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Biography ofThrangu Rinpoche

The lineage of the Thrangu Rinpoche incarnations began in the 15th 
century when the 7 th Karmapa, Chodrak Gyatso visited the region of 

Thrangu in Tibet. At this time His Holiness Karmapa established 
T hrangu  M onastery and en th roned  Sherap Gyaltsen as the first 
Thrangu Rinpoche, recognizing him as the re-established emanation 

o f Shuwu Palgyi Senge, one o f the twenty-five great siddha disciples 
o f Guru Padmasambhava.

Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche is the ninth incarnation of this 

lineage and was born in Kham, Tibet in 1933. W hen he was four, H .H . 

The 16th Gyalwa Karmapa and Palpung Situ Rinpoche recognized him 

as the incarnation o fT hrangu  Tulku by prophesying the names o f his 
parents and the place of his birth.

Entering Thrangu monastery, from the ages of seven to sixteen 

he studied reading, writing, grammar, poetry, and astrology, memorised 

ritual texts, and completed two preliminary retreats. At sixteen under 
the direction of Khenpo Lodro Rabsel, he began the study of the three 

vehicles o f Buddhism while staying in retreat.
At twenty-three he received full ordination from the Karmapa. 

W hen he was twenty-seven, Rinpoche left T ibet for India at the time 

of the Com m unist invasion. He was called to Rumtek, Sikkim, where 

the Karmapa had his seat in exile. At thirty-five, he took the geshe 
examination before 1500 monks at Buxador monastic refugee camp 

in Bengal, and was awarded the degree of Geshe Lharampa. O n his 
return to Rumtek he was named Abbot o f Rum tek monastery and the 

Nalanda Institute for Higher Buddhist studies at Rumtek. He has been
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the personal teacher o f  the four principal Karma Kagyu tulkus: 
Shamar Rinpoche, Situ Rinpoche, Jamgon Kongtrul Rinpoche and 

Gyaltshab Rinpoche.
Thrangu Rinpoche has travelled extensively throughout Europe, 

the Far East and the USA. He is the abbot of Gampo Abbey, Nova 
Scotia, and of Thrangu House, Oxford, in the UK. In 1984 he spent 

several months in Tibet where he ordained over 100 monks and nuns 
and visited several monasteries. He has also founded Thrangu Tashi 
Choling monastery in Boudhnath; a retreat centre and college at Namo 

Buddha east o f the Kathmandu Valley, and has established a school in 
Boudhnath for the general education o f lay children and young monks. 

He also built Tara Abbey in K athm andu. In October o f 1999 he 
consecrated the college at Sarnath which will accept students from the 

different traditions of Buddhism and will be open to Western students 

as well.
T h ra n g u  R inpoche, a recognised m aster o f  M ah am u d ra  

meditation has given teachings in over 25 countries and is especially 
known for taking complex teachings and making them accessible to 

Western students.
More recently, because of his vast knowledge of the dharma, he 

was appointed by His Holiness the Dalai Lama to be the personal tutor 

for the recently escaped 17th Karmapa.
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Ven. Lama Karma Shedrup Cho Gyi Senge Kartung

Foreword

It gives me great joy to present The Wheel o f Dharma Series to 
dharma students throughout Australasia and beyond. This series 
follows on from the Ocean of Dharma Series, which presented 
the foundation teachings o f Buddhism.

In this series the Very Venerable Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche 

introduces the profound view and teachings o f the practice 
lineages. As followers o f the path o f the Buddha our main aim is 

to practice, yet what is important for any journey is that one 

understand the path or practice and its purpose. Therefore 
Thrangu Rinpoche has blessed us with these explanations on some 
of the main practices and teachings o f the Kagyu Lineage. W ith 

his traditional style Rinpoche makes these understandable and 
beneficial for all students and includes within his commentary 

practices that are relevant for the various stages.

O f  particular benefit from these books is that while each teaching 

has a different emphasis or approach, each contains the essence 

and pith instructions of the Vajrayana path and view.
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Thrangu Rinpoche is a lineage holder of these teachings and a 

master with great realisation and compassion and thus it is of 

great fortune to receive such authentic teachings from him which, 

have arisen from our previous aspirations and virtuous actions. I 

pray that students read these teachings with this in mind and 
those new to dharma meet genuine spiritual guides and those 
w ith  existing connections fu r the r their developm ent and  

understanding for the benefit of all sentient beings.

May this merit cause the life and teachings of the great masters 
to flourish and remain for many eons benefiting limitless 

sentient beings.

Karma Choeling Buddhist Monastery 

66 Bodhisattva Road 
RD 1 Kaukapakapa 
New Zealand
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One

The Five Buddha Families

The essential nature o f a bodhisattva or a Buddha is that he or she 

embodies the enlightened qualities of the five Buddha families, which 
pervade every living being without exception, including ourselves. To 

achieve the realization o f these five  Buddha fam ilies or the five  dhyani 
Buddhasy it is necessary to abandon the five  disturbing emotions (Skt. 
kleshas) of attachment, anger or aggression, ignorance or bewilderment, 

pride and envy. W hen these disturbing emotions are purified, the five  

wisdoms shine forth. Realization of the five wisdoms is realization of the 

five dhyani Buddhas.
To begin with, we have to understand what the five disturbing 

emotions are. The first, which seems to be most powerful, is anger. Anger 
is an emotion which arises and develops against someone or something 

we dislike. If  examined carefully it can be seen that in the short term 
anger creates pain and in the long term it brings about serious harm. 

The immediate pain and future harm to us as well as to others, is due to 

the power o f our own aggression. We therefore need to understand the 
first negative emotion.

Anger not only causes suffering and pain in this lifetime, but also 

the karma accumulated by wishing harm to others causes us to take 

birth in the lower realms, where even more intense suffering ensues as 

a result. To be free o f the experience o f suffering and pain in this 

lifetime and to be free o f the experience o f  taking birth in a lower
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realm, it is necessary to employ methods to overcome and eliminate 
anger and hatred.

When anger is purified, we come to develop and to gradually realize 

mirror-like wisdom. W ith mirror-like wisdom, there is no distinction 
or separation between self and other phenomena, so everything is 
experienced in unity and harmony. It is called mirror-like wisdom because 

phenomena appear to the mind in the same way that things appear in a 
clean mirror, completely accurate with no distortion. Understanding 

and realizing mirror-like wisdom takes place in the absence of the negative 

emotion of anger. Realization of mirror-like wisdom is the realization 
of Buddha Akshobhya, who is blue in colour. He holds a vajra in his left 
hand. His activity is pacifying the emotions, in particular, suffering, 

illness, frustration, and sorrow.

The second dhyani Buddha is the Buddha Ratnasambhava who is 
realized when the disturbing emotion of pride or ego is purified. Ego is 

the belief in a self which all sentient beings have and is further developed 

from birth as soon as our mind thinks of itself as separate from others. 

The next three types of pride evolve in this process of self-centeredness: 
We feel that we are better than others who are in a less fortunate situation, 
we feel that we are superior to others because we fail to see the equality 

of ourself and others and we feel we are either spiritually or materially 
better than others.

W hat causes us to embark upon the journey of ego? W hen the self 

believes that it is separate from others, the negative emotion of pride 
arises in which we believe ourself in some way better than others. From 

this arises the belief that there are ‘good’ things, which we believe in and 

do, and ‘bad’ things that others believe in and do. As long as we believe 

ourselves to be superior to others, it is impossible to learn from them. 

So we must give up ego clinging in order to develop enlightened qualities. 
A purified mind does not distinguish between pure and impure, good 

and bad, I and others; rather it experiences all things in equality.
W hen we are free from pride, realization o f the wisdom o f equal

ity dawns and we experience and become Buddha Ratnasambhava. 

Buddha Ratnasambhava’s activity is enriching and as a symbol of this
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activity o f  enrichment, he is gold or yellow in colour. As a symbol of 

his ability to enrich all living beings, he holds the precious wish-ful
filling jewel in his hands.

