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FOREWORD 

by the Seventeenth Gyalwang Karmapa  
Ogyen Trinley Dorje

Often people wonder whether a particular Dharma practice 
belongs to the Mahayana or to the Foundation vehicle. Yet it 
is not really a question of whether the practice is Mahayana or 
Foundation vehicle—the label it is given does not make it one or 
the other. Instead, it depends upon the resolve of the practitioner: 
if their motivation is bodhichitta, then it becomes Mahayana. 
But if it is a Foundation vehicle motivation, the practice becomes 
a Foundation vehicle practice. People might think that it is the 
practice that is the Great Perfection, but that is not how it is. 
What is important is not that the practice be the Great Perfec-
tion but that the individual must become the Great Perfection.

Similarly, many people, when they hear of the highest stages of 
Dharma study and practice, such as “emptiness” or “mahamudra” 
want to study or practice them immediately. However, without 
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a stable foundation, which is the essential prerequisite to such 
advanced practices, even if they were to study or practice them, 
they would not be able to experience their profundity.

This is the reason why The Torch of True Meaning is such an im-
portant text. Composed by the first Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö 
Thaye, it gives comprehensive instructions on how to practice 
the ngöndro, the essential preparation for all practitioners before 
beginning mahamudra.

Anyone who wishes to practice the ngöndro of the Kagyu lineage 
and in particular the Karma Kagyu lineage should first read this 
text carefully and internalize its meaning. They will then have 
a stable ground for the practice of mahamudra. This is not just 
the correct way to practice, but also the most beneficial.

Even though previous translations of The Torch of True Meaning 
have helped many, David Karma Choephel has worked hard to 
retranslate it into a more modern style and bring it closer to 
the original meaning. I have also made a few, small efforts as a 
contribution to this process.

I am very happy that this translation is to be published jointly 
by KTD Publications and the Kagyu Monlam, and will be 
available for distribution on a donation basis to all who wish 
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to practice the four preliminaries. I would also like to thank 
everyone involved in this translation. I hope it will bring benefit 
to all who read it.

17th Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje,  
Himachal Pradesh, India, 

9th August, 2014
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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

For many who come to the practice of Tibetan Buddhism in 
general and mahamudra in particular, the preliminary ngöndro 
practices are like a rite of passage, deepening their commitment 
to the practice of meditation. And this book The Torch of True 

Meaning is an indispensable guide for that process, especially in 
the Karma Kagyu tradition. The original, pioneering translation 
by Judith Hanson has been available (under the title The Torch 

of Certainty) for many years now, and many have relied on it for 
inspiration and advice. But His Holiness the Gyalwang Karmapa 
Ogyen Trinley Dorje thought a new edition would be helpful 
and asked me to prepare this translation for publication.

The author of The Torch of True Meaning, Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö 
Thaye (1813–1899), was one of the leaders of the nonsectarian Rimé 
movement that led to a resurgence of the Dharma throughout 
Tibet but especially in its eastern parts. His great talents were 
recognized while he was still young, and he was named a tulku 
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(reincarnate lama) in spite of not actually being one in order to 
prevent him being put to secular service for the king. Though he 
is associated as a main lineage holder of the Karma Kamtsang, 
he received teachings from all the different lineages that had 
spread to Tibet and taught, wrote about, and spread them all. 
In particular, he sought out rare teachings and preserved the 
lineages of empowerments, transmission, and instructions that 
otherwise would have been lost. He compiled all these teach-
ings in what are called his Five Great Treasuries and also wrote 
many commentaries, meditation instructions, and other texts 
himself—his complete oeuvre including the Five Great Treasur-

ies fills well over a hundred volumes. Yet he was not merely a 
scholar and author; he was also a great meditation master who 
spent decades in solitary retreat, and his own experience in 
meditation flavors all of his works—perhaps this Torch of True 

Meaning most especially.

Written primarily for meditators, The Torch is forthright and 
easy to understand. On the outermost level, it reflects the life-
style of premodern Tibet in many ways: Jamgön Kongtrul uses 
the things people would see in their lives as farmers or nomads 
for examples, and frequently refers to types of spirits such as 
döns and bhutas that have no direct equivalent in the bestiaries 
of the Western spirit world. It was written during a time when 
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the fragility of life was more evident than it is in the antiseptic 
developed world of the twenty-first century, in a context where 
most people would have had many friends and family members 
who perished early from infection, disease, accident, or violence. 
But the underlying meaning of the text holds as true now as it 
did then, and the practice of mahamudra still requires that we 
appreciate the preciousness of a human body, take our mortal-
ity to heart, feel deep revulsion for samsara, purify our beings, 
gather the accumulations, and most of all develop heartfelt 
devotion for the master who can guide us to see our true nature 
as it is. Jamgön Kongtrul clearly explains here what we need to 
do ourselves in order to achieve just that.

The Torch is paired here with a new translation of the liturgy 
for the Karma Kamtsang preliminary practices, (in ebook edi-
tion published separately here) by the Ninth Karmapa Wang-
chuk Dorje. There are several translations and editions of this 
practice already available, and Jamgön Kongtrul’s commentary 
can be used with any of them. This version, however, is based 
on a Tibetan text prepared by His Holiness the Karmapa. It is 
essentially the same as the other available editions except that 
the lineage supplication in the guru yoga has been edited and 
shortened, and a few other edits have been made as well. Just 
as the original was largely compiled from preexisting practice 

https://dharmaebooks.org/ngondro-chariot
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texts, I have largely assembled the translation from other texts I 
had translated previously for the Kagyu Monlam or from other 
practices.

When the Dharma was translated into Tibetan, Tibetan trans-
lators worked together with Indian panditas with whom they 
confirmed every word of their translations, but present-day 
translators into English rarely get a similar opportunity. I was 
fortunate enough to do the bulk of the translation while stay-
ing near the Karmapa, and His Holiness answered many of my 
questions at that time. Later he also reviewed the entire trans-
lation of The Torch, making many changes and suggestions. If 
this translation is of benefit, it is primarily due to his kindness, 
patience, and clarity in explaining things to me.

I did not start this translation with a blank slate; I relied heavily 
on an earlier translation by Lama Willa Miller, and many of her 
words remain in the final translation. I am grateful for her initial 
generosity in sharing her work as well as for her graciousness 
throughout this process. Additionally, Lama Eric Triebelhorn 
took the time to thoroughly review a draft and made dozens of 
corrections and suggestions, and Jo Gibson gave invaluable input 
during the editing. I am thankful to them and to everyone else 
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who helped in other ways as well, for without their contribu-
tions, this translation would not have been worth reading.

In spite of all the help I have received from His Holiness and 
many others, it is still possible that there are mistakes, inadequa-
cies, and inconsistencies remaining in this translation. These are 
all my own responsibility, and I would like to beg the reader’s 
pardon for them. I hope that all those who read this book may 
take its meaning to heart and be inspired to do whatever they 
can in this life to bring themselves and others the lasting ben-
efits of mahamudra.

—DKC
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The Concise Graduated Instructions on the Four 
Preliminaries and Main Practice of Mahamudra
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THE FOUR ORDINARY PRELIMINARIES

I bow my head to Varjadhara Pema Nyinche Wangpo, 
Who upholds the lineage of the wish-fulfilling jewels, 
Glorious Dusum Khyenpa’s oral transmission passed down
From the forebears of all siddhas, Marpa, Mila, and 

Gampopa.

Perfect, supreme Buddha, accept me 
And all sentient beings as your 
Followers In this and all our lifetimes, and bless us 
So that we realize the true nature.

We have all been born human. We need to understand that the 
significance of entering the gate of Dharma is that our minds 
must move toward the Dharma. In order for this to occur, we 
must know the qualities of the Three Jewels and have the faith 
of conviction. But if we do not recall death and impermanence, 
that faith will not serve as a solid basis, and for that reason we 
must first meditate on impermanence. Appreciation of imper-
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manence arises due to understanding how difficult it is to gain 
the leisures and resources of a precious human existence.
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1. THE PRECIOUS HUMAN LIFE

From the root text for the four common preliminaries:

First meditate on this precious human body
So difficult to gain, so easy to lose.
This time I shall make it meaningful!

First, meditate as follows: This human body with the eight lei-
sures and ten resources is superior to even a wish-fulfilling jewel 
because we have not been born in any of the eight states that lack 
leisure. Contemplate the reasons why it is so difficult to gain.

1. 	Hell beings experience the sufferings of heat and cold 
without the slightest break.

2. 	Hungry ghosts are tormented solely by the sufferings of 
hunger and thirst.

3. 	Animals are dull and ignorant and do not understand or 
know anything.
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4. 	The lands where Buddhism has spread are small and the 
places where it has not are exceedingly numerous. Those 
born in outlying lands do not hear even a word of Dharma.

5. 	Long-lived gods of the Desire, Form, and Formless realms 
are so distracted by attachment to sensory pleasures and 
samadhi that they have no interest in the Dharma.

6. 	Those who have extreme views and those who naturally 
dislike the Dharma have wrong views.

7. 	Those in desolate worlds are beings of dark aeons when 
no Buddha has come and not even the words for the Three 
Jewels are heard.

8. 	The dumb, called lenpa in Kham dialect, are idiots whose 
minds do not turn toward the Dharma.

These beings have no opportunity to practice Dharma and are 
tormented by their particular kind of karma, so they do not 
have leisure. Right now, since your mental continuum has not 
taken birth in any of those eight unfavorable states, you possess 
the eight leisures.

Even if you attain a body capable of practicing Dharma, in or-
der to practice purely, you must not be affected by the sixteen 
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circumstances without leisure. There are eight defects based on 
present circumstances:

1.	 The five poisons being exceedingly coarse and disturbing 
your mind

2. 	Being influenced by negative companions

3. 	Having erroneous views and conduct

4.	  Being extremely lazy

5. 	Being flooded by obstacles arising from the awakening of 
previous negative actions

6. 	Being under someone else’s control, such as being enslaved 
or indentured

7. 	Entering the Dharma just to get food and clothing or out 
of fear of death and then acting contrary to the teachings

8.	 Simulating Dharma practice for sake of offerings, respect, 
and renown

There are eight mental conditions unfavorable to Dharma practice:

1. 	Having great attachment to your body, possessions, and so 
forth 

2. 	Behaving badly due to an extremely coarse disposition
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3. 	Not fearing the miseries of samsara and the lower realms, 
no matter how much they are explained

4. 	Lacking faith, no matter how much the benefits of 
liberation are taught

5. 	Being naturally fond of unvirtuous activities

6. 	Being as interested in Dharma as a dog is in grass

7. 	Violating bodhichitta and the root vows

8. 	Violating the samaya you hold with your guru or 
companions

These sixteen prevent Dharma from arising in your being and are 
the basis for going to the lower realms, so rejoice that they have 
not contaminated your being in the past, and train in methods 
to prevent them from arising in the future.

There are five internal resources:

1. 	You have obtained a precious human body that is the 
opposite of the eight states that lack leisure.

2. 	You have been born in a central country (in terms of 
Dharma) where Dharma has spread 1.

1. A central country in terms of the Dharma is one where there are all 
four branches of the fourfold community of bhikshus, bhikshunis, male 
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3. 	Since your eyes and other sense faculties are intact, you 
can understand whatever you are taught.

4. 	Since you have not encountered wrong views and have 
entered the fold of the Buddha’s teachings, you do not have 
a wrong livelihood.

5. 	Since you trust the Three Jewels that are the source of 
refuge, you have faith.

There are five external resources:

1. 	Although many universes are formed and destroyed, it 
is difficult for a Buddha to appear even once. However 
Shakyamuni Buddha has appeared in this age.

2. 	Pratyekabuddhas and so forth do not teach Dharma even 
when they appear. However now the Buddha has taught 
the profound and vast True Dharma.

3. 	The teachings have remained until now without waning

4. 	There are many followers of the teachings.

5. 	Dharma practitioners are not deprived of a Dharmic 
livelihood because other sentient beings who have 
renunciation due to illness, aging, and so forth are 

lay practitioners who hold the five precepts, and female lay practitioners 
who hold the five precepts.
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sympathetic to them and give them food, clothing, and 
necessities.

In total, there are ten resources, and you possess them.

All sentient beings naturally do wrong acts, and very few act 
virtuously. Even among virtues, the ability to maintain the dis-
cipline necessary to achieve a human body is extremely difficult. 
For this reason, beings in the three lower realms are as numer-
ous as the atoms in the earth while gods and human beings are 
exceedingly few. And among them, a human body capable of 
practicing Dharma is scarcely attainable. For example, we can-
not count the number of insects underneath a single flat rock, 
but it is possible to count all the people living in one country. 
Yet only a fraction of them practice Dharma, and among them, 
those who practice it properly are as rare as stars in the daytime. 2

We never know when this body will perish from fire, water, poi-
son, weapons, strokes, lightning, a fall into a ravine, or so forth. 
The causes of death are many, and the conditions sustaining life 
are few. Since the only difference between life and death is just 
the breath wheezing in and out, this body perishes even more 
easily than a water bubble.

2. Since stars are not visible in the daytime, this is often used as an 
analogy for extreme rarity.



23

THE PRECIOUS HUMAN LIFE

Therefore you will never obtain a precious human body like this 
again. Do not dare to waste it. If you were born in an animal 
body, forget about attaining enlightenment, you would not be 
capable of reciting even a single maṇi. Additionally, you would 
automatically accumulate many causes for being reborn in the 
lower realms.

Because of this body, we are able to achieve even perfect buddha-
hood, so it has a great purpose. Yet till now, we have squandered 
it without much point. Worldly people are able to work so hard 
at farming and so forth in the short term with their eye on the 
long term, but we cannot muster even an ounce of endurance 
or fortitude when it comes to working for what we have wished 
for in every lifetime. We are rotten to the core, fickle, and fooled 
by the maras. Meditate on this again and again, thinking, “From 
this day onward, there’s no way I won’t put all of my energy 
into practicing the True Dharma to make this life meaningful.”

Generally, when we have not completed an action, it is called 
unfinished business. Due to unfinished business from our past 
lives’ Dharma practice, in this life as well we will have faith in 
the Dharma and guru we are used to, and we will train under 
them. This is a sign of the awakening of positive karma. However 
becoming habituated to wrongdoing now only creates unfinished 
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business for the lower realms in the next lifetime—we will not 
attain a human body again. The Kshitigarbha Sutra states:

There are ten kinds of individuals in samsara who are un-
likely to be reborn in a human form. Who are they? They 
are those who have not generated the roots of virtue, who 
do not accumulate merit, who are influenced by negative 
friends, whose afflictions continuously propagate them-
selves, who are not afraid of the sufferings of future lives, 
whose minds are agitated by the afflicted, who constantly 
forget Dharma because of laziness and distraction, who 
embrace the Buddha’s teachings but do not follow them, 
who follow wrong views, and who cling to wrong views 
tightly.

Be careful of those.

You should not think that just because you have such a meaning-
ful human body you are great, you are learned, you are of a high 
class, or you are venerable, and then belittle others—it is not 
appropriate to disparage even a tiny insect, because all beings 
have buddha nature. It is said that disparaging others ripens in 
this life as losing what you value and in the next as rebirth as a 
hungry ghost. Even if you are born human, you will be a slave. 
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Furthermore, ordinary beings lack clairvoyance and thus never 
know where or in what manner noble beings or bodhisattvas 
might appear, or how they might act to benefit beings. Therefore 
never judge others. It is taught that disparaging a bodhisattva 
results in enduring the misery of hell for many aeons. Thus you 
must never go too far even as a joke or as a tease.

Individuals with human bodies may have greater or lesser faith, 
and there are stronger and weaker remedies. Those whose in-
telligence is limited, who are easily influenced by companions, 
and who are frightened by the profound words and meaning 
are the gradual type of individuals. They should remain close 
to a skillful guru and train in the path in stages, gathering the 
two accumulations in union, and not be introduced to the view 
and meditation too early. The instantaneous type of individuals 
have sharper intelligence, greater compassion, unwavering faith 
and longing, and little fixation or attachment. They think only 
of Dharma and feel a special joy for the profound words and 
meaning. They need not be taught the path of various means 
and visualization but can be immediately given an introduction 
to the meaning. I offer this as an aside.
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Second, the world and living beings are transient, 
Especially my life, like a water bubble—
Who knows when I will die and become a corpse? 
Since Dharma will help then, I’ll practice diligently.

There are five root verses from the Kadampa school:

1. First, reflect that nothing lasts—everything changes.

The universe is first formed, then remains, and is finally de-
stroyed by fire and water so that not even a speck of ash is left. 
Last year, this year, yesterday, today, and so forth—months and 
years disappear moment by moment. All the beings inhabiting 
this world are also impermanent. Meditate thinking, “I was like 
that when I was a baby. Then I was like that as a child and like 
that as youth. Now I have aged this much. With each day and 
every month, death draws closer and closer—it is nearly upon 
me. What would be best? How can I do it?”
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2. Contemplate the many others who have died.

Contemplate, thinking, “The people I remember who have died 
up to now outnumber those alive now who are older, younger, 
or the same age as me. This person lived here, but has died. That 
was over there, but now it has fallen into ruins. Only a few die 
of old age. Most, without time to think or remember, are sud-
denly snatched away even at happy and joyous times. That is 
how it is. Some who have not died have gone from high to low, 
from low to high, from beggar to rich, from rich to destitute. 
No one I have seen or heard of is beyond impermanence. When 
will it happen to me as well? Now, while I still have a little time, 
I must be diligent about practicing the True Dharma.”

3. Contemplate the many causes of death again and again.

Meditate intensely, thinking, “Falling rocks, collapsing build-
ings, lightning, seizures, unbearable abdominal pain, and so 
forth—there are so many causes of death that we do not know 
how it will come. We do not know when it will come. If it is 
karma, there is no way to prevent it. I don’t even know whether 
my food, wealth, clothing, friends, associates, servants, and so 
forth will become causes of death. The time of death is uncertain, 
so what will happen to me even now?”
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The Bodhisattvapiṭaka mentions nine causes of sudden death: 
Eating food that disagrees with you, overeating when already 
full, eating before the last meal has digested, not urinating or 
defecating in a timely manner, patients not heeding the advice 
of doctors and nurses, being struck by virulent döns, taking 
the wrong emetic, impulsive violent behavior, and engaging in 
sexual intercourse carelessly. Be wary of these.

4. Contemplate what will happen at the time of death.

Death comes upon us unwanted—we do not accept it willingly. 
Wicked individuals and those who have previously committed 
bad acts have the agony of the channels being severed and the 
terrifying feeling of life ceasing in particular. 1 They experience 
many mistaken, confused appearances. They lose control of their 
bodies and minds, so there is no telling what they might think 
of. The state of the mind at the time of death is so potent that 
if even a mildly unvirtuous thought arises, rebirth in the lower 
realms is certain. As that state of mind depends upon our present 
conditioning, we must start now to habituate ourselves to the 
Dharma. It goes without saying that divinations, toh, 2 medical 

1. The channels being severed refers to the process of the inner channels 
ceasing to function at the time of death.

2. Rituals, totems, and charms from the Bön tradition that are used to 
ward off harm, illness, and death.
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treatment, healing rites, food, wealth, and so forth cannot fool 
death—even the power of a buddha cannot bring back a life that 
has run out. Thus there is no way to avoid death, so we must act 
now to ensure we have no regrets when the time comes.

5. Contemplate what happens after death.

Meditate that once you have died, you will not be able to carry 
a single mouthful of food, a set of clothes, or a single gemstone. 
You won’t even be able to bring along the lowliest servant, even 
if you are a universal emperor. Your corpse will be wrapped in a 
shroud and bound with a rope. Everyone will be nauseated just 
looking at it. After a few days, not even a trace of it will remain. 
Your mind will be out of control, like a feather blown around 
by the wind, and you will travel the terrifying passages of the 
bardo. You will wander unwitting into an unknown next life, 
pursued by your positive and negative acts. There is no way to 
leave behind the wrongs you have done. The True Dharma and 
virtue will help, but if you do not strive to accomplish them 
now, at that time there will be no one to borrow them from and 
no one to give them to you. In summary, there is no other way 
but to practice Dharma from now on—you must not neglect it. 
You must integrate it into your being, and in order to integrate 
it, you must practice. You must gain stability in practice so that 
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you will actually feel joy at the time of death and others will 
venerate you, saying what a pure practitioner you were.

We say, “So-and-so died! How sad!” or “What a tragedy for that 
family! Lama khyen! ” 3 But we are numb to the fact that the 
same thing will soon happen to us. Though we know we will 
die someday, we think we won’t die for a while. Intellectually 
we know that the time of death is uncertain, but we do not re-
ally take it to heart. Thus all those who are deluded by worldly 
appearances and act contrary to the Dharma when they meet 
with adversity have no sense.

