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PREFACE TO THE FIRST
EDITION

In the sixteenth century, Mongolian soldiers in
China captured a Tibetan lama of the Gelug tradition. Impressed by
his bearing, the soldiers took this monk to their king, Altan Khan.
The Mongol ruler was similarly impressed and demanded that the
monk’s teacher, Sonam Gyatso, appear before him. The implication
behind this request was that if he did not come, Tibet would be
invaded. And so, in 1578, Sonam Gyatso met with Altan Khan and
became his teacher. The Khan declared that his kingdom would
embrace Buddhism, and many of his feared warriors laid down their
weapons to become Buddhist monks.

The Mongol king Altan Khan gave Sonam Gyatso the
title Dalai Lama, meaning “Ocean of Wisdom.” As Sonam Gyatso was
the third recognised reincarnation of a disciple of the great Lama
Tsongkhapa, founder of the Gelug tradition, he was called the Third
Dalai Lama. (The title “Dalai” was bestowed posthumously upon his
two predecessors).

The Mongols did not have Buddhism forced upon them.
Their unprecedented military success had given their rulers and
warriors the power and wealth to pursue whatever material aims they
wished; it was the failure of such success to bring the happiness
they sought that opened their minds to the fundamental truths of
Buddhist teachings. The phenomenal growth of interest in Buddhism
occurring in developed countries today can be explained in a
similar way. Dissatisfaction and disillusionment arising from the
failure of our even greater opportunity to indulge in pleasure has
driven many to seek the real causes of happiness and unhappiness.
For many people, Buddhism provides the answers.

The speed with which the Mongols adopted Tibetan
Buddhism is as astonishing as their rapid conquest of much of the
known world in previous centuries. They became expert not only in
the study and practice of Buddhism but also in related fields such
as artistic expression. As a result, the collective Mongolian
psyche became blessed with the honourable qualities of faith in the
Buddha and his teachings, compassion, and wisdom. Many individuals
attained the highest realisations of the Buddhist path, and
Mongolia was able to preserve the teachings for future
generations.

Early in the twentieth century, the face of Mongolia
was changed forever. Russian communists took control of the
country, destroyed all but five of over seven hundred Buddhist
temples, and massacred the monks in huge numbers. “Yellow Cliff,” a
suburb of Ulaan Baatar, received its name not from any geological
feature, but from the pile of saffron robes belonging to the monks
who had been slaughtered and buried in mass graves. Buddhist
teachings and practice were forbidden, and three generations of
Mongolians were separated from their own culture and heritage.

Before coming to Mongolia in 1999, I visited one of
my teachers, a revered Tibetan lama, to make an offering and
request his blessing for my work of teaching Buddhism in Mongolia.
The lama said, “It is I who should be making an offering to you.
The Mongolian people have performed an immeasurable service to the
world by preserving the precious teachings on how to cultivate and
practise universal compassion. Now they are in need and it is
wonderful that you can help repay their kindness.”

For me, Mongolia was an unknown country. I had few
preconceptions to either influence my experience of the country or
be sources of disillusionment. I had heard stories of how Christian
evangelists were attempting to eliminate the last vestiges of
Buddhism. Indeed, attempts are clearly being made by some Christian
groups to convert the population to their own belief systems, but
that alone I do not perceive to be a problem. The problem I have
observed is that proper Buddhist education within the monasteries
and among the laypeople has yet to be revived. The majority of
Mongolian people are Buddhist by faith, but they have scant
knowledge to support their faith, and therefore a limited ability
to counter the anti-Buddhist arguments and misinformation spread by
Christian missionaries.

I feel confident that, provided the Buddhists remain
cohesive and do not break into rival sects, the Mongolian people
can revive their Buddhist heritage and offer to the world a region
of peace and tolerance. It is important to understand that the
Buddhist path is not a social doctrine. The teachings were given
for individuals. They indicate the path to be followed by those who
wish to attain their full potential of Buddhahood. This path begins
with living in the pure morality of not harming others, through
which one creates the cause for birth in places suitable for
continuing one’s practice. Within the state of perfect
concentration, one eventually sees reality; this wisdom
extinguishes ignorance, the cause of uncontrolled rebirth and the
root of all suffering. The final aspect of the path is the
generation of pure altruism and the attainment of Buddhahood,
through which one can manifest anywhere within the six realms of
birth to guide others on the same path.

