The Life of a Contemporary master.

This afternoon we are going to look at the life of Khensur Thapkhey. I thought to look at his life and teachings for a number of reasons – he is a contemporary practitioner; he taught in New Zealand from 1987 – 1999 and founded two centres, Trashi Gomang in Auckland and Trashi Ge Phel Ling in Wellington. As I was his interpreter, I saw how his life reflected the teachings and finally, as he was known as ‘the four immeasurable’ Lama, we will develop the theme of compassion in the following programmes.

My name is Celia Smith and I am here with you for the next half hour.

I’m going to refer to Khensur Thapkhey as Rinpoche as I talk, as it’s a short but respectful term that will make the flow easier. Rinpoche, which is a term some of you may have heard before, is Tibetan, meaning precious. It is used as a term of respect but also as a title. It is used frequently for teachers who are recognised as reincarnate masters but it is also used in titles for example for an Abbot. So as Khensur Thapkhey had been an abbot of the Gomang College of Drepung Monastery, Rinpoche was used as part of his title.

 Any way enough on technicalities.

First our motivation – as Rinpoche stressed Refuge, bodhicitta and the four immeasurables so strongly, we are going to do just that to introduce his life.

Refuge - I go for refuge until I am enlightened to the Buddha, the Dharma and the Highest assembly – Rinpoche would point out this wasn’t a decision just for a day or for a little while till you got bored but a deep determination to hold to this path, across time until you achieved your goal. The prayer goes on -

From practising generosity and other perfections, may I become a Buddha to benefit all sentient beings.

A student once asked him why this was such a powerful prayer to recite – why it generated such great merit. Merit is a term difficult to really grasp the meaning of, in English. It has been translated also as positive potential. Merit or positive potential functions as an unseen positive imprint on our mind which helps both our spiritual practice to mature, as well as our ordinary actions to be successful. It is created by our positive actions and in the teachings, there are many quotations that say reflection on love, compassion or bodhicitta, even for an instant, are more powerful than making vast offerings. 

There is the story of a bent little old lady who came in with just one tiny butter lamp to offer at the temple. At night, it was the job of one of the monks to put out the lamps. That night, Shariputra went to put out the lamps; but no matter what he did, he could not extinguish the lamp she had offered. Finally he went to the Buddha and said why can I not extinguish her lamp? The Buddha replied ‘no one who has a lesser motivation than her, could extinguish that lamp –it was offered with the pure thought that ‘may all beings attain the wisdom eye’. 

So why are Refuge and Bodhicitta so powerful? Rinpoche explained that it is because it contains many vast elements – that the nature of a Buddha is to have generated all qualities and abandoned all faults and when reciting these prayers, you are not invoking just one Buddha but invoking all those who have such vast qualities; you take refuge in the Dharma which is the path by which that state is attained – so a very powerful and vast teaching; and then the Spiritual community which includes both the Buddhas again as well as all those who train in the paths – the Bodhisattvas and all the practitioners who are generating the qualities of the path. In addition to that, you encompass all sentient beings – an infinite number of beings which in itself creates a vast base. When you combine all those elements, with your own vast aspiration to attain Buddahood, you have a very potent and powerful energy or merit created. It is a very powerful imprint on your mind. When we look at it in this way then we can get an idea of why these practices are so powerful and not just a traditional form.

Then the four immeasurables – we have talked about these before - Khensur Thapkhey always emphasised them. He taught the 4 Immeasurables so often, we said that he was the “four immeasurable Lama”. 

Immeasurable Love - may all sentient beings have happiness and the causes of happiness.

Immeasurable Compassion - May all sentient beings be free of suffering and the causes of suffering.

Immeasurable Joy - May all sentient beings never be separated from the happiness that knows no suffering.

Immeasurable Equanimity - May all sentient beings abide in equanimity, free from attachment and aversion, holding some close and others distant.

