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Foreword

The first of this two-volume series, Illuminating the Thought of the Victors, contains a
detailed and systematic approach to essential Buddhist subject matter. It encompasses a range
of topics including a groundwork for Buddhist theory for the modern age and methods to
integrate such essential teachings into our day to day life, as well as comparisons of Buddhist
and modern scientific views on how phenomena exist.
The second volume is an annotated commentary to the Great Fifth Dalai Lama’s work,
Manjushri’s Own Words, renowned as one of the “eight great texts” on the stages of the path.
It explores real-life situations encountered in our time as the main avenue to the meaning of
the text.
With the following I would like to provide some details concerning my approach to this
series.
In the last century, humanity has been able to overcome many pressing global issues.
Economic growth has solved some immediate problems, and through our combined human
effort and intelligence we have established international alliances, advanced education, and
reached great heights in scientific discovery. Still, we have not made much advancement in
our scientific understanding of the mind and subjective experience; through increased interest, however, progress is being made on this front.
At the same time, despite advances in different fields, we continue to face global challenges. There are unprecedented changes occurring in our climate, as well as epidemics and
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environmental disasters. We are also challenged by new struggles related to terrorism. The
reality, though, is that these problems are caused by humanity itself. Greed, arrogance, and
aggression are being displayed by governments, corporations, and private individuals in
pursuit of their temporary aims. Their destructive short-sightedness and disregard for others
can only be stopped through changing attitudes and behaviour.
For such change to happen, we can take advice from the world’s religions, but in particular I
think we should emphasize common secular values such as love, awareness, conscientiousness, contentment, and patience. These are found within all religions, yet they are also
foundational principles that do not depend on holding any religious view. Their origins are
not rooted in any religion, but they serve as the basis for strong harmony within our societies.
For example, the ethics of refraining from the ten non-virtues1 was included among Buddhist
principles because such non-virtues were observed to cause harm in society at the time. They
are not something the Buddha invented; they are secular values. There are many such
principles to be found among our religions, which I believe are beneficial to also identify as
general secular values.
Whether we are religious or not, we all wish to be happy, and I see it as an important point to
take responsibility not only for our own happiness, but the happiness of society as a whole.
Some people who don’t like religion often immediately reject anything with a religious
connotation, avoiding it as if it were a contagious disease. But people who are not receptive
to religion still have to implement basic ethical values to find their own happiness. It would
be smart for those who are uninclined to religion to try observe these basic common values
and see if they are effective in attaining a degree of happiness, or whether by disregarding
them they lose out on their own happiness in the end.
To be a good person and follow a happy lifestyle, it doesn’t matter if you are religious or not.
It also doesn’t matter what culture you belong to. Even if you are Tibetan—young or old,
conservative or progressive, or one who approves of the Cultural Revolution—it doesn’t
matter. We need to believe it’s our responsibility to contribute to the welfare of others and
ourselves.
This is why I have included in this two-volume series an eight-chapter general exposition on
Buddhism based on real-life, practical experiences. In this first volume, I have devoted

