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TEACHING ONE:  WHAT IS KARMA? 
 

I.  Why Things Happen 
 

A. From the Abhidharmakosha by Master Vasubandhu, with commentary by 

Gyalwa Gendun Drup, His Holiness the First Dalai Lama (1391-1474). 
 

Deeds cause the multitude of worlds. [IX.1] 

 

One may begin with the following question: "You have just described a multitude of 

worlds—both the great vessels of the outer worlds and the living beings they contain.  

Where do they all come from?"  They do not come from no cause at all, and they do not 

come from causes that are inconsistent with their own nature.  This is because they stay 

for some time, then go away; and as the root text said itself, "Not an almighty one or the 

like, because of stages and such." 

 

What then does cause them?  It is the past deeds of living beings that cause all the 

multitude of worlds—both the places and the people. 

 

II. The Laws of Karma 

 

A. From the Yoga Sutra by Master Patanjali: 

 

te ’adpirtap)la> pu{yapu{yhetuTvat!.  

te hlädaparitäpaphaläù puëyäpuëyahetutvät|| 

 

There is a connection of cause and effect.  The seeds ripen into expereinces 

refreshingly pleasant or painful in their torment, depending on whether you 

have done good to others, or done them wrong instead. (2.14) 

 

 
B. From Lord Krishna’s teaching in the Bhagavad Gita: 

 

nehaiÉ³mnazae=iSt àTyvayae n iv*te, 

nehäbhikramanäço'sti pratyaväyo na vidyate| 

SvLpmPySy xmRSy Çayte mhtae Éyat!. 

svalpamapyasya dharmasya träyate mahato bhayät|| 

 

No action in this world goes for nought or brings about a contrary result.  Even the 

smallest religious practice protects against great fear. (2.40) 
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C. From a commentary on Je Tsongkapa’s The Three Principal Paths (Lam-gtzo 

rnam-gsum) by Pabongka Rinpoche (1878-1941): 

 

This contemplation is done by considering, very carefully, the four principles of action 

which the Buddha enunciated: 

 

1) Actions are certain to produce similar consequences. 

2) The consequences are greater than the actions. 

3) One cannot meet a consequence if he has not committed an 

action. 

4) Once an action is committed, the consequence cannot be lost. 

 

Once a person has gained a well-founded belief in these principles, he will automatically 

in his daily life avoid doing wrong things and begin doing right things. . . .  

 

So this brings us to the four most general principles in our contemplation of actions and 

their consequences: 

 

1) If the cause involved is a virtuous act, then the consequence it 

produces can only be pleasure, and never pain.  If the cause involved is a 

non-virtuous act, then the consequence it produces can only be pain, and 

never pleasure.  Thus the first principle is that actions are certain to 

produce similar consequences. 

  

2) The causes involved may be virtuous or non-virtuous acts which are 

relatively minor, but the consequences they each produce—the pleasure or 

the pain—will be of tremendous power.  The second principle then is that 

the consequences are greater than the actions. 

 

3) If one never performs the virtuous or non-virtuous action to act as a 

cause, he will never experience a consequence of either pleasure or pain.  

Thus the third principle: One cannot meet a consequence if he has not 

committed an action. 

 

4) The fourth principle states that once a person has collected a virtuous or 

non-virtuous action to act as a cause, once an action is committed, the 

consequence cannot be lost—so long as the power of a good deed, for 

example, is not destroyed by an emotion like anger, or a bad deed by 

applying an appropriate antidote.
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III.  Motivating and Motivated Karma 

 

A. From the Abhidharmakosha 

 

They're movement of the mind and what it brings. 

Mental movement is a deed of thought; 

What it causes, deeds of body and speech. 

These are either communicating or not. [IV.2-5] 

 

"In the line above," one might continue, "you said that `deeds cause the multitude of 

worlds.'  Just how many types of deeds are there?"  They—deeds—are of two different 

types: deeds consisting of movement of the mind, and the deeds that it brings—those 

that the mind motivates. 

 

One may ask about each of their basic natures.  Mental movement is a deed of the 

thought, for it consists of a deed linked with consciousness of the thought.  What it 

causes—that is, deeds motivated by the mind—are of two kinds: these are deeds of the 

body and deeds of speech.  These two themselves can be further divided into two types 

each: they are either what we call "communicating" or not. . . .  

 

IV. Pleasant, Unpleasant, and Neutral (or Mixed) Karma 

 

A. From the Abhidharmakosha: 

 

Deeds for the pleasant, unpleasant, and other-- 

Virtuous, non-virtuous, and other. [IV.177-8] 

 

"Just how," one may ask, "do you describe virtuous, non-virtuous, and ethically neutral 

deeds?"  Deeds that lead to a pleasant experience are virtuous deeds.  Those that lead to 

an unpleasant experience, an experience of suffering, are non-virtuous.  Deeds that lead 

to some "other" type of experience—that is, which bring on a neutral experience—are 

themselves the "other" type of deeds: those which are ethically neutral. 

 

B. From the Yoga Sutra: 

 

kmaRzu¬ak«:[< yaeign> iÇivxm! #tre;am!. 

karmäçukläkåñëaà yoginaù trividham itareñäm|| 

 

Deeds done by a true practitioner are neither white nor black.  Those done by others are 

of three kinds. (4.7)  
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V. Projecting and Finishing Karma 
 

A. From the Abhidharmakosha: 

 

A single one projects a single birth. [IV.377] 

 

Does a single deed project but a single birth, or many different births?  And do a number 

of deeds project a number of births, or just a single birth?  The answer is that a single 

deed projects a single birth; it cannot project a number of births.  And since they would 

function to project a whole group of similar births, a number of deeds on the other hand is 

never something that projects but a single birth. . . .   

 

Those that act to finish them off are many. [IV.378] 

 

It is but a single energy of deeds that projects a birth having a nature consistent with the 

deed; those deeds though that act to finish off the finer details of this future life are 

many.  A master painter for example can sketch out the canvas with a single piece of 

chalk, and then a number of other people can come and fill it in with various different 

colors. 

