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Chapter 6

MEDITATION

NOW I WILL BE EXPLAINING meditation, the Four Noble Truths
and the five skandhas. These three topics are connected; parts

of one cover parts of the others. I will do my best to give a brief
explanation without leaving anything out. I pray that Buddha blesses
us so that everything is understood clearly and I don’t waste time by
repeating things.

Dharma practice is three-fold: we learn, we physically and orally
do things and we meditate. At first learning is important but it can
only take us to a certain level. It would be the same if we were studying
medicine. There would be much to learn about disease, prevention,
herbs, medicine and treatments, but unless we applied this knowledge
we could not even cure a common cold. To make learning meaningful
it has to be implemented.

This is explained very clearly in the Bodhisattvacharyavatara where
Shantideva says, “What invalid in need of medicine ignored his
doctor’s words and gained his health?” If the patient does not follow
the advice of the doctor how will they recover? If they want to become
well they need to take medicine, do certain things and refrain from
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others. Just knowing everything about their illness is not going to
help them. Having twenty kilos of medicine next to their pillow is
not going to help them. If they do not want to die from the illness
they need to take the medicine, follow the doctor’s advice.
Implementing the teachings, meditation practice, is important in
the same way.

Generally speaking there are two parts to the implementation of
the dharma: the first is physical and oral implementation, the second
is mental implementation. Physical and oral activities obviously
incorporate mental activity but many other activities are specifically
mental. If we were only to focus on verbal and physical activity we
would need to avoid negative physical activities and engage in positive
activities, overcome negative words and engage in positive words
like prayers and mantras. But even if we did all of these things with
the right motivation, we would have to do them for a very long time
to get anywhere. How many times would we have to do good things?
How long would we have to pray? How long would we have to
avoid doing bad things? If we wish to achieve realizations by physical
and verbal actions we will have to pray, and pray, and pray, and
pray. We will have to do good, and good, and good. We will have
to overcome negativity again, and again, and again, and again. It
could go on forever.

Following this approach we habituate ourselves to doing good
things and refraining from bad things. Saying prayers, for example,
becomes habitual. I especially notice this when I have dinner with
friends who do not have much to do with the dharma. If we are
eating in a very quiet restaurant and the service people are very
courteous, everybody in the restaurant looks over at the other monks
and myself when we start habitually saying our prayers. They want
to know what is going on. It is a good habit but it can make you self-
conscious. I keep waiting for everybody else in the restaurant to
explode into laughter. Also, if you habitually start saying OM MANI

PEME HUNG in every quiet moment it can make it very difficult to go
and watch an opera or listen to a symphony. When the music is
quiet you are supposed to listen to the notes, or notice the space in
between the notes. If you start habitually saying OM MANI PEME HUNG
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though, you may waste the $100 or $200 you spent on the ticket by
“spoiling” the experience of listening between the notes.

Despite spoiling the opera these are actually all good habits to
have. Praying is very important, we should pray. Saying mantras is
very important, we should say mantras. It is very important to avoid
doing bad things and try to do good things – we should give ten
rupees to people with no hands, we should offer 100,000 lamps to
the Buddha – but all of these actions are external. Meditation is
internal. Without inward development we will not achieve final
liberation very quickly. Through performing positive, external deeds
it may eventually happen but it will take a very long, long time.

I heard a story once from the time when Tibet had a wild west.
Our country, Tibet, is a great country. Everybody there is Buddhist
by birth but even up until fifty years ago we had a wild west where
bandits would ambush caravans to rob them of their goods. The
difference is that even the bandits were religious. The head of one
group of bandits was an old man who had a prayer wheel and said
OM MANI PEME HUNG. He was in charge of maybe 100 bandits on
horses all armed to the teeth but while his watchmen looked out for
the caravan they were going to rob, he sat there spinning his prayer
wheel and saying OM MANI PEME HUNG. Eventually, when his men
told him the caravan was coming, he would put his prayer wheel
into his chuba, his prayer beads around his neck and instruct his
men. Often he got them to charge together first so they would be
more forceful and disperse when they had robbed the caravan so the
caravan’s guards could not find them. He explained that if the guards
thought two bandits had gone one way, three another and five yet
another then they would not know who to chase after and this would
make capturing them difficult.

