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INTRODUCTION TO VOLUME FOUR

VoLuME Four ofF The Collected Works of Chégyam Trungpa is the
first of three volumes that present the tantric, or vajrayana, teachings
of Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche. Volume Four is path-oriented,
Volume Five is organized around the themes of lineage and
devotion, and Volume Six deals with what one might call tantric
states of mind or tantric experience. Not every item included in each
volume conforms exactly to this structure, but | have attempted to
group material with some affinity together.

From some point of view, Trungpa Rinpoche’s approach was
altogether tantric, or grounded in vajrayana, especially in the
teachings that he gave after coming to North America. However, for
the purposes of The Collected Works, the published material that
was particularly focused on vajrayana teachings has been gathered
together in Volumes Four to Six. Interestingly, the majority of these
books have been published posthumously.

Even when presenting the most overtly tantric material, Trungpa
Rinpoche guarded the integrity of the vajrayana teachings, being
very careful not to introduce material prematurely to his students and
not to cater to public fascination with tantra. There was certainly
plenty of such fascination when he came to America in the early
1970s, which made him even more conservative in his approach. In
many of his early talks, he focused on what tantra was not, dispelling
preconceptions of wild behavior, indulgence in “tantric sex,” and
bizarre surges of energy. His teachings on the dangers of spiritual
materialism were, in part, designed to cut through naive
misinterpretations of tantra, which he saw as potentially very harmful
to young American spiritual seekers.

He was also quite well aware that the misunderstanding of
Buddhist tantra had a history in the West that was not particularly
easy to overcome. There had long been misconceptions about
Tibetan Buddhism, which went back to opinions primarily formed in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as well as in earlier



times. Travelers to Tibet, including Christian missionaries, and
scholars reading Tibetan Buddhist texts with minimal understanding
of the language—and less of its meaning—often misinterpreted the
symbolism. Tibetan Buddhism was sometimes referred to as
“‘Lamaism,” a generally disrespectful epithet that implied that
Buddhism in Tibet was a distortion, some strange sort of primitive
sect controlled by its priests, or lamas. Interestingly enough, the
communist Chinese still use this term pejoratively to describe
Tibetan Buddhism. It is as misguided now as it was historically.

There were notable exceptions to the closed-mindedness of
Western scholars. W. Y. Evans-Wentz, Herbert Guenther, Marco
Pallis, and David Snellgrove, among others, all had a very positive
view of Tibetan Buddhism and had made considerable contributions
to opening up the understanding of vajrayana, through their
translations of major Tibetan tantric texts into English and their
explication of the history of Tibet and Tibetan Buddhism.
Nevertheless, in the popular arena, there remained many
misconceptions. In addition to the negativity about vajrayana, there
was an equally problematic romanticism and a view of tantra as wild
abandonment to sense pleasures. Chogyam Trungpa was well
aware of both extremes, and in his characteristic way, he charted a
course that addressed both concerns while pandering to neither.

In Cutting Through Spiritual Materialism and The Myth of
Freedom, his most popular books published in the 1970s (which
appear in Volume Three of The Collected Works), he included
material on the vajrayana, but only after properly laying the ground
and only after many dire warnings about the dangers of trying to
practice tantra without a grounding in the hinayana and mahayana
teachings. He talked extensively about the teacher-student
relationship, particularly in Cutting Through. There were other
aspects of the tantric view, such as the five buddha families that
describe five styles of human perception and experience, which he
talked about quite freely. In addition to introducing the five buddha
families in Cutting Through, he presented them in seminars on
dharma art as well as in developing an approach to Buddhist
psychology, which he called Maitri Space Awareness. He seemed to
feel that it was a helpful way for students to understand the varieties



of human experience and to develop their creativity. There is no
doubt that a vajrayana sensibility affected much of what he taught.

In 1975 he made a particularly bold move, in terms of presenting
tantra, with the publication of the translation of and commentary on
The Tibetan Book of the Dead. This was a joint effort with Francesca
Fremantle, an English scholar and a student of Rinpoche’s. She
produced the groundbreaking translation with his input, and she also
put together the commentary—which was eye-opening for most
readers—based on Rinpoche’s teachings, mainly those given during
a seminar on the Tibetan Book of the Dead in 1971. The style and
language of the translation were a significant departure from earlier
renditions. The English was evocative, elegant, and direct, and the
book was very well received. The commentary from The Tibetan
Book of the Dead appears in Volume Six of The Collected Works.
Remarks by Francesca Fremantle on her work with Trungpa
Rinpoche are also included there.

The first book that appears in Volume Four is Journey without
Goal: The Tantric Wisdom of the Buddha. It was published in 1981
by Prajia Press, a scholarly press with limited distribution
established by Shambhala Publications in the late 1970s. When
Prajnia ceased publication, the book became a title under the
Shambhala imprint.

Journey without Goal is based on a seminar given in 1974, during
the first summer session at the Naropa Institute. The talks on which
the book is based were recorded on video, along with all the other
events at Naropa that year, so it's possible to see, outwardly at least,
exactly to whom Rinpoche was talking. It was a large and varied
audience of perhaps five or six hundred people, a young audience,
the majority in their twenties, most of whom look like hippies,
although some audience members distinguished themselves with
more conservative hairdos and attire.

In his introduction to Journey without Goal, Rinpoche focused not
on appearance but on the motivation and background of the
students: “The audience was a very interesting mixture. There were
many people whom we might call ‘spiritual shoppers,” people
sampling tantra as one more interesting spiritual ‘trip.” There were
also a number of people who were innocent and open. They



happened onto this class by various coincidences and had very little
idea of what tantra, or spirituality at all, might be. As well, there were
a number of committed students who had been practicing meditation
for some time.”! He then points out the advice and the warnings he
gave to everyone: “For all of these people, it was necessary to stress
again and again the importance of meditation as the foundation of all
Buddhist practice and the danger of ignoring this prescription.”? The
book itself is filed with warnings: “Working with the energy of
vajrayana is like dealing with a live electric wire.” “Tantric discipline
does not cooperate with any deception at all.” “Every book written on
tantra . . . begins with that warning: ‘Be careful; think twice; pay
respect; don't just take this carelessly.” It might seem amazing that
anyone stayed through the whole course! In fact, the membership
grew rather than decreasing over the weeks.

Rinpoche lectured several times a week during the second
summer session. (During the first summer session, he presented a
course on meditation and a fourteen-talk overview of the Tibetan
Buddhist path.) In the material that makes up Journey without Goal,
he shows an extraordinary ability to speak on a number of levels at
the same time, so that he is illuminating things for one group of
listeners or readers while obscuring the material for another
component of the audience. If you connect with what Chogyam
Trungpa is talking about, Journey without Goal is an amazing book.
Even if you stumble upon this book with no previous background,
you can pick up on the energy and the enthusiasm of the material,
although many of the details remain somewhat fuzzy. Although you
might not understand everything, the book might still make you feel
that you'd really like to know more about what the author is talking
about. Rinpoche had a way of drawing people in without giving the
goods away, even when he was giving away secrets. He wasn’t
interested in creating some secretive tantric society that excluded
people in what he would have termed a “self-snug” style. (That was a
phrase he coined, which combined smugness with being snug as a
bug in a rug.) He was also not interested in selling tantric secrets,
the heart secrets of his lineage, on the street corner or in the lecture
halls of Naropa. So he gave one talk that spoke very differently to
different people in the audience.



Some of those attending his lectures were students who had
graduated from the first Vajradhatu Seminary in the fall of 1973,
where they had received “transmission” to enter the vajrayana path
and to begin their ngdndro, the foundation practices that eventually
lead to full initiation into vajrayana sadhana practice.2 Outside of the
Naropa environment, these students held weekly meetings, called
tantra groups, where they talked about the teachings they had
received, the practice of prostrations they were embarking on, and
how vajrayana was affecting their lives. From time to time, Rinpoche
met with them, answering questions or giving them new food for
thought. Ask any one of those people, and they would probably tell
you that Rinpoche’s talks were mind-blowing and that he spoke
directly to them in the tantra seminar at Naropa that summer,
addressing core issues in their vajrayana practice.

At the same time, these talks were not easy, for anyone. For
some, especially his committed and more mature students, they
were a challenge and an invitation. For others, they were intriguing
but confusing; for a few, they were a closed door, a turn-off.
Rinpoche would have had it no other way. He was happy to invite
those with commitment, happy to intrigue those with an open mind,
and delighted to shut the door on spiritual shoppers.

Journey without Goal begins with a number of chapters that
describe different principles or components of the tantric path. The
first chapter is on the nature of tantra and the tantric practitioner. It is
about both continuity and egolessness. There are several excellent
chapters on the nature of transmission in the vajrayana and on the
relationship between student and teacher, who at this level is a vajra
master. The extraordinary demands placed on both in the vajrayana
are detailed here, as well as some idea of the extraordinary rewards
that are possible. Reward is perhaps an odd word to use, since what
is discussed here is complete surrender and letting go. Beyond that,
through a combination of devotion, discipline, and supreme effort, it
is possible that one will gain entry into the vajra world, in which the
continued demands become the exercise of delight. Chapters toward
the end of Journey without Goal discuss the different yanas, or
stages, on the path. The final chapter, entitled “Maha Ati,” is beautiful
and surprising, as well as profoundly simple. | don’t think you can



read this book without being moved. If it's not for you, you simply
won’t make it to the end!

Judith L. Lief began the editing of the book while she was editor in
chief of Vajradhatu Publications. When she left to become the dean
of the Naropa Institute in 1980, in spite of a great deal of work on her
part, the book remained unfinished. | took over the last stages of
preparing the book for publication, assisted by Sarah Coleman, as
well as by Helen Berliner and Barbara Blouin. Although the book had
a number of editors, it has a unified voice, | think, and quite a
penetrating voice. Trungpa Rinpoche wrote the introduction when
the manuscript was completed and ready to go to the publisher.

The next book that appears in Volume Four, The Lion’s Roar: An
Introduction to Tantra, edited by Sherab Chodzin Kohn, is based on
two seminars given by Chogyam Trungpa in 1973. The book itself
was published in 1992 in the Dharma Ocean Series. This series
grew out of a meeting that Samuel Bercholz had with Chogyam
Trungpa in 1985, about two years before Rinpoche’s death. They
decided to inaugurate a series that would eventually consist of 108
volumes of Rinpoche’s teachings. The intent of the Dharma Ocean
Series was “to allow readers to encounter this rich array of teachings
simply and directly rather than in an overly systematized or
condensed form.” At its completion, it was meant to “serve as the
literary archive of the major works of this renowned Tibetan Buddhist
teacher.” Judith L. Lief was asked to serve as the series editor. Since
1987, she and Sherab Chodzin Kohn have been the two editors for
the series. All together, eight volumes in the Dharma Ocean Series
have been published, which leaves only 102 more to come! This
seems like an enormous number of books, but given Chogyam
Trungpa’s prolific activity as a dharma teacher, it is not at all out of
the question. He gave several thousand talks that were recorded and
archived during his seventeen years in North America, no two of
which are the same. There is more than enough material in this
collection to complete the volumes in the Dharma Ocean Series.

Although it was subtitled “An Introduction to Tantra,” The Lion’s
Roar is quite a difficult book. It would be very slow-going for anyone
not already acquainted with vajrayana Buddhism and unfamiliar with
Trungpa Rinpoche’s general approach and some of his other



writings. That said, it is a valuable book, which provides an overview
and quite a lot of detail—from the tantric perspective—of the nine
yanas. It contains material that will not be found in any of his other
writings. The two seminars on which The Lion’s Roar is based took
place in San Francisco in May of 1973 and in Boulder, Colorado, in
December of the same year. As the editor tells us in his foreword,
“Here, the complete teachings of buddhadharma are presented fresh
and raw. . . . They are the mighty roaring of a great lion of dharma.”

In The Lion’s Roar, Sherab Chddzin Kohn has reversed the order
of the original presentations, starting with the shorter Boulder
seminar. The San Francisco talks were given a few months before
the first Vajradhatu Seminary, the Boulder talks just after the
completion of that event. At the Seminary, Rinpoche introduced the
formal study of tantra to one hundred of his most senior students,
who would begin their vajrayana practice within a few months of
completing the Seminary. It's not purely coincidental that these two
public seminars sandwich the presentation of vajrayana at the
Seminary. Indeed, many of the themes and the view that he
presented in that advanced program are previewed and echoed in
The Lion’s Roar. Larry Mermelstein, director of the Nalanda
Translation Committee, recalls Trungpa Rinpoche’s own comments
on the significance of the first seminar in San Francisco: “| remember
vividly the Vidyadhara Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche returning home
to Boulder after this seminar. He commented, quite excitedly, ‘We
finally did it—presented vajrayana for the first time in Americal’ He
regarded this as a landmark event.”

The third book included in Volume Four is The Dawn of Tantra, a
slim text, by Herbert V. Guenther and Chdogyam Trungpa. This book
was also edited by Sherab Chodzin Kohn, who at that time went by
his Western name, Michael H. Kohn. Dr. Guenther is a Buddhist
scholar and translator whose many important translations include
The Jewel Ornament of Liberation, The Life and Teaching of Naropa,
and Kindly Bent to Ease Us—works from both the Kagyu and
Nyingma lineages of Tibetan Buddhism. As Sherab Chodzin Kohn
said of him in the introduction to The Dawn of Tantra, “He has
become one of the few Westerners to penetrate to a deeper
understanding of Tibetan tantric texts. His books . . . bring us nearly



the only accurate translations and commentaries from the Tibetan
Buddhist tradition.” Dr. Guenther has been criticized for using
abstruse English philosophical terminology in his translations.
Currently, there are simpler and perhaps more direct translations
available, to be sure, but nevertheless his early renditions of Tibetan
texts into English were, if not easy to understand, yet faithful to the
original, and his attitude toward the tradition was deeply respectful,
based on genuine feeling for the material and a thorough and
penetrating scholarship. Trungpa Rinpoche had the greatest
admiration for Dr. Guenther. These two gentlemen were brought
together by Shambhala Publications, who published works by both
authors. Together, they conducted a weekend seminar on the basic
principles and practice of tantra, alternating talks, and this book is
the outcome of that meeting.

Dawn of Tantra reflects both Dr. Guenther’s scholarly approach
and the more immediate, popular approach that was Trungpa
Rinpoche’s hallmark. It would seem that each man came closer to
the other in this situation: Dr. Guenther’'s presentations are more
accessible and personal; Chdgyam Trungpa’s contributions are more
scholastic. In addition to the talks from the weekend seminar, Dawn
of Tantra includes a chapter titled “Visualization” that was based on a
talk by Trungpa Rinpoche at the 1973 seminar that became part of
The Lion’s Roar. The chapter “Empowerment and Initiation” was
edited from a talk by Dr. Guenther in Boulder in 1973. There is a
great deal of detailed material on the philosophy and practice of
tantra in this little book. Its inclusion in The Collected Works as well
as its recent reissue in Shambhala Dragon Editions make it available
to a new generation of readers.

Volume Four closes with “Things Get Very Clear When You'’re
Cornered,” an interview with Chogyam Trungpa that appeared in The
Laughing Man magazine in 1976. In addition to personal and
penetrating comments by Trungpa Rinpoche on the significance of
his accident in England in 1969, the interview focused on the
challenge of bringing the vajrayana teachings to America. It's a very
candid exchange. Trungpa Rinpoche talks about creating a language
“specifically to translate Buddhist ideas into English in a way that
makes sense to people.” He also expresses his conviction that the



vajrayana will take root and be fully transmitted in America. He ends
the interview with this prediction: “Not only that. Eventually
Americans can go back to Tibet and teach Buddhism in that country.

. anything is possible!” On that cheerful note, we conclude Volume
Four.

CAROLYN ROSE GIMIAN

April 18, 2002

Trident Mountain House
Tatamagouche Mountain, Nova Scotia

1. Journey without Goal, Introduction.

2. Ibid.

3. For more on the practice and the significance of ngéndro, see Trungpa Rinpoche’s
interview in The Torch of Certainty, which is included in Volume Five of The Collected
Works.

4. E-mail communication from Larry Mermelstein to Carolyn Rose Gimian, May 2002.
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Introduction

THE TEACHINGS OF the Buddha are a treasury of wisdom that has
been passed down from teacher to student for over twenty-five
hundred years. Many styles of teaching have developed, but all of
the schools of Buddhism present the means to realize the awakened
state of mind, and all of them emulate the example of the Buddha,
the Awakened One. This is a very important point to realize,
particularly in the context of this book, which presents tantra, or the
vajrayana teachings of Buddhism. Many people in America have
heard about tantra as the “sudden path>—the quick way to
enlightenment. Or they may have heard that tantra is a form of free
expression or sexual liberation or some kind of full-blown
emotionalism. But it is important to realize that tantra is not separate
from the rest of the Buddhist path. Exotic ideas about tantra are not
just misconceptions; they could be quite destructive. It is both
dangerous and fruitless to attempt to practice tantra without first
establishing a firm ground in the basic Buddhist teachings.

The Buddhist path is traditionally divided into three major yanas or
vehicles: the hinayana, the mahayana, and the vajrayana. Hinayana
literally means the “small or lesser vehicle,” but it would be more
accurate to call it the “narrow way.” The hinayana is small or narrow
in the sense that the strict discipline of meditation narrows down, or
tames, the speed and confusion of mind, allowing the mind to rest in
its own place. The hinayana is also called the “immediate yana”
because hinayana practice allows simple and direct experience of
our own minds and of the world. We begin to realize that whatever
we experience—whether good or bad, positive or negative—is
workable, tamable.

As well as the discipline of meditation, the hinayana also stresses
the importance of postmeditation discipline. Discipline in Sanskrit is
shila, and in Tibetan it is tsdltrim (tshul khrims). Tsil means “proper”
or “appropriate”; trim means “regulation,” “law,” or “norm.” So tsultrim



is practicing “proper conduct” or “proper discipline,” according to the
example of the Buddha.

During his lifetime, the Buddha established disciplinary rules of
conduct that are strictly applied in monastic life. These are called the
vinaya in Sanskrit, or dilwa ('dul ba) in Tibetan. Both vinaya and
dilwa literally mean “taming.” So in general, vinaya can be
understood as any discipline that we practice in order to tame our
being.

In the hinayana, the only way to conduct ourselves is according to
the message of vinaya, the message of discipline. Through
practicing the proper conduct of tsultrim, our body, speech, and mind
are thoroughly tamed, and we are able to quell, or cool off, the heat
of neurosis. Because of that, we are able to practice the greater
hinayana discipline of not causing harm to ourselves and others. And
finally, based on practicing such total discipline, we are able to
achieve what is called “individual liberation” (Skt. pratimoksha; Tib.
So sor tharpa.) Individual liberation is a tremendous accomplishment,
which enables us to express our basic goodness as human beings.

The mahayana, or the “great vehicle,” is like a wide, open highway
in contrast to the narrow path of hinayana discipline. The mahayana
goes beyond the hinayana ideal of individual liberation alone. Its aim
is the liberation of all sentient beings, which means that everyone,
everything, is included in the vast vision of mahayana. All the chaos
and confusion and suffering of ourselves and others is part of the
path.

The primary discipline of the mahayana is helping others, putting
others before ourselves. The training of the mahayana practitioner is
to exchange himself for others. As a well-known mahayana slogan
puts it: “Gain and victory to others; loss and defeat to oneself.”
However, it should be clear that this attitude is not based on self-
denial or martyrdom, but rather springs from the development of
genuine warmth and compassion. Thus, the mahayana is expansive
and embracing.

The third yana, the vajrayana, literally means the “diamond or
indestructible vehicle.” The idea of indestructibility here is the
discovery of indestructible wakefulness, the discovery of our own
innate awakened state of mind, or vajra nature. Since this book



deals with the vajrayana teachings, it seems unnecessary to explain
too much about them here. However, it is extremely important to
understand at the outset that the vajrayana is a continuation of the
previous two yanas and that without proper training in the hinayana
and mahayana disciplines, it is impossible to step onto the tantric
path.

Tantra literally means “continuity” or “thread.” Hinayana,
mahayana, and vajrayana are a continuous thread of sympathy and
sanity, which is never broken. Vajrayana is further and greater
expansion. It is the expression of greater sanity and greater
sympathy, arising from the practice of hinayana and mahayana.

Throughout this book the reader will find numerous warnings
about the dangers of vajrayana and the importance of beginning at
the beginning—with the practice of meditation. When | presented this
material at Naropa Institute in the summer of 1974, | felt that it was
my duty to warn people about the dangers of vajrayana and also to
proclaim the sacredness of these teachings—which go hand in hand.

The audience was a very interesting mixture. There were many
people whom we might call “spiritual shoppers,” people sampling
tantra as one more interesting spiritual “trip.” There were also a
number of people who were quite innocent and open. They
happened onto this class by various coincidences and had very little
idea of what tantra, or spirituality at all, might be. As well, there were
a number of committed students who had been practicing meditation
for some time. It was quite a challenge to present tantra to such a
mixed group. But for all of these people, it was necessary to stress
again and again the importance of meditation as the foundation of all
Buddhist practice and the danger of ignoring this prescription.

The entire Buddhist path is based on the discovery of egolessness
and the maturing of insight or knowledge that comes from
egolessness. In the hinayana, we discover the nonexistence of self
through the practice of meditation. Assuming a dignified sitting
posture, identifying with the breath, and simply noting thoughts and
feelings—basic discursiveness—we begin to make friends with
ourselves in a fundamental sense.

By applying mindfulness, or bare attention, to whatever arises
during meditation, we begin to see that there is no permanence or



solidity to our thought process, and at some point, we begin to
realize that there is no permanence or solidity to us. In Sanskrit, the
meditative practice of mindfulness is called shamatha and in Tibetan
it is shi-ne (zhi gnas). Shine literally means the development of
“‘peace.” The meaning of peace here is precisely this sense of
taming the wildness of mind so that we are alert and able to
experience ourselves directly. We are not talking about peace as
some kind of trance state: shamatha is the first step in waking up.

Mindfulness naturally leads to the development of awareness,
which is a sense of expansion, being aware of the environment or
space in which we are being mindful. Awareness brings tremendous
interest in things, people, and the world altogether. We begin to
develop sympathy and caring for others. The practice of awareness
in Sanskrit is called vipashyana and in Tibetan, /hakthong (lhag
mthong), which literally means “clear seeing.” Vipashyana is
traditionally connected both with the practice of meditation and with
the formal study of the teachings and postmeditation activities in
general. Vipashyana provides a link between the insight that is
developed in meditation practice and our everyday experience. It
allows us to carry that meditative insight or awareness into our daily
lives.

Through the insight that comes from vipashyana, we begin to
make a further discovery of egolessness. We begin to develop a
precise understanding of how mind functions and how confusion is
generated. We are able to see how the belief in ego causes
tremendous pain and suffering to ourselves and others.

From this comes the desire to renounce samsara, the wheel of
confused existence—the world of ego. Renunciation is expressed as
the desire to refrain from harming ourselves and others. As well, we
begin to long for the path that will liberate us from confusion. We
begin to develop confidence in the Buddha as the enlightened
example; in the dharma, or teachings of Buddhism, which are the
path; and in the sangha, the community of practitioners who follow
this path. Renunciation is utterly and absolutely necessary if we wish
to practice the teachings of the Buddha. This theme runs through the
entire path, from beginning to end. At the vajrayana level,
renunciation is connected with devotion to the teacher, the vajra



master. Devotion to the teacher in the vajrayana demands the total
surrender of ego, the complete renunciation of all clinging to self.

Because of the discovery of egolessness in shamatha and the
development of interest and sympathy in vipashyana, we naturally
begin to expand our sense of warmth and friendliness to others. We
are less interested in “this,” “I,” “me,” and more interested in “that.”
The mahayana path is based on this discovery that others are more
important than ourselves. Because we have discovered
egolessness, because we have discovered that me does not exist,
we find that there is lots of room, lots of space, in which to help
others. That is the basis of compassion, karuna. Compassion in the
Buddhist tradition is not based on guilt; it is based on having greater
vision, because we can afford to do so.

The mahayana teachings are profound and vast, and what | am
presenting here is like a drop in the ocean of the mahayana dharma.
Nevertheless, helping others is absolutely essential. This is true, not
only in mahayana practice, but in vajrayana as well. Trying to
practice vajrayana without compassion is like swimming in molten
lead—it is deadly. All of the power and the magic of vajrayana is
based on working for the benefit of others and surrendering
ourselves—absolutely.

The vajrayana teachings are very precious; they are very close to
my heart and they are my inheritance, so | do not pass them on
lightly. Still, | am delighted that we can present tantra in the
American world. What is presented here is like a map; it is an
entirely different experience to actually make the journey. It requires
a guide to make this journey, and as well, we must make the proper
preparations: Our minds must be tamed and trained through the
practice of meditation. Only then can we see the vajra world.

As | have said, presenting these talks originally was quite
demanding, but it was equally worthwhile. For those who connected
with what was being transmitted, the experience of hearing these
lectures was one of discovering devotion and beginning to surrender
ego. It is my hope that, in a similar fashion, this book will inspire
others to step onto the path of dharma.

VAJRACHARYA THE VENERABLE



Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche
July 10, 1981
Boulder, Colorado



Intensifying Devotion in One’s Heart

THE SuPPLICATION “CRYING TO THE GURUS FROM AFAR”
by JAMGON KONGTRUL LODRO THAYE

NAaMO GURAVE

THE PRACTICE OF crying to the gurus from afar is well known to
everyone. The key to invoking blessings is devotion, which is
aroused by sadness and renunciation. This is not a mere platitude,
but is born in the center of one’s heart and in the depths of one’s
bones. With decisive conviction that there is no other buddha who is
greater than the guru, recite this melodic tune.

Guru, think of me.
Kind root guru, think of me.

Essence of the buddha of the three times,

Source of the holy dharma—what has been told and what
has been experienced—

Master of the sangha, the noble assembly,

Root guru, think of me.

Great treasure of blessings and compassion,
Source of the two siddhis,

Buddha activity that bestows whatever is desired,
Root guru, think of me.

Guru Amitabha, think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of dharmakaya, simplicity.
Lead us of evil karma who wander in samsara

To the pure land of great bliss.

Guru Avalokitesvara, think of me.
Look upon me from the realm of sambhogakaya, luminosity.
Pacify completely the suffering of the six realms.



Shake us from the depths of the three realms of samsara.

Guru Padmakara, think of me.

Look upon me from the lotus light of Camara.?

The wretched Tibetan people who are without refuge in this
dark age,

Quickly protect with your compassion.

Guru Yeshe Tsogyal,? think of me.

Look upon me from the celestial realm, the city of great
bliss.

Help us who commit evil deeds to cross the ocean of
samsara

To the great city of liberation.

Gurus of the kama and terma lineages,? think of me.
Look upon me from the wisdom realm of unity.

Break through the dark dungeon of my confused mind.
Make the sun of realization arise.

Omniscient Trime Oser,2 think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of the five spontaneous
wisdom lights.

Help me to strengthen my primordially pure mind

And master the four stages of ati yoga.2

Incomparable Lord Ati$a, father and son,® think of me.
Look upon me from amidst one hundred devas in Tusita.
Arouse in me bodhicitta,

The essence of emptiness and compassion.

Three supreme siddhas—Marpa, Mila, and Gampopa—
think of me.

Look upon me from the vajra realm of great bliss.

May | attain the surpreme siddhi of mahamudra, bliss and
emptiness,

And awaken dharmakaya in my heart.



Karmapa, lord of the world, think of me.

Look upon me from the space which tames all beings
everywhere.

Help me to realize that all dharmas are insubstantial and
illusory.

Make appearance and mind dawn as the three kayas.

Kagyus of the four great and eight lesser lineages, think of
me.

Look upon me from the land of sacred outlook.

Help me to clear away my confusion in the fourth moment
And perfect my experience and realization.

Five Sakaya forefathers, jetslins, think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of inseparable samsara and
nirvana.

Help me to unite the completely pure view, meditation, and
action

And walk upon the supreme secret path.

Incomparable Shangpa Kagy,2 think of me.

Look upon me from the completely pure buddha land.

Help me to learn properly the practice that liberates through
skillful means

And attain the unity of nonlearning.

Great siddha, Thangtong Gyalpo,? think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of effortless compassion.
Help me to practice the yogic action of realizing
insubstantiality.

Help me to master prana and mind.

Only father, Phadampa Sanggye,1? think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of accomplishing the highest
action.

May the blessings of your lineage enter my heart

And may auspicious coincidence arise in all directions.



Only mother, Machik Lapkyi Dronma, think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of Prajiiaparamita.

Help me to uproot ego-fixation, the cause of pride.

And realize the truth of egolessness beyond conception.

Omniscient enlightened one of Tolpo,!! think of me.
Look upon me from the realm endowed with all the
supreme aspects.

Help me to still the shifting breaths in the central channel
And attain the immovable vajra body.

Jetslin Taranatha,2 think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of the three mudras.
May | tread the secret vajra path unhindered.

And attain the rainbow body in the celestial realm.

Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo,2 think of me.

Look upon me from the wisdom realm of the two kinds of
knowing.

Help me to remove the obscurations of my ignorance
And expand the vision of supreme knowledge.

Osel Trulpe Dorje, think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of the five rainbow light rays.

Help me to cleanse the impurities of bindu, prana, and mind
And attain enlightenment of this youthful kaya in the vase.1#

Padma Do Ngak Lingpa, think of me.

Look upon me from the unchanging realm of bliss and
emptiness. Enable me to completely fulfill

All the intentions of the victorious ones and their sons.

Ngakwang Yonten Gyatso,!2 think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of the union of space and
wisdom.

May the habit of solidifying reality fall apart

And may | bring whatever occurs to the path.



Son of the victorious ones, Lodro Thaye, think of me.
Look upon me from your nature of maitri and compassion.
Enable me to realize that all beings are my kind parents
And wholeheartedly accomplish the benefit of others.

Padma Kargyi Wangchuk, think of me.

Look upon me from the realm of great bliss and luminosity.
Help me to liberate the five poisons into the five wisdoms.
And destroy my clinging to loss and gain.

Tennyi Yungtrung Lingpa, think of me.

Look upon me from the realm in which samsara and
nirvana are equal.

May natural devotion be born in my being.

May realization and liberation simultaneously increase.

Kind root guru, think of me.

Look upon me from the top of my head, the place of great
bliss.

May | meet my own mind, the face of dharmakaya

And attain buddhahood in one lifetime.

Alas!

Sentient beings like myself, evildoers with bad karma,
Have wandered in samsara from beginningless time.

Even now we experience endless suffering,

And yet not even an instant of remorse has occurred.
Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | give rise to renunciation from
my depths.

Although | have obtained a free and well-favored human
birth,

| have wasted it in vain.

| am constantly distracted by the activities of this futile life.
Unable to accomplish the great objective of liberation and
overcome by laziness,

| return empty-handed from a land of jewels.



Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | fulfill the purpose of human
birth.

There is no one on earth who will not die.

Even now, one after another they pass away.

| also will die very soon,

And yet like an idiot, | prepare to live for a long time.
Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | curtail my worthless
schemes.

| will become separated from my lovers and friends.

The wealth and food which | hoarded in miserliness will be
enjoyed by others.

Even this body | hold so dear will be left behind.

My consciousness will wander in the unknown pardos of
samsara.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | realize the fultility of life.

The black darkness of fear escorts me along.

The fierce red wind of karma chases after me.

Yama’s hideous messengers beat and hack me.

Thus, | experience the unbearable suffering of the lower
realms.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | free myself from the chasms
of the lower realms.

My faults are as large as a mountain, but | conceal them
within me.

Others’ faults are as minute as a sesame seed, but |
proclaim and condemn them.

| boast about my virtues, though | don’t even have a few.
| call myself a dharma practitioner and practice only
nondharma.



Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | subdue my selfishness and
pride.

| hide the demon of ego-fixation within, which will ruin me
permanently.

All of my thoughts are the cause of perpetuating klesas.
All of my actions have unvirtuous results.

| have not even gone toward the path of liberation.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | uproot my selfishness.

Just a little praise or blame makes me happy or sad.

A mere harsh word causes me to lose my armor of
patience.

Even when | see helpless ones, compassion does not arise.
When needy people come to me, | am tied up by a knot of
miserliness.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that my mind is mixed with the
dharma.

| hold on dearly to futile samsara.

For the sake of food and clothing, | completely abandon
permanent objectives.

Though | have everything | need, | constantly want more
and more.

My mind is duped by insubstantial and illusory things.
Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | am not attached to this life.

| cannot endure even the slightest physical or mental pain,
Yet | am so stubborn that | have no fear of falling into the
lower realms.

Though | actually see unerring cause and effect,

Still | do not act virtuously, but perpetuate evil.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.



Grant your blessings so that conviction in karma arises in
me.

| am hateful toward enemies and attached to friends.

| am stupified in darkness as to what should be accepted
and rejected.

When practicing the dharma, | fall under the influence of
discursiveness, sloth, and sleep.

When acting against the dharma, | am clever and my
senses are alert,

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | conquer my enemy, the
klesas.

My outer appearance is that of an authentic dharma
practitioner,

But inside, my mind is not mixed with the dharma.

Like a poisonous snake, the klesas are concealed within
me.

When | encounter bad circumstances, my hidden faults as a
bad practitioner are revealed.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | can tame my own mind.

| don’t realize my own bad faults.

| maintain the form of a practitioner while engaging in
various nondharmic pursuits.

Because of the klesas, | am naturally accustomed to
unvirtuous actions.

Again and again | give birth to a mind of virtue, but again
and again it falls apart.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | see my own faults.

As each day passes, my death is nearer and nearer.

As each day passes, my being is harsher and harsher.
Though | attend my guru, my devotion becomes gradually
obscured.



Love, affection, and sacred outlook toward my dharma
companions grow smaller and smaller.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | tame my stubborn nature.

I've taken refuge, aroused bodhichitta, and made
supplications,

But devotion and compassion are not born in the depths of
my heart.

| give lip service to dharmic action and spiritual practice,
But they become routine and I’'m not touched by them.
Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | may be one with the dharma.

All suffering comes from desiring happiness for oneself.
Although it is said that buddhahood is attained by
considering the welfare of others,

| arouse supreme bodhichitta but secretly cherish
selfishness.

Not only do | not benefit others, | casually cause them
harm.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | exchange myself for others.

The guru is buddha in person, but | regard him as an
ordinary man.

| forget his kindness in giving profound instructions.
When he doesn’t do what | want, | lose heart.

His actions and behavior are clouded over by my doubts
and disbelief.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that unobscured devotion will
increase.

My own mind is the Buddha, but | never realize this.
Discursive thoughts are dharmakaya, but | don’t realize this.
This is the unfabricated, innate state, but | cannot keep to
this.



Naturalness is things as they really are, but | have no
conviction in this.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that my mind will be spontaneously
liberated.

Death is certain to come, but | am unable to take this to
heart.

The holy dharma truly benefits, but | am unable to practice
it properly.

Karma and its result are certainly true, but | do not properly
discriminate what to accept or reject.

Mindfulness and awareness are certainly necessary, but not
stabilizing them, | am swept away by distractions.

Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings to enable me to persevere in practice.

In the beginning | had no other thought but dharma.

But in the end what | have achieved will cause me to go to
the lower realms of samsara.

The harvest of freedom is destroyed by an unvirtuous frost.
Stubborn people like me have achieved bad consequences.
Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | will completely accomplish
the holy dharma.

Grant your blessings so that | give birth to deep sadness.
Grant your blessings so that | maintain undistracted
mindfulness.

Because of my former evil actions, | was born at the end of
the dark age.
All that | have previously done has caused me suffering.

Because of evil friends, | am darkened by the shadow of
evil deeds.

My dharma practice has been sidetracked by my
meaningless chatter.



Guru, think of me; look upon me quickly with compassion.
Grant your blessings so that | completely accomplish the
holy dharma.

Grant your blessings so that | give birth to deep sadness.
Grant your blessings so that my worthless schemes are
curtailed.

Grant your blessings so that | take to heart the certainty of
death.

Grant your blessings so that conviction in karma arises in
me.

Grant your blessings so that the path is free from obstacles.
Grant your blessings so that | am able to exert myself in
practice.

Grant your blessings so that unfortunate circumstances are
brought to the path.

Grant your blessings so that | continually apply my
antidotes.

Grant your blessings so that genuine devotion arises in me.
Grant your blessings so that | glimpse the natural state.
Grant your blessings so that insight is awakened in my
heart.

Grant your blessings so that | uproot confusion.

Grant your blessings so that | attain buddhahood in one
lifetime.

Precious guru, | supplicate you.

Kind lord of the dharma, | cry to you with longing.

| am an unworthy person who relies on no one but you.
Grant your blessings so that my mind mixes inseparably
with yours.

| was first requested by some devoted monks to compose a
supplication, but | was delayed in fulfilling their request. Recently,
Samdrup Dronma, a lady practitioner of noble family, and Deva
Raksita earnestly urged me. Therefore, |, Lodréo Thaye, who merely
hold the appearance of a guru in this dark age, wrote this at the



great meditation center, Dzongshdé Deshek Diipa.’* May virtue
increase.

Translated by the Nalanda Translation Committee under the direction
of the Vidyadhara the Venerable Chégyam Trungpa Rinpoche, ©
1981 by Diana J. Mukpo and published by Shambhala Publications,
Inc. Used with the permission of the Nalanda Translation Committee,
1619 Edward Street, Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada B3H 3H9.



NoTEs

1. Camara is one of the two islands next to the southern continent of Jambudvipa. On
this island, Padmakara (Padmasambhava) is said to now reside in a palace on the Copper
Colored Mountain.

2. Yeshe Tsogyal is one of the two chief consorts of Padmakara (Padmasambhava), the
other being Mandarava. She is the author of a biography of Padmasambhava (Padma
thang yig).

3. The kama lineage is the unbroken oral tradition that has been passed down from
Vajradhara Buddha to one’s present root guru. The terma lineage consists of sacred objects
and teachings that were hidden by Padmakara and other teachers until the time was right
for their unveiling. Then, they would be discovered and promulgated by teachers known as
tertons (“terma discoverers”).

4. This is the name that was conferred on the famous Nyingma teacher, Longchen
Rabjam (1308-1364), by Padmakara in a vision.

5. These four stages (snang bzhi) are: revelation of dharmata, increasing experience,
maturation of insight, and exhausting dharmata.

6. Atisa’s (982-1054) spiritual son here is Dromton (1004-1063), his main Tibetan
disciple and the founder of the Kadampa school.

7. These are five great and early teachers in the Sakya lineage. They are Kinga
Nyingpo (1092-1158), Sénam Tsemo (1142-1182), Trakpa Gyaltsen (1147-1216), Sakya
Pandita (1182-1251), and Phakpa (1235-1280).

8. The Shangpa Kagyu is a sect of the Kagyl lineage founded by Barapa Gyaltsen
Palzang (1310-1391). However, it traces its origin back to Shang Khyungpo Naljorpa (990—
11397?), a follower of Bon who converted to Buddhism. He had many Indian gurus, one of
them being Niguma, Naropa’s wife and disciple.

9. Thangtong Gyalpo (1385-1464) is famed throughout Tibet as a great siddha and
builder of iron bridges.

10. Phadampa Sanggye (died 1117) is a South Indian teacher who brought the practices
of shije (pacifying) and chd (cutting) to Tibet. His main disciple and consort was the Tibetan
woman, Machik Lapkyi Dronma (1055-1149), who spread the lineage of the cho teachings
in Tibet.

11. Télpopa Sherap Gyaltsen (1292-1361) is the founder of the Jonangpa school, which
mainly emphasized the Kalachakra Tantra and the teaching of tathagatagarbha. The shen
tong (gzhan stong, empty of other) view of madhyamika that the Jonangpa evolved was
quite controversial among the mainstream adherents of the rang tong (rang stong, empty of
self) view; however, this shen tong view was a powerful principle for the Rime thought in
general and in particular for Jamgoén Kongtrul.

12. Taranatha (born 1575) is one of the most famous teachers of the Jonangpa school,
having written a well-known history of Buddhism in India as well as several important texts
on the Kalachakra.

13. Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo (1820-1892) is one of the leaders of the nineteenth-
century Rime movement in Tibet. He was the root guru of Jamgoén Kongtrul Lodré Thaye.
Osel Trilpe Dorje and Padma Do Njak Lingpa are the names given to him from a prophecy
of Thangtong Gyalpo (see following two stanzas).

14. This image is used in ati teachings to describe the nature of primordial
enlightenment. The youthful kaya is enlightenment which is always present. The vase



contains all dharmas and gives rise to all phenomena.

