Following one tradition purely without mixing

One of the core principles of the NKT is while respecting all other traditions, to follow one tradition purely without mixing.  This is an extremely vast subject.  Venerable Geshe-la (VGL) explains in Ocean of Nectar that we need to be careful when introducing the subject of emptiness to those who are not ready because doing so can lead to great confusion.  I would say even more so, we need to be careful when introducting the subject of following one tradition purely without mixing, as this is a special spiritual instruction that can easily give rise to much confusion and doubt, including thinking that such an approach is closed-minded, anti-intellectual and sectarian.  This document attempts to explain the rationale behind this instruction so that people can be happy with putting it into practice.  This document has also been prepared for the benefit of teachers to be able to know how to respond if our students raise some objections to this instruction.

What follows is my own interpretation of this instruction, and how I personally put it into practice.  The level I apply to myself is not the level others need to apply to themselves.  We each practice according to our own capacity and wisdom.  I present my thinking on the subject only to help people clarify their thoughts on this question.  Everyone is free to ignore all that follows.

This document is organized as follows :

1. References within VGL’s teachings on this advice
a. On following one tradition purely without mixing
i. From Understanding the Mind
ii. From Great Treasury of Merit
iii. From Meaningful to Behold
iv. From the Commentary to the Dorje Shugden empowerment, Spring Festival 1995
v. From the NKT internal rules
b. On sectarianism
i. From Joyful Path
ii. From Clear Light of Bliss
2. The mind with which we examine this question 

3. How to understand this instruction
a. Following one tradition purely is spiritual advice, not a rule
b. What is mixing traditions ? 

c. What are the causes of mixing ?  Why do people mix ?
4. Rationale for the spiritual advice to follow one tradition purely without mixing
a. Considering valid reasons
i. Advantages of not mixing
ii. Disadvantages of mixing
iii. Disadvantages of even slight mixing.
b. Contemplating useful analogies
i. Analogy of the burning room
ii. Analogy of climbing a mountain
iii. Analogy of a Formula 1 racing car
iv. Analogy of commitment to a partner
v. Analogy of specialization
5. Refutation of objections to not mixing
a. Objection 1.  We can gain a better understanding of a subject when explored from multiple perspectives

b. Objection 2:  We can gain a higher and deeper understanding of universal truth through synthesizing multiple systems of thought.

c. Objection 3 :  All religions say the same thing, just with different metaphors and means.  So what is the problem with me studying and reading other traditions.  Does that not also take me in the direction of enlightenment ?

d. Objection 4:  OK, I agree we should not mix traditions.  I am 100% committed to VGL, I know what we are all about and I don’t want to mix.  So what is the problem with me reading other sources ?

e. Objection 5:  But I do not have freedom because I cannot be an NKT teacher or officer of an NKT center if I still want to go to other things.  So I am not free to choose.

f. Objection 6:  But it can be argued that just because one is in a relationship with somebody else does not mean that they cease to be friends with other people and other women.  In the same way, it is not mixing or violating my commitment to my spiritual path by reading other books, etc., as long as I am clear as to who is my Spiritual Guide.
g. Objection 7: But we are Buddhist, so everything depends upon the mind.  Reading other sources is not from its own side mixing, it depends upon the mind with which we do it.  

h. Objection 8:  Come on !  Certainly you are exaggerating to say it is a fault to even read or be exposed to teachings from other traditions.  Don’t be so paranoid !

i. Objection 9:  It still seems very closed-minded to be so categorical in shunning anything that is non-NKT.

j. Objection 10:  OK, even if I agree with all of the above, certainly it is more skilful to say nothing, since people will misunderstand and leave the Dharma as a result of this misunderstanding.

k. Objection 11:  OK, I agree, something needs to be said.  But why do you have to do it in such a foreceful way.  

l. Objection 12:  OK, point taken.  But what makes an action skilful is whether the action does not undermine the faith of the other person when you engage in it.
m. Objection 13:  OK, fine !  Just tell me what I can and cannot do.

n. Objection 14:  If that is the case, then why do different teachers have different policies and standards on this one ?

o. Objection 15:  But how does your standard compare to that of the NKT as a whole ?  Are you more strict ?

p. Objection 16:  Wait a minute !  I can understand why there would be an issue with Tibetan Buddhism in general, but certainly it is not a problem with Mt. Pellerin.  After all, their teacher was also a student of Trijang Rinpoche, he is friends with VGL, and they are Dorje Shugden practitioners.  Are they not basically a Tibetan version of us, and we are a Western version of them ?  So their teachings can help improve our understanding of VGL's teachings.  We are all talking about the same thing, so there is no mixing going on.  So it should be OK.  It seems we should at least make an exception with them.

q. Question 17:  OK, I understand all of this and it makes sense.  How practically then are we to implement all of this at the center given the sensitivities involved ?

6. Conclusion
Part I :  References within VGL’s teachings on this advice

On following one tradition purely without mixing :

From Understanding the Mind

Having developed the power of aspiration we should practise the power of steadfastness, which means that we should make our effort in Dharma practice stable and unchangeable by developing a strong determination. In the chapter on effort in Guide to the Bodhisattva's Way of Life Shantideva advises us that before we commit ourself to engaging in a practice we should investigate it carefully to see whether it is suitable and whether we can sustain it; but once we have committed ourself to it we should never turn back but continue until we attain the final result. Switching from one practice to another unrelated practice not only prevents us from fulfilling our wishes in this life, but also makes it difficult for us to accomplish our goals in future lives. Moreover, it is often the cause of breaking our commitments and severing precious relationships, such as those that exist between Guru and disciple, and between spiritual friends.

We must be careful not to misunderstand the effort of non-satisfaction. Practising this effort does not mean that we should become dissatisfied with our tradition or with our main practice, and try to follow many different traditions or mix together many different practices. Every Teacher and every tradition has a slightly different approach and employs different methods. The practices taught by one Teacher will differ from those taught by another, and if we try to combine them we shall become confused, develop doubts, and lose direction. If we try to create a synthesis of different traditions we shall destroy the special power of each and be left only with a mishmash of our own making that will be a source of confusion and doubt. Having chosen our tradition and our daily practices we should rely upon them single-pointedly, never allowing dissatisfaction to arise. At the same time as cherishing our own tradition we should respect all other traditions and the right of each individual to follow the tradition of their choosing. This approach leads to harmony and tolerance. It is mixing different religious traditions that causes sectarianism. This is why it is said that studying non-religious subjects is less of an obstacle to our spiritual progress than studying religions of different traditions.

From Meaningful to Behold

Many faults and disadvantages arise if we continually abandon the actions we have started. It is very unskillful to neglect one path in favour of another, only to abandon that path in order to begin a third. This erratic type of behaviour creates unwholesome imprints on our mind leading to a future inability to complete our practices of Dharma. Both now and in the future we shall experience an increase in our dissatisfaction and shall discover that whatever good we undertake will take a long time to complete and will yield only meagre results. This is an important point because nowadays many students practise like this. They jump from one meditation to another and therefore never accomplish anything. If we want to achieve results from a practice, then once we have started it we should complete it with self-confidence and thereby weaken the power of delusion. Because such self-confidence encourages our mind to practise Dharma, helps us to abandon non-virtue and increases the power of the opponents to evil, this attitude of mind is anything but a delusion.

From Great Treasury of Merit

The extent to which we receive the benefits of this Guru yoga depends upon our faith in Je Tsongkhapa. To increase our faith we need to contemplate again and again why we need to practise the Guru yoga of Je Tsongkhapa. Then, if we follow Je Tsongkhapa's tradition purely without mixing with other traditions, and rely upon his Dharma Protector, Dorje Shugdän, our faith in Je Tsongkhapa, and therewith our realizations, will naturally increase. If we follow this advice - to develop deep, unchanging faith in Je Tsongkhapa, to follow his tradition purely without mixing, and to rely sincerely upon the Dharma Protector Dorje Shugdän - we will definitely receive great benefits. If a Teacher encourages us to do these things it is we who experience the benefits, not the Teacher. There is nothing partisan about this advice; it is given only for our benefit. Experience shows that realizations come from deep, unchanging faith, and that this faith comes as a result of following one tradition purely - relying upon one Teacher, practising only his teachings, and following his Dharma Protector. If we mix traditions many obstacles arise and it takes a long time for us to attain realizations.

...

Some Kadampa Lamas gave very useful practical advice concerning relying upon more than one Teacher. They would say that if we wish to rely upon more than one Spiritual Guide we should ensure that they all share the same lineage and view as our principal Spiritual Guide, otherwise the blessings of the latter will soon disappear.
From Commentary to Dorje Shugden empowerment, Spring Festival 1995

Sincere practitioners of the Kadampa Buddhism of Je Tsongkhapa’s doctrine should understake as their heart commitment to cherish the Kadam Dharma, the doctrine of Je Tsongkhapa, and to practice and teach this to others without mixing it with other traditions.  We must take some responsibility to enable pure Buddhadharma to flourish throughout the world.  If we make the commitment to accomplish this aim, then this is called our heart commitment.  Keeping this heart commitment is the basic foundation for receiving Dorje Shugdan’s protection, blessings and special care continually.  Because Dorje Shugden is an enlightened being, he has compassion for all beings and is ready to to give his protection, blessings, and special care, but from our side we also need some necessary conditions.  These are to cherish Kadam Dharma, to practice Kadam Dharma purely without mixing it with other traditions, to teach Kadam Dharma without mixing it with other traditions and to take some responsibility to help pure Dharma flourish throughout the world.  Doing this as our commitment is the best method for receiving Dorje Shugden’s protection, blessings and special care continually.  

By receiving these we will definitly be able to fulfil all our wishes, and all our daily and spiritual activities will be successful.  Enlightened beings, or deities, cannot work alone without our making certain conditions from our side to receive their help.  This is important to keep in mind.

These commitments should be kept freely from the practitioner’s own side and not insisted upon by the teacher.  In Dharma, especially the Kadam Dharma, people have a lot of choice :  Teachers cannot force us saying, ‘you should do this, you should not do that.’  When people receive extensive teachings on this subject, they will naturally develop a wisdom that understands that gaining realisations of Kadam Dharma, the actual quick path to enlightenment, depends entirely on receiving Dorje Shugden’s protection, blessings and special care.  They understand that to receive these depends on certain conditions they need to develop from their side, and they will therefore think, ‘I need to cherish Kadam Dharma, I need to practice this purely [without mixing] and I need to undertake some responsibility to help the pure Kadam Dharma to flourish.’

…

In this way, we are keeping our heart commitment of cherishing others.  We want Kadam Dharma to flourish because we cherish people.  We understand that people need this Dharma to establish pure happiness, to become free from suffering and to solve their human problems.  But what people need is a pure Dharma which is unmixed with any other tradition.  Kadam Dharma cannot be pure if it is mixed with other traditions.  Honey cannot be pure if it is mixed with many other substances.  If butter is mixed with many other substances, it is no longer pure butter.  Similarily, if Dharma is mixed with other traditions it will no longer be pure.

We are not saying that our tradition is good and other traditions are not good.  We are simply practicing pure Kadam Dharma.  This does not mean we disrespect other traditions, or are saying that other traditions are not good.  We are not saying htis.  It is important that every religious tradition remains pure and unmixed.  Nowadays, because of excessive technological development every substance has been mixed together with something else.  It is difficult to find pure things, such as pure water, pure earth and pure natural foods.  We say natural things are good, but it is difficult to find anything which is natural.  What was pure and natural has been destroyed through it having been mixed with many other things.  In a similar way, mixing pure Dharma with other traditions will cause pure Buddhadharma gradually to disappear completely from this world.  For this reason, I myself try to practice Dharma purely and I encourage my students to practice pure Dharma.  I do this because I understand its importance.  Maybe some people criticise me, but I understand that those who criticise me do not understand how to develop pure Dharma realizations.  How can Dharma remain pure if it is mixed with many different things ?  It is necessary from our side to do everything correctly and purely.  This is most important.  If we did not have enough teachings then of course we would need to find more from other sources, but we have enough of everything through the kindness of Dharmapala Dorje Shugden.  

By keeping our commitment to practice pure Kadam Dharma without mixing it with other traditions, our Dharma practice will be successful and we will receive the continual protection, blessings and special care of Dorje Shugden.  If we break our heart commitment due to developing wrong motivation or through receiving wrong information from other teachers, we should restore it.  

…

We are keepng Kadam Dharma purely, practising it purely, and teaching it purely without mixing it with other traditions because we cherish people.  People need pure things :  people need Dharma and within the Dharma they need pure Dharma.  If it is mixed, pure Dharma will disappear from this world.  How sad this will be.  Encouraging the mixing of Dharma with other traditions, in reality, indirectly destroys pure Dharma.  NKT Dharma centers are working to guard against this danger.  From this point of view, if we think carefully we can see that the people of NKT centers are very fortunate.  NKT teachers are especially fortunate in keeping as their heart commitment the cherishing of pure Buddhadharma and the taking of responsibility for developing pure Buddhadharma.  Of course they experience many difficulties, but they patiently work very hard.  Other people also work very hard for this development.  How wonderful !  This is our creation.  It is we who created this NKT family or community.  We hope that this opportunity pervades throughout space including Tushita Buddha Land and Pure Dakini Land.

These practical things are very important.  These activities indicate that NKT people have good hearts.  They never think I need this for myself alone.  They work hard to preserve pure Buddhadharma and to help it to flourish because they want to benefit the people of this world.  This shows their good heart.  How can people say that this is wrong ?  It is possible that some ignorant people will say this is wrong, but this does not matter.  We need to encourage ourselves, to make our dedication for this aim strong and unchanging.  The results from our present activities will be experienced by people from generation to generation.  This is such a great work.

From Internal Rules

The NKT-IKBU

§1.  The New Kadampa Tradition - International Kadampa Buddhist Union is defined as the union of Kadampa Buddhist Centres, the international association of study and meditation centres that follow the pure tradition of Mahayana Buddhism derived from the Buddhist meditators and scholars Atisha and Je Tsongkhapa, introduced into the West by the Buddhist teacher Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, the Founder of the New Kadampa Tradition - International Kadampa Buddhist Union; and that follow the three New Kadampa Tradition Study Programmes; and that are guided by the code of moral discipline called The Internal Rules of the New Kadampa Tradition - International Kadampa Buddhist Union set out in this document.

1§1.  Each and every Dharma Centre of the NKT-IKBU shall always follow the pure tradition of Mahayana Buddhism derived from the Buddhist meditators and scholars Atisha and Je Tsongkhapa, as introduced into the West by the Buddhist teacher Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, and shall always remain a member Centre of the NKT-IKBU and always follow and act in accordance with these Internal Rules.

§3.  The New Kadampa Tradition shall always be an entirely independent Buddhist tradition and the NKT-IKBU shall have no political affiliations.

