
Traveling
the Path of

Compassion
His Holiness the Gyalwang Karmapa

A Commentary on
The Thirty-Seven Practices of a Bodhisattva 
by Ngulchu Thogme

Oral translation by Ringu Tulku and Michele Martin 
Translation of the Root Text and editing by Michele Martin

Volume 19 Number 2

D  E  N  S  A  L
Woodstock, New York

KTD Publications



T H E  V E R S E S

The Thirty-Seven Practices 
of a Bodhisattva
by Ngulchu Thogme Zangpo

a Namo Lokeshvaraya.
Seeing that all phenomena neither come nor go 
Yet seeking only to benefit living beings,
The supreme master and the Protector Chenrezik 
I honor continually with body, speech, and mind.

b Perfect buddhas, source of all benefit and happiness,
Arise through accomplishing the genuine Dharma;
Since this in turn depends on knowing how to practice,
The practices of a bodhisattva will be explained.

1 Now that we have a vessel of leisure and resources, so difficult
to find,

So that we may bring ourselves and others across the ocean 
of samsara,

Without a break during day or night
To listen, reflect, and meditate is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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Attachment to friends churns like water;
Aversion to enemies burns like fire.
Dark with ignorance—not knowing what to adopt or reject— 
To give up this homeland is the practice of a bodhisattva.

By leaving harmful places, afflictions gradually decline.
With no distractions, virtuous activity naturally grows.
With a clear mind, certainty in the Dharma arises.
To rely on solitude is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Everyone will part from relatives and old friends;
The wealth of long labor will be left behind;
The guest,consciousness, leaves its lodging, the body, behind: 
To give up concern for this life is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Make friends with these and the three poisons grow;
The activities of listening, reflecting, and meditating decline 
While love and compassion are destroyed.
To cast off bad friends is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Rely on this one and defects disappear;
Qualities increase like the waxing moon.
To cherish a genuine spiritual friend
More than our own body is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Captive themselves in the prison of samsara,
Whom could the worldly gods protect?
Therefore, when seeking protection, to go for refuge 
To the unfailing Three Jewels is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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8 The sufferings of the lower realms so difficult to bear
Come from misdeeds, thus the Buddha taught.
Therefore, even at the risk of our life,
Never to commit these actions is the practice of a bodhisattva.

9 Happiness in the three realms is like dew on a
blade of grass—

Its nature is to evaporate in an instant.
To strive for the supreme state of liberation 
That never changes is the practice of a bodhisattva.

10 From time beyond time, our mothers have cared for us;
Ifthey suffer, what good is our own happiness?
Thus, to liberate living beings beyond number,
To engender bodhichitta is the practice of a bodhisattva.

11 All suffering comes from wanting happiness for ourselves;
Perfect buddhas arise from the intention to benefit others. 
Therefore, to truly exchange our happiness
For the suffering of others is the practice of a bodhisattva.

12 If out of great desire someone steals all our wealth 
Or makes another do so,
To dedicate our body, possessions, and all merit of the 

three times
To this person is the practice of a bodhisattva.

13 Even if another were to cutoff our head 
Though we had not the slightest fault,
To take on their negativity
With compassion is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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14 Although someone broadcasts throughout a billion worlds 
A legion of unpleasant things about us,
In return, with a mind full of love,
To tell of their qualities is the practice of a bodhisattva.

15 Before a large crowd, if someone were to speak harsh words 
And expose our hidden faults,
To see this person as a spiritual friend
And bow with respect is the practice of a bodhisattva.

16 If another whom we cherished as our child 
Came tosee us as an enemy,
Like a mother whose child is gravely ill,
To love this person even more is the practice of a bodhisattva.

17 If people who are our equal or less 
Through pride would put us down,
With respect as for a teacher
To place them above us is the practice of a bodhisattva.

18 Though stricken with poverty and always scorned,
Plagued by grave illness and bad spirits too,
Not to lose heart but take on the misdeeds
And misery of all beings is the practice of a bodhisattva.

19 Although famous with crowds bowing down 
And affluent as a god of wealth,
To see samsara's riches as devoid of essence
And remain free of arrogance is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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20 Not conquering the foe of our anger
Yet fighting with enemies outside, well just make more. 
Therefore, with an army of love and compassion 
To tame our mind is the practice of a bodhisattva.

21 Desired objects are like water mixed with salt:
To the extent we enjoy them craving increases.
To give up instantly everything
That arouses attachment is the practice of a bodhisattva.

22 Things astheyappearareour own mind;
The mind itself is forever free of fabrications.
Knowing this, not to engage the attributes
Of a subject or object is the practice of a bodhisattva.

23 When encountering a pleasing object,
See it as a rainbow in summer—
A beautiful appearance, but not real—
To give up attachment is the practice of a bodhisattva.

24 All suffering is like our child dying in a dream;
To take these delusive appearances as real, how exhausting! 
Therefore, when dealing with difficult situations,
To see them as delusions is the practice of a bodhisattva.

25 If those aspiring to enlightenment give even their body away, 
What need is there to mention outer objects?
Therefore, without hope of return ora good result,
To be generous is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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26 If lacking discipline, we can't even help ourselves,
Wishing to benefit others is just a joke.
Therefore, to maintain a discipline
Free of desire for samsara is the practice of a bodhisattva.

27 For bodhisattvas aspiring to a wealth of virtue,
Anything that harms is a treasury of jewels.
Therefore, never turning aggressive or angry,
To be patient is the practice of a bodhisattva.

28 If Hearers and Solitary Realizers for their benefit alone 
Practice diligence as if their heads were on fire,
To develop diligence, the wellspring of all qualities 
That benefit every being, is the practice of a bodhisattva.

29 Knowing that deep insight fully endowed with calm abiding 
Completely conquers all afflictions,
To cultivate a concentration that transcends
The four formless states is the practice of a bodhisattva.

30 Without wisdom the five perfections 
Cannot bring forth full awakening.
To cultivate wisdom endowed with skillful means 
And free of concepts in the three domains is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

31 Not examining our confusion, we could masquerade
As a practitioner while not in harmony with the Dharma. 
Therefore, to continually examine our confusion 
And discard it is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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32 If afflictions compel us to fault other bodhisattvas,
We ourselves will be diminished.
Therefore, not to mention the faults of those 
Who have entered the Mahayana path is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

33 Disputes arise from wanting honor and gain;
The activities of listening, reflecting, and meditating decline. 
Therefore, to g ive u p attach men t to the homes 
Of friends, relatives, and donors is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

34 Harsh words trouble the minds of others 
And diminish a bodhisattva's conduct.
Therefore, to give up rough words
Not pleasing to others is the practice of a bodhisattva.

35 Once they've become a habit, afflictions resist their remedies. 
Alert attention, the noble being, seizes the weapon of an

antidote
And slays in a flash its enemy, every affliction—
Excessive desire and all the others; such is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

36 In brief, wherever weareand whatever we do,
While staying continually mindful and alert 
To the state of our mind,
To benefit others is the practice of a bodhisattva.

37 To dispel the suffering of limitless beings
With a wisdom not tainted by concepts of the three domains,
To dedicate for full awakening all merit
Gained by this effort is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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c Following the meaning of the sutras and treatises 
And the teachings of genuine masters too,
I have given these thirty-seven verses of a bodhisattva's 

practice
For the benefit of those who would train on this path.

d Since my intelligence is limited and little trained,
The artistry of this text will not please the learned.
Yet relying on the sutras and teachings of genuine masters, 
These practices,! trust, are free of confusion.

e For an inferior intellect like mine it is difficult
To measure the vast activity of a bodhisattva,
So I pray that genuine masters will tolerate 
All the defects here, the contradictions, non sequiturs,and 

so forth.

f By the virtue arising from these verses,
Through ultimate and relative bodhichitta,
May all beings become equal to the ProtectorChenrezik, 
Who dwells in neither extreme of existence or peace.

For the benefit of self and other, the monkThogme,a proponent of 
scriptures and reasoning, composed these verses at Ngulchu 
Rinchen Cave.
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What Is 
Genuine Practice?

Now that we have a vessel of leisure and resources, so 
difficult to find,

So that we may bring ourselves and others across the 
ocean of samsara,

Without a break during day or night 
To listen, reflect, and meditate is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

THE FIRST INSTRUCTION in The Thirty-Seven Practices of a 
Bodhisattva is about how to practice Dharma. In the begin­
ning, we must have the desire to practice, and then we lis­

ten or study in order to develop our understanding. Yet 
understanding is not enough. We also need confidence, a kind 
o f certainty, and for this, reflection is necessary. Gaining confi­
dence in the teachings and the practice of Dharma is also not 
enough. We have to blend it with our way of experiencing, and 
to do that, meditation is necessary. Therefore to practice the 
Dharma, we need to do three things: study, reflect, and meditate.
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The text states that since we have a very precious hum an 
body, now is the time we can practice Dharma. And to do this 
well, we need to know what to cultivate and what to eliminate 
from among all the things we usually do. Without the capacity 
to do certain things and abstain from others, we are not free to 
practice. But human beings do have this capacity and that is why 
a hum an life is the most suitable one for the practice of 
Dharma. We can see that some animals have very special qual­
ities and some can do unusual things. But it may not be possi­
ble for them consciously and consistently to engage one thing 
and abstain from another as hum an beings can, so animals are 
not really free to practice. As hum an beings, we have this special 
chance, a special freedom, so we need to work diligently and 
wholeheartedly, both day and night.

It is not enough to listen to the teachings with interest and 
attention. Even when we are not listening to teachings, we 
should keep our mind on the Dharma so that whatever arises in 
our m ind blends together with it. When we can do this, we are 
truly practicing. The text states that we should practice day and 
night without becoming distracted. How do we do that? How to 
practice so that our mind doesn't stray? To answer this, we need 
to know what constitutes the unmistaken practice of Dharma.