Again there is this vast aspect – not just a few beings or the ones that you happen to like and feel close to – you expand your mind to all beings – seen and unseen. You are not just wishing them happiness but more profoundly, the causes of happiness – more than the obvious material conditions that we think of as bringing happiness, underlying those are the karmic causes of happiness – the wholesome actions that beings create themselves; and at the most subtle level, the realisation of the nature of their own mind.

You wish them not just to be free of suffering but the causes of suffering – again not just that which we directly see as causing suffering - illness, loss, war, torture – but the causes, unwholesome actions that ripen as suffering results and the causes of those karmas are afflictive emotions – in brief, anger, attachment and ignorance.  Specifically ignorance that grasps at self and phenomena in a mistaken manner as this is the root of all the other afflictive emotions. Those afflictive emotions are the root of the karmas which cause us to wander in the cycle of birth and death.

Rinpoche said that by focussing on these meditations, we cultivate a broad path that would accumulate the merit needed to gain the rest of the path. That to recite these prayers daily or at the beginning of other practices is not just a custom, done as matter of form but a very powerful method of spiritual development. 

Often we slip into the habit of thinking that it is only the meditation itself that matters. In the teachings, there is an anecdotal advice that says – someone who recites the beginning prayers of refuge and the four immeasurables with distraction, looking around to see what is happening around them then comes to a line on the wisdom of emptiness and suddenly frowns with great concentration as if a great meditator, shows by these actions, they have not really understood the teachings at all!

It is good to remind ourselves as Rinpoche did, of the importance of these prayers and the explanations that under pin them. And again not to give up – in the beginning, we say the words and we try and meditate; and over time, it can feel that you are still saying the words and the mind hasn’t changed. Keep going! The mind does change but as we know – thinking of all sentient beings is an unfamiliar thing. Since beginningless time we have thought of me and mine – over coming enemies and helping our friends – it takes time to change this way of thinking. There is another image that I like for this – it is not the first drop of water nor the last that fills the bucket but all of the drops in between. So every time we think on this, we add more drops of water to the bucket that is the thought that spontaneously encompasses all beings.

There is also the story of Asanga – a great practitioner who entered meditation retreat but kept thinking he wasn’t getting anywhere. He would leave retreat and then see a sight which would inspire him to try again – one of them was rock worn away by drops of water. It is incredible that just drop by drop, water wears away rock and if we keep this in mind, we will never give up on our practice, or trying to generate the awakening mind. And the kicker in Asanga’s story is he left retreat and then saw a dog suffering in a way that caused him to generate an intense, immense compassion. And it was that immense compassion that actually moved his mind to further realisation.

We will come back to the Four immeasurables next week so now turning to Rinpoche’s life.

Rinpoche was born in Amdo, the north eastern province of Tibet in 1927. While she was pregnant with him, his mother found some golden flowers growing in the snow and felt it was a sign that the child would have good qualities. His mother bore 12 children of whom only three survived - Rinpoche and his two sisters. He remembered his mother had a bag of clothes from the children who died and sometimes she would hold them and weep. She always prayed never to take birth as a woman again.

The family history was troubled by feuds and so his mother hoped for him to become a monk as then he would be protected from any flare up of those problems. However his father and the community expected as an eldest and only son that he would take responsibility for the household. As they were nomads, it was literally a tent and someone needed to hold their tent and grazing rights.

From his side, Rinpoche wanted to become a monk. There was an old monk who would come to do prayers for them and Rinpoche would sit under the monk’s cloak while he read the prayers and the old monk would teach him the alphabet by getting him to pick out the letters on the page of the text. That old monk had entered the monastery when he was nine and Rinpoche wanted to do the same.

However his 9th year came and went and Rinpoche was still at home. When he was twelve – unable to wait any longer, he took the family horse and ran away to the monastery. When his parents came to fetch him, he refused to leave. An uncle was an elderly monk there and was looking after him. He told Rinpoche that he needed his parents’ blessing if he wanted to have no obstacles to remain a monk and that he would talk to them and get them to promise that Rinpoche could become a monk. So with the promise that he could return in a year, Rinpoche went home and came back when he was thirteen.