· causes the NKT-IKBU to degenerate (such as by following other spiritual traditions),

then the Members of the Charity in general meeting shall have the authority to dismiss him or her.
7.  Resident Teachers

7§1.  The Resident Teachers of all NKT-IKBU Dharma Centres shall be appointed by the GSD.  The GSD shall choose new Resident Teachers only from those practitioners who are qualified to teach Kadampa Buddhism, who have completed or are following the NKT Teacher Training Programme, who follow the New Kadampa Tradition purely, and who have good moral discipline.  The function of the Resident Teacher is to lead the students of his or her Centre into the pure spiritual paths of the New Kadampa Tradition.

7§2.  The GSD shall be responsible for the removal of any Resident Teacher of the NKT-IKBU.

7§3.  The Resident Teacher’s commitments shall include:

· to keep pure moral discipline and good behaviour;

· to cherish and care for their Dharma Centre;

· to teach only subjects that form part of the three NKT Study Programmes;

· to send an annual progress report about their Centre to the GSD and to the Secretary;

· to respect other spiritual traditions and try to maintain good relations with them, but the Resident Teacher shall not mix his or her teachings and spiritual practices with those of other spiritual traditions;

· to act in accordance with these Internal Rules;

· to make effort to attend the annual International Teacher Training Programme held at the Mother Centre of the NKT-IKBU, until he or she has completed the programme successfully;

· to be the authorised representative of their Centre at all general meetings of the Charity (or to be an Individual Member of the Charity, if their Centre is not yet incorporated);  and

· to be a member of and participate in meetings and decisions of the Education Council.

7§4.  The Resident Teacher shall be responsible for the appointment and removal of other teachers at his or her Centre, branches and so forth; and (except at the Mother Centre of the NKT-IKBU) for the appointment and removal of the Education Programme Co-ordinator (the "EPC") at his or her Centre.

8.  Books

8§1.  To prevent the development of confusion and disagreement among NKT students, no NKT-IKBU Teacher or Spiritual Director shall write books or other material that contain elements of traditions that differ from the New Kadampa Tradition or that in any way contradict NKT Dharma books.

9.  Withdrawal of authorisations

9§1.  If any NKT-IKBU Dharma Teacher separates from the NKT-IKBU and establishes a spiritually independent organisation, or follows another spiritual tradition, then he or she can no longer hold the lineage and spiritual tradition of the New Kadampa Tradition.  In particular he or she cannot:

· Teach any of the three Study Programmes: General Programme, Foundation Programme, or Teacher Training Programme, that are related to the NKT tradition;

· Grant the empowerments of Lower or Highest Yoga Tantras that are related to the NKT tradition;

· Grant ordination vows that are related to the NKT tradition; and

· Use any spiritual name received from the NKT tradition, such as his or her ordination name or any special title such as 'Gen-la', 'Gen' or 'Kadam'.

15.  The Education Programme

15§1.  The Education Programme of all NKT-IKBU Dharma Centres shall consist only of the three New Kadampa Tradition Study Programmes:  the General Programme, Foundation Programme, and Teacher Training Programme.

15§2.  These programmes form the very core of the NKT-IKBU, and are what distinguishes the New Kadampa Tradition from other traditions.

15§3.  The General Programme (GP)   The purpose of the General Programme shall be to introduce basic Buddhist view, meditation, and action, and various other teachings and practices, all within the Mahayana Buddhist tradition of Atisha and Je Tsongkhapa, that help the practitioner deepen his or her knowledge and experience of Buddhism.  The Programme shall be based on the commentaries by Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso.

15§4.  The Foundation Programme (FP)   The purpose of the Foundation Programme shall be to provide a systematic presentation of particular subjects of Mahayana Buddhism to enable practitioners to deepen their knowledge and experience of Buddhism.  The Programme shall comprise the following five subjects based on Buddha’s Sutra teachings and the corresponding commentaries by Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso:

· The Stages of the Path to Enlightenment,


based on the commentary Joyful Path of Good Fortune;

· Training the Mind, based on the commentaries


Universal Compassion and Eight Steps to Happiness;

· The Heart Sutra, based on the commentary Heart of Wisdom;

· Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life,


based on the commentary Meaningful to Behold;  and

· Types of Mind, based on the commentary Understanding the Mind.

15§5.  The Teacher Training Programme (TTP)   The purpose of the Teacher Training Programme shall be to provide a more extensive presentation of particular subjects of Mahayana Buddhism, to enable practitioners to deepen their knowledge and experience of Buddhism, and to train as qualified New Kadampa Tradition Teachers.  The Programme shall comprise the following twelve subjects, based on Buddha’s Sutra and Tantra teachings and the corresponding commentaries by Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso:

· The Stages of the Path to Enlightenment,


based on the commentary Joyful Path of Good Fortune;

· Training the Mind, based on the commentaries


Universal Compassion and Eight Steps to Happiness;

· The Heart Sutra, based on the commentary Heart of Wisdom;

· Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life,


based on the commentary Meaningful to Behold;

· Types of Mind, based on the commentary Understanding the Mind;

· Guide to the Middle Way, based on the commentary Ocean of Nectar;

· Vajrayana Mahamudra,

based on the commentary Clear Light of Bliss;

· The Bodhisattva’s Moral Discipline,


based on the commentary The Bodhisattva Vow;

· Offering to the Spiritual Guide, based on the commentaries

Great Treasury of Merit and Mahamudra Tantra;

· Vajrayogini Tantra, based on the commentary Guide to Dakini Land;

· Grounds and Paths of Secret Mantra,


based on the commentary Tantric Grounds and Paths; and

· The Practice of Heruka Body Mandala,


based on the commentary Essence of Vajrayana.

15§6.  A practitioner shall be deemed to have completed the Teacher Training Programme if he or she:

· Has attended the classes related to each of the twelve subjects;

· Has memorised all the required materials;

· Has passed examinations in all twelve subjects and received a certificate to that effect; and

· Has completed the required meditation retreats.

15§7.  None of the subjects in any of the three Study Programmes may be changed.

16§1.  All NKT-IKBU Dharma Centres shall follow the same tradition regarding rituals, retreats, pujas, and granting and receiving empowerments.

On Sectarianism:
From Joyful Path

If we recognize that worldly gods are not suitable objects of refuge and then make the promise, `I will not go for ultimate refuge to objects other than the Three Jewels', this is going for refuge by abandoning going for refuge to other objects. If we go for refuge to teachers whose instructions contradict those of Buddha we shall be led onto wrong paths; and if we go for refuge to worldly gods, although we may receive some short-term benefits we shall be diverted from perfect paths leading to liberation and enlightenment. However, when we abandon going for refuge to other objects we should not do so out of sectarianism. Our motivation should be simply to keep our refuge vows purely and avoid the harm we would inflict upon ourself by breaking our commitments. If we have perfect faith in Buddha there is no reason why we should ever need to go for refuge to other objects.

We are also rejecting Dharma if out of sectarianism we maintain that some scriptures are unnecessary for higher practitioners, thinking, for example, that some scriptures are for Bodhisattvas and others are only for those who have a more limited aspiration. By studying and practising the complete Lamrim we are prevented from making this mistake. When we understand the real purpose of each instruction and see that none of them is contradictory, and when we practise the instructions for ourself, proving by experience that each one is correct and reliable, we shall never reject or belittle any of them.

From Clear Light of Bliss

The first Panchen Lama was a highly realized practitioner who always behaved in a very humble manner, but when writing about the need to refute mistaken and misleading teachings he was quite direct:

As we cannot perceive the mindstream of others

We should strive to appreciate the teachings of all;

But I cannot accept those who spread wrong views

And through these wrong views lead many astray.

What the Panchen Lama wrote several hundred years ago is particularly applicable today. If pure Dharma is to flourish in western countries it is essential that we examine our beliefs carefully to ensure that they are fully in accordance with the pure teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni. The ugly, unfortunate result of not understanding pure Dharma and of following misleading teachings that pretend to be pure Dharma is sectarianism. This is one of the greatest hindrances to the flourishing of Dharma, especially in the West. Anything that gives rise to such an evil, destructive mind should be eliminated as quickly and as thoroughly as possible.

Nowadays there is a strong tendency to believe without the slightest hesitation every word spoken by someone of high reputation, whereas a humble practitioner giving perfect and accurate teachings is often neither appreciated nor believed. Buddha Shakyamuni cautioned his disciples against adopting such a mistaken attitude:

Do not accept my teachings simply because I am called Buddha.

Time and time again he reminded his disciples not to accept his teachings out of blind faith, but to test them as thoroughly as they would assay gold. It is only on the basis of valid reasons and personal experience that we should accept the teachings of anyone, including Buddha himself.

In the teachings on the four reliances Buddha gives further guidelines for arriving at an unmistaken understanding of the teachings. He says:

Do not rely upon the person, but upon the Dharma.

Do not rely upon the words, but upon the

meaning.

Do not rely upon the interpretative meaning, but

upon the definitive meaning.

Do not rely upon consciousness, but upon wisdom.

The meaning of these lines is as follows:

(1) When deciding which doctrine to rely upon we should not be satisfied with the fame or reputation of a particular Teacher, but instead should examine what he or she teaches. If upon investigation we find the teachings reasonable and faultless, we should accept them, but if they lack these qualities we should reject them, no matter how famous or charismatic their expounder might be.

(2) We should not be influenced merely by the poetic or rhetorical style of a particular teaching but should accept it only if the actual meaning of the words is reasonable.

(3) We should not be satisfied merely with an interpretative meaning of conventional truth but should rely upon and accept the definitive meaning of the ultimate truth of emptiness. In other words, because the method teachings on bodhichitta and the wisdom teachings on emptiness and so forth are companions, we should not be satisfied with only one or the other but should practise both together.

(4) We should not be satisfied with impure, deceptive states of consciousness, but should place our reliance upon the wisdom of meditative equipoise of Superior beings.

If we understand these four reliances and use them to evaluate the truth of the teachings we receive, we will be following an unmistaken path. There will be no danger of our adopting false views or falling under the influence of misleading Teachers. We will be able to discriminate correctly between what is to be accepted and what is to be rejected, and we will thereby be protected against faults such as sectarianism.

Part II :  The mind with which we examine this question

Before going into the actual substance of the issue, it is important to first say a few words about the mind with which we should examine this question.  

We can begin by asking ourselves four simple questions :

1. Am I willing to be open-minded about this topic?   By open-minded, I mean we are willing to make our final judgement on this topic on the basis of the weight of argument (the validity of the ideas themselves)?

2. Do I have faith that Geshe-la is a Buddha, or at least is spiritually far more advanced compared to me? 

3. What is the purpose of my involvement with the Dharma, intellectual masturbation with the ideas or alleviation of suffering (for yourself and for others) through the changing of our own minds? 
4. Would I agree that the sole criteria for examining how to approach the spiritual path is what pragmatically works best to change our minds and transform them into something pure ?
Each one of these questions is very important and deserves some explanation.

For the first question, it is vitally important that we are open-minded in thinking about this issue.  This is an extremely difficult issue to discuss open-mindedly for a variety of reasons.

1. In general, our attachment to our objects of negativity prevent us from admitting our negative actions.

a. For example, my looking at other women out of attachment is not technically the negative action of sexual misconduct according to the way it is defined in Joyful Path.  So does that mean me doing it is not negative?  Of course not.  Looking at other women out of attachment goes in the same direction as sexual misconduct, and is a subtle form of it.  But my attachment to wanting to look at other women in this way tries to rationalize and justify why it is OK for me to do it, and why it is not that bad, because after all I am just looking and not touching, etc., etc., etc.
b. One of the biggest obstacles to engaging in purification practice, and in particular generating sincere regret, is our difficulty in admitting to ourself that our negativities are in fact wrong or negative.  We rationalize the actions, belittle the importance of the issue saying that it is not bad, we strike out at those who are saying this is wrong.  It is one thing to know an action is negative and then admit that due to the strength of our delusions we cannot stop ourselves ; but when we cannot even admit to ourselves that our actions are negative, even slightly, how can we possibly ever change ?

c. In the same way, our attachment to spiritual instructions from other traditions prevents us from admitting that, even if only on a subtle level, our reading them and appreciating and internalizing their wisdom is in fact mixing.  Our attachment tries to rationalize and justify why it is OK, and why us doing it is not that bad, etc.
d. If we do agree that gross mixing is counter-productive, just as we agree that gross sexual misconduct is counter-productive, then why would we want to do anything that possibly goes in the same direction?
e. It is important to note that mixing our mind with spiritual ideas from other traditions is not by nature a negative action.  In fact, mixing our mind with any Dharma is a good thing, regardless of the source.  However, following one tradition purely is even better for advancing along the path.  Actions that are by nature negative are actions that are negative regardless of the context.  Some actions become negative in specific contexts, such as when we have taken certain vows.  The downfalls identified in many of the vows are not by nature negative when we engage in them, they only become negative in the context of certain vows.  In the same way, mixing our mind with ideas from other spiritual traditions is not by nature negative, but it becomes a negative action in the context of having assumed the NKT internal rules as part of our moral discipline.
2. Our pride prevents us from seeing fault in our own actions.

a. In general, pride functions to blind us to our own faults.  Regardless of the negative action, we have difficulty and sometimes can’t admit that what we are doing is faulty or that we are wrong.
b. In the same way, our pride in being a pure and faithful NKT practitioner or teacher can sometimes make us blind to seeing how we could do even better.  
c. We can admit that mixing is counter-productive, but we can’t admit that we are engaging in mixing ourselves.  If we think we are not mixing, there are only two possibilities:  either we are in fact not mixing, at which point there is no problem; or we are mixing, at which point our pride is blinding us from seeing it.
3. This issue is difficult for us to listen to others in an open minded way because it makes us feel like we are being attacked or that our practice is being judged.  We feel like we are being accused of being ‘not-NKT’ when we have given our entire life to our practice.

a. So it is very easy for us to exaggerate what is being said ‘against’ us and we then become defensive.  When we are defensive, we start to self-justify why what we are doing is right instead of examining how perhaps we can do things even better.

b. We can resolve this by telling ourselves, it is actually because the other person DOES see me as being 100% committed to VGL and the NKT that they can tell me these things without fear of me over-reacting, becoming defensive and leaving the tradition.

c. If they did not think I was 100% committed or that I was not ready to hear these things, then they wouldn’t say anything because they wouldn’t want to sacrifice a greater virtue of me being a Kadampa practitioner on the altar of the smaller virtue of me not reading any other sources.

d. My teacher’s pointing this out to me is not that what they think I am doing is bad.  In fact, they think it is quite good.  They are telling me these things because they want to help me practice ‘even better.’

4. It is very difficult for others to discuss this with us if we are not being open-minded, because if we are holding tightly onto our wrong views, then their discussing it with us just causes us to hold on even tighter to our wrong views.

a. So this creates a dilemma for those who are trying to help us.  If they do not say anything, the wrong views persist.  But if the issue is never discussed, we will never attain clarity on the issue and the problems will linger.  

b. But if they do say something, it just causes the situation to become worse because the other person just digs their heels even further into the sand, creating even stronger tendencies to hold on to wrong views.

c. So from our own side, in order to make ourselves teachable and enable others to help us, we need to be open-minded when thinking about and discussing this issue.

