructs your wisdom and prevents
you from either seeing or applying them. These emotional thoughts
obscure your mind and cause it to hallucinate. Therefore, you
cannot perceive the methods that would bring happiness, peace and
harmony. Even though, simply by changing your attitude—something
that your mind is quite capable of doing—you could apply those
methods and solve your problems very easily, somehow you never see
it or are unable to do it.

Also, when you are not clear about the purpose of
life, you are never clear when it comes to making decisions that
affect your life. You always hesitate and are always in danger of
making the wrong decision. When your only purpose for living is the
benefit of others, it is very easy to make the right decision. It
is easy because you are very clear about why you are alive.

If there is compassion in your heart, you do not harm
others. All other sentient beings receive no harm from you, the
one, individual person. Instead of receiving harm from you, they
receive peace and happiness. Not only do you not harm them but, out
of compassion and according to your ability, you benefit them as
much as you can. On the basis of not harming, you benefit.
Therefore, numberless sentient beings receive much peace and
happiness from your compassion.

So, whether or not numberless sentient beings receive
that great peace and happiness is entirely up to you. Giving great
peace and happiness to others is completely up to you because it
depends upon what you do with your mind, whether or not you
practice compassion towards others. Your own mind makes the
decision—either you keep going from life to life harming sentient
beings directly or indirectly, or you change your attitude from ego
to compassion and offer sentient beings all peace and happiness up
to enlightenment. All this depends completely on what you do with
your own mind.

Therefore, each of us is responsible for the peace
and happiness of all sentient beings, of each sentient being—all
happiness up to that of enlightenment.

The purpose of our lives is, on the basis of
abstaining from harm, to bring happiness to others, to be useful
for others, to free them from all suffering and bring them all
happiness. One kind of happiness is the happiness of this life, but
long-term happiness—happiness in all future lives—is much more
important than that. And, while causing others to experience
happiness in all future lives is highly meaningful, it is even more
important to lead them to the everlasting happiness of total
liberation—cessation of the entire round of suffering and its
causes, delusion and karma. This is more important than simply the
long-term happiness of future lives because the happiness of future
lives is still contaminated happiness while the happiness of
liberation never diminishes or degenerates. It is the complete
cessation of suffering and its causes. Once the seed, or imprint,
of delusion has been eradicated, there is no cause for delusion,
and therefore suffering, to ever arise again.

However, as important as leading all sentient beings
to everlasting happiness might be, the most important thing you can
do is to bring them all into the peerless happiness of full
enlightenment—the cessation of even the subtle defilements of mind,
and the completion of all realizations. However, saying that
bringing others to enlightenment is the most important thing does
not mean that you should not try to give others the happiness of
this life. It means that starting from the intention of
enlightening all sentient beings, according to your own ability,
you should offer whatever service you possibly can to all other
sentient beings. In other words, on the basis of bringing the
happiness of this life to others, you lead them to the ultimate
happiness of full enlightenment. Or, on the basis of offering
others the greatest benefit possible, that of bringing them to
enlightenment, you also offer whatever you can of those previous
services.

How to attain
enlightenment

In order to be able to do perfect work for the
numberless other sentient beings, eliminate all their sufferings
and lead them from happiness to happiness to full enlightenment,
first you have to achieve the omniscient mind of enlightenment
yourself. How do you achieve enlightenment? It doesn’t happen
without cause or by practicing the wrong cause, by following the
wrong path. Nor does it happen if you practice an unmistaken method
incompletely, for example, spending your entire life—twenty,
thirty, forty, fifty . . . eighty, ninety years of life—just doing
breathing meditation. Even though breathing meditation is
recommended as a tool to calm your mind and might be useful for
developing single-pointed concentration and making your mind
peaceful, that alone does not get you anywhere, does not transform
your mind into virtue or diminish or eradicate delusions.

To terminate delusions, you need to realize
emptiness; to eradicate ignorance, the root, or cause, of all the
delusions, you have to realize emptiness. So how can you do that
just by practicing breathing meditation? How can you escape from
samsara by spending your whole life watching your breath? There’s
no way. Spending your entire life practicing mindfulness of the
body, watching your abdomen rise and fall— after you’ve eaten a big
meal or when your belly is empty! Anyway, I’m joking.

Spending your whole life developing awareness of your
bodily sensations might help you prevent strong anger or strong
desire from arising at the time, but even if you spend your whole
life with your mind watching your mind, your mind meditating on
your mind, if you meditate on only the conventional nature of mind
and not its ultimate nature, if you simply practice single-pointed
concentration on the conventional nature of mind, how can that stop
ignorance? How can that cut the root of samsara? There’s no
way.

Spending your time doing that is like trying to stop
a poisonous plant from growing by planting another one next to it.
It’s like trying to destroy a poisonous plant by putting cotton
wool alongside it. Even if you spend your whole life practicing
mind concentrating on mind, how can that eradicate the root of
samsara, the concept of the inherentlyexistent I, the
inherently-existent aggregates? It’s impossible. It would not
affect that one bit; it would not do anything.