So think, “Up to now, more than half of my life has gone by. It 
is as if the Lord of Death has almost arrived at my door. So I 
have no time to waste thinking about food, wealth, provisions, 
clothing, my reputation, and so on.” Then measure your actions 
of body, speech, and mind against the yardstick of Dharma. 
When others take it easy and lay out their pasts and futures in 
their minds, think to yourself, “What are they thinking? Aren’t 
they afraid of death? The poor things!” Never be without this 
sense of urgency.

3. Literally, “Know me, lama.” It is often said as an exclamation.
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Third, there is no freedom at the time of death. 
In order to gain control over karma,
I’ll give up misdeeds and always do virtuous acts. 
Thinking thus I’ll examine myself every day.

Karmic cause and effect is the fundamental meaning of all the 
infinite Dharma teachings given by the Buddha. This topic is 
so incredibly profound and vast that until one has realized one 
taste, 1 one will not fully comprehend it. Though ordinary beings 
cannot fully appreciate it, karmic cause and effect can be roughly 
summarized thus: Virtuous causes produce pleasant results and 
unvirtuous causes produce painful results.

There are the causes and results of samsara, and there are the 
causes and results of liberation. As for the first of these two, 
in samsara, the root of suffering comes down to accumulating 

1. One of the four yogas of mahamudra practice, in which the equal 
nature of phenomena is realized.
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negative acts. That comes down to the afflictions, and those come 
down to the ignorance of cherishing a self. Ignorance—the delu-
sion that is the root of all afflictions— is the obscure darkness 
of not knowing where samsara came from; what its nature is; 
how karmic cause and effect benefit and harm us, and so forth. 
It is that fleeting thought that we cannot identify something, 
as if we were imagining a place we had never visited, even if a 
guru explains it or we come to an intellectual understanding 
through study and contemplation.

Because of this, we grasp at the lack of a “me” as being me. Due 
to that, we develop many wrong views such as doubt about the 
true meaning. Desire based on our own bodies, possessions, and 
so forth arises, and because of that, pride, envy, and stinginess 
also occur. Hatred arises based on the “other,” and from that 
come anger, contentiousness, grudges, and so forth. Without 
those afflictions—the three poisons 2— it is impossible to ac-
cumulate karma. And without karma, its result does not oc-
cur, so we must do all we can to eliminate those three roots of 
wandering in samsara.

To summarize samsaric actions, nonmeritorious acts, which are 
included within the ten nonvirtues, lead to rebirth in the three 

2. The three poisons are delusion, desire, and hatred.
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lower realms. Meritorious actions—virtues such as generosity 
that are not accompanied by the intention to achieve nirvana—
lead to rebirth in high realms as gods or humans. Unmoving 
karma—dhyana meditation that involves clinging—leads to 
rebirth in the Form and Formless realms.

In brief, until the imprints of thought have been exhausted, we 
will continue to accumulate karma, and due to that, it will be 
impossible to stop the confused perceptions of samsara. Thus 
those fools who meditate on false emptiness and say, “I don’t 
need to pay attention to action and result—I have realized the 
nature of mind,” are great marauders of the teachings.

There are ten unvirtuous actions. There are three nonvirtues 
of body:

1. 	Taking life is killing anything intentionally, even 
something as small as an ant or beetle, since there is no big 
or small when it comes to life.

2. 	Stealing is taking others’ possessions covertly, without 
them being given.

3. 	Sexual misconduct is engaging in sexual activity in the 
four wrong manners: with the wrong object (those who 
have vows, another partner, and so forth), at the wrong 



34

KARMIC CAUSE AND EFFECT

time (with pregnant women, the sick, or nursing mothers), 
at the wrong place (near the guru, in a temple, in a stupa 
building, and so forth), and in the wrong orifice (the 
mouth, anus, and so forth).

There are four nonvirtues of speech:

1. 	Lying is consciously saying something untrue.

2. 	Divisive speech is saying disturbing things that are a basis 
for discord.

3. 	Harsh speech is speaking of others’ defects to strike a 
nerve, such as calling them a thief or a cripple.

4. 	Idle chatter is talking about war, business, or women; 
singing; dancing; playing; and so forth.

There are three nonvirtues of mind:

1.	 Covetousness is thinking, “If only I had that” about 
another person’s wealth, spouse, reputation, or so forth.

2. 	Malice is being displeased that someone else has happiness 
or wealth.

3. 	Wrong views are disbelieving in past and future lives, 
karmic cause and effect, the qualities of the Three Jewels, 
and so forth.
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The full ripening of engaging in these ten nonvirtues and related 
actions is rebirth in the lower realms. Even if you are born hu-
man, they will produce much suffering, such as a short life due 
to killing, being poor due to stealing, and so forth. Thus never 
commit them, prevent others from doing them, and regret those 
you have done.

The opposite of the nonvirtuous actions are the ten virtuous 
actions:

1. 	Refraining from killing and saving lives

2.	 Not taking what is not given from others and being 
generous with your own food and wealth 

3. 	Maintaining discipline without hypocrisy 

4. 	Speaking truthfully

5. 	Reconciling those divided by slander

6. 	Speaking gently

7. 	Speaking purposefully 3

8. 	Rejoicing in the prosperity of others

9. 	Always maintaining an altruistic attitude toward others

3. Speaking purposefully is missing from the original.
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10. Not criticizing the qualities of any religion or philosophy 
you hear about and believing the Buddha’s words

Do these as much as you are able. Get others to do them as well. 
Rejoice in those that have been done. The result will be rebirth 
in the higher realms with a long life and so forth—there are 
many benefits.

Spending time doing various neutral actions such as walking, 
standing, sleeping, and sitting, which are neither virtuous nor 
unvirtuous, does not ripen into good or bad experiences, but it 
pointlessly wastes this human life. Thus do not fall under the 
influence of distraction and laziness, and spend your time only 
practicing virtue with mindfulness and awareness.

Abstain from carelessly committing even the slightest wrong— 
remember that even a small amount of poison can be fatal. 
Likewise do not disregard even the slightest virtue—remember 
that gathering barley grain by grain will fill a basket.

Furthermore, you must secondarily achieve what are known as 
the eight qualities of the higher realms, as they are the basis for 
a vast accumulation of merit in future lives:

1. 	A long life due to giving up harming others
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2. 	A pleasant appearance due to offering lamps and giving 
away clothing and so forth

3. 	A high social status due to serving your guru and 
companions without any pride

4. 	Prosperity due to giving everything desirable to people 
who have positive qualities, the sick, the destitute, and so 
forth

5. 	Authoritative speech due to only speaking virtuously

6. 	Great power due to making positive aspirations and 
presenting offerings to the Three Jewels, your parents, and 
so forth

7. 	Being born male due to befriending men and protecting 
beings from castration 4

8. 	Abundant powers due to assisting Dharma activities 
without expectations

Train in the causes of these qualities.

Therefore once you no longer want to be in samsara, you must 
train in giving up its cause, nonvirtue. Thus you should practice 
without hypocrisy the virtues that lead to merit taught here and 

4. Especially in premodern times, a woman’s life was so much more 
difficult than a man’s that it was considered desirable to be reborn male.
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elsewhere as well as the virtues that lead to liberation—the vows, 
samayas, and so forth. 5 Do not pull the wool over your own eyes.

The first cause of attaining liberation is maintaining pure disci-
pline grounded in the steadfast intention to emancipate yourself 
from samsara. Based on that, you will develop the samadhi of 
a one-pointed mind. This produces the prajna that realizes self-
lessness through which you can know the universal and specific 
characteristics of impermanence, suffering, emptiness, and so 
forth. This purifies previously accumulated obscurations, which 
will never again be able to produce a result. Thus the suffering 
of samsara will be exhausted, and you will be able to rest in the 
nature of the awareness free of extremes. This is called by the 
name “liberation”—attaining liberation or nirvana does not 
mean going to some other place or becoming someone different.

In summary, it can only be that virtuous actions result in happi-
ness and unvirtuous actions in suffering—it is impossible it could 
be the other way around, like planting barley and buckwheat 
seeds. 6 Acts with a positive intention but negative action (such 

5. The virtues that lead to merit refers to virtuous actions that will lead 
to a pleasant rebirth in samsara. The virtues that lead to liberation are the 
path of accumulation—the virtues that will develop into liberation.

6. That is, buckwheat seeds only grow buckwheat, and barley seeds only 
grow barley. Buckwheat seeds can never grow barley, and vice versa.
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as killing as an offering to the Jewels, or beating or speaking 
badly of someone in order to benefit people who are significant 
to you) and acts negative in intent but positive in application 
(such as building sacred objects out of a wish for fame, studying 
out of an urge to compete, or masquerading as a good monk 
out of fear of embarrassment) are indirectly included among 
the nonvirtues. If even such acts should be rejected like poison, 
there is no need to speak of those that are actually unvirtuous.

If you boast of or regret virtues and do not overcome wrongdoing 
with a remedy such as confession, the acts you have done will 
ripen only upon you, not anyone else. It is impossible that they 
be lost or depleted even if aeons have passed. Furthermore, even 
if trifling at the time of the cause, the deed, karma compounds 
itself. Thus there is no way to measure what will come of pow-
erful acts such as killing out of strong hatred or saving out of 
pure altruism the life of a being certain to die. Even the slight-
est virtues or wrongs we do or say thoughtlessly are multiplied 
hundreds of thousands of times. But it is impossible for actions 
committed by others to affect your stream of being if you have 
not participated in both the intention and preparation. Thus 
if you are able to live by the Buddha’s teachings of cause and 
effect, doing what is to be done and giving up what must be 
abandoned, there is no way at all anyone else can send you to 
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the three lower realms no matter how evil they are. Thus in all 
situations examine only your own faults and expand your pure 
perception of others. As this is the basis of karma and result, 7 the 
Kagyu forefathers have advised us to consider it very important.

7. That is, this is the basic principle to keep in mind when considering 
your actions and their results.
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Fourth, the places, friends, pleasures, and riches of samsara
Are always stricken with the three sufferings,
Like the last feast before an execution.
Cutting the ties of attachment, I’ll strive to reach 

enlightenment.

For those born in the hot hells, all the mountains and valleys 
are burning iron blazing with furious flames. The rivers and 
lakes are molten copper and bronze. From the trees falls a rain 
of swords and other weapons. Multitudes of carnivorous beasts 
and ferocious demons kill the hell beings, who do not have the 
power to rest for even a moment. Such is the suffering in the 
lowest of the eight hot hells, the Incessant, that even the Bud-
dha did not dare speak of it—were he to tell of it, there would 
be a danger that the compassionate bodhisattvas might vomit 
blood and die, he said. For those born in the cold hells, all the 
mountains and valleys are snow and ice. Bitterly cold winds and 
storms freeze their bodies, cracking them into pieces. Until their 
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life span of quintillions of years is completed, hell beings die 
again and again, only to be reborn an instant later in the same 
place to endure the same agony once again. The suffering in the 
occasional and neighboring hells is comparable.

Those born as hungry ghosts never find any food or drink at 
all. The hunger and thirst are so intense that even if they look 
for pus or mucus they get worn out with exhaustion, unable to 
find any. They have no clothes, so they burn in the summer and 
freeze in the winter.

When it rains, they perceive falling sparks burning them. They 
see water as pus and blood. Flames leap from their dislocated 
joints. They perceive each other as enemies and constantly beat 
each other up. They live fifteen thousand human years.

For the animals, those living in the oceans are as numerous as 
grains in the dregs from brewing beer. They eat one another alive 
and are constantly tormented by fear, wandering wherever the 
waves carry them. Those who live dispersed on dry land always 
fear the approach of an enemy and have no peace of mind. Each 
kills the other. Those domesticated by humans are hitched to 
plows, killed for their meat and hides, and so on. In addition 
to their stupidity and delusion, their suffering of hot and cold 
is similar to that of the hell beings and hungry ghosts.
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The gods of the Desire realm are so distracted by temporary 
pleasures that their lives fly past without them remembering 
the Dharma. Seven god-days 1 before they die, the five omens of 
death appear and they see where they will be reborn in their next 
lives—the hells and so forth. The suffering of death and down-
fall is the same as that of a fish on hot sand. When their karma 
is exhausted, those in the four Form realms and the Formless 
realms regress from samadhi and eventually fall to lower states.

The demigods naturally harbor a resentful envy towards the 
splendor of the gods, and engage only in acts of waging war. 
Their merit is weak and they dislike Dharma, so they always lose 
the battle; their suffering of being killed is extreme.

As for the suffering in the human realm: 1. First, the suffering 
of birth is like a chick carried off by a falcon. 2. The suffering of 
aging is like a mother camel losing her calf. 3. The suffering of 
illness is like a criminal thrown in a dungeon. 4. The suffering 
of dying is like a captive dragged off by the executioner.

1. In the realm of the Four Great Kings (the lowest of the god realms in 
the Desire realm), each day equals 50 human years. The day-length doubles 
in each successively higher realm—100 years in the Thirty-Three, 200 in 
Conflict Free, and so forth, up to 1600 human years in Enjoying Others’ 
Emanations.
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Each of these has five types of suffering:

1. Birth
a. Since being born is accompanied by extreme pain, birth is 

suffering.

b. Since it plants the seeds that produce and increase the 
afflictions, birth is accompanied by negative tendencies.

c. Because old age, sickness and death ensue from being 
born, birth is the basis for suffering.

d. Because the afflictions gradually develop and their karma 
is accumulated, birth is the basis for the afflictions.

e. Because it is impermanent, being a single moment, birth 
then perishes without control and is thus suffering.

2. Aging is suffering due to five factors:

a. Fading of the complexion

b. Deterioration of form

c. Loss of strength and ability

d. Deterioration of the sense faculties

e. Loss of possessions

3. Illness is suffering:
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a. Physical and mental discomfort increase.

b. The body naturally changes.

c. There is no ability to enjoy pleasant things.

d. One is forced to rely on unpleasant things.

e. The loss of life approaches.

4. Death is accompanied by:

a. Loss of possessions

b. Loss of power

c. Loss of friends and associates

d. Loss of even one’s body

e. Intense feelings of mental discomfort

5. Though we disregard misdeeds, suffering, and slander and 
undergo great difficulty to acquire food, wealth, reputation, and 
so forth, things do not turn out as we wish. This is the suffering 
of not getting what you seek.

6. We fear the arrival of enemies and thieves. We dread that 
those more powerful will take our possessions. Wearing the 
stars as a hat and the frost for boots, 2 we exhaust ourselves with 

2. That is, working night and day.
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too many activities and work, but fear that we will not finish 
anything or that it will not turn out well. This is the suffering 
of not keeping what you have.

7. We worry about being separated from people from whom we 
cannot bear to be parted, such as parents, siblings, associates, or 
students. We fear losing power and possessions. We worry about 
losing our valuables, making mistakes, being slandered by the 
envious, and so forth. This is the suffering of being separated 
from what is dear.

8. There is the suffering of encountering what we do not want—
illness, enemies, lawsuits, punishment by the government, 
murderous beings, gossip and slander, harm in return for help, 
treacherous associates, and so forth.

These eight sufferings pertain mostly to human beings.

In brief, there is (1) the suffering of suffering—illness, slander, 
and so forth in the three lower realms and among gods and 
humans; (2) the suffering of change—temporary pleasures such 
as life, possessions, calm abidings, and so forth that seem to be 
pleasurable yet are fleetingly transient; and (3) the pervasive 
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suffering of formation—the five aggregates of grasping 3 that are 
the basis or container for the other two sufferings. All the suffer-
ing of the three realms arises because of the five aggregates, so 
nowhere you might be born in samsara, high or low, transcends 
the nature of the three sufferings.

Therefore even whatever seems to be temporary happiness or 
prosperity—your home, body, possessions, friends, and associ-
ates—is only suffering welling up. Thus it should revolt you 
deeply, like the food offered to a nauseous person or the feast 
an executioner gives a prisoner condemned to die. Cut your 
ties from their roots. Destroy desire from its foundation. You 
must contemplate how extremely valuable the benefits of libera-
tion—the opposite of those defects—are, and devote yourself to 
the means for attaining enlightenment.

Generally, these four ordinary preliminaries are found in all the 
graded instructions, but this is the peerless Gampopa’s supplement 
to Atisha’s stages of the path for the three types of individuals, 

3. The five aggregates of grasping are the five aggregates of form, 
feeling, conception, formations, and consciousness. Grasping here refers 
to the afflictions, meaning that the aggregates are created because of the 
afflictions and are also the basis on which the afflictions arise.



48

THE DEFECTS OF SAMSARA

merging the streams of the Kadampa and Mahamudra into one. 
If you do not apply some fortitude to these four, then all your 
meditation on the main practice will only serve to reinforce the 
eight worldly concerns.

The root of all Dharma is giving up on this life. But these days, 
no Dharma practitioners sever the ties to this life. We do not 
turn our minds away from desire. We have not abandoned at-
tachment to relatives, friends, associates, and servants. We have 
not relinquished even the slightest desire for food, clothing, and 
reputation. Thus our spiritual practice is not effective and our 
beings are contrary to the Dharma.

We do not consider whether the afflictions have diminished or 
not since we started practicing Dharma but count the months 
and years we have practiced instead. Rather than examining 
our own faults, we examine the faults of others. We become 
conceited about even the smallest quality. Our minds fall under 
the sway of personal gain, respect, and distractions. There are 
many pointless conversations and things to do. We think we have 
integrated the Dharma we practice with the world, but do not 
accomplish a single one of our aims. The reason is that we have 
not remembered impermanence, so we have become complacent.
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The Victorious Drikungpa said, “The preliminaries are even 
more profound than the main practice.” Thus it would seem far 
better to develop these four preliminaries in our beings even 
the slightest bit than say we have completed the approach and 
accomplishment of the four classes of tantra. Practicing Dharma 
while letting our minds remain ordinary only fools ourselves 
and others and wastes this human life.

In short, if you do not give rise to some degree of renunciation, 
all your meditation will amount to no more than a pile of manure 
on a mountainside. So reflect on the sufferings of samsara and 
the uncertainty of the time of death, and focus on the immedi-
ate as much as you can.

It is said that when you begin to practice the Dharma, the maras 
create obstacles and your faith can diminish. Signs of being pos-
sessed by the maras include perceiving faults in your spiritual 
friend the guru, perceiving faults in Dharma practitioners in 
general, associating with ordinary friends, losing diligence in your 
practice, indulging in sensory pleasures, and having no devotion 
to the Three Jewels. Thus you should contemplate the qualities 
of the guru and the Three Jewels and develop pure perception 
of other Dharma practitioners. Seeing another person as bad 
is a sign of your own impure karma—remember the analogy of 
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seeing your grimy face in a mirror. Do not keep company with 
ordinary people. Do not heed their words. Reflect on the defects 
of sensory pleasures.

In general, without faith no positive qualities at all will arise, so 
faith must precede all Dharma practice. There are many types of 
faith, but conviction and heartfelt dedication encompass them 
all. The conditions that produce faith are the vicissitudes of the 
transmigration of birth and death, illness, döns, and adverse 
conditions, as well as reading the biographies of great masters 
of the past and the stories of the Buddha’s previous lives. You 
should engender faith by reflecting on these each and every day.

Some people seem to have extremely strong faith when they are 
with the guru but forget it when apart. Some have faith when 
they encounter adversity but lose it later. Some have strong faith 
when they receive the Dharma or material things they wanted, 
or when they are overcome by illness, döns, and so forth, but 
lack it afterwards. Lacking firm, heart-felt faith for a single root 
guru and a single profound teaching, they set aside one and take 
up the next they become infatuated with. Reject such behavior 
and with stable, immutable faith, do not turn your attention 
outside and please do some practice internally instead. Then 
when each small quality of the Dharma dawns in your being, 
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you will understand the profundity of this special instruction. 
This produces certainty in the Dharma. At this point, you will 
remember the kindness of the guru and devotion will naturally 
develop. Through this, all the qualities of the path will effort-
lessly and spontaneously arise.



THE FOUR UNCOMMON PRELIMINARIES
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The first of the four uncommon preliminaries is going for ref-
uge. For the visualization: The place is a spacious and vast pure 
realm whose ground yields when pressed and springs back when 
released. In the middle of a lush, green meadow covered with 
abundant flowers is a lake whose waters have the eight qualities. 
The lake is filled with many divine birds warbling with lovely 
calls. In the center of the lake is a wishfulfilling tree made of 
precious jewels and bowed down with leaves, fruit, and flowers 
made of precious jewels. Like a parasol, from a single trunk four 
branches extend in the four directions and a fifth extends up.