Rinpoche had entered a monastery with a tradition of extensive study and debate but he dreamed of going to Lhasa to enter the great monastery of Drepung to further his studies. Once he tried to transfer to the major local monastery of Labrang. When having to debate to prove his right to enter Labrang, he won the debate but still had to return to his own monastery as they didn’t want to set a precedent that would encourage other monks from outlying monasteries to arrive at Labrang. As punishment for leaving his monastery, he had to do prostrations in front of all the monks while they recited morning prayers. Rinpoche always did things fully so he prostrated with great energy over the whole time where as it was acceptable to do a few prostrations and then just hang around. This energy characterised his whole life and he always completed tasks well whether religious such as filling statues, or mundane such as doing all the dishes and putting them away.

With the arrival of the Chinese in Amdo in the 1950’s, Rinpoche again thought of going to Lhasa. In 1956, when a marriage was arranged for his sister so that there was a suitable man to hold the family tent and grazing rights, he decided to make his move and left on horseback in the night. As he rode away, he passed another horseman coming towards the village – later he learnt it was his sister’s husband- to-be that he had passed that night – each riding towards their own destination.

In Lhasa he studied at Drepung for 3 years before the troubles with the Chinese flared in the central province. In March 1959, he and four friends decided to flee Lhasa and through connections, managed to get passes to visit outside the city. It was frightening to walk out of the city – the Tibetan army on one side and the Chinese army on the other – they could see the places where guns were mounted and trained on them as they walked; walking as if nothing was wrong, as if they were just going away for a few days visit!

At the time they thought they would be able to stay outside the city and return later but as news of the March 10th uprising spread, they realised they would have to flee to India and made their way on foot over the mountains and down through Bhutan. As travelling monks did, Rinpoche had bound a text around his waist – they were long unbound folios wrapped in cloth so this was a practical way to carry them, It proved to be of great benefit when the monks found themselves as refugees and were copying by hand any texts that anyone had managed to bring. He said that people fled with money in notes as these had more value but what they should have taken was coins as coins had actual silver in them and could be sold for the value of the silver whereas the notes became worthless paper.

Of the over 7000 monks in Drepung, Lhasa – 64 came together in south India to establish Drepung in India. Before it was established Rinpoche took the chance to travel around India to Buddhist pilgimage places using an old commentary and map by the famous Amdo monk, Gedun Cheupel. To travel in this way, with no money, in a strange country, with no companions and not speaking the language, is another reflection of Rinpoche’s independent and determined spirit.

He settled to his studies to become a Geshe – a doctorate of divinity and as he was finishing that, he was asked to be abbot of the Gomang College of Drepung, a position he held from 1980 – 84. In 1985, for the first time he returned to Amdo – much to the joy of his remaining family who had not known whether he was dead or alive. He came to NZ in 1987, teaching at Dorje Chang Institute until 1992.

In his years in New Zealand, I came to appreciate his ability to teach in accordance with the minds of people listening. He was always without ceremony – looking after everyone like his own family. Once a Mongolian visitor whom Rinpoche had not met before, left the house before Rinpoche could give him a cup of tea and Rinpoche turned to me with an obvious sense of loss and said ‘he left before I could give him anything’. 

He never left things undone – down to the simple things like washing and putting away dishes – never leaving them to be put away some other time or by some one else. In Shantideva’s instructions on generating joyous effort, one of the qualities that he explains is, to first assess if you can carry out the action that you are considering. If you can’t do it then not to begin. If you have decided you can do it then complete it without giving up. In this way all your actions are well done and you never develop the habit of giving up or not completing what you undertake. I always felt Rinpoche’s way of being, embodied this instruction. 

