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We dedicate this book to Baba Hari Dass, a silent yogi who has patiently guided and inspired us and is a living example of what it means to be liberated.
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FOREWORD

BY HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA

AS HUMAN BEINGS, we all want happiness, peace, and release from suffering. We often think that the enlightened ones are somehow special, different from us, with a state of mind that is unattainable to an ordinary person. And yet, each human being has an equal opportunity to attain wisdom, happiness, and enlightenment by cultivating a correct motivation—a sincere aspiration to benefit all sentient beings—and engaging in diligent practice.

Whether in the course of one lifetime or many, it is possible for each of us to overcome ignorance and delusion and find release from the cycle of life and death. The Buddha, like many of the individuals described in this book, was born an ordinary person. He was brought up as a prince, married, and had a son. Then, after observing the suffering of human beings—that they grow old, fall sick, and die—he totally renounced the worldly way of life in his determination to find a solution to human suffering. Having undergone severe physical penance, he purified and illumined his mind through intense meditation, and attained supreme enlightenment.

In this way the Buddha set an example for his followers. Purifying the mind is not easy. It takes time and hard work. But this is true of any human enterprise. You need tremendous willpower and determination right from the start, accepting that there will be many obstacles and resolving that despite them all you will continue until you have attained your goal. But having attained enlightenment, the Buddha did not retire into isolation. Moved by a spontaneous concern to help others, he spent the rest of his life as a homeless monk, sharing his experience with everyone who wished to listen.

His entire doctrine can be presented with the Four Noble Truths, the subject of his first discourse. What we seek is happiness; happiness is the effect of a cause; what we do not want is suffering, which has its own causes. The Buddha's view of dependent arising and his advice not to harm anyone, but to help whomever you can, both emphasize the practice of nonviolence. The practice of nonviolence remains one of the most potent forces for good in the world today, for such practice is service to our fellow beings.

In this valuable, inspiring book you will find the stories of people known and unknown who have experienced and realized some aspect of the enlightened mind. The rich diversity of their experiences is vast, yet their realizations have a universal quality. From each of their stories, we can develop a greater awareness and appreciation of their spiritual journeys, the positive qualities they embodied, and the understanding and realization of the nature of life that they experienced. It is important to understand that each of these saints and sages was born an ordinary person. Some underwent intensive spiritual practices, including fasting, meditation, physical hardships, and great sacrifices in pursuit of Truth. Others were spontaneously awakened, perhaps as a result of positive spiritual merit accumulated from previous births.

All the world's spiritual traditions have provided us with examples of persons who sought wisdom and practiced compassion in their lives. We can see that the illumination of mind is a universal phenomenon. It can happen in the East and West, North and South, among all races and religions, even among people who have no religion.

We must think of ourselves as human beings first and forget the distinctions that in our imagination divide us. In this era of great change and upheaval, we must work urgently and diligently to ensure that everyone has the basic necessities for life, to ensure that everyone has political and religious freedom, and to protect the Earth from environmental exploitation and devastation.

June 16, 2001


INTRODUCTION

WHAT IS ENLIGHTENMENT?

TO “ENLIGHTEN” means, literally, to provide knowledge or spiritual insight, to illuminate what was previously dark or obscured. Those who describe enlightenment experiences recount a shift out of their ordinary frames of reference. Their worldviews become markedly different from what they had been before the experience. Many individuals report never again being the same and that their sense of individuality and separateness evaporated, often permanently. This alteration leaves these enlightened beings in a state of freedom. They are still themselves, and yet they are not. They continue to live out their lives in their physical bodies, yet their identification is no longer confined to the body or the mind. For some, even the world itself as anything more than an illusion disappears. Those who attain enlightenment become liberated, released from the attachment to suffering and limitation of any kind. They are absolutely free, and extraordinarily awakened.

Enlightenment is an aspiration of many seekers regardless of religion or birthplace, often pursued over the course of decades or lifetimes. There are those who believe enlightenment occurs primarily at birth. Some say whether or not one attains enlightenment during the course of his or her lifetime is a matter of destiny or karma. Others describe it as a natural outcome of serious and diligent spiritual practice, and still others say it can happen to anyone anytime, by realizing what has always been one's true nature. In fact, some teachers of nondualism would go so far as to say there is no one to be enlightened because there are no separate beings. The focus of this book is on those beings who were not fully awakened at birth but went through a describable process of transformation. This process is for some blissful and ecstatic, for others arduous or terrifying.

There is something palpably different about someone who has undergone an experience of revelation and transformation that leads to enlightenment. His or her countenance may exhibit serenity, humor, and innocent joy, or the severe features of years of austerity, or even apparent insanity. There is a profound realization of living fully in the present moment: a deep sense of relaxation that arises from the understanding that there is nowhere else to go and nothing else to do. A magnanimity and spaciousness is observed as compared to the finite, limited nature of the individual self, and a complete sense of apparent indifference or nonattachment to the world or social norms may also be present. Enlightened beings often exude a sweetness that draws others to them like bears to honey, or contrarily, some may display a crusty, obnoxious, or obscene isolationism that drives away all but the most persistent and worthy aspirants. Though many enlightened beings seek seclusion and remain unknown, others attract thousands of seekers who come to them for blessings and teachings, the answers to their innermost questions, freedom from their worldly problems and concerns, and, ultimately, their own liberation. Enlightenment appears mysterious and elusive to the unawakened yet the ordinary and natural state of being for those who are liberated.

The mystics, masters, saints, and sages here, drawn from the world's spiritual traditions or from their own individual paths, have expanded their human experience to embrace the cosmic or universal aspects of human life. They have achieved, or at least tasted, that which is desired but eludes the vast majority of human beings: profound peace, extreme happiness, and a deep understanding of truth. Although these masters and saints can inspire us, teach us, and show us the way they found peace, each of us in our own way must ultimately discover our own paths to self-realization, peace, and happiness. May we all awaken to who we truly are.