It was very good that he said prayers and had devotion, there
was nothing wrong with that, it was just his livelihood, his profession,
his specialty that was a bit problematic. After he had finished robbing
the caravans I am sure he pulled out his prayer wheel and started
saying OM MANI PEME HUNG again.

Prayer is good, but prayer without meditation can become a bit
like a bandit’s prayer. I am sure this smart, brave, patient, battle-
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hardened man could have understood the real meaning of dharma if
he had turned his mind to it, but instead he saw prayer as a cultural
habit. He and people like him have some of the qualities necessary
to become enlightened. In order to be able to wait for ages in the
middle of nowhere for the caravans to come they needed patience.
These bandits would wait in these places for months without needing
any entertainment, eating the same dried meat and tsampa every day
or hunting for meat, just to steal the nicely packed goods from India,
China, or Russia. If people like them turned their minds to dharma
they would make it. What they are doing is negative, but it has a
positive side also; they are dedicated, daring, make decisions and
stick to them. They are not at all wishy- washy.

These caravan trains were still in operation until not so long ago
actually, early last century. When my teacher was a child his uncle
was a great master in my monastery. One day a nicely dressed man
showed up and asked him to be his guru, asked him to teach him
meditation so he could do a retreat. He did not have any money but
he was nicely dressed, a perfect, macho Khampa man. He had not
been a bandit. He had been a trader. Still during those times traders
also had to carry weapons; the bandits were waiting for them and
they had to be vigilant. One day this trader took his gun hunting
and shot a deer that happened to be pregnant. After shooting the
deer he followed the trail of her dripping blood. He found her with
her intestines caught on a bush. She had been shot in the stomach
and while she was trying to run away her stomach had caught on
and wrapped around a bush. Her fawns had been born but were
barely alive. Even in this state she tried to run away when the trader
approached.

When he saw her he realized what he had done. He immediately
broke his gun, left his caravan with its fifty salesmen, porters and
about 100 mules and ran away to Palpung Monastery. Here he met
with Kalu Rinpoche’s guru, my uncle’s teacher, Lama Norbu, and
asked to be taught. He was nicely dressed because he was a trader but
he had nothing because he had not gone back to get his money. He
gave up everything.
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As a businessman he had no religious education. The only thing
Lama was able to teach him, the only thing he understood, was OM

MANI PEME HUNG and how to meditate on Chenrezig. He took that as
his practice and lived in caves where people bought him food. He
became known as the yogi Chupur Lama (The Lama who flies across
water). His cave was next to the Yangtze River, in Tibet we call it the
Dri chu, the river from Dri, or the golden river because there is so
much gold in its sand. In this area the Yangtze River is deep and has
a strong current. Mountains rise steeply from its banks on both sides
and as one mountain faces east and the other faces west the sun will
only shine on one side at a time. In the morning it would fall on one
side of the river and in the afternoon on the other. This yogi would
fly from one side of the river to the other depending on where the
sun was shining. A caravan highway passed this spot, not a car or
truck highway but a caravan highway. People passing by on this
caravan highway would see him on one side in the morning and on
the other side in the afternoon and there was no way he could have
walked from one side to the other.

The cave he lived in was very hard to get to so when he heard
people singing OM MANI PEME HUNG as they passed he would teach
them by singing back to them. They would add a nice stone to the
pile of stones on the highway near his cave and say OM MANI PEME

HUNG. So many people stopped to be blessed by his singing and add
a rock to this pile that it became enormous.

He stayed in this place until he disappeared. No one ever found
his body. For many years people had seen him on one side of the
river in the morning and the other side in the afternoon, but
eventually he just disappeared.

There is another story of someone practicing like this. I don’t
know if he started out as a bandit or a trader, but he left his livelihood
in a similar way. He became known as the white bird Lama, charung
Lama. A charung is a Tibetan bird that is like a pheasant. It has a
white body with a black tail and is indigenous in my area. This Lama
also meditated on the mountainside all the time. He had no clothes.
He had not taken his clothes off but as he meditated the rain, water
and sun had worn them away. Instead the charung birds would come
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and sit on his head, his shoulders and his lap. They became his clothes
and he became their nest. These birds protected him.  When people
went near him the birds would fly away and the visitors would see a
naked man. When they left the birds would come back and sit on
him again.