The third dhyani Buddha represents the purification and transfor
mation of the disturbing emotion of attachment or desire. Desire causes 
much suffering by being quite distracting and keeping the mind restless 

and busy. When we are attached to things, we are never satisfied and 

always crave for more and better things. We are continuously engaged 
in achieving and acquiring the mind’s desires which inevitably leads to 

experiences of dissatisfaction and loss in our lives. By understanding 
this negative emotion and by purifying it, discriminating wisdom shines 

forth. By realizing discriminating wisdom, the enlightened mind is 

experienced and we become one with the Buddha Amitabha. It is with 
this wisdom that we understand and have empathy with each living 

being and appreciate others’ qualities. The Buddha Amitabha’s nature is 

the absence of attachment and desire and his activity is magnetizing. 
Attachment and desire lead to the suffering of dissatisfaction, a state in 

which we always want and strive for more and better things. Desire 
determines our behavior, and not attaining what we desire leads to 

frustration and dissatisfaction. W ith discriminating wisdom and the 

realization of Buddha Amitabha, there is no attachment and desire and 
thus no dissatisfaction, or craving for more and better things. This 

realization is so powerful that all things are naturally magnetized as one’s 
own and there is no energy or force involved as with a state of desire.

The fourth dhyani Buddha is Amoghasiddhi. This state is realized 

in the absence of the negative emotion of jealousy, which includes being 

jealous o f others’ wealth, success and good fortune. W ith  jealousy, 
negativ ity  is accum ulated  and  by overcom ing jealousy, the all- 
accomplishing wisdom of Amoghasiddhi is realised.

Jealousy prevents and impedes an individual from accomplishing 
their own well being and as a result they experience more suffering and 
continue developing further jealousy towards those who have more. This 

is the reason all-accomplishing wisdom is experienced in the absence of
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jealousy: when jealousy is purified, all wishes are naturally and effort

lessly accomplished.

As long as jealousy determines our attitude, we are bound to expe

rience more obstacles in achieving personal success and accomplishing 

positive goals. This is why Amoghasiddhi s activity is wrathful. It is with 

wrath that he removes all obstacles and hindrances preventing spiritual 
maturation and success. He is green in colour, the same colour as grow
ing plants, symbolizing the numerous activities he employs to remove 

hindrances.
The fifth dhyani Buddha is Vairochana, who is realized when the 

negative emotion of ignorance is overcome. Ignorance is failing to 
recognize what is wholesome and unwholesome; failing to know the 

ultim ate truth  and conventional truth  and failing to realize the highest 

state of dharmata. Ignorance is the root of the negative emotions. For 
example, we only act aggressively towards others because we are 

ignorant o f the fact that anger will bring pain and sorrow to ourselves 

and others. Likewise, it is only due to ignorance that one has pride, 
desire and jealousy.

The elimination o f the darkness o f ignorance is the realization of 
Buddha Vairochana. The wisdom which shines forth when ignorance is 

overcome is the wisdom of dharmata; the realization of the highest state. 
We have failed to realize the true nature of things up until now due to 
ignorance, and this ignorance causes all our mental confusion and 
misleading actions. Purification of ignorance engenders realization of 

the wisdom which sees all things as they really are. The natural body o f 

the wisdom of dharmata is Buddha Vairochana, and since the darkness 
of ignorance is eliminated, he is the clear colour of white.

Qualities Arising from  Transforming Negative Emotions

This is a brief description of the five dhyani Buddhas who represent the 
purified qualities of the five disturbing emotions. W hen these five 
negative emotions are purified, the qualities of the five Buddhas shine 

forth purely. Now I will describe these five Buddhas more thoroughly.
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1. Buddha Akshobhya

T he disturbing em otion o f anger is transformed into the Buddha 
Akshobhyas wisdom at enlightenment. We may ask how the absence 

of aggression or anger relates to Buddha Akshobhya? Akshobhya is a 

Sanskrit name, in Tibetan he is called ‘Sangye Mikyodpa’ or the im

movable, stable and changeless Buddha.’ Sangye means ‘Buddha He 
is called ‘immovable and changeless’ because when the disturbing 
emotion o f anger is present, everything inevitably changes; our face 
becomes red, the body begins to shake and the friend we are angry 

with becomes our enemy. W hen anger is purified, everything is peace

ful and stable, which is the realization of the changeless, stable and 

permanent Buddha Akshobhya.
The Buddha Akshobhyas blue colour symbolizes permanence that 

is changeless, just, as the sky has always been blue whether this year or 
a thousand years ago. Akshobhya has a vajra and this too is a symbol 
of his indestructible and changeless nature. He sits in the vajra or full 
lotus posture to symbolize the indestructible nature and his right 

hand touches the earth which is also a gesture o f  the changeless. In a 

mandala Akshobhya resides in the east and is depicted seated on an 
elephant throne.

2. Buddha Ratnasambhava

The Buddha Ratnasambhava is the purification of pride. Ratnasambhava 

is Sanskrit and the Tibetan name is ‘Sangye Rinchen Jungdan’. The Ti

betan word ‘rinchen’ means ‘precious’, referring to all precious, good 

and immaculate things. The word ‘jungdan’ means ‘the source’. So 
Ratnasambhava is the source of all good qualities; these precious quali
ties being the absence of pride. W hen ego and pride have been purified 

we become open enough to actually receive all knowledge and qualities. 
This is the realization of Sangye Rinchen Jungdan.

Knowing the meaning of Rinchen Jungdan, one understands why 

his activity encompasses the enrichment o f  all precious qualities of
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realization. Ratnasambhava resides in the south and is yellow or gold in 

colour. The colour gold represents wealth and Ratnasambhava has a 
wish-fulfilling jewel. The wish-fulfilling jewel gives a person everything 

that they desire and so this also symbolizes enrichment. He is seated in 

the vajra posture of fulfilment on a horse’s throne, which represents the 
four bases or legs of miraculous powers that enable unobstructed passage 
everywhere. His right hand is in the mudra o f giving supreme generosity, 
symbolizing his activity.

3. Buddha Amitabha

The third dhyani Buddha is Amitabha who represents the purification 

o f  desire and a ttachm ent. W hen  we are under the influence o f  

attachment, we discriminate between good and bad, beautiful and ugly, 

and then cling to what seems to be attractive and shun those things 

which seem bad. Attachment and aversion are disturbing emotions that 

arise from not understanding the nature of things as they are and as they 

appear. It is due to ignorance that mind accepts and rejects objects of 
attachment and aversion. With the wisdom of discrimination, one knows 

things as they appear just as they are, w ithout any confused and 
prejudiced opinions. This comes about by purifying attachment and 
realizing Buddha Amitabha. Buddha Amitabha is the Sanskrit name 

and the Tibetan name is ‘Sangye Opamey,’ which means ‘boundless 

light’. When one has developed the awareness of knowing everything as 

it manifests, one has developed the clarity of boundless light, which is 
completely free from confusion. We can compare this state with an 
example o f a lamp. A faulty lamp cannot illuminate a room clearly, 

whereas a perfect lamp can allow us to see things clearly and distinctly. 

The light o f Buddha Amitabha is therefore boundless and is realized 

through the purification of attachment and desire.
Buddha Amitabha is of the lotus family because a lotus grows in 

muddy water while its blossoms remain stainless. Likewise, Amitabha 

represents freedom unstained by attachment. It is attachment which 

causes us to experience pain, loss and dissatisfaction that never finds
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fulfilment, so purification of the negative emotion of attachment is a 

state o f immaculate, pure peace. Buddha Amitabha is seated in the vajra 
posture with both hands resting in the meditative posture o f mental 
clarity. He fully understands things as they are and as they appear without 
subjective notions. This state is one o f peace and ease. He resides in the 

Buddha realm of Dewachen.

4. Buddha Amoghasiddhi

Buddha Amoghasiddhi is realization of all-accomplishing wisdom. The 

Tibetan word for Buddha Amoghasiddhi is ‘Sangye Donyodtrubpa.’ 