The Kadampas have a story about someone who wanted to 
practice the Dharma. He did not know how to practice, so at first 
he tried in a mistaken way, and only later did he find out what 
real practice is all about. The young man started by circumam­
bulating a stupa. Not looking here and there, he very diligently 
went around and around many times. He did this earnestly for 
a long while. Eventually, along came a great Kadampa master, 
who saw him and asked, "What are you doing here?"

The young man said, "I'm practicing Dharma. I'm circum­
ambulating the stupa."

The Kadampa master replied, "You're circumambulating.
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That's very good. But wouldn't it be better to do genuine 
Dharma practice?" The Kadampa master then went away, leav­
ing the young man perplexed.

He said to himself, "I thought I was practicing Dharma, but 
maybe this is not it. What, then, is Dharma practice?" He de­
cided that reading scriptures must be the way. He went to the li­
brary, took out some books, and began reading. He was reading 
with great dedication and reciting the scriptures, when again he 
met the Kadampa master.

Once more the master asked, "What are you doing?"
The practitioner said, "I'm reading scriptures and practicing 

Dharma."
The master replied, "That's very good. But wouldn't it be 

better for you to engage in genuine Dharma practice?"
Now the young man was quite confused, and he did not 

know what to do. So he thought about it and finally exclaimed, 
"That's it! Meditation! It's nothing more than that." So he went 
to a quiet corner and sat with his legs crossed, closed his eyes, 
and meditated, thinking that he was doing great practice.

But again the Kadampa master appeared and asked, "What 
are you doing here?"

"I'm practicing Dharma and meditating."
The master said, "It is very good to do some meditation. But 

wouldn't it be better if you really practiced the Dharma free of 
error?"

Now the practitioner was totally confounded, and asked, 
"What is real Dharma practice, then? It's not circumambulating 
the stupa. It's not reading scriptures. It's not meditating. What is 
it?"

The Kadampa master replied, "Cut through your attach­
ment. That is the practice of Dharma."

Like the person in  this story, many people want to practice, 
and they take up the preliminary practices of the ngondro. If we
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ask people what they did and what was the result o f  their prac­
tice, some will say, "Oh, it was very difficult when I did the pros­
trations. I sweated off a few pounds." These people will talk 
about how much effort they made and what difficulties and 
problems they had. If the result o f their practice was even bet­
ter, they might say, "Oh, it was great! It was so beautiful!" and 
they will talk about all the good feelings they had.

Then there are people who w ant to talk about an even 
higher attainment. They will say, "Oh, I had an incredible ex­
perience! I saw Vajrayogini dancing in front o f  me!" These peo­
ple will claim to see deities and have other special experiences. 
As a result, we may think that these signs are the results of prac­
tice, and since they happen to some people, they will happen for 
us as well. But these are not really the important results.

We all know that when we practice a lot and become a bit 
tired or upset, we can become unbalanced, and then all sorts of 
seemingly positive or negative things can appear in our mind. 
These are not necessarily the real signs of practice. The real sign 
of our practice should be how we work with our afflicting em o ­
tions. For example, we could recall, "Yesterday at nine o'clock 
someone did something awful to me and I was about to get 
angry, but then I reflected on it and didn't get angry." This kind 
of result shows whether or not our practice has actually become 
the antidote to our negative feelings and thoughts. This is very 
important, because sometimes we do not see what Dharma 
practice actually is and what it is really for. We do some practice, 
but we take another kind of outcome as the real result. This is a 
mistake we should not make.

Beyond Separation

Sometimes we talk about practicing the Dharma as if it were 
something to be done. We see our mind as one thing and 
Dharma practice as another: our mind is here while Dharma
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practice is over there. This is not true Dharma practice. When 
we talk about love and compassion, for example, we could 
think, "I have to generate love and compassion," as if we have 
to bring them in from someplace else, as if our mind as it is can­
not be love at that very moment. If we want to generate bodhi- 
chitta, it is this mind that we have right now that we should 
allow to arise as love and compassion. Compassion is not some­
where else: it is our present mind that is compassionate. 
Dharma practice is not something we do while our mind is else­
where. If that were the case, our practice could not have a trans­
formative effect on our mind. So this separation is the problem, 
whether we are trying to generate love and compassion or trying 
to work on our negative emotions. It is the same in every case: 
it has to happen in our mind, which, as it arises, is inseparable 
from love and compassion. When this happens, we are truly 
practicing Dharma.

It is important to distinguish between a meditation session 
and the time afterward. During the session, we completely con­
centrate on what we are doing, whether it is analyzing some­
thing or letting our mind settle into a meditative state. There is 
a saying in Tibetan that flesh and bones get mixed together; in 
other words, we become completely one with the practice. 
When the session finishes and the postsession period begins, 
the practice no longer occupies our mind completely. Never­
theless, we try to maintain some beneficial effect from the med­
itative state. Before we stop the session, we should make this 
intention: "After I finish this session, throughout the rest o f the 
day I will try to retain the flavor o f this experience and state of 
mind."

In this way, although our mind is not as intently focused as 
it is during a session of practice, we are still living within the 
effect. These two phases reinforce each other. The practice ses­
sion influences our whole day, and the way we live the entire
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day also helps to make the actual practice session more power­
ful and meaningful.

How do we practice at night? Obviously, we cannot have a 
session and then move into postsession. If we think too much 
before we sleep, we might not get to sleep at all. It is said that 
the sleep turns into whatever our state of our mind was just be­
fore we fell asleep. If our mental state was positive, sleep be­
comes positive; if it was negative, sleep becomes negative. When 
we are lying in bed at night, before we actually fall asleep, many 
of us think about what we have done during the day and plan 
w hat we are going to do tomorrow. We could take this time to 
sort out what we did during the day. What was virtuous and 
what was not? When we have separated one from the other, we 
can make a commitment that the next day we will try to increase 
positive actions and decrease negative ones. With that motiva­
tion, the whole night can turn into a positive practice. If we can 
go to sleep in this way, our sleep will not be useless or without 
purpose; it will turn into a positive state of mind, and thereby 
the power o f what is virtuous will increase.

This ends the first stanza of the thirty-seven practices, and 
now we need to move along. This is the twenty-first century and 
we should not get stuck in one place. We should go forward like 
a nice big car.



Exploring 
the Familiar

2
Attachment to friends churns like water;
Aversion to enemies burns like fire.
Dark with ignorance—not knowing what to adopt or 

reject—
To give up this homeland is the practice of a bodhisattva.

WHEN PEOPLE ARE CLOSE to us and material things are 
nearby, what often appear are attachment and its oppo­
site, aversion. When we become familiar with something 

that seems nice and agreeable, suited to our way of thinking, we 
become attached to it. If something bad happens to people or 
things connected with us, our mind becomes disturbed. This is 
easy to understand; however, it is also true that familiarity is also 
needed for aversion to arise. We cannot consider someone an 
enemy if we know nothing about her or him, because to say 
someone is bad, we need to know why. We count up all the neg­
ative things about someone before we see this person as our
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enemy, and therefore, even to have an enemy, we need a certain 
familiarity. When we conclude that something is not nice or 
does no t suit us, we see it as an enemy, setting it apart and de­
veloping an aversion to it. So both attachment and aversion 
stem from being familiar with their objects.

It is usually understood that familiarity happens when we 
are in the same place for a long time, and that is the way the 
Tibetan word pha yul, or "homeland," is used in this text. For 
example, I have left Tibet, but that does not mean that I have 
no aversion or attachment. When we talk about "homeland" as 
it is used here, we are not just talking about a home or a land; 
we are talking about a situation that serves to increase our aver­
sion or attachment. Therefore, the main instruction is to lighten 
the strong attachment and aversion that weigh on our mind.

However close we may be to a friend or however much we 
may think we know about a person, it is possible that we will 
find out something—a secret, a problem, or a mistake—that we 
did not know before. However good this friend may seem, he or 
she may have concealed faults and problems. By contrast, we 
may see nothing good in our enemy and think this person is 
just a heap o f faults. Yet however great our dislike may be, we 
could discover something we did not know. There may be some 
reason for being like that; for example, a situation, over which 
a person had no control, could have led him or her to behave 
badly. After all, if there was no reason for the person to be so 
negative, he or she would not have become our enemy.

It is better, therefore, not to look at friends or enemies from 
an extreme point of view—seeing a friend as completely good 
and an enemy as completely evil. Even though it may not be 
possible right now to view enemies and friends as equals, we 
should try to understand and react in a way that is not exces­
sive: our friend is not one hundred percent right and our enemy 
not one hundred percent wrong. This is the real subject o f this
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second instruction. It is not about abandoning our country; our 
place of residence is not what primarily determines the way we 
react. Even Thogme Zangpo would say he is from Tibet. The in­
structions are not about getting rid of our home or leaving our 
land; they concern avoiding extremes of attachment and aver­
sion when relating to our "friends" and "enemies."



C H A P T E R  8

Letting Go 
of Wor dly Concerns

3
By leaving harmful places, afflictions gradually decline.
With no distractions, virtuous activity naturally grows.
With a clear mind, certainty in the Dharma arises.
To rely on solitude is the practice of a bodhisattva.

So l i t u d e  IS EXTREMELY IMPORTANT, especially for calm 
abiding or shamatha meditation. It is usually said tha t if 
we find a nice solitary place and practice well for about 

three to five months, we will achieve calm abiding. It is some­
times even said that if we do not attain it within this time, we 
will not attain it at all, but that may not be completely true. For 
me personally, this kind of outer solitude is over with. The 
most solitude that I have is my own room, and even then there 
is not so much.