15. The next four names all belong to the author of this text, Jamgdn Kongtril Lodrd
Thaye. The first name he received when he took the vinaya vows, the second when he took
the bodhisattva vow, and the third when he received abhiseka—formally becoming a
student of the vajrayana. The last name was given to him when he was formally recognized
as a terton, a discoverer of terma.

The reason Jamgon Kongtril includes himself in the guru supplication is that he
composed this text for his disciples’ practice at their request.

16. This meditation center is northeast of Shigatse, located at Zambulung in upper
Shang. Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo also resided here at one time and had an important
vision of the eight manifestations of Padmakara.



Lodré Thaye, Jamgdn Kongtriil | (1813-1899). Often referred to as
Jamgén Kongtriil the Great, Lodré Thaye was a leader of the Ri-me
movement (see chapter 10). This painting is from the lineage
thangkas at Rumtek Monastery in Sikkim, India.

PHOTO USED BY THE GRACIOUS PERMISSION OF His HOLINESS THE
SIXTEENTH GYALWA KARMAPA, RANGJUNG RIKPE DORJE.



ONE
The Tantric Practitioner

THE TANTRIC TEACHINGS of Buddhism are extremely sacred and, in
some sense, inaccessible. Tantric practitioners of the past have put
tremendous energy and effort into the study of tantra. Now we are
bringing tantra to North America, which is a landmark in the history
of Buddhism. So we cannot afford to make our own studies into
supermarket merchandise.

A tantric revolution took place in India many centuries ago. The
wisdom of that tradition has been handed down orally from
generation to generation by the great mahasiddhas, or tantric
masters. Therefore, tantra is known as the ear-whispered, or secret,
lineage. However, the notion of secrecy does not imply that tantra is
like a foreign language. It is not as though our parents speak two
languages, but they only teach us English so that they can use
Chinese or Yiddish when they want to keep a secret from us. Rather,
tantra introduces us to the actuality of the phenomenal world. It is
one of the most advanced, sharp, and extraordinary perceptions that
has ever developed. It is unusual and eccentric; it is powerful,
magical, and outrageous; but it is also extremely simple.

In order to understand the phenomenon of tantra, or tantric
consciousness, we should be quite clear that we are not talking
about tantra as a vague spiritual process. Tantra, or vajrayana
Buddhism, is extremely precise, and it is unique. We cannot afford to
jumble the vajrayana into a spiritual or philosophical stew. Instead,
we should discuss tantra technically, spiritually, and personally—in a
very exact sense—and we should discuss what the uniqueness of
the tantric tradition has to offer to sentient beings.

In this book we will examine tantra theoretically. We are viewing
the area that we might arrive at, at some point in the future. So it is a
somewhat hypothetical situation, but at the same time we still could



develop an experiential connection with it. The future of Buddhism
depends on continuing to discover what the Buddha experienced
and on sharing such experience with others. So there is a need to
identify ourselves personally with tantric experience, rather than
regarding tantra as one more spiritual trip.

Fundamentally, the vajrayana comes out of a complete
understanding and comprehension of both hinayana and mahayana
Buddhism. The development of the three yanas—hinayana,
mahayana, and vajrayana—is one continuous process. In fact, the
word tantra, or gyi (rgyud) in Tibetan, means “continuity.” There is a
continuous thread running through the Buddhist path, which is our
personal experience and our commitment to the Buddhist teachings.
Usually we think of a thread as starting somewhere. But according to
the Buddhist teachings, the thread has no beginning, and therefore
there is continuity. In fact, such a thread does not even exist, but at
the same time, it is continuous.

At this point we are not yet in a position to discuss what tantra is.
Since the continuity of tantra is based on personal experience, we
first need to understand the person who is having the experience.
That is, we need to know who is studying tantra: who is it, or what is
it? So, to begin with, we have to go back to the beginning and find
out who is perceiving tantra, that is, who is the tantrika or tantric
practitioner.

We could say that some people are tantric by nature. They are
inspired in their lives; they realize that some reality is taking place in
the true sense, and they feel that the experience of energy is
relevant to them. They may feel threatened by energy or they may
feel a lack of energy, but they have a personal interest in the world:
the visual world, the auditory world, the world of the senses
altogether. They are interested in how things work and how things
are perceived. That sense of enormous interest, that interest in
perceptions, is tantric by nature. However, one problem with
inspired, future tantric practitioners is that they are often too
fascinated by the world of the senses. There is something lacking:
although they are inspired, they may not have made a genuine
connection to the world of the senses, which presents problems in



understanding true tantra. Still, they could be regarded as tantric
fetuses, or potential members of the tantric family.

When we begin to explore who the tantric practitioner actually is,
our inquiry takes us further and further back, right to the basis of
Buddhist practice, which is the hinayana teachings. From this point
of view, hinayana is tantra. One of the inspiring glimpses or
experiences of the hinayana practitioner is the absence of self, which
is also the absence of God. When we realize that there is no
individual being or personality who is perceiving external entities, the
situation becomes open. We don’t have to limit things by having a
conceptualized divine being, traditionally known as God. We are
simply examining who we are. In examining who we are, we find,
according to both the hinayana and the tantric observation, that we
are nobody—rather, nonbody. We might ask, “How is that possible? |
have a name. | have a body. | eat. | sleep. | lead my life. | wear
clothes.” But that is precisely the point: we misunderstand ourselves,
our nonexistent selves. Because we eat, we sleep, we live, and we
have a name, we presume that something must be there. That
common misunderstanding took place a long time ago, and it still
takes place constantly, every single moment. Just because we have
a name doesn't mean we have a self. How do we realize that?
Because if we do not use such reference points as our name or our
clothing, if we stop saying, “l eat, | sleep, | do such-and-such,” then
there is a big gap.

In a similar fashion, we often use reference points to show that we
do not exist. We say we do not exist because of something else. We
might say, “I do not exist because | am penniless.” There is
something wrong with that logic, because we still have a penny to be
less of. However, this does not mean that we should try to destroy
relative reference points. As an extreme example, during the 1960s
some people made hysterical attempts not to exist. By destroying
references and credentials such as draft cards and birth certificates,
they hoped to become invisible. But creating their draft-card-less-
ness was still a statement of deliberate individuality, and it was still
fighting over the question of existence by struggling not to exist.

In  the Buddhist tradition, discovering nonexistence, or
egolessness, has nothing to do with destroying relative reference



points. Whether we try to maintain such reference points or destroy
them, we still have the same problem. The Buddhist approach is not
to use any reference points at all—none whatsoever. Then we are
not finding out whether we exist or not, but we are simply looking at
ourselves directly, without any reference points—without even
looking, we could say. That may be very demanding, but let it be so.
Let us get to the heart of the matter.

When we attempt to see ourselves without reference points, we
may find ourselves in a situation of not knowing what to do. We may
feel completely lost, and we may think that what we are trying to do
is very strange indeed: “I can’t even begin. How can | do anything?”
Then we might have an inkling of beginning at the beginning. Having
to relate with the bewilderment of not knowing how to deal with
ourselves without using reference points is getting closer to the truth.
At the same time, we have not found the root of reality, if there is one
at all.

We cannot find the beginning of the tantric thread unless we come
to the conclusion that we do not exist. We might try to work out our
nonexistence logically. However, the conclusion that we do not exist
has to be experiential, and it also has to be beyond our stupidity and
confusion. Our confusion at this point is not knowing how to begin.
From that, we can start to feel the beginninglessness of the thread,
and its endlessness as well. So we are getting somewhere, but we
still might feel rather stupid, like jellyfish or robots. There is no sense
of discovery at all, and the whole thing seems rather flat.

According to the tantric tradition, the only way to find our way out
of that confusion, or our way in, is by having a sense of humor about
our predicament. We are trying to find ourselves, but we are not able
to do so, and we feel enormously flat and heavy and in the way.
Something is being a nuisance, but we cannot put our finger on
exactly what it is. Nevertheless, something, somewhere, is being a
nuisance. Or is it? If we view this with humor, we begin to find that
even the flatness, the lack of inspiration, the solidity, and the
confusion are dancing constantly. We need to develop a sense of
excitement and dance rather than just trying to feel better. When we
begin to dance with our humor, our apparent stupidity becomes
somewhat uplifted. However, we do no know for sure whether we are



just looking at ourselves humorously while our stupidity grows
heavier all the time, or whether we might actually be able to cure
ourselves. There is still something that is uncertain, completely
confused, and very ambiguous.

At that point, we finally could start to relate with the ambiguity. In
the tantric tradition, discovering that ambiguity is called “discovering
the seed syllable.” Ambiguity is called a “seed syllable” when it
becomes a starting point rather than a source of problems. When we
accept uncertainty as the working base, then we begin to discover
that we do not exist. We can experience and appreciate the
ambiguity as the source of confusion as well as the source of humor.
The discovery of nonexistence comes from experiencing both the
energy of humor and the heavy “thingness” or form of confusion. But
form or thingness does not prove the existence of energy, and
energy does not prove the existence of form. So there is no
confirmation, just ambiguity. Therefore, we still find ourselves at a
loss. However, at this point that feeling of being lost has the quality
of freedom rather than the quality of confusion.

This experience of ambiguity is a personal experience rather than
an analytical experience. We begin to realize that actually we do not
exist. We do not exist because of our existence: that is the punch
line of our ambiguity. And the world exists because of our
nonexistence. We do not exist; therefore the world exists. There is
an enormous joke behind the whole thing, a big joke. We might ask,
“Who is playing such a joke on us?” It is difficult to say. We do not
know who it is at all. We are so uncertain that we might not even
have a question mark to put at the end of our sentence.
Nevertheless, that is our purpose in studying tantra: to find out who
is the questioner, who set this question up altogether, if anyone at all.

The beginner’s point of view is to realize nonexistence, to
understand nonexistence, and to experience nonexistence. It is very
important for us to realize that sight, smell, colors, emotions,
formlessness, and form are all expressions of no-beginning,
nonexistence, egolessness. Such nonexistence has to be
experienced personally rather than analytically or philosophically.
That personal experience is extremely important. In order for us to
get into tantra properly, in order to become good tantra students, we



have to go through the experience of nonexistence, however
frustrating, confusing, or irritating it may seem. Otherwise, what we
are doing is completely fruitless.



TWO
Vajra Nature

THE vAJRAYANA SEEMS to have been widely misunderstood in the
West. People have projected a lot of ideas onto it, believing it to be
an expression of wildness and freedom. However, the cultivation of
vajrayana has to be based on a very subtle, definite, ordinary, and
real foundation. Otherwise, we are lost. Not only are we lost, but we
are destroying ourselves.

In talking about the tantric tradition, we are not talking about
playing with sex or aggression or colors or the phenomenal world. At
this point we are simply developing a basic understanding of how
tantra works. We have to be very conservative. We have to be very,
very concerned with the fundamentals. | could say: “Don’t worry. If
you worry, that’s your problem. If you don’t worry, everything is going
to be okay. Let's dance together. Let's play music together. Let’s
drink milk and honey.” But that does not work, not at all. Talking
about tantra is not such an easy matter.

Working with the energy of vajrayana is like dealing with a live
electric wire. We can use switches, gloves, and all sorts of buffers in
handling this live wire, but we also have the choice of using our bare
hands and touching the live wire directly—in which case we are in
trouble. The institution of tantra, not only Buddhist tantra but Hindu
tantra as well, has been presented very generously to American
students by many competent and great teachers. Still, many
students get into trouble. They can’t take it. They simply can'’t take it.
They end up destroying themselves. They end up playing with the
energy until it becomes a spiritual atomic bomb.

We might feel that working with tantra is like planting a little seed:
we nourish it, make it germinate and send out shoots of greenery,
and finally it will blossom as a beautiful flower. That is wishful
thinking. We cannot approach tantra in that way. Instead, we have to



realize that taking care of such a plant is not ordinary gardening. An
extraordinary process is needed. Dealing with our state of being, our
state of mind, is extraordinary in many ways. Moreover, dealing with
our state of mind from the subtle tantra point of view is extremely
dangerous—highly dangerous and equally highly productive.
Therefore we should be very careful and open when we talk about
vajrayana. Nonexistence is the only preparation for tantra, and we
should realize that there is no substitute.

The experience of nonexistence brings a sense of delightful humor
and, at the same time, complete openness and freedom. In addition,
it brings an experience of complete indestructibility that is
unchallengeable, immovable, and completely solid. The experience
of indestructibility can only occur when we realize that nonexistence
is possible, in the sense of being without reference points, without
philosophical definitions, without even the notion of nonexistence.

The development of indestructibility or immovability is extremely
important to understand. Such indestructibility can only come out of
the state of nothingness, egolessness, or nonexistence. According to
the Buddha, tantra is greater liberation, greater discipline, and
greater vision. But this greater liberation is based on working with the
potentialities and energies that exist within us. Therefore, without
having some understanding of nonexistence, there is no point in
discussing indestructibility.

When we consider someone to be indestructible, we generally
mean that he is well established in his discipline, such as a person
who has mastered the art of warfare or studied philosophy in great
depth. Because such a person has mastered all sorts of techniques
and training, we therefore consider him to be immovable or
indestructible. In fact, from the tantra point of view, the attempt to
secure oneself with gadgetry is a source of vulnerability rather than
indestructibility. In this case, we are not talking about indestructibility
based on collecting information, tricks, or ideas. Instead we are
referring to a basic attitude of trust in the nonexistence of our being.

In the tantra notion of indestructibility, there is no ground, no basic
premise, and no particular philosophy except one’s own experience,
which is extremely powerful and dynamic. It is a question of being
rather than figuring out what to be, how to be. Usually we rely upon



reference points, conceptual ideas, and feedback to give us
guidelines as to how to be good or bad boys and girls, but such
dependence is questionable. If you say to your doctor, “I have
insomnia; how can | fall asleep?” the doctor responds by saying,
“Take these pills. Then you will have no problem.” In America in
particular that approach has become a problem. In tantra, the point
is not how to handle ourselves, but that we simply have to do it. We
cannot trick ourselves into realizing the state of immovability, or
indestructibility. Indestructibility is based on our experience, which is
solid, dynamic, and unyielding.

In that way, tantra discipline does not cooperate with any
deception at all; therefore it is regarded as indestructible, immovable.
The tantric approach of nonparticipation in the games that go on in
the samsaric world, however, is something more than boycotting.
When we boycott something, we do so in the name of a protest. We
disagree with certain systems or certain ideas, and therefore we
make a nuisance of ourselves. In this case, instead of boycotting the
samsaric setup, we are fully and personally involved with it. We
realize all the so-called “benefits” that the samsaric world might
present to us—spiritual, psychological, and material goods of all
kinds. We are fully aware of all the alternatives, but we do not yield
to any of them at all. We are straightforward and hardheaded. That is
the quality of immovability.

The word hardheaded is very interesting. WWhen we say somebody
is hardheaded, we mean that he is not taken in by anything. That is
precisely what is meant by the term vajra nature: hardheadedness,
vajraheadedness. Vajra is a quality of toughness and not being taken
in by any kind of seduction. We also talk about “hard truth.” Such
truth is hard, unyielding, and uncomplimentary. When we receive
news of someone’s death, it is the hard truth. We cannot go back
and say that it is not true. We cannot hire an attorney to argue the
case or spend our money trying to bring the person back to life,
because it is the hard truth. In the same way, vajra nature is hard
truth. We cannot challenge or manipulate it in any way at all. It is
both direct and precise.

The term vajra in Sanskrit, or dorje (rdo rje) in Tibetan, means
“having the qualities of a diamond.” Like a diamond, vajra is tough



and at the same time extremely precious. Unless we understand this
basic vajra quality of tantra, or of the tantrika—this almost
bullheaded quality of not yielding to any kind of seductions, to any
little tricks or plays on words—we cannot understand vajrayana
Buddhism at all.

Fundamentally speaking, indestructibility, or vajra nature, is basic
sanity. It is the total experience of tantra, the experience of the
enlightened state of being. This sanity is based on the experience of
clarity, which comes from the practice of meditation. Through the
meditation practice of the three yanas we discover a sense of clarity,
unconditional clarity. Such clarity is ostentatious and has immense
brilliance. It is very joyful and it has potentialities of everything. It is a
real experience. Once we have experienced this brilliance, this
farseeing, ostentatious, colorful, opulent quality of clarity, then there
is no problem. That is vajra nature. It is indestructible. Because of its
opulence and its richness, it radiates constantly, and immense,
unconditional appreciation takes place. That combination of
indestructibility and clarity is the basic premise of tantra Buddhist
teachings.

We should understand how the vajrayana notion of brilliance
differs from the notion of clear light as described in the Tibetan Book
of the Dead and how it differs from the mahayana notion of
luminosity. Clear light, according to the Tibetan Book of the Dead, is
purely a phenomenological experience. You see whiteness as you
die or as your consciousness begins to sink. Because the physical
data of your body’s habitual patterns are beginning to dissolve, you
begin to enter another realm. You feel whitewashed, as if you were
swimming in milk, or drowning in milk. You feel suffocated with
whiteness, which is known as clear light. That is purely a
phenomenological experience, not the true experience of clarity. On
the other hand, the mahayana Buddhists talk about luminosity, called
prabhasvara in Sanskrit, or ésel (‘od gsal) in Tibetan. Osel means
seeing things very precisely, clearly, logically, and skillfully.
Everything is seen very directly; things are seen as they are.
Nevertheless, neither prabhasvara nor the notion of clear light match
the tantric notion of vajra clarity.



Vajrayana clarity has more humor. It also has more subtlety and
dignity. Moreover, it is utterly, totally outrageous. Things are seen as
they are, precisely; but at the same time things are also seeing us
precisely. Because we are totally exposed and open and not afraid to
be seen, a meeting point occurs. Something makes us realize that
we cannot chicken out and say that our life is just a rehearsal.
Something makes us realize that it is real. That state of being is not
merely a phenomenological experience. It is a real state of being, a
true state of being that is full and complete. That indestructibility and
clarity are vajra nature, which is superior to any other approach to
spirituality, even within the Buddhist tradition.



The Mandala of Kalachakra. A two-dimensional representation of the mandalas of body,
speech, and mind of the Kalachakra Tantra.



THREE

Mandala

THERE ARE THREE WORLDS presented in the tantric tradition: the world
of perceptions, the world of the body, and the world of emotions. Our
relationship with the world of perceptions is called the outer
mandala; our relationship with the world of the body is called the
inner mandala; and our relationship with the world of emotions is
called the secret mandala.

Outer ManDpALA

We are constantly engaged in relationships with the ordinary world,
that is, the world of ayatanas or the six sense perceptions: seeing,
hearing, smelling, tasting, feeling, and thinking, the process which
coordinates the other five. In Buddhism thinking is considered to be
one of the senses. Our different perceptions are constantly being
coordinated into a mandala. By mandala we mean interlocking
relationships rather than an extraordinary magical circle. Mandala is
simply the coordination of one point with another. For instance, in
filmmaking the visual material is edited, and the sound has to be
edited as well, so that the two work together.

The same thing happens in everyday life. When we enter a
restaurant, we hear the clattering of pots and pans, and we begin to
smell the food. At that point we may either get turned on or turned off
by the restaurant’s mandala. Or someone may introduce a friend to
us: “This is a good friend of mine. | would like you to meet him.” We
say, “How are you?” and we sit down to talk with that person. That
person speaks and behaves in a certain way, and we begin to feel
that we like him, either on the grounds of our friend’s
recommendation or because we feel it is worthwhile to associate
with such a person.



Perhaps our car is breaking down and we stop at a gas station.
One of the passengers decides to step out and ask the attendant
how far it is to the next motel. From the way that person behaves
when he brings back the message, we can tell whether the answer is
going to be favorable or disappointing. In that way, we always have a
feeling about what is taking place.

According to tantra, that feeling, or intuitive setup, is a part of the
external world. It is part of an actual relationship. Something is
happening, or for that matter, something is not happening.
Nevertheless, there is an actual relationship taking place constantly.
Our experience of that relationship is not particularly based on
superstition. We simply have a personal experience of the whole
situation, a sense of the reality of mandala.

The outer mandala principle is the possibility of relating with a
situation as a cohesive structure. Some setups are unpleasant,
destructive, and unworkable; other setups are creative, workable,
and pleasant. Mandalas are the general patterns, whether pleasant
or unpleasant, that link us to the rest of the world, which is our world
or our creation in any case.

When we begin to work with reality properly, an enormous
relationship, a rapport, takes place between us and the external
world. That rapport is taking place constantly, some kind of network
or system of relations. It is as if something were circulating. For
instance, when we are just about to catch the flu, we feel that the
world is not particularly favorable to us. Whatever we experience and
whatever we feel is somewhat strange. We feel that something is not
quite clicking. We feel numb and unhealthy already. The world
outside seems too solid, and we cannot relate that solidity to the
softness or vulnerability in ourselves. The world seems hardened
and heavy, and we cannot seem to make any connection with it.
Those are the signs of a fever, an approaching flu. Although they
seem to signal a discrepancy in our relationship with the world, that
experience itself is an example of mandala principle.

According to the tantric tradition, the outer mandala principle is the
external world and how we relate with it. However, the emphasis on
relationship does not mean that the world is regarded as an intuitive
or purely subjective world. It is simply the external world. For



instance, the outer mandala is connected with how we relate with hot
and cold. If we are outdoors in a hot climate and we walk into a
highly air-conditioned building, we may get sick because we are not
able to handle hot and cold properly. Our coordination with the world
may not be quite right.

Usually, we experience such problems when we ignore the
relationship between the world outside and our own world, our body.
If we do not acknowledge our sense perceptions properly and
thoroughly, we find ourselves in trouble—not because what we
perceive is poisonous, but because how we perceive has become
incompetent, haphazard, or confused, and therefore it has turned
into poison. From that point of view, we cannot say that the
phenomenal world we are living in—the traffic jams and the pollution
and the inflation—is bad and devilish. We cannot condemn the world
or put it into those kinds of conceptual packages. That approach
does not work, because it means that we are fighting with our own
phenomena.

Phenomena are ours: it is our country, our air, our earth, our food,
our water, our electricity, our policemen. When we talk about the
mandala setup we are speaking of an organic reality. We are not
saying that we should reorganize the world, or that we should fight
for it. We are talking about how we could look at it in an organic,
natural way. The world could evolve Jtself according to our
enlightenment—naturally. If you were a political activist, you might
have difficulty in understanding this seemingly wishy-washy
philosophy. You might say, “Don’t we have to speak up? Don’t we
have to do something?” But when we talk about the tantric level of
perception, we are not talking about concocting something. The
outer mandala principle purely refers to actual, immediate
relationships, visual, auditory, and conceptual relationships, with the
so-called “world outside.”

When we relate directly to the world, we can see that there is a
thread of continuity. We can see the setup as a whole, rather than
having only a partial view. According to the Buddhist path, there is
nothing other than that whole world; therefore we could say that the
tantric attitude toward reality is nontheistic. In the nontheistic
approach to reality, the world is not divided between God and the



Devil. The world is a totality in itself. It has its own muscles, its own
brain, its own limbs, and its own circulation. The world has its own
water system, electrical system, and sewage system automatically
built in. They are already there. The problem we face is that we do
not see that totality; we do not acknowledge it. We do not even get
close to it, to see that it is actually true.

We are not talking about the totality of the world in the sense that
everything should be good and perfect and fantastic, and nobody
should acknowledge anything bad. We are talking about reality, in
which good is made out of bad and bad is made out of good.
Therefore, the world can exist in its own good/bad level, its self-
existing level of dark and light, black and white, constantly. We are
not fighting for either of those sides. Whatever there is, favorable or
unfavorable, it is workable; it is the universe. That is why in the
tantric tradition we talk about the world, or the cosmos, in terms of
mandala.

Mandala is a totality; it has a universal quality. That totality is not a
compromise, as if someone were to say, “If you tone down your
badness and | tone down my goodness we will have a happy
medium, with both good and bad toned down to a grey level.” That
kind of compromise is not a totality; it is just gray and depressing. In
fact, that is one of the depressing aspects of some of the ecumenical
movements taking place in this country and the rest of the world.
They seem to be based on the feeling that everything should be
okay and that everything is good. Badness should come up to the
level of goodness, and goodness should come down to the level of
badness, so that we can have some kind of happy medium. In that
approach, there could be communist Buddhists or Nazi tantric
practitioners. But somehow that does not work; it is too silly.

INNER MANDALA

We have been talking about the external world, or the world of
perceptions, as a mandala that we are able to work with. The second
type of world is the body, which is known as the inner mandala. This



mandala is connected with how we handle our bodies in terms of our
awareness, or sense of reality.

Developing awareness is quite deliberate. In the beginning we
might feel that working deliberately with the body is too exaggerated
a form of behavior. However, it seems to be necessary. We have
never regarded our bodies as sacred property. The attitude of
sacredness has been neglected, particularly in the Western world.
Instead, life is regarded as a hassle. We were born, breast-fed or
bottle-fed, and put into diapers. Those were our unpleasant facts of
life. Now we can go to the toilet and drink our cup of tea—how
victorious we are! We view it as a victory that we have survived all
that. But we have not actually developed any art in our lives. We do
not know how to care for our bodies.

Taking care of ourselves is regarded as an enormous hassle:
getting up at a certain time, writing checks, going to the bank, going
to a restaurant are all done humorlessly. Perhaps our only delight is
to get drunk at a party. We have a fantastic time dancing with our
partner, whoever it may be, and then we peacefully pass out. That is
a very crude way of handling our bodies. There is no dignity in that,
none whatsoever.

We may have been taught sophisticated table manners by our
aristocratic parents. They may have taught us how to drink, how to
use forks and knives, and how to sit properly and make good
conversation. Still, there is some fundamental crudeness involved,
because we have been taught a facade, rather than what should be
felt. We could be extremely well mannered and able to pass through
diplomatic circles immaculately and impeccably. Nevertheless, there
could still be a crudeness of fundamentally not knowing how to relate
with our cup of tea, our plate, our table, or our chair.

There are enormous problems with thinking that we can only trust
in what we were told rather than in how we feel. When we have only
been told how to handle ourselves, our behavior can become
automatic. Automatically we pick and choose. We learn to be perfect
actors. It does not matter how we feel. We might be in tears, but still
we put on a gleaming smile and make polite conversation. If we
cannot find anything good to talk about, we just talk about the



weather. With that approach, we become very crude. In fact, we are
trying to become perfect actors rather than real people.

Some students of meditation have a similar problem. They have
been told to keep a good posture and that the more a person keeps
perfect posture, the closer he or she is to enlightenment. If one takes
that approach without a sense of personal connection, it can produce
a situation similar to that of the children of aristocracy who are taught
to have good table manners. In both cases, there is a body problem,
an actual physical problem, which has nothing to do with politics or
society.

The tantric tradition is fundamentally an intentional approach to life
in terms of how we handle our body. How we speak, how we ook,
how we touch our cup, our fork or knife, how we lift things and carry
them about—all those things are very deliberate. But such
deliberateness is not presented in a manual or book on how to act
according to the tantric tradition. The point is that there is no such
thing as a real tantric diet or proper tantric behavior. Instead, we
develop a basic attitude, so that when we begin to extend our arm,
we simply do it. When we begin to touch, we touch; and when we lift,
we lift in a very confident way. We just do it. We have a real
experience of confidence. There is no tantric finishing school
designed to train people for the tantric aristocracy or to develop a
deceptive but well-mannered king. The tantric approach to body—
how to handle our body and our sense perceptions, how to look, how
to feel, how to listen, how to handle the whole situation—is very
personal and real.

Tantra is deliberate, but at the same time, the heart of that
deliberateness is freedom. The “crazy yogins” of the tantric tradition
were not people who just hung out on street corners doing their
crazy things. The freedom of tantra is something very real, dignified,
and vajra-like. The sense of indestructibility is always there. There is
intention, there is reality, and there are constant discoveries.

Secrer ManpaLa



Then we have the third world, which is the secret mandala, or the
mandala of the sacred realm. The sacredness and secretness of this
mandala are not based on our being highly evolved and
consequently looking down upon the outer mandala and the inner
mandala. Rather, the secret mandala consists of simplifying our
psychological behavior, our meditative behavior, into a sense of
awareness and openness in which we have no hesitation, none
whatsoever, in dealing with our emotions.

In the secret mandala, emotions are all interwoven and
interconnected. Passion is connected with aggression, aggression is
connected with ignorance, ignorance is connected with envy or
jealousy, and so forth. There is a continuous web taking place that is
quite obvious and real. Therefore a person at the tantric level should
not regard any one emotion as a big deal, but all emotions are a big
deal. All the emotions that exist in a person’s mind are the same
problem—or the same promise, for that matter. They contain the
seed of freedom, or liberation, and as well, the seed of
imprisonment. In the secret mandala we work with all our hidden
corners, any little areas of irritation. In fact, those things that we
regard as little problems may actually be our biggest problems.
Those problems are completely interrelated, which is the notion of
mandala here.

There is a sense of continuity in our emotions and a sense of
openness at the same time. For instance, we lose our temper, we
become outraged, we are about to strangle our partner, and in fact
we begin to do so—that itself is a mandala display. We feel angry,
we feel passionate, we feel jealous, and we feel ignorant—all those
things are happening at once. That is a real experience. There is no
“‘how to do it”; we did it already. That is our chance. In fact, that is our
golden opportunity. We have manifested the secret mandala already.

On the other hand, we usually do not acknowledge or experience
our emotions properly. When we need release we might make love;
when we need release we might kill someone. That is not quite the
proper way to approach our emotions. Exploding on the spot is not
the way to express emotions directly. Emotions are sacred; they
should be regarded as real and obvious things that can teach us
something. We should relate with them properly, without “getting off”



on something or other. We might say, “I'm bored. Let's go to the
movies.” That is not quite the way to deal with our boredom.

The tantric approach to emotions is much more disciplined and
much more personal. It is highly personal; that is why this mandala is
called the sacred mandala. It is very difficult to achieve, but it is also
very important and extremely sacred. Normally, no one is able to
achieve such perfection, or even to conceive of such a possibility. So
we should respect the sacredness of the secret mandala.

The mandala principle is an important concept in the tantric
teachings. The outer mandala is connected with the external world:
how to relate to society, politics, organizations, domestic
relationships, and so forth. The inner mandala is connected with our
body, and how to handle it. The secret mandala is connected with
how to deal with our emotions. We have to incorporate all three
mandala principles simultaneously in our experience. We can’t
separate them; we can’t practice each of them separately, at different
times. We have to do it all at once. In that way things become much
more real.

The mandalas are reality. It is as simple as that. Of course, reality
is real, but our contact with reality is through our sense perceptions,
our body, and our emotions—the three mandalas. The three
mandalas are what meet, or mate, with reality. When we put our
finger on a hot stove, it is our perceptions that get burnt by their
meeting with reality. We have to communicate with reality; otherwise,
there is no reality. We might try to get out of the whole thing by
saying, “Who cares?” But that becomes reality at the same time. We
cannot get away from it. It is very personal, and it is very haunting. It
is all over the place.



FOUR

Nontheistic Energy

UsuaLLY wHEN WE TALK about energy, we are referring to an ongoing
source of power, something that is able to generate power, such as
an electric generator. In a similar manner, when we speak of an
energetic person, we usually mean a vigorous person, someone who
possesses enormous energy. When we are around such a person,
we feel there is a bank of energy happening. That person works so
hard that we feel guilty being idle around him or her. We feel that we
should do something too, and we begin to work very hard. Then no
one can say that we have been bad boys and girls, that we haven't
done our chores, washed the dishes, or ironed the sheets. Because
we feel that person’s enormous energy, we begin to perk up, and we
stop being idle. We begin to take part in the energy.

Then there is another kind of energy, which is self-existing. Self-
existing energy is not dependent on something or somebody else; it
simply takes place continuously. Although the source of such energy
is difficult to track down, it is universal and all-pervasive. It happens
by itself, naturally. It is based on enthusiasm as well as freedom:
enthusiasm in the sense that we trust what we are doing, and
freedom in the sense that we are completely certain that we are not
going to be imprisoned by our own energy, but instead, freed
constantly. In other words, we realize that such energy does come
up by itself, and that we can work with it. This self-existing energy is
the potentiality of siddhi, a Sanskrit word that refers to the ability to
use the existing energies of the universe in a very special and
appropriate way.

Self-existing energy is difficult to describe in words or concepts.
When we try to describe this pattern of energy, we are only finger
painting. Basically, it is the energy of the psychological realm. No
matter what state of mind we are in, we experience a particular



quality of life, that is, we experience an emotion. We begin to feel an
electric spark taking place. That energy can come out of having a
quarrel with our wife or out of having a severe accident or a love
affair. It comes out of being either rejected or accepted.

This energy is created both when we fail to do something and
when we accomplish something. Rejection or acceptance by the
world does not mean that the energy is either invalid or valid. Rather,
there is transparent energy happening all the time. Whether we are
in an appropriate situation, in accordance with the laws of the
universe, or we are in an inappropriate situation, not in accordance
with the laws of the universe, energy is constantly taking place. This
energy, from the vajrayana or tantric point of view, is simply the
energy that exists. It does not mean being hard-working or extremely
industrious, always doing things, being a busybody, or anything like
that. This energy can come from all kinds of challenges, in the
positive or negative sense. Such energy takes place constantly.

Self-existing energy permeates all of our emotional relationships:
our emotions toward our relatives, our lovers, our friends, and our
enemies. It also permeates our philosophical beliefs: either
something is happening “right” according to our beliefs, or something
has gone “wrong” according to our beliefs. Some situations try to
dislodge us from our philosophical or religious commitments, and
some situations try to draw us into certain commitments. All kinds of
energies take place. So when we talk about energy, we are not
talking about vigor alone but about that which exists in our lives. It is
as though flint and steel were rubbing against each other and
sparking constantly, again and again. That is, the phenomenal world
exists, and we either rub against it or with it, and that rubbing is
constantly creating a spark.

According to the tantric understanding of reality, energy is related
to the experience of duality, the experience that you exist and others
exist. Of course, both those concepts are false, but who cares about
that?—at the time, anyway. The deceptive existence of you and
other rubs together, nevertheless. Sometimes you are conquering
the world and sometime the world is conquering you. It is like riding
on a balloon in the ocean: Sometimes the balloon rides on you and
you are underneath the ocean; sometimes you ride on the balloon



and the balloon is underneath the ocean. That play of duality takes
place constantly; that kind of electricity takes place all the time.

So the basic notion of energy is nothing particularly magical or
miraculous. It is simply the rubbing together of the duality of you and
the phenomenal world, you and other. We are talking about that
spark, that fire. It is real fire, real water, real earth, and real air:. The
real elements are working with you. Still, at this point we have no
idea who you are, actually. Let's just say we are talking about the
basic you. Let’s leave it vague at this point; otherwise it is going to
get too complicated. Just leave it at you, this vague stuff that exists
somewhere or other in the middle of the cosmos.

At this point the question arises of how we can handle, or utilize,
such energy. In fact, that has been a question for a long, long time.
For twenty-five hundred years the same question has been asked:
How can we handle self-existing energy; how can we work with it?
Fundamentally, that question is the question of how to handle duality,
or the basic split.

The split between self and other is taking place constantly,
constantly creating energy, and we are always trying to work with it.
Our approach is usually to try to unify the split in order to avoid the
energy. We may say, ‘| am a good man; | am a bad man; | am Joe; |
am Mary.” In doing so, we are trying to bring self and other together
in a superficial sense, as if no energy existed at all, as though
everything were going smoothly: “There is nothing to worry about;
everything’s going to be okay. | am Mary, and that’'s smooth. There is
no gap between / and am and Mary at all.” Or we try to avoid the
split by refusing to say “I am.” Instead we might say, “My name is
Mary.” Still we have a problem. That approach of smoothing things
out and trying to make everything presentable and respectable
brings enormous problems, enormous questions. In fact, instead of
getting rid of the energy, it raises further energy.

The attempt to define who we are and who we are not is basically
split into two approaches: the theistic approach and the nontheistic
approach. In the nontheistic approach we simply acknowledge the
dualistic gap rather than trying to unify it or conceal it. In the theistic
approach, there is an ongoing attempt to conceal that gap
completely. There is a notion of spiritual democracy. In fact, that



approach is often used in dealing with political and social problems:
“Blacks are not against whites—we are all the same species. Since
we all live on the same earth, we should regard ourselves as a
brotherhood.”

That approach of covering up separateness, pretending that the
black man is a white man, is the cause of all kinds of problems; but
the theistic approach can go much further than that, to the point of
covering up any differences: “Let us have real unity. We can conceal
this problem. We can iron it out completely, like a cloth. Let us work
in such a way that when we have ironed our sheet we can even
conceal the seams. In fact, we can make the whole sheet seem to
be made out of one big cloth. God is in us and we are in God. It’s all
one, so don’t worry.”

Another way to cover the gap is to try to eliminate discomfort. The
modern world has provided us with all sorts of conveniences:
television, beautiful parents, lots of toys to play with, automobiles,
and so on. There are notices everywhere offering entertainment and
telling us how to handle ourselves. Even while we are flying in an
airplane, we have food to entertain us. The world has provided all
kinds of entertainment to make us feel better, to make sure that we
do not feel bad or lonely. When we board an airplane, the
stewardess says, “Welcome, ladies and gentlemen. | hope you have
a comfortable flight. Call us if you need any help.” That is a theistic
remark, and such remarks occur all the time.

On the other hand, we could act without guidelines. This possibility
may be completely unappealing to people who are used to their
luxury. Nevertheless, it is a very truthful way to relate with things,
and there is no room for deception. In this approach there is no
hospitality; we have to provide our own hospitality. We have to work
on ourselves. We are provided with kits, K rations, booklets, and our
own parachutes, and off we go. If we land on the top of a tree, we try
to make the best of it; if we land in a gorge, we try to make the best
of it. That is the nontheistic lifestyle: We can’t do everything for one
another. We have to make do for ourselves. We have to learn how to
live with nature. So the nontheistic tradition is much harsher than the
theistic tradition. It is very skeptical, unyielding, and somewhat
outrageous.



We are not comparing Eastern and Western philosophies here, but
theistic and nontheistic traditions, wherever they occur. We might
hypothesize that Easterners think in a different way than Westerners,
and that Eastern philosophy expresses this different style of thought.
But philosophy is not that neatly divided into East and West. The
basic thinking processes of the East and the West are the same. The
only difference that exists is between the thinking style of ego and
non-ego. Failing to acknowledge that difference in style becomes a
tremendous problem.

The standard approach to ecumenicism is to try to pretend that
theism and nontheism are not different. But this is another theistic
attempt to conceal the discomfort or the energy that comes from
experiencing duality. We should be aware that differences exist.
Then true ecumenicism, or continuity, can come about because of
the differences.

In comparing theism and nontheism, we are discussing different
approaches to separateness. In the theistic approach, we know that
things are separate, but since we don't like it, we feel we should do
something about it. We don’t like the separateness, so we try to
overcome it to the best of our ability, and that becomes an enormous
problem. In the nontheistic approach, we also know that things are
separate; therefore things are unified. Things are different, but that is
not regarded as a problem. Fire is hot and water is cold, but still they
can coexist. Fire can boil water, changing it into steam, and water
can kill fire. We should not be embarrassed about the functions of
the universe.

We are still talking about energy—energy and reality. And we are
concerned with what actual reality is. Is reality a gap, a crack, or is
reality a big sheet of cloth, all-pervasive? In the nontheistic tradition
of Buddhist tantra, when we begin to have a relationship with the
world, we do not try to make sure that the world is part of us. In fact,
the question of separation does not come up at all. According to the
nontheistic tradition, we do not believe ourselves to be creatures. We
are some kind of being—or nonbeing, for that matter—but we were
never created, and therefore we are not particularly creatures.
Nevertheless, there is a sense of continuity, without hysteria, without
panic, without any congratulatory remarks or attempts to smooth



things out. The world exists and we exist. We and the world are
separate from that point of view—but so what? We could regard the
separateness as part of the continuity rather than trying to deny it.

In the nontheistic approach, there is continuity, openness, and
oneness—but in the sense of zeroness rather than even oneness.
The nonexistence of a dualistic barrier does not quite mean that we
are one, but that we are zero. Nontheism is the basis for
understanding that. Tantra is continuity, so the thread of tantra runs
through our life from beginning to end. In a sense, the beginning is
part of the end, so a complete circle, or mandala, is formed. The
beginning is the beginning of the end, and the end is the beginning
of the beginning. That continuity is tantra. It is the continuous thread
of openness that we could experience throughout our lives. Because
of that, whatever sense perceptions or realms of experience come
up, we can work through them.

