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Chapter 2 Features of the Lam-Rim Teachings 
Atisha’s Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment

In terms of the lineage of the teachings of the two texts we will be follow-

ing here, I first received the transmission of Lama Tsong Khapa’s text, Lines 
of Experience, from Tathag Rinpoche at a very early age, and later from my 
most venerable tutors, the late Kyabje Ling Rinpoche, who was the master 
for my full ordination as a monk, and the late Kyabje Trijang Rinpoche.


The transmission of Atisha’s text, A Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, 
was hard to find at one point, but I received it from my late teacher, Rigzin 
Tenpa, who may have received the lineage from Khangsar Dorje Chang. 
Later I received a teaching on it from the late Serkong Tsenshab Rinpoche, 
who gave the transmission in conjunction with Panchen Losang Chögyen’s 
commentary, which he was able to present almost exclusively by heart.

Lamp for the Path: Verse 1


Homage to the bodhisattva, the youthful Manjushri.

I pay homage with great respect

To the conquerors of the three times,

To their teaching and to those who aspire to virtue.

Urged by the good disciple Jangchub Ö, 

I shall illuminate the lamp

For the path to enlightenment.


The line, “Homage to the bodhisattva, the youthful Manjushri,” is a saluta-
tion written by the translator who originally translated this text from Sanskrit 
into Tibetan. At the end of the first verse, the author states his intention for 
composing this text.


A Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment was composed in Tibet by the Indi-
an master, Atisha Dipamkara Shrijnana. During the reign of the Ngari kings 
Lhalama Yeshe Ö and his nephew Jangchub Ö, tremendous efforts were 
made to invite Atisha from India to Tibet. As a result of these efforts, Lhala-
ma Yeshe Ö was imprisoned by a neighbouring anti-Buddhist king and ac-
tually lost his life, but Jangchub Ö persevered and was finally successful. 
When Atisha arrived in Tibet, Jangchub Ö requested him to give a teaching 
that would be beneficial to the entire Tibetan population. In response, there-
fore, Atisha wrote A Lamp for the Path, which makes it a unique text, be-
cause although it was written by an Indian master, it was composed in Tibet 
specifically for Tibetans.

2.1 The Meaning of the Title 

The title, A Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment has profound meaning. 
The Tibetan term for enlightenment is jang-chub, the two syllables of which 
refer to the two aspects of the Buddha’s enlightened qualities. Jang con-
notes the enlightened quality of having overcome all obstructions, negativi-
ties and limitations. Chub literally means “embodiment of all knowledge” 
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and connotes the quality of Buddha’s realisation and wisdom. Therefore, 
jang-chub means the Buddha’s enlightened quality of having abandoned 
and overcome all negativities and limitations (purity) combined with the per-
fection of all knowledge (realisation). Jang-chub chen-po, “great enlighten-
ment,” is an epithet for the Buddha’s enlightened state. The title, A Lamp for 
the Path to Enlightenment, suggests that this text presents the method, or 
process, by which we can actualise this state of enlightenment.


When we speak about enlightenment and the path leading to it, we are 
naturally speaking about a quality, or state, of mind. In the final analysis, en-
lightenment is nothing other than a perfected state of mind. Enlightenment 
should not be understood as some kind of physical location or rank or sta-
tus that is conferred upon us. It is the state of mind where all negativities 
and limitations have been purified, and all potentials of positive qualities ful-
ly perfected and realised.


Since the ultimate objective is a state of mind, the methods and paths by 
which it is attained must also be states of mind. Enlightenment cannot be 
attained by external means, only through an internal process. As we devel-
op and improve our states of mind, our knowledge, wisdom and realisation 
gradually increase, culminating in our attainment of enlightenment.


The metaphor of the lamp is used because just as a lamp dispels dark-
ness, the teachings in this text dispel the darkness of misunderstanding 
with respect to the path to enlightenment. Just as a lamp illuminates what-
ever objects lie in its sphere, this text shines a light on all the various ele-
ments and subtle points of the path leading to full enlightenment.

2.2 The Objects of Salutation 

The objects of salutation in this verse—the “conquerors of the three 
times”—are the Three Jewels of Refuge. It is important to pay homage to 
the Buddha not as just some noble object but in terms of the meaning of 
jang-chub. The Sanskrit term for jang-chub is bodhi, which conveys a sense 
of awakening—a state where all knowledge and realisation have been per-
fected. Therefore, when explaining the meaning of awakening, or enlight-
enment, we can speak about both the process by which this awakening 
takes place and the state to which awakening brings us; in other words, the 
means and the fruition.


When we understand enlightenment as a resultant state, we are primarily 
referring to the enlightened quality of purity—the perfected state where all 
negativities and limitations have been purified. There is another aspect to 
this purity, which is the primordially pure nature of the enlightened state. 
The reason why enlightenment is a perfected state where all obscurations 
have been purified is because natural purity is its fundamental basis.


When we understand enlightenment as a process, or instrument, by 
which awakening is experienced, we are referring to the Buddha’s enlight-
ened quality of wisdom. This is the dharmakaya, the buddha-body of reality, 
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the “wisdom body,” or “wisdom embodiment,” of the Buddha, and it is this 
wisdom that brings about the perfection and purification.


Thus we can understand the significance of the explanations of the differ-
ent types of nirvana in the scriptures. For example, we speak of “natural nir-
vana,” “nirvana with residue,” “nirvana without residue,” and “non-abiding 
nirvana.” Natural nirvana refers to the fundamentally pure nature of reality, 
where all things and events are devoid of any inherent, intrinsic or indepen-
dent reality. This is the fundamental ground. It is our misconception of this 
fundamental reality that gives rise to all the delusions and their derivative 
thoughts and emotions.


No matter how powerful the false perceptions of reality may be at any 
given time, if we subject them to scrutiny we will find that they have no 
grounding in reason or experience. On the other hand, the more we culti-
vate the correct understanding of emptiness as the nature of reality (and re-
late this understanding to actual reality), the more we will be able to affirm 
and develop it, because it is a correct way of perceiving the world. Flawed 
perceptions lack grounding, experience and reasoning, whereas grounding, 
experience and reasoning support the understanding of emptiness. Thus we 
will come to understand that this highest antidote—the wisdom of empti-
ness—can be developed and enhanced to its fullest potential. This is the 
understanding of natural nirvana, which makes possible the attainment of 
the other nirvanas.


What is this natural nirvana that serves as the basis for attaining such pu-
rity and perfection? On what grounds do we know that such an ultimate na-
ture of reality exists? We can answer these questions from everyday experi-
ence. We are all aware of the fundamental fact that there is often a gap be-
tween the way we perceive things and the way things really are. This dispar-
ity between our perception of reality and the actual state of affairs leads to 
all kinds of problems and confusion. However, we also know that our per-
ception sometimes does correspond to reality accurately.


If we go further, we will see that there are two levels of reality. At one lev-
el—that of conventional, or relative, reality—worldly conventions operate 
and our perception and understanding of things and events is based purely 
upon the way that things appear to us. However, when we question the ul-
timate status of things and events and the way that they really exist, we en-
ter another realm, or level—that of ultimate reality. 
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2.3 The Two Truths  2

Buddhism discusses what are known as the two truths—the truths of 
conventional and ultimate reality. The concept of two levels of reality is 
not unique to Buddhism. It is a common epistemological approach in many 
of the ancient Indian schools. However, what is unique in Mahayana, partic-
ularly in the Madhyamaka, or Middle Way, School, is that conventional and 
ultimate truths are not seen as two unrelated, independent entities but as 
different perspectives of one and the same world.


According to the Middle Way School of Buddhism, the ultimate truth, or 
the ultimate nature of reality, is the emptiness of all things and events. In try-
ing to understand the meaning of this emptiness, we can turn to the teach-
ings of the Indian master, Nagarjuna, who brought together all the various 
understandings of emptiness into the single statement that emptiness must 
be understood in terms of dependent origination.


When we talk about emptiness, what we are negating or denying is the 
possibility of things or events having inherent existence. That is, all things 
and events come into being purely as a result of the gathering of causes 
and conditions, regardless of how complex the nexus of these causes and 
conditions may be. It is within this nexus of causes and conditions that we 

 The doctrine of the "two truths" refers to the understanding of reality in two distinct but interrelated ways: conventional truth 2

and ultimate truth. This concept is essential for comprehending the nature of existence and the path to enlightenment. Here is 
a detailed explanation of these two truths:

Conventional Truth (Samvriti-Satya) 
Conventional truth pertains to the everyday, relative reality that people experience and communicate in their daily lives. This 
includes:


1. Common-Sense Reality: The way things appear to us in ordinary perception, such as objects, people, and events.

2. Language and Concepts: The use of language and concepts to describe and navigate the world. These descriptions 

are practical and functional but do not capture the ultimate nature of reality.

3. Dependent Origination: Phenomena are understood to exist in a dependent and relational manner. Everything arises 

due to causes and conditions (pratītyasamutpāda).