 

Any given group of people is similar in being human, but some of them who've had the 

details of their lives finished by virtuous deeds will have more attractive bodies, all their 

senses complete, greater material wealth, freedom from illness, positions of greater 

authority, and so on.  Others in the same group who've had the details of their lives 

finished by non-virtuous deeds will have bodies with a repulsive appearance and so on. 

 

Thus we can say that all four combinations between the two are possible: projection of a 

life by virtue but finishing by non-virtue, the reverse, a case where both are virtue, and a 

case where both are non-virtue.  An example of the first would be persons born as 

pleasure beings or humans but who possessed certain sufferings. 

 

An illustration of the second would be either the "Lord of All Things"—the Lord of 

Death—or the kings of the serpent-like nagas, those like the "Prince of Opulence."  An 

example of the third combination would be "Hundred Offerings"—lord of the great 

pleasure beings.  And a case of the final combination would be the beings in the lowest 

hell, known as "No Respite." 
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TEACHING TWO:  HOW KARMA WORKS 
 

 
I.  Three Presentations of the ―Chain of Pain‖ 

 
A. From the Overview of the Middle Way, composed by Master Kedrup Tenpa 

Dargye (1493-1568), quoting Maitreya’s presentation of karma in the root 

text and the commentary of the Higher Line:  

 

Due to the mental seeds for the two kinds of tendencies to grasp to some self-nature, 

these two tendencies themselves spring up. 

 

Due to the fact that they have sprung up, an impression with a wrong way of looking at 

things springs up, and some things seem as though they are pleasant from their own side, 

and other things seem as though they are unpleasant from their own side.   

 

Due to the fact that this impression has sprung up, the emotion of liking springs up, 

where you focus on a pleasant object and don't want to lose it.  And the emotion of 

disliking springs up, where you focus on an unpleasant object and want to avoid it. 

 

This then forces you to collect karma. 

 

And karma forces you to spin around in the wheel of suffering life. 

 

And this is why the Buddhas have said that this suffering life is something forced on us 

because we have not been able to see, directly, the essence of the Ones Gone Thus [that 

is, emptiness].  

 

 

B. From the Yoga Sutra: 

 

Aiv*aiSmtaragÖe;aiÉinveza> pÂ ¬eza>  . 

avidyäsmitärägadveñäbhiniveçäù païca kleçäù|| 

 

The five negative thoughts are ignorance, selfness, liking, disliking, and grasping. (2.3) 

 

 

Aiv*a ]eÇm! %Äre;a< àsuÝtnuiviCDÚaedara[am!. 

avidyä kñetram uttareñäà prasuptatanuvicchannodäräëäà|| 

 

Ignorance is the field for the ones that come after it, whether they are dormant, 

dwindling, interrupted, or flourishing. (2.4) 
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AinTyazuicÊ>oanaTmsu inTyzuicsuoaTmOyaitriv*a.  

anityäçuciduùkhänätmasu nityaçucisukhätmakhyätirvidyä|| 

 

In ignorance we misunderstand our world.  Things that cannot last, things which are 

unclean, and painful, and which are not themselves, seem to us as if they will last, and as 

if they were clean, and pleasant, and very much themselves. (2.5) 

 

†GdzRnz®yaerekaTmtevaiSmta.  

dågdarçanaçaktyorekätmateväsmitä|| 

 

Selfness is where the strong impression of someone seeing something and the something 

someone sees make is seem as if each one were itself. (2.6) 

 

suoanuzyI   rag>.  

sukhänuçayé rägaù|| 

 

Assailed by what feels good, we being to like things. (2.7) 

 

Ê>oanuzyI Öe;>.  

duùkhänuçayé dveñaù|| 

 

Assailed by what feels bad, we begin to dislike things. (2.8) 

 

SvrsvahI ivÊ;ae=ip twaêFae=iÉinvez>.  

svarasavähé viduñ'pi tathäruòho'bhiniveçaù|| 

 

Grasping is a thought that comes on all of its own, even from those who understand, and 

then grows ever stronger. (2.9) 
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C. From the Bhagavad Gita: 

 

Xyaytae iv;yaNpu<s> s¼Ste;Upjayte, 

dhyäyato viñayänpuàsaù saìgasteñüpajäyate| 

s¼at! s<jayte kam> kamaT³aexae=iÉjayte.  

saìgät saïjäyate kämaù kämätkrodho'bhijäyate||  

 

Attachment to the objects of the senses arises in one who is always thinking about them.  

From attachment comes desire, and from desire anger arises. (2.62) 

 

³aexaÑvit s<maeh> s<maehaTSm&itivæm>, 

krodhädbhavati sammohaù sammohätsmåtivibhramaù| 

Sm&itæ<zadœ buiÏnazae buiÏnazaTà[Zyit.  

småtibhraàçäd buddhinäço buddhinäçätpraëaçyati||  

 

From anger comes confusion, and because of confusion one’s mindfulness is wavering.  

Because of the wavering of mindfulness, the intellect is destroyed.  And because of the 

destruction of the intellect, one is ruined. (2.63) 

 

ragÖe;ivyu´EStu iv;yainiNÔyEírn!, 

rägadveñaviyuktaistu viñayänindriyaiçcaran| 

AaTmvZyEivRxeyaTma àsadmixgCDit.  