True peace in any society depends upon how many
individuals within that society are following the path of
eradication of ignorance, anger, and attachment, and cultivation of
wisdom and loving-kindness. The terrible state of the world today
is the result of our following the paths of greed, cultural
arrogance, intolerance, and hatred. Instead of following the world,
I firmly believe that Mongolia can lead the world by reviving its
Buddhist heritage.

My teacher, Lama Thubten Zopa Rinpoche, asked me to
come to Mongolia to teach at a Buddhist centre for laypeople that
he was about to open. I began by giving talks at the new monastery
established by the eminent Bakula Rinpoche of Ladakh, a lama who
was the first Indian Ambassador to Mongolia after political and
religious freedom was gained by the Mongolian people in 1989. My
excellent assistant and interpreter, Gunjiimaa, translated my talks
into Mongolian. At the same time, I was giving weekly talks and
meditations in English to a group of expatriates and
English-speaking Mongolians at my apartment. Michael Kohn, the
sub-editor of the Mongol Messenger, an English-language newspaper,
attended some of these evenings and asked me to write regular
articles for his newspaper. The essays in this book are revisions
of the original articles published in the Mongol Messenger during
the years 2000 and 2001.

The articles are my attempt to express clearly the
teachings of Buddha from my personal experience and understanding.
I chose subjects at random, but, collectively, the essays now
contain most of the essential teachings of Buddha and are presented
in the same sequence in which they were first written. As each
article was meant to stand alone, some repetition within the
collection has been unavoidable, but it serves to emphasise the
important points.

Many Mongolians stopped me in the street to thank me
for the articles published in English, so I was moved to ask
Gunjiimaa to translate them into Mongolian, and we published the
collection as a free booklet. I have been told that this booklet is
one of the first books on Buddhist teachings written in modern
Mongolian. The scriptures that remain from the past are in Tibetan
and classical Mongolian that most people cannot understand.

I would like to thank all those who have encouraged
me to revise the articles for this first publication as a
collection in English.

Adrian Feldmann (Thubten Gyatso)

January 2003


PREFACE TO SECOND
EDITION

In September 2008 I emerged from three-years of
total isolation from the world and discovered that my publishing
company had wound up most of its affairs and my two books that they
had published were out of print. The positive feedback I have
received regarding both books has convinced me to re-publish them,
and I have decided to do so in a revised form. I returned to
Mongolia in March 2009 and have done most of the revision of The
Perfect Mirror here.

These essays are my thoughts on how we can acquire
wisdom and make the best of our lives by understanding our
experiences in the light of the Dharma. In other words, how we can
understand and improve our lives through reflections in a perfect
mirror.

Adrian Feldmann

Ulaan Baatar, August 2009



COMPASSION
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Compassion is a virtuous quality admired and
advocated by all great religions. It includes having sympathy for
the misfortune and suffering of others, as well as the intention to
help them. Cultivating the mind of compassion is one of the two
foundations of the Buddhist lifestyle; the other is attaining the
wisdom seeing reality that opposes the fundamental cause of our
problems. By seeing through the illusory nature of our self-image,
this wisdom cuts the root of disturbing emotions and brings
everlasting peace.

Confusion about our self-identity leads to repeated
birth within the “wheel of life.” According to Buddha’s teachings,
virtuous actions lead to rebirth as a human or a divine being in a
realm of great pleasure, whereas non-virtuous actions lead to birth
as an animal, a denizen of hell, or a starving spirit in a barren
land. Each of these birth states is temporary; we soon die and are
reborn in another place according to our actions. Nowhere in this
wheel is there freedom from confusion about reality and the
resultant suffering; therefore all beings born within this wheel
are objects of compassion.

Complete cessation of suffering only occurs when we
break the chain that binds us to our wheel of life. This is not a
state of annihilation, nor is it abandoning others. As a Buddha, we
can be in this world and yet not of this world, with freedom to
participate in ordinary life without being harmed by its problems.
How often have we prayed for such a situation?

