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Just to leave one’s homeland is to
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PART ONE

Going to the
Mountain

At the center of the earth, there stands a great mountain,
Lord of Snows, majestic, rooted in the sea,
its summit wreathed in clouds,
a measuring rod for all creation.

—KALIDASA (4TH CENTURY CE)
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CHAPTER ONE

Off the Deep End

TENZIN

J‘/l,t. Kailash is the axws mundi, the

cosmic pillar that upholds the vault of heaven. The sacred moun-
tain had haunted my dreams since I was a young Tibetan Buddhist
monk in my twenties. | had been initiated, in a complex ceremony
that I've only recently begun to understand, into the sacred man-
dala of the visualized presence of the totally enlightened Archetype
Buddha Paramasukha Chakrasamvara, a name that can be trans-
lated as Superbliss-Machine Embrace. The Chakrasamvara initia-
tion ritual teaches that Mt. Kailash is the most magical site on
earth, the abode of the father and mother of the world, the
gods Shiva and Uma. For that reason, Shakyamuni Buddha,
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Cirtling tbeSa(rea' Mountain

the founder of historical Buddhism, 1s said to have manifested
himself there as the Superbliss-Machine Buddha. His mythic pur-
pose was to turn all the divine energies away from violent passion
and toward gentle bliss.

During my initiation into the mandala, I was told by His Holi-
ness the Dalai Lama that the Superbliss Buddha's Mandala Pal-
ace, home to sixty-two Superbliss deities, is always present at Mt.
Kailash. The palace doors are always open there and its radiance is
always emanating. During the next couple of years, 1 often won-
dered about the mountain, but 1 eventually became preoccupied
with other aspects of my life.

At the end of the sixties, having exchanged monastery for uni-
versity, Mt. Kailash returned to my mind with my study at Har-
vard of the exquisite Sanskrit poem The Birth of the Prince, which
was written by Kalidasa, the king of Indian poets. My wife Nena
and I were beginning to host our children on this earth and when
our daughter was born in 1970 we gave her the auspicious name
Uma, for the gentle mother goddess whose heroism and cosmic
beauty were described so vividly in Kalidasa’s poem.

We first went to the Kailash area during my year of disserta-
tion research in India, spending six idyllic months in the Himala-
yas in the exquisite hill town of Almora on the ancient route of
pilgrimage to the mountain. Outside our window lay the exalting
vista of Mt. Nandadewvi, which looked like a woman lying on her
side, and Trisul, like the trident after which it is named. These
mountains also represented the father and mother of the gods. We
were guests of Lama Govinda, the famous writer and Buddhist
scholar, who had also once been a Buddhist monk. Long a friend
of Nena’s, he became a mentor to us both. He had made a pilgrim-
age to Mt. Kailash in the 1940s, going there with the true devotion
of an initiate. He traveled on foot and by Tibetan pony with his
Parsee wife, the artist Li Gotami, with a small caravan of yaks to
carry their artists’ gear and living supplies. His father was Ger-
man, his mother Bolivian, and he had studied esoteric mysteries
since his youth at the turn of the century. He had become a Bud-
dhist monk in Sr1 Lanka in his late twenties, spending years in
meditation and in scholarly study of Buddhist psychology. Visit-
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ing the Himalayan town of Darjeeling, he met Dromo Geshe
Rinpoche, converted from Theravadin to Tibetan Buddhism and
returned to lay life. He married an idealistic young woman, also a
spiritual seeker, and the venerable and delightful couple ended up
in the Almora ashram left them by W. Y. Evans-Wentz, the Amer-
ican editor of the first translation of the so-called Tibetan Book of the
Dead.

One evening, on his eightieth birthday, Lama Govinda kept us
up at his house well into the night with the tale of his circumambu-
lation of Mt. Kailash. Pilgrims have always feared the frequent
blizzards that suddenly materialize around the mountain. If caught
in one in those days, travelers were stuck without any conceiv-
able source of help, there being no radios, helicopters, or jeeps to
send for assistance. The mountain was infamous for its dangerous
changes of mood. Lama Govinda told us he had discovered an
ultimate place of power on the north face of the mountain, a place
where one could plant one’s deepest wish for the world, and all the
Buddhas and gods and dakini-angels would see to its accomplish-
ment. Mt. Kailash could be that powerful. It was worth all the
danger to try to get there. He looked at us meaningfully and then,
murmuring, almost tearful, began to recount the horrors that were
going on at that very moment all around the world. Having drawn
our attention to the inconceivable anguish of the many suffering
beings, he then fell silent. [t was the summer of 1971, at the height
of the Bangladesh atrocities. | had a momentary fantasy of a clan-
destine foray into Tibet to circle the mountain right then and there,
but it was clearly unrealistic.

At night, I dreamt from time to time of Kailash as a great
crystal energy source radiating infinite shades of blues and crim-
sons and greens and golds, sending these life-giving rays right
through the intervening mountain ranges to light up our souls. A
pilgrimage up beyond the snows was a tempting but daunting
prospect, since the sacred mountain lay beyond the Indian border
in Tibet, under the dominion of the troops of Communist China.
No one, especially no friend of a free Tibet, would have access. In
1971 the Chinese invaders were still involved in the overt phase of
their genocidal program against the Tibetans. The people of the
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Land of Snows were starving, dying, struggling, and fleeing, and
those safe in exile were trying to preserve their culture and the
shreds of their lives; all were crying out to the unhearing world to
stop the holocaust that they were suffering. In the midst of this
horror that enveloped Tibet, Kailash just stood there like a roof-
peak ornament, glowing and radiating its inexhaustible light and
energy.

The inaccessibility of Mt. Kailash gradually came to represent
to me the suppression of the power of human goodness that we
need to make our dreams of peace come true.

Upon our return to New York from India, I met the eminent
Hindu swami Satchidananda, who joked with me when he heard
my Buddhist name, Tenzin, which I had received from His Holi-
ness when | was ordained as a Tibetan monk in 1964. It means
Upholder of the Teaching. Back in the householder’s life, some of
my friends still used it informally.

“Ah, Tenzin,” said the swami, “you must be the one who
climbed Mount Everest!” He smiled warmly, looked at me deeply,
and shook my hand. A feeling lingered in me after that encounter
that my journey into the Dharma was only working at half speed.
Was [ only “climbing” in books? Shouldn't interior achievement
support external achievement as well? Maybe I could go to the
mountains and change the world as well as change myself.

Getting up a mountain just to be at the top has never appealed
to me, however. While the physical challenge is stimulating, it
seems like a conceptual exercise to prove you can meet the chal-
lenge. But Kailash is not a climbing mountain; it is far too holy for
human trespass. The great god Shiva lives there with his beloved
Uma, while the Superbliss Buddha and his circle of artist deities
dance there, keeping the gods happy. Humans get their blessings
by circling the mountain in pilgrimage, not by scaling its strictly
forbidden peak. Trapped as it was behind communist lines, it
seemed to me that the mountain itself needed to be liberated, re-
stored to its spiritual purpose. Because it is a mountain that ampli-
fies prayers, I hoped that its liberation might help liberate the
world.

In 1979 I was nearly forty and in India again, moving on from
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my years of philosophical studies to learn more deeply about the
Unexcelled Yoga Tantra spiritual sciences and arts, the ultimate
technologies developed in India and Tibet for mastering death
and life. The situation then looked more hopeful for Tibet. Mao
Zedong had died and the Gang of Four had been routed; so it was
just possible that the new leaders Deng Xiaoping and Hu Yaobang
would reverse Mao’s genocidal policy in Tibet and let the Dalai
Lama come to the aid of his long-suffering people. Several delega-
tions from the Tibetan government-in-exile in Dharamsala, India,
traveled to China and through Tibet, making the first survey of the
degree of devastation wrought by almost three decades of commu-
nist class-struggle, intellectual oppression, and cultural revolution,
carried on simultaneously with invasion, occupation, colonization,
and economic exploitation. The Tibetans were horrified —by the
intensity of the Tibetan people’s outpouring to the delegates, ago-
nized accounts of terror and torture, tears, hysterical demonstra-
tions, and weeping prayers sent to the Dalai Lama; and by the
total devastation of all material signs of the Tibetan Buddhist
spiritual culture. Huge monasteries, temples, wayside monuments,
even cliffside carvings were all reduced to rubble.

It was still out of the question for me to travel to Tibet, so |
couldn’t visit Mt. Kailash. My priority was to work hard to help
the Dalai Lama come to America so he could tell the story of his
nation’s tragedy to the wider world.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama was finally permitted to come
to the U.S. in 1979, giving talks arranged at Amherst College
and Harvard University, teaching at my teacher’s monastery in
Washington, New Jersey, and visiting Congress and the national
shrines in Washington, D.C. In 1981 in Wisconsin, he bestowed
his beloved Kalachakra initiation for the first time outside of Tibet
or India. During the elaborate ceremony I had a new vision and
new encouragement about the old self-world, interior-exterior du-
ahty. The Kalachakra Tantra—the Time-Machine Spiritual Tech-
nology —has the exquisite arts and yogas of the Unexcelled
Tantras, while also presenting an apocalyptic dimension that cen-
ters on the prophecy of Shambhala. It tells of a magic hidden
country of highly evolved bodhisattvas (enlightened beings dedi-
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cated to serving others) who live up near the North Pole and
practice the Time-Machine internal yogas; they cultivate hi-tech
communication, defense, and life-supporting infrastructures. At
some point, the world finally comes under the dominion of a sin-
gle, tyrannical Big Brother and the force field over Shambhala
dissolves, allowing everyone on the globe to find it. The tyrant
invades and is welcomed by the Shambhalans, but then he turns
on them and tries to annihilate them. The Shambhalans then fight
back and use their hi-tech machinery to destroy the military power
of the evil invaders. The whole world is liberated from tyranny
and becomes a realm of goodness and happiness.

This prophecy moved me the first time I heard it. Birth and
death and life and loss and pain are bad enough on the individual
level. It seems completely gratuitous for bad leadership, self-
destructive behavior, and sheer stupidity and malice to add to
the difficulties. Buddhas are exalted beings—both human and
divine —who have accomplished complete enlightenment. When a
bodhisattva—heroic seeker of enlightenment—becomes a perfect
blissful buddha, she does not bail out of the mess and leave living
beings stuck behind. Shakyamuni as a buddha achieved a state of
consciousness that ranges through time as freely as through space,
enabling him to be present in all possible futures of all beings, to
help them wisibly and invisibly to optimize their own progress
toward freedom. The Buddha as Time-Machine expresses artisti-
cally and spiritually this pervasive presence of enlightened com-
passion in every moment of time, making time into a machine for
the optimal evolutionary development of beings. The amazingly
peaceful, colorful, and cheerful feelings in any Kalachakra initia-
tion come, I believe, from the subliminal awareness of this positiv-
ity immanent 1n time.

After the initiation I was sitting on a dock in the lake near
Madison, my hand playing in the cool water. As the ripples flowed
from my fingers out into the lake and out into the world, I sud-
denly saw gentle ripples of goodness flow toward Washington,
into the mandala palace of the government—the White House,
Washington Monument, Lincoln Memorial, Capitol building, out
over the Potomac through the Jefferson Memorial, even into the
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Pentagon —and then | saw the ripples continue around the world
to Europe and Russia and Japan. This little vision made it seem
for a moment that goodness had the power to triumph after all.
Maybe | could come to see this in my lifetime. Maybe I could
leave a world alive with this possibility to my beautiful children,
instead of delivering them innocently to the violent wheel of de-
mons we habitually see out there. | began to join His Holiness's
efforts on the political level, to struggle for the freedom of Tibet
and no longer write it off as a lost cause.

Life now seemed to have reached a kind of mature seriousness
for me. [ had to find further means to accomplish an integration of
the outer and the inner. 1 had been slowly working changes in
myself, seemingly endless changes, and yet always seeing more
flaws to correct, more virtues to cultivate. My friends and family
went through similar progressions, but the outer world seemed
always to go intractably in the other direction. However close it
got to solving its crises and turning to its potential goodness, yet
another catastrophe would occur and things would get worse,
heading off in the wrong direction once again. I wanted to find
access to forces capable of transforming the world out there, not
just myself. 1 kept coming back to Mt. Kailash, the magic gem-
stone, and to what Lama Govinda had said. Could it be the crystal
key to initiate this shift?

Kailash might be the place where planting my deepest wish for
this world would help make it come true, a place to pronounce my
vow for the universe, the gateway for the apocalyptic emergence
of this world as a living realm for beings to become buddhas. I had
learned from Lama Govinda that the campsite on the north face, at
Drirapuk, was like a spiritual megaphone. Whatever prayer you
make there is automatically transmitted instantaneously through-
out the planet and even beyond.

I made up my mind to go to Mt. Kailash and decided that 1
needed a team to go with me. By midsummer in 1995 there were
eight people ready, pilgrims all at different points in the Buddhist
path, and my trekking company wanted us to go that fall. And
then I bumped into Tad Wise in a coffee shop in town. He was
there with his new partner, showing off their baby girl. We wished
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them well and sat down for a coffee. To my amazement, when Tad
heard I was taking a group to Mt. Kailash, he instantly wanted to
go along himself.

Tad had been a student of mine at Amherst College in the
seventies. We had a bit of a bond, because we were both from
Woodstock in upstate New York, a more earthy and realistic place
than Amherst. But Tad was a hard case. He was interested in the
Dharma and in developing himself, but he had high literary ambi-
tions, a well-entrenched Western personality, and a complex fam-
ily background. In his college years, Tad bonded with our family
as if he were another son, yet he resisted the spiritual vision of the
aim of life, also rather like our own children.

At one time he stayed in our summer retreat house while writ-
ing a book. Like any son, he had problems that needed real help:
alcohol, unstable relations with women, frustrated ambition. Once
in a while, he would ask for a Dharma teaching. Then he would
resist anything offered.

So I was surprised when he put himself forward to come to
Kailash. 1 thought that he must desperately need Buddhist mind-
reform methodology. I let him know that the teachings would be
intensive once we got to Tibet. I planned to teach everyone—
myself included —the full force of The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform, a
powerful and poetic indictment of ignorance and self-centered-
ness, and an effective method for overcoming them. Normally you
would not teach such a forceful Dharma method without first pro-
viding a strong foundation in Buddhist practice. New students
need time to acclimatize to the Buddha Dharma, the teaching of
the evolutionary lifestyle. If you put the self-addiction on the table
right away, challenging basic narcissism at its root, people may
react allergically and feel that their very personality is threatened.
Their addictive self convinces them that the teaching is an assault,
you the teacher are their enemy, and the habitual self is really still
their best friend. So Buddhist teachers usually skirt the issues of
self-habituation and self-preoccupation initially.

I wanted this trip to Kailash to be a no-holds-barred, leap-into-
the-abyss kind of journey. We would not coddle ego-habits, self-

promotion, or self-seeking. There would be no room for denial, no
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soft-pedaling to nudge people along. There is no time for that; we
stand at the end of history, after centuries of genocides and atroci-
ties beyond imagining, at a precipice of doom for all that lives on
our fragile planetary surface. We must drop the pretenses and the
self-deceptions, we must rise to a heroic level together. We have
made all life vulnerable to the impact of our ignorant prejudice,
greed, and hate. We must now take responsibility and turn it
around as soon as possible.

You do not need a doctorate in philosophy or years of sit-
ting at your guru’s feet to experience the transcendent wisdom
of The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform. You can do it at any time with
the right understanding and the right effort. I have invested a
lot in the belief that Kailash is the core of our global structure
of life, the sacred heart of the joy that makes life worthwhile, or
even plausible.

The group circling the sacred mountain will invite transcen-
dent wisdom 1n its fiercest form, Yamantaka the Terminator of
Death, to destroy our inner enemy of egotism. Each of us will have
to face the deepest teachings, the most clear-cut reflections of the
self and its habits. The Blade Wheel is designed to kill the ego to
save our lives. We all need that. Tad needs it. The world needs it.

But most of all, I need it. I learned some time ago that a
teacher is always teaching himself. As you think through things for
your students, you deepen your own understanding. You can only
explain effectively for others what you are willing to experience
yourself. When | was a disciple of my first teacher, Geshe Wan-
gyal, in my early twenties, he held up to me a bright mirror in
which I was forced to see my negative personality features, mis-
perceptions, and negative impulses. | never could have sustained
such devastating clarity without him there with me as a live exam-
ple, looking at himself, still working on himself even at sixty years
of age, though he had every right to sit back and rest on his laurels
of enlightenment accomplished. He even accepted my faults, com-
mitted himself unconditionally to my potential, leaving it to me to
recognize how much better it would be to overcome this, to rise
to that challenge, to reach for the deepest insight. And at the end
of our intensive time together, after a year and a half or so, he
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brought out for me The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform. He entrusted
it to me as the real thing, the grandest and deepest teaching, the
root of both the good life and the bliss of supreme freedom. Ever
since then the Blade Wheel has been humming there in the back
of my mind, in the bond of memory between my late good friend
Geshe Wangyal and me. | kept the text with me, wrapped in
Tibetan cloth, and I read the book several times. I jotted down
translations. But I knew there was a way to go deeper into
and through it—with sincere companions at the center of the
earth.

TAD

It's the end of May 1995, a week after my thirty-ninth birthday.
['m the proud father and Cynthia the proud mother of new-baby
Anna on display at a Woodstock breakfast spot. We're gaily jab-
bering away, drinking far too much coffee, as beneath this “happy
family” the ground rumbles. Cynthia wants out of Woodstock. As
usual, I'm not sure what I want.

Through the screen door I hear high, imperious European
tones, looking up I find Tenzin and Nena Thurman —that larger-
than-life royal couple of Tibetan Buddhism —totally filling the
door. I've known the Thurmans since | was seventeen, having been
off and on friend, student, house sitter, stonemason, and jester to
the court. But I haven’t seen them in a year or two; they've never
met Cynthia or, obviously, Anna. There are hugs, introductions,
congratulations; pancakes are ordered, and more coffee.

Tenzin means simply Upholder of Teaching in Tibetan. That's
what he was called when Nena met him, because that's what he
was. He was the first American to be ordained as a Tibetan Bud-
dhist monk, though his teacher, Geshe Wangyal, privately coun-
seled him not to take full vows of celibacy, even while introducing
him to His Holiness the fourteenth Dalai Lama. It was as if the old
Mongolian lama knew this “white monk” would also be first to ask

to be released from monastic vows. His Holiness was younger
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then, and gave Thurman whatever he requested, along with his
religious name. Tenzin is what his friends and family still call him.

When we first met | didn’t know what to call him. My stepfa-
ther introduced me to Bob Thurman, who'd built one of the domes
teatured in Woodstock Handmade Houses. Bob had tall, beautiful chil-
dren with strange names, who looked like they'd been sculpted
from marzipan. The entire family was other-worldly and proved a
great comfort to me at uptight Amherst College, where Bob had
become Professor Thurman. This really complicated matters, for
though I was coming down with a clear case of hero worship, |
still wondered what to call this glass-eyed giant, who had lost one
eye 1n his youth, at the start of his road to wisdom.

Twenty years later this academic who cleared his own land,
built his own house, and roughhoused three sons into manhood
has become the American firebrand of Buddhism. Under thirty
pounds of restaurant-food roll, he's solidly muscled and not in the
least bit shy about putting you in a headlock to prove it. With a
voice that pinches with a nasal insistence like Dudley Do-Right,
then thunders like Richard Burton, Robert Tenzin Thurman is a
combination of opposites: an apostle of peace who grapples in
debate like the hockey player in a clinch that he was when he
played for Exeter in high school.

Our breakfast nook soon takes on the air of an Irish pub at last
call, with gesture, laughter, and language lashed together in happy
storm. Tenzin is pounding the tabletop, Nena howling like a tea
kettle, Cynthia and Anna gurgling brooks of laughter. “Now tell
us, Tenzin,” I inquire, “are you going to Tibet again soon?”

“Absolutely!” he thunders. “Next fall in all likelihood. An ex-
pedition to Kailash, the holy mountain, the center of the universe.
In October, I wish it could be sooner, I'm off to most remote
Western Tibet —quite high up and an ordeal in itself just to get
there. Incredibly powerful place. Really the most powerful place.
I've been trying to get there for years!”

At the sound of the word “Kailash” a bell goes off in my head,
and at the end of this speech I hear my own voice blurt back:
“I'm coming with you.” If I'm shocked, Cynthia must be reeling. A

13
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knowing glance is exchanged between Tenzin and Nena. As |
would later learn, acquaintances were constantly asking for a place
on the Kailash trip, then backing out again.

“Really? How interesting,” Tenzin responds politely, his huge,
handsome face glowing like a jack-o’-lantern, one eye following
me, the other, glass, staying put. “Well, it’s only nine thousand
dollars to go. Come up with that and we'd love to have you along.”

My mind doesn't register the cost. I'm somewhere else; swirling
in snow and wind. Looking around the table I drink in the sight of
Cynthia and Anna with a mixture of joy and grief. I'm leaving
them. No one else realizes it yet, but I'm already ten thousand
miles away. For some inexplicable reason, the instant I hear “Kai-
lash” I know exactly where I'm bound.

Though impressed with my audacity, this incredibly over-
scheduled scholar of Tibet is still a bit leery of my sudden Bud-
dhist resolve. I've been a slapdash disciple, in and out of favor for
years. The next weekend I drive up to the tumbledown Dharma
castle to talk about the trip. Both Nena and Tenzin speak in high
voices and peer at me through narrowed eyes; there is an air of
audition to the wvisit. Unintimidated, I ask more about what will
happen.

“I give Dharma talks on these trips,” Tenzin says, seated at
his rough-hewn desk-throne. “Really an A-to-Z primer on Tibetan
Buddhism and the path to enlightenment. Between your personal
odyssey, the mind-crunching altitude, and the unfamiliar terrain
and climate, you'll be quite overwhelmed, I think. You'll be facing
the throne of Shiva, the destroyer, confronting death every step
of the way. No breaks for wine, women, and song.”

“That’s right, Tad,” Nena chimes in from the next room, re-
clining, as usual, on the broken-down velvet couch with a view of
the back side of Meads Mountain through a huge circular win-
dow. “This 1s a remarkable opportunity for you. To really get it —
and not play the Artful Dodger yet again!”

“Because,” Tenzin continues, grabbing back the verbal baton,
“I'm going up there with a very clear purpose. | want to plant a

specific prayer in the mind-stream of the planet, to get us beyond
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this moment of impending doom. For one reason or another I've
been prevented from doing this earlier. Nena and 1 were close sev-
eral times, but now it looks like the time is finally right for a
pilgrimage, to make offerings and meditate upon a solution for a
world that has very nearly blown it.” He examines my face care-
fully before continuing. “These days the Chinese have been up-
grading their equipment at the borders. If my passport number
goes into a computer | may not get through at all. Or they could
follow us . . . it could get a little rough and you could end up
leading the expedition!” He laughs, muttering, “Heaven forbid.”

“Heaven forbid is right,” echoes Nena. Then, in a more concil-
iatory tone, she begins one of her favorite sentences: “I have a
favor to ask of you, Tad.”

Years ago I gave the Thurmans a capstone left over from one
of my masonry jobs to serve as the hearth beneath a woodstove.
The woodstove has since been removed and Nena now wants to
use the stone as a bridge at the front of the property. I rouse the
youngest son, Mipam, from his science-fiction novel for help. To-
gether we carry out the monster and stand it up next to a huge,
curvaceous wall I built five years ago. Mipam starts philoso-
phizing, as Thurmans will, while I make a few preparations, and —
singlehandedly —lay the stone across the gurgling brook. It's solid.
The Thurmans are delighted. Inconsequential as this may sound, it
is an extremely important moment for me, harking back to the
complicated relationship between Tibet's most famous saint, Mi-
larepa, and his guru, the translator Marpa.

The eleventh-century Milarepa was the son of a prosperous
Tibetan whose early death reversed his family’s fortunes. The ex-
ecutor of the will was the dead man’s brother, Mila’s uncle, who
reduced the widow and two children to maids and stableboy in
their own mansion. After suffering beatings and humiliations at
the hands of his own relatives, Mila apprenticed himself to a lo-
cal warlock of great power in pursuit of vengeance. Bringing a
sorceror’s curse upon the farm of the usurpers, Mila created a
hailstorm that blew down their house, killing thirty-five people.
With the locals up in arms, Mila fled.
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Searching for a teacher and for atonement for this profound
crime, Mila encounters Marpa the translator and his wise and
loving wife, Damema.

Marpa drinks wine and treats Mila like a serf. Though Da-
mema tries to intervene, the relationship deteriorates. Marpa tells
Mila to build a huge stone tower of a certain shape, and Milarepa
accomplishes this feat, only to hear that the tower must be disman-
tled and rebuilt in another shape. Uncomplainingly Mila resets
every stone, but not without bruising himself. Marpa tells him to
rebuild it again, and upon completing it, to rebuild it again, until it
has been rebuilt a total of four times. By now Mila is a broken
mass of blisters and bruises. Withdrawing into seclusion, running
away, coming back, and finally resolving to commit suicide, he is
at last summoned by Marpa, initiated, and made his adopted son.
Armed with strong teachings, Milarepa is instructed by Marpa to
search out a deserted cave, to give up associations with men and
women and to dedicate his life to meditation for the good of all
sentient beings. Overcoming numerous hardships both natural and
supernatural, the spiritual progress of this onetime warlock is so
momentous as to propel him into buddhahood in a single lifetime.

Like several other resonances in our relationship, my relocat-
ing the hearthstone recalls the Milarepa-Marpa archetype. To me
it seems like an obwvious joke.

“Good,” Nena says, smiling approvingly at the new bridge.
“You've become quite strong. If Tenzin has a heart attack, you can
carry him off the mountain.” Through much resulting laughter she
insists: “You will, in fact, promise to do precisely this, if need be!”

There's no turning back. I'm committed, with only a few short
weeks to prepare for the trip of a lifetime. I help Cynthia and the
baby move to a charming apartment in Portland, Maine. I reassure
my ten-year-old daughter, Riley, who lives with her mother in
Woodstock, that I'll send postcards at every opportunity. | send a
similar message to my son in London. I lay a few stone walls for
a few bucks and read everything on Tibet and Mt. Kailash that
Tenzin recommends.

The trek itself will take between twenty-five and twenty-eight
days, depending on whether we fly to Lhasa from Kathmandu and
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drive west straight across the Tibetan Plateau, or if, road con-
ditions permitting, we drive overland straight from Kathmandu
north through the Himalayas, swerving east and then west to Kai-
lash. In either case we'll be on the road four or five days. The trip
around Kailash itself takes about the same. Then we'll visit holy
Lake Manasarovar, drive south to the Tibetan border and hike out
through the Nepali Himalayas to Simikot.

Day by day I work at making it happen. Passports, visas,
reservations, money, physical conditioning, attempts at spiritual
practice. I journey to the holy mountain predisposed to a Bud-
dhist point of view but not made much happier by it. I falter on
the central tenet of “selflessness” since, like many committed to
the arts, | suffer from an enlarged sense of self-importance. Some
might say | am not a Buddhist at all, simply a huge admirer of
buddhas.

Once I begin to research Mt. Kailash I soon realize it is, in-
deed, the most astounding place. Prophecies are heard there and it
is said to be protected even from nuclear war. The Hopis acknowl-
edge it as the other end of the world backbone that sticks up as
their Black Mesa. But Kailash, the eastern spine-tip, is better pro-
tected, sublimely worshiped, and the most divinely ornamented
place on Earth. It is called Mt. Kailash by Europeans; Kang
Rinpoche, or Snow Jewel, by Tibetans; Mt. Meru by Indians. It is
the spiritual crown of the planet, atop the very northernmost sec-
tor of the Himalayas, in the most remote region of Tibet.

The first European to see it and live to tell was a mad Swedish
explorer named Sven Hedin. Early this century he came back to
the Swedish academy affirming the ancient myths that tell of an
ice-encased, perfect four-sided pyramid, at whose foot nestles
the highest lake in the world and the source of all the major rivers
of Asia. He said Kailash is this jewel mountain, which pilgrims of
the Hindu, Buddhist, and Jain faiths spend years journeying
to, through all sorts of weather, in order to walk clockwise around
the thing, never attempting the peak.

When people ask me about my impending journey to Tibet, I
explode with all this. Heads nod and mouths mutter appreciations.

Sometimes 1 feel the glow of good fortune, sometimes, a shadow of
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dread. I shouldn't talk about it anymore, 1 realize. There are hun-
dreds of preparations to make. At the top of the list, a visit to my
father’s dying mother.

At ninety her heart has deteriorated, and she's been moved
into a hospital for the aged on Cape Cod. Sitting by her bedside,
waiting for her to awaken, I suddenly notice a Tibetan wisdom bell
on her windowsill —an old, thick one I've never seen before. I sit
up with a start because I'm always describing the words “Mt.
Kailash” as sounding like a bell. And now, fulfilling a heartbreak-
ing duty, what should confront me but an ancient Tibetan wisdom
bell?

When Mimi finally awakens I ask her about this most mysteri-
ous object. She tells me it was a gift from her second husband,
who traveled widely. After a few minutes she tires visibly and a
nurse in the doorway taps the face of her wristwatch, signaling for
me to end the visit. It's an awful moment that I simultaneously
wish would never come and was already over. Taking a deep
breath, I ask: “When the time comes, Mimi . . . may | have that
bell?”

“Yes, of course!” she yells happily, some of her old power
momentarily returned. She adds emphatically, “And that time will
be soon!” With these words five gnarled fingers grab my hand; we
weep, laughing. It’s the last time I see her.

When my father hears of his mother’s death he stops drinking
on a dime. For a drinker of his proportions this 1s a dangerous
move. At her funeral by the Atlantic his bellicose, belligerent self is
transformed into a picture of mourning dignity. Hobbling to the
ocean with a walker, kneeling at the water’s edge, he splashes his
neck and face with one of the two liquids considered by him holy,
before scattering her ashes in the sea. The next day, helping him to
his bedroom 1 put it as simply as I can: “When you drink everyone
hates you. When you're sober everyone loves you. And 1 would
rather love than hate you.” With the word “hate” I break down, as
does he. We embrace and he swears he'll stay off the booze. I've
been off it, myself, for two years.

Just before | take off I'm camped out in a New York City
apartment of my family's that has been a den of iniquity in the
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soap opera of my life. The most obvious consequence: three chil-
dren by three mothers. Tonight, I call a roster of women: my
mother, my daughter, two sisters, my first love, two others, and
lastly Cynthia. When I put the phone down around midnight I'm
ready to truly live, or to die. By some screwy logic that puts me
soundly to sleep, it hardly seems to matter which.
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CHAPTER TWO

Kathmandu

TAD

qLere's a mountain sticking
through the top of the clouds! My first glimpse of the Himalayas!
A monstrous, capsized, barnacled keel lies just outside the win-
dow of this Royal Nepal four-prop preparing to land. It's green,
jagged, and lethal-looking, slicing through whipped cream clouds
so thick, I'm surprised the glass isn't splattered with milk.

I'm in Shangri-La class (second class was full) grateful for
some stewardesses who aren’t beautiful, pissed off at the four-star
champagne and brandy I'm refusing, knowing none of this matters
anymore. Because | have reached the other world. After twenty-

three hours in the air, there is here. I'm arriving ahead of Tenzin
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and the group to acclimatize to Asia, explore the city we depart
from, and try to relax before the rigors of the journey.

Outside the window the clouds pull thin and a smattering of
farms with glistening crops in corduroy fields yield to dusty roads
dotted with cows and humans. The low-slung city suddenly ex-
plodes into sight. Sun-baked brick houses materialize, rooftops
sagging with clotheslines, gardens, and garbage heaps nestled be-
tween. A lonely swimming pool surrounded by palm trees amidst
an attempt at high-rises. A circle with a pinprick of a policeman
directing traffic on wide, dusty, swirling boulevards teeming with
bicycles, motorbikes, rickshaws; pedestrians pulsing through these
artertes under a blue haze of smoke. Children rolling tires with
sticks wave at the outskirts of the runway, as the plane embraces
its ink-black shadow shimmering off the hot asphalt.