ätmavaçyairvidheyätmä prasädamadhigacchati||  

 

But a self-controlled person, whose sense powers are under control and who is detached 

from ignorant desire and aversion, obtains serenity. (2.64) 
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z²aetIhEv y> saeFu< àaKzrIrivmae][at!, 

çaknotéhaiva yaù soòhuà präkçaréravimokñaëät| 

kam³aexaeÑv< veg< s yu´> s suoI nr>. 

kämakrodhodbhavaà vegaà sa yuktaù sa sukhé naraù||  

 

One who is able even here, before giving up his body, to endure the attacks which arise 

from desire and anger, is a real yogi; he is a happy person. (5.23) 
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TEACHING THREE:  KNOWING THE SYSTEM 

 

I.  The Karmic Correlations 

 

A. From the Yoga Sutra: 

 

Aih<sasTyaSteyäücyaRpir¢ha yma>.  

ahiàsäsatyästeyabrahmacaryäparigrahä yamäù|| 

 

The different forms of self-control are avoiding harm to anyone, always telling the truth, 

never stealing from another, keeping sexual purity, and overcoming possessiveness. 

(2.30) 

 

jaitdezkalsmyanviCDÚa> savRÉaEma mhaìtm!. 

jätideçakälasamayänavacchinnäù särvabhaumä mahävratam|| 

 

These various forms of self-control are might codes of conduct meant for people in every 

stage of their personal development.  They go beyond differences in race or social status; 

they go beyond the borders between countries; they go beyond what is modern, or old; 

they go beyond the various creeds and convictions. (2.31) 

 

zaEcs<tae;tp>SvaXyayeñrài[xanain inyma>.  

çaucasantoñatapaùsvädhyäyeçvarapraëidhänäni niyamäù|| 

 

The commitments are to be clean, to be contented with whatever we have, to embrace 

hardships for higher goals, to engage in regular study, and to seek our Master’s blessings. 

(2.32) 

 

Aih<saàitóaya< tTsiÚxaE vErTyag>.  

ahiàsäpratiñöhäyäà tat sannidhau vairatyägaù|| 

 

If you make it a way of life never to hurt others, then in your presence all conflict comes 

to an end. (2.35) 
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sTyàitóaya< i³ya)laïyTvm!.  

satyapratiñöhäyäà kriyäphaläçrayatvam|| 

 

If you make it a way of life always to tell the truth, then anything you undertake will have 

a successful result. (2.36) 

 

ASteyàitóaya< svRrÆaepSwanm!.  

asteyapratiñöhäyäà sarvaratnopasthänaà|| 

 

If you make it a way of life never to steal from another, then there will come a time when 

people just come to you and offer you all the money you need. (2.37) 

 

äücyRàitóaya< vIyRlaÉ>.  

brahmacaryapratiñöhäyäà véryaläbhaù|| 

 

If you make it a way of life always to keep sexual purity, then you will always have 

strength. (2.38) 

 

Apir¢hSwEyeR jNmkw<tas<baex>.  

aparigrahasthairye janmakathaëtäsambodhaù|| 

 

If you persevere in overcoming possessiveness, you will be able to see your other 

lifetimes. (2.39) 

\ 

zaEcat! Sva¼juguPsa prErs<sgR>.  

çaucät sväëgajugupsä parairasaàsargaù|| 

 

If you stay clean, then you will never find yourself in crowds of the filthy. (2.40) 

 

sÅvzuiÏsaEmnSyEka¢(eiNÔyjyaTmdzRnyaeGyTvain c. 

saumanasyaikägryendriyajayätmadarçanayogyatväni ca|| 

 

Truth, purity, sweet thoughts, single-pointedness, and mastery of one’s senses 

are all qualities that make you suitable for seeing your true self. (2.41) 
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s<tae;adœ AnuÄm> suolaÉ>.  

santoñäd anuttamaù sukhaläbhaù|| 

 

If you stay contented, then you achieve happiness which is unsurpassed. (2.42) 

 

kayeiNÔyisiÏrzuiÏ]yat! tps>.  

käyendriyasiddhiraçuddhikñayät tapasaù|| 

 

Embracing spiritual hardships destroys your impurities, allowing you to master 

both body and senses. (2.43) 

  

SvaXyayadœ #òdevtas<àyaeg>.  

svädhyäyäd iñöadevatäsamprayogaù|| 

 

If you engage in regular study, then you come to be with the Angel of your deepest 

dreams. (2.44)  

 

smaixisiÏrIñrài[xanat!.  

samädhisiddhiréçvarapraëidhänät|| 

 

If you seek your Master’s blessing, you attain final meditation. (2.46)  

 

 

 

B. From the First Chapter of Arya Nagarjuna’s ―Precious Garland‖ 

(Ratnavali) 

 

ih<sya jayte=Lpayu> bþabaxae ivih<sya, 

cEyeR[ ÉaegVysnI szÇu> pardairk>.14. 

hiàsayä jäyate'lpäyuù bahväbädho vihiàsayä 

cairyeëa bhogavyasané saçatruù päradärikaù (14) 

 
A short life is obtained through killing, and much suffering through hurting;  

Unlucky with the goods of life through stealing. 

Having lots of enemies comes from adultery. 



12 
 

àTyaOyan< m&;avadat! pEzuNyaiNmÇÉednm!, 

Aiàyïv[< raEúyadpwaRÎ‚ÉRg< vc>.15. 

pratyäkhyänaà måñävädät paiçunyänmitrabhedanam 

apriyaçravaëaà raukñyädapärthäddurbhagam vacaù (15) 

 
From speaking falsely one will be repudiated; 

From divisive speech comes the splitting apart of friends.  

Having to hear disagreeable things arises from harsh speech, 

And because of meaningless speech, your own words are disregarded.  
 

mnaerwan! hNTyiÉXya Vyapadae Éyd> Sm&t>, 

imWya†iò> k…†iòTv< m*pan< mitæm>.16. 

manorathän hantyabhidhyä vyäpädo bhayadaù småtaù 

mithyädåñöiù kudåñöitvaà madyapänaà matibhramaù (16) 

 
Greed destroys what one wishes for, 

Ill will is brought to mind as paranoia. 

Wrong views result in stupidity,  

And drinking brings about a befuddled mind. 

