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VTC: How is everybody? Como esta usted?

Retreatants: Muy bien...

VTC: You're still here? (laughter)

R: Sometimes. (laughter)

VTC: Other times you’re roaming the universe? A third of the retreat is over. Have you
realized that? It’s gone very quickly, hasn’t it? One month like this [snap]—the retreat’s a
third over, and in a couple of weeks it will be half over. It goes really fast, doesn’t it?

The first month is often the honeymoon month. (laughter) It’s just wonderful: Vajrasattva is
just wonderful, your mind is sometimes a little bit of a mess, but it’s still wonderful. The
middle month: you’re just kind of entering the middle month now, aren’t you? (laughter)
Has something shifted? Oh yes, the honeymoon’s over, isn’t it? (laughter) We’re really
getting down to work; it’s not just “ohh, such wonderful experiences”—we’re getting down
to work, and we’re doing the same thing every single day, not one day off. We don’t have
one day off from samsara, so we don’t have one day off from practicing either. Everyday
we’re with the same group of people, the same schedule, the same deity, the same practice,
doing the same thing. The weather changes a little bit from one day to the next, but not a
whole lot, and after a while, the mind goes: (VTC makes frustrated face. Laughter ensues).

At the beginning, everyone in the group is wonderful, and then, around the second month,
you really want to punch the guy who closes the door so loudly. The first month, you did
okay practicing patience, but the second month, it’s like, “Come on. Haven’t you learned
already after one month how to close the door?” (laughter) And then the one who doesn’t
bring his dishes from the table to the sink, or when he does, forgets to scrape them—then
that one you really want to clobber. Or the one who snores when you’re trying to sleep. Or
the one who walks in a way that you don’t like, the one who breathes too loudly, the one
who makes too much noise when he takes off his jacket—all of a sudden we think, “I can’t
stand this! Haven’t these people learned how to practice the dharma and be considerate
yet?!” (laughter) Is any of that coming up? (Retreatants nod.) What’s happening is that our
own inner anger is just looking around for whatever happens to be around to project itself
onto. So, it will: whoever happens to be around, when we have anger inside, we will find
somebody or something to be aggravated about or angry at or ticked off with. That often
starts coming up—we start projecting it onto others.

We start getting into trips: “Gee, that one sits so much longer that I do. I'm so jealous.
They’re such a better practitioner than I am. How dare they be! I want to be the best
practitioner here!” We get into jealousy with people. We start competing with our dharma
friends: “I’m going to be the first one to finish the mantra. I’'m going to be the biggest
bodhisattva—I’'m going to show them how kind and compassionate I can be. I can be more
kind and compassionate than they can!” We’ll get into trips of arrogance, where we think
that we’re better than everyone else; of competitiveness, where we’re equal and competing;
of jealousy when we feel inferior. All these are different ways that we compare ourselves to
others—it’s just the same old comparison trip that we’ve been doing since we were little:
Compare ourselves to our brothers and sisters, to our parents, to our playmates, to the kids
across the street.



And then to our dharma friends, we’re always in this thing of either jealousy, competition, or
arrogance. It’s good just to be aware of that. If that starts coming up, just be aware. “Okay,
this is just my mind doing what samsaric minds do. This is why I’'m here practicing. This
story that my mind is making up has nothing to do really with the reality of the situation.”
Just use any of that stuff that’s coming up. That’s part of the retreat. The stove [heater| that
makes too much noise—“why didn’t they get another stove to heat that room?”—the roof
that leaks, the sink that’s stopped up, the toilet that smells, whatever it is, the mind will find
something to complain about! (laughter)

R: I know. The toilet paper is in such a difficult place to reach behind the toilet....

VTC: Oh yes. “Why did they put the toilet paper dispenser there? What a ridiculous place to
put the dispenser! (much laughter) These people just don’t think. Why didn’t they just put it
at the side?” Who hasn’t had that thought? We’ve all thought that, haven’t we? (laughter)
All this stuff—just watch how our mind will go off on all sorts of things—that’s part of the
retreat.

The mind sometimes says, “if only these people would...then, I could really concentrate.
Then I would really be able to do retreat.” No. Whatever is coming up right now is part of
our retreat, and part of our retreat experience. If we’re frustrated, if we’re aggravated, if
we’re just daydreaming and filled with desire all the time—whatever it is, it’s all part of the
retreat experience. That’s of course why we’re practicing.

Remember, “retreat” means that what you’re retreating from is not the world. You’re trying
to retreat from ignorance, anger, and attachment—that’s what you’re retreating from.
Whatever’s happening is a possibility to retreat from the afflictions, from the defilements.

I told you about the conditions when I did Vajrasattva, with the mice running in the room
and the scorpions falling from the ceiling, and the s#jee for breakfast that made you have to
pee in the middle of the next session, and the retreat manager quarreling with the director of
the kitchen, and then the monsoon rains, and then the water breaking down, and the toilet
that very seldom worked—all of that going on! (laughter) It’s sometimes helpful to
remember other situations, that it’s actually quite nice here. Don’t you think? Like a pleasure
palace, actually.

I'had a few other comments. I was thinking a little bit more about the questions that came
up last week. One retreatant asked about the visualization actually purifying the ignorance,
and I was saying just the visualization alone doesn’t purify, you also have to do the analysis
to prove to ourselves that the object of negation doesn’t really exist. But what you can do
when you do the visualization is imagine what it would feel like when you have realized that
emptiness. So, it can be another way to approach it: “If I rea//y understood emptiness how
would I be experiencing what I am experiencing?”

So you use your imagination a little bit. “I’'m seeing everything in terms of ‘I, what would it
be like not to see everything in terms of I’? And I’'m seeing everything outside as so solid,
having it’s own nature out there; what would it be like not to see things like that, to see them
as not existing in the way that they appeared to?” You can use a little bit of imagination like
that as you’re purifying. The nectar is helping you to purify that ordinary vision and give you
some space to have some imagination, i.e. what it would be like to see things as a Buddha
does.

Then, a little bit more about the relationship with the spiritual mentor, because that was the
first that we had talked about it last time. There’s actually quite a bit to say on that, but one



thing that I think is good to add is that the spiritual mentor is the person that we practice a
lot with, because if we can’t bring the teachings into practice when we are with our spiritual
mentor, it’s going to be even harder to bring them into practice when we are with sentient
beings. Why is that? Because our spiritual mentor, from their side, their wish is just to guide
us and lead us to enlightenment. That is their complete wish, and from our side we’ve
already checked this person out, we’ve checked their qualities, we’re the ones who decided to
form that relationship of spiritual mentor and spiritual disciple. We’ve checked them out and
we have already determined they are a qualified person, we know what their motivation is, so
here’s one person we’ve checked out and we really have confidence in their motivation.

Now [as far as other] sentient beings, who knows what their motivations are, who knows
what our relationships with them are? They’re not going to have nearly the same kind of
qualities as our spiritual mentor. Are you getting what I am saying? We’ve really checked out
this person who is our mentor and decided that they have certain qualities. We’ve decided to
form that relationship. We’re already seeing that person as kind to us in a way that other
sentient beings are not kind to us. So if, in relationship to the spiritual mentor (who is more
kind to us than our parents and than anybody else), if in relationship to that person, all of
our afflictions start manifesting and going out of control and we believe in the story those
afflictions are projecting onto our teacher, then what hope do we have of practicing with
sentient beings if our mind is just completely bonkers in relationship to somebody who
we’ve already ascertained is a good human being who wants to benefit us?

Are you getting what I’'m saying? And so, that’s why when things come up—because we’re
always human beings, so we project stuff onto the spiritual mentor—what is good to do is
go back and think, “well what was it I saw in this person to start with? How is my mind
misperceiving things now and projecting all of my own internal rubbish on them when I’'ve
already checked them out and decided that they are qualified, and that their motivation is to
benefit me?” So that helps us a great deal to begin to see our projections as projections. If
we can do that in relationship with our teacher, then it becomes easier to do that in
relationship with sentient beings, because we’ve already had the practice doing it with our
teacher.

