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It seems that I am supposed to teach from ten until twelve, which is a long time. I’ve been studying English for more than four or five years. I was studying English before I came here the first time, and I really feel that I should speak to you directly in English. However, given the state of my English, if I did so, I would be very embarrassed, and you would not understand what I was saying. I can get by in some daily dealings, but my English is not yet up to giving a speech, so I am forced to use a translator. 
Usually when I am asked to give a teaching, I prefer to think of it as a speech or an address rather than a teaching.  “Teaching” sounds like a lecture, and I don’t really feel much like a lecturer. It’s not easy for me to think of myself as somebody who lectures others.

When I am asked to give a speech, I basically think of it as a forum for me to voice my thoughts, which I tend to do without preparation. Sometimes I do prepare, but actually preparing sometimes makes things worse, because I discover that what I have prepared is too long or too elaborate for the time involved.  Then I really don’t know what I am going to do. 

So, I think what I will do is to speak spontaneously and express my thoughts of the moment. I think that’s better. I am not going to speak about complex philosophical issues or logical reasoning. I am going to talk about my own personal experience. For one thing, I don’t feel up to presenting vast, exalted and profound things, and also I think although you might find it a little strange. It’s more appropriate and beneficial for me to speak to you directly and personally. 
Religion Vs. Spirituality 

America is country where there are many different spiritual traditions, and by the laws and customs of this country, you have complete freedom to choose which--if any--spiritual tradition you wish to involve yourself in. Those without faith in any spiritual tradition are free to avoid them.  This tremendous freedom from one point of view makes things very easy.  You are completely free to choose which tradition to practice, but from another point of view it makes things harder and more complicated.  There are so many spiritual traditions represented in any one large American city that it must be very difficult to actually decide on one. I am not going to address the topic here of which tradition to choose.  

By the way, when we talk about spiritual traditions, you have two words in English: one is religion and the other one is spirituality.  There appears to be some debate about whether or not these terms are synonymous.  Personally, based on my understanding, I think there is a difference between spirituality and religion. I am not really sure what Tibetan word would be equivalent to spirituality.  But in speaking about what I think of as Dharma--as opposed to a tradition of Dharma or a tradition of spirituality--I think we are really talking about the cultivation of fundamental goodness, fundamental virtue, which we are capable of.  This is why I think there is a difference between spirituality and spiritual tradition, because the cultivation of goodness or virtue per se does not really necessitate following a set of customs or an established rule or spiritual system. We definitely need to cultivate our own innate goodness, our own innate capacity for virtue, but this does not necessarily require adherence to an established tradition. That is a matter of choice. Individuals can choose whether or not to follow a spiritual tradition for themselves. 

Spirituality Is The Cultivation Of Innate Human Goodness

Well, what then is spirituality? In essence, I think it is the cultivation of innate human goodness, benevolence, the understanding of the interdependence of ourselves and others, and the cultivation of a sincere wish to be of help to others. The development of the means of helping others, and the insight that it enables us to do so, is a mental development, a development of the spirit--not merely external or material development.  I think that is what spirituality is, and therefore it does not require adherence to a specific tradition or path.  It could involve that, but it is a matter of personal choice.  I think the basic idea is to be a good person and to deepen and increase those innate virtues, which we all possess and make us a good person.
The First Step In Spiritual Practice Is To Recognize Oneself

Whether someone becomes a religious follower or spiritual practitioner is a matter of individual, personal choice, but whatever choice you make in that regard, the first step is the basic recognition of oneself. Now when I say the recognition of oneself, or self-recognition, I am not using this term in the technical sense, as in the recognition of the mind’s nature.  I mean something very, very basic and ordinary.  

What do I mean by the recognition of oneself?  We have all been born as human beings in this world, and as human beings, we have certain natural or innate abilities that appear to be a unique among the many species that inhabit this planet. 

Having The Capacity For Ethical Choices Makes Human Beings Really Special

According to human biology and our understanding of the brain, there is something very special about the way human beings think. It’s more a matter of the heart than the brain. It’s that every human being has the capacity for ethical choices, and I think the capacity for ethical choices is what really makes us special. 

Humans know the difference between right and wrong, and I don’t just mean what is immediately gratifying or unpleasant. I mean long term right and wrong. We know how to choose between what is going to be helpful and what is going to be harmful. I don’t just mean helpful to oneself or harmful to oneself; I mean that which will be helpful, not only to oneself, but to all the other beings in one’s greater environment. And this capacity for understanding is what I mean by self-recognition or self-awareness. I think gaining and using this is the first step.

The Practice of Dharma Should Not Lead Us to Ignore Our Natural and Innate Human Abilities
When people have faith in Dharma and become involved in spirituality or become what we call believers or practitioners, they are supposed to be different from most people. They are supposed to be a little bit better, more spiritual than others, but in fact, often the opposite happens. We are believers, we are spiritual practitioners, but sometimes we behave even worse than ordinary people. This is a problem, and I think it is caused by there being too much fantasy in the way we approach Dharma. We are inspired by the exalted or high concepts to which we are exposed in Dharma, and that’s okay. 

The problem is that we get so inspired by the high or exalted concepts that we ignore the basics. We ignore the basic need to embrace our humanity and to make sure Dharma and our humanity are not isolated from one another. We must never allow the practice of Dharma to enable us to ignore our natural and innate human abilities. We become impractical in our spirituality when we ignore this. We are so involved in our imagination of the divine and in our fantasies that we ignore that which is practical and necessary. We definitely need a faith in Dharma that is not based entirely on a fantasy. It needs to be based on practical considerations. 

We Start Dharma Practice with the Understanding of Ourselves as Human Beings

After all, when we start practicing Dharma, we don’t even begin with the practice of taking refuge in the Three Jewels. Before we get there, we start by contemplating the four thoughts that turn the mind. And the first of these four thoughts, the rarity of human birth, is really the contemplation of what it means to be a human being. And then after that, we can go on to meditate on impermanence, and so on. 

But we have to start our practice of Dharma and base our practice of Dharma on the understanding of ourselves as human beings and the understanding of the ethical choices and virtues that make humanity unique. We can’t start by imagining ourselves as Gods. Sometimes when we get involved prematurely in Vajrayana and we are swept away by the beauty of the iconography or by the profound teachings, such as Mahamudra or the Great Perfection. And we try to practice these very high or exalted meditation systems with the great hope or ambition that we will become high or exalted ourselves. 

Having the Great Perfection is not sufficient; People also need to be Greatly Perfect

But the problem is sometimes we skip or bypass the necessary first step of becoming a good and decent human being. I think it would be very, very unlikely that anyone could realize the Great Perfection or Mahamudra without becoming a good and decent person on the way. It was with this in mind that an eminent Drukpa Kagyu master said:
It is not sufficient that the Dharma be the Great Perfection. It is also necessary that the individual or human practicing it becomes greatly perfect.

I find this saying, which is often repeated, very, very helpful. Sometimes we ignore this need, and we identify with the tradition or techniques that we practice. We think that our involvement with that tradition automatically raises us to the level described in the teachings of that tradition. We think that if we practice the Great Perfection, we automatically become the embodiment of Great Perfection, but in fact it’s not that easy. We have to pass through the various stages of development that will lead us to that state. So I think it’s very important that we not allow ourselves as human beings to become isolated from or separated from the Dharma we practice.

Being a Good Person Is the Foundation for Subsequent Spiritual Development

I should emphasize that for beginners, becoming a good person is more important than faith in the Three Jewels. It is more important to become a fundamentally good and decent person than to cultivate one’s faith in the sources of refuge. This is one of the implications of the often-repeated statement:

The preliminaries are more profound than the main practice.

In any case, we need to establish a stable foundation for all subsequent spiritual development. Without this stable foundation, with an unstable foundation or even worse, no foundation at all, it is impossible for any authentic development to really occur. So therefore, I think this is important.

The Difference between Dharma and Religion

And now I am going to jump to a new topic. The term that we use in the Buddhist tradition for spirituality is Dharma. I think there is a difference between Dharma and religion. Religion refers to a specific tradition, and the Dharma refers to what the traditions are designed to do. Now traditionally, we identify ten definitions of the Sanskrit word Dharma, which I will skip. But in this context, what is important is how we understand Dharma. 

Dharma Means to Transform Our Mind into a State of Peace

The Tibetan translation of Dharma is chö, and chö means to fix something. It means transformation, amelioration, improvement. Dharma does not mean fixing or transforming the material world. It refers to transformation within our minds. Since it is also said that the essence of Dharma is ahimsa (non-violence), then I think we can understand easily that the transformation of Dharma is the transformation of our minds from being aggressive, agitated and violent into a state of mental non-aggression, non-violence, and peace. 

If someone practices Dharma and their mind is transformed into a peaceful non-violent mind, then Dharma is having its intended effect. And if this transformation does not occur, then it is not. Sometimes people say to me, “Since I have been practicing Dharma, things have improved, my business is going very much better, and I’ve been able to produce a child or two.” Now as salutary as these boons are, I don’t think these are direct results of Dharma, or at least not the principle results of Dharma. The principle result of Dharma is to develop peace, peace of mind.

Peace Is to Proactively Abandon the Causes of Violence

However, I think we need to be specific about what we mean by this word “peace.” Sometimes when we use the word peace, people get the idea that you simply mean a state of ease, a state of relaxation. It would be very difficult to attempt to maintain a constant state of relaxation. Feeling relaxed, feeling at ease might be a starting point for experiencing peace of mind, but it wouldn’t itself be an unchanging state, so that is not our goal. And also feeling relaxed, feeling at ease is often simply a product of physical or material conditions. We’re talking about something a little bit more than that, something mental that is not simply dependent on physical circumstances. Feeling at ease, feeling relaxed is very simple. It is like on a very hot day having some ice cream and feeling better. 