These two stories happened at about the same time, at the
beginning of last century. They are real accounts, not legends. They
happened because these two people decided to look inwards.
Sometimes it takes a dramatic tragedy to realize we need to look
inwards, but I pray that through the teachings of the lineage we will
not need to face such a situation in order to wake up.

Meditation, looking inwards, is by definition using your mind
to recognize the true potential of your mind. This is not something
that can happen externally, it happens internally. Meditation has many
aspects but generally it can be described as the three yanas: Hinayana,
Mahayana and Vajrayana. These three yanas are really Shamatha and
Vipashyana meditation, they are just Shamatha and Vipashyana of
different levels. In the Hinayana, there are Shamatha and Vipashyana.
In the Mahayana there are Shamatha and Vipashyana, and this is
also true of the Vajrayana. They may not always be described by
these two words but the principles are the same.

In the Mahayana, in relation to the prajna paramita, we firstly
focus on the emptiness of everything, which is Shamatha, and then
on its clarity, which is Vipashyana. In the Vajrayana we talk about
first settling and then manifesting; again this refers to Shamatha and
Vipashyana. In these ways Shamatha and Vipashyana are really the
definition of meditation. Even very profound meditations such as
Mahamudra, which is a direct meditation on the nature of mind,
or Dzogchen, which is a direct meditation on rigpa, are still
Vipashyana. They are, however, the most profound, highest forms
of Vipashyana and in order to achieve them you need a profound
Shamatha as a base.
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SHAMATHA

Through a particular technique such as concentration on the breath
or concentrating on a sacred object such as a Buddha statue or
visualization, Shamatha meditation enables us to reach a calm abiding
state. Everything but the object we are focusing on dissolves. Any
other thoughts that come up become secondary. It is very easy to
become absorbed like this when you read a book, for example. If you
are focused on each sentence – how clear it is, how lovely – you
become absorbed in the book and the rest of the world disappears.
This is of course when you are reading a book without stress. If
you are reading a book in a relaxed way, sentence by sentence, then
that is Shamatha. If we read like this the meaning of each word
comes to us clearly. From the beginning to the end of the book,
page by page, we understand the meaning – this is like Vipashyana.
It is a very simple example, but it explains Shamatha and Vipashyana
in a simple way.

In meditation, through breathing or other techniques, we can
reach this calmly abiding state. Then we can maintain it with clear
awareness. It is not like somebody will hit us over the head with a
hammer and stop our thoughts that way. We will not have so many
thoughts, but there will be clarity. When we are calm and clear,
thoughts come and go. Old thoughts fade away and new thoughts
arise, just like breathing they come and go.

The calm abiding itself is Shamatha and maintaining awareness
of this state is Vipashyana. Our mind is not efficient when it is not
calm, when there is no Shamatha. It is like a candle; if the wind is
blowing a candle flame it will not burn clearly or brightly. When the
wind isn’t blowing on a candle it becomes clear and bright. Our
mind is the same, when it is calm its efficiency multiples many times.
When our mind is not calm it becomes discursive and neurotic. We
build our own torture chamber. We create problems for ourselves
where there are none. We do not do this intentionally, though: we
only do it because our minds are not calm or clear.

Meditation



202 Ground, Path & Fruition

One text describes this process by saying sentient beings in
samsara are like silk worms building cocoons they will be cooked
alive in. Silk worms build their cocoons so efficiently that when people
pick them up by the hundreds and put them in boiling water they
cannot escape and are cooked alive. This is what we do also. We
create our own cocoons of hatred, jealousy, pride and all kind of
things and then we are cooked in the suffering of samsara. When we
die inside one cocoon, we build another one – again and again and
again. Shamatha makes us realize this and stop building any more
cocoons. We can at least try to make freedom available for ourselves.
We can try to become free, but when we do we are not motivated by
greed, jealousy, or fear. Instead we are motivated by genuine
compassion and devotion. We are seeking freedom for the sake of all
the other sentient beings who keep building their own cocoons of
suffering. In this way the mind with Shamatha is efficient and the
mind without it is less efficient.

Many texts describe a path where the meditator first develops
Shamatha and then does Vipashyana practices. One such text is Atisha
Dipamkara’s Changchub Lam chi Drönme, The Precious Lamp of the
Path to Liberation. In this text Atisha Dipankara says that if we do
not overcome the causes and conditions of defilements, we will never
achieve a truly calm abiding state, even if we were to meditate for
1000 years. He acknowledges that Shamatha is important but says
that if we truly want our mind to abide calmly we need to cut down
on the causes and conditions for its discursiveness.

