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Volume 3 of Steps on the Path to Enlightenment: A 

Commentary on Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo by 

Geshe Lhundub Sopa. 

Introduction 

Purpose and Context of the Lamrim 
Geshe Sopa opens the introduction by reminding readers that the Buddha gave 
84,000 teachings to treat the diverse “diseases” of sentient beings. This immense 
Dharma body can be overwhelming to approach, especially long after the 

Buddha’s passing. Therefore, great masters like Atiśa and Tsongkhapa distilled 
these teachings into an organised, practical form (the Lamrim, or “Stages of the 
Path”) to make the path to enlightenment accessible.

This third volume of the five-volume commentary focuses on the great scope, the 
practices of persons of great spiritual capacity. It builds on the previous two 
volumes which cover:


• The small scope: aiming for a good rebirth

• The medium scope: aiming for liberation from cyclic existence


All three scopes form a continuum. Just as travellers move through various 
stages to reach a final destination, spiritual aspirants progress from seeking a 
better rebirth to seeking personal liberation, and ultimately to working for the 
enlightenment of all beings.


Ultimate Aim: Enlightenment for the Benefit of All 
While personal liberation (as taught in the Hinayana) is profound, it is still self-

centred. True fulfilment for a person of great capacity comes from striving for full 

enlightenment (buddhahood), motivated by the desire to rescue all sentient 
beings from suffering.

This altruistic aspiration is called bodhicitta—the central theme of this volume. 

Geshe Sopa emphasises that bodhicitta is the gateway to the Mahayana and 
without it, no practice, no matter how advanced (including meditation on 
emptiness or tantric rituals), can be called Mahayana.


Why We Need the Lamrim Approach 
Geshe Sopa insists that Dharma practice is not for those content with temporary 

pleasures, wealth, or status. It is for those who seek lasting happiness and 

ultimate truth. The Lamrim provides a systematic structure, ensuring 

practitioners know what to do, when to do it, and why it matters.

By organising the teachings into progressive stages, the Lamrim:


• Prevents confusion and aimless practice

• Ensures practitioners engage with teachings appropriate to their level

• Clarifies the gradual cultivation of qualities leading to enlightenment


The Bodhisattva’s Responsibility 
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A major emphasis is that liberation is not enough. True compassion sees that as 
long as others suffer, our own peace is incomplete. Geshe Sopa stresses the 

vast scale of the Mahayana—it aims to carry all beings to enlightenment. 
Therefore, the practitioner of great capacity commits to shouldering this cosmic 
responsibility.

However, we cannot lead others to freedom unless we are free ourselves. Hence, 
a bodhisattva dedicates every thought and action toward becoming a buddha—a 
being perfectly equipped to benefit others.


Spiritual Motivation and Readiness 
Geshe Sopa also critiques superficial or blind entry into the Mahayana path. He 
advises that practitioners should:


• Analyse the benefits of the Mahayana

• Reflect deeply on its goals

• Meditate to internalise these values


Only with intelligent respect and genuine motivation will the Mahayana path 
yield results. Otherwise, even with noble-sounding actions, the lack of true 
bodhicitta makes the practice hollow.


Structure of Volume 3 
The introduction concludes by outlining the contents of this volume:


1. Showing that developing bodhicitta is the only entrance to the 

Mahayana

2. How to develop bodhicitta


◦ Through four conditions, four causes, and four powers

3. How to engage in bodhisattva conduct (to be continued in Volumes 4 

and 5)

This sets the stage for a detailed exploration of how to cultivate the heart of a 
bodhisattva and walk the vast path to buddhahood.


Summary Insight 
In essence, this introduction orients us to:


• The urgency and rarity of our human opportunity

• The compassionate ambition of the Mahayana

• The centrality of bodhicitta as the defining Mahayana trait

• The practical utility of the Lamrim structure to guide the entire path


It sets a tone of reverence, responsibility, and confidence—that anyone, using 
these teachings properly, can become a source of profound benefit for all beings.


Chapter 1: The Stages of the Path for Persons of 

Great Capacity 

The Preciousness and Opportunity of Human Life 
Geshe Sopa begins by emphasising how extraordinarily rare and precious human 
life is, particularly when endowed with conducive conditions for spiritual practice. 
Unlike most sentient beings, who exist in lower realms or face continual suffering, 
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humans have a unique potential to achieve profound spiritual goals. Recognising 
the rarity of this human rebirth is a fundamental motivation to use it for the 
ultimate benefit of oneself and all beings, rather than squandering it on temporary 
pleasures.


Three Levels of Spiritual Capacity 
He clarifies three levels of spiritual motivation:

• Small Capacity: Practitioners motivated by fear of lower rebirths strive for 

future higher rebirths by engaging in virtue and avoiding negative karma.

• Intermediate Capacity: Practitioners see the suffering inherent even in good 

rebirths, recognise the relentless dissatisfaction of cyclic existence (samsara), 
and thus seek total liberation (nirvana) through the three trainings of ethics, 
concentration, and wisdom.


• Great Capacity: Practitioners with “great” compassion recognise that 
attaining personal liberation is insufficient; they commit themselves 
wholeheartedly to achieving complete enlightenment to effectively liberate all 
sentient beings from suffering. This level is identified by its expansive 
motivation, inclusive compassion, and selfless intent.


Bodhicitta: The Essential Entry to Mahayana 
Bodhicitta, the altruistic aspiration to achieve enlightenment for the sake of all 
sentient beings, is highlighted as the singular, indispensable entry into the 
Mahayana path. Without it, no practice (no matter how profound) is considered 
truly Mahayana. Bodhicitta transforms every action into one of boundless merit, 
directing it towards the enlightenment of all beings.

Geshe Sopa draws extensively from texts like Śāntideva's Engaging in the 
Bodhisattva Deeds and Nāgārjuna's Precious Garland to illustrate how bodhicitta 
elevates even minor virtuous actions into profoundly meritorious deeds, 
surpassing even the most rigorous practices of self-liberation-focused paths.


Developing Bodhicitta through Causes, Conditions, and 

Powers 
Geshe Sopa presents a detailed framework of how bodhicitta is cultivated 
through specific conditions, causes, and powers:

Four Conditions for Producing Bodhicitta (Nominal Bodhicitta): 

1. Seeing or hearing about the extraordinary qualities of Buddhas and 

Bodhisattvas.

2. Studying descriptions of enlightenment and developing admiration and 

faith.

3. Recognising that the Dharma is disappearing and wishing to sustain it.

4. Recognising the general decline of virtues and wishing to counteract it.

While these conditions produce admiration for enlightenment, they are 
preliminary and alone do not generate complete bodhicitta.

Four Causes for Producing Bodhicitta: 

1. Favourable birth conditions (good family, supportive environment).

2. Having a qualified spiritual teacher.

3. Natural compassion for others.
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4. Resilience against discouragement in practice.

These provide a stable foundation for developing bodhicitta.

Four Powers for Producing Bodhicitta: 

1. Self-motivation and inner confidence.

2. Encouragement from others.

3. Previous karmic predispositions from past lives.

4. Persistent effort and practice in this life.


These powers strengthen and stabilise one's bodhicitta aspiration.


Detailed Methods for Cultivating Bodhicitta: 
Geshe Sopa presents two primary, detailed methods for cultivating authentic 
bodhicitta:

1. Sevenfold Cause-and-Effect Instructions (from Atīśa):  

This method progressively cultivates bodhicitta through recognizing all beings 
as one's mother, recalling their kindness, developing the wish to repay their 
kindness, cultivating affectionate love, generating compassion, producing the 
"superior thought" (assuming personal responsibility to free beings), 
culminating in the full development of bodhicitta.


2. Exchanging Self and Others (from Śāntideva):  
This technique transforms one's fundamental perspective by exchanging 
one's own happiness with the happiness of others, thus weakening egoistic 
self-cherishing and fostering sincere altruism. This practice is rooted in the 
profound understanding of dependent origination and relativity of perception.


The Six Perfections as the Actual Bodhisattva Path 
Once bodhicitta is established, Geshe Sopa introduces the six perfections 
(generosity, ethical discipline, patience, joyous perseverance, meditative 
stabilisation, and wisdom) as practical activities of a bodhisattva. Each perfection 
is essential, with wisdom particularly highlighted as the direct antidote to 
ignorance, while the other perfections function as necessary supports.


Significance of Compassion 
Throughout the entire explanation, compassion emerges repeatedly as 
foundational. Great compassion is necessary at the beginning to motivate entry 
onto the Mahayana path, indispensable in the middle to sustain bodhisattva 
practice despite hardship, and essential at the end—when enlightened—to 
tirelessly benefit all beings without falling into mere personal liberation.


Intended for Genuine Practice 
Geshe Sopa stresses that theoretical understanding alone is insufficient. 
Practitioners must actively apply teachings to transform negative patterns into 
compassionate, beneficial interactions. Over time, persistent practice naturally 
develops a mind that is calm, patient, compassionate, and attractive to others, 
facilitating the dissemination of the Dharma and fulfilment of Mahayana ideals.


Encouragement and Practical Advice 
Geshe Sopa concludes by encouraging readers not merely to accept teachings 
with blind faith or superficial understanding, but to critically examine, meditate 
upon, and incorporate them into daily life, thus genuinely progressing along the 
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path to enlightenment. He emphasises the preciousness of this life and urges 
practitioners to dedicate every action toward the ultimate goal of attaining 
enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings.


In summary, Geshe Sopa’s commentary provides a detailed, methodical, and 
deeply compassionate exposition of the profound Mahayana teachings as 
presented in Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo. Chapter 1 highlights bodhicitta as 
the indispensable core of Mahayana Buddhism, supported by detailed methods 
for its cultivation, all centred around the irreplaceable value of compassion and 
altruistic intention.


Chapter 2: Compassion, the Entrance to the Ma-

hayana 
Overview

Chapter 2 explores compassion in detail, emphasising its pivotal role in entering 
the Mahayana path and developing bodhicitta. Compassion is not just empathy 
or concern; it is the essential cause and foundation of the entire Mahayana 
practice. The chapter provides thorough explanations of why compassion is 
critical at every stage (beginning, middle, and end) of Mahayana practice.


Importance of Great Compassion 

Compassion as the Gateway to the Mahayana 
The Mahayana path fundamentally begins with compassion because compassion 
is the seed from which bodhicitta arises. Without deeply felt compassion for the 
suffering of others, a true and authentic aspiration to attain enlightenment for 
their sake cannot develop. Great compassion is distinct from ordinary 
compassion because it encompasses all sentient beings equally, without 
partiality or limitation, and actively seeks to alleviate suffering universally.

Commentary:  
Compassion here is highlighted not as a passive emotion but as an active force 
motivating practitioners to engage tirelessly in the difficult practices required to 
become a Buddha. It is described vividly as the driving force that inspires 
practitioners to take on enormous challenges and hardships joyfully.

Compassion Throughout the Path 
Compassion is not only important in the beginning; it sustains practitioners 
throughout their long journey. Without continuous compassion, the motivation 
can weaken or get corrupted by selfishness or discouragement. The text 
underscores that compassion helps practitioners maintain their dedication and 
joy even when faced with difficult practices and hardships, making compassion 
indispensable in maintaining bodhicitta and engaging in the extensive activities of 
the bodhisattva.

Commentary:  
This reflects practical spiritual psychology, recognising that to sustain a lifelong, 
and even multi-lifetime, effort, practitioners must regularly rekindle compassion in 
their hearts. Otherwise, motivation will fade, and spiritual practices can become 
mere routines devoid of genuine altruistic intention.
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Compassion as the Culmination of Enlightenment 
Great compassion also characterises a Buddha's state. Unlike arhats, who rest in 
individual liberation, Buddhas continuously and spontaneously act out of 
compassion. Their enlightenment is complete precisely because their 
compassion compels them to remain active in helping sentient beings, thus 
avoiding the extremes of samsaric existence or passive nirvana.

Commentary:  
The highest expression of compassion, as explained in the text, transcends self-
interest entirely. Even after full enlightenment, a Buddha’s compassionate activity 
never ceases, thus compassion is both the beginning and the endless 
culmination of the Mahayana path.


Developing Great Compassion 

Equanimity as the Foundation 
The initial condition necessary for great compassion is impartiality or equanimity. 
Without removing attachment to some beings and aversion to others, 
practitioners cannot cultivate genuine, universal compassion. Equanimity is 
cultivated through reflection and meditation that considers all beings as equally 
deserving of happiness and freedom from suffering. This step is critical because 
biased compassion can never fully develop into the unconditional compassion 
required in Mahayana.

Commentary:  
The text identifies impartiality as the critical first step, a practical instruction 
essential to counteract the ingrained biases that limit compassion and obstruct 
the Mahayana attitude.

Recognition of All Beings as Mothers 
Following equanimity, practitioners meditate deeply on recognizing all beings as 
having been their mothers. Given the countless rebirths experienced, each being 
has at some point served as a caring mother. Recognizing this fosters a deep 
emotional connection to others, softening the mind and cultivating profound 
gratitude and affection.

Commentary:  
This meditation is highly effective because it leverages a universally understood 
relationship—that between mother and child—to awaken deep emotional bonds 
and gratitude, essential for developing heartfelt compassion.

Remembering Kindness and Wishing to Repay It 
The next step involves actively remembering the kindness of these mother beings 
across infinite past lives. When practitioners vividly recall this kindness, they 
naturally develop a powerful wish to repay it. This wish becomes the motivational 
foundation that propels practitioners into seeking the welfare of all beings 
actively.

Commentary:  
Remembering kindness transforms compassion from a generalised feeling into a 
deeply personal commitment. It underscores how compassion in the Mahayana 
is active and engaged, rather than abstract.
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Cultivating Love and the Superior Thought 
Once the foundation of compassion and affection is established, the practitioner 
cultivates love—the sincere wish for all beings to experience happiness. This love 
deepens into compassion—the intense desire that all beings be free from 
suffering. When compassion reaches its greatest intensity, it becomes what 
Tsongkhapa terms the "superior thought," the resolve that oneself alone must 
take responsibility to free all beings. This profoundly powerful thought is the 
immediate cause of bodhicitta.

Commentary:  
This section is particularly insightful because it distinguishes clearly between 
compassion as a general aspiration and the superior thought, which is the active 
resolve to take personal responsibility. It emphasizes that true Mahayana 
compassion must mature into a committed resolve.


The Result: Bodhicitta 
The culmination of these meditations and realisations is bodhicitta—the 
spontaneous, heartfelt wish to attain full enlightenment for the benefit of all 
beings. True bodhicitta emerges naturally once the superior thought has 
developed, as practitioners realise that only a Buddha’s enlightenment can fully 
accomplish the goal of alleviating the infinite suffering of all beings.

Commentary:  
Bodhicitta is presented not merely as a good intention but as the practical and 
logical conclusion arising from deep compassion and the understanding that only 
enlightenment can effectively fulfil the altruistic goal.


Final Insights and Summary 
Geshe Lhundub Sopa strongly emphasises that compassion, cultivated through 
these methodical and progressive steps, is both the cause and the effect of true 
Mahayana practice. Great compassion begins, sustains, and completes the 
journey to enlightenment. Thus, practitioners are encouraged to deeply reflect 
upon and internalise these meditations until genuine compassion spontaneously 
arises.

Practical Advice from the Text:

• Regularly meditate on equanimity to remove bias.

• Deeply recognise and reflect on all beings' kindness.

• Vigorously cultivate the wish to repay kindness, thereby generating the superior 

thought.

• Sustain and deepen compassion until bodhicitta arises spontaneously.


The Meaning of the Superior Thought 
In Geshe Lhundub Sopa’s commentary, the superior thought is defined as an 
exceedingly powerful and intense form of compassion and love, one that actively 
takes upon itself the responsibility for freeing all sentient beings from suffering 
and bringing them ultimate happiness. The superior thought goes far beyond 
ordinary compassion or even generalised great compassion. Ordinary 
compassion might be characterised by a simple wish or hope for the well-being 
of others ("how wonderful it would be if everyone were happy"), whereas the 
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superior thought decisively commits to personally ensuring that all beings attain 
happiness and are freed from sufferingThe superior thought represents a pivotal 
moment when a practitioner transitions from mere aspiration and wishful thinking 
about others' happiness to actively taking responsibility. The practitioner adopts 
an intense resolve—one does not passively wait for others to help beings or 
depend on external circumstances, but wholeheartedly resolves:

“I myself will ensure that all beings are free from suffering and achieve lasting 
happiness.”

This powerful resolve is uniquely described as “superior” because it surpasses 
ordinary forms of compassion and love. It is compassion coupled with personal 
courage, accountability, and unwavering resolve to directly engage in benefiting 
others


Illustrative Analogy from the Sutras 

Geshe Sopa employs the Questions of Sagaramati Sutra’s vivid analogy to 
clarify this superior thought:

A merchant's beloved child falls into a deep sewer. When the child's mother and 
other relatives see this, they are deeply distressed and earnestly wish someone 
would save him, but they do not have the courage or willingness to descend into 
the sewer themselves. They remain helplessly above ground, mourning and 
lamenting the situation. However, when the father arrives, he immediately takes 
responsibility, disregards any personal danger or discomfort, and jumps in to 
rescue his child without hesitation.

In this analogy:

• The sewer symbolises samsara, the cyclic existence full of suffering.

• The child represents all sentient beings trapped in this cycle.

• The mother and relatives reflect practitioners of the Hinayana vehicle, who feel 

compassion but lack the courage and commitment to assume personal 
responsibility.