But we cannot attempt to live our whole lives in that state of relief that we feel when we have ice cream on a hot day. So true peace actually requires effort; it is not gained in an effortless way. It requires the active and effortful and intentional renunciation of violence. The transcendence of misery requires effort, and to achieve nirvana, we have to use effort to renounce the causes of suffering in samsara. In the same way, to achieve true peace we must use effort to abandon the causes of violence.
Causes of Violence Are the Three Unvirtuous Actions of Mind

When we think about the ways in which we harm others, we usually classify them as the ten unvirtuous actions: the three of body, four of speech and three of mind. To be more precise, we classify the three of body and four of speech as unvirtuous actions and the three of mind as unvirtuous karmic paths. These are called unvirtuous karmic paths because they are mental tendencies which--although they do not directly harm others--influence us and cause us to do things with body and speech that are directly harmful. 

For example, if you speak harshly to another person, you are harming them. If you think of them unkindly, you are not, but if you think of them unkindly long enough, you will eventually probably speak harshly to them. So the three mental unvirtuous actions – covetousness, malice and wrong views – are actually more like seeds or causes of these seven unvirtuous actions. 

For example, the desire to kill someone, if it’s strong enough, will cause you to actually take action and kill that person. This means that in order to cultivate true peace, true non-violence, we need to do more than simply restrain ourselves from performing the seven unvirtuous actions of body and speech. We need to actually eradicate the three unvirtuous actions of mind. Then we will have true peace of mind. 

Someone who simply forces himself out of whatever consideration, social considerations or fear or so on, to not actively harm someone else – not to slap someone‘s face or to say something harsh – is not at peace. They have actually imprisoned themselves within their own self-restraint. As long as the restraint is produced by social or external conditions, and they still maintain these three unvirtuous states of mind, they are not at peace. 

Non-Violence Is Not to Harm Others as well as Self

In fact they are boiling with rage. And although they may succeed in not harming others (for example, not yelling back at their boss because they are afraid of losing their job), that doesn’t mean that they are at peace. They may not be harming the other person, but they are still harming themselves because they are harboring or nursing malice. So, non-violence means not only not harming others but it also means not harming yourself. To not harm yourself, you have to eradicate these three negative mental states. Otherwise you won’t be in a state of true peace.
Ultimately Peace Can Never Be Created Through Force or Violence

There is also a difference between non-violence or harmlessness and peace in how people understand these words. Peace is supposed to be non-violent, but nowadays sometimes we engage in violence in the name of peace. We have people so-called “peace keepers” who wander around with guns. So we have guns in the name of peace, and they’ll point their guns at you and say, “Now you have to be at peace.” I guess if they shot the gun and the troublemakers die, that’s a kind of peace to them. But ultimately we cannot create peace through force or violence. To really create peace, to promote peace, we must renounce covetousness, malice, spite and wrong views in our minds. 

But when we say we must renounce these things, we have to be careful. There are two different ways that people can try to do this. One is suppression where you have these feelings in your mind, and they are unacceptable to you, so you suppress them. You hide them from others or maybe even from yourself. And the other is eradication where you actually get these things out of yourself altogether. 

An example of suppression is when you are angry, and you harbor your anger, but you restrain yourself from its expression – in fact you never even speak of it. This type of suppression is what Western psychologists and psychotherapists say can actually cause mental illness. Someone in this state of internal misery has constant feelings that remain unexpressed.
Understand the Difference between Unhealthy Suppression and Correct Application of Dharma Remedies

We need to understand the difference between that type of unhealthy suppression and the correct application of the remedies for various negative mental states that are taught in Dharma. If we fail to make a distinction between the healthy application of remedies leading to the eradication of these mental states on the one hand, and the mere unhealthy suppression of them on the other hand, then we may take the wrong approach. Our Dharma practice may merely be suppressing anger and other types of misery within our minds, and then we would become mentally ill.
When we consciously apply a remedy for a klesha such as anger, we need to be sure that in our application of this remedy we are not trying to merely force ourselves out of a state of anger by blindly applying the remedy in an effort to suppress the anger. We have to understand the relationship of our minds to our anger, and we have to consciously look at the choices we have: to be in a state of anger or a state of love. These two states are opposites, and therefore are not likely to coexist. And we have to discuss the whole question of whether we should or should not be angry with ourselves. 

The First Step Is To Recognize That We Have a Choice

First of all, we have to take control of the situation by recognizing that we have a choice whether or not to remain angry. We make that choice very consciously by thinking about why I would choose to be angry, what benefit is there in anger. We have to think about the actual effect of anger, its actual attributes, and its antithesis: love. Based on an understanding of what effect these emotions have on us, we consciously choose what we are going to do. We may notice that love is not constantly present within us but that anger seems somehow to just happen by itself. We can’t just let things happen totally spontaneously, we can’t let anger take over our lives and our minds. We need to analyze or discuss this situation within our own minds. 

Understand the Benefits of Applying Remedies to Our Afflictions

If we make a conscious choice, we will have the freedom and ability to implement that choice. In order to apply the remedy to anger, you need to know why you are doing it. You need to have made the decision based on an appreciation of the benefits of applying that remedy. If you simply apply it without understanding the reason for doing so, I think it’s unlikely to work.
If I use my own experience as an example, the more reason we see to relinquish a klesha, the more we are aware of how much harm our kleshas do, the easier or more natural or even more automatic it will be for us to relinquish the klesha, to apply its remedy. As long as we fail to see any reason to abandon the klesha, we won’t be able to apply its remedy. 

Make a Good Choice, and Also Develop Resolve Concerning That Choice

Our problem seems to be that we have the tendencies both towards the good choices and bad choices in our mind. I don’t think opposite mental states like love and anger can actually coincide in the mind at the same time, I think they alternate. And we have to make the choice in which one we want to invest. I would say that we have all made the choice, we have all chosen love over anger, but we need to make a distinction between choice and decision. We seem to have no problem choosing love, but we have a bit of a hard time deciding to stick with our choice. We may have all chosen love over anger, but we still get angry. 

Therefore I think it’s necessary for Dharma practitioners to not only choose love over anger but to develop resolve concerning that choice. It’s as though you have two people in your mind – anger and love – and you need to decide which of these two advisors you are going to listen to. Once you decide, once you have chosen one of advisor over the other, then give all of your authority, your sovereignty, your power to the advisor of love and not the advisor of anger.
The Three-Line Stanza Epitomizes All Buddhadharma

I am now going to jump to a different topic. There is a famous often-quoted verse, which says: 

Do no wrong whatsoever. Engage in abundant virtue. Utterly tame your own mind. This is the Buddha’s teaching.
We are given to understand that this three-line stanza epitomizes all Buddhadharma. When I say it epitomizes Buddhadharma I don’t want to seem to be asserting a Buddhist copyright. 

In America, we talk a lot about copyright. We copyright everything, but the Buddhadharma is not supposed to be copyrighted. It’s not as though we say bodhicitta and the understanding of interdependence are unique to Buddhism, so therefore they are Buddhist by copyright, and no one else can use them. It’s not like that. These things are the nature of phenomena, the nature of things, and there can be no copyright on the truth or on reality. If we start to assert a Buddhist copyright on reality, our fixation will only increase, and we will have further problems. 

Nevertheless this stanza does epitomize all the Buddhist teachings. So for example we enumerate types of emptiness: we have the eighteen emptinesses or sometimes the twenty emptinesses, then if we assert copyright we will have twenty-one emptinesses—including the emptiness of copyright. 
Various Vehicles Are like Different Grades in One’s Education

Sometimes we misunderstand the relationship between the various vehicles within Buddhism as one of lesser and greater importance, but this is not the case. They are more like different grades or different classes in one’s education. Just as we go through primary education, secondary education and university education, in Buddhism there is a gradual process of learning and development. At any level, an individual is still capable of further growth, further development, further improvement. When someone is practicing the Shravakayana vehicle of the solitary listener, it doesn’t mean that they are doomed to practice the Shravakayana for all eternity. They are perfectly free to graduate and enter the Mahayana and so on. 

The way we practice at KTD is an integration of all three vehicles, which means that although we may emphasize at some point the practice of the lesser vehicle, that emphasis need not be permanent and can be adjusted according our individual development. 

The Practice of Vajrayana Is To Purify Our Minds

In this stanza the line
 Utterly tame your own mind 

applies particularly to the Vajrayana. If we understand the Vajrayana as a means for taming our minds, then we understand it correctly. 

A synonym of Vajrayana is the word Guhyamantra or Secret Mantra. Traditionally when the teacher explains the meaning of Guhyamantra he explains first “secret” and then “mantra.” But since secret mantra isn’t so secret anymore, I am just going to skip the word secret and move onto mantra. 

The definition of mantra is manas traya, the protection of mind. It means that through the practice of mantra and Vajrayana we protect our minds from the ordinary craving for mundane appearances. Through the practice of Vajrayana, we purify our minds of mundane thinking, mundane ordinary perception, and transform our perception of things into pure appearances, the pure appearances of the mandala of deities. This method is unique to the Vajrayana because we do not find this transformation of the mundane into pure appearances taught in either the Hinayana or the Mahayana. 

But we need to understand that the transformation of impure perception into pure perception is a mental transformation. It is not achieved through the accumulation of ritual implements. Sometimes people observe Vajrayana practice, and they see that it involves some degree of ritual. So they think that the nature of the transformation is the performance of ritual. This is not true. 

Sometimes people think that the essence of Vajrayana practice is to accumulate as many scary tools or toys as you can. For example, I have known instances where one member of a family was a Vajrayana practitioner, and others were not. The Vajrayana practitioner felt that it was his responsibility to possess and keep a skull cup (not a real one but a fake one that looked pretty good) or a mala made out of bone with little skulls carved in it, and so on. Since other members of the family were not Vajrayana practitioners, they found this troublesome, scary and off-putting. This leads to disharmony in the family. That is not the practice of Vajrayana or Secret Mantra. 

Being a practitioner of Vajrayana does not mean that you have to keep skulls or replicas of skulls in your home, nor does it mean that you need to keep malas that are made of bone or look like they are made of bone. What you do need to do if you are a Vajrayana practitioner is to tame your mind. 