I grimace through the single awful instant the wheels strike
tarmac, bounce, resettle, and hold the ground. We roar by a rust-
ing Russian monster of an Aeroflot cargo plane parked before the
terminal. Inside the airport windows bareheaded and turbaned
faces are shading their eyes from the glare, laughing, pointing,
waving at us; welcoming us into the city caught between the ages.
A silver-toothed smile refracts panoramically from a Hindu grand-
mother’s laugh. Her prayers have been answered. We're safe and
sound at the gates of the carnival called Kathmandu.

Inside I buy a visa on the spot. Forty-two dollars for five
weeks. Purpose of stay: tourist, business, or pilgrim? The middle
will do. I grab a motorized rickshaw cabbie and establish a price to

Boudha.

“Boudha? Two hundred rupees.”

“One hundred rupees or I get other.”

“OK, OK.” Glazed eyes smile respectfully over a blue-black
mustache. We rev up and sail down this wide, windy arc of a road
without distinct lanes, traffic flying around in not just two, but
four directions; vehicles jostling for position like horses in a race.
Much noise and insane bumps. Drivers bluffing, swerving toward
each other, then away, cutting each other off. The air is awful,

hopelessly polluted. Breathing through a bandanna, I squint at the
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sprawling crowds lazily moving out of the way of our horn. Mo-
torcycles with Hindu women riding sidesaddle behind nylon-
jacketed swains. The older ones have children hanging off the rig,
one kid, two, three. I eventually see a family of five on a motorcy-
cle, the youngest on the proud father’s handlebars.

Behind wide concrete sidewalks ancient architecture but-
tresses up against Coca-Cola-ad-clad shacks. Tee shirts sport im-
ages of Madonna, The Police, Kurt Cobain, and Michael Jackson.
Their music is an aural pinup blaring from trashed transistor ra-
dios taped to bicycles and rickshaws. Like Playboy centerfolds
staring out from a prison wall, they are the teasing promise of an
always sexy, never hungry, never dirty, always American life plas-
tered across the chest of Asia: dirty, hungry, ambitious, tired of
being ignored, and willing to do anything.

Dropped off after ten miles at the front of the temple town of
Boudhanath, 1 pass through the medieval gates and stare up at the
huge indigo eye painted on the ceramic upside-down champagne
glass of the Great Stupa. Buddhists and Hindus alike clap their
hands over their heads and kneel, pressing to the ground. Hindus
peel right and Buddhists peel left. Me? I stare at the eye for a
moment, noticing that darkness is falling fast.

Five days later, still sniffing through a bandanna, I have to get
away or I'll be physically ill. So I hike into the hills on the western
edge of the city, contending with goats and monkeys. But Kath-
mandu is like a beautiful woman with bad breath and after a single
hour of fresh air I can’t wait to get back to the stench of her. This
starts with gasoline fumes, adds charcoal smoke, roast goat and
chicken, sandalwood, frankincense, to hashish and feces, and the
resulting perfume is Kathmandu. Truly, this is the air of samsara,
the round of rebirths caused by desire and its inevitable misery.

The Vishnumati River is a huge garbage heap. Above it, to the
west towers Swayambhunath —commonly known as the Monkey
Temple. Indiana Jones never escaped from anything as dramatic.
Three hundred sixty-five stairs of cut stone proceeding steeply up
past beggars, pushers, German tourists, and —yes —monkeys, all

after something. At the top, enlightenment seems little more than a
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photo opportunity. But, fulfilling a promise for a friend, I make a
circuit of the huge, bronze prayer wheels. I've even learned to put
my forehead to the feet of the sacred statues.

It's twelve miles back to Boudhanath, where my room in the
Kailash Guest House costs less per night than a cappuccino state-
side. I'm making the hike on Durga, the Hindu Christmas, when
instead of opening presents, they cut throats. Everybody is dressed
in their best with festive bloodspores on foreheads, doorways,
cars, motorcycles. Blood is running from the temples. The heads of
the dead animals are lying around like empty Moét bottles after a
yuppie wedding. I round a corner and encounter a naked young
woman sitting in a roadside pile of smoldering garbage. She
is beautiful —but for the contorted grimace on her face. I am
attracted, disgusted, intrigued, ashamed. I continue, well past cur-
few, to hike back to the guest house, climbing over the spear-
pointed gates shortly before dawn.

Most mornings I'm awakened by chanting and trumpets from
a half-dozen monasteries beehived into Boudha. The locals seem
distracted, walking quickly, semiconscious, not looking at one an-
other but not getting in each other’s way. Like New Yorkers hus-
tling to work, but with one difference: Only porta-phoners, taxi
drivers, and crazy people talk out loud in New York. Here every
one is mumbling aloud, counting off their prayer beads, circling
this towering white and gold, indigo-eyed mound, which Choky
Nyima, a local, much-revered rinpoche, says represents the mind
of the Buddha.

At the Yak and Yeti—150 dollars a night —1 meet the group
poolside. Tenzin introduces me first to Jock Montgomery, trek
leader of medium height; early thirties, darkly bearded, catlike,
with confident clear eyes, and a handshake that neither advertises
nor denies a lean strength. He is a serious high-altitude hiker and
white-water kayak master, who lives in Bangkok and takes good
photographs. He seems a bit uncertain about the Dharma part, but
maybe that's good —he’ll stay in contact with the practical realities
of the trip.

There are Leopoldo and Valerie, he a Mexican-American psy-

chologist and she a Euro-American health professional, a lovely
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adventurous couple with no children; they have a sense of a special
spiritual quest in which their deep relationship is grounded.

There 1s James, our most elderly, a clearly WASP writer and
bon vivant, who is entering the sannyasin stage of wandering
world-renouncer as he prepares for the final stages of life. His
spiritual sensibility seems primed, though protected by an incisive
intelligence.

There 1s Richard, the painter and sculptor, who has sacrificed
everything to come, and is positively glowing with the sense of
accomplishment of having made it this far. He seems deeply at-
tracted to the mountain, with or without the teaching.

There 1s Wolfgang, a first-generation German-American, os-
tensibly here to research background for a book, but with a deep
longing for some higher purpose or fulfillment of being itself.

The trip roster also includes a name identical to that of a kid I
went to junior high school with, who was then a fourteen-year-old
Maoist with a large vocabulary and a low tolerance to alcohol and
drugs. In trouble at home, he fled to Amsterdam at just fifteen. 1
hadn’t seen him in over twenty years. I'd come to think of him as
one of the casualties. Now, hearing the words “Sorry, I'm late,” |
glance up to realize Jay has not only survived, he has prevailed.
A swarthy, handsome, humorous face lights up at the sight of
me, and the first icebreaker of the trip becomes our powerful, if
clumsy, embrace.

I am deeply impressed by each of these individuals and by
their incredible dedication to the pilgrimage. Not one of them
seems to be sure why they chose to come, yet each has made
impressive sacrifices to come, not only in money, but also in time,
training, and intellectual preparation. There is a sense of synchro-
nicity, of fatedness, about the group.

Everyone accounted for, Jock consults his clipboard and gets
down to business: One, drink water. Lots of it. The first prevent-
ative against altitude sickness is upward of four or five quarts a
day. Two, the habitual response of “I'm OK,” is not OK. Altitude
sickness, Jock explains, is one of the mysteries of hard-core ad-
venturing. Different people react in vastly different ways, and no

one person necessarily reacts the same way twice. He points out
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that Sir Edmund Hillary, the first man to climb Everest, can no
longer tolerate trekking above twelve thousand feet.

Tenzin adds a cautionary tale: On his last trip through a differ-
ent part of Tibet, a celebrity trekker remained stoically reticent
about her discomfort until she was suddenly in a fight for her life,
a fight won only with oxygen, a pressurized bag, the help of sev-
eral seasoned Sherpas, the light of a full moon, and a healthy dose
of luck. Jock nods in agreement. “The rule 1s,” he summarizes,
“complete and thorough self-monitoring and say what you feel
when you feel it.”

During this minilecture I size up the group, trying not to stare
at James, who is a cheerful, balding, white-haired gentleman with
the kind of all-but-extinct aristocratic New York accent (seasoned
with just a touch of Ha'vad Ya’'d) still heard at the bar during the
intermission at the Metropolitan Opera, but whose tenacity atop
the Himalayas I cannot help but question. As if to nip my superi-
ority in the bud, Tenzin adds, smiling slyly: “It’s usually the gung
ho, pumped-up health freaks who get into the most trouble, push-
ing themselves until they're in over their heads. Don’t push your-
self, the mountain will do the pushing for you. Just take it easy
and everything will go just fine.”

Here is his go-with-the-flow attitude, which is but one facet of
Tenzin's highly complicated character. Five minutes before, as we
stretched out poolside on some chaise longues, he begged some
sun cream from me, complaining, “I can’t believe it! I left this
great hat, a perfect Australian bushman-sun-here-I-come hat that
Nena specifically bought for the trip, on the kitchen table. Just
rushed back from this world-religion-and-environment convention
in Greece and left the hat on the table!” An absent-minded profes-
sor who can take you apart like F. Lee Bailey one moment, and
completely disarm you with oafish sincerity the next, Tenzin is like
the ocean. When the sun is shining he glows, happiness rolling off
him in waves. No one is more fun, and the “fun ones’ crowd
around, drawn by the lure of humor-laced intelligence. But when
the clouds scud across his face and the wind of his voice starts to

howl like a gale, his glass eye glows ominously and the real one
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glows more dangerously still —then a regular Ahab takes shape at
the helm. And he will always be in command on this trip since
there are but two beings Tenzin will bow to—and only one for
sure; these being his wife, Nena, and ultimately his guru, the Dalai
Lama. Fortunately, I know this going in. And the good times are
all the more magical. And the bad times? These, too, shall pass.
I've been surrounded by just this sort of character my whole life,
and actually, I enjoy the challenge.

Jock is wrapping up preliminaries: “Any extra baggage not
completely necessary to the trek —specifically sleeping pads—
should be left behind. Geo Expeditions has supplied each of you
with a sleeping pad. Tuxedoes, hairdryers, and toilet-seat warmers
should also be checked here where the hotel will hold them for you
at no extra charge.” The group smiles at the well-timed joke, try-
ing not to seem nervous or overly curious of each other since we
are both.

“So clean up and meet for dinner at six in the hotel restaurant.
The food is excellent. At seven we’'ve been invited to a cocktail
party in our honor.”

There’s an accelerated path in Buddhism called Tantra. If the
accelerated telling of a life story could be called Tantric recall, that
is what Jay and I partake of as 1 make piles of my clothes in my
Yak and Yeti suite. The doorman in full uniform including a short
sword salutes when we go out, and the ten of us divide into two
vans bound for the private home of Jim Edwards.

His stationery declares “Tiger Mountain” to be “the pioneers
of Himalayan treks, jungle lodges, and wildlife camps.” Maybe his
prodigious hospitality is good for business. Maybe he wants to tell
stories of his elephant polo championship to a new group of
strangers. I'm told he’s no one to get on the wrong side of, but I
never found the wrong side of Jim Edwards, our generous host.

Various Dharma writers and photographers are present, talk-
ing and soaking up the free booze and waiter-dispensed canapes.
I'm well into my fourth club soda with fresh lemon juice when I
have the good fortune to engage one of Tiger Mountain’s higher-

ups in polite conversation. Uttara Crees, a small, elegant, circum-
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spectly charming Hindu woman of anywhere between twenty-five
and forty years of age tells me of her Kailash experience in the
most beautiful English I've ever heard.

“My grandmother in India used to dream of making a pilgrim-
age to Kailash. She never did, but she awoke in me this tremen-
dous curiosity. So when I was offered a chance to go, I said, ‘Yes!’

“Of course, this was also the first invitation to individuals out-
side the Chinese regime in nearly two generations. Tiger Mountain
was the experiment, you might say, being among the first and most
civilized of the trekking outfits.

“Our host was the director of Chinese tourism, and our cook
was Chinese, the rest were a mixture of nationalities who hadn'’t
done any commercial trekking in recent memory. No one had. It
soon became obvious that the officials were just as inexperienced
as their guests.

“We began about this time of year, in October. Gathering at
the border town of Zhangmu we drove onto the Tibetan Plateau at
Gutso, at about fourteen thousand feet, where we waited for our
petrol and food to arrive. At the start of the journey westward, two
people —myself included —lost some skin helping to set up tents.
The temperatures were already fifteen to twenty degrees below
freezing and the metal tent poles burned our palms painfully.

“On our first day across the plateau westward, our Chinese
driver —who dismantled and reassembled his revolver to calm his
nerves, | think, at every rest stop —shot a yellow sheep. Our first
bad omen. And I must mention our most interesting crossing of
the Tsangpo River on the ferry at Saga. We were grating and
crunching through the icy river when I found that we were not
carrying ice axes or shovels and so could not lend one to the ferry
operator. Luckily, we found and purchased an ice pick at Saga.

“At Zhongba, the last outpost, it started to snow. Then we
started climbing up into a wilderness of white that quickly pro-
ceeded to get worse. We were driving in jeeps but couldn’t see the
roads very well and got stuck often.

“But what an incredible experience to wake up at five in
the morning, freezing, with icicles hanging from our mouths—

as through the campsite charged a bellowing herd of wild asses!
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Maybe they were some unheeded warning. For not a day later
we were snowed in just short of Mayum La, a pass just shy of
seventeen thousand feet. We could neither go back nor go for-
ward. Here two in the party got sick, and one person started
hallucinating.

“Our host now decided that he and a guide would climb the
thousand feet to the top of the ridge in hopes of discovering some
means of rescue from the other side. They didn't return until dark.
The director of tourism had himself succumbed to altitude sick-
ness, but his companion was worse. The guide was bleeding from
his nose and mouth, and had been half carried the last three miles,
barely making it back to camp.

“I knew he wouldn't last if we stayed there. | stayed up all
night knowing something had to happen. By now the temperature
was five below zero. There was a sharp wind which, I felt, would
slice our ears and noses off! We had no water. And how awful to
lick snow all day when you're freezing cold already.

“So there I was, half lying in my sleeping bag, in the jeep.
because we could not pitch tents in the deep soft snow. I was cold,
numb, and frightened, and kept repeating over and over to myself:
“Tomorrow we have got to get out of here,” when, in the early
hours of the morning, I finally dozed off and had a strange dream.
I dreamt of a monk. A Buddhist monk. With first light I got up to
find him. It’s difficult to explain, difficult even for me to under-
stand now, but I knew that somehow I had to find this monk or
people would commence dying.

“I had only gotten a short way from the jeep when I saw a
light down the mountain. I didn't know if 1 was hallucinating or
half crazy, so I turned back and woke up a driver, and dragged
him to the exact spot. ‘There,” I said, pointing, ‘do you see that
light?’

“He agreed that he did, that it might be ice reflecting from a
lake, or it could be a human encampment. Concluding that 1t was,
nevertheless, our only chance and that the two of us were as able-
bodied as any in the party, we struck out for the beacon, not
arriving at our destination until early afternoon.

“The light did, in fact, turn out to be of human ongin. It was a

29



Circling tbeSacred Mountain

truck stuck in the snow, and in the truck were nine Buddhist
monks. They were headed for Thugo Gompa on Lake Mana-
sarovar. One monk seemed to be chosen by the others to speak
with me. So between my broken Tibetan, my Nepali, his broken
Nepali and the driver’s somewhat better Tibetan, communication,
of a sort, transpired. After an hour’s negotiations and much Ti-
betan tea (the monks had industriously collected yak dung all
along their journey and this i1s what allowed them to make a fire)
we agreed that we would give them all our food and pressure-
cooking equipment in exchange for all their fuel and the monk
chosen to talk with us to escort us back to civilization.

“All nine monks helped us dig the snow and push the jeeps out
of snowdrifts for as many hours as they could, still allowing suffi-
cient time to get back to their truck . . . then down we started.
At the banks of the Tsangpo River we chained the jeeps together,
as we always did, so that if one vehicle got stuck the other might
tow it clear.

“The first jeep got through all right, but the second ran
aground on something and then the chain broke. Naturally, I was
in the second jeep. What a terrifying moment! Not knowing when
some ice chunk would melt or shift and we’'d be rolled over into
this mushy, half-frozen water and swept who-knows-how-far
downstream. The river was clunking at the bottoms of the doors,
like an icy death politely knocking.

“Luckily, the monk was with us and we were able to open the
front window of the jeep. He carried all of us—carried, one by
one, and our tent, and whatever food we had —back and forth
through that freezing water to a little island in the river.

“We just crashed in this one tent and went to sleep. Hoping to
wake up tomorrow and still be in this world. Thankful that the
two sick people, so close to death in the last few days, were In
the first jeep, which (as it turned out) just drove and drove and
drove until it reached medical attention.

“The next afternoon trucks appeared on the shore, and we
were rescued, although the traction of the towing mechanism
against the river’s ice completely destroyed the jeep. We arrived in
darkness at Zhongba, a town transformed into something of a
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circus by our appearance in the middle of the annual Yak Festival.
It was quite an arrival. | remember we set up our tents in the field
and fell into them. I was so tired I just unrolled my sleeping bag
and climbed into it without even taking off my boots. There 1 was,
falling asleep with all these nomad faces looking in through the
tent door. We could not zip the flap as the nomads kept unzipping
it out of curiosity. It wasn't until the next day that I discovered my
toes were blue and I'd suffered a case of frostbite.”

Uttara smiles at an elderly lady walking by and concludes.
“Yes, that was my first attempt at Kailash. Unsuccessful, of course.
Except that it taught me to survive by trusting my intuition. Now
I'm supposed to be circulating among the guests, you know. So-
cializing 1s, after all, a very real part of my job, Tad.”

Dazed, I thank Uttara profusely and return to the bar for a
fifth lemon soda, feeling both lucky and frightened. Over the last
few months I've paid great lip service to the perils of a Kailash
sojourn. The night before the overland journey begins I finally
realize this trip may actually prove dangerous. Just to the side of
the bar Tenzin and Jim Edwards are admiring a satellite photo-
graph of the Himalayas. Kailash is quite recognizable, looking
pristinely straight, white, and very, very cold.

In the morning, with the last real coffee we'll taste in a month
growling in our stomachs, we sit in a corner of the luxurious
lobby. It's 6:40 A.m. Bob Thurman clears his throat and the voice
of Tenzin speaks to the group for the first time.

TENZIN
Meeting The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform

Well then, fellow pilgrims! We all have come to circle the sacred
mountain. If all goes well our preparations will bring us to a most
magical place, together with the opportunity to become more en-
lightened beings. For a thousand years, Kailash has been a magnet
for Tantric practice, the special, accelerated path designed for the

extremists of the Dharma. I've been working on a translation of
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the incredible —and radical —ancient teaching, The Blade Wheel of
Mind Reform. Don’t worry, it 1s quite accessible for anyone, even
someone fairly new to Buddhism. Once we first acclimatize to the
path of the Buddha's teachings —the Buddha Dharma—the Blade
Wheel will be my special gift to you. But you must be brave and
concentrated, and first master the basic structure of the path. On
our way to the mountain, we will work on meditation themes from
the Tibetan Lamrim tradition, the Systematic Path of Enlighten-
ment, developed by the eleventh-century Bengali master Atisha,
who came to Tibet late in his life and was a tremendous force in
Tibetan Buddhism. The Systematic Path was further refined by
later masters, including the great lama Tsong Khapa (1357-1419)
and then the Dalai Lamas. When we get to the mountain, we will
turn to the Blade Wheel. We will also perform a fire-offering cere-
mony at the heart of the mountain, dedicating all our merit and
virtue to the transformation of the whole world for the sake of all
beings. If all goes well, after the mountain, we will touch the wheel
of bliss.

My trips in the Himalayas are always Dharma trips—we
travel through our inner landscape as well as through the country-
side. I always teach the Dharma to travelers on several levels.
First, you want to visit Tibet, so we visit empathetically the inner
Tibet, the interior of the Tibetan mind, which was long ago reborn
through the gate of the Buddha Dharma. Second, you want to
know your world, so you need to know yourself—for this the
Dharma is still unmatched as a guide. Third, you may now or later
decide that this life is an opportunity for you to take charge of
your own evolutionary process—and the Dharma is the art for
doing this effectively.

Our little band of nine people on this special trip has special
luck, since we're taking the hardest of pilgrimages. Indians and
Tibetans feel it takes a special destiny for pilgrims even to reach
Mt. Kailash. If they get round it they are empowered at a new
level for the rest of their lives, the sins of lifetimes washed away.
They circle it in three ways. First, they use the suffering and hard-
ship to purify their negative karma, the dangerous evolutionary
gravity of past actions. Then, they employ all their wisdom like a
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diamond drill to cut themselves free of the vicious cycle of samsara
and ignorance, and to reach an exact understanding of reality.
Third, if all goes well, they use the power of compassion to turn
the wheel of great bliss to transform the universe into a realm of
liberative art for all others. We will definitely go through the first
level. We will reach strenuously for the second. And I hope we will
be blessed enough to catch a glimpse of the third.

This morning, 1 will read through the opening verses of the
Blade Wheel as a good omen at the outset of our trip. 1 will not

comment much, nor will I return to it until we reach the mountain.

Peacocks range the poison-plant jungle,
Never drawn to the medicine-flower bed,

Since they thrive on the essence of poison.

The elegant spiritual heroes
Likewise range the jungle of the life-cycle;
Not fond of the sweet gardens of pleasure,

They thrive in the jungle of sufferings.

Our lives controlled by our inner coward,
Obsessed with pleasure, we drown in suffering.
Empowered by courage, willing to suffer,

The spiritual hero is always happy!

Here now in this apocalyptic life,
Passions are like the poison-plant jungle,
Where hero peacocks always flourish,

And coward crows destroy themselves.

Rigidly selfish and self-preoccupied,

How could crows digest the toxic passions?
Hopelessly hooked on the powerful addictions,
They'd lose their lives of being free.

Spiritual heroes are just like peacocks,

Roaming the life-cycle jungle to transmute
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The addictive poison-plant passions,

To change all poison to elixir.

Helplessly wandering the life-cycle,
Pushed by self-habits, slaves of the devil
Self-fascination, seeking ego-pleasure —

Stop! I volunteer to suffer for others’ sake!

The many sufferings of all those beings
Who are just like me, addicted to passions
And unconsciously driven by evolution,

Pile them all up on my pleasure-seeking self!

Ever driven by the pull of selfish desire,
May I resist and satisfy others instead!
Even when friends turn against me,

I'll take the blame, saying, “My mistake.”

When my body succumbs to disease,
My bad-action blade wheel comes full circle,
Since I caused so much harm to others’ bodies —

Now may I take all sickness on myself!

When suffering overtakes my mind,
My bad-action blade wheel comes full circle;
[ must have often disturbed others’ hearts —

Now let me volunteer for all sufferings!

When | am tortured by hunger and thirst,
My bad-action blade wheel comes full circle;
I tricked many others, 1 robbed and hoarded —

Now let me embrace all hunger and thirst!

This is a heavy teaching, worthy of great Kailash. All of us
here, I'm sure, are peacocks —aiming to transmute the poison of
addictions into the elixir of wisdom energy —not crows. Remem-

ber these verses out on the rough and bumpy trail; let them inspire
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you when you feel discouraged. During the next week of covering
territory and acclimatizing on the way, we will work up to the
yoga of the peacock a bit more gently. I will give you experiential
teachings on the stages of the Systematic Path, which organizes
the entire Buddhist teaching into practical steps for inner develop-
ment. We begin with our relationship to the spiritual path, and to
the spiritual teacher and the tradition. Then we will go on to the
themes crucial to the cultivation of a genuine self-appreciation and
a sound self-esteem, along with detachment from the various kinds
of bondage people get into when they don’t appreciate themselves.
From this we will move to the themes essential to developing
compassion and genuine altruism. We end with the profound psy-
chology of selflessness and voidness, the ways of developing tran-
scendent wisdom of the precise nature of reality. We need this for
release and liberation. This may seem like a lot, but our task is to
master these themes experientially, getting the essential points and
learning how to make them vivid in our meditations so they be-
come second nature to us. And then we will be ready for the
mountain —and for the Blade Wheel.
Now onward, to Tibet.
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CHAPTER THREE

The Tibetan Border

TAD

q;'ue to plan we load into a

minibus on October 5 at 8:10 in the morning. Driving through the
last neatly pleated hills of Nepal we get down to cameo biogra-
phies. Wolfgang is researching a crucial scene in a novel about
Tibet that he’s abandoned a more practical life to write; Leopoldo
is a prison psychologist grateful to be cleansed by the huge vistas,
reminiscent to him of parts of his native Mexico. Richard is madly
in love with his girlfriend and her two kids, but Kailash appeared
and who of us could refuse the call?

Behind us, in a van of their own, follows a cast of porters and
Sherpas. Our drivers are the men our lives will depend on for
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more hours and days than I can, at present, imagine. Before day
one is done we'll know why drivers are paid better than doctors in
Tibet. Every moment you continue your earthly life in their cars is
a small miracle. We have three drivers on the trek (a fourth driv-
ing the truck.) One guy I love, one guy I like, and one guy I fear.
The last looks like a heavy drinker and he drives too fast.

First stop: Bonepa, just to relieve the kidneys and stretch our
legs, and for me to play harmonica for kids. Getting them trustful,
rambunctious. Once the playful dynamic is established, I wheedle
a high note and chase little ones into their mother’s skirts. Now,
straying off the main road, I walk past sheet-iron shacks built on
stilts and stumble on a primitive roulette game played with ancient
rupee notes by half-naked children. Here I get my first wish.

Everywhere I go kids ask for money. With harmonica at my
lips I say, “No, no! You pay me! Musica rupee!” Well, here in
Bonepa, one little beggar takes a rupee from his pile of winnings,
and, in a wonderful role reversal, throws it at the rich American.
My first earnings as a musician in Asia! Of course, | bet it imme-
diately on the game, and —much to the crowd’s delight—win. A
few adults peer out of the storklike tin-can cabins, smiling with
keen curiosity. I bet the pile again and lose —which delights the
crowd even more. With a mock-mournful rendition of “Waltzing
Matilda,” 1 head back to the van.

A few hours later, in Kodari, we hit the first Chinese check-
point. The officials are little more than boys in uniform playing
tough, smoking cigarettes, and striking macho poses. They take
their time looking over our papers, and finally decide all baggage
must be removed from the vehicles. It's a bluff. There is no thor-
ough search, only time for me to play a few tunes for some more
children, two of whom are about to kill a giant spider. Tenzin
prevents the assassination and places the bug a safe distance away.
No such deus ex machina intervened on the behalf of the occu-
pants of a bus we find freshly hauled up from the gorge eight
hundred feet below. For them, the beyond was a lot closer than
any hospital.

We actually set foot in Tibet upon crossing the Bhote Kosi

River, on both sides of which trees, shrubs, and moss cling to
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every perilously steep bit of earth and rock that hasn’t plummeted
to the white water several hundred feet below. The vans are a
thing of the past, so we hoof it a quarter of a mile over an impres-
sive bridge. Up the notch is the “ledge-town” of Kodari, cheap,
fast-built concrete structures peering down on us from bulldozed
terraces. A hotel sign blinks with only a portion of its bulbs func-
tioning. Armed sentries stand at both sides of the bridge. A mem-
ory from my reading swims to the surface: “Is this . . .?"

“Friendship Bridge?” Jay—oozing irony from every sylla-
ble —finishes my question. “What'’s wrong, Tad? Don't these guys
just give you that warm-all-over-feeling?”

“Sure. Right. Friendship Bridge,” I whisper, glancing over the
stone eyes of the guards; remembering the testimonies of Ama
Adhe, Freedom Momma, and Tenpa Sopa. She —whose husband
and father were covertly poisoned, who became a member of a
woman-only underground, who was interrogated, tortured, im-
prisoned, then beaten, raped, starved, and worked for twenty
years. He, part of the Dalai Lama's escape team who, having suc-
cessfully fled, was sent back into the firestorm of Norbulinka with
a letter of explanation to the Tibetan people. There Tenpa picked
up the forbidden gun, fought the Chinese, was wounded, and, too
weak to commit suicide, captured. Then he too was interrogated,
tortured, starved, and worked to skeletal thinness for twenty-
seven years. Eventually each of them —along with a few other
lucky Tibetans—walked this very bridge to liberation. Finally
reaching Dharamsala, India, each was granted an audience with
His Holiness, but neither could speak at first, for the tears clog-
ging their eyes, mouths, and hearts.

The lucky get out this way. But we're going in. Are we stupid?
Is this ill-advised?

“Indeed,” I think to myself, “be very friendly, Robert Thur-
man. This name on your passport could alert these petty officials
to just who you are: intimate of the Dalai Lama. Notorious China
critic. Yes, that’s right, Tenzin, stoop and smile, scrape and bow.
We need you on this trip.”

Above Kodari we're transferred into blue, canopied cargo ve-
hicles that start with a crank and die with a whimper. The truck in
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front of us is picking up army personnel. More toy soldiers trying
to disguise their curiosity with an air of nonchalant superiority.
Ahead, the Chinese are dynamiting new sections of road, which
doesn’t do much for the old ones. Tight turns have become
“squeak-bys.” Outside, tires are less than a foot from the edge too
much of the time. I'm clammy with sweat, even if I'm cold in a
sweater. Jock is sitting elephant-rider-style on the cab of the truck
in a tee shirt. We bump along a short distance, then the truck in
front of us stops. Wolfgang, Tenzin, and I are gathered just behind
Jock, keeping an eye out for rocks shaking loose from the ledges
above. The soldiers get out and start smoking. It seems we’ll be
here a while.

Tenzin returns to his mutterings, as he will the whole trip long.
This time, however, the linguist chooses to share.

“I am reciting the mantra of Superbliss Buddha Chakrasam-
vara as a female Buddha, the Vajrayogini. It goes: Om om om sarva
buddba dakiniye vajra varnantye vajra vairochaniye hum bhum hum pai pat
pai svaba. | have done informal retreats on this deity. I've also had
the initiations of the male forms of the deity. This whole pilgrim-
age for me is like a retreat. I myself am going to recite this mantra.
Try to get it going in your mind. It doesn’t mean that you can’t talk
or interact, it’s just you try to do this during breaks, you know, to
get through a few thousand repetitions during this month, using
whichever mantra you choose.

“The purpose of saying the mantra—it’s called the seed of the
deity —1s to bring the deity close to you. By reciting it you get a
sense of familiarity with the deity. By the time we get to the moun-
tain, we'll have developed that closeness more strongly. Then we'll
recite it at the mountain.

“If it’s too long, you can always fall back on Om mani padme
hum, which is the very simplest one —wisdom and compassion in
union: ‘the jewel and the lotus together.” Another good one to
recite is Om tare tuttare ture svaba, which is a mantra of Tara, the
female form of Avalokiteshvara.”

One by one we climb out of the truck. Tenzin is teaching a
mantra as three Tibetan nomads draw near. His glass eye seems to
be scrutinizing them when, in fact, he is unaware of their approach
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until they’re only two feet away. They are, without trying to be
rude, practically in his face before he sees them. A loud Tibetan
greeting results and their faces light up like long-jawed lanterns.
Now, conversely, they become bashful, covering their faces in shy
surprise. The most courageous of them discourses at length about
the dynamiting ahead, explaining that it probably caused the land-
slide farther up the line.

Other Tibetans in ill-fitting suit jackets and battered dress
pants converge to hear the blond giant speak fluent Tibetan. A
truck driver explains that he has been stuck on this side of the
avalanche for two months. Unable to abandon his vehicle, he’s
made a little money transporting people and supplies to the edge of
the landslide and back. He finishes a can of Pabst Blue Ribbon
(the Marlboro of beers, here) and tosses it resignedly into the
gorge below.