1

The ten non-virtues are: (1) killing (2) stealing (3) sexual misconduct (4) lying (5) divisive speech (6) harsh words (7) idle talk (8)
covetousness (9) maliciousness (10) wrong views
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separate chapters to the three main commitments that I have dedicated myself to for many
years in response to the strong requests of many around the world. The first is a commitment
to the promotion of basic human values. The second is a commitment to harmony and
understanding among the world’s religions. The third is a commitment to the welfare of
Tibet.
Related to this I have also presented some important points on the general and specific
aspects of Buddhism, including some historical perspectives. Within the general explanations, I have included the Buddhist view of the nature of phenomena, and certain similarities
between modern science and Buddhism. Together with this I also talk about how to
implement practical, day to day Buddhist advice.
The basis of these eight chapters and their contents is the innate goodness that we all possess,
yet neglect. The cause of the myriad problems we have created for ourselves is not recognizing the value and importance of our innate human qualities, nor understanding that they are
the source of benefit for all beings. We do not put much effort into nurturing and increasing
these qualities. We should continuously nurture these, however, like we would when growing
a beautiful flower from seed—by making sure we have all conditions complete, such as
water, fertilizer, and warmth. Only in this way will we actualize the potential of the seed to
grow into such a beautiful, flowering plant. Otherwise, the seed alone, separated from such
conditions, merely has an unrealized potential.
Similarly, the loving and kind nature that we all possess must be nurtured through the internal
conditions of altruism, compassion, contentment, gentleness, and consideration. To actualize
our own happiness through these qualities, we must rely entirely upon others. When we are
able to recognize that the alleviation of others’ suffering brings about our own happiness as a
by-product, our loving-kindness will increase, clearly showing us the innate potential of all
human beings.
In the past millennia of human history, dogmatic followers of the world’s religions have
actively worked against harmony among traditions. Ignoring the fact that religions are
methods for bettering oneself as a person, on the contrary, they turned religion into a cause
for perpetuating anger and attachment. This trend, still present today, has led many people to
believe that religions are effectively useless as a tool for spiritual advancement.
To counter this, followers of the world’s major religions need to remember their responsibility to benefit individuals and society at large. This can be achieved by focusing on the
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parallels between each religion’s spiritual message and their equal ability to bring positive
change, and remembering that one religion alone cannot fulfil the hopes and expectations of
every individual in the world.
Seeing that there is a place in the world for all religious traditions, we should actively try to
dispel mutual hostility, competitiveness, and suspicion. In place of that, we need to develop
harmony and mutual respect through conviction about each religion’s positive impact, and to
feel that we can rely on each other.
For those of us Tibetans who have faith in Buddhism, it’s important to understand that each
denomination within Tibetan Buddhism is ultimately asserting the same thing. When we
become familiar with the histories of each tradition and how they spread, we will gain a
mutual respect and appreciation to support each other with. That is why I believe it’s worth
our time to learn a little about the histories of Tibetan Buddhist traditions.
The view of Buddhism is dependent-arising and the conduct is one of non-violence. Through
these we should be able to achieve a positive impact in our life. All actions and their effects
are dependently related, so we should strive to put effort into achieving positive outcomes
through applying the antidotes to that which must be abandoned: disturbing emotions and
negative karma. This is explained in the presentation of the Four Noble Truths, and I will be
using that to get to the essence of Buddhism. It’s possible you might come across sections
within this two-volume series where there seems to be repetition. This is for the sake of
placing necessary emphasis on certain important points.
To implement this basic Buddhist view and conduct in our daily lives, we need not delve
deeply into Buddhist philosophy. When we thoroughly understand the basics of these
principles, we can lead a happy existence by putting them into practice for ourselves and
those around us. This definitely does not require us to have faith in Buddhism or to practice
Buddhism as a religion. It is the individual’s choice whether they believe in a religion or not,
let alone whether they want to practice one. Nevertheless, each religion is able to offer advice
on bringing peace and giving up violence in our lives. I believe it’s important to be able to
show others that when such advice is practiced genuinely in our day to day lives it brings
happiness to ourselves and others.
In actuality, the authentic practice of Buddhism revolves around a complete understanding of
cause and effect. Our pursuit of truth must be undertaken through understanding the
interdependence of all phenomena. Therefore, Buddhism is not a religion that merely adheres
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to scriptural authority. Logic is vital, and as a result there are many Buddhist schools of
thought that use valid proofs and reasoning as their basis. We cannot accept anything that is
contradicted by the reality of direct, valid perception. Therefore, assertions in our traditional
scriptures that are contradicted by new findings within science should be given up in place of
such discoveries. From the beginning the Buddha gave us the freedom to examine his words
using logic and reasoning, offering the example of checking the purity of gold through
burning, cutting and rubbing. We should not accept assertions merely out of respect for them
being the Buddha’s words.
This freedom to investigate is the basis of Buddhism and its best quality. This is one aspect,
though, that does not accord with the main texts of other traditions that feature the commandments of God or an individual. We can follow the advice from each tradition that
involves being of benefit to others, but when it comes down to the individually prescribed
way to practice each religion, it isn’t possible to have one foot in each tradition, so to speak.
There’s also not much benefit in this approach.
In our age of fast paced and competitive advancement in the area of scientific discovery,
there are many scientists and interested people throughout the world who, without an agenda,
now claim that Buddhist views and practices hold up under analysis. Furthermore, they agree
that non-Buddhists who adopt an outlook that conforms with the basic tenets of Buddhism are
better able to discern which actions will bring themselves happiness and which cause
themselves suffering. With this knowledge, it becomes clearer and clearer that there can be a
positive impact on society at large through basic Buddhist principles. The fact that those at
the forefront of discovery and those who have adopted personal responsibility for the welfare
of our societies are taking a new interest in Buddhism shows that this religious system
definitely possesses wonderful qualities. I think it also proves that religion is not poison, but
can actually be a medicine. It inspires a lot of joy and confidence that Buddhism receives
continuous praise from such people who have been able to verify its benefits.
In the second volume, for those who aspire toward spiritual liberation, I have presented a
concise explanation of the essential practices to engage in during your meditation session,
mainly in relation to the stages of the path to enlightenment, or lam rim. Out of all the
extensive and concise texts on lam rim that were authored by great masters of the past,
Manjushri’s Own Words contains the essence of the omniscient and venerable Tsongkhapa’s
Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path, and especially condenses all its points of practice. It
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was authored by the Great Fifth Dalai Lama, incomparable in his kindness toward Tibetans,
and who greatly contributed to both the day to day and spiritual matters of Tibet. He was
someone who possessed vast knowledge and spiritual accomplishment. Centered around this
wonderful text that past masters hold so dear, I have respectfully elaborated on it with my
own commentary.
I did not want my approach to this series merely to conform with the traditional Tibetan way.
In keeping with the times, my intention was to make this accessible for myriad different
people. Whether you are generally religious, or specifically interested in Buddhism; whether
you are a Tibetan or not, lay or monastic, male or female; whether you are someone who is
interested in this text out of respect and devotion to Buddhism, or whether you’re completely
anti-religion, or on the fence; or whatever political party you may follow—I offer this text,
which combines the valuable knowledge of different Buddhist traditions and the vast conduct
of bodhisattvas, as a small gift to all people of the world. For those genuinely interested, may
this open a new eye of wisdom for you. In composing these texts, it was my sincere wish that
this provide a path to both temporal and ultimate happiness.

Bhikshu Tenzin Gyatso
The 14th Dalai Lama
Thekchen Choling, Dharamsala
6th day of the 10th month in the Year of the Fire Monkey of the 17th cycle
5 December 2016

[Translation by Ven. Tenzin Sangmo. Editors Ven. Konchog Norbu and Ven. Tenzin Tsomo (Chandra
Chiara Ehm)]
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Essence of Thought

Summary of the general explanations and annotated commentary to the Gradual Path to
Enlightenment, rgyal-wa’i dgongs-gsal (Illuminating the Thought of the Victors),
composed by the 14th Dalai Lama in two volumes.
Compiled and supplemented by Dagyab Kyabgon Rinpoche.

A) Summery of the first volume
Introduction
His Holiness introduces this two-volume series by illustrating how fundamentally important
it is to develop and strengthen our basic goodness through cultivating virtuous qualities such
as mindfulness, conscientiousness, patience, and contentment, as well as how to completely
abandon the negative actions of body, speech, and mind,2 such as what are known in the
Buddhist teachings as the ten non-virtues.
Guidelines as to what conduct one should adopt and abandon were not an invention of the
Buddha. The Dalai Lama addresses this in his introduction, stating that the concept of
abandoning non-virtuous actions also exists in non-Buddhist traditions, as it was originally
introduced as a method for creating a harmonious society.
This understanding that virtuous or non-virtuous states of mind and actions have to be
respectively adopted or abandoned was gradually integrated into the different religious
traditions and their teachings to foster a contented way of life. This process of integration was
surely of benefit. However, it is important to be aware that when someone intends to engage
in an ethical way of life, they need not feel compelled to rely on religious explanations on
virtue and non-virtue such as the Buddha’s word, or the word of God.
Not everybody in the world adheres to a religion. As such, it would be of more benefit to
investigate whether adopting secular ethics is worth doing, and if so, to observe such ethics
2

Body, speech, and mind are frequently referred to in Buddhist texts as the “three doors.”
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from the standpoint of what is beneficial and what is harmful with regard to our own wellbeing and the well-being of others. This is illustrated with examples from everyday life.

