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Reading One: Je Tsongkapa's Epistle on Ethics
The reading for this class consists of the entire text of Je Tsongkapa's Epistle to Ngawang Drakpa on the Occasion of the Ordination of the First Monks of Gyalrong.  Master Ngawang Drakpa, also known as Tsako Wonpo ("the friar of the lineage of the Kings of Tsako"), was one of Je Tsongkapa's closest disciples.  After he had trained him in the Dharma, Je Tsongkapa sent Ngawang Drakpa to a distant region in east Tibet, entrusted with the mission of establishing a number of monasteries and training Buddhist monks.

The ensuing correspondence between the teacher and his faraway disciple has provided us with several true classics of Buddhist thought, including the following demonstration of the role of an ethical life in developing one's ability to meditate and perceive emptiness.  Another letter from Je Tsongkapa to Ngawang Drakpa during this period contains the famous Three Principal Paths, which along with the commentary of Pabongka Rinpoche has been translated in the book The Principal Teachings of Buddhism.  The introduction to this book also contains more detail on Master Ngawang Drakpa's life, and his close relationship to Je Tsongkapa.

Please note that the version of the letter available for translation contained a number of printing errors that have been corrected to the best of our ability; we hope to obtain another edition later for comparison.


***********

I bow down to my Lama, Gentle Voice.

I bow down to the matchless Teacher,

Unknown to us our most loving friend,

An ultimate and a peerless companion,

The one brother we the needy possess.

I have seen that the only sustenance

For living kind is his teachings alone;

And so in love I impart these words

To the one who is my disciple.

The high Dharma of the Victorious Ones

Is a goldmine of happiness for all beings;

And you, my son, are its fearless keeper—

I pray you may reign for a thousand years.

Wise one the news is that you have brought

The sunlight of the Able One's word

To that dark far land, and filled it with princes

Of Buddha kings practicing hard and pure.

A letter informing me of these tidings,

Lovely thoughts in lovely stars of words,

Has due to your kindness reached me here,

Borne by several freed from the family life.

When the note touched my hand

The wind of your immaculate deeds

Swept up the cotton wisp of my mind

And carried my thoughts to you there.

The entire teachings of the Victors reside

in the three collections of scripture;

Thus the essence of what they have taught

can be found within the three trainings.

The very first one of all these three

is training in an ethical life,

And its home the Buddhas have spoken to be

the teachings on discipline.

This too is why so much of the Dharma,

so high and spoken so pure,

Has by the Buddhas been devoted

to the way of discipline.

It explains as well why all those masters

who understand the order

Of subjects to learn all take delight

in the teachings on discipline.

The training on perfect concentration,

quietude, must come

Before one can ever the develop the one

on wisdom, the ultimate vision.

Only a trace of this truth can be heard

anymore, and not a peep

On the fact that good concentration can't come

without first training in ethics.

Some people find only the courage to pledge

themselves in word to this training,

Then later discard their commitments like trash;

they are lowest in a world of low.

The way of the holy is different; they make

every conceivable effort

In keeping whatever ethical rules

they may have committed to.

Once you have realized this fact

you must rely on watchfulness

And awareness; constantly checking all three

of the gateways for any wrong deeds,

Depending as well on a sense of care

and propriety to control

With all your strength the wild horse

of the senses, seeking to keep

This steed from taking you to a path

that leads you all astray.

With this state of mind you'll be able to hold

your concentration perfectly

Fixed on any virtuous object

at your heart's content.

Thus is the ethical life commended

for perfect concentration.

This state of mind is totally free

of the dirt of broken morality,

And is never disturbed or distracted from

the object of goodness you choose;

Therefore suchness, the lack of a self,

is perfectly clear to it,

Just like the moon's reflection on water

undisturbed and crystal clear.

A perfect understanding of all of the

essential points like these

Within the path of the three trainings

depends precisely upon

An understanding of all the three

collections of Buddhist scripture;

Thus you should take yourself to a master

and train in the three collections.

The greatest teachers of all time

have said, no single time,

That the whole point of the trainings is reaching

actual attainments.

Take then whatever amount of the teachings

you understand so far,

And without procrastination, with speed,

put them to work in your life.

I have written the above lines as just a very brief presentation of the reasons why an ethical way of life is the very basis of the Buddhist path.  As such I hope that you will cherish them, and review them again and again.  I am extremely pleased by the fact that you have been able to ordain so many individuals, and give so many teachings on discipline, there in what from a Buddhist point of view is a wild and barbarian land.

If one focusses primarily on the taking of vows, and then fails in the practical aspects of keeping them seriously and restoring them when they are damaged, then there is absolutely no way that one's practice of the ethical way of life can be pure.  As such it is essential that you now go on to help your new monks keep their vows well by learning to identify what constitutes breaking them.

So too you must institute a regular practice of purification and restoration, whereby the monks learn to confess past errors and restrain themselves from future error, in the event that—because of one of the four factors, such as not understanding the vows properly—they should ever transgress them.  They must learn never to take it lightly when they break a vow; they must be taught the proper methods of restoring vows in every instance where they are broken.  In this way, and through developing a sense of shame and propriety, as well as watchfulness, awareness, and similar tools, they will come to lead a perfectly ethical way of life. 

From an overall point of view, the Buddhas have described certain benefits that derive from virtuous deeds, and serious problems that derive from non-virtuous deeds.  We tend to think of the benefits as something that has no relevance until we are lying on our deathbed.  And we view the descriptions of the problems as though they were some kind of veiled threat.  We should rather try to develop, in the very depths of our hearts, the recognition that they are absolutely true.

In a more specific sense, we must meditate extensively upon the benefits of maintaining an ethical way of life, and upon the serious problems of failing to maintain such a code.  This will bring us to a full recognition of their truth.  Should we fail to do so, and if keeping up this ethical way of life becomes for us something motivated only by a concern about how we look to others, or about the honor and gifts we might obtain thereby, then the real point of ethics is lost.

The obstacle that prevents us from leading an ethical way of life for the right reasons is our enthusiasm for the activities of our present rebirth.  And this in turn comes from viewing our present life as though it were a place where we are going to be spending some substantial amount of time.  The most profound cure for this way of thinking is to maintain, on many levels, an awareness of our coming death.  As such it is absolutely essential that you meditate, again and again, on the fact that you will die.

In a nutshell, the ability to perceive in detail the infallible workings of the deeds we do and the consequences we reap is a quality which is unique to beings who are omniscient.  As such we must refer constantly to such scriptures as the Sutra on Awareness, the Hundred Deeds, the Hundred Stories of Past Lives, the Sutra on the Wise and Foolish, the Accounts of Scripture, and a wide variety of other sutras and classical commentaries.

By doing so we can make our recognition of the laws of karma and its consequences ever more firm.  We must purify the bad karma we have collected in the past, until we reach the point where we are sure it has been erased.  We must restrain ourselves from engaging in any new bad karma, until we reach the point where we are sure we have discontinued this behavior completely.

We must take the good karma we have been able to accomplish so far, and multiply its power through highly effective kinds of prayer.  We must look at the good karma we have not yet been able to accomplish, and make it happen, not through any limited kinds of activity, but rather through a whole variety of different means.

Whatever of the above we may be able to carry out, it will all be infinitely more effective if we can learn to do it while keeping our minds soaked in the wish for enlightenment, whether in its full form, or even just in some partial form.

Remember too that the victorious Buddhas have recommended in countless open and secret scriptures that we seek the correct view of emptiness, the one that absolutely destroys every tendency to grasp to indications as objects themselves.  This then allows us to avoid the two extremes of thinking either that things exist independently, or that—if they don't exist independently—they cannot exist at all.

A well-founded grasp of the laws of karma and its consequences complements correct view; the very activity of being extremely careful to do the right thing in the arena of good and bad deeds, down to the smallest detail of our lives, gives us the ability to eliminate in ourselves entirely the two extremes of thinking "everything exists" and "nothing can exist." 

The vast majority of beings fall into one of two traps.  Some have a misconception about things that are in nature empty which would necessitate their being unchanging.  Others have a misconception which would obviate the entire way in which deceptive reality exists; which would necessitate the end of these very objects.

The actual truth therefore is extremely difficult to perceive, and even among those who have the capacity to do so there are infinitely few who could ever become a vessel worthy to receive the teachings.  Therefore anyone who has any hope of seeing these things must first address the causes that would bring it about; they must accumulate the power of good deeds and purify their bad deeds, and make a great many holy prayers.  They must take themselves properly to a spiritual guide who is a master of these things, and acquaint themselves well with the scriptures that describe them.  Finally they must seek the truth by using their intellect to examine closely every point, and never be satisfied with only a rough or incomplete understanding.

Your understanding of, and conviction in, all the points I have just explained will continue to increase if you alternate your time between meditating upon them and studying them formally.  This same practice will simultaneously begin to work as a cure for all your mental afflictions.  As such I entreat you to practice this way.

Your respect for the word of Those Gone to Bliss

Is complete, and your intellect's power imposing;

You walk in the footsteps of mighty beings

With wisdom, my Ngawang Drakpa.

Come now, follow the things I've taught you,

Make in your lives your deeds and prayers

Match mine, and on our enlightenment day

I'll give you the first sip of deathlessness.

The above is an epistle written to that great master of Tsako, the pure spiritual guide known as Ngawang Drakpa.  It constitutes a reply to a communication from him describing how he had founded a very special group of monks by ordaining a number of disciples in the eastern land of Gyalrong, something that had never been done before.  The reply itself was composed by the glorious monk Lobsang Drakpa [Je Tsongkapa], and dispatched from his place of retreat named Teura, near the place called Eisa.  May goodness ever increase!
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Reading Two: Outline of the Sutra on Discipline (Vinaya Sutra)
The following is an outline of major points in The Wishing Jewel, a synopsis of Master Guna Prabha's Sutra on Discipline (Vinaya Sutra) by Chone Drakpa Shedrup (1675-1748), author of the alternate textbook series of Sera Mey Monastic University.


************

I. A Preliminary Overview (starts folio 2A)

Includes:

A summary of how Lord Buddha became enlightened over a period in three stages of "countless" eons (2A).

The exact years at which Lord Buddha performed his major spiritual deeds (2B).

An explanation of why the teachings on discipline are the highest instruction of Lord Buddha (3A).

A summary of the canonical works on discipline, and their commentaries (3A).

