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BUDDHOLOGICAL FOREWORD BY ROBERT THURMAN 

 
In our current era of global crisis, there are few traditions of civilizing wisdom 

and spiritual healing that hold more promise for helping humanity find true happiness 

than the timeless contemplative science and healing arts of Tibet. Over the last three 

decades, the enormous potential of this highly evolved tradition has increasingly been 

recognized in the West, leading to thousands of Tibetan spiritual learning centers around 

the world, and an ongoing dialogue between Western doctors and scientists and their 

Tibetan counterparts. A great advocate of this dialogue, His Holiness the Dalai Lama has 

repeatedly pointed to two of the cultural gems of Tibetan civilization he considers most 

beneficial and precious: its integrative system of medicine and its comprehensive 

psychological science. In fact, His Holiness often speaks of these two sciences as Tibet’s 

great gifts to the human body and mind.  

These two world-class healing arts and sciences converge in the related 

disciplines some call Tibetan psychiatry and neuroscience. In fact, these two are twin 

faces of one powerful contemplative science and technology of self-healing and self-

transformation developed in Buddhist India and preserved in Tibet. While this integral 

mind/body science—embedded in the rich spiritual and ritual arts of the Buddhist 

Tantras—is distinctive to the Tibetan tradition, it also preserves and integrates the arts 

and sciences of personal liberation and enlightened altruism we associate with the more 

familiar Buddhist traditions of South and East Asia.  

This comprehensive approach, preserving all Buddhist teaching in a gradual 

curriculum integrated with Tantric psychiatry and neuroscience, was developed at the 

Buddhist monastic University of Nālandā in North India and transplanted into the 
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monastic colleges and universities of Tibet. It is most fully and clearly articulated in the 

futuristic vision and multidisciplinary science of the Kālacakra or Wheel of Time, the 

most modern system of Vajrayāna Buddhist culture, of which His Holiness the Dalai 

Lama is the greatest living master.  

According to the vision of the Wheel of Time, the future of humanity and our 

living planet lies in the global cultivation and spread of a science of lasting happiness, 

based on a system of contemplative learning and self-mastery meant to teach all humans 

to tap and harness our natural potential for heroic altruism inspired by unwavering bliss. 

As an integral part of that science, this synthetic tradition includes the whole gradual path 

of the Nālandā curriculum, since renunciation based on mindfulness and compassionate 

openness based on quiescence are vital prerequisites for Tantric practice, especially for 

Unexcelled Yoga Tantras like the Wheel of Time. In addition to the familiar methods of 

mindfulness and compassion, this comprehensive curriculum includes two extraordinary 

arts:  the archetypal imagery of the Unexcelled Yoga creation stage; and the bliss-void 

intuition of the Unexcelled Yoga perfection stage.    

It is my pleasure to share with you the Nalanda Institute Contemplative Guide 

Series, a complete introduction to Tibetan mind science that locates all four of its systems 

of self-healing and self-transformation in the context of current developments in 

medicine, psychology and neuroscience. This groundbreaking series takes the growing 

convergence of Western psychology and Buddhist contemplative science to the next 

level. It advances the dialogue not just by presenting the distinctive Tibetan approaches to 

mindfulness and loving-kindness, transcendent insight and altruistic compassion, but also 

by making the definitive arts of Tantric imagery and inspiration accessible in light of the 
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classical system of the Esoteric Community (Guhyasamāja), the synthetic teachings of 

the Wheel of Time, and the latest developments in Western therapy and neuroscience.      

I know of no one better prepared to make this remarkable gift of Tibetan 

civilization accessible to a wider audience than the Founder and Director of the Nalanda 

Institute for Contemplative Science, my former student and close colleague, Dr. Joe 

Loizzo. Dr. Loizzo studied intensively with me at Amherst College, where he wrote a 

prize-winning Independent Study thesis, Wittgenstein and the Madhyamika: Preparatory 

Studies for a Critical Psychology. After receiving his medical degree at NYU, and 

completing his psychiatry training at Harvard, he picked up his Tibetan studies with me 

at Columbia University, where he completed his doctoral dissertation, Chandrakīrti and 

the Moon-Flower of Nālandā: Objectivity and Self-Correction in India’s Central 

Therapeutic Philosophy of Language. Since then, in addition to his translation study, 

Nāgārjuna’s Reason Sixty with Chandrakīrti’s Commentary, Dr. Loizzo has published 

key articles on the evolutionary psychology of karma, and the history of science at 

Nālandā and in the Kālachakra tradition. In addition to his work as a Tibetan scholar, he 

is both a practicing Buddhist psychotherapist and the developer and lead faculty of the 

Nalanda Institute Four Year Program in Sustainable Happiness offered at Tibet House 

U.S.      

To help unpack the four systems of the gradual curriculum, Dr. Loizzo’s Four 

Year Program has framed them in terms of the sacred architecture of the Wheel of Time, 

in which the mind/body process is mapped in four concentric spheres called the body 

wheel, speech wheel, mind wheel and bliss wheel.  He has aligned these with the aims of 

Theravāda, Mahāyāna, Vajrayāna Creation Stage, and Vajrayāna Perfection Stage 
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practice, which he terms personal healing, social healing, cultural healing and natural 

healing. The Nalanda Institute Four Year Program in Sustainable Happiness explains how 

these horizons of healing are linked with the four contemplative systems developed to 

realize them. It devotes a full year of evening classes, including two weekend retreats, to 

ground students in the science and living practice of each of these systems. The first year 

focuses on the basic science of Buddhist psychology and “deep mindfulness” or “natural 

mind” practice. The second focuses on the social psychology of compassion and the 

practice of “loving-kindness,” “mind-training” or “mind-transforming.” The third year 

covers the archetypal-narrative psychology of creative self-transformation, and the 

Tibetan practice of “role-modeling imagery” or “heroic life-transformation.” And the 

fourth and last year touches on the neuropsychology of natural integration, and the 

integral breath-energy work of “sublimation” or “inspiration.”   

The four horizons of this gradual, step-by-step curriculum and journey will be 

surveyed in the five volumes of Nalanda Institute Contemplative Guide Series, by Dr. 

Loizzo and his colleagues. Each volume distills the transcribed lectures of one of leg of 

the journey of the Four Year Program. Each volume references classical teachings and 

practices, and is woven together with all the others, following the distinctive Tibetan 

tradition of integrating all vehicles of contemplative learning into one gradual path to 

perfect enlightenment, conceived as a complete awakening and integration of mind, 

brain, and body. Each volume also takes the dialogue between Western and Buddhist 

science one step further, with thoughtful comparisons which show how Tibet’s unique 

synthesis of all Buddhist psychology with the subtle-body model and mind/body methods 
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of the Tantras anticipates and advances our fledgling brain-based approaches to 

psychiatry and psychotherapy.   

Though traditionally the core disciplines of Tibetan Buddhism were guarded in 

secrecy, the modern system of the Wheel of Time sought to clarify their potential for all 

who had a sincere interest; and it also predicted a time when they would need to be 

introduced widely to the world. Now, given the proliferation of popular misconceptions 

about the Tantras, His Holiness has encouraged Tibetan and Western scholars to make 

reliable information about them widely available, even though their advanced practice 

ultimately requires extensive preparatory training, well-developed altruistic motivation, 

sound understanding (such as provided in this series), and special blessings and 

initiations.    

At this crucial time, when our troubled world needs both a realistic vision and 

accessible methods of sustainable living, I am thrilled to recommend Happy 

Interdependence, the third Nalanda Institute Contemplative Guide, to all who seek 

guidance from the wisdom of India and Tibet. The comprehensive system of 

contemplative living and learning introduced in this book and unfolded in the whole 

series holds enormous promise for helping us all develop the wellbeing, altruism and 

inspiration we need now more than ever. I am immensely proud of Dr. Joe Loizzo’s 

synthesis, and absolutely delighted to welcome this masterful work of his into the light of 

today! 

 

Robert A. F. Thurman 
Je Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies,  

Columbia University 
President, Tibet House, U.S. 
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 INTERPERSONAL NEUROBIOLOGICAL FOREWORD 

 We are all in great need of a new way of being—in ourselves, in our schools, and 

in our society. Our modern culture has evolved in recent times to create a troubled world 

with individuals suffering from alienation, schools failing to inspire and to connect with 

students; in short, we live in a contemporary society often devoid of a moral compass to 

help clarify how we can move forward in our global community to create a more 

meaningful, sustainable, and compassionate way of living. As a physician, psychiatrist, 

psychotherapist, scientist and educator, and as a father, husband, and son, I have been 

saddened and dismayed to find a firm grounding in the healthy mind absent even from 

our professional education and our work. After surveying over one hundred thousand 

mental health clinicians and nearly ten thousand teachers, the results are in that over 

ninety five percent of these professionals focusing on helping others develop the mind 

have never been offered a working definition of what the mind is!   

 In the field in which I work called “interpersonal neurobiology,” we combine over 

a dozen branches of science to address the question of what a working definition of the 

mind might be, and then on what a healthy mind is.  Part of that journey of finding the 

universal principles across scientific disciplines has led us to explore the mechanisms of 

strengthening our mental skills through the attentional training of ancient meditative 

practices.  One of these traditions comes from what is sometimes considered a “religion” 

but at other times is seen as a form of practical “mind science,” the contemplative 

tradition of Buddhism.  One facet of Buddhist meditation is the cultivation of a quality of 

attention that enhances the ability to be aware of present moment experience and free 

oneself from the burden of often self-created anxiety, despair, and isolation.  In many 
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ways, learning to train the mind to become more mindful has been demonstrated in a 

range of scientific studies to enhance immune function, improve cardiovascular health, 

increase the enzyme that maintains the ends of chromosomes (telomerase), balance 

emotions, decrease fear and anxiety, increase empathy and even strengthen self-

compassion. Being mindfully aware, attending to the richness of here-and-now 

experiences, creates scientifically recognized enhancements in our physiology, our 

mental functions, and in our interpersonal relationships. Being fully present in our 

awareness opens our lives to new possibilities of well-being. In addition, what is called 

“interpersonal attunement,” focusing attention on the internal world of another, harnesses 

neural circuitry that enables two people to “feel felt” by one another, promoting longevity 

and resilience. Mindfulness may in fact be a form of “internal attunement” in which an 

observing self-function approaches a more directly experiencing self with curiosity, 

openness, acceptance, and love.  This internal attunement may lead the brain to grow in 

ways that promote balanced self-regulation via the process of neural integration, which 

enables flexibility and self-understanding, empathy and compassion.  

Almost all cultures have practices that help people develop awareness of the 

moment and what we can see enables attunement toward self and others. Each of the 

major religions of the world utilizes some method to enable individuals to focus their 

attention and feel connected to their inner and outer worlds, from meditation to prayer, 

yoga to tai’chi. Among these cultures, the Buddhist traditions of Asia have received 

growing attention from researchers and clinicians in recent years, in part because they 

approach our human needs for reflection and attunement as a science and healing art of 

individual and communal well-being. “The Buddha” was a man who sought a new way 
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of living free from the self-created suffering that drove him to explore his inner world.  

The realization of a way to view suffering as inherent in the human condition and to 

outline the path to alleviate that suffering is the “awakening” that came with his journey.  

“Buddha” means the awakened one, and this awakening, this shedding light on a 

universal human condition, is the essence of Buddhist philosophy and practice.   

After the Buddha’s death, his followers ultimately travelled throughout Asia, and 

the various permutations of this original teaching have taken the form of specific 

traditions.  The Theravada Buddhist tradition of South Asia has been enormously 

influential in the world, especially the West, offering time-tested methods of teaching and 

practicing mindfulness and loving-kindness, which have been increasingly integrated into 

a range of mindfulness- and acceptance-based approaches to psychotherapy. The 

Mahayana Buddhism of East and Southeast Asia, though less influential in the West, has 

also made itself felt in the form of the Zen-inspired methodology of Marsha Linnehan’s 

Dialectical Behavior Therapy, as well as in the work of psychoanalysts like Jeremy 

Safran and Jeffery Rubin. Of all Buddhist traditions, the Vajrayana Buddhism of Central 

Asia, newest on the scene, is only now coming to our awareness through dialogues 

between Western researchers and the Dalai Lama, as well as through laboratory studies of 

expert Tibetan meditators by Herbert Benson, Richard Davidson and others.  

Now we come to the book you hold in your hands: Happy Interdependence.  This 

is the third volume in a systematic series covering the rich contemplative science of 

Tibetan Buddhism, as seen from the perspective of its potential contributions to popular 

psychology, psychotherapy and neuroscience. This volume and series make clear that 

Tibet, through its long isolation, has preserved the most comprehensive of Buddhist 
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psychological traditions. We learn in this book that its comprehensive approach moves 

beyond the basic science of mindfulness, to add an advanced system of building 

attunement specifically meant for people seeking to live more contemplative lives in the 

everyday world. While there are many overlaps, naturally, with other Buddhist teachings, 

this approach reveals an intricate exploration of mind that illuminates layers of what our 

mental lives are like and what we can do to explore, expand, and cultivate them to 

promote well-being.   

Beyond offering unique ways of teaching and practicing mindfulness to lay 

people in our active lives, this tradition also offers a system of social emotional self-

regulation like loving kindness and Zen, but tailored for facing stressful social 

relationships and building social leadership outside the monastery. These techniques are 

less familiar than mindfulness in the West, though they seem to hold enormous potential 

to help busy people make quicker, more profound changes in perceptions of self and 

other, emotional regulation and visceral response style.  

The key is that the way we learn to focus our attention, in this case using imagery, 

affirmations and breath control, can prime new neural patterns of activation and 

ultimately stimulate the growth of new synaptic connections in the brain itself.  This is 

how we use the focus of attention with awareness—a function of the mind—to change 

the structure of the brain.  Such tools of training attention may be especially helpful in 

bringing mindfulness and attunement to high performance social roles and intimate 

relationships. In many ways, these are “mindsight skills” that enable us to see our own 

and others’ minds with more clarity and depth, and then to transform this energy and 

information flow in our bodies and in our relationships toward a process called 
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integration—the linkage of differentiated parts of a system.  Modern science can be 

interpreted to suggest that physiological, interpersonal, and psychological health emerge 

from such integration, experienced as harmony and flexibility.  Ancient contemplative 

practices may reveal a rigorous form of mental training that ultimately can be seen to 

promote such integrative states in body, mind, and relationships.  

Tibet’s comprehensive approach to contemplative science, called the gradual path 

or gradual curriculum, is ably presented by Dr. Joe Loizzo, who is a Tibetan Buddhist 

scholar, an integrative psychiatrist and a contemplative psychotherapist all rolled into one 

deeply thoughtful and integrative practitioner. Dr. Loizzo is uniquely qualified to present 

the Tibetan approach to the emerging field of contemplative science, explaining its links 

with current stress research, psychotherapy and neuroscience, as well as its potential 

contributions to public health and well-being, interpersonal relationships, and even the 

well-being of our global community.  Linking the Tibetan psychology of social 

engagement to current evolutionary models of altruism, he explores how this ancient 

view is consistent with emerging scientific discoveries for the role of the prefrontal 

cortex in the development of empathy, social attunement and higher neural integration. 

 Throughout Happy Interdependence, Dr. Loizzo balances traditional teachings on 

the second great Buddhist psychological systems or “vehicles” of contemplative life with 

reference to cutting edge science and a range of approaches to modern psychotherapy. 

The book explores more than meditation, diving deeply into the complementary 

disciplines of cognitive self-analysis and affective-behavioral transformation. The result 

of this carefully constructed scholarly journey is an unusual confluence of both a 

traditional and a contemporary science of mind that offers a glimpse into the enormous 
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potential and promise of the ongoing dialogue and cross-fertilization between these two 

very distinct disciplines of discovery.    

Given the challenges we face throughout our global community in cultivating 

well-being in this troubled and alienated world, it is vital to our future well-being, and 

even our very existence, that we preserve and explore all human strategies to strengthen 

self-regulation and promote the internal and interpersonal integration needed to help us 

build our natural capacities for deep self-awareness and interpersonal attunement.  

Integration can ultimately shift the pathway of cultural evolution in a positive direction—

and a strengthened capacity for mindful awareness may be the essential starting place to 

cultivate such an intentional shift, helping our increasingly interconnected and rapidly 

changing world to survive and even thrive as we move into this new digital era.   

Science brings knowledge and technology but not necessarily wisdom.  If we take 

our human family’s accomplishments in exploring the nature of our mental lives, it is 

natural to then seek a weaving of the important contributions of all the sciences with the 

deep understanding of our subjective mental lives in the wisdom traditions of 

contemplation. Among the methods available to us today, the comprehensive curriculum 

preserved in the contemplative discipline of Tibet holds great promise for us all, both 

because it can be tailored to life in the everyday world and because it offers a wide range 

of attention training tools of the mind that expand and deepen our capacity for empathic 

attunement and proactive social engagement.  Such moral living does not arise from a 

vacuum, but can be cultivated with integrative practices.  Integration is the source of 

well-being and health that provides a secular ethic around which we can focus our efforts 

to bring the world to a scientifically grounded place of positive growth.  Integration made 
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visible is kindness and compassion.  Whether we come to such integrative practices as 

individuals seeking lasting happiness through caring relationships in the world, or as 

professionals seeking to heal, teach or lead, the insights and methods introduced in 

Sustainable Happiness can inspire us all and offer vitally relevant strategies to all walks 

of humanity, and to the future of the world, this fragile and precious Earth, the home we 

all share.   

 

Daniel J. Siegel, M.D. 

Co-Director, Mindful Awareness Research Institute;   

Co-Investigator, Foundation for Psychocultural Research/UCLA Center for Culture, 

Brain and Development;  

and Clinical Professor of Psychiatry, UCLA School of Medicine 

Executive Director, Mindsight Institute 
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

This second book in the series of Nalanda Contemplative Guides is the fruit of a journey 

that dates back to my childhood. As the son of an existential psychiatrist and a Sicilian-born 

history teacher, I grew up facing the challenges of our fragmented culture in my own home. 

While my father was drawn away from his Catholic roots towards modern science and 

psychotherapy, my mother stayed true to her mix of old world spirituality and progressive 

Catholicism. As I watched him grow more stressed and burdened, and her grow more calm and 

serene, I felt I was witnessing first hand a morality tale on the costs of cutting our ties with 

contemplative culture, and the benefits of preserving them. I vowed I’d only follow in my dad’s 

footsteps if I could find a way to integrate contemplative insights and methods into modern 

medicine and psychotherapy.  

As a religion and philosophy major at Amherst, I was fortunate enough to encounter the 

Tibetan Buddhist contemplative tradition, in the person and through the genius of Robert 

Thurman. More scientific than Western religions, but more contemplative than conventional 

psychotherapy, the psychology of Buddhism seemed to offer a middle way between the divergent 

paths I saw fragmenting my family and the world around me. Although resonant with the many 

contemplative cultures of our world—from the ancient traditions of Socrates, Ezekiel, and 

Confucius, to the medieval traditions of Christianity, Judaism, and Islam—Buddhist psychology 

was not only better documented and preserved but also more scientifically framed than its sister 

traditions.  

After my college years delving into Indian and Tibetan philosophy, I embarked on a 

journey that would take me from NYU medical school and psychiatry training at Harvard, to 

studying in Tibetan Buddhist monasteries in India and completing a PhD. with Thurman in 

Buddhist Studies at Columbia. From meeting Bob as a freshman in 1973 until today, the journey 

took four decades, and only really came to fruition in the last twelve years. Though I immersed 
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myself throughout in working to reconcile and integrate two complementary traditions of healing 

and psychology, the final integration of all my learning and reflection only ripened when I had 

the chance to found the Center for Meditation and Healing at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital and 

open a private practice in contemplative psychotherapy in Manhattan.   

It wasn’t something in me that changed, but rather the world that had changed around me. 

After decades of following my journey with little or no understanding from my professors and 

peers, little by little a new field began taking shape. Colleagues I’d crossed paths with or had only 

heard of—Mark Epstein and Dan Goleman, Sharon Salzberg and Chris Germer, Jon Kabat-Zinn 

and John Teasdale, Richie Davidson and Dan Siegel—began to create the new field that each of 

us had envisioned but hardly dreamed possible. After developing and testing versions of 

mindfulness-based stress-reduction and mindfulness-based psychotherapy informed by the 

comprehensive mind science of the Tibetan tradition, I founded the Nalanda Institute for 

Contemplative Science to make these accessible to inquiring lay students and professional 

caregivers alike.   

The Institute is inspired by the Buddhist monastic University of Nalanda in North India, 

which flourished from the time of Nagarjuna (c. 150 CE) to its destruction in the mid-thirteenth 

century. The world's first residential university, there are many reasons why Nalanda has left a 

global legacy of relevance to us all. For our purposes two of these stand out. Nalanda specialized 

in developing, refining, and spreading the scientific traditions of Buddhist culture, offering a non-

violent, contemplative version of human science and civilization that had a lasting international 

impact on cultures throughout Asia. In addition, it specialized in developing a systematic 

approach to teaching contemplative living in the everyday world, tailored to lay students and 

mainstream communities rather than simply to cloistered monks and nuns.  

 At the heart of Nalanda Institute are the comprehensive curriculum of the gradual path, 

and the integrative method of combining group classes with individual counseling and mentoring. 
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These two aspects of contemplative learning come together in Nalanda’s core programs: the Four 

Year Program in Sustainable Happiness for lay students; and the two-year Certificate Program in 

Contemplative Psychotherapy for professionals. Each of these surveys four great horizons of the 

gradual path—the basic science of self-healing, the socially engaged practice of compassionate 

openness, the transformational arts of role-modeling imagery and narrative, and the mind/body 

techniques of smart vagal breathing and blissful flow states—and each complements that learning 

journey with counseling, mentoring, and supervision, following the Nalanda teaching tradition 

preserved to this day in Tibetan monastic colleges and universities.        

As a definitive reference text for these complete programs in contemplative learning and 

practice, I published Sustainable Happiness: The Mind Science of Well-Being, Altruism, 

Inspiration in the Routledge Behavioral Science series in 2012. Given the extensive nature and 

hybrid format of the Nalanda curriculum, many have asked me for a modular series, written in the 

conversational style and tone of my teaching and psychotherapy practice. This book is part of a 

series that does just that, based on transcriptions of live classes taught within the Nalanda Four 

Year Program offered at Tibet House US in New York. 

We call the course on which this book is based “Transforming the Mind,” although it 

focuses on the positive psychology of loving kindness and compassion in Buddhism. One reason 

for this is that this Buddhist science is not just representative of other meditative approaches to 

love, compassion, and altruism, but also among the most rigorously framed and best-preserved 

systems of its kind. The other main reason why the Buddhist contemplative psychology of love 

and compassion in particular is well placed to serve as representative of its class is that it shares 

many basic principles and practices with modern psychotherapy and neuropsychology. As I 

mention in the introduction to Sustainable Happiness, Buddhist psychology shares three key 

assumptions with Freud's new science of psychoanalysis and art of psychotherapy. Both traditions 

begin with the assumption of a mental causality, in which the mind's intentional activity is 
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recognized as causally effective, and as a primary determinant of human development. Second, 

both take a broadly evolutionary approach to the mind, in that they see the causal workings of our 

minds as embedded in a multi-life continuum and in the interplay of inheritance and 

development, nature and nurture. Third and lastly, given their causal view of mental life as a 

function of mental activity, and given their view of mental activity as shaped by heredity and 

childhood, they both adopt as a primary method of shifting the course of our inner lives an 

intimate social learning relationship which amounts to a kind of re-parenting.   

Of course, there are major distinctions between these two far-flung traditions of 

psychology, but I invite those who may want to explore those differences further to read the 

introduction to Sustainable Happiness, available online. For now, I simply want to point to the 

family resemblances that make Buddhist psychology a crucial intermediary in any dialogue 

between humanity's ancient contemplative traditions and modern psychology.  

The second main factor that makes the Buddhist psychology of love and compassion a 

viable representative of humanity's many forms of spiritual psychology in our day and age is that 

it also anticipated some of the key insights and findings of contemporary neuroscience. Like 

modern neuropsychology, Buddhist psychology sees the individual mind or consciousness less as 

a unitary entity or eternal soul than as part of a multi-life continuum and social field of co-

evolving, interdependent minds and lives. Likewise, it sees mind not as disembodied but as 

always causally interdependent and interactive with subtle physical elements, including energies 

called winds, airs or breaths, chemical elements called drops, and microscopic structural elements 

called channels and complexes. In light of Buddhist psychology, today's great discovery of neural 

plasticity—that nerve cells and their electrochemical networks constantly grow and change in 

response to attention and mental activity—is not news at all, but a basic assumption that explains 

how active development, mindful self-healing and deep transformation work. And the great 

discovery of the latest positive psychology—that the human mind and brain evolved, develop, 
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and thrive based on positive social emotions—is not news either, but a basic assumption that 

explains why turning social stress emotions like fear, anger, and shame into positive emotions 

like gratitude, love and compassion forms the ground and fuel of positive human development 

and social transformation.    

The introduction to positive psychology that follows combines several topics that are 

often taught separately in traditional curricula, to give an overview of the field. First, it reviews 

the basic foundations of Buddhist contemplative psychology as a path of assisted self-healing and 

mindful self-analysis, comparable in some ways to modern psychotherapy. Then it focuses on 

Buddhist positive psychology as a practice of radical interconnectedness in which each student-

practitioner learns to replicate the Buddha’s journey of social emotional healing and 

development, by transforming a reactive, alienated life based on stress instincts and traumatic 

habits into a proactive, engaged life based on positive social emotions and altruistic response 

styles. Though traditionally, this path involves learning distinct cognitive, affective, and 

behavioral skills, which are then practiced in alternation and integrated over time, this 

presentation is based on a unique system of transforming the mind that integrates all three skill 

sets from the outset.  

This system—integrating the core disciplines of radical openness, universal compassion, 

and altruistic living that date back to the early centuries of the common era—was developed by 

the great Nalanda master Shantideva (687-763) and refined by the Nalanda abbot Atisha (982-

1054), who transmitted it into Tibet. According to legend, he singled out this system and the step-

by-step teachings of the gradual path (Tib. Lam-rim), because their integrative approach would 

make them more accessible to lay students in non-Buddhist countries like Tibet. I believe this 

strategy—of integrating all the essential insights and skills into one system of practical 

education—is also well suited to lay students in the non-Buddhist West. We present this 

integrated path of “transforming the mind” (Tib. Lo-jong) in the format most widely known and 
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practiced in Tibet, the Seven Steps to Transform the Mind developed by Chekhawa Yeshe Dorje 

(1101-1175).  In fact, we frame our teaching and this book around the actual language of 

Chekhawa’s ancient text, since its use of catchy pointers as sound-bites to get the medicine into 

our hearts is one of the secret ingredients of this timeless practice.         

The first step in the art of transforming the mind is to review the basic insights and skills 

of mindful living explored in Be Your Own Therapist, the first Nalanda Contemplative Guide 

written as the companion to the first year of study in the Nalanda Institute Four Year Program in 

Sustainable Happiness. The gist of this step is that transforming our relationships with others and 

the world is only possible based on the firm foundation of bringing clarity and healing to our own 

minds and lives. This means understanding the Buddha’s insights into the mind/body causality of 

suffering and happiness, and mastering the basics of self-healing through mindfulness and 

benevolence. This first step is unpacked in Chapter 1, From Reactive Trauma to Proactive 

Engagement.  

The pivotal second step, building compassionate openness, involves the two essential 

ingredients to transforming our social relationships and lives: the social emotional Kung-fu of 

turning reactive fear, shame, and anger into unconditional empathy, love and care; and the 

profound wisdom that helps us turn traumatic habits of self-enclosure into radical openness and 

proactive engagement. This two-part step is unpacked in Chapters 2 and 3, Engaging with 

Empathy, and Radical Openness.  

Steps three, four, and five survey the practical application of the mind-states developed in 

step two, laying out the behavioral science and art of compassionate living. Chapter 4, Becoming 

Compassion, explores the vital practice of using stressful social emotions and interactions as 

opportunities to build and apply the skills of compassion and openness developed in step two. 

Chapter 5, Transforming Agency, unpacks the ongoing training and disciplines we need to 

gradually transform our way of being in the world from childhood reactivity to mature social 
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engagement. Chapter 6, Integration and Progress, maps the gradual path of maturation and 

transformation, laying out the phases and milestones of change that allow us to validate and 

measure progress.   

Steps six and seven bring us back to the work of promoting change everyday, laying out a 

series of commitments and pledges meant to keep our intentions and actions squarely on the path 

to radical self-transformation. Chapter 7, Progress as Perfection: Avoiding Missteps, and Chapter 

8, Progress as Perfection: Making Every Step Count, offer a bullet list of do’s and don’t’s that 

help clarify the choices we face in every social interaction.  These simple lists help put teeth into 

the breakthrough insights and good intentions we glimpse in meditative moments, allowing even 

the busiest of lay practitioners make consistent, real progress in the midst of our complex, stress-

driven lives.   

Finally, Chapter 9, Priming the Mind for Proactive Engagement, reviews the gradual path 

of transforming the mind, explaining how this seven step practice serves as a catalyst that can 

help turn our everyday lives from a stress-driven repetition of trauma to a heroic journey of 

radical healing and enlightened leadership.  

As for the story behind Happy Interdependence, I’d like to acknowledge the kindness of 

the many individuals whose encouragement and help have made this book and series possible. 

First, I’d like to thank Bob Thurman for his lifelong friendship and example, and for his support 

of our fruitful collaboration with Tibet House US. I also am deeply indebted to the exemplary 

wisdom and kindness of Bob’s Tibetan mentors, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Ganden Tripa 

Kyabje Lingtsang Rinpoche, Tshanshab Serkong Rinpoche, Kyabje Gelek Rinpoche, and Doctor 

Yeshi Donden. I am deeply grateful for frequent opportunities to dialogue with His Holiness on 

topics from Buddhist psychology to modern neuroscience, Tibetan medicine to quantum physics, 

as well as for his teachings on the Wheel of Time, the art of mentoring, the wisdom of emptiness, 

and the history of Nalanda. I am forever indebted to his senior tutor, the Venerable Ling 
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Rinpoche, for embodying the profound healing wisdom of Nagarjuna. I feel enormous affection 

for Gelek Rinpoche, who embodies for me the positive mind science and art of Asanga and 

Shantideva. I’m also truly grateful to Yeshi Donden, for grounding me in the science of Buddhist 

medicine, Lama Anagarika Govinda, for guiding me through the labyrinth of Buddhist 

psychology, and to Masatoshi Nagatomi and Geshe Losang Jamspal, for illuminating the 

enlightened cognitive science of Buddhist epistemology and logic.  

I am truly indebted to the past and present directors of our textbook project, Rich 

Kennedy and Susan Brandwyn, who have so ably and faithfully organized, trained, and managed 

our textbook team. And of course I'm so very grateful to the committed transcribers and editors 

on that team, Anonymous, Susan Brandwyn, Yuria Celidwen, Maria Perez, Laura Pintchik, John 

Wencz, and Emily Wolf, for their patient and fastidious work on this and subsequent manuscripts 

over the years. The Nalanda Contemplative Science series could not have come to fruition 

without the informatics and design wizardry of Tom Damrauer and Diane Bertolo of Lotus and 

Pixel, who designed the book and prepared the manuscript for publication. And last but not least, 

I feel blessed by the unfailing encouragement, tireless effort, and discerning eyes of Ted Arnold 

and Susan Brandwyn, the executive editor and content editor for this book and for the Nalanda 

series.  

On the Western side of my path, I want to thank my psychotherapy mentors, including 

fellow Buddhist psychologist Dan Brown, and my guides through the spectrum of analytic and 

research schools, Leston Havens, Hal Boris, Al Margulies, Myron Sharaf, and Bessel Van der 

Kolk. I was most influenced by my own psychoanalyst, the iconoclastic Rolf Arvidson, an 

unconventional Freudian-Jungian-Reichian analyst who for me will always personify the art of 

talk therapy. This foundation in analytic insight therapy was expanded into the realm of deep 

transformational affect work thanks to my time with the gifted affect theorist and couples 

therapist, my dear friend Robert Rosenthal.  
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Of course, my work transplanting the practice of the Nalanda tradition would not have 

come to fruition without the inspired work of my colleagues at Nalanda Institute. I’m especially 

grateful for the vision, encouragement and energy of Nalanda's assistant director Miles Neale; 

and the patient rigor of our assistant director of research, Emily Wolf. I am also deeply indebted 

to board members Elazar Aslan, Tom Damrauer, Beth Dembitzer, Jennifer Dubrul, Randy Glatt, 

Vance Lavelle, Geri Loizzo, Peggy Neu, Mary Pearl, Elizabeth Rovere, Deborah and David 

Sonnenberg, and honorary board member Brain O'Kelly, for so generously sharing their many 

talents, and abundant encouragement and support. I also want to thank our my old and new 

friends on our faculty, Ingrid Kemperman and Erin Olivo, of New York’s Dialectical Behavior 

Therapy community, psychoanalyst Pilar Jennings of Union Theological Seminary, and senior 

yoga faculty Mary Reilly Nichols.  

I am deeply grateful to my students and patients throughout the years, who have taught 

me how profoundly necessary it is for us to transplant the powerful healing insights and tools of 

the Nalanda tradition into our culture and age. I also want to thanks the circle of congenial 

teachers and guides who inspire me to keep learning, growing and changing, including Sharon 

Salzberg, Mark Epstein, Chris Germer, Paul Fulton, Jeffery Rubin, Pilar Jennings, Richard 

Brown, Patricia Gerbarg and Diana Fosha. And last but not least, this book would not have been 

possible without the pioneers who have helped create the new scientific disciplines on which our 

translation depends, including Dan Siegel, Richie Davidson, Stephen Porges, Bruce McEwan and 

Bessel van der Kolk.  

I owe most of my happiness in this life to my wife, Gerardine Hearne Loizzo, my 

unwavering partner in all things, including the development of Nalanda Institute, and the lucky 

yoga of raising of our two adorable sons, Maitreya Dante and Ananda Rowan.  

Of course, if despite the guidance and help of all my mentors and friends, there remain 

any errors or omissions, I take full responsibility for them. May my kind mentors, inseparable 
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from Sheer Brilliance, protect me! And may any merit or intuition that comes of writing and 

offering Happy Interdependence help open the eyes and melt the hearts of all beings through the 

furthest reaches of space and time.  

 

January 31, 2014 
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Riverside Drive 
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EDITORIAL NOTE: 

The material for this textbook has emerged from a series of lectures given in a seminar-

style format, and as such there is an informal flavor to the presentation which one does not find in 

Joe’s book, Sustainable Happiness, for instance.  Great pains have been taken to preserve this 

flavor while removing the redundancy, tangential discussion, reference to reading material, and 

student input that naturally occur in such a setting.  Often rules of grammar are bent or broken to 

try to preserve this feeling of being in an intimate learning setting, which is, after all, how these 

teachings have been transmitted for more than two thousand years.   

In general, technical terms in Sanskrit, Pali or Tibetan have been translated into English. 

When they are considered key to the discussion, the original language term may be transliterated 

phonetically, without diacriticals or affixed letters in Tibetan.  
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CHAPTER 1  

Introduction: From Reactive Trauma to Proactive Engagement 

 

 Welcome to one of the most accessible and important of Nalanda Institute’s 

programs, what I call "social-emotional kung fu" and what is generally part of the mind 

transforming curriculum in the Tibetan Buddhist traditions.  Simply put, how do we deal 

with the social stresses that are part of our lives?  This is a very important issue for all of 

us, and I will try to bring those traditional perspectives into discussion with contemporary 

scientific understandings with terms and concepts that we can all grasp.  This course is 

part of a four-year program that we are running at Nalanda Institute, designed for people 

who have tasted this and tasted that and want to get a stronger foundation, a richer toolkit, 

and a clear sense of how to progress along a contemplative path.   

 First, let’s get a little history. The name Nalanda comes from the world's first 

university, in northern India. But Nalanda was more than a regular university. It was also 

a great contemplative center, from which all the schools of Tibetan Buddhism took their 

teachings.  In a way, many Tibetans revere Nalanda as their home institution.  For us 

Westerners, Nalanda's tradition is particularly valuable as one of the public colleges of 

monastic learning that turned contemplation into a science and healing into an art, and 

also because it developed a very systematic curriculum. It is this curriculum that is 

spelled in our four-year program.   

 The teaching methods and coursework developed and used in Nalanda were based 

on science, health, and psychology.  Most importantly, Nalanda belonged to a general 

tradition that was aimed at teaching people who lived in the world, not only monks and 
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nuns. Indeed, while there were monks and nuns at Nalanda, there were students getting 

degrees in lay disciplines such as medicine, public policy, technology (e.g. metallurgy) 

and other such subjects. Nalanda University was an open and engaged institution; it was 

very much trying to change the culture of the world around it. 

 What is relevant for us today is that this curriculum that got handed down from 

Nalanda University to Tibet is a curriculum for people living in the world, leading lay 

lives, and not primarily geared to monks and nuns.  This is unusual for a monastic 

institution, certainly in the West, where most of the contemplative traditions have been 

left to the full-time professionals while the others go to church and follow the Ten 

Commandments.  Average folks haven’t necessarily gotten involved in contemplation -- 

the "real stuff." In the Nalanda tradition, however, students and practitioners would take 

that "real stuff" out into the world and try to put it in a format that was relevant to 

everyday life for ordinary people to understand and learn.  This process hearkens back to 

the foundation of the Buddha’s own teaching career and the movement of his teachings 

across Asia, as we discuss in the Contemplative Science textbook. 

 At Nalanda Institute, we try to make this eminently practical knowledge available 

for people who may be just trying things out and for people who are fairly busy.  

Interestingly, most people come to our Nalanda courses because they want to learn how 

to meditate.  That's good, for we have open meditations.  Of course, there is growing 

interest in meditation as more research comes out and more public awareness is raised, on 

the many benefits of meditation to stop and to heal the stress and the craziness in our 

lives. So it is through health science and neuroscience that we, in the West, have come to 

understand how beneficial these meditation practices are. India was one of the few 
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societies that chose not to keep meditation the province of just the religious elite but to 

make it, like yoga, accessible to everyone.   

 The type of practice that we will cover here, however, may not read like 

meditation for many people because it is really an active, analytic, or discursive style of 

meditation.  Normally, when we think of meditation we think of quieting down, 

unplugging, going into a cave, staring at our navel.  That form of meditation is like a 

vacation, and we all need a vacation once in a while. And a very good part of this practice 

is just to learn to calm down and unplug -- that's what we do when we are practicing 

basic mindfulness meditation.  On the other hand, as we know, when we take a vacation 

and just escape, when we come back our bills are there, our laundry is there, and 

whatever else is there... everything we gained in our vacation, all that unplugging and 

relaxation, we can lose very quickly.   

 Here we will learn about another type of meditation, one that is designed for those 

of us who want to take the next step: how to bring contemplation and the good qualities 

of groundedness, centeredness and peacefulness that we can feel while meditating into 

our everyday lives and in a more robust and proactive way.  This more engaged teaching 

tradition got its start at Nalanda University during the time of Indian Emperor Ashoka, 

around 250 BCE, not long after the historical Buddha. Nalanda represented an attempt to 

break away from the more closed monastic communities and to open up to lay people.  

The outcome was a series of teachings and practices that came to be known as "the 

gradual path."  
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 The gradual path provides everything we need to know to live a contemplative 

life in the world, as a lay person.  This path is a form of meditative discursive learning 

designed not only to provide a meditative experience, but the how-to software also: How 

do I change the way I think about things; how do I change my motivation, how do I 

change the way I engage and live in the world? All these elements are pulled together 

into one form of practice, one style of learning that allows us to transform our selves in a 

holistic way. 

 

Dedication: Introducing Transforming the Mind in Seven Steps 

 One of the teachings of the gradual path that we are going to cover in some detail 

is the Seven-Point Mind Transforming practice, which is often called Mind Training. The 

root text for this training is close to one thousand years old, and the training is still very 

actively practiced today in Tibetan circles and communities. It was written down in the 

twelfth century by Chekhawa, who received the training from Serlingpa, or 

Suvarnadvipa, who taught at Nalanda.  This discursive form of learning is very important. 

In fact, it is so important that, during one of the science conferences attended by experts 

from both East and West, while we were talking about the psychology of meditation, the 

Dalai Lama said of this form of mind transforming:  "If you want to get real benefit from 

meditation that will change your life, you are better off with this active kind of meditation 

that is more about changing the way you think and the way you feel, than if you are 

sitting on a cushion, just trying to be."  He added: "This particular form of mind training, 

the practice of transforming negative social interactions into positive social interactions, 
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is perhaps the most important; and if you have time to do only one practice, then do this 

practice." 

 Why does the Dalai Lama say that?  Why does the Dalai Lama consider this form 

of practice the most important? To explain, let us go to the original text of Transforming 

the Mind in Seven Steps. The text begins: 

 

     Homage to Great Compassion! 

     This essential nectar of precepts  

     was transmitted from Dharmaraksita (Serlingpa or Suvarnadvipa). 

     It resembles the sun, a diamond and a medicinal tree. 

     The purpose and (benefit) of understanding (this) text 

     is to turn the evolution of the five (mind/body systems) poisoned (by stress and  

 trauma) 

     into a path to (compassionate) enlightenment.     

 

So, why is the mind-transforming practice like the sun, a diamond and a medicinal tree? 

This training is said to be like the sun because it shines equally on everybody: anyone can 

have access to it and make good use of it.  Indeed, we all experience social stress, we all 

have to live within relationships, and we all worry about these relationships, about what 

others feel and think about us - that is our human nature. We worry whether others love 

us or hate us, whether they want to give us what we want from them or not. These 

worries are the main source of stress in our lives.   
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 We humans have succeeded in eliminating to the greatest extent ever our 

vulnerability to the predators of the wild and the threat of hunger, and we have secured 

our place on the planet; we have made it as the species that can be happy or feared. Yet 

our minds are still filled with stress and trauma. As a result, we are still living in 

confusion. We need to find out why we are so confused and to clear that confusion.  

Civilization has changed our way of life, from living in the wild where our survival was 

always under threat to living in a primarily social and cultural environment where our 

very survival is not under threat any longer, at least not for most of us.  In the process, 

however, stress and trauma did not disappear. Instead, the source of our stress and trauma 

seems to have moved from the threat of not getting enough food to survive to the threat 

of not being accepted, loved, and appreciated by others in society.  

 The fact of the matter is that, because we are social animals, people cause us more 

stress than anything else.  We need the sun to shine equally on all of us to clear up our 

confused minds about what's happening between us and other people.  This training is 

said to be like the sun also because we need its warmth to warm our hearts; then we can 

learn how to feel connected to others, how to feel alive -- not afraid and isolated, as when 

stress and trauma take over.  

 This training is also said to be like a diamond. Why? A diamond is more valuable 

than gold, and it’s harder and sharper than steel. We need a diamond to cut through the 

thicket of all the fears and all the reactive, self- protective mechanisms that our minds 

build in response to social stress and trauma. Indeed, we approach society armed and 

dangerous, as if we are still living in the wild. We remain mistrustful and suspicious of 

others.  
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 Finally, this training is said to be like a medicinal tree. Why? Because we need 

medicine to heal our afflicted mind and the nervous system on which it relies. Indeed, our 

nervous system is constantly under stress as it deals with the challenges of our 

complicated social and cultural lives. The image of a tree is a symbol for our nervous 

system, and every part of it has healing powers, even its smallest leaf; likewise, even a 

small part of this training will help us deal with some of our afflictions, some of the 

negativity that gets stirred up and makes our life difficult. We don't need to do the whole 

training to benefit from its individual practices - even a little bit will begin to help. 

 I can't really say enough about how important the Seven-Point Mind 

Transforming practice is, but I think you get the picture.   So, I'll talk a little bit about its 

origin and try to give a sense of its lineage.   

 

Mind Transforming in Buddhist History 

 After the Buddha became enlightened, he taught his disciples in a grove that a 

king had given him as a gift after receiving his advice and teachings. The teaching grove 

became a teaching center specifically devoted to public outreach and teaching in the 

world - not running away from it but transforming it.  Soon after that, one of the great 

proponents of the Buddha's wisdom, Nagarjuna, came to Nalanda in the second century 

and taught the gradual path to enlightenment.  Nagarjuna explained that just as a 

grammar school teacher teaches grammar according to the tolerance of his students, so 

the Buddha gave his teachings according to the tolerance of his disciples and followers.  

To some he taught eliminating vice or getting rid of poisonous habits; to others he taught 
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how to develop virtue to become stronger and more resilient; to some he taught doctrines 

based on dualism (e.g. the teaching of samsara and nirvana, about how we need to get out 

of samsara, or the cycle of stress-reactive traumatic living, and into nirvana, a place of 

unconditional, irreversible radical freedom from stress and trauma); to others he taught 

doctrines that are not based on dualism - not looking for happiness or looking for a 

contemplative path or spiritual path that leads us out of the world, but taking our spiritual 

path on the road back into the world.  This is about learning how to be a contemplative, 

peaceful and mindful person who is fully engaged in the world and yet fully growing in 

mindfulness; this is about learning to grow gracefully in the mud like the lotus.  In other 

words, let us live with all that the world brings instead of avoiding it, like Jean-Paul 

Sartre who said that "Hell is other people".  In this alternate view, hell is in our own 

reactivity to people: people can be hell or people can be heaven, but it is we, in our 

minds, who make them so. 

 In one of Nagarjuna's texts, Precious Garland, there is a beautiful description: 

‘It's profound, it's awe-inspiring, actually literally terrifying to the timid part of us, 

terrifying to our timidity’.  So it is awesome, it's profound, and it's the unexcelled practice 

of enlightenment, whose essence is the emptiness, or the openness, that is compassion.  

Some people say that it is "the openness that is the womb of compassion out of which 

compassion grows." 

 Nagarjuna taught that the path of engagement is not about dispassion, or about 

chilling out and dropping out, although we all may feel that we need to do that at times. 

Often that's our first move when we feel overwhelmed by social stress and trauma and 

need to regain our balance.  We learn to stop the world and get off, and we learn to chill 
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out. But then the question comes: do we really want to live that way? If we really want to 

live chilled out, we only have two choices:  we either get the heck out of Dodge, or we 

learn how to bring some peace into our lives.  This path of engagement is for those of us 

who aren't quite ready to drop out and head for a cave in the hills.  Instead of dispassion, 

Nagarjuna taught that what we need as a motivation to engage the world is compassion, 

specifically what I call "compassionate openness." 

 How do we get there?  That is what the mind transforming tradition is about: to 

learn how to feel compassionate openness in the middle of a crazy world. How can we be 

strong enough to do that?  That's why I call this practice social-emotional kung fu: we 

have to become very disciplined; we have to gather our meditative discipline.  Instead of 

sitting on our cushion to be mindful and being mindful only when we are sitting on our 

cushion, we need to be mindful walking out there in the world. We have to walk the 

breath - indeed, instead of "walking the talk" we have to "walk the breath!"   

 Nagarjuna's teachings were so far out that not everyone could understand them. 

His teaching about radical openness called for each of us to be open to everyone and 

everything. Like many of his teachings, radical openness was based on a notion of 

emptiness that sees all beings and things as empty of any independent existence -- which 

is just another way of saying that everything and everyone is totally, infinitely connected 

and interdependent. So we had better embrace this reality: let us open our mind to this 

interdependence and embrace it.  Openness is where our mind needs to be. We need to be 

open to ourselves and open to others. And compassion is where our hearts and bodies 

need to be.   
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 Since that is a lot of work for anyone, the Nalanda tradition split the work in two: 

some contemplatives specialized in opening the heart, in compassion, and others 

specialized in opening the mind, in wisdom.  Thus a profound lineage of radical openness 

was developed, alongside a magnificent, expansive, extensive lineage of great 

compassion, the goal being to build compassion until we have the strength of compassion 

to adopt not just ourselves but all living beings.  Efforts to unite these two branches of 

training began a few centuries after Nagarjuna. The grounds for integration were laid 

down by two Nālandā masters, Chandrakirti (seventh Century) and Shantideva (eighth 

Century).  Their students, Suvarnadvipa and Atisha, respectively, took this centuries-old 

tradition, distilled it and formalized it into a set of pithy practices for living in the world 

with compassion and openness.  And they took these practices to the toughest 

neighborhoods in the region at that time: Suvarnadvipa to Indonesia and Atisha to Tibet.  

At that time Tibetans were the most fierce warriors: they were the Mongolians before the 

Mongolians, and they were feared.  They were charging into China every couple of 

hundred years and demanding tribute and princesses and many other things, and they 

were getting them.  It is said that before going to Tibet, Atisha asked Suvarnadvipa, 

"Give me something tough for these tough people" and he got a set of practices that he 

passed on to Tibet. One of his students was Chekhawa, the twelfth century Tibetan 

master that wrote down the text that became known as Transforming the Mind in Seven 

Steps. There are two lineages through which mind transforming came into Tibet, and 

Chekhawa studied both. 
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 In terms of the transmission, this was taught as a secret precept, as an oral 

teaching.  It was taught in an order that was not consistent exactly with the lam rim.  

Some things came first and others second, and pieces were put here and pieces were put 

there; therefore, there were many different editions.  One later commentator on the 

version of the text on which my translation is based said there are thirty-one separate 

versions that put this line of text over here and that line of text over there.  So it gets a 

little complicated, and some of the various renditions change the meaning or the process 

of the meditation. 

 The Gelukpa reformation refers to when, in the fifteenth century, Tsong Khapa 

made it his mission to look beyond the sources of Buddhism in Tibet and to examine 

Tibetan history and the very sources of Tibetan religious history, including the works of 

the great masters such as Padmasambhava, Naropa, Kamalashila, and Atisha.  These are 

the great first teachers that created the four schools of Tibetan Buddhism.  Tsong Khapa’s 

intent was to look beyond these great masters, back to India, and to analyze the whole 

translated Indian corpus.  This analysis was to ascertain if the way we got it in Tibet was 

essentially correct and complete and to add what might have been omitted and to reorder 

things for the purpose of his day.  He followed on a course to formulate the unified 

culture of teaching Buddhism that essentially didn’t just give people one lineage, but 

gave people a simplified access point.  In other words, he wanted a simplified matrix 

through which practitioners could access all of Indian and Tibetan Buddhism in its 

entirety.  This led him to create a set of commentaries, five or six core commentaries, that 

were designed to access and organize all of Tibetan Buddhism, tying it in with its Indian 

roots.  Tsong Khapa advised re-editing and re-formatting this text, which then led to a 
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series of different texts in which different editions appeared in the form that it appears 

here. 

 This tradition is the lineage in which I got oral instructions, and this text is written 

in a very practical order.  Tsong Khapa’s feeling, I believe, was to restore the order of the 

aphorisms in such a way that they more conform better to the lam rim.  The purpose of 

the lam rim is to teach things in a systematic way that’s safe and graded, so that most 

people can follow it - we don’t need to make logical jumps, experiential jumps, or ethical 

jumps to other teachings or practices.  This doesn’t really become an issue until we get to 

the second point, which is love and compassion, the heart of the actual practice.  For 

example, in the early teachings they put the wisdom part first and immediately got into 

talking about emptiness.  From a lam rim tradition point of view and a Gelukpa point of 

view, it’s easier for most people to start talking about just plain love and compassion 

before we start talking about emptiness - cosmic, mystical unconditional love and 

compassion.  For one thing there’s the danger that if we get too much into emptiness, we 

can fall off the face of the earth and say: “Why bother, it’s all empty!  Why should I be 

compassionate - there’s nobody to be compassionate to.  There’s also no one who is 

compassionate!”  That’s the danger and part of the reason why they traditionally taught 

the simpler virtues, the less complicated or esoteric ones first.  Then, sometime later they 

treated emptiness as a secret teaching.  

 Returning to the early Nalanda lineage, Nagarjuna and Asanga are known as the 

champions of the Mahayana.  Nagarjuna champions the lineage of the profound view of 

the teaching of emptiness and specializes in wisdom.  Asanga champions the lineage of 

magnificent deeds and specializes in unconditional compassion or universal compassion.  
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There are elements of mind transforming in both of these which evolved together over a 

period of five centuries until the time of Chandrakirti.  The merging of the philosophical 

lines of Nagarjuna, Asanga, and Chandrakirti is due to the critiques of idealism.  Idealism 

is the psychology that goes with the compassion teachings, coming from Asanga, based 

on the idea that the more we understand how powerful our mind is, the more confident 

we are.  We’re confident in transforming the world by transforming our mind.  So the 

purpose of idealism is to give us encouragement to say: “It’s not so bad, even with the 

stock market crashing and the economy in eternal stagnation - it’s all in your mind.”  We 

develop and transform our own mind, as the Beatles say with that great line: “you say 

you want a revolution - we all want to change the world…you better free your mind 

instead.”  That’s the idea: we change our own mind, and by so doing we transform our 

perception and our relationship to the world; and then in both a micro and macrocosmic 

way, that has impact.  Idealism is a powerful teaching, preserved because it was 

considered to be a very effective software or theoretical and conceptual model for 

understanding the depth transformation of the mind. 

 Meanwhile, the voidness teachings - the wisdom teachings coming from 

Nagarjuna - were considered to be more unassailable intellectually, and those became 

increasingly accepted; idealism was increasingly critiqued because everybody was 

saying: “well, you’re just going into your head, and you’re supposed to be into 

selflessness, but now you’ve just made a new self out of the mind”.  Nalanda became the 

place where these two lineages, the compassion lineage and the wisdom lineage, were 

united.  This happened particularly under Chandrakirti, who found a way to move things 

around in a very interesting way.  The way that Chandrakirti integrated these two 
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lineages of compassion and wisdom was essentially to identify two spirits of 

enlightenment, two kinds of bodhichitta.   The mind of enlightenment is one translation 

of bodhichitta, but I prefer Bob Thurman’s term, which is spirit of enlightenment.   

Bodhichitta is the compassionate wish to see all living beings be free from suffering by 

achieving Buddhahood.  This description defines the bodhisattva’s vow, the vow of the 

lay archetype of Buddhist practice, which is not running away to a monastery or a cave in 

the mountains.  Instead, we stay here and create that portable monastery inside ourselves 

- we become an altruist and say: “No, we’re going to improve the quality of the spiritual 

life, the mental life, the practical life for everyone.  We’re going to do this by having this 

great turning of all the suffering energy into this outpouring of love and compassion that 

puts people on track with a positive society, instead of a violent and self-centered society.  

It’s a society based on cooperation, understanding, love, and compassion, a bit like that 

Nick Lowe song, “What’s so funny about peace, love, and understanding?” 

 This is the Mahayana sense of the two spirits of enlightenment.  The way 

Chandrakirti niftily did this was basically to cite how Nagarjuna had talked about the two 

realities of conventional and ultimate reality, which displace samsara and nirvana in the 

Mahayana tradition. Instead of nirvana, which is seen as a place apart from samsara, the 

spiritual is located in samsara only in the ultimate nature of samsara.  The ultimate nature 

of reality is where spirituality is: we don’t have to go to some separate nirvana: we don’t 

have to drop away - we just tune in to right here and right now.  That’s ultimate reality, 

and we have nirvana here and now.  That’s the whole essence of the Mahayana tradition: 

we don’t need to run away to find nirvana.  It’s here, if we only understand the true 
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nature of reality which is behind the surface of the way things appear.  That’s the 

Mahayana, in brief. 

 So then aligned with wisdom and compassion, according to Chandrakirti, are 

these two spirits of enlightenment, or bodhichitta: a relative one and an ultimate one.  The 

relative one is the one that is wishing bodhichitta - it is developing virtue and building the 

conventional sense of love and compassion for living beings.  Ultimate bodhichitta is 

when that is intensified by the direct understanding of the ultimate interconnectedness of 

all beings; then it’s not just wishing that lets us be nice to everyone.  This is actually the 

perception that there’s no difference between you and me and not being able to find any 

difference. 

 It is this understanding that parents toward their children have or that lovers 

develop with one another that we start to not be able to see the boundary between the 

two, and we just start to react or treat the other living being as ourselves and ourselves as 

the other living being.  That’s a natural capacity we all have, and we can tap into that.  

Then it revs up our altruistic wish to be compassionate by tapping into a part of our 

nature that is already deeply interconnected, that is deeply social.  Chandrakirti taught the 

first stages in the bodhisattva path are about developing things other than wisdom – traits 

including morality, generosity, patience, concentration, and right effort. These things 

develop the conventional spirit of enlightenment.  Then when we get to meditation, we 

realize emptiness and develop the ultimate spirit of enlightenment.   

 Chandrakirti said we have these two together - wisdom and compassion - like the 

two wings of a goose, the Indian bird of choice.  Even though he was the engineer of 

analogy, he’s not really known for that, for putting together this notion of wisdom and 
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compassion in a non-dual theoretical structure or framework.  That’s more like 

Shantideva who makes a fine art out of this.  Shantideva was a poet and, among other 

things, wrote one of the most beautiful works of literature ever written in the world - 

often translated as Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life - which will bring tears to your 

eyes whenever you read it.  It is all about this love and compassion, this whole approach, 

and it’s all in there. 

 On a personal, teaching, and therapy level, I’ve found that the mind transforming 

is particularly helpful, working in my own life and working with people, especially in 

relationship issues.   Also in terms of just dealing with the Buddhist approach to healing 

in the world for ordinary people, not a lot of Buddhist practice is very meditation based.  

This is a very Tibetan formulation that doesn’t really require any particular meditation 

practice.  It can be a meditation in and of itself, and that’s one of the things I like so much 

about it because we’re not living in the monastery.  The mind transforming is usually 

taught or presented as a special module that’s designed to deal with stressful social 

interactions, or for being a spiritual person in a stressful, competitive world.  As I looked 

more and more at it, I began to feel that it was far larger than that and that it really 

embraced a lot of the elements of what we call the gradual path, where the 

comprehensive approach to Buddhist teaching lies.  The first point touches on 

preliminaries, common to the Theravada tradition of Southeast Asia; then there are the 

elements of it that are clearly in the Mahayana tradition, that is the wisdom and 

compassion tradition, which spread through much of Asia; and then there are some 

aspects of it - in terms of transforming the mind, turning adversity to advantage and the 

commitments at the end - that actually are in a way are more tantric, and thoroughly 
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Tibetan, than anything else. As I’ve reviewed and translated this material, it has become 

an increasing part of my belief that we can actually practice all of these things from 

within the context of a mind transforming practice. 

 I began to review Thupten Jinpa’s translation, Mind Training: The Great 

Collection and to look at some of the earlier ways that this text was compiled.  The mind 

transforming supposedly dates back to Atisha, an eleventh century master from one of the 

great Indian monasteries.  I should note that I’m not so sure whether Atisha originally 

trained at Nalanda, but he eventually when to Vikramashila, which was a sister college, 

and from there went to Tibet and became one of the great translators and teachers of 

Tibet.  Atisha is also one of the main figures responsible for spreading this whole idea of 

the gradual path, lam rim.  I learned that the mind transforming was often presented as 

sort of like a secret or oral tradition as opposed to the open lam rim, such as Atisha’s 

Lamp for the Path or Tsong Khapa’s Great Lam Rim.  

 We can read these mind transforming manuals - like the Eight Verses or the Seven 

Point that we cover here - a million times in probably less than a year, and yet it has so 

much in it. Part of the reason it has so much in it is because it’s written in an aphoristic 

style, not like some kind of abstract theoretical Dharma teaching.  It is like stand-up 

Dharma - it’s zingy, it’s memorable, and it gets under our skin and into our mind 

channels.  I believe this may be one of the most important transmissions - textual, 

spiritual, cultural - into Western Buddhism.  The material is definitely for lay people; it’s 

definitely for life in a difficult world, in a non-spiritual world; and it’s written in a way, 

given the commitments, that it has the kind of structure that normally only monastic vows 

and tantric vows have. 
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 Normally we have commitments, a thousand commitments, spelled out. A monk 

has 225,000 commitments to take: “You can’t do this; you can’t do that; you can’t carry a 

scarf to buy medicine,” and various other things.  Tantric vows are part and parcel of the 

Tibetan tradition because essentially what they do is they make a portable monastery.  

We can bring the monastery wherever we go: we envision the monastery with us, and 

then we have all our commitments within us: do this, do this, each time a day, five times 

a day, three times a day, whatever, and we’ll be enlightened in one to sixteen lifetimes, 

which is the quick path. 

 What’s interesting is that this practice provides some of the same practical 

instruction, like ‘don’t go for the jugular.’  These are things that we all understand and 

know we should do: don’t do that today - today don’t do this thing.  I began to realize that 

it creates a kind of a quasi-monastic structure for lay people about how to have a rigorous 

spiritual practice without either becoming a monk or necessarily without practicing the 

tantras in a very extensive way.  Therefore, I think that this is probably part of the reason 

why this has been such a very cherished and vital text since it was transmitted and written 

in the eleventh or twelfth century.  

 In a way all of this is very tantric - this transformational psychology intersects 

between idealism on the one hand and then tantra on the other.  Because both of them 

have a depth psychological view of life, of suffering: the idea is that we create the 

suffering in our lives because deep within us, we actually have the power - even as our 

minds are working unconsciously and automatically through instinct - to filter or to taint 

our whole experience of the world and our whole response to the world according to 
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whether we are tapping into our instincts for suffering or our instincts for enlightenment.  