The word donyod means ‘meaningful’ and the word trubpa means ac

complishment’. So Buddha Amoghasiddhi means ‘whatever is mean
ingful and fruitful is accomplished’. He is also the complete purifica

tion of jealousy, which is a hindrance for both material and spiritual 

success. His activity is perfect accomplishment and fulfilment of mean
ingful aims. Furthermore, his activity removes ordinary daily hindrances 

such as illnesses and obstacles. This is why Amoghasiddi’s activity is 

meaningful accomplishment.

Buddha Amoghasiddhi sits in the vajra posture and has a double- 

vajra in the form of a cross. This symbolizes that his activity pervades 
and touches all directions. The left hand rests in the meditative posture 

of the changeless realization of dharmata. Amoghasiddi’s right hand is 
in the mudra of fearless protection. He protects all living beings from 

mishaps, obstacles and negative influences, so his posture is known as 
‘the mudra o f fearless protection’. Amoghasiddhi is green and resides in 
the north holding a sword representing the cutting of cyclic existence.

5. Buddha Vairochana

T he fifth dhyani Buddha is Vairochana who is known as Sangye 
Namparnanzad, or in English, ‘perfect knowledge o f all things as they 

manifest’. Buddha Vairochana is realized when the conflicting emotion 
of ignorance is purified. When one cannot see things as they really are,
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one has the conflicting emotion of ignorance, and as a result one judge’s 
things from a mistaken point view. W ith the realization o f the wisdom 

of dharmata, one realizes Buddha Vairochana. The example for this that 
is given is to say there is a rope lying on the floor in a dark room. 

Because of ignorance we mistake the rope for a snake and become alarmed 
and feel tremendous fear. The solution to this fear is to simply see the 
rope as a rope and not a snake. This example shows how mind functions 
in a state of ignorance. The distress and fear is simply the result of 
misperceiving the situation, and simply knowing the rope isn’t a snake 

eliminates all the fear and distress created.
Buddha Vairochana has the wheel of dharma, which symbolizes 

absence of ignorance and complete and clear knowledge of all things as 

they are and as they manifest— dharmata. This wheel symbolizes the 

Buddha’s teachings, which show us what to abandon and what to take 
up in our gradual advancement to enlightenment. We learn how to 

abandon negative emotions and how to develop wisdom, thus the dharma 
wheel brings us from ignorance to wisdom. Both hands o f Vairochana 

Buddha are placed in the mudra called ‘enlightenment’ or sometimes 
‘the mudra of turning the wheel of dharma. Since the only means to 

remove ignorance and defilements is by learning the dharma, Buddha 
Vairochana discloses the dharma to all living beings. He is white which 
represents being ‘without fault’ and abides in the centre of the mandala 

on a lion’s throne.
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Two

The Eight Consciousnesses

There are various approaches to realize the five dhyani Buddhas, one 

approach is that they can be realized by purifying the five disturbing 

emotions. When these five disturbing emotions are purified, the five 

wisdoms shine forth and the five dhyani Buddhas are realised. Another 
approach teaches that they can be realized by purifying the eight 
consciousnesses. This approach will now be presented.

O ur mind constantly creates confusion and doubts, and thus it is 

not possible to really understand m ind’s true meaning. Since we fail to 
understand what the mind is, the Buddha gave teachings on the mind 

by explaining the six or eight consciousnesses. By studying the teachings 

of the mind as taught by the Buddha, we come to appreciate what sentient 

beings truly are.
W hen hearing about the mind, we mistakenly assume it is a solid, 

stable and an independent entity. This is why the Buddha realized the 

importance of explaining the different types o f consciousnesses.
W hat we could call the impure or deluded aspect o f mind is 

referred to as ‘consciousness’. Before going into the details o f  the 

consciousness it is necessary to understand the basic view of cognition 
that is characteristic o f Buddhadharma. The term cognition in Sanskrit 
is ‘jnana’. Jnana just means cognition, the capacity to cognize, awareness. 
In Tibetan one would normally translate ‘jnana as ‘shepa, or ‘knowing’, 

however it is translated as ‘yeshe’. ‘Ye’ means primordial and was added
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by the Tibetan translators to point out that cognition, that mere clarity, 
cognitive clarity itself, in and of itself, has been there from the very 

beginning. Therefore they translated cognition as primordial cognition . 

But the term ‘jnana in itself does not have this word primordial’, it 
refers simply to cognition.

The term for ‘consciousness’, which is a specific type o f cognition, 
in Sanskrit is Vijnana’. It is the term for ‘cognition’ with the prefix ‘vi’, 
which means complete or fully developed. This is a more specific term 

than cognition and although it may sound like a positive thing to say 

‘fully-developed cognition’, in this context it is actually somewhat 
pejorative because it refers to cognition that has become developed in 
the sense of becoming coarsened. This type o f cognition, full cognition, 

or consciousness is what is divided into eight groups or eight classes. All 

of these eight classes, groups, or types o f consciousnesses are considered 
manifestations of the m ind’s impurity. They are eight things that arise 

when a mind does not recognize its own nature. The basic idea of the 

development of consciousness is that when a mind does not recognize 
its own nature, its inherent lucidity, which is just a mere cognition, it 
runs wild. And running wild it becomes coarse or develops into deluded 
cogn ition  or consciousness, w hich is charac teristic  o f  samsara. 
Nevertheless, in the midst of all of this confusion, the nature of these 
consciousnesses, the nature of this deluded mind is unchanged. This 

unchanging nature o f the mind is called ‘the pure all-basis’ as opposed 
to the ‘all-basis consciousness’, one of the eight consciousnesses. That 

pure all-basis is mere cognition, fundamental jnana itself. Therefore, 
when you wish to make a distinction between the mind in its impure 

manifestations and the nature o f the mind, mind itself, then mind 
(impure) in Tibetan will be called ‘sem’, and the mind itself, that mere 

cognition itself, will be called ‘sem nyi’, m ind in itself.

W ith regard to the eight consciousnesses, the first five are called 

the ‘consciousnesses o f the five gates’. The gates or doors are the five 

sense organs: eyes, ears, nose, tongue, and body. They are called gates 
because they seem to be the gates by means o f which your m ind 

encounters that which is outside your body. So they are like gates by
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means o f which your mind can project itself or expand itself beyond the 

body. The five sensory organs with the respective consciousnesses are 

called ‘external’ and can be easily comprehended because they can be 

seen, felt and described. Sensory organs such as the eye or ear do not 
differentiate or distinguish sights or sounds, so perception doesn’t take 

place in these organs but in the mind. These sensory organs are mere 
gates for perception. It is the visual or auditory consciousness of mind 

that differentiates these things, so perception of an object is a mental 

process. The first consciousness is the visual consciousness, which sees 
forms. The second, auditory consciousness hears sounds. The third, smell 

consciousness relates to the nose organ and differentiates smells. The 

fourth  consciousness is the taste consciousness. W hen you taste 
something, it is not the tongue that distinguishes a taste, rather it is the 
taste consciousness. The fifth consciousness relates to the tactile organ 

of the entire body, all o f which can detect or feel a tactile sensation. So 
the fifth consciousness is called either the body consciousness or the 
tactile consciousness and the objects o f this consciousness are all forms 
of tactile sensation

The sixth consciousness called the mental consciousness is ‘internal’ 

and  refers to the individual experiences o f  happiness, suffering, 
excitement and frustration. Some people think that all mental events—  

all thoughts, memories and anticipation of the future, take place in the 

brain. The brain is involved, but in truth recollecting the past, reflecting 

on the present and planning the future with all its emotions of happiness, 
sadness and frustration takes place in the sixth mental consciousness.