We have often had a misunderstanding about the development through the various vehicles. Our idea of what progress through the vehicles means appears to be radically different from the Buddha’s idea. We tend to think when you start out in the lesser vehicles of the Shravaka and Pratekyabuddha, you’re supposed to get rid of all your stuff and have very, very little. Then when you enter the Mahayana, you take the bodhisattva vow. You are supposed to get some stuff, you need some tools. 

Then when we begin Vajrayana practice, you need lots and lots of stuff. You have to have a vajra and a bell and a damaru, and all sorts of things. So we actually think of the progressive practice of the vehicles as the accumulation of stuff. This was not what the Buddha presented.  Instead, he presented a process of gradually divesting ourselves of impure perceptions, divesting ourselves of delusion and the accumulation of stuff. So this misunderstanding on our part is significant. 
Now this is not an auspicious place to end because I am ending with a criticism. Traditionally I am always supposed to end a talk on a happy tone.  However, I will still end at this point.
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Good afternoon. This afternoon will be the same thing as this morning. I am going to speak about whatever comes to my mind. This morning, I talked a little bit about the three vehicles, but I feel that I left something out, so I am going to continue with that now.

Your Motivation For Dharma Practice Determines The Actual Vehicle You Practice

I thought of a story to tell you. There is a traditional analogy that we find in the Prajnaparamita sutra about different chariots. The chariots are not that different from one another, but the animals that pull them are different. So there are chariots pulled by elephants, chariots pulled by water buffalo, chariots pulled by goats (and by the way, I did ride a goat when I was young). But what’s the point in telling you this story, because none of you use chariots anymore?

Anyway the point of the analogy of the chariots pulled by different beasts is that the differences between the vehicles are not primarily differences in the systems but in the ability and mindset of the individuals who practice them. The term that we use when we talk about the three types of individuals is Purusha. Purusha has the connotation of ability or capacity. It means if a person with a Mahayana disposition and motivation practices Dharma associated with that of the lesser vehicle, the Dharma they practice automatically becomes Mahayana because that is their disposition and motivation. By the same token, if someone whose motivation is not that of the Mahayana practices Dharma of that system, it is not really going to be authentic Mahayana Dharma because it lacks the motivation. 

So the vehicle one practices is more dependent on the actual ability of the individual than it is on the system of being practiced. For example, if you think of chariots that are much same, an elephant can pull a much heavier load than a water buffalo, which in turn can pull a heavier load than a goat because these animals have different strengths. I didn’t really intend to talk so much about goats and other animals. I am really here to talk about spirituality more than ecology or zoology, but my point is simply that it is the ability or strength of the individual at any given time that lends the vehicle and the practice its power.

Whether We Enter Into the Buddhist Path Depends On Our Involvement with the Three Trainings

We were talking about unvirtuous actions by which I mean all the things that we need to change. (This is going to be another jump in topic.  As I am still quite young, I like to jump.) Whether or not we really enter into the Buddhist path comes down to whether or not our body, speech and mind actually enter into the system. Maybe “system” sounds strange—instead the practice or the environment of the three trainings. 

The Vow of Refuge Is the Starting Point of All Buddhist Moral Discipline 

There is a sequence to the three trainings that makes up the practice of Buddhism. First is moral discipline or shila. Because moral discipline comes first, we formally enter the Buddha’s teachings by taking the vow of refuge, which is the starting point of all Buddhist moral discipline. 
There is a reason for the natural sequence of the cultivation of the three trainings. It starts with shila or moral discipline, continues with prajna or wisdom and finally includes samadhi or meditative absorption. In any and all of these trainings, it is essential that one’s body, speech and mind be coordinated. One’s body needs to be doing what one’s mind is doing and not something that is totally different. Of course, in all of the trainings we would generally say that the mind is of foremost importance. But don’t misunderstand that to mean that what you do with your body and speech are not important; they are very important. 

When we say that the mind is of foremost importance, what is meant is that if the mind is not in a state of virtue, then the mere maintenance of the appearance of virtue with body and speech is not authentic. It is finally the mind that must be purified. We cannot fake it or be hypocritical. Nevertheless, the primacy or importance of the mind should not be misunderstood to mean that body and speech are unimportant. All three faculties must be focused together in full coordination. For example, in the Pratimoksha discipline of individual liberation, the foremost emphasis is actually on body and speech. 

Respond To Circumstances with the Appropriate Faculty Involved

In the relationship between body, speech and mind, we have to respond with the appropriate faculty to circumstances that involve that faculty. For example, if you are confronted by a physical danger, like a rabid dog that seeks to bite you, then you have to come up with a physical response, such as fleeing or going to a place where you are somehow protected from it. In either case, the response needs to be physical by creating some kind of barrier or protection or distance. 

When you are dealing with something that is verbal or mental, the response needs to be slightly different. Let’s say that somebody is speaking harshly to you. Can you develop compassion for that person immediately on the spot? I suppose it’s possible but it’s probably quite difficult. 

In any case, we have to confront or meet challenges that involve different faculties of body, speech or mind with the appropriate corresponding faculty within ourselves. 

The distinction that I want to make is between the harm that comes to us through our faculties of body and speech and the harm that comes to us through our faculty of mind. Most of the harm that comes to us through the faculties of body and speech are actually external, like the rabid dog that I mentioned. But the harm that comes to us through the faculty of mind almost entirely comes from ourselves. It doesn’t come from outside ourselves; what hurts our mind is actually the mind itself. 

For example, we imagine that the malice or ill will felt towards us by another person harms us, but in fact it doesn’t. When somebody feels malice or ill will towards me, I won’t even be aware of it unless they express it physically or verbally. So their malice will not hurt me. What does hurt us is our own anger, our own malice and ill will. 

When we become angry, we alienate our friends; we lose our appetites and become unable to eat. I don’t think that a person who is very angry could sleep very well either. We may imagine in justifying our anger that we are somehow defending ourselves, but we are not effectively harming the other person. Our anger only harms ourselves. 

So most of the mental harm we experience is internal, and I think this is the worst harm, the worst suffering that we can experience because we can’t run away from it. We can run away from physical dangers or verbal stimuli but we can’t run away from what is internal, what is inside us. So this causes us the most difficulty. When someone criticizes me, I think of myself as a friend on the side of the critic rather than the object of criticism, which changes my viewpoint and enables me to assess the useful information embodied in the criticism.
Our True Identities Are Our Human Nature, the Innate Capacity for Love and Compassion

So what do we need? I think that one problem we have is that we think of ourselves, our lives and our identities in very materialistic terms. We especially nowadays identify so much with the material circumstances or facts of our existence, and we construct our identities and our attitude towards our entire lives based on this. 

For example, we identify with our professions. If someone is a physician, then she thinks of herself as a physician--as though that defines who and what she is fundamentally. When we fixate on these externals, we put ourselves at risk. 

For example, if you construct your identity based upon your work and you lose your job, then you lose your identity. Our identities are really our human nature, that innate capacity for love and compassion, that genuine human quality, which is who and what we really are. If we understand this, we will be independent of identification with externals, which will allow us to be content and to continue with internal development, in spite of any imperfections or lack in our external resources or circumstances. This is also conducive to healthy self-esteem.

Another thing that affects us nowadays is that the technological resources in our midst are actually increasing our feelings of pressure and stress. How does this work? Just about anything is possible technologically, and we feel the pressure of hope and ambition. 

The Social Construction of Reality Increases Our Self-Fixation
For example, if someone told you that you may be elected president of the United States tomorrow, you would feel a great deal of pressure because you would want it to happen. Because all of these possibilities are constantly paraded or exhibited before us, we feel tremendous pressure. One of the terms used to describe this is “the social construction of reality.” We are constantly told through technology and especially through advertising how we should be, what we should have, and how we should look. Men should look like this, and women should look like they have this, and that, and the other thing. You’d better buy this, and if you don’t buy this, you are a failure. Your life is over--you really need this. 

These messages coming through our technology bombard us constantly and are actually increasing one aspect of our self-fixation. In Dharma, the fixation of the personal self is said to have two aspects. One is called innate self-fixation and the other is acquired or learned self-fixation. I think it’s important nowadays to talk about the role of acquired or learned self-fixation, because our acquired self-fixation imposed through media, education, and so forth, is becoming more and more powerful. This is making our lives very, very heavy and filled with pressure.
Our self-fixation is increasing through technology in general and information technology specifically, and in spite of the fact that we have through the internet and other means access to unprecedented amounts of information, we seem to be going farther and farther from the truth. We learn all kinds of information, but the information doesn’t lead us to the truth. 

There is a traditional analogy for this. They say it’s like dying of thirst on the shore of an ocean. (I expect when this analogy was coined, they didn’t know that the ocean was filled with salt water, and you can’t drink it. So I suppose I should change it to river or lake, but in any case you get the point.) In spite of all the information to which we have access, somehow we are getting farther and farther from seeing the true situation. 

Sometimes We Need To Assess Our Own Lives through the Eyes of Others

When we think about our lives and attempt to assess what we have done with our lives, we need to consider not simply our own individual body, speech and mind. We need to think about our relationship with everyone and everything else. The interconnectedness of ourselves and others is really like a huge all-encompassing net or web of which we are a part.  This web connects everyone, and it’s helpful to remember this when you are thinking about whether or not you are making meaningful use of your life. 

I have experienced this, and I have very strong hope and wish to help others in all kinds of ways. But because of various circumstances, sometimes my hopes are not fulfilled. There are constant challenges and problems. In spite of the fact that my personal hopes for what I want to get done are not totally fulfilled, this does not mean that I am not in some ways satisfying the hopes of others. 

Therefore if I looked at my life only from my own point of view, I might think it is not successful. But that does not mean that my life is meaningless, because I have to look at it from the point of view of others. At times when you think that you are not fulfilling your hopes and wishes, consider how you appear to others. You may find that through the eyes of others, you see meaning and value in your life that you were unable to see through your own eyes. Sometimes we need to assess our own lives through the eyes of others.