• The father represents the Mahayana practitioner, characterised by the superior 
thought—he alone possesses the courage and unwavering resolve to 
personally liberate all beings.


Distinction Between Mahayana and Hinayana Compassion 
Geshe Sopa highlights a critical distinction between Hinayana and Mahayana 
compassion, emphasising how the superior thought decisively differentiates 
these two paths:

• Hinayana Compassion: 

Practitioners of the Hinayana (such as śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas) develop 
a sincere wish that all beings be free from suffering. However, their compassion 
typically remains at the level of wishing or dedicating merit. They sincerely wish 
others well but primarily pursue their own liberation, believing it too vast and 
difficult to personally commit to liberating all beings.


• Mahayana Compassion (Superior Thought):  
By contrast, Mahayana practitioners deliberately and fully commit themselves 
to achieving enlightenment explicitly for the purpose of personally guiding 
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every sentient being to freedom and happiness. Their compassion involves not 
merely hoping for others' happiness but actively engaging in their welfare with 
full personal responsibility and dedication, even if it takes limitless time and 
effort.


Thus, the essential differentiation between the Hinayana and Mahayana lies 
precisely in the method side of their practice—namely, the depth, strength, and 
active nature of their compassion. The Mahayana’s compassion, bolstered by the 
superior thought, explicitly involves personally bearing the responsibility of 
ensuring all beings' liberation.

Geshe Sopa quotes Nāgārjuna’s Precious Garland, highlighting that the Buddha 
did not teach bodhicitta or actions dedicated solely to the welfare of others to 
Hinayana practitioners precisely because they are not yet ready to assume such 
profound responsibility. They are primarily focused on their own emancipation 
from suffering and fear the immense effort required by the Mahayana path.


Practical Implications of the Superior Thought 
The superior thought is not merely theoretical or aspirational—it has profound 
practical implications. Practitioners inspired by this thought assess their own 
current limitations and recognise clearly that they presently lack the capacity to 
fulfil their vow to liberate all beings. This recognition leads directly to the powerful 
resolution to attain complete enlightenment (buddhahood) because only a fully 
enlightened Buddha possesses the omniscience, perfect power, and 
unconditional compassion necessary to truly benefit all beings without exception 
or error.

Hence, the superior thought directly gives rise to bodhicitta—the altruistic 
intention to attain full enlightenment for others. It is not separate or distinct from 
compassion but rather a supremely powerful expression of it. Once this superior 
compassion arises, it naturally transforms into bodhicitta, the explicit resolve to 
attain buddhahood for the benefit of others.


Final Reflections 
Geshe Sopa’s detailed analysis highlights how the superior thought clearly and 
practically separates the Mahayana from lesser paths. Mahayana practitioners do 
not merely feel compassion; they fully and courageously accept personal 
responsibility for alleviating all suffering universally. It is this exceptional resolve 
and responsibility inherent in the superior thought that makes the Mahayana 
vastly broader and more profound, often illustrated metaphorically as the 
difference between the vast oceans (Mahayana) and the small amount of water 
found in a cow's hoofprint (Hinayana).

In essence, the superior thought is the transformative moment of spiritual 
maturation where universal compassion becomes fully actionable, defining the 
vastness, depth, and active engagement unique to the Mahayana.


This detailed chapter significantly contributes to understanding compassion in 
Mahayana Buddhism. Compassion is presented not merely as a feeling but as a 
practical, transformative, and powerful commitment that engages every aspect of 
a practitioner's mind and actions. The chapter skilfully balances philosophical 
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depth with practical meditation instructions, offering clear steps to develop 
profound compassion leading directly to bodhicitta and full enlightenment.

Geshe Sopa’s explanations, based on Tsongkhapa's profound insights, provide 
an essential roadmap for practitioners aiming to transform theoretical 
understanding into lived experience. This chapter thus stands out as an 
invaluable resource for both practical application and deeper philosophical 
reflection on the Mahayana path.


Chapter 3: The Sevenfold Cause-and Effect Personal 

Instructions 
Introduction and Context 

Chapter 3, "The Sevenfold Cause-and-Effect Personal Instructions," presents 
a methodical and sequential approach for developing the compassionate mind of 
bodhicitta. The essence of this chapter is the clear and practical guidance on 
how practitioners must systematically train their minds through progressive 
meditation, ultimately culminating in a spontaneous and powerful altruistic 
aspiration to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all beings.

Geshe Sopa emphasises throughout this chapter three pivotal points that you 
have highlighted:

1. The critical need to proceed gradually through the three categories of sentient 

beings—starting with close relatives and friends, then neutral beings, and 
finally enemies.


2. Recognition that even when spontaneous bodhicitta is achieved, practitioners 
must still traverse the extensive path involving eight further stages before 
buddhahood.


3. The central Mahayana responsibility of personally guiding all sentient beings 
out of samsara, emphasising the powerful commitment of the bodhisattva.


These observations significantly enrich the understanding and underscore the 
depth of the practice described.

Gradual Progression through Three Types of Sentient Beings 
Geshe Sopa continuously stresses the necessity of approaching the cultivation of 
love and great compassion through a carefully graduated process involving three 
distinct groups:

• First, one begins by deeply cultivating affectionate love and compassion 

toward close relatives and friends. This is a crucial step, as these individuals 
are naturally more accessible emotionally, enabling the practitioner to vividly 
recall their kindness, particularly through the example of the mother in this 
lifetime. The intense emotional bond established here creates a powerful 
foundation for further expansion.


• Second, once love and compassion for close ones are firmly established, 

practitioners gradually extend this compassion to neutral beings—those who 
provoke neither strong attachment nor aversion. Initially, neutral beings elicit a 
sense of indifference, yet through analytical meditation and reasoning (noting 
their previous maternal kindness in past lives), practitioners can slowly develop 
genuine compassion and emotional connection with them as well.
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• Finally, and crucially, practitioners must expand their practice to include their 

enemies. This is often the most challenging stage, as enemies naturally 
provoke aversion and negative emotions. Geshe Sopa emphasises repeatedly 
that compassion limited only to friends and neutral beings remains incomplete. 
He makes it clear that true bodhicitta must include all beings without 
exception, and that bypassing or rushing this step leaves the mind training 
weak and unstable. Only by developing sincere affection, compassion, and 
concern for enemies does bodhicitta become robust and universally effective.


Commentary:  
This progressive structure is psychologically profound and methodologically 
sound. Geshe Sopa’s insistence on sequentially working through these three 
groups ensures emotional depth and authenticity. By directly confronting and 
transforming deeply held biases and attachments, practitioners achieve a 
comprehensive emotional transformation, which makes the resulting bodhicitta 
stable, authentic, and universally encompassing.

Core Structure of the Sevenfold Cause-and-Effect Method 
The sevenfold method involves sequential steps designed to build upon one 
another, gradually transforming ordinary self-centred attitudes into altruistic 
intentions. The chapter categorises these steps under two main training sections:

1.Training the Mind to Accomplish the Goals of Others  

a. Establishing the foundation (equanimity and affection).  
b. Cultivating a deep appreciation and sense of responsibility toward others 
(recognising all beings as one's mothers, recalling their kindness, wishing to 
repay that kindness). 
c. Actual production of the altruistic attitude (developing love, compassion, and 
the superior thought).


2.Training the Mind to Strive for Enlightenment (Bodhicitta)

◦ Recognising bodhicitta as the culmination and fruit of previous trainings.


Detailed Breakdown and Analysis 

1. Establishing the Foundation 

a. Achieving Impartiality (Equanimity)  
Equanimity is foundational because without it, genuine compassion is impossible. 
Ordinary minds differentiate beings into categories of friend, enemy, and stranger, 
creating attachment, aversion, and indifference. The meditation involves clearly 
visualising these three groups and contemplating two crucial points:

• From their side: all beings equally desire happiness and freedom from 

suffering.

• From our side: relationships constantly change across countless lives; today's 

friend might have been yesterday’s enemy and vice versa.

Through this analytical meditation, practitioners dismantle biased perceptions, 
realising there is no logical ground for partiality. Eventually, the mind is prepared 
to extend compassion universally.

Commentary: The strength of this approach lies in its logical clarity, guiding 
practitioners step by step toward emotional impartiality—necessary for the vast 
compassion of a bodhisattva.
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b. Having Affection for All Sentient Beings  
Equanimity alone is insufficient for great compassion. We must actively cultivate 
affectionate love. This requires meditating on:

• Recognising all beings as having been our mothers.

• Remembering their kindness.

• Developing the wish to repay this kindness.

Geshe Sopa emphasises starting with one’s current mother, vividly recalling the 
care received from her, and then expanding this to all beings. Genuine gratitude 
for maternal kindness sets a powerful emotional basis for generating universal 
compassion.

Commentary: This step deeply integrates emotion with logic, ensuring 
compassion becomes heartfelt rather than intellectual. The emphasis on motherly 
love provides a universally relatable emotional anchor.

2. Cultivating a Recognition of All Beings as Your Mothers 
This section profoundly explores karmic interconnectedness. Since beginningless 
time, we have had infinite rebirths; every sentient being has been our mother 
countless times. Meditating on this continuity, practitioners deeply internalise the 
truth of interconnectedness, dissolving perceived separations between oneself 
and others.

Commentary: Geshe Sopa acknowledges Western cultural skepticism about 
reincarnation. He urges practitioners to test these ideas through analytical 
reasoning and logical investigation, rather than blind acceptance, highlighting 
Buddhism’s openness to critical inquiry.

3. Cultivating a Remembrance of Their Kindness 
This meditation specifically engages with the extensive kindness mothers exhibit 
toward their offspring, enumerating concrete examples of maternal sacrifice and 
care. Even animal mothers demonstrate unconditional love. By repeatedly 
contemplating this kindness, practitioners form a powerful emotional motivation 
to benefit all beings.

Commentary: Geshe Sopa uses vivid, relatable examples that evoke natural 
empathy, facilitating strong emotional conviction and commitment.

4. Cultivating the Wish to Repay Mothers' Kindness 
With deep gratitude established, practitioners meditate on the imperative to 
repay kindness through the highest means possible—liberating all beings from 
samsaric suffering. Merely offering temporary comfort is insufficient; the profound 
repayment is to lead them to enlightenment.

Commentary: Here, Geshe Sopa powerfully articulates the moral responsibility of 
a bodhisattva. He critiques the selfishness of merely seeking one’s liberation 
without helping others, labelling such an attitude as profoundly shameful.

5. Actual Production of the Altruistic Attitude 

a. Cultivation of Love and Compassion 
From affectionate love, great compassion naturally arises. Compassion desires all 
beings to be free from suffering, while love wishes happiness upon them. 
Deepening these emotions into universal great compassion requires continuous 
analytical meditation and reflection on the interconnectedness and equality of all 
beings.
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b. Cultivation of the Superior Thought  
This stage represents intensified compassion—the determination that one must 
personally assume responsibility for freeing all beings from suffering. Superior 
thought transcends mere wishing; it actively motivates practitioners to do 
everything necessary to alleviate others’ suffering personally.

Commentary: Geshe Sopa highlights the distinction between ordinary 
compassion and superior thought clearly. Superior thought is compassion at its 
highest and is the immediate precursor to bodhicitta.

6. Recognising Bodhicitta, the Fruit of the Training 
The culmination of these meditations is bodhicitta itself—the sincere wish to 
achieve full enlightenment to benefit all sentient beings. This aspiration arises 
spontaneously, powerfully, and continuously, guiding all subsequent actions and 
practices toward enlightenment.

Commentary: Geshe Sopa emphasises that true bodhicitta arises from a 
systematic, well-founded meditation practice. Bodhicitta is portrayed not just as 
a noble aspiration, but as a realistic and achievable goal, given persistent and 
disciplined effort.

Mahayana’s Full Personal Responsibility for All Sentient Beings 
A central and recurring theme in Geshe Sopa’s explanation of the sevenfold 
method is the explicit and powerful emphasis on the bodhisattva’s full, personal 
responsibility to liberate all sentient beings from samsara. Unlike ordinary 
compassion that merely wishes others to be free of suffering, the Mahayana 
"superior thought" involves the explicit and deeply felt determination: "I myself 
must personally lead all sentient beings out of suffering."

Geshe Sopa underscores that this superior thought is not optional—it defines the 
essential nature of Mahayana bodhicitta. Without this deeply felt personal 
accountability, compassion remains ordinary and limited. He repeatedly highlights 
that the Mahayana practitioner is someone who embraces this profound, 
unwavering, and extensive commitment, demonstrating the strength of 
Mahayana practice compared to mere compassion without active responsibility.

Commentary:  
This profound personal accountability, repeatedly highlighted by Geshe Sopa, 
dramatically intensifies the practitioner’s motivation and practice. The emphasis 
ensures that bodhicitta is never merely intellectual or theoretical but arises from a 
heartfelt commitment to action. It transforms compassion into a powerful 
motivating force, capable of propelling the practitioner through countless 
hardships over many lifetimes.

Overall Commentary 
Geshe Sopa’s teaching is meticulously structured, logically rigorous, and deeply 
compassionate, bridging analytical clarity with emotional depth. The meditations 
he describes are precise and practical, making the lofty goal of universal 
compassion and bodhicitta accessible through disciplined practice. He skillfully 
combines theoretical exposition, scriptural quotations, relatable examples, and 
pragmatic guidance, appealing to both intellectual rigor and emotional sensitivity.

Ultimately, this chapter presents the sevenfold method as a robust path toward 
transforming ordinary attitudes into the profound altruism required to traverse the 

Page  of 13 54



Steps on the Path to Enlightenment - Volume 3 Geshe Lhundub Sopa

Mahayana path effectively, culminating in the spontaneous and stable arising of 
bodhicitta.

Significance 
Your observations highlight three critical aspects of Chapter 3 that significantly 
deepen the chapter’s practical and philosophical importance:

• Sequential Emotional Development:  

This structure ensures that practitioners develop compassion that is inclusive, 
authentic, and emotionally potent, rather than superficial or biased.


• Recognition of Further Spiritual Stages:  
Highlighting the extensive path beyond spontaneous bodhicitta reinforces 
humility and sustained effort, preventing overestimation of early attainments.


• Personal Mahayana Accountability:  
Emphasising the active, personal responsibility distinguishes Mahayana 
compassion clearly from lesser, more passive forms of empathy, creating an 
impetus for genuine transformation and powerful spiritual growth.


By integrating these insights, Geshe Sopa provides a profoundly effective 
roadmap to cultivating stable, inclusive, and transformative compassion. His 
instructions ensure that practitioners maintain depth, humility, and sustained 
effort throughout the entire journey, ultimately achieving a bodhicitta that is both 
realistic and powerful enough to achieve complete buddhahood.


Chapter 4. Exchanging Self and Other 
Geshe Lhundub Sopa opens this chapter by emphasising the pivotal role of 
compassion and love in the Mahayana path, particularly the practice of 
"exchanging self and others". He notes clearly that exchanging self and others is 
not literal; one does not become someone else. Rather, it's a profound 
transformation of the way we habitually perceive our own welfare versus the 
welfare of others. Through sustained meditation, the bodhisattva gradually 
reverses habitual selfishness, replacing it with heartfelt, spontaneous compassion 
and love for others.

This method is traced back to the great Indian master Shantideva and is vividly 
explained in his renowned text, Bodhicaryavatara (Engaging in the Bodhisattva 
Deeds). Geshe Sopa carefully outlines the mental steps that practitioners must 
follow:

1. Recognising the Faults of Self-Cherishing: The first step is understanding 

the detrimental nature of self-centred attitudes. The self-cherishing mind is the 
root cause of all suffering, leading to anger, jealousy, pride, rivalry, and 
destructive behaviour.


2. Seeing the Benefits of Cherishing Others: Contrasting this negative view, the 
practitioner meditates on the immense benefits that flow from sincerely caring 
for others. Cherishing others is shown as the foundation of true happiness, 
well-being, and spiritual success. Geshe Sopa highlights that even mundane 
happiness arises indirectly from kindness toward others.


3. Practicing Tonglen (Giving and Taking): Geshe Sopa describes Tonglen as 
the practical meditation for exchanging self and others. It involves visualising 
taking on others' suffering and offering them one's happiness, resources, merit, 
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and even enlightenment itself. Initially difficult and counterintuitive, through 
repeated practice, this meditation cultivates extraordinary courage and 
altruism.


4. Integrating into Daily Life: Exchanging self and others is not only a 
meditation; it must inform every action. Practitioners are encouraged to 
continually watch their minds and actions, reversing self-centred motives 
wherever they arise. Geshe Sopa emphasises mindful vigilance in daily 
activities to gradually uproot ingrained selfishness and cultivate spontaneous 
compassion.


Analysis and Commentary 
Geshe Sopa provides extensive practical advice on effectively integrating this 
method. He addresses the natural resistance beginners face, acknowledging how 
entrenched self-cherishing is and offering powerful antidotes. His commentary is 
both psychologically astute and compassionate. Rather than dismissing 
difficulties, he validates the practitioner’s struggles and suggests gradual, 
consistent practice as the key to genuine transformation.

Significantly, Geshe Sopa points out that this practice (though challenging) is 
absolutely essential for true bodhichitta. Without fully exchanging self with others, 
bodhichitta remains superficial and unstable. He emphasises that merely 
intellectual understanding is insufficient; deep transformation occurs only through 
persistent experiential practice.

