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A YIDAM STORY 
November 23, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
No, itôs not a Barbra Streisand movie. Yidam 
practice is what many dharma practitioners do when 
they have finished what are called the Preliminary 
Practices. There are at least three forms of 
preliminary practice in Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism, 
often termed the Common, Extraordinary, and the 
Special Preliminaries, but they are preliminary to 
what? And what happens after the preliminaries are 
completed? 
 
The answer is that every practice in Tibetan 
Buddhism is preliminary to our recognizing the 
actual nature of our own mind. However, that ñR-
ecognitionò of the nature of the mind is not 
something that we can just fall into or come by 
naturally on our own. It requires what is called Deity 
Practice (or the equivalent) and working with a 
realized lama, and thatôs where the selection of a 
yidam comes in. 
 
The concept of the Yidam does not have a simple 
corollary here in the West. Perhaps what is called 
your ñpower animalò or totem in the Native American 
tradition comes closest, and the Patron Saint in 
Catholicism is vaguely similar, but we donôt have a 
word for ñYidamò in the English language. 
 
Functionally, a Yidam might be defined as whatever 
method it takes to get us to drop our endless 
conceptual expectations, snap out of it, and just 
realize the true nature of how the mind actually 
works. In other words, there has to be some way or 
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method for us to shift from our habitual fixation on 
conceptualization to grasping or realizing the actual 
nature of the mind itself and how it works. As I 
understand it, that is the function of the Yidam in 
Buddhist practice. 
 
Whatever the particular method of liberation that 
can reveal the actual nature of the mind to us can 
rightly be called our yidam. The range of possible 
methods is endless, thus the many stories in Zen 
Buddhism, of the teacher doing whatever is 
necessary to pop the student out of their conceptual 
bubble or in Tibetan Buddhism what is called ñCrazy 
Wisdom,ò which is the same general idea. And 
Tibetan Buddhism has the Pointing-Out Instructions, 
whereby a realized lama points out to us the true 
nature of our mind so that we can see it. And there 
is, of course, Deity Practice. 
 
In Tibetan Vajrayana practice, the choice of a yidam 
comes after all the preliminary practices have been 
completed and we are ready for what is called Deity 
Practice. There are three kinds of Tibetan deities: 
peaceful, wrathful, and semi-wrathful, and they 
represent different internal qualities within 
ourselves. In Tibet, it was traditional for the teacher 
to select the proper deity (method) for the student to 
use in Deity Practice, but the student can select his 
or her yidam on their own, if they had a special 
feeling for one or another deity. I thought I was of 
the second type, that I could pick my own yidam, 
and thus this somewhat humorous story. 
 

When I finished the Extraordinary Preliminaries and 
was ready for what is called Deity Practice, I cast 
about in my mind to see what deity I felt drawn to. I 
felt a special kinship to both Guru Rinpoche and to 
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Vajrapani, in particular a wrathful form of Vajrapani 
called ñDorje Tumpo.ò Vajrapani is traditionally 
connected to enlightened activity, and I have always 
felt that of the five Buddha Families, that I belong to 
the Karma Family, known for its activity and all-
accomplishing wisdom. I may not have had the 
wisdom, but I had some of the ability to accomplish. 
I have always been very active, and Vajrapani is 
known for enlightened activity. And since my 
Buddhist Refuge Name is ñKarma Dhondup Dawa,ò 
which translates to something like ñMoon of 
Accomplishment,ò that was another sign of this 
connection. So, you see how my mind was 
runningé accomplishment, activity, Vajrapani, and 
so on. 
 
Anyway, I felt this strong affinity for Vajrapani and 
decided this must be my yidam. I looked around, but 
there was no sadhana (practice-text) available for 
this deity, much less an empowerment being 
offered. In our lineage (the Karma Kagyu), aside 
from H.H. Karmapa, there are four main regents, 
and one of those regents is said to be a direct 
emanation of Vajrapani, His Eminence Goshir 
Gyaltsab Rinpoche. And all the stories I heard about 
His Eminence said things like that he was very 
direct, seldom smiled, and just was right there and 
very present. I identified with that too. 
 
Well, of course I wrote letters to H.E. Gyaltsab 
Rinpoche, who lives in Sikkim, India. He seldom 
travelled. I wanted to know when he might come to 
America and give a Vajrapani empowerment. And I 
would eventually receive a response, signed by His 
Eminence, but written by his secretary saying he 
had no plans to visit the United States anytime 
soon, but thanking me for writing. 
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I eventually asked my Rinpoche where I could take 
the Vajrapani Empowerment or if he would ever 
offer this empowerment, which I understood that he 
had not ever offered in this country. And to my 
surprise, he agreed to give that empowerment, and 
he did. He actually came to our center here in 
Michigan and offered that empowerment for the 
very first time in this country, which of course I 
attended. And afterword, with the help of my dear 
friend Sange Wangchug (who was staying at our 
center helping me translate Tibetan astrological 
texts), we made a Vajrapani practice text in Tibetan, 
transliteration, and English. It was in the Tibetan 
ñPechaò style, and had a dark blue cover with foil 
stamped imprinting. 
 
Then, in 1997 my wife Margaret and my young son 
Michael traveled all the way to Sikkim and, with the 
help of a very close (and dear) friend, Ngödup 
Burkhar, we requested His Eminence Gyaltsab 
Rinpoche to please give that empowerment. And he 
was kind enough to do it, just for us. 
 
I was thrilled and I did the Vajrapani practice for a 
number of years, including completing the mantra 
repetition cycle (twelve syllables). In completing 
sadhanas, a common measure is to recite 100,000 
mantras for each syllable in the mantra. As you will 
soon hear, this is no guarantee of anything, of 
course. 
 

And my teacher Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche even 
asked me to teach the Vajrapana Sadhana to a 
number of senior students in the main shrine room 
at our monastery. That was an honor. I tell you this, 
not to brag, but because there is a kicker to this 
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story, which is coming: 
 
After all that busyness, the empowerment, trip to 
India, the mantras, the extended practice, some 
years went by. I finally had to admit to myself (and 
to Rinpoche) that no matter how great I felt about 
my connection to Vajrapani, it was not the ticket for 
me as far as realizing the true nature of my mind. All 
that I managed to realize was that I had no 
realization, despite my devotion to Vajrapani. 
Rinpoche just chuckled about my pursuing 
Vajrapani, and my fancying on such a fierce dharma 
protector, and all of that. He knew all along that this 
fixation with Vajrapani on my part was just that, one 
more fixation, something that I thought up and then 
reified to beat the band. 
 
Yes, I still have a real affinity and the deepest 
respect for the Bodhisattva Vajrapani and, because 
I have done so many of his mantras, I still find 
myself automatically saying his mantra every now 
and then. However, I eventually recollected when I 
first met His Holiness the 17th Karmapa in his 
ancestral home, high in the mountains of Tibet. 
There, in the presence of His Holiness, I actually 
deeply realized that in my heart of hearts was none 
other than Chenresik (AvalokiteŜvara), the essence 
of compassion. That is as much a yidam as I know 
in that sense. So, thatôs my story. 
 
I was later to find out that there is another very 
different way and path to realize the true nature of 
the mind other than selecting a yidam and doing 
deity practice, and that is called Mahamudra 
Meditation. And, to my surprise, Mahamudra 
practice is what turned out to be the most natural for 
me. 
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[Photo of Margaret, myself, and our son Michael 
Andrew after receiving the Vajrapani Empowerment 
in 1997 in Sikkim, India. Behind us is His Eminence 
Goshir Gyaltsab Rinpoche. My dear friend Ngödup 
took the photo.] 
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His Eminence Gyaltsab Rinpoche in 1997 at our visit. 
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AMERICAN DHARMA 
October 31, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
We know there is an American Buddhism forming out 
there, but what will it be like? I can remember asking 
my Rinpoche why we had to do our practice in Tibetan, 
rather than English, and his response was that he did 
not want to throw the baby out with the bathwater, 
should there be something embedded in the Tibetan 
form of dharma practice that we need to have at this 
time. And he also pointed out that we must wait for 
Americans to become realized and we will write our 
own sadhanas and give our own teachings in English. 
Tibetan Buddhism is from Tibet. American Buddhism 
will be from and for Americans. This is just the 
beginning. They say it takes 300 years for Buddhism to 
enter a country. 
 
As American Buddhism appears, I am sure there will be 
different threads, but the teachings of the great Tibetan 
teacher Khenpo Gangshar has to be the thread that I 
belong to. Khenpo Gangshar was one of Chögyam 
Trungpaôs primary teachers and reputedly even wilder 
than Trungpa. You can read more about him on 
Wikipedia, but I will mention here just some highlights. 
 
At one point Khenpo Gangshar became very sick and 
died. After death, Gangsharôs corpse was sitting in 
Samadhi, a pose called Tukdam. Chögyam Trungpa 
was saying prayers in vigil near the body of his teacher, 
when one of Trungpaôs movements made a slight 
breeze and at that moment Khenpo Gangshar came 
back to life. This is a true story. 
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Just as amazing, when Khenpo Gangshar came back to 
life, he was a changed man. He was totally on-fire with 
the dharma and after he died (and was in the bardo 
state) he received teachings from two great lamas and 
a premonition of the coming invasion of Tibet by the 
Chinese. At that time, when he returned to life, he gave 
up his monks robes and in the summer of 1957 
proceeded to wander throughout Eastern Tibet teaching 
not only at monasteries, but to lay people as well, 
including women and children. He said there was no 
time to learn dharma gradually (as in the traditional 
way) because of the coming invasion and he proceeded 
to give the ñPointing Out Instructionsò as to the nature of 
the mind to anyone who would listen, people he met 
just walking along the road, etc. Many became realized. 
His influence on Trungpa Rinpoche cannot be over- 
emphasized. My own teacher, the Ven. Khenpo Karthar 
Rinpoche also received those same teachings from 
Khenpo Ganshar himself at that time. 
 
For me, Khenpo Gangshar (and his particular 
teachings) is as much a premonition of the American 
Buddhist mind as I can imagine or have touched upon. I 
have had the good fortune to hear these pith instruction 
teachings of Khenpo Gangshar twice in person from my 
teacher, Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, and I also 
transcribed and studied two other times they were 
given, as well as similar teachings from the Ven. 
Thrangu Rinpoche. And these teachings were very 
much fresh in the mind of both Ven. Thrangu Rinpoche 
and Ven. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche. While those 
teachings have not been released to the public at this 
time, much of what is in them can be found in the 
wonderful book by the great meditation master Thrangu 
Rinpoche in his book ñVivid Awareness,ò which is on 
Amazon.com 
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Here is a brief excerpt from a teaching by Khenpo 
Gangshar called ñA Song to Introduce the Unmistaken 
View of the Great Perfection.ò 
 
ñYou may analyze meticulously, but when a wind blows 
it naturally disperses the clouds and the sky can be 
seen. Endeavour to see empty clarity, mind itself, in the 
same way ï there is nothing greater than this 
understanding. If you donôt stir up the silt, the water will 
remain clear; as such, donôt analyze. Simply rest 
without contrivance and you will come to see the 
emptiness of mind itself. There is nothing greater to see 
than this!?ò 
 
If you would like to read more, here is a link: 
 
http://www.lotsawahouse.org/tibetan-masters/khenpo-
gangshar/song-to-introduce- unmistaken-view 
 

As for realized Americans, I am on my toes and waiting 
for them to appear. Sometimes there are a couple of 
drops before the rain begins. 
 