Each consciousness has its own function, for example, the visual 

consciousness perceives an image of an object, the ear consciousness 
perceives a sound, and so forth. Since each sensory organ and each 

respective consciousness has a different function, they are not one, but 

distinctly different consciousnesses. The Buddha explained that the five 

sense organs and their consciousnesses are ‘without thought’, meaning 
they do not discriminate and make judgements about the perception. 

The eye consciousness merely sees a visual form, the nose only smells 
without the ability to distinguish for example, between two smells. It is
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the mental consciousness which differentiates and thinks, and therefore 
the mental consciousness is said to be with thought’.

The sixth consciousness is always enumerated by the learned as 

the sixth because in the case of any of the first five consciousnesses, it 
will ensue after them or follow upon them. In general, the object o f the 
sixth consciousness is all things, anything that can be thought of, because 

it is this consciousness that thinks about the past, thinks about the future, 
thinks about the present. But also this consciousness experiences all of 

the objects of the five senses: forms, sounds, smells, tastes, and tactile 

sensations. However, it does not experience them in the direct and clear 
manner of the five sense consciousnesses themselves. W hat happens is 
that following the generation of one of the sense consciousnesses, a mental 

replica or image of that particular sense consciousness is generated, which 

is called a mental consciousness. This mental replica is not a direct 
experience, but has been called a vague approximation. Now this vague 
approximation forms the basis for the subsequent conceptuality of 

recognizing it as such and such, or good and bad and so on, which 
ensues. Therefore, while it does base some of its content upon the five 
sense consciousnesses, the sixth consciousness itself does not rely upon 
a particular organic support like a sense organ. It’s generated following 

any of the five and can also arise under other circumstances. It relies 
essentially upon cognition, or cognitive capacity itself, as its support.

The five sense consciousnesses are non-conceptual, which means 
that they can only perform their specific function of mere experience. 

So the eye consciousness sees forms and the ear consciousness hears 
sounds and so on. Therefore, they can only experience the present, and 
only directly. Now the present and the past and the future are important 

concepts that are discussed a great deal in the study of Buddhism. The 

present of course, ceases immediately, and by ceasing it becomes the 

past. The future, which does not yet exist while it is the future, occurs, 

at which point, once it has occurred, it is not the future any more but is 
the present. So the present, this term ‘the present’, or ‘now’, really refers 
to an instant in between the past and the future and this is all the five 

sense consciousnesses can experience. Your eyes for example, can only
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see the present. Your eyes cannot see what is past nor can they see what 

is the future. Not only that, but your eyes cannot estimate or evaluate 

the present. Your eye consciousness only sees shapes and colors. It does 

not in itself, recognize these various shapes and colors as some ‘thing’ or 
another, does not conceptualise about them. Now all o f the five sense 

consciousnesses are, in the same way, non-conceptual. T he sixth 
consciousness however is conceptual, because it recognizes things, it 
brings concepts to bear upon experience and thereby confuses the 

experiences with the concepts about those experiences, including the 
confusion of a present experience with a past experience of something 
similar or apparently the same. So the sixth consciousness, which is 

conceptual, not only experiences the present but brings the concepts of 

the past and the future to bear upon this present experience.
The six consciousnesses are easy to detect or notice, they are called 

unstable or fluctuating, which means that they are suddenly generated 
by the presence o f various causes and conditions, and then they cease 
when those causes and conditions are no longer present. However the 
other two consciousnesses in the list of eight; which are the consciousness 

which is the mental afflictions and the all-basis consciousness, are by 

contrast referred to as constant consciousnesses, which means that they 
are not suddenly generated and then suddenly ceasing; they are always 

present. However, while they are always there, they are not clear or 

manifest or obvious, like the first six. They are always there, but they are 

very hard to detect in direct experience. To understand these two 
consciousnesses we must contemplate them thoroughly to know what 

they are and how they function.

The seventh consciousness is also known as ‘the afflicted m ind’ 
or ‘the klesha mind’. Whether awake or asleep, happy or sad, the afflicted 
mind clings to the subtle feeling of an existent ‘I’, o f a self, and one is 

very attached to this, regardless of what experiences one encounters or 
what time of day it is. This afflicted consciousness is like a bridge between 
the sixth consciousness and the eighth consciousness. It experiences the 

material coming from the eighth consciousness and assumes that it is a 
real self. Now sometimes when we think ‘I’, we generate a literally
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conscious fixation on a self. That is not the seventh consciousness. That 

is the sixth consciousness’s version of fixation on a self, because that is 

sometimes there and sometimes not. The seventh consciousness, this 
fundamental fixation on a self, is always there, and in fact it will be 
there until you attain the eighth level of bodhisattva realization.

Finally there is the eighth consciousness, which is called the ground, 
or all-basis consciousness in English, or the ‘alaya’ consciousness in 
Sanskrit. This consciousness is so called because it is the basis out of 

which all the other consciousnesses arise.

The eighth consciousness has two different functions, which if we 
count these two we could say there are nine consciousnesses. O ne 
function o f the eighth consciousness is to know everything taking place 
in the moment of consciousness. The second function is the storing or 

recording of all habitual patterns accumulated through our mental and 

physical activities.

These latent impressions are created by the sixth consciousness and 
stored by the eighth and create a tendency for us to act in a similar 
manner in the future. Also when conditions come together these latencies 

emit certain projections of appearances similar to the tendency. So if we 

engage in positive and beneficial activities, we store karmically positive 
latencies which later manifest to create positive impressions. And if we 
engage in negative acts such as killing and stealing, these will create 

negative latencies and these latencies will cause us suffering and create 
tendencies for us to kill and steal later on, even into future lifetimes. So 
the alaya consciousness is called the ‘store-house’ consciousness because 

it stores all these impressions.

To give one very brief example of how this works; when we dream 
our five sensory consciousnesses are not receiving information, but we 
receive these latencies from the eighth consciousness and see and hear 

and taste things which are so vivid that we believe while we are in the 

dream that these are actual daytime experiences. W hat the mind makes 
up in this dream makes us feel happiness and suffering, elation and fear 

and yet it is all an illusion made up by part o f our mind.
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Along with the eight consciousnesses sometimes the ‘immediate 

m ind’ is mentioned. This is not a separate consciousness but a function 
of the impure mind that links the operations of one consciousness to 
another. It is tha t im pulse or force o f  habit tha t causes the six 
consciousnesses to arise from the ground of the all basis and the afflicted 

consciousness. It is that which causes the mental consciousness to arise 

on the basis of a sense perception and so on. Many texts present it as 
that which is generated by the cessation o f a previous instant o f 

consciousness and which links one type of consciousness to another. In 
the particular presentation found in the ‘Profound Inner Meaning’ by 

the 3rd Gyalwa Karmapa, the immediate m ind is presented as that which 
causes the lack of recognition of dharmata, or lack of recognition of the 

nature of things. In which case it would be considered an aspect of the 
seventh consciousness. The seventh consciousness, in that way has an 

inw ard-directed  aspect to it, which is the aspect o f  the seventh 
consciousness that causes the other consciousnesses to arise and function; 
that is the immediate mind.
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Three

The Wisdoms Arising from 

the Eight Consciousnesses

1. Mirror-Like Wisdom

The five Buddha families are realized when the eight consciousnesses 
are purified. As ordinary beings we perceive everything through the 

eight consciousnesses, which are under the influence of an incorrect 

view of the world because our mind is overwhelmed by the disturbing 

emotions. By purifying the consciousnesses, the sacred outlook is 
achieved and everything is seen in purity. W hen the eighth, the alaya 

consciousness is purified, mirror-like wisdom dawns so that self and 

others are perceived purely, like a reflection in a mirror. This is the 

realization o f Buddha Akshobhya.