Chapter One
The Dalai Lama formulated three commitments to address the problems in this world. The
first of these commitments is the active promotion of basic human values, otherwise known
as secular ethics. Secular ethics are comparable to water, and religion to tea, in that life
without religion is possible, but not a life without basic values.

Chapter Two
The second commitment is to promote harmony and understanding among the world’s
religions. This commitment underscores that whether we are religious or not, or even if we
reject religion altogether, we all have the wish to achieve happiness. It also emphasizes that
we should actively take responsibility for preventing any kind of religious persecution or
violence related to religion.

Chapter Three
This chapter offers detailed insight into the similarities between Buddhism and modern
science, employing logical reasoning aimed at bringing about an understanding of the nature
of phenomena, and also explaining how these different approaches are of mutual benefit.

Chapter Four
Chapter four sheds light on how cosmology is presented in both classical Buddhism and
modern literature, raising the question as to which approaches are relevant to the quest for
understanding the nature of reality and which are not.
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Chapter Five
Further discussed in this chapter are the views and principles that the world’s religions hold
in common, as well as the aspects that make each unique, in the context of bringing about
interfaith dialogue.

Chapter Six
This chapter outlines the way in which the Buddhist canon has been transmitted through
different lineages and traditions in Pali, Sanskrit, and Tibetan. Furthermore, it explains how
the latter transmission was sustained by erudite scholars and translators,3 the translation into
Tibetan of the Kangyur4 and Tengyur,5 the first block prints, and the supplication prayers to
the seventeen Indian pandits and their work.
Moreover, this chapter relates how Tibetan Buddhism spread to China and Mongolia and how
even today Mongolian pilgrims travel to India to receive Buddhist teachings and extend their
knowledge of Buddhist philosophy. Beyond these regional affiliations, it also discusses how
interest in Tibetan Buddhism and the academic branch of Tibetology unfolded throughout the
five continents.
Finally, this chapter provides a comprehensive introduction to Tibet’s native Bon religion and
the Buddhist tradition founded by the historical Buddha Shakyamuni that was established
much later in Tibet. It explains how today Tibetan Buddhism is the only Buddhist tradition
that preserves in their entirety the sutra and tantra lineages that derive from India’s Nalanda
University, and how the core teachings are the same in all its sub-schools and traditions.6

3

From Thonmi Sambota (b. seventh century CE), Tibet’s first outstanding translator who is also credited with the creation of the Tibetan
script, up to the great Ma Rinchen Chog (14.Jh.), Tibetan scholarship produced 234 renowned translators. During this period, eight
scholars from neighboring Nepal, and 120 from India and Kashmir, also came to Tibet.
4
“Kangyur” means “the translated words of the Buddha,” and is the name for the entire collection of texts considered buddhavacana
(“the word of the Buddha”) that have been translated into the Tibetan language. These are records not only of the Buddha’s own
discourses, but also of teachings and explanations given by his close disciples. Also included in the Kangyur are compilations of the
Buddha’s teachings on particular topics, e.g., the rules of monastic discipline in the Vinaya texts.
5
“Tengyur” means “the translated treatises.” This collection of texts consists of the Tibetan translations of works written by Indian
Buddhist masters, explaining and elaborating on the words of the Buddha.
6
Nyingma, Sakya, Jonang, Kagyu, and Gelug.
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Chapter Seven
What is authentic Mahayana Dharma? This question is answered here with reference to the
“grounds and paths” in both the sutra and tantra traditions, and a detailed exposition of the
“four bodies.”
This chapter also takes a critical stand on how the tantric traditions have developed up to the
present day. Unfortunately worldly deities and spirits are frequently worshipped and there is
way too much focus on the veneration of dharma protectors, to the point where practitioners
actually pray to these protectors.7 Furthermore entire walls in Tibetan temples are decorated
with images of meditation deities of Anuttarayogatantra and wrathful dharma protectors
openly on public display—representations that should be kept secret. Henceforth it is
extremely important to identify and make clear how the tantric tradition has been corrupted
by such approaches and practices.
In everyday life, many Tibetan Buddhists attribute their negative experiences to dharma
protectors, feeling that they are in a position to intimidate or punish them. To blame negative
experiences on dharma protectors is nothing other than superstitious belief, and a misguided
attempt to justify the ripening of negative karma. If dharma protectors really are emanations
of buddhas or bodhisattvas, then under no circumstances would they harm sentient beings.
If the dharma protectors could simply be commanded to dispel obstacles and punish others
according to our wishes, then the karmic law of cause and effect would be fundamentally
corrupt. This kind of unfounded belief is so ingrained that even negative actions such as ritual
animal sacrifice are excused as religiously motivated. Consequently, it is of upmost
importance to completely dispel these misunderstandings and to return to the roots of
Buddhist teaching.

Chapter Eight
The Buddhist way of life is commonly known to be a peaceful one—peaceful in terms of its
conduct but most importantly in terms of its motivation. A complementary and vital aspect to
7