[Photo of the Ven. Khenpo Gangshar.] 

http://www.lotsawahouse.org/tibetan-masters/khenpo-gangshar/song-to-introduce-
http://www.lotsawahouse.org/tibetan-masters/khenpo-gangshar/song-to-introduce-
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ASTROLOGY AND THE DHARMA 
November 13, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
I continue to get questions, remarks, and comments, 
some of them even aggressive, not to mention a few 
private messages that are just rude, about why I donôt 
write more about astrology and less about dharma 
training. 
 
Although I have, in my own way, been a leader in 
astrology for a long time, even would- be friends wish 
that I would do what they suggest rather than what I 
have always done, which is what my heart and mind 
tells me is the truth for me. As mentioned, some are 
private emails, some are comments or suggestions, 
some nudges, and some regrets about what they 
remember that they like about whoever they think I am. 
To all of them, I respectfully apologize; perhaps it would 
help if I tried to explain how I view my relationship of 
astrology to the Dharma. To do this, I have to backup to 
when I first discovered astrology, so bear with me. 
 
I came out of the 1950s, with all of the complexities and 
shortcomings of that time period, like cowering under 
my desk at school (with all the other students) during 
the endless air-raid drills of that time in fear of the 
Soviets dropping nuclear bombs on us. Of course, as 
students we didnôt fully understand what was going on, 
how serious or not serious that was, but it made a deep 
impression. 
 
Even worse was the brainwashing that came from the 
emerging psychological trend of replacing the various 
traditional human attributes like Bravery, Honesty, 
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Fairness, Loyalty, Patience, and so on, with labels like 
Paranoid, Manic-Depressive, Bi-Polar, Schizophrenic, 
and the like. Our fathers and mothers grew up with the 
first set of attributes, but my generation (when we were 
finding ourselves) was labeled with the second set, if 
only because that was the trend at the time. Our 
parents enjoyed it, but we were not in on the joke. You 
have to realize that like any young adult, my generation 
was trying to find out who we were, to build self-
confidence, and to identify ourselves. 
This psycho-babble of labels being pinned on us (and 
everyone), was not helpful. Enter astrology. 
 
So, when I encountered astrology, I found a view with 
another set of attributes, thankfully a ñsecond opinionò 
and another view of who I was and what I was good for, 
perhaps far out (in the heavens), but one more dignified 
and respectful of the human condition. It was certainly 
better than to label myself and those I met as paranoid 
or schizophrenic and all that stuff. With the astrological 
labels I was able to build a persona, an idea of who I 
was, other than the psychological mumbo-jumbo that 
society was offering. 
 
I mean, after all, we come into this world not only naked 
but also empty of a persona, the mere shell of a self 
that we then proceed to create, pulling around us the 
mask or cloak of a persona based on the labels and 
attributes available to us. Well, I rejected those 
psychological labels, and borrowed from astrologyôs rich 
history of descriptors. Astrology allowed me to create a 
positive idea of myself, that I was in fact someone after 
all, and a unique individual on top of that. In other 
words, I could distinguish myself from the mass of 
everyone, from my Moon. Remember in astrology that 
the mystery of the Moon is that she is both our mother 
and our child. 
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The important point here is that astrology allowed me to 
identify and differentiate myself from others, something 
I had been unable to successfully do under the 
psychological climate of the times. Every young adult 
must do this ï individualize. I took to astrology. I 
became expert in astrology. I did all I could to bend and 
use astrology as a way of seeing life, a positive view. 
And I also went into my mind and found astrological 
techniques that should be of interest to others. After all, 
astrology is a language to express our lives, just as 
good any other language, and for me just what the 
doctor ordered. 
 
I not only learned astrology, but I was the first person to 
program astrology on microcomputers and share those 
programs openly with my fellow astrologers. I went on 
to create an astrological center that produced more 
than 36 conferences and events. In addition, I created 
or gave meaning to a number of techniques, some of 
which are now being used by astrologers. These would 
include Local Space relocation, Heliocentric 
Archetypes, Deep-Space Astrology, Planetary Nodes, 
Full-Phase Aspects, A new view of Retrogrades, and 
many others. 
 
I worked very hard to weave all that I learned from 
traditional astrology into what I was finding fresh from 
mining the depths of the astrological mind that we all 
share. The Tibetan Buddhist tradition states that 
astrology entered our world-system when the 
Bodhisattva Manjushri appeared in the form of a young 
adult and from the top of his head emanated the 84,000 
astrological dharmas, most of which are still there 
today, embedded as mind treasures to be eventually 
found by people like ourselves. 
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When I began to meet the Tibetan Buddhists, I found 
that they had yet another system of labels, one which 
included astrology within it as a mother might carry a 
child. The Buddhist path to greater awareness, which is 
called The Dharma, is a meta- or super- system, 
inclusive of my beloved astrology. I instantly felt at 
home and had found my tribe. 
 
And the most amazing thing was that the Buddhist 
mind-training methods completed areas of self-building 
that I had never been able to satisfy, despite all of the 
astrology I had managed. In the dharma, I found a 
better language. And dharma was not just a descriptive 
language, but a series of very effective techniques to 
greater awareness. We cling to what we know, so I 
understand when astrologers lecture me about how 
astrology is able to do this or that. Yes, buté there are 
things that astrology is not designed to do. 
 

And to use that old phrase, before I knew it, the 
dewdrop (which was my astrology) slipped into the 
shining sea of Dharma and they became one. And this 
was during those very special years when the great 
Tibetan rinpoches had no real place to go and so they 
travelled America, willing to visit wherever they were 
invited. And I asked them, one after another, what was 
the role of astrology in Buddhism? 
 
And my dharma teacher, a very high rinpoche, was kind 
enough to point out to me that in the Tibetan teachings, 
astrology is considered one of the limbs of the yoga, as 
he put it, but not the root. Dharma is the root, and 
astrology is a branch. That made a lot of sense to me. 
He explained, by way of analogy, that astrology is what 
is called a relative truth. It can take us from here to 
there in life, adjusting our attitude so that we take the 
winds of change more effectively. This rang true to me. 
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This is what I did as a counseling astrologer. 
 
And Rinpoche went on to say that the Dharma was an 
absolute truth. To perhaps make this clearer, imagine a 
great sphere or globe. Astrology can help us get from 
one point on the surface of the globe to another, 
hopefully (for us) a better place or point, but not toward 
center. The Dharma can take us toward the center. 
 
With the Dharma, each step of training (when it is 
realized) takes us to greater awareness. Astrology is 
useful in the mundane or relative sphere as a way to 
better set our sails to more aerodynamically take the 
winds of change. Astrology can be used for good or not-
good. 
 
And while at times I can be a bit of a wizard in the 
relative world (and my ego loves it), every sudden shift 
of awareness toward the center (greater awareness) 
attained through dharma training brings forth more 
compassion and generosity of spirit that humbles me in 
thankfulness. The dharma is a life saver. 
 
In summary, while I could (if asked) teach you many 
things about esoteric astrology in this blog, much of 
which I have written out in my free books, I would be 
doing you a disservice if I did not put astrology in 
perspective, by sharing with you its mother, the 
Dharma. Astrology can give us relative control of this 
world of Samsara, but it will never show us how to 
realize Enlightenment. Before you say it, I know, 
astrology can be twisted, like seeing through a glass 
darkly, to see everything, but it is much easier just to 
see dharmically, which I have learned to as best I can. 
 
And the two, astrology and the Dharma, are not 
opposites, but are like mother and child. They naturally 
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love each other and fit, like hand to glove. 
 
If you ever take one thought of advice from all that I 
have written here, it is that nothing on the earth 
approaches the value of even one step toward the 
center, one step toward Dharma. And, if you want an 
analogical proof, the closer one gets to the center, the 
more the entire periphery of our life can be realized 
effectively. 
 

So forgive me if I appear to drone on about the value of 
Dharma in my life. From my point of view, I am sharing 
what I find as most precious. The Dharma is not true 
because I say it; I say it because it is true. 
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ASTROLOGY AS MIND TREASURES 
October 11, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
Well, I see that you like the astrology. I totally 
understand. I have been an active astrologer for over 
50 years. And liking astrology is nothing new. I hope 
you will permit me to tell a little story that should be at 
least interesting. In 2004, I had the rare privilege to 
travel with my Tibetan dharma teacher, the Ven. 
Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche (now in his nineties), to Tibet 
for some special events, and we also took a side trip to 
mainland China to visit a very sacred place in China 
called Mt. Wu-Tai Shan, a series of five mountains in 
the shape of a #5 die, four mountains in the shape of a 
square, with a large mountain in the center. 
 
Most of the worldôs religions have monasteries around 
Wu-Tai Shan, including Tibetan Monasteries. We made 
a point of reaching the top of all five mountains in a 
single day and doing puja (prayers, practices, etc.) on 
each peak. What has made Mt. Wu-Tai Shan so sacred 
also should interest astrologers, which is why I share 
this story with you now. 
 
It is said that Wu-Tai Shan was the place on earth that 
Astrology first entered our world system. It was here, so 
the story goes, that the great Bodhisattva Manjushri 
appeared in the form of a youth and from the top of his 
head emanated the 84,000 teachings on astrology, 
which were received by the people of Earth. In fact, we 
humans liked astrology so much that we began to 
ignore the dharma and to slip more into our day-to- day 
distractions. This seemed not a good thing (for us) to 
Manjushri, who then withdrew all the 84,000 teachings 



23 
 

from the world. 
 
We humans greatly missed the help that astrology 
offers and were very unhappy. Finally the great being 
Guru Rinpoche (sometimes called the Second Buddha) 
agreed to go to Manjushri and plead the case, that the 
astrological teachings might be returned. Manjushri 
finally agreed, but instead of just giving them all to us as 
he had, instead he hid or secreted them in various 
places, including the mind itself, so that like time-
release capsules, they would appear as needed 
throughout history. These teachings are called Terma, 
and those who eventually find the hidden teachings are 
Tertöns. So that is the story. The terma hidden in the 
mind itself (like your mind) are called, appropriately 
enough, ñMind Treasures.ò 
 
As for my two-cents, after I returned home from Wu-Tai 
Shan I went through a deep time of astrological 
discovery. Many of the books and techniques, the food 
for some of these blogs, came out of my own mind 
during that time. I just found them deep within myself. I 
feel that my time with Rinpoche in Wu-Tai Shan was 
very fertile. Also, in 2005, about one year after I 
returned, I also had a similar event in my own dharma 
practice, which you can blame for my endlessly writing 
of all these dharma blogs. 
 

I hope to write some more about astrology tomorrow if 
all is equal, but here are a few words today on the 
subject. 
 
The astronomy of astrology is all science, when a 
planet or heavenly body does whatever it does in 
whichever part of the zodiac. We can predict these 
celestial events as far into the future as we care to look. 
So just what then is astrology? In a nutshell, astrology 
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is simply cultural astronomy, what all this science of 
astrology means to us individually, the meaning of the 
technical astronomy. And the sky overhead is rich with 
celestial events just now, and therefore potentially rich 
with meaning for us collectively and also individually. 
Recently the planet Mercury turned from retrograde 
(moving backward in the heavens) to direct, moving 
forward through the zodiac. 
 
The Mercury retrograde, turning direct, suggests that 
although we are stuck in our mental habits and probably 
canôt do much about it right now, we now have our mind 
right and are looking toward the future once again, 
although it is quite a distance from now. So, we now are 
aware that we have been stuck in the past recently, but 
things are looking up and we probably have a plan for 
the future, although, as mentioned, it will take patience 
and time to carry it out. Wait for the New Moon Monday 
eveningé coming up. 
 