On the second question, the issue is really fairly simple.

1. If VGL is a Buddha, then :

a. The system he has created for us is in perfect harmony with itself and it is practicing the system as a whole that is the method for transforming our mind into the enlightened state.  Adding anything to a perfectly harmonized system will necessarily knock it out of balance, and so therefore it will work less well.

b. He knows exactly how his system of instructions should be practiced.  So if he says that his system of instructions should be practiced without mixing them with anything else, then this is the optimal way of practicing them.

c. He knows exactly what I need and what I don’t need in order to attain enlightenment. So if something has not been included, it is because I do not need it and focusing on it would be a distraction or a waste of time.  Me thinking he has failed to include something I need is to deny that he is a Buddha and to imply that I know better than him what I need to advance on the spiritual path.

d. All of the instructions he has given me are personal advice for me to put into practice.  I cannot say with respect to any instruction that this is not for me.

2. Even if I am not sure that he is a Buddha, but I can at least admit that he is spiritually far more advanced than me, then I would be advised to practice as he says until I have at least caught up to his spiritual level and mastered everything he has to say.  Then, I will be in a position to judge whether something is missing.

On the third question, again the issue is really rather simple :

1. If we are more interested in intellectual masturbation.

a. If what we are interested in is intellectual masturbation of spiritual ideas, then there could be an argument for mixing because there is a certain intellectual rush that comes from combining divergent ideas.

b. But even for these people, there is an even greater rush (indeed a Great Bliss) to be had from going deeper on one set of very profound instructions than examining superficially across different sets of instructions.

2. For those who are interested in transforming their mind into the enlightened state for the alleviation of suffering, then :

a. We need to understand the instructions are not intellectual ideas to understand, but rather mental yoga positions we need to put our mind into.  Mixing our mind with the instructions is a method for transforming our mind.  We need to reproduce our mind in the image of the instructions, not just intellectually understand them.  It is this mental reproduction of this particular set of instructions within our own mind that is the actual method for transforming our mind into the enlightened state.  Therefore, if we introduce new mental yogas by introducing new mental ideas, it ceases to be the same system of ideas and ceases to be the same method.

b. The only real criteria for assessing what strategy to use in our spiritual path (mixing or not mixing) is pragmatically what works best for transforming our mind into the enlightened state.

For the fourth question, the issue is again quite simple.

1. If we do not agree that pragmatics is the only criteria, then there could be ideological grounds for mixing (I don’t know what those grounds might be, but it is possible).  

2. But if the issue is exclusively one of pragmatics, then we should examine carefully what works best.  The rest of this document seeks to address these pragmatic considerations.

So if we have answered these four questions in the way indicated, then it is worth our time to continue reading the rest of this document.  

Part III:  How to understand this instruction

Following one tradition purely is spiritual advice, not a rule

Throughout all of VGL’s books, he gives countless pieces of advice about how to transform our mind into the enlightened state.  This instruction on following one tradition purely without mixing is likewise spiritual advice given to us by our Spiritual Guide.  Like all instructions, we are free to follow it or not.  It is our choice.  VGL explains in Transform Your Life that if we do not at present understand a given instruction, or do not see its utility, we should avoid various extremes.  To put the instruction into practice when we do not understand it or when we disagree with it would be one extreme (leading to a wide variety of problems).  To reject the instruction would be another extreme.  The middle way he teaches is to not reject it outright, but to put it aside for later when it does seem to be important or useful for our spiritual practice.  Once we see the instruction as something that is important, if we still have doubts we should follow his advice in Clear Light of Bliss when he quotes Buddha Shakyamuni as saying ‘do not believe me because I am called Buddha, instead verify for yourself.’  We should examine all the arguments with an open mind, contemplating deeply their meaning without any preconceptions or attachments to our view, and then only decide to put this instruction into practice when we ‘want to’ and we ‘see its value’ for our spiritual development.  This approach should likewise be used when it comes to the spiritual advice to follow one tradition purely without mixing.  

If we relate to this instruction like a rule imposed upon us from the outside, but we do not ‘want’ to follow it, then the result will be we generate resentment towards the rule and towards those who make it.  This then undermines our faith, we can generate all sorts of negative minds, and eventually this can destroy our spiritual practice.  

So, in short, when should this instruction be practiced ?  When we want to put it into practice.  Who does it apply to ?  Only those who wish to apply it to themselves.  All moral discipline is self-imposed.  We apply it to ourseleves because we see the benefit of doing so and the harm of not doing so.  We take refuge vows because we wish to center ourselves within Buddha’s teachings.  We take Bodhisattva vows because we wish to center ourselves within the Mahayana.  We take Tantric vows, because we wish to center ourselves within the part of the Mahayana that is the Vajrayana.  Specifically, our Tantric vows entail a commitment as to whom is our Spiritual Guide, our teacher.  We do all of these things from our own side because we want to and see the value of doing so.  We place limits on the sources of our spiritual understanding and practice (Buddha’s Hinayana teachings for those who have taken refuge and Pratimoksha vows ; Mahayana teachings for those who have taken Bodhisattva vows ; our Spiritual Guide’s teachings for those who have taken Tantric vows).  

VGL has added a fourth layer of vows for those who wish to be NKT teachers and officers, namely the internal rules of the NKT, which he has correctly labeled as A Moral Discipline Guide.  VGL said that for us, these vows are more important than even our Tantric vows.  It is our choice whether we wish to assume these guidelines as part of our moral discipline or not.  Nobody can force us to do so, nobody is requiring us to do so.  We do so because we wish to.  If we wish to do so, then we are authorized by VGL to teach NKT Dharma and be an officer in an NKT center.  If we do not wish to do so, then we are not authorized by VGL to do these things.  We may still consider him our Spiritual Guide, appreciate his good qualities, put his teachings into practice, etc., but we do not have these special authorizations to teach or be an officer.  The internal rules have many layers of meaning.  It is not up to anybody outside of us to say whether we have the intention of keeping the moral discipline of the internal rules.  Only we can say.  So if internally we wish to take on the internal rules as part of our moral discipline, unless there is a gross violation of these rules that requires action, it is up to us to use our own wisdom to decide how to put these instructions into practice. 

What is mixing traditions?  

In order to understand this instruction, we must understand what it means (and what it does not mean) to mix traditions.  

To understand this, we must first understand what it means to mix in general.  To mix means to combine two or more things in some way.  

What does it mean to mix our mind with teachings in general ?  To mix our mind with teachings means to familiarize our mind with the meaning of a teaching.  It is to gain an intellectual understanding of the meaning of a teaching and to believe (or appreciate) that meaning to be true for your mind and practice.  In Understanding the Mind, VGL states :  « Basically Dharma practice is quite simple because all we need to do is to receive correct Dharma teachings by listening to qualified Teachers or by reading authentic books, and then mix our mind with these teachings by meditating on them.”  In Joyful Path, VGL explains that we mix our mind with teachings (meditate upon them) in three different ways :  through listening to (or reading) Dharma instructions, through contemplating their meaning (analytical meditation) and through placement meditation on them.  

To mix spiritual traditions, therefore, means to do this process of mixing our mind with teachings in general with the teachings from more than one spiritual tradition.  If one is an NKT practitioner, to mix traditions would mean to mix one’s mind with teachings from the NKT and from a tradition other than the NKT.  The internal rules of the NKT state that the NKT will always be an entirely independent spiritual organization.  What distinguishes the NKT from other traditions is its three study programmes.  In the definition of the three study programmes, all three programmes state clearly that their content is derived exclusively from the teachings and commentaries of VGL.  Therefore, any teaching that does not come from VGL (either directly from him or indirectly through an authorized NKT teacher) would be considered as belonging to another tradition.  A clear test as to whether something is part of the NKT or not is whether it has been published by Tharpa Publications.  Any book or source published by something other than Tharpa Publications is necessarily from another tradition.   Any teaching received by a spiritual teacher other than one who is an authorized NKT teacher would necessarily be a teaching from another tradition.  

Some doubt or confusion may arise concerning teachings or books from lineage gurus of the NKT.  In my view, the NKT internal rules are very clear on this point.  The definition of the NKT is :

“§1.  The New Kadampa Tradition - International Kadampa Buddhist Union is defined as the union of Kadampa Buddhist Centres, the international association of study and meditation centres that follow the pure tradition of Mahayana Buddhism derived from the Buddhist meditators and scholars Atisha and Je Tsongkhapa, introduced into the West by the Buddhist teacher Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso.”

The key terms are ‘derived from’, in other.  words ‘a subsequent incarnation of’; and ‘introduced into the West by’, in other words ‘as presented by’The Internal Rules make this even clearer later when they say:

“1§1.  Each and every Dharma Centre of the NKT-IKBU shall always follow the pure tradition of Mahayana Buddhism derived from the Buddhist meditators and scholars Atisha and Je Tsongkhapa, as introduced into the West by the Buddhist teacher Venerable Geshe Kelsang Gyatso”

So this would mean books of teachings of Atisha, Je Tsongkhapa, Je Phabongkapa, etc., prepared and translated by or biographies written by people from other traditions would likewise be considered as not part of this tradition.  While seemingly a strange conclusion at first, there are many valid reasons supporting this:

1. If it was prepared and translated by teachers of other traditions, it will contain their terminology and understanding.  The translator will translate their work within the context of the teachings and meanings of their individual tradition.

2. If we understand that the way in which somebody attains enlightenment is by mixing their mind with the teachings of their Guru, then we know that VGL has mixed his mind inseparably with that of Trijang Rinpoche, who had mixed his mind inseparably with Je Phabongkhapa, who had done so with all of the lineage gurus back to Je Tsongkhapa, Atisha and ultimately Buddha Shakyamuni.  What does this mean?  This means that the way in which these lineage gurus are presenting the Dharma for us is through the teachings of VGL.  The teachings these lineage Gurus gave to their disciples were for their disciples.  These same lineage Gurus are giving us teachings through VGL.  Why rely upon the teachings these Gurus gave hundreds of years ago to different disciples, when we can recevie personal advice from these Gurus today?
3. As an example, we can take the book Liberation in the Palm of your Hand.  This is the closest possible thing to Joyful Path and it is from Pabongkha Rinpoche, so certainly it is OK, no ?

a. Geshe-la has said there are some major translation errors in the book.  Are we able to identify them ?

b. There are also differences in emphasis on each subject compared to their corresponding treatment in Joyful Path.

c. The book does not have the same balance as Joyful Path.  Phabongka takes a harder line on some issues and develops less other issues.  

d. Its terminology is different than what we use in within the NKT.  This is not just an issue of nomenclature, but words and definitions are what convey meaning, especially considering everything is empty.

4. If in the future VGL or other NKT teachers prepare biographies or translations of the teachings of these ancient masters, as has already taken place with Shantideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva’s Way of Life, then these would become part of our tradition.  
5. An additional doubt may arise concerning the festival plays, which have been derived in part from non-NKT sources.  These plays were prepared under the guidance, authorization and (internal) blessings of VGL, and their final texts were approved by VGL.  In this sense, these texts have become part of our tradition.  This does not, however, mean that the non-NKT texts from which the plays were in part written have become part of our tradition – just the plays themselves.
6. As far as biographies are concerned, there is some ambiguity on this point.  VGL says in Great Treasury of Merit, “Later Kachen Yeshe Gyaltsän wrote a book containing biographies of all these lineage Gurus. Their stories are very inspiring and I hope that one day they will be translated from Tibetan for the benefit of western practitioners.”  The fact that he says this seems to imply that he means translated by NKT practitioners for NKT practioners.  Certainly he knows that other traditions have translated these biographies.

Mixing is not a black or white thing, but actually has many many levels of subtlety.  Just as there are many different levels of ignorance, so too there are many different levels of mixing.  It is impossible for us to be completely free from any mixing until we are a Buddha, so the question is not whether something ‘is’ mixing or not, the question is whether somebody has within their mind the intention and the desire to go in the direction of completely abandoning every last trace of mixing within their spiritual understanding and practice.  If one has this intention, then over time we gradually gain a deeper and deeper understanding of what it means to mix, and in this way we can gradually improve the purity with which we practice.
Understanding mixing has many levels, we can say that mixing can be divided into three types :  gross, subtle and very subtle.

1. Gross mixing.  

a. Gross mixing is when the spiritual understanding within your mind is a combination (assembled by you) of ideas from Kadam Dharma sources and ideas from non-Kadam sources.

b. Gross mixing is not when your understanding of other subjects is a combination of ideas from Kadam Dharma sources and ideas from non-Kadam sources.

c. An example of gross mixing would be the spiritual understanding you have within your mind that you put into practice is a combination or a synthesis of the Kadam Dharma and Christianity (or with Tibetan Buddhism).

2. Subtle mixing.

a. Subtle mixing is when you use non-Kadam Dharma sources to enhance your understanding of the Kadam Dharma.  It is important to note in the passages quoted above by VGL in Understanding the Mind and Great Treasury of Merit, he says from the same ‘Teacher’.  This is more specific than ‘school of Buddhism.’  While I would argue that Kadampa Buddhism is an entirely separate school of Buddhism, even if one felt that Kadampa Buddhism and certain Tibetan Buddhist texts were from the ‘same school’, consulting these texts would still be subtle mixing due to « Every Teacher and every tradition has a slightly different approach and employs different methods. The practices taught by one Teacher will differ from those taught by another, and if we try to combine them we shall become confused, develop doubts, and lose direction. If we try to create a synthesis of different traditions we shall destroy the special power of each and be left only with a mishmash of our own making that will be a source of confusion and doubt. Having chosen our tradition and our daily practices we should rely upon them single-pointedly, never allowing dissatisfaction to arise.”
b. Subtle mixing is not when you use Kadam Dharma sources to enhance your undestanding of other subjects or if you use non-Kadam Dharma sources to enhance your understanding of other subjects.

c. An example of subtle mixing would be when you wish to only practice the Kadam Dharma, but due to a lack of discrimination you do not see the difference between Kadam Dharma and Tibetan Buddhism, and, in an attempt to enhance your understanding of what the Kadam Dharma is saying, you read books from other traditions ‘on (what you believe to be) the same subject’ and you integrate the ideas you find within these books into your understanding of Kadam Dharma.  This mixing is complete when you impute on your new understanding (which is in fact a combination from multiple sources) ‘this is Kadam Dharma’.  

3. Very subtle mixing.

a. Very subtle mixing is when you use other ideas to confirm the truth of the ideas of Kadam Dharma.

b. Very subtle mixing is not when you use the Kadam Dharma to confirm the truth of other ideas.

c. An example of very subtle mixing would be when we read science books, such as those on quantum mechanics, and we see how physicists are coming to the same conclusions as Buddha came to 2,500 years ago.  The fact that science is coming to the same conclusion then strengthens our own conviction in the truth of the Dharma.  Science confirms the Dharma to be true.  A non-very subtle mixing approach would be the very opposite.  We use our understanding of Dharma to identify which science is correct and which science is not correct.