Tibetan Buddhism speaks of so-called worldly deities in reference to the (often pre-Buddhist) beings that were integrated into Buddhist
traditions. These were often previously local mountain, water, or village deities. Such worldly deities should never be considered
enlightened emanations of buddhas or bodhisattvas. They are oftentimes characterized as difficult to control, and so it is important to
strongly measure the power given to them. Only very few dharma protectors are considered to be actual buddhas or bodhisattvas.
Differentiating between these two is not always straightforward, and such deities are often used to serve worldly purposes.
In contrast to this, the meditational deities (Tib. yidam), which are often regarded as buddhas, are important figures in visualization
techniques found within tantric Buddhist meditation.
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this is the freedom to scrutinize the Buddhist teachings and not follow them blindly. In this
spirit, core teachings such as those on the two truths,8 the four noble truths,9 and the four
seals10 should be investigated on the basis of logical reasoning, and not accepted by faith
alone. Such an approach leads to a solid understanding of the essence of the Buddhist
doctrine.
The Buddhist view is that all phenomena arise through dependent-arising, which should be
verified through logical analysis. In illustrating the three levels of understanding dependent
arising11 using the four logical reasonings,12 the three conditions,13 and the four reliances,14
we gain helpful tools to deepen our understanding of dependent-arising. The eighth chapter
touches upon all of these points in detail.
Exploring these points leads to the following questions:
What qualifies one to be a Buddhist in the 21st century?
Why should she or he be knowledgeable?
When we take refuge in the Three Jewels without relying on knowledge acquired through indepth study, there is the danger that we will ascribe all of our life’s happiness and suffering to
the Three Jewels alone. It seems as if the Three Jewels must then take responsibility for
everything good or bad that we encounter in life. Misunderstanding the meaning of taking
refuge in this way, our refuge closely resembles a belief in a creator god. This would not just
contradict the logical modus operandi we cherish in Buddhism, but also the approach of
being our own master and living our life in a responsible way.
Without a foundational knowledge of Buddhism, we might come to incorrect conclusions
such as asserting that harm and punishment in the name of the Dharma is a reality. The most
effective antidote to such misinterpretations is the cultivation of wisdom, and a reorientation
toward the essence of the Buddha’s teaching.
8

The two truths are: (1) the conventional truth and (2) the ultimate truth.
The four noble truths are: (1) the truth of suffering, (2) the truth of the origin of suffering, (3) the truth of the cessation of suffering, and
(4) the truth of the path.
10
The four seals are: (1) all compounded things are impermanent, (2) all disturbing emotions are suffering, (3) all phenomena are without
inherent existence, and (4) nirvana is beyond description.
11
The three levels of understanding dependent arising are: (1) the dependence upon causes and conditions, (2) the dependence upon
parts, and (3) the dependence upon denominations.
12
The four reasonings are: (1) the reasoning with the support of nature, (2) the reasoning with the support of dependent origination, (3)
the reasoning with the support of interaction, and (4) the reasoning with the support of logic.
13
The three conditions, also known as the three aspects pertaining to the cause, are: (1) the aspect of impermanence, (2) the aspect of
strength, and (3) the aspect of immobility.
14
The four reliances are: (1) to rely on the teaching rather than the individual, (2) to rely on the meaning rather than the words, (3) to rely
on the definite meaning rather than on the interpretative meaning, and (4) to rely on non-conceptual wisdom rather than conceptual
awareness.
9
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Traditionally in Tibet, authentic Buddhist teachers were supposed to be endowed with the
qualities of scholarly erudition, ethical personal conduct, and altruism. In this age of broader
education these qualities are by no means exclusively reserved for monks and nuns but are
also to be applied to lay practitioners. If any practitioner embodies the qualities of erudition,
morality, and good character (a good or kind human being) there is benefit for society as a
whole, regardless whether they are lay or monastic.
How should we consider the path of practice leading to those qualities?
Study and practice should be characterized by a vivid sense of joy that flows from one’s own
motivation. Practicing with such delight will never occur in a state of mind derived through
suppression or force; it has to originate from a strong conviction in the benefit of the Dharma.
In order to generate a motivation that holds the Buddhist teaching in such high esteem, it is
simply detrimental when Buddhist teachers intimidate their students with punishments or
tales of torture in hell if the students accumulate bad karma. Instead, they should inspire their
students through the four means of gathering disciples.15 Each of these four represents a
positive approach, not intimidation. Therefore, the four principles of training in virtue16 are
applicable to every Buddhist and are taught equally in the Theravada and Mahayana
traditions.
“The preservation of the Buddhist doctrine depends solely on the ordained sangha”—this
saying is rather outdated. The principal causes for the preservation of authoritative Buddhist scriptures and their heritage of practices are dedications and the power of aspirational
prayers,17 which are not only performed by the monastic community but also by all lay
practitioners. In the same way, the preservation of the Buddhist doctrine should not only be
the responsibility of the twofold community.18 Since the majority of people in our society do
not belong to the community of ordained practitioners, it would be too narrow to only posit
the “ordained community who wear saffron-colored robes and the lay community in their
white robes adorned with plaited hair” as the only worthy objects of refuge. If lay practitioners take responsibility this sets a good example and ensures the long term preservation of the
Buddhist teaching on a broad level.
15

The four means of gathering disciples are: (1) generosity, (2) pleasing speech, (3) teaching in accordance with the needs of the student,
and (4) a lifestyle in harmony with one’s own teachings.
16
The four principles of training in virtue are: (1) not returning with anger when confronted with anger, (2) not to react with aggression
when attacked, (3) not to respond with criticism for criticism or slander for slander, and (4) not to retaliate when confronted.
17
This is not to be understood as a formal ritual but a continually cultivated and strengthened personal attitude.
18
The “twofold community” consists of the monastic community and of the lay community who have taken upasaka or upasika vows and
who sometimes wear white robes and plaited hair.

14

This is also reflected in today’s Tibetan youth, who with the completion of their modern
secular schooling have developed a keen interest in Buddhism. With this kindled interest, it
would also be important to revive the studies of the great classical treatises in the tradition of
Nalanda University. In the same way that Nalanda University did not discriminate in favor of
monastics over lay students, or males over females, these classical studies should be opened
up to everybody. The geshe title should be reformed and updated accordingly. In the first
place the geshe title19 marks the completion of a course of studies and should be conferred
independently of whether the student is monastic or not, or where they studied was a
monastic university or not. For these reasons, it is a real necessity to make the geshe title
available to ordained and non-ordained students, and to women and men alike.
Against this backdrop, the question might be asked as to how far the framework of Buddhist
study and practice should be adjusted or improved. In order to give a simple introduction to
Buddhism there could be discussion groups, for instance, instead of someone on a high throne
who must be accepted as a teacher right away. Also continuing to make the publication of
rare Indian commentaries widely available would be an important step in the transmission of
the Buddhadharma.
The Dalai Lama also clearly indicates time and again the institutional challenges Tibetan
Buddhism is facing. He condemns the immoderate attention that monasteries devote to
luxurious building projects, the disproportionate amounts that single monks have to pay upon
their geshe graduation, and the priority certain foreign benefactors give to selected religious
dignitaries, reincarnated lamas (tulkus), and geshes.20 Instead of rendering support in such a
selective manner, it would be more beneficial to support the historically grown monastic
communities and respecting a donation limit.
In this modern age, the monks and nuns who truly renounce lay life in order to live the life of
a renunciant in accordance with the “four preferences of the noble ones”21 are becoming
fewer and fewer. The main ambition for most of those who aspire to become geshes seems to
be to complete their study curriculum as quickly as possible in order to be able to grab a
position in a Western dharma center, or to stylishly renovate the home of their relatives in
one of the Tibetan refugee settlements. It would be important to reconsider our role models,
such as the monastics in the Theravada and Christian traditions.
19