From this point of view energy is very simple, extremely simple:
energy is separate from you; therefore, energy is part of you. Without
you separateness cannot exist. That is the dichotomy in Buddhist
logic: you have form; therefore you do not have form. You cannot
have form if you do not have formlessness, if you do not
acknowledge or perceive formlessness. In the same way, you exist
because you do not exist. Such riddles are regarded by Buddhists as
the truth.

According to the tantric tradition of nontheism, energy is vital and
important. Of course, in this approach we are viewing the world
purely as a psychological process: if we do not have mind, we do not
exist. The world comes out of our mind; it is created by our mind.
From that point of view, working with energy, or developing siddhi,
means that we do not have to depend on feedback but that we relate
with life as straightforwardly and directly as possible. We relate
directly to our domestic world, our enemies, our friends, our
relatives, business partners, policemen, the government, or
whatever happens in our life. We relate directly with energy as much
as possible.

We are not talking about centralizing energy within ourselves,
making ourselves into little atom bombs and then exploding. Working
with energy in a tantric sense is a decentralized process. That is a



very important point. We are talking about energy as something
spreading, opening. Energy becomes all-pervasive. It is all and
everywhere. If we centralize energy in ourselves, we are asking for
trouble. We will find that we become like baby snakes who are
vicious and angry but still very small. Or we may find that we are like
extremely passionate, horny little baby peacocks. So it is important
to remember that, in Buddhist tantra, energy is openness and all-
pervasiveness. It is constantly expanding. It is decentralized energy,
a sense of flood, ocean, outer space, the light of the sun and moon.



FIVE
Transmission

OuRrR NEXT TOPIC is the transmission of vajrayana teachings from
teacher to student. Before we can discuss transmission, however, it
seems necessary to go back a step and examine our level of sanity
and discipline. We need to examine what we have accomplished in
our relationship with the world. If we have not been able to make a
relationship with our suffering, frustrations, and neuroses, the
feasibility of transmission is remote, extremely remote, for we have
not even made a proper relationship with the most basic level of our
experience.

| could say to you, “Forget all that. Forget your pain and suffering;
it is going to be okay.” | could give you all kinds of antidotes:
tranquilizers, mantras, and tricks. | could say, “Soon you’ll feel good.
Soon you’ll forget your pain, and then you’ll be in a beautiful place.”
But that would be an enormous falsity, and in the long run, such an
approach is ungenerous and extremely destructive to the spiritual
path. It is like giving our children tranquilizers whenever they begin to
misbehave so that they will fall asleep. It saves us the trouble of
getting a baby-sitter and changing diapers, but the child becomes a
complete zombie. That is not the human thing to do, we must admit,
and giving someone a spiritual tranquilizer is just as primitive as that.
We suffer tremendously if we treat spirituality in that way, and we
have to pay for it later on. Enormous problems arise—both
resentment and discontent.

One approach that is used in presenting spirituality is to say that if
we have any questions, we should just forget them. We should
regard them as outside the circle of the spiritually initiated. We
should forget all our negativity: “Don’t ask any questions; just drop
them. It is important that you have hope, that you go beyond your
questions. Only if you accept the whole thing will you be saved.”



That strategy is used to take advantage of the sanity of human
beings—which is unlawful.

Jetsiin Milarepa (1040—1123). The chief disciple of Marpa, Milarepa is renowned for his
songs of devotion and realization. This statue was a shrine object of Gampopa, Milarepa’s
chief disciple.
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Someone may tell us that, if we commit ourselves to a particular
practice or path, within four weeks we are going to be okay; we are
going to be “high” forever. So we try it, and it works—but not forever.
After six weeks, at most, or perhaps after only ten days, we begin to
come down, and then we begin to panic and wonder what is going
on. Usually the most faithful students blame themselves, feeling they
have mismanaged the practice: “I must have some problem that |
haven’t cleared up yet. | must not have done my confession properly,
or given in properly.” But that is not the case at all. The problem is
the way they were indoctrinated into their spiritual practice.

We accept what is presented to us with an open mind, which is
beautiful, but then its truth does not hold up. Because of the basic
deception involved in our initiation, all sorts of holes begin to
develop. Unfortunately, we become the victims of those lies,
deceptions, or charlatanisms, and we feel the effects constantly, over
and over again.



So we have a problem with spiritual transmission, a problem of
how to get real transmission from a competent master into our
system. At this point, we are talking purely about the beginner’s level
and the preparations that might be needed in order for spiritual
transmission to occur in the very early stages. It is necessary for us
to sharpen our cynicism, to sharpen our whole critical attitude toward
what we are doing. That cynicism provides a basis for our study and
work. For instance, if we are building a bridge, we begin by
constructing the framework. It could be made of timber or iron rods,
but the skeleton must be built before we pour the concrete. That is
an example of the cynical approach. It is absolutely necessary to
have that kind of cynical attitude if we are going to build a bridge,
and it is necessary to be cynical in our approach to spirituality as
well.

We need to encourage an attitude of constant questioning, rather
than ignoring our intelligence, which is a genuine part of our potential
as students. If students were required to drop their questions, that
would create armies and armies of zombies—rows of jellyfish sitting
next to each other. But, to use a local expression, that is not so neat.
In fact, it is messy. Preparing a beautifully defined and critical
background for what we are doing to ourselves and what the
teaching is doing to us is absolutely important, absolutely important.
Without that critical background, we cannot develop even the
slightest notion or flavor of enlightenment.

Enlightenment is based on both prajna, or discriminating
awareness, and compassion. But without cynicism, we do not have
either. We do not have any compassion for ourselves because we
are looking for something outside of ourselves, and we want to find
the best way to get it. We also do not have any prajna, or clarity. We
become completely gullible, and we are liable to be sucked in
without any understanding, none whatsoever.

Transmission is like receiving a spiritual inheritance. In order to
inherit our spiritual discipline, in order to have a good inheritance, we
should become worthy vessels. In order to become worthy vessels,
we have to drop the attitude that we are going to be saved, that there
is going to be a magically painless operation, and that all we have to
do is pay the doctor’s fee. We have the notion that if we pay the



doctor, everything will be taken care of. We can just relax and let him
do what he wants. That attitude is simple-minded. It is absolutely
necessary to think twice. The questioning mind is absolutely
necessary; it is the basis of receiving transmission.

| am not stressing the importance of critical intelligence because
Buddhism is just now being introduced to America and the West. It is
not that | think students here might be more gullible. Buddhism is a
strong tradition that has existed for twenty-five hundred years, and
throughout the ages students have been given these same
instructions. Throughout the ages they have contributed their
neuroses and their mistakes to help shape the methods and means
of the Buddhist lineage. A learning process has been taking place for
twenty-five hundred years, in fact, even longer. And we have
inherited all of that experience. So this approach is ages old rather
than a sudden panic. It is an old way, very old and very traditional.

One of the responsibilities of the lineage holder is not to give an
inch, but to keep up the tradition. At this point, tradition does not
mean dressing up in robes and playing exotic music or having
dakinis dancing around us, or anything like that. Tradition is being
faithful to what we have been taught and to our own integrity. From
this point of view, tradition is being awake and open, welcoming but
at the same time stubborn.

According to tradition, the teacher should treat his students in this
stubborn way: He should require that his students practice properly,
in accordance with the tradition of the lineage. There are problems
when a teacher is too kind to students who do not belong to the
teacher’s race and upbringing. Some teachers from the East seem to
be excited by foreignness: “Wow! Finally we are going to teach the
aliens, the overseas people.” Because of this fascination and out of a
naive generosity, they make unnecessary concessions. Although
such teachers may be liberal enough to include Occidental students,
to take them to heart and be very kind to them, their extraordinary
kindness may be destructive.

Such teachers regard Westerners as an extraordinary species, as
if they came from the planet Mars: “Well, why don’t we teach them,
since we have a captive audience of living Martians here?” That
misunderstanding is an expression of limited vision, of failing to see



that the world is one world made up of human beings. A person who
lives on this earth needs food, shelter, clothing, a love affair, and so
on. We are all alike in that regard. Westerners do not need any
special treatment because they invented the airplane or electronics.
All human beings have the same psychology: They think in the same
way, and they have the same requirements as students. The
question is simply how one can teach students no matter where they
come from.

In that respect we can follow the example of the Buddha, who
presented the teachings to the Indians of his time in a universal
fashion. It is much more enlightened to view the world as one global
situation. Everybody is united: We are all samsaric people, and we
all have the potential to become enlightened as well. We do not have
to be particularly kind toward one part of the world or another, or for
that matter, aggressive toward one part of the world or another. We
are one world; we share one earth, one water, one fire, and one sun.

Wherever a student comes from, his or her attitude is very
important. To receive transmission, a student should be humble and
open but not wretched. Being humble in this case is being like a
teacup. If we are pouring a cup of tea, the cup could be said to be
humble. The cup has a sense of being in its own place. When we
pour tea into a cup, the cup is at a lower level and the pot is at a
higher level. This has nothing to do with spiritual trips, higher
consciousness, lower consciousness, or anything like that. We are
talking pragmatically. If we are going to pour tea into a cup, the cup
obviously should be lower than the pot. Otherwise we would be
unable to pour anything into it.

Water obviously has to flow down. It is very simple. Like a humble
cup, the student should feel fertiie and at the same time open.
Because tea is going to be poured into this particular cup, the cup
has a sense of open expectation. Why not? We are no longer
wretched people who are not up to the level of receiving teaching.
We are simply students who want to know, who want to learn and
receive instructions. Also, one cup is not necessarily better or more
valuable than another. It could be made out of many things—
ordinary clay, porcelain, gold, or silver—but it is still a cup as long as
it can hold water or tea.



To be a proper cup, we should be free from spiritual materialism,
thoroughly ripened, and brought to spiritual maturity so that
transmission can take place. Then, in our basic being, we feel the
quality of “cupness”; we feel our whole existence thirsting to receive
teaching. We are open to the teachings. That is the first step in
transmission: Like the cup, we are on a certain level of experience
that is not absolutely wretched or full of holes. We don’t feel that we
are deprived.

In fact, being a cup is an absolutely powerful thing: There is a
sense of pride. Because our cup has such a strong quality of
cupness, the teapot cannot help but fill it with knowledge or
teachings. The teacher cannot wait to pour into us. We are seducing
the teapot with our cupness: our pride, our self-existence, and our
sanity. Two magnetic processes are taking place: The cup is
magnetized by the teapot, and the teapot is equally magnetized by
the cup. A love affair takes place; a fascination takes place.

Transmission means the extension of spiritual wakefulness from
one person to someone else. Wakefulness is extended rather than
transferred. The teacher, or the transmitter, extends his own
inspiration rather than giving his experience away to somebody else
and becoming an empty balloon. The teacher is generating
wakefulness and inspiration constantly, without ever being depleted.
So for the student, transmission is like being charged with electricity.

Transmission also requires the dynamic expression of the
student’s own emotions. As students, our aggression, our lust, and
our stupidity are all included. According to vajrayana, everything we
can think of, including the emotions, is workable. In fact,
transmission cannot take place without emotions, because they are
part of the food of transmutation. And since they are so energetic
and powerful, we do not want to exclude any of them. As long as we
separate our philosophy and our concepts of morality from our
emotions, there is no problem. This does not mean that we should
be completely loose, seemingly free from philosophy, morality, and
ethics, but that self-existing ethics take place constantly. To receive
transmission it is absolutely necessary to be an ordinary human
being: confused, stupid, lustful, and angry. Without those emotional
qualities, we cannot receive transmission. They are absolutely



necessary. | do not think this is a particularly difficult requirement to
fulfill. Everybody seems to have a pretty juicy helping of them.

Our emotions are regarded as the wiring or electrical circuit that
receives transmission. We could say that we have three wires—one
for passion, one for aggression, and one for naiveté, ignorance, or
slothfulness. These three form a very busy electrical device that
would like to receive transmission. We are hungry for it; we are dying
for it. And on the other side, there is the electrical generator, which is
somewhat smug, knowing that it is ready to transmit at any time.

So we have a good machine and we are beautifully wired: now we
are just waiting for the generator to convey its charge—which in
Sanskrit is called abhisheka. Abhisheka literally means “sprinkling,”
or ‘“bathing,” or “anocintment.” It is a formal ceremony of
empowerment, a formal transmission from teacher to student.
Abhisheka cannot take place unless the necessary wiring has
already been set up, and to change our analogy slightly, abhisheka
cannot take place without a good electrician, the teacher, or guru,
who will know when to switch on the current.

In an abhisheka there is a sense of destruction, a sense of flow,
and a sense of fulfillment. Those three principles of abhisheka are
analogous to electricity in many ways: When we turn on a switch, the
first thing that happens is that the resistance to the current is
destroyed. Then, the current can flow through the circuit; and finally,
the electricity can fulfill its purpose. If we turn on a lamp, first the
electrical resistance is destroyed by turning on the switch, then the
electricity flows, and finally the lamp is lit. In the same way, in
receiving abhisheka, destruction comes first, right at the beginning.
Anything that is disorganized or confused, and any misconceptions
about receiving abhisheka, get destroyed on the spot—immediately.

According to the tantric tradition, it is better not to get into tantra,
but if we must get into it, we had better surrender. Having
surrendered, we must give up the idea of survival. Survival means
that we can still play our games, play our little tricks on the world. We
have our usual routines, the little gadgets that we play with, the little
colors that we pull out of our personality to make sure that we exist.
But in tantra, it is not possible to play any games. So at the
beginning it is necessary to give in completely. We have to surrender



to groundlessness: There is no ground for us to develop security. As
well we surrender to the fact that we cannot hold on to our ego,
which by innuendo means that we surrender to the enlightened state
of being. Then, actually, we do not have to do anything. Once we
open, we just open.

All that is part of the first principle of abhisheka: destruction. When
that first level of abhisheka takes place, it kills any unnecessary
germs in our system. At that point, we have no hopes of
manipulating anything at all. Then the flow of energy can take place.
And after that, there is fulfillment: we finally begin to see the reality of
what is possible in tantric experience. It is necessary for anyone
involved with the discipline of vajrayana to understand the three
principles of destruction, flow, and fulfilment. | am glad we could
discuss these principles publicly, so that you will have a chance
either to prepare yourselves or to run away. That creates a very
open situation.

The student always has a chance to run away. We seem to have
the concept that tantric discipline imposes itself on us, but what we
are discussing is entirely self-imposed. The student might freak out
at any time; he might feel weighted down, overclean, and overfilled.
But in order to receive transmission, he has to stay in his own place,
which is not particularly pleasurable.

To conclude, the role of guru in transmission is to electrify the
student’s vessel, so that it becomes clean and clear, free of all kinds
of materialistic germs, and then to pour the essence into it. And if he
is to be electrified at all, to be cleaned out and filled up, the student
must be waiting and ready. He has to be willing to be made into a
good vessel. As a good vessel, the student feels that he is opening
and taking part constantly. And as a good vessel, he could hold all
sorts of heavy-handed liquids. In a good vessel, we could drink
alcoholic beverages; that is, we could drink up dualistic thoughts. We
could drink the blood of ego, which is killed on the spot.



SIX

The Vajra Master

Many PeopLE have heard fascinating facts and figures about tantra,
exciting stories about the “sudden path.” Tantra may seem seductive
and appealing, particularly when it seems to coincide with modern
notions of efficiency and automation. If we ask people whether they
prefer to walk up the stairs or ride in an elevator, most people, if they
are not used to working hard, will say they prefer to ride in the
elevator. But that attitude is a problem in relating to tantra. If students
believe that tantra is supposed to be the quick path, then they think
they should get quick results. They do not want to waste their time.
Instead they want to get their money’s worth, so to speak, and
quickly become buddhas. They become impatient, and not only that,
they become cowardly. They do not want to face pain or problems,
because then they won’'t get quick results. With that attitude,
students have very little willingness to expose themselves and to
face the state of panic of the tantric practitioner.

The student of tantra should be in a constant state of panic. That
panic is electric and should be regarded as worthwhile. Panic serves
two purposes: It overcomes our sense of smugness and self-
satisfaction, and it sharpens our clarity enormously. It has been said
by Padma Karpo and other great tantric teachers that studying tantra
is like riding on a razor blade. Should we try to slide down the razor
blade or should we just try to sit still? If we know how to slide down
the razor blade, we might do it as easily as a child slides down a
banister; whereas if we do not know the nature of the blade and we
are just trying to prove our chauvinism, we might find ourselves cut
in two. So the more warnings that are given about tantra, the more
the student of tantra benefits. If the tantric master does not give
enough warnings, the student cannot develop any real



understanding of tantra at all, because he is not riding on the razor’s
edge.

Panic is the source of openness and the source of questions.
Panic is the source of open heart and open ground. Sudden panic
creates an enormous sense of fresh air, and that quality of openness
is exactly what tantra should create. If we are good tantra students,
we open ourselves each moment. We panic a thousand times a day,
108 times an hour. We open constantly and we panic constantly.
That ongoing panic points to the seriousness of the tantric path,
which is so overwhelmingly powerful and demanding that it is better
not to commit ourselves to it. But if we must get into it, we should
take it seriously—absolutely seriously.

It is possible that by following the tantric path we could develop
vajra indestructibility and a sudden realization of enlightenment. But
it is equally possible that we could develop an indestructible ego and
find ourselves burnt up, as if we were an overcooked steak. We
might find that we have become a little piece of charcoal. So there
are two different possibilities: We could discover our inherent vajra
nature, or we could become a piece of charcoal.

There is also a price on the head of the teacher. Those masters
and teachers of tantra who teach students at the wrong time, who
choose the wrong moment or say the wrong thing, or who are not
able to experience accurately what is taking place may be
condemned. They too may be reduced into pieces of charcoal. Such
mistakes in teaching are called the offense of sang drok (gsang
sgrogs), which means declaring the secret at the wrong time. So
there is a type of security system that has been set up in the
vajrayana world.

If teachers feel that they can go outside the law, so to speak,
outside the boundaries, or if they feel that they no longer need to
commit themselves to the practice, they can be punished along with
their students. It is because of this security system that the lineage of
great tantric teachers has continued without interruption up to the
present day. Everyone in the tantric lineage has panicked: The
teachers have panicked and the students have panicked. Because of
that healthy situation of panic, the tantric lineage has developed
beautifully, smoothly, and healthily. Nobody has made mistakes. If



anybody did make a mistake, he just vanished and became a piece
of charcoal. Those who survived, both students and teachers, are
those who developed vajra nature. Because of that they survived.

We might wonder why the vajrayana is kept secret at all. What is
this famous tantric secret? The secret is not particularly exotic. It is
not anything special. It simply refers to what we discover when we
begin to play with the cosmos, the energy of the universe. As
children we know that if we touch a naked wire we get a shock; we
learn that by playing with our world. If we speed in our motorcar we
will crash. We know that much. Here we are talking about the
spiritual equivalent of that knowledge, which is a hundred times
worse or a hundred times more powerful, depending upon how we
would like to put it. We are talking about the energy that exists in the
world. We first have a glimpse of that energy, we get completely
fascinated by it, and then we begin to play with it. We are asking for
trouble, as any sensible person would tell us.

This warning has been given hundreds of times: “Don’t get into
tantra just like that. Start with hinayana, graduate to mahayana, and
then you can become a tantric practitioner. If you have already done
your homework and finished your basic training, then you can
become a tantric practitioner. But even then, it is still dangerous.”
That has been said many hundreds of times. Every book written on
tantra, every commentary, every tantric text that has been recorded
in the history of the cosmos, begins with that warning: “Be careful;
think twice; pay respect; don't just take this carelessly—be careful.”
But interestingly enough, the more you put students off, the more
interested they become.

The energy and power that exist in the tantric world are not
different from what exists in the ordinary world. It is not that we
suddenly wake up to a magical world. It is rather that developing a
certain sensitivity exposes us to a different state of being. Often
people who have taken hallucinogenic drugs claim that they have
had a tantric experience, or people who have experienced extreme
psychological depression or excitement claim that they have seen
the tantric world. Those claims are somewhat suspicious.

When we talk about the tantric world, we are talking about this
visual, auditory, sensory world, which has not been explored or



looked at properly. Nobody has bothered to actually experience it.
People just take it for granted. We may have been interested in our
world when we were little children, but then we were taught how to
handle it by our parents. Our parents already had developed a
system to deal with the world and to shield themselves from it at the
same time. As we accepted that system, we lost contact with the
world. We lost the freshness and curiosity of our infancy a long time
ago. And now, although the world is full of all kinds of things, we find
that in communicating with the world we are somewhat numb. There
is numbness in our sight, numbness in our hearing, numbness in all
our senses. It is as though we had been drugged. The reality of the
world—the brilliance of red, the brightness of turquoise, the majesty
of yellow, and the fantastic quality of green—has not been seen
properly. We have been indoctrinated, or we have indoctrinated
ourselves. A state of nhumbness had developed, and we are not
seeing our world properly.

The point of tantra is to reintroduce the world to us. Having
developed a calmness of mind already in our practice of meditation,
we can begin to re-view the world. We rediscover the world that
exists around us, and we begin to find that this world is fabulous and
fantastic. All kinds of exciting things are happening. Even people
working nine-to-five jobs might find that their everyday life becomes
fantastic. Every day is a different day rather than the same old thing.

The tantric approach to relating with the world is resharpening and
reopening ourselves so that we are able to perceive our cosmos
properly, thoroughly. We are keenly interested in and fascinated by
the world. If we see a green light as we are driving, and it turns to
amber and then red, it is fantastic. There is a world of self-existing
messages and symbolism. For example, everybody dresses in his
own colors and his own style of clothing. Some people decide to
wear shirts and some people decide not to, but everybody wears a
bottom part. Everybody has his own kind of hairdo. Some people
wear glasses, and some do not. Everything makes sense. That is the
whole point, that things make sense in their own right. Such truth
does not have to be written in books—it is self-existing.

This may sound fantastic and enormously entertaining, but there is
a catch. Along with that magic there is a naked sort of electricity.



Once we are fascinated by this world and see the world without any
filter or screen, then we are relating to the world so directly that it is
as though we had no skin on our body. Experience becomes so
intimate and so personal that it actually burns us or freezes us. It is
not just that the world is becoming open to us, but we are shedding
our skin as well. We may become extremely sensitive and jumpy
people, and it is possible that we may panic more; we may react
even more intensely. For instance, if we become too involved in the
brightness of red, it could become poisonous. It is even possible that
we could kill ourselves—cut our own throats.

The world is so magical that it gives us a direct shock. It is not like
sitting back in our theater chair and being entertained by the
fabulous world happening on the screen. It does not work that way.
Instead it is a mutual process of opening between the practitioner
and the world. Therefore tantra is very dangerous. It is electric and at
the same time extremely naked. There is no place for our suit of
armor. There is no time to insulate ourselves. Everything is too
immediate. Our suit of armor is punctured from both outside and
inside at once. Such nakedness and such openness reveal the
cosmos in an entirely different way. It may be fantastic, but at the
same time, it is very dangerous.

In addition to ourselves and the world, there is also a third element
involved: the teacher who talks to us and introduces to us the
possibility of such a true world. In the discipline of hinayana we
relate to the teacher as a wise man who gives us constant instruction
and guides us precisely. The relationship between teacher and
student is very simple and clean-cut. In the discipline of mahayana,
we regard the teacher as a kalyanamitra or spiritual friend who works
with us and relates to us as a friend. He guides us through the
dangerous and the luxurious parts of the path; he tells us when to
relax and when to exert ourselves, and he teaches the disciplines of
helping others. In the discipline of vajrayana, the relationship
between teacher and student is much more vigorous and highly
meaningful. It is more personal and magical than consulting a sage
or, for that matter, consulting a spiritual friend.

The vajrayana teacher is referred to as the vajra master. The vajra
master is electric and naked. He holds a scepter in his hand, called a



vajra, which symbolizes a thunderbolt. The teacher holds the power
to conduct lightning with his hand. By means of the vajra he can
transmit that electricity to us. If the cosmos and the student are not
connecting properly, the vajra master can respark the connection. In
this sense the teacher has a great deal of power over us, but not
such that he can become an egomaniac. Rather, the teacher is a
spokesman who reintroduces the world to us: he reintroduces us to
our world.

The vajra master is like a magician in the sense that he has
access to the cosmic world and can work with it, but not in the sense
that he can turn earth into fire, or fire into water, just like that. The
vajra master has to work with the actual functions of the universe.
We could say that the cosmos contains a lot of magic, and because
the vajra master has some connection with the world and the
happenings of the world, there is magic already. Therefore, the vajra
master could be considered a supervisor of magic rather than a
magician.

Relating with the vajra master is extremely powerful and
somewhat dangerous at this point. The vajra master is capable of
transmitting the vajra spiritual energy to us, but at the same time, he
is also capable of destroying us if our direction is completely wrong.
Tantra means continuity, but one of the principles of tantric discipline
is that continuity can only exist if there is something genuine to
continue. If we are not genuine, then our continuity can be canceled
by the vajra master. So we do not regard our teacher in the
vajrayana as a savior or as a deity who automatically will give us
whatever we want.

The vajra master could be quite heavy-handed; however, he does
not just play tricks on us whenever he finds a weak point. He
conducts himself according to the tradition and the discipline: He
touches us, he smells us, he looks at us, and he listens to our
heartbeat. It is a very definite, deliberate process done according to
the tradition of the lineage. That process—when the vajra master
looks at us, when he listens to us, when he feels us, and when he
touches us—is known as abhisheka or empowerment.

Abhisheka is sometimes translated as “initiation,” but that does not
actually convey the proper meaning. As we discussed earlier,



abhisheka is a Sanskrit word that literally means “anointment.” It is
the idea of being bathed in holy water that is blessed by the teacher
and the mandala around the teacher. However, abhisheka is not an
initiation or rite of passage in which we are accepted as a member of
the tribe if we pass certain tests. In fact, it is entirely different. The
vajra master empowers us and we receive that power, depending
both on our own capability and the capability of the teacher.
Therefore the term “empowerment” is more appropriate than
“initiation,” because there is no tribe into which we are initiated.
There is no close circle; rather, we are introduced to the universe.
We cannot say that the universe is a big tribe or a big ego; the
universe is open space. So the teacher empowers us to encounter
our enlarged universe. At this point the teacher acts as a lightning
rod. We could be shocked or devastated by the electricity he
transmits to us, but it is also possible that we could be saved by
having such an electric conductor.

In the vajrayana, it is absolutely necessary to have a teacher and
to trust in the teacher. The teacher or vajra master is the only
embodiment of the transmission of energy. Without such a teacher
we cannot experience the world properly and thoroughly. WWe cannot
just read a few books on tantra and try to figure it out for ourselves.
Somehow that does not work. Tantra has to be transmitted to the
student as a living experience. The tantric system of working with the
world and the energy of tantra have to be transmitted or handed
down directly from teacher to student. In that way the teachings
become real and obvious and precise.

A direct relationship between teacher and student is essential in
vajrayana Buddhism. People cannot even begin to practice tantra
without making some connection with their teacher, their vajra,
indestructible, master. Such a teacher cannot be some abstract
cosmic figure. He has to be somebody who has gone through the
whole process himsel—somebody who has been both a panicking
student and a panicking teacher.

We could say that the vajra master exists because he is free from
karma, but that through his compassion such a teacher establishes a
relative link to his world. However, in a sense no one is actually free
from karma, not even the enlightened buddhas. The buddhas are not



going to retire from their buddhahood to some heavenly realm. They
have to help us; they have to work with us. That is their karma and
our karma as well.

That is one of the interesting differences between the theistic and
the nontheistic approach. In the theistic approach, when we retire
from this world, we go to heaven. Once we are in heaven we do not
have anything to do with the world. We have no obligations, and we
can be happy ever after. But in the nontheistic tradition, even if we
attain the state of liberation or openness, we still have debts,
because the rest of our brothers and sisters in the world are still in
trouble. We have to come back. We can'’t just hang out in nirvana.

So the vajra master is a human being, someone who has a karmic
debt to pay as a result of the intensity of his compassion. The
dharma cannot be transmitted from the sun or the moon or the stars.
The dharma can only be transmitted properly from human to human.
So there is a need for a vajra master who has tremendous power—
power over us, power over the cosmos, and power over himself—
and who has also been warned that if he misdirects his energy he
will be cut down and reduced into a little piece of charcoal.

It is extremely important to have a living vajra master, someone
who personally experiences our pain and our pleasure. We have to
have a sense of fear and respect that we are connecting and
communicating directly with tantra. Making that connection is a very
special thing. It is extremely difficult to find a true tantric situation and
to meet a true tantric master. Becoming a true tantric student is also
very difficult. It is very difficult to find the real thing.



SEVEN
Visualization

IN TANTRA THERE is a sense of continuity, there is a sense of
existence, and there is a sense of reality. If we are deeply involved in
our experience, then there is a total and profound sense of
experiencing reality. Whereas if we have a halfhearted approach to
experience, then obviously we get halfhearted results in
understanding reality. The tantric approach is complete involvement,
which begins with a basic sense of being grounded: in our body, in
our house, in our country, on this planet Earth. We are not talking
about taking trips to Mars or Jupiter or even to the moon. We are
working right here, on this planet Earth. Whether we like it or not, we
are here and we have to face that.

This suggestion might seem rather depressing, if we do not want
to keep relating with the earth. Of course, the earth has been
glorified by descriptions of its beauty: the beautiful flowers and
greenery that the earth nurtures, the waterfalls and rivers and
fantastic mountains that the earth has provided. But apart from that,
the earth seems to be rather hopeless. It is just a solid lump of rock.

We may try to cheer ourselves up by saying: “Wow! Fantastic! |
took a trip to the Himalayas and | saw the beautiful mountains of
Kanchenjunga and Mount Kailasa.” Or we may say: “l saw the Rocky
Mountains. | saw the Grand Canyon. Great!” Such remarks are just
comic relief. In fact we feel that we are stuck with this earth, and
therefore we should glorify it; we should appreciate it. But deep in
our hearts, we would like to take off. We would like to fly away into
the cosmos, into outer space. We really would like to do that. In
particular, anyone seeking spiritual materialism or spiritual
entertainment feels that way: “Wouldn’t it be much better if we could
leave this earth, our home ground, if we could swim across the
galaxies of stars? We could feel the cosmos bubbling, and we could



dance in the darkness, and occasionally we would relate with the
sun or the planets.” The problem with that approach is that we want
to neglect our home ground and the familiarity of our highways, our
plastic world, our pollution, and all the mundane happenings in our
lives. But they are all part of the adornment of living on this earth—
whether we like it or not.



Chakrasamvara and Vajravarahi. Two of the principal yidams, or “personal deities,” of the
Kagyti school of Tibetan Buddhism, used in tantric visualization practice. This statue was a
shrine object of Naropa, Marpa’s guru.

PHOTO BY GEORGE HOLMES AND BLAIR HANSEN.

What is familiar becomes a part of tantric study, because it is basic
to our state of being. Our state of being is grounded in a sense of
continual experience, a sense of continual landmarks of all kinds.
For instance, our body is a landmark. It marks the fact that we were
born on this earth. We do not have to refer back to our birth
certificate to make sure that we were born. We know that we are
here, our name is such-and-such, our parents are so-and-so. We
were born in Louisiana, Texas, Colorado, New York City, Great Neck,
or wherever. We were born, and we were raised in our hometown.
We went to school and studied and did our homework. We related
with other people: We began to play and to fight with the other
students, and we began to develop into real boys or girls. Eventually
we went to a bigger school, called a university. Then we really began
to grow up: We began to take part in politics and philosophy and to
experiment with life. We developed opinions of all kinds. Finally we
grew up and became men and women—real individuals. Now we are
people of the world. As grownups, we might be looking for marriage
partners or business contacts, or we might be dropping out of the
world and becoming free spokesmen, who do not believe in this



crazy society. In any case, as men and women of the world, we
make our statements; we develop our philosophy. In tantric
language, that experience is called samaya.

Samaya is a basic term in the language of tantra. The Tibetan
translation, tamtsik (dam tshig), literally means “sacred word.” The
fact of life, the actual experience of life, is samaya. Whatever we
decide to do, all the trips we go through, all the ways we try to
become an individual are personal experience. Fighting for personal
rights of all kinds, falling in love or leaving our lover, relating with our
parents, making political commitments, relating with our job or our
church—all these things are the expression of samaya.

At a certain point in our life, we begin to live on our own. We may
try to reject any interdependence as fast and as hard as we can.
Although it is impossible to be completely independent, we still try to
be so. We try to get any factors out of our system that seem to bind
us. We feel that we have been imprisoned by our parents, by society,
by the economy, or by our religion. So we try to get out of those
prisons and we try to get into expressing our personal freedom. On
the other hand, rather than rebelling, we might choose to get into a
certain church or a particular social environment based on a sense
of our own personal choice. That could also express our freedom,
because we were never told to do that—we just decided personally
to do it. When we commit ourselves to the world, whether as a
reaction to constraints or as a decision to get into something new,
that is called samaya, sacred word, or sacred vow.

Whether we are pushed, and we begin to give in and then slowly
we get into the system, or whether we are pushed and we reject the
system completely, that is an expression of independence in our
personal mental functioning. Any move we make to join a society,
organization, or church is based on our own personal experience
rather than just tradition or history. On the other hand, breaking away
from anything that we feel entraps us is also based on personal
experience. Therefore, the commitments and choices that we make
are called sacred word, or sacred bondage—which are saying the
same thing. Samaya can be interpreted as sacred bondage,
although literally it means sacred word, because we are bound by
certain norms, certain processes that organize our experience.



When we accept those boundaries as our own, that is the sacred
bondage of samaya.

In the tantric practice of visualization, we visualize what is known
as the samayasattva. Sattva literally means “being,” “individual,” or
‘person.” Samaya, as we discussed, means acknowledging
connections and being willing to bow down to the experience of life.
Sattva is the being who experiences the situation of samaya. So in
visualizing the samayasattva we are acknowledging our experience
of life and our willingness to commit ourselves to it. We acknowledge
that we are willing to enter fully into life.

Visualization is a central practice of tantra. It not only
encompasses visual perception, but it is also a way of relating with
all sense perceptions—visual, auditory, tactile, mental—with the
entire range of sensory experience, all at the same time. As well, it
should be obvious from our discussion of samaya that visualization
is a way of relating to our state of mind and a way of working with
our experience.

In order to begin the tantric practice of visualization, we must have
gone through the disciplines of hinayana and mahayana already, and
we must have done preliminary vajrayana practices as well. Then
when we receive abhisheka, we are given a deity to visualize, a
samayasattva connected with our own makeup, our basic being.
Whether we are an intellectual person, or an aggressive person, or a
passionate person, or whatever we are, in accordance with our
particular qualities, a certain deity is given to us by our vajra master,
who knows us personally and is familiar with our particular style. The
deity that we visualize or identify with is part of our makeup. We may
be outrageously aggressive, outrageously passionate, outrageously
proud, outrageously ignorant, or outrageously lustful—whatever our
basic makeup may be, that complex of emotions is connected with
enlightenment. None of those qualities or emotional styles are
regarded as obstacles. They are related with our personal
experience of a sense of being, a sense of existence. If we must
exist in lust, let us abide in our lust; if we must exist in anger, let us
abide in our anger. Let us live in our anger. Let us do it. Let us be
that way.



Therefore, we visualize a deity that is connected with our own
particular qualities and our commitment to ourselves and to our
experience. Having visualized that deity, called the samayasattva of
our basic being, then we invite what is known as the jnanasattva.
The jnanasattva is another being or level of experience that we are
inviting into our system; however, it is nothing particularly
extraordinary or fantastic. Jnana is a state of wakefulness or
openness, whereas samaya is an experience of bondage, or being
solidly grounded in our experience. The samayasattva is basically at
the level of body and speech, whereas the jnanasattva is an
awakening quality that comes from beyond that level. Jnanasattva is
the quality of openness or a sense of cosmic principle. At the same
time, jnana is a fundamentally cynical attitude toward life, which is
also a humorous attitude.

In this case humor does not mean being nasty or making fun of
people. Instead it is constantly being fascinated and amused in a
positive sense. We may be amused at how somebody eats his
spaghetti. He does it in such a personal way, and the way he eats
his spaghetti seems to be very healthy and, at the same time,
humorous. It is not that the person is funny in a cheap sense, but
that the person has the courage to eat his spaghetti in a direct and
beautiful way. He actually tastes the spaghetti, and he uses it
properly, productively. There is a sense of healthiness in seeing that
person handle his universe properly.

Jnana is experiencing a feeling of humor and fascination about
everything and realizing that everything is being handled properly—
even on the inanimate level. Flowers grow, rocks sit, pine trees are
there. These things are unique, personal, and very real. So the
humor of jnana is entirely different from the basic bondage of
samaya. With jnana there is a real feeling of upliftedness and
appreciation. When we see somebody doing something, we
appreciate that he is not just conducting his affairs, but he conducts
them fully, artfully, and humorously.

Jnana literally means “wisdom” or, more accurately, “being wise.”
Wisdom implies an entity, a body of wisdom that we could learn or
experience, such as “the wisdom of the ages.” But jnana is the state
of being wise, a spontaneous and personal state of experience. In



the term jnanasattva, jnana is this state of wisdom, and sattva again
is “being.” But in this case saftva expresses the sense of being at a
humorous and open level.

The goal in all tantric traditions is to bring together the lofty idea,
the jnanasattva of humor and openness, with the samayasattva,
which is the bodily or physical orientation of existence. The practice
of visualization is connected with that process of combining the
jnanasattva and the samayasattva. In a sense, the level of
jnanasattva is free from visualization. We do not have to visualize
jnanasattvas as such: They just come along. They just float down
from the sky and join our own cluttered and clumsy visualization;
they simply dissolve into our clutteredness.



EIGHT

Body, Speech, and Mind

AN IMPORTANT PRINCIPLE in the tantric tradition is the role of body,
speech, and mind in our relationship with the cosmos or the world.
The vajrayana teachings place great importance on these principles.
In fact, the notion of vajra nature is developing vajra—indestructible
—body, vajra speech, and vajra mind. We all have certain ideas
about what body is, what speech is, and what mind is, but we should
examine the tantric understanding, which could be quite different
from our ordinary associations.

The sensory world of the body obviously includes shapes, colors,
and sounds. That is quite simple. We all know that. At the same
time, the body has a divine or transcendental aspect. There is a
transcendental aspect because bodies are not really bodies, shapes
are not really shapes, and sounds, sights, colors, and touchable
objects are not really there. At the same time they are actually there.
That kind of phenomenal play between existence and nonexistence
takes place all the time, and we are pushed back and forth. In
general, either we say that we are not there and we hold on to that
particular metaphysical argument, or else we say that we are there
and we try to hold on to that metaphysical standpoint. But in tantra
we cannot hold on to either of those views. We cannot hold on to any
of our sense perceptions or experiences.

Things are there because they are not there—otherwise they
could not exist. They are there because they are dependent on their
nonexistence. Things cannot exist unless they can not-exist. A white
poodle crossing the highway is not a white poodle, because her
whiteness depends on blackness. Therefore the white poodle is a
white poodle, because the whiteness depends on blackness. A white
poodle crossing the highway is definitely a white poodle because she
is not a black poodle. At the same time there is no highway. It is very



simple logic; in fact it is simple-minded: The crescent moon is a
crescent moon because it is not a full moon. But on the basis of that
very simple logic we can build fascinating and sophisticated logic: |
exist because | do not exist; you exist because you do not exist; |
exist and you exist because | do not exist; and you and | exist
because we do not exist. To understand that type of logic requires
training, but it is actually true. Once we look into that system of
thinking, the sun is black because it is bright, daytime is nighttime
because it is daytime, and so forth.

The experience of body or shape or form is usually such a hassle
for us that we cannot solve problems of logic. At the tantric level, the
logic of believing in being or form, believing in the actuality of
physically existing here right now—I have my body and | am fat or |
am thin—begins to become a problem, and at the same time, it
becomes a source of study. The body exists because of its
bodyness. That might be our psychological attitude. But when we
again ask what bodyness is, we discover it is nonbodyness. We
cannot find an answer, because answers always run out. That is
both the problem and the promise.

The vajra mandala of body refers to that back-and-forth play:
Things are seemingly there, but at the same time they are
questionable. That play gives us enormous ground to work with. We
do not have to work our hearts and brains to their extreme limits so
that we finally become mad professors of tantra. Instead we can
work and relate with that play of experience. At the level of the vajra
mandala of body, our experience of the world becomes entirely
phenomenological. It is a much more personal experience than even
existentialists talk about. It is entirely phenomenological, and yet it
transcends the notion of phenomenological experience, because the
phenomena do not actually exist.