II. Actual Explanation of Sections of the Root Text (3B)

  
A. Meaning of the name of the root text (3B)

B. Explanation of the translator's obeisance (4A)

C. Commentary upon the root text (4A)

1. Details of the statement of purpose (4A)

Includes details on the subject matter, the vows of individual freedom, and the eleven topics concerning the vows

2. Actual commentary (7A)

a. How to go from not having vows to having them (7A)

Includes:

A discussion of the original and later rites for conferring the vows

A detailed treatment of those who can confer the vows (the different kinds of "abbots" and "masters") (9A)

An explanation of the different types of vows (10A)

Details on the measurement of days and months, necessary for properly dating an ordination; along with a brief presentation on Buddhist holidays (11A)

b. Once you have your vows, how to keep them from being damaged (15A)

1) Relying on an outer support, a monastic preceptor, to help keep your vows (15A)

Includes:

Great detail on the qualifications of a monastic preceptor (15A)

Requirements of a proper candidate for ordination (18B)

Description of the ordination of nuns (20A)

2) Relying on inner support, your own pure intentions, to help keep your vows (21A)

3) Keeping your vows through a good understanding of the factors that work against them (21A)

Description of how vows can be lost (21B)

An explanation of the five groups of vows (22A):

a) Explanation of each individual group

i) General treatment

1)) Divisions (22B)

2)) Groupings (22B)

3)) Definitions (24A)

4)) Enumeration (24B)

5)) Order (24B)

6)) Literal meanings (24B)

7)) Consequences of breaking (24B)

8)) Person (25A)

9)) Benefits of keeping (25B)

10)) Problems of breaking (25B)

ii) Specific treatment

1) The "defeat" group of vows (25B)

2) The "remainder" group of vows (31A)

3) The "cause of downfall" group of vows (32A)

4) The "individual confession" group of vows (41A)

5) The "bad deed" group of vows (41B)

b) A more general explanation (43A)

Includes:

Details on how vows are damaged (43A)

Reasons why, under certain conditions, the vows may not form properly (44A)

Description of the vows of a novice monk, novice nun, and intermediate nun (44B)

Analysis of a number of ethical questions (45A)

Discussion of extenuating circumstances, such as temporary insanity (46A)

4) Keeping your vows through mastering the monastic practices (46A)

Includes:

A description of the seventeen foundations of monastic practice, grouped into the three broad categories of perfecting monastic practice (46B); the proper methods of sustenance (52B); and the performance of monastic rites (59B)

c) How to restore your vows, if they do happen to be damaged (62B)

Covers both restoration of vows after a downfall, and the restoration of unity after disputes

3. Ancillary points

Details on the painting of the Wheel of Life to be affixed to the entrance of temples, and its relation to the four noble truths (70B)

D. Concluding remarks

Notes on the composition of the commentary (71A)

The Asian Classics Institute

Buddhist Discipline (Vinaya), Level One

Course IX: The Ethical Life
Reading Three: Introduction to the Vows of Individual Freedom
The following selection consists of the first part of Daymaker (Nyin-byed), composed by Master Ngulchu Dharma Bhadra (1772-1851) as a commentary to the Essence of the Ocean of Discipline ('Dul-ba rgya-mtso'i snying-po), a summary of the vinaya teachings by Je Tsongkapa (1357-1419).


************


Herein contained is


Daymaker:


The Illumination of Lobsang's True Intent

a commentary upon the


Essence of the Ocean of Discipline.

I bow down to my Lama,


Lord of the Able Ones, Gentle Voice, Goddess of Song!

The major and minor marks of Your exalted body

which blaze with glorious splendor

Are as majestic as the lord of earth-holders

in the center of his golden chains.

The sixty wonderful qualities

possessed by Your exalted speech

Are as sweet as the many-stringed lutes

of the celestial musicians' daughters.

Your exalted mind perceives all things

as apparent as the daymaker

On the surface of a cloudless stretch

in the vault of the expanse of sky.

You, who are the indisputable master

of each of the three mysteries—

Those ornaments of infinite circles—

please grant auspiciousness here!

With deep respect I bow down to Lobsang,

child of the goddess of space,

The sun who rose from Tsongka,

over the tip of the eastern horizon.

Like an orb of fire with a thousand tongues of flame,

he makes the mighty Victor's children—

Those crowning jewels who appeared in Tibet—

look just like ordinary beings.

By churning the great ocean

of the four groups of the Word

That savior procured its very essence:

this unprecedented classic on discipline.

If you take this king of the lord of jewels

and place it atop the victory banner

Of this commentary on its meaning,

it will cause the gentle rain

Of your and my ultimate happiness

to fall down upon this world.

If you're like a vessel that's unpolluted

by the stench of partiality,

And have the intelligence to distinguish

between what's good and bad,

If you've a mind at all like this,

that is like an unconstricted space,

Come and take the deathless nectar

here in these well-spoken words!


I. THE PRELIMINARIES

Now the revered King of the Dharma, the great Tsongkapa of the East, the one known as the glorious Lobsang Drakpa, renowned throughout the three lands, once composed a summary of the vows of individual freedom.  This is the text entitled the Shorter Essence of the Ocean of Discipline.  My explanation of this work has three divisions: the preliminaries, the actual explanation, and the conclusion.  The preliminaries themselves have three parts: the benediction, the eulogy and prostration, and the pledge to compose the work.


The Benediction
The benediction is expressed in the first line of the text:

Om! May there be happiness and goodness.
The meaning of this line is as follows.  The syllable om symbolizes the three mysteries—the exalted body, speech, and mind of the victorious Buddhas. As we intone this syllable, we bear in mind the beings that it represents. These are the victorious Buddhas—possessors of the three mysteries—along with their sons and daughters.  And it is to them that we are making our supplication:

May all living beings enter the path that leads to the transitory happiness of humans and pleasure beings, or to the ultimate goodness of freedom and omniscience.  Then may they reach the state where they possess these three mysteries, exactly as the victorious Buddhas do.


The Eulogy and Prostration
The eulogy and prostration are expressed in the next line of the text:


I bow down to the Omniscient One.
Our Lord Lama, at the outset of his treatise, makes a prostration for the benefit of his disciples.  He does so for a number of reasons: to help his disciples understand the greatness of the Buddha, to increase his own accumulation of merit, to emulate the holy ones, and so on.  Most especially, he wishes to conform with the decree of old.  He makes his prostrations with great faith and reverence, turning his thoughts to the unique virtues of our Teacher.  Hair standing on end, he joins his palms devotedly atop his head.  He bends down, bowing himself to the Omniscient One—to the Buddha, the Transcendent Victor, who directly perceives all knowable things, including even the most subtle workings of actions and their consequences.  Je Tsongkapa expresses his obeisance in his words, thoughts, and deeds, with crystalline admiration.


The Pledge to Compose the Work
The third preliminary, the pledge to compose the work, has two sections: extolling the greatness of the code of discipline, and summarizing the entire body of the text in the pledge itself.  The first of these is contained in the first verse of the root text:

There is something which, if you rely on it,

Is the way to travel with ease to the city of freedom;

The supreme essence of the teachings of those Gone to Bliss:

It is that which is called "individual freedom."
The "something" in the root text refers to the very root of the Buddha's teachings; that is, to the vows of individual freedom and the books on the code of discipline which take these vows as their subject matter.  Suppose you rely on this: you take these vows of individual freedom, and you keep them well.  This then is the way, the staircase, for traveling with ease (without any great difficulty) up to the city of the higher realms, freedom, and omniscience.

This "something" is also the supreme essence (snying-po) of the teachings of the Buddhas (those who have "Gone to Bliss"), the very lifeblood (snying) that allows these teachings to survive in our world.

This "something," that which we call the "vows of individual freedom," is so named because those individuals who take and then keep them properly will escape the cycle of suffering, whereas those who don't, will not.

The second section, where the entire body of the text is presented briefly through a pledge to compose the work, is contained in the next verse of the root text:

In keeping, I shall explain them in six categories:

Their basic nature, the way they are divided,

Their individual descriptions, who can take them,

How they are lost, and the benefits they give.
Je Tsongkapa is saying that he is going to explain the vows of individual freedom, which he only touched upon above, in keeping with the true intent of the victorious Buddhas.  He is going to do so in six categories: their basic nature, the way they are divided into eight types, their individual descriptions, who can take them, how they are lost, and the benefits they give when you keep them properly.


II. THE ACTUAL EXPLANATION
My explanation of the text itself will follow these same six categories: their basic nature, the way they are divided into eight types, their individual descriptions, who can take them, how they are lost, and the benefits they give when you keep them properly.

The Basic Nature of the Vows
This category has two parts: an identification of the basic nature of the vows of individual freedom, and the positions of different Buddhist schools as to whether their basic nature is physical or mental.

The identification of the basic nature of the vows is covered in the following lines of the root text:

It is a turning away from harming others,

And its basis, caused by an attitude

Of renunciation...

Here Je Tsongkapa is saying that one’s commitment to these vows should be caused by—that is, motivated by—an attitude where one feels a deep disgust for every single inch of the cycle of suffering life, and has thus decided to renounce it.  You should not take the vows simply because you are imitating someone else, or just following the crowd.

The basic nature of the vows then is as follows.  In the presence of your Lama, you agree and pledge yourself to turn away from harming others; you agree to refrain from the seven physical and verbal deeds which are wrong by nature, and to avoid their basis as well.  Here the word "basis" refers either to the three mental bad deeds that act as a foundation for the seven, or else to those bad deeds which were prohibited by Lord Buddha.

The positions of different Buddhist schools as to whether their basic nature are physical or mental is expressed in these lines:

...It is physical and verbal karma

Which they assert is physical matter.

The others say it is the intention to give up

And its seed as it continues in your mind.

Thus our schools' positions are two:

What the higher and lower assert.
It, meaning the basic nature of the individual freedom vows, is physical and verbal karma.  According to the Abhidharma School this karma is a kind of invisible and ineffable physical matter.  The Consequence section of the Middle Way School also assert that it is physical matter, but they say that it is physical matter belonging to the gateway of phenomena.  The others—meaning the Sutrists, the Mind-Only School, and the Independent Section of the Middle-Way School—say that it is the continued intention to give up [bad deeds], along with the seed of this intention.  Thus this verse explains that even in our own Buddhist schools, two dissimilar positions are asserted on this point in the tenets of the higher and lower schools.

The "invisible and ineffable form" mentioned above is explained as follows.  In the first moment that the vows are taken, they consist of form which communicates the intent of the person taking the vows.  After that moment they become a type of form which does not communicate this intent.