Both of these capacities are at the core of our nature, and the powerful teaching here, 

which aligns the Buddhist teaching of karma, says that we create our realities.  Our mind 

and body create our experience, not the other way around.  The environment doesn’t 

create us: we create our experience of the environment, actively, through the way we are, 

and that is a deep sobering fact.  This leads to the possibility that if I change the 

fundamental way that I am, creating the universe psychically, chemically, and 

biologically, then I change my whole world.  Then everything can be transformed from 

futility or samsara to an unfolding of blissful clarity: nirvana. The tantric understanding is 

that if we get into the deep levels of our nervous system, we can access the power or 

energy and bliss essentially to quickly transform things that otherwise would be 

impossible to transform.  This practice inherits those very elaborate philosophies and 

psychologies and all their contemplative tools and puts them in a very simple format that 

we can take in a very simple way to everyday life. 

 These fundamental concepts and practices have been preserved all these centuries 

in spite of the radical changes in how we humans live in society. We have our hand-held 

devices, we have the global economy, and so on. And we now know, because science 

tells us, why we should be spiritual: because living a peaceful and loving life is living a 

healthier, happier and longer life. A more peaceful life reduces stress and allows deeper 

healing; on the other hand, being angry and clinging to people, belongings, and feelings 

makes us prone to stress and trauma, and thus to suffering.  So it is that current, state-of-

the-art science is confirming what the Nalanda tradition has known for centuries.  

However, science hasn't yet developed the method for how to move from stress and 
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trauma to openness and compassion.  How do we actually take the typical, uptight, tied-

in-a-knot, neurotic New Yorker and untie those knots and get that person to open up and 

engage with others, not out of fear or shame or resentment, but rather out of openness, 

curiosity, kindness or fellow-feeling, empathy? 

 

Contemporary Scientific Insight and Ancient Buddhist Techniques 

 I should mention the work of my colleague Dan Siegel, a child psychiatrist.  Dan 

does research on the prefrontal cortex, the part of the human brain that developed last in 

our evolutionary history.  That part makes us uniquely human and also makes us the most 

highly social animals ever evolved.  The prefrontal cortex lets us do things that we 

normally don’t believe we can do. One example is eliminating our fears.  Doing this 

requires our full control of our amygdala, the part of our brain that remembers everything 

bad that ever happened to us and likes to exaggerate the dangers that may possibly be just 

waiting around the corner.  It is, in fact, the amygdala that is responsible for much of our 

misplaced social stress.  Well, the good news is that science has shown that the prefrontal 

cortex has the capacity to neutralize the amygdala, and thus to eliminate fear.  Freud 

didn't think we humans could totally eliminate our fears.  The Buddha, on the other hand, 

laid down teachings that opened the path to learn how to do so.  We may wonder: is the 

extra protrusion on the crown of the Buddha's head a sign that he discovered his 

prefrontal cortex? 

 Another example of the remarkable capacity of the prefrontal cortex is that it can 

read, in a way, what is going on in other people's minds, through so-called "mirror 

neurons."  In fact, on-going research suggests that these neurons help us read other 
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people's feelings and intentions; they help us to create, in our own minds, an experience 

of the internal state of another human being - in short, to be empathic.  In other words, it 

appears we are wired for empathy.  The prefrontal cortex, in the view of Dan Siegel and 

most therapists nowadays, is clearly underdeveloped.  However, the prefrontal cortex is 

just the right tool that we need to eliminate the fears that cause us stress and trauma, to 

stop living in the wild because we are not living in the wild any longer, and to start living 

in society, in harmony with other fellow human beings.  We need to commit ourselves to 

become obligate mammals, as I like to say, because mammals live in harmony with their 

fellow beings, and evolutionary biology indicates that this is why they were able to 

survive and develop further.   We need to develop our capacity to relate to all human 

beings as kin, whether they are our friends, our favorite relatives, or our most annoying 

relatives.   

 The experience that triggers the stress response is the social stress, social trauma.  

The evolutionary part of our memory is the stress response, the capacity that our brains 

and our nervous systems have to react as if something is physically life threatening, as if 

being eaten.  We really need to understand this very clearly before we can begin to 

contemplate the kindness of all living beings, which we’ll consider shortly.  And in fact, 

we need to get way past the blaming stage of our therapy with mother.  We have to 

generate an authentic sense of regarding all living beings as our mothers in order to 

produce a true sense of gratitude that will overcome our habitual responses. 

 Our mothers could be any other living being, any other life form.  Shantideva 

comes to our rescue because he gives us an alternate way based on a simpler set of 

recognitions.  We will cover both methods in some detail later on, but here I’ll just talk 



 49 

about the other traditional way of building our puny capacity for compassion, our 

atrophied and under-exercised capacity.  We’re all like compassion couch potatoes.  Our 

culture reinforces this because it says: “you know, maybe you should love your mother - 

or maybe not,” or: “maybe you should love your partner - or maybe not”.  It is nice that it 

is not a draconian mode that says: “you should love all living beings, and if you don’t, 

you’re going to go to hell - you’re really bad!”  But going to the other extreme and saying 

that we shouldn’t really love them very much because they said something mean to us 

when we were three seems plain foolish.  Just what is the point of having a child anyway?  

In other words, it is not a winning business proposition, and it takes a fair amount of 

effort.   The recognition we want to generate here comes from Asanga, and it is part of 

his seven step process of producing limitless compassion.  The idea is to consider the 

kindness of our mother, or similar figure, of this lifetime and - based on the premise that 

everyone through time has been our mother in some lifetime - produce compassion and 

love for every single other being.   

 We need to get past the point where we are stuck in our grooves of self-limitation 

about whom we can love.  There has to be that value that says that it would be good for 

us to be loving towards all living beings first, which has to come as an abstraction, 

obviously, then we start to know how to work with it.  How do we start to work with it?  

We start with the relationships that we do have.  We work with the relationships that are 

closest to us and the people about whom we already do care, and we try to develop our 

capacity to care and to overcome the obstacles to care.  Start with attitudes such as 

intolerance of their shortcomings or competitive issues.  Fundamentally this meditation is 

to overcome the scared, mindless survival mind and to generate the equanimity of trying 
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to help be so present that we help to provide others the opportunity to be fully, stably, and 

continuously present and related. 

 We begin with the people who are easy to feel compassion toward, then progress 

on to the people who are neutral and finally to people who annoy us.  We’ll return to this 

subject because the mind transforming text gives some very specific guidance on how to 

do this, which is lovely.  But part of it is really just learning how to conjure up the 

feelings.  Let’s just say, for example, we may go into psychotherapy thinking: “What a 

wonderful family I have:  I love my mom and dad - aren’t they so sweet?”  And then we 

take several years to conjure up the hurt, resentment, and rage - all the opposite emotions.  

Then we have to go back all over again and think about all the diapers they changed, and 

all the baby food they shoveled into our month - how they dragged us around and got us 

dressed.  Beyond that is the genuine recognition of their generosity - try to re-access that 

care, love, and affection that we all do have somewhere for the people who raised us.  

That’s why we’re so attached to them. 

 Then spread the compassion out to all living beings.  First we start with that one 

person, that one mother, that one caregiver or that one person for whom we can feel that.  

So Asanga’s method works primarily with gratitude in order to get the love-and-

compassion network all happening again.  It can’t be an accident that we feel compassion 

for living beings - it has to be contrived until it becomes completely natural, and as a 

result we gain control over our emotional capacity.  This recognition is part of the 

mammalian capacity, and actually even ducks even have this.  When duck mothers are 

rearing their chicks, if we put in another chick from a different litter in with her, often 

times that critter - although it may be very different - can be recognized as kin and 
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enfolded into the love feeling.  So we all have this capacity, if we can get into the groove 

and trick our nervous system in a way into feeling kin for all living beings.  We just don’t 

use this faculty – we don’t adopt the world, so to speak, but we should. 

 Surely, not everyone agrees.  Some of us may be trying to chill out and create a 

better world, but most people around us are not headed in that direction. On the contrary, 

it seems like most people around us are trying to become more fierce and quick, more 

competitive and aggressive.  How do we cope with competitiveness and aggressiveness 

while opening up to compassion without becoming doormats? That's what this art is all 

about.  The reason why I call this practice "social-emotional kung fu" is because kung fu 

was developed as a way to deal with violence without generating violence in ourselves, 

internally.  In fact, kung fu was developed at the Shaolin Ch’an monastery in China. 

Shaolin was a farm-based monastery, located in a remote area.  Monks had to travel in 

the countryside, from town to town, and they got robbed often. Because monks, by the 

regulations, can't generate anger towards any living being, they figured out how to 

develop a defense system for dealing with the violence of others without generating 

violence internally.  The essence of kung fu is learning how to tame our own inner 

violence and to use its energy to generate a cool but engaged larger awareness in order to 

outthink and outmaneuver the frightened being that is threatening our wellbeing, and, like 

a person whisperer, to learn how to tame and work with that being, rather than living in 

fear like a traumatized child.  Then we can learn to generate compassion for everyone 

without exception.  If it sounds like a difficult process, that’s because it is.  But we have 

the capacity and the machinery, so there’s no excuse not to try. 
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 Again, this is a tough kind of practice that isn't made for a monastery where 

everything is nice and predictable and peaceful.  When everything in the world is 

poisoned by vice, that's when we need to do this practice.  And this practice incorporates 

factors from other teachings within the tradition as well.  For instance, there is a 

significant visualization component that usually goes with the reflections here.  It has to 

do with imagining our interactions with others and learning how to replay these 

interactions so we learn from them, to prime our minds and our brains to learn how to be 

in a skillful way.  The more intensive visualization practices that teach us to totally re-

envision ourselves and our world will come later, in relation to tantric practice.   This 

practical application of mind transforming can complement a wide range of other aspects 

of the Tibetan tradition. 

 The text of Transforming the Mind in Seven Steps is intended to work as a 

mnemonic device. Some of the lines are quite pithy -- like "drive all blame into one," 

"don't go for the jugular" and "don't wait in ambush."  These lines are easy to remember, 

not academic; they are not spoken to create complexity, but to send a direct message to 

the brain and trigger a certain behavior.   This text is meant to be assimilated gradually, 

over time, and to plant little suggestions in our mind that will then surface in our 

consciousness when we need them.  This is really cool, and it really does work.  Let’s 

briefly go over the Seven Steps to get an overview of what will follow in detail. 
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Overview of the Text 

 The first point, following the dedication, is to learn the preliminaries.  A 

preliminary is a foundation: we must have it to start.  In fact, building a foundation in the 

nervous system is not like building a house on a piece of land - we can't back-build it.  

And the foundation in this case is the art of dispassion, of stopping the world, of 

unplugging, of switching off from stress-reactive mode, of getting our minds out of going 

back and forth between past and future - and instead being present in the here-and-now.  

In other words, for this training to work, we must have access to some place, within 

ourselves, where we can decompress. Being in the here-and-now is that place, the 

foundation for this mind transforming.  

 The second point, which I cover in two parts, deals with the actual practice.  That 

makes it sound as though five steps are just filler, but that is anything but true.  You’ll see 

what I mean!   

 The third point is to turn adversity to advantage, something we all need to do.  

This practice teaches us how to transform adversity into a positive experience. We will 

learn how to apply this practice in the face of difficult interactions and a difficult life. 

 The fourth point is how to integrate the lifelong practice: how we pull all the 

elements of a practice together over time - how we live with it or in it.  Since I consider 

mind transforming practice to be a type of secret gradual path, or lam rim, I think it is 

very important to view this practice as one we will cultivate all the way to the grave.  The 

gradual path focuses on the reality of death very early in its presentation, and in the same 

way we must take the long view.  We’ll need to do the work until death or enlightenment 

- whichever comes first. 
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 The fifth point is measuring progress on the path: how we know we got it right, 

how we know when we are advancing on the contemplative path, and how we know 

where we are along the path. 

 The sixth and seventh steps are pithy reminders that help us put this practice into 

action in everyday life. They include eighteen don'ts and twenty-two do's - phrases like 

"always rely exclusively on the happy mind" and "don't go for the jugular."   

 Earlier I mentioned briefly the preliminary practice of mindfulness, which is 

about learning how to stop our stress-reactive mind and manually override it. It is an 

important practice, because it requires that we use, and thus develop, the prefrontal 

cortex. We saw earlier how important that part of the brain is for our personal growth and 

wellbeing in society. Through manual override of defensive stress reactions, we are 

essentially telling our inner reptile, our dinosaur, our wild child, our traumatized child: 

"Calm down, everything is safe."  In other words, we are whispering to our own mind: 

"It's okay - you can calm down now and disarm; you don't need to be armed and 

dangerous."  This attitude has to be decisive, in that we have to be clear and convinced 

that the danger is over, and we really must want to disarm.  Once we make that decision, 

the message goes out to our nervous system that it is okay to be at peace, that it is okay to 

be used to being at peace, and it's okay to disarm.  It's okay to let go of the trauma. That 

is what mindfulness is all about.  

 In addition to mindfulness practice's benefits of peace and relaxation in the 

moment, just focusing our attention on what's happening in our mind and life also creates 

a platform for learning.  Indeed, the links between our ability to learn, neuroplasticity, 
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and our human tendency to live with stress and trauma are very close.   We learn by 

paying attention, and we can learn because of our nervous system's capacity to change 

through life as it absorbs new information -- i.e. its quality of neuroplasticity, which is 

one of the major breakthroughs in neuroscience. But we can’t learn if we are under stress 

because stress takes over our attention. Have you ever wondered why there are so many 

things that you need to do, so many bad habits you know you need to stop and so many 

good habits you know you need to learn, but somehow you never get around to do much 

about it? That is because stress inhibits our actions to change.  When we are in stress 

mode our mind is in a conservative, self-protective mode, and not open to new 

information. When we are in self-protective mode, then neuroplasticity - which allows 

our nervous system to reboot, to transform, to reprogram itself - is inhibited. Indeed, 

attention and neuroplasticity are minimal in the presence of stress and trauma.   

 If you remember the last time you were really freaked out, you remember that you 

were all over the place: you forgot this; you forgot that. If you feel threatened by 

somebody, you can become completely incoherent that you lose your senses, and you 

regress to your teenage years.  Stress and trauma inhibit learning and neuroplasticity.   If 

we want to relearn a new way of connecting with other people, if we want to dismantle 

the traumatic way of connecting and to engage in a proactive way, a non-violent, kung fu 

way, then we need first of all to be in a place where we can relearn a very primal thing. 

 I do psychotherapy for a living, and people come to me year after year, and we 

joke because we all see the same old patterns repeating time and again, and after twenty 

years of psychoanalysis they say: "I know exactly what's wrong with me, why can't I 

change?"  That's because our emotional brain - that is our limbic brain, that early 
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mammal brain - is operating at a very different level. It's a natural intelligence system 

that is designed to act autonomously if it must, a so-called heterarchical intelligence 

system. That part of our brain also runs our social interactions.  It was programmed in 

childhood, and it is that early programming that we are all milling over and over again in 

psychotherapy. From the contemplative science view, the reason why - to a large extent -

we have such a hard time changing our emotional brain is because we don't know how to 

calm and disarm our minds deeply and strongly enough so that our higher mammalian 

brain, our primate brain and our human brain can intercede; they could actually tell the 

emotional brain: "calm down and think about it in this other way; that's not what's 

happening - this is what's happening."  That learning has to occur, and for that the 

mindful part of our brain, that is the more advanced and highly developed part of our 

brain, must take charge - it has to go back, unlearn and reintegrate everything we learned 

in childhood.   

 

Point One: Relying On the Preliminaries 

 Given this, let’s consider how to use the preliminaries to change our outlook, in 

the sense of how we look at our purpose in life.  Ideally, if we are following the Nalanda 

curriculum in a linear sort of way, then prior to this practice we would have covered two 

major programs.  First is contemplative science, which covers the basic Buddhist 

worldview and details the view of mind inherited by the Tibetans from their Indian 

predecessors.  Second is the gradual path, which I mentioned earlier: the practice of the 

gradual path maps out the whole process of how to move from the most extreme stress to 

the most intense bliss.  Along that path we discover the different horizons of 
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transformation, or mindful healing.  The  first horizon, which is referred to as the first of 

the preliminaries, is learning how to take care of ourselves, learning how to parent 

ourselves, learning how to stop the cycle of stress and violence, and learning how to stop 

our evolutionary hangover and our childhood nightmare.  The gradual path is basically 

‘the preliminaries’ for the mind transforming tradition - as I mentioned earlier, mind 

transforming is a type of secret lam rim that presumes the common lam rim.   

 How do we do change our outlook?  In part, it is through the practice of 

mindfulness. Also, very importantly, it is by learning how to reframe the story of our 

lives.  We begin by understanding and reframing the preciousness of our lives. Why is 

our human life precious?  Is it because we can go out there and get a lot of material stuff, 

because we might need more stuff? But how much stuff do we need and really enjoy 

before worrying about losing it, which stresses us? Surely, we can do better than just 

gather material things and live like squirrels gathering nuts?  The real preciousness of our 

lives lies in this amazing human brain and nervous system that are the basis for our mind: 

we have the equipment to really end our struggle for survival once and for all and to get 

to a place where we can breathe and say: "Wow, I made it and now I'm going to really 

learn how to enjoy life peacefully, without getting all stressed out about survival!" That's 

the preciousness of our human lives.  

 We can learn how to be blissfully happy and incredibly creative. Meditative 

learning is specifically designed to free our incredible brains from the burden of 

evolutionary survival that is reflected in the stress response and from the burden of 

childhood that is reflected in our traumatic memories and our limbic system, in our 

neuroses.  We can learn how to get rid of these negativities through meditation.  It is like 
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disarming HAL, the computer in Arthur Clarke's 2001: A Space Odyssey that went crazy 

and was going to kill everybody.  HAL was being driven by his reptilian brain and his 

reptilian nervous system. The reptilian brain is the predatory or scavenger part of our 

nervous system, and it is even more primitive than the mammalian brain and limbic 

system.  When the reptilian takes over in the form of the stress response, and our limbic 

system takes over in the form of our traumatized-child response that hijacks the 

emotional brain, then we are incapable of civilized living, and we can't do anything right. 

 So, first we need to meditate on the preciousness of life and to reframe our 

purpose in life in terms that can increase peace and wellbeing -  and not in terms that 

generate stress and trauma like accumulating material stuff that will fall apart later on. 

Second, we meditate on the one fact that is certain about this life: that life is impermanent 

and will end someday - that we are going to die.  We don't know when, we don't know 

how, but we know for sure that we only have a limited amount of time.  The good news is 

that we have this precious human life, and the best equipment for happiness, ever.  The 

bad news is we use it or lose it.    

 What we need to understand and realize from this second meditation is that time 

is always waning. And if we are living a life of gathering a few more nuts or fending off a 

few more potential threats, then we are missing the chance to learn how to disarm that 

inner terrorist inside us.  Our inner terrorist feels like a helpless little mammal, a 

frightened little cornered animal or a terrified child.  If we don't learn to calm down that 

terrorist before we die, we may have a scary death: it may not be the white light, and it 

may not be very pleasant.  When we are dying we need to let go of everything and accept 

that we cannot take our wealth, our status, our friends and family, even our body.  The 
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only thing we can take with us at the end is, perhaps, our mind.  As you likely know, 

Tibetans have a highly developed understanding of the death process, and we don’t want 

to be on the bad end of it - that’s some scary stuff.  Maybe some of us don't think we are 

going anywhere after this, but our mind is certainly the last thing with which we are in 

touch. So having a well trained mind can help us into a more peaceful death. 

 In terms of our educated culture, it is a very interesting scientific moment in 

which we find ourselves.  I often spend time dealing with scientists, psychologists, 

psychiatrists, brain researchers and neuroscientists, but I was shocked when a few years 

ago at Columbia University we got together twenty to thirty very eminent philosophers of 

science and mind scientists in the West.  It was obvious is that they’re all completely sold 

on materialism!  They cannot get away from the idea that if a mind depends on a brain, 

then it is just along for the ride.  That means that the mind can’t influence anything really; 

the mind is not really a part of the causal processes.  When it comes to figuring out what 

brains do, that’s what these materialists believe.  But from a Buddhist point of view, this 

is like child’s play - it’s ridiculous, it’s such a silly idea.  Maybe in another century we’ll 

all agree with that; maybe the philosophers will agree with that in fifty years.  Hopefully 

it will only take five or ten years. 

 From a Buddhist point of view, whether or not it’s true, it is a disastrous idea to 

believe that we are our body.  And from the point of view of developing our mind, if 

that’s really the case, then why bother? We’re going to lose it anyway.  We can spend all 

this time developing our mind, and it becomes extremely clear and effective - and then 

it’s all over.  That’s when this theory connects with karma.  The idea that death is 

important is a way of emphasizing the fact that the mind is important - death is the 
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ultimate circumstance in which the only thing we have is our mind.  We can’t rely on our 

friends, our status, or our possessions, and we can’t rely on our body because all this will 

come to an end.  The only thing that we have - the only thing that can influence our 

quality of life in that moment, that last moment of life - is our mind.  Now, why is that 

relevant?  It’s relevant because it’s a limiting case, and it tells us something about the 

importance of all of this.  The fact of death is actually something that we know is true, 

and from that fact we then back it down - we back it from there into every moment by 

reflecting on the fact that death is uncertain and imminent.  The time of death is 

uncertain, but it certainly will happen and could happen at any moment.  So the point is 

that at any moment all we might have is our mind to rely on, and that’s a sobering fact.  

This then puts teeth in the rosy, optimistic view that the mind is a wonderful thing.  

We’re so lucky we have it, and we should develop it - and the fact of death reminds us: 

“You’d better develop it now because you never know when you’re really going to need 

it.”   

 More generally, it is important to train our mind because it is the mind that creates 

our whole life experience and thus determines its quality.  Indeed, each of us creates our 

own suffering and happiness. How do we do that?  Part of the answer lies in 

understanding that what shapes how we live is what goes on inside of us, in our minds 

and bodies, and not what is happening around us outside.  We also need to understand 

what causes our suffering and what causes our happiness: everything that reinforces our 

confidence, our empathy, our creativity, and so on, causes happiness; everything that 

reinforces our stress and trauma, like violence and worst-case-scenario thinking, causes 

misery.  We need to understand that we really can become totally free: we have the 
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equipment already at our disposal. Neuroplasticity allows us to reprogram our whole 

nervous system, including the brain - we can rewire ourselves for happiness. We have 

this incredible genome that can be in so many different states, from totally freaked out to 

totally blissed out.  We can support any of those states, and thanks to neuroplasticity we 

can shift the frequency from one to the other.  We have the capacity to do all that, and we 

just need to learn how.  This book is a distillation of centuries of effort toward that very 

goal.   

 First, we need determination. The thought process goes something like this: I've 

got this amazing life, I've got this amazing nervous system, and I'm going to use them 

before I die. I can have a quality life and a quality death, and I am going for it.  I have to 

master the causality of suffering and develop the causality of happiness, and I'm 

determined to do it - I'm not going to mess around, this is one thing I really want to do in 

my life.   

 What do we need next?  We need reliable help.  We need mentors of happiness, 

just like we had the mentors of suffering - such as our neurotic parents - and we had 

mentors of how to be good consumers, how to go crazy collecting things on TV, how to 

collect information at school, and so on ... it took a village to make us the neurotic people 

that we are. Now we need a village to help us become free from our neuroses and make 

us blissfully and sustainably happy. 

 Where is that village?  We have to find mentors, people who inspire us, who have 

what we want.  They have the knowledge we are need - they have some awareness, some 

energy, some vision.  We also need to find methods and practices that we can follow. 

And we need to find a community that will promote and reinforce this approach to life, 
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because we are such social animals that we don't do anything important alone.  We feel 

much more robust and engaged when we are connected to other human beings, and we 

also learn a lot from each other as we go.  These are the preliminaries, again mostly 

drawn from the common gradual path teachings.   
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CHAPTER 2 

Engaging with Empathy: The Right Bio-Tool for Life in the World  
 

 

Point Two A: Cultivating the Emotional Spirit of Enlightenment 

 Now, after this introduction and brief discussion of the preliminary practices, let’s 

jump into the actual practice, the text proper, of the mind transforming.   The first two 

pithy lines are favorites of mine, and they work well together: Drive all blame into one 

and Always contemplate the kindness of all living beings. 

 

Point 2A1: Drive All Blame Into One 

 This is a very strategic comment.  The shame-and-blame reflex is the 

psychological equivalent of the stress reflex.  If we pay attention, we will notice that 

when we feel threatened psychologically by another person - when we feel that someone 

disapproves of us, and we feel hurt and bad - we start asking ourselves: "Why doesn't she 

like me?" And then maybe we start to feel frightened and then maybe to feel angry.  This 

is how most domestic violence, most feuds, and most terrorism begin. It is accumulated 

shame that is building up into a self-protective freak out: "You're going to alienate me or 

throw me out into the woods, but I'm going to stop you, - you're not going to do that to 

me."  The shame-and-blame reflex is the natural equivalent to shame and rage.  Actually, 

there is medical research that shows that when people start blaming others their blood 

pressure goes up and their heart rate goes up, just like when we feel rage.  So, our 

nervous system feels it right away when we go into blame.  What do we do about that?   
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Once we have gone into shame-and-blame, we have to be careful because we are already 

going down the path of the inner dinosaur.  We are already projecting our minds out into 

the world, and we are getting ready to fight or fly; we are like the Hulk - we are turning 

into an animal, and we need to catch that and turn around.  Drive all blame into one tells 

us that when we start to blame someone else for our unhappiness or for our difficulty, as 

soon as we catch ourselves doing that, we take the blame and turn it around: aim it at the 

blame equipment.  Who is doing the blaming? Don't turn the blame at the person: it's not 

you or me, the lovely human being who just wants to be happy.  There is a self-protecting 

part of our mind that is going into self-protection overkill, like HAL trying to save 

himself by killing everyone through some kind of mutiny aboard the starship Discovery. 

We have to quickly catch that part and stop it from taking over our whole mind: that's 

what drive all blame into one means. If we are really going down this path of learning a 

kung fu way - a fully mindful way of dealing with stressful social interactions - we need 

to stop our inner reptile from running the show.  We must not let the knee-jerk reflex of 

shame-and-blame take over and turn us into a social misfit.   

 We all need to part ways with shame-and-blame, and this is a hard thing to do.  

What happens when shame-and-blame kicks in is that we have a takeover of what I call 

the self-indulgent mind. Some people translate it as the self cherishing mind, but I don’t 

like that translation.  I see nothing wrong with cherishing yourself if it is genuine.  But 

what we are talking about here is indulging a weakness.  We are talking about something 

which is not good for us while love is good for us.  But it is not love if it is in the guise of 

self-love and if we are getting pissed off at people and thinking: "What terrible people 

they are!" and “How alone I am; how hopeless and powerless I am in the world.” Here 
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we are either going into self-pity or shame-and-blame.  Actually, we're just freaking out 

and activating our cornered, traumatized child.   

 Let us go into how this happens in childhood development, how we develop this 

identification with feeling threatened by others who don't love us or who are difficult.  

We go out into the world, and we want people to love us - it's just human.  When they 

don't, because they are stressed out or they are busy or they are angry for whatever 

reason, we don't see it that way.  We think that they don't love us because something is 

wrong with us. We then feel like a panicked and traumatized child. "How can I live in the 

world if you don't love me, if this is a cold, cruel world, nobody loves me, everybody 

hates me, let me go eat worms – how can I live?  So it must be my fault - what is wrong 

with me for being so imperfect?”   

 This is the self-indulgence that we have to catch and contain - not because there's 

anything wrong with our inner child or traumatized child; there is nothing wrong with 

being traumatized. But there is something wrong in letting the traumatized child inside us 

take over our whole self, becoming more upset and then repeat traumas by going off like 

a loose cannon on our lives. That part of us should not be put at the helm of our lives in 

society, either our work lives or our personal lives. Watch out for that person: that 

traumatized child that will come up again and again and say: "you need me to take care of 

you because nobody is going to love you like I am."  It's like Gollum in Lord of the Rings 

screaming: "Precious, Precious!"  So we have to learn to be tough.  That's the first 

element of discipline.  We'll come back to the traumatized child again because we need to 

learn to restrain it, disarm it, override it, and tame it.  And eventually, we need to learn 

how to totally heal and transform it so that it isn't there anymore.  Once we really have 
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healed the traumatic reactivity, we just don't respond like that anymore.  It’s too bad that 

at the beginning we can't do that, for it's too hard.  At the beginning we're lucky if we can 

restrain it.  We have to try really hard - we must tell ourselves: "I'm really not going to 

get mad, I'm going to count to ten, and I’m going to think about the Buddha." 

 So that's the first part of this practice: we have to disarm and keep ourselves from 

losing our cool and getting carried away by our inner reptile or our traumatized child or 

our wild child.  Once we have done that, we can move forward.  The Dalai Lama loves 

car analogies, and the analogy with the car is that, with manual transmission, if we are in 

overdrive we first have to downshift into neutral before we can move forward again: to 

disarm, drive all blame into one is our downshift, so get into neutral now! 

 

Point 2A2: Contemplate the Kindness of All Living Beings 

 How do we proceed next - how do we connect with others?  We always 

contemplate the kindness of all living beings.  Now that sounds strange: the last time I 

checked, all living beings were not kind!  However, this phrase presupposes two very 

interesting things:  one is that all life has to have some kindness, some kind of sexual 

reproduction and nurturing or self-soothing or caring for us to be.  There has to be the 

happy reptile.  The idea here is that one way we disarm our reptilian mind is that we drive 

all blame into one: we stay firm with it - we don't let our negative mind push us around.  

Then we have to engage the positive part of our limbic mind.  The limbic mind is the 

early mammalian mind that learned how to recognize kin so that mothers could nurse 

their helpless young. Some may wonder, why bother to nurse a few helpless creatures? 

That is what evolution decided to do, and it seems to have worked in some funny kind of 
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way. A mother had to be able to override her stress and fear, her self-protective instincts, 

and empathize with that little helpless one in order to become nurturing.  Nowadays, 

people call it "the equipment of social engagement."  How do we get that?   We do it by 

recognizing kin, and that can be done with the part of our mind that evolved further.  

 There is a line in the current thinking in social evolution that came out of a 

mathematical theorem developed by William Donald Hamilton. Hamilton showed that 

one could predict that altruism would be selected as a gene if there was kin-directed 

altruism; in other words, if one group of animals looked after other animals that had their 

genes, then those genes would be protected and would survive.  Hamilton established one 

of the first game-theory models that explained how social cooperation actually evolved.  

How is it possible if life is a struggle for survival?  One of the things that happens in 

early mammal bonding is kin recognition.  When a mammal in the sensitive period of 

development sees other similar mammals, it comes to recognize them as kin, as part of 

the family, as part of me, as part of mother. And so we have a family feeling towards that 

kind of a person that is like us.  Eventually, as our brains evolved, we developed other, 

more open strategies. It is interesting that other animals that predate the more advanced 

mammals, such as birds, are capable of altruistic behavior.  For example, among birds, if 

a mother is rooting and another little creature, even from another species, comes into her 

nest, that mother will tend to recognize it as kin and groom it and treat it as such. And the 

siblings will recognize it as kin also. 

 So, what are we doing when we meditate on “the kindness of all living beings" as 

this practice recommends?   We're not meditating on how kind they are.  We are trying to 

find something in them that helps us to recognize them as kin, as beings with some 
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kindness, and also to recognize that under the skin we have family feelings.  Instead of 

allowing the limbic brain to treat other people as enemies and threats, we override that 

tendency and train to treat other people as family.  That opens the space for our primate 

cortex to take the wheel. So we have calmed down the reptile in us, we've calmed down 

the early mammal in us - the limbic system - and now the more highly developed part of 

the brain can get in gear and run our social interactions.  This is the altruistic mind in the 

making, and it is geared for social living. 

 Another way of saying this is that the mammal mind, the primate mind, the 

prefrontal cortex, the human cortex and the primal cortex can really thrive only when the 

limbic system operates in a friendly mode and the reptilian system is in happy reptile 

mode.  In short, we have to get the reptile system in happy reptile mode and the limbic 

system in friendly kin mode. That's how we disarm the limbic brain.  And then we can 

live up to our highest capacities.  That is what this whole practice is designed to do. 

 

Compassion and Wisdom: A Brief Discussion of Their Unity 

 Earlier I mentioned Chandrakirti and Shantideva, the two teachers at Nalanda 

University who began to integrate the two branches of Buddhism, compassion and 

wisdom. Chandrakirti, whom I spent many years studying, is revered by Tibetans. 

Buddhists say that he was like the sun and moon of the teachings because he wrote such 

clear commentaries, although not many people know much about him.  Yet he is a 

philosopher's philosopher, very serene and clear. And he was the first at trying to 

integrate these two components of Buddhism: on the one hand, the tradition of wisdom 

that is known as the profound view of reality, an understanding of what I call wise 
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openness; and on the other, the magnificent tradition of compassionate action, or what I 

like to describe as compassionate openness.  After Chandrakirti, Shantideva, who was his 

spiritual grandson, synthesized the two components into this form of mind transforming. 

 We are going to get into the heart of compassion practice next, so let’s discuss 

empathy and cultivating compassion. Buddhist views on compassion are complex and not 

always in agreement. The traditional view, as I’ve mentioned is that there are two kinds 

of compassion, sometimes referred to as ultimate and conventional, or as absolute and 

relative compassion.  But the Nalanda tradition is a synthetic tradition that attempts to 

integrate everything we - the busy people that we are - need to practice, even components 

that may have been parts of other disciplines initially. Following the Nalanda tradition, 

when I talk about compassion, I talk about one type of compassion and the two elements 

needed to move from thought to action, to become effective compassionate action:  a 

cognitive, analytical element and an emotional, heartfelt element.  The cognitive element 

refers to a state of being open-minded enough to be able to see and to feel another being - 

to use our awareness to reach out and to "know" who is in front of us, who is out there.  

That is why I like to refer to the cognitive element as "radical openness."   On the other 

hand, when we feel warm-hearted towards another human being, when we want to 

embrace someone or connect with someone with tender loving care, to tolerate another 

being even when he or she is being difficult, that's the emotional, or heartfelt, form of 

compassion. 

 We will come back many times to compassion and what it means in Buddhist 

culture. One general point I would like to make here is that it is not what we call 

compassion in the West. I was raised Catholic and taught that Christ died for our sins, 
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and therefore we should always be nice.  This Western tradition is a little bit mindless: it 

asks us to "just be nice and don't think about it - just follow the instructions."  In Buddhist 

culture compassion comes in four forms, and each form comes with its own pair of 

cognitive and emotional elements. Let me give you a little taste of this view of 

compassion. 

 The first form of compassion is sentimental compassion.  This is about trying to 

be nice because we are nice people who want the world to be nice.  We don't understand 

the problem, we don't understand what will help, but we want to help - and we're so full 

of our wanting to help that we're not looking at whether we really can help or how to 

help.  One of my dear teachers in the Tibetan tradition, Gelek Rinpoche, calls this idiotic 

compassion.  It is the compassion I learned in Catholic school.  And it is important 

because to develop real compassion we need to have the sensitivity to value compassion 

and the wish to develop it; but to be compassionate just because it is said to be something 

positive is not enough to make it true compassion.   

 For Buddhists compassion is not only an emotional state but also an act and a 

natural force in the world. For an act to be compassionate, it has to be effective - it has to 

reduce suffering. And that is the case if compassion is genuine, if it is real. There is a 

cognitive element in compassion: we have to understand why others suffer, and we have 

to know how we can help them, how we can act in a practical, helpful way. Here is a 

quality that keeps on coming back in Buddhist tradition: for anything to be considered 

genuine, whether it is knowledge, or compassion, or love or any other quality, it has to 

work in real life.  Buddhists are very practical in terms of efficiency and outcome.  That 
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is why modern science likes Buddhism, because it is practical, which means it is user-

friendly.   

 The second form is what I like to call narrative compassion, the compassion that 

sees "the story" of suffering.  Each of us is caught up in a story of suffering, in the history 

of suffering that explains the suffering and involves compassion.  We humans like to tell 

ourselves stories all the time, stories about our lives, about those around us, and about 

who we are.  So, when compassion comes up, the story we tell ourselves is about a living 

being who is caught in suffering.  Examples of effective compassionate action include a 

good documentary film, or a poignant photograph exposing suffering in a magazine in an 

article about suffering - or a psychotherapist listening to a patient's story of suffering and 

repeating it to the patient in a way that the patient can tell that the psychotherapist truly 

understands what the patient is going through, where and how he or she hurts. For the 

psychotherapist, however, the story goes further: it is not only the story of this one 

individual or this particular life - it is ‘the story of life’ itself. 

 Borrowing from an enlightened Christian tradition, we might say that this is 

consistent with the notion of the universe of the French Catholic priest and philosopher 

Pierre Teilhard de Chardin.  He conceived of the universe as naturally unfolding through 

a series evolutionary phases, from the geosphere (formation of inanimate matter), to the 

biosphere (live matter), and then, in the present phase, the noosphere (human minds, 

making up a unified consciousnesses). For Teilhard de Chardin, the noosphere is the 

result of the interaction between human minds, sort of like an evolving, inclusive, human 

consciousness.  As humans have evolved and organized themselves in increasingly more 

complex forms for living in society, they have transformed human consciousness.  In this 
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context, there is an understanding that evolution generated a tremendous amount of 

unnecessary suffering, and, yet, through that suffering, consciousness developed and 

eventually attained higher forms of consciousness including love, compassion, and 

altruism.  We, as mammals, are the heirs of this evolution.  And the transformation of 

consciousness continues. The question is: how are we going to use these capabilities for 

higher consciousness? If we don't recognize that we are capable of higher forms of 

consciousness - that we have amazing skills to help us lead peaceful happy lives and in 

harmony with others in the world - then instead we will act like frightened reptiles and 

see others as threats, as enemies.  If that is the case, then we're not understanding our own 

suffering, and, more exactly, the causes of our suffering: that we humans are stuck 

fighting a battle for survival that we already won.   Or it can be the story of suffering 

when we feel threatened by others, like a frightened child in need of parents to take care 

of us. This is narrative compassion. 

 The third form of compassion is what I call technical compassion.  Unlike the 

compassion of the therapist who, as we saw earlier, has a heartfelt way of retelling the 

story to his patients, this is the compassion of the psychoanalyst who proceeds in a more 

mechanical way, analyzing our mind by breaking it down into individual emotional 

patterns: this habit produces that habit, and that habit produces the other habit.  It is the 

case of the surgeon who looks at a patient's body as a living machine, an assembly of 

causes and effects with nothing personal to it.  And, in fact, one of the foundations of 

Buddhist thought is that the mind and body are totally conditioned by causes and 

conditions: we suffer because we fall into patterns of causality that create suffering, and 

we enjoy because we fall into patterns of causality that create happiness.   
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 This is not a personal process: it happens to all human beings. Technical 

compassion is the compassion that understands the patterns of cause and effect in which 

we get stuck.  It understands how emotions erupt, and who and what triggers them: what 

behavior, what memories and confusions, and what chemicals.  With clear understanding 

of these causal patterns, we can intervene effectively to increase happiness and reduce 

suffering, ours as well as others’.  We see technical compassion in action in the case of a 

mother with her crying baby. The baby can't tell why it's crying and doesn't know why it's 

crying, but it feels that something's wrong.  Over time, the mother - like all mammal 

mothers - learns from experience what ails her child; she feels empathy, she falls into 

rhythm with her child, and she can tell when the baby is hungry.  

 The fourth form of compassion is spontaneous or unconditional compassion. I 

also like to call this type unconditional compassion, for in this case there's no thought, no 

planning: it just happens.  That's genuine compassion. This is the compassion that arises 

when the borders between individuals blur. It is best understood from the perspective of a 

mother or father, or some heroic person who, without thinking about their own self, sees 

the danger in a situation and steps in to grab a child out of danger's way.  Many of us 

have heard stories about people who could somehow, miraculously and without thinking, 

lift a car to get someone who was stuck under it, as a reflex. Spontaneous compassion is 

something at which good parents become good; they can blur the lines between them and 

their children. And all of us do that when we are in love - that is what love is, blurring the 

lines between self and others.  Shantideva said that if we identify this body we carry 

around and live in as ‘our body’ - even if it clearly does not come from us but from our 
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mother's egg and father's sperm - then why can't we identify another's body as ours as 

well, if it is just as "other"? The psychologist Heinz Kohut refers to this blurring of 

individual lines as "cosmic narcissism" - self-love that is expanded toward all life, not 

just my life or your life.  The question is: if we do it for another human being, like our 

child, can we do it for anyone else?  And the answer is we can - with spontaneous, 

unconditional, or natural compassion. We have that capacity. 

 With this brief typology of compassion, let’s now get back to Transforming the 

Mind in Seven Steps. The text is structured in two parts. One deals with the cognitive 

part, which people call ultimate compassion, or ultimate bodhichitta, which again really 

means love and compassion. And the other deals with the emotional part, which people 

call conventional compassion, or relative compassion. I like to refer to them as 

compassion and openness, or together as compassionate openness, for as we noted 

earlier, Chandrakirti unifies them.  Someone showed me a text on this practice that had 

been posted on the internet.  Like Alan Wallace's text, which I use as a reference in our 

Nalanda classes, it followed a different order than our text.  This can create confusion.  

But the explanation is straightforward. Since there are two parts to this art, there are two 

different ways of teaching, and learning, this practice: we either put compassion first and 

wisdom second, or wisdom first and compassion second.  Most people, including Alan 

Wallace in his Buddhism With an Attitude, put wisdom first and compassion second.  The 

Gelukpa and Sakya lineages, and others, put compassion first and wisdom second.  I'll 

explain why this is not insignificant.   
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 There is a line in the text that says that we should consider, meaning contemplate, 

the dreamlike nature of all things - meaning that everything in life exists as if in a dream 

because in Buddhism everything is empty of true, intrinsic, independent existence.  There 

is nothing in life that cannot be changed by some factor, nothing that is truly and 

absolutely independent: everything is relative to something else.  If we understand some 

of these ideas, we can say that even this practice itself doesn't exist - that's wisdom!  In 

Buddhism, wisdom wants to cut through everything, to free and to open everything - and 

that's fine as a part of the practice.  The concern of many scholars in this tradition - going 

all the way back to Asanga, one of the great teachers at Nalanda University in the fourth 

century - is that beginning in this way may lead to nihilism. This can be the case for 

Westerners, who are trained in nihilism: for materialists, it is all about matter, and the 

mind is of no concern. In this case nothing much matters then: we can go on living, 

eating, and drinking as we please, and why bother with ethics?  And that's how we have 

this society of ours.  Or, looking at it in another way:  driven by the desire to be less 

inhibited and more self-indulgent, we humans developed a taste for materialism.  This 

materialistic ideology, this approach to life, rationalizes the kind of careless behavior we 

find everywhere around us. 

 Philosophical and historical musings aside, the concern among some in the 

tradition is that if we learn about profound emptiness first, we may not be ready for it.  

We could become too open minded and nihilistic, thinking: "Why does it matter, if 

everything is equally empty, or everything is relative, why should I worry if anybody else 

is suffering, why should I bother working so hard at becoming a kind person if it is all 

relative anyway?" In order to build a good foundation, we have the preliminaries, and 
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perhaps a better way to proceed is to train in compassion first.  First, understand the 

imperative of compassion and learn to be a kind enough person, so that when we begin to 

practice the profound wisdom that opens our mind, there's a heart there that can open as 

well.  The heart is primed and ready to open, to connect, and not to fall into nothingness, 

nihilism. 

 Now, some of us may do fine beginning with wisdom - maybe we need the 

wisdom more.  There's no one unique right way to do this; everybody's different.  That's 

why the Nalanda syllabus for this course includes texts that diverge in potentially 

confusing ways, so that we can determine what works individually.  What is important 

here is that we are trying to bring both our mind and our heart along in a very specific 

way: the heart and the mind work together to help us to engage others, to live in harmony 

with them, to have a happy social life.  We need to train our hearts and our minds 

individually and collectively - and that's what we are trying to do here.   

 Part of the essential teaching on emptiness is to understand what to negate and 

what to keep.  We don't want to negate too much or too little - we just want to remove 

what is not real, what is driving us into cycles of stress and trauma. Like a good surgeon, 

we want to take out the sick tissue and to keep the healthy tissue.  Buddhists warn that 

emptiness is a powerful medicine and compare it to medicinal snake venom: it is useful if 

we know how to use it, but if not it can kill us. So we need to learn what it is first.  When 

Buddhists say that things are empty, it does not mean that they do not exist or that they 

are somehow dead or not important.  In this context, emptiness does not mean 

nothingness. The word that Buddhists use for emptiness in Sanskrit is the number zero, 

which is an Indian invention, to indicate an absence of something, something that we 
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expect to be there but is not.  This is very different from nothingness.  In fact, Buddhists 

talk about the emptiness of all phenomena, including the emptiness of being and the 

emptiness of nothingness - there is even the emptiness of emptiness!  We'll get there 

later.   

 So what is it that we expect to see in living beings?  Let us start with our own 

selves. In the context of our human evolution, we have gone through eons of self-

protective instincts and eons of thinking: "I have to protect myself to survive - I'm 

number one, it's all about my life and death, these cells, this body, that's it."  After eons of 

thinking that way we have become "self-reifying", meaning that we have a tendency to 

see more reality in our selves, or an image of our selves or our concepts, than is really 

there.  To the contrary, emptiness tells us, that kind of reality that we see in there is not 

there; the kind of reality that we think is there is not there.  What kind of reality do we 

think is there? A reality in which our bodies are fixed, self-contained, permanent, whole 

and undivided, because we want to live eternally - that's our narcissism.  And we project 

the same type of thoughts into everything: we want to see our bodies as fixed and eternal, 

and so we naturally see everything else as fixed and eternal. But in reality, if we look at 

things carefully and thoughtfully, nothing is fixed, and everything is changing all the 

time.  Everything is impermanent - including our bodies.  As we age, we can check in the 

mirror: it's never what it used to be, and then it's gone.  In order to see what is actually 

there, we need to learn to recognize our bodies are - like everything else - an endless 

series of relative causes and conditions.  What is not there is something that is not part of 

that endless series of relative causes and conditions, something that exists on its own 
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fixed, independent and therefore unalterable way, or as this text says, something that 

exists from its own side, objectively. 

 What is the link between emptiness and compassion? How is it that the wisdom 

that understands emptiness helps compassion?  To answer, let us go back to Nagarjuna, 

the great teacher of how to be in the world with compassion, the champion of the 

engaged teaching of Buddhism.  Earlier I explained that he said that to some people the 

Buddha taught this profound, awe-inspiring practice of enlightenment which is 

essentially the "emptiness which is the womb of compassion".  That is one way of 

translating Nagarjuna's words - emptiness as the wisdom that opens room for 

compassion.  What kind of emptiness opens room for compassion?  When we get out of 

our own selves and go beyond our threatened sense of survival - when we stop 

identifying with the reptile within us or the scared child within us - when we get out of 

our stress-and-trauma mode, then it becomes a lot easier to focus on others, to know 

others.  It is in fact the self-protective, self-indulgent self, the self-pitying self, or 

sometimes self-destructive self, that is gripped by the fear of survival, suffering either 

from an evolutionary hangover in the form of stress, or from a childhood hangover in the 

form of clinging to trauma and thinking: "I'm too small and helpless and powerless - I 

really can't do this ‘life’ thing. I really need a parent - where are you?" 

 What is the emptiness that is related to the womb of compassion?  It is the 

emptiness we finally see when realizing that we do not have the kind of self that stands 

alone, that is unrelated, separate in the world and therefore in a very precarious position - 

the kind of self that is fixed, the undeniable center of our world that we have to defend 

and protect. We see that this is not really the kind of self that we have; instead, what we 
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have is a self that is always changing, that is related to others, that is infinitely 

interconnected with the environment, with other people, with evolution. Once we 

overcome the sense that we are helpless and powerless, the nightmare of living a life 

driven by stress and trauma is over, and then we can start paying attention to others, truly.   

 What Nagarjuna is telling us is that when we see, and recognize, how false is that 

notion that we are the center of our universe, then compassion becomes much more 

natural. We begin to see that our life exists in interrelated networks with others. And then 

the right tool for building a happier and freer life is to start feeling compassion.  If our 

life exists in relation to everything that is going on around us, then we should be aware of 

those relationships and be concerned about how life is going for other people in part 

because those relationships will make us happy or will make us suffer.  Also, on another 

level, there is an imperative.  Once we realize we're not at the center of the universe but 

that we do live as obligate mammals - that our lives consist of a network of infinite 

relationships - then it's all in our hands.  Everywhere and everything is right in our hands, 

and we know that our life depends on everybody else’s being happy.  If there is just one 

person who is disgruntled enough, he or she could take me out.  It's really that simple: if 

we see our lives existing in interrelationship with the world, it becomes enlightened self-

interest to care about others.  As the Dalai Lama likes to say, if we are going to be selfish, 

we should be wise-selfish. 

 With this understanding of emptiness and this acceptance of our infinite 

interconnectedness, we move forward to develop our compassion with the two pithy lines 

from earlier: drive all blame into one and contemplate the kindness of all living beings.   
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And they can be gear-shifting lines, for they can shift our focus of attention away from 

suffering and the cycle of stress and trauma. They are gear-shifting because when we 

drive all blame into one, we stop the shame-and-blame reflex, and instead we turn inside 

ourselves to find why we are feeling unhappy.  This is not easy. It takes decades to 

develop that kind of objectivity, or consciousness. Drive all blame into one means to give 

up the knee-jerk reaction triggered by the reflex to protect ourselves, which is to blame 

other people whenever we are unhappy.  It is the childish reflex - this is what children do.   

Children do not feel that they have within them the power to make themselves happy.  As 

children we perceive adults, especially our parents, as incredibly powerful beings who 

can do all sorts of things to make us happy - and, of course, there is a bit of wishful 

thinking on the parents' side also, to be always able to make our children happy. This 

might be from where the concept of God as a super powerful parent comes. And wouldn't 

it be nice if the universe were like a big super parent, able to provide happiness at our 

wish?  But the Buddhist view is fairly critical of this kind of thinking, especially because 

it keeps us childish and looking outside of ourselves as we look for our own happiness.  

So when we say to ourselves drive all blame into one, it keeps us accountable for the 

quality of our interaction with the world.   

 So, if I'm unhappy with the quality of my interaction with the world, what am I 

going to do about it once I drive all blame into one?   That might mean getting 

professional help to figure out why I'm unhappy. But help will not be effective if we keep 

blaming others for our unhappiness, for our suffering.  What we need to do is to take 

responsibility for our own suffering, to reframe the situation that is upsetting us, and to 

look at it from a more practical perspective.  And this is the reason that this pithy line is 
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there - to help us shift out of the unhappy mode, the stress-reactive compulsive mode of 

engaging like a child with the world, looking for mother to make it all better.  That's what 

we want, and when it's not like that, then we get angry.  There is nothing wrong with 

children - children are beautiful.  And there's nothing wrong about wanting someone else 

to take the burden of responsibility.  But if we're not children any longer, and there are 

not many evolved beings around us to guide us and keep us calm and happy - to parent us 

- then staying in that mode becomes self-destructive.  We need to realize that, in fact, we 

are the ones in the best position to make ourselves happy. We need to start using our 

capacities fully and to stop waiting for mother to show up to take care of us. 

 Again, using the car metaphor, we have to downshift from the shame-and-blame 

position by remembering to drive all blame into one.  The word blame is chosen in this 

context not because we want to develop hostility towards our selves, but because it is the 

blame and hostility that we all feel inside that triggers a knee-jerk, self-protective reaction 

towards people who frighten us or upset us.  We need to know what to do with that - how 

to turn it around.  As I said earlier, we are not to blame: we are a perfectly lovable, 

wonderful human being who deserves to be happy.  Look instead for that part of our self 

that goes around looking for mother and doing the blaming. We need to stop indulging 

ourselves and start putting our adult, wiser self in the parent seat: we need to take 

responsibility for our own happiness. We tell ourselves: "Okay now, since I'm the parent 

for myself, how can I take care of my own inner child?"  Don't let our inner child run the 

show; we blame ourselves, in a way, for indulging that part instead of engaging skillfully.  

It's similar to the guilt of the healthy parent who thinks: "I didn't deal with that very 

well".  Sometimes we're wrong, and sometimes we blame ourselves too much - but if it 
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weren't for parental guilt, there would be a lot more misunderstanding and misperception 

of reality, and we wouldn't learn how to be good parents over time, through trial and 

error.   

 We need to have the wisdom and the objectivity to see how we are making 

trouble for ourselves by projecting our fears on others. In psychology, we talk about the 

locus of control: where do we as people see the control on our lives?  Who is in control?  

In the child's position, the place of control is outside of the self - it lies in others: “Others 

are in control of my happiness. I'm just a child - I'm disempowered, helpless, and 

powerless.”  The adult position, in contrast, is the more empowered individual: “I can 

make a difference. I can do something for myself, and I can make my self happy.  I can 

reframe the issue and look at the situation in another way.  What can I do to change what 

is causing my unhappiness?”  In this case, the locus of control is with me: “I'm 

responsible.”  That is the goal.  

 We should not give our power over ourselves to other people, for most of them 

won't know what to do with it.  This could work if we were giving it over to a buddha, a 

mentor who could teach us and help us on the way to happiness.  And in fact that's what 

taking refuge means. Here is a very important term in Buddhism: going for refuge. It 

means going to safe and reliable sources for learning and help. So, if we are going to take 

refuge, be rational about it. Take responsibility for our own happiness and carefully 

assess the force on which we are relying to provide refuge: is it providing helpful 

guidance or just another form of trouble?  To take refuge in a way that helps us regain our 

balance and wellbeing; we need to understand the basic causes and conditions that 

produce suffering and the basic qualities it takes to be an effective refuge - one that will 
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provide safety and practical knowledge. Then we go and shop around for one, just like 

when we are looking for a good doctor. So, we have to think about these things, and we 

have to behave like adults. This is the wisdom in drive all blame into one. 

 Now we move from the wisdom part to the compassion part: contemplate the 

kindness of all living beings.  Here we are talking about engaging with others in a helpful 

way, using our social skills, our social intelligence. There are two ways in which people 

go about this, in line with this distinction between wisdom and compassion.  Buddhists 

often talk about the "non-duality" of this practice.  Non-dualistic in this case means 

inseparable:  wisdom and compassion are inseparable, as two sides of a coin. At an 

earlier stage in our spiritual lives we might have been looking for happiness outside the 

world, as some sort of escape, somewhere that is not here.  But now we are looking for 

happiness in the world: We have the courage to know that there is no escape - the only 

way out of suffering is through our interconnectedness with the world and how we relate 

to our life and everyone in it. And so we have chosen a non-dual path, a path that sees our 

spiritual life, our contemplative life, our happiness in this world and not somewhere else, 

not separate from the world but engaging with the world in a different way.   

 So this is a non-dualistic practice. But because our minds are dualistic, it is easier 

for us to begin in a dualistic way.  We learn first compassion or we learn first wisdom, 

however our own mind works best.   
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Traditional Methods of Developing Compassion:  Shantideva and Asanga 

 We will talk now about two specific ways for developing compassion in the 

Tibetan tradition, Shantideva's Four Steps for Exchanging Self and Other, and Asanga's 

Seven Steps for Building Compassion.  We discussed Asanga’s a bit already. We will go 

over these two practices because they are both instructive and beautiful, and Buddhists 

recommend that both be practiced together. They say that Shantideva's Four Steps is for 

our minds, and recommend it for people who learn about compassion more easily after 

developing some understanding of the wisdom of emptiness, or "from the mind down".  

On the other hand, Asanga's art for building compassion is a heart-centered practice, 

good for building compassion first and wisdom second, "from the heart up".  Tibetan 

Buddhists recommend, in their very own Tibetan, non-dualistic way, that we should 

practice both of them together.  As one of my teachers Gelek Rinpoche likes to say, this 

is a 7-11 practice, like the 7-11 stores that are always open for everyone all the time - or, 

now everything is 24/7. 

 Shantideva's Four Steps for Exchanging Self and Other should not be taken 

literally. This is not about exchanging one's self for another; it is shorthand for 

exchanging self-indulgence (meaning self-centeredness, self-pity, self-destructiveness) 

for enlightened altruism.  How do we move from such negative to positive positions? We 

do it in four steps: equalizing our self with others, recognizing the costs of self-

indulgence, realizing the benefits of love and compassion, and, lastly, replacing self-

indulgence for altruism. 
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 The first step is equalize ourselves and others. We begin by taking ourselves out 

of our embattled, self-enclosed, myopic space in which each of us lives, where we can 

easily feel threatened and get easily frightened. In this space, we all divide people in three 

groups. The first group is made of people we hold dear, our friends and dear family; we 

easily become overly attached to them and cling on to them. The second group is made of 

people to whom we are averse.  Because they can hurt us or they have hurt us in the past, 

they are our enemies; and we can be overly averse to them, in the sense that only their 

presence, or even the thought of them, upsets us. The third group is made of those people 

to whom we are indifferent and ignore. This is the majority of people, and we act as if 

they do not exist at all. Surely we can all relate to this labeling of the people in our lives, 

and it seems natural. But when we think of it, it's kind of an irrational way to live.   

 First, this labeling goes against the rational objective of fairness and justice for 

all.  In science, in biology, if one life matters, then all life matters - that's just fair.  

Americans can understand this more easily because it is in the fabric of our Constitution 

and in our democratic sense of equality.  But this does not mean necessarily that it is the 

way we approach life on the ground.  We learn about the ideals of justice and fairness for 

all, but we don't learn how to carry out those ideals.  It is like Sunday school, where we 

are told that we should be loving, kind, and compassionate to others, but no one ever tells 

us how.  We are told just to believe, and if we're having a hard time believing, then we 

are in trouble.   

 How do we behave as a kind person, especially in a world where most people are 

not kind, or do not seem kind?  The first step is we equalize:  we practice resisting the 

natural self-protective tendency to wall off most people and to focus on just those few 
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that are really close - the others are either our enemies or just completely inconsequential. 

We can resist that tendency by trying to stretch our capacity to see our loved ones 

objectively and to accept them as they are, realistically - as people just like me and not in 

a cherished, cloudy, fuzzy notion of how perfect they are and how good they are to me.  

To really see them and understand that they are people just like everybody else, 

sometimes behaving kindly and sometimes not so. The same is valid for our enemies and 

those to whom we are indifferent: relationships change, and people change.   

 For example, we tend to idealize our parents and develop intense relationships 

with them. In the Buddhist view the relationship between parents and children is a little 

cooler because of the belief in reincarnation: for them, we have all had many lives - we 

have been each other's mothers, fathers, aunts and uncles, friends and enemies.  In a way, 

it washes out over time.  The Buddhist view is that we are not the creators of our 

children, as some sort of mini-Gods that must take care of our children in a high-powered 

way. As parents we are more like a hotelier: our children are just passing through. We do 

the sheets, we provide a little food here and there, maybe answer a few questions to guide 

them, and then they are off! 

 So equalizing is the first step: we try to resist this tendency to divide people and 

instead come to the realization that our lives, and even our very existence, depends on all 

living beings, in some sense equally.  Think of all the people who produce our food and 

clothes and things, and yet we are indifferent to them - and then it becomes realistic and 

scientific and pragmatic to start thinking about everybody equally.  
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 The second step, recognize the costs of self-indulgence, is akin to drive all blame 

into one in the sense that it targets that part of us that likes to engage in self-indulgence, 

or self-pity.  It's a step to remind us that all the unhappiness that we feel does not come 

from bad conditions in the world, like my boss and his deadline, or the IRS imposing 

taxes, or the government deciding to go to war, or our neighbors. Instead, it comes from 

our self-indulgent mind.  If we realize that we have the ultimate equipment to move our 

attention from one thing to another, or from one emotion to another, to face a life of 

infinite social relations and complicated cultural challenges, then we begin to feel 

powerful and capable. And we sometimes do - we get to feel healthy pride, and we feel 

almost unbeatable. But most often we don't.  Instead, we feel like helpless, powerless 

children most of the time.  That’s self-defeating, myopic, self-enclosing mind - the mind 

that is still stuck in the fox hole, the fox hole of childhood, or the foxhole of past 

evolution.  That is the second step: to contemplate the costs of self-pity, self-indulgence, 

and self-inflation.   

 To be honest and fair to ourselves, we are not bad because sometimes we indulge.  

Again, we are just trying to take care of ourselves as best we can, and there is nothing 

wrong with that.  It is like a kid trying to take full care of a pet - it is a bit unrealistic.  

When we learned how to take care of ourselves, we were only 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7 years old; 

true, all of the emotional routines that we use to take care of ourselves in our present lives 

were in place by the time we were seven years old or so.  So how sophisticated are these 

routines, how effective do we think they really are?  How realistic are they from the point 

of view of cognitive skills?  Surely they can use some updating, for facing reality as an 

adult is very different. Something of which I often remind myself is when I was six years 
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old I was in Switzerland on this street in Fribourg - it seemed so immense to me.  

