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The Practices of Tibetan Buddhism
By Lama Kathy Wesley. Draft copy. Last revision 3.12.00.

Introduction
When wefirst approach Tibetan Buddhism, it’ srather like approaching ahouse with severa front doors.
Not only do we not know which door to enter — we don’t know what to say or dowhenwegoinside.

Tibetan Buddhism, withitsmany practices, colorful templesand hostsof meditational deities, may at first
seem confusing to the new student. But when we understand how the different deitiesand practicesfit
together, the pictureisn’t so confusing.

Part of our difficulty inapproaching Tibetan Buddhismiscultura. In Old Tibet, studentsgrew upinthe
Buddhist tradition, andits practiceswere asfamiliar asthelama (teacher) down theroad or the gompa
(temple) inthenext river valley. Inthe West, however, Buddhismisstill new, and the progression of
practice— how students progressfrom onelevel to another — isneither obviousnor logical inits
outward appearance. We haven't grown up in Buddhism, so itsBuddhas and Bodhisattvasand its
practices seem strange and exotic— and inaccessible—to us.

But with guidance, it'seasy to seethe patternsin the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, and to see how the
practicesdevelopinalogical, step-by-step fashion. Thisunderstanding givesusthe confidencetogoon
inour practice, and progress along the path asthe practitioners of the past have done.

That isthe purpose of thisbooklet: to introduce the varying practicesof Tibetan Buddhism, and show
how they progressfrom onelevel to another. Itisby no meansan exhaustive explanation; thereismuch
in Tibetan Buddhismthat isnot covered here. But thisguidewill giveagenera ideaof thebasictypesof
practices, so the new student can add to hisor her understanding of, and confidencein, the Tibetan
tradition.

The Working Basis
All students start at the same place: understanding Enlightenment and how important itisto attain
Spiritual awakening.

When hewasalive 2,500 yearsago, the historical Buddha, named Shakyamuni, taught that the mind
wasthe seat of al experience— that everything we experience, happiness and sadness, pleasureand
pain— isperceived, framed, and experienced by the mind.

Heal so taught that our minds have abasi ¢ nature of enlightened sanity and goodness— that themind
isbasicaly clear and without limit— but that it isdifficult for the average person to experiencethisbasic
nature because of afflictiveemotions, or kleshas.

Afflictiveemoations, likedl thoughts, arise continually inthemind, and createasort of emotiond fog that
keepsusfrom seeing our basic nature. Becausewe don't understand thefleeting, temporary nature of
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these thoughts and emotions, and don’t realize them as mere manifestations of mind'sdeeper basic
nature, wetend to cling to these thoughts and emotions, using them to build aself-identity we cometo
cdl“l”

Becauseweare preoccupied withthis*1” and itssuperficia thoughtsand emotions, itisdifficult for usto
perceiveour basic enlightened nature. So wetend to think that the sources of personal happinessand
well-being are outside oursel ves, and spend most of our time pursuing temporary physical and menta
happinessfrom these outside sources.

But if wewould recognize thoughts and emotionsfor what they are— merewavesonthe surface of a
deeper, basically happy and sane mind— we could clear theway for adifferent sort of life, alifein
whichweexperience, from moment to moment, theinnate enlightened nature of themind. This, the
Buddhasaid, was called enlightenment.

Thepracticesof Buddhism, then, lead us step by step from confusion to enlightenment, aprocesswhich
takesmany yearsand much sincereeffort to accomplish. But evenif enlightenment may seemfar away,
itisn't; the Buddha, himself asmplehuman being, achieved it, and taught that everyoneelse could, too.

That’ s because everyone hasamind, which the Buddhacall ed thewor king basisfor enlightenment.

The Choice

Every person, then, hasachoiceto make: to decidewhether to pursue enlightenment, and thelasting
happinessthat goesaongwithit, or to stay intheworld of confusion and conflicting emotions, whichthe
Buddhacalled samsara. In making this choice, people haveto begin to understand the benefits of
enlightenment, and thedrawbacks of stayinginthe samsaricworld.

