
Intensive Opening Talk 

On Tibetan Teachings 

Why study Tibetan teachings? 

The common source for our teachings: Buddha and the Mahayana tradition 

The core foundations we share: 

 Mindfulness 

 Compassion 

 Wisdom 

 Emptiness 

 Interbeing 

 The chain of causation 

 The vow for the liberation of all beings 

 Working with everything is the basis of this path 

 Training as transformative 

 Embodied practice 

 The relational basis of awakening 

  Tibetan tradition: Root guru, merger 

  Zen tradition: encounter, communicative crisis: you have to say (or do) 

something—even maintain silence. You will recognize this as a recurring theme 

in your own life.  

Much of Tibetan training is verbal: argument and debate, textual study and 

production, intellectual understanding 

Much of Zen training is non-verbal: how you come to inhabit the forms of the 

monastic way of living, the apprehension of direct experience, the sense that 

our experience is beyond words, although we really do struggle to verbalize 

them. And our linguistic and cultural formations and conditioning actually pre-

shape what we experience, what we even recognize as experience.  

As Westerners, we tend toward the “how-to” mind set. We are a practical 

people, convinced that someone, somewhere must have the answers we are 

seeking, the solution we need. The most common question in practice (and 

inquiry) is “how do I…” How do I deal with an overbearing boss, a difficult child, 

my anger, my anxiety, my depression, my burden of debt? How do I walk this 

path when I have a family, a job, a mortgage? How can I quiet my rambunctious 
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mind, how can I be…kinder, wiser, less reactive, more generous, more at peace 

with the troubles of the world? In many ways, this is a child’s plea, seeking 

solutions to problems that seem intractable, impossible to resolve, and 

distressing.  

But our practice is not about getting a bottle from some parent or getting our 

diapers changed so we are content, finally. In fact, if you look closely, we have 

promised that you get nothing from practice. Our vow is about how we can 

engage in the world in ways that relieve suffering and offer liberation, not how 

we can soothe ourselves. I’m sorry if you had some other picture of what this is 

about, like my UT students, who think of Zen as the practice of monks with 

shaved heads in robes who do kung fu and drink green tea on a mountaintop.  

I think that’s a big appeal of practice in the Tibetan tradition. There are 

sequences and stages, empowerments and teachers you are actually supposed 

to worship and revere. If you get into it, you study an ancient language with an 

exotic alphabet in esoteric texts, and there are layers and layers of rituals, 

ceremonies, visualizations, pilgrimages, customs, and scholarly teachings to 

keep you busy probably for the rest of your life. There’s a charismatic head in 

the Dalai Lama, and many luminaries who teach and write voluminously.  

Flint and I both read in this tradition sometimes; there are some marvelously 

clear teachings, such as Longchenpa, and, as Norman Fischer illuminates, in 

these seven points of mind training in compassion. I suppose I don’t have to 

point out that in the Tibetan language, as in Chinese, Japanese, and for that 

matter, the original Pali, there is no distinction between mind and heart in that 

singular term for both. So this is equally the seven points of heart training, or we 

might say the seven points of heart-mind training.  

We began with the training in preliminaries. I’m not ashamed to say that after 

50-odd years of practice I am still training in the preliminaries. That is not all that 

I work with, after all, but still. We need to be reminded to stop, pay attention, 

and begin at the beginning. We Americans, as I’ve said, like to skip over the 

preliminaries and get right to the heart of the matter as fast as possible. But 

what if this is the heart of the matter?  
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I watched the Preakness Stakes Saturday. It had been pouring rain for eight 

straight days and the poor horses were going to run in deep, soupy mud. 

Furthermore, there was a heavy blanket of fog. The horses are young; some had 

not even raced more than a handful of times. So I watched as the trainers and 

jockeys engaged in the preliminaries, with absolute mindful attention. The 

jockeys were weighed, the horses were led out from their stalls. They are high 

strung, high octane runners, flighty and nervous. They do not like conditions 

where they cannot see well; they are, in the wild, the prey of mountain lions and 

wolves. They are walked around the paddock, and saddled with utmost 

attention to all of the gear: a slipped saddle or a broken rein can spell the end of 

a rider’s career, a valuable horse’s life. Television crews and audiences are rapt 

as each horse and ride move forward along the rail, testing the ground, getting 

used to the enormous crowd, screaming the horses names, exhorting them, 

even before the race. There’s a bit of ceremony: the singing of Maryland’s state 

anthem, the bugles calling the horses to the post, the parade of horses and 

jockeys moving one by one into the gate.  