At the center of the middle branch is a jeweled throne sup-
ported by eight lions and covered with priceless cloths made 
of divine fabrics. On top of these is a thousand-petaled lotus 
and full-moon seat. In the middle of this sits Vajradhara, your 
root guru in essence, who is deep blue like the autumn sky. He 
has one face and two arms. His hands are crossed at his heart; 
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his right holds a golden vajra and his left a silver bell. 1 His gaze 
peaceful, he is replete with the thirteen peaceful ornaments—a 
diadem, earrings, and so forth. 2 His upper garment is made of 
multicolored silk, and he wears a red lower garment. He is seated 
in the vajra posture, 3 and his body, adorned with the marks and 
signs, 4 glows brilliantly. He regards you with great joy.

In a column above the crown of Vajradhara’s head in ascending 
order are Pema Nyinche Wangpo, Mipham Chödrup Gyatso, 
Düdül Dorje, Chökyi Jungne, Jangchub Dorje, Chökyi Döndrup, 
Yeshe Dorje, Yeshe Nyingpo, Chöying Dorje, Chökyi Wangchuk, 
Wangchuk Dorje, Könchok Yenlak, Mikyö Dorje, Sangye Ny-
enpa, Chödrak Gyatso, Paljor Döndrup, Jampal Sangpo, Tongwa 
Dönden, Rikpay Raldri, Deshin Shekpa, Kachö Wangpo, Rolpay 
Dorje, Yungtön Dorje Pal, Rangjung Dorje, Orgyen Rinpoche 

1. The right arm is outside the left.

2. The thirteen peaceful ornaments consist of eight pieces of jewelry 
and five articles of clothing that adorn all samboghakaya forms: a crown 
representing the five Buddha families, earrings, a short necklace, armlets, 
long necklaces, bracelets, rings, anklets, a headband, a silk robe, an upper 
garment, a long white scarf, a belt and a lower garment.

3. A cross-legged posture in which each foot rests upturned on the 
opposite thigh.

4. The 32 marks and 80 signs are physical qualities of a great being such 
as a buddha. These include having golden skin, forty even teeth, an arm 
span equal to their height, and so forth.
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Pal, Drupchen Pakshi, Pomdrak Sonam Dorje, Drogön Rechen 
Sangye Drak, Dusum Khyenpa, Peerless Gampopa, Jetsün Mila, 
Marpa the Translator, Maitripa, Shavari, Noble Nagarjuna, 
Saraha, Lodro Rinchen, and Vajradhara. 5

In the space surrounding them, amassed like clouds, are the six 
ornaments of this world, 6 Telopa, Naropa, and the learned and 
accomplished gurus from India and Tibet such as the Drikung, 
Drukpa, Tsalpa, and Taklung lineages, and so forth.

On the eastern branch, on lotus, sun, and corpse seat is Vajra 
Varahi surrounded by hosts of yidam deities of the four or six 
classes of tantra: Chakrasamvara, Hevajra, and Guhyasamaja; 
Mahamaya, Buddha Kapala, and Vajra Catuhpitha; Krishna 
Yamari, Shan Mukha, and Vajra Bhairava; as well as Kalachakra, 
and so forth.

On the right branch, on a lion throne, lotus and moon seat, is 
our teacher Shakyamuni, surrounded by the thousand Buddhas 

5. The practice nowadays is to visualize the lamas starting with 
Rangjung Rigpe Dorje, Jamgön Khyentse Öser, Pema Wangchuk Gyalpo, 
Khakhyap Dorje, Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö Thaye, and then from Pema 
Nyinche Wangpo as described in the text.

6. Six great Indian scholars: Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Asanga, Vasubandhu, 
Dignaga, and Dharmakirti. if add the at begin. will not be spacey
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of this fortunate aeon and all the Buddhas of the ten directions 
and three times.

On the rear branch are the twelve types of scriptures of the True 
Dharma, 7 in particular the Mahayana sutras and the tantras of 
the secret mantra, in the form of volumes with golden labels 
pointing toward you, murmuring with the natural sound of the 
āli and kāli.

On the left branch are the sanghas of the Foundation and Greater 
vehicles, countless bodhisattvas, arhats, and pratyekabuddhas 
including the three lords of the families and the rest of the eight 
close sons, the bodhisattvas of the fortunate aeon, the excellent 
pair, Ananda, the sixteen arhats, and so forth. 8

7. The twelve types of scripture are the sutras, hymns of praise, 
prophecies, teachings in verse, aphorisms, narratives, biographies, 
histories, tales of previous births, extensive teachings, accounts of marvels, 
and teachings in profound doctrines.

8. The three lords of the families are Avalokiteshvara, Manjushri, 
and Vajrapani. The remaining five of the eight close sons are Maitreya, 
Kshitigarbha, Akashagarbha, Samantabhadra, and Nivaranvishkambin. 
The excellent pair refers to Shariputra and Maudgalyayana, two of 
Shakyamuni Buddha’s foremost disciples. Ananda was a nephew of 
Shakyamuni Buddha who became his attendant and remembered every 
word the Buddha spoke. The sixteen arhats are the elders who promised to 
preserve the Buddha’s teachings. It is said they remain in various locations 
throughout the world until the regent Maitreya appears as a Buddha.
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In the space below the branches are, principally, Dorje Bernakchen, 
Palden Lhamo, Four-Armed Mahakala, and Six-Armed Mahakala 
among an inconceivable number of the wisdom protectors, 
heroes, dakinis, and so forth.

You are on the ground in front of the sources of refuge with 
your own father to your right and your own mother to your left, 
the foremost among all sentient beings who fill the reaches of 
space. In particular there are the enemies who hate you, harm-
ful obstructive spirits, beings with whom you have had feuds 
and karmic debs from beginningless time, tormented ghosts, 
döns, and bhutas gathered in throngs. Think that with you as 
their leader, all of them pay respect with their bodies by joining 
their palms, respect with their minds through faith and longing, 
and respect with their speech by reciting the refuge prayer in a 
sonorous rumble. Imagining this, recite the refuge prayer one 
hundred or one thousand times without your mind wandering 
elsewhere and while contemplating the meaning of the words. 
At the end, give rise to bodhichitta. Then, the sources of refuge 
along with their seats, thrones and so forth melt into light and 
dissolve into you. Think that their bodies, speech, and minds 
become inseparable from your body, speech, and mind, and let 
your mind rest naturally. Dedicate the merit.
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To explain a bit about the meaning of going for refuge, in the 
world, when we fear the approach of a danger such as a violent 
person or so forth, we seek a guardian or refuge who can pro-
tect us. Likewise innumerable perils of various kinds constantly 
threaten us in this life, the next, and in the bardo as we sink in 
the ocean of samsaric suffering with no occasion for liberation. 
No one—not our parents, relatives, friends, powerful gods, or 
nagas—can protect us from them, nor can we avert them on our 
own. Thus we have no choice but to seek a refuge. No one but 
the Three Jewels is able to guide us out of samsara, and we must 
gain freedom ourselves to be able to protect others.

“Three Jewels” means the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha. 
In the mantra tradition, you should also add the three roots: 
the root of blessing is the guru, the root of accomplishment is 
the yidam, and the root of activity is the dakinis and Dharma 
protectors. In the mantra tradition, it is said that these three 
roots are also included within the Three Jewels, and furthermore, 
all of them are embodied in your root guru alone.

The Buddha encompasses the three bodies: the dharmakaya that 
knows the nature and variety of all phenomena; the sambhogakaya 
with the five certainties, and the created, incarnate, and supreme 
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nirmanakayas. 9 The Dharma is comprised of both scripture and 
realization. Scriptural Dharma is the scriptures in the form of 
names, words, and letters and of that which is verbally spoken. 
The Dharma of realization is the ground, the dharma expanse 
of suchness; the result, the truth of cessation; and the truth of 
the path, the factors of enlightenment. The actual Sangha is 
the irreversible bodhisattvas, and the provisional is the noble 
listeners and pratyekabuddhas.

The Buddha is the one who shows us what to adopt and what 
to abandon, so take the Buddha as the teacher. What he taught 
is what we are to practice, so take the Dharma as the path. We 
must practice according to the transmission of the instructions, 
practice, and deeds of the noble beings, who are like guides on 
an unknown path. Thus we take the Sangha as our companions. 
When we come to the end of the path, a separate Dharma and 

9. The five certainties are the certainty of place, which is always 
dwelling in the pure lands; certainty of body, which is having the marks 
and signs of a buddha; certainty of time, which means always; certainty of 
the teachings, which means always teaching the Mahayana; and certainty 
of retinue, which means a retinue of bodhisattvas. Created nirmanakayas 
are when a Buddha manifests as a thing such as a bridge to help beings. 
Incarnate nirmanakayas are buddhas who take birth, and supreme 
nirmanakayas are buddhas with the thirty-two marks and eighty signs 
who appear in impure realms.
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Sangha are not necessary, and they become one with the buddhas’ 
wisdom minds. Thus the ultimate refuge is the Buddha alone.

In the context of philosophy, there is much talk about how to 
identify these and what is or is not a source of refuge, but such 
things are unnecessary for those who only practice or who have 
instilled virtuous imprints—they should tame their beings with 
faith and longing as much as they can. As a temporary visual 
support for engendering faith, sutras speak about “the buddhas in 
front of you,” so statues and stupas are included among the types 
of buddhas. Implicitly, this means that you should also meditate 
on the volumes of the sutras and tantras of the True Dharma 
and the Sangha of ordinary individuals with discipline as the 
actual Jewels and go to them for refuge with faith and longing.

Going for the refuge of the Foundation vehicle or of the worldly 
is not going for refuge purely and will not lead to authentic 
benefit. Therefore it is of utmost importance to think that all 
sentient beings throughout the reaches of space go for refuge 
from now until they achieve enlightenment. That makes it 
Mahayana refuge.

You are going for refuge properly if four factors are present:
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1. 	Knowing the qualities of the Three Jewels according to 
presentations such as that of The Sutra of the Recollection 
of the Three Jewels

2. 	Knowing that the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha are 
superior to other teachers, mistaken paths, non-Buddhists, 
and so forth

3.	  Committing to refuge from the depths of your being due 
to knowing these points

4. 	Not seeking refuge in anything but the Three Jewels even 
at the risk of your life

It is not enough to take refuge by repetition and mouthing 
words. You must trust the Three Jewels from the core of your 
being. If you trust in them, the compassion of the Three Jewels 
will never fail to protect you. It might seem as if the Three Jewels 
have run out of compassion for those whose bad karma must 
ripen in this life, but if you trust in faith, they will definitely 
protect you from the next lifetime on. Saying “The Three Jewels 
have no compassion!” when the slightest undesirable thing oc-
curs or placing all your hopes in divination, toh, and medical 
treatment is a sign of small-mindedness. If the compassion of 
the Three Jewels does not seem evident for a time, it is our fault 
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for not supplicating them. It is impossible that the Three Jewels 
would lack blessings.

Therefore at all times cultivate faith by recollecting the qualities 
of the Three Jewels, and exert yourself in prayer. Do not engage 
in negative actions such as idle talk and criticism. Considering 
all representations of body, speech, and mind and anyone who 
wears monastic robes to be the actual Three Jewels, prostate to 
them, present them with offerings, and have faith and devotion 
toward them. Restore old statues, texts, and stupas, and create 
new ones. Do not place such objects on the bare ground or in a 
place where they might fall. It is inappropriate to even consider 
selling them for food or pawning them.

Do not step over even a fragment of a small broken sacred 
image or a single letter of scripture. With gratitude, employ 
your body, speech, and mind to show them respect through 
prostrations, offerings, and praise. Recalling their compassion, 
encourage others to go for refuge and speak of the great qualities 
of the Three Jewels. Recalling their benefits, go for refuge six 
times throughout the day and night. 10 Remembering the faults 
of being without them, never reject them even if your life is at 
stake. Recollecting your confidence in them, through all your 

10. That is, three times every day and three times every night.
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happiness and suffering, all your ups and downs, entrust your 
mind only to the Three Jewels and do not be disheartened.

In brief, once you have taken refuge in the Buddha, do not 
worship other worldly gods. Once you have taken refuge in the 
Dharma, give up thoughts and actions that harm sentient beings. 
Once you have taken refuge in the Sangha, do not associate with 
friends who hold extreme views or views that lead to those. If 
you practice properly, going for refuge alone encompasses most 
of the stages of the paths of sutra and mantra. If you have not 
brought the experience of going for refuge into your being, you 
might spout lofty words about emptiness, but that is the great 
precipice of the wrong path.

Therefore if you are never separate from the practice of going 
for refuge, you have entered the ranks of Buddhists. Lesser nega-
tive actions will be purified. Larger ones will be lightened and 
weakened. Humans and nonhumans will be unable to cause you 
obstacles. Taking refuge causes all roots of virtue, such as vows 
and chanting, to increase and grow. If you fully trust the Three 
Jewels, even if you feel yourself driven towards the lower realms, 
you will not be born there. It says in The White Lotus Sutra, 
“Even those who pretend to be lay and spiritual practitioners who 
have entered my teachings will pass into nirvana in the expanse 
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without remainder in this fortunate aeon itself—not even one 
will be left behind.” This intends those who have gone for refuge.

Going for refuge has great benefits, but I have only mentioned 
a few.
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THE GENERATION OF BODHICHITTA CONNECTED 

WITH GOING FOR REFUGE

Generally, even if a person’s mind has moved towards Dharma, 
whether or not the Dharma becomes the path depends on whether 
or not they have developed bodhichitta. Whether you engage in 
slight or great virtue, Dharma is said to have become the path 
if that virtue has become a means for attaining buddhahood. 
When embraced by bodhichitta, there is no need to mention 
virtues—even ordinary activities become means for attaining 
buddhahood. It says in the sutras, “Those who want to awaken 
to completely perfect buddhahood should not train in many 
Dharmas. Train in one. What is that one? Bodhichitta.”

There are two types of bodhichitta, relative and ultimate. These 
two are the root of the 84,000 teachings of the Buddha, so it is 
difficult to grasp the full extent of their expositions, but much 
explanation is not necessary here in this context of resting 
meditation. If you wish to learn more, you should study the six 
Kadampa treatises and so forth. 1 In brief, the essence of relative 

1. Six texts used by the Kadampa school to train practitioners in 
meditation. These include the Jataka Tales and Udanavarga as texts about 
faith; The Bodhisattva Levels by Asanga and Ornament of Clear Realization by 
Maitreya as texts about samadhi; and The Way of the Bodhisattva and The 
Compendium of Trainings, both by Shantideva, as texts about conduct.
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bodhichitta is compassion. The essence of ultimate bodhichitta 
is the prajna that realizes the way things are. These two arise in 
dependence on each other. Padampa Sangye said, “If compassion 
has not arisen, realization will not arise. You only find fish in 
water, not on dry land.” Thus based on the relative, the ultimate 
nature of things is unmistakenly realized. At that time, uncon-
trived compassion spontaneously wells up for beings who have 
not realized it, as does the capacity to devote your body, speech, 
and mind to the benefit of others. Thus at first, when we talk 
about being embraced by bodhichitta or not, we are speaking 
about relative bodhichitta, so we must develop that first. Rela-
tive bodhichitta has two types—aspirational and engaged—both 
of which must be engendered through rituals.

There are some superior individuals who develop it by sincerely 
reciting the words of the bodhisattva vow three times in the 
presence of a statue of the Buddha. Ordinary beings need to 
receive the vow from a spiritual friend who holds an unbroken 
lineage of the bodhisattva vow. In either case, thenceforth one 
must definitely confess violations and resolve never to commit 
them again. Best is to confess and resolve six times each day and 
night; the middling way is to do so at the beginning and end of 
each of the four sessions; or at the very least, one should recite 
it once each day and night.
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Aspirational bodhichitta is repeatedly meditating, “I will achieve 
omniscient buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings.” This 
is analogous to wishing to go somewhere. Engaged bodhichitta 
is to say to yourself, “To accomplish that end, I will meditate 
on the oral instructions of coemergent mahamudra” and then 
engage in accomplishing the virtuous acts you have previously 
committed to. This is analogous to setting out on the road and 
going.

In this context, before the dissolution of the sources of refuge, 
recite the prayer which begins, “Until I reach enlightenment’s 
essence…” three times. Then think to yourself in the presence 
of that supreme field, “Just as the victors of the past and their 
children aroused aspirational bodhichitta and then trained in 
the precepts of engaged bodhichitta, I too, for the sake of my 
parents—all sentient beings—arouse bodhichitta and will train 
step-by-step in the trainings, the six transcendences.” Then rejoice 
on your own behalf, meditate that others praise you, and make 
aspirations. At the end, the sources of refuge dissolve into you.

Normally, when you renew the bodhisattva vow, imagine that 
in the sky in front of you upon a lion throne, lotus and moon 
seat is our teacher Shakyamuni surrounded by the eight close 
sons, sixteen arhats and so forth—the Sanghas of bodhisattvas, 
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listeners, and pratyekabuddhas— and take the vow. At the end, 
rest without any reference point.

Since all Dharma activities and practices can become precepts 
of bodhichitta, their scope is extremely vast. But in brief, the 
precepts of aspirational bodhichitta are that forsaking a sen-
tient being and developing a contrary attitude destroy the vow 
at its root. Thus once you have taken the bodhisattva vow, it 
is important to abandon these two. The downfall of forsaking 
sentient beings is to give up on and get angry at sentient be-
ings—no matter how many or few they are—such as those for 
whom you harbor grudges, thinking “I won’t help you even if I 
get the chance” out of a motivation of hatred or envy. A contrary 
attitude is to think, “Someone like me could never benefit myself 
or others, so it would be better to just be an ordinary worldly 
person.” Or it is to think, “It is too hard to attain perfect Bud-
dhahood, so it does not matter whether I rouse bodhichitta or 
not.” Or to think, “I will never be able to benefit other beings,” 
and develop the resolve of the listeners and pratyekabuddhas 
focused on your own benefit; to think that bodhichitta doesn’t 
really have much benefit and become relaxed about the vow; 
and so forth. If more than one session passes without remedying 
these two with the antidotes, the bodhisattva vow is broken, so 
from the outset apply mindfulness continually so that they do 
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not occur. Should they arise accidentally, quickly rectify them 
with confession and resolve.

In brief, never let the excellent attitude of wishing to bring 
sentient beings—including even malicious enemies and döns—
to the level of buddhahood deteriorate. Even the most serious 
transgressions of a listener, such as the defeats, cannot destroy 
bodhichitta. Therefore engage in everything you can do to actu-
ally be of benefit to others. Even if you are unable to do so now, 
never be without the intent to help in the long term.

Give up the four negative actions that will cause you to forget 
bodhichitta in all future lifetimes, and cultivate the four positive 
actions that will cause you to remember it. These are:

1. 	 Intentionally lying to a guru or someone worthy of 
veneration in order to deceive them. It does not matter 
whether they are misled or not or whether the words are 
many or few, so it is wrong to tell even small lies in jest.

2. 	Though you should regret the wrongs you have done, 
causing someone else to regret even slightly virtuous 
actions—which do not warrant regret—is a fault whether 
or not the other person regrets them. Instead, as much as 
you can encourage others to engage in whatever virtuous 
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activities of the three vehicles—especially those of the 
Mahayana—that they are able. Inspire everone to aspire to 
supreme enlightenment.

3. 	Anyone who has merely recited the words of rousing 
bodhichitta is included among the ranks of the 
bodhisattvas, so it goes without saying that it is 
inappropriate to criticize them even the slightest bit. You 
must never disparage even ordinary beings but should 
praise them instead. Since all sentient beings have buddha 
nature, it is said that they are no different from buddhas in 
being worthy objects for us to purify our negative actions 
and gather the accumulations.

4. 	It is wrong to deceive, cheat, or trick others for even an 
ounce or a half cup with your body, speech, or mind in 
order to further your own aims. Instead, wishing to bring 
all sentient beings happiness and benefit in both this and 
their next lives, you must take others’ benefit as your own 
responsibility. Even in conversation you should speak 
honestly, like parents and their children.