My dharma teacher explained to me many years ago 
the difference between astrology and dharma. All 
Tibetans use astrology every day, at least the monks 
do. What Rinpoche said to me was that ñAstrology is 
one of the limbs of the yoga, but the Dharma is the 
root.ò Astrology is what is called a relative truth. It can 
help us get from here to there in life, adjust our attitude, 
but the dharma is the root, where we are ultimately 
headed. I will detail this tomorrow if there is interest. 
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AT LAST, FIRST 
October 6, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
This is further comment on what I consider the greatest 
obstacle to making progress in training the mind, and 
that is our own expectations, what we manage to think 
up to expect. And in that regard, life is just too ironic, 
actually more than a little funny. 
 
I have been working on meditating for many years, over 
four decades, and finally have made a little progress. 
During all that effort, when I was obviously pushing the 
wrong way, I longed for effortless meditation (I am 
always worried about something or other). When I 
finally figured out how to take joy in my meditation, of 
course I had to find something else to worry about. So, 
these years Iôm worried about why I donôt want to go 
out, find a cave, and then sit in it for years, you know, 
like other meditators have done in old Tibet. So, to save 
time and words, here is some commentary on that, 
probably more than you want to know. 
 
Up until now in my meditation training, what I expect 
and look for as to results has never (not even ever!) 
been the reality, as in: itôs not what happened. What 
actually does happen kind of sneaks up on me, despite 
myself. Thank God (or whomever you wish) for that! 
Otherwise, I would still be lost, fumbling around in the 
dark reaches of my self- created expectations. Itôs not 
like I know what the results of meditation (greater 
awareness, etc.) would be like. As the kids say, ñAs if!ò 
Rather, itôs that I canôt help but gather information on 
the future of my mind-training, read books, listen to 
teachings, talk with friends, and come up with some 
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idea of what I ñthinkò greater awareness is supposed to 
be like, and, of course, I then promptly proceed to reify 
it, and then begin to follow it like a road map. I soon 
forget that I made it all up and, certainly, as mentioned, 
it never works! 
 
So, I have spent years watching for some sign that I 
want to go sit in a cave and meditate, as opposed to 
whatever else I do now. I have seen no sign of that at 
all. However, I óhaveô gotten increasingly involved in the 
various non-standard (or are they?) ways that I practice 
Mahamudra meditation, through photography, of 
course, and lately through the need to write, and I see 
(in my peripheral vision) other activities starting to come 
into view that will also work. So, my particular kind or 
approach to meditation is gradually expanding. 
 
As to my worry about why I am not meditating all of the 
time out there in some cave, there is this. How amazing 
would it be if I do end up meditating all the time, but just 
not how I have always imagined it! After all, none of the 
other expectations (zero) I came up with about 
meditation and mind training have come true. Why 
should this one be any different? I watch for my 
imagined expectations regarding meditation to come 
true, while my actual meditation (in reality) overtakes 
and eclipses what I expected would happen. I am 
reminded of the famous quote by the poet Gertrude 
Stein ñBefore friendship faded, friendship faded,ò only 
here it would be something like ñBefore meditation 
happened, meditation happened.ò While waiting for 
meditation to occur, meditation occurred. How fitting! It 
is simple logic that we can expect expectations to take 
forever. And there is no doubt that I am a victim of my 
own expectations once again, my own personal version 
of ñWaiting for Godot.ò 
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I blame my Self (and my fixation on myself) for much of 
this, which is just another indirect way of keeping me at 
armôs length from reality. The Self is the ultimate tar 
baby; the more I struggle with myself, the deeper Iôm 
stuck. Above all, itôs hard to forgive myself for just being 
me. How funny is that! 
 
As mentioned, so far, my expectations about my own 
spiritual progress have been 100% wrong. I am so 
vigilant in this that any actual increase in awareness 
has to sneak up on me, overtaking me from behind, 
despite my Self and all my efforts to see it coming. 
What a sorry way of learning! 
 
Meanwhile, my desire to meditate, as I understand 
meditation, goes unabated. I want to do it more of the 
time, and have already managed to do just that, despite 
my mixed-up expectations. Perhaps I will end up 
meditating all of the time, not in a cave out in the 
woods, but in the solitude of wherever I happen to be. 
 
And if I end up doing something right, I am sure I will be 
the last to know about it for the first time, if that makes 
any sense. Realization takes its sweet time, but once it 
dawns, that Sun never goes down. 
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BEYOND TECHNIQUE 
October 7, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
Any technique, like the technique of learning sitting 
meditation, is just a skeleton of the actual experience, 
the bare bones of what must be articulated into a living 
experience by each of us. Techniques are usually 
presented as a series of instructions to step through, 
and the intent is to get you into the general ballpark of 
the actual experience, wherein you can experience it. 
There eventually comes a transition stage, once we 
have learned the rudiments, a point where we stop 
following the instruction steps, mechanically, and 
realize for the first time how to actually meditate, to let 
go of the handlebars and just go for a ride, a ñLook Ma, 
no hands!ò moment. At that point, we no longer need 
the instructions, except perhaps as a reminder of how 
to get into meditation each session. We have arrived at 
meditation. 
 
At this point we realize what the instructions and 
practice have been pointing at all along, but which we 
did not grasp until then, the actual experience of 
meditating. And here is an important point: When we 
finally achieve it, the actual experience of meditation is 
its own reward and also an impetus to want to meditate 
more often. It is more pleasurable (or meaningful) than 
non-meditating. This is particularly true for Insight 
Meditation, but also true for Tranquility Meditation to a 
lesser degree. 
 
However, and in my own case it was a big ñHowever,ò I 
got stuck somewhere in the instructions and was unable 
to reach the transition stage, the stage when I would 
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normally stop just iterating the instructions and actually 
begin to meditate. IMO, this situation is much more 
common that folks let on. I was not able to intuitively or 
instinctively grasp what meditation was all about, and 
got stalled for many years at the rote-repetition of the 
instructions level. It was like a stuck record. I was 
making a lot of effort, but getting no results. This was 
very dispiriting, and I didnôt really know that I was not 
yet actually meditating. 
 
It is my belief that a great many people who practice 
Tranquility Meditation (Shamata) are actually doing 
some form of relaxation therapy, rather than developing 
the concentration and focused mindfulness that defines 
what is called Shamata or Samadhi. The word 
ñSamadhiò is a generic term for the various kinds of 
tranquility meditation, of which Shamata is one 
technique. 
 
When I ask myself what was missing in my approach to 
learning Shamata meditation that would cause me to 
take years to develop it, the answer comes down to two 
main qualities that I did not have in sufficient quantities, 
that of devotion and enthusiasm. We commonly 
associate devotion with religion, but there is no special 
reason for that. A mother is devoted to her children and 
if we have a hobby that we really love, we can be 
devoted to that as well. And devotion of any kind brings 
enthusiasm. 
 

For me, learning meditation was like trying to pat my 
forehead and rub my tummy; I just couldnôt get the hang 
of it. For one, since I had never experienced meditation, 
it was all Greek to me. I had only an abstract idea as to 
what meditation was about and why I should do it. As it 
turned out, that was not enough. 
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I was later to find out that devotion to meditation and 
the enthusiasm it brings is not just an option, but rather 
a requirement for success in learning meditation. I 
certainly had neither, because I did not yet know 
anything about it, except that I thought I wanted to learn 
it. 
 
This is why, when I talk with those who are having 
trouble getting into Tranquility Meditation, I suggest the 
following. Look through your life for those things that 
you have already mastered that require intense 
concentration ñandò that you enjoy or love. Those 
qualities are half of what tranquility meditation is all 
about. It could be tying flies, playing chess, quilting, 
embroidery, or what-have-you? 
 
Then, simply use the technique of Tranquility Meditation 
with that hobby or skill. Since you already have the 
devotion and enthusiasm, marching through the 
instruction steps on meditation may be much more 
fruitful. Apply the technique for Tranquility Meditation to 
your hobby, doing your best to focus on whatever you 
are doing. When you get distracted, gently bring your 
focus back to the activity at hand and start again. Do 
this for the entire session. Traditionally, the object used 
to focus on can be a stick, a pebble, a spot on the wall, 
a statue of the Buddha, and most often the breath. 
There is no object that is not suitable, so a hobby that 
includes concentration will do just fine. 
 
What you are looking for while you are doing this is not 
whatever expectations you have gathered along the 
way. They donôt help and only delay success at 
meditation. Instead, allow yourself to rest in the 
repetitive practice, but remain aware of any contextual 
response you might be experiencing. A sign of 
beginning success is when you find yourself 



31 
 

increasingly wanting to meditate, even though you may 
not be able to quite put your finger on the reason why. 
This is a good indication that you are transitioning from 
rote practice to actually meditating. 
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DHARMA MEMORIES 
November 11, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
My back is sore from sorting through paper files. I have 
about 16 large file drawers packed to the brim with 
folders, and in each folder are all kinds of stuff that has 
to be kept or recycled. And many more file cabinets in 
other places. I went through eight drawers so far today, 
and am taking a rest because of back painé bending 
over, carrying too much at a time, etc. I never learn. 
 
A lot of what I sorted through was dharma related, the 
remainder of when we ran a bookstore and dharma 
practice materials mail-order service called ñKTD 
Dharma Goods.ò This was back when our monastery 
could not afford to run their own mail-order business, 
which today is probably the best in the country. I believe 
we ran it for six years or so, importing malas, statues, 
and publishing many texts and practice sadhanas: 
 
http://www.namsebangdzo.com/Default.asp 
 

I was humbled to come across letter after letter from 
great rinpoches like H.E. Tai Sit Rinpoche, Thrangu 
Rinpoche, H.E. Gyaltsab Rinpoche and many, many 
others, some actual letters written to me with 
signatures, like the three mentioned above. Then there 
were the photos, some of them heartbreaking to see 
after all these years. 
 
Below is a photo taken at our center of the great Tibetan 
yogi Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche, looking really 
young. And standing next to him, with Rinpocheôs hand 
on her shoulder, is none other than my daughter May 

http://www.namsebangdzo.com/Default.asp
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Erlewine, now a wonderful singer. 
 
It reminds me of how much my kidsô lives were steeped 
in the dharma, even if they donôt realize it today. We 
had rinpoches, lamas, monks, and nuns here constantly 
for the last 30 years or so. What a rain of blessings they 
have been exposed to. 
 
I am afraid my file sorting easily turns into some kind of 
nostalgia-fest, with photos like this spiraling me off in a 
cascade of memories. I wake up moments later and find 
myself just standing there. Where did I go? 
 
Anyway, I have (as Donald Trump would say) a HUGE 
amount of ñstuffò to sort out before I move somewhere 
else, pass-on, or whatever. Since I am not getting any 
younger, it is better to deal with it now, while I have the 
energy, rather than ten years from now. Make sense? 
 
[Photo of Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso Rinpoche and May 
Erlewine. With rinpoche is a translator, but I apologize 
for not remembering his name. Khenpo Tsultrim 
Gyamtso speaks little English, and when I kept running 
into him here or there around the country, he would 
suddenly point at me and very loudly proclaim ñBig 
Rapids, Big Rapids!ò He could not remember my name, 
but he did remember our center. LOL] 
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EXPERIENCE: THE PRODUCT OF CHANGE 
December 29, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
I am still stuck in that bardo-like state between 
Christmas and New Years, so forgive me sharing a few 
thoughts and a little stream of consciousness. 
 
I had an unusual dream the other night, not a 
nightmare, but something a little more interesting and 
less demanding. I was at a large gathering of very 
aware people from all over, small groups from here and 
there around the country and the world. And instead of 
being homogenized, the groups were for the moment 
staying each by themselves. 
The get-together had not yet gotten together. 
 
And for some reason I was moving around through 
these various smaller groups asking a question. And I 
was trying to find the most alert, most awake and aware 
individuals to ask them about ñchange.ò And then I woke 
up, but was still in the dream space too. I was not yet 
here or there, neither fully awake nor still dreaming, an 
in-between state. 
 
