From 'Meditative States in Tibetan Buddhism'

Lati Rinbochay:

We have to contemplate the advantages of meditative stabilization; to do so, we first have to contemplate the faults of distraction.

'From beginningless time until now', we think, 'I have been lost in distraction.  I have already undergone a limitless amount of suffering.  If I still fall under the power of distraction, then I will have to undergo even more suffering.'  If distraction occurs, that is the first way of reflecting on its faults.  The second is, 'Even if I engage in repetition of mantra or meditate on a diety or cultivate a path, if I attempt to do these practices while distracted, I cannot achieve any fruit.'  Shantideva himself said that.

Then we contemplate the advantages of meditative stabilization.  We think, 'If I were to set my mind one-pointedly, then, no matter what type of virtuous activity I wanted to do, I could do it.  No matter what type of clairvoyance or magical emanation I wanted to achieve, I could achieve it based on meditative stabilization.  Another advantage is that, if I had meditative stabilization, even my sleep would turn into meditative stabilization.'  Furthermore, we reflect, 'If I had meditative stabilization, no matter what kind of religious path I wanted to cultivate, I could quickly go from the beginning to the end.'

Thus, we reflect again and again on the disadvantages of distraction and the advantages of meditative stabilization.  This reflection brings about faith in the value of meditative stabilization, and when we have such faith, aspiration for meditative stabilization will come.  If we have aspiration, we will engage with enthusiasm in the cultivation of meditative stabilization.  Thus, mental and physical pliancy will finally develop.


Laxity is of two types- coarse and subtle.  Coarse laxity is a case of having stability- the ability to stay on the object- but not clarity.  Subtle laxity is a case of having stability and clarity but not intensity of clarity.

'Clarity', here, refers not to the clarity of the object but to the clarity of the mind apprehending the object.  When we do not have clarity, it is as if we have become dark, as if we are in a shadow.  Not to have intensity of clarity means that, though we have stability and clarity, the mind's mode of apprehension has become loose with respect to the object.  If, within that looseness, we become even more stable, this state turns into subtle laxity.

Subtle laxity is the worst unfavorable circumstance with regard to generating meditative stabilization.  Since subtle laxity, like meditative stabilization, has both stability and clarity, it is difficult to distinguish between subtle laxity and meditative stabilization.

When we have intensity of clarity, we have not only stability and clarity but also a sense of tightness (firmness) of mind with respect to the object. 
The difference is like that between holding a mug loosely and holding it with firmness.  (clarity)


Like laxity, excitement has two varieties, coarse and subtle.  Coarse excitement is a wandering of the mind to an object of desire.  Subtle excitement is commonly explained through the example of water moving under ice; the meditator does not lose the object, but a corner of the mind has come under the influence of discursiveness.


Introspection has the nature of wisdom.  Introspection analyzes the mind to see whether laxity or excitement has arisen.  Not to rely on introspection when cultivating meditative stabilization is like not knowing that a burglar has entered the house and is carrying away all our goods;  a fault would have arisen in our practice of meditative stabilization, and we would not have identified it.

Though we must rely on introspection, it should not be called up continuously.  The reason is that, if we engaged in this type of investigation continuously, there would be a danger of generating excitement.  For example, when we hold a mug full of tea, we hold it firmly; this firmness symbolizes mindfulness.  Like the hand holding the mug firmly, mindfulness holds onto the object of observation, and, like introspection, the eye also has to see from time to time whether the tea is about to spill or not.  We have to sustain this mode of apprehension of the object with an occasional analysis to find out whether we have become lax or excited.

What are the antidotes?  Let us say that we have generated subtle laxity and have stability and clarity but not intensity of clarity.  Since the fault arises from weakness in the mode of apprehension of the object, we should tighten the mode of apprehension.  There is no need to change objects or to give up the session.  However, the mode of apprehension of the object should not be tightened too much.

Buddha set this forth with the example of the strings of a guitar; if one loosens or tightens the strings too much, the sound is unpleasant.  Another example is that of holding a small bird in one's hands; if we held the bird tightly, we might harm it, and if we held it too loosely, the bird would fly away.  Therefore it should be held with a moderation of firmness and looseness.   