In short, it comes down to this: Give all profit and victory to 
others, and take all loss and defeat for yourself. Your intention 
alone is primary in the bodhisattva vow, so whatever your activ-
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ity of body and speech, internally always strive to guard your 
mind. Train as extensively as you can in the cause of increas-
ing bodhichitta, the two accumulations. The Sutra Requested by 

Sagaramati lists ten tasks of a bodhisattva:

1. 	Dwelling on the foundation of faith, serve a spiritual 
friend. 

2. 	With intense diligence, seek the True Dharma everywhere.

3. 	With intense desire, never put aside striving at virtuous 
acts. 

4. 	With carefulness, do not waste your actions.

5. 	Guide beings to spiritual maturity without attachment to 
your own virtue.

6. 	Uphold the True Dharma without regard for life or limb. 

7. 	Do not be satisfied with the merit you have accumulated. 

8. 	Assiduously gather the accumulation of wisdom.

9. 	Never be separate from the true meaning.

10.	Through skill in means, seek whatever way is feasible.

Engage in these assiduously.
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As for the precepts of engaged bodhichitta, if you want a good 
harvest, seeds alone are not enough—you have to put work 
into cultivating them. Likewise the mere intention to attain 
buddhahood is not enough. You must sow whatever practice 
of the conduct of enlightenment, great or small, that you can. 
This means the six transcendences: giving generously, guarding 
discipline, practicing patience, cultivating diligence, and train-
ing well in dhyana and prajna. As it is said:

There is not anything at all
In which the victors’ children will not train. 2

Therefore practice all the roots of virtue and rejoice in those 
that others do.

1. Loving-kindness is the wish that all sentient beings may 
encounter happiness they never had before and that they be 
brought to its cause, virtue. 2. Compassion is the wish that 
sentient beings may be free of their present suffering and that 
its cause, nonvirtue, be stopped. 3. Joy is rejoicing in the present 
physical comfort and mental happiness of others. 4. There is no 
difference in importance between you and any one sentient be-
ing such as your mother; you are equal. Equanimity is having no 

2. Shantideva, The Way of the Bodhisattva, Chapter 5, verse 100.
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sense of closeness or distance toward that being or any sentient 
being and feeling the same for them—not being attached to one 
and averse to another. Meditating in such a way for immeasur-
able sentient beings throughout the reaches of space without 
any distinction of enemy, friend, or neutral is called the four 
immeasurables. These are the quintessence of the Dharma and 
must be central to your practice from the time you begin the 
yoga of the Mahayana.

In the instructions of the Kadampa tradition, you develop lov-
ingkindness in your being by contemplating the relationships 
of cause and effect: It is necessary to achieve buddhahood no 
matter what. As its cause, bodhichitta is necessary. The cause of 
that is compassion. The cause of compassion is loving-kindness. 
The cause of that is appreciating what others have done for you 
and feeling grateful. The cause of that is that you must know all 
sentient beings have been your parents. Once you know that, 
you must first contemplate the kindness of your loving mother 
and cultivate loving-kindness for her. Then, in the same vein, 
expand your meditation wider and wider to include all living, 
breathing creatures.

The two causes of ruin are pretending to be a bodhisattva from 
a hope to be seen by others as a good Dharma practitioner; or 
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out of a wish for food, clothing, and reputation; or from a hope 
that things will go better for you than for others; and pretending 
to be other than you are and calling yourself a realized being 
or mahasiddha. Thus you must apply the remedy of meditating 
on the difficulty of obtaining a precious human rebirth and on 
impermanence.

Engaging in a few virtuous activities or a bit of Dharma prac-
tice while merely aspiring to enjoy the comforts of gods and 
humans in future lives is contrary to bodhichitta. As a remedy, 
you should remember the faults of samsara and karmic cause 
and effect. If you just think of your own aims and do not de-
velop the wish to benefit others, you have made a fundamental 
mistake, so meditate on the equality of self and others as well 
as on exchanging yourself for others. This is especially impor-
tant. You and all sentient beings are equal in wanting happi-
ness. You are equal in not wanting to suffer. You are also equal 
in the dharmata, the lack of own being. You are one and they 
are many, so they are not just equal to you—they are far more 
important. Therefore you should wish to achieve buddhahood 
and then bring all sentient beings to that state. You must have 
a deep and certain conviction in your mind about this and not 
just leave it as a mere intellectual understanding.
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To enhance this, do not cherish yourself but treasure any one 
sentient being far more than yourself, so that you would be 
willing to undergo even terrible suffering for the sake of others’ 
happiness. Your actions and intentions must be solely for the 
benefit of others. Now, when we do even a trifling virtue, we do 
it to benefit ourselves. When we do what someone else tells us 
to do, we do it for that person’s sake. Acting like this will not 
get us anywhere. Do everything you do—walking, pacing, lying 
down, and sitting, 3 not to mention Dharma activity—solely 
with the wish to benefit others.

When you are beset by illness and döns or pained by slander, 
when the afflictions increase and so forth, gather everything 
sentient beings do not want and heap it on top of that. When 
suffering occurs, know that it is karma from the past and do not 
be depressed; instead take on the suffering of others. When you 
are comfortable and happy, devote your wealth and influence 
towards virtuous ends. Do not wallow in sloth but employ your 
body and speech for virtue. Make aspiration prayers that all 
sentient beings be happy and comfortable. In brief, do not get 

3. Walking, pacing, lying down, and sitting are the four different types 
of physical postures or activity the Buddha recommended for his monks. 
(Pacing refers to the walking meditation of pacing back and forth.) By 
extension, these four are taken to include everything one might do with 
their body.
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entangled in self-interest no matter what you do, and make all 
your Dharma practice an antidote for ego-clinging.

Together with the breath you inhale, the blackness of all the 
suffering, wrongdoing, and obscurations of all sentient beings 
enters you through your nostrils and dissolves into your heart. 
When you breathe out, exhale through your nostrils all the virtue 
and happiness you have accumulated since beginningless time 
in the form of white light. Think that by giving each sentient 
being a portion, they all achieve buddhahood, and meditate on 
sympathetic joy. Continuously recite:

When happy, I dedicate my virtue to all— 
May benefit and happiness fill space.
When sad, may the suffering of all ripen on me— 
May the ocean of suffering run dry.

Even at the time of death, when you cannot practice anything 
else, do sending and taking once with your last breath.

When physical illness, mental suffering, lawsuits, debts, or 
anything unwanted occurs, do not resent others. Think that it 
is caused by your own self-cherishing and take the blame on 
yourself. Enemies, friends, and neutral people are the basis of 
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mind-training and aids in purifying wrongdoing and obscura-
tions, so think how very kind to you they all are.

Do not do or say anything with the hope that others will think 
you have no ego-clinging. Your behavior should be in accord 
with the vinaya—pure and sincere. Do not speak of others’ 
faults. You should recognize that the faults you see in others 
are your own impure perceptions. Also give up pointing out 
others’ flaws, speaking harshly, reciting wrathful mantras to 
nonhuman spirits, and so forth. Do not pass off onto others 
difficult tasks that fall upon you, burden others with blame for 
your own wrongs, or so forth. It is wrong to even think about 
delighting in an adversary’s defeat, considering it good that an 
enemy has died, hoping for offerings and renown when another 
falls ill, and so forth.

Without regard for anything such as the state of your own health 
or what people might say about you, meditate on bodhichitta. 
Furthermore, meditate intently on those for whom it is hard-
est to generate compassion, such as adversaries and obstructive 
spirits. Abandon being sporadic in your Dharma practice due 
to a lack of certainty. Since practicing Dharma is for your own 
sake, do not boast about the hardships you are undergoing no 
matter how great they are. When others expose your faults, 
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blame you, humiliate, beat or become irritated at you, do not 
respond—only meditate on compassion. Do not show your plea-
sure or displeasure over every little thing. If you cannot endure 
the slightest harm to yourself and do not do even the smallest 
thing to help others, you have missed the point of generating 
bodhichitta. Because exchanging yourself for others is an espe-
cially powerful type of skillful means, practice it with fortitude.

Merely developing bodhichitta purifies an immeasurable num-
ber of negative actions and causes virtuous actions to increase 
endlessly. The merit you accrue in one instant of bodhichitta 
is greater than the merit of offering to every buddha as many 
realms as there are grains of sand in the Ganges, each filled with 
precious jewels. Recounting bodhichitta’s immeasurable benefits 
is unnecessary as it is the essence of all Dharma.

All the conduct of a bodhisattva such as the practice of the six 
transcendences arises from compassion alone. So do not just say, 
“I have been meditating for this many days or months,” or look 
at one suffering being and say, “Poor thing! How sad!” Instead, 
train so that your compassion always extends to all sentient 
beings without bias or discrimination.

In order to ripen your own continuum, train in all aspects of 
virtuous activity. This is the discipline of gathering virtuous 
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qualities. In order to ripen sentient beings, encourage them to 
practice the virtues that are appropriate for them. This is the 
discipline of benefiting beings. These two include all the vows 
of a bodhisattva, and failing to do either of the two when they 
could be done is a transgression for a bodhisattva, it is said. 
Therefore accomplish roots of virtue that are appropriate to 
the occasion and encourage others to do so as well. Feeling that 
just a bit is enough and clinging to indistinct experience that 
will not withstand adversity is nothing more than the fault of 
not having studied the Buddha’s scriptures and the life stories 
of the great beings.
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SYLLABLE MANTRA THAT PURIFIES 
MISDEEDS AND OBSCURATIONS

There are two types of hundred-syllable mantras, the hundred-
syllables of the Tathagata taught in The Tantra of the Manifesta-

tion of the Three Samayas 1 and the hundred-syllable mantra of 
Vajrasattva taught in many tantras. There are two kinds of 
hundred-syllable mantras of Vajrasattva, the peaceful hundred 
syllables of all families that can be changed into the name man-
tras of infinite supramundane deities, and the hundred syllables 
of the wrathful heruka taught in the Highest Tantra of Speech. 2 
Although they may not all have exactly one hundred syllables, 
they are known as hundred-syllable mantras because they are 
all of the same mantra family.

1. Skt. Trisamaya Vyūha rāja tantra, Tib. Dam tshig gsum bkod pa’i rgyal po 
zhes bya ba’i rgyud.

2. Skt. Abhidhana Uttara Tantra, Tib. mNgon par brjod pa’i rgyud bla ma.
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Here I will describe the stages of visualization of the hundred 
syllables of the peaceful Vajrasattva. There are two traditions: 
that of a single figure in the form of a universal emperor ac-
cording to the yoga tantra, and a coemergent one in union with 
consort according to the unexcelled tantra. Here, the custom is 
to meditate according to the yoga tantra tradition.

You are in your ordinary form. Above the crown of your head, 
the seed syllable Paṃ (པཾ)ཾ, transforms into a lotus, and an A (ཨ) 
transforms into a moon seat. On top of that, a Hūṃ (ཧཱུྃ)ྃ becomes 
a white, fivepronged vajra marked with hūṃ at its center. Light 
rays radiating from the Hūṃ make offerings to the noble ones, 
benefit beings, and are reabsorbed, and it transforms into Va-
jrasattva, who is inseparable from your root guru. He is white 
with one face and two arms. His right hand holds a five-pronged 
vajra at his heart. His left holds a white silver bell at his hip. 
His right leg is extended and his left is bent in the posture of 
a sattva. He wears upper and lower garments of various silks 
and all the peaceful ornaments such as a jeweled diadem and so 
forth. His hair is bound in a topknot, and at the tip of that sits 
Guru Akshobhya, who represents his family. His body, adorned 
with the marks and signs and emitting immeasurable light rays, 
appears but lacks any nature, like a reflection of the moon in 
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water. His three places are marked by the three seed syllables. 3 
At his heart, on a lotus and moon seat, is a white Hūṃ (ཧཱུྃྃ) sur-
rounded by the garland of the hundred-syllable mantra, white 
in color. The letters face outward, and beginning in the front, 
the mantra circles around clockwise like the coils of a snake. 
Light radiates out from the Hūṃ, inviting the buddhas and 
bodhisattvas of the ten directions and three times, who dissolve 
into the Hūṃ and mantra. Think that Vajrasattva becomes the 
combined essence of all the Jewels.

Supplicate him to purify your misdeeds and obscurations. Think 
that this causes wisdom nectar to flow from the seed syllable 
and mantra garland at his heart. It fills his entire body, and as 
if overflowing, descends in a white stream from the big toe of 
his right foot and enters you through the crown of your head. 
Like a river carrying away detritus, it flushes out through your 
orifices and pores all the misdeeds and obscurations you have 
accumulated from beginningless lifetimes (such as breakages 
and violations of samaya) in the form of soot and sludge; all 
illnesses in the form of pus, blood, and lymph; and all döns in 
the form of parasites and filth, along with your physical flesh 
and blood. These dissolve into the powerful golden earth. Your 

3. An Oṃ (ༀ) at the forehead, Āḥ (ཨཱ༔) at the throat, and Hūṃ (ཧཱུྃྃ) at the 
heart.
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body is filled with pure wisdom nectar, and the excess overflows 
and touches Varajasattva’s foot. Visualize this extremely clearly 
again and again.

As it is said:

If you are distracted by something else, 
Reciting for aeons will bear no fruit.

Thus without even a moment’s distraction, recite the hundred-
syllable and six-syllable mantras at a moderate pace, clearly, 
correctly, and sonorously.

At the end, join your palms and recite the words of supplication 
and confession, “Protector, out of ignorant delusion…” Guru 
Vajrasattva is pleased, smiles, and reassures you saying, “Child 
of Noble Family, all of your misdeeds, obscurations, wrongs, 
and transgressions are purified from today onwards.” He then 
melts into light and dissolves into you. Think that Vajrasattva’s 
body, speech, and mind become inseparable from your own 
body, speech, and mind, and rest without reference point. If it 
is the end of the session, dedicate the merit.

The signs of having purified misdeeds are explained in the texts. 
Some particular ones include your body becoming light and 
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needing little sleep, experiencing good health and a clear mind, 
having some minor experiences and realizations, and so forth.

As for the meaning of the practice: we must give up wrongdoing 
and accomplish virtue. Only the perfect Buddha knew correctly 
what to abandon and what to adopt and advised others about it. 
Believing his words and putting them into practice is internal-
izing their essential meaning.

Whether an action is virtuous or a misdeed, even if it is small at 
the time of the cause, its effect increases greatly at the time of 
the result. The results of misdeeds manifest as the lower realms, 
and the results of virtues as the higher realms. The actions you 
have done will not go to waste, and you will not experience 
karma you have not committed.

Actions that are motivated by desire, aversion, or ignorance but 
not actually physically or verbally expressed are mental actions. 
Those actually expressed are actions of body and speech. The 
mind must precede all actions, so it is said:

Because it makes the world go dark, 
The mind is the root of poison. 4

4. From The Sutra Requested by Caryamati (‘Phags pa spyod pa’i blo gros kyis 
zhus pa’ mdo).
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Misdeeds include the five heinous deeds, the five near heinous 
deeds, the ten nonvirtues, the four weighty actions, the eight 
perversions, 5 and so forth along with downfalls that are violations 
of the three types of vows, whether you have done them yourself, 
encouraged others to do them, or rejoiced at and praised them.

In brief, we carry the burden of a mountain of misdeeds and 
downfalls that we do not know about or feel but have accu-
mulated in beginningless lifetimes. On top of that, almost all 
our present intentions and actions of body, speech, and mind 
just heap on additional misdeeds and obscurations due solely 
to the three poisons. Because of those wrongs, we are cursed 
and slandered by gods and humans in this life. Things often 

5. Murdering your father, murdering your mother, murdering an 
arhat, drawing blood from a buddha with malicious intent, and causing 
a schism in the Sangha. According to The Treasury of Abhidharma, the 
five near heinous deeds are raping your mother who is an arhat, killing 
a bodhisattva certain to awaken, killing a Noble learner, robbing the 
Sangha’s food, and destroying a stupa. The four weighty actions are 
four sets of four negative actions of regression, criticism, errors, and 
denial. There are two explanations of the eightperversions. The first, 
from the sutra tradition, is wrong view, wrong thought, wrong speech, 
wrong action, wrong livelihood, wrong effort, wrong mindfulness, and 
wrong samadhi. The second set, which is from the Nyingma tradition, is 
criticizing virtue, praising misdeeds, disturbing the virtuous, breaking up 
gatherings of the faithful, rejecting the guru, rejecting the yidam, rejecting 
one’s siblings, and destroying powerful mandalas.
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go wrong or don’t work out. Our guardian deities forsake us, 
and döns and obstructive spirits take advantage of this. We 
are thrust into the ranks of the wretched. Our misdeeds cast a 
shadow on everything we are connected to, bringing bad luck. 
We have various bad dreams and are unhappy. Fatal accidents 
and severe, mortal illnesses occur. At the time of death, there is 
intense agony, fear, and suffering, and there is intense confusion 
in the bardo. And after death we will experience for a long time 
the agonizing suffering of the three lower realms in accord with 
the severity of our wrongdoing. Even if at some point we are 
born in the high realms, we will have short lives and ill health. 
Though you are innocent, enemies and lawsuits will appear, and 
there will be crop failures, epidemics, and war in your country. 
As the causally compatible result, 6 you will enjoy wickedness 
and your suffering will increase unceasingly.

It is not so that you must do wrongs that are unavoidable and 
will definitely benefit you, whether for the sake of subduing 
enemies and protecting friends; for the sake of wealth, posses-
sions, or reputation; or for the sake of food, clothing and so 
forth. No matter how much you have, those will not benefit you 

6. A causally compatible result is a result that is similar to its cause. For 
example, enjoying killing things can be a causally compatible result of 
killing in a previous life.
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even a sesame seed’s worth at the time of death. Forget about 
reputation, possessions, children, spouses, and so forth—you 
will be powerless to take with you even a single morsel of food 
or a set of clothes. Alone you will wander to the lower realms. 
At that time there will be no one else with whom you can share 
the suffering that results from your misdeeds—you alone will 
experience it.

It is not hard for an enemy to change into a friend or a friend 
into an enemy, so daring to commit wrongs is to be caught by the 
maras and crazed by döns—it is great stupidity and ignorance. 
But up to now, we have not recalled even a single drawback 
and never said, “I can’t let myself do this. I shall not.” Think to 
yourself, “I could die at any time— will I even have time to pu-
rify my misdeeds? If I die without purifying any of them, what 
suffering will occur to me in the lower realms?” and so forth. 
Drive yourself to shame. You must meditate until you cannot 
sit still and are disconsolate.

Furthermore, if you hide your wrongs and keep them secret, 
they will grow more and more powerful—that is combining the 
seed of misdeeds with the water and fertilizer of deception. If 
you do not conceal your faults, but recognize them and admit 
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them openly to others, they will not increase but will weaken 
instead. “The truth brings it to a close,” it is said.

If in addition you apply yourself to the methods of purifying 
misdeeds with deep regret and confession, you will have no 
difficulty purifying misdeeds and downfalls completely. Fur-
thermore, if embraced by skillful means, even a single virtue 
can overcome a great heap of wrongs.

To say, “I did this wrong” is to admit it. To have intense regret 
and mental anguish about it is confession. The meaning of con-
fession is that you are disheartened and ashamed by the wrongs 
you have done and say from the depths of your heart with great 
admiration and respect to those who have not committed such 
wrongs, “Think of me with compassion—I pray that you purify 
this karma.”

For this, the four powers must be fulfilled:

1. 	The power of remorse is to have such intense regret toward 
former misdeeds that you feel as sorry as if you had drunk 
poison.

2. 	The power of turning away from wrongs is to have a mind 
that firmly resolves never to do that harmful action again, 
even if your life is at stake.
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3. 	The power of support is to go for refuge and generate 
bodhichitta.

4. 	The power of applying the antidote is to accomplish 
whatever virtue you can—such as the six methods of 
remedy and so forth—with the intention of purifying 
misdeeds.

If you do not regret what you have done and just go through the 
motions of confession, your misdeeds will not be purified. If you 
lack the resolve to never do them again, all the confessions and 
virtues you do will be pointless. A single confession by someone 
who has authentically taken refuge and developed bodhichitta 
has more power to purify negative actions than one hundred 
thousand confessions by someone who has neither taken refuge 
nor developed bodhichitta. One day of confession by someone 
who has received empowerment purifies more negative actions 
than years of confession by someone who has only received the 
refuge and bodhisattva vows. This is because the powers of sup-
port are progressively higher. Misdeeds and virtues are magnified 
in the same way as well.

There are six methods of remedy:
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1. 	Memorizing the names of the buddhas and bodhisattvas 
specifically praised for their ability to purify obscurations, 
such as Amitabha, the Medicine Buddha, and Akshobhya, 
and reciting them to others

2. 	Fashioning statues, texts, and stupas

3. 	Presenting offerings to those three representations, 
serving the Sangha, offering mandalas and ganachakras if 
a vajrayana practitioner, and especially practicing the five 
methods of pleasing the guru

4. 	Reciting the sutras and tantras taught by the Victor, 
such as the Prajnaparamita sutras and The Sutra of Great 

Liberation

5. 	Reciting profound dharanis such as the hundred-syllable 
mantra of the Tathagata or the mantras of Sarvavid, 
Akshobhya, and so forth

6. 	Having confidence in buddha-nature and meditating on 
the meaning of selflessness: devote yourself to resting in 
a state free of focus on the three spheres—the misdeeds 
and obscurations to be purified; the deity and mantra that 
purify; and yourself, the person purifying—and meditate 
on either the actual profound yoga or the attitude 
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compatible with it that all things are unreal, like an 
illusion.