Everything was there: a bakery, a school, a lot of fascinating construction and activity 

always going on - stuff everywhere.  Then when I went back with my family in my 

college years, and we looked up that street - and it looked so much smaller!  What 

happened?  The street surely had not changed - I had.  But my perspective had not: in my 

mind, that street was still as big as it had been when I was there as a child.  And it is hard 

for me to remember it any other way, even after seeing it as an adult.  So it's like a 

distortion, a time warp.  This is just one example of how we still live from what we 

learned in our childhood. And it's not just that the world looked so much bigger; it's also 

that we were so much smaller - we felt so small relative to others and the outside world.  

And we go through our adult lives with that small image of ourselves, for we are still 

emotionally stuck in childhood.  We have to update that memory in a very visceral way, 

and that's Shantideva's second step. 

 There is another way to look at this second step.  Think of a cockroach, or a water 

bug. There it comes out of the tub in the middle of the night - it's terrifying, and we don't 

know what to do!  If we're a Buddhist, we don't want to squash it, since it was once our 

mother.  If we could catch it, we could put it out the window, safely - so we have to think 

about how to catch it without squashing it, which is a nightmare.  But it does engage us in 

spending some time with this little creature, and we wonder, as our heart starts to pound: 

"Is it going to come toward me??"  Then we step back and ask: "What just happened? I 

was terrified by this little bug, this insect that could not possibly harm me." Ask the 

question: "If I feel threatened by this little bug, how big do I see myself? How realistic is 

this fear, if my intelligence is a billion times larger than this creature's, and my body is 
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thousands of times larger - I'm so much more powerful, there is no way it can hurt me, 

and yet I'm  terrified." That's the emotional mind!  Yet it's not just emotions and stress; 

there’s a perceptual distortion that is taking place too - somehow we see this little bug as 

threatening.  We see this little teeny thing as threatening, and in order to see it as 

threatening, we must be seriously blowing it up in size and seriously shrinking ourselves. 

In fact what we shrank back to childhood size - these perception quirks arise when we get 

into these large/small considerations. 

 In any case, we have to deprogram ourselves out of this self-indulgence. 

Psychotherapy can help to some extent, but it can be quite indulgent also.  This tendency 

has been well recognized in the West for quite some time.  Ludwig Wittgenstein, the 

Austrian philosopher who lived in Vienna around one hundred years ago and knew 

Freud, was aware of this.  Freud analyzed Wittgenstein’s sister, and Freud knew about 

how humans tend to go to trauma and victimization.  A psychotherapist listens to the 

patient's story of suffering and may respond by saying: "You poor dear, how could mom 

and dad have done this to you?"  But then good therapists will dig in deeper and later 

start to ask: "What happened with your mom and dad?"   And after getting out the full 

story, they will say: "What do you think of your mom and dad now, now that you are an 

adult and have a fuller picture, and you feel more confident and loved and accepted?  Do 

you blame them, or feel compassion for them?”  In the Buddhist tradition, part of the 

healing process is to see ourselves as larger and stronger, and then we are able to start 

feeling more secure, and therefore less threatened by others.  Then we are ready to really 

love other people.   
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 Shantideva's third step is contemplate or cultivate the benefits of love and 

compassion.  There's ample literature about the negative effects of self-involvement, self-

indulgence, or self-centeredness, and we'll come back to this many times.  One point I 

want to make here is that there is a research study by Larry Sherwitz, who worked with 

Dean Ornish, who is famous for his studies on heart attacks.  Sherwitz’s study found that 

people who say "I", "me", and "mine" more often end up with more heart disease, get 

more heart attacks, and die from those heart attacks more quickly.  This is the crowd that 

approaches life with the attitude: you gotta look out for number one - the ones who are 

happily part of the ‘me’ generation. Thinking of ourselves so much turns out to be a 

better predictor of a fatal heart attack than high blood pressure, smoking, cholesterol, or 

depression!  So, a more realistic approach is to tell myself that if I am looking out for 

‘number one’ first and foremost, then I am going to give myself a heart attack. 

 This is a very powerful finding: that feeling so separated from other living beings, 

that feeling that we are alone in the world, is a high-risk health factor. This is what the 

Buddha said, and this is just what a Buddhist doctor would predict: self-involvement, or 

self-centeredness, is not only an ethical issue - it is really bad for our health! 

 Moving on to the positive side, research on compassion is most encouraging; it 

shows that compassion has positive effects on our health.  Recent studies point out that 

with love and compassion, we live longer and feel better about ourselves.  There is much 

research going on, with interesting developments in new fields like positive psychology 

and affective neuroscience. But the meaning is not so new: it's all what the Buddha taught 

and what Christ taught: we should treat everyone with kindness and compassion. It is the 

"Golden Rule" of the Middle Ages - although the concept is much older - that says treat 
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others as we would like to be treated by others.  After centuries of denying or ignoring 

this, science has rediscovered that love and compassion are good for the health.  So now 

we know that it is not just am ethical or religious belief, and it's not just the Pope who 

says that we should be loving and kind. There are clear benefits to loving kindness - it's 

the best tool for the job.  We might think: "I don't want to be too kind," and that comes 

from the misconception of sentimental compassion, thinking that compassion is 

ineffectual.  It's also part of a gendered worldview: compassion is feminine; anger is 

masculine.  It's also cultural: many societies view compassion as a weakness. 

 This is really interesting.  State of the art research is showing that we live better 

lives, we feel better about ourselves, we heal better, we recover better from illness, and 

we're more protected against illness if we feel love and compassion for other living 

beings.  This is real medicine - it works.  Sometimes what we need is tough love or fierce 

compassion, as the Buddhists say, referring to the fierceness that a mother or father feels 

when a child is running into the road or doing something he should not do.  This fierce 

compassion runs on the same equipment inside of ourselves as ferocity - it is our 

predatory equipment.  But when it is powered by love and compassion, it is running on 

oxytocin, the hormone that is produced inside our brain and that makes us feel love. 

Fierce compassion can allow us to be really tough with people without losing our 

compassion.  A good example is Gandhi. He stopped the British Empire and got the Raj 

out of India - this funny lawyer wearing only a white loin cloth.  He had no weapons, and 

still he managed to get the British out.  It is the power of Martin Luther King and Nelson 

Mandela.  Why?  Because when people act in a compassionate, civilized way, they can 

act together, and they will not be dissuaded by a powerful bully. No one has that power, 
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especially if we play the numbers game. When we act together, we can be much more 

forceful.  

 So, strength comes with numbers - and with compassion.  When we act with 

kindness and compassion, we don’t scare people.  Our enemies cannot get so defensive, 

and it is harder for them to make the case that we are acting badly because we are acting 

in a civilized and kind way. So they have to listen.  This is how it works - this is how 

positive change happens in complex or higher social systems: through the powers of love 

and compassion, of kindness and tolerance - and numbers. 

 Shantideva's fourth step is replace self-indulgence with altruism.  Here, we finally 

make the shift.  Instead of identifying with our helpless, powerless inner child, we make 

the break and recognize when we start feeling stressed and confused; we recognize: 

"that's just my inner child, a sweet little child but very confused with a tendency for panic 

and frustration. I will take care of the child, but I will not let the child take the control 

seat." Instead of identifying with the inner child, it is more constructive to identify with 

the inner adult we have, this ever-present narrator who understands that there is only one 

of me and many of them - seven billion - on whom my life depends.  So I care for them: I 

want to understand how they see life and to be sensitive to them when I act.  Since there 

is only one of me and seven billion of them, then if I care about all life equally - and it is 

equally relevant to me and my happiness as the happiness of the people I care about - 

then I have to be an altruist.  Why?  It is just in the numbers: I am only one of seven 

billion people.   
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 So it is all about other people except for the one ‘me’ - but that ‘me’ is a person 

too.  This is important to note, because sometimes people get so overtaken by the 

goodness of compassion that they think that they have gone beyond caring for their own 

self; they do not care about themselves anymore. This is the case of some people that 

believe that they are so good that they do not even care about themselves, but in practice, 

when the time comes to act, they don't care even about the person right in front of them. 

In reality, compassion that does not include one's own self is not real compassion. If we 

are leaving ourselves out of our circle of compassion - if we do not care about our own 

happiness - and not noticing that there is a feeling human being right under our skin, then 

we cannot possibly experience a genuine state of compassion. We may be experiencing 

sentimental compassion, but that is not effective compassion.  

 By the way, as each of us is only one living being, we may have more of a 

fiduciary responsibility to ourselves since we are in this one body - my body.  But 

ultimately, when we begin to truly understand the empty nature of reality, we will see 

how our body is totally interconnected with all the other bodies. So, we are better off if 

we do not get too attached to our body: it’s better just to travel lightly in it.  Recognize as 

many points of view of other beings as we can, and then take the sum of them all.  That's 

enlightened altruism - altruism in the understanding that my self-interest is not in conflict 

with the interest of others, that my self-interest ultimately is aligned with the interest of 

all living beings; and, hence, it is rational to be altruistic and compassionate.  If we are all 

thinking about each other in a rational way - instead of being a single, separate one and 

seven billion others who are potential enemies - then we’ve got seven billion friends.  

That's how the math works. 
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 Next let’s go over in full Asanga's Seven Steps of Building Compassion.  We 

tasted a bit of it already, and we learned that the first step is recognizing all living beings 

as kin. The traditional phrase uses "mother", but since we are a psychoanalytical society, 

I'll use "kin" for those who are in that pissed-off-at-mother phase or those with a mother 

in this lifetime whose thought does not bring out any kind or nurturing thoughts.  It 

doesn't have to be mother: the idea is to pick the most nurturing person whom we have 

ever known, then we contemplate the kindness of that person, and we recognize that all 

living beings are potentially just as kind - and this common trait means we are like kin.  

That's the way to start this practice: by adopting all living beings as kin, by thinking 

about all of them as family - and not just some distant cousin, but, like mother, each one 

is the closest, kindest person ever. So we start promoting this attitude in ourselves, and 

then we move to another, one person at a time.  Traditionally this is taught in terms of 

reincarnation, but it is not necessary to believe in reincarnation; from the Buddhist point 

of view, the purpose of using reincarnation in this context is to help us see that we are all 

family.  We can get the same result on the basis of our understanding of evolution: we are 

all evolved from the same original set of parents: we all share 99.9% of the same genome, 

so we are related, under the skin.  This is a scientific fact.   

 The second step is recognizing the kindness of all living beings. So, after 

recognizing the presence of ‘mother’ in all human beings, we recall mother's kindness 

and find that kindness in all human beings. This is like method acting. The technique is to 

call up the experiences that produce the emotional feeling of the part that the actor is 

going to play and then to take that emotion and make it real, in the moment.  In this way, 
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we can build an emotional flow or momentum, and we can exercise that emotion.  We 

know now from neuroscience studies, particularly those about neuroplasticity, that by 

paying attention to our experiences of kindness we are deepening a network inside of us, 

a neural network that is able to tap into these feelings of kindness.  So, Asanga's second 

step, recognizing the kindness of all living beings, is indeed an effective meditation for 

the task.    

 We meditate by recalling those poignant moments of kindness we have 

experienced personally, and we will know that we are making progress when we start 

feeling gratitude and even a sense of indebtedness.  This process of intentional 

recollection is Asanga’s third step: nurturing gratitude.  We then may be so moved that 

we say something like: Wow, I'm so overwhelmed by how kind he was, by how he took 

care of me, and he didn't have to.  It doesn't have to be very many examples - one person 

is enough.  Just one is enough, and it doesn't have to be a parent - it can be a teacher or a 

therapist, a lover, a partner, anybody.  What is important is to have had the experience so 

we are able to go through the emotional sequence. It is hard, of course, for people who 

were deeply neglected, especially in early childhood; that type of trauma makes it hard 

for people even to understand what love or kindness is on a visceral level.   

 When the gratitude we feel towards someone who has been kind to us reaches a 

level so strong that we get an urge to return it - when it is not longer just a feeling but an 

urge to action, when we've got to do something to repay this to express our gratitude - 

then we are ready for Asanga's fourth step: nurturing the love that cherishes others.   We 

now feel this urge to do something, to take care of something - plant a tree, adopt a pet, 

do a good deed for a family member.  Then we move the scope of our intention beyond 
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our personal experience - through the logic of everyone’s having been our mother or 

cherished kin, we extend our scope ever wider.  We meditate on that love, build on it, and 

develop into the love that cherishes all beings.  This is step five: extending love to all 

living beings. We extend that urge of wanting to do some good deed, to take care of 

someone, to all living beings.  We move from specific to general: we build it one being at 

a time, from one to another and another; then we move to one group, then another group.  

Pretty soon, we cover all living beings: this is the way to build universal compassion.   

 Then we get to the sixth step, which is called altruistic resolve, which is the point 

at which we have a feeling of personal responsibility for everyone’s welfare. We think: "I 

wish that all living beings were free from suffering."  And we start to feel "I should do 

something to free them from suffering. I'm going to do something to help all these living 

beings who are suffering." We want, honestly, to help not just one living being, but all of 

them.  This feeling naturally brings the consideration: How can I, as one living being, 

help all living beings to overcome suffering?  How is that possible?  Think of it as a chain 

reaction: I inspire you to be kind and loving, and you inspire another person, and so forth 

until it catches on. The seventh and final step of Asanga’s method is conceiving the will 

to bring all beings to enlightenment.  That's the spirit of enlightened altruism - 

undertaking the personal responsibility to move from wish to action: "I'm going to 

become the kind of person who doesn't just want to help other living beings and relieve 

them of suffering - I'm actually going to inspire other living beings to want to help, to be 

altruistic."  In a way, it's like the saying: "Give them a fish, and they'll eat for a day; teach 

them to fish, and they'll eat for a lifetime."  But the real message goes deeper: the real 

value of our mind, the jewel in our mind, is that potential for altruism.  Doing good feels 
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good; it's the right way to go - it's a global solution, a total solution.  It's a beautiful 

vision.   

 I'll relate two stories that illustrate some of these points about compassion.  First 

is the story of Asanga.  After many years of meditating and writing, Asanga said that he 

wanted to meet Maitreya, the future buddha - the Messiah if you will - who is also the 

compassion buddha who had inspired him.  So Asanga went into a cave and meditated for 

four years; but he did not succeed - he did not meet the compassion buddha.  So, as he 

was walking down a hill and he saw water dripping onto a stone, which was being worn 

away, very slowly.  Asanga interpreted that as a sign that he did not try hard enough. So 

he went back for another four years. He had some spiritual experiences but, in the end, no 

compassion buddha appeared.  As he walked further down that hill, a bit frustrated, he 

saw a bird flying into a nest and a rock next to the bird's nest which had been cut by the 

bird's wing.  Again, seeing this sign, he thought: "I didn't try hard enough." And so he 

went back for another four years.  The third time that he emerged without seeing the 

compassion buddha, he was convinced that he was never going back: he was not going to 

meet Maitreya in that lifetime - maybe next lifetime.  All the way down at the bottom of 

that hill, he ran into a man making needles, starting with a piece of metal rock, trying to 

get the metal ore out of it and then filing it down to a thin and narrow shape.  Obviously, 

this process is going to take an eon if things go well.  Asanga realized that he didn't try 

hard enough, and so back he went to try again.  

 Finally, after many tries over many years, he made it down the hill all the way to 

the outskirts of town, where there was a garbage dump.  At the edge of the garbage dump 

he saw a dog with a wound full of pus with maggots all around it.  After all the years he 
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had been meditating in the cave, he was full of compassion and wondered: “What can I 

do to help this poor dog?”  He bent down and tried to get all the maggots off. But, being a 

good Buddhist, he realized: "I can't kill the maggots, so how am I going to get them off?  

Perhaps if I stick my tongue out and let them crawl on my tongue, then I could spit them 

out." Then he realized: "But I won't have anything to put them on."  He then took a shard 

and cut a piece of skin from his own thigh.  And just as he was going to get the first 

maggot on his tongue - poof! The dog turns into Maitreya, the compassion buddha.  And 

Asanga said to him: "Maitreya, where have you been all these years?" Maitreya replied: 

"I was right there, but you couldn't see me because you were meditating on this big 

abstraction that is love. But love is not in the abstract: it is in caring for living beings."  

Asanga was thrilled! He put Maitreya on his shoulder and ran through town, very happy.  

But what everyone else saw was this wild, naked yogi with a pestilent dog on his 

shoulder.  Only one old lady, who was a street sweeper at the edge of town, stopped and 

noticed that the dog's foot was actually a lotus foot, and she realized it was Maitreya. But 

nobody else did.  Compassion is a rare thing. 

 There's another story that is more personal.  Tsenshab Serkong Rinpoche, one of 

the Dalai Lama's philosophy teachers, was coming to the United States for the first time, 

and I was sent to pick him up at the airport.  I was supposed to drive him and his 

attendant, Alex Berzin, to Woodstock directly. But they were exhausted because they had 

been traveling for days from India, and they asked if there was any place nearby to go to 

relax and freshen up before getting in a big red van to drive for a few hours to 

Woodstock. I thought: “My mother lives on Long Island - I'll call my mother”.  It 

happened to be the Fourth of July, and there was a barbecue at her house, so we all went. 
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I had not seen my mother recently because I was mad at her; I had been in a mad-at-my-

mother phase for months.  So she came to the door to greet us, and Rinpoche met her first 

- he was gazing at my mother, and suddenly he started to cry.  He was standing there 

staring at my mother, and he went over and touched her cheek very sweetly and wiped a 

tear off.  And my mother started to tear up, and of course I had to tear up at that point 

because I couldn't believe it: here's this guy who seemed to love my mother more than I! 

He had never met my mother before, but he seemed to love her and feel for her so 

strongly; and it was real - the signs of a genuine feeling were there.  It impressed me 

deeply that he was actually practicing this teaching.  He was an embodiment of this 

teaching and, in this context, for him, my mother was his relative - she was kin, his 

mother, his sister.  I'll never forget that moment. Rinpoche was in it just being himself.  I 

could see that this was real: that a person had the capacity to feel this way about anybody.  

It was beautiful.  This was Asanga’s instructions in action. 
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CHAPTER 3  

Radical Openness: Transforming the Space for Social Engagement 

  

 So now we have covered two parts of the second point of the seven steps.  That is, 

we have learned how to generate compassion.  Our brief overview of the two methods, 

from Shantideva and Asanga, should make it clear just how much is assumed in this 

practice.  This is a practice for a lifetime - and then some!  We will not master this 

practice in a month, but that is not the point.  Just beginning to make the effort is enough 

to bring real change to us and to the world.  And now we move to the practical 

implementation of that universal altruism we have generated: the practice which 

combines giving and taking, or tonglen in Tibetan.    

 

Point 2A3: Practice Combining Both Giving and Taking 

 If we have taken seriously the steps on generating bodhichitta, then naturally we 

will have wondered how we - as ordinary, stressed beginners - can actually put into 

practice this altruistic aspiration without becoming overwhelmed. The next few lines 

address this practice of giving and taking as a process, answering first the critical 

question of how to establish calm and warm-heartedness in the face of extreme stress and 

trauma: start gradually by taking on our own suffering.  We do not even think about other 

people until we can take on all the suffering that we have had in your past and present - 

and that we might have in the future.  That’s how we really do this practice.  That is, in a 

way, building up the preliminaries into the middle of this practice.  Of course, we don’t 

need to wait until we can do that in order to start giving and taking, but we need to learn 
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to use some of the tools beforehand. And if something is over our head in our practice, 

then that is a sign that we have to go back to basics and start to take better care of 

ourselves.  Ask: "Why does this situation bother me so much? Why does it touch my soft 

points?  Maybe it would bother anyone just as much, so what else could I do to stop the 

triggers?" 

 What does giving and taking mean?  There is a lot of wild and wooly stuff that 

comes up under this heading. For example, some people advise that, while meditating on 

this line, we should imagine that we are breathing in spiders - or something like that - to 

trigger our fears and anxieties, as a kind of desensitization practice in order to reduce and 

gradually to eliminate our fear of life and fear of other living beings.  We all have an 

ingrained fear of life and living things, and this is a tremendous liability - it is very 

stressful. And this line is useful to reduce such fears. But that is not where we are at right 

now. 

 The way I approach giving and taking is to regard it as a counterintuitive practice.  

We can reverse the flow of give-and-take to which we are deeply conditioned, in which 

we have been trained since we were born: our approach to action in life from the 

perspective of take-as-much-as-I-can-and-give-as-little-as-I-can.  This conditioning starts 

at the very beginning of our human lives, when mother is there to fulfill all our needs and 

we don’t have to do anything for it.  We don’t even have to put on our socks.  We are 

born helpless and powerless, and we rely totally on the kindness of other living beings.  

And we get it!  And so it's part of us as children: we take, and we take so much more than 

we give - we are that dependent.  But it’s also part of our personal life experience, all 

throughout. In fact, if we think of it, the most important experiences we’ve had were, in 
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one way or another, related to our wanting care from others and either getting it or not 

getting it.   

 The other element that plays out here is what the Dalai Lama and all Buddhist 

teachers point out about insatiable human desire: What’s the definition of a human being? 

A human being is a sensitive being that always wants happiness, never has enough 

happiness, and is not content with the least bit of suffering.  In other words, it is not just 

that as children we want as much happiness as possible, but that somehow, at some level, 

we feel that that the world should continue as if it revolved around us, treating us 

throughout our lives the way mother treated us and taking care of our every need just as 

when we emerged the womb.  And, if we think of it, it's not so unreasonable to feel that 

way given that it is how our life began and that we are creatures of habit. It is not due to 

having a selfish nature - that was just our life. People were so kind and loving and we 

were so lovable to them that they were happy to do anything for us.  However, if we go 

through life expecting that treatment to continue after we are no longer children, then we 

are in big trouble: we get massively, crushingly disappointed because people are not 

lining up to treat us like our mother and take care of our needs. Even if there were such a 

line, it would not be full of qualified people.  In fact, those people are likely to be just as 

neurotic as we are. And when we go into psychoanalysis and learn about our parents, we 

realize that they were just as neurotic as we are.  This is the human condition: there isn’t 

enough mothering to go around to satisfy all the demand for it. 

 What do we do about that?  We have to realize that this is a losing proposition, 

surely not the way to go about if we want to have happy and meaningful lives.  The more 

we go about life with this open IOU to the universe, with this attitude of you owe me all 
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the nurturing I didn’t get, the more we are putting our life on hold and getting a lot of 

frustration.  Mother’s care is not coming back - this is like waiting with a lottery ticket 

when the lottery has already been run, and we've lost!  That is, in a sense, how we end up 

spending a lot of time in therapy, trying to shift out of the child mode and into the adult 

mode and going through all the grieving that is necessary to give up the privileged 

position of the child and to accept that it is never going to be that easy again. 

 Pushing this reasoning further, we realize that if we want to connect with the 

world in a positive, loving, warm, and rewarding way, then we have to move out of the 

taking end and into the giving end.  That’s the way that grownups connect with other 

grownups in a positive way: they all give. And this is one of the reasons why we practice 

giving and taking, to promote the shift out of taking and into giving.  I often talk about 

this in couples' therapy, for when we choose our partner - move in together, get married, 

and whatever - all our dependency needs from childhood get foisted onto the partner. 

And so we place high expectations on our partner: he is going to save me; she is going to 

be my rock; he is going to take care of all my needs; she is going to give me all the love I 

need.  And, of course, our partner ends up being just another bozo on the bus, looking for 

mother's care!  Before we know it, we start fighting because we are both in the position 

of wanting more than we are getting. 

 We need to understand that these experiences of disappointment are internally 

fabricated, in our own mind.  By raising our expectations so unrealistically high, we set 

ourselves up for disappointment. And by placing the responsibility for the love and 

warmth that we need onto our partner, we are also missing the opportunity to learn how 

to generate love within ourselves. But that is the real ticket to happiness! That is what 
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modern positive psychology has discovered: that human beings have an inner source for 

love, and that inner love is what brings real happiness. That's why people have babies: 

babies make us love them, even if they come along with huge responsibilities. They 

trigger this inner love we have already - then we have this love activated inside us, and 

then life is not so bad.   

 That is where this practice is aimed: to reverse the flow of give and take so that a 

good day is when we have given a lot and haven’t had to take very much.  If we think 

about it in economic terms, this is like not having to import much from other places. If 

we can grow our own true love and grow quantities to spare, then we become self-

sufficient.  We don’t need to import, and we don’t need to run up a big debt seeking that 

perfect love that will heal us.  And we don't even care about measuring how kind the 

person was to us or not.  We can accept some loss because we have some extra, and we 

can always generate more.  So, we should all go on the cushion and meditate on this until 

we get a feel for it and then cultivate it.   

 Tibetans take this practice of giving and taking very seriously, even the very 

highly educated and accomplished ones.  They may have reached the level of knowledge 

to do very esoteric and obscure meditations, yet they often take tonglen as the most 

important practice.  Tonglen is where the rubber meets the road for us human beings, 

social creatures that we are, for we are always existing with others or thinking about our 

relations with others. This practice helps us to stop expecting from others and instead to 

give to them, and that is how we establish the foundation for a happy and meaningful life 

among humans.  
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 Imagine how life would be if every time we had a contact with another person 

that person could be dear to us. Imagine what a day would be like if every person with 

whom we had an exchange was kind to us.  Surely life would become so much sweeter 

and kinder.  If we can imagine this, then we can understand that this is a truly valuable 

goal.  We don’t even have to go all the way.  But we can see that the more we head in 

that direction, the better off we are going to be emotionally. This is why positive 

psychology works.  This really is the path to happiness, for the more we give, the more 

we have to give; and the more we enjoy being with other people, the less frightened we 

become and the more empowered we are.  It just works. It’s the right tool for the job of 

establishing the foundation for a happy life. According to the Buddhist tradition, 

generosity in a past life is the primary reason for the privilege of being born a human 

being in this one, which is an escape from the suffering of other beings, like animals.  

Why?  It’s because much of our life is based on sharing, and if we know how to share, 

then we can learn how to be human. And if we have trouble with that, it means that we 

have trouble feeling that we are a part of the world - and so we work on that. 

 

Point 2A4: Start Gradually With Your Own 

 To reverse the flow of give-and-take, the text advises to start gradually with 

taking on our own suffering.  This is the same as we try to do in psychotherapy: learning 

how to become our own therapist, our own parent.  In this Buddhist tradition, we do it in 

the same way: we go back to childhood.  But Buddhists don’t stop there: from childhood 

they go all the way back to the big bang and to the origin of life on the planet. Then they 

consider all the past eons when all of us were living as frightened little creatures that 
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were running away from each other, eating others and being eaten by others.  When we 

meditate along these lines, we begin to think about how that life style might have affected 

our chemistry and our nervous system - and what a hangover we have from that phase! 

We go through many lives like that until we reach the mammal phase, about sixty to 

seventy million years ago, when we started to notice that we could survive longer if we 

united and took care of each other, and in this way we began to learn how to be altruistic 

and sociable. Increasingly, and gradually, we continued to evolve and became more 

sociable. There are other social creatures in this world. But humans are the most 

specialized in sociability: we have the highest capacity for social engagement, for social 

living, and for restraining our self-protective animal instincts for the sake of sociable 

living.  We even have this extra scoop of brain, the pre-frontal cortex, that makes us 

exceptionally capable of reading others and knowing what will help them. This is how we 

know what is called for in a social situation.   

 The capacity of the prefrontal cortex explains why people who lose or damage 

their frontal lobe, from a car accident or getting shot in a war or otherwise, have a hard 

time adjusting, for they are no longer socialized.  They are not the same person. 

 Giving and taking works in many ways, but there are also some myths about this 

practice. For example, a person might fear that taking on other people's suffering literally 

means that we take their pain and the problems they have and bring those into our life: If 

they are sick, then we make ourselves sick; if they are poor, then we make our self poor.  

This is a myth of contagion: other people’s suffering is going to bring suffering to me, 

then I’ll become sick, so I can’t be very empathic. That is, in a way, what they teach in 

medical school.  As a medical student, you are told to beware of your empathy: you’ve 
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got to get rid of it, or you’ll burn out quickly.  Also, empathy, they tell you, is not 

objective, not professional, and not effective. And we can see what the result is - why 

many doctors are so challenged interpersonally, so socially awkward in their practice, and 

why it is so hard for them to communicate as one human being to another while they 

work. Whatever social skills medical students have at the beginning has been trained out 

of them.  In reality, of course, there are plenty of people who resist this desensitizing 

training because they have a big heart; and many people who go into medicine are very 

caring and remain so.  

 In any case, that myth is completely untrue: we cannot take someone else's 

emotions into our own body.  Some germs can travel from your body to my body, but 

how are emotions going to travel that way?  What happens, in fact, is that as a mammal I 

am capable of being aware of your emotional state. I can use the mirror neurons in my 

prefrontal cortex, or some other part in there, to remember what it felt like when I was in 

a state of mind that looks like the state of mind you seem to be in right now.  In this way, 

I call on my own memories to run a simulation of your state of mind.  All this is 

happening in our unconscious.  It is what Freud called the analyst’s side of free 

association: listening to our own unconscious as if we were listening to a telephone 

receiver.  So we are receiving messages, and these messages are being filtered through 

our own unconscious. How do we read our own unconscious in order to know what the 

message is?  It has to come through our mind as a voice comes through a phone receiver, 

and the way we receive it is how it sounds.  Let me explain. 
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 Essentially, the fact is that other people’s emotions can be as stressful to us as our 

own. That happens when we are interacting with someone and, suddenly, something he 

says or she does somehow triggers my anger. This is a message from our unconscious, a 

signal that we have something to work out in our own self - some trauma to solve - in that 

same area.  In that case, something resonates in us, on that frequency: our mind brings up 

an emotion that is similar to that of the person in front of us. Because this is happening in 

our unconscious, we need to learn how to read it and to recognize it, and only then we 

can get rid of it, uproot it; and in this way we purify our mind of whatever trauma is still 

lurking there - haunting us, literally.  The overall goal is to uproot and to throw away 

whatever traumatic seeds of repressed negativity are still in us - the seeds of fear 

reactions, shame reactions, rage reactions, reactions of confusion and so on - that surface 

as negative emotions when we are interacting with other human beings. 

 In a way, every interaction with another person is an invitation and an opportunity 

to understand our selves better and then to learn how to heal our selves better - and that’s 

what couple’s therapy is.  You are living with another person who sometimes can drive 

you crazy, but how is he driving you crazy? He is just being himself, and you love him!  

But he is driving you crazy because the way he is being crazy reminds you, at some level, 

of how you are crazy in the same way. That's what happens - that's the process.  It's as if a 

mirror develops between us, human beings who are so hungry for care. And we all get 

caught in that cycle. 

 The only way out is to stop being crazy. The process begins when we start to take 

note of the emotional upsets that come out when we are interacting with others and start 

to take them as the clues that they are, warning us of some inner conflict waiting to be 
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solved.  So, when we are reflecting on our interactions with other human beings, ask: 

"why is it that when I disagree with someone, sometimes I don't get upset when there's no 

agreement, but other times, like this one, I get really angry?"  The answer to this question 

has clues on which areas we need to work. 

 We can look at this process as a recycling process: by becoming aware of our 

negative emotions as they arise - for example, anger, which is the waste, the rubbish - we 

can take the energy of the anger and turn it into fuel for positive feelings. It's acting like 

the peacocks in some meditation traditions: as beautifully magnificent as they are, 

peacocks can eat poisonous seeds and not be harmed by them because they have very 

sturdy insides. So we too have to build sturdy insides.  Training ourselves in this way we 

can deal with anything.   

 As we continue this practice, we start to see that, in reality, what hurts us is what 

goes on inside of us and what we do with what goes on inside of us. The people with 

whom we interact are not to blame for our own traumas, our sufferings, or our conflicts. 

In reality, others can’t hurt us; they can step on our toes, but they can’t hurt our mind.  

The only way our mind can hurt us is if it is not healthy. 

 Does this mean that we should jump into relationships with people who scare us, 

who trigger negative emotions in us, because they give us the opportunity to get to know 

our selves better and to turn negative emotions into positive ones? Not at all! I always say 

that in order to play with fire, we have to learn how to put it out first.  So we have to 

disengage and deal with our own mind first and to get whatever help we need to clear it 

up.  A more effective way to proceed is by meditating on the three objects, the three 

poisons, and the three roots of virtue, as the Seven-Point Mind Transforming practice 
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recommends. We will review that later. For now, let us go back to the cases of people 

who drive us crazy because they bring up our fears and make us aware of our traumas. 

They are like mirrors to us because they make us aware of what is unresolved within us 

and where our vulnerabilities and trigger points reside.  If we approach these situations as 

opportunities to heal some of our traumas instead of feeling defensive, then we can begin 

to heal our selves.  Instead of thinking “how can that person say that to me?” or spending 

energy and thought trying to get it right, we could take that energy and go sit on the 

cushion and think and meditate.  Or we could talk to teachers, therapists, or friends: “Yes, 

I think it triggered my father wound right around there, so I think I need to work on that a 

little bit more.  I’ll take some deep breaths and try to understand my father and forgive 

him. I’ll try to understand my reaction to my father and forgive myself...”  And that is 

how we can heal our selves, gradually and incrementally, like a human energy recycler.  

This is a Kung-fu practice. 

 In giving and taking practice, the art of taking is not taking on other peoples’ 

suffering but taking in their suffering: taking their suffering into our awareness, as part of 

our environment.  Usually, what we do, almost instinctively, in the face of pain is to 

disavow it: “There's something wrong, this shouldn’t be happening, you shouldn’t be 

upset, why are you upset?”  We have to work on that perspective, for it is childish and 

myopic. Everyone has reasons to be in pain: it is part of the human condition. When we 

run into someone else’s pain and negativity, we have to take in what is really happening: 

here is one really frightened or regressed or confused person.  This is what I’m dealing 

with, and so how do I deal with such a confused and frightened or angry person? What do 

I do, and how can I deal with this situation skillfully?   



 111 

 

 If we are thinking that way, then we are thinking like a kung fu master, for we are 

not letting our own reactivity to pain run our life; instead we are using our higher 

faculties of empathy and awareness to take the time to understand what is going on in this 

other person’s mind. This is where this practice can be very difficult.  It’s not all nice and 

easy - it may require tough love.  We may have to practice fierce compassion.  

 To succeed in transforming ourselves into skillful social beings, this practice of 

taking requires very serious discipline: we take responsibility for the quality of the 

interaction. Or, at least, we take responsibility for our side of the quality of the 

interaction.  We manage our side of the interaction as skillfully as we can so that it goes 

as well as possible.  In that way, pain can be turned into a positive feeling, or at least it 

can be diffused or contained.  This will be possible when we stop telling ourselves: "This 

person is not being nice - he is being mean to me.  I’m going to abdicate responsibility 

and call for Mother to rescue me from this relationship because I don’t know what to do 

with it.”  Instead, we can behave in a more positive way and stay cool: "I’m not going to 

freak out. I'm going to be my own inner parent and calm down my inner child. I can do 

this.  What’s going on - what am I dealing with here?  I’ll try this.”   

 So we make a real effort, and we do our best to take responsibility for the quality 

of our interactions.  If we feel a bit low and need some additional human kindness energy 

- my first analyst used to call it canned milk - we can always pump up some more to help 

this interaction go better.  And so this is a useful practice: as our interactions improve, 

our lives will go better, more smoothly, for we don’t get upset at people when they are 

being difficult. And if we feel this work is hard and it’s like we are going up a hill, then 
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we put a little extra effort...and we will get up the hill!  We do this, even if the initial 

reflex is to stop and complain: “Why is this hill so big?? I want to turn around and go the 

other way!”  That's a more positive way to relate in our social interactions. And when we 

go astray for whatever reason, we do not - we must not - slide into guilt or other negative 

emotions. In general, we behave in suboptimal ways not because we are silly people or 

because we are bad people, but because we grow up with a childish expectation of what 

human behavior should be around us: the expectation that everyone should act on our 

behalf, as we want them to act.  We need to be aware that, when interactions are difficult, 

we are not really prepared to be adults: we are still holding on to being children. 

 The practice of taking is partly awareness, for with clarity and calm we become 

more aware of emotions, others' as well as our own.  And it is partly taking responsibility, 

taking charge of our life when we are interacting with another human being.  This means 

taking charge of everything that we can control in the interaction - namely, anything that 

is going on in our mind and body and everything that is coming out of them.  We take all 

the possible precautions so that the interaction goes as smoothly as possible.  We take 

awareness and responsibility, both of them for our whole lives.  We take care of 

ourselves: we parent ourselves literally; that’s what it means.  We learn to be a super 

good parent - and analyst and therapist - to our own self, which shouldn’t be so hard 

because each of us has only one patient.  So we get to know our self well. 

 As for social withdrawal, it is often a wise thing to do.  When we feel deeply hurt, 

or overwhelmed, one of the wisest ways to recharge is to go off into our safe little corner 

to lick our wounds, to feed ourselves some canned milk, and to heal so that we regain the 

energy and courage to go off again into the world of social interactions. In a way, that’s 
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what meditation offers: it is a strategic withdrawal.  When life becomes more stressful or 

difficult than it needs to be, then we can withdraw to our meditation space, sit on our 

cushion, and think about how to be a good parent to our inner child and how to approach 

the situation as an adult.  Then our actions are more thoughtful, more skillful, and less 

difficult. 

 You may notice that I refer to meditation as a space for reflection, recharging, and 

healing.  In the Tibetan tradition, that space is the mandala, which is a safe place for 

healing and learning. Almost anything can work as a mandala. It can be a physical space, 

like your space in your home; it can be an imaginary space, a virtual space that you create 

with your imagination to give you a sense of safety, even if you are in the middle of 

Broadway.  The mandala could be a place in our nervous system where we feel bliss and 

openness.  Different mandalas get revealed to us as we go through the path and are ready 

to hone in, closer and closer, on the essence in our innermost environment: our 

neurochemical, neuropsychological environment.  That’s where the space is.  External 

spaces, for example a walk in the woods, often help us get in the ‘mandala mood’ when 

we need a little support. Envisioning a sound can also act as a mandala. 

 So, giving and taking means that we take responsibility. We become aware of the 

other person, and we give whatever positive feedback we can. But we can’t give what we 

don’t have or what we don’t truly feel. We can’t say that we are going to give love if we 

don't truly feel it and have it.  If we don't feel it, we can start by giving peace and 

tolerance instead, by thinking: "I’ll try to tolerate you. I’ll try not to wish that you were 

not in my life. I’ll try to accept how difficult this is for you or how difficult this is for 

both of us." 
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 We each give what we can, and ultimately we give social emotions. This is an 

area where Buddhism differs radically from current practices of Judeo-Christian 

traditions. In these Western traditions, charity is about giving material things, mostly. In 

Buddhism, on the other hand, giving begins with a mental attitude.  As a supervisor in 

psychotherapy, I often meet people who are in very difficult situations, where little or 

nothing anyone can do to help, like someone who is dying.  How can we help in these 

cases? Sometimes we can’t do anything, but we can help by being there - with awareness 

and with peace, with care, or love, or joy, or equanimity. In fact, just being around 

someone who is in a positive state of mind can be very powerful.  For example, when I 

meditate I try to remember very positive experiences I’ve had over the course of my life, 

in childhood, with my family, or in therapy.  This is very healing. In this context, two 

people come to mind, my mother and my therapist, both of them gardeners. I remember 

what it was like to be around my mother and to walk with her while she was gardening. It 

was very peaceful, a very regenerative and soothing experience.  That made me feel that 

the world was good, that everything was good, that all would be well and good things 

would happen. She didn’t say anything in those times, but she gave me that feeling of 

peace, and that is a great gift.  My analyst had an amazing garden, and I used to garden 

with him. When I walked into his house, I felt like I was walking into a heaven of sorts. 

 That is the sort of calm we need to bring into our interactions with others.  We 

need to embody those gardens to calm others.  And when we are dealing with somebody 

who is behaving like a wild animal, we do the same as when our cat or our dog is upset: 

we talk to them. Although they do not understand, somehow we transmit a feeling of 
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calm and care - as if we were an animal whisperer - we communicate with our body and 

our affect.  It’s the same with kids. In fact, all living beings understand affect; there is 

something in the air.  Our pheromones or some other chemical in our body puts out 

something, some easy feeling, something that is reflected in the way we move and how 

our face reacts.  And those with whom we interact can read those signals of ease, even if 

sometimes only unconsciously, and then they can relax. With this attitude, we too are 

much more likely to calm down - to stop running around like neurotic creatures - and to 

approach others.  We can have a calming effect on someone else without saying a word 

or doing anything.  The same goes for the planet.  If we feel hopeless about the future of 

the planet, we shouldn't! If we want to be more helpful, we start by generating love and 

compassion for every living being, one at a time. We may not know how that will be 

helpful, but it will be helpful because positive energy works that way. In this way we can 

all build a lot of good energy, or emotional capital as they would call it in Bhutan, the 

country where the official policy is to pursue gross national happiness, not gross national 

product like the rest of the world. Traditional Buddhists would call this positive and 

helpful attitude merit, a sense of worth or positivity. And we have to build a lot of that 

worth in order to have the power to generate positive energy and chemistry within us. 

 As we saw earlier, in order to practice giving and taking, we start by taking our 

own suffering. We use our imagination to take ourselves back to our childhood, our past 

lives, our evolution through childhood, present life, future life...and we can see how we 

will suffer, how we will age, how we will die, how we will get sick and mentally 

distressed when something bad happens to us. In this way we build insurance - what 

Gelek Rinpoche calls karmic insurance - so that when the pain comes in real life, we are 
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prepared for it.  Everyone can purchase financial insurance to cover for material losses 

when a spouse dies; but what happens to our mind - how do we cover for that? We 

meditate on our own pain: we take our pain, we accept it, and we own it.  Then we 

become more resilient, having built inner strength to take on whatever comes our way.   

And pain will come - that is guaranteed.  Things happen. We are going to lose it all when 

we die: not just the material possessions but also our family, our friends - every single 

one of us. Are we ready to face our death?  This practice helps us prepare for everything, 

including death. That’s how far it goes.  

 Once we have felt and learned from the simulation we ran on our personal pain, 

then we start taking on others' pain. We begin with the people who are closest to us, one 

at a time: we try to envision their past, their evolution, their childhood, their present and 

their future, and we envision the suffering that will come with each phase. Then we take 

on other people we like. After that we move to people to whom we are indifferent, the 

ones we know and those we don't. And finally we take on the people who are difficult, 

who make us uncomfortable, those whom we don't like.  As we go on practicing this 

meditation, we realize that people are all the same in that they all suffer and none of them 

wants to suffer - they all want to be happy.  Granted, in this meditation we will not get to 

each and every person in the world. But that is not the point. The point is that this way of 

thinking and behaving becomes a way of life. And the more we practice, the better we get 

at it - and the better our life gets, and the better our interactions with other people get, and 

the bigger the difference we can make in our own life and in that of others. This is the 

right practice, the right tool for the lives we have.  This is the way to build real capital 

that no one can take from us.  There is no stock market bubble here - no financial crash.   
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Point 2A5: Mount These Two on the Breath 

 The text continues: when practicing giving and taking, we mount these two on the 

out and in breath. Here we combine this practice with mindfulness of the breath. We take 

the mindfulness of the breath that we have been practicing - paying attention to the in-

breath and out-breath - and engage it as a four-wheel safety drive, keeping us engaged 

with our nervous system by keeping our attention on it.  With the breath engaged, this 

practice keeps us well informed about our state of mind, for when we pay attention to our 

breath we start to notice our mood swings.  In fact, our breath is a mirror of our emotional 

state: slow and even when we are calm, or fast and irregular when we are angry.  So if we 

are more mindful of our breath, we are more likely to catch the emotional triggers as they 

come up.  We might recognize specific triggers right away: “Oh, I recognize that - that’s 

my mother wound, and I am going to do something about it, something to heal it. I’m 

going to apply an antidote, and I’m going to nip the trigger in the bud before it hurts my 

social interactions."  On the other hand, if we are not sensitized to our breath, and we are 

in the middle of helping someone, we might feel upset suddenly and not know why; this 

happens all the time.  And then we may act thoughtlessly, possibly hurting the person we 

intended to help! 

 This practice of mounting giving and taking on the breath helps to protect our 

nervous system from the ups and downs of stress and trauma, and it also protects the 

social interaction by staying focused on ‘the facts’ instead of going off-track in response 

to some emotional trigger.  While practicing, mindfulness of the breath keeps us calm and 

focused, and it allows us to have the presence of mind to ask ourselves: "So what is going 
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on in my nervous system?  Am I really in the driver’s seat here as I try to set the right 

tone for this interaction, or am I getting carried away and stressed out without even 

noticing?"    

 As we practice, we breathe in as we take awareness and care for the relationship 

with others. In doing this, we bring in their full presence as living beings: we savor their 

presence, remaining aware of everything that we cherish about them. At the same time, 

we also accept, embrace, and care for everything that is ailing in them: the good and the 

bad, all together, all at once, we take it in with the in-breath.  Then we "recycle" this 

inside of us by bringing awareness to our internal reactions to check our emotional 

reactions. As we saw earlier, with this practice we become recyclers of negativity into 

positivity. If the interaction triggers positive emotions, we fan the flames of it - we bask 

in this good feeling, really taking it in. "Good, isn’t that good? I really care for her, she 

reminds me of a cousin with whom I have a really good bond."  This increases the 

positive feelings. And if the interaction triggers negative emotions, we accept that we 

have some trauma here to work through: “I really need to calm down and be aware that 

there is something else going on here, something that is pushing my buttons."  In this way 

we remain open to our emotions, so we are able to reprocess the emotional energy and 

keep on a positive track. 

 In the meantime, while we are practicing mindfully in this way, the person in 

front of us may be feeling overwhelmed and freaked out by what he is going through. 

The skill here is to be able to bring in a sense of perspective that will calm him down. 

And we can do that because we have gone through something similar and we have 

overcome.  We have survived, and we know it is not as bad as it seems.  So we just take it 
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in: “Oh yes, I recognize this feeling, but it actually doesn’t turn out so bad, because then 

this happens and that happens...” The point is that if we've had the experience and feel it 

inside, and we know it is not so bad in the end, then we remain calm.  And we bring that 

calm into awareness so that the interaction becomes a healing process, maybe not all to 

full health but at least to begin moving in that direction.   

 Another person’s negativity isn’t so scary to us when we know it can be turned 

around. So why make a big deal out of it, as if something had ‘gone wrong’? Pain is part 

of human life - it’s just some negativity, and we can turn it around. If, on the other hand, 

we don’t know or remember that our emotional negativities, our demons, can be recycled 

into positive energy, then the person standing in front of us - who is overwhelmed and 

freaking out - becomes very disturbing and scary to us. We become afraid: “I’m going to 

turn into a demon myself if this goes on!”  Going back to our practice, if we can bring 

some calm, then we take their stress in with our in-breath and tone it down a few notches. 

We can do that because we've gone through a similar experience and know it is not so 

bad.  As we do this, we put out some hope, with the out-breath, and in this way we share 

our own success in overcoming the negative emotions. We don’t have to say anything, 

for we can share this energetically - just send that positive energy out, with the out-

breath.  This is a way to practice mounting giving and taking on the (in and out) breath. 

It’s a very powerful practice, a very powerful way of communicating and interacting, of 

communing with another living being. 

 There are likely going to be extreme cases - some illness, for instance - of which 

we have no experience and no obvious means of reassurance.  In that case, we simply 

care for the person. Whatever we have to give we give - we contribute what we can.  If 
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we don’t have experience, we cannot say: “I know you can lick this cancer because I 

licked my cancer.” We cannot give them that, but we can say: “Who knows what will 

happen? Maybe you can kick this - I care for you, and I hope you do.”  We give them 

that.  And that will determine how stressful the interaction is for us. If we feel that we 

have nothing to give, we will both be scared, and we will both feel worse.  But if we feel 

we have something to give, even if it is only a feeling of care - a feeling that we are 

aware of their pain and we are with them in their pain - then we are giving support with 

that.   

 All of this is practice in the real world, as we interact with others. What about 

meditation? All meditative practice has two parts in terms of time. There is the ‘in’ 

session, or formal session, a meditation session whether we are sitting on a cushion or in 

a subway or standing on our head - whatever we are doing: if we call it a session, it's a 

session. If we say: “Now I’m meditating,” then it’s a session.  The second part is 

everything that happens between those sessions. More specifically, when the text refers to 

the aftermath, it means the time immediately following a session.  Immediately after a 

meditation session, especially when meditating on compassion, we remain under a 

"meditative glow" that gives us a window of opportunity to act with an extra amount of 

wisdom, or insight, because the effect of meditation - that mix of calm and transparent 

clarity - lasts some time on our nervous system. So, if we have a difficult interaction 

coming up, we may want to meditate ahead of it, and then we go into it when we are still 

sort of lightly high, protected by the meditative glow. And we will see how we respond 

much more effectively.  That’s the power of the aftermath. 
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Point 2A6: The Three Objects, The Three Poisons and The Three Roots of Virtue Is 

the Brief Precept for the Aftermath 

 The text says that monitoring the three objects, the three poisons, and the three 

roots of virtue is the brief precept for the aftermath - let’s unpack that.  The three objects 

are the three types of living beings: the ones who are close to us and to whom we are 

attached; the ones that are neutral or indifferent to us and about whom we are confused or 

ignorant; and the ones that are threatening to us and to whom we are averse.  The three 

poisons are the attachment, confusion, and aversion that these three types of living beings 

stir up in us when they come into our awareness and we respond. And here comes the 

action part, the part of the three roots of virtue: we try to turn the three poisons into 

virtues. We begin by downshifting gears from poison to neutral: turning attachment into 

non-attachment, confusion into non-confusion, and aversion into non-aversion. And so 

we open the space for the next move, which is shifting gears from neutral to virtue: 

genuine love, genuine acceptance and human kindness, care and compassion, genuine 

tolerance, radical acceptance - whatever the case of virtue may be.   

 Buddhist psychology has identified and classified the specific emotions that work 

as antidotes for all the poisonous emotions. In all, there are six main poisonous emotions 

and twenty-six subsidiary ones; but we don’t have to remember them all.  We just have to 

remember the big three, and if we remember those - attachment, aversion and confusion - 

then we know where the others fit. Some of them are more important because they come 

up often and are very toxic, such as anger, envy, greed, pride, or doubt.  There are 

specific antidotes that can be applied to each of those. For example, the antidote for anger 

is patience. In every case, we begin by taking the poison, then we shift to neutral, we 
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apply the antidote, and then we develop virtue: more pure love, and out of pure love 

come pure care, pure joy, and pure peace.  

 

Point 2A7: To Foster Mindfulness of This, Practice in All That You Do With Words 

 Closing this part of the practice, Transforming the Mind in Seven Steps advises 

that to foster mindfulness of this (teaching), practice in all that you do with (the help of 

recalling these) words.  The key thing here is that learning comes in three stages. First, it 

comes through the intellect. Intellectual learning is positive as long as it is useful in some 

way, as healing or clarifying - those are desirable forms of intellectual learning.  The 

second stage of learning is through reflection, or contemplation. This is where we are not 

exactly meditating, but we are just mulling over something that resonates with us; we 

have an open attitude towards it and let it register in us.  The third and final stage of 

learning is meditative learning, which comes in two types: focused meditation, in which 

there is peace and stillness and calm; and analytical meditation, in which we are focused 

and also using our discursive mind to solve a problem.  This is what happens in the 

Gradual Path: first we learn something in words, then we let it filter into our system, and 

gradually we take it into our meditative life like the Zen master meditates on a koan, 

which is a story or puzzle that does not have a solution but is intended to open up our 

minds to insight.  In a way that is what we are doing here, for each of these pithy phrases 

can be taken as a Zen koan, designed to move us into insight. 

 I think the best meditation practice any of us could have is to spend five minutes 

reading over the six pages of the text regularly and often, like every morning or three 

times a week.  Very soon we will have memorized the catchy, pithy lines - and the ones 
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that pertain most to us would sink in.  Then when we are going through our day and 

something upsetting happens and we start to get afflicted, we will hear Bodhisattva 

Chekhawa whispering:  Drive all blame into one. These are wise pithy sayings. Even if 

we are not a very good meditator, these lines will prime us to absorb the real learning, 

which is, in that present moment, to think about our emotions and our experiences with 

others.  Then afterwards we can reflect on them: “Oh, I did the wrong thing in this 

interaction, but now I know what the problem was - I was blaming my problems on other 

people instead of driving all blame into one." This is also the way that Tibetan doctors 

learn Tibetan medicine, by learning phrases that evoke vivid images. They memorize 

hundreds of these phrases, which helps the mind to develop intuition.  This is a healthy 

use of intelligence and the discursive mind. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Becoming Compassion: Spacious Openness & Dreamlike Empathy 

 

Point 2B: Cultivating the Intuitive Spirit of Openness 

Point 2B1: After Reaching Stability, Reveal the Secret 

 Now it’s emptiness time. The text of Transforming the Mind in Seven Steps 

includes Shantideva’s guideline: After reaching stability reveal the secret. And the secret 

is emptiness, or voidness. Emptiness is central in Buddhism. It is pretty hard to wrap our 

mind around emptiness - to see it for what it is and how valuable it is for our wellbeing. 

Bob Thurman often jokes about how Buddhism fails as a mission-arising religion: 

Imagine if we were trying to conquer the world saying, “Onward for voidness!” And that 

is exactly why the concept is developed.  So what is emptiness? 

 If we look at the way the text is structured, the essence of the practice is learning 

to have a warm heart through practicing compassion and learning to have an open mind 

through practicing wisdom.  A warm heart and an open mind are our protections - in fact, 

our best protections - against the suffering, strain, and stress that arise in social 

interactions.   

 We have talked about compassion to some extent, and we will come back to it 

when we talk about the unfolding of the practice over time. Now we are going to talk 

about the flip side of compassion, which is wisdom. We will talk about how we can 

galvanize wisdom and compassion so that they work together as a way of being and how 

we achieve that new way of being. This is not something that we do to have some great 
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experience and then go back to our old neurotic self. This aims for true transformation 

into a happier and more fulfilling way of being and living. 

 It is useful to recall Shantideva's four steps for transforming our self from a 

reactive, enclosed being to an enlightened altruist. The first step is equalizing: we learn to 

override our automatic reaction system which separates everyone we meet into kin and 

not-kin because this is the tripwire for our stress reactions.  We learn to accept all living 

beings as kin, however difficult they may be. We all have difficult relatives and easy 

relatives, but still they all are our relatives. So we try to be nice to them, all of them, and 

for that we put to use our best social skills. Gradually, we can expand the group from our 

family to our friends and eventually to the family of all human beings, and we come to 

identify all of humanity as kin. Then we are truly engaged, and we are learning to interact 

and to connect skillfully. 

 The second step is analysis.  We need to analyze that part of us that is hooked on 

stress and trauma, the part that keeps taking our mind to worst-case scenarios, as if our 

survival was under threat. This is the result of childhood trauma.  We have to uproot that 

knee-jerk reaction with self-analysis. In the process, we will find that at the bottom of all 

that social stress is a sense of feeling helpless, powerless, rejected, and unwanted - just 

like we felt during the most painful experiences of our childhood. And so we see how 

that threatening feeling is no more than a projection from a childhood trauma: in fact 

there is no threat; the threat is an empty threat, a void threat.  And that child who felt 

under threat does not exist any longer. In this way, we start to get a feeling, a sense for 

that empty quality of things even if they feel very real, and we begin to experience 

emptiness. 
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  The third step is giving and taking. Once we have understood the causes of our 

defensive reactions and their lack of any strong foundation in the present, then they begin 

to melt. They don't appear so solid anymore - they are made so merely by habit.  And as 

the threat in our mind dissolves, it frees up space, in our minds and in our nervous 

systems, to cultivate the part of our nature that ties us to happiness and well-being. We do 

that through giving and taking.  We start committing ourselves to being an obligate 

mammal, to caring for ourselves and our kin.  

  The fourth step is exchanging self and other.  Here we need emptiness as well as 

analysis of self to go to the root of our very strong attachment to this perceived self that 

seems so real, that insists:  I’m me, this is clearly me! This is the way I have felt about 

myself my whole life, or at least for as long as I remember it - this is the way I really am. 

After careful analysis, we realize that the way we have been perceiving our self is more a 

projection from childhood, reinforced by habit. Now we are more prepared for real 

change. Emptiness is openness: it provides room for transformation, and in this case 

transformation into a happier self.  

 Emptiness is a very radical idea and a very radical insight of Buddhism. We can 

say that emptiness is also a very American idea, in the sense that we Americans know the 

experience of identity crises, but even though we go through many identity crises, we still 

think we have an identity! Psychoanalysis has contributed to this confusion by supporting 

the idea that our human character is formed in the first six years of our life and after that 

it is set firmly, that it cannot change much - maybe we can become a little less neurotic, 

but that's the extent of possible change in self.  But from neuroscience's point of view, if 
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we consider what happens to people who have a near-death experience or a traumatic 

brain injury, we see that the amount of transformation that is possible for a human mind 

and brain is enormous. Then we realize that most of the time we are just messing around, 

stuck on just one channel, with nothing happening but than the sheer momentum of how 

hard it is to change.  When I think about myself one hundred times in a day, if I think of 

myself in the same way, then that’s one hundred repetitions - I am stuck!  It’s like going 

to the gym of misery and working out one hundred times by lifting a heavy weight of 

misery.  Can we really change that?  Can we, by using the medicine of emptiness, stop 

thinking of our self as the solid self - the me - that we think we are? Neuroscientists 

believe that this is possible, and my own experience confirms it. We can unglue our 

minds; we can melt that strong glue that keeps us tied to a rigid sense of self, and this is 

where emptiness comes in.  Emptiness opens the space: it allows us to free our self from 

the sticky bond of our consciousness and our mental constructs, from our favorite and our 

feared habitual constructs.   

 So let’s consider Shantideva's well-known line about emptiness: After reaching 

stability, reveal the secret. There are two different interpretations of this line, and they 

may be equally valid.  The Gelukpa interpretation, to which I subscribe, is that after 

reaching mental stability through compassion practice, the ultimate secret is revealed - 

and that is the secret of emptiness, the lack of a truly independent existence in all and in 

every phenomenon.  To achieve this stage where the secret is revealed, we need first to 

establish a base in compassionate ethics, of taking care of our self and others when and 

how we can. We don’t need to be virtuoso meditators, but we do need a good motivation.   
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 The other interpretation of Shantideva's line is that mental stability is achieved not 

through compassion practice but through wisdom practice, through meditation practice 

aimed at understanding emptiness. But in this case there is a danger of ending up a 

nihilist: with an understanding of emptiness that lacks the basis of compassion, we may 

end up thinking: “Well, if reality is all empty, what difference does anything we do really 

make?”   

 In a sense, in the West we learn about how emptiness permeates our reality in 

science class: there, we learn in physics that we are made of atoms, that all matter is 

made of atoms, and that atoms are made mostly of empty space.  So we are like ghostly 

visitors, with bodies made mostly of empty space. In this world our consciousness 

doesn’t have a place. This implies that our minds are nothing, and so it doesn’t matter 

what we do with them.  That is an extreme view of nihilism. 

The best medicine for that nihilism is emptiness.  Emptiness helps us to understand that 

which is open, subtle, not solid, and hard to find. Let me explain. 

 Alan Wallace's interpretation of stability in Shantideva's phrase is the mental 

stability that is developed through concentrative meditation.  Once we have achieved 

meditative stability, we should start practicing in earnest the ultimate practice: the 

practice of the wisdom of emptiness. This is a very demanding practice. We would need 

to spend the next six to twelve months to get focused on our mind and transform it to 

something like a sharp drill that we can move around and put on whatever we want to 

examine - such as the nature of our self or the nature of our suffering.  With such a stable 

and powerful mind, we can put the problems of our life under in-depth examination, as if 
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under a microscope.  We then realize that we might be able to solve problems in ways 

that we’ve not considered before.    

 So we can arrive at the secret in two ways, both valid. What is important in either 

case, and what Shantideva means when he talks about this practice, is that if we look to 

kung fu, if we look to work out through our own mental confusion and negativity, it will 

free and empower us in our dealings with the outside world.  So, rather than looking at 

the outside world and getting stressed out because the world is full of people whom we 

don’t know well and who make us feel insecure, instead we turn our eye inward, in the 

same way as when we drive all blame into one. We begin to understand the nature of our 

limitations and the nature of our afflictions; we see how suffering is coming from our 

own mind, from the way our mind is working.  That's the secret teaching of mind 

transforming, and it’s also the hard part of mind transforming: that the threat we perceive 

is an empty threat - it is made up in our minds.  

 Chandrakirti said that someone who has studied emptiness without an ethical 

foundation and a meditative foundation is like a bird that tries to fly before his wings are 

formed. This bird is going to crash - he won’t be able to fly.  This is not to scare you 

about emptiness but to show you how seriously this concept is viewed in this tradition.  

Nagarjuna, as I said earlier, is the father of emptiness, so to speak. He defined the 

concept. He said that emptiness is like snake venom used for medicine - we have to grasp 

it just right, and if we don’t know how to grasp properly, we might get bitten.  It's like 

making medicine: if we have the wrong formula or don't know how to apply it, we might 

end up with poison instead.  In the same way, emptiness, if misunderstood, can harm 

rather liberate. 
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 So what is it about emptiness - what is emptiness?  Emptiness means many things. 