Next is the role of speech. We are considering speech from the
same phenomenological perspective as body. We are taking the
same logical stance, but we are approaching our experience from a
slightly different angle. At the level of speech, there is much more
movement, much more shiftiness and dancelike quality than in our
experience of the body. The vajra mandala of speech refers to the
mandala of letters, which are traditionally seen as symbols and seed



syllables. Relating to the mandala of letters does not mean being
literate, or being an educated person. Instead it is the notion of
seeing the world in terms of letters: A-B-C-D. The phenomenal world
actually spells itself out in letters and even sentences that we read,
or experience.

Through the mandala of speech, the world is seen as a world of
syllables, a world of letters. My friend is made out of A. My lover is
made out of B-X. My sister is made out of B-B. My brother is made
out of B-A. Everybody has his own symbol. Everything stands for its
own point of reference, which we can read. But at the same time it is
a subtle language. Today is a B-day because the sun is shining and
it is hot. Tomorrow might be an X-day if it is raining. The next day
might be a Y-day if it is partly cloudy and partly clear. Or, today is an
extremely K-day because it is so cold and snowy. Hopefully
tomorrow will be an N-day, which is partially warm and partially cold.
The entire world, every experience, is made out of letters from that
point of view. According to tantric Sanskrit literature, the world is
made up of fourteen vowels and thirty-three consonants. But we
have to have a personal experience of that.

Understanding the mandala of speech is basic to how we raise
children. From the beginning of their infancy, children begin to read
us. They read mommy, they read daddy, and they read how we
handle ourselves. They read us opening a bottle or a can. They read
how we undo a box of chocolates. They can read the world in the
same way that we do. The whole process starts right at the
beginning, in infancy. We were all children once upon a time. In fact
we still may be children in some sense, because we are all learning
to read the world. We learn to read books; we learn to read
highways; we learn to read motorcars; we learn to read our own
minds. Reading takes place constantly. Because we read a face, the
next time we see someone we recognize that person; because they
also read us, they know who we are as well. In the same way that
we read books, we read each other. We read constantly.

But a problem occurs when we do not have any new reading
material and when the reading material that we already have has
been memorized by heart. When something is interesting or
challenging to us, we don't just skip over it quickly; we pause to read



carefully. But when we find that we are reading something familiar,
we are dying to get on to the next paragraph, and we rush. We are
constantly looking for entertainment. We don’t really want to read the
pages of life properly and we panic; we actually panic tremendously.
From the tantric perspective, that panic is called neurosis. We run
out of reading material and we panic. Or we begin to find spelling
mistakes. When we finally become smart enough to notice them, we
cease to take a humorous attitude and we begin to panic. We begin
to criticize the editor of the journal of the world.

On the spiritual level, when people experience the neurosis of
speech, sometimes they think they have opened their sound
chakras: “Now | can be verbose and accurate in what | have to say,
and | can speak very fast.” But there is some kind of problem with
that approach; it is actually a reading impediment. When somebody
has opened his sound chakra, he does not have to speak so fast. He
does not have to write poetry suddenly or become a completely
verbose person. There is something fishy about that, something
sacrilegious. That is disregarding the world-mandala of letters and
syllables.

Next is the level of mind. Mind in this case is very simple; in fact, it
is simple-mindedness. We are not talking about the mind that thinks,
but the mind that feels in a haphazard way. Such mind does not
depend on whether we are educated or not. We are simply talking
about the mind that feels different things in different ways. On the
naive or ignorant level, the functioning of mind brings an experience
of nonexistence in the negative sense. We are afraid, and we do not
have enough guts to realize that the phenomenal world is magical.
At the tantric level, the positive experience of nonexistence comes
about when the mind is completely turned into the magical
possibilities of life. At the level of the vajra mandala of mind,
subconscious gossip, or the continual background chatter and
ongoing commentary of our thoughts, is completely cut through.
Mind is completely open. This vajra experience of mind creates a
continuous celebration in dealing with life directly and simply. At the
vajra level of mind, every situation takes place very simply, on its
own, and mind relates with whatever arises quite simply.



NINE

The Five Buddha Families

TANTRA 1S extraordinarily special, and extremely real and personal.
The question in this chapter is how to relate our own ordinary
existence or daily situation to tantric consciousness. The tantric
approach is not just to make sweeping statements about reality and
to create calmness and a meditative state. It is more than learning to
be creative and contemplative. In tantra we relate with the details of
our everyday life according to our own particular makeup. It is a real
and personal experience. But in order to relate to our lives in the
tantric fashion, there are certain technical details of tantric
experience that we have to understand.

The tantric discipline of relating to life is based on what are known
as the five buddha principles, or the five buddha families. These
principles are traditionally known as families because they are an
extension of ourselves in the same way that our blood relations are
an extension of us: we have our daddy, we have our mommy, we
have our sisters and brothers, and they are all part of our family. But
we could also say that these relatives are principles: our
motherness, our fatherness, our sisterness, our brotherness, and our
me-ness are experienced as definite principles that have distinct
characteristics. In the same way, the tantric tradition speaks of five
families: five principles, categories, or possibilities.

Those five principles or buddha families are called vajra, ratna,
padma, karma, and buddha. They are quite ordinary. There is
nothing divine or extraordinary about them. The basic point is that at
the tantric level people are divided into particular types: vajra, ratna,
padma, karma, and buddha. We constantly come across members
of every one of the five families—people who are partially or
completely one of those five. We find such people all through life,
and every one of them is a fertile person, a workable person who



could be related with directly and personally. So, from the tantric
point of view, by relating directly with all the different people we
encounter, we are actually relating with different styles of
enlightenment.



Vajra and ghanta (bell).
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The buddha family, or families, associated with a person describes
his or her fundamental style, that person’s intrinsic perspective or
stance in perceiving the world and working with it. Each family is
associated with both a neurotic and an enlightened style. The
neurotic expression of any buddha family can be transmuted into its
wisdom or enlightened aspect. As well as describing people’s styles,
the buddha families are also associated with colors, elements,
landscapes, directions, seasons—with any aspect of the
phenomenal world.

The first buddha family is the vajra family, which literally means the
family of sharpness, crystallization, and indestructibility. The term
vajra is superficially translated as “diamond,” but that is not quite
accurate. Traditionally, vajra is a celestial precious stone that cuts
through any other solid object. So it is more than a diamond; it is
complete indestructibility. The vajra family is symbolized by the vajra
scepter, or dorje in Tibetan. This vajra scepter or superdiamond has
five prongs, which represent relating to the five emotions:
aggression, pride, passion, jealousy, and ignorance. The sharp
edges or prongs of the vajra represent cutting through any neurotic
emotional tendencies; they also represent the sharp quality of being
aware of many possible perspectives. The indestructible vajra is said



to be like a heap of razor blades: if we naively try to hold it or touch
it, there are all kinds of sharp edges that are both cutting and
penetrating. The notion here is that vajra corrects or remedies any
neurotic distortion in a precise and sharp way.

In the ordinary world, the experience of vajra is perhaps not as
extreme as holding razor blades in our hand, but at the same time, it
is penetrating and very personal. It is like a sharp, cutting, biting-cold
winter. Each time we expose ourselves to the open air, we get
frostbite instantly. Intellectually vajra is very sharp. All the intellectual
traditions belong to this family. A person in the vajra family knows
how to evaluate logically the arguments that are used to explain
experience. He can tell whether the logic is true or false. Vajra family
intellect also has a sense of constant openness and perspective. For
instance, a vajra person could view a crystal ball from hundreds of
perspectives, according to where it was placed, the way it was
perceived, the distance from which he was looking at it, and so forth.
The intellect of the vajra family is not just encyclopedic; it is
sharpness, directness, and awareness of perspectives. Such
indestructibility and sharpness are very personal and very real.

The neurotic expression of vajra is associated with anger and
intellectual fixation. If we become fixated on a particular logic, the
sharpness of vajra can become rigidity. We become possessive of
our insight, rather than having a sense of open perspective. The
anger of vajra neurosis could be pure aggression or also a sense of
uptightness because we are so attached to our sharpness of mind.
Vajra is also associated with the element of water. Cloudy, turbulent
water symbolizes the defensive and aggressive nature of anger,
while clear water suggests the sharp, precise, clear reflectiveness of
vajra wisdom. In fact, vajra wisdom is traditionally called the
mirrorlike wisdom, which evokes this image of a calm pond or
reflecting pool.

Incidentally, the use of the term vajra in such words as vajrayana,
vajra master, and vajra pride does not refer to this particular buddha
family, but simply expresses basic indestructibility.

The next buddha family is ratna. Ratna is a personal and real
sense of expanding ourselves and enriching our environment. It is
expansion, enrichment, plentifulness. Such plentifulness could also



have problems and weaknesses. In the neurotic sense, the richness
of ratha manifests as being completely fat, or extraordinarily
ostentatious, beyond the limits of our sanity. We expand constantly,
open heedlessly, and indulge ourselves to the level of insanity. It is
like swimming in a dense lake of honey and butter. When we coat
ourselves in this mixture of butter and honey, it is very difficult to
remove. We cannot just remove it by wiping it off, but we have to
apply all kinds of cleaning agents, such as cleanser and soap, to
loosen its grasp.

In the positive expression of the ratna family, the principle of
richness is extraordinary. We feel very rich and plentiful, and we
extend ourselves to our world personally, directly, emotionally,
psychologically, even spiritually. We are extending constantly,
expanding like a flood or an earthquake. There is a sense of
spreading, shaking the earth, and creating more and more cracks in
it. That is the powerful expansiveness of ratna.

The enlightened expression of ratna is called the wisdom of
equanimity, because ratna can include everything in its expansive
environment. Thus ratna is associated with the element of earth. It is
like a rotting log that makes itself at home in the country. Such a log
does not want to leave its home ground. It would like to stay, but at
the same time, it grows all kinds of mushrooms and plants and
allows animals to nest in it. That lazy settling down and making
ourselves at home, and inviting other people to come in and rest as
well, is ratna.

The next family is padma, which literally means “lotus flower.” The
symbol of the enlightened padma family is the lotus, which grows
and blooms in the mud, yet still comes out pure and clean, virginal
and clear. Padma neurosis is connected with passion, a grasping
quality and a desire to possess. We are completely wrapped up in
desire and want only to seduce the world, without concern for real
communication. We could be a hustler or an advertiser, but basically,
we are like a peacock. In fact, Amitabha Buddha, the buddha of the
padma family, traditionally sits on a peacock, which represents
subjugating padma neurosis. A person with padma neurosis speaks
gently, fantastically gently, and he or she is seemingly very sexy,
kind, magnificent, and completely accommodating: “If you hurt me,



that’s fine. That is part of our love affair. Come toward me.” Such
padma seduction sometimes becomes excessive and sometimes
becomes compassionate, depending on how we work with it.

Padma is connected with the element of fire. In the confused state,
fire does not distinguish among the things it grasps, burns, and
destroys. But in the awakened state, the heat of passion is
transmuted into the warmth of compassion. When padma neurosis is
transmuted, it becomes fantastically precise and aware; it turns into
tremendous interest and inquisitiveness. Everything is seen in its
own distinct way, with its own particular qualities and characteristics.
Thus the wisdom of padma is called discriminating-awareness
wisdom.

The genuine character of padma seduction is real openness, a
willingness to demonstrate what we have and what we are to the
phenomenal world. What we bring to the world is a sense of
pleasure, a sense of promise. In whatever we experience, we begin
to feel that there is lots of promise. We constantly experience a
sense of magnetization and spontaneous hospitality.

This quality of padma is like bathing in perfume or jasmine tea.
Each time we bathe, we feel refreshed, fantastic. It feels good to be
magnetized. The sweet air is fantastic and the hospitality of our host
is magnificent. We eat the good food provided by our host, which is
delicious, but not too filling. We live in a world of honey and milk, in a
very delicate sense, unlike the rich but heavy experience of the ratna
family. Fantastic! Even our bread is scented with all kinds of
delicious smells. Our ice cream is colored by beautiful pink lotus-like
colors. We cannot wait to eat. Sweet music is playing in the
background constantly. When there is no music, we listen to the
whistling of the wind around our padma environment, and it becomes
beautiful music as well. Even though we are not musicians, we
compose all kinds of music. We wish we were a poet or a fantastic
lover.

The next family is the karma family, which is a different kettle of
fish. In this case we are not talking about karmic debts, or karmic
consequences; karma in this case simply means “action.” The
neurotic quality of action or activity is connected with jealousy,
comparison, and envy. The enlightened aspect of karma is called the



wisdom of all-accomplishing action. It is the transcendental sense of
complete fulfillment of action without being hassled or pushed into
neurosis. It is natural fulfilment in how we relate with our world. In
either case, whether we relate to karma family on the transcendental
level or the neurotic level, karma is the energy of efficiency.

If we have a karma family neurosis, we feel highly irritated if we
see a hair on our teacup. First we think that our cup is broken and
that the hair is a crack in the cup. Then there is some relief. Our cup
is not broken; it just has a piece of hair on the side. But then, when
we begin to look at the hair on our cup of tea, we become angry all
over again. We would like to make everything very efficient, pure,
and absolutely clean. However, if we do achieve cleanliness, then
that cleanliness itself becomes a further problem: We feel insecure
because there is nothing to administer, nothing to work on. We
constantly try to check every loose end. Being very keen on
efficiency, we get hung up on it.

If we meet a person who is not efficient, who does not have his life
together, we regard him as a terrible person. We would like to get rid
of such inefficient people, and certainly we do not respect them,
even if they are talented musicians or scientists or whatever they
may be. On the other hand, if someone has immaculate efficiency,
we begin to feel that he is a good person to be with. We would like to
associate ourselves exclusively with people who are both
responsible and clean-cut. However, we find that we are envious and
jealous of such efficient people. We want others to be efficient, but
not more efficient than we are.

The epitome of karma family neurosis is wanting to create a
uniform world. Even though we might have very little philosophy,
very little meditation, very little consciousness in terms of developing
ourselves, we feel that we can handle our world properly. We have
composure, and we relate properly with the whole world, and we are
resentful that everybody else does not see things in the same way
that we do. Karma is connected with the element of wind. The wind
never blows in all directions but it blows in one direction at a time.
This is the one-way view of resentment and envy, which picks on
one little fault or virtue and blows it out of proportion. With karma
wisdom, the quality of resentment falls away but the qualities of



energy, fulfillment of action, and openness remain. In other words,
the active aspect of wind is retained so that our energetic activity
touches everything in its path. We see the possibilities inherent in
situations and automatically take the appropriate course. Action
fulfills its purpose.

The fifth family is called the buddha family. It is associated with the
element of space. Buddha energy is the foundation or the basic
space. It is the environment or oxygen that makes it possible for the
other principles to function. It has a sedate, solid quality. Persons in
this family have a strong sense of contemplative experience, and
they are highly meditative. Buddha neurosis is the quality of being
spaced-out rather than spacious. It is often associated with an
unwillingness to express ourselves. For example, we might see that
our neighbors are destroying our picket fence with a sledgehammer.
We can hear them and see them; in fact, we have been watching our
neighbors at work all day, continuously smashing our picket fence.
But instead of reacting, we just observe them and then we return to
our snug little home. We eat our breakfast, lunch, and dinner and
ignore what they are doing. We are paralyzed, unable to talk to
outsiders.

Another quality of buddha neurosis is that we couldn’t be
bothered. Our dirty laundry is piled up in a corner of our room.
Sometimes we use our dirty laundry to wipe up spills on the floor or
table and then we put it back on the same pile. As time goes on, our
dirty socks become unbearable, but we just sit there.

If we are embarking on a political career, our colleagues may
suggest that we develop a certain project and expand our
organization. If we have a buddha neurosis, we will choose to
develop the area that needs the least effort. We do not want to deal
directly with the details of handling reality. Entertaining friends is also
a hassle. We prefer to take our friends to a restaurant rather than
cook in our home. And if we want to have a love affair, instead of
seducing a partner, talking to him or her and making friends, we just
look for somebody who is already keen on us. We cannot be
bothered with talking somebody into something.

Sometimes we feel we are sinking into the earth, the solid mud
and earth. Sometimes we feel good because we think we are the



most stable person in the universe. We slowly begin to grin to
ourselves, smile at ourselves, because we are the best person of all.
We are the only person who manages to stay stable. But sometimes
we feel that we are the loneliest person in the whole universe. We do
not particularly like to dance, and when we are asked to dance with
somebody, we feel embarrassed and uncomfortable. We want to
stay in our own little corner.

When the ignoring quality of buddha neurosis is transmuted into
wisdom, it becomes an environment of all-pervasive spaciousness.
This enlightened aspect is called the wisdom of all-encompassing
space. In itself it might still have a somewhat desolate and empty
quality, but at the same time, it is a quality of completely open
potential. It can accommodate anything. It is spacious and vast like
the sky.

In tantric iconography, the five buddha families are arrayed in the
center and the four cardinal points of a mandala. The mandala of the
five buddha families of course represents their wisdom or
enlightened aspect. Traditionally, the buddha family is in the center.
That is to say, in the center there is the basic coordination and basic
wisdom of buddha, which is symbolized by a wheel and the color
white. Vajra is in the east, because vajra is connected with the dawn.
It is also connected with the color blue and is symbolized by the
vajra scepter. It is the sharpness of experience, as in the morning
when we wake up. We begin to see the dawn, when light is first
reflected on the world, as a symbol of awakening reality.

Ratna is in the south. It is connected with richness and is
symbolized by a jewel and the color yellow. Ratna is connected with
the midday, when we begin to need refreshment, nourishment.
Padma is in the west and is symbolized by the lotus and the color
red. As our day gets older, we also have to relate with recruiting a
lover. It is time to socialize, to make a date with our lover. Or, if we
have fallen in love with an antique or if we have fallen in love with
some clothing, it is time to go out and buy it. The last family is karma,
in the north. It is symbolized by a sword and the color green. Finally
we have captured the whole situation: We have everything we need,
and there is nothing more to get. We have brought our merchandise
back home or our lover back home, and we say, “Let’s close the



door; let's lock it.” So the mandala of the five buddha families
represents the progress of a whole day or a whole course of action.

Without understanding the five buddha families, we have no
working basis to relate with tantra, and we begin to find ourselves
alienated from tantra. Tantra is seen as such an outrageous thing,
which seems to have no bearing on us as individuals. We may feel
the vajrayana is purely a distant aim, a distant goal. So it is
necessary to study the five buddha principles. They provide a bridge
between tantric experience and everyday life.

It is necessary to understand and relate with the five buddha
principles before we begin tantric discipline, so that we can begin to
understand what tantra is all about. If tantra is a mystical experience,
how can we relate it to our ordinary everyday life at home? There
could be a big gap between tantric experience and day-to-day life.
But it is possible, by understanding the five buddha families, to close
the gap. Working with the buddha families we discover that we
already have certain qualities. According to the tantric perspective,
we cannot ignore them and we cannot reject them and try to be
something else. We have our aggression and our passion and our
jealousy and our resentment and our ignorance—or whatever we
have. We belong to certain buddha families already, and we cannot
reject them. We should work with our neuroses, relate with them,
and experience them properly. They are the only potential we have,
and when we begin to work with them, we see that we can use them
as stepping-stones.



TEN

Abhisheka

IN AN EARLIER cHAPTER we discussed the basic meaning of
transmission. At this point we could go further in our understanding
and discuss some of the details. Basically, transmission is the
meeting of two minds. Understanding this is absolutely necessary.
Otherwise, there is no way out and no way in—there is no way to
enter the vajrayana, even if we have already been trained in the
basic Buddhist teachings. The formal experience of transmission
takes place at a ceremony that is called an abhisheka. The particular
form of the abhisheka that we receive is suited to our own basic
being or basic psychological state, and it also depends on the
particular level of tantric practice that is appropriate for us. So
altogether there is a need to respect the nature of transmission itself,
the form of transmission, and also a need to respect our own attitude
in receiving transmission.

In order to receive transmission, we must be willing to commit
ourselves to the fundamental trust, or the potential for trust, that
exists as the working basis of the student-teacher relationship. This
attitude of trust is extremely important in tantra. When we speak of
trust in the tantric sense, we mean the actual experience of trusting
in ourselves. There is a sense of genuine compassion toward
ourselves, but without any self-indulgence. We are gentle and
straightforward, but we are no longer playing the game of idiot
compassion, using false kindness to protect ourselves unnecessarily.
We also are completely free of spiritual materialism. There is a
sense of one hundred percent fresh air: Things are clear and there is
circulation, freshness, and understanding in our system. Our life
feels quite okay. There is nothing to worry about, nothing to be that
concerned about. That does not mean that all our problems have
been solved and that everything is milk and honey. There is still a



sense of struggle, but it has become very healthy. It is a learning
process, a working process. In fact, struggle becomes the fuel for the
bright burning flames of our energy.

When we have that attitude of trust, we can go further with the
discipline of tantra and enter the samaya, or sacred bondage, of
receiving abhisheka. When trust has been established as the
working basis between student and teacher, mutual understanding
and mutual openness take place constantly. There is openness to
the tradition that exists, to the lineage, to ourselves, to our fellow
students, and to our root guru—the actual performer of the
abhisheka. The root guru is our vajra master, and he is the person
who actually initiates us and gives us the abhisheka. So once we
have that basic background of trust and openness, and once we
have prepared ourselves properly, then we can receive abhisheka.

There are several divisions or levels of transmission that are part
of an abhisheka. Each level is itself called an abhisheka, because it
is a particular empowerment or transmission. Here we will discuss
the first level, the first abhisheka, the abhisheka of form, which is a
process of thoroughly training the student so that he is prepared and
can enter the magic circle or mandala of the abhisheka properly. The
abhisheka of form is a process of bringing the student up, raising him
or her from the level of an infant to a king or queen. We will discuss
this process in detail a little further on.

Traditionally, in medieval India and Tibet, the date for an
abhisheka was set six months in advance. In that way students
would have six months to prepare. Later the tantric tradition became
extremely available, and some of the teachers in Tibet dropped that
six-month rule—which seems to have been a big mistake. If we do
not have enough time to prepare ourselves for an abhisheka, then
the message doesn’t come across. There is no real experience. That
suspense—knowing that we are just about to receive an abhisheka
but that, at the same time, we are suspended for six months—is
extremely important. We have no idea what we are going to do. The
text of the abhisheka may have already been presented to us, but
stil we have no idea what we are going to experience. In the
meantime, we have six months to study how to handle ourselves and



how to relate with the experience of abhisheka, which is described
and explained in minute detail in the text.

The number of people who are going to receive a particular
abhisheka is also very important. A certain chemistry takes place
within a group of individuals and between certain types of people.
Maybe twenty or twenty-five students should receive abhisheka, or
maybe only three. It is at the discretion of the vajra master to decide
on the number of students and to choose the particular students to
be initiated, because he knows the students’ development and their
understanding. Receiving abhisheka is an extremely precious event.
And the psychology that happens between the people involved and
the environment that such people create together is right at the heart
of the matter.

Receiving abhisheka is not the same as collecting coins or stamps
or the signatures of famous people. Receiving hundreds and
hundreds of abhishekas and constantly collecting blessing after
blessing as some kind of self-confirmation has at times become a
fad, a popular thing to do. This was true in Tibet in the nineteenth
century as well as more recently in the West. That attitude, which
reflects the recent corruption in the presentation of vajrayana, has
created an enormous misunderstanding. People who collect
successive abhishekas in this manner regard them purely as a
source of identity and as a further reference point. They collect
abhishekas out of a need for security, which is a big problem.

Jamgon Kongrul the Great, a Tibetan teacher who lived in the
nineteenth century, was raised and educated as an enlightened
student of vajrayana. Because he received so many transmissions, it
might seem that he was doing the same thing—collecting
abhishekas. But in his case it was an entirely different process
because he felt, he experienced, and he understood what he
studied. After he finished his basic training, he studied under and
received all the teachings from more than one hundred and thirty-five
teachers. Then he initiated a reformation of Buddhism in Tibet, which
he called the Ri-me school. The term Ri-me literally mans “without
bias,” an “ecumenical approach.” The Ri-me school brought together
the various contemplative traditions of Tibetan Buddhism to create a



powerful practicing lineage, which we ourselves belong to. My
predecessor, the tenth Trungpa tulku, also belonged to that lineage.

The Ri-me school made an enormous impression. For one thing, it
generated a great deal of sarcasm and jealousy on the part of some
practitioners: “Why make a big deal out of nothing? Why can’t we
just go on as we were and continue to buy abhishekas? What's
wrong with what we are doing?” But Jamgon Kongtrul had seen that
something was wrong with the tradition and practice; something was
wrong with receiving a succession of abhishekas purely as
collector’s items. He pointed out that problem by saying that if we
have no understanding of the practicing lineage then we are just
collecting piles of manure, and there is no point in that. A pile of
manure may be ripe, smelly, and fantastic, but it is still a pile of shit.
If we were manure experts, we could utilize it. But when we are
actually collecting such manure to try to make it into food, that is out
of the question.

This kind of spiritual materialism was present in Tibet from the
nineteenth century onward. Tibet had lost its communication with the
outside world and was no longer hosting great teachers from other
countries. It had become just a little plateau, a little island that had to
survive by itself. Consequently, it became too inbred. In that
atmosphere spiritual materialism began to develop. Abbots and great
teachers were more concerned with building solid gold roofs on their
temples, constructing gigantic Buddha images, and making their
temples beautiful and impressive than with the actual practice of
their lineage. They sat less and they did more business.

That was the turning point of Buddhism in Tibet. Tibet began to
lose its connection with dharma, and it slowly, very irritatingly and
horrifically, began to turn into ugly spiritual materialism. Jamgon
Kongtrul the Great was like a jewel in a pile of manure. His wisdom
was shining. He saw that it was necessary to call upon the eight
great traditions of Buddhism in Tibet—which included the Geluk
tradition, the Sakya tradition, the Kagyu tradition, and the Nyingma
tradition—and bring them together: “Let us unite; let us work together
within this contemplative tradition. Let us experience this tradition for
ourselves, instead of inviting hundreds of artists to build glorious
shrines. Let us experience how it feels to sit on our meditation



cushions and do nothing.” This reintroduction of practice, which had
long been forgotten, was the focus of the contemplative reformation
of Tibetan Buddhism during the nineteenth century.

As part of his effort to revitalize the contemplative tradition and
bring together practice and experience, Jamgon Kongtril compiled
and edited many collections of the sacred teachings of the practice
lineage of Buddhism in Tibet. One of these works is entitled Dam
Ngag Dzb, which literally means “The Treasury of Oral Instructions.”
In it he describes how a person can properly experience abhisheka.
In this commentary he also describes how tantric students should be
treated in such a ceremony of empowerment. It is not purely that the
ritual and ceremony should inspire awe in the students. In fact, they
may be awed simply because they have no idea how to behave, how
to handle themselves, or how to handle their state of mind in that
situation. Consequently they become bewildered and feel
overwhelmed. Jamgon Kongtril explains that this mixture of
inadequacy and awe is not the experience of the meeting of two
minds.

You cannot take advantage of students if they do not know how to
deal with the ceremony. When students feel freaked out, they have
no handle or stepping-stone, so they should be treated gently, freely,
and kindly. They should have some understanding of the steps in the
process they are about to go through: “This ceremony has such and
such levels. First you relate with this, and then you can go on to the
next level.” Students should be guided as a mother raises her infant.
She starts out by nursing her child, then she feeds him milk from a
cow, then she feds him broth, and finally she begins to introduce
solid food. When the infant has been raised into a proper child, he
knows how to drink liquid and how to chew and swallow meat. He
even knows how to drink soup and eat vegetables at the same time.

Initiating tantric students in an abhisheka is precisely the same
process. At the beginning of the ceremony the students are not
capable of doing anything; they simply experience oneness. They
are like infants who have not yet learned to drink cow’s milk instead
of their own mother’s milk. Then the students begin to realize that
their openness allows them to relate to the world and to emotions. At
that stage they are fascinated by the ceremony and fascinated by



the tantric tradition altogether. Finally, the students begin to feel that
they are actually grasping the teachings and that the teachings make
sense. They mean something personally, experientially. The students
then can relate with the principles of the five buddha families. At that
point in the abhisheka, the teacher presents, or confers, what are
known as the five abhishekas of form, which are directly related to
the five buddha families. Each one is an empowerment, and together
they make up the first abhisheka.

This presentation of the first abhisheka is based on the tradition of
anuttara yoga, which is the pinnacle of the three lower tantric yanas.
According to the tradition of anuttarayoga, the first abhisheka of form
is the abhisheka of the jar or vase. Actually, this abhisheka is
symbolic of bathing. According to the custom in medieval India,
when a person wanted to bathe himself, he would go out into a river
with a jar, scoop up a jarful of water, and pour it over himself. So the
jar abhisheka is a process of purifying. We are cleaning out the
hidden corners of the body, seeing that our ears are clean and our
armpits are clean. Any hidden corners in our basic makeup have to
be cleansed.

In this case, the purification is obviously psychological.
Psychologically we have smelly armpits that generate lots of odor for
our neighbors and ourselves. We begin to dislike that psychological
odor, and our neighbors might begin to dislike it as well. In fact, we
feel completely revolted, which is a very positive step at this point
because we actually have the means to clean up properly.

You may remember that the word abhisheka literally means
“anointment.” Through the vase abhisheka, we are cleaned out
completely. It is similar to the Christian tradition of baptism or
christening, which also makes use of water as a symbol of
psychologically cleansing oneself. If we go to the bathroom just
before we have lunch, we wash our hands. That is a basic and
sensible law of human conduct: We should taste our food rather than
our excrement when we eat. The vase abhisheka is the same kind of
sensible approach. It is connected with the vajra family. Water is a
symbol of the sharpness and the clarity of vajra, which cleanses us
of any psychological dirt. Then, when we are cleaned out and
fundamentally purified, we can put on our clean clothes.



In an abhisheka, the students are regarded as princesses and
princes who are coming to court. They are just about to sit on the
throne and relate with their subjects, that is, with their subconscious
gossip, their mind, their samsaric world. So the idea of abhisheka is
receiving royal treatment. The Tibetan word for abhisheka is wang
(dbang), which simply means “empowerment.” The student is
empowered as the royal ruler, the majestic one.

Before he gives an audience to the public, a king first bathes and
puts on his clothes. Then he puts on his crown. That is the second
abhisheka, the crown or coronation abhisheka. In this abhisheka, the
student is presented with a crown which has five prongs and is inlaid
with jewels. Each prong represents a different buddha family: vajra,
ratna, padma, karma, and buddha. Finally we are coronated: We are
made into a tantric master, or at least a confident practitioner, a
confident person. The crown abhisheka is connected with the ratna
family. There is a sense of being enriched and a sense of
plentifulness, lack of threat, openness, and generosity.

At this point in the abhisheka we are like a young king who is very
ambitious and youthful, but still does not know how to handle his
subjects. Although we have been coronated, our hands are just
resting in our lap and we have nothing to hold on to. In that condition
we could feel quite self-conscious: there is a big crown sitting on our
head and we are dressed up in robes but our hands are just loose.
We could pick our nose or scratch our chin, but we still feel awkward.
At this point we are presented with the third abhisheka, the
abhisheka of the vajra. The idea is to give a royal toy to this little
prince or princess. The first toy we receive, which should be given to
us in the right hand, is the vajra scepter, or dorje, which we
discussed earlier as the symbol of indestructibility. It represents
immense power. Seven qualities characterize the vajra: It cannot be
cut, it cannot be disintegrated, it cannot be obstructed, it is
penetrating, it is fearless, it is open, and it is utterly destructive.
According to tradition, the vajra is a weapon as well as a scepter.
Each time the king throws the vajra, it goes out, it fulfills its deadly
purpose, and it comes back into his hand.

The abhisheka of the vajra is related to the padma family. Padma
here is the sense of being a beautiful lover. In this abhisheka you are



acknowledged as a powerful person and at the same time you are
told that you can make love without destroying somebody else.
Rather, you could create by making love. So holding the vajra brings
a feeling of compassion, warmth, and hospitality.

In the next abhisheka, the abhisheka of the bell, not only does the
student have a scepter in the right hand, but as a royal personage,
he or she also receives a musical instrument, a bell, in the left hand.
The musical instrument signifies that we are not only concerned with
our own compassion, our own crown, or our own cleanliness, but we
have something to say. Rather than playing by ourselves with all our
toys, we have something to proclaim. The bell, or ghanta in Sanskrit,
is a karma family symbol, and this abhisheka is connected with the
karma family. Karma is the fulfilment of action. Here, it is the
utterance of sound which cannot be blocked, sound which can be
heard by anybody anywhere. If we are around the corner we can
hear it; if we are far away we can hear it; if we are close by we can
hear it. The karma sound of this bell is unobstructed: We cannot hide
underneath our chair pretending we did not hear anything. The bell is
heard and understood completely and thoroughly. It pierces our ears.
The sound of this bell is also very high-pitched, which invokes
wakefulness: We cannot fall asleep anymore, because the sound of
the bell is too penetrating to our ears.

The fifth abhisheka also uses the vajra and bell, but in this
abhisheka the bell and the vajra are fastened together at right angles
with a silk ribbon. The king already has a clean body and beautiful
clothes; he has a crown; he holds a scepter as a sign of power; and
he has a bell for proclaiming—so what is lacking? He does not have
a name. We do not yet know which king we are. Who are we? That
is a problem: If we do not know who we are we have very little to
say. We may try to say something but we have no idea what our
name is or what our status is—whether we are literate or illiterate, or
even whether we are actually a human being.

The first thing we usually say to people is, “How do you do?” which
is like ringing the bell. Then we introduce ourselves: “My name is
Jack Parsons, Julie Smith, or whatever.” Similarly, in this abhisheka
we introduce ourselves to the world. So this abhisheka is called the
abhisheka of name. In this abhisheka our vajra master rings the bell



with the vajra attached to it above our heads, and at the same time
as the bell is rung, we are given a tantric name, which is traditionally
known as our secret name. This name is not publicized as is our
ordinary name, but when we need to use our power or to wake
someone up, we say our vajra name, our tantric name. The name
abhisheka is connected with the buddha family. It is the sense of
complete spaciousness and openness that comes when we finally,
thoroughly, take our place in the vajra mandala.

These five abhishekas make up the abhisheka of form, which is
the first of four levels of transmission that traditionally make up the
complete ceremony of empowerment in anuttara yoga. When we
have received the abhisheka of form, there is a sense of enormous
psychological progress and psychological change. We have gone
through a whole process of being accepted and acknowledged: We
have our scepter, we can proclaim, and now we know our name as
well. We actually become a ruler of some kind.

A problem with many religious traditions is that they make a point
of condemning us. They talk about how wicked we are or how
terrible we are and how we have to pull ourselves together. And if we
do so, they promise us some candy or reward. But the vajrayana is
an entirely different approach. The tantric tradition builds us up so
we do not have to relate at the level of a donkey reaching for a carrot
anymore. The donkey has the carrot already, so the donkey should
feel good.

The basic point of abhisheka is not to zap us with magical power
but to bring us up slowly and gently so that we can experience and
relate with ourselves simply. Because we exist and we have a body,
therefore we can bathe ourselves. Having bathed, we can put our
clothes on. Having dressed, we can put on our crown. Then we have
something to hold in our hand and something to say. We can make a
statement about why we are doing all this. And we have a name as
well. This is the basic process of graduating from the ordinary world
into the world of continuity, the tantric world. We finally become a
real person. That is the basic meaning of abhisheka.

The ceremony of abhisheka is actually based on the example of
the Buddha. It is said that Shakyamuni Buddha was once invited by
King Indrabhuti to teach the dharma. The king said, “I would like to



relate with my sense perceptions and my emotions. Could you give
me some teachings so that | can work with them?” The Buddha said,
“Oh, you want to hear tantra.” And the king said, “Yes.” Then the
Buddha replied, “If that is the case, let me excuse my arhats and my
hinayana and mahayana disciples from the room.” So he asked his
disciples to leave. Then the Buddha appeared to the king in royal
costume and taught the first tantra, the Guhyasamaja. That was the
first presentation of tantra.

So the Buddha is seen in different ways at different levels of
practice. Unlike hinayana and mahayana, at the vajrayana level the
Buddha is dressed as a king: He has a crown, he has a scepter in
his hand, he has a royal gaze, and he behaves like a king. This is
quite a different approach than the traditional hinayana or mahayana
view. In fact, the vajrayana approach could be quite shocking to
practitioners of the lower yanas. That is why the Buddha excused all
his other disciples from the room before he introduced the tantric
teachings.

Abhisheka, or empowerment, plays an extremely important part in
tantric literature, tantric ceremony, and the tantric tradition altogether.
One of the reasons that tantra is so rich is because it actually relates
with human experience as a physical situation rather than as a lofty
idea. In the hinayana we are struggling to maintain our awareness,
and in the mahayana we are trying to be kind to our neighbors.
Vajrayana Buddhism respects those disciplines, but it also
transcends them and becomes the greatest idea of all.

Vajrayana deals much more directly with ego than the previous
two yanas. In the abhisheka of form, we actually bathe ego, coronate
ego, and give ego a scepter. Finally, when ego finds itself with
everything it wants, it begins to flop. It begins to be so embarrassed
that it becomes nonexistent. Then we can begin to build a new
kingdom of egolessness. That is the tantric way. Sometimes |
wonder who thought up tantra. It constantly amazes me. But it
happened; it exists. Somebody actually thought up such an idea and
transmitted it to people—and it actually works. It is very amazing. |
suppose we could call it magic.

In going through the landscape of the tantric tradition, | have been
very careful not to introduce the juicy tidbits at the beginning. | am



being very faithful and orthodox and presenting the tradition in the
same way that it was presented to me. To begin with, we need panic.
We need that sense of nervousness or uncertainty. It is absolutely
necessary. And then, having gone through such a period already, we
arrive at the point at which we are capable of receiving abhisheka.
Then we are much more at home, and we are complimented by our
teacher and our world. | experienced this myself in my training in
Tibet.

In my education, | was constantly criticized. If | leaned back | was
criticized and told that | should sit up. | was told that | should always
make pleasant conversation with visiting dignitaries and that | should
be hospitable to them. At that level, the training was very simple and
not particularly tantric. Every time | did something right—or | thought
| was doing something right—I| was criticized even more heavily. |
was cut down constantly by my tutor. He slept in the corridor outside
my door, so | could not even get out. He was always there, always
watching me. He would be serving me and watching me at the same
time. My other teachers would all work through him so that they
themselves did not have to put embarrassing pressure on me.
Instead, they could pressure my tutor, and in turn my tutor would
pressure me—which | thought was very clever. It was also very
claustrophobic and somewhat painful.

| was constantly cut down. | had been brought up strictly since
infancy, from the age of eighteen months, so that | had no other
reference point such as the idea of freedom or being loose. | had no
idea what it was like to be an ordinary child playing in the dirt or
playing with toys or chewing on rusted metal or whatever. Since | did
not have any other reference point, | thought that was just the way
the world was. | felt somewhat at home, but at the same time | felt
extraordinarily hassled and claustrophobic. It did not feel so good.

At the same time | knew that there were little breaks, like going to
the bathroom—which was an enormous relief. The only time | was
not being watched was when | went to the bathroom. It was my one
free time. Usually | would feel an enormous rush of fresh air,
because bathrooms were built overhanging cliffs and had big holes
in the floor. | would feel the fresh air coming up, and at the same
time | would know that nobody was watching me, telling me how to



defecate properly. Apart from that, | was always watched. Even
when | ate, | was watched and told how to eat properly, how to
extend my arm, how to watch the cup, how to bring it to my mouth. If
| made a big noise while swallowing, | was criticized for eating
“crocodile style.” | was told that rinpoches, or other important tulkus,
were not supposed to swallow crocodile style. Everything was very
personal from that point of view—to say the least.

Then, very interestingly, | stopped struggling with the authorities,
so to speak, and began to develop. | just went on and on and on.
Finally that whole world began to become my reference point rather
than being a hassle—although the world was full of hassles. At that
point, my tutor seemed to become afraid of me; he began to say
less. And my teachers began to teach me less because | was asking
them too many questions. | was interested in what they had to say
and | pursued them for more and more, so that they began to have a
more relaxed approach than even | wanted.

My tutor was frightened because he did not know exactly how to
handle me. | thought that maybe this was all some kind of joke, and
that my teachers would leave me alone for ten days and then catch
me again. But ten days went by, and a month went by, and finally six
months—and nothing changed. The situation just went on and on.
Something was actually working. Something was finally beginning to
click. The discipline had become part of my system. My tutors and
my teachers were pushed by me instead of my being pushed by
them. | wanted to know more and more about what was happening,
and they began to run out of answers. They were hassled by me
because | was so wholehearted. They became afraid that they could
not keep up with me anymore.