With respect to very subtle mixing, I would say this is not in violation of the internal rules concerning teachers for a few reasons.

1. In the citation from Understanding the Mind above, VGL says « It is mixing different religious traditions that causes sectarianism. This is why it is said that studying non-religious subjects is less of an obstacle to our spiritual progress than studying religions of different traditions.”  This seems to make a distinction between non-religious mixing and mixing with other religious traditions.  

2. The internal rules say mixing with another ‘spiritual tradition’.  Science and other subjects are not spiritual traditions.

3. However, I think we can say such mixing is still mixing.  

a. VGL says it is ‘less of an obstacle’, not that it is no obstacle at all.  I think we need to be especially careful mixing science with teachings on emptiness because then we might wind up teaching what we think is a pure teaching on emptiness but what is in fact a combination of quantum mechanics and Buddha’s teachings. After all, Buddha did not teach quantum mechanics as a necessary instruction for the liberation from suffering.

b. However, given that people in this world naturally have faith in science and when science confirms something that is said in the Dharma, it helps people develop faith in the Dharma (only because they currently have more faith in outer scientists of the external world than they do in the inner scientists of the mind, namely Buddhas), we can use examples of how science confirms what Buddha says.

c. There is a difference, however, between using examples of how science confirms what Buddha says and teaching a combination of ideas from science and ideas from Buddha.  What is taught is what Buddha said.  We use as supporting examples what we find in the world, including science.

Concretely, the action of mixing occurs under the following situations :

1. When we gain an intellectual understanding of a teaching of another tradition and we (a) believe that teaching to be true for our mind and (b) we integrate that teaching into our spiritual understanding.

2. When we gain an intellectual understanding of a teaching of another tradition and we generate the thought ‘this is the same as what VGL says, so I can integrate this into my spiritual understanding without violating the advice on not mixing.’

In short, the nature of the inputs into our spiritual understanding determines the nature of the outputs of that spiritual understanding (unless we have perfect discriminating wisdom, which none of us have, or at least I do not).

1. If we have only NKT inputs, then it guarrantees we will have only NKT outputs (internal realizations, teachings, etc.).

2. If we have NKT and non-NKT inputs, then our spiritual understanding will be a mix of multiple sources, which will result in a mixed output (or at least a great danger of this). 

3. Therefore, unless we can claim we have a perfect discriminating wisdom and experience of NKT teachings, even if we do not want to mix, we will not be able to not mix on some subtle level if we read other tradition’s teachings.  This is especially true for those spiritual teachings that are quite similar to NKT teachings.  There seems less risk of mixing by reading Christian books than there is in reading books on Tibetan Buddhism, especially those books written by diciples of Trijang Rinpoche, even if they are also Dorje Shugden practitioners.

4. For this reason, many years ago VGL removed from Manjushri center books from other traditions, written by other authors.  This provides us with an example of what we ourselves are advised to do.  To highlight the importance of not relying upon other books, VGL removed from his position the National Spiritual Director of Spain because of his relying upon other books and the bad example that he was setting for the rest of the Spanish Sangha.

If we understand that the way in which we attain enlightenment is by mixing our mind inseparably with that of our Spiritual Guide, it is clear that if we mix our mind with the teachings of a different Spiritual Guide we will be mixing.  Our mind will be a ‘mishmash’ (as VGL calls it) of our Spiritual Guide’s teachings, of the other Spiritual Guide’s teachings and of our own thinking of how to combine these two.  It is possible for us to take VGL as our Spiritual Guide and continue to mix his teachings with those of similar (or dissimilar) traditions, especially when we are at the beginning of our practice and our discriminating wisdom and experience are undeveloped.  However, he still advises us against doing this.  But there are many pieces of advice he has given us that we are not yet ready to put into practice and he encourages us to put those aside for later.  The instruction on following one tradition purely without mixing is no exception.  However, there definitely comes a time in our practice where we want to start leaving these other sources behind and instead mix our mind completely and exclusively with the teachings of our Spiritual Guide.  By doing so, we can mix our mind more thoroughly with his mind, draw closer to him and his blessings, and eventually attain enlightenment.  It is clear that we cannot fully mix our mind with his if we are still partially mixing our mind with teachings from other traditions.   

What are the causes of mixing ?  Why do people mix ?

There are many different causes of mixing depending upon the person involved.

1. Simply not knowing.  Not knowing what is mixing.  Not knowing the advantages of not mixing and the disadvantages of mixing.

2. Lack of sufficient experience of Kadam Dharma to realize it is complete, and for one to be ready to commit to it as one’s spiritual path.

3. False belief that there are objective, universal truths to be distilled through the process of synthesizing many different sets of ideas.

4. Karmic obstacles to relying upon one Spiritual Guide.  This is similar to sexual misconduct.  If somebody has broken their commitment to their spiritual path and Spiritual Guide in the past, they will have a tendency to do the same or they will have an inability to commit to a spiritual path (like some people who have an inability to commit to a partner).

5. Not having generated the desire to rely upon a Spiritual Guide.  This can come from not knowing the advantages of doing so and the disadvantages of not doing so, from a fear of relying or from a false pride in one’s own wisdom.

6. Attachment to those ideas that brought the person to the spiritual path.  A reluctance to leave behind the boat that brought us to the island of Kadam Dharma.

7. Attachment to one’s own views.  This can come from the person having gained some refuge from these ideas, and so they are reluctant to let go of these ideas for fear of losing the refuge they provide.

8. Mixed karma with respect to multiple spiritual guides from having relied upon multiple spiritual guides in the past. 

9. Ignorance thinking something from another tradition ‘is the same thing’ and so therefore thinking that they are not mixing by mixing their mind with these things.  

a. This comes from a lack of discriminating wisdom distinguishing Kadampa Buddhism from other things (in particular Tibetan Buddhism).

b. Either we think the other thing we are reading is the same or we think it is different.

i. If we think it is the same, we are wrong, and even though we think we are not mixing, we will be.

ii. If we think it is different, then why bother reading it in the first place ?  It has nothing to do with us or the spiritual path we have chosen for ourselves.

10. Attachment to cultural trappings of other traditions, such as Tibetan or even Christian cultural trappings.  This can come from attachment to these cultural trappings in previous lives.

11. Failure to discriminate that which is Tibetan culture from that which is the essential meaning of Dharma.  Therefore, we take on board things that are culturally Tibetan thinking that these are spiritually Dharma.

12. Attachment to friends from other traditions.  Not wanting to not feel a sense of belonging with them arising from a shared view.  Thinking that being clear in one’s own spiritual path somehow undermines friendship with them. 

13. Lack of faith in the Spiritual Guide or the tradition, thinking something is missing.  

14. Pride thinking you know better than the Spiritual Guide what you need for your spiritual path.

15. Lack of faith that all of the Dharma instructions we receive are personal advice, including the instruction on following one tradition purely without mixing.

16. Mistaken understanding of what it means to be sectarian.

17. Relating to Dharma teachings as objects of attachment that have some external power to do something to us (as opposed to we needing to do something with them).  Then, on the basis of this, growing dissastisfied with the instructions we have because they are not doing it for us anymore.

18. Relating to the Dharma as intellectual masturbation of playing with funky ideas instead of a method of transforming one’s own mind into the enlightened state by mixing our mind with the meaning of the instructions.

19. Not realizing it is possible to be fully committed to one tradition’s teachings as being superior for oneself without developing sectarian attitude of pride in one’s own tradition.  The solution to this is understanding that our tradition’s teachings are best for us and other traditions’ teachings are best for their own respective disciples.  There are no universally superior teachings or monopoly on the truth.  There is only what is best for us personally.

Part 4 :  Rationale for the spiritual advice to follow one tradition purely without mixing

Now that we undersand what is and what is not mixing, we can turn to the question of why it is we would not want to mix.  What follows are two ways we can realize this.  Through considering valid reasons and through contemplating a variety of analogies.

Before beginning with the reasons and analogies, it is important to note that there is essentially only one reason why we follow one tradition purely without mixing :  namely, pragmatically speaking, such an approach works best for transforming our mind into the enlightened state.  In all of the reasons and analogies below, the rationale is a pragmatic one, not an ideological one.  We don’t mix quite simply because such an approach works best for advancing along the spiritual path.  

Considering valid reasons

There are a variety of valid reasons we can use to understand why we are advised against mixing traditions.  They can be divided into two.

Advantages of not mixing

Advantages of not mixing.

1. Profound wisdom comes from profound mixing of our mind with the teachings.

a. It does not come from spreading the net wide.

b. The goal is to increasingly simplify down to less and less, not expand it to more and more, even within our tradition.

c. For example, Transform Your Life and Mahamudra Tantra are both the most beginner books and the most advanced books.  We start with these books, then expand out to all the other NKT books, filling in the details.  Then, we simplify all of our understanding back down into these two first books on Sutra and Tantra.

2. What you mix your mind with you become.

a. Our job is to concentrate single pointedly on the instructions without distraction.

b. Any spiritual instruction or understanding from another teacher is, in this context, a distraction.  

3. The wisdom of having all things confirm the truth of Dharma arises from following one tradition purely without mixing.

a. Normally people justify their mixing by saying that they are not mixing, that they see all books and teachings as emanated by VGL.  So if we can find the truth of Dharma in a Beatle’s song, why can we not find the truth of Dharma in another Dharma book ?!

b. But this wisdom of being able to find the truth of Dharma in all things itself has a specific cause, namely having followed one tradition purely without mixing.

i. So by limiting ourself to one spritual tradition, we can find the truth of Dharma in all other things.

ii. But by expanding our spiritual sources to other traditions, we can gain the wisdom of these other traditions, but then we lose the opportunity to gain the wisdom from all other things.

4. Mixing your mind with your Guru’s teachings is the method for transforming your own mind into the enlightened state.

a. The teachings are not a collection of ideas for us to think about, rather they are a system of thought we are to internalize and make our own.  Familiarizing our mind with the truth of the teachings is the very method by which we transform our own mind (see above from UTM as to what is Dharma practice).

b. If we add or omit anything from outside of our Guru’s teachings, then what we are mixing our mind which ceases to be our Guru’s teachings.  We are then mixing our mind with this new thing (our own combination), which is not a method for attaining enlightenment.

c. We attain enlightenment by mixing our mind fully with that of our Spiritual Guide.  How can we mix all of our mind with that of our Spiritual Guide if we are mixing part of our mind with other teachings ?

5. « Follow one tradition purely without mixing » is the instruction for how the set of NKT instructions are to be practiced.  

a. VGL has given us a complete set of instructions, like a tool or a vehicle, and then he gave us user instructions for how this set of instructions is to be practiced.  

b. The user instructions for the Kadampa teachings is we are to rely upon them exclusively, without mixing them with teachings from any other spiritual tradition.

6. Following one tradition purely without mixing fulfils our heart commitment to Dorje Shugden.

a. His principal function is to protect the Dharma of this tradition.

b. The more we follow this tradition purely without mixing, the more we gain access to his special protection.

c. We can read about the benefits of relying upon Dorje Shugden in the book Heart Jewel.  All of these benefits can become a living reality in our life by keeping our heart commitment to him.  I can attest to the truth of this from my own life experience.

7. Dharma practice shows increasing returns the more we center ourselves in one system of instructions due to the tendencies similar to the cause.

a. In the beginning, the ideas of Dharma are foreign to us and they do not work very well for changing our mind.

b. But the more experience we gain with using a particular system of instructions, the more skilled we become at using the instructions, and so the more effectively we can use them to overcome our own delusions.

c. Dharma practice is about creating karmic inertia within our mind that moves in the direction of enlightenment.  The more we move in a particular direction, the more karmic momentum we build up, until eventually we are like a locomotive train.

d. The only way we gain access to the power of this karmic momentum is by assiduously building it up over a long period of time by relying upon one tradition purely without mixing.

Disadvantages of mixing

Disadvantages of mixing instructions.

1. By mixing we make ourselves our own Spiritual Guide.

a. When we mix, we make our own combination (mishmash, fruit salad) of spiritual instructions.  

i. We are the ones putting the combination together, so we are becoming our own Spiritual Guide inventing our own spiritual lineage.

ii. Learning the difference between relying upon our own mind, which we have been doing since beginningless time, and relying upon our Spiritual Guide’s mind is an extremely vast and mult-layered practice.

b. Just as a drowning person cannot save himself and somebody lost who has never been to a particular destination cannot find his way, so too we cannot lead ourselves to enlightenment.

c. All Buddhist schools agree that reliance upon the Spiritual Guide is the root of the path. 

i. The fundamental question of reliance is upon whose mind do you rely :  your own or that of your Spiritual Guide ?  His mind is omniscient, our mind is ignorant.  Whose mind we rely upon is our choice.  

ii. There are many many dimensions to abandoning relying upon our ordinary mind.  Abandoning the many layers of mixing is one of them.

2. Mixing with other things disrupts the perfect harmony and synergy that VGL has created between the different instructions of his complete system.

a. Since VGL is a Buddha and he says that the teachings he has given us are complete and should be practiced as a whole, then each NKT instruction is in perfect harmony and balance with every other instruction.

b. To add anything to this system would necessarily disrupt this perfect balance and harmony.

i. If we add something that comes from a non-Buddha, then of course this will make the resulting spiritual understanding less than a perfect balance.

ii. Even if we add something that comes from another Buddha it will disrupt the balance and harmony because the way in which it has been added is by our own ignorant mind.

c. If something is in perfect balance and harmony, then even the slightest addition will disrupt the balance and make it less than perfect.

3. Mixing leads to doubts about our own spiritual path and teacher.

a. A different teacher may explain or do something that we see to be better than what we have in our own tradition.  

i. We may then wonder whether our tradition and teacher is good or perhaps the other is better.

ii. We see this same process playing itself out in couples.  One person in the couple meets somebody else who seems to do something better than the person they are with and this creates doubts about their commitment to their partner. 

b. When we read other teachings, minor (or major) contradictions may appear (such as whether we should practice Dorje Shugden, etc.).  When this happens, there are two possibilities.

i. We are not able to resolve the contradiction.  At which point we will start to generate doubts about who is right.

ii. We resolve the contradictions in our own mind.  But our resolution of the contradiction is our own resolution of the contradiction.  At that point, what we believe is neither our own tradition nor the other tradition, but our own understanding.