Some say that emptiness is “the objective form of selflessness" - but what does that 

mean?  It does not mean that the self is empty, that we don't have a self. What it means is 

that we don't have the self that we think we have, and that is a self that is permanent and 

clearly defined, fixed, indivisible, unchanging, that is going to live forever.  We think that 

we do have a self like that, and we identify with it, this stand-alone self - but we don’t 

have that at all.   

 We can take the analysis of our self to more subtle levels. We start to break down 

this notion that we are a helpless and powerless child, and we start to realize that we are 

not who we thought we were: we begin to have an identity crisis. “I’m not really like that 

- that was just a really bad time in my childhood. But what about all the other times?” 

And so we start to break down our sense of self, our identity.  Gradually, we begin to see 

that we don’t identify with a sense of self as such. More precisely, we identify with an 

emotional process, a physical feeling in our body, or a body image.  Our sense of self can 

hide in places which are not a person, in what we call the life systems - the elements and 

events that make us up, the parts of a person considered to be objective, like a body, 

something we can all see, a body over here.  It’s not a subjective thing, and it’s not a 

psychological thing; you may not know how I feel about my body, but you know that I 

have one.    

 In the Buddhist view, we can identify with - or, in other words, our sense of self 

can hide in - any of the parts or elements that make up our bodies and minds or in our 

perception of the outside world.  We think that the world is how we perceive it, that it 
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actually is how it seems to us, how we perceive it through our senses.  But it is not. 

That’s why when we do certain guided meditations we melt our sense of the world, our 

map of the world. The intention is to remind ourselves that the world is not how we 

imagine it - it is whatever it is in its own right.   

 Going back to the sense of a self and that physical sense we have of our self, I 

almost freaked out in medical school when I saw for the first time electron micrographs 

of the cells of the human body in histology class.  I looked at the formations of blood 

cells, and they looked like some weird space architecture.  It was beautiful, but it was 

very clear that there was no person there - no “Joe”, none at all!  The same happened in 

anatomy class: the self was nowhere to be found. So, in one way or another, at some 

point we realize that inside this object we call 'my body' and in the space that we think of 

as 'my space' there is no individual - no one, just a bunch of parts.  And the same happens 

when we take this analysis from 'my body' to any one of its organs: the heart, for 

example, appears as a solid, independent, self-standing well-defined unit. That is what 

our perceptions and our senses tell us. But the heart is made of parts - chambers and 

bones and many other parts. We can carry the same type of analysis on and on, without 

ever finding the object for which that we are looking.  And that is a scary thought!                

 Meditating on emptiness is aimed at breaking down the delusion of a world that 

exists as we see it, as we perceive it through our senses.  "Emptiness" - as opposed to 

"selflessness" - is the more universal solvent, for it can be applied not just to individuals 

but also objects and phenomena.  Emptiness teaches us that whether objects and 

phenomena are parts of us or of the world outside, they don’t have a self-existence, or 

intrinsic existence, either. 
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 There are different kinds of schools of thought on the meaning of ‘self’.  When 

we talk about an empty self, or selflessness, of what is the self empty - what is it that we 

lack?  Of what are things really empty?  There are many different kinds of definitions of 

what things are empty.  Still, the most basic schools of Buddhist thought agree that 

emptiness is a quality of lacking these attributes: fixed, permanent, partless, unchanging, 

and eternal.  

 Other schools of thought, like the constructivist schools and modern psychology, 

say that individuals or things are empty of having subject-object difference.  What does 

that mean?  Normally we think: I’m in here and you are out there, so we are different. My 

skin separates me from everyone else; it sets the border between me in here and the 

world out there. So it's me against the world.  We all have this sense of dualism, and we 

project it in ‘self and other’ terms. But this is not a very positive way to go through life. 

Who can build a good life with an attitude of 'me against the world'? 

 This concept of emptiness shows us that there is a relationship between our 

perception of our self, on the one hand, and our perception of the people and the world 

around us on the other. In psychotherapy, this is transference:  when we are at the 

therapist we project our image of - and feelings for - our parents onto our therapist; when 

we go home we project our parents' image onto our spouses; when we go to work we 

project it on our bosses.  But when we start to see things more clearly, we begin to realize 

that we are doing this projecting with everybody.  Indeed, we are always distorting 

everything!  The American psychiatrist Harry Stack-Sullivan called this parataxic 
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distortion, meaning that anytime that we come into contact with anything or anyone, we 

distort our perception of the outer world to fit our mental map.  

 The neuroscientist Rodolfo Llinás came to the same conclusion about the 

emptiness of the external reality we perceive. Based on his work on the basal ganglia, 

Llinás showed that when we are awake, our perceptions of the outside world do not work 

like a camera, which reproduces the world  - as it is - on a picture, but more like an 

internal virtual reality generator, producing its own version of reality.  And when we see 

that version, our own version, we think that it is really happening.   But what is 

happening in reality most of the time is that our brain is creating about 90% of what we 

perceive, by using elements from our memory and preconceptions. This implies that the 

way our perception system works while we are awake is not so different - some would 

say almost indistinguishable - from the way it works when we are dreaming. The 

perception of both experiences is coming from the same generator in the basal ganglia. 

The rhythms are exactly the same, and most of the material is the same.  The only 

difference is due to a gate in the area of the basal ganglia that connects to the sensory 

nuclei and which can receive information from the senses.  While we are awake that gate 

is open, and every fortieth of a second it might take a little correction if somebody’s 

moved or if somebody has an angry or a happy face.  So this emptiness of perceived 

reality isn’t just philosophy or poetry: it is neuroscience. And the Buddhist tradition 

agrees, with the text making an appropriate recommendation about our perception. 
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Point 2B2: Consider the Dream-like (Nature) of Things 

 It is interesting to note that while dreaming we are often confused about our 

identity, about who we are: Whether the person in my dream is actually me or somebody 

else is not clear, not constant, it can vary. The self in dreams is much more fluid, and the 

boundary between self and others is also more fluid. 

 Part of the understanding of the emptiness of inner and outer worlds comes when 

we realize that our perception of the world is not as objective and independent of us as 

we thought, that our perception of the world is not coming from the world into our mind. 

It is more our act of projecting from our mind to bits of information from the outside, and 

our mind is making up a story by connecting the dots. This is the flip side of our fantasy 

of our self as existing as an independent, separate entity - what Dan Siegel calls an ‘I 

map’ - but in this case it is a fantasy of the world, which he calls a ‘we map’ or a ‘you 

map’.  There is also the ‘it map’, and that is the natural world.  We all have those maps, 

and they are all being generated and adjusted constantly from within our perceptions.  We 

need to realize this because if we want to change who we are, we need to change our 

maps of who we are.  We need to understand and rethink the territory.  And emptiness 

allows us to do that.   

 So this first kind of emptiness teaches us that our experience lacks, or is empty of, 

a substantial or intrinsic difference between our subjectivity and our objectivity. In fact 

they are much closer, inter-related, and interdependent than we think.   

 In this Buddhist tradition, Nagarjuna, who is identified as the father of the Middle 

Way School - or, as Bob Thurman calls it, the "centrist view," - developed a more 

rigorous notion of what things are empty than this.  Centrists believe that things are 
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empty of any intrinsic reality, intrinsic identity, or intrinsic objectivity. What does 

‘intrinsic’ mean?  It means that something has a quality of independence of all factors 

and conditions external to it.  So, basically, the essence of this view of reality, 

Nagarjuna’s view, is that people and things are dependent on each other, interconnected - 

literally nothing has any reality or identity or objectivity that does not come from 

relationships, that does not come from mutual interaction and mutual dependence with 

each other, people and things.   

 Emptiness is ubiquitous: everything is empty of intrinsic existence, including the 

self. What does ‘self’ mean?  When I say “I myself” we can infer that “I” refers to the 

same person who was talking a few minutes ago and the same person who signed that 

contract a few months ago.  But actually, when we think about this "I" critically, we 

realize that it is not the same person. This "I" has changed, and it is always changing. 

What is the true essence of the self then?   The notion of "self" is deceptive.  I may be “I 

myself” compared to you, because you didn’t sign the contract, but I am not “I myself” in 

any absolute sense because I am certainly not the same person that I was five years ago - 

or twenty years ago or thirty years ago - even if it feels that way. And pretty soon I will 

be dead, and I don’t know who I will be then! So, with this analysis we begin to see the 

emptiness of the self, the lack of intrinsic existence in the self. Chandrakirti, who was a 

student of Nagarjuna, pointed out that the use of the word "self" was intended to evoke a 

kind of hyperbolic reality of something that does not relate to anything else, meaning that 

its nature is not shaped through relationships, relatively. Rather it gets its nature from 

inside, internally.  And since basically, as we saw, this inside does not really exist, such a 

self is empty.  This is selflessness, for nothing has any such self.   
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This is a very radical relativism: not only is everything relative, but everything is so 

relative that there is nothing, or part of anything, or status of anything, or objectivity of 

anything that is not relative.  Everything is relative! And that is a very radical insight.  In 

this context we can understand why many practitioners advise to be careful with the 

medicine of emptiness, for without a proper foundation we could become nihilistic. We 

might conclude, “If it is all so relative, why bother?  What is true, what is good, what is 

beautiful if all is relative?  

 There is an answer to that. First, shunyata is the Sanskrit word for emptiness, and 

shunya is the Sanskrit word for zero. The number zero is an Indian invention that the 

Arabs picked up when they traveled to India. What is zero?  Zero does not mean a 

negative number; and it does not necessarily mean nothing either.  It means that in a 

space where we might expect something, we are leaving a little sign that there is 

something absent that could be there.  (Hopefully, it isn’t your bank account.) When we 

are in a car looking at the fuel gauge, we are looking for fuel in the tank; if the fuel gauge 

is at ‘empty’ the only thing of which the tank is empty is fuel. It is not empty of 

everything - it is full of air, but the car cannot run on air. In the same way, there is no big 

void in space that we are going to fall into.  

 Emptiness is a very specific concept that is designed to remind us of specific - and 

peculiar -attributes of reality.  The idea of emptiness comes from grammar, not math. The 

Indians were the greatest grammarians of the ancient world.  When Jesuit priests 

discovered Sanskrit grammar, modern linguistics was born; hence the whole notion of 

Indo-European language families.  Pāṇini, one of the greatest Sanskrit grammarians, 
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defined the so-called alopa or adarsha cases, cases to use when we expect something - 

like a special ending at the end of a word - but that something actually does not occur.  

Panini developed an algebraic symbol - called a “cvip” - to signal such an absence. The 

cvip is the first symbol of which we know that was designed as a place holder for 

something that we expect but don’t actually find.  Nagarjuna, who was trained as a 

grammarian, a linguist, and a physician as well, got the concept of emptiness partly from 

Indian grammar and partly from Indian mathematics. 

 Why is all of this relevant?  Because when Buddhists say that things are empty of 

intrinsic reality, intrinsic identity and intrinsic objectivity, they are not saying that things 

do not exist. They are not saying that things have no reality, no identity, or no objectivity.  

What Buddhists are saying is that there is something, a quality of existence, that we 

attribute to or project onto things - onto people and phenomena - that actually is not there. 

Upon examination, upon rigorous examination, we cannot find this quality of existing as 

a clearly defined and independent unit.  It is just like when we look, in gross anatomy or 

histology, for a person inside a body, and we don’t find that person - there is no “Joe” in 

there.  That is a sobering thought because we go around most of the time thinking I am 

really here.   However, if we are practicing emptiness enough, we come to realize that 

this "I" is just a mental construct - maybe a useful mental construct, I am not saying it is 

not useful - but a construct nonetheless. 

 By nature we tend to project more reality into things than they really have. We 

need to reverse that process in order to see what things really are.  We are not taking 

away anything that is actually there: we are only taking away what we put there that 

wasn’t actually there in the first place.  And in this way we restore the total relativity of 
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reality, of people and phenomena, and we restore the freedom from any imposition that 

defines them as friend, or enemy, or threat. We are relative to everything and everyone.  

Our whole self is a network of relationships.  This is valid not only from the social 

perspective; it’s also natural, physical, and evolutionary.  Anywhere we look, there is an 

unbounded fabric of infinite relationships with no single point that says this is where it all 

starts. 

 That is why Buddhist physics did away with the notion of an elementary particle 

back in the fourth century.  Physicists saw the absurdity of this idea because in order to 

be an elementary particle, to take up space, by necessity any element must be made of 

different parts and be divisible.  Meanwhile in the West physicists and other scientists are 

spending billions of dollars looking for that elementary particle, like the building of the 

cyclotron in Switzerland.  These funds could be saved for better use - for example, in 

experiments that begin by assuming that there is no ultimate elementary particle but 

instead there are just more and more, smaller and smaller, subtler and subtler elements. 

 Furthermore, according to Buddhist cosmology, the universe does not have a 

beginning: it is beginningless.  Where or how do we find a beginning? In fact, every 

beginning that we find is also the end of something else - and there is something else that 

came before it.  So what is there in the world that we think has an absolute beginning - 

the Big Bang? There are cosmologists who disagree, and they tell us that probably there 

was something before the Big Bang, but we just don’t know what that was.  The Buddha 

said that in the fifth century BCE.   
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 The Buddhist view of relativity is thus a very radical type of relativity, a relativity 

that permeates all of reality. It is also a very sophisticated way to look at the world.  Not 

only is it in agreement with our modern scientific sense of relativity that began with 

Albert Einstein, but in some ways it goes much further.  We don't have to be physicists to 

understand this. We can all understand by examining our own mind and body and our 

own perceptions of our self and the world around us. What's more, Buddhists believe that 

until we understand this relativity, we will remain trapped in our small reality, in that film 

on our life that we have made with our own reified constructions, where self is center 

stage and everything is a potential threat. We make constructions of how things are, and 

then we forget that we made them.  Then we take them as real, as if they were something 

on their own, and then we are stuck with them. The Buddhist attitude, on the other hand, 

is that self is just what it is - not a fixed, permanent, or partless entity, not independent.  

It’s not unrelated to our body, it’s not unrelated to our environment, and it’s not unrelated 

to our relationships.  It is totally relative, and it’s always changing.  

 Why do we think these things, why do we make these ridiculous distortions about 

how things really are? Why do we need emptiness as a medicine in the first place?  Why 

do we need selflessness as medicine in the first place?  This is due to the unconscious 

instinct that we all have for reification, what some people call projection.  In any case, the 

point is that our mind produces a concept, an idea, or a category, and then our mind 

stamps it as being more real than it is, as if it were written in stone, so to speak, and in 

this way the idea gets calcified. We pile up such ideas of what reality is and end up with a 

tangled web of calcified ideas - and then we can’t move anymore: we lose 99% of our 

potential! 
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 If we examine our self - how it is formed, how plastic it is, how it changes 

according to use, how the nervous system is constantly changing, and how development 

occurs - then we understand how this ability of the self to keep changing and reshaping 

itself is for real. If we start thinking differently and paying attention to different things, 

then our synapses change, our genetics change, and our genetic expression changes.  And 

so it is really true that we don’t have the self that we think we have, and therefore we 

don’t have the character or the neuroses that we think we have.  We only think we have 

them because we keep repeating the patterns to have them, and we identify with them. 

 And why do we believe so firmly in this reified self?  It’s the conservative nature 

of our biology and our psychology, our natural instinct for self-preservation, to see our 

self as somehow more real - and thus more important - than everything and everyone 

else.  And in this context, it is necessary. The problem is that this self-preservation 

instinct tends to go overboard. Its strategy is: let’s hold on for dear life, dig in and stick 

with what we know - don’t change, or even give an inch. That’s where our self-protective 

instincts are, and that’s where our sense of self is rooted.  According to Buddhism, this 

view is the death for the development of our healthy capacity for growth and change.  

And emptiness is the medicine to tame this rigid mental habit that makes our perception 

of people and things much more rigid and real than they are. 

 It is critical to remember, however, that emptiness equals relativity. In his 

Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way Nagarjuna says: ‘Nothing whatsoever is found 

which is not relativistically originated. Therefore, nothing whatsoever is found which is 

not empty. So if all things were not empty, there would be no origination and no 
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destruction.’ Chandrakirti called the noble secret of emptiness ‘the sublime secret 

instruction of relativity.’ And relativity is openness - it is the capacity to relate, to be 

causally relevant, to make a difference, to affect and be affected by things, by people and 

phenomena.  It is the capacity to be meaningful because meaning comes only through 

relation. For example, I am tall only in relation to someone shorter, and that shorter 

person may be tall next to someone shorter still.  So who is tall, and who is short?  Does 

it mean anything?  Well, it is just a set with an ‘I’ and a ‘you ’ - I am starting a sentence 

so I say ‘I.’ But does that ‘I’ mean the same when you start a sentence with ‘I’ - are you 

any less ‘I’ than I am?  When we say ‘I’ we often think: "Well I’m the only ‘I’ ... Am I 

not the only ‘I’ in the room?”  The emptiness of the sign ‘I’ is validated by the fact that 

the ‘I’ can be transferred from one person to the other, it does not mean anything by 

itself, it gets its meaning only in relation to the actor.  

 Nagarjuna saw emptiness as the quality of lacking intrinsic existence, or intrinsic 

reality. What does this mean?  Something has intrinsic reality when its existence is totally 

independent of everything external to it, when it is not the result of any external causes 

and conditions, and therefore it cannot change and will never change, for its reality is 

intrinsic to it. But there is no such thing! For those that insist on the existence of an 

intrinsic reality, Nagarjuna says that they are precluding the reality and identity of 

everything, and they are precluding the possibility of liberation and transformation.   

 And so the story goes that some realistic-minded Buddhists and others challenged 

Nagarjuna and said: ‘If all this is void, then there are no causes or effects; there is no 

agent and no action; there is no bondage and no liberation; there is no path, and 

everything the Buddha taught was garbage.’  To them Nagarjuna responds with the 
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opposite consequence: ‘If all this were not void, there would be no cause, no effect, no 

agent and no action; there would be no bondage and no liberation - and in that case 

everything the Buddha taught would have been senseless.’   

 Why senseless?  For if we understand emptiness properly, then we understand 

that emptiness is openness: openness to relations, to being involved in causality, in 

communication, in meaning.  This emptiness is what we need to open up to within 

ourselves, to open our self to the type of change for which we are looking and need. That 

is why this practice of radical openness is so important.   

 Our text tells us to consider the dreamlike nature of all things. When we reflect 

on this phrase, we realize that not only ‘we are made of the stuff that dreams are made of’ 

- as Shakespeare put it - but that the whole world around us is ‘made of the stuff that 

dreams are made of’ too! This is the same conclusion that many experts are reaching 

now. Physicists are telling us that reality is mostly space and that reality is not really what 

it seems to be.  And psychologists are telling us that our perceived reality, including our 

sense of self, is mostly made of projections and virtual constructions.  So this elusive 

quality of reality is a scientific truth. 

 When we understand that our perceptions are unreal, that they are our mental 

projections, then we are ready to free ourselves from blaming others for our unhappiness 

and from perceiving other people as intrinsically dangerous, evil, unlikable and unrelated 

to us.  From a therapeutic point of view, if we discover the projection that is underlying 

some emotional trouble, then we will likely be able to open up a new avenue to resolve 

the emotional problem and to undo such projections. The alternative is, if we do not 

recognize the transference that is taking place with the projection, we stay confused: we 
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remain stuck in the delusion that is rooted on a nightmare from childhood or from 

evolution.  

 

Point 2B3: Examine the Uncreated Nature of Mind 

 Next Chekhawa advises us to examine the uncreated nature of mind. What does 

that mean?  Is mind uncreated?  The reference to mind here is not to mind as a product, 

but as the process out of which concepts, categories, perceptions, emotions, and other 

mental phenomena are generated. That process is not created: it’s natural. Babies are born 

with it, and animals have it - and in the Buddhist view even cockroaches and other creepy 

crawlers do too.  Thus, mind is natural - it is not a human artifice, and it is not one of our 

constructions.  By reflecting on our mind in this way, we are helping our self to break 

free from our normal myopic attachments to all the content with which we normally live, 

and then we can go into the deep mindfulness where we see the clarity of our mind.  We 

then are beginning to free up that part of our self that we need to free up in order to 

replace it with a new self - to change the old movie and make a new one, one that is more 

open, and radically so. 

 When we examine the uncreated nature of mind and go very deeply into mind, 

where is the little tag that says this is mind as opposed to, say, light, energy or space?  

There is no such tag. Mind is only a word we use to compare and contrast with matter. 

And physicists say that matter is made of atoms, and atoms are made of mostly space, 

empty space, although we think of "matter" as a solid thing and not as empty space.  But 

that’s what it is! Along the same lines, in the case of ‘mind,’ there is no mind space to 
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speak of.  Using this type of analysis nothing appears to be quite as solid and real, does 

it? 

 Once we understand - and accept - that in the mind it is mostly space, then the 

particular characteristics of the mind's products - basically our thoughts - lose strength; 

they become much less interesting, and our tendency to reify them is reduced greatly.  

Similarly, in the case of matter: for example, when considering a table, we come to 

understand that atoms might not be tagged as table atoms or space as table space just 

because a table is presently occupying a specific space.  How a table becomes a table is 

due to its particular causes and conditions: It used to be wood, and before that it was a 

tree, and before then it was energy, water, and so on.  Everything can be broken down in 

the same way.  Thus, in the big picture, everything becomes what it is because of 

something else.  Likewise for the mind: it becomes mind as this spacious and intangible 

thing only in opposition to the body, which is solid and impenetrable. 

 What is the mind's essence? Where is the little tag that says Joe's mind? The 

answer is the same as in the case of the table. Mind is a very intangible medium that 

processes information. Mind can be thought of as space for information, as mind encodes 

and translates wave patterns of information. And, as in the case of space, mind is always 

the same: it has no identity in and of itself. It could be that our mind is not even personal 

or alive, that it is devoid of identity, just a sensitive form of light that is part of the natural 

world.  

 This type of analysis, as we can see, dissolves any support for the notion that "I 

am the way I think I am, and it’s me against the world." And that is exactly what this 

analysis meant to do: to dissolve our perceived reality like acid.  But this does not mean 
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that it leaves us without anything at all, hanging in the void.  Zero is not nothing, as we 

saw earlier.  When I say this person lacks self or is empty of intrinsic reality, I’m not 

saying that this person does not exist at all.  What I am saying is that this person - this 

apparent entity - exists and functions only as highly complex interactions with other 

living beings and things, processing enormous amounts of information through learning 

and change.  This person is a real force of nature. It is not nothing, but it is certainly 

empty of ‘Joe’ and empty of ‘Joe’s neuroses’ as well. It is also empty of being a 

bodhisattva or an altruist.  That’s the bottom line. 

 

Point 2B4: Even the Remedy Itself Is Objectively Free 

 Next, Chekhawa says that even the remedy - the emptiness insight itself - is 

objectively free of reality.  In other words, there is emptiness of emptiness.  What does 

this mean? It means that emptiness itself is devoid of intrinsic reality like everything else: 

it has meaning only when we use it to point out attributes that we thought were there but 

that actually are not. In the same way, when we say that the gas tank is empty, it does not 

mean that the gas tank does not exist!  It means only that it is lacking something.  The 

emptiness is relevant only because I need to drive somewhere; if the tank were full I 

would not even mention it.  

 This is important because the language of emptiness can easily lead to more 

reification rather than less. Nagarjuna said that ‘the buddhas pronounce as incurable’ 

anyone who takes emptiness itself as a view.  We have to be careful to avoid that, and 

instead we must turn the tool for emptiness analysis onto emptiness itself.  This is what 

makes it a self-dissolving truth.  This is what makes it so liberating and powerful.  Seeing 
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this is purifying, like a catharsis. It’s like taking an enema: when we can’t get rid of those 

concepts that are stuck in our system for so long that they have grown roots, we need 

something powerful to move them out.  

 Emptiness is matter; matter is emptiness.  Emptiness is the condition, the 

openness, the open potential for things to change and function and to keep happening.  

Emptiness is the space of happening, the space of causality, the space for learning and 

development.   

 Initially, when we hear that even the remedy is objectively free, it sounds very 

bizarre and even unsettling.  If everything is empty of intrinsic existence, including the 

self, how are we going to develop a self that doesn’t have a home anywhere, except in 

this empty space of the insight of emptiness?  How are we going to develop a sense of 

self out of unconditional compassion for all living beings? This self that is empty of 

intrinsic reality sounds very generic and impersonal - it doesn’t sound like me. So how do 

I become that new and improved person?  

 There is a very specific path to follow once we start to have these insights: We 

take these insights as the raw material to build a new kind of agency, one that I refer to as 

enlightened altruism. In Buddhism this is the agency of a bodhisattva.  And what is the 

mind of an enlightened altruist?  It is one of radical openness.  It is radical openness to 

the insight that all things are totally open to a new angle, one that is full of possibility for 

everything.  There is no limit: there is no beginning and there is no end to anything, and 

there is no identity.  This insight shreds our normal conceptuality and radically opens our 

mind.   
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 Even the remedy is objectively free implies that we should forget the formulas and 

thinking habits.  Let’s trade them all in for a radically open mind - it will be a good deal.  

An open mind is much more valuable than specific knowledge about something, like the 

type of knowledge we get from our education system.  In the Buddhist view, most 

important of all is learning, and for that we need an open mind.  Buddhists are less 

interested in information and more interested in intelligence. Intelligence is curiosity 

about what we don't know. Curiosity is a sign of being open; curiosity is wondering about 

things and intuiting things.  This radically open mind is the mind of the enlightened 

altruist, and it is described as the space-like equipoise intuition of emptiness.  

 When we meditate on emptiness, we have two experiences.  If we examine 

emptiness - if we do so with depth, and we go into the laboratory of our own mind and 

body and dissect it all out - we find that there is no me in there - there really is no ‘Joe’ in 

there.  Suddenly we have dislodged our normal sense of reality, like when a computer 

crashes. Where did it all go?  We feel a sense of melting, of space opening up, as if we 

were in space, floating in there, very calm and very beautiful. This is referred to as the 

space-like equipoise intuition of emptiness.   

 

Point 2B5: The Actuality of the Path Rests in the Fundamental Realm and  

Point 2B6: Between Sessions, Act as an Illusory Being 

 The next two lines of the text work in a complementary way for me, so 

unconventionally, perhaps, I am going to put them together here for the purpose of 

explanation.   
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 Sooner or later it is time to re-boot.  So our system reboots, and we start to see 

things again as they always seemed, with subject-object differences, and we start to feel 

once again a sense of self. And then the world is back as it was - out there, where others 

are objects to us, where all ‘other’ is outside of ‘me’. But now, with the insight of 

spaciousness, things somehow do not appear so real anymore, and everything starts to 

appear more airy, somewhat illusory. Here Chekhawa advises: between sessions act as an 

illusory being.  So we should cultivate that illusory feeling, what is called the dream-like 

or illusion-like intuition of emptiness. We see the optical illusion, but now we know what 

it is. Now we are not fooled, and we can work with the illusion skillfully. Like a 

magician, we become a master of illusions and appearances. That is what happens, that 

becomes our new body, our new self - one that allows us to deal with the external world 

more skillfully, with empathy and rational connectedness.   

 These two intuitions, space-like and dream-like natures, work like two sides of a 

coin. The mind of the enlightened altruist is described as spacious equipoise intuition of 

emptiness with a dream-like awareness of 'self' and 'other' - and in this case these are a 

'self' and an 'other' which are much more connected and much less distinct than we 

thought originally, before we became engaged in this practice. It is true: "We are such 

stuff as dreams are made of" as Shakespeare's Prospero says in The Tempest, "and our 

little life is rounded with a sleep.”  A Buddhist translation might be Chekhawa's line: the 

actuality of the path rests in the fundamental realm (of clear light). That means we take 

our newfound emptiness insight, with our space-like equipoise, and we make it the home 

for our new life and our new self as an enlightened altruist.         
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 Instead of clinging to fear or memory, as our old self did to define its identity, this 

new spacious openness becomes our new self. It becomes ‘me,’ and I am now aware that 

I have a virtual body of communication, of expression, of expressing the joy of being 

radically open, of expressing the freedom of being radically open, of expressing the 

empathy and compassion that I can feel now. For now I am radically open, and skillfully 

interacting with others as if in dreams.   

 So it is that openness and spaciousness provide the room for transformation. If we 

consider the dreamlike nature of things then we prepare to have the dream-like intuition 

of emptiness.  That dream-like intuition of emptiness is what allows us to practice 

compassion. When we understand that our sense of separation between ‘me’ and ‘you’ is 

like a dream, that it is not as real as it seems, then there is much more room for a 

connection between us. Reality is not so fixed and rigid, and we can work with it. Like in 

a lucid dream, if we want to be more empathic and skillful we can move toward being 

more empathic and skillful.  I can change my path, and I can morph to respond to you, 

and I am free to engage in a real, open dialogue - which I can’t do if I am all rigid and 

stuck being Joe, with no understanding or insight on who is different from whom.  

Meditating on the dream-like nature of things prepares us to realize this dream-like 

intuition as our new body in the world.  This is our new altruistic self: the embodiment of 

unconditional acceptance, compassion, and skill.      

 Then meditate on the uncreated nature of mind helps us to reach that radical 

open-mindedness, that spacious openness that is within us.  That becomes our altruistic 

mind, our home base for who we are - the place we go back to free ourselves, to heal 

ourselves, and to soothe ourselves.  That is the place we find bliss, the source of bliss, 
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that freedom within us where all of our confusion, perplexities, and neuroses dissolve. 

This is going back to the original face of Zen or the clear light of death within the 

Vajrayana - the primal reality of life and death. 

 So there we have it - this is our new body and mind! That is pretty far out, isn't it? 

What this practice provides is an alternative to being stuck with the neurotic person or the 

limited person or the frightened person - or whatever person it is - that we think we are.  

Sometimes it might seem crazy or difficult to fathom, but this is a gradual path of 

recursive learning in which we build our capacity to embody these qualities. 

 Sometimes, this intuition seems completely natural. This sort of objective, de-

centered freedom might sound like exactly the location from where we should be starting, 

and in some sense that is correct.  In the image of the mind’s eye is the ‘sixth sense,’ the 

mental sense or the intuitive sense where we have crystal-clear, immaculate intuition, 

objective intuition. The Buddhist point of view is that this intuition is needed for reliable 

scientific perception - and not the perception molded by a bunch of formulas and 

mathematical data - for it provides the capacity to eliminate our blocks and biases. On the 

other hand, in traditional Western science we arrive at objectivity by eliminating 

ourselves from the picture, but how practical is that, really?   With that kind of science, 

we are going to eliminate ourselves from the planet!  So we need to be both de-centered 

and fully centered. 

 So how about adopting another life form: one that we discover objectively by 

eliminating the blocks that distort our consciousness and our life force - one that frees us 

from our attachment to a limited notion of our self as the hub base from which we cannot 

budge lest we be dead?  If we eliminate that self, then we find that - in fact - the human 



 151 

being that we have is an amazing instrument for learning, intuition, communication, 

connection, and other capabilities that are amazing powers.  And we can see this, now 

that we have taken the blinders off and are in contact with our more natural intelligence.   

 But with that de-centering, with that deep meditation in which our self becomes 

less and less solid, we can have the sense that we are disappearing completely, dissolving 

away.  First of all, we have to be gentle in our practice and work with our own capacity, 

which may feel as if it is stalled or even going in reverse, at times.  Ask what is it exactly 

that is going to be annihilated: What am I going to lose?  If I look for my sense of self 

and I don't find it - if something that I thought was there is not there - then it wasn't there 

in the first place.  As long as I go about looking for my sense of self clearly, carefully 

analyzing and meditating on my mind, I’m not going to annihilate anything that is real.  

What is real becomes clearer and clearer under this type of analysis, so look for the self, 

and we'll find what is real about it.  On the other hand, if what I was looking for turns out 

to be an illusion or a ghost, I will break through it and I eliminate it - and I don't lose 

anything because that part of the self wasn’t there in the first place. 

 This type of exercise is not easy, however far out and pretty the descriptions of it. 

The sense of an independent self is created by our self-protective tendencies, as we saw 

earlier. The best thing to do to control the anxiety is to breathe through it, to go back to 

simple mindfulness and focus on the breath, and to understand that this is a practice.  

There is a saying: “The teaching of emptiness is terrifying to the timid, but it kills fear in 

the wise.”   As we start out we are full of anxiety about our life, and realistically so.  As 

we move forward, we come to understand that we have nothing to fear, for the very thing 

that we fear we are going to lose wasn’t there in the first place! It turns out that, based on 
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that fear and anxiety that accompanies this sense of independent self, we have built a 

whole life as if building a house of cards - using cards of delusion and confusion. With 

this realization we actually become fearless, for we realize that we have nothing to lose.  

This is a long process of transformation.  For sure, if we start to feel afraid, then we are 

on the right track.  The medicine is hitting our distorted self-protective instincts because 

we are evoking them. Healing is on the way. 

 In Tibetan Buddhism we begin this practice by recalling the last time we felt 

attacked or threatened, and we meditate on that feeling: what was it that made us feel 

threatened, what made us feel that we were going to lose something, some part of our 

perceived self?  We then ask: “What exactly is under threat, what is going to be 

annihilated?  Am I going to spend the rest of my life protecting this self? And if so let me 

see this self more clearly, let me see you … " And then just look for it. 

 Emptiness is sort of an acquired taste, for we need to get used to space.  It's like 

having an overeating problem: to get over it, we have to get used to the feeling of an 

empty stomach, to leaving a little air in the stomach and enjoying not being totally full.  

This goes against our most primitive instincts: we don’t like the space in our sense of 

self.  A full sense of self feels like something to go back and cling to, like an anchor to 

our very own home, ours and no one else's. But as we develop a higher mind, we begin to 

see things differently. The real anchor is not this sense of self-contained self, this self that 

clings to the frightened child or the cornered animal in our evolutionary past; this is more 

like a nightmare version of our self. The real anchor is our capacity to connect with 

others and the world in an objective and mutually beneficial way.   
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 To make that step, we must approach our self, our sense of self that feels 

threatened and frightened. That frightened child or animal is not going to let go and let us 

swim freely in the infinite space of emptiness until we calm it down and teach it how to 

swim.  We have to be able to go in there and help the inner child understand that it is not 

going to be annihilated - it is just going to be freed of fears of threats that aren’t real.  

Then we can open up to and connect with other people.  The self-caring process is key, 

and that is why it is good to cultivate compassion first.  That is why I prefer this edition 

of the text and its format over others, but again you can decide which format suits your 

way of learning and progressing. Now with compassion for our self, we can perform the 

psychosurgery we need: in a very careful and thoughtful way, we cut out our traumas and 

keeping only the positive qualities. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Transforming Agency: From Wild Child to Foster Parent 

 

Point Three: Turning Adversity to Advantage 

 Now we move to the third point of the text, turning adversity to advantage. Of 

course, we will take our intimate awareness of emptiness along with us! Chekhawa 

advises:  

 

Point 3A: When the Environment and Life Are Poisoned with Unhealthy (Habits), 

Turn Adversity Into the Path to Enlightenment 

 I want to say a few words about using the practice of compassion to find the so-

called 'jewel in the lotus' or ‘jewel in the sack of the human body' - that is, the jewel 

within us.  What is the jewel within us that makes us truly precious beings?  It is our 

boundless capacity for unconditional love and compassion.  That is what makes us 

mammals.  That is what makes us capable of the greatest levels of social connection and 

cooperation.  That is the great invention - the grandparent - of civilization: our ability to 

work together constructively.  We can shed our skins, our fangs and claws; instead of 

fighting with the universe we can work with it, and we can work together to get leverage.   

 That boundless capacity for love and compassion is our gem, the jewel within our 

minds and bodies.  Once we see that, we need to let the light shine through it. In a sense, 

we can see that jewel as the dream-like illusory world - we recognize it as the dream-like 

nature of reality - as we produce our reality.  And the way we produce it is by shifting, by 

changing, as the infinitely creative beings that we are.  There is always a light shining 
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through or illumining the production, how we move forward. If that light is clear, then 

there is the sense of radical openness.   

 This approach will lead us to a life that is in sharp contrast to a more ordinary life, 

one that is created in delusion, such as when we are in denial or a process of reification. 

In these cases we are somewhat out of touch with reality. That life is one of bondage 

because we are living in our own movie, one that we have created, and this creation 

becomes our trap because we don’t know that we are the ones making it, making the 

movie of our lives. We think it's made by God, or Nature, or perhaps our genes or 

parents.  The Buddhist view, on the other hand, is that we make our own lives. We do it 

with the power of our own mind and our energy.  And we will not live a creative life until 

we become like artists.  Artists do not rest with just seeing the world: they want to 

recreate it so that they can see its beauty, so that they can really appreciate it - all of it - 

by appreciating the fluidity of the medium and the process. They can fully appreciate it 

because they bring that awareness into their ordinary, everyday perception.  So the advice 

here is: look at your life as a work of art. You are the artist, and your medium is the gap 

between how you experience the world on the one hand and how you desire to experience 

it on the other. 

 When we talk about being an enlightened altruist, a bodhisattva, we are not 

talking about living like a social animal as such. More exactly, we are talking about 

making an art of life by using our social nature and social skills to make a better life for 

ourselves and for others.  Instead of assuming that the world is as it seems, we realize that 

the world is as we make it.  So, knowing that, I am going to make the world that I want, 

and you can join me and make the world that you want; and maybe others will join us, 
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and we will come up with a better world.  This world will manifest itself when we are all 

awake, when we are all paying attention. 

 Realizing the nature of things comes with the understanding that the power of 

compassion is the force that makes our lives work better - that compassion is the right 

tool for the job. With practice, such discernments will line up and become fully consistent 

with our own self-interest; they will pave the way for our identity shift from stress-

reactive traumatized child or frightened-animal survival to enlightened altruist. This 

happens as we truly recognize and accept that we are part of something much bigger than 

ourselves and that we are capable contributors.  That shift requires a radical realigning of 

our sense of self and our sense of self-interest around a more creative and integrated 

approach to life. Our ability as reality creators becomes our dreamlike illusory body. In 

other words, we are following the mind transforming guideline of Chekhawa to act as an 

illusory being. 

 Why would we want to be an illusory being?  This is because an illusory being 

can keep growing and changing.  Think of it as a virtual person in the virtual reality of 

our modern society.  It can be useful to be like a virtual entity: we can keep upgrading 

ourselves and rebooting, revising ourselves to improve ourselves, every day. We can die 

and be reborn again and again, every day, get on the track that transforms us into a better-

and-better person, every day. We can have a permanent identity crisis! In a sense this 

ongoing transformation is very American, for we know how valuable it can be to reinvent 

ourselves. In this case, the transformation leads us to a self that embraces all reality with 

radical openness and understands its infinite complexity and relativity.         
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 When we understand this argument about the path for reeducating and retraining 

our minds, we come to a clearer view of what is important inside of us, of the self that is 

inside of us and the self that can be inside of us. We start to shift our self: we move away 

from the more conservative being that acts like a fortress with the need to grasp at things 

and towards a more open, transparent, and creative position.  This transformation through 

wisdom and compassion practices and processes will take us to that place where our 

practice can rest on the 'fundamental ground of clear light' - as Nagarjuna said - to 'rest on 

the ground of groundlessness'.  This is an Indian Buddhist koan, not a Chinese Ch’an or 

Japanese Zen koan.  Its point is that everything is infinitely open, transformable, and 

relative. When we are at rest there, our mind becomes truly spacious and open. 

 Instead of getting attached to the forms of expression of who we are that our mind 

creates regularly, we just let them flow and recognize them as a kind of conversation with 

the world, like a dream-like conversation, a dream-like flow of compassion in the 

creative dialogue with the world.  That flow of compassion becomes our new body; and 

clarity is our new mind.  Again, let’s recall Prospero who says in The Tempest: “We are 

such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little life is rounded with a sleep."  Well, that 

little life would be an ordinary life. But if Prospero had become enlightened by these 

practices, he could have said: “We are such stuff as dreams are made on, and our little 

lives are expanded and become infinite when we awaken.”  When we understand the idea 

that living lucidly in awareness allows us to disarm - that we don’t have to cling to a 

sense of self limited by past fears and traumas - then we can let go of that limited self.  

The war is over, evolution is over, and childhood is over! They are clearly in the past: 

we’ve made it - we have overcome these limitations. Now we can let our guard down and 
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open up, totally. Now we can be playful, creative, and connective in every way, and 

that’s really a wonderful thing.  That is a very good self to be. And that will produce a 

more enlightened evolution. 

 How do we get to identify with that self? How do we get to there from where we 

are now, yet remain in clear recognition of our limits, our suffering, our vulnerabilities, 

and our smallness? How do we get to that place of expansion, openness, and 

transparency?  Well, we do it gradually: we become more grounded through the daily 

practice of this mind transforming that promotes wisdom and compassion.  This is not 

about the big principles and the big picture; it’s about what we do day by day.  So, when 

adversity shows up, as it does routinely if we watch the news, we do as Chekhawa says: 

When the environment and all life are poisoned with unhealthy habits, turn adversity into 

the path to enlightenment.  The Buddhist tradition tells us: ‘So you are dealing with 

adversity, and how do you work with that adversity? So you’ve got lemons - how do you 

make lemonade? Here’s how you do it.’  That is the teaching here - that is what we are 

really trying to do.   

 At the beginning of the text, Chekhawa closes the dedication by saying: The 

purpose and benefit of understanding this text is to turn the evolution of the five poisoned 

aggregates of your mind and body into the path to enlightenment.  This means that we 

can turn our mind and body - our own inner environment - into a path to enlightenment 

by working through the poisons that our own minds create and secrete. Dealing with the 

poisons around us does not have to be a problem.  It’s just like going into the recycling 

business: we recycle the poison inside of us into fuel.  Like the majestic peacocks that eat 

poison or the beautiful lotus that grows in the mud, we can make fuel out of the 
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difficulties that we meet in every interaction in the real world. These difficulties help us 

to understand, in a more grainy and realistic way, what we need to know about what it's 

like to be a human being.  How hard it is for all of us to feel safe and to disarm, to be able 

to tap into the jewel inside of us, in our minds, into love and compassion, the jewel that 

allows us to exercise that capacity that allows us to succeed.  That is the challenge here.  

When we understand how difficult that is in our own minds and bodies, then we have real 

empathy for other people who are struggling around us.  They cease to be enemies: they 

become regular folks on the bus; they become other people on the path.   

 Again, this is a gradual process, a path with hills and valleys. Buddhist 

practitioners advise that we start the process by taking care and giving love to our own 

selves, from our own side, gradually, for as long it takes for us to be able to see the way 

out of that poison, to detoxify our mind and to come to some feeling of real peace.  This 

will be not just the recognition that we can have peace, but an actual feeling, an 

experience, a tangible taste.  If we have something to counter the poison, if we have 

experiences that serve as a counter-point, then we start to be able to have a perspective to 

recognize the poison for what it is.  This can be very hard to do, especially when we are 

so drunk with some poison that we don’t even know that we are drunk! We think that this 

is what it is - we just think this is reality.   

 Anyone who takes the time and effort to read this far has had some taste to 

convince you that there is another way to be.  As the Dalai Lama likes to point out, most 

of us have had some pretty far out, positive experiences in our lives; otherwise we would 

not have gotten this far.  The thing is that we discount those positive experiences out of 

hand - we don’t take them very seriously. We don’t think that they meant anything. If 
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they don’t come back, we think: ‘that was just garbage,’ or we forget it and go back to the 

same old familiar fear and shame-blame games.  We go back to the fortress - back to 

what we know and cling to because we don’t really believe at a gut level that there are so 

many good things out there for us.  And that attitude limits the goodness in our lives. 

 I was living in Boston and looking for an apartment just after I finished my 

residency training. This was a tough time for me, for I was in a rough transition on many 

levels. I remember moving out of an exclusive apartment on Beacon Street into a cheaper 

apartment with a view of a stadium and a big CITGO sign.  It was a great building, much 

cheaper, and there was a very nice apartment available on the fifth floor, which I got.  

Then I saw a sign for an apartment on the twelfth floor, but I did not bother to check it.  

Why didn’t I go up and check it out - just to see if it was nicer and perhaps I could afford 

it?  Because there was something to grab, so I grabbed it, quickly - I didn't even give 

myself a chance to get a better deal.  And that is the way we feel and act very often. As 

they say, 'affliction perpetuates itself,' which means if we are living in fear, then we act 

based on fear and live in fear over and over again. That's what took over when I was 

afraid of my next move, of losing. And the fear of losing spilled over other parts of my 

life. So there I was, living on the fifth floor instead of the twelfth floor - I never gave 

myself a chance.  That’s okay - this takes a while to learn.   

 This idea of a toxic environment comes up often in Buddhism, and there are a 

couple of interpretations of it. There is the notion of the Kali Yuga - that teachings like 

this were taught specifically for the period following the Golden Age of Buddha, when 

decline had set in, for there was a need for stronger practices - industrial-type strength, 

tougher practices for tougher times. Another interpretation came out of the most 
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progressive lines of the Nalanda tradition, especially the Kalachakra: a tougher practice 

isn’t taught because life gets tougher and civilization declines after the great sages. A 

tougher practice is taught because, in reality, things get better; and as things get better, 

good things spread to more people; and as they spread to more people, the practice 

reaches those in more and more difficult places.  And here we find ourselves, today, in 

the West, among the very difficult places! 

 This more optimistic interpretation of history sees how Buddha started with only 

five disciples, but by the time he died, his reach had spread so much, and he had 

established a couple of monasteries.  Five hundred years later Buddhism became the most 

popular religion or spiritual path of the Indian emperors. And then the first universities 

were established. Buddhism spread throughout Asia, including some tough and 

underdeveloped places.  Tibet was one of those places.  That is why when Atisha asked 

his teacher Serlingpa what he should teach to Tibetans, Serlingpa gave him this mind 

transforming teaching, saying to his disciple: ‘This is the practice I used in Sumatra - it 

works on tough people.’ This is strong medicine, and it works on strong afflictions.   

 

This process is all part of the path of progressive growth of civilization in general. 

Another example is the Judeo-Christian civilization, which grew out of a nice, warm and 

fuzzy - and safe - river valley and then spread to more difficult environments, taming and 

transforming them one by one.  The path of inner civilization is the same. It grows out of 

a relatively safe environment and spreads to increasingly more difficult environments.  

We in the West represent a more difficult environment.  Our culture has a militaristic 

approach to reality. But it has some redeeming features also - such as possibilities for 
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spreading peace, trade, and prosperity. And we have conquered the world. I am not 

against conquering the world, but I don’t like the bloodshed and the exploitation that 

come with it. But what if the bloodshed and exploitation then create an opportunity for 

peace, communication, and trade?  Things are very complicated, aren’t they?   

 Out of every single warfare a new peace emerges, and a bigger culture zone 

emerges. Today planet Earth is a new culture zone - a globalized culture zone - and very 

few places remain outside of it.  But this is not the Kali Yuga.  If you hear people talking 

about Kali Yuga just remember: Joe does not subscribe to that.  And I am not alone: there 

are many Buddhist traditions, especially in the Tibetan Buddhist culture, that are more 

optimistic - they disagree with Kali Yuga and see in history the possibility of progress. 

Buddha said to Shariputra, one of his disciples: ‘I have taught the Dharma, now you 

improve on it - make it a better teaching.’ Buddha did not say: ‘You are going to lose the 

teaching - you are going to forget it, and life will get tougher when I am gone.’  What the 

Buddha was saying is that we can do better.  Buddha was a true progressive; he was a 

hopeful and empowering person.  And the culture he established is a progressive culture - 

not focused on material progress, but certainly focused on progress.  

 So how do we turn adversity into the path to enlightenment?  How do we actually 

do it?  The next line tells us: 

 

Point 3B: Apply Meditation to Whatever Comes 

 I had a therapist who actively disdained spirituality and another therapist who 

adored spirituality. The one who adored spirituality used to say: “Joe, why don’t you 

meditate on that? The answer will come to you.”  That is the idea here.  Remember, we 
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go through some wonderful experiences in our lives, but then we move away from them 

back into fear, shame, hurt, anger and suspicion, and we park our self there. We live there 

because that is where we are more comfortable.  It's not that we are stupid or silly; there 

is an evolutionary bias towards self-protection that keeps us frightened. We still have a 

hangover from eons of evolution, and we also have a hangover from childhood, from 

being so tiny and vulnerable and dependent on others for our most basic needs.  Did I 

offend anyone?  Does anyone not like me?  Those are fears are our companions, our 

roommates.  We have to consciously make an effort to override them.  We can’t please 

all of people all of the time, but we are good enough to live on this planet. 

 How do we override these fears? We do it with meditation.  Meditation is an 

exercise in awareness, an exercise in attention.  Instead of being and living on autopilot, 

either from evolution or from childhood, we meditate to strengthen the consciousness 

muscle so that we can live consciously, in conscious mode.  Meditation makes everything 

a little bit easier and a little bit better. Most importantly, it makes change a little easier 

and our judgment a little bit better.  Meditation makes opportunity, or possibility, a bit 

easier to see. Meditation makes us feel more awake and aware - and also more creative: 

maybe I could do that differently.  

 There is nothing mysterious or fancy or particularly spiritual about the effect of 

meditation. It is simply a function of neurobiology.  We have automatic programs in our 

minds that are run by default system which have been conditioned either through instinct 

or childhood. And if we leave our mind and body to those systems, then we are going to 

be and to live as frightened and hungry animals or as frightened and hungry children.  All 

of this comes out of a place of confusion, which, in this case, means not stopping to think 
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and pay attention.  Yet we have such an amazing mind, such amazing awareness, and 

such amazing power to pay attention. We don’t need to be confused!  If we stop and 

really pay attention, then we can figure things out and live better.  That is the Buddhist 

point of view: we can figure the riddle of life. And meditation helps us to do that. 

Meditation brings our attention to the present.  

 Meditation cultivates presence of mind. When we apply meditation, we can 

generate the power to upgrade the software programs in our system. Meditation opens 

access to all of the good things, including the positive experiences in our lives, with 

which we are not in touch usually.  With meditation we are more optimistic, more 

progressive, more awake, and more present. This is the function of the brain's left 

hemisphere - that is how we feel when the left hemisphere is guiding us.  On the other 

hand, the right hemisphere is where our traumas live. We need to bring in meditation, for 

meditation will take us to that place where the nightmare is over, where the struggle is 

over.  

 When we are well trained in meditative awareness and then run into adversity, we 

might be able to stay fully aware and to process what is going on clearly - on our feet and 

in real time. This doesn’t usually happen right away, however. If we have not reached 

that state yet, if we are not able to apply meditative awareness in real time yet, then we do 

it later: we go home after we have botched a situation, and we meditate on it.  We 

meditate on whatever it was that really bothered us. Gradually we will see aspects of the 

situation that we could not see earlier while in the heat of the moment. And then we will 

be able to say: “Okay, if I had let go of my own emotions and focused on the situation, I 

might have seen what could be done, and I could have acted more constructively.”  Then 
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we might be able to go back and repair some of the damage, or at least we have learned 

something; next time we are more likely to meditate on our feet and in real time, and we 

might avoid such mistakes.  We will respond with more skill and react less with fear. 

That is the benefit of this type of meditation.  

 Here we are not talking about meditation for emptying the mind. The aim here is 

not to be without thoughts, but to be with positive thoughts that are realistic and that help 

us distinguish between what is total garbage and what is recyclable - what to keep and 

what to let go. This is analytic meditation.  For engaging in analytic meditation, it is 

recommended that we strengthen our capacity to rest very deeply in calmness and even to 

empty our minds from the noise of which they seem to be so full. Emptying the mind is 

not the goal, but it is part of the process to calm our over-agitated mind so that we can 

process information more clearly and calmly. We empty our mind to open space for new 

processes, new programs.  For example, after botching that situation, we go home 

without knowing what went wrong; but then we read over root text and realize what we 

messed up.  We recognize something: “Oh, yeah, I get it! The mind transforming says: 

“Don't expect thanks” - but I got caught up in expecting thanks! And when they didn’t 

thank me for what I did I was hurt, and I felt taken for granted.  And I complained to 

them about that, and it all went badly from there. I let my frightened inner child take 

over. My happy inner child would have done much better. Next time I’ll do better!"  

 Knowing how to practice through meditative learning is itself an ideal skill; it is 

about becoming able to bring clarity through meditation to every difficult interaction in 

our lives. And that’s not easy. We start with those issues that bother us most - the things 

that make us most afflictive, the cases that are exceptionally difficult or complicated.  We 
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start with what we can, and we work our way through, a little bit at a time. And so we 

increase our capacity.  As we practice, we recognize that this is like entering a marathon. 

We are not talking necessarily about the extreme positive cases like becoming a 

superhero or an enlightened altruist who is made of just dreams and awakening. We are 

talking simply about just being ourselves and getting through the day, mile after mile; 

this is about trying to bring about that awakening within us - the dream-like flexibility 

within us. This is a major achievement.  So, how do we train for this marathon?  

 

Point 3C: The Best Method Is (To Practice) With the Four Preparations  

 This is Chekhawa's advice. I have listed these preparations here the way I like to 

translate them, which is not exactly the way they have been translated elsewhere.  So I 

have to do some cultural translation here. The first word on each line is my translation, 

and the word that follows in parenthesis is the one found in the more traditional 

translations: (1) Correction (purification) (2) Cultivation (generating of merit or virtue) 

(3) Generosity (making offerings to obstructors or demons) and (4) Trust (making 

offerings to our protectors). 

 The first two preparations, correction and cultivation, are very familiar. They 

represent things that we should do before and after every meditation - at the beginning 

and end of every day.  They refer to what the Buddha teaches us to do on the Fourth 

Noble Truth, the Truth of the Path:  we learn to distinguish between what to let go of and 

what to keep, and we have to learn to tell the difference between the two.  An equivalent 

might be the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr's well-known Serenity Prayer: Grant me the 
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serenity to accept the things that I cannot change, the courage to change the things I can, 

and the wisdom to know the difference. 

 They might be equivalent, but only up to a point. The Buddhist tradition does not 

exactly say that there are things that cannot be changed.  Most important in this case is 

Buddhist optimism: all the important things can be changed, and we can change them.  

We can change some things by getting rid of bad habits - correction - and we can change 

other things by developing good habits - cultivation.  Also, in all cases we need wisdom 

to tell the difference between a good and a bad habit and how to get rid of the bad habit 

and to cultivate the good one.  More specifically, correction refers to the practice of 

confession.  Being raised Catholic I wince at that a little bit, and not because I don't like 

to confess; but because I remember when I went into confession as a Catholic boy, I had 

to make up sins in order to say something to the priest.  It’s not that I was such a good 

boy, but I didn’t know what I was doing there - I was just going through the motions. 

 Correction is better considered as self-correction - that is a more scientific way to 

think about this first preparation.  We have to know how to identify what's wrong in what 

we are doing, and then we have to change it.  There has to be a process of improvement.  

For example, when the Japanese had their economic miracle in the 1980s, we learned 

from them the concept of continuous quality improvement.  They used systems to 

monitor what was going well and what wasn’t and systems to improve on what was 

working and to correct what was not.  Maybe the Japanese learned that approach from 

their dharma practice? In any case, that is all there is to a good working conscience. A 

working conscience is not a conscience that comes up with negative criticism, with 

crippling criticism that fills us with guilt and saps our confidence, and that tells us what 
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bad, awful, and horrible human beings we are if we screw up or slip up somehow.  A 

working conscience also is not one that encourages us to indulge in actions with negative 

consequences with the justification that we have suffered enough already, so we are 

entitled to go over the top.  We don’t want an indulgent conscience that acts on self-pity: 

that's the conscience that's been whipping us up all this time.  A working conscience is 

not a punishing conscience, either - it doesn’t shame us the way that a somewhat 

misguided traditional parent would: “Joey, if you stick your finger in the socket, you are 

a bad boy!” The conscience should say: “Joey, it's a bad idea to stick your finger in the 

socket - you will hurt yourself.”  In effect, as the child hears it, the parent's criticism is 

directed at the whole child: the child is bad, not only the action. This shame-based 

parenting builds up a distorted conscience, one that can’t really tell the difference 

between good and bad.   

 There are reasons why we are raised that way, and Freud wrote about these cases 

in his book Civilization and its Discontents.  To Freud, the conscience was like a police 

force stationed in our mind to make us fit for civilization.  That was before Dan Siegel 

discovered the pre-frontal cortex and before we discovered that we are actually so 

eminently sociable that we don’t need a police force.  What we really need to police is the 

police forces operating inside of us! We need to police the forces that in fact are our 

fears, our reactivity, and our anger. There is nothing particularly bad about these 

reactions; they are perfectly natural human reactions. But they are the wrong tool for the 

job here.  They are not going to help us live constructively with other people unless we 

become real masters at modulating and channeling these reactions.  As long as they 
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remain raw and uncensored, they will make mostly trouble for us - they wear us down, 

harming others and ourselves.                  

 A working conscience is a healthy conscience, one that helps us to understand. 

Buddhist psychology, or Abhidharma, provides good advice on how to develop such a 

conscience.  Let's look at the specific case of shame and embarrassment. We have all 

been told at some point in our life that shame is a horrible thing, that we should never feel 

shame or embarrassment.  I think that, at least on some level, the people saying this are 

naïve, for shame and embarrassment are frequently caused by disappointment, and life is 

full of disappointments, so it is not really possible to stay clear of shame. More often, we 

think of shame as a personal condition: “I don’t just feel bad, I am bad.  The reason why 

these bad things happen to me, the reason why people don't want to be with me, is 

because I am bad." This might be unnecessary self-punishment, but it might also be 

useful. I may ask myself: "Why are people avoiding me? Maybe because I am not nice to 

them, and I notice that this happens when I am not happy.”  That is something useful to 

realize.  If I am going to be happy in the world, I need to know that. I need to get the 

feedback of shame and embarrassment - they can be very useful tools. 

 How do we tell the difference? When are emotions, such as shame, 

embarrassment, or guilt, useful tools, and when are they useless or even harmful?  In 

Buddhist psychology, emotions such as shame, regret, remorse and guilt belong in the 

category of variable mental factors.  In comparison, we have a culture of extremes.  In 

my own experience, I was born and raised Catholic, which means born with Original Sin 

- born bad, bad from the beginning. They’ll say: “Christ can save you, but you’d better 

get to confession - and not just confession, also baptism and confirmation, otherwise you 
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will not be saved."  This is one extreme, one where there's never enough guilt; it’s a 

culture of guilt is good. Then there is psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, my other 

culture, and my father’s adopted culture as a psychiatrist and a psychotherapist.  My 

mother, a Catholic woman, would always say: No, you shouldn’t, and my father would 

say: Why not?  So you can see how I wound up a psychatrist!   

 In any case, with Buddhism we are not dealing with extremes - we are closer to 

the middle.  In this case guilt can be useful: it can be a healthy mental function.  When 

we feel regret for something that we did that was truly vicious, in the sense that it 

produced unhappiness, for ourselves and others, then it is useful. In Catholic language 

this is the area of sin and vice.  But in fact regret can be useful if we take it as a lesson 

never to behave like that again.  In Buddhism the concept of ‘sin’ is very different: it is 

not something that displeases ‘God the Almighty’ but something that causes unhappiness, 

or suffering, for ourselves and others.  In Buddhism, in general, there is no difference 

between hurting ourselves and hurting other people.  It is not better to hurt ourselves than 

to hurt other people or vice-versa.  And if we have done something that is truly hurtful, 

then it’s good to feel guilty; it's good to get to the place where we say: “Gee, I wish I 

hadn’t done that - I hurt myself or other people by doing that.”   

 Under what circumstances is it good?  It is good when there actually was a 

mistake and we can do something about it - something is under our control to make 

things better.  If we feel guilty for something that wasn’t a mistake, then in this case 

feeling guilt and regret is a distortion, for we did everything we could.  A healthy 

conscience is one in which regret, guilt, and other such emotions show up when there is 

something we control that can change the situation.  We can’t just say: “That happened 
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because I am a bad person - it’s my karma.”  According to the theory of karma, bad 

things do not happen to us because we have bad karma: bad things happen because of 

causes and conditions.  These causes and conditions are propelled by our actions. Bad 

things happen to us because of our own bad actions; good things happen because of our 

own good actions.  This is true in many cases, but not all - in the case of tsunamis and 

such, these things don't happen because of my karma. 

 In short, these emotions can be positive if, when someone has been hurt by our 

actions, we feel regret for the pain we caused; and then, most important, we can do 

something about it - and we do it! On the other hand, if we can’t do anything about a 

situation, feeling guilt and regret are actually negative mental functions.  It’s actually a 

waste of time and energy.  Shantideva said: ‘If a problem can be helped, why worry? And 

if it can’t be helped, why worry?’ 

 The purpose of the negativity is to usher in a change: “I want to break with that 

kind of behavior, there is a better way.”  This is not to say that negativity is good.  The 

point is to make the mental effort to take note and to judge a negative action as 'bad' if we 

can do better.  If I am full of regret for something even though I can’t do anything about 

it, then it is time to go into psychoanalysis to get rid of it.  If I regret things because I did 

something hurtful and I could have done better and I can do better, then I should go to 

confession. That is the process of self-correction we are talking about: discriminating 

between what we can control and what we cannot and making changes on what we 

control.  This means going over difficult interactions we had with people that led to some 

suffering and then trying to find out what happened.  We sort out the nitty gritty details: 

why did that interaction go sour? What went wrong?  Why does it feel bad?  Was it me?  
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Was it the other person?  Was it something that I said or did?  Or, did it just remind me of 

something, trigger some past emotion and trauma?    

