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Friday Evening 

Introduction – Being in the Moment 
I‟m still nervous.  I feel the same as I did a year ago and again, I‟m not sure where to start:  What to 

say.  What I‟m doing now is just accepting what is inside of me, just relaxing.  I would prefer to be 

cool and radiating loving kindness and being very intelligent and having a very good idea of what 

I‟m going to say.  But instead, I feel a little confused and nervous with so many people.  So many 

people I don‟t know.  So, it‟s quite a challenging moment for me, but I invite both you and me this 

weekend to be what you are, what we are right now; just as I am doing right now.  I‟m holding my 

mind and body in kindness and acceptance.  What is is, and it‟s stupid to push it away and not look 

at it and wanting it to be different than it is, because it is! 

In fact, we live our lives quite often in that way, we push away the moment, we push away what we 

are, we push away what we have, wanting to be something else, wanting to be somewhere else.  

Hoping that at one point in the future, we might come to the place where everything is peaceful and 

everything is nice, and we have everything together. 

So, I invite you for this weekend to let go of this mind and come into the moment:  accepting what is 

and looking at it, mindfully and kind.  There might be some people here who are sick, I don‟t know, 

maybe some people who have chronic pain, some people who are having a good time at this 

moment from the side of the body but have mental challenges in their lives.  And for those, it‟s the 

same.  For this weekend we try to look at our problems and our pain and our sickness in a 

completely different way:  Not pushing it away, not wanting it to be different, leaving it as it is and 

meeting pain, meeting our problems with mindfulness, kindness and acceptance.  This is a 

completely different approach than that which we usually take.  When we have challenges, when we 

are sick, we push it away, we don‟t want it. 

Another kind of Health 
Twenty years ago, I was working as an ambulance-car driver, and I remember one woman, she was 

about 50, and her kidneys didn‟t work anymore so she had to go to the hospital two or three times a 

week to clean her blood and her body was completely breaking down.  She couldn‟t walk anymore, 

she had arthritis, so her hands were just like claws and she had pain all the time and she was very 

always close to death.  So we picked her up three times a week and drove her back and forth to the 

hospital.  There was always a light around her, a kindness, an acceptance, a patience.  I remember 

one evening when I drove with my colleague and he was carrying her up to her flat.  He was a 

strong guy, 25 years old, and healthy.  I looked at them both and thought:  This woman is very 

healthy and this guy is so sick because he was very cynical and couldn‟t cope with his work.  He 
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had no patience, no spiritual direction in his life.  He did this job because he wanted to earn money.  

And here was this woman who, with common sense, we would say is very sick, but I felt she found 

something inside herself, some kind of well-being which was beyond her body, beyond what we 

usually identify as ourselves. 

We are all getting sick, we all know people who are sick, so this weekend can be useful for 

everyone:  Either to cope with the challenge you have in this life right now or to learn approaches 

which help you to be helpful for others who go through crisis.  If you don‟t have a crisis right now, 

don‟t worry…you don‟t have to do something to make your life difficult, because it comes, it‟s part 

of life. 

This is the First Noble Truth which Buddha taught, the first thing he taught:  that unenlightened life 

is always full of problems and challenges.  To think something else or to hope for something else, 

not accepting that is just stupid and a waste of time.  The very body, our body, is in the nature of 

suffering and pain.  We can try our whole lives with diets and sports and everything to keep this 

body healthy; it just doesn‟t work.  At some point, of course, all these medicines and techniques 

have some effect and they can make our life easier, but in the end, it will fail and we will all die.  

We will all suffer from sickness and we will all suffer from pain, either mentally or physically. 

During this weekend, I will give some ideas on how to approach problems and sickness, how to use 

problems and sickness to become more loving, understanding and happy people, how to love 

problems.  It is when we are nailed down by our life, when we encounter moments when we think 

this is too much, that we are invited to open up for what is, to connect with the deeper reality inside 

of us and to connect with others.  Because we are all in the same boat, and although through our 

egocentric self-cherishing mind we feel that our problem is the most important problem in the 

world, there is no difference between your problem and the problems of other people.  Being sick, 

having pain, having mental challenges, can open your heart to other people who are in the same kind 

of situations or who are in even more difficult situations. 

My teacher Lama Zopa Rinpoche used to say we should learn to love problems, like ice cream. 

Mindfulness 
The three main techniques I want to introduce are all based in Tibetan Buddhism.  The first one is 

mindfulness:  presence, to be open to what is.  To look at the moment without judging it:  accepting, 

caring and kind.  Without wanting it to be different:  Relaxing into reality. 

Somehow, we all want to be whole, we all want to experience peace but our minds are constantly 

pushing away the present moment thinking that, somewhere in the future, we will find something 
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that we don‟t have right now and never finding it because we can only find it now.  If we can‟t find 

it now, we will never find it in the future. 

Somehow, we‟re running around, looking for something, trying to arrange our outside world in a 

way that we think leads to happiness, putting all our effort into our career, our education, or in 

acquiring things in the external world.  But it doesn‟t work, it just doesn‟t work!  It doesn‟t give us 

what we‟re looking for, yet still, we do it.  The whole society is running like crazy, the whole 

society is based on this hunger of wanting to be complete inside and thinking that it can be found 

outside.   

The approach of mindfulness is completely different.  It is making peace with what is.  Looking into 

yourself and discovering that kindness and peace is already there.  In one sense you are already 

exactly where you want to be.  Every one of us, at this moment, can open the door to peace without 

becoming someone else, without knowing some deep mystical, spiritual truth.   Just by looking 

inside, at what is and embracing it with a loving heart.  Right now each of us could step into this 

place.  This place is so close to us that we oversee it.  We are running around in our minds, judging 

ourselves, limiting ourselves through destructive concepts, through thoughts, through beating 

ourselves up.  We are not accepting ourselves; we don‟t want to see what we really are.  But there is 

stillness and peace beyond this, in the background of this wanting mind, this dissatisfied mind. 

Simply describing it or talking about it doesn‟t help.  We need to experience it.  It helps that in our 

spiritual tradition, thousands of people have described states of completeness or states of union.  So 

there are a lot of indications that this is possible. 

However, each of us has to do this work.  It is not enough just to read about it or hear about it or to 

have faith in it that it can change your life.  To have faith in the teaching of completeness and 

freedom can change your life because it can give different priorities to your life.  When you have 

faith in the teachings or in a teacher, suddenly your life becomes more meaningful because you have 

found a direction to your life.  So it helps.  Finally each of us has to have glimpses of peace and 

stillness and this is possible.  It is not something that is far beyond our capabilities.  We can have 

these right now.  There is underlying peace and stillness, beyond my words, in this room, right now!  

Every one of you could open to that.  It is energy of love and kindness and acceptance. 

The way to go to this place is kind mindfulness.  It has nothing to do with belief or religion.  It is 

looking inside, feeling inside, observing, and whatever comes up to embrace it, not to push it away, 

to be with it.  Embrace it, the way that a mother embraces her child.  To become a mother for 

whatever is inside of you, whatever thought comes, whatever concept comes.  To embrace it the 

way a mother embraces a child.  Become a mother to yourself. 
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Being well inside, being healthy doesn‟t depend on your physical status; not at all.  Whatever 

sickness you have, whatever sickness you may have, you can be whole and complete, feeling 

healthy, feeling well inside whatever happens to your body because you are much more than the 

body. 

The teachings tell us sometimes that we are like a wave on the ocean.  A wave, forgetting that she is 

part of the ocean.  Identifying with this little part called our body, being fearful because we feel we 

are separated from the whole, separated from other people.  It‟s my little „me‟ here, the most 

important person in the world, and then there‟s this „big outside‟, the other people and everything 

that happens is huge and big and frightening.  The wave forgets and misidentifies itself as this little 

thing coming out of the ocean not being in contact with a deeper reality, a deeper being.  And again, 

this is something that each of us has to have glimpses of.  It‟s not enough just to hear it because that 

won‟t transform your life.  If you have a glimpse of what you are, that transforms your life. 

The technique is simple, I‟ve already said it, the technique is to be mindful about what is.  And 

everything:  Fear and anger and pain, jealousy, insecurity, whatever comes up, give space to it.  

Don‟t want it to go away.  Don‟t push it away. 

This weekend you cannot fail, because you can‟t fail in being what you are and you can‟t fail in 

being where you are because you are where you are.  At least for this weekend we can try something 

else:  To let go of all thoughts of improvement, of accomplishment, of wanting to know things 

which might help to make things better or looking for some secret somewhere or wanting a new car, 

or career, or children, or a partner, something which fulfils our longing to come home.  We are 

already home!  There is nowhere to go.  This running around is like stepping on your own feet. 

So I invite you, for this weekend, to try that:  To settle down, to relax into what you are.  Touching, 

especially those things you don‟t want, your pain, your suffering, the people you don‟t like in your 

life; especially those things, to embrace them with openness and kindness.  Just experiment with it.  

So, this is mindfulness. 

TONGLEN 
The second approach I would like to introduce is the Tibetan practice of Tonglen which is translated 

as „giving and taking‟.  There we go even one step further.  Not only do we accept our challenges 

and our pain, we open up to the pain of other people.  We open up to the pain of other people onto 

ourselves.  That is also a completely different approach to life because we live our life by first 

taking care of ourselves, we are the most important person, and sometime we might help others but 

the most important person to care about is ourselves.  If we have a problem or sickness, it fills our 
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lives; all our thoughts and energy go into that.  We feel we are special with our problem, that our 

sickness is more important than the sickness of other people. 

In Tonglen you reverse this thinking.  You use your problem and your sickness to develop 

understanding and love for other people and train your mind into the attitude of “if I could, I would 

take on the cancer of other people, because I know what it‟s like to be sick, to have this problem and 

I want others to be free of this”. 

Visualisation 
The third thing I would like to introduce is visualization.  In Tibetan Buddhism we work a lot with 

visualization and this is used a lot in pain treatment and cancer treatment nowadays:  The power of 

visualization, the power of imagination.  And we will use the Medicine Buddha as a symbol of all 

the healing energy in this universe, manifesting and concentrating into this image of the Medicine 

Buddha.  I will introduce simple visualization of Medicine Buddha and how we can use this image 

for healing. 

The power of mind 
It is important to understand, for each of these three approaches to work for you, that all you 

perceive with your eyes is shapes and colours and all you hear is vibrations in the air, the movement 

here, some electrical impulses.  The same is true for taste and smell.  That is all you perceive, and 

there is no meaning in it at all, it‟s you that gives meaning to things.  If you understand that, you 

have a very important key to your life in your hands. 

Things that happen, things outside there, they don‟t have names or meanings from their own side, 

it‟s your mind that projects meanings and names onto things.  That is why different people can 

experience the same problems, the same challenges in their lives, quite differently.  They give 

different meanings, use different words and concepts to what happens.  That‟s why Lama Zopa can 

say “We have to learn to love problems like ice cream”, because a problem is not painful or is not 

even a problem from an external point of view, because all you perceive is shapes and colours.  You 

are the one responsible for the meaning things have in your life.  And you are the one responsible 

for the meaning your past has in your life. 

If you have been abused in your past, and because we have grown up in an insane society we are all 

abused in one way or another,  you still have the freedom to decide what this means to you.  Some, 

out of an abused childhood, grow out of it as loving and understanding human beings, helping other 

people.  Others close up for the rest of their lives, never to be touched and never to be hurt again. 

I don‟t say that this is easy; you can‟t do it from one day to another.  If you have been hurt in your 

childhood and you hear the teachings, you can‟t just say to yourself, “ok, I‟ll just think differently 
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about it”.  No, because our habit of our way of thinking about things is very ingrained, so deeply 

ingrained that it is in our body.  So we can‟t just decide to think differently, it takes time.  It takes 

the work of forgiveness and loving kindness.  And this can‟t be done in just one day. 

Tibetan Buddhism or Buddhism in general, says that we are completely mistaken in the way we 

think things exist.  That is why we have the freedom to give the meaning to things.  That‟s why we 

can use techniques like Tonglen, or the transforming of problems into something which helps us to 

grow.  It is our mind which is responsible for giving meaning to things that happen in our lives. 

Many people do not take this step in life.  Many people believe a problem is a problem, a cancer is a 

cancer, and that‟s it!  Pain and suffering come from the side of the problem.  It‟s not their 

responsibility.  But we are responsible for our feelings; nothing can hurt us except ourselves.  It‟s 

always ourselves that gives us a hard time. 

There are people that, no matter what happens to them, use the experience to become more loving 

and kind people.  Like His Holiness, the Dalai Lama, confronted with so much misery and yet he is 

the happiest person you could meet in this life.  It‟s possible. 

Method and Wisdom 
I will tell once again the story of the eagle, sorry, I know I‟ve already used it twice and it will be the 

last time I use this story.  Luckily there are only a few people here who have heard it before.  For 

me, it illustrates one basic message of the spiritual path. 

In the story, there is a man in the forest who finds an eagle‟s egg which had fallen out of its nest.  

He took it home where he had a chicken farm, so he put this eagle‟s egg into one of the chicken‟s 

nests and the chicken hatched the egg.  Once hatched, the eagle grew up thinking he was a chicken.  

It learned to live like a chicken, running around and scratching the ground and trying to make 

chicken noises.  At night it went back to the chicken coop, sleeping on the chicken ladder and 

basically living the life of a chicken.  One day all the chickens were outside and they saw an eagle 

soaring above and the little chicken-eagle asked his mother:  “Oh, how wonderful, what is that?”  

The chicken-mother answered:  “oh, they are different, we are chickens and we live on the ground.  

No, they are completely different to us.”  So, that is the way that the chicken-eagle lived his life, like 

a chicken, until he finally died. 

That‟s how many of us live our lives:  Living our chicken lives, instead of spreading our wings and 

expressing our true nature, expressing what we are meant to do, if we wouldn‟t limit ourselves 

through a belief system, through destructive concepts and thoughts.  Like the chicken-eagle who 

limited himself through the belief that he was a chicken, not even testing himself.  It should have 
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been obvious since he plainly looked different, but we can blind ourselves in belief systems through 

our concepts. 

The two wings we are supposed to open and supposed to use consist of one wing which is loving-

kindness, love, not what people usually understand as love, „I want me, I want you to make me 

happy, we make a deal, if you don‟t make me happy, I‟ll throw you away like an old cabbage and I 

will ask the same from some other person‟.  I am talking about another love.  I will talk later about 

what Tibetan Buddhism has to say about love.  So, this is the one wing:  love, kindness, compassion. 

The other wing is wisdom, understanding reality, understanding how things really exist; not how we 

think things exist.  We think that we are separate:  we are this body-mind, this frightening mind and 

this little fragile body which can collapse at any moment (and we know that to be true); and then 

there is the outside world which we are separate from it, it has nothing to do with us, and it is 

threatening us.  We have to get what we want from this outside world because it is different, and we 

can push other people aside because they are different and they are in the way of our own approach 

to happiness, they disturb us. 

Buddhism says that that is completely wrong, that it‟s a mistake.  We are not separate from our 

surroundings; we are deeply interconnected with everyone and with everything.  We are deeply 

connected with the universe and deeply connected with everyone we meet.  We are very, very 

deeply connected.  I will talk about that later, it‟s too mind-blowing.  I don‟t want to scare people 

away. 

Changing your Thinking 
I think everyone can understand the importance of mind, the importance of our thoughts and 

concepts, how we can limit and hurt ourselves through ideas and concepts.  How when we change 

the way we think about things, we can change ourselves. 

We know that we have good and bad days.  Without changing anything, we have the same life, the 

same car, the same partner and the same job, and yet we have a good day and one week later we 

have a horrible, miserable day in the same life.  Nothing has changed outside; it‟s something inside, 

something inside which we sadly think is by chance, that we can‟t explain what makes the 

difference between a good and a bad day.  We don‟t look into it. 

Of course it‟s possible to have every day be a good day, because you are making it.  It‟s not chance.  

Every day can be a good day, because we give the meaning to our lives and the things around us.  

Since we do it anyway, why not give it a good meaning, a positive meaning, a meaning which 

makes us happy.  Why not learn to think constructively about things that happen to us anyway? 
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That it works can be seen in other people; like this woman I met, twenty years ago, who was very 

sick, but she was radiating love and completeness.  And each of us is the same in that regard, this is 

not something for saints or for special people, you don‟t have to live in a cave in the Himalayas to 

be able to do that or do some difficult spiritual practice.  No, that door is open to us every day:  to 

think differently. 

Instead of seeing disease as something we don‟t want, we can use disease and problems and pain to 

become happier, more complete and content and healthier.  We can use sickness to become healthier 

in a deeper sense.  Sometimes we believe if we are sick that we will die more quickly than those 

around us.  This is not true:  anyone can die anytime.  Each of us can die tomorrow, whether we are 

sick or not.  It is sad that some people need to be struck down by cancer or a heart attack to think 

about their lives.  They don‟t start thinking about their lives when they are healthy, which is a good 

place to start and to practice and is a better place to start to prepare yourself for the cancer or the 

heart attack, which will eventually come.  There is no difference between someone who is healthy or 

someone who is sick when contemplating the probability of death.  It is the same with age; young 

people will die just as old people will die. 

Preparing for Death 
In that sense, as in every spiritual practice, this weekend is a preparation for death.  If we learn to 

constructively use problems in our lives, and pain, that is the best preparation we can have for 

probably the most important moment in our lives.  It is the only thing we can be sure will happen to 

each of us. 

We can‟t predict what will happen tonight.  We may come home with the wish to watch television 

and discover that our set has been stolen.  What is going to happen next week is completely 

unpredictable.  One thing we know for sure, each of us will die.  We don‟t know when, so be 

mindful in the moment, practicing taking and giving, developing the loving heart, as the preparation 

for death. 

It is with death as with all things, it has no particular meaning from its own side, it‟s not particularly 

frightening or difficult to die.  You will all die successfully. 

If we learn to deal with these little things in our daily lives, or pain, big things, this is our training, 

our school for the final examination where your life is summed up and you can die complete and 

healthy, feeling healthy, feeling whole, without fear. 

Lama Zopa, one of the founders of this organisation, said “you can die like going home”, and indeed 

the great masters die like that.  This is not something which happened many hundreds of years ago 

in Tibet, it‟s happening now.  Masters in this tradition die like that; completely content and happy, 
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just like walking out of the room leaving their old body behind.  So our final examination is our 

death. 

Compassion and love is the best preparation for death, for having Aids and having cancer and the 

best preparation for you when losing loved ones.  Compassion and love is what matters in our life. 

Buddha-Nature 
In Tibetan Buddhism, one of the basic teachings is the teaching on Buddha nature:  That each of us 

has the potential to become a fully-awakened One.  Like the story of the eagle, each of us has this 

great potential of love and wisdom inside of us.  It is important to understand that in the teachings it 

says that our intrinsic nature is pure and free and peaceful.  All our afflictions, our delusions, our 

anger, our nervousness are on the surface of this huge spacious loving reality which is our true 

nature. 

No matter what we do, however harmful we act towards others or ourselves, it can never destroy or 

harm or pollute what we are.  That is something we can have glimpses of, not something we need 

have faith in but something we can experience.  We can experience it in the background of our 

disturbing thoughts, our nervousness, our cravings.  Under that are peace and stillness and 

spaciousness. 

We become obsessed with destructive concepts, with our thoughts.  We think we are what our 

thoughts tell us, and they often tell us negative things, criticize us.  They push us.  Very often our 

thoughts are not embracing us and caring for us.  But we are not our thoughts.  Our thoughts are also 

not necessarily realistic.  We have a lot of crap going on in our ´minds.  Many thoughts quite often 

have no basis whatsoever.  It is good to understand and to step back from this.  To start to explore 

where the thoughts come from, what is the background of thoughts, what is mind.  To look into that 

and not become too involved in the thoughts or what the thoughts tell us. 

Thoughts come and go.  You can be like a mountain.  When thoughts come, they can tell you 

horrible things about what you are and what other people are and they can give you a hard time.  

Just look at them.  They can pass by like clouds.  If they are not helpful, if they hurt you and make 

you feel tight and tense, make you unhappy:  You don‟t need to believe them. 

Most of our thoughts, we have thought them again and again.  They are so boring.  You have been 

listening to the same record for at least twenty years.  And quite often if you listen to your thoughts, 

they may even have the voices of your father and mother telling you how bad you are, how you 

don‟t fulfil the expectations of I don‟t know who.  It limits us to identify ourselves with our thoughts 

and our body. 
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In mindfulness meditation we do not try to suppress thought, because it doesn‟t work and we don‟t 

want to change them, we don‟t want them to go away.  We step away and look at them and that‟s it.  

We look at them and leave them as they are.  We don‟t want to be peaceful or somewhere else or in 

a different mood.  We just want to be aware of being nervous, feeling the tension in your stomach, 

your shallow breath, your thoughts telling you that you‟re an idiot.  Okay, we just give space to 

what happens. 

If you practice in that way, you can also start to give space to others.  The way you treat yourself is 

the way you treat others.  If you give yourself a hard time, and if you judge yourself and find fault 

with everything, then this is a habit you will carry into your family and into your life. 

It‟s amazing, we live in our minds.  Everything that comes, everything you see and everything you 

hear comes from your mind.  You couldn‟t even prove that there is a world outside because you 

would have to use your mind to prove it.  Your universe is in your mind.  There might be something 

our there or not.  In some traditions, even in Tibetan Buddhism, they say that there is something out 

there and others say that there is nothing outside.  That doesn‟t matter because even if there is 

something outside, what you perceive is in your mind.  So you are in charge of how the atmosphere 

is in this field; how things that come up in your mind are treated.  You are in charge of that.  So a 

thought about yourself is a movement in your mind.  A thought about another person or even the 

person himself, is a movement in your mind.  You are in charge to treat both with openness and 

loving kindness and understanding. 

Even the thought of „me‟, „I‟, is a movement in your mind, it‟s a concept.  You are in charge of 

giving the colour in which all these movements in your mind are held.  You can have a very 

negative and judging atmosphere in your mind, which means that you give yourself and other people 

around, a hard time and always find fault where nothing is perfect.  Well, nothing IS perfect.  This 

world is not perfect. 

You can have this kind of mind, or you can be relaxed, peaceful, understanding, accepting that you 

or other people are not perfect.  We make mistakes.  We are the same.  We go through the same 

pain, we are all going to die, we will all lose people we love. 

It‟s up to you how these movements of mind are treated.  It‟s much better and healthier to treat these 

movements of mind with kindness and love and understanding.  And you have to start with yourself.  

You can‟t develop compassion and love and understanding of other people if you have not touched 

everything inside of yourself with kindness and love and understanding.  That‟s where we start. 
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Meditation Exercise – Body Scan 
Start by sitting with your back straight. 

You may close your eyes if you wish, but in our tradition we usually keep them half-closed so that 

some light comes in and this keeps you from falling asleep.  However, if you fall asleep, then that‟s 

what you are; that‟s also okay.  You might be very tired because you‟ve had a working day.  The 

important thing in this meditation is to give space to what is. 

Now bring your awareness to the top of your head.  Allow your awareness to gently receive the 

sensation arising:  the softness of the scalp against the skullcap. 

Sounds are no distraction, they are just movements in your mind, leave everything the way it is. 

Go down to your eyes and you release the tension there. 

Just feel, give space to the sensations and allow the awareness to move slowly through your face. 

Feel the muscles of the jaw and the warmth of the ears. 

Feel the tongue lying gently in the mouth. 

Then proceed downward towards the throat and the neck. 

Fell the strength in the shoulders, the muscles, the bones.  There may be some subtle movement of 

the shoulders with the breath. 

Then go down your arms, elbows, and go into your hands, feeling the life in each palm. 

Feel the chest rising and falling, naturally with each breath. 

If you feel some tightness or pain, touch it with openness and softness, acceptance. 

Feel the heart beating within the chest… 

And the lungs gently expanding with each breath. 

If you have thoughts, then let them pass like clouds. 

Feel the different temperatures and tensions in your body.  Notice that whatever you touch, there is 

life. 

Slowly move down your spine; gradually descend the spine. 