Characteristics of the Enlightenment Experience

The actual experience of enlightenment is unique to the individual and is colored, to some degree, by her prior experience, spiritual tradition, and culture temperament. Though this is hardly surprising, there do seem to be, however, certain features that are common to all of those who share the phenomenon of awakening.

To consider enlightenment as an experience at all can seem to contradict our notions of no-mind, absorption into the infinite, and emptiness, yet something indeed has happened to those individuals to change them, as difficult or impossible as it may be to describe the event or the process of transcendence. Even so, some qualities do seem common to the enlightenment experience:

INTERCONNECTEDNESS AND EGO TRANSCENDENCE. A fundamental shift in consciousness from the individual to the whole appears to typify the enlightenment experience. This shift may be described as the dissolution of the self, a merging of the wave in the ocean, union with the infinite, abdication of the personal sense of doership, or the loss of a separate identity. There remains no identification with the individual ego or isolated, differentiated self. The individual, ego, and personality all continue to exist, but the identification with them is eliminated.

TIMELESSNESS AND SPACIOUSNESS. No thing or concept remains fixed in time and space. Enlightenment sets into play a moment-to-moment existence. In the words of the Buddha, the only thing that is constant is change. There is a realization of the present moment as all there is and a sense of fluidity that pervades all of life.

ACCEPTANCE. This is a relaxation or surrender, a revelation or insight that all is transpiring according to a plan or randomness that surpasses the individual will. Struggle ends and gives way to acceptance of a reality free of bondage from and attachment to personal desires, thoughts, and feelings.

BEYOND PLEASURE AND PAIN. Those who have experienced enlightenment describe rapture, ecstasy, love, or simply a contentment that transcends suffering. In the midst of transformation, however, fear, confusion, disorientation, pain, torment, and even madness are not uncommon, sometimes lasting over extended periods of time. This has been described by some, such as Saint John of the Cross, as the “dark night of the soul.” Disease and pain inevitably arise and many enlightened ones, such as Ramana Maharshi and Ramakrishna, have died of cancer. Suffering exists but the personal identification with it does not.

CLARITY. The enlightened mind is spontaneous, immediate, and flexible. Thinking is clear and unencumbered by extraneous and limiting thoughts and emotions. Thoughts are purposeful, direct and in the moment, free of extraneous mind chatter.

SHATTERING OF PRECONCEIVED NOTIONS. Rigidity, expectations, preconceived ideas and personae give way to a vaster reality and even to a profound realization of emptiness, vastness, or nothingness.

The Enlightenment Stories

The stories of enlightenment in this book are collected from a wide variety of sources, various spiritual traditions, and from a few who followed no tradition. The intent is to capture the experience of enlightenment as clearly and succinctly as possible. We have attempted to find the subject's core experience that produced the greatest transformation in consciousness from individual to transpersonal, although we recognize the process may extend over a longer period of time. For most of the stories, the subject's own words are used, usually from published autobiographical writings, or new selections created for this work. For a few selections, such as Saint Catherine of Siena, or Abulafia, the report of a close contemporary associate or disciple was all that was available to reflect the experience of the saint or master. In some cases, such as with Rumi, Kabir, Saint John of the Cross, and the Second Dalai Lama, the experiences are recounted in verse.

What Can We Learn from These Stories?

Each person's experience and process of the spiritual and transpersonal aspects of enlightenment is, of course, unique. No two experiences are ever the same, yet stories such as these may inspire us, give us clues to the process of awakening, or act as signposts for our own spiritual seeking and explorations of enlightenment. The diversity of experiences in this book attests to our individuality as human and spiritual beings, while the commonality in consciousness in those who have crossed over from individual to cosmic is just as marked. Paths are many but the goal is one. We hope the reader will find models in our mystics, masters, saints, and sages, and pointers to attitudes and methods that may be of benefit in their own spiritual process. We all have much to learn from these spiritual adepts who continually manifest to grace us with their presence and transcendence.

Who Is Included and Who Is Not

No one religion, country, socioeconomic class, or gender has laid special claim to enlightenment. Men and women, bankers and renunciates, saints and sinners, the worldly and the otherworldly have all experienced enlightenment. Enlightenment is not dependent on lineage or on the number of scriptures one has read, and it is equally within reach of the least or most educated. Our most difficult task in writing this book has been deciding whom to include and whom to exclude.

Many wonderful beings have been left out for a variety of reasons, including space limitations, the need for diversity of traditions and gender, and a desire to include beings from past and present, known and relatively unknown. We were intrigued by those who achieved their transformations in ordinary places: a cannery, a classroom, or in bed. It is these stories, perhaps more than the others, that illustrate how enlightenment is available to any of us.

Our criteria have been to include the best descriptions of the actual enlightenment experience that we could find. There are undoubtedly great beings unknown to us whom we might have included. We were unable to obtain permission for others. A number of our most powerful teachers, including Baba Hari Dass, Hazrat Inayat Khan, Anandamayi Ma, Chagdud Rinpoche, and the Dalai Lama do not talk openly about their experiences of awakening. Hindu tradition is by far the most prolific source of writings on enlightenment, which explains its apparent overrepresentation in our book. We tried to include as many women as possible, and there are a number of others we would have included had we found their stories of awakening. We recognize that it is possible for a person to undergo a transient experience of illumination without remaining in a permanent state of oneness and present these accounts of enlightenment without judging who has remained permanently in such a state.