Examples: 

• A chair is recognised as a chair in conventional terms. We use it, talk about it, and interact with it based on common un-
derstanding.


• Social conventions, such as laws, traditions, and roles, are part of conventional reality.

Ultimate Truth (Paramartha-Satya) 
Ultimate truth refers to the true nature of reality as understood through direct insight and wisdom, transcending conventional 
appearances. It involves:


1. Emptiness (Shunyata): The realisation that all phenomena are empty of intrinsic, independent existence. They lack 
inherent self-nature and are instead interdependent and impermanent.


2. Non-Duality: Ultimate truth transcends dualistic distinctions such as subject and object, self and other.

3. Insight into Reality: Ultimate truth is realised through deep meditative insight and the direct experience of the nature 

of mind and phenomena.

Examples: 

• Seeing the chair as an aggregation of parts without inherent existence. It is recognised as a temporary assembly of ele-
ments dependent on various conditions.


• Understanding that concepts and labels are mere constructs and do not represent the ultimate nature of reality.

Relationship Between the Two Truths 
The two truths are not separate realities but different perspectives on the same reality. They are interrelated in the following 
ways:


1. Dependent Arising: Conventional phenomena are dependently arisen, and their ultimate nature is emptiness. Under-
standing one truth helps to understand the other.


2. Skilful Means and Wisdom: Conventional truth involves skilful means (upaya), which are necessary for navigating the 
world and practicing the path. Ultimate truth involves wisdom (prajna), which leads to liberation.


Understanding the two truths helps practitioners navigate the path to enlightenment, balancing practical engagement with the 
world and profound insight into its ultimate nature. This dual perspective is crucial for developing a complete and liberating 
understanding of reality.
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can understand the complexity and multiplicity of the world of experience.

There is great diversity in the everyday world of experience, including our 

own immediately relevant experiences of pain and pleasure. Even pain and 
pleasure are not independently existent real experiences; they also come 
into being as a result of causes or conditions. No thing or event possesses 
the reality of independence and is, therefore, thoroughly contingent, or de-
pendent. The very existence of all phenomena depends upon other factors. 
It is this absence of independent status that is the meaning behind 
terms such as “emptiness” and “the emptiness of inherent existence.”

2.4 The Four Noble Truths  3

If we examine the nature of reality more deeply, we will find that within this 
complex world, there are things and events that have a certain degree of 
permanence, at least from the point of view of their continuum. Examples of 
this include the continuity of consciousness and the mind’s essential nature 

 The Four Noble Truths form the foundation of Buddhist teaching and provide a framework for understanding the nature of 3

suffering and the path to liberation.

1. The Truth of Suffering (Dukkha) 
Dukkha is often translated as "suffering," but it encompasses a broad range of meanings, including unsatisfactoriness, imper-
fection, and discomfort.

Aspects of Suffering: 

• Ordinary Suffering (Dukkha-dukkha): This includes physical pain, illness, aging, and death.

• Suffering Due to Change (Viparinama-dukkha): The suffering that arises from the impermanence of pleasant experi-

ences. Even happy moments are tinged with suffering because they are fleeting.

• All-Pervasive Suffering (Samkhara-dukkha): This is the subtle dissatisfaction inherent in existence due to the condi-

tioned nature of all phenomena.

2. The Truth of the Cause of Suffering (Samudaya) 
The second noble truth identifies the cause of suffering as craving (tanha) or attachment. This craving manifests in vari-
ous forms:


• Craving for Sensual Pleasures (Kama-tanha): The desire for pleasant sensory experiences.

• Craving for Existence (Bhava-tanha): The desire for continued existence, becoming, or being.

• Craving for Non-Existence (Vibhava-tanha): The desire for non-existence or self-annihilation.


Root Causes: 
• Ignorance (Avidya): Misunderstanding the nature of reality, particularly the concepts of impermanence (anicca), non-self 

(anatta), and suffering (dukkha).

• Attachment and Aversion: Holding on to pleasurable experiences and rejecting unpleasant ones perpetuate the cycle 

of suffering.

3. The Truth of the Cessation of Suffering (Nirodha) 
The third noble truth states that it is possible to end suffering by eliminating its causes. This cessation is known as Nir-
vana (Nibbana), which is the ultimate goal of Buddhist practice.

Characteristics of Nirvana: 

• Cessation of Craving: Letting go of all forms of craving and attachment.

• End of the Cycle of Rebirth: Liberation from the cycle of samsara, the cycle of birth, death, and rebirth.

• Ultimate Peace and Happiness: Nirvana is described as a state of perfect peace, beyond all forms of suffering.


4. The Truth of the Path to the Cessation of Suffering (Magga) 
The fourth noble truth outlines the path leading to the cessation of suffering, known as the Noble Eightfold Path. This 
path is divided into three main categories: wisdom, ethical conduct, and mental discipline.

The Noble Eightfold Path: 
Wisdom (Prajna): 

1. Right View (Samma-ditthi): Understanding the Four Noble Truths and the nature of reality.

2. Right Intention (Samma-sankappa): Cultivating intentions of renunciation, goodwill, and harmlessness.


Ethical Conduct (Sila): 
3. Right Speech (Samma-vaca): Speaking truthfully, harmoniously, and kindly.

4. Right Action (Samma-kammanta): Acting in ways that are ethical and non-harmful.

5. Right Livelihood (Samma-ajiva): Engaging in work that is ethical and does not cause harm.


Mental Discipline (Samadhi): 
6. Right Effort (Samma-vayama): Cultivating positive states of mind and overcoming negative ones.

7. Right Mindfulness (Samma-sati): Maintaining awareness of the body, feelings, mind, and phenomena.

8. Right Concentration (Samma-samadhi): Developing deep states of meditative absorption (jhana).
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of luminosity and clarity. There is nothing that can threaten the continuity of 
consciousness or the essential nature of mind. Then there are certain types 
of experiences and events in the world that appear evident at a particular 
point but cease to exist after contact with opposing forces; such phenome-
na can be understood to be adventitious, or circumstantial. It is on the basis 
of these two categories of phenomena that the teachings of the Four Noble 
Truths, such as the truths of suffering and its origin, become relevant.


When we further examine this dynamic, complex and diverse world that 
we experience, we find that phenomena can also be categorised in 3 ways:


1. The world of matter.

2. The world of consciousness, or subjective experience. 

3. The world of abstract entities.


First, there is the world of physical reality, which we can experience 
through our senses; that is, tangible objects that have material properties.


Second, there is the category of phenomena that are purely of the nature 
of subjective experience, such as our perception of the world. As I men-
tioned earlier, we are often confronted by a gap between the way we per-
ceive things and the way they really are. Sometimes we know that there is a 
correspondence; sometimes we know there is a disparity. This points to-
wards a subjective quality that all sentient beings possess. This is the world 
of experience, such as the feeling dimension of pain and pleasure.


Third, there are phenomena that are abstract in nature, such as our con-
cept of time, including past, present and future, and even our concepts of 
years, months and days. These and other abstract ideas can be under- 
stood only in relation to some concrete reality such as physical entities. Al-
though they do not enjoy a reality of their own, we still experience and par-
ticipate in them. In Buddhist texts, then, the taxonomy of reality is often 
presented under these three broad categories.


Out of this complex world of reality that we experience and participate in, 
how do the Four Noble Truths directly relate to our experiences of pain and 
pleasure? The basic premise of the Four Noble Truths is recognition of the 
very fundamental nature we all share—the natural and instinctual desire to 
attain happiness and overcome suffering. When we refer to suffering here, 
we do not mean only immediate experiences such as painful sensations. 
From the Buddhist point of view, even the very physical and mental bases 
from which these painful experiences arise—the five aggregates of form, 
feeling, discriminative awareness, conditioning factors and conscious-
ness—are suffering in nature. At a fundamental level, the underlying condi-
tioning that we all share is also recognised as dukkha, or suffering.


What gives rise to these sufferings? What are the causes and conditions 
that create them? Of the Four Noble Truths, the first two truths—suffering 
and its origin—relate to the causal process of the suffering that we all natu-
rally wish to avoid. It is only by ensuring that the causes and conditions of 
suffering are not created or, if the cause has been created, that the condi-
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tions do not become complete, that we can prevent the consequences from 
ripening. One of the fundamental aspects of the law of causality is that if all 
the causes and conditions are fully gathered, there is no force in the uni-
verse that can prevent their fruition. This is how we can understand the dy-
namic between suffering and its origin.


The last two truths—cessation of suffering and the path to its cessation—
relate to the experience of happiness to which we all naturally aspire. Ces-
sation—the total pacification of suffering and its causes—refers to the high-
est form of happiness, which is neither a feeling nor an experience; the path
—the methods and processes by which cessation is attained—is its cause. 
Therefore, the last two truths relate to the causal process of happiness.

2.5 The Three Jewels: Buddha, Dharma and Sangha 

There are two principal origins of suffering—karma and the emotional and 
mental afflictions  that underlie and motivate karmic actions. Karma is root4 -

 The emotional and mental afflictions are referred to as kleshas (Sanskrit). These are negative mental states that cloud the 4

mind, leading to unwholesome actions and suffering. The primary kleshas include ignorance, attachment, and aversion, but 
there are numerous other afflictions that stem from these root causes.