Geshe is the highest title awarded for the completion of Buddhist studies within the Gelug tradition.
Before the individual monk graduates, he is traditionally expected to make extensive offerings to the monastery and his khangtsen (a
smaller unit within a monastic college with a membership traditionally based on the monk’s regional affiliation).
21
The four preferences of the noble ones are simple food, simple clothing, a simple dwelling place, and simple possessions.
20
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When taking a closer look at the Buddhist teachings we can see that they are composed of the
canonical scriptures and the pith instruction for the path of practice. Nevertheless, it would
not be right to consider that the scriptures only explain philosophy, and that the instructions
are the actual guidelines and methods on to how attain buddhahood. The Tengyur, the
Kangyur, and Nagarjuna’s six treatises on logic22 all contain the methods and instruction on
how to progress on the path of enlightenment. To regard practice instructions as separate
from those three scriptural collections bears the risk going down a wrong path of practice.
Another important topic that this chapter explores is the denigration of women, a reality that
still persists in Tibetan religion and politics. Males are simply considered to be superior and
more capable. Obviously, such an outlook does not agree with Buddhist thought.
In the Heart Sutra the Buddha declares that “any son or daughter of the lineage who wishes
to practice the profound perfection of wisdom” is alike. This states very clearly that every
sentient being equally has the same spiritual potential, regardless of whether male or female.
In the same way, the eighteen qualities of a precious human rebirth 23 are identical for men
and women. Similarly, when we engage in practice commitments according to either the
sutras or the tantras, with regard to the vows24 there is no difference between the genders.25 In
fact, the tantric teachings even say that denigrating a man is merely a downfall whereas
denigrating a woman is considered a root downfall.26 It is also considered a tantric downfall if
a man (lay person or monk) does not prostrate to a woman and circumambulate her out of
respect, whether in reality or in a visualized form.27
There is no point denying, though, that in some Buddhist scriptures the inequality of men and
women is quite clearly the subject under discussion, and that these authors did not shy away
22

The six treatises on logic authored by Arya Nagarjuna are the (1) Mulaprajñā (rtsa ba shes rab), (2) Ratnāvalī (rin chen phreng ba), (3)
Yuktiṣhasṭika (rigs pa drug cu pa), (4) Śhūnyatāsaptati (stong nyid bdun cu pa), (5) Vigrahavyāvartanī (rtsod bzlog), and (6) Vaidalyasūtra (zhib mo
rnam 'thag).
23

Being free from the eight unfavorable states: being born as a hell being, a hungry ghost, an animal, a long-life god, a “barbarian” (one
who lives in a land where there are no enlightenment teachings), or in a dark age when no Buddha has appeared; holding wrong views; or
being born with defective mental or physical faculties.
Possessing the ten endowments, which are defining advantages of a perfect human rebirth: being born as a human being, in a land where
Dharma is flourishing, and with perfect mental and physical faculties; not having committed any of the five negative deeds with immediate
retribution (sometimes glossed as “the five most heinous deeds”); having faith in the Buddha’s teachings; being born when a Buddha has
appeared, the teachings have been revealed, the complete teachings still exist, and there are still followers of the teachings; and having
the necessary conditions to practice Dharma, such as the kindness of others.
24

The three classes of vows are (1) the pratimoksha vows, (2) the bodhisattva vows, and (3) the tantric vows.
This equality of gender does not pertain to the vows of fully ordained nuns or fully ordained monks, which are different sets of monastic
commitments.
26
A root downfall is considered the most serious violation of the commitments undertaken in Buddhist practice. In the monastic context,
for example, a root downfall can entail expulsion from the monastic community.
27
The Mother Tantra states that if a female practitioner relates to a man in a disrespectful way, and does not prostrate to him or
circumambulate him, she does not incur a downfall.
25
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from describing the faults of women in detail. These contradictions go so far as to say that if
a man becomes a monk it benefits Buddhism whereas if a woman, such as Mahaprajapati
Gautami,28 takes monastic vows it degenerates the Buddhist tradition. That taking monastic
precepts in the Buddhist tradition might lead to degeneration directly contradicts the assertion
that all the qualities of the Buddha are virtues and so they cannot have a negative impact on
society.
This paradox is oftentimes reflected in superstitious behaviour one can still find today. Some
Buddhist temples deny entrance to women or refuse to allow them to touch statues or relics.
During religious ceremonies where monks, nuns, and laypeople gather together, precedence
in terms of seating order is always given to the monks and the male practitioners. Considering
that in reality the potential of a male or a female is the same, we have to identify those as
faulty traditions.
Besides the spiritual potential of both genders being the same, a stronger ability to generate
compassion is attributed to women. This being the case, it is important that women expand
their influence in society and assume more responsible positions. If numerous countries were
to elect female presidents, this would create the causes for a more peaceful political climate.
In conclusion, the eighth chapter touches upon the biographies of prominent female
personalities. From the time of the Tibetan Empire, from 127 BCE onwards, there were
numerous Tibetan women who excelled through their talent and achievements in the fields of
politics, trade, religion, and culture, and thus attained a certain degree of fame.
Combining those of the Tibetan Bon and Buddhist traditions, there were around 125 yoginis
who were not just leading experts as far as scriptural understanding, but also outstanding
practitioners. To name two examples of such women who are introduced here, the twelve
reincarnations of Samding Dorje Phagmo29 and the six reincarnations of Gungri Khandroma30
could be mentioned. How these yoginis entered into Tibetan history by excelling in their
achievements in listening, contemplating, and meditating is elucidated here over 65 pages.