If we do not eliminate these causes and conditions and just do
Shamatha meditation, we can calm our minds down temporarily
but it will be like stress management. We will not reach a truly calm
state of mind. We will develop calm and something will undo it, we
will develop calm again and something will undo it. I will give you
an example. It may sound a little hypocritical for me to give this
example as I am overweight, but anyway it is like someone eating a
lot of junk food, getting fat, going on a strict diet, getting thin and
then eating a lot of junk food again. It is like getting fat then thin,
then fat then thin.
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I am not very worried about being overweight, it is sometimes a
little hard on my knees and my heart, but apart from that I generally
feel well grounded, substantial. It would take a very big hurricane to
lift me. I don’t have to worry about holding onto anything. But fifteen
years ago or so I was in Hawaii for about three months. While I was
there someone would take me for a jog along the beach every morning.
This person would come and get me in the car and take me to the
beach. At the beach we would do a little warm up and then jog for
about three kilometers. The first day we did not even jog for one
kilometer, but by the end of my stay I could jog for five or six
kilometers. Then after that I would go to one of the five star hotels
on the beach and eat eggs Benedict. Eggs Benedict is eggs with
cheese and white bread, everything that makes you fat. I would
also have coffee with real cream. Then I would go home and the
people I was staying with would be waiting for me with breakfast
and I would eat that too! It was fifteen years ago and it feels like
yesterday. I was doing exactly the same thing as I was just describing
– do, undo, do, undo.

There is nothing wrong with doing Shamatha practice to relieve
stress, to develop peace of mind. These are good things to do. But to
reach the true state of Shamatha you need to deal with your
defilements also. Our defilements are like a fire and the negative
things we do are fuel for this fire. If we cut down on the fuel the
strength of the fire will also decrease. In the same way our anger,
jealousy, greed, attachment and pride are fueled by the negative things
we do, like the ten non-virtues. If we cut down on these negative
activities, and engage in positive activities like the ten virtues,31  then
our daily Shamatha practice will truly progress.

It is like taking three-kilometer walks and also eating healthy
food, not eating two breakfasts, lunch, dinner and snacks in between.
It is like cutting down on snacks and only eating eggs Benedict once
a week. I liked the name eggs Benedict because in France they call a
blessing a “benediction” and the idea of “blessed eggs” struck me.
Then I saw it in the menu and thought I should try it once. It was so
good that after that I did not look at the menu, I just said, “Eggs
Benedict please.” I don’t even know if “Benedict” and “benediction”
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have the same meaning or spelling but it sounded to me as if the eggs
were blessed. Or the chicken was blessed; still we robbed the chicken
of its eggs and that isn’t very nice, is it?

In order to develop Shamatha that will not degenerate, Atisha
Dipankara instructs us as beginners to practice in a certain way. Many
other teachings also describe this practice. I think all of us can consider
ourselves beginners at this point. We may not be beginning beginners,
but we are beginners. Even if we are not beginners it is safer to assume
that we are. If we are not beginners and we begin again this will not
be a problem, but if we are beginners and we jump ahead that will
not be helpful. We may get many things wrong. In India we have
traffic signs that say, “Better late than never.” I don’t see as many of
them around these days but there used to be quite a lot of them.
They mean that it is better to drive slowly and arrive at your
destination a little late than it is to drive fast and never arrive. This
gives you a good excuse to be late. Starting meditation is the same,
it is better to go over things you have done in the past than to miss
something out completely. There is nothing wrong with saying, “I
take refuge in the Buddha, dharma and sangha,” 100 times,
sincerely, every day. Each time we say it, its meaning will become
deeper and deeper, more and more profound. After all we can only
say it perfectly when we become a Buddha. Until we become a
Buddha, each time we say it will have more meaning, be deeper,
more profound.