The Three Root Afflictions 
1. Ignorance (Avidya or Avijja) 

• Definition: Ignorance is the fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of reality. It involves not seeing things as they 
truly are, particularly the truths of impermanence, suffering, and non-self.


• Manifestations: Delusion, confusion, and lack of awareness.

2. Attachment (Raga or Lobha) 

• Definition: Attachment is the craving for sensory pleasures, material possessions, and self-centred desires. It leads to 
clinging and possessiveness.


• Manifestations: Greed, lust, and desire.

3. Aversion (Dvesha or Dosa) 

• Definition: Aversion is the opposite of attachment, characterised by rejection, anger, and hatred towards people or situa-
tions that cause discomfort or pain.


• Manifestations: Hatred, anger, and resentment.

Secondary Afflictions 
1. Pride (Māna) 

• Definition: An inflated sense of self-worth and superiority over others.

• Impact: It leads to arrogance and dismissiveness towards others.


2. Jealousy (Irshya) 
• Definition: Envy and resentment towards others' successes or possessions.

• Impact: It causes feelings of bitterness and dissatisfaction.


3. Fear (Bhaya) 
• Definition: An anxious anticipation of harm or loss.

• Impact: It results in worry and stress.


4. Doubt (Vichikitsa) 
• Definition: Skepticism and uncertainty, particularly regarding the teachings of the Buddha & the path to enlightenment.

• Impact: It hinders progress on the spiritual path.


5. Restlessness (Uddhacca) 
• Definition: A restless, unsettled state of mind that prevents concentration and calm.

• Impact: It disrupts meditation and mindfulness.


Impact on the Mind and Behavior 
• Mental Disturbance: Disturb the peace and clarity of the mind, making it difficult to achieve concentration & insight.

• Unwholesome Actions: Afflictions lead to actions causing harm to oneself & others, perpetuating the cycle of suffering.

• Obscuration of Wisdom: They obscure the innate wisdom and compassion essential for attaining enlightenment.


Overcoming Afflictions 
1. Mindfulness and Meditation: Practices such as mindfulness (sati) and concentration (samadhi) help in recognising 

and reducing the power of afflictions.

2. Wisdom (Prajna): Developing insight into the true nature of reality (emptiness and dependent origination) can dimin-

ish ignorance and its associated afflictions.

3. Ethical Conduct (Sila): Following ethical precepts helps prevent actions driven by afflictions & fosters mental purity.

4. Loving-Kindness and Compassion: Cultivating positive states of mind such as loving-kindness (metta) and com-

passion (karuna) counteracts negative emotions like anger and jealousy.
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ed in and motivated by mental defilements, or afflictions, which are the pri-
mary roots of our suffering and cyclic existence. Therefore, it is important 
for practitioners to cultivate three understandings:


1. The fundamental nature of consciousness is luminous and pure.

2. Afflictions can be purified—separated from the essential nature of mind.

3. There are powerful antidotes that can be applied to counter the defile-

ments and afflictions.

You should develop the recognition of the possibility of a true cessation of 

suffering on the basis of these three facts. True cessation is what is meant 
by the Jewel of Dharma, the second of the Three Jewels. Dharma also 
refers to the path to the cessation of suffering—the direct realisation of 
emptiness. Once you have this deeper understanding of the meaning of 
Dharma as true cessation of suffering and the wisdom that brings it about, 
you will also recognise that there are different levels of cessation. The first 
level of cessation is attained on the path of seeing, when you directly realise 
emptiness and become an arya. As you gradually progress through the fur-
ther levels of purification, you gain higher and higher levels of cessation.


Once you have understood Dharma in terms of both cessation and the 
path, you can recognise the possibility of Sangha, practitioners who em-
body these qualities. Once you have understood the possibility of Sangha, 
you can also envision the possibility of someone who has perfected all the 
qualities of Dharma. Such a person is a Buddha—a fully enlightened being.


In this way, you will be able to gain a deeper understanding of the mean-
ing of the Three Jewels: the Jewel of Buddha, the Jewel of Dharma and the 
Jewel of Sangha. Furthermore, you will recognise the possibility of attaining 
this state of perfection yourself, and a deep yearning or aspiration to do so 
will arise in you. Thus, you will be able to cultivate faith in the Three Jewels; 
faith that is not simply admiration, but something that arises from a deep 
understanding of the teachings of the Four Noble Truths and the two truths 
and enables you to emulate the states of the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.


In terms of an individual practitioner’s sequence of realisation, first and 
foremost is the Jewel of Dharma. When you actualise Dharma within your- 
self, you become Sangha—an arya being. As you develop your realisation of 
Dharma, you reach higher and higher levels of the path, culminating in the 
attainment of the full enlightenment or Buddhahood. Dharma is the true 
refuge, Sangha comes next, and finally Buddha.


In the historical context, Buddha came first because Shakyamuni Buddha 
came into being as an emanation body [Skt: nirmanakaya] and then turned 
the wheel of Dharma by giving the scriptural teachings. By practicing the 
Buddha’s teachings, some of his disciples realised the Dharma and became 
Sangha. Although historically Dharma comes second, in terms of an indi-
vidual’s sequence of realisation, it comes first.
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2.5.1 Lama Tsong Khapa’s Lines of Experience 
This text, which is also known as the Abbreviated Points of the Stages of 

the Path to Enlightenment, is the shortest of Lama Tsong Khapa’s lam-rim 
commentaries expounding the teachings of Atisha’s Lamp.


The style and structure of the genre of teachings known as lam-rim, which 
can be translated as “stages of the path” or “graded course to enlighten-
ment,” follow the arrangement of Atisha’s Lamp, and the way they are set 
up allows any individual, regardless of his or her level of realisation, to put 
into practice the appropriate teachings. All the steps of the meditation prac-
tices are arranged in a logical, sequential way, so that the practitioner can 
traverse the path step by step, knowing what to practice now and what to 
practice next.


The reason that this text is sometimes called Songs of Experience is be-
cause Lama Tsong Khapa has distilled all his experience and understanding 
of the lam-rim teachings into these verses and expressed them in the style 
of a spontaneous song of spiritual realisation.


The term lam-rim has great significance and suggests the importance of 
the following three points:


1. The practitioner has correct recognition and understanding of the 
nature of the path in which he or she is engaged.


2. All the key elements of the path and practices are complete. 

3. The practitioner engages in all the elements of the practices in the 

correct sequence.

With respect to the first point, the need for correct understanding of 

the nature of the path, let us take the example of bodhicitta, the altruistic 
intention. If you understand the altruistic intention to mean solely the aspira-
tion to bring about the welfare of other sentient beings, your understanding 
of this particular aspect of the path is incomplete and inadequate. True 
bodhicitta is a non-simulated, spontaneous and natural experience of this 
altruistic intention. This is how you may mistake a mere intellectual under-
standing of bodhicitta for a true realisation. It is, therefore, very important to 
be able to identify the nature of specific aspects of the path. 


The second point, that all the key elements of the path should be 
complete, is also critical. As I mentioned before, much of the suffering we 
experience arises from our complex psychological afflictions. These emo-
tional and mental afflictions4 are so diverse that we need a wide diversity of 
antidotes. Although it is theoretically possible for a single antidote to coun-
teract all our afflictions, in reality it is very difficult to find such a panacea. 
Therefore, we need to cultivate a number of specific antidotes that relate to 
specific types of afflictions. If, for example, people are building a very com-
plex structure such as a spacecraft, they need to assemble an enormous 
variety of machines and other equipment. In the mental and experiential 
world, we need an even greater diversity of means.
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With respect to afflictions of the mind and flawed ways of perceiving and 
relating to the world, Buddhist texts speak of four principal false views:


1. The false view of perceiving impermanent phenomena as permanent.

2. The false view of perceiving events, our own existence and the vari-

ous aggregates as desirable when they are not.

3. The false view of perceiving suffering experiences as happiness.

4. The false view of perceiving our own existence and the world as self-

existent and independent when they are utterly devoid of self-exis-
tence and independence.


In order to counteract these false views, we need to cultivate all the var- 
ious elements of the path. This is why there is a need for completeness. 


The third point is that we’re not just accumulating material things 
and collecting them in a room; we’re trying to transform our mind. The 
stages of this transformation must evolve in the right order. First, we 
subdue gross negative emotions, then the subtle ones.


There is a natural sequence to Dharma practice. When we cultivate a path 
such as bodhicitta, gross levels of understanding, such as the simulated, 
deliberately cultivated ones, arise sooner than spontaneous, genuine expe-
riences and realisations. Similarly, we need to cultivate the practices for at-
taining higher rebirths and other favourable conditions of existence before 
cultivating those for attaining enlightenment.


These three points—correct understanding of the nature of the path, its 
completeness and practicing its various elements in the right sequence—
are all suggested in the term “lam-rim.”