Geshe Sopa also importantly contextualises this practice as essential for the 
Bodhisattva ideal. If practitioners truly take personal responsibility to free all 
beings from samsara, logically, they must abandon any residual self-
preoccupation. Thus, exchanging self and others isn’t just desirable; it is 
indispensable for attaining full Buddhahood.

He further emphasises Shantideva’s logic: all happiness derives from cherishing 
others, all suffering from self-cherishing. Thus, it's entirely rational and practical 
to transform one's habitual thinking.


Commentary on the Differences with Appendix 3 (HHDL’s The Bodhisattva 

Guide) 
Your observation is correct: Although Appendix 3 of The Bodhisattva Guide also 
draws upon Śāntideva, it does indeed focus specifically on verses that 
emphasise the immediate application of exchanging self and others in a way that 
is experientially accessible. By contrast, Geshe Sopa’s Chapter 4 approaches 
different verses, deepening the philosophical grounding and broadening the 
conceptual understanding of the method.

Possible Reasons for Different Selections of Verses:

• Purpose and Audience: Appendix 3 in HHDL's text appears designed for 

practical instruction, inspiring immediate application of exchanging self and 
others. It selects verses that vividly illustrate the personal and transformative 
nature of this practice. Geshe Sopa’s chapter, however, is more analytical and 
comprehensive, suitable for serious students systematically training in 
bodhichitta.
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• Pedagogical Emphasis: HHDL’s approach emphasises direct, practical 
experiential insight into the transformative power of exchanging self and 
others, while Geshe Sopa is interested in the comprehensive philosophical and 
psychological underpinnings of the practice. He lays down detailed mental 
steps, anticipating obstacles, and suggesting countermeasures.


• Textual Tradition: Tibetan Buddhist teachers frequently select different verses 
from Shantideva according to the lineage teachings they're emphasising. 
Geshe Sopa follows the Lamrim tradition of Tsongkhapa, which offers 
comprehensive explanations to establish a strong, logical foundation. HHDL 
often selects key verses intended to inspire and provoke immediate 
contemplation and change.


• Application vs. Philosophy: Appendix 3 prioritises immediate, heartfelt 
application in daily life; deeply meaningful verses that strongly motivate the 
reader. In contrast, Geshe Sopa's selection is more systematic, intended to 
build a solid philosophical understanding necessary for stable realization.


Summary of Key Insights from Chapter 4: 

• Self-cherishing is the fundamental enemy of spiritual progress.

• Real happiness is directly proportional to how much one values others 

over oneself.

• Exchanging self and others is a systematic practice, challenging but 

possible through diligent effort.

• Continuous application in everyday situations gradually replaces 

ingrained habits of selfishness.

• This method is indispensable for bodhisattvas striving for Buddhahood 

to benefit all sentient beings.


Concluding Reflections: 
Chapter 4 of Geshe Sopa's commentary is a comprehensive, profound 
exploration of one of Mahayana Buddhism's most critical practices. While deeply 
philosophical, it is also exceptionally practical and compassionate, clearly 
intended to guide practitioners from conceptual understanding to genuine 
realization.

Appendix 3 from HHDL’s The Bodhisattva Guide, while selecting different verses, 
complements Geshe Sopa's detailed instructions by emphasising immediate, 
vivid application. Both texts, though using different approaches and selections, 
unite around the central conviction that exchanging self and others is the heart of 
true bodhichitta; transforming the practitioner into a genuinely compassionate, 
selfless benefactor of all beings.

Together, these two texts provide a holistic view of exchanging self and others, 
offering practitioners both a deep philosophical understanding and practical, 
heartfelt instructions for integrating these teachings into daily life.


Chapter 5 The Ritual for adopting Bodhichitta 
Chapter 5 focuses explicitly on the structured ritual for formally adopting 
bodhichitta. While previous chapters outlined mental methods to generate 

Page  of 16 54



Steps on the Path to Enlightenment - Volume 3 Geshe Lhundub Sopa

bodhichitta, Chapter 5 emphasises the importance of a ceremonial approach, 
where bodhichitta is formally generated through taking ritual vows in the 
presence of a qualified teacher and representations of the Three Jewels (Buddha, 
Dharma, and Sangha).

Geshe Sopa divides this chapter into clear sections:

1. From whom the vow should be taken: 
The ritual of formally adopting bodhichitta requires guidance and blessing from a 
spiritual teacher who embodies genuine bodhichitta and who has maintained 
pure ethical conduct. Receiving the vow from such a qualified individual ensures 
the strength, authenticity, and purity of one's bodhichitta aspiration.

2. Who can take the vow: 
Geshe Sopa explains that anyone sincerely committed to achieving 
enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings, who understands the vow 
clearly, and who possesses a stable and clear motivation can participate. This 
inclusivity highlights the universal accessibility of Mahāyāna Buddhism.

3. How to perform the ritual: 
Geshe Sopa outlines three essential stages of the ritual process:

• Preparation:

◦ Arranging a suitable environment by decorating the ritual space and setting 

up images representing the Three Jewels.

◦ Offering symbolic substances such as flowers, incense, and lights to 

generate merit and reverence.

◦ Going for refuge with sincere devotion, clearly stating refuge vows to confirm 

one's commitment to the Buddhist path.

◦ Accumulating merit through prostrations, prayers, offerings, and other 

virtuous acts.

◦ Purifying one's motivation and mental state through confession, purification, 

and clearly reflecting on bodhichitta's profound benefitsSteps on the Path to 
En….


• The actual ritual:

◦ In this main part, participants explicitly and verbally affirm their commitment 

to the bodhisattva vow three times before witnesses (the spiritual teacher, 
Buddhas, and bodhisattvas). This repetitive act of affirmation solidifies the 
vow’s imprint in the practitioner's consciousness.


• Conclusion of the ritual:

◦ The ceremony concludes with dedication prayers, where practitioners 

dedicate the merit generated to the enlightenment of all beings. Dedication 
ensures that the merit becomes a direct cause for eventual Buddhahood 
rather than temporary happiness.


Analysis and Commentary 
Chapter 5 underscores the immense spiritual power inherent in ritual practice. 
Although the ritual described is straightforward, its simplicity belies its profound 
psychological and spiritual efficacy. Formal ceremonies can strongly imprint 
one's mindstream, stabilising and deepening the bodhicitta aspiration beyond 
what meditation alone might accomplish.
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A key insight Geshe Sopa provides is that bodhichitta generated ritually, while not 
necessarily spontaneous, creates the powerful karmic foundation for genuine 
spontaneous bodhichitta to arise later. Ritual and internal meditation complement 
and reinforce each other: meditation cultivates internal clarity and emotional 
sincerity, whereas ritual provides external confirmation, stability, and community 
support.

Additionally, Chapter 5 emphasises the collective and supportive environment of 
the Mahāyāna path. Taking the vow publicly within a spiritual community creates 
accountability, motivation, and mutual support among practitioners. This 
community aspect is critical, as genuine bodhichitta involves extensive 
interactions and service to others, not isolated practice.

Geshe Sopa further highlights that ritual adoption of bodhichitta helps counteract 
mental laxity, pride, or complacency by reminding practitioners of their profound 
responsibility to all beings. It is not just a symbolic act but a transformative 
commitment continually renewed through daily practice and vigilance.


Practical Advice for Application: 
To practically apply Chapter 5:

• Regularly reaffirm vows: After formally adopting bodhichitta, daily 

reaffirmations and dedications help sustain and deepen commitment.

• Continued integration with meditation: Combine ritual with frequent 

meditation on exchanging self and other (Appendix 3) to stabilize and deepen 
altruistic motivation.


• Mindfulness of vows in daily life: Regularly recall the vow, especially during 
interactions with others, actively seeking opportunities to benefit and support 
others.


Recommended Further Reading (References for Actual Application): 
To gain practical insights into ritual and bodhisattva vows:

• "Taking the Bodhisattva Vow" by Bokar Rinpoche – Provides detailed 

instructions and explanations of the vows and practical guidelines.

• "Bodhisattva Attitude" by Lama Zopa Rinpoche – Contains practical 

methods for integrating bodhicitta vows into daily life.

• "The Heart of Compassion" by Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche – Offers 

guidance on maintaining bodhisattva vows and detailed meditative practices.


Conclusion: 
Chapter 5, while simpler conceptually than earlier chapters, is profound in 
practical impact. Its clear, structured ritual instructions help practitioners solidify 
and deepen their bodhicitta aspirations, establishing a robust foundation for 
continued spiritual development and eventual Buddhahood. By clarifying the 
complementary roles of inner meditation and external ritual, Geshe Sopa 
highlights the complete path to a stable, authentic, and transformative practice of 
bodhicitta.
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Chapter 6: How to Train After Generating Bodhichitta 
This chapter shifts the focus from generating bodhichitta (as covered in previous 
chapters) to training and sustaining it after it has been developed. The emphasis 
is on long-term commitment, vigilance, and behavioural refinement to ensure 
bodhichitta becomes stable and spontaneous.


Geshe Sopa draws heavily from Tsongkhapa’s Lamrim Chenmo, distinguishing 
between two categories of bodhisattva practices:

1. The general training in the bodhisattva conduct 

2. The specific training in the precepts of the bodhisattva vow 

This chapter focuses on the first: general training. Three primary themes are 
explored:

1. Remaining Mindful of the Benefits of Bodhichitta 

2. Renewing One’s Vow Daily 

3. Training in the Conduct of Bodhisattvas 

Each of these becomes a framework for internalising bodhichitta as an enduring 
motivation rather than a fleeting aspiration.


1. Remaining Mindful of the Benefits of Bodhichitta 
Geshe Sopa repeatedly emphasises that remembering the benefits of bodhichitta 
reinforces one's resolve. Bodhichitta is both the most beneficial practice for 
others and also the source of ultimate benefit for oneself. Recollecting these 
benefits helps in combating discouragement, complacency, and forgetfulness.


He reminds us that even a moment of bodhichitta is more powerful than years of 
ordinary virtuous deeds, including giving and ethical conduct. Therefore, keeping 
this mind alive through reflection is itself a practice.

Commentary: 
This approach draws from classic lojong (mind training) texts, which emphasise 
remembering the “greatness of the intention.” Here, Geshe Sopa shows that the 
motivation behind one’s actions is what defines them. Constantly reminding 
ourselves of the power of bodhichitta protects against backsliding into self-
centredness.


2. Renewing the Vow Daily 

The chapter then turns to the daily renewal of the bodhisattva vow. Geshe Sopa 
provides clear instructions on how practitioners should restate and mentally 
reaffirm their vow every day, ideally in the morning and at night for 6 repetitions.


He suggests the use of prayers and verses from Shāntideva and other traditional 
sources as effective tools to reinforce one’s intention. This includes lines like:


“As long as space remains, as long as sentient beings remain…”
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This daily recollection serves as a conscious anchor; a deliberate return to 
altruistic resolve at the start and end of every day.

Commentary: 
This practice transforms bodhichitta from a peak experience into a sustained 
discipline. Just as physical health requires daily maintenance, so too does 
spiritual commitment. Geshe Sopa shows that spiritual enthusiasm is not 
enough; regular recollection is the way to mature one’s intention into action.


3. Training in the Conduct of Bodhisattvas 
Finally, the chapter outlines how one begins the lifelong training in conduct. 
Geshe Sopa organises this into three basic principles:


• Respecting the vow by never forgetting it 

• Engaging in practices that support and enhance it 

• Avoiding conduct that undermines it 

These are universal ethical trainings but grounded here in the bodhisattva's 
motivation. For example, generosity is practiced both simply to be good, and 
also to relieve suffering; patience is both for inner peace and to remain a servant 
of all beings.


He also underscores the importance of using adversity as training. When others 
harm you or events go badly, the skilled bodhisattva uses those challenges to 
deepen their compassion and test the strength of their resolve.

Commentary: 
Geshe Sopa’s framing here shows a profound psychological insight: what we 
rehearse becomes our instinct. Bodhichitta must not remain in the meditation 
cushion alone; it must enter our reactions, our speech, and our moment-by-
moment choices. Every encounter becomes a classroom for compassion.


Analysis and Broader Perspective 
This chapter marks a pivot from inspiration to integration. Geshe Sopa’s brilliance 
lies in his balance: he doesn’t overburden the practitioner with impractical 
idealism, nor does he dilute the bodhisattva vow into sentimentality. He offers a 
practical program of daily remembrance, self-accountability, and gentle 
correction.


The emphasis on daily renewal connects beautifully to the Lamrim framework, 
where spiritual progress is seen as gradual, cumulative, and subject to 
degeneration if not maintained. His integration of lojong perspectives (especially 
the idea of using misfortune as fuel for bodhichitta) subtly prepares the reader for 
later chapters on the six perfections.


Relationship to Previous Chapters 
While earlier chapters focused on generating bodhichitta through methods such 
as the sevenfold cause-and-effect and exchanging self and others, Chapter 6 
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addresses what happens next. It transitions the practitioner from a “ceremonial” 
or “aspirational” phase into a lifestyle of training. The ritual generation of 
bodhichitta (Chapter 5) is like planting a seed; Chapter 6 is about daily watering.


Practical Advice for Application 

1. Create a Daily Ritual: Choose a time each morning and night to quietly 
reaffirm your bodhichitta motivation.


2. Write Down the Benefits: Keep a list of the benefits of bodhichitta where you 
can see it; on your altar, bathroom mirror, or phone.


3. Use Triggers: When feeling frustrated or self-centred, pause and ask: “How 
can I turn this moment into a practice of compassion?”


4. Keep a Journal: Record moments where bodhichitta was hard (or easy) to 
remember. Reflect on what conditions supported or hindered it.


Conclusion 
Chapter 6 is less dramatic than previous chapters, but no less important. It 
addresses the quiet, steady discipline needed to transform one’s initial altruistic 
intention into a lifelong practice. Geshe Sopa provides both the rationale and the 
tools to integrate bodhichitta into daily life.


Whereas other chapters inspire, Chapter 6 stabilises. It reminds us that 
bodhichitta is not a one-time insight, but a daily decision; renewed, protected, 
and deepened through consistent effort, humility, and joyful perseverance.


Chapter 7: The Precepts of the Bodhisattva Vow 
Chapter 7 marks a pivotal shift from general bodhisattva conduct (covered in 

Chapter 6) to the specific commitments that constitute the Bodhisattva 

Precepts. Geshe Sopa presents these precepts not as restrictions, but as 
profound tools that safeguard and strengthen the mind of bodhichitta. Just as 
vows in monastic life act as supports for renunciation, the bodhisattva precepts 
uphold and protect the altruistic path toward enlightenment for the benefit of all 
beings.


Structure of the Chapter: 

1. The Two Types of Precepts 

2. The Eighteen Root Downfalls 

3. The Forty-six Secondary Downfalls 

4. The Purpose and Power of These Precepts 

1. The Two Types of Bodhisattva Precepts 
Geshe Sopa classifies the bodhisattva precepts into two main categories:

• Precepts to Prevent Downfalls: These include abstaining from actions that 

would violate the bodhisattva ideal, particularly those that harm others or 
undermine the motivation to benefit all sentient beings.


• Precepts of Positive Action: These are commitments to engage actively in 
the welfare of others, especially when one has the capacity to help.
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The bodhisattva’s ethical code, unlike the monastic code (which is largely 
prohibitive) is engaged and responsive; you commit both to refrain from harm, 
and also to act when help is needed.


2. The Eighteen Root Downfalls 
These are the most serious violations of the bodhisattva path. Geshe Sopa 
carefully unpacks them, showing that they typically involve:

• Direct harm to others 

• Abandoning core Mahayana ideals (such as renouncing bodhichitta, 
criticising Mahayana teachings, or harming bodhisattvas)


• Acting from self-interest in critical situations (e.g., failing to aid someone in 
need, especially out of laziness or fear)


For example, one downfall is "not helping someone in need out of anger or 
laziness," which highlights how bodhisattvas must remain available and selfless in 
all contexts.

Commentary: 

What defines these root downfalls is not just the action but the intention behind 
it; especially if it arises from abandoning the motivation of compassion. 
Bodhisattva ethics are thus intimately tied to inner motivation. This subtlety 
distinguishes them from other systems of moral codes.


3. The Forty-six Secondary Downfalls 
These are less severe but still important breaches. Many of these reflect failure to 
cultivate the full range of bodhisattva virtues, such as:

• Not respecting spiritual teachers

• Failing to accept invitations when doing so might benefit others

• Neglecting to help the sick

• Ignoring those who are spiritually or materially impoverished

• Refusing to listen to others' pain

These precepts reflect the active and nuanced nature of bodhisattva conduct. 
The bodhisattva vow is not fulfilled by mere abstention; it is fulfilled by availability, 
attentiveness, and courageous engagement.

Commentary: 
The sheer range of these secondary precepts shows the scope of the 
bodhisattva’s compassion; it must extend not only to helping in grand or public 
ways, but in the mundane, everyday moments where someone needs comfort, 
guidance, or simply to be heard. Geshe Sopa’s presentation is practical, filled 
with real-world examples where the practitioner must look honestly at how they 
show up for others.


4. The Purpose and Power of the Precepts 
Geshe Sopa emphasises that the bodhisattva precepts are supports, not 
burdens. They are tools to help the practitioner stay on track in the long path to 
Buddhahood. Without them, even the most sincere bodhichitta can degrade due 
to forgetfulness, pride, or discouragement.
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He compares the vows to fences protecting a growing plant. Without them, the 
plant of bodhichitta might get trampled by destructive habits.


Moreover, these precepts are themselves meritorious activities. Observing them 
creates vast merit, while breaking them can generate profound remorse and 
obstruct progress.