As beginners, according to Atisha Dipankara and many other
great teachers, we first need an environment conducive to meditation.
This means having a nice, calm environment at home, in which we
can practice Shamatha meditation, is important. The second thing
we need is to be as content with what we have as possible. This
does not mean we should not have any ambitions, interests or
hobbies, it just means we should cut down on these things and use
our time wisely. Human beings do not live more than 100 years,
and by the time we reach eighty or ninety we really need to spend
time resting. You could keep practicing until you reached 110, if
you lived that long, but it would be in a very settled, quiet sort of
way. We need to have learnt and practiced everything before this
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time so we can continue with it then. This means cutting down on
our greed for things.

The next thing it advises us to do is to cut down on unnecessary
activity. I personally try to be as efficient as possible in this regard. I
look at things in terms of what I want, what I have and what I need.
These are three very simple ideas: what I want, what I have and what
I need. What I want is a lot, but if I really look at what I need, it is
not that much. When I look at what I have, though, there are certain
things I have more of than I need and certain things I have less of
than I need. Through these three groupings I can then work out how
to deal with what I don’t have and transform any extras I have into
something useful. I cannot say by any means that I have renounced
everything. I eat breakfast, I eat lunch, I eat dinner and I like to eat
good food. I don’t like eating bad food because then I get sick,
have to go to the doctor and get well, which takes a lot of time,
energy and money. I like to drive in a comfortable car. I don’t like
driving in a car that you can only drive for one hour before you
have to rest for two. You can see that I am not living like Milarepa,
but I do follow this principle of looking at what I need, what I
want, and what I have. Separating things into these three groups
helps me very much.

Of course everything I come up with has been influenced by my
gurus, but this idea is not from a teaching. It is my own way of
dealing with life not based on any particular text. I don’t want to
contaminate the lineage by inserting this idea into it. I am just sharing
my human experience, my technique for life. I can’t say I am always
successful at it; sometimes I succeed and sometimes I fail, but I do
my best. It helps me cut down on unnecessary activities. I want to do
so many things. I have so many ideas. I used to have even more but
slowly, slowly I have cut down on trying to implement these ideas.
Some of them aren’t even any of my business. Some are my business
but someone else is already taking care of them, so I do not need to
do them as well. Other things are my duty and no one else is doing
them, so these I really have to do.

The next thing that is helpful for developing Shamatha is to
avoid negative companions. Remember, I said at the beginning that
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this advice was aimed at beginners. Beginners should avoid negative
companions. Bad company means people with bad habits – reckless,
ruthless, non-compassionate, neurotic people. We should pray for
them and we should dedicate our merit to them, but if we do other
things for them we may become too involved in their problems and
get dragged away. Dealing with them should be like feeding a tiger;
we should open the door, put the meat down, shut the door and run
away. If we feed a tiger like this the tiger does not go hungry and we
still have our hand.

In the beginning we are by definition beginners, we are not that
mature, grounded, or developed. This means people can influence
us. If we are weak and try to help an alcoholic or drug addict we may
become an alcoholic or drug addict ourselves. The drug addict may
say, “Don’t be stupid. This is nothing, just a few leaves, like roses.
You sniff roses don’t you? Sniff this, it will make you feel good and
relaxed.” If you are trying to help this person you will keep trying to
be polite to them and eventually may try something, or pretend to.
Then they may chastise you for pretending, so you may actually try
it yourself and find out you like it. Eventually you may even buy
your own drugs and become addicted.

This can happen to weak people. Of course once we are mature,
stable and confident then we can go and help people like this. We
can help them to become better people, maybe even social workers.
Gangsters would actually be very good social workers, they know so
many people and how to deal with them. Reformed gangsters would
make the best social workers, they have so much energy. When we
are ready we should try and make these kinds of things happen, but
if we start trying to reform gangsters before we are ready we may end
up becoming one. This advice about not associating with difficult
people is actually very wise.

When you are mature enough to transform those you interact
with, this is a different situation, but your intention and actions
should still be positive. The combination of intention and action
goes deep. We can have a positive intention and perform a negative
action, or we can have a negative intention and perform a positive
action. As beginners both our actions and intention should be
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positive. For the beginner the ends do not justify the means. Once
you are mature, however, in the same way as you can transform your
interactions with negative friends, the ends may justify the means. If
the intention is good and the final result will definitely be good,
then those who are mature can employ what look like negative actions.
To do this properly we need to be clear and know what will happen,
otherwise the end does not justify the means.