2.6 The Origin of the Lam-rim Teachings: The Greatness of the Authors 

A great number of commentaries came into being on the basis of Atisha’s 
root text, A Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment. Among these is the genre 
of writings by the Kadampa masters known as ten-rim, or Presentation of 
the Stages of the Path, as well as Lama Tsong Khapa’s lam-rim works. 
These teachings present different skilful means for teaching the Dharma, 
but they are all grounded in the writings of authentic Indian masters. In the 
texts of some of the early Indian masters, we find what is known as “the five 
methods of teaching” or “the five aspects of the skilful means of teaching.”


Later, at Nalanda Monastic University, a unique tradition of presenting the 
Dharma to students developed—the skilful means of “the three purifica-
tions” or “the three pure factors”:


1. Ensuring that the teaching being given is pure.

2. Ensuring that the teacher giving the teaching is pure.

3. Ensuring that the students receiving the teaching are pure.


With respect to the second pure factor, even though the teaching being 
given may be pure, if the teacher giving it lacks the necessary qualities and 
qualifications, there will be shortcomings in the presentation. It thus became 
a tradition that before teaching the Dharma, teachers had to receive per-
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mission to do so from their own masters. With respect to the third pure fac-
tor, even though the teaching and the teacher may be pure, if the students’ 
minds are not properly prepared, then even an authentic teaching may not 
bestow much benefit. Therefore, the third pure factor means to ensure that 
the motivation of the listeners is pure.


Later on, when the Buddhadharma underwent a period of decline in the 
Nalanda area, it began to flourish in Bengal, particularly at Vikramashila 
Monastery, where a new tradition in the style of teaching emerged. It be-
came customary to begin a teaching by talking about the greatness of the 
person who composed the text, the greatness and quality of the teaching 
itself, and the procedure by which the teaching and listening of that teach-
ing would take place, before moving to the teaching—the actual procedure 
for guiding the disciple along the path to enlightenment.


In those days, the majority of the people sustaining and developing the 
Dharma in the land of the noble beings, ancient India, were monastics, most 
notably monks from monasteries like Nalanda and Vikramashila. If you look 
at the masters from these great centres of learning, you will understand how 
they upheld the Buddhadharma. They were not only practitioners of the 
Bodhisattvayana, having taken bodhisattva vows, but also practitioners of 
the Vajrayana. Nevertheless, the daily life of all these practitioners was very 
much grounded in the teachings of the vinaya—the teachings on monastic 
ethics. The vinaya teachings of the Buddha were the actual foundation upon 
which these monasteries were established and maintained. Two stories il-
lustrate how seriously these great institutions took their monastic discipline.


The great Yogachara thinker and highly realised master Dharmapala, who 
became the main source of the great inspirational teachings of the Sakya 
lam-dre—path and fruition—teachings, was a monk at Nalanda Monastery. 
In addition to being a monk, he was also a great practitioner of Vajrayana 
and later became known as the mahasiddha Virupa. One day, while the dis-
ciplinarian of the monastery was on his rounds, he looked into Dharma-
pala’s room and saw that it was full of women. In fact, this great mystic 
tantric master was emanating dakinis, but since monks were not allowed to 
have women in their room, Dharmapala was expelled from the monastery. It 
didn’t matter that his infraction was a display of high levels of tantric realisa-
tion; the fact remained that Dharmapala had broken the codes of monastic 
discipline and had to go.


There is a similar story about the great Indian master Nagarjuna, founder 
of the Middle Way School, whom all Mahayana Buddhists revere. At one 
time, the entire Nalanda area was experiencing a terrible drought and 
everybody was starving. Through alchemy, Nagarjuna is said to have trans-
formed base metals into gold to help alleviate the famine, which had also 
affected the monastery. However, the practice of alchemy was a breach of 
the monastic code and Nagarjuna, too, was expelled from the monastery.


Page  of 20 143



Illuminating the Path to Enlightenment Dalai Lama on Tsongkhapa’s Middle Length Lamrim

Lines of Experience: Verse 1 

I prostrate before you, (Buddha), head of the Shakya clan. 

Your enlightened body is born out of tens of millions of positive 
virtues and perfect accomplishments; 

your enlightened speech grants the wishes of limitless beings; 
your enlightened mind sees all knowable as they are.


As we have seen, it is traditional first to present the greatness of the au-
thor in order to explain the validity and authenticity of the teaching and its 
lineage. Therefore, the first verse of Lama Tsong Khapa’s Lines of Experi-
ence is a salutation to the Buddha. There is a Tibetan saying that just as a 
pure stream of water must have its source in pure mountain snow, an au-
thentic teaching of the Dharma must have its origin in the teachings of 
Shakyamuni Buddha. That is why there is such emphasis placed on the lin-
eage of the teachings.


In this verse, then, the author reflects upon the qualities of the Buddha’s 
body, speech and mind. The qualities of Buddha’s body are presented from 
the point of view of the perfection of the causes that have created it. The 
qualities of the Buddha’s speech are presented from the point of view of the 
perfect fruits of his speech, the fulfilment of the wishes of all sentient be-
ings. The qualities of the Buddha’s enlightened mind are presented from the 
point of view of its nature and attributes.


In this way, Lama Tsong Khapa pays homage to Shakyamuni Buddha, 
who was born into the Shakya family and is chief among all humans. When 
he writes, “I prostrate before you,” he is saying “I bow and touch my head 
to the lowest part of your body.”


One of the reasons for stating the causes and qualities of the Buddha’s 
body is to suggest that the Buddha’s enlightened body has not existed 
since beginningless time. It was not there right from the start but has been 
created and acquired. The Buddha’s enlightened body did not come into 
being without cause; it was attained through causes and conditions that are 
compatible with the actual enlightened state. A detailed explanation of the 
causal relationship between the various practices and the Buddha’s enlight-
ened embodiments can be found in Nagarjuna’s Precious Garland.


The second sentence describes the quality of the Buddha’s enlightened 
speech as fulfilling the wishes of limitless sentient beings. This explains the 
actual purpose of attaining enlightenment, which is to benefit other sentient 
beings. When we become fully enlightened, it is our duty to serve all sen-
tient beings and fulfil their wishes. There are countless ways in which en-
lightened beings serve sentient beings, such as using their enlightened 
minds to discern the tremendous diversity of sentient beings’ needs and to 
display miraculous powers, but the primary medium used by fully enlight-
ened beings to fulfil the wishes of sentient beings is their enlightened 
speech. The term “limitless beings” suggests that the Buddha uses his en-
lightened speech in limitless skilful ways.
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We also find this respect for the diversity of practitioners’ mental disposi-
tions in the teachings of Shakyamuni Buddha. For example, in acknowl-
edgement of the multiplicity of practitioners’ motives, courage and ethical 
commitment, we find the three vehicles: the Hearer Vehicle (Shravakayana), 
the Solitary Buddha Vehicle (Pratyekabuddhayana) and the Bodhisattva Ve-
hicle (Mahayana). Then, from the point of view of the wide range of philo-
sophical inclinations, we find the Buddha’s teachings on the four main 
schools: Vaibhashika, Sautrantika, Cittamatra (Mind Only) and Madhyama-
ka, or Middle Way.


According to the Mahayana scriptures, we can understand the teachings 
of the Buddha in terms of the “three turnings of the wheel of Dharma.” The 
first turning of the wheel was at Sarnath, near Varanasi. It was the first 
public sermon that the Buddha gave. The main subject of this teaching was 
the Four Noble Truths, in which the Buddha laid the basic framework of the 
entire Buddhadharma and the path to enlightenment.


The second turning of the wheel of Dharma was at Vulture Peak, near 
Rajgir, in present-day Bihar. The main teachings presented here were those 
on the perfection of wisdom. In these sutras, the Buddha elaborated on 
the third Noble Truth, the truth of cessation. The perfection of wisdom 
teachings are critical to fully understanding the Buddha’s teaching on the 
truth of cessation, particularly to fully recognising the basic purity of mind 
and the possibility of cleansing it of all pollutants. The explicit subject mat-
ter of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras (Prajnaparamita) is the doctrine of 
emptiness. Then, as the basis for the emptiness teachings, these sutras 
present the entire path in what is known as the hidden, or concealed, sub-
ject matter of the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras, which is elaborated in a very 
clear and systematic way in Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realisation.


The third turning of the wheel is a collection of sutras taught in differ- 
ent times and places. The principal sutras in this category of teachings are 
the source material for Maitreya’s Uttaratantra. Not only do they present 
emptiness as taught in the second turning of the wheel but they also 
present the quality of the subjective experience. Although these sutras do 
not talk about the subjective experience in terms of the subtleties of levels, 
they do present the subjective quality of wisdom and the levels through 
which one can enhance it and are known as the Tathagatagarbha (Essence, 
or Nucleus, of Buddhahood) Sutras. Among Nagarjuna’s writings there is a 
collection of hymns and a collection of what could be called an analytic 
corpus, such as his Fundamentals of the Middle Way. The analytic corpus 
deals directly with the teachings on emptiness as taught in the Perfection of 
Wisdom Sutras. The hymns relate more to the Tathagatagarbha Sutras.