All this is the preliminaries, and the horses and riders have to train in these 

things too. They have prepared over and over for entering the gate, for the clang 

of the door that shuts them in, the deafening buzzer and springing open in front 

of them.  

We train in the preliminaries because, like the horses, we never know what we 

are going to face, what the conditions will be, what those around us will do. We 

need to settle ourselves into our practice, using the four realizations to ground 

this part of the training:  

The rarity and preciousness of human life 

The absolute inevitability of death 

The awesome and indelible power of our actions 

The inescapability of suffering 

When we realize this for ourselves, we can expand our view, and realize these 

same four conditions are faced by every living being. We resolve to begin our 

training wholeheartedly to cultivate the wisdom and compassion to help all 

those living beings.  
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We know, from our practice period teachings, from Norman Fischer’s excellent 

book, from the dharma talks Robin and I have offered pretty much the ground 

covered by the six following points of mind training. Over the course of the 

intensive, Flint, Todd, and Robin will offer their insights and encouragement, but 

truthfully, none of that matters if you are not ready to settle down and practice 

with some serious aspiration and diligence. If you continue to indulge your 

conditioned preferences, your stories about yourself, other people, or the world, 

you will miss a precious opportunity to really train, in precisely the way people 

train in Buddhist monasteries all over the world, in precisely the way the 

Buddha’s disciples trained and in precisely the way the Buddha himself trained. 

You don’t have to leave home to do this, you don’t have to become a saint, you 

don’t have to leave your loved ones behind, or stop being a citizen of the world. 

But you do need to seize the opportunity this precious time offers you with a 

kind of determination and supreme effort in order to establish a deep, powerful 

foundation of practice that will serve you in any circumstance. Don’t fritter away 

your time in fantasies or daydreams, in replaying old scripts, in conversations 

with people who are not here. The slogans provide a kind of anchor for our 

attention and awareness, or a home we can settle into for this time, just as you 

settle into your place in the Zendo, knowing it will be waiting for you, even as 

you move around in the world during the daytime, talking to people, taking care 

of tasks, running errands, eating a meal. let the slogans that take you run 

through your day like a river that quenches your thirst, or a thread that connects 

your intentions and your actions.  

This articulated form of training is a welcome change for many people from the 

spacious open awareness of Zen practice; it gives our conceptual mind 

something to hold on to, something to attend to. But we quickly discover that it 

is not a destination or a panacea, not a formula for action or something to study 

as a textbook or how-to manual. It can be unsettling to see everything as a 

dream, or to try to rest in the openness of mind. It can be downright terrifying to 

exchange self and other, sending and receiving, taking in their suffering and 

offering your own ease and comfort. And we would much rather complain and 

moan about unfairness, or the cruelty of our circumstances, rail against the 

hateful things others are doing, or withdraw into apathy than to transform bad 

circumstances into the path. We don’t particularly feel grateful to everyone 

much of the time, the damned idiots. We don’t want to hear whatever you meet 
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is the path, for pity’s sake. Not this—being laid off, the cancer diagnosis, the kid 

in trouble, the parent with dementia. NO, I want my path to be peaceful, blissful, 

and above all, easy. I want to discover I have a natural aptitude that leads 

directly to enlightenment without any hindrances! I don’t want to turn mishaps 

into the path because, above all, I don’t want mishaps. In this you are confused, 

so you are advised to see confusion as Buddha and practice emptiness. Oh 

great, how are you supposed to practice emptiness? What does that even 

mean? How is emptiness related to compassion?  