I found myself asking each group who among them 
were the philosophers and could they please describe 
what change really is about? Popular wisdom says that 
change is the only constant, in that things are constantly 
changing, yet still remaining the same, like treading 
water or dancing in place. Obviously, understanding and 
working with change is something we would all do well 
to be aware of. 
 
So, I was asking: please describe change. Tell me how 
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you see change. Where is it leading? What does it point 
to? What can we learn from it? What is its purpose or 
product? Of course, the answer (which I donôt quite 
remember) was something standard like change was 
everything and nothing. 
 
ñDoes change bring anything really new? I asked.ò I 
almost always greet a friend by asking: Whatôs new? 
Any news? The classic answer is that nothing is new or 
everything is new. ñNewsò itself is never news. News is 
the messenger, not the message. And the message is 
always old-news, ever repeated, as in ñthere is nothing 
new under the Sun.ò So, there IS a messenger, but no 
message, thus: no news. 
 
As pointed out, ñchangeò is not about to go anywhere 
soon. It is the one constant and it constantly iterates. 
But what is the result or meaning of all this change? 
What persists or comes of change? What is its reason? 
 
And the answer that rang true is perhaps our 
ñexperienceò in time itself is the result of change, what 
the Buddhists call Samsara, with our ever-changing 
consciousness the fruit of all that time and experience. 
Like the circus acrobat, lying on his back with his legs in 
the air, maneuvering a ball with his feet. Our 
consciousness is like that ball, changing, but not 
changing. 
 

Time leads us on, but to where? Well, anywhere and 
everywhere would be my guess. I know; itôs not WHERE 
we are going that is important, but HOW we are going 
there, and that because in reality there is nowhere to go 
but here, as I wrote so many years ago in this little 
poem, which is a wee bit dark. I was young then: 
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ñLook at yourself!  
First, yet first, 
No better,  
And yet,  
Not worse. 
Now, 
Get yourself together,  
In a bunch, 
And call what carriage,  
As you may, 
Your hearse.ò 
 
Aside from the philosophers, when it comes to truth-
telling, we also have the poets, artists, the singers, their 
songs, and our five senses. We depend upon their 
creativity to keep us awake in life. It is their function to 
tell the truth, as if truth could be told. Anyway, 
everything else aside, their creativity is the oracle and 
well of truth, an open door through which absolutely 
nothing at all can be seen, a doorway where we can 
stand and gaze from, feel the winds of time fresh on our 
face, and feel every small change in our heart first-
hand. 
 
The truth is that the ñtruthò cannot be told; kindly, it is 
unutterable or as the Tibetans say ñbeyond elaboration.ò 
Truth is an experience and must be experienced, and 
finally, more importantly, the truth must be realized. 
Thatôs the kicker. 
 
P.S. The Tibetan teachings are all (and only) about the 
realization of experience. They have such a way with 
words, and the way they phrase this is: from out of the 
midst of experience, realization can arise. 
 
So, in summary: 
The product of change is experience, continued endless 
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experience. Experience, as the Buddhists point out, 
goes up and down, in and out. It is impermanent, by 
definition. The only thing permanent about experience is 
that it is ever changing. Experience does not evolve, or 
if it does, it also devolves just as easily. It is what the 
Buddhists call a ñrelative truthò. It can be useful, but will 
never get you anywhere absolutely. It is endless. 
 
Where we in the West might refer to evolution as to 
what is to be hoped for from experience, the Buddhists 
would see that as wishful thinking, and point out that the 
absolute resolution of experience can only be achieved 
by Realization. It is the change- changer. 
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FACING OUR OWN IGNORANCE 
October 3, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
I find it ironic that of the three poisons (and causes) of 
suffering, Desire, Anger, and Ignorance, ñIgnoranceò is 
said to be the root cause of suffering. Ignorance of 
what? Well, the lamas would say ignorance of the 
nature of our own mind, the very mind that has always 
been right with us all this time, the same mind you are 
using to read this sentence. 
 
And I would add, in support, that the thing folks hate 
most of all is to come face-to-face with ignorance of any 
kind, particularly their own ignorance. It is embarrassing 
at a profound level. There is an old axiom in the 
advertising trade, to never confront anyone with their 
own ignorance. It is the worst thing you can do and it 
drives people away. 
 
I would hazard to say that our own ignorance of the 
dharma, what it is about and how to practice it, is a 
major stumbling block for many people when it comes 
to learning the dharma. Letôs talk about it. 
 
Yesterdayôs blog was pretty tightly worded, so today I 
will try to loosen it up a bit, but I hope you will stay with 
me. If we have not yet had the dharma introduced to us 
to the point of realizing how benign and useful it is, how 
can we do that? It actually took me some years to 
discover that Buddhism is not just another religion in 
the normal sense of that word. It has no god or creator, 
is not other-worldly, etc., but it simply is a method or 
path to greater awareness for us. In other words, the 
dharma is as secular as we want to beé or not. 
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I have maintained for years that in the future, perhaps 
the most important part of our job resume will be the 
degree of mind-training we have accomplished. Having 
hired many hundreds of folks over the years, the 
various college degrees, etc. were never all that 
indicative or helpful. I would have hired a skilled 
meditator in an instant, if there was some standard 
certificate for it. At least those who can actually 
meditate (and I donôt mean those just ñpracticingò 
meditation) have a reality-check built-in, which is more 
important to me than a college diploma. 
 
All the trappings that have grown up around Buddhism 
in this country (and elsewhere) are just that, exactly 
what happens when any ñgood thingò exists. They all 
come. And this is why it is important to separate the 
core of the dharma from all of the various forms of 
Buddhism out there. Like everything else, anything 
goes, or seems to. In fact, we are in the process of 
building our own trappings for an American Dharma, 
even as we speak. 
 
A first step into knowing dharma for ourselves, for using 
it, might be to shed all of our preconceptions about it, if 
we have any. It is better to know nothing than to know  
something we have more-or-less just made up out of 
whole cloth, so to speak. So, if you donôt know, then 
just please know that. It is better than assuming you 
know what you canôt possible know, which is what 
enlightenment (or even greater awareness) is like. 
As my first true dharma teacher, who had been a 
traveling Rosicrucian initiator, used to say: Donôt say 
that nobody knows; just say ñI donôt know.ò 
 
The next barrier, and I am not sure how to say this 
politely, is for us to get down from our high horse. It is a 
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common comment that everyone walks around as if 
they are going to live forever, which may in fact be true, 
but not in the form we are currently in and used to, i.e. 
this body. So typically, we have to kind of sober up, as 
in ñget seriousò about waking up, about becoming more 
aware. 
 
There are many ways to do this, but in Buddhism, at 
least in my experience, the easiest way to get serious 
about the dharma are ñThe Four Thoughts That Turn 
the Mind to the Dharma,ò which might as well have 
been called the ñFour Thoughts for Sobering Up,ò for 
getting serious. I have written about this for years, so a 
Google search with my name and ñThe Four Thoughtsò 
might bring plenty to read, but here is one article: 
 
https://plus.google.com/+MichaelErlewine/posts/KHujZ
RNwWhe 
 

Anyway, the ñFour Thoughts,ò when brought to (and 
kept in) mind can lead to our actually practicing 
dharma. In fact, the Tibetan Buddhists also call these 
the ñFour Remindersò or ñThe Four Reversals,ò because 
their contemplation can cause us to reverse our 
direction and take a more useful path. The can turn us 
around. These four thoughts are also called the 
ñCommon Preliminaries,ò simply because they have to 
be grasped before we can entertain anything dharmic 
seriously. Their sincere contemplation (and taking to 
heart) goes before any serious practice. That is why 
they are called preliminaries. Be that as it may, these 
four thoughts effectively serve to bring us out of the 
clouds of our daily distractions and down to earth, 
where things actually can get done. When I first 
encountered the ñFour Thoughts,ò it was like reading 
my own mind. It was already so familiar. 
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I wonôt detail them here, but briefly, the ñFour Thoughtsò 
are that this human life we have is precious and should 
not be wasted because it is an opportunity to encounter 
and learn the dharma, that death is inevitable and our 
life is as impermanent as a soap bubble, that karma is 
determined by our every action, and that, no matter 
how hard we try (or how bright we are), we will never 
get all our ducks in a row in this world of ups and downs 
that we live in. Another way to say this might be the old 
adage ñYou will never get out of this world alive!ò 
 
Now, these four thoughts have not only to be 
contemplated (brought to mind), but their effect on our 
attitude must be taken to heart. For example, most of 
us donôt just grasp the concept of our impermanence, 
except rather abstractly, until, perhaps, someone close 
to us dies. It seems that is what it takes to pull us out of 
the clouds and into a bit of reality. Thatôs the idea here. 
 

To energize or awaken our innate sense of dharma, we 
have to somehow get to where the rubber meets the 
road for us, as in: make it personal. Unfortunately, 
thatôs just what it takes to get our attention these days. 
Most of us seem to prefer sailing on in our day- to-day 
sea of distractions, do we not? 
 
In other words, something or someone (a mentor) has 
to move us to action, to wake us up at least enough to 
grasp the problem and decide to do something about it. 
Otherwise, here we will sit, just as we are now, thinking 
about things quite abstractly -- an observer at our own 
eventual funeral. I love the line in a song by my 
daughter Anne ñI want to be there when I die.ò Yup, me 
too, but how to do that? 
 
If you are like me, you have probably already read too 
many books on meditation or the dharma, and perhaps 
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would rather read one more than begin to actually 
practice dharma, which means facing our own 
ignorance of what it is all about. I wish I had a nickel for 
every person who hovers on the verge of meditating, 
going through the motions, ñpracticing,ò but not actually 
able to meditate. Teetering on the brink of actual 
meditation captivated me for some thirty years or so, 
and now that I actually understand something of what 
meditation is about, it makes me cringe. What a 
colossal waste of time! And, all for the lack of proper 
instruction on a one-to-one basis. 
 
As I look back, for me, a lot of the problem was my 
temerity, the fact that since I did not know (had not 
experienced) the results of meditation, I had no idea 
what to expect. To make it worse, all that I had read or 
talked about with my friends, coupled with what I heard 
at teachings, conspired to create a hologram-like image 
of what I imagined the results of meditation should be 
like. 
 
And I had slavishly used this image that I had created 
out of my own ignorance as a measure of what I was 
(or was not) experiencing on the cushion, and to no 
good end. The truth is that I not only did not know what 
I was talking about, I had no idea. And later, when I 
actually begin to experience meditation, it was nothing 
like I had imagined it should be all those years. 
 
So, as clumsy as my words may be, trust that I am 
trying to be helpful and that I very much would like your 
journey to learn meditation to be much easier than my 
own. Any questions would be appreciated. 
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FINDING NOW 
October 2, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
Change is always to be found only in this very moment. 
We all know that. As things flow into the past, they get 
increasingly complicated until they become just a blur, 
literally, what we call a memory. And we only have a 
memory from the present. Thatôs what memories are 
about, but how good is our memory? 
 
The Tibetan rinpoches make a HUGE deal about 
pointing out the teaching of the great Mahasiddha 
Tilopa called the ñSix Words of Advice,ò but this 
teaching (In Tibetan, just six words) is so concise that 
Iôm afraid we just read through it and move on; the 
words go in one ear and right out the other. Yet the 
great Siddhas call these six words of advice Tilopaôs 
Mahamudra Upadesha, his ñpithò instructions, intending 
for us to especially take them to heart. By doing this, 
they are sharing something they consider of pivotal 
importance and they go on to frame this advice as 
precious, precious, precious. So, we might want to give 
this teaching all the attention we are capable of. And 
the first of these six words of advice translates to: 
 
ñDonôt Prolong the Past.ò 
 
I believe that the ñimperativeò tone here is not some 
moralistic demand, but the suggestion that we best not 
waste our time rummaging in the past or, if we do, we 
should not expect to realize what they are here pointing 
out to us. These are not some senile aphorisms that we 
can just ignore, but essential or pith instructions for all 
time. And the advice is to not hold onto the past, but to 
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let it go. Anything older than the present is the past. 
 