The root of samsara is the perverted mind [Tib.
log-she]. Although there is no I on the aggregates—not even
a merely labeled I on the base, the aggregates—as soon as the I is
merely labeled by the mind, it appears to our hallucinating mind as
if it is, in fact, on the aggregates—like a brocade tablecloth
covering a table or a book lying on a table. You see that it is
there on the aggregates, which is the same as saying that the I
appears from its own side; the merely labeled I, the I that is
merely labeled by your mind, appears back to your mind, your
hallucinating mind, as if it exists from its own side. Then you
allow your mind to believe that it is true; you allow your mind to
hold on to that inherently-existent I. That concept is
log-she, the totally perverted mind, the totally wrong
concept, the totally hallucinating mind, and the only way to
eliminate it is to recognize what it is that the concept is holding
on to, to recognize the way this concept apprehends the I.

When you don’t investigate, it looks like it’s
there, but when you examine it more closely you see that it is not
there. While your mind is unaware, not analyzing, it looks as if
it’s there, but when your mind investigates, it cannot be found
either on the aggregates or anywhere else. It is totally
non-existent.

Even though you cannot find the merely labeled I on
the base, on the aggregates, you can find it where the aggregates
are. Where there is the base, there you will find the merely
labeled I. You just can’t find it on the base.

The object that this ignorance, the root of samsara,
the concept of inherent existence, apprehends, what it holds onto,
cannot be found either on the aggregates or anywhere else. It is
totally non-existent; it has never existed since beginningless
time. From beginningless rebirths, the inherently existent I has
never existed; it doesn’t exist now and it has never existed.

All buddhas realize that there is no inherently
existent I, even though the merely labeled I, merely labeled
actions, merely labeled objects, merely labeled hell, merely
labeled enlightenment, merely labeled path, merely labeled samsara,
merely labeled nirvana, merely labeled happiness, merely labeled
suffering, merely labeled virtue, merely labeled non-virtue—which
in reality exist merely in name and are completely empty of
inherent existence—are covered by our hallucinating view with the
appearance of inherent existence.

Our hallucinating view covers everything—the merely
labeled I, merely labeled actions, merely labeled objects, merely
labeled enemies, merely labeled friends, merely labeled money,
merely labeled jobs, the whole thing—all phenomena, which exist in
mere name and are empty of inherent existence, with the appearance
of inherent existence. This is how it is; this is our world. But
what the numberless buddhas and bodhisattvas who have realized
emptiness see is that all these appearances are completely
non-existent; that there is not the slightest atom of inherent
existence anywhere.

So, to go back to what I was saying before, even if
you spend your entire life watching your mind, single-pointedly
concentrating on your mind, that alone will not have the slightest
effect on the root of samsara. It will give no harm to your
ignorance; your ignorance will remain very comfortable, with its
entourage of delusions very well established. That kind of
meditation alone can never help liberate you from samsara; it does
nothing.

To make it impossible for delusions to arise, you
have to eradicate their seed. To prevent the cause of samsara,
delusion and karma, from ever arising, to make sure that ignorance,
attachment and anger never arise at all, ever again, you have to
eradicate the seed of delusion, which is in the nature of imprints
on the continuity of your consciousness, according to the
Prasangika school of Buddhist philosophy, the merely labeled I.
Only by realizing emptiness, by developing the wisdom that directly
perceives emptiness, can you eradicate the seed of delusion.
Nothing else can directly do this.

Therefore, if you spend your entire life just doing
breathing meditation—or even “mind concentrating on mind”
meditation, which has nothing to do with the ultimate nature of
mind—you cannot remove the seed of delusion or put a final end to
the delusions, and you certainly can’t reach enlightenment. That’s
totally out of the question. In order to attain enlightenment, you
have to practice all the methods without exception. Not only that,
you have to practice these methods in the right order, without
mixing them up. If you practice them out of order you cannot attain
enlightenment. To reach full enlightenment, to actualize the
lamrim, the steps of the path to enlightenment, you have to
actualize the graduated path of the practitioner of highest
capability. Doing that depends upon your having actualized as a
foundation the graduated path of the practitioner of intermediate
capability. That in turn depends upon your having prepared by
actualizing the graduated path of the practitioner of least
capability.

Guru
devotion

In order to actualize the graduated path of the practitioner
of least capability, you need—as Lama Tsongkhapa mentions in his
short lamrim text, The Foundation of All Good Qualities—to
see that correct devotion to the kind guru, who is the foundation
of all good qualities, is the root of the path. [1] That is the
foundation of all realizations, from that of the perfect human
rebirth and the graduated path of the practitioner of least
capability all the way up to enlightenment. It is not only the
foundation of all realizations—it is also the foundation of every
good thing that ever happens in your life, of any happiness that
you ever experience: in past lives, in this life, and in all future
lives up to enlightenment. Every good thing
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