The relationship with the teacher does bring up some unique challenges. Most of us have a
lot of issues with authority; we have a very complex history of our relationship with
authority. Starting with how we relate to our parents and our teachers, the
government—anybody we perceive as being in a position of authority. A lot of this gets
projected onto and played out with our spiritual mentor as well. Sometimes we’re wanting
our spiritual mentor to be mom and dad, and to give us the unconditional love that we didn’t
get from our parents. But that’s not our teacher’s role. Then we get angry at them, because
that’s what we want them to do. Or, sometimes we’re in the rebellious teenager phase: I call
it the “give me the car keys and don’t tell me what time to be home phase.” Sometimes it’s
like this with our spiritual mentor, where it’s “trust me—and realize what I’ve accomplished
in the dharma, and stop telling me what to do! Stop giving me orders!” We can get into that
phase.

It’s a very good opportunity, as we start projecting various things on our spiritual teacher, to
be able to identify what they are, to use that as something to help us do some research about
our various relationships with people that we put in positions of authority before. What are

our authority issues? What are our expectations? What are our habitual disappointments, or
anger, or rebelliousness, or mistrust, or defiance, or whatever it is that we’ve played out with
various people in our lives, and how are we projecting this onto our spiritual mentor?



It’s a very good opportunity to do that—it can be really, really useful, because lots of times
we don’t even realize that we have these issues, but they’ve been playing themselves out our
whole life. It’s a very good opportunity to become aware of them and start dealing with
them. All the things of what we feel somebody else is supposed to give us if we’re putting
them in the position of authority, or how we feel like they’ve usurped the authority. Here,
we’ve given our teacher the position of authority, and then all of a sudden we think, “Why
do you feel you have that power over me? That’s just like somebody who thinks they can
tell me what to do!” (laughter) It’s something very good to notice and to work with in our
practice.

I think it’s very important to really trust our teacher’s motivation, and that trust comes
because we haven’t rushed blindly into the relationship. That’s why it’s so important to
really check people’s qualities out before you take them as a teacher, because then you really
trust that, and you can really come back to that.

You also see that this relationship is the most important relationship you have in your life.
Of course, with other sentient beings we’re creating all sorts of karma, and we’re going to
meet each other in future lives in all sorts of different relationships. But the way that we
relate to our spiritual mentor—first of all, who we choose as our spiritual mentors, and
second, how we relate to them—is going to impact many, many, many, many, many lives.

It’s not just what happens this lifetime: it’s many, many, many, many lives. That’s why it’s so
important not to rush into relationships like this, to really check people out, to make sure
that we have qualified people. It does have this long-term impact. If you become the
disciple of Jim Jones—remember the guy who had everybody drink poison?—well, that’s the
path you end up following. That’s why checking out teachers very well before the
relationship is important.

After we form the relationship, that’s not the time to check out their qualities. That’s the
time to trust them. And, at that point, the relationship has become very important, in the
sense that—this is what I’ve come to in my own exploration—this relationship is going to
go on into future lives. Ilook at my teachers and I really pray from the bottom of my heart
that I meet them in lifetime and lifetime and have the opportunity to be their disciples.
Because I want that, then it’s so important this lifetime not to walk away from that person
with anger. Sentient beings, we get angry at them, we break off relationships right, left, and
center at the snap of a finger—we’re just out of there, goodbye!

But with our spiritual mentor, that’s one relationship where we can’t do that. I mean, of
course, we can, but if we do then we reap the consequences of it. That’s why it’s so
important to work out whatever issues that come up in our minds in relationship to our
spiritual mentors. We can work them out in our minds, or talk with our teachers, or
whatever has to be done, but we don’t just say, “ciao, bye, I'm out of here!” Even—if you
remember some years ago, there was a whole period in the early 90s where there were a lot
of a abusive situations going on—even in those kinds of situations, where there were some
shenanigans going on, even in those kinds of situations it’s so important not to just get fed
up and swear at them, and that’s it. It’s really important to make peace in own minds
because that relationship is so important. Therefore, always see the kindness of that person
in one way or another.



The thing is that often we expect our teachers to be perfect. What does perfect mean? It
means that they do what we want them to do when we want them to do it! That’s the
definition of perfect, isn’t it? (laughter) Of course what we want somebody to do changes
everyday, but our teacher is supposed to be perfect, so they’re supposed to be everything we
want them to be, all the time. Now, of course, this is a little bit impossible, isn’t it? Not to
mention that that wouldn’t necessarily even be beneficial for us, would it? Is that how
somebody’s going to guide us to enlightenment: doing everything that our ego wants them
to do, being everything our ego wants them to be? Is that a skillful way to get us to
enlightenment? No! Of course things are going to come up: that’s why it’s so important that
we really hang in there and work things out in our mind. Those were a few other thoughts I
had about that verse from last week.

Retreatant: From the student’s side, what type of criteria does a student use to evaluate their
readiness to take on a spiritual mentor?

VTC: Okay, so what are the qualities of a disciple that we want to transform ourselves into
so that we’re qualified to form a relationship with a qualified teacher? They often say, first
of all, being open-minded: not being biased, not being prejudiced, but having an open mind
and being really willing to learn. Second, is being intelligent. It doesn’t mean a high IQ); it
means the ability to really sit and think about the teachings, to sit and think about he
teachings, and investigate the teachings. And then a third quality, is sincerity or earnestness.
I think that’s a really, really important one. In other words, our motivation isn’t to become
somebody, or any number of samsaric motivations—*“I want to be this person’s student
because then they’ll love me, and blah, blah, blah”—but just really the sincerity of our own
aspiration for enlightenment. So the more we can make ourselves into a qualified student,
then of course, the more we’re going to meet more and more qualified teachers. Of course,
we’re not going to be perfectly qualified students, are we? We’re not Milarepa; we’re not
Naropa.

I really wanted to emphasize also from last week (I haven’t even got to this week yet!), that
the reason we do the Death Meditation is because it helps us set our priorities in life. It
helps us determine what is important to do, and what is not important to do. It gives us a
sense of urgency to get on with what’s important. Be very clear about the reason for doing
the meditation; it isn’t to get us upset and depressed, these kinds of things. We can do that
without meditating! (laughter)

One other thing to explain about the Sadhana: when we’re doing a sadhana, from the
moment you sit on your cushion, you are entering a different environment. You’re creating
an enlightening environment, specifically to help you with your path to enlightenment.
What’s the difference in environment? You're sitting there in the presence of a Buddha.
You’re in a pure land—ryou’re imagining your surroundings as a pure land—you’re in the
presence of a Buddha, and you’re having this incredible relationship with this Buddha,
whereby all this nectar of bliss and wisdom and compassion is flowing from them into you.
What an incredible kind of relationship in an amazing kind of environment! It’s giving
ourselves a chance to be out of our usual, narrow environment.

The narrow environment isn’t the physical environment we’re in; the narrow environment is
our narrow state of mind, our ordinary view, our ordinary grasping. That’s our narrow
environment. The thing of “I’m just little old me.” You may have begun to see some of
your self-images in the retreat so far. Have you begun to see some of that? (nods) Images
of who you think you are? It can be actually quite good—write it down sometime, who you
think you are. Of course, you’ll have several different ones. There’s always, “I’m just little



old me...” (whiny tone of voice) “I just want somebody to love me! I just want somebody to
accept me!” That’s one for one day. Then another day it’s, “I'm just little old me... I want
some power and authority here!” And then the next day it’s, “I’'m just little old me... but I
want to accomplish something—why don’t these people get out of my way so I can do
something!” And then other days it’s, “I’'m little old me... but why can’t these other people
be perfect?” And then other days it’s, “I'm little old me... but I want to please all these
people, then they’ll think I’m nice and they’ll give me strokes.” You might look and see all
sorts of habitual identities and behaviors you have.