Although we all have some kindness in our hearts,
our compassion is usually partial and not very powerful. We like
some people and we dislike others; even for those we like, our
friendship has its limits. Upon observing the bickering,
competitiveness, jealousy, anger, and so on among his Western
students, my first teacher, Lama Thubten Yeshe, said, “You people
amaze me: it seems that you have more compassion for animals than
you have for each other.”

I still struggle with this problem: the difficulty
in having compassion or concern for the welfare of those who are
hostile towards me, or whose attitudes oppose my own values. We all
have a world-view based upon the morality of the society in which
we grew up, and moulded into shape by our personal experiences and
adopted beliefs. Naturally, we think our own values are best,
otherwise we would not hold them. Due to our innate
self-centredness, however, our views are contaminated by
selfishness, which prevents our seeing or even acknowledging the
views of others. This makes us resistant to change. We become
blinded to alternative approaches, our thinking becomes ossified,
we turn into conservative bigots, and compassion is left far
behind.

As much as I try not to be, in my heart I see that I
am a conservative bigot. Maybe not totally ossified, there is still
a chance for me to emulate Lama Yeshe, who had tremendous
flexibility in being able to observe and respect the attitudes of
others and communicate with them at their own level. This may sound
like, and could well be, a condescending attitude; but whether it
is or is not condescending depends upon the sincerity of one’s
compassion and its supporting wisdom.

Real freedom from self-centredness is the ability to
choose any role in life that is useful for others, and to write our
own script. In this way, we can enjoy our lives and help others
without making the mistake of being too serious. Once we have fixed
attitudes about right and wrong we lose flexibility and feel
obliged to defend our beliefs and attack opposing ideas and those
who hold them; then we lose our ability to communicate with others.
What is important is not that we should avoid seeing things as
right or wrong; it is that people are more important than
principles, and people can change whereas principles cannot.

It is a good thing to give temporary relief by
providing food, shelter, and medicine with compassion, but this is
not enough. To really help others, we need to show them how to
recognise and overcome the root cause of their suffering, their
self-centred ignorance. This requires us to overcome our own
self-centred ignorance. Then, to inspire people to abandon their
habitual self-destructive behaviour, we must be able to communicate
with them; and to communicate with them, we must meet them at their
own level. As long as we retain awareness that we are like actors
on the stage of life, we can speak meaningfully without worrying
about loyalty or fearing that we will betray our own principles.
Compassion supported by wisdom is a complete and pure purpose for
living, an approach to life that nobody can deny. Our compassion
brings relief and happiness to others; at the same time, the
subjective experience of giving love and compassion brings sublime
happiness and peace for oneself.

You may still ask, “Why should we have compassion
for very harmful beings? Shouldn’t we rejoice in their suffering as
being their just reward?” The answer is an emphatic “no.” Whether
suffering is viewed as God’s punishment or as the ripening of bad
karma, we must have compassion for evil people because all beings
are exactly the same as ourselves in that they are simply trying to
be happy and avoid suffering. Hatred and wishing pain and revenge
upon others is, in the words of my computer, a “fatal error.” Anger
never creates peace and only compounds our problems. In our
confusion about the real causes of happiness and unhappiness, we
all make mistakes. Just as we forgive the mistakes of our children
and still love them, so too should we forgive the mistakes of
others and keep on loving them. This does not mean we cannot resist
or punish evil; resistance and even punishment can be performed
with a compassionate mind.

Why should we love everybody else? In past lives we
have had every relationship with every living being many times. All
others have been infinitely kind to us in the past, and it is only
natural to love others because all beings are our own family.

I received these words from Lama Yeshe, a consummate
practitioner of compassion, and I repeat them to you. Nevertheless,
I still struggle with my own self-centred attitude, which restricts
my ability to practise compassion. It is clear, however, that bad
habits cannot be changed overnight. And so I indulge in some
compassion for myself.