28

Mahaprajapati Gautami was Siddharta Gautama's maternal aunt and foster mother, and the first Buddhist nun. Mahaprajapati is further
regarded as the first bhikshuni (fully ordained nun) and progenitor of the order of Buddhist nuns.
29

The current Samding Dorje Phagmo is the twelfth reincarnation of her lineage. She was born in 1942 and is a lineage holder from the
central Tibetan Namding Monastery. She is venerated as an emanation of Dorje Pagmo (Vajravarahi).
30
Gungri, also known as Gungri Khandroma, is a lineage holder from Labrang Monastery in Amdo. She is alive today, but her exact
birthdate is unknown.
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B) Summary of the second volume that gives a comprehensive overview of the most important
points in the annotated commentary to Manjushri’s Own Words.

From page 77 onward
What is the philological meaning of the “stages of the path” (Tib. lam rim) What are the
uncommon techniques to subdue the mind that are presented in the stages of the path? What
are the origins and primary sources of the stages of the path?
This second volume provides the reader with answers to these foundational questions and
concisely illustrates how the stages of the path are divided into three paths taken up by
persons of initial, intermediate, and higher motivation and what distinguishes them.

From page 98 onward
This section discusses how there is no contradiction between the philosophical teachings and
the teachings that lead to realization.

From page 105 onward
In the classical tradition of India’s Nalanda University, stages of the path literature outlines a
path from the preliminaries through to the practice of tantra, integrating practice-oriented
approaches from the Theravada, Mahayana, and Tantrayana traditions.
Traditionally, stages of the path texts begin with an introductory chapter on how to rely on a
spiritual teacher, even before embarking on the explanations on the practices of the person
with an initial motivation. The reasons for this approach are presented here.

From page 106 onward
In order to correctly comprehend and cultivate reliance on a spiritual guide, a perfect human
rebirth of leisure and opportunity, and so forth, it is vital to generate faith and devotion
toward the Buddhist doctrine. Without such faith and devotion, those concepts are very
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difficult to transmit, and so the stages of the path commentary, Manjsuhri’s Own Words,
commences with a short introduction to refuge.

From page 120 onward
Before completely relying on a spiritual teacher it is crucial to make use of the three methods
to investigate a spiritual guide. One should investigate the teacher from a distance, from close
by, and over an extended period of time. It does not make any difference if the spiritual guide
is a lay person or a monastic. What is important is to rely on a teacher who embodies the
distinguishing qualities that characterize a spiritual guide and who has spiritual realization.
This passage further clarifies how many teachers one should rely on, and what permutations
there are between a spiritual teacher and a tulku.31 There are four options: (1) spiritual guides
can be both a spiritual teacher and a tulku, (2) they can be neither one nor the other, (3) they
can be a tulku but not a spiritual teacher, or (4) they can be a spiritual guide without being a
tulku.

From page 128 onward
From the very beginning, the understanding of regarding the teacher as a buddha has been
rooted in the higher paths. In contrast to the tantric approach, however, the Kadampa masters
chose to keep this hidden.
The unsurpassable Indian scholar Atisha (981–1054), in the tantric context, commented in his
Guhyasamaja Lokeshvara Sadhana that the devotion generated toward the Buddha and a
spiritual guide should be the identical. Also, one of his students, Geshe Potawa (1027–1105),
emphasized that a teacher can be respectively a buddha, a superior being, 32 or an ordinary
being. Gampopa (1079–1153) explained how a teacher can manifest in four possible ways:
(1) as an ordinary being, that is, a bodhisattva who is not yet a realized bodhisattva, (2) as a
bodhisattva who abides on the higher grounds, (3) as a buddha manifesting in the form of the
enjoyment body,33 or (4) as a buddha manifesting in the form of an emanation body.34
31

The literal translation of the Tibetan term tulku is “emanation body,” or “emanation” in shorthand. Today the English designation for
tulku is “reincarnate lama.”
32
Skt. arya. A person who has directly realized emptiness on the path of seeing.
33
The enjoyment body (Skt. sambhogakaya) is one of the four bodies of the Buddha. The enjoyment body is the form in which the
enlightened mind appears in order to benefit bodhisattvas who are superior beings.
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According to the Prajnaparamita sutras the spiritual guide who teaches Mahayana Dharma
can range from being a person who has not entered a path to a person who has attained
complete enlightenment. A practitioner who is still a beginner, though, can only rely on a
teacher who is an ordinary being and does not abide on the higher grounds.

From page 132 onward
The stages of the path literature commonly begins with a chapter on relying on a spiritual
guide, since this serves as a preliminary condition for the tantric path. However, for someone
approaching this literature who is completely new to Buddhism there might be some doubt as
to whether the stages of the path should commence with such a chapter on relying on a
spiritual teacher.
Therefore, when introducing the graduated path to enlightenment to the modern practitioner,
it is essential to focus on foundational topics first. These topics, such as the explanations on
dependent arising, refuge, the four noble truths, and the two truths (which exist in a causal
relationship), should be explained in a logical and interconnected manner. Only in this way
can the modern student comprehend the reasons why the teacher should be relied upon like a
buddha. If the students are not introduced to the teachings through such a gradual approach, a
danger persists that they might become confused and unsettled, and furthermore might not
treat the tantric teachings in a respectful manner35.
There are certain traditions in which the practitioner is threatened with the torments of hell if
they sever their relationship with their spiritual teacher. Those have strong similarities to
theistic intimidations of hell awaiting those who go against the word of God. This kind of
approach directly contradicts the Buddhist body of thought, which is to be proven through
logical reasoning. Using threats has little benefit, and is not harmonious with the attitude and
predispositions of a contemporary practitioner.
This discussion is deepened here by shedding light on the reasons why the practice of the
graduated paths to enlightenment presented in the traditions of sutra and tantra should be
uncoupled and approached individually.

34

The emanation body (Skt. nirmanakaya) of a buddha manifests in various forms to ordinary sentient beings.