The Three Emphases in the Lineage Supplication 

The lineage supplication that we chanted at the beginning of the morning session begins with the words Dorje Chang (Vajradhara), and it’s quite a short lineage supplication, so it’s called the short Vajradhara. That’s what we call it, and we have another lineage supplication used in The Six Dharmas of Naropa that also begins with the name Dorje Chang. It is longer, so some people call it the long Vajradhara, but when I was very young I thought there were two Vajradharas, a short one and a tall one. (Dorje Chang was three inches or something like that.)

Leaving aside the question of Vajradhara’s height, if you consider the lineage supplication, three points are made in it. That revulsion is the foot of meditation, that devotion is the head of meditation, and that undistracted awareness is the main thing in meditation. This is a concise description of the three emphases in Kagyupa practice. Revulsion and devotion make up the preliminaries, and undistracted awareness is the main body of practice. 

Revulsion Is To Let Go Of the Conventional View of Our Lives as Being Material

When I first encountered this liturgy, I found the idea of cultivating revulsion quite challenging. It sounded very difficult, especially the way it’s stated in the lineage supplication. It says to totally give up this life with one’s mind, which sounded to me very difficult. 

Certainly if we don’t understand this correctly, we may run into all kinds of problems. We might misunderstand this to mean that what we do in this life is unimportant or that there can be no meaningful activity in this life. But that’s not what it means. I have come to a new understanding of it, which I would like to share with you.
One of the keys to understanding what is and is not meant by revulsion in this context is to understand the difference between non-attachment, freedom from attachment, and what we call detachment in a negative sense. Western psychological disciplines identify a type of detachment in which one can develop a lack of affect. One is in a state of dull neutrality or numbness, beyond experiencing pleasure and pain. I don’t think that is what is intended by the great Kagyupas. If we look at Jetsun Milarepa, he still demonstrated delight and sadness, so I don’t think that the non-attachment, which is referred to in the lineage supplication as revulsion, is a kind of unhealthy detachment. 

What does it mean then? I think that it means to separate ourselves from our conventional view of our lives as being material. When the lineage supplication says to give up all concerns with this life, it means specifically the misidentification of our lives with material prosperity, material affluence, material possessions. Because as long as we identify happiness with acquisition, as long as we think, “I will be happy if I buy this or acquire this,” then we will never be happy. The things themselves, no matter how many of them we acquire--whether they are new houses, new cars, iPhones, iPads,  i-anything, will not make us happy. I know this. People give me these things all the time, and they don’t make me happy. In fact they cause a storage problem. 

Well, what will make us happy?  What will make us happy is contentment, which is said to be the greatest wealth. Contentment means being content with whatever you have. If you have very little, being content with that. If you have a great deal, being content with that. In that way, your happiness really doesn’t depend upon what you have, it depends upon your attitude towards it. Things, possessions, technological resources, do not in themselves either cause or prevent happiness. 

Yet nowadays we tend to believe we will be happy if we get this, we will be happy if we get that. So I think the use of the term “this life” in the lineage supplication really refers to our misapprehension of happiness as caused by material things, and that misapprehension is something we can give up. In this context, we would say the difference between having a mundane or worldly attitude, and a spiritual one is the difference between believing that happiness will be caused by acquisition and recognizing that that is not the case. 

If we do not transcend this fundamentally mundane attitude of attempting to achieve happiness through acquisition, then even though we may give up certain external things, we’ll apply that same attitude to the acquisition of Dharma practice. We may think we have given up mundane things but then we start collecting, as I mentioned this morning, vajras and bells and damarus. Someone who has given up barley can still be attached to rice.

I heard in the news recently that somewhere a youth wanted an iPad so much that he sold one of his kidneys to get one. It’s easy to understand why he wanted one; everybody he knew was carrying around an iPad, and he didn’t have one. But when we get to the point where we are selling our kidneys to get iPads, things have gone too far. 

Now think about the suffering that he was dealing with. Before iPads were invented, this young man did not suffer from the desire for an iPad. He did not have an inherent desire for an iPad. It was only after iPads were invented that he heard about them, and he wanted one. This is an instance of how much we attach our state of happiness to acquisition.

My point is that to practice Dharma--and in fact I think we should not limit it to the practice of Dharma--to have a good life, to deepen our lives, our lives should not be limited to the search for material acquisition. In order to look beyond that, we need to let go of this craving for the material. This is what is intended in the lineage supplication when it says that revulsion is the foot of meditation. 

Meditation of course means mediation practice, but by extension, it means everything we do in life, everything we do in order to deepen or enrich our lives in a fundamental way. In order to deepen our lives, we need to get rid of material fixation.

The Concept of “I” And “Mine” Is a Prison to Which We Have Sentenced Ourselves
Now I am going to talk about something that is a more innate aspect of our fixation, something that is little more subtle and more difficult perhaps. When we use the concept “I” or “me,” we use it with the idea that we are speaking about an independent entity. We think of “I” or “me” as an independent entity that is inherently separate from everyone and everything else. But this is mistaken. When I say it’s mistaken, I mean you should consider this for yourself to see whether this is mistaken or not. 

But I say it’s mistaken because “I” exists only in relationship with others, “I” exists only relative to others. The food that I eat, the clothes that I wear even the air that I breathe all depend on others. So I am not an independent, isolated and separate entity. Yet we continue to think this way out of the habit of doing so. We think “I” and we think “mine”: my siblings, my parents, my iPad, my iPhone. In the software we use when we turn on our computer, it says my documents, my computer. 

Why doesn’t it say your documents, your computer? It says mine, but ultimately this whole net of concepts--I and mine--is really a prison to which we have sentenced ourselves. As long as we are in this prison, we are in solitary confinement and very lonely. Just as when you are in prison, you get a few occasional visitors--my parents, my siblings, my friends and so on--but aside from those who visit us in our solitary confinement, we live as though we have no connection to the rest of the world. Our happiness really is not independent. It is dependent on other people and on other things. 

So, even if we consider it a kind of wise selfishness (since our happiness depends upon others), we should be concerned with others. This understanding of the interconnectedness of self and others is the starting point or basis for love and compassion, benevolence. It is the reason why it is so important for us to develop these things. It is helpful to others, and it is helpful to us. That which inspires us to the greatest altruism is also of the greatest good to us, which is why it is said that the most efficient, successful selfishness is concern for others.
Emptiness Is Our Connection to Everything
And this brings us to emptiness, which while it may sound like something utterly unrelated to our lives, an exalted Dharma concept that is in practical terms useless to us, is in fact very, very practical. It is something that we need to learn about in our study of Dharma, because emptiness itself is possibility. There is a stanza that says:

Whatever is empty is possible or fit to be. Whatever is not empty is utterly impossible.

So emptiness is not a concept that narrows our view or outlook; it does the opposite. It widens us because emptiness itself is interconnected; it is the interdependence which makes us interconnected with everyone and everyone else. The narrowness that we experience comes from our misapprehension, our thought of “I” and “mine,” and as long as we live in a world limited to “I” and “mine,” then our world and our world view are indeed narrow. 

Emptiness, our connection to everything, is therefore vast openness. It is not nothingness, it is not narrowness, it is infinite possibility, openness and vastness. It is interdependence, and we can understand this interconnectedness in a positive or negative context. But if we look at it in a positive context, this interconnectedness is the basis for mutual love, mutual compassion, mutual affection. Without emptiness, there would be no such interconnectedness, so as impractical as the concept of emptiness may seem, in fact it has great practical implications for our lives.
Tomorrow afternoon I will be giving the Buddha Shakyamuni blessing. I feel that nowadays it’s unnecessary to give a lot of different empowerments: maybe two or three a year, maybe that is even too many. When people receive an empowerment, they think they are all done, and they think they do not need anything else. It’s better when you don’t give an empowerment. Then people say they want this empowerment. If you give this empowerment, then we’ll do this, we’ll do that, and so on. But in any case I will be giving a blessing tomorrow afternoon. And I will teach further tomorrow morning.

As I mentioned this morning, I feel very strongly about having been able to return to the United States after my absence of three years. It was not easy for me to get here, many people had to put a great deal of hard work into making this happen, and I therefore feel very grateful. I feel very strongly about this. I don’t feel that I dare promise to come back here soon. If you think it might be awhile until I come back, at least you’ll be free from the danger of disappointment. 

But in any case, I am really delighted to be here. The Sixteenth Gyalwang Karmapa passed away in the United States of America, and KTD is like home. You could say second home, but it’s really more than that. It is really his home and my home, and so therefore I think of all of you as my family. I thank all of you. 
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 First of all, I’d like to wish you all a very good morning.  According to the schedule that was distributed for this event, the empowerment of the Thousand Buddhas of this kalpa was to be given this afternoon, but when I looked into this empowerment, I discovered that it’s quite long. Even the preparation required to give this empowerment is quite long. Also, as I said yesterday afternoon, I feel that the custom has arisen of giving too many empowerments; empowerments are given too frequently and too easily. This has caused a depreciation of the value people place in empowerments because actually, an empowerment is a very precious thing if it is given in an authentic way. So instead of the quite long empowerment of the Thousand Buddhas, this afternoon I will be giving the blessing of Buddha Shakyamuni, which comes from the collection of blessings of the four main deities of the Kadampa tradition. 

Now, this type of blessing is called a meditation transmission, which means that it authorizes those who receive it to meditate on the deity, in this case, Buddha Shakyamuni. I think this is a better idea than giving an elaborate empowerment. It is not a full empowerment in the strictest sense of the term, but it does authorize you to meditate on the Buddha Shakyamuni. Also, I have been asked to give the vow of refuge, so I thought that this morning, I would focus my remarks on an explanation of that vow.

The Meaning of Taking Refuge

In introducing the idea of taking refuge, I think that the best way would be for me to talk about from what we are seeking refuge, from what we are seeking protection, what actually bestows the protection or refuge, and who it is who actually protects us or gives us refuge.

If we begin with the question, “Who is it who really protects us or gives us refuge?” I would say that the answer involves two things: the source of direct protection and the source of indirect protection. The answer to the question, “Who gives us direct protection?” has to be ourselves. As is said, “One must become one’s own protector. Who else could protect you?” The reason for this is that the responsibility of protecting ourselves from immediate and long-term suffering really rests upon ourselves.