 

Aàdanen dairÕ< imWyajIven vÂna, 

StMÉen Ê:k…lInTvmLpaEjSkTvmI:yRya.17. 

apradänena däridryaà mithyäjévena vaïcanä 

stambhena duñkulénatvamalpaujaskatvamérñyayä (17) 

 
Through not giving comes poverty, 

One becomes the victim of fraud because of wrong livelihood. 

From being stuck up, one obtains a birth in degenerate family, 

Through envy, one is born with very little beauty.  
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³aexaÎ‚vR[Rta maEOyRmàîen ivpiítam!, 

)lmetNmnu:yTve sveR_y> àakœ c ÊgRit>.18. 

krodhäddurvarëatä maurkhyamapraçnena vipaçcitäm 

phalametanmanuñyatve sarvebhyaù präk ca durgatiù (18) 

 
A bad complexion comes from anger,  

Block-headedness from not going to the learned with one’s inquiries.  

These are the karmic results for humans, 

But prior to all is a bad rebirth. 

 

@;amk…zlaOyana< ivpakae y> àkIitRt>, 

k…zlana< c sveR;a< ivprIt> )laedy>.19. 

eñämakuçaläkhyänäà vipäko yaù prakértitaù 

kuçalänäà ca sarveñäà viparétaù phalodayaù (19) 

 
The ripenings of these non-virtues are thus declared; 

Their opposites are the fruits that arise from all the virtues. 

 

laeÉae Öe;í maehí t¾< kmeRit cazuÉm!, 

AlaeÉamaehaÖe;aí t¾< kmeRtrCDuÉm!.20. 

lobho dveñaçca mohaçca tajjaà karmeti cäçubham 

alobhämohädveñäçca tajjaà karmetaracchubham (20) 

 
Desire, hatred, ignorance, and the actions they give rise to 

Are not conducive to one’s welfare.  

Non-desire, non-hatred, non-ignorance and the actions they give rise to 

Are truly beneficial. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



14 
 

AzuÉaTsvRÊ>oain svRÊgRtyStwa, 

zuÉaTsugty> svaR> svRjNmsuoain c.21. 

açubhätsarvaduùkhäni sarvadurgatayastathä 

çubhätsugatayaù sarväù sarvajanmasukhäni ca (21) 

 
All suffering, and also all bad births, come from what is non-virtuous. 

And all good births and all the pleasures of life come from what is virtuous. 

 

nrkàetityRG_yae xmaRdSmaiÖmuCyte, 

n&;u deve;u caßaeit suoïIraJyivStran!.23. 

narakapretatiryagbhyo dharmädasmädvimucyate 

nåñu deveñu cäpnoti sukhaçréräjyavistarän (23) 

 
Because of one’s spiritual practice one is freed from 

Birth in hell, as a hungry ghost, or as an animal.  

Reborn as a human or pleasure being 

One gains extensive happiness, fortune, and dominion. 

 

 

II.  Four Different Ways Karma Ripens  

 

From the Great Book on the Steps of the Path (Lam Rim Chenmo), composed by Lord 

Tsongkapa (1357-1419): 

 

Now each one of the ten paths of karma can itself be divided into three kinds—lesser, 

medium, and greater—depending on the intensity of the three poisons.  The Main Stage 

of Levels states that, from the ten greater instances of killing and the rest, one is born into 

the hells.  It says that from medium instances of each of the ten you take birth as an 

insatiable spirit; and from the ten lesser instances, you are born as an animal. 

 

The Sutra on the Ten Levels however states the consequences of two of the kinds of 

instances, the lesser and the medium, in reverse of this. 

 

The "consistent" consequences are as follows.  Even if you do manage to escape the 

realms of misery and take birth as a human, the following respective results occur to you: 

 

1) Your life is short. 

 

2) You don't have enough to live on. 
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3) You have problems keeping your partner from others. 

 

4) People don't believe what you say, even when you're telling the truth. 

 

5) You lose friends easily. 

 

6) You hear things as bad sounds. 

 

7) No one listens to you. 

 

8) Your personality is dominated by desire. 

 

9) Your personality is dominated by anger. 

 

10) Your personality is dominated by stupidity. 

 

The Chapter on the True and the Sutra on the Ten Levels state that there are two such 

consequences for each of the ones given here; even if you do manage to take birth as a 

human, 

 

1) Your life is short, and you get sick easily. 

 

2) You don't have enough to live on, and what you do have is all just 

common property with others. 

 

3) The people who work around you are "inconsistent," which here means 

unreliable, and you find yourself having a lot of competition for your 

partner. 

 

4) No one believes what you say, even when you are speaking the truth, and 

others are always deceiving you. 

 

5) The people around you are always fighting against one another, and have 

an undesirable character. 

 

6) You hear many unpleasant things, and when others talk to you it always 

seems to you as if they want to start a fight. 

 

7) No one respects what you say—no one thinks that what you say has any 

particular value, and you are afflicted with a lack of confidence. 

 

8) Your personality is dominated by desire, and you are never satisfied with 

what you have. 

 

9) You are always finding yourself without help, or never find the help you 

need; and you are always hurting others, or always being hurt by others. 
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10) You become a person who keeps harmful views, or a deceitful person. 

 

Great lamas of the past have expressed the position that it is a consequence of consistent 

action where as a karmic result of killing you become someone who takes pleasure in 

killing and the rest.  It is a consequence of consistent experience then when you have to 

undergo the results just listed. 

 

Next is what we call the "environmental" or "dominant" consequence.  Here for example 

the consequence of killing expresses itself in the outer world around you.  Food, drink, 

medicine, the crops in the fields, and other such things have very little power; they are 

always inferior; they have little nutrition or potency; they are hard to digest, and they 

cause disease in you.  Because of this the majority of the living beings around you die 

before reaching the end of a full life. 

 

Because you have stolen, then the crops are few and far between; the crops have no 

power to remove hunger; they spoil; they never come up; dry spells stay on too long; it 

rains too much; the crops dry up, or die off. 