35

The request to rely upon the teacher like a Buddha mainly applies to the tantric context.
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From page 134 onward
It is very rare to find proper devotion displayed by a genuine student, which never wavers
despite the faults of the teacher. Devotion should not be based on superstition, but on a firm
foundation of logical reasoning. When faith and trust are generated in this way, encountering
a teacher’s fault can actually strengthen our devotion and be the basis for realization.

From page 145 onward
If one is not supposed to question at all, but is expected to regard the teacher solely as a
buddha, a doubt may arise as to why in scriptures such as Maitreya’s Ornament of the
Mahayana Sutras (mahayana-sutra-alamkara) so much emphasis is placed on the descriptions of the teacher as endowed with the qualities of a peaceful and tamed mind. It is vital to
examine whether the teacher possesses the qualities of greater knowledge of the scriptures,
ethical personal conduct, great compassion, and control over their attachments.
If the spiritual teacher is truly a buddha or a bodhisattva, those criteria are less relevant as
they are primarily suited for investigating the qualities of ordinary beings36. This is why the
characteristics described in Maitreya’s Ornament of the Mahayana Sutras and the request to
see the teacher as a buddha can appear to be contradictory.
As Geshe Potowa observes, “It is not about the teacher being a buddha, it is about how we
perceive them.” Geshe Potowa here refers to the student’s perception of the teacher, which
depends on their judgement whether to view the teacher as a buddha or not.
In general, a single teacher can manifest different appearances to different people. He can
appear as a friend or foe, as an ordinary being, or as a buddha. This being the case, a spiritual
guide, dependent on the student’s judgement, can be a friend, foe, ordinary being, and a
buddha. How this concept is not contradictory is described in these pages.
Furthermore the Dalai Lama has made very clear that there is a palpable need to create
boundaries in terms of how vulnerable we allow ourselves to become when putting trust in
teachers “displaying” different aspects to different people—teachers who oftentimes label
their incorrect ethical behavior as an “inconceivable aspect” for their students.

36

If the teacher is already a Buddha, there is no need to investigate these qualities as they would be self-evident.
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There are stories in the collected biographies of the Buddhist mahasiddhas, where the
teacher’s seemingly unethical behavior was used as a method to strengthen the student’s faith
and devotion. These were very unconventional methods for non-ordinary students and are
surely obsolete today.
For ordinary students, this is an area that causes the greatest distress and confusion. It would
be wise indeed to critically analyze the reasons given as to how appearances—the actual
behavior of a certain teacher—and the reality of their qualities and characteristics, should not
be contradictory.

From page 154 onward
In the same way that Drontompa passed on the teaching to his student Geshe Potowa by
transmitting the lineage of the scriptures, we should rely on our teacher through the scriptural
teachings.
If the student trusts a teacher who does not possess substantial knowledge of the scriptures,
who is unable to understand the teaching in detail and is therefore unable to compare the
scriptures, then there is the danger that the student will develop misunderstandings regarding
the study and practice of the Buddhist doctrine.

From page 202 onward
Within the explanations on the person with an initial motivation, the concept of reincarnation
is discussed. Further discussed is the exploding number of newly recognized reincarnations
of former teachers and tulkus, and how they are becoming a nuisance.
This section also addresses what it actually means to “abandon attachment to this life.” This
does not only refer to abandoning attachment to this very lifetime, but also comprises the
understanding that even with this aspiration one need not forfeit one’s own happiness or
quality of life.
The Buddha distinguished between temporal and ultimate attainments, clearly pointing out
that for any kind of attainment “four complete perfections” are required: wealth, aspiration,
Dharma, and liberation.
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At the same time as we concentrate on hearing, contemplating, and meditating, we should
also contemplate the present and future well-being of all sentient beings. It is important to
take responsibility for society as a whole and to develop a lifestyle that reflects this kind of
socially and environmentally responsible attitude. This concerns living a life in which the
mind of enlightenment, or bodhicitta, is authentically applied.

From page 239 onward
The descriptions of hell realms and the beings that dwell there did not originate in the
Buddhist tradition, but were already accounted for in the traditions of other ancient world
cultures. This section carefully outlines the historical context of hell realms and explains
how, due to individual karma, the perception of experiencing them is not necessarily an
unchanging predicament.

From page 261 onward
“The Buddha, who is supreme among humans; his teaching, the Dharma, which is free from
all attachment; and the noble assembly, one’s companions on the path”—those elements that
we commonly associate with Buddhist refuge can, according to the Dalai Lama, also be
found in other religious traditions.

From page 285 onward
Citing five different reasons, this section illustrates why we need to keep away from the
Dorje Shugden cult.

From page 354 onwards
In Asanga’s Compendium of Knowledge (Abhidharmasamucchaya) “affliction” is defined as
“a phenomenon that, when it arises, is disturbing by nature, and that, through arising, disturbs
the mind stream.”
When cultivating compassion, it’s quite possible that one might encounter an unbalanced
state of mind. However, in comparison to such an afflicted state of mind, the mind of
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compassion is generated deliberately. For this reason the Dalai Lama proposes to rephrase the
stated definition of “affliction” by adding the aspect of “non-volition”, rendering it as:
“Affliction is a phenomenon that arises non-volitionally, is disturbing in character, and that,
through arising, disturbs the mind stream.”

From page 379 onward
Today’s understanding of pregnancy and birth is very different from that of the past. The
traditional perception of becoming pregnant was one of attachment-based intercourse
occurring during the right time of the month. These days, genetically flawless semen, ova and
embryos can be stored and purchased in semen and ova banks. You can choose the individual
gender, constitution, body height, and skin and hair color of the future child. Women who are
in their sixties can make use of artificial insemination in order to achieve pregnancy. These
modern approaches to birth and pregnancy do not at all contradict the law of karma but show
us how important it is to cultivate an expansive and profound understanding of the subtle
workings of the law of cause and effect.

From page 328 onward
In the phrase “dependent-related arising,” “dependent” refers to the understanding that
nothing arises without depending on its own causes and conditions; everything exists due to
causes and conditions. “arising,” on the other hand, refers to the result that originates from a
similar cause.