Analysis and Broader Implications 
Chapter 7 deepens the ethical dimension of the bodhisattva path. It shows that 

bodhichitta is not just a noble sentiment; it is a discipline. Without clear 
commitments, the aspiration to help all beings can be hijacked by personal ego, 
distraction, or moral confusion.


Importantly, Geshe Sopa offers a non-legalistic presentation. The vows are not 
enforced through guilt or fear, but upheld through wisdom and compassion. They 
are seen as aids to mindfulness and training tools, not rules for judgment. This 
matches the Mahayana view that intention, motivation, and skilful means are 
paramount.


Furthermore, the emphasis on “engaged conduct” marks a contrast with paths 
that stress renunciation through withdrawal. The bodhisattva does not retreat 
from the world but enters it more deeply; not recklessly, but with disciplined, 
principled compassion.


Relationship to Chapter 6 
Chapter 6 emphasised general conduct and the daily reinforcement of 

bodhichitta. Chapter 7 now gives that aspiration structure. Where Chapter 6 
asked: “How do I keep my motivation alive?”, Chapter 7 answers: “Here is how 
you protect and enact that motivation.” The vows channel compassion into 
action and prevent spiritual erosion.


Practical Advice for Application 

1. Study the Eighteen and Forty-Six Carefully: Familiarity builds moral 
awareness. Read and reflect on one or two each day.


2. Use Failures as Practice: When you catch yourself neglecting others or 
acting from self-interest, don’t collapse into guilt. Reframe: “This is my 
teacher showing me where to grow.”


3. Journal Reflectively: Keep a daily log: Did I neglect someone who needed 
help? Did I speak harshly? Did I fail to act when I could?


4. Rejoice When You Remember: Every moment you uphold a precept is a 
small victory for bodhichitta. Let that motivate you to continue.


5. Dedicate the Effort: After reflecting on precepts each day, dedicate any 
effort or insight to the benefit of others.


Conclusion 
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Chapter 7 offers a powerful and practical framework for anchoring bodhichitta in 
ethical discipline. Geshe Sopa teaches that great compassion is not merely an 
emotional high; it is a commitment carried out in the smallest details of life. The 
vows of the bodhisattva are not shackles, but the scaffolding for awakening. They 
serve both to restrain negative impulses, and also to unleash our deepest 
capacity to love, to help, and to serve; all beings, without exception.


Chapter 8: Training in the Mahāyāna: Precepts and 

Perfections  
Summary of Chapter 8 
Chapter 8 provides a critical bridge from earlier teachings on developing 
bodhichitta to the practical implementation of that altruistic intent through 
structured training. Geshe Sopa elaborates clearly on two foundational aspects 
of bodhisattva practice:

1. Learning and maintaining the precepts. 

2. Training systematically in the six perfections. 
The emphasis here is on establishing a disciplined structure for cultivating and 
embodying bodhichitta practically in daily life.


Analysis of Chapter Structure and Content 

1. Establishing Desire to Learn Bodhisattva Precepts 
Geshe Sopa begins by stressing that without genuine desire and enthusiasm to 
undertake the bodhisattva precepts, practice remains shallow and weak. Desire, 
he explains, is born from clearly understanding the tremendous benefits of 
bodhicitta and recognising the severe disadvantages of neglecting ethical 
commitments. Developing certainty in the benefits and value of taking the 
bodhisattva vow is essential to solidify one's commitment.

Commentary: 
This section highlights the importance of clarity and conviction. Geshe Sopa 
does not advocate blind faith but rather insists on reasoned conviction—
encouraging practitioners to deeply contemplate why these precepts are 
beneficial, thereby laying a solid foundation for sustained ethical conduct.


2. Taking the Vows of Bodhisattvas 
Geshe Sopa describes the formal process of taking the bodhisattva vow clearly, 
emphasising that it is different from other vows (like Vinaya and Tantric vows), as 
practitioners must fully understand the nature and significance of the vows before 
committing. The vow-taking ceremony marks a deliberate and explicit 
commitment to uphold certain ethical principles and engage proactively in 
benefiting sentient beings.

Commentary: 
The distinctive feature here is the prerequisite knowledge required. This aspect is 
important—rather than imposing ethical rules externally, the vows are an 
informed internal commitment to ethical and altruistic conduct. This approach is 
psychologically astute, ensuring genuine internalisation of the vows.
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3. Training After Taking the Vows 
Geshe Sopa then extensively addresses how to train systematically after taking 
the vows. He subdivides this training into clearly structured sections:

• The Six Perfections are introduced as the main training.

• What the precepts of the vows are based upon: the importance of 

understanding the underlying rationale behind each precept.

• How all the precepts are included in the basis: the six perfections 

themselves.

He further details how all the practices are included within these perfections, 
ensuring practitioners clearly see the holistic and integrated nature of the 
Mahāyāna path.


Subsections of Analysis: 

• The Fixed Number of Perfections: Sopa carefully explains why there are 
specifically six perfections. He gives multiple reasons based on:

• High rebirth and spiritual conditions.

• Fulfilling the two aims (one’s own and others’ enlightenment).

• Completing the fulfilment of others' aims.

• Covering the entire scope of the Mahāyāna teachings.

• Completeness of the path (method and wisdom).

• Correspondence with the higher three trainings (ethics, concentration, 

wisdom).

Commentary: 
Geshe Sopa provides a comprehensive justification for the six perfections, 
ensuring practitioners appreciate their logical coherence and completeness. This 
thoroughness greatly aids in building conviction and commitment to systematic 
training.

• The Order of the Perfections: 

Geshe Sopa clarifies why the perfections must be trained in a particular 
sequence (with each requiring and building on the previous):

• Generosity → Ethical Discipline → Patience → Perseverance → Meditative 

Stabilisation → Wisdom.

• Ordered by arising naturally (e.g., generosity as initial openness of heart).

• Ordered by levels of subtlety and difficulty (wisdom being the most subtle).


Commentary: 
This explanation helps practitioners understand the progression logically and 
psychologically. Each perfection naturally leads to the next, reinforcing each 
other in a practical developmental process. This makes the path approachable 
and realistic for practitioners at various stages.


Commentary on Importance and Implications 
Chapter 8 is foundational because it sets the stage for transforming the 
aspiration of bodhicitta into lived experience. Geshe Sopa ensures practitioners 
clearly grasp both the content and also the rationale and psychological benefits 
of structured ethical and compassionate training.
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The insistence on understanding before commitment is particularly noteworthy. It 
ensures the internalisation of ethical and spiritual practices rather than mere 
superficial adherence. Geshe Sopa's pedagogical clarity in justifying why the 
perfections are ordered and structured as they are enhances practitioners' 
motivation, making practice systematic, coherent, and meaningful.


Practical Application and Recommendations 
Practitioners are encouraged by Geshe Sopa’s structured approach to:

• Regularly reflect on the benefits and purpose of their vows to sustain 

enthusiasm.

• Use clear understanding of the precepts as reminders and motivators rather 

than as externally imposed obligations.

• Systematically cultivate each perfection in its proper sequence, recognising 

how each perfection naturally facilitates the next.

• Engage in ongoing self-assessment and renewal of motivation to ensure 

sustained progress.


Integrative Perspective 
Geshe Sopa effectively integrates ethical training with philosophical insight and 
psychological realism. By emphasising understanding, clarity, and sequential 
practice, Chapter 8 empowers practitioners to deeply internalise the path and 
ensure that bodhicitta transforms both intentions and everyday actions.


Thus, Chapter 8 skilfully transitions from conceptual understanding to practical 
commitment, marking a critical turning point in the practitioner’s journey on the 
Mahāyāna path.


In conclusion, Chapter 8 thoroughly prepares practitioners for the rigorous yet 
rewarding training of the bodhisattva path. It lays clear groundwork for the 
systematic and progressive internalisation of bodhicitta through ethical 
commitment and structured training in the six perfections, thus embodying the 
essential Mahāyāna principles of compassion, wisdom, and method. 

Chapter 9 The Perfection of Generosity 
Chapter 9, "The Perfection of Generosity," from Geshe Lhundub Sopa’s Steps on 
the Path to Enlightenment, offers a profound exploration of generosity as the first 
of the six perfections (pāramitās) that a bodhisattva must master on the path to 
Buddhahood.


Deep Summary: 
The chapter starts by positioning generosity within the broader context of training 
in the bodhisattva deeds, specifically emphasising its role in maturing the 
qualities one will have upon becoming a buddha. Sopa carefully structures this 
training by clarifying what generosity truly is, detailing how to initiate its 
development, and then extensively dividing it into three main categories: the gift 
of teachings (Dharma), the gift of fearlessness, and material generosity.
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1. What Generosity Is: 

• Although generally understood as simply giving or sharing, in Mahayāna 
practice generosity is fundamentally tied to the development of bodhichitta; 
the aspiration for enlightenment for the benefit of all sentient beings. True 
generosity in this context is not merely transactional; it must be imbued with 
pure altruism and profound awareness of the spiritual benefit to both giver 
and recipient.


2. Developing Generosity: 

• Developing generosity requires a clear and correct motivation, explicitly the 
abandonment of selfishness and attachment. Generosity practiced with self-
serving intentions such as fame, respect, or material returns, is not true 
generosity in the Mahayāna sense and will fail to yield significant spiritual 
merit. Without bodhichitta it is not Mahayāna generosity and little merit is 
accumulated. Unless the merit you gain by this generosity is not dedicated 
to all others, there is little merit accumulated.


3. Divisions of Generosity: 

• Gift of Teachings (Dharma): This form of generosity is seen as the highest 
gift because it leads others to liberation by dispelling ignorance. It is 
considered vastly more beneficial than any material gift. Such teachings 
must be given with the pure motivation to lead beings to spiritual awakening 
rather than for personal gain or recognition.


• Gift of Fearlessness: Providing protection from fear, harm, or danger is 
another crucial form of generosity. This includes anything from protecting life 
itself, such as saving animals or alleviating fears of harm, to offering 
emotional and psychological comfort. The essence of this gift lies in its 
compassionate intention to relieve suffering directly.


• Material Gifts: Typically the most common form of generosity, material gifts 
involve tangible offerings such as food, clothing, shelter, or wealth. Though 
considered lower than the gift of Dharma, this type of generosity is still 
integral as it nurtures the initial stages of detachment from personal 
possessions and attachment to self-interest.


Sopa explains that material generosity must be conducted with mindfulness of 
both the recipient and the giver’s intention. The proper attitude towards giving is 
crucial; one must carefully avoid negative motivations like reluctance, pride, 
expectation of rewards, or coercion.


Material possessions on loan — a profound method 
Geshe Sopa repeatedly emphasises in Chapter 9 a crucial method for 
transforming generosity into a profound internal practice: the bodhisattva should 
continuously cultivate the mindset that all material possessions are not truly their 
own but are merely on loan from others. When giving, therefore, the bodhisattva 
experiences it not as a loss or sacrifice, but as simply returning borrowed items 
to their rightful owners.
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This perspective radically reshapes the practitioner’s relationship to possessions 
and deeply weakens clinging and attachment. Profoundly, it moves the mind from 
a stance of possessiveness (rooted in self-centredness) to one of stewardship 
and openness, seeing resources as temporary and interconnected gifts rather 
than permanent belongings. It underscores the truth of impermanence and 
dependent origination, reinforcing the Mahayāna view of selflessness.


By training in this method, the practitioner swiftly overcomes reluctance and 
resistance to generosity. Giving becomes effortless and joyful, as one realises no 
genuine loss occurs; rather, generosity restores the natural balance of 
interdependence. This conceptual shift profoundly purifies karma, creates 
extensive merit, and directly supports the cultivation of bodhichitta by dissolving 
barriers between self and other, preparing the mind for deeper insights into 
emptiness and non-attachment.


Analysis and Commentary: 
Generosity, while seemingly straightforward, is revealed by Sopa to be nuanced 
and complex. It is not merely a physical act of giving but a profound spiritual 
practice that fundamentally reshapes the giver's mind. The detailed breakdown 
Sopa provides is instructive, demonstrating the depth required to move beyond 
superficial acts of charity towards true Mahayana generosity.


A critical component highlighted by Sopa is the correct motivation underpinning 
generosity. Without bodhichitta (the pure wish to achieve enlightenment solely for 
others' benefit) acts of giving lose their transformative potential. Sopa repeatedly 
underscores the necessity of developing and maintaining pure intention, 
cautioning practitioners against subtle forms of ego-gratification or attachment to 
outcomes, including spiritual merit itself.


Sopa also effectively draws on traditional sources like Candrakīrti and Asaṇga to 
underscore that genuine generosity is characterised by immense joy in the act 
itself, far surpassing any mundane satisfaction. Advanced practitioners exemplify 
generosity without hesitation, finding greater happiness in giving than in holding 
on to possessions.


Reflection on Practice and Motivation: 
Sopa’s practical instructions reveal a deep psychological insight: attachment and 
selfishness are deeply ingrained, habitual patterns that need persistent and 
mindful effort to overcome. True generosity demands the constant and vigilant 
application of bodhichitta. Practitioners must introspectively examine their 
motivations, continuously refine their intentions, and persistently cultivate an 
open-hearted joy in giving. Such sustained introspection transforms generosity 
from a mere action into a powerful spiritual practice, capable of profoundly 
purifying the mind and heart.
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Commentary on Possible Confusion between Chapters 9 and 10: 
Generosity is discussed comprehensively across two chapters (9 and 10). 
Chapter 9 primarily sets the conceptual foundation and outlines the motivational, 
spiritual, and preliminary practices related to generosity. Chapter 10 then 
specifically addresses practical details; how and what to give, the mannerisms of 
giving, and remedies for obstacles to generosity. The division reflects a 
pedagogical approach that moves from theory to detailed practical instruction, 
providing clarity for practitioners on both the internal (mental) and external 
(material) practices involved.


In conclusion, Chapter 9 presents generosity not simply as an external action but 
as a deeply transformative internal practice pivotal to the bodhisattva path. It 
emphasises motivation, highlights pitfalls, and outlines the joyful, altruistic 
mindset necessary to embody true Mahayana generosity.


Chapter 10: The Perfection of Generosity – Part 2 
Summary 
Chapter 10 continues the exploration of generosity begun in Chapter 9, moving 

from the attitude and motivation behind giving to the practical execution, 

varieties, and refinements of the practice. Geshe Sopa keeps the focus firmly 
on the bodhisattva’s unique approach; generosity not as mere charity, but as a 
deliberate and methodical path for purifying attachment, self-cherishing and 
cultivating bodhichitta.

The chapter covers:


1. Three Types of Giving:

◦ Material gifts (āmisa-dāna): Offering possessions, wealth, food, shelter, 

and other resources.

◦ Giving fearlessness (abhaya-dāna): Protecting beings from fear, danger, 

or harm; both physically and emotionally.

◦ Giving Dharma (dharma-dāna): Teaching or enabling others to learn the 

path to liberation; considered the highest gift because it addresses the 
root of suffering.


2. Five Qualities of Pure Giving:

◦ Respectful, joyful, timely, harmless, and wise giving.

◦ These qualities ensure that giving benefits both the recipient and the 

giver’s spiritual development.

3. Obstacles to Generosity and Antidotes:

◦ Stinginess, attachment, pride, regret.

◦ Overcome through contemplating impermanence, emptiness, and the 

karmic benefits of giving.

4. Special Considerations:

◦ How to choose worthy recipients.

◦ What should not be given (harmful items or gifts that fuel negative habits).

◦ The importance of mental giving and rejoicing when unable to give 

materially.

5. The Extreme Ideal—Offering One’s Body:
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◦ Geshe Sopa explains this advanced practice from Śāntideva and 
Tsongkhapa.


◦ Not for beginners; requires full realization of emptiness and fearless 
compassion.


◦ The essence is to dissolve self-clinging to such an extent that even the 
body can be given if it will truly help others.


Analysis 

1. Continuity from Chapter 9 
Where Chapter 9 dismantled the psychological barriers to giving (especially the 
illusion of ownership) Chapter 10 applies those insights in action. Geshe Sopa’s 
sequence reflects the Lamrim tradition’s pedagogical method: first change the 
mind’s view, then refine external conduct; in a continuous loop.

2. Centrality of Motivation 
A constant refrain is that motivation outweighs material value. A simple act 
done with pure bodhichitta is superior to lavish gifts given with selfish intent. This 
reflects the Mahāyāna principle that the mind determines the karmic magnitude 
of an act.

3. Integration of Compassion and Wisdom 
The section on the five qualities of pure giving subtly integrates the wisdom of 
emptiness (e.g., giving with no sense of self or possession) with method (skilful, 
compassionate giving). This prevents generosity from becoming either 
sentimental but misguided, or coldly transactional.

4. Addressing Practical and Ethical Pitfalls 
Geshe Sopa grounds the teaching in real-world complexity; acknowledging 
harmful gifts, unworthy recipients, or the dangers of pride. This shows that 

generosity is not naïve indiscriminate giving, but an intelligent and ethical 

practice.

5. Radical Implications of Self-Offering 
The discussion of offering one’s body dramatises the ultimate goal: complete 
transcendence of self-grasping. Even if never enacted literally, contemplating this 
ideal stretches one’s concept of generosity toward the limitless.


Commentary 

Chapter 10 is essentially a bodhisattva’s operating manual for generosity. It 
takes the inner work from Chapter 9 and turns it into an ethical art form, where 
every act of giving is:


• Deliberate (chosen with awareness of karma and recipient’s needs),

• Purifying (eroding ego-clinging), and

• Expansive (aligned with the universal aspiration to liberate all beings).


