Patrul Rinpoche Talk
by Vessantara
‘HERE YOU ARE AGAIN, DRIVING YOURSELF CRAZY!

According to some scientists all human beings all thebillionsof usonthis plang, are
traceable back to a common ancestor in Africa. Jug as genetically it seems we can trace
our lineage back to tha oneindividud, similarly spiritudly we can trace our lineage as
Buddhgts back to the BuddhaShakyamuni. Whether we are Theravading Zen
practitiones, Tibetan Buddhsts and so forth, we al ultimately draw our spiritud
ingpiration from his enlightenment experience under the Bodhi-tree.

Sometimes in the history of Buddhsm this fact has been log sight of, and factiondism
has developdl. Ingead of appreciating the different ways in which Shakyamuni’ svision
has been expressed, people have developed a narrow-minded and closed-hearted view of
Buddhgst schools and traditionsother than ther own.

In thistalk we are going to meet someonewho was at the heart of avery important
development in Tibetan Buddhsm in the 19th century, known as the Rimay movement.
Rimay means‘withoutlimits or boundaies . Factiondism between different schools had
been a seriousproblem in Tibetan Buddhism at times, with all kindsof power struggles.
Early in the 19th century a number of great lamas — induding Jamyang Khyentse
Wangpo,JamgonKongtul and Mipham Rinpothe— worked togeher to break down
factiondism and to re-ingpire thetradition by cross-fertilisation between the schools.
They did this by swapping teachingsand initiations. They didn't mix up thevarious
teachings butthey taughtthe dodrines and practices of the four main schools of Tibetan
Buddhsm impartialy. In thisway they transcended the narrow-minded sectarianism of
thinking My school sthebest’, recognising that al four were quite capable of produang
enlightened practitionas.

These great lamas thoughtof themselves prindpdly as Buddhsts, rather than as
adhaents of apaticular school. They studied and practised all the Buddhism available to
them in 19th century Tibet. Nowadays we have far more Buddhsm available to us
Buddhstsin the West are like merchants waatching their shipscome in from all parts of
theBuddhst world, bringing with them all thetreasures of South East Asian, Chinese,
Japanese, Korean, and Central Asian Buddhsm, aswell of course as Tibetan Buddhism.
S0, like those Rimay lamas, we need to think of ourselves first and foremod as just
Buddhsts. And even thoughwe may be practising within a particular school or lineage,
we can have an open attitudeto thewhole Buddhst tradition, that whole great treasure
trove

In my own small way | have been reflecting thisin my teaching.|’ve published a book
called Taes of Freedomtha indudes stories fromthe Pali Canon, Tibetan Buddhsm and
Zen. To explore such arangeof teaching would virtudly never have been possible before
in Buddhgt history. We are very fortunge in therichness of wha is available to us



Throughseeing the many forms Buddhsm has taken, we can more easily discern the
quintessence of all of them.

In this short series we shdl be meeting oneof the greatest of these nineteenth-century
Rimay masters. His nameis Patrul Rinpode | am very happy to betaking aboutthis
paticular teacher, because | have been very struck by his character and qudities. In each
talk we shdl examinean inddent or two from hislife, to get afeel for theman, aswell as
exploring some of histeaching, tryingto see itsimplicationsfor us Asthisisthefirst
talk in theseries, | am goingto start by giving you a short biography of Patrul Rinpode-
to give youa sense of hislife overal, so tha you have a context for the stories and
teaching.

Patrul Rinpodhewas bom in 1808into anomedic tribein Eastern Tibet, in an area of vast
grassand known as Dzachu Kha Asasmall child hedisplayed a sharp intelligence,
naura kindness, and an aptitudefor the Dharma. He was soonrecognised as atulku, asa
gpiritud practitionea of an earlier time, who had taken rebirth in order to continuehis
service to humanity. Thepractitiona of whomthe child was recognised as therebirth
was called Palge of Dzogdhen Monestery. So ‘ Palge Tulku’ became shortened to ‘ Patrul’ .
‘Rinpod€ isan honoific term, meaning ‘ Precious On€ .