In 1992, he went into a year’s retreat in the Tairua hills. In retreat every late afternoon, he would put a little tape of his prayers out on the balcony for all the animals and insects around to hear. He said a butterfly would come every evening and alight on the tip of a bush while the prayers played. There were five possums that would come for food. I thought New Zealanders might not appreciate this story but look at it this way – if Rinpoche fed the possums, there was less need for them to eat the new shoots of trees. One was an old male, very scarred and sometimes he would attack the others especially a young female with a baby. Rinpoche would scold him and give him a smack to make him behave. If it was raining and they were wet, Rinpoche would dry them off with a towel. He said on the evenings he was still sitting on his meditation seat and wasn’t there to give them food, they would come round and scratch on the wall exactly behind where he sat.

 After retreat he was asked to go to teach in Mongolia – newly independent and wanting to re-establish their own monastic tradition. This gave him his next chance to return to Amdo. On the way to Mongolia, he want up to Amdo and revisited his family before crossing by rail to Beijing and on to Ulan Baator – Mongolia. 

He stayed there for two years and then agreed to return to New Zealand. I and two friends went to help him return here - a very fortunate occurrence as the Mongolians and the Russians were all engaged in furious last ditch efforts to secure him as their own teacher and not let him return to NZ.

He taught across New Zealand from 1996 – 1999 – from Auckland to the Bay of Islands and as far south as Wanaka and Te Anau. Feeding the birds all over the country, blessing the land and living as an example of the teachings.

I am going to go over some his quintessential advices - he asked us - what is more precious - the mountain of gold or a nugget  of gold?  Then explained - in the way of the world, the mountain is more precious because it is bigger. There is more gold.  From the spiritual point of view, it is the nugget of gold that is more precious because you can take it with you, carry it in your pocket and use it every day.  There are high spiritual practices that are like a mountain of gold but unless you have the basis needed to make use of them, they have no value to you, as you cannot use them.  The practice you can carry with you and use every day; that is the most valuable thing that you have.  Find your nugget of gold, carry it with you and use it – every day!

He reminded us  ‘that no –one will give you time to engage in spiritual practice.  No-one will take you aside and say ‘you have these weeks – these months to do nothing else except practice’.  You have to make time.  You have to carve out the time everyday among the rest of things you have to do.  There is never a time when there is nothing to do except practice’.

And further, he went on ‘ no-one can oblige you to engage in spiritual practice.  No-one can tell you that you have to do it - like a duty. Only you can make the decision to practice’.

He reminded us of an old Tibetan saying - the dharma is like a sword on the ground – there for anyone to pick up.  Anyone can pick it up – male, female, young or old.  Anyone who has the courage.  The dharma is there for the taking. All we need is the courage and the determination to pick it up.

He encouraged us to be very clear about what we were doing, saying ‘In the beginning,  think about why you want to practice dharma’  If you are clear about the benefit of practising from the beginning then you will be stable in your practice. If you get a clear understanding that you can accomplish the actual causes of happiness, not only for this life but for future lives – not only for yourself but for others and that you can abandon the causes of suffering, not only temporarily but permanently and completely, then from this understanding, your basis of practice is stable. Even if things are slow or difficult, you will have perseverance.  If you lack understanding of why you are practising then the dharma may become just another entertainment like a new movie that you watch, until the mind wants some thing different’.  He said ‘The dharma is not a fairytale, made up to entertain. As we practice and study it, it becomes more and more profound and clear. The reasons underpinning it don’t get fuzzier and vaguer the more they are analysed. We find more and more depth as we study’.

Then in 1999, after having gone to India to meet the Dalai Lama and in the words of a teacher ‘having made all his preparations for death’, he left with a group of New Zealand students for Tibet. A month later he passed away in his own monastery after a short illness lasting a week. Passing on a full moon day at dawn, when they blew the conch to call the monks for prayers.

He was cremated at Labrang – the monks of his teacher’s house doing prayers while the nomad men of his area did an incense puja outside. All I could do was kneel and pray for his return.