Then allow the belly to soften…and feel the movement of your belly…the hips…how you sit on the 

cushion… 

And let your awareness gently, tenderly, pass through the genitals…legs…knees…and your feet. 

Now try to spread your awareness through the whole body; from the top of the head to your toes. 

Then within the field of the body, observe the inward and outward flow of the breath.  Let yourself 

breathe, without changing anything. 

Observe how the field of the body moves with the breath. 

(A plane flies low overhead and the noise becomes quite loud)… 
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Oh, that‟s a challenge…(laughs)…anyway it‟s interesting to observe your mind and what happens, 

it‟s not the sound that‟s the problem, it‟s the commentaries in your mind.  Try to be like a mountain, 

your body is like a mountain; your mind is like the sky giving space to everything; giving space to 

the moment, to what is. 

If you are tired then give space to that. 

Whatever emotion, whatever pain comes up, is in the focus of your field right now, give space to it 

and touch it with acceptance…without wanting to change anything. 

Feel how the breath flows, as though you are being breathed. 

End of meditation exercise. 

 

If you would practice like this for some time every morning, it could become a habit and an attitude 

in our life to live our life like that; to treat ourselves and others like that, with an open and caring 

heart.  We can‟t expect that something like that works within one day or two days or two weeks.  It 

takes months of practice before practices like this have an effect on our lives because the habits in 

our mind are so strong.  The habits or running around, being busy, the loudness of our life is so big, 

the distraction, there is not much space for discovering peace and silence in us.  So, it is important if 

you want to experiment with this meditation that you keep it going and keep the inspiration going 

for some time.  Then you will see that it has an effect. 

I will talk about this on Sunday, how to establish a daily practice, how to look for support in your 

practice. 

 

The Importance of Motivation 
I want to conclude with one important point, which Lama Zopa also emphasizes in his book, 

Ultimate Healing.  It doesn‟t make so much sense to become completely healthy and then waste 

your life.  So, for him, his motivation is more to teach people how to make their lives meaningful.  If 

your motivation is to become healthy and feel good about yourself and to have a peaceful and happy 

life and then use this life only for yourself, for your own goals, using your healthy body to harm 

others, then becoming healthy is a complete waste instead of using your life constructively, creating 

good energy in yourself and others, you use your life for egoistical approaches, pushing others 

away, not caring about others.  For Lama Zopa, becoming healthy and continuing to kill and to steal 

and to lie, there is no benefit in that. 

So, why become healthy?  Why become happy?  That‟s the important thing, to look into the 

motivation. 
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Why feel good about yourself?  What is the purpose of our lives?  Why should we become healthy?  

What is the purpose?  What is the meaning?  What is the mission of our lives?  Why are we here?  

The answer comes from all spiritual traditions, from all these people who are happy with their lives.  

The purpose is to help others; to serve others.  That‟s our mission; that‟s what we are here to do.  

That‟s the only way to live a content and happy life. 

The extent to which we serve and help others will determine the extent of the happiness in our own 

lives.  That is the reason to become healthy and the reason to be kind and caring to yourself; because 

you want to extend this to others. 

If you meet people in your life who are content and happy, you will find that they serve others, help 

others.  If people are happy in their jobs, it‟s because they feel that it is meaningful, that they 

contribute something; that they do something for others.  It is our nature, human nature; we want to 

be there for others; we want to contribute. 

If you truly want to help someone, you help him to help others.  You help him to be of benefit, to 

have meaning in his life.  A meaningful life is always a life which serves others. 

Caring about yourself, accepting yourself as you are is not a selfish trip.  It is not egocentric in this 

approach.  It is the first step which makes it possible for you to open your heart.  It will make you 

stop entering a situation with the sole thought of what is in this for me?  What advantage can I gain 

of this situation, of these people, of this environment? 

The same applies with getting healthy with this body, with nurturing this body.  The path to healing 

is very powerful when we do this with the motivation of wanting to serve others.  The extent to 

which you can die a peaceful death with no regret, with feeling content with what you have done 

with your life, is dependant on the extent to which you have loved others and how you have 

expressed that love; beginning with the people around you, your friends and colleagues.  That is all 

that matters in life and somehow, we know that.  We know that what matters is love. 

If we are in the situation where we know that we are dying and have the opportunity to call our 

family to our side, we will not be discussing our new car or the books we‟ve read; we will talk about 

love.  We will talk about how we have loved our friends and family because that is what matters in 

life. 

If we can start now to express this love which is our true nature, then we can die peacefully.  We 

won‟t do it perfectly because we have so much fear and we limit ourselves.  I don‟t mean that we 

need to become saints or even special people, I‟m talking about the little things that make us afraid 

to express the love we have; but we can try.  We can do a little bit and then when we die, we can 

think:  „Okay, I could have done more, but I did my best, at that moment I just couldn‟t do more 

because I‟m a wounded person‟.  At least you did your best.  Then you can die peacefully with 
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nothing to complete or make whole, you can let go because you showed your love in your way 

which may not be a very open way, but it is the way in which you were able to show it. 

In Tibetan Buddhism, it‟s not that we are supposed to love the people around us but that we are 

meant to lead them to freedom.  Buddhism tells us that we have the potential to do that.  We have 

this Buddha-nature and we can develop it.  We will find final contentment and happiness only when 

we take on this job and we vow that we will save every single being in the universe.  Of course, we 

need to accept the idea of rebirth and the whole package that comes with it, otherwise it doesn‟t 

make sense because what can you accomplish in a single human life?  That is the core of Mahayana 

Buddhism:  We want to walk the spiritual path because we want to be the guide for all beings.  We 

are able to do that. 

The Purpose of Life 
Anyway, even if you just look at this life, what is it that makes us happy?  Love; to be able to love 

others; what makes us happy is love, to love others.  To do something for others, to be kind, to help 

others, that‟s our nature.  We can‟t help it, that‟s what humans are.  If humans harm others, that does 

not make them happy. 

If you steal and kill and cheat others, you won‟t find genuine happiness in your life, the contentment 

which allows you to die peacefully. 

This simple statement:  “The purpose of my life is to serve others”, answers a lot of questions 

regarding the purpose of life, about why we should develop, why we should make the effort, why 

should I be brave enough to face my challenges and pain?  Because the purpose of my life is to be 

there for others, to help them, to care for them.  We have to start with ourselves. 

There are people who burn out because they help people, because they need something.  They need 

love, they crave love, and they crave acknowledgement and praise.  They even think negatively 

about themselves.  They burn out from helping others, doing all for others, they do a lot of good 

things, but the motivation behind it is a lack, wanting to be loved, having a good reputation, being 

praised.  So these people did not carry out the first step:  caring for themselves, wanting themselves 

to be happy.  If you don‟t want to be happy yourself, you cannot have this wish for others. 

There is enough energy inside of you to dedicate your whole day to others.  When you see true 

masters like Lama Zopa Rinpoche, he literally works for others 24 hours a day; he doesn‟t need to 

sleep anymore.  He never closes his door saying:  „Now I need a break, I need some time for 

myself.‟  It just doesn‟t happen.  His attendant recently said that beginning from the moment 12 

years ago when he started working for him, they have not had a break; never a holiday, or just going 

for a walk, or having a nice cup of tea to relax or watching TV.  It was constantly serving others, 
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always being there for others.  The energy is there; you can see it in him; he is full of energy and joy 

and love. 

But at one point he had to start with himself.  He had as much work to do in his own spiritual 

development as we have now.  It is not something which is beyond our capacity.  There is enough 

love energy in this universe to give us boundless energy to help others each minute of our lives and 

this is what we are supposed to do. 

I hope everyone comes back tomorrow, and if not, the purpose of your life is still to serve others.  I 

don‟t wish to make it difficult for some people who do not accept the idea of rebirth and the rituals 

or organized religion.  I don‟t wish to make it difficult for them although I realize that I have said 

some things tonight that I had not wanted to say for that very reason.  I sometimes get carried away 

talking about helping all sentient beings.  But I really believe that there is value in these techniques 

and teachings for everyone.  So, even though you may feel that there are things you can‟t accept, it 

doesn‟t mean that you have to throw away the whole message.  You can take out of these teachings 

that which is helpful to you, which helps you right now.  This might even include something I 

haven‟t even thought about but have said and which you think is helpful.  The rest you can just 

forget.  I am not here to convince you of anything.  I want to encourage you to find yourself, to go 

on a search for what you are, on your own.  You need to look inside; you need to find the answers 

within yourself, that is your job.  It is sad if people are scared away by the statues and the thankas 

and so on.  For my part, none of these things need be here.  I could just be sitting here in jeans but 

the message would be the same:  The purpose of your life is to help others.  If you want to be happy, 

then just help others.  It has nothing to do with statues or Tibetan Buddhism.  It is something that 

you can test.  Just go out and test it and you will see that it works.  If you are not brave enough to 

test it then just watch other people and what they do.  You will see that a big house and a big career 

and a big Mercedes, doesn‟t make people happy.  They are just as miserable as every one of us.  

Those people that are happy dedicate part of their lives to their children in their job; those are the 

ones content with their lives:  Parents who serve their children; partners who serve their partner; 

people who help through their jobs. 

Tomorrow we will go a little deeper into mindfulness and in the idea of transforming problems; of 

loving problems like ice cream.  Then on Sunday, we will work with the visualisation of Medicine 

Buddha, with healing energy, and the meditation of Tonglen, the practice of giving and taking:  

Taking on the pain of others and giving your happiness to them. 

Thank you very much. 
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SATURDAY 

Achieving Mindfulness 
…if you look into the sky and something resonates in you, you can breathe in and you find some 

space, that is because it is our nature; our mind is spacious and clear and can give room to 

everything. 

It is quite amazing how we lock ourselves into our various concepts and fears; how we cloud the 

spaciousness of our mind with thoughts, just with thoughts.  Thoughts are nothing material, they are 

not necessarily in accordance with reality and yet we get lost in them.  We believe what our 

thoughts tell us.  Our thoughts are often very little and destructive and harming. 

When we connect with the present moment, settle down and relax into the present moment, we 

actually, very often, don‟t have any problem.  The problem is our thoughts, thinking about the past, 

and thinking about the future.  Right now, sitting here, there is no problem.  There are worries 

maybe, in your mind, thoughts, but we can connect with our spaciousness and freedom right now.  

It‟s our thoughts that block us, prevent us from seeing the sky of our mind.  The way to connect with 

the present is through the breath and the body. 

Mindfulness of the breath and mindfulness of the body helps us to connect with what is; helps us to 

release the tension of our thoughts, of our concepts, of our limitations. 

Yesterday, I said that this weekend is mainly about finding a completely different approach to our 

problems, to our pain and to our sickness, by accepting what is without wanting to change it.  But, in 

fact, this approach makes it possible to make things change.  It is not that you accept your sickness 

and enter mindfully into your pain, and then it stays like that.  Mindfulness and other techniques we 

will use this weekend, make it possible to change things.  I‟ve read a few books about mind and 

healing in preparation for this weekend and there are very many stories about people who find 

healing in mindfulness practice and the development of compassion and in getting into the freedom 

of their minds.  Pain, problems, and sickness very often have a message for us. By fighting it, by not 

wanting it, by rejecting it, by going into war against our sickness, our problem, we just increase the 

tension and the suffering in our body and mind. 

Mindfulness training makes it possible for our pain, our heart attack or whatever it is that we have, 

to bring the message.  We can listen to our body if we make space for it.  And the way to make 

space for it is to be aware of what is going on, to be aware with a non-judgemental mind; giving 

space to what happens in your body and in your mind, caring about it, listening to the voices of your 

pain and of your symptoms. 

So for those of you with chronic disease, or for those who wish to help others with chronic disease, 

it is very good to read these stories about people who get healed through mindfulness practice, 
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through meditation on compassion and loving kindness.  It is inspiring to know this, that our mind is 

so powerful and that miracles are always possible; but more importantly to understand that finally, 

we will die and to prepare for it.  It is not that important to be free of that cancer or that sickness 

because finally we will die; we can‟t win.  So it is important to start to prepare.  Sickness and 

problems give us the opportunity to prepare for this important moment of our death. 

There are many people who, through sickness or loss, start to think about their lives, they change 

things, they set different priorities.  Many people have said things like: „This cancer is the best thing 

that has ever happened in my life, because now I actually start to live.  Before the illness I spent my 

life on automatic pilot, without mindfulness, without love, without appreciating things.  Now that I 

know that I have maybe only one year left to live, I‟m grateful and I know what is important in life.‟ 

We can all live like that.  We don‟t need cancer or heart attacks.  Maybe if we start to live like that, 

there won‟t be any cancer or heart attacks.  Maybe if we start to live like that, the cancer or heart 

trouble we have will heal; not necessarily, but it‟s possible. 

The same applies to pain.  In one book in particular by Jon Kabat-Zinn, there are stories about 

people who learn to live with chronic pain with a completely different approach.  Not by giving up 

the idea to want to be free of that pain, to want to fight it, beat it, nor to pad it.  That is what we 

usually do:  with every little pain we experience, we want to take drugs, to be rid of it.  If you have 

headache which returns frequently, there may very well be a message there, some meaning, 

something this headache wants to tell you.  If you take drugs to reduce the pain but continue to live 

as before, then the headache will return and may even turn into something more sinister. 

Yesterday I also spoke of our tendency to push away those things in life which we do not want to 

have, those things which irritate us, which make us suffer or cause pain.  We push away the parts of 

us we don‟t like.  The way of mindfulness is different; the way of mindfulness gives space to our 

pain and to those parts we don‟t like, our irritation, our little fears and weaknesses.  It gives space to 

all those things we do not wish to have because somehow we want to get it all together, because we 

want to portray success.  Mindfulness will allow us to show ourselves and others that we don‟t have 

it together, that we have doubts and weak moments with fears and sleepless nights, that we are often 

confused.  With mindfulness we give space to all these feelings and doing so helps us to develop 

acceptance and tolerance towards other people as well.  They are in the same situation; they are also 

confused and have pain and problems. 

What we usually do in daily life, each of us is to show each other that we have it together.  I have 

reached something, I am successful, and I have position.  That puts us under a lot of pressure 

because we have to hide parts of us.  Although everyone is doing it, we all feel as though we are the 

only one like that, but if you manage to meet people and really talk to them, you will realize that we 
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all have the same problems or similar problems.  We all know each other very well in that regard.  

We have all gone through similar situations and similar pain.  We all know what it‟s like to be 

abused and confused and experience loss in our life, what it‟s like to be sick.  We all know that. 

Achievements of Mindfulness 
The way of mindfulness opens the way to compassion and understanding of other people.  It makes 

you more accepting and tolerant towards other people.  It makes it possible to be more honest, to 

express what you feel and be more yourself.  When you start to live that way you will see that to be 

honest and to show your vulnerability doesn‟t lead to people rejecting you.  People will actually 

open up to you and be more comfortable in your presence because they know that you don‟t judge 

them.  They feel as though they can be what they are. 

Somehow, we feel that we only show our successful side that others will like us or feel good around 

us.  The contrary is actually true.  If we were better at showing our confusions and irritations, it 

would make it possible for others to relax in our presence.  We grow up in a culture where we learn 

that it‟s important to be tough to be accepted and good at your job.  Actually, we all like those 

people who are just human and who give us room to be who we are. 

Karmic Influence 
Yesterday, I also mentioned that from the Buddhist point of view, the cause of our problems is the 

egocentric and self-cherishing mind.  According to the Buddhist view, all problems or sickness 

occurring in our lives come from having harmed others in the past.  All happiness and healing in our 

lives comes from serving others, from loving others.  That is the basic idea of karma.  Nothing that 

happens happens by chance.  It is caused by how we acted towards others in the past.  We all have 

the seeds of having harmed others in our minds and we all have the seeds of having done good 

things for others in our mind.  So if we want to be healed in this life, we have to ripen those seeds in 

our mind which were caused by helping and serving others.  In the Buddhist practice you try to do 

both:  you try to bring to flower the seeds of love and compassion in your mind and you try to purify 

those seeds of hatred and harm in your mind. 

At the end of yesterday, I spoke about the importance of motivation in everything we do.  I said that 

the purpose of our life and to happiness is to help others, to serve others.  A powerful practice starts 

only once we enter the practice and the way of healing with the motivation:  „I am not doing this for 

my own benefit alone, but also because I want to help others along their path to healing, along their 

spiritual path.‟ 
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It is important to enter any spiritual practice with this motivation.  In the beginning it might be 

artificial, but it‟s a way to start because we are not trained to have this.  It is the most powerful and 

beautiful thought in the universe.  „I will use my life to help others.‟ 

From the Buddhist point of view there is more than just the earth, there is universe upon universe 

with many different life forms.  This idea of making the purpose of our lives to serve and help others 

is very rare in these universes, so we are very lucky to hear these teachings.  Finally, to find the key, 

the answer to what is the purpose of my life, what is it that I am supposed to do? 

It is a very simple teaching but it is the heart of every spiritual tradition on this planet.  It is the key 

to healing and true well-being:  to become an expression of love, to use your life to become an 

expression of love.  That is something that every spiritual practitioner can set his signature to.  Jesus 

would agree with that.  He might call it „becoming an expression of God‟. 

Breathing Meditation - Introduction 
I think we can start with just a simple breathing meditation. 

We do this meditation with this attitude, with the spirit of giving space to whatever happens with a 

non-judgemental mind.  We don‟t want to reach anything other than what is.  Whatever comes, 

whatever comes into your field of awareness, we embrace, and we don‟t push anything away.  That 

is true for any thoughts, sounds or things we may call destructive.  We make our body like a 

mountain.  Thoughts and sounds they pass like clouds.  We don‟t get involved in them but neither 

do we push them away.  We try to make the space in which your universe unfolds; the universe in 

which we live.  We try to make the space a good space, a loving space and an accepting space.  

Whatever comes along in the space of your mind (and that‟s all you have, you will never experience 

anything outside of this space), we invite, we welcome everything.  Don‟t push anything away.  This 

includes thoughts about us, pain, tragedy or the most terrible things that happen. 

There are a few ways to do a breathing meditation.  You can focus on several points.  In some 

traditions you may focus on the sensation through your nostrils, while in other techniques you focus 

on the movement of the chest or in yet another on the movement of the abdomen.  What we shall do 

know is to focus on the entire movement, on the flow of the breath and not on a specific point. 

After a while, should a part of this flow become strong in your awareness, such as the movement 

through the nostrils or the movement of the chest then just focus on that.  Whatever comes most 

easily you focus on.  You focus your awareness on the aspect of inhaling and exhaling which 

manifests as the strongest or easiest to connect with. 

When thoughts come, we let them pass and try to stay in contact with the breath. 
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First, before entering this practice (we will do it for about ten minutes), is to set the motivation.  In 

this motivation, we try as much as possible to include others.  We try to think beyond being more 

relaxed and peaceful, but because we want to bring this peace to our family and friends and then to 

our workplace.  Make it our contribution to world peace.  To learn to sit quietly and observe our 

breath:  that can be my contribution to world peace. 

Meditation Exercise - Breathing 
Find a comfortable position where you can sit for fifteen minutes without moving.  Your back is 

straight; it helps to calm the mind if the back is straight; but not tight, just naturally.  Let go of 

previous thoughts and activities.  Enter the present moment. 

Think about a person in your life that has a problem, either mental or physical, someone close to 

you. 

In your heart develop warmth towards this person and the wish that they would be free of this 

problem.  May they be free of this pain and be happy. 

Feel how your heart opens like a flower with warmth, may they be happy. 

Develop the wish in your heart:  „I myself would do anything to help you; I really want to help you; 

I‟m here for you, to support you.‟ 

Then understand that you are quite limited in your way to help your friend and that in order to really 

help; you need to develop your potential to help.  You must become a more peaceful, caring and 

loving person connecting with wisdom. 

Then think:  That is the reason why I meditate this morning because I want to develop my potential 

to help my friend.  And then think that there are so many people who have similar or the same 

problems as your friend and that they are not different from your friend, they have the same pain 

and even though somehow in this life it did not pass that they were close to me, they are actually the 

same. 

That is why I want to learn how to meditate, because I want to develop the potential of love and 

wisdom inside, to be truly helpful to others. 

With this motivation, you bring your attention, your awareness, to the breath; to the cycle of your in 

and out breath, not changing anything.  Let the breath naturally flow. 

If thoughts come, sounds come, just let them pass.  You are like a mountain; your body is like a 

mountain.  Thoughts and distraction are like clouds:  just passing, like clouds.  You don‟t reject 

them but neither do you get involved in them. 
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If after some time, there is some point in the cycle of the breath that is easy to connect with such as 

the movement of the chest or the movement of the belly or the sensation in your nostrils, then focus 

on that.  For ten minutes we will just do that, bringing our attention back to the breath. 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

When your mind becomes distracted, bring it back to the breath.  Allow a little smile to appear on 

your face.  If you have nothing to smile about then just pretend.  Smile about pretending to smile.  

It‟s not so important that you should appear to be smiling externally, it‟s more something internal, 

an inner smile. 

Then for 5 minutes more feel the breath with some appreciation to be alive.  It‟s a gift to be able to 

breathe, a miracle. 

………………………………………………………………………………………….. 

End of meditation. 

 

So, it requires a lot of practice to keep your attention on the breath for some time.  It doesn‟t happen 

in one or two sessions.  It doesn‟t happen in one or two weeks, it‟s a life-long work.  I hope I can 

motivate one or two of you to establish a daily practice.  It‟s good to hear these things, to know that 

there are other ways to live your life but really changing, having some real changes in your life 

requires a daily practice.  That is difficult to establish but it can become part of our daily schedule 

like eating breakfast or drinking a cup of coffee in the morning.  It is possible, but it isn‟t easy to do 

because the benefits are very subtle in the beginning.  It‟s a process and won‟t have results after 

only a few days. 

Transforming Problems (Lojong) 
Now I‟m going to talk a bit about seeing the benefits in problems.  That is a technique in Tibetan 

Buddhism called „Lojong‟, transforming problems.  Transforming problems into the path to 

happiness:  Lama Zopa wrote a book with that title.  Lama Zopa is one of those lamas who are 

delighted if there is chaos and problems.  The closer you come to Lama Zopa, the more difficult 

your life will be. 

It is the job of Lama Zopa to make the life of his disciples difficult; their lives are lives on the edge, 

at the limit and very often pushing them over.  So don‟t think that connecting with a lama will make 

your life peaceful and happy.  It is for those who are brave enough to be pushed to the limits and 

who know they can only grow when they are in this place, where it nearly becomes too much, in 

fact, sometimes it is too much.  Yesterday I mentioned this quote of Lama Zopa‟s:  „we need to love 

problems like ice cream‟. 
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It is with mindfulness that we give space to our pain, without judging it, without pushing it.  With 

Lojong (transforming the problems) and Tonglen (giving away the good things you have and taking 

the bad things from others), these two techniques go further.  You not only accept your problems 

entering mindfully in your pain; they go further. 

Chöd 
Then there is even a further step and that is those practitioners who pray for problems.  That is the 

practice called „Chöd‟.  Those practitioners invite problems, they call for them, they pray for them. 

I know of one woman who lived for years with a „Chöd‟-master in Dharamsala and she told about 

an incident where one room in the house where he lived with his disciple was completely destroyed 

by the rains while they were all in the house.  He was delighted and said:  “Our practice is going 

very well.” 

This woman is very sick, having been close to death many times, but during the time that she was 

under the care of this Lama, he would say to her:  “You may go to the doctor but a real „chöd‟ 

practitioner would never go to the doctor.”  However, at some point it become too much for her, her 

faith was not strong enough or perhaps it was a good thing but she left this Lama because she was 

too afraid of death.  It is a very different way (that these practitioners and Lamas live their lives) to 

us who worry about every little pain and wanting to be comfortable all the time.  We don‟t want to 

be depressed, we don‟t want to feel loss, we don‟t want to feel emotional pain and we don‟t want 

pain in our bodies.  We see it as something negative, something to be pushed away and that is why 

our society is one of addicted people:  addicted to destruction, addicted to medication, to music, 

movies, entertainment, drugs; always running away from things which are painful, which are 

irritating, which show us to be weak, vulnerable and fragile.  But it doesn‟t work; we can‟t run 

away, we can‟t run away from reality.   