 

Because you have done wrong sex, you live in a place where there is piss and shit all 

around, and mud and dirt and filth, and everything stinks, and everywhere seems 

unpleasant and distasteful. 

 

Because you have lied, you live in a world where, when you undertake farming or some 

work in cooperation with other people, in the end the work fails to prosper, and the 

people can't work well together, and for the most part everyone is cheating one another, 

and is afraid, and where there are many things to be afraid of. 

 

Because you have split people up with your talk, the very ground in the place you live is 

all uneven, covered with crags and gullies, full of highs and lows, so that you can travel 

only with difficulty, and where you are always afraid, and there are many things to be 

afraid of. 

 

Because you have spoken harsh words, the ground where you live is covered with 

obstacles like the trunks of fallen trees, and thorns, and stones, and clods of dirt, and lots 

of sharp broken pieces of glass; it's rough, and dreary; no streams, or lakes, or springs of 

water; the whole earth is parched, poisoned with salt and borax, burning hot, useless, 

threatening; a place where there are many things to fear. 

 

Because you have talked meaninglessly, fruits refuse to grow on the trees, or they start to 

grow at the wrong times, never at the right times, and seem ripe when they're still not 

ripe, or their roots are frail, or they can't stay long; there are no places to take your 

leisure, no parks, no glades, no pools of cool water, and many things around to make you 

afraid. 
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Because you have coveted what others have, then each and every good thing you ever 

manage to find starts to get worse, and less and less, never more, each one of them, with 

the passing of each of the four seasons, and in every month, and even day by day. 

 

Because you have wished bad things on others, you live in a world of chaos, where 

diseases spread, and evil is everywhere, and plague, and conflict, and fear from the 

armies of other nations; where there are many lions or leopards or other dangerous 

animals; where there are everywhere venomous snakes or scorpions or poison biting 

worms; you live surrounded by harmful spirits, and thieves or muggers, and the like. 

 

Because you have held wrong views, then you live in a world where the single highest 

source of happiness is steadily disappearing from the earth; a world where people think 

that things that are unclean and things that are suffering are actually nice, and happiness; 

a world where there is no place to go, no one to help, nothing to protect you. 
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TEACHING FOUR:  WORKING THE SYSTEM 

 

I.  What We Can Change. . . And What We Can’t 

  

A. From the Yoga Sutra: 

 

hey< Ê>om! Anagtm!. 16. 

heyaà duùkham anägatam|| 

 

The pain that we are ridding ourselves of is all the pain that would have come to us in the 

future. (2.16)  

 

B. From the Bhagavad Gita: 

n kmR[amnarMÉaÚE:kMyR pué;ae=îute, 

na karmaëämanärambhännaiñkarmya puruño'çnute| 

n c s<Nysnadev isiÏ< smixgCDit. 

na ca sannyasanädeva siddhià samadhigacchati|| 

 

A person does not escape karma by just not doing anything.  It is not through mere 

renunciation that one achieves perfection. (3.4) 

  

 

n ih kiíT][mip jatu itóTykmRk«t!, 

na hi kaçcitkñaëamapi jätu tiñöhatyakarmakåt| 

kayRte ývz> kmR svR> àk«itjEguR[E>. 

käryate hyavaçaù karma sarvaù prakåtijairguëaiù|| 

 

There’s no one who exists even for a moment without doing some action.  Everyone, 

however unwillingly, is forced to act due to the constituents of nature. (3.5)  
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ïeyaNSvxmaeR ivgu[> prxmaRTSvnuiótat!, 

çreyänsvadharmo viguëaù paradharmätsvanuñöhität| 

SvxmeR inxn< ïey> prxmaeR Éyavh>.  

svadharme nidhanaà çreyaù paradharmo bhayävahaù||  

 

It is better to do one’s own duty imperfectly than to do the duty of another well.  It is 

better even to die doing one’s own duty; the duty of another is perilous.  (3.35) 

 

Anaiït> kmR)l< kay¡ kmR kraeit y>, 

anäçritaù karmaphalaà käryaà karma karoti yaù| 

s s<NyasI c yaegI c n inri¶nR cai³y>. 

sa sannyäsé ca yogé ca na niragnirna cäkriyaù|| 

 

One who does what needs to be done while remaining unattached to the results of this 

action is a true renouncer and a yogi, not the one who has merely abandoned the 

sacrificial fire or eschews religious rites. (6.1) 

 

y< s<Nyasimit àa÷yaeRg< t< iviÏ pa{fv, 

yaà sannyäsamiti prähuryogaà taà viddhi päëòava| 

n ýs<NySts»Lpae yaegI Évit kín. 

na hyasannyastasaìkalpo yogé bhavati kaçcana||  

 

You should know, Arjuna, that yoga is what they call renunciation.  No one becomes a 

yogi who has not renounced expectation of selfish advantage.  

(6.2) 

 

II. Factors that Strengthen Karma 

 

A. From the Abhidharmakosha: 

 

Those are definite which involve fierce 

Mental affliction or faith, an object of special 

Qualities, anything done on a 

Continual basis, killing father or mother. 

Deeds with results which are something seen, 
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Due to features of the object or thought; 

Anything which was something certain to ripen, 

Where completely free of the level's desire. [IV.213-20] 

 

"Just what," one may ask, "do you mean when you mention types of deeds that are certain 

to ripen?"  Those deeds are definite (will definitely ripen into a future experience) 

which involve any of the following: 

 

1) fierce emotions, of either mental affliction or faith; 

2) an object of special qualities—that is, deeds performed with respect to 

the Gems; 

3) anything done on a continual basis; and 

4) killing one's father or mother, even when this is done with meritorious 

intent. 

 

"In the lines above," one may continue, "you mentioned that `one is the type with results 

that you see.'  Can you describe this further?"  Deeds with results which are something 

seen in the same life are this way due to special features of the object or thought 

involved. 

 

A case of a deed which, because of the special features of the object involved, turned into 

the type that gives a result in the very same life would be as follows.  In one of his former 

lives, our Teacher was once a certain monk who had mastered all three sections of the 

canon.  There had been a steady increase in quarreling among the community of monks.  