The last line in this verse, “Your enlightened mind sees all knowables as 
they are,” presents the quality of the Buddha’s enlightened mind. The refer-
ence to “all knowables” refers to the entire expanse of reality, which en-
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compasses both conventional and ultimate levels. The ability to directly re-
alise both levels of reality within a single instant of thought is said to be the 
mark of an enlightened mind. This ability is a consequence of the individual 
having overcome and cleansed not only the afflictions of thought and emo-
tion but also the subtle traces and propensities of these afflictions.


Lines of Experience: Verse 2 

I prostrate before you Maitreya and Manjushri, supreme spiritual 
children of this peerless teacher. Assuming responsibility (to fur-
ther) all Buddha’s enlightened deeds, you sport emanations to 
countless worlds.


In this verse, the author makes salutations to Maitreya and Manjushri and 
states that they are the two principal disciples of Shakyamuni Buddha. Ac-
cording to the Mahayana scriptures, when the Buddha taught the Mahayana 
sutras, Maitreya and Manjushri were the principal disciples present. In the 
Mahayana tradition, we list eight main bodhisattva disciples of Shakyamuni 
Buddha.  However, we should not understand these bodhisattvas as being 5

physically present at the Buddha’s teachings but rather as being present on 
a subtler level of reality. The significance of singling out Maitreya and Man-
jushri is that Maitreya is regarded as custodian and medium of the Buddha’s 
teachings on skilful means and Manjushri is regarded as the custodian and 
medium of the Buddha’s teachings on the profound view of emptiness.


Lines of Experience: Verse 3

I prostrate before your feet, Nagarjuna and Asanga, ornaments of 
our Southern Continent. Highly famed throughout the three 
realms,  you have commented on the most difficult to fathom 6

“Mother of the Buddhas” (Perfection of Wisdom Sutras) accord-
ing to exactly what was intended.


In this verse, the author makes salutations to Nagarjuna and Asanga, who 
became the custodians and progenitors of the two aspects of the Buddha’s 
teaching: Asanga was the progenitor of the path of skilful means and Na-
garjuna was the progenitor of the path of the profound view of emptiness. 
Lama Tsong Khapa pays homage to these Indian masters as great revitalis-
es of the Buddha’s teachings. Historically, Nagarjuna came to earth around 
four hundred years after the death of the Buddha, and Asanga about two 
hundred years after the death of Nagarjuna. In light of this distance of time 
between them, the question immediately arises as to the continuum, or lin-
eage, between the Buddha and Nagarjuna and Asanga.


We can understand the continuity of the teachings through successive liv-

 Manjushri, Vajrapani, Avalokiteshvara, Ksitigarbha, Sarvanivarana-viskambini, Akashagarbha, Maitreya 5

and Samantabhadra.
 The three realms are the desire, form and formless realms. The desire realm is inhabited by hell be6 -

ings, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, non-gods and the first six classes of god; the form realm by the 
next seventeen classes of god; and the formless realm by the top four classes of god. See Meditative 
States in Tibetan Buddhism for more details.
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ing masters in human form, such as the lineage of the transmission of the 
vinaya teachings of ethical discipline, but the transmission of the lineage 
can also be understood on a more subtle level. For example, the celestial 
form of the bodhisattva Manjushri had a special connection with Nagarjuna, 
and Maitreya had a special connection with Asanga. Thus, the great bod-
hisattvas may sometimes directly inspire the lineage.


When we look at the transmission of the Buddha’s teachings in this way, it 
obviously raises questions about the status of the historical Buddha. In the 
Buddhist tradition, there are generally two perspectives on this. One views 
Shakyamuni Buddha in conventional terms. At the initial stage, he is seen as 
an ordinary being who, through meditation and practice, attained enlight-
enment in that very lifetime under the bodhi tree. From this point of view, the 
instant before his enlightenment, the Buddha was an unenlightened being.


The other perspective, which is presented in Maitreya’s Uttaratantra, con-
siders the twelve major deeds of the Buddha as actions of a fully enlight-
ened being and the historical Buddha is seen as an emanation body. This 
nirmanakaya, or buddha-body of perfect emanation, must have its source in 
the subtler level of embodiment that is called the sambhogakaya, the bud-
dha-body of perfect resource. These form bodies (rupakaya) are embodi-
ments of the Buddha that arise from an ultimate level of reality, or dhar-
makaya. For this wisdom body to arise, however, there must be an underly-
ing reality, which is the natural purity that I referred to before. Therefore, we 
also speak about the natural buddha-body (svabhavikakaya). In the Ma-
hayana teachings, we understand Buddhahood in terms of the embodiment 
of these four kayas, or enlightened bodies of the Buddha.


Maitreya makes the point that while immutably abiding in the expanse of 
dharmakaya, the Buddha assumes diverse manifestations. Therefore, all the 
subsequent deeds of the Buddha, such as becoming conceived in his 
mother’s womb, taking birth and so forth are each said to be deeds of an 
enlightened being. It is in this way that we can understand the connection 
between the lineage masters of the Mahayana sutras.


Due to the complexity of this evolution, questions have been raised as to 
the authenticity of the Mahayana sutras. In fact, similar questions arose 
even in Nagarjuna’s time. In his Precious Garland, there is a section where 
he presents various arguments for the validity of the Mahayana scriptures 
as authentic sutras of the Buddha. Similarly, in Maitreya’s Ornament of the 
Mahayana Sutras (Mahayanasutralamkara), there is a section that validates 
the Mahayana scriptures as authentic sutras. Subsequent Mahayana mas-
ters have also written validations of the Mahayana scriptures.


One of the grounds upon which the authenticity of the Mahayana sutras 
has been disputed is the historical fact that when the Buddha’s scriptural 
discourses were originally collected and compiled, they did not include any 
Mahayana sutras. This suggests that Mahayana scriptures such as the Per-
fection of Wisdom Sutras were not taught by the Buddha in a conventional 
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public context but were taught to a select group of practitioners at a higher 
and purer level of reality. Furthermore, although there are a few cases where 
the Buddha taught tantra while retaining his appearance as a fully ordained 
monk, he taught many of the tantras by assuming the identity of the princi-
pal deity of the mandala, such as Guhyasamaja when teaching the 
Guhyasamaja Tantra. There is no reason, therefore, why these tantras had to 
have been taught during the time of the historical Buddha.


To understand many of these issues from a Mahayana point of view, it is 
important to understand Buddhahood in terms of the embodiment of the 
four kayas.  Lama Tsong Khapa, for example, was born three hundred years 7

after the death of the great Atisha. Once when Lama Tsong Khapa was at 
Retreng, the monastery of Atisha’s most famous disciple, Dromtönpa, he 
engaged in the deep study and practice of Atisha’s Lamp for the Path. Ac-

 In Tibetan Buddhism, the concept of the "Four Kayas" (Four Bodies) refers to the different aspects or dimensions of a fully 7

enlightened Buddha. These four aspects illustrate the ways in which a Buddha manifests to benefit sentient beings and em-
bodies ultimate reality.

1. Dharmakaya (Body of Truth) 
Dharmakaya represents the ultimate nature of a Buddha, embodying the absolute truth and reality. It is the formless, unmani-
fested aspect of enlightenment.

Characteristics: 

• Essence of Buddhahood: Represents the true nature of reality, which is beyond dualistic perception and conceptual 
thought.


• Emptiness and Pure Awareness: Dharmakaya is associated with the realisation of emptiness (shunyata) and the pure, 
unconditioned awareness that underlies all phenomena.


Function: 
• Source of All Other Kayas: Dharmakaya is the foundation from which the other three kayas arise, embodying the ulti-

mate, unchanging reality of a Buddha.

2. Sambhogakaya (Body of Enjoyment) 
Sambhogakaya is the "Body of Enjoyment" or "Bliss Body," which represents the aspect of a Buddha that experiences and 
communicates the Dharma to highly realised beings.

Characteristics: 

• Form and Function: Although it has a form, it is a subtle, luminous body that is not perceivable by ordinary beings but 
can be experienced by advanced practitioners and bodhisattvas.


• Heavenly Realms: Sambhogakaya often dwells in celestial realms (pure lands) and engages in teaching the Dharma to 
those who are capable of understanding its profound teachings.


Function: 
• Enjoyment and Teaching: This kaya expresses the bliss and enjoyment of enlightenment and serves to teach advanced 

beings through its subtle form and presence.

3. Nirmanakaya (Body of Manifestation) 
Nirmanakaya is the "Body of Manifestation," which refers to the physical, tangible body through which a Buddha appears in 
the world to guide ordinary beings.

Characteristics: 

• Physical Form: It is the aspect of a Buddha that takes on a physical form, like the historical Buddha, Shakyamuni.

• Teaching and Compassion: This form is characterised by its accessibility and ability to interact directly with sentient 

beings, teaching the Dharma in a way that they can understand and practice.