Later in hislife, Patrul Rinpodie was described by his biographe (thethird Dodrupchen
Rinpode), asfollows:

“Hisheadisbroadlike a parasl. Hisface is like a blossoming lotus andhis sense-
faculties are very clear. Usually he hasvery little sickness. From childhoodhe hasbeen
endowed with great wisdom compassion and courage He hasgreat confidence andis a
brilliantorator. “

Patrul Rinpode studied all the Tibetan Buddhgst traditionswith great mastersin Eastern
Tibe. Histwo prindpd teaches were DO Khyentse Rinpodie and Jigme Gyalwai
Nyugu. D06 Khyentse was avery unusud teacher indeed - awild and iconodastic
caharacter whomwe shdl meet in thethird talk in this series. Jigme Gyalwal Nyuguwas
also an extraordinary practitione. He spent years living alonein aremote valley near the
snowline Hedid notlivein ahe'mitage or even in a cave like Milarepa, but simply
practised meditationin asmall depression on awindswvept hillside, subgsting onwild
plants and roots, devoting himself uncompromisingly to trandorming his mind through
meditation.

Patrul Rinpodhewas deeply influenced by this teache’ s example. The best known of
Patrul Rinpodé€ swritingsis called TheWordsof My Perfect Teacher (kunzang lama'i
shdung)which he claimed was smply wha he had heard from Jigme Gyalwai Nyugu
aboutthefundamental teachingsof the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhsm. Like all
Patrul Rinpodhé€ swritings it isawondeful mixture of the profoundand the down-to-
earth: deeply encouraging and kind, but a'so hard-hitting and critical where he sees
people caugng themselves suffering by failing to practise the Dharma correctly.



Althoughhewas an important tulku and entitled to a high place in amonastery, Patrul
Rinpoderenoun@d his obligations and became ahermit and awandeer. Aswe shdl see
in the secondtalk, his main practice was compassion. Althoughsome people were wary
of him because he communicated very directly and could bevery unflattering, hewas
unfallingly kind. He spent much of his time teaching theviolent tribesmen of Golok in
Eastern Tibet, encouraging them to give up fighting and quarels. He was great -hearted,
and able to communicate with all kindsof people. He taughtordinary people the basics of
theDharma, especialy therecitation of OM MANI PADME HUM, the mantra of the
Lord of Compassion. He had memorised many Dharmatexts in his youth which he could
teach from memory.

He was paticularly devoted to the Bodhicharyavatara of Santideva, which hetaughtfrom
memory, often to very large gaherings over 100times. He was also a great exponent of
Dzogden, the highest form of practice in the Nyingma School, and he hd ped many of
his disciples to arrive at profoundrealisationsof the nature of the mind.

Despite al this, Patrul Rinpote was completely humble and unassuming. He would
often wande unrecognised, clad in aragged robewhich made him look more like a
begga than agreat lama. He made no show of any spiritud attainment. Butto afew
close disciples he admitted that he could remember over a hurdred previouslives, and
tha hehad no emotiond defilements | eft.

After bang abeacon of kindness and wisdomfor Eastern Tibet, hedied in the Fire Pig
Year (1881)at theageof 78 or 79.

Thisisavery brief account of thelife of the extraordinay man whomwe shdl be
meeting in these talks. However, athoughjus getting a sense of Patrul Rinpodeasa
human bangwill have a goodeffect on our minds we shdl aso betryingto draw out
frominadentsin hislife something of the spiritud qudities which heembodied, andto
see how they can bedeveloped, on alower level, in our own lives. To dothiswe are
goingto follow a scheme which is very commonin Tibean Buddhsm: known asthe 3
Prinapd Paths

According to this scheme, the path to enlightenment can bedivided into 3 great stages of:

1) renundation - seeing thefaults of mundane existence and emotiondly disentangling
onexlf fromit;

2) bodhrhitta - developing the compassionde desire to hdp al living beingsto escape
from suffering; and

3) wisdom - the undestanding of the nature of reality which cuts throughtheroot of all
our suffering. We shdl conaentrate on oneof thesein each of our three talks.