From page 419 onward
The first method to generate bodhicitta, commonly referred to in the Tibetan scriptures as the
“sevenfold instruction on cause and effect,” should be called the “seven-point cause and
effect instruction.” The reasons for this are discussed here.
The second method for generating bodhicitta is the meditation of “exchanging oneself with
others.” Nagarjuna’s Ratnavali mentions the term “extensive lineage of engagement,” the
significance of which is shown in the context of the meditation of exchanging oneself with
others.
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From page 420 onward
Whatever compassion that we generate and cultivate in our daily lives is mainly aimed at
those whom we perceive as kind toward us, and does not include those who are in a position
to harm us. This being the case, it is crucial to contemplate how much our compassion
depends on the expression and behavior that others demonstrate toward us. Limitless
compassion is not dependent on others being accommodating towards us, but is directed
toward all sentient beings.

From page 425 onward
The motivation we generate to actualize love and compassion should not be influenced by the
self-cherishing of “me” and “mine,” but rather by the understanding that all sentient beings
have the same aspiration and the same right to be free of suffering and obtain happiness,
exactly like ourselves. Only with completely unbiased love and compassion do we have the
appropriate conditions to generate a supreme intention and the mind of enlightenment.
When we express our love and compassion only toward those we are close to or those who
show us good will, this only creates harm and is of no real benefit. In order to avoid this,
emphasizing the meditation on equanimity from the very beginning is extremely important.
“Equanimity” here by no means indicates indifference or a stoic passivity, but rather an
attitude of immeasurable equanimity free of attachment and aversion.

From page 426 onward
When meditating on equanimity we initially contemplate someone who is close to us and
another who we feel aversion toward. Afterward we widen the scope of our meditation to
include the citizens of one nation that we feel personally close to, and those of another nation
that are unappealing to us.
Upon attaining stability in our meditation, we expand the scope further to include all sentient
beings.
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From page 438 onward
An understanding of what enlightenment means is not by itself a sufficient cause to generate
the authentic mind that strives for enlightenment. Enlightenment is attained through the
potential of our own mind. This understanding should be repeatedly scrutinized through
logical analysis, and such examination should rely on an in-depth understanding of the four
noble truths, the meaning of liberation, and the different approaches to abandoning the mental
afflictions.
Another important factor that is taken into account here is the understanding of the relatively
gross and subtle levels of our mind; such an understanding is one of the causes to practice in
the lineage of highest yoga tantra.
A great deal of attention should be given to the following quotation: “compassion directs its
attention towards sentient beings, whereas wisdom directs its attention towards enlightenment.”

From page 451 onward
While developing and finally realizing the basis, path, and result in our mental continuum,
sentient beings, both those who are related to us and those who are not, are of greatest
importance. The boundless qualities of the buddhas, and the paths of the noble ones, exist
because of sentient beings. For that reason, the magnificence of all the buddhas relies on
sentient beings, because the buddhas’ excellent qualities rely on the object and the path—
which are none other than sentient beings.

From page 458 onward
This section elaborates in great detail on the meditation of exchanging oneself with others.
As a first step, we equate ourselves with all sentient beings by recalling that we, like every
sentient being, have the same basic disposition of wanting happiness and not wanting
suffering.
Until this moment we have always pursued the bad habit of constantly placing ourselves at
the center of the universe. This is exactly the pattern that has to be exchanged. We should
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share our advantages and benefits with others and take upon ourselves the disadvantages and
detriment of others.
Even though right now we might not be able to practically be of benefit to others, it is vital
that we at least refrain from harming anyone. This is the indispensable groundwork through
which we can make use of the essence of our existence.
A truly good person not only cherishes such an attitude toward life but actually adopts it as a
lifelong way of life.

From page 464 onwards
Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), in both his shorter and his longer stages of the path texts, bases his
explanations of the bodhicitta ritual and the bodhisattva vows on the “ritual of conferral
according to Atisha.”

From page 498 onward
The ethics of refraining from the ten non-virtues is a central subject of all three of the paths
taken up by those of initial, intermediate, and higher motivation, and are described in the
stages of the path. This section further explores what differentiates the individual approaches
to ethics of the beings of initial, intermediate, and higher capacity.

From page 542 onward
If the focus on placement meditation is too one-sided and disregards meditations concerning
the method aspect, such as meditations of love and compassion, we might become apathetic
and fall into a subtle state of lethargy.
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From page 555 onward
The inability to completely abandon the nonexistent self as the object of grasping is the
principal cause of attachment and aversion. Since the mind that apprehends “me” and “mine”
is still able to locate such an object of grasping, the path to liberation is necessarily
incomplete. While the grasping to a self is still endowed with an object of engagement,
attachment and aversion are also still present. This is why this object of engagement has to be
abandoned from its root.
In the process of understanding the self of phenomena, which is the object of negation, it is
important to always remain vigilant. If each mental concept is apprehended as truly existent,
then when trying to abandon those in order to realize selflessness, there would be the danger
of falling into the extreme of nihilism.
In reality, all phenomena are merely imputed, and this very imputation itself exists only in
dependence on dependent arising. Therefore the perception of mental creations as truly
existent, an actual cause of falling into nihilism, and of phenomena as imputed by way of
being dependently arisen, the main cause for the correct understanding of the view of
emptiness, stand in contradiction. This is one of the pith instructions of the Madhyamika
school.

From page 556 onward
This section offers an introduction to emptiness of self and the emptiness of other.

From page 560 onward
In short, it is critically important to comprehend the meaning of emptiness as dependent
arising.

From page 579 onward
The meditations on the right view in the Mahamudra and Dzogchen lineages are mostly
practiced in conjunction with stabilizing meditation. This is the same way that a practitioner
of highest yoga tantra should meditate on emptiness.
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In the sutra vehicle, special insight (only focusing on emptiness in this context) is always an
analytical meditation, whereas within the practice of highest yoga tantra, special insight is
characterized as a stabilizing meditation.

It is due to our virtue that we have access to such precious teachings.

[Translation from the Tibetan by Chandra Chiara Ehm. Editors Ven. Konchog Norbu and Sophie
McGrath. Commissioned by Tibet House Germany.]
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