Not long after Tenzin retires to the truck for a nap, a Chinese
soldier-boy climbs over the hood and, in a strange mixture of
arrogance and friendliness, tries to engage him in conversation.
Tenzin feigns no Chinese, playing the uninformed tourist.

With the truck ahead finally filled and the two-hour delay
over, we start. The front-running truck is the guinea pig, hitting all
the trouble spots first. Through a mudslide they fantail around,
then we fantail around. They go over a huge bump, we go over
a huge bump. They trounce their kidneys over a minefield of
potholes, we do the same. The circuit is broken only when they get
stuck. At this we back up, and our driver gets out to assist.

Soldiers pour out of the truck, shovels and crowbars in
hand. Much yelling, pushing, and grumbling, and finally the truck
lumbers out of its trap. This follow-the-leader roller coaster pro-
ceeds hour after hour, while 1 keep one eye on the drop, ready to
claw my way out from under the tarpaulin and leap free of the
falling truck.

We bump and thump on. At one eroded hairpin turn, the
driver stops maybe ten inches from the edge, yanks up the emer-
gency brake, opens his door out over the abyss, skitters from the
cab and views our quandary from a couple of angles. The prob-
lem, we can plainly see, is that the road rises in a prodigious
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hump on the uphill side, exactly where the turn is tightest. Now,
having monitored dozens of possibilities in an instant, he leaps
back behind the wheel, disengages the brake, revs the engine,
and we lunge forward, hearts in mouths, prayer beads in hands,
as—sure enough—the hump unweights our traction and we
churn sideways toward the edge. Wolfgang and I are hanging out
on the wrong side, staring bug-eyed at The Long Goodbye, our
mouths agape, when the wheels catch with a lurch. We lose no
time in communicating the true recklessness of the driver’s cour-
age: the edge had eroded a good foot and a half under the road
we've just maneuvered.

Finally we arrive at the official border town of Zhangmu, at
eight o’clock Chinese time. As my feet hit the hard dirt that sur-
rounds the town, an awful irony rolls over me. I haven't had a
drop of liquor in eighteen months. I'm on the spiritual quest of
a lifetime. But like it or not—I'm drunk. Not a little, no. More like
a three-martini reel. At my feet is a playing card with a Chinese
girl in bra and panties. Naturally. All the addictions rearing up at
once. | pick up the card and stuff it in my pocket.

“It's bad karma,” comes Wolfgang’s Teutonic protest.

I think to tell him off, but I'm legless. Philosophically and
literally. With ridiculous regret I pull the card out of my pocket
and return it to the dirt.

At the border office, Tenzin is talking with a little officer of
fifty or so, who has three stars on his shoulder. Suddenly our
leader with “little or no” Chinese is jabbering away a mile a minute
and once again proffering a smile. The officer wades in closer until
he’s a mere three feet from the babbling giant. He must be asking
where Tenzin is from. With the word “American” the Chinese
officer unconsciously takes a single step back. With “New York,"
another step back, as the smile tightens to a squint of begrudging
respect. ['m carrying five books, two tape players, an entire case of
batteries and ten blank one-hour tapes. Wolfgang has several pic-
tures of the Dalai Lama stashed on his person, which is a crime in
Tibet, but Tenzin is clean. He isn’t even carrying a camera, and so
the lie comes quite naturally to his lips. Books, tapes, pictures,

magazines? “None. A few maps is all we have.”
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I've propped my back up against a wall, trying to steady my-
self sufhiciently to fill out a visitor’s permit. Jock is telling us that
the only numbers we need to get right are the dates and passports.
I'm smiling. This guy has dealt with altitude drunks before.

Approaching the flimsy gate that is raised and lowered as a
symbol of power, I start to laugh.

“No laughter,” Jock advises quietly, “don’t even smile. They’ll
think you're showing contempt.”

“They’'d be right,” I slur, vaguely shocked with the rebellious-
ness wafting off me like the stench of gin.

“It's too late to be officially admitted,” Tenzin is explaining,
“but since we're carrying no books we can stay the night and come
back in the morning.”

Once inside the Zhangmu Hotel I stare through cross-rigged
drapes and grimy windows at the grey peaks across the valley,
practicing a clumsy mantra, wishing I knew what it meant. After a
while, I'm called to dinner. I stumble out and rush up the stairs,
only to realize it's freezing. Returning to my room to find a parka,
I rush up the stairs again, ink blotches spill over my eyes, my chest
heaving like a badly loaded washing machine.

“Hey, slow down fella. It’s called acclimatization because that'’s
what you're supposed to do. Acclimatize.” It's Jock, cool, calm, and
collected.

On a bluff overlooking the narrow, steep street a large blink-
ing neon light advertises karaoke at the rear windows of the rival
hotel. The smaller buildings’ roll-down metal doors are locked
tight. From shacks and lean-tos constructed on the street itself,
sitting atop crates and leering from brick-lined darkness, wide,
shadowy faces peer in hostile curiosity. Who 1s Chinese and who
Tibetan? [ don’t know.

Jay is leading us. He was here a few years ago, on his way to
Lhasa, and remembers a remote restaurant worth sniffing out. Up a
flight of stairs and over a bridge-like parapet, we enter a large,
sprawling room. We re seated around the circular table and greeted
by a Tibetan waitress wearing the traditional striped apron that an-
nounces a married woman. She is very pleased to see us. Soon we're
feasting on plate after plate of what I will too late realize is the best
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food I'll get in the next three weeks in Tibet. A combination of Chi-
nese and local cuisine: soups, noodles, rice, chicken and rice, yak
and rice; sprouts, tofu and cabbage; momos (Tibetan dumplings),
puri, dal, and tea. Some drink beer despite Jock’s warning that alti-
tude problems are exaggerated with alcohol.

After dinner Jay goes off to karaoke night to continue drink-
ing and to dance with the wives of smiling, drink-buying men. He
dances with men, too. Very Klondike-esque. I won't hear of this
until the following day when I realize that much of my old life will
be relived for me through this witness of my youth.

Breakfast is in the basement. And to be fair they’'ve tried very
hard to scramble eggs, cook bacon, toast bread, and boil water. I
stick to the bean sprouts, onions, and glutinous cellophane noo-
dles, with a double strong dose of Nescafé washing down a couple
of Alleve to battle the pain in my temples. I also dispense a ration
of acidophilus, echinacea, goldenseal, vitamin C, and a garlic pill
to myself and to Tenzin. Nena made me promise to keep him
dosed with these supplements.

Jay and I are discussing traveling incognito. There is a long
tradition of this in Tibet. For centuries any European wishing to
travel unmolested would do so in disguise. Even then they took
their chances, like any other, since the dacoits, or bandits, particu-
larly prevalent in the Kailash region were not picky about their
prey.

I've spent the early hours reading Lama Govinda, learning a
new mantra, making a few notes. Now we're all at breakfast and
Tenzin declares that he will give his first formal Dharma talk. I
whip out my tape recorder and place it, sidewise in front of him,
on the Nescafé jar. I've used a section of cloth that is precious to
me to wipe the untrusty water droplets from an otherwise clean
cup. | spread the cloth on my lap. We're not sitting in lotus posi-
tion, there’s no incense smoldering on an altar, and yet we're
being watched by the help as if we were setting forth on the teach-
ings of a forbidden religion. I'm now able to distinguish between
the Tibetans with their bigger cheekbones and the narrow-faced,

less robust Chinese. The dozen or so Asians in the cafeteria make
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no effort to disguise the fact that they are watching our every
move.

Tenzin is up-beat, energized, smiling broadly; everything about
the man says thus w what I live to do. “The first theme,” he insists, “is
the relationship to the spiritual teacher. It's crucial to have a per-
sonal relationship with an enlightened person, if possible. That, in
itself, is another whole discussion, but in a way it’s central to
Tibetan Buddhism.”

Of course this is the first issue, I think to myself. And it is a
huge one for me, as interior questions shout themselves aloud: Is
Tenzin an enlightened person? Has he accepted me as a student?
Have I asked him to be my teacher? As his good eye cordially
brushes by mine, Tenzin explains:

“The relationship to the teacher in Buddhism is not a big deal,
in contrast to Hinduism. Buddhists challenge the heavy guru idea;
they call the mentor ‘spiritual teacher,” and ‘spiritual friend,” as a
close friend, not an absolute authority. This emphasizes how you
have to free yourself, develop your own enlightenment. No one
else can do it for you. But in Tantra the sort of transference rela-
tion to the teacher is very important. You spend twelve years to
investigate such a central figure. You don't jump into receiving
teachings from the first teacher. Not initiatory teaching.”

Twelve? Today it's been twenty—as Tenzin begins again to
speak the Dharma.

TENZIN

Here we are in Tibet, at last. I'll now admit that I was afraid I'd be
denied entry, rejected as too good a friend of the Dalai Lama and
sent back to Nepal. But it didn't happen. I'm so glad we're on our
way to Kailash. I can tell you that 1 am hoping there will be a
magical key there to open the heart of the world, beginning with
the hearts of the Chinese leaders to get them to relent on Tibet and
let her people go. If only they realized how magnificent it would be
to free Tibet and release her people. They could again fire up the
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furnaces of their monastic factories of positive evolutionary energy
and pour pure spiritual energy into the vision of the positive evolu-
tion of the planet.

Tibet is hard to understand. After thirty-plus years, I just be-
gin to see how its form of society has no parallel on the planet. We
have no categories for it. Tibetan civilization is a living model of an
alternative modernity, a viable lifestyle that is modern in good
ways but not destructively materialistic. Once free of this modern
materialistic occupation, Tibet will serve as a beacon for a joyous
postmodern lifestyle.

But later for Tibet. We came here on pilgrimage, to perform
the Dharma, and we should confidently feel a sense of destiny.

The Systematic Path

The first meditation theme in this path is the relationship to the
spiritual teacher. Once you actually start the path, it is crucial to
have a relationship with an individual who you genuinely feel rep-
resents the living teaching. You might presume that because you're
a modern person and Buddha lived long ago, you'll never attain
enlightenment. That's why a living mentor is of the first impor-
tance—as it is in Zen. We begin by imagining the teacher as the
Buddha, concentrating on finding the Buddha alive for us through
the icon of the teacher.

Once you're actually working on the path, you take up the
preciousness of human life. Usually people think of religious prac-
tice as beginning with putting oneself down—"I'm so ignorant”
and “I'm so sinful.” But to contemplate the preciousness of human
life 1s to focus on the tremendous achievement of having become a
human being —thinking back karmically, evolutionarily, over just
how much it took to get to be a human being.

In Carl Sagan’s Cosmos series, one program went all the way
up from the Precambrian slime. He walked along a cosmic calen-
dar in which biological evolution takes place over a month of many
hundred-million-year days. Finally, on the last day of the month,
in the four-billionth year, Homo sapiens shows up, the inheritor of

this incredible journey up from primeval ooze.
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The Buddhist feeling about evolution is even more cosmic than
that, except it’s not only a genetic or material process on the part
of some genes or species. The focus is on the incredible journey
of the individual: We ourselves were worms. We had to evolve
through the chain of life-forms, until finally reaching this human-
lifetime window. Through it we realize instincts are optional. We
can reprogram ourselves not to grab the thing in front of us im-
mediately, as a crocodile does. Not to run away from something
that seems a little worrisome. Humans can become like rats
in a cage, overpopulate, become self-destructive. Or we can be-
come buddhas; completely self-creative. The choice is before us
constantly.

We have all evolved not only up but down the ladder of life-
forms many times. Once you have the human life-form, if you
waste it just making money or building up the ego, if you die
having no control over your unconscious, never having become
aware of your full potential, it's a tremendous waste. You may be
dragged by subconscious impulses into lower life-forms for a very
long period of time.

Tibetans are steeped in this vision of evolution, cherishing hu-
man birth as the only realm for attaining enlightenment. So your
aim in life is to develop yourself at least to the point where you'll
have a shot at another, even better human life, and. in the best
case, full enlightenment. The full unfolding is possible only for a
human who's totally dedicated, with the best facilities, faculties,
and health.

Buddha told a parable for this. He said that there's an old
blind turtle who lives in the bottom of the seven oceans and who
surfaces once every century for air, and there’s a golden yoke
floating randomly around the seas. As often as the blind turtle at
the bottom of the ocean happens to raise his head through the
neck hole of the yoke when he comes up for his centenary breath,
that's how often you can get back to the human life-form from
being in the involuntary life-forms of the lower states of existence.
You really should appreciate what you have right now. This hu-
man prize! Look at your thumb. We don’t have to see this thumb

as coming merely from being a successful aggressor. Rather it
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comes from being playful, experimental, gentle, and generous. If
we were going to be more successful as an aggressor, why have a
hand like this, with wimpy fingernails that break on the slightest
scratch? These monkeylike fingers are playful, even erotic; they're
not naturally aggressive.

The saber-toothed tiger is aggressive. He could bite your head
right off. But nothing forced him to vary his instinctual program-
ming, he just jumped and ate whatever was in front of him. Hu-
mans have to think about it, to learn to empathize with each other,
to talk to each other. That's where the flexibility of our form came
from, from arriving at the boundary between self and other. Soci-
ality 1s the specially human virtue and the source of language. You
never develop language if you just eat everybody you meet!

There are of course many different types of human lives. The
most advantageous form of human life, which many Westerners
enjoy, is endowed with the eight liberties and the ten opportuni-
ties. The eight liberties are liberty from hell, the ghost realms,
animal forms, god forms, titan forms, human slave societies, and
human lives without functional senses or intelligence. The ten op-
portunities involve having access to education, being in a world
where a buddha has visited, being in a central country where the
teaching of freedom is available, and so forth. We're now visiting
what was once a central country, meaning a nation where libera-
tive, self-transformative teachings and practices are embedded in
the core of the culture. Today it's buried under communist in-
doctrination, but it’s still alive in people’s hearts, even though most
of them don't articulate it. It gives them a certain tolerance and
cheerfulness even under tremendous duress.

In many societies there’s no notion of liberation or self-illumi-
nation or education, merely training for life as a hunter or a war-
rior or a computer programmer. The real teaching of freedom 1s
very rare. The materialistic mode, in both its Western liberal form
and its communist form, offers no possibility of real liberation. We
have ideas like the pursuit of happiness, the fight for freedom, and
the land of liberty, but nobody has any idea of what liberty 1s.

Real existential and experiential liberty, where you can com-

pletely control your entire environment, choose your embodiment,

48



The Tibetan Border

and freely travel through time and space, is completely inconceiv-
able to us.

Real freedom was not taught even by the religions in Buddha's
India. You had to worship gods and then they might save you from
suffering and put you on a nice shelf, eventually, if you were
lucky. But that still left you under their control completely. God
can put you on the angel shelf instead of in the roasting pan, but
you still don’t have freedom. He has freedom. You attribute it to
God, but you don't have it.

That's why the most important of the famous noble truths
taught by the Buddha was the noble truth of freedom, which is
the truth of nirvana. Contemplation of this noble truth of nirvana
opens people up to the very idea that there is such a thing as
freedom. Once you can imagine it, you feel a different sense about
the meaning of your life. That you could be reliably, calmly, bliss-
fully free, with absolutely nothing to compel you. No problems or
suffering. This is unimaginable at first. Coming from a Protestant
background if I even start to think about being free and happy, |
unconsciously feel anxious, expecting someone to hit me or step on
me. That's how we’ve been conditioned.

Awareness of freedom is part of Tibet's special legacy. So is the
rare preciousness of human life. Enjoy this contemplation of your
potential. Count your blessings carefully. Be honestly proud of
yourself. Karmically, you all made great efforts and did great
things to get to be such beautiful human beings, to be here at this
time. After this talk, we will move into discussions of death, imper-
manence, and suffering. You can get depressed by focusing too
intently on those themes. You might feel too negative about your-
self. You must master this first theme of the value of human life in
order to develop a more intense level of appreciation for yourself

and for the fabulous opportunity you have.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Acclimatizing

TAD

At the border we hear about a

landslide further up the line. I stow this information, uneasily.
Then a couple of mountains roll by, another town or two—and
here’s the landslide. Where the road used to be is now a freshly
formed flank of earth swarming with nearly a hundred porters
hurrying toward us with work permits in one hand and work
ropes in the other.

Our head Sherpa (called the sirdar) Lobsang, is choosing por-
ters as we lumber forward stiffly, some of us giving our day packs
to the porters, who appear out of nowhere caroling us with, “I
carry, sir. | help. Very dangerous, sir. I help!” Their wide smiles
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and confident hands are both comforting and disconcerting. I
shrug them off and hurry to catch up with Tenzin.

“Everyone be careful here. Be quite careful!” he booms out.
Under his breath he informs me that a western trekker recently
lost his life on this slide. Is he watching me for a reaction? I do my
best to appear unafraid.

Getting around the boulders is easy until the half-dozen routes
converge onto one convex rim about eleven inches across. This is
all that remains of the trail. Sherpas in rotting sneakers are bot-
tlenecking at both ends, impatient to double up, yet resorting to
single file. Under their feet glistens a lip of packed mud overlook-
ing a two-hundred-foot drop to a thundering gorge. I'm thinking:
“How embarrassing to die on the very first maneuver.”

[ hesitate. Take a picture, tie a shoe, watch the porters take
turns. But there’s Tenzin already over, so clearly I can do this. Just
don't look down and don't look up. I feel watched, as if the grim
reaper is glancing up from a nap. Then I'm over. I've done it. Trying
not to advertise my profound relief, I turn to watch our senior mem-
ber gear up for the pass. He traverses it without incident.

Above the landshde several of our group are perched on rocks,
nodding out in the sun. Low pines and bush partially obscure a
very familiar-looking spike-leafed plant. I catch Jay's eye and
point with my chin. He smiles, conspiratorially.

Leopoldo asks if he might borrow my copy of Tenzin’s transla-
tion of The Tibetan Book of the Dead. I'm feeling useful at last. I have
also loaned an extra set of sunglasses and a sink stopper to Rich-
ard, who “plain out forgot” the stopper in Zhangmu, which en-
dears him to me.

Backing down the road come three nauseating-green Toyota
Landcruisers, with several joking, smiling men in each. Our
kitchen staff and porters are introduced. I fall on my knees before
the cook, Pawan, and start prostrating. Everyone laughs, espe-
cially Pawan.

We put in a long day’s journey in a few short hours, climbing
an additional thirty-five hundred feet by midafternoon. In Nyalam
I fall out of the car and sense laughter in the eyes of the locals.

Happy, not hostile laughter. It's another dusty, gray road town,
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with roll-down doors open for business. Feels like the wild, wild
west —except on a severe slant.

In a two-table restaurant decorated with a beaded curtain
doorway and a cheesy poster of the Alps, Tenzin reviews his first
talk, explaining that, ideally, questions about one teaching should
be addressed before the next is presented. Richard, the painter,
takes one look at the poster of the Alps and explodes with hysteri-
cal laughter. “Maybe we'd better acclimatize another few hours,”
Tenzin concedes, shaking his head at Richard in good-humored
disbelief.

“I have a question,” volunteers Wolfgang, who takes off his
Australian bushman hat, and places it on his lap.

“Oh good,” smiles Tenzin, “someone is holding on to their
wits!” Wolfgang's sparse gray hair and reserved spectacles give
him a serious demeanor, yet when he laughs his face lights up with
youthful vigor. “Zee preciousness of human life is totally familiar
to me,” he states proudly. “But what came up for me was this: |
happen to have been brought up in another belief system. Namely
a Christian one, in which our souls were created as such, and we
didn’t have to go through a period in the past when we weren't
human, and so on.”

“That’s quite correct,” Tenzin says, nodding slowly. “It brings
up a basic point that is very important. In order to develop a
strong sense of the preciousness of human life, 1t must connect to
one'’s belief system. The belief system doesn’t necessarily have
to be the Buddhist karmic belief system, but it has to be one that
is critically aware of the uniqueness and special opportunities of
this life-form.

“Most of us are brought up in the modern world believing that
we are material entities and that the brain is the source of the
mind, and that when the brain ceases to function that’s the end of
it. That 1s the underlying modernist belief. Very few people live by
a sense that they will have a future existence. And very few really
believe that they had a former existence. This is really very rare,
and so is the theme of the extreme preciousness of human life.”

Wolfgang is smiling and holds his hand open at his chest, like

a surgeon waiting for gloves, “I'm not a materialist —that's not
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where I am. 1 know several of my past lives, | know all this. But
still, I never discovered a past life as a dog.”

Laughter accompanies this remark.

“I'm not saying that’s where you are,” Tenzin affably qualifies
his argument. “I'm coming back to where you are. I'm saying that
the basic ground on which our society works reduces us to an
illusory subjectivity that is completely destroyed in an instant by
death. Even if we, personally, have developed something different,
this is still what's considered rational in society. It’s ‘feed the phys-
ical body, because that’s all there is.” Our medical system prolongs
the life of the physical body, even in a coma, because death is the
absolute end of the whole thing.

“The other secret tenet of the Western materialist mind-set is
that the rational thing to do 1s to have the most pleasant physical
circumstances for this life. Never mind what happens after that.
Because ‘I'm not going to be around. And I wasn’t here before.
I didn't have any hand in creating the situation that I'm in.’
There’s no sense of eternal pain or terrifying hell realms. There’s
no goal except immediate self-gratification and so the license to
waste other individuals 1s great.”

Tenzin 1s geared up, the group’s shared silence acknowledges
we are here to listen. “So that’s the background. Even if we have
elaborated another theory, we're living what the Tibetans call ‘life
for the purpose of this life.” We're identifying with the self as this
body and these appetites and impulses, and living to satisfy those.

“Buddhism teaches infinite consequentiality, meaning an infi-
nite past consequentiality, and an infinite future consequentiality.
The great thing about the horizon of that infinity is that there 1s no
limit to how amazing you can become. You can go far beyond God
and become anything you want. But the danger that goes along
with infinite positive potential, of course, is that you can let your-
self go into infinite negative states as well. Further, the human
mind fears infinity, for the same reason it fears the dark. Limitless-
ness is scary. What you can do, in the meditation on the rarity and
preciousness of human existence, is look at your own ideology and
try to analyze it: "‘What is my worldview? Why do I feel I'm con-
tained within such and such a setting?’ When you look carefully
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and find something that seems to be a solid wall or a boundary,
look critically at that. Ask: ‘Is that really so? What is the scripture
from which it comes? Did God say so? Did the scientists find this
out? Can they prove it?’

“When you start looking critically like that, you begin to find
that all the ideas you have about the world start to dissolve, espe-
cially the materialist view, which can’t account for any of it. Be-
cause the notion of nothing is just . . . nothing!” Tenzin explodes
into nonsensical laughter, then recovers and bolts on.

“It's the irrational way our minds work that we despair over
nothing. For example, Miguel de Unamuno, the great existential-
ist, said he was afraid of nothingness—La Nada! He made a big
fuss about it. But that’s ridiculous, nobody’s afraid of la nada. Nada
is nada! It's nothing to be afraid of —it's nothing! You can't be-
come it.”

Remembering one of Hemingway's best soliloquies on l nada,
I can’t resist joining in. “But nothingness is an insult to a creative
being. An artist spends a lifetime filling sandbags to keep nothing-
ness at bay. For an egomaniac, it's terrifying.”

Tenzin looks at me blankly. “No, it isn’t,” he says impatiently.
“Lots of egomaniacs shoot up heroin without hesitation. They ask
the dentist for sodium pentathol imploringly; they're not at all
terrified of it. And whether it's permanent or not, they don't care.
Absolutely not. Modern egomaniacs feel ‘nothing’ is sitting there,
waiting for them. It’s like falling into a deep sleep. Perhaps they
might have some thought of ‘Maybe I'll be back.’ But they don't
care as long as everything is obliterated.”

Like an annoying fly, I have been batted out of the way, as
Tenzin finds his place again in the book of his mind. “The point is:
When Miguel de Unamuno said he was afraid of lu nada, he was
fooling himself about the real deal here, which is the idea of inf-
nite consequentiality.

“Today's meditation is the appreciation of one’s own life—its
amazingness, its majesty, its opportunity —and the danger of los-
ing it while still being un-self-controlled, un-self-aware. This medi-
tation Is an opening of one’s self, which is a gradual process. Not
like ‘Ah! I see it, brother. I believe!’ Not just adopting some slo-
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gan. It's a critical peeling away of those layers of boundary that
are put in by all different cultures. They're trainer wheels, our
myths. They're comforting in a delusory way because they lull us
into coasting along, wasting our opportunity. We think that God
will take us to heaven as long as we repeat the right slogans. If
people don't like the slogan, blow them away, the ultimate way of
dismissing another person. As in Bosnia. Or on the Los Angeles
freeways.

“But where do they go when you kill them? And what happens
to your karma now that you're a murderer? ‘No, no, don’t worry
about all that,” say the false authorities, who claim to shield you
from killer karma, but cannot.

“Now, in the 1dea of infinite consequentiality everyone has been
in your face infinitely, already. All of us have been each other’s par-
ents, we've been each other’s lovers, we've been each other’s arch-
enemies, we have killed each other, we have saved each other, we
have eaten each other, we have fed ourselves to each other. We've
done every conceivable thing to and for each other, already, many
times. So now why do you think this guy —some mysteriously awful
and angry guy —is in your face? And ready to kill you? Well, could
it be you blew him away last time? Suddenly everything you do
reverberates infinitely back to you.”

Behind his hand Thurman whispers loudly: “That’s the pre-
view of The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform. Now, back to today's
feature!

“Once you attain the idea that you made your body through
your own acts, you will resist those fools who tell you to go out
and kill and be killed over a few acres. Their prayers have little
impact on your destiny —even their gods don’t have the power to
raise you up into the happy hunting ground. In fact, if you've died
and been reborn driven by the fear and rage of battle, you may
have become a crocodile, slimily slithering around in the river!
You're going to be one ticked-off crocodile.

“Before you let that happen you start saying: ‘Wait a minute.
You don't control my life! You—king—don’t own my life. My
parents —you don’t own my life either. My soul is my own spiri-

tual gene carrying the code of all my past actions, and right now
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it's carrying my code of being human because of all my past gener-
osity, justice and morality, tolerance, effort, concentration, and
intelligence. I'm not going to throw all that away for some lousy
four acres!’

“So individualism gets incredibly strong. The insight into the
preciousness of the human life endowed with liberty and opportu-
nity is based on this idea of infinite consequentiality coming from
the past and going on to the future.

“And then there is this scary side. We really don't like the
sound of hell. We completely rebel against it. Still, when we open
up to the possibility that we could infinitely evolve into a positive
state, we become aware that there is also the danger of devolving
into infinite negativity. To enjoy the positive fruition, we must face
that the negative side is also there. We can always backslide and
chance getting squashed. But because there's an infinite positive
potential, we can become completely enlightened if we really take
advantage of this human embodiment of leisure and opportunity.
Right, Richard?”

Something snaps in Richard. His insane laugh sounds like a
space ship lifting off, as up, up, up the pitch floats into the lunatic
range.

We go for dinner to a different yak-butter-and-beer hole,
where the greasy food is terrible. A four-man mountain-climbing
team of mad Frenchmen barges in, soon flling a table with beer
liters, wine bottles, and smoldering ashtrays. Tenzin engages them
in French and their tale bubbles forth. We're looking at victors.
Two of the four men made it to the top of some mountain or
another just shy of twenty-four thousand feet.

“With oxygen?" | ask Tenzin, who asks the Frenchmen, who
explode in pride of accomplishment. “No, no! No axygéne!”

I lead the applause, while the climbers refill their glasses and
point them at us in brief detours leading back to their mouths.
There is something in their eyes I haven't seen before. Or rather,
something that isn’t in their eyes, that I usually see. Sanity. These
men have opium-eaters’ eyes. Insane eyes.

They smack each other across the head and pound their own
chests, reveling in primordial machismo, the only Westerners we'll
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encounter who are completely uninterested in the Dharma. But
these mountain-climbing lunatics seem to recognize something fa-
miliar in our leader, an explorer’s courage, and impatience with
those who can't find a similar courage.

In our rooms upstairs I accept an herbal laxative from Wolf-
gang. He suggests two pills, I take three. “So this is what impo-
tence must be like,” | think wandering down another dim hall to
another dead mattress, “fear of failure being half the problem.”
The next day I start giving away toilet paper, hoping reverse psy-
chology might have an effect.

I wake up to big pain, a nasty, two-bottles-of-Spanish-cham-
pagne-with-a-Christian-Brothers-Brandy-float pain. It's dark out-
side. With a flashlight I find painkillers and water, and force them
down. Jay is lightly snoring in the next bed so that fearless-leader
Jock can have his own room. I want to cry. I miss my daughters —
little and big. That's righteous love. I also miss Cynthia. That's
righteous, too. I also miss another woman, which 1s decidedly not
righteous, and it all makes my head bang.

The dawn is coming up over gray mountains and even grayer
buildings as I stumble to the edge of town, to Nyalam's claim to
fame: a gigantic boulder glittering with broken glass and, maybe,
some legitimate mica. There's a loudspeaker perched on the back
of it. I wonder what they say over it. “This big Tibetan rock 1s no
longer a Tibetan rock, it’s a Chinese rock, which is most fitting,
since China is bigger than Tibet, and bigger still for the addition of
this big rock.”

All around me tower naked giants. Hairless. Treeless. Only
spots of green, specks of cranberry, cairn stones, and prayer-
flagged towers dot the horizon of horsetail clouds—these turning
mango and salmon over the cold, stone mountains.

I return and after breakfast we are all invited into Tenzin’s
room for the Dharma talk. Jay sits down cross-legged on the
carpet-covered concrete. Jock and the others follow, all but Rich-
ard, who falls back into a desk chair, and me, sitting upright on the
bed across from Tenzin. As Tenzin pulls his feet into a half lotus on

the bed, the room is expectantly silent.
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TENZIN
Spiritual Friends and [mpermanence

If everyone would now leave the discursive and go into the medi-
tative mode, we want to go back to the very source of the path.
Which is the focus on the teacher, reliance on the spiritual friend.

As you listen try to half close your eyes. Settle into a meditation
state, because I'm going to give you some visualizations. Calm your-
self by focusing on your breath. Just breathe —count ten inhala-
tions. Once you're calm, begin to visualize. Imagine a field of vision
up above your forehead, which you see with your mind’s eye, your
third eye, rather than with your normal eyes —a kind of space and
light, a boundless sky. In that sky is your greatest mentor. It doesn’t
have to be the Buddha. It certainly doesn't need to be me. It could
be Christ, if you have a strong relationship with him. Or Mother
Mary. Or Moses, if you have a relationship with him. It could be
Rudolf Steiner, Gurdjieff, or some great teacher you had in school, a
parent, or a grandparent, the Dalai Lama, or Thomas Merton.
Whoever the person 1s, whatever the religion, it doesn’t matter; the
race, gender, and era don’t matter. Choose him or her to embody the
state of being that you aspire to—enlightenment, the total knowl-
edge of everything worth knowing.

Visualize that person present there before and above you as a
body made of light. Now the being looks at you, and you see the
face —it's hard to visualize whoever it is, at first. It’s just a flash,
because your mind is unsteady. You see that being up there above
you—I'll just use Buddha because that works for me —right here,
not dead a thousand years ago, and he’s happy that you're going to
meditate now. He’s looking down at you, smiling because you are
concentrating on opening your mind, and from his smile light rays
flow down. Like streams of medicine, they flow into you and make
you feel more light. You begin to feel blissful and buoyant, as
though a spotlight is shining on you, lifting you up in this spiritual
limelight that makes you glow with bliss. It drives away smoky,
dark doubts, negative attitudes, and worry. Visualize that you're
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being bathed in this radiant aura emanating from a being of total
omniscience. It takes a lot of imagining. Don't forget to breathe —
you must breathe to imagine. At least in the beginning.