We believe that these transcendent experiences are best presented at face value, without interpretation, and with the barest of introductions, serving mainly to place their subjects in a context of birthplace and years in which they lived. We have aimed for diversity and balance, though the final list is skewed by our own biases, familiarity, and experience. We hope you find these stories to be as uplifting, inspiring, and fascinating as we have.
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THE BUDDHA

ONE

GAUTAMA, THE BUDDHA

624-544 B.C.E., NEPAL

ONE MIGHT SAY that the Buddha needs no introduction, as he is undoubtedly the most famous of all the enlightened ones included in this book. Yet his story remains an enduring classic and model of the spiritual search and its successful completion.

The pampered prince, Siddhartha, had a beautiful wife and son, dancing girls, sumptuous food, and three palaces for his own use, and was completely sheltered from the world. One day he left the palace surreptitiously and witnessed, for the first time in his life, disease, suffering, old age, and death. This led the prince to renounce his worldly treasures and family to find Truth and a release from suffering for himself and all sentient beings. For six years he pursued ascetic practices in the forest, reducing himself through meditation and fasting to a mere skeleton, at the point of death. At the last moment, he accepted rice milk from a cowherd girl and was revived. Abandoning the ascetic life of the forest for the middle path between indulgence and asceticism, he nevertheless vowed not to move from his meditation seat beneath the Bodhi tree until he reached enlightenment. Defeating Mara, the incarnation of ignorance and evil, all of his past lives appeared before his eyes, and he fell deeply into contemplation of the nature of life and suffering. He sought to transcend birth, suffering, and death. And he succeeded, ultimately attaining the perfect peace of Nirvana. He was absolutely free, liberated while alive.

By means of his exalted state, the Buddha went on to acquire disciples, found an order of monks that persists today, and spread great wisdom and compassion throughout Asia and beyond. Over the past 2,500 years, the Buddha's story and example have inspired countless others to dedicate their entire lives and renounce all the aspects of worldly life to attain Nirvana for the benefit of everyone. Even those who have not yet given up the world have been deeply affected by the Buddha's insights, compassion, and teachings. The Buddhist concepts of the middle path, the four noble truths, the eightfold path, the bodhisattva ideal, and the ultimate release from the sufferings of countless human lifetimes have captivated entire cultures. Throughout Asia, Buddhism is deeply engrained in the fabric of society and forms a primary basis for religious expression. Buddhists throughout the world form what is known as the Sangha, or community of those following the Buddha's example.

The Dharma, as Buddhist teaching is called, has become increasingly popular in the past fifty years in the West as well, as the great diaspora of Buddhist teachers has captivated new generations of spiritual seekers looking beyond their own cultures for Truth. The Buddha did not set out to found a religion and did not even have a concept of God in his teaching. His only mission was to share the truth of his experience, to en-lighten others as he had been enlightened, and to save others from the fear and sufferings of old age, sickness, and death. He wandered and taught for forty-five years, giving instruction even on his deathbed, to guide seekers to self-realization. With his dying breath he instructed those by his bedside: “Decay is inherent in all component things, but the truth will remain forever. Work out your salvation with diligence!” His compassion was unbounded, his wisdom supreme. Now read the culmination of the story in which Prince Siddhartha became Gautama, the Buddha, the Awakened One.

The Buddha's story was originally oral history told to his disciple Ananda, approximately 2,500 years ago, and recorded in various sources including the Pali Canon, the Lalitavishtara Sutra, and the Buddha-charita. The material has been collected and presented here by Sherab Chodzin Kohn, a modern Western Tibetan Buddhist author.

FROM SUFFERING TO NIRVANA 
The Buddha's Liberation

THE BODHISATTVA had triumphed over Mara. The air cleared and was still. The full moon rose in the sky and shone softly. The bodhisattva, unmoving, entered into the first level of meditation. The night was utterly silent; even insects made no murmur. As the moon continued to rise, the bodhisattva's composure deepened, and one by one he mastered the levels of meditation until he reached the fourth. His concentration was bright and unblemished, full and balanced. Then through great confidence and trust, he relinquished the watcher, and his mind entered into a fathomless openness untroubled by content. Here the bodhisattva naturally rested until a profound contentment pervaded him. But as one who already knew the way, he did not become caught up in this. Rather, with utter clarity and tenderness, he turned his mind to untying the knot of birth, old age, sickness, and death.

He saw that the condition for old age, sickness, and death is birth. Once birth happens, the rest follows inevitably. He saw that the condition for birth lay in processes of becoming already set in motion; that the condition for this was grasping or craving; that the condition for this was desire; and the condition for desire, feelings of happiness, suffering, or indifference; and the condition for these, sensual contact; and the condition for sensual contact, the fields of the senses; the condition for sense fields, the arising of mind-body; the condition for mind-body, consciousness. He saw that mind-body and consciousness condition each other to make a rudimentary sense of self. He saw that the condition for consciousness was volitional impulses, and finally that the condition for volitional impulses was ignorance.

Thus he saw that the whole process ending in old age and death begins when basic intelligence slips into unawareness of its own nature. In this way all-pervading intelligence strays into the sense of a self.

After the bodhisattva had penetrated the nature of the process of birth, old age, sickness, and death, the clarity and openness of his mind increased yet further. Then in the first watch of the night, his inner vision became completely unobstructed. This is called the opening of the divine eye. Then he turned his attention to the past, and he saw his and others' countless past lives stretching back over many eons and ages of the world. Even back through world ages separated from the present one by long intervals of universal destruction, he knew that at a certain time he had been thus and such a person. He had been this kind of being, of this sex, of this race, had eaten this food, and had lived this long. Then he had been born again this or that way and once more lived through certain circumstances, and thus had been born and had died and been reborn again an incalculable number of times. This he saw in relation to himself and all other beings.