What is real solitude? It can be divided into inner and outer 
solitude. Whatever our personal situation may be, whether we
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live alone or with others, outer solitude is not enough, because 
it is something external, "out there," like a time when there is no 
crowd around us. But actually, outer solitude is not as important 
as inner solitude, since all disturbances come from within. There­
fore, it is more difficult to find inner solitude. We create our own 
crowd of thoughts that jostle our mind. Since they are within us, 
these distractions are not easily banished. Though difficult to 
find, inner solitude is the most important thing; outer solitude 
alone is not enough. Please try to find real solitude.

Everyone will part from relatives and old friends;
The wealth of long labor will be left behind;
The guest, consciousness, leaves its lodging, the body, 

behind:
To give up concern for this life is the practice o f a 

bodhisattva.

It is said that whether our Dharma practice is effective or not 
depends on whether we can give up our concern for this life, 
which is often described in terms of the eight worldly dharmas, 
(concerns about gain and loss, pleasure and pain, fame and 
oblivion, praise and blame). And it is during this life that we 
have the opportunity to work with them. We should not pro­
crastinate and think that we will do it later in this or another 
life In a key text of the Sakya tradition, Cutting Free of the Four 
Attachments, it is said that if we are attached to this life, we are 
not a genuine Dharma practitioner. The true Dharma practi­
tioner is free of clinging to this existence.

When we talk about this life's concerns (summarized by the 
eight worldly dharmas), we should understand why we need to 
work on giving them up. The reason is that they represent our 
attachments, the various ways we cling to all the things of this 
world. It does not matter whether these things seem to be nice
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or unpleasant, good or bad, beneficial or harmful. It is just our 
clinging to them —blindly without understanding or thinking— 
that disturbs our mind and fills us with apprehension.

Many of us like the Dharma and want to practice it. But 
often we practice seriously when we are unhappy and have some 
problems, so actually we are just trying to make ourselves hap­
pier. When we have back pain, we apply gels and get a massage, 
and then we feel a bit better. Our Dharma practice is a little like 
this. We think that it is something to do when there is a prob ­
lem, but our main attraction is to this life, to the world and all 
of its entertainments. We consider our worldly possessions cru­
cial to our lives, the very source of our happiness. Even if we do 
not think like this consciously, in the background of our mind, 
our unconscious attitude holds on to all these worldly things as 
if our happiness truly depended on them.

When we have this attitude, our Dharma practice starts to 
resemble the treatment of AIDS. I've been told that when one 
has AIDS, the food one eats first feeds the AIDS virus and only 
afterward, when the virus is satiated, does it go to the parts of 
our body that are healthy. Something like this happens when 
we practice Dharma with too much attachment to the eight 
worldly concerns. Like the AIDS virus, they receive most o f our 
attention, while the Dharma is second in line. Another example 
is that of our mind as a screen. When we project a movie on the 
worldly side of the screen, we get a bright array o f attractive im­
ages, but the Dharma side of the screen has nothing much on it. 
This is how we practice Dharma if our mind is preoccupied with 
mundane affairs.

Death Is Not the End

When looking at our lives, we need to see a continuum, a link­
age from childhood to the present and on into the future. If we 
did not see any continuation from this life into the next, we
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would have no reason not to regard this life's interests as the 
most important. There are numerous discussions about whether 
there is an afterlife or not. Reasonable arguments can be made 
on both sides and no one can say definitively that it is this way 
or that. But one thing we have found. Suppose we have a friend 
or someone we love deeply and that person dies or disappears. 
Because of our love for this person, it is very difficult, in fact al­
most impossible, to feel that this person is totally gone and 
never present in some way.

Most people have a feeling that the loved one who has 
passed away is somehow still available. We talk to them in our 
mind, we visit the place where they were cremated or buried, 
and we offer flowers while praying for their well-being. We 
dream that he or she is still alive; some may even see or feel the 
presence of a person who has passed away. It is a natural thing. 
This feeling is not something that comes from religion. It is our 
love that leads us to believe that there is something naturally 
inborn that is not finished when we die. Whether we are think­
ing about ourselves or about others, we have a very strong feel­
ing that there is something that does not end. We do not see 
ourselves as a candle that is finished when the last flame goes 
out, but as a torch, a light shining everywhere that can be trans­
ferred one bright flame to the next. I believe that this way of 
thinking is very important.

If we think that death is the end, we are filled with remorse 
and fear. But, to turn briefly to logic, if death is an end, then its 
cause must be birth, for we cannot have one without the other. 
In that case we should take birth to be as unfortunate as death 
and we would have to put a stop to all birthday celebrations. 
Seriously, however, we need not see death as the end, because 
death is a continuation of birth. Death is not nothingness or a 
blank state; it is the time when we transfer our light to another 
way of being. With this understanding, we can see that it is
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possible to dedicate our lives toward bringing light into the 
world for future generations as well as for our own future. If we 
can understand this, then death does not become an end, nor is 
it something to fear.



Negative and 
Positive Friends

s
Make friends with these and the three poisons grow;
The activities of listening, reflecting, and meditating 

decline
While love and compassion are destroyed.
To cast off bad friends is the practice of a bodhisattva.

AS WE GO THROUGH LIFE, we depend on our friends, and 
these friends can be positive or negative. When a friend is 
negative, it means that when we associate with this per­

son, some of our more positive and subtle habitual tendencies 
may be changed or destroyed. But this does not mean that 
through this friend, we become something completely different 
or that we are affected in an obviously negative way.

Further, when we talk about giving up negative friends, we 
are not necessarily talking about individual people; we can also 
be pointing to influences. On a deeper level, this verse is actu­
ally about our own mind and whether it is focused on positive
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things or turned toward negative ones. When our mind is in­
volved with the three poisons (ignorance, aversion, and exces­
sive desire), all our negative emotions expand, and their 
influence over us increases. Therefore, though we may try to 
avoid negative people, if our mind is unable to disconnect from 
our own poisons and inner negative influences, our practice will 
not go well.

Rely on this one and defects disappear;
Qualities increase like the waxing moon.
To cherish a genuine spiritual friend
More than our own body is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This verse speaks of a "good" friend, or positive influence, which 
we call a "spiritual friend." The 1 iterature of Buddhism discusses 
the many different qualities of a spiritual friend or teacher. From 
the Vinaya to the Vajrayana, a variety of spiritual characteristics 
are recommended, and it may not be easy to find someone who 
has them all. In fact, it is very difficult to find such a person. 
Nevertheless, we have to try to find someone who has fewer 
faults and weaknesses and more positive qualities.

The last two lines of this stanza tell us how to relate to this 
person, which is to "cherish a genuine spiritual friend more than 
our own body." It is important, however, that we do not make a 
mistake here but relate to our spiritual friend in a correct way. 
When we are searching for the right guide, it is said that we 
should not choose too soon and that we should stay focused on 
our purpose, not accepting just anyone we meet who is called a 
teacher. It is not necessary to take someone as a spiritual friend 
immediately. Nevertheless, once we have decided to relate to 
someone as our teacher, we should not continue to look around. 
In brief, we should search first and be very clear about our deci­
sion, and only then relate to someone as our spiritual friend.
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Not choosing a spiritual friend too soon means that when 
we start searching, we consider whether a person has all, or most 
of, the qualities of a teacher. This is the focus of our investiga­
tion, not whether we like the person or not. If we are preoccu­
pied with our likes and dislikes and do not examine someone's 
qualifications as a spiritual friend, we will not know whether 
we are attracted to a good person or a bad person, to someone 
who has the necessary qualities or not. We could like someone 
who does not measure up, and without knowing it, we could 
be relating to an unqualified person. For that reason, we should 
not be too hasty in choosing a spiritual friend.

Once we have accepted someone as our spiritual friend, 
however, we search no more. We should already have done 
whatever tests were necessary to find out whether the qualities 
of this potential teacher were greater than his or her faults, and 
at that point we should have made our decision. Having done 
this, we stop evaluating the teacher. At this point, there is no 
benefit in continuing to test, because now we have to relate to 
that person as our guide. How do we do this? We do not think, 
"The Buddha said it is good to have a spiritual friend, so I must 
have one." Here, it is not just our head but our feelings that 
come into play. This connection with a teacher has to come 
from our heart in a living way and to spring from our deepest as­
piration. We relate with our whole being to discover how our 
practice can benefit from this relationship. "What do I have to 
learn?" "What is my real interest?" It is our experience that will 
give us the answer, not endless examination.

It is a little like loving someone. We do not love a person 
because we have been told that we must love them. We love 
someone because it flows from our heart. In the same way, re­
lating to the spiritual friend has to come from our heart and res­
onate with our deepest purpose in life. When this happens, we 
receive the benefits of an authentic relationship with a spiritual
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friend. Otherwise, if we keep on examining, we will create a dis­
tance between ourselves and our teacher.

Further, since every hum an being has a positive side and a 
negative side, both qualities and faults, we will certainly find 
some faults; there is no hum an being who is free o f every fault. 
If we find some faults in our new spiritual friend, we might seek 
out another teacher and begin anew with another chapter. Again 
we will go through the whole process of investigation and test­
ing, and again we will find faults, so the process will just keep 
on repeating itself. We could spend our whole life trying to find 
the right spiritual friend and never receive any of the benefits 
this relationship has to offer.



C H A P T E R  1 0

Going for Refuge

Captive themselves in the prison of samsara,
Whom could the worldly gods protect?
Therefore, when seeking protection, to go for refuge 
To the unfailing Three Jewels is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

IN SOME COUNTRIES, there are ancient ways that are not nec­
essarily part of an established religious or philosophical tra­
dition, but belong to a kind o f animism. If people see an 

impressive rock, they think there is something special there. An 
outstanding tree several hundred years old is thought to be ex­
traordinary. This kind of worship relies on worldly gods, ele­
mental spirits, and so forth, which people see as being external 
to themselves and at the same time very powerful. Not taking re­
sponsibility for their own future, people make prayers to these 
spirits or beings, putting their whole life in another's hands.