We know that in Buddhism emptiness does not mean a barren desert, void of 

any sign of life. The term is actually a pointer and you can follow it to examine 

anything, any person, any process whatsoever.  How does anything come into 

being? It is entirely dependent on causes and conditions that evoke it, right? It 

doesn’t simply materialize, but it emerges out of those causes and conditions 

and that is as true for a table, like this, as it is for poverty, springtime, or a 

marriage. Similarly, it can only continue its existence due to the causes and 

conditions that support its presence. And it is impermanent, so at some point, 

there are causes and conditions for its demise or disappearance. It is empty, 

whatever it is, of a separate, independent existence. We humans create 

identities for what are essentially vibrations masquerading as solid objects even 

though they are in continuous interaction with all that is: cell-phone waves, 

microbes, air molecules, cosmic rays, and on and on. It is probably best to 

consider everything—everything—as composed of photons temporarily 

congealed into what is visible to us at human scale, given the sense organs that 

select for certain vibrations.  

So you might as well make practice your whole life, so you don’t get duped into 

false assumptions about the solidity of anything: a nation, a neighborhood, a 

partner, a job. In this, your vow is a tremendous asset. While all is empty of 

independent being, many living beings are fooled into thinking they are separate, 

and they suffer. Not only do they suffer, they create suffering, become the 

causes and conditions of suffering for others. Our vow is a vast liberation 

project; liberation for ourselves and for all beings. This is a heroic vow, and we 

need to train in order to fulfill it in our own lifetime, for our own life.  

When we train in these ways, in compassion and wisdom, we automatically 

begin shifting the causes and conditions we are creating away from self-

centered impulses and pain towards freedom and relief of suffering. We can do 

this; we can actually make this shift. And more importantly, we can help each 
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other. How? In just this way, as you will be practicing this week. It’s a superb 

opportunity to discover, coming into intensive, going back out into your worldly 

life, returning to intensive practice, just how to make practice your whole life. 

In doing so, we are reminded to maintain joy and don’t lose our sense of humor. 

Ha! With this crazy world, so much trouble and distress, so much going wrong, 

how can we do this? We can do this because it is our training in fearless 

optimism that gives courage and relief to others. When we radiate joy, the 

simple joy of being alive, of seeing a flower, of connecting with a living being, 

we are making a radical offering in a world bent on sowing fear, mistrust, rage, 

grasping, and anxiety. Just do it.  

In the evolution of that training, we naturally enter the discipline of relationship. 

And I am so glad this is explicitly spelled out in these Tibetan teachings, 

because they are easy to miss in the Zen training and practice. We are indebted 

to Peter Hershock for revealing this dimension of Zen tradition and practice, but 

for many people Zen continues to seem like a solitary meditative quest for some 

exalted state of consciousness. There are some pointed slogans here: Don’t talk 

about faults (notice he does not say, don’t talk about others’ faults; it is just as 

problematic to talk about your own. Don’t figure others out. This seems like an 

impossible task, but just do it. Abandon hope and don’t poison yourself are two 

o the most important instructions. How can we manage don’t make everything 

so painful in a world filled with pain? Well, don’t go so fast is one way to begin, 

right? 

These slogans are not to be glossed over, they repay our continued study and 

reflection. How are they showing up in our own lives, right in this moment? As  

you go into this week please allow yourself to rest in the teachings you are 

offered. Don’t lose track, and train wholeheartedly, openly and constantly. All 

that is there for you to discover is yours through the grace and efforts of so 

many others. It is a treasure beyond any price and it belongs to you. Don’t cheat 

yourself.  

When I was teaching at UT, I often had students who were making the absolute 

minimum effort to do as little work as possible and still get a high grade. It was 

ludicrous to me. I could not understand the logic of it. I told them, you are like 
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someone who goes into a car dealership, gives them $50,000 and walks out 

without a car. This makes no sense! You should be availing yourself of these 

resources with real hunger for learning with wholehearted aspiration to absorb 

all the wisdom you can, because you are surely going to need it in your life. So I 

encourage you to engage this intensive as if with your last breath, your total 

fidelity to your path and your aspiration.  

I am so sorry I will not be able to be with you on this particular stretch of the 

journey, but I will be thinking of you and sending compassion for your aching 

knees, your drowsy nodding, your chopping vegetables and your struggle to 

manage your daily life in the midst of these profound teachings offered by your 

very skillful leaders for this intensive. I know you are in wonderful hands. I am 

looking forward to seeing you all when I return on the 30th. Please take good 

care of yourself during this week, practice well, and use the teachings and 

teachers in support of your practice.  