Tilopaôs second word of advice is: ñDonôt Invite the 
Future.ò 
Same idea, but this time regarding speculation and 
expectations. Donôt hold onto the future; in other words, 
donôt waste time hoping. Donôt speculate. 
 
So that pretty much confines us to this present moment. 
There are innumerable philosophical explanations as to 
how the past and the future are so close to one another 
that the present moment is hardly there at all. That 
leaves us with a pretty tight schedule for being on time 
in the moment. The future becomes past so quickly that 
we canôt even put our finger on its presence. And many 
philosophers come right out and say that the present 
has no existence at all, and they claim to prove it. I 
canôt say that I understand all those arguments, but I 
get the drift, that the past is an ever-increasingly 
dimmer reflection of the present and the future is 
speculation as to the probable as seen from the 
present, etc., which leaves the so-called actual present 
moment. 
 

I take it on faith that the various Asian-oriented 
admonitions to ñBe Here Nowò or ñBe in the Momentò 
must refer to something useful that I may not fully get. 
Itôs axiomatic that the present moment is as fresh as it 
gets or, as Shakespeare said, ñRipeness is all.ò And the 
Buddhists say that the sum total of Karma ripening is 
the present. And the third of Tilopaôs words of advice is: 
 
ñDonôt Think about the Present.ò 
 
Just as Tilopa said to let go of the past and to not be 
attached or have expectations of the future, he now 
says to let go of the present too. Experience it, as best 
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you can, but donôt think ñaboutò it. And finally, Tilopa 
sums all of the above with his final word of advice: 
 
ñRelax right now, just as it is.ò 
 
My take away from all of the above (if we are looking for 
the freshest inspiration) is to, without making any 
artificial effort, just remain present. Sniff the pure 
oxygen of insight through the means of the immediate 
moment, that trickle of intuition and inspiration that we 
call ñchange.ò Tilopa points out that itôs not to be found 
by attempts to prolong the past or by trying to rob the 
cradle of the future. Itôs not even about conceptualizing 
the present moment. It is all about ñnow,ò but just what 
are we supposed to do in this quite intangible now? 
 
Certainly the present moment has been viewed as a 
wellspring or sacred drinking fountain for ages. Nothing 
older than or newer than this very moment can be 
experienced directly. Both the past and the future are 
indirect. Check it out for yourself. Wander in the past or 
speculate in the future and see how real that is. It is not 
as real as right now. Straying from the present reminds 
me of a poem I wrote some years ago: 
 
REST HOME 
 
My thoughts, 
Like birds aboard a ship,  
I let go free, 
As they fly away with me. 
 
No need to follow on, 
And hereôs the perfect test:  
There is no place to go, 
All thoughts come back to rest. 
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The stock-ticker of the present moment is where all our 
results first appear in their fullness. Things of the 
moment age into the past and, as to the future, it is not 
yet fully ripe. As my first dharma teacher would say 
ñMichael, This is it!ò There is some truth to the 
statement that those who live too much in the past are 
masochists and those who live too much in the future 
are sadists. 
 
We imagine ñBeingò in this moment. Perhaps we even 
struggle to wake up and be here in the present, but to 
do what? Witness it? Watch it? Observe it? Perhaps 
this is where a disconnect occurs. Observing is, by 
definition dualistic, so that canôt be the recommendation 
of the Siddhas. Obviously, we are supposed to rest in 
the present, ñjust as it is,ò but what is that like? 
 
As mentioned, it is not like sitting on the dock of the 
present and watching time go by. Thatôs dualistic. It is 
more immersive than that, immersive to the point of 
having no watcher or what is being watched. Advanced 
meditation is not about following a train of thought 
through the river of time, as it goes from the future, 
through the present, and finally disappears into the 
past. Rather, it is about realizing the true nature of 
those thoughts that arise, including our train of 
thoughts, and resting ñas it isò in that. And ñThatò is not 
past, present, or future. In fact, the teachings state that 
the nature of all thought is identical to the true nature of 
the mind itself ï Clarity and Luminosity. 
 
Therefore, ñbeing in the momentò has really nothing to 
do what we call the ñNowò or, for that matter, time itself, 
but rather it is about realizing the nature of the mind. It 
is not something we see or will ever ñget.ò It is not 
ñsomethingò at all, but is beyond objectifying or 
elaboration, including words. I donôt want to belabor 
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this, so I will close with this thought that I consider the 
ñkeyò to what is being discussed here. Please humor 
me by following this. 
 
All words and language point to something beyond 
themselves, by definition. Words are pointers. Another 
way to say this is that all words indicate, ñpoint at,ò and 
ultimately depend on their meaning ï what they mean. 
And all meaning depends on the sense it makes to us. 
If something does not make sense to us, it is nonsense. 
And sense is, again by definition, sensual, an 
experience that we each have to have individually. 
Shakespeare understood this when he wrote in the 13th 
Sonnet, ñO, that you were yourself! But, love, you are 
no longer yours than you yourself now here live.ò 
 
And the great poet Gerard Manley Hopkins said ñThe 
words are wild. Suck any sense from that who can.ò 
 
So, when the Tibetans say that ñrealizationò is beyond 
elaboration, they mean (as mentioned here) that words 
can but point-at or indicate the true nature of the mind, 
which nature has to be experienced by each one of us, 
not only until it makes sense, but finally until the nature 
of the mind itself is realized in its full actuality -- to the 
exclusion or beyond any reference whatsoever. This 
gives new meaning to the phrase ñall inclusive.ò The 
buck stops there. This is similar to (but distinct from) 
Jesus Christôs statement ñI am that I am,ò and for no 
other reason. 
 
What we canôt talk about here, canôt put into words, 
canôt even imagine, but can only realize, is the result of 
what the Tibetan Buddhists call Mahamudra Meditation, 
nothing less than the true nature of the mind itself. 
 

Note. There are two other words of advice I did not 
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mention, because IMO they just are adjectives to the 
first two. And they are ñDonôt Analyze,ò which goes with 
the Past, and ñDonôt Attempt to Control,ò which goes 
with the future. 
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FOG OF THE PAST: HINDSIGHT IS NOT 20/20  
December 15, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
Well, we just had a couple of heady blogs touching 
sensitive topics like rebirth and the bardo. Now for one 
of the more bread & butter subjects: dealing with our 
own past. 
 
So much energy and time is wasted trying to patch up 
the holes in our past, cover our mistakes, make things 
right, figure out why whatever happened, and generally 
deal with that which we are unable to forget and still not 
yet prepared to cope with. If Buddhism has a hidden 
secret, this has to be it, as the great lamas have said: 
ñDonôt Prolong the Past.ò Yet as I look around, most 
folks donôt get it. Almost everyone does just that, 
attempts to prolong the past by messing with it, trying to 
make it alright. Itôs like sticking our finger in an open 
wound. And the ironical part is that what we mess with 
most is the worst of ourselves, not the best. 
 
It would be one thing if we spent time trying to relive the 
best parts of our past (and we do that sometimes too), 
but what we really lavish attention on is trying to figure 
out just where we went wrong, what I call ñrejiggeringò 
the past, trying to make it come out right, when it has 
already come out wrong. And ñtryingò to make the loose 
ends of the past meet will never work. The ends already 
met and it came out wrong. As they say, two wrongs 
donôt make a right. So, whatôs the big secret? 
 
Well, the secret is only ñbigò because it works, actually 
works big time; on the face of it, it must not look like 
much, because no matter how often I share this 
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concept with others, they never seem to get the idea 
enough to actually make use of it. Yet, the highest 
lamas sing its praises and lamas are not foolish people 
in my experience. I am embarrassed to even run it past 
you again, but the thing is that is a solution for a lot of 
what ails us. 
 
We spend entirely too much of our time rummaging in 
our past, regretting things, looking to see if we can 
rethink things in our mind and make them come out 
right (so that then we can forget them), and so on. 
Paying more than a modicum of attention to past events 
only underlines them and extends them into the 
present, i.e. keeps them forever on our mind. 
 
Yes, yes... If we donôt understand the past, we canôt 
make our way clearly into the future. But how many 
times do we have to look back? And that is the least of 
it. Many anguish over the past, review it a hundred 
times a day, and literally canôt put it to rest. We 
reanimate it like some kind of Frankenstein that then, 
proceeds to follow us around. You get the idea. 
 

What the Tibetans say about this is that obviously we 
are not able, not yet trained to transform the mishaps, 
run-ins, and mistakes of our past and be alright with it. 
We donôt know how. Otherwise we would have dropped 
it by now. What can we do about that? 
 
Well, as mentioned, the Tibetans say ñDonôt Prolong the 
Past,ò an aphorism with great profundity, but one 
apparently masquerading as a cliché to most folks 
because they wonôt (or canôt) act on it. And the Tibetans 
donôt just mumble the phrase out of the corner of their 
mouth; it is the first of the Six Words of Advice to 
people like us that the great Mahasiddha Tilopa taught. 
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Rejiggering the past from an increasingly more remote 
present is an exercise in futility, made even more 
difficult by the ever-shifting goal lines of what we 
remember, as fueled by our imagination, expectations, 
and fears. Itôs like trying to hit a moving target that is 
bobbing and weaving in the fog of the past. And the 
worst part is that our continued concern with the past 
only underlines our fixation on it and creates more 
karma. It is a lose/lose situation. What to do? 
 
It is very simple: concentrate on what you can do that is 
beneficial in the present. Put one foot in front of the 
other and walk forward. By improving our present, we 
turn over a new leaf, create a new and cleaner past, 
and put emphasis on the now rather than the way-back-
when, the past we would like to forget. If we keep doing 
this (accentuating the positive), we gradually transfer 
our identity from the past (and what we might like to 
forget) into the present, i.e. who we are now. 
 
If we do this persistently, before we know it, the old 
vampire-like past is not worth worrying about because 
we are no longer identifying with it as ñUs.ò We can 
finally let it go and just forget about it. Itôs like we stop 
scratching that itch from the past and let it heal. 
 
An additional benefit (first pointed out to me by the Ven. 
Traleg Rinpoche) is that by not attempting what is too 
difficult for us at this time, like re-plumbing our past 
(which is virtually impossible)é if instead we 
concentrate on positive and beneficial actions here in 
the present (things we know how to do), this is an 
excellent way to change our selves so that we can 
eventually deal directly with the past and its 
shortcomings. Traleg Rinpoche makes a big point of 
saying that we neglect improving our selves (through 
gradually accumulating positive actions) at the expense 
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of struggling with rearranging the deck chairs of our 
past. 
 
Let the sleeping dogs of the past lie. Instead, get 
involved in the positive things that you can do in your 
present situation and gradually build up confidence and 
wellbeing until the specter of the past subsides and no 
longer demands our attention. The past is just not very 
important and certainly not worth feeding with our 
precious energy, throwing good money after bad, and 
adding insult to injury. 
 
This very simple concept has enormous implications 
with respect to the myriad of counseling and therapeutic 
techniques for dealing with the past that are out there. 
Itôs not that these techniques donôt have some value. 
There just is a much simpler, inexpensive, and safer 
way to get the job done. Work on accumulating merit 
through positive actions in the present, and as for the 
past? Acknowledge it, of course, and then forget about 
it. 
 