Thegreatest immediate benefit of enlightenment, the Buddhataught, isthedimination of suffering. And
thissuffering iseliminated by doing away withitscause: selfish action. In our average, confused state of
mind, wearevery selfish; wedo everything to make ourselves happy and comfortable, evenif it means
hurting others. But the actionsthat wetake against others— even minor oneslikelying to other people,
or snubbing their attemptsto offer uscaring and affection — actually can rebound on usand cause us
more pain. The Buddhacalled thisthelaw of karma.

When wehurt others, we hurt oursel ves— we make our personal world morebrutal, morelawless—
just asthe Rev. Martin Luther King Jr. oncetaught that racist thoughtsand actionsenslaved whitesas
well asblacks. Some peopleliketo say that karmaisasort of cosmic justice, asort of “what goes
around, comesaround,” but it boilsdown simply tothis: we create our ownworld with our thoughtsand
actions. Themorebrutal and selfish our actions, the more brutal and selfish our world — and itssuffer-
ings— become.

And because the Buddhataught reincar nation (the continuation of experiencefromlifetolife) asan
extension of thelaw of karma, it seasy to seethat thefruition of this* creating our ownworld” can
happen at any time— inthe current lifetime, or alifetimeto come. Thus, aperson who hasbeen brutal
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to othersfor many lifetimeshascreated aworld of brutality and suffering that will 1ast for along, long
time— perhaps severa morelifetimes— until the negative effectsof that brutality and selfishnessare
countered by positive, selflessaction. Selflessaction createsaworld of peace and gentlenessaround us,
positive people have aparticular kind of pleasant, happy energy about them, and tend to make others
feel at easeaswall.

That’swhy the Buddhagave theteachingson karma. To show usthat what wedoisvery important for
our future happinessand to make us care about our futurelife (or rather, lives). If we care about our
futurelivesand seethetruth of karma, wewill want to practice any disciplinethat reduces our selfish-
ness, aso called ego-clinging, and increases our selflessness. By increasing our selflessness, we
weaken thegrip of conflicting emotions, and thisenablesusto “ see” and experiencethebasicaly sane
and good nature of our minds. Thisleadsto |asting happinessand enlightenment.

An enlightened being, the Buddhataught, hasno selfishness, and so can help other peoplein aperfect
way and be abeacon of ingpiration to otherswho seek enlightenment. That iswhy images of the Bud-
dhaare so prominent on Buddhist shrines; to serve asan ingpiration to seek out the hidden perfection
(called Buddha Nature) that weall carry within ourselves.

How the Practices Work

The practicesof Tibetan Buddhism start with thisworking basisand choice and follow in astep-by-
step fashion. Thefirst practicescalm themind soit can glimpseitsown Buddhanature, and then follow
with aseriesof other practicesthat root out ego-clinging and replace selfish habitswith selflessones.

L astly, when selfless action hasbegun to clear more suffering and negativity fromthe mind, the practitio-
ner isready to undertake deeper practicesthat quicken the pace of realization and put total enlighten-
ment withinreach.

Itisimportant that these practicesbefollowed in the correct order. If people decidefor themsel vesthat
they don’ t need mind-calming practicesliketranquility meditation, and jJumpimmediately into the deeper
practiceswithout the proper preparation, they runtherisk of damaging themselves both mentally and
physicaly and creating “ ego-hood” instead of “ Buddhahood.”

The Spiritual Friend

Becausethere are so many practicesand so many waysto apply them, it isimportant to haveaspiri-
tual friend — ateacher or lama— to guide uson the path. The spiritual friend, who already has
traversed the path and understandsits hidden dangers, can safely take usthrough the practicesand give
usadvicethat will help ustransform ourselves. Giving into and taking the advice of aqualified spiritua
friend actualy isan important step onthe path; if we stubbornly insist that only we know what isbest for
us, that’sactualy aform of selfishnessand pridethat can be astrong obstacleto our spiritual devel op-
ment.