To a certain extent, these practices can have a positive effect.
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In Tibet people point to a m ountain  and say, "This mountain is 
such-and-such a god." The benefit of this is that it helps to pro­
tect the environment. If the mountain is sacred, it cannot be de­
stroyed or harmed. In this way not only is the environment 
protected, but many animals living on the m ountain are saved 
as well. When I was young, we children were told that there were 
deities and spirits in the mountains. When we went near these 
special places, we felt that we had to behave ourselves and not 
make too much noise. We had learned a certain principle or 
code that was beneficial to the land where we lived.

In Buddhism, however, our approach to seeking protection 
is different. We can understand what protection or refuge 
essentially is through the example of our daily lives. We can see 
that for the most part our parents have protected us from the 
time we were bom. In Buddhism, we take this a step further and 
say that we ourselves are our own protectors. We are the ones 
who give ourselves refuge, for example, from suffering. When 
we die, we are the ones who must make the effort to maintain 
clarity and awareness w ithout depending on anyone else. 
However, this is quite difficult, so in the beginning we rely on 
others.

What should this "other" be like? It should be someone 
who desires to benefit us and does not deceive. The Three Jew­
els—the Buddha (the teacher), the Dharma (the teachings), and 
the Sangha (the community)—are like this: they are stable and 
trustworthy. In taking refuge, we enter into a reciprocal rela­
tionship: the Three Jewels give us the protection of being a 
refuge, and we in turn give them  our trust. When we go for 
refuge, we think of all Three Jewels, understanding that the Bud­
dha is like a doctor, the Dharma is like his medicine, and the 
Sangha is like a nurse.

In general, there are four reasons to take refuge. One is to 
free ourselves from samsara; the second is to free others from
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their fears; the third is to develop compassion that is not at­
tached to those who are close (friends and relatives) and so 
avoid feeling a separation from those who are far (enemies); 
and the fourth reason is that our compassion will grow and ex­
tend beyond the world that we know to all living beings. Seeing 
how the Buddha embodied all these qualities, we understand 
by implication that his teachings and those who follow them 
are precious, so we go for refuge to all three—the Buddha, the 
Dharma, and the Sangha.

Of the Three Jewels, however, the Dharma is considered 
most important. Sometimes, we have strange ideas about the 
Buddha. We go to him for refuge and then think that he will ex­
tend his large hand down from the sky and lift us out of sam- 
sara. Actually, the Buddha came into the world, taught the path 
to liberation, and then passed away. Since we cannot go looking 
for him now, what should we do? We can rely on the Dharma 
he bequeathed to us and practice as much as possible this path 
to full awakening. The Dharma is the Buddha's representative. 
If we put into practice the meaning of his words, it is the same 
as if the Buddha were present and we could see him and hear 
him teaching us. This is why the Dharma is so important.

The community of practitioners (sangha in Sanskrit) is 
known in Tibetan as gendun, which literally means "those who 
aspire to virtue." In the strict sense of the term, it refers to those 
who abide on the bodhisattva levels. In another sense, it refers 
to a gathering of a m inim um  of four monastics, because the 
Buddha has stated that when four are assembled, it is as if he 
himself were present. However, the term can also refer to our 
friends on the path. Friends are important, both  in the m un ­
dane world and in the world of Dharma. I have heard that peo­
ple make close connections on the battlefield and have war 
buddies. But our goals are different. Lifetime after lifetime, we 
are seeking the level of full awakening, and our friends are those
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who share our interests, who are involved in the deep questions 
of life just as we are. However, even if our excellent friends abide 
on bodhisattva levels, they will not benefit us if we do not know 
how to rely on our own deeper thoughts. Further, if we happen 
to have negative friends, through our kindness and intelligence, 
we can lead them to develop positive qualities without being 
affected by their faults.

Ultimately, we are our own refuge. This means that we are 
responsible for protecting ourselves, that no one else can do 
this. We ourselves must clearly understand what to take up and 
what to give up and then actually do it. This is the true practice 
of Dharma. It creates the causes and conditions for our happi­
ness and, further, for attaining wisdom, compassion, and the 
ability to help others.

So we examine and then broaden our comprehension, cul­
tivating within ourselves our own ways of being compassionate 
and wise. With method and wisdom in harmony, we develop 
the ability to work for the benefit of both ourselves and others. 
In this way, through our own effort we can protect ourselves and 
transcend suffering. As we have seen, we also depend on the 
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. But in the end, full awakening 
depends on us, because in the main, we are the ones responsi­
ble. Focused inward on our own minds, we watch carefully, 
learning what to discard and what to develop. This under­
standing is the root, the essence, of refuge.



The Karma of 
Happiness and Suffering

The sufferings of the lower realms so difficult to bear 
Come from misdeeds, thus the Buddha taught.
Therefore, even at the risk of our life,
Never to commit these actions is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

THIS s t a n z a  is a b o u t  k a r m a ,  or cause and effect. If our ac­
tion is positive, its result will be positive. If our action is 
harmful, the result will be harmful. All actions produce 

their corresponding results in a similar way, because karma is 
action and reaction. Like water flowingdown or smoke floating 
up, it is something natural, and we cannot argue about it or 
change the way it functions. Therefore, we should find out 
which causes are beneficial and which are harmful, and act ac­
cordingly.

The lower realms have been described as deep underneath 
us or far away from the earth. But we can find smaller versions
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of these realms in this very world, right before our eyes. It is not 
necessary to look below the earth or anywhere else, because war 
and famine are happening right now, and they are exactly what 
has been described as the misery of the lower realms. All of this 
suffering and pain comes from the terrible situations we know 
through personal experience or through the media. This is a fact. 
It is not something that I am saying to scare people or claiming 
to be true because it fits my way of thinking. Karma, or cause 
and effect, is a natural process, and it is one we should under­
stand in depth.

For our own good, we learn what causes joy or pain and 
then follow this understanding into action. Practicing like this 
is not just for our own future benefit but also for the future of 
our children and all the generations to come. We must make a 
serious effort not to do anything that brings suffering and pain 
to ourselves or others, such as killing and war.

If we will refrain from negative actions—for example, the 
ten negative actions taught in Buddhism (killing, stealing, lying, 
and so forth)—we will naturally create an environment that will 
bring more happiness and more peace into each individual's 
life as well as to entire countries and then the whole world.

Happiness in the three realms is like dew on a 
blade of grass—

Its nature is to evaporate in an instant.
To strive for the supreme state of liberation 
That never changes is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Understanding the impermanence of all phenom ena in the 
three realms (the desire realm, the form realm, and the formless 
realm) impels us toward liberation. It is crucial for us to under­
stand that liberation has everything to do with our mind. Ex­
ternal things—outer happiness and suffering or the conditions
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that bring them about—cannot be easily changed Our body 
and external things are always limited. For example, we could 
train in a sport such as the long jump, and we could get better 
and better at it, but there is a boundary: we cannot go beyond 
the physical limits o f the body. The mind, however, is free from 
such limitations, and its power can develop continuously. If we 
are trying to make this life better, but limit the progress that we 
can make within our mind, that would be very sad, even de­
pressing. Our perspective and our vision should be limitless so 
that our mind can evolve and attain liberation, which is vast 
and beyond measure.

From time beyond time, our mothers have cared for us;
If they suffer, what good is our own happiness?
Thus, to liberate living beings beyond number,
To engender bodhichitta is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Sometimes we think that if we had lots of money, we would be 
perfectly happy. But we all know that this is not the case. Even 
when we have money, happiness and satisfaction do not come 
so easily. Once I saw a documentary about a small girl who 
needed to have blood transfusions, but her family did not have 
the money to pay for them. So all of her school friends, who 
wereyoung children, helped by selling their toys. Whatever pre­
cious ones they had—teddy bears, dolls, or stuffed animals— 
they sold and gave all the money to help her.

Now, children have very strong feelings about their toys. I 
even heard that once, when a family's house was collapsing, a 
child ran back in to get his favorite toy. When these school­
children sacrificed their own toys to collect m oney for their 
friend, it was not a small thing. Although materially it might 
not have am ounted to much, for them it was huge. As I watched 
this film, I was thinking that I could give a donation. But if I
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did, I would feel ashamed, for even if I gave many millions, 
compared to the gifts that the children gave from their heart 
with so much love and sacrifice, my gift would not amount to 
anything.

This verse underlines the importance of knowing that real 
satisfaction does not come from having an easy life and plenty 
of money. These days I have a fairly comfortable life, even peace 
of mind, but that alone does not give me the greatest sat­
isfaction. Real satisfaction comes when I can do something that 
really helps someone else without any hope o f getting some­
thing in return, such as fame or a good reputation. The chance 
to give people something that truly benefits them does bring 
the greatest satisfaction.



Exchanging 
Self for Other

11
All suffering comes from wanting happiness for ourselves; 
Perfect buddhas arise from the intention to benefit others. 
Therefore, to truly exchange our happiness 
For the suffering of others is the practice of a bodhisattva.

THIS s t a n z a  IS ABOUT exchanging whatever we have that is pos­
itive for whatever others have that is not. Why is it true that 
all the suffering in the world comes from wishing happiness 

for ourselves alone? If we concentrate only on our own comfort 
and happiness, we become self-centered and arrogant, and sooner 
or later this leads to suffering. This much is clear to us all.