I’'m telling you this because there are parallels between my own
experience and that of other tantra students. It is a question of
interest. Once you are really into something, you become part of that
experience, or it becomes part of you. When you become part of the
teachings, you are no longer hassled. You are no longer an entity
separate from the teachings. You are an embodiment of them. That
is the basic point.



ELEVEN

Being and Manifesting

THE TANTRIC APPROACH is not mystical experience alone, but it is
concerned with how we can perceive reality in a simple and direct
way. In our normal confused, or samsaric, way of perceiving and
handling the world, we perceive reality on the level of body, on the
level of emotions, and on the level of mindlessness, which is
traditionally known as basic ignorance. Body refers to basic self-
consciousness, which includes the various sense perceptions:
thought, vision, sound, taste, touch, and smell. Emotion includes
aggression, passion, ignorance, jealousy, pride, and all other
emotions and feelings. Mindlessness, or basic ignorance, refers to a
state of total bewilderment: Fundamentally we have no idea what we
are doing or what we are experiencing, and we are completely
missing the point all the time. Those three major principles—body,
emotions, and mindlessness—are how we experience our life.

By “body,” to begin with, we mean an actual physical body. Bodies
may be well shaped, fat or thin, functional or nonfunctional. Some
bodies see but cannot hear. Some bodies hear but cannot see.
Some bodies feel but cannot see or hear. Some bodies hear and see
but cannot feel, and some bodies can do the whole thing. There are
all kinds of bodies, and there are all kinds of physical experiences,
depending on whether we are lame or deaf or dumb or completely
healthy. Still, we all have the same basic experience, that is, the
experience of the body, the experience of reality at that very simple
level.

In the sutras, the Buddhist scriptures, Buddha once said to
Ananda: “Ananda, if there is no body, there is no dharma. If there is
no food, there is no dharma. If there are no clothes, there is no
dharma. Take care of your body, for the sake of the dharma.”
Relating with the body is extremely important in the tantric tradition.



However, we don’t make a personal “trip” out of it. We could become
a vegetarian and sneer at meat eaters. We could wear pure cotton
clothing and renounce wearing any leather. Or we could decide to
search for a country to live in that is free from pollution. But any of
those approaches could be going too far. When someone becomes a
vegetarian, he stops eating meat, but he still might take a
bloodthirsty delight in peeling bananas and crunching his teeth into
peaches and cooking eggplants as meat substitutes. So our
attempts to relate with the body can become very complicated.



Vajradhara. The dharmakaya buddha. A tantric manifestation of the Buddha, Vajradhara is
depicted as dark blue.
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I’'m not particularly advocating eating meat or otherwise at this
point. Rather, | am pointing out that we do not accept our body as it
is, and we do not accept our world. We are always searching for
some way to have an easy ride. When we feel unhappy or
uncomfortable, we think that we would like to go somewhere else, up
or down or wherever. Some people call it hell, some people call it
heaven, but whatever it is, we would like to have an easy ride
somewhere.

It is actually quite humorous how we view the cosmos, our world.
We view it as if it were not a real world at all, but a world we could
control. Sometimes we treat the world as a problem child who is
trying to suggest all kinds of evil things to us. Sometimes we treat
our world as a priest or master who is telling us that everything is
good, that whatever we do is fine: There are flowers, there are
meadows, there is wildlife, and the world is a fantastic place. But
fundamentally, we haven’t really made up our mind what this world is
all about. Sometimes we think we have, but there is still a flicker of
doubt. Whenever a temptation comes up, we regard it as
fantastically evil or challenging and we jump sideways, like a



temperamental horse. There is a big problem with that: we have not
accepted our world thoroughly, properly, and fully.

The world we are talking about is a very simple world, an
extremely simple world which is made out of concrete, plastic, wood,
stones, greenery, pollution, and thin air. Actually, every one of us is
sitting or standing on that world. Shall we say this is the real world or
should we pretend that the world is something else? You and | are
both here. If we feel guilty, it's too late. This is our world, here, right
now. We could say, “Hey, that’s not true. | can go out in my car and
drive up in the mountains. | can camp out in the mountains in my
sleeping bag.” But sleeping in our sleeping bag is the same as sitting
on a rug or carpet. Somehow we cannot get away from the world.
This world is the real world, the actual world, the world we
experience, the world in which we are thriving. This is the world that
communicates to our sense perceptions. We can smell incense or
tobacco or food cooking; we can see and hear what is around us.
This is our world.

Wherever we are, we carry this world with us. If we go out to a
lecture, we see the stage, the backdrop, the podium, the speaker;
we smell the musty air in the hall; and we hear the seat creaking
under us. When we go home, we take this world with us. We look
back again and again, remembering where we have been, so we
can’t get away from this world. By the time we look back, of course,
“this world” has become “that world,” which is the world of the past.
But our memory is still of this world, nevertheless. Otherwise we
could not have a memory. So we are still in this world, this real world
made out of thisness, in fact, made out of us. If somebody asks what
this world is made out of, what the substance of it is, it is 75 percent
“I” and 25 percent “am.” So this is our world: “I am” is our world, and
we cannot get away from it.

The next level is the world of emotions. It is not exactly a different
world, but it is a different perspective, seeing things from a different
angle. There are many ways that emotions color our experience.
When we are depressed and angry, we begin to feel a grudge and to
grind our teeth. We find our world fantastically aggressive:
Everything is irritating, including fence posts in the countryside that
have harmlessly placed themselves there with barbed wire or electric



wire going across them. We feel that we have been invaded, raped.
We feel so bad about this world.

When we experience aggression we feel that everything is an
expression of injustice. There is too much concrete, too much steel,
too much grease, too much pollution, and we feel very angry and
frustrated. We are so involved with this world of emotions that,
although we might have a beautiful sunny day, fantastic weather, and
a fantastic view, we still grind our teeth. We feel that the world is
trying to mock us. The clear blue sky is trying to mock us or insult us.
The beautiful sunshine is embarrassing to look at, and the fantastic
full moon and the beautiful clouds around it are an insult. There is
constant hate, enormous hate, so much so that it is almost unreal.
We feel that we are actually levitating off the ground because we are
so angry. We feel that our feet are not attached to the ground, that
we are hovering above the world, because there is such a sense of
aggression taking place.

On the other hand, if we are passionate, if we are in love or in a
lustful state, we begin to feel that there is an enormous amount of
glue sprayed all over the world that is trying to stick to us. Our only
frustration is that we do not have enough money to buy all the
beautiful clothes we see in shop windows, all the beautiful antiques
we see in the shops, and all the beautiful food or wealth that exists.
We may try to project an image of aloofness or specialness: “I'm not
going to be like the rest of my countrymen. When | buy clothes, I'm
going to buy special ones, not like the rednecks.” But that is just a
sidetrack. Fundamentally, the juice of the juice is that we want so
much, and we begin to spray our own glue all over things. We want
to be stuck to things, to persons, objects, wealth, money, parents,
relatives, friends, or whatever. So we begin to spray this crude glue
all over the place. We are asking to be stuck.

Hopefully, we think, we can pull things or people back into our
territory: “Once | get stuck to something, I've got enough sanity and
enough power to pull it back to me. | want to make sure, to begin
with, that my glue is strong enough. Then when | am stuck to my
friend, | can step back, and my friend will be so stuck to me that | will
not have to worry. He or she is always going to be with me, because
my glue is so powerful, so strong, and so tough.” That is the game



we play. But the problem is that things get turned around, and we
find ourselves stuck. The ground we create is too solid, too powerful,
and we cannot step back. Then we might scream and begin to worry.
But that panic connected with passion is another matter altogether,
beyond the subject we are discussing at this point.

Another emotional style is called stupidity or ignorance. It occurs
when we are so absorbed in our world that we miss the sharp points.
For example, if somebody is yelling at us, calling our name, we might
answer him and we might not. We want to shield ourselves from the
world. The world makes us blush, and we begin to hide behind a
timid smile. If somebody insults us, we try to walk away. We are
trying to save face by ignoring reality. If somebody is irritating us, we
feel we can’t be bothered: “Let’'s change the subject. Let’s talk about
something else—my fantastic trip to Peru. | took photographs there
when | was with the Indians. It was fantastic!” We become very
skillful at changing the subject of conversation. Sometimes we shield
ourselves with a little sense of humor, but the humor is usually
somewhat superficial. Fundamentally we are ignoring the situation.
The sharp edges that come up are pushed away or ignored. We play
deaf and dumb.

There are many different emotions, but these three—aggression,
passion, and ignorance—are the basic emotions or basic styles that
make up the second level of perception.

The third level of perception is the ultimate idea of bewilderment or
confusion. It is much more fundamental than the emotional style of
ignorance that we just discussed. Basic bewilderment or
mindlessness is experiencing things as if the world did not exist and
we did not exist. We could almost view this level of perception as
mystical experience because it is so solid and pervasive. It is like
being entranced by the shimmering reflection of light on a pond:
There is a sense of being stunned, fixed solid—so fixed that the
experience is extremely confusing, but nevertheless, we do not want
to let go of our fixation; we do not want to let go of the phenomenal
world. We would like to hand on to it, to keep ourselves attached to
the world, as though we had tentacles with suction cups on the ends.

We are determined to ignore the possibility of any spaciousness in
our experience. This level of bewilderment is the fundamental style



of ego. Space is completely frozen into mindlessness. In such a
state, it is impossible to step out or to step in. There is a sense of
being fixed, being part of a rock or a mountain. It is like flat air, which
doesn’t have any energy. We begin to feel that our head is being
flattened on top, as though we were wearing a cast-iron frying pan
on our head. Our head is stuck to that pan, and we are constantly
carrying that big flat metal object on our head. Our head is not even
stuck to a sheet of corrugated iron—that texture would be too
interesting. This is completely flat. We do not feel exactly squashed,
but we feel that we are being weighted down by the force of gravity.

This kind of heavy-handed mindlessness makes us feel that we
shouldn’t worry about anything at all. On the one hand, everything is
there and at the same time it is confusingly not there. We can’t be
bothered to talk about anything at all. We are carrying a cast-iron
head, our shoulders are stiff, our neck is stiff, and in fact, our whole
body is made out of cast iron. Since our legs are cast iron, we can’t
even move. But we still have a heartbeat, which is a reference point.
The only things functioning are our lungs and heart. We breathe in
and out, and our heart beats: That is the ultimate level of stupidity or
bewilderment.

We have been discussing the samsaric way of handling our world,
in terms of the three levels of samsaric perception: body, emotions,
and mindlessness. There is a definite tantric approach to those three
levels of perception, which is known as the principle of the three
kayas, or the trikaya. Kaya is a Sanskrit word that simply means
“body.” There is a correspondence between the three levels we have
discussed and the three kayas. In the language of tantra, the level of
body corresponds to the kaya or body of manifestation, the
nirmanakaya. The level of emotions corresponds to the body of
complete joy, the sambhogakaya, and the level of bewilderment or
ignorance corresponds to total space, the dharmakaya. There is no
tension or contradiction between the samsaric and the tantric
descriptions. Rather the tantric principle of the three kayas shows
how we could relate to the levels of body, emotions, and
bewilderment that already exist within our state of being.

Traditionally, dharmakaya is the first kaya, corresponding to the
samsaric level of mindlessness. Dharma means “law,” “norm,” or



“truth,” among other definitions. The teachings of the Buddha are
called the dharma, the truth. The first kaya is called dharmakaya, the
“body of truth,” because the dharma speaks completely and totally in
accordance with the language of ignorant people. The starting point
for hearing the dharma is confusion. If we are not ignorant and
confused—thoroughly, utterly, and completely—then there is no
dharma. At the same time, dharma speaks the language of
intelligence, which is the opposite of ignorance. The dharma is able
to communicate the truth by relating to the confusion of sentient
beings.

Dharmakaya is the original state of being, which transcends our
basic state of mindlessness. It is the opposite of having a cast-iron
pan on our head. It is a state of complete freedom. It is so free that
the question of freedom does not even apply. It is complete and it is
open—thoroughly open, utterly open, magnificently open.
Dharmakaya is so completely open that the question of openness
does not apply anymore at all, and so completely spacious that
reference points do not make any difference.

The second kaya is the level of emotional manifestation. This is
called sambhogakaya, which literally means “body of joy.” The
dharmakaya, as we have discussed, is completely open and
completely free. At the level of sambhogakaya we are looking at the
emotions that are manufactured or manifested out of that. The
emotions that manifest out of this state of openness transcend the
samsaric emotions, including aggression, passion, and ignorance. In
the sambhogakaya, emotions manifest as the transcendent or
completely enlightened versions of the five buddha families that we
discussed in chapter nine. When they manifest in this way, the
emotions provide tremendous capability and enormous scope for
relating with the universe. There is accommodation for dualism, for
relating with this and that if necessary, because from this point of
view duality is not particularly regarded as a threat or unkosher. This
accommodation provides tremendous freedom. There is a sense of
celebration in which emotions are no longer a hassle.

The third kaya, the nirmanakaya, is the “body of emanation,” the
body of existence or manifestation. It is the manifestation of our mind
and our body. It is also the manifestation of the bodies of those who



have already experienced or gone through the other two kayas, and
who then manifest on the third level, the nirmanakaya. In that sense
the nirmanakaya refers specifically to the vajra master or teacher
who is here on earth. Such a teacher has achieved the dharmakaya
and the sambhogakaya, but in order to communicate with our body,
our food, our clothes, and our earth—that is, with our sense
perceptions—he needs a manifested body. It is necessary that the
teacher manifest in the nirmanakaya in order to communicate with us
and to teach the vajrayana and the entire buddhadharma.

In studying tantra, we relate with all three kayas simultaneously by
relating to the vajra master, who embodies all three. The three kayas
are not abstract principles, but we can relate to them experientially,
personally, spiritually, and transcendently, all at the same time. As
we develop to the level of the teacher’'s body, the level of
nirmanakaya, then we begin to experience the sambhogakaya. At
that level emotions are transmuted and are workable. Beyond that,
we also begin to tune in to the dharmakaya, which is open, all-
pervading space.

If we are going to study tantra, it is necessary to understand the
trikaya principle of being and manifesting. In tantric practice the first
step is to realize the level of body, the nirmanakaya. Then we see
that the five buddha families are related with the sambhogakaya or
the level of emotions. Beyond that it is necessary to transcend both
the bodily and the emotional level, which is the dharmakaya, high
above. When we discuss maha ati in the closing chapter, you may
understand more about dharmakaya. But first it is necessary to
understand the importance of relating with the body, or earthly
existence, and relating with the vajra master, the great teacher who
exists on earth. In some sense such a teacher is a magician, a
conjurer: He has achieved total space, conquered the level of
emotions, and he actually exists in an earthly body.



TWELVE

The Question of Magic

THE SANSKRIT worD for magic is siddhi, which means actualizing or
working with the energy that exists in the realm of experience and
the realm of physical being. Unfortunately, in the Western world, the
concept of magic seems to be associated with mysteriousness and
impossible powers, such as turning fire into water or the floor into the
sky. So magic is considered to be possible only for those few chosen
people who develop mysterious magical powers. In comic books, for
instance, magical things happen because a person possesses a
certain power that he exercises over other people, either destroying
them or helping them. Such a magician can change a giant into a
dwarf, a mute into a bard, a cripple into a runner, and so forth.

In the West, we often treat spirituality with that comic-book
approach, and we view spiritual discipline as the process through
which we will eventually end up as magicians. We feel that, although
we may have a few little problems as beginners, when we become
highly accomplished persons, we won’t have these problems. We
will be able to shake them off and do anything we want. That is the
simple-minded concept of spiritual practice and the simple-minded
concept of magic: that once we are accomplished persons we will be
able to do anything. We will be able to shake the universe, to change
the shape of fleas and the habits of mice, to turn tigers into cats and
cats into tigers.

Genuine mystical experience, according to either the Judeo-
Christian tradition or the Buddhist tradition, has nothing to do with
that kind of mysteriousness. It is not that the mysteriousness finally
manifests, and then we realize that spirituality has some value after
all: “Now we don’t need to ride elevators; we can just levitate.” That
is the ultimate idea of automation, the true American dream. From
that point of view, the world is a nuisance; it is problematic; it gets in



our way. So we hope we can change its course once we graduate to
a higher level. Obviously, there is a problem with that approach to
spirituality.

A deeper problem is that this approach is based on
misunderstanding the world of ego. We think that ego can achieve
enormous power beyond its present ability, which is called “magic.”
In that case, we do not have to give up anything at all. We can just
latch on to some greater power and expend further energy in the
direction of ego. That is an enormous problem, an enormous
blockage, and that is precisely why it is necessary for potential
students of tantra to go through a gradual process and to give up
any idea of the rapid path. It is necessary to start slowly, very slowly,
to start at the bottom and grow up slowly. In that way our simple-
minded version of the cosmos or the universe changes and becomes
more real, more personal, and more direct. Our world becomes
workable; it no longer remains separate from our basic being at all.
The world contains invitations for us to participate, and we in turn
extend our invitation and willingness to participate to the world. In
that way, the world can come into us and we can get into the world.

Beyond that, there is a magical aspect of the world. That magic
does not have to be sought, but it happens by itself. It is not as
sensational as we might expect. The greatest magic of all is to be
able to control and work with ego, our mind. So we could say that
magic begins at home, with our own minds. If we couldn’t practice
magic at home, we would be at a loss. We would have no place to
begin. So magic begins at home.

We might ask: “What is so magical about all this? We have been
working with ego all along, throughout our Buddhist training. What is
so special about this magic?” We don’'t see anything particularly
extraordinary about it. That is true. It is quite ordinary. In fact, the
ordinary aspect becomes so powerful that it is magic. If something is
extraordinary, it is usually a mechanical invention, something
sensational but feeble. But because of ordinariness, magic is
possible.

As far as tantra is concerned, magic is relating with the world on
as ordinary a level as possible: We make flowers grow; we make the
sun rise and the moon set. If we stay up long enough we will see the



moon set and the sun rise. If we would like to watch the sun rise, we
have to stay up so late that it finally becomes early. There is some
discipline involved with that. We can’t give up and go to bed to take a
rest. If we do, quite possibly we will miss the sunrise.

The question of magic at this point is completely relevant to our
life, to our path, to our actual practice. Magic is very real, direct, and
personal. It is so personal that it becomes excruciating. It is at the
level of excruciation that we have a glimpse of magic. We find
ourselves on a threshold, and at that point, we can, in fact, push
ourselves one step further. That threshold occurs when we think we
have gone too far in extending ourselves to the world. There is some
kind of warning, and at the same time a faint invitation takes place.
Quite possibly we chicken out at that point because it requires so
much effort and energy to go further. We feel we have put in enough
effort and energy already, and we don’t want to go beyond that. So-
called sensible people wouldn’t take such a risk: “Oh no! We have
gone far enough; we mustn’t go too far. Let’s step back.”

According to the Tibetan Book of the Dead, when a brilliant light
comes to us in the bardo, or after-death state, we shy away from it.
When a pleasant, faint, soothing light comes to us, we go toward it.
In choosing the dimmer light we come back to square one, which is
samsara. The point at which we can either extend ourselves further
and go toward an unfamiliar brilliance, or return to a more soothing
and familiar dimness is the threshold of magic. It is very personal.
We feel pushed, hassled, and exposed through our practice. All
kinds of irritations and all kinds of boundaries begin to come up, and
we would like to stay within our territory, within those boundaries. We
don’t really want to step beyond them. We fear that in stepping
beyond those boundaries we might do something beyond the
boundaries of the teachings, something beyond the level of basic
human sanity. Basically, we fear that we might destroy ourselves if
we go beyond the territory of survival.

Such boundaries or thresholds always come up, and we really do
not want to push anymore. But some kind of push is necessary. We
might say, “Well, we have given our income and our possessions to
the church. We have committed ourselves. We have signed our
names on the dotted line. We pay our dues. We subscribe to your



magazine. We do everything.” But there is still something left behind.
We are still missing the point. Those commitments are very easy to
make. At this point, it is a question of giving up our arms and our
legs. Even that might be easy to do. We can give up our hair, we can
give up our beard, we can take off our clothes. But we have no idea,
none whatsoever, how to give up our heart and brain.

Once we give up our heart and brain, the magic begins. It actually
does. That is the spark. We give up our little heart, our little brain,
and then we get greater nothingness. That is where the magic
begins. We do not get anything back in return, as such, because we
actually have given up; but still something happens. Actual magic
begins there. The magic cannot begin unless we are willing to step
over the threshold. We have to step on the electric fence that has
been keeping us inside the corral, and then we have to step over it.
We might get a mild shock or a violent shock in the process, but that
is absolutely necessary. Otherwise there is no tantra; there is no
magic.

According to the tantric tradition, there are four levels of magic.
The first is one-pointedness. In this case, we are not talking about
one-pointedness as it is often described in hinayana meditation
practice. “We are not talking about a highly sharpened, pointed
needle that pierces through discursive mind, enabling us to develop
our mindfulness. The vajrayana version of mindfulness or one-
pointedness is like a dull needle, a dagger made out of stone rather
than efficient stainless steel. When we sew fabric with a sharp
needle, the needle sews through the texture of the fabric without
damaging it. The needle just goes in and out, and consequently our
clothes are made very efficiently with almost invisible seams. In
vajrayana one-pointedness, we are not only going through the web
of the fabric, but we are crushing what is there. When we crush the
fabric, there is no obstacle. It is thorough penetration, very, very
personal and very real.

So one-pointedness, or the first level of magic, is a particular kind
of penetration. Wherever there are obstacles, they are
acknowledged, and then they are cut through very bluntly. Therefore
there is a hole, a gate, or an entrance point. A sharp needle is
sneaky and efficient and keeps apologizing to each strand of fabric,



making each one feel better. With such a needle, one piece of fabric
can be joined to another quite beautifully, without destroying or
damaging the fabric. It is a very polite approach. Tantric one-
pointedness, on the other hand, is blunt and not at all polite.
Emotions occur and are experienced; they are not suppressed in a
neurotic fashion, but instead they are dealt with directly, in their own
place.

The second level of magic is called simplicity or noncomplication.
Literally, it is nonexaggeration. Usually we find ourselves
exaggerating. This exaggeration takes the form of spiritual
materialism, trying to acquire all kinds of spiritual techniques and
disciplines, and it also takes the form of psychological materialism,
or trying to acquire all kinds of little metaphysical theories and
experiences. The point here is that, having already been penetrated
by the vajrayana one-pointedness, the phenomenal world has been
related with properly, fully, and thoroughly. It can exist in its own way;
therefore simplicity is there already. In this case, simplicity does not
mean being a harmless person who lives in a hermitage and is so
kind and good that he would not kil a flea. Simplicity is
noncomplication rather than romantic simplicity. This means, again,
that there is no need for further exaggeration.

Often, when we refer to somebody as simple, we mean that the
person is slightly dumb or naive. He is so simple that he does not
know how to be sophisticated or complicated. We might find that
type of energy very refreshing, but such simplicity is regressing
rather than progressing in any way. In this case, simplicity is self-
existence. Something is simple because of its own magical qualities.
For instance, fire burns by its own simplicity but still has its energy. A
rock has its magic because it sits still and never gets bored. A river
keeps flowing in a simple way; it never gets bored and never gives
up its course. So the qualities of self-existence are directness and
simplicity, rather than purely being naive or good or kind.

The next level of magic is known as one taste. Because things
have a self-existing simplicity, they do not need any reference point.
That is one taste: no need for further reference point. It is direct, one
flavor. Usually, sugar is sweet because salt is salty, but such
reference points do not apply. One taste is a one-shot deal. If you



feel extreme pain and frustration, you feel it. Often, | find students
saying that they feel extremely pained and frustrated, but they
cannot understand why. There is some element of truth in that.
There may be magic in that, in fact. The students are not being
analytical but direct. They feel the nowness of the pain—or of the
pleasure—as it is, personally, directly, simply. That magic is very
powerful, very important.

The fourth level of magic is known as nonmeditation. In this case,
meditation is the idea of contemplating some object, such as
visualizing a candle, a rose, or a clear pond. We find ourselves
associating with what we have visualized: We become a living rose.
When we have finished meditating on the rose, we begin to feel like
a rose—rosy. But in nonmeditation, we do not meditate on anything.
It is beyond reference point of subject and object. It is just simple,
direct personal experience.

Nonmeditation provides a contrast to our expectations and
constant sense of wanting. We always want something. We want to
bring something in constantly, all the time. We want it badly,
seemingly, but that is questionable. What is this wanting? “| would
like a blah blah blah. Could | do blah blah blah blah?” We manifest
our wanting in all kinds of ways, but it is all the same thing. “| want to
eat. | don’'t even want to chew. Once | get food inside my mouth, |
just want to swallow.” The magical level of nonmeditation is entirely
different from that constant wanting. Nonmeditation is not
necessarily not wanting as such, or being dispassionate and cool
and good. Rather, we are not particularly hungry. We are not
particularly full either; nonetheless, we are not particularly hungry.
We can accommodate food if something to eat comes up. It is
welcome, even fantastic, but let us eat properly, in a nonmeditative
way.

That is the greatest magic of all. At the final or fourth level of the
magical process, we do not just perform magic because our magic
wand works. When an angry soldier fires his machine gun at his
enemies, each time the machine gun operates properly and kills his
enemies, he licks his lips with enormous satisfaction. Somehow
magic doesn’t happen that way. Magic is an expression of total



nonaggression and an expression of total energy and power at the
same time.

The question at this point might be whether what we have
discussed is magical enough. It feels slightly toned-down and too
sensible. But at this point we haven’t experienced those four levels
of magic personally, so we have no idea how powerful they are. The
little glimpse of energy we experience by studying tantra is perhaps
one-hundredth of the tantric energy taking place—and even then we
might experience it as too much. But there is more to come. There is
a great deal more to come, indeed. The great Indian pandit Naropa
once said that practicing tantra is like trying to ride a burning razor.
Maybe he was right.



THIRTEEN
The Tantric Journey

Yana 1s A SANSKRIT WORD that literally means “vehicle.” The three
major yanas or vehicles of practice are, as we know, hinayana,
mahayana, and vajrayana. Then there are further subdivisions, or
subtleties. There are six yanas within vajrayana: kriyayogayana,
upayogayana, yogayana, mahayogayana, anuyogayana, and maha
ati. Before discussing any of the tantric yanas specifically, we need
to examine the basic idea of yana or path in connection with the
tantric idea of continuity.

From our earlier discussion we know that tantra means continuity
or thread. The tantric notion of continuity is quite special. Continuity
obviously cannot take place without some means to continue
ourselves. So the question is, “Who is continuing? What is
continuing?” When we become tantric practitioners, we have
discussed and studied the hinayana and mahayana levels of
Buddhism already, but we still do not know completely who or what
is making the journey. According to the vajrayana, nobody is making
the journey; but if there is no traveler, how is it possible to have a
path? Of course there is the possibility that there is no path, no yana.
But we cannot just say that there is no path. We have to
acknowledge the phenomenological-experiential level: We have to
relate to our own experience rather than simply making metaphysical
assumptions such as that path does not exist.

We have to come back to square one: “What is this? Who am [?”
The simplest way to approach this question is by realizing that it
does not really matter who asks the question, but we need to see
whether the question itself exists or not. Where does the question
come from? It seems to come from curiosity and fascination, wanting
to find the original truth. But where does that curiosity come from?
How is it possible for there to be a question at all? From the point of



view of the questionless state of being, questions are only
fabrications; and since the question does not exist, therefore the
questioner does not exist either. We have to work backward using
this type of logic.

For instance, we say that since there is no sun, it must be
nighttime. That is proper logic. We could say that it must be
nighttime because it is dark, which in turn means that there is no
sun, but that is weak logic. The questioning process has to work
back to the first flash of reality. After that first flash of reality is
experienced, then one begins to question reality and whether reality
exists in its own right or not. In fact it doesn’t, because reality
depends on the perceiver of reality. Since such a perceiver does not
exist, therefore reality itself does not exist either. We have to work
with that kind of logic; otherwise our understanding becomes too
linear, too theistic.

So the question of a perceiver and the question of being is purely
a phantom of our experience, purely a phantom, and it is
questionable whether this phantom exists or not. On the one hand,
the phantom does exist because of its phantomlike quality; but on
the other hand, the phantom does not exist, also because of its
phantomlike quality. We are cutting our throat if we discuss it, as if
we were swallowing a razor blade.

With that understanding of egolessness or nonexistence, we begin
to develop what is known as the knowledge of egoless insight,
lhakthong dagme tokpe sherab (lhag mthong bdag med rtogs pa’i
shes rab). Lhakthong means “insight,” dagme means “egoless,”
tokpe means “realization,” and sherab means “knowledge.” Without
that knowledge there is no way of understanding vajrayana or tantric
experience at all. Egolessness may seem to you to be just another
concept, but it is absolutely necessary.

A sense of nonexistence or egolessness is the essential
background for understanding the difference between nontheistic
and theistic traditions. In comparing theism and nontheism we are
not arguing about the existence of God, but about whether the
perceiver of God exists or not. Having understood very clearly and
precisely that the perceiver does not exist, we therefore conclude
that God does not exist either. In the tantric tradition continuity has



nothing to do with divine providence, since the notion of divinity has
already been discarded. The continuity of tantra is simply the sense
of path or journey, which takes place constantly. This journey is by
no means an illusion. It is a real journey, a journey that takes place
on the planet Earth in this particular solar system, in this particular
country, for that matter.

When we refer to a journey, it seems to be quite clear that we are
not talking about struggle or ambition. On the other hand, maybe we
are talking in terms of struggle and ambition: ambition in the sense
that we are inspired into the nowness, this very moment; and
struggle in that a sense of exertion or discipline in the practice is
necessary. This seems to be a contradiction. On the one hand we
are talking about nonbeing, no world, nonexistence; and on the other
hand we are discussing the process of the path, how we could
proceed along a path and exert ourselves. Isn’t there a hole in our
logic? If we split hairs in that way, there is no truth anywhere, none
whatsoever. Let it just be that way; let us have contradictions.

At the same time, let us be suspicious of the nature of the path.
That is great; that is precisely what is needed. We should not
become so gullible that if we are asked to lick our teacher’s bottom
we are willing to do so. That becomes somewhat ugly and too
gullible. It is good that we have questions in our mind, that we have
such suspicion and such unyielding pride. Such suspicion is required
for the study of tantra in particular, as well as for studying the rest of
the Buddhist teachings. We are not asked to take anything at its
word.

For the tantric practitioner the point is that a sense of journey
takes place. Whether the journey is regarded as a hypothetical
journey, a cynical journey, or an actual spiritual journey, some kind of
journey is taking place continually, and we have to acknowledge it. It
might seem that our own journey is a backward journey; we might
feel that we started with a point of reference in which we had
confidence but that now we find ourselves quite uncertain. Or we
may be uncertain whether we are going forward or backward.

In tantra, it is necessary to have pride that we are taking a journey;
it does not really matter whether it is a forward or a backward
journey. A journey is actually taking place—that is what counts. It is



like aging. We know that we are getting physically older all the time.
We might find ourselves becoming infantile psychologically, but in
that case, we are an old person being infantile rather than actually a
baby. We know that we are getting physically older as long as we
have a body. We are developing gray hair, we are becoming
somewhat inaccurate in our physical behavior, our sight is becoming
blurry, our speech is becoming slightly old-fashioned, our hearing
system is degenerating slightly, and our taste in food and our interest
in excitement or entertainment is becoming somewhat numb and
dulled. We are getting old. Whether we regard that as going
backward, becoming infantile, or going forward, approaching our
death, something is happening to us. We could consider that
process of aging as a metaphor for the spiritual journey. Whether we
like it or not, we are moving forward.

When we become a Buddhist, we become a refugee: We take the
refuge now and commit ourselves to the Buddhist path. We make
the preliminary decision to call ourselves Buddhists. After that we
slowly begin to develop the confidence that we are not only working
on ourselves but that we can also work with others. Then we take
another vow, called the bodhisattva vow. As we proceed further, we
are ready to take tantric transmission, or abhisheka. We are still
making a journey. We might feel that we are going backward or
forward—but that is simply the play of emotions. If we feel we are
becoming infantile, we are learning; if we think we are an
insignificant old man, we are still learning. A learning process takes
place constantly, throughout the whole path.

It would be very difficult to go through each of the tantric yanas in
detail since many of you are beginning practitioners. So | would like
to take a more general approach in discussing the tantric journey.
We could discuss the beginning, the middle, and the end of the path,
that is, kriyayoga, the first yana; anuttaratantra, the culmination of
the first three; and atiyana, the final yana. The main point is that the
same psychological attitude permeates all the tantric yanas, the
same continuity based on the nonexistence of ego. There is a
continual sense of journey throughout the path. We have developed
a sense of egolessness at the hinayana level, we have understood
the compassionate activities that might take place at the mahayana



level, and now we are approaching the vajrayana level. There is the
continuity of an inspired student who is well-disciplined, highly
inspired by working with others, and who now is coming to grips with
reality properly and thoroughly.

The first tantric yana is kriyayoga. Kriya literally means “action,” so
kriyayoga is the yoga of action. The basic approach of kriyayoga is
that of purity or cleanliness, which in this case means understanding
reality from the sharpest possible perspective, the clearest possible
point of view. In order to see the vajra world or the tantric world
properly, thoroughly, and clearly, we have to see it in a highly purified
way. Otherwise, rather than creating the clear vision of kriyayoga, we
will begin to fixate on spots of dirt all over the place. Actions such as
vegetarianism, taking baths frequently, and leading a very pure life
are recommended in kriyayoga, but they are by no means “trips,”
because before we begin such actions we already have been
trained. We already have been educated in the hinayana and
mahayana. Therefore we are able to practice the disciplines of
kriyayoga properly. We are not just presented with kriyayoga
suddenly out of nowhere, as though our mother decided to wean us
by abruptly taking away her nipples.

One of the basic notions of kriyayoga is that there is both purity
and dirt in emotions. Initially, emotions occur in a spontaneous way.
Then we interpret those spontaneous emotions to our own
advantage. Having done so, we begin to possess our emotions as
territory: We have our logic and our arguments, and other people’s
interpretations seem illogical or unreasonable. We feel that our
emotional approach is accurate because we feel it; we feel that we
are experiencing our emotions properly and thoroughly. So we begin
to take pride in our emotions, and finally we begin to find ourselves
so righteous that it is upsetting. We are extraordinarily passionate,
proud, jealous, and justified because we have worked out our logic
completely. But that process is problematic. At the beginner’s level,
we experience pure emotion; but then we dilute it; we try to control it.
In the end, we find ourselves swimming in a pool of sewage, which is
extraordinarily irritating, to say the least, and somewhat hellish, in
fact.



The Vajramala, a text on kriyayoga, talks a great deal about
working with the emotions. According to the Vajramala and its
commentaries, kriyayoga separates emotions into two types: pure
and impure. Pure emotion, which is the original flash of
instantaneous experience, could be called wisdom, which is jnana in
Sanskrit or yeshe (ye shes) in Tibetan. With that first flash, we
experience  emotions  properly and  thoroughly,  without
preconceptions. At that level, emotion is insight. Then, as our
emotions begin to deteriorate, as we begin to dilute them, they
become ordinary passion, ordinary aggression, and ordinary
ignorance. At that point they are regarded as dirt or impurity.

There is a definite division of experience into black and white in
kriyayoga. The first impulse is regarded as purity, the true
experience of reality in its fullest sense. Then we begin to water it
down and mask that experience with all kinds of interpretations in an
attempt to possess it. In doing so, the emotion becomes a confused
one. So there is direct experience and there is a neurotic overlay,
both happening at once. That original purity is vajra nature, which is
inherently pure and cannot be contaminated—it cannot be destroyed
at all. It is fundamental toughness. The moon might be behind a
cloud, but the moon in itself is still pure. The cloud is the problem—if
we sweep away the cloud the moon is sure to be a good moon.

One should see the neuroses clearly, look at them and study
them, and finally flush them down the toilet. The way to do that is
through various purification ceremonies and visualization practices.
Purification in kriyayoga is a very personal experience, but solving
our neurotic problems is not the point at all. Purification is learning to
relate with the problems. Does a problem exist or not? Is the
problem a problem, or is the problem a promise? We are not talking
about how to get rid of problems or impurities here, as though we
were suddenly surrounded by piles of garbage that we want to clean
up. That is not the point. The point is to discover the quality of
garbageness. Before we dispose of our garbage, first we have to
examine it. If we approached purification as simply trying to get rid of
our garbage, we would do a great job of emitting spiritual pollution
into the atmosphere.



Having related with our garbage, the question of how we can
purify ourselves is a question of surrendering. But all kinds of tricks
are possible in this approach as well. We might say, “If | accept the
whole thing and regard it as no big deal, then will | be free of any
problems?” Those little tricks of ego, overlapping tricks of all kinds,
go on constantly. The idea is to surrender completely.

The visualizations of kriyayoga are highly developed. They are
very transparent visualizations, rather than simply imagining that we
are a great guy or thinking of ourselves as a good person. In
kriyayoga, visualization is identifying with our inherently pure
psychological state of being, the part of us that is inherently
innocent. The deities are visualized in the name of our innocence—
or through the experience of our innocence. That innocent quality or
pure aspect of our being is seen as a deity, as the embodiment of
living enlightenment.

So kriyayoga’s approach to life is segregation: certain parts of our
life are good and pure, and certain parts of our life and our
experience are impure, that is, diluted and contaminated by
egocentricity. In kriyayoga we take the attitude that we are going to
experience things very clearly and properly. We are not purely trying
to relate with some abstract divinity or deity, but we are willing to
relate with real experience.



EVAM. The personal seal of Chégyam Trungpa and the Trungpa tulkus (see chapter 14).
DESIGN BY MOLLY K. NUDELL.



FOURTEEN
Anuttarayoga

THE FIRST THREE tantric yanas, kriyayoga yana, upayoga yana, and
yoga yana, are called “lower tantra.” And the last three tantric yanas,
mahayana yana, anuyoga yana, and atiyoga yana, are called “higher
tantra.” Anuttarayoga brings together the teachings of the lower
tantra. It is usually not regarded as a separate yana but as the
culmination of the first three. In some ways it acts as a bridge
between the lower tantra and the higher tantra. The word anuttara—
in Tibetan, la-me (bla med)—literally means “nothing higher.” As far
as the lower tantras are concerned, anuttara is the highest tantric
achievement. Many tantric practices, such as Kalachakra,
Chakrasamvara, and Guhyasamaja, are based on anuttarayoga.
Earlier we discussed the principles of body, speech, and mind. It is
through body, speech, and mind that we relate with the phenomenal
world. Such a relationship is not necessarily spiritual; it is physical,
bodily. It is a question of being a person of sanity, a person of
openness. In fact, we could almost approach the whole path in a
secular way and call it the nontheistic discipline of developing sanity
and openness, rather than regarding it as purely a religious tradition.
In anuttarayoga, there is particular emphasis on speech. Speech
is not only voice or verbal description, but any speechlike experience
that brings a sense of rhythm or movement. In other words, it is
energy or circulation rather than sound alone. We are not using
speech here in the narrow sense, but we are speaking of speechlike
situations, any interchange that exists, related with hearing, seeing,
smelling, and the general sensory system of the body. As the basic
communication that takes place in human society, speech is not
limited to newspapers, television, and radio shows. More basically, it
is a link between us and our body, a link between us and our mind.
As such, speech brings mind to the cognitive level and body to the



energetic level. Such a link, either with the mind or with the body,
takes place constantly. That kind of movement and energy is
speech.

Some kind of interchange takes place in our life constantly, which
is known as energy. We are not talking about energy as a gigantic
“‘voom!” that suddenly zaps us and makes us feel electrified. That
kind of expectation seems to be a spiritual version of playing
cowboys and Indians. When a local bandit swings open the bar door
and walks in, suddenly tension builds up—there is obviously the
possibility of a gunfight. We are not talking about energy at that level,
even spiritually. Energy here is the self-existing energy that exists in
every one of us. It is not particularly a sensation of electrified
vibrations of energy. Such a sensation is very rare, if it happens at
all. It could happen when we are at the height of our temper, but that
is just one of those things that we do when we feel weak. When we
don’t feel so good, we might lose our temper to try to recharge
ourselves. But energy is not necessarily so pathetic. Rather there is
self-existing energy that goes on constantly, purely at the survival
level. We exist, others exist, and therefore energy takes place
constantly. There is energy of aggression, energy of passion, energy
of depression, energy of excitement, energy of uncertainty, and so
on.

According to the tantric tradition, beginning with upayoga,
yogayana, and anuttarayoga, such energy is divided into three parts.
The anuttarayoga model that we are going to discuss is based on
Kalachakra Tantra. Kala means “time” and chakra is “wheel.” So
Kalachakra means “the wheel of time.” Tantra in this context is used
to designate a root text of vajrayana teachings. This tantra, as well
as many others, describes three types of energy: nadi, prana, and
bindu.