One of Geshe Sopa’s most striking contributions here is his emphasis on mental 

giving (imagining making great offerings when resources are absent) and 

rejoicing in the generosity of others. This democratises the practice: even the 
materially poor can accumulate boundless merit and develop bodhichitta through 
sincere mental engagement.
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The section on the five qualities also reveals the transformational potential of 
generosity: it is not simply an act toward others, but a mirror for one’s own mind. 
Each quality (respect, joy, timing, harmlessness, wisdom) maps directly onto 
bodhisattva virtues like humility, compassion, and discernment.


Practical Integration for Practitioners 

• Daily practice: Intentionally give something (material, emotional, or 
Dharma) every day, even in small ways.


• Mental training: Visualise offering beautiful and vast gifts to all beings and 
to the buddhas.


• Rejoicing: Cultivate happiness when others are generous; it doubles the 
benefit without depleting anyone.


• Antidotes: Consciously notice moments of stinginess or pride and apply 
the relevant contemplations.


• Gradual training: Start with possessions you are comfortable giving, then 
expand to more valued items as attachment loosens.


Chapters 9 and 10 side-by-side synthesis 
Showing how Geshe Lhundub Sopa builds the Perfection of Generosity from inner 

transformation to outer skilful action.


Perfection of Generosity – Two-Stage Structure 
Aspect Chapter 9 – Generosity: The 

Foundation
Chapter 10 – Generosity: Practical Training

Primar

y Focus

Why and from what mindset we give. 

Breaking down ego-clinging and 

developing pure bodhichitta motivation.

How to give skillfully, ethically, and effectively 

while deepening the inner attitude.

Core 

Objecti

ve

Transform the inner relationship to 

possessions and “self.” Recognize all 

things as impermanent and not truly ours.

Apply the transformed attitude in daily life through 

the three types of giving and five qualities of pure 

giving.Key 

Teachin

g

See all possessions as on loan—giving is 

simply returning what was never truly 

ours.

Give with wisdom, respect, joy, timing, 

harmlessness; avoid harmful gifts and unworthy 

recipients.Scope 

of 

Generos

Begins with mental reframing—training to 

see resources and even one’s body as tools 

for the benefit of others.

Extends into detailed conduct—choosing 

recipients, deciding what to give, cultivating 

qualities that maximize karmic and spiritual 
Psychol

ogical 

Work

- Overcome attachment through 

contemplation of impermanence. 

- Dissolve ownership illusion via 

emptiness meditation. 

- Replace pride with humility. 

- Monitor for pride, regret, or subtle attachment in 

the act of giving. 

- Keep checking motivation in real time. 

- Apply antidotes immediately when faults arise.

Three 

Types of 

Giving

Introduced as a framework: material 

goods, fearlessness, Dharma.

Expanded into practical instructions: examples, 

scope, timing, and how to apply each in real 

situations.Advanc

ed Ideal

Conceptual readiness to give even one’s 

body—ultimate loosening of self-clinging.

Ethical guidelines for when (and when not) to 

make such extreme offerings; maintain realism 

while aspiring to the ideal.Role of 

Motivat

ion

Absolute priority—without bodhichitta, 

generosity is incomplete.

Still central—motivation must be maintained 

during and after the act; rejoicing in others’ giving 

reinforces it.Method

s to 

Cultivat

e

- Contemplate possessions as 

impermanent loans. 

- Mentally rehearse acts of giving. 

- Expand circle from loved ones → 

- Practice small acts daily. 

- Offer at body, speech, and mind levels. 

- Engage in mental giving when materially unable.

Ultimat

e Aim

Transform identity from “owner” to 

“benefactor,” loosening all possessive 

clinging.

Stabilize this identity through ongoing skillful 

practice, making generosity spontaneous, joyful, 

and wise.
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Integrated Flow of Training 
1. Reframe Mindset (Chapter 9)

◦ Use meditation and lojong-style contemplations to break the illusion of ownership and self-

centredness.

◦ Recognise possessions as impermanent and interconnected, belonging to the world rather 

than to “me.”

2. Stabilise Bodhichitta Motivation (Chapter 9)

◦ Root all generosity in the altruistic wish to bring beings to enlightenment.

◦ Guard against subtle self-interest.


3. Implement Skilfully (Chapter 10)

◦ Apply the three types of giving in daily life with the five qualities to ensure benefit and avoid 

harm.

◦ Give in ways that respect karmic causality and the needs of the recipient.


4. Refine Through Self-Monitoring (Chapter 10)

◦ Notice and counteract pride, regret, or attachment arising during or after giving.

◦ Use giving to continually erode ego-grasping.


5. Aim Toward the Ideal (Chapters 9 & 10)


◦ While not attempting advanced acts prematurely, train toward a fearless generosity that could, 
in principle, extend even to one’s body or life for the sake of others.


Why This Two-Chapter Division Matters 
• Chapter 9 builds the inner foundation; without this, generosity is superficial or 

transactional.

• Chapter 10 ensures that generosity becomes skilful in execution; without this, even well-

motivated giving can cause harm or fail to reach its full benefit.

• Together, they embody the Mahāyāna ideal of method and wisdom united: compassion 

in intent, precision in action.


Teaching Handout — Perfection of Generosity

1. Why generosity first?


Opens the bodhisattva’s heart; starts cutting attachment; foundation of all perfections.

2. Right motivation.


Giving is only a perfection when driven by bodhicitta, not self-interest (fame, return favours, 
pride).


3. View that unlocks giving.

All possessions are “on loan.” Giving is returning, not losing.


4. Three types of generosity.

• Dharma: sharing teachings, counsel, encouragement.

• Fearlessness: removing fear, danger, or harm.

• Material gifts: training in letting go, big or small.


5. Why Dharma-giving is supreme.

Even a short stanza given sincerely surpasses vast material gifts.


6. How to give skilfully (five qualities).

With wisdom, respect, joy, right timing, harmlessness.


7. Mental giving.

If unable materially, train the mind to give vast offerings. Builds the same inner loosening.


8. Daily practice.

Do one act of generosity each day; visualise vast offerings; rejoice in others’ giving.


9. Common hindrances.

Stinginess, pride, regret. Remedy with impermanence, respect, dedication, and rejoicing.


10. Advanced ideal.

Aspiration to give even one’s body — ultimate non-clinging. Guided by ethical prudence.


11. Ch. 9 vs. Ch. 10.

• Ch. 9 = mindset: transforming attachment through bodhicitta.

• Ch. 10 = method: skilful ways, timing, recipients, refinements.


12. Ultimate aim.

Spontaneous, joyful, wise generosity—method side of bodhicitta perfected.
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Chapter 11. The Perfection of Ethical Discipline (Śīla) 
Orientation & why ethics follows generosity. 
Sopa presents śīla immediately after generosity because gifts alone can ripen into wealth in an 
unfortunate rebirth if one’s conduct is unrestrained. He illustrates this with the image of 
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Ethical Conduct 
Ethical conduct (śīla) is a foundational training that goes beyond simple adherence to rules. It encompasses a com-

mitment to purifying one’s actions, speech, and livelihood and is designed to create harmony within oneself and with 

others, supporting the path toward liberation.

Core Aspects of Ethical Conduct 

Ethical conduct is indeed more than just the Five Precepts and includes the principles found in the Eightfold Path 

and the Bodhisattva Vows:

1. The Five Precepts 

The Five Precepts are a basic ethical framework for lay practitioners:

◦ To abstain from killing

◦ To abstain from stealing

◦ To abstain from sexual misconduct

◦ To abstain from false speech

◦ To abstain from intoxicants

These precepts help lay practitioners develop self-restraint and minimise harm to oneself and others, serving as 

the first step in ethical discipline.

2. Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood 

Ethical conduct includes Right Speech, Right Action, and Right Livelihood, which form the foundation of the No-

ble Eightfold Path. Each of these elements is about cultivating conduct that supports one’s practice and benefits 

others:

• Right Speech involves abstaining from lying, gossiping, harsh language, and divisive speech. It encourages 

truthful, kind, and constructive communication.

• Right Action encompasses avoiding harm to living beings, refraining from taking what is not given, and prac-

ticing sexual responsibility.

• Right Livelihood entails choosing a way of life that does not harm others, avoiding professions linked to vio-

lence, deceit, or exploitation.

Together, these form an ethical framework that guides practitioners toward a life that supports spiritual develop-

ment while reducing harm.

3. Ethical Discipline and the Bodhisattva Vows 

For Mahayāna practitioners following the Bodhisattva Path, ethical conduct includes the broader commitment 

the Bodhisattva Vows. These vows emphasise altruism, compassion, and non-harming for the benefit of all be-

ings and include specific commitments to avoid actions that would harm others. While lay precepts focus on 

personal restraint, the Bodhisattva Vows focus on acting for the welfare of all sentient beings, addressing more 

subtle aspects of ethical conduct such as patience, generosity, and diligence in helping others.

In this context, ethical conduct expands to include:


• Avoiding harmful thoughts and intentions, such as anger and aversion.

• Acting with an altruistic motivation, moving beyond personal benefit to benefit others.

• Developing patience, compassion, and tolerance, which prevent destructive emotions from arising.


4. Addressing Anger, Aversion, Grasping, and Craving  
Ethical conduct also includes mental discipline to restrain negative mental states, such as anger, aversion, at-

tachment, grasping, and craving, which are seen as root causes of unwholesome actions. Ethical conduct in-

volves training the mind to recognise and let go of these states to prevent them influencing actions and speech.

This aspect of ethical conduct involves practicing positive qualities, such as:


• Compassion and loving-kindness, which counteract aversion and anger.

• Contentment and non-attachment, which reduce grasping and craving.

• Patience and tolerance, which prevent impulsive actions rooted in negative emotions.

These mental disciplines are cultivated alongside the outward practices of ethical conduct, recognising that ac-

tions are often expressions of inner mental states. By purifying the mind, one can more easily uphold ethical dis-

cipline in a holistic way.

Importance and Scope of Ethical Conduct 

Ethical conduct serves as the foundation for concentration and wisdom by creating a stable, non-harming basis 

from which the mind can achieve tranquility and insight. It’s a holistic approach encompassing both external actions 

and internal intentions, from basic precepts to the deeper, compassionate commitments of the Bodhisattva vows. 

This comprehensive approach ensures that ethical conduct is not limited to rule-following but becomes a transfor-

mative practice aimed at purifying one's intentions, actions, and relationships with others on the path toward en-

lightenment.
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prosperous animals: the “capital” of past giving gets spent without the capacity to create new 
virtue; Candrakīrti is cited to show that generosity deprived of ethical discipline lacks durable 
results. Pure conduct, by contrast, secures a high rebirth and the ongoing opportunity to 
compound virtue toward awakening. In short: generosity opens the door, but ethics decides 
where you walk through it to.


What ethical discipline is (a′). 
Śīla is not mere prohibition; it is the steadying of body–speech–mind so that the senses stop 
dragging the mind outward and one’s momentum can align with virtue. It becomes the platform 
for the remaining perfections: with ethics in place, patience and perseverance are sustainable; 
also on this base, concentration stabilises, and with concentration one can realise emptiness. 
Thus the six perfections function as an integrated progression rather than a menu of options.

How to begin (b′). 
Sopa emphasises that one should take vows only after understanding their benefits and costs. 
When the commitment is grounded in wisdom, external hardships or ridicule don’t shake one’s 
joy in practice; taken casually, vows become brittle and misery follows when they break. 
Tsongkhapa’s Basic Path to Awakening is pointed to for the nuts‑and‑bolts of taking and 
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Ten Virtuous Actions 
The Ten Virtuous Actions are not just “avoid the Ten Non-Virtuous Actions.” They are the positive counterparts — 

actively cultivating wholesome actions in body, speech, and mind.

If the Ten Non-Virtuous are “things to refrain from,” the Ten Virtuous are “things to do.” So rather than simply not 

killing, lying, or thinking with ill will, they involve actively protecting life, speaking truthfully, and cultivating 

kindness.


The Ten Virtuous Actions 

(Organised into body, speech, and mind — each the positive counterpart of its non-virtuous twin.)

Body (3) 

1. Protecting life (opposite of killing)

◦ Respect and cherish all forms of life; help others survive and thrive; engage in acts of rescue and care.

◦ Example: Feeding the hungry, nursing the sick, releasing captured animals.


2. Practicing generosity (opposite of stealing)

◦ Freely give material aid, time, and support without expecting return.

◦ Example: Offering food, resources, or knowledge in a spirit of kindness.


3. Sexual responsibility (opposite of sexual misconduct)

◦ Act with respect and integrity in relationships; honour commitments; protect others from harm.

◦ Example: Maintaining fidelity, fostering trust, and respecting boundaries.


Speech (4) 

4. Truthful speech (opposite of lying)

◦ Speak honestly, reliably, and with integrity.

◦ Example: Admitting mistakes instead of hiding them.


5. Reconciliation and harmony (opposite of divisive speech)

◦ Use words to heal divisions, bring people together, and restore peace.

◦ Example: Mediating between quarrelling friends.


6. Gentle, kind speech (opposite of harsh speech)

◦ Speak kindly, encouragingly, and respectfully.

◦ Example: Offering comfort to someone in distress.


7. Meaningful and beneficial speech (opposite of idle gossip)

◦ Speak in ways that are purposeful, uplifting, and lead to benefit.

◦ Example: Sharing wisdom, practical help, or Dharma teachings.


Mind (3) 

8. Generous attitude (opposite of covetousness)

◦ Cultivate delight in others’ good fortune; wish for their continued success.

◦ Example: Feeling joy when a colleague is promoted.


9. Goodwill and compassion (opposite of ill will)

◦ Hold benevolent wishes for all beings; want them to be free from suffering.

◦ Example: Offering prayers or practical help to those in trouble.


10. Right view (opposite of wrong view)

◦ Understand karma, impermanence, and interdependence; have faith in the path to liberation.

◦ Example: Recognising that actions have consequences and living accordingly.
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repairing vows and for the crucial point that the mind is the driver of both transgression and 
purification.

The three divisions of ethical discipline (c′). 
Tsongkhapa organises śīla into three complementary trainings: (1) restraint, (2) gathering virtue, 
and (3) acting for the welfare of beings. This triad moves from preventing harm, to proactively 
cultivating good, to directly serving others; an arc that mirrors the Mahāyāna’s widening field of 
responsibility.

• (1) Restraint. Guard the three doors so non‑virtue doesn’t get traction; this keeps the life 

you created with generosity from veering into lower, impulsive patterns. (Implied by the 
placement of ethics and its role in steadying the mind.)


• (2) Gathering virtue. Consolidate & increase wholesome habits; Sopa strongly warns not to 
let existing practices degenerate but improve what’s already good (study, reliance on a 
teacher, right routines, generosity, daily acts of help) folded into bodhisattva commitments.


• (3) Acting for the welfare of beings. After mind‑taming and merit‑accumulation, 
bodhisattvas engage actively with others’ needs. Sopa enumerates eleven broad classes of 
beings: those needing immediate help, guidance, protection, relief from fear; the poor; 
travellers seeking shelter; the lonely seeking companionship; those entering the path; those 
needing a course‑correction; and those who can only be reached by extraordinary means—
signalling the adaptive, panoramic scope of Mahāyāna service. 


How to practice (d′). 
Ethics is lived in rhythms: daily reliance on the teacher, listening, teaching, right care of the 
body, generosity, and concrete help (“many things daily”) all count in the bodhisattva vow. This 
is śīla as continuity: don’t lose what’s virtuous, refine what you do well, & extend it to others.

Summary (e′) & placement among the six perfections. 
The order matters: generosity softens grasping and makes ethics easier; ethics curbs harm and 
smooths the road for patience; patience underwrites perseverance; perseverance supports 
concentration; concentration enables wisdom. The perfections are mutually conditioning 
(necessary and sufficient as a whole) and ethics is the hinge on which they turn giving into a 
reliable path to awakening.


1. Placement & Rationale 
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Ten Non-virtuous Actions 
The "ten negative actions of body, speech and mind" (also ten non-virtuous actions) are a set of ethical guidelines that high-

light actions considered harmful and detrimental to one's spiritual and moral development. (They are fully covered in Chapter 

14 part 2’’)

Negative Actions of Body: 

1. Killing (taking life): This refers to intentionally causing harm or death to any sentient being, including humans, animals, 

or insects.

2. Stealing (taking what is not given): This involves the act of taking someone else's property without their consent or 

stealing in any form.

3. Sexual misconduct: Engaging in sexual activities that harm others or violate ethical norms, such as adultery or sexual 

exploitation.

Negative Actions of Speech: 

1. Lying (false speech): Deliberately speaking falsehoods or spreading misinformation with the intent to deceive others.

2. Divisive speech (sowing discord): Creating conflicts or divisions among individuals or groups through harmful speech.

3. Harsh speech (hurtful speech): Speaking in a way that is harsh, hurtful, or disrespectful to others, including using offen-

sive language.

4. Idle gossip (frivolous speech): Engaging in meaningless or idle talk that serves no constructive purpose and may harm 

others or spread rumours.

Negative Actions of Mind: 

1. Covetousness (greed): Experiencing excessive desire or attachment for material possessions, wealth, or the belongings 

of others.

2. Ill-will (hatred): Feeling anger, hatred, or hostility towards others and harbouring harmful intentions.

3. Wrong views: Holding distorted or erroneous beliefs that go against Buddhist teachings, such as denying the law of 

karma, rebirth, or the Four Noble Truths.