One monk—who had himself committed the sections of the canon to memory—managed 

to bring the different sides to an agreement.  This angered the other monk (the one who 

was a master of the canon), who made the sarcastic statement that "A woman has settled 

a women's quarrel."  Because of this deed the monk turned into a woman in that very life, 

and took five hundred births thereafter as a woman as well. 

 

An instance of a deed which, because of special features of the thought involved, turns 

into the type that gives a result that you see in this very life would be as follows.  King 

Kanaka had a certain eunuch by the name of "Longwa."  He met someone driving a herd 

of five hundred cattle and asked the man what he planned to do. "We're going to castrate 

them," was the reply.  Overcome with compassion, Longwa managed to save all the cattle 

from their fate: as a result, his own organ was restored in the very same life. 

 

Aside from the above, anything which was something certain to ripen at any particular 

level can also constitute a deed which gives a result that you see in the very same life, in 

cases where the person has become completely free of any desire for this level. . . .  

 

 

Conclusion, one who's acted toward, commission; 

Undertaking, thinking, and intention: 

The power of the deed itself's exactly 

As little or great as these happen to be. [IV.473-6] 
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Here we might touch by the way on what determines how serious a given deed will be.  

The first factor that can make a deed serious is what we call "performance in 

conclusion," which means to continue a particular act well after the original course of 

action. 

 

The one who's acted toward in any particular deed—someone who may have lent one 

great aid in the past—is also a factor in making the deed a serious one.  Deeds which are 

more serious because of the basic type involved in the actual commission of the act 

would include cases like killing (among the different deeds of the body), lying (among 

the deeds of speech), and mistaken views (among the deeds of thought).  Even among the 

different types of killing there are those which are more serious—killing an enemy 

destroyer, for example—because as Close Recollection states, 

 

...it leads one to the lowest hell, "Without Respite."  A less serious type of 

killing would be to take the life of a person who had reached any of the 

paths.  And the least serious type would be to kill an animal, or a very 

immoral person. 

 

Deeds made serious by the stage of their preliminary undertaking would be those which 

involved actually applying oneself physically or verbally.  Deeds made serious by the 

thinking involved would be those where one's thoughts in carrying out the act were 

particularly strong.  And deeds which turn more serious because of the intention 

involved would be those where one undertakes an act with particularly strong thoughts of 

motivation. 

 

We can summarize by saying that the power of the deed itself is exactly as little or 

great as these six factors of conclusion and the rest happen to be in their own force.  

One should understand that deeds where all six factors are present in force are extremely 

serious. 

 

B. From the Great Book on the Steps of the Path, by Je Tsongkapa (1357-

1419): 

 

Here is the first.  One may ask, "How do you define the act of killing?"  The Abbreviation 

says that five parts are involved: the object, the conception, the thinking, the bad thought, 

and the conclusion.  These five can be shortened into four: the middle three can be 

included into the thinking, and we can add the stage of undertaking; this makes the 

presentation easier, and in no way violates the intention of the original text. 

 

Now the object for killing is a sentient being: anything with life.  The Levels of 

Practitioners does state "another living being," but is only referring to the fact that, when 

the murderer is murdering himself, there is a wrong deed of undertaking, but not one of 

completion. 
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The part of the thinking has three components of its own.  Conception can be of four 

different types: to conceive of the object, say a living being, as being a living being; to 

conceive of a living being as something other than a living being; to conceive of 

something other than a living being as being other than a living being, and to conceive of 

this same thing as a living being.  The first and third types of conception here are 

unmistaken; the second and fourth are mistaken. 

 

This is a particular feature of the motivation.  Suppose, for example, that you think to 

yourself, "I only want to kill John," and undertake the deed.  Then you mistake Joe for 

John, and kill Joe.  In this sort of case, there is no "actual-commission" stage; so we can 

see that, for this stage, the conception you have must be unmistaken.  If on the other hand 

you undertake the deed with some general kind of motivation, if you think to yourself, 

"I'll kill anyone I happen to meet," then this detail of the conception having to be 

unmistaken need not be complete.  You should understand that this point applies to the 

other nine as well. 

 

The second component of the thinking is the bad thought involved.  In this case, it can be 

any of the three poisons. 

 

A third component is the motivation; here, it is the wish to kill. 

 

Here are the different aspects of the undertaking.  As far as the one who undertakes the 

deed, it doesn't matter whether you perform it yourself, or get someone else to do it for 

you, it's all the same.  The essence of the undertaking is when the deed is initiated, either 

with some kind of weapon, or poison, or spell, or whatever the case may be. 

 

The conclusion occurs when, due to this undertaking of the deed, the other person dies, 

either at the time of the undertaking, or later on.   
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III. Purifying Past Negative Karma 

 

A. From the Yoga Sutra: 

 

ivtkRbaxne àitp]Éavnm!.  

vitarkabädhane pratipakñabhävanam|| 

 

When the images start to hurt you, sit down and work out the antidote. (2.33) 

 

ivtkaR ih<sady> k«tkairtanumaeidta laeÉ³aexmaehpUvRka m&ÊmXyaixmaÇa 

Ê>oa}ananNt)la #it àitp]Éavnm!.  

vitarkä hiàsädayaù kåtakäritänumoditä lobhakrodhamohapürvakä 

mådumadhyädhimäträ duùkhäjïänänantaphalä iti pratipakñabhävanaà|| 

 

The images – people who hurt me or the like – come from what I did myself, or got 

others to do for me, or what I was glad to hear that others had done.  And what came 

before them was either craving, or hating, or dark ignorance.  Say to yourself then, ―Who 

knows what pain I have planted for myself?‖  Sit and work out the antidote. (2.34) 

 

B. From the Entry Point for Children of the Victorious Buddhas, a 

commentary by Gyaltsab Je Darma Rinchen (1364-1432) on the Guide to 

the Bodhisattva's Way of Life by Master Shantideva (c. 700 AD): 

 

You should from the very beginning make efforts to see that you are not sullied by 

performing any harmful actions.  Despite your efforts, however, such an action may 

occur, due to some instance of carelessness, an attack of mental afflictions, or the like.  It 

would be a mistake in such a case to simply ignore the bad deed; you should rather exert 

yourself in the various methods of repairing the damage.  These methods were taught by 

our compassionate Teacher. 