Nadi is like a channel. Energy has to have a channel, a way to
journey, its own specialized path. Nadi is like a railroad track in that it
provides a certain path or pattern that our energy follows. In this
case, the phenomenal world has already created the sense of
pattern for us. At this point the phenomenal world is not regarded as
particularly radical or extraordinary. Rather, the phenomenal world
has set up the system for us, so we personally do not have to set it



up; the system is already there. We can build railroad cars with
wheels, but the railroad tracks already exist. Taranatha, one of the
Kalachakra tantric masters, likened the existence of nadi to putting
boiled milk out in the cold air: The milk is sure to form its own skin.
Boiling-hot milk has learned how to deal with reality by forming a
skin. That is the railroad track that exists already. We don’t have to
try to find a transcendental world, a better world, or a world suited to
tantra at all. This world exists as what we experience already, which
is the notion of nadi.

The metaphor for prana is a horse looking for a rider. Such a horse
has to be a good horse, well fed and strong. We are not using the
horse as a metaphor for speed, but we are talking in terms of
conviction, strength. Again, we are willing to relate with the existing
world that has been set up for us. There is a highway already built
for us, a supermarket built for us, shopping centers already built for
us—there is already some kind of energy and pattern. So prana is
the horse that rides on that energy, that rides on the existing tracks
of the world, the nadi, that have already been set up.

Then there is bindu, the rider of the horse of prana. Bindu is a
particular type of consciousness. The inquisitive quality of mind that
tries to explore or to set up the universe is called sem (sems) in
Tibetan. The definition of sem at this point is that which responds to
reference points. Such a mind is willing to survey, willing to look into
areas of energy. But sem purely responds to reference points, while
bindu is the quality of mind that relates with the sense of journey.
When we ride a horse, the horse just walks for us. We can’t quite
say the horse takes the journey; it just moves. The rider takes the
journey, in that the rider controls the horse. It is the rider who looks
right and left, ahead and behind, and appreciates the sights. This
rider is bindu, which we could simply call consciousness.

So consciousness or bindu is journeying through the energies of
the world. Consciousness is the awake quality that doesn’t have to
refer to immediate reference points alone, but has greater scope, like
a radar system. Such a radar system has to be mounted in some
kind of mechanical framework, which in this case is functional mind,
sem. And that mounting has to be connected to the track by a wheel,
which is prana. In other words, we have a radar system on a



mounting that has a wheel that goes along a railway track. The radar
system is called bindu, its mounting is sem, the wheel is prana, and
the rail is nadi. In this case, it is bindu, the radar system, that guides
or controls the journey. And the whole process is based on energy,
obviously.

The tantric practices that work with nadi, prana, ad bindu are
based on hatha yoga, pranayama practices, and certain
concentration and visualization experiences. But there is something
more than that. In the application of nadi, prana, and bindu, there is
still a sense of taking a journey, cranking up our machine along our
railroad track. We can perceive our world in terms of nadi, prana,
and bindu, and using them, we can take our journey. But then, at the
highest level of anuttara yoga, we begin to transcend that journey;
we go beyond using those three types of energy. We go on to
something more than that, something beyond consciousness and
mind, and our experience of the world alone. We begin to expand
ourselves, and a greater openness begins to take place. It is like the
unfolding of a flower: we don'’t even feel a sense of journey anymore.
In anuttara yoga, that greater openness is symbolized by the
monogram EVAM.

Discovering the existence of Evam transcends hatha yoga and
pranayama experience. E is the level of basic accommodation in
which the attainment of buddhahood and the state of sentient beings
are no longer different. At this point, naming somebody as a buddha
or naming somebody as a sentient being is saying the same thing.
When we say somebody is a buddha, that automatically is saying
that he or she is no-buddha. In that sense, even the Buddha is no-
buddha as well. A buddha exists only by the grace of somebody
being no-buddha, or the reference point of somebody who is no-
buddha. So sorting out buddhas and confused persons at this point
is irrelevant. That is E. When you say E, it comes from your heart.
You just breathe out—ehhh. It is a sound of opening up, without any
particular definition or definite reference point. So E symbolizes the
nonexistence of buddha, and the nonexistence of sentient beings as
either confused or enlightened beings.

Having that enormous space of E already, then you have vam. Vam
is called the seed or the vajra-holder principle. Basically, vam is the



son and E is the mother. When you have a mother, you have a son.
That might mean that the son and the mother are separate, that they
conflict with each other. However, the vam principle is that energy
exists within the E of nonduality. Within the E of non-samsara and
non-nirvana, there is still basic energy.

Real energy exists as a sense of having a certain discipline, a
certain experience, and a certain openness. If you had too much E
you would space out and you wouldn’t find anything anywhere; you
wouldn’t have any discipline. So Evam brings the discipline of vam
together with the spaciousness of E. Altogether, having transcended
the three disciplines of nadi, prana, and bindu, you have a sense of
openness or E, and then you have a sense of one-pointedness with
concentrated energy or vaM. The combination of E and vam brings
together openness or spaciousness with indestructibility and one-
pointedness. Evam is a central monogram or basic symbol of
Kalachakra Tantra.

One of the basic points of anuttara tantra is that we are able to use
any form of confusion or hallucination that we experience in ordinary
everyday life. Actually, echo may be a better word than hallucination.
First there is an experience and then there is the echo, the doubt or
questioning: “Did | or didn’t I?” Anuttara yoga brings out the constant
doubt that goes on in the mind: “Am | or am | not? Did | experience
that or didn’t | experience that? Maybe something is just about to
happen to me, maybe not.” Such chatterings of mind take place all
the time, but they are never legitimized in the Buddhist teachings of
the hinayana and mahayana.

In the lower yanas, such questions are ignored. Such tentative
explorations are ignored: “If you have any questions, regard them as
your mind. Just say it’s your mind; you're just confused. Just come
back to your practice.” But Kalachakra Tantra says such confusion is
legitimate. In fact, such confusion has enormous potential. We have
the potential of becoming an enormously successful—if we could
use such a word—tantric student because we have such creepy
questions about ourselves. Such double thinking, double hearing,
and double vision are legitimate. They are already included. When
we experience this double vision, the first vision is sharp and then
there is a shadow around that. The first vision is vam, and the second



vision is E. That is exactly the process of evam: We have a sharp
vision first and then we have a shadow around it. So we are seeing
EVAM constantly. That is the basic approach of anuttara: allowing
doubt, and including that doubt as part of our progress.



Rangjung Dorje, Karmapa Il (1284—1339), a great vajrayana scholar
and teacher, famous for bringing together the teachings of atiyoga
with anuttaratantra. This painting is from the lineage thangkas at
Rumtek Monastery in Sikkim, India.
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FIFTEEN

Maha Ati

THE NINTH YANA, maha ati or atiyoga, is the final stage of the path. It is
both the beginning and the end of the journey. It is not final in the
sense that we have finished making a statement and we have
nothing more to say, but final in the sense that we feel we have said
enough. At this level, if there are any further words, they are the
creations of space rather than idle remarks.

The tantric journey is like walking along a winding mountain path.
Dangers, obstacles, and problems occur constantly. There are wild
animals, earthquakes, landslides, all kinds of things, but still we
continue on our journey and we are able to go beyond the obstacles.
When we finally get to the summit of the mountain, we do not
celebrate our victory. Instead of planting our national flag on the
summit of the mountain, we look down again and see a vast
perspective of mountains, rivers, meadows, woods, jungles, and
plains. Once we are on the summit of the mountain, we begin to look
down, and we feel attracted toward the panoramic quality of what we
see. That is ati style. From that point of view, our achievement is not
regarded as final but as a re-appreciation of what we have already
gone through. In fact, we would like to retake the journey we have
been through. So maha ati is the beginning of the end and the end of
the beginning.

Ati teachings talk of enormous space. In this case, it is not space
as opposed to a boundary, but a sense of total openness. Such
openness can never be questioned. Atiyana is regarded as the king
of all the yanas. In fact, the traditional Tibetan term for this yana,
long gyur thap kyi thekpa (klong gyur thabs kyi theg pa), means
“imperial yana.” It is imperial rather than regal, for while a king has
conquered his own country, in order to be an emperor, he has to
conquer a lot of other territories and other continents as well. An



emperor has no need for further conquests; his rule is beyond
conquering. Likewise, ati is regarded as “imperial” because, from the
perspective of atiyoga, hinayana discipline is seen as spaciousness;
mahayana discipline is seen as spaciousness; and the tantric yanas,
as well, are seen as spaciousness. If you review what we have been
discussing throughout this book, you will see that we have been
taking that point of view. We have discussed everything from the
perspective of ati. Because of that, we have been able to view the
characteristics of the various yanas and tantric disciplines in terms of
openness and spaciousness and inevitability. That notion of
wakefulness we have been discussing constantly is the final
wakefulness of atiyoga.

Atiyoga teaching or discipline is sometimes defined as that which
transcends coming, that which transcends going, and that which
transcends dwelling. This definition is something more than the
traditional tantric slogan of advaita, or “not two.” In this case, we are
looking at things from the level of true reality, not from the point of
view of slogan or belief. Things are as they are, very simply,
extremely simply so. Therefore things are unchanging, and therefore
things are open as well. The relationship between us and our world
is no relationship, because such a relationship is either there or not.
We cannot manufacture a concept or idea of relationship to make us
feel better.

From the perspective of ati, the rest of the yanas are trying to
comfort us: “If you feel separate, don’t worry. There is nonduality as
your saving grace. Try to rest your mind in it. Everything is going to
be okay. Don'’t cry.” In contrast, the approach of ati is a blunt and
vast attitude of total flop, as if the sky had turned into a gigantic
pancake and suddenly descended onto our head, which ironically
creates enormous space. That is the ati approach, that larger way of
thinking, that larger view.

Buddhism has a number of schools, primarily divided into the
hinayana, mahayana, and vajrayana traditions, and squabbling goes
on among all of them. They all speak the language of totality, and
every one of them claims to have the answer. The hinayanists may
say that they have the answer because they know reality. The
mahayanists may say that the bodhisattva is the best person that we



could ever find in the world. Tantric practitioners may say that the
most fantastic person is the powerful and crazy yogi who is
unconquerable and who has achieved siddhis and magical powers of
all kinds. Let them believe what they want. It's okay. But what do
those things mean to us personally, as students who want to practice
and who want to experience the teachings?

The maha ati practitioner sees a completely naked world, at the
level of marrow, rather than skin or flesh or even bones. In the lower
yanas, we develop lots of idioms and terms, and that makes us feel
better because we have a lot of things to talk about, such as
compassion or emptiness or wisdom. But in fact, that becomes a
way of avoiding the actual naked reality of life. Of course, in maha ati
there is warmth, there is openness, there is penetration—all those
things are there. But if we begin to divide the dharma, cutting it into
little pieces as we would cut a side of beef into sirloin steaks,
hamburger, and chuck, with certain cuts of beef more expensive than
others, then the dharma is being marketed. In fact, according to
Vimalamitra, the reason maha ati is necessary is because
throughout the eight lower yanas the dharma has been marketed as
a particularly juicy morsel of food. The maha ati level is necessary in
order to save the dharma from being parceled and marketed; that is,
it is necessary to preserve the wholesomeness of the whole path.

Actually, if we could make an atiyoga remark, all the yanas are
purely creating successively more advanced and mechanized toys.
At first, when a child is very young, we give him mobiles to look at,
rings to suck, and rattles to shake. Then, when the child is more
sophisticated, we give him more sophisticated toys, “creative
playthings,” and brightly colored bricks and sticks to put together. We
provide even more sophisticated toys as the child becomes more
and more inquisitive and sophisticated, and his mind and body are
better coordinated.

Finally, at the level of adulthood, we continue to buy toys for
ourselves. When we are old enough, we may buy ourselves a set of
Encyclopaedia Britannica, or a stereo kit that we can put together.
We may even build ourselves a house—the ultimate creative
plaything. Or we may invent some new gadget: “I designed a new
kind of motorcar, a new kind of airplane, a new kind of submarine. |



built it and it actually worked. Isn’t that fantastic?” We feel that our
abilities are becoming much greater because not only can we build
fantastic toys and enjoy them ourselves but we learn how to sell
them, market them. When we become really sophisticated, we might
design a zoo or even an entire city, and be accepted as important
people in our society. It feels fantastic, extremely powerful and
encouraging. But we are still fascinated by our toys.

According to atiyoga, going through the yanas is similar to that
process of collecting more and more toys. The more sophisticated
and fascinated we become, the more we are actually reducing
ourselves to a childlike level. Somehow we are not yet at the level of
the maha ati if we are still fascinated by our toys, our occupations,
no matter how extensive or expansive they may be. At the maha ati
level, those little tricks that we play to improve ourselves or to
entertain ourselves are no longer regarded as anything—but at the
same time they are everything, much vaster than we could have
imagined. It is as though we were building a city or a zoo, and
suddenly the whole sky turned into a gigantic pancake and dropped
on us. There is a new dimension of surprise that we never thought
of, we never expected. We never expected the sky to drop on our
head.

There is a children’s story about the sky falling, but we do not
actually believe that such a thing could happen. The sky turns into a
blue pancake and drops on our head—nobody believes that. But in
maha ati experience, it actually does happen. There is a new
dimension of shock, a new dimension of logic. It is as though we
were furiously calculating a mathematical problem in our notebook,
and suddenly a new approach altogether dawned on us, stopping us
in our tracks. Our perspective becomes completely different.

Our ordinary approach to reality and truth is so poverty-stricken
that we don'’t realize that the truth is not one truth, but all truth. It
could be everywhere, like raindrops, as opposed to water coming out
of a faucet that only one person can drink from at a time. Our limited
approach is a problem. It may be our cultural training to believe that
only one person can get the truth: “You can receive this, but nobody
else can.” There are all sorts of philosophical, psychological,
religious, and emotional tactics that we use to motivate ourselves,



which say that we can do something but nobody else can. Since we
think we are the only one that can do something, we crank up our
machine and we do it. And if it turns out that somebody else has
done it already, we begin to feel jealous and resentful. In fact, the
dharma has been marketed or auctioned in that way. But from the
point of view of ati, there is “all” dharma rather than “the” dharma.
The notion of “one and only” does not apply anymore. If the gigantic
pancake falls on our head, it falls on everybody’s head.

In some sense it is both a big joke and a big message. You cannot
even run to your next-door neighbor saying, “I had a little pancake
fall on my head. What can | do? | want to wash my hair.” You have
nowhere to go. It is a cosmic pancake that falls everywhere on the
face of the earth. You cannot escape—that is the basic point. From
that point of view, both the problem and the promise are cosmic.

If you are trying to catch what | am saying, quite possibly you
cannot capture the idea. In fact, it is quite possible that you do not
understand a word of it. You cannot imagine it in even the slightest,
faintest way. But it is possible that there are situations that exist
beyond your logic, beyond your system of thinking. That is not an
impossibility. In fact it is highly possible.

The earlier yanas talk about the rug being pulled out from under
our feet, which is quite understandable. If our landlord kicks us out of
our apartment, the rug is pulled out from under our feet, obviously.
That is quite workable, and we find that we can still relate with our
world. But in ati we are talking about the sky collapsing onto us.
Nobody thinks of that possibility. It is an entirely different approach.
No one can imagine a landlady or a landlord who could pull that trick
on us.

In maha ati we are not talking about gaining ground or losing
ground, or how we settle down and find our way around. Instead we
are talking about how we can develop headroom. Headroom, or the
space above us, is the important thing. We are interested in how
space could provide us with a relationship to reality, to the world.

| do not think we should go into too much detail about maha ati. |
have basically been finger painting, but that is as far as we can go at



this point. However, we could discuss another topic that is closely
related to ati yana: crazy wisdom.

Using the word crazy from the English language to describe tantric
experience is very tricky because of the various ideas we have about
craziness. In the American Indian tradition there was a warrior
named Crazy Horse. He was a crazy, old, wise eccentric, who was a
great warrior and had tremendous courage. Being crazy is also
associated with the idea of being absurd, on the verge of lunacy.
There is also a notion of craziness as being unconventional. And
sometimes we talk about somebody being crazy about music or
crazy about honey or sugar. We mean that somebody takes
excessive pleasure in something or has an excessive fascination, to
the point where he might destroy himself by being so crazy about
whatever it is.

We might also say that someone is crazy if he doesn’t agree with
us. For instance, if we are trying to form a business, we will
approach somebody to be our business partner who agrees with our
business proposals. We tell him that the two of us can make lots of
money. And if we approach this “uncrazy” person properly, he will
accept our logic and he will love the idea of going into business with
us. Whereas if we approach an intelligent “crazy” person, he will see
through us. He will see any holes in our plan or any neurosis that our
business might create. So we don’t want to approach such a person
as a business partner: “| won’t talk to him. He’s crazy.” What we
mean is, “He will see through me. He won’t buy my simplistic logic,
my trip.” That description of craziness comes somewhat close to the
tantric idea of craziness. Still, such craziness has a sense of basic
ground. There is a lot of room, a lot of trust, but there is also a lot of
solidity.

We might also view our grandparents’ orthodoxy as crazy. They
are so soaked in their own culture and their own norms that they
don’t understand our culture at all. Their crazy ways make them
practically unapproachable to us. We cannot shake their faith and
their convictions, and we feel frustrated when we have something to
say to them and they don’t respond as we want. So we might regard
them as semi-crazy.



| don’t think crazy wisdom fits any of the examples above. Instead
crazy wisdom is the basic norm or the basic logic of sanity. It is a
transparent view that cuts through conventional norms or
conventional emotionalism. It is the notion of relating properly with
the world. It is knowing how much heat is needed to boil water to
make a cup of tea, or how much pressure you should apply to
educate your students. That level of craziness is very wise. It is
based on being absolutely wise, knowing exactly what to do. Such a
wise person is well-versed in the ways of the world, and he has
developed and understood basic logic. He knows how to build a
campfire, how to pitch a tent, and how to brush his teeth. He knows
how to handle himself in relating with the world, from the level of
knowing how to make a good fire in the fireplace up to knowing the
fine points of philosophy. So there is absolute knowledgeability. And
then, on top of that, craziness begins to descend, as an ornament to
the basic wisdom that is already there.

In other words, crazy wisdom does not occur unless there is a
basic understanding of things, a knowledge of how things function as
they are. There has to be a trust in the normal functioning of karmic
cause and effect. Having been highly and completely trained, then
there is enormous room for crazy wisdom. According to that logic,
wisdom does not exactly go crazy; but on top of the basic logic or
basic norm, craziness as higher sanity, higher power, or higher
magic, can exist.

One attribute of crazy wisdom is fearlessness. Having already
understood the logic of how things work, fearlessness is the further
power and energy to do what needs to be done, to destroy what
needs to be destroyed, to nurse what should be nursed, to
encourage what should be encouraged, or whatever the appropriate
action is.

The fearlessness of crazy wisdom is also connected with
bluntness. Bluntness here is the notion of openness. It is a sense of
improvising, being resourceful, but not in the sense of constantly
trying to improvise the nature of the world. There are two
approaches to improvising. If we have a convenient accident and we
capitalize on that, we improvise as we go along. That is the
conventional sense of the word. For instance, we might become a



famous comedian, not because of our perceptiveness, but purely
because we make funny mistakes. We say the wrong things at the
wrong time and people find us hilarious. Therefore we become a
famous comedian. That is approaching things from the back door, or
more accurately, it is like hanging out in the backyard.

The other approach to improvising, or bluntness, is seeing things
as they are. We might see humor in things; we might see strength or
weakness. In any case, we see what is there quite bluntly. A crazy
wisdom person has this sense of improvising. If such a person sees
that something needs to be destroyed rather than preserved, he
strikes on the spot. Or if something needs to be preserved, although
it might be decaying or becoming old hat, he will nurse it very gently.

So crazy wisdom is absolute perceptiveness, with fearlessness
and bluntness. Fundamentally, it is being wise, but not holding to
particular doctrines or disciplines or formats. There aren’t any books
to follow. Rather, there is endless spontaneity taking place. There is
room for being blunt, room for being open. That openness is created
by the environment itself. In fact, at the level of crazy wisdom, all
activity is created by the environment. The crazy wisdom person is
just an activator, just one of the conditions that have evolved in the
environment.

Since we are reaching the end of our tantric journey together, so to
speak, | would like to say something about how you could relate to
all of this information that you have received. You don'’t have to try to
catch the universe in the same way that you would try to catch a
grasshopper or a flea. You don’t have to do something with what you
have experienced, particularly. Why don’t you let it be as it is? In
fact, that might be necessary. If you actually want to use something,
you have to let it be. You cannot drink all the water on earth in order
to quench your thirst eternally. You might drink a glass of water, but
you have to leave the rest of the water, rivers, and oceans so that if
you are thirsty again, you can drink more. You have to leave some
room somewhere. You don’t have to gulp everything down. It's much
nicer not to do that; in fact, it is polite.

If you are terribly hungry and thirsty, you want to attack the
universe as your prey all at once: “I'll have it for my dinner or my



breakfast. | don’t care.” You don’t think about anybody else who
might have just a humble request, who might just want to have a sip
from your glass of milk or a piece of meat from your plate. If you are
told that you should be devotional, you might think that means that
you should be even more hungry and try to get every possible
blessing into your system. Since you are hungry, you suck up
everything, all the systems and resources that exist, including your
own. You don'’t find yourself being a productive human being; instead
you find yourself becoming a monster.

There are a lot of problems with that, unless you have the
umbrella notion of maha ati, which says: “It's okay. Everything is
okay. Just take a pinch of salt, a spoonful of soy sauce. Just take
one shot of whiskey. Don’t rush; everything is going to be okay. You
can have plenty of room if you want. Just cool it.” You don’t have to
do a complete job, all at once. If you go too far, if you are too hungry,
you could become a cosmic monster. That message is very
courageous, but very few people have the courage to say that.

| am actually concerned and somewhat worried about how you are
going to handle all this material. You could overextend yourselves
and get completely zonked or completely bewildered. Or you could
use this as just another clever reference point, a new vocabulary or
logic to manipulate your friends and your world. What you do with
this material is really up to you. | hope that you will feel grateful for
this introduction to the tantric world, and | hope that you will realize
from this that the world is not all that bad and confused. The world
can be explored; it is workable, wherever you go, whatever you do.
But | would like to plant one basic seed in your mind: | feel that it is
absolutely important to make the practice of meditation your source
of strength, your source of basic intelligence. Please think about that.
You could sit down and do nothing, just sit and do nothing. Stop
acting, stop speeding. Sit and do nothing. You should take pride in
the fact that you have learned a very valuable message: You actually
can survive beautifully by doing nothing.



Lord Marpa’s Praise to the Gurus

Lord Aksobhya, Mahasukhakaya,
United with Vajradakint,

Chief of dakas,

SrT Heruka, | praise you and prostrate.

Collector of commands and secret mantras,
Possessor of the Secret,

Propagator of the holy dharma in the world of men,
Lord Nagarjuna, father and son, | praise you.

You who bring down the overwhelming vajra thunderbolt,
The kind one who protects from fear,

Tilopa, lord of the three levels,

Who has attained supreme siddhi, | praise you.

Undergoing twelve trials attending the guru,
All the pitakas and tantras

You realized in an instant;

Lord Buddha in human form, | praise you.

Indestructible form of mahamudra,

Possessing the uncontrived primordial essence,
Realizing the truth of the bliss of simplicity,

Lord Prince Maitripa, | praise at your feet.

Expounding the doctrine of the command lineage,
Attaining the siddhi of the profound Guhyasamaja,
You are endowed with compassion and wisdom,
JAanagarbha, | praise at your feet.

Dwelling in charnal grounds, solitudes, and under trees,
A kusulu savoring potency,
Possessing the miracle of traveling in space,



Kukkuripa, | praise you.

Having realized the truth of abundance,
Possessing the potency of moonbeams,

You satisfy and bring bliss to those who see you,
Yogini, | praise you.

Resting in the shade of the excellent umbrella

Adorned with golden ribbons,

Seated in the sky, attaining mastery over the sun and moon
Jetsuns of Nepal, | praise you.

Overcoming the worldly attachment of grasping and fixation,

Possessing the benefit of attending the guru,

Holding principally to the practice of enlightenment,

Preserving the learning of mahayana,

Clearing away obstructions as well as obstacles caused by agents of
perversion,

The friend who introduces one to the good guru,

Guiding masters, | praise you.

The merit of praising the guru

Is equal to offering to the buddhas of the three times.
By this merit of praising the masters,

May all beings attend spiritual friends.

‘Lord Marpa’s Praise to the Gurus” is excerpted from The Life of
Marpa the Translator, ftranslated by the Nalanda Translation
Committee under the direction of Chégyam Trungpa, © 1982 by
Diana J. Mukpo, published by Shambhala Publications, Inc.
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Editor’s Foreword

THE Two SEMINARS that make up this book were given by Vidyadhara
the Venerable Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche, in May 1973 in San
Francisco, and December 1973 in Boulder, Colorado, respectively.
Each bore the title “The Nine Yanas.” Yana is a Sanskrit word
meaning “vehicle.” It refers to a body of doctrine and practical
instruction that enables students to advance spiritually on the path of
buddhadharma. Nine yanas, arranged as successive levels, make
up the whole path. Teaching nine yanas means giving a total picture
of the spiritual journey.

To give this total picture in 1973 meant a new departure for the
Vidyadhara Trungpa Rinpoche in his teaching in the West. It meant
introducing tantra, or vajrayana, because the last six of the nine
yanas are tantric yanas. Until the San Francisco seminar, though
students understood that the Vidyadhara's ultimate perspective was
tantric, and though he often spoke in general terms about the tantric
approach, specific details were taboo. He turned aside prying
questions about tantra with humor, derision, intimidation, evasion, or
whatever other means was handy.

Then he embarked on a new phase in his teaching. In May he
gave the San Francisco seminar, introducing tantra for the first time
as a level of teaching that could actually become available to his
students if they worked through the preceding levels. In the fall he
taught the Vajradhatu Seminary, the first in a long series of yearly
three-month practice-and-study intensives that took the form of
detailed instruction on the nine yanas. The seminaries were not
public. Here students who had already received appropriate training
were prepared to enter upon tantric practice. Immediately after that
first seminary, in December, the Vidyadhara taught the nine yanas to
the public again in Boulder, once again holding out the possibilities of
the complete path. This time, after each of his own talks, he had one



of his students fresh from seminary explain something of what he
had understood and experienced there.

Tantra is an astonishing doctrine. It seems to come out of
primordial depths of experience and run at all kinds of odd angles to
convention and conceptual thinking. It eludes these two would-be
stabilizers of human experience; therefore the presentation of it is
shocking and raw. One of the slogans that comes out of the tantric
Buddhist tradition of Tibet is tampe tén ni jikpa me, which the
Vidyadhara chose to translate, “The proclamation of truth is
fearless.” He made that the motto of Vajradhatu, the religious
organization he founded, and that motto strongly characterizes the
seminars we have before us.

Traditionally the elements of a situation in which the dharma is
transmitted are enumerated as the right teacher, teaching, place,
time, and students. All five shape the event. The last three factors
shaping these two seminars can be evoked most simply by recalling
that this was the time in America of hippies and the “spiritual
supermarket.” It was a period that was a crack between periods. One
social minibubble of manners and outlooks had been punctured and
let, another had yet to inflate. It was a moment of openness, of
exuberance and candor.

Perhaps these elements provide a partial explanation of the
extraordinary qualities of the Vidyadhara Trungpa Rinpoche’s
teaching. In it, there is a near absence of protective reserve.
Guarding and cherishing the essence of tradition, he steps beyond
its stone walls to meet his students on open ground. He does not
rely on established doctrinal formulations, but speaks from a
nonconceptual, essential understanding of things and explains them
in terms experiential for his audience. After he has already made an
experience clear, he might say, “In fact the traditional metaphor is . .
. or “The traditional term for this is . . .” He sometimes referred to his
unique style of displaying the inner heart of the teaching without
focusing on its outer details as “finger painting.” This book is an
excellent example of how his “finger painting” can directly
communicate insight far beyond the pale of conventional
understanding. He does not present us with airtight rehearsals of
doctrine. To any audience, then or now, such presentations can



become like displays in a glass case in a museum, remote though
perhaps fascinating. Instead, here, the complete teachings of
buddhadharma are presented fresh and raw, with their odor intact,
as personal experience. They are the mighty roaring of a great lion
of dharma. Many of those who first heard them are tantric
practitioners today.

In this book | have put the Boulder seminar first, because it
seemed to provide an easier leg-up for the general reader than the
San Francisco one. Chronological purists may want to read them in
the other order. | have provided a few explanatory notes for the
general reader. Readers with some specialized knowledge can skip
them without loss.

May the sound of the great drum of dharma
Eliminate the suffering of sentient beings.
May the dharma be proclaimed

Through a million kalpas.

SHERAB CHODzIN KOHN
Nova Scotia, 1991



Part One

NINE YANAS SEMINAR

BOULDER
DECEMBER 1973



ONE

The Journey

THE BUDDHIST JOURNEY is a journey from beginning to end in which
the end is also the beginning. This is the journey of the nine yanas,
the nine stages that students go through on the path. Yana means
“vehicle” or “mode of transport.” Once you get onto this particular
bandwagon, it is an ongoing journey without reverse and without
brakes. You have no control over the horse that is pulling this
carriage. It is an ongoing process. Beginning this journey is
committing yourself to a particular karmic flow, a karmic chain
reaction. It is like being born. When you are born, nobody can say,
“That was just a rehearsal,” and take the whole thing back. Once you
are born, you keep on growing up, growing up, getting older,
becoming aged, more aged, and then finally you die. When you are
born, there is a certain amount of commitment involved—to be born
as a human child from a mother’s womb, with parents, with a house,
and so on.

This journey is a very definite one, absolutely definite, and that is
why it is called Buddhism. Although -ism is a rather ugly suffix, it is a
definite “ism.” It is a “Buddha-ism,” because we are trying to imitate
Buddha’s journey. And when we try to imitate Buddha’s journey, it
just so happens that what we are doing becomes an “ism.” It is a real
journey, and it involves a real commitment. It also involves some
kind of dogma. It means associating yourself with a certain doctrine,
a certain formulation of truth. We are not embarrassed to call
ourselves Buddhists. In fact we take pride in it, because we have
found a way, a path, that makes it possible for us to associate
ourselves with Buddha, the Awakened One. Awakened here means
highly awakened, fully awakened, awakened to the point of being
entirely sane, to the point where there is no neurosis to confuse our
journey. Ours is a completely sane approach. Thus there is room for



pride, room for dogma, room for real commitment. That is the quality
of the nine-yana journey.

There is a subtle difference between doctrine or dogma or
commitment that is based purely on one’s own interest in awakening
and the same based on defending oneself against somebody else’s
belief. Buddhism’s approach is the former, and in that respect it can
be called a path of nonviolence. We are not interested in putting
down any other spiritual journeys taking place elsewhere in this
universe. We concentrate on the journey we ourselves are taking.

If we were driving on a highway and became fascinated by the
oncoming traffic on the other side of the highway, we might become
blinded by the glare of headlights coming toward us, lose track of our
own steering, and end up in an accident. But we are interested in
this one, direct journey. We keep our eyes on the dotted white line
that goes with our direction. We might change lanes, of course.
There are faster lanes and slower lanes, but we do not try to get on
the other side of the road. That is unlawful. There are no U-turns
allowed.

So the journey is definite, absolutely definite, definite to the point
of being dogmatic. It is dogmatic in the sense that there is no room
for insanity or confusion.

You might ask, “If there is no room for confusion, since we are all
confused, how can we go on this journey? Are you saying that there
is no hope for us to travel on this path? Do we have to get rid of our
confusion first in order to embark on this journey?” As far as | know,
the answer is no, you do not have to get rid of your confusion first.
Precisely because of your confusion, because of your bewilderment
and the chaos that you experience, this is the most unconfusing
journey you can ever take.

If you are utterly confused, you are confused to the point of
seeming to yourself to be unconfused. This is what we call “spiritual
materialism”—you have your ideas of the good way, the higher path,
and so on, and you think you are beyond confusion.! In that case,
you might try to cross over to the other side of the road, make U-
turns. Because you think you are an unconfused person, you
presume you have all kinds of leeway. But in our case, since we
know we are confused, we stick to our one journey. Since we know



we are confused, this becomes the true confusion, which you can
walk on—drive along—as the true path. Working on confusion is the
basic point. Since we are highly confused, we have a better chance
of getting into this kind of direct and real path. Since we are so very
confused without a doubt, we have a big chance, tremendous
possibilities. The more confused we are, single-mindedly confused,
the more we have one direction, one path, one highway.

Sometimes it seems there is an opportunity to interrupt our
confusion by taking a break, taking a rest here and there. As you
drive along the highway, you see a rest area. How about turning in to
that, pulling in for just a few minutes? Or there’s a sign, “food, gas,
lodging.” How about taking a little rest? Those advertisements for a
break, those signposts, in Buddhist terms are called the daughters of
Mara. They slow your journey. Suppose you stopped for every one of
those signposts, you turned off and stopped and then came back to
the highway. Your journey would be delayed, would double and triple
in length. You wouldn’t get to your destination on time at all. You
would be delayed. As a matter of fact, you might not only be
delayed. You might be seduced into stopping at a particular motel
and fall asleep forever. Go to the Holiday Inn, celebrate life; go to the
Ramada Inn, enjoy the salad bar of the spiritual feast. There are an
infinite number of places where you can eat food and fall asleep
forever.

What we are saying is we should try to be very practical—get on
the highway and don’t stop anywhere. Before you begin your
journey, fill up your gas tank to the top. Make the journey and don’t
get tired. If you get tired of driving your vehicle, turn to your friends.
Ask them to take the wheel. You become the passenger and go on.
There’s no point in stopping at these places. This is the yana, this is
the journey. None of those little seductions of spiritual materialism
that are presented to us are worthwhile. Each one of them says to
us, “Don’t go too far. Stay here with us. Stop at our place. Spend
your money here.”

In this respect, the Buddhist path is ruthless, absolutely ruthless,
almost to the point of being uncompassionate. What we could say is
that we are not looking for pleasure. The journey is not particularly
geared for finding pleasure; it's not a pleasure trip. It is a visiting trip



rather than a pleasure trip. By no means is it a vacation, a holiday. It
is a pragmatic journey. You want to see your mother, your father. You
undertake the journey to see them, and you keep driving constantly,
maintaining your speed. You don’t make any of those roadside
stops. You just go, you drive straight to your parents’ home.

One of the greatest misunderstandings people have is regarding
the spiritual journey as a vacation trip with all kinds of nice things
happening on the side. It is a direct journey, visiting our relatives. We
don’t actually want to see them, but at the same time we are
intrigued, fascinated by the possibility of seeing them. “I wonder what
they're doing. | wonder how they're getting on.” That is precisely
what our journey is about.

There is a Buddhist term, dharmata, which means dharma-ness,
the isness of reality. Isness is the parents we are trying to visit. This
isness might turn out to be chaotic, terribly embarrassing, or maybe
fantastically beautiful and enlightening. All the same, we make our
journey back home, back home somewhere, wherever it is.

We left our home a long time ago. We dropped out of college, and
we've been wandering here and there, hitchhiking. We are leading
our life of a hippie or a tripper, or whatever. We’ve been here, there,
and everywhere. Some time ago, we started to think, “| wonder what
my mother’s doing. Maybe | should phone her and find out.” We
phoned her, and then we thought, “Now that I've heard her voice on
the phone, I'm more intrigued to see her. Maybe | should pay her a
visit. Also, maybe my grandmother would be an interesting person to
meet again after all these years. Maybe | should go back and pay
her a visit. Grandfather, too, maybe | should visit him.” That is
exactly what our journey is like. Going back to our heritage, our
origin, that is the meaning of “journey” here. So it is not a pleasure
trip.

A journey like this can be painful. You wonder why you are taking
such a journey. It was not long ago that you felt embarrassed by your
family. They gave you enormous pain, real pain. There were all kinds
of hassles connected with your parents and grandparents. Your
memory of them and your memory of yourself in connection with
them is painful.



That is the neurosis of our own basic being. It is highly neurotic,
completely confused. We carry a fat body or a skinny body, and we
have this big dictionary that we carry with us. Each time we open the
dictionary we find a word, which is a piece of our subconscious
gossip. And each time we find a word, we close down—we get
anxious about the whole situation. Then we open this book again
and find another word. This produces further anxiety, more
subconscious gossip. We're hampered: We’re completely crowded,
confused, and claustrophobic with all the passion, aggression, and
all kinds of other things going on in our minds bouncing back on us.

Sometimes, of course, we try to put this off on somebody else—
kick somebody or make love to somebody. These involvements
provide further fuel for the constantly ongoing fire of our emotions.
Even trying to get away from it, to turn our minds toward the higher
truths, only adds further fuel. We say, “Now | am getting rid of all
that, because I'm getting involved with a higher truth. Whew!” But it
comes back again. “Oh-oh,” we say, “here | go again.” And the same
trip goes on again and again and again, constantly. An awareness of
unending confusion begins to develop heavily in our state of mind.

We might say, “I'm a happy person. I've got my life worked out.
I've found a certain truth that | can rest my mind in. | don’t have a
problem anymore. My existence is very simple. I've paid my debts
materially, psychologically, and spiritually.” The more we say and
think things like that, the more there is a very subtle but fundamental
pin piercing our heart. It says, “Am | doing the right thing? Maybe I'm
doing the wrong thing.”

An endless journey of this and that, that and this, is going on all
the time. We may think that we have encountered a greater truth, the
greatest doctrine of all, or we may tell ourselves that we are just
beginners—‘I'm just a beginner, but | have found a solid point to
begin from”—but whatever we think, whatever we tell ourselves, the
whole thing is chaos, absolute chaos. We have question after
question happening constantly, all the time. We have even lost track
of where we're going or of whether we’re coming or going. Having
heard the truth, we think, “Is that really the truth?” We ask ourselves,
‘Do | exist or don’t I?” Or, “Who am |, what am 1?” This kind of
experience is not necessarily restricted to LSD trippers, not at all.



Even people who are absolutely normal, in the ordinary sense of the
term, who think they’re doing okay and are on the right track, have
the same kind of confusion, a complete mingling and mix-up of this
and that, continually woven into each other. It is fantastically
confusing, absolutely confusing. We are confused to the extent that
we do not even know who we are or what our journey is about.

This is particularly the case with well-known poets, writers, and
psychologists. They seemingly work out their trip purely by writing a
book or doing a poetry recital or by adopting the role of a teacher
and instructing people. That is the only reference point they have.
The rest of their mind is completely in turmoil.

The point is, we have to acknowledge this confusion. Let us
acknowledge that it is actually there, that it is happening with us all
the time. No matter how much we are confused, no matter how
chaotic our experience is, we have some reference point that
enables us to know that this is happening. There is some little secret
corner in us that says, “This is actually happening to me.” That is
there, even though we do not want to admit our confusion or tell
anybody about it. Publicly or privately, we do not want to admit that
this is happening, but personally, we know it. It's because of this little
secret of ours that we might get offended in the supermarket. The
cashier says, “Thank you and take it easy. Take it easy, now.” We
think, “How could he know? He doesn'’t really know who | am and
what | am. That was just a common phrase he used.”

What I'm saying is that though we think our confusion is highly
secret, it's actually highly public. In fact the secret is a secret only for
us privately; the fact that such a secret is being kept is public. The
self-deception is as outrageous as that. Our private parts are
common knowledge, whether we believe it or not.

In Buddhist terms, that private-parts kind of pain is known as
duhkha, which means suffering—the fundamental suffering. So you
don’t have to ask anybody, not even a teacher or master, what is
meant by pain, duhkha, suffering. You just have to refer to things as
they are, this thing that we have, our familiar thing that we have. It's
this thingy-ness, which seemingly should be kept private and unseen
and unknown even to ourselves. But it is public knowledge.



We should admit this infamous, familiar pain. This is the pain that
is actually happening. We cannot say that it is just nothing. It is the
biggest thing that we have to hide. We plan all kinds of ways to hide
it, thinking that nobody will know. It is like the story of the man who
was stealing a bell. He covered his own ears so that nobody would
hear anything. A lot of people, including those who are supposed to
be the smartest, do that. They turn out not to be so smart. We are so
very subtle, therefore we end up being so very obvious. It is really
very, very embarrassing; and that embarrassment is pain, duhkha,
suffering. Trying to hide our private parts does not work out the way
we wanted it to.