What you’re doing, from the moment you’re sitting on that cushion each session, is you are
taking yourself mentally out of that limited self-image. Instead, you are creating this
environment where you’re having this extraordinary relationship with an enlightened being.
That relationship you’re having with Vajrasattva is giving you the opportunity to be a
different person: in other words, you don’t have to hang on to some of these old self-images.
Because there you are in a pure land with Vajrasattva—you’re not reliving some old pattern
that you’ve had since time without beginning. It’s quite extraordinary that way—if you really
feel that, “Okay, I'm sitting down, and this is a time where I really have the space and the
opportunity to be a different person, because I’'m entering into a different conventional
reality right now.” That’s one thing to keep in mind.

These are just some random thoughts I’'ve had during the week, some things I wanted to
bring up. I think it’s very important that you’re bowing to each other—not only bowing to
each other in the meditation hall, but also as we enter and leave... as we run into each other,
we bow to each other. Sometimes you might be deep in thought, and it’s not as if you have
to pull yourself out of deepness and thought and make sure you make eye contact with
everybody all the time. Likewise, don’t be insulted if somebody doesn’t bow to you or make
eye contact—they may be in the middle of processing something.

But I think this whole thing of learning to cultivate respect is very, very important. If you
think about it, that’s one of the chief qualities of an enlightened being, isn’t it? A Buddha
respects everybody. Bowing is a way to develop that kind of respect and appreciation for
others. It also takes us out of the mind of “why don’t they appreciate me?” And put us into
the mind of “I’'m so fortunate to have these people in my life, and I want to show my
appreciation to them.”

Also, we are now up to 82 people participating in the retreat: 69 from afar, and then 13 here
at the abbey. I think it’s quite remarkable that we have so many people involved in this
retreat. It’s really something to rejoice at, and feel the community with those various people
who are involved in the retreat.

I had another little idea. I know that what happens to me sometimes when I’'m doing retreat
is that I start to feel inside that I want to let go of stuff, so on the outside, it comes out as
wanting to clean, or wanting to cut away old stuff in the garden—this whole thing of doing
outwardly the process that’s going on inward. If you’re feeling like you want to do that,
there are certain bushes and things in the garden that can use some pruning. I actually found
it quite nice last year—I did a lot of that. Cutting across the old, dead lilacs, for example.

It’s a nice way of feeling like you’re cutting away the things that are old and unnecessary;
you’re doing outside the process that’s going on inside. When you’re doing it physically, you
can think about the things inside that you want to prune and leave behind.



Another analogy with nature: I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but the buds are forming
already on a lot of the trees. Here we are in the dead of winter (even though we’re not
having the cold we usually do), it’s the beginning of January. Those buds aren’t going to
bloom for a while yet, but they’re forming. Remember how I’'m always saying, “just create
the cause, and the result is going to take care of itself.” It’s like our dharma practice too:
we’re creating the causes. A lot of those buds could be forming. They’re not going to ripen
for a while, but they’re in the process of forming. If, in the middle of winter, we’re so busy
looking at the grey sky and the rain that we don’t see that the buds are forming, then we’re
going to go, “OHH, there are just gray clouds and rain! It’s never going to be summer!” But
if you look in winter, of how things are growing even in the winter—even though they won’t
blossom for a while—for me, it gives this feeling of also what happens in the Dharma
practice. This is why I really encourage you do be outdoors and look at long views and take
walks—all these kind of analogies with practice will come as you look.

Let’s get on with the text [The 37 Practices of a Bodbisattva). Verse Seven:

7. Bound himself in the jail of cyclic existence,
What worldly god can give you protection?
Therefore, when you seek refuge,
Take refuge in the Three Jewels that will not betray you—
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas.

This is the verse all about refuge. This involves meditating on the Buddha’s qualities, which
is a very good meditation to do when you are doing Vajrasattva Retreat because the
Buddha’s qualities are Vajrasattva’s qualities. If you’re sitting there wondering who this guy
Vajrasattva is, pull out the Lamrim and look at what the 32 and 80 marks of a Buddha are;
look at the 60 or 64 qualities of the voice of the Buddha; look at the 18 attributes of the
Buddha’s mind, and the 4 fearlessnesses and the 10 unshared qualities and these kinds of
things. In that way we will learn what the qualities of an enlightened one is.

Meditating on the qualities of an enlightened one has a few different effects. One, it makes
our mind tremendously happy because usually all we’re doing is contemplating people’s

faults—either our own or others—so when we sit down to do this whole meditation about
these wonderful qualities of a Buddha, our mind gets very happy. It’s a very good antidote

when your mind is feeling down or you’re feeling depressed: meditate on the qualities of the
Buddha.

A second effect is that it gives us some idea, of course, of who Vajrasattva is, so that when
we do the practice we know something more about Vajrasattva, this being we’re having the
relationship with. Another effect, it also helps us understand the direction we’re going in our
practice because we’re trying to become these qualities of the Buddha, and we have the
potential to develop them. So it gives us an idea of where we’re going in our practice and
what we want to become like and what we will become like. It gives us a lot of inspiration in
that way.

Another effect is that it really shows us these really amazing qualities that a Buddha has, so it
deepens our feeling of connection and trust. That feeling of connection and trust and linkage
with the Three Jewels is so important. I think refuge and the relationship with our spiritual
mentor are such important aspects of the path, because when those are in place then we feel
like we are being held up. We don’t feel like we are roaming in samsara all alone in our
confusion. We might be roaming in confusion, but we’re not all alone and we’re not totally



lost because we have these quite amazing guides. That gives a feeling of buoyancy and hope
and optimism in the mind and that is so important as we go through all the different
experiences that we go through in life. Because samsara is samsara, and we have a lot of
karma: some of it’s good, some of it’s not so good, so we’re going to have happiness, we’re
also going to have suffering.

We have to be able to sustain our mind and maintain some kind of positive attitude as we go
through all of these different experiences between now and when we get to enlightenment. I
find this practice of refuge and the connection with the Three Jewels and with our spiritual
mentor to be, for me personally, one of the things that really helps to sustain me. It’s not
like, “Oh, there’s a God out there and, you know, I’'m going to pray to God and God’s going
to change it...”” When you take refuge in the Three Jewels, what’s the real refuge? It’s the
Dharma. So when you’re miserable and you turn to the Three Jewels for refuge what are you
going to get? You’re going to get some Dharma advice about how to change your mind. And
then you apply that Dharma advice, you change your mind and you watch the suffering
disappeatr.

So the deep connection of refuge is what allows you, when you’re going through difficulties
and also when you’re going through happiness, so you don’t just spin out, tripping on
thinking that samsara is wonderful. The Three Jewels and the spiritual mentor really give us
some kind of balanced perspective and show us how to put things in their proper place, and
thus, how to transform our mind, to make our mind a balanced, open, receptive, kind,
compassionate state of mind. Refuge is really important in that way.

Here, Thogmey Zangpo [author of The 37 Practices| is really emphasizing the importance of
taking refuge in the Three Jewels—not in some kind of worldly god. A worldly god is not
out of samsara: it’s like one drowning person trying to save another drowning person. It ain’t
going to work! That’s why we take refuge in the Three Jewels: they have that ability to
actually give us protection. Again, what’s the protection they give us? It isn’t that Buddha is
going to whoosh in and do this and that. Buddha is going to whoosh into our mind and give
us the perfect Dharma antidote.

