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BY VEN TENZIN CHONYI 

Training for Buddhahood 
The lam rim teachings offer a step-by-step guide 
to the path to enlightenment 

I f  you want to become an Olympic athlete, you train 
your body. You find out how your body works, how it 
can be trained, and what to expect as you keep up your 

training schedule. And you would need to know what not 
to do. What if you want to train your mind? How do you 
join the ranks of the great spiritual teachers, yogis and 
saints? Is it really possible for an ordinary person to become 
fully enlightened? All these questions, and more, are 
answered in the lam rim teachings. 

Literally, lam rim means a graduated path to enlight-
enment — it is a training manual, helping us achieve the 
utmost in human potential, no less than becoming a bud-
dha. Like any other training manual, it has exercises for 
beginners and advanced practitioners, for people starting 
from different levels and with different motivations. There 
are brief outlines and lengthy details. And just as an athlete 
begins to experience benefits from the training long before 
running for Olympic gold, so do we also experience bene-
fits from this spiritual training, long before achieving the 
"gold" of Buddhahood. Lam rim is a training manual for 
Dhanna practice, and its goal is enlightenment 

The lam rim shows us how to move from being with-
in the realities of our individual suffering to going com-
pletely beyond it We do this not by suppressing our feel-
ings and turning away from life, but by learning how to 
embrace our very humanity And through embracing our  

own humanity and its poignant mix of suffering and joy, we 
also come to feel both profound grief that others suffer even 
more deeply, and great joy when we see their suffering 
released, and their own humanity blossom. It is this 
poignant mix of grief and joy, of compassion and loving 
kindness, which gives meaning to our lives. 

The lam rim teaches us how to find what we intu-
itively know is possible — a life which is meaningful and 
satisfying. As such, it is a pmfound psychology and philos-
ophy for living and dying. Have you ever wondered why 
some children are geniuses, or angry from birth, or incied-
ibly kind? The lam rim explains it all — how we create 
imprints on the mind, and how this has been happening for 
countless lifetimes. A genius is the result of conditioning the 
mind that way in previous lifetimes. And if we can condi-
tion our mind, then we can also de-condition it — and 
change it for the better. 

The fact that we can deconstruct all the harmful con-
tents of the mind and reconstruct it until our minds are com-
pletely pure, gives us hope. This is how we reach enlight-
enment This is the Buddhist path. When we have achieved 
this, we will be omniscient we will be buddhas. Of course, 
the doing of it is not quite so simple. If we want to 
achieve enlightenment, we need to complete the whole 
path of the lam rim —a daunting task But one of the beau-
ties of this manual is that we can start from where we are; 
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THE HISTORY OF LAM RIM 

The "gaduated path" (Lam-rim) tradition began with the Indian saint Lama Atte, who wrote the first gaduated 

path text, "Lamp of The Path to Enlightenment" (Lam g y4 dron ma). This tradition places all the various teachings of the 

Buddha ha gaduateci order, for an individual practitioner to practice "step by step." Al the schools of Tibetan 

Buddhism have similar teachings and texts. A similar comprehensive text exists in the Nyingrna tradilion, composed by 

the saint Longchenpa. In the Kagyu tradition, there is the "Jewel Ornament af Liberation"composed by the saint 

Gampopa And in the Sal kya tradition, there are the teachings of the Lam-dre (the path and the fruit). But the most 

famous Lam-rim text was written by the Tibetan saint Je Tsongkhapa His "Great Lam-rim" (Lam-rim chen-mo), which 

he completed in 1402, is more than 1,000 pages h length. 

we can observe how our minds work in our ordinary, 
everyday lives. 

Maybe I'm mutated by the slow check-out line. 
Instead of blaming the checkout girl, I could reflect on 
what I'm in such a huny about Does it really matter if I'm 
late? When I think that people are dying of hunger, does it 
mailer that I had to wait in the line? What imprints am I 
putting into my mind when I am irritated? What imprints 
am I putting in my mind when I am relaxed? 

If I meditate on these things, then I begin to under-
stand what I need to do to change my life, but it is the actu-
al doing which is most important. These are the little, but 
important, beginnings. As our wisdom and meditation 
increases, then we can get into the harder training sessions. 

Lam rim refers to the benefits of lasting satisfaction — 
and then tells us how to go about getting this, after remind-
ing us that we hal better do this before we die and lose this 
precious opportunity. 

So how do we achieve this lasting satisfaction? First 
we need to understand what Dhanna is about This means 
that we need to take refuge in wisdom, the wisdom-com-
passion mind of a Buddha — rather than in sex or co-
dependency, or drugs, food, or any other form of addiction. 
In doing this, we open our hearts and minds to this inner 
wisdom and compassion, allowing our minds to be suf-
fused by this healing energy. 

With open hearts and minds, we can more readily 
accept the Dhanna teachings — simple and practical guide-
lines for living. What is the nature of my suffering? At its 
source, my suffering comes from an addicted, angry and 
ignorant mind How did it get to be like that? Through the 
deep conditioning imprinted on my mind, which has been 
going on for countless previous lifetimes. This is what is 
meant by karma. Do I want this painful conditioning? No. 

Do others want their suffering? No. This is what is meant 
by renunciation: not wanting such suffering. 

These strange Buddhist words — "karma," "renunci-
ation," "samsara" — describe common human experi-
ences. Karma works in the same way as Pavlov's dogs. 
They salivated when he rang a bell because they thought 
their next meal was arriving. We react impulsively, 
unthinkingly, when someone pushes our buttons. Pavlov 
showed how this was done in one lifetime. Buddha point-
ed out how it functions across many lifetimes. 

Renunciation simply means that we've had enough of 
this endless cycling of conditioned, addictive living. 

Samsara refers to our state of mind when we still do not 
have sufficient control of our minds and sufficient under-
standing to get rid of the compulsions and addictions. 
Nirvana is the state of our mind when we can get rid of 
these things. 

We change our minds by working from what we 
already have, just as the Olympic athlete must necessarily 
start with an untrained body. So lam rim teaches us how to 
strengthen our mind. This is called meditation. It teaches us 
methods to change the way we think about problems. This 
is called thought transfomiation and has much in common 
with rational-emotive and cognitive therapies. It teaches us 
ways of living that bring peace to ourselves and to others: 
by not banning others, by living ethically, by being gener-
ous, by developing patience, by wishing others to be 
relieved of all their suffering (that is, compassion) and that 
they may have everlasting happiness (that is, loving kind-
ness). We begin to receive benefits even in the short term 
as we become nicer people to live with, and people are 
more likely to enjoy our company. 

Ultimately, the power of lam rim to transform us from 
selfish, compulsive, addictive beings to buddhas lies in its 
teaching on the nature of reality — or "emptiness". When 
we fully understand this teaching then we have no cause 
for generating any negative behaviour or thoughts. The 
teachings on emptiness completely undeimine all reasons 
for our negative patterns, and we begin to see our existence 
as something relative, not something absolute. 

At the same time, all those things we desire or fear 
or hate can be seen from this relative aspect We begin 
to realise how much we see our world through inner 
glasses that contaminate our perception of reality. As 
those inner glasses gradually become clean, a sense of 
joy and peace arises. Together with this joy and peace 

arises a great sad-
ness that other peo-
ple are caught 
unwittingly in their 
private prisons more 
powerful than any 
external prison that 
man can build. 

It is not difficult to see how stioiig the motivation 
becomes to relieve this suffering for oneself and also for 
other beings. To do this, we need to become enlightened 
To become enlightened, we need to study and meditate and 
receive teachings on the great religious books of this world 
from the great religious teachers.t 
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