Realizing this fundamental suffering, the private parts that we
stupidly try to hide—being so intelligent and so stupid at the same
time—is the first step of the journey, the first step of Buddhism.
Buddha taught about this in his first sermon, calling it duhkha satya,
the truth of suffering. This is the first of the four noble truths. To
realize it is a very noble thing, fantastically noble. It is the highest
thing you can discover. This most terrible thing that we are trying to
hide more than anything has been exposed as the truth, as dharma,
as doctrine. The absolute truth we have discovered is that hiding it
doesn’t work. Discovering that this hidden factor is exposed already
is the highest thing of all. It is the real truth, and if we acknowledge it,
it is a beautiful truth, a fantastic truth. The hypocrisy of the whole
universe, not just of this world but of the whole universe, of this
entire cosmic system, has collapsed—Dby realizing its own hypocrisy.
Acknowledgment of our thingy factor as pain is the highest truth, the
most powerful weapon of all. It is a fantastic discovery. Once we
have acknowledged that, we have no solid ground to stand on
anymore. That is the starting point of all the yanas, the foundation.

Student: You seem to advise against resting when you are tired
and want to rest. But pushing yourself is spiritual aggression. Where
is the medium between those two?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Taking a proper rest is quite different from
taking a break from your embarrassment. Usually when we want to
take a rest, it means we don’t have enough strength to continue our
hypocrisy. But taking an ordinary proper rest is quite different from



maintaining the showmanship of your hypocrisy. While you are
taking a proper rest is the best time to expose your hypocrisy. You
can expose your hypocrisy by falling asleep. You can expose
yourself simultaneously with whatever else you are doing all the
time.

The point is that there is a very abstract feeling that the whole
world is my embarrassing private parts and that | don’t want to let go
of relating to things that way. So | just take a rest so | can maintain
my shield, the curtain of my hypocrisy. A person cannot rest in that
properly. People work hard even while they sleep, maintaining their
hypocrisy. A real rest, a real break, comes from letting go of that
heavy labor.

Student: So we try to maintain the fiction that we’re not suffering,
that we're okay?

Trungpa Rinpoche: It's more than that. When you say you're okay,
that means you've been able to conceal yourself. Nobody has seen
your private parts, therefore you’re okay. This is all because you
don’t want to expose yourself. Real okay would be the result of
letting go. That is the meaning of the truth of suffering. It is painful to
see yourself letting go and everything being exposed. This is not
particularly pleasant. We wouldn’t call it blissful, but it is blissful to
the extent that it is being truthful. When you realize the
indestructibility of the truth, you connect with an entirely different
dimension of reality and security. You have nothing to lose, therefore
you’re okay. This contrasts with the sense of having lots to gain.

Student: Then why does pain and suffering intensify so much as
you progress along the path?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Because you are continually realizing that you
have further subtle games; you keep uncovering them all the time.

Student: You spoke about going along the highway not looking at
the opposite lane, not getting sidetracked. Isn’t that a sacrifice of the
panoramic awareness you often talk about?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Looking at the opposite lane could hardly be
called panoramic awareness. With panoramic awareness, you see



the whole scene. There are no sidetracks. Looking at the opposite
lane is just one-sided vision, being distracted by one highlight. You
lose the rest of the panoramic vision, which can cause an accident.

Student: Does the pride in being a Buddhist that you talked about
at the beginning of the lecture have anything to do with the discovery
or unmasking of suffering?

Trungpa Rinpoche: That pride is a kind of conviction, a sense of
certainty, the sense that you are taking a definite, particular journey,
one which does not provide false hospitality or false pleasures,
because it's so real. In that perspective, the sense of security is a
sense of the groundlessness of security as opposed to a sense of
security based on ego’s clinging. You have pride in that kind of
security, because you begin to have a sense of the looseness of the
air you are flying in as you fall to the ground. You begin to realize
that the air is a very secure place; the air is what makes it possible
that you can fall.

Student: |s that the kind of pride that makes the discovery so real?
Trungpa Rinpoche: Definitely, because then you have no trust in
anything else besides the fact that you have nothing to lose.

Student: It seems to me that there is far less pain today than there
was thousands of years ago when the Buddha taught. Is his teaching
that existence is pain still applicable?

Trungpa Rinpoche: We are not talking so much about physical
pain but about this thingness in us that creates pain, which is the
pain. This is a universal thing, always up-to-date. Creating happiness
in us is beyond technological means. In the midst of trying to create
happiness technologically, that sense of thingness will be present all
the time. Thus Buddhism is completely up-to-date, therefore it is
dogma, rather than being religion or philosophy. It is like telling a
child, “Those electric burners on your stove may look beautiful, so
nice and orangey-red, but if you put your finger on them, it will get
burned.” Buddhism is as simple as that.

S: Is it not the nature of ego that it is always suffering?



TR: The ego suffers even without its expressions, its
manifestations. Ego suffers bluntly, itself.

S: It sounds like when you discover suffering as your foundation,
it's like building your foundation on sand, or even worse, in the air,
like a castle in the air. It leads automatically to a sense of
impermanence, to insecurity. It seems strange that that should be
the beginning of the path. You have to put up with complete
insecurity. The only security you get through discovering truth is
insecurity.

TR: Well said. That is what is called in Buddhist terminology
egolessness. Discovering that is discovering another truth, which is a
firm foundation on which you can build the nine stories of the nine
yanas, a tremendous castle of enlightenment.

Student: Where does joy come into the path?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Joy can only come when you realize that
there’s nothing to be joyful about.

S: That sounds morbid.

TR: What do you mean by morbid?

S: It seems to me that joy is as real as pain, and when you feel joy,
to say all that there is is pain is to spit in the face of the joy that you
feel.

TR: Are you saying that you feel joy when you don'’t feel pain? Or
do you feel pain when you feel joy?

S: Yes.

TR: That’s it. Real joy comes when you experience that something
is actually there. That is real joy as opposed to something flowery
and sweet. The problem of pain is that there is nothing secure;
you're about to lose your ground. Usually when we experience joy, it
is purely superficial joy with pain going on beneath the whole thing.
Real joy comes when you realize the superficiality of that
experience. Then you begin to realize that there is something really
happening, whether in the form of pain or pleasure. Then you have
the real security of a real discovery of truth. That is actually solid. Joy
is related with the solid experience of securing one’s ground. Real
security could be either pain or pleasure—it is that something real is
happening. That is why joy is synonymous with truth. From that point



of view, the discovery of the first noble truth, the truth of suffering, is
the discovery of real fundamental joy. Because suffering is real; it's
absolute. There is nothing other than suffering, and it is very solid
and fundamental. It is heroic, indestructible, and beautiful.

Student: Can you explain again what you mean by suffering?

Trungpa Rinpoche: The idea of suffering here is the thingness in
us, which is very lumpy and slightly inconvenient. It is the
awkwardness in us, which is not very nice or pleasant or flowing.
There is something that is in the way that doesn’t allow us to be free-
flowing. There is a vast thing that is in the way somewhere. That’s
the fundamental suffering. It is not particularly painful in the ordinary
sense of physical pain. But it is in the way. It stops us from flowing.
In that sense, suffering could be regarded as synonymous with the
idea of a “hang-up.”

S: It seems that you don’t always have to be suffering, though.

TR: Well, you always have a thing with you, whatever you do. You
don’t have to be suffering all the time, but you have a thing all the
time. The thingy-ness is suffering, though it’'s true you don’t have to
be experiencing painfulness all the time.

S: Should you just forget about distinguishing between pain and
pleasure?

TR: It's not particularly a question of distinguishing pain and
pleasure. The only thing that matters is to begin to realize your
thingness, your beingness, that fundamental and deep feeling of
awkwardness. That seems to be the point. You might experience
pain and pleasure as two or as one, or you might feel that either is
okay, you don’t care. But still there is this thing that says that pain
and pleasure are one. This thingness is happening there—as if you
swallowed a lump of rock and it’s still in your stomach.

S: Is that real?

TR: It's up to you. It’s real as far as you are concerned, if you are
talking about it. In that sense, of course it's real. The more you
discuss it, the more real it gets. In fact, it becomes a belief, a hang-
up. It is definitely there.



Student: A moment can be a warming thing and feel good, and it
can also be a burning thing—

Trungpa Rinpoche: It doesn’t matter. The dichotomy is there.

Ego and pain is a mystical experience, actually, which transcends
both pleasure and pain and thingness and thinglessness. But still
there is this thing there that is happening. Right there. That could be
called spiritual experience, if you like. What | mean by spiritual
experience is the indefinable, ineffable experience of thingness. It is
beyond words, beyond concepts. But it is definitely there, hanging on
there. It is a mystical experience that everybody has.



TWO
Hopelessness

WE HavEe piscusseD the nature of pain. That leads us to the subject of
commitment, or discipline. What is meant by these words is
committing ourselves to what is there, which is pain. The discipline is
realizing that this commitment is self-existing. There is no way we
can get out of this commitment, so we can make it a wholehearted
one.

At this point, we have to understand the origin of pain. As we said,
there is that sense of thingness that is hanging out with us all the
time. It is part of our shadow. It constantly speaks to us the
unspoken word of embarrassment, of inconvenient confusion. As we
said, this thingness is connected with suffering and pain.
Acknowledging that is our starting point.

It is more than just a starting point, because it inspires us to look
further. It inspires us to discover what is behind that awareness of
thingness. For example, | personally cannot say | love you or | hate
you. There is something that holds us back, that is preventing us
from saying such things. It is a sense that we do not want to commit
ourselves to becoming involved with embarrassing private parts. And
that thingness there that is holding us back has a back and a front. It
is just a face, a mask. If you examine it, if you look at somebody who
has a mask on and look behind it, you find all kinds of strings and
knots. You begin to understand how this person keeps his mask on
—with all the bundles of knots in back. Exposing this mask is
discovering the origin of pain, of suffering.

The unmasking process is connected with the second yana, the
pratyekabuddhayana. The mask develops when we try to trace our
origins, trace back and back to the origin of the origin. The mask
develops from our wanting to ignore ourselves as a confused person



to begin with. There is a traditional image for this process of ignoring.
It is called the blind grandmother.

The blind grandmother was the creator of our whole family, the
whole race. She is also a professional in relating to all the
functioning of mental games, ideas, objects, and so forth. But at the
same time, she’s blind. She can’t see what's happening right there,
right now.

When we begin to understand the blind-grandmother principle, we
realize how our process of ignoring, of not relating to the blind-
grandmother-ness, is constantly creating further karmic chain
reactions. Further levels of this process develop. The image for the
next level is the potter. The potter makes a pot. He spins his potter’s
wheel around. He throws mud, a dough made of mud, on his wheel,
and in accordance with its speed and how he holds his hands, the
potter makes a pot. He makes a pot out of the feeling, which is the
volitional action of karma.

We have this thingness, this embarrassment, hanging out in our
state of being. It is extremely embarrassing and inconvenient. When
we look back, we want to ignore this; we don’t want to know anything
about it. We might say, “It's not me; it has nothing to do with me. It's
somebody else’s doing. She did it. He did it. 'm clean. I'm in the
clear. My only duty is to stick to this thingness.” So we expand
ourselves based on this thingness. We explore further and further
and further. Having created these karmic situations, we go on with all
twelve links of the karmic chain of existence, of our basic makeup:
ignorance, volitional action, consciousness, name and form, sense
perceptions, touch, sensation, desire, grasping, the further grasping
that is copulation, birth, old age, and death. And we are back to
square one. We go through all those processes, and each one has
its traditional image.!

This entire map has been seen clearly, thoroughly, and completely
by Buddha. Because of Buddha’s teaching, we know this entire map
of our basic psychology and the origin of that thingness of ours in all
the twelve causal links of karma. That thingness is created by going
around and around through these twelve again and again. There is
birth and death, which leads to a further birth, then ignorance and
karma again. It is like a whirlpool, continually circling. That is what is



called samsara. We go around and around and around in a circle.
The end is the beginning. Each time we look for the end of the
beginning, we create the beginning of the end. Each time we look for
the beginning of the end, we create the end of the beginning. Each
time we look for the end of the beginning, we create the beginning of
the end. We go on and on in this way. We are in samsara, constantly
going around and around trying to catch our shadow. The shadow
becomes us, and we become the shadow again. It's a constant
circling, an endless game. Endless game after endless game after
endless game. There are so many games happening.

What we are discussing at this point is the hinayana level, which
involves making a complete study of the four noble truths. We are
discussing the second noble truth, which is the truth of the origin of
suffering. The origin of the suffering of our thingness is circling with
speed. The origin of the suffering is the speed. Graspingness, re-
creating one karmic situation after another. That is the basic point
here.

This is all pretty ironic, maybe even funny. We could laugh at it—
there is such foolishness taking place. It is such a foolish thing that
we do. Isn’t it ironic? Isn’t it funny? Isn’t it actually absurd? Ha ha!
But it is we who are ha-ha, and it turns out to be very grim actually.
We might think, “Ha ha,” but it is not all that ha-ha, because it is our
psychological portrait the way Buddha described it, which happens
to be highly accurate. It's very scientific. It's very funny.

What's next? Your guess is as good as mine. What's next after
what’s next after what's next? What's next? Could we get out of this?
Trying to get out would be another circle? Sure we could get out of
this. We could get out, and then we could get back in, and then we
could start all over again.

You are expectant: “Tell us more” [your expressions say]. Sure. By
telling you more, we could get into it, then we could get out and get
into it and then we could get out and get into it again.

As a matter of fact, the situation is pretty scary, haunting,
frightening. In fact there’s no ground except the speed itself. No
ground, and we go on and on. We could discuss the next subject
and give birth to the next thing; then we’d have volitional action,



karma, pain and suffering, touch, desire, copulation, death and old
age, birth, ignorance all over again. All over again.

“Tell us about freedom, enlightenment.” Sure. By all means. But
then: all over again. You get out, you get in. You're liberated. You get
onto the liberator’'s bandwagon, and you take a journey, and you
come back. You want to be victorious, win a war of some kind: Then
you go around all over again, all over again.

We are not making fun of the samsaric world, not at all. We are
taking the whole thing very seriously. This is a serious matter. It is a
life-and-death matter, very serious. We are talking about reality,
freedom, enlightenment, buddhahood, if | may be so presumptuous
as to use these words. We are talking about something that is
actually happening to us. But so far we haven’t touched upon the
heart of the thing at all. So far we have just discussed the nature of
our reality, the confusion that goes on in us all the time. “Nothing
new,” you say. That’s true.

Ladies and gentlemen, you are so faithful and so honest and so
straight-faced. | appreciate your seriousness and your long faces,
listening to me. That's beautiful—in a way. On the other hand, it's
rather grotesque seeing you with your long faces trying to find out
about enlightenment.

From this chair, | see lots of faces without bodies, serious faces.
Some are wearing glasses, some are not wearing glasses. Some
have long hair, some have short hair. But in all cases, it's a long
face, made out of a skull wall. These faces—if | had a big mirror
behind me, you could see yourselves—are so honest, earnest. Every
one of you is a true believer. Every bit of even the glasses you are
wearing is a true believer. It is very cute and nice and lovable. It's
beautiful—I'm not mocking you at all. | appreciate your patience. You
had to wait for a long time and it’s late, and now there are all kinds of
other things. You’re hungry. Probably you had planned to eat after
the talk. Probably you are not used to sitting on the floor and would
like a nice comfortable chair. All kinds of things go into making up
that earnestness. But there is one thing that we haven’t touched
upon yet, which is that the whole thing is completely hopeless.

Hopelessness. There’s no hope, absolutely none whatsoever, to
be saved. Hopelessness. Let me define the word hopelessness.



Hope is a promise. It is a visionary idea of some kind of glory,
some kind of victory, something colorful. There are trumpets and
flags, declarations of independence, all kinds of things that are
hopeful. Nevertheless, we want to find out the truth here. Discussing
the twelve nidanas, the twelve causal links in the karmic chain
reaction that goes on all the time, and all the time, and all the time,
we see that we have no chance, none whatsoever. As long as we
possess a body and our face, our face and our facade, we have no
chance at all of being liberated, none whatsoever. It is as hopeless
as that. There is no hope, absolutely no hope. We are going to be
drawn into, and drowned in, a deep pool of shit, an ocean of shit,
that is bubbling, gray in color, but smelly at the same time. We are
drowning in that all the time. This is true; and the situation is
hopeless, absolutely hopeless.

We might think, “I'm very smart, extraordinarily smart. I've read all
the books on Buddhism, about the twelve nidanas and about
everything else. | have the answers. I've read about tantra. I've read
about Naropa and Milarepa.2 I've read Meister Eckhart, the medieval
mystic who talks about beautiful things. And I've even read about
Don Juan, who says wonderful things about the nature of reality.2
I've read Krishnamurti, who is very sensible. I’'m hopeful, obviously.
There’s got to be a way out somewhere. There must be something.
Things can’t be all that gray and hopeless.”

But what authority do we have? We’ve just read the books. Maybe
we have a friend who has also read the books, and we comfort each
other: “Hey, did you read that book? Isn’t that great?” “Sure. | agree
with you.” We build up a whole organization of believing each other
and we make each other feel good. However, there’s no lineage, no
authority. There’s no transmission of information from somebody
else’s true experience. We have no idea whether Don Juan exists.
Maybe he’s purely Carlos Castaneda’s trip. For that matter, we also
have no idea whether the books Meditation in Action or Cutting
Through Spiritual Materialism were really written by myself. Maybe
they’re somebody else’s idea of how things should be. The whole
thing is subject to question. Possibly all the miracles described in
The Life and Teaching of Naropa, translated by Herbert Guenther,
supposedly translated by Guenther, were just made up. Do we really



know that there was such a person as Naropa at all? How do we
know there was such a person as Meister Eckhart? And is it possible
that what he said was not true, even if there was such a person?
And we have no idea about the actual origin of the Bhagavad Gita,
which contains divine instructions concerning warfare. We have no
idea.

Sometimes one wonders who is fooling whom.

Who thought of the idea of enlightenment, actually? Who dreamed
up God? Who proclaimed himself as god over all the earth? It seems
that the whole thing is full of shit, actually, if | may use such
language. Full of dung.

Sometimes we ask questions because we are really frustrated and
we hope to get something out of asking them. Sometimes it is
because we are feeling slightly relaxed and want to expose any
intrigues that may be going on. Maybe some people are playing a
game at our expense, and we would like to expose it. Such trips are
constantly going on in our minds. But one thing we haven’t come up
with is a real understanding of those trips. This is because we
haven’t fundamentally faced ourselves and the notion of
hopelessness. All these messages in scriptures, textbooks,
information media, magical displays—whatever we have—are not
going to help us. They will just reinforce our blind-grandmother
principle of complete ignorance, because we haven’t given up any
hope. We're still looking around to see if somebody’s cheating us.
We still believe everything might be okay if we could beat that
cheating. That is actually our problem. Nobody has given up hope of
attaining enlightenment. Nobody has given up hope of getting out of
suffering. That is the fundamental spiritual problem that we have.

We should regard ourselves as helpless persons. That is the first
spiritual step we can take. Taking this step is entering what is called
the path of unification.? It is giving up hope; it is the step of
hopelessness. The first path, which comes before this, is called the
path of accumulation, in which we gather a lot of materials around
us. Then comes the second path, the path of unification, which is
giving up hope, totallyy, and at the same time realizing our
helplessness. We have been conned by all kinds of trips, all kinds of
spiritual suggestions. We’ve been conned by our own ignorance.



We’ve been conned by the existence of our own egos. But nothing
that has been promised is actually happening. The only thing that is
going on is karmic volitional action, which perpetuates our desires
and our confusion. Relating with that is the second path, the path of
unification.

The reason it is called the path of unification is that there is a
sense of uniting ourselves with ourselves. There is a path, there is a
goal, and there is a practitioner of the path; but we realize that at the
same time those are purely stage props, and the situation is utterly
hopeless. We have no way of getting out of this misery at all. Once
we realize that there’s no way of getting out of this misery, we begin
to make a relationship with something.

If we end up in prison with a life sentence, we decorate our cells
with pinups and graffiti and make ourselves at home. We might begin
to have more gentle feelings about the prison guard and start to
enjoy the meals that are presented to us in prison.

Our problem all along has been that we have been too smart, too
proud. Our feeling is: | want to stick my neck out all the time. | don’t
want to relate with anybody else; | want to get enlightened. I'm going
to be higher than the rest of you. | don’t want to have anything to do
with you at all.

That kind of attitude has been the cause of slowing down our
spiritual journey. We would do better to take the attitude of the
prisoner. Once we realize that we are trapped in our twelve nidanas,
imprisoned, we begin to relate much more. We give birth to
compassion in our prison cells. And our existence begins to make
much more sense based on what we actually are.

I’'m afraid this is very, very depressing. Still, it's heroic at the same
time. As you acknowledge the basic situation, you become a
drummer of the dharma; you fly the flag of the dharma in your prison
cell. You understand that your prison cell is made out of walls: this
wall, that wall, this wall and that wall. And you have a simple floor
and a simple meal. But those things become an interesting monastic
situation. It is exactly the same as being in a monastery. Being in
prison is the same thing.

That is why this yana is called the pratyekabuddhayana.
Pratyekabuddha means “self-enlightened buddha.” You care about



your environment, which is necessary, important, very basic, and
also tremendously fun. The fun of hopelessness is very powerful,
fantastic.

I’'m afraid this is very boring. You see, Buddhism is the only
nontheistic religion. It doesn’t contain any promises, or doesn’t
permit any. It just suggests the basic necessity of working with
ourselves, fundamentally, very simply, very ordinarily. It is very
sensible. You have no complaint when you get to the other end of
the trip of Buddhism. It's a very definite journey.

Perhaps we could have a discussion, if you don’t feel too
depressed.

Student: From what you were saying about hopelessness, | guess
it could help one relate to one’s environment better, but there is
something else. Maybe I'm thinking of another kind of hopelessness,
but it seems that hopelessness takes away the inspiration to practice
at all. And the same thing in relation to the teacher. If you see him as
not being able to save you either, it takes away your inspiration for
relating to the teacher.

Trungpa Rinpoche: What's the problem?

S: That seems to me to contradict what you were saying about
hopelessness being a way to make a true relationship with the
teaching.

TR: Hopelessness is getting into the teaching more because you
have no choice. When we think about hopefulness, that involves
choices of all kinds. But when you realize that there’s no hope at all,
the way we were talking about, you end up with just yourself. Then
you can generate teachings or expressions of teachings within
yourself.

Student: What influences you to slow down if you find yourself
speeding?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Hopelessness, obviously. The more you
speed, the more frustrated you get. So there’s no point in speeding.
It's hopeless.



Student: Could you distinguish between hopelessness and
despair?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Despair is still hopeful, and hopelessness is
utterly hopeless. There is no ground to hang on to. You are
completely wiped out, therefore you might hang on to your basic
being.

Despair is a resentful attitude. You are in despair because you
have a sense of retaliation against something or other.
Hopelessness is a very genuine, beautiful, simple act. You're
hopeless—it's a fantastic thing. You really are hopeless then, you
know. There’s no trips about it. It's clean-cut.

Student: Rinpoche, does this mean that a person has to
experience a lot of suffering before he becomes really hopeless? Or
could it just happen on the spot?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Both.

Student: Rinpoche, it would make no sense to try to give up hope.
If you did that, you would be hoping not to hope. How do you give up
hope?

Trungpa Rinpoche: You don’t. You're stuck with hope. And then
you're disgusted with it.

Student: If there’s no trick to giving up hope, how do you manage
not to shoot yourself?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Shoot yourself?

S: Yes.

TR: 1 don'’t see the connection.

S: When you're faced with being a fake, that causes panic for
sure.

TR: But shooting yourself is creating more pain.

S: Not for long.

TR: Really? How do you know? If you regard the body as the
problem, then obviously you might be able to destroy your body. But
the whole point here is that your mind is the problem. And you can’t
get a gun that will shoot your mind. Let us know if you find such a
gun.



Student: 1t seems you're saying that the only hope is
hopelessness.
Trungpa Rinpoche: That's true.

Student: But that’s a contradiction.

TR: No, the only hope is hopelessness. “Only hope” means that
the ground, our sense of security, is the only hope, which is hopeless
—you have no ground. You don’t make yourself into a target [for the
pain] in any way at all, which is hopeless. The only hopelessness is
not to provide yourself as a target.

Student: Isn’t that true because when you have no hope, there are
no expectations? You cease making judgments, so you like whatever
you've got?

Trungpa Rinpoche: That could be said.

S: Isn’t that the beginning of joy?

TR: Let’s not rush too fast.

Student: Hopelessness is: Mind and body are equal? If body and
mind are both dropped . . . hopelessness doesn’t become. So
without hope and with hopelessness, would—

Trungpa Rinpoche: Please don’t try too many angles. It is
hopeless straight. You can’t get around it. It will bounce back on you.

Student: Is seeking the mind of a pratyekabuddha still in the realm
of hope?

Trungpa Rinpoche: What | have been trying to say is that the mind
of a pratyekabuddha is hopeless. We have gotten as far as that, the
second yana. The first yana is the acknowledgment of pain. The
second yana is the pratyekabuddha realizing hopelessness, realizing
the hopelessness of the circle of samsara.

Student: Does the experience of hopelessness always have to be
painful? It would seem that after a while you couldn’t keep up the
pain or the pain would change to something else.

Trungpa Rinpoche: In the beginning it's painful, but in the end, it’s
reality.



Student: Do you have to realize the truth of your own death before
you can become hopeless?

Trungpa Rinpoche: No, your own death is also hopeless. They go
together. Your death is hopeless.

Student: At one point, you talked about discipline. You said getting
at the origin of pain involved discipline. How does that discipline
relate with how you get to hopelessness?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Being faithful to your hopelessness is
discipline.



THREE
The Preparation for Tantra

SINCE OUR TIME is too limited to take a slow, extended journey
through the nine yanas, we are going to make a jump. We are going
to discuss now the preparation for tantra, which is the mahayana
path. First we prepare ourselves in such a way that we have a
chance to know just ourselves. Then we begin to know otherness,
and then we know everything in mandala perspective.l

This approach is based on a sense of individuality and on a sense
of egolessness at the same time. What happens with the sense of
our individuality here is that, in giving up hope, in reaching a state of
hopelessness, complete and total hopelessness, a sense of
openness begins to develop simultaneously [which contains an
element of egolessness]. Because we have given up hope
completely, utterly, totally, there is a sense of opening. That particular
sense of openness is called faith or devotion. We have completely
tired ourselves out, exhausted ourselves beyond our hopefulness.
We realize that life is hopeless and that any effort we put in to gain
further experience is also hopeless. Then we get into a real
understanding of the space between us and our goal. That space is
totally and completely full. And that fullness is what is called faith.

Let me give you a Buddhist-dictionary definition, the definition of
faith. Faith here means dedication to and conviction in one’s own
intelligence, which permits one’s own intelligence to begin to
manifest as one’s guru, teacher, spiritual friend. You have trust in the
basic truth of what you are, who you are. You have some
understanding of that, and therefore there is tremendous trust. Trust
in oneself in turn radiates further trust toward the other. In this case,
the other is your spiritual friend, guru, your master, your teacher. The
other acknowledges your existence, and you acknowledge the
other’s existence and that provides a very solid base of security and



well-being. There is a sense that finally you are completely and fully
taken care of. That is the definition of faith.

Let me go over that to clarify it further. The definition of faith is:
You recognize your existence, which is in turn based on somebody
else acknowledging your existence at the same time. This is not a
matter of blind faith. It is awakened faith, real faith. You have pain,
you are hopeless, and you have somebody else who says, “That’s
you.” This validates your hopelessness. As a result of the agreement
that happens between you and the other—your spiritual friend or
guru—you realize that something constructive is happening.

It is not purely guesswork. There is a sense of faith based on
realizing your hopelessness and having that hopelessness
acknowledged by your spiritual friend. You feel secure in the
absence of security. There is a sense of trust there.

This is the mahayana path we are discussing here.

Then we have a second category after faith, which is called vigor.
The Tibetan word for that is tséndrii.?2 Vigor here has the sense of
energy. You are not tired of yourself and you are not tired of working
with your spiritual friend or the rest of your friends either. Out of the
hopelessness comes inspiration, which brings vigor and a sense of
joy—after all, there is something out there that is workable. So you
have a feeling of inquisitiveness, an interest in rediscovering your
hopelessness [from a different angle]. You have faith in your
hopelessness and the communicative relationship you have
established with your spiritual friend. In other words, you have
devotion. And then beyond that, there is a sense of energy. You are
intrigued by the whole thing. You feel something highly intriguing:
“Maybe after all there is something in this.” It is true, maybe there is
something happening. Something’s cooking. This sense of intrigue
or mystery also ignites your energy, your vigor.

This is like a mad archaeologist who finds a spot to dig. He digs
faster and faster and faster. He employs more people to help him.
He thinks, “Maybe I'm going to discover gold or a tomb, a temple or
a hidden city.” It's possible. Here’s actually something taking place.
But this doesn’t turn out to be so much on the fantasy level. There is
something realistic happening.



That’s vigor. Virya is the Sanskrit word for this. The definition of
virya, our second Buddhist-dictionary term, can be understood like
this: A person becomes highly inspired, therefore highly inquisitive;
therefore he does not become tired of his task. He's inspired,
intrigued, tickled. That’s the definition of virya, tséndrdi.

The great Indian teacher Shantideva talks about tsondru in his
writings.2 His definition of it is “taking delight in the virtue of
rediscovering oneself.” There is this sense of delight and
inquisitiveness.

The next category, number three, is frenpa in Tibetan, which
means awareness, intelligent awareness. At this level [the
mahayana] one practices the six perfections or transcending actions
(Skt. paramita), which are generosity, discipline, vigor (energy),
patience, meditative awareness, and knowledge. All six of those
happen with awareness. In talking about awareness, we don’t mean
that you have to meditate on a certain thing you've been told to
meditate on. It is not a question of sitting down and gazing at a
candle in order to try to develop awareness, or sitting listening to the
traffic trying to daze yourself with that sound. Awareness here is
pragmatic awareness of what is actually taking place in the realm of
your consciousness, in the realm of your intelligence connected with
your sense of being.

You are what you are. You have sense consciousness, six of them
according to the Buddhist tradition. The sixth one is mind-
consciousness, and the other five are sight, sound, smell, hearing,
taste, and touch. The sixth one, mind-consciousness is also
regarded as a sense organ—brain and heart work together. And the
sense of being takes place there. The awareness that we are talking
about here is definitely connected with that sense of being.

As you sit listening to me talk here, you also realize that you are
sitting on the floor, which is padded with cushions. The temperature
of the room is agreeable. It does not distract your attention. There is
no distracting noise to keep you from listening, no traffic sounds, no
babies crying. You have a sense of being here, which is also a sense
of well-being. You feel well clothed; your clothes are appropriate and
suited to the temperature. You can sit here and listen with that sense



of well-being, which is awareness. There’s an overall awareness of a
relaxed state. Things are physically okay, psychologically conducive.
You might feel a bit overstuffed from dinner, or somewhat hungry,
looking forward to going home and eating. But those discomforts and
desires have become relatively distant, and your main fascination
and intrigue can function properly here in this room. That is
awareness of well-being that is happening to you right now.

If we want to define that for our Buddhist dictionary, we could say
that awareness means a person can tune himself in to certain mental
objects and also to a sense of being, or well-being, thoroughly and
without distraction. The Sanskrit for the Tibetan trenpa is smiriti.
Literally it means “recollection.” This is not particularly recollection in
the sense of going back to the past. It has more to do with renewing
one’s habitual patterns, habitual patterns that do not require your
further attention. You can be as you are in your basic form. There is
a sense of relaxation, which is necessary in order to proceed on the
bodhisattva path.

The next is number four, meditation; in Tibetan, samten. Here
meditation is an extension of the sense of well-being, or awareness,
that we've been talking about. There is a feeling of understanding
and a feeling of security, which enables you to let go of your mind.
The definition of meditation here is the ability to be as you are
without further contrivances to make yourself comfortable. The
definition of meditation is just a sense of being, a sense of isness
that is happening.

Here you are listening to me, listening to this particular
“broadcast.” You are listening to Radio Peking. You are listening to
Radio Peking, but suppose you turn off your radio. Then you find
yourself suspended somewhere. You were listening, then that radio
was turned off that you had become accustomed to listening to, and
you are still there listening to the silence.

It's like television watchers late at night, who will watch up till the
very little last dot that appears on their screen. They will watch up till
the last little thing when the whole thing dissolves. (In England, an
announcer tells you not to forget to turn off your set when the
broadcast is over—a very domestic touch.) You turn off your set and
you're suspended somewhere, still inquisitive and awake and



watchful. That is the state of meditation that we are talking about
here. Having turned the set off, you're still watching, but watching
nothing. You know you have turned off your set, but you are still
there, very awake and ready for something. At the same time, you
know that you are not going to get into any entertainment anymore.
You've had enough of it. That sense of suspension and of vacancy.
Meditation in this sense is like that vacant aftereffect of watching
television or listening to the radio. The set is off, and you are still fully
awake and fully there.

Suppose | said now, “This lecture is over. This is the end. | bid you
good night.” The moment you heard those words, you would have a
sense of your antennae beginning to retract into your basic being.
“Wow, the whole thing’s gone, finished.” And you'd have a sense of
well-being taking place. That is the meaning of meditation, samten.

The Sanskrit word for this is dhyana, which is the equivalent of
zen, a sense of meditative absorption without anything in your mind
at all to grasp on to. Your television set is turned off, your antennae
are retracted: no further entertainment. Yet you are there, definitely
there.

There is something very ironical, very funny about this. There is
some kind of humor involved here. One catches a glimpse of one’s
own seriousness: “Now | have turned off this set, and | am still here.”
You are very serious—something very real is taking place. Empty
space. There is a sense of beingness that takes place there that is
the essence of meditation. It is not a matter of getting into a spiritual
absorption, a higher trance, or anything of that nature. It's a sense of
being there, and then being there providing no ground. No
entertainment. Blank.

Number five, the fifth category, is prajna, which means
‘knowledge.” Jna means ‘“intelligence” and pra means “premium,”
“higher,” “greater.” That’s the Sanskrit word, and the Indo-European
word comes from that. [Know, gnosis, cognition, etc., are
etymologically related to jna.] Prajna is the premium knowledge, the
highest and greatest knowledge of all. It's premium in the sense of
premium gas that you can ask for at the gas station. There is a gas
shortage these days, but I'm sure there is no shortage of prajna. It's
ongoing stuff. Prajna, discriminating knowledge.



Prajna, to make a further entry in our Buddhist dictionary, is a
process of looking. It is the highest way of looking at reality. It is like
making an acquaintance (in the sense of picking a colleague, a
fellow worker). You are working hard enough so you hire your own
intelligence to work with you. You create a colleagueship with
yourself, you make an acquaintance to work with you—knowledge.

We run into a conflict here with the Christian tradition concerning
mystical wisdom. According to the Christian tradition, or any theistic
tradition, wisdom comes first and knowledge comes afterward. But in
Buddhism, knowledge comes first and wisdom comes later.

Once | watched a television program on lItalian classical art—
Michelangelo and Leonardo da Vinci, and so on. It was beautifully
done. It was presented by some English lord or other, who spoke
very beautifully. A point he made was that in order to understand art
in the Western world, you have to look in order to see. That is the
approach of a theistic mystical experience: Look in order to see.
Seeing is regarded as a discovery; looking is the primary method. It
seems obvious: If you want to see, you have to look first. Very
sensible; very scientific. Before you draw conclusions, you gather
information with the computer. When the computer says thus-and-
such and so-and-so is the case, then you begin to see. You look in
order to see. But in the nontheistic traditions, such as Buddhism (and
at this point, the only nontheistic traditional religion we have in this
universe is Buddhism), the idea is to see in order to look. Looking is
regarded as much more important, because you can’t abandon the
world, you can’t abandon relationships.

First you have to see. Projections are necessary in order for you to
work with yourself. Having related with your projections properly—
clearly and thoroughly—having seen things as they are, you start to
scrutinize, you start to look. When you look, you discover all kinds of
subtle qualities of things as they are, subtleties upon subtleties,
fantastic details of things as they are, fantastically colorful.

Saying that you have to see in order to look is a tantric statement.
It is very subtle and very precise.

What might happen to us is: We look in order to see. We look first
and have a flash of something fantastically beautiful. We look at
something and get dazzled by it. We get dazzled and begin to see



psychedelic visions of the universe. Fantastic! Wow! Then we are
supposed to see whatever it is. But seeing isn’'t important anymore,
because we have already looked. We lost so many subtle little
details, because we looked. The Buddhist approach toward
perceiving phenomena is to see in order to look, not look in order to
see.

This is a definition of prajna that leads toward tantra.

Understanding this is important when it comes to translating
certain terms. We translate jnana as “wisdom” and prajna as
‘knowledge.” A lot of scholars translate prajna as “wisdom” or
prajnaparamita as “wisdom gone beyond.” The idea of seeing in
order to look is closer to Don Juan’s teaching, the American Indian
approach.

First you see things, perceive things. | see a lot of faces here.
Heads without glasses, heads with glasses. Then | look to see who
they are. They are listening to this talk.

Castaneda talks about seeing a jackal or a coyote. Don Juan
placed a white cloth somewhere, then later moved it, and in doing so
removed a whole landscape. It had something to do with the coyote
principle. It's very interesting, very close to tantric Buddhism. The
whole thing is based on seeing. For instance, in relation to the idea
of choosing a spot, a place where you are going to sit and be
yourself. In doing this, once you begin to look, you become very
awkward. If you see a spot, you should arrange yourself suitably in it
and then begin to look. That seems to be the point in discussing
prajna as a preparation for discussing tantra. The pertinent
experience of prajna also takes place on the mahayana level.

Looking is demanding, if you look prematurely. But seeing is
undemanding if you do it properly. The sense of well-being that we
talked about takes place.

Having accomplished faith, vigor, awareness, meditation, and
prajna, then we begin to become somewhat proud of ourselves. We
feel good. There is a sense of well-being. We do not have to reduce
ourselves to the level of bullshit. We are Mount Meru.2 We are the
great mountains of the Himalayas. We are worth being proud of. We
have understood faith, energy, awareness, meditation, and
knowledge. We have gone through all those with the help of the six



paramitas. We now begin to feel that maybe we could stick out our
necks again, once more. We are noble sons and daughters of
Buddha. We are Buddha. We have Buddha in us. Why should we
crunch ourselves down and deform our state of being? Why don’t we
just expand ourselves into our perfect form, our perfect being? We
have perceptions and energies and inspirations. We have
everything. We have a spiritual friend, we have the teaching. We
have everything. What more do we want? We have everything in this
whole universe. We have everything there. We have intelligence and
understanding and the materials to understand. We have everything.
We can afford to extend ourselves a bit more. That is why this
approach is called the mahayana, the great vehicle, the bodhisattva
path.2 It is heroic.

We beat the drum of dharma, sound the trumpet of wisdom and
compassion, celebrate the feast of intelligence. It is very joyous. And
the reason that it is so joyous is because the whole thing is so
hopeless. It doesn’t provide us with any hope. Once we become
hopeful, we are taking the approach of poverty. We are adopting a
penniless mentality. We are locking ourselves into the ghettos of the
samsaric world.

We have an enormous sense of delight. There are wonderful
things taking place in us. That is the sense of the bodhisattva path.
That is also connected with tantra, because in tantra, the whole thing
is based on pride, vajra pride, as we call it, indestructible pride,
adamantine pride. An enormous sense of delight begins to take
place. There is no room, absolutely none whatsoever, for misery.

This has nothing to do with being “love-and-lighty.” We don’t have
to furnish ourselves with goodness, whiteness, cleanness. We don’t
have to adopt the conviction that finally we are good and beautiful,
loving and lighting. Rather we are what we are. We are sons and
daughters of noble family, in the direct line of the Buddha. We have
our heritage, our lineage. We can take pride in ourselves. It's
fantastic.

That is the preparation for tantra. | suppose we could talk about it
in terms of looking. We have seen already; then we begin to look.



Student: | didn’t quite get the difference between seeing and
looking. It seemed that looking involved discrimination and seeing
didn’t. Is that the distinction?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Looking is premature discrimination, and
seeing is discriminating wisdom. But you can look once you have
seen.

Student: How do you see if you don’t, at some point or other, make
the effort to look?