These three qudities can be seen in different relationsto oneanother. They can be seen,
asit were onthe same level, as the antidotes to thethree poisonsof craving, aversion and



ignorance. With renundation we decisively abandon craving; the compassion of
bodhchitta overcomes aversion; wisdomdispds the thick fogsof ignaance. They can
also beviewed as progressive, with renundgation being oné s concern to drag oneself
away from suffering. Thisleadson to theempahetic realisation tha all other living
bengssuffer jus aswe do, so we cannotsmply work to save ourselves. Findly with
wisdomwe see throughthefalse concepts of ’ self and othe’ which we impose on our
expeience, have adirect intuitive experience of the true nature of thingsand work to hep
al othersto cometo tha liberating realisation. Finally, these three can be seen as a spiral
dance, in which renundation leadsto compassion, which leadsto wisdom, which then
degpensour renundation, and so on.

Now tha we have some sense of Patrul Rinpo€ s life, and have a sense of thethree
pahs it istimetolook a an inddent which is very typical of theman, and which
demondrates his renunaation.

Once Patrul Rinpode spent aweek giving teachingson the Bodhichayavatara at a place
called Zamthang. During theteaching an old man offered him alargesilver ingotin the
shgpeof ahorse' shoof. Amongthe crowd who saw this offering made was a thief. While
Patrul Rinpode expoundel Santideva singiring text, thethief’s mind was full of plans
for getting his handson thesilver.

Findly Patrul Rinpodhe had finished expounding his heart text, and heleft Zamthang and
resumed hiswandeings Thethief tracked him silently for hours, waiting for his chance.
Hisjob was made easier because Patrul Rinpodeas usud was aloneand unatended.
That night Patrul Rinpodelay down to dleep in an isolated spot Thethief crept up and
peered aroundin the darkness. Where was thesilver? All tha lay near Patrul Rinpode
was asmall shoulder bag. Feeling silently within it, thethief foundnothing buta clay

teapot

There was nothing for the thief to do butbegin rummaging surreptitioudy in Patrul
Rinpoh€ s bedding.

Thehandsexploring his clothes startled Patrul Rinpoche awake, and he demanded to
know wha was going on. Thethief threateningly replied that heknew Patrul Rinpode
had been given alarge piece of silver, and demanded tha hehandit over.

Patrul Rinpodhewasn’t in theleast intimidaed by beng threatened by arobbe in such a
londy place. He shodk hishead, and replied:

“Lookwhat a mess you make of life, running aroundlike a madman!” You poor idiot, you
came all thisway, jud for thatsilver.” Then heexplained tha he had |eft thesilver onthe
groundat the place where he had been offered it. He had used it as a stand for his teapot
and then goneoff leavingit in the ashes of thefire.

Thethief foundthis story almog impossible to bdieve. But Patrul Rinpode spokewith
total certainty, and thesilver didn’t seem to beanywhere about Eventudly thethief had



no choice butto go back andlookfor it where Patrul Rinpode claimed he had left it.

Y ou can imagine his state of mind as he stumbled back towards Zamthang in the
darkness. Part of him was cursing himself for afod for allowing himself to betricked by
tha lying old lama, who could not possibly have left something so valuable behind. Part
of him was hurrying forward to find the campfire in case the silver was there and
someoneelse foundit first. Eventudly after alongdeepless night, arounddavn hecame
uponZamthang and foundthe campfire. There in the ashes, catching thesun’sfirst rays,
was the gleaming silver ingot

Thethief’ semotiond respongsto his discovery were a mixture of surprise, relief,
exultation, and then a degp unease, followed by an outburst of much deeper feelings We
can imaginetha awestern thief in such a situaionwould fedl chdlengead by thesituaion.
People who cheat and steal often jugify ther actionsto themselves, semicon<ioudy,
with theideatha thisis abad old world, everyoneis out for wha they can g€, and so
forth. It would bechdlenging for their deeply-hdd emotiond attitudes to come across
someoneas undtached to wealth and possessions as Patrul Rinpode However, this thief
was a Tibetan, and though(as we can gaher from his actiong hewas nota Dharma
practitione, nonghdess he had been broughtup with Tibetan Buddhst bdiefs. One of
these istha the karmic effects of an action differ depending on the spiritud statusof the
personto whomtheactionis directed. For example to attack abodhsattvais consdered
to beamuch more weighty negative karmathan to attack an ordinary person. Now it
dawvned onthethief tha Patrul Rinpodie mug beahighly realised practitiona, and tha
by threatening and trying to steal from such aperson, he had created a karmic effect
which would result in some very seriousfuture suffering for himself.