Although any of these, if practiced effectively, is capable of 
completely purifying the causes and results of wrongdoing, 
the meditation and recitation of Vajrasattva is taught here in 
order to swiftly purify coarse misdeeds and obscurations that 
obstruct the arising of experience and realization in the main 
practice of mahamudra.

The misdeeds and obscurations we have accumulated in this 
life obscure experience the most because they are so recent. In 
particular, violations of the three types of vows, and especially, 
violations of the samaya of the guru’s body, speech, and mind 
are extremely grave wrongs and downfalls. Violating other sa-
mayas of the secret mantra such as unethical use of the sangha’s 
possessions and offerings to the gurus also obscures previous 
experiences and prevents new ones from arising. That is why 
the hundred-syllsable mantra of Vajrasattva is renowned as the 
best way to purify all of these.

Lord Atisha said, “Minor infractions and downfalls of the secret 
mantra vows constantly occur. For example, it is like cleaning a 
mandala plate and setting it down in an extremely dusty place—it 
is immediately covered in dust anew.”
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“Well then,” someone asked, “Will there never be a time when 
the path arises in our beings?”

“But,” he replied, “the secret mantra has many skillful methods, 
so just a single one can purify many subtle infractions and 
downfalls in an instant.” He then gave them a long recitation 
practice of the hundred syllables.

Furthermore, the tantras of the ancient and new translation are 
unanimous in saying that it has immeasurable short-term and 
ultimate benefits. This point is encapsulated in one Indian text:

Dharanis, mantras, mudras, 
Building stupas and mandalas 
Do not possess such merit
As a single hundred syllables,
The pervasive lord and five wisdoms in nature.
The merit of someone who recites 
The hundred syllables properly
Is ornamented by all the buddhas 
Who are as numerous as atoms. 7

7. From The Ritual of the Hundred Syllables (Yi ge brgya pa’i cho ga), Dergye 
Tengyur rGyud ‘grel ku pa, p. 295b.
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Furthermore:

Those who know the hundred syllables 
Will not experience untimely death, 
Disease, or sorrow.

Those who know the hundred syllables, 
Will not see poverty, suffering, or so forth. 
Their enemies will disappear,
And all their wishes will be fulfilled.

Knowing the hundred syllables, 
Those who want a son will have one,
And those who want wealth will gain it. 
Those without a homeland will gain one.

Those who desire long life
Should memorize the hundred syllables. 
Those whose life force is depleted
Will easily live three hundred years.
They will be happy in this life 
And go to Sukhavati after death.

Those who know the hundred syllables 
Cannot be harmed by dakinis,
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Spirits, zombies, or the bhutas 
Who cause fits or amnesia.

Even those who committed a great downfall,
Will definitely see the buddha.
By reciting the hundred syllables of secret mantra, 
Fools will gain intelligence
And the unfortunate will gain fortune. 
Disaster and suffering will be eradicated. 
Even perpetrators of the five heinous deeds
Can be purified by reciting the hundred syllables.

In lifetime after lifetime,
They’ll be born in emperors’ families. 
Eventually they’ll be liberated
And achieve buddhahood itself.

It is said that if you exert yourself at this, minor and moderate 
transgressions will be fully purified. Even major ones will not 
increase; they will be suppressed and gradually purified.

Generally, if you develop a belief in karma and result, it will be 
impossible not to feel remorse for wrongdoing, and then your 
confession will be authentic. That will purify your being, and 
there will be no way not to develop experience and realization. 
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But we just follow the customs of the monastery and race through 
the recitation out of obligation without genuine belief or regret. 
The fact that experience and realization vie with turtle fur for 
rarity seems to come down to this.
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OFFERINGS, WHICH PERFECT THE TWO 
ACCUMULATIONS

There is nothing wrong with a small mandala plate if it is made 
of good material. A mandala of poor material such as clay or 
wood, ought to be large. If you lack resources, it is permissible 
to use a board, piece of slate, and so forth or to visualize one if 
you cannot afford even that. The most important thing is the 
visualization.

You will need two mandala plates. Use the one that is larger and 
of better material as the mandala of accomplishment and the 
other as the offering mandala. For the offering piles, precious 
substances such as gold, silver, and so forth are best. Conch and 
cowry are next best. The least is clean grain such as barley or rice 
moistened and tinted with saffron water. If you can afford it, 
use new ones each time. If not, replenish the grains with fresh 
ones that you have set aside. The grains you offer should not be 
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used for your own consumption later but should be offered to 
the Three Jewels

Wipe the mandala of accomplishment three times while vi-
sualizing. Cleanse it with Oṃ Amṛita… 1 and purify it with 
Svabhāva … 2 From the state of emptiness, meditate that the 
mandala itself is a jeweled palace with all the characteristics, 
in the middle of which the five piles are the sources of refuge, 
as in refuge practice. It is not necessary to visualize the lake 
and wish-fulfilling tree. Meditate that the Dharma protectors 
are in the spaces in between. Lights radiating from the three 
seed syllables in their three places invite innumerable wisdom 
deities from their natural abodes, who dissolve inseparably into 
them. Place it on a high, covered shelf before you and supplicate 
them to remain. If possible, surround it with the five types of 
offerings. 3 If you cannot afford a mandala of accomplishment 
or if you are doing it as a continuing practice, 4 visualize the 
recipients of your offerings in the sky in front of you.

1. Oṃ vajra Amṛita Kuṇḍali Hana Hana Hūṃ Phaṭ

2. Oṃ Svabhāva Śhuddhāḥ Sarva Dharmāḥ Svabhāva Śhuddho Haṃ

3. Flowers, incense, lamps, scented water, and food.

4. That is, to recite it on a daily basis but not as your main practice.
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Next, take the offering mandala in your left hand and hold some 
flower petals in your right fist. While reciting the hundred-
syllable mantra, polish the surface of the mandala plate with 
your right wrist three times clockwise. Meditate that whatever 
illnesses, döns, misdeeds, obscurations, and filth of yourself 
and others—the environment and all beings—subsumed within 
perceiver and perceived are all thoroughly cleansed and purified. 
Because the mandala represents the stainless nature of mind, 
you should polish it so well that there is not even the slightest 
haze or smudge on it. In general, offering mandalas is about 
interdependent connections, so use the finest and most valuable 
materials you can and observe cleanliness while practicing—do 
not just do it any old way.

For the actual visualization, the presentations of the world 
taught in the Kalachakra and in the abhidharma are different. 
Since mahamudra is the ultimate essence of all the classes of 
tantra, it makes no difference which of the two you visualize 
in the preliminary practices. But here the custom is to use the 
abhidharma version as it is more well known.

While saying “Oṃ Vajra Bhūmi…” and so forth, if you have some, 
sprinkle saffron water on the mandala to symbolize anointing 
it with the moisture of bodhichitta. Meditate that the mandala 
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becomes a vast and spacious golden ground as even as the palm 
of a hand. On top of that gathers an ocean whose fragrant waters 
have the eight qualities. If scented water is not available, scatter 
the mandala with flower petals. It is not necessary to visualize 
the foundation below of mandalas of wind, fire and water. While 
saying “Oṃ Vajra Rekhe…,” sprinkle grains counterclockwise 
around the rim in the manner of the iron mountains, and at the 
same time meditate that the ring of the Horse Face mountains 
made of flaming iron is created.

There are those who at this point say Hūṃ and place a drop 
of scented water or a pile of flowers in the center, but in this 
tradition there is no such custom. Likewise one could visualize 
Mount Meru and so forth arising from their respective seed 
syllables, but here we meditate on them as being complete the 
moment they are thought of.

Next, recite the words of the text while at the same time visual-
izing their meaning in order. In the middle of the ocean is Mount 
Meru. It has four sides and four terraces and grows wider at the 
top. Its eastern slope is made of crystal, its southern of vaidurya, 5 

5. A clear blue crystal or volcanic glass. Sometimes mistranslated as lapis 
lazuli.
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its western of ruby, and its northern of emerald. The oceans, sky, 
and continents in each direction appear in the color of each side.

Surrounding it are the seven square, golden mountain ranges: 
Yoke Holder, Plow Holder, Acacia Tree, Lovely to Behold, Horse’s 
Ear, Bowing Down, and Rim Holder, each of which is half the 
height of the previous. In between and surrounding them are the 
seven Playful Seas filled with waters that have the eight quali-
ties and with the various treasures of the nagas—wish-fulfilling 
jewels and so forth. Beyond that are the continents: In the east 
is the white, semi-circular continent of Superior Body; in the 
south is the blue, trapezoidal Rose Apple Land; in the west is 
the red, round Bountiful Cow; and in the north is the green, 
square Unpleasant Sound. On either side of each continent is a 
satellite continent, the same shape and color as the main one.

Within those lands, on top of Mount Meru, and in the sky above 
are a mountain of diamonds, vaidurya, sapphires, emeralds, pearls, 
gold, silver, crystals and other jewels; a grove of wish-fulfilling 
trees that rain down whatever is wanted and needed; a herd of 
wish-fulfilling cows from whose every hair springs whatever is 
desired; and inexhaustible untilled crops that dispel all hunger. 
There are the seven articles of royalty: a thousand-spoked wheel 
made from gold found in the river Jambu; an eight-faceted gem 
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which is bright as the sun and which rains down what is wanted 
and needed for many leagues; a queen lovely to behold who 
possesses the thirty two qualities of feminine perfection; a most 
handsome and intelligent minister who can see underground 
treasures; a white elephant with seven sturdy limbs, draped 
with a golden net, who moves unhindered through the sky; an 
excellent horse whose coat is the color of a peacock’s neck and 
who can circle the four continents in one morning; and a general 
who has mastered the sixty-four athletic skills.

There are also a vase of great treasure that grants an endless supply 
of the seven types of jewels—sapphire and the others; the white 
goddess of charm with vajra fists resting on her hips; the yellow 
goddess of garlands holding strings of jewels and garlands of 
flowers; the red and white goddess of music holding a lute; the 
green goddess of dance who is dancing; the yellow goddess of 
flowers holding a bouquet of flowers; the blue goddess of incense 
holding a censer; the pink goddess of lamps holding a lamp; 
and the green goddess of perfume holding a conch shell full of 
fragrant perfume. In the northeastern sky is the sun, a blazing 
orb of fire crystal, and in the southwestern sky is the moon, an 
orb of water crystal with cooling powers. Many constellations 
of stars and planets shine their light.
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On top of Mount Meru is the palace Utterly Conquering in the 
center and Vishnu’s city Lovely to Behold. On the four sides are 
the four parks Colorful Chariots and so forth. There are the trees 
Earth Piercing All Gathering 6 and so forth, flat rocks such as 
armonik, 7 and the gathering place of the gods Good Dharma. In 
the sky above that in ascending order are Conflict Free, Joyous, 
and so forth—the abodes of the gods supported on clouds of 
jewels—as well as an immeasurable array of wealth.

Above, below, and in between all of these are the eight auspicious 
symbols—the precious parasol, the golden fish, the vase, the lotus, 
the white conch swirling to the right, the endless knot, the vic-
tory banner, and the wheel; the eight auspicious substances—a 
mirror, vermilion, white conch, durva grass, bilva, 8 yogurt, and 
mustard seeds; the seven semi-precious articles—the jeweled bed, 
throne, cushion, sword, boots, snakeskin, and robe; many types 
of medicine that cure illness such as the six good medicines; vital 
essences and substances of accomplishment; various substances 
that prolong life such as strong elixirs and the good vase; objects 
that bring intelligence and renown—swords, books, lutes, other 

6. The name of the wish-fulfilling tree.

7. A type of rock found in the Realm of the Thirty Three.

8. The fruit of the Aegle marmelos tree, also known as the Bengal 
quince, golden apple, stone apple, or wood apple.
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musical instruments, and so forth; wondrous offerings such as 
a shower of rainbow-colored flowers, ponds of perfumed water, 
lotus gardens, and magical birds and animals; as well as many 
attending gods and goddesses. It is, in brief, filled to overflow-
ing with all the abundance of gods and humans, none left out. 
Mentally take anything in the ten directions that is unowned 
and can be given, and offer it.

A billion such worlds with the four continents, Mount Meru, and 
so forth is called a World of the Great Three Thousands. Offer 
to the guru and the Three Jewels uncountable such universes all 
filled with Samantabhadra’s clouds of offerings as well as your own 
and all other beings’ bodies, possessions, parents, relatives, and 
roots of virtue. Make aspiration prayers that we not encounter 
obstacles on the path to enlightenment, and that we attain the 
supreme siddhi of mahamudra in this very lifetime. Your hands 
never empty of offerings, visualize offering and mentally make 
aspirations again and again without interruption.

When accumulating repetitions, if your mind cannot cope with 
so many things to visualize, definitely visualize the ground, iron 
mountains, Mount Meru, the four continents, and the sun and 
moon, and then just imagine that this realm and everywhere 
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there is space are filled with offerings and that you are present-
ing them.

Longer and shorter mandala offerings range from five to thirty-
seven features, but here it is the thirty-seven feature mandala. 
The manner of placing the heaps should be learned through a 
visual transmission. When accumulating mandalas, just offer 
the seven-feature one.

At the end, meditate that light radiates from the recipients of 
the offerings you have been visualizing on the mandala of ac-
complishment and strikes you and all sentient beings, completely 
perfecting the two accumulations. Think that the deities melt 
into light and dissolve into you. Dedicate the merit.

The manner in which actual signs of perfecting the two accu-
mulations appear as experiences or in dreams is explained in 
texts. But in particular, the truest signs are your mind turning 
strongly towards Dharma and your actions that are in harmony 
with the Dharma being accomplished without effort.

To elaborate a bit, if you develop authentic mahamudra medita-
tion, all accumulations of merit and purification of obscurations 
are contained within that. However those who have not previ-
ously gathered the accumulations will not develop authentic 
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meditation. There are very few people who have accumulated 
merit or have good karmic propensities. Though it is a given 
that all who enter the gate of the Dharma and gain faith have a 
few virtuous imprints in their being, those cannot be awakened 
immediately, just as it is difficult for there to be a blaze without 
the condition of a tiny spark. Until the roots of virtue have been 
awakened, experience and realization will not arise. Even if a 
little arises, it will not develop and increase. Thus producing 
anew superior roots of virtue acts as the condition for awaken-
ing the imprints from the past and will ripen your being swiftly, 
making great experience arise.

As far as the accumulations to gather, the commentaries by 
bodhisattvas 9 say there are three accumulations: generosity, 
means, and aspirations are the accumulation of merit; discipline, 
patience, and diligence are the accumulation of discipline; and 
dhyana, prajna, power, and wisdom are the accumulation of 
wisdom. The sutras teach two accumulations: generosity and 
discipline comprise the accumulation of merit. Prajna comprises 
the accumulation of wisdom. Patience, diligence, and dhyana are 
included in both. If these are not embraced by bodhichitta, they 

9. Though Jamgön Kongrul does not specify which commentary exactly, 
this explanation of the accumulations is found in several commentaries on 
the Kalachakra tantra.
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are karmas that are precursors to merit, so they will not become 
causes that liberate you from the higher realms. If embraced 
by bodhichitta, they are karmas that are precursors to libera-
tion and become causes of buddhahood. If in addition they are 
embraced by the view that is purified of the three spheres, they 
are the undefiled accumulations and thus the actual method for 
achieving enlightenment.

There are three types of generosity:

1. 	Material generosity is giving away food, clothing, 
necessities— even ink and paper—whatever you are able, 
whatever you can afford. At the very least, do not leave the 
beggar with an empty stomach. Think that in the future 
when you have the dominion and so forth of a universal 
emperor, you will give away your body and all your 
possessions.

2. 	Giving freedom from fear is giving medicine to the sick; 
protecting others from demons; showing the path along 
precipices; escorting beings through dangerous places; 
preventing obstacles to others’ practice and discipline; 
and protecting others from punishment, enemies, thieves, 
wild animals, natural disasters, and so forth. You should 
actually practice this as much as you can. Pray to be able in 
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the future to protect beings from all suffering of the lower 
realms on up.

3. 	Giving Dharma is explaining—if you are capable of doing 
so—as much Dharma to others as you can without pride 
or regard for reputation, in such a way as will definitely 
benefit them, temporarily and ultimately. If you are 
not capable of this, imagine you are teaching humans 
and nonhumans the Dharma and read aloud sutras and 
dharanis spoken by the Buddha.

There are three types of discipline:

1.	 The discipline of refraining from bad behavior is guarding 
against all naturally unwholesome acts such as the ten 
nonvirtues and all disobedient unwholesome acts such 
as infringing the precepts of the three types of vows as if 
protecting your life. 10

2. 	The discipline of gathering virtuous qualities is not 
limiting yourself to just one kind of virtue—put into 

10. Disobedient unwholesome acts include eating after noon when you 
have vows not to, wearing jewelry when observing Mahayana sojong, and 
so forth. Such acts are not unwholesome by their nature, but doing them 
while you have vows against them is disobedient and disrespectful of the 
Buddha’s words.
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practice in every way all those that you are able to do and 
pray to be able to accomplish those that you cannot.

3. 	The discipline of benefitting beings is doing whatever you 
are able from the time you develop bodhichitta onward to 
benefit others. Make vast aspirations to accomplish those 
you are unable to do—it is not enough merely for your 
own being to be uncontaminated by wrongs and downfalls.

There are also three types of patience:

1. 	The patience of paying no heed to harm is paying no 
heed to verbal abuse, beatings, blows, seizure of property, 
violent robbery, and so forth from others.

2. 	The patience of accepting suffering is disregarding a lack 
of necessary conditions, illness, hunger, thirst, fatigue, or 
exhaustion when practicing Dharma.

3. 	The patience of forbearing the recognition of the Dharma 
is the ability of the mind to comprehend without fear 
the profound skillful means of mantra, the vast deeds of 
the buddhas and bodhisattvas, the meaning of emptiness 
beyond elaborations, and so forth.

There are three types of diligence:
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1. 	Armor-like diligence is the dauntless enthusiasm for virtue 
that neither ignores minor virtues thinking, “It is alright 
not to do that,” nor gets discouraged about major ones 
thinking, “I can’t do that much.”

2. 	The diligence of application is when you are engaging in 
virtue, not being lazy until that virtue has been completed.

3. 	Irreversible diligence is not getting frustrated once you 
have embarked on something, even when the benefits and 
signs of progress do not immediately arise, but instead, 
increasing your endurance until you achieve its result.

There are three types of dhyana:

1. 	The dhyana of resting comfortably in the visible 11 is 
workability of body and mind.

2. 	The dhyana of achieving qualities is the clairvoyances, 
miraculous powers, and so forth.

3. 	The dhyana that benefits beings is to benefit them through 
the power of samadhi and so forth.

For these three to arise, you must develop faultless calm abiding 
meditation. Since calm abiding is the foundation of all quali-

11. Here “the visible” refers to this lifetime.
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ties, establishing a solid basis in it is indispensable. For this to 
occur, mental solitude is necessary. This comes from physical 
isolation. This results from having few aims and few activities. 
As the cause of this, you must have few desires. That means being 
content with only meager food, clothing, and shelter. In brief, 
the source of calm abiding is to have few desires and be content.

For prajna:

1. 	The prajna that knows the ultimate truth due to realizing 
the way things are, emptiness

2. 	The prajna that knows relative truth—the definite 
recognition of cause, result, and interdependence

3. 	The prajna that knows how to benefit beings—knowing 
the four means of nurturing disciples

Alternately, there are the three prajnas of listening, contemplat-
ing, and meditating. Practice these as much as you can.

By gathering the accumulations in this way, in the short term 
you gain the immeasurable rewards and well-being of gods 
and humans. Ultimately, once you have perfected the two ac-
cumulations and the six transcendences, you will become an 
omniscient buddha.
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You need not think that you lack the materials and facilities to 
gather the accumulations. It is said that having some faith and 
prajna within yourself is an inconceivable method for accumu-
lating merit. When motivated by bodhichitta, even if you only 
offer the seven branches, all obscurations will be exhausted and 
the two accumulations will become equal to the extent of space.

Furthermore, prostrations alone are said to have ten benefits:

A good complexion, beauty, venerable speech,
Influence over associates, affection of gods and humans,
The company of the holy, great dignity,
Prosperity, higher realms, and liberation.