These ten negative actions are seen as obstacles to spiritual progress and can lead to negative consequences, both in this 

life and in future rebirths. Buddhist ethics emphasise refraining from these actions and cultivating their positive counterparts, 

non-harming, honesty, loving-kindness and wisdom.
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Ethical discipline follows generosity because, without restraint, the karmic wealth from giving 
can ripen into comfort in non-human realms or into lifestyles that erode virtue (eg, prosperous 
but untrained animals). Material from Engaging in the Bodhisattva Deeds (Śāntideva) and 
Candrakīrti reinforces this: merit without ethical restraint is like planting seeds without tending 
them or they may sprout in the wrong field. Ethics ensures that the “capital” from generosity 
compounds toward liberation rather than samsara.

Analytical point: This establishes śīla as both an optional ornament and as the safeguard and 
multiplier for all preceding virtue.


2. Definition & Function 
Sopa, supported by Tsongkhapa’s definitions in the text-box, frames ethics as keeping the 
mind in accord with virtue. It’s both refraining from harm and creating an internal stability so the 
senses stop scattering attention outward. The perfections are a ladder: ethics makes patience 
possible, patience underlies perseverance, perseverance supports concentration, and 
concentration enables wisdom.
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Three Ethical Disciplines are not just prohibitions — they are active, structured ways to shape body, speech, 

and mind toward liberation and the benefit of others. Each has things to avoid, things to cultivate, and deeper 

levels of disciplined practice.


1. Discipline of Restraint 

Purpose: To guard the mind and behaviour by refraining from harmful actions.

Things to Avoid 

• The Ten Non-Virtuous Actions (killing, stealing, sexual misconduct, lying, divisive speech, harsh speech, 

idle gossip, covetousness, ill will, wrong view)

• Situations, companions, or environments that strongly trigger negative habits

• Carelessness in speech, action, and thought


Things to Do 

• Mindfully observe precepts you have taken (lay precepts, monastic vows, Bodhisattva vows)

• Maintain vigilance over the three doors (body, speech, mind)

• Use mindfulness (smṛti) and alertness (saṃprajanya) to catch harmful impulses early


Deep Practice 

• See restraint not as repression but as freeing the mind from impulses that lead to suffering

• Keep a “precept diary” — reflecting daily on where restraint was strong or weak

• Combine restraint with patience and loving-kindness so it becomes gentle, not harsh


2. Discipline of Gathering Virtue 

Purpose: To actively cultivate positive qualities, not just avoid harm.

Things to Avoid 

• Laziness in doing good

• Focusing only on avoidance without active virtue

• Doing good for selfish recognition


Things to Do 

• Practice the Ten Virtuous Actions (protect life, generosity, truthful and kind speech, right view, etc.)

• Develop the Six Perfections (pāramitās): generosity, ethics, patience, effort, concentration, wisdom

• Regularly engage in merit-making: generosity, offering service, protecting beings, reciting prayers, studying 

Dharma

Deep Practice 

• Train in constant mindfulness that “opportunity to benefit others may not come again”

• Rejoice in others’ virtue — this increases your own

• Set daily intentions to create specific virtuous actions and review them at night


3. Discipline of Acting for the Welfare of Living Beings 

Purpose: To engage directly in benefiting others, both materially and spiritually.

Things to Avoid 

• Benefiting others with hidden harmful motives

• Overextending to the point of physical or mental burnout (which makes you less effective)

• Imposing help that is not wanted
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Commentary note: The text-box extracts underline that ethics has both prohibitive and 
proactive sides (avoiding harm and actively doing good) and that both are essential for 
bodhisattvas.


3. Entering the Training 
The text and boxes stress that vows should be taken after understanding benefits and 
dangers. Candrakīrti’s commentary (text-box) warns of taking them lightly: without deep 
motivation, they crumble; with understanding, they are a joy even under hardship. The Basic 
Path to Awakening (Tsongkhapa) outlines:

• Mental cause of vows → mental cause of breaking → mental cause of purification.

• Repair and renewal are built into the system.

Implication: This mental causality makes śīla flexible yet exacting; slips are serious, but 
recovery is possible through mind-based remedies.


4. Threefold Division of Bodhisattva Ethics 
The classic Mahāyāna triad (given in both main text and text-box citations) is:

(1) Restraint from non-virtue 

• Guard body, speech, and mind to prevent negative karma.

• Text-boxes cite the Bodhisattva Vows and Vinaya analogies: restraint is like a fence 

around a field; it keeps your virtue safe.

(2) Gathering Virtue 

• Don’t let existing good degenerate; improve what you already do well.

• The text-boxes supply examples: study Dharma, rely on a teacher, maintain right 

livelihood, practice generosity, and daily acts of service.

• This is proactive; building stores of virtue rather than simply avoiding loss.


(3) Working for Others’ Welfare 
• Eleven broad classes of beings are listed in the main text; text-boxes elaborate with 

examples from Śāntideva:

1. Those in immediate need

2. Those needing guidance

3. Those needing protection

4. Those needing fearlessness

5. The poor

6. Travellers/shelterless

7. The lonely needing companionship

8. Those beginning practice


Discipline Avoid Do Deep Practice

1. Restraint 

Guarding body, speech, 

and mind from harmful ac-

tions

Breaking precepts; engaging 

in the Ten Non-Virtuous Ac-

tions; careless environments; 

letting harmful impulses run 

unchecked

Keep all vows taken (lay, 

monastic, Bodhisattva); use 

mindfulness and alertness to 

prevent harm; maintain ethi-

cal vigilance

View restraint as liberation 

from destructive habits; keep 

a precept diary; combine 

restraint with patience and 

loving-kindness so it is firm 

yet gentle

2. Gathering Virtue  

Actively cultivating whole-

some qualities

Laziness in doing good; fo-

cusing only on avoidance 

without active virtue; doing 

good for selfish recognition

Practice the Ten Virtues; train 

in the Six Perfections; en-

gage in generosity, service, 

protection of beings, Dharma 

study

Remember opportunities to 

benefit others may not return; 

rejoice in others’ virtue; set 

and review daily virtuous 

goals

3. Acting for the Welfare of 

Living Beings  

Serving others with skill 

and compassion

Helping with hidden self-in-

terest; overextending to 

burnout; forcing unwanted 

help

Offer practical and spiritual 

aid; protect others from 

harm; adapt help to their 

needs and receptivity

See serving others as serving 

the Buddhas; develop skilful 

means (upāya); practice 

equal compassion for 

friends, strangers & enemies; 

cultivate patience with those 

you help
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9. Those needing correction

10. Those reached by special methods

11. Those in danger of regressing


• The boxes add nuance on upāya (skill in means): adapt the form of help to the recipient’s 
needs and capacities.


5. Daily-Life Ethics 
Sopa (echoing Tsongkhapa in the text-boxes) advises:


• Depend on the teacher

• Listen to Dharma

• Teach others when able

• Maintain the body in service of the path

• Practice generosity

• Offer concrete help daily


This transforms śīla from an abstract category into a lived rhythm.


6. Summary & Interconnection 
Both commentary and boxes insist that the six perfections are sequential and mutually 
conditioning:


1. Generosity → reduces attachment, paving way for ethics

2. Ethics → restrains harm, making patience possible

3. Patience → allows perseverance under adversity

4. Perseverance → sustains concentration

5. Concentration → supports deep meditation

6. Wisdom → realises emptiness


Ethics is the “hinge” turning generosity into a stable path to awakening.


Analytical themes & practice commentary) 
1. From wealth to worth. 

Sopa’s sequencing solves a practical problem: generosity can amplify saṃsāric 
momentum if the mind remains ungoverned. Ethics converts material yield into karmic 
leverage; the stable conditions where virtue can snowball. That is why he insists on ethics 
as the “foundation of all good qualities,” immediately after generosity.


2. Vows as technology of continuity. 
The value of vows is reliability not moralism. Understanding their benefit generates 
cheerfulness under pressure and inoculates against backsliding; misunderstanding 
produces a fragile practice. When slips happen, repair is possible because causes were 
mental to begin with; purification, too, is mental. This “same ground you fell on is what you 
push against to get up” framing makes śīla resilient rather than perfectionistic.


3. From self‑taming to service. 
Sopa’s third division pulls ethics out of the monastery and into the marketplace: anything 
that truly benefits is part of śīla. The eleven recipient‑types are a practical check‑list for 
bodhisattva triage; who is in front of you, and what form of help actually helps here? It’s an 
antidote to generic kindness.


4. Guarding the gates, building the city, serving its people. 
Read the three divisions as a rhythm: restraint (close the gates), gathering virtue (build 
stores, skills, culture), and benefiting beings (use everything you’ve built for the common 
good). Sopa’s insistence on daily micro‑practices keeps the rhythm embodied. 


Practical “how‑to” (for your own integration) 
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• Pre‑commitment clarity. Before upgrading or adding vows, write a one‑page “benefits & 
burdens” reflection. If your reasons leave you quietly glad (even imagining ridicule or 
hardship) you’re aligned; if they leave you tense or performative, wait and study further. 

(Sopa’s criterion is joy under pressure.)


• Restraint as design, not suppression. Audit your day for the 2–3 recurring triggers that 
pull speech or attention off‑virtue; change conditions (timers, routes, companions) rather 
than white‑knuckling. This is ethics as environmental design, consistent with śīla’s role in 
keeping the mind “in accord with virtue.”


• Merit maintenance plan. List the existing good you don’t want to “lose or let 
degenerate,” and the one or two you will improve this month (e.g., steadier study cadence, 
more reliable care for someone). Review weekly.


• Service with discernment. Pick two of Sopa’s eleven recipient‑types you meet often 
(e.g., the fearful; those needing guidance). Draft a realistic response playbook for each 
(what to offer, what to not offer, how to refer onward). This concretises the 3rd division of 
śīla.


Practice Analysis & Commentary 
1. Ethics as the “Wealth Protector.”  

The text-box analogy (like a guard protecting treasure) clarifies why ethics follows 
generosity: without it, you can lose the very conditions you’ve created.


2. Vows as Mental Architecture. 
The boxes stress that vows are mental constructs; this means they are portable (wherever 
the mind goes) and repairable (through confession, determination, and remedial acts).


3. From Restraint to Service. 
The eleven recipient-types in the text-boxes make the third category actionable; they’re a 
real-world checklist for bodhisattva engagement.


4. Ethics as Daily Design. 
The combined material shows śīla not as reactive “rule-keeping” but as proactive life 
design; shaping environment, habits, and relationships to keep the mind in accord with 
virtue.


Chapter 12. The Perfection of Patience 

1) What this chapter is doing 
Sopa Rinpoche presents patience as a world‑stabilising virtue that diffuses the “fire of anger” 
before it spreads from individuals to communities and, ultimately, to war. Practiced properly, 
patience cools your own mind, calms others, and becomes a peace practice writ large. He 
frames it among the first three pāramitās (generosity, ethics, patience) which Nāgārjuna and 
Candrakīrti say are especially emphasised for lay practitioners; their results are immediate and 
visible, and patience in particular ripens as beauty/radiance and likability in this life, high 
rebirths, and (as a causal factor) the Buddha’s rūpakāya.

Just as important, Sopa keeps patience tightly tied to bodhicitta: the highest patience is a 
Buddha’s mind (completely at peace, without animosity) so our training should continually 
recollect bodhicitta while we practice every other method.


2) Structure at a glance 
The chapter unfolds exactly as Lamrim Chenmo does: define patience, begin its cultivation, 
then train in its divisions. Sopa’s outline maps the training path with sub‑analyses of where 
anger comes from and how to counter it.


The Three Types of Patience 
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1. Patience in not retaliating against harm to me and others; enduring insult, abuse, or 
injury without anger. This is the antidote to hostility and the urge to “hit back.”


2. Patience in accepting suffering; recognising pain, loss, illness, or hardship as part of 
saṃsāra; transforming adversity into the path by seeing it as purification and training.


3. Patience with the nature of reality; 
This is not merely intellectual tolerance of ideas, but a profound steadiness of mind when 
confronted with ultimate truth. Geshe Sopa explains that sometimes people feel uneasy, 
impatient, or even resistant when teachings on karma or emptiness are presented, because 
these challenge habitual ways of thinking. This third kind of patience is the willingness to 
learn, analyse, and persevere in understanding causality and śūnyatā. It requires examining 
the subject, object, and action of harm from the standpoint of ultimate truth. When seen this 
way, there is no solid, ultimate enemy; just a network of causes and conditions. The harm, 
the actor, and the act itself are like a dream or illusion. Cultivating patience here means not 
recoiling from these radical insights but remaining steady, receptive, and open until wisdom 
can arise.


3) The patience of disregarding harm done to you 
3.1 How the chapter dismantles anger 

Page  of 40 54



Steps on the Path to Enlightenment - Volume 3 Geshe Lhundub Sopa

Sopa walks you through Śāntideva’s classic tactic: show that anger is unjustified when you 

analyse (a) the object, (b) the subject, and (c) the basis.  This is causal analysis, not 1

moralising.

• Analysing the object: Do harmdoers act with real self‑control? Sopa argues no. People act 

under the compulsion of seeds, conditions, and wrong perceptions. Seeing this, you can 
replace hatred with compassion; the other person is not an autonomous malice, but 
someone overpowered by their own inner afflictions. 


 1. The Object (yul) 1

• Meaning: The apparent target of your anger, the external person or circumstance that seems to be harming you.

• Example: Someone insults you in public. That person is the “object” of your anger.

• Purpose of analysis: Look closely — is the harm-doer truly autonomous? Are they free from causes and conditions? No: they act 

under the power of ignorance and afflictions. Recognizing this makes anger soften into compassion.

2. The Subject (yul can) 

• Meaning: The one who experiences the harm and in whom anger arises — yourself.

• Example: You, the person feeling insulted or attacked.

• Purpose of analysis: Examine your own mind. Why does this subject feel injured? If “I” am not a solid entity (but just a collection of 

aggregates), then what, exactly, is being harmed? This undermines the automatic sense of a truly existent “me” who must defend 

itself.

3. The Basis (gzhi) 

• Meaning: The ground or context on which the whole dynamic of harm is happening. In this chapter it refers specifically to your 

bodhisattva vows and commitments, the wider karmic field, and the causal framework.

• In Tsongkhapa/Sopa’s explanation: The “basis” is remembering: I have already committed myself to regard beings as my field of 

practice. This person harming me is arising on the very basis of my own vows, karma, and conditions. Without them, I would have no 

opportunity to practice patience.

• Example: As a bodhisattva aspirant, you vowed to care for beings trapped in afflictions. That commitment is the basis. So when 

someone insults you, the right reflection is: “Ah, this is the very arena in which my vows apply. This person is not an obstacle to my 

path, they are part of the basis that allows me to cultivate patience.”

Putting it Together 

• Object: The person apparently causing harm.

• Subject: Yourself, experiencing and reacting.

• Basis: The karmic and vow-based ground (the bodhisattva field of practice) within which this interaction is happening.


!  In short: 

• Object = the harm-doer.

• Subject = the one who feels harmed.

• Basis = the larger ground of commitments and conditions that frames the whole exchange.


This is why Sopa insists: analysing all three removes the solidity of the harm situation. Once the object is seen as controlled by afflictions, the 

subject as empty of inherent “self,” and the basis as your practice field, anger has no footing.

Parallel between Patience Analysis and Madhyamaka Analysis 

1. The Object (harm-doer) ↔ The Agent 

• In patience practice, the “object” is the person harming you.

• In Madhyamaka reasoning, the agent (the one who performs an action) cannot be found under analysis — they are only a dependently 

arisen designation on body, speech, and mind.

• Implication: The harm-doer appears solid, but when you examine their afflictions, conditioning, and aggregates, there is no inherently 

existing “enemy” who independently “chose” to harm you.

2. The Subject (the one harmed) ↔ The Object of Action 

• In patience practice, the “subject” is yourself, the one who feels harmed.

• In Madhyamaka analysis, the “object of action” is what the action is supposed to affect (here: me being harmed).

• Implication: If you analyse the “me” that feels insulted, it too cannot be pinned down — it is just the five aggregates labeled “I.” There is 

no solid, inherently existent self being harmed.

3. The Basis (the ground or context) ↔ The Action itself 

• In patience practice, the “basis” is the larger karmic field and bodhisattva commitments: the ground on which the event unfolds.

• In Madhyamaka, the action itself (e.g. harming, hitting, insulting) is also empty. You cannot find it apart from agent and object, and those 

are themselves empty.

• Implication: The insult, the injury, the harm — they arise only through interdependent causes and conditions, not as inherently existent 

actions. On analysis, the “harm” dissolves into dependent origination, like a mirage.

Why Shāntideva Links Them 

• By using object, subject, basis in patience training, Shāntideva is training the practitioner not only in emotional stability but also in the 

insight of emptiness.

• The three parts mirror the emptiness of agent, action, and object — a central theme in Madhyamaka.

• Thus patience isn’t just enduring quietly; it is an entry point into wisdom: enduring harm by seeing there is no ultimately real harmer, 

harmed, or harm.

Example: An Insult 

1. Object/Agent: The insulter. Empty of inherent existence; acting under afflictions.

2. Subject/Object of Action: “Me,” the one insulted. Empty — just aggregates labeled “I.”

3. Basis/Action: The insult itself. Empty — just sounds, dependently arisen, given meaning by mind.


Seen this way, there is nothing solid for anger to land on.