4. Mixing leads to doubts about the completeness of the spiritual path we have been given.

a. If the system of instructions VGL has created is complete (he says it is, and those who have contemplated it can confirm this), then it means the instructions he has given us lack nothing.

b. If we go to something else, it means we feel that the teachings we have somehow lack something that we need.

i. This leads to (and reveals) a lack of faith that what we have is complete.

ii. A lack of faith that VGL has not provided us with everything we need.

iii. A lack of faith that the instructions that have been given to us are personal advice.

iv. A lack of faith thinking that we know better than our Spiritual Guide what we need.  (Revealing story.  I remember once I was doing a research project on the symbolism of all the aspects of Heruka’s mandala so that I could improve the quality of my Heruka practice.  I knew that Gen-la Losang knew all the different symbolisms, so I asked him.  His reply to me was, « I originally included this in my suggestions for Essence of Vajrayana, but Geshe-la removed it because he did not want to distract us with unimportant details.  If we needed this, VGL would have provided it.  It is unthinkable that he would not provide us with everything we need.  If he didn’t provide it, it is because we don’t need it, and it is a distraction.  Therefore, I will not tell you. »  At first, this response was very frustrating for me, because in my mind I had what I thought were many valid reasons for wanting this information.  But through contemplating Gen-la Losang’s reply, it completely changed the way I approach my practice.  Instead of looking for more, I am rather looking to simplify what I already have.  Following the same logic, VGL has not included other books in the three study programmes of the NKT because he does not want to distract us with unimportant details.  Why would we want to distract ourselves ?

5. It is our responsibility to future generations to preserve this lineage.

a. This lineage has remained in tact for thousands of years.

b. We are now the guardians of this lineage for future generations.  It is our responsibility to pass it on in tact, and as we found it.

c. If we ourselves practice a mix, we will pass on a mix and this will lead to the eventual degeneration and death of this lineage in this world. 

d. Then, all of the future generations who otherwise could have received benefit from this lineage will not do so.  This is heavy negative karma.

6. Living beings are drowning.  We have no time to waste.

a. The more time we spend mixing our mind with teachings from other traditions, the longer it takes us to attain enlightenment.

i. First, this time trades off one for one, if we are mixing our mind with teachings of other traditions, we are not mixing our mind with our own tradition.

ii. Second, a mixed understanding moves more slowly along the path because our spiritual understanding is not performing as efficiently as it otherwise could.

iii. Third, unraveling the confusions related to mixing then takes time.  Time which could have otherwise been spent moving forward.

b. The longer it takes us to attain enlightenment, the longer the beings who we are responsible for helping continue to drown in samsara.

c. If we want to read other traditions, first attain enligthenment, then save all living beings, and then read other traditions.  We will have all of eternity to do this later.  Why do it now when living beings are drowning ?

7. Mixing sets a bad example for others.  The more we are in a position of prominence within a center, the more harmful is our bad example.

a. When others see us mixing or reading other things, then they will do the same thing, thinking that it is OK.  In this way, our mixing sabotages their spiritual development.

b. This is especially problematic when we mix with Tibetan Buddhism.  

i. It is harder to distinguish Tibetan Buddhism from Kadampa Buddhism than it is for example to distinguish Kadampa Buddhism from Christianity.  For this reason, if others see us mixing (and even if they don’t see us) with Tibetan Buddhism, they are likely to not make clear distinctions between the two, and then they are far more likely to mix themselves (all the while thinking that they are not mixing).

ii. When they gain some refuge in some of the ideas from other traditions (which they will because Dharma is like a medicinal tree, where every branch has healing properties), it will then be much harder for them to let go of this later because it is like asking them to give up their refuge.  If instead, they only established refuge in their own tradition’s teachings, this problem would never arise.

iii. Mixing with Tibetan Buddhism makes it harder for them to navigate through the Dalai Lama/Dorje Shugden issue.  VGL’s basic strategy here is to establish clear blue water between Kadampa Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism.  The reason for this is if everybody (on both sides) sees clearly that these are two different things, then it will seem quite natural to everyone that we do things differently.  Then everybody can respect everyone as different and have true religious tolerance between the traditions.  Tibetans do not criticize the Zen folks for doing things differently, because they see them clearly as different.  We do not suffer from doubt when we learn how the Zen folks do things differently, because we see them clearly as different.  If we all see Kadampa Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism as completely different traditions who have nothing to do with one another (as VGL says in the internal rules, « completely independent tradition »), then both sides can adopt these tolerant attitudes towards one another.

iv. When later a teacher needs to highlight the mixing between Kadampa Buddhism and Tibetan Buddhism that is taking place amongst certain practitioners (especially if these people are in a position of prominence within the center), other people come to the defense of that person based on their own ignorance on the subject of mixing.  This can then create division within the Sangha and cause people to lose faith in the teacher who says something about it.  If the teacher says nothing, the problem lingers and gets worse and it is even harder to resolve later (which is our current case).  If the teacher says something, others lose faith, divisions are created and their spiritual lives are harmed or in some cases destroyed.  

c. It is precisely because our students will do whatever we do that it is so important that we do not mix at all.  They will naturally have tendencies to mix, and if we do so ourselves, then we will sanction (and sometimes even encourage) such behavior.  

d. One might conclude from this that the solution is to go ahead and mix with Tibetan Buddhism, but to do so privately so that nobody knows.  This is a wrong conclusion for several reasons.

i. For ourselves, we will know that this is what we are doing, and then we will feel like we have to hide part of our spiritual practice.  This will lead to all sorts of delusions within us and towards those who we perceive as requiring us to do this.

ii. Other people are not stupid.  Even if only subtly they pick up on our way of doing things and our view of things, and this then transfers to them doing things in a similar way.

8. Mixing traditions knocks us out of spiriual alignment with the blessings of our Spiritual Guide.

a. The Spiritual Guide’s blessings are like light.  Our own spritual understanding is like the crystal of a lazer which focuses that light.  When the crystal of our spiritual understanding has impurities within it (mixed with teachings from other traditions, even on the most subtle level), then the wisdom that gets reflected in our mind will be distorted (even if only on the margin).

b. Other traditions teachings are not inherently impurities.  They are completely pure within the context of their own tradition.  They are, however, impurities within the context of the Kadampa teachings because they are not of the Kadampa teachings.

9. Everytime we mix our mind with the teachings of another tradition, we create karma with the spiritual guide who provided those instructions.

a. We receive blessings in dependence upon the strength of the karmic connections we have with a given spiritual guide.

b. All the time we spend creating karma with other spiritual guides is time not spent creating karma with our own Spiritual Guide, so in this sense, it is a waste of time.

c. This also slows us down for being able to understand anything because we are receiving relatively less blessings because there is less karma to work with.

d. This also has an impact on the help we can receive at the time of our death.  The more karma we have with our spiritual guide, the more he can help us out.  It is better to have deep karma with one Buddha who can get us out than it is superficial karma with lots of different Buddhas.  

e. This also has an impact on refinding our path in our future lives.  The more we mix, the more we create the karma to not refind the path again in the future and to not find pure Kadampa teachers.  We burn up our karma to have access to such things, and then from that point forward we only meet mixed paths.

Disadvantages of even slight mixing

There are many disadvantages of even slight mixing.

1. Even a small error gets amplified due to the great distance between ourselves and enlightenment.  In space travel, when traveling to a far away object, even a tiny fraction off in terms of our our trajectory gets multiplied over the vast distances traveled, resulting in us completeley missing our mark by millions of miles.

2. A small error compounds itself over time if not corrected.  

a. If I take a thousand strips of my Guru’s name mantra to make a giant mantra roll, but early on a tiny pebble gets into the roll, even though what I have is almost entireley comprised of things from my Guru, over time what was a small bulge in my mantra roll becomes larger and larger until finally the resultant mantra roll is quite lopsided and distorted.

b. I have a close friend who is a very sincere spiritual practitioner who went on a three year retreat.  He had some slight mixing problems early on, relying upon other books.  He incorporated a couple of non-NKT ideas into his understanding, and then built his entire three year retreat on the basis of this.  By the end of his retreat, he was completely off in his understanding.  Because he had built so much on the basis of his understanding, and he was receiving some refuge from this understanding, he was unwilling to let it all go.  So now, he is holding on to wrong views because he is attached to what he has realized.  Not only was his entire three year retreat wasted, but now his entire spiritual life is out of whack.  He could never teach in an NKT center.  So all of his retreat is useless for others.  What a waste.

3. Even slight mixing slows us down in our spiritual progress.  

a. When they make computer chips, they take great precautions to avoid even the slightest impurities because if they enter the micro-processor they will slow it down.

b. It is the same with the microprocessor of our spiritual understanding.  Introducing even the slightest impurity slows down our progress in spiritual processing.  We are trying to develop within our mind a particular brand of spiritual microprocessor, a Kadampa microprocessor.  If done completely purely, it will have a much higher spiritual performance than if there are impurities.

4. The value of our spiritual understanding is determined by the degree of its purity and clarity.  

a. With diamonds, their value is a function of their purity and clarity.  The more free the diamond is from any impurity or lack of clarity, the more valuable it is.  To the untrained eye, it is difficult to tell the difference between the purity and clarity of two high-quality diamonds, but those who know diamonds can identify the difference.  Such differences can be the difference between the diamond being worth a couple hundred dollars or being worth millions.  For me, I can’t tell the difference between the two, but all diamond experts agree there is a huge difference.

b. In the same way, the value of our spiritual understanding is a function of its purity and clarity.  The more free the diamond of our spiritual understanding is from impurities, the more valuable it is to us.  To the untrained eye, it is difficult to tell the difference between the purity and clarity of a mind that is 100% pure Kadampa and one that is almost completely Kadampa, with just a little Tibetan Buddhism thrown in.  But for those who can tell the difference, such differences can be enormous.  

5. It is a question of compatibility and smooth performance of our spiritual understanding.

a. When some software is not Windows compatible, putting it on your system can cause it to crash.  Even if it doesn’t crash, the end result is the slowing down of your system and all sorts of little problems come up.  When you use only Windows compatible software, you avoid this problem.  When you only use Windows software itself, your computer performs very smoothly and efficiently.

b. In the same way, when some spiritual idea is not Kadampa compatible, putting it into the system of our spiritual understanding can cause our spiritual understanding to crash.  Even if it doesn’t crash, the end result is the slowing down of our spiritual system and all sorts of little problems come up.  When we only use Kadampa compatible software (spiritual ideas that come from Kadampa teachers who themselves don’t mix), we avoid this problem.  When we only use Kadampa software itself (spiritual ideas that come from VGL himself), our spiritual compuer performs very smoothly and efficiently.

c. I know amongst computer people there is some debate about whether ‘open source’ is better than Windows.  In the same way, amongst economists there is some debate about whether a market economy performs better than a planned economy.  In fact, in theory, open source and a market economy should perform better because the collective knowledge of millions of individuals is greater than that of even the most informed software enginneer or economic planner.  But, this is only true if the software enginner or economic planner are less than omniscient.  If they were omniscient, then the argument would reverse.  Windows and a planned economy would perform better.  In the case of the Kadampa teachings, the software engineer IS an enlightened being.  So while normally we could do better with a more ‘open-source’ attitude towards spiritual teachings, given that VGL is a Buddha, this is not the case with our spiritual teachings.

6. It is important to note in all of these examples I am not saying that spiritual ideas from other traditions are inherently impurities.  They are complete purities within the context of their own tradition.  However, they are ‘impure’ only when looked at within the specific context of the Kadampa system.  They are ‘foreign objects’, in other words objects that are not coming from the NKT.

Contemplating useful analogies

Analogy of the burning room.  

Imagine you are trapped in a large burning room.  There are several different exits out of this room.  What do you do ?  Quite naturally, you find the exit nearest to you, and you head straight for it.  You do not head towards one exit, then another, then another, then another, because that keeps you in the room forever.  You do not head towards the average of two exits, because that bonks you into a wall where there is no exit.  You do not head towards two different exits simultaneously, because that will split you in two.  You do not take a sledge-hammer and make your own exit, because that is a waste of time when there is an already complete exit waiting to be taken (this does not preclude the possibility of once you are safely outside the room taking the sledgehammer and making a new exit from the outside).    No, you quite reasonably find the exit nearest you, and you head straight for it.  Your choice of one exit for yourself is not an implicit judgement on the validity or usefulness of the other exits.  If you see somebody else closer to another exit, you will quite naturally advise them to take the exit closest to them.  

In exactly the same way, when you find yourself in the large burning room of samsara, you will see that there are many different exits (spiritual paths that you can follow that take you outside of samsara).  What should you do ?  Quite naturally, you should find the exit that is karmically nearest to you
, and then you head straight for it (meaning follow one tradition purely, without mixing).  You do not head towards one exit (meaning put the instructions of one spiritual path into practice), then another, then another, then another because that keeps you in samsara forever.  You do not head towards the average of two exits (meaning you make a combination of two different spiritual paths and put that combination into practice) because that does not take you to an exit, but bonks you into the wall.  You do not head towards two exits simultaneously (meaning put two different spiritual paths into practice simultaneously) because that just splits you in two (meaning the apparent contradictions between the two different paths create doubts within your mind and you wind up either practicing nothing or you spend all your time fruitlessly trying to resolve the apparent contradictions and you wind up stuck in the room).  You do not take a sledgehammer and make a new exit (meaning you combine various paths together to make your own path/your own exit.  Even if you were qualified to be able to do this – a big if – it would not be practical to do so when there is an exit already made ready for you to take.  Once you are safely out of the room, you are free to take the sledgehammer of your enlightened wisdom and make a new exit (new religion).  Your choice of taking one exit for you (following one particular path yourself) is in no way an implicit judgement about the superiority of your spiritual path over others in some general sense, but is rather nothing more than a judgement that this is the path that works best for you.  If somebody else is karmically closer to some other path, you would encourage them to follow their own tradition purely without mixing.  

To go deeper into this analogy, what exactly is an exit and what exactly is a spiritual path.  An exit is a Spiritual Guide.  The way we attain enlightement is by mixing our minds inseparably with that of our Spritual Guide.  When we have done so completely, we pass through an exit.  A spiritual path is a path that leads from where we are to the exit of our Spiritual Guide.  The spiritual instructions explained by a particular Spiritual Guide are the methods for heading from where we are at towards the exit of our Spiritual Guide.  In other words, every time we put the instructions of a given Spiritual Guide into practice, we take a step towards the exit of that Spiritual Guide.  Gen-la Khyenrab explained that to ‘put an instruction into practice’ means to mix our mind with that instruction.  So when we put the instructions of different Spiritual Guides into practice we are taking steps towards different exits.  We should go through each of the things we ‘don’t do’ explained above with this additional understanding to deepen our understanding of what the analogy means.  To follow one tradition purely without mixing, therefore, means to only put the instructions originating from your Spiritual Guide into practice without mixing these instructions with any other instructions that come from any other Spiritual Guide.  

Analogy of climbing a mountain

There are many people who wish to climb to the top of the Mont Blanc.  They all have a common destination in mind.  Not all of these people, however, will take the same path up to the top of the mountain.  Those who start on the Italian side, for example, will take a different path than those who start on the French side.  There is nothing about someone on the French side choosing to take the path on the French side that implies that the path they have chosen is superior in some absolute sense.  The path on the French side is superior for those who are on the French side, and inferior for those who are on the Italian side.  The path on the Italian side is superior for those who are on the Italian side, and inferior for those who are on the French side.  Both climbers have the same final destination in mind, but they each take the path most appropriate for them.  While all the different paths lead to the same final destination, individually we can only take one of these paths.  To do anything else is not only impossible, it doesn’t make any sense.  It is possible, however, to intellectually read about the different paths up the mountain, and to gain a good generic image of how each path works, but when it comes to actually traveling the path, we can only make the trip on one of the paths.  If we were going to the top of the mountain for the mere fun of it, then we could afford to take lots of time to study and intellectually read about all the different paths leading up the mountain.  But if our kind mother is being tortured in a dungeon by somebody and the only way we can save her is by getting the key at the top of the mountain, it is foolish and selfish to waste time studying and reading about different paths up.  Instead, we need to figure out what is the quickest path for us and start actually climbing without delay.