It is said that by making a single prostration with great respect, 
you will attain the power of a universal emperor as many times 
as the number of atoms in the great powerful golden earth un-
derneath your five extended limbs. Even simply joining your 
palms in prayer to the Three Jewels brings ten benefits such as 
having a pleasing form, a large retinue, and so forth. The sutras 
distinctly describe a great many such benefits.

All the early masters of Atisha’s Kadampa tradition concen-
trated day and night on the seven-branch offering alone and 
nothing else. All the previous Kagyu masters extending back 
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to the peerless Gampopa also had this custom, but these days, 
when it is as if the teachings are gradually declining, we have no 
interest at all in the need to perfect the accumulations. Even if 
we have a little, our faith and diligence are both so weak that 
we do not put gathering the accumulations into practice. The 
few representations of the Buddha’s body, speech, and mind we 
have are covered with dust. Those who are more audacious stuff 
them under tattered hats and clothing. One person in a hundred 
has offering bowls and an altar, but leaves them to collect dust. 
We needlessly primp and preen ourselves but have never even 
offered a single flower to the Three Jewels while motivated by 
emptiness and compassion. Without ever having recited the 
seven-branch offering, we say, “I have no merit,” but where does 
merit come from? The cause of merit is gathering the accumula-
tions, the Buddha said.

Even if it is just one grain of barley, we eat it ourselves if it is 
edible and offer it if it is not. Though we are not deprived of 
gold, silver, fine silk, horses, cattle, and other wealth, we say:

I have no merit and am destitute;
I have no other wealth at all to offer. 12

12. The Way of the Bodhisattva, Chapter 2, verse 7ab.
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Then we proudly fill a small lamp and offer a shalse the size of 
a finger. Will any merit come to all those who lie to the Three 
Jewels? Therefore it is extremely important to gather accumula-
tions commensurate to your wealth.

It is said in the sutras and tantras that there is no more profound 
way to gather the accumulations than the seven branches. Of 
these, the latter are more meritorious than the earlier—offer-
ing is more meritorious than prostration, confessing misdeeds 
more so than that, rejoicing still more so, and so forth. Recite 
either long or short versions as you wish. Thinking about the 
meaning is the crucial point. Merely mouthing the words is 
deceiving yourself.

In terms of offerings, there is none you can proffer with extended 
arms that is more meritorious than a mandala. It also fulfills 
aspects of the six transcendences, so the benefits of all of them 
come automatically. The immeasurable benefits of offering the 
mandala are explained elsewhere. The Sutra of Building a House 
says that by merely offering the mandala, you will become a 
lord of the gods’ realms and the four continents. Implicitly, 
this teaches that by merely anointing the mandala with saffron 
water and placing a flower on it, you will be reborn as a god in 
the realm of the Four Great Kings. This, in brief, is the reason 
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why the instructions on mandala offerings, which are extremely 
profound means to swiftly perfect the accumulations, are taught 
as a preliminary.

Though all those who imagine themselves to be generous may 
give offerings numbering in the hundreds, thousands, ten thou-
sands, hundred thousands, and so forth, it is impossible for 
them to give more. Such offerings are inevitably contaminated 
by self-centered thoughts of “I gave that much,” as well as by 
hopes for fame, recognition, and so forth. There is also the hope 
and anxiety of wondering whether the guru will accept them. 
And no matter how many the recipients of the offerings, they 
are not more than a hundred or a thousand.

But mandala offerings are vast since they include the universe, 
sentient beings, and the wealth that fills all of space. They have 
no stains such as the pride of thinking, “I am someone who offers 
mentallyemanated offerings!” There is also no hope or anxiety 
as to whether the Three Jewels will accept them or not. Because 
you visualize the Jewels of the ten directions and four times, the 
recipients of your offerings are excellent and vast. Thus in all 
respects there is no way you will not perfect the accumulations 
through them, so do them assiduously.
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In addition, construct new temples and representations of the 
body, speech, and mind, and restore old ones. Respectfully serve 
the Sangha. If you have no resources, sweep temples, prostrate, 
and circumambulate. Recite praises and supplications. Even as 
much as raising one palm in prayer or tossing a single flower 
into the air while visualizing the Buddha is said to be immea-
surably meritorious.

We are not beasts who do not know good from evil, nor have we 
assumed wretched forms in which we would be unable to recite 
even a single MAṇI even if we knew we should. At this time, 
we have a precious human body and do not lack the chance to 
practice Dharma. Do not let this human life go to waste—it is 
crucial to plant a few virtuous imprints in our beings no mat-
ter what.
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Purify into emptiness with the Svabhāva mantra. From the 
nature of emptiness there are a lotus, corpse, and sun as a seat, 
on top of which you are Vajra Varahi, visualized in the general 
manner. When you meditate on your body in its ordinary form, 
the impure cannot receive blessings. Visualizing yourself as the 
yidam creates the interdependent connections so that the bless-
ings may be received easily and rapidly.

Although you could meditate on any yidam that appeals to 
you, Vajra Varahi herself is the mother who gives birth to all 
the buddhas. She is in essence mahamudra, appearing in the 
form of the coemergent mother. Because this type of yogini is 
dear to us, the blessings are swift. She is also the secret yidam of 
Marpa, Milarepa, and Gampopa. Due to these interdependent 
connections, here the custom is to visualize her.
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Imagine that either above your head or in the sky in front of you 
is a jeweled throne supported by eight snow-lions and covered 
with fine, divine fabrics. On top of it on a lotus-moon seat is 
the combined essence of all the Buddhas of the three times, 
your root guru in the form of Vajradhara, as in the practice of 
going for refuge. In a column above him are the Kagyu masters 
up through Vajradhara, surrounded by an ocean of the siddhas 
of the practice lineages such as the Drikung, Drukpa, Tsalpa, 
Taklung, and so forth. Additionally, the gurus of lineages of the 
Great Perfection, the Six Yogas, Path and Result, Pacification 
Chöd, and Mind Training gather like clouds. Surrounding them 
are the gatherings of yidams, buddhas, bodhisattvas, heroes, da-
kinis, dharma protectors, and guardians. They have been wholly 
established from the very beginning, present as the inseparable 
samaya and wisdom beings.

With devotion that is not mere words, with the strength of 
dedication from the depths of your heart and a cry of longing 
pray,“Pervasive lord, whose nature is of all things…” and so forth. 
Offer the seven branches and aspirations by reciting the prayer 
beginning, “In the dharma expanse palace of Akanishtha…” 
and recite long or short supplications such as the mahamudra 
lineage prayer as appropriate. Then, without allowing your 
mind to be distracted by anything else, recite and accumulate 
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the four-line prayer “My mothers throughout space…” and in 
particular the six-line supplication that is the vajra words of 
Lord Dusum Khyenpa.

At the end, supplicate the glorious gurus and others to grant 
you empowerment. Due to this, the surrounding retinue melts 
into light and dissolves into the lineage gurus. The lineage gurus 
then melt one into another. They melt into light and dissolve 
into your root guru, who becomes the essence of all Three Jewels 
combined.

White light radiates from his forehead and dissolves into the 
space between your eyebrows. This purifies obscurations of 
body such as killing. You receive the vase empowerment and 
are empowered to meditate on the creation phase during the 
time of the path. You become a fortunate one who will achieve 
the nirmanakaya as a result.

In a similar fashion, red light radiates from the guru’s throat 
and dissolves into your throat, purifying your obscurations of 
speech such as lying. You receive the secret empowerment and 
are empowered to mediate on channels and winds. You become 
a fortunate one who will achieve the sambhogakaya.
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Blue light radiates from the guru’s heart and dissolves into your 
heart, purifying mental obscurations such as wrong views. You 
receive the prajna-wisdom empowerment and are empowered 
to meditate on absorption. You become a fortunate one who 
will attain the dharmakaya.

White, red, and blue lights radiate from the guru’s three places 
and dissolve into your forehead, throat, and heart. This purifies 
the obscurations that are equally of body, speech, and mind 
contained within the afflictive and cognitive obscurations as 
well as the obscurations to absorption. 1 You receive the fourth 
empowerment and are empowered to meditate on mahamudra, 
inseparable awareness and emptiness. You become a fortunate 
one who will attain the essence kaya.

Once again, in response to your fervent devotion, the guru—
with a pleased, radiant smile—melts into a globe of light that 
enters you through the crown of your head and dissolves into 
your heart. Imagine that the guru’s mind and your mind become 

1. The afflictive obscurations include the afflictions of greed, hatred, 
wrong view, and so forth, as well as their imprints. Cognitive obscurations 
include the dualistic apprehension of perceiver and perceived as separate. 
The obscurations to absorption are those obscurations that prevent one 
from attaining deep meditative states. They are sometimes also considered 
a type of cognitive absorption.
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inseparable, and then let your mind be and rest evenly as long 
as you can in the uncontrived, uncontaminated nature uninter-
rupted by thought.

When you arise from that, think that whatever appearances 
arise are the various manifestations of the guru’s body. All 
sounds are their speech, the empty yet audible natural sound 
of the channels. Whatever movement and thoughts arise in the 
mind are the spontaneous energy of the vajra-wisdom. Then 
dedicate the merit.

Between meditation sessions, when you are walking, think that 
you are circumambulating the guru, who is seated on a lotus-
moon seat in the sky to your right. When eating or drinking, 
imagine that your food and drink melt into nectar that you of-
fer to your guru, who is is seated on a red lotus in your throat. 
Meditate that everything you say is a supplication and that all 
movement, sitting, and activities are service to the guru. When 
going to sleep, meditate that the guru, an inch in size, sits in the 
center of your heart, and that his light illuminates your body and 
room. Fall asleep in that state. As soon as you wake up, imagine 
the guru sitting on the crown of your head and pray to him with 
faith and dedication. Also meditate in this way whenever you 
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are sitting. When you get a new house, clothes, or so forth, offer 
the best of these to the guru, actually or mentally.

When ill, imagine the guru an inch in size at the location of the 
illness. Think that nectar drips from him, cleansing and purify-
ing all sickness. Imagine that illness, misdeeds, and obscurations 
are methods of purification that come from the guru’s blessings, 
and meditate on joy. If demonic displays arise, think that these 
are the play of the guru’s activity, urging you to practice virtue.

In brief, meditate that any happiness that occurs is the guru’s 
blessing and any suffering that occurs is also the guru’s compas-
sion. Use these as supports to increase your devotion and do 
not look elsewhere for ways to remedy them or to rid yourself 
of them. This is a crucial point.

There are some points to be understood here: Whatever instruc-
tion you meditate on—be it of the secret mantra vajrayana in 
general or the completion phase in particular—you must make 
the guru’s blessings the path. The authentic path will not arise in 
your being until you have received the blessings. It is said that if 
students with samaya have heartfelt devotion for an authentic 
vajra master, they will achieve the supreme and ordinary sid-
dhis even without any other methods. Once you lack devotion 
for your guru, though, you might finish all the approaches and 
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accomplishments of the yidams of the four classes of tantras, 
but you will never attain supreme siddhi. You will also have to 
lower your expectations for many of the ordinary siddhis such 
as long life, attracting wealth, and charisma. Some of them 
you will not accomplish, and others you might accomplish to 
some degree but only with great difficulty, so that path is not 
profound. But if unmistaken devotion does arise in your being, 
it will dispel obstacles to the path, enhance your practice, and 
accomplish all supreme and ordinary siddhis without depending 
on anything else. This is the reason why this practice is called 
“the profound path of guru yoga.”

For both master and disciple, lacking compassion, being quick to 
anger, being hateful, holding grudges, being inflated with pride 
or strongly attached to wealth and family, lacking in verbal and 
physical self-control, and praising themselves are great faults 
that must be given up.

In particular, there are masters who teach and explain the prac-
tices of the channels, winds, mudras, mantras, the collections 
of activity, or the essential points of the profound perfection 
stage to crowds of ordinary people. They claim to possess oral 
instructions others lack and then reveal the profound view and 
conduct of secret mantra to the public. Their conduct is pol-
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luted. They prattle on about high views. They crave the wealth 
and belongings of the Three Jewels intensely. They are deceitful 
and totally immoral, giving empowerments and instructions 
without a lineage and reveling in the pleasures of alcohol and sex. 
Not knowing how to teach the unmistaken path, they fabricate 
teachings that contradict the Dharma. Such masters have been 
blessed by demons, so you must avoid them at all costs.

A master should not make a profound connection in the begin-
ning with students who lack faith, do not keep samaya, flatter 
new acquaintances, have too many ideas, and so forth unless it 
seems possible to gradually improve their minds.

The characteristics of a guru are explained at length in all the 
sutras and tantras. At the very least, their faith and samaya should 
be unimpaired; they should have completed the approach and 
accomplishment practices and know the rituals; they should not 
cling strongly to the eight worldly concerns; and they should 
have practiced to some degree the Dharma they explain to others. 
At the very least, students should have stable faith, be able to 
maintain samaya, and not associate with negative companions.

The examination of the characteristics of master and student 
should precede empowerments or Dharma teachings. Once a 
connection has been made through an empowerment or Dharma 
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teaching, even if the guru has committed all four defeats, they 
are solely worthy of devotion—it is wrong to lose faith, criticize, 
scrutinize them, and so forth. As it is said:

If you hear but a single verse 
Yet don’t consider him a guru, 
Reborn a dog a hundred times,
You’ll then be born untouchable.

In these times you will not find a guru who has abandoned all 
faults and perfected all qualities. Were even it possible to find 
one or two, with our impure perception we would see their good 
qualities as faults, as has happened many times such as when 
Devadatta saw faults in the Bhagavan Buddha. These days, most 
people are only predisposed to accumulate negative karma, so 
they see faults as qualities and qualities as faults. Or they see 
those who inwardly lack even a single one of the Dharmic quali-
ties that they exhibit outwardly as being holy. Thus it is hard to 
even know how to examine anyone. Especially in teaching the 
path of mahamudra, just as the designs on a mold are reproduced 
on the clay, the disciple cannot develop ultimate realization in 
their being without a guru who has realization.

Therefore once you receive a transmission passed down from 
peerless Gampopa, Dusum Khyenpa, Shang Tsalpa, Götsangpa, 
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and so forth, if you take the one for whom you have the greatest 
faith as your root guru and supplicate them, they have prom-
ised you will receive their blessings. In particular, the Buddha 
prophesied that the peerless Gampopa would propagate the 
teachings of mahamudra, so all those who have longing for 
mahamudra should place their trust in Lord Gampopa. This is 
a crucial point. You should also meditate on your root guru as 
inseparable from him.

Once you have received the lineage of blessings from someone 
such as the Karmapa or his heart sons, considering him your 
root guru is sufficient on its own; further examination is un-
necessary. It is not necessary to place your hopes on any other 
oral lineage—all those who have preceded the guru were great 
beings who have been prophesied and who passed down real-
ization—the ultimate wisdom—from one to the next, so he is 
definitely able to bless others’ mind streams.

Even if you are not able to hear the Dharma from a famous 
guru such as a lineage holder, if you take another guru who has 
experience and realization as your root guru, you will receive 
the blessings. Whether the guru is actually an ordinary being 
or an emanation of a buddha or bodhisattva, if you pray to him 
while meditating that he is a buddha, all the buddhas, bodhisat-
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tvas, and yidam deities will enter the body, speech and mind of 
that vajra master and work for the benefit of beings. From The 

Mukhagama of Manjushri:

Any sentient being who belittles 
A vajra bearer of the future 
Belittles me, so therefore 
I Abandon them all for a time.

And:

I dwell in his body and receive
The offerings of other practitioners. 
Those who please him will purify
The karmic obscurations in their own being.

Thus pleasing your guru pleases all the buddhas. If you commit 
a wrong against him, it is no different from committing a wrong 
against all the buddhas. Also if you offer to him, you gain the 
same merit as from offering to all the buddhas, and your obscu-
rations will be extinguished. Innumerable sutras and treatises 
say that our attainment of supreme siddhi depends solely on 
the guru and that immeasurable benefits accrue through our 
devotion and offerings to him. It says in the tantras:
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Meditating on a hundred thousand deities’ bodies 
Is not even worth a hundred thousandth part
Of focusing undistracted on the guru’s body. 
Reciting the approach and accomplishment
A hundred trillion times has not even a hundred 

thousandth 
Of the power of supplicating the guru thrice.
Meditating on the completion phase for aeons 
Is not even a twenty-thousandth part
Of the guru merely appearing in your mind.

From The Clear Lamp:

Child of noble family, greater than the mass of all the 
bhagavan buddhas who dwell in the ten directions and 
the merit born from the vajra body, speech, and mind of 
those bhagavan buddhas is the merit of a single pore of 
the master. If you ask why this is so, child of noble family, 
bodhichitta is the essence of the buddhas’ wisdom. 2

Generally speaking there is no difference at all between a guru 
with whom you study the sutras of the Mahayana and Founda-
tion Vehicles and a guru from whom you receive the transmis-

2. From The King of Great Tantras, Glorious Guhyasamaja (Skt. Śrī 
Guhyasamaja Mahātantra Rāja), Lhasa Kangyur vol. 81, p. 513b.
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sions and instructions of the secret mantra other than a slight 
difference in their significance.

When we talk about gurus against whom you can commit the 
first root downfall 3 and break samaya, this depends upon your-
self, so such gurus are not necessarily identified as your root 
guru alone. Once you have received a tantric empowerment, 
you must guard against the first root downfall for all the gurus 
with whom you have Dharma connections. Thus no matter how 
much or little Dharma from the sutras or the tantras you may 
have received, from then on it is important to not accumulate 
any misdeeds. If you have no Dharma connection to them, the 
lineage gurus may not be your own gurus and thus you may not 
be able to commit a downfall with regard to them. Even so, it is 
never right to belittle or criticize them or so forth.

Generally do not examine sentient beings’ faults. Know them to 
be your mothers, be grateful, and meditate on loving-kindness 
and compassion. In particular, do not analyze the faults of 
anyone who has started to practice Dharma. Knowing that we 
are like people in the same boat, think only of their positive 
qualities, rejoice, and have devotion. Especially do not examine 

3. The first of the fourteen root downfalls of samaya is criticizing your 
vajra master.
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the guru’s faults. It says in The Noble Sutra of the Mudra Engaging 

in Producing the Power of Faith:

Criticizing a single bodhisattva has greater negative 
consequences than stealing the possessions of all the 
sentient beings in the billionfold universe and destroy-
ing all the stupas. Those who, due to whatever circum-
stance, develop contempt for and revile a bodhisattva 
will be born in the Wailing Hell with a body five hun-
dred leagues in size and five hundred heads, mouths, and 
tongues, and each of their tongues will be plowed by 
five hundred plows.

Thus insulting holy beings is an incalculably great offense. In-
sulting bodhisattvas in particular and yogis of the secret mantra 
especially is far graver.

Furthermore, we do not know who may be a holy person or who 
may be practicing yoga internally. It is said that other than a 
perfect buddha, no individual is able to truly measure another. 
Thus speaking badly of and criticizing anyone else sweeps away 
your own positive qualities. Examining faults in others is self-
destructive by nature, so it is important to post a watchman to 
examine solely your own faults.
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We can see now that many undesired things befall everyone 
who lacks faith in the guru and perceives Dharma practitioners 
impurely. Others see them as adversaries. They die in unpleasant 
ways amid ill omens. They are the target of everyone’s criticism. 
But all those who respectfully serve a guru and perceive others 
purely are naturally happy and have good reputations. Everyone 
praises, respects, and reveres them, and they die in pleasant 
circumstances amid excellent omens. These things we can see 
and hear for ourselves.

In the words of the Kagyu forefathers:

If you see the guru as a buddha, you will receive a bud-
dha’s blessing. If you see him as a bodhisattva, you will 
receive a bodhisattva’s blessing. If you see him as a sid-
dha, you will receive a siddha’s blessing. If you see him 
as an ordinary person—a good spiritual friend—you will 
receive the corresponding blessings. If you have no devo-
tion for him, you will receive no blessing whatsoever.

1. 	Thus there is no other buddha to be found elsewhere 
who is superior to your root guru—he is the combined 
essence of all the Jewels throughout the ten directions 
and three times. The positive qualities of the Jewels are 
limitless, and all of them are the manifestation of this root 
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guru. Not only that, all the individuals everywhere who 
are now working for the benefit of beings, the sun and 
moon, herbal medicines, and even boats and bridges are 
the guru’s display. Consider anyone who has given you an 
empowerment, transmission, or instruction—even those 
who taught you to read and write—to be an expression of 
your root guru. In short, resolve that he is a buddha.