It is crucial to develop this positive setting before meditating
on anything. A luminous setting is the key to lifting ourselves out
of our habitual ruminative thoughts, our sense of self-identity, our
self-world. We need to enter into the space of saints and sages and
gods and goddesses and create a new space of possibility for our-
selves. We don't just say: “Well, I'm going to do something, but it’s
going to be the same me that does it.” This goes along with the
presupposition that after I finish 1t'll still be the same “me” who
just spent time meditating. Instead we start meditation by creating
an ideal space, and then we enter that space and everything opens
and becomes possible. This is a path of becoming aware of and
then shifting our sense of orientation, substituting a more positive
view.

This space where we take refuge when we meditate is known
as the refuge field. It 1s a kind of portable shrine we learn to live
with, as we make our lives more and more spiritually positive.

Now fill the field around you on your level with a great crowd
of beings below the luminous presence. These beings cannot see
the enlightened beings above, since they are not consciously seek-
ing refuge, but they can see us. In the front ranks of this crowd are
all those we know closely —our lovers, our mates, our children—
looking to us because they sense that we've entered a different
field. They perceive the light that suffuses us from the mentor-
being as our own new glow. For this reason they're smiling
too. Their pleasure manifests in more light and energy flowing
back to us in turn as more empowerment, more energy and en-
couragement.

From the mentor-being to us, to the other beings, back to us,
and back to the mentor, a figure-eight circuit flows. We sit at the
central point of the figure eight. We're not just developing in isola-
tion, we're beginning a conscious evolution in relationship with all
those around us.

When you get a little more stable in this meditation, you try to

include people you don't care about, and then even people you
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dislike. But don't try that right away or it'll put you in a bad mood.
Instead work on creating this figure eight of light and love. Cul-
tivate this field of bliss, which you have earned through much
evolutionary struggle. Sense the incredible preciousness of this
accomplishment. Feel pleased with yourself, soberly impressed
with what you have achieved. You don’t need to adopt a com-
pletely different belief system as long as your old one allows
you to feel that you are precious. So hold that thought. Proud,
pleased, and happy, glowing with energy.

Without leaving the refuge field, we turn to our next theme,
impermanence. Right away we address death, reflecting upon how
transitory life is. We know very well that some of our plans may
not come to pass. We have no idea at what time we actually
will die. Sure, we're going to die. All beings die. Even gods die.
Therefore, we meditate upon what are called the three roots of
immediacy.

The first root is the certainty of death. Death is instantaneous
when it happens. It’s the withdrawal of your awareness from your
senses and your body; your consciousness shoots out into a dream-
like state. Developing a strong certainty that we are going to die
liberates us from unfocused practice. It dawns on us that this body
and mind and these five senses will cease to be.

The second root is the uncertainty about when we will die.
Often children die before their parents, well people die before sick
ones, a person in safety dies before one in danger. There is no
certainty. The causes of life are few and they are fragile, the causes
of death are many. We habitually go along secure with the idea
that there’s going to be some time later when we're going to die,
“when you are old and full of sleep,” but there is no knowing
when.

The third root is the certainty that when we do die the core of
our being is what we will take with us: The Dharma is the only
thing that will help us. Our bank account will not help us at
that time; our muscles, our nerves, our skin will not help us at that
time; our organs, liver, heart, none of that will help us at that time;
our eyes, ears will not help us at that time; our friends and rela-
tives will not help us at that time; our coarse beliefs, our factual
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knowledge will not help us at that time. The one thing that will
help us at that time will be how much of the Dharma we have
integrated into the core of our being: our openness, fearlessness,
tolerance, generosity, intelligence, calm. That’s what helps us con-
front death. It's all we can take with us.

If we neglect the deep core of our being, it shrivels. If we are
intolerant, clutching, not generous, with no concentration, then
we're going to be in trouble when we die. The only thing that will
help us is what we have invested within.

While meditating on this third root, take an inventory of your
life. Realize that you're spending ninety-five percent of your time
strengthening the body and making it healthy, spending money
on medicine, earning money to pay for clothing, medicine, food,
face lifts, cosmetics, vitamins. You pamper the body of this life
although after death it will turn into garbage. You make huge
investments in possessions and property, none of which will be-
long to you in the future. Someone else will be signing the checks.
The government will be taking its inheritance tax. The kids will be
blowing it on this and that. And yet we spend ninety-five percent
of our time on these things we can't take with us. What a waste!

From the three roots grows our awareness of impermanence,
of the immediacy of death. We come to feel that there is no time
at all. We become alert to the moment, making the moment as
full as possible, because we're not investing it in some other
thing. We don’t know what could be happening next, so we con-
centrate on what is happening now. This kind of awareness, held
in creative tension with the preciousness of human life, i1s ex-
tremely liberating.

Concluding, look up again into the spiritual sky above you.
Your mentor or mentors, he or she or they, are delighted that
you're reflecting on these deep themes. Their pleasure at your
understanding flows toward you as a cascade of nectar. The men-
tors themselves actually dissolve into light, flow down, and come
to rest in the center of your heart. Their own life stream merges
with yours.

Before we break the meditation we cherish a last taste of this

nectar. Their luminous energy has filled our hearts; we are re-
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newed and refreshed. We must also remember gratefully to dedi-
cate the merit of this practice for the sake of all beings —all those
we have gathered around us and all the others behind them.
Whenever you do something good, you should never leave it just
by appropriating it to yourself. That would lessen the positive
impact. You should right away invest the positive achievement —
the merit—in the larger good of the world. This multiplies the
good immeasurably. So in order to dedicate whatever merit we
have created here today, we resolve to become perfectly enlight-
ened buddhas so that we truly can become a mentor for all beings,
to help them reach their own full potential, their ultimate freedom
and happiness.

TAD

When Tenzin is finished and the spell is broken, we all look the
way we used to when hallucinogens plied the punch. At this mo-
ment every one of us is ready to climb the mountain. I throw my
Milarepa books in my day pack along with a sweater and poncho
and ever-ready-never-used umbrella. Up and out we go for an
acclimatizing local hike.

There's a breast-level countertop at the bottom of the stairs,
serving as the hotel’s front desk. In the two days we'll spend here
I'll never see it used. The team in charge is always holed up in a
cubicle across the hall watching Chinese TV. They look up just
long enough to ascertain there is no complaint.

Outside, pebbles are frozen to the ground, as is shattered glass
to the pavement. Up an alley onto a street skirting the huge boul-
der, we pass the best house in town. Beams set between stone
walls are brightly painted, yak skulls hang from corner posts, a
lonely flower box bursts with small blue and yellow blossoms. The
stonework is drywall and of better quality than its neighbors. In
the Himalayas, as in the Catskills, mortar is usually the sign of
inferior work glued together.

The glass-strewn concrete road soon stubbles into weed,

flower, shrub. Wild grass sets in with a forgiveness. Broken pieces
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of mani stones—flat-faced boulders carved with Om mani padme
hum —line the track leading to a small chapel. Inside is a gigantic
brass prayer wheel and nothing else. The chapel isn’t locked, al-
though equipped to be. Surrounding it, like huge playing cards set
into the ground, are large fragments of destroyed mani stones.

“Dynamited,” Thurman growls. “By the thousands. The Chi-
nese blew them to pieces along with the monasteries. They forced
the Tibetans to build roads out of the dynamited mani stones,
forced them to make toilets from them, forced them to defile these
perfect folk shrines, these simple, blessed, outpourings of love for
the Buddha. But it didn’t work!” he trumpets, humor routing rage,
“Did it, Ewenschlanger?!”

“Apparently not!” Wolfgang returns, taking a picture of a
newer, whole carving of the great mantra Om mand padme hum.

Ewenschlanger means “iron snake” in German. The iron snake is
the mythical creature associated with persons born in 1941 and
other years at sixty-year intervals, according to Tibetan and Chi-
nese astrology. This includes both Tenzin’s and Wolfgang's
birthdays. From this discovery forward they call each other
Eisenschlanger at their friendliest.

We hike for an hour. I'm talking to myself, falling behind,
passing back and forth between euphoria and paranoia, not at all
confident that things are working out well.

I come up behind Tenzin conversing with Valerie and Leo-
poldo. “The trick is to get that infinite bliss and be totally pre-
sent here in all this concreteness! That's the real trick, that’s
buddhahood.”

It's a user-friendly thought. The kind I, for one, could use
against all this airlessness. But Tenzin isn’t satisfied. He's honed an
edge, now he must use it.

“No separation. There's no difference between buddahood
and blade-of-grass-on-the-Tibetan-desert-plain-hood. None what-
soever. So your reflex to be totally present to the suffering of any
being —even if you know that suffering isn’t really real, but they
only think it's real —that’s the compassion of the buddhas. In the
Mahayana Buddhist vision, this moment is not an empty void,
buddhas are right here with us. They're really aware of all we're
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aware of. Every grain of sand. The whole. We're surrounded by
the love of buddhas.”

He takes a deep breath. All around us on this walk, oblivious
to Tenzin's teachings, the earth crust thrusts up and gnaws
down. Unending miles of milled rock and sand tumble from
higher to lower in effluvial fans of debris. The variegated pat-
terns of these spills form triangles, like the bottom portion of an
hourglass. Over distance these become like snakeskin. Look at
one too long and you'll see it move. All of us see such strange-
nesses, I'm pretty certain, it’s not only me. We've all come to be
changed by strangeness.

That night I got really sick. Something I ate, or the altitude,
or my constipation. Jock came in with some soup once, during
the first wave of flulike symptoms —nausea, headache, fever, and
acute time travel. Illness is the first mind-expanding experience
many of us know, and the last.

I'm trying to surf the sickness, ride it out like a storm or an
avalanche of images from an over-worked mind, when the cavalry
arrives. They shouldn’t come in. They'll get sick. And I'm not up
to it. It’s like having more than one lover in a bed, it’s too much.
There’s no knowing what could happen. I'm sick, I'm nuts, 1 feel
awful. I may tell you that your face is an ulcer with a beard grow-
ing on it. Or ask why there isn’t a beautiful, unmarried woman on
the trip.

But I surrender and in they come, like silly monsters crashing
Mila’s cave. Tenzin has a weird look on his face and says: “We've
come to make you better.” Yeah, really. I'm in a sleeping bag,
clothed in two sets of long underwear, with my parka, jacket, and
this sort of buffalo-robe blanket stretched over me—a Tibetan
blanket filled with sand so it doesn’t blow away. My teeth are
chattering, however, as Wolfgang places a charcoal lump in an
ashtray and lights it. Richard is kneeling at the foot of the bed.
Through all these layers he’s grabbed my big toes, and he’s blow-
ing over them, as if cooling hot porridge. Tenzin is standing to my
left grinning, and out of the grin come Tibetan chants, prayers,
invocations, deals with dragons, pit-perambulations, bell-bongings,
sky-scrapings; I mean the weirdest, strangest-sounding stuft, yet
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familar, like the muffled bangs and groans of a radiator in an old
house in a blizzard. Wolfgang lights herbs on his charcoal and
walfts them to the four points of the compass. Richard seeks out
and pinches my little toes. As he exhales Wolfgang says: “Don't
open your eyes.” I feel a slight burning and a lovely, frankin-
censep jolt. And now there are other slice-me-to-the-quick smells,
as Tenzin’s chanting swells, and I feel them to both sides of me and
at my feet. Richard is blowing over the tops of my feet and pinch-
ing the top of my head while only touching my feet, and someone’s
saying: “He'll sleep now.”
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TAD

]wake up and assess the dam-

age. It's minimal, which is remarkable. I can’t say that I'm cured,
however. It's like knowing at the first moment of consciousness
that you drank too much but you don't feel the hangover. Stll, it
could be a creeper, a time bomb. I get up gently, my head like a
fishbowl mounted on a gyroscope. In Kathmandu-purchased flip-
flops, I walk carefully around sizeable puddles of standing water
in the bathroom. The urinals have brooms standing in them and
chairs in front of them, with string passed over the flush handle
and through the rung of a chair. Language not necessary. 1 get the
idea. No pee here.
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I wash my face, trying not to breathe, and head the old fish
bowl back to the room, greeting greeters a little shyly. “Much
better, thanks.”

Jock’s head appears in the door, instantly relieved at the sight
of me. “Welcome back, Mr. Spaceman! Guess who bought you a
present?” And with a sort of summer-camp-counselor hokum, he
whips forward a hand holding a four-foot bamboo pole, maybe
two and one-half inches in diameter, green but dried and frail
looking. “The walking stick you've been looking for! It was a mop
handle in a previous life in a grocery store, but we lost the mop,
and the store.”

It still looks like a mop handle to me, too domesticated, and
so—as with many things I have come to love—1I don't like it at
first. Maybe it's too much like me, light, thin, and long. It looks
like 1t will split on a rock somewhere. But I thank Jock and ease
the gyroscopic fishbowl down the stairs.

In a dirt-floored tearoom next door, some brave soul is ques-
tioning away about “the mind of immediacy,” and despite a few
greenish-gray and solemn faces, Buddha-Bob, as we used to call
Tenzin at Amherst, answers: “The mind of immediacy is not a
morbid mind. It is a liberated mind. All that's inconsequential
drops away, you see? But you have to really reflect on your own
death, that that'll be it for this life of hopes and dreams. You get all
tortured about the great novel you're going to write and all this.
Then you're going to be done. The novel is going to be dust! The
libraries are going to burn down. It doesn’t mean you might not
still write the novel, but you relate to it in a very different way.
You become more immediate about the process of writing.

“It’s like haiku,” he goes on. “One word could be the great
thing. That would be enough. That would be 1t.”

I should leave it here. But sorry, Tolstoy didn’t write haiku.

“Right. But this collection of molecules is only going to exist
for a short period of relative time.” I'm asking for relative reality,
please. An acknowledgment that there is at least the reality of the
illusion of reality.

“No. This collection of molecules ultimately doesn’t exist at

all. It’s a total illusion. You know, every molecule in your body
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changes in what, seventeen seconds or something? Every cell is
changed every seven years. There’s no permanence in anything.
The continuity, though—your continuity —will go on, certainly.
And you will print more molecules.”

Frankly, I'm confused. First it’s all illusion, then it's not, then it
is again. The picture of a river winding through a trail of boulders
goes off in my head, and I say: “And so maybe the why is really
the how. And instead of searching for one gigantic explanation 1
should be content with many tiny explanations.”

“A little too deep for me, but it has promise,” Tenzin concedes,
allowing me to escape into poetics like Br'er Rabbit into the briars.

It's a thought I've been playing with, like a scab, for years.
That the why is actually the how. Now, on the chessboard
of Dharma talks the idea has survived an introduction. I know
from experience that merely surviving in debate with Tenzin is a
victory.

We pack up the jeeps and momentarily tempt the hostel-
keepers away from their television with a pile of money. Then
we're off again with a stop just beyond the town at a famous
monastery built in front of a cave where Milarepa stayed in the
twelfth century.

Half an hour up a less-hazard-strewn road, we pile out and
trundle down a maze of shadow-alleys, leading to a windblown
brick terrace presiding over the gorgeous train wreck of earth
called the Himalayas. Between us and these treeless wonders
stretches a valley that looks like a roughly sewn patchwork of
fur and tanned hides. The brush growing in hollows stitches the
seams. The whole of it is high in the middle, as if the quilt had
been shaken out and was billowed at the center, just about to land.
But the separate pieces of hide hang at different angles to one
another, like the angular curve of a soccer ball. The wind helps
support this airborne impression, as mottled cloud shadows fly at
high speed over the whole. In the distance two small bleached
houses stand amidst a crude line of stones denoting a garden.

Turning back to the alleys, these, too, throw shadows and then,
as a cloud briefly darkens the sun, cease to. The flickering quality
feels like a speeded-up movie. We surprise children in novice robes

69



Circling the Sacred Mountain

at every turn. They smile, signaling furtively for pens and candy.
The robes sublimate begging for money into begging for things. A
cheerful abbot appears, shooing the novices away with a tolerant
smile and welcoming us into the white-washed adobe monastery
built around one of Milarepa’s meditation caves. Squinting for a
minute in the main teaching chamber, our readjusting eyes make
out the low student benches in the middle, as gaily painted walls
depict Tibetan deities all around. Tenzin and —to an impressive de-
gree —Jay run through the characters and situations. As story-
boards these frescoes do their job. As works of art, they fall short.
This presents a philosophical as well as an aesthetic problem.

Every monastery we see on this trip is a rebuilt one. While
some portable relics were spirited off and hidden before the de-
stroyers did their work, a great quantity of new murals, sculptures,
and tangkas now hope to replace the lost masterpieces, but they
cannot. Why? Imagine for a moment that a majority of George
Balanchine’s dancers were tortured, raped, and killed. That the
scenery and props to his ballets were all burned, along with
the theaters in which they were originally performed. The master,
himself, is dead. Those of his disciples who do survive are greatly
diminished in powers, and publicly humiliated at every turn. Now
try to mount Jewels without weeping. Do we call this performance
a failure or a triumph?

The tangka masters are gone and what survives of their work
is rarely seen in its intended place; still, it's the toast of the art
world. So it is very likely that, like a white British Eric Clapton
continuing a black American tradition, the tangka, too, will sur-
vive and evolve, but not, it would seem, in Tibet.

I'm distracted, saddened by this. I turn around and it's talk
time again. Tenzin is already seated on a raised box, my compan-
ions sit cross-legged on lower boxes. The abbot and an assistant
stand against the wall, impressed and amused. 1 stumble onto the
box beside Tenzin, the cord holding my sunglasses to my neck 1s
tangled with the earphone cords connected to the cassette player.
I finally get myself straightened out and start recording. When I
look up, there's a sweet-faced young boy holding a cup of Tibetan
tea for me. I accept the cup, but even the faintest hint of the smell
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has me on the edge of vomiting. I place it beside me and suddenly
realize where I've taken rest: in the trumpeter’s seat, with two six-
foot-long horns pointing their mouthpieces toward me.

Jay, sitting in a full lotus across the aisle, is smiling, blissfully.
I hate sitting like this, my long legs are stiff and don't fold up and 1
have no ass to speak of —it’s bone to wood. Could Jay be smiling
at just how unheraldlike I feel sitting in front of trumpets?

The boy is offering Tenzin tea, but in midmeditation the good
eye is all but closed. The boy, looking hopefully at the glass eye, is
confused. I sneak out the camera and squeeze off a picture; now
one of Jock and Wolfgang and James; swing around and there are
Richard and Jay, twilight zoned.

TENZIN

Examining Suffering

It's amazing how luminous the clouds seem up here. The altitude
must fluff them up into these towering shapes —animals and cas-
tles and faces and plumes. I love to look up at them from our little
ant’s view from the surface of the earth. Acclimatizing to this alti-
tude takes time. Facing the fragility of the body is good for medi-
tating on suffering. Getting sick is one way to remember the
immediacy of death. Transformation often works through sickness.

You have all heard of the great Tibetan yogi Milarepa, who
lived and achieved buddhahood in the twelfth century. He spent
his whole life up here and higher, floating with the clouds as his
meditations made him more and more luminous in his own right.
Tad identifies with Milarepa, makes me out to be a kind of Marpa,
rough and tough and not giving him the higher teachings. But our
Tad is known for artfully resisting the teachings, while I've always
thrown them his way. I'm no Marpa, and Tad's no Milarepa.
Still, since we’re making a pilgrimage in his haunts, simulating the
teaching and learning of the very highest practice, the Milarepa
Inspiration is appropriate.

Returning to the Systematic Path, begin with the visualization
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of your mentors in the sky above you. Begin every meditation
session in this way, invoking and drawing inspiration from your
enlightened spiritual friends. Luminous and smiling, they put a
spotlight on you, filling you with the light of their understanding,
lifting you up out of your usual patterns of mind. The elixir of light
flows down on you, honeylike and warm, making you cheerful and
calm and filling you with light. Darkness and worry fade away.

Fill the field around you with the many beings you know and
love, and with all the others who touch your life. See them look
toward you as the mentors’ light reflects from you to them. See their
faces brighten. Remember your last meditation on the preciousness
of human life. How fortunate we are to get to this embodiment en-
dowed with liberty and opportunity. Think about how you would
like to use this rare chance. How few others have it. Feel pleased,
proud, and appreciative of yourself.

Now recall the three roots, finding the points that make the
most sense to you: that death is a certainty; that the time of death
is completely unpredictable; and that nothing of this life will trans-
late into the next except what enlightened qualities you have at-
tained. Give up all of your mental and physical possessions, the
body that you identify with as your self. Your soul will proceed
into new forms, guided by imprints of generosity and morality,
tolerance, enterprise, concentration, and intelligence —the opposite
of stinginess and fear and paranoia. Forget about the peripheral
things. You will go forth with your luminous soul, your sea of
infinite bliss, your buddha-nature, so build up that subtle deepest
part of yourself.

Your immediate ambitions and anxieties about what’s going to
happen are less important. Stop worrying about them. Stop nag-
ging yourselves. Concentrate on the real nature of our existence.

We come now to the Buddha’s first noble truth, the noble truth
of suffering. People first hear of this theme and think it’s the mor-
bid invention of a killjoy. But it’s not gloomy; it’s merely realistic, a
method of evaluating “what is our actual experience?” First we
notice how difficult it is to even steady the mind to make such an
inquiry, for our internal monologue is constantly demanding,
“How can [ feel better?” Constantly thinking: “When I get there,
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then I'll feel good.”
“When I have this food, that thing, that relationship —then every-
thing will be all right.”

When I wake up tomorrow I'll feel good.”

We're constantly in a state of vain hope, hoping to get some-
place where we'll finally be happy. We're always seeking happi-
ness, but we very rarely experience it. We usually have a little
pain over here, a little strain over there, we're miserable when
the temperature is a little off. Some internal or external thing is
constantly agitating us. As we get older, particularly, the organs
and joints don't work as well, and we don't look as good in the
mirror anymore. Sometimes we have the experience that we re-
member some past time as having been good, but then if we
really look back carefully we realize that we were still trying,
anxiously, even then, to get to some other place. So our actual
daily existence is unsatisfactory.

We've all had many experiences of hoping to reach some goal,
like graduating from school, wanting to make friends with some-
one, wanting to own something. Once we got it, it broke. The
friend became a pain in the neck; upon graduating from high
school, we had to worry about college, and after that hurdle, we
had to worry about a job, and then we wanted a higher position.
Nothing ever seems to work out if you really think about it. We
are dependent for our well-being on all kinds of factors beyond
our control, and life is always frustrating. Our own reactions are
not under our control either. We can't accept hardship with equa-
nimity. We can'’t stay cheerful when we're ill. On top of being in
pain, we get mad that we have the illness. This is a small corner of
the endless round of suffering called samsara.

Gradually, it becomes clear that internally we're victims of
emotions and desires that constantly nag us, and externally we're
the victims of environment and circumstance. No wonder we want
to attain nirvana! We want to get away somewhere —to Tibet! Or
to some beach we're constantly thinking about. Or even—at the
end of sixteen hours of this kind of irritating existence —we just
want to be asleep on our pillow, to be unconscious.

But why is life so unsatisfactory? A second ago we were so
grateful for this precious human embodiment. What happened?
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It’s this: The world is not treating us right. Our own body treats us
abominably! Time is terrible; gravity is worse; our emotions are
toxic. Still, we feel we have a right to be happy. We feel we have a
right to be calm and cool and to feel bliss, even ecstasy. But the
world is not bustling to provide our ecstasy. So there’s a struggle
between our expectation and what is.

Just as an experiment, give up the pretension that you con-
stantly maintain to the world and even to yourself, that just over
the next hill all will be well. Stop saying: “If I can just get to the
next level, I'll be happy. If I can just get back home. Or if I can
just get away from home, move to another state, it'll be OK.”
Realize that's a delusion; that every time you get one of these
goodies, it proves unsatisfactory. You immediately want the next
thing, and then another, better one. Right?

Begin to feel sympathy for yourself in this very difficult predic-
ament. This is what the noble truth of suffering means: We're
habitually out of balance, and all of our experience will inevitably
be frustrating and unsatisfactory. We have to acknowledge this
and accept the fact that we're off balance. We're simply not going
to find happiness, the way we're facing our situation, feeling our-
selves alone and struggling in an alien world, trying to get the
better of it. Once we're set apart in this way, in the battle of self
versus the world, the self has got to lose. The world is bigger and
stronger; it's inexhaustible, while we get tired so easily.

This is called a noble truth because it only seems true to a
noble or holy person, a person who has found a different way of
relating to the world, no longer habitually self-centered. That per-
son is no longer pitted against the world. That person has come to
see the process of self-preoccupation itself as suffering, so our
whole lives look like suffering to them. Even what we think of as
temporary relief, a noble person sees as suffering: Our temporary
states of happiness seem pretty good to us in relation to the imme-
diately preceding irritation, but they soon turn into new irritation,
and therefore are called the suffering of change. The conditions we
normally perceive as suffering are called the suffering of suffering.
And our overall cosmic situation is called the suffering of creation.

When you meditate on this carefully and thoughtfully, you
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begin to feel genuine sympathy for yourself, you begin to excuse
yourself from chasing your illusions. You begin to turn that hope-
for-happiness in a more practical direction by shifting the situation
from you-versus-the-world.

Whatever your fantasy is: to become a billionaire, a yogi, a
president, or a king, a movie star, a famous writer, these are the
ambitions of this life. But look at people who have the things you
think you want. Look at the president of the United States. You
begin to realize the guy has got a permanent headache. Look at a
movie star, you see many of them in complete misery. Look at
famous writers, many are alcoholics. Realize that none of these
goals are truly satisfying.

Now meditate on the dark areas of life. Think over the many
varieties of suffering. Don’t avoid it, thinking these are old wives’
tales meant to frighten you into being religious. Facing suffering
realistically has to do with frightening yourself, developing a
healthy prudence and a concern to avoid future misery. Review
the animal kingdom, think of its prevalent misery, which Tibetans
call one eating another. As an animal you live in constant fear of
being eaten by another, while your hunger drives you to devour
whatever comes before you. Imagine the misery of the pretans,
creatures worse off than animals with horrible lives of hunger and
thirst. Finally, open up to the miseries of the hells; they are so
vividly described, they can keep you awake at night, even if
you don'’t believe them. Actually you should be careful with your
imagination.

Turning to the second noble truth, the noble truth of causa-
tion, you begin to analyze the self-versus-the-world structure it-
self, since it's clearly the cause of all the suffering. Anything you
get in a normal, egocentric human life—any goal—will not be
satisfactory. Once you're in opposition to the universe, since it is
infinite and you are not, it is bound to crush you in the end.
Ignorance, which is the fundamental self-construction, or better,
misknowledge, the habitual assumption of being a separate, inde-
pendent self, this is the root cause of all suffering, according to the
insight of the Buddha. Once you assume yourself as really there,

apart from everything else, you feel a craving to connect with
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things, you want to increase the odds of winning against the uni-
verse by incorporating as much of it within yourself as you can.
This is the first primal reaction of the alienated self —desire, greed,
and attachment. When the world won't give itself over to you,
when it even comes to take things away from you, then you feel
fear, anger, and hostility —the second primal reaction of the alien-
ated self.

Slowly open your boundary by reflecting on the preciousness
of human life. Open to the infinite connectedness and conse-
quentiality of all life, your being beginninglessly involved with all
beings, and your responsibility for your own states of existence
in an infinite future. If you let yourself get caught in evolution-
arily negative forms of living, that will produce endlessly nega-
tive fields of experience for you. The key insight here is that
everything is limitlessly interconnected, there is no independent
part of evolution, no separate person disconnectedly involved
who can ignore consequences. Knowing that the causal pattern
of evolution is inexorable on the relative level helps you avoid
both the irresponsibility of reckless activity and the hopelessness
that arises from the fear of losing the positive results of good
activity. This 1s crucially important.

One of the great causes of our suffering is hatred, and all of its
variations: resentment, anger, bitterness, dislike, irritation, aggres-
siveness, hostility. Hate is very powerful. When we're gripped by
hatred we go into a rage and become completely out of control.
We smash up our own beloved body and commit suicide. We
smash up people whom we love, wives, husbands, children, par-
ents. Rage can turn us into a complete maniac or demon —tempo-
rarily. It’s one of the most dangerous kinds of energies, very
difficult to control. Any force we can marshal within ourselves to
prevent and forestall the explosive moment of rage is really benefi-
cial. So let’s look at rage.

The key thing that lets rage explode is precisely the sense
of disconnection from the world—when we've “had enough,”
something just “pressed our button,” someone just “crossed the
line.” It erupts from nowhere, coming from deep inside, yet

seems independent of everything, and promises to sweep away
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all the undesirables around us: the behavior of other people, the
circumstances, the way society is.

We think that things will be better, after we've blown it all
away, but cruelly and sadly, we discover that we've simply de-
stroyed things around us, creating reverberations that will come
back to us horribly. Our bruised beloved, for example. Our own
bruised body. Property we destroy. When we cool off we always
face a worsened situation. This is not far-fetched. I could come up
to one of you and smash you on the foot with a stone and you'd
immediately explode. And I'd do the same if you did it to me.
Which means that we are not really very far from being the victim
of this kind of energy.

And this is why we make a point of visualizing in vivid detail
extreme states of violence, misery, and suffering. By meditating
upon them, we can begin to feel a healthy fear of the possible
negative consequences of our violent actions. We begin to see and
to hold back our extreme emotional reactions.

The great Milarepa, whose cave is in this monastery, was un-
justly treated by an uncle. He, his mother, and his sister were
enslaved, and the long bitterness and hatred from that led him
finally to study black magic and to retaliate by killing his uncle’s
whole family. Later he became remorseful, realizing the awful neg-
ative consequences of letting himself go like that and harming so
many innocent people. He was so grateful for that vision being
opened to him that he began to welcome the fear of what he could
become if he went on being a killer. Using that energy, he devel-
oped the power to overcome his inner negative impulses. He went
into these high mountains for years of deep meditation. He turned
that rage into the inner fire, which is called tummo, meaning furor.
It takes the energy of fury and turns it into a kindling-of-inner-
ignorance melting into a state of bliss. He kept warm with the
internal heating system of the tummo furor-fire, even in these
freezing Himalayan mountains where he was living. His second
name, Repa, comes from the fact that he wore only a cotton cloth
draped over his naked body, even in the dead of winter at eighteen
thousand feet. He himself attributed his buddhahood to his gain-

ing a profound vision of the suffering of the egocentric life-cycle.
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Facing suffering gave Milarepa the power to find freedom from
suffering and to achieve real happiness.

When you realize the noble truth of suffering, you develop not
just disgust with the world, but a realistic sense of sympathy for
yourselves. You make a decision, thinking, “Why should 1 allow
myself to go on being pushed around by these winds of emotion
and the arbitrary actions of others? Why should I remain a hos-
tage like this? I must free myself from this imprisonment.” And
when you understand the second noble truth of causation, you
develop a creative insight into how you are trapped in suffering by
your misconception of yourself and you feel enthusiasm about see-
ing through this primal delusion about your self and your funda-
mental alienation from the world.

This 1s where we leave it today, with a slightly more realistic
assessment of our state. Perhaps you'll notice that even acknowl-
edging suffering makes us a little more tolerant of everything. We
get a little relief just from beginning to face it.

Now our mentors in the sky above us smile happily, looking
down upon us: “Ahah!” they say, “you're beginning to get a little
true compassion for yourself. A little bit of awareness of the noble
truth of suffering and a hint about the noble truth of causation.”
The light of their pleasure flows toward us and we brighten up and
shine that light back out to the beings around us. We think back
about how this insight into suffering fits together with the immedi-
acy of death and with the preciousness of the human life. They all
fit together, they're not contradicting each other. We see how the
three themes —preciousness of life, immediacy of death, and suf-
fering of egocentric unenlightened living—combine to open new
understandings.