Thethief’ sheart was gripped by apincer movement of powerful feelings on onesidethe
impact of therevelation tha there realy were lamas who did notjus mouth the Dharma
butwho totally embodied ther teachings ontheother the awful fear and dread of wha
therepercussionsof harmful actionsagang such alamamug be This combinaion
cracked open the protective emotiond carapace which had allowed him to be athief.
Sobbing deegply, he set off once more in Patrul Rinpo€ s footsteps, but thistime with a
very different motivation.

When hefindly caughtup with Patrul Rinpode he got a seemingly-frogy reception:
‘Hereyou are agan, driving yourself crazy! | told you where to find wha you wanted.
Wha isit now? Thetearful thief poured outaremorseful confession that he had been
ready to beat and rob such a highly-realised master. He begged hisintended victim's
forgiveness. Patrul Rinpotetold him notto worry aboutconfession or asking
forgiveness. He said that all thethief really needed to dowas to develop agoodheart and
goforrefugeto the Three Jewels.

Later, othe people who were devoted to Patrul Rinpohe heard wha had hgppened. They
caughtthethief and started beating him.

Patrul Rinpode was nearby, and heard the commotion. Following thenoise and seeing
wha was hgppening, in hisusud forthright way heshouted at them: ‘If you harm my



disciple, it isasif youare haming me. Leave him alond’

In this story we see Patrul Rinpoh€ s fearlessness in confronting therobbe very
directly. He doesn’t cower to avoid possibly being beaten up. We dso have a
demondration of his great kindness and compassion toward a man who had threatened
and tried to rob him. However, wha is perhgps most striking is his extraordinary,
carefree unconacern for wealth and possessions. His actionsin this story are typical of
him. He used to wande from place to place with nothing butasmall cloth shoulder bag,
his clay teapot and a copy of the Bodhicharyavatara, his favourite text. When people
made offeringsto him hewould refuse them. If they ingsted, when heleft

the place where he had been given them, hewould smply leave them onthe ground
where they had been given to him. In our "shoptill you drop sodety, such behaviour
would be eccentric to putit mildly. What was it that made Patrul Rinpode act in this

way?

Patrul Rinpode acted like this because he had seen, and respondel to, the existential
situdionin which al human bengsfind themselves. In Tibetan Buddhism oneis
encouraged to acknowledgethis situaion by reflection on wha are known asthe‘four
thoughs tha turn the mind to the Dharma’. Patrul Rinpode himself wrote a very direct
and ussful commentary onthese reflectionsin theearly chepters of The Wordsof my
Perfect Teacher.

Wha are these four reflectionswhich hdp usto see our situaionin life? In brief, they
are:

1) Consdering the goodfortuneof having been born a human being, and having comein
contact with the Dharma;

2) Reflecting ontheimpermanence of al things especially our own life and thefleeting
oppotunity which it presents;

3) Undeastanding tha ourfortunesin thislife (andfuture lives) are shgped by our choices
- ourvolitiond actions Tha skilful actions based on contentment, love and
undestanding lead to happiness, and unkilful actions based on craving, aversion and
ignorance, lead to suffering. As Jamgon Kongtul, oneof Patrul Rinpoh€e s
contemporaries bluntly putit: “If you plant budkwheat you get budkwheat; if you plant
barley you get barley.”

4) Seeing theunsatisfactoriness of al forms of mundanelife: fromrealms of intense
suffering, to joyful states which have in them the seeds of suffering because we are
attached to them and oneday they mug end.

These four thougtis could bereduced down to thefollowing mottoes:

1) Thislifeisarea oppatunity;



2) Everything changes,
3) Everything you do count,
4) Mundanelife aways endsin tears.