His family were worried as my remaining companion from New Zealand was about to leave and I would be there on my own. When they tried to persuade her to definitely take me with her, I refused to interpret so they had to give up. I was determined to do what was needed to complete Rinpoche’s passing. Having obtained permission to put his ashes in a stupa and bring it back to NZ, which was not without some politicking and negotiations, this is what I and the family set about to do. We also put some ashes in three additional small stupas – one for the family to keep and two to go to other centres in NZ. But the main thing to mention here is the prayers. On his passing, at Labrang, there was a complete recitation of the Kangyur - the one hundred volumes of the Buddha’s direct teachings, so we made offerings then. Prayers were done at his own monastery and at his family’s local monastery over 49 days and also, I went to Kumbum, the pilgrimage site of Je Tzong Khapa’s birth and made offerings for prayers recited there. On the day when his stupa was completed and we took it back to his monastery, there was again a recitation of the Kangyur at Labrang and I was able to make offerings. It felt good, beginning and ending with this recitation of Buddha’s words.

Also, over that time, across the ocean in New Zealand and in India, prayers were made – it couldn’t have been better.

The one document of Rinpoche’s life that he wrote for us and left in his possessions, was simply all the teachings, he had taken. He didn’t leave the story of his life but the story of his Dharma study which is what he valued above all else.

So dedication – before I read our usual prayers, I want to add some that Rinpoche liked - to finish with prayers that he always used; 

May the precious supreme mind of Bodhicitta arise and grow

May it never decrease but always increase more and more.

May the precious mind of renunciation arise and grow. May it never decrease but increase more and more.

May the realisation of the precious ultimate view arise and grow, may it never decrease but always increase more and more.
These cover the three principle aspects of the path and Rinpoche would always recite all three when dedicating.

A prayer by the 5th Dalai Lama – Victorious Losang Dragpa, you who abide physically in excellent moral discipline; Inwardly developing the great compassion which is the essential practice of a Bodhisattva; Secretly practising the supreme yoga of bliss and emptiness of the two stages, May I always meet with your precious teachings. 

Hen from Samantabhadra’s prayer of Sublime Ways;

In order to follow the excellent examples set
By the wisdom of the bodhisattva Manjushri

And the always-sublime Samantabhadra,

All virtues I dedicate to their peerless ideals.

 

All conquerors passed into the three times

Have praised as supreme this peerless dedication.

Therefore, I also surrender all roots of my activities

To the sublime goals of a bodhisattva.

One of the qualities of a Bodhisattva is the vast prayers that they make. And due to their own qualities, their speech and aspiration has far greater power than an ordinary person without those qualities. When we make this dedication, we link to all the prayers that the Bodhisattvas made and say that we aspire in that same way. 

There is a story that the old women in Lhasa Tibet were renowned for all the prayers that they knew and would recite at the temples. There was a nomad from the countryside, who came into the Jokhang, the main temple and stood there in awe. He had no learning and no idea of what prayers to make but just in front of him was an old woman reciting prayer after prayer – so in the end he said aloud – just like her – whatever prayers she made, I make to. 

So we do the same with the prayers of the Bodhisattvas.

Then finally our dedication;

Finally “Just like space and the great elements such as earth, May I always support the life of all the boundless creatures.

And until they pass away from pain may I also be the source of life for all the realms of varied beings that reach unto the ends of space.

Just as the previous Sugatas gave birth to an awakening mind and just as they successively dwelt in the Bodhisattva practices Likewise for the sake of all that lives do I give birth to an awakening mind. And likewise shall I too successively follow the practices. (pause)

Circling in the various realms of existence
May I amass inexhaustible goodness and wisdom,

And may I become an unending treasure of qualities

Such as methods, wisdom, samadhi, and the experience of a bodhisattva.

Good bye again from Yulan, Elizabeth and myself. Rinpoche’s story is to remind us we can all practice. The Buddha’s story and teachings don’t belong to a past age now outdated in a modern world. They are based on powerful principles as valid now as then. But it is our decision to practice. No one can do it for us – Rinpoche could live and give the teachings but it is up to us to practice and never give up! Have a good week. 
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