We then dedicate whatever merit we've generated, whatever
new insight we've gotten, for the benefit of all sentient beings, so
that we may become fully enlightened and achieve freedom from
suffering, in order to share that real happiness with others. As we
make that dedication, the mentor in the sky above us melts into
light and dissolves into us. We feel renewed and restored and we

can then break off the session of meditation.
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At this point Tenzin begins to repeat a mantra in a rapid, low-
pitched mutter, “Gewa diyi nyurdu dag . . . jetsun jamyang drub gyur
nay . . . drowa kun kyang malupa . . . deyi va la goeu par sho!” Nei-
ther whispered nor spoken, but somewhere between the two, it's
elaborate, exotic, gorgeous. The enigmatic smile on his face is an
entreaty to abandon the American dream, among others. As if
sensing both our collective fear and an eagerness to defeat that
fear, he reels out of a half trance back into English. Laughing at
something encountered in his mind, his eyes still closed, he shouts,
“samsaric journey!” before re-engaging the clutch and slipping
back into a higher gear.

We open our eyes, it feels, at the same time. Locals have gath-
ered around this bright room. Parents of novices perhaps. Tenzin
converses with the abbot, as local Tibetans gawk. I don’t quite
realize it yet, but we're a contradiction in terms. China is the
only modern thing known. China equals progress equals anti-
Buddhism. But here we are in fancy jeeps with cameras and tape
recorders —the trappings of wealth attributed only to Tibetans in
exile, who are vilified and forbidden reentrance. We come to ex-
hume and glorify traditions the Chinese abhor, yet they allow it.
This American Buddhist speaking fluent Tibetan, praising the ab-
bot for his patience in raising this most-rare crop of novice
monks —how is such a thing sanctioned?

The locals can't get over us. And while they are impressed and,
it seems, heartened by our presence, there is no show of respect.
Richard sums it up neatly, “We're television for them.” He demon-
strates, smiling at a family that does not acknowledge him except
to gossip among themselves about him. “Not ‘on’ television,” he
continues, enjoying his high-profile invisibility. “No, we're the
ghost in the machine itself.”

Out of the hall and off to the side is the spiritual magnet that
brought us here in the first place: Milarepa’s cave. A most strange
room has been built in front of and around it. Concrete buttresses

and concrete slabs link the cave with so much of what the hermit

79



Circling the Sacred Mountain

radically refused. To the side is the altar covered with photos,
money, candles, and incense. The chest-high cave has a shed door
at the front, with painted rough idols carved in relief. Mila, green
as the nettle stew he ate for years, has one hand cocked to his ear,
the other half-covering the withered parsnip of his penis.

The masonry floor gives way to wood, and finally, in back, to
the womblike bedrock itself. My flashlight scours the ceiling. Here
it 1s: the pockmark of Mila’s holy handprint. My palm fits into it,
but nothing registers. I feel like I'm in the Museum of Natural
History on Central Park West copping a feel on the sarcophagus
of a great king whose spirit has fled.

My camera flashes—a journalistic souvenir of proof traded
for the buzz of true belief. Outside, Jay and James are doing
prostrations. I can’t help myself —they look foolish to me. This
is 1t! I tell myself. The cave of a warlock-murderer whose
single-mindedness of purpose accomplished buddhahood in one
lifetime! What's more, I believe this to be true. 1 even identify
with the man myself, as I identify Tenzin as my Marpa, putting
me through ordeals and not giving me the real teaching. But
what have I done, where are my murders to deserve that kind
of punishment?

Guiltily, I crawl out and place a bill on the altar, then take a
picture from my hip of a young monk counting a fistful of money.
Outside the sight of me makes a novice happy. He points at my
breast pocket stuffed with pens.

“No pens. | need them. I need them all.”

He senses my weakness and motions me into a temple ante-
room, like a drug dealer anxious for a score. He is certain of some
gift, and his confidence is oddly irresistible. He's motioning for
candy.

“Tell you what, this is a Power Bar. Not exactly chocolate
truffles, but sweet—and I'll split it with you, OK?"

Yes, yes. He's glad of that; glad of the chocolate. Even if it’s
only a bite. I've strategically eaten only half of my half. The novice
smiles, blinking, knowing the score. He puts a hand on my arm,
beaming, hopeful, without quite begging, sensing somehow that

even if it's for the wrong reason, his happiness has buoyed my
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flagging spirit, and so there is a fair deal made here. | make the
transfer into his waiting hand. He squeezes my shoulder, pops
the bar in his mouth, placing a finger to his lips with a smile that
is pure conspiracy.

“No tell, I know, one picture though.” The camera flashes in
his gleaming face —a picture of devilish delight. “At least he knows
what he wants,” I think, but then, “No, he only thinks he knows.
For this is the suffering of change. Will he remember me and my
chocolate and smile? Or will he be angry at me for giving so little
and leaving so abruptly? How do you walk out of a bar after one
drink and walk out happy? How do you end an affair without
feeling angry and disgusted? It’s all the suffering of change. The
first bite, the first drink, the first kiss.”
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CHAPTER SIX

On the Road

TAD

’\/‘]e saddle up, me in the coveted

spot directly behind Tenzin, who rides in front beside the driver.
Others take turns riding in the Dharma-mobile in which Tenzin
rides, but I always ride there directly behind him, so I can hear
him talk.

Tenzin is in a fine mood still, and I am anxious for it to rub off.
“A good man, the monk in charge, a very good man. He told me a
funny story. That Nyalam was named by Milarepa himself, who
had been invited to visit the place and refused, calling it the Road
to Hell. He knew a shit hole when he smelled one!”

It's good for a chuckle, but not much more. Our driver soon
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passes the jeep in front of us on a spot where the road splits for
a moment. They eat our dust. Tenzin comments in Tibetan, the
driver comments back. He's the surly one. Richard is beside me.
Soon we've pulled well ahead and my insides are taking a pound-
ing, which is quickly bringing back the bad stuff from last night.
I'm meditating on samsara, all right. Every pothole hurts. At first |
smile at the pain, because, in a way, it's amusing. Maybe there's
some wince to it, but really it's an attempt at a smile —trying to
find humor in suffering which, for me, is the essence of manhood.
But the road gets ridiculous, our driver is pushing the jeep as fast
as he can, and the pain gets worse. Soon the smile is gone and the
wince 1s complete. I'm grabbing hold of the strap above the door
with both hands, hoisting myself off the seat slightly, lifting and
sliding into sleep wherein the ache recedes.

The jeeps stop at a high mountain pass: the preeminent brown
gully crowning a system of brown gullies chasing each other down
to a gray plain. At the end of the plain I can see white-topped peaks.
Hardly a chain. These eye-stinging stunners seem to begin a land
consisting solely of mountains. The pass i1s marked with cairn
stones and prayer flags and heaps of rags drenched by rain and
baked by sun until the specificity of blouse or pants or shoe starts to
fade. It's a sad, confusing place to me, marked with sad, confusing
reminders of pilgrims who have come and gone, awash in a Dharma
that is dry as a bone for me right now. I'm beginning to wonder
why I came. Images from the civil war flash in my mind —vintage
photos of the piles and piles of clothes belonging to the dead. And
today, if 1 dare add an article to this death pile, it feels like I'm
somehow hastening my own inevitable death. I don't feel up to 1t at
present. Yet the Tibetan pilgrims gave up their rags here, at this
wire; surrendered cast-off clothes to their gods. In their sky these
saviors were shining. It's only my sky that has been robbed of gods,
its rainbows scientifically explained, its thunderbolts bled of sor-
cery. I don't believe what 1 believed only a day ago. But why?

Partially it’s because Tenzin is challenging the bedrock again.
Time and space and life and death, self and selflessness. It's an
intellectual game that I can follow for only so long before the

threads that weave the world together start to come apart in my
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hands. 1 hear Shelley’s admonition: “Lift not the painted veil
which those who live call life.” And I remember the experiences
that are what I know of madness. | remember the voices advising
that I kill myself quickly, before it gets worse, because of course, it
will. But I'm past all that youthful crap, right? I'm not going to do
anything stupid. I'm a father and a son—ye olde time-honored
blackmail.

It's just that Tenzin's anmhilative, apocalyptic approach is
making me realize I don't quite believe in fullness or emptiness,
but that the likelihood of either proposition robs me of any satis-
faction with its opposite. 1 feel like Casey at the bat. I don't like
any of the pitches. Not materialism, bled of mystery, and not emp-
tiness reeking of nihilism; and the middle way? What middle way?
Tenzin isn't talking middle way with me—no, he’s pushing the
bone-crusher stuff with me, and always has. Fine. But sometimes |
miss a gentler way. Too much bone crusher and I get adversarial.

An hour up the road we drive by a family of nomads recogniz-
able to Tenzin by their dress. They're from a region famous for
beautiful singing, five of them mounted on ponies with cheerfully
colored saddles, a three-stringed instrument half-sticking out of a
shoulder sack. Yesterday I would have whipped out my camera and
gotten at least one picture off. Today I feel like a Bowery bum
looking up from the gutter, without a drink and without a prayer.
I sigh, which can’t be heard over the pounding of the jeep. But I
hate that sigh, because it's my father’s Irish, poor-me sigh, which
I hear all the time coming from my own mouth. But worse, now |
have children of my own who will hate it sounding from me until
they hear it from their own mouths and learn to hate it there as well.

Strangely, I start to thirst for the Dharma again. Not because
it represents the truth, or the light, or the joy —no, it's more medic-
inal. Dharma, 1 am starting to believe, is the only antidote to
misery.

We pull over again. No dust kicked up behind us but our own.
No little thunder cloud of distant friends. This means one of two
things, we took a wrong turn or somebody broke down. People
pile out. “What time is it?” somebody asks. I consult my watch.

“Jesus Christ, it's only twelve —this day will never end!"”
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Richard smiles from under a cowboy brim, “It's High Noon in
Tibet.”

We've stopped at the edge of a ravine that falls away into a
gravel pit. Above us are sharp gray-and-black chffs cutting off the
sight of vaster cliffs, the next tier up, which cut off the sight of yet
another set like rows of sharks’ teeth. Somewhere below I can
hear water licking at a mountain’s roots, or 1s that wind? No, it's
too steady to be wind, too low-pitched. It's the growling belly of
the earth’s own nausea.

We wait a long time for the other jeeps. Seemingly immune to
the dread I feel creeping over me, Richard smiles in my face. He
is a strong, stocky fellow from Jim Harrison country, the north
woods of Minnesota, with always-amused eyes beneath a receding
hairline. Richard carries a few extra pounds of booze weight with
such puckish grace that the sight of him never fails to cheer me.

Roadside, gray-and-black slate mixes with the peroxide blond-
ness of mica. The rubble dotted with humps of moss and grass
doesn’t provide much of a place to flop down and relax. Tenzin
seems to be doing all right in a half lotus down in the boulders and
the dust, a mustard-colored scarf wrapped around his head and his
boysenberry-colored wick-away-yer-sweat top. Now just as these
wind-blown islands of grass remind me of drawings by Dr. Seuss,
and cheerfulness attempts a comeback, I realize we've passed our
last tree and I missed it.

The driver squats off by himself and smokes a cigarette. I don't
know quite how, but no matter where 1 go I seem to be downwind
of him, and even out in the open the smell makes me nauseated,
and adds just a little more clang to my headache.

A jeep appears with bad news. The third one has broken
down. Shit! I walk off and perch on a rock, believing my interior
sludge has finally managed to leak out into the world and wreck an
engine.

Finally two jeeps and lots of dust appear winding up the
mountain road below, which means we've got to start driving
again. Loading up I hear in my head: If your pigrimage s to come
away with nothing, you cannot fail at it.

But to think anyone could transcend the ego and still live in
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this world! That’s what galls me about this selflessness stuff. It’s
the ultimate ego trip! With every crash of the jeep, corresponding
stabbings of pain explode in full color behind my eyes. Now and
again my wish is granted: sleep. Until BOOM! I'm awake and in
pain as we stop again.

“How ya’ feeling?”

It's Jock questioning me as I climb out of the jeep at a lunch
stop in a barren field. “Ceaseless jokes at my expense,” I laugh,
“another picnic in the Himalayas.”

The group is crashed out between boulders in a gravel field,
with lunch on a tarp: tins of tea and coffee and sugar, chapatis,
peanut butter, jam, the hot chocolate mix, and fish tins. There's a
plate of Smiling Cow cheese wedges. There’s a hot sauce and a
really hot sauce. There’s the big water jug we fill our little water
jugs from. There’s the tea water. I look it all over and go back to
the jeep. From here I can see the dish coming, the lid lifted by the
smiling kitchen boy: yellow cabbage and yak strips with rice. A
made-up enthusiasm of voices greets it, everybody half laughing,
half groaning. Now everyone is looking at me, making a noise like
cows mooing English. Suddenly they're getting up from lunch
mooing my name. Jock, James, Wolfgang, Jay, and Tenzin, with
Leopoldo helping his Valerie with her windbreaker.

“Are you taking Diamox?”

They all want to know. Tenzin is looking like I should already
be on it.

“But I've only got ten.”

“Ten is enough!” Tenzin barks, as Jock takes over.

“At two a day that’s five days’ worth,” Jock says, “at which
time we should be over Drolma La, the highest point on the trip.
After that you'll be far better acclimatized. Take one and see how it
goes. Yo! everybody!” Jock yells, “not a bad time to try a Diamox
and see how you react. Tingling fingers and toes are expected, light-
headedness, dizziness maybe. Some people don't like it, some peo-
ple do.” There is laughter. Folks compare notes in clusters.

“How do you react?”

“Have you taken it before?”

“I thought I'd wait a little longer.”
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Jock is called by the drivers and runs off. After I've dug out
the pill and swallowed it with water, he returns laughing and
mumbling to himself. “Well, they've stripped down the jeep pretty
good and rebuilt it on the spot.”

“Great guys!” Tenzin yells and stalks off to congratulate the
drivers.

“And don’t worry about running out of Diamox, fella,” Jock
says sotto voce, “that’s one thing we're not understocked with.”
“Oh yeah!” he yells again, “for those of you with refried beans for
brains, we're going down to fifteen hundred feet or so for a first
camp.” Then quietly again, “But Tad, take the Diamox anyway.”

With all three engines roaring and an order to stay within
sight of one another, Jay and I mount up behind Tenzin, and the
Dharma-mobile falls out. I watch a mustard cloud from the first
jeep cake up on its rear window and get shaken off by a bad bump,
like the screen of an Etch-a-Sketch being cleared. On the promise
of lower altitudes and slower driving, I resolve to be more cheerful.

“Okay, guys!” Tenzin yells over the motor, “how about ten
thousand mantras before nightfall?”

“I like the female form of Avalokiteshvana,” I say, “you know,
with all the dakinis —angels the colors of shining diamonds.”

Jay starts it off, | join in. “Hum hum hum pai pai pai svaha. Om
om om sarva buddha dakiniyl vajra varnaniye, vajra vairochaniye.”
Tenzin listens for a moment, and corrects a pronunciation, “Vai-ro-
cha-nee-ya.”

We repeat slowly. He joins in for a few bars, then corrects
another, subtler point. Soon the clumsy clay of nonsense whirls
smoother and smoother still.

“Faster!” Tenzin barks between breaths.

Now he starts rocking back and forth in his seat like the
monks seated before the great stupa at Boudhanath, trancing out
on the mantra. “But not too fast!” he cautions, as Jay and I smile
at each other and start rocking slowly back and forth, showering
the words like sparks from a skyrocket. For a second I wonder
what the driver must think of this, but only for a second. For what
he thinks is none of my business. My business is the mantra, and

the business of losing the mind-business, just going with the
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mouth-music and the ear-juice. Jay is smiling, his mouth doing
almost exactly as mine does. One little part of the song 1 do differ-
ently, and I find a lower harmony sometimes. That really drills it
home. But then I get too interested in the way it sounds, so I go
back to a simple monotone and just run with it.

A short way northwest a small lake winks at us in the bright
midafternoon sun, just at the beginning of a huge, flat, golden-
grassed plain. Behind us, to the south, the legends rise up.

We gather in an amazed cluster staring south back the way we
came, at the ridge dividing Nepal from Tibet. The highest land
bridge on the planet. Atop ever-rising brown mounds, streaked
black with shadows and stream beds, the snows pool so bright that
this line of demarcation seems to vibrate. Deep vertical shadows
vein the steep walls, as along the tops splotches of light explode,
more intense even than the slowly shifting white of the clouds.
Somewhere Everest should be preeminent, surprisingly she’s not.
Jay points her out on the east: the sharp, off-kilter pyramid, God-
dess Mother of the World, or Chomolungma to Tibetans. Bathed
in shadow, her 29,028-foot-high fang seems less impressive than
Cho Oyu, which is straight before us, massive at 26,899 feet and
enveloping Gyachung Kang—a spike on the vast ridge at 26,082
feet, between the other two. Perspective robs the monarch of
mountains of her mantle. The ridge itself seems the true wonder.
It's about thirty miles away, dipping after Cho Oyu into the
Nangpa La gap, then back up to Menlungtse, ending with the
holiest mountain of Nepal, Gaurishankar.

Lobsang has joined us and is lovingly rattling off the names
of the mountains, like a hunter identifying hard-won trophies.
He’s climbed them all, save Everest. Sherpa and head Sherpa on
several unsuccessful attempts—the last one fatal to many climb-
ers—he’s finally heeded the pleas of his wife, giving up the big
mountains forever. Yet looking into his leathery, tanned-near-
black face, into eyes politely framed behind spectacles, I catch a
glimpse of the wildness still, in this sweet and soft-spoken man. I
look from his face to the ridge and back, and taste it for a moment:
the climber’s lust that takes hold and grants no reprieve. Not long
ago, a bit late perhaps, his wife bore him a son who needs a father.
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And so today the father goes on trekking expeditions only. Ours
pays well, and he will lead cheerfully and confidently throughout.
Still I won't soon forget the look in those eyes scanning the ridge
leading to Everest, and 1'd bet my last dime that Lobsang's boy,
too, will devote his life to climbing mountains.

The next morning we get only five minutes down the road and
the first jeep pulls over, stalled, as the puffy-eyed driver grinds the
battery down, futilely attempting to restart it. So much for Tibetan
mechanics! The other jeeps and the truck pull over, and after some
debate, Tenzin leads us up a hillside overlooking a sod-roof cabin
with a dog chained up outside. Beyond rolls the first collection of
grass ['ve seen since we left Nepal that might actually be termed
meadow. Not a New England meadow, but greenish, waving in
the wind, and in all but a few places growing thick enough to
obscure the sandy loam.

In the distance the meadow edges up to a bush-covered pile of
boulders that have fallen from an outcropping, gnarled with
brown-and-red cliffs.

We spread out on the sandy edge of a knoll, Jay in his full
lotus, Valerie, Leopoldo, and James seated with their knees tucked
up under their chins. Jock is sitting on a small boulder, Richard is
lying flat on his back with a rock for a pillow. I'm sprawled with
legs to the side holding the tape recorder, into which wind roars
though there i1s no force to the wind. Tenzin clears his throat,

leading us onward along the Systematic Path.

TENZIN

Some of you, especially Tad, are experiencing the high-altitude
headache. It’s a really awful feeling, even worse with the pounding
on the road and the dust and the discomfort. But isn't it a relief to
be out of those border towns and on the road through the moun-
tains? The people in those towns sit there nursing the scars and
bruises of the Chinese occupation, numb and shattered, like
abused children. When they look up at you they seem to expect
the worst. When something pleasant happens, they look around
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with suspicion. They have very little left of their natural human
feeling, much less the characteristic Tibetan openness and tran-
scendent dedication.

Out here, the landscapes are awe inspiring. The air is so clear
and dry, the heights so extreme, the blue of the sky so deep you
can’t decide if it's a pale or a dark blue, against the mountains
jutting up cragged and snowcapped. This was all sea bottom once,
the great sea of Tethys, a swampish sea that stood between India,
Africa, and Asia until the Indian tectonic plate rammed itself un-
der Asia. If you look closely, you can see the parade of fossils
along the chiff sides.

Every time I go through this land, I feel the spirits. They are
haunted and dire, dreadful in every sense. No wonder the Chinese
feel afraid here, quickly turning to drunkenness and then to
violence. They cannot understand how the Tibetans can live hap-
pily within this starkness. And no wonder the Tibetans love bright
colors and vivid paradisal landscapes in their paintings and wi-
sions. If the essence of the human life-form is its liminality, its
location at the nexus of pleasure and pain, power and vulnerabil-
ity, intelligence and instinct, then this landscape of Tibet is a phys-
ical reminder. Here we are high up between heaven and earth. We
are forced to turn within to find resources, a source of happiness
that can turn anything positive. No wonder the Buddha's teaching
found such willing and grateful supporters up here in the land of

snowy mountains.

The Qving Spirit of (‘:nligbtenmmt

Shifting into meditative mode, visualize the mentor field, the ref-
uge field where you are present in an open field with all your loved
ones, acquaintances, and opponents around you, creating the posi-
tive circuit of insight and energy for the sake of all beings.

The themes we have already learned comprise the first part of
the path and are the foundation of the parts to come. With these —
the preciousness of human life endowed with liberty and opportu-
nity, the immediacy of death, the inevitability of evolutionary cau-
sality, and the suffering of the egocentric life-cycle—we develop
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the mind of transcendent renunciation, caused by our initial genu-
ine compassion for ourselves. Once we feel compassion for our-
selves we can allow ourselves to abandon compulsive pursuits. The
immense relief we get from that abandon enables us for the first
time to look at others and begin to feel real compassion for them.

To develop this compassion, it is first necessary to realize that
we don’t now feel real compassion for others. This can be a bitter
pill, but when we examine ourselves we soon encounter a being
so caught up in thinking about itself, in wanting happiness and
not wanting any suffering, that not much attention is paid to oth-
ers. We don't really care deeply about others, except in rare in-
stances when we are in love or in some other exceptional state.
Being habitually preoccupied with ourselves, we don't easily put
another’s life-pulse ahead of our own.

[t's important to recognize that our habitual narrow self-
obsession hasn’t gotten us anywhere. It's a form of bondage, a
form of misery. The best way to make ourselves unhappy is to be
obsessed with ourselves. The more we evaluate —“How am I feel-
ing now? What do I have? How good is it?” —the worse it seems.
To break this obsession many methods have been employed, from
hair shirts to heroin. In Buddhism, it’s not simply that the enlight-
ened teachings tell us: “You should be concerned with others. You
should attain enlightenment in order to benefit other beings.”
Rather, we can find it true in our personal experience that we are
happier when we care for others first.

One of the most famous techniques for the attainment of com-
passion is called the Sevenfold Causal Precepts. It descends via the
great master Asanga, who lived in the fourth century of the com-
mon era. He received it in a vision from the future Buddha, Mai-
treya, who currently lives in a heaven above Mt. Kailash. Asanga
meditated for twelve years, praying to visit that Buddha, and one
trophy of his success is the following teaching.

Starting in the refuge field we have already set up, we add to
the mentor host the future Buddha Maitreya and the great master
Asanga and their unbroken lineage of spiritual descent through the
great masters of India and Tibet and down to us today.

We then think about all the beings around us in the field and
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we set up the foundation of this teaching, which is called the
ground of impartiality. We look carefully at all the people in the
field around us—friends, neutrals, and enemies —and we wonder:
“Is it true, really, that the one I love is so great? And is it true,
really, that my enemy is so bad?” And we begin to look at the one
that we love in a shghtly critical way, and we say: “Well, I do think
they're great. They look great to me, but, after all, they are nice to
me. They have been kind to me. And they continue to be kind, in
fact, and that reinforces my liking them.” But we're old enough
now to realize that if this very same person whom I love so much
today were suddenly to betray me or hurt me, they would begin to
look very unpleasant. I would really start to dislike them.

Similarly, the ones that I can't stand, who have done so much
harm to me and have given me such headaches, if they started to
be really nice to me, and do everything I want, and surprise me
with all kinds of nice things and act in a very pleasant way to me,
then I would begin to like them. Realizing this, we soon discern
that the source of the like and the dislike is not something intrinsi-
cally objective in the person. It's actually in my reaction to their
pleasing or displeasing me. The person whom I love and the per-
son whom I hate are not really different as persons. They're both
people, they both want to be happy. It's just that one has been
kind to me and one has been unkind. So I invest each person with
the aura of being really lovable or really hateable, but all beings
are potentially lovable to me. Once we gain this insight, we look
carefully at the lovable one and at the hateable one and begin to
see the other side of each of them until we develop what is called
impartiality.

Now I've had people say, “I absolutely cannot practice this
teaching! I cannot develop impartiality, because 1 must hate such-
and-such a person.” Hitler is the usual one. But even the most evil
person who ever lived was merely crazed and confused. There was
somebody they were nice to, who liked them, and under different
circumstances they could become nice. And even the most lovable
person could become a maniac. It's very important to recognize
this.

We have to extend our will for the happiness of other beings to
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all other beings, not just the ones we're fond of. This impartiality is
the basis for the universal compassion of the bodhisattva. When
we begin to get an inkling of it we then say, “Wouldn't it be nice to
have a universal impartial sense of love toward all beings? For
aren't all beings equally deserving of my love and compassion?”
As we develop that mind, we get a little burst of energy, the
mentors smile upon us. They are delighted, since a bodhisattva is
someone who loves everyone impartially —so there’s hope for us.

Once we have impartiality as a foundation, we can begin with
the first of the Sevenfold Causal Precepts, known as mother recog-
nition. This meditation 1s premised on the infinite past lives of
ourselves and others. We reflect back, and even though we may
not have a strong sense of our infinite past lives, we can never-
theless think: “If I was reborn an infinite number of times,
then there’s no type of body I did not at some time inhabit. I
was reborn male; I was reborn female. I was reborn human; [ was
reborn animal. I've had infinite life-forms. Furthermore, all other
beings around me have all been infinitely reborn. They also have
been reborn into all possible situations and conditions of life. Thus
no being exists who was not, at some time, my mother.”

Motherhood in the mammalian life-form is an archetypal em-
bodiment of altruism. Never mind the psychology of growing up;
some of us may have had trouble with our mothers. Our mothers
may have been confused in some way, and may have been unpleas-
ant to us at some stage of our life. We may even very much dislike
them. But this is deeper than that. Our mother took us into her
body. She shared her bloodstream with us. We were a little para-
sitic formation that evolved from a tiny little seed into an embryo.
She eventually delivered us with great labor and pain. Then she
cared for us, suckled us, gave us a bottle. She woke up at all hours
of the night to feed us. Without her protection and care at that
time we would never have survived to today.

We can expand this to a primal, mammalian level of seeing all
beings as our mother. And this is the first of the seven precepts.
Each and every being was my mother at some time. I took rebirth
in their womb. They gave birth to me, they nurtured me, they
brought me up. I also was their mother, but this is not what I'm
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focusing on now. I'm focusing on the fact that each one was my
mother. Even a person you might hate now was once your mother.
Once you meditate on this you'll begin to develop a remarkable
sense of familiarity with all beings. People start to look familiar, no
longer strange. This mother-recognizing vision is so powerful, it
can overcome racism, tribalism, nationalism, sexism —every lethal
prejudice. It is a marvelous teaching, utterly magical. It comes
from the heart of the future buddha, from an era beyond racism. It
also lies at the heart of the Tibetan culture.

After we recognize all beings as our mothers, the second pre-
cept is the meditation of gratitude. We think of our mother in this
life. We regress back to our infantile stage when we were just a
helpless infant going “ga ga ga” and whining for milk and being
cleaned and being held, and her smiling face going “goo-goo” to
us, and she putting us to her breast, changing our diapers, bath-
ing us, and holding us, looking at us proudly and lovingly. Almost
every mother did that in some way. We have to find those memo-
ries, find the feeling of the child being held, and the love that it
feels for that mother. We realize what a great effort she made to
care for us. She lost her sleep and practically wanted to die when
we were sick. She really did live for us, every mother does.

When we meditate on this we should reach the point where we
feel so moved by the love of our mother that we become teartul.
Then we take that strong emotion for the mother of this life and
transfer it to all beings, saying to ourselves: “I really feel this way
only about my mother of this life, but actually I should feel this
way about all beings. Because all beings did these mother deeds
for me at some time. And therefore all beings are my mother. And
I have the same sense of warmth and oneness with them as when
they gave of themselves so selflessly to me.”

The third precept is called repaying that kindness. It's the sec-
ond phase of gratitude, where we want to repay our mother’s
kindness. We look at the actual condition today of our mother
of this life, and we look at all the living mothers and we wonder
how they are feeling. We soon see they don't feel very good most
of the time. Maybe they are getting old or are soon to die. Maybe
they're sick with this, or maybe they're dissatisfied with that, or
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they're in a culture where they don’t know about their own hiberty.
Or maybe they're already dead, wandering in the between —the
state between death and rebirth—or they've been reborn in an-
other life. Observing them we say, “Now how can I leave them in
that condition of needless suffering, life after life?” We feel pity for
them and form a strong wish to repay the kindness that they
showed to us as mothers. Just as we feel a natural desire to care
for our old mother of this life, we develop a powerful motive to
care for all mother beings.

The fourth precept is love. The first thing we can do for all our
mother beings is to really love them. What does it mean that we
love them? It means that we can see the beauty in them. We can
see where they could be happy and perfect. We don’t get caught
up in their theater of pain and misery. Or if they're already dead,
we don't get caught up in their old dissatisfactions. We see how
beautiful they were and are. We love them by seeing their loveli-
ness. Everyone has moments of loveliness, when they feel released
and peaceful and happy. We strongly meditate on that until all
beings look lovely to us. Even the ones we now hate, who look
ugly and horrible to us, even they can look lovely to us when we
meditate in this way.

The fifth precept is compassion, in which we look at the actual
state of all our mother beings in a clinical way and evaluate how
close their lives are to their potential blissful, blossomed, liberated
self. We realize that for the most part they are constantly batting
their heads against various walls, doing the opposite of what
would make them really happy. They're addicted to various emo-
tions, delusions, bad habits —life in, life out. Further we see they
can die in the grip of such drives, descending to even more misera-
ble states. We connect this with our previous meditation on the
vast suffering of the samsaric, self-centered life-cycles and we pic-
ture them falling into hells, ghost and animal realms —our mothers
being devoured by lions. Finally it becomes unbearable that they
should suffer so, and we vow: “I will do what I can, I will devote
my life to relieving them of that suffering.” This, at last, is the
superhuman quality of universal compassion.

Then we go to the sixth causal precept. Remember to keep
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each of the previous five going: mother recognition, gratitude, re-
payment of kindness, love, and compassion. The sixth precept is
universal responsibility. Here we pull ourselves together and say:
“] want them all to be free of all that suffering. But who is the one
who is going to free them? I can’t say God will do it, I can't say
Buddha or Shiva will do it. They may be great, but they don't
seem to have done it yet. Therefore I must do it. I must take
responsibility for all these beings, all my mothers.” This resolve
becomes our messianic responsibility. We decide that we're going
to devote all our future lives and all our energies to seeing that
all our mother beings are completely and totally free of suffering.
This wild resolution to do the impossible is the actual spark that
kindles the spirit of enlightenment, the spirit that makes a being a
bodhisattva.

In the modern worldview of one single lifeime, saving the
universe 1Is an insane goal. But in our meditation, our vow to liber-
ate all beings from suffering is calm and rational. For from the
Buddhist point of view, we have infinite lives infinitely entwined
with other beings, so we must free every single one if we want to
free ourselves. It becomes the natural thing to do. Even so, when
we succeed in this meditation of universal responsibility, we feel
slightly mad, wanting to embrace lepers or to feed our bodies to
beasts. We become wild with compassion, unstoppable dynamos.

When Asanga gave this teaching, he cautioned disciples not to
get carried away. “Don’t feed yourself to the first tiger that comes
by, because it will be hungry again tomorrow, but you the eaten
disciple will be seriously delayed in your meditation! Don't de-
stroy yourself impractically. Don't give your wealth away to the
first beggar that you meet. Create the resolution to do it but guard
yourself against hasty actions, because you owe it to your mothers
to be practical and effective.”

