		

The Exception and The Rule

I realize  that most of what I’ve written concerning mantra seems to highlight their ‘miracle working’ power.  In many different circumstances the practice of a mantra can produce remarkable results.   However, this is not to say there isn’t a sequence that is traditionally taught.  On the contrary - when we read or hear about some practice working ‘out of nowhere’ or in extraordinary ways - these are the exceptions, not the general rule.

Tantra, and the practice of mantra and visualization is traditionally taught in the  context of a Mahayana Buddhist world view and motivation.  Most people who practice in a traditional way follow what is called ‘a sadhana’, or ‘method of accomplishment.  These always begin with a verse, for reflection, and for connecting with a lineage, and Tradition.  This is called taking refuge and generating bodhicitta:

I take refuge, until I attain enlightenment, 
In the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Supreme Assembly
By the merit I produce by the practice of generosity 
and other virtues,
May I accomplish Buddhahood for the sake of all beings

Reciting this a number of times, and reflecting on its meaning can help us to connect to the living energy of our teachers, and Tradition, which can be a very powerful thing.

(for more on the meaning of this verse see ‘Commentary on a Traditional verse’, also in the Supplementary Materials folder)


There are also teachings and practices, ways of life and thought that are the usual foundation for mantra practice.  While it’s true that mantra can be approached from any direction, the teachings about the foundations of practice have been passed down to us precisely because they’ve been found to create the best conditions for getting a good result.

The teachings that serve as a stable foundation for practice go by different names, depending on the lineage.  They can be called ‘Lam Rim‘, ‘The Stages of the Path’, or  ‘Lam Dre‘, ‘The Path and Its Fruit’, or something with a similar meaning.  These sets of teachings (their contemplations, practices, and ‘stages’) are similar in content.  There are many books for someone who’s interested.  

For a general introduction to The Stages of the Path teachings, see The Natural Order (of the stages of the path), in the Supplementary Materials folder.

There is also a folder on this disk, with more information in:
Tibetan Buddhism/Subjects/ The Stages of the Path

Here are two short instructions on this subject, for reflection.  The first is from a modern Tibetan teacher, and the second is by Lama Tsong Khapa, the founder of the Gelugpa lineage of the Tibetan Buddhist Tradition.











                Practice in Stages


From ‘The Path to Enlightenment in Tibetan Buddhism’,
by Geshe Acharya Thubten Loden


“Practice in Stages.  While meditating on the lower subjects, the aspirations for higher subjects should be strengthened.  While listening to the teachings on the higher subjects, your intention to practice the lower ones should also be strengthened.  If it goes like this, you are practicing properly.  On the other hand, if, while listening to higher teachings, your interest in the lower ones wanes, you will end up practicing in a vacuum, with no proper basis or support.

If your guru devotion weakens, resort strongly to reflecting on the benefits of guru devotion, and generate a clear view of how it is the root of the path.

If your aspiration for the Dharma weakens, you must focus on the aspects of leisure and fortune to discern clearly the purpose and real value of your life.

If you succumb to strong attachment to the allurements of the pleasures of this life, focus your attention on impermanence to dispel this attitude.

Becoming neglectful of your vows indicates indifference to the results of actions, so direct yourself to the study of karma.



If your revulsion toward cyclic existence is weak, discussing liberation is mere words.  You must reflect again and again on the disadvantages of cyclic existence.

If you lack a strong compulsion to benefit others, you have severed the root of the Mahayana, so you must direct yourself to the contemplation of bodhicitta and its basis - great compassion.

If, having taken the bodhisattva vows and engaged in the Perfections, you find that your mind strongly adheres to appearances as real, you must direct your attention to contemplating space-like emptiness, and see all that appears as like an illusion.  Focus on the non-dual nature of appearances and emptiness.

If your mind continues to wander uncontrollably from the virtuous object of meditation and remains a slave to the objects of the senses, emphasize calm abiding to bring it under control.

Take each subject from guru devotion to special insight and make it your meditation object for a week at a time.  Then start over once more at the beginning and repeat the cycle again and again.  In this way you will progressively deepen your understanding of each subject, while, at the same time, keep the whole path in mind.










The Foundation of All Good Qualities, by Tsong Khapa 


The foundation of all good qualities is the kind and venerable guru.  Correctly devoting to him is the root of the path.  By clearly seeing this and applying great effort, May I rely upon him with great respect.

By understanding that the precious freedom of this rebirth is found only once, is greatly meaningful and difficult to find again, May I generate the mind that unceasingly, day and night, takes hold of its essence.  

This life is as impermanent as a water bubble - how quickly it decays and death comes!  And after death, just like a shadow follows the body, the results of black and white karma follow.

Finding firm and definite conviction in this, May I always be careful to abandon even the slightest negativities and accomplish all virtuous deeds.  

Seeking samsaric pleasures is the door to all suffering.  They are uncertain and cannot be relied on.  Recognizing these shortcomings, May I generate the strong wish for the bliss of liberation.

Led by this pure thought, mindfulness, alertness and great caution arise.  The root of the teachings is keeping the pratimoksha (individual liberation) vows.  May I accomplish this essential practice.

Just as I have fallen into the sea of samsara, so too have all mother migratory beings.  May I see this, train in supreme bodhicitta, and bear the responsibility of freeing migratory beings.
By clearly recognizing that developing bodhicitta, without practicing the three types of morality, I will not achieve enlightenment, May I practice the bodhisattva vows with great energy.

By pacifying distractions to wrong objects, and correctly analyzing the meaning of reality, May I generate quickly within my mindstream the unified path of calm abiding and special insight.

Having become a pure vessel by training in the general path, May I enter the holy gateway of the fortunate ones, the supreme vajra vehicle.

At that time, the basis of accomplishing the two attainments is keeping pure vows and samaya.  Having become firmly convinced of this, May I protect these vows and pledges like my life.

Then, having realized the importance of the two stages, which are the essence of the vajrayana, by practicing with great energy, never giving up the four sessions, May I realize the teachings of the holy guru.

Like that, may the virtuous gurus who show the noble path, and the spiritual friends who practice it have long lives.  May I pacify completely all outer and inner hindrances.

In all my rebirths, never separated from perfect gurus, May I enjoy the magnificent Dharma.  By completing the qualities of the stages and paths, May I quickly attain the state of Vajradhara. 