Then, in the second watch of the night, moved by compassion, he opened his wisdom eye yet further and saw the spectacle of the whole universe as in a spotless mirror. He saw beings being born and passing away in accordance with karma, the laws of cause and effect. Just as, when one clears one's throat, one is next ready to speak, past deeds create a certain inclination. When the basic condition of ignorance is present, the inclination takes shape in a certain kind of volitional impulses, which engender a certain consciousness, and so on up to old age and death, and then once more into ignorance and volitional impulses. Seeing birth and death occurring in accordance with this chain of causality, the bodhisattva saw the cyclic paths of all beings. He saw the fortunate and the unfortunate, the exalted and the lowly going their various ways. He saw how, ignorant and suffering, they were tossed on the stormy waves of birth, old age, sickness, and death.

In the third and last watch of the night, he applied himself to the task of rooting out this suffering once and for all. He had clearly understood the wheel of dependent arising in which each stage follows from a preceding cause, beginning with ignorance. And he saw how beings were driven on it by the powerful motive force of karma. Now his divine eye sought the means of liberation. He saw that through the cessation of birth, old age and death would not exist; through the cessation of becoming, there would be no birth; through the cessation of grasping, no becoming—and so back through the sequence of causation to ignorance. He saw suffering, the cause of suffering, the cessation of suffering, and at last also the path to cessation.

At the end of the third watch, at the first light of dawn the bodhisattva saw through the very last trace of ignorance in himself. Thus he attained complete and utter enlightenment and became the Buddha. The first words that came to him were these:

Seeking but not finding the House Builder,

I traveled through the round of countless births:

O painful is birth ever and again.

House Builder, you have now been seen;

You shall not build the house again.

Your rafters have been broken down;

Your ridge pole is demolished too.

My mind has now attained the unformed nirvana

And reached the end of every kind of craving.

Then he thought: “I have attained the unborn. My liberation is unassailable. This is my last birth. There will now be no renewal of becoming.”

A compilation from the Pali Canon, the Lalitavishtara Sutra, and the Buddhacharita.
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HUI-NENG

TWO

HUI-NENG

638-713, CHINA

HUI-NENG is one of the most beloved teachers in Zen Buddhism and exemplifies that neither wealth nor formal education is a prerequisite for enlightenment. He was the last in a line of founding teachers in the Zen tradition and served as inspiration for the Southern School of Zen. The title of sutra (scripture) given to the documents of Hui-Neng's life and teachings, traditionally reserved for the Buddha himself, give evidence to the high degree of respect accorded this woodcutter turned enlightened master.

The T'ang dynasty, considered by many to be the culmination of Chinese culture, provided the backdrop for Hui-Neng's life. During this era tremendous progress was made in the development of Chinese Buddhist teachings and writings. Legend has it that at the moment of Hui-Neng's birth, in Chou of Kwangtung, beams of light illuminated the air and the room was blanketed with an unusual fragrance. At dawn, two mysterious monks are said to have paid a visit to the newborn's father, instructing him to give his child the auspicious name of Hui-Neng. His childhood was that of a simple, uneducated peasant. An illiterate wood-cutter, Hui-Neng was said to have attained enlightenment (as told in the accompanying selection) in a momentary flash. His teachings pro-vide immediate and direct insights regarding the nature of awareness at its very essence.

As a result of his sudden enlightenment while still a young man, Hui-Neng inherited the title of Grand Master of Zen. That a simple man lacking name, fame, and riches was chosen for this appointment over others far more learned and influential was a threat to the old guard. Persecuted by those who were envious of his attainment, Hui-Neng fled to the mountains. He did not reappear until his middle-age years, at which time he resumed his mission of spreading the knowledge of Zen to the masses. His mode of expression was simple and to the point, placing the wisdom of Zen within the reach of many who would have otherwise been excluded from such teachings. The disciples of Hui-Neng were many, including common folk and Confucian scholars alike. It was not uncommon for him to offer teachings to over a thousand scholars, officials, monks, nuns, and laypeople at a time.

Instructing students and disciples to seek equanimity and under-standing of the true or essential nature, Hui-Neng cautioned against stagnation. He emphasized humility rather than self-aggrandizement, detachment from thoughts, and remaining true to one's essential nature. Shaving one's head and receiving ordination as monks and nuns was fruitless without evenness of mind and straightforwardness of action. The way to enlightenment or buddhahood, advised Hui-Neng, was through purification of the mind and recognition of the Pure Land within the body. Rebirth without enlightenment, he counseled, is a long road. Better, he taught, to realize the “birthless reality of immediacy.”

Hui-Neng had a tremendous impact on revitalizing the quiet asceticism of his own Buddhist section and on the spread of Zen in China. His successors were numerous, and countless thoughtful students continue to benefit from his teachings.

This story is told in first person by Hui-Neng as part of what is known as the Altar Sutra. It was translated by Thomas Cleary from a version by a monk named Tsung-Pao that was compiled in 1291 from earlier sources, including a version from Hiu-Neng's disciple, Fahai.

FROM ILLITERATE WOODCUTTER TO SIXTH ZEN PATRIARCH

AFTER HAVING gotten my mother settled, I left right away and reached Huang-mei within thirty-odd days. There I paid respects to the Fifth Grand Master.

The Grand Master asked, “Where are you from, and what do you want?”

I replied, “I am a peasant from Hsin Province in Ling-nan. I have come from far away to pay my respects to you only because I seek to be a buddha, nothing else.”

The Grand Master said, “You are a southerner, and an aborigine; how can you be a buddha?”