It takes a long time for us to develop to this level. One example
of the ends justifying the means comes from the stories of the Buddha
Shakyamuni’s past lives. In one of these past lives he was a sailor on
a merchant ship and his name was Tepön Nying-tob-chän, “the
courageous sailor.” There were about 400 or 500 people on this ship,
they had collected many precious things from across the ocean and
were returning home on a ship filled with treasure. It had been a
long voyage and they were getting close to home when one of the
men on board stole most of the goods, put them in a lifeboat and
started drilling a hole in the hull of the boat. His name was Mi Nag
Dung-thung-chän, “the bad person with a spear.” I think he used a
short spear to drill the hole in the boat’s hull. His plan was for the
ship to sink and kill everybody on board while he escaped in the
lifeboat with the treasure.

The Buddha-to-be had clairvoyance and saw what was going
to happen. He thought to himself, “If I don’t stop this person, he
will become the murderer of 400 or 500 people. If I try to stop
him and he kills me and still drills the hole this will not help either.”
Thinking all this through he finally decided to kill this one person
to save the lives of 400 or 500 and stop this man from becoming a
killer. The would-be-mass murderer had already started to drill
through the ship’s hull, but perhaps because the wood was too thick
he had not finished. The Buddha-to-be first fought with this person
and when he could not stop him he finally killed him. This action
is still considered to be the action of a bodhisattva because it was
not at all selfish. It was performed to save the 400 or 500 people
from dying and the man himself from becoming a killer. The karmic
result of this killing was for the Buddha-to-be to go to hell but he
accepted this in order to help the would-be-killer and his victims.
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Even with this selfless motivation his karma was not excused, but he
sacrificed himself anyway.

This story from one of the Buddha Shakyamuni’s previous lives
shows that only in the most extreme, profound, selfless situations do
the ends justify the means. I don’t know about you, but I think it
will take me many lifetimes to reach a state where I can behave like
that. Until we reach that stage, while we are still beginners, the ends
never justify the means. Our means, our actions and intentions,
should both be positive. If we are in a situation where it looks as
though we should do something negative in order to attain a positive
result, we need to pause and think very carefully. Only when both
the action and the intention are positive should we go for it.

This is the last piece of advice on how not to fuel the fire of
neurosis or defilement, and how this helps us become successful in
Shamatha meditation. Now we should look at the actual practice of
Shamatha in more detail. The essence of our mind is the same as the
Buddha’s – perfect and limitless – but we do not discuss this in the
development of Shamatha, because at the moment our minds’
capacities are very small. I cannot see clearly beyond a certain distance
so I need glasses. If I do not wear my glasses I cannot make out the
facial details of people in front of me. I can see them roughly, but I
cannot see their mouths or eyes – they look like modern art. My
capacities are limited in this way. I can only hear certain sounds over
a certain distance. I cannot taste anything until I put it in my mouth.
I cannot perceive anything that is unperceivable; I can only perceive
that which I have dualistic reference points for. It is only when I
have a reference point for something, an experience of it, some
knowledge about it that I can perceive it. I cannot perceive anything
beyond this. I can’t imagine what I can’t imagine, but that does not
mean that what I cannot imagine does not exist. I don’t know the
past, I don’t know the future and I don’t even know everything about
the present. I only know a fraction of the present moment
superficially. Do you know everything about the present?

 In this way our limitless potential does not manifest very much
right now, but as our Shamatha practice progresses our capacity will
broaden. Our perception increases like the perimeter of an upturned
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pyramid: at its base it is very small but moving towards the top it
increases more and more.

The development of Shamatha progresses from the desire realm,
through the different stages of the form and formless realms, until it
reaches the Shamatha – calm abiding – state of total cessation. Right
now our bodies are in the desire realm. Human beings are in the
desire realm, as are many gods. There are even gods at quite high
levels who are still in the desire realm. Above the desire realm, within
the god realm, there are also the form and formless realms.
Practitioners of Shamatha develop the mental states of the form and
formless realms, even up to their highest levels, while they still have
a desire realm form. As the realization of Buddhahood is above and
beyond even the highest of these states, we should put the conquest
of these levels of mind to one side and focus on Buddhahood.

Something we do need to focus on, a most important aspect of
Shamatha meditation, is physical posture. Our correct physical
posture is usually described by seven points that are called, “The
Seven Postures of the Buddha Namba Nangdze, Vairochana.”32  To
these seven points we should also add another important focus of
attention – breathing. This makes eight different physical aspects of
Shamatha practice: the seven points of posture and breathing.