The First Noble Truth 
It is hopeless to think that we can reach a place where everything is okay and that‟s the first teaching 

which the Buddha gave:  the First Noble Truth.  It is often translated simply as:  Life is suffering, 

but what it means is that it is unrealistic to expect that we can reach a place where everything is 

okay and where we will not experience pain and where our body will be 100% and beautiful and last 

forever.  Life is full of problems and challenges and our body is meant to get sick and die.  It is 

stupid to think otherwise or to wish for something else.  Since we have these problems and we will 

be confronted with these challenges, why not use them to become more loving and happier people? 

The Buddha said life is suffering but at the same time said it is possible to reach a place of 

everlasting happiness so it is not a nihilistic, pessimistic point of view.  He said unenlightened life is 
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suffering but all of us can be enlightened, all of us can transcend this body and these problems.  The 

aim of Buddhist practice is not to become more peaceful and happy in this life, it is to overcome all 

problems forever.  ; then from this state of being free of suffering and pain, to help others to achieve 

the same path. 

They way I am presenting these teachings may sound as though it is a way to make this life happy 

and peaceful, and it can, it works like that, but that is not the final end to this practice.  Those people 

who do not believe in future lives and think this life to be the only time they have, may take from 

these teachings things that can help them be more happy and healthy and that is wonderful, but it is 

not the final aim of the practice, not the final aim of thought transformation, of transforming 

problems. 

The Buddhist teachings tell us that we all have the potential to conquer death, we can transcend 

death.  Having a peaceful and happy life, serving others, learning to die peacefully are stepping 

stones to the final awakening. 

I will mention a few approaches we can use with problems so that we can start learning to see them 

in a different light, to see the benefits of problems.  The benefits of problems do not deny that they 

include pain.  It is not that we deny our pain or that it is hard.  It is not easy to be alive, to do your 

daily things, to organize your life.  This approach does not ignore the pain by trying to cover it up or 

something.  We can give space to our pain, we have that capacity.  To be sad over losing someone 

you love is completely natural and there‟s nothing wrong with that.  It will not destroy you.  Your 

mind has the capacity to give space to grief.  If you give space to grief, being truly sad, makes it 

possible to overcome it, to grow out of the loss as a more loving and understanding person.  These 

techniques will not reduce your pain in the sense that you will not grieve anymore, but we have the 

capacity to give space to all our feelings using them to be more understanding and accepting to 

others, learning from them, using them to make our life more meaningful and using them to prepare 

for our death. 

Advantages of Problems 
There are a few things mentioned in the teachings when the lamas refer to the benefits of problems 

and one thing is that it helps us to reduce our pride and selfishness.  If we have problems, it helps us 

to understand that we don‟t have everything together and we might pretend on the outside that we 

are successful people who have made something of our lives and have pride in this; they can help us 

stay realistic and grounded.  A sickness can help us connect to other people and to let go of this idea 

of: „I am not invulnerable‟.  It‟s often problems which cause people to begin a spiritual practice, to 

think about their lives; it‟s not the good times.  It‟s not the good times that lead us to a meditation 
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centre or lead us to pick out a book in the library about healing.  There is not spiritual growth 

without problems. 

In the Buddhist teachings, there is a description of the life of the gods which is not seen as a 

beneficial place to be because they have no problems, they have everything they need.  They are 

stuck!  They are stuck in the happiness and in their selfishness.  Everything is going well so why 

think about the purpose of life?  Why think about love?  Sometimes, in our society, quite a bit of 

energy is expended to try and reach that place.  It is seen as a good place to be.  Actually, it is just a 

waste of time because at some point the gods will fall.  The good karma which has brought them to 

this seemingly unending happiness will eventually run out and they will fall. 

There are often people in this life who experience good times in their lives; where for a period, ten 

years perhaps, they are truly happy, they have a good job, kids, everything is so wonderful, with a 

car, a house and everyone is jealous because they see only these 10 or 15 years.  But, life is not like 

that, something will happen:  the partner will die, the kids will become drug-addicted, something!  

It‟s good that people have good times, it‟s not that I think they shouldn‟t have them but they are 

based on external things: on having a good house, great kids, on not being sick, and those external 

things will crumble.  It isn‟t the fault of the people; it is the nature of external things to crumble.  

Everything you build in your life will crumble; every meeting will end in separation.  There is only 

one love story and it ends in separation.  Even if you‟re happy with your partner, that you‟re in the 

1% of relationships that work, in the end one of you will die. 

Another benefit of problems which the lamas talk about is not so helpful for people who do not 

believe in past or future lives, but I will talk about it anyway, is that every problem is the result of 

negative action of the past.  Having that problem purifies the negative imprint which that negative 

action has put on your mind-stream.  With every problem in your life, you remove obstacles in your 

mind; you purify your mind-stream. 

This is why you sometimes hear from Buddhist practitioners (which can sometimes be annoying) 

when you have a headache or some pain: „oh wow, you‟re purifying negative karma‟.  But this can 

also help you not to take pain so seriously (after all a headache can be quite painful): the thought of 

purifying negative karma.  This is what Lama Zopa very often says:  It is wonderful if you have 

problems in this life and can cope with this, you have the capacity to cope, because you purify 

negative karma, you purify your mind-stream.  You make it easier for your mind to be free, to 

experience your own spaciousness. 

There are many, many seeds of destructive actions on our mind-stream; seeds from actions where 

we have harmed others in the past; and every problem purifies this.  That is one idea behind this 
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chöd-practioner who invoked problems.  One motivation behind it is to use problems and sickness to 

purify their mind-streams; to purify the clouds of the sky of the mind. 

Another benefit of problems is that it helps to generate love and kindness to others.  It is because we 

know how it feels to have pain that we can open to the pain of others.  It is because we know the 

pain of losing someone that we can help someone overcome their pain of loss.  It is our pain which 

connects us to the pain of others. 

It is usually those people who have, by themselves, gone through hard times in their lives, who are 

the most understanding and loving and kind; those who have been through the same problems.  We 

can‟t develop understanding and compassion for people if we don‟t know what it‟s like to be hurt, to 

have problems, to be overwhelmed, how it feels to think „this is too much for me‟.  If you don‟t 

know this experience, you cannot open to other people.  So, really, having problems and sickness is 

the door to opening your heart to others. 

Although there is no such person, someone who has never experienced problems, who has never 

been sick:  How could someone like that have understanding for people who have problems.  

Compassion is only possible if we know pain from our own experience. 

Another benefit of having problems is that it gives other people the opportunity to help you.  That is 

something we have to learn.  We want to be independent, but we are not.  We are completely 

dependant on the kindness of others and it is difficult to learn to accept help, giving others the 

opportunity to help.  In fact we were born naked and completely helpless.  We wouldn‟t be here but 

for the kindness of others.  Everything we eat, everything we wear, everything we know, even 

simple things like walking and talking and going to the toilet, was taught to us by someone ( in most 

cases our mothers).  During our life we completely depend on others.  There is nothing that can be 

done on our own.  Many of us, as we grow old, once again will depend on the kindness of others.  

So, it‟s important not to see this as negative, it is a gift we can give to others:  that they can care 

about us.  It is a good practice to let go of this feeling of independence, of being able to take care of 

ourselves, of not needing others because this is completely unrealistic and neglects the fact that all 

your life is dependant on the kindness of others.  People sacrifice their lives so that you can achieve 

the ability to talk and walk and eat.  They give away a lot of their time and energy and health.  Your 

mother gave much of her health and energy so that you could sit here and understand and wear 

clothes and so on. 

Problems and especially sickness are wonderful reminders that things are impermanent.  It is the 

nature of things to come into existence, last a while and then pass away.  That is true of everything.  

It is the nature of things.  Some things last a few years, while others last but for a few minutes.  We 

live our lives on shifting sands; there is no permanent, stable ground under our feet. 



 28 

Things constantly change moment by moment.  Even this table which seems to be quite stable and 

seems to be the same table as last night, it is not!  This table changes moment by moment.  We are 

surrounded by this moment by moment change everywhere:  In our bodies, outside, in our 

relationships.  But we don‟t see it that way.  We cling to permanence; we cling to wanting some 

stability; reaching a space with things are more or less okay and keeping it, staying there.  In fact, 

there is nothing to grasp because things do not stay the same, they change second by second.  

Problems and sickness are reminders of the way things are.  Things do not stay the same.  It is stupid 

and a waste of time and energy to try to reach a place in your life where things are okay because it 

will change. 

When we learn to deal with problems and sickness and understand that we have the capacity to 

transform these into the path to wholeness and happiness, then there can be a confidence inside of us 

that we can face them.  We can be confident that whatever happens in our lives, we use it, deal with 

it, and cope with it.  So sickness and problems can help us develop this confidence.  We can be like 

a sailor who can use every wind to go where he wants to go.  A sailor does not expect to be able to 

control the weather but that it what WE believe.  However, we cannot control the weather but we 

can use the winds of our life, our problems, to sail towards freedom, to where we want to go.  The 

more skilful a sailor is, the more confident he becomes as a result of going through bad weather, the 

more the confidence inside him grows to convince him that he can cope with anything.  We can 

achieve the same result.  Problems and sickness can increase this confidence inside of us.  It 

possible to sail through our lives using problems, using pain to become more loving and kind people 

and finally even to sail through our death, to our next destination. 

There are many more benefits and when I have time I will mention a few more.  There is a book by 

Lama Zopa Rinpoche called Transforming Problems into Happiness.  This is something you could 

read. 

We will have a 15 minute break at this point, maintaining silence throughout, looking inside, and 

giving space to whatever happens.  So now we give space to a break and a cup of tea, in our mind, 

and I think silence is a wonderful gift we can give ourselves.  There is not much silence around in 

our society and it is in silence that we meet ourselves.  It is silence that connects us with things more 

important.  We have learned to fear it, we feel compelled to fill it up, we can‟t be in silence.  We 

cannot even be alone in our flats without turning on the radio or anything that makes a noise, the 

TV, or calling someone, or sending emails.  It‟s terrible. 

In every spiritual tradition silence is used.  It‟s good to give yourself a time of silence, to be with 

yourself, to connect with yourself.  Even if you do not perform a traditional sitting meditation, if you 
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take this time alone, not in the company of your partner or friend but just you alone, taking time for 

yourself in silence. 

Meditation Exercise - Introduction 
Now we will do a mindfulness meditation.  Yesterday evening we did what could be called a body-

scan, where you mindfully go through your body, leaving things as they are; giving space to 

everything.  Perhaps through this meditation you discovered some tension or discomfort somewhere, 

in the muscles, or some pain.  Perhaps some of you suffer from chronic pain.  All of us will have 

pain so I introduced different ways of approaching discomfort or pain; not pushing it away but 

approaching it gently, softly, and exploring it.  That is a different attitude to pain then we usually 

have. 

It‟s not trying to get to a place in your mind where you don‟t feel the pain anymore or to distract 

yourself from the pain or to pamper it.  It is looking into the pain; observing it; letting it be; giving 

space to it. 

Some of you may not have pain at this moment but perhaps everyone has some kind of discomfort 

in the body or in the mind.  This meditation will try to give space to those spots we would prefer not 

to have, either in our minds or in our bodies.  This is a way that we could approach any future pain 

we may have.  It is good to be prepared even though you may not have pain at this moment.  It‟s 

good to use the times when we are healthy to prepare ourselves. 

Find a comfortable posture where you can sit without moving for fifteen or twenty minutes.  In this 

meditation you may even use the discomfort associated with sitting as an object of observation; 

without moving or scratching.  You may have the impulse to scratch.  This makes a good object to 

focus on by just letting it be and not acting upon it for the moment. 

Meditation Exercise – Body Awareness 
Bring your attention to your body.  You may close your eyes or leave a little space so that light 

comes in.  Feel your breath. 

Imagine that you breathe into your stomach, into a soft belly. 

Allow the body to be open and soft with the breath passing through it. 

Notice any area in your body which is in discomfort: a tension, a pain, a spot which is numb or 

lifeless; a part of your body that you have not paid attention to for a long time.  Allow your attention 

to move toward this place which needs healing. 

Notice any resistance or stiffness or numbness or any tension that denies you access to this area.  

Notice any doubt and fear. 

Begin to soften the sensations. 
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Let space begin to open all around the edge of the area. 

Just let it be there. 

Feel the sensations softening.  Do the sensations stay in one place or do they move? 

Does the area of the sensation have a single shape or is the shape constantly changing? 

What is that shape? 

Are there feelings that harden that area? 

Do the sensations whisper some words; some negative words, some frightening words? 

Do these words cause tension around that area? 

Let those thoughts and feelings connected to that area just float in boundary-less awareness.  Just let 

them be; not rejecting; giving space. 

Are the sensations soft or hard; hot or cold?  Is there a feeling of pressure, vibration or movement? 

Is there sound there?  Do the sensations have a voice? 

Meet the sensations with a soft flowing awareness. 

Relate to this area with kindness and openness, like you would relate to a child; touching with 

forgiveness. 

Receive every sensation with warmth and patience. 

Each sensation is absorbed with loving kindness.  Let your heart touch sensation by sensation, 

moment by moment; each one different from the last one. 

Practice like that for five minutes, creating space and touching with kindness; observing. 

End of Meditation 

Pain Management 
I will talk about pain management a little bit more this afternoon.  As I said it is good preparation 

for doing this practice to read about other people who have done it and who have discovered very 

positive effects on their lives.  I can recommend a book by Jon Kabat-Zinn called “Full Catastrophe 

Living”.  He is conducting courses for cancer and chronically ill patients in hospitals in the United 

States.  In this book he helps us to establish a daily practice but what is inspiring are all the 

examples he gives from his many years of work with these people.  This illustrates the advice which 

Rinpoche gives to those who want to conduct healing courses:  to tell stories about people who were 

healed by practices.  I haven‟t given courses like these so I have no success stories.  Therefore I find 

it strange to read some stories in books but I recommend the reading of these books from people like 

Jon Kabat-Zinn and Lama Zopa‟s book, “Ultimate Healing”.  The book starts with a chapter about 

some of his students who practices Tonglen, giving and taking, and who found healing.  The idea of 
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healing isn‟t necessarily to avoid death.  There is more to healing than this body and healing in the 

way that western medicine is seen. 

More on Mindfulness 
I want to talk a little about mindfulness, the gift of mindfulness.  I have already mentioned some of 

this but I will mention them again because it is good to be reminded again and again. 

In mindfulness we don‟t try to change something.  In the way of mindfulness we don‟t try to be 

someone else.  Finally, we relax into what we are.  Somehow in our lives, ever since childhood, we 

aspire to be someone else; we are not true to our feelings.  We want to grieve correctly and we don‟t 

give space to what we are and what is happening to us.  We are not confident enough to trust our 

own feelings. 

In the way of mindfulness we let go of all these pressures of how we should behave and what we 

should feel.  I will choose the example of grief.  Perhaps someone needs one year to grieve or 

perhaps isn‟t even sad that someone has died; some may even be relieved; there is no correct way to 

grieve.  It is your grief, your feeling and you can give space to that, to what‟s there. 

In the way of mindfulness we don‟t push away one moment to replace it with another where we 

think we‟ll be happy.  We will never reach this moment in the future where we will be happy 

because we will push this moment away just like the earlier ones.  We will not be happy when we 

finish our studies, or when the children reach a certain age or once the house is built or the book is 

written or once we are retired.  We will not be happy even then.  Not even once we have learned 

something and found some wisdom and have become famous meditators, will we be happy.  The 

way of mindfulness means we drop all of that and become just what we are.  We embrace 

everything with loving kindness.  That doesn‟t mean that if you are addicted to something, like a 

drug, that you decide to stay that way the rest of your life; or if you are a very angry person.  It 

doesn‟t mean that.  It means to touch all of that with compassion and loving kindness.  Then from 

that ground, change can happen and your addiction can fall away because you find contentment, 

peace and happiness inside.  Change happens naturally.  It‟s like preparing the ground in the garden 

and putting the seeds into the soil and relaxing, watching things grow. 

Being mindful and accepting what is, doesn‟t mean being complacent and lazy thinking:  “OK, I‟m 

an asshole and I will be an asshole for the rest of my life”.  It doesn‟t mean that. 

Of course we want to transform our self-cherishing, angry, jealous mind into a more open and 

embracing attitude.  But the wrong way to make this change happen is to beat yourself up and to 

push the things away, denying it and to force yourself into thinking differently, suppressing your 

feelings, your anger; to pretend its not there.  That doesn‟t work.  But if you give space to those 
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feelings, observe them, they come, they change, they pass away like clouds.  Then change can 

happen, naturally, because the teachings tell us that our basic nature is good; that there is good in 

each of us.  If we make space, this goodness in us will naturally flower.  We don‟t need to take 

something from somewhere else.  Love and wisdom is already inside us.  The teachings show us 

how to give space to the natural love. 

One thing we often neglect in our lives is our body.  Most of our life we are on automatic pilot.  We 

are thinking about the past and the future.  If we are going somewhere, our mind usually pictures 

ourselves already there; what we will do and what we will say once we are there.  All the walking 

that we do is not actually walking mindfully in the moment, it‟s running from one place to the other 

thinking about the things we will do in the places that we will reach.  So we actually miss most of 

our life. 

Mindfulness of the Body 
An important part of what we are missing is what happens in our bodies.  We don‟t take enough care 

of our bodies.  We are not really aware of what is happening in our bodies, we don‟t cherish them.  

We don‟t appreciate them enough.  I mean, our bodies are really miracles; the heart, the breathing, 

everything, it‟s such an amazing thing that works for many years.  The heart keeps on beating and so 

many other feed back loops.  A Boeing 747 is nothing compared with our bodies.  The most 

complicated thing that humans can build is nothing compared with the complexity of our brain and 

our nervous system.  It‟s truly a miracle to possess such a thing or to be close to such a thing as the 

body.  Somehow we take it for granted.  I guess many sicknesses arise from that; because we don‟t 

listen to our body and give it space or notice what happens in our body.  We don‟t have a grateful 

attitude to our body, smiling at it. 

On the contrary, many of us are actually quite unhappy with the body:  It‟s too short or too long or 

too thick or too thin, the shapes are not like the ones displayed in magazines and there is so much 

concern about the hair and all these things.  Then of course the body gets sick.  How do we feed our 

body?  What do we put inside our body?  We put all kinds of poisonous things into it, many times 

without even thinking about it, putting garbage into it.  This is very often due to the eating culture in 

our society.  Just put poisonous things inside without any mindfulness. 

The mindfulness practice teaches us to start appreciating our body.  To appreciate those things we 

take for granted.  All of us in this room are still able to walk and that‟s wonderful.  When we are no 

longer able to walk for any length of time, then we become grateful for two days when we regain the 

ability.  When we get headaches, we become grateful for a short while once the headache stops and 

then we forget about it.  We forget about this gratitude, we just take it for granted that we are able to 
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walk, to see, to taste, and to smell.  It‟s a daily miracle and we just take it for granted.  Mindfulness 

of the body can revive this appreciation, this gratitude for being alive. 

The other thing I was leading to in the meditation which I was guiding, was to point out that any 

symptoms in our life is in fact a message to us.  Mindfulness can teach us and help us understand 

what the symptoms mean, what are the messages from the body.  Pain is a wonderful thing.  Pain 

protects our body; protects our life.  People who do not have pain will not see their bodies rot away.  

Pain needs to be strong enough to make us react.  It needs to be overwhelming.  If you have just a 

tiny pain in your tooth, you won‟t go to the dentist and your tooth will rot away.  You‟ll only go to 

the dentist when the pain is so strong that you cannot bear it anymore.  Pain needs to be strong.  If it 

isn‟t strong, we won‟t react.  It‟s the only way our body has to hammer the message home to us:  

“Do something…listen!”  If it isn‟t strong, we won‟t listen. 

If it‟s easily covered up with a little pill, then that‟s what we‟ll do.  We would do that and not feel 

pain and life could not bring us the message.  Life couldn‟t show us what is going wrong. Life 

couldn‟t help us to become more loving and kind people without pain.  So the pain is like a friend 

and it‟s possible to talk with the pain, to talk with the symptoms, to try to find out what the message 

is. 

That does not mean that it‟s possible to heal the body all of the time.  It‟s better to accept the fact 

that we will die anyway.  That is a fact! 

Mindfulness also helps us to be more confident that we can deal with the last challenge in our life:  

our death.  We can approach our death openly, embracing it as a stepping stone on our journey.  We 

meet death all the time; things are changing, we lose things, we lose people.  There are little deaths 

throughout our lives.  All problems, all challenges can prepare us for this last moment.  If we live 

our lives mindfully, with kindness and embracing, then we will also enter our death with this 

attitude; with curiosity and appreciation. 

It is important to live a mindful life, not on automatic pilot but a life that is awake, not asleep, to be 

awake to the people around you and to what is happening.  We may establish a form of practice but 

we need to carry this attitude throughout our life.  We need anchors throughout the day to connect 

with our body and our breath.  One way to do this is by practicing walking meditation because we 

do a lot of that during the day.  We walk from one place to the other, at work perhaps we walk from 

one office to another and that is a wonderful time to connect with your body; to be mindful of your 

walking, to be mindful of your breath, using this time as a moment to reconnect with yourself.  You 

become mindful of entering the next office alive and not sleeping. 

It‟s quite difficult to start this practice and to build up this mindfulness because of our strong habits.  

Our strong habits of being stuck in our thinking and cutting us out of what is happening in our 
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bodies, what is happening around us?  It‟s very difficult to get into this habit of reconnecting with 

your body and with your breath, but it‟s possible.  The way to start is through a formal meditation 

practice:  observing the breath, observing the body, and then bringing this into daily life.  If, for 

example, you are in retreat, you would try to bring it into the break times, the eating times.  Once 

you go out of retreat you will try to bring this mindfulness into your daily life. 

We oversee so much beauty around us, so many miracles, so much goodness in people, because we 

rush so much.  There is always so much to do, so much to accomplish.  For what?  For what purpose 

do we run around?  Where do we want to go?  Why are we so busy and agitated?  What to we want 

to accomplish? 

What is the point in working so hard your whole life to maintain two big cars when you can drive 

only one?  A small car will just as easily get you to your destination. 

There is joy in simple things: preparing your food and doing the dishes (like bathing a baby 

Buddha).  This is just an example of how we can take daily tasks and turn them into something that 

can nourish us and make us feel that it is worthwhile just to be alive. 

It all starts first thing in the morning.  Sitting, giving space to yourself; breathing in, breathing out, 

connecting with your body, setting a good motivation for the day.  Just 15 or 20 minutes in the 

morning giving space to what you are. 

Developing Mindfulness 
Jon Kabat-Zinn, in his book, mentions a few points in the development of mindfulness training, 

mindfulness practice.  I have mentioned them, more or less, but it may be helpful to mention them 

again in a more organized fashion.  The first point he mentions is the development of a non-

judgemental attitude.  What we generally do, is that we constantly judge our experiences in our head 

and we judge other people.  So there is always a commentary going on in our mind.  This 

commentary is very often pointing out mistakes in other people or in what we are doing.  This 

commentary, this record, is often cutting us off of the experience itself.  This judgement prevents us 

from finding rest, from finding peace.  It pushes us away from the moment, telling us that this 

moment is not complete enough, there is something missing here.  And we believe it!  We believe 

that this moment is not complete and whole but we are complete and whole right now. 

What mindfulness does, in the beginning, is make you aware of this judgemental mind.  At first 

nothing changes other than that, that you are constantly having these negative voices in your head.  

What some practitioners do at this stage is that they begin to judge their judgemental minds.  They 

are annoyed and feel bad and guilty because they see their negative mind constantly judging 
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themselves and others.  That is the trap that some people fall into at the beginning.  But in 

mindfulness training we also give space to the judgemental mind. 

The next point he mentions is patience.  To be patient is important. 