I said, “People may be southerners or northerners, but the buddha-nature originally has no south or north. As an aborigine, my social status is not the same as yours, but what difference is there in our buddha-nature?”

The Grand Master wanted to talk with me more, but he saw that his followers were all around, so he had me do chores with the workers.

I said to him, “My own mind always produces wisdom. Not being alienated from one's own essential nature is itself a field of blessings. What work would you have me do?”

The Grand Master said, “This aborigine is very sharp! Don't say any more. Go work in the mill.”

So I retired to a back building, where a worker had me splitting firewood and pounding rice. I spent over eight months at this, when the Grand Master saw me one day and said, “I think your insight is reliable, but I was afraid bad people would harm you, so I didn't talk to you. Do you realize this?”

I said, “I do know your intention. That is why I didn't dare walk in front of the auditorium, lest one be careless.”

One day the Grand Master called all his disciples to him and said, “I tell you, for people in this world the matter of birth and death is serious. You lot just seek fields of blessings all day long, and do not seek to get out of the ocean of misery of birth and death.

“If your own nature is confused, how can blessings save you? Let each of you look into your own wisdom, grasp the insightful nature of your own basic mind, and compose a verse to show me. If you have understood the great meaning, I will bequeath to you the robe and the teaching, and make you the Sixth Grand Master.

Other people hearing this all set their minds to rest, saying, “We will rely on Master Shen-hsiu after this; why bother to compose a verse?”

Shen-hsiu reflected, “The reason the others won't present verses is that I am their mentor. I must compose a verse to present to the teacher—if I do not present a verse, how will the teacher know the depth or shallowness of the insight and under-standing within my mind? If my intention in presenting a verse is to seek the teaching, then it is good; if it is to seek the rank of Grand Master, that is bad—it would be the same as the ordinary mentality. How would it be different from usurping the rank of a sage? If I do not present a verse, I'll never get the teaching. This is very difficult, very difficult.”

In front of the Fifth Grand Master's auditorium was a hallway three rooms long, where they were going to have an artist paint a mural of the projection of the Lankavatara-sutra and the succession of the five Grand Masters of Ch'an. After Shen-hsiu had composed his verse, several times he got as far as the front of the auditorium intending to present it, but each time he felt faint and broke out in a sweat. Unable to bring himself to present his verse, over a period of four days he made thirteen unsuccessful attempts.

Finally Shen-hsiu thought, “It would be better if I wrote the verse in the hallway, where the teacher can see it. If the teacher says it is good, I will respectfully come forth and declare it to be my composition. If he says it won't do, I have been wasting years in the mountains accepting respect from others—what further path would I practice?” That night, in the middle of the night, letting no one know, he took a lamp and wrote his verse on the wall of the south hallway, presenting his insight.

The verse said,

The body is the tree of enlightenment,

The mind is like a clear mirror-stand.

Polish it diligently time and again,

Not letting it gather dust.

Having written this, Shen-hsiu went back to his room, totally undetected by anyone.

Two days later, a boy passing by the mill was chanting that verse. As soon as I heard it, I realized this verse did not yet reveal the fundamental essence. Although I had not received instruction, I already knew the main idea, so I asked the boy, “What verse is that you're chanting?”

The boy said, “You aborigine! Don't you know that the Grand Master said for people in this world the matter of birth and death is serious—if they want to get transmission of the robe and the teaching, he had the disciples compose verses. If anyone has realized the great meaning, he will transmit the robe and the teaching and make him the Sixth Grand Master. The senior monk Shen-hsiu wrote this formless verse on the wall of the south hallway; the Grand Master had everyone memorize it, saying that if one puts this verse into practice one will avoid falling into evil ways, and if one puts this verse into practice one will gain great benefit.”

I said, “I have been here pounding rice for over eight months, and have never been to the auditorium. Please take me to where the verse is, so I can pay my respects.”

When the boy had led me to the verse to pay respects, I said, “I am illiterate; please read it for me.” At that time the lieutenant military inspector of Chiang Province was there, a man named Chang Chih-yung; he read the verse aloud. After I'd heard it, I said I had a verse too, and asked the lieutenant inspector to write it for me.

The lieutenant inspector said, “How extraordinary that you too would compose a verse!”

I said to the lieutenant inspector, “If you want to learn supreme enlightenment, don't slight beginners. A person of the lowliest rank may have the very highest knowledge, while a person of the highest rank may lack practical wisdom. If you slight people, you will have done incalculable wrong.”

The lieutenant inspector said, “Recite your verse, and I will write it for you. If you attain the teaching, you should liberate me. Don't forget these words.”

My verse went this way:

Enlightenment originally has no tree,

And a clear mirror is not a stand.

Originally there's not a single thing—

Where can dust be attracted?

After this verse had been written down, the whole community was amazed, and everyone wondered. They said to each other, “How odd! You can't tell about people by their appearance! How could we have employed him, a living bodhisattva, as a servant for so long?”

Seeing the surprise and wonder of the crowd, the Grand Master feared someone might do me harm, so he erased the verse with his shoe and said, “This is still not yet perception of essence.”

Everyone thought it was so, but the next day the Grand Master surreptitiously came to the mill, where he saw me pounding rice, a stone at my waist. He said, “People who seek the Way forget their bodies for the sake of the teaching; will he be like this?” Then he asked me, “Is the rice ready yet?”

I replied, “The rice has been ready for a long time, but it still wants sifting.”

The Grand Master knocked the mortar three times with his cane. Immediately understanding the Grand Master's meaning, I went to his room at the third watch [in the middle of the night]. Using his vestment as a screen so no one could see us, he explained the Diamond Sutra to me. When he came to the point where it says, “You should activate the mind without dwelling on anything,” at these words I had the overwhelming realization that all things are not apart from inherent nature.