The Buddha Protects Us by Showing Us the Path, and the Sangha Assists Us along That Path

Regarding the Buddha, he protects us in the sense of showing us the path. Really, it is showing us the path away from suffering that is the true way in which the Buddha bestows protection. He does not directly protect us from suffering in the immediate sense. He has the ability to lead us on the path that takes us away from suffering, but only by showing us that path. I think this is the only way to really explain this. Otherwise, if I say that the Buddha protects you, you might misunderstand this to mean that one’s own effort is not needed, that the Buddha will simply protect us from suffering, which I think might be misleading.

Nevertheless, we do consider both the Buddha and the Sangha as sources of refuge: the Buddha because he shows us the path to liberation, and the Sangha because it helps assist us or guide us along that path. So therefore, because they both in their respective ways facilitate our traversing the path to liberation, they are sources of refuge.

The actual means or method through which we achieve protection is holy Dharma, because it is by practicing genuine Dharma that we come to be truly protected. The simple way to explain this is that as humans we possess, as I mentioned yesterday, an uncommon attribute among the species on this planet, which is the ability to make moral choices that can, if made correctly, constitute the means or causes for achieving long-term happiness. This ability, and the moral choices which we make with this ability, form the basis for all of our spiritual practice. Without this ability, we would not even concern ourselves with the search for liberation or awakening. It is because we have this ability that we hope for liberation.

On that basis, we hope for and actively seek an end to our suffering, and it is this hope for a future end to our suffering that is the starting point for our spiritual path. It is this hope that causes us to seek an authentic method or means that will bring about that end to suffering. And it is also this uncommon attribute within us that gives us the ability to achieve that end.

Now, just as in learning any mundane discipline you need to first find a learned and skilled teacher, Dharma is exactly the same. So we learn Dharma from a wise and experienced teacher, which in the case of Buddhadharma, is the Buddha, who appeared in this world 2,500 years ago as the Buddha Shakyamuni, and manifested in this world as a spiritual guide who gave a vast amount of teaching to his disciples.

When we think about the Buddha, we often think about him as someone distant, even celestial. We think of the Buddha as being present in the pure realm of Akanishta, and so on. It’s important, however, to remember that the Buddha actually came to this world as a human being and lived among other human beings. People could actually converse with him and communicate with him. That Buddha who appeared in this world is our good teacher.

Dharma Is What Was Taught By the Buddha

With regard to the Dharma, as human beings we have the intelligence needed to learn all manner of different subjects, and we can learn Dharma because of that. Now, what we call Dharma, Buddhadharma, is what was taught by the Buddha: the Buddha’s words, the Buddha’s lectures, the Buddha’s teachings. That is Dharma. It’s important to understand that the Buddha actually taught Dharma; this actually occurred in human history. We must not think of the Buddha as some kind of silent presence in the sky, or Dharma as some sort of mysterious thing that has arisen without any provenance, like a sound heard from the sky.

The Dharma as taught by the Buddha arose in human history, and we know about the Buddha’s life. We have precise information about the history of Dharma. The Buddha was born as a prince and enjoyed great luxury in the court of Kapilavastu. Although there are many details found in some of the Sutras about the extent of that luxury, I’m not sure how to take them because I wonder if a minor king in southern Nepal at that time would really have had a court that big. But in any case, he certainly was born as a prince and lived in the palace. And gradually he discovered through examination, the presence of suffering. And he came to understand the sufferings of birth, aging, sickness, and death. These inspired him to seek a spiritual path, and so he renounced the kingship and the court, left his wife and his father—his mother was already deceased—and entered the forest, where he lived for six years practicing meditation amid great austerity.

In that way, he discovered the meaning of life. He discovered his own nature. And he discovered this through great effort, through great austerity, and finally achieved what we call Buddhahood or awakening. 

Now, when we talk about Buddhahood, it’s very hard to describe. I suppose you could say it is a type of understanding, but certainly the ordinary word “understanding” doesn’t communicate its depth, so maybe we should say “great understanding.” He developed great understanding of the nature of human experience, his nature, whatever you want to call it.

So Dharma did not arise from uncertain or mysterious origins. It was not sounds that were heard issuing from the sky like something in a dream. The Dharma is the experiential wisdom that the Buddha gained through great austerity and intense effort, and that experiential wisdom, which he subsequently taught or explained, is Dharma. Understanding this, the origin of Dharma, is very important. 

In the Uttaratantra, it says, “From the Buddha comes the Dharma and from that comes the Arya Sangha.” So the Sangha arises from and is subsequent to the Dharma. The Buddha’s first well-known teaching of Dharma was the teaching he gave at the Deer Park in Varanasi to the first five bhikshus. This was his first teaching, and those bhikshus were the beginning of the Sangha and the Arya Sangha. So therefore, there is a well-known logical progression through the Buddha’s achievement of awakening, the emergence of the Dharma and the emergence of the Sangha. And this is part of human history.

Now, human beings, when we learn anything we start out learning it from a teacher, but then as we go on to further study and implement the discipline we are learning throughout our somewhat long lives. We go through various experiences of happiness and misery, and we cannot really face these experiences alone. We need the help of others, like our friends or our partners, to help us bear the burden of our lives. And this friendship, this assistance, this support, is what enables us to face the experiences of our lives. This friendship is the role of the Sangha.

Sravakayana Regards Teachers as Spiritual Friends

In the vehicles of the Sutras, for example, in the Sravakayana, it is taught that we look at our spiritual teachers more as a friend or an advisor. And indeed, in the Sutras, we use the term kalyanamitra or spiritual friend. The understanding is that your spiritual teacher is like your best friend, your friend who is totally and utterly trustworthy and reliable. As the word virtuous or spiritual indicates, their function as your friend is to show you and guide you on the path of virtue. So in the Sutras, the spiritual teacher is regarded as an utterly reliable friend. 

Vajrayana Regards Spiritual Teachers as the Buddha

In the Vajrayana, however, the spiritual teacher is moved from the ranks of the Sangha up to being the Buddha. I mention this because I think it’s important when we start the path to approach the spiritual teacher as a spiritual friend. If we attempt from the start to see the spiritual friend as a Buddha, as in the Vajrayana, then we might not be able to do it.

In the Mahayana Sutras, it will often say, “View the spiritual friend as equal in importance to the Buddha,” but this is still somewhat different from the Vajrayana statement that one should view the spiritual teacher as the Buddha. The difference in these descriptions of our attitude toward the spiritual teacher really reflects the ability of the individual on the path at any particular time. It would, therefore, be difficult for us to begin the path attempting to view the spiritual teacher as the Buddha.

To Begin With, Understand The Spiritual Teacher As One’s Best Friend

The main thing is, from the start, to see the spiritual teacher as a good friend. But, of course, we need the spiritual teacher to be qualified. And the major qualification is indicated in the concept of friendship. The spiritual teacher must be utterly trustworthy and reliable. If the spiritual teacher is untrustworthy and unreliable, then there will be problems. So I think it’s important to begin with the understanding of the spiritual teacher as one’s best friend, one’s spiritual friend.

Several days ago, I thought of a new reason for why we might be instructed to imagine our guru as the Buddha. I’m not sure if this is a fully correct reason, but I think it might be useful to explain it to you.

Why do we think of our gurus, our teachers, not as themselves but as the Buddha? It might be because of how much we fantasize about the Buddha. We know that the Buddha was supreme, and we regard him as being, therefore, better than everyone else. But since we haven’t met the Buddha, when we consider the Buddha’s attributes or qualities, those in which his supremacy consists, we try to imagine them. And our imagination of the Buddha, since we haven’t met him, is largely fantasy, and therefore becomes somewhat fantastic. Given that we hold in our minds that fantastic image of the Buddha, then we might see the guru as ordinary just like ourselves if we don’t think of the guru as the Buddha. We meet the guru; the guru seems to be a human being like ourselves. And since we think of the Buddha as someone utterly superhuman in every way; this might cause us to ignore the fact that the Buddha was fundamentally very much like our gurus. So we meditate upon the guru as the Buddha in order to close the gap between our fantasies about the Buddha and the practical reality of receiving Dharma from our gurus. 

For example, the Buddha appeared in this world 2,500 years ago. When he was here, he appeared to people much as our guru appears to us, because people had the same sort of projections then that they have now. When we talk about the attributes of the Buddha, even the physical attributes, such as the thirty-two marks, and so forth, we talk about them in a fantastic way, and that causes us to fantasize in a somewhat unrealistic way about the Buddha. 

For example, one of the thirty-two marks is called “webbing between the digits of his hands and feet,” between his fingers and toes. Now, when you think about this, you imagine something like the feet of a swan or goose, and you imagine that the Buddha must have had an actual physical webbing of skin linking his fingers and toes. We know that the human beings on this planet do not have goose-like or swan-like fingers and toes. Because of this sort of interpretation of the marks and signs, some people who have done research into the thirty-two marks have concluded that the Buddha must have been an alien who came from another planet. I think that what’s intended in this description is not that the Buddha had webs of flesh or skin between his fingers or toes; I think they were webs of light. Otherwise, if you think about it, even in the Buddha’s time in India, everybody wore flip flops, and flip flops depend upon a thong going between the big toe and the second toe. So if the Buddha had actually had webbing between his toes, he couldn’t have worn flip-flops.

Now, I mention this simply as an example of how we tend to fantasize, even exaggerate, the attributes of the Buddha. Although the Buddha is of course supreme, we need to return to practical reality and not leave our devotion for the Buddha in the realm of fiction or fantasy. In order to remind ourselves of the fact that our guru really has qualities of realization and freedom like those of the Buddha, we imagine our guru as the Buddha, think of our guru as the Buddha, in order to bring ourselves back from the realm of fantasy into the realm of practical reality. 