Even if we understand that it would be good to live a mindful life, we need a lot of patience with 

ourselves.  There is no benefit in beating ourselves up, feeling that we are not able to live up to our 

ideal or to live up to our dreams of how wonderful it would be to become a mindful and loving 

person.  We need to be patient to realize that every growth, every healing needs time. 

If we are truly patient with ourselves, this will also help our relation to others because we will see 

that they too need time.  They are also struggling just as we are.  It will give you the patience to deal 

with the problems of other people. 

The third point he mentions is what he calls „the beginner‟s mind‟.  This is a term you sometimes 

find in other teachings as well.  It is an attitude of seeing that every moment is different, not to be 

limited by expectation, what will happen when I live mindfully.  Every moment is different, 

especially dangerous for those people who think they are experienced practitioners (practicing for 

10 years) and already know everything and so limit themselves to what is.  They lean back into what 

they think is a long experience of spiritual practice and they get stuck.  That would be a mind which 

is not a „beginner‟s mind‟.  That is a mind that is supposed to know everything and what is supposed 

to happen.  Jon Kabat-Zinn is asking us to enter every session with curiosity and openness, without 

expectation, without knowing what will happen or how it feels. 

The next point is trust.  That is trust in yourself and in your feelings.  It‟s a bit like what I have 

previously mentioned.  Sometimes we feel we have to grieve in the correct way or we have to have 

certain feelings without looking inside to see what is actually there and to trust in that.  Not to think 

about how you should feel, what is appropriate to feel, how would others feel?  To have trust in 

what you feel.  If there‟s anger, then there is anger.  It‟s not helpful to think that it is not appropriate 

or that you don‟t want it or others don‟t want it, it‟s there!  So trust in that and have confidence in it.  

Now I‟m sad, so I‟m sad!  It‟s appropriate because it‟s there.  I don‟t care if other people are not sad 

about the same thing.  It‟s my feeling. 

The next point is „non-striving‟, which I have also previously mentioned.  It‟s the attitude of not 

wanting something different to what is.  We drop every ambition to achieve something, to be 

somewhere else or to be someone else:  completely relaxing in the moment, into what is, non-

striving, non-judging. 

The next thing he goes on to name is „acceptance‟.  We waste a lot of energy in our lives denying 

what is.  This shouldn‟t be so, but it is!  It should be otherwise, but it isn‟t.  What is the point of 

getting upset and angry?  Fire is hot and water is wet.  It is! 
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The Buddhist master Shantideva writes in his book, “The Bodhisattva Ways of Life” :  “…what is 

the point of worrying about things you cannot change?  And if you can change things, then there is 

also no point in worrying about them because you can change it.” 

So, acceptance:  not to live your life in dreams of how things should be but seeing that life is worth 

living just the way it is.  There can actually be a lot of fun and happiness and joy in life.  There is a 

lot of beauty and meaning in being alive.  It doesn‟t need to be different. 

The last point he mentions is „letting go‟.  Letting go of this idea of wanting things to be the way 

you desire them.  We have ideas of how we should be and how things should go.  We have ideas but 

life does not work like that!  Things always turn out differently.  Even if they turn out the way we 

want them to be it is not necessarily what is needed to make us happy because our desires and ideas 

are quite often deluded, small and egocentric.  Life does not turn out the way we want it to and we 

don‟t know what will happen.  Even the good things you would like to see happen might not be such 

good things; they might turn out to be the worst things that have ever happened to you.  We have no 

idea! 

But still we cling to our ideas, making our lives stressful and struggling with the universe.  Who will 

win when we struggle with the universe? 

Shantideva also says that „it is better to wear shoes than to cover the whole universe in leather‟.  

That is what mindfulness training, Tonglen, transforming problems into happiness; all of these 

techniques are shoes to put on so that we can walk everywhere.  Whatever happens we can walk so 

we needn‟t cover the whole earth in leather.  We put on the shoes of mindfulness and thought 

transformation and then we can deal with anything. 

We shall have a break now and as I said, if you want to establish a mindfulness practice in your 

daily life, I recommend this book, “Full Catastrophe Living”, but there are many other books about 

mindfulness and meditation and how to integrate them into your daily life.  It is also good to have 

some support through other people as well; to practice together; to meet again and again; to be 

inspired to continue this practice. 

Have a good and mindful break. 

Settling the Mind 
I thought to start with a meditation and then we can have questions, should there be any, or I can 

talk a little bit.  Afterwards we will have a break followed by another meditation. 

The next meditation I will introduce you to is called „settling the mind in its natural state‟.  It is very 

much connected with mindfulness meditation.  Usually we identify with out mind in the way we 

identify with the thoughts in our mind, with the content.  The content of our mind is the thoughts 
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and sensations, the sounds and smells; all this is the contents of our mind.  All these voices in our 

mind are the contents.  Most of us see only this part of our mind, the content, that which is perceived 

by the mind.  That is like seeing only the stars when you look into the night sky and not seeing all 

the space in which the stars are held; not seeing the background; the field in which the stars are held. 

The background of all these loud noises in our head, the background in our mind is awareness itself.  

Otherwise you could not perceive the things which you perceive.  That is awareness itself; this pure, 

free indestructible space which we usually don‟t perceive because the clouds, the noises, the voices 

are so loud that all our attention goes to those.  Then we think that is what we are, that is what is: the 

voices in my head, the thoughts, and the concepts.  But there is this huge limitless, spacious sky of 

the mind.  Our thoughts and concepts are merely clouds floating through this vast space. 

This space of our mind is indestructible; it is, was and always will be!  A Buddha, instead of 

identifying himself with the content, identifies with the most subtle level of the mind.  That is why a 

Buddha doesn‟t die.  We fear death because we identify ourselves with this body and the little 

thoughts we have in this life, with the things we have and with the relationships we have.  If you 

would identify with the most subtle levels of mind, you would see that each life is coming out of this 

primordial ground of being, arising and just dissolving into it like waves in the ocean.  If we would 

truly identify with this level of existence, we would not cling to this life, to this body.  We would 

just let go. 

All religious traditions have practitioners who experience this subtle level of mind.  They might call 

it God, or Brahma, or different words but in my tradition it is called the „clear-light mind‟.  I am not 

saying that „clear-light mind‟ is the same as God because since I have not studied mystical 

Christianity, I don‟t know what these practitioners have experienced but from what I read, the 

descriptions, I think there may be some similarities.  I don‟t know if it is the same experience but I 

think it could be that it points to the same thing. 

So, all our effort in life is focused on this superficial level.  It‟s as though we were a huge iceberg 

but only concerned with this tiny portion sticking out of the ocean, not seeing that there is much 

more to our existence than this tiny part.  We take it so seriously.  We cling to it; we worry about it; 

it becomes huge.  But we could also relax into the spaciousness of our being and let go of any effort 

to be something else and to accomplish something or to reach another place.  All we do on this 

superficial level of the constructs of our thoughts, of this cross-body level, all this does not affect the 

underlying nature at all.  It can‟t be changed, it is indestructible. 

All these spiritual practices cannot add anything to you.  It‟s not that we try to add something, we 

try to let go of those things which cloud our true nature.  It‟s a letting go; it‟s not a grasping of 
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wisdom or something you have to have or need to know.  You cannot develop this part of you 

because it is already perfect. 

That is not denying the clouds.  We have the clouds; we have the anger, we have the greed and 

desire.  We have that.  It‟s not denying that.  We use antidotes to diminish the power of these 

delusions.  But we do that because we want to give space to the true nature of our minds. 

There are practitioners who have the experience of the nature of their minds just by hearing an 

instruction like that.  In some traditions this is known as the „pointing out instruction‟, where the 

master, who has experienced this mind, the primordial mind, can point out to a disciple, who is ripe 

through practices in previous lives, the way to have a direct experience of the true nature.  But for 

most of us this is not possible.  Many of us may have glimpses but for most of us the main practice 

is to develop antidotes against the clouds so that there is more peace and calm in our minds.  Then 

with a more stable and concentrated mind we can have an experience of the true nature of our 

minds.  For most practitioners it is a long road. 

When I am guiding you through this meditation, maybe the only thing you realize is how loud your 

mind is, how loud the noises are.  And that is already a lot; to see that you are really not in control of 

this mess and to realize that „I am just lost in my thoughts and concepts and I can‟t find any peace‟.  

That is already a big step. 

We need to do these practices over a long period of time before we really have experience of them.  

It is possible to have some glimpses of how it would be to rest in the primordial nature of mind. 

Meditation Exercise – Settling the Mind 
Find a comfortable position where you can sit for 15 minutes. 

Then open your awareness to the field of your body sensations; your breath flowing effortlessly, 

letting go of previous conversations, activities, thoughts.  Connect with your body. 

Allow your awareness to observe the breath; the rhythm of the breath, the in and out flow, in the 

field of your body.  Feel the movement of your chest, shoulders, the movement of your belly, 

without changing anything. 

For 3 minutes you do that, you observe the breath. 

Now you have the sensation of your breath, you have my voice, sound.  You have sensation in your 

body, maybe some pain, some tension.  You have the sounds of the people around you.  You have 

thoughts and emotions.  All this is the contents of your mind. 

Now try to bring your attention to the background, to the space in which all of this is happening.  

Let your body be like a mountain and the mind like the sky.  All content, all thoughts and emotions 

are clouds in the sky.  There is some stillness and space surrounding your thoughts, surrounding my 
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voice.  There is awareness itself; that which is aware.  It‟s clear and it‟s limitless.  It has no space, 

no shape, and no colour.  If you get distracted, centre yourself with the breath again; back to the 

breath, feeling the breath. 

Then turn your attention to the space which holds this breath.  If you have thoughts in the mind, like 

„I can‟t find it; what is he talking about?‟  I am talking about the space where these thoughts come 

from and where they go to.  I words are pointers into that limitless space.  It can‟t be described 

because it is beyond; it is what holds the words and the thoughts.  It can only be experienced by you. 

Then when you become distracted go back to the breath.  Centre yourself with the breath and then 

walk in again to the space, to the space of your mind, the indestructible, here in spaciousness, peace, 

stillness. 

Don‟t try to think your way into this space.  It doesn‟t work.  It is the space in which all your 

questions and concepts are held.  Your thinking can‟t point you to that place.  There is something 

else you have to do to experience this space.  It‟s not thinking.  It‟s opening and letting go of sounds 

and thoughts. 

We will practice like that for five minutes.  Your body is like a mountain and your mind like the 

sky; giving room to everything; not rejecting anything and not desiring anything.  Bring your 

awareness to the limitless sky and the space of your mind. 

When you get distracted, centre yourself with the breath. 

End of Meditation 

 

It‟s very helpful for our lives if we learn not to take our thoughts too seriously; to identify those 

thoughts which cause stress and make our lives difficult.  Then to ask yourself how much you can 

believe these thoughts and if you really want to have these thoughts.  Ask yourself what is the 

benefit in having these thoughts.  Ask yourself how it would be if you didn‟t have these thoughts.  

It‟s wonderful to understand that the thoughts are not you and you can‟t push them away.  They will 

keep coming for a long time because they are so ingrained; telling you that you are worthless or 

whatever these thoughts tell you.  They don‟t change that quickly but you can stop identifying with 

them.  You can stop believing them. 

If you have a stressful thought, and many of them are, you can ask yourself if you really know this 

to be true.  „Do I really know that I need to be successful at this; do I really know that I am too thick 

or too thin?  Do I really know that?  Is it really the truth?‟  Then ask yourself what the benefit is to 

have these thoughts.  Does it make you a more content and happy person?  Does it help you to be of 

benefit to others?  Does it help you to have these thoughts, these concepts? 
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So, if you question your own thoughts in this way you can make a little space around them without 

even changing them.  You can make a bit of space around them and start to open up and not lock 

yourself into your own projections and fears and limitations.  When you practice in that way, you 

will slowly see that your destructive and harmful thoughts will change.  They will change into a 

more caring and kind voice. 

Questions and Answers 
If there are any questions about what I have said, I am happy to try and answer; or any questions 

which you may have about meditation and practice. 

Student:  I have a two-part question.  First of all, did you say that rather than problems arising in our 

life representing a purification of karma, that they represent opportunities for the purification of 

karma? 

Pende:  I‟m not sure that I understand the question. 

S:  Well, assuming that problems arise as a result of karma, whatever we do in dealing with those 

problems will either generate positive or negative karma and not necessarily a purification of karma, 

either making it better or perhaps making it worse? 

P:  Yes, that‟s true.  When a problem arises in our life, for sure we purify some karma.  It‟s a result 

of negative actions in our mind and by experiencing it, it disappears but then, as you said, we have 

the freedom of reacting.  So, we have the freedom to use this problem to make things worse by 

reacting angrily and pushing it away or we have the possibility of using this situation as a means of 

accumulating positive karma, as a means of making the future brighter, friendlier, and kinder.  So 

that is where our freedom lies.  Our freedom does not lie in being born blind or being in a 

wheelchair, you can‟t change that.  But you can change the way you deal with the situation.  There 

is freedom.  Our future lies in our hands.  We have the freedom to act constructively and wisely to 

what our problems are or we can use our problems to go into an even darker future. 

S:  That sort of leads me into the question which I have been saving since yesterday.  You spoke 

about a sick person and how she could use her pain and suffering as a challenge and turned it into 

something positive.  I remembered a story I heard in relation to hospice work.  There was a patient 

who was very ill, so ill in fact that even the act of eating was extremely painful to him until the day 

when someone told him the story of Tibetan masters and practitioners who, upon reaching a point in 

their lives where they realized they were facing imminent death, sat down in mediation and literally 

stopped eating and they died in that position.  Well, he thought that was a brilliant way to go, so he 

went ahead and did that.  Now he was free of the pain and agony, which was his motivation, but he 
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died of starvation.  My problem is the contrast between the negative karma generated by suicide as 

opposed to the positive karma generated by using that experience.  What is better? 

P:  You can‟t give a real answer to that because every situation is so different.  Each situation 

requires a different decision.  I don‟t know that case, but it could be that it was the best that person 

could do, to stop eating rather than prolonging the life of suffering for a long time without any hope.  

I mean this brings back the discussion of how much we should help people to stay alive.  Is it not 

sometimes more compassionate to help this person let go, to accept death.  You can‟t give a black or 

white answer to that.  Situations like that we can only enter into with our heart and have to feel what 

the best thing is for the person in pain.  There is no guideline as to what is right or wrong because 

every situation is different.  I think also that sometimes spiritual knowledge can be used to make 

things worse; to make people feel guilty.  Sometimes even spiritual truths are just not appropriate to 

relate to people.  Someone in pain, for example a woman who has just been raped:  you would not 

tell her that it was just her negative karma and that she should be happy that she purified it.  

Although it is true, it is just not appropriate because one must give space to one‟s pain, and there is 

pain.  You need to find another way to help.  So to tell someone, like the person in the situation you 

just described, „there are Tibetan lamas and they die peacefully‟, might not be appropriate because 

this patient is not a Tibetan lama and might not be able to do the same practices.  You need to find a 

way which is helpful to this person; not necessarily the whole picture and not necessarily the truth.  

This is the art of helping others and, for sure, we make mistakes.  I don‟t know if this answers your 

question. 

S:  I suppose so, for the patient in particular but it does call into question the motivation of lamas 

who do that sort of thing.  I mean to sit down for 8 days or 8 weeks and not eat and in the end die, 

are you using all your being as a motivation to avoid suffering? 

P:  I have never heard of lamas who consciously committed suicide.  What I hear is that the lamas 

die and then they sit in meditation.  From the clinical point of view they are dead, the breath has 

stopped.  Just two years ago one of my teachers died in Kopan Nepal, and one of my friends was 

present.  He was teaching until one of his last days and he prepared text for his disciples, leaving 

instructions as to what his disciples had to do, once he had died, on a desk in his room.  He made 

everything ready; he cleaned his room and then he sat outside on the veranda.  My friend was 

present then.  He sat down, made the mutra of giving teachings and breathed his last breath.  He was 

sitting there for, I don‟t know, 7 or 8 days.  He was not decomposing; there was no bad smell.  He 

was resting in the clear-light-mind.  After eight days his mind left his body and they burnt him.  He 

had not rotted away in that time.  There is a book collecting how great masters die in the various 

traditions.  It is a very inspiring book. 
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Are there any other questions? 

S:  (inaudible) What is the difference between feelings and emotions? 

P:  With strong emotions the image of waves in the ocean might be more helpful.  You might 

experiment with it.  To see them as waves in the ocean coming and then going away; not clinging to 

it; the wave of the emotion goes through your mind system.  You don‟t cling to it; you don‟t push it 

away; you leave it as it is and then it will change and finally it will dissolve.  In Tibetan Buddhism, 

when they talk about mind, this includes feelings and thoughts and sensations, it‟s the same thing.  

They treat it as the same. 

S:  ( inaudible)  Everyone in this room lives a relatively privileged life with very few truly big 

problems.  How can we learn to practice in the west when our problems are very small compared 

with so many other people in the world? 

P:  The teachings don‟t tell us to create artificial problems or to seek them out.  I don‟t know if you 

can say that most of the people here have only small problems because we are all quite often very 

overwhelmed by life.  If you compare it to someone who has many problems on which to feed, still 

the problems in the west are immense.  To say that every one of us is quite well off, I think, does not 

take seriously how deeply people in the west are hurt and wound up; even by having a quite 

comfortable life.  It is good that things are quite good in your life because you can start practice with 

little things. Someone who is completely overwhelmed by suffering and by pain, has a great deal of 

difficulty to practice if he has not started with small things.  I mean, being disturbed by the noise in 

the street so that you can‟t fall asleep, this is an opportunity to practice, to work with this situation.  

Once you are on your death bed and overwhelmed by fear, it is too late to start a practice.  It is also 

not a good thing to come with this knowledge to a person on his death bed and to tell them that it‟s 

good to have problems.  Then you need to do something else to ease their pain. 

S:  (inaudible)Is this meditation on awareness a meditation on the conventional or the ultimate 

nature of mind?  Is this a non-dual experience? 

P:  Yes, this meditation is a meditation on the conventional nature of mind so it‟s a dual meditation 

and it is not an experience of the true nature of mind.  It is the start of the identification of the object 

of mind, awareness, and clarity.  But then you have to meditate on how this exists.  It is but one 

stepping-stone towards a non-dual meditation but it is not (non-dual).  What you do in the next step 

is to meditate on the emptiness of the conventional nature of mind.  That is what the pointing-out 

instructions point to.  It is not pointing to the conventional nature of mind, it points to the absolute 

nature of mind, the ultimate nature.  What I have said will not make sense to most people but it 

doesn‟t matter.  If you have an experience of  awareness of the conventional nature of mind, that is 

not the end of the story.  It‟s a good step but it‟s not the end of the story.  It‟s not an experience of 
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the ultimate nature of mind.  But it helps a lot to have an experience of this conventional nature of 

mind.  You can‟t meditate on the ultimate nature of mind without having an experience of the 

conventional nature of mind.  If I say the awareness or the clarity of mind, I talk as if these exist 

outside the mind from its own side, like an entity, like God, like something that really exists there 

and that I can look at.  That is a good pointer, a helper; but that is not how things exist.  Nothing 

exists like that including the mind. 

S:  (inaudible) Would it be correct to say that someone born the higher realm of gods is merely 

using up his accumulated good karma and that he is not likely to be reborn there again? 

P:  Yes, that‟s true.  A god who is happy and has every enjoyment just uses up his good karma.  

That is why at some point he falls.  Yes, that‟s true.  That‟s why it is important that when we have 

good times in our life and we are happy, to use this time to create good actions, to be good to others 

and to practice generosity.  If you are wealthy, the reason for that is that you have practiced 

generosity in the past.  If you just enjoy your wealth without practicing generosity, you create the 

cause for being poor in the future.  So, if you have to be rich you have to give things away.  This 

works even just in one lifetime. 

S:  Could you just mention the title of the book you referred to about how masters die? 

P:  I can email it to you.  It is published by Snow Lion.  I just had it in my hand a few days ago.  

Something like „How Great Masters Die‟, but I can email it to you.  Ah, „Graceful Exit‟, that‟s it, 

„Graceful Exit‟. 

S:  (inaudible) I have read a book written by Geshe Michael Roach were he says that by practicing 

generosity that we can have our good karma ripen in this lifetime and become rich as a result.  Do 

you think that this is possible? 

P:  Yeah, I don‟t know.  It seems that Geshe Michael Roach is emphasizing this point too much.  I 

wonder what happens to all his disciples who are practicing and practicing and not getting rich.  I 

mean at some point they may become very disappointed in the teachings because they don‟t work.  I 

had a few discussions with our Geshe about this because I was studying Geshe Michael Roach for a 

few years.  He told me, „Yeah it is possible that karma ripens‟, in fact he said what you just said, „it 

is possible that karma ripens within a few weeks or a few months but it‟s not common; it‟s not the 

normal thing‟.  So he said that actions done with a very good motivation and with a very powerful 

object can ripen in this life.  Anyway, practicing generosity with the wish to become rich in the 

future is a misleading motivation.  From the Buddhist point of view this would not be a spiritual 

practitioner.  We learn in the teachings that we are not attached to the happiness of one life, to the 

happiness of now.  We let go of this attachment and this expectation to have happiness right now.  

That‟s how it is.  It is a very difficult question to answer.  Karma is very complicated. 
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S:  (inaudible) Are you saying that it is not simply a question of just giving to practice generosity? 

P:  Yes, if you are living in a cave and have nothing, you can perfect the practice of generosity from 

inside that cave.  It‟s not the actual giving, it‟s the wanting to share.  Wanting to share what you 

have.  Someone who is very poor can be much more generous than someone who is rich and gives a 

lot.  It‟s the motivation and the way in which you give that makes it a powerful practice and not the 

actual thing that is given away.  The action of generosity also includes giving protection and giving 

teachings and your time; giving a smile. 

S:  (inaudible) It seems to me that in the west the biggest, most general problem that we have is one 

of self-esteem.  Do you think this is unique to the west? 

P:  I think it‟s really a sickness of our society.  There is an atmosphere, growing up in western 

society, that we are not good enough; that something is wrong with us and we don‟t deserve to be 

happy.  People growing up in this society, not receiving teachings about the Buddha nature for 

example, find it very easy to develop this habit of being destructive about ourselves.  We want to 

harm ourselves because we don‟t feel we are worth being cared about or deserve to be happy.  In the 

Tibetan culture you grow up differently.  You grow up with the knowledge that you have the 

potential to become a Buddha and that your true nature is good.  They don‟t have this low self-

esteem issue or self-doubts.  Tibetans need a lot of practices to develop the antidotes against pride.  

A Tibetan teacher coming from this tradition would never give you praise; he gives you a hard time.  

Of course, with westerners this is sometimes not a good approach.  Tibetan teachers who are 

successful in the west are those who have understood that and who encourage their disciples; who 

pamper them and feed them.  They don‟t criticize them.  In the Tibetan culture teachers beat their 

students and give them a hard time because Tibetans have a natural tendency to be very proud and 

confident about themselves.  One year ago I gave a weekend on this topic.  If you are interested you 

can get the CD of that weekend.  It was a weekend on the topic of „self-acceptance‟ and why, in our 

culture, we tend to be so negative about ourselves. 

Emotional Response to Pain 
The last meditation today will be similar to the one we did before, going with our awareness, our 

attention to areas of discomfort whatever areas this might be for you.  Before that I want to say a 

few things about pain.  I already said a few things.  It‟s very helpful if we understand that there is a 

difference between the physical pain and our mental and emotional response to it.  The thoughts, our 

feelings and emotions about the pain are not the pain itself.  You are responsible for the emotional, 

mental response to your pain.  It‟s no one else that is responsible for your fears and tensions.  It‟s 

you that can change it and that‟s where your window of freedom is. 
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Very often our fear, anger, guilt and loneliness, worsen out situation; worsen our experience of pain; 

create attention around the pain.  In fact a lot of our pain, particularly back pain, become chronic 

because of our emotional responses to it.  Usually this starts with pain originating from some 

organic reason and then our body muscles tighten around it out of fear and make it chronic.  There 

are many experiments in pain research which show that higher brain function can overrule the pain 

signals from the lower pathway of the pain.  So, many experiments show how important it is how 

we respond to the pain and how it can change the subjective experience of pain if we change the 

way we think about it. 