2. Wisdom o f Equanimity

The seventh consciousness is the consciousness which clings to an T  

and makes a distinct separation of T  and ‘others’. The seventh con

sciousness, by dividing subject from object results in us desiring well 
being for ourselves. To have the T  get what it wants at the expense of 

‘other’ creates the disturbing emotions such as aggression, jealousy, and 

pride. We want to protect ourselves and this leads to aggression and 
anger. We also discover that others, especially those who we feel aren’t as
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good as us, have what we want and this leads to jealousy. Finally, this 

separation causes us to feel that we are better than others in certain 

ways and this leads to pride. The seventh consciousness is thus the 
cause for our endless struggle in samsara. W hen this dualism is puri

fied, the wisdom of equality is realized so that there is no clinging to a 

self and others, and all mental and physical activities are experienced 
impartially. Realization of the wisdom of equality is realization of the 

Buddha Ratnasambhava.

3. Discriminating Wisdom

The sixth mental consciousness makes decisions, differentiates good, 

bad and neutral feelings and creates thoughts of hope and fear, etc. All 
these thoughts that arise in the sixth consciousness, in absence o f 
discriminating wisdom are erroneous and therefore lead to ignorance. 

W hen the ignorance of the mental consciousness is removed, knowledge 

of phenomena as they are and knowledge of how phenomena manifest 
shines forth, producing discriminating wisdom which is the omniscience 

of the Buddha Shakyamuni. W hat is omniscient wisdom? Take the feather 

of a peacock as an example. It is easy to distinguish the blue, red, green 
or yellow colors and the designs in the feather. But if you were to ask 

why the peacock has such beautiful feathers, you could not find an 
answer. It is with the omniscience o f a Buddha, who actually realizes all 
things as they are and how they manifest, that one knows what causes 

the colors o f a peacock. Recognizing all phenomena as they are is the 

realization of Buddha Amitabha.

4. All-Accomplishing Wisdom

W hen the five sensory consciousnesses are completely understood and 
purified, the all-accomplishing wisdom of Buddha Amoghasiddhi is 

realized. The realization of such wisdom occurs at the first bodhisattva 
level and continues through all the bodhisattva levels until Buddhahood. 

This wisdom allows the Buddha to realize the nature of his pupils and
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what has to be done to help them along the path. For a Buddha this 

understanding and doing what needs to be done to help students along 

the path is accomplished effortlessly.

5. Wisdom o f Dharmata

The alaya consciousness has the capacity to experience the present 
moment and it has the capacity to store habitual patterns accumulated 

by the other consciousnesses. W ith regard to the second aspect of the 

alaya consciousness, that which stores all habitual patterns, whatever 

one does, it is in response to past actions that are stored in the ground 
consciousness as habitual patterns. When this ground consciousness is 

purified and we no longer react with habitual patterns, the wisdom of 

dharmata shines forth. This is the realization o f Buddha Vairochana.

Summary

While the mind is under the influence of the negative emotions, one 
continues with dualistic mind to wander in the six realms o f samsara. 

W hen the negative emotions are purified, the five wisdoms shine forth, 
and the five dhyani Buddhas are realized. One can also look at this 

process in terms of the eight consciousnesses. When these consciousnesses 

are purified, the five wisdoms and the five dhyani Buddhas are realized.
We may ask, “W hy do we experience suffering in samsara?” W hat 

causes suffering is obviously the five negative emotions. Furthermore, 

we may wonder, “If  the five negative emotions can be overcome, is it 

really possible to become liberated from the suffering o f samsara?” 
Yes, it is possible to overcome the suffering o f samsara but these five 
negative emotions aren’t simply thrown out or discarded, rather they 
are transformed from a state o f affliction into a state o f wisdom by 

engaging in the skilful methods of the Buddhadharma. Transformation 

of the five negative emotions into the five wisdoms brings the realization 

o f enlightenment.
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Fiowever, if we continue perceiving phenomena or reality in a 

state of ignorance, we will never recognize these consciousnesses and 

will continue to experience the suffering samsara entails.
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Questions ef’Answers

Question: When we study the six realms of samsara, we learn that there 
is a negative emotion related to each realm. In the five negative emotions 
that are transformed into the dhyani Buddhas, the conflicting emotion 

o f greed is not included. Is that part o f attachment?

Rinpoche: In the context of the six realms, there is a sixth negative 

emotion of greed which leads you to take birth in the realm of the hungry 

ghosts. Negative karma accumulated through attachment leads you to 
take birth in the human realm where you experience the suffering of 
birth, illness, old age and death. Realization of the dhyani Buddhas 

pertains to the five negative emotions. Greed is very much related to 

attachment, as you said and due to attachment, an individual becomes 
very greedy and cannot be generous. So strong attachment leads one to 

take birth in the hungry ghost realm, whereas attachment without much 

greed leads you to take birth in the human realm. Therefore, attachment 
and greed are treated as one when discussing the dhyani Buddhas.

Question: I have often heard the term Vajra pride’ used very positively 
as an accomplishment of practice. Is this similar to the transformation 

of pride into equanimity?

Rinpoche: Vajra pride and afflicted pride are quite different. The 
conflicting emotion of pride is arrogance, in which one thinks one is 

better, more learned, o f a higher state and looks down on others. Feeling 

one is superior or more intelligent is the arrogance of pride. Because of 

arrogance, one closes oneself to the possibility of learning from others,
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so it prevents spiritual and material maturation. As a result one is bound 
to encounter more obstacles on the path because one knows very little, 

although one thinks one knows everything. So, it is necessary to overcome 

the pride which causes one to place oneself higher than others. W ithout 
pride one can learn from others and come to realize wisdom of the 
dhyani Buddha.

Vajra pride is different and arises from meditation practice. W hen 
you visualize yourself as your yidam, if you think you really aren’t the 
yidam and are only pretending, then you lack vajra pride. If  you 
visualize yourself as the yidam without any doubts or uncertainty, you 

have vajra pride.

Question: You mentioned about the sixth consciousness. Its support is 

non-organic. It doesn’t have any fixation the way the previous five senses 
do. In what way does it fixate on cognition, and what role does the 

brain have to play with mind?

Rinpoche: Well, all of the consciousnesses rely to some degree upon 
the brain as an organic support in how they operate. But the sixth does 
not particularly do so more than the others. The reason that the sixth is 
not said to have a specific organic support is that the sixth consciousness 

arises to investigate and label the immediately preceding consciousness. 
Now the immediately preceding consciousness could be one of the five 

sense consciousnesses or it could be another sixth consciousness. For 

example, suppose you have an eye consciousness of various shapes and 

colors. T hen  that ceases. Im m ediately upon its cessation, a sixth 
consciousness will arise that will attempt to distinguish and recognize 

and then label and have opinions about what the eye consciousness saw. 
In the same way, after an ear consciousness occurs, in which maybe you 

heard som eone say som eth ing , then  im m ediately  after th a t  ear 

consciousness ceases, a mental consciousness will arise which will attempt 
to recognize the words, if they were words, and then to do such things 
as decide, “Well, were they true, or were they false,” and so on. The 

same th ing  happens when you smell som ething, when you taste
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something, when you have a tactile sensation; immediately after the 

cessation of the sense consciousness, the mental consciousness arises 

and starts to investigate. Now this can occur also with and subsequent 

to a mental consciousness. In other words, when a mental consciousness 
ceases, then subsequently, immediately afterwards, another mental 

consciousness will arise that will have opinions about that previous 
mental consciousness. T hat’s how a thought is generated on the basis of 
a previous thought, for example.

It’s for this reason that in abhidharma, the mental consciousness 

is said to rely upon the cessation o f a previous consciousness as its 
support. So its support is not organic the way it is for the sense 

consciousnesses. It’s not that it’s totally uninvolved with the sense 

consciousnesses; it’s that the support for its specific function is the 
cessation of the previous consciousness which makes up its subject matter 
or object.

Question: I heard Rinpoche say that the six types of consciousnesses, 
the five sense and mental consciousness, are not one but very different 
with each having its own function. I don’t know why they are different.