THE WARM HEART
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When old friends meet and exchange stories of their
lives they delight in each other’s tales of happiness and
commiserate over news of misfortune. Delight in the happiness of
others, together with its associated feeling of warmth in the
heart, is the meaning of love. Heart-warming love, as described
here, is the basis of compassion because, when aware of unhappiness
in the minds of those we love, we gain the compassionate wish to
relieve them of their troubles. Buddhist practice holds
loving-kindness, the combination of love and compassion, as the
most supreme and mature mental attainment. Loving-kindness opposes
self-centredness, the source of all troubles, and so
loving-kindness is the most precious thing in the universe.

Loving-kindness is an essential component of life.
Just as mothers nourish their babies’ bodies with milk, they
nourish their babies’ minds with the warmth of loving-kindness.
Medical science recognises that babies deprived of loving attention
become emotionally retarded, and even the development of their
nervous system is impaired. It is not only babies that are affected
in such a way. Throughout our lives we all depend upon
loving-kindness for our happiness and our mental and physical
security. Even though we are weaned from our mother’s breast, we
are not weaned from her heart. This is why we need, and sometimes
neurotically demand, a maternal substitute in the form of loving
kindness from our partners or friends. We need not be like this.
Truly mature people are those who have freed themselves from the
need for mother’s love by understanding that the best happiness in
life is that of giving love, and live accordingly. The measure of
perfect love is to patiently guide our partners and friends beyond
their addiction to being loved. Then they can discover the
liberated bliss of making others happy without requiring something
in return.

From a deeper point of view, loving-kindness is the
source of all happiness in the world because it establishes the
inner conditions required for the experience of happiness. To enjoy
any pleasure, apart from the pleasant object itself, we need the
internal conditions of a positive state of mind and a positive
karmic potential. This potential is the result of a non-harmful
action we have performed in the past; and to have behaved in that
non-harmful manner, we need to have been inspired to do so by a
benevolent guide, such as a Christ or a Buddha. Such beings guide
others towards positive behaviour through their loving-kindness.
They have no other purpose.

In the mid-1970s, before I became a Buddhist, my
interest in Tibetan medicine took me to northern India where I met
Dr Drolma, a Tibetan woman practising traditional medicine at
Dharamsala. There, in the foothills of the Himalayas, His Holiness
the Dalai Lama lived with a community of Tibetan refugees, and the
thriving Tibetan Medical Centre functioned both as a teaching
institution and as a medical clinic. Dr Drolma accepted my request
to accompany her as an observer and, when she was with her
patients, I could not help but compare her office with the
outpatients department at the hospital in Australia where I had
recently worked. There was no comparison. Her diagnostic method of
simply reading the pulse and observing the bubbles in urine was one
thing, but the great difference was in her relationship with her
patients. She loved them and they loved her. The clinic was filled
with the warmth of loving-kindness, so different to the impersonal
atmosphere in my outpatients department where people were more
often seen as diseases rather than as human beings. Whatever the
merits of her diagnostic method and her fascinating herbal
remedies, I became convinced that the renowned therapeutic efficacy
of Dr Drolma was due to the power of her loving-kindness.

Despite my arrogant attitude of superiority in being
a practitioner of Western medicine, Dr Drolma agreed to teach me
about Tibetan medicine. She explained the method of pulse diagnosis
and urinalysis, but did not say a word about loving-kindness — this
she simply demonstrated. Later, I was to study Tibetan medicine in
more detail, and I found the chapter on ethics in the medical text
to be only about loving-kindness. In medical school, our lectures
on ethics had been how to avoid being sued in court; there was
nothing about loving-kindness.

A Buddha is a person who has overcome all mental
obstacles to having pure, unconditional loving-kindness, and has
the wisdom and power to effortlessly put loving-kindness into
action. The obstacles overcome by a Buddha are derivations of the
innate, mistaken idea of self that manifests as disturbing emotions
such as selfishness, anger, desire, and pride. The wisdom that
understands how the self does not exist as we think it does is the
antidote to these obstacles. Thus the inner attainments of wisdom
and loving-kindness are the actual objects of Buddhist worship and
aspiration. Just as Christians use a crucifix as an inspiring
symbol of love and self-sacrifice for others, Buddhists use statues
as symbols to help train their minds in wisdom and compassion. The
magnificent 26-metre statue of Avalokiteshvara, the Compassionate
Buddha, here in Ulaan Baatar is such a symbol. ‘self-sacrifice” in
Buddhism refers not to the person who exists, but the person we
mistakenly believe ourselves to be. The meaning of self-sacrifice
is, in fact, the destruction of an illusion.

