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Introducing the Kopan
Teachings Series
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1990

This is the third volume in a new series presenting
previously unpublished teachings from Lama Zopa Rinpoche's 24th
Kopan lamrim course in 1991. This new series will consist of four
volumes starting with the first volume entitled Practicing the
Unmistaken Path, the second volume, Creating the Causes of
Happiness, and now this third volume, Cutting the Root of
Samsara. These are lightly edited teachings that we hope will
convey the feeling of receiving the teachings while attending
Kopan's one-month course in Nepal. For more information about
attending the yearly lamrim courses at Kopan Monastery please visit
KopanMonastery.com

You can also find many other Kopan teaching course
transcripts for reading online or for downloading as a pdf for
offline study published on our website at LamaYeshe.com.

--LYWA Director Nicholas Ribush


How the Kopan Courses
Began
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Kopan Monastery, Nepal,
1973

(Lama Zopa Rinpoche gave this teaching in Singapore
on January 17, 2009.)

You may not have heard of the great lama Kachen Yeshe
Gyaltsen [1713–93, tutor of the 8th Dalai Lama] but like the sun
illuminating the world, he was well known in Tibet and offered
unbelievable benefit to sentient beings and the Buddhadharma. Even
now his teachings benefit the world. I have spoken before about how
the Kopan meditation courses started but actually, it was Kachen
Yeshe Gyaltsen’s teachings that inspired them.

The Kopan courses also came from Lama Yeshe, who was
kinder than the numberless buddhas of the past, present and future.
Why was Lama kinder than the buddhas, whose only purpose in
achieving enlightenment was to liberate us sentient beings from the
ocean of samsaric suffering and its cause, delusion and karma, and
bring us to enlightenment?

Even though all these buddhas exist, we don’t have
the karma to see them. For example, from my side, I can’t see the
numberless past, present and future buddhas or deities in their
pure aspect because my mind is blanketed by impure karma. Therefore
I can’t receive direct guidance from them. However, by their
manifesting according to my level of mind in human form as Lama
Yeshe, in an ordinary aspect showing mistakes and faults that my
obscured mind can perceive, I can receive their guidance
directly.

We can’t receive teachings, oral transmissions,
jenangs, blessings, initiations or advice directly from the buddhas
but we can from our guru; we can’t discuss our difficulties with
Maitreya Buddha, Tara, Manjushri, Guru Shakyamuni Buddha, but when
they manifest in human form as our guru, we can. When Guru
Shakyamuni Buddha manifests in the father-mother aspect of
Vajradhara and reveals tantric teachings, we cannot receive those
directly, but when he manifests in an ordinary form that we can see
according to our ordinary mind, we can receive the teachings given
by Tara, Yamantaka, Guhyasamaja Chakrasamvara and so forth.
Therefore, the guru is inexpressibly kinder than the numberless
past, present and future buddhas—unbelievably kind to manifest in
an ordinary aspect.

During His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s teachings on
mahamudra at the first Enlightened Experience Celebration [1982],
he explained the meaning of “ordinary aspect” in a way that was
very effective for the mind. It means showing delusions, samsaric
suffering, mistaken actions and so forth; this is the form that we
can see and receive guidance from. The text His Holiness taught was
the First Panchen Lama Losang Chökyi Gyältsän’s auto-commentary to
his root text on mahamudra. In Tibet, the Dalai Lama was considered
to be a manifestation of Chenrezig, the Buddha of Compassion, the
Panchen Lama was regarded as a manifestation of Amitabha Buddha,
and the Tibetan people were said to be special objects to be
subdued by Chenrezig and Amitabha. The Chinese people also have a
strong connection with Amitabha. In that, they are extremely
fortunate.

At this Dharma Celebration we also received many
initiations and teachings from His Holiness Song Rinpoche, starting
with the chöd initiation and commentary because it’s considered
inauspicious to do it last. Lama also wanted to show that the Gelug
tradition contains the chöd practice. Then Rinpoche gave the
Guhyasamaja and Heruka Body Mandala initiations and commentaries
and a Vajrayogini initiation.