Rinpoche: They are called ‘the six types o f consciousness’ because each 
has a different function. For example, the visual consciousness makes it 

possible to see, but it cannot hear, taste, smell or touch objects. Therefore, 
the visual consciousness can only perceive visual objects. T he ear 

consciousness hears sounds, whereas it cannot see. Likewise, each 
consciousness perceives only a specific sensory input. After the eye, ear, 

nose, tongue and tactile consciousness perceives an object, the mental 
consciousness judges the sensory perception with thoughts. This is how 
each consciousness functions on its own.

The first five sensory consciousnesses are external, whereas the 

mental consciousness is internal. The m ind consciousness is internal, 

therefore it has the capacity to think. For example, you are sitting in 

this room and still have the capacity to th ink about New York or 

Chicago with the sixth mental consciousness. You can internally
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im agine C hicago  w ith  the  m en ta l consciousness, b u t  the eye 
consciousness doesn’t see it. Your visual consciousness sees what is in 

front of you, therefore the external consciousnesses are rather restricted 

in comparison to the mental consciousness.

Question: Rinpoche, what is the relationship of compassion to the
eight consciousnesses? Can the function of immediate mind be used to 

liberate oneself?

Rinpoche: W ith regard to compassion, manifest compassion arises in 
the sixth consciousness. The habit of compassion resides in the eighth 
consciousness. In a sense, one could say th a t  even the seventh 
consciousness has some kind of compassion present within it. The five 

sense consciousnesses are non-conceptual and have no connection to 
compassion particularly. W ith regard to the role o f the immediate mind 

in the path, it cannot be used for the accumulation o f wisdom because 

the accumulation of wisdom is done through the meditative state, in 
which all o f the processes of delusion are, at least temporarily shut down, 
revealing one’s innate wisdom. So the manner of the accumulation of 
wisdom, the manner of liberation itself is the antithesis o f the linking 

process that is the immediate mind.
O n the other hand, the other aspect o f the path, the accumulation of 

merit, does make use of the immediate mind. The immediate mind is 

used in the accumulation of positive karma as in the accumulation of 
merit where one makes offerings to Buddhas and bodhisattvas, just as it 
is used in the accumulation of negative karma. The reason why the 

immediate mind has its place in the merit aspect o f the path but not in 

the wisdom aspect is that the merit aspect is concerned with the 
appearances of relative truth, not with the realities of absolute truth. 

Since the immediate mind is part of the workings o f relative truth, it 

can still be used in that context.

Question: Is it possible to have direct experience through all five of the 

senses in the same instant?
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Rinpoche: The five sense consciousnesses, when they are functioning 

are all fu n c tio n in g  s im u ltan eo u sly . W h a t is n o t  fu n c tio n in g  
simultaneously is the apprehension o f the experience o f the sense 
consciousnesses by the sixth consciousness, which tends to apprehend 
them only one at a time.

Question: I have a question about the instantaneous mind or the

immediate mind. Is its presence the cause for the experiences of the five 

sense consciousnesses? Is the instantaneous mind always present?

Rinpoche: Yes, because in the case of sensory experience, what the 
immediate mind does is produce the experiences, bringing them out of 

the all-basis like a messenger and then also returning the further habit 
produced by that reoccurrence o f experience back into the all-basis. It is 

like when you go to the bank. The person who brings out or puts in 
your money for you is like the immediate mind.

Question: I have heard it said that just the arisal o f anger doesn’t create 

an imprint.

Rinpoche: W hen you simply have a thought of a klesha, then it doesn’t 

place a habit in the all-basis. The immediate mind does kind of grab it 

and stick it into the all-basis, but it is not a karmic habit. There are 
several types of habit. One type, karmic habit, is the imprint of an action; 
this will manifest as external experience. From among the various results 
o f an action, this is a result o f complete maturation. Klesha habit itself 

becomes kind of an obscuration, but it doesn’t manifest as karma.

Question: Does that just make it easier for anger to arise again?

Rinpoche: When the thought of anger arises and is recognized, then 
the type of habit that it places is very subtle and doesn’t even particularly 

promote further arising of thoughts o f anger and certainly not the arising 
of spite, which normally unrecognized anger would produce. W hen the
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term “the thought is liberated” is used it basically means that that 

particular thought is not leading to further thoughts, not that it doesn’t 

place any habit whatsoever.

Question: W hat do you mean by, “one knows what causes the colour of 
a peacock?” when you were referring to discriminating wisdom.

Rinpoche: Returning to the example of the peacock’s feathers. Everything 

has a cause, without which there is no result. O n a gross level, the 
peacock’s feathers have the characteristics of being blue, yellow, green in 

color and the feathers also shine brightly. Its colors have different shapes, 
some are round, others have geometric forms. O ur ordinary mind doesn’t 

know the cause of the yellow, blue and green colors. In our ordinary 

ignorant mind, we perceive the various shapes and colors but don’t know 

why some are round, others are geometrical and why the colors shine, 

and so on. The Buddha’s omniscience knows all things as they are, 
therefore he not only sees the colors but knows the cause of the blue, 

green and yellow colors as well as the geometrical forms.
W hen the five doors or sensory consciousnesses are completely 

understood and thoroughly purified, you develop the all-accomplishing 
wisdom of the Buddha Amoghasiddhi. However, the ability to know 
the cause of phenomena, like the peacock’s feathers, develops through 
purification o f  the sixth m ental consciousness. W hen the m ind  
consciousness is purified, then you have developed the wisdom that 

realizes all things as they are. This is discerning wisdom. Then you learn 
the origin and cause of such things as the feathers of a peacock.

Question: I read that each individual belongs to a specific Buddha family. 

Is it useful to understand which family is related to our mind?

Rinpoche: Generally speaking, we all belong to one Buddha family. 

The easiest way to find out which Buddha family one belongs to is by 
checking which negative emotion is most powerful within you. For 

example, if your anger is the strongest then you belong to the vajra

3 8



Q u e s t i o n s  ^ A n s w e r s

family and you know you must employ greater remedies in order to 

overcome and transform that emotion into wisdom. O ther individuals 

have other negative emotions which are strongest. It is up to you to 

examine your emotions and to learn to purify the strongest one within 

yourself and this leads you to realize the respective wisdom and dhyani 

Buddha. Even if you know which Buddha family you belong to, it is 

not essential to employ specific practices for that specific Buddha family. 

Rather practice in general causes a reduction of all the negative emotions.

Question: I was wondering if Rinpoche would say something about the 

five skandhas, aggregates of being, and the process of transforming the 

five negative emotions into the five wisdoms?

Rinpoche: The five skandhas are form, feeling, perception, mental events 

or conception and consciousness. They are called the five gates of ego’. 
How are they related to the five dhyani Buddhas? Purification of the 
first skandha of form is realization of Buddha Akshobhya, purification 
o f feeling is realization o f Buddha Ratnasambhava, purification of 

perception is Buddha Am itabha, purification o f m ental events is 

Amoghasiddhi and purification of consciousness is Buddha Vairochana. 
So we can also relate the five skandhas to the five dhyani Buddhas. You 
know which negative emotion is purified upon realization, therefore 

you can find which negative emotion is related to the skandhas.

Question: How do you practice meditation when you are suffering from 

all the negative emotions? How is it best to practice? W ith visualization 

of the dhyani Buddha?

Rinpoche: The teachings on the five Buddha families, five wisdoms and 
the purification o f the five negative emotions are general instructions. 

The wisdoms and Buddhas are the ultimate state. The method to reach 
the ultimate state by transforming the five negative emotions is achieved 

by following the gradual practices, beginning with Ngondro, or the four 

preliminary practices. Upon com pletion o f the preliminaries, one
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continues practicing meditation, which enables you to transform the 

negative emotions into wisdom and to achieve realization of the five 

dhyani Buddhas.

Question: I am a beginner in practice and noticed that when certain 
people approach when I am in a restaurant I would have a feeling of 

fear. Also I noticed many times that I can defend against fear by getting 
angry. I am wondering what the place o f fear is in the negative emotions 

and why it wasn’t included?