I then said to the Grand Master, “Who would have expected that inherent nature is originally intrinsically pure? Who would have expected that inherent nature is originally unborn and undying? Who would have expected that inherent nature is originally complete in itself? Who would have expected that inherent nature is originally immovable? Who would have expected that inherent nature can produce myriad things?”

Knowing I had realized original nature, the Grand Master said to me, “If one does not discern the original mind, it is of no benefit to study the teaching. If you discern your own original mind and see your own original essential nature, you are what they call a great man, a teacher of humans and angels, a buddha.”

I received the teaching in the middle of the night, unbeknownst to anyone. He then handed on the doctrine of immediacy, as well as the bowl and robe, saying, “You are the sixth-generation Grand Master. Be conscientious and spiritually liberate beings everywhere, popularizing the teaching so that it will not die out in the future. Listen to my verse:

“Those with sense plant seeds;

The fruits grow from the ground.

Since there is no seed without sense,

There is no nature, no life.”

The Grand Master also said, “When the great teacher Bodhi-dharma first came to this land a long time ago, people did not yet believe in him, so he handed on this robe as an embodiment of faith, and it has been inherited through the generations. As for the teaching, it is transmitted mind to mind, enabling all to awaken themselves and understand themselves.

“Since olden times, the buddhas have only communicated the original reality; the teachers have intimately imparted the original mind. The robe is a bone of contention; let it stop with you and not be passed on. If you were to pass on this robe, your life would be in danger. You must go away immediately, for I fear people may harm you.”

I asked, “Where should I go?”

The Grand Master said, “Stop when you meet Huai; hibernate when you encounter Hui.”

Taking the robe and bowl in the middle of the night, I said, “I am originally a southerner, unfamiliar with the mountain roads here. How can I get out to the mouth of the river?”

The Fifth Grand Master said, “Don't worry. I'll take you there myself.” The Grand Master than took me right to Nine River Station, where he had me get onto a boat. The Fifth Grand Master himself took up the oars and rowed.

I asked the Grand Master to sit down and let me row, but he said, “It is appropriate that I ferry you across.”

I said, “When people are at a loss, the guide ferries them over; when one is enlightened, one ferries oneself over.”

The Grand Master said, “So it is. It is so. Hereafter Buddhism will become very popular through you. Three years after you go, I will depart from this world. Now you should go; make your way to the South. It is better not to speak out too quickly; it is hard to promote Buddhism.”

After I had bade farewell and left the Grand Master, I set out southward.

From the Altar Sutra by Hui-Neng, Sixth Grand Master of Zen.


THREE

YESHE TSOGYAL

757-817, TIBET

YESHE TSOGYAL, whose name means “Ocean of Primordial Wisdom,” is considered to be the mother of Tibetan Buddhism. She is best known for her role as consort and biographer of Padmasambhava (Lotus-Born), the Vajrayana Buddhist guru who is credited with bringing Buddhism from India to Tibet. This great woman, however, deserves to be recognized for her own profound spiritual attainments. In addition to being a historical figure, Yeshe Tsogyal's story has been mythologized over the centuries and she has assumed the status of a deity, the Queen of Great Bliss.

In the mundane world, Yeshe Tsogyal was the young wife of Emperor Trisong Detsen, who invited Padmasambhava to teach and build monasteries in Tibet. However, she had no interest in married life in the emperor's harem, and sought only spiritual wealth and experiences. When Yeshe Tsogyal became the student and tantric consort of the Indian spiritual teacher, quite a scandal erupted at the emperor's court, and she was forced into exile.

Keith Dowman, in his book Sky Dancer, relates the story of her first tantric encounter with the Lotus-Born Lord:

I, the girl Tsogyel, sank beneath mundane appearances, and having slipped into the nakedness of pure pleasure, I anointed my mandala of delight with the five sacred substances, and made further petition:

Buddha Hero of Pure Pleasure, do as you will.

Guru and Lord of Pure Pleasure,

With true energy and joy, I implore you to inject

The seed into the inner mandala.

And I will guard the secret of the method with my life.
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YESHE TSOGYEL

Then with three fingers stirring the pollen dust of the lotus, I offered my mandala to the mandala of the Guru's Body with an intense snake-like dance. The mandala of dynamic space having gathered into itself the nature of the Great Pema Heruka himself by means of the hook of the lower member's focal point, the Absolute Heruka, his magnificent flaming vajra in a state of rapacity and violent abuse, his wrinkles uncreased, projecting his full emanation, took command of the lotus throne with a roar of scornful laughter that flooded appearances with glory, transmuting them into pure pleasure. Thus he revealed to me the Mandala of the Blazing Sun of Radiant Inner Space, conferring power upon me.

Throughout her life, Yeshe Tsogyal wandered and performed advanced spiritual practices in many caves and monasteries throughout Tibet and Nepal. Her attainments and spiritual prowess were legendary, nothing short of miraculous. She is credited with raising the dead, defeating demons, and controlling the elements of nature and the energies of millions of gross and subtle worlds. Yeshe Tsoygal's wisdom and compassion were reputed to be beyond compare. As an eighth-century woman and spiritual adept in an era when women were not highly valued in society or in religious endeavors, she is quite remarkable. This great teacher served as a model for a host of later yoginis, including some of her own future incarnations.

Known for her infallible memory, Yeshe Tsogyal collected and spread the teachings of Padmasambhava throughout Tibet. She also preserved and interred them securely for future generations of spiritual aspirants in hidden mystical emplacements known as termas (treasures), to be rediscovered hundreds of years later by special treasure finders known as tertons. Indeed, her own autobiography was found as a terma in the sixteenth century by the terton Taksham Nuden Dorje.