Anyway, getting back to what I was saying, since we
don’t have pure karma, we can see the guru only in an ordinary
form. We cannot communicate with or receive direct guidance from
any form purer than that.

One highly attained Tibetan geshe practitioner
mentioned in his lamrim teachings that one way to meditate on guru
devotion is to imagine having fallen into a deep pit full of
red-hot coals and desperately wanting to get out. The people above
have thrown down a rope; if you hang onto it with total trust and
complete reliance, you’ll be able to get out. In this analogy, the
pit is samsara, the people throwing down the rope are the
three-time buddhas, and the rope is the guru in ordinary
aspect.

When we do this meditation we should consider our
gurus as the rope and single-pointedly put our complete trust in
them. If we do that we can get out. If we don’t hold the rope
firmly, if we don’t devote to the guru with complete reliance, but
instead have doubt and keep examining him with a superstitious
mind, then even though numberless buddhas are trying to help us, we
can’t be guided. Even though all the buddhas have compassion and
loving-kindness for us and constantly want to liberate us from
samsara, if we don’t have devotion for our guru there’s no way they
can help us out. So that’s a great way to practice guru devotion
meditation.

However, I should finish the story of the Kopan
courses. It seems that Lama Yeshe and I had very strong karma with
teaching Dharma to Westerners. We taught them for many years and
then our connections gradually extended to Hong Kong and Singapore.
Taiwan and Malaysia came much later. All this started with our
first Western student, Zina Rachevsky.

People called her Princess Rachevsky because her
father was somehow connected with Russian royalty but he fled the
revolution for Paris, where Zina was born [in 1931]. She led a
varied life all over the word, sometimes rich, sometimes poor; for
a while she was a model, perhaps in Hollywood, although I’m not
sure about that.

In the early 1960s the hippie era exploded into
existence and Zina came across the writings of the German author,
Lama Govinda, who in Tibet had met the great yogi Domo Geshe
Rinpoche, the former life of the one who passed away in the United
States in 2001. The former Domo Geshe Rinpoche built the Domo
Dungkar Gompa in southern Tibet, where I became a monk; I didn’t
become a monk in Solu Khumbu. This great yogi lived in forests and
caves until a wealthy family invited him to come and live in their
shrine room. After a year he asked the family if they would build a
monastery, and that’s how the Domo Gompa began. That monastery also
had many branches in India and Tibet, especially in the Darjeeling
area.

Lama Govinda wrote several books, including The Way
of the White Clouds, Foundations of Tibetan Mysticism and books on
Buddhist psychology. In those early hippie days there were very few
Tibetan Buddhist books in Western languages. In English there were
[Evans-Wentz’s] Tibet’s Great Yogi Milarepa and The Tibetan Book of
the Dead, for example, and later there was a very good book by an
English writer who lived in Thailand [John Blofeld’s The Wheel of
Life: The Autobiography of a Western Buddhist]. Zina read about
Domo Geshe Rinpoche in The Way of the White Clouds.

The hippies were rebelling against Western society
and searching for alternatives, a new way of life, something more
spiritual, you might even say the truth, the Dharma, and many came
to India and Nepal. However, what happens and whom you meet when
you come to the East is totally up to your karma. You might be
looking for something meaningful but what you find is up to
karma.

Many of those people were taking drugs, but in some
cases drugs could have been the Buddha’s skillful means to help
break those people’s concepts. They had such unbelievably fixed
minds, fixed ideas—strong, unchangeable beliefs that there was just
this one life; no understanding that the mind can exist without the
body. Their thinking was unbelievably gross. People like this
needed something external to break their concepts and enable them
to see things more deeply. Drugs gave them many experiences such as
the mind being able to travel without the body, which shocked and
surprised them, because it was completely opposite to what was
taught and believed in the West.

This led many people to come to the East, looking for
something to give meaning to their lives. They gave up ideas of
wealth and a materialistic life and went to India. First they were
more likely to meet Hindu gurus, and if they had no karma to meet
Buddhism they either stayed with them or drifted into something
else. But if they did have the karma, they would eventually come
into contact with Buddhadharma, and of course, some actually met
the Buddhadharma from the beginning.