 We have to really dig in deep and come to clarity about our emotions. When 

things become clear, after investigation and analysis, then we put things in context.  We 

see that we did something wrong, something harmful or not helpful; it really was 

something under our control, and we could do better - something to improve the situation.  

Then it is positive to feel bad about it, but just momentarily, so that we can take a break.  

Once we take a break, we need to move on to positive actions - to be forgiven, to forgive 

ourselves, to accept ourselves, and then to resolve to do better.   

 As a general rule, while we practice with the four preparations, it is good to apply 

the four counteractive forces, or antidotes. We already have talked about them in some 

detail without putting them in this context. They are: 

Regretting, in a healthy way, something that we have done by mistake; 

Confessing our negative actions to ourselves and others, honestly, checking them out 

with other people, and examining them during meditation; 

Forgiving ourselves and asking others for forgiveness; 

Resolving to do better next time. 

 These four counteractive forces make up a four-fold system with two negative 

functions and two positive functions. This system was designed as a guide to make things 

better, to mend things when we make mistakes and to learn from those mistakes in a 

constructive way.  It also guides us to be able to distinguish between those situations 

where mistakes were made but nothing could have been done well, things were not under 

my control, and those situations where I actually messed up, I am responsible for, and I 
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can do something about it. This is the process of healthy self-correction.  And we have to 

extend all of this to other people, including - or especially - those for whom we feel the 

most antipathy, be they greedy bankers or heartless killers. 

 We cannot treat other people as if they are bad because they mess up; we mess up 

too.  Even if they have ill will and act out of malevolence or lack of conscience, we can’t 

ignore the fact that people who have malevolence and a bad conscience were not born 

that way.  By and large we are all born with the same nature, and we are all capable of 

doing awful things.  The fact that we all don’t do more awful things more of the time is a 

miracle!  Negative actions have their causes and conditions. Most of us got some 

mothering, some fathering, some schooling, or some other form of guidance to adapt to a 

life in society. But some of us are not so well adapted. Yet this doesn’t mean that we 

throw the worst of us under the bus.  We might need to throw them into remedial ethics 

class, or maybe they just need some space to calm down.   

 There are psychological studies about how people become sociopaths, how people 

are trained for violence, to do violence onto others.  For example, after World War I we 

learned from research that most soldiers did not actually pull the trigger when faced with 

the enemy. They couldn't kill. Most of them were raised in good homes and had a 

conscience, so most of them did not pull the trigger.  Only a very low percentage of 

soldiers actually did.  So, we fixed that: we trained these good young men to go out and 

really kill.   

 How do we make killers?  How does a society make killers?  How does a society 

make predatory bankers?  It takes a village.  It’s not just that one person who is a jerk 

screws up the world.  Many people miss out on good parents, good guidance, and they 
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are brought up in craziness.  As a society we breed such people. We do that in several 

ways. One example is through the ubiquitous prevalence of violent video games and 

movies - we want warriors, warriors to conquer the world.  And we want to conquer the 

world because we want the spoils.  We are all enjoying the benefits of such a system, and 

have been for at least the last five centuries. We have thrown ethics out the window, and 

we reward self-interest in a predatory-scavenger sense.  We are all implicated in that 

process. 

 We can’t solve a problem with the mindset that created it - by identifying some 

people as bad - for we know that’s not how we would want to be treated as a human 

being.  We would want to be treated with compassion and understanding.  However 

distorted or malicious we might seem, whatever it was that we did, we want someone to 

care enough and ask: “You poor kid, why did you do that?  That was such a bad idea.”  

That is how we want to be treated, and that is the medicine that we have to apply to 

others. If we are not up to that all the time, it is understandable. There are certain people 

whom I have a hard time loving - and more power to them, and to me, if that is the case, 

then we know it's time to get to practice!  We have to understand why we have an 

empathic blind spot for people who behave in a clearly negative way.  Why can we not 

see them, and treat them, as humans just because they behave so badly?  I am not saying 

that people don’t behave so badly.  The point is that if we want to focus on what can be 

changed and what can be improved, we need to see and to accept that nothing will change 

for the better by blaming and shaming people, and then putting them aside; this will only 

lead to fighting and more fighting.   
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 The idea of living by example, or as an example, is essentially the bodhisattva's 

form of activism, and that is non-violence.  It is not about how to change the world by 

finding fault with others and laying blame elsewhere, but by taking responsibility for our 

world and empowering ourselves to see ourselves as strong enough, to have the 

confidence to meet the obstacles along the way.  This is most powerful when we work 

together with others, when we learn how to mobilize others and to connect with others, 

and when we really trust that we can.  Ultimately, in the long run, our self-interest as 

human beings aligns with all of us learning how to get along.  

 Let us move on to the second preparation: cultivation of virtue.  This brings us to 

this idea of Buddhist capitalism. Buddhists are really practical people.  Historically they 

are very closely related to the mercantile class. They don’t mind or judge the idea of 

accumulating wealth and capital.  However, they believe that material wealth is for 

benefiting, educating, and creating security and comfort for people.  Historically, the 

primary Buddhist focus was on building schools and universities; and, as described in 

Nagarjuna's Precious Garland, good Buddhist leaders would also build housing for the 

poor, bring honey to the anthills to feed the ants, and let out the prisoners.  Buddhist 

social policy, in general, was very much a policy of non-violence. 

 The notion of how one becomes a bodhisattva, when we put it in today's context, 

is consistent with the current economic approach to building a good credit history.  The 

Buddhist view is that our minds and bodies run on energy. When we are in state of 

positivity, we are building merit; and merit is the capital. And what is positivity - what 

generates it? It is the energy of love and compassion, or at least peace and radical 

acceptance.  This positivity has both a physical and a quantitative reality. So we can build 
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up on it. One way that we become better at handling suffering, ours and others', is by 

purifying the negative in ourselves. We move on to the positive side: we build up on 

stronger positive social energy that we can bring to the world, and that is produced by 

love and compassion. This is building more emotional capital, more social-emotional 

capital.   We build our emotional-social capital by spending more time thinking and 

feeling positive thoughts toward more and more living beings.  In this practice we are not 

examining our angry feelings, for this would subtract from our emotional-social capital 

and decrease our ability to impact people.  Buddhists meditate regularly on the wish 'may 

all living beings be happy' as an investment strategy: we build on the happiness that is out 

there, like building a very powerful interest group engine.  As we invest in other people's 

happiness and they become happier, our own happiness rises. So our investment pays off, 

and our capacity to feel connected to and positive about more and more beings increases.  

There is also a neurobiological side to this: the more we exercise our social and 

emotional and capacities, the stronger they get; the stronger our inner neural network 

becomes, the more positive the inner chemistry and energy become.  This is not pie in the 

sky - there is a real logic to it.  

 Nagarjuna addresses social policy in his Precious Garland.  There he describes in 

detail what the state should do and what individuals should do to become altruists.  Every 

pore in an altruist’s body requires the positive energy that comes from helping thousands 

of people.  The more people we help out, the more our body becomes this positive energy 

- helping energy - and in this way we build up the positive energy in our body, and we 

become more and more dynamic.  And example of an altruist today is the King of 

Bhutan, who in the 1970s defined the concept of Gross National Happiness and 



 177 

pronounced the growth of GNH as the goal of his government. This shows his leadership 

style, one of concern and support for everyone's happiness and wellbeing. Meanwhile, in 

the rest of the world, governments support the growth of Gross National Product, 

assuming that the more we produce the happier we will be!  

 If we want to live and be in a happy society, we start by generating happiness.  

How do we generate happiness? We turn to positive psychology and generate happiness 

by thinking well of others, caring about others - that is how we generate happiness most 

quickly, for a mammal.  Why?  Doing this, we feel at home; we feel connected, 

possessing positive social emotions and the body's chemistry of bliss. 

 So there is happiness and merit, and both have quantitative aspects. There is a 

capitalism of merit and a meritocracy of merit. Consider someone like Gandhi, Martin 

Luther King, or Nelson Mandela - people who acted for the benefit of fellow humans; 

there are millions of people like that.  We find such heroes in the news. If we read the 

stories of such heroes instead of articles on war and death, we become inspired - and we 

start feeling good, and feeling good encourages us to change further, because we want to 

feel good all the time.  That is the kind of news we need, news that start us thinking about 

something in a new way, like how to help our fellow human beings - and not how to go 

out and consume more.  

 That is one way to cultivating our virtue.  As we gain power of mind, we also gain 

courage by building merit: doing constructive things with the right motivation and a wise 

application. 
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 Now we move to the third preparation, the third power tool: generosity, or making 

offerings to obstructers.  What do we do when demonic forces take over individuals, or 

even whole groups and societies?  First, we should never confuse the demonic forces 

with the people who are being driven by them.  People are good naturally.  But living 

beings can turn ugly because there is poisonous stuff within all of us.  We all have the 

capacity to do horrible evil, as our evolution shows.  If we consider sociopaths, or people 

who go around hurting other people, research shows that those people were severely 

neglected or abused in their childhood, by their family and by their society. Again, it 

takes a village to raise a good human being.  So we all have to learn to be positive 

contributors in the face of obstructers. 

 Buddhists have elaborate rituals to meditate on obstructers, whatever they are.  

And there are the beautiful stories of Milarepa, the first Tibetan to reach enlightenment.  

He killed six people as a young man to protect his mother’s lands. He regretted it, and he 

lived in terrible remorse.  The way he dealt with it was by diving into the study towards 

enlightenment under Marpa, an abbot at Nalanda.  Milarepa went into the mountains in 

Tibet where primal dark energies roamed - the home of killing and survival, ghosts and 

demons. And he converted them all.  He tamed these great demons of Tibet, and he was 

able to do it because he did not fear them - he wished them only well, and he was willing 

to offer himself to them out of compassion.  When he did that he actually disarmed them, 

they were surprised and shocked.  

 It is like the story about the Ch’an (Zen) master that John Kabat-Zinn tells. When 

a Chinese General drove into a monastery the master said to him: “I am not going to give 

you this monastery.” The General responded: “Don’t you know that I can kill you right 
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here and now?" And the master said: “Don’t you realize that I can let you kill me right 

here right now?”  This stopped the General cold, just like that - he wasn’t capable of 

killing that monk.  That is a true story, for people have consciences.  And we are not 

going to activate their consciousness by hating them.  Their conscience is the only 

leverage we have to help people who are making mistakes; we have to learn to deal with 

them with skill.  So, we raise the level and train to welcome obstruction into our life as an 

opportunity to practice to be resilient and to maintain the positivity even in the face of the 

most extreme, demonic, crazy, possessed negativity.  Again, as Chekhawa says, when the 

environment and life are poisoned with unhealthy (habits), turn adversity into the path to 

enlightenment. 

 This is like exorcising the negativity.  It is also an exercise - I call it generosity, 

for that is the essence of it. We enter the difficult interactions with generosity. We go into 

them with the intention of raising the quality of the interactions rather than letting our 

own demons take over and pulling us into negative territory, like fear and violence.  We 

stick with our angels, and we determine to stay with them, for we know there is nothing 

good in those demons; there is nothing in them for us.  We have been there over many 

eons - our body has been there; we were there in childhood, and if we don’t want to go 

back there, then we know that is no place to go.  We stick with the angels, on the high 

road of loving and caring for all beings.  This is not easy, and we can’t do this very well 

from the beginning, so we must practice.  We all have these feelings of hate for certain 

parts of our world, for certain types of people, or for certain cultural forces. These 

feelings are destructive and full of prejudice. So work with them and practice with them. 

We welcome that difficult force into our life and tame it.  Otherwise, our inner capital 
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will have a lien on it the moment we come up against that obstruction that we can’t 

accept, and we will lose that positive capital.  It will go into our fear and hate.  As a 

result, we will be disarmed, and the interaction will turn sour: we become an ordinary, 

powerless human being facing another ordinary powerless human being. 

 But this isn’t just welcoming adversity, like: “Okay, there’s really a lot of traffic 

out there, so drive carefully.”  This is the case of facing someone who fills us with rage 

and incenses us.  And this is exactly the person to whom we have to feed ourselves, and 

we have to feed that person empathy and compassion.  Maybe it won’t work with some 

person, and maybe nothing will work in a particular case.  But at least we will come out 

of the interaction with our compassion, with our positive and social capital intact; we 

won’t throw it all away for nothing by becoming angry and upset.   

 In order to be able to give of ourselves, we have to realize that no external 

negativity can match the negativity from inside of us - our own misguided self-protective 

instincts. These self-protective instincts are the real demons in our lives; letting them run 

the show is what empowers the evil in all of these people’s actions.  This practice is to 

get us a position of zero tolerance: “I am going to resist the destructive forces of human 

nature wherever they are, in myself or others.  I will do this by bringing acceptance and 

love, by bringing mammal energy to them.  I am not going to give in to those forces, 

wherever they occur. I will resist them.  I am going to resist them with the solution mind 

of that kind of mammal energy.” We recognize those feelings with empathy, and with the 

understanding that destructive energy comes from fear, and fear comes from seeing 

ourselves as small and alienated.  We all have those illnesses.                         
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 The fourth and final preparation is trust, or offerings to protectors.  This is another 

practice that builds up this social and emotional capital, by trusting the forces of good in 

the world. This is played out in the Buddhist traditional ritualistic context by visualizing a 

protector deity, or force, or archetype.  We trust the good in human beings and in the 

world - we trust that good will win out. And that is the ultimate reason to disarm. When 

we reach that point where we realize that, ultimately, life is a comedy, not a tragedy. 

 We can say that we have already chosen to disarm by being born in the human 

realm. By becoming human mammals, we are basically harmless creatures - we have 

evolved to the ultimate harmlessness, and that is why we are so frightened. But we don’t 

need to be frightened.  By evolving to the ultimate degree of harmlessness, we have 

become ultimately powerful at the same time, for we are so interconnected, so 

communicative, and so collaborative.  That is what is good in us - this incredible 

mammal capacity to understand each other, to work together and, ultimately, through this 

practice that promotes trust, to trust that part of our nature that is the capable mammal - 

or, as I like to call it, the obligate mammal.  That is the part of us that implicitly trusts the 

goodness of others and knows that there is nothing to fear from others. 

 In some sense we actually fear our cultural heroes and deities - like Christ and 

Mohamed - because they are seen by some as displaying enormous destructive power. 

But overall they are our friends - they probably did more civilizing than rabble-rousing.  

In fact, we need to know that all cultures are our friends - they all provide positive 

archetypes that humanity can trust.  Why?  They represent that force within us that is 

going to win out ultimately, for we are smart enough to know that things work better 
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when we get along, when we negotiate.  This trust in human nature, in our capacity to 

find the way to be happy, will see us through. 

 There is one more phrase from another edition of the Seven-Point Mind 

Transforming practice, a line which is removed from Pabongka Rinpoche’s edition, but I 

am especially fond of it and think it will be useful for us to discuss.  This line ends the 

third point in that Seven-Point edition:  By contemplating all illusions as the four bodies 

of enlightenment, emptiness is the unexcelled means of protection. What does this mean? 

Shantideva explains that our capacity to give ourselves to others depends on our capacity 

to know that the giving part within us - the part that understands our emptiness - is the 

part that saves us: that is the part that is really us.  In contrast, that part of us that is 

frightened and self-protective is our old shell and skin that we need to shed, to discard - 

that is not really us, and it does not serve us well. 

 What are the four bodies of enlightenment? They are different manifestations of 

our altruistic feelings.  Earlier on, we talked about the two bodies of the heroic altruist 

inside of us that we want to develop: radical openness and dream-like compassion. These 

were traditionally called the two embodiments, or bodies, of Buddhahood. One is made 

of mind (which is the radical openness that is wisdom) and the other is made of 

unconditional compassion.  The body made of mind is called the Truth Body, and the 

body made of compassion is the Form Body.  Each of these two bodies has a subjective 

and an objective component, for a total of four bodies of enlightenment, as described in 

the table below.  Thus, matter, in the sense of how it feels, can be subjective or objective: 

how it feels to us, subjectively, to have a body, versus how it appears to others, 

objectively, when we have a body. The table below describes this situation.  
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Mind Body 

Subjective: Truth Body Subjective: Bliss Body 

Objective: Reality Body Objective: Emanation Body 

 

 On the mental level, the Truth Body is the subjective form of a buddha's mind (an 

enlightened mind) and the Reality Body is the objective form.  When we are realizing the 

truth, our mind is merged with its real nature, the reality of things.  The reality of things 

is the objective condition; the truth is the knowledge of that objective condition.   

 On the physical level, the Bliss Body (also called Beatific Body) is the subjective 

form of compassion, the positive spirit and energy of love and compassion. And the 

Emanation Body is the objective form; it is the form with which other people can interact 

and experience. It is like having a body that is easy to carry around and that has the signs 

of altruism, compassion, empathy and other positive things that that body could create.  

The Emanation Body is anything that manifests itself as an external physical form of the 

goodness, the well-wishing, and the altruism of enlightenment that is inside of all of us.    

 These four bodies of enlightenment, these manifestations of heroic altruism, 

themselves are empty - empty, that is, of any ordinary sense of 'I'.  Effectively, this 

ordinary sense of 'I' that I have - as a being that is cut-off, separate, frightened and 

alienated from the world, disconnected from others, all alone in the world - is not in any 

of those four bodies.  Rather, when we take the raw material of a mind and body that we 

all have, and we take out all of the false self - which is the self-protective identification 

with stress and trauma - then we purify our mind and body.  What is left is the play of a 
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mind that is truly open and has the capacity to appreciate the complexity of reality, and 

the play of a body that is truly blissful in that it has the capacity to express blissful care 

by doing good, by making good deeds. That is altruism in its four bodies.        

 You may have heard the mantra that Tibetans love to say, Om mani padme hum. 

It is kind of a poetic phrase. One of my favorite things about this mantra is whenever 

Tibetans get angry, they say Om mani padme hum.  It’s like saying “Jesus!” So you could 

do that whenever you get annoyed - if you feel hatred for those bankers, om mani padme 

hum!  Anyhow, the point here is that the mantra has four words, and each of them may 

stand for one of the four bodies.  There are many different explanations of the meaning of 

this mantra, but this one is relevant here. 

 Om is a symbol for the Reality Body. It can refer to the pure exalted body, speech 

and mind of a buddha as well as our impure body, speech and mind. Mani means gem or 

jewel. It is the Truth Body, the mind that knows reality; it stands also for our own internal 

gem that is the intention to become enlightened and altruistic.  Padme means lotus, which 

is a symbol for wisdom. It represents the Bliss Body that unfolds, that emerges from the 

mud, like a lotus.  Hum implies indivisibility, which is the indivisibility of wisdom and 

compassion in enlightenment. It points to the incarnation or embodiment of the mental 

awareness and attitude that is compassion in a physical act or body.  

 So altogether, the mantra celebrates the four bodies as the nature of all things, the 

interplay of objective and subjective compassion, and interconnectedness. It may be used 

to see the light of ultimate reality as reflected in the gem that is the mind that knows it.  

Expressed this way, the mantra brings about the unfolding of warmth and sensitivity that 

is the blissful experience of love and compassion. 
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CHAPTER 6 

Integration and Progress: Learning to Live with Happiness 

 

 I recently spent a week at the First International Conference on Contemplative 

Studies, and it was really awesome!  People have been working quietly at their own little 

corner for forty years, and everybody involved in the field was there.  There were seven 

hundred people present, and they turned away hundreds and hundreds of people.  It was 

really inspiring to see how far the field has come, and I will try to share that.  One of the 

things that I learned in those few days is that we are all aware of the fact that mindfulness 

has become the new normal.  Mindfulness is everywhere, everywhere we look.  But what 

is really fascinating to me, especially with respect to the mind transforming practices is 

that compassion has become the new mindfulness.  Most of the talks at the conference 

were really focusing on empathy and compassion - on our human capacity to build 

empathy and compassion. Decades and generations of modern thinkers believed that 

compassion and empathy would be sort of forced, as if opposed to real human nature.  

Now we know through research science that compassion is really good medicine; it’s 

really good for us.  Mindfulness, at least in theory, requires us to spend some time on the 

cushion, but compassion is something we can do while conducting business or just going 

about the day.   

 It is a very promising thing that people are really nailing down some of the 

chemistry and neurobiology of how our capacity for compassion can grow and how a 

brain that feels compassion is so much more resilient and positive than a brain that feels 

just powerless sympathy.  What researchers are finding is we move past the kind of 
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contagion - that feeling of just being overwhelmed by somebody else’s suffering - and we 

start to build a sense of genuine concern and care for the other person without any sense 

of needing to fix them.  We’ve studied a lot of the conditions that would make that 

possible, but if we are able to do that, then we find suddenly the energy shifts totally.  

The centers in our brain that are supporting the activity, that are responding to other 

people’s suffering, are completely different.   

 What happens is that it ends up being a very positive experience.  It’s not 

glorifying an enjoyment other’s people suffering - that’s not the point.  The point is that 

we are enjoying the people, and we are not really so hung up on the fact that they are 

suffering; we are not overwhelmed by the fact that they are suffering.  We are still able to 

connect and care.  It is really inspiring and very pertinent to what we are doing; there is 

amazing research coming out right now from about five or six different labs in the 

country.  It really bodes well for the positive trajectory of history. 

 When Jon Kabat-Zinn opened this conference, he talked about the new 

contemplative science and discussed the sense of activism entailed in research on 

compassion.  That was a new twist for Jon, but it also marks the sign of the times.  For us 

coming at it from the Tibetan Buddhist perspective, the difficult question is how 

emptiness and compassion go together?  Don’t they dissolve each other or negate each 

other - or what happens?  It’s interesting; this is not that easy to understand, is it?  

Normally, the way we have compassion for people is we project our afflicted or reified 

sense of how much we suffer into or onto the other person. Then we think: “Oh, my God! 

You poor person!”  That often is what we think compassion is or what compassion 

entails.  Of course if we mixed the concept of emptiness with that and it suddenly all 
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dissolved, we wouldn’t know what to think compassion might be.   But the idea here is 

compassion is something else.  It isn’t just sympathy for someone else.  If another person 

is freaking out in front of us, compassion is not about freaking out with them.  Why?  In 

this tradition the criteria for real compassion and effective compassion - this is where the 

activism comes in - is in the intention or the honest wish to help that manifests in some 

meaningful action.  It’s realistic enough that the wish to help is actually helpful, in some 

way.  It translates to a helpful interaction.  I may not be I doing something actively to 

help you: it may just be I am with you in a way that helps us both.  However, I can accept 

your difficult situation and embrace it; I can be with you and share it with you in a 

constructive way, but it does not necessarily have to be some solution-oriented 

interaction. 

 How is any of that possible in emptiness?  It is really important that we 

understand emptiness not as nothingness or as an absolute void that has absolutely 

nothing in it.  Instead we must understand emptiness as a very precise, technical, and 

specific reminder that certain things that we think are inside of us, other people, and 

things around us, in fact, aren’t there.  So, if we don’t understand that emptiness is 

actually an emptiness of something unrelated, of something fixed or non-relative then it 

would be very confusing indeed! It would be pretty horrible to love nothing or a void.  

How do we love a void?   

 Instead, if you love someone whom you suddenly realize you know, then there is 

no fundamental separation between you and me; we are part of one continuum of life.  

Then that intuition becomes: “Oh - I get it! That is like the way I might love my child - I 

have trouble knowing where I stop and you begin. I’ve acted as if you are just an 
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extension of me.” Often, the self-protective habit can function even more powerfully in 

relation to a child than in relation to our own selves.   But that is only possible because 

essentially our minds are capable of understanding that this other body that appears to be 

other actually isn’t other, and it’s through the emptiness of that being other that 

compassion flows.  So, in that sense, technically, it often helps to demystify emptiness to 

present a very simple mathematical equation of what emptiness is.  I know this is a 

ridiculous oversimplification but, it’s effective for understanding.  All understanding 

begins with oversimplification that becomes refined through gradual discernment - that’s 

the very premise of the gradual path of ours. 

 We have as this equation the Buddha’s great discovery of causality: suffering and 

happiness occur because of causes and conditions.  Results do not occur because of God, 

random chance, fate, or nature.  They happen due to causes and conditions, and we can 

tinker with those causes and conditions.  Later that gets expanded to say everything 

happens due to causes and conditions.  Everything is actually what it is because of the 

causes and conditions that contribute to make it what it is and not because of what it is in 

itself - apart and distinct from its causes and conditions.   

 In that sense, I would cite Nagarjuna’s famous statement: If you insist on things 

having an intrinsic reality, something in itself which doesn’t depend on anything else or 

isn’t related to anything else, then you preclude causes and conditions. We preclude that 

things ever participate in causal relationships; we essentially make it a third wheel. It 

can’t be part of the action, for it can’t relate or connect to anything else.  This is because 

we already have said: “No, it’s intrinsic - it exists in itself as itself.”  In distinction to this, 

relativity and causality are all about something that happens between two things, a 
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relationship or causal network, such as: I’m tall in relation to somebody else who is 

shorter standing next to me.  Being tall is not intrinsic because I have a ‘tall’ button or 

‘tall’ sticker inside somewhere. 

 I’ve cited previously Tsong Khapa’s statement that emptiness appears very 

different from relativity; as long as relativity - that is, the infinite interconnectedness of 

all things - seems different from emptiness, then we don’t really understand what 

emptiness or relativity are.  So how do we say that in a mathematical formula?   

 On one hand we have what is called the relative truth or conventional truth; that is 

the truth of how we normally see things - how they normally are and how they normally 

work.  Things work through relations, and we have conventions of language and culture 

that label them in certain ways. These labels describe, work with, and shape things in 

certain ways, and that relative world is all about relationships.  On the other hand there is 

the ultimate truth, and the ultimate is where emptiness is. Emptiness says things lack 

anything that isn’t relative; it’s like a double negative.  On the one side of the equation 

we have everything is relative which equals there is nothing that is not relative on the 

other side of the equation. There is no part of anything anywhere that is not relative, and 

we can look forever and we will not find it.  We can be a subatomic physicist, a 

cosmologist, a neuroscientist, a geneticist, or a philosopher, and we can look for that 

thing that never had anything before it or that can’t be reduced to something smaller.  We 

will never find it.  Why?  Because there is always something else to which it’s connected 

or on which it’s dependent.  It always has parts or antecedents, and without those parts 

and antecedents it wouldn’t come into being.   
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 So, what do we call that? We call that relativity.  It’s a network of relationships - 

sort of wave theory or quantum theory.  What emptiness means is not that things are just 

empty, but that they are full of relationships - that they are all full of nothing other than 

relationships: a network of infinite kinds of relationships.  At the core, what they really 

are is this infinite potential or space for relationships.  If we think of emptiness in that 

way, then it makes sense and, obviously, it operates perfectly with compassion.  If we are 

all totally interconnected, then by taking responsibility about me, I have to think about 

you too.  If I really take responsibility for my life, then I have to think about all of us.  

My life depends on all of us and all of our happiness.  All it takes is one person - one 

freaked out or pissed-off person - to hurt my child, and what is my life going to be after 

that?  So we are all interconnected.  If we grow up and wake up to that reality, then we 

really recognize emptiness - there is a total lack of anything that makes us totally isolated, 

separated, and unrelated selves.      

 There is another aspect or element to this, and some people argue (I heard this at 

this same conference from one person) that the way emptiness helps compassion is that if 

we see that other people and their suffering as empty, then you don’t have to worry so 

much about it because it is empty.  That is absolutely wrong!  It is a complete 

misunderstanding - an understandable misunderstanding - but I have a problem with this 

misunderstanding and not the person who had it.  And it’s not just somebody who is just 

learning about emptiness who can think this way.   I have seen scholars who have made 

this same argument and published it.  That is not how emptiness makes suffering better; it 

is not how it helps us feel compassionate.  The way that it helps us to be compassionate is 

that it, hopefully, helps us to erode our own sense of the reality of our own suffering.  
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Emptiness helps us to dis-identify with it, to see it more clearly, and to fix it.  It’s not 

some magical, mystical process, and it is not like dropping acid.  After you drop acid, 

how do you learn how to go to school again?  Emptiness helps us to understand the 

causality of things; and by understanding their causality, we can transform them.  Once 

we transform our suffering, then we know another person’s suffering can be transformed 

too.   

 If we are really paying attention, then that is what makes the suffering less.  If we 

have done our homework, then we started gradually by taking responsibility for others by 

starting on our own side.  We have started by taking responsibility for our own life - for 

our past suffering, our present suffering, and our future suffering - then when we get 

along a certain point and begin to realize that suffering isn’t so bad.  Suffering is 

something that wakes us up to the fact that something is wrong.  From that, we can bring 

awareness to it and get the help of our friends; and then we can actually change what is 

wrong.  Wasn’t it good that we suffered in the first place so that we could change and 

then feel so much better? 

 Then when we see another person suffering, we don’t see some miserable, 

unwanted thing that should never be seen or acknowledged - something irrevocable that 

should be removed.  This is like illness in Western medicine, as if it is some enemy - 

“Let’s have a war on suffering.”  It’s not like that: suffering is welcome as part of the 

process of happiness.  It’s like the fuel, the grist for the mill.  If we don’t have the 

suffering, we are not going to have the happiness or greater happiness.  So, we can 

welcome other people’s suffering because they are people too, and when they suffer we 
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can feel a certain kind of communion - a commonality or connection.  It is a reminder: 

“Oh, yeah, been there before - I know what that’s like.”  

 More importantly, we see an opportunity for them.  To whatever extent we have 

done our own homework - that is, dissolved our reification of and clinging to our own 

suffering and begun to work on it responsibly, with the help of our friends - then when 

we see another person suffering, we see an opportunity for that person to succeed. We 

can see them getting over the suffering, and we see the beginning of the end of that 

suffering.  The worse they suffer, the more they are at the beginning of the end.                      

 It’s similar in the Twelve-Step Program: people talk about hitting bottom.  For a 

normal person that seems like a horrific, awkward thing - why should we talk about that? 

However, there is a kind of awareness or wisdom that results when we go through 

processes like that.  For example, people who have had near death experiences or gone 

through getting cancer and come out the other end.  If they have been lucky and had a 

positive experience - due to whatever set of causes and conditions - then they really see 

that the space of healing and the process of healing is so much more complicated and 

uncontrollable than we can know.  Sometimes things have to get to their worst point 

before the cycle starts to shift - and we can’t get to that better place without having gone 

to that terrible place.  In a sense, once we stop holding on to the fake selves - all the 

reified memories, the worst-case fears, the control trips, and all that we think of as me - 

then we realize we are made of something much more resilient, much more 

transformable, and much more mutable.  Then, coming out of that, we have a much 

stronger sense of self which is valid. 
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 Once we have gotten in touch with that valid sense of self, that strength which 

comes out of recognizing emptiness and compassion in relation to ourselves and also to 

others, then we can move beyond the real meat of the practice.  We can move into the 

aphorisms, the reminders of how we must practice from then on - day after day, month 

after month, year after year...for the rest of our lives.  First I want to cover a couple of my 

favorite parts, the next two steps of the text, in conjunction with our earlier discussion of 

Chandrakirti’s seminal text, Introduction to the Middle Way. The steps are integrating the 

life-long practice and measuring success on the path. Both give a sense of the long view 

of this practice. 

 Integrating the life-long practice: Are we in it for the marathon?  We can see 

now, from what we have covered, that suddenly - on the meditation cushion tomorrow - 

we are not going to become enlightened and have a buddha-self.  Even just mentally 

stretching out of our normal mode and trying on this altruistic mode is a big stretch - even 

just conceptually, let alone actually committing our nerve fibers and our atoms to it.  It is 

a big, big shift, and we should not underestimate that difficulty and the time commitment 

- remember, it is the practice of a lifetime. 

 Measuring success on the path: Now that we are on the path, how far have we 

come on that path?  How do we know if we are making progress as opposed to just 

stagnating?   

 

Point Four: Integrating the life-long practice 

 There are only two points for this fourth point, integrating the life-long practice, 

and here is the first.  
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Point 4A: To Distil the Essence of (These) Precepts, You Must Apply Them with the 

Five Powers 

 How are these five powers distinct from the four preparations that we have seen 

already?  They are not totally different.  I described those in agricultural terms, and the 

words I used came from Chandrakirti, the seventh century Indian Buddhist philosopher in 

his beautiful statement in Introduction to the Middle Way: There are disciples, there are 

hermit sages, but they both come from buddhas, lords of sages, which come from 

bodhisattvas, enlightened altruists, which come from love, compassion, and the spirit of 

enlightenment. 

 The great sages know what is really important to know: they are wise about what 

matters in order to live in the world.  They are the sources, the teachers, of hermits (in the 

Western world this would be the hermit monks) and disciples, the social monks and nuns.  

Here we have a division between spiritual people who live in community and spiritual 

people who go at it on their own.  But the source of those is a person who’s had an 

enormous realization. What is the source of that person?  It is two things: the spirit of 

unconditional love and the bias-free openness of mind. 

 Those are the two spirits of enlightenment, the two forms of compassion - relative 

and ultimate. That is the essence of the practice.  Then he goes on to say: Compassion is 

the seed, and it is also the water that nurtures it, and it’s also the patience that endures 

as the crop ripens. The crop is all these altruistic beings; prior to all these loving, 

enlightened altruistic beings, at the outset of my work I praise compassion.      
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That’s why I use agricultural metaphors: it is all about cultivation.  Agriculture was the 

beginning of civilization; cultivating compassion is the beginning of sustainable 

civilization, of real civilization.  The five powers are the processes which get us there.  I 

translate these five as priming, weeding, seeding, nurturing, and enduring. I also will give 

the more common translation terms I’ve seen elsewhere. 

 Priming (motivating) - We prime our mind by building a positive motivation to 

care for ourselves or others.  This produces a caring, peaceful motivation - not angry, not 

frightened, not ashamed, but positive.  “Hey, here is life: let me take care of it whether 

it’s mine or somebody else’s.”  That is a positive motivation - that is how we start 

priming.  We care enough about life that we start to take care of it.   

 Weeding (targeting) - Weeding means that we identify what is to be removed, and 

we turn over the soil.  We prepare the soil of our mind and body and nervous system by 

letting go of violence and starting to develop care.  Care makes the mind plastic.  So 

within that mind there are very stubborn weeds that creep up and prevent us from 

cultivating love and compassion.  Those are the weeds of the self-habit in all of its 

different forms.  There is the delusion at the root of it, followed by acting on that delusion 

to fill the void of whatever we desire, followed by the irritation when we can’t fill it.  

That is the addictive cycle that we need to weed out.  We need to weed out of our mind 

the traumatized sense of self that, at the root, is confusion or delusion.  We decided when 

we were small that we weren’t really worthwhile - we were really all alone, helpless, and 

powerless. Since then we have been investing in that delusion, and it’s been a good, firm 

tap for all of our misery.  That delusion and its vines - desire and aversion - constrict the 
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real crop, happiness, within us.  That is the capacity that gives rise to genuine authentic 

love and compassion that make our lives abundant and civilized.       

 Seeding (the force of the white seed) - We have cleared the ground when we have 

made it ready with motivation, and with care we have cleared it of the weeds: then we 

start planting the seeds of positive intentions and actions.  Remember the story of 

Asanga: he went up to a cave and meditated, but he didn’t see love he didn’t see the Lord 

of Love, Maitreya, the next buddha, for twelve years; then, dejected, he left the cave and 

took care of a mangy dog he found - and suddenly there was Maitreya.  And Maitreya 

said to him: “Well, you can’t just love an abstraction; love is not an abstraction - you 

have to love a living thing.”  That is planting a seed.  There is a living being right here - 

me - and at this moment I’ve decided to accept and to care for myself just the wacky way 

that I am.  And when I feel that way about another living being and express it - even if it 

is just with a state of mind; it doesn’t have to be with an action - I just hold that state of 

mind. That is planting a white seed - that is planting a seed of genuine love and 

compassion.   

 We can say that these three things simply are reviewing the actual practice.  The 

actual practice is building compassion, which is what these three powers are doing. Then, 

drive all blame into one, which is to practice the ultimate spirit of enlightenment, the 

ultimate compassion by getting rid of our myopic sense of self.  Being truly open-minded 

is weeding.  Planting a white seed is practicing within adversity, turning adversity to 

advantage.  We have a real situation, and we bring this new awareness to it - instead of 

our old suffering mind - and then something new grows out of that: roots of virtue, or 

roots of positivity. 



 197 

 

 Then we have the last two of the five powers: Nurturing (familiarization) - The 

power or force of familiarization means that we keep doing it every day, moment after 

moment. It is like the Velveteen Rabbit, the story of a stuffed animal that a little girl 

petted, and it ultimately came to life.   There is a lot of truth to this, and it dovetails quite 

nicely with the story that I told earlier of Rosenzweig and his daughter: she petted the lab 

rats and they turned out to be ten times smarter than the lab-grown rats.  This is 

neuroplasticity, which is the essence of nurturing or familiarization, the fourth power. 

 Before we had neuroplasticity, we had learning enrichment for children, which 

came out of Rosenzweig’s experiments. He brought the rats home because there were too 

many for the lab.  When he brought them back to the lab, to do the awful things that they 

do to them, they turned out to be ten times smarter than the lab-grown rats. He discovered 

that their brains were ten to twenty percent larger; they had more neurons, the neurons 

were bigger, the nuclei of the neurons were bigger, and they had more synaptic 

connections.  Something in their nervous system grew because Rosenzweig’s daughter 

was petting them.  This is how our minds work, and this is why neuroplasticity is of 

interest, but not a surprise, to the Dalai Lama. 

 Dan Siegel and many others writing about neuroplasticity indicate that bringing 

attention in the present moment makes the nervous system grow.  Nurturing is the 

repeated process of this.  If we want to become this kind of altruistic being, then we can’t 

just have one action.  We can’t just understand the principle, have a good intention, 

produce one action, and then it’s over.   It is not going to happen.  Our minds are living 

systems, and living systems, like plants, grow by being fed every day over and over and 
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over until dead.  Then they become fertilizer.  That is what we need to do - we need to 

keep feeding and nurturing our mind, or else it won’t grow.  Once we have that seed, then 

we are watering it over and over again; we are not just ignoring it.  Remember, this is a 

gradual path. Now how do we keep that effort of nurturing from diminishing? 

 Enduring (prayer/aspiration) - The fifth power relates closely to the first, 

motivation.  Chekhawa doesn’t mean ‘prayer’ the way we normally think of it, but rather 

as setting an intention or aspiration toward a goal.  It is a prayer in the sense that in our 

intention or aspiration we ask for help from the universe, whatever help we need that we 

cannot do ourselves.  If we want to become a doctor, we have to go to medical school, 

and first we have to ask for admission; it doesn’t mean that we are praying.  We have to 

hope for more; we have to get excited about it all, and we have to be willing to ask for 

help and encouragement.   

 This practice isn’t just about living our life.  This practice goes right to the last 

moment of death and beyond, as the text tells us next.   

 

Point 4B: The Universal Teaching on Transference at Death Is These Same Five 

Powers; Their Practice Is Vital 

 If we want to have a good death, we don’t just take care of life; we want the 

ultimate life insurance policy, which is the insurance that we are going to have a good 

death.  That is the only certain life insurance policy.  We use these same five powers in a 

slightly different manner and in a different order: seeding, enduring, weeding, priming, 

and nurturing.  The idea is essentially the same.  We are taking these little sprouts of true, 

realistic, effective compassion - radically open compassion or compassionate openness - 
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and really tending them. We are saying, “This is how I am going to face my death.  I am 

going to face it with this kind of openness.”  It is preparing a heroic exit, and it is related 

to cosmic narcissism in the sense that we are really starting to invest in the world outside. 

We realize that we are not just this one body or one mind.  We think: “I really am this 

whole world - I’m connected to this whole world. Therefore, I will invest in it.  This world 

will continue after this body is gone; the more I invest, the more my intentions will 

continue to bear fruit after this particular life is over.”  

 This is a natural extension of generativity in adulthood.  If we become a parent or 

if we start caring for other human beings in whatever way and from that we start to think 

about planting seeds for their future, then that is when we really start to enter the practice 

of compassion. And then it really starts bearing fruit, for we really start living for the 

whole world and all of life instead of narrowly for ourselves.  Then death is really not 

such a big deal.  It’s like getting a new body or a new hard drive.  This brings us to point 

five of the text. 

 

Point Five: Measuring Progress on the Path 

 These lines are beautiful - they are like poetry.  The lines are some of my 

favorites. 

 

Point 5A: All Teachings Coalesce Into a Single Intentionality 

 That single intentionality is the two sides of the coin of compassion and openness.  

All things come to inform that spirit of compassion and openness, be it by taking care of 

myself either by renouncing what’s bad for me or by doing what is good for me; or by 
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contributing to others by helping them to bear or to let go of what is bad for them or to 

develop what is good for them.  It is all the same practice.   

 A sign of success is that we start to see it.  In the early stages of studying 

Buddhist practices, we hear a little bit over here, this teaching over there; emptiness is 

over here, compassion is over there...renunciation, mindfulness and we feel … ugh! 

We’re all confused. The reality is that as we practice them, we start to see they are all just 

pointing to one thing, one different way of being - that sense of the ‘single intentionality’ 

becomes clearer with experience. 

 

Point 5B: Of the Two Witnesses, Hold the Primary 

 When we are children, it’s wise to rely on our parents’ judgment more than our 

own, even though our society doesn’t quite agree with that and there might be exceptions; 

but, generally speaking, children do rely on their parents and are reasonably well served 

by that.  In spirituality the same is true.  We rely on others who have more confidence, 

more commitment, and more experience because they have been doing it; we are not 

comfortable or confident.  We may not have the energy or enthusiasm to continue, so we 

rely on their judgment.  However, as we begin to progress, we start to have a feeling 

within ourselves of our intentionality, and we need to trust that; we need to trust 

ourselves and our intuition. Another way of putting this: as we advance, there are fewer 

and fewer people whose judgment is really going to help us.  So we have to start to 

become self-reliant as a result of the natural progress of maturing in this path.  So first we 

rely on the outer witness until we sufficiently have developed the inner witness, our own 

intuition, and then that becomes primary. Here is my favorite of all the lines: 



 201 

  

Point 5C: Always Rely Exclusively on the Happy Mind                 

 This advises the complete opposite of what our neurotic and stressed out 

tendencies intend for us.  Our neurotic and stressed out tendencies derive from a self-

protective evolutionary bias which is largely negative.  The text, on the other hand, is 

saying that we need to be making our judgments from the place of happiness.  When our 

mind is not happy, we tend to exaggerate circumstances and to create worse case 

scenarios.  A little bad thing happens, but we get embroiled in it, and it becomes terrible 

in our mind. But then we go to sleep, and the next morning it’s gone.  We spent many 

hours worrying and went to sleep miserable, but we could have just said: “Maybe I 

should just go to sleep and see how things look in the morning.” 

 

Point 5D: The Measure of Having Learned Is the Elimination       

 How much we learn depends on how much the things that used to block our 

ability to get outside of ourselves and connect with others are removed.  These 

obstructions are like a wall within our mind is being torn down.  This wall makes things 

seem dense and blocked, and that keeps us from feeling for others, connecting with 

others, trusting and engaging with others.  When that starts to break down, then we know 

we are progressing.       

 There are two kinds of blocks, or obstructions, and there are further subtleties of 

these two, which we can save for later. Obstructions to freedom – these are all the 

negative, obstructive emotions that keep us from being free. These prevent our mind from 

being happy and from engaging things with freedom from stress and trauma.   
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Obstructions to objectivity – these are the cognitive obstructions, which are often termed 

obstructions to omniscience.  This is the pervasive condition of being stuck confusing 

myself for the way I felt when I was three or seven; some bad event happened, and it has 

ever after colored my perception of a similar event.  Once I confuse myself for something 

else, whatever it is, then I have a blinder, an ongoing bias, in my mind.  I can only see 

things from that point of view, and because I only see things from that point of view, 

there are many things I can’t see.   

  Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan taught that the unconscious is structured like a 

language: once we say this thing, we can’t say the other.  Once we reify what we’ve said 

we are stuck there, calcified, in this way of viewing things.  In one famous story a student 

is meditating on emptiness and his teacher, Nagarjuna, advises: “It’s like the horn of a 

hare” - but a hare doesn’t have horns.  He is meditating on the horn and, because he is 

reifying emptiness, he has horns growing out of his head and can’t even get out of the 

hut.  He has to cry for Nagarjuna to help him with a spell so that the horns will disappear. 

 Objectivity comes from a perfectly clear mind, not from a set of data.  Does a 

machine know what happiness is?  That’s what I care about.  Obstructions to objectivity 

prevent our being our objective selves and seeing things clearly, acting as a pure field of 

spacious awareness that is not biased or blocked by clinging to any limiting construct.  

Those are the two kinds of obstructions.  As they are eliminated, we start to feel that what 

is inside of us is not just ‘me’ but something much deeper and more spacious like space 

or an ocean.  Maybe we are all limbs of one body, but we just don’t recognize each other 

or droplets in a single ocean. 
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Point 5E: The Mark of Having Learned Is Being Endowed with Five Kinds of 

Munificence 

 And what are those five kinds of munificence?  I will simplify this, for five is one 

way of setting the categories of altruism, what anthropologists call an arbitrary ideal type.  

If we split this spectrum of altruism into sections, we can get five different kinds of 

altruism.  Buddhism is famous for its numbering of this type or that kind, but in general 

these are devices for memory rather than firm categories. 

 I have differentiated these by the different families of altruism:  1) moral or 

behavioral altruism; 2) social-emotional altruism; 3) reflective or creative altruism; 4) 

active or dynamic or executive altruism; 5) wise or knowing, philosophical altruism. 

What Chekhawa means when he says ‘munificence’ is nothing other than this larger way 

of being, based on clarity and open mindedness and which expresses or embodies a role 

as a dream in a flexible, creative, and collaborative way.  

 

Point 5F: When Adept Despite Distractions, You Have Learned 

 This line always reminds me of Yoda from the Star Wars films.  The idea there is 

simple: compassion and openness become natural and effortless - we don’t even have to 

think about them.  We human beings are amazing: we can master anything, and we all 

have this capacity, every one of us, including me, have the capacity to master this in a 

matter of years.  We don’t think we do.  We think, “What the heck is this?  And how am I 

ever going to do that?   We think all these things, but we all have that capacity.  If we are 

inspired by this vision, then we have to know that we really can do this and that we are 

not who we think we are.  We have a munificence being within us; we have an 
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enlightened altruist within us, and it is just waiting to come out.  Michelangelo used to 

say: “Remove the stone from around it.”  Take the covering off, and it will be there - take 

the garbage out.   

 In Buddhism we say that the afflictions are adventitious or contingent.  They are 

not really intrinsic - we are naturally enlightened. The garbage that accumulates on us is 

just sort of an added layer; it’s pollution, and we can recover the river of ourselves. 
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CHAPTER 7 

Progress as Perfection: Avoiding Missteps 

  

 The final two sections are more aphorisms that remind us how to act with our 

body, speech, and mind.  Since we have discussed the central role of neuroplasticity - or 

nurturing in this context - we know that these reminders are critical.  This is a gradual 

path that is a lifetime practice, and for each step forward we might stumble back a bit.  So 

these reminders will keep us in check.  But let’s reflect a bit first on how we can keep our 

aspiration strong with faith in a result that we can’t yet taste.  Faith is something that 

modern, rational minds need not - or should not - have, right?  This gets to the difficult 

question or whether Buddhism is a religion or not. 

 How do Buddhists view the idea or the quality of faith as opposed to wisdom?  

Faith is one of the seven spiritual factors of mind, or we might want to call them the 

seven cognitive factors.  I usually translate this as confidence rather than faith, just 

because I am writing for a modern audience. ‘Faith’ has so many connotations and, at 

least the way I was raised, it meant blind faith that was coupled with obedience.  In the 

Buddhist view it is more of a rational faith: we shouldn’t believe too much.  The Buddha 

had this wonderful teaching about how to listen to him.  He wasn’t really giving a spiel.  

He was trying to help people have an experience, and so he had to teach people how to 

listen at the same time as he was giving them something to listen to.   

 There are a couple of things he taught as guides about how to listen and what 

attitude he expected or hoped people would have in order to benefit from his teachings.  

One is: “Take my word as a goldsmith buys his gold.”  This is done by scratching it, 
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rubbing it, and polishing it; and only when we are convinced it is real gold - after we 

have examined it thoroughly - then we should buy it.  So we don’t just buy in.  In that 

sense it is scientific curriculum. We are not allowed to just believe in the laws of physics 

- we’ll fail the class.  We have to understand for ourselves.  We have to be able to derive 

the formula and understand how to use it in the lab, so we have to use our analytical 

mind.  After we use the formula, and we understand the laws of physics, then we could 

have a certain kind of faith or confidence that we know how it works.  So that is one kind 

of confidence or one doorway into confidence.  And the other is more personal, and I’ll 

come back to this.   

 The second example that depicts the other extreme has to do with a series of 

questions posed to the Buddha.  Does a buddha exist after death or not? Is the world 

infinite or not?  The Buddha responds by saying, “You are like the archer wounded in 

battle and with a doctor there to tend your wound and to save your life.  You have an 

arrow lodged in your body, but you won’t sign the consent for treatment until you know 

the name, rank and the serial number of the person who shot you or details about the 

doctor’s credentials.  You could die before you learn those things.” 

 So what is the point?  Buddhist practice is like a medical procedure; this is a type 

of therapy. We are not just interested in answering any question whatsoever, just for the 

sake of pure knowledge.  We are interested in which things are relevant to our suffering 

or happiness. Since that is a practical matter, we need to just trust certain things and try 

them; we need to do the experiment for ourselves.  We need to trust, if not the Buddha, 

then at least the sense of what he is saying well enough to try to do the experiment and 

determine if it actually works.  So there has to be that level of faith. 
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 Buddhism is right between the scientific tradition, which is all reason, analysis, 

and skepticism, and our religious tradition that says believe everything we’re told without 

question and take it to the grave.  Of course I am being extreme, for there are a lot of 

people in between these poles, and probably everybody is in between those. In the 

Buddhist view we have the primary sources of knowledge, which are reason and 

evidence.  Evidence doesn’t mean we read it in the paper; it means we experienced it in 

our own life experience.  We are not so interested in the kind of second-hand evidence 

that passes for evidence.  We are interested in the kind that is generated in our own 

laboratory.  While those are the optimal sources of knowledge, there are in the Hindu 

tradition other sources of knowledge that are accepted, including texts, scriptures, and 

reliance on the word of experts, including our senior teachers and the people that we find 

reliable.  The idea is that before we can actually know enough to do the experiment and 

get the evidence to find out whether it is really right, we probably have to need to rely on 

the people and check it out.  So there is both an emphasis on critical analysis and reliance 

on personal devotion or faith in others. 

 Chandrakirti accepted this broader set of sources, and we can see that the Tibetan 

emphasis on devotion to the teacher-as-buddha derives from this.  Faith in that context is 

important because it has an effective emotional tone involving our personal sense of the 

experience of another living being, of another human being, who has realized something 

and in whom we believe deeply with our emotional intelligence, if you will. Especially as 

we go into the tantric traditions, we are already far enough along that we begin to model 

some of these qualities, and we are using our teachers as role models.  We pick our role 
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models based on experience and whatever wisdom we have.  Then our personal 

experience and devotion to that person, our faith and confidence in that person, our 

intimate knowledge of the way that person experiences the world, and the way that 

person relates to us become an extremely important source of motivation and guidance.  

Centuries have passed since the Buddha lived, and even in his lifetime there was 

speculation about how long the Buddha’s teaching would last.  Different Buddhist 

traditions evolved ideas about the nature of the Buddha and his ongoing presence, 

including the idea that we would be able to have the experience of dealing with certain 

teachers as if we were really meeting the Buddha.  And that would create a kind of an 

emotional feeling of trust, faith, confidence, and devotion.  Additionally, it would be a 

powerful motivator and a sort of borrowed confidence until we could make our own way.   

 So let’s go to the Commitments and Pledges section of the text, which reviews all 

the basic tenets.  The idea is that we have eighteen commitments, mostly in the form of 

don’ts - and as with the Hebrew Bible, it starts with the don’ts.  I’ll try to distill the 

meaning of these, but they are intended to be memorized for immediate use under duress. 

 

Point Six: The (Eighteen) Commitments of Transforming the Mind 

Commitments One, Two and Three: Always Reflect on Three Principles (Humility, 

Integrity and Impartiality) 

 These first three commitments are interrelated, and I prefer to explain them 

together.  How you remember these eighteen commitments may differ, and the key is to 

have their meaning with you, in your mind, when you need them; they are armor for your 

battle. Rather than as simple don’ts, these three principles of practice - humility, integrity, 



 209 

and impartiality - may be explained in terms three major pitfalls in our practice: 1) 

practicing conspicuously or inappropriately in a prideful way - that is, without humility; 

2) practicing rigidlly or fanatically; 3) practicing too zealously or ambitiously.  

 Practicing conspicuously is taking the view: “Oh, I am such a good mind 

transforming practitioner; I’m such a compassionate person - I love and care about 

anyone I meet at all times, and I am always right."  Humility is really hard for all of us.  

We have buddha- nature, this incredible potential, but we also have a lot of resistances.  

We grew up as little infants who just don’t see ourselves as able to handle everybody 

with whom we interact in an adult way.  It is a big learning curve to realize that we have 

that capacity, and some of the learning curve is changing our perspective; some of it is 

actually building skills and becoming stronger than we were so that we really do have 

that capacity.  But we have to stay humble along the way and not get carried away with 

the idea of practicing, rather than the reality of what it is like to actually try to be a more 

caring person.  This is related closely to practicing fanatically, which is getting caught up 

in the abstract idea of practicing and becoming unmoored from the mundane realities of 

life. Practicing too zealously or ambitiously means that we have forgotten that learning 

takes time and effort of a different kind.  We have to be realistic about our capacity to 

change and the depth of the afflictions we face.  We have to be aware of attachment to 

gaining results in the practice and to moving along quickly, as if it were a competition. 

We have to assess our ability to take gradually our own suffering, to take care of 

ourselves, to give ourselves love, and to take care of our problems - that is a lot of work 

for all of us really. We are our own first patient and our own biggest laboratory for 

learning.  And we probably are going to keep learning for most of our lives, for there is 
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always more to learn about how to take care of ourselves.  So we have to really be 

realistic that we are not going to be able to expand our capacity to be available to others 

until we have expanded our capacity to be there for ourselves.  This is a long and drawn 

out and gradual process.  So we have to avoid practicing partially with those whom we 

like as opposed to dealing with all living beings, however they come. We keep thinking 

about all living beings as all equally lovable and equally precious for our practice.   

 

Commitment Four: Transform Your Intent but Stay As You Are 

 We are training to be a superhero, and we can’t let others know that we are 

Superman or Batman.  We stay as Clark Kent or Bruce Wayne.   We don’t come out of 

the closet with our practice, because it is really between us and the subtle energy of our 

interactions with other people. It is not really a public service announcement.  We don’t 

want to mess up our practice by getting it all mixed up with our role in the world; we 

want to keep it clean.  It is just as they preach in the recovery movement: “Don’t make 

any big changes in your first year of your recovery.”  We need the energy to focus on our 

practice of recovery. It’s easy to forget how to have the time to actually do what we’re 

doing - to learn how to be a kinder person.  We need to focus on what is important, which 

is to look at our mind and to work honestly and patiently on our mind.   

 

Commitment Five: Don’t Mention Handicaps 

 This line is an important one for us, since we are habituated to responding to 

negativity with negativity in an eye-for-an-eye sort of mode.  When we have an argument 

with a friend or our spouse, and they tell us about our ugly side, we want to tell them 
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about theirs.  It’s a very natural form of mirroring.  But this line tells us not to do it.  It’s 

not exactly as my mother would say: “If you don’t have anything nice to say, don’t say 

it.”  It’s not exactly that; the point is that we try to develop the radical acceptance or the 

tolerance of any type of otherness that we would with someone who has a handicap.  If 

we meet someone in a wheelchair or with an obvious limitation, we don’t want that 

limitation or handicap to be the focus of our interaction.  We would interact with them 

the way we would interact with anybody else.  And sometimes it takes quite an effort not 

to see what people’s weaknesses are and just let them have them.  Also, frequently when 

people have limitations, especially emotional or psychological limitations, we hold those 

against them.  “Oh well, you are really inflicting this on me because you are an angry 

person, so I am justified in my reactions because you are like that.”  But just as we are 

accepting of our own limitations, so we need to be accepting of others’ limitations and to 

be extend kindness in our interactions.  Here the text says ‘mention’ and part of this has 

to do with skill and communication.  It is a form of radical, unilateral disarmament; it is 

really Kung-fu.  We don’t go for the weak steps in the other; we don’t go for the jugular.  

We just let the other person have their weaknesses and respect their weaknesses, but we 

try not to use it against them.  This forces us to find a whole new way to be helpful, to 

have empathy for their limitations, instead of pointing them out as handicaps, and to help 

people find their strengths.  With this next line it is even more radical:  
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Commitment Six: Don’t Even Think About the Limitations of Others 

 This goes beyond what we are saying to people - don’t even think about it.  That’s 

radical. But then flashback to the second point of this practice: Drive all blame into one. 

What that means is that we all have the knee-jerk, social self-protective instinct to point 

the finger at the other person.  But now we turn the finger around and say: “I don’t want 

to give you power over my emotions or my life; I am going to hold myself responsible 

for the quality of my experience or my interaction with you, and I am not going to hold 

you responsible for the way I am experiencing you.  I am going to hold myself 

responsible.”  We don’t even think about the limitations of others because there is such a 

temptation to place blame there.  “Oh, that is why I am annoyed at you, because you did 

that.”  This is just another element of keeping us honest.  It’s like a primer - it’s like the 

baby steps of driving all blame into one: Don’t mention handicaps and don’t even think 

about the limitations of others.  So what is left for us to think about: their strengths and 

all of our own limitations.   

 Chekhawa doesn’t say don’t think about our own limitations nor to think about 

other people’s strengths.  But if we think about their strengths, we’ll like them better; 

they’ll help us.  If we think about our limitations, then we’ll be more honest and humble. 

Also we’ll be more able to control or to influence the outcome of the interaction, for 

we’re thinking about what we, rather than they, could do better.  When we are at the level 

of waiting for the other person to solve the problem, we are at the level of our inner child, 

for we are at not taking responsibility for the problem, for our part of it.  We also can’t 

wait for the other person to act before we act - that is a stalling tactic.  We have to watch 

the games that the mind likes to play in order to avoid letting go of that frightened child 
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position and expanding to an adult position.  Somehow we’re afraid that if we become 

too large an adult, there will be too much work for us to do. We don’t really think about 

how tiring it is to be like a child all the time, and we are not really being that honest about 

how hard it is.  It really isn’t so hard to do good work as an adult. 

 

Commitment Seven: Purify Your Worst Addiction First 

 That is relevant because often we look at all the afflictions that affect us, all the 

bad habits we have, and all the things we do wrong - and it can feel totally 

overwhelming.  We think: “How can I ever change me?  That is just me, how I am. How 

can I ever do it?”  But that is the very liberating thing about Buddhism and the theory of 

selflessness, which corrects that misconception. “No, it is not you - it is just a habit.” 

 So what do we do?  We do not worry about the whole thing - there is no whole 

thing. There is just these habits working together in a network, and we can just process 

each one, one at a time.   We take the worst one first, which is very sensible.  I work a lot 

with recovery, and this is a spiritual tradition that exists very much at a grass roots level 

in our culture, and it is very practical.  One of the ways that the recovery movement gets 

practical is that it targets one bad habit at a time; those in recovery look at and analyze 

their whole life from the point of view of that one bad habit, and it actually gives leverage 

on that habit.  Otherwise, if they try to do psychoanalysis or psychotherapy, they learn 

everything that is wrong with them and, which is most often the case, they then cannot 

change anything.  Hopefully, that isn’t true of a good therapy, but that is a caricature.  

Sometimes it is too true, because we are trying to do too much and understand too much 

all at once, instead of trying to focusing on something very simple.   
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 When Chekhawa says addiction he doesn’t mean to alcohol, food, coffee or 

espresso, which is my addiction. He means our emotional addictions.  Those are our 

primary addictions, often referred to as the Big Three: 1) fear-based clinging - otherwise 

known as attachment or desire but rooted in fear; 2) aversion - that is the whole family of 

anger, frustration, rage, and hostility; and 3) delusion – confusion, doubt, and even pride. 

 If our worst addiction isn’t explicitly mentioned on that threefold list, it is 

considered to be subsumed under one of these. But we should identify our worst 

addiction with our own terms, as specifically as possible, so that we can target that.  We 

analyze which affliction is running our life into the ground, and then there are specific 

practices to work on those. 