Function: 

• Benefiting Beings: Nirmanakaya appears in the world to lead beings towards enlightenment, adapting teachings to suit 
the capacities and needs of different individuals.


4. Svabhavikakaya (Body of Essence) 
Svabhavikakaya is the "Body of Essence," which represents the indivisible unity of the other three kayas. It is the all-encom-
passing aspect that integrates Dharmakaya, Sambhogakaya, and Nirmanakaya.

Characteristics: 

• Non-Dual Nature: Svabhavikakaya embodies the non-dual nature of enlightenment, transcending the distinctions be-
tween the other three bodies.


• Essence and Unity: It reflects the ultimate unity of all aspects of Buddhahood, emphasising that the different manifesta-
tions are not separate but are expressions of the same enlightened essence.


Function: 
• Wholeness of Enlightenment: This kaya signifies the complete, integrated nature of a Buddha’s enlightenment, encom-

passing the totality of a Buddha’s presence and activity.
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cording to his biography, during this period he had vivid encounters with 
Atisha and Atisha’s two principal disciples, as if face-to-face. This didn’t 
happen just once or twice but several times over a period of months. During 
this time, Lama Tsong Khapa spontaneously wrote the verses for the lin-
eage masters of the lam-rim teachings.


It is said that it is possible for individuals who are karmically ready and re-
ceptive to have encounters with great beings because, even though their 
physical bodies may have disappeared, their wisdom embodiment remains. 
Even in our own lifetime there have been practitioners who have had deep, 
mystical encounters with masters of the past. Only by understanding the 
nature of buddhahood in terms of the four kayas can we make sense of 
these complex issues.


Lines of Experience: Verse 4 

I bow to Dipamkara (Atisha), holder of a treasure of instructions 
(as seen in your Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment). All the 
complete, unmistaken points concerning the paths of profound 
view and vast action, transmitted intact from these two great 
forerunners, can be included within it.


In this verse, Lama Tsong Khapa makes salutations to Atisha Dipamkara 
Shrijnana. Atisha was an Indian master from Bengal, which is near present-
day Dhaka in Bangladesh. He had many teachers, but the principal among 
them was Serlingpa, who came from the island of Serling, the “Land of 
Gold.” Although there seems to be a place with the same name in the 
southern part of Thailand, according to Tibetan sources it took eighteen 
months for Atisha to reach the island by boat from India, which suggests 
that it was much further away than Thailand. There seems to be a great deal 
more evidence for Serling having been located somewhere in Indonesia, 
probably around Java, and, in fact, some reference to the master Serlingpa 
that has been found in that area.


Atisha received the instructions on the practice bodhicitta from this mas-
ter. He then received many teachings on the profound view of emptiness 
from another master, Rigpa’i Khuchug (Vidyakokila the younger, or Avad-
hutipa). The general understanding is that until Atisha’s time, wisdom and 
method (or emptiness and skilful means) were transmitted as two distinct 
lineages, even though the masters practiced them in union. It was Atisha 
who unified the two, and the profound view and vast practice were trans-
mitted together from then on.


From Atisha’s principal student and the custodian of his teachings, 
Dromtönpa, there evolved three main lineages of the Kadam order. The first 
was the Kadam Shungpawa, the “Kadampa Treatise Followers,” which was 
handed down through Dromtönpa’s disciple, Potowa, and emphasised 
study of the major Indian treatises. The second was the Kadam Lamrimpa, 
the “Kadampa Lam-rim Followers,” where emphasis was placed on a grad-
ual approach to the path to enlightenment, relying more on middling ver-
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sions of the treatises rather than the great ones. Then, a third lineage 
evolved, the Kadam Mengagpa, the “Kadampa Instruction Followers,” 
which relied more on actual instruction from the teacher and emphasised 
the immediate practice of visualisation and analytical meditation.


Potowa’s principal student was Sharawa, a very famous master highly re-
spected for his learning of the great treatises. One of Sharawa’s contempo-
raries was Patsab Lotsawa, the great translator of Chandrakirti’s texts from 
Sanskrit into Tibetan. It seems that before Patsab Lotsawa’s time, Chan-
drakirti’s works were not available in the Tibetan language. In fact, when 
Atisha taught Madhyamaka in Tibet, he used mainly Bhavaviveka’s texts, 
such as the Heart of the Middle Way (Madhyamakahridaya) and Blaze of 
Reasoning (Tarkajvala). During Sharawa’s time, however, Patsab Lotsawa 
began his translation of Chandrakirti’s Supplement to the Middle Way (Mad-
hyamakavatara).


It is said that when Patsab Lotsawa finished the first draft, he presented 
the manuscript to Sharawa and asked for his opinion. Although Sharawa did 
not understand Sanskrit, he made critical annotations in key areas of the 
text and put forward a number of suggestions and corrections. When 
Patsab Lotsawa compared Sharawa’s comments to the original Sanskrit he 
had used for the translation, he discovered Sharawa had noted the exact 
areas that needed revision. Patsab Lotsawa was so impressed he praised 
Sharawa’s tremendous depth of knowledge of Middle Way philosophy.


Later, after Sharawa received the revised copy of the Madhyamakavatara, 
he often publicly acknowledged the great contribution made by Patsab Lot-
sawa in bringing this new literature to Tibet. At one of Sharawa’s teaching 
sessions, a devotee made an offering of a small piece of brown sugar to 
each member of the audience. It is said that Sharawa picked up a handful, 
threw it up into the air and said, “May this offering be to the great Patsab, 
who made the tremendous contribution of bringing Chandrakirti’s works to 
the Tibetan people.”


It seems that the Tibetan translators working from Sanskrit sources were 
tremendously learned and courageous individuals. They were also extreme-
ly faithful to the original texts. So much so that even today, modern scholars 
praise the accuracy of the Tibetan translations. Even though the population 
of Tibet is fairly small, the teachings of the Buddha have flourished there for 
almost 1,500 years, and over this time, many highly learned Tibetan masters 
have composed spiritual texts; not just monks, but lay practitioners as well.


There is a commentary on the Hundred Thousand Verses of the Perfection 
of Wisdom in the Tengyur, the canon containing all the translated Indian 
treatises. When Lama Tsong Khapa scrutinised this text, he found so many 
Tibetan expressions and peculiarly Tibetan ways of saying things, that he 
concluded that it was not an Indian treatise but an original Tibetan work. He 
then found corroboration of his conclusion in a catalogue, which listed this 
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text as having been composed by the eighth century Tibetan monarch, 
Trisong Detsen.


In the salutation in Verse 4, Lama Tsong Khapa refers to Atisha as a 
“holder of a treasure of instructions.” This is a reference to Atisha’s Lamp for 
the Path to Enlightenment. Although the Lamp is quite a short text, it is ex-
tremely comprehensive in its subject matter and contains very profound in-
structions. According to traditional explanations, it is regarded as the in-
structions of Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realisation in distilled form.


The main source for Atisha’s Lamp is a section in the second chapter of 
Maitreya’s text. In stating the sequence of the path and practices, Maitreya 
talks about cultivating faith in the Three Jewels and the altruistic intention. 
He goes on to describe taking the bodhicitta vow and engaging in the path 
by embodying the ideals of the bodhisattva through the practice of the six 
perfections,  and then explains how to engage in the cultivation of wisdom 8

where there is a union between calm abiding (shamatha)34 and penetrative 
insight (vipashyana) . This is how the Tibetan tradition understands the 9

source of inspiration for Atisha’s text.


 Generosity, ethics, forbearance, enthusiastic perseverance, concentration and wisdom. See 9.2 and footnote 148

 Penetrative insight (vipassanā) refers to a deep, direct understanding of the true nature of reality. This type of insight goes 9

beyond intellectual comprehension to a profound experiential realisation. Penetrative insight is crucial for attaining liberation 
(nirvāṇa) and is developed through meditative practices designed to reveal the impermanent, unsatisfactory, and non-self na-
ture of all phenomena.

Key Characteristics of Penetrative Insight

1. Impermanence (Anicca)


◦ Understanding: Realising that all conditioned phenomena are transient, constantly arising and passing away.

◦ Practice: Observing the changing nature of thoughts, sensations, and experiences during meditation to see their 

impermanence directly.

2. Suffering (Dukkha) 

◦ Understanding: Recognising that attachment to impermanent phenomena inevitably leads to suffering and dissatis-
faction.


◦ Practice: Reflecting on the unsatisfactory nature of sensory pleasures and worldly pursuits, leading to a deeper 
understanding of the causes of suffering.


3. Non-Self (Anattā) 
◦ Understanding: Seeing through the illusion of a permanent, unchanging self. Realising that what we consider to be 

the self is just a collection of changing physical and mental aggregates.

◦ Practice: Investigating the nature of self through meditation, questioning the existence of a fixed identity and seeing 

the interdependent nature of all phenomena.

Methods to Develop Penetrative Insight 
1. Mindfulness Meditation (Satipatthana) 

◦ Description: Practicing mindfulness of the body, feelings, mind, and mental objects to observe their true nature.