In exactly the same way, there are many people who wish to climb to the top of the mountain of enlightenment.  They all have a common destination (full enlightenment) in mind.  Not all of these people, however, will take the same path up to the top of the mountain.  Those with certain karmic starting points will take a different path than those with different karmic starting points.  For example, some may be karmically closer to the path on the Tibetan side of the mountain, and so therefore they will follow the path of Tibetan Buddhism.  Some may be closer to the path on the Kadampa side of the mountain, and so therefore they will follow the path of Kadampa Buddhism.  The path on the Tibetan side is superior for those who karmically start out on that side and inferior for those who start out on the Kadampa side ; and the path on the Kadampa side is superior for those who start out on the Kadampa side and inferior for those who start out on the Tibetan side.  Both practitioners have the same final destination (full enlightenment) in mind, but they each take the path that is most appropriate for them.  While all the different paths (traditions) have the same final destination, individually we can only take one of these paths.  To do otherwise is not only impossible, it doesn’t make any sense.  It is possible to read all sorts of different books from other traditions and get a good generic image of what it would be like to follow each of the different spiritual paths, but with our heart we will only be able to actually follow one of them.  If we were trying to attain enlightenment for the mere bliss of it, then we could afford to take our time and study and read about all of these other paths.  But when all our kind mothers are being tortured by samsara, and the only way to help them is by getting the key of enlightenment at the top of the mountain, it is foolish and selfish to waste time studying and reading about different paths up.  Instead, we need to figure out what is the best path for us, and start transforming our own mind (climbing) right away without delay.  To follow one tradition purely, therefore, means to choose one’s (spritual) path up the mountain (of enlightenment) and take it (transform our mind with that path).

Analogy of a Formula 1 racing car

One time I was watching Formula 1 racing, and the TV announcer was doing an interview with the Chief Mechanic of Team Ferrari.  The announcer asked the mechanic, ‘Why does Team Ferrari win all the races ?’  The mechanic said the following (rough paraphrase), « At Ferrari, when we are designing our car, we use what is called a ‘whole car approach’.  We make each part of the car with the entire car in mind, and we only use Ferrari pieces.  We optimally design and test the performance of each part of the car not just for the part itself, but how that part interacts with all the other parts of the car.  By looking at each part within the context of the car as a whole, we are able to optimise the interaction of each part with all the others.  Renault, for example, may make a better carburator (and this would be debatable whether they could), but if we put a Renault carburator into our Ferrari car, the car as a whole would perform sub-optimally at best and break down at worst.  Why ?  Due to the interaction of the carburator with the rest of the car.  A Renault carburator may be best for a Renault car, but a Ferrrari carburator is best for a Ferrari car.  So when you have a perfectly optimised car designed by the engineers at Ferrari, maintained exclusively by the best mechanics who work only on Ferraris (and so therefore are Ferrari specialists), and you put the perfectly optimised Ferrari driver of Michel Shumacher into that car, you will win all the races. »  

In exactly the same way, when VGL designed the spiritual vehicle of the Kadam Dharma, he used what can be called a ‘whole path approach’.  He made each part of this vehicle (each individual spiritual instruction within the Kadampa path) with the entire vehicle (the system of Kadampa instructions) in mind, and he only used Kadampa pieces.  He optimally designed and tested the spiritual performance of each instruction of the Kadampa vehicle not just for the individual instruction itself, but how that individual instruction interacts with all the other instructions of the Kadampa vehicle.  By looking at each individual instruction within the context of the Kadampa vehicle as a whole, he has been able to optimise the interaction of each instruction with all the others.  Some other tradition, such as Tibetan Buddhism, may provide a better explanation or practice of a particular point (and this would be debatable whether they have), but if we put a Tibetan instruction into our Kadampa car, the spiritual vehicle would perform sub-optimally at best and break down at worst.  Why ?  Due to the interaction of this instruction with the rest of the system of instructions.  A Tibetan explanation or practice may be best for a Tibetan spiritual vehicle, but a Kadampa instruction is best for a Kadampa spiritual vehicle.  So when you have a perfectly optimised spiritual vehicle designed by the enlightened engineer of Venerable Geshe-la, and it is maintained (taught) exclusively by the best Kadampa mechanics (teachers) who work (personally practice and teach) only the Kadam Dharma (and so therefore are Kadampa specialists), and you put a perfectly optimised practitioner (one who follows one tradition purely without mixing), you will more quickly race to enlightenment.  

Analogy of commitment to a partner

Let’s assume you are on the train, and sitting just opposite of you is a gorgeous, charming and wonderful girl who you are really attracted to.  You ‘accidentally’ bump her leg, say sorry, and then strike up a conversation with her.  The conversation starts going really well, you are flirting with her, she is flirting with you.  Then the train conductor announces that you have reached the last stop.  Do the two of you get off the train, go straight to the Chruch (or mayor’s office) and get married ?  Of course not.  First you size each other up to see if you are each other’s type, then you go out together a few times without any commitment to one another (perhaps you are also casually going out with a few other girls at the same time).  Then, because things are going well, you start ‘going steady’ with this girl, meaning you are not going out with any other girls at the same time, but you have still not made any long-term commitment to the person.  Just for now, you commit to not go out with any other girl while you are with her.  Then, if things continue to go well, you start to think (but are still not sure) that she is ‘the one’ for you, so you propose getting married.  You then have a period of time where you are engaged, but not yet married.  During this time, you get a feel for how comfortable you are with the idea of spending the rest of your life with this person.  You discover that they snore and that they have a few skeletons in the closet that give you pause, but then you come to understand her perspective on the situation and feel more comfortable with her.  If all continues to go well, you then take the plunge and get married.  You then have your honeymoon period where all is good, rainbows seem to come out of the other person’s eyes, and you find their farts cute.  You have taken each one of these steps of increasing your level of commitment to the other person voluntarily from your own side because you see clearly how the more you increase your commitment to the other person, the more you gain access to the richest fruit of having a relationship with somebody.  

Then, as the old saying goes, it is easy to get married, the challenge is to stay married.  You grow closer and closer to the person, spending more and more time with them.  You then start having some conflicts, differing points of view, etc.  You start to see faults in the other person.  It seems as if the other person is not, from their own side, as great as you thought they were.  They have some habits and views which actually annoy you or that you disagree with.  If you are not careful, you start to have more and more inappropriate attention towards these apparent faults, the conflicts increase, the person seems less and less attractive and you want to be with them less and less.  If you continue to not be careful, these apparent faults become the only thing you see in the person and you lose all desire to be with them.  You have invested so much time with them, perhaps even had kids with them, you are too attached to the other person and your current situation to leave them but you are also too averse to their faults to remain with them.  So you remain with this worst of both worlds, on the brink of breaking up, but never actually doing so.  Then one day, you have had enough, you can’t take the other person any more and you need to break free, so you file for divorce.  If things continue to go badly, you actually go through the divorce, which is always ugly.  You then start to hate the other person, all that they did during the process of divorce (and before), and then you spend the rest of your life telling all your friends what a monster your ex-wife is.  You then post all sorts of harsh things about this person on your blog because you want to make sure the whole world knows about this person’s faults.  You tell yourself you are doing this because you want to protect others from falling into the same trap as you did by falling for this person.  ‘Fortunately’, you bump into somebody new on the train, and start the whole process over again...  Or perhaps you met somebody new while you were still with your wife.  This person does not seem to have all the faults you see in your wife.  The more you see this other person’s apparent good qualities, the more the faults of your wife stand out.  This then hastens the rupture with her.  Then you go off with the new person and start the cycle all over again.  

But perhaps you were lucky somewhere in the process of decline, and you spoke with your spiritual teacher who explained to you the difference between attachment and love.  Attachment is thinking that your wife is full of good qualities from her own side, whereas love is looking at your wife through a mind full of good qualities.  That it is the quality and beauty of the observing mind that creates/projects the qualities and beatuy of the observed object.  He explains that the problems you are having with your partner are not coming from faults in the other person, but rather they are coming from faults in your own ability to love and commit to another person, from your own mind.  You feel attacked by this at first, but then you start to realize the wisdom of this view.  He explains that as you grow closer to another person, you move deeper within your own mind, and that then your interaction with this other person causes you to come into contact with the sea monsters of your deepest delusions within your own mind.  The discomfort you feel when you are with this other person is not coming from the other person, it is coming from the delusions within your own mind that are being rubbed against due to your close relationship with this person.  He explains that by getting rid of the delusions within your own mind, you will be able to be close to this other person.  It is by maintaining your commitment to this other person by working diligently to not blame them for the faults in your own mind, but instead to apply great effort to confront your own shortcomings within your own mind, that you can uncover the truly rich fruits of growing closer to one another.  He explains that the very method by which we can grow closer to somebody is by confronting head on and working through all the different problems you have with the person.  You then get some experience of working through some issues with your partner, and you realize it is even more wonderful to work through problems with the other person than it is to just get along with rose-colored glasses towards one another.  You then start to develop a thirst for more problems, knowing that by working through them you will grow even closer to the other person and grow even more as a person for doing so.  You continue in this way and gain significant experience of having worked through problems, and as a result, you no longer feel afraid of encountering a new problem.  When problems come up, and they always will, you embrace them as yet another opportunity to grow closer and develop personally.  Eventually you reach the point where you know that no matter what happens, you can work through any problem with your partner, and that you will truly be with each other for the rest of your lives.  This idea fills you with great joy and enormous peace of mind.  You then continue in this way and grow old together, where you do not even have to ask the other person to know what they are thinking.  Your minds, your views, your priorities and so forth, have become inseparably one.  You no longer think in terms of the two of you as two separate people, but rather one person, the union of the two of you, sharing a common basis of imputation.

(Whooff, long analogy…)

In exactly the same way you approach your relationship with your Spiritual Guide.  Your relationship with your spiritual guide is forged by your putting his instructions into practice.  From your own side you gradually increase your commitment to your relationship with him, becoming increasingly committed with him, because you know the rich fruits of a relationship are to be found through increasing levels of exclusive commitment.  You then try on the idea of fully committing to this particular spiritual path for the rest of your life to see how it goes.  You usually at this time discover a few skeletons in the closet that give you pause (such as the Dalai Lama/Dorje Shugden issue), but then you come to understand their perspective on the story and you feel comfortable.  You then make the plunge and formally commit to 100% becoming a Kadampa practitioner (following one tradition purely without mixing).  You have a honeymoon period where all is good.  But then you start to see more and more apparent faults in your Spiritual Guide (and his many emanations) and your relationship with him (your commitment to following his path).  You start to have some conflicts on certain points.  Pretty soon, the only thing you can see are these apparent faults and you lose your desire to be with this path.  But you have invested so much time in this path, perhaps even created some spiritual children (students, because you became a teacher).  You then are too attached to your current spiritual life, but too averse at the same time so you suffer in the hell of being trapped in your spiritual commitments.  Then one day, you can’t take it anymore and you announce you want to leave the tradition.  You then go through an ugly break up process, mistakes are made on all sides.  You then start to hate the other person and you spend the rest of your life celebrating breaking free from them and posting ‘warnings’ on the internet to protect anybody else from making the mistake of joining the NKT.  But maybe you got lucky, and your spiritual teacher explained the difference between attachment and faith.  He explained that the spiritual path and the Spiritual Guide are not perfect from their own side, but function for you as if they were perfect if you learn how to view them in a perfect way.  He explains that your problems with the tradition are actually coming from the problems within your own mind.  You feel unfairly attacked at first, but gradually you come to see the wisdom of such a vew.  He explains it is by maintaining your commitment to the tradition by working through the various problems that come up that you can actually grow even closer and develop yourself even more as a spiritual practitioner.  Eventually you want to confront head on the various problems that come up because you know that by doing so you can make even greater progress along the spiritual path.  You eventually gain enough experience of working through various problems (disrobings, scandals, etc.) that you know no matter what comes up, it will not be a problem and that you will be able to spend the rest of your life following this path.  Then, you eventually grow old together with the path, becoming inseparably mixed with it, until eventually there is no distinction between you and your spiritual guide.  You have become inseparably one.

Analogy of specialization

The first time we do anything new or start studying a new field, it is difficult, confusing and we are clumsy with the ideas and methods.  But the more we invest in learning this field of knowledge and gaining experience with its methods, the more easily and completely we understand the field and the more skilled we become at doing it.  The more we advance, the more effective we become.  Eventually we become a master at this particular field, and can handle with ease any situation that arises by using the tools of that method.  This skill comes from our gaining deep familiarity and experience with one particular field and method.  If we studied and practiced numerous different fields and methods, we would never reach the master level on any of them.  But by specializing in one field we get to the point where the more we advance, the more efficient we become at dealing with any situation.  Perhaps earlier we could have done a particular task more efficiently by using another method, but if we had done so we never would have reached the master level where we can deal with that same situation even more efficiently than we could with the other method.  So out of a desire to reach the master level where we can do all things more efficiently, we invest all of our time and energy learning and mastering one system for any problem we might face.  

In the same way, when we have a low level of experience of the Kadampa path, it may seem like we can solve a particular mental problem easier by using instructions from some other path, but we realize that by doing so we will never reach the master level on any path where we will be able to deal with all problems with great ease.  So we invest all of our time and energy into the Kadampa path so that we can get to this stage.

These analogies are good to contemplate.  Each one reveals a different aspect of why we don’t mix.  Together, they explain the main reasons why following one tradition purely without mixing is pragmatically speaking the most effective way of advancing on the spiritual path.

Having understood this, we can now turn to some of the caues and justifications for why people do mix and objections that arise at the idea of not mixing.

Part V :  Refutation of objections to not mixing.

Objection 1.  We can gain a better understanding of a subject when explored from multiple perspectives

This only works if the two perspectives are looking at the same thing.  

1. Kadam Dharma and Tibetan Buddhism are not the same thing, so by exploring both we are getting one perspective on one thing and one perspective on another thing.  

2. In contrast, there is no problem with listening to teachings from one NKT teacher on the Kadam Dharma and another NKT teacher on the Kadam Dharma, because both are talking about the same thing, namely the Kadam Dharma.

3. So it is true we can gain a better understanding of a subject when it is explored from multiple perspectives, but we have to make sure that the different perspectives are on the same thing, namely different perspectives on the Kadam Dharma.  VGL encourages us to receive teachings from multiple teachers (through the organization of festivals, etc.).  So we capture this multiple perspective approach internally within the Kadam Dharma.