Roger, for example, first went to Rishikesh. He
stayed there for a while but met a sadhu who told him to go to
Kopan. It’s interesting how individuals’ karma plays out. Roger’s
swami told him to go to Kopan, which is very unusual—most teachers
try to get people to follow their own tradition, not send them
somewhere else. Of course, we don’t know who that swami really
was!

Buxa [Duar], where many of the Tibetan refugee monks
stayed when they first came out of Tibet, used to be a prison when
the British ruled India. Gandhi-ji and Nehru were held there for a
while. At one time there were 1,500 monks at Buxa. Some of them
stayed ten or eleven years; I was there for eight. Monks who wanted
to study went to Buxa; those who wanted to work were sent out to
build roads near the Tibetan border or other places.

Because I had TB, I often had to go to Darjeeling for
treatment and I used to stay in Domo Geshe’s monastery in Ghoom,
near the Ghoom railway station. I also lived there for a long time
with Lama and the monk who took care of me in Tibet, who was
originally from Domo Dungkar Gompa.

One day one of the young monks saw Zina outside and,
thinking she might be my friend, brought her to our room. He opened
the door and said, “Here’s your friend,” and in came the
blond-haired Zina, wearing a Tibetan dress and a sweater that she’d
probably bought at the Darjeeling railway station.

My teacher from Tibet brought us a big kettle of
Tibetan tea and poured Zina a huge mug. She drank it all but that’s
the only time she drank Tibetan tea. I never saw her drink it
again!

She asked Lama some questions, he answered, and I
tried to translate as best I could with my broken English—well,
it’s still broken! For the next month she came for teachings by car
from Darjeeling every morning at nine or ten, with her baby
daughter and a Nepalese nanny in tow, and then asked us to move to
her house.

There were a couple of movie theaters in Darjeeling
and she lived near the upper one in a very big house that I think
had once been owned by a previous maharaja. A rich Indian family
lived upstairs and she lived below. Lama and I lived in a tiny
one-room glass house in the garden that previous residents had
probably used for taking tea. Lama’s bed was on one side, mine on
the other and there was a small table between us. The only other
things in there were a chair and some drawers. It was small but
very pleasant.

We stayed there for nine months and every morning
Zina came for teachings. She’d get up early looking like a
sixty-year-old woman, spend a couple of hours in the bathroom, and
come out looking like a sixteen-year-old girl! Although she came
for teachings she’d spend much of the time telling us stories of
her adventures in various parts of the world.

Then she went to Sri Lanka for a year and came back
with the idea of starting a Mahayana center there. She wanted us to
go back with her, but to do that we needed travel documents and
permission from the Dalai Lama and the Tibetan government. We went
from Buxa to Calcutta to meet her and stayed at the Theravada
guesthouse there. At that time relations between India and the
Soviet Union were not good and although Zina was not a spy, she
acted like one. Wherever we went we were trailed by Indian
agents!

In Dharamsala we requested His Holiness to ordain
Zina but he didn’t have time so he asked Lati Rinpoche to do it,
which he did at what is now Tushita Meditation Centre. Just before
that time, our root guru, Kyabje Trijang Rinpoche, who had lived
there seven years, had moved down near the Tibetan Library and the
place was a bit empty, like a haunted house. Then we went to Delhi
to go to Sri Lanka, but some difficulties arose and Lama decided
that we should go to Nepal instead.

We stayed at Chini Lama’s place for the next year or
so. I think he was Chinese but the story I heard was that he had
been sent by the Tibetan government to take care of the Boudha
stupa because of its strong connection with Tibet. Many years ago a
woman had undertaken the task of building this stupa but passed
away when it was only about half done; however, her four sons
undertook the job of completing it. One prayed to become a Dharma
king to spread the teachings in Tibet; another to become a minister
to help the king; the next to become an abbot to pass on the
lineage of the vows; and the fourth prayed to become a powerful
yogi to pacify any obstacles that arose in the dissemination of
Dharma throughout Tibet. What happened? In their next lives their
prayers came true.