 

Commitment Eight: Give Up Any Expectation of Results 

 We are dealing hardball here; we just do whatever it takes.  In the recovery 

program they say: “Be willing to do go any lengths.”  The idea here is that we don’t want 

to force the system.  My son’s headmaster, Steve Nelson, is really brilliant and an 

amazing man, and I remember when we first went to visit the school, he gave this 

analogy of development and how every child developed differently.  For example, some 

children just aren’t ready to walk at a certain age, but certain schools say that children 

should walk at two or four or at six years of age.  Can a parent hold a gun to their child 

and say: “Walk dammit!”  Steve says, well, that is obviously not the way to raise a child, 

an educated child.  If we put an unrealistic time limit or goal on ourselves, we will 

become frustrated and likely give up.  “I have this bad anger problem, and I have to get 
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over it by next month.”  Well, then we probably are going to get angry at ourselves and 

the practice and decide this practice is not good.  “I’ll try another practice - I’ll go to 

another religion or spiritual tradition.”  This is related to the warning about practicing too 

zealously, for it is easy to burn out if care is not taken. 

 

Commitment Nine: Give Up Your Diet of Poison 

 Here again we are talking about mental habits. This reminds me of writing 

instructors who always say: “Murder your darlings.”  People have certain ways of 

writing, certain flourishes that we just love to do, and those can get totally in the way of 

actually saying what we need to say or writing what we need to write; we have to show 

off what we can do or use what we cherish. And the same thing is true about poisonous 

habits.  But what this is really saying is that we have to look to our habits; and we are not 

only going to practice unilaterally, but we are not going to expect anything from this 

practice.  We are doing it because we are doing it. We are just doing it because what else 

should we be doing?  It seems like the thing to do - we set our motivation and aspiration, 

and we move forward.  We are not trying to raise crops from it right away.  And we do 

have to determine the things that prevent us from being able to do this practice.  Once we 

have these basic guidelines in mind at all times, we are not getting all whacked out with 

our practice.  We are not coming out of the closet and being Mr. Mind Transforming, and 

we are not blaming other people for our limitations.  We are actually getting honest with 

ourselves and starting to work on our worst addiction.  Then we are getting humble and 

giving up any hope of getting over that addiction rapidly.  And then we find out what it is 

that we do that feeds our bad habits.  So, by getting tough with our addictions, we quickly 
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start to find out what we need to get discard if we want to get over them.  We have to 

give up things, poisonous things, in order to get peace of mind.  We have to give up the 

unhealthy in order to get the healthy; there is no free lunch - unless you become a monk 

or a nun, then you get a free lunch.  

 

Commitment Ten: Don’t Indulge Self-righteousness 

 If we are working so hard not to blame other people, to work quietly and humbly, 

and if we are really facing our worst addiction without any hopes or expectations and 

letting go of our poisonous habits, then don’t we get to feel really righteous about it?  No, 

I guess we don’t! We are not doing this practice to be righteous.  We are doing it because 

if we want to be at peace in our own minds, then we need to give up our poisons.  And if 

we want to be at peace with others, then we need to do the same thing.  It is just very 

simple self-interest; we don’t have anything to brag about it - we are just doing the smart 

thing.  The idea, to borrow the Dalai Lama’s phrase, is that we are being smart-selfish in 

a way that really works, instead of the usual thing that we do. 

 

Commitment Eleven: Don’t React to Insults 

 This is extremely important.  Why?  Because as sensitive social animals, we are 

the most sensitive to verbal and personal attacks; even more so to physical attacks, 

psychological attacks make us feel vulnerable.  They call it lethal social stress in Western 

psychology.  If somebody wants me like voodoo dead, I can actually die from the look I 

am given - under the right conditions that can freak me out and precipitate a heart-attack.  

In the Buddhist meditative tradition when we are looking for the traumatized sense of 
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self, one of the four keys for analyzing the traumatized self is to observe ourselves when 

falsely accused.  So we think of the last time we were falsely accused - when our sense of 

social trust and entitlement was broken down and our self-protectiveness and our rational 

social self-protectiveness are up to the max - and then we see the traumatized child 

fighting for his life.  So, with insults we have to be very careful.  In fact, Shantideva, who 

may be considered the author of the way of this whole tradition, says that if someone 

insults us and we feel like striking out, we should imagine that we are like a piece of 

wood - we start to go catatonic; we don’t do anything.  We just wait for the feeling to 

pass, and it will pass.  If we feel mortally wounded or psychically lethally attacked by 

another living being we can nurture our sense of hurt and resentment, and that will lead 

us to want to have revenge.  And that leads to the next line. 

 

Commitment Twelve: Don’t Wait in Ambush 

 Don’t hold on to a kind of sense of vengeance or entitlement and wait to get 

somebody back, because that is just really poisonous energy – just don’t do it.   We have 

to find another way to dismantle that energy.  And that is why, fortunately, we have a 

wisdom practice and a compassion practice, or this would be just too hard.  It is difficult 

anyway, but it would be even harder if we didn’t have the wisdom practice to dismantle 

our sense of self.  So if somebody attacks us, we reflect: “That’s not me” - and it just 

filters right through.  So we need that wisdom part of the practice right along with the 

compassion part.  It is like if your own child says: “I hate you!” or punches you in the 

belly.   It doesn’t feel like anything because you realize what the suffering is behind his 

or her anger, and you feel bad instead of feeling threatened or attacked.  I think this line 
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relates to the whole structure of our warlike culture and this assumption that it is always 

good to be competitive.  Competition is even talked about as a kind of objective quality, 

like we read the business reports and the competitive advantage: this business is 

competitive.  The view of nature on which this is based is the Malthusian view of scarcity 

- he was the guy who said that there are scarce resources and that nature is a struggle for 

survival with scarce resources.  So Malthus, Adam Smith and all these others developed 

the equipment of our modern economics as basically an economic version for the struggle 

of survival that Darwin supposedly observed, although he himself was much more into 

kindness than most people realize.  Darwin couldn’t explain kindness and compassion, so 

he didn’t talk a lot about it.  So now we can explain it.  

 

Commitment Thirteen: Don’t Go for the Jugular 

 This line is fully related to the previous line.  We really have to recognize that we 

are still a militaristic culture in our ethos.  We may be wimps.  We have a standing, paid 

military to do our fighting for us and policemen to do our policing, and we don’t know 

how to do anything anymore.  Be we still value aggression as a principle.  Our business is 

a force to be reckoned with and we are still trained in this competitive way, and if we just 

take out this notion that that our objective should be to win out over somebody else, it 

changes the whole nature of the energy.  It doesn’t mean that we suddenly have to 

become this lukewarm, lily-livered flower child - we can do useful things, and we can be 

very disciplined.  But the idea is that to be disciplined is to be more helpful.  If somebody 

else is more helpful and has a better way of doing it, then theoretically we would say: 
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“Great, I’m so glad they came up with a better way.  Maybe I can go work for them.”  

We don’t have to tear down others to lift up ourselves. 

 We are striving to be of help and of useful service, and that means we are not 

doing that at someone else’s expense - it is the very opposite. It doesn’t take out the 

striving - it just takes the edge of the winning out by stomping on somebody else.   That 

has to be taken out because now there is no ‘other’ anymore.  We have globalization, and 

we immediately see the damage if somebody burns the Quran over here and people die 

over there.  So we immediately see that there is no room anymore to demonize other 

people, and we can’t get rid of some people and still have the kind of world that we want.  

So we have to start thinking in such a way that winning in itself is somehow good.  We 

just have to start thinking in a whole other sort of calculus of happiness in which we all 

win out.  We have to change this way of thinking that comes out of the whole modern 

capitalist system - not that it hasn’t done wonderful things, but it has this tinge of 

militarism and conquest in it that is not longer viable because we have already conquered 

everything.  The system has already conquered the whole planet, and now it is going to 

conquer us and destroy us unless we take the violence out of it.  So that is what we have 

to do.   

 Here is another one that is extremely helpful and important.  I translate it as: 

 

Commitment Fourteen: Don’t Put Your Burden on Others 

 The literal Tibetan phrase is: Don’t put the burden of a yak onto a dzo, which is a 

small hybrid animal.  The idea is that we are the yak and we are the person who is 

practicing and becoming strong emotionally, and then, hopefully, learning to lend 



 220 

whatever we can share to others and being of support and help to others.  So we don’t put 

our burden onto other people because, very likely, they can’t handle our burden.  If we 

expect other people to help us with something when they are barely keeping with their 

own load, then we are going to be disappointed. So this isn’t something we can delegate: 

we can’t delegate emotional responsibility.  We have to carry as much as we can carry 

while still growing and being healthy.  If we can’t carry anymore, then we absolutely 

shouldn’t; that is not our job.  

 

We all think things should be shared. We all think things should be fair, and we want to 

share the burden; however, we think of it in a childlike way as if we are all equal and we 

all should get one cookie or whatever.  And the reality is that we are all equal and are 

equally deserving to be happy and wanting to be happy, but we are not equal in capacity 

at any one time.  So that has to be factored out.  It is like a tax code, and we can’t expect 

somebody who is living in poverty to pay what Donald Trump should be paying and 

probably isn’t.  We have to be fair in a realistic way.  We need to redo the calculation 

from childhood which says: “Well, there is me and there is you, and there is two of us - 

so you should carry as much as I should carry.”  We have to calculate how much this 

person can really take.   We take a close look and compute that we can’t really ask them 

to take that. 

 This comes up in the Buddhist context in the distinction between object of refuge 

and object of compassion.  There is always a part of us that wants to be parented.  We 

always go through life somewhere in the back of our minds looking at each person and 

asking: “Are you my parent?”  We are always looking for that person, and if they are not 
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that person, we get disappointed: “Oh, you mean that I have to help you? You can’t help 

me?”  The Buddhist way of protecting us from that is to prepare us by making a 

distinction between those people who really are people with whom we need to practice 

and develop compassion versus those people with whom we can practice refuge.  Those 

people with whom we can practice refuge are people who are stronger than us and on 

whom we can rely.  But with people who are lost and confused, the only right thing to do 

with them is to try to practice compassion.  To try to rely on people who can’t even really 

make themselves happy is a recipe for insanity and disaster.  But of course is a natural 

instinct, so that is why we have a reminder not to do it - just don’t do it.  We don’t 

overburden ourselves.  

 

Commitment Fifteen: Don’t Harbor False Views 

 The essence of mind transforming is that we are trying to transform our emotions, 

but remember that there are two sides of this coin.  There is the compassion side and the 

wisdom side.  And here I should cite something really important out of the Vimalakīrti 

Nirdeśa Sūtra (The Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti) of which there are several translations.  

The one I like is Bob Thurman’s, both because he is an old friend and because it is a 

really beautiful translation: 

 

Compassion without wisdom is bondage.  

Wisdom without compassion is bondage.  

Only with wisdom, compassion is liberation.  

And only together with compassion, wisdom is liberation.  
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 So we have to have the two together at all times.  They have to complement each 

other, for one is the eyes and the other is the feet.  We just can’t get anywhere unless we 

see where we are going, and we can’t go anywhere unless we have legs to go.  If we are 

trying to purify a negative emotion coming from an addiction, then according to the 

Buddhist view there are two things that are holding that addiction in place: distortions 

and rationalizations.  At the bottom of all emotional addictions and afflictions there is a 

cognitive obscuration, a cognitive mistake.  And the most important mistake is that we 

are helpless, powerless, small little creatures who can’t really deal with the world; we 

can’t take care of ourselves, and we can’t help others, and therefore we have run around 

feeling very precariously, threatened, and we need someone to rescue us. We clean up 

those false views and understand the real nature of things: that our minds have the power 

to transform, that we create our own happiness and suffering, and that negative actions 

invariably produce bad results, and so on. 

 One of the painful things about being a Buddhist therapist is that there is a certain 

point in which I can’t hold people’s hands because I have to give them the good news, or 

the bad news, that there is an emotional reality.  That reality is that anger is hurtful to us - 

it doesn’t matter if it is legitimate; it doesn’t matter if we are entitled to feel it; it doesn’t 

matter if in some form it helps us to feel assertive. It is actually a very expensive emotion 

that reinforces all kinds of regressive, defensive, and conserving instincts; there is no way 

around that. Anger is the antithesis of all of the social capacities - tolerance, acceptance, 

trust, empathy and all of those things. We have to play with anger very carefully.  It 

doesn’t mean we are bad if we feel anger. We are all experts in anger - we all have to 
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have it in our lives to survive it over many lifetimes; that’s fine.  The point is that we 

have to know how to diffuse it before it really becomes anger. Like I said, before we can 

play with fire we have to be able to put it out.  And most of us can’t put it out; most of us 

are just getting burned all the time by all of the fire that we are directing at other people.  

But that is just an example of false views - the idea that anger, if it is legitimate, it is a 

good thing. Nagarjuna said: “How can the poisonous snake of affliction not strike in 

those whose minds have a place for it?”  Once our mind has a place, that is, once we have 

a traumatized sense of self or a sense of attachment to the world being a certain way for 

us, then our own afflictions will cling to that, and they will come to it as a snake, cunning 

and venomous. 

 

Commitment Sixteen: Don’t Aim for the Top of the Heap 

 We in New York City have to meditate on this.  We don’t necessarily have to get 

the best table in the restaurant.  We don’t have to get the best quality of everything.  We 

can learn to enjoy to just being alive and having a place to sit or a place to eat.  That kind 

of flexibility is extremely important.  What this line is really working at are all the self-

protective, self-seeking motivations or intentions:  “I have to get to the top.  I have to get 

back at these people.  I’ve got to get ahead.  I’ve got to go for the jugular.”  That is really 

not a way to happiness - that is a way to get sick and die quicker and be unhappy along 

the way.   
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Commitment Seventeen: Don’t Make Your Genius into a Demon 

  This is specifically a word of advice for the practitioners of the tantras.  The idea 

is that we all have a natural genius; we all have the capacity of buddha-nature, and we all 

have this capacity to be divine.  But we have to be careful not to let that take over and 

become a source of unhealthy pride.  We don’t want to become fanatical about this kind 

of practice.  We have to keep a sense of humor, humility, and transparency in our 

practice, and we have to bring to mind our motivation with sufficient regularity.  It’s not 

too difficult to let our self-righteous tendencies get the better of us. 

 And finally the last commitment, the last don’t: 

 

Commitment Eighteen: Don’t Seek For Satisfaction in the Miseries of Others 

 Being compassionate, we have to take care not to gravitate toward other people’s 

suffering just because we think we are or can be helpful.  Also, if somebody is an 

opponent or a threat to us, we have to be careful not to want them to have suffering.  Just 

because someone hurts us or if they are getting what we think they deserve, we must not 

enjoy or celebrate that.   That kind of pious righteous thing often infects religious or even 

contemplative traditions, and we need to be careful of that.  We are training ourselves to 

benefit all beings, not just the ones we like and who like us. We must attend to all of our 

negative habits and be ready with these reminders to set our minds straight.   

 Do we have a responsibility if someone is really being hurtful to us? The answer 

is yes.  In Buddhist ethics and mind transforming, our responsibility is always a moving 

target; it is always situational.  Our responsibility is to what is helpful to us and the other 

person.  And depending who that person is, very different things might be helpful.  Some 
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people may need a tough love thing, and others can’t handle that approach at all.  The 

point is that is what we need to calculate.  That is why we need empathy.  The more we 

learn about our own minds, the weird and wacky things that go on in our own minds, we 

come to appreciate the minds of others.  And we come to understand why people say and 

do the things they do. It is not one size fits all.  We really pay attention to who this person 

is and what is really happening in the moment; and the more we practice, the more we get 

a feel for how we can help in the moment. Many things have to be factored in to 

determining what we say and what we do.  We have to try to deal with the situation as we 

understand it, and we don’t always get it right.  We are not omniscient; it is a learning 

curve.  These reminders and the pledges we will cover next are our best friends in 

keeping us on the path that we have taken.   
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CHAPTER 8 

Progress as Perfection: Making Every Step Count 

 

Point Seven: The (Twenty-two) Pledges of Transforming the Mind 

 We have twenty-two pledges about what to do in our practice. They are all really 

wonderful, and I prefer these to the don’ts even though both are equally necessary and 

valuable.  That’s my Catholic upbringing. The first one is:  

 

Pledge One: Practice All Yogas As One 

 This is a very gentle reminder and a sweet review, but it’s nice. It can be 

overwhelming to learn all these different kinds of meditation and the theories that support 

them.  We may feel like: “Oh, I have to learn this and then I have to learn that; and there 

is this, and there is that - and what goes first, and what’s on top and what’s on bottom...”  

It can be very overwhelming and confusing.  I encourage people to just let it wash over 

them - to take a liberal arts approach.  See what sticks, for whatever sticks probably is 

somewhat useful. That will then be the root that connects to the next thing, and 

eventually the pieces will come together. Progress occurs when everything starts to 

become one yoga; everything starts to become one practice. This is the idea of connecting 

or yoking our minds to something, and everything will come to connect in some way.  

 The yoga of great compassion is the great recognition or great capacity of this 

incredibly social animal. We got a new outlook when we became mammals and 

developed this compassion to recognize kin.  We have this capacity; the potential to 

recognize kin essentially becomes infinite in humans.  We can then use religious 
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traditions and contemplative traditions as a way of cultivating that, and that is why 

religious traditions have always been essential to civilization.  It is not in our nature to 

adopt everybody, but it is a potential that we have. We also have the governor on that 

potential, which is all the stresses, worries, and traumas that we harbor.   

 Freud thought that we could never really get beyond just loving a few people.  But 

now we know that is really not true.  We are wired for that: we are wired to have a ‘we’ 

and not just a ‘you’ and a ‘me’. We are wired to have the mental flexibility to expand that 

‘we’, that web, more or less endlessly, so that is really important for us to understand our 

natures.  The yoga of great compassion is ‘the yoga’ - that is the way we move forward in 

our lives to a greater well-being, to a greater effectiveness, to a greater happiness, to a 

sustainable happiness.  

 Each one of us who practices this practice, we get the ‘buttered side of the bread’ 

because we get to live in a nervous system that feels kinder; and we know how much 

nicer it is to feel kind than frightened or pissed off.  It is a much more pleasant thing, and 

it is also much better for us; it is much better medicine - it brings out the best in us, 

including in our nervous system, our capacity to be plastic and to adapt. 

 A recent study of a male Texas prison population studied a wide range of 

biological and psychological indicators, and the single greatest predictor that determined 

those people who stayed out of prison from those who got in is that those who stayed out 

had some exposure to rough and tumble play. They wrestled with their brothers, or 

maybe their fathers, or maybe their mothers. That is what teamwork is all about; we learn 

how to be aggressive in a social way. We have two kittens who seem as if they are going 

to tear out each other’s throats, but they always seem to be ready to have fun, and they 
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are ready to lick each other the next moment. So how is that? They are learning to 

subordinate - to run their sympathetic nervous system, which gets us in the fight or flight 

mode, through their social engagement system that comes primarily from the “smart 

vagus” - and I don’t want to get into polyvagal theory here, but I don’t want to be vague. 

 Part of our nervous system allows us to breathe consciously; we can breathe in 

two consciously or unconsciously. The unconscious breathing, like our digestion, is from 

the old vagus nerve.  The part that breathes consciously is a new part of our nerve that 

only mammals have, and that part of our nervous system, our vagal nervous system, is 

representative of all those changes in our nervous system that allow us to control our 

primitive reactions.  So, part of our prefrontal cortex controls our limbic system - even 

our amygdala, our fear center. The recognition of a familiar face and or a familiar sound 

or voice, or seeing a familiar movement -that actually promotes vagal tone and through 

the smart vagus allows us to calm our heart and our nervous system and to override any 

reaction.  When a living being learns how to be aggressive in a primarily sociable way, 

then they don’t have to be aggressive like a wild animal; they can be aggressive like a 

social animal.  We can even fight in a sociable way, and we can be fierce in a sociable 

way - it is a different state of our nervous system that is running off different nerves and 

different brain centers.  

 But the point I’m making is that to the extent that our lives are all about managing 

relationships, that one yoga of compassion and openness is enough. All things can be that 

yoga, every interaction. This is why the Dalai Lama said: “If you are going to sit on your 

cushion or learn an analytic practice like this, don’t sit on your cushion.”  
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Pledge Two: Subdue All Resistance with One  

 When things get tough, when we run into rough terrain - industrial strength 

stresses - we need to be practicing giving and taking, this one art. That is, we see to what 

extent we can take in awareness of what we are facing that is upsetting us and be present 

with that. Then we see the extent to which we can neutralize any affliction that arises.  

How do we learn to live in a world where everybody is always feeling like everything is a 

matter of life and death, even though there are very few matters of life and death in our 

lives?  How do we not tune into that channel, the struggle for survival channel?  We have 

to learn how to practice giving and taking on the breath.  

 We have to learn how to take in, filtering with great presence of mind, in which 

our meditative calm filters the other person’s distress through our wise mind, through our 

own sort of self-analysis. We realize: “Oh yeah, I know how that person feels - I felt like 

that last week, but not this week, fortunately.”   Once we get freaked out, we have thrown 

out the best tool we have for the job: our social mind, our powerful mammalian mind.  

That is the tool for the job, and once we let the inner reptile, the inner dinosaur, loose on 

the world, we become a caricature of a human being. That is why this is such an 

important practice. It isn’t really an abstract, lofty spiritual thing; it really is like a day-to-

day survival.  We breathe in with mindful awareness the distress of the people around us, 

and we give back a fully mammalian mind, a committed mammal mind. We need to 

realize that life is small stuff, and the big stuff is the drama that plays out in our mind or 

our nervous system. Are we going to be mammals today, or are we going to be terrified, 

frightened, cornered animals?   
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Pledge Three: At the Start and Finish Both the Two Actions 

 The two actions to be done at the start and finish of each day are: 1) motivation; 

and 2) dedication. We set our motivation in a good place: peace and well-being for 

ourselves and for others, which is easier said than done. To start the day with a good 

intention, given all the things we think and worry about, all the things that happen around 

us or to us, is a challenge, but one we must meet. It is hard to start the day with a positive 

intention, but doing so will support our practice in trying times.   

 It is really an act of will, an act of courage to say: “Today I am going to bring a 

good intention to all my interactions.”  I used to try to meditate after I got out of bed, but 

that didn’t work; I was too easily afflicted. Now, I meditate before I get out of bed, like 

before I am even awakened I start meditating.  That is my insurance policy for the day, 

and I’m less likely to wake up and get gripped by whatever is going to grip me.  But you 

don’t necessarily have to do that, but you get the idea: as early in the day as possible, put 

your mind in a positive place. 

 Dedication - We end the day in a good place too, so that even while sleeping we 

can practice.  We start everything with a fresh motivation, and then when the day ends we 

take everything good that happened as a result of that, and we dedicate it.  We deposit it 

in the bank of all of our positivity and the positivity of all beings. The tradition says: 

“The ocean of merit of all, which is all positive energy of all enlightened beings,” but we 

can say all beings, all beings who have the awareness trying to get positive. So we 

deposit our positive energy into that; whatever went well, so it is not just riding with us. 

It is like putting money in the bank - hopefully the banks are safer than our mattress.  We 

put our money in this account where it is mixed up with everybody else’s money, and it 
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becomes bigger than us so when our mind gets angry the next minute, we don’t lose all 

our deposit.  In a moment of anger we can destroy years of positive energy, so before we 

get angry, we put it in the bank; we dedicate it.  

 Confession often is part of our work at the end of the day, and that is more 

complicated. We will discuss this later as we go into the tantric portion of our curriculum, 

but in this case what we really mean is that we just honestly disclose. We evaluate our 

thoughts and behaviors honestly to ourselves: “Was this my intention and my action?  

Did it have negative effects?  Is there anything I can do to learn from that or amend it?  Is 

there is anything I can learn from that or amend it?” 

 We resolve to do better from this honest evaluation, and we ask for whatever help 

we need from whatever forces in the universe: the Buddha, our friends, God, whatever it 

is - we ask whatever forces we need to give us a little boost of encouragement so that we 

are not alone.  Then we resolve to do better the next time or to make amends.  

 I was talking with somebody about how to restart.  How do we reboot our life? 

This is one of the ways to do that - to go through our whole life and pile up all the things 

about which we have remorse or regret or we feel smoldering resentment and negativity.  

And, we clean house; we do a ‘spring cleaning’ on our mind. It is a very powerful 

practice, and once we get there then it’s easier to keep our house clean; every morning 

and every night we will be starting the day with a good motivation and ending it with 

dedication and confession.  “I’m going to have a great day, and at the end of the day 

everything I did well I earmark for my ongoing growth and the benefit of all beings - how 

I am going to be helpful, how I am going to make a difference for myself and others.” 

And then: “Whatever I did wrong I make a note of it, and if there is something I can 
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improve on, something I can correct, then if so, I ask for the help to do that; then if not I 

just note that it was a mistake, and that’s that. I ask for the universe to be lenient.” And 

we can do that before our meditations as well - before and after our meditations we do the 

same thing; we always do those two things. And that allows us then to have equanimity. 

If we want to outgrow our normal conscience, which is very restrictive and obsessive, we 

need to do this practice of confession and dedication. We need to develop a healthy 

conscience. And that is what is part of this process of constantly growing is that we 

develop a healthy conscience; that is why this thing is so important.  Then our internal 

self-assessment is accurate and consistent with how we really want to be in the world, 

and equanimity is our natural state. 

 

Pledge Four: Tolerate Both (Good and Bad), Whatever Comes 

 Once we do that, then we can tolerate whatever comes. Whether we totally screw 

up and prove ourselves to be the biggest jerk we thought we could never be; or we are the 

hero for the day, everybody loves us, and we can do no wrong - it doesn’t matter to us. 

Chekhawa tells us: tolerate both, whatever comes. Both good and bad, we tolerate both. 

Why?  

 Because either is going to turn into the other thing in just a moment, and it is not 

intrinsically one way or the other anyway. Doing something right can open us to attack or 

can lead to other unwanted negative consequences, and doing something bad can be a 

great breakthrough and can bring all kinds of aid to our side. That is why we have to 

develop this much more balanced view of what life is all about, so we are not blown 
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about by the worldly winds of anxiety. “Am I getting it right? Am I doing it right? Am I 

good or am I bad?”  We get over that and just work with whatever it is.  

 

Pledge Five: Guard Both Pledges As Your Life 

 That is, guard the vows or commitments of mind transforming, and whatever 

other ones we have, like just simple householder precepts as being as important as our 

very life.  We try not to harm people and things, not to take things that don’t belong to us, 

not to say things that aren’t true, and not to get ourselves into trouble; these are five basic 

precepts that householders can take - we don’t have to take all of them, and we can take it 

a day at a time. ‘A day at a time’ was not invented by the recovery movement. I don’t 

know who invented it, but Buddhists also practiced letting go of these things a day at a 

time back in the fifth century BCE.  That was a skill that was understood - sometimes we 

don’t have the willingness or the readiness to give something up forever. So we do it a 

little bit at a time: we have one day without anger, and that is a good day.  We know we 

overcome our addictions through nurturing, or familiarization, and here we are nurturing 

our ethical ideals specifically. 

 So we guard these, and the idea is that our lives - our real lives, our sustainable 

happy lives, our lives better adapted to the conditions of civilized living - those lives 

depend on these practices. There are not too many ways that we can have an assured path 

to a happier life, and maybe this seems like a pie in the sky; but we try it out.  We do the 

experiment - I have, and for me it works. Things seem to be getting better and better, and 

there are not that many things we can invest in like that, that just get better. Then we start 

to realize how important it is that we were lucky enough to have a wish to give ourselves 
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this opportunity - to learn to grow on a subtle spiritual or contemplative level. It is a 

pretty unusual gift.  And so, when we give ourselves that, we are really in good shape.  

 

Pledge Six: Master the Three Hardest  

 The three hardest challenges are: 1) to expose; 2) to ameliorate; and 3) to 

eliminate our obstacles.  The real heroic challenge of our lives is not to scale Mount 

Everest or to fight Goliath or anything of the sort, but to scale the Mount Everest of our 

own nature, to fight the Goliath of our own negativity.  That is what the Buddhist 

tradition is all about.  That is why it has the left-turning wheel of a counter-cultural 

tradition, so to speak. It is all about going through progress, through inner-development - 

progress through growing as a person in a nervous system.  Here we are told to be honest 

with ourselves about our addictions, fears, and so forth; then to attack them with a 

realistic effort based on a gradual process of transformation; and finally to uproot even 

the most subtle of those addictions, neuroses, and negativities.  Then we are optimally 

suited for our own happiness and for assisting others in their own work.  

 In order to be able to face our real obstacles, our real weaknesses as a person, we 

can always ask our best friends - they know. Everybody else around knows exactly what 

our worst habits and greatest weaknesses are, so we can always ask them; or we can ask 

our enemy - they will tell us, if our friends won’t. And then we have to try to really 

counteract those obstacles one day at a time, the worst addiction first.  

 There are, as we saw earlier, two kinds of obscurations.  There are the emotional, 

or affective, obscurations, which are basically negative emotions like anger, clinging, 

fear-based clinging, envy, and that kind of thing.  Then there are the cognitive 



 235 

obscurations, which are mostly false views and the confusion-based states that underlie 

them - the states of self-protective close-mindedness, conviction, stubborn attachment, or 

skepticism, being convinced of clinging to things that are wrong and being skeptical of 

things that are right.  There is a whole range of different states of mind, and cognitive 

error is a big part of our problem in these.  

 

Pledge Seven: Nurture the Three Principal Roots 

 How do we face those three hard chores? Not only do we have to keep 

motivating, dedicating and confessing or correcting, but also we have to nurture the three 

roots of positivity: aspiration, devotion, and preparation.  We also have three things to 

cultivate, which is a subsection of this.  Tibetans in particular love texts with sections, 

subsections, and further subsections - these act as memory devices, which are important 

with or without the internet and instant access. Three roots of positivity:  

 

1. Aspiration – We determine that we want to do something and then that we can do 

it.  The first element of any practice is to aspire to the practice. It’s just like a little 

kid who sees a football player and wants to be a football player.  That is the 

beginning - we nurture that. These aspirations are not about getting a personal jet 

or something like that; it is about having a new nervous system that is really 

workable and effective and finally blissfully happy.  

 

2. Devotion - This means devotion to practice and to all those things that support our 

practice including role models, communities, and traditions. Then again, this is 
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not particularly a modern virtue, for of course we are very devoted to our jets, 

luxury cars and all that.  But we are not so devoted to our spiritual teacher or to 

our meditation practice.  If we want to grow in this way, we cultivate devotion 

that is the root of virtue.  

 

3. Preparation - We talked about the four preparations previously.  Preparation 

entails all the work that we do before and after our interactions, all the thoughts 

and behaviors that strengthen our practice. 

 Those are the three principal roots, and then we move on.  

 

Pledge Eight: Cultivate Three Things Tirelessly  

 Of course we have to cultivate many things tirelessly, but these big three are 

relevant here in particular. 

 

1. Trust – This is not blind trust - we trust rationally in those things that are effective 

at promoting happiness and overcoming suffering.  We trust those people who 

understand that and can help us with those things that help.  This relates back to 

our discussion of faith or confidence earlier. 

 

2. Effort - Effort doesn’t mean making effort in making millions and millions of 

dollars. Maybe we all should have millions and millions of dollars, but that is a 

secondary point. Real effort has to be building a real virtue that is healing, 

something that actually promotes happiness in a sustainable way. Something that 



 237 

doesn’t promote happiness in a sustainable way, like just mere survival is not 

really effort in this sense. It is not necessarily a bad thing, but it doesn’t qualify as 

a virtue, in the sense of this tradition. We all have to pay the rent, but we 

shouldn’t put too much energy into it. We should put the energy into what is 

really important.   

 

3. Wisdom - Wisdom is the key that must accompany any practice, as we saw in the 

quote from the Vimalakirti Sūtra above.  Shantideva is explicit about this in his 

work.  If we do not know the difference between this and that; between what 

helps and what doesn’t; how to do this and how not to do that, then we won’t be 

able to do much of anything, especially in transforming our mind. Being devoted 

is not really going to help us in this tradition; there are many gods in this tradition, 

and none of them is omniscient or omnipotent. Even the Buddha is not omniscient 

or omnipotent, at least not in that ‘God’ sense. The Buddha is said to be 

omniscient in the sense that he is said to know everything that promotes the 

overcoming of suffering and the development of flourishing and happiness. But 

that is a relative omniscience; it is not an absolute omniscience. But we do have to 

have that wisdom that allows us to tell the difference between what works and 

what doesn’t, what is important and what is not. And if we don’t have that 

wisdom, there is no ‘being’ who is going to come down from the clouds to do our 

thinking for us. We have to be our own therapists. We have to be our own 

spiritual guides. It is great to have a million therapists, a million spiritual guides, a 

million mentors and counselors, but if we don’t take the medicine, if we don’t 
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take the work inside and become our own inner witness, we are not going to go 

very far. So that is why we have to rely on wisdom.  That wisdom is our inner 

witness - it’s what tells us whether we are right or wrong for ourselves, with 

incontrovertible confidence.  Until we have that, we have to develop it. 

 

 Next the text gives us another triple. There are three triples here.  

 

Pledge Nine: Make Yourself Triply Inseparable  

 That is, we make our body - our physical actions, our behavior - our speech, and 

our mind inseparable from the practice. In other words, it is another way of saying: 

everything you do should be the yoga of compassion and openness.  The yoga of 

compassion and openness doesn’t mean being blissfully, compassionately open all the 

time. It means simply acknowledging our missteps and our successes and working with 

those. That is the yoga of working with our resistances. That is the way we grow - we 

don’t grow simply by imagining ourselves into bigger beings, although we can do that, 

but it is not sufficient. So we nurture the thoughts and actions that make it possible; we 

cultivate the supports and focus on making this practice our life.  Then it will really be 

maximally effective.  

 

Pledge Ten: Practice Perfect Impartiality Toward Objects  

 So this is the equanimity of practice. We keep on practicing impartially towards 

all living beings, who inspire the three poisons in us. So we don’t just selectively pick 

and choose: “I am going to practice on this person because they are easy.”  However, of 
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course, we don’t necessarily deal with all of them all at once. We have to start with 

ourselves and then work gradually toward the people that we love and care for, then 

towards the neutral people, and then a bit at a time towards the difficult people.  But we 

do understand that all those are living beings toward whom we ideally would like to be 

able to feel equally loving and caring. Even though that may be an ideal, that is the ideal - 

really adopting all living beings.  We set our aspiration and motivation high, but we are 

realistic and compassionate in our assessment of ourselves, and then we don’t become 

frustrated with ourselves or others. 

 

Pledge Eleven: It’s Vital to Learn Profoundly and All-inclusively 

 Here is simply a statement: if we are going to do this practice, it is really a 

practice of learning. Learning profoundly means that we have to go to the bottom of 

things using wisdom. That is what it means. We have to really learn what is at the root of 

things, our behaviors and thoughts. What is at the root of our resistances? What is at the 

root of the solutions?  We have to go deep. ‘All inclusively’ is just another way of saying 

we learn to feel compassionate toward all living beings: we learn to yoke all of our 

actions toward compassion toward all living beings.  

 In the Buddhist view we can have a capitalism of happiness. This is a special kind 

of way of leveraging our assets.  If we realize that every time we have a positive thought 

toward any living being we get merit, then we feel a positive feeling, a positive 

chemistry, a moment of positivity. Then if we stretch that to infinite numbers of living 

beings, the quantity of that positivity spreads; the benefit of it spreads. And there is 
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probably some kind of neurobiological equivalent to all this, although I do not think it is 

a neat mathematical algorithm.  

 We know that through meditation practice our cortex thickens and grows in size. 

So essentially we are what we focus on; if we want to focus on a positive intention, we 

get free lunch, a free benefit by just spreading it to all living beings. This is something 

that Gelek Rinpoche used to teach, and it comes out of the Shantideva and Asanga 

compassion tradition: any action, however humble or revolting, can be ennobled and be a 

vehicle toward great happiness if we yoke it with the motivation of great compassion. His 

analogy would be: ‘go to the bathroom with great compassion’ or ‘wash yourself as if 

you are a buddha’. ‘If you are waiting for the traffic light to change, wait with great 

compassion for all other living beings waiting to move with you.’ If we yoke more of our 

daily actions with the wish to be helpful, the happier we are going to be and the more this 

practice is going to progress. We don’t have to feel like we have to become a saint or to 

meditate twenty out of twenty-four hours. The things that we already do, we do them for 

the benefit of all living beings! “I’m paying my bills for the benefit of all living beings.”  

 

Pledge Twelve: Meditate Constantly on Special Cases 

 Focus on anyone who is special, who is the exception to the rule either by being 

too close or too far.  People who are too close have to be very careful not to confuse our 

attachment for them for real love. Just feeling like our life would be over if something 

happened to them, or that we would never want anything to happen to them, or we want 

only to have good things always happen to them isn’t necessarily love. We have to be 

honest with ourselves, for attachment will not benefit us or them.  
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 Enemies are people we have to be especially careful with, and not because they 

might hurt us, but because our reaction to them might hurt our growth as human beings.  

We have to be especially careful to protect our mind around people who piss us off or 

frighten us, who makes us feel helpless, powerless, or small. We have to be careful not 

with the people, but with our own mind around them.  

 Then, there are the disagreeable people, the people we see on the street, on 

television, or in newspapers.  We don’t have any personal relationships to these people, 

but we see how they mistreat others, on whatever small or large scale, and we feel 

disgust.  We have to think about the conditions that produce such behaviors and remind 

ourselves that such behaviors arise from somewhere - from emotional afflictions and 

cognitive obscurations of particular types for this person. 

 

Pledge Thirteen: Don’t Depend on External Conditions 

 It doesn’t matter what time of day it is or how well dressed or how helpful other 

people are to us.  In our mind we shouldn’t really give ourselves the out that we are going 

to be a kind person when people are nice to us.  That is really not a very sturdy practice, 

and once things get difficult, we will lose it. We can’t expect that conditions should 

adjust to our tolerance or our current capacity; we have to adjust our tolerance or our 

current capacity to deal with the real conditions. But we depend on external conditions, 

like the American dream that we get our white picket fence, our house and a car in the 

garage - that is supposed to make us happy.  Our practice should be robust enough that 

regardless of how crazy any situation is, we are still practicing, however we can.  This 
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practice is devoted to creating internal conditions so that the external conditions don’t 

matter at all. 

 

Pledge Fourteen: Take Up the Principal (Practice) Right Now 

 Don’t wait, and don’t plan - and don’t think: “I’ll be a kinder person next week or 

maybe next year”.  This is an important reminder, and it is also an encouragement: get off 

the cushion and just do it - just try this. The Dalai Lama says that we are all experts in 

anger and fear - we don’t really need to be practicing them anymore.”  So, why don’t we 

start right now practicing this instead? It will be good for us, and it may actually be more 

fun.  It will be hard in the beginning. This is an extremely helpful reminder when we are 

beyond our tolerance level.  We know the reasons we should do this practice by now, 

unless you happened to open the book to this page.   

 

Pledge Fifteen: Don’t Be Wrong-headed 

 Some of these things are very hard to translate, and it is a little cryptic in the first 

place. But the idea here is not to be stubborn headed.  Don’t understand the most 

important thing to be least important and the least important thing to be most important. 

Or, we should avoid a wrong state of mind in the sense of feeling inflated with our 

practice. “Hey, I’m a kind person - how could you do that to me? Don’t you know I’m 

practicing love and kindness here?”  It’s a matter of bringing wisdom and humility to 

each situation. 
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Pledge Sixteen: Don’t Be Erratic 

 We mustn’t overindulge the mind transforming practice this week or this month 

and then just leave it in the ditch because we just got fed up with it. We do just a little bit 

at a time.  This is a reminder that learning is a gradual process, and we have to beware of 

frustration.  Again, doing our daily practice of motivation and dedication should keep us 

focused, but an extra reminder doesn’t hurt.  This is practical advice for the way the 

human mind gets distracted. 

 

Pledge Seventeen: Learn Decisively 

 We should not learn in such a way that anything remains a mystery. In the 

Buddhist view, there are some questions that are not worth attending to because they are 

just thought problems that the mind creates, and these are just confusing.  The things we 

need to know about ourselves - our addictions, our fears, our habits - and how we interact 

with others, those are things we should strive to know.  Again, we won’t learn these 

things immediately, but we need to work at these decisively.  We have to arrive at a 

decisive understanding so that we can act, and decisive means that we are willing to 

commit to a lifetime of learning.  

 How do we learn decisively? 

 

Pledge Eighteen: Break Free with Both Investigation and Analysis 

 Investigation and analysis are those tools that we use to develop wisdom. We look 

into things deeply. “This person really pissed me off, why?  Why does that person make 

me feel so bad about myself?  Why does that person make me feel like a powerless child?  
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What is it about my interaction or my perception of that person?  And if I feel like a 

powerless child, why do I feel like a powerless child like that?” And once we get to the 

root of the matter, when we have investigated and found the problem, then we apply 

analysis and start to break down the causes and conditions of those feelings, both the 

emotional and the cognitive aspects.  We learn how to analyze our way through that by 

understanding that that identification has causes and conditions. We came to feel that way 

at a certain time; we then made a self out of that feeling through putting it together with 

self-reflection or self-assessment.  We get to that level of analysis where we start to be 

able to break down the very root of our self-protective habits, which is our ‘self’ habit - 

our fundamental habit of thinking we know who we are.  So that is how investigation and 

analysis free us.  

 We have to learn - we need investigation and analysis.  Don’t just be kind - think 

about why we should do this, for ourselves and for everyone else.  Reflect on how much 

better our lives could be, how much better our interactions could be, even with the most 

difficult people we know.  By remembering our aspirations, our goals, and our 

motivations, we can sustain ourselves even in the darkest times. 

 

Pledge Nineteen: Don’t Boast About Practice 

 This is a key issue in Buddhist culture. It is extremely important that people do 

not exaggerate, in their own minds or with others, their levels of spiritual development. 

Because once we start playing that game of looking better than we really are, we are sort 

missing the whole point.  It’s not really about how we look; it is about how we really are.  

It is much better to underestimate or at least to be brutally honest about who we are.  If 
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we start playing that game of pretending, then we are subverting the whole culture of 

progress, the whole culture which is honesty at its core.  

 

Pledge Twenty: Don’t Indulge Frustration 

 Whether we are frustrated with other people or more often frustrated with 

ourselves, frustrated with our situation or our limitations, this is a really good reminder.  

We can waste a lot of energy with frustration; it’s an energy dump - we can dump a 

whole lot of energy into it and it really doesn’t do anything.  Frustration is actually just a 

form of violence.  We need to know this, and we need to see it just as such - there is 

nothing necessary or helpful about it.  We need to learn to quickly pivot and disengage 

from it and move out of it. More importantly, if we are frustrated with something, we 

need to look at the causes of why we are frustrated. We need to go back and see if there is 

something we can correct. And if not, then we just let go of it.  

 

Pledge Twenty-One: Don’t Be Temperamental 

 Don’t be a mind transforming diva: “I’m so kind and so loving and 

compassionate. Hey - did you take my coffee!”  But we have to be really honest with 

ourselves about who we really are. 

 Then the last one is the most useful one, a real zinger. 

 

 

 

 



 246 

Pledge Twenty-Two: Don’t Expect Thanks 

 If we are doing the practice right, there shouldn’t be any hope or need for thanks. 

The reward is that we feel so much better to be alive; we are a kinder person, and we 

actually will let ourselves live. We’ll be happy in this moment whatever external 

conditions present themselves.  This reminds me of something my analyst said about 

trying to help people in a sort of cavalier or heroic way: “No good deed goes 

unpunished”.  It’s one of my favorite phrases, and it’s true.  The irony there of course is 

that if we are doing something out of sentimental compassion, because we want to think 

of ourselves as a nice person, then we often really do something foolish and get ourselves 

into trouble, or it just bounces back on us. So, real spontaneous compassion is coming out 

of a place of doing skillful things, and that is its own reward. That is the teaching.  
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CHAPTER 9 

Conclusion: 

 

 Finally we have this very sweet conclusion, a statement from Chekhawa:  

 

Because of my many aspirations, I put an end to the tragedy of suffering and 

received these precepts to tame the self-habit. Now I can die without regrets. 

 

 That is quite a statement. If we can die without regrets, it is a very good thing. It 

means that we have tamed our conscience. Chekhawa is saying that first we become 

aware of our state of suffering, our constant battle with our obscurations; and then simply 

by taking up the resolve to ameliorate and to eliminate those with investigation and 

analysis, we are putting an end to that suffering.  We are then suitable vessels for these 

teachings, these precepts, which had been transmitted in secret, as we have seen.  These 

are not easy practices, even if they seem so by the time we reach these pledges; we must 

not underestimate the difficulty of this work, but we must not underestimate the value of 

undertaking them - remember, take up the principal practice now.   

 Once we have reached this practice, which should be grounded in the common 

practices of the gradual path (lam rim), then we can move into the extremely secret and 

challenging practices of tantra.  Mind transforming is industrial strength practice that is 

the distilled essence of all of the Mahayana, of all the compassionate, engaged, social 

activist kind of practices.  With that as a foundation, we have worked on some 

renunciation, we have trained in compassion and the wisdom of emptiness - those are the 
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prerequisites to tantric practice.  Tantric practice takes this material up several levels by 

using the creative imagination through role-modeling imagery. There is a very 

distinctively Tibetan way of training our mind through admiring another person who has 

qualities that we want to emulate; the guru yoga practice is, of course, essential in all 

spiritual traditions and especially the tantric traditions. But the use of imagery is an 

unusual Tibetan way of doing that: it’s using imagery essentially to download or to 

imprint the other person’s qualities into our own mind and then learning how to use 

imagery to transform our sense of self and to retell our story, our narrative of life, so as to 

develop a heroic narrative of life.  As Chekhawa suggests here at the end, we have done a 

significant amount of work just to undertake this practice; we have laid a significant 

foundation for a total transformation of our lives.  Whether or not we undertake the 

challenges of tantra, with this mind transforming practice we have committed ourselves 

to a profoundly important transformation of our most limiting obstacles to happiness.  We 

should congratulate ourselves for that. 
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APPENDIX ONE:  

TRANSFORMING THE MIND IN SEVEN STEPS ROOT TEXT 

(Edited with italicized comments by Pabongka Rinpoche; headings in bold and 

notes in parentheses by translator.)  

 

0) Dedication  

To show the authentic source of these teachings, the greatness of their originator is proclaimed: 

Homage to Great Compassion! 

This essential nectar of precepts 

Was transmitted from Serlingpa (Suvarnadvipa). 

 

To generate respect for the precepts, the magnificence of the teachings is explained: 

It resembles the sun, a diamond and a medicinal tree. 

The purpose and (benefit) of understanding (this) text 

Is to turn the evolution of the five contaminated (aggregates) 

Into the path to enlightenment! 

 

1) Relying on the Preliminaries 

Regarding the actual teaching by which students are guided gradually, the first of the seven 

topics is presenting the practice of relying on the preliminaries: 

First learn the preliminaries (of self-determination and freedom: 

Precious life; impermanence and death; causality of development; renunciation of cyclic 

life and determination to achieve personal freedom). 
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2a) Conceiving the Conventional Spirit of Enlightenment 

Regarding the second point, the actual (practice) of cultivating the spirit of enlightenment, 

although among the two (sub-topics), the method of cultivating the ultimate spirit of 

enlightenment and the method of cultivating the conventional spirit of enlightenment, the majority 

of editions first present the method of cultivating the ultimate spirit of enlightenment, our (new) 

system follows the intention of the Savior Manjushri, Tsong Khapa the Great, as (explained) in 

(Horton Namkha Pal’s fifteenth century) Mind-Transforming like Sunlight (and Yongdzin Yeshe 

Gyaltsan’s eighteenth century) Ornament of Lobsang’s Intent and Essence of Nectar. Although 

most of the thirty-one editions and (commentaries) present it afterwards, following his distinctive 

intention, we present the latter method first. Hence, we begin with the conventional spirit of 

enlightenment: 

(First) drive all blame into one: (your traumatic self-habit), 

(And then) contemplate the kindness of all living beings. 

Practice combining both giving and taking. 

Start gradually with taking on your own (suffering). 

Mount these two on the (out and in) breath. 

(Monitoring) the three objects, three poisons and three roots of virtue 

Is the brief precept for the aftermath (in between meditations). 

To foster mindfulness of this (teaching),  

Practice in all you do with (the help of these) words. 

 

2b) Conceiving the Ultimate Spirit of Enlightenment 

After reaching stability (in the conventional spirit), reveal the secret (ultimate). 

Consider the dream-like (nature) of (all) things. 
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Examine the uncreated nature of mind. 

Even the remedy (the emptiness insight) itself is objectively free (of reality).  

The actuality of the path rests in the fundamental realm (of clear light). 

Between sessions, act as an illusory being: (emanation, hero archetype or illusion body).    

 

3) Turning Adversity to Advantage 

The third (point) is transforming adversity into a path to enlightenment: 

When the environment and (all) life are poisoned with vice, 

Turn adversity into the path to enlightenment.  

Apply meditation to whatever comes. 

The best method is (to practice) with the four preparations:  

(Purification, cultivation, generosity and protection).  

[By contemplating (all) illusions as the four bodies of enlightenment,  

Emptiness is the unexcelled (means of) protection.]* 

 

4) Integrating the Lifelong Practice 

The fourth (point) is the explanation of rounding out the practice of a single lifetime: 

To distil the essence of (these) precepts 

You must apply them with the five powers: 

(Motivation, familiarity, seeding, targeting, prayer). 

(As) the Universalist teaching on transference (at death) is 

These same five powers, their practice is vital. 
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5) Measuring Success on the Path 

The fifth (point) is explaining the measure of having cleared the mind: 

All teachings coalesce in a single intentionality. 

Of the two (kinds of) witness, (inner and outer), hold the (inner as) primary. 

Always rely exclusively on the happy mind. 

The measure of having learned is the elimination (of obstructions). 

The mark of having learned is being endowed with five kinds of munificence: 

(As an altruist, ethicist, ascetic, virtuoso or yogi). 

When adept despite distractions, you have learned.  

 

6) The (Eighteen) Commitments of Transforming the Mind 

The sixth (point) is explaining the commitments of transforming the mind: 

Always reflect on three principles: 

(Humility, integrity and impartiality). 

Transform your intent but stay as you are.  

Don’t mention (others’) handicaps.  

Don’t even think about the limitations of others. 

Purify your worst addiction first.  

Give up any expectation of results.  

Give up your diet of poison(ous habits). 

Don’t indulge self-righteousness.  

Don’t react to insults.  

Don’t wait in ambush.  

Don’t go for the jugular. 
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Don’t put your burden on others. 

Don’t harbor false views. 

Don’t aim for the top of the heap. 

Don’t make your genius a demon. 

Don’t seek satisfaction in the miseries (of others). 

 

7) The (Twenty-Two) Pledges of Transforming the Mind 

The seventh (point) is explaining the pledges of transforming the mind: 

Practice all yogas as one: (the yoga of great compassion). 

Subdue all resistance with one (art: giving and taking). 

At the start and finish (of each day, do) both the two actions: 

(Motivation and confession/dedication). 

Tolerate both (good and bad), whatever comes. 

Guard both (these and your other) vows as your life. 

Master the three hardest (challenges): 

(To expose, ameliorate and eliminate obstacles). 

Nurture the three principal roots: (aspiration, devotion, preparation). 

Cultivate three things tirelessly: (trust, effort and wisdom). 

Make yourself triply inseparable (from the practice): 

(In body, speech and mind). 

Practice perfect impartiality towards objects (of desire, anger and indifference). 

It is vital to learn profoundly and all-inclusively.  

Meditate constantly on special cases: (intimates, enemies and the disagreeable). 

Don’t depend on external conditions. 
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Take up the principal (practice) right now. 

Don’t be wrong-headed. 

Don’t be erratic. 

Learn decisively. 

Break free with both investigation and analysis. 

Don’t boast about practice. 

Don’t indulge frustration. 

Don’t be temperamental. 

Don’t expect thanks. 

 

Conclusion 

(The master) concludes by proclaiming his attainment of the spirit of enlightenment: 

Because of my many aspirations, 

I put an end to the tragedy of suffering, 

And received these precepts to tame the self-habit;  

Now (at last) I can die without regrets.  

So (ends) the root text and commentary of Transforming the Mind in Seven Steps, which contains 

the essence of the abundant literature (on this topic). (Among the) enormous variety of its texts of 

unequal length, some, for the sake of instruction, append topical outlines that are more or less 

infelicitous, (while) some rely on root texts (whose origins are) not well known, despite having 

varying degrees of renown. Our system, according to the oral transmission of the Savior 

Manjushri, Tsong Khapa the Great, compiles the central intended meaning of (three Geluk texts), 

Mind-Transforming Like Sunlight, Ornament of Lozang’s Intent and The Essence of Nectar. Once 

such a text has emerged, what could be wrong with considering it at length? It was written by the 
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incarnate (lama) named Pabongka in the year of the pig, in the pure land where the waters 

converge at Jampaling (Monastery), when, inspired by just completing his commentary on (Tsong 

Khapa’s) Great Stages of the Path to Enlightment (called Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand), 

he was entreated by (his student) the Lamrim Master Phun-tshogs Paldan. He compiled this 

edition of the text through detailed study of the many texts and commentaries (of the Seven Point 

Mind Transforming), and, at the same time, composed a topical outline as an ornament. May they 

bring benefit to all living beings! 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Colophon: This Root Text of the Universal (Practice of) Transforming the Mind in Seven 
Steps (Thegs-po’i blo-‘byong don bdun-ma rtsa-ba) composed by Geshe Chekhawa 
Yeshe Dorje (1101-75) was translated from the New Kadam edition compiled by the 
Geluk Master Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo (1878-1941) by Joe Loizzo, M.D., for the 
Nalanda Institute Class, The Gradual Path of Transforming the Mind, in the Spring of 
2009. It was revised for the Nalanda Four Year Program Class, Transforming the Mind, 
in the Spring of 2012, and again for the Nalanda Workshop on Healthy Intimacy, taught 
by Geri and Joe Loizzo, in the Spring of 2013.  
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PABONGKHA’S CONDENSED MEANING OF THE (TEXT &) COMMENTARY 
 
The instructions on the practice of transforming the mind have nine parts: 

1. The lineage and preeminent qualities of these instructions 
2. The preliminary practices of transforming the mind 
3. The actual practice: cultivating the two spirits of enlightenment 
4. Transforming adversity into the path to enlightenment 
5. Integrating the lifelong practice  
6. Measuring success on the path 
7. The commitments of transforming the mind 
8. The pledges of transforming the mind 
9. Conclusion 

 
The actual practice of cultivating the spirit of enlightenment has two parts: 

1. Cultivating the conventional spirit of enlightenment 
2. Cultivating the ultimate spirit of enlightenment 

 
Cultivating the conventional spirit of enlightenment has two parts: 

1. The practice during meditation sessions 
2. The practice in between meditation sessions 

 
The practice during the meditation session has six parts: 

1. Meditating on equalizing self and others 
2. Contemplating the costs of self-indulgence 
3. Contemplating the benefits of cherishing others 
4. Meditating on exchanging self for others 
5. Meditating on giving and taking 
6. Meditating on the spirit of enlightenment 

 
Meditating on giving and taking has two parts: 

1. Taking responsibility by way of compassion 
2. Giving happiness by way of love 

 
Cultivating the ultimate spirit of enlightenment has two parts: 

1. Cultivating emptiness insight during meditation sessions 
2. Cultivating emptiness insight in between meditation sessions 

 
Cultivating emptiness during meditation sessions has three parts: 

1. Meditating on the emptiness of things 
2. Meditating on the emptiness of the mind 
3. Meditating on the emptiness of the “I” 

 
Transforming adversity into the path to enlightenment has two parts: 

1. Transforming adversity into the path by adopting a specific reflection 
2. Transforming adversity into the path through the practice of the preparations 
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Transforming adversity into the path by means of a specific reflection has three 
parts: 

1. Transforming adversity into the path by means of method 
2. Transforming adversity into the path by means of wisdom 

 
Transforming adversity into the path through the practice of the preparations has 
four parts: 

1. The preparation of accumulating merit 
2. The preparation of purifying negativities 
3. The preparation of making offerings to interfering persons and demons 
4. The preparation of making offerings to protectors of the teaching 

 
Integrating the lifelong practice has two parts:  

1. Applying the five powers before death 
2. Applying the five powers at the time of death 

 
Applying the five powers before death has five parts: 

1. The power of motivation 
2. The power of familiarity 
3. The power of seeding 
4. The power of targeting  
5. The power of prayer 

 
 
The commitments of transforming the mind has eighteen parts: 

1. Always reflect on three principles: humility 
2. Integrity 
3. And impartiality 
4. Transform your intent but stay as you are 
5. Don’t mention (others’) handicaps 
6. Don’t even think about the limitations of others 
7. Purify your worst addiction first 
8. Give up any expectation of results 
9. Give up your diet of poison(ous habits) 
10. Don’t indulge self-righteousness 
11. Don’t react to insults 
12. Don’t wait in ambush 
13. Don’t go for the jugular 
14. Don’t put your burden on others 
15. Don’t harbor false views 
16. Don’t aim for the top of the heap 
17. Don’t make your genius a demon 
18. Don’t seek satisfaction in the miseries (of others) 
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The pledges of transforming the mind has twenty-two parts: 
1. Practice all yogas as one: (the yoga of great compassion) 
2. Subdue all resistance with one (art: giving and taking) 
3. At the start and finish (of each day, do) both the two actions 
4. Tolerate both (good and bad), whatever comes 
5. Guard both (these and your other) vows as your life 
6. Master the three hardest (challenges: exposing, reducing and eliminating blocks) 
7. Nurture the three principal roots: (aspiration, devotion, preparation) 
8. Cultivate three things tirelessly: (trust, effort and wisdom) 
9. Make yourself triply inseparable (from the practice in body, speech and mind) 
10. Practice perfect impartiality towards objects (of desire, anger and indifference) 
11. It is vital to learn profoundly and all-inclusively 
12. Meditate constantly on special cases: (intimates, enemies and the disagreeable) 
13. Don’t depend on external conditions 
14. Take up the principal (practice) right now 
15. Don’t be wrong-headed 
16. Don’t be erratic 
17. Learn decisively 
18. Break free with both investigation and analysis 
19. Don’t boast about practice 
20. Don’t indulge frustration 
21. Don’t be temperamental 
22. Don’t expect thanks 
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APPENDIX TWO: ROLE-MODELING PRACTICE SCRIPTS 
 
CALLING ON THE MOTHER: COMPASSIONATE OPENNESS 
The Active Process of Self-Healing in the Indo-Tibetan Tradition 

 
Imagine yourself in a safe healing environment, on top of the world,  
Feeling freely connected to all living beings,   
Facing the teachers, institutions & texts that most open your heart & mind. 
 
Reliance 
“Admiring the benefits of your compassionate openness,  
I come to you for help until I can care for myself and others.”  

 
Offering 
“All my resources, material and personal, real and imagined, 
I devote here and now to the openness you represent.” 
 
Confession 
“In all honesty I show you every last one of my limits and faults, 
And vow with your help to transcend them all.” 
 
Rejoicing 
“Transforming competitiveness into teamwork,  
I celebrate your qualities and aspire to emulate every one.”  

 
Four Boundless States 
“May all beings be happy! May we all be free!  
May we all have lasting joy! May we all know peace!” (3X) 
 
 
Purifying Ordinary Constructions of World and Self  
 
Recite mentally or out loud: 
I AM THE PURITY WHOSE NATURE IS  
THE NATURAL PURITY OF EVERYTHING! 
(Om svabhavashuddha sarvadharmasvabhavashuddho ‘ham!) 
I AM THE SELF WHOSE NATURE IS  
THE DIAMOND OF INTUITIVE OPENNESS! 
(Om shunyatajnana vajrasvabhava atmako ‘ham!) 
Creating an Encounter with the Mother 
“Suddenly everything melts into openness! 
In the vast expanse before me blooms  
The white-light lotus of total release, 
Whose center unfolds a moon-like pure spirit 
From which bubbles a milk-white HUM! 
Inspiring the air of compassionate openness  
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That is the mother of all the enlightened.  
In that inspiring air, milky white, appears  
The wish-fulfilling young Mother, seated  
In meditation on her moon cushion,  
Translucent as the moon’s reflection  
In a rainbow aura of youthful brilliance.  
Purely smiling, her right palm  
Offers the earth freedom from fear, 
Her left shows all enlightenment 
Forever blossoming from her heart. 
Her crown, throat and heart pulsate 
With poetic seeds of life-breath— 
White OH, red AH, blue HUM, 
Attuned to the body, speech and mind  
Rhythms of everyone ever awakened.” 

 
Invocation and Consecration 
“The Mother’s three poetic seeds emit lights 
Inviting her intuitive spirit, the spirits of all the enlightened, 
Along with a host of mother goddesses. As the spirits merge with her, 
The goddesses anoint her with elixir of immortality, 
Filling her and overflowing as a long-life buddha-crown.”    
 
Requesting Help 
“From the bottom of my heart I ask you, please 
Grant your protection, purification and blessing.” 