◦ Source: The Satipatthana Sutta, which outlines the practice of mindfulness as a direct path to insight.


2. Analytical Meditation 
◦ Description: Using logical reasoning and reflection to deconstruct the apparent solidity of phenomena, understand-

ing their emptiness and dependent origination.

◦ Source: Nagarjuna's "Mūlamadhyamakakārikā" provide frameworks for analytical meditation on emptiness.


3. Insight Meditation (Vipassanā) 
◦ Description: Developing a clear, direct awareness of the changing nature of experiences, leading to profound in-

sights into impermanence, suffering, and non-self.

◦ Source: Practiced widely in Theravāda traditions, with resources like "The Heart of Buddhist Meditation" by 

Nyanaponika Thera offering detailed guidance.

Impact of Penetrative Insight 
• Overcoming Ignorance: Ignorance (avidyā) is considered the root cause of suffering in Buddhism. Penetrative insight 

dispels ignorance by revealing the true nature of reality.

• Detachment and Liberation: Insight into impermanence, suffering, and non-self leads to detachment from clinging 

and aversion, paving the way for liberation from the cycle of birth and death (samsāra).

• Compassion and Wisdom: A deep understanding of the interconnected nature of all beings enhances compassion 

and wisdom, core qualities of an enlightened being (Bodhisattva).
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Lines of Experience: Verse 5 

Respectfully, I prostrate before my spiritual masters. You are the 
eyes allowing us to behold all the infinite scriptural pronounce-
ments, the best ford for those of good fortune to cross to libera-
tion. You make everything clear through your skilful deeds, which 
are moved by intense loving concern.


In this verse, Lama Tsong Khapa makes salutations to the lineage masters 
responsible for maintaining and transmitting the practices of the lam-rim 
teachings. There is a saying attributed to one of the Kadampa masters: 
“Whenever I teach lam-rim, the great scriptures shudder and say, ‘This old 
monk is extracting our heart.’”


Lama Tsong Khapa died about six hundred years ago. Of his three main 
lam-rim texts, the Great Exposition of the Stages of the Path is the most im-
portant, but in all three, he presents the elements of the path to enlighten-
ment—the profound view of emptiness and the vast practice of skilful 
means—in varying degrees of detail, introducing the essential points of 
these practices in a systematic way such that even today, we can study, 
contemplate and implement them in our meditation practice.


Regardless of whether the term “lam-rim” or “stages of the path” is used, 
all traditions of Tibetan Buddhism—the old translation school, the Nyingma, 
and the new translation schools, such as the Sakya and Kagyü—have 
equivalent teachings that emphasise the foundational practices. Further-
more, the teachings of all four schools of Tibetan Buddhism can be validat-
ed by tracing their origins back to the writings of authentic Indian masters.


In the tradition of the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, for example, 
there is the genre of teachings known as terma, or “texts of revelation,” and 
another known as kama, or “scriptural teachings.” However, even teachings 
of the revealed tradition must be grounded in those of the scriptural catego-
ry. In fact, the Nyingma tradition states that the teachings of the revealed 
texts should be regarded as more for simply channeling one’s focus and 
sharpening one’s practice.

2.7 The Greatness of the Lam-rim Teachings  

Lines of Experience: Verses 6 & 7

The stages of the path to enlightenment have been transmitted 
intact by those who have followed in order both from Nagarjuna 
and Asanga, those crowning jewels of all erudite masters of our 
Southern Continent and the banner of whose fame stands out 
above the masses. As (following these stages) can fulfil every de-
sirable aim of all nine kinds of being,  they are a power-granting 10

king of precious instruction. Because they collect the streams of 

 Beings from any of the three realms—desire, form and formless—can be reborn into any of the three. For example, desire 10

realm beings can be reborn into the desire, form or formless realm and so forth. Thus, there are nine kinds of being.
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thousands of excellent classics, they are indeed an ocean of il-
lustrious, correct explanation.

These teachings make it easy to understand how there is nothing 
contradictory in all the Buddha’s teachings and make every 
scriptural pronouncement without exception dawn on your mind 
as a personal instruction. They make it easy to discover what the 
Buddha intended and protect you as well from the abyss of the 
great error. Because of these (four benefits), what discriminating 
person among the erudite masters of India and Tibet would not 
have his or her mind be completely enraptured by these stages 
of the path (arranged) according to the three levels of motivation, 
the supreme instruction to which many fortunate ones have de-
voted themselves?


These two verses present the greatness and quality of the lam-rim teach-
ings. Verse 6 explains the nature and lineage of the teaching, while Verse 7 
explains its benefits.


1. There is nothing contradictory. One of the greatnesses of the lam-
rim tradition is that these teachings enable you to recognise that there 
are no contradictions in any of the teachings of the Buddha. If you look 
at the diversity of teachings in the Mahayana scriptures, you will find 
that certain practices are sometimes prohibited while at other times they 
are encouraged. If you understand the significance of this diversity, 
however, you will understand that these teachings are contingent upon 
the different levels or capacities of the practitioners to whom they have 
been given. Atisha organised the entire teaching of the Buddha into the 
three “capacities,” or “scopes,” according to the abilities of different 
practitioners. Therefore, practices that are restricted for some are en-
couraged for others. If you don’t bear this in mind, you may develop 
misconceptions, which occasionally happened in Tibet.


At one time in Tibet, there were practitioners who denigrated and re-
jected Vajrayana because of their tremendous devotion to and focus on 
the vinaya, while others, because of their great admiration and enthusi-
asm for Vajrayana, neglected the practice of ethical discipline. If you 
understand Atisha’s explanation of how the teachings of the Buddha 
are organised according to practitioners’ different levels of mind, you 
will protect yourself from such grave errors.


2. Every scriptural pronouncement without exception [will] dawn on 
your mind as a personal instruction. The 2nd greatness of the lam-rim 
is that all the teachings of the Buddha will “dawn on your mind as a per-
sonal instruction.” If your understanding of the Buddha’s teachings is 
limited, there is the danger that you will discriminate between the scrip-
tures, regarding some as relevant to your practice and others as relevant 
only for academic study. If your understanding is more profound, how-
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ever, you will realise that the way of the intelligent is to have an overview 
of the entire Buddhist path. This allows you to appreciate which teach-
ings are relevant at a particular stage in your practice and which are not, 
while understanding that all the scriptures are instructions that will ulti-
mately be relevant to your own personal practice at some point.


3. Easy to discover what the Buddha intended. The 3rd greatness is 
that you will easily realise the Buddha’s ultimate intention; that all the 
Buddha’s teachings can actually converge in your practice. This allows 
you to fulfil your spiritual aspirations, whatever they are—higher rebirth, 
liberation from cyclic existence (samsara) or complete enlightenment.


4. Protect you … from the abyss of the great error. The fourth great-
ness of the lam-rim is that it protects you from the “abyss of the great 
error,” the great mistake of abandoning the Dharma. If you realise that all 
the Buddha’s scriptures and teachings are relevant to your own personal 
practice, there is no room for discarding some and adopting others be-
cause you realise that actually, you need them all. Therefore, you will not 
abandon any of the Buddha’s teachings.


This point also relates to the issue of sectarianism. Practitioners 
sometimes harbour sectarian sentiments because of differences be-
tween the four Tibetan Buddhist traditions. If you can understand the 
unique features of each tradition—their methods of approach, teaching 
and various types of practices—you will appreciate the value and im-
portance of this variety. It is, in fact, possible for a single individual to 
integrate all these diverse teachings into his or her personal practice. 
As the Kadampa masters used to say, “One should know how to up-
hold the entire teaching of the Buddha, like lifting a square piece of 
cloth all at once.”


Some Mahayana practitioners make distinctions between the Lesser 
Vehicle and the Great Vehicle, tending to dismiss the Lesser Vehicle 
teachings, particularly the Theravada. One of the consequences of this 
is that Theravadins then begin to question the authenticity of the Ma-
hayana tradition. In fact, however, the Pali tradition, from which the 
Theravada teachings arose, should be regarded as the source of the 
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Mahayana as well, particularly the teachings on the Four Noble Truths 
and the thirty-seven aspects of the path to enlightenment. 
11

These are really the foundation and cornerstone of Buddhist practice. 
To these you add the practices of the six perfections8 and so forth in 
the manner of refining certain aspects of these foundational practices, 
and finally you add the practice of Vajrayana Buddhism. Therefore, even 
though you can add to it from the bodhisattva and Vajrayana teachings, 
the Pali canon is really a complete set of teachings in itself. Without the 
foundational teachings of the Lesser Vehicle, the Paramitayana and Va-
jrayana teachings are incomplete because they lack a basis.


 The Thirty-Seven Aspects of the Path to Enlightenment (also known as the Thirty-Seven Factors of Enlightenment) are a 11

comprehensive framework that outlines the essential practices and qualities needed to achieve enlightenment. These factors 
are grouped into seven sets, each emphasising different aspects of the path.