 

Instances in which you have committed some transgression of your vows, at whichever 

level of vows you may have, should be repaired according to the methods prescribed for 

those particular vows.  For repairing the damage caused by other kinds of bad deeds you 

should utilize the four powers.  As the Sutra on the Four Practices states, 

 

If, oh Loving One, some great bodhisattva has succeeded in the four practices, then even 

those bad deeds which have been both committed and collected can be overcome.  What 

are the four practices?  They are as follows: the activity of destruction; the activity of 

applying the antidote; the force of restraining from the particular bad deed; and the force 

of the foundation. 
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The expression "committed and collected" refers to actions whose karmic results are 

"certain to be experienced."  If even these types of karmic results can be overcome by the 

four practices, then there is no need to mention those which are not certain to be 

experienced. 

 

The first of these four forces involves feeling strong regret over having committed some 

negative action.  In order to achieve this level of regret, you must contemplate carefully 

the way in which negative actions trigger three different karmic results. 

 

The second force, as described in the Compendium of Trainings, consists of performing 

practices such as studying the profound scriptures of the canon, meditating on emptiness, 

reciting secret words, preparing physical representations of the holy bodies of enlightened 

beings, making offerings, and reciting the names of high beings. 

 

The third force is to restrain yourself perfectly from ever committing these negative 

actions again in the future.   

 

The fourth consists of meditating upon the wish for enlightenment, and similar practices.   

 

IV.  Overcoming Obstacles 
 

VyaixSTyans<zyàmadalSyaivritæaiNtdzRnalBx 

ÉUimkTvanviSwtTvainicÄiv]epaSte=Ntraya>.  

vyädhistyänasaàçayapramädälasyäviratibhräntidarçanälabdha 

bhümikatvänavasthitatvänicittavikñepäste'ntaräyäù|| 

 

Obstacles occur when the mind is distracted, and this can be caused by ilness, fogginess 

in the mind, having doubts, carelessness, laziness, mistaken views of the world which are 

left uncorrected, failing to reach specific levels, or not being established in them firmly. 

(2.30)  

 

tTàit;exawRm! @ktÅva_yas>.  

tatpratiñedhärtham ekatattväbhyäsaù|| 

 

And if you wish to stop these obstacles, there is one and only one crucial practice for 

doing so. (2.32) 
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mEÇIké[amuidtaepe][a< suoÊ>opu{yapu{yiv;ya[a< 

ÉavnatiíÄàsadnm!.  

maitrékaruëämuditopekñaëäà sukhaduùkhapuëyäpuëyaviñayäëäà 

bhävanätaçcittaprasädanaà|| 

 

You must use kindness, compassion, joy, and equanimity.  Learn to keep your feelings in 

balance, whether something feels good or whether it hurts; whether something is 

enjoyable or distasteful.  This practice makes the mind bright and clear as pure water. 

(2.33)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



26 
 

TEACHING FIVE: WHY KARMA WORKS 

 

I. Karma and the Glass of Liquid 

 

From the Overview of the Middle Way, composed by Master Kedrup Tenpa Dargye 

(1493-1568): 

 

Here we will analyze the statement [from Entering the Middle Way, by Master 

Chandrakirti (650 AD)] where it says, "The mind of a craving spirit as well, which sees a 

stream of water as pus." . . .   

 

Now suppose three different types of beings—a pleasure being, a human, and a craving 

spirit, each with their own karma—sit down together and look upon a glass filled with 

water, the thing we define as "wet and flowing."  The glass of water is not at this point 

one thing which is simultaneously three different objects.  Neither is it necessary in this 

situation for there to be three identical valid perceptions.  And when the glass full of wet 

and flowing water occurs, it occurs with three different, distinct parts to it. 

 

It is not though the case that, from the time it first started, the glass of water came with 

the three different parts, or that they stay with the glass of water until it eventually ends.  

What happens is that one of the parts of the glass filled with wet and flowing water 

provides a material cause, and the karma of the craving spirit provides a contributing 

factor; and then based on both of these the later continuation of one part of the glass of 

water starts being blood and pus.  

 

Another part of the glass of water again provides a material cause, and the karma of the 

human provides a contributing factor; and then based on both of these the later 

continuation of one part of the glass of water starts being water. 

 

Yet another part of the glass of water provides a material cause, and the karma of the 

pleasure being provides a contributing factor; and then based on both of these the later 

continuation of one part of the glass of water starts being ambrosia, and so on. 

 

At this point, the glass full of wet and flowing water is something with three different 

parts.  Nonetheless, it is not the case that all three different beings see all three parts.  The 

craving spirit is forced by the bad karma he has collected to see the glass of water as pus 

and blood; and he doesn't see the other two things.  One should understand that a similar 

case holds with the latter two types of beings. 

 

What we just described as happening is only with reference to where a glass of something 

wet and flowing is an object shared by the three different beings, as they look at it 

together.  When the craving spirit himself though picks up the glass in his hand and 

begins to partake of its contents, the glass of liquid is no longer something that exists 

with three different parts.  Since at this point it is something that the craving spirit is 

experiencing exclusively, its continuation starts being pus and blood. 
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How the glass of liquid exists originally all depends on the particular outer world from 

where it has been taken, for each of the three different beings has a different outer world, 

depending on the specific karma he himself has collected.  If the glass of liquid were 

sweet, cool water taken from the world of humans—a world created by the specific 

karma of the human in the group—then that would be its original condition, and so on. 