The seventh precept is the fruition of the previous six. The
messianic resolution actually becomes part of your being. You give
birth to a new messianic soul that is resolved to place the needs of
others above the needs of self and to exchange preoccupation with
your own happiness for a preoccupation with others’ happiness.
You reflect, “Wait a minute. I'm having this mad resolution to save
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all beings and to make them all happy, but I see that I can’t
actually get it all done. It's impossible. As I am now I'm not even
able to make myself really happy. I've just had a little glimpse of
renunciation and transcendence, and 1 feel a little happier, myself,
and I feel more loving toward other beings, but there’s not much |
can really do for them. Who can do something for them? Well, I've
learned that given infinite time I can develop into a being called a
buddha, one who has the actual physical power to overcome mis-
ery in a really effective way. I aim to evolve into a being like that,
so | can really reach out to all my mothers and show them how
each of them can independently experience their own bliss.” That
seventh precept —the spirit of enlightenment of universal love and
compassion for all beings—is a tremendous quantum leap in the
evolution of a being. When you accomplish this, you have made
your whole life magnificently meaningful. When you genuinely
begin to work your way toward a vision of universal bliss, you
have re-created yourself, have been reborn into the bodhisattva
family, and have become exalted in the spirit of enlightenment.

Now run back through the themes, rehearse them to remem-
ber them contemplatively: We've reached the spirit of enlighten-
ment of love and compassion by resolving to recognize all beings
as our mothers and to forge a positive happiness connection with
them. We did that through our understanding of universal or
messianic responsibility, universal compassion, universal love, the
wish to repay the kindness of all our mothers, remembering that
kindness, and recognizing all beings as our mothers. We were
moved to do this because we sought the relief of transcendent
renunciation, having reflected how the egocentric way of living 1s
unsatisfactory, how evolution is inexorable, how death is immedi-
ate, and how our human life is infinitely precious. These themes
are themselves the path. Keep them in your minds and reflect on
them little by little as we go along. Now you've had an inkling
of the turning-inside-out, the explosion of positive energy that
comes about from giving birth to the precious jewel-mind known
as the spirit of enlightenment that leads to perfect buddhahood
for the sake of all beings.

Once we've generated the seed of this resolve, our mentors in
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the imagined field above us smile radiantly. Delighted at our reve-
lation, they melt into light, flow down in a cascade of jewel-elixir
and fill us up, until our hearts feel one with them. We then dedi-
cate the merit of our meditation to the happiness of all the mother-
beings around us, who 1n turn cheer us on toward buddhahood.
We close down the meditation field, feeling a fellowship with all of
the millions of beings on this planet and on many planets who have
gone through this and have had this inspiration to change from
being self-obsessed to being other-concerned. We feel their con-
cern for us as one of their others, and we realize that this kind of
positive energy has been projected by millions and millions of be-
ings of all types throughout the universe, so that we are joining a
great wave of positive energy that is everywhere. We feel happy
and buoyant.
Break your meditation, and let's head on down the road.

TAD

Quite a meditation. I can see tears in Jay’s eyes. His mother died
long ago when he was a little boy and I can see that little boy in
him still. He loves Tenzin for speaking so beautifully about moth-
ers, on this my own mother’s birthday. I mean it when I say “won-
derful talk” to Jay who grabs my hand with an astonishing force.
Loving the student who loves the teacher is my backward route
today.

“Happy birthday, Mom,” 1 whisper, getting up and brushing
the sand from my pants. | see her sad, double-chinned yet still
handsome face. “You spoil me now —you should have spoiled me
then. But you do your best, I love you, and for this strange life of
mine, thanks.”

We walk back to the cars and for two days we drive six to a
vehicle, with Jock riding in the truck with Sherpas and kitchen
staff. We leave my least favorite driver in the broken-down jeep.
My feelings about this veer from relief and a nasty that’s-what-
you-get satisfaction to what, for lack of a better word, I'll call
compassion. Sitting in a broken jeep? Not allowed to leave it for
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fear it will be stolen or ransacked? Stuck out there in the blazing
heat all day, and the freezing cold all night? Alone? Not a pleasant
thought. Strangely, over the next few days I'll think of this
guy often, until I'm hoping, practically praying, he gets rescued,
though by whom or what I'm not sure.

The terrifying and uncomfortable driving is long over now.
Almost as if to cheer me up, the countryside starts showing off. A
huge dune sits totally unexplained in a field of rye. A herd of wild
mustangs emerges from around its crescent, deﬁantl_y throwing
their manes. Behind the dune a strip of green meadow kicks in,
behind that a stone and gravel moraine. Then the triangular
washes of brownish-black sand at the start of the mountains, then
cliffs out of the American west. Four distinct geographic types all
crowded into a stretch of twenty visible miles.

Out on the plain again I spy a single blue sheep on a hillside.
Jay, who shares the backseat of the Dharma-mobile with me, in-
sists we stop to photograph it. “A blue sheep is a rare sight,” he
says, ‘and a good omen.” I think of Uttara Crees, whose driver
shot such a good omen, like the Ancient Mariner. We shoot this
one with cameras and, without insulting anyone or anything,
drive on.

Another hour up the forever-road and the mountains to the
east have been ground down to bits. They're brown, treeless, all
but grassless hills that once were snow-clad giants. Their steep
majestic flanks are now dust under our wheels.

That night we camp around a boggy, hump-backed stream that
looks like Cape Cod to me, complete with trash and beer cans all
over the place. Old-fashioned beer cans you have to open with a
church key that remind me of the arguments | used to have with
my father when we went sailing on Cape Cod Bay. He would fill
his Schlitz cans with water and sink them. “That’s not pollution!
Who sees ‘'em down there?” Right. Who sees ‘em in Tibet?

There's a cairn draped with prayer flags at the base of a cliff in
the distance, and I take a walk over to it before dinner.

It i1s what it seems. No bones or trace of buried treasure, no
genie bottle or magic buddha waiting. Just a bunch of tattered,
sun-bleached rags anchored in a stone pile in the shadow of a red
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crag, waving in the breeze at sunset. Even so I feel less alone
standing by it. I don't feel angry or depressed by this show of
faith—and that’s progress of a sort, I guess, though my mood is
slightly glum and I wish I could pitch my tent over here tonight,
like some punk Achilles dropping out of the Dharma war. Where
are you, Kailash? I wonder. How long until I see you? Will you fill
the hole in my soul?
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CHAPTER SEVEN

Reaching the Mountain

TAD

q;le following morning we break
camp by eight-thirty and head northwest across the Tingri Plain,
picking up the southern road to Kailash, which turns due west at
the Brahmaputra River. Through noon we dodge in and out of
sight of it and after lunch we finally cross the Lion-Mouthed River
ten miles shy of Saga, where we'll camp for the night.
The double-pontooned ferry runs along a cable fixed in the
crotch of two crossed timbers on either side of the Brahmaputra.
As we arrive, the craft is in midstream, returning over the milky

glacial blue-green water.

The ferry is piloted and docked by two handsome, hearty
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young Tibetan women in work clothes. They are both happy-go-
lucky and efficient. Chatting with Tenzin, they habitually cover
smiles with their hands, even though their mouths are already
hidden with dust masks. Putting their backs into steadying the
arm through which the cable runs, they catch docking lines,
winching these by hand against stanchions welded onto the deck.
Theirs are the best jobs in town, even if this boat is merely a barge
hurtling back and forth across a five-hundred-yard stretch of wa-
ter, water so fast-moving and clouded that the bottom is never
once glimpsed at either shore.

A cargo of yaks, loudly and roughly unloaded by nomads with
red strings running through their long, thick, black hair, leaves a
place for two of our three jeeps. Also on board is a local bicyclist,
very proud of his black, Taiwan-made three-speed.

“The geniality of Tibetans!” Tenzin yells into the river wind,
smiling broadly at the girls. “Not that they can’t be a pain in the
neck, too, of course. But as a whole, people usually like Tibetans.
They gravitate to them, and it has to do with the fact that for more
than a thousand years the Tibetans have lived in a constant aware-
ness of being related to all beings. Since the whole culture is so
steeped in it and so many people use it to transform their tribalism
and prejudices, they have all developed a sense of other beings
being familiar to them, like family. They got out of the rut of ‘me
and my ancestors, my lineage, my mother, my father, my grandfa-
ther, my great-grandfather —we're the great lineage, and other
families are all sort of alien,” which cultures that emphasize the
ancestor-worship thing get into. So even in the midst of genocide
the children of the Dharma are still cheerful.”

As we land, parents unsuccessfully discourage their children
from begging. I toss the remains of a loaf of rye bread bought in
Kathmandu. The children catch it, sample it quickly, and are mys-
tiied. Now the parents taste it, and, as they disappear into the
dust thrown up by our jeeps, | imagine they are explaining that
such useless alms are a fitting reward for bad children who beg.

Throughout the sprawling settlement of brick, block, stone,
and rusting corrugated steel, ragtag children look up from their

mud games and run toward our dust-deviled jeeps, halloo-ing us,
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as visiting royalty, while we approach, then shooing us on, like
impotent gods, as we retreat. It inflates our importance and exag-
gerates our betrayal. We are omnipotent, in comparison, yet
witnessing their poverty we do nothing to change it. 1 think of
Tenzin's constant harping on the god-state. Suddenly I get it. To
these children we are gods. Yet we are incomplete and dissatisfied,
charging around in gasoline-driven chariots.

I wonder how 1 might possibly convey this sense of opulence
to Cynthia, panicked and alone with a first baby in a stranger-
filled Portland. “How can I help them, when she doesn’t want my
help?” I wonder. “And how can I help them, when she does?”

The next afternoon | hit bottom. Sure, I've hit bottom before,
but on the eleventh of October, stuffed six in a jeep, grinding up a
washed-out gravel bed of a road, I began to despair of ever not
despairing. [ didn't invite complaint or compliment. 1 didn't laugh
or cry, didn't take pictures or make notes or read anything. I know
for a fact that we stopped just beyond Paryang, but 1 have abso-
lutely no recollection of the last camp before Kailash. My last clear
remembrance is the morning, watching a pair of black-necked
cranes doing a herky-jerky mating dance amidst the streamside
bog-humps. Jay got his camera up and they flew oft for a more
private seduction. | remember feebly helping Lobsang pick up
other trekkers’ trash and burying it in a blackened fire pit. Then
the big truck wouldn't start, and even Tenzin could not sufficiently
wind the huge crank to make the engine catch. Thinking through
the failure that this failure would induce was the start of the
shutting-down process. So that even after one of the jeeps was tied
to the truck, careened around in a circle, and jolted the truck
awake —I had already gone into the morbid mode of thinking:
“We are one fuck-up away from disaster.”

I awaken from this twilight zone on the twelfth of October,
our eighth day on the road. I'm in a jeep with those I feel safest
with: James, Richard, Jay, Jock, and the sweet, tall driver whose
nervous tick of his head —sideways toward his shoulder—1 find
out later is the Nepali manner of shaking your head to say yes.

We've been told Kailash will be seen and, if all goes well,
reached today. So there's hope suddenly; a second wind starts to
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blow over us. Jay is back on track, recounting another scene from
another obscure foreign film to Richard, who has actually seen the
thing, when I interrupt.

“Guys!” I yell out, hardly knowing why. “Sorry, but I really
need you now,” and I kick into the Vairochaniye color-of-shining-
diamonds mantra. Without argument of any kind we're all wheel-
ing through it. Jay puts his arm around the driver, squeezing him
tight. Smiles are everywhere. A very cool vibe is coming up from
our feet when suddenly the jeep pulls off the road, the driver
whips off his hat and starts tapping his forehead, saying, “Kailassi!
Kailassi!” and we all turn to where he’s looking. And there it is.
Where it’s been the whole time. Peacefully awaiting every broken-
down explorer or pilgrim who's ever heard of it, and so whipped
the burro of his being until the beast finally up and delivered it
into sight. At last, heaven help us, the sacred mountain!

The other jeep pulls in front of us. Car doors are crunching
open, everybody is jumping out, laughing, shouting, embracing. |
hear Tenzin say, “Where's Tad?”

Opening his arms he shouts: “We've made it! We've really
made it to Kailash!”

There’s iron in his hug. Shining eye to eye I shout out, “Fi-
nally!” before turning to embrace the others, one at a time, like
Burton and Speke embracing their party at the source of the Nile.
Why do I think this must be much better? Because this is sacred
Mt. Kailash!

After much rejoicing, we set to building small cairns of
stones, tiny stupas—monuments to enlightened mind —and tak-
ing pictures. Tenzin leads us aside in the direction of Lake
Manasarovar to the west. He sits us down on suitable rocks and
begins our last session on the Systematic Path: my nemesis, the

teaching of the wisdom of selflessness.

TENZIN

At last, here we are at the sacred mountain. As we first beheld it,
storm clouds had just lifted to reveal its glory. What a good omen!
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See it glitter in the streaks of afternoon sun, like the sperm-
drenched crown of a great phallus, or a beautiful white breast
oozing with milk. The gleaming dome is adorned with a streaming
plume of blowing snow. Lifting bands of clouds stand off to the
south and north. Think of how many pilgrims must have reached
here with foreboding unrelieved, as dense clouds blocked their
longing gaze.

Just now in this dusty field among the many small stupa-
cairns, | had a really strange thought. Dim memories broke
through from what seem to be some recent former lives as a
Mongol or Tibetan. I was completely taken by surprise. But the
thought burst forth that I must have been a person who was de-
voted to Chakrasamvara, the Superbliss Buddha, and I must have
developed a longing to visit the sacred mountain, but was never
able to get here. So the frustrated desire just now surged out from
part of an unconscious I didn’t dream was there, mixing intensely
with the joy I feel at being here in this life. I lived those lives
nearby or here in Tibet. I studied hard, meditated, prayed, and
dreamed, but never did I behold the real mountain for myself. It
was too hard to travel here. Too many bandits. No government
permission. In this life I was born far away in America, on the
other side of the globe, yet now I get to the sacred mountain,
coming with jeeps and trucks during a time when Tibet has been
devastated and groans in torment under foreign domination. What
rrony!

The minute Kailash came into my sight, the world did change
for me. Such strange memories came from beyond my normal
barriers; | am not given to psychic experiences. The seemingly
impenetrable Western sense of conventional reality that usually
forestalls any possibility of the miraculous is showing a tiny crack.

Transcendent Wisdom Meditation

This is our last teaching on the foundational path. So focus your-
self, calm down, count your breaths a few rounds. When you're
ready, set up the refuge field. See your mentors above you in the
mind’s sky. Their smiles and radiant faces send liquid rays down
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through the aperture at the top of your head, filling you up with
nectar light. You begin to feel like a new person, not so set in
old mental ways. The many beings in the field around you—all
your mothers —look at you and see you glowing as if you are their
mentor. Your gratitude flows up to the mentors and their pleasure
radiates more light to you, completing the infinite circuit among
you. Even if you can’t see them clearly, know that they're there.

As this 1s experiential learning, we review all the themes to
make them more and more familiar. First reflect on your human
embodiment with liberty and opportunity, free of the eight incon-
veniences. Pleased that you have this human life, with access to
the teachings of enlightenment and the intelligence to understand
them, inspired by your relationship with the mentor, you then
reflect upon the fact that you will die soon. The inner mask that
you uphold as your identity is a temporary structure, and it will
soon go. You can't know when, so you should be prepared for
it at any time. Your soul-essence, your open heart of bliss, your
buddha-nature, will continue in a coherent stream. You become
inspired to focus your precious human life on positive evolution.

Sure of evolutionary causality, you resolve not to kill but to
save lives, not to steal but to give gifts, not to harm sexually but
only to benefit, not to lie but to speak truth, not to backbite but to
reconcile, not to chatter but to speak meaningfully, not to covet
but to be generous, not to hate but to love, to speak not harshly
but sweetly, and to hold not unrealistic views but realistic ones.
You are made of your past deeds and you make your future with
your present deeds. Next bring to mind the suffering of the ego-
centric life-cycle, samsara. Release your fantasies that a particular
egocentric experience will satisfy you. Excuse yourselves from
driven ambitions. Love yourself realistically and enjoy transcen-
dent renunciation.

Then turn to the sevenfold causal practice of love and compas-
sion that we have been exploring. Recognize the motherhood in all
beings because of your infinite connectedness in previous lives, and
aim at gratitude toward all beings. Resolve to repay their kindness

by taking away their suffering. As you assume universal responsi-
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bility for all beings, the spirit of enlightenment becomes part of
you, even when you don’t think about it. It becomes the seed of that
deep inner openness. No longer are you unconscious of the core of
your being. You awake from sleepwalking in self-obsession to the
waking wonder of a will for the happiness of all beings. Your core
becomes this infinite embrace of all beings, amplified by the sense
of infinite unity with all previously awakened beings.

The final part of the Systematic Path is transcendent wisdom.
It is the most important of all, because compassion will not suc-
ceed in really making beings happy unless we become enlightened,
and renunciation itself is not full liberation. We cannot achieve
nirvana—the perfect freedom from suffering, total bliss—unless
we develop transcendent wisdom. This wisdom is an exact experi-
ential knowledge of everything in the universe, complete and exact
knowledge of the self, exact knowledge of the body-mind complex,
and the total memory of all past lives and foreknowledge of all
possible futures.

Contemplating wisdom is the essential key that frees us. We
have covered the first noble truth of suffering and the second
noble truth of its causation. Now we come to the third noble truth
of freedom. The Buddha said this was his greatest noble truth, his
supreme discovery: that a human being can actually become totally
aware of reality and totally free from suffering forever, and
thereby become the evolutionary engine for all others to find their
own release. People talk of freedom all the time, demand it, love 1t,
long for it, but deep down it is only a relative thing to them. A
moment of freedom from this or that torment. Very few can imag-
ine a total, achievable freedom. So freedom is the main noble
truth, and the essential first step toward it is to imagine it.

Wisdom is called the wisdom of selflessness, but it isn't at-
tained by accepting a dogma that one has no self. That would lead
to nihilism. The nihilistic sense of being a nothing-self is the great
ideological poison of modern humanity and the real cause of our
imminent planetary destruction. Greed is secondary; anger, even
in warfare, is secondary. The real catalyst for our suicidal behavior

with the planet is the delusion that we don't really exist, and so we
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will not be held responsible for the destructive consequences of
our negative actions.

Wisdom prevents our sinking into nihilism by turning us to
examine the self and to realize selflessness. The proper under-
standing of selflessness is the root of liberation. Mastery of
selflessness 1s essential for universal compassion to be effective.
Nothing less than liberation 1s the goal of transcendence. So wis-
dom completes the path.

The teaching of selflessness is the Buddha's greatest gift to the
world. It is also unique to him; no one else has ever taught it.
Many people taught, “You should be selfless and moral; put others
ahead of yourself.” That moral teaching is a common thread in all
social etiquettes and religions for the simple reason that societies
couldn’t function otherwise. But the complete technical, philo-
sophical, and psychological teaching of selflessness was not discov-
ered by anybody but the Buddha. This is not to praise him as
religiously superior, because it's not a religious achievement. It's a
scientific achievement: He analyzed the self and the world to its
ultimate depths and discovered the real nature of the self, which
he usually called selflessness or voidness. He further integrated
that insight with life.

The Buddha supplemented the valid teachings of the great
religious teachers who exhorted us to be kind to others. He gave
an understandable explanation that the reason we don'’t so easily
love our neighbors is that we are caught in a distorted perception
about the centrality of ourselves as fixed, independent, isolated
entities apart from all others. He discovered how we can each
come to understand that as a distortion, see through the error with
critical wisdom, and then actually free ourselves from this lack of
love, this false isolation based on a misperception of the self.

Dispelling the naive absolutism of ordinary beings, the Bud-
dha did not settle for nihilism and make nothingness the ultimate.
Instead he pioneered a practical middle way between absolutism
and nihilism. How do we approach this selflessness? Selflessness
means that there’s no absolute self, but there is a relative self. It's
not that difficult, but it’s a little tricky. A simple way of under-

standing this is: “Since I am not and have no absolute self, I am
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free to be a relative self.” This acknowledgment of two levels of
reality is the key.

The heart of the second noble truth of the cause of suffering is
precisely this “self’” delusion, this active misperception of the self
and the universe, consisting of the tollowing: “I feel, personally,
that I have an irreducible center or core that is me, that is some-
how absolutely different from everything else. And I similarly per-
ceive other things as having what is called an intrinsic reality in
them. The table, the teapot, even Mt. Kailash —1 perceive each as
a thing in itself, an intrinsically identifiable, real, objective, and
absolute thing.” This absolute view of myself and things is the core
of delusion.

Once we know that this has been suggested by an enlightened
person to be the cause of all our suffering, then we are surprised
by the next point: He does not ask us to meditate that we are
selfless. Rather, the Buddha recommended that we begin to medi-
tate upon the self, acknowledging that we do feel an absolute cen-
trality about ourselves. We need to discover how the self is
habitually held as if within, how it is that when I say “Bob,” my
mind seems to land up on this “real” indivisible thing that is the
real me. I really feel as if something fixed and solid were there. I
must start by becoming clear of my sense of it.

This attempt to acknowledge the way the self is held requires
you to develop a split consciousness in your meditation. If you try
to examine your self-habit with your main consciousness, putting
your main attention on yourself, you will not find a self, because,
of course, it will be your self that is doing the looking. Then you'll
say: “Oh, that's what selflessness means —that I can’t find myself."
But the “I” that has just had this experience is still feeling this
unitary, isolated self. So you haven't gotten anywhere. Instead you
have to look at yourself with a split-off consciousness, what 1s
called a spy-consciousness or a self-observing consciousness.

This is the meditation: With a corner of your mind you watch
yourself thinking or meditating. Try remembering a time when you
were falsely accused, when you were gripped with the emotion of
injured innocence and indignant righteousness. Observing your-

self innocently injured, you notice the I landing on some sense of
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solidity in the center of your chest and you feel a tightness in your
throat and solar plexus. Your strong sense of the absolute central-
ity of yourself emerges very powerfully.

Observing the self held in place by the self-habit is the first key
practice of the meditation on selflessness. The second key practice
is to realize that the person who is looking for that self, of course,
is also you. You resolve to look for yourself with your full energy:
“If I absolutely exist then I should find myself. And if I cannot find
an irreducible self when I put this full effort into looking at myself,
then I must acknowledge that there is an error in the core of my
programmed view; that I make a mistake when I consider myself
thus absolute.” This second key is called the commitment to a
comprehensive binarity, very similar to the law of the excluded
middle —that something either is or i1s not, with no third option.
This is a complete surprise to those who think of Buddha's teach-
ing as some sort of vague mysticism. It is essential for achieving a
clear realization ultimately, since otherwise the quest of the self
will remain endlessly indeterminate and the self-habit will not be
broken through decisively.

The third key practice is the looking itself. Buddhism abounds
with models of the mind and body for introspective meditation.
Most schools use the scheme of the five systems that constitute the
mind and body of a living being. These systems are (1) the mate-
rial system, the five sense organs and their objects; (2) the sensa-
tional system, feelings of pleasure and pain all around the body;
(3) the conceptual system, different ideas and notions that float
around in the mind; (4) the emotional system, the cloud of emo-
tions we swirl around in; and finally, (5) the system of conscious-
ness.

You begin to look for the static self by going through your
body, thinking, “Well, I usually think of myself as this body, so
where in this body is myself? The real, solid one that is absolute
and isolatable. My body itself is constantly related to the environ-
ment, it's constantly getting cold or hot, it's getting injured or
healed. Blood is flowing, food is going in, and other things are
going out. My senses are functioning, my eyes seeing sights, my
ears hearing sounds. I look within that body and 1 assume there is
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a very stable thing in there that is me, I'm ‘Bob.’ But I felt that was
‘Bob’ when I was fifteen! | felt that was ‘Bob’ when I was twenty-
two. And everything about my body is different now than it was
then. My body is actually a completely changing impermanent
process. So | can't find any single, absolute ‘Bob’ in the material
system of the body and its environment.”

Then you look into your sensations, through all your feelings
of pleasure and pain, and you don't find anything stable in them.
Then you look through your conceptual system, all your ideas and
images, voices and pictures inside —you don't find anything stable
in them, either. Then you look at your emotions and find that they
are far from fixed or stable.

The hardest part of this meditation is when you look into your
consciousness. Quite quickly you see that most of its contents are
reacting to sense stimuli, with no one consciousness fixed on any-
thing. So you focus on the sixth, the mental consciousness, which
organizes the inner impressions and picks out inner, conceptual
objects of thought. You realize again that there is nothing fixed in
it either. Your thoughts are constantly flowing —especially when
you first start meditating and you realize how easily distracted the
habitual mind 1s: Thoughts are hke a swirling Sargasso Sea, a
whirling cyclone. Indeed, there’s nothing stable in it.

The witness to all this instability, the watcher, seems to be the
only stable thing. When you realize this, you begin the most diffi-
cult effort that a human being can make, or so it’s said. This is the
effort that the Buddha successfully made; it is how he became
enlightened. You turn the witness on the witness. You become like
a dog chasing its own tail. Because you are the self you feel like a
unity, but when you look back for that solid unity of self, you
don’t find anything. You then notice that you're still feeling some
sense of solid self. Then you look back at what you're still feeling,
and you start to spin like a whirling dervish inside the center of
your mind. It’s very tiring and strenuous. Just looking and looking
back becomes a twirling, and then that twirling effort becomes
what is called the diamond cutter.

The diamond is that sense of a unique, absolute, and substan-

tial inner core, and when it spins around looking for itself it be-
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comes a drill and it drills through itself. Descartes provides a
useful example, because from the Buddhist perspective he made a
huge mistake right here. He said, “The reason I can’t find my ‘self
is because I'm the one looking. I'm the subject, not an object, and
that’s why I can’t find myself. But because I'm the subject, I'm
sure | exist.” Don’t accept this mistaken reliance on self-evidence,
a guaranteed way to remain stuck in illusion. You are using your
presumed absolute self to find itself, and surely an absolute can
find an absolute. You cannot be sure of what you cannot verify —
especially if it presumes to absolute certifiability. “I think therefore
I am” was an assertion of the utter conventionality of the self, its
relativity and, hence, lack of absoluteness. So not accepting the
Descartes maneuver, you persist in looking for the assumedly solid
self, and you enter the diamond drill mode, and eventually you
become dizzy from the spinning. You might even feel as if you're
about to faint, because suddenly you lose all idea of who is looking
and who is being looked for. Yet you mustn’t cop out and say: “I'm
nothing, and it’s all nothing, it's all meaningless.” By this time you
should have discarded any thought as really being you. Don't lis-
ten to any thought, just keep concentrating on looking for the
absolute you.

Then suddenly you feel like you're open as the sky. Suddenly
you can't even find the looker who wants to look, and you can't
find what the looker hasn’t found, and you can'’t find the not find-
ing. You just suddenly melt and become like empty space, as if the
wind is blowing through you; it’s as if you are floating, what's
outside your skin no different from what'’s inside your skin. You
have the experience of being like water flowing into water.

You feel released from the knot inside, the struggle of the
absolute self looking for itself. It is not that you have stopped the
search, walked away from it saying: “Hey, there’s no one here.”
You never step out of it, you keep intensely bearing down. Your
second key practice still works to keep you on target here, your
commitment to comprehensive binarity —either it’s there or it's
not. And then your absoluteness melts itself, like fire sticks rub-
bing until they kindle themselves into flame, like a diamond cut-

ting through itself, like nuclear fission or solar fusion.
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In this vast spacelike equilibrium, you realize that you don't
know who you are in any absolute way, nor do you know that you
don’t know. You transcend all subject-object knowing, entering
another way of being where everything knows itself without your
interference, sharing itself freely with you. All labels, all words
dissolve —words become useless, meaningless. You don’t identify
with any thought inside yourself. You feel vast and infinite and
one with the vast infinity, and everything disappears, including
yourself. And you don't just disappear in a way that things
are left behind, because things dissolve with you. Everything goes.
So it’s not like you're losing balance and forgetting who you are,
where you might fall down and hurt yourself. Because up and
down dissolve. The ground dissolves. Your mind goes into the
state of liquid diamond infinite clear light. This is called the space-
like equipoised vamadhi —a state of unbroken concentration.

Enjoy this miniliberation but do not get attached to it. Your
omni-dissolving critical awareness also drills right through the
spacelike voidness. The minute you stop aiming it at the elusive
self and aim it at the experienced voidness, the voidness itself
dissolves. The world of beings and things returns as if reflected in
the mirror of voidness, illusory and yet crystal clear. And because
you have felt no you apart from things, your you is also just an-
other mirror image, consciously both infinite and also totally inter-
connected with all things. This is called the dreamlike aftermath
samadhi. Because now you don't really feel different from other
things.

You come into this dreamlike aftermath state as if you were
dreaming the world and yourself. Both you and the world are
transparent. You're not even sure whether you're you or the next
person, or the table or the mountain. And you feel completely
blissful in this translucent state. You don'’t seize upon this happi-
ness, which strangles any happiness, naturally, as you know. It's
the happiness that is just you apart from grasping. Amazingly, you
reemerge transparently secure in the calm of happiness.

Then you restore your boundaries and you feel different again.
But you suddenly realize that the difference between you and other
things is habitual. It's arbitrary, it’s relative. There’s no absolute
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difference between you and other beings. This is the first inkling of
what is called a nonconceptual understanding, that is to say, an
experiential understanding of selflessness. But don’t expect this to
be the final, big, obliterating blow of enlightenment and everything
is all completed. Not at all. There’s still the dualism between the
aftermath world of objects and the emptiness of everything, but
having experienced a kind of moment of enlightenment, you also
know there 1sn’t a real difference between these two states.

Now you get involved with beings and things again, but since
you've had a first experience of the melting of the self, you natu-
rally become more compassionate, more generous, more tolerant.
Because you have experienced it yourself, compassion is integral,
spontaneous, and not merely intellectual. You're no longer locked
up in some isolated, absolute sense of self.

But then you will become egocentric again. You don’t automat-
ically become some vast being. Your old habits will reassert them-
selves, but then you can go back into the meditation of selflessness,
and while you're in the dreamlike state you act compassionately to
other beings.

This is the process, then, of trying to unite wisdom —ultimately
the skylike state —with compassion, which belongs to the relative,
seemingly solid state of things. You integrate them again and again,
until you arrive at the inconceivable state known as the reconciha-
tion of dichotomies, where you're committed and totally active
while still floating in the sky, like Milarepa. You never budge from
your blissful vastness, yet you're fully present to every being and
thing. This state should not be described as egolessness, because
the ego is just the pronoun “I,” which you get even better at
deploying when you no longer mistake its referent as something
absolute. When you're in the relative state —the aftermath state —
you know who you are. You're “1,” you're the person who just had
the equipoised samadhi. You don't think the equipoised samadhi is
your essence, any more than your alienated ignorance was your
essence. You don't cling to that timeless feeling of infinity as if it
were some sort of soul. Your mind and body ultimately maintain a
calm unity of wisdom while fully engaging with the creative diver-

sity of compassion.
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Now we've had an inkling of this vast state. Our mentor is
flipping out by now, smiling broadly like the sun because we've
now tasted the realization of the nondifference between ourselves
and our mentor, the nondifference between ourselves and all be-
ings. The mentor, who has long ago realized this state of selfless-
ness as nondual with total interrelatedness, melts into light and
dissolves into us, sealing our feeling of oneness with him or her.
We feel delighted. We then dedicate the merit of this little bit of
understanding of selflessness, the third part of the Systematic
Path, to our coming to a total realization of buddhahood as soon as
possible, for the sake of being able to really help all these other
living beings. We then dissolve the refuge field and, arising in
our ordinary bodies and minds, we're ready to camp beneath Mt.

Kailash.

TAD

've heard this before, but never the whole way through. Back at
Amherst 1'd interrupt with a “Yes, but” at selflessness. Today Kai-
lash, home of buddhas and bodhisattvas, shines out in loving
proof: “Hush your silly mouth!” it tells me. “Listen! Learn!” The
great scar down the front face of the snow-capped pyramid glis-
tens with a light not of this world; Tenzin rattles off a technique
not of this world. But both are right here before me —Tad —most
certainly of this world. Here is my tiny reconciliation of dichoto-
mies.