But when we say that wishing happiness for others brings us 
happiness, what do we mean by "other"? An obvious answer is all 
living beings who are not ourselves. We can also observe that life 
cannot possibly go on without the flow of giving and taJdng among 
all these forms of life. Our own breathing is an example of this. 
What we exhale is good for some other living things, and in turn 
what they exhale is good for us. There are numerous ways that
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living beings depend on one another. We know this intellectu­
ally, but do not understand it in a practical, experiential way And 
when we do not actually live our lives with this expansive sense 
of give and take, our practice becomes the opposite of what we 
think we believe; for example, it runs counter to our ideas of in­
terdependence or benefiting others. Furthermore, our holding 
back from giving keeps us from receiving.

We may talk about the equality of ourselves and others, or 
exchanging ourselves with others, but we do not understand 
that this happens in everyday life. We think that it is something 
special or extraordinary, yet it is happening in our lives on a 
daily basis. We give something, and that opens the possibility of 
receiving: we naturally receive something when we give. This is 
how we live, whether it is in the business world, in our social 
lives, or in any other context. Giving and taking is happening 
all the time. Living is dependent on giving: we give and therefore 
we receive. This interdependence is natural; however, it takes a 
special effort to train our mind to know this well enough so that 
our understanding is clear and strong.

It is cherishing ourselves that blocks this knowing. When 
something good occurs, we may think, "This is happening be­
cause of me. It's all due to my talent and energy." This makes 
"me" way too important. This is not to say that we should not 
do something for ourselves or that we do not have to care for 
ourselves. Of course, we have to take care o f ourselves, but it 
should not be in an extreme way—caring for ourselves alone 
and attaching too much importance to our own aims and de­
sires. If we think, "I'm the top priority. They are farther down 
the line," that is a problem. We need to practice letting others 
come to the fore and letting ourselves melt into the background.

The Actual Practice

The meditation practice of sending and receiving (tonglen) is a
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way to reverse cherishing ourselves. The practice of giving and 
taking puts less emphasis on our own interests and gives greater 
priority to the interests of others. As we meditate, we exhale, giv­
ing out everything positive we have, and inhale, taking on every­
thing negative from others. For example, to start this practice, 
we might visualize others who are in difficult situations or place 
a photograph of people who are sick in front of us. A common 
way of practicing tonglen is to take in the disease, pain, or prob­
lems of a person who is in difficulty. Through our two nostrils 
we breathe in these negative aspects as a black cloud or a very 
dark and murky solution.

Some of us might think that if we are taking from someone 
who has a knee pain, for example, we would almost feel that 
pain in our knee. If we are taking from someone who has a 
headache or problem in their brain, we would feel a little un­
easiness in our own head. This is often considered to be au­
thentic tonglen practice. However, this is not necessarily the 
right kind of practice, because the exchange of our happiness 
for o ther’s suffering is not about giving pain to our body or 
problems to ourselves. The point of the practice is to diminish 
clinging to ourselves. So it is not that we attack or harm our own 
well-being—this is not really tonglen practice.

We might say that the actual practice starts with viewing our 
mind as if it had two parts. One part thinks, "I want to be happy 
and want others to be happy, too." This is the reasonable part of 
our mind. But there is another part that thinks, T m  the only 
one. It's just me that needs happiness and well-being." This part 
is all about "I," "me," and "myself alone." It is the part o f our 
mind that we need to work on.

There are many other ways to do this visualization. One is 
to imagine a candle as the negative aspects of our mind, such as 
being self-centered. Everything negative is absorbed into the 
flame. Through practicing over time, this self-cherishing state of



74 Traveling the Path of Compassion

mind is diminished and eventually eliminated. This process will 
not affect us in a negative way; it only affects our self-absorption, 
the mistaken way of grasping on to ourselves. The self- 
cherishing "I" that we visualized as a candle was created by our 
imagination, so we are not actually harming ourselves but still 
working on reducing our ego-fixation.

Furthermore, according to traditional logic, this self-cen­
tered, autonomous "I" does not truly exist, because an "I" can 
only exist in relationship to something else, for example, an­
other person or an object, so this "I" is not independent and 
unitary. It is impossible for an isolated "I" to truly exist; it is only 
present in dependence on something else.

Through this practice of exchange, we come to see that self 
and other are equal; our interest and that of others are equal. 
We make a strong aspiration prayer that others receive every­
thing positive that we have, whatever it may be—long life, 
riches, power, and so forth. We wish all of this for others and feel 
that they receive it. This kind o f meditative training benefits 
both ourselves and others. It is important to understand that it 
is not the case that our positive qualities, such as the length o f 
our life or our positive energy, are carried over like some object 
and given to others, nor are these positive qualities ever ex­
hausted, because they belong to who we truly are.

Wishing something good for others and making dedica­
tions for their benefit come from a powerful wish that is based 
on a positive motivation. This is why others might receive some­
thing while we do not lose anything. Indeed, there are many 
reasons to believe that others do get some benefit out of this, 
and that is why tonglen is a very important practice. However, 
the main reason for this practice is to reduce our own selfish 
concerns and to increase our intention to wish others well. This 
is the real focus of the practice.



Dealing 
with Adversity

12
If out of great desire someone steals all our wealth
Or makes another do so,
To dedicate our body, possessions, and all merit of the 

three times
To this person is the practice of a bodhisattva.

IF ALL OUR POSSESSIONS WERE STOLEN, we would naturally call the 
police. Nothing else would come to mind. But there is another 
way to deal with it, as this story about a robbery inTibet shows. 

It comes from Lhathok, the area of my home in Eastern Tibet.
A man from Lhathok was traveling in his hom e territory 

when robbers fell upon him and stole everything he had, in­
cluding his horse. There was nothing left but a cup with a silver 
lining, which he kept in his inner pouch. As the robbers were 
about to leave, the man took out this cup and said to the rob­
bers, "Precious robbers please take this also. I know that we peo­
ple from Lhathok are always traveling and you might need a cup
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on the road." So he gave it to them, even though they had over­
looked it at first.

The point here is that we usually think we own the things we 
have. It is true that they are our possessions but eventually they go 
here and there. Things are passed around, so clinging to our pos­
sessions does not make sense. If we place too much importance on 
possessions and people want to rob us, we could fight them and 
in the process lose not only our possessions but also our very life.

We should know what has a greater value. We should not 
risk our lives for something, such as the various things we have 
accumulated, that is not as significant as life itself. Possessions 
are only relatively important. The point here is that, even if we 
lose our possessions, we should not be too affected by it and 
dedicate them to the people who have taken them away. This is 
the practice of a bodhisattva.

13
Even if another were to cut off our head 
Though we had not the slightest fault,
To take on their negativity
With compassion is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This is extremely difficult to do, so let us leave this practice to 
very highly realized beings. There is no need to explain it.

14
Although someone broadcasts throughout a billion worlds 
A legion of unpleasant things about us,
In return, with a mind full of love,
Totell of their qualities is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This is also difficult. Being insulted and slandered throughout a 
billion worlds would probably be too hard for us to handle. 
Even w hen som eone right in front of us says bad things about 
us, our expression changes and our face turns red. Yet, if a per­
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son were to say something bad about us while they were not in 
our presence, we would not hear it and therefore not be both ­
ered by these words. So it is best not to listen to insults. If we 
cannot avoid it and someone puts us down right to our face, it 
is better to turn our attention elsewhere and not heed what they 
say. If we pay attention to them, we could become angry, and 
once anger arises it is very difficult to subdue. Therefore, the best 
thing for beginners is to avoid listening to negative talk about 
themselves. If we do hear something unpleasant, we can ignore 
it and concentrate on something else.

Before a large crowd, if someone were to speak harsh 
words

And expose our hidden faults,
To see this person as a spiritual friend
And bow with respect is the practice of a bodhisattva.

If a person is straightforward and says something true that we do 
not like to hear, we could become quite upset. Later, however, 
when we think it over and look honestly at our mind, we real­
ize that he or she was actually right and we did make a mistake. 
When that happens, we can revise our stance and shift our way 
of thinking. We do not necessarily take that person as a teacher, 
but we can learn from him or her and find some useful instruc­
tion in what was said.

16
If another whom we cherished as our child 
Came to see us as an enemy,
Like a mother whose child is gravely ill,
To love this person even more is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

It is very difficult when someone we have trusted completely
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turns on us. It is one of the most painful things that can happen 
to anyone. However, as we discussed earlier, it is always possible 
that hidden, in even the people closest to us are secrets or feel­
ings that we do not know about. There may be some reason the 
person changed, some justification for their action. We do not 
know, but we should seek an explanation, because people have 
their own reasons for acting as they do.

17
If people who are our equal or less 
Through pride would put us down,
With respect as for a teacher
To place them above us is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This is not to say that we have to bear any insult like a cow. No 
matter how much they are put down, cows cannot reply or do 
anything else, so they do not react. We do not have to be passive 
like that. What this stanza means is that when someone insults 
us, we should not react with anger. If we are overpowered by our 
negative emotions, we become unbalanced and lose control, 
and this should not happen. It is better to be stable and cen­
tered within ourselves so that we can respond in a good way, 
based on who we actually are. Some people with a mild nature 
have a way of saying "I'm sorry" that is nicely done, and other 
people have a more direct way of talking. Whatever our charac­
ter may be, we do not have to keep on enduring insults and 
doing nothing at all. We can respond to an insult without los­
ing our balance or letting negative emotions take over.