In other words, when we take refuge—remember I was telling you before about when
you’ve heard a lot of teachings and when your mind gets into a snafu—you just have this
little conversation with your spiritual mentor? It’s like you go to your teacher, “OHH, 1
have this problem! Blah, blah, blah...” and then your teacher gives you that advice and you
put it into practice. When you have heard a lot of teachings—which is what makes you have
a close connection with various people as your spiritual mentors—then, when you really
need that kind of help, you don’t necessarily even have to ask them. You invoke that person
in your meditation; you do the whole deity-yoga thing, and you say, “what do I do with my
mind in this situation?” And because you’ve heard a lot of teachings and contemplated
them, you know exactly [snaps fingers| what you need to do, what antidote to apply.

Then, we just have to apply it. This is actually one of the big things that I've really noticed: a
lot of people ask for advice; very few actually apply the advice they’re given. I find this over
and over and over again. We’re in a frustrated state, we ask for advice, we get some
advice—but we don’t follow it. It’s very interesting. It’s very interesting. There’s one
person in DFF who’s been practicing for quite a while, and I really admire her practice.

She’s one person that always puts into practice whatever advice she asks for. Thus, it always
works for her. It’s really something to see. This is the kind of thing that we ourselves



should try and do—put it into practice. I’m not saying none of you do—don’t get me
wrong! —Don’t get jealous! (laughter)

Just as a way to practice the advice that we’re given, and also to realize that the advice isn’t
just the advice that we’ve gotten in a one-on-one with our teacher. Every time we’re in a
teaching, no matter how many other people are there with us, our teacher is giving us
personal advice. Then we just call it to mind when we need it—which means, obviously, we
have to have done some practice beforehand. If we haven’t started putting it into practice
beforehand, we’re not going to remember it at the crucial time: when we need it. That’s
again the whole reason for practice.

8. The Subduer said all the unbearable suffering
Of bad rebirths is the fruit of wrong-doing.
Therefore, even at the cost of your life,

Never do wrong—
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas.

Subdner means the Buddha, because the Buddha subdues sentient beings’ minds. This is the
topic of karma in the Lamrim, which is a very, very important topic. Hopefully in
Vajrasattva you’re doing a lot of meditation on karma. Again, take out the Lamrim; study
the Lamrim. Meditate on karma; know all the different factors that make a karma light, what
makes it heavy. Your five precepts—know what is a root infraction, what is a different level
of transgression. If you’ve taken Bodhisattva vows, it’s a good chance to study your
Bodhisattva vows, so you know if you’re keeping them well. Or tantric vows. Really study
these things, and try to keep your ethical discipline as purely as you can.

Why? Because if we do, we experience the good results. And if we don’t, we experience the
results which are a// the unbearable suffering: the suffering of the lower realms, the suffering of
samsara in general. Again and again and again—it all happens due to karma and due to our
carelessness about karma. It’s very important to understand karma properly.

Clearly, we experience the results of our own karma. We don’t experience the results of
somebody else’s karma. We don’t experience results that we haven’t created the cause for.
If we’re sitting there going, “Why don’t I have better stuff in my life?” It’s because we
haven’t created the cause. If we’re having misery, “Why am I having these problems?” It’s
because we’ve created the cause(s).

In relationship to our own misery, when we face difficulties, instead of getting angry and
blaming outside, just say, “this is the result of my own karma.” Thinking like that helps us
stop the anger about the situation. That’s a very good way to meditate when we’re
suffering—to think, “I created the cause for this. What’s there to blame in other people?”

When we see other people suffering, we don’t think, “Oh, they created the cause for it,
therefore I shouldn’t interfere and help them.” Or, if we do something and somebody else
is hurt because of what we do, we don’t think, “Oh, they must have created the cause to be
hurt...” as a way of justifying our own bad actions. Do you see what I mean? People can
do that. I speak harsh words to somebody, or I do something really mean, and then it’s clear
that the person is miserable afterwards, and then I say, “well, they must have created the
karma to have that suffering! It’s just all coming from them from their own karma and their
own mind”—as a way of justifying our own bad actions. We don’t think that in terms of



other people, as a way to justify our own bad actions... Are you getting what I’'m saying?
(Rs nod.)

And we don’t say that as a way to justify our laziness or our reluctance to help them. “Oh,
you got hit by a car, you’re bleeding in the middle of the street, if I take you to the ER, I'm
interfering with your karma...” What kind of rubbish is that! What we’re doing is just
creating the cause ourself not to receive help when we need it. Plus, if you have Bodhisattva
vows, we’re probably breaking them and creating the cause for a lot of suffering ourselves.
In order to justify our own laziness, we don’t think, “oh, well, it’s their karma. They deserved
it.”’

The time when it sometimes can be useful to recall this is when we realize—because
sometimes we can see so clearly in somebody else’s life how they’re causing themselves so
much pain and misery, and it’s very difficult to get them to change—at the time when we
have to face the fact that we can’t control them, and we can’t make them change, at that
time, it can be helpful to think that their habit that they can’t get themselves out of is a
karmic habit, so it’s going to take them a while to really get at that.

In other words, it’s not a way to excuse what they’re doing. It’s not a way to put them in a
category of “oh, they just have the karma to be this idiot...” It’s a way of understanding
why it sometimes takes people a while to stop habitual destructive behavior. It’s because
they have a lot of habitual energy, a lot of karma behind it. We can’t control them. In the
same way, with ourselves, it sometimes can be very hard to change habitual behavior
too—we’ve done it very much, there’s a lot of karma behind it. That’s why we’re doing
Vajrasattva: to purify.

While we can always purify the negative karma we create, it’s better not to create it to start
with. You can always go to the doctor and have your broken leg fixed, but it’s better not to
break it to start with. I like this next verse...

9. Like the dew on the tip of a blade of grass,
Pleasures of the three worlds last only a while and then vanish.
Aspire to the never-changing Supreme state of Enlightenment—
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas.

Another example from nature, isn’t it? Like the dew on the tip of a blade of grass: it’s there, and
then it’s gone. Look at the clouds in the valley here. You can see them moving and
changing: they’re there and they’re gone. On the really cold days, where the frost freezes
even on the branches of the trees—remember at the beginning of the retreat, it was like
that? It’s there, and then as they day heats up, it’s gone. Or like the little bit of snow we had
today—it snowed, and then it’s gone. But especially with those clouds— They’re there, and
then they’re gone; they’re there, and then they’re gone. To really think: this is like the
pleasures of samsara. They’re there, and they’re changing; they’re in the process of moving
on, disappearing, changing as they’re happening this very moment, like all those clouds we
watched flowing by.

Really think about that in relationship to our own life: all the things we’re holding on to,
we’re clutching and clinging to as being the sources of our happiness—they’re all like those
clouds, they’re all like the dew on the tip of a blade of grass. Even the sun in these short
winter days—it comes and it goes so quickly, doesn’t it? Or the moon, as we watch the cycle
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of the moon: everyday, how the moon is changing. Just how everything is changing all the
time.

Having that as the perspective through which we view all the things that we’re attached to
really gives us a whole different take on our life and on what we’re doing and on what’s
important. All the things that we get so stuck on, in our mind—*“why aren’t these things
going the way I want them to go? Why isn’t this happening, and that happening, and that’s
unfair!”—it’s all like the dew on the tip of a blade of grass. It’s all like the fog: going, going,
gone. So why get so bent out of shape? Why get attached to it? Why be overreacting on a
negative side to it? I find it very helpful to think about how transient things are, they only
last for a while and then they vanish. So why put our eggs in the basket of samsaric
happiness? It doesn’t go anywhere.

Instead of that, aspire to the never-changing Supreme state of Enlightenment, where we will actually
have some kind of lasting happiness that won’t ‘come, come; go, go,” as LLama Yeshe used to
say. I think the more we can see that in our lives, then the more our mind really turns toward
spiritual goals, and the more our mind turns towards liberation and enlightenment,
automatically the happier we are in this life.