We need, then, tofind aspiritua friend whoisright for us, who knowsour mindsand hasacertain
amount of selflessnessso they can guide usinthe correct way.
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Inevaluating aspiritud friend, we haveto ask oursalvessome questions. What isthis personlike? Do
their actionsmatch their teachings? Do they appear to be pursuing apath of selflessness, or do they
appear to be pursing apath of ego-clinging?After asking these questions, and reviewing ateacher
carefully, wethen can decide whether to accept thisteacher’sadvice.

Particularly trusted teachers can become known asour gurus, meaning they have aspecial placeinour
lives. Theteacher who givesustheingtructionsthat do the most toward devel oping our mindsisknown
asour tsawai lama or root guru. Thisperson playsapivotal rolein our spiritua development.

Shinay (Tranquility Meditation)

Oneof thevery first practicesof Tibetan BuddhismisShinay (aTibetan word, whichin Sanskritis
caled Shamata), also called Tranquility Meditation. In shinay, wesit quietly and comfortably and rest
our awareness either onthe breath or an external object, such asaflower or astatue of the Buddha. By
settling our awareness and cal ming our minds, we cometo seethat thoughtsand emotionsinthemind
arise and disappear aseasily ascloudsform and dissipatein the sky. Thishel psusunderstand that our
sdlf-concept isnot asolid, changel essentity, and that our mindsactually are quiteworkable and change-
able. Thisunderstanding— and the gradua mental stability that comesfrom regular practice of shinay
— canhelpuswork with al the other practicesof Tibetan Buddhism.

That’swhy lamascall shinay thefoundation of all practice. Without devel oping somementd stability, it
will beimpossblefor usto deal with ego-clinging and conflicting emotions. Wewill seeevery thought
and emotion asbeing solid and “real,” whichwill catch usin aconstant web of hope and fear — hoping
for acertain outcome, or fearing another. Wewon't be ableto relax and deal with our livesand experi-
encescamly; we'll alwaysbelocked in somesort of struggle. Shinay showsuswedon’t haveto
struggleto gain awareness, and that awarenessitself can beapowerful tool for spiritual transformation.

Theultimategoal of shinay isasenseof cam abiding, in which themind isundisturbed by (although not
devoid of) thoughtsand emotions. It isin thisstate that one can gain aglimpse of thetrue nature of mind
and phenomena— an experience called Lhaktong in Tibetan, Vipassanain Sanskrit, or “Insight
Meditation.”

Refuge

Thefirst big step for apractitioner on the path of Tibetan Buddhismisthetaking of refuge. Anyone,
Buddhist or non-Buddhist, can learn to meditate and use the practi ces of awareness, but to continueon
and usethe other practices of the Tibetan tradition takesasort of commitment.

So the beginning Buddhi st takesrefuge by coming beforealamaand publicly affirming hisor her trustin
the Buddha, the Buddha steachings(called the Dharma) and the community of spiritual practitioners
(called the Sangha). The practitioner then gainsseverd things: the beginningsof confidenceandfaith,
and objectsof refuge (the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha) that can act as sources of inspiration and
protection. How can the sources of refuge protect us? When we are buffeted to and fro by conflicting
emotions, wemay fedl aloneand defensaless, but if wethink of the Buddhaor histeachingsor his
community of practitioners, werealize we are not alone and that we have methodsto deal with the
thingsthat make usfed aoneand without defenses.
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Thisiswhereprayer can be of valueto us. When wefeel upset or without astrong center, we can pray
to the Buddhafor strength and inspiration. The Buddha sonly wish wasthat all beings becomeenlight-
ened, and hededicated hislifeto accomplishing that goa . That wishinitself meansthat heisconstantly
with us, and that the strength of hisexampleisawaysopento us. Knowing this, our prayersare suc-
cessful and our confidenceisbol stered.