Trungpa Rinpoche: You don'’t deliberately try to see. That would be
looking. You perceive, you just perceive. And having perceived
things as they are, as we say, you begin to find yourself looking at
them. It's very much like buying an antique. You don’t look at the
details of the piece you want to buy. If you start looking, you're going
to be a loser. You're going to make wrong decisions. If you want to
be a good buyer, a competent buyer, you see the antiques. You see
antiqueness. You just see it, you feel it. Seeing is feeling. Then,
having seen it, you begin to look. You begin to question the state of
that particular antique—whether it is worth buying, whether it has
been corrupted, restored, whatever. You see the piece, then you look
at it, then you buy it.

If you go to an antique auction and you look at the pieces, you
make the wrong choices. You bid at the wrong time. You hit yourself,
hurt yourself. When you go to an antique auction, don’t look, see.

Student: Seeing is more panoramic, Rinpoche?
Trungpa Rinpoche: Yes.

Student: It’s intuition as opposed to thought?
Trungpa Rinpoche: Well said.

Student: If you don’t get sucked into looking—you know, it does
occasionally happen that you don’t—and you find yourself seeing
instead, at that point are you still in the five skandhas?

Trungpa Rinpoche: | think you are.

S:In?

TR: Yes, both. You are in and out.

S: Could you expand on that?



TR: You are already subject to the skandhas. But there is the
possibility of being free from them at the same time.

S: In other words, it’s like life and death happening continuously.

TR: Continuously, yes.

S: Do you find you yourself personally in and out of the skandhas
all day long?

TR: Sure. As long as you have a body. As long as you have to shit
and eat and make love.

Student: The hopelessness is about certain goals, isn’t it? It's not
a total hopelessness about yourself.

Trungpa Rinpoche: Whenever there’s hopefulness about yourself,
there’s also a problem related to a goal. Hopelessness is hopeless
all over. But there are some gaps. What's the Jewish word for that?
Chutzpah, yes. There’s still chutzpah.t

Believe it or not, hopelessness is encouragement. It's fantastic.
From our point of view, it means we are starting on a new dimension
of reality. With vigor, virya, chutzpah.

Student: Isn’t that because you have nothing left to defend, so you
have nothing left to fight against?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Yes, that’s right.

S: So you can do anything you want.

TR: Precisely, sure, yes. It's your universe. It's your world. Let’s
celebrate.

Student: But still you have to keep an awareness all along of being
in an ocean of gray shit? If you began to think that you weren'’t in it,
then you would begin to fear falling back into it. You'd be back in
hope and fear again. So do you have to continue to be aware that
you’re in the gray shit anyhow?

Trungpa Rinpoche: And take pleasure in it. I'm afraid the whole
thing is as gross as that. It's far from the three H’s: happy, healthy,
and holy.

Student: |Is there any separation between daily life and art in terms
of seeing?
Trungpa Rinpoche: No. Everybody’s an artist.



Student: Do you learn to trust yourself from feedback you get from
people and situations around you, or does it just come from
yourself?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Both. You relate to situations as well,
obviously; otherwise you have no reference point. Your guru is your
situation as well.

Student: | still don’t understand about seeing and looking.

Trungpa Rinpoche: Do you see me?

S: | think so.

TR: You do see me. Unless you’re blind, you see me. But you
haven’t looked yet. Until you look, you’re color-blind.



FOUR

The Basic Body

WitH THE PREPARATION We have made in the foregoing talks, perhaps
at this point we could discuss tantra.

Fundamentally, tantra is based on a process of trust in ourself that
has developed within us, which is like a physical body. Tantra
involves respect for our body, respect for our environment. Body in
this sense is not the physical body alone; it is also the psychological
realization of the basic ground of sanity that has developed within us
as a result of hinayana and mahayana practice. We have finally
been able to relate with the basic form, the basic norm, basic body.
And that body is what is called tantra, which means “continuity,”
“thread.” That body is a sense of a working base that continues all
through tantric practice. Thus tantric practice becomes a question of
how to take care of our body, our basic psychological solidity, our
solid basic being. In this case, the solidity is comprised of sound,
sight, smell, taste, feeling, and mind. Body here is the practitioner’s
fundamental sanity. The practitioner has been able to relate with
himself or herself to the extent that his or her basic being is no
longer regarded as a nuisance. One’s basic being is experienced as
highly workable and full of all kinds of potentialities. On the tantric
level, this sense of potential is called vajra, which means,
“adamantine,” or “diamond,” or “indestructible.” A sense of
indestructibility and a strong continuous basic body has developed.

The notion of mahamudra is prominent in tantric teaching. Maha
means “great” and mudra means “symbol.” Maha here means “great”
not in the sense of “bigger than a small one,” but in the sense of
‘none better.” And “better” even has no sense of comparison. It is
‘none better,” on the analogy of “nonesuch.” And mudra is not a
symbol as such. It refers to a certain existence we have in ourselves,
which is in itself a mudra. Eyes are the mudra of vision and nose is



the mudra of smell. So it is not a symbol in the sense of representing
something or being an analogy for something. In this case, mudra is
the actualization of itself. The idea is that physical activity has been
seen as something workable; it is something very definite and at the
same time highly charged with energy.

Particularly in Buddhist tantra, a lot of reference is made to the
idea that pleasure is the way, pleasure is the path. This means
indulgence in the sense perceptions by basic awakened mind. This
is the mahamudra attitude. Things are seen clearly and precisely as
they are. One does not have to remind oneself to be in the state of
awareness. The sense objects themselves are the reminder. They
come to you, they provide you with awareness. This makes
awareness an ongoing process. Continuity in this sense does not
need to be sought but just is.

Nobody has to take on the duty of bringing the sun up and making
it set. The sun just rises and sets. There is no organization in the
universe that is responsible for that, that has to make sure that the
sun rises and sets on time. It just happens by itself. That is the
nature of the continuity of tantra that we have been talking about.
Discovering this is discovering the body.

We have a basic body, which is very intelligent, precise, sensitive
to sense perceptions. Everything is seen clearly and the buddha-
family principles are acknowledged. There is vajra intellect, ratna
richness, padma magnetizing, karma energy of action, and the basic,
solid, contemplative being of buddha.! We have acquired such a
body, which is not a new acquisition. It is the rediscovery of what we
are, what we were, what we might be. With the rediscovery of that, a
sense of being develops, a sense of vajra pride, to use tantric
language. That is, there is a sense of dignity, of joy, a sense of
celebrating the sense perceptions, sense consciousnesses, and
sense objects, which are part of the coloring of the mandala
experience.

Now the dawn has awakened us. We see light coming from the
east. We see the reflections on our window, showing that the light is
coming out. It is about to be daytime, and we begin to wake up. That
is the discovery of the basic body. In the tantric tradition, it is called
the dawn of Vajrasttva. The basic discovery has been made that



daylight is just about to come, and one is ready to work with one’s
sense perceptions.

We wake up and then we get out of bed. The next thing, before
eating breakfast, is to take a shower. That corresponds to what is
called kriyayoga, the first tantric yana, which is connected with
cleanness, immaculateness. You have woken up and discovered
that you have a body, that you’re breathing and are well and alive
again and excited about the day ahead of you. You might also be
depressed about the day ahead of you, but still there is daylight
happening, dawn is taking place. Then you take a shower. This is the
kriyayoga approach to life, which has to do with beautifying your
body, taking care of your body, that is, the basic body we've been
talking about.

The basic idea of kriyayoga is to purify our being of anything
unnecessary. Such dirt does not provide any necessary steps toward
enlightenment, but is just neurosis. Here of course we do not mean
physical dirt. This is a psychological, psychosomatic type of dirt. It is
neither transmutable nor workable. So we jump in the shower.

You can’t take a shower with fire and you can’t take a shower with
earth or air. You have to take a shower with water, obviously. In this
case water is the basic crystallization of one’s consciousness of
waterness, the water element, which is connected with basic being.
The chillness of water, the coldness of water, and its sparkliness are
also a process of cleaning oneself, cleaning one’s body. When you
take a cold shower you wake up. You'’re less sleepy when the water
from a cold shower pours over you. So this is also a waking-up
process as well as a cleansing one.

You can’t take a shower with just water pouring on your body. You
also have to use soap of some kind. The soap that you use in this
case is mantras, which go between your mind and your body.
Mantras are an expression of unifying body and mind. The Sanskrit
word mantra is composed of mana, which means “mind,” and fraya,
which means “protection.” So the definition of mantra is “mind
protection.” Here protecting does not mean warding off evil but
developing the self-existing protection of beingness. You are
proclaiming your existence. You proclaim that you are going to take
a shower because you have soap and water and body there already.



Water as a symbol is related with consciousness in general; and
body is the thingness, the continuity of thisness, solid basic sanity;
and mantra is the tune, the music you play. When you dance, you
listen to music. And you dance in accordance with the music.

At a certain point, mantra becomes a hang-up. It becomes another
form of dirt. Like soap. If you don’t rinse it off, soap becomes a hang-
up, a problem, extra dirt on your body. So you apply the soap
thoroughly and then you rinse it off with water.

The idea here is that mantra is the communicator. You make a
relationship between the elements and basic sanity. The elements
are the sense perceptions, the projections. This is the water. The
projector is your state of mind. That which relates the projection and
the projector is the energy that the mantra brings. When
communication between those two—or rather those three, including
the energy of mantra—have happened properly, then the soap—the
mantra—has already fulfilled its function. Then you have a rinse. You
take a further shower to clean away the soap, clean away the
method. At some point the methodology itself becomes a hang-up,
SO you rinse it away.

Having brought mind, body, and energy together properly, one
begins to develop the appreciation of one’s basic being further. Your
body is already clean, immaculate, and beautiful.

Now we come to the next situation, which is putting on clean
clothes. That corresponds to the next yana, upayoga—putting clean
clothes on your naked body, which has been beautifully cleaned and
dried and is in absolutely good condition. Upayoga is basically
concerned with working with action. Action here is connected with
fearlessness. You are no longer afraid of relating with sense
perceptions, sense pleasures, at all. You are not ashamed of putting
a beautiful garment on your body. You feel you deserve to put on
beautiful clothes, clothes that are beautifully cleaned and pressed,
straight from the dry cleaners. The action of upayoga is further
excellent treatment of one’s body, one’s basic sanity.

There is a need to be clothed, rather than presenting oneself
naked all the time. Exposing one’s body without clothes becomes
purely showmanship, chauvinism. It becomes another form of ego-
tripping. So the body has to be wrapped in the beautiful garment of



action. This involves a sense of awareness. Every action you take is
noticed; you have awareness of it. None of the actions you take is a
threat to your basic sanity. Every action you take in your life situation
is highly workable—there’s no conflict between the mind and the
body at all. In fact, your action is another way of glorifying the beauty
of your body.

This kind of appreciation of action is not a matter of watching
yourself act, but rather of taking pride in your basic being in action.
You don’t have a prefabricated attitude; your action is spontaneous
action. In this case the point of action is dealing with emotions.
Aggression arises, passion arises, jealousy arises—let them be as
they are. Purified aggression is energy, purified passion is
compassion, purified ignorance is wisdom, inspiration. Your clean
body is the best of your existence. On top of that you put clean
clothes, which are a further adornment of your body. This is the
action aspect. There is some sense of reality at this point, and that
reality is that you are no longer afraid to perform your actions. You
are no longer afraid of your emotions at all. The emotions are further
fuel for your inspiration.

The next tantric yana is yogayana. You have bathed and put on
clean clothes, and you look magnificent. You have realized your own
beauty, but putting on clean clothes does not express it fully. You
should take a further step, which is to put on ornaments—a beautiful
necklace, beautiful rings, beautiful bracelets. Adorning your body in
this way is a further way of taking care of it and appreciating its
beauty, a further way of celebrating the continuity of your basic
sanity. That is the yogayana.

The sense of cleanness and the sense of being beautifully clothed
produce the sense of ornament. They are a definite statement of the
purity of basic sanity. In putting on these ornaments, you begin to
associate yourself with the buddhas, the tathagatas, the
bodhisattvas of the higher realms. You put on crowns and tiaras,
earrings and necklaces. You behave like a king or queen on the
throne. There is a complete sense of trust, a complete sense of the
obviousness of your basic sanity. That is why the Buddhist tantra is
pleasure-oriented.



The pleasure orientation is very important, very powerful, and very
basic. If you are not pleasure-oriented, you can’t understand tantra.
You have to be pleasure-oriented, because otherwise you are pain-
and misery-oriented. But this is not a psychological trick of
convincing yourself through positive thinking. It is an obvious,
reasonable, and real thing. When you treat yourself well, you feel
good. When you feel good, you dress yourself in good clothes and
adorn yourself with beautiful ornaments. It is a very natural and basic
way of relating to oneself.

The main qualities of tantra that come out here are basic trust and
basic elegance. Elegance here means appreciating things as they
are. Things as you are and things as they are. There is a sense of
delight and of fearlessness. You are not fearful of dark corners. If
there are any dark, mysterious corners, black and confusing, you
override them with our glory, your sense of beauty, your sense of
cleanness, your feeling of being regal. Because you can override
fearfulness in this way, tantra is known as the king of all the yanas.
You take an attitude of having perfectly complete and very rich basic
sanity.

Ordinarily, this is very hard to come by. When we begin to
appreciate our richness and beauty, we might get trapped in ego-
tripping, because we no longer have enough hinayana and
mahayana discipline related to pain and hopelessness. Pain and
hopelessness have to be highly emphasized, if possible to the level
of 200 percent. Then we become tamed, reduced to a grain of sand.
The saint knows that he is a grain of sand and therefore is no longer
afraid of ornamenting himself with all kinds of beautiful things. There
is a sense of dignity, of sophistication, a sense of celebration. So one
of the basic points of tantra is to learn how to use pleasure fully.

Here we are not just talking about sexual pleasure. We're not just
talking about the pleasure of being rich, or about pleasure in terms of
getting high in a cosmic way. We are talking about pleasure in the
sense that everything can be included. There is a sense of reality
involved in pleasure. There is a sense of truth in it. As we said in
talking about mahamudra, it is nonesuch, nothing better. It's self-
existingly great, not in a comparative sense. As it is, it is great and
dynamic.



Student: It seems that it could be misleading to have even an
intellectual understanding of this tantric material, because it would
make you want to get out of your pain and suffering. So what use is
it at this point?

Trungpa Rinpoche: You cannot get into it unless you have a good
and real understanding of pain and hopelessness. Without that, you
are nowhere near it. It would be misleading if we presented it right at
the beginning and you had no idea at all of hinayana and mahayana.
That would be misleading and very dangerous. You would turn into
an egomaniac. But once you have an understanding of the necessity
and simplicity of pain and the necessity and simplicity of compassion
of the bodhisattva’s path, you can begin to look into other areas.
Hinayana and mahayana are necessary and very important.

Student: Rinpoche, what is the relationship between negativity and
the energies that are transformed into the five wisdoms?2 I've been
becoming more aware of the energy of negativity and how alive it is,
but | don’t see where it fits into the pattern of the five wisdoms.

Trungpa Rinpoche: The whole point is that within itself, negativity
is self-existing positive energy. If you have a really clear and
complete understanding of negative energy, it becomes workable as
a working base, because you have basic ground there already. Do
you see what | mean?

S: No.

TR: Negative energy is no longer regarded as threatening.
Negative energy is regarded as fuel for your fire, and it is highly
workable. The problem with negative energy is that negative energy
does not enjoy itself. It doesn'’t treat itself luxuriously—sybaritically,
one might say. Once the negative energy begins to relate to itself
sybaritically in its own basic being, then negative energy becomes a
fantastic feast. That's where tantra begins to happen.

S: Okay. So much for negativity in itself. What then is the
relationship to the five wisdoms?

TR: The five wisdoms begin to act as the clear way of seeing your
negativity. In mirrorlike wisdom, vajra, aggression is seen as precise,
clear-cut intellect. The wisdom of equanimity, ratna, is related with a
sense of indulgence and richness; at the same time, everything is



regarded as equal, so there’s a sense of openness. In discriminating
awareness, padma, passion is seen as wisdom in that passion
cannot discriminate itself anymore, but this wisdom does perceive it
discriminatingly. In the wisdom of the fulfillment of action, karma,
instead of being speedy, you see things as being fulfilled by their
own means, so there is no need to push, to speed along. In the
wisdom of dharmadhatu, all-encompassing space, which is related
with the buddha family, rather than just seeing stupidity, you begin to
see its all-encompassingness, its comprehension of the whole thing.

The wisdoms become a glorified version of the emotions, because
you are not a miser. One of the problems is that in relating with the
samsaric emotions, we behave like misers; we are too frugal. We
feel that we have something to lose and something to gain, so we
work with the emotions just pinch by pinch. But when we work on the
wisdom level, we think in terms of greater emotions, greater anger,
greater passion, greater speed; therefore we begin to lose our
ground and our boundaries. Then we have nothing to fight for.
Everything is our world, so what is the point of fighting? What is the
point of segregating things in terms of this and that? The whole thing
becomes a larger-scale affair, and ego’s territory seems very cheap,
almost inapplicable or nonexistent. That is why tantra is called a
great feast.

Student: Is the thing that prevents us from relating to the world in a
tantric way right now the fact that we have a sense of self? Are you
saying that we have to go through the hinayana and the mahayana
first in order to break down our sense of self so that we can relate to
tantra?

Trungpa Rinpoche: If you think on a greater scale as vajrayana, or
tantra, does, you have no idea of who is who and what is what,
because no little areas are kept for a sense of self. Mahayana works
with more developed people, hinayana with people who are less
developed but still inspired to be on the path. Each time they relate
with the path, they lose a pinch of self, selfishness. By the time
people get into vajrayana, the selfishness doesn’t apply anymore at
all. Even the path itself becomes irrelevant. So the whole
development is a gradual process. It is like seeing the dawn, then



seeing the sunrise, then seeing the sun itself. Greater vision
develops as we go along.

Student: How can you have a sybaritic relationship with negativity.

Trungpa Rinpoche: That’s the greatest of all

S: I'm sure it is, but | don’t understand it.

TR: It's like putting seasoning on your food; if you don’t, you have
a bland meal. You add color to it, and it’s fantastic. It's very real and
alive. You put salt and spices on your dish, and that makes it a really
good meal. It's not so much a sense of indulgence as of appreciating
the meal.

Student: So far in this seminar, you have skirted the use of the
word shunyata.® | was wondering about the shunyata experience,
which you have characterized in the past as appalling and stark.
How does that relate with the sense of isness or being? | had a
nihilistic feeling about shunyata. It seemed very terrifying and
claustrophobic, whereas the idea of isness seems very comfortable
and expansive.

Trungpa Rinpoche: Isness feels good because you know who you
are and what you are. Shunyata is terrifying because you have no
ground at all; you are suspended in outer space without any
relationship at all to a planet.

S: Shunyata is characterized in some literatures as ultimate point,
a final attainment.

TR: That’'s a misunderstanding, if | may say so. Shunyata is not
regarded as an ultimate attainment at all. Shunyata is regarded as
no attainment.

Student: I'm wondering about the transition to tantra from the
earlier discipline. It seems one might get hung up on the hinayana
and mahayana. The hopelessness begins to have a kind of dignity,
and you might get attached to it. It seems to be a very abrupt kind of
transition, and it could be very hard to switch over.

Trungpa Rinpoche: You are able to switch over because of your
sense of sanity. You are no longer interested in whether the different
yanas are going to be kind to you or unkind. You don’t care anymore.



You are willing to face the different phases of the various yanas. And
you end up with vajrayana.

S: That takes a lot of bravery.

TR: That is the whole point. Relating with the samaya vow and the
vajra guru takes a lot of discipline and a lot of bravery.# Even the
high-level bodhisattvas supposedly fainted when they heard the
message of vajrayana.

Student: When you reach the point of transition between
mahayana and vajrayana, do you have to give up your cynicism
about the teachings and the teacher and about yourself that you
have during hinayana and mahayana?

Trungpa Rinpoche: | think so. A that point you become very clear,
and cynicism becomes self-torture rather than instructive and
enriching. At that point, it is safe to say, there is room for love and
light. But it is sophisticated love and light rather than simple-minded
lovey-lighty.



FIVE

The Crazy-Wisdom Holder and the
Student

WE ARe GoING TO TRY to go further with our understanding of
vajrayana, or tantra. Something has been missing so far in our
discussion of tantra. The tantric experience can only come about
through a transmission from your guru, from a vidyadhara (which
means a holder of crazy wisdom). Such a transmission can take
place but involves enormous trust and enormous sacrifice. This
sense of trust and sacrifice can come about at the time of receiving
an abhisheka.

Abhisheka is a Sanskrit term that is usually translated “initiation.”
But initiation here is not just the idea of being accepted into a tribe by
going through a certain ceremony. Here there is a sense of complete
and total surrender. Surrendering in this way is very unreasonable
from an ordinary point of view; but this sacrifice and the bond that
arises from it have to be established before we can trust the universe
as a potentially enlightened situation. From the tantric point of view,
we have to go through this in order to be enlightened. And in order to
get enlightened, one has to go through tantric training in any case.
And enormous surrendering and enormous trust are involved.

Trust on this level means one cannot maintain one’s ego. One
cannot maintain one’s basic existence as “myself.” This self has
become completely dedicated, it has completely opened up in
surrendering to the world created by the guru. The world that the
guru creates is not particularly a pleasant one. It might be very
unpleasant, horrific. It might also be beautiful at the same time. The
reason the world created by the guru tends to be an irritating one is
that the guru goes beyond the role of spiritual friend at this point and
begins to act as a dictator. He minds your business completely; he
minds every inch of your life.



Your guru has the ability to do such a thing, because he knows
every inch of your life, of your state of consciousness. He knows the
tiniest fragments of your subconscious gossip, he knows all the little
freckles in your mental functions. The guru has a complete
understanding of all this. Therefore you are highly exposed, fully
exposed.

For this reason, the tantric tradition is considered very dangerous.
The traditional format is that you can either make love to your guru
as a divine being or kill him. The analogy is that of a snake in a
bamboo tube. When you put a snake in a bamboo tube, the snake
has to face either up or down. Relating with the guru is very
powerful, too powerful. It is too much having somebody mind your
business in that fashion. From that point of view, it is extremely
horrific. Nevertheless, at the same time it is an extremely delightful
gift.

Tantric transmission cannot take place without a guru, without a
spokesman of the mandala perspective. That is a very basic point
that we should be very clear about. Entering tantra is hellish, shall
we say. When the guru begins to manifest himself as somebody
minding your business two hundred percent, you are bound to feel
extraordinarily claustrophobic. He not only minds your business, he
minds the business of your business. He sees inside out, outside in.
This is a very powerful and a very paranoid situation.

Without the guru’s consent, without his acknowledgment of you as
a good vessel for the vajrayana, you don’t get anything out of it at all.
The guru acts as a channel for both creative and destructive
happenings. He can destroy you instantly or instantly build you up.
And this becomes very obvious, very definite.

When you approach tantra, you are approaching the magical
aspect of the cosmos more and more. Magic in this sense has
nothing to do with miracles as such. There is magic in the sense of
certain energies, certain mysteries, that you have never tapped
before. You haven’t understood them, or you haven’t had enough
gaps in your experience to relate to them. Now you are getting into
tantra, and your guru is going to initiate you into the tantric situation.
You are going to begin to tap untapped areas, which we usually



leave alone, which we usually daren’t work with. You are getting into
a very powerful situation here.

In this powerful role, the guru is referred to as he who presents the
samaya vow. Samaya is a Sanskrit word that is translated in Tibetan
as tamtsik (dam tshig). Samaya is a certain kind of bond that is like
the kind of electric fence that’s used to keep cows in. In this case, it
is highly electrified, and if you touch it or begin to play with it, you are
going to get a shock. And if you try to get out of it, you're going to get
destroyed.

Destruction does not mean just death. You will end up in what’s
called vajra hell, which is a very powerful hell. From there, even the
greatest spiritual strength cannot rescue you. That hell is neither up
somewhere nor down somewhere. It is self-existing imprisonment in
which your neuroses are vibrating constantly, all the time. You're
trapped in that hell, and there’s no remedy and no freedom at all.
Pleasure and pain both become part of the imprisonment. That is
why tantra is regarded as a very dangerous thing and very powerful
thing to get into.

Only tantra can produce enlightenment in one lifetime. There is no
other doctrine or teaching in Buddhism—including the sudden
teachings of Zen, which is part of the mahayana tradition—that can
deliver enlightenment in one lifetime. Tantra is the only path that
enables us to attain enlightenment in one lifetime. That'’s true.

Getting into tantra is like taking a supersonic jet. Either it will
destroy your life because it is so fast, or it will deliver you to a more
advanced place. You have breakfast in Tokyo and lunch in London
and dinner in New York. It's very fast and powerful. If it destroys you,
you won’t even have a chance to be aware of your death. You're just
dead on the spot, in midair.

| am not going to explain all the aspects of how it is powerful, but
you can find out.

The holder of such a doctrine is also very powerful. The holder of
the doctrine is in league with death. At the same time, he is in league
with Buddha. Not just an ordinary buddha, but the highest of all the
buddhas, the dharmakaya buddha.l The vajra guru has enormous
power over your life and complete control over the phenomenal
world. He has the power to destroy you or make you an enlightened



person, so it is a very powerful commitment one makes when one
enters tantra.

| say this, because | want people to think thrice about getting into
it, if it is even possible for them to get into it at all. It is very
dangerous, and without having gone through hinayana and
mahayana discipline, getting into it is completely out of the question.
But even if you go through hinayana and mahayana, it is still
dangerous to get into this vajrayana discipline, and very powerful,
magnificently powerful.

Committing oneself to the vajrayana teaching is like inviting a
poisonous snake into bed with you and making love to it. Once you
have the possibility of making love to this poisonous snhake, it is
fantastically pleasurable: You are churning out anti-death potion on
the spot. The whole snake turns into anti-death potion and eternal
joy. But if you make the wrong move, that snake will destroy you on
the spot.

During the early years of my teaching in America, | was very
hesitant even to discuss the subject of tantra. | felt | should be
conservative and keep to basic Buddhism. But the development of
my students has provided me with a lot of hints [to go ahead]. They
are beginning to stick their necks out and their eyes are beginning to
light up. Maybe it is time to proclaim the vajrayana victory. | feel very
fortunate to be able to discuss this subject. | feel we are making
headway toward establishing one hundred percent Buddhism in this
country. Without vajrayana we don’'t have a head. Hinayana is the
feet. Mahayana is purely heart. But Buddhism without a head is
dead. Therefore | feel very happy about the possibility of sharing my
understanding with you. It is like discovering a new friend. It is a very
moving situation for me personally.

Nevertheless, we should be very careful of the danger we are
getting into, which is enormous. | am not going to take the
responsibility alone. Everyone of you is going to take the
responsibility, if | may say so.

What we are discussing is one of the most secret and sacred
things ever heard on this earth. It is very dangerous and powerful.
People think the atomic bomb is powerful. Maybe physically it is. But
we are talking about a psychological atomic bomb, which is millions



of times more powerful than the physical bomb. | want you to
appreciate this and become terrified of this opportunity. It's a very
serious matter.

You are in a unique position having the opportunity to hear this
teaching, which has never been proclaimed in this country. You
should regard yourselves as very fortunate people. | am not saying
this because | want to intimidate you particularly, but | want to share
my responsibility with you. | feel that | can relate with every one of
you, within your understanding, in terms of the complete teachings of
Buddhism.

Another aspect of this is what is know as “open secret.” This
teaching is self-secret. You may not be able really to hear it or
understand it because of your own trips, your speed, your confusion.
That is a safety precaution that has already been developed. If you
are not ready to hear such a thing, you don’t hear it. What | have to
say becomes purely gibberish.

Let us discuss the remaining three yanas of vajrayana.

The next three yanas are described as the ultimate yanas. These
yanas are as far as we can go as far as Buddhism is concerned, as
far as enlightenment is concerned altogether. They are called
mahayogayana, anuyogayana, and atiyogayana. These vyanas
provide the most advanced teaching Buddhism can ever present to
you. They are the dead-end point at which you should attain
enlightenment. It is demanded of you: You are required to be
enlightened at that point. You are guaranteed to be enlightened once
you reach the highest point of atiyoga. You have no choice. And you
will become enlightened in the fullest way of all.

As an analogy for the lower tantric yanas, we talked about bathing,
getting dressed, and putting on ornaments. At this point, in the
mahayogayana, you no longer put on ordinary clothes: It's more like
going back to ape instinct. Instead of putting on a crown of jewels
and gold, now you put on a headdress of skulls. Instead of an
ordinary skirt, you wear a tiger-skin skirt. Instead of an ordinary
shawl, you wear a shawl of human skin. You begin to change your
perspective on the world and get back to a more organic approach.

There is a hint of savagery, a hint of craziness. A hint of crazy
wisdom begins to appear. Having bathed, purified, now you wear



skins and bone ornaments. At this level of mahayogayana,
consciousness begins to change. Some kind of dignity begins to
appear—fearlessness. Fearlessness of blood, fearlessness of earth,
fearlessness of human skulls and skin. We strip away all kinds of
purified levels that we have gone through before in previous yanas.

Previous yanas have taken a very genteel approach. We tried to
make ourselves into an emperor or king. We bathed, we wore
beautiful clothes and jewelry of all kinds. Now we develop a sense of
reality of a different nature. Neurosis as such is no longer regarded
as bad at all. It is regarded as an ornament, a delightful ornament, a
real ornament. We can wear such ornaments, we can adorn
ourselves with all sorts of neuroses that we have. This is a fantastic
proclamation of sanity in fact.

This approach explains why vajrayana is very dangerous, very
freaky. Nevertheless, here it is. At this point, we are willing to swim in
the shit pile once again, willing to adorn ourselves with bones and
skulls and skins. It is very organic. We might even say it is
macrobiotic in the ultimate sense. We begin to realize, totally without
fear, that we are divine beings.

The next yana is anuyogayana. Here the sense of indulgence just
described has become a trip. Abiding in the fermented manure of
neurosis becomes a problem. Maybe we have indulged ourselves
too much in the organic trip. Now we don’t even care about that. We
take off our costumes, strip. There is no need to dress up as
vampires or imitate them. We begin to lose that kind of perspective.
We begin to relate more with our heart and brain. The Tibetan Book
of the Dead describes how the wrathful herukas come out of your
brain and the peaceful herukas come out of your heart. This takes
place now. More coordination is developed between the vajra type of
heart and brain. You develop an enormous sense of being the
conqueror of the whole universe. You transcend apeness altogether,
or maybe you become a transcendental ape. It is very powerful. You
see a panoramic openness and there is a fantastic sense of already
having conquered. The conquering has already taken place and
you're just revealing it.

The next and last level is atiyogayana. At this level you don’t need
any kind of outfit at all. Dressing or undressing is irrelevant. Once



again you expose your naked body. No clothes at all, none
whatsoever. You don’t even have to bathe anymore—you are what
you are. The only relationship that you have at this point is to your
sense perceptions of sight, sound, smell, touch, and taste. Those
sense perceptions become guidelines. When you hear a sound, you
relate with that very simply as part of a reminder. When you see
colors, you see them that way, very simply. This is an extraordinarily
high level of perception.

There we are. We have come back to where we were, back to
square one. We realize that the journey never need have been
made. All the journeys are a way of fooling ourselves. The journey
becomes an endless journey, so there is no point in making journeys
at all.

Student: Rinpoche, you talked a great deal about the dangers that
attend the vajrayana path. | am very puzzled by that, since the whole
exercise is supposed to be about getting out of and annihilating ego,
and in that case, what dangers can there be? As | see it, the only
dangers there can be would relate to what'’s left of the ego.

Trungpa Rinpoche: You said it. The only danger is getting back to
ego and ego’s being fortified by all kinds of techniques that you
acquired.

S: | read a ché ritual in which you offer yourself, your flesh and
your bones, to the hungry ghosts.2 And apparently there’s a
possibility you might freak out, but that is a danger only to ego.

TR: The danger is that, having performed such a sacrifice, you
might feel self-congratulatory about this magnificent act of yours.

Student: What you said about atiyoga seems to have been that
you see what you see and you hear what you hear. But it seems to
me that we can do that right now.

Trungpa Rinpoche: Sure, we could do it right now, but we don’t
want to believe in that. Therefore we need a path to lead us to that.

S: We need to develop courage, get rid of doubt?

TR: You need some kind of feeling that you have put in enough
energy to arrive at that point.



Student: You spoke of the vajrayana path as one that could lead to
enlightenment in this lifetime. Yet in the bodhisattva vow, we vow not
to enter enlightenment until all sentient beings have become
enlightened. That seems to present a contradiction.

Trungpa Rinpoche: | don’t think so at all. That’s the trick of the
mahayana path; it helps you to give up. You’re not going to attain
enlightenment at all; you're going to work with sentient beings. And
the idea in vajrayana is that you’re going to attain enlightenment in
one lifetime. Both work together. In mahayana, the idea that you're
not going to attain enlightenment cuts your speed, your ambition. In
the vajrayana, you develop pride, vajra pride, and dignity. Actually,
both amount to the same thing. You can’t become buddha in any
case at all. Youless, unyou, nonyou, is going to attain enlightenment.
That logic holds true all the way along. You can't attain
enlightenment. Maybe nonyou can attain enlightenment. Good luck!

Student: | think you said you can only get enlightened by going
through tantric transmission. Have enlightened people from the Zen
tradition gone trough tantric transmission?

Trungpa Rinpoche: In some cases. Sure. | think so.

S: In that case, would you say that Suzuki Roshi was a tantric
master?

TR: Absolutely. Good for him.

Student: You suggest thinking thrice. About what? What's the
other choice besides the path?
Trungpa Rinpoche: Nothing.

Student: Have you experienced vajra hell?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Sure. But I'm not in it. | experienced enough to
tell people what it's about. Which is very hair-raising.

S: But you said that once you got in, no amount of spiritual
strength could get you out again.

TR: Yes. True.

S: So you're still in it, then.

TR: You can experience a glimpse of it. But once you get into it,
nobody else can rescue you. You're stuck there.



Student: You said that the hinayana and mahayana were
prerequisites for tantric practice. You also labeled the American
Indians’ spirituality tantric. But the American Indians haven'’t heard of
hinayana and mahayana. How does that work?

Trungpa Rinpoche: Very simple. The terms don’t matter, really.
The American Indians have an equivalent discipline of basic sanity in
their domestic affairs and in their tribal life. You know: Be on the
earth, learn how to cook a good meal on a fire, learn how to share
with your fellow tribesmen. It's very simple. They don’t have to relate
with the terms hinayana and mahayana, which are purely labels.

S: Okay. You say tantra is the only way to attain enlightenment in
this lifetime. How can we know what we’ve been doing in previous
lifetimes?

TR: In previous lifetimes, you may have been working toward this.
Maybe that's why you’re here. Maybe that’s why you're one of the
fortunate persons who has had the opportunity to hear the dharma
properly. Maybe in a previous life you were a good cat who heard the
dharma. Or maybe you were a dumb kid who heard the dharma at
his parents’ knee. And now you’re here. It could be anything. But
there is no reason why you are not here, because you are here.

Student: At what level do you transcend birth and death?
Trungpa Rinpoche: At the level of no speed. Speed is karmic
relational action.

Student: Rinpoche, why are you telling us this?

Trungpa Rinpoche: This what?

S: This doctrine that we can’t understand.

TR: The point is, if you can’t understand it, that's the beginning of
your understanding.

S: Yes, you could tell us about something that’s only one or two
steps ahead of where we are and we still wouldn’t understand it.

TR: But it’s still good. It holds true because you don’t understand
it. The point here is that you have to tap your own potential. If there
were no possibility of that, you wouldn’t be here. You might even fall
asleep on the spot. I'm telling you these things for the very reason
that you have not fallen asleep here.



SIX

Alpha Pure

As WE sAID AT THE beginning, the journey through the nine yanas is a
process of rediscovering oneself. As you move along the path, you
have a feeling of particular locations. You are traveling through a
dense forest or through heavy snow; you are climbing mountains or
crossing fields; you encounter rainstorms and snowstorms. You have
to stop each night to eat and sleep, and so on. All those experiences
make up your journey. In a sense we could say that the rainstorms
are your rainstorms, the snowstorms are your snowstorms, and the
dense forests are your dense forests. It's your world. As you move
through the nine yanas, it is yourself that you are rediscovering—
more and more clearly.

At the beginning there is a vague idea that something is not quite
right. There is something wrong with oneself. Things are
questionable, and one begins to look into the question, to relate with
the pain, the chaos and confusion. That is the hinayana level. Then
at a certain stage some of the answers that arise out of the search
begin to create further hunger, further curiosity. One’s heart becomes
more and more steeped in the teachings. Then the mahayana
experience of intense dedication to the path begins to take place.
Dedication to the path in this case also means compassion, a loving
attitude toward oneself and others. One begins to find one’s place in
the universe, in this world. Being on the bodhisattva path is finding
one’s place and one’s sense of dedication in this universe. At that
point, the universe is not threatening or irritating anymore. This is
true for the very simple reason that one has developed a style for
working with the universe; meditation in action has begun to develop.

As you go on then, you rediscover the brand-new world of tantra.
An enormous surprise takes place. You recognize the magical
aspect of the universe, which means yourself as well as everything



else. You rediscover the redness of red, the blueness of blue, the
whiteness of white, and so on. You rediscover the meaning of
passion and the meaning of aggression, their vividness, their
aliveness, and also their transcendental quality. Rediscovering this
new world is the vajrayana path.

At that point, not only do you realize the meaning of pain and
confusion, and not only do you realize you have a place in the world,
but you also develop a sense of dignity. In fact, you are the emperor
of the universe, the king of the world. Your sense of dignity is related
to the experience that you have an enormous place in this world. In
fact, you are the maker of the world.

As the tantric experience develops through the lower tantras to the
higher tantras, even the notion of being the emperor of the universe
becomes unnecessary. You are the universe. You have no reference
point, none at all. Everything is on the level of complete oneness. In
higher tantric terms, this is known in Tibetan as kadak. Ka is the first
letter of the Tibetan alphabet, dak means pure. So it means “pure
right at the beginning,” or you might say “alpha pure.” Purity in this
case has nothing to do with the relative reference point of pure as
opposed to impure. Purity here has the sense of being really without
comparison to anything, without any relative reference at all. That
seems to be the state of development we are working toward. That,
finally, is the level of the maha ati teachings, in which there is no
reference point, none whatsoever. Therefore, in that state we find
millions of reference points everywhere, which do not conflict with
each other. Therefore we become precise and open, very general
and very specific at the same time. That is the state of
enlightenment, if it can be described at all in words. That’s a sort of
finger painting of the enlightenment idea.

The whole journey that we have discussed has its roots in
overcoming spiritual materialism to begin with, then developing
friendship toward oneself and others, and finally developing vajra
pride, or a sense of dignity.! Those three steps are the general
guidelines for the hinayana, mahayana, and vajrayana, or tantra.
And those experiences cannot come about without a teacher or
master to begin with, on the hinayana level; a spiritual friend who
minds one’s business intensely on the bodhisattva or mahayana



level; or, on the vajrayana level, a vajra master or vajra guru, who
holds one’s life strings in his hand.

There is a story about the abhisheka that the great tantric master
Padmasambhava received from Shri Simha, the great sage of maha
ati. Shri Simha reduced Padmasambhava to the form of the letter
HUM. Then he ate it, he put it in his mouth and swallowed it. And
when Padmasambhava came out the other end of Shri Simha, that
completed his abhisheka. This is an example of the action of the
vajra master. He is more than a teacher alone, more than a spiritual
friend. The vajra master eats you up and shits you out, having
completely processed you in his vajra body. That is the kind of power
we’re talking about. Without such a relationship, without this kind of
communication, vajrayana cannot be presented. Without this, one
cannot even come near to understanding it. So relationships with the
various levels of teacher are definitely requirements for progressing
on the path.

Then, of course, there is the practice of meditation, which is
another important part of the journey. One must practice meditation
on the hinayana level in order to develop the basic sanity of relating
to one’s mind as a working basis. The satipatthana methods of
mindfulness developed in the Theravada tradition are very powerful
and important2 The methods developed in the Sarvastivadin
hinayana tradition that exists in Tibet, Japan, and China are
identical.

When | was in India, | discussed meditation techniques for
awareness practice with a Burmese master who was the disciple of a
very great Burmese meditation teacher. When | told him about the
vipashyana meditation technique that we used in Tibet, he shook his
head and asked me, “When did you go to Burma?”2 So the methods
seem to be identical.

It is necessary to begin at the beginning with the hinayana
practice. Without that, we do not develop proper sense perception,
so to speak. We have to have good eyesight and good hearing to
read and listen to the teachings. And we have to have a good body
in order to sit and meditate. Good sense perceptions here mean
sense perceptions that are no longer distorted. We can have real



understanding, no longer distorted by neurosis. That is