Whether woman or deity, Yeshe Tsogyal left a remarkable legacy of marvels that are unparalleled today, but worthy of emulation by those aspirants, women and men, who wish to discover the secret treasures of Tibetan Buddhism.

This poem in which Yeshe Tsogyal recounts her remarkable spiritual achievements is from an eighth-century manuscript, mystically hidden by herself and found in the sixteenth century by the terton Taksham Nuden Dorje. The translation is by Padmakara Translation Group.

LADY OF THE LOTUS-BORN

Signs of Accomplishment

Stirred, in Tidro by the allegorical display of Dakinis,

I undertook the eight austerities,

Extracting certain tokens of attainment.



Residing at a place where snow and moraines meet,

I came upon the heat of tummo fire,

And threw away the clothing of the world.

In the Trysting Place of Dakinis

The fourth empowerment's warmth was mine,

And all that I beheld was cleansed,

Becoming thus the presence of the Teacher.



In Nepal I brought a dead man back to life

And by this means my Atsara I ransomed

To gain the essence of the path profound.

My speech was vibrant with the melody of Brahma

My body journeyed like a rainbow in celestial fields;

My mind became the Wisdom of the triple time.



In Senge-Dzong I took the sap of healing herbs

And saw the vision of the deities of medicine.

In Nering I subdued and quelled the uproar

Of a host of demons and attained accomplishment.

I beheld the face of all the deities I practiced,

And I attained accomplishments with ease.



At Paro Taktsang, with my three companions

I trod the path profound and deep

And I, Heruka of Great Bliss,

Controlled and brought within my power

The subtle veins, the essence drop and energies,

And likewise the five elements I tamed.

My body, speech and mind transfigured

As the Triple Kaya,

The Prophecies of Amitayus came to me.

From Vajravarahi inseparable,

I then became the mistress of all Mandalas.



At Onphu Taktsang I attained Kilaya

And seized the life force of the gods and spirits

Of a thousand million worlds.

The deities of Amitayus' mandala I saw

And reached the level of a deathless vidyadhara,

Diamond-like, invincible and indestructible.



Throughout the far-flung regions of Tibet

In every hill and dale,

The places where I practiced are uncountable.

And not a single clod of earth that hands may grasp

Is now without my blessing,

And time the truth of this will show—

The proof will be the taking out of Treasures.

In lesser sites, so many that the mind cannot encompass

The imprints of my hands and feet now fill the rocks.

And mantras, syllables, and images,

I placed and set to be

The stay and basis of the future faithful,

And prayed that, linked with them,

They might derive great profit.

These are the signs of my attainment:

Demons and the evil-minded were subdued,

The five-fold elements were brought beneath my sway,

And everywhere I filled the earth with Treasures.



Since unfailing memory I gained,

The whole of Padma's teaching I collated.

Since intrepid Confidence is mine,

The future I predict, and shield the fortunate.

Since I am the peer of all Buddhas,

I bring their labor to completion—

The work of those who in past, present, and future time

Are gone to bliss.

And thus I am adorned with all attainments.



In brief, to tell my ordinary accomplishments,

I hold phenomena beneath my sway.

I have the power of fleet-footedness,

The universal remedy and the balm of magic sight,

And entry to the hidden lands

Concealed within the sky and earth and secret zones.



Then to tell of my supreme attainment.

I possess the threefold concentration.

The wisdom mind, Samantabhadri's vastness,

Is not hid from me.

And Ultimate Reality is but my jewel and plaything.

I do not hope for Liberation

And of the pains of hell I have no fear.

Far from the nihilism of non-believers,

Such is the calm assurance of profound Dharmata!

The Great Perfection, which no action may accomplish,

Is indeed the fruit I have won,

The all-pervading Presence of the Atiyoga.



Wherever space pervades, my wisdom mind is present.

My compassion now outshines the sun.

Greater are my blessings than the following clouds,

And swifter than the rain I bring accomplishments.

My faithful ones, who follow me in future times,

Your prayers to me are thus of highest moment,

For I have forged the links that bind us.



Know that I will guide you even in the states of sorrow,

While those who turn away, forsaking me,

Will turn their backs on all the Buddhas.

Only suffering can be the fruit of such an error.

Yet even then, my love will not forsake them,

And when their karma is exhausted, they will come to me.

Samaya Gya Gya Gya

From The Secret Life and Songs of the Tibetan Lady Yeshe Tsogyal.
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JALALUDDIN RUMI

FOUR

JALALUDDIN RUMI

1207-1273, AFGHANISTAN

JALALUDDIN RUMI, founder of the Mevlevi order of Sufi dervishes, was without a doubt one of the most open-hearted and ecstatic consorts of the Beloved of all time. Born in the remote village of Balkh (now part of Afghanistan), Rumi spent most of his life in Konya, Turkey, which in the thirteenth century lay at the western edge of the Silk Road and was a mingling spot for merchants and mystics alike. There Muslims, Christians, Hindus, and even Buddhists crossed paths. In his late thirties, Rumi, a respected scholar of theology, started a school of divinity. He was a consummate Sufi, or seeker of God. Some consider Sufism to be the mystical branch of Islam; others hold it to be the pursuit of truth and communion with the Divine in any aspirant of any tradition. There is no reality, exhort the Sufis, but God; only Love, Lover, and Beloved; mere emptiness to be filled with all that is God.

Without a doubt, the defining moment of Rumi's life was his meeting, in those same streets of Konya, with Shams (meaning “sun”) of Tabriz. A wandering dervish with no school of his own, Shams sought no great or subservient following. He merely sought one receptive soul spacious enough to contain his teachings and to be a companion in Divine ecstasy. As Rumi rode his donkey through the market stalls of Konya, he was pierced by the penetrating glance of Shams, and would never again be as he was. “Who,” challenged Shams, “was greater—Mohammed or Bestami [a renowned Sufi master claiming to have merged with God]?” Immersed in the question, Rumi came to the realization in that very moment that he need search no further. He stood face to face with God.