Constructive Action and Precepts and Vows

Once we have dedi cated oursel vesto the Buddhist path through Refuge, it’simportant to redirect our
energiesto pursuing congtructive activities. Because we understand karma, and know that selfishness
and selfish action arethe causes of suffering and confusion, wetry to pursueactivitiesthat decrease our
ego-clinging and increase our salflessness. The Buddhistscall these actionsvirtuous actions because

they nullify ego-clinging.

TheBuddhagavealist of virtuousand non-virtuous activitiesto serveasaguidein hel ping usfollow a
sflesslife. Hetaught that killing, lying, stealing, sexua misconduct, drunkenness, gossp, dander,
covetousness, resentment and non-spiritua viewslead to more selfishnessand suffering. Hea so taught
that protecting life, generosity, living ethicaly, telling thetruth, patching up quarrdls, speaking with
gentleness, discussing thingshel pfully, rgjoicing inthefortune of others, thinking of others' benefit and
not denouncing the beliefs of others produce more peace and happiness, not only for oursalves, but for
others, aswell.

Althoughitisnever required, some Buddhists chooseto formalize their commitment to constructive
activitiesby taking the Lay Precepts. In taking these precepts, wevow not to kill, stedl, lie, takeintoxi-
cantsor indulgein sexua misconduct. By making thisformal commitment, we cut down on external
distractionsthat contribute to wild emotional swingsand ego-centered grasping and increase our sense
of inner stability and strength.

Bodhicitta and the Bodhisattva Vow

Aswe practice shamataand constructive activity, wewill find that our mindsbeginagradua change.
Wearelessworried about ourselvesand our persona possessionsand “territory” and are more opento
others. Webeginto seethat other beingsarejust likeusin their wish for happiness, but are held down
by their conflicting emotionsand selfishness, just aswe have been. We begin to seethereasonsfor their
sufferings, and begin to takemoreinterest in helping them reach enlightenment themsel ves.

Inthe Tibetan tradition, thisredirection of interestsand energiesisformalizedinapracticecalled
Bodhicitta. Bodhicittaisa Sanskrit word meaning “ Mind of Awakening,” and isdefined asboth the
wishto gain enlightenment for the sake of othersand the activity that |eadsto that enlightenment.

Aswegan more experiencethrough our practice, we seethat while our former motivation of gaining
enlightenment soldly for ourselveswashel pful in getting usto practice, that we eventualy need to
broaden our horizon and shake off thelast traces of selfishnessin our motivation to reach enlightenment.
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Theheight of thisdesiretorid oursalvesof selfishnessisshown intaking the Bodhisattva\VVow, inwhich
wevow towork toward enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. Thismeanswe haverecognized the
importance of othersto our path, and that we know our field of working on ourselvesincludesour
relationshipsto others.

We generate bodhi cittaby saying prayersof aspiration (bolstering the*wish” part of our practice) and
by counteracting our ego-clinging through practicing loving-kindness and compassion for othersand
through practicing the Six Perfections: Generosity, Patience, Ethics, Diligence, Meditation, and Wisdom
(fulfillingthe" activity” part of bodhicitta).

Andwhileredlizing Ultimate Bodhi citta— acomplete understanding of the limitlessnature of mind —
isdifficult to practice and understand, Rel ative Bodhi citta— the practice of compassion— iseasy to
grasp and practice.

By devel oping compassion— first for ourselves, and then for others— we break down the barriers of
ego-generated prejudices, which makesit easier to accept ourselves and othersand work for their
benefit.

Through these practices of bodhicitta, we become Bodhi sattvas, which istrand ated as* awakening
beings.” We commit oursel vesto achieving enlightenment, and wetake proper stepsto accomplish the
god, just likethe spiritual seekersof old who set their obj ectivesand then persevered to achieve them.

Inthisway, our commitment to the path of mental and emotional stability becomesdeeper andthe
resultant rewardsbecomericher.