On the other hand the "intention to give up [the bad deeds]" is explained as being mental, and "its seed" is explained as being a changing thing which is neither mental nor physical.  These then are the two viewpoints.

The Divisions of the Vows
My explanation of the divisions of the individual freedom vows will have two sections: the actual division of individual freedom vows into categories, and a grouping of the vows.

The actual divisions of the individual freedom vows are shown in these lines:

Staying close, close to virtue.

Way to virtue, versed in virtue,

And begging for virtue.  These are


The eight kinds of individual freedom.
The one‑day vows are called "staying close" because they help you stay close to nirvana in the sense of taking you there.  The lifetime vows for laymen and laywomen are called "close to virtue" because they help you be close to virtue, which here refers to nirvana.  The vows of male novices and female novices are called "way to virtue" because those who possess these vows have entered the way, that is the path, which leads to virtue, again referring to nirvana.  The vows of an intermediate nun are called "versed in virtue" because these women are versing themselves in the twelve rules, in order to be able to keep the vows of a fully ordained nun.  Fully ordained monks and fully ordained nuns are called "begging for virtue" because they are begging, that is seeking, that state of virtue: nirvana.  In this verse Je Tsongkapa is thus listing the eight kinds of individual freedom vows.
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Reading Four: A General Description of the Vows, Part One

The following selection consists of the second major section of Daymaker (Nyin-byed), composed by Master Ngulchu Dharma Bhadra (1772-1851) as a commentary to the Essence of the Ocean of Discipline ('Dul-ba rgya-mtso'i snying-po), a summary of the vinaya teachings by Je Tsongkapa (1357-1419).


************

The grouping of the vows is given here:

The first three vows are for laypeople,

The last five vows for the ordained.
Moreover, the eight classes of individual freedom vows mentioned above can be grouped according to who can take them.  Here there are two broad groups: the vows which relate to laypeople, and the vows which relate to ordained people.  The kinds of vows which relate to laypeople are the first three: one‑day vows, the layman's lifetime vows, and laywoman's lifetime vows.  The kind of vows which relate to those who are ordained are the last five: the vows of male novices, female novices, intermediate nuns, fully ordained nuns, and fully ordained monks.   

Individual Descriptions of the Vows
The individual descriptions of the eight types of individual-freedom vows will subsume six sections: an identification of the one‑day vows; the layperson's lifetime vows; the novice vows; the vows of an intermediate nun; the vows of a fully ordained nun; and the vows of a fully ordained monk.  

One‑Day Vows
The first section, the explanation of the one‑day vows, has two points: an identification of what the one‑day vow is, and an outline of the eight components which you agree to give up.

These lines of the root text identify the vow:

The one‑day vow is to give up eight:

The root four and the secondary four.
The one‑day vow is to agree to give up, for the length of a single twenty-four hour period, the eight components to be abandoned: sexual activity and the rest of the root four components, as well as the use of high or valuable seats, along with the rest of the secondary four components.  This vow can be taken from someone who has already taken the one-day vow, and who holds either the lifetime vow of a layperson, or any higher freedom vow.

The eight components to give up are enumerated in these lines:

The root four are sexual activity,

Stealing, killing, and speaking lies.  

 
The secondary four are high valuable seats,


Drinking alcohol, dancing and so on, 

Ornamentation and such, and food after noon.
The root four are sexual activity, stealing something of value, killing a human or a human fetus, and speaking lies about your spiritual realizations.  The secondary four are (1) making use of a seat or bed which is valuable in that it incorporates jewels or some other precious substance, or else which is higher than a cubit; (2) drinking alcohol or any brewed or concocted substance which causes an intoxicated state; (3) dancing and "so on," which refers to singing and playing music, or else ornamenting yourself and "such"—that is, wearing jewelry or makeup; and finally (4) eating food after noon. 

Lifetime Vows of a Layperson
The explanation of the lifetime vows of a layperson contains two points: the actual identification of these vows, and an explanation of the different categories of the vow.

Here first is the identification of the vows:

The lifetime layperson's vow is to give up 

The five of killing, stealing, and lying, 

Adultery, and drinking intoxicants.  
The procedure for taking the lifetime vows of a layperson is as follows.  In the presence of a preceptor who holds at least these same vows, you begin with formally taking refuge.  You next pledge that, for the length of your entire life, you will give up breaking the five basic rules, and avoid as well those actions which are inconsistent with the advices on going for refuge.  The five rules here are to give up killing a human or human fetus; stealing anything of significant value (that is, anything worth more than a quarter of a karshapana [somewhere between an American quarter and a dollar]); lying about your spiritual attainments; committing adultery by having sexual relations with someone else's spouse; and drinking alcohol, or any substance which makes you intoxicated.
The different categories of lifetime layperson's vows are presented in the following verse:

Keeping one of them, a couple, most,



And keeping all; keeping celibacy, 

And a refuge layperson: these are the six. 

These consist respectively of agreeing 

To give up one, two, or three of the root four;

To give up adultery and all sexual activity,


And to keep just the lay vow of going for refuge.


There are six different categories of people who have lifetime layperson's vows: laypeople who are keeping only one component, those who are keeping a couple of them, those who are keeping most of them, those who are keeping all of them, those who are keeping celibacy, and lastly those called "refuge laypeople" who are keeping only a vow of refuge.

These six categories of laypeople's vows consist respectively of agreeing to the six things which are listed after them in the root text.  The first category of laypeople have agreed to give up killing humans or any other one of the root four.  The second category of laypeople have given up two of the root four, and the third have given up three of them.  The fourth category of laypeople are those who have agreed to give up breaking all five of the basic rules, which includes not committing adultery.  The fifth category consists of those who have additionally agreed to give up all sexual activity.  The sixth kind of laypeople have agreed to keep just the lay vow of going for refuge to the Three Jewels.  Everyone with lifetime layperson's vows must give up alcohol and keep the advices on taking refuge.

The Commentary on the Eight Lifetime Layperson’s Vows and the Jewel of the True Thought of the Able Ones mention another kind of lifetime layperson called a “gomi” layperson.  The word gomi means "venerable"; according to Tsonawa, this is a vow which is recognized in the system of the Majority School, and refers to those who wear the robes of an ordained or "venerable" person, and who take the one-day vows every day for as long as they live.  In this text our precious Lord does not mention this vow explicitly, probably because it is not included in the system of the Entirist School.  The reverend Lobsang Palden Yeshe says that the great translator Gu mentions a kind of “higher” layperson.  This should be investigated at some future time.
Novice Vows
The third section on the vows of a novice will have two points: an identification of the novice vows, and a description of the novice's rules.

The identification of the novice vow is expressed in these lines:

The novice vow is giving up ten:

The root four and the secondary six.

The novice vow is agreeing to give up, for as long as you live, ten different things to be abandoned: the root four of killing and the rest, and the secondary six of dancing and so on.  The vow must be taken with a motivation of renunciation, in the presence of a preceptor, a ceremonial assistant, and a quorum of ordained people.

The description of the novice vows is given in the following verse:

The secondary come to six, by dividing into two 


Dancing and so on, and ornamentation and such, 

and then adding handling money to make three.

To arrive at the thirteen things to give up

On these then add the three failures:

Not making supplications to your preceptor,

Giving up the appearance of a layperson,

And taking on the appearance of the ordained.

The secondary vows come to six, in the following way.  We first divide into two the vow of giving up dancing and so on, and ornamentation and such.  Then we add the rule about not handling money, and this makes three.  If on top of these we add the three that concern drinking alcohol, eating food after noon, and using high valuable seats, the total is six.

By adding these to the root four that prohibit killing, stealing, sexual activity, and lying, we come to ten main things which must be given up.  (Je Tsongkapa does not explicitly mention certain of the secondary six, nor the root four, at this point in his text because he already covered them in the section on the one-day vow.)

Over and above these ten we add the three failures of not making supplications to your preceptor, not giving up the appearance of a layperson, and not taking on the appearance of the ordained; we thus arrive at a total of thirteen.  The vow of a novice is to give up these thirteen, which are known as "transgressions of the vow taken directly from the preceptor."
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The Vows of an Intermediate Nun
The identification of the vows of an intermediate nun vow has two points: an identification of the intermediate nun’s vows, and an description of the rules for intermediate nuns.

The identification of these vows is given in the following lines of the root text:

The intermediate nun's vows consist

Of giving up the basic six parts

As well as the ancillary six,

Subsequent to receiving the novice vow.
The vows of an intermediate nun are taken subsequent to receiving a pure form of the female novice vows explained earlier.  They must be taken with a motivation of renunciation, from a female preceptor and a female master of ceremony before a quorum of the ordained.

These intermediate nun's vows consist of agreeing to give up twelve things for the length of two years.  Here first are six basic—that is, elemental—parts or actions to give up, such as walking down a street without a proper companion.  Next are the six ancillary or incidental parts, such as taking possession of money.

The description of the vows is expressed in these lines:



(. . .)

By keeping the following rules, one gives up the primary six things that work against the vows of an intermediate nun:


(. . .)

By keeping the following rules, one gives up the ancillary six things that work against the vows of an intermediate nun:


(. . .)

Most of the text of the verses at this point can be found in the Assortment of Scripture and its commentary.  A few apparent discrepancies in the wording can probably be attributed to differences in the translation from Sanskrit.


Vows of a Full Nun
The fifth section concerns the identification of the vows of a full nun.  The root text on this point reads as follows:

The vows of a full nun consist of giving up

Three hundred and sixty-four different things:

The eight defeats and twenty remainders,

Thirty-three downfalls of release,

A hundred and eighty simple downfalls,


Eleven deeds for individual confession,

And a hundred and twelve offenses.
The vows of a full nun consist of giving up three hundred and sixty-four different things, or downfalls.  These downfalls are divided into the following groups:


(. . .)

One agrees to give up the above downfalls, and pledges to adhere to this code of behavior for the length of one's entire life.  This is done through a ceremony involving four different requests, in the presence of a [female] preceptor, a [female] master of ceremony, and two groups of the ordained, each constituting the necessary quorum.  One takes the vows out of a motivation of renunciation.


Vows of a Full Monk

The sixth section is an identification of the vows of a full monk, and is presented in the following lines:

The vows of a full monk consist of giving up

Two hundred and fifty-three different things:

The sum of four defeats and thirteen remainders,

Thirty downfalls of release,

Ninety different simple downfalls,


Four deeds for individual confession,

And a hundred and twelve offenses.
The vows of a full monk are or consist of giving up two hundred and fifty-three different things, or observing a code of this many rules.  The things that you give up consist of the sum total of the following groups: 



(. . .)