 
Five Step Stress-Protective Visualization & Affirmation 
“The Mother’s heart-seed beams diamond white light 
Into my body, filling it like a translucent vase with cooling, 
Purifying energy that disarms stress and digests toxins, 
Until it emanates from my pores and sets up a diamond laser force-field 
All around me that shields out violence and compulsion.”  

 
“The Mother’s heart-seed beams citrine yellow light 
Into my body, filling it like a translucent vase with nurturant, 
Rejuvenating energy that restores strength and builds will, 
Until it emanates from my pores and sets up a second, citrine laser force-field 
All around me that shields me from deprivation and addiction.” 
“The Mother’s heart-seed beams ruby red light 
Into my body, filling it like a translucent vase with warming, 
Empowering energy that builds focus and confidence, 
Until it emanates from my pores and sets up a third, ruby laser force-field 
All around me that shields me from fear and obsession.” 
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“The Mother’s heart-seed beams emerald green light 
Into my body, filling it like a translucent vase with lush, 
Refreshing energy that overcomes inhibition and insecurity, 
Until it emanates from my pores and sets up a fourth, emerald laser force-field 
All around me that shields me from envy and competition.” 
 
“The Mother’s heart-seed beams blue sapphire light 
Into my body, filling it like a translucent vase with sharp, 
Clarifying energy that dispels confusion and doubt, 
Until it emanates from my pores and sets up a fifth, sapphire laser force-field 
All around me that shields me from delusion and neurosis. 
In-between each shield is a network of laser lotuses 
That disarms and disintegrates any negative input or energy.” 

 
Focused on one shield at a time, recite mentally or out loud as many times as you like: 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 
 
Or, focused on one shield at a time, recite the long affirmation: 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, MAKE MY LIFESPAN, VIRTUES AND 
WISDOM INCREASE PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Mama Ayur Punye Jnana Pushtim Kuru Svaha!) 
 
Five Step World-Purifying Visualization (Optional) 
“Asking the Mother to purify me of stress-reactivity, 
First, she beams citrine yellow light from her heart to my body 
That disarms my defensive attachment to solidity and sight, 
Purging my mind of my own and others’ confusions and doubts.” 
 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 
 
“Second, she beams diamond white light from her heart to my body 
That disarms my defensive attachment to fluidity and sound, 
Purging my mind of my own and others’ anger and rage.” 
 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 

 
“Third, she beams ruby red light from her heart to my body 
That disarms my defensive attachment to energy and scent, 
Purging my mind of my own and others’ greed and desire.” 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 

 
“Fourth, she beams emerald green light from her heart to my body 
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That disarms my defensive attachment to gases and taste, 
Purging my mind of my own and others’ envy and jealousy.” 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 
 
“Fifth, she beams sapphire blue light from her heart to my body 
That disarms my defensive attachment to space and texture, 
Purging my mind of my own and others’ vanity and pride.” 
 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 
 
Vase-Breath Holding Practice (Optional) 
 
Find a comfortable cross-legged posture and take nine cleansing breaths. 
Exhale fully and slowly take in a full deep breath, 
Then nod your head and tone your pelvic floor, 
Mixing the breath with pelvic energy and very gently holding it, 
Balloon-style, calmly exhaling before any distress. (3, 7 or 21X) 
While holding the breath, imagine the Mother emits light 
Through galaxies to the furthest reaches of space, 
Drawing to herself the warmth, inspiration & blessings of all the enlightened 
And then beaming them to my body as bliss-drop-laden rainbow light,  
That fills you up like a translucent vessel of blissful openness.  
Recite the short or long affirmation mentally during breath-holding as much as you can: 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Svaha!) 
 
O SAVIORESS, PROTECT ME, HEAL ME, MAKE MY LIFESPAN, VIRTUES AND 
WISDOM INCREASE PLEASE! (7X) 
(Om Tare Tuttare Ture Mama Ayur Punye Jnana Pushtim Kuru Svaha!) 
 
Requesting Constancy 
“Through life and death, until my enlightenment, I ask you please 
Be my constant companion; never leave for one instant.”  
 
Dedication 
“Any insight, merit or energy gained through this practice  
I commit to developing compassionate openness.” 
By bonding with the Mentor-Mother may I turn stress to longevity, 
And bring every sensitive being to the Mother’s sublime state.” 
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EMBODYING SHEER BRILLLIANCE:  
The Wisdom Yoga of Manjushri 
 
Refuge 
“In an open-minded state, free and clear, 
All mother earthlings and I  
Take refuge in your shining example;   
To heal and free all sensitive beings 
I will conceive the spirit of unconditional love, 
And embody intuitive openness 
In this life, as quickly as possible, 
Until we are all Mother-Fathers of genius!” 
 
Four Boundless Moods 
“May we all share happiness and its causes, 
May we all know freedom and its causes, 
May we all savor unwavering joy, 
May we all live in undisturbed peace!” 
 
Blessing the Offerings 
“In the presence of your healing truth  
All experience has the singular taste 
Of blissful openness, pervading all senses, 
A blizzard of offerings, outer, inner and secret, 
Converging from everywhere, horizon and sky!” 
 
Homage 
“In the deep space of pure open-mindedness 
Your living, breathing presence dawns, 
Hovering like the moon’s reflection in water, 
Greeting me with an exclamation GEE! (Sanskrit DI) 
Rising out of your moon-like mind  
As a sunny syllable of clear gold light, 
Expressing the optimism of your genius, 
Sending a rainbow aura all around, 
Purifying all ailing beings and delighting  
All awakened beings, inviting their wisdom 
To return like a rainbow wave, gathering 
Back into the gold seed-syllable GEE! 
Until it shimmers like a setting sun 
Emitting a sunset glow that assumes your form, 
As the eternal youth who speaks the truth,  
Soulmate of the lady of pure intuition.  
Amid the ivory towers and halls 
Of the heaven of healing science, 
Your golden face unfolds  
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A Victor’s smile and knowing eyes 
Moist with unconditional love.     
Over your crown and long black hair 
Your right hand wields the flaming 
Sword of impeccable wisdom 
While at your heart your teaching hand  
Upholds the stem of a lotus, blossoming 
A Wisdom Text at your left shoulder. 
Unfettered in heavenly silks, you manifest 
All the marks and signs of perfect evolution  
And the living gems of transcendent virtues. 
Your form glows like a scintillating lamp  
Lit at the crown, throat and heart 
By diamond, ruby and sapphire beams, 
Reflecting the awakened body-speech-mind, 
And emitting the primal breath sounds OH AH HUM,  
Along with a rainbow aura like a sunset sky,  
That beams five-colored light  
To develop all beings and worlds all around  
And invite the spirits of all  
True geniuses, altruists, muses and heroes, 
To melt into you and merge as one!   
Though, in reality, you neither come nor go, 
Your acts of love and wisdom dawn 
To suit the endless minds to be tamed. 
Please come to stay, eternal youth!” 
 
Outer Offerings 
“To you, my inmost friend and guide    
I offer bliss-waves of distinctive gifts, 
Goddesses dancing with six god-like senses; 
I offer my subtle mind/body systems and elements  
My secret muse, soul-mate and ecstasy, 
And the blissful sphere of healing truth, 
Unveiled by habits of thought or speech!” 
 
Confession 
“All the bad habits of body-speech-mind  
I have acquired or evolved in this and past lives, 
I regret and confess in your presence, 
Resolving to stop and correct them all.” 
 
Congratulations 
“Though all things are thoroughly relative, 
From the depths of my heart I rejoice 
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In whatever forms of happiness dawn 
Like dreams for all beings, confused and enlightened.” 
 
Requesting Teaching 
“From your heaven of pure science and art 
Please shower profound and magnificent teachings 
To develop and nurture these lotus groves    
Of sensitive beings, spreading pure intuition.” 
 
Consecration Blessing 
“Moved by your loving care for all life, 
From your body, speech, and mind, 
White, red, and blue lights and nectars  
Flow in sequence, then together, to melt 
In sequence and together into my three places, 
Purifying my four blocks, granting four empowerments, 
The attainment of four enlightenments, and a double of you  
Who gladly melts into me and grants all blessings!” 
Mantra Transmission 
“A duplicate of Sheer Brilliance dissolves through my crown  
Down my central channel to my throat and heart,  
Mixing his body, speech and mind with mine  
As fully as water in water. By this co-mingling  
At my heart my prime intuitive mind dawns  
Like the rising sun’s reflection in water, out of which  
Bubbles my discursive mind as a golden GEE of clear light.” 
 
Self-Creation 
“In the deep space of blissful openness 
My own primordial wisdom dawns 
As a milky translucency like the moon in water, 
Out of which bubbles the golden syllable 
GEE, rising like a flaming sword, 
Sending a rainbow aura through all worlds, 
Purifying all toxic beings and delighting  
All the enlightened, inviting their blessings 
To merge and melt back into myself as GEE.  
Now shimmering with sheer brilliance, 
My intuitive mind as GEE emits light like the sun 
Out of which my mind assumes the bodily form 
Of Sheer Brilliance, orange-gold, holding a text and sword,  
As goddesses consecrate me with wisdom-nectar.” 
 
Mantra Recitation 
“On the sun at my heart, the GEE glows to the rim  
Emanating six orange-gold syllables  
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MAY ALL REACH TRUE GEN-IUS 
(Om Ah Ra Pa Ca Na) arrayed clockwise  
And equidistant around the sun, facing out.  
 
The mantra-rosary is made of clear light  
And shines through my whole body and mind.”  
 
(As you recite the mantra 7, 21 or more times, imagine it rotating counterclockwise so 
fast it appears to be standing still, while the sun disc beneath it revolves like a six-spoked 
wheel clockwise in the same invisible manner. See the mantra heating up until it beams 
rainbow lights through your pores and all around the world, gathering the intellectual, 
reflective and intuitive wisdom of all learned and enlightened beings and carrying them 
back to dissolve into the mantra rosary at your heart.  At the end of the recitation, hold a 
full abdominal breath and recite the seed syllable GEE as many times as you can, 
touching the tip of your tongue to the back of your front teeth.)  
 
Requesting Presence 
“Though your intuitive body lacks birth and death, 
Please stay involved without entering Nirvana 
Until all living beings are Geniuses 
And this tolerable world becomes Shambhala!” 
 
Resolving Omissions and Errors 
“With any errors or omissions I have made 
Out of ignorance, misperception, 
Lack of resources or art, 
Please be patient and all-forgiving!” 
 
Dedication 
“All the wisdom and merit I have gathered 
I dedicate to being guided through all time 
By you, master of true eloquence, 
Until I myself realize sheer brilliance! 
Whenever I study, reflect or practice  
Any teaching, profound or magnificent,  
Any science or art, from any tradition,  
May I be inspired by a vision of you! 
May all beings have abundance and peace, 
The good fortune and intelligence to hear  
The inseparability of wisdom and love,  
Openness and bliss, directly from you!” 
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APPENDIX THREE: SCHOLARLY COMMENTARY 

 

 

TRANSFORMING THE MIND IN SEVEN STEPS:  

A translation of Pabongka’s Annotated Edition and  

Topical Outline of the Geluk Version of  

Bodhisattva Chekhawa’s Root Text  

with a Contemporary Commentary* 

 

by  

 

Joe Loizzo, MD, PhD 

© 2008 

Nalanda Institute for Contemplative Science 

300 Central Park West, Suite 1D 

New York, NY 10024 

 

*Note: Given the public nature of this teaching aid, Sanskrit names 

and terms have been transcribed phonetically, without diacriticals. 

References for citations appear at the beginning of the bibliography. 
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TRANSFORMING THE MIND IN SEVEN STEPS: 

A Contemporary Commentary on Pabongka’s Root Text  

 

0) The Author’s Dedication 

Homage to Great Compassion! 

This essential nectar of precepts 

Was transmitted from Suvarnadvipa. 

Of all Buddhist teachings, the most essential to those living outside the monastery in the 

everyday world are the non-dualistic teachings of transcendent wisdom and compassion 

refined in the Universalist (Mahayana) Buddhist tradition. These are elaborated in the 

Universalist Scriptures like the Holy Teaching of Vimalakirti and The Teaching of 

Akshayamati and systematized in the scientific writings of Nagarjuna (c. 200 CE) and 

Asanga (c. 400 CE), notably the Jewel Garland (Ratnavali) and Stages of the Altruist’s 

Path (Bodhisattvabhumi). For centuries, these teachings were transmitted through distinct 

teaching lineages, the Centrist (Madhyamika) lineage of profound view from Nagarjuna, 

and the Idealist (Cittamatra) lineage of magnificent deeds from Asanga. The move to 

reintegrate these two wings of Universalist practice within a synthetic Centrist curriculum 

was based at the Great Monastic University of Nalanda. The final architect of this 

synthesis was the Dialecticist (Prasangika) or Consensualist (Lokaprasiddhivarga) 

Centrist master Chandrakirti (c.590-675), whose Central Way Introduction 

(Madhyamakavatara) mapped a gradual or systematic approach to the integration of 

wisdom and compassion. His approach aligns the initial conception of the spirit of 

universal compassion in the first Bodhisattva stages with conventional reality, and its 
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perfection into great compassion (mahakaruna) in the final stages with the profound, 

ultimate reality realized by non-dual intuition of emptiness. With major innovations from 

Chandrakirti’s spiritual grandson Shantideva (8th century), and the later team of Idealist-

Centrists Shantaraksita (740-810) and Kamalashila (760-815), the Nalanda tradition of 

mind-training or mind-transforming (buddhishoddhana, bLo-byong ba) was transmitted 

to Tibet. The transmission went both through Kamalashila and Consensualist Centrist 

Atisha Dipamkara (982-1054). Unlike Geshe Langri Thangpa’s (1054-1123) Eight Verse 

Mind-Transforming (bLo-byong Tshig-brgyad ma), this text stems from the latter lineage, 

said to have originated from Atisha’s three teachers: the Indonesian Centrist master 

Suvarnadvipa Dharmakirti (Tib. Ser-ling pa); Dharmaraksita, author of the esoteric text 

called the Blade Wheel Mind Transforming (bLo-byong mTshon-cha ‘kor-lo), based on 

the practice of Yamantaka, the fierce form of Manjushri; and Maitriyogi, a Mahayana  

master in the magnificent lineage of Maitreyanatha and Asanga. Based primarily on 

Serlingpa’s reading of Shantideva, most of the precepts that make up the Seven Point 

Mind-Transforming are attributed to Atisha, and were transmitted through his lay disciple 

Dromtonpa to Potawa, Sharawa and finally, Chekhawa Yeshe Dorje (1101-75). Inspired 

by Langri Thangpa’s writings, Chekhawa studied the art in Atisha’s lineage under 

Sharawa and then formulated Atisha’s oral transmission into the seven point format. It 

was his disciple Chilbupa or Se Chilbu Chokyi Gyaltsan (1121-89) who committed 

Chekhawa’s oral tradition to writing. Se Chilbu’s written text stimulated several lineages 

of commentary, based on two main textual lineages: those following Se Chilbu’s edition 

and those following the variant edition of Sangyay Gompa (1179-1250). While most 

modern lineages use the fourteenth century edition of Thogmed Sangpo, following Se 
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Chilbu, the Geluk tradition starting with the fifteenth century commentaries of Horton 

Namkha Pal and Radrengpa unpacking Tsong Khapa’s (1357-1419) decision to follow 

the lineage of Sangyay Gyatso. The edition on which this commentary is based was 

compiled by the renowned Geluk master Pabongka Dechen Nyingpo (1878-1941), who 

also composed his own topical outline of the text. (You will find Pabongka’s root text 

and topical outline appended below.) His headings and the lines of his root text are 

highlighted in bold in this commentary, while his editorial comments, found in the root 

text below, are set apart in (11 point) italics. Distilling all the main streams of Mahayana 

compassion practice into an elegantly simplified yet complete daily practice, 

Transforming the Mind in Seven Steps has been cherished as the essential nectar of mind-

transforming by generations of Tibetan masters and lay practitioners of all walks and 

schools because of its direct, intimate and memorable set of precepts and aphorisms. In 

this, it expands on the Centrist synthesis Chandrakirti distilled in the dedication of his 

Central Way Introduction (Loizzo translation):  

 
1.2       Since love alone serves as the seed, as the water that nurtures, 

And as the endurance (that waits) for the gradual ripening 
Of the bountiful harvest of the Victors, 
At the outset I praise compassion!  
 

1.3       I bow to those who feel compassion for beings 
Who circle as helpless as buckets in a water-wheel, 
Coming to insist on a self, once they say “I,” 
Growing addicted to things, saying “This is mine.” 

 

It resembles the sun, a diamond and a medicinal tree. 

 With these three similes, Chekhawa briefly illustrates the distinctive benefits of 

the lineage of mind transforming instructions he received. First he likens it to the sun 
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because it warms the hearts and clears the minds of all. Next he compares it to a diamond 

because it cuts through all obstacles and unlocks the wish-fulfilling gem of the mind, the 

spirit of unconditional love and compassion. Finally, he likens it to a medicinal tree 

because any and every part of it can help heal the human condition of compulsive life in 

all its diverse forms.  

 

The purpose and (benefit) of understanding (this) text 

Is to turn the evolution of the five contaminated (aggregates) 

Into the path to enlightenment! 

 Among the ways in which Mahayana teachings advanced key elements of 

Theravada tradition was by developing more extensive and powerful methods of 

cultivating loving-kindness (Pali metta). These developments, originating in Asanga and 

his brother Vasubandhu founded what came to be called the magnificent lineage of great 

compassion. Central to all such teachings was a new emphasis on self-transformation.  

Basic to this emphasis was the Idealist depth-psychology meant to catalyze the 

fundamental transformation (ashrayapravrtti) of the mind from its alienated, 

contaminated state to its original purity as a field of lucid awareness free of the taints of 

delusion and the five poisons. This extends the Buddha’s teachings on the power of the 

mind to create good or ill, and applies them to the work of cultivating impartial or 

unconditional compassion. Alongside this exoteric Mahayana teaching was the esoteric 

Vajrayana technology of harnessing blissful openness or great bliss to the cultivation of 

great compassion. This art was based on the transformational depth-psychology of the 

Tantras, and assumed an alchemical view of transforming the mind/body from its 
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contaminated state to the perfect embodiment of spiritual mastery with the catalyst of 

innate or orgasmic blissful openness.  

 

1) Relying on the Preliminaries 

First learn the preliminaries (of self-determination and freedom). 

 The full potential of human life with the freedoms and opportunities of civilizing 

living lies in transforming the mind of self-destructive habits and cultivating the gem-like 

capacity of the mind for communication and collaboration. Impermanence and 

immanence of death means life is a process of constant change and vulnerability in which 

learning from suffering brings the greatest freedom and happiness, hence only the mind is 

of help and one should waste no time (first epitome, truth of suffering). Reliance on cause 

and effect is the way in which knowledge of self and world becomes consistent with 

reality and truly effective at alleviating unnecessary suffering and cultivating one’s full 

potential for freedom and happiness; in particular recognizing our evolutionary instincts 

for compulsive survival and the stress-reactive, addictive way of life they drive (second 

and third epitome, truth of origin). Determining that extinction of stress instincts and 

traumatic self-habits is not only possible given our malleable nature and the plasticity of 

our brains, but also the only possible path to lasting freedom, happiness and peace (fourth 

epitome, truth of Nirvana). Recognizing that our condition is a terminal illness, that 

Buddhist teaching and practice is the best medicine for what ails us, motivates us to take 

refuge in the example, tradition and community offered by Buddha and his heirs. This 

means committing to take our life as a path of contemplative learning that brings us from 

our baseline suffering to the fruition of unconditional personal freedom and happiness, by 
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cultivating the three disciplines of wisdom, meditation and ethics (truth of the path). 

Consider these verses from Shantideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life 

(Loizzo/Arnold translation): 

 
1.4       This precious human birth, so difficult to obtain, when obtained 
            Offers the ultimate goal for living beings.  
            If I do not strive to accomplish that goal now,  
            How will this opportunity arise again? 
 
2.38.  I did not recognize that I am  
            Merely momentary, a stranger here.  
            Due to delusion, attachment and anger, 
            I have committed countless non-virtues. 
 
2.58.    It is improper to relax, thinking 
            “Death does not come for me today.” 
            That moment when I will no longer exist 
            Is inevitable. 
 
2.62.    Hence, the only proper thought for me 
            Both day and night: 
            How will I escape the suffering 
            Arising from that non-virtue?  
 

Here are Tsong Khapa’s thoughts on the preliminary practice of renouncing compulsive 

life and building a determination for lasting freedom, from his Three Principles of the 

Path (Thurman translation): 

Listen with clear minds, you lucky people 
Who aspire to the path that pleases Buddhas, 
Who strive to give meaning to leisure and opportunity, 
And are not addicted to the pleasures of cyclic living.  
 
Lust for existence chains all bodied beings, 
Addiction to cyclic pleasures is only cured  
By transcendent renunciation. 
So first of all seek transcendence. 
Liberty and opportunity are hard to get, 
And there is no time to life; keep thinking on this, 
And you will turn off your interest in this life. 
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Contemplate the inexorability of evolutionary effects 
And the sufferings of life—over and over again— 
And you will turn off interest in future lives. 
 
By constant meditation, your mind will not entertain 
A moment’s wish even for the successes of this life, 
And you will aim for freedom day and night— 
Then you will experience transcendent renunciation. 

 

Compare these verses from Losang Chokyi Gyaltsan’s The Rite of Mentor Devotion 

(Loizzo translation): 

 
55.   By virtue of offering and making respectful requests 
 To the supreme sacred field, my Venerable Mentor 
 And root of happiness, Lord, may you  
 Gladly bless me with your care. 
 
56.   Realizing this rare opportunity may come just once-- 
 How hard to find and how quickly gone! 
 I ask your blessing to grasp its true essence 
 Undistracted by this life's pointless activity. 
 
57.   Fearing the burning pains of bad fates, 
 Taking heartfelt refuge in the triple gem, 
 I ask your blessing to strive devotedly  
 To renounce vice and amass the whole store of virtue. 
 
58.   Churned in a sea of action and addiction, 
 Devoured by the crocodiles of three sufferings, 
 Bless me to develop the urge for freedom 
 From this endless, horrible ocean: existence. 
 
59.   Help me uphold the royal standard of freedom, 
 Guard the treasury of the noble three trainings, 
 And give up viewing as a pleasure grove 
 This unbearable, prisonlike life-cyle. 
 
 
 Preliminary practice: four foci of mindfulness. Mindfulness of breath and 

sensation lays the foundation for giving and taking on the breath as well as for 

equanimity towards objects of desire, aversion and indifference. Mindfulness of mind and 
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objects lays the foundation for the great perfection or great seal method of joining 

analytic insight and quiescence that is the quickest path for conventional and ultimate 

levels of mind-transforming practice. Consider these precepts from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s 

Highway of All Victors (Loizzo translation): 

On a comfortable meditation seat, 
Body in the seven-pointed posture, 
Purge the breath in nine-round cycles. 

 
Thoroughly clear your primal awareness, 
And with a purely positive state of mind, 
First take refuge and conceive the spirit, 
Then practice the deep path of mentor-bonding, 
Making hundreds of urgent prayers, 
And dissolving the mentor into yourself. 
In that altered state of perception, 
Stay absorbed a while without vacillating, 
Not making any kind of production 
Out of constructs like hope and fear. 
Let nothing block your attention 
As when falling asleep or into trance; 
Tether your mind with unwavering mindfulness, 
And keep vigil with rational awareness. 

 
Finely focused, look nakedly  
At the actual translucency of consciousness; 
Whatever constructs arise 
Should be recognized just as they are. 

 
Or else, like your opponent in a duel, 
Instantly shred whatever constructs arise, 
And with the last cut, when you rest, 
Gently relax without losing mindfulness. 

 
“Gently relax your tight focus, 
The settled state of mind is there!” 
So it is said, and likewise, elsewhere, 

 “The same mind that is caught in a tangle, 
Once relaxed, without doubt frees itself!” 
So, as is said, relax without wavering. 
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2a) Conceiving the Conventional Spirit of Enlightenment 

(And then) drive all blame into one: (your own traumatic self-habit). 

 There are several reasons why Pabongka’s Gelukpa edition begins the actual 

practice with the conventional rather than ultimate spirit of enlightenment, especially 

with this challenging precept. Although Atisha taught the mind-transforming as an oral 

precept to complement his public teaching of the gradual path (pathakrama, Tib. lam 

rim), it was transmitted by heirs including Chekhawa in an order inconsistent with his 

gradual path teachings and those of Nagarjuna, Chandrakirti and Shantideva, where 

renunciation and compassion teachings preceded instructions on emptiness. This tradition 

evolved to protect students of emptiness from falling into nihilistic misunderstandings 

that might violate their contemplative and moral development. While it is widely 

accepted that the brightest students may be taught in private to contemplate emptiness 

before they pursue the moral discipline of positive motivations and actions, as mind-

transforming became more public, Tsong Khapa restored this and other teachings to its 

place within the gradual curriculum evolved by the masters of Nalanda. As for 

Pabongka’s choice to start this section with “drive all blame into one,” it offers a bridge 

from the preliminary practice of personal renunciation and freedom. The essence of self-

healing in the Buddhist tradition is the Buddha’s empowering insight that our own 

intentions and actions, blinded by delusion and driven by stress emotions, are the prime 

engine of our own suffering. So it should not surprise us that the act of taking ultimate 

responsibility for the quality of our interactions with others stands as the cornerstone for 

dealing with the stresses of life in an addictive society and compulsive culture.  
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 Secondly, Pabongka put this precept first because it introduces the most active 

ingredient in the nectar of mind-transforming: cutting through the childish self-

indulgence that triggers our traumatic reactivity to others in distress. Given our early 

dependence on caring adults, we humans develop a myopic sense of ourselves as 

alienated, threatened and powerless in the face of others’ negativity. This sense 

predisposes us to have a post-traumatic reaction to others in distress which shuts down 

our higher social emotional intelligence and triggers a “cornered animal” reflex of shame, 

fear, rage and blame. Only when we can see through our traumatic self sense and disarm 

it can we access the higher social faculties of empathy and communication that support a 

proactive engagement with others in distress. Trying to develop mature empathy and 

compassion before having broken free of this prison of traumatic self-protectiveness and 

self-pity typically consigns the practice to a merely sentimental level or else generates 

needless guilt and shame because of the gap between a forced, intellectual effort to be 

more compassionate and the untreated emotional blocks and empathic blind spots 

limiting genuine compassionate feeling.     

 

Contemplate the kindness of all living beings. 

 Once we begin to dismantle our traumatic self-sense, our minds are ready, willing 

and able to climb out of their shell of self-indulgent myopia and defensiveness. This 

liberating shift allows for a quantum leap in our ability to see others and the world we 

share objectively for the very first time. We come to see ourselves as intimately 

connected with all nature and life, and feel a sense of recognition, gratitude, care and 

responsibility grow within our narrow circle of family and friends and beyond, to 
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embrace mother earth and all her myriad life as our extended family. This expansion of 

our minds and hearts frees the spirit of love and compassion that is the wish-fulfilling 

gem in our nature and the fusion energy that powers all human social cohesion and 

cultural creativity.  Completing this inner shift from the stress-driven part of our nature 

and our instincts for suffering to the peaceful part of our nature and our instincts for 

happiness is what is meant by conceiving the conventional spirit of enlightenment, the 

essence of the vehicle of the six transcendences. It is typically practiced based on the 

seven step contemplation that dates back to Asanga (recognizing all life as mother, 

recalling the gift of kindness we’ve received, nurturing the gratitude to return it, 

developing love that cherishes others, extending that love to all life, cultivating the 

altruistic resolve to take responsibility and give care to others, conceiving the will to 

bring all beings to enlightenment); Shantideva’s four step method of exchanging self for 

other (recognizing the equality self and other; contemplating the costs of self-indulgence; 

contemplating the benefits of love; exchanging self-involvement for altruism); and/or a 

combination of both, as in the Gelukpa synthesis explained in Pabongka’s Liberation in 

the Palm of your Hand and Jeffery Hopkins’ Compassion in Tibetan Buddhism. 

Conceiving the spirit of enlightenment, the altruistic resolve to help all beings reach 

enlightenment, is the primary cause of entering the path of the bodhisattva or enlightened 

altruist. Consider these verses from Shantideva’s Guide: 

 

1.5       Just as a flash of lightning during a cloudy night  
            Illuminates the darkness for a moment, 
            In that same way, by the power of the Buddha, 
            Worldly beings incline toward virtue for a moment. 
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1.10     The mind of enlightenment transforms this impure form 
            Into the priceless Buddha jewel. 
            Therefore I must grasp firmly that mind of enlightenment, 
            The unsurpassed transformative elixir. 
 
1.26      How could one possibly measure the worth 
             Of this jewel of the mind? 
             It is both the seed of the world’s joy 
             And the medicine for its misery. 
 
8.89     Having thoroughly considered  
            The good qualities of solitude, 
            And dispelling mental disturbances,  
            I should meditate on the mind of enlightenment. 
 
8.90     First I should meditate with effort regarding 
            The equality of myself and other living beings. 
            Being equal in experiencing joy and suffering, 
            I should protect others as myself. 
 
8.94     Thus, I should dispel the suffering of others, 
            Since it is suffering, just like mine. 
            I should benefit other living beings, since  
            They are living beings, just like me. 
 
8.114   Just as hands and so on are cherished 
            As being limbs of the same body, 
            Why are not living beings cherished 
            As being limbs of the same body? 

 
8.129.  All the suffering in the world arises 
            From the wish for one’s own happiness. 
            All the happiness in the world arises 
            From the wish for others’ happiness.  

 
8.165   In brief, whatever misdeeds I have performed 
            Towards others for my own benefit, 
            Let those results befall me 
            For the benefit of others. 
 

 
And these verses, from Tsong Khapa’s Three Principles:  

Transcendence without the spirit of enlightenment 
Cannot generate the supreme bliss 
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Of unexcelled enlightenment—therefore, 
The Bodhisattva conceives the supreme spirit of enlightenment. 
Carried away on the currents of the four mighty streams, 
Tightly bound by the near inescapable chains of evolution, 
Trapped and imprisoned in the iron cage of self-concern, 
Totally enveloped in the dark of misknowledge, 
Born and born again and again in endless cyclic lives, 
Uninterruptedly tortured by the three sufferings— 
Such is the state of all living beings, all just your mothers— 
From your natural feelings, conceive the highest spirit.   
 
 

In terms of practice, consider these verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 
 
60.   Recognizing these miserable beings all as mothers 
 Who kindly have nursed me again and again, 
 Help me develop authentic compassion 
 Like a mother's love for her precious child. 
 
61.   Since in not wanting even the least bit of pain 
 And not being content with any pleasure 
 There is no distinguishing myself from others, 
 I ask your blessing to bring others joy. 
 
62.   Seeing this chronic illness of selfishness 
 As the cause which yields unbearable pain, 
 Help turn my resentment on the culprit, 
 And expel the demon self-habit. 
 
63.   Seeing as the door to all excellence, the genius 
 That holds mothers dear and secures their happiness, 
 Help me hold these beings more dear than life, 
 Even when they come as enemies. 
 
64.   In short, since the naive work for their aims alone, 
 While buddhas work to benefit others, 
 Help me distinguish merits from faults, 
 And be able to equate and exchange self and other. 
 
65.   Since selfishness is the door to all ills, 
 And cherishing mothers, the ground of all excellence, 
 Help me act on the essential precept, 
 The yoga of exchanging self for other. 
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Practice combining both giving and taking.  

 While all living beings equally wish to find happiness and avoid suffering, the 

mind of self-indulgence is defined by two self-defeating tendencies: never being content 

with whatever happiness we have, and being reactively averse to the least bit of suffering. 

The two mental muscles that serve as wings for the spirit of universal love and 

compassion are two complementary actions that pull us out of the myopic perfectionism 

of childhood, and the morass of self-inflicted suffering it causes. These two muscles, 

called giving and taking, presuppose and support the spirit of abundance and gratitude we 

feel when we stop terrorizing ourselves by indulging our traumatic complex of shame, 

fear and blame. They refer to the fundamental social behaviors of giving or sharing 

happiness and taking responsibility for others’ suffering. These two muscles support a 

proactive mode of social agency or engagement with others and the world, just as the 

flexors and extendors of the legs, back, shoulders and neck support our upright posture. 

Generosity or giving is said to be of four progressively more beneficial kinds: giving 

resources; giving protection; giving happiness; and giving teaching. Taking responsibility 

is also a progressive practice of desensitization to suffering, building tolerance for 

suffering, helping to ameliorate suffering and its causes; helping to end suffering and its 

causes.  

 

Start gradually with taking on your own (suffering). 

 Like any form of exercise, growing into the art of giving and taking requires that 

we start with the form of exercise that is the most rudimentary and vital to our self-

healing. In a sense, this precept reiterates the meaning of the first point: we must begin by 
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learning to care for and heal ourselves. Of course, here it also has the distinctive 

Mahayana sense of taking on our own traumatized sense of self: by cultivating realistic 

compassion for ourselves as one of endless beings contaminated by self-protective stress 

instincts and traumatic conditioning; and by conjoining self-analytic insight with 

quiescence meditation to break free of those instincts and traumatic habits. Preparation 

for this typically involves intellectual study of the healing insights of selflessness and 

emptiness based on the works of Nagarjuna, Chandrakirti, Shantideva and others, 

followed by contemplative practice using frameworks like the three keys, four keys, six 

keys or nine keys, as explained in Robert Thurman’s Central Philosophy, Jeffery 

Hopkins’ Meditation on Emptiness, and my Nagarjuna’s Reason Sixty with 

Chandrakirti’s Commentary. Consider this verse on giving and taking from Chokyi 

Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

 
66.   Thus, O precious compassionate Mentor, 
 May the pain, faults and blocks of mother beings  
 All fully mature in me now,  
 And help me endow all beings with bliss, 
 By giving others my virtues and happiness. 
  
 

Mount these two on the (in and out) breath. 

 Mounting give and take on the breath refers to the powerful practice of 

coordinating the complementary gestures of taking responsibility for suffering and 

sharing happiness with the natural alternating rhythm of breathing in and breathing out. 

This has the benefit of grounding the practice in awareness and control of the breath, 

which helps maintain mindfulness and alertness of one’s own positive or negative 

reaction to others’ suffering while lending meditative stability and depth to one’s 
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tolerance of distress and cultivation of unshakable love, care, joy and equanimity.  Like 

shifting our vehicle into four wheel drive, this art has the effect of increasing our leverage 

with others in distress while protecting our system from being unduly imbalanced or 

strained by even the roughest social terrain.  Here is a key verse on this practice from 

Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

70.   Help me generate the spirit of enlightenment 
 To free beings from the ocean of existence 
 With love, compassion, high resolve, 
 And the magic of mounting give and take on the breath. 
 
 

(Monitoring) the three objects, three poisons and three roots of virtue 

Is the brief precept for the aftermath (in between meditations). 

 The three objects are people and things we encounter as objects of attachment, 

aversion and indifference; the three poisons are the stress emotions that contaminate our 

perception of these objects, desire, anger and confusion respectively; while the three roots 

of all virtue are states of mind cleared of the poisons and the distortions they cause, 

namely states of non-attachment, non-violence and non-confusion. The three roots of 

virtue are representative of all the virtues of personal freedom, like renunciation, as well 

as the virtues of self-transcendence like the four immeasurable states of infinite love, 

compassion, joy and equanimity, and the six transcendences of generosity, ethics, 

tolerance, enthusiasm, meditation and wisdom that form the basis of the bodhisattva 

stages of enlightened altruism. Consider these verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor 

Devotion:  

 
71.   Bless me to strive devotedly 
 To observe the Supreme Vehicle's triple ethos, 
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 To bind my mind with the pure vows of a Victor's child, 
 The one path traveled by Victors of all three times. 
 
 
72.       Help me perfect transcendent generosity 
 By precepts that cultivate the detached giving 
 Which turns body, resources and all time merit store 
 Into materials suited to each being's need. 
 
73.   Help me perfect the transcendent ethics 
 Which benefits beings and gathers virtues, 
 By not breaking vows of liberation, enlightenment 
 And secret Mantra, even to surivive. 
 
74.   Help me perfect the transcendent patience 
 Which responds to injury by working to help, 
 Undisturbed by insults, criticism and threats, 
 Even the rage of all three realms of beings. 
 
75.   Help me perfect the transcendent effort 
 Which strives for supreme enlightenment  
 With unswerving empathy, even staying  
 Oceans of eons in hell fire for each being. 

 

To foster mindfulness of this (teaching),   

Practice in all you do with (the help of these) words.  

 Contrary to ideas of meditation as necessarily non-conceptual, this precept 

reflects the traditional Buddhist view that mnemonic recitation and discursive mastery of 

intellectual learning are the most generally reliable and replicable methods of 

contemplative learning. Repetition fosters familiarity and reflection promotes the gradual 

integration of insights, laying the ground for their experiential realization in the final 

phases of meditative learning. Key here is the idea that realistic thinking allows us to 

create simulated insights in verbally guided, analytic contemplations that are the road-

signs or glimpses to be further corrected and refined by meditative experience. This 
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synergy between critical analysis and contemplative experience is supported by the 

Centrist teaching that both non-conceptual spacious equipoise and its conceptual dreamy 

aftermath are equally “holy” intuitions, a teaching reflected in the Tibetan tradition that 

focused and analytic contemplation (’jog sgoms/dpyad sgoms) are both equally valid 

forms of meditation.  

 

2b) Conceiving the Ultimate Spirit of Enlightenment 

After reaching stability (in the conventional spirit), reveal the secret (ultimate). 

 The final step that transforms the conventional spirit of enlightenment into the 

ultimate spirit is the one which galvanizes universal compassion into unconditional or 

deobjectifying compassion, namely the direct intuitive realization of emptiness. The non-

perception of any intrinsically real or identifiable self and other removes any cognitive 

blocks to transcendent compassion by removing the misperception of any substantial, 

essential or objective basis for the distinction between self and other. This lays the 

ground of groundlessness to expand the spontaneous expression of care from the life we 

designate as “mine” to all life, impartially and unconditionally. Given the power of the 

emptiness intuition to overcome mental and emotional blocks, its realization is often 

spoken of as the “eye” of all the other transcendent virtues, including compassion. In the 

Centrist tradition, however, emptiness is taught with great care—only to those whose 

understanding of karmic causality and whose exercise of virtue is stable—because of the 

danger that this ultimate medicine for self-centered views would be reified into the false 

view that emptiness is a nihilistic nothingness that negates the causal reality of suffering 

and the path to happiness, or an ineffable something into which we can escape the 
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causality of suffering without the discipline of a path. Although the best known sources 

for studying the philosophy of emptiness in the West are the purely philosophical 

treatises of Nagarjuna, Aryadeva, Chandrakirti and others, the sources preferred in the 

Tibetan tradition are those which teach emptiness in the context of the path of ethics and 

contemplation, such as Nagarjuna’s Jewel Garland, Chandrakirti’s Central Way 

Introduction, Shantideva’s Guide to the Altruist’s Way of Life and Tsong Khapa’s Great 

Stages of the Path. Consider these verses from Shantideva’s Guide: 

 
9.1       Buddha taught the limbs of the body 
            Of doctrine for the sake of wisdom. 
            Therefore, in order to eradicate suffering, 
            I should generate wisdom. 

 
9.54     Emptiness alone is the antidote 
            For the afflictive and cognitive obstructions. 
            How would one seeking omniscience  
            Not engage in meditation on that? 
 
And these verses from Tsong Khapa’s Three Principles: 

 
Though you experience transcendence, 
And cultivate the spirit of enlightenment, 
Without wisdom from realizing voidness 
You cannot cut off the root of cyclic life— 
So you should strive to realize relativity. 
 

 
In terms of practice, consider these verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

   
76.   Help me perfect transcendent meditation, 
 Abandoning flaws of excitement and depression, 
 For single-pointed equipoised concentration  
 On the nature of emptiness, all things' reality. 
 
77.   Help me perfect transcendent wisdom 
 By practice of ultimate spacelike equanimity, 
 Joining supple ecstasy of great bliss 
 With insight discriminating Thatness. 



 287 

Contemplate the dream-like (nature) of (all) things. 

 After the initial stages of studying emptiness through philosophical inquiry and 

psychological reflection, the contemplation of emptiness proceeds through an oscillation 

and eventual synergy of two equally healing insight modes called the spacious equipoise 

intuition and the illusory aftermath intuition. These two correspond to the initial 

dereifying insight that deconstructs our ordinary misperception of people and things as 

intrinsically real, identifiable or objective; and the illusory aftermath in which they are 

reconstructed as before but known to be less real, identifiable or objective than they 

appear, as is an illusion, dream or mirage. Of these two modes, the spacious is aligned 

more closely with ultimate reality and the cultivation of transcendent wisdom, while the 

illusory is more closely aligned with conventional reality and the cultivation of 

transcendent generosity, ethics, tolerance, enthusiasm, compassion and meditation. In 

particular, the dream-like illusory intuition is optimal for bringing our conventional 

perception and action in line with the profound reality of our inexorable interdependence 

with all nature and life. Of course, the duality of these insight modes is more conceptual 

than it is actual, as is the duality of the two truths. As learning deepens, the two are 

increasingly seen as complementary sides of the same coin and as synergistic aspects of 

the integrated practice of non-dualistic wisdom and compassion. For the Centrist 

contemplative method of analyzing the objective selfless of things in the world, see Jay 

Garfield’s Fundamental Verses of the Central Way and Jeffery Hopkins’ Meditation on 

Emptiness.  

 A final note here is that this precept aligns closely with one of the “distinctive 

specialties” of Chandrakirti’s philosophy: the radical relativistic acceptance that all 
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conventions and processes in superficial reality work through sheer mutual dependence, 

without any non-relative being, essence or objectivity whatsoever, even conventionally, 

just like illusions. While consistent in a sense with the realistic idealism of Buddhist 

thought, that mind is the primary determinant of human experience, for good or ill, 

Chandrakirti’s very contemporary insight was that it is not mind per se or mind as an 

independent reality that gives rise to the surface world of appearance but rather a 

consensus of minds, dependent on bodies and material environments, and coordinated by 

conventions of language. Hence, he arrives at his seemingly post-modern view that our 

selves and world are mere consensual constructions of linguistic usage (lokaprasiddha-

upadayaprajnapti-matra), used in reference to systems, media and elements which 

themselves depend on words that arbitrarily distinguish them from the infinite network of 

parts, causes and conditions they relate to, and so on ad infinitum. Consequently, he 

insists that, conventionally speaking, all persons and things, causes and effects, suffering 

and liberation, operate just like illusions, and only exist insofar as we accept them 

without critical analysis (avicarya-mana) seeking their ultimate reality, truth or nature. In 

a sense, the persons and things of our world are shared virtual realities, constructed as 

working fictions of language and social perception, and completely dependent—like 

narrative fictions—on our willing suspension of disbelief. From his Introduction: 

 
6.105   Just as some, due to eye disease, mistakenly see things 

Like floating hairs, double moons and peacock’s feathers,  
So the unwise, flawed by delusion, 
See the variety of created things with their minds. 
 

6.109   If an illusion, a dream, a fairy city, a mirage, 
And other uncreated things are seen,  
Why do you find it impossible 
That this (world) likewise does not (intrinsically) exist?  
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6.158   Although it is not established by the seven-fold (analysis), 

Either in reality or in the world,    
That (self) is designated in dependence on its referents, 
By (mere) unexamined social consensus. 

 
6.168 Parts and wholes, substance and qualities, attachment and the attached, 

Characteristics and character, fire and firewood, and so on— 
Such (illusion-like) objects are not found by sevenfold analysis, 
Yet otherwise (when unexamined) do exist by (mere) social consensus. 
 

6.40    Having seen the observed object of a dream, 
A child will grow attached (to it) even awake. 
Likewise, there is still an effect from an action 
Though it lacks intrinsic reality and has ceased. 

 

And compare these verses from Shantideva’s Guide: 

 
9.5       Worldly beings see and conceive of phenomena 
            As intrinsically real, 
            Rather than as illusory, and on this point 
           Worldly beings and yogis disagree. 
 
9.6       Forms and so on that we perceive directly 
            Exist by convention and not in truth. 
            These are false and deceptive, like the  
            Convention of regarding the impure as pure. 
 
9.10     An illusion persists for as long as 
            Its supporting conditions persist. 
            Why should living beings be truly real simply 
            Because of persisting for a greater duration? 

 
 

9.11     Killing an illusion which lacks mind 
            Does not generate evil karmic effects. 
            But action toward illusory living beings, 
            Possessing mind, does generate evil or merit. 

 
 

And compare these lines from Tsong Khapa’s Three Principles: 
 
Who sees the inexorable causality of things, 
Of both cyclic life and liberation, 
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And destroys any objectivity-conviction, 
Thus finds the path that pleases victors. 
Appearance inevitably relative  
And voidness free from all assertions— 
As long as these are understood apart, 
The victor’s intent is not yet known. 
But when they coincide not alternating, 
Mere sight of inevitable relativity 
Secures knowledge beyond objectivisms, 
And investigation of the view is perfect. 
More, as experience dispels absolutism 
And voidness clears away nihilism, 
You know voidness dawn as (illusory) cause and effect— 
Then you will never be deprived by extremist views. 
 

And this verse from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

78.   Help me perfect the illusionlike aftermath, 
 Realizing how the appearance of things  
 Outer and inner is unreal like a dream, an illusion, 
 Or the moon's reflection in a still lake. 
 

In terms of practice, compare these verses on mahamudra, from his Highway of All 

Victors: 

Once you see the essence of constructs that arise 
They automatically vanish and clear void dawns; 
Likewise, when you analyze that settled mind, 
Its unobstructed void is crystal clear. 
In what is known as “seeing motion merge with rest,” 
Whatever constructs arise are recognized  
As unobstructed [mind] waves, then settle in their actuality 
In the manner of a bird on a ship at sea: 
“Just as a bird that flies from a ship 
After circling all points must return...” 
 
Through precisely such cultivation, 
One is absorbed in the nature [of mind], 
An unobscured lucid clarity,  
Not given with any material form at all— 
A space-like sheer void 
Letting anything whatever vividly dawn. 
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While a special insight directly perceives 
The true nature of mind as such, 
Nothing can be shown or grasped as “this,”  
Whatever dawns, it rests naturally, without grasping. 
 
 

Examine the uncreated nature of mind. 

 This precept directs the practitioner to contemplate the spacious equipoise 

intuition, following the tradition of great seal or great perfection practice known in Indian 

Buddhism and the Kagyu, Sakya and Geluk traditions of Tibet as the great seal 

(mahamudra, Tib. chag-chen) and in the Nying-ma tradition as the great perfection 

(mahanispanna, dzog-chen) or natural liberation (sahajamoksa,* hlan-drol). The gist of 

this practice is to base emptiness meditation on mindfulness of mind, by taking the 

conventional nature of the mind encountered through mindfulness and quiescence 

meditation on mind as the object of analysis in transcendent insight meditation. 

According to Buddhist contemplative science, the conventional nature of the mind refers 

not to the mental content we in the West think of as mind, such as thoughts, emotions, 

sense perceptions and mental images, but rather to the primal clarity of mind or clear 

light mind that appears as a contentless space of lucid awareness which contains these 

forms of information, as the sky contains clouds or the sea waves and currents. Although 

this pure mind is uncreated in the trivial sense that it is natural and distinct from any 

mental construction or fabrication it creates, this is not the ultimate meaning of the 

uncreated nature of mind mentioned in the text.  

 Rather, with the mind in meditative equipoise focused on this spacious clarity of 

mind, one begins to examine the ultimate nature of that spacious clarity using any of the 

forms of discursive analysis taught in the Centrist treatises seeking an analysis-proof 
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referent—intrinsic reality, intrinsic identity or intrinsic objectivity—as either ultimately 

identical with its periods, parts or aspects, ultimately different from them; or, as 

ultimately both-same-and-different or ultimately neither-same-nor-different. The 

conclusive non-finding of any such basis or referent of the word “mind,” realized by 

discursive analysis of mind that eventually yields a direct mental perception of its 

emptiness, is contemplation of the mind’s uncreated nature, since it decisively dispels any 

notion that mind is created or destroyed with intrinsic reality, identity or objectivity.  

 This formula also reflects Chandrakirti’s decisive Centrist critique of Mahayana 

Idealism as diverging from the path of wisdom, since its reification of mind as a 

substantial and essential ground insidiously protects the reification of self underlying all 

suffering rather than dispelling it. Finally, according to Chandrakirti’s distinctive Centrist 

synthesis, recognizing the uncreated nature of mind clears the way for the realization of 

the intrinsically uncreated nature of suffering and its causes, which is the true nature of 

Nirvana. For Chandrakirti’s critique of Idealism, see chapter six of his Introduction, 

translated by Peter Fenner in The Ontology of the Madhyamika. Consider this 

Introduction verse: 

 

6.13     Since the uncreated is reality, and the mind is free from creation, 
It realizes reality by relying on that aspect (of its own nature). 
As when mind grasps the image of a (sense) object, it fully knows (the object), 
So this (mind sense) knows reality by relying on conventions (of reason). 
 

And these, from Shantideva’s Guide: 

9.17-8  You Idealists assert that mind itself appears in the aspect of matter. 
If this is so, how does mind arise (since it cannot know itself into being)? 
For example, just as a sword’s blade cannot cut itself 
(Or a lamp illumine itself), so a mind cannot create itself. 
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9.19     If a lamp could illumine itself, then darkness would obscure itself, 
And it would follow that darkness, being obscured, would be invisible. 

 
9.27     Just as an illusion, though not truly real, can be seen, 
            So it is with the perceiving mind. 
 

In terms of practice, consider these challenging verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Highway 

of All Victors: 

While a special insight directly perceives 
The true nature of mind as such, 
Nothing can be shown or grasped as “this,”  
Whatever dawns, it rests naturally, without grasping. 

 
The great Himalayan meditators of today 
Proclaim more or less in unison 
That this is the prime directive which grants 
Attainment of the Buddha’s illumination. 
Be that as it may, I, Chokyi Gyalstan, 
Pronounce this method as [no more than] 
A technique of remarkable effectiveness  
For diligent beginners to gain mental stability  
And to recognize the superficial mind. 
 
As for the method of precisely identifying 
The ultimate reality of mind, 
I offer the personal advice of my root Mentor, 
Who cleared the deluded gloom from my mind, 
And who, in the guise of a saffron-clad monk, 
Embodied all the intuitions of buddhas! 
 
In an equipoised state, [examine] the mind: 
Pure openness with no static material, 
[Where] diversity dawns and evolves unobscured; 
An incessant stream of lucid awareness 
That engages [objects] without interruption. 
Though it seems independent as an object 
Of [mental] perception, [when examined] 
By reasons and references like Savior Shantideva’s, 
“So-called ‘masses,’ ‘continua’ and such 
Are as artificial as garlands and armies,” 
The way it appears is unfounded [on analysis]; 
So rest single-pointedly in its [true] nature. 
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Even the remedy (the emptiness insight) itself is objectively free (of reality). 

 Another, related way in which the wisdom of emptiness helps galvanize or seal 

the conventional practice of mind-transforming is by cutting through the apparent self-

evidence of the inner enemy targeted for analysis in the second of Shantideva’s four steps 

of exchanging self for other, as well as the apparent self-evidence of its emptiness. While 

on a conventional level, the traumatized sense of self underlying self-indulgence is found 

to be the root cause of our traumatic experience of the world, ultimately it is as uncreated 

as the mind. This insight is the ultimate medicine that cuts through the self-habit at the 

root of all samsaric existence, by conclusively correcting the instinctive delusion that 

reifies our alienated constructions of self and life as the intrinsically real, identifiable and 

objective referent of the words “I” and “mine.”  

 It is a key corollary of Chandrakirti’s insight of the uncreated as well as a special 

case of pronouncements like that in the Jewel Heap Scripture that things are not made 

empty by emptiness but are naturally empty just as they are. Being able to break free of 

our mental construction of self and the instinctive reification that makes it appear as self-

sufficient and self-evident is what frees us to transcend the self-limiting prejudice that we 

are alienated and inadequate beings incapable of realizing perfect enlightenment with its 

great compassion. The emptiness of emptiness refers to the insight that even the 

realization of emptiness—the non-finding of any intrinsically real, identifiable or 

objective referent of the pronoun “I”—depends on conditions such as the misperception 

that such a referent exists, the conventions of language and logic that permit a binding 

inference negating that error, and the discursive and non-discursive mental perception 

that realizes and abandons that error. Given a higher order refection on any reified sense 
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of “the emptiness of the “I” as referring to either an absolute nothingness or an ineffable 

something, analysis finds no such basis for reifying emptiness, thus realizing that 

emptiness itself is empty. This is what makes emptiness a truly radical and conclusive 

cure for all views, a self-dissolving medicine for the demon of instinctive reification. For 

more on the emptiness of emptiness, see the introduction to Robert Thurman’s Central 

Philosophy of Tibet and Chandrakirti’s Introduction 6, translated in Fenner’s Ontology of 

the Middle Way. For the contemplative method of Centrist self-analysis, see the 

introduction to my Nagarjuna’s Reason Sixty with Chandrakirti’s Commentary. Consider 

these verses from Shantideva’s Guide: 

9.32     By developing acquaintance with the insight of emptiness, 
We eventually abandon grasping at intrinsic reality; 
And especially by meditating on the emptiness of emptiness 
We abandon grasping at emptiness itself as intrinsically real. 

 
9.56     If there existed a truly real “I” 
           Then fear of certain things may arise. 
           But since there is no truly real “I” 
           Then who possesses fear? 
 
9.59     The flesh and skin are not the “I,” 

Nor are the body’s warmth or winds... 
The space element of the body is not the “I,” 
Nor are any of the six consciousnesses. 
 

8.111   Though there exists no “I” there, 
            From habituation I cling to an “I” 
            In the body that arose from the drops 
            Of blood and semen of others. 

 
8.112   In that same way, why do I not consider 
            Another’s body just as my own? 
            It is not difficult to consider my body 
            As being other. 
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In terms of practice, consider these verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Highway of All 

Victors: 

From within the prior state of equipoise, 
Like a minnow darting within still, clear waters, 
The subtle consciousness critically examines 
The nature of the person of the meditator. 
 
You should investigate it following the formulation 
Of the Savior, Noble Nagarjuna, 
“Since the person is not solid, not liquid, 
Not gas, not energy, not space, 
Nor consciousness, nor their sum, 
Nor apart from them, what person is there? 
As the person has no ultimate reality, 
Because it is composed of sixfold elements, 
So each of its elements has no ultimate reality, 
Because each in turn is also composite.” 
 
When you cannot discover even a subatomic particle 
Of equipoise or someone equipoised, 
Then cultivate space-like equipoise, 
With unwavering single-pointedness. 

 

And this verse from his Mentor Devotion: 

79.   Help me realize Nagarjuna's true intent, in which 
 Lack of an atom of intrinsically real world or beyond  

And the inexorable relativity of cause and effect 
 Both dawn as complementary without contradiction. 

 

The actuality of the path rests in the fundamental realm (of clear light). 

 By alluding to the Idealist theory of a fundamental consciousness (alayavijnana), 

this precept seems to contradict the previous one on the uncreated nature of mind. In 

reality, though, it is a meditative pointer that reflects the critical revision of Idealism for 

the sake of meditative practice by Centrists after Chandrakirti and Shantideva. In 

particular, the syncretic Idealist Centrist tradition of Shantaraksita and Kamalashila had a 
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major impact on Tibetan Buddhism thanks to Kamalashila’s role in the creation of 

Tibet’s monastic curriculum. Understanding this precept requires recognizing the precise 

role their Idealist Centrism played in the later Indo-Tibetan tradition. Among the many 

consequences of Chandrakirti’s critique of Asangan Idealism was the need to replace 

Idealism as the de facto psychology of choice for Mahayana contemplation. The Centrist 

answer to this need was two-pronged.  

 First, the displacement of Idealism led to a larger mainstream role for the depth-

psychology of the Tantras, which couched the traditional Buddhist emphasis on the 

power of mind in a contemplative neuroscience of self-regulation. Secondly, this shift 

towards the esoteric depth-psychology of the Tantras created the need for another 

alternative to Idealism compatible with the Centrist critique yet suitable for practitioners 

not ready for the rigors of Tantric meditation. This need was filled by the exoteric depth-

psychology of Idealist Centrism, in which classical Mahayana Idealism was revised so as 

to be complementary with the esoteric psychology of the Vajrayana. This revision 

eventually came to fruition in the syncretic approach to meditation in the Tibetan 

teachings of natural liberation, the great perfection and the great seal. This approach 

equated the Idealist theory of a naturally lucid, fundamental depth-consciousness with the 

Tantric theory of the extremely subtle, clear light mind mapped onto the indestructible 

drop at the heart complex of the central channel (avadhūti). This equation could be read 

in a non-Idealist way from both the perspective of exoteric practice, where it appears as 

the natural clarity of mind, and that of esoteric practice, where it appears as the clear light 

mind.  
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 This elegant complementarity of Sutric and Tantric approaches to contemplation 

was an essential feature of the later Nalanda tradition that formed the basis of all four 

schools of Tibetan Buddhism. Clear in the writings of Padmasambhava and Milarepa, it 

was also basic to Tsong Khapa’s Gelukpa synthesis, as articulated in Losang Chokyi 

Gyalstan’s writings on great seal practice. When Chekhawa speaks of grounding the 

ultimate practice of mind-transforming on the fundamental realm, he is referring to 

basing the contemplation of emptiness and compassion on this syncretic, non-sectarian 

tradition known as Dzog-chen or mahamudra meditation. As his most explicit precept on 

contemplating emptiness, it puts practical flesh on the bones of the last precept on the 

insight of the uncreated, aligning his advice on method with this elegant syncretic 

tradition. For a complete introduction to this tradition, I recommend the Dalai Lama and 

Alex Berzin’s The Ganden/Kagyu Tradition of Mahamudra.  Consider this verse from 

Chandrakirti’s Introduction: 

 
6.17     Pacification from completely burning the tinder of objects 

Is a Lord (Buddha’s) embodiment of truth. 
From that point, there is neither creation nor destruction; 
And without dualistic cognition, (truth) is directly perceived by the body. 
 

And these from Shantideva’s Guide: 

9.34     Eventually, when the intrinsic reality of things and of emptiness 
No longer appear to the mind, 
Since there is no other form of intrinsic reality 
The mind rests in equipoise with all conceptuality ceased. 
 

9.35     Just as wish-granting jewels and trees fulfill the aims of humans and gods, 
Even though they have no conceptual mind,  
So, by the power of prior payers and the merit of fortunate beings, 
Buddhas emanate physical forms (of help) in the world.  

 

Compare these verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Highway of All Victors: 
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In short, my spiritual guide, 
Whose omniscience agrees with reality, 
Sangyay Yeshi proclaimed, “When, whatever comes,  
You are fully aware of objects as mental constructs,  
The sphere of ultimate truth dawns without relying on anything else, 
So focus single-pointedy poised 
To live the dawn of natural awareness—aha!” 
And likewise, [Pa] Dampa [Sangyay] said, 
“Whirl the lance of natural awareness in the void, 
And see without block or limit, you of Dingri!” 
Such statements have one intention. 

 

Between sessions, act as an illusory being.    

 Here Chekhawa is describing the exoteric method of practicing mind-

transforming in between formal meditations by relying on the illusory aftermath intuition 

to see through the apparent reality and objectivity of habitual perceptions of self and 

world. The wording of his precept is terse and ambiguous, lending itself to a reading that 

is consistent with both exoteric and esoteric practice. Seeing oneself as an illusory being 

is something Nagarjuna recommends at the end of his main work on the contemplation of 

emptiness, Reason Sixty, 56. “Those who cherish beauty become attached, those who run 

away from it become detached, but those who see it as empty, like an illusory person, 

reach Nirvana”  (125). This negative capability permits a new freedom of intention, 

motivation and action that fosters the simulation or rehearsal of what he calls in the Jewel 

Garland, “…the profound, awe-inspiring performance of enlightenment, whose essence 

is emptiness and compassion” (398). Historically, this particular formulation of what the 

path to Buddhahood is like reflects Chandrakirti’s distinctive formulation of reality, 

including Buddhahood. In particular, his radical critique of the common faith that things 

must have an essence or intrinsic identity in order to work brought him to a distinctive 

reading of Nagarjuna’s view of conventional reality: that is, that it exists like an illusion, 
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only as a reflection of mutually dependent conditions, arbitrary social conventions of 

language and the social construction of a shared virtual reality with no real basis in 

reality. The most distinctive feature of his reading is his insistence that all the events of 

the conventional world—from language and logic to perception and karmic action—all 

operate perfectly well as illusory events, without any basis in intrinsic reality, identity or 

objectivity.  

 The limiting case of this is Chandrakirti’s view of Buddhahood, especially his 

vision that buddhas can be totally immersed in the uncomplicated, non-constructive 

blissful openness of the truth body while spontaneously responding in skillful yet illusory 

ways to the minds and needs of all those around them, based on the mutual interaction of 

their prior vows and accumulated merit with that of those around them. Hence, this 

precept complements the last, according to Chandrakirti’s Buddhology, in that the 

instruction to “rest in the fundamental realm” recommends a bodhisattva’s immersion in 

the truth body of enlightenment, while the instruction to “act as an illusory being” 

recommends a bodhisattva’s cultivation of the non-conceptual compassion that 

spontaneously responds in an illusion-like way to the illusory needs and wishes of all 

living beings. Consider these verses from Chandrakirti’s Introduction: 

 

6.14     This pacified body is radiant, like a wish-granting tree, 
And without conceptuality, like a wish-fulfilling jewel. 
It remains, for the benefit of the world, until all beings are freed,  
And appears to those who are free from fabrication. 