The Preliminary Practices: Ngondro

After taking thisstep of dedicating ourselvesto the bodhisattvapath, we can then practi ce the deeper
meditation methods of the Vajrayana (or diamond path) and can more quickly realize our own innately
enlightened natures.

In the Vg rayana, we use visualization and mantra to enhance our appreciation (and experience) of
our Buddhanature. Through the practices of the Varayana, weimagine ourselvesto befully awakened
buddhas or bodhi sattvas and our world to be an enlightened paradise— essentially relating to ourselves
asweredly are, rather than theway we appear right now.

But before embarking on this profound and complex path, we need to make sure our motivation (and
our practice) ispure and selfless, and that our commitment to the path iscomplete.

To accomplishthis, the next stepinthe Tibetan traditionisNgondro, or the Preliminary Practices. These
cong st of two parts. Ordinary and Extraordinary Preliminaries.

The Ordinary Preliminariesare contemplative meditations on the preciousness of human life, theimper-
manenceof al existence, thetruth of karmaand the unsatisfactoriness of samsaric, confused life. Once
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these contemplationsare done properly, aperson’smind isfirmly turned toward the Dharma, and they
areready to begin theextraordinary foundations.

The Extraordinary Preliminariesconsist of liturgica practicesinwhich apersonresaffirmsther refuge
vow and intention; sayspurification mantras, mentaly offersthemselvesand al theworld'streasuresto
thelineage teachersand to the enlightened beings; and affirmstheir connection to thelineagethroughthe
relationship with their persona teacher. Each of thesethingsisdoneinaritual manner 111,111 times, a
number said to firmly implant theideasin aperson’sspiritua being.

After completing ngdndro, several practices can begiven, depending on the student. Althoughthereare
many practices, the main onestaught to studentsin the West arethe Vajrayanapracticescalled Deity
Yogaand Mahamudra.

Deity Yoga: Yidam Practices

Even after practicing shamata, Bodhicittaand the Preliminaries, weare still subject to confusionand
conflicting emotions. To help root out these conflicting emotions quickly, teachersof the past have
passed on thetransmission of sadhanas (liturgies) on the various Buddhas and Bodhisattvas of the
Tibetantradition.

Through practicing theseritua's, we can quicken our understanding of the basic nature of mind (which,
asweexplained before, islimitless, clear, and unimpeded). We do thisby visuaizing aperfectly enlight-
ened being and then mentally recreating oursel vesin theimage of thisenlightened being. Throughthis,
werecognizethat our bodily formiswithout inherent existence (likethe body of thedeity); that our
speechis puredharmic communication (like the sacred mantras spoken by the deity); and that our
mindsarethevast expanse of open awvarenesswithout the stain of conflicting emotions(likethemind of
thedeity).

These practicesare called Vajrayanaor Tantrayana because they usethe principle of tantra, which
means*“thread” or “connection,” referring to the thread of wakefulnessthat runsthrough all of our
experiences. By recognizing our unity with the enlightened being of our meditation, wediscover a
connection between everything— good happenings, bad happenings, dl our thoughts, emotionsand
experiences— and enlightenment. We see oursel ves as sacred, and our world asasacred placefilled
with the manifestations of enlightenment, and our thoughtsasthe play of enlightened awareness. Inthis
wal, our practice of meditation can proceed continuoudy throughout even the mundane activities of our
daily lives, and we can achieve enlightenment morerapidly.

The Buddhas and Bodhi sattvas (deities) used in these tantric practices, called yidamsin Tibetan, are
used asthefocusfor meditationsin which werecognizethe true enlightened nature of our minds.

Yidamsare cons dered emanations of enlightened mind, and some actually refer to peoplewholived
either before or after thetime of the Buddha. Externally, they have many appearances, and their very
formssymbolizetheir enlightened activity. Thereare peaceful yidams (such asChenrezig, the
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bodhisattvaof compassion) pleasant in appearance, which symbolizethe calm and clear aspectsof our
inner minds, and therearewrathful deities, which symbolizethe more active aspectsof our minds.