Of course, we have to respect others, but before we show 
someone the same respect that we would give to a teacher, we 
should respect ourselves. If we do not regard ourselves as worth­
while, if we put ourselves down, we will not be able to value 
and respect others. Therefore, we begin by showing respect to 
ourselves, and then we will be able to do the same for others.
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Though stricken with poverty and always scorned,
Plagued by grave illness and bad spirits too,
Not to lose heart but take on the misdeeds
And misery of all beings is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This stanza is about not getting discouraged even if we are very 
poor and have no possessions; even if people scorn us and we 
are sick; and even if terrible things happen to us all at once. We 
can relate to these situations by knowing that Dharma practi­

tioners need experiences, even when they are all negative, be­
cause they give us knowledge. Through experience we learn what 
to do and not to do, as well as what behavior needs improve­
ment for the next time. Planning for our future is filtered 

through the experience we have gained.
Whatever our negative situation may be, we need to take a 

long-term view and sustain our hope with an aspiration, which 
could be a goal that we seek or a way that we want to be. Our as­
piration is like a spy keeping an eye out for opportunities. In 
the olden days, a spy would sit on a high mountain and survey 
everything that was happening. Looking down the road into the 
future and maintaining our hope is like that watcher. When an 
opportunity arises that fits our plan, we can call on our experi­
ence to take advantage of it. When experience and hope join to­
gether, whatever difficult, negative, or tragic situations occur in 

our life, we can always pull ourselves together and start anew.

Although famous with crowds bowing down 
And affluent as a god of wealth,
To see samsara's riches as devoid of essence 
And remain free of arrogance is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.
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Sometimes we can become arrogant, so here is an example of 
what we could do about it. Suppose there is a big ocean that has 
a whole variety of things in it and a small child is playing at the 
edge of the water. One day the child finds some colorful peb­
bles. Another day it finds different kinds of shells. On still an­
other day it comes upon some precious stones. Whatever the 
child finds makes it happy—pebble, shell, or gem. It is very ex­
cited about all its discoveries, but nonetheless the child does 
not think that it has found all the riches in the whole ocean.

This is a good way to be, for even though we may have and 
know a lot, we should not think, "I have everything." "I know 
everything." Obviously, this is not the case. If we know some­
thing and become too proud of it, we become arrogant and that 
always closes doors and blocks opportunities. Furthermore, even 
when we know something and we know that we know it, we 
will find that when we discuss it with others, they might have 
another opinion. They might have an unusual way of describing 
something or a different way of presenting it, and we can learn 
from these differences. We will have a new experience and ex­
pand our understanding.

Although the text says that we should not be arrogant, that 
does not mean that we have to be timid. If we do not know, we can 
say that we do not know and do so with a sense of confidence.
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Not conquering the foe of our anger
Yet fighting with enemies outside, well just make more.
Therefore, with an army of love and compassion
To tame our mind is the practice of a bodhisattva.

OUR ANGER IS OUR ACTUAL ENEMY. It is an obstacle that cuts 
us off from the cause of higher states of rebirth and the de­
finitive excellence that is liberation. If we do not tame it, 

then outer enemies will simply multiply. They will increase to 
the same extent that we try to overpower them. And they could 
present a danger to our lives and to our ability to keep any of the 
three sets o f vows (individual liberation, bodhisattva, and 
tantric) we may have taken.

Since we are the ones who make one another into enemies, 
they can proliferate without limit. By creating such projections, 
we are engaging in actions that are detrimental. Why is this so? 
Because there is not one living being who has not been our

^
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m other or father, and therefore they should all be the objects of 
our compassion. On the other hand, there is not one living 
being who has not been our enemy. In this way, all living beings 
are equally our friends and enemies, so being attached to some 
and feeling hatred for others makes no sense. Through a mind 
that sees this equality, we should tame the enemy of our own 
anger with an army of great compassion. This is the practice of 
a true bodhisattva.

21
Desired objects are like water mixed with salt:
To the extent we enjoy them craving increases.
To give up instantly everything
That arouses attachment is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Pleasurable objects are usually listed as falling into five different 
categories: attractive forms, pleasant sounds, fragrant smells, de­
licious tastes, and pleasing objects of touch. Like salty water, 
they cannot satisfy our desires. To the extent that we enjoy these 
objects, to that same extent will we be tormented by our desir­
ing. Not only are we not satisfied, but our desires increase. For 
example, if someone suf fering f rom thirst drinks salt water, their 
thirst will not be quenched and, further, they will want to drink 
even more. This is how craving expands.

The verse continues: "to give up instantly everything that 
arouses attachment...." Giving up attachment to our enjoyment 
of pleasurable objects can be illustrated with the following ex­
ample. As we move through our daily lives, we experience a va­
riety of objects that engage our senses. When we are focused on 
one o f these and feel attachment to it, we should quickly aban­
don it. Why so? Because eliminating any object that causes af­
flictions to appear is an effective way of suppressing these 
negative emotions. In my own experience, for example, when I 
receive something that I like very much, I immediately try to
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pass it on to someone else. Holding on to things we strongly 
desire will just cause problems.

Things as they appear are our own mind;
The mind itself is forever free o f fabrications.
Knowing this, not to engage the attributes
Of a subject or object is the practice of a bodhisattva.

If, with valid reasoning, we were to look for an inherent nature 
in the whole range of phenomena that appear as objects for our 
sensory experience, we would not find a single one that has its 
own essence. This is because these objects are all imputed by 

our conceptual mind, or, following the first line of the verse, we 

could say these objects are just an appearance of our mind. And 
the mind itself, the true nature o f mind, is "forever free o f fab­

rications." Analyzing with reasonings found in the Abhidharma 
or the Mahayana, we will find that no phenom enon can be es­
tablished as having an essence through any kind o f mental con­
struct or fabrication. These are often summarized into what are 
called "the four extremes": arising from itself, arising from 
something other, arising from a combination of the two, or aris­

ing from neither.
By engaging in such an analysis, we can look into how we 

grasp on to the attributes, or characteristics, of a subject and an 

object. Over time, we will come to see that the outer appre­
hended object and the inner apprehending mind are the result 
o f habitual patterns that cling to phenom ena as real. If we can 
bring to an end the mental activity, or conceptualizing, that re­
sults from these habitual patterns, we can rest in meditative con­
centration with a one-pointed focus on reality itself. This is the 

profound practice o f a bodhisattva.
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23
When encountering a pleasing object,
See it as a rainbow in summer—
A beautiful appearance, but not real—
To give up attachment is the practice of a bodhisattva.

When a beautiful and pleasing form is experienced by ordinary 
individuals, it appears differently to each one. Further, what is 
pleasing and what is not pleasing arise in connection with one 
another: it is not possible for them to arise separately. When a 
desired object appears along with its characteristics and habit­
ual patterns, the danger arises that in becoming attached to it, 
we will create a state o f  mind convinced o f something that is 
not true: we think that the object is real. To curb this tendency, 
we should realize that just like a rainbow in summer, these ap­
pearing objects have no essence.

When we speak of a summer rainbow, almost anyone will 
know that it is like an illusion and not truly existent. As we have 
seen in looking at dependent arising, when something pleasant 
appears to our mind, what is unpleasant is not far away. How­
ever, it is especially the case that when something attractive starts 
to appear, we direct powerful thoughts toward it and take an il­
lusory phenom enon to be real. Therefore, bodhisattvas practice 
giving up attachment.

All suffering is like our child dying in a dream;
To take these delusive appearances as real, how 

exhausting!
Therefore, when dealing with difficult situations,
To see them as delusions is the practice of a bodhisattva.

There are times we are so completely absorbed in a pleasant ob­
ject that if something unpleasant comes along, we do not
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experience that unpleasantness or any negative feeling. More 
commonly, however, due to our habitual patterns, anger and 
other negative emotions do arise, and then we need to rely on 
a variety of antidotes. By the mere fact of being alive, we will ex­
perience suffering, such as not getting what we want and getting 
what we do not want. When we meet up with suffering, we need 
to orient ourselves in a direct and useful way. In brief, when suf­
fering arises, this is as illusory as a beloved child dying in a 
dream. From time immemorial, habitual patterns that take 
things to be real have surfaced in our mind, and these confused 
appearances are arising without a break. Since all the appear­
ances we meet are like this, the potential for suffering is 
unlimited.

It is this clinging to things that creates an ongoing current 
o f  suffering, which, however, is not necessary. It arises due to 
the fact that although we perceive separate appearances, these 
perceptions happen so swiftly that they seem to be flowing to­
gether in a single stream, and this we take to be truly existent. 
However, if we turn and look from the perspective of the ap­
pearance itself, we can see that it is not truly established; it is 
neither stable nor enduring. Therefore, when our mind reaches 
out and grasps things as real, we are the ones who are creating 
the conditions for our own suffering. For all these good reasons, 
to see all appearances as illusion-like, not taking them to be real, 
is the practice of a bodhisattva.
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The Six Perfections

If those aspiring to enlightenment give even their body 
away,

What need is there to mention outer objects?
Therefore, without hope of return ora good result,
To be generous is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Th e  n e x t  s t a n z a s  d e s c r i b e  the six perfections, or the six 
paramitas, the first of which is generosity. Many religions 
and spiritual paths agree on the importance o f giving, be­

cause we can all see that this benefits others directly. For Bud­
dhism, in particular, being generous is important because it 
directly counteracts our attachments.

When we help others, we should do so with an intelligence 
that is able to analyze the situation. True generosity requires 
some wisdom—a clear understanding of ourselves who are giv­
ing, what we are giving, and to whom  we are giving. If we give 
using our intelligence, then generosity benefits both ourselves
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and others. We should not give just for the sake of giving or 
from an old habit. Further, in the process of giving, we should 
not become distracted, for losing our focus diminishes the scope 
and effect of our activity. When we are generous and wise, our 
giving benefits others and also helps us to deepen our practice 
as we move along the path.

If lacking discipline, we can't even help ourselves,
Wishing tobenefit others is just a joke.
Therefore, to maintain a discipline
Free o f desire for samsara is the practice of a bodhisattva.