Rinpoche: W hat did you eat in the restaurant? Fear isn’t a negative 
emotion. Fear needs a cause and is thus an effect. If you see a fire, the 

fire brings on fear, as well as many other things. However, the method 

to overcome fear is believing in the presence o f enlightened beings. W ith 
that belief, you think you are constantly protected by them from any 
causes of fire, flood, earthquake, etc. With such belief, one can overcome 

fear. Anger is no protection from fear, rather it brings on even greater 
fear, pain and frustration. For example, a very mean and wicked person 
nears you and if you have fear and develop anger towards him, you 
naturally react differently towards him and show this in your facial 
expression. Anger itself is very powerful and leads you to use harsh words 
also. In addition to the fear you are experiencing, you may get a punch 

in the nose. Therefore, anger isn’t a solution to prevent and protect 
from fear.

Question: W hat is the cause o f ignorance?

Rinpoche: The lack of being familiar with wisdom, the lack o f being 

used to and having developed awareness. Due to the absence of wisdom 

and o f awareness, and due to having failed to learn how phenomena 
manifest and how they are, the mind has built up and developed the 
habitual pattern of ignorance since beginningless time and remains 

entangled in its darkness.
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Transformation o f the 
Consciousnesses into Wisdoms

Realm Consciousness Wisdom

Dharmakaya 8th consciousness Mirror-like-Wisdom

Sambhogakaya

Nirmanakaya

7th (klesha aspect)

7 th (immediate aspect)

Wisdom of Equality 

Discriminating Wisdom

5 sensory consciousness All-Accomplishing 

and nonconceptual 6th Wisdom

6th mental consciousness Dharmadhatu wisdom

Taken from Thrangu Rinpoche s Differentiating o f Consciousness and  

Wisdom. Namo Buddha Publications.
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The Five Buddha Families

F a m il y : B u d d h a V a jr a R a t n a

Buddha: Vairocana Akshobya Ratnasambhava
Colour: white blue/white yellow
Element: space water earth
Direction: central east south
Skandha: consciousness form feeling
Emotion: ignorance anger pride
Wisdom: dharmadhatu mirror-like equality
Body Area: Forehead Heart Navel
Throne: Lions Elephants Horses
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F a m il y :

Buddha:
Colour:
Element:
Direction:
Skandha:
Emotion:
Wisdom:
Body Area:
Throne:

The Five Buddha Families

L o t u s  K a r m a

Amitabha
red
fire
west
perception
desire
discrimination
Speech
Peacocks

Amoghasiddhi
green
air
north
motivational factors 
jealousy/envy 
action-accomplishing 
Secret Place 
Shang Shang
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Notes

1. There are three lower realms of samsara and these are the hell realm, which is
full of aggression, the hungry ghost realm which is full of desire and the 
animal realm which is full of ignorance.

2. Buddhists believe that our ordinary reality, called conventional truth, in which
phenomena appear to be solid and outside ourselves, is actually a false 
reality or an illusion. The way phenomena really ‘is’ being empty of inherent 
nature (Skt. shunyata), can only be perceived by an enlightened being. 
This reality is called ultimate or absolute truth.

3. Mandala literally means ‘centre and surrounding but has different contexts.
Usually a yidam along with its surroundings. The directions in a mandala 
are not compass directions. The east is directly in front of oneself, south to 
ones right, west behind and north to ones left.

4. For a modern example, a table appears solid and brown in color. That is how
it appears. However, a physicist will tell us it is actually composed of billions 
of atoms which are moving at tremendous speeds and these atoms are flying 
off into space all the time and the table is actually made up of 99.99% 
space. It appears brown simply because the atoms are emitting a particular 
wavelength that the human eye sees as ‘brown . The latter is more like the 
ultimate truth.

5. The following treatment is very brief. For a much fuller description of the
eight consciousnesses and how they develop into the five wisdoms, see 
Thrangu Rinpoches book Differentiating Consciousness and Wisdom 
available from Namo Buddha Publications.

6. The Hinayana sutras generally discuss mind in terms of six consciousnesses,
namely, the five sensory consciousnesses and the sixth mental consciousness. 
The Mahayana Cittamatra school (Mind-only) school talks about the eight 
consciousness in which the first six are the same but has the 7th and 8th 
consciousnesses added. In the Hinayana tradition the functions of the 7th 
and 8tK consciousness are subsumed in the 6th mental consciousness.
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7. Buddhists believe in reincarnation so when a person dies, part of the sixth 
consciousness goes on to the next lifetime. Many lamas and some ordinary 
persons remember experiences from the previous lifetime so the coincidence 
of brain activity ceasing when a person dies does not mean the mental 
consciousness is simply brain activity.
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Glossary o f Terms

Abhidharma Teachings on Buddhist metaphysics focusing on the training of 
discriminating knowledge.

Afflicted consciousness (Tib. nyon yi) The seventh consciousness. See 
consciousnesses, eight.

Aggregates, five (Skt. skandha, Tib. phungpo ngd). Literally ‘heaps’, These are 
the five basic transformations that perceptions undergo when an object is 
perceived. First is form, which includes all sounds, smells, etc,, everything 
that is not thought. The second and third are feelings/sensations (pleasant 
and unpleasant, etc.) and perception/identification. Fourth is mental events 
which actually includes the second and third aggregates. The fifth is ordinary 
consciousness such as the sensory and mental consciousnesses.

Akshobhya (Tib. mi bskyodpa) The sambhogakaya Buddha of the vajra family.
Alaya consciousness (Tib. kiin shi nam she) According to the Cittamatra school 

this is the eighth consciousness and is often called the ground consciousness 
or store-house consciousness.

Amitabha One of the five Buddha family deities known as ‘Buddha of boundless 
light’ Usually depicted as red.

Amoghasiddhi One of the five Buddha families and means ‘all-accomplishing 
one’. Usually depicted as green.

Bodhicitta (Tib. chang chup chi sem) Ultimate bodhicitta is the union of 
emptiness with compassion, beyond conceptualisation. Relative bodhicitta 
is compassion characterized by the aspiration to attain enlightenment to 
liberate all sentient beings from suffering.

Bodhisattva (Tib. chang chup sem pa) ‘Heroic mind’ Bodhi means blossomed or 
enlightened, and sattva means heroic mind. These are the heart or mind 
disciples of the Buddha and one who is committed to attaining 
enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.

Bodhisattva levels (Skt. bhumi, Tib. so) The levels or stages a bodhisattva goes
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through to reach enlightenment. These consist of ten levels in the sutra tradition 
and thirteen in the tantra tradition.

Buddha Shakyamuni (Tib. shakya tubpd) The Shakyamuni Buddha, often called 
the Gautama Buddha, refers to the fourth Buddha of this age, who lived 
between 563 and 483 BCE.

Buddhahood (Tib. sang gyas) The perfect and complete enlightenment of 
dwelling in neither samsara nor nirvana. Expression of the realization of 
perfect enlightenment, which characterizes a Buddha. The attainment of 
Buddhahood is the birthright of all beings. According to the teachings of 
Buddha, every sentient being has, or better is already, Buddha nature; thus 
Buddhahood cannot be attained’. It is much more a matter of experiencing 
the primordial perfection and realizing it in everyday life.

Consciousnesses, sensory These are the five sensory consciousnesses of sight, 
hearing, smell, taste, touch, and body sensation.

Consciousnesses, eight (Skt. vijnana, Tib. nam she tsoggye) These are the five 
sensory consciousnesses of sight, hearing, smell, taste, touch, and body 
sensation. Sixth is mental consciousness, seventh is afflicted consciousness, 
and eighth is ground consciousness.

Conventional truth (Tib. kunsop) There are two truths: conventional truth and 
ultimate truth. Conventional truth is the perception of an ordinary 
(unenlightened) being who sees the world with all his or her projections 
based on the false belief in T  and ‘other’.

Dharma (Tib. cho) Specifically here the Buddha’s teachings. Has at least ten 
meanings elsewhere, e.g. path, law, truth, nature and characteristics.