The Bottom Line: 
 
Sorry for the crudity, but fixation and worry on the past 
has to be a form of necrophilia, like putting lipstick on a 
corpse, as if that is going to make it look better. 
Whatever it is in the past that we regret or are ashamed 
of is damage done; however, continued fixation and 
worry about our past is the real karma here, like adding 
insult to the original injury, throwing good money after 
bad. Our past may haunt us, but fixation on the past is 
at the expense of our future. 
 
The answer is to simply make a new past from right 
here in the present. And when that accumulates to 
something worthwhile, stop fixating on the past and 
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transfer your identity to your present accomplishments, 
and finally let go of the past. This is the secret hidden in 
plain sight; it looks ñplain,ò but it is not. 
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HELPING YOUR SELF 
November 26, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
I was part of the whole-foods and/or organic food 
revolution that started in the 1960s. In 1969 (as an 
astrologer) I picked the date when Eden Foods first 
opened in Ann Arbor, Michigan and even designed their 
logo, which they still use today. Our basement was full 
of wooden casks and kegs full of various miso, tamari, 
omeboshi plums, bags of short-grain brown rice, 
organic soy beans, wheat, corn, and so on. We were 
ready for all these products to make it mainstream. 
 
As it turns out there was about a 30-year wait for 
mainstream America and the food mavens to take 
heed, and they mostly ignored the idea of eating non-
processed foods as well, and so on. 
 
When did they show an interest in organics? That was 
when they finally figured out how to make a buck from 
it. There was not one gene in their corporate bodies 
that was entrepreneurial. They were the last one to get 
on the train, but unfortunately their ilk were the drivers 
of the train. Meanwhile, we waited, made our own Tofu, 
made our own Mochi rice, our own Tekka, Gomasio, 
and so on. Time went by. American continued to eat 
pesticides, antibiotics, additives, and who-knows-what 
else. 
 
As mentioned, we all waited until the large food 
companies saw that it was to their advantage to carry 
un-processed and organic food, which finally they are 
now doing and, so I see from their falling stock, this is 
sending the ñWhole Foods Marketò supermarket chain 
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into a tailspin. 
 
The point of this elaborate introduction was not to talk 
about food, but rather to talk about self-interest and 
what it takes to get our Ego or Self engaged in our 
spiritual behalf. Food, here, is just an analogy. It is as 
simple or difficult as putting self-gain between us and 
whatever goal we would like to attain, and this includes 
(to a degree) greater awareness and enlightenment. 
 
The Self is defined by, of course, being selfish -- 
selfishness. If our ego and its selfishness is our most 
ingrained habit, why fight it, if we can instead make use 
of it? Take a clue from commercialization in general, 
and put the Self to work supporting your spiritual 
progress. 
 
The way I look at it is that the Self does not have to 
always be Top Dog; It just wants to ñbe in that number,ò 
to belong, to be included. We can offer our self 
something short of everything to placate it, without 
allowing it to have it all, no? I learned this lesson many 
years ago: 
 

Instead of struggling with my tar-baby Self, I simply put 
it out to pasture like an old cow, and made sure it had 
plenty of hay, water, and sunshine. I learned to like 
myself and treat it like I would treat any other person, 
with some kindness and a little tolerance. 
Remember the old tune ñLittle Bit of Everythingò and the 
line ñI donôt need a whole lot; I just want a little bit.ò I 
found it easier to tithe my self, to offer it some social 
security, rather than to declare war on it and try to 
stomp it out. 
 
In other words, I do my best to take advantage of my 
Selfôs ñselfishnessò (what did you expect?) and put it to 
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work. We all know that the Self is a tireless worker in its 
own behalf. Sure, it wants to have credit for as much of 
everything as it possibly can. I donôt need my Self to 
take me off in a wrong direction, but if it is willing to go 
my way, I could use the help. 
 
I am not suggesting here that this is the perfect 
solution, but the Self ultimately is our own creation and 
we have no one to blame for it other than me, myself, 
and I. And, as we continue to change, so does our Self 
and the things we decide to fixate on. The Buddhists 
point out that the Self clearly has no permanent 
existence as an ñentity,ò but rather is entirely made up 
of our personal attachments, our fixations. In other 
words, the fact that we each have a Self is not about to 
go away, but will remain a permanent part of us. The 
Self is composed of our endless changes and 
attachments, and how the Self changes is to a degree 
up to us. While the Self is composed of nothing other 
than our constantly changing fixations, we can learn to 
exert control over what we fixate on. 
Thatôs the whole idea of self-control. 
 
And while this may be a rather slow way of changing, it 
works. Therefore, I am for gradually thinning my Self 
out until it is increasingly transparent, so that I can 
begin to see through my self more and more of the 
time; in this, what we call our Self becomes more 
benign and less of a problem. Yes, if you insist, you can 
focus on my Self and point out its defects (or I yours), 
but over time you will find (as I have) that with care and 
kindness the Self becomes increasing transparent. We 
can see through it more and more of the time. Since I 
have taken this attitude, my Self is fooling me less, and 
I am taking advantage of it more. 
 
If my Self wants to share in the credit or take more 
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credit than it should, and this looks embarrassing, I 
really donôt care. Yeah, it can look bad if I appear to like 
my Self more than you ñthinkò I should, but itôs no big 
thing. I am not fooled by the Self. I am the ventriloquist 
and my Self is the dummy, at least most of the time. 
When I start taking directions from my Self, I am in 
trouble. If you seeing me over-exercising my self, to 
your taste, I am just taking it out for a walk or 
something. 
 
What is a big deal to me is the increasing transparency 
of my Self, learning to see beyond myself, to see 
through my Self into the clarity of the true nature of my 
mind that is beyond it. Now, that is something to realize. 
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KTD DHARMA GOODS 
December 18, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
I am, as most of my Facebook friends already know, an 
enthusiast. I seldom do things half-way, but tend to 
throw my heart into whatever it is I am doing. Iôm even 
working on that approach with housework! Although I 
was interested in Buddhism since the 1950s and active 
in the 1960s trying things out, it was not until 1974, 
when I met the Ven. 
Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche that I grasped what the 
dharma is all about, which is doing instead of talking. 
That is also the year that met His Holiness the 16th 
Karmapa Rangjung Rikpe Dorje. Meeting those two 
great beings definitely turned the wheel of the dharma 
for me. However it was not until the fall of 1983 that I 
met my personal guru or teacher, the Ven. Khenpo 
Karthar Rinpoche. Thatôs when everything quickened. 
 
That was the year when Margaret and I first made the 
trip to KTD (Karma Triyana Dharmachakra) Monastery 
in the mountains above Woodstock New York. There 
was no monastery built at that time, although they were 
working on pouring the foundation. 
Margaret and I immediately became part of all the 
development of the monastery, as best we could. I 
served on all kinds of project boards at KTD, became 
fundraiser for this or that, including Karm® Ling, KTDôs 
traditional three-year retreat center, and so on. 
 
KTD at that time was housed in an old, many-room 
hotel or retreat house, and they had a small dharma 
goods shop full of wonderful statues, malas, books, and 
all kinds of dharma-related items. However, they really 
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were not set up to do mail-order business, and so if you 
could not get there in person, you missed out on a lot of 
dharma-support materials. 
 
I canôt remember exactly how it came about, but 
somewhere in the later 1980s Margaret and I 
volunteered to operate a mail-order dharma support-
item business out of our center here in Big Rapids, 
Michigan, and do it under the auspices and name of the 
KTD Monastery. It was called, appropriately enough, 
ñKTD Dharma Goods,ò and it was no small undertaking. 
 
And it was not possible to do it just by ourselves; we 
had the help of several most valuable friends and 
dharma experts. Chief among those was Ngodup 
Tsering Burkhar, who had served for 12 years as 
personal translator for our teacher, the Ven. Khenpo 
Karthar Rinpoche. Ngodup was partially raised with His 
Holiness the 16th Karmapa and knew the whole scene, 
both in this country and in India and Nepal. 
 
In addition, Sange Wangchug and his wife Tseten had 
come to live and work at our center, and they became 
very involved in the project. Sange, who spoke seven 
languages, had been a monk for many years, and was 
a brilliant calligrapher and dharma artist jumped right in. 
Both he and Ngodup went to India, Nepal, and so on in 
our behalf, seeking out the finest statues, the very best 
incense, and on and on. Without them, trying to run a 
business like that would have mostly been a joke. We 
did not know enough, but Ngodup and Sange knew it 
all. With their help, we had some of the finest dharma 
items you can imagine. 
 
KTD Dharma Goods ran for many years, until KTD 
Monastery could afford to take it in- house and run it 
from the monastery itself, whereupon we turned the 
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business back over to them. We were very careful to 
make no profit on it ourselves, but to turn everything 
back into the business and many other projects for 
KTD. I once did the numbers for the project and I 
believe we invested $250,000 in running it. Of course, 
that was over many years. 
 
In addition to Ngodup Burkhar and Sange & Tseten 
Wangchug, Bob Martinez worked as manager, and my 
dear friend David McCarthy ran the company for some 
five years, followed by Robert Walker, and finally by 
Clarke Fountain. 
 
And, of course, this catalog would not look like this 
except for the brilliant work of my brother Tom Erlewine, 
who is a graphic artist and did all the photography and 
layout work. The catalog was a great success in 
building the business. 
 
I want to describe, as I have time, some of those many 
dharma-related projects, but I thought that, for starters, 
you might like to see our original catalog that was sent 
out when we first started up. At the time, I believe it was 
the nicest dharma catalog around. It still does not look 
bad. 
 
Anyway, here it is so that you can browse through, see 
what it was like, and it also contains some valuable 
information on dharma practice, as well. If you want to 
download it as a PDF, I include a link for that too. I 
hope you enjoy it. 
 
http://spiritgrooves.libsyn.com/ktd-dharma-goods-
catalog 

http://spiritgrooves.libsyn.com/ktd-dharma-goods-catalog
http://spiritgrooves.libsyn.com/ktd-dharma-goods-catalog
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MORE KHENPO GANGSHAR 
November 1, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
[I came across this piece I wrote some time ago (Jan 
2012) about Khenpo Gangshar. Those of you who are 
interested may get a little more detail from this.] 
 
The particular take on Mahamudra meditation that 
Rinpoche taught this last weekend was first presented 
in Tibet around 1958, just before the diaspora in Tibet, 
the Chinese invasion of that country that sent Tibetans 
fleeing their homeland. This resulted in the spread of 
Tibetan Buddhism all over the globe. 
 
The particular person who first taught this special 
teaching was Khenpo Gangshar Wangpo, an abbot 
from eastern Tibet. My teacher, Khenpo Karthar 
Rinpoche was there, on the spot, and heard this 
teaching from Khenpo Gangshar himself just prior to his 
own escape from Tibet. There is no space here to 
properly describe Mahamudra meditation or Khenpo 
Gangsharôs particular take on it. It is available for those 
interested in a book entitled ñVivid Awarenessò by the 
Ven. Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche from Shambala 
Publications. Here I will just try to communicate to you 
how precious and singular this particular teaching is. 
Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche this last weekend told two 
personal stories that might help to bring this home to 
you. The first story is about how Khenpo Karthar 
Rinpoche gained confidence in Khenpo Gangshar. 
 
Khenpo Gangshar appeared at Thrangu Monastery, 
Khenpo Karthar Rinpocheôs monastery, and all the 
monks there were struck by his presence. It was clear 
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that Khenpo Gangshar was teaching from a rarified 
mental space and that he was singularly dedicated to 
sharing his insights with everyone present, both monks 
and lay people. 
Khenpo Gangshar could see that the Chinese were 
about to invade Tibet and that there was no time for 
gradual or progressive methods to learn this particular 
dharma practice. Instead, he presented a direct method 
for gaining awareness, knowing that everyone in Tibet 
might need it very soon. He cut to the chase. 
 
