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This intensive our teaching is inspired by Natural Perfection, a text in the Tibetan Dzogchen  
tradition by the great mystic and teacher, Longchenpa. The symbol on your name card is the 
Tibetan symbol for Dzogchen, the Tibetan letter “A” surrounded by a rainbow. 

The translator, Keith Dowman, provides some background on this text:
According to Buddhist tradition, the root guru of Dzogchen, Garab Dorje, received the 1,084,000 
verses of Dzogchen scriptural poetry from the visionary being Vajrasattva whose embodiment 
he was. Later commentary has not expanded those original teachings but represented the old 
truths in contemporary language. The consensus seems to be that Garab Dorje lived in the 
seventh century in an area that is now in Pakistan. The verses were orally transmitted and then 
written down in indic languages of the region and then translated into the Tibetan language. 

Longchen Rabjampa, known as Longchenpa (1308-63) traveled extensively with great masters 
of his age. Not only was he a master of Dzogchen but out of his own realization and vast 
learning he revealed a synthesis of Dzogchen in a series of literary masterpieces....Perhaps the 
greatest composition of Tibet’s greatest literary mystic and master of prose is The Treasury of 
Natural Perfection, 127 root verses plus Longchenpa’s own commentary on them. [Longchenpa 
worked to translate the ancient and profound wisdom teachings for his own contemporary 
culture, just as we do today. ]

Dzogchen was a secret tradition in Tibet. It remained so during the lifetime of the grandfather 
lamas who were the bearers of the tradition and who became refugees in India and Nepal. 
Today, recognized increasingly as the final analysis and apotheosis of Tibetan Buddhism, 
translations of Dzogchen texts are freely available in the marketplace and atiyoga is taught 
throughout the world. Its popularity may be attributed to a single basic tenet, which is contained 
in the notion “nonaction.” The buddha-nature is immanent in every moment of experience and it 
is simply by recognizing the moment and relaxing into it that realization is achieved. 
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Relaxation is the imperative need of our stressed-out culture and relaxation is the key to 
buddhahood here and now. The materialism, rationalism, and goal-oriented ambition that mark 
our contemporary societies is undermined by Dzogchen with its promise of optimal awareness 
and recognition of a natural state of perfection. Tangentially, the message of Dzogchen provides 
a functional approach to the medical ills of the age, a redemptive approach to sexuality, and a 
positive, joyful vision of death and dying. These popular effects of Dzogchen, however, should 
not obscure its fundamental purpose—to recognize the unity of all things in a nondual universe 
of full awareness, harmony, and compassion. 

[Dzogchen is the form of Tibetan Buddhism that is considered closest to Zen. As we will see, it 
deconstructs and dissolves conventional ways of thinking and understanding the world and 
each other so that we can see, clearly and freshly, life just as it is. In this way we are immersed 
in, and can freely offer, boundless wisdom and compassion. However, as Dowman points out: ]  

The Great Perfection does not entail an attitude of boundless optimism, although that is a 
possible spin-off; it is not a perpetual intellectual perception of a silver lining in each and every 
experience, although that too is not precluded; it is not an altruistic ambition to save all beings—
and the environment—through a positive and loving attitude, although that also may eventuate. 

Dzogchen [and Zen we might add] provides a deconstructive view that allows automatic access 
to the spaciousness of the intrinsic complete and perfect reality that is the nature of mind. This 
lurch from reliance upon the rational mind to an existential understanding of reality occurs in the 
light of deep initiatory experience, which is known technically as an introduction to the nature of 
mind. [This is the function of an intensive such as this one.] 

The praxis of Dzogchen is not an intellectual exercise [despite the many scholarly texts it has 
spawned]...The intellect is redundant in the momentary insight into every experience of the flow 
of experience as compassionate emptiness and light. 

translation note: 
As I mentioned, The original text from which Longchenpa drew was originally orally transmitted 
and then written down probably in an Indic language in the 7th century or so.  Translated into 
Tibetan, it was taught for hundreds of years, until Longchenpa created his expressive 
interpretation of it. It has further been translated into English by Keith Dowman, who has spent 
many years traveling in India and Nepal and translating Tibetan texts, and then we convey our 
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sense of these teachings for contemporary Zen students. The use of language is very different 
from what we are accustomed to in our Zen tradition, but the poetry is so striking and so 
beautiful that we wanted to give you just a taste of these teachings, and to experience them in 
this beautiful setting. 

There is a specialized term used in this teaching that cannot be easily translated (like karma, or 
dharma), so it is left as it is. Here is how Dowman explains it:

Reality—the “reality” that is evoked on every page of Longchenpa’s text—is the light of the mind 
that shines equally and inescapably in every moment of existence. Much of the difficulty of 
Dzogchen translation into English arises from the multiplicity of expression, the fine nuance of 
terminology, employed to evoke this fundamental luminosity. It is the single most important, 
unique assumption of Dzogchen that this light is self-existent and self-aware and in fact the sole 
ingredient of all our experience. This light is the great mystery of nondual mysticism. 