Why? Because when our mind is turned toward liberation and enlightenment, we’re not
scrutinizing every little thing that happens to us during the day to see if it meets with our
preferences and likes or our dislikes. We don’t feel like we have to correct everything, or
tweak everything or make it the way we want. We’re not so easily offended, our mind’s not
interested in those kinds of things anymore, it’s interested in liberation and enlightenment
and in creating the cause for those. So when we’re interested in that, we have our goal clear,
and the mind becomes quite happy.

If we look, when does our mind get painful? It’s when we’re in the throes of craving for
samsaric happiness. It’s either painful because we’re craving for something that we don’t
have, or it’s painful because we’re clinging on with fear of losing something that we do have.
Or it’s despondent because we’ve lost something that we wanted, or it’s fearful because
we’re afraid we’re going to get something we don’t want. Whenever we’re in the middle of
samsara and our mind has samsaric goals, our mind is miserable. You can see it again and
again and again.

That’s why if we really shift what’s important to liberation and enlightenment, then what
happens in samsara is really not so important. So our mind has some space there. Now, it’s
“okay: not everybody needs to do things the way I want them to do; not everything needs to
go the way I want it to go. Not everybody needs to like me. I don’t have to be constantly
acknowledged and recognized.” AND most of our samsara is not fair. Or, should we say
that samsara in terms of karma is very fair. But this lifetime whatever happens to ripen is not
fair. It’s fair in the long-term. But our mind that likes to complain when we don’t get
something— Have you noticed that? How we are so conditioned as Americans to say, “It’s
not fair! Somebody else got that and I didn’t!” Even if it’s not something we particulatly
want; just the fact that somebody else got it and we didn’t, we feel cheated. All this kind of
misery that our mind causes itself gets stopped when we turn our aspiration toward
enlightenment.

Now, your questions and comments... What’s happening?
, your q g

11



Retreatant: I did take your advice, and I spent the week imagining my death in all sorts of
creative scenarios. I very much appreciate tonight you saying what the whole purpose of that
meditation is for, because I spent half the week realizing how terrified and unprepared I feel
about death and how in deep, deep denial I am about it. I remember about seven years ago
when I first met the dharma you led a retreat on that very meditation at Cloud
Mountain—either a Tara Retreat or Vajrasattva Retreat. It hit me in some place, and by the
end of that retreat I was sobbing. It was about squandering my life and dying with regrets...

I realized this week that I had danced around that meditation for the past seven years
after that experience. I've really not paid it the kind of attention that it really had warranted
from me. Because I’ve been looking for something to say, “what will propel you to
renunciation?” I’ve been dancing, intellectualizing. “yes, death is certain: it’s time is
uncertain; Dharma will help; yeah, yeah, yeah.”

This week I went and revisited it again and ran into huge amounts of self-grasping
around this life; huge amounts of denial around the whole process and feeling absolutely
terrified. Feeling that I’'m not prepared. So when you said that tonight, I moved into those
questions about what will I regret; what have I seen good that I've done in my life and how
do I want to prepare for this? So it’s been really helpful to move me out of this really
agitated, anxious, fearful place I’ve been in for the past four weeks. Those questions, they’re
helping me move out of that and seeing that that’s what this meditation is all about. To get
me —not terrified— but to get me inspired, to get that urgency that I’ve finally found in my
mediation today.

VTC: But you know what? We have to go through that thing of seeing that we are in total
denial about death, and we do have a lot of grasping about this life, and we are terrified of
death, and we are freaked out by it. So that is really good that all that came up. You were
doing the mediation correctly. All that comes up because then you’re actually seeing what is
going on in your mind. You’re seeing very clearly the grasping, the fear and all of that. The
idea is that you don’t leave the death mediation with just that. Because that’s the grasping
and the fear and the samsara. You say, “okay, this is going on in my mind. I’'m totally
unprepared to die. What is really important in my life? So that when the time of death comes
I will be prepared to die.”

And that question helps you turn your mind to the Dharma. As you turn your mind
to the Dharma you see that there’s an antidote to that kind of fear, the panicky fear. So in
one way the panicky fear has to come up in order for us to seek an antidote to it. But the
panicky fear isn’t the real fear of death we’re trying to get to, because that we have all by
ourselves without the Dharma. The Dharma adds the kind of wisdom-fear we’re trying to
get to: the thing of “I don’t want to die with regrets because if I do die with regrets it’s going
to be a very unhappy, freaked out kind of death and not a good rebirth either.” It’s the kind
of thing that then propels us to practice—to rea/ly practice—because we want to actualize
the antidote to the fear and the grasping and the denial.

R: Well, that’s what I started to experience today going over those questions, saying, “What
is the antidote to the panic? I mean, be honest with myself, where is my practice?” That third
piece that says the only thing that will help you at the moment of your death is your practice.
Right now where it stands there’s some work there. My practice right now, honestly, would
not be able to sustain me at that moment. And what do I need to do in my life and my
practice in order to get some faith and some confidence that when that day happens I've got
that faith, that wisdom, those pieces in place?

It really did kind of shake me up to say no [I’'m not there yet]. This is helpful because
I’'ve been looking for things to counteract my laziness, my arrogance, my comfort zone. I've
been looking for something to kick the heat up a little bit, and this is it. Very fruitful practice.
VTC: That’s why the masters say that ‘if you don’t think about death in the morning, you
waste the morning; if you don’t think about it in the afternoon, you waste the afternoon; if
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you don’t think about it in the evening, you waste the evening.” Because it does give us that
little oomph!

R: I am confused about this point and now that we are a month in the retreat maybe it will
help me... What is the real purpose of silence in the retreat, and to what extent should we
relate to each other? To what extent should we have mime-conversations or write notes?
VTC: So what’s the purpose of the silence and how can we have a positive result and what
are the fudge lines, huh? The purpose of the silence is to give us time to become friends with
ourselves, and to be more introspective without having to spend a lot of time creating a
personality. Usually we spend a lot of time relating to others and in the process of doing so
creating a personality: “I’m the funny one or I’'m the intellectual one or I’'m the one who
does things wrong or I’'m the one who’s skilled at this.” We create these personalities and
then we believe in them. Our words do a lot to create those images. So by not speaking we
don’t perpetuate those images. So that’s one purpose.

The second purpose is it just gives us time to think about what’s going on instead of
being distracted, because when we’re paying attention to other people, then we’re thinking
about what they’re saying and thinking about what we’re going to answer to what they’re
saying and thinking afterwards about “oh I said this; I shouldn’t have said this; I should have
said that; what are they thinking of me? In the next break time I should say this, so then
they’ll get a better image.” So we get very hung up and a lot of energy goes into ‘what are
other people think about me; did I say the right thing? Blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.” So first of
all, the energy’s going there, and we’re completely distracted from looking at what’s going on
in ourself.

What we should be doing is asking, “Oh, that’s interesting. Why do I care so much
what other people think about me?” But we’re not asking that because we’re distracted by
the conversation and we’re thinking, “Oh, do they like me; do they not like me?” Instead of
asking “why do I care about whether they like me or not?” We’re thinking, “Did I say the
right thing; did I say the wrong thing?” instead of asking ourselves, “why did I say what I
said? What was motivating me?” By being silent we’re able to look at what our role in
relationships is instead of being distracted by what’s going on with others.

Now we are living in a group so you get to know each other very well, don’t you?
Even though you don’t speak, you get to know people veeeerrrrry well living together. So it
creates some kind of feeling of transparency because we’re all here together; we all know our
faults—each other’s faults. We all know each other’s qualities. There’s nothing to be
ashamed of; there’s nothing to be proud of. It creates some sense of learning to be
transparent, learning to trust other people enough that they will like us in spite of our faults.
We don’t need to sit there and be cheerful chipmunk to impress them about what a nice
person we are. Are you getting what I’'m saying? So it stops a lot of the habitual speech
karma: it prevents lying; it prevents gossiping; it prevents bad-mouthing people behind their
back; it prevents harsh words. It just stops a lot of negative karma by keeping silent.