In Avalokiteshvara’s right hand is a vase containing
the elixir of life: loving-kindness. In his left hand is a perfect
mirror that reflects things as they are without distortion,
symbolising the wisdom seeing reality. These two ideals are also
contained in his mantra: OM MANI PADME HUM. The OM represents all
the qualities of Buddhahood; MANI is the jewel of loving-kindness;
and PADME is the lotus flower of wisdom. HUM symbolises the
unification of wisdom and compassion in the one state of mind. When
people recite this mantra, they should be thinking, “I shall attain
Buddhahood, the jewel of loving-kindness in the lotus of
wisdom.”

Buddhists worship the inner attainment of wisdom and
compassion; they are not idol-worshippers in the sense of those who
seek protection and happiness from material objects such as a
golden calf or a fat bank balance. Accusations that Buddhism is a
manifestation of such human folly are the height of ignorance and
prejudice. Buddha taught the truth of wisdom and compassion as a
universal reality; this truth is not the sole possession of
Buddhism or any other religion.

It is so sad that the Mongolian people today are in
danger of losing their magnificent Buddhist heritage. Instead of
the elixir of life in Avalokiteshvara’s right hand, many see a
bottle of Russian vodka.


IN THE BEGINNING
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In 1974, together with two hundred other young
travellers, I spent a month at a small monastery on a hilltop
overlooking Kathmandu valley, listening to lamas explain Tibetan
Buddhism. With my medical background I easily accepted the
psychological aspect of the teachings, but my scientific mind found
it difficult to accommodate the concepts of karma and
reincarnation. It took another nine months of deep reflection to
become convinced of the validity of these two concepts. In this
essay I shall try to present a clear picture of the Buddhist
world-view.

The Buddhist contribution to the eternal debate
about how the universe began is simple: there was no beginning.
Before this world there was life on other worlds, before this
universe there was life in other universes. Life itself has two
forms: the thinking and feeling world of animals and humans, and
non-sentient life, the world of plants, fungi, bacteria, and so on.
These two forms of life exist in a relationship of mutual
interdependence, with the dominant form being sentient life because
consciousness bears karma, the creative force of the universe.

Our bodies, which are dependent upon our genes and
the food we eat, are temporary appearances that will soon be
reduced to their component parts. Buddhism says that every atom is
a continuum of ever-changing physical energy states that cannot
arise from nothing. The energy of a present atom necessarily arises
from a prior atom or energy state, and so on, back into a
beginningless past. Some believe there was a beginning when matter
arose from nothing. Faith in this idea is the other extreme of the
belief that, for no apparent reason, everything was created by an
omnipotent deity. Buddhism rejects both concepts.

As with our bodies, our minds are also ever-changing
continuums. Their substance, however, is not material — it is
simply the phenomenon of awareness, or consciousness, itself. The
present moment of consciousness arises as a continuity of the
previous moment and, in turn, gives rise to the future moment of
consciousness. The three moments of consciousness are different,
but belong to the same continuum. Thus, at any moment in time, the
mind is part of a stream of awareness, and it exists in dependence
upon three things: the prior moment of consciousness, a sense
organ, and the object of awareness. We have five types of sensory
awareness — seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting and touching — and a
sixth awareness is called mental consciousness. Each of these six
types of awareness is variously associated with feelings of
happiness and unhappiness; emotions such as love, hate, patience,
anger, desire, generosity, and so on are associated with the mental
consciousness. If we look back to our first moment of awareness in
this life, as our mental continuum cannot have been created by the
nervous system, it cannot have broken off from our parents’ minds,
and it cannot have come from nothing, then it must have come from a
previous life. Looking back even further, there can be no
conclusion other than the realisation that our minds have a
beginningless past.