!  That’s why patience and wisdom interlock so tightly in this chapter. Patience stops the flare of anger in the moment; wisdom removes 

the very ground anger stands on.
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• Adventitiousness vs. inherency; direct vs. indirect harm; impelling causes: The text 
itemises these further to loosen reactivity; if the affliction is adventitious and the chain of 
causation vast and interdependent, who or what exactly are you angry at? Anger’s target 
dissolves on analysis. 


• Analysing the basis/your commitments: As bodhisattvas we’ve already vowed to care for 
beings trapped in afflictions; remembering that commitment reframes the “enemy” as a field 
for compassion practice. 


• Anger is your true internal enemy. It is much more destructive than an external enemy. 
Anger must be attacked and destroyed in a more decisive manner than an external enemy.  
When you have a spontaneous insight that anger is the real enemy, you will not want to obey it when 
it rises up. You will seriously think, "How can I fight this? What is the best weapon to destroy anger? 

Wouldn't it be wonderful to defeat it."

The core refrain: others are under the power of their internal enemy (kleshas). Seeing this, 
tolerance becomes psychologically possible.


3.2 Direct attacks vs. attacks on reputation 
Sopa separates direct obstruction of your happiness (body, possessions, safety) from the 
indirect injury of reputation (praise, fame, honour). Both are to be met with calm analysis: stop 
“feeding” anger and it dies.

For reputation, he gives a three‑step deconstruction:


1. Praise/fame lack real qualities. They are “empty words”; cannot bring health, long life, 
wealth, or karmic merit. Getting upset when they’re blocked is childish. 


2. Praise/fame have faults. They inflate pride and entangle us; we become servants of 
our inner enemies. Śāntideva is quoted to show how praise “destroys all positive things” 
when we cling to it. 


3. Delight in those who prevent your praise. They are benefactors cutting your bondage 
to saṃsāric causes; greet them with gratitude; it’s “like a blessing of the Buddha.” This 
flips the emotional script and births joy. 


3.3 No schadenfreude , no envy 2

The chapter then forbids taking pleasure in an enemy’s (or anyone’s) misfortune or resenting 
their success. If you truly want all beings to reach the “honour of the three worlds,” why be 
pained by their small gains? To do so would make bodhicitta mere words.


4) The patience of accepting suffering 
4.1 Why accept it? 
Śāntideva’s stark counsel (“What is the point in being unhappy?”) is paired with “don’t be 
hypersensitive” about heat/cold/illness/bondage; sensitivity multiplies pain. The key is attitude: 
when you see the purpose of hardship, it becomes bearable.

Sopa then argues that suffering can strengthen love, compassion, and mental resilience, and 
he sets out three trainings: see suffering’s good qualities, the advantages of bearing hardship, 
and gradual acclimatisation; start small and build capacity.


4.2 The “good qualities” of suffering 
He explicitly lists five; the text elaborates, in detail, at least the first three:

1. It urges liberation; clear sight of misery fuels renunciation and diligent practice.

2. It deflates conceit; puncturing vanity that blocks growth.

3. It makes us careful with karma; we stop sowing causes of future pain.

These passages anchor the “alchemy” of transforming adversity into our path. 


4.3 Habituation 

 Schadenfreude: pleasure derived by someone from another person's misfortune2
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Patience can’t arise without a problem to train with. Begin with manageable discomforts; 
capacity scales with familiarity. Bodhisattvas eventually give even “flesh and bones” without 
regret; but they, too, started small.


5) The patience of certitude about reality 
This is “mental clarity about reality”; a wisdom‑based patience that removes doubt and the 

resistance that doubt breeds. It’s confidence in causes and effects, the nature and results of 
practice, and (at depth) the two truths; the selflessness of persons and phenomena. Before 
direct realization, study and contemplation reduce impatience; with direct realization (path of 
seeing) impatience is gone.


Following Asaṅga (via Tsongkhapa), Sopa briefly notes eight domains of certainty, 
illustrating the first two: (1) the qualities of the Three Jewels (real refuge requires real 
understanding); (2) the object of direct realization (the two selflessnesses).


1. Certainty in the Qualities of the Three Jewels 
• What it means: One no longer takes refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha merely 

by faith or cultural habit, but by clear and reasoned knowledge of their qualities. The 
Buddha is known through understanding his awakening; the Dharma through seeing the 
path and cessation; the Sangha through recognising their role as authentic companions 
who embody the path.


• Example: Suppose someone praises a charismatic spiritual teacher outside Buddhism 
and says, “Why follow the Buddha? This teacher is more modern and practical.” Without 
certainty, doubt creeps in. With certainty, the bodhisattva recalls: “The Buddha has fully 
eradicated the obscurations, revealed dependent origination and emptiness, and left a 
body of teachings that can be verified. No worldly charisma compares.” The refuge is 
unshakable.


2. Certainty in the Object of Direct Realization: The Two Selflessnesses 
• What it means: The bodhisattva has confidence that selflessness of the person (no 

inherently existent “I”) and selflessness of phenomena (no independent existence of 
dharmas) are the correct and necessary objects to be realised directly.


• Example: Imagine during meditation you experience a powerful blissful absorption. 
Without certainty, you may grasp at that experience as ultimate truth. With certainty, you 
recognise: “This, too, is empty of inherent existence; its reality depends on causes, 
conditions, and labelling. The only worthy object of direct realization is selflessness itself.” 
This protects the path from derailment.


Glimpsing the Next Six Domains 
Sopa doesn’t go further here, but Asaṅga/Tsongkhapa list six more, which deepen this 
trajectory: 
3. Certainty in the aspects of the path itself (what must be cultivated, what abandoned).  
4. Certainty in what to adopt and discard (wholesome/unwholesome).  
5. Certainty in dependent origination (the mechanism of samsara and liberation). 
6. Certainty in the three vehicles (understanding their scope and result).  
7. Certainty in the ultimate and conventional truths (and their harmony).  
8. Certainty in the Three Jewels as rare and supreme (never to be equated with worldly 
refuges).


Commentary 
Sopa’s highlighting of just the first two is deliberate:

• Refuge and wisdom form the stable foundation.

• Without a clear refuge, the path lacks direction.

• Without certainty in emptiness, meditation can become either nihilistic or eternalist.
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Together, these two certainties ensure that the bodhisattva’s motivation (refuge) and 
realization (selflessness) remain clear, safe, and powerful.


6) Why anger is the great destroyer 
Śāntideva: “There is no sin like hatred; no austerity like patience.” Candrakīrti adds that 

anger’s results are immeasurable; it both creates heavy negative karma and burns the merit 
you’ve already amassed. That double‑destruction is why it’s singled out.


Sopa then details the stakes for bodhisattvas: a single burst of anger at a bodhisattva who 
has received prophecy can hurl a new bodhisattva back to the beginning for eons of “armour 

practice.” Hence the immediate antidotes: notice, regret, confess, and vow restraint.

And if you do lapse, Sopa insists on fast repair: confession, purification, and 

recommitment; because inattentiveness after a breach compounds negativity and makes 
future practice harder.


7) Practice notes (how to actually train what the chapter 

teaches) 
• Keep bodhicitta in view. Recollect your aim before, during, and after conflicts. This turns 

every friction into material for the highest patience. 

• Re‑label the “enemy.” When irritation sparks, silently name: “an inner enemy is at work 

(in me or in them).” This instantly points the compassion lens the text urges. 

• Starve anger. Do not rehearse past/future harms or reputation stories; Sopa calls this 

feeding anger. Drop the rumination loop. 

• Flip fame. When praise is blocked, thank the blocker for cutting your fetter; consciously 

reframe as a blessing. 

• Micro‑exposures. Deliberately accept small discomforts (cold, delays, mild criticism) and 

track your capacity growing week by week; this is the chapter’s “start small” method. 

• Certitude sessions. Study one certainty domain at a time (e.g., causes & effects for a 

chosen practice); journal the shift in doubt/resistance. 

• Fast repairs. Build a standing ritual for any lapse into anger: name it → regret → 

confess (to the person, or before buddhas/guru) → vow restraint → remedial act. 


Practical Methods for Cultivating Patience with Reality 
1. Pause and Identify the Disturbance  

The first step is mindfulness: as soon as irritation, resentment, or anger begins to arise, 

recognise it without judgment. Name it internally: “This is anger… this is aversion.” 
Then pause to prevent immediate retaliation and open a space for reflection.


2. Recall the Web of Causes and Conditions  
Reflect that what seems like a personal attack is in fact the result of innumerable factors: 
the other person’s life, and conditioning, the circumstances of the moment, their and your 
own past karma. None of these are under anyone’s absolute control. The event is 
therefore causally determined, not arising from some solid enemy who independently 
“chooses” to hurt you.


3. Dissolve the Notion of a Solid Enemy  
Analyse: Where exactly is the “enemy”? In the body of the person? Their mind? Their 
words? Or in your own perception? Break it down until you see there is no inherently 
existent aggressor; just a flow of aggregates, mental states, and fleeting expressions. This 
contemplation directly undermines the instinct to hate a fixed target.


4. See the Act as Illusory  
Bring to mind the analogy of a dream or a mirage. Just as dream-objects cannot harm 
you in waking life, so too these words or actions are empty of inherent existence. These 
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may appear vivid but lack the solidity we project onto them. Training in this vision makes 
insults or injuries feel less absolute, more like ripples in a stream.


5. Shift to Compassion  
Once the enemy is seen as a bundle of conditions rather than an autonomous agent, 
compassion naturally arises. You recognise that the person causing harm is themselves 
driven by ignorance, anger, or fear; forces that bring suffering to them long before they 
affect you. Holding that awareness, the heart opens instead of hardens.


6. Stabilise with Breath and Emptiness  
Breathe calmly and rest the mind in the spaciousness of emptiness. Feel the solidity of 
both self and other dissolve, leaving only interdependent flux. Rest in that openness for a 
few breaths.


7. Re-engage with Wisdom 
From this stabilised state, decide how to respond; not from anger, but from clarity. 
Sometimes patience means quiet endurance; sometimes it means compassionate speech 
or action. The difference is that the response comes without hostility or delusion.


Daily Training Suggestions 
• Review past irritations each evening and reframe them using this sequence, so the mind 

becomes fluent in applying it.

• Visualise provocations in meditation, and rehearse dissolving the solidity of self, other, 

and harm.

• Use reminders: a short phrase like “Like a dream” can be a trigger to recall this analysis 

in daily life.


The Three Types of Patience in Context 
1. Patience of Enduring Harm (Relative-Level) 
• Focus: Enduring insults, injuries, criticism, or physical harm without retaliation.

• Method: Train the mind to see harm as transient, to reframe the enemy as a teacher, and 

to remain unmoved like a mountain.

• Level: Operates on the conventional level of human interaction. The “enemy” is still seen 

as an existent other, but one whose actions can be transformed into a path.

• Fruit: Builds resilience, softens the impulse to retaliate, & begins dismantling ego-clinging.


2. Patience of Voluntarily Accepting Suffering (Relative-Level) 
• Focus: Willingly enduring hardships on the path (illness, poverty, long practice hours, 

discomfort) without complaint.

• Method: Reflect on the inevitability of suffering in saṃsāra, and accept hardship as fuel 

for the journey to enlightenment.

• Level: Still relative; suffering is treated as real but is reframed as useful, even necessary.

• Fruit: Prevents discouragement, cultivates endurance, and transforms obstacles into 

opportunities for practice.


3. Patience of Understanding Reality (Ultimate-Level) 
• Focus: Seeing all harm, hardship, and suffering through the lens of emptiness and 

dependent origination.

• Method: Analyse the “enemy,” the act, and the pain itself; see they are empty of inherent 

existence, like dreams or illusions. Recognise that causes and conditions alone give rise 
to appearances; there is no ultimate agent of harm.


• Level: Ultimate. While the first two train the mind to endure what appears real, this third 
penetrates the unreality of appearances.


• Fruit: The deepest patience; anger cannot arise because there is no solid object to be 
angry at. The result is wisdom-based equanimity, naturally paired with compassion.
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How They Work Together 
• The first two are foundational trainings: they stabilise the mind on the conventional level 

so it doesn’t explode into anger or collapse into despair. They build toughness, 
acceptance, and pliancy.


• The third is the culmination: it uproots the very basis of anger by showing there is no 

inherently existing “self” to be harmed, no “other” to cause harm, and no harm as an 

ultimate reality.

• Together, they form a complete system:

• Relative patience = learning to bear and transform appearances.

• Ultimate patience = realising appearances are empty, like dreams. 

Implication for Practice 
In day-to-day training, we usually start with the first two: hold your temper, accept 
difficulties, be patient with what comes. But the real breakthrough comes when we can bring 

the third kind of patience into the moment of irritation, dissolving the illusion of self and 
other right there. This is why teachers such as Geshe Sopa emphasise rehearsing again and 

again that possessions, harms, and even identities are just borrowed composites of 

conditions. Once you see this, patience is not forced; it is natural.


8) The chapter’s arc in one line 
Start by cooling your reactivity to harm, deepen by wanting and bearing difficulty for others, 
and stabilise it all in the clear confidence of how things are. That three‑fold training, kept under 
the umbrella of bodhicitta, becomes the “radiance” of patience that beautifies a life and 
shortens the path.

• Patience strengthens emotional stability: without it, perseverance collapses under 

frustration or discouragement.

• Perseverance (sometimes translated as joyous effort) gives the energy to sustain practice 

without burnout; but without patience, effort becomes brittle or reactive.

• Wisdom (especially emptiness) provides the compass; without it, perseverance can be 

misdirected and patience can drift into mere resignation.


9) Closing counsel from Sopa 
You’ve “finished reading,” he says, but practice must continue. Do what you can now; aspire to 
the rest; and know that patience grows by degrees until it becomes effortless.


Chapter 13. The Perfection of Perseverance. 
1) What perseverance is 

Tsongkhapa (via Geshe Sopa) defines joyous perseverance very simply as “delight in 
virtue”; a durable, happy energy for wholesome activity that carries you through 

difficulties (not mere grit or forcing). By contrast, enthusiasm for non-virtue is not 
perseverance; that’s a face of laziness, the inner enemy that stalls or derails practice. 
Joy in virtue is what makes long, sustained practice feel light and doable, “no matter 
what difficulties occur”.


2) How to begin: see the stakes and the payoff 

Sopa urges you to start by wanting this training; vividly weighing advantages of 
perseverance and disadvantages of laziness until motivation bites. This is the practical 
on-ramp: read, listen, and test against your own experience. Scripture backs the 

approach: perseverance is praised as the basis of all attainments, worldly and 
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supramundane (Exhortation to Wholehearted Resolve; Ornament for the Mahāyāna 

Sūtras). Sopa also frames this as waking your dormant buddha-nature: perseverance 

strengthens it; discouragement buries it deeper. Even a few small starts compound 
across lives into effortless perseverance.


3) Positive method first: gather the favourable conditions " 

Sopa organises four “powers” that generate and sustain joyous perseverance:

1. Power of aspiration: cultivate a wholesome “wanting” the goal (liberation for all). 

Desire isn’t always afflictive: aspiring to enlightenment is a clean desire that 
becomes the pillar holding up perseverance. Its root is repeated contemplation of 

results; what comes from training and what comes from not training.

2. Power of steadfastness (a valiant, non-arrogant “pride”): I myself will do it for 

beings. You decide, examine the method and your capacity, and then refuse to quit: 
“I will not do things halfway”. This steadiness explicitly counteracts the slump of 
discouragement and the habit of outsourcing responsibility.


3. Power of joy: after perseverance is lit, pleasure in the doing makes you tireless 
and “insatiable” for virtue (Śāntideva likens it to children at play).


4. Power of relinquishment: know when to rest so effort stays in the middle way. 

Brief, conscious pauses prevent collapse; then resume promptly and never settle 
short of buddhahood. Sopa sums it up as “not too tight, not too loose”; continuous 
flow between extremes, a balance the Buddha himself exemplified.


4) The three forms of perseverance (what you actually do) # ⚙ %  

Sopa keeps a martial picture to make the feel of the practice concrete:

(a") Armour-like perseverance: # the mental preparation and courage you don 

before battle. It’s training the heart to stay joyful and compassionate amid hardship 
so you don’t waver when things get rough.


(b") Perseverance of gathering virtue: # mustering the “army” of wholesome deeds 

with body, speech, and mind; building positive momentum and resources for the 
long campaign.


(c") Perseverance of acting for beings’ welfare: # taking the field, applying virtue 

situation by situation with others’ benefit in view.


The headline point: don’t reserve these for bodhisattvas only; any Dharma practice 

needs all three, with armour-like as the protecting backbone.


5) Removing the unfavourable conditions (the “negative” half) &  

Śāntideva traces four causes of laziness: (i) indolence; (ii) attachment to pleasure; (iii) 
love of sleep; (iv) no disgust with saṃsāra (so you never feel urgency). Sopa sharpens 
the definition: laziness is anything that blocks joy in virtue; not just slacking on ordinary 

tasks. Tsongkhapa then prescribes three matching antidotes:

& Stop the laziness of procrastination: take on mortality directly: I will die; the time 

is uncertain; at death only Dharma helps. Use this three-step contemplation to 
puncture “I’ll do it later” at yearly, monthly, daily scales.


& Stop attachment to ignoble activities: recognise how “interesting” distractions 
siphon energy from bodhisattva work (Sopa treats “taking pleasure in improper 
activities” as a face of laziness).
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& Stop discouragement/self-contempt: grow steadfastness: choose responsibility 
for beings, build confidence through analysis, and refuse to drop a task once 
you’ve examined aim, means, and your capacity.