Now in terms of the fudge line: when should you have a mime-conversation? You
really need to check your motivation about this kind of stuff because sometimes its nice just
to goof off. But sometimes you realize you’re goofing off because you’re agitated inside and
you’re looking out. You have to know how to work with your mind. When I’'m agitated
inside, is it really fair to the other people in the retreat that I start goofing off with them?
Because if I start miming and doing this and that with them, maybe they’re in the
middle—maybe something really big came up for them in their meditation and they really
need to focus on that. And I’m sitting there playing, being funny comedian and I'm taking
them away from something that’s very valuable for them. So we really have to be careful and
be considerate of other people.
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At the same time, it’s just this whole thing of learning to work with our mind,
because sometimes our mind gets really tight. Then it is very good to laugh. I'm not saying
we should all be so serious throughout the retreat—not like that. It’s good to laugh and we
let go. We relax and everything. But to look at also our habits, like when we’re agitated
inside. Do we immediately want to do a comic scene with somebody else? Or what other
kinds of things can we do when we’re agitated inside? Maybe we can take a walk. I know
when I’'m agitated inside that’s a really good thing for me—if I take a walk and look at the
view or if I just take a walk in the garden and look at all the trees and branches and the buds
and look at these kind of things, I find it really, really helpful when my mind’s agitated. So
it’s also a way to see how else could I deal with my agitation? It’s not a thing of stuffing our
agitation, “I’ve got to be serious!” I’'m sure there will be times when the whole group just
bursts out laughing. I think I told you when I did Vajrasattva, about one time when the
mouse was going around and around, we just all lost it in the middle of the session because it
was just so hilarious and you know that happens. Sometimes one person at the table will get
the gigeles and then everyone is cracking up, that’s fine when that happens. To get some
kind of sensitivity here and balance is the key. That’s a good question.

R: I think I have known this for a while and it was very clear in a dream I had. Now I am
forty years old and I can feel how during my life my emotional maturity or age has not been
linked to my real age. I still feel like a kid in many ways. I can see how I relate to people in
very different ways, like expecting them to act as someone they are not. So this brought a
question about emotional maturity. How can we be emotionally mature?

VTC: How can we develop a sense of emotional maturity? Practice. Because what’s
emotional maturity? It’s learning how to be a doctor to our own mind. It’s learning how to
be a friend to ourselves. I think that’s what emotional maturity is. How do we get that?
Dharma practice. Dharma practice is the fast way to do it. The slow way to do it is to let life
knock you around. And life knocking you around, some people it may get emotionally
mature... some people, it makes them emotionally bitter. So life knocking you around is not
the guarantee for growing up. It can help a lot, but it depends upon if we learn from our
mistakes or if we get stuck in what happens, in which case sometimes our old immature
patterns get more entrenched when life knocks us around. But if we really develop some
wisdom by going through what we go through in our life, then I think we can become
mature. This thing that happens at forty, I think every decade—you know when you have to
change the first part of your age— there’s an emotional change that goes with that and I
think especially forty. Well, I say that every decade. (laughter)

But by thirty you’re already realizing that your body is going down. Do you realize
that? When you hit forty you’re realizing it even more, but at forty you’re also realizing
probably half of your life is over. That’s provided that you’re going to live to be old, you may
not, you know. That thing about still feeling like a kid—I can relate to that because it’s this
whole thing of feeling... well, it can be many different things. One is that it can be a denial
of death: “I’m still a kid. Death is not going to happen to me; death happens to old people.”
Every year your definition of ‘old’ changes. Do you remember when 40 was old? Do you
remember that? I remember when I was in my twenties, my friends and I worked with
someone who was forty and she became our friend. I was amazed that I was friends with
somebody who was ‘so old’l Then you realize that every year your definition of old changes
and now 40 is young; 40 is not old. But this is part of the thing that’s going on, it’s this
whole denial of death and the whole denial of ageing. Then I think that some where around
50 it really hits you. Now you’re really getting old. Now it’s rea/ly happening. I think around
50 it really begins to hit you.

But there’s still one part of the mind feeling young. .. and feeling young in one part
can also be this incredible inquisitiveness and curiosity about life. So I think having that kind
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of youthful aspect is very good. Don’t think that cynicism equals maturity. It certainly
doesn’t. I think having this kind of curiosity about life and curiosity about people makes you
feel quite young. But at the same time you have that you can also have a certain amount of
maturity in the sense of “been through that! Hopetully I've learned something through it.”
Sometimes you look back and it’s like, “Oh, I've been through that two times, or three times
or four times, or... I think I had better start learning from that already.” So if you really start
learning you get mature.

R: In an earlier Q & A you said that one of our problems is that we can’t distinguish inherent
existence from existence and emptiness from non-inherent existence. But my question is, if
all we’ve ever perceived is inherent existence, how can we ever have even a mental image or
idea of non-inherent existence? Because presumably even that idea would still be shot
through or covered with this grasping at inherent existence.

VTC: Yup, yup. (laughter) That’s one of the reasons it’s hard to get out of samsara! It’s
because all we’ve ever known is inherent existence. So we might imagine it: what would it be
like to see things as empty? But it’s just an imagination because, as you said, everything’s just
permeated by grasping at inherent existence. But what does start to happen is, we begin to
notice what the object of the grasping at inherent existence is. We begin to notice, “oh, I'm
trying to imagine what perceiving emptiness is like.” But you can see how you’re grasping at
where it is. There’s still an “I’'m—I"M—experiencing emptiness.” You know that as soon as
there’s “I’m experiencing emptiness’ that you’re back at square one. But at least this time you
know it.

Or when you think, “oh, I’'ve got it now! This is emptiness.” Back at square one.
Emptiness—they say it’s non-dual. I don’t know about you, but I have 7o ¢/ue what it means
to perceive something as non-dual. No clue a7 @/ what it would actually be like to experience
emptiness, non-dually—anything non-dually. No clue!

But I think even realizing that I don’t have a clue is progress. More and more you
start realizing what the object of negation is, and the more and more you can see the object
of negation clearly, the more you can get some kind of inkling of “what would it be like if I
weren’t perceiving that, if I weren’t holding on to that?”

R: It sounds like often though, when the object of negation is talked about, it’s not an object
as much as it is a way of apprehending an object or a way of grasping onto something.

VTC: The grasping is the way of apprehending. But the object is what we’re holding on to,
what the mind is perceiving. I'm looking at an inherently existent orange—this is the object
of my grasping. Now, when I’m just looking at the orange casually, there’s not a lot of
grasping at the inherent existence of it. I’'m not seeing the orange as inherently existent or as
non-inherently existent; I’'m not grasping it either way. Even though it’s still appearing as
inherently existent, I’'m not grasping at it. But when I really want to eat this orange, then,
that’s when—when I have this grasping: “I want to eat this orange.” How’s the orange appearing
to me to exist at that time?

R: And it’s the way it appears to the mind, right?

VTC: Yes.

R: I've been getting stuck on this: not the way it appears to the eyes.

VTC: No. Well, it appears to the eyes that way, but the eye consciousness isn’t grasping at
inherent existence...

R: Right, it couldn’t...

VTC: The sense consciousnesses don’t grasp inherent existence—it’s all the mental
consciousness. We'll all have different things that maybe we can see it quicker on. I find
that it’s quite effective with people. When I look at people, my whole way of looking at
people—there’s not just a body and mind there. There’s something wore there. There’s a
person. There’s a real person there.
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There: that’s the one that you can start questioning. You can either do it in terms of
other people—if you’re feeling a lot of attachment or aversion for them—or do it about
yourself. This assumption that, yes, there’s not just a body and a mind. And there’s not just
something that’s called a person, there’s a real person, a rea/ individual, with their own
personality, because they’re really like that, and they’ve always been like that and they always
will be like that! Something real there.