When we enter mindfully the areas of discomfort in our lives, and with this I include emotional 

pain, physical pain or any discomfort, if we practice mindfulness we can have the experience that it 

is possible to relax in discomfort.  Meditation helps us because just by sitting for a while discomfort 

arises:  in the back, in the legs and knees.  So it‟s a wonderful opportunity to experiment with that.  

To learn how our mind immediately tightens up as soon as something becomes different from the 

way we want.  What we usually do is move around to find a comfortable position, not only in sitting 

but all the time; that‟s how we live our lives.  We are constantly moving around throughout the day 

looking for a comfortable position in life; not only on the physical side but also on the mental side.  

We avoid those areas inside us that are not so good and try to cover up boredom and silence or 

looking inside.  Because what we find inside might not be great, so we avoid that.  We are afraid of 

any discomfort.  We are constantly arranging our lives to find a place where everything is just 

perfect. 

When we practice mindfulness in the meditation we discover that we can relax into this comfort and 

find peace in it by accepting what is and relaxing into that.  We will understand that peace and 

feeling well is not dependant on how the body feels.  It is possible to find peace and comfort during 

times of intense pain.  If you doubt that then read the book by Jon Kabat-Zinn.  He has worked with 

many people and he describes how they have managed it.  I have never suffered with chronic pain 

but I know that it works with the kinds of pain that I have experienced.  It is perhaps arrogant of me 

to assume that it would work with chronic pain but although I have not had to test it yet, the time 

will no doubt come when I will. 

I had an experience this summer where I had an allergic reaction to a wasp sting.  I had never 

displayed this kind of reaction before but it would seem that suddenly I have become allergic to 

wasps.  At first I could not understand what was happening to me.  I mean, I had this wasp sting and 

usually I wouldn‟t care about it; a short pain and that‟s that.  But suddenly my whole body began to 

itch and I developed large blisters all over.  My whole body swelled up.  It was so uncomfortable; it 

made me want to rip my skin off.  And then the fear set in because we have all read of cases where 
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people have died from such reactions; from the shock.  For me it was an experience to practice 

mindfulness; just relaxing letting the symptoms happen.  This experience makes me more confident 

to advise people that the method makes it possible to deal with very difficult situations.  At times 

during this experience I felt very happy because I was aware of all that was happening to my body 

but still felt so centred.  It was a good experience.  That‟s the only kind of first hand experience that 

I have had.  It‟s not like going through long-time pain such as cancer or chronic back pain which 

undermines your whole life by taking away all your energy.  It‟s quite different to have a short 

experience of pain for only a few hours. 

However there are people who suffer from chronic back pain or long-time cancers and who have 

found peace and comfort in the practice of mindfulness even though their bodies are sick. 

As I have said, pain can also be seen as a messenger.  There are meditations used by Kabat-Zinn 

where the patients go into this awareness, observing the pain and then asking themselves:  „OK, 

what is it?  What are you trying to tell me?‟  For some people this might work and for others 

perhaps not but it is something we can experiment with; to talk with our pain, to question what it is 

telling us, what it might want us to change, what is the message? 

Meditation Exercise – Approaching Discomfort 
With this meditation we, again, centre ourselves with the body and breath.  Then go into an area of 

discomfort, an area of pain.  For those without pain at the moment, you can concentrate on the 

shoulder area for example.  Many of us have discomfort or tension in the shoulders or the back.  

That could be an area to look into, or the stomach or the tension caused by sitting, in the knees or in 

the hips; whatever works for you. 

In this meditation we go there with a caring awareness; with openness, with a mind of exploration, 

wanting to know about the pain, wanting to know about the tension; wanting to understand; 

accepting it, not pushing it away or rejecting it. 

We start by calming our minds, by focusing on the breath; on the in and out breaths. 

You can close your eyes or leave them slightly open so that light can come in. So, for 3 minutes 

bring your attention to the breath; the flow of the breath, in and out. 

………………………………………………………………………………………...... 

Let the body be soft and open and notice any area of discomfort and gently allow your awareness to 

move toward the place that wants healing; that wants to be touched by your open awareness. 

While you‟re doing so notice any resistance and stiffness or tension that denies the entrance into this 

area. 

Begin to soften all around this sensation. 
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Let space begin to open around this area and just let it be there. 

Do the sensations stand still or do they move?  Are there any vibrations or pulsations? 

Do they have a single shape or do they constantly change? 

Are there feelings that harden this area? 

Do the sensations whisper some words and do these words cause tension around the area? 

Meet the sensations with a soft allowing awareness.  Relate to this area with kindness as if meeting a 

child. 

Let your heart touch the sensations moment by moment. 

Now slowly broaden your awareness to include the whole body; letting go of this area, spreading 

this open and kind awareness to your whole body. 

Can you identify yourself as being whole and complete in this moment without having to resolve all 

your problems or bad habits; just as you are now? 

Can you sense yourself as a pure being, beyond your name, your thoughts and feelings, ideas, 

opinions and concepts; beyond your identification of yourself as being of a certain age, of being 

male or female? 

Allow yourself to tune into a sense of being complete. 

End of Meditation 

Introduction Medicine Buddha Puja 
Tonight at 7 o‟clock there is a Medicine Buddha Puja and I would like to say a few words about 

that.  Everyone is invited to come.  Those with Catholic backgrounds will not have a problem with it 

but I guess that isn‟t so many here. 

I think it would be good if you came and just tried it out but if you know that you have very negative 

reaction towards rituals and prayers; making offerings.  If you know that you have negative 

reactions to these sorts of ritual then perhaps it would be best not to come.  Not because you would 

disturb the others but because there would not be much benefit to be gained and maybe would 

diminish what you can take away from the weekend. 

The principle ideas in this puja we will also practice tomorrow so you won‟t miss important things.  

Tomorrow I will present it in a way that is more accessible to people who can‟t connect with formal 

practice or with prayers.  All these pujas and prayers are used to guide meditators; they are 

meditation manuals; visualizations and ways to connect with healing powers and the purity of our 

own minds.  In this puja we make offerings and prostrations to the Medicine Buddha.  You can view 

this image of the Medicine Buddha in different ways.  The image of Medicine Buddha is like a 

concentration of all loving kindness thoughts in this universe.  And like snowflakes that come 
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together to form a snow man, these prayers gather to form the blue image of the healing Buddha.  

That is one way to look at it.  Also the Medicine Buddha symbolizes your own healing energy; your 

own compassion; your own love.  Because it is difficult for us to believe in that and to connect with 

that, we play the mental trick of first thinking that it is something out there so we visualize it out 

there.  In that, finding a way to connect with our own healing, our own wisdom. 

A third way to see the Medicine Buddha is to see him as a being, as a person.  A person who 

practiced, started like us, and on the path to enlightenment as a bodhisattva, someone who entered 

the Mahayana path to enlightenment, a person who decided to become a Buddha to guide all beings 

into freedom.  Once you have this motivation in your heart and everything you do becomes the 

means to help others and to go on the path to enlightenment, you become a bodhisattva.  This 

person, entered the bodhisattva path and on this path made a lot of prayers that in the future, „when I 

become a Buddha, whenever people pray to me, whenever they make offerings to me, may their 

prayers and wishes be fulfilled‟.  So the Medicine Buddha is all three of these and you may chose 

whatever helps you.  Sometimes it is very good to think that there are actually beings out there who 

can help us, who are on our side; that we are not alone, that there are angels, Buddhas and 

bodhisattvas, Dhaka‟s and dhakinis who are there to help us. And when we pray to them, when we 

gather together to invoke them, that they actually come.  Of course they are always already here 

because a Buddha mind pervades everything but we focus their energy by invoking them. 

That might be a very strange idea to you and completely meaningless and that‟s okay.  But many 

people can open to that.  If you don‟t believe that there are Buddhas then of course, the Buddhist 

path is quite meaningless.  You can take the good things here and there and it can help your life.  

But if you don‟t believe in Buddhas, if you don‟t believe that you, yourself, have the potential to 

become a Buddha then Buddhist practice doesn‟t make much sense.  So, maybe those of you who 

might not find this idea completely stupid can experiment with it a bit; just for this evening to 

imagine what it would be like if there were beings like that and then tomorrow you can go back to 

not accepting it.  There is no harm in just pretending as long as you know that you are pretending 

and stay open to this energy.  You can be curious and have a scientific approach by checking it out, 

not rejecting it because it‟s something alien and something which does not exist in our culture.  Use 

the scientific approach of trying it out and opening up to the idea and then see what happens.  If it 

doesn‟t work or make sense then put it aside.  Don‟t put it aside before even contemplating it or 

thinking about it.  People who tell us about this are not stupid people.  His Holiness the Dalai Lama 

and others are super intelligent people.  Many practitioners, many westerners among them, are really 

super intelligent people, among some of the most intelligent I have ever met.  It‟s not very 

intelligent to dismiss it as something stupid or merely superstition without really testing it, thinking 
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about it, discussing it, questioning it and doubting it.  It would be too sad if there are actually 

Buddhas and having had the opportunity to make offerings to them and not doing it.  It would be 

quite a waste.  Of course if you make offerings to the Buddhas, they don‟t need them, they are the 

ones who could care less about receiving anything.  It‟s for you; you make the offerings for you. 

It is said in the teachings, but also in recent years‟ scientific research, that there is power in prayer.  

In Nalanda, my monastery, we have, in the past eight or nine years, taken part in a long research 

project with thousands of people at Duke University in the United States, where groups of patients 

from all over the planet and from different religious backgrounds who had undergone heart surgery, 

were divided into those who were prayed for by name and those who were not.  No one in the 

research team knew who was prayed for and who was not, so the tests were conducted under 

strenuous scientific criteria.  It was accurate scientific research on the effects of prayer.  They had 

amazing results which can be read about in various books. 

I remember years ago, I had a friend who was working in one of top psychology research centres in 

Germany.  I am a psychologist so I had a lot of friends that worked in psychology research.  He was 

working in this research centre and he had one professor who was super-critical about any spiritual 

references, he was a straight-forward behaviourist, but was looking into this prayer research with the 

intention of proving it stupid.  But after exhaustive work he commented to my friend that if this had 

been a medication, it would have been produced and distributed within weeks of the publication of 

these results and would be very successful.  So this shows that something is happening. 

Other research proves that 50% of the effectiveness of any medication can be attributed to the 

placebo effect, on your mind. Any medication at all, headache, or pain medication, is half-

effectuated by your mindset.  Everyone has heard of the placebo effect and it is well known in 

scientific literature, how powerful mind is in treating your own sickness and with prayers in having 

some effect on other people. 

So praying for others at least helps us in the development of compassion and thinking of others and 

opens to their pain.  There seems to be some effect.  In Nalanda we receive a lot of truly amazing 

letters from people who feel they have benefited from prayer.  Perhaps they would have improved 

anyway but we don‟t keep a comparative list of people we do not pray for so it‟s hard to say.  But 

we do get a lot of letters from people who believe that having sponsored a puja where people prayed 

for them has been of benefit.  They do believe it. 

So a puja or sadhana like the one we will do this evening is a long process.  It is a profound ritual 

and connected to tantra, the highest Buddhist teachings.  To make it meaningful you need time and 

knowledge through study.  Then slowly these rituals become meaningful to you; even just coming 

and being together with other people and doing something that we know at least does not harm.  So I 
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invite everyone to come but it is also not a mistake to stay away.  The main teachings from this will 

be covered tomorrow.  There is a list where you can add names of people you would like us to pray 

for.  We will go through this list during the puja and if you like you can make offerings in the form 

of flowers or biscuits or whatever you feel is appropriate.  You might want to light a candle.  But it‟s 

the gesture of giving that counts. 

At one point during the puja we recite the mantra.  All the deities represent different aspects of 

Buddha activity.  The Medicine Buddha represents the activity of healing and the thousand-arm 

Chenrezig represents compassion.  Each of the deities has a mantra connected to it.  In the case of 

Chenrezig it is “Om Mani Padme Hum”.  Reciting mantras is a very common practice in Tibetan 

Buddhism.  It is meant to open this energy inside us, helping to bring it forth.  Perhaps at some point 

tomorrow we can chant “Om Mani Padme Hum” just to try it out.  Tonight we will be using the 

Medicine Buddha mantra but this is a little difficult to pronounce whereas “Om Mani Padme Hum” 

is very easy, and easy to sing as well. 

Tonight you may either recite the mantra or just focus on blue light spreading out and healing 

people; healing yourself.  The same is true when you visualize the Medicine Buddha.  You can also 

think that you call forth this healing energy in the form of a blue light and this then spreads into your 

heart, healing yourself and others.  Reciting the mantra is supposed to concentrate our minds with 

this healing energy and connects us with the deity and our own healing energy. 

We will see you later or see you tomorrow. 

Sunday 

Medicine Buddha Meditation 
Good morning.  It is very auspicious to have this blue sky again.  It is easier to start meditating on 

openness and clarity.  This morning we will start with a Medicine Buddha meditation.  The 

Medicine Buddha appears in the vast blue sky of our mind so we simply have to look up into the sky 

outside.  As I said yesterday, when we do practices like the Medicine Buddha, we do not invoke the 

healing Buddha as an individual being, although we may see him that way, because that is not the 

focus of this practice.  We invoke the Medicine Buddha as the embodiment of all enlightened 

energy in the universe including our own potential, our own healing energy, and our own Buddha 

nature.  We do this in order to open to the healing energy inside us.  Sometimes it is easier for us to 

connect with something inside us through the image which we place outside first.  We can connect 

with the beauty inside when we see something beautiful outside.  We can connect with the kindness 

in our hearts when we are in the presence of someone who embodies kindness, who has realized 

compassion and who has opened his heart.  So looking at this person and through being in the 
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presence of such a person can help us to connect with our own kind heart.  That is why part of the 

tantric practices involves visualizing the image of pureness, of concentrated kindness and wisdom 

outside.  But in every tantric practice there is the step where you dissolve this image which starts 

externally but then is dissolved and you become one with it.  It‟s an important point of the practice.  

Towards the end you dissolve the image and become one with it, trying to merge with the energy of 

the Medicine Buddha. 

In our tantric practice there is the other aspect that the deity is seen as a manifestation of your own 

teacher.  That makes the practice more personal and it helps to keep the connection with your 

teacher and understand that he is there for invoking and inspiring the qualities of kindness and 

healing inside us.  He is not someone who can do much from his own side; he can show us how we 

ourselves can invoke the qualities of wisdom and compassion in our hearts; he can inspire us and 

show us that through his example we all have these qualities inside and are all able to bring them 

forth. 

There is one word which often appears in prayers and that is blessing; „Please bless me, invoking the 

blessings of the Buddha, etc.‟ that might be quite a mistaken translation of the Tibetan word.  When 

we say „please bless me‟, it sounds as though there is power from the outside, like a lama who can 

do something with us through some magical trick.  So, we can be lazy and the lama can put his hand 

or some other thing on your head and this transforms your heart or something.  The lama puts his 

hand on your head and you get healed.  This is a mistake, a misunderstanding of what „blessing‟ 

means.  „Blessing‟ means to be inspired to invoke this, to be inspired.  It is much more active; it is 

not something passive.  The healing and invoking of compassion and wisdom has to come from our 

side.  We have to open our hearts towards our teachers and towards the energy of the Buddhas.  

They can‟t come with some magical energy and put this quality inside us. 

When we ask for the energy of the lamas, what we are actually saying is „I‟m inspired to go on this 

path‟ and „please teach me how to practice, please teach me the path‟.  But you have to walk alone.  

He can‟t take your hand and drag you along.  You have to do the walking but you are inspired and 

have faith in the teachings because you see the results in him.  At one point every qualified teacher, 

every Buddha started like us.  So, they did it and now they show us how they did it but we have to 

walk the path with our own feet; they cannot do it for us.  There is no omnipotent power which can 

save us.  It is completely up to us to heal ourselves.  There is no magical healing power somewhere 

in the universe where you can be touched and then be healed.  It has to come from our side. 

When we use mantras and visualizations, when we make prayers and offerings towards the 

Buddhas, all this is done in order to give space to our own wisdom and compassion; to give faith 

and confidence that it is possible to connect with these qualities inside of us.  Sometimes we are so 
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cut off from these qualities that we just cannot believe that we possess them.  To connect with our 

true nature, sometimes it is very helpful to think of ourselves surrounded by those who embody 

love, who have this quality of love.  It helps us to connect with this quality even if we feel we don‟t 

possess this quality or think of it as something which other people or the lamas have.  It is a start to 

give us hope to connect with these qualities, to see the light.  There is something there. 

A qualified teacher can help you to discover these qualities within you.  There is nothing to develop; 

it is a discovery of your true nature.  Developing love, compassion and wisdom is a discovery.  It is 

not something which the lama has to give us; it is merely a removing and letting go of obstacles.  In 

order to start this work, and in order to have confidence that it is possible, we need teachers to 

provide the confidence by means of their example. 

Another benefit of this visualization practice is that it helps us to develop a focused mind.  It is a 

method of developing concentration.  You can develop concentration by focusing on the breath.  

You can develop concentration by focusing on your body.  You can use different objects.  The main 

object used in Tibetan Buddhism is the image of the Buddha.  You can also develop concentration 

by visualizing a candle or a stick but by visualizing the Buddha it helps to invoke this quality of 

wisdom and compassion inside you.  You can connect with the qualities inside of you, whereas if 

you visualize a candle, which is a neutral object, you may be able to develop concentration but 

that‟s it.  There is no benefit to it. 

We try to develop concentration because our mind is so distracted.  It hasn‟t a lot of power to 

penetrate through the clouds of our delusions.  In order to really penetrate reality and to make a deep 

and profound contact with our true nature, we need to have a stable mind.  Before that we can have 

glimpses but we will never have a stable, life-transforming experience unless we have a stable and 

concentrated mind. 

It‟s just training.  It‟s just a habit.  We all have this ability to develop concentration.  To develop 

these qualities of love and compassion in our hearts we need to have a concentrated mind.  It is 

crucial.  We can be inspired and have changes but without a concentrated mind we cannot have any 

deep, profound and lasting realizations.  It is not possible.  We need to have a mind in which it is 

possible to concentrate and hold an object of meditation for as long as we want, without wavering.  

This could mean hours, and it is possible.  It takes a long time but it is possible to train your mind, to 

build up this visualization of the Buddha into an image of incredible clarity and vividness and to 

hold this visualization for hours without any interruptions or thought distractions; without any other 

objects appearing in your mind. 

The benefit of a stable mind is that it empowers us to have spiritual realizations.  A side effect is that 

it brings an incredible joy and bliss and health to your body and mind; simply to be concentrated.  
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So even if you are a beginner at meditation, once you are able to concentrate a little bit, to keep your 

mind on the breath or the visualization, you will start to have little glimpses of how it is to have a 

stable and concentrated mind.  We do not develop concentration because we want to have this bliss 

and health but rather in order to develop spiritual qualities.  But these small glimpses help to keep us 

inspired and to make meditation joyful.  You will experience a kind of joy or bliss by simply 

achieving concentration.  You will that this is so in other spiritual traditions as well.  Just being 

concentrated in prayer or mantra or the deep and profound meditation practices in Hinduism, you 

will find that feeling there as well.  This peace or bliss that you experience through the concentrated 

mind is seen as the aim of their practice.  To experience that feeling of peace and bliss and feel that 

one is in union with God, or whatever name they use, and then that‟s it.  They stop there.  In 

Buddhism, the peace and bliss which is caused by achieving a stable mind is merely a side effect; 

they go further.  They then use that mind to penetrate reality, to understand reality, for 

understanding the nature of one‟s own mind. 

When we start to visualize an image like the Buddha, it is less important to worry about the small 

details or whether you achieve a clear picture.  It is more important to have the feeling that there is 

an enlightened energy.  You might visualize a blue light or any other image which inspires you. 

In this meditation we shall visualize a single Medicine Buddha, although in the case of the puja we 

visualize eight Buddhas as some people find it inspiring to picture many enlightened beings.  There 

are practices where one invokes countless Buddhas in different shapes and colours and qualities in 

order to fill the space with enlightened beings.  But they are all one.  It is merely an aid for us to 

become more inspired and to have the opportunity to feel this enlightened presence which is, in fact, 

an enlightened presence inside of us. 

We shall just begin.  We have cards available with the mantra for those who wish to recite it.  Those 

who prefer not to, need not worry.  At one point we will recite the mantra together. The mantra is 

similar to the visualization.  It is not some magical tool, it is a sound and words that have proven to 

be helpful to practitioners in the past to resonate the healing energy inside you.  We try to work on 

different levels:  on the level of visualization and also on the level of sound and words; to invoke 

this wisdom and compassion inside us.  For some people this helps and for some people it does not.  

You need to discover what helps you.  Never do anything that feels strange or that you cannot 

connect with.  Never do something because you think you should.  That would be damaging.  These 

are only tools and if they are not useful to you then don‟t use them.  It is the same with prayers.  

Prayers are tools.  If they don‟t help us, then we don‟t use them.  There is no benefit in just saying a 

mantra or to do a prayer.  Not everyone would agree with that but I said it.  I think that.  They are 

tools and they are not meant to agitate us or make us unhappy.  They are not meant to make us feel 
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obligated to say these mantras or prayers.  It is good to be open and to experiment with it because 

how could you know whether it works for you or not without even trying it; just rejecting it because 

it is alien would be quite narrow-minded.  If you try it and find it doesn‟t work or make you feel 

inspired, then just put it on the shelf and leave it.  Try something else.  Something which helps you. 

There is a helpful image in Buddhism that says that the finger that points to the moon is not the 

moon.  What this means is that the teachings and practices are not the aim.  That is not where we 

wish to go.  Many religious people can become confused about this.  They think that their religion 

and the techniques and belief-system is the truth and the goal.  In fact it is a finger pointing in the 

direction of where we wish to go.  In the case of Buddhism, it is pointing to enlightenment, pointing 

to awakening.  None of these practices are worth clinging to or defending or killing other people 

over because you are right and they are wrong.  In the words of Buddhism this shows that all you 

are is obsessed with pointing the finger to the moon but never have the experience of becoming the 

moon.  You wonder your whole life whether the finger pointing to the moon is correct.  All these 

teachings are different because we start from different places.  The Buddha had to develop very 

many fingers for pointing to the moon for very many people.  None of them is 100% correct or 

require defending.  Just because you know this method is not a reason to feel superior.  It‟s not 

about the finger, it‟s about the moon.  The pointing finger merely helps us.  If it does not help us 

then we try something else.  Anyway it‟s good to bear this in mind; if it doesn‟t work then try 

something else. 

People are always trying the same things repeatedly even though it doesn‟t work for them.  It‟s 

amazing, they try the same thing again and again even though it doesn‟t work without considering 

the idea of trying something else. 

Meditation Exercise – Medicine Buddha 
We begin with mindfulness meditation; connecting with our body, connecting with our breath.  It is 

important to start every practice this way; to use the body and the breath as an anchor when we 

become distracted.  When our mind drifts away we can always connect with the present moment 

through our body and breath.  It is even possible to be in contact with your breath throughout the 

entire practice; to remain stabile in the moment and then carry on with the practice.  If you can no 

longer follow or it becomes enough and you feel some agitation; whatever comes up then re-connect 

with your body and with your breath.  After some time you can open again to the practice through 

the words and prayers but if this is not possible then stay connected with the body and mind and try 

to open to your healing energy or the healing energy in this room. 

Find a comfortable position with a straight back. 
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Connect with your body by starting with the top of your head and slowly allow your awareness to 

spread through the body; through the face, the neck and shoulders, your chest, your back, your 

spine, your belly, your hips, legs, and down to your feet. 

Now try to hold the field of your body with your awareness; leaving everything as it is, non-

judgemental. 

If you feel any restlessness or agitation or distraction, then feel that with every out-breath that you 

let go of tension and agitation.  Soften your body. 