One agrees to give up the above downfalls, and pledges to adhere to this code of behavior for the length of one's entire life.  This is done through a full ordination ceremony of current times which is complete and without fault, performed in the presence of a preceptor, a master of ceremony, and a quorum of the ordained.  One takes the vows out of a motivation of renunciation.

Here finally is a literal explanation of the names of the different offenses and downfalls.  The word "root" is used to describe those ultimate wrong actions which function to damage one's vows.  "Defeats" are so named because, in committing them, one has been defeated by the enemy; that is, by mental afflictions and the things they involve.  "Remainders" take their name from the fact that, if you perform one of them, there is nonetheless the slightest bit of a vow remaining that can be restored.

"Downfalls of release" are spoken of this way because, in order to repair them, one must first release some object.  "Downfalls" are so called because they make a person who commits them fall down into the lower births.  "Deeds for individual confession" are types of wrong actions that must be confessed by each full monk individually first.  "Offenses" or bad deeds are so called because one has done something which was not good.  "Obstacles" take their name from the fact that they present an obstacle to the further development of one's good qualities.

"Non-virtues" [literally "deeds that we are threatened against"] derive their name from the fact that they give unpleasant consequences.  "Wrong deeds" [literally "unspeakable acts"] are so called because they are actions which in the presence of holy beings we would feel unable to admit we had done.
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Who Can Take The Vows
The fourth category is an explanation of the kinds of people who can take the individual freedom vows. 

The root text at this point says:

The eight types of individual freedom 

Can be taken by males or females 

On three continents of Dzambu and the rest,

But not on Terrible Sound. Not by the impotent,

Neuters, hermaphrodites, or the like.
Those eight types of individual freedom vows which I explained above can be taken by people, male or female, who live on the three continents of Dzambu, Greatbody and Cattleusers, but not by those who live on the northern continent of Terrible Sound, or on one of the two subcontinents related to this continent.  The vows cannot be taken by the following types of beings:

those who are impotent in the sense of being unable to have sexual relations;

neuters, which includes five kinds of "male" neuters (neuters from birth, half‑month neuters, contact neuters, jealousy neuters, and neuters by castration)
 and five kinds of "female" neuters (hermaphroditic neuters, neuters by connection, neuters who are always menstruating, neuters who never menstruate, and infertile neuters);
 as well as

hermaphrodites, who possess both male and female sexual organs.

Neither can vows be taken by persons who have committed an immediate misdeed, by those who are impostors attempting to learn about the tradition for their own reasons, by persons who hold wrong views, or anyone of the like.

How the Vows Are Lost
The fifth category covers the things that can make you lose these vows.  It has two sections: the actual explanation of what makes you lose your vows, and an explanation of the beliefs of our own Buddhist schools concerning this.

The first of these has two parts of its own: an explanation of the "shared" causes which would make you lose any of the eight types of individual-freedom vows, and then an explanation of the unique causes which would make you lose certain ones of these vows.

The first of the two is covered in the following lines of the root text:

The causes for losing your vows are two.

Those shared are returning, dying and moving,

Both organs appearing, changing three times,

And cutting the very root of virtue.
The two causes for losing your vows are the shared causes for losing any of the eight types of individual freedom vows, and the unique causes for losing certain ones of them.  The shared causes for losing any of the vows are the following:

returning your vows by pronouncing the words of the ritual for returning them, where you say "I give back my vows..." and so on in the presence of a fully‑ordained monk or the like;

dying and moving on to your next birth;

having both male and female sexual organs appear on you simultaneously;

changing sexes three times;
or cutting the very root of your virtue by holding wrong views.

The unique causes for losing certain ones of the vows are explained in these lines:

Finding out that you're not twenty, 

Agreeing to have, and the end of a day;

These the respective unique for full monks

And nuns, intermediate nuns, and one-day.

The unique causes for losing the vows of a fully‑ordained monk, an intermediate nun, and a one‑day vow are, respectively, the following three:

not being twenty years old when you took full monk's vows, but thinking you were as you did, and then later finding out that you weren't twenty, while you're still not twenty (here the time spent in the womb is included in the twenty);
agreeing to have sex with a man;

and the ending of a day (that is, one 24-hour period), which is the amount of time that you committed to keep the vow.

The second section, an explanation of the beliefs of the our own Buddhist school concerning how the vows are lost, is expressed in the following lines of the root text:

Some assert that you lose your vows 

If a root downfall occurs or if

The holy teachings decline.

The Kashmiri Detailists say that when

A person with vows has a root downfall,

He's like someone wealthy with a debt.
Those of the Sutrist school of Buddhism, the one section of the Detailist school known as "Under the Sun," and some other Buddhist groups as well assert that if any one of the four root downfalls occurs, you lose your vows.  
Some others, including the "Red-Robed Ones" (one section of the eighteen in the Listener school) assert that you lose your vows if the holy teachings of the Buddha decline in the world.
Those of the Kashmiri section of the Detailists though don't agree that committing a root downfall causes you to lose your vows.  They say that when a person like a fully‑ordained monk with proper individual-freedom vows has committed one of the root downfalls like killing, he is immoral from the point of view not stopping himself from killing, but still moral in the sense of stopping himself from stealing and the like.

They say thus that he's like someone wealthy with a debt.  From the point of view of having a debt, he is poor, but from the point of view of having wealth, he is rich.  The Asanga brothers, among others, do not agree that you lose your vows if the holy teachings of the Buddha happen to decline in the world.  Their position is that even if the Buddhist teachings were to do so, those who did not already have vows could not get new ones, but those who did already had vows would not lose them. 

Benefits of Keeping Your Vows

The sixth category concerns the benefits you get from keeping the individual vows.  This will be explained in two sections: the actual explanation of the benefits of keeping the vows of individual freedom, and some encouragement to keep the vows which possess these benefits.

The first of these two is expressed in the following verse of the root text:

It is stated that, from keeping these vows,

One attains the temporal result of birth

As a pleasure being or human; and as

An ultimate result three enlightenments.

Many times, throughout all of the open and secret teachings of the Buddha and their commentaries, it is stated that if one keeps properly the eight types of individual freedom vows which I have just described, then he or she attains the temporal result of a higher birth as a pleasure being or human, as well as the ultimate result of "definite good"—which refers to one of the three kinds of enlightenment: the enlightenment of the listener, the enlightenment of the Self‑Made Buddhas, and the unsurpassable state of total Enlightenment.  

In particular, the text known as Entering the Middle Way states:

There's no other cause than the ethical life

for the definite good,

And higher rebirths, of ordinary beings,

and those born from speech,

And those individuals who are committed

to self-made Buddhahood,

And finally those who are the princes

of the victorious Buddhas.

The encouragement on keeping the vows that have these benefits is expressed in the root text with the lines that follow next:

Therefore those of you willing to make effort

Should in respect and always strive to keep them.
The benefits thus have been described as limitless; therefore, for this reason, those of you who are willing to make an effort (which means, those of you who wish to give some meaning to the spiritual leisures and fortunes you've found) should put forth two kinds of effort where you always strive, and strive with feelings of respect, to keep these vows: cherish them as you do your own life, and then give it all your strength.

THE CONCLUSION

The conclusion of my commentary covers two points: the dedication of the merit of composing the root text, and finally the colophon.

The Dedication of Merit
In the root text the dedication is found in the following pair of lines:

By the virtue of what I've just done may every

Living creature abide forever in pure activity.
Here Je Tsongkapa dedicates whatever amount of virtue he may have gained by composing this treatise, the one known as the Essence of the Ocean of Discipline.  He dedicates this virtue to every living creature, to a number of beings as infinite as the extent of space itself:

From this moment on, always, may every living creature achieve a life of leisure and opportunity.  May they then enter the door of the Buddha's teachings, and abide in the faultless morality of pure activity.  And may they thus attain, with speed, the state of the Omniscient Victors!

The Colophon
The colophon to Je Tsongkapa's text reads as follows:

This completes the Briefer Essence of the Ocean of Discipline, a presentation of the vows of individual freedom by that master of poetics, the glorious Tsongkapa of the East, otherwise known as Lobsang Drakpa, who took his birth in the very farthest reaches of the Land of Snow.
Here I shall give a detailed explanation of the colophon.  In the Tibetan text, the word che (the expression "this completes" in English) is used to indicate the end of the body of the text.  The literal meaning of the phrase "vows of individual freedom" has already been covered above.

This has been a presentation: a treatise which presents in full—either directly or indirectly, as the subject may require—how one attains these vows if they have yet to be attained; how one keeps them from being damaged in the case that they have already been attained; and how one restores them should they happen to be damaged.  It is an eloquent and unprecedented study of the subject, and it has a very special name.

The word "discipline" in the title of this text has a particular meaning.  The subject matter of the section of the canon which treats discipline is that morality which involves giving up the seven actions, along with what is associated with them.  This morality "disciplines" or tames the mental afflictions, and also acts to "discipline" or control the senses.  This then is why the subject is known as "discipline."

This same section of the canon, the section on discipline, has moreover been described as follows in the Sutra on the Vows of Individual Freedom:
That thing called individual freedom 

Is the essence and heart which allows the entire

Bottomless, shoreless snow-water lake

Of the Buddha's discipline to remain.

The depth and breath of the great ocean is difficult to fathom; just so, the rules of the holy teachings on discipline—the requirements, allowances, exceptions, and so on—have also a depth and breadth which can only be grasped with difficulty.  And just as the ocean is the ultimate source of all jewels, the code of discipline is the ultimate source of all the good qualities of higher births and definite good.  It is for this reason that we call this text the ocean.
The most extraordinary, essential object within the ocean is that precious jewel which grants every wish, and in the same way the most extraordinary, essential core of the teachings on discipline consists of the vows of individual freedom.  Here too in his treatise Je Tsongkapa has treated the vows as the very essence, purposely highlighting and explaining them.

North of the "Seat of the Diamond" [Vajrasana, the site of the Buddha's enlightenment], which is located in the Land of the Realized Ones [that is, India], lies the country known as the "Snowy Land."  In the "upper" part of this country are the three states we call Ngari; in the country's center are the four provinces of U-tsang, and in the "lower" part we find the three highlands of Dokam.
Je Tsongkapa took his birth in the very farthest reaches of the eastern part of the Land of Snow; that is, in the section of the three highlands of Dokam known as the "Highlands of Tsongka," so called because the Tsongka river flows through this area.
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Here is the third section, a presentation on the consequences of the various kinds of bad deeds.  We proceed in three parts, beginning with what are called the "ripened" consequences.