New R: Is another way to get at this the visualizations? If you generate yourself as the deity,
since you’re so attached to the physical, you’re loosening that. So that’s another way to kind
of get at not holding the body so solidly?

VTC: Yes, yes. That’s the whole purpose in tantra if you’re doing a self-generation process.
You dissolve into emptiness, and then your wisdom reappears at the form of the deity. It
loosens that grasping at “I am this.” Especially—like you’re saying—the “I am this” that is
centered around the body. How much we feel the body is either ‘I’ or, if it’s not ‘T, it’s
‘mine’. So stop and question ourself: “Is this body ‘me’? Is this body ‘mine’? Who’s the
owner of this body? Is there an ‘I’ or a ‘mine’ inside this body?” You do it with your body.

You also do it with your feelings. For those of us who are addicted to our emotions
this is a marvelous meditation. All of us—even the people who aren’t emotional
addicts—when you’re feeling an emotion so strongly, “it’s ‘my’ emotion. I'M feeling this. 1t’s
my emotion. Nobody else has ever felt betrayed like this. Nobody else has ever felt angry
like this. I feel this.” And then to look at that emotion and ask, “is that emotion ‘I’? Is that
emotion ‘mine’® Who’s the owner of this emotion?” And then you hear this resounding,
“MEEE!” And that’s your object of negation! (laughter) Because who in the world is that
‘me’ who’s the owner of that emotion, or the owner of that body? “My body’s sick. My
body’s painful. My body’s aging. I don’t like this body...” What about the body is ‘I” and
‘mine’?

It’s really interesting to sit and do some meditation about all the identities you create
around your body: all the self-concepts about our age, our race, our nationality, our gender,
our height, our weight, sexual orientation, hair color, wrinkles. All these things—how much
we generate identities and self-images based on all these things, and how much judgment is
involved with them. Similarly, with the pain in the body, or the good feelings in the
body—how much we generate self-images from them, about them. Or whether our body is
attractive or not attractive to others, or to ourself: so many, many, many self-images. Then
we just spin around and around and around.

b

R: On that note: I can’t seem to get handle on this. I’'m looking for the ‘I’, and doing this
continuously, it still seems like—even if it’s conventional—the functioning part. If I get up
and walk over there; there’s something functioning in this thing I call ‘me’ that
conventionally is doing this. But there’s an element of intention; ‘I’'m’ deciding to do it.
Now, I can’t find the ‘T’, but it seems like there’s something, the mental factors deciding to
get up and do something.

VTC: Who’s making this decision to walk across the room?

R: I have no idea, but it seems to be happening]

VTC: Yes, I know and isn’t it weird? It’s like, “who’s making this decision, I don’t know but
it’s happening.” It’s pretty weird, isn’t it?

R: It feels not normal... And then I have this doubt of like, I know there’s nothing
inherently happening, but there’s still this function. And I’'m stuck.

VTC: Who’s stuck? (laughter) It’s very interesting. Who’s the one making this decision,
whose intention is this? It’s very interesting trying to figure out who’s running the show
here. Because we feel like there should be somebody running the show. It’s really like in the
“Wizard of Oz” where there’s all these flashing lights, flashing, flashing— we’re sure there’s
somebody running the show. We’re sure if we pull the curtain back we’re going to find the
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wizard back there. How we’re trying to impress everybody, that’s the big show but we’re
sure that there’s a wizard back there. But there’s no wizard there, and we say, “I’m walking”
just by the fact that the body is walking. And we say, “I’'m feeling” just by the factor of the
aggregate of feeling doing something.

That’s how Lama Zopa has you do walking meditation. As you’re walking, to think
“who’s walking?”” and to think, “I say ‘I’'m walking’” only because the body is walking. Only
by the body walking do I say ‘I’'m walking.” Or something that’s merely labeled T’ is lifting
the feet.” It’s true isn’t it? Something that’s merely labeled T” is speaking. Who in the world
is that? I don’t know. And you stay with that not knowing,.

R: I was really obsessing trying to find my ‘I’, how I really exist. The I is everywhere, so 1
decided to take it easy in a few sessions and [I thought]: “I’'m going to play jacks with the
Buddhas. I'm going to imagine my body is just pixels, and there is a lot of space between the
pixels. I wanted to stop looking so hard for my ‘I’. I'm thinking but I’'m not thinking with
my brain, I’'m seeing but I’'m not seeing with the eyes.” I was trying to relax but I couldn’t.
VTC: It’s very good what you’re visualizing and thinking, but you just have to have the
attitude —with emptiness— of playing. You have to play with it, if you’re trying to GET IT:
e.g. “I WANT TO REALIZE EMPTINESS, I WANT TO REALIZE I DON’T EXIST!”
(Ven. shakes her head.) You have to have a very, very playful attitude...

R: Last week you were talking about becoming a log, and I've been playing with that and
started thinking about the twelve links. So when I get frustrated with thinking about
ignorance, I was trying to figure out where becoming a log might fit in. Would it be
connected to feeling?

VTC: Your question is where does becoming a log fit in with the twelve links? Usually, in
reaction to feeling, we get craving and grasping. Becoming a log is right between feeling and
craving. Instead of moving from feeling to craving, the log just doesn’t react. Yes, there’s
this feeling—pleasant, painful, whatever—but I don’t react. I don’t have to have an opinion
or a reaction about everything. It cuts it.

R: How do you cut the feeling?

VTC: The feeling is the karmic result, so it’s very difficult to cut feeling. The aggregate of
feeling is one of the chief ways that karma ripens: our feeling—pleasure, displeasure, and
neutral—are the ripenings of past karma. So those come when the karma ripens. If we want
to stop those, we have to purify the karma. But once the karma’s ripening, and we’re having
the feelings, then the thing is to not use the feelings as the jumping-off point for having
more reactions to them. “I like” and “I don’t like” and grasping onto them, and pushing
them away, and battling—all that.

New R: When we’re talking about feeling in the sense of the second aggregate, is that the
same as one of the five omnipresent mental factors?

VTC: Yes.

R: So then we’ll always be feeling. We’ll always have some feeling.

VTC: Even the Buddha has the aggregate of feeling, except it’s purified.

R: I was seeing how a feeling is the result of a story behind the feeling. When we are feeling
something, there is a story. If we change the story, that will change the feeling. Yesterday
and today, I was working on a story, and I remembered that you said that we can change our
perspective. So instead of repeating the outline that I knew, I tried in my analysis to find the
good qualities of this person. I had never considered his [good] qualities before; I always
repeated all the bad qualities over and over. At the beginning, I resisted this change—I
thought, “It’s not possible! Which qualities?” But I decided to do the practice, and I started
to look for the qualities. It was really hard for me. But when I realized that other people
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liked him, then I saw that my own reaction covered all his qualities. So I relaxed, and I
started to look for his qualities, and at the end, I couldn’t believe all the qualities of this
person! I was creating the image of this person. At some point today, I realized that many
of the things that I have that are valuable for me, come from this person. And I felt very
happy to discover this, because at a very deep level, this relationship was transformed. My
feeling is different, but not because I tried to convince myself, but only because I accepted
that this person has qualities.

VTC: That’s wonderful. Especially when we have a real big issue with somebody, we don’t
think they have any good qualities. We can’t see a single one.

R: I was very resistant to consider this possibility.

VTC: Right: we don’t want to consider it, because we don’t want to change our opinion of
them. We have a lot invested in hating them. When we really can get ourselves to look at
what their qualities are, like you said, then our whole way of relating to them and feeling
about them naturally changes. We don’t have to force the change in feeling; it just happens
by itself because of seeing how many good qualities they do have. And, as you said, seeing
how it’s our mind that made up the whole story that caused the suffering.

R: It’s easy to stay with these stories and the feelings.