This is necessary because otherwise we develop all kinds of odd expectations. For example, in our own Karma Kagyu tradition, there was a person who had great faith in the Gyalwang Karmapa and the Victorious Father and Sons. He once asked someone, “How does Gyaltsap Rinpoche eat?” He was assuming that Gyaltsap Rinpoche couldn’t possibly have a mouth and a digestive system like that of a human being. We have all kinds of thoughts like that. Someone once came to an audience with me and said that until they saw me, it never occurred to them that the Karmapa was someone you could actually meet on this planet, that he was a human being.

By Practicing Genuine Dharma, We Become Our Own Direct Protectors

To return to the concept of taking refuge, it is we who actually protect ourselves directly. And indirectly, we are protected by the Buddha and the Sangha. The method through which we are protected, the means of our protection, is our practice of genuine Dharma. If someone understands that the taking of refuge, actually going for refuge, is to properly practice the genuine Dharma, then they are taking refuge authentically. Simply reciting the vow of refuge with your mouth is not enough. We need to protect ourselves and take responsibility for ourselves, as though we are seeking protection, requesting protection from ourselves. So in the end, we need to point our finger at ourselves. And we protect ourselves through the practice of Dharma.

In The End, All the Fingers Are Pointing At Us 

This also involves the idea of the spiritual friend or spiritual teacher. Of course, we need an external teacher. Sometimes people say, “Well, if I am to become my own protector, then what need have I for a spiritual teacher?” That is going too far. Having a spiritual teacher or teachers is a matter of practical necessity, and this function is fulfilled by the Buddha and the Sangha. But nevertheless, there are two aspects to the spiritual friend. There is the outer spiritual friend and the inner spiritual friend. The outer spiritual friend is the individual who is our teacher, and his or her function is to teach us how to make correct moral choices and pursue the path. The inner spiritual friend is the faculty within us that is the practitioner of the path shown by the outer spiritual friend, the one who practices it in the correct way.

The success of the teaching and activity of the outer spiritual friend depends upon whether our inner spiritual friend correctly practices or not. If our inner spiritual friend, the one within us, does not follow the instructions of the outer spiritual friend, then the outer spiritual friend has failed. So therefore, in the end, all the fingers are pointing at us.

That sounds heavy when I say all the fingers are pointing at us, but there’s no pressure. I guess in order to avoid there being pressure, I should talk about emptiness.

I think maybe there are some questions.

Questions and Answers

Question 1:  Your Holiness, could you please teach us how to work on reducing our jealousy and anger as a daily practice?

HHK:  The way to respond to anger and jealousy is somewhat individual, so I can’t give a generic or blanket answer to this. But traditionally, what is taught is that the remedy for jealousy is rejoicing in the happiness and virtue of others and the remedy for anger and hatred is meditation on love. However, this is in general, and of course, the practice of rejoicing in the virtue and happiness of others is something that needs to be cultivated, gradually developed.

Jealousy is the resentment of the happiness, affluence, success, and virtue of others. It is a state of agitation in which one’s mind cannot stand or tolerate perceiving the happiness or pleasure of others. The remedy is, therefore, to rejoice in the happiness, the success, the virtue of others and to think that it’s good. But this in turn, of course, depends upon the attitudes of love and compassion, the wish that others be happy and the wish that they be free from suffering. If you have these wishes, these attitudes, if you really want others to be happy and be free from suffering, then you will naturally like it when they are happy and free from suffering, and that will inspire rejoicing as opposed to jealousy.

As far as anger or hatred goes, the remedy is love, but we also need to look at anger and question exactly why we become angry, and what we are angry at. For example, when we think we are angry at another person, it might help to ask ourselves the question, “Am I really angry at this person, or am I angry at their actions?” Making a distinction between the person and the actions may be helpful. As far as the person who has angered us, they are under the power of their kleshas. They are not free agents. Analyzing or examining the situation of anger in this way, thinking about it in this way, can be helpful.

Another thing that I do myself is to daily and repeatedly reflect upon my life, what I want my life to be, and in that context, I think that if I allow my kleshas to arise, what kind of life will I have? What effect will this have on me and those around me? And that kind of thinking might be helpful.

Question 2: In taking refuge, how as a family do we address the inclusion versus the exclusion of others, if some take refuge and others do not? A separation due to religion may be set up.

HHK: Some members of a family having taken the vow of refuge and others not, is not going, in itself, to cause discord or alienation within the family. There is another factor that is more important to consider. 

When someone takes the vow of refuge, they subsequently begin to practice Dharma, and the purpose of practicing Dharma is to lessen, reduce, and eventually eradicate your kleshas. If they don’t do that, if having taken the vow of refuge and attempting to practice Dharma, their kleshas increase and they become more and more angry and overbearing, then that is going to cause discord. But the discord is not caused by who has and who hasn’t taken the vow of refuge; it’s caused because one or more members of the family are becoming angry.

There is no rule or idea in Buddhism that those who have taken the vow of refuge may not live in a family with those who have not. In the refuge vow when it says, “do not accompany tirthikas,” this means not to be influenced by a certain type of attitude. “Not accompanied” does not mean that you can’t live with others; and also the term ‘tirthika,’ which is translated as forder [Transcriber’s note: ford-maker or one who attempts to cross the ocean of samsara] or extremist, does not necessarily mean an adherent of a non-Buddhist religion. It can mean different things in different contexts. 

Sometimes we use the word tirthika to mean those who uphold an extreme philosophical view of permanence or nihilism; but at other times we use it to refer to those who behave in an inappropriate way. For example, we might ourselves become tirthikas, even while thinking we are Buddhists, if our views and our behavior end up at loggerheads with one another. If we allow ourselves to be totally controlled by our own anger, then we have become a tirthika.

So the solution to this type of question is to make sure each person in the family takes responsibility for their own behavior. Then they will be a beneficial influence and will have a beneficial effect on the other family members, and the question of who has and who hasn’t taken the vow of refuge will not arise.

Question 3:  My question is about the power of thoughts. Can our thoughts, positive or negative, have an effect on our environment and others? 

HHK: This concern the idea of the three unvirtuous actions of mind, which I said yesterday are not directly harmful to others; they are directly harmful to ourselves, but only indirectly harmful to others. They only become full acts of unvirtue when the intention, the maintenance of the thought, the implementation of it, and the success of the intention are all present. 

For example, a moment’s coveting is not the full unvirtuous mental action of covetousness. It doesn’t happen in an instant.

On the other hand, to say that negative thinking is not harmful would also not be correct. What actually harm others are unvirtuous actions of body and speech, but the necessary bases of harmful actions of body and speech are the unvirtuous mental states. Although the unvirtuous mental states do not directly harm others, they do harm ourselves, and also, without the motivation of an unvirtuous mental state, no action of body or speech can actually become an unvirtuous action. 

For example, if you, without the intention of doing so, step on an insect, that insect has been killed, but it is not the unvirtuous action of killing taught among the list of ten, because there was no intention. The ten unvirtuous actions are all intentional actions, so that is one consideration.

However, I have been told that scientists are beginning to detect a change in body chemistry on the part of someone who engages in constant negative thinking, for example, someone who is always angry, to the point that even their saliva becomes poisonous to certain other small beings—whether they are insects or microbes, I am not sure. Those beings die within the environment of that person’s saliva, whereas they would survive in the environment of the saliva of a person with a positive mental state. I have heard that this is a new discovery, not established science, but nevertheless, if it’s true, it’s pretty scary.

Question 4: When we talk about emptiness and compassion for others, are these not contradictory?

HHK: Yesterday when I talked about emptiness, I explained it as meaning a possibility or opportunity, and this is important to remember. Emptiness is, in one sense, the relativity of all things. 

For example, when we ascribe any attribute to a thing, we think of one thing as short and another thing as long, that description or attribute is always comparative. We call something short because it is shorter than something else to which it is compared. We call something long because it is longer than something else to which it is compared. Other than relative comparisons, there are no inherent attributes. There is no independent shortness or independent longness. If there were, then a thing that we call short when it is compared to something longer than it would always be short, but we know that’s not the case. When a thing that is short in one context is compared to something shorter than it, it becomes the long thing. So therefore, there are no such things as independent or inherent attributes, and that relativity is the emptiness of such attributes. 

In that way, everything is interdependent, and especially we beings are interdependent. I am not independent; I arise in dependence on or interdependent with others. Beings arise that way, and all of the things of which we partake arise that way. For example, we eat food, we drive in automobiles, and we live in houses, but the food we eat, the cars we drive, and the houses we live in are all the products of a great deal of effort and hard work on the part of many other beings and also are products of our environment. 

Understanding this, which is understanding one aspect of emptiness, will inspire you to recollect the kindness of beings, and therefore compassion and emptiness are not contradictory. This is the understanding behind the contemplation of the kindness of our mothers. We meditate upon our mothers in order to recollect their kindness, but also we do this toward all beings as well. Recollection of the kindness of our mothers and all beings inspires us to wish to actually help them. It inspires affection and love for them.

Another thing is that if we gain a good understanding of emptiness, we will come to recognize our own ignorance. When we understand our own ignorance, we understand the ignorance of others as well. When we understand the darkness of ignorance under which beings are held, we will gain more affection, more compassion for them because we will feel all the more keenly how, in spite of the fact that beings really want to be happy, because they are ignorant, they remain ignorant of what constitute actual causes of happiness and what constitute actual causes of suffering. 

We largely mistake causes of suffering to be causes of happiness and, therefore, engage in them in the mistaken belief that they will make us happy. They don’t. So finally we are suffering through ignorance. Because an understanding of emptiness leads to an understanding of ignorance and that leads to more compassion for beings, they are not contradictory.

Question 5: For people who have finished Ngöndro, how should they divide their practice time between yidam practice and Mahamudra meditation?

HHK (joking): You should look at the local time in the time zone in which you are practicing.

Assuming we are talking about the practice of Annutarayoga, then some people first meditate on the generation stage of the yidam and then afterward the completion stage. Some people, and this is especially the case of those practicing Mahamudra, manage to integrate the generation and completion stages so that they can be practiced simultaneously, but that’s not that necessarily easy to do. 