Now each one of the ten paths of karma can itself be divided into three kinds—lesser, medium, and greater—depending on the intensity of the three poisons.  The Main Stage of Levels states that, from the ten greater instances of killing and the rest, one is born into the hells.  It says that from medium instances of each of the ten you take birth as an insatiable spirit; and from the ten lesser instances, you are born as an animal.

The Sutra on the Ten Levels however states the consequences of two of the kinds of instances, the lesser and the medium, in reverse of this.

The "consistent" consequences are as follows.  Even if you do manage to escape the realms of misery and take birth as a human, the following respective results occur to you:

1) Your life is short.

2) You don't have enough to live on.

3) You have problems keeping your partner from others.

4) People don't believe what you say, even when you're telling the truth.

5) You lose friends easily.

6) You hear things as bad sounds.

7) No one listens to you.

8) Your personality is dominated by desire.

9) Your personality is dominated by anger.

10) Your personality is dominated by stupidity.

The Chapter on the True and the Sutra on the Ten Levels state that there are two such consequences for each of the ones given here; even if you do manage to take birth as a human,

1) Your life is short, and you get sick easily.

2) You don't have enough to live on, and what you do have is all just common property with others.

3) The people who work around you are "inconsistent," which here means unreliable, and you find yourself having a lot of competition for your partner.

4) No one believes what you say, even when you are speaking the truth, and others are always deceiving you.

5) The people around you are always fighting against one another, and have an undesirable character.

6) You hear many unpleasant things, and when others talk to you it always seems to you as if they want to start a fight.

7) No one respects what you say—no one thinks that what you say has any particular value, and you are afflicted with a lack of confidence.

8) Your personality is dominated by desire, and you are never satisfied with what you have.

9) You are always finding yourself without help, or never find the help you need; and you are always hurting others, or always being hurt by others.

10) You become a person who keeps harmful views, or a deceitful person.

Great lamas of the past have expressed the position that the "consistent" consequence is where, even if you do manage to take birth as a human, you enjoy killing things, and so on.  They say then that experiencing the various results just listed is a "ripened" consequence [the second rgyu mthun here is likely a text error for rnam smin; this is the corrected reading].

Next is what we call the "environmental" or "dominant" consequence.  Here for example the consequence of killing expresses itself in the outer world around you.  Food, drink, medicine, the crops in the fields, and other such things have very little power; they are always inferior; they have little nutrition or potency; they are hard to digest, and they cause disease in you.  Because of this the majority of the living beings around you die before reaching the end of a full life.

Because you have stolen, then the crops are few and far between; the crops have no power to remove hunger; they spoil; they never come up; dry spells stay on too long; it rains too much; the crops dry up, or die off.

Because you have done wrong sex, you live in a place where there is urine and feces all around, and mud and dirt and filth, and everything stinks, and everywhere seems unpleasant and distasteful.

Because you have lied, you live in a world where, when you undertake farming or some work in cooperation with other people, in the end the work fails to prosper, and the people can't work well together, and for the most part everyone is cheating one another, and is afraid, and where there are many things to be afraid of.

Because you have split people up with your talk, the very ground in the place you live is all uneven, covered with crags and gullies, full of highs and lows, so that you can travel only with difficulty, and where you are always afraid, and there are many things to be afraid of.

Because you have spoken harsh words, the ground where you live is covered with obstacles like the trunks of fallen trees, and thorns, and stones, and clods of dirt, and lots of sharp broken pieces of glass; it's rough, and dreary; no streams, or lakes, or springs of water; the whole earth is parched, poisoned with salt and borax, burning hot, useless, threatening; a place where there are many things to fear.

Because you have talked meaninglessly, fruits refuse to grow on the trees, or they start to grow at the wrong times, never at the right times, and seem ripe when they're still not ripe, or their roots are frail, or they can't stay long; there are no places to take your leisure, no parks, no glades, no pools of cool water, and many things around to make you afraid.

Because you have coveted what others have, then each and every good thing you ever manage to find starts to get worse, and less and less, never more, each one of them, with the passing of each of the four season, and in every month, and even day by day.

Because you have wished bad things on others, you live in a world of chaos, where diseases spread, and evil is everywhere, and plague, and conflict, and fear from the armies of other nations; where there are many lions or leopards or other dangerous animals; where there are everywhere venomous snakes or scorpions or poison biting worms; surrounded by harmful spirits, and thieves or muggers, and the like.

Because you have held wrong views, then you live in a world where the single highest source of happiness is steadily disappearing from the earth; a world where people think that things that are unclean and things that are suffering are actually nice, and happy; a world where there is no place to go, no one to help, nothing to protect you.
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JE TSONGKAPA

SONG OF MY SPIRITUAL LIFE
The Short Book on the Steps of the Path
Herein is contained the  

Brief Illumination of the Essence, 

a word-by-word commentary on the 

Short Book on the Steps of the Path.
I bow down to Sumatikirti.

I bow down to the sun, the teacher, the Lord of the Able, 

The one and only friend of all fortunate lotus flowers,

Whose holy activities rise with glory to benefit others

Pulled by the swift horse of His exalted bodhichitta!

With reverence I bow down at the feet of my holy Lama,

Who analyzes and excellently comments upon the profound meanings

Which other great minds find difficult to fathom. 

Such supremely good activities cause you to shine with fame!

I shall illuminate the true intent of the Short Steps of the Path,

That very quintessence of your excellent explanations 

Which combines in one, each and every crucial point

Of that known as the "steps of the path to enlightenment."

Here I am going to explain the Song of My Spiritual Life, also known as the Short Book on the Steps of the Path, composed by your and my Lama, the King of the Dharma, the great Tsongkapa.  My explanation will be in three divisions: first the preliminaries of the offering of praise and the other preparatory steps, then the meaning of the actual body of the text, and lastly some concluding details.

THE PRELIMINARIES

The preliminary division of my text has two parts of its own: the offering of praise, and an identification of that which is to be to be explained.  

Offering of Praise
I bow down to Guru Manjushri.
The offering of praise is in two sections.  First is the line "I bow down to Guru Manjushri," which appears in some editions of the text.  Its meaning is easy to understand.

Prostration to the Lord of the Able Ones
The second section of the offering of praise is contained in five points.  The first is an obeisance to the Lord of the Able Ones which is expressed in the first four lines of the root text which begins "To His exalted body born from perfect complete goodness and millions of virtues."

(1)

To His Exalted body 

born from perfect complete goodness 

and millions of virtues,

To His exalted speech 

which fulfills the hopes 

of infinite living beings,

To His exalted mind 

which sees each and every

knowable thing just as it is,

To the Prince of the Shakyas,

with my head

I bow down.
The general good qualities of the Buddha are the three of His knowledge, love, and power; and also those things which He has realized and those which He has abandoned.  However, if we were to restrict ourselves to the good qualities of His exalted body alone, it is His major and minor marks which set Him apart.  There are certain causes which produce these great qualities—they are born from millions of instances of goodness and virtue.  They are not produced by merely some isolated occasions of this goodness and virtue, but rather by their perfect completion, which is subsumed under the accumulations of merit and wisdom.

Here the word "million" does not necessarily refer specifically to the exact number one million, but is used rather to express a great quantity.  If you are interested in the exact kinds of causes which go into each major and minor mark, that is clarified in The String of Precious Jewels.  Such works as the Mother Sutras, as well as the Ornament of Realizations, go through their each and every cause individually.

The good quality of His exalted speech could be explained with regards to its nature, but let us here consider it from the point of view of its result.  The good quality or function of the speech of the One Thus Gone is acting to fulfill both the temporal and ultimate hopes of living beings who are infinite in number.  By what means does it fulfill their hopes?  It benefits them by teaching them those teachings which resolve the doubts at every juncture in their life, and by leading them toward the higher realms and definite good.

As for the nature of the particular good qualities of His exalted mind, it sees directly each and every knowable thing just as it is—all of them, the way they are, as many as they may be.

There is a way in which we may bow down to the Prince of the Shakya clan, to Shakyamuni, who possesses these exalted qualities of body, speech, and mind.  To Him, the able one of the Shakyas, we may bow down with the very highest of our limbs, making prostrations with our head.

Prostration to Loving One and Gentle Voice
The second point is contained within these lines of the root text:

(2)
I bow down 

to the Undefeatable, 

and to Gentle Voice,

Those supreme sons 

of our Teacher,

who is without rival.

Having taken on 

the load of all the 

Victorious One's activity,

They act by 

emanating themselves

In countless paradises.
Having taken on—that is, accepted—the load of all the activity of the Victorious One's exalted body, speech and mind, the Undefeatable Loving One and Gentle Voice are putting on a show.  Not only on this planet but in countless Buddha paradises they are acting out their parts by emanating themselves as bodhisattvas and other types of beings.  Je Tsongkapa bows down to those two dharma sons of our unrivaled Teacher, the two who are supreme among all bodhisattvas.  

The way in which they take on the load of His activity is as follows.  Both Loving One and Gentle Voice cause the holy teachings of the Able One in general, and more specifically, the lineage of widespread activities and the lineage of profound view to remain and flourish in the world.

Prostration to Nagarjuna and Asanga

The third point of the offering of praise is expressed in the following verse:

(3)

To those jewels 

of our Southern Continent 

who commented just as was meant 

Upon the Mother of the Victors 

which is so very

difficult to fathom.  

To those who are 

known throughout 

all of the three realms

To Nagarjuna and Asanga 

at their feet

I bow down.
Here the prostration is made in general to the highest form of speech—that of the Victorious Buddhas—and more particularly to the savior Nagarjuna and the realized being Asanga.  These two are here named to represent all of those who commented just as it was meant to be upon the true intent of those sutras which are so very difficult to fathom; that is, to grasp.  Here we are referring to the Mother of the Victors in all its three forms—extensive, middle length, and brief.  These two masters, who are known throughout all the three realms—below the earth, upon the earth, and above the earth— have become like the jewels of our Southern Continent.  The "I" referred to here in the text, the one who is bowing down at their feet, is the glorious Lobsang Drakpa.