2. 	No matter how amazing the buddhas, yidams, and Kagyu 
forefathers are, you have not seen their faces. You have 
not heard their speech. Even if you were to meet them, 
they could do nothing greater than what your guru does. 
Though there have been countless buddhas in the past, and 
infinite buddhas, bodhisattvas, gurus, and yidams now 
dwell in the ten directions, you have not had the fortune 
to meet a single one of them, even in a dream. But this 
root guru is teaching you the complete and unmistaken 
methods for attaining buddhahood in one lifetime and one 
body. Even if you ground your whole body into dust, you 
could not repay his kindness.

3. 	It should not be that you think about your guru when he 
pays attention to you—giving you teachings, gifts, and so 
forth—but forget about him when far away. You should 
not remember him when illness or misfortune occurs but 
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not when you are well. Whether you are walking, pacing, 
lying down, or sitting, whether you are happy or sad—at 
all times, no matter what occurs—think of nothing but the 
guru.

4. 	It should not be that you occasionally think of your guru 
and say, “I go for refuge,” or that you consider it amazing 
to recite a few supplications. Moved to tears and your hairs 
standing on end, your longing should be so fervent that 
it is able to suddenly cast awareness aside, stop ordinary 
appearances, and produce an unidentifiable experience.

When these four are present, that is the authentic devotion that 
makes you able to receive blessings and suddenly develop real-
ization. The key to the rapid receipt of blessings is to meditate 
on the guru as a buddha.

Furthermore, if you are practicing mahamudra, you should think 
of the guru as the naked dharmakaya. If you want to extend your 
life, think of him as Amitayus or White Tara. If you want to cure 
illness, think of him as the Medicine Buddha. For döns, think of 
him as their remedy. You must view him as inseparable from the 
principal deities of any of the mandalas from the tantras. This 
is the meaning of calling him “the Guardian of the Mandala.” 
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Applying this similarly to other practices, they become a col-
lection of activity practices for guru yoga.

Not being grateful is a sign of not valuing the Dharma. Without 
gratitude, all the efforts you do will be pointless and no qualities 
will arise in your mind stream. You will take that as a reason to 
cultivate wrong views, thinking—if you are audacious—that the 
guru could not possibly have any good qualities, or if you are 
somewhat less so, that other Dharma practitioners could not. 
You will have thus committed the first root downfall, and all 
the merit you have previously accumulated will be swept away 
as if with a broom.

If you remember the guru’s kindness, dedication for him and 
the Dharma will naturally arise, and you will spontaneously 
develop all the positive qualities without effort. If true devotion 
does not come easily to you, you should gather as much merit 
as you can by offering to the Three Jewels, serving the Sangha, 
doing spiritual practice with your body and speech, and so forth. 
Then pray, “By accumulating this merit, may I come to develop 
extraordinary devotion to the guru.” It is said that meditating 
this way will immediately produce devotion.

Those with the greatest devotion have the greatest spiritual 
practice. Those with average devotion have average practice, 
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and the least devoted have the lowest spiritual practice. Naropa, 
Maitripa, Milarepa, Ja Yulwa, and others undertook great hard-
ship for the sake of the guru and achieved siddhi through that 
alone. We cannot be like them. Uncontrived devotion does not 
arise easily, so we are encouraged to train gradually, starting 
with supplication.

There are four factors for devotion to become the path:

1. 	Buddhajnana lost faith in Manjushri upon seeing that 
he was a householder with a wife, and this caused an 
obstacle preventing Buddhajnana from attaining supreme 
siddhi. Similarly, if you see the guru as having faults, the 
impurity of your own mind stream is to blame. How could 
buddhas have any faults? Let them do what they will. 
Even should you see them having sexual relations, telling 
lies, and so on, meditate thinking: “This is the best way to 
train disciples. Because of this, he will undoubtedly ripen 
and liberate many sentient beings, so this is a hundred, a 
thousand times more marvelous than keeping a pure moral 
code. He is not being deceptive or immoral. He alone is 
unmistaken about the highest conduct.” In particular, 
when he reprimands you, think that this extinguishes bad 
karma. If he slaps you, think he is driving away spirits and 
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obstructors. Above all, think that due to his compassion, 
he is treating you as a father would a child and not being a 
false friend—he is very kind. If he seems displeased or does 
not pay attention to you, think that this is because your 
karmic obscurations have not been purified. Strive at the 
methods to purify your obscurations and please the guru 
by serving his body, speech, and mind. In brief, the first 
factor is not finding fault with the guru.

2. In the words of the Kagyu forefathers:

This authentic guru is precious— 
Everything he does is excellent.
All of his deeds are qualities.

Even were he an executioner,
Just that would be beneficial; just that would be good. 
It’s certain he regards beings with compassion.

Even if he displays sexual misconduct and immorality, 
His qualities increase; his qualities arise.
It is a sign of the union of means and prajna.

When he deceives others with lies,
He is guiding all beings on the path to liberation
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Through various symbolic methods.

When he steals, seizes, or robs,
He transforms others’ things into the accumulations
And pacifies the poverty of beings.

In actuality when such a guru
Reprimands you it is a wrathful mantra 
Certain to dispel misfortunes and obstacles.

If he beats you, it is a blessing. 
All siddhis arise from that.
All those with devotion take delight!

As this says, recognize that whatever he does is a positive qual-
ity. This is the second.

3. 	When meditating on devotion for the guru, forget being 
concerned about whether you are pleasing him or not in 
this life; do not even harbor hopes about whether or not 
you will achieve the supreme siddhi. Whether he accepts 
you with compassion or not, whether you achieve siddhi 
or not, there is nothing for you to do other than have 
devotion. Resolve to stop expecting or worrying. This is 
the third.
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4. 	In the secular context, upstanding people are able to 
do anything for their bosses publicly, privately, and in 
between. That is for this life— for the sake of a few months 
or years. But we place our hopes in our gurus from now 
until we achieve enlightenment. Whatever of goodness 
and happiness arises in this life, the next, or in between—
whether great or small—it is solely the guru’s kindness. 
Whatever spiritual qualities you develop depend only upon 
the guru, so focus all your actions of body, speech, and 
mind on serving him. With everything from your prayers 
for the guru to live long and for his activity to flourish on 
up, never be without an amenable and admiring attitude.

If you serve your guru with such attitudes, there is no way that 
your being will not be ripened and liberated.

For the training, everything is contained within two things: 
accomplish whatever the guru commands and do whatever he 
wishes. With your body, prostrate, circumambulate, write let-
ters, sew, and run errands, or at the very least fetch water and 
sweep up. With your speech, recite prayers and praises to him, 
and tell others about his qualities. Answer questions in a way 
that pleases him and speak gently and respectfully without 
concealing your intentions. Do not speak even half a critical 
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word about him, openly or in private. In your mind, cultivate 
devotion and pure view only, without falling into mistaken views 
for even an instant. Should something disagreeable happen to 
you due to bad karma arising and so forth, immediately catch 
it with mindfulness and never express it physically or verbally.

If due to previous bad karma you inadvertently go against his 
wishes, make your confession more intense by offering your 
body and possessions along with it. Exert yourself at confessing 
and vowing to refrain from repeating it by reciting the hundred 
syllables, amendment and confession offerings, and so forth. It is 
inappropriate to get along with, eat with, or even have conversa-
tions in an affectionate manner with those who go against your 
guru’s wishes. It is taught that befriending those who demean 
your guru is no different from demeaning him yourself, even if 
you do not do so in actuality.

Materially, we should offer without reservation our guru the 
things that we treasure and whatever would please him. But 
we cull for ourselves the biggest and finest things that serve 
our purposes—be they horses, cattle, and what not—and offer 
the guru that which does not suit us. We give ourselves a high 
title and ask for whichever empowerments, Dharma, and root 
instructions are the most sacred. If it does not quite work out, 
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we scowl with displeasure. We try to make him feel grateful to us. 
We have no gratitude for the Dharma and key instructions he is 
able to grant us, but say we have done him a favor by requesting 
teachings and listening to him. Not understanding that offering 
the guru possessions and service is for our own good, we try to 
show off and gain status. It would be far better to just stay by 
ourselves than to do anything like that.

Once you have developed true devotion, the signs of having 
received the blessings will occur in actuality, as experiences, or 
in dreams, as explained in the texts. Specifically, when the ap-
pearances of eight worldly concerns dissipate, you put this life 
out of mind, the clear and empty mind emerges nakedly, and 
realization suddenly arises, these are the greatest, true signs. 
Whether or not you develop the meditation of the actual practice 
depends upon this, so do not reach impatiently for calm abid-
ing and insight. Instead lay a firm foundation of good qualities 
in your being.
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In general the secret words of the masters of experience and 
realization, the Kagyu forefathers, and Mahamudra: The Ocean 

of Definitive Meaning are a treasury of the profound true mean-
ing, so read them respectfully. In particular, serve an authentic 
guru through the five methods of pleasing him and partake of 
the nectar of his speech.

The guru’s words will appear vividly in your mind whereas 
reading books will yield only a dry understanding. Even if 
some experience arises, it will not give you confidence and will 
disappear in a few days. These two are completely different. 
However when you cannot find a qualified guru or are not able 
to serve him even if you do, collect many different types of in-
structions, and what is unclear in one will be clear in another. 
Then they will bring benefit when needed. In particular, since 
we do not know where our karmic connections lie, if you read 
the profound Dharma of all traditions with respect, a single 
word may unlock many meanings. Therefore read widely from 
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the sutras and commentaries, and the understanding will bring 
great benefits suitable for your mind.

At such a time, some who imagine themselves great medita-
tors do not serve a guru or do not refine their practice if they 
do. They never read texts of the oral instructions and would 
not understand them if they did. That kind of person is said 
to have impure karma. This seems to be the intention behind 
the criticism:

A fool’s meditation on mahamudra 
Will mostly cause birth as an animal. 1

Others serve the guru, study, do retreat, and read many profound 
books, but it does not benefit them a whit. Their character gets 
wilder, their pride larger, and their eye of pure perception be-
comes more obscured. They spend all their time thinking about 
others’ faults. Such people seem to be possessed by Mara.

There is no need for me who have no experience or realization to 
parrot the teachings of my forbearers, but in order to complete 
the text I shall write just enough about how to rest in calm abid-
ing and insight so as to not leave the topic empty.

1. Sakya Pandita, Presentation of the Three Vows (sDom gsum rab dbye).
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Generally, it is said, “Seek meditation through the view.” First 
you determine the view through listening and contemplation. 
When you have gained certainty in the view, you rest in equi-
poise within its nature. However that meditation is far off for 
beginners, so it is not that profound.

In our Dakpo Kagyu tradition, it is said, “Seek the view through 
meditation.” Without doing much analytical study and contem-
plation, you resolve the matter within the mind, and through 
this, the view naturally becomes realization. Thus it is a profound 
meditation that everyone, whether of sharp or dull faculties, can 
definitely put into practice.

In the tradition of Venerable Milarepa, when one has achieved 
stability in tummo and the illusory body, 2 the essence of maha-
mudra is naturally realized. Thus he taught the path of means 3 
first. The peerless Gampopa taught his ordinary disciples mind 
training through the Kadampa stages of the path, and he taught 
his extraordinary disciples a brief version of the paths of means, 
followed by the sudden pointing-out instructions of mahamudra. 

2. Two completion stage practices of the six yogas of Naropa. Tummo 
involves generating feelings of bliss and looking at their nature. Illusory 
body is meditating on the illusory nature of the body and all other forms.

3. The path of using practices involving the channels and winds, such as 
the six yogas of Naropa.
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Drogön Pakmodrupa emphasized the Fivefold Mahamudra, so 
the eight traditions in four pairs 4 practiced only the Fivefold 
Mahamudra. The Lord of Dharma Tsangpa Gyare, as well as 
Lorepa, Götsangpa, and others emphasized equal-taste. In any 
case, there is no difference in what they lead to, the realization 
of the nature of mahamudra.

Sentient beings of different capacities cannot be tamed by one 
deity or one Dharma. The Sage’s teachings appear differently 
to people with different karma. Due to this, there are different 
interpretations of the philosophical schools, so they have vari-
ous kinds of conduct. Those who see each other as non-Dharmic 
and criticize one another needlessly accumulate the karma of 
rejecting the Dharma. Each has its truth in its own context, so 
it is wrong to denigrate any of them. However their ultimate 
destination is this mahamudra alone.

To practice according to the Fivefold Mahamudra, first begin 
by going for refuge and generating bodhichitta according to the 
liturgy so that it is fully integrated into your being. Second, the 
vajrayana teachings, so called, are the two phases of creation 
and completion, so meditate on the creation phase with the 

4. This refers to the eight traditions started by students of 
Pakmodrukpa, including the Drikung, Taklung, Tsalpa, and so forth.
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four characteristics 5 by visualizing your body as any deity such 
as Vajra Varahi. Third, visualize your root guru on the crown of 
your head or in your heart and rouse intense devotion. Fourth, 
the main practice is to meditate on the actual practice, the 
union of calm abiding and insight. Fifth, seal your practice 
with dedication and aspiration without conceiving of the three 
spheres. There is not even one stage of the teachings of sutra and 
tantra that is not included in the Fivefold Mahamudra, so it is 
enough to practice this Dharma alone. Excessive complications 
are unnecessary. You might know all eighty-four thousand gates 
of Dharma, but if you do not practice them, at the time of death 
you will die an ordinary death.

Generally, at the time of gathering the accumulations and 
purifying obscurations, you should not limit yourself to one 
but practice whatever teachings you have seen or heard, like 
a famished person who sees food. Once you are certain about 
what to practice, do not think about or do anything else. Until 
you have a feeling for it, you must be persistent in one type of 
practice and be able to endure hardship.

5. The four characteristics are clarity, stability, pride of the deity, and 
power.
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As the method to develop samadhi, you must first practice calm 
abiding meditation. Just as the reflection of the moon in muddy 
water is unclear, a mind that is never free from thoughts even 
for an instant cannot recognize the wisdom of insight. Even if 
you grasp it hazily, you will not gain stability.

If beginners mix it with distraction, they cannot develop medita-
tion, so solitude of the body and mind is necessary. Even if you 
cannot truly forget about this life, for the time being, do not 
bring any worldly affairs to mind at all. Think that whatever 
food and clothing you have will suffice, and do not worry about 
whether or not they will run out. With material things such as 
beds and so forth, make do with what you have—do not think, 
“This won’t do, I must have one like that,” or “This is not good 
enough; I should get that,” and so on. Do not read books, write 
letters, or so forth unless absolutely necessary, and even then only 
a little. If you follow a thought, you will create a bad habit and 
eventually be unable to gain control. Avoid entirely meaningless 
conversations, questions and answers, and discussions. Do not 
worry about what might befall those close to you or speculate 
about where you might go in the future.

In short, go to a solitary place and cast aside entirely all the 
affairs of this life. As an auspicious condition for staying put, 
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draw a swastika with chalk beneath your seat. Once you have 
set your place up, do not rearrange things. Arrange representa-
tions of the Three Jewels, mandalas, and other clean and pure 
offerings that will not distract you. Repeatedly make the intense 
commitment to never let your mind waver toward anything else 
until some experience has arisen, even if you should die, and 
make the Fivefold Mahamudra your main practice.

In calm abiding meditation, the posture and gaze are important, 
so sit in the vajra posture. Rest your hands in the mudra of 
equipoise four finger widths below your navel. Make your spine 
straight like an arrow. Square your shoulders. Tuck your chin 
slightly, towards the Adam’s apple. Your lips neither open nor 
closed, touch your tongue to your upper palate, and let it rest 
naturally. With your eyes half open, look into the space eight 
finger-widths directly in front of your nose.

The points for the mind are to not follow the tracks of the 
past—do not think about anything that happened before. Do 
not anticipate the future—do not speculate at all about the good 
or bad things that might happen later. Let the present mind be 
without altering it. Do not expect meditation to arise or worry 
that it won’t—do not be concerned and think, “Is this it or not?” 
Let the thought-free awareness of now settle in the nature of its 
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own being without identifying, altering, disproving, or proving 
anything. Do not get distracted, do not meditate, do not alter it: 
All the points of how to settle the mind are complete in these 
three, and the three gates of liberation 6 are also exactly that.

Beginners should meditate for short sessions many times. When 
meditating, funnel your awareness and rest without getting 
distracted by anything. If a thought should suddenly occur, 
look vividly at its very essence. There is no need to block the 
thought, but do not follow it either. Even between sessions in 
post-meditation, apply the watchfulness of merely recogniz-
ing your nature and sustain that without getting distracted. 
Even when speaking, cooking, reading books, and so forth, ap-
ply watchfulness—in short, remain undistracted. At all times, 
whether in meditation or post-mediation, do not allow yourself 
to be distracted by sights and sounds on the outside or by the 
body and mind on the inside.

If you are too tight, that in itself will stimulate mental activity, 
so other than just letting it be and recognizing it, rest without 
binding yourself. You might have more thought activity than 
before, so that you get disturbed and are not at all interested 

6. Three samadhis by which one achieves liberation: the samadhis of 
emptiness, the absence of attributes, and the absence of wishes.
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in looking at your mind. Or you might rest tranquilly with no 
thoughts or agitation and thus feel very pleased. Sometimes while 
resting in that way, you might fall asleep, and sometimes you 
may breathe quite shallowly. You may spontaneously recognize 
dreams time and again. Sometimes while resting, a thought will 
occur, but as soon as it does, the mind will settle quietly. Or it 
may be as if after you retrieve the thought, you have something 
to place again. Such various kinds of experience occurring au-
gurs well for knowing how to meditate, so if you maintain them 
without casting them aside, one of the types of calm abiding 
described in the texts—the high, middle, or low—will develop.

Although there are a great many ways for training in calm abid-
ing with a support, concentrating on an image of Shakyamuni 
before you and counting the exhalations and inhalations of the 
breath are the most beneficial.

It is said that when consummate calm abiding has developed, all 
the defiled clairvoyances and miraculous abilities will arise. But 
people have varying qualities of channels as well as differences in 
their faculties. These days there is no one who can meditate on 
that level. Even if they could, this is a time when it is difficult 
to achieve the ordinary siddhis. Even if you could accomplish 
them, it is inappropriate to wish for them—they should arise 
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incidentally. If clairvoyance and so forth happen to arise, just 
disregard them and let them go. Deliberately seeking them will 
only cause Mara to obstruct you. Similarly, it is said that this 
also produces fame, powers, and material wealth. But if those 
obstruct your spiritual practice, they are the blessings of Mara.

At this point, you will consider the mind resting serenely and 
the movement of discursive thought as separate. But this is only 
thinking “This is movement” or “This is stillness” and then look-
ing at the nature. You do not yet know how to actually look at 
the nature, so this is called knowing stillness and movement.

Then just as waves and water are of one taste, without consid-
ering thought and awareness to be distinct and separate, rest 
in the self-aware, self-luminous nature. If you do not recognize 
this, place your attention vividly on the essence of the one who 
thinks, “This is stillness, this is movement.” Apart from that, 
without any watching or analysis of mindfulness at all, rest 
serenely within the stillness.

By doing this, you may feel the satisfaction of continuous un-
distractedness, vividly clear and empty. Like snow falling on 
hot rocks, any thought that occurs will be caught as soon as 
it occurs. You may feel confidence in yourself but despair for 
others, thinking, “Why doesn’t everyone mediate like this?” You 
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may think, “If I stayed alone in the mountains, I could handle 
the solitude.” It may be as if you no longer rely upon the eight 
worldly concerns. Sometimes a helter-skelter, willynilly feel-
ing might come up and you won’t find anything to focus on or 
anything to rest. Sometimes there may occur a dullness where 
you cannot say, “This is it,” and so forth. These are all types of 
temporary experiences.

Then meticulously examine the mind again and again to deter-
mine where it comes from initially, where it goes in the end, 
and where it dwells in the meantime. Investigate its shape and 
color; whether it is single or multiple, and so on. It doesn’t arise 
from anywhere. You cannot say, “It ceases here,” and there is no 
place where it dwells in the present. There is no shape, color, 
or so forth to be discerned. Seeing clearly and nakedly the self-
luminous essence of the mind that is free of all elaborations 
and has no object can be called insight, but this is just a taste 
of temporary experience and is not actually seeing the nature 
of realization. At this point, you will develop certainty that 
the seer and seen are not separate, and the thought will occur 
to you, “This is what resting without altering anything means.”