If we reach the point of thinking, 'If I continue in the same way, excitement will be generated', we should loosen a little; however, if we reach the point of thinking, 'If I continue in the same way, laxity should be generated', we should tighten a little.  Whatever the case may be, we need a moderation of looseness and tightness.

(This is something approached gradually.)

We should not force the process of meditation too much. For example, if two people are travelling together and having a good time, when they seperate, they seperate happily, and, therefore they are happy when they come together again.  In the same way, when we leave a meditation session, we should not leave it when the meditation is difficult.  We should leave it at some easy point, so that we will want to meditate later.  If we make meditation into a kind of hardship, then, later, we will become tired and angry as soon as we see the cushion.

(Meditate with a joyful mind.)  

(55-66)




Pabonkha Rinpoche taught:

There are two types of dullness: subtle and coarse.  When you recall your meditation device, its image may be steady but unclear.  This is coarse dullness.  Subtle dullness is as follows: you have not lost the object, but the force of your retention has slakened, and its clarity is not intense.  Subtle dullness is the main obstruction to meditation.  What do I mean by 'not being intense'?  I mean that there is clarity, but the mind has become somewhat slack.  At such a time, though the object's stability is quite firm, this slackness has acted as a cause for subtle dullness.  If the image or object has intense clarity, the mind is sharp, fresh, vital, and still on the object of meditation.

(he is speaking about acuity of perception)


Geshe Dhargyey taught that a cause of subtle excitement is gross excitement.  (and a cause of subtle laxity, is gross laxity, like a remainder left from previous mental action)


From 'Joyful Path of Good Fortune', by Geshe Kelsang Gyatso

On 'Relaxation'

It is very important not to become overtired through exerting too much effort.  If we relax at the right time we will soon be able to apply new effort again.  Timely relaxation maintains the constancy of our practice.  If we neglect the need for rest we become overtired and are not able to apply effort again with joy.  Relaxation is said to be a power because it protects and supports our effort.


Patience involves having a goal, and resistance.  It can be resistance to what we want, in which case it is a matter of waiting and persistance, leaning gently and keeping an eye for when the way is clear and we can proceed.

Patience can also be resistance to our own self, to counter momentum, which is waiting and watching ourselves until the inner quality is right before proceeding.

These are both discipline that has an idea or and aim in mind, and that sees the bigger picture.  It is maturity knowing ahead of time the outcome of our action or non-action.


Gen Lamrimpa said:

'You sharpen the axe so you can cut down a tree.  If you don't cut it down, you've wasted your time.  In a similar fashion, you practice samatha in order to cultivate the subsequent stages of the path.'  


And, Bhikku Buddadasa, and other Theravada teachers, tell us that there are both those who develop meditation quite thoroughly, who bring concentration to a well developed state, and, according to temperment, there are those also who develop their meditation to a reasonable degree, and then proceed directly to the study of wisdom, or insight.

'They do this by closely, constantly, and earnestly observing their own lives and environment.' (60)

He quotes the Buddha as saying that, 'Insight is the means by which we can purify ourselves'.  (29)

He says, 'Instead of beginning our practice by using undirected energy, we should begin with wisdom which is both careful and profound.  This is one of Buddhism's distinguishing characteristics.  Before we can do anything we must have clear and correct knowledege of the goal so that our efforts will meet with success.' 

(From 'Me and Mine')

(103, 104)


Even in the early stages, the study of wisdom teachings can help to pacify suffering and negative emotions and so enable one to go farther in all aspects of practice.

In addition, relative practices can temporarily strengthen the basis of wrong view.  With understanding, the reasons for these practices make more sense, as being a part of procuring our release, and as an expression of truth.  
For these reasons, wisdom teachings should be introduced early on.


In 'Life, Death, and After Death', Lama Yeshe said:

'When you experience non-duality, or emptiness, at that time, build up the strength of intense awareness and comprehension.  That is the reality.  Do not make conversation, 'that, this,' but inside develop strength. I do not know if language can explain.  But somehow inside, the inner strength to comprehend the awareness of consciousness is the reality.

Why is it necessary to emphasize having the strength to comprehend?  Normally we think that our fantasies are real and grasp on to them.  But when we experience the non-dual we understand that it is only our habit that makes us believe our fantasies to be concrete.  So the inner experience is something not real; it is reverse thinking.  Are we communicating?  So that is why strength is important.

The most important thing is experience.