Focus your awareness to the contact of your body with the floor, with the cushion.  Imagine that you 

are sitting on and touching the earth.  Feel the touch of your body on the earth.  Feel that you are 

touching the earth energies, the firmness, solidity and immovable, unshakeable strength.  Imagine 

that there are roots going down from your body into the earth.  Feel your body touching these 

energies, the firmness and solidity of the earth. 

Imagine that your body is filled with this earth energy.  This earth energy is carrying you. 

Feel the peace and calmness in your body and the strength of the earth energy. 

Imagine that you are sitting on some spot on a mountain top looking at the vast clear boundless blue 

sky. 

Try to connect with the quality of openness and boundlessness of the sky. 

If you get distracted, connect with the breath. 

In the middle of this open sky is a huge blossoming lotus arising spontaneously.  It is a beautiful 

lotus with thousands of colourful petals.  It is fresh and fragrant, sending out sweet fragrances in all 

directions. 

Try to feel the blossoming quality of this most beautiful lotus.  Feel its freshness and purity. 

Above this brilliant lotus is a shining moon disc as a cushion.  It is clear, emitting rays of cool light.  

Being touched by this light immediately dispels all pain and cools all our agitation and delusions.  It 

is the cooling light of love and compassion.  It eases the burning heat of our desire and anger. 

Now see the healing Buddha himself, appearing to take his place on the moon seat.  He has a radiant 

body like a rainbow made of blue light.  He shines as if touched by the rays of a thousand suns.  He 

is dressed in a monk‟s robes made of colourful light.  His luminous body radiates blessing light in 

all directions, dispelling the darkness of confusion and sadness, showering the universe with the 

light of joy and peace.  He sits firmly in the meditation posture, like a mountain symbolizing the 

unchanging equanimity of a Buddha. 

His right hand is resting the right knee in the supreme gesture of giving and he holds a medicine 

plant between his thumb and index finger.  His left hand rests in his lap holding a bowl filled with 

healing ambrosia, with healing nectar; nectar that is compounded of all medicines. 
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The healing Buddha is looking at us with loving eyes. 

His face is filled with a beautiful smile of joy because his enlightened mind is forever beyond any 

pain and confusion. 

The healing Buddha is encircled by and ocean of male and female Buddhas, bodhisattvas and divine 

beings, like the moon in the midst of stars and planets in the clear dark night sky. 

The mind of the medicine Buddha is omniscient, he knows everything about you.  Just relax into 

this omniscient, loving space; understanding everything and touching everything with forgiveness 

and love.  There is no need to hide.  Hiding is not possible anyway. 

Feel, believe that your mind and body is open to receive the healing energies from the Buddha.  

Imagine that you are surrounded by your family, by all beings; all with hearts open to receive the 

healing energy. 

This healing energy comes forth from the Buddha in the form of light or nectar.  There is a sound 

vibrating throughout the universe; the sound of healing, at the sound of his name-mantra. 

The light and nectar and sound touch you and the beings around you. 

Now, we can say the mantra together. 

Reciting of Mantra:  Tadyatha/Om bhaishajye bhaishajye maha bhaishajye bhaishajyej/Raja 

samudgate svaha 

Think that the Medicine Buddha smiles at you.  Feel that this sound and nectar or light coming from 

the heart of Medicine Buddha and all the enlightened beings in front of you washes away all your 

pain, sickness and confusion.  Also the pain, sickness and confusion of your family and friends, 

people you know to be sick all around you.  Think that this healing energy fills your body and the 

bodies around you; filling them with wisdom energy, wisdom energy, in the form of light or nectar. 

Imagine that all the other Buddhas, male and female, are dissolving into the Medicine Buddha. 

Then the Buddha moves to the top of your head and becomes smaller and smaller until he is the size 

of a thumb, just a few centimetres.  Imagine that this Medicine Buddha comes down through the top 

of your head and moves down into your heart. 

In your heart you have this beautiful pure place and the Medicine Buddha very happily sits there 

radiating pure energy throughout your body. 

Imagine that he stays there so that wherever you go, you take this healing Buddha with you; 

touching the people you meet with healing energy, feeling this healing energy in your body all of the 

time. 

End of Meditation 
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The power of Images 
There are different ways to work with this idea by using images for healing.  It is used in different 

way outside of Tibetan Buddhism.  It‟s important to be aware of the power of the images we have in 

our mind and how we can increase our well-being and the capacity to bring out the healing energies 

in our body by using images; healing images.  And we must be careful not to fill our heads with 

destructive images but rather be careful about what we introduce to our minds.  We can help our 

body and mind by having beautiful images; by surrounding ourselves with beautiful, inspiring 

images; going to places that help us to connect with ourselves.  We can connect with the beauty 

inside us with the help of the beauty outside.  For some that might be nature or music.  There are 

different ways of connecting with the positive energy inside us.  So we need to be careful not to put 

so much garbage into our mind and to protect it from garbage.  There is so much unnecessary 

information around that can fill our minds:  boring, useless television, series, movies, advertising, 

destructive and negative music, just junk.  All this junk is used to satisfy our need to fill the silence, 

to fill our time.  A lot of time is wasted putting junk in our mind instead of putting in beautiful 

images.  The same is true of the things we eat and drink.  We poison our bodies with things that do 

not support our healing and spiritual growth.  So, I believe it is wise to be more careful about what 

we put into our system. 

The Practice of Tonglen 
Before the break I would like to talk a bit about tonglen, giving and taking.  Then after the break I 

will guide a meditation on that.  The structure of this course is based a little on a book by Lama 

Zopa Rinpoche called “Ultimate Healing”.  I have expanded it a bit because there is not as much 

time spent on mindfulness in the book.  But the other things, particularly transforming problems into 

the path, come mainly from that book.  In the book the chapter on tonglen is titled „The heart of 

Healing, Taking and Giving‟. 

I believe that tonglen can be the heart practice, the main practice of our spiritual life.  It is something 

we can practice everywhere; we needn‟t sit in meditation.  It can become a way of life.  There are 

many different lineages and techniques in Tibetan Buddhism but tonglen embraces them all.  There 

is nothing which cannot be achieved through this practice in terms of developing compassion, love 

and wisdom. 

In the book, Lama Zopa talk about some students who had amazing experiences with this practice in 

terms of healing; people with Aids and cancer who practiced tonglen and found healing in both body 

and mind.  It is not only a practice which is done while sitting, it is a transformation of how we 

approach life and other people.  It is meant to develop an open and compassionate heart. 
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The cause of all problems is the selfish mind 
From the Buddhist point of view the cause of all our problems, all our sickness, all our suffering is 

the egocentric and selfish mind.  Every pain we experience in this life is a result of having harmed 

someone in the past.  No pain, confusion and negative thought or experience happens simply by 

chance.  We harm others because we are selfish; because we hope to benefit.  That‟s how we live 

our life.  We enter situations and relationships with the motivation of what is in it for ourselves; how 

someone else can serve our happiness.  That is the motivation which gets us out of bed in the 

morning; the motivation which makes us move. 

This so-called self-cherishing thought which leads one to think „I am the most important person in 

the universe, and my benefit and my advantages are more important than the benefit and advantages 

of others‟, is caused because we are mistaken about how reality exists; that is the mistake, we are 

mistaken about the way we exist.  In one way, the self-cherishing thought is the cause for all our 

suffering but the cause underlying this is the mistake we make, it is a hallucination, a mistake. 

This goes into the teachings on reality in Tibetan Buddhism which is a very profound subject.  I‟ve 

already mentioned that in my tradition there are monks who have studied twenty years in order to be 

able to understand that.  It‟s the main reason for becoming a monk in this tradition.  You become a 

monk because you want to understand what reality is and want to focus all your energy, including 

sexual energy, into this discovery.  How do we exist and especially:  What is the connection 

between what I see outside and my mind?  What is the connection?  How is my mind connected 

with reality?  What is out there?  What comes from my mind?  These are the things we are mistaken 

about. 

We believe that we live our life with the idea that there is this entity called „me‟ or „self‟.  We say 

„my body‟ and „my mind‟. Who is the owner of this body and mind?  We have the idea that there is 

this entity; an entity which is „me‟.  Sometimes we identify this „me‟ as the body and sometimes as 

the mind but we think that it is separate from body and mind otherwise we could not think „my‟ 

body or „my‟ mind.  We feel there is something which is „me‟ from its own side; existing 

independently from causes and conditions or concepts and thought.  That makes us feel cut off and 

separated from other people and from the universe.  We feel there is an entity here, cut off and 

separate, and it needs to be protected and taken care of. 

This idea that there is „little me‟ and all the other people and the universe, is a frightening one.  We 

think we need to protect this little space which for many people stops at the skin.  We think that is 

me and stop at the skin.  This is the space and the most important part of the universe and all other 

people:  this little tiny sand grain in the universe which we call „me‟ and which we identify with.  
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And then there are all other people who are in my way and disturb my search for happiness and they 

are frightening; this universe is frightening.  We feel alienated, separate and cut off, alone. 

Buddhism says that we do not exist in that way.  It is a complete mistake, an illusion.  Quantum 

physics says the same.  If you need some means to shatter the idea that there is a universe out there 

where you, as an independent observer, can go and watch, then turn to science.  This idea that our 

life is built on the fact that there is this universe out there, independent, and we are born into this 

independent place which is out there and we can look at it and feel that it has nothing to do with 

„me‟, is what Newton thought.  We are still stuck in a world view which has been outdated about a 

hundred years from the western point of view.  From the Buddhist point of view it is outdated by 

2,600 years. 

There are different schools in Buddhism but they all say basically the same thing:  that we are 

mistaken.  They describe the mistake we make using different subtleties.  They have different 

descriptions of how reality exists, that is to say what our mistake is and how reality exists. 

One image, which is not the whole story and not the way my tradition would say what the highest 

view is, but to start with, to have some image, that this universe, this earth, this place where you live 

is a projection of your own mind which is forced on you by your karma.  It is forced on you by the 

way you have treated others.  It is much more profound than the way I now present it but you have 

to start somewhere. 

In one way, you can say that our collective minds are projecting this earth and it is not a choice.  It‟s 

not that at one point we have made the decision that we need a place where there is a lot of war and 

a lot of suffering because we need to learn some lessons.  No, it isn‟t that at all.  We have no choice 

in that.  It is our karma which leaves the seeds in our minds which are created by previous negative 

actions and positive actions; we have both types of seeds.  These karmas in our mind streams, for all 

the beings living on this planet, give rise to experiences.  So, from the Buddhist point of view we are 

both interdependent and dependent.  We are completely linked with the universe.  We are not cut 

off.  We are very deeply connected.  We are deeply connected with the very existence of the place 

which we live in.  Copenhagen, Denmark, Europe and indeed the whole planet come from our mind.  

It is our mind projecting a movie and the story of this movie, if it contains a lot of suffering and pain 

or if it contains a lot of joy and happiness, depends on how we have treated others in the past.  One 

aim in Buddhist practice is to alter the content of the movie by the way in which we treat others. 

If we want peace in this world, we must change the seeds in our mind.  The way to have peace in the 

world is to love your partner, your children and the people around you and to stop harming others.  

Then you plant seeds of love and happiness in your mind.  You will transform the world you live in, 

and become better and better at that until finally you end up in pure land of a Buddha.  By having 
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served others you are forced by your karma to see yourself as a Buddha and to see your 

surroundings as a pure land.  That is what a Buddha is and that is the way to become a Buddha; to 

create the causes so that the movie you see is a projection of love and happiness. 

Our normal approach to pain and suffering is to think that we have to protect ourselves; that we have 

to protect ourselves against our own pain and our own suffering but also against the pain of others.  

In Tonglen practice we completely change this attitude.  If we protect ourselves against our own 

suffering and the suffering of others, we close our hearts, we harden ourselves.  We dress ourselves 

in armour and build a wall around ourselves. 

More on Tonglen 
In the practice of Tonglen we open to the pain of others.  We open to our own pain and to the pain 

of others and by so doing we develop a keen kinship with others, a deep connection through 

connecting with our pain and the pain of everyone.  Then we even develop the aspiration of wanting 

to take on the pain of others and giving of our happiness.  It is really the reverse of our normal 

attitude.  You try to enter into situations with the wish to make them better; to make this place, this 

family and this office a better place; not by becoming a saint but simply by putting flowers on the 

desk.  With this attitude you can do everything.  You can even eat with the thought that you need 

strength in order to help others and that is why you are eating.  You go on holiday because you need 

some space and time to renew yourself so that afterwards you can be more open and give time to 

find your family, your children and your partner.  Everything you do can be done with the attitude of 

helping others; using your life to help others.  You can wake in the morning with the thought of how 

to use this day to make this planet a better place to live.  I am not talking about big things.  Our way 

to achieve enlightenment is not through big things, it is small things; trying to bring humanity and 

warmth to the places we frequent every day.  That is where we work; that is where we practice. 

In the formal practice of Tonglen we use the breath.  I will guide you through this visualization after 

the break.  We use the breath by breathing out goodness and happiness and service while breathing 

in we are open to our own pain and the pain and suffering of others.  That is something you can do 

while walking through the city.  When you see people you can think „breath in their pain, breath out 

happiness‟.  It is something you can practice everywhere.  But more important is this change in 

attitude. 

Many years ago, long before I began practicing Buddhism, someone told me something that I found 

very helpful.  He said that if you go to a place and stay in a place make sure that it is cleaner when 

you leave it than when you arrived; like a toilet for example.  This is a wonderful idea; I mean, if 

everyone did that.  That is this change of attitude; leaving a mess behind because you don‟t care 
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about other people.  No!  Instead, you think about the other people who come to this place and 

realize that they are the same as me and just as important as me.  It‟s not the idea that I find a clean 

toilet and mess it up because no one is as important as me.  No, it‟s realizing that everyone is the 

same and that I am not more important than others.  It‟s quite amazing that we would think that this 

one single person is more important than all the others.  Millions of people out there and I am the 

most important.  I am the one who deserves a clean toilet.  I don‟t care about the thousands of others 

who will use the toilet after me.  It‟s stupid and silly.  It is a mistake to think like that. 

As I said in the beginning, it is a fact that the way to happiness is to live a life which is useful to 

others.  You can think about that and test it.  Look into the life of other people who believe they are 

happy and you will find it.  It‟s just a fact, like gravity.  That is just the way it is.  We are happy 

when we extend ourselves to others and unhappy when we lock ourselves up.  Every depression and 

addiction is locking ourselves in this little „me‟ cage, losing this perspective that there are others.  

How can I help others?  This constant worry about ourselves:  I am the most important person and I 

deserve to be happy.  The world and other people are there to make me happy. 

The universe and other people are NOT there to make you happy.  You are there to make them 

happy and to transform the universe into a Buddha field.  This is what the heart of Mahayana 

Buddhism is.  If you practice meditation and don‟t see any change in your attitude then you are on 

the wrong path; you are making a mistake.  Something is not working in your practice.  If you don‟t 

feel through your meditation practice that you become more relaxed with yourself and become more 

relaxed in terms of giving time to others, giving material comfort and protection to others, then that 

is an indication that you should worry about your practice.  It‟s not about how many hours you 

spend meditating each day or how many good books you‟ve read or study programs that you‟ve 

followed, how much you understand the ideas of emptiness.  Even if you have amazing insights into 

emptiness but it doesn‟t change your attitude towards others then it is of no use because when you 

die you will have forgotten it.  You can‟t take it with you; all these books and study and information 

in your head.  All this is store on a very gross level of our minds and in the death process this will be 

lost.  What you take with you into the next life is the habit of wanting to serve others and the 

openness of your heart OR you egocentric mind.  That is what you take with you. 

So, this Tonglen is the best preparation for death.  We can die peacefully if we have used this life to 

begin the process of overcoming this self-cherishing thought; in little way; small steps.  Going from 

thinking „I myself, alone‟ for 100% of the time to a mere 95% of the time is a revolution in your 

life.  This 5% progress is what you take with you.  This 5% progress will help you to die.  The best 

thought you can have when you die is „whatever happens, wherever I go, whatever I do, may I come 

to a place where I can help others.  May I be reborn in a place where I can benefit others.‟  If these 
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are you last thoughts, then „wow‟, off you go (laughter).  There is no fear.  You let go of your 

worries of what will happen to you and the thought of losing everything.  No, you think that this is 

perhaps an opportunity to become even more useful.  „In my next life I want to be more useful to 

others.‟  This is a powerful thought which will protect you and will lead you into a life where you 

will have the opportunity to be of help.  On top of that, every act that we do with this kind of  

motivation, every act we do where we stop harmful habits and start to help others, every action like 

this creates positive, loving seeds in our mind.  Seeds which make it possible in our next life to 

reconnect with the teachings and continue with our practice.  But even without talking about our 

future lives or death or any other strange ideas; if you want a peaceful life and want to have some 

contentment in your life, the way is to abandon this egocentric point of view and open up to others, 

connecting with others; making your life useful by smiling to the person you buy bread from in the 

morning.  That is the way to be happy.  Forget about future lives.  If you want to be happy in this 

life, only in this life, just in this tiny fifty, sixty, seventy years, if you want to be happy during this 

time you have to try to open your hearts.  You love others and serve them as much as possible, in 

your ways, within your capacities and limitations.  As I have said a few times, and it‟s very 

important to repeat this again, we start with ourselves.  That is the first person to care for.  That is 

the first person to love, to accept and to forgive.  That is the ground:  self-acceptance. 

We now have a fifteen minute break and after the break I will lead you through the formal 

meditation of Tonglen. 

Introduction to Tonglen practice 
There are different techniques to practice Tonglen in a formal way; different visualizations.  

Traditionally you actually start with yourself; breathing in your own suffering; opening up for your 

own suffering.  In this visualization we will start with someone who is close to us; in this 

meditation.  This particular visualization‟s details (there are a few details) come from Geshe 

Michael Roach.  There are other ways though and we can experiment.  If we understand the idea we 

can be creative to make it work for us. 

There is one western nun called Pema Chödron and from what I have read in her books this is her 

heart practice.  She has written a few books called Wisdom of No Escape, Go to the Places Which 

Scare you and When Things Fall Apart; three books and I believe she has recently published 

another.  Anyway there you can find some teachings on Tonglen; how to practice Tonglen.  You 

will be able to find descriptions of this practice.  I‟m lucky because at the beginning of next year I 

will spend two months with Pema Chödron in a monastery in Canada.  When I come back in 
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February, I can tell you about it; I can teach the practice of Tonglen from her lineage, which is a 

completely different lineage than I am practicing. 

Meditation Exercise - Tonglen 
Again we start with connecting with our body and with the breath.  And again, throughout the 

meditation, if we get distracted or cannot follow or the time is just not right for this meditation, then 

use the time to stay present in your body and with your breath. 

Open your awareness for the field of your body.  For three minutes observe the movement of the 

breath within the field of your body. 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

Then we set a good motivation for this practice.  „I will meditate in the practice of giving and taking, 

not only for my own benefit but also because I want to be more helpful to others and want to stop 

harming others.‟ Then bring your thoughts down to the heart and see a diamond in a rose there; it 

has always been there.  Smell the fragrance of the flower and see the sparkling of the diamond.  The 

diamond symbolizes your own innate wisdom and the rose symbolizes your inner goodness, purity 

and kindness. 

Next think of someone whom you love, a friend or family member who is undergoing some physical 

or emotional pain right now.  Try to picture the room where they are. 

Now imagine that all the pain they have in their body or in their mind has gathered into a little pool 

of darkness in their heart.  All their problems, their sickness, their emotional suffering is gathering 

in a small cloud of black ink, about the size of a coin, at the heart. 

Think about how their pain feels to them.  Think of the different worries which they must be going 

through right now in their mind.  Try to be specific and go through the details and if your mind 

wanders off, bring it back to the problem. 

Think about how wonderful it would be if you could take away their pain.  But what is the only way 

you can take away their pain is to take on their pain yourself.  Decide that you are even willing to do 

that.  Decide that without any doubt; you will take their pain away and take it upon yourself.  We do 

this by taking it through the in-breath.  Each time we breathe in the little cloud of darkness, carried 

by the gentle wind of our in-breath.  It moves slowly up the throat and then out the nose in a black 

stream, like cigarette smoke.  This stream of darkness gathers in a little cloud just in front of our 

nose. 

Then make yourself ready to take the last in-breath in which you actually bring this pain in you.  

Before doing this, look into the diamond and the rose.  The diamond is sparkling, radiating with 

light and power; it can destroy anything that touches it.  You know that the power of the diamond is 
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going to destroy all of the darkness in the very same instant that you breathe in the little cloud.  This 

is because of your willingness to take on someone else‟s pain; it destroys all that pain forever, for 

both them and yourself. 

So, when you breathe in this little cloud, imagine that when it touches the edge of the diamond, 

there is a sudden explosion of golden light inside your body. 

If you are ready, just breathe in this cloud of pain letting it touch the diamond; there is an explosion 

of light. 

After the flash of light, the diamond is lying within the rose, glistening as it always does and there is 

a tiny wisp of white smoke vanishing into the air and all your pain is gone. 

Then look at your friend and enjoy the look on their face.  Suddenly all their pain and trouble has 

gone.  They don‟t know why but they don‟t really care.  How good it feels now for them.  Enjoy 

their happiness and be proud of yourself for having the courage to take away their pain. 

The rose with the diamond, fragrant and sparkling in your heart; each time you breathe out you 

release the lovely scent of the rose.  This scent surrounds you now. 

Now that we have removed all these worries from this person, our friend, we want to fill her with 

good and happy thoughts.  The first good thought we will give to our friend is the thought of giving 

itself; the thought of generosity.  Once they receive it, they will suddenly feel the joy of giving.  

They will suddenly want to give all sorts of things to others; time, love protection and material 

things.  Each time you breathe out imagine the warm, fragrant scent of the rose goes softly into the 

other person‟s nose and they breathe it in where it travels down to the heart and the heart opens.  

The person feels the joy of generosity; of opening the heart to others. 

Bring your attention back to the diamond and the rose.  Think about the diamond and the rose 

always being in your heart and you can carry them with you. 

End of meditation 

Questions and answers 
In the traditional way to practice Tonglen, you usually start with your pain and then you go to the 

pain of friends and family, then to the pain of some stranger.  Then you even go to the pain of 

people you don‟t like, people who irritate you, people you reject, people you have closed from your 

heart.  Then you extend this further to all beings; taking the pain of all beings. 

I don‟t know so much of the bible but sometimes I think that when Jesus was carrying the cross was 

actually practicing Tonglen; taking the pain of us all on his shoulders; taking the pain, opening to 

the pain of humanity. 
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We still have half an hour, so if there are any questions regarding what I said today or yesterday or 

any other thing on your mind, please ask them. 

Student:  I am happy to receive this instruction on Tonglen because although I know of this 

technique, I have not been able to use it the way it is otherwise described; such as visualizing a lotus 

in my heart. 

Pende:  It is said that people cling so much to the structure of practices and are not creative with 

them.  It‟s not that you have to do a Sadhana; I mean you have to make it living for you.  You have 

to make the practice and visualization alive for you.  Traditionally I would say that you visualize a 

lotus in your heart and people presented with an alternative might jump up and say:  “That‟s wrong, 

that‟s wrong, you have to visualize a lotus in your heart.”  But there is no need to cling to this 

structure or the images.  We have to find images and structures which help us.  It‟s good to 

experiment and try different symbols and use what helps us. 

Are there any other comments or questions? 

S:  You said that you cannot get anything from the lama or a higher developed being but I believe 

that one can receive the transmission or initiation.  Then you would receive something that would 

open you to the possibilities within yourself. 