But what duality rears up immediately following this great
guided meditation just down the hall from the sacred moun-
tain? We drive through an enclosed garrisonlike village, nodded
through by an unofficial-looking sentry. 1 suppose he could have
been a yak counter with no political duties, but we've got our
guard up. I get the feeling that ominous types are studying us from
every doorway, an impression that, unfortunately, is not entirely
unrealistic.

Back out on the flats before Kailash, the glow returns. Our
jeeps trade off pulling over and photographing the ever-white one,
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as below the brown altar a golden carpet of rye bows on either
side of a meandering tributary, bound —we know —for Mana-
sarovar, lake of compassion. I climb up a little bluff behind Jay,
who's clicking away. I call his name and get a shot of him, camera
in hand, looking away from his portraiture of Kailash, caught as if
a moment before kissing the bride, happy as can be and powerless
to explain why.

We drive past a solitary figure who salutes us with a proud,
upraised arm. He is Asian, yet I could swear that dangling from
his neck hangs a cross. We press on up the widest, flattest, most
desolate desert yet, up a road that isn’t a road, merely a sand track
running past hundreds of dangling wooden crosses —not telephone
but telegraph lines! In the distance a medieval wall and gate take
shape before the mud-wasp pods of Darchen, over whose purgato-
rial squalor towers our piece of heaven. The deep scar Kailash
wears 1s now partially sunk in shadow, though the snow-filled
channel refracts intense light at its eastern edge. Cross striations,
caused by the cakelike layerings of sedimentary stone, catch the
snow in straight, even lines. Wind and gravity knock the icing
from these tiers at vertical edges, and the resulting montage of
horizontal and vertical lines to some eyes takes the shape of a great
swastika, the ancient symbol of happiness and goodness. Thus the
Bonpos call Kailash Yungdrung Gutse, or the nine-story swastika
mountain.

All along this long, neatly arranged brown terrace, equally
symmetrical minor peaks kneel with perfect posture east and west,
in obvious subservience to this god-king of mountains. These altar
boys and girls would seem quite remarkable in themselves were
they not dwarfed and otherwise diminished by the preeminent lord
of earth blazing before us.

I force myself to use a masculine description, since Kailash is
considered the great lingam, or phallus, of rock that impregnates
the heavens with sexual-spiritual energies. Even so, to refer to this
as the king of mountains is difficult for me. For how could any-
thing so jewel-like, so ermine-decked, so effortlessly faultless and
radiant not be a woman? Something to meditate into proper per-

spective, no doubt.
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Do we stop and consult? No. The Dharma-mobile heads
straight for the gates. I'm glancing to the east where pilgrim trucks
unload gypsy caravans full of Tibetans from every corner of a
tyrannized nation, to do as their hearts tell them. To make the
kora —the sacred pilgrimage —around Kailash and do prostrations.
To pray for the return of their leader. To make offerings at altars
and cairns. To spin prayer wheels and say mantras. All day long
and in their dreams to save the world and every being in it. Om
mani padme bum.

I want to camp over there with them. And I'm certain Jay,
now in the Dharma-mobile ahead, wants the same thing. To sleep
out in the open and sit around a Tibetan fire, to understand noth-
ing of what is said and to understand it all. But we can’t do that.
This is occupied territory, we're behind an iron curtain. There
are rules to follow, and for the transgressors of such rules, harsh
consequences.

Tenzin, in the lead jeep, charges forward through the open
gate. We follow, driving into a rocky, lifeless, empty lot. I start to
laugh. Here we've endured a solid week of grueling travel, facing
hardships real and imagined. Now, at last, we've actually reached
our long-sought-for goal. We pull up at the foot of what indeed
looks to be a manifestation of the divine, shimmering in a pale

white veil above, and what do we get for it? We're in jail!
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PART TWO

(lircling the
Mountain

Nobody can approach the Throne of the Gods, or penetrate
the Mandala of Shiva or Demchog, or whatever name
he likes to give to the mystery of ultimate reality,
without risking his life —and perhaps
even the sanity of his mind.

—LAMA GOVINDA, The Way of the White Clouds
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The Southern Gate of the
Mandala Palace

TAD

q)iling out of the jeeps into the

prison yard we greet one another’s disbelieving faces. Western
trekkers must camp here, in this five-hundred-by-seven-hundred-
foot rectangle within which a few concrete slabs have been
poured. I choose to have my tent pitched on such a slab, opting for
uniform, rather than erratic discomfort. It’s a bad call. I've un-
packed my gear, hung my still-damp laundry from an interior elas-
tic, and am just plumping my sweater-for-a-pillow when I hear the
tea bell. Suddenly a loud, squawking “Hell-oh!” makes me jump.
I'm expecting Poe’s raven perhaps, but what I find upon un-
zipping the front flap is a brightly smiling Tibetan woman, big and
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wide and getting on in years, decked out with all manner of neck-
laces, pins, headdresses, rings—the lot of which festoon a form
and face extraordinarily beautiful not more than fifteen years be-
fore. She smiles with the boldness of her departed youth, and
holds up a rope of silver-clad stones. “You buy!” she says, without
asking, as a generation before she would have put a hand on her
hip, winked, and said: “You like!”

By the time I clamber out of my nylon cave, she’s roped in
Wolfgang and Jay. Wolfgang peers at her wares and states matter-
of-factly: “The coral is fake, and so—1'm pretty sure—is the tur-
quoise.” With that he’s off to the mess tent. Jay listens to her
patter, which has taken on the tone of the wronged lover who
might forgive some transgression for a price. He stares at me with
large, black, melancholic eyes and states calmly: “This is the first
Tibetan I've ever met whom I thoroughly dislike.” Then he too, is
gone.

I won't buy. Still, something holds me here. The chill of eve-
ning sets in, regal Kailash glows softly from above, dogs trot by
growling at each other, and the tea bell is heard a second time. I
indulge the age-old ritual of offering an affordable price for a huge
gob of blue stone. She laughs at the ridiculousness of such an
offer; I hold firm. She screws up her face, pouts her bottom lip,
places a curled index to her eye, and pretends to weep. I take her
cold hands in mine, press them once, and leave her wiping away
false tears.

While pouring antiseptic-laced blue water over my hands, as
we must before entering the mess tent, I find myself wondering
whether this disturbing creature is local or came with the pilgrims
camped against the hillside outside the gates. She said something
about being “off to Lhasa” tomorrow. I fear she’s a rotten apple in
the rolling barrel of a caravan. Still I can't shake the creepy sensa-
tion of her eyes being a mirror and of seeing in them my baser self.
Just as | was so confident at having left that bastard in a latrine a
hundred miles back.

Inside the tent a Sherpa pumps the Coleman lantern, then
lights and hangs it from a hook. Its arc of flame casts a lovely glow
over the folding table, creating a hiss that is instantly soothing. It's
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been a long, important day. We're happy, tired, relieved. Dinner
falls even faster than usual upon tea. Tenzin stirs himself to speak
more thoroughly about the mandala we are about to enter. The
dishes are removed, we fill our water bottles and mix our tea

expectantly.

TENZIN

Welcome, pilgrims! Here we are at the foot of Mt. Kailash! Don't
despair at this prison-hole of a town. This tourist campground of
Darchen feels more like a slaughterhouse pen. But we can imagine
it to be part of a ring around the mandala palace of the Superbliss
Buddha, which, as we will get to know better, is believed to be
eternally present within the mountain. There are eight sacred
charnel grounds outside the mandala palace —they represent the
way the world of ordinariness looks from within the perfected
realm of the mandala. Hence, this grim camp turns out to be
highly appropriate to this site.

The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform

Now that we have reached the mountain and have finished an
experiential run-through of the Systematic Path, we can begin 7he
Blade Wheel of Mind Reform. This makes the second session in one
day, but we are now beginning the full meditative retreat of the
serious pilgrim, and intensity is appropriate. The Blade Wheel is
a powerful spiritual alchemy taught by Dharmarakshita, one of
Atisha’s teachers, almost exactly one thousand years ago. We
will work with it following an eighteenth-century commentary by
the fourth Panchen Lama.

The Blade Wheel contains the teaching we will practice as our
inner pilgrimage around the mountain, parallel to our outer one.
We're going to study and contemplate this at the eight main devo-
tional places on the compass points of the circumambulation path.
I don’t want the path taught here in this holy place just to be my
personal interpretation. 1 want to follow an ancient pattern, from
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the written legacy of an enlightened sage. Dharmarakshita taught
Atisha, who you will recall elaborated the Systematic Path we
have been studying. Dharmarakshita came to Tibet at the turn of
the last millennium, fleeing the Islamic invasions of North India.
He had to watch as his monastery in India, his monks, and his
library burned before his eyes. Now in turn, all the Tibetan mon-
asteries have been destroyed by the Chinese communist invasion,
occupation, and cultural revolution of the last forty-five years.

The great lama Tsong Khapa was especially helped by this
Blade Wheel teaching, as was the Great Fifth Dalai Lama in the
seventeenth century. And the mind-reform tradition of Ganden
Monastery maintained it as the essence of Dharma practice. So
we're going to work on this mind reform together, in the presence
of this wonderful fraternity of high beings.

Let’s start at the beginning. What 1s meant by mind reform? In
general, all the steps toward enlightenment are mind reforms. This
mind of ours must be cultivated and transformed. These are meth-
ods of doing so.

Why i1s this practice called a blade wheel? A blade wheel 1s a
weapon for doing battle with an enemy, like those little metal stars
called vhiken that ninjas use, with eight or twelve blades sticking
out. This blade wheel hits our real enemy, which is our own in-
ner habit of self-preoccupation. It causes damage —serious, blessed
damage to narcissism, vanity, the self-habit. A blade wheel is a
very fierce image for mind reform, a fierce form of the surgical
blade of critical wisdom. My root teacher, Geshe Wangyal, pre-
sented it to me as the bottom line. And that was after he'd been
teaching me for a couple of years, often giving me hell, scolding
me, and exposing the self-preoccupation and self-addiction habits
underlying all my other bad habits.

The Panchen Lama says: “In the world there are two kinds of
enemies, the physical enemy and the invisible enemy—the only
real demon. The invisible demon enters our own mindstream and
harms us from within.” It doesn’t openly attack from the front.
The physical enemy outside is easy to identify as an enemy. But
for all of us—from our infinite stream of lives —the chief enemy
who has been forcing us into one suffering after another is this
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self-preoccupation habit, which we have had since we were ani-
mals, lizards, or whatever other kinds. The usual enemy shoots
arrows at us, but unless they hit our vital points they do not cause
great harm. But this inner spiritual enemy, our self-cherishing
habit cultivated and preserved from former lives, destroys us invis-
ibly from within, like a worm that eats wood from within. We have
to deal with it accordingly, since it works from this very dangerous
point at the center of our heart, from the very center of our self-
perception.
Dharmarakshita begins his text:

I salute you, great ferocious Death Exterminator,
Fiercest archetype deity of bliss-void-indivisible intuition,
You kill Death, the Devil self-addiction and his minion egoism!

Yamantaka literally means Death Exterminator. He looks ex-
tremely fierce, dark blue-black in hue with flaming hair, his main
face that of a mahey buffalo, with eight other faces of various
colors, thirty-four arms holding weapons and gruesome symbols,
and sixteen legs standing upon various animals and mundane dei-
ties. He is an archetype deity, a manifestation of the gentle bodhi-
sattva Manjushn, ever-youthful prince of transcendent wisdom.
The archetype deities are embodiments of buddhas that symboli-
cally manifest the qualities of wisdom and compassion and power
to provide practitioners with physical templates for realizing their
spiritual ideals. Manjushri adopts his fiercest buddha-form in or-
der to exterminate death, represented by the Indian death-god
Yama, who is both the devil self-preoccupation and its minion self-
habit. Yamantaka is so fierce because his wisdom scourges the
self-preoccupation habit that poisons the inner mind-process of all
beings. The blade wheel is a symbol of this critical wisdom, with
which he terminates the self-addiction, the real dewvil of death.

Yama, Death, is self-addiction, because egotism brings death.
The way it brings death is not simply when 1 physically die. The
way it brings death is that self-cherishing narcissism and habitual
egotism cut us off from the rest of the world. They kill the source
of our life and energy —our relationships with the rest of the
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world. They isolate our living self, pretending to draw energy from
a nonentity, our absolute self, which doesn't really exist. That pre-
sumed absolute self, isolated from the rest of the world, is only a
mental construction, a fantasy created in a vacuum that actually is
not there. Therefore, we are always exhausted, drained, frustrated,
dissatisfied, having to struggle to keep up the pretense of en-
joying living in this artificial, self-defeating vacuum. Self-addiction
is death because it is the essence of self-enclosure, the self-isolation
that cuts off our living being from the interrelational weave of life.
We are already dead when we are controlled by the devil of self-
preoccupation. The Blade Wheel releases us by killing that demon.
That is why Geshe Wangyal said to me: “This 1s the real thing.” So
we are working with it on our way around Mt. Kailash.

Here we are at the start of our pilgrimage in the barren
wastes of Western Tibet reading these ancient paeans to Ya-
mantaka, whom you often see in temples. He's so fierce, Tibetans
say, that when the gods see him they lose control of their bowels!
Tibetans believe in the existence of gods, but they're not too rever-
ent about them, except the highest god, the god of liberation,
Devatideva—the god beyond the gods—as they call the Buddha.

There are two levels of Yamantaka: the interpretable level
and the definitive level. The definitive level Yamantaka is the wis-
dom of the nonduality of bliss and voidness. That wisdom is to-
tally aware at all times of all life-forms’ inseparability from the
great bliss of ultimate reality itself. It is the ultimate discernment
of reality as supreme bliss, and it is armed and dangerous to our
delusions about the life-cycle of self-inflicted sufferings. It attacks
all our self-posturings, all our self-identity habits, all that we use to
torment ourselves and persist in misery.

The interpretable level is the fierce form of Manjushri, who
arises as the great Yamantaka we recognize in the iconography. So
what we're saluting here is bliss-void-intuitive wisdom —the exact
and experiential knowledge of the unity of real subjectivity as self-
transcending bliss and real objectivity as infinite freedom —in this
extremely fierce personification. This wisdom of ultimate reality
will not tolerate any of our self-habits. It will overwhelm them.
It will liberate us from them. We don't have to worry, “Will this
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work?” It will completely overwhelm our self-cherishing habit,
which means that our understanding has the capability of over-
coming our self-cherishing addiction.

Yamantaka is an apocalyptic revelation of liberating wisdom,
central in the Diamond Thunderbolt Vehicle (Vajrayana) of eso-
teric Buddhism. “Vajra” 1s a powerful word, it means “diamond”’
as unbreakable, “thunderbolt” as all-powerful; it is a weapon, a
royal scepter, and the ultimate Buddhist symbol for universal com-
passion as well as orgasmic bliss. 1 like to call the Vajrayana the
apocalyptic vehicle, because it instantly rips away the veils of the
life-cycle of suffering in samsara.

The Vajrayana practitioners don’t wait for some future life in
which they'll attain buddhahood. They don’t wait until they meet
Maitreya, the buddha of the future, or get to Shambhala, the
magic land of the new age of the Wheel of Time Tantra. The
apocalyptic heroes and heroines won’t wait for that. Not because
bodhisattvas are impatient and not able to wait for their own
release, but because bodhisattvas can’t stand to wait while other
beings continue to suffer. Bodhisattvas want the power to be able
to serve as buddhas for beings, to save them from their suffering
as soon as possible.

You can't just sit back and say, “Oh well, if I'd been lucky
enough to have been born in the time of Shakyamuni thousands of
years ago, or lived down the valley from Milarepa, then I could
become a buddha.” Instead, the apocalyptic practitioner insists:
“No! Buddhahood is here in this life. Bliss-void-intuitive wisdom
is here right now, if I can only tune my understanding to its wave-
length and destroy the demon of my self-preoccupation.”

The relationship of student to teacher is absolutely critical to
this transformation because of your ordinary, habitual vision of
the world as a garbage heap and addiction to the habitual vision
of yourself as an uncut diamond in the heap. You focus only on
yourself and constantly think: “What can I get? Where do I fit in?
Are they doing what I want? Are they meeting my needs?” These
attitudes are the sputterings of the demon self-concern, the bars on
your prison walls!

The true, honest guru—the real lama, the spiritual parent—
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challenges you to find the demon in the center of your heart and
sparks your own intuitive wisdom. He doesn'’t liberate you, your
own understanding liberates you. What the mentor does is attack
the devil whom you falsely think is you, which prevents you from
releasing your liberating understanding.

On the ordinary human level the teacher or mentor may not be
such a perfect buddha. They have a great proverb in Tibet: “The
best lama to have is one who lives at least three valleys away.”
That means that you get the initiation, you get the teaching, the
deeper reflection of the buddha-mind, and you make the teacher
into the icon of the buddha, without having to see that buddha
walk around and fart and do stupid things, and create for you a
cognitive dissonance you're not ready for.

Milarepa is an instructive example. Milarepa’s guru Marpa
was definitely a fallible figure —he caused his own son’s death
through mistaken initiations, he beat his wife, he lost his temper.
He had buddha-experiences, and he had a point in himself where
he was in touch with buddha-energy. No doubt he channeled that
buddha-energy to Milarepa, but he had serious human faults.

Milarepa, however, practiced seeing Marpa as a perfect men-
tor from the moment he received initiation, which occurred after a
long, arduous, and stormy courtship between them that involved
Marpa's overt hostility and Milarepa’s grave doubts about this lay
teacher. Milarepa ran away from Marpa to join a different guru
but couldn’t stay away. Finally, working himself to blister and
bone, threatening suicide, the exterior drama finally fell away
and the true teaching was laid bare. Then Milarepa was initiated
into the mandalas of Hevajra and Chakrasamvara, and he saw
Marpa as indivisible from those archetype buddhas. Then he
was sent away by Marpa to meditate for thirty years in caves—
never seeing his teacher again! Never having to deal with the
human side of Marpa, he deepened his vision, and the more he
became freed of his self-preoccupation demon, the more he saw
the buddha-essence of Marpa. He got the full benefit of Marpa’s
spiritual essence, seeing beyond the human flaws.

When we were doing the Systematic Path you visualized as
your mentor the most enlightened being you could think of, Bud-
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dha or Jesus or Moses or the Goddess or some personal teacher of
yours. | myself think of the presence of a fusion of His Holiness
the Dalai Lama, Geshe Wangyal, Tsong Khapa, and Shakyamuni
Buddha. Now, with the Blade Wheel you can use the wisdom bo-
dhisattva Manjushri, or his fierce form Yamantaka, or else stick
with whoever was your mentor before.

Let’s all be yogis—real practitioners of this deep meditation —
out here on our pilgrimage, as we study the Blade Wheel. We're
away from civilization, we're away from our habitual life of self-
aggrandizement, and we're looking for something more profound.
If you take Yamantaka as your guru-mentor, you fuse the human
guru's incisive criticism with Yamantaka’s terrible tranformative
power, and you see the guru’s mirror reflection even if it shows
your ugly sides and bad habits, the destructiveness of your ego-
tism.

Let’s carry the bodhisattva attitude of fierce compassion and
insight with us around Mt. Kailash, because it is the Tibetan atti-
tude. This attitude gives you the pure vision needed to see right
through the rock and snow of Mt. Kailash to the mountain as the
living mandala of Superbliss Buddha.

One last thing. Please do not project me as being your mentor.
Just think of me as the secretary, the reporter of the teaching. I do
not feel qualified to assume the role of mentor for any of you,
including you, Tad. I rather aspire to being your Dharma-friend.

This all develops from the opening salutations of the Blade
Wheel and we'll move further into it tomorrow. Finally, though it is
late, I want to open up for you the vision of the mountain as the
mandala palace of the Superbliss Buddha, Chakrasamvara Father-
Mother-united and their divine community of bodhisattva-heroes
and yoginis. This Superbliss palace is always here at this moun-
tain, and the door is always open. We are now at the southern gate
of the mountain. In its visionary dimension, it is a palace of as-
cending wheels of Superbliss, an alternative universe. It has a
divine architecture wherein one enjoys the aesthetic experience of
being a buddha. It’s the most exalted space conceivable, a pulsing,
self-luminous building made of jewel energy. The whole eastern
wall is made of a solid slab of diamond. The floor is made of ruby
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and emerald and diamond in big slabs without any seams. To enter
is to experience the most sublime bliss possible.

Within it, you experience all other beings as if they were there
with you. It doesn’t isolate you from the world. The palace has big
staircases leading into it, like Mayan pyramid staircases, that go
through the multicolored arched prongs of crossed vajras. You
walk up through them. Outside the southern gate where we are
now, everything is golden-yellow sapphire. As we go round the
mountain we circumambulate the mansion, and depending upon
our vision, we can go in and out of the doors. Inside the mansion is
the Chakrasamvara Superbliss Buddha Father-Mother, two be-
ings in one, with sixty other deities: the four inner goddesses, eight
ferocious animal-headed female protectors, and twenty-four divine
couples dancing on jewel wheels. Eight of these couples are sap-
phire blue; eight of them are ruby red; eight of them are diamond
white. And the twenty-four heroes and heroines also have their
own palaces where the mandala reverberates in twenty-four other
holy sites throughout the Himalayas or throughout the West. The
mandala can be multiplied infinitely —it can be found even within
an atom if you become an adept. This Superbliss Mandala Palace
is a transformed environment, a realm where bliss and beauty and
perfection are the norm, rather than some far-off ideal.

Tibetans believe this mountain is the mandala, that's why they
revere it. Normally, to see a mandala you have to be initiated.
Ceremonial mandalas are diagrams created by adepts with little
grains of colored sand. They may even make a three-dimensional
building, which is like a dollhouse model of the real jewel-energy
palace of bliss. Usually you're initiated and introduced to the man-
dala, and then you memorize the architectural description and you
can visualize it. But here we don’t need any lama to create it. The
mountain-mandala is always open, totally here all the time.

This Superbliss Spiritual Technology is the highest of the
Mother Tantras. It is an Unexcelled Yoga Tantra, because it takes
the energy of sexual union and turns that orgasmic bliss into en-
lightenment, rather than dissipating it in self-concern. It's not the

sexual union sought by the ordinary frustrated mind of self-preoc-

132



The Southern Gate of the Mandala Palace

cupation —it’s extraordinary, a union that embraces all reality
within it, the ultimate fulfillment of generosity, love, and freedom.

Circling the mountain is an initiation into this incredible world.
The reason I gave a teaching on selflessness as the culmination of
the Systematic Path is that you must have at the very least a clear
intellectual understanding about selflessness in order to experi-
ment with this kind of Tantric visualization. You must be aware
that any sense of self or reality is constructed, relative, interactive,
and not absolute. If you have never dislodged the habitual absolu-
tism of the ordinary self-habit and then begun to imagine: “Now
I'm going to be the Superbliss Wheel Buddha,” you will experi-
ence what Jung called inflation. You can become a megalomaniac,
which soon leads to paranoia when you find the world does not
agree with you. Selflessness is essential to ground the creation of
the buddha-self.

I'm not pretending to give you this initiation. The mountain
itself is the mandala palace with open doors, and the actual Super-
bliss Buddha-deities are here in their subtle light-body forms. You
might as well have a peek at what they're like, because the ulti-
mate goal is not to just sit back and worship the Buddha as Super-
bliss dancing within the mountain. The reason for the mandala is
that the Buddha invites beings to join and become Superbliss Bud-
dhas themselves —male and female in union, in the female form, or
in the lone hero forms.

Enough introduction to the Tantric vision of the mountain.

Tomorrow we begin our actual circumambulation.

TAD

We greet this vision with stunned silence, like a bunch of gypsy
guitar players passing a battered instrument around a campfire
and unknowingly handing the six strings to Segovia. Listening, we
marvel, even as we're told, “I am not your teacher, do not meditate
on me as the mentor!” Back in Woodstock, your guitar teacher is
the best player you know. Your teacher, therefore, needn’t agree
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to be your teacher. Did Marpa agree to be Milarepa’s teacher? He
did not. Was there ever a time since their meeting when he was not
Milarepa’s teacher? There was not.

I therefore take Tenzin's rebuttal with a grain of salt. I have a
feeling Jay 1s coming to a similar decision. It isn’t so much that |
insist upon being Tenzin’s student, it's that 1 am Tenzin's student,
whether he cops to it or not. At the same time, I am not his
acknowledged student. So Tenzin is and is not my teacher. This is
no contradiction. His face flickers in and out of focus as my men-
tor. Thomas Merton and His Holiness the Dalai Lama also ap-
pear. | haven't figured out how to proceed exactly—but that'’s
nothing new for me. A similar state of philosophical paralysis typi-
fies most of my days.

I start to wonder how I will handle the crushing pressure of
the Blade Wheel channeled through this go-between of a Westerner.
It's too huge. I'll either have to learn the Tibetan alphabet and
start at the beginning or run back to America and lose myself in
tawdry affairs, hangovers, and the partial redemption of father-
hood. Is there any middle ground? Can't I just walk around the
mountain and let it work its magic, without having to understand
the entire Tibetan universe? Or is this my chance to use the Blade
Wheel to cut my usual denial and face all my crap?

Looking up somewhat furtively, I solicit Jay's glance and mo-
tion out of the tent with my head. After a cursory “goodnight to
all” at the edge of the lantern’s glow, we explore a bit of the
enclosure. My tiny, powerful flashlight in one hand, walking stick
gripped like a club in the other, we tiptoe to the northeast cor-
ner. Dogs growl from the shadows, a drunken figure urinates
unsteadily on the wall, cursing the dogs. We proceed west, scan-
ning the barrier for a way through to the electric lights and hu-
man movement we can see over the wall. More growls greet our
maneuverings. There's a nervous silence between us, a vacuum
that demands filling.

“It's overwhelming,” I blurt out, finally. “It's too much! Like
learning to read when [ was a kid. I never thought 1'd ever read. I
didn't advertise my fears, but secretly I knew, all those squiggly

marks on the page would never make any sense to me.”
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Jay puts his hands to the back of my neck and squeezes. “I
think it’s meant to be overwhelming, Tad.”

Having surveyed a nocturnal prison wall, we return to our
sleeping bags. Keeping a hand on my walking stick 1 fall into thin
sleep, invaded by nasty dreams. The dogs of Darchen will bark all
night.
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CHAPTER NINE

The Great Freedom Pole

TAD

q;le next morning, as every
morning, we're awakened with Lobsang’s two-tone call of “Teeeea
Wa-tah!” Ten minutes later comes “Wash-iiiing Wa-tah!” and ten
minutes after that, “Breeeeeak-fast!” I rush through hot cereal
with muesli and Ovaltine mixed in it, pack my day pack, my duf-
fel, say, “See you when I'm a virgin again!” to my uncomprehend-
ing favorite driver, and check my uniform for vitals. So far every
waking hour, I've been in a suede leather vest Cynthia gave me for
Christmas. Whatever the conditions, I've worn it over a wick-dry
thermal shirt, a regular shirt, a sweater, and bare skin. Four vest

pockets, for vitamins, pain killers, calculator, pens, and pencils; a

137



Circling the Sacred Mountain

fanny pack dangles at my right hip holding a dozen other necess;-
ties like my knife, toothbrush, toilet paper, sun cream, harmonica
case. A camera bag is attached at the belt on my left hip.

There’s a bandanna and my glacier glasses around my neck
and one or two hats on my head, and finally I've got my Day-Glo
sleeping bag and parka in my day pack in case of a blizzard.

We've met our yak handlers and their yaks, seen our purple
duffel bags tied alongside the tents and stoves. The front guard has
already taken off. I'm trying not to be a pain but I cannot wait to
follow. It's a little after eight. There is not a single cloud in the
pale, milky blue sky. I can see Richard is raring to go, too, so I
raise my chin fast and grab his eye, as he chants, teasingly, “Beat
ya’ to nir-va-nah.”

Out we go on foot, straight through the main gate onto the flat
Barka Plain, a whole new creature in the morning light. Pools
of violet shadows hang mistlike for miles, then the as-of-yet-
unrevealed sun spills a tanned rose strip splashing brighter patches
and darker shadows on the ridges and ravines of foothills. These
presage the classically wide and snow-topped Gurla Mandhata
rising eighty miles away, more than twenty-five thousand feet
high. Seeming to nestle at its western feet, a long, narrow band
of cerulean blue is Lake Rakshas Tal, behind which the snow-
saturated Great Himalayas stretch to the west to the edge of the
horizon, like some primordial definition of dignity.

Somewhere to the southwest along this gauzily lit ridge lies the
invisible crossbar of a capital T. North of the crossbar is Tibet,
west of the stem is India, east is Nepal. Therefore, somewhere
snaking through those mountains are the Lipu, Chyangio, and
Tinkar passes, through which hundreds of thousands of Hindu
pilgrims have traveled for over a millennium or two by foot, don-
key, yak, jeep, and probably elephant to get to this very spot. This
is the start of the great circumambulation, their Hindu partkrama,
or the Tibetan kora—this last, the Tibetan word, is perhaps the
easiest for “once round Kailash.”

And so we start it, at fifteen thousand feet above sea level, on

October 12, 1996, at roughly 8:30 aA.m.—the thirty-two-mile cir-

138



The Great Freedom Pole

cumambulation of Mt. Kailash. For each and every one of us, this
is the first time around the holiest of mountains.

Buddhists circle a holy relic clockwise. The left hand is consid-
ered unclean; thus, one eats with the right, and approaches rever-
ential objects on the clean side. Somewhere over the last eight days
Jay told me my prayer beads were on the wrong wrist. I had them
on the right, clean, wrist. As I switched them, I recalled Jesus
advising his critics that saints had no need of churches, which is
why His were filled with sinners. Similarly, I reasoned, the clean
hand has no need of prayer beads, and the unclean hand has every
need.

The sound of my feet on the trail and my lungs sucking air are
all I can hear. Richard in his salt-and-pepper pullover and sailor’s
cap is kneeling, examining a rock. I push on, a little too fast
maybe, over the top of a knoll. Even the leaves of bushes are
coated with dust stirred up by pilgrims’ feet. And there they are,
heard before seen, four women chanting, long hair tucked in color-
ful buns, dressed in full-length black dresses, with long tan aprons.
The first loses her balance, trips and falls, as the second, raising
her hands in dismay blunders into the same trap. Then the first
gets up and the third falls, as the second rises, and the fourth falls.
My God—1I suddenly understand —they're walking around Kai-
lash on their knees, over thirty-two miles of rock and sand! I look
more closely. Yes —they have gloves or pads on their hands, which
they slap together over their heads with a sharp note of praise.
They take two steps forward, and, with a lower song, down they
go onto the third step, and back up onto the fourth.

I wander off the trail and steady myself on a boulder, feeling a
slight pang of shame as I snap a picture —the shutter falls all the
same. Richard has already cleared the hill. I let the parade go by,
then Tenzin, then Jay. They haven't noticed me. Clearly, there is
much to digest alone as, walking by the prostrating women, I am
passing those who by their faith have already by far passed me.

Over one more hump, | see the first customary prostration site.
The spot is marked by a cairn-stone pile holding up a half-raised

flag, like the famous one the Marines were raising under fire on
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Iwo Jima. Below this bent flag is strewn the usual assortment of
cast-off clothes, shoes, shattered glass, yak horns, and fluttering
prayer flags. Tenzin is on his knees in front of it, prostrating not
once but three times.

Jay has arrived and is doing the prostrations too. I wonder if |
should join them. Wolfgang and Jock, too, are putting down their
packs and lying down on their stomachs three times. Jock then
busies himself photographing sacred herbs that grow in abun-
dance here. There’s the local bush, £henpa, which is used as incense
to invoke the nearby protective deities, and vhengpa, which sports
small red flowers. Richard picked a lot of juniper (shukpa) above
Nyalam, which he burns in his tent to kill the stink of his socks,
producing an even warmer aroma. Wolfgang has brought his own
sacred herbs. He places some on a single piece of charcoal and
blows.