Prostration to Atisha

These lines contain the fourth point of the offering of praise:

(4)
I bow down to the Maker of Light, 

the one who holds

the treasury of instructions 

Which contain without mistake, 

the totality of 

all the important points— 

Those of the path

of profound view, 

and those of widespread activity— 

Which came down to him 

so perfectly through the lineage  

of the two great innovators.
ADVANCE \d9[?]ADVANCE \u9Here Je Tsongkapa bows down to Atisha, the glorious Maker of Light.  He is the one who holds the treasury of instructions which contain in their entirety without mistake the totality of all the important points of the steps of the path of the teachings on profound view and widespread activity.  These instructions came down to him perfectly through the lineage which began with the two great innovators, Nagarjuna and Asanga.  By relying on the Lama Serlingpa, the Great Lord Atisha heard those teachings which came down through the lineage of Loving One and Asanga, and by relying on Vidyakokila he heard in their entirety the teachings from the lineage of Gentle Voice and Nagarjuna.  He then composed commentaries combining together these two great currents of teachings.

Prostration to all Spiritual Guides

The last point of the offering of praise in contained within this verse of the root text:

(5)

I bow down

with deep respect

to all Spiritual Guides. 

Inspired by their love 

they act with skillful means 

in order to make clear 

The supreme entry point 

for those fortunate ones 

who are travelling to freedom—

That eye which can see 

all the myriad forms 

of the Buddha's supreme speech. 
This very teaching on the steps of the path for people of the three capacities is like an eye with which you can see all the myriad forms of the Buddha's supreme speech, and not only certain parts of it.  It is also the supreme entry point and path which allows fortunate disciples to travel to freedom.  Here our Lord bows down to all the Spiritual Guides who inspired and driven by their exalted thoughts of love are acting with skillful means in order to make this teaching clear to their disciples.  He bows down not only in his words, but with deep thoughts of respect.
Some people explain that the words "that eye which can see" refer to the Spiritual Guide, but Je Tsongkapa's true intention was that the "eye" refer to the teaching on the steps itself.  This fact is made clear towards the ends of his Great Book on the Steps of the Path.
Identification of What is Going to be Explained

Now I shall identify that which is actually going to be explained in three sections: details of the lineage of the teaching, its special features, and its necessity.

Details of the Lineage

The details of the lineage are explained in this verse:

(6)

These steps of the path

to enlightenment 

progressively came down

Through an excellent lineage 

from both Nagarjuna, 

and Asanga—

Those jewels on the crowns 

of all the great masters 

of our world— 

Whose brilliance shines 

like a victory banner 

among living beings.
That which I shall explain is precisely those great books on the steps of the path to enlightenment which came down to us progressively thorough an excellent lineage beginning with both Nagarjuna and Asanga.  Of all the great masters who ever came to our world, they were like the jewels on the tips of their crowns.  In this land, among living beings, the fame of their knowledge was as brilliant and clear as the sun, shining in all directions like a banner of victory.  

Implicitly in these lines Je Tsongkapa pledges to compose his treatise.

Special Features of the Teaching
There are two points to the special features of this teachings: certain special metaphors and their meanings, and its actual special features.

The special metaphors and their meanings are set forth in this verse of the root text:

(7)

Because it fulfills every 

desire of the many 

kinds of people,

It's like a king among lords 


of the precious gems 

of instruction.

Because it combines all together

the river currents 

of thousands of fine scriptures,

It's like a great ocean 

of glorious and

excellent explanation.
There are special metaphors used to describe this teaching on the steps of the path to enlightenment, which was passed down to us in the lineage just described.  Because it fulfills every desire of the many kinds of people who seek freedom, it is like a king among the lords of all the precious gems of instruction—just like that special jewel which grants your every wish.  It can fulfill your wishes because if you practice its true meaning, you will achieve higher births and definite good.   

Because this teaching combines all together the river currents of the fine explanations found in the thousands of fine scriptures of the greater and lesser ways, it is like a great ocean of glorious—that is, perfect—and excellent explanation.  It brings them all together not by including each and every word of the scriptures, but rather by incorporating the meanings of all their subject matter.  The expression "thousands of scriptures" is used here to indicate a great number of scriptures, and does not necessarily refer to exactly one thousand scriptures.

The actual special features of the teachings are indicated here in the root text:

(8)

You'll realize that 

all the Buddha's teachings

totally lack inconsistency,

And His highest of speech 

will strike you as 

personal advice.

You will easily 

find the true intent 

of the Victorious Buddhas,

And be protected from

falling into the chasm 

of the great mistake.
This teachings possesses four special features, or you could say four great qualities.  The first is that if you rely on this teaching you will come to realize that all of the Buddha's teachings are totally lacking any inconsistency.  Of all the teachings spoken by the Victorious Buddhas, however many there may be, some of them teach the principal paths and others teach that which branches off from them.  Once you know this, you will come to understand that they are all either direct or indirect factors in reaching enlightenment.

You will not have the wrong view which considers the open and secret teachings of the Buddha—those highest of all words—and the classical commentaries which comment upon their true intent to be mere explanations.  You will not think that you have to look somewhere other than in the content of these books for something to use for your personal practice.  Rather you will come to see that the entire subject matter of the Buddha's supreme speech along with its classical commentaries is perfectly in keeping with the progressive structure through which you do your actual practice.  You will come to understand how it is that every step from taking yourself to a Spiritual Guide all the way up to the practices of developing quietude and special vision can be put into your personal practice, either through analytical meditation or through fixation meditation.

If you understand these points, then all of the high speech of the Buddha will strike you as personal advice.  This is the second of the great qualities.  Even though all of the teachings of the Buddha are the ultimate form of personal instruction, us spiritual beginners who haven't studied enough are unable to understand the true intent of the great scriptures on our own, nor are we able to bring them into our personal practice.  Therefore we need to rely on something like this teaching on the steps of the path to enlightenment, through which our Lamas give us their personal advice on the true meaning of these original works.  

This makes it easy for us to grasp the true intent of the Victorious Buddhas, and that is another great quality of the teaching on the steps.  Once you find this true intent, you will understand that every word the Buddha ever said contributes either directly or indirectly to our reaching enlightenment, and that there is not a single word He spoke which does not teach a method of achieving enlightenment.  

In the Buddha's teachings there can appear to be some slight inconsistencies, which are required due to the needs of particular disciples, and there are also distinctions between the higher and lower teachings.  But there is no difference between any of them from the point of view that they were all taught solely as methods for reaching enlightenment.  If you become certain of this, you will never commit the bad deed of rejecting Buddhist teachings, and will thus be protected from falling into the chasm of that great mistake.  This is the last of the four great qualities.  

Necessity of the Teaching

The necessity of the teaching has two points: first why it is proper to practice this teaching which has these great qualities, and then the benefits of having put it into practice.  These lines explain why it is proper to practice this teachings:

(9)

Therefore, 

many learned masters,

both Indian and Tibetan,

Those ones with virtue's seed,

took as the very basis 

of their personal practice

The supreme instructions

on the steps of the path

for people of three capacities.

Would they not then

steal away the heart

of any discerning person?


This tradition possesses the great qualities I explained above; for this reason, therefore, many learned Indian and Tibetan masters who had the necessary seeds of virtue took as the very basis of their personal practice the supreme instructions on the steps of the path for people of three capacities—those of lesser, medium and the greater capacities.  Would these instructions not then steal away the heart of any discerning person?  Of course they would.

The benefits of having put the teachings of the path to enlightenment into practice are explained here:

(10)

In but a single session

of imparting and learning

this system of teaching,

Which incorporates in brief

the very essence

of all the supreme speech,

You are certain to obtain

in one fell swoop

all the benefits

Of explaining and listening to

the entire teachings;

contemplate this fact.


The major scriptures describe a great number of benefits that occur when you explain or listen to any one teaching of the Buddha.  Suppose you were to devote but a single session, much less a number of sessions, to imparting and learning this system of teaching: the steps of the path.  Because it incorporates in brief the very essence of all the supreme speech belonging to both the greater and lesser ways, it is certain that you would then in one fell swoop obtain all the benefits of explaining and listening to all the Buddha's teachings in their entirety.  You should therefore contemplate this fact.  In a brief way then Je Tsongkapa is giving us personal advice about our practice.

The phrase "incorporates in brief" [du du in the Tibetan] refers to the fact that the teachings on the steps of the path incorporate [du] the vital points of the entire supreme speech of the Buddha, and do so in an abbreviated [du] way.
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****************

THE ACTUAL BODY OF THE TEXT

Those points concerning the offering of praise and so on are secondary parts of the text.  Here I am going to make my explanation with reference to the actual meaning of the text.  I shall do so in two parts: the way to practice the shared paths, and the way to practice the path which is not shared.


THE WAY TO PRACTICE THE SHARED PATHS

The discussion of the way to practice the shared paths is divided into two: the preliminary step followed by the main steps.

The Preliminary Step
The preliminary step is covered in these lines of the root text:

(11)

After having done this, see that

the very foundation

Of an excellent start for all the good

in this and your future lives

Is the holy Spiritual Guide

who teaches you the path.

Make efforts to rely on Him properly

in your thoughts and in your actions;

Please Him with the offering of

carrying out His every instruction.

And never give it up, not even

at the cost of your life.

I, the master meditator,

lived my life this way;

You, who seek for freedom,

must try to do the same.
First you must contemplate the points above, such as the great benefits that come from putting into practice all, or even just a part of, the steps of the path.  After having done this, says Je Tsongkapa, you should begin the actual practices which are to follow.  He uses these words to lead the reader into the actual steps of the path.

Having understood these benefits, you must then see that the holy Spiritual Guide who teaches you the path is the very foundation for getting you off to an excellent start for all the good in this and your future lives.  Realize that all this depends on how you serve your Lama, and then with fierce efforts rely on Him in your thoughts by stopping that state of mind which thinks it sees faults in Him, and by developing feelings of faith towards Him as much as you can.

Rely properly on your Lama in your actions by paying Him respect with your body, praising Him with your words, and so forth.  Undertake whatever you can to please your Lama in every possible way, and never undertake anything which would displease Him.  Accomplish whatever He or She tells you to do.

Understanding this, you must please your Lama with the offering of carrying out His every instruction.  You can never give this up even at the cost of you life, so what need is there to say anything about mere small incidents?

After these instructions come a special refrain, beginning with the words "I, the master meditator..."  These are the actual lines as Je Tsongkapa first wrote them.  Later on they were changed by someone else, and in modern prayer books we see the following:

The venerable Lamas of the past

lived their lives this way;

I, too, seeking freedom

will try to do the same.

The meaning of the refrain is easy to understand.  When it appears later on in the text, refer back to what I have said here.