P:  If you go to an initiation without an understanding of the nature of reality or without being able 

to meditate, you don‟t get anything from an initiation.  Realistically, when lamas come to the west 

and give initiations, ninety-nine percent of the people attending don‟t get anything from the 

initiation.  This is because the highest lama, the Dalai Lama, is not able to open anything from his 

side.  It has to come from our side.  They can be an inspiration, they can open a field that we can 

connect to but the opening, the understanding has to come from our side.  Of course you get 

something.  You get the inspiration, you get the opportunity to connect with the wisdom and the 

lineage, but the main thing in opening has to come from your side.  Otherwise, we would already be 

free because there are millions upon millions of Buddhas and their only purpose, the only wish that 

they have is to free us from suffering.  They are around us all the time but they can‟t reach us.  They 

can‟t do anything for us because it‟s ourselves, we have to open up, and we have to understand the 

teachings on reality.  And then, if we go an initiation, we can connect with the wisdom realizing 

reality in the mind of our teacher.  We can connect with that.  But without understanding there can 

be no miracles.  There are no miracles.  Of course, that‟s just what I think.  I mean, it‟s not that I 

made this up alone.  It‟s based on the teachings I received.  It‟s based on my understanding.  Of 

course, if you were to talk with other people, they may have a completely different idea.  They 

might have all this energy and miracles.  The lama puts a text on the top of your head and „presto‟.  

A teacher in our monastery has said:  “You know these texts are not for putting atop your head; they 
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are to be read and understood.  You don‟t get anything from putting it on top of your head.  You 

have to open it and understand it; that‟s what the texts are for.”  In the lineage in which I practice 

you must understand things.  Scriptures are not for reciting and putting them on the altar and making 

offerings to them.  Scriptures are for reading and understanding. 

S:  The Lotus Sutra says quite the opposite of that.  It spends I don‟t know how many hundreds of 

pages saying that all you have to do is read it, write it, repeat it, hold it, touch it, and wave it around 

in the air.  I mean, that‟s what it says throughout the whole Lotus Sutra. 

P:  Yes, I know.  It‟s the same with the Sanghata Sutra.  We had to recite the Sanghata Sutra one 

hundred and fifty times a few months ago because our teacher asked us to do it.  It was quite tough 

for me to do that because it goes against my view (the one which I just presented).  Because I have 

so much faith in Lama Zopa Rinpoche, I do these things as well and sometimes there is some power; 

you feel that something is happening.  But still, I guess that doing this practice of reciting Sutras is 

like saying Mantras.  It is opening something in us.  It‟s not like that there is some energy in the text 

in itself which is then transferred to us.  It is like a door which helps us to open something inside of 

us.  Many westerners have problems with this idea that just mindlessly prostrating to the Buddha has 

so much benefit.  It‟s difficult to connect with this concept for a lot of people.  But there are these 

teachings. 

S:  You talked a little bit about the power of prayer.  What is your explanation about the idea of 

prayers working?  It seems that there is some scientific evidence that prayers actually work and they 

have received letters from people saying that it works. 

P:  It‟s one of the points which are quite difficult to understand.  But first there seems to be a 

connection between minds.  The mind is not located in the brain or somewhere else.  We all know 

that a person who has positive qualities in his mind can affect the room and the minds of other 

people around; even without talking.  A few years ago I was in Australia at a stadium where the 

Dalai Lama was speaking and 30,000 people came.  There was nothing on the stage; just a chair.  

There was no sound system or lights.  He came on the stage and just folded his hands and people 

started to cry from just seeing this man without any technical aids or effects; just this man folding 

his hands.  It‟s amazing; it‟s the power of his mind.  We have had this discussion at Nalanda with 

our Geshe.  The traditional way that this works is by making offerings to other people, who then 

pray, you increase your own positive karma.  Your own positive karma includes also the people you 

are connecting with.  So your own happiness depends on the health of the people you love and are 

connected with.  If you increase your own positive karma, you increase the happiness in your 

universe.  You take your friends and family with you in a way because if they would fall sick or be 

suffering than that would cause suffering for yourself.  That is one explanation of how this works.  
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Sometimes all we have is the name of a person for whom we are praying.  Still, this is a karmic 

connection even though they may not be counted among our family or friends.  We are karmically 

connected to everyone anyway because we have been around since beginningless time.  At one point 

or another we have all been lovers or a child and mother; in different roles.  Having a name, having 

that connection in this life makes it possible that prayers work.  Another point is that by including 

others in our prayers, in our practice, increases our compassion and helps us develop our qualities so 

that in the future we will be able to help these people.  We are on the path to enlightenment and 

including others in our prayers is a means of reaching the point where we can be of real help; by 

being a Buddha. 

There are always these kinds of questions.  They are always on my mind and there are not clear cut 

answers to that. 

S:  I just want to mention that this practice of giving and taking that we have been doing is well 

described in Sogyal Rinpoche‟s Tibetan Book of Living and Dying. 

P:  Yes, that‟s true and anyway it‟s a nice book; a good introduction to this topic and to Tibetan 

Buddhism in general.  It‟s also one of the first books that I read on the subject. 

S:  The other day we were talking about pain.  I‟ve been thinking about what the cause of pain might 

be because it is so closely related to fear.  So my question is, is the cause of pain fear? 

P:  On the deepest level, the cause of pain is having harmed someone in the past.  The cause of pain 

is also due to our mistaken view of how reality exists.  This is how the whole cycle starts.  On top of 

this we develop self-cherishing thoughts and we harm others.  That is why we experience pain.  But, 

of course there is a deep connection between pain and fear.  There is probably a lot that can be said 

about that and I did not explore the subject of pain in depth.  As I said yesterday, the thing which is 

important to understand is the differentiation of pain as a physical sensation and the emotional 

reaction to it.  So fear is not the pain but an emotional reaction to it.  Of course it hardens the pain; 

makes you reject the pain.  It makes you exclude this from your body.  You don‟t want it; you want 

to beat it up and you fight it and you don‟t look at it.  You don‟t touch it with kindness and 

understanding.  You don‟t see it as a means for spiritual growth.  Fear closes the door to the 

opportunity to look into it.  It‟s understandable, of course; it‟s completely understandable; it‟s a 

natural reaction.  But in this way fear increases our pain; it increases our suffering. 

As I said yesterday, even on the physical level comes from this fear of pain.  So we have this pain 

due to some organic reason and then our body closes around it and the muscles tighten because of 

the fear of the pain.  This results in the chronic back pain we suffer.  The original cause of the pain 

may be healed and gone but our body tightens around this area.  That‟s why massage and exercises 

of relaxing areas of pain help us.  That‟s where we are in charge.  Even if we cannot change the 
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sensation of the pain caused by organic reasons, we are in charge of how to react to it.  This doesn‟t 

mean it is easy to change our instinctive and direct response.  It‟s not that you think, „okay, I don‟t 

have fear anymore‟, because it is a very ingrained habit.  We reject by closing and not wanting to 

experience it. 

S:  Seems to me that a lot of the pain of loss is due to attachment.  The problem is that there are two 

different aspects to loss at that level and they can‟t be dealt with in the same way.  I mean the 

attachment to material objects is one thing but then there are more organic attachments.  It‟s not the 

same thing to lose your house in a fire than it is to lose your child or partner to death or 

abandonment.  Both those losses are connected to attachment but they‟re quite different in nature.  

In talking how to deal with these two different types of attachment, I‟m not quite sure how to 

differentiate.  I know in my mind that they are different but can you explain the difference between 

the one attachment and the other? 

(pause) 

It‟s probably a dumb question anyway. 

P:  No, no.  I‟m just trying to feel my way into it, to get a glimpse of some answer I can give.  I am 

trying to feel how it feels to lose someone and to lose a house and hope that my brain will give me 

some direction of an answer. 

S:  I found myself standing in the aftermath of a tornado where the entire village was gone and 

people lost their houses and are all standing on the sides of the street and weeping.  I mean, they‟re 

gone; they‟re just not there anymore.  Next door others are standing on the side of the street weeping 

although their house is still standing but they lost their mother.  They are both suffering pain.  To the 

outside it looks as though they are suffering the same pain of loss but it‟s not really the same at all. 

P:  I have never found anything to differentiate attachments in the teachings but I think it is an 

interesting question.  It‟s good, I think, to think about what the differences are and why it is that the 

loss of a loved one affects us so deeply, more deeply I believe than the loss of a house.  It‟s just 

more important to us.  I can‟t find any wise answer to your question. 

S:  I thought there might be different tools.  That is basically what I meant to ask because I think we 

would need different sets of tools. 

P:  I‟m not sure whether there are different tools.  Maybe the loss of „things‟ could be used as a 

preparation for learning to deal with the loss of loved ones and then finally with the loss of our own 

life.  I don‟t know if one would use completely different approaches but I will think about it.  

Perhaps something will come up. 

S:  Let‟s try another example of the tornado:  You are standing inside the house which is damaged 

completely and beside you is the dead corpse of your partner and you feel this pain.  Then someone 
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comes along and says to you:  „No, no, you are completely wrong because this is not your house.  

Your house is on the other side of the street, undamaged.‟  Of course, the corpse is still that of your 

partner.  Then how would you feel?  You know, „my partner is dead but I got my house back‟.  How 

would you feel?  Would you feel relieved?  But if you go back to the scenario of standing on the 

outside at a completely damaged house and you know that inside your mother or partner is dead.  

Then someone comes by and says:  „Well, yes, your house is badly damaged but mother or partner is 

just here around the corner.‟  How would you feel then?  Here I think you could tell the difference. 

P:  Another question could be that your house is damaged but the neighbour‟s wife is dead.  

Actually there we might see that we don‟t care unless we are friendly to his wife or we have some 

compassion for the neighbour.  I mean we are more worried about our stolen lap-top then the 

hundreds of people dying somewhere in the world. 

S:  I would like to think that the man who lost his house is mourning the death of the neighbour‟s 

wife and not caring about the loss of his house. 

P:  Not caring would be a very tough person.  But I could imagine a situation where firstly I feel 

relief that my house is still standing and my family all still alive.  That would be the main thing and 

the neighbour is another family, someone else. 

S:  Yes, people say that all the time in catastrophes.  „Yes, I‟ve lost my house but at least we‟re all 

alive; my neighbour lost his family.‟ 

S:  That‟s because it‟s easier for us to relate to the neighbour in a smaller village.  At this very 

moment, people around the world are losing friends and families.  Lives are being lost and we don‟t 

give much thought about it because we just don‟t relate to them.  Now, if an attack to our country 

happens, it feels much heavier than an attack in a far away country.  We just don‟t relate to them.  

We don‟t think that they have feelings like you. 

S:  The whole exercise this weekend is all about the human power of mind and I think it‟s important 

for us to understand the different aspects of pain and to be able to relate to someone else and be able 

to put things into perspective about pain.  The pain of losing your possessions, your car gets blown 

up into a tree or someone across the other side of the world, someone dying in a flood or something; 

we just don‟t have that clear perspective; we don‟t make a distinction between losing our car and 

people on the opposite side of the world losing their lives or their loved ones.  I have been doing the 

practice of transference ever since I read The Tibetan Book of Living and Dying, and there is never 

any shortage of people to do it for.  Somehow along the way I lost the connection; I lost the 

sentiment.  The trial of so many people on so many levels having so much pain that the distinction 

becomes blurred. 
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P:  Sometimes it becomes quite overwhelming to think about all the pain in the world.  We have to 

be careful and realistic. 

S:  It‟s better to be realistic than blaze. 

P:  That‟s true.  There is the story of the weeping bodhisattva crying all the time because of the 

suffering of sentient beings is so strong.  Of course, we have to enter this practice with wisdom.  

Someone like his holiness who can connect with all this suffering still manages to remain a very 

happy and relaxed person.  This practice needs to be embedded with the understanding of reality; 

staring to understand how things exist.  In one way you can say that people who suffer are living in 

their self-created nightmare.  The Buddhas are there to wake them up from their nightmare.  If 

someone is stuck in the nightmare, you take their pain very seriously because they don‟t know that 

they are in a nightmare.  It is not denying the pain because for the person experiencing the pain it is 

very real.  But if you come from the perspective of understanding reality, it seems much easier to 

relate to it.  You will not be overwhelmed by the suffering; you will not be eaten up or it will not 

become too heavy. 

S:  How can you deal with a person who is suffering when you have done your best to help that 

person but they keep telling you that you did not do enough, you did not do it well enough, that they 

are not pleased with what you did? 

P:  Whatever people think or whatever they say about your motivation and about what you did or 

what you are changes nothing about what you did or what you are.  If from your side you had the 

motivation to help and you did your best, I wouldn‟t care about what this person says or thinks.  It 

doesn‟t change what you did.  If other people point a finger at you and tell you that you are a 

heartless ignorant person and you know in your heart that you aren‟t, then it doesn‟t matter what 

other people say to you.  Then if this person tells me that I didn‟t do anything; that is completely his 

problem.  There is nothing you can do.  All you can do is find the confidence and trust inside 

yourself in what you feel, what you did and what you are.  Other people‟s opinions do not change 

what we are.  They can think whatever they want. 

S:  Isn‟t that a case of interpreting the suffering, to have empathy and compassion for the pain of 

that person? 

P:  Yes, and also on this aspect it is a mistake we often make:  misinterpreting.  We often don‟t see 

the kindness in others.  We don‟t appreciate what others do or think what they did was not good 

enough or they did not do it in the way we would like to have it happen.  So it‟s something we can 

breathe in because it‟s something we know we can connect with.  I remember one sentence in a 

book by Pema Chödron:  “…you can practice Tonglen in every situation, everywhere, with 

everything and with everyone.”  You need to think about it and test it.  I‟ve often thought about 
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certain situations of which I was unsure but I could always find a way to do it.  It may require some 

creativity but it‟s possible. 

S:  One might even go a step further and say that if a bodhisattva is not practicing Tonglen then he 

isn‟t doing his job.  If all suffering is a result of karmic influence and his job is to relieve all sentient 

beings from suffering, then Tonglen is the only way he can do it because the suffering is going to 

happen regardless. 

P:  I think that‟s true.  You can see the aspect in Tonglen and in many practices which may not be 

called „Tonglen‟ and without this particular visualisation or in this manner of opening and giving 

your happiness away.  Every dedication is a practice of Tonglen if you don‟t keep the positive 

energy you have created but you share it.  Every generosity is taking and giving away. 

Now we have lunch.  After the break we will perhaps do more meditation and I will give a talk, a 

summary and perhaps a talk about how we can establish a daily practice so that we can continue.  

Have a nice lunch. 

Check up Yourself 
I am not really qualified enough to give courses and teach about Buddhism because I have not fully 

understood it myself.  I do not have an understanding of the ultimate nature of reality, not even on 

an intellectual level.  Whatever I‟ve said this weekend might just be my mistaken view, so you have 

to be careful and check it up.  Check it up on your own and compare it with other teachers say.  

Check up whether what I‟ve said is in accordance with the scriptures and most importantly, check 

up that it is in accordance with your own experience, with your own feelings and if it makes sense to 

you.  As an example, when I taught about the practice of making prostrations to scriptures and 

putting them on the top of your head, it is quite heretic in an FPMT centre to say that scriptures were 

there for studying and understanding them because many of the practices within the FPMT are of a 

devotional character.  I myself practice like this a lot.  I don‟t say that Lama Zopa is wrong when he 

gives a talk or spends 8 hours on a talk of the benefits of making prostrations to the Sanghata Sutra.  

This is not an exaggeration; he does give talks like that:  8 hours just on the benefit of making 

prostrations to the Sanghata Sutra.  I‟m not saying that is wrong but there are different ways to 

practice and different ways to present the teachings.  If I were in Barcelona, talking to a group of 

Spanish people, I might talk more about the benefits of making offerings to the Sanghata Sutra and 

in Copenhagen I might say that it is better to read the Sanghata Sutra and to understand it.  

Somehow we are always trying to discover what is wrong and what is right; who is wrong and who 

is right.  The Buddha himself, when he was teaching gave teachings that appear to make the Sutras 

contradict themselves because he gave teachings to different audiences at different times.  So, all are 
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beneficial practices:  to read and understand the Sanghata Sutra, to make prostrations or offerings to 

the Sanghata Sutra.  You have to find out where you are now, what is your practice, what is 

touching your heart, what is your path.  We cling to this finger pointing to the moon and getting 

excited about it, feeling superior to Buddhist schools that make prostrations to the Sanghata Sutra 

when WE are the ones who understand the Sanghata Sutra.  That is all fighting about the finger.  

The Buddhist teachings tell us that they are all ways to the moon, pointing to freedom and an end to 

suffering. 

It is important that we be true to ourselves and don‟t choose a practice simply because we think it 

might be the right way or because everyone is practicing this way.  We have to listen to our feelings; 

we have to be authentic to ourselves in our practice.  If a particular form of practice or prayers does 

not work for us then we try a different practice.  If it works, then we do so happily.  We happily do 

prostrations and make offerings.  We don‟t have to feel inferior to those who have studied for 

twenty years.  There are different paths and there is a path for everyone and every path is different. 

I thought I would lead a short meditation and then afterwards I will try to summarize the weekend, 

point out a few thoughts which I think are important.  Then I may talk a little about establishing a 

daily practice; how to continue from here. 

Meditation Exercise – The Great Heart  
We settle into a comfortable posture.  This meditation carries the idea of Tonglen but it is not using 

the way we used this morning.  But it carries the idea, the spirit of Tonglen:  connecting with the 

pain of others; letting go of this obsession that my pain is the most important and is predominant.  It 

opens up to connect with the pain of other people. 

Try to find a comfortable position that you can maintain for fifteen minutes and connect with your 

body. 

Within the field of your body, observe your breath. 

(Long pause) 

Then you go to the area of discomfort, either on the body or on the mental side:  Something you 

would naturally reject or shut off from.  Watch the natural aversion to this area, to the unpleasant 

feeling or sensation. 

As the awareness meets this discomfort, let the body soften.  Allow the tension to open. 

Explore the feelings and sensations connected with this area or with this emotional discomfort, pain.  

Allow your awareness to gently touch these areas. 

Then imagine all other bodies elsewhere in the world.  Imagine other people experiencing the same 

discomforts, the same pains. 
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Sense the body of discomfort shared by so many.  Sense the 10,000 beings, bodies experiencing the 

same sensation in the same moment.  Sense this discomfort not as „my pain‟ but as „the pain‟. 

Take your time. 

Feel the connection:  no one is alone, no one alone in pain but as one in discomfort. 

Meet this moment with kindness.  Let a new tenderness arise relating to your pain, relating to all 

pain.  The soft tender heart let it melt away all resistance and hardness. 

Feel all those sharing this moment:  shared sensation flowing in a shared body. 

Gently touching our pain and with that, touching the pain of the world. 

Touching with loving kindness the pain we all share.  Through this kind touching, we all receive 

healing.  Touching with loving kindness we all receive healing. 

Let all concepts of what you are fall away and go to the place where we all meet beyond limitations 

and concepts.  And touch the pain with kindness. 

End of meditation 

Summary 
Just a few words about what kind of material or where the ideas for this weekend come from so that 

you can trace them back; for those people who like to read or wish to explore this area more so that 

they have some steps to start. 

The most important inspiration in my life is of course Lama Zopa Rinpoche, my main teacher and 

the spiritual director of the FPMT:  The Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahayana Tradition, 

of which this centre is a member of.  I would not even be a monk if it weren‟t for Lama Zopa 

Rinpoche, the centre wouldn‟t exist, and those people who organized this course would not have 

done so without the inspiration of Lama Zopa Rinpoche.  He is really the heart of this course.  All I 

can hope to achieve with this course is that somehow some of the light I receive from Lama Zopa I 

can transmit to you or make you curious about meeting qualified spiritual teachers.  I am like an 

ambassador or a sign-post.  I‟m not the real thing, you know.  But Lama Zopa is the real thing. 

There is one book available here which I would highly recommend, called Ultimate Healing based 

on a few talks which Lama Zopa gave but mainly on a healing course he gave a few years ago in 

one of our Australian centres, Tara House in Melbourne.  He gave a course there for about ten or 

twelve chronically ill people.  This book contains the structure of the course and here you will find 

many of the things I spoke of this weekend.  It also contains the practice of the Medicine Buddha in 

different ways, the Tonglen practice, and other healing meditations, the teachings on transforming 

problems and teachings about how important mind is when we deal with healing.  It is a wonderful 

book and is the main book I used in preparing for this weekend. 
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The mindfulness teachings, as I have said, are based on the book by Jon Kabatt Zinn, Full 

Catastrophe Living, which is a wonderful book for those who wish to practice mindfulness without 

any baggage of religious or Buddhist words or concepts.  It is plain mindfulness training but 

contains much compassion and wisdom because it is written by someone who has worked with 

people for very many years, so he writes from experience. 

In my own personal practice, I have always been inspired by teachers who focus on mindfulness 

practice.  Before I began the practices of Tibetan Buddhism, I practiced in the Theravada tradition 

and also in a centre which was founded by Thich Nhat Hanh.  I also received teachings from him.  

He is also someone who has influenced the way in which I have presented this material. 

The centre will be making a list of materials available so that you need to remember all these names. 

Yet another book I read was written by Stephen Levine.  He has written several books and one of 

them has „healing‟ in the title and another on the subject of dying called Who dies.  He is also a 

mindfulness teacher. 

I like to inspire myself with the books by Joseph Goldstein and others around him.  There are four or 

five people in his sphere who write books and are trained therapists and some trained in India and 

Thailand by meditation teachers. 

Those are the important books to consider on this topic. 

Living an Ethical Life 

Not Harming 
One of the points which I did not talk about is the importance of living an ethical life regarding 

wanting to be healed.  The foundation of successful meditation practice is to stop harming others.  

To expect to find deep healing without living an ethical life will not work.  It is unrealistic to expect 

that.  Wanting to begin a meditation practice means looking into your life where you have harmful 

habits which harms others.  That is plain:  not killing, not stealing, not lying and not harming 

through sexual behaviour.  Those should be the guidelines in our life. 

We could also formulate those guidelines into positive statements by saying:  we try to protect life; 

we try to appreciate life in all forms.  That would include insects and animals, of course. 

I once read a nice story about one mission, one of these space shuttles which make experiments in 

space, a team of American astronauts who had brought along an aquarium with fish inside for the 

purpose of conducting scientific research on how fish orientated themselves in the water.  These fish 

began dying and finally there was only one fish left.  The main concern of these five men became to 

keep this fish alive.  It‟s a true story.  Imagine these five specialized, super-trained men in this 

multi-billion dollar technical equipment around them, the peak of what humanity can produce in 
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terms of technical accomplishments, and there they are realizing how precious life is because of one 

fish.  It is worth more than anything.  Life is like that.  That is how we should regard the ants at our 

feet.  The way these astronauts were caring about this fish. 

Protecting life as much as possible also means also looking into what we eat and consume.  There 

are ways of eating which are less harmful to the environment, for example.  There are ways to save 

energy which is not as harmful to the environment and to beings living in that environment. 

Of course just being in this body and being human means that we cause suffering.  Even if you are 

vegetarian, there are millions upon millions of insects being killed just to grow and harvest the 

barley you need to eat.  This is true but it is different from hunting the mosquitoes in your room 

which prevent you from sleeping, and then feeling very happy that you have just squashed a living 

being on the wall.  There is a big difference. 

Feeling that you are a spiritual practitioner and a Buddhist and then not respecting life, is a 

contradiction. 

Not Stealing 
The next is not stealing.  This means practicing generosity, being generous with what you have on 

the material side but also on the side of time and protection.  Giving time to others but also sharing 

material things.  It means to be correct with your taxes and with copyright. 

Not Lying 
Here, not lying means to speak truthfully, to tell people what you believe to be true, not to deceive 

people and not to pretend.  Trying to stop talking meaninglessly or of harmful things, sarcasms, 

cynicisms, and other small errors of speech.  Also desisting from needless chatter and idle gossip as 

it‟s called in the teaching.  This does not mean that you need to stop having nice conversations with 

your neighbours and friends but you can also fill whole afternoons just talking nonsense and wasting 

your time and that of others.  It can be done with a good motivation because you need to know 

people and you might try to be comforting to other people.  This is quite a skill of which I have not 

so much:  of small talk and just to be relaxed with people and entertain them.  This is a good thing 

but we probably can feel or we know when it is just too much. 