6.15     Just as a potter with great strength 
Expends great energy turning his wheel for a long time, 
And later, though he invests no more effort, 
It turns and appears to produce a pot, 
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6.16     So one abiding in the body with the essence of truth, 
Without making (the least) effort now, 
Engages in deeds wholly inconceivable 
By the nature of his (prior) vows and the virtues of beings. 

  

 At the same time, Chekhawa’s terminology may be plausibly read as part of the 

esoteric art of mentor-archetype bonding, as in the creation stage practice of divine self-

creation and the perfection stage practice of the great seal integrating the clear light 

objectivity with a blissful subjectivity called the illusory body. Consider this verse from 

Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

82.   Bless me to transform this life into the path, 
 The integration of clear light and illusory body 
 Which comes of your sublime dance, O Lord, 
 On the eight-petal heart lotus in my central channel. 
 

3) Turning Adversity to Advantage 

When the environment and (all) life are poisoned by vice, 

 This line is often read as a reference to the theory of a degenerate age (kaliyuga) 

commonly taught in later Tantric traditions like the Hevajra and Chakrasamvara. The 

theory, rooted in Hindu and Buddhist cosmology, views the world as going through 

phases of creation, decay and destruction, identifying the present era as one of decay. In 

the Buddhist context it also reflects Buddha’s prophecy of the decline of his teaching, and 

the concerns of some of his heirs that, as history proceeds further from Shakyamuni’s 

lifetime and as Buddhism becomes more involved in lay movements like the Mahayana 

and Vajrayana, the purity of its students and the standards of learning will decline.  

However, within the Nalanda tradition, as articulated in the VajrabhairavaTantra and the 

prophetic history of the Kalacakra, the main reason why Buddhist practitioners may be 
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facing more stressful environments is that both the exoteric and esoteric Mahayana have 

actively developed ideas and practices to help spread the teaching beyond the monastic 

community into increasingly addictive and competitive cultures. In this view, this precept 

identifies the mind-training (like certain Tantric systems) as tailored to the needs of 

practitioners living in what Buddhists call spiritually underdeveloped regions.  

 This logic was explicit in the writings of Suvarnadvipa (Tib. Serlingpa), the 

Indonesian master who visited Nalanda and its sister college Vikramashila to learn 

practices distilled and effective enough to bring back to Sumatra. The same logic was no 

doubt applied by his most famous student, Atisha, in deciding which teachings to 

emphasize for the fierce nomads of Tibet, much as it was in the early transmission era by 

Padmasambhava. A similar logic has been applied by Tibetan teachers to the current 

challenge of transmitting Buddhism to Westerns, since despite its material wealth and 

power, the West remains an addiction-driven, spiritually underdeveloped part of the 

world.   

 

Turn adversity into the path to enlightenment.  

 This precept spells out the logic of self-transformation at the heart of all 

Mahayana paths, exoteric and esoteric. Exoterically, it suggests the Idealist psychology of 

fundamental transformation (ashrayapravrtti) of the mind from its alienated, 

contaminated state to its original purity as a field of lucid awareness free of the taints of 

delusion and the five poisons. Remember, despite the critique of Idealism leveled by 

Bhavaviveka, Chandrakirti and others, there remains a strong emphasis on the power of 

the mind to create good or ill, both in the Pali canon and in the Centrist canon that 
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predated the growth of Asanga’s Idealism. Drawing on the contemplative philosophy 

articulated in Nagarjuna’s Reason Sixty and Jewel Garland, this transformational 

Idealism was eventually brought within the Centrist curriculum of India and Tibet by 

synthesizers like Kamalashila. Esoterically, of course, the main technology of 

transformation aligned with the final Centrist consensus in Mahayana philosophy was the 

transformational depth-psychology of the Tantras.  

 From the ritually oriented Action and Performance Tantras to the more 

introspective Yoga and Unexcelled Yoga Tantras, this technology assumed an alchemical 

view of transforming the mind that is continuous with mainstream Mahayana philosophy. 

This continuity is perhaps most evident in Action Tantras based on exoteric bodhisattva 

archetypes like White Tara, Prajnaparamita and Orange Manjushri. The common thread 

is the alchemical image of transmuting the five life systems and natural elements from 

their samsaric state, contaminated by the five poisons, to their Nirvanic state of full 

enlightenment and natural purity, through mastery of the five blissful energies and 

healing intuitions. Not surprisingly, similar imagery also appears as a unifying thread in 

the creation stage practice of the classical Unexcelled Yoga Tantras, where it manifests as 

the “inner offering” of mind/body systems purified, transformed and multiplied within 

the yogi/ni’s skull cup crucible. Consider these verses from Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor 

Devotion: 

67.   Since fruits of vice cover world and beings 
 In a downpour of injury and pain, 
 Help me turn adversity into the path 
 And see the cause that ends negative evolution.   
 
68. In brief, whether what dawns seems good or ill, 
 Help me develop the pure blissful mind 
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 To make it a path to both spirits of enlightenment, 
 With five powers to grasp the heart of all things. 
 
69. Help me give meaning to this opportunity, 
 Learning how education and vows train the mind, 
 Then applying myself immediately to meditation 
 Through mastery of all four preparations. 
  

 In terms of practice, the exoteric tradition of mind transforming based on this text 

follows the general strategy of syncretic exoteric/esoteric teachings spelled out in the 

Arya Tradition of Esoteric Communion (Guhyasamaja) Practice, namely: offering insight 

and techniques consistent with both common Mahayana practice and Vajrayana practice 

up to the Creation Stage of the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras. Perhaps the best examples of 

these are the purification practices of White Tara and the self-transformation practices of 

Manjushri and Prajnaparamita.  

 In each of these, the meditation may proceed either in the mode of encountering 

the deity before oneself or in the mode of creating oneself as the deity or in the combined 

mode of divine self and other. Typically the protective act of outer purification of the 

contaminated natural and social environment comes first, using color-coded lights with 

recitation for each of the five imbalances and poisons. This is typically followed, as in 

White Tara, by inner purification of the five aggregates, each tainted by one of the five 

poisons, also mixing color-coded lights with recitation, in some cases aligned with the 

five complexes (chakras) of the central nervous system. In the more specialized practice 

of Manjushri and Prajna, the focus is more on the inner transformation, with explicit 

attention to the transformation of the five aggregates contaminated by the five poisons 

into the five contemplative buddhas guided by the five enlightened intuitions: mirroring; 



 305 

equalizing; appreciating; accomplishing and realizing. Consider these verses from Chokyi 

Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

 
80.   Since the ocean of Tantra is crossed 
 Through the kindness of the pilot, the Diamond Master, 
 Bless me to hold more dear than life 
 The vows and pledges, roots of attainment.  
 
81.   Bless me to see all appearances dawn as divine forms, 
 All purified of taints of ordinary perceptual habit 
 By the first stage yoga of converting 
 Death, between, and life into three Victor Bodies. 
 
82.   Bless me to transform this life into the path, 
 The integration of clear light and illusory body 
 Which comes of your sublime dance, O Lord, 
 On the eight-petal heart lotus in my central channel. 
 

 References for these practices include Gelek Rinpoche’s White Tara Transcript 

(Jewel Heart, 1990); Mipham Rinpoche’s The Tantric Sadhana of Peaceful Manjushri 

(Dharma Samudra, 1999). Below please find my performance scripts for the Healing 

Mother, the Savioress White Tara and the embodiment of Sheer Brilliance, Orange 

Manjushri, based the teachings of Ngawang Gelek Rinpoche and H.H. the 14th Dalai 

Lama. The first focuses on transforming contaminated perception of oneself and the 

environment; the second on transforming the five contaminated aggregates into Sheer 

Brilliance, the embodiment of the five purified intuitions.   

 

Apply meditation to whatever comes. 

 This precept refers to the aim of transforming all experience into the path, by 

taking it all as an opportunity to end contaminated habits of perception, emotion and 

action and to cultivate in their place a pure, enlightened way of being guided by the union 
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of intuitive wisdom and unconditional compassion. In the exoteric sense, this practice 

entails the Idealist insight that all experience of our self and world is constructed by the 

subconscious mind in one of two modes. When based on delusion and the five poisons, 

the addicted mind constructs a traumatic self and world that seem intrinsically miserable 

and objectively hostile. When based on wisdom and compassion, the primal mind of 

lucid awareness recognizes the self and world as naturally blissful and perfectly 

interconnected. Within sessions, this practice entails exercising the mind’s innate 

potential to cut through the blocks to transcendent wisdom and compassion by engaging 

in radical self-analysis and conceiving the altruistic spirit of enlightenment. In between 

sessions, it entails applying these faculties to seeing and treating all persons and things 

one encounters with the realistic insight and unconditional care that help relieve suffering 

and promote freedom and happiness.  

 In the esoteric sense, this precept assumes the Tantric insight that all experience 

of self and world springs—in one of two modes—from the extremely subtle mind and 

body that dwell within the indestructible drop at the heart complex of the central nervous 

system. When tainted by delusion and the poisons, the subtlest energies, chemistry and 

awareness, driven by compulsive instincts and habits, creates the ordinary compulsive 

self and world. When purified of delusion and the poisons, the subtlest energies, 

chemistry and awareness, guided by intuitive wisdom and blissful openness towards all, 

creates the enlightened self and world of the mandala. Within sessions, this role-

modeling practice entails imaginatively recreating the ordinary self and world in the 

image of a congenial mentor-archetype, and then rehearsing the process of purifying and 

transforming the contaminated mind, body and environment into the perfected life world 
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of the mandala. In between sessions, the practice entails fully revising one’s habitual 

stress-reactive experience of self, others and the world into the enlightened, blissful 

experience of oneself and others as perfect buddhas enjoying a perfected buddhaverse. 

Both practices involve the art of giving and taking on the breath during and in between 

meditations, with the esoteric form enhanced by the use of mandala imagery including 

emitting and receiving waves of light and sound supported by the advanced breathing arts 

of igniting (candali) and holding (kumbaka) vital energy.  

    

The best method is (to practice) with the four preparations:  

(Purification, cultivation, generosity and protection).  

 Both exoteric and esoteric, Mahayana and Vajrayana practice in general entail 

preliminary practices to help reduce or break through obstacles to successful self-

transformation. In most Tantric traditions, these are enumerated as five: refuge; 

confession; prostration; mentor-bonding; and mandala offering. This syncretic tradition 

coalesces these into four. Cultivation includes practices that develop and strengthen 

positive faculties of enlightenment such as fostering confidence, effort and aspiration 

through devotion or service to others, especially the three jewels or their embodiment in a 

chosen mentor-archetype. Purification includes practices that expose and correct blocks 

to progress using methods like taking refuge to overcome delusion and desire, confessing 

past downfalls and current habits in the four steps of regret, prayer, forgiveness and 

resolve to neutralize poisons like desire and attachment; and prostrating to the three 

jewels to overcome pride and envy. The exercise of offering builds inspiration and 

fearlessness through offering real or imagined gifts like mandala offerings or 
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Samantabadra offerings to mentors, archetypes and protectors of the teaching. The 

exercise of protection involves making real or imagined offerings to any humans, gods or 

malevolent spirits (within individuals, societies or cultures) that hinder and/or obstruct 

progress.  

 

[By contemplating (all) illusions as the four bodies of enlightenment,  

Emptiness is the unexcelled (means of) protection.] 

 This precept, edited out of the Gelukpa root text, prescribes the profound 

mahamudra practice of applying the space-like, dream-like and non-dual intuitions of 

emptiness to realize the true nature of mind and hence transform all experience into the 

bodies of enlightenment. Exoterically, this practice involves recognizing the ultimately 

uncreated nature of mind (“appearance dawning as emptiness”) as the body of truth; the 

relatively unceasing continuity of appearance (“emptiness dawning as appearance”) as 

the body of beauty; and recognizing the mind’s capacity to manifest the illusory 

appearance of self and world (“inseparable void-appearance”) as the body of emanation. 

Esoterically, it involves the creation stage art of converting one’s ordinary perception of 

death, transition and reincarnation into the three bodies of enlightenment as well as the 

perfection stage art of merging deep sleep, orgasm or death with the mind of clear light 

translucency; merging dreaming, post-orgasm or the transition state with the pure illusory 

body; and merging reawakening, returning to the normal waking state or voluntary 

reincarnation in the gross physical body as the rainbow body or master’s integration.  

 The enumeration of four bodies (truth, beauty, emanation and nature) as opposed 

the usual three is characteristic of the Buddhology of exoteric Idealist-Centrism and 
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esoteric Tantrism. Its relevance here is that it adds the recognition of the inseparability of 

the three bodies in the emptiness that is the ultimate nature of mind and of all things that 

appear to mind, to emphasize the immanence of the wisdom of emptiness as the ultimate 

cultivation, purification, offering and protection. In effect, this precept integrates the four 

preparations into a single yoga: taking the profound non-duality of emptiness and 

compassion as the ultimate refuge and community. It also distils the profound guidelines 

called the four reliances: 1) rely on the teaching not the teacher; 2) rely on the meaning 

not the letter; 3) rely on (rationally coherent) definitive meaning not (heuristic) 

interpretable meaning; and 4) rely on (non-dual) intuitive wisdom not conventional 

(dualistic) consciousness. 

 

4) Integrating the Lifelong Practice 

To distil the essence of (these) precepts 

You must apply them with the five powers: 

(Motivation, familiarity, seeding, targeting, prayer). 

 This precept offers a set of guidelines for enhancing progress over time which are 

recognized in both exoteric and esoteric practice. The power of building a strong positive 

motivation for practice, such as the individualistic spirit of renunciation or the altruistic 

spirit of enlightenment, is widely regarded in both Buddhist and non-Buddhist schools of 

Indian thought as the springboard for successful contemplative practice of any kind. In 

the case of this mind-transforming practice, these two motivations are assumed as 

providing the will-power behind the first two of its seven steps: mastering the 

preliminaries; and practicing the conventional and ultimate spirit of enlightenment. It is 
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recommended at key points in the texts such as point seven, “At the start and finish (of 

each day), (do) both the two actions, (motivation and confession/dedication).” 

Familiarity is equally basic to Indic contemplative science and is the logic for pedagogic 

methods like the recitation of mnemonic texts, meditative scripts and/or mantric formulas 

in solitary or group contexts.  

 In the case of this practice, it is recommended at the close of the second point, to 

emphasize the importance of memorizing and recalling the text as the basis of being ever 

mindful of the practice of transforming the mind, “To foster mindfulness of this 

(teaching), practice in all you do with (the help of these) words.” Seeding refers to the 

method of converting reflective familiarity into active engagement with the practice 

encoded in the text, by planting the seeds of virtuous intention and action in the mind 

through intentional and decisive application of the practice in meditation and in everyday 

life. This power is recommended as one of the commitments of practice, by precepts like 

“Purify your worst addiction first,” and “Take up the principal practice right now.”  The 

fourth power, targeting or eliminating cognitive or emotional obstructions, refers to the 

discipline of harnessing aggressive instincts and compulsive habits into a radical and all-

encompassing analysis of suffering and its causes, principally the instinctive delusion or 

reification of “I” and “mine,”  and the instinctive stress emotions of self-protection and 

self-indulgence including shame, fear and rage. This power is recognized in the teaching 

of the therapeutic primacy of self-analysis in all Buddhist philosophical schools and 

contemplative vehicles, including the Buddha’s reference in the noble eightfold path to 

the necessity of effective terminal action (karmanta) (usually mistranslated “right 

action”); and Nagarjuna’s insistence in the Wisdom that “Freedom comes of ending 
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compulsive activity, compulsive activity comes from constructions, which come from 

fabrications; and fabrications terminate in emptiness” (18:5). In the case of this practice, 

this power is recommended in precepts like “Break free with both investigation and 

analysis.”  Finally, the power of prayer or aspiration, well known to all contemplative 

traditions, is based on the natural human instinct for building aspiration, inspiration and 

confidence through securing the recognition and support of helpful others.  

 Of course, the Buddhist approach to prayer is decidedly different from the 

approach familiar to us in the context of theistic worship. Since there is little sense that 

any other being, human or divine, can somehow magically bestow the wisdom, 

compassion or mind-power we need for real change, the prayer here is for the kind of 

help others can realistically give: encouragement, education, personal advice and 

practical guidance. Nonetheless, from the outside, Buddhist prayer could seem to the 

uniformed virtually indistinguishable from what we think of as prayer. In this text, 

precepts recommending this power include “Cultivate three things tirelessly: (trust, effort 

and wisdom).” This enjoins us to pray to never be separated from rational faith or 

confidence in the Buddha and his heirs, their tradition and community, to never tire of 

making the effort necessary to put his teachings into practice; and to never abandon the 

spirit of enlightenment, ultimate nature of which is that non-dual, intuitive wisdom of 

emptiness Nagarjuna in his Jewel Garland calls “the womb of compassion” (398).   

 

(As) the Universalist teaching on transference (at death) is 

These same five powers, their practice is vital. 
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 In all Buddhist practice, preparing for death is seen as a key part of any complete, 

lifelong practice. Exoterically, the Mahayana method of preparing for death is the 

practice known as the transference of consciousness to the pure land or buddhaverse of 

Amitabha. Esoterically, the Vajrayana method is the converging or merging of ordinary 

death into a path to the embodiment of truth, glossed as the attainment of the ultimate 

clear light mind. In both cases, practicing death and dying figures as the last occasion or 

limiting case of applying the five powers to enhance progress. The point is, whether in 

life or death, the source of the cycle of stress and trauma is our instinct to reify and cling 

to our fabricated constructions of “I” and “mine.” Hence, the key to personal liberation 

and the gateway to fully cultivating compassion and altruism towards others are the same 

in life and death.  

 Once we realize that the habitual self-construct, mindset and body-image we 

identify as “I” and “mine” are mental fictions that cannot truly be born, suffer or die, we 

realize that there is nothing for us to loose or protect from death, and hence break the 

cycle of traumatic illness, aging, death and rebirth. Because of the vital importance of 

breaking that cycle while one still has all one’s higher faculties, before entering the 

transition state or afterlife, Atisha reinforces the point that the method of applying the 

five powers is vital to integrating one’s practice right up to and after the moment of 

death. The sequence and focus of the powers applied to dying are different from those in 

daily life: seeding is first and focused on using the power of positive intention and action 

in the face of death; prayer is second and focused on building a strong will to be 

inseparable from the non-dual spirit of enlightenment; targeting is third and focused on 

exposing, analyzing and letting go of the instinctive self-reification and self-protection 



 313 

that make death traumatic; motivation is fourth and focused on retaining the actual spirit 

of enlightenment in and through the afterlife or between; familiarization is fifth and 

focused on maintaining the continuity of the non-dual spirit of enlightenment through 

life, death and the afterlife into voluntary reincarnation. Here are the relevant verses for 

Chokyi Gyaltsan’s Mentor Devotion: 

 
83.   If death comes before I complete the path, 
 Bless me to reach the Pure Land 
 By teaching me the right use of five forces 
 The potent art of enlightenment by Mentor Transference. 
 
84.   In brief, by looking after me, O Lord,  
 Always, in life after life, 
 Bless me to be a prime heir 
 Who upholds your secret body, speech and mind. 
 

5) Measuring Success on the Path 

All teachings coalesce in a single intentionality. 

 Given the lifelong progression of learning in three phases—dualistic or 

intellectual, reflective or attitudinal, and visceral or intuitive—one indication of progress 

on the path is the extent to which one’s integration of the teachings has moved beyond 

the conventions of the traditional teaching (agama-dharma) to the ultimate meditative 

experience of realized truth (adhigama-dharma). This same journey from partial, second 

hand understanding to direct, personal realization is described in the guideline of the four 

reliances mentioned above: rely not on the teacher but the teaching; rely not on the letter 

but the meaning; rely not on the interpretable meaning but on definitive meaning; rely not 

on dualistic consciousness but on non-dual, intuitive wisdom. While that final wisdom 

may be described in various terms depending on the philosophical school or 
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contemplative vehicle of the practitioner, the intentionality or state of mind actually 

experienced by all noble beings (aryasattva) is nonetheless viewed as a singular 

realization of freedom from self, perfect lucidity or luminosity, lasting bliss or peace, and 

the eradication of fabrications or obscurations.  

 

 Ultimately, the Nirvana or cessation of Theravada tradition is seen as 

indistinguishable from the spirit of enlightenment or perfect Buddhahood of Mahayana 

tradition, and both are indistinguishable from the Master’s Integration of clear light mind 

and illusion body in Vajrayana tradition.  

  

Of the two (kinds of) witness, (inner and outer), hold the (inner as) primary. 

 This precept measures the process of learning by the yardstick of the autonomy 

that comes of direct, personal realization. In the early stages of learning, it is more 

rational and practical to rely on the judgment of others and the guidance of traditional 

teachings than on one’s own judgment or guidance to check the validity of one’s 

understanding or progress. In later stages, however, the cumulative value of one’s 

learning, contemplation and intuitive realization make it more likely that one’s own 

perspective and self-knowledge are more reliable than the superficial judgments of others 

and the generic guidance of oral or written tradition. Of course, the naïve or 

inexperienced often tend to overestimate their judgment and suspect or reject critical 

feedback or intellectual challenges that may be necessary to their progress. For more 

learned and experienced practitioners, however, the danger is often the opposite. Those 

who overestimate the help that can come from respected teachers and mistrust their own 
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capacity to advance and judge their own progress may stay stuck at a level of practice 

well below their actual level of understanding or potential. This precept encourages us to 

develop and trust our own inner guidance so that we are able to progress without undue 

timidity, false modesty or unrealistic idealization of teachers or spiritual role models. 

 

Always rely exclusively on the happy mind. 

 This precept offers further guidance of a straightforward kind for developing and 

trusting one’s inner guide. All of us are highly experienced with judgments about how 

happy or unhappy we are. Of course, these can be deceptive for the naïve beginner who 

may confuse fleeting pleasure or mere excitement with genuine happiness. As one learns 

through study, reflection and the guidance of others to distinguish these from real 

happiness, true joy or pure bliss, the contrast between a positive and negative state of 

mind becomes fairly clear and simple to judge. Because real happiness, joy or bliss are 

only possible if ordinary pleasure is more or less purified of delusion and traumatic 

emotions, such positive states can serve as an immediate and reliable measure of whether 

one’s intentions, judgments or actions are truly valid. Another reason for relying on 

happy states of mind in this particular practice is that it is always easier to feel realistic 

love and compassion for others when one’s own mind is positive than when we are 

embroiled in our own negativity. Realistic love and compassion should be applied 

equally and impartially to ourselves and others, so that wish for and art of happiness in 

ourselves is a good indication that they are also available to others. A final point to 

consider here is that progress towards higher and higher degrees of happiness is a feature 

of progress in any and all vehicles of Buddhist practice that is often overlooked because 
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of the emphasis on the nature of suffering in basic Theravada and Mahayana teachings. In 

a sense, this precept reflects the relaxed and positive approach to practice introduced in 

the Vajrayana tradition and in exoteric practices inspired by esoteric traditions like the 

teachings of natural liberation, the great perfection or the great seal. 

 

The measure of having learned is the elimination (of obstacles). 

 This precept applies the definitive measure of progress in all paths of Buddhist 

practice. In Theravada tradition, the elimination of suffering requires the cessation of its 

causes, compulsive action driven by the delusion of self and traumatic emotions like 

attachment, anger and confusion. In the Mahayana, progress along the stages of the 

altruist’s path to full enlightenment is measured by the gradual elimination of obstacles of 

two kinds: the traumatic emotions that serve as obstacles to inner peace and personal 

liberation; and the conscious misknowledge and unconscious reification that serve as 

obstacles to omniscience or perfect knowledge of the ultimate and relative nature of all 

aspects of suffering and happiness. In the Vajrayana, progress along the stages of the 

vajra hero’s path to a master’s integration is measured by the gradual elimination of 

compulsive instincts of three kinds rooted in the extremely subtle level of the mind and 

central nervous system. In all three vehicles, the elimination of obstacles proceeds 

gradually by the synergy of analytic insight, ethical self-discipline and contemplation to 

overcome learned and innate obstacles of two kinds, affective and cognitive, in nine 

successive degrees: the grossest gross, the intermediate gross and the subtlest gross; the 

grossest moderate, the intermediate moderate and the subtlest moderate; the grossest 

subtle, intermediate subtle, and subtlest subtle. 
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 A mythological or rather demonological schema held in common by all vehicles 

and schools is the typology of four Maras. The Indian counterpart of Satan or the Devil, 

in the Buddhist context Mara is identified not as an external personification, evil spirit or 

force, but as the instinct and habit of self-deception or reification in each of us. This 

instinct and habit is recognized as the internal source of delusion and destructive 

emotions, the root of all the evil and vice in all living beings. The heroic depiction of the 

elimination of obstacles is cast in terms of the overcoming of four Maras: the Mara of 

reifying the life systems as “I” and “mine,” as in the prime false view of appropriating the 

body as a real self; the Mara of the addictions, that is, identifying the mind and body 

contaminated by the addictive emotions of confusion, attachment, anger, etc., as the real 

self; the Mara of death, that is, identifying the material aspects of the mind/body process 

which are subject to illness, aging and death as a real self that is annihilated at death; and 

the Mara of infantile narcissism or being the chosen of God, that is, of  clinging to our 

infantile wish and sense of entitlement to be indefinitely at the center of attention and 

care from the whole world.  

 The heroic practice of overcoming all Maras is central to the Theravada ideal of 

sainthood (arhatva) as the overcoming of one’s inner demons or enemies. It is also 

central to the Mahayana ideal of the enlightened altruist (bodhisattva), as in the exoteric 

practice of invoking the Wisdom Goddess, Prajnaparamita, by reciting the Heart 

Scripture and invoking the Wisdom Hero, Manjushri, by reciting Chanting the Names of 

Manjushri or later performance texts. Finally, it is central to the Vajrayana ideal of the 

diamond hero (vajrasattva), especially as expressed in the esoteric forms of the practice 

of Manjushri and Prajna, namely the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras of Yamantaka and 
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Vajrayogini. In practice, the exoteric and esoteric forms of this practice are represented in 

the context of lower and higher level tantras by identifying the four luminous intuitions 

that mark the culmination of the eight stage dissolution process with the dispelling of the 

four Maras and the four that follow at the start of the inverse process of resurrection with 

freedom from the four. See Kelsang Gyatso’s Heart of Wisdom and Alex Wayman’s 

Chanting the Names of Manjushri.  

 

The mark of having learned is being endowed with five kinds of magnanimity: 

(As an altruist, ethicist, ascetic, virtuoso or yogi). 

 While the elimination of obstacles is the final common pathway of all the nobles’ 

personal liberation and purification of mind, the distinct types of noble persons result 

from the cultivation of different virtues. By conceiving the spirit of enlightenment, one 

enters the supreme altruist’s path to enlightenment; by maintaining pure motivation and 

action, one becomes a great master of moral discipline; by tolerating and transforming all 

adversity into a path to enlightenment, one becomes a great ascetic; by tirelessly 

cultivating the effort need to practice virtue, one becomes a great virtuoso; and by 

realizing both the conventional and ultimate spirit of enlightenment, one becomes a 

supreme yogi.  

    

When adept despite distractions, you have learned.  

 This precept locates a key point along the path of practice: the point of 

irreversibility at which wisdom and compassion are irreversible because they have 

become second nature. Of the four levels of compassion defined in Chandrakirti’s 
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Central Way Introduction, the first, sentimental compassion, is merely conceptual since it 

lack realistic insight into the nature of suffering; the second and third, narrative 

compassion and technical compassion, are genuine because they involve a realistic view 

of the multi-life drama of suffering and of its moment-to-moment causality; but only the 

last, spontaneous or unconditional compassion allows one to maintain compassion 

without the need for conscious effort and irrespective of any distraction or external 

conditions. Since this final mode of compassion requires a direct, non-constructed 

realization of emptiness, it marks the attainment of the third of the five Mahayana paths, 

the path of vision, as well as the attainment of the first stage of the enlightened altruist’s 

path, called the Joyous. This yields spontaneous or unconditional compassion because it 

assumes the elimination of all conscious or learned obscurations, such as 

developmentally or culturally conditioned prejudice or mistrust blocking one’s natural 

social instinct for empathy. 

 

6) The (Eighteen) Commitments of Transforming the Mind 

Always reflect on the three principles: 

(Humility, integrity and impartiality). 

 The first three in this list of eighteen don’ts is the commitment to avoid three 

main pitfalls: practicing conspicuously or inappropriately, in a prideful way; practicing 

too zealously or ambitiously, in a way that conflicts with prior vows and commitments; 

practicing partially with those we prefer while neglecting to practice impartial care for all 

beings.  
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Transform your intentions but stay (outwardly) as you are.  

The fourth commitment enjoins us more specifically to focus our practice on internal 

change and growth, by explicitly avoiding any change in your outward attitude or 

behavior that would attract attention to your practice. In effect, this precept enjoins us to 

practice secretly, as do similar Tantric commitments. This protects our practice from our 

own competitive or superficial social motives as well as the negativity of others; and it 

also protects others who may misunderstand or devalue the practice from reinforcing 

their own prejudice or negativity. 

 

Don’t mention (others’) handicaps.  

 While it may be quite helpful at times with certain people to offer constructive 

criticism, this fifth commitment warns us to avoid drawing attention to others’ faults or 

obscurations when our motivation is tainted by negativity or when we have not correctly 

assessed their readiness and capacity to receive that feedback constructively. 

 

Don’t even think about the limitations of others. 

 Dwelling on the limitations of others reinforces the defensive habit of blame, 

while encouraging an inflated view of ourselves as innocent or faultless. This sixth 

commitment reminds us to avoid the ingrained habit of finding fault with others and the 

destructive instincts underlying it. Implicitly it enjoins us to keep the focus on our own 

limits, building honesty, humility and self-knowledge, as well as respect and empathy for 

others. In addition, it helps insure that our practice will be rewarded with success, since 

we have little or no control over the limitations of others, whereas attending to our own 



 321 

with all our intelligence, aspiration and presence of mind will invariably help us lessen 

our own limitations. This is another way of stating the powerful precept, “Drive all blame 

into one: (your traumatic self-habit).” 

 

Purify your worst addiction first.  

 The intent of this seventh commitment is to prevent unrealistic and impractical 

ambitions or expectations in practice. If we try to take on all our addictions at once, we 

may find ourselves so overwhelmed and discouraged that we make little headway or 

withdraw from the practice with a sense of failure. Instead, if we work concertedly and 

persistently to expose, reduce and gradually eliminate our worst poison, it will not only 

encourage and teach us but also clear our minds enough to make tackling our other 

addictions easier.  

 

Give up any expectation of results.  

 This eighth commitment like the seventh is meant to prepare us to maintain 

confidence and persistence in the face of the persistence of our mental and emotional 

blocks and resistances. By binding us to avoid arbitrary or unrealistic expectations about 

the pace, ease or results of the practice, it helps insure that we bring our best motivation, 

full effort and undivided attention to exactly what needs to be learned or changed in the 

present moment. In addition, this precept enjoins us to avoid pursuing happiness in a 

compulsive, self-centered or mundane way and to cultivate instead a truly objective and 

all-embracing ultimate concern for the well-being of all, of course including ourselves. 
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Give up your diet of poison(ous habits). 

 This ninth commitment directs us to avoid letting our practice of compassionate 

motivation and action be contaminated by our habitual delusive mindset and compulsive 

emotions. The metaphor of a familiar diet reminds us of our natural tendency to grow 

psychologically and chemically dependent on negativity to which we are blind or 

accustomed by our nature or repeated conditioning. Only when we make an 

unconditional commitment to do whatever it takes to expose and abandon negative habits 

of thinking, feeling and acting is it possible to make progress that is decisive and 

irreversible. Most poisonous is the tendency to attach our compulsive mindset of self-

involvement or self-importance to our practice itself.  

 

Don’t indulge self-righteousness.  

 Once again, this tenth commitment urges us to constantly monitor our deep 

motivation for practice, by taking care to avoid indulging irritation or judgment towards 

others based on their compulsive habits of self-indulgence while also avoiding indulging 

arrogance or pride about whatever progress we may have made in curbing our own 

compulsive habits. The intent of this precept is to protect us from slipping back from real 

practice into the self-indulgent piety, righteousness or complacency that can easily seduce 

those who have made a little progress to rest on their laurels and fall into hypocrisy rather 

than advancing all the way to the extraordinary attainment of perfect enlightenment.   

 

Don’t react to insults.  
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 This eleventh commitment prepares us to face one of the most triggering of all 

social stresses: verbal attack or abuse. One indication of the Buddhist view of how such 

attacks normally affect us is that, in the most common framework of self-analysis called 

the four keys, the example given in the first key of discerning the traumatized self is to 

recall how we feel in the face of being falsely accused by another.  Another interesting 

reference to this vulnerability comes in the Guhyasamaja body mandala, in which the 

archetype that represents the enlightened sense of hearing is the fierce bodhisattva 

Vajrapani who belongs to Ratnasambhava’s Jewel Clan of sharing and empathy. The 

meaning here is that the power to hold the vajra of blissful openness in the face of verbal 

insult or attack guards the intuition of equality, source of the mind-jewel of spontaneous 

compassion, from being obstructed by anger and traumatic self-protectiveness.  

 

Don’t wait in ambush.  

 This twelfth commitment is meant to expand our avoidance of immediate 

reactivity to social injury, real or imagined, by reminding us to avoid harboring even the 

subtlest form of resentment after an attack which might lead us to seek retribution in any 

kind of passive aggressive retaliation.  The point here is to intensify our vigilance against 

self-indulgent self-pity or knee-jerk self-protectiveness that would inevitably block the 

continuity of our clarity and peace of mind and hence obstruct the natural outflow of our 

spontaneous compassion.  

 

Don’t go for the jugular. 
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 This thirteenth commitment warns us to avoid indulging the sadistic impulse to 

directly critique or attack others at their weakest points, by denying their requests, 

ridiculing their views, or dredging up their past or present mistakes. It reminds us that 

practicing “fierce compassion” does not mean indulging anger or frustration for others 

and/or the demons driving them, no matter how demanding, deluded or destructive. 

Instead, the art of taming and converting incorrigible negativity requires applying the 

disarming non-violence of overwhelming tolerance, compassion and generosity. By 

observing this commitment, we can expose, purify and transform offensive reactions to 

negativity and so clear the way for the cultivation of compassion powerful enough to 

safely disarm and artfully correct even the most poisonous negativity.   

 

Don’t put your burden on others. 

 This fourteenth commitment reminds us to refrain from passing any blame or 

burden that is rightfully ours onto others, especially those who are not at fault or lack the 

strength to bear them. By avoiding “passing the buck” or “dumping our load,” we can 

turn hardship into a path to enlightenment, effectively seizing the opportunity to 

transcend our current limits and honestly confront and correct our bad habits. In addition, 

we avoid reinforcing our childish impulse to run from difficulty or dodge responsibility, 

as well as the downfall of unfairly burdening or blaming others.  

 

Don’t harbor false views. 

 This fifteenth commitment is meant to protect us from the pitfall of subtly 

distorting or perverting the teaching by allowing one’s self-indulgent shame, pride or 
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arrogance to embezzle the treasury of the three jewels as one’s own private property with 

the intent to inflate one’s narcissism and/or to manipulate others. Whether we are 

presently engaged in study, practice or teaching, this precept reminds us that a truly 

positive and pure compassionate motivation to help oneself and/or others is an 

indispensable prerequisite of any genuine relationship with the teaching. In effect, this 

commitment is a lay Mahayana version of preventing hypocrisy and corruption of the 

teaching, one of four root downfalls in monastic ethics originally defined as inflating 

one’s actual level of spiritual realization.  

 

Don’t aim for the top of the heap. 

 The sixteenth commitment of transforming the mind is meant to expose another 

indicator that one’s practice is being hijacked by self-involvement. In this case, the form 

of self-indulgence being addressed is compulsive competition or narcissism, that is, the 

poisonous envy and/or shame-based pride that drives us to feel we need to be first or get 

the best. This precept resonates with the famous line in Geshe Langri Thangpa’s Eight 

Verse Mind-Transforming: “May I take upon myself the defeat and offer others the 

victory.” (See HH the Dalai Lama’s Transforming the Mind).  On a positive note, this 

commitment clears the way for the development of the genuine humility and 

magnanimity that support the team spirit of seeing all life as deeply interconnected and 

interdependent, despite the superficial appearance of opposition.  

 

Don’t make your genius a demon. 
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 This seventeenth commitment adds further protection from the corruption of the 

practice by our instinctive self-centeredness and self-involvement. The term “genius” or 

“god” (hla, Tib.= deva, Skt.) could refer to any practice of the teachings based on a 

genuine motivation, although specifically suggests either the Mahayana practice of 

devotion to a Bodhisattva like Manjushri or Prajna or the Vajrayana practice of 

meditation on a congenial archetype (istamdevata) like Yamantaka or Vajrayogini. In the 

most general case, the reminder echoes the warning in the first, seventh and eighth 

commitments not to let our practice be poisoned by the very self-habits we need to clear 

from our mind. In the Mahayana and Vajrayana context, it refers to avoiding the danger 

of mistaking our grandiose fantasy of ourselves for a genuine likeness of enlightenment. 

In any case, we degrade the enlightened ideal of genuine practice into a veiled indulgence 

or glorification of our worst demon: the instinctive reification of our contaminated sense 

of self as the one, true god protecting our life and world.    

 

Don’t seek satisfaction in the miseries (of others). 

 The eighteenth commitment is a final reminder to guard ourselves from the 

seduction of indulging our myopic, self-centered, self-seeking mind in the worst possible 

way: by wishing harm on those who challenge or threaten our preference for “I, me, 

mine”.    

Even worse, we may try to cover up this malevolent impulse under the cloak of the true 

teaching, by rejoicing over the consequences of other’s “bad karma;” or delegating our 

self-indulgent wish that others’ meet with harm to Tantric “Dharma protectors”.   
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7) The (Twenty-Two) Pledges of Transforming the Mind 

Practice all yogas as one: (the yoga of great compassion). 

 The gist of this first pledge is to integrate all one’s practice and daily activities 

with great compassion, the non-dual communion of wisdom and compassion. This pledge 

applies equally to all methods and vehicles of practice, within and between sessions, 

whether the principal object of practice is oneself (Theravada), others (Mahayana) or 

both at once (Vajrayana). Caring for oneself as just one more being no more and no less 

precious than all others has the dual benefit of fostering our self-interest while also 

building the altruistic spirit that motivates us to foster the common interest of all. 

Engaging in all we do, from morning to night, from meditation to action, from the 

mundane acts of self-care—bathing, dressing, eating and sleeping—to the transcendent 

virtues of altruistic action—sharing our possessions, happiness or realization, not only 

unifies all our experience and actions with the non-dual spirit of enlightenment, but also 

turns every thought, expression and action into a means of gathering the incalculable 

stores of merit and wisdom required to reach Buddhahood. This pledge reflects the 

altruistic calculus of the Mahayana tradition, according to which even the most 

insignificant act can become a profound source of inexhaustible benefit for oneself and 

others when inspired by the altruistic resolve to bring all beings and all worlds to the 

supreme consummation of perfect enlightenment. 

 

Subdue all resistance with one (art: giving and taking). 

 Since the practice of embodying perfect freedom, complete enlightenment or a 

spiritual master’s integration is one of constantly engaging resistances in oneself and 
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others, this second pledge urges us to rely constantly on the art of reversing the self-

centered flow of give and take by taking responsibility for our own and other’s suffering 

and freely sharing our possessions, happiness, guidance and realization. This second 

pledge reinforces the principal method of mind-transforming practice: the depth-

psychological transformation embodied exoterically in Shantideva’s fourfold exchange of 

self for other and esoterically in the alchemy of transmuting the five compulsions that 

poison self-centered life into the five elixirs that nurture a life of blissful openness. 

 Practically, this quintessential art is the catalyst that transforms adversity into a 

spiritual path, especially when giving and taking are mounted on the cycle of exhalation 

and inhalation.  Whether the resistance we face is internal negativity or demons stirred up 

by crisis or trauma, or else the external negativity or demons in others, this simple 

mind/body art empowers us to tackle any setback or obstacle without slipping back into 

self-pity or self-indulgence. Like shifting our vehicle into four wheel drive, this art has 

the effect of increasing our leverage with others in distress while protecting our system 

from being unduly imbalanced or strained by even the roughest experiential terrain.  This 

pledge reminds us to rely on the conventional methods of building the spirit of 

enlightenment prescribed by the guidelines, “Practice combining both giving and taking,” 

and “Mount these both on the (out and in) breath.” 

 

At the start and finish (of each day), (do) both the two actions, 

(Motivation and confession/dedication). 

 This third pledge urges us to apply the art of mind transforming to convert the 

everyday cycle of compulsive life into a circle of contemplative living, propelled by the 
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motive force of enlightened altruism and sustained by the synergistic powers of purifying 

vice and cultivating virtue. The pledge is reminiscent of traditional methods of 

transforming everyday life, such as: the daily discipline prescribed in the pratimoksa 

vows that define all Buddhist monasticism; the exoteric-esoteric Gelukpa tradition of 

encompassing all daily practice within The Rite of Mentor Offering (bLa-ma Cho-pa’i 

Cho-ga) divided into morning and evening sessions;  or the Six Session Yoga of Mentor 

Bonding (Thun-drug gi bLa-ma’i rNal-byor) prescribed as the backbone of advanced 

levels of Tantric practice. In effect, it helps provide an all-encompassing structure like 

monastic or Tantric vows to help focus and intensify lay Mahayana practice in the midst 

of a mundane life in the everyday world.  

 

Tolerate both (good and bad), whatever comes. 

 The fourth pledge urges us to practice the equanimity that alone can empower us 

to resist the eight worldly winds that normally buffet the mind towards unrealistic 

extremes of excitement and depression, both of which are equally tainted by the deluded 

perceptions and unhealthy emotions that stem from the habit of self-reification and self-

involvement. These winds can only touch us when we put up a resistance to the 

inexorability of impermanence and change in the form of a reified, alienated sense of self, 

“It’s me and my loved ones against the universe.” Once these self-habits are present, our 

minds are prey to the eight winds: 1) attachment to our own/loved ones’ gain; 2) 

attachment to our own/loved one’s praise; 3) aversion to our own/loved one’s loss; 4) 

aversion to our own/loved one’s blame; 5) aversion to the gain of those we envy or fear; 

6) aversion to their praise; 7) attachment to their loss; and 8) attachment to their blame. A 
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key indicator of how far our struggle to uproot self-involvement and the self-protective 

instinct underlying it is our ability to not waver from equanimity under such destabilizing 

conditions. The compassionate method of tolerating the deceptive appearance of gain or 

loss, praise or blame, is to apply the art of exchanging self and other and convert the self-

centered bias for or against these appearances into an impartial joy for any being’s praise 

or blame, regardless of whether that person is oneself or another, close or distant. The 

profound method is to exercise the tolerance of the ungraspability of all things or 

unconditional tolerance of things (anupalabdha-dharmaksanti) which directly realizes all 

dualistic appearances without exception as deceptive and equally empty of any intrinsic 

reality, identity or objectivity. Such equanimity and tolerance allow us to take advantage 

of good times and bad, protecting us from the impediments of extreme reactivity and 

insuring the swift and continuous progress of our practice.  

 

Guard both (these and your other) vows as your life. 

 This fifth pledge emphasizes the uniqueness of this tradition as a commitment-

based practice for lay practitioners living in the everyday world. Its crucial importance 

lies in the fact that the one and only way any such practice can have its full benefit and 

effect in the midst of all the triggers and vices that pervade the world or realm of desire is 

when mundane self-centered life values and habits have been fully replaced by the 

enlightened, compassionate values and actions spelled out by sober vows, commitments 

and pledges.  

 In other words, when and only when our spiritual practice has become our life and 

our life has become our practice will it be no mere wish or fantasy but rather a truly 
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meaningful and effective way of being in the world. Only then can we rest assured that 

all our concern and efforts to help others and ourselves find lasting happiness will be 

truly satisfying, beneficial and fruitful. This shift towards full engagement with living 

solely by our vows, commitments and pledges is one refection of the transition 

Shantideva described in his Guide from the “virtual” to the “actual” spirit of 

enlightenment.  

 

Master the three hardest (challenges) 

(To expose, subdue and eliminate obstructions). 

 This sobering sixth pledge takes us to the meaning behind the letter of vows, 

commitments and pledges. Because the teaching is uniformly fascinating, uplifting and 

inspiring, most beginners confuse the traditional teachings in scriptures, commentaries, 

lectures, rituals and initiations for the end itself. In our inspiration, we easily gloss over 

the plain and simple fact that, unless we actually apply these traditional teachings to 

expose, reduce and eliminate the ugly, humbling and painful reality of our delusions and 

addictions, our love of the teaching will loose its intended meaning and benefit and 

degenerate into a self-indulgent mind-game or hypocritical ideology like any other. Like 

a powerful medicine that gets bound in our body fats and turns into a poison, there is 

nothing infallible or inevitable about Buddhist teachings. They are merely another system 

of human self-knowledge, self-healing and self-transformation. As such, it is how it is 

practically understood and applied to purge the poisons from our own minds and lives 

that determines whether it makes any real difference for ourselves and others. So the 

Buddha repeatedly taught the supremacy of the immediate personal realization of 
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freedom from our habit of suffering over conventional discursive teaching, no matter how 

uplifting or eloquent, “O Mendicants, Nirvana is the sole, supreme truth! All the rest is 

false and proves deceptive.”  This precept serves to bridge the commitment in point six to 

“Purify your worst addiction first,” and the precept near the end of the fifth point, “The 

measure of having learned is the elimination (of obstructions).”   

 

Nurture the three principal roots: (aspiration, devotion, preparation). 

 This seventh pledge, with the remaining fourteen, lends support to the sixth, by 

spelling out guidelines for the way to prepare and practice that is most likely to gradually 

expose, reduce and remove our cognitive and affective obscurations. The last principal 

root is known to us from the fourth point, “The best method is to practice with the four 

preparations: (purification, cultivation, generosity and protection).” Leading the way to 

these are the two motivational roots: aspiration and devotion. These two converge in the 

power of prayer prescribed in point five, integrating lifelong practice. Aspiring to a better 

way of life or state of mind is the principal root of all practice, the source of the 

motivation mentioned in the third pledge, “At the start and finish (of each day), (do) both 

the two actions: (motivation and confession/dedication).” The next step in building 

motivation is to take refuge in teachers, mentors and/or contemplative archetypes who 

validate and reinforce one’s aspirations, while also serving as role-models who, through 

their help and example, make the realization of one’s aims seem more immediate and 

tangible. Whether this means taking individual refuge in the three jewels, practicing ritual 

devotion to a bodhisattva archetype, or practicing personal devotion to a mentor-

archetype, devotion gives our hopes and aims roots in the shared experience, strength and 
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hopes of a whole community, extending the roots of our practice beyond our lives to 

interweave with all spiritual beings from saints to buddhas. 

 

Cultivate three things tirelessly: (trust, effort and wisdom). 

 The eighth pledge brings us beyond the initiation phase to the next level of 

practice: sustaining it with steady progress, without decline, for as long as it takes. For 

progress to grow without the interruptions and decay that are as natural as entropy, it 

must be constantly fed these three active ingredients. Like water or the milk of human 

kindness, trust nurtures steady growth by fostering the teamwork and confidence it takes 

to overcome natural instincts and ingrained habits. Like air, effort, defined as enthusiasm 

for virtue, provides the vital oxygen needed to support any difficult endeavor, let alone 

“…the three hardest things.”   Like sunlight, wisdom alone can stimulate the growth of 

our practice upwards to the next level by inducing our minds to open beyond blocks and 

limits and by warming our hearts until the knots of self-grasping and self-involvement 

that restrict our full potential for compassion gradually melt and dissolve. 

 

Make yourself triply inseparable from (the practice) 

(In body, speech and mind). 

 The ninth pledge takes us beyond merely sustaining progress to the next level of 

deepening intuitive realization and integration. In the Theravada practice of mindfulness, 

insight meditation and loving-kindness, body, speech and mind are also known as “the 

three doors,” since it is through these three that a realistic, loving intention, expression 

and action can move us out of the prison of compulsive existence, onto the path to the 
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freedom and bliss of Nirvana. Inseparability in this context means that our actions of 

body, speech and mind are never separated from mindfulness, the selflessness insight and 

kindness. In the Mahayana context of embodying transcendent wisdom and compassion, 

inseparability refers to the transformation of the contaminated form of these three through 

the non-dualistic vehicle of transcendences into the embodiments of emanation, beatitude 

and truth that constitute perfect Buddhahood. In the Vajrayana practice of inseparable 

wisdom and method, inseparability refers to the art of imaginatively converting and 

intuitively refining these three from their baseline condition through the yogas of 

creation, perfection and great perfection stages into the spiritual mastery of the vajras of 

body, speech and mind that constitutes the Spiritual Master’s Integration, Tantric 

Buddhahood.  

 

Practice perfect impartiality towards objects (of desire, aversion and indifference). 

 The tenth pledge begins a series of guidelines for daily practice meant to insure its 

completeness and authenticity. As practice deepens, it is vital that it continues to broaden 

as well. Following up on the pledge to maintain an equanimity untainted by the self-

centered bias to cling to personal gain and avoid personal loss, this pledge reminds us to 

also be sure our equanimity applies impartially to all beings, whether we tend to see them 

as attractive, unremarkable or repugnant. This reminder is essential if our practice is to be 

comprehensive and truly universal or unbiased. It also serves as another measure of its 

authenticity, in the sense that it shows the extent of our progress in overcoming the 

instinctive, self-limiting bias of self-protectiveness and self-indulgence.      
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It is vital to learn profoundly and all-inclusively.  

 This eleventh pledge integrates the last two, reminding us that our learning and 

practice must embrace all dimensions of enlightenment, whether we pursue them with a 

combination of selfless insight and loving-kindness; with the non-dual integration of 

profound wisdom and magnificent compassion; or with the gem-like indivisibility of 

emptiness and appearance, experienced as clear light translucency and blissful openness.   

 

Meditate constantly on special cases: (intimates, enemies and the disagreeable). 

 The twelfth pledge is a more explicit double check on the all-inclusiveness of our 

practice, pointing out the special cases that tend to be pitfalls or triggers for our self-

indulgent self-habit. By directly confronting biases that are so deeply ingrained and 

socially accepted, it serves to keep us honest about how well we are working through our 

instinctive habit of self-centered and self-indulgent attachment or aversion. 

 

Don’t depend on external conditions. 

 This pledge, the thirteenth, extends the message of the last. Not only should we 

work towards a compassion that is not swayed by any outward distinctions between 

beings as objects of compassion, bit we should further strive for a compassion that is 

unconditional, that is: one in which the depth or scope of compassion is in no way limited 

by any distinction between self and other, inner and outer, subject and object. 

 

Take up the principal practice right now. 
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 This fourteenth pledge asks us to be mindful that the time to practice, today and 

every day, is in the present moment. As we all know, given the many, conflicting 

demands of our everyday life in the world, it is easy enough to be sidetracked by the 

mundane, survival-based aims, goals and plans that our self-indulgent mind and culture 

put in our heads. Of course, the same can be said for those living outwardly spiritual 

lives, whether in monastic communities or lay dharma communities, since no life is 

devoid of mundane seductions or distractions. This pledge serves as a mini-reflection on 

the preciousness of our lives, the immanence of illness, aging and death, and reminds us 

of the crucial importance of using as many moments as we can to make a lasting 

difference in the quality of our minds and lives with others. It also serves to inject a note 

of urgency and immediacy into our practice, shaking us out of any trance of complacency 

that might lull us into resting content with a “practice” that consists merely in studying 

texts, reciting prayers or mantras, performing rituals or visualizations or affecting a 

spiritual “style,” without actually doing the hard work of exposing, reducing and 

eliminating our base instincts, antisocial impulses and malicious habits as they live and 

breathe in our hearts and lives, right here and now.     

 

Don’t be wrong-headed. 

 Pledge fifteen enjoins us to avoid degrading Buddhist teaching or practice into an 

ill-conceived and hypocritical cover for our primitive narcissism or grandiose delusions. 

Just as Nagarjuna and Chandrakirti warn that the Buddha’s super-medicine of emptiness 

can become a venomous poison when wrongly grasped or abused as one more 

worldview, so this pledge warns us to be sure that our practice of transforming the mind 
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does not become a terminal exercise in mere posturing or lip-service that puts the nail on 

the coffin of our work to uproot the instinctive self-habit. This injunction reinforces three 

commitments spelled out in the sixth point: “Don’t indulge self-righteousness; Don’t 

pervert the (right) view; Don’t turn your genius into a demon.”  

 

Don’t be erratic. 

 The sixteenth pledge prepares us to face yet another potential derailer of progress: 

practicing spottily or erratically rather than consistently and continuously. As in all things 

a few flashes of brilliance or random acts of kindness do not make a rigorous practice or 

realize our full potential for making a transformational difference in our own lives and 

others’.  This goes to the raison d’etre of this teaching and text: to help provide the 

necessary rigor and structure for actually turning “…the evolution of the five 

contaminated (aggregates),” our compulsive life and world, into a contemplative way of 

living in the world that clears a genuine “…path to enlightenment!”  

 

Learn decisively. 

 The next level of progress beyond consistent and continuous practice involves 

achieving a practice in which obstructions are cleared and qualities are developed in a 

decisive way, that is, in an irreversible way that is based on intellectual certainty, 

impeccable insight, and stable, pure motivation. The intent of this seventeenth pledge is 

to take the fourteenth, “Take up the principal practice right now,” to the next level: that 

is, to the point at which we have a rigorous practice which is actively engaged with 

overcoming our negativity but we lack the confidence in our insight, judgment and 



 338 

motivation to fully commit to terminal actions like cutting through delusion, letting go of 

addiction or immerse ourselves in cultivating qualities. It enjoins us to transgress any 

naïve or hierarchical attachment to teachers, teachings and practices as parental figures, 

revealed truths or sacrosanct rituals and instead to push the limits of our self-knowledge 

and self-transformation with ruthless honesty and relentless self-analysis and 

experimentation.  

 As Bob Thurman likes to say, “The Buddha doesn’t want Buddhists, but the help 

of other buddhas.” Once the student-apprentice phase of mastering teachings and 

practices is done, serious practitioners must leave behind the second childhood of 

unexamined faith and devotion and develop instead the mature autonomy and self-

confidence the Buddha prescribed at his Parinirvana, “O Medicants, you must become a 

lamp unto yourself, an island unto yourself, a refuge unto yourself, with the truth as your 

only lamp, the truth as your only island, the truth as your only refuge.” This requires 

taking charge of one’s own practice and one’s own progress, using reliable advice as 

hypotheses to be confirmed or disconfirmed by direct personal experience confronting 

one’s own particular obscurations and demons. This pledge reaffirms the precept from 

the fifth point, Measuring Progress, “Of the two (kinds of) witness, (inner and outer), hold 

the (inner as) primary.” 

 

Break free with both investigation and analysis. 

 This eighteenth pledge specifies the single most critical factor or “rate-limiting 

step” in the process of “learn(ing) decisively:” skillfully using the impeccable, double-

edged sword of investigation and analysis in the context of transcendent 
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insight/quiescence meditation or transcendent insight/mentor-archetype yoga to expose, 

critique and “break free” of conscious self-habits and the unconscious instincts 

maintaining them.  

 

Don’t boast about practice. 

This nineteenth pledge reinforces the warnings of two key commitments of transforming 

the mind, “Don’t indulge self-righteousness; Don’t pervert the (right) view, Transform 

your intent, but stay as you are.” As the language of the pledge suggests, boasting even 

about actual realizations detracts from their potential benefit by reintroducing a self-

indulgent wish to be admired or have influence and reinforcing a childish sense of the 

vital importance of our image in other people’s eyes. This is the opposite of “relying on 

the primacy of the inner witness,” and hence also reinforces a regressive and superficial 

dependence on parental figures. In addition, it may be tainted by a competitive urge to 

seem better than others or better than one really is, with an aim to climb to “the top of the 

heap.” Finally, it devalues and corrupts the teaching and practice, by giving others the 

wrong message that these are really just vehicles for self-aggrandizement, not for genuine 

self-correction and self-transformation. Like the commitment, “Don’t turn your genius 

into a demon,” this pledge also warns us to maintain unwavering vigilance and effort in 

order to avoid a mistake universally condemned in all Buddhist traditions of monastic 

discipline as one of the four root downfalls: the hypocritical act of inflating one’s true 

level of spiritual experience. 

 

Don’t indulge frustration. 
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 This twentieth pledge serves to complement the commitment, “Give up any 

expectation of results.” Since the task of tackling “the three hardest things” brings on 

inevitable frustration, this pledge is meant to prepare us to endure the marathon of 

eliminating all our obstructions by cultivating transcendent tolerance. Our childish wish 

is that we can get rid of our mental and emotional poisons by simply popping a magic pill 

or invoking Buddha’s grace. Yet the Buddha described our condition as a chronic disease 

and prescribed the teaching as the only medicine. Hence, Matrceta’s famous verse, “The 

buddhas don’t heal by laying on hands, They don’t wash away sins with water, but by 

teaching the nature of reality, They introduce people to freedom.” The sobering reality is 

that the self-reifying instincts and self-indulgent habits we have accumulated by evolving 

through infinite lives and developing from childhood to now are so deeply rooted and 

ingrained in our body and mind that they are impossible to extirpate without truly heroic 

persistence, effort, learning and practice. Anger, frustration or resentment about this 

simple reality is so natural the moment we feel discouraged or depleted, we must prepare 

and train like marathon runners to pace and sustain ourselves for the duration.  

 Our greatest obstacles to progress are the demons of anger and frustration, since 

these are most likely to derail our efforts by inducing in us a self-pitying sense of failure 

or contempt for the practice that can easily undermine all our effort and erase the 

momentum we have made. Only if we align our expectations and practice to conform 

with the reality of the work at hand, just as it is, and only if we practice a transcendent 

tolerance that stays immersed in the immediate task we face right now, can we have any 

real hope of gradually overcoming our demons, whether in three eons or in one short life.  
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Don’t be temperamental.  

 The twenty-first pledge is meant to prepare us for the ups and downs that are an 

inexorable part of every real path. It urges us to build the unconditional tolerance and 

equanimity it takes to protect our minds from their childish vacillation between the 

extremes of dualistic perception and ambivalent moods. In this, it reinforces the fourth 

pledge, “Tolerate both (good and bad), whatever comes.”  It also complements the 

precept from the fourth point, Measuring Progress, “Always rely exclusively on the happy 

mind.” It is easy enough for the rare individual who seriously commits to a path of heroic 

difficulty, in the face of resistance and disappointment, to feel like a martyr and even act 

like a spiritual diva who deserves to indulge his or her every arbitrary opinion and mood  

Like the commitment, “Don’t indulge self-righteousness,“ this pledge urges us to be ever 

vigilant of our real motivation for practice, taking care to avoid indulging irritation or 

grandiosity towards others based on arrogance or unrealistic pride about whatever 

progress we may have made in curbing our own compulsive habits. The intent of this 

pledge is to inoculate us against slipping back from real practice into childish self-

indulgence that can easily seduce those of us who have made a little progress to rest on 

our laurels and fall into a precious, guru-like sense of preciousness or entitlement. At the 

deepest level, this pledge underscores Nagarjuna’s warning in Reason Sixty that until our 

minds break free of the grip of our worst demons, they are prey to the instincts for 

reification and self-indulgence: “As long as the mind vacillates it remains under the 

dominion of Mara”.   

 

Don’t expect thanks. 
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 This final pledge serves to complement the commitment, “Give up any 

expectation of results.” The wish for thanks is natural for all social beings, especially 

humans, since we live so much of our lives out of the instinct to help others and to be 

helped or appreciated in turn. However, if we base our practice on this external condition, 

it will be unstable and inapplicable to those who are unable to appreciate or receive our 

best efforts. We must be ever watchful lest, under the guise of a natural wish to be of 

help, our practice is tainted by self-indulgent wish to be liked and admired, to be 

successful and have influence, to seem better than we really are or better than others, etc. 

When it is so tainted, we can easily slip into a regressive and superficial dependence on 

others as parental figures whose approval we need. Instead, we must return to respecting 

the primacy of “the inner witness,” in this case, our own intellectual certainty and 

contemplative perception of the inexorable necessity of eliminating our own self-habit as 

the one and only viable means of realizing lasting freedom and happiness for ourselves 

and others.  

 

Conclusion 

Because of my many aspirations, 

I put an end to the tragedy of suffering 

And received these precepts to tame the self-habit; 

Now (at last) I can die without regrets.  

 The confessional nature of these closing comments further confirms the profound 

seriousness and humility of this practice, as well as the intimacy and authenticity of its 

style.    
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