When the first monastery was being built at Samye in
southern Tibet, whatever the people built by day, spirits tore down
at night. This happened many times. So the king, Trisong Detsen,
invited the powerful yogi Padmasambhava from India to subdue these
spirits. He manifested as a deity, hooked and subdued the spirits,
and made them vow not to harm but to protect the Buddhadharma in
Tibet. He did this not only around Samye but wherever in Tibet they
were.

As a result, Buddhism was sustained in Tibet for many
centuries. The main goal of the government and the people was
always to preserve and spread the Dharma. Consequently Tibet gave
rise to many bodhisattvas and enlightened beings. And when the
communist Chinese colonized Tibet, His Holiness the Dalai Lama and
many great, learned lamas were able to leave Tibet, reestablish
monasteries, educate thousands of monks and produce many qualified
teachers. Every year, those qualified teachers go to different
countries, especially the West, to teach the Dharma to hundreds of
thousands of people all over the world. Even in the FPMT, there are
many people who can teach Dharma and introduce it to others. So
this benefit received by everybody, including us, is due to the
kindness of Padmasambhava, who purified Tibet, allowing the Dharma
to be established and last such a long time, and the power of the
Boudha stupa and the prayers made to it.

So, Zina read Lama Govinda, came to India looking for
Domo Geshe Rinpoche, was directed to the Ghoom Monastery and met a
monk who thought she was my friend and brought her to us. Thus we
started teaching Dharma to Westerners. So in one way you can say
that all this started—Kopan courses, our spreading Dharma in the
West, the FPMT—because of Zina and our having met her.

One day while Lama and I were staying in Boudha, a
Sherpa family came to see us. The father was Ang Nyima, a
well-known dealer of statues and thangkas, a kind of guru of
Kathmandu business. He had about twenty students selling statues
and thangkas, one of whom was a relative of mine. This man had come
to see us because he used to go to Lawudo to receive initiations
from the previous Lawudo Lama, the one who was said to be my
previous life, lived in a cave doing practice, and was reputed to
be a great yogi practitioner.

Ang Nyima gave me Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen’s great
lo-jong text, Lo-jong Chen-mo[also called Losang Gongyen], which is
basically a lamrim text but greatly elaborated in the lo-jong
section. He also offered Lama Yeshe the Heruka Body Mandala
commentary written by Dagpo Rinpoche, Pabongka Rinpoche’s root
guru, and ever since then Lama was always reading the completion
stage of that practice.

I spent the next few years reading the Lo-jong
Chen-mo. I took it with me when I went to Lawudo to build the
monastery, and instead of watching the workers as I was supposed to
do I’d spend most of the day in the cave, reading texts. It was
only when I went out to pee that I’d see them, standing around
talking instead of working. But I never said anything.

Every evening I had to pay the workers but it felt
very strange because usually people came into the cave to make
offerings. This time they were coming in for me to give them money.
I had to figure out what they were owed and pay them. After that I
would go into the kitchen where my sister would be making food, sit
down and calculate how much money we’d spent, how much was left and
so forth. This was a little difficult for me because I’d never been
to school or learned math.

Before being given this book I’d been memorizing
texts, usually the ones we studied for debate, but I hadn’t
received teachings on or studied the lamrim. The first lamrim
teaching I received was Liberation In the Palm of Your Hand from my
root guru, HH Trijang Rinpoche. After that I was very inspired to
teach Dharma.

Around 1970 we went to Bodhgaya to receive a
Yamantaka commentary from His Holiness the Dalai Lama’s senior
tutor, Kyabje Ling Rinpoche. At that time there was a Scottish Zen
monk there giving a one-week meditation course, so we went along
with Zina. She liked to see lots of lamas to ask them questions or
just talk, so because of her we got to meet several lamas of other
traditions, like Kalu Rinpoche, Chetsang Rinpoche, the Karmapa and
others. Lama would tell her what to ask and she would then ask them
that question.

Another day Lama, Zina and I went to an ashram where
a Japanese Zen monk was leading the meditation. At the end of the
hour I couldn’t see any difference between the meditation he was
leading and deep sleep! He told us to stop all thought; that’s what
happens in deep sleep. I couldn’t see any difference.

