“Meditations for Healing Stress and the Emotions” Retreat

By Carol Beck

In Lam Rim Chen Mo, Lama Tsongkhapa quotes from Garland of Birth Stories on the benefits of listening to teachings:


“Through hearing, you become faithful


And your delight in virtue becomes steadfast;


Wisdom arises and delusion will vanish—

When one considers this, seriously and with confidence, one realizes that to receive teachings from a great dharma master such as H.H. Rizong Rinpoche is an opportunity both rare and profound.  

Between March 13 and April 13, 2002,  H.H. Rizong Rinpoche shared with those attending “Meditations for Healing Stress and the Emotions,”  teachings  on“The Great Seal” or Mahamudra.    Based on a root text composed by The First Panchen Lama, Rinpoche-la led students through an exposition of the sutra tradition of Mahamudra, the meditation on the nature of mind.

He began the course by explaining the importance of first practicing the preliminaries in order to recognize and remove the mental obstacles that prevent us from proper understanding and practice.  Preliminary practices such as prostration, mantra recitation and guru yoga serve to purify the practitioner by bringing into awareness our negative actions and their consequences, to feel regret for these things, and to commit to an effort to not repeat these harmful actions.  Through the preliminaries, we gain the confidence that we can develop wisdom through our own commitment, through our conviction in the three jewels of Buddha, dharma and sangha, and through the blessings and inspiration of our spiritual teachers.

Rinpoche-la continued the teachings with an explanation of bodhicitta, the perfect, altruistic aspiration to attain enlightenment for the sake of all other sentient beings.  One’s motivation to attain enlightenment must have this extraordinary compassion at its foundation , but we must also see how ordinary, negative emotions really are the source of suffering.  He outlined the two main lineages of practice for cultivating bodhicitta: from Maitreya, the Seven-fold Cause and Effect instruction, and from Manjushri, equalizing and exchanging oneself with others as explained by Shantideva.  He strongly emphasized that for inner development to take place, dharma practice cannot just be an intellectual exercise.  To be authentic, the dharma must be integrated into one’s daily life.  

After one cultivates a sense of aspiration, one may formalize this commitment by taking vows appropriate to one’s level of commitment and understanding.  Lama Tsongkhapa, Asanga, and Shantideva have all provided scriptural examples of taking bodhicitta vows, either aspirational or engaging.  Aspirational vows are taken by one who understands the importance of arousing the compassionate heart.  Vows of engaging bodhicitta are taken when one is in a position to put the paramitas fully into practice and to commit to never forsaking this aspiration.  

One must understand that one begins by training in the easier precepts first, then gradually takes on the more difficult ones.  The vows are a way of maintaining conscientiousness about one’s actions and to remind one to help all sentient beings without exception.  The goal is always to defeat inner, unhealthy attitudes and to regard our afflictive emotions as the problem, not any other being.  There is no outer enemy.

As humans, however, our minds are easily distracted from this aspiration, reacting with cravings and aversion.  Mahamudra is a powerful tool by which we can examine how the mind operates, and gain awareness about the influence our states of mind have on the actions of body and speech.  If we do not pay attention to our own minds, negative states of mind will prevail, in turn creating negative actions.  Proper attitudes will generate positive actions and it is that attitude that is most important.   For example, generosity is found not in the actual removal of poverty, but in the attitude that one can serve others by sharing oneself and using the possessions you have to help others.  The goal is not to be impractical, but to train oneself to let go of grasping through a sense of caring for others.

So how does one investigate one’s own mind?  With attention to the preliminaries and the cultivation of proper motivation, one must meditate.  Meditation is the tool that allows us to, as Alexander Berzin states, “build up a beneficial state of mind or attitude through attentive repetition.”  Mahamudra, or meditating on the nature of mind, does not involve meditating on an object, but rather it requires one to remain focused while in a certain state of mind.  It may sound easy, but in actuality it requires great commitment and concentration.  

One must understand that while we can acknowledge conventional reality, all things, including the “I” we so often cherish, lack inherent existence.  Things exist through their relative dependence upon other things much as there is no “short” without “long,” no “hot” without “cold.”  So we begin by recognizing dependent origination on an intellectual level as a means by which we start to let go of the concrete “me” that separates us from the non-conceptual understanding of emptiness.   This intellectual understanding is joined at the initial stages of Mahamudra with the practice of shamatha meditation, the development of a stable and calm mind absorbed in single-pointed concentration.  The important thing, however, is to simply begin.

Rinpoche-la’s teachings tell us that by applying ourselves diligently and with proper motivation, we can gain the clarity of mind that will yield positive actions and genuine understanding.  He reminds us to not waste this precious human life and the opportunities it affords to benefit all sentient beings.  Now is the time to practice.  We are fortunate to have heard this message.


“Through hearing, you become faithful


And your delight in virtue becomes steadfast;


Wisdom arises and delusion will vanish—