Objection 2:  We can gain a higher and deeper understanding of universal truth through synthesizing multiple systems of thought.

Response.

1. This approach of synthesizing multiple systems of thought to distill the universal essence is based on the false assumption that there exists an inherently existent universal truth to be distilled.  

a. Synthesizing different paths is blind faith that such a universal truth, free from its metaphorical dressings, exists.  

b. If all things are empty, then there is no universal truth.  There are only different perspectives on emptiness.  

c. The criteria, therefore, becomes not what is objectively or universally true, but rather what is most beneficial (in terms of producing happiness) to believe.  

d. So what is most beneficial to believe, a completly pure system of thought prepared by enlightened beings or a mix created by our ourselves ?

2. This approach is based on a misunderstanding of what is a spiritual path.

a. A spiritual path is not a set of intellectual ideas to be understood, but rather a method to be put into practice to bring about a change in one’s own mind.

b. To put instructions into practice means to familiarize our mind deeply with the set of instructions.  To transform one’s own mind in accordance with the instructions.

c. So if the goal is to intellectually play with ideas, it might be more rewarding to compare different systems of thought, but if the goal is to bring about change in one’s own mind, the best approach is to transform one’s mind by familiarizing it with a specific spiritual method which works to produce enligthenment.

Objection 3:  All religions say the same thing, just with different metaphors and means.  So what is the problem with me studying and reading other traditions.  Does that not also take me in the direction of enlightenment ?

Two levels of response :

1. I agree, all religions do say the same thing, just with different metaphors and means.  Buddha said that enligthened beings manifest many different paths, Buddhist and non-Buddhist, according to the karmic dispositions of different disciples.

a. But this does not mean that we ourselves should create our own religion by combining various other religions ourselves.  

b. This also does not mean that we ourselves should practice every religion.  

c. Rather it means we should respect all other religions as valid for their respective disciples, but we continue to practice purely without mixing our own religion according to our karmic disposition.  This is exactly what VGL wants us to do.  

d. Unless you have perfectly realized the two things you are mixing you are not qualified to mix them without changing or losing the meaning.  

i. Perhaps you can make them consistent at a gross level, but there are many subtle layers of meaning which you are not even aware of that you are destroying.

ii. You cannot be your own Spiritual Guide anymore than a drowning person can save himself.  By mixing two things, you are making yourself the Spiritual Guide.

2. I do not agree.  All religions are not talking about the same thing.  To believe they are is grasping at an objective, universal truth.  There is only emptiness.  See the responses to universal truth above.

Objection 4:  OK, I agree we should not mix traditions.  I am 100% committed to VGL, I know what we are all about and I don’t want to mix.  So what is the problem with me reading other sources ?

Response :  Then I have one simple question :  Why do you want to read other things ?

Answer 1 :  Because doing so reinforces my faith in the teachings of VGL.  

Response :

1. But once you have established that he is a Buddha, then there is no longer a need to do this, so you can just leave other sources behind.  Why do you need to keep doing this ?

2. It also undermines your faith in him because implicit in the mind that goes to other sources is the belief that either something is missing or that another author treats the same subject better. 

3. As VGL explains in CLB, « Experience shows that realizations come from deep, unchanging faith, and that this faith comes as a result of following one tradition purely - relying upon one Teacher, practising only his teachings, and following his Dharma Protector,” deep faith comes from following one tradition purely without mixing, not from turning to other things.  If one has faith in VGL, why not practice as he suggests.  If one wants to develop faith in VGL, why not follow the method he suggests?  If we had faith, why would we feel the need to go elsewhere?
Answer 2 :  I read other things to enhance my knowledge of what VGL has to say.

Response :

1. Reading other things can only enhance your understanding of what VGL has to say if they are talking about the same thing.  But they are not talking about the same thing.  

2. Either you think what you are reading is the same or you think it is different.

a. If you think it is the same thing, you are wrong.  VGL is talking about Kadampa Buddhism and the other sources are talking about their tradition (Tibetan Buddhism).  By thinking it is the same thing, and then appreciating the wisdom you find in the other sources, you will be mixing, even though you think you are not.

b. If you think it is different, then it will not enhance your understanding by reading what the other sources have to say because they are talking about two completely different things.  If they are different, then why waste our time with something unrelated ?

Answer 3 :  By reading other sources, I come to appreciate how VGL’s explanations are unequaled.  Certainly, that is a good thing !

Response :

1. You can only see he is unequaled if you think the two authors are talking about the same thing.  If you think they are talking about the same thing, you are again wrong and in danger of inadvertently mixing.

2. Comparing instructions from different traditions to see how one spiritual guide is unequaled leads to sectarianism because one is saying that one spiritual guide is better than another.  

3. Once again, once you see that he is unequaled, what need have you of continuing to go to other sources ?  Do you need to keep proving it to yourself ?  If you have to keep going back, doesn’t that prove that reading other sources is not a method for realizing he is unequaled ?

4. The wisdom that sees him as unequaled only comes from having gained deep familarity with his system of instructions.  This wisdom only comes from following an approach of not mixing his system with anything else.

5. Also, if you don’t yet see he is unequaled (because if you did already see this, then you would have no need to go to other things), how could you possibly have enough discriminating wisdom to be able to know what spiritual ideas you are encountering are the same and what ideas are different.  If you can’t make this distinction, then how can you avoid the danger of inadvertently mixing ?

Answer 4 :  I go to other things because it is sectarian to not go to other things, and I do not want to be sectarian in my spiritual practice.

Response :

1. Sectarianism is an arrogant mind that thinks the instructions of one tradition are superior to that of others.  It is a false belief that one has a monoply on the spiritual truth, and other instructions are inferior.

2. It is perfectly possible to say that a particular set of instructions is superior for me without saying that these instructions are somehow universally superior.  

a. Likewise, it is perfectly possible to say that a particular set of instructions is superior for me and another set of instructions is superior for somebody else.  

b. Buddhas emanate many paths, Buddhist and non-Buddhist alike.  And within each of these major religions, there are many sub-divisions and traditions.  All of these different paths have been emanated to correspond with the different karmic dispositions of different beings.  

c. Since there is no objective universal truth, but only emptiness, it is perfectly possible for me to say that Kadampa Buddhism is the best possible tradition for me, and its instructions are superior to any other tradition for me, while at the same time saying the same is true with respect to another tradition for a different disciple.

d. Each set of instructions is best for the disciples for whom that particular set of instructions was emanated (see analogies above, in particular the burning room and climbing the mountain).

3. As VGL says, it is in fact the mind that mixes that leads to sectarianism.

a. The mind that mixes instructions filters some instructions as being valid and other instructions as not being valid in the process of coming up with one’s own combination of traditions.  Therefore, they are rejecting not only individual instructions, but any tradition that is not their mix.

b. Mixers usually call non-mixers sectarian.  But if we check, this is a sectarian attitude because it says the only valid approach to the spiritual path is to mix traditions.  A non-mixer will say ‘to each their own, mixers and non-mixers alike’.  If somebody wants to mix, that is their choice ; but don’t judge those who choose to not mix traditions as being sectarian.

c. There are many people who choose to mix traditions.  But this is not what the NKT does.  If somebody wants to mix traditions, they are free to do so.  Nobody says anybody has to be an NKT practitioner.  Not mixing is simply what we do, just as mixing is what others do.  Let’s all respect each other.

4. This instruction is always coupled with the advice ‘while respecting all other traditions’.  This is the context in which we ‘follow one tradition purely without mixing’.  It is unfair to only focus on the second half of this instruction and not see the instruction within the context in which it is intended, namely while respecting all other traditions and the choice of everybody else to practice as they wish.

Answer 5 :  I want to go to other things because I do not like having my freedom of choice restrained to not be able to go to other things. I want to feel free to do as I wish.  It is sectarian to not respect my freedom to choose.

Response.

1. Everyone is free to choose and practice as they wish, just as everyone is free to follow their delusions.  Nobody is requireing anybody to not mix.  This is given as spiritual advice, it is our choice whether to follow it or not.

2. All moral discipline is self-imposed.  We voluntarily take on any moral discipline in dependence upon realizing the benefits of this moral discipline.  We restrain ourselves.

3. We need to separate our attachment to our freedom of choice with the validity of the instruction to not mix.  

a. If we reject the argument to not mix because of our attachment to our freedom and independence, we are like an adolescent child who sabotages himself and his life by rebelling against his parents advice when that advice is correct and for the benefit of the child.

b. This is a very common problem in Switzerland because people are very attached to their freedom of choice and indepndence.

c. When we feel our freedom of choice is being threatened, our attachment to this freedom will kick up various objections to the instruction in question when the real issue is our own attachment to our freedom.  We should not be deceived by such diversionary tactics on the part of our delusions.

d. We do have the freedom to do as we choose.  The question is not whether we have freedom or not, the question is what do we do with our freedom.  

4. Many people object to moral discipline on the basis that it restricts our freedom, but if we check it is our delusions that make us unfree.  

a. So if we ourselves want real freedom, we need to take away the freedom of our delusions to run rampant in our mind and control our actions and view.  

b. Someone with wisdom will use their freedom of choice to choose to voluntarily restrain their deluded impulses.  In this way they find even greater and greater levels of freedom until they enjoy the complete freedom of full enlightenment.

5. The suffering we experience when we feel our freedom has been curtailed is actually the suffering of having the wishes of our desirious attachment frustrated.

a. The problems with this instruction come when in our heart we ‘want’ to mix our mind with other teachings, but we feel like we can’t do so due to some externally imposed rule.  

i. We then naturally want to rebel against this rule.  

ii. The solution to this is contemplate the advantages and disadvantages until from our own side we do not ‘want’ to mix anymore.  Then, there will be no problems.

b. Instead of seeking to restore our freedom to be deluded, we should seek to identify the attachments within our mind giving rise to the suffering feeling.

c. Then, identifying them as the problem (and not the Dharma instruction) we reject the attachments instead of reject the Dharma instruction.

Objection 5:  But I do not have freedom because I cannot be an NKT teacher or officer of an NKT center if I still want to go to other things.  So I am not free to choose.

Response :

1. The standard for whether somebody has authorization to teach, be an officer, director or member of the center is not the standard that is being explained in this document.  

a. Rather, the standard is whether the person from their own side chooses to take on the NKT internal rules as a fourth layer of their own moral discipline.  If somebody has done this, then they have the necessary authorizations from VGL to teach, be an officer, etc.  

b. Once somebody has done this, unless there is a gross violation of the internal rules, it is up to each practitioner to individually assess whether they are keeping their NKT moral discipline.  If they are practicing to the best of their capacity and wisdom, then that is enough.

c. An example of a gross violation of the internal rules on mixing would be if somebody is ‘openly’ teaching other traditions, other books, etc, and encouraging people in that direction.  

2. It is true that in order to be an NKT teacher or an officer of a NKT center that one has to voluntarily take on the moral discipline of the NKT internal rules.  But :

a. This does not undermine our freedom to choose.  We do not have to follow the internal rules and we do not have to be an NKT teacher or officer.

b. It is entirely natural that NKT teachers and Officers want to from their own side take on the internal rules as part of their moral discipline, just as it is natural for a Catholic priest to want to only be a practioner of Catholic teachings.  This isn’t a restriction of your freedom, this is normal.

3. Analogy of a relationship.  

a. If somebody is in a couple with somebody else, then they naturally hold themselves back from flirting with or doing other things with other people.  

b. Not going off with other women restricts my freedom of choice, but I voluntarily do so because I realize there is a much greater fruit to be had from being committed to one person than there is from sleeping around.

c. Sexual misconduct has many levels.  It is not just engaging in sexual activity with somebody else.  Any mind that moves in that direction, including even looking at another women out of attachment, is a subtle form of sexual misconduct.  In a similar way, it is not just outright inventing one’s own lineage that constitutes mixing traditions.  Any mind that moves in that direction, including even reading other books being crystal clear as to who is one’s spiritual guide, is a subtle form of mixing.

Objection 6:  But it can be argued that just because one is in a relationship with somebody else does not mean that they cease to be friends with other people and other women.  In the same way, it is not mixing or violating my commitment to my spiritual path by reading other books, etc., as long as I am clear as to who is my Spiritual Guide.
Response :

1. In the analogy, to be romantically involved with somebody is analogous to being spiritually involved with a particular Teacher.  Intimate activity is mixing one’s mind with the teachings.  If I have a commitment to a particular spiritual path and teacher, then I am committing to mix my mind only with that teacher’s teachings.

2. Being friends with others is more analogous to our mixing our mind with non-Dharma subjects.  But even that can be a distraction, and there are many bodhisattva vows related to limiting this.  

Objection 7: But we are Buddhist, so everything depends upon the mind.  Reading other sources is not from its own side mixing, it depends upon the mind with which we do it.  

Response :

It is correct to say that reading other sources is not inherently mixing, but it depends upon the mind in which we are reading these other sources.  Therefore, what are the mental conditions necessary under which reading other things is NOT mixing ?  There are two core issue in determining whether reading something else is mixing or not.

1. Whether we see clearly or not that the source in question is ‘not-Kadampa Buddhism’ and 

2. Whether we have within our mind the strong desire to not want to mix, developed on the basis of understanding the reasons why doing so is counterproductive.

The extent to which I see the two things as ‘different’ is the extent to which I am protected from mixing.

1. For example, I am the coach of the primary school chess team at College du Leman.  Therefore, I have been reading a variety of different chess books.  I know that chess books and Dharma are two different things, yet reading Chess books has definitely helped improve my Dharma understanding because it has helped me develop more fully an analogy used by Shantideva of waging merciless war against our delusions.  Because I clearly see these two things as different, I can use these other ideas to develop an analogy used in the Dharma.  When it is an analogy, I know there are limits to the analogy, and when those limits come into conflict with the Dharma, I know to mentally discard those ideas.  Thus, I have sufficient discriminating wisdom to read these books without any (or at least not much) risk of me mixing the Dharma with other things.  Understanding the two as different protects me against mixing these ideas into my spiritual understanding as Dharma itself.
2. In contrast, on a certain Tibetan calendar there is a very inspiring picture of a monk kneeling next to a gigantic stone statue of Buddha Shakyamuni.  There is then a quote for the month that reads, « When your house becomes more most important possession, it will be your prison.  Your house should be a guest house where you are invited for the time being. »

a. What is the effect of this image and quote on my mind ?

i. Seeing the image makes me want to travel to wherever this big statue is, presumably in India, Tibet or Nepal.  So I start to generate the desire to engage in external travel there, like some spiritual pilgrimmige.  But is not my spiritual pilgrimmige site in rainy Ulverston ?  Doubt, mixed desires.

ii. Seeing the image makes me rejoice in the purity and tranquility of this monk’s life.  It makes me want to go into a monestary where I can focus on my meditation practice.  But is not the Kadampa way of life to be fully and completely engaged in daily life, dirty diapers, unreasonable bosses and all?  Doubt, mixed desires, dissatisfaction with the conditions Dorje Shugden has arranged for me.

iii. And this quote, what a great quote !  Who cannot appreciate the wisdom of this quote.  That definitely seems to be ‘the same thing’ as what we say in the Kadampa.  I could easily see including that in one of my teachings or at least including that in my own view towards my house.  But as a Kadampa, am I not supposed to be very clear about what are my objects of renunciation and what are not ?  Am I not supposed to be completely normal ?  But this quote sure seems the same as what we say, it does say we should change our attitude towards our house, not abandon our house itself.  Yes, I think it is the same.  I can safely include this idea into my spiritual understanding as Dharma itself.  Because I think it is ‘the same’, I think I can safely include it without incurring the fault of mixing.  

b. But this calendar is a Tibetan Buddhist calendar, with Tibetan Buddhist dates for Tara day, Tsog days and all the rest.  This image and these quotes do not come from the NKT.  They do not come from my teacher.  They definitely comes from another tradition.  So perhaps it is the same and perhaps it isn’t.  The point is I don’t know for sure all the different implications of including this idea into my spiritual understanding.  On the surface to my limited wisdom, it seems OK.  But I don’t know for sure, so by incorporating this wisdom into my spiritual understanding, I am taking the risk of mixing.  Why would I want to do that ?