Shams and Rumi became inseparable, engaging in shared communion with the Divine, sometimes spoken, often in silence. Their spirits commingled, immersed in contemplation, meditation, revelation, and celebration. Rumi's students came to be quite jealous of Shams and, in 1247, murdered him, leaving no trace of his body. Rumi was devastated, but eventually came to know that Shams was ever with him; they remained inseparable, in spirit as in body. His sublime odes to Love, Lover, and Beloved, the Sufi trinity, may be considered an ongoing dialogue with his precious teacher and companion.

The Mevlevi order has spread throughout the world, and Rumi's ecstatic verses continue to set many a heart and soul aflame. Intoxication is the word that most aptly describes Rumi's love affair with the Divine. Imbibing the delicious nectar of the spirit, turning 'round and 'round in absolute harmony with the music of the spheres, Rumi celebrates the dance of the spirit. A Sufi, filled with ecstasy, remarked to his companion that his cup overflowed with the wine of the spirit. So bursting was he with his Beloved that there was no room left for even one more drop of wine. “Never,” the other replied, “can one have too much of God, as he floated a rose petal atop the full-to-the-brim goblet.” So is the bursting heart and spirit of Jalaluddin Rumi.

The following poems and writings are all by Jalaluddin Rumi, drawn from various sources (indicated if known) and translated from the Persian by several translators, including Coleman Barks. (See the bibliography for more details.)

INTOXICATED WITH THE BELOVED

Say I Am You

I am

dust particles in sunlight.

I am the round sun.



To the bits of dust I say, Stay.

To the sun, Keep moving.



I am morning mist,

and the breathing of evening.



I am wind in the top of a grove,

and surf on the cliff.



Mast, rudder, helmsman, and keel,

I am also the coral reef they founder on.



I am a tree with a trained parrot in its branches.

Silence, thought, and voice.



The musical air coming through a flute,

a spark off a stone, a flickering in metal.



Both candle and the moth

crazy around it.



Rose and the nightingale

lost in the fragrance.



I am all orders of being,

the circling galaxy,



the evolutionary intelligence,

the lift and the falling away.



What is and what isn't.

You who know Jalaluddin,

you the One in all,

say who I am.

Say I am you.



No one knows what makes the soul

wake up so happy



Maybe a dawn breeze has blown the veil

from the face of God.



A thousand new moons appear.

Roses open laughing.



Hearts become perfect rubies

like those from Badakshan.



The body turns entirely spirit.

Leaves become branches in this wind!



Why is it now so easy to surrender,

even for those already surrendered?



There's no answer to any of this.

No one knows the source of joy.



A poet breathes into a reed flute,

and the tip of every hair makes music.



Shams sails down clods of dirt from the roof,

and we take jobs as doorkeepers for him.

Become the Sun Itself

A TRUE SEEKER must transcend those joys and delights that are just the ray and reflection of the glory of God. He must not let himself grow content with such things, even though they are of God, come from God's grace, and are of the radiance of God's beauty, for they are not eternal; with reference to God they are eternal: with reference to man, they are not.

Think of the rays of the sun shining into houses. They are rays of the sun, and they are light, but they are attached to the sun and not the houses. When the sun sets, their light no more remains.

What we have to do, then, is to become the Sun itself, so all fear of separation can forever be ended.

—Letters

Busy Yourself with That Head

It is the time of Union, of Vision, the time of

Resurrection and Eternity.



It is the time of grace and generosity,

the sea of perfect purity.



The treasure of gifts has arrived,

the shining of the sea has flashed out.



The dawn of blessing has arisen.

Do I say dawn? No, the Light of God.



What is this “figure,” this “face”?

Who is this “Emperor” and “Prince”?



What is this “ancient knowledge”?

All these are only veils—



Only ecstasies like this one

can transport you beyond them.



The source of such live waters is in your head,

and in your eyes:



Busy yourself with that head—

yet, in reality, you have two!



Your clay head comes from earth,

your pure head from heaven.



How many pure heads have rolled in the bloody dust So you can know that it is on that head that this depends!



Your original head's hidden,

your derived one's manifest:

Behind this world opens an infinite universe.

—Odes

The Real Work

THERE IS one thing in this world that you must never forget to do. If you forget everything else and not this, there's nothing to worry about; but if you remember everything else and forget this, then you will have done nothing in your life.

It's as if a king has sent you to some country to do a task, and you perform a hundred other services, but not the one he sent you to do. So human beings come to this world to do particular work. That work is the purpose, and each is specific to the person. If you don't do it, it's as though a priceless Indian sword were used to slice rotten meat. It's a golden bowl being used to cook turnips, when one filing from the bowl could buy a hundred suitable pots. It's a knife of the finest tempering nailed into a wall to hang things on.

You say, “But look, I'm using the dagger. It's not lying idle.” Do you hear how ludicrous that sounds? For a penny, an iron nail could be bought to serve the purpose. You say, “But I spend my energies on lofty enterprises. I study jurisprudence and philosophy and logic and astronomy and medicine and all the rest.” But consider why you do those things. They are all branches of yourself.

Remember the deep root of your being, the presence of your lord. Give your life to the one who already owns your breath and your moments. If you don't, you will be exactly like the man who takes a precious dagger and hammers it into his kitchen wall for a peg to hold his dipper gourd. You'll be wasting valuable keenness and foolishly ignoring your dignity and your purpose.




End of sample
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