Mental consciousness mostly functions at the level
of thought, or conceptualisation. Thoughts are awareness of
external or abstract things that are comprehended through the
appearance of a mental image of the object. Thoughts always have an
element of mistake in that they confuse the mental image of the
object with the object itself. Such confusion is only eliminated
when mental consciousness directly observes its object without the
intermediary of a mental image. Direct mental awareness needs to be
cultivated in meditation, and focussing this awareness upon the
ultimate reality of all things, emptiness of inherent existence, is
one of the two main aspects of the Buddhist path. The other main
aspect is the generation of compassion for every sentient
being.

Every sentient being has a unique stream of
consciousness that cannot be divided into separate streams, nor can
different streams of consciousness be merged into one. A Buddha is
a living being with a mind, but a Buddha is not a sentient being
because the term is only used for those whose minds are
contaminated by ignorance. Just as life is beginningless, there was
never a first Buddha. By following the teachings of previous
Buddhas, a vast number of sentient beings have attained buddhahood,
divesting themselves of all impairments to perfect wisdom and
training in unlimited compassion. In achieving their natural
potential of buddhahood, they do not abandon the world. As long as
suffering remains, they will always be there to guide sentient
beings towards safety, provided they are prepared and able to
listen.

Although there was no original creator, our present
world and its inhabitants must still have a cause. So what is the
cause of the world? A famous Buddhist text begins its chapter on
karma with the statement, “This multifarious world of sentient
beings and their environment arose from the karma of sentient
beings.”

The literal meaning of karma is action.
Specifically, karma refers to the intention or purpose behind our
actions. Behind every act of doing, saying, and thinking, there is
an intention. Apart from the direct effect of our every action on
the external world, there is also an internal effect: the
establishment of an energy potential on our mental continuum. This
potential, or karmic imprint, has the capacity to connect our
mind-stream in the future with an experience similar to the
intended action we have just performed. It does so by producing an
“instinctive” intention or impulse that moves our mind towards a
pleasant or an unpleasant situation. Thus our present experiences
in life are reflections of our past behaviour in this and previous
lives. Actions motivated by harmful attitudes create potentials for
unpleasant experiences, and actions motivated by benevolent
attitudes create potentials for pleasant experiences.

Unlike the body, the mental continuum survives
death. Supported by a subtle form of physical energy, it passes
through a dream-like intermediate state into a future body,
carrying with it a great collection of karmic potentials from past
lives, as well as the seeds of all our positive and negative mental
qualities. Driven by desire for pleasure and aversion to pain, but
unaware of the underlying causes of pleasure and pain, sentient
beings are born again and again within six realms of existence that
are reflections of their own minds. When the present life is
finishing, unsatisfied desire for pleasure ripens the karmic
potential that irresistibly moves our mind towards a new life.
Beings born in hell or as hungry spirits have bodies with an
apparent ability to experience physical pleasure, but, because they
have harmed others in selfish pursuit of pleasure in past lives,
their karma leads them only towards intolerable suffering. Animals
have a better opportunity to experience pleasure, but with their
limited intellectual capacity they are unable to avoid being eaten
by predators or exploited by humans.

The great advantage of being born with a human body
is that the human brain provides the best support for mind to
manifest its potential intelligence. We can use our intelligence to
seek pleasure and avoid pain, but such benefits are temporary and
there is danger of creating negative karma through desire and anger
and increasing our self-centred ignorance. It is far better to use
our intelligence to increase our wisdom by investigating the actual
cause of suffering – karma and disturbing emotions – and by
investigating the ultimate nature of all things, emptiness. Through
wisdom we will be able to abandon forever the causes for suffering
rebirth, and by renouncing desire and cultivating morality and
compassion we will be able to help others while experiencing
continual bliss. Beings born as demigods or as divine beings in
heavens have even greater opportunities to enjoy physical and
mental pleasure, but such indulgence numbs their intellects and
they have little incentive to renounce desire. We have all been
born countless times in every level of the six realms, yet we are
still dissatisfied, still chasing the illusion of perfect happiness
and freedom within mundane life.

Through the perfection of wisdom and compassion we
can eliminate the causes for rebirth – karma and disturbing
emotions – that arise from ignorance, and attain buddhahood. Thus,
although there was no beginning, there can be an end to our
personal wheel of life.
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