Sexual Behaviour 
Not harming others through our sexual behaviour.  If you look at how much harm is done in our 

society through sexual abuse, it is really intense.  I mean, 70% of women in mental hospitals have 

been sexually abused in their childhood or at other times in their lives; and 30% of the men. 
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In the United States the greatest cause of death for young women are eating disorders.  They starve 

to death.  Nearly 90% of them have been sexually abused.  You don‟t even have to go to these 

extremes.  A lot of women and men have experienced sexual abuse in one form or another.  We are 

able to canalize our sexual energies and use them in beautiful ways.  Sexual energy is not something 

negative.  It is one of the most powerful energies we have and you cannot become enlightened 

without it.  It is a sacred energy but in our society it is used quite often to harm others and there is 

much harm done.  So, of course, this also means that you are true to your partner unless it is part of 

your agreement and harms no one.  In my limited experience this never works.  People pretend that 

it works but most of the time someone is harmed; not necessarily within the partnership but perhaps 

one of the other involved people.  So much suffering is caused by people looking for sexual 

fulfilment outside their partnership, often to the children of the partners, all in the name of the 

search for good sex.  They are looking for something which sex cannot give you anyway.  What we 

look for in sex cannot be found there.  I mean it‟s nice, perhaps the nicest thing we can do, but we 

won‟t find what we are looking for through sex.  I think this is an important topic to contemplate:  

our sexual behaviour, how often do we make idiots of ourselves because of it?  There is so much 

sadness if you go to areas of the city with the prostitutes and sex shops where men masturbate.  I 

mean, it‟s so sad.  And this is done with the sacred energy of sexuality.  In Tibetan Buddhism 

sexuality is not seen as something negative or dirty but as something sacred, something holy or 

divine.  We rather poison it by not valuing it or by using it for some momentary pleasure of orgasm. 

Intoxicants 
Another topic regarding ethical life is the use of drugs.  One of the basic vows of a Buddhist monk 

which is also taken by many lay practitioners is to abstain from killing, stealing, lying, and sexual 

misconduct and from using intoxicants.  These are the five lay vows you can take.  You can also 

take just one of them.  These five vows are a monk‟s main vows.  We have 253 vows as a fully 

ordained monk but they are all actually branches of these five lay vows.  In my case we also have 

the vow of celibacy which a lay person wouldn‟t have.  But if I keep these five main vows then I‟m 

a pure monk. 

I attended many retreats in Nepal and India and have noticed that many people give up the drinking 

of alcohol.  I‟m always surprised that so many practitioners attending long retreats give up alcohol.  

It‟s quite interesting because I found it quite difficult.  As a monk it isn‟t a problem but as a lay 

person I wanted to take that vow but it wasn‟t that easy because the pressure is quite high.  You 

really have to change your friends and create a new environment including people who support your 



 77 

decision.  It‟s amazing how much suffering in the West is caused by drugs.  I mean, you can‟t go 

through Copenhagen without seeing suffering caused by drugs and sex abuse.  It‟s really heavy. 

Sex and drugs cannot give us what we are looking for.  We can relax, we can have peace and we can 

have stillness without the use of sex and drugs.  We can have a joyful life without sex and drugs.  Of 

course smoking cigarettes is also a good thing to give up but everyone knows that.  Once you get 

into more advanced meditation you will give up smoking because you will see how it affects the 

channels, the channels through which your subtle energy is flowing.  You will just give it up 

because you will come to a point where you feel that in order to develop deeper concentration and 

practice you will have to stop.  That doesn‟t mean that as a smoker you cannot do „loving-kindness‟ 

meditation; I‟m referring to more advanced tantric meditation practice where you start to work with 

your channels, energy and chakras.  You will quickly find that it is affecting the subtle level of our 

energies; the level of chakras and auras, etc.  I used to smoke myself so I know what I am talking 

about and I know how difficult it is.  I smoked my last cigarette on the way to Kopan Monastery, 

becoming a monk a few days later.  At that point I had already spent 3 or 4 years travelling around 

to different meditation centres and had stopped smoking a few times.  It wasn‟t that difficult, really, 

because you are in the centre.  I would stop smoking for 3 months but at the end of it, after the last 

meditation in the morning, I went to a local restaurant in Dharamsala and smoked a cigarette.  On 

the way to Kopan, I walked with a fellow I met on the plane who did not know the way so we went 

together.  He did not know I was about to become a monk.  I had this package of cigarettes and I 

knew I was about to quit smoking so on the way up the hill I smoked one cigarette after the other.  

The guy with me said:  “Wow…you are really a heavy smoker.”  Then, two or three days later, he 

saw me in robes.  But those were my last cigarettes.  I don‟t know whether, if I had disrobed, I 

would have started smoking but now it‟s finished.  It took a few years to get over altogether.  I mean 

it‟s really a very deep addiction. 

Gossiping 
One of the habits we have in our speech which is mentioned in the teachings is gossiping; 

meaningless chatter.  And another negative habit of speech is slandering which means to cause 

division between people.  We have the tendency that if our enemy has a friend whom we know, we 

try to make this friend share our bad view of this person.  We try to come between relationships by 

talking negatively about people.  What we do as Buddhist practitioners is the contrary:  to bring 

people together through our speech.  This means that we focus on the positive qualities of people.  

We talk about the positive qualities of people.  We try to be uniting people through our speech 

instead of increasing conflicts between them.  That is also true for people we do not like.  Also there 
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we try not to spread our bad view about a person so that everyone joins us in our negative point of 

view. 

Rejoicing 
The practice of rejoicing is important.  Rejoicing means to be happy in the happiness of others.  

Sometimes we have small contentment when people we don‟t like have problems in their lives.  In 

the practice of rejoicing we are happy.  There are many things to be happy about.  You can be happy 

about the good experience that others have.  You can be happy their beauty, their careers, their good 

luck, their fame and you can be happy when people are in love, or about their children and their 

good health.  You can be happy if they find good jobs.  It‟s wonderful.  You can always find a 

reason to be happy if you can rejoice in the happiness of others instead of wanting happiness only 

for yourself and not caring so much about other people or being unhappy about their happiness; 

being jealous or not wishing a person to be happy because of your negative feelings about them.  In 

the practice we can begin to meditate on this.  I mean, it‟s not possible, after a day of cheating and 

lying and slandering, to sit down in the evening and have a good meditation.  

I hope that I have made it clear that it is always important to be relaxed with this.  What I have been 

saying could lead some people‟s over-critical minds to constantly observe negative tendencies in 

their behaviour and giving themselves a hard time over the dead flies on the wind screen on the 

drive to the meditation course.  These things are not meant to make our life more complicated and 

tougher and difficult.  It‟s always important to have balance and to be realistic.  You cannot imagine 

how many discussions I have had with monks about mowing the lawn in Nalanda.  It becomes a 

jungle and no one would come because they don‟t like the place.  You need a place where people 

can sit and of course you need to cut the grass.  Unfortunately, you kill animals by mowing the lawn 

but you can do so while reciting mantras and thinking about it and doing prayers and dedications 

afterwards.  If you see a big grasshopper then you can always get off the mower and carry it away.  

There are different ways to get things done but you kill.  If you mow the lawn then you kill.  Some 

monasteries, such as those in the Theravada tradition where they have very strict rules, get other 

people to do that work.  There is nothing wrong with trying to support a monk in his vows by doing 

things you know he should not do. 

Another Kind of Health 
Perhaps I can give a little overview about what I have said in regard to pointing out the things I 

thought important.  My idea was on Friday to introduce an idea of what I think health is because we 

have a very limited view of health.  My kind of image was of the woman I met who had the 

particularly western point of view.  She was very sick but I had the strong feeling that she was 
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healthy in the sense that she found some well-being and completeness inside herself although her 

body was falling apart.  So there can be a shift with what we identify as „me‟.  In our narrow point 

of view we are very concerned with this body because we identify so much with it.  We think that 

when our body falls apart, we fall apart.  If this body dies, we die.  We base our identity on a sand 

castle built by the ocean and then the waves come and carry it away.  We cling to this impermanent, 

very fragile system, our body which can fall apart at any moment.  I mean, a brick can fall on your 

head and that‟s it.  We identify with the body and know that it is fragile so we cling to it, protecting 

it.  If the body is sick, we think we are sick.  Something is wrong with us if the body is sick.  

Something‟s wrong with „us‟. 

From the Buddhist teachings, and especially the tantric teachings, this gross body and this gross 

mind of worries and conceptual thought is merely the surface of our being.  This gross body and our 

limited concepts and daily thoughts that we have are just small movements on the ocean of our 

being.  We identify with these limited movements on the ocean of existence whereas a Buddha 

identifies with the ocean.  A Buddha does not die anymore because his feeling of identity is on the 

profound and indestructible level of existence.  We are already there, it is part of our existence but 

we just to see it because we don‟t identify with it.  The movement of our conceptual limitations 

prevent us from seeing the deeper level of existence. 

In the tantric teachings you have this level of gross body and mind and then you have a more subtle 

level.  On the side of the body you have the chakras and energy canals.  This is more subtle body, 

the energy body.  And on the level of mind, this more subtle level might be a bit like the 

unconscious:  a level of mind we have access to in dreams and visions.  Then on the most subtle 

level there is, in my tradition, what we call the clear-light-mind and the most subtle body.  These are 

the most subtle levels of our existence.  It is this subtle body and mind that make up one identity.  It 

is described as a horse on a rider.  It is this subtle body and mind which then travels forth.  Out of 

this subtle body and mind the different incarnated bodies emerge. 

I try to give some indication and space in the meditation to perhaps have glimpses of that:  to a sense 

of being beyond this gross body and our conceptual destructive mind.  That is one idea:  to have 

some glimpses, some hope to be able to say:  “Wow, yeah, I‟m actually much more than I thought I 

was.  There is something beyond my thoughts and worries and I can actually connect with it.”  Of 

course, not in a very deep a profound manner because to be able to do that you need a stable mind.  

But it is possible to get glimpses, some little taste of it.  There is something deeper, some space, 

some stillness.  We can all experience this when we are with ourselves and give ourselves space and 

use positive images such as the sky, the ocean and nature and beauty.  All this can help us connect 

with a deeper reality, with the silence in ourselves. 
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It does not need to be an experience of incredible bliss and peace nor life-transforming.  The 

problem is that it is very subtle.  It is not like an orgasm or something.  It is very subtle so we tend to 

miss it.  We have some expectation of how it is to meet God but when we meet God it is not with 

music and angels.  It is very plain and ordinary.  If you develop some faith in that and give yourself 

space and silence, then very slowly it can increase the stability you have in your life and the trust in 

this universe and that life is good.  Life is good and it makes sense. 

For this part of the weekend, I had given myself the title of „another kind of health‟, which I 

borrowed from a book with the same title:  Another Kind of Health. 

Everything Comes from the Mind 
The next topic is also a topic in Lama Zopa‟s book called:  everything comes from the mind; to 

understand the importance of mind in healing and in existence itself. 

It is astonishing when we think of it:  all that we experience is in our mind.  You might actually 

think that I am sitting out here but actually it‟s in your mind.  We meet in your mind.  You cannot 

meet me outside because I am just shapes and colours and making sounds which go into your eyes 

and ears.  It‟s only electrical impulses.  The rest completely happens in your mind.  I am in your 

mind.  You don‟t even know if there is something outside the mind because you cannot verify it.  If 

you wish to verify it you need to go there with your mind and it‟s already in your mind.  That is why 

many spiritual traditions say that there is nothing outside.  Many Buddhist schools also say that:  all 

that is, is mind.  Not all Buddhist schools agree.  At any rate, it‟s true and no one can deny it:  you 

live in your mind.  The feeling that you are sitting here in your body, all feelings and sensations is in 

your mind.  It is all worked and processed in your mind. 

Then we must consider the next important idea:  you are responsible for the general atmosphere of 

this place, of your mind.  You can touch everything which appears in this mind.  You can touch it 

with openness and caring and acceptance or you touch it with rejection, critically and negatively.  At 

one point you will not make a differentiation between the concepts of me and my body, and of 

thoughts and sensations and of other people and your thoughts about other people.  They are merely 

movements in your mind and yet you care about them.  There is no difference between this body 

and that body.  They are both in my mind and what comes into my mind, I love.  This includes 'me' 

because a lot of the thoughts that come into my mind are about me.  That‟s where you‟re in charge. 

I use the image of the sailor.  The sailor does not believe that he is in charge of the weather but he 

can use the wind.  You can use the things that appear in your life, which appear in your mind to sail 

in the direction you want. 
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Transforming Problems 
This leads to the next important topic:  transforming problems and the benefits of problems.  I spoke 

of that and gave a few thoughts about what the benefits of problems are.  There is a chapter in Lama 

Zopa‟s book on the subject but he also wrote a book specifically on this topic.  There are many other 

books, Buddhist books, on this technique.  It‟s called Lojong:  Transforming Problems into the Path.  

Loving problems like ice cream and not rejecting problems but seeing them as friends to help you 

grow, friends presenting opportunities to develop compassion.  I love one of the teachings from 

Pema Chödron; she title one of her books in that vein:  Go to the Places that scare you.  Go to the 

places which scare you and help those you think you can‟t help. 

If you start your practice like that and you need to make a decision then you‟ll know which decision 

to make.  You will make the decision which makes your life more difficult.  You will go to those 

places where you feel challenged, where you have to push yourself and where you have to go 

beyond your limitations.  If you think that you can‟t learn French then go to France and try it.  

Things like that. 

Those are the places where we grow:  where we are just pushed.  Of course this can also be seen as 

something negative with the result that you are, for the rest of your life, in stress to be on the edge of 

your limitations. 

Of course we need to rest and take care of our own rhythms and needs and we have to nourish 

ourselves.  So many people run away from every difficulty, from every difficult conversation, from 

every difficult relationship and from every difficult emotion.  They might take a drug or get drunk in 

the evenings and switch on the television simply to avoid the little discomforts in life.  This teaching 

is the complete opposite:  telling you to go to these places, go into the places where you experience 

discomfort, go to the places you are afraid of.  You cannot imagine the life I had to leave behind to 

be able to stand here today and speak in front of forty people.  I mean, I‟m so ordinary and stupid.  

It‟s a long way but I‟m able to do this because Lama Zopa was pushing me but we can also do this 

on our own, to extend our limitation.  Life is a constant learning, it‟s never finished.  If you know 

something well then that‟s good and you can offer that to others but then you try to extend.  Since 

we all want to be of benefit, the more we can learn then the more we can help people.  If you learn 

how to repair a car then you can help people broken down on the side of the road in the middle of 

the night. 

Anyone on a spiritual path has to learn to cook.  That is very basic to help others.  To pray that I 

want to be able to benefit all sentient beings and not be able to serve them a decent meal is not good.  

I tell that to the monks that come to the monastery because they have to cook and some would rather 
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not learn it or they are afraid because they have never cooked before.  They feel limited because 

they can‟t cook and need to feed twenty people. 

There are practitioners who are delighted when there are problems in their world, in their mind.  As 

there are always plenty of problems everywhere they are happy all of the time.  You don‟t need to 

seek problems.  That is one basic truth about this world and our life.  Not many people accept it but 

life is difficult and full of problems.  Things are impermanent and we are living on shifting ground.  

Nothing is the way we want it to be.  Things never turn out the way we want.  Everything we build 

up crumbles and everything we buy gets old and life sucks. 

That is the first Noble Truth:  Life is suffering.  Actually what it says is:  Unenlightened life is 

suffering.  Within this ocean of suffering and impermanence it is possible to go beyond and to 

experience everlasting peace.  So, the teaching of „life is suffering‟ goes further than that.  Buddha 

shows the way out of this suffering.  What it means is that life without mindfulness, without 

compassion and without wisdom is suffering. 

So that‟s just accepting things as they are, just that; not fighting against what is; just relaxing into 

what is.  And it‟s possible to relax into discomfort and pain, accepting what is; becoming a lover of 

what is.  Out of this acceptance, out of this surrendering to what it, surrendering to reality, out of 

that change healing can grow. 

So much effort is expended in not accepting what is.  So much energy is wasted by not going with 

what is; not flowing with the stream but wanting things to go in other directions and clinging to our 

own ideas of how things should be and they are not that way:  things are what they are.  We make 

life difficult by clinging to permanence and not accepting that people go out of our life and that we 

go out of our life, that we lose things.  Things get old.  Our body is changing all the time.  We get 

sick.  There is constant movement and change and rhythm in life.  We can surrender to that. 

That was the benefits of problems. 

Another benefit was mindfulness.  Thich Nhat Hanh wrote a book, The Miracle of Mindfulness.  It 

must be one of his first books.  I read it many years ago.  That is something to experiment with and 

read about.  If you want to train yourself there are many teachers and centres which are dedicated to 

the practice of mindfulness.  It‟s the main practice of many Buddhist traditions.  It‟s wonderful to go 

to these centres or teachers even you feel yourself a practitioner of the Tibetan tradition.  It‟s 

wonderful to attend these courses.  If you do it with the proper motivation, there is nothing harmful 

in that.  In the Tibetan tradition the mindfulness training is not emphasized so much.  It is there but 

sometimes it is easier to learn this from Theravada teachers and westerners trained in Theravada 

teachings; teachings from Sri Lanka and Burma. 
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In mindfulness training this idea which I have been talking about is very strong:  it‟s not about 

changing things, it‟s to be open and to explore what is; to look at it and to be aware.  It‟s like going 

to places with discomfort without rejecting it but with a caring and welcoming attitude.  That is 

mindfulness. 

Then I talked about pain management.  There was the practice of mindfulness which came into that.  

And then I discussed the practice of transforming problems into the path, and the bringing of these 

two things together regarding how to deal with pain.  Lastly, today, we talked about the practice of 

Medicine Buddha using imagination and visualisation in our healing process and then Tonglen, the 

practice of giving and taking opposing our egocentric, self-cherishing attitude which is the cause of 

all our problems. 

The frame of all that is the idea or the truth that the purpose of our life is to help others, to serve 

others; and that if we want to be happy we can do so by connecting to others and giving up the self-

centred attitude; exchange ourself with others and avoiding harming as much as possible and, 

whenever possible to help. 

Establishing a daily practice 
Establishing a daily practice is quite a challenge.  Those who have tried will know that.  I tried for 

many years.  I could keep it going for a few months and then I would slowly come to a stop.  Then I 

would go somewhere to be re-inspired and take it up again.  It is difficult but probably the best thing 

you can do for yourself in your life:  to establish a daily meditation practice.  I succeeded in 

establishing my own through a deep connection with a teacher, the inspiration of a teacher.  I did not 

succeed for a time in spite of being inspired by many different things.  I would meditate for a few 

months and then I would do something else for a few months, loving kindness, and then would stop 

again and so on.  For me it was important to connect with a teacher which I could accept as my main 

teacher.  From that point I was able to establish a daily meditation practice.  Before that I would do 

month-long retreats over a period of several months but still I was not able to continue.  So, for me, 

the solution was to connect with one teacher, one lineage, one teaching and not be too confused with 

all these different paths and meditation techniques.  But it isn‟t easy to find qualified teachers these 

days.  In the beginning we might be more or less on our own and that‟s okay.  You can go quite far 

without having the direct guidance of a teacher. 

I think that it‟s good to come to some conclusion in your mind on what you would like to practice, 

on what kind of meditation you would like to practice.  Then try to get some instruction on this 

method.  Perhaps you would like to do a breathing meditation in the mornings or some loving-

kindness meditation, so you settle with that, say, for a period of three months or so.  You could get 
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some instruction from a book or a weekend like this one and then set yourself a time in the morning 

or evening and decide that, no matter what, for three months you will sit every morning at five 

o‟clock, or six or seven or eight, and do this practice; watching your breath and setting a good 

motivation for the day.  And then you just do it, no matter what.  Even if you‟ve only had two hours 

of sleep, you still get up twenty minutes before you need to get to work to sit and meditate.  After 

twenty minutes you get up.  You do not get up before the twenty minutes even if it‟s the worst 

meditation in the world, you do not get up before.  Nor do you sit longer.  Even though you may 

have a good and peaceful meditation, you do not sit for two hours but get up after the twenty 

minutes.  The next day you do the same thing, at the same time, in the same place.  It‟s good to have 

a nice place which inspires you and where you like to sit.  Something like this place perhaps, with 

some flowers or a picture of your teacher or a few books which inspire you.  You need a good seat, 

somewhere you can stay sitting in one place that does not move around the apartment but stays in 

one place.  It can become like an anchor.  In the evening when you go to bed you can look at that 

place, that picture, and immediately reconnect with the teachings.  You might be thinking:  

„ah…what a day, I was on auto pilot the whole day.  I did not breathe once today.‟  It just helps you 

reconnect with the teachings.  It‟s good to have some place that reminds us of our practice. 

Then, if you practice in that way, after some time you may wish to prolong the time and you may 

decide that now you know you can do twenty minutes maybe you can try with thirty minutes for the 

next three months or you can add a proper dedication at the beginning and do Tonglen for three 

months. 

Then it becomes important to connect with other people who also practice and to reconnect with 

centres and teachers.  I even need to do that myself.  I need to see my teacher or to go where the 

Dalai Lama might be if he is in Europe.  When my teacher, Lama Zopa Rinpoche, is teaching 

somewhere in Europe then I will try to go there.  It is very important to reconnect again and again.  I 

can see that after spending some time with Lama Zopa that I am inspired and feel content with my 

practice.  Then it fizzles out again and I need to recharge and again I feel inspired.  I think this is 

important.  I think this is the best way to spend your money:  to have a holiday in a retreat centre.  

There is no better way to relax than two weeks of profound silence with a group of practitioners.  It 

is far better relaxation than going to a beach some where and lying in the sun during the day and 

getting drunk and going dancing in the evening, or whatever it is that people do on holiday.  There is 

no better way to spend your money. 

There are tapes as well.  For many people this is very helpful:  to have guided meditations on tape or 

CD.  There are things like that available through the internet or through talking with other people 

who practice.  There are many things on the internet.  You can download entire study programs 
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from the internet or just listen to them.  Even if you are somewhere far from other practitioners or 

teachings, so much is available over the net that you can order.  There are correspondence courses 

and tutors available on the net.  There are email groups and people who meditate together in a chat 

room with a teacher present and other things like that.  There are plenty of opportunities. 

Patience is important.  Knowing that you will fall but knowing that you will get up again and sit on 

your cushion can be a very rewarding part of your life; sitting on your cushion and looking at your 

mind.  Returning to it time and again even though you might drop your practice for a time, you 

make the effort to return to it again.  You will find your inspiration.  You will find which teachers or 

lineages inspire you to keep your practice alive.  You will have experiences which tell you what 

flavour of spiritual teachings suit you, what speaks to your heart, which teachers speak your 

language.  You will find that there are spiritual teachings for everyone, really.  No matter what your 

background or inclination, there are teachings out there which speak directly to your heart.  You 

have to find them. 

Closing 
I am very grateful that you all came.  I am the one who has received most benefit from this weekend 

because I had to prepare it and meditate on it.  I am not that fond of sitting in front of people just 

talking but I like the preparation before hand.  It gives me a strong motivation to read, to study and 

to understand.  I am a bit lazy with studies so, for me, the panic of sitting here and talking makes me 

get up and read and study.  This weekend‟s topic is one in which I am very inspired to deeper into. 

If any one of you is inspired to do something where this weekend‟s topics are relevant (it does not 

need to be in the centre), perhaps helping chronically ill people or something like that, I would be 

happy to come and support you.  I would be interested to go deeper into some of the things or to 

give more time and space in smaller groups where we can discuss things on an individual level and 

support each other. 

I am grateful to the people who have organized this weekend and who help to keep this centre alive 

and who feed me and give me a place to sleep.  It‟s a wonderful thing to do:  to help and to work for 

others.  That‟s the most important thing that humanity brings forth:  the spiritual teachings.  So it‟s 

wonderful when you can, in one way or another, help to keep this alive.  You help to make things 

like this happen:  centres, workshops.  It‟s a wonderful thing especially when it‟s under the guidance 

of a very special being like Lama Zopa.  It‟s a very powerful way to live your life if you help 

achieve the vision of a being who has dedicated his life for the benefit of all others. 

Thank you very much for coming. 