 

II. Emptiness, Karma, and Projection 

 

A.  From the Yoga Sutra: 

 

pir[amEkTvadœ vStutÅvm!.  

pariëämaikatväd vastutattvaà|| 

 

Since all the possible permutations of things are but one, their basis is suchness. (4.14) 

 

tds<OyeyvasnaiÉz! icÇm! Aip praw¡ s<hTykairTvat!. 24. 

tadasaìkhyeyaväsanäbhiç cittram api parärtha saàhatyakäritvät|| 

 

Countless seeds within our minds make us see the great variety of things around us.  The 

way it works is that they organize other parts in a certain way. (4.24) 

 

 

B. From the Hatha Yoga Pradipika: 

 

s»Lp maÇ klnEv jgTsm¢< s»Lp maÇ klnEv mnae ivlas>, 

saìkalpa mätra kalanaiva jagatsamagraà saìkalpa mätra kalanaiva mano 

viläsaù| 

s»Lp maÇ mitmuTs&j inivRkLpm! AaiïTy iníymvaßuih ram zaiNtm!.  

saìkalpa mätra matimutsåja nirvikalpam äçritya niçcayamavapnuhi räma 

çäntim||| 

 

The emtore world is nothing but a fabrication of our thoughts.  And the play of the mind 

itself is nothing but a fabrication of our thoughts.  Give up this belief in what is nothing 

more than your thoughts.  Learn to depend upon that which is beyond all thoughts.  Then, 

surely, Ram you will attain peace. (4.58) 
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III.   The Unity Underlying Diversity 

 

A. From the Hatha Yoga Pradipika: 

 

kpURrmnle yÖTsENxv< sille ywa, 

twa sNxIyman< c mnStÅve ivlIyte.  

karpüramanale yadvatsaindhavaà salile yathä| 

tathä sandhéyamänaà ca manastattve viléyate|| 

 

Think of the way that camphor dissolves in a fire, or salt into a cup of water.  This is how 

the mind then merges, except that it dissolves into suchness. (4.59) 

 

mnae †Zyimd< sv¡ yiTk<icTs cracrm!, 

mnsae ýuNmnI ÉavadœÖEt< nEvael_yte.  

mano dåçyamidaà sarvaà yatkiïcitsa caräcaram| 

manaso hyunmané bhäväddvaitaà naivolabhyate|| 

 

Everything here, everything that the mind can see – all that exists at all, whether it moves 

or stands unmoving – is completely free of duality when the mind goes into the state 

beyond the mind. (4.61) 

 

 

IV.  Penetrating the Illusion and Seeing Reality As It Is 

 

 

yaegiíÄv&iÄinraex>.  

yogaçcittavåttinirodhaù|| 

 

We become whole by stopping how the mind turns. (1.2) 
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]I[v&ÄeriÉjatSyev m[e¢RhIt&¢h[¢aýe;u tTSwtdÃntasmapiÄ>.  

kñéëavåtterabhijätasyeva maëergrahétågrahaëagrähyeñu 

tatsthatadaïjanatäsamäpattiù|| 

 

Those extraordinary people who shatter the way the mind turns things around use a 

balanced meditation, which is fixed and clear on its object.  And this object is like a 

crystal, with the one that holds it, and what it holds, and the holding itself as well. (1.41) 

 

Sm&itpirzuÏaE SvêpzUNyevawRmaÇinÉaRsa inivRtkaR.  

småti pariçuddhau svarüpaçünyevärthamätranirbhäsä nirvitarka|| 

 

Stay in that one pure thought, and never forget it; that single most important thing.  

Things are empty of being what they are by themselves.  This is the clear light, beyond 

all conceptual thought. (1.43) 

 

tdœ @vawRmaÆinÉaRs< SvêpzUNym! #v smaix>. 

tad evärthamätranirbhäsaà svarüpaçünyam iva samädhiù|| 

 

Perfect meditation then sees this same object as its simple self, its clear light, totally void 

of any nature of its own. (3.3) 

 

pué;awRzUNyana< gu[ana< àitàsv> kEvLy< Svêpàitóa va icitz´eirit. 34. 

puruñärthaçünyänäà guëänäà pratiprasavaù kaivalyaà svarüpapratiñöhä vä 

citiçakteriti|| 

 

Total purity is where those who have grasped the emptiness of the person and of things 

develop each of the high qualities.  It too is something that comes through the power of 

the mind, for those who dwell in their own true nature. (4.34) 
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V. Actions Without Actors: Transcending Karma 

 

àk«te> i³yma[ain gu[E> kmaRi[ svRz>, 

prakåteù kriyamäëäni guëaiù karmäëi sarvaçaù| 

Ah»arivmUFaTma ktaR=himit mNyte.  

ahaìkäravimüòhätmä kartä'hamiti manyate||  

 

All actions are done just by the constituents of nature, but one who is deluded by the ego 

thinks, ―I am the doer.‖  (3.27) 

 

nEv ikm! icTkraemIit yu´ae mNyet tÅvivt!, 

naiva kim citkarométi yukto manyeta tattvavit | 

pZyÁz&{vNSp&ziÃºÚîNgCDNSvpÁñsn!.5,8. 

paçyaïçåëvanspåçaïjighrannaçnangacchansvapaïçvasan ||5|8|| 

 

Whether he is seeing, hearing, touching, smelling, eating, walking, sleeping or breathing, 

the disciplined one who knows how things really are would think, ―I’m not doing 

anything at all.‖ (5.8). 

 

àk«TyEv c kmaRi[ i³yma[ain svRz>, 

prakåtyaiva ca karmäëi kriyamäëäni sarvaçaù | 

y> pZyit twaTmanmktaRr< s pZyit. 

yaù paçyati tathätmänamakartäraà sa paçyati || 

 

One who sees that all actions are actually done only through the workings of nature and 

thus that the self is not an actor at all, truly sees.  (13.29)  

 

 

 