For example, if you are doing as your daily practice Vajravarahi or Vajrayogini, then at the beginning of the session, you meditate on the generation stage and at some point in your practice session you arrive at a point in the sadhana where you dissolve the visualization and rest in the completion stage in Mahamudra. As for exactly how much time you should spend on each of these two aspects, that is up to individual. It has to be adjusted to the actual sadhana being practiced and to the person’s facility with the practice. I can’t say you should spend one hour on the generation stage and one hour on the completion stage. 

If someone is in their practice emphasizing or attempting to principally train in the generation stage, then they would spend more time on the generation stage and less on the completion stage. If someone is principally training in the completion stage, then they would spend more time on that and less on the generation stage. And if you are able to practice the generation and completion stages as an inseparable unity, then spend all the time you want on it. 
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 This afternoon, as I mentioned this morning, I am going to confer the transmission of the meditation and mantra repetition of Buddha Shakyamuni. This is a type of empowerment ceremony that authorizes you to perform this meditation and the mantra repetition. As we find in the text--Analysis of Levels of Empowerment--composed by Jamgön Lodro Thaye, this does not constitute a full or formal empowerment in this sense of abhiseka. There are many types of things that are collectively called empowerment in a loose sense. These include abhisekas, awareness transmissions, permission blessings, and so on. 

Among these different types of ceremonies, this is categorized as a meditation transmission. It transmits the means of meditation, and therefore, empowers you to perform meditation on the form of Buddha Shakyamuni accompanied by the repetition of his mantra. This meditation transmission comes from the Kadampa tradition of Lord Atisha, Geshe Dromtonpa, and is among the transmissions for what are called the four main deities of the Kadampa tradition.

About Buddha Shakyamuni himself, I will not say too much. We spoke of him at length this morning. You may know a great deal about him, or you may not, but Buddha Shakyamuni is the founder of our Dharma. He is the source of all of the teachings that we practice, and therefore, while we may feel special devotion for our particular teachers or deities, it’s important to remember and venerate the Buddha. And, in fact, perhaps the most important element in our practice is to seek to emulate the Buddha’s deeds.

As I’ve mentioned several times, this is not a full abhiseka. But when I say that, I don’t mean that this is some kind of fake empowerment; it is authentic and provides sufficient empowerment and authorization for someone who wishes to recite the Buddha’s name mantra or perform the deity yoga of the Buddha. Aside from that, there isn’t too much else for me to say. I don’t claim to have had any visions of the Buddha’s face or to have received his direct blessing. On the other hand, I do have a special respect for him, a special kind of devotion, a certain feeling for Buddha Shakyamuni. It’s not appropriate to say this, but it feels like a close friendship. 

So whenever I feel sad, suffer some disappointment or feel on the brink of some kind of depression, I avoid it through the recollection of a dream I had when I was quite young. Now, I want to make this clear—this was a dream, not an experience in the waking state. When I was quite young, I had a dream in which I saw the form of the Buddha—not an image, but the living person. This is a vivid memory for me, and whenever I feel that I am heading toward any kind of special sadness or depression, the recollection of the Buddha’s form dispels it instantaneously. So if I have avoided serious depression up to this point, I think the credit for that goes to Buddha Shakyamuni, to his spiritual energy or blessing. On the other hand, if I talk a lot about this, we’re going to get back into fantasy, and I don’t want to do that.

The Correct Attitudes in Taking Refuge

Probably it would appropriate for me before giving the empowerment to explain something about the nature of secret mantra and so on, but this would be difficult and would take a long time. So I’m going to get straight to the vow of refuge, as requested. Those of you who are taking refuge for the first time today need not come up to the front or in any way separate yourselves from everyone else. Simply remain seated comfortably where you are and repeat the words of the refuge vow after me as I say them.

When we talk about going for refuge, there are two different things that could be happening. One is simply the attitude of going for refuge or taking refuge in the Three Jewels. The other is taking the vow of refuge. 

Going for refuge is simply when we think or say, “I go for refuge to the Buddha; I go for refuge to the Dharma; I go for refuge to the Sangha.” For example, in recorded history, a merchant of India was once menaced by high waves while traveling in a ship, and he spontaneously said, “I go for refuge to the Buddha; I go for refuge to the Dharma; I go for refuge to the Sangha,” and managed to escape the obstacle of his ship being overturned, which would have caused him to drown. So that is what is meant by going for refuge. 

When we go for refuge, we recollect the qualities of the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha, and we think, “I take refuge in them or go for refuge to them.” To take the vow of refuge is when you repeat the words with the attitude, “From now and for the rest of this life, until I die, I will go for refuge to the Buddha; I will go for refuge to the Dharma; I will go for refuge to the Sangha.” So taking refuge in the sense of taking the refuge vow is not only going for refuge, but also vowing or promising to continue to do so for the duration of this life. The attitude of commitment that it contains is what makes it a vow. 

Whether you take refuge--or take the vow of refuge--today is entirely up to you as individuals. I will recite the words of going for refuge to the Three Jewels, and as you repeat them after me, do so in full recollection of their meaning.

A lot of times when we talk about the Buddha, we talk about him as though he’s some kind of god or deity, but what’s important, especially in the context of taking refuge, is to understand the Buddha as a good and genuine teacher. It is in that respect that we take refuge in him, to understand the Dharma he taught as an unmistaken path or way of life and to understand the Sangha as good and genuine friends. So when you take refuge, do so thinking that you take refuge in the Buddha as a good teacher, the Dharma as a good path, and the Sangha as good friends, and that you do so for this life.

Finding a Middle Way between Spirituality and Materialism 

The most important thing in practicing Dharma is to practice it as a spiritual path, as authentic spiritual practice. Nowadays, some people say that spirituality and materialism are in conflict, are contradictory. I think we need to find a middle way between spirituality and materialism. In order to do this, we need to practice Dharma and take refuge in a way that is free from various sorts of incorrect or inauthentic motivations. These are motivations such as taking refuge out of desire, taking refuge out of fear, taking refuge out of anger, or taking refuge out of bewilderment.

Taking Refuge Out Of Fear

Taking refuge out of fear is when we practice Dharma or we take refuge because we have this fear that something bad is going to happen to us if we don’t do it. But we’re not supposed to be motivated by fear because our purpose in practicing Dharma is to develop those innate attributes or qualities within our mind. These things are natural to us, and their development should be a spontaneous, even an automatic, development, not one motivated by fear.

Taking Refuge Out Of Anger and Desire

Taking refuge out of anger would be, for example, if someone blackmails you into taking refuge, and you do it in a state of resentment. Taking refuge out of desire would be taking refuge because you want to get some kind of temporary boon or benefit, such as increased health or improved wealth. But health and wealth are not the primary purpose of Dharma. If you seek wealth, if you want to become wealthy, don’t study Dharma, study economics. It would be more practical. Wealth can be a side effect or subsidiary benefit from Dharma practice, but it can never be the purpose of Dharma practice. Nowadays people are confused about this, and some people think that wealth accomplishment practices could be their principal practice, but they are never supposed to be. They are supposed to be a side practice and not the principal practice of Dharma.

Other things that we might seek to practice out of desire are achieving extrasensory perception or magical abilities or signs of attainment, and so on. But these are not the purpose of Dharma practice. The purpose of Dharma practice is to eradicate suffering and its causes, not to be able to fly in the sky or pass through solid rock.

Taking Refuge Out Of Bewilderment
And then finally, taking refuge out of bewilderment is when you just do it because you see other people doing it, but you are totally bewildered about what it means. So none of these four incorrect motivations will work in practice of Dharma.

I’m not sure whether this happened to the Victor Yangönpa or to the Victor Götsangpa. I think it was probably Götsangpa. But one of them, while in isolated retreat, was practicing the water torma in the morning, as is done in most retreats. Among the sections of the water torma practice, there are a couple of bowls of water that are offered to yakshas, the various forms of Dzambhala, who bestow wealth. And because of his attainment, Götsangpa or Yangönpa, whichever one it was, saw appear in the bubbles on top of the water a yellow and then a black Dzam syllable, indicating the presence of the deities. The deities present in that form said to Götsangpa, “We will give you whatever siddhi you wish. Just tell us what you need.” 

Now, most of us at that point would think about it for a little while, and then ask for something. But Götsangpa said, “Well, I’m a yogin who lives in isolation in empty mountain vastness, and nevertheless, acquire spontaneously all the food and sustenance that I need. So if you want to go around giving wealth to those who need it, go out and give it to the beggars and the homeless, because I’m OK. I don’t need anything.” And then he disposed of the water. This is an instance of the fact that if someone practices Dharma authentically, the deities who bestow wealth do not have to be separately accomplished; they will come to you offering to give you whatever you need. A yellow and black Dzambhala will appear to you and say, “Will that be coffee or tea, sir or madam?”

So please now repeat the words of the refuge, which I will recite in Tibetan, (You can also consider this a short Tibetan class.)

REFUGE VOW IS GIVEN

So now please reflect upon having received the vow of refuge.

As I said earlier, the mere verbal recitation of the vow of refuge, or going for refuge, is not enough. We have to actively cultivate the practice of going for refuge by practicing Dharma. Just as we do not wait passively for good things to happen to us, we have to actually take an active role in this. 

Every Virtuous Thought Brings Us Closer to Our Future Buddhahood

If we look at the vow of refuge, particularly from the point of view of its fruition, what is called fruition refuge, the holy Dharma, the genuine Dharma is present within every virtuous thought we have. Every virtuous thought brings us closer to our future Buddhahood, and every time we give up something or transcend something that must be given up or transcended, we come closer to the achievement of the Dharmakaya because the Dharmakaya is the perfection of having given up or renounced or transcended everything that must be transcended. 

So it’s important to understand this and also the fact that what actually protects you is the Dharma itself. So practice Dharma. And remember that the essence or nature of Dharma is harmlessness, nonviolence. We may not be capable of complete harmlessness, but it has to start from the inside by pacifying that mind of kleshas that generate violence within us. That completes the refuge ceremony.