I asked Khenpo Rinpoche how he gained confidence in 
Khenpo Gangshar at the time and he told this story. 
One of the things Khenpo Gangshar did was to take one 
of his personal robes and cut it into many small pieces, 
offering a piece to every monk present in the 
monastery, over 400 of them. He went around 
presenting these patches of cloth to everyone without 
exception. My teacher, Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche 
thought to himself that it was the dharma teachings of 
Khenpo Gangshar that were most valuable, not the bit 
of cloth. And sure enough, Khenpo Gangshar gave 
every monk in the monastery a piece of cloth except 
Khenpo Karthar. He was the sole exception. This struck 
Rinpoche. 
 
Then Rinpoche thought that, well, having a piece of 
cloth from such a high teacher might make a wonderful 
memento to keep. As soon as he thought that, Khenpo 
Gangshar gave Rinpoche a piece of the cloth. This was 
one reason Rinpoche gained confidence in Khenpo 
Ganshar. Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche stated that after 
Khenpo Gangsharôs teaching at that time, all the monks 
present were visibly changed, having seemingly 
become more compassionate and gentle. And there is 
more. 
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The great teacher Chogyam Trungpa was also present 
for these teaching by Khenpo Gangshar and considered 
him his main teacher. He personally told this story to my 
teacher concerning Khenpo Gangshar: 
 
Khenpo Gangshar had been invited by Trungpa 
Rinpoche to teach at his monastery Surmang Dutsi Til 
in Kham (eastern Tibet), which he did. At one point 
Khenpo Gangshar became very ill and died. As is the 
Tibetan custom with high lamas, Khenpo Gangshar died 
in meditation posture and was left sitting in that posture 
for several days before disposing of his body. Often 
high lamas show signs of warmth and continued 
presence for a number of days following their death and 
a kind of vigil is kept. 
 
Chogyam Trungpa kept such a vigil with the body of 
Khenpo Gangshar for several days, separated only by a 
very thin cloth curtain. Every once in a while, Trungpa 
Rinpoche would peek behind the curtain to see if the 
body of Khenpo Gangshar had collapsed from the 
meditation posture or was still in it. As mentioned this 
went on for some days. 
 
At some point Trungpa noticed that a puff of air 
somehow moved the curtain, so he peeked behind to 
curtain to see what had happened to the corpse. At that 
moment the eyes of Khenpo Gangshar suddenly 
opened and there he was staring out at Trungpa. 
Khenpo Gangshar had come back to life. 
 
Of course this was amazing. When he had regained 
consciousness Khenpo Gangshar described that after 
death, while in the bardo, he had been visited by two 
great lamas, including Jamgon Kongrul the Great, who 
had inspired him with this particular Mahamudra 
teaching and told him to return to life and share it with 
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certain monks and others who needed to hear it at this 
time. And so he did. 
 
When Khenpo Gangshar returned, he was ablaze with 
fervor to share this particular concise or direct method 
of realization with all he encountered. And that is how 
he happened to travel to Thrangu Monastery where 
Khenpo Karthar was living at the time. Khenpo Ganshar 
traveled and taught this special Mahamudra teaching 
widely throughout Kham in eastern Tibet just before the 
Chinese invasion. 
 
Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche then explained that after 
some years, Khenpo Gangshar stopped giving this 
particular teaching and once again became the person 
he was before he first died. He did not mention the 
special teaching any longer. That is the story and this 
from my memory of this last weekend, so I hope I have 
not missed anything essential. Why relate this? 
 
I share this with my Facebook dharma readers just to 
point out how very, very special this particular teaching 
was to hear. It not only was absolutely concise, but it 
was direct to the point of being almost incendiary. It 
condensed an enormous amount of dharma training or 
teaching into very few words, words that struck at the 
heart of confusion and made clear what each of us 
could do or have to do to become more aware ï to 
wake up. 
 
I wonôt attempt to paraphrase the teaching itself, only to 
say I have never experienced a teaching like it and I 
believe that many present would probably agree with 
me. It makes me want to wake up out of whatever 
confusion I am tolerating and just be present. That is 
about all I can say for now. 
 



68 
 

[Khenpo Gangshar on the left,Chogyam Trungpa on the 
right.] 
 

 



69 
 

ONE FOOT IN FRONT OF THE OTHER 
November 25, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
While rummaging through some files, I came across this 
bit of writing from the 1960s about my rather grim take 
on life under Saturnôs Seal before our first Saturn 
Return at thirty years of age. It is a little poetic, so you 
have been warned. It reads: 
 
"The psychological experience under Saturn or ñtimeò is 
to know only total fear for our life. The external world 
sulks, looms ominous, threatening disaster and 
accidents at every street's crossing. We are wrapped in 
the rush of time, tearing at hour's hearts. Every single 
thing, every outer edge and hard person, only serves to 
cause us to put off our life, to postpone real living, and 
sends us scurrying fast into the future, hoping, hoping, 
hoping é someday, somewhere, to find the chance to 
be ourselves, to have the time and space to live. Living 
in this state of fear, we put off endlessly until tomorrow 
what we find just too hard to do today." 
 
I had forgotten what it feels like to have so little 
confidence and reason to hope that we postpone living 
itself until we find something more solid to stand on. 
 
This reminds me of a song written and sung by one of 
my favorite Michigan songwriters, Robin Lee Berry. It is 
called ñBloom,ò and it contains this refrain: ñEveryone is 
searching for a safe place to bloom.ò Here is the song in 
a video I put together to help more folks have access to 
its stark beauty. Give a listen. 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NaTxU7mccnw 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NaTxU7mccnw
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Anyway, all of the above jogs my memory enough to 
remind me how tenuous life can be, at least 
psychologically, for many of us. I remember when 
Margaret and I travelled to West Bengal, India to meet 
the chief meditation master for the Kagyu Lineage, the 
great Bokar Rinpoche. When we were leaving the 
monastery and saying our goodbyes, Bokar Rinpoche 
looked me in the eye and said ñTomorrow or next life, 
whichever comes first.ò Bokar Rinpoche was the most 
like my own teacher Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche of any 
other rinpoche I have ever met. 
 
It seems like confidence in the dharma can be slow to 
arise; it does arise, but perhaps is barely visible far back 
in the wake of our chaotic journey through life. And 
dharma teachers point out that, without confidence in 
the dharma, little is achieved. Howôs that for a Catch-
22? 
 
And one last analogy: When winter begins to come and 
the snow starts to fall, as it has this week here in 
Michigan, I watch the thick snowflakes pouring from the 
sky and hitting the still-warm earth only to vanish in an 
instant. After what seems like a very long time, the snow 
finally takes to the ground and begins to accumulate. 
That is like the building of confidence from dharma 
practice. It takes time. How can we encourage it? 
 
Having come from no knowledge or confidence in the 
dharma to having confidence, I have learned at least 
something about the process. One thing to be aware of 
is the law of karma. It took me many years to grasp that 
everything we do creates karma, good, bad, and, to my 
understanding, there really isnôt something like 
ñindifferentò karma. It is either, as I have been taught, 
beneficent or maleficent, one or the other. And little 
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things count. 
 
Progress and certainty in the dharma depends on the 
accumulation of merit on our part. Perhaps we are not 
always strong enough to make grand gestures, great 
offerings, and the like. However, we can learn to say a 
lot with a little, to make small gestures, but many of 
them. It is like pulling ourselves up by our own 
bootstraps, confidence by degrees. 
 
And I used to feel foolish, perhaps by self-consciously 
whispering the mantra ñOm Mani Padme Humò here and 
there, while all around me the mess of my life was 
saying otherwise. It seemed to me such a paltry and 
futile gesture on my part given the odds I was going up 
against. But that attitude itself is the main problem. 
 
Over many years and many teachings, I finally got it into 
my head that every action, however small, counts, just 
as the Tibetans love to say that even a single match can 
dispel the accumulated darkness of eons. 
 
An analogy I pointed to earlier, that of the difficulty of 
seeing our confidence building in the chaotic wake of 
our passage through time is a good one. We canôt 
always control the flow of events surrounding us, but we 
can usually control our micro-efforts to create beneficent 
karma, and it adds up. I always loved that phrase 
encouraging women to persevere in having equal rights, 
ñYouôve Come a Long Way, Baby!ò It is the same with 
karma and certainty. We all have such a long way to go, 
but weôve already come such a long way to be even 
hearing about the dharma or reading this page. 
 
It seems to be one of Murphyôs laws that when we no 
longer need it is when we get the encouragement, 
acknowledgement, and certainty that would most help 
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us progress. 
And the worst is when we just start out, trying to 
overcome our own mountain of past ignorance. Of 
course, that is when we need confidence the most, 
when we have the least of it. That is almost like a 
natural law. 
 
I can only say from my experience that confidence will 
come. I have always loved the line from Psalm 91:12 
ñThey will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not 
strike your foot against a stone.ò Well, I have indeed 
struck my foot against a stone or two,ò and cried out in 
my heart for some kind of sign of progress. This is just 
how it is (or has been), at least for me. 
 

I say to my kids when they run into troubled times, just 
as I tell myself: place one foot in front of the other and 
keep walking forward, right out of the situation. This is 
why I love astrology, relative truth that it is. With its 
proper use, we can set and reset our sails to a better 
attitude and just sail on out of harmôs way. 
 
Confidence is knowing that, by our actions, we are 
building a bridge, beyond our struggles, into clarity and 
awareness. And there is no better sign of internal 
progress that I know of than when our karma affords us 
the opportunity of finding a living dharma teacher, one 
from whom we can actually learn, one that appears 
personally in our own lives. Thatôs when confidence 
snowballs and begins its exponential curve, like a 
rocket, streaking toward the heavens. 
 
Confidence is crucial in dharma practice, and we can 
build it by degrees. The teachings say that a single ñOm 
Mani Padme Hum,ò said from the heart, and with the 
intent that all beings may benefit can accumulate great 
merit. 
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OTHER SENTIENT BEINGS 
December 30, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
 
 
We are well aware of physically-challenged individuals 
like Helen Keller (deaf and blind), Steven Hawking 
(motor neurone disease), and many other human 
beings with physical disabilities. For example, Hawking 
has gradually deteriorated until today he can only 
communicate with a single cheek muscle attached to a 
special speech-generating device. 
 
Despite Hawkingôs disability, we have no trouble 
recognizing that we are dealing with a consciousness 
equivalent to our own. Yet, when I was growing up, we 
did not customarily extend to other sentient beings like 
mice or mosquitoes the assumption that they had 
equivalent consciousness to our own. We didnôt (and 
still donôt) do that. 
 
I am not sure that I have ever heard what we actually do 
think is the case with other sentient being like dogs and 
cats, insects, bacteria, and on down the line to the 
smallest size that we consider a sentient being. We 
certainly do not assume that they have a consciousness 
equivalent to ourselves. 
 
This assumption on our part makes it difficult to 
understand why the Buddhists go to such great pains 
not to harm other, and smaller, sentient beings, both 
harmless and harmful. Is it that we figure that we have a 
great big papa-bear sized consciousness, that dogs 
have perhaps a mama-bear sized consciousness, and 
insects have something like a baby-bear sized 
consciousness? It must be sort of like that. More likely, 



74 
 

we have never even thought about it. 
 