All this spiritual busyness is making me slightly nervous. I pick
up a stone, and cast it halfway up the pile. All right, damn it, no
more stalling. I walk out toward the glowing dome and find a spot
between cast-off sandals and a baby bottle and down I go. I've
seen it done. I know how to do it correctly.

[ stand back up and clasp my hands together over my head,
and as I look at the mountain, my neck starts to get hot. I bring
the clasped hands down to my chest, my elbows lock, I look at the
mountain. My eyes are getting tight and my lips are trembling. 1
bend my right knee and hit the sand with my palms, as my left
knee follows, and I look out, straight ahead of me. Here I am, on
my knees, looking straight out at Kailash. And I wonder: Have I
ever been on my knees before? Yes. In a taxicab when I proposed.
What's wrong with this picture? Am | proposing to a mountain?
Breaking with my agnostic past? Taking a chance on magic? Pros-
trating before this perfect cum-covered cock of stone fucking the
most perfect blue of bluest skies in the most distant, most difficult,
most wonderful and perfect damned place in the entire world?
Yes. All that. Please.

Closing my eyes, I kiss the ground, and as I open them, two
tears hit, and I kiss where they hit. Then I get up and do the whole
thing again twice, without the kissing. Then I prostrate three times
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toward Manasarovar, to the southwest to a sacred spot on the
Sutlej River, and, finally, toward Darchen. Indeed, the whole deal,
twelve times in all—but without the kissing. I've only kissed the
ground once. The first time I bowed down before Kailash.

As with losing virginity, there is a clumsiness to this, my first
time round. But I am not ashamed of my inexperience. Instead I
feel a dignity 1n it, a little like the calm following long, hard labor
on a wall of words or a wall of stones. But this is different. This is
a calm at a beginning.

Suddenly I trust whatever conspiracy it is that’s brought me to
my knees to push me around this sacred rock. Because having
started on my knees, I am proceeding correctly. At present, there
is not a hint of a doubt concerning this, not in a single cobwebbed
corner of my mind.

Today, I am a pilgrim and this is my progress.

Over the next ridge the architecture comes clear. Two sets
of high, austere cliffs, with a valley between. Those to my right,
charging off the western ridge guarding Kailash, are reddish-
brown and horizontally tiered, with pyramids of eroded sand and
rubble gathering at the bottom of seventy-five-degree faces. These
cliffs are knob-topped, some of them quite torsolike in shape. They
are called the sixteen arhats, a group of transcended saints of the
Mahayana tradition.

Across a valley a mile or so wide, west of these jagged-topped
guardian cliffs, rise up even steeper, higher, more irregular, and
more foreboding cliffs. This is Nyenri Mountain. By some circum-
stance of nature the Nyenri cliffs are not as smooth as their eastern
neighbors. Though mineral deposits lend occasional aquamarine
and rose glazes, the entirety of the massive wall is streaked with
horizontal lines and countermarked with deep downward stria-
tions, resulting in a cruelly cubed and diced look. Also the debris
that gathers at their slopes is rockier, cruder, less refined. Thus the
rule of holiness holds true: the farther from the jewel of Kailash,
the less perfect the manifestation.

I can't yet discern the exact character of the valley between
these two sets of walls, since it is blocked from view by the com-
paratively squat walls of an amphitheater spreading three-quarters
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of the way across my field of vision. Neatly terraced stone seats
tier the steep hillside, inviting the impression that deities might
gather here to view the reverential offerings of men. It's com-
pletely sensible, then, that directly below the amphitheater stands
the Zarpochey, or great freedom flagpole, a thirty-foot pole that is
lowered and raised again each spring at the Sagadawa Buddha
Enlightenment Day festival, held on the full moon of the fourth
lunar month.

Weeks in advance, Tibetans from near and far pour into the
area hawking and trading wares in a carnival-like atmosphere. To
start the festival, the flagpole 1s lowered and festooned with new
prayer flags, then pointed toward Gyandruk Monastery (in the
inner kora) from which blast Tibetan trumpets, longhorns, drums,
and cymbals blessing the raising of the Tarpochey. Learned monks
study the angle of the newly raised flagpole, a yearly oracle of
good and 1ll events. There is an abiding belief among Tibetans
(defended by certain radical physicists) that the resonant disso-
nances of these longhorns were once used to levitate extremely
heavy objects. The accompaniment of the trumpets during the
raising of the Tarpochey, therefore, may harken back to ceremo-
nies when such blessed noise actually did the lifting.

Somewhere up those cliffs overlooking the Tarpochey lie sev-
eral significant sites, the most important of which is a bunal
ground for monks and lamas sometimes confused with the grave-
yard of the eighty-four mahasiddhas, a set of great adepts of Indian
and Tibetan lore, although that is actually just under the brow of
Drolma La, the highest point of our journey and another couple
of days ahead.

Normally, Tibetans do not bury their dead at all. Instead a
specially trained mortician uses a saw or ax to hack the corpse
apart, and leave the human meat for birds to eat. Often this grim
reaper must work among flesh-maddened ravens and buzzards,
who are not so patient for their meal as they loiter about the sky
burial sites as seagulls will around garbage dumps. A conversation
yesterday about the burial grounds and the sacred stench said to

accompany them inspired a nightmare involving my newborn, a
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dream so brief and potent I refuse to accompany the group up the
hillside come morning.

Visible to the left i1s Kangnyi. Recently rebuilt, this walk-
through monument is the starting gate of the circuit, blessing all
beings who pass through it and ushering them into the Valley of
the Gods. Closer to Kailash, the flagpole pokes up in the distance
like a huge, brightly festooned circus tent’s mainstay. Thousands
of prayer flags pinwheel off this maypole, spokes of cloth roped
together like a Rastafarian’s hair. So bright! So happy, positively
gaudy juxtaposed to the muted earth tones surrounding it. Only
the jewel of Kailash, itself, hints at such gaiety.

We've seen these Mardi Gras colors before, in Milarepa’s cave
and spangled across Dharma books from here to Los Angeles.
What does it mean? Clearly, Tibetans do not celebrate the somber
palette of their surroundings. The austerity of their day-to-day ex-
istence would seem a protective disguise, behind which a carnival-
of-mind riots.

Odd how in America just the opposite seems true. We spe-
cialize in collecting the most extraordinary array of possessions,
behind which an absolutely colorless, characterless citadel of bore-
dom and despair rears up. Here —in Tibet —broken-down old men
and women eating the worst food in the world, drinking a poison-
ous tea, smelling like goats and butting their heads in greeting like
goats, hidden off in smoky old holes, half-closing their eyes on
their poverty, peer down Dharma’s dusty hall to bliss fields, pure
lands, Eden.

Today, I've earned my place here, as three times round the
flagpole 1 go, singing my mantra, Om mani padme bum. Jay and
Tenzin roll in behind me. A white dog that has followed Tenzin all
the way from Darchen lies, happily panting, in the shade of a great
rope of flags. Tenzin has named the dog Maitreya for the buddha-
to-come.

Tibetans love their dogs and they hate the Chinese even more
for the fact that dog meat is a popular meal among these colonial
overlords. A nice dish of grilled dog and rice is Mom's apple pie to
a homesick Chinese. I'm a little confused, frankly, since Tibetans
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treat dogs with both great contempt and great respect. There are
tales of enlightened beings disguising themselves as dogs, but also
a view of dogs as lecherous, drunken uncles and cousins who have
blown it to the extent of losing human embodiment. Since they
have never been truly ewvil, they are spared a terrible hell state,
reborn instead within the comic-tragic life-cycle of a dog, from
which, if they interact positively with humans, they will certainly
rise.

Amidst grumblings from macho trekkers Wolfgang and Rich-
ard, we make camp just down from the Tarpochey, near the river.
Jock wants everyone to conserve energy and ease into the strenu-
ous northern part of the kora, and Tenzin wants to explore the
cemetery and also to spend time near each of the eight sacred
compass points around the circuit. Tenzin leads us out onto a
reddish rock in the moraine by the river in the late afternoon
sun, with the light reflecting ruby red off the amazing cliffs
of this western valley. Back to the spinning of the Dharma
wheel.

TENZIN

Last night 1 must admit I felt depressed, trapped there in the
tourist pit in Darchen. But when I sat up in my tent to meditate
before sleeping, I could not believe the rush of energy I felt, as if it
came from the very ground. From beneath the concrete tent-slabs,
beneath the broken glass and dog shit, there was such a flashing of
multicolored translucent lights, at first I thought Tad was playing
tricks on me. But he wasn'’t there. Light seemed to be welling out
of the ground. The place itself just glows. I could hardly sleep, 1
was so elated. We have arrived at a veritable volcano of spiritual
energy.

Today we have begun our circling, the formal circumambula-
tion the Tibetans call the kora. After crossing the outer ring of
charnel grounds and joyfully bowing toward the mandala moun-
tain, we moved west across the great grassy plain, autumn yellow
with well-grazed stubble, the golden southern plain of Buddha
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Ratnasambhava. If we were able to see the mandala palace in the
mountain, we would have seen the southern yellow staircase lead-
ing up to the southern entrance. Looking further within through
the open door under the jeweled portico, we would have glimpsed
the exquisite, erotic buddha-couple from the side on the highest
dais in the center of the palace, the standing storm-cloud body of
Superbliss Buddha folding in his arms the ruby-red Vajravarahi,
her legs wrapped around his hips, supported on his thighs, blissful
in sexual union, her ecstatic face gazing up into his dark blue-
black front face. Looking directly down at us, his southern golden-
yellow face glowing with glory would have smiled at us as it faced
out over his dark blue-black right shoulder that branches into six
powerful arms.

When we turned the corner of the circuit at the prostration
site, we entered the reddish western valley of Amitabha, where we
might have looked into the western door of the mandala and seen
the red, passionate face of Superbliss Buddha, looking down at us
above his broad blue-black back. These buddha-deities are only
remotely visible with the inner eye, which sees each deity from a

bird’s-eye view, with a kind of star-spangled presence.

Let’s now turn to the Blade Wheel.

Taking (Charge of Evolution

Here we focus on the specifics of mind reform in the areas of suf-
fering, impermanence, the inevitability of death, and the precious-
ness of human life. We begin with facing all the negative things
that happen to us, finding the way not to let them bind us into
negative-reaction cycles but turning them to our advantage in-
stead. In our emulation of the bodhisattva peacock here, we have
already planted the seed of the infinite spirit of enlightenment.
Now we have to figure out how to take all our negative experi-
ences and emotions and make something positive out of them. The
first step is to take responsibility for everything bad that happens
to us and not to project responsibility out, in order to use all our
energies to evolve ourselves internally rather than to vainly strug-

gle with the environment.
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When I'm helpless, dominated and tortured,
My bad-action blade wheel has come full circle,
From long having despised and enslaved inferiors —

Henceforth let my body and life be the slave of others!

When nasty words strike my ear,
My bad-action blade wheel has come full circle,
From my past evil speech such as slander—

Henceforth may 1 criticize only my own faults!

When I'm always living in negative lands,
My bad-action blade wheel has come full circle,
From my entrenched habit of negative perception —

Henceforth may I always use positive perception!

These are the opposite of normal egocentric reactions to suffer-
ing. Imagine yourself helpless, trapped, a victim under torture; all
you can think of is hatred for your tormentor, fury at the injustice
of it, how to resist, escape, and get revenge. Mind reform finds
freedom internally, not reacting in this way, taking responsibility
for the suffering, using it to overcome egotism. It 1s important
to understand that this is an internal, emotional yoga, which does
not foreclose options for action. You consider your punishment an
expiation, and develop a mental readiness to serve others. So moti-
vated, you might escape, you might take steps to vigorously op-
pose your tormentor, serving him by preventing him from the evil
action of torturing you. Your motivation would be completely dif-
ferent of course, with no hatred or wish for vengeance, though you
might be quite forceful and probably more effective, like a martial
arts master.

When you suffer from hurtful speech, you learn to react in the
same extraordinary way, breaking the reaction-cycle and using
the hurt to prevent yourself from habitually inflicting further hurt
on others.

When you suffer the mental anguish of perceiving yourself in

an unpleasant environment, you use the energy of that disappoint-
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ment to transform your situation, beginning with what you can
assume control over —your own mind. Since you have always seen
everything as negative and imperfect, you seem always to live in
negative places, such as devastated environments, violent cities,
and ugly houses. Instead of becoming paralyzed by bewailing your
fate, you can address this through the practice of positive percep-
tion. You develop visualization to make the environment into the
perfect world of the mandala; you imagine that you are in a magic
universe where everything is made of holographic jewel energy,
where the mountains and clouds are all jewel substance, where
everything is seamless, blissful void and there’s no dirt, no gar-
bage, no badland, no pollution —nnothing negative. This mind re-
form moves you onto a subtle plane where you abandon your
habitual investment in the world of ordinariness, you concentrate
creatively on the silver lining, and totally reverse all critical atten-
tion upon yourself. When the world looks bad outside, you reverse
that perception and take it as your own failure of imagination. All
the imperfection that I perceive has to do with my negative vision.
Every time I have a negative perception of something I'm going to
critique 1t and overcome the habitual perception of ordinariness.
This is the purification of perception, the yoga of positive seeing.

You take responsibility for your own creation of an imperfect
world. Corrupt politicians, food shortages, wars, and terrorism —
all these are critiqued as projections of our imperfections. This is a
very radical practice, reenvisioning the world into the best of all
possible worlds. But this type of positive perception is how you see
through the rocks and ice of Mt. Kailash to behold the always
open, always radiant mandala of the Superbliss-Machine Buddha.

“Henceforth I'll only use positive perception.” This refers to an
internal revolution. It doesn’t mean you annihilate your critical
faculty. Everything is void, so everything is relative. Relative real-
ity is fluid and not fixed, being simultaneously ordinary and ex-
traordinary. It is multifaceted and ambiguous, easily provoking
cognitive dissonance. The purpose of practicing positive percep-
tion as mind reform is to stop blaming everybody else in the world,
to stop seeing faults as others’ problems, and to take all faults upon
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ourselves. This empowers us to do something about ourselves and
to take responsibility for our future and for the world. Bad things
happen to us as the fruition of our own negative evolutionary
action. Our mind reform is to turn everything totally around. By
that radical flip, we realize our vow as bodhisattvas, to make this
world into the best of all possible worlds for all beings —sooner or
later, since we have infinite time and energy to devote to it. The
power and the glory of Kailash is that it is the abode of beings who
see 1t as the best of all possible worlds, as a perfected buddha-
universe, a buddhaverse.

How do you meditate everything as a buddhaverse? The
Panchen Lama says, When someone harms you, don’t get mad or
bewail your fate. Think: This is happening in order to purify me of
my previous negative evolutionary actions, the buddhas and bo-
dhisattvas are teaching me in this way —so kind of them. Tibetan
culture is based to a large extent on this practice of the purification
of perception. We must change our habitual way of justifying our
own faults by blaming the world into a new discipline of seeing
our faults as causing our problems. Then we can use the energy
from this challenge to eliminate our faults within.

When you're consecrated in a Tantric mandala, you're seated
on a throne. Solemn verses are repeated as you are coronated as a
crown prince of enlightenment. You don't actually become the
king just by being crowned, but you become empowered to imitate
the virtues and feelings of the king, to inspire you to become a
king. You're crowned as a buddha even though you're still a bo-
dhisattva; you practice as if you're naturally a buddha and you
correct anything unbuddhalike about yourself. Rather than doing
something that is causally related to becoming a buddha, you
imagine that you are a buddha, and you work to get rid of ignorant
habits.

The danger is that some people misunderstand the approach,
and think: “Well, I'm a buddha just by being initiated, so I'm
perfect and any bad impulse I have is an enlightened impulse, so
now I can do whatever I want.” This is destructive, because it
gives people a rationalization for all their negative habits. The
proper way of understanding this is rather to think: If I really had

148



The Great Freedom Pole

buddha-perception, 1 would realize that I am now a buddha —and
[ would act accordingly. Clearly, 1 don't have such lucidity. I am
stuck with my habitual perception, but I will now turn my critical
attention against it. We assume that the fruit is something that 1s
already there within, that the goal is already accomplished. We
work to uncover it, to see and use perfect clarity, rather than
assuming that we must create what is not there. So it's not a
matter of being convinced, deluded that we are buddhas and can
do as we please. When buddhahood is uncovered and clarified,
only real, nonharming good comes forth: Buddhas cannot do harm
and have no delusions.

Tibet was so full of people doing this practice that the whole
culture became magical; past kings are seen as emanations of the
Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara, and Tara, the savior mother, is seen
and felt everywhere. Here at Kailash, Drolma La is Tibetan for the
Tara Pass. Tara’s Tear 1s the lake just over the pass. She’s there in
the pilgrims passing by: She smiles at you from human, animal,
water, rock. This view prevents you from demonizing people
around you, or from seeing the land as negative, or even from
hating destructive things. This amazing culture turns negative into
positive, which is why most Tibetans have not turned to lethal
hatred of the Chinese, though the Chinese have killed over a mil-
lion Tibetans in their genocidal programs and intend to assimilate
the rest. Accepting all evolutionary responsibility enables them to
remain nonviolent.

Some people say, “This is masochistic, disempowering. Why
can’t they be human, get righteously angry and defend them-
selves?” Some secular Tibetans are saying, “We only got in trouble
because we didn't have a decent defense force, because the darn
lamas wouldn't let us defend ourselves, and they had us sitting on
our hands when we should have been defending our borders.”
From the one-life perspective, they are right. But from the multi-
life evolutionary perspective, they are mistaken. They could de-
velop hate and perform acts of terrorism, and kill lots of Chinese
people —but then in a future life they'd suffer the same thing all
over again.

The big carvings of Om mani padme hum on mountains and the
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huge buddhas on the cliffs help people feel the landscape breathe
the Dharma. Practicing the purification of perception on a national
scale does develop a kind of mass illusion perhaps. All cultures are
mass illusions; it’s a question of consciously shaping your illusions
to create a positive bubbling up of optimism, idealism, enthusiasm,
and creativity. There’s no nonillusory culture, because reality is
pure bliss-void-indivisible, and nothing is really solid. And so how
you create your world is something that you must take full respon-
sibility for. You're the one who creates your world.

When you embrace the bad things that happen to you, you
begin to take that creative power and responsibility. If you demon-
ize the other person, or even god, you can'’t really change any-
thing. Even if you destroy them they’ll just be reborn in your face
again and be nastier than ever. The only way you can really
change the situation is to completely master your own reaction to
it. When you do that, then you have power based on self-control.
While this seems masochistic to the materialist, it is actually a
loving thing to do for yourself. Like chemotherapy to kill a cancer,
or extraction of a rotten tooth, it is painful in the short run. But in
the long run this intellectual surgery will remove the potential for
far more misery.

There’s a wonderful comment by the great Indian master
Shantideva, “If you don't like to step on thorns and sharp rocks as
you walk around the planet, you have two choices. You can either
pave the whole earth with shoe leather, or you can make your-
self a pair of sandals.” Those are the two choices. So what we're
doing with this mind reform is not practicing masochism, not be-
ing self-destructive; what we're doing is making sandals for our
souls.

The next dozen or so verses detail the specific negative inter-
personal actions that revolve back to make us unhappy in specific
ways, the negative evolutionary actions serving like a vicious blade
wheel that comes back full circle at us like a boomerang. It would
take us too long to investigate the commentary of each verse, but
the details reveal the mysterious ways of karmic evolution in

ways that are all too real to us emotionally.
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When beloved friends turn against me,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From breaking up friendships of others —

Henceforth let me never break in between friends!

I have long evolved negatively by making friends with people
by taking them away from others to make them mine. I can feel
that negativity whenever I feel sad at losing friends: The blade

wheel of negative evolutionary action has come back full circle.

When holy persons disapprove of me,

It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From long shunning them to be with bad friends —
Henceforth I will give up negative friends!

Associates are very important for cultivating yourself and
making life meaningful. Part of the reality of selflessness is that
you are highly influenced by associates. If you associate with en-
lightened people, who have more insight and more kindness and
more wisdom, it rubs off on you. If you rely on people who mess
around, have wrong ideas, are self-destructive or nihilistic, you
will become like them. You are who you hang out with.

On deeper reading, the original negative friend is the voice in
your mind that urges you to do negative things. When you purify
perception, you give up conspiring with your self-addicting voice

of negative impulses.

When 1 am falsely accused of negative deeds,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From wrongly scorning my mentors —

Henceforth may I never underestimate others!

When | never can manage my daily needs,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From constant neglecting the needs of others —

Henceforth may I always fulfill all their needs!
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When 1 just cannot function, anxious at heart,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From always obstructing good works of the saints —

Henceforth may I give up obstructionism!

When whatever I do never pleases my mentor,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From cynical flouting the reasonable Truth —

Henceforth I'll lessen my disregard for the Dharmal

Facing this blade wheel of negative evolution doesn’t dis-
empower us, it empowers us. You get accustomed to taking on
faults, and eventually there is less and less fault to take on. Then,
instead of this blade wheel always circling back, you can get it to
wheel forward, slicing through your ignorance. And how does it
slice forward as well as back? By your realizing the great advan-
tage of not committing the thousand and one selfish acts that usu-
ally fill up your day!

So The Blade Wheel of Mind Reform becomes our weapon for
liberation. We realize that we can’t fight the negative actions of
other people all the time, because then we're fighting everyone,
and it gets worse and worse. Instead we accept the fault. Then we
turn the blade wheel of karmic evolution into a weapon against
our inner enemy of self-delusion. This 1s why it is empowering, not
disempowering. Instead of fighting with the world we begin to
work with the world to overcome our delusion of separation. We

use obstacles as spurs to our practice, turning harm into help.

When everyone turns and denounces me,
It’s my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From ancient neglect of conscience and shame —

Henceforth may I always avoid insensitivity!

When friends leave me as soon as they gather,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From my previous inflicting hurtful behavior —

Henceforth may | a]ways embody gracious good humor!
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These verses give us a case-by-case handbook for the interper-
sonal transactions that make up daily life. They address exactly
the issues that Buddhism is commonly thought to skirt. It's one
thing to go and meditate alone in a cave, and it's another to de-
velop a mind reform that works on interpersonal problems. Com-
passion can only come through interacting with others. The special
thing about human beings is that we're always interacting with
each other. This teaching goes through all these specific cases,
so we can use them to develop mindfulness about how we actu-
ally behave, an enlightening practice integrated with our daily

living.

When | suffer demonic harm and goutlike diseases,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From past careless or criminal theft of donations —

Henceforth may I avoid any theft of a gift!

When we get demonic or inexplicable sicknesses, we think
they come “out of the blue”; we're just innocent germ-breathers.
But if we accept that they come from our previously acting reck-
lessly, carelessly, unethically, and lawlessly, we can use each sick-
ness as a constructive practice.

This relates to the bodhisattva practice of give and take: You
give away your happiness to others and take all their sufferings
upon yourself. When we are injured, we can turn it around into
the meditation of give and take by not compounding the suffering.
Instead of suffering over the initial suffering, you say, “How
happy I am that I have this; every ounce of pain it gives me is
great, because it enables me to expiate the negative things l've
done to others. And particularly the harm I dealt in the past. Now
in the future I should meditate that in no way should I ever de-

prive anyone or heedlessly misuse or abuse them.”

When 1 am suddenly hit with strokes and diseases,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From formerly breaking my solemn vows—

Henceforth may 1 give up negative actions!
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The ethical and the pragmatic are really the same. Ethical be-
havior is not thought to be some virtuous thing you do even
though it hurts you or is against your interest; it is pragmatic,
because it molds you evolutionarily as a being. You damage your
evolution when you act unethically and you advance your evolu-
tion when you act ethically. Even a seemingly random disaster,
such as a stroke or sudden illness, can hit us because we're evolu-

tionarily vulnerable due to our own past failures.

When my intellect fails when seeking knowledge,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From my treating the Dharma as merely optional —

Henceforth I start learning and increase wisdom!

There are three wisdoms, which come from learning, from crit-
ical reflection, and from meditation. It is important for people to
realize that they can't just jump into meditation when they don't
yet know anything. If you meditate when you don’t know anything
you're simply going to heighten your originally erroneous state of
mind. First you have to learn something. Then you can think it
over critically. Then you can meditate fruitfully.

To develop wisdom from learning, you have to compare your
ideas with those of enlightened people and also try them out in
reality experiments. You will debate with yourself and go back and
forth between your ideas and Buddha'’s ideas. Eventually, your
understanding will deepen and you will want to meditate, and you

will penetrate to transformative realization, to real wisdom.

When 1 delight in addiction, intensely distracted,
It's my bad-action blade wheel come full circle,
From ignoring death and dangerous fates —

Henceforth I'll transcend unconscious living!

Students of the Dharma must recognize the dangers of the
samsaric life-cycle. We don’t realize how deep suffering can get,
how impermanent pleasures are. That's when that blade wheel

boomerangs back on us. For example, if 1 enjoy orgasms, I'm

154



The Great Freedom Pole

going to give up the addictive search for temporary orgasms that
just lead to more dissatisfaction and more relentlesss passion. In-
stead I'm going to look for the supreme orgasm of bliss-void-
indivisible wisdom that feels at one with the universe, that feels
orgasm in every cell, in every fingertip. I'm not going to dissipate it
by genitally organizing it, and therefore becoming the slave of my
organs. Instead I'm going to master it, to learn to feel my whole
body as an organ of bliss. Localizing release in the genitalia, we
strip it out of the universe. Nirvana itself is orgasmic. Buddhahood
as bliss-void-indivisible experience means perceiving all of reality
as one huge blissful orgasm that doesn’t decline.

Tantric celibacy 1s a very special type. The Tantric yogi and
yogini and the buddha-deities in male-female union are united in a
manner that symbolizes the undissipating orgasmic intuition of
bliss-void-indivisible. One of the vows they must take is not to
ejaculate, or if they're female, not to dissipate their orgasmic melt-
ing process. The melting process must turn back, without leaving
the central channel, and go up through the central nervous system;
then the entire body melts into oneness with the universe. There's
never any coming down, smoking a cigarette afterward, feeling
vaguely dissatisfied, and waiting to build up to try to get back
again to that place. Instead of that, the orgasm is this bliss-void-
intuitive wisdom that enfolds all beings within the pleasure and
satisfaction.

Buddhism is not a killjoy. Nirvana is not an anaesthetic, desen-
sitized nothingness. Nirvana is bliss-void-indivisible, it 1s perma-
nent orgasm. That's why it’s a great prize and a high goal, and
that's why to the selfless being, the noble being who has experi-
ence of selflessness, the worldly pleasure of ejaculative orgasm
seems like a suffering compared to nirvana. Just as the doorway to
the central channel of the subtle nervous system opens in orgasm,
melting the boundary between self and other, beings are dragged
by their self-centered instinctual programming to dissipate their
sensations in genital spasms and thus they reaffirm their boundary,
returning to the split between self and other. They miss the full
melting. The passion of buddhahood, the passion of voidness, and
the passion of compassion are liberating passions. They are infi-
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nitely satistying, and hence not addictive—they do not promote
craving. “Henceforth I'll transcend unconscious living!” doesn't
mean you give up real pleasure, it means you give up unsatisfying
pleasures for true satisfaction.

When my prayers to the Three Jewels do not succeed,
It's my bad-action blade wheel whirling upon me,

From not really trusting the Buddha and his company —
Henceforth I'll rely only on the Three Precious Jewels!

One who takes refuge in the Three Jewels—Buddha,
Dharma, and Sangha—is a Buddhist. The Buddha is the teacher
who points the way. The Sangha are the companions who help us
along the path. The real refuge among them, of course, is the
Dharma, because the Dharma is the reality of freedom in our-
selves and in the world. When it seems the Buddha and the San-
gha and the Dharma do not hear us, it i1s because we have not
really trusted the buddhas in the past. The refuge in the Buddha,
Dharma, and Sangha really is refuge in freedom itself. It is a great
thing, a spiritual refuge, where our universe gets purged of terror.
When you take refuge in the Dharma, you come to understand
that the deepest level of reality is something open, free, full of love
and kindness and goodness. Realizing that relaxes our deep sense
of fear and tension and paranoia, and releases joy in the center of
the soul. What really saves us is the reality of openness in the heart
and soul.

TAD

The Blade Wheel states that “obsessed with pleasure we drown in
suffering.” And that about says it all. For a while pleasure seems
worth it, until the cycle becomes too obvious. Like a hangover
following a binge, or a broken heart following the seduction. For
me the hangover’s shadow lurks over even a first drink —so drink-

ing is ruined for me. The misery tied up with womanizing is easier
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to forget. Yet it is, actually, just as predictable. Children come of
womanizing —and yet they are its antidote. The child makes a
child of us again. We get back our innocence, in tiny, homeopathic
doses.

I'm really too stunned to share much at dinner. Jay is full of
world events. He brought several Indian and Hong Kong maga-
zines printed in English providing the Asian slant. He reads from
them here and there; it’s always interesting to view America from
outside America by non-Americans. The combination of hero wor-
ship and derision reminds me of a gossip columnist. Yet Jay, while
obsessively keeping up with the world, also recites vows three
times a day. He is studying both the world and the antidote to the
world, already purifying his perception in a sort of global use of
the blade wheel.

Tonight, I take my heart apart and put it back together again
like a blindfolded Marine cleaning his forty-five. Yes, I will strip it
down, though I do not like what is revealed, that I've been placing
the blame everywhere else but at my feet for thirty-nine years. “As
a baby I was abandoned! As a child I was tossed back and forth!”
Tonight it lands squarely on my shoulders. These days it is I who
abandon, I who vacillate. I who run back and forth. I swear it will
be different but I know that after a few months 1 will get addicted
to a certain woman. And it will go on a long time until T get
addicted to another. Three children by three women and I'm only
a good father to one. To the other two I have passed the baton of
deprivation, the frantic life of single parent and child.

How do I reverse this? Retrieve it? Turn the wheel around?
After dinner the boomerang of the harm I've done comes slicing
through my tent and strikes at the base of my throat. I feel like I'm
going to choke. A phrase from the Blade Wheel whirls: “When my
heart is unclear may I never be the cause for others’ sins.” Hah!
When my heart is unclear I am always the cause for others’ sins!
One pair of bedroom eyes fast recognizes another. Misery likes
company, especially when it’s disguised as ecstasy.

So far on the trip I haven't listened to any of my tapings. Now
I lie in my sleeping bag, plump up my parka in a pillowcase, and
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play today’s talk back at low volume: When I delight in addiction,
when whatever I do goes bad, may I abandon all sinful friends,
may I rely only on the Three Jewels.

What did I mumble to Jock midmisery in the altitude haze?
That this world was making ceaseless jokes at my expense. Actu-
ally it’s more the stupid jokes I've told come back to haunt me like
the ghost of Christmas past jangling the chains before a terrified
Scrooge. But I can change the past, by purifying the present and
polluting no more. A short time goes by and behold! I have a small
sin-free history. I have changed the past.

For what is sin? Judeo-Christians, Buddhists, Hindus, Mos-
lems, Jains —all can agree. Sin is what interferes with the infinite.
Sin i1s what intervenes and blocks the figure-eight circuit, breaking
us up. If I could only make give-and-take a habit, as reflexive as a
martial arts move that strikes and defeats selfishness before it
manifests. For the blow is not against other or self, it is against
differentiating between other and self. All outward enemies would
be seen as manifestations of old business. Suddenly nothing out-
side me can harm me, because I refuse to acknowledge the old
border of me. There is no secret weapon anyone or anything can
pull on me. For the smoking gun always comes from my own
holster. And all ammunition fired upon me is bullets I shot in a
previous life, winging around the world and catching me in the
back in this one. It all comes back to me. Momentarily reassured I
snuggle deeper into my bag and sleep until awakened by a night-
mare involving my newborn. Panic remasters me, the blade wheel

shifting from chop to mince.
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CHAPTER TEN

The Mansion of Hayagriva

TAD

W've camped just beyond the

amphitheater. After breakfast and a short rest and cleanup, we will
head northward up this western valley, stopping at Chok