If you want to know the defining qualities of a Lama, the way in which you should rely on Him or Her, and other such details, you can learn them in the books on the steps of the path, and other such works.

The Main Steps
The section on the main steps has two points: an urging to take the essence of your leisure and fortune, and the way to take that essence.

An Urging to Take the Essence of This Life
The urging is expressed in these lines of the root text:

(12a)



This body of leisure is more valuable than

a jewel which grants every wish;

And now is the only time that you

have found such a life as this.
Having the eight leisures and the ten fortunes is essential to practicing the Buddhist teachings.  Therefore, this very special body and life of leisure which you now have is even more valuable then a precious jewel which grants every wish.  It is not something which you were able to find over and over again in the past.  Now is the only time you have been able to find a life such as this one.  These lines do not only indicate how meaningful it is to have found such a life, but also how difficult it is to find.

How is this life more valuable than a wish-fulfilling jewel?  From such a jewel you can get the things you need and the things you want, but these benefits are only the temporal objects you may wish for in this life.  It has been stated by the Buddha that if you use your body and mind properly, not only can you reach the higher births, you can also achieve definite good—freedom and the state of all-knowing.  Therefore, this life is more valuable.

Suppose you do happen to find a body and mind with these leisures and fortunes, so difficult to attain and, once attained, so meaningful.  You should not spend them meaninglessly.  Make a firm pledge to yourself that you will practice the Buddhist teachings to the very best of your ability.

The Way to Take the Essence of This Life
The way to take the essence of this life has two sub-sections: how the teachings are organized into sections of the path, and the way of actually practicing them.

However many mountains of teachings were spoken by the Conquering Buddhas, all of them were meant to benefit living beings.  If we look at them from the point of view of higher births and definite good, those teachings spoken by the Buddha which mainly address higher births belong to that group of teachings called either the actual path for people of lesser capacity, or the path shared with them.  Those teachings which deal principally with freedom, one of the two parts of definite good, belong to the group of the teachings called either the actual path for people of medium capacity, or those sections of the path which are shared with them.  Everything ever spoken by the Buddha which addresses how to achieve the state of all-knowing is included in the group of teachings for people of greater capacity.

In this tradition we lead students along those parts of the path shared with people of lesser and medium capacity which are necessary accessories to the path of those of greater capacity.  We do not however lead them along the actual paths of people of lesser and medium capacity.  This is because what we call the actual path for people of lesser capacity consists of the state of mind where one aspires only for the higher births, and what we call the actual path for people of medium capacity consists of the state of mind where one aspires for freedom solely for one's own benefit.  And so if we were to lead our students along these paths, there would come the problem that we would be leading them into a grave point of error in the path for people of greater capacity.

Someone may then ask, what the difference is between these two actual paths (for people of lesser and medium capacity) and those which are shared with them.  The path shared with people of lesser capacity consists of the state of mind in which one aspires to reach the higher births by means of giving up bad deeds and accomplishing good ones.  The path shared with those of medium capacity consists of the state of mind in which one aspires to reach freedom by developing the true desire to be free from the entire cycle of suffering.  These two attitudes are also present in the mental continua of bodhisattvas, and they must put them into practice.

Someone might then make the following objection.  Suppose those two paths for people of lesser and greater capacity really are grave points of error for people of greater capacity.  In that case, they would have to be an obstacle toward, or even in contradiction with, the path of the greater way.  And then they could never constitute a method for reaching enlightenment.

But the objection is unfounded.  Those two paths do constitute a grave error in the path for people of greater capacity; they prevent these people from reaching enlightenment quickly.  From this point of view then, these two paths are not a method for reaching enlightenment, but it's no contradiction at all to say that they constitute a method for reaching enlightenment, in the sense that they act to gradually ripen the mental continua of listeners and "self-made" buddhas.  The point about being a grave error refers primarily to details such as the state of mind where one aspires to reach a state of blissful peace for oneself alone.

The way to practice taking the essence of this life will be explained in three divisions: the path shared with people of lesser capacity, the path shared with people of medium capacity, and the actual path for people of greater capacity.


THE PATH SHARED WITH PEOPLE OF LESSER CAPACITY

The path shared with people of lesser capacity has two parts of its own: developing the state of mind in which you look ahead to your future lives, and how to make use of those methods which can bring you happiness in your future lives.

Developing the State of Mind Which Looks Ahead to Future Lives
Developing the state of mind which looks ahead to your future lives has two sections: the contemplation on your impermanence— the fact that you have to die, and the contemplation on the sufferings of the lower realms.

The Contemplation on Your Impermanence
The contemplation on your impermanence—the fact that you must die—is found in the following lines of the root text:

(12b)

It's difficult to find, and easily destroyed

like lightning in the sky.

Think this over carefully,

and come to realize:

All the activities of the world

are chaff blown in the wind.

To take the essence of this life,

you must strive night and day.
I, the master meditator,

lived my life this way;

You, who seek for freedom,

must try to do the same.
The difficulty of finding this life can be expressed from the point of view of its causes, its very nature, and certain metaphors.  And because the things which can kill you are so many, this life is easily destroyed.  Carefully think over the example of how quickly a flash of lightning disappears from the sky, and how your life is just like that.  All the activities of the world—such as defeating your enemies and protecting your friends—are devoid of any real essence.  Rather they are like the chaff or husk of grain blown in the wind.  Realizing that these activities are meaningless, you must then strive night and day to take the essence of this life.
The Contemplation on the Sufferings of the Lower Realms
The contemplation on the suffering of the lower realms is expressed in the next line of the root text:

(13a)

There is no guarantee that after you die

  

 you won't be born in the lower realms.
Not only is it true that you are impermanent and must die, but after you die you must take birth exactly where your white and black deeds throw you.  Good deeds throw you into the higher realms and bring you experiences of happiness, whereas bad deeds throw you into the lower realms and bring you experiences of suffering.

As you haven't been able to accumulate many causes to be born in the higher realms, but have rather collected many causes to be born in the lower realms, there is no guarantee that in your next life you will not born in the hells or the other lower realms.  Not only is there no guarantee that you will not be born there, in all likelihood you will be born there.  Contemplate again and again the sufferings of the lower realms, and try to develop a very strong desire to be free from them.

Methods for Achieving Happiness in your Future Lives
The explanation of the methods for achieving happiness in your future lives has three sections: the teachings on going for refuge, along with certain advices concerning this practice; a description of the need to act properly with regard to what you should and should not be doing relative to the two kinds of deeds; and an explanation of the foundation for achieving the state of all-knowing.

Going for Refuge, and the Advices for this Practice
The next part of the root text concerns going for refuge and its advices:

(13b)

And it is precisely the Three Jewels

which protect you from these fears;

For that reason, taking refuge should be

something very firm,

And you should never allow the advices

concerning it to be broken.

Thus by the power of your past deeds will you fall into the lower realms.  The refuge which can protect you from these fears of the lower realms is precisely the Three Jewels.  It is said in scripture that:

The refuge for those who desire freedom

Is the Buddha, the Dharma, and Community.

The point of this quotation is that you must go for refuge, through understanding the different characteristics and good qualities of each one of the Three Jewels.  The way to go for refuge is first of all to develop the state of mind which believes that the Three Jewels possess the ability to protect you from the sufferings of the lower realms and the cycle of suffering.  And then, from the bottom of your heart, you must put all of your faith in them.  Once you have understood that these three do have the power to protect you from your fears, you should take yourself to them for refuge, in order to gain this protection.  Taking refuge should be something very firm in your mind.  As for the common and unique advices which concern going for refuge as they are explained in the Steps of the Paths and other books, you must be careful that you never allow them to be broken.
What to Take Up and What to Give Up

The need to act properly with regard to what you should and shouldn't be doing relative to the two kinds of deeds is expressed in these lines:

(13c)
Contemplate well upon white and black

deeds and their results,

Since this depends on acting properly,

towards what to do and not.

I, the master meditator,

lived my life this way;

You, who seek for freedom,

must try to do the same.
Generally speaking there are three kinds of faith: faith in the form of admiration, faith in the form of belief, and faith in the form of hoping for something.  Here we are principally concerned with faith in the form of belief.  If you carry out your practice of the laws of cause and effect with a mistaken idea about what you should and should not do, then you won't get the protection of the Three Jewels.  Contemplate well upon the workings of deeds and their results, both white and black—meaning virtuous and non-virtuous.  Take up the practice of virtuous deeds and their consequences, and give up non-virtuous deeds and their consequences.

You must do so since this achieving protection successfully depends on acting properly.  To put it briefly, you must first find belief in the statements of the Buddha where He described the workings of deeds and their consequences relating to virtue, non-virtue and so on.  With this then you should carry out the practice of taking up what is right, and giving up what is not.

The rest of the lines here, the ones that relate to the "venerable Lamas," are easily understood.

The Foundation for Achieving the State of All-Knowing
The explanation of the foundation for achieving the state of all-knowing has two points: the actual explanation, followed by notes on how to use the four forces.

The actual explanation is found in these lines of the root text:

(14a)

A life should possess all the features needed

to reach the supreme path;

And until you find such a body and mind

you won't make leap and bounds.

Go then and learn all the causes which

prevent them from being incomplete.
In order specifically to reach the supreme path—that is, the state of all-knowing—you should have a life which possesses all the necessary features: qualities such as those eight factors which ripen from your past deeds.  These eight include a long life, an attractive physical form, and so on.  Until you can find such a body and mind you may try to practice the path, but you will not be able to make any leaps and bounds in your practice.

In order to get the kind of body and mind which has all those necessary characteristics, you have to learn how to bring about the causes which would prevent them from being incomplete.  These causes are protecting others' lives and making offerings of light at altars, among many others.

At this point you may be doing whatever you can to follow the rules of deeds and their consequences, but because of carelessness or an attack of bad thoughts you may make slip up.  The way of practicing the four forces is thus covered next in the root text:

(14b)

Polluted by downfalls and the stench of bad deeds

committed through all three doors,

It's crucial to purify yourself, especially of 

the obstacles these deeds create.

You must then with great reverence depend

on the four forces, continually.

I, the master meditator,

lived my life this way;

You, who seek for freedom,

must try to do the same.
In general people like you and me are full of mental afflictions and the bad deeds which we have committed through all the three doors through which we express ourselves: our body, speech, and mind.  More specifically, we are polluted by the stench of both those bad deeds which are wrong by their own nature, and the downfalls or cases where we have transgressed the rules established by the Buddha.  It is crucial that you purify yourself of the two different kinds of obstacles: those created by your bad deeds, those of your bad thoughts.