The Meditation Transmission of Shakyamuni Buddha

So now for the empowerment. The empowerment is preceded by the accumulation of merit and the purification of obscurations. And this is done because by accumulating merit and purifying obscurations, we facilitate the quicker and greater entrance of blessings into us. So therefore, in preparation for the empowerment, please recite the Seven Branches.

RECITATION OF SEVEN BRANCH PRAYER

Next, in further preparation for the empowerment, comes the taking of the Mahayana vow of refuge and the generation of Bodhichitta, which is all very well if you are prepared for this and understand what this is. It seems a bit much to ask you to jump right into that on the spot. The Mahayana vow of refuge is taking refuge specifically in the Buddha as the embodiment of the four kayas or bodies, in the Dharma of tradition and realization, and specifically in the Arya Sangha of Bodhisattvas. The generation of Bodhichitta is the thought, “I will establish all beings in Buddhahood.” But as I said before in discussing the vow of refuge in general, there is a difference between going for refuge and taking the vow of refuge and a difference between generating Bodhichitta and taking the Bodhisattva vow of Bodhichitta. 

Really, in preparation for any empowerment of secret mantra, it is necessary that the people receiving it have received the Mahayana vow of refuge and the vow of Bodhichitta; otherwise, the process of Vajrayana empowerment will not really work. But if you’re not fully prepared to take these vows today, think that you will gradually come to develop these attitudes in the future. That is probably OK. In any case, I’m not going to go on about this further. Please just repeat the following.

RECITATION OF REFUGE AND GENERATION OF BODHICHITTA

Now, recollect the fact that, as I explained earlier, all things are empty in the sense that they are without independent existence, and that all things are in that way interdependent. Within that state, now imagine in the center of your body, at the level of the heart, your mind—that is to say, the nature of your mind—the form of a brilliant white AH syllable. It melts into light and becomes the disc of the moon lying flat. On top of it appears a bright golden or yellow HUM syllable, the radiant light of which fills your body, transforming you utterly into Buddha Shakyamuni. 

Imagine yourself as Buddha Shakyamuni exactly as he is depicted in statues and thangkas, but not like a depiction; he is living. Although he is living, his body is not composed of flesh and blood like ours, but is brilliant, the unity of vivid appearance and emptiness, like a rainbow. Also, continuing to visualize yourself as the Buddha, think that in his heart is, again, the syllable HUM.

Next further think that the empowering master is also in the form of the Buddha and is the actual Buddha. Think of him as inseparable from Buddha Shakyamuni, who is present as the visualization in front. And then think that the garland of Buddha Shakyamuni’s name mantra issues forth from the heart of the empowering master in the form of the Buddha and dissolves into the heart of yourself, still visualized as the Buddha. 

At this point, although you continue to visualize yourself as the Buddha, slightly let go of the attitude, “I am the Buddha.” When you first visualize yourself as the Buddha, you think, “I am Buddha Shakyamuni,” but now you focus on devotion for the empowering master, inseparable from the Buddha, and so focus on him as the Buddha, and don’t cultivate the pride, “I am the Buddha.”

When I said you think of the master as the Buddha as inseparable from the frontal generation of the Buddha, the frontal generation here refers to the Buddha that was visualized in the center of the mandala in preparation for the bestowal of the empowerment.

And so, visualizing that, please repeat the following.

RECITATION OF THE MANTRA

oM muni muni mahā muni svāhā
That’s it. It’s finished. 

I imagine that the administrators of KTD must be somewhat angry at me. They asked me to give the empowerment of a Thousand Buddhas. I collected those into one, and the empowerment I gave for that one was conspicuously brief.

So now we’ll offer a mandala. After the mandala, then I can take any other questions.

Question and Answers

Question 1: You have given a shortened form of Ngöndro. Does it have the same benefits as the longer form?

HHK: This is in a sense a hard question to answer. I suppose if every word you say in reciting the liturgy is done consciously, and your mind absorbs the meaning, then obviously a liturgy with more words would have more benefit, because it would bring more of the meaning to mind. But when I say that, please don’t think that I’m saying that the shorter Ngöndro that I composed is without benefit. I’m not saying that. 

In fact, when I said that I composed it, actually I based it on the instructions on the preliminaries that were written by the Fifth Shamar Rinpoche. I put it together for the benefit of people in the modern world living in Western countries who, because they are so busy, simply don’t have the time to recite the long preliminary practice liturgy. And so, thinking of their benefit, I composed this, and I hope it is useful. But you can’t assess the benefit of a practice in terms of the liturgy alone. The benefit arises depending upon how people practice it. So the greater or lesser benefit will principally arise for an individual based on their practice.

Question 2: Can you please outline the benefits of going off to do a long-term retreat, such as the three-year retreat?

HHK: The benefits of doing a three-year retreat are connected to our understanding of the channels, winds, and essence. The idea is that, although I don’t remember the details, the period of three years and three phases of the moon is the period it takes for a full cycle of the karmic winds, which are 21,600 in number daily. If one practices intensively during that period of time, the karmic winds could be transformed into wisdom winds. I don’t think that this is specifically a description of the process of bringing the karmic winds into, retaining them in, and dissolving them into the avadhuti (Sanskrit: The central subtle channel within the body). But fundamentally they are transformed into the wisdom winds.

Question 3: Can you please give us some guidance about balancing the need to be a compassionate family member and continuing to practice?

HHK: If you want to be a compassionate family member, you need to work very, very hard at patience and fortitude and not constantly scold the people in your family saying, “This is no good; this is no good; this has to change; this has to change.” 

I think that in connection with family life and daily life in general, we need to practice the six perfections. When I say practice, I mean really practice them, not just talk about them. To become a compassionate family member, we really need the practice of all six of them. We need wisdom, we need diligence or exertion, we need meditative stability in the sense of the ability to focus our minds one-pointedly, and we certainly need patience. 

Don’t leave Dharma in the shrine room. When we’re in the shrine room engaged in formal practice, we may feel intense love and compassion for all beings, but there’s a danger that when we leave the closed doors of the shrine behind us, we have also closed the doors to love and compassion.

Formal practice, as important as it is, needs to spread into our daily life. Sometimes people treat the practice of Dharma as though it’s a form of relaxation or entertainment. Dharma practice is not done for fun. People say to me that they’re busy and tired, and they’re looking forward to their vacation. During their vacation, they’re going to relax by practicing Dharma. They talk about it as though it’s like going to a spa or getting a massage or going to a park. I think this is a mistake. 

Dharma practice is not supposed to be fun; it is an intensive exercise, like military training. It is gaining the ability through difficult practice to experience difficulties without great hardship. It is gaining the ability to put on the armor of fortitude that enables you not to make a big deal out of suffering. So it’s exertive, much in the same way that physical exercise is exertive. When we engage in physical exercise, we don’t think of it as fun in the conventional sense. We are sweating and huffing and puffing. 

Well, formal practice of Dharma is mental exercise. About physical exercise, I really should be doing some. My weight’s gone up to 95 kilos, and I keep on trying to lose that extra weight, but I constantly come up with excuses like the fact that I don’t have time; I don’t have the right environment, and so on. In the same way as exercise, Dharma is mental exercise, and it makes us sweat mentally.

In terms of balancing formal practice and daily life, we need both. We need formal practice, because it is through formal practice that we recharge our batteries, but we also need to apply the fruits or experience of formal practice in daily life. 

We cannot really appraise our practice or our training by looking at how we behave in the shrine room. Whether we smile or are contented in the shrine room is not a sign of our degree of practice. We can really tell how trained we are in Dharma by how good we are at getting along with others, with our families and with others in general.

Concluding Remarks

There’s no need for me to say much more than this. As is obvious, I have returned to the United States of America. It’s interesting that America was the first foreign country I was able to visit, and now in my second international trip, I’ve come back to America. Maybe my third trip will be to America again. In fact, maybe I should just recite ‘America,’ like ‘OM AMERICA SOHA’ as a mantra. 

The Sixteenth Gyalwang Karmapa came to this country several times, and this is my second time here, so it’s clear that the lineage of the Gyalwang Karmapa and the people of America have a profound connection. I’m very, very happy, therefore, to be together with you again, and I’d like to say again, this opportunity did not arise instantaneously. It was a product of the aspirations of the Sixteenth Gyalwang Karmapa and a great deal of very hard work and preparation on the part of a lot of people. Therefore, I want to thank them for making this visit of two or three weeks possible. 

The United States of America is a very important country in terms of this world in general. The people of the America have the potential ability to powerfully impact the future well-being of this world, to create world peace and nonviolence. So you have that important ability and responsibility. The most important thing in this regard is that in this country of America development be not limited to external, material technology. There should also be regard for the internal, the development and understanding of the brain, and also include development of the heart, nourishment of the mind, nourishment of the spirit. It is in the service of this that I have visited this country, and I place my hopes in you to bring this about. This is important.

Karma Triyana Dharmachakra was founded more than thirty years ago. (I say more than thirty years because I am not good at counting exact numbers. I sometimes get my own age wrong.) Throughout these thirty years, it has been headed by the Venerable Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche. We have an expression, before we mention a great teacher by name, we say “although his name is difficult to utter, I do so for the sake of clarity.” Well, in the case of Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, his name is not difficult to utter; it is unnecessary to utter because he is so well known. 

He has now reached the age of eighty-eight and has during the more than thirty years of his service here fulfilled all of the hopes and aspirations of the Gyalwang Karmapa. He has served as the guide and head for all of our centers, so I want to thank him. But I also want to thank all of the other lamas who have assisted him, some of whom are deceased, also Bardor Tulku Rinpoche, and President Tenzin Chönyi-la, and all of the other officers and administrators of Karma Triyana Dharmachakra, of the KTCs and all of the disciples and students of all of them.

Everything that you have done and continue to do, through your faith and devotion for your guru, I see it all. I see everything that you do with your bodies, speech, and minds in service to the teachings and the centers. To say thank you is utterly insufficient, but if I did not say it, that would be a severe omission. So therefore, I say to all of you, from my heart, thank you. And as for the future, I have the great hope of continuing to support you and help you in every way. 

Thank you, Yeshe Gyamtso. 

Now we’re really done.