1. The Four Establishments of Mindfulness (Satipatthana) 

1. Mindfulness of the Body (Kayanupassana) (Awareness of breathing, postures, activities, and anatomical parts.)

2. Mindfulness of Feelings (Vedanupassana) (Observing pleasant, unpleasant, and neutral feelings.)

3. Mindfulness of Mind (Cittanupassana) (Observing the mind and its states (e.g., greed, hatred, delusion).)

4. Mindfulness of Mental Objects (Dhammanupassana) (Awareness of mental phenomena, including the Five Hin-

drances, the Seven Factors of Enlightenment, and the Four Noble Truths.)

2. The Four Right Efforts/ Correct Tranings (Samma-padhana) 

5. Preventing Unwholesome States (Effort to prevent unarisen unwholesome states.) 
6. Abandoning Unwholesome States (Effort to abandon arisen unwholesome states.) 
7. Developing Wholesome States (Effort to develop unarisen wholesome states. 
8. Maintaining Wholesome States (Effort to maintain arisen wholesome states.) 

3. The Four Bases of Spiritual Power (Iddhipada) 
9. Desire or Aspiration (Chanda) (The intention to practice and achieve enlightenment.)

10. Effort or Energy (Viriya) (Persistent effort in practice) 
11. Mind or Consciousness (Citta) (Focused and attentive mind.) 
12. Investigation or Discernment (Vimamsa) (Investigative wisdom and understanding.) 

4. The Five Faculties (Indriya) 
13. Faith (Saddha) (Trust in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha.) 
14. Energy (Viriya) (Effort and perseverance in practice.) 
15. Mindfulness (Sati) (Continuous awareness and attention.) 
16. Concentration (Samadhi) (Mental focus and stability.) 
17. Wisdom (Panna) (Insight into the true nature of reality.)


5. The Five Powers (Bala) 
18. Faith (Saddha) (Unshakable confidence in the path.) 
19. Energy (Viriya) (Sustained effort in practice.) 
20. Mindfulness (Sati) (Unbroken attention and presence.) 
21. Concentration (Samadhi) (Deep and stable mental focus.) 
22. Wisdom (Panna) (Penetrating understanding of the Dharma.) 

6. The Seven Factors of Enlightenment (Bojjhanga) 
23. Mindfulness (Sati) (Continuous presence of mind.) 
24. Investigation of the Dharma (Dhammavicaya) (Inquisitive and discerning examination of the Dharma.) 
25. Energy (Viriya) (Vigorous effort in practice.) 
26. Joy or Rapture (Piti) (Joy and enthusiasm arising from practice.) 
27. Tranquility (Passaddhi) (Mental and physical calmness.) 
28. Concentration (Samadhi) (Deep mental focus and absorption.) 
29. Equanimity (Upekkha) (Balanced and impartial state of mind.) 

7. The Noble Eightfold Path (Ariya-magga) 
30. Right View (Samma-ditthi) (Correct understanding of the Four Noble Truths and the nature of reality.) 
31. Right Intention (Samma-sankappa) (Intention of renunciation, goodwill, and harmlessness.) 
32. Right Speech (Samma-vaca) (Ethical communication; avoid falsehood, divisive speech, harsh words, & idle chatter.) 
33. Right Action (Samma-kammanta) (Ethical conduct; refraining from killing, stealing, and sexual misconduct.) 
34. Right Livelihood (Samma-ajiva) (Ethical livelihood; earning a living in a righteous way.) 
35. Right Effort (Samma-vayama) (Diligent effort to cultivate wholesome states and abandon unwholesome states.) 
36. Right Mindfulness (Samma-sati) (Developing continuous awareness and attention.) 
37. Right Concentration (Samma-samadhi) (Developing deep states of meditative absorption (jhanas).)
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2.8 Question and Answer Period 
Question. If there is a natural nirvana and a luminous, pure, fundamental 

nature, then what originally leads us to deviate from the pure luminosity for 
us to suffer from karma, defilements, obscurations and afflictions? How 
come we do not retain the state of pure luminous natural nirvana through 
the cycle of births and rebirths?


His Holiness. When Buddhism speaks of the luminous and fundamentally 
pure nature of mind, or consciousness, what is being suggested is that it is 
possible for the defilements to be removed from the basic mind, not that 
there is some kind of original, pure state that later became polluted by de-
filements. In fact, just as the continuum of our consciousness is without be-
ginning, our delusions are also without beginning. As long as the continuum 
of consciousness has existed, so too has there been the continuum of delu-
sion—the perception of inherent existence. The seeds of delusion have al-
ways been there together with the continuity of consciousness. 


Therefore, Buddhist texts sometimes mention innate, or fundamental ig-
norance, which is spontaneous and simultaneous with the continuum of the 
individual. Only through the application of antidotes and the practice of 
meditation can these delusions be cleansed from the basic mind. This is 
what is meant by natural purity.


If you examine the nature of your own mind, you will realise that the pollu-
tants, such as afflictive emotions and thoughts rooted in a distorted way of 
relating to the world, are actually unstable. No matter how powerful an af-
fliction, when you cultivate the antidote of true insight into the nature of real-
ity, it will vanish because of the power of the antidote, which undermines its 
continuity. However, there is nothing that can undermine the basic mind it-
self; nothing that can actually interrupt the continuity of consciousness. The 
existence of the world of subjective experience and consciousness is a nat-
ural fact. There is consciousness. There is mind. There is no force that can 
bring about a cessation of your mental continuum.


We can see parallels to this in the material world. According to Buddhism, 
the ultimate constituents of the macroscopic world of physical reality are 
what we call “space particles,” which constitute the subtlest level of physi-
cal reality. It is on the basis of the continuum of these subtle particles that 
the evolution of the cosmos is explained. The universe evolves out of this 
subtlest level of physical reality, remains for a certain period of time, then 
comes to an end and dissolves. The whole process of evolution and disso-
lution arises from this subtlest level of physical reality.


Here we are talking about a perceptible and tangible world of physical re-
ality that we can directly experience. Of course, in this world of everyday 
concrete reality, there will be forces that undermine its existence. The subtle 
level of physical reality is regarded as something that is continuous—with-
out beginning or end. From the Buddhist point of view, there is nothing that 
can bring an end to the actual continuum of the subtle level of reality.
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Similarly, there are various manifestations of consciousness. These in-
clude the grosser levels of thought, emotion and sensory experience, whose 
existence is contingent upon a certain physical reality, such as environment 
and time. But the basic continuum of consciousness from which these 
grosser levels of mind arise has neither beginning nor end; the continuum of 
the basic mind remains, and nothing can terminate it.


If defilements had a beginning, the question would arise, where did they 
come from? In the same way, Buddhism does not posit a beginning to con-
sciousness itself, because to do so raises more questions about what led to 
its creation. As to the question why there is no beginning of conscious- 
ness, one can argue for this on the basis of its ever-present continuum. The 
real argument, however, stems from a process of elimination, because if we 
posit a beginning of consciousness, what kind of beginning could it be and 
what could have caused it? Arguing for a beginning of consciousness un-
dermines the fundamental Buddhist belief in the law of causality.


In some Buddhist texts, however, we find references to the Buddha 
Samantabhadra—the ever-good and ever-pure primordial Buddha. But here 
we have to understand the concept of primordiality in relation to individual 
contexts. In this understanding, the fundamental innate mind of clear light is 
seen as the original source of the macroscopic world of our experience. 
When the Vajrayana literature describes this evolution process, for example, 
it speaks of a reverse cycle and a forward cycle.


In both cases, the world of diverse consciousness and mental activity 
arises from a subtler level of clear light, which then goes through what is 
known as the “three stages of appearance.” Through this process, there is 
an understanding that everything arises from this basic nature of clear light 
mind and is then dissolved into it. So again, our understanding is that this 
originality is in the context of individual instances, not some kind of univer-
sal beginning.


Question. Your Holiness, you spoke of monasteries like Vikramashila, 
where there was a strict code of ethics and where even highly realised mas-
ters could be expelled for breaking a vow. Today, certain rinpoches and 
high-level masters have been involved in different types of scandals. How 
come the code of ethics is different today?


His Holiness. One thing that needs to be clearly understood is that the 
individuals to whom you refer are no longer in the monastic order. People 
who have broken their vows, particularly one of the four cardinal rules—
falsely proclaiming spiritual realisations, committing murder, stealing, and 
engaging in sexual intercourse—will automatically be expelled from the 
monastery. They will be expelled even if there are strong grounds for suspi-
cion that they have broken their vows. This applies today as much as it did 
in the past. However, some of those who have broken their vows still find 
very skilful and devious means of retaining some kind of dignity and stature.
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I always remind monks and nuns, therefore, that the moment they have 
transgressed their vinaya vows, they should no longer wear their monastic 
robes. This applies equally to members of all four schools of Tibetan Bud-
dhism: Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyü and Geluk. Within the Tibetan tradition, 
however, there are two institutions of practitioners— the monastic institution 
of practitioners with monastic vows and the institution of lay practitioners, 
who wear different coloured robes, don’t shave their heads and have taken 
only lay precepts, or pratimoksha vows. 
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