At this point Zina asked Lama at least twice to
conduct a meditation course at Kopan but Lama refused. However, I
had the inspiration to do it. Later on she asked me and I asked
Lama what he thought. Lama said that if I thought it beneficial I
should go ahead. So I led a five-day course [March 1971] and
several Western people came.

There was a two-page handout outlining the meditation
subjects: one or two lines on the perfect human rebirth, five lines
on the suffering of the lower realms, a few lines on
karma…something to serve as a basis for the teaching. On the fifth
day, out of the kindness of Lama Yeshe and Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen, I
talked about bodhicitta.

One English guy who was there didn’t want me to stop
teaching so he took the clock off my table. After teaching, Zina
and I would go to eat in Lama’s room. I think that very first
course was the only one Zina attended. She was completely
astonished at the teachings. I can’t imitate the way she expressed
herself but she was very happy, sort of completely amazed. As a
result, the second course happened [March 1972]. Actually, it all
came from Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsen’s teachings, the Lo-jong
Chen-mo,The Great Thought Transformation text.

Up to the seventh Kopan course [November 1974],
people used to say to me, “Oh, the course went so well, it was so
wonderful,” they used to tell me this and that, but in my heart I
never used to think it was me; I always felt that it was all Lama
Yeshe. After the seventh course, I don’t know what happened, but
that feeling disappeared. From the first course to the seventh I
always felt in my heart that the teachings I was giving were
actually Lama’s. After that, the feeling went.
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LECTURE 16
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1989

PHENOMENA DON’T
EXIST AS THEY APPEAR

Do not commit any unwholesome actions, any harmful
actions toward other sentient beings, which are also harmful toward
yourself.

Enjoy life by creating perfect, wholesome actions, virtuous,
beneficial actions toward other sentient beings, which are also
beneficial toward yourself.

Subdue one’s own mind.

This is the teaching of the Buddha.

Reflect on the nature of causative phenomena such as
the self, your own life, your body, your possessions, friends,
enemies, strangers—the whole thing—that they are in the nature of
impermanence. Reflect on their conventional nature, which is
transitory, and that these things can be stopped at any time. These
things do not last, even within a second; in every second they are
changing, they are decaying, and these things can be stopped any
time.
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Therefore, there is no reason to follow the
dissatisfied mind, attachment. Similarly, there’s no reason for
deluded minds to arise toward impermanent phenomena such as anger,
ignorance, the concept of permanence. There’s no reason, there’s no
space to arise any harmful thought or any ill will, jealousy and so
forth.

By reflecting on the nature of phenomena, such as
impermanence, this way you see more reason to generate a good
heart, to generate compassion, the positive attitude. There is a
valid reason. This way you see more reason to generate the positive
attitude, and no reason to follow the negative thoughts, the
disturbing thoughts.

Besides that, I, action, object—the whole of
existence—while they exist by depending on the base and the thought
which labels, by depending on those two, at the same time they are
empty. At the same time, while they exist by depending on the base
to be labeled and the thought which labels, by depending on those
two, while they exist, all these existent phenomena are empty. They
are empty of existing from their own side. These existent phenomena
that appear as real ones, existing from their own side, are empty,
they are empty from their own side. They are empty from their own
side in reality.

The way they appear to our hallucinated mind, our
dualistic mind, is inherently existent, that they exist from their
own side. But the fact, the reality of all the existence is that
they do not exist in this way. They do not exist in the way that
they appear.
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If they did exist as they appeared to our
hallucinated, dualistic mind, then they should be findable by
analysis. By searching, by analyzing to see whether a phenomenon
really exists or not, it should become clearer, it should be able
to be found. But when we analyze, it cannot be found.

Like the existence of past and future lives. Because
they exist they can be realized, whereas the non-existence of past
and future lives, the non-existence of the continuation of the mind
before this life and after this life, doesn’t exist and so can’t be
found. That’s why there’s nobody who has discovered or who has
realized that there is no continuation of the mind before this life
and after this life. There’s nobody who has realized this. There’s
no omniscient one who has realized this.