Or, if we wanted to reduce all this down to oneshort sentence, it mightbe ‘ Seize the
day; seizetheDhamal’

Taking these reflectionsto heart, Patrul Rinpode practised the Dhama as hard as he
knew how, and trandormed himself into an extraordinary person. This Dhama
trandormation was very radical indeed. It turned ingde-out the values on which mog of
usrely. Wetendto fed tha:

1) Lifeis meaningless, or an oppatunity to enjoy ourselves,

2) Intheory we acknowledgethat thingschange but in practice we act asif they don't -
heaping up possessions for thefuture, acting asif we'reimmortal, and being shodked
when anyoneclose to usdies.

3) We either feel tha we are powerless victims of outside circumstances which are
responsble for our lives goingwrong, or tha wha we do does matter, but that we can get
away with acting on our own accountif we're smart enough;

4) Mundaelifeisbasicaly goodand hgopy, butsomehow fromtime to timeit
inexplicably goeswrong.Or alterndively, mundanelifeis pretty awful butthereis
nothing else so we jus have to make the best of it.

However, Patrul Rinpode knows wha we are like, and has some very straightforward
advice for usin something hewrote called ‘ The Heart Treasure of the Enlightened Ones':

‘Expecting a lot frompeople, you do a lot of smiling;

Needing manythingsfor yourself, you have manyneedsto mest;

Making plansto dofirst this then that, your mind’s full of hopes andfears;
Fromnowon, come what may, don't belike that’

If we are honest with ourselves, so much of wha we dois notworthy of ourselves as
human bengs Even with those thingswhich do have real value we often do not countthe
overall cogs. We are urnredlistic and become embroiled in situaionswhich we did not
intend.

To take avery mundane example, | write booksand articles when | have thetime,
working on acomputer. Recently there has come on the market voice recognition
software, which would enable me to use my computer like a secretary, jud dictating into
amicrophone



Great! Butwhen | investigate it, | discover tha in order to save time usng this software, |
would need a faster computer, with more memory, and an upgaded opeating system,
which would mean changing some of my other software. Then | would need aweek to
buy the new computer, ingall the software and make it all work. Then | would spend
more time learning how to use the new programs, and adgpting to awhole new way of
working.

We will often goto incredible lengths jumping throughall kindsof hoopsin order to get
something which we soonare either tired of, disappointed in, or start taking for granted.
All thistakes energy and our valuable human life, and reinforces our tendency to bdieve
tha thereisamagic solution - outthere somewhere — which will make our lives all right
In thisway, we goroundand round driving ourselves crazy. Thesad thing is tha were
we butto stop and explore our own mindsmore degply we should find everything tha we
ever dreamed of, and more - closer than our own back doorstep. Patrul Rinpoh€'s
andogy for thisis of aman who spendsall his time roaming aroundbegging, convinced
heis destitute, when al thetime his hearthgoneis made of gold.

Theway we live ourlives is enoughto make any bodhisattva weep.

It is obviouswhy Patrul Rinpode says to thethief: ‘Here you are agan, driving yourself
crazy!” Theman has spent all thetime since he saw the silver ingotoffered to Patrul
Rinpodein working out howto steal it. He has doubtless al so fantasised aboutwhat he
will dowith it oneeitishis. He has had to follow Patrul Rinpodefor hous, andthen
creep up on him at dead of night, breath hdd, hoping to find thesilver withoutwaking
him. Then after the confrontation, which didn't goat al as hehad planned, hehas had to
trudgeback to the place where Patrul Rinpode was teaching. Then having foundthe
slver hehasreaised thetrue naure of thesituaion —tha stealingit was aterribleidea
al aong,andwill cause him much suffering. Findly distraughtand desperate hehas
rushed off agan to find Patrul Rinpodeto beg hisforgiveness. From the point of view of
Patrul Rinpode whowas quite happy to leave thesilver lyingwhere it was given to him,
never giving it a secondthought al this fevered planning, fantasising and running around
seems like madness.

However, Patrul Rinpode could equdly admonish me, any of us in the same way. We
rush roundchasing our tails, congantly scheming and working for tha day in thefuture
when everything will come right, congantly convinced tha this or that person, situaion,
bank bdance, home, job, etc. will make ustruly happy. So we dash about never satisfied,
never peaceful. Oscar Wildefamoudy described English fox-hunersas‘The
ungeskable in pursuit of the unestable.” Patrul Rinpode could similarly describeusas
‘theinsatiable in pursuit of theunsatisfying’. When will we ever stop?