Why this ordering works (positive before negative): when aspiration, steadiness, joy, 
and wise rest are present, you like practising; then the laziness patterns are easier to 
diagnose and drop. Sopa’s practical flow already suggests this: he closes the “don’t”s 

and immediately opens into “do”s (the four powers) as the engine of joy. See how the 
“favourable conditions” section explicitly follows the discouragement remedies and 
turns motivation on.


6) Being “intent on joyously persevering” 

After you’ve removed obstacles and gathered supports, the mind can settle into 
perseverance as its ongoing intention; this bridges the method and the result (see the 

structure at c"). In Sopa’s idiom, this is the moment your armour is on and your army is 
ready; what remains is showing up again and again, happily.


7) The fruit: making body and mind serviceable '  

The pay-off is practical: your body and mind become workable; they go where you 

point them, instead of resisting or splintering your intention. Seeing the inner afflictions 
as the real enemy flips hardship into fuel; difficulties start to feel like useful training 
rather than burdens. When perseverance matures, body-mind follow as lightly as 

“cotton fluf on the wind”; Śāntideva’s image for the ease that completes the 
accumulations of merit and wisdom.


8) Practice commentary: putting it to work (daily loop) 

• Morning prime (aspiration → steadfastness): Re-read a short why (benefits of 

perseverance), set one concrete helpful act for beings today, then vow not to drop it 
once begun.


• During the day (joy → relinquishment): Notice any spark of gladness while doing 

virtue; name it to strengthen joy. When energy dips, rest briefly on purpose, then 
resume; “not too tight, not too loose”.


• On obstacles: If you hear “later,” run the three death thoughts; if you feel pulled to 
distractions, label them “improper” for me right now; if you slump into “who am I 

to…”, re-establish heroic responsibility (steadfastness).

• Evening guard (serviceability): Brief review; if you broke a precept or promise, 

acknowledge, regret, re-aim; that keeps the system responsive and light.


Bottom line 
Sopa’s Chapter 13 makes perseverance feel both exalted and utterly ordinary: armour-
like courage; the steady gathering of virtue; decisive action for others; and a cycle of 
aspiration, steadfastness, joy, and wise rest that keeps the current of practice flowing. 
Put the positives first to make practice attractive; then deploy the classic antidotes to 

laziness. Done this way, perseverance stops being a grind and becomes the happy 

stamina of a bodhisattva.


Chapter 14. The Perfections of Meditative Stability 

and Wisdom 
Where Chapter 14 sits in the project
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Geshe Sopa stresses that Volume 3 gives only a concise, programmatic overview of 

the last two pāramitās (meditative stability and wisdom). Tsongkhapa’s full how-to 

manuals are reserved for later: meditative stabilisation in Vol. 4 and the perfection of 
wisdom in Vol. 5. So Chapter 14 lays down definitions, purposes, divisions, and the 
basic way to start, not the full technique set.


(v) The Perfection of Meditative Stabilisation


What meditative stabilisation is

Meditative stabilisation is defined as a virtuous mind that abides single-pointedly on 
its object without distraction. Citing Asaṅga’s Bodhisattva Levels, Sopa emphasises 

that a bodhisattva’s one-pointedness is built on study and reflection; only after 
knowing the object thoroughly can you rest on it without wavering. The same stabilised 

mind may be oriented to serenity (śamatha), insight (vipaśyanā), or their union.


He also notes two levels (mundane and supramundane) and that before perfect 

serenity or superior insight arise, we typically cultivate them individually and then 

together.


How to begin

Beginning correctly means front-loading understanding: know the object and its 
purpose via scripture and explanation, then analyse, then stabilise. This sequence 
prevents confusing “blankness” with authentic concentration and ensures the single-

pointedness that follows is virtuous and meaningful.


Sopa echoes Asaṅga: first learn and reflect, then stabilise; otherwise concentration 
becomes content-free and cannot serve bodhisattva aims.


Divisions and scope

From the standpoint of what it functions to support, meditative stabilisation can be: 

(1) mundane (useful, but not yet uprooting ignorance), and (2) aimed at excellent 

virtues (serenity, insight, or the union that conjoins them on the path).


How to practice (as framed here)

In this chapter the “how” remains high-level: orient your stabilisation toward serenity, 

insight, or their union and cultivate it on the basis of study and analysis. The 
operational details (faults like laxity/excitation, the nine attentional stages, etc.) are 
explicitly deferred to the later volume.


Commentarial takeaway: Tsongkhapa/Sopa are careful to yoke concentration to 

meaning. Single-pointedness is never an end in itself; it is the instrument that makes 
insight workable and pliant rather than dreamy or dull. (This is why the chapter insists 
on study-reflection before resting the mind.)


(vi) The Perfection of Wisdom
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What wisdom is & why it matters

Sopa gives a two-part definition: (1) knowledge of Dharma and (2) realization of 

emptiness (śūnyatā)—the selflessness of persons and phenomena. Śūnyatā is the 

wisdom that directly cuts the root of obscurations and leads to enlightenment.


He begins the “how to begin” section by motivating it: wisdom does not arise on its 

own; we cultivate it by seeing its benefits and the harms of ignorance. Without this 
clarity, practice becomes “blind,” weak, and easily shaken; with it, we stay steady in 

difficulties. He likens the contrast to the blind and the sighted; a call to develop 

discrimination through thought and examination.


He then cites Nāgārjuna: wisdom is “the root of all visible and invisible good 

qualities”, the foundation on which every virtue grows; worldly and supramundane.


Sopa also warns that faith without discerning wisdom is credulous and easily swayed 
by “bad friends”; his colloquial “Chicken Little” parable. The point is not anti-faith; it is 

pro-discernment; knowing scripture and relying on qualified spiritual friends 
prevents us from adopting nihilistic or antinomian misreadings.


How to begin the generation of wisdom (practical stance)

Practically, you stoke motivation by contemplating both sides: the advantages of 

wisdom and the disadvantages of ignorance until conviction becomes strong enough 

to carry you through the rigours of the six perfections. The target (ultimately) is the non-

conceptual realization of emptiness; here, Sopa keeps the focus on valuing wisdom in 

general as the root of progress.


Divisions of wisdom (threefold)

1. Wisdom knowing the ultimate. The ultimate is emptiness/selflessness. We first 

understand it inferentially, via study, reasoning, and an image-based cognition; 

through meditation this ripens into direct perception of emptiness, without reliance 
on a mental image.


2. Wisdom knowing the conventional. Bodhisattvas must master both truths. Here 

Sopa highlights the five sciences (language, logic, medicine, “technology/arts,” 

and the inner science of Buddhism) not as secular detours but as means to benefit 

beings: language and logic defeat wrong views and explain Dharma; the others 

furnish skilful, immediate aid and expand one’s capacity to serve.

3. Wisdom knowing how to act for the welfare of beings. Although often folded into 

conventional truth, Mahāyāna singles it out because benefiting others is so 

central; wisdom must be operationalised as the know-how to help.


How to practice (as framed here)

In this chapter the “how” means training both tracks together:

• Cultivate inferential certainty in emptiness (through hearing, studying and 

reflection) so meditation has something true to stabilise.

• Study the five sciences so your wisdom can communicate, persuade, and care; 

defeating wrong views with language and logic, and providing competent help 
through the remaining sciences.
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• Guard against credulousness by checking teachings against scripture and qualified 

explanation; faith should ride with discernment, not replace it.


Commentarial takeaway: Here, “wisdom” is not just a view (emptiness). It is also a 

capacity (to understand, explain, and act). Tsongkhapa’s threefold division ensures that 

insight is non-nihilistic (because it is paired with conventional competence) and non-

self-absorbed (because it culminates in the ability to benefit beings).


The chapter’s through-line: Union and sequencing

• Order matters: Study →  reflection →  stabilisation. Both pāramitās insist on 

meaning before quiet; a bodhisattva’s calm is about something.

• Union matters: Concentration is oriented toward serenity, insight, or their union; 

wisdom is cultivated as ultimate insight plus conventional mastery and benefit-

skills. Each refines the other.

• Motivation matters: We generate both by seeing the benefits of wisdom and 

stabilisation and the harms of their absence; this produces the stamina to carry the 
six perfections without discouragement.


Practitioner-focused summary

• Meditative Stabilisation: A learn-reflect-then-rest discipline whose strength and 

aim are chosen intentionally: serenity, insight, or their union. Don’t try to “hold 

nothing”; stabilise what you’ve understood. (Detailed methods are in the later 
volumes.)


• Wisdom: Start by valuing it: it’s the root of all good qualities (Nāgārjuna), and 

without discrimination, faith becomes gullible. Then train both truths: inferential → 

direct realization of emptiness; and the five sciences so you can actually help and 

persuade others.

Perfections of Meditative Stabilisation and Wisdom 

Textual / Doctrinal Notes Practice-Oriented Notes

Meditative Stabilization defined: 

Virtuous mind abiding single-pointedly 

without distraction; supported by study 

and reflection (Asaṅga, Bodhisattva 

Levels).

Concentration should not be “blank.” Always base it on 

something you’ve studied and understood, then stabilize. 

“Stillness with meaning.”

Divisions: Mundane stabilization; 

supramundane (oriented toward serenity, 

insight, or their union).

Ask yourself: is my concentration aimed at calm, insight, or 

union? Name your purpose clearly before sitting.

Sequence: Study → Reflection → 

Stabilization.

Practical tip: After reading, pause to analyze the teaching; 

then rest the mind on that insight, cultivating stability.

Stabilization’s function: Makes the 

mind pliant, serviceable, able to support 

wisdom.

Don’t try to uproot ignorance with dull focus. Use 

concentration to give strength and clarity to analytical 

meditation.

Wisdom defined: Knowledge of Dharma 

in general + realization of emptiness 

(selflessness of persons & phenomena).

Wisdom is not just philosophy—it is the antidote to 

ignorance. Keep its goal in mind: cutting the root of samsara.
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Chapter 15. Helping Others to Mature: The Four Ways 

to Gather Disciples 
Why this chapter matters (and why it closes the pāramitā section)

Up through Chapter 14 the focus was “how to perfect ourselves”; ripening our own 
mindstreams via the six perfections to remove obscurations and become capable of 
benefiting others. Chapter 15 turns the lens outward: once you’ve trained, how do you 
actually reach living beings so they can be freed from suffering and led to awakening? 
The four methods are the Mahāyāna pedagogy for “ripening others.” They matter 
because teaching alone is not enough; bodhisattvas need skill in approaching minds 
that may be busy, indifferent, or inexperienced, and the first task is to draw beings 
close enough to help them; on temporary and ultimate levels.


What the four are (and why they are exactly four)

Tsongkhapa (via Geshe Sopa’s commentary) lists four ways: (1) generosity, (2) pleasant 
speech, (3) using the instruction’s meaning (i.e., beneficial/meaningful conduct that gets 
people to do the practice), and (4) acting consistently (embodying what you teach).  


Why only four? Because uncountable methods boil down to a minimal staircase that 
reliably moves someone from first contact to sustained practice: first please and 
befriend (so they’ll stay), then teach clearly (so they understand), then involve them in 
action (so they can change), and finally model the teaching yourself (so they trust and 
persist). A stanza from Ornament for the Mahāyāna Sūtras is cited as the template: “A 
method to benefit others, / causing understanding, causing involvement, / and acting in 
accordance oneself”; that is, the four ways.


Motivation: Wisdom doesn’t arise 

naturally—must contemplate its benefits 

and ignorance’s harms.

Begin every session by reflecting: “Without wisdom, practice 

is blind; with wisdom, practice is steady.”

Nagarjuna: Wisdom = root of all good 

qualities, both worldly and 

supramundane.

Treat every practice (faith, compassion, merit) as nourished 

by wisdom. See it as the “root system” of the path.

Three Divisions of Wisdom: 1) 

Knowing the ultimate (emptiness) 2) 

Knowing the conventional (five sciences) 

3) Knowing how to act for the welfare of 

beings.

Train both truths. Ultimate: keep probing emptiness with 

reasoning, stabilizing with meditation. Conventional: 

broaden skills (logic, language, arts, medicine) so you can 

serve beings. Welfare: constantly ask “what will truly help 

here?”

Conventional sciences: language & logic 

(to defeat wrong views, explain Dharma), 

medicine/arts/etc. (to aid beings directly).

Your secular skills can be bodhisattva tools. Use them 

consciously as Dharma service.

Danger: Faith without discernment = 

credulity, easy prey for “bad friends.”

Keep faith & analysis together. Test teachings against 

scripture and trusted teachers before absorbing them.

Union: Stabilization supports wisdom; 

wisdom directs stabilization. Both 

cultivated together.

Daily rhythm: alternate analysis (cultivating insight) and 

stabilization (strengthening focus). The two empower each 

other.
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How each method actually works (the “somewhat elaborate” 

explanation in practice)


1) Generosity (befriending, building the bridge) 
Start by meeting immediate needs: share money, goods, time, service; not with a 
worldly, transactional mindset, but as the most direct way to kindle trust so later you 
can give something far greater (the Dharma). Sopa’s image is vivid: generosity is like 
waving someone over to your picnic so you can start a real friendship. This is the first 
step because if people don’t like being around you, you cannot help them spiritually.


Function. It makes a person a suitable disciple; willing to listen. Its temporary benefit 
(relief of hunger, etc.) is acknowledged, but its real role here is to open ears and hearts 
to the path.


Placement among the pāramitās. In this chapter, the first three ways (generosity, 
pleasant speech, and also actively leading others to do the practice) are presented as 
forms of the perfection of generosity; because giving Dharma, advice, and practical 
help are all “gifts.” The fourth (acting consistently) is keyed to ethical discipline.


2) Pleasant speech (clear, kind, suited to capacity) 

Once there is rapport, speak “suitably and pleasantly”; not flattery, but good counsel 
delivered kindly and at the listener’s level. Content can be ordinary or spiritual, but the 
aim is to give the reasons to practice, the object, and the method, so ignorance about 
problem, goal, and path is removed.


Function. It makes disciples enthusiastic and clears doubts by explaining the practice 
in detail, strengthening determination for liberation and awakening. Motivation matters: 
identical outer actions can be either self-promotion or bodhisattva work, depending on 
whether compassion (not fame) drives the teaching.  


3) Using the instruction’s meaning (beneficial conduct that gets people to do it) 

Do more than explain; help them practice. Lead them step-by-step into the behaviours 
that bring results. This is “doing something” so the instruction becomes lived. In this 
presentation, that too is counted under generosity because it is a form of giving (you are 
giving guidance, time, and energy so their practice actually happens).


Function. It moves disciples from understanding to engagement: “The third makes 
them practice.”


4) Acting consistently (embodiment; being the proof) 

Finally, be the teaching. If you say “do this,” your own conduct must line up with your 
words. When teacher and teaching are congruent, disciples don’t turn away and 
become grounded; when there’s a gap, people rightly wonder why they should listen.


Function. It causes disciples to train—to keep going—because your embodiment is the 
continuing encouragement. “The fourth makes them train.”
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What the four do as a sequence (the functions summarised) 
Tsongkhapa (again via Ornament) gives the clean ladder: first make a suitable vessel 
(generosity), then make them aspire (pleasant speech), then make them practice 
(beneficial conduct), then make them train (your consistency).


Why practitioners must rely on them 
Buddhas taught these four as the excellent method for accomplishing the goals of 
others; if you are gathering disciples, rely on them properly. The text cites: “Those who 
are gathering disciples should properly rely on this method. This method will 
accomplish the goal of all; it is praised as the excellent method.”


How they integrate with the six perfections (and why Chapter 15 

completes the set) 
The four ways aren’t a parallel path; they’re how the six perfections become other-
benefiting. In Sopa’s mapping here, the first three ways are facets of dāna (giving 
resources, advice, and hands-on guidance), while the fourth (consistency) expresses 
śīla (ethics) in the teacher. In this sense, Chapter 15 is the natural capstone to the 
pāramitās: having ripened yourself through the six, you now ripen others through these 
four.


Practical reading notes (how a bodhisattva actually applies this)

• Start where people are. If someone is harried or has never thought about Dharma, 

meet their immediate needs first; friendship is the soil in which Dharma can be 
planted.


• Teach to capacity, kindly. “Pleasant speech” means step-by-step instruction 
targeted to the person’s present understanding—not saccharine praise.


• Close the knowing–doing gap. Offer prompts, structures, and support that move a 
person from “I understand” to “I’m practicing.”


• Guard motivation. The same outward acts can be self-advertisement or bodhisattva 
work; only compassion makes the latter.


• Be the message. Embodiment outruns rhetoric; it is the long-term adhesive that 
keeps disciples training.


A final motivator (the bodhisattva’s sense of responsibility) 
Geshe Sopa closes this arc with an image of repaying the kindness of “mother sentient 
beings”: like guiding a beloved but blind mother away from a cliff, bodhisattvas feel 
personally responsible to lead beings out of danger (afflictions/ignorance) toward safety 
(higher rebirth, liberation, enlightenment). Cultivating this attitude makes the four ways 
natural and tireless.


One-page synthesis (at a glance)

• Aim: Move beings from distance →  proximity →  understanding →  engagement → 

perseverance.

• Tools: (1) Give help; (2) speak clearly/kindly; (3) help them do it; (4) model it.

• Why these: They condense countless methods into a minimal, reliable staircase.

• Guardrails: Purity of motive; adapt to capacity; embodiment is non-negotiable.    
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