So, it can be amazing for Americans to watch Tibetans 
gently brushing mosquitoes off their arms or carefully 
blowing them off. And I like to tell the story of when I 
took one of the four regents of the Karma Kagyu 
Lineage, who was visiting our center, out to our cottage 
where the Gypsy Moth caterpillars by the millions were 
destroying our trees. 
And before I knew it, His Eminence was down by the 
lake blessing all the caterpillars. We never thought of 
such a thing. 
 
Or watch a lama walking down a country path being 
ever so careful not to step on even the tiniest of ants or 
picking up every errant worm or slug off the hot 
pavement and carrying it to the shady grass to the side. 
That kind of thing. 
 
Here in the West, we donôt tend to do those things. Yes, 
we love little kittens and puppies, but we donôt extend 
that cherishing to ants and bees, much less to whatever 
is wiggling in the pond scum. And we will never 
understand the Tibetan approach without understanding 
how they approach sentient beings other than 
ourselves. 
 

To the Tibetan Buddhist, consciousness comes in only 
one size, instead of one size for humans, and lesser or 
smaller sized consciousness for other sentient beings. 
The Buddhists view the consciousness of all sentient 
beings as the same as our human consciousness. 
Consciousness is consciousness. The consciousness of 
other sentient beings (large or tiny) is the same as ours; 
only the bodies and the capabilities of other and ñlowerò 
sentient beings are different. 
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Just as we see that the Steven Hawkings of the world 
are identical to us in consciousness, but limited in what 
that consciousness can do with a particular body, the 
Tibetan Buddhists extend this concept to all sentient 
being, human or otherwise, large and small. They see 
one size of consciousness and many sizes of bodies, 
some more capable than others in human terms. 
 
This is why the Tibetans will tell us that every last 
sentient being, no matter how small, could easily have 
been our mother in another life, and we theirs. And this 
because of the tendency while in the bardo (between 
lives) for beings to be driven to find a womb to enter by 
their karma, by the thirst for an immediate next life. It is 
the ñany port in a stormò philosophy. In a moment of 
obscuration, we may find ourselves animating the body 
of a dog or a worm. Now, how foreign a view is that for 
Westerners? As Larry David might say, ñPretty, pretty 
foreign.ò 
 
Again, in the Buddhist view, the consciousness of all 
sentient beings is the same. It is just the way it is shoe-
horned into different bodies that differs. So the great 
consciousness of a Mozart or a Gandhi could be 
manipulating the tiny body of a gnat for a time, and 
perhaps doing it brilliantly at that. 
 
This view clearly explains why great lamas like Kalu 
Rinpoche would go out of their way to bless any being 
they come across as an equal to themselves, because 
in their eyes it is. Christian saints like St. Francis of 
Assisi did something very similar. 
 
So, in Tibetan Buddhism, it is very much the view that 
one size of consciousness fits all bodies, no matter how 
small, as opposed to the Western view that different 
bodies have different levels or sizes of consciousness, if 
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thatôs what we think. With the Tibetan view, one 
consciousness does what it can with whatever 
limitations their current body has. 
The two views are similar, but apparently subtly 
different. The Tibetan Buddhist view IMO makes a lot 
more sense. I find this worth thinking about. 
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PRAYER FLAGS AND THE WIND 
December 1, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
The threads of our future are here right now, visibly 
embedded in the present. If we canôt see intuitively, it is 
because of our signal to noise ratio. We canôt tell what 
is intuition (and the future) and what is just noise. 
 
In other words, the doorway to the future is constantly 
open; it beckons us through a variety of signs that 
compete for our attention, if we can read them. It is 
much like prayer-flags waving in the wind; they cannot 
be read until the wind dies down. I have learned that. 
 
In the same way, we cannot find the threads of our 
intuition until our mind can stand to be still. Living by 
intuition, rather than by my intellect, is something I have 
had to learn. My natural intuition was always strong, but 
my courage to listen and follow my internal insights was 
weak. 
 
My point is that our intuitions of the future are always 
right there and working. Like the pain of bodily 
symptoms that protect us from ignoring what will 
eventually hurt us, our intuitions exist to lead us gently 
into our future, if we can hear them. They protect us 
from ourselves, because the Self, for the most part, is 
blind to intuition. 
 
Just as the mud that settles into clear water when the 
pond is not stirred up, we learn to allow our mind to 
naturally settle out, which is why we practice basic 
Tranquility Meditation. Meditation is not an alternative 
spiritual practice, but rather a necessity, and not 
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necessarily spiritual. It is just the sane thing to do if we 
want our minds to clear up (and our intuition to be 
amplified), so that we can clearly recognize it. 
 
Otherwise, it is like feeling our way in the dark, not 
knowing what is intuition and what is just white noise. 
We have victimized ourselves in all of this, failing to 
develop intuition, our natural way of seeing. We end up 
grasping and guessing at things that we should be 
sensing intuitively. We should just know. 
 
Unfortunately, they donôt teach ñintuitionò in the 
classroom from an early age. Even adult spiritual 
training does not have a real handle on what is needed 
for getting in touch with our intuition. For that, the mind 
must know peace. 
 
The analogy of the Tibetan prayer flags and the wind is 
accurate. As long as the winds of the mind blow the flag 
around, we will never read the prayers on the flag. First, 
we must remove the wind and then we can read the 
flag. First we must settle the mind; then we can begin to 
see by our intuition. This is no hypothetical; I have done 
this. 
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Here is a poem I wrote some time ago, about poems. 
 

MY POEMS 
 
Poems, 
A home for my thoughts,  
Dear thoughts, 
The very best of me, 
All thatôs precious and kind,  
Now sealed in words, 
Like insects in amber: 
 
Prayer flags endlessly waving, 
In the gentle chalice of the mind. 
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READING BEYOND THE END OF BOOKS 
October 29, 2015 
By Michael Erlewine (Michael@Erlewine.net) 
 
Many of us have read and read and read in the ever-
increasing number of books on Buddhism, which has 
the effect of forming in our mind an idea of what 
Buddhism and enlightenment is all about. Better than 
books is listening to live teachings from the Buddhist 
masters themselves. And perhaps best of all is working 
one-to-one with a realized dharma teacher. 
 
Yet, there is one byproduct of all of the above that has 
to be negotiated to achieve realization for ourselves, 
and that is the difference between our expectations of 
realization that we have built up in our mind and the 
actual realization itself. One precedes the other and it is 
sad, but true, that our expectations of what 
enlightenment is (or is like) eventually become the 
greatest block to our attaining that realization itself. 
How ironic. 
 
Like scaffolding, which must be removed once a house 
has been built, our accumulated expectations about 
realization must eventually give way to the realization 
itself, with all the attrition that entails. And by ñmust be 
removed,ò it means that our own expectations actually 
block any realization from taking place. 
 
Our expectations (and speculation), however helpful 
and inspirational in the beginning, become the single 
greatest albatross around our neck as we get closer to 
achieving any kind of realization. To put it another way, 
once we achieve a realization like the recognition of the 
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mindôs true nature, those expectations vanish 
instantaneously and are seen for what they are, miss-
takes we have (pardon me) mistakenly fallen into. 
 
Once we ñrealizeò something, we also realize at the 
same time why (and how) our ideas about it coming-in 
were mistaken, that they were just something we 
cobbled together to serve as an imagined carrot 
dangling at the end of the stick. 
 
But the instantaneous realization at an event like the 
ñRecognitionò of the mindôs true nature is not the only 
kind of realization. Realization also comes in other 
flavors, including the slow dawning of light like the Sun 
coming up. And this is quite different from the sudden 
insight of Recognition, but the discrepancy between our 
expectations and the reality remains the same. 
 
It is human nature that we all build up concepts and 
expectations about what the result of all our dharma 
practice is supposed to be like, yet, if we think about it, 
that is exactly what we donôt know, what realization is 
like, because we have never experienced it. In fact, it is 
what we are trying to achieve. And, as the Bard sang, 
ñBut you donôt know what it is, do you, Mr. Jones.ò We 
donôt know and we should know we donôt know, but we 
habitually form our expectations, nevertheless. Those 
expectations, by definition, eventually become an 
obstacle to realization itself, and we should be aware of 
that and take steps to adjust for it. 
 
Now comes the subtle part. It reminds me of when I 
was learning to ride my first two- wheel bicycle, and my 
mom let go of the bike, leaving me just riding on my 
own for the first time. 
 
What we donôt realize (and perhaps just canôt) is that 
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until some realization takes place, we are guiding 
ourselves purely with our expectations, using only our 
intellect. This, to us, is all the reality that we know. And I 
will give a simple analogy. 
 
If you have ever been instructed to perform a specific 
technique, but had not yet realized how it actually 
works, and keep making attempts at it based on your 
own understanding and expectations, but still have not 
realized what it was about, that is what I am pointing to 
here, but at the more elevated level of a spiritual 
realization. There is no blame, but there is consistently 
not-getting it. 
 
That is exactly what the Tibetan masters are pointing at 
here, that, up to now (in all the time there is) we have 
never ñgotten it,ò as it relates to realizing the nature of 
how our own mind works. We are going through the 
motions, and maybe even getting some heat, but still no 
fire. That is the general idea, yet it is way more subtle 
than that. 
 
The expectations about our dharma practice that we 
derive from books, teachings, friends, and fellow 
sangha members crystallize into how we imagine or 
expect things to be like. And we continue to hold those 
expectations in mind, while standing right there beside 
us is the reality, and we still donôt realize it. This is why 
there exist what are called, appropriately, the ñPointing 
Out Instructions,ò whereby a realized teacher points out 
to us what has been right there next to us all along. The 
teacher jogs us into letting go of our expectations long 
enough to settle on or grasp the actual reality of what 
our expectations have been imagining all this time. 
 
Once that happens, when we switch from our hologram-
like virtual set of expectations to the reality it refers to, 
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this is called ñrealization.ò Itôs like when our mom finally 
takes her hands off the bike and we are just riding on 
our own. ñRealizationò is, pardon me, when we actually 
realize what we have been talking, thinking, and 
imagining about all this time. We get it; we are it. Our 
expectations implode and the duality of all that 
collapses into a non-dual hands-on sheer realization 
that is crystal clear. At last, we know what we have 
been talking ñabout.ò 
 
Now, all of the above are just words that can but 
attempt to describe the reality. You will immediately 
incorporate them into your current set of expectations, 
and, with an updated version, on it goes. The fact is that 
in this very moment, within us, next to us, etc. is the 
true nature of the mind waiting to be realized. We are 
but a heartbeat and a glance away from that realization, 
but are still bound by our habitual mental habits and 
expectations. I trust that you get the idea here. That 
scaffolding must first be removed or we must be jarred 
out of our fixation on it. Both methods can work. 
 
 

Most, if not all, of the various dharma practices exist 
only to enable us to eventually recognize the true 
nature of our own mind. Recognition (of the mindôs true 
nature) is not Enlightenment, or anything near it. What 
ñRecognitionò is, however, is the end of our beginning 
dharma practice and the beginning of the end of that 
practice, which will eventually be Enlightenment, 
although that is still far in the future. 
 
In short, we practice dharma to remove as many of our 
obscurations as we can until, with the help of a realized 
lama, the true nature of the mind can be pointed out to 
us andéwe get it! 
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[Just to show that I am no stranger to book learning, 
here is a photo taken today of one of the libraries here 
at our dharma center. This is what we call ñRinpocheôs 
Room,ò where a great many high lamas, rinpoches, 
regents, etc. have stayed over the years. In fact, 
sometimes guests ask to stay there, just because it has 
been reported that great dreams happen there. We 
have other smaller libraries around the center, but this 
is the mother-ship. My first dharma teacher used to, 
repeatedly say to me when he saw me reading this or 
that book: ñMichael, someday you must be the book!ò] 
 
                                                                                                              

 




































































































































































































































































































