VTC: Yes. We make a lot of stories, and the stories produce certain emotions, and the
emotions a lot of time have feelings attached to them—unpleasant feelings, because certain
emotions are very unpleasant—or just the story, when we think about the story, it causes an
unpleasant feeling. We don’t like the unpleasant feeling, so we dislike the person who we
think is the cause of it. That’s very good. It sounds like you really broke through something
there.

R: (smiles)

R: I was thinking that there have been some changes in the second month of the retreat. I
have two options: if someone is doing or saying something, I can engage or get involved.
But then I'll create karma. The other option is to not react. In one or two minutes, that
other person will stop what they’re doing. I don’t know if this is a healthy way to do this?
Trying not to react, and not get involved? I’'m trying to change my habits...

VTC: This is the whole meaning of becoming a log. A log doesn’t care. It doesn’t react. It
doesn’t care. So these examples: somebody’s doing something and you feel irritated, then
you realize that they’ll stop doing it in a couple of minutes. Then you realize that the real
thing at this time is, what is my habit pattern that I’'m so reactive to what they’re doing?

R: In one part in the meditations, when we get to the six paramitas (far-reaching attitudes), it
says that we can mix them: for example, the generosity of ethical discipline. I found this to
be really great.

VTC: Isn’t it nice?

R: But I have some problems finding my way with mixing them all—it has one example, but
I was wondering, are we supposed to experiment with them...

VTC: Yes

R: Is there a guideline or something?

VTC: I think they give us one example so that we can try and figure out how to do the rest.
I think that’s part of the thing of playing with it, thinking, “there’s the one example, but
what’s the generosity of ethical discipline? What does that mean? Or, what’s the patience of
ethical discipline? What could that mean?” It makes us think about it a little bit.

R: In the sadhana, it says to think about what you want to purify in this life or in past lives.
So I have plenty to look at in this life, but I haven’t looked much at past lives. To get a
connection to that—how important is it?
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VTC: So how important is it to purify things from past lives? Clearly, we probably can’t
remember what we’ve done in our past lives, but it’s very good, when we can think of, for
example, all the times I’ve lied in my past lives. I could have lied to family, to friends, to my
teachers—whatever kind of lies I may have done in a past life. Sometimes you can think of
actions that you’ve seen other people do, and you think, “how could anybody possibly do
that?” And then think, “Oh maybe I’ve done something like that in my previous life.”
Maybe one time I was a ruler...One of the inmates wrote me and he was just lambasting
Bush—and I’'m going to write back to him and say, “Hmm. It looks like you have
compassion for all the ants but not for Bush.” One thing is to think, “in a previous life,
maybe I was a ruler like that, and did all these things that I don’t feel comfortable with the
president doing. And I have to experience the karmic result of them, so I better get busy
doing some purification!” Especially if there are actions that you’ve seen other people do,
and you feel like, “how in the world could anybody have done #af ?” Think, “I’ve had
beginningless previous lifetimes—I probably did it too.”

R: When you do the dependent arising meditation, I'm still confused on something: is
“phenomena” everything? It’s easy to do the meditation with form—house and chairs and
things like that—but when you start doing things like pain—is pain a functioning thing?
VTC: Yes.

R: Or the ‘I’. The ‘mere I’.

VTC: Yes.

R: So pretty much everything? Is it all knowable things?

VTC: “Phenomena” means everything that is existent. Things that function arise depending
on causes. So, what are their causes? They also exist depending on parts. So, what are their
parts? They also exist depending on the mind that conceives and labels them. So, what label
am I giving to something?

R: So there’s probably nothing that...

VTC: Everything is dependent arising. Because if it wasn’t dependent arising, it would be
inherently existent.

R: How about things that don’t exist, like a rabbit with a horn on its head? (laughter)

VTC: They’re not dependent arisings because they don’t exist. Don’t worry about the
rabbit’s horn—it doesn’t exist. You can’t meditate on the dependent arising of something
that doesn’t exist. And you don’t need to worry about things that don’t exist either. What’s
a rabbit’s horn going to do to you? Your /dea of a rabbit’s horn might do something to
you—that exists. But don’t worry about rabbits” horns. “Phenomena” means existent.

R: In the dying process, especially when somebody has had time to prepare—e.g. it’s not an
accident—as they get closer to what we call death, the brain death, it’s serene and quiet, and
the mind gets subtler and subtler.... We hear that it’s important to cultivate a virtuous mind
at this time, it’s a real great opportunity and it’s really important to do that. It’s hard to
imagine what that consciousness is like—I mean even after a month of retreat, things have
slowed down a little, but it’s usually just random thoughts one after the other. You know
what I mean— wow, it’s a real crapshoot! (laughter) At that point, how do I create a virtuous
mind? I can’t even control it when...

VTC: I'm alive.

R: When I’'m in retreat! (laughter) It seems like I should pay attention to this.

VTC: Yes.

R: So my question is, what is a virtuous mind? Am I going to be thinking, “Oh I just lost all
the senses, now my mind is getting more subtle, ’'m going to go for bodhichitta right now”?
VTC: That’s the thing about familiarizing the mind with bodhichitta as much as possible,
familiarizing the mind with virtuous thoughts as much as possible. We’re so much critters of
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habit. In the process of dying, you don’t generate bodhichitta when you get to that subtle
stage, because at that point you’re not thinking, so you have to generate it beforehand. You
want to make it really habitual so that you can just keeping coming back to bodhichitta,
bodhichitta...

R: We should be just obsessed with that, it seems...

VTC: Yes. (laughter)

R: Some of us are slow, okay? (laughter)

VTC: Not obsessed as in you’re anxious, but in the sense that our mind is always on that.
New R: Is it reasonable then to do the Death Meditation and create the mind that has
virtuous thoughts, to acclimate that and keep it going?

VTC: Do the Death Meditation and do it different ways. Sometimes imagine that you’re
there and that somebody walks in the room who you don’t like, and you have your usual
feeling toward them—how are you going to practice at that moment when you’re dying?

R: Is it possible to know if you’ve purified something?

VTC: They say that signs of purifying a specific thing are that you might have recurring
dreams: not one time, but many times you dream of flying, or of riding on an elephant, or
you’re all dressed in white, or you’re drinking milk. Those are considered signs if you have
them repeatedly—those kind of things. Also, if you dream of the Three Jewels, if you’re
dreaming repeatedly of your teacher—virtuous dreams coming spontaneously can be
indicative of purification. But I think, in general, if you’re understanding the teachings
better, it indicates that you’ve been purifying. And if your mind is more tranquil, and if you
see that there’s more space in between something happening and your reaction, so that you
have more space to choose a reaction instead of being knee-jerk, then you know that some
purification is happening. O, if you just find yourself in a situation where you could be
doing things the same old way, just stopping yourself and saying, “let’s not do this.”

R: When I take refuge, I'm still not clear about ‘the dakinis of secret mantra yoga and the
heroes, heroines, and powerful goddesses’... I don’t get a feeling for them.

VTC: Okay, so when you’re taking refuge in the dakinis and the like...Think of them as part
of the sangha refuge. Think of them as practitioners who, when you will be in advanced
levels of the practice, they will manifest to help you.

R: Related to that question: Lati Rinpoche says that the dakinis of secret mantra yoga refers
to the mother tantras. ..

VTC: Yes.

R: I was wondering, what are the mother tantras and the father tantras?

VTC: That’s all in terms of highest yoga tantra. Is that your refuge verse in the sadhana?
Rs: Yes.

VTC: Oh, okay. That has a lot to do with highest class tantra. In highest class tantra, mother
tantras are, for example, Heruka and Vajrayogini. Father tantras are, for example,
Yamantaka. That doesn’t mean anything to you, but you asked, so I told you. (laughter)

R: So Vajrasattva is...

VTC: In highest class tantra, Vajrasattva is done with all the different sadhanas. The
Vajrasattva mantra can actually change according to which sadhana you’re doing.

Dedication of Merit.
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