When we comprehend  that Dzogchen is based upon the assumption that all and everything, 
consciousness and every form of experiences is naturally composed of this light, then we are 
able to read without hindrance the technical exposition of its revelation that allows the light to 
shine out in all its brilliance. The innate awareness of this pristine nondual brilliance is 
called Rigpa. [There is no brief way to translate this term into English, so it is used in the 
same way that karma and dharma, likewise nearly untranslatable, have become part of 
our English terminology. ]

Me:

In this text there are four main themes: absence, openness, spontaneity, and unity. You don’t 
have to be a mystic to recognize that these are key themes in a human life. And more 
particularly, we will be talking about them throughout the intensive as we explore together the 
ways that they are themes in your own experience. Absence, openness, spontaneity, and unity. 
[While these themes may suggest dimensions of experiential consciousness, we also want you 
to understand them in our Appamada way, as functions of relationality: our experience of deep 
care and connection. These themes are not limited to heady mind-states, they are the warm 
and compassionate expressions of what Hershock calls liberating intimacy.]
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The first thing you notice is of course absence. When we take time for an intensive such as this 
we leave our homes, our families, our work, and all of our familiar routines. We can feel this 
absence keenly, and we can learn a lot about our conditioning in the ways we respond to it. We 
may delight in relinquishing all of our roles and responsibilities for a little while, or we may be 
irritated by every minor loss of our habitual comforts and routines, or we may be apprehensive 
about what comes next. 
 
But there is also absence in our arrival in a new situation we don’t yet know anything about; 
there is the absence of our usual orienting structures and familiar social norms. The place is 
absent of memories, experiences, structures, and relationships, both to nature and, it seems, to 
each other. In the silence we share, there is an absence of all the small talk we use to 
incessantly check our well-being and create our sense of belonging. We struggle with the 
stillness, we struggle with the silence, and we try to find something to hold on to.

So it is quite unsettling, the realization of absence in all of these ways. But even more 
perplexing, and much more mysterious, is the absence we discover whenever we actually look 
for things we think of as quite, well, present, like…”my mind,” or “my self.” Solid things like “my 
child” or “my job” or even “my car” are actually dynamic processes of change moment by 
moment. The thing we think exists is already somewhere else, and something else, and we are 
left with a shocking realization of absence everywhere we turn. It is not merely impermanence, 
the fact that everything eventually goes away; it is even more radical to realize that it is actually 
absent right now. 

[Wallace Stevens “The Snowman”]

Realizing absence, we are invited, then, not into despair and nihilism but into openness. Our 
Buddhist practice is not bleak and desolate. Without preconceived ideas about the place, the 
people, the activities, and our own capacities in this situation, we have the opportunity to 
experience absolute openness to all that we experience, all that we see, hear, smell, taste, and 
touch, to all that our mind unleashes, to every single being we encounter; we open to it all. We 
open ourselves to new possibilities of being, thinking, feeling and acting. 

[Marie Howe, “The Moment”]
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Of course that openness depends on our present moment awareness, and thus openness 
invites us into spontaneity. Spontaneity is the free play of creative intelligence, the creative 
intelligence shot through our lives and the whole cosmos. It is not a great being or a god so 
much as a great activity we dance with and in, a cosmic stream. Who can say what will emerge 
next to take us utterly by surprise? Did you guess it would be a white peacock, or a copper bell 
with a lively song? What former habits of perception, sensation, embodiment, or mind could 
possibly prepare us for this? With complete openness we can respond spontaneously to 
whatever arises in this present moment. This is true liberation. 

[Stafford, “A Blessing”]

 In that spontaneous response we recognize the fundamental unity that is the ground from 
which all that we experience, do, relate to and imagine emerges. That unity is the fabric of our 
shared reality and our basic sanity, wisdom, and compassion. Here you feel our very being is 
woven from the same fabric as the greenest blade of grass, or a frying egg, or the hawk soaring 
over the meadow, or the long highway unrolling mile after mile. 

[Mary Oliver “When I am among the trees”]

We come together, and we step outside of all of our comfortable and uncomfortable patterns, 
habits, relationships, and activities to engage in just this utterly liberating exploration. This path 
is an open-ended journey of discovery. For such an epic adventure, we need dharma friends 
and support from our teachers, including the great teacher of life as it is. How amazing that we 
engage this vast adventure simply by our steadfast sitting in stillness and silence!

Towards the end of Natural Perfection, Longchenpa speaks to us directly, you and I:

So stay right here, you lucky people,
let go and be happy in the natural state.
Let your complicated life and everyday confusion alone,
and out of quietude, doing nothing, watch the nature of mind.
This piece of advice is from the bottom of my heart:
fully engage in contemplation and understanding is born;
cherish nonattachment and delusion dissolves;
and forming no agenda at all reality dawns.
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Whatever occurs, whatever it may be, that itself is the key,
and without stopping it or nourishing it, in an even flow, 
freely resting, surrendering to ultimate contemplation,
in naked pristine purity we reach consummation. 
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