To properly practicethese meditations, preparation is needed. Among these preparations are Empow-
erment (called Wang in Tibetan), inwhich ateacher ritualy blessesand introducesthe student tothe
deity; Reading Transmission, (called Lung) inwhich thetext of the sadhanaisritually read to the sudent
asan authorization; and Practical Instruction (called Tri), inwhich the Devel opment (Visudization) and
Fulfillment (Meditation) stagesof the practice are explained in detail. Without these three parts, itis
difficult tofully practiceaparticular deity.

Some dharmastudents, after finishing ngdndro, aregiven ayidam practicefor life; othersaregiven
severa yidam practicesto do.

Mahamudra

In Sanskrit, Mahamudra means*“ great symbol” or “great seal.” In Tibetan, theword ischak ya
chenpo. It refersboth to the basic limitless, clear, unimpeded nature of mind and to the methods used to
achievetheredlization of that mind. Mahamudraisthe main meditative practice of the Kagyu tradition of
Tibetan Buddhism, and has been handed down from teacher to student in an unbroken linefor more
than 1,000 years.

These practicesaregiven only when ateacher is certain astudent isboth ready and ableto practice
them. Theteachingsgeneraly are given after astudent compl etes ngéndro, and they may or may not be
givenat thesametime asyidam meditationinstruction.

The Monastic Path; The Three-Year Retreat

Whilemost practitionersof Tibetan Buddhismin theWest remain househol ders, monastic communities
of celibate monksand nunsare developing. Inthese settings, practitionerswho wishto devotetheir
entirelivesto practiceareableto pursuetheir practice with extraordinary dedication.

Another practice setting Western students can participateinisthe Three-Year Retreat, where students
leavehomesand familiesfor three yearsand three phases of the moon and practiceintensively, following
aset pattern of progressive Vajrayanapractices. Theretreat isdesigned to give studentsacompl ete set
of dharmictoolsfor theaccomplishment of enlightenment inonelifetime. It lso alowssomeof themto
becomelamas and teach others.

Summary

Thisdiscussion of the practices of Tibetan Buddhism focuses on the Kagyu tradition, one of four existing
lineages of Tibetan Buddhism. Itismeant asan overview of the progression of teaching, to show that the
practicesof the Tibetan tradition build upon one another in alogical sequencethat anyonecanfollow.

Thedanger in presenting thistype of overview, however, isthat by reading about the later practicesof
Buddhism, studentsmay wishto skip theearlier phases, wrongly thinking they are®just for beginners.”
Butin actuality the earlier phasesarecritical to accomplishing thelater ones. To betempted to* skip
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ahead” and try other practicesbefore current onesarefinished can only fuel thefiresof the conflicting
emotionsof impatience and pride, making usmore confused and less ableto practice effectively.

Thebest method for following these practicesisto find aDharmacenter and aqudified lamaor teacher,
and to beginlearning the proper methods of study and practice. After studying the methods carefully and
asking questionsto clear up any lingering doubts, students should practicediligently until understanding
isreached.

Thepreciousnessof our humanlifeisnot to betaken lightly; soon death will overtake usand wewill no
longer beableto practice, being instead pushed by our karmic accumulationsinto afuturelifethat may
not be asfavorable asthe onewe now enjoy. That we have encountered theteachings of the Buddhaat
al meanswearevery, very fortunateto have what the Tibetan tradition callsa*” precioushuman birth;”
all wemust do now isdecide how best to useit.

Whether weknow it or not, al of usareaready on aspiritual path of somekind; we seek happiness
and wish to avoid suffering, and havethe beginningsof fedlings of compassion for ourselvesand others.
Soit'suptousto start from where we are and decide whether to go forward into enlightenment or
backward into confusion. Asthe Buddhasaid, we a one arethe oneswho can save ourselves, and we
must work on our own salvation with diligence.