Similarly, there’s nobody who has realized that
things have inherent existence, that things exist from their own
side. There’s nobody who has realized this. There are numberless
beings who have realized that things do not exist from their own
side. Similarly, there are numberless beings who have realized that
there’s reincarnation, that there’s a continuation of the mind
before this life and after this life. So this is similar.

So, all these things, while they exist, they are
empty of existing from their own side.
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Be aware of the impermanent nature of these
phenomena, that these causative phenomena, including the self,
life, are impermanent by nature and besides that, all existent
phenomena are completely empty from their own side. How they exist
is completely the opposite to how they have been appearing to our
own hallucinated mind.

So, suddenly there’s no reason at all, no purpose at
all to follow all these wrong concepts, all these disturbing
thoughts, the three poisonous minds and so forth. Even cherishing
ourselves, even clinging to the I, cherishing the self, suddenly it
doesn’t make any sense. Suddenly we become aware that following
these disturbing thoughts is completely unnecessary in life because
in reality these things are not how they have been appearing so
far.

By being aware of the reality of things, suddenly the
old life is stopped and the new life is started. The old life is
stopped and we begin a new life—a new life, a new mind, a new
awareness, a new wisdom, a new action, which is not the cause of
suffering. A life that produces peace, especially ultimate
happiness, full enlightenment.

[Rinpoche chants Lion-face Dakini practice in
Tibetan.]


KARMA: THE FOUR SUFFERING RESULTS OF SEXUAL MISCONDUCT

Rinpoche: Is there some question regarding
motivation? Something I mentioned yesterday?

Student: There’s one. What is the cause of
phenomena arising?

Rinpoche: The cause of phenomena arising? You
mean, generally existing? Ah lay. Generally speaking, permanent and
impermanent phenomena, everything, what makes them exist is because
they’re empty. They are empty of independence, so that’s why they
exist. That’s why they exist. That’s the general thing. Everything
comes out of emptiness. The whole of existence comes out of
emptiness, the emptiness of inherent existence. It is not saying it
begins from nothing, it’s not saying that. Everything comes into
existence out of emptiness, the emptiness of inherent existence,
the emptiness that is the opposite to how things appear to us now,
as something unlabeled. Things—people, places, sense objects—appear
to us here and now as unlabeled, they seem to exist unlabeled by
the mind, to exist from their own side, not merely labeled by the
mind.

The other thing is, for example, the various worlds
are born from karma. There’s individual karma and collective karma,
the intention or karma that is an individual person’s mind, and one
that is a collective action, an action that is done by a group. So,
various worlds are born from the living beings who use that world,
who experience that world, who own that world. This comes from
their karma, from their intention.

You’ll understand the explanation to your question
when we go through the subject of karma in more detail, with more
specifics. For example, sexual misconduct. Since you’ve brought up
this question, I’ll give a particular example to show how things
come from the mind, how they are born from karma, which is mind,
the intention.

First of all, because [the act of sex] is done out of
self-cherishing, it becomes sexual misconduct; it becomes a
nonvirtuous action. Because of the attitude it becomes a
nonvirtuous action. In order to become a complete nonvirtuous
action, it has to have four things: base, thought, action and
goal.

The complete sexual misconduct becomes nonvirtue
because of the self-cherishing thought. Even if the action is done
with attachment, from the three poisonous minds, it’s done out of
self-cherishing and so these four things are completed. Then it
becomes a complete nonvirtuous action and this has four suffering
results. This has four suffering results. Due to the action, the
ripened aspect result determines the rebirth, which is
rebirth in the lower realms—the narak or hell realm, the hungry
ghost realm or the animal realm—one of these realms.

Then, creating the result similar to the cause
means, even when in a future life we are born as a human being, we
do the same action again. We do the same action again because of
our past habit, the imprint of the past habit. Even if it’s not
taught by somebody else, we do it out of what is called by science
“instinct.” However, this has a cause. It is due to the past habit
or imprint that was left on the consciousness. Depending on how
much our mind was habituated to that action in the past, how much
karma to do it we have created, at some time, when some positive
karma ripens due to having practiced morality, we
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LECTURE 18
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