This is especially true of the obstacles that bad deeds create.  You must depend upon all four of the forces involving confession and restraint, continually, in order to achieve this purification.  These four are the force of the basis, the force of destruction, the force of turning away, and the force of the antidote.  You should follow these four with great reverence.
The wording of the line about being "polluted" as it appears here follows a great number of versions of the text, and you should read it this way.  Some liturgical works include a different particle of grammar which would make it sound like "purifying through the pollution."

You can find more details about each of the four forces, and the way in you should do your confessions, by referring to other relevant texts.  The refrain here is the same as before.
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The following reading consists of the third major section of the Song of My Spiritual Life (Nyam mgur) of Je Tsongkapa (1357-1419).  This text is also known as The Short Book on the Steps of the Path (Lam-rim bsdus-don).  Accompanying the verses of Je Tsongkapa's root text is a commentary called Illumination of the Essence (Snying-po mdor-bsdus gsal-ba), composed by Choney Lama Drakpa Shedrup (1675-1748).


****************


The Path Shared with People of Medium Capacity
The method for putting into practice the steps of the path shared with people of medium capacity has two parts: the reasons why it is necessary to contemplate what's wrong with the truth of suffering and the truth of the source of suffering; and then the actual contempla​tion. 

Why You Must Contemplate

What's Wrong with the First Two Truths
The reasons why it is necessary to contemplate what's wrong with the truths of suffering and its source are indicated in the following verse of the root text:

(15a)

If you don't make efforts to contemplate 

what's wrong with the truth of suffering,

You won't be able to develop as your should

the aspiration to be free.

And if you don't think of how the truth of the source

throws you into the cycle of life,

Then you won't understand the way to cut

the cycle of suffering from its root.
From the very beginning, those who wish to free themselves from cyclic existence must contemplate what's wrong with the truth of suffering and the truth of the source of suffering.  The truth of suffering includes both the general sufferings of the three lower realms and the higher realms, as well as the specific sufferings of birth, old age, aging, sickness, death, and so on.
If you don't make great efforts to contemplate what's wrong with this cycle of suffering, then you will not get any great wish to be free from suffering, and you will not be able to develop the state of mind in which you aspire toward freedom in the way that you should.

You must understand the details of the nature of desire and the other (mental afflictions), and how they develop, because if you don't think about how the truth of the source of suffering acts to throw you into the cycle of life, then you won't understand how to cut the very root of the cycle of suffering.  It would be like shooting an arrow at a target you can't see.

The Actual Contemplation
The actual contemplation on the problems of the first two truths has two parts: the contemplation on the truth of suffering—the problems of the cycle of life, and the contemplation on the truth of the source of suffering—how it is that we are thrown into this cycle of life.

The Contemplation on the Truth of Suffering

These lines of the root text indicate the contemplation of the truth of suffering: 

(15b)

With a solid disgust for this existence

that definitely wants to get out,
Look at all of the suffering in this circle of life; look at birth, aging, sickness and death, at grief and crying out in pain, at our mental unhappiness, at the heat and the cold, all the fighting, and on and on.  Then with a fierce and solid disgust for this existence that definitely wants to get out of the cycle of suffering you must try to understand the cause which creates this suffering, as it will be explained later in the text.

The Contemplation on the Truth of the Source
The contemplation on the truth of the source of suffering is expressed here in the root text:

(15c)
Finding out about this suffering cycle 

should be treated with great concern.

I, the master meditator, 

put this into practice; 

You, who seek for freedom, must 

try to practice this way.
Finding out about what chains you to this suffering cycle should be treated as something extremely important and with great concern.  You are chained by both your deeds and your bad thoughts.  If we were to divide these out into all of their different forms, there would be a great many of them.  To state it in a nutshell, the mental afflic​tions in the mindstream of a common person—that is, desire, anger, pride, ignorance, bad forms of doubt, jealousy, and so on—are all the truth of the source of suffering in the form of mental afflic​tions, and the deeds which are motivated by them—both virtu​ous and non-virtuous—are the truth of the source of suffering in the form of deeds.  

It is mainly because of our igno​rance that we collect these deeds, and it is because of the deeds themselves that we are thrown into the cycle of life.  We must gain a good under​standing of all the steps in the twelve links of dependent origina​tion, through which this process takes place.

To put it briefly, you must rely on the personal instructions of a spiri​tual guide, and thus come to realize how it is that your deeds and your bad thoughts make you circle around in this cycle of life.  Then you will understand the truth of the source—the process through which you are thrown into cyclic life.

The way to cut the very root of this cycle is with the wisdom which perceives the lack of a "self."  You use this wisdom to invalidate the object in which ignorance believes, and by the time you familiarize yourself with this process fully you are able to eliminate this ignorance, and thus cut the root of the cycle of suffering.  When ignorance is eliminated, all the other mental afflictions are by the way removed themselves.

If between the pair of the truth of suffering and the truth of the source of suffering you are able to eliminate the truth of the source, then you will also be able to remove the truth of the source of suffering; if you cut the root of the plant, for example, the plant itself dies.

Although this is the ultimate intent of the great scriptures, us spiritual begin​ners nowadays are unable to eliminate our mental afflictions from their root.  It is therefore a very crucial point that we eliminate that part of the source of suffering which is com​posed of our bad deeds and downfalls by using the method of purification which involves the four forces.

Most especially we have to exert ourselves in the three trainings of morality, [concentra​tion, and wisdom.]  The principal element involved in the training of morality is the state of mind which wants to give up per​forming the ten bad deeds.  The principal element in the training of concen​tration is the high meditative state called qui​etude, however it is not the only element in​volved.  The mental ability to place your mind one-pointedly for any length of time you desire on some kind of pure or virtuous object is also included into the training of concentration.

The main element in the training of wisdom is what we call "special vision," although it is not the only thing involved.  Also includ​ed in the training of wisdom is the intelligence which is able to examine, in a thorough way, the correct reasonings which examine any of the varying levels of the lack of "self", as well as the kinds of wisdom which examine the meanings of any Bud​dhist texts or teachings.


The Actual Path for People Of Greater Capacity
The method for putting into practice the steps of the path for people of greater capacity has two parts: developing the wish for enlightenment which is the basis for bodhisattva activities, and then training yourself in the activities themselves.


THE WISH FOR ENLIGHTENMENT

The explanation of the with for enlightenment, the basis of a bodhisattva's activities, includes two sections.


Special Features or Benefits of the Wish for Enlightenment
First I will explain the special features, or benefits of the wish for enlightenment, as expressed in the following lines of the root text:

(16a)

The wish for enlightenment is the central beam

which holds up the supreme way's path;

It's also the foundation and the basis

of a bodhisattva's mighty activity.

It is like the elixir of an alchemist

for both of the two great masses,

And a treasury of merit containing the collections

of a myriad number of virtues.
The wish for enlightenment as it is found in the greater way is like the central beam which holds up the path of the supreme way.  It is the foundation and basis which allows the mighty bodhisattva activities of giving, and the rest of the six perfections, and other such activities to come into being, to remain, and likewise to increase.

Like an alchemical elixir that acts to transform a piece of ordinary iron into gold, this wish transforms both of the two great masses of merit and wisdom into total enlightenment.  It is also a great treasury which contains many great collections of a myriad number of virtues.

In his text, Je Tsongkapa not only indicates the reasons why we must develop the wish for enlightenment, but with the words "foundation and basis" he also shows us that this wish for enlightenment as it is found in the greater way is the very door for entering the path of the greater way.

� These five types are explained as follows:  A "neuter from birth" is someone who from birth was from birth neither a man nor a woman.  A "half�month neuter" is someone who turns into a woman for half the month, and into a man for the other half of the month.  A "contact neuter" is someone whose sexual organ comes out only when embraced by another.  A "jealousy neuter" is someone whose sexual organ comes out only when seeing others in sexual contact, or by seeing another’s sexual organ and being jealous of it.  A "neuter by castration" is someone who has lost their sexual organ because of illness, or because it was cut off.





�  These five types of "female" neuters are explained as follows.  An "hermaphroditic neuter" is a predominately female hermaphrodite with both male and female sexual organs.  A "neuter by connection" is a woman suffering from a disease where the sexual organ and anus are interconnected.  A "neuter who is always menstruating" refers to a woman who is constantly menstruating.  A "neuter who never menstruates" is a woman who is not menstruating at all.  An "infertile neuter" is a woman who has the female sexual organ but not the female sexual energy.





�	Don’t walk down the street by yourself,	


Don’t swim to the other side of a river,


Do not make contact with a man,


And do not sit with one.





Do not undertake to make a match,


Nor try to conceal the improper deeds:


With these give up the primary six.


Don't keep any money or similar thing,





Don't shave your pubic hair,


Nor eat anything not given to you,


Or else a thing stored up, don't do


Live plants, nor discard the unclean,





Nor finally dig the ground:


With these give up the ancillary six.


�	1) Don’t walk down the street by yourself; that is, without a proper companion.





2) Don’t remove your clothes and swim so that you can reach to the other side of a large river that you're trying to cross.





3) Do not make physical contact with a man.





4) Do not sit on the same seat with a man. 





5) Do not undertake to make a match, where a man and a woman would become intimate with each other.





6) Do not try to conceal the improper deeds, meaning wrong deeds, of your sisters.


�	1) Don't keep—that is, keep in your possession—any money or similar thing.





2) Do not shave your pubic hair.





3) Do not eat anything that was not given to you.





4) Do not eat something that has been stored up.





5) Don't do any cutting of live plants, or discard the unclean.





6) Do not dig up the ground.


�	1) Eight different defeats, beginning with engaging in sexual activity;


2) Twenty remainders, beginning with matchmaking;


3) Thirty-three downfalls of release, beginning with the act of retaining;


4) A hundred and eighty simple downfalls, beginning with lying;


5) Eleven deeds for individual confession, beginning with taking milk from another home and drinking it; and


6) A hundred and twelve offenses, beginning with failing to wear a circular skirt.


�


1) Four different defeats, beginning with engaging in sexual activity;


2) Thirteen remainders, beginning with releasing one's sperm;


3) Thirty downfalls of release, beginning with the act of retaining;


4) Ninety different simple downfalls, beginning with lying;


5) Four deeds for individual confession, beginning with accepting food from a full nun on a town road; and


6) A hundred and twelve offenses, beginning with failing to wear a circular skirt.
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