The mind also has four things it specifically focuses on, four
things it observes. These are called the four mikpa in Tibetan. These
are crucial because merely being in the correct physical posture does
not make a Shamatha practice complete: observing the state of the
mind is very important. The first of these four states is the “all-
pervading observation.” Being all-pervading, like the sky or space, it
includes everything. Cultivating this focus means the practitioner of
Shamatha should have a basic outlook that pervades everything.

The second object of observation is “the observation that
purifies.” In Tibetan it is called the chepa namjong: chepa means
reasoning or observation and namjong means purification. This
means, for example, properly examining the objects we find desirous.
If we are attached to money, power, antiques, people, fame or fortune
then we should look carefully to see whether these objects have the
qualities we think they do. Let’s examine antiques properly. If you
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value antiques so much I can give you the most incredible antique –
a handful of clay. It is natural, nobody made it, but it is billions and
billions of years old. It is the oldest antique you will ever find, yet it
has no great monetary value.

Another thing we are really attached to is our body. It is okay to
take care of our body, to make ourselves look pleasant and presentable,
but we should also remember that they are only flesh, nerves, blood,
skin, bone, hair, marrow and so on. If we don’t remember what lies
underneath their nice, clean exterior we will become neurotic about
their care. We will develop attachment to them and as a result have
desire and greed, which are not healthy. If we know the truth about
our bodies we may still have desire and attachment but at least it will
be clear and honest.

Through examining the way things are we will not become
neurotic about money, people or power either. Insight into reality
will tame our anger, jealousy, attachment, pride and greed. With
insight our interactions with things will become sensible. We will be
able to do away with the illusions we have about illusions.
Experiencing one illusion is enough. If we have illusions about the
illusions we experience then we can go on to develop illusions about
these illusions also. We will relate to things through a double or
triple illusion, and in this way get buried deeper and deeper in
samsara. While we are experiencing one illusion – for example, the
appearance of phenomena – we can still enjoy ourselves, but when
we have illusions about this illusion we will become neurotic, we
will become buried deeper and deeper in samsara. In this way the
“observation that purifies” is very important.

When you have developed an understanding of the illusory nature
of things at the highest level you can start practicing like Milarepa,
with no attachment whatsoever, even to food and water. I cannot
encourage you to practice like this though, because I cannot practice
like this. I would like to encourage you to practice like this, but it
would be strange for me to encourage you to do something that I am
not doing myself. Unless you are fully committed to practicing in
this way it is not easy. When you are committed it is easy. When you
are committed you will behave like the trader who shot the deer. You
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will say, “Oh my god, what have I done?” Actually he would not
have said that, he would have said, “Oh my Buddha, what terrible
thing have I done?” Then you will break your gun, run away and
leave everything behind.

The trader probably left behind a big mess; the people he was
with would not have known what happened to him and his leaving
could have created problems for people later also. Still I don’t think
he thought of this, he made a clear-cut decision, free from attachment
to anything. His decision was as clean as cutting butter with an axe;
attached to nothing, he was gone. If we make a decision like this we
can practice like this, but without a decision like this we cannot.

The third object of observation is things we should know, the ke
bä mikpa, the “object of the wise.” There are many things we should
know about but some of the most important things to know about
are the twelve links of interdependent origination, 33  the
Prajnaparamita and the five skandhas. I have already explained the
Prajnaparamita roughly and I will explain the five skandhas in the
next session. Knowing these things is very important.

The fourth object is the nyönmong namjong ki mikpa, “the object
that completely abandons the afflictions.” This refers to when the
practice of Shamatha itself is purification. That is when we are doing
the basic practice and for example focus on the Four Noble Truths
and their sixteen details.34  By practicing and understanding these
thoroughly there is no way we will not achieve a calm abiding state
of mind.

So these are the four objects of observation. The first is all-
pervading, the second is a little bit of analysis, the third is being
knowledgeable, and the fourth is purification. Each of these four are
important, they are all pieces of the Shamatha practice puzzle.

Also try and remember that the point of this talk was to discuss
meditation. It was not about merchants, or hunters becoming
enlightened, or bandits saying prayers, it was about meditation.
Sometimes when a teaching is interspersed with these tales we can
forget what it was about.
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