There may be times you are unaware you have been distracted. 
Then mindful awareness returns all at once, and it becomes clear 
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and bright. Or it will seem as if there is no focus to the medita-
tion and you are just staying as you were, an ordinary person, 
so you wonder whether your meditation has gotten worse than 
before. Or even when thoughts occur, it may seem that you do 
not need to struggle as before and it is enough to just let it be 
as it is. Various such experiences—high, low, long lasting, and 
short—will occur. For a time, there will be no progress at all 
and you will get frustrated. Sometimes you will think there is 
no view or meditation superior to this. You might really want 
to discuss lofty realizations with others. You might also have 
dreams about siddhas from the past or yidam deities, or even 
sometimes about strange or evil things, making you hopeful, 
fearful, or suspicious.

Sometimes your practice might get mixed with distraction 
and you might think that distraction will not harm you, but if 
you are distracted for a long time, the five poisons and eight 
worldly concerns will rearise stronger than before. For a time, 
your mindfulness will not be able to keep up with them, and 
even if it does, it will be difficult to subdue distractions. Thus 
unless you have truly achieved stability, it is of the greatest 
importance to abandon distractions and become capable of 
meditating one-pointedly.
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Then due to the blessings of devotion or something such as the 
awakening of previous karma, awareness is stripped bare. With-
out any need to recognize thoughts as they arise, the nature you 
look at and the person looking mix into one. You also no longer 
need to examine the appearances in the six consciousnesses, and 
you have nothing left to change in the awareness of your nature. 
Then other than entirely letting go of ordinary mind, you do not 
know how to describe it as any clarity, emptiness, or awareness 
that can be intellectually analyzed.

Then empty awareness, which is only slightly different from 
remaining in an ordinary state, will emerge relaxed. You will 
have thought that there is nothing about it you have not known 
from the very beginning, and you are astonished you have not 
recognized it till now. You will think that all the ways you pre-
viously pretended to look at the nature of mind were pointless 
thoughts.

You will also develop certainty in the Dharma and the guru, and 
you will be delighted with yourself. Though numerous distractions 
will still produce the appearances of the eight worldly concerns, 
from the moment mindfulness returns, you will not need to do 
much to correct it—just letting the mind be is enough. When 
this happens, it may seem that you should consider yourself 
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to have partially realized your nature, but still that alone does 
not get you anywhere. So meditate till you die. Sacrifice food, 
clothing, and conversation. Let your heart be penetrated with 
devotion. Do not take even the slightest interest in the activities 
of this life. If you can do this, you will reach the end of your 
Dharma journey.

Lord Götsangpa said:

Because I had intense devotion for the guru and was as 
diligent as if my hair had caught fire, I saw the nature of 
mind properly after twenty days. After three months, I 
was not affected by situations during the day, and after 
two years, that continued day and night.

Therefore if you have devotion and diligence, there is nothing 
that you cannot know or see. 7

7. At this point, the original includes Rangjung Dorje’s Single Heart 
Advice. however that text is sealed for secrecy, and in consultation with 
Situ Rinpoche and Gyaltsap Rinpoche, his holiness the Karmapa has 
asked that it not be included in this translation.
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The text on mind training says, “Right now, practice the main 
points.” 8 As this says, now at this time when we have gained 
a human body, the needs of future lives are more significant 
than this life. Practice is more significant than philosophy. And 
steadfastly meditating on the guru’s instructions is the most 
significant.

Not being able to bear the suffering of practicing Dharma while 
being able to persevere through the hardships of accomplishing 
your interests in this life is wrong patience. Having no wish 
for the Dharma while wishing for the eight worldly concerns 
is wrong wishes. Not relishing the Dharma through listening, 
contemplating, and meditating while relishing material things 
is wrong relishing. Not feeling compassion for our own or others 
wrong actions while having compassion for hardships endured 
for the sake of Dharma is wrong compassion. Not bringing 
the people who depend on you to the Dharma while striving 
to benefit them in this life is wrong pursuits. Not rejoicing in 
virtuous deeds while rejoicing when misfortunes befall enemies 
is wrong rejoicing. Give up these six wrong ideas.

In particular, Nagarjuna taught:

8. From The Seven Points of Mind Training by Ja Chekawa Yeshe Dorje.
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O Knower of the World, your mind should be 
Equanimous to the eight concerns:
Gain and loss, pleasure and pain, 
Fame and oblivion, praise and scorn. 9

It seems these eight worldly concerns, without being noticed, 
contaminate the beings of even those who imagine themselves 
genuine Dharma practitioners—what to speak of others—so it 
is important to subdue them at all costs.

Abandon in all respects the five wrong livelihoods—flattery, 
ingratiating yourself, hypocrisy, expropriating, and seeking gain 
through things. It would be best for us to develop qualities and 
high realization, but that is difficult. If we can just not shame 
ourselves or deceive others, and if we practice what we preach, 
that would be most wondrous.

There are said to be many pitfalls and deviations, but if you 
become able to cut through projections about the nature inter-
nally, then needless to say, you will truly be able to distinguish 
what are and what are not pitfalls and deviations. For those who 
hope for nonthought without getting to the heart of stillness and 
movement or for those who imagine that a conceptual glimpse 

9. Letter to a Friend, v. 29.
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of the nature of mind is the nature of mind, there is no need to 
wonder whether the pitfalls and deviations taught in the texts 
have arisen. In all practice, if there is no fixation, there will be 
no deviation. Here this only means extremely strong fixation 
on superiority—occasional slight fixation is not a deviation. It 
comes down tofixation and clinging at its basis.

The greatest deviations are treating your guru as an ordinary 
friend, having little pure perception of your Dharma friends, 
denigrating and slandering other schools, taking great pride 
in yourself, being hypocritical in your discipline, giving free 
rein to the five poisons, not respecting karmic cause and effect, 
mouthing the view and speaking often of emptiness, proclaim-
ing your experiences in public, and 61lying about the highest 
human qualities 10 your main practice. However we have all been 
blessed by demons, and disciples have only the bad fortune of 
a degenerate age. Thus many—not knowing the crucial points 
of the Dharma—run after nothing but nonsense, and it seems 
that even Shakyamuni could not block the paths to pitfalls and 
deviations were he to try.

10. Lying about the highest human qualities means saying that you have 
qualities, powers, realizations, or achievements that you know you do not 
actually have.
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In short, the result of practicing Dharma should be that your 
mind is tamed, but most Dharma practitioners make their pri-
mary practice that which the Dharma teaches is wrong—fight-
ing for the sake of Dharma, using the Dharma as an excuse for 
conflict, pretending to benefit others while profiting themselves, 
and so forth.

The peerless Gampopa said, “When you are a beginner, it is not 
a time to fight with the afflictions—it is the time to flee from 
them.” We have not reached the level where we can take the af-
flicted as the path, so we must be cautious about alcohol, sex, 
anger, jealousy, careless sloth, and so forth. The ability to take 
afflictions as the path is said only about those like Telopa and 
Naropa whose ability to display miracles externally is a sign of 
having perfected the power of wisdom internally. It is not said 
about those whose polluted indulgence in the afflictions is a sign 
of not having control over their own minds. Those individuals 
who have no experience or realization at all in their beings 
may try to benefit sentient beings but are unable to, and harm 
themselves in addition. Just as the sprout of a great medicinal 
herb should be protected, not cut, being diligent in practice 
alone has the greatest benefit. It is said that those individuals 
who have not achieved stability in warmth may help others but 
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will harm themselves. Once you have attained the bodhisattva 
levels, benefit for both yourself and others arises effortlessly.

When you encounter harm from illness, adversity, döns, obstruc-
tors, and so forth, look at the essence of the one who thinks, “I’m 
sick!” or “Döns are harming me!” When you are inexperienced, 
there may be no immediate effect, but with persistent repeti-
tion, eventually they will dissolve into emptiness and disappear 
without a trace. Then when their poisonous remnants reemerge, 
looking at the essence will decrease the intensity of clinging to 
illness, concepts of ghosts, and so forth. It is the same with suf-
fering and so forth. If you are a bit more advanced than that, the 
occurrence of illness and so forth is not blocked but the essence 
is empty, naked, and distinct. But when you are not mindful, 
you are no different from an ordinary person.

You may understand that appearances are merely your own mind, 
but if you have not achieved confidence in your realization, when 
objects and mind meet, they will not be liberated as groundless 
and baseless. Thus for the time being, you should train in not 
grasping at whatever arises in the six consciousnesses. The best 
is to recognize them in the first instant. The next best is not to 
prolong them after the second instant but to continually apply 
the mindfulness of recognition. Telopa said:
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Appearances do not bind; fixation binds. 
Cut through attachment, Naropa.

In brief, thoughts are the natural energy of mind, like waves in 
water, so it is impossible for thoughts to vanish entirely. The 
various appearances to thought of objects such as form are like 
rainbows appearing in clear crystal. Thus no matter how high 
your realization, it is impossible that appearances will not occur. 
It all depends on whether you welcome thoughts and appear-
ances with fixation or not.

If due to being undistracted, your recognition of your nature 
is continuous, no matter how many thoughts or appearances 
of objects there may be, they are said to be wisdom. If you do 
not recognize your nature, even nonthought is merely neutral. 
Once you recognize that what appears as thought is the natural 
expression of emptiness—appearance and emptiness indivisible—
without any need to block thoughts this appears vividly as the 
empty essence and unceasing radiance. When this is aware of 
itself, it is called the inseparability of creation and completion, 
and that is enough.

When you persevere in practice, bad karma from the past may 
arise in unwanted ways as physical illness, mental suffering, and 
so forth. However just as stains appear when you wash a pot, 
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this is a harbinger of your being becoming pure, it is said, so 
do not let your practice be snatched away by adversity; increase 
your diligence instead.

When you develop good qualities, which are signs of the path, 
do not try to distinguish whether they are genuine or obstacles 
of Mara. Even if they are genuine, they will immediately become 
obstacles of Mara if you overrate them. Therefore do not be 
attached to the good, do not be afraid of the bad—give up all 
expectation and worry.

Do not sit in a high position. Do not wear nice clothes. Do not 
collect fine things. Do not relish praise from others. Those are 
all conditions that give rise to pride. If you are always able to 
remain humble, there will be no way for arrogance and jealousy 
to arise. Hindrances do not occur until pride arises. When you 
think, “Even the guru has nothing better than this” or “Other 
monks do not know this much,” and get prideful, hindrances will 
appear. Thus continually be devoted and have pure perception.

Having food that is too good produces attachment and afflic-
tions, so only eat enough so as to not be hungry. If you receive 
food and clothing, do not pretend you do not need them. If you 
do not get them, do not particularly seek them. Be fine with 
whatever you get. Anything more than what keeps you from 
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getting hungry or cold should be given to the gurus and Jewels. 
When training your mind such as by meditating on bodhichitta, 
there is no distinction of better or worse recipients, but when 
actually putting it into practice, beginners should choose the 
best recipients, the field of offerings. 11

If you do not know when enough is enough with your desires, 
though you may be a practitioner in name, you are a fraud in 
actuality, so be content with anything. Having too many plans 
prevents you from integrating Dharma into your being, so you 
should repeatedly focus on what is immediate.

Whatever appears—mental stillness or movement, joy, pain or 
so forth—just sustain letting it be as it is, the free flow of the 
natural state. Do not block, establish, fix, or alter anything. With 
that as your basis, do your recitations of prayers and mantras, 
walking, pacing, lying down, sitting and so forth in such a state. 
This is known as spontaneous conduct. However until you 
achieve stability, you must guard your discipline like your own 
eyes. Respect and protect against even the subtlest karmic cause 
and effect. Otherwise you might base your confidence on a dry 
understanding of emptiness thinking, “Nothing will affect the 
nature.” Paying lip service to practice, your behavior will become 

11. The gurus and the Three Jewels.
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rough and crazy. It is possible some people with impure karma 
might see you as a siddha, but it is really the basis for ruining 
yourself and others, so it is important to be careful.

To summarize, though you may lack the fortune to be able to 
listen to, contemplate, and practice the scriptural traditions 
of the Buddha’s words and the treatises, take the words of the 
Kagyu forefathers as your authority. When you do as much as 
you can, without getting lazy or discouraged, to follow their 
examples even a little bit, there is no doubt that the two benefits 
will spontaneously arise.

Therefore keep the basic vows and root samayas without any 
violations. Do not think that gathering the accumulations and 
purifying obscurations only partially is enough; strive as much 
as you can. Emphasize having few desires, being content, and 
being humble. Make devotion and pure perception central to 
your practice. Until you die, train without vacillating in the 
union of emptiness and compassion. As part of that, continually 
apply carefulness, mindfulness, and awareness. Through this, 
there will come a time when—with no need either for an intro-
duction to the view and meditation or for many explanations 
of the levels and paths—the way things are, mahamudra, will 
arise from within. When you arrive at a state where there are no 
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elaborations, doubts have been resolved, and expectations and 
worry have been exhausted, that is called achieving the result.

The path trod by the precious garland of Kagyus 
From Vajradhara down to my root guru
Is profound Dharma with the warmth of blessings, 
So striving to practice it accomplishes great aims.
May the nature ground mahamudra be awakened from the 

heart,
The stable unified path mahamudra be achieved,
And the natural face of result mahamudra be revealed—
May we achieve mighty Vajradhara in this life.
I wrote this not from desire for scholarship or fame
But on my guru’s command. By the virtue gained,
May the teachings of the Practice Lineage flourish 

everywhere,
And may all who encounter it gain the perpetual domain 

of the natural state.

The Venerable Lama Karma Ösel Gyurme told me to write an easy-

toread, clear synopsis of the visualizations and meaning of the four 

preliminary practices of mahamudra. I respectfully agreed and wrote 

these as supporting notes to the Ninth Karmapa’s Ocean of Definitive 
Meaning. Though I have no experience or realization, I have taken the 
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words of the forefathers as an authority and not made up anything 

of my own. I, the false meditator Karma Ngawang Yönten Gyatso, 

wrote this in my thirty-first year at Künzang Dechen Ling, the most 

isolated retreat of Palpung. May it be beneficial to the teachings and 

beings. Virtue!

Translated by David Karma Choephel under the guidance of His Holi-

ness the Gyalwang Karmapa Ogyen Trinley Dorje at Gyuto Monastery, 

Summer, 2014.
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AFFLICTIONS. The mental factors such as ignorance, desire, 
hatred, pride, wrong view, and so forth that disturb the mind 
and motivate negative actions.

AGGREGATES, FIVE. The five categories of physical form and 
mental events that we grasp at as being a single self or as belong-
ing to a self. The five are form, feeling, conception, formation, 
and consciousness. They are also called the five aggregates of 
grasping.

AKSHOBHYA. One of the five buddhas of the five buddha fami-
lies. Akshobhya’s main activity is to purify karmic obscurations.

ĀLI AND KĀLI. The vowels and consonants of the Sanskrit 
alphabet, representing the sounds from which all speech and 
mantra derive.
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APPROACH AND ACCOMPLISHMENT. Two phases of 
vajrayana deity practice.

ATISHA. The Indian scholar who brought the Kadampa lineage 
to Tibet.

BARDO. The period between death and the next rebirth when 
the consciousness of the deceased individual experiences various 
appearances which come from past karma.

BHUTAS. harmful formless spirits.

CALM ABIDING. The meditation of resting the mind calmly 
and stably.

CREATION AND COMPLETION PHASES. Two phases of 
vajrayana practice. The emphasis of the creation phase is meditat-
ing on yidam deities to bring stability of mind. The completion 
phase consists of practices that entail effort such as the six yogas 
of Naropa and effortless practices such as mahamudra.

DEFEATS, FOUR. The violations that irrevocably break the 
vow of a bhikshu.

DHARANI. A form of mantra that is often quite long.
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DHARMAKĀYA. See KAYAS.

DHYANA. A deep state of calm abiding meditation. 

DÖN. A nonhuman spirit that causes illness. 

ESSENCE KAYA. See KAYAS.

FIVE METHODS OF PLEASING. Five methods of pleasing the 
guru: service by massaging their feet, bathing them, voluntarily 
accepting whatever they say as a command, pleasing them in all 
ways with your acts, and properly doing what should be done 
and giving up what must not be done. Alternately, the five are 
offering whatever you have, listening to their commands, con-
sidering whatever they do good, considering whatever they say 
the truth, and continually supplicating them.

FONTANEL. The place on the crown of the head where three 
bones of the skull come together. Also called the Brahma aperture.

FOUNDATION VEHICLE. The initial teachings given by the 
Buddha to his disciples, which emphasize self-discipline and 
the lack of an individual self.
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GAMPOPA. The master who combined the teachings of mind 
training from the Kadampa tradition with the mahamudra 
tradition of Milarepa. Many of the modern Kagyu traditions 
descend from Gampopa. 1079– 1153.

HIGHER REALMS. The realms of humans and gods

ILLUSORY BODY. One of the six yogas of Naropa. This prac-
tice involves meditating on the illusory nature of the body and 
all other forms. 

INSIGHT MEDITATION. Meditation on the true nature of 
phenomena. 

KADAMPA. A Buddhist tradition stemming from Atisha and 
emphasizing the development of compassion through mind train-
ing. It was incorporated into the Kagyu tradition by Gampopa.

KARMA. Action. Our actions are all causes that will produce 
results in this or a future life.

KAYAS. The bodies of a buddha. The first is the dharmakaya, or 
body of qualities, which is the qualities of a buddha’s wisdom, love, 
and power. As its essence is wisdom, it is only perceived by the 
buddhas. Since others cannot perceive the dharmakaya, buddhas 
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manifest two different kinds of form kayas. The sambhogakaya, 
or enjoyment body, is visible to only those beings on high bo-
dhisattva levels who have pure perception. The nirmanakaya, 
or emanation body, can be perceived by ordinary beings with 
impure perception. An example of a nirmanakaya would be 
Buddha Shakyamuni; an example of a sambhogakaya would be 
Avalokiteshvara. Sometimes the buddhas are also described as 
having a fourth kaya, the essence kaya (svabhavikakaya), which 
is described alternately as the union of the three kayas or as 
their empty nature.

LISTENER. A term for the Buddha’s disciples of the Founda-
tion Vehicle.

MAHAYANA. Literally, Great Vehicle. The second set of teach-
ings given by the Buddha, which emphasize compassion and the 
lack of a self in phenomena.

MARAS. The demons who tempted the Buddha while he sat 
below the Bodhi tree. They represent the different types of at-
tachment to samsara that obstruct spiritual practice.

NIRMANAKAYA. See KAYAS.
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PRATYEKABUDDHA. A practitioner who awakens to nirvana 
without relying on a teacher in their last lifetime. Their realiza-
tion is said to be greater than that of the listeners but less than 
a buddha’s.

QUALITIES OF WATER, EIGHT. Sweet, cool, soft, light, pure, 
clean, not being harmful to the throat, and being beneficial to 
the stomach.

SAMADHI. Concentration and deep meditative states. 

SAMAYA. The commitments of a practitioner of the secret 
mantra. 

SAMBHOGAKAYA. See KAYAS.

SARVAVID. A form of the Buddha Vairochana, meditating 
upon which purifies obscurations that lead to the lower realms.

SIDDHA. A vajrayana adept who has accomplished high real-
ization. 

SIDDHIS. The powers that come from accomplishing the va-
jrayana path. 
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SPIRITUAL FRIEND. A term for a spiritual teacher frequently 
used in the context of the Mahayana.

TANTRAS. Teachings given by the buddhas in various forms at 
different times and locations. They generally emphasize methods 
for meditating to realize our inherent buddha nature. In the 
tradition of the Sarma (new translations), there are four classes 
of tantra: the action, conduct, yoga, and unexcelled yoga tantra. 
The unexcelled tantra also has three aspects: the father tantra 
which emphasizes means, the mother tantra which emphasizes 
wisdom, and the nondual tantras.

THREE SPHERES. The person performing the action, the 
recipient of the action, and the action itself.

TRANSCENDENCES, SIX. The six transcendent qualities of 
generosity, discipline, patience, diligence, dhyana, and wisdom. 
They are so called because they transcend ordinary, worldly 
generosity and so forth.

VAJRA POSTURE. A posture where the each foot rests on 
the opposite thigh. In the yoga tradition, this is called the full 
lotus posture.
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VAJRA VARAHI. One of the principal yidam deities practiced 
in the Karma Kagyu tradition.

VAJRADHARA. The dharmakaya buddha, often portrayed with 
all the robes and ornaments of the sambhogakaya, blue in color 
and holding a vajra and bell in his crossed hands.

VOWS, THREE TYPES OF. The pratimoksha vows such as the 
lay precepts or monastic vows, the bodhisattva vows, and the 
tantric vows or samaya.

WORLDLY CONCERNS, EIGHT. Being pleased with gain, 
fame, praise, and the pleasant, and being displeased with loss, 
obscurity, criticism, and the unpleasant.

YIDAM. A meditational deity.



May All Beings Be Happy
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