We need to recognise tha our mindscan keep thisup forever: always inventing new ‘get
happy quick’ schemes for usto chase. Unless we redlise this, and stop panting after these
enticing mirages, our life which is apreciousoppatunity will befinished before you can
say ‘| wasjug aboutto get aroundto serioudy practising the Dhama’.






prindples and values. If we manageto dothisthen, even if they are full of different
aspects and activities, they will have an order to them which gives them akind of
simplicity. Thoughthey have many elements they will be nota mess butamandda

Thirdly, aswe go aboutour lives we can focuson our mental states rather than taking
externd situaionsat face value We can become really interested in how our mindswork,
how we respondto situaions wha we tell ourselves aboutour lives and the people we
meet.

Thisfocuson themind, exploring how it works and its characteristics will eventudly
lead usto the development of wisdom, thethird of thethree prindples of thepah (anda
subject for atalk another day).

These three stepsboil down to pruning back what is unnecessary, making sure that
everythingwe dois related to our degpest sources of meaning, and nottaking life at face
value but exploring our mental states.

We'll come back for aminute to thefirst of these steps- pruning back what is
unnecessary, asthisisagoodstart in initiating a satisfying process of renundaation. (We
don’t renoune anything for the sake of it. There are no Buddhst gold starsfor sittingin a
totally empty flat, or adepression on awindswvept hillsidejug for the sake of it - you

only need to renoune thingswhich limit your freedom and clutter up your path to
Enlightenment.)

We could say that essentially there are three levels of experience of life which we can
have. Thesupeficia and distracting; thetruly human; and the profound.By thefirgt, |
mean all those activities which are ssimply themind becoming distracted by pleasures,
hopes and fears which, even in mos human sodeties would have no meaning. Worrying
aboutwhether you've chosen therightdesigne label jeans or whether you're developing
cellulite, trying to decide whether to have the Black Forest Gateau or theraspbary
cheesecake, wondeing whether to see a car chase movie or stay home and watch TV. All
these are thefroth onthetop of life which people can sometimes get caughtupin. They
have nothing to do with satisfying even your real human needs and can easily take upa
lot of time.

Be very wary of chasing after thingsyou never knew you needed until you heard about
them in themedia. Be very wary of dang anythingjug in order to improve yourimage or
have people like you.

Thesecondlevel, thetruly humen, involves activities like developing loyd friendships
looking after your hedlth, enjoying literature and the arts, and so on. Thethird level
indudes meditation, hdping other people, studying the Dharma, and so on.

However, it isnottha we can neatly arrangeactivities into these different levels. From
theBuddhst point of view it isthemental statesin which we dothingstha isthekey.
We could spend a whole so-called meditation period feeling upset because the shop had



runoutof our favourite brand of Colombian coffee. Whilst outwardly we would appear
to be doing something profound actudly our mind was caughtup in thefroth of life.
Our aim, if we are to take the oppotunity offered by thislife, mus beto have nathing to
do with thesupeficial and unsatisfying; to groundourselves solidly in the human, and
then give ourselves as fully as we can to the Dhama, to solving the existential issues
which confrontus To putit another way, we have to do our best to give up acting from
the quest for pleasure, praise, fame, power, success and wealth and trying to avoid thar
oppostes. We need to base our lives on the core vaues which are embodied in the Five
Precepts: love generosty, contentment, truth and awareness.

Our thief isavery fortunae man. In his crazy running aroundhehas unwittingly bumped
into someonewho has stoppel. Patrul Rinpode may spend his life roaming from place to
place, but his wandaingsdo notcome from an unsatisfied search for meaning. They

are the spontaneousmovements of afree and contented heart. Let ushopetha in our
frenzied search for the silver ingot of mundane security we too shdl meet someonewho
is'solid like gold’ . (Which inadentally isthe secondtalk in this series.) For nowit is
enoughfor usto reflect ontheantidotes to our crazy tail-chasing, remembering tha lifeis
an oppotunity; tha everything changes; tha all our willed actionscountand have an
effect; and tha worldly life aways endsin tears and never gives uswhat we really want.
Reflecting on these four points, hopdully we shdl learn to seize theday, and to seize the
Dhama.