Dharmata (Tib. cho nyi) Dharmata is often translated as ‘suchness’ or ‘the true 
nature of things’ or ‘things as they are’. It is phenomena as it really is or as 
seen by a completely enlightened being without any distortion or 
obscuration so one can say it is ‘reality’.

Five dhyani Buddhas (Tib. gyel wa rig ngd) These are the five aspects of the 
victorious one who are Vairochana, Akshobhya, Ratnasambhava, Amitabha, 
and Amoghasiddhi. They are the pure aspects of the five elements and five 
emotions.

Five Buddha families (Tib. rig ngd) These are the Buddha, vajra, ratna, padma 
and karma families.

Five wisdoms The dharmadhatu wisdom, mirror-like wisdom, wisdom of 
equality, discriminating wisdom and all-accomplishing wisdom. They should 
not be understood as separate entities but rather as different functions of 
one’s enlightened essence.



G lossary  o f  T erm s

Insight meditation (Skt. vip ashy ana, Tib. lhak thong) Meditation that develops 
insight into the nature of mind. The other main meditation is shamatha 
meditation.

Klesha (Tib. nyon mong) The emotional obscurations in contrast to intellectual 
obscurations, which are also translated as poisons’. The three main kleshas 
are passion or desire or attachment, aggression or anger and ignorance or 
delusion. The five kleshas are the three above plus pride and envy or jealousy.

Mudra (Tib. chak gya) In this teaching it is a ‘hand seal’ or gestures which are 
performed in specific tantric ritual practices to symbolize certain aspects of 
the practice being done.

Ngondro Tibetan for preliminary practice. One usually begins the Vajrayana 
path by doing the four preliminary practices which involve 111 ,000 refuge 
prayers and prostrations, 111,000 Vajrasattva mantras, 111,000 mandala 
offerings, and 111,000 guru yoga practices.

Ratna (Tib. kern cho) Literally a jewel’ but in also refers to the three jewels 
which are the Buddha, the dharma, and the sangha.

Ratnasambhava (Tib. rinchen jungne) The sambhogakaya Buddha of the ratna 
family.

Samsara (Tib. kor wa) ‘Cyclic existence’. Meaning the succession of ego-driven 
rebirths a person goes through. Through the force of karma motivated by 
ignorance, desire and anger one is forced to take on the impure aggregates 
and cycle the wheel of existence until liberation. All the phenomena of 
existence arising out of ignorance and perpetuating the formation of karma, 
rebirth, and suffering.

Sangha (Tib. gen dun) ‘Virtuous One’ Sang means intention or motivation and 
gha means virtuous. One with virtuous motivation. One of the three jewels. 
Generally refers to the followers of Buddhism, and more specifically to the 
community of monks and nuns. The exalted sangha is those who have 
attained a certain level of realization of the Buddha’s teachings.

Six realms The realms of the six classes of beings: gods, demigods, humans, 
animals, hungry ghosts and hell beings.

Tantra (Tib. gyu) Literally, tantra means ‘continuity’, and in Buddhism it refers 
to two specific things: the texts (resultant texts or those that take the result 
as the path) that describe the practices leading from ignorance to 
enlightenment, including commentaries by tantric masters; and the way to 
enlightenment itself, encompassing the ground, path, and fruition.

Ultimate truth (Tib. dondam) There are two truths or views of reality: conventional
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truth which is seeing things as ordinary beings do with the dualism o f‘I’ and 
‘other’ and ultimate truth, which transcends duality and sees things as they 
are.

Vairochana (Tib. nam par nangdze) The sambhogakaya Buddha of the Buddha 
family.

Vajra (Tib. dorje) Usually translated ‘diamond like’. This may be an implement 
held in the hand during certain Vajrayana ceremonies.

Wheel of dharma (Skt. dharmachakra) The Buddha’s teachings correspond to 
three levels: the Hinayana, the Mahayana and the Vajrayana with each set 
being one turning of the wheel.

Yidam (Skt. ishtadevata) Yi means mind and dam means pure, oryi means your 
mind and dam means inseparable. The yidam represents the practitioner’s 
awakened nature or pure appearance.
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1
In Praise ofAmitayus 6

3 OM SW ASTID ZI WEN TU H
3 The dharmakaya, free o f elaboration is ever stable and never destroyed.

<3 Amitayus, your speech is the melodious sound o f the nada, g
the invincible vajra. 1>

<1 Through an enlightened mind that sees all possible phenomena
Perfect Guide, you accomplish all goodness.

| In Praise ofThrangu Rinpoche
1

From the golden age arose a new mansion o f clouds
$1 poised in the depth o f space; 1>

May you remain for a long, long time. f>
Creating festive occasions for beings to increase their merit.

May you remain for a long, long time. s

<1 Through the blooming, fu ll lotus o f your flawless knowledge, 1>
Your writings are suffused with great kindness and compassion. E>

Through limitless abilities, you satisfy 1>
a multitude o f beings seeking liberation.

<1 Guide o f beings, may your life be long. 1>
3 Through explaining the Dharma, you release beings g

3 from the tangled net o f ignorance and confusion i>

3 In debate, you defeat the opponents' bold stance.

3 Our minds are carried away with joy by the nature o f your writings. g

3 You o f genuine and powerful speech, may your life be long. g

3 Rising from the jeweled ocean o f your immeasurable merit, g

3 the white moon, clear mandala o f your wisdom. g

3 Pours forth nectar that is the light o f your activity. g

ILion o f speech, teaching scripture and reasoning, may your life be long. i
m l i
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Dedication

I
9 By churning an ocean o f milk with good intentions, g

These words o f aspiration-a white lotus garland-come to the surface i>
•S Protector, through the merit o f offering this Sc

to all the Buddhas and bodhisattvas. l£
3 May the benefit o f your life last for hundreds ofaeons. 1>

Glorious Lama, through the power o f the truth o f the Victorious One.

§ Amitayus, and the power o f a good connection with this sincere, |>
pure intention.

May your life remain stable until the end o f the world.
May the vitality of all thefour, perfectlyflourish. !>

i (Dharma, wealth, enjoyment, and liberation).
1

This prayer was requested by the one responsible for Nenang Monastery, %
Lama Tsewang Tashi, who ojfered representations of the Buddha's body,>i speech, and mind, and was written by the s>

XVIIth Karmapa, UgyenTrinley Dorje !>
during a fine waxing moon of Saga Dawa.

SHUBHAM. j|
i May it be a cause for virtue. 1

QiPO
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Care o f Dharma Books

Dharma books contain the teachings of the Buddha. They have the power to protect 

against lower rebirth and to point the way to Liberation. Therefore, they should be 

treated with respect; kept off the floor and places where people sit or walk; and not 

stepped over. They should be covered or protected for transporting and kept in a 

high, clean place separate from more “ordinary” things. If it is necessary to dispose of 

Dharma materials, they should be burned with care and awareness rather than thrown 

in the trash. W hen burning Dharma texts, it is considered skilful to first recite a 

prayer or mantra, such as OM, AH, H U N G . Then you can visualize the letters of the 

text (to be burned) being absorbed into the AH, and the AH being absorbed into 
you. After that you can burn the texts.

These considerations may be also kept in mind for Dharma artwork, as well as 

the written teachings and artwork o f other religions.
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Thrangu Rinpoche has often taught 
the transformation of our confused 
mind, which is full of delusion and 
defilements, into an enlightened 
m ind . H ere  h e  d e s c r ib e s  the  
confused mind in terms of the eight 
consciousnesses, which are the five 
sensory consciousnesses, the mental 
c o n s c io u sn e s s ,  th e  a ff lic te d  
consciousness (which gives us our 

sense of “I” and  “m e”) and the alaya or s to rehouse  
consciousness. These are described and then Rinpoche 
describes how these are transformed into the five wisdoms 
of the five Buddha families. Included is a chart of the five 
Buddha families listing characteristics of each including their 
related skandha, klesha, chakra and colour.
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