When misunderstood, the perfections can have a darker side, 
which is metaphorically called a "demon." The downside of 
the perfection of discipline is called "the demon of austerity"— 
taking on discipline as a hardship and making it into a strug­
gle. Done right, discipline is taken on joyfully and with a clear 
understanding o f why engaging in it is good. For example, 
many people nowadays have given up eating meat. Why would 
we do that? We should not become vegetarian just because 
someone says we should, or because the Buddha taught that 
we should not eat meat, or because it is the custom where we 
live, or because giving up meat would give us a good reputa­
tion. If we give up eating meat for these reasons, it might be 
better not to do it at all, because our decision is not sincerely 
motivated.

In the beginning, we have a certain feeling about not eating 
meat. Then we can ask ourselves questions, such as what are the 
real benefits? Aftercareful consideration, we become certain that 
this is the right thing to do. Our answer has to come from 
within, inspired by real conviction, so that when we do give up 
eating meat, it does not become a hardship or a struggle but 
something we do with joy and intelligence. It is the same with
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any discipline in the Vinaya, the Mahayana, or the Vajrayana. 
Whatever we give up or whatever we do, we should first feel a 
connection to the practice and then be very clear why we are 
doing this and not something else. When we act this way, our 
discipline becomes very inspiring.

27
For bodhisattvas aspiring to a wealth of virtue,
Anything that harms is a treasury of jewels.
Therefore, never turning aggressive or angry,
To be patient is the practice of a bodhisattva.

The third perfection is patience, which also has an obstacle, 
called "the dem on of too much struggling" or "too much for­
bearance." Patience, like generosity and discipline, should not 
be too extreme, but should arise freely through our under­
standing. When we have love and compassion, we naturally un ­
derstand why the afflictions occur and do not struggle to be 
patient.

For example, when sick, some people keep on struggling 
with the illness and refuse to take any treatment. That is exces­
sive forbearance. In general, we should not put up with every­
thing or do everything that anyone asks us to do. Enduring too 
much has the drawback of giving others the opportunity to do 
negative things. We could also be too patient with our own af­
flictions. Excessive forbearance is also a problem because we 
must clearly know the reasons for what we are doing and not 
just blindly continue without reflection, especially if it concerns 
something we find objectionable. Otherwise, if without reason 
a person told us to eat something obnoxious, we would do it 
without thinking. It might not be easy fo us, but we can imme­
diately say, "I will not do that." This is not a problem but the 
proper way o f practicing patience. It must be a response that 
comes from deep within.
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If Hearers and Solitary Realizers for their benefit alone 
Practice diligence as if their heads were on fire,
To develop diligence, the wellspring of all qualities 
That benefit every being, is the practice of a bodhisattva.

The demon of diligence is struggling or pushing too hard. This 
is a problem, for true diligence means taking joy in doing pos­
itive things. Whatever practices we do should be done in a spon­
taneous and natural way. Essentially, meditation practice is 
about entering into the nature of suchness. It is not about beat­
ing ourselves up and forcing ourselves to do something. There 
is no need to strain and think, "I don't want to do this, but I 
have to." It should be a natural reaction, as if a fire were burn­
ing on our head. (This example in the verse refers to practition­
ers from the Foundational Vehicle, who are thought to have the 
more limited aim of freeing only themselves from samsara.) If 
our hair catches fire, we do not say, "I should probably get rid 
of this fire, but I d o n ’t want to." Nor do we turn it over in our 
minds, consult our teachers, conduct research, or send off a 
stream of letters. Without thinking, we immediately jump up 
and extinguish the fire effortlessly. True diligence happens with 
a lively interest and joyful spontaneity. We do something be­
cause we see clearly that it is important and essential.

Awhile ago, the BBC broadcast a program about birth, old 
age, sickness, and death. Watching it, I saw many people who 
were suffering and thought how much they could be helped by 
Dharma if they really understood it. When I see millions of peo­
ple suffering, I feel completely energized to do something about 
it. It is not a struggle or a matter of coercing myself to do some­
thing I d o n ’t want to. Diligence is really about our motivation: 
we feel totally absorbed and joyful in wanting to do something.

There is a lot to say, but time flies by. It is like the poet who
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was inspired and writing furiously. He had to break for lunch, 
but he was so immersed in his poetry that he continued to write 
while eating his bread. Later he discovered that he had been 
dunking his bread in the ink.

Knowing that deep insight fully endowed with calm 
abiding

Completely conquers all afflictions,
To cultivate a concentration that transcends
The four formless states is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Meditation, the fifth perfection, has a demon called "attachment 
to experience." It is not easy to fully understand meditative ex­
perience. The verse refers to formless states of meditation, which 
are categorized as follows: limitless space, limitless conscious­
ness, nothing whatsoever, and neither existence nor nonexis­
tence. Much has been written about these, but they lie outside 
the main point here. What we need to know is that when we 
meditate, all sorts of experiences will come, both good and not 
so good. These experiences, however, are not important. Here, 
the key is the extent to which our meditation serves as an anti­
dote to our afflictions. How many obscurations and how many 
afflictions have been subdued or cleared away? This is the true 
test o f meditation, not what wonderful or special experiences 
we might have. In fact, if we become attached to these experi­
ences, that is a problem.

Without wisdom the five perfections 
Cannot bring forth full awakening.
To cultivate wisdom endowed with skillful means 
And free of concepts in the three domains is the practice of 

a bodhisattva.
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Wisdom is the sixth perfection and its dem on is the obstacle 
called "the demon of increasing poison." This obstacle is very se­
rious, even monstrous, like an immense beast with nine heads. 
It comes up after studying, reflecting, and analyzing, when we 
reach a certain conceptual understanding and our afflictions are 
not too active. We find something our conceptualizing mind 
can seize upon and take pride in. One way our mind does this 
is through "concepts in the three domains," which relate to the 
three aspects o f any activity: a subject, an object, and an action. 
When our mind conceptualizes like this in a very solid and con­
crete manner, our view becomes extreme. We are convinced that 
we have found the "right" way and we are proud of it. This 
process resembles how the rigid views of people caught in the 
m undane world are developed. Nowadays, these stubborn po ­
sitions are a great problem. And they also contradict progress 
as it is understood in the Dharma: As we move along the path, 
inferior views are gradually surpassed by superior ones, until fi­
nally there is no view at all, nothing to be seized upon. There­
fore, we should not go to an extreme and cling to one position 
as the truth. Our view of how things are is not something to 
grasp with a tight fist.

We might think, "I'm a Buddhist, and my Buddhism is the 
best. I can look down on others." When our intelligence takes 
this form, instead of reducing aversion and attachment, it in­
creases them. We should not relate to others in such a way that 
we put them down and raise ourselves up; rather, we focus on 
developing our wisdom through listening, reflecting, and med­
itating. If it causes our afflictions to increase, wisdom turns into 
a demon. When our view or practice harms others, they run con­
trary to Buddhist teachings, for their very basis is to cherish all 
living beings in our heart. Developing wisdom through listen­
ing, reflecting, and meditating is central to Buddhism, but more 
important are living beings.
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Avoiding Pitfalls

31
Not examining our confusion, we could masquerade 
As a practitioner while not in harmony with the Dharma. 
Therefore, to continually examine our confusion 
And discard it is the practice of a bodhisattva.

Th i s  s t a n z a  a d d r e s s e s  those o f us who call ourselves 
Dharma practitioners. What is the definition of practice? 
Taming our mind. Those o f us who are supposed to be 

practicing Dharma should carefully examine ourselves—our 
body, speech, and mind—and become mindf ul of what we are 
doing. Otherwise, it is quite possible that although we have the 
form of a practitioner, we are not really practicing Dharma.

Watching carefully to find our own faults, however, does not 
mean that we have to look down on ourselves or feel that we 
are worse than others. We do not have to throw ourselves into 
the river. This is too extreme. What it does mean is that practic­
ing the Dharma is like learning how to dance. When we are
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learning how to move our arms and legs, we can practice in a 
room full of mirrors. Seeing our reflection directly, we observe 
how we are doing even before someone else tells us what is 
wrong. We all have faults—that is natural and not surprising. 
We also know how to improve, because we know, or can learn, 
what to correct and change. Further, we realize that what we are 
doing is for our own benefit. So if we find some faults or mis­
takes that we need to change, there is nothing wrong with us; 
these are just what we need to work on. This is what is meant by 
"taming our mind."

Then we might ask, "How do I examine my confusion?" 
Among the many different ways o f investigating, there is one we 
do all the time: We are always on the lookout for the faults of 
others—what problems they have or what is wrong with what 
they do or think. Our mind is turned outward to judge others 
and not inward to see what we ourselves are doing wrong or 
what problems we might have. In this case, everything is re­
versed. For the wrong reasons, we think others are more impor­
tant, and further, we do not consider ourselves to be the center 
of concern when we should. We should be looking inward at 
ourselves to see what to give up and what to change. If we do not 
try to do this, improving ourselves will be a distant dream.

Most important is to be mindful of what transpires within 
us. For example, when we do not want anything bad to happen 
to us, we are very cautious in what we do. We are careful to avoid 
even a pinprick. In the same way, when we are working with our 
mind, we should be alert and conscientious, examining care­
fully what we are doing. Gradually, we will come to understand 
how we are and who we are, and with this knowledge as a basis, 
we can look within and see what is confused or mistaken and 
w hat is not.

One simple way to examine ourselves is to look at photo ­
graphs or videos that show how we talk and behave. Sometimes,
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before watching a video of myself speaking, I would feel that I 
had said something really significant. But later, when I actually 
saw the film, I was a little ashamed, because what it showed was 
not exactly what I had imagined. When we watch ourselves like 
this, we can find the things that need improvement. In sum, 
whether we are looking inward at our mind or outward at a re­
flection, we should observe ourselves with clear attention.

32
If afflictions compel us to fault other bodhisattvas,
We ourselves will be diminished.
Therefore, not to mention the faults of those 
Who have entered the Mahayana path is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

This instruction is not limited to bodhisattvas. We should not 
say bad things about anyone, whether or not they are bodhi­
sattvas. It is not the same thing, however, if we know that point­
ing out someone's mistakes will help them to change. Generally 
speaking, since it is not easy to change another person, we 
should avoid criticism. Other people do not like to hear it and, 
further, laying out their faults will create problems and troubles 
for us. We who are supposed to be practicing the Dharma 
should be trying to do whatever brings happiness to ourselves 
and others. Since faultfinding does not bring any benefit, we 
should carefully avoid it.

In my own case, people tell me negative things about o th ­
ers and describe numerous faults. In a way, this is normal and 
not surprising. However, enumerating faults is not an effective 
way to bring about change. Even if we point out someone's 
faults all the time, it will rarely alter the person or make any­
thing better. If we really want to help someone, perhaps we can 
say something once in a pleasant way so that the person can 
readily understand, "Oh yes, this is something I need to
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change." However, it is better not to repeat our comments, 
because if we keep mentioning faults, not only will it not truly 
help, it will disturb others to no good effect. Therefore not men­
tioning the faults of others is the practice of bodhisattvas.

33
Disputes arise from wanting honor and gain;
The activities o f listening, reflecting, and meditating 

decline.
Therefore, to give up attachment to the homes
Of friends, relatives, and donors is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

All we really need to do for practice is to study, reflect, and med­
itate. However, these days it is common in the East and West 
that desire for honor and gain creates problems. Imitation 
monks, phony lamas, fake tulkus, and false gods turn up, and 
because of this, it is difficult to find the right kind of study, re­
flection, and meditation. It is very important for everyone to be 
careful about this and try to see clearly what is genuine and what 
is false. If someone says, "I am a lama," or "I am a tulku," or "I 
am  a god," we do  not have to immediately follow them. First, 
investigate to see whether they are genuine or not and whether 
we should make a connection with them. It is important to use 
our critical faculties along with giving up attachments.

34
Harsh words trouble the minds of others 
And diminish a bodhisattva's conduct.
Therefore, to give up rough words
Not pleasing to others is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This instruction is similar to what was said in stanza 32. Some­
times harsh words must be said in order to help someone, but 
generally when we speak harshly, it is because we are angry, and
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it does not help. It is difficult to speak harsh words with love 
and compassion. In these situations, we can take ourselves as 
an example. Putting ourselves in someone else's place, we ask, 
"If someone said these words to me in that way, how would I 
feel?" When we truly think of others, we will find some part of 
them that resembles us, because every one of us experiences 
pleasure and pain. Before we act or speak, thinking o f others as 
similar to us is quite useful.

Once they've become a habit, afflictions resist their 
remedies.

Alert attention, the noble being, seizes the weapon of an 
antidote

And slays in a flash its enemy, every affliction—
Excessive desire and all theothers;such is the practice of a 

bodhisattva.

In general, we may find it easy to read these verses, but not so 
easy to follow their instructions. Cutting through afflictions is 
difficult, especially once they have come up, because we are so 
habituated to them. What we can do is recognize that anger is 
about to arise and then take action. We can use a m ethod or 
remedy that will deter the anger from becoming a full-blown 
negative emotion.

One way I have found effective is to recall a particular lama 
w hom I trust and like and whose speech is pleasing. For exam­
ple, one lama may have taught me why anger or aversion un ­
dermines practice and how negative its effects are, so 1 bring to 
mind that lama's advice: "Don't be influenced by the afflictions. 
Be careful!"

Whenever I sense that anger is about to arise, I just remem ­
ber that lama and his instructions. When I do this, it helps me 
not to be overpowered by the negative emotion. My closeness to
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that lama and my respect for him makes me think, "This is not 
right. It goes against my lama's words." Another way of using 
this method is to remember a book we really like that deals with 
the afflictions, and bring these passages to mind. Then, like a 
sound becoming ever louder, when we sense that an affliction 
is on the rise, we can turn the volume back down before it fully 
manifests. This, too, can be useful.
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Key Points 
and Dedication

36
I n brief, wherever we are and whatever we do,
While staying continually mindful and alert 
To the state of our mind,
To benefit others is the practice of a bodhisattva.

WHEN WE TALK about examining our actions, it does not 
mean that we have to examine ourselves nonstop, 
twenty-four hours a day. We could lighten up. For ex­

ample, when we watch very long movies or work on a computer, 
we are told not to look at the screen continuously. After a while, 
it will help our eyes if we get up and look around a little bit, to 
gaze at the greenery, for example. We give our eyes a break. Sim­
ilarly, although we should thoroughly examine our mind, after 
a while, we may need to take a break, otherwise we become too 
tired. To look after ourselves means that we should care for our­
selves. Just as we look after our body, we should also look after 
our mind. Our mind is key and usually we are quite fond of it, 
so we should take good care of it.
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We are advised to benefit others, and we may want to do 
something for them, but that could be difficult if we do not 
know what to do. It may even seem that there is nothing we can 

do. As we move around in our lives, people appear isolated, sit­
ting in their own space, or maybe they seem too solemn. We 
just want to give them something sweet or helpful, but that does 
not seem to be the appropriate thing to do. So there are times 
when we feel frustrated, because there is no way we can help 
that feels right. W hen this happens, w hat we can do is just a 

small action right where we are, such as picking up a little 
garbage and putting it in the place where it belongs. Even if we 
do that and nothing else, we can say, "I've done something 
good." It is not a big deal, but it is a start.

This is exactly how we should accumulate merit. We cannot 
do something great all at once. We may want to, but it is quite 
difficult. This is why it is said that we accumulate merit ounce 
by ounce—just like that, little by little. We accomplish some­
thing small that makes our mind happy and then we feel that we 

could do a little more. In this way, the small, positive things we 
do will accumulate over time.

37
To dispel the suffering of limitless beings 
With a wisdom not tainted by concepts of the three 

domains,
To dedicate for full awakening all merit
Gained by this effort is the practice of a bodhisattva.

This dedication is the last o f the thirty-seven practices of a 
bodhisattva. It is an excellent one, too, for it gathers all the merit 

accumulated from these practices and dedicates it to all living 
beings throughout space that they may attain happiness and be 
f ree of suffering.
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Following the meaning of the sutras and treatises 
And the teachings of genuine masters too,
I have given these thirty-seven verses of a bodhisattva's 

practice
For the benefit of those who would train on this path.

These thirty-seven verses interweave the key points o f practice 
with explanations of their meaning. They are given for those on 
the bodhisattva path to practice and blend with their experience. 
The text is based on several sources that provide the basis for a 
bodhisattva’s training: practices found in the sutras of the Hi- 
nayana and Mahayana taught by our guide, the perfect Buddha; 
the four tantras of the Vajrayana; and all the treatises that eluci­
date the systems of thought in these texts. Also connected to the 
practice of a bodhisattva are the oral instructions of the previous 
genuine masters and the advice of spiritual friends. All of these 
were put into thirty-seven verses for the sake of those fortunate 
ones who wish to study and engage in the training o f a 
bodhisattva.

Since my intelligence is limited and little trained,
The artistry of this text will not please the learned.
Yet relying on the sutras and teachings of genuine masters, 
These practices, I trust, are free of confusion.

The author Thogme Zangpo claims that his wisdom is inferior 
and that his practice has produced only a few positive qualities. 
Since these verses are not like the major treatises from India and 
Tibet based on reasonings, this text has none o f the perfect 
artistry that weaves together words with their meaning and 
pleases the experts. Nevertheless, the meaning of the verses and 
the stages of practice are presented just as they are in the sutras,
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tantras, and treatises. The explanations are given following the 
writings and oral instructions transmitted from the Buddha 
down to Thogme Zangpo's own root lama; he has not added 
anything of his own. Therefore, he trusts that these practices of 
a bodhisattva are trustworthy and free of confusion.

For an inferior intellect like mine it is difficult 
To measure the vast activity of a bodhisattva,
So I pray that genuine masters will tolerate 
All the defects here, the contradictions, non sequiturs,and 

so forth.

The vast activity of a bodhisattva is so profound that it is diffi­
cult to fathom, and so it belongs to the realm experienced by 
advanced bodhisattvas. For those of us with inferior intellects, 
such as the author claims to have, it is quite impossible to meas­
ure. Alleging that he is not an expert, Thogme Zangpo notes that 
defects could appear in his writing, such as contradictions or a 
lack o f coherence between what was said earlier and later. Rec­
ognizing these faults, he confesses his mistakes in the presence 
o f bodhisattvas and those with the wisdom eye of Dharma, sup­
plicating them to have patience with him.

f
By the virtue arising from these verses,
Through ultimate and relative bodhichitta,
May all beings become equal to the Protector Chenrezik, 
Who dwells in neither extreme of existence or peace.

With this verse, the bodhisattva Ngiilchu Thogme Zangpo brings 
to a close his treatise on the practices of a bodhisattva, presented 
in thirty-seven verses that are easy to understand. All the utterly 
pure virtue, whether great or small, that has arisen from com ­
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posing this text he dedicates so that all living beings, equal to 
the extent of space, through the power of great compassion do 
not remain in the extreme of peace, and through the power of 
great wisdom do not remain in the extreme of existence. He 
prays that freed in this way from the delusions of nirvana and 
samsara, all living beings become equal to Chenrezik, who re­
sides in neither of these two extremes. With this all-embracing 
aspiration, Thogme Zangpo concludes his text on the practices 
of a bodhisattva.