3. So it is because I do not have sufficiently developed discriminating wisdom that I do not dare read other things (or go further into the calendar) because I do not trust that I will be able to see that they are different (like I can do with my Chess books).  And because I understand clearly the disadvantages of mixing and the advantages of not mixing, I do not want to run the risk of even slight mixing.  Therefore, I do not want to read other things or see what is on the next page of the calendar.  

4. If I check my mind when I am exposed to non-NKT sources, two things protect me against mixing :

a. The extent of my discriminating wisdom to be able to impute ‘non-Kadampa Buddhism’ on something, seeing it as different.

b. The strength of my desire to not mix, even on the slightest level.  In particular, my desire to not mix has to be stronger than my attachment to the wisdom that lies on the other side of the ‘non-NKT’ label.  I admit, I am very tempted to turn the page of the calendar or read the autobiography of Geshe Rabten.  I have to struggle with myself to not go further with these things, just like I have to struggle to not look at other women out of attachment.  

c. If I am not humble enough to admit that I lack the discriminating wisdom to be able to see the ideas as different (if I can’t do it with a calendar, what hope do I have with a Dharma book on seemingly the same subject as what VGL writes about), I will expose myself to this other source thinking I am safe.  Even if I am humble enough to admit that I lack the necessary discriminating wisdom, if my attachment to the spiritual treasures that lie beyond is stronger than my wish to not mix, I will go for it.  

5. This example helps illustrate the internal conditions necessary to protect us against mixing when reading other sources.  

a. Reading other sources is not from its own side mixing, it depends upon the mind with which we do it.  

b. If these conditions are present, then reading other sources would not be mixing (though why would we bother reading these other sources if we saw them as different, and therefore having nothing to do with us).

c. If these conditions are not sufficiently present, then reading other sources would result in (or at least there would be a great danger of) mixing.

d. If something as innocuous as a calendar can pose a danger of inadvertent mixing, what need is there to speak of reading books from other traditions ?

Objection 8:  Come on !  Certainly you are exaggerating to say it is a fault to even read or be exposed to teachings from other traditions.  Don’t be so paranoid !

Response :

1. As explained above, mixing has many different levels that we gradually abandon over time as our practice evolves.

2. What was not a fault at one level of our practice becomes a fault at a later level of our practice, as we mix our mind more deeply and completely with that of our Spiritual Guide.

3. As we become increasingly aware of the advantages of not mixing and the disadvantages of mixing, we become increasingly sensitive to wanting to eliminate even the slightest trace of mixing from our mind.

a. When we train in abandoning any of the non-virtues, as our practice develops we become increasingly sensitive to subtle forms of negativity.  

b. Those who are not at that level of practice might say ‘come on, loosen up, don’t be so rigid or paranoid’, but for somebody who understands large negative tendencies are built on small negative tendencies, we wish to eliminate every trace of non-virtue, even in our dreams.

4. Even subtle levels of mixing can have large effects over time.  We can recall the analogies of space travel, rolling mantras and the example of my friend’s three year retreat.

5. Not wanting to even expose ourselves to other spiritual traditions is not an issue of being paranoid, it is an honest, humbl acknowledgement of our own lack of discriminating wisdom to be able to distinguish what is Kadam Dharma and what is not.  

a. I myself can say with absolute certainty that I do not have sufficient discriminating wisdom to not inadvertently mix if I read teachings on Tibetan Buddhism.  

b. I cannot even read science books without inadvertenly mixing.  I read a book once on combining quantum physics and various eastern mysticisms, especially Tibetan Buddhists.  These ideas quickly found their way into my own spiritual understanding and even my teachings !

c. If I cannot even read science books, I certainly cannot read other religious traditions, especially ones that are spiritually close to Kadampa Buddhism.

Objection 9:  It still seems very closed-minded to be so categorical in shunning anything that is non-NKT.

Response :

1. What does it mean to be open-minded ?

a. It is a intellectual and spiritual integrity to make a final concluson on the basis of the weight of argument (the validity of the ideas) after having throughly examined a topic and looked at the opposing arguments in their best light, not their worst.

b. The mind of faith is the most open-minded mind of all.  It has the humility to put into question one’s own preconceptions.  

2. It is in fact the mixing attitude that is closed-minded.  

a. Closed-mindedness is not being willing to challenge one’s own thoughts and beliefs.

b. When we mix, we do not challenge our own beliefs, but instead troll through various spiritual teachings collecting those things we already agree with and rejecting those things we do not.

c. We rely only upon our own thinking and our own pre-existing conceptions.

d. The mind that mixes is a very prideful mind because it assumes we are qualified to mix different spiritual ideas and that we are in a position to conclusively judge the validity of a Dharma instruction.

3. Holding on to wrong views is a negative action of mind and is the most common cause of losing the path.

a. When we come across some idea in the Dharma that contradicts our current understanding, instead of rejecting the instruction, we should assume that this is something very important for our spiritual development precisely because it is so opposite our current thinking.

b. So we should explore the topic thoroughly, actively challenging our current understanding.  We reserve our final judgement on the subject until after a thorough examination of the arguments and we base our judgement on valid reasons.

4. The mind that chooses one’s spiritual guide and then with faith relies upon his teachings is by far the more open-minded attitude.

a. The Spiritual Guide will sometimes give us instructions that we do not agree with or that challenge us deeply, such as his instruction on following one tradition purely without mixing.  

b. When we rely upon one Spiritual Guide, we make the decision to set aside all of our preconceptions and trust that he is right even if we don’t understand how and why.  We are open-minded enough to admit that we might be wrong, even if we don’t know why.

5. This is not blind faith, but rather a very advanced form of believing faith.  We have enough experience of confirming the truth of the Spiritual Guide’s instructions that our mental presumption shifts to the truth of Dharma.  

a. I trust the Dharma is right, but I do not understand how.  So with an open mind, I will explore this question further.

b. The difference between deluded doubt and virtuous doubt is where our presumption of truth lies.  We may still have doubts and we may still have questions, but we trust our Spiritual Guide is right and we happily go about figuring out how and why we are wrong.

c. This does not mean we have to take on board a particular instruction before we understand it.  We take what we find to be useful, and leave the rest for later.  But we never reject an instruction becasue we do not yet see its utility.

Objection 10:  OK, even if I agree with all of the above, certainly it is more skilful to say nothing, since people will misunderstand and leave the Dharma as a result of this misunderstanding.

Response.

1. It is true that great care needs to be made when introducing this instruction, knowing clearly when introducing it is appropriate and when it is counter-productive.

2. But ultimately, all Dharma challenges our delusions.  This subject is no different.  We do not not introduce teachings on the faults of self-cherishing and on the wisdom realizing emptiness because it will generate resistance within the minds of people.  Our delusions will never agree with the Dharma, that doesn’t mean we don’t teach it.

3. The reason why it is counter-productive is due to one’s own attachment to one’s views and pride in those views.  Certainly it should be attachment and pride that are abandoned, not spiritual advice, no matter how hard it is to swallow.

4. This situation is such a problem now precisely beause I allowed it to go on for so long without saying anything.  But I had to do the best I could with the karma that was in play.  As the karma evolves, so too does the response to such a situation.

Objection 11:  OK, I agree, something needs to be said.  But why do you have to do it in such a foreceful way.  

Response :

1. It is true if the issue were unimportant, then certainly it would be better to say nothing ; or if you do say something it is better to do so gently because you don’t want to take the risk of causing the other person to lose faith because you have to be a bit wrathful which would come across as you being dogmatic or intolerant.  

2. If the student is closed-minded about an issue and is holding on tightly to their views, but the issue is a very important one that can not be left to linger, then sometimes crashing in the gates is the only way to get the other person to listen. 

3. Whether a teacher can be gentle or has to be forceful depends to a great extent on whether the student is open-minded and listening to what is being said.  If from our own side we are eager and humble enough to learn, and we are open-minded enough to accept advice from our teacher even when we are not asking for it, then our teacher would not need to be wrathful with us.

4. The very fact that our teacher is willing to be wrathful with us on a particular issue knowing the risks of using such actions should show us how important the issue is, and instead of getting distracted with how things are being said, we should focus on the content of what is being said.

Objection 12:  OK, point taken.  But what makes an action skilful is whether the action does not undermine the faith of the other person when you engage in it.
Response :

1. Certainly when somebody is new to the path, this is true.  As a teacher, the extent of our wrath should not be greater than the depth of the faith the other person has in us, otherwise they will just see us as being angry, lose faith in us and leave.  That would be silly.

2. But later, once we have gotten to know our teacher, know he is only looking out for our own welfare and is generally very kind, then from our side we need to not overreact out of defensiveness when our teacher does need to be wrathful with us.  Instead of finding fault in his being wrathful, we should examine our own closed-mindedness and see why he had to act that way.

3. Besides, if we understand emptiness we realize that whether the actions of our teacher are ‘skilful’ or not does not exist from its own side, but it depends upon our own mind and how we relate to his actions.  If we view our teacher in a skilful way, then all of his actions will be skilful for us, whether wrathful or peaceful.  

4. Our faith in our teacher is not something we have or do not have, like a faith Cupid shooting us in the butt with a faith arrow.  Rather, it is something we have to cultivate and train in.  How else can we train in the deeper levels of pure view if our teacher does not challenge our ordinary appearanes from time to time ? 

Objection 13:  OK, fine !  Just tell me what I can and cannot do.

Response :

1. Only you can decide what you can and cannot do because none of this is being imposed from the outside.  

a. So you should do what you feel to be best for your own spiritual practice.  

b. If what you feel to be best for your own spiritual practice is in contradiction with this instruction, then examine whether you have the wish to rely upon a spiritual guide or not and whether you have enough faith that your presumption of truth has shifted.  Perhaps there is some work to do here.

2. The mind that wants to know what you can do is a mind that wants to know what it can get away with.

a. But the real question we need to ask is why would you want to get away with anying.  You are only sacrificing something much better in the future on the altar of something less good today.  You are sabotaging your own spiritual development.

b. It is like disrobings.  People disrobe because they confusedly sacrifice the supreme bliss of full enlightenment on the alter of the contaminated bliss of what feels good today.

3. If we check and we are spiritually honest, there is no valid spiritual reason to go look at other things to enhance our spiritual understanding at all.  

a. The only reason why we are attracted to these other things is our attachment to them.

b. The reason why we have such a problem with these instructions/rules is they frustrate an attachment that we have to these things.  It does not come from a legitimate spiritual disagreement about the validity of the approach to not mix.

Objection 14:  If that is the case, then why do different teachers have different policies and standards on this one ?

Response :

1. Their students have different levels of attachment to other views and different levels of unwillingless to discuss this issue without freaking out and feeling attacked.

a. If the teacher forces the issue before the student is ready, the end result might likely be the person abandoning the path altogether instead of them following one tradition purely without mixing.  So as to not sacrifice a greater virtue (practicing Dharma at all) on the altar of a smaller virtue (following one tradition purely without mixing), the teacher applies different standards.

b. So instead of forcing the issue before the student is ready, the teacher skilfully waits until the student gains deeper experience of the Dharma and matures into their practice.

c. Then, when the karma ripens, the teacher then takes the student a bit further, again according to how much the student is prepared and open-minded enough to take.

d. If we check, the teacher does this on all subjects of Dharma.  This is no different.

2. Not mixing becomes a bigger issue the farther along one progresses along the path.  What was not a problem at an earlier stage becomes a serious obstacle at a later stage.  

3. Perhaps the teacher themselves still has some mixing issues left to be resolved.  Since they will never apply a standard on their students that is greater than what they apply on themselves, if they have not yet resolved some of the deeper levels of this question, they will apply a different standard than those who have already addressed this at a deeper level.

4. What is common to the approach of all NKT teachers is to help students develop the wish to abandon every last trace of mixing from their spiritual understanding and practice.  What one understands by this varies depending upon the depths of one’s practice.

Objection 15:  But how does your standard compare to that of the NKT as a whole ?  Are you more strict ?

Response :

1. There are some who are more strict, and there are some who are less strict than my thinking on this subject.  There is no one NKT standard on this.

2. However, I can say that the standard I apply is the same one that was applied in Los Angeles and is a lighter version than the one that was applied in Paris.  It seems to me in talking with other RTs that the standard I apply is roughly the mainstream approach.

3. It is important to recall that we are not applying this standard as a rule.  It is just spiritual advice.  What is a rule is that, to be an NKT teacher or officer, one must from their own side have read and assumed the moral discipline of the internal rules.  After that, unless there is a gross violation, it is up to the individual practitioner to monitor their own behavior.  

Question 17:  OK, I understand all of this and it makes sense.  How practically then are we to implement all of this at the center given the sensitivities involved ?

Response :

I don’t think we can follow and hard and fast rules that are applied rigidly, rather we should adopt certain principles of how to approach this issue, and then we apply these principles as seems most appropriate given the circumstances.  The principles I have in mind are the following :

1. The first principle is we have to work with the karma in play.  

a. We do not want to sacrifice a larger virtue of somebody’s entire practice on the altar of a smaller virtue of them not mixing.  

b. So if applying this policy would likely result in somebody leaving the Dharma altogether or to quit and leave their students without a teacher, then it is better to not apply this policy for that person at this time.  

c. But as the person matures in their practice and faith and is capable of working their way through this particular issue, and there is a new teacher ready to step in just in case there is a problem, then I think we can raise the issue.

2. The second principle is it is better to address this issue before it becomes a problem, rather than after the fact.

a. We should try to skilfully teach all the essential ideas leading up to the conclusion of not mixing without explicitly forcing the issue on people or applying it to them.

b. If we do apply it to somebody, we always apply it in the light of ‘In the Dharma, there is no bad.  There is only good and even better.  What you are doing is good.  Doing it this way is even better.’

c. We present the issue generally and allow people to apply it to themselves.  We simply hold up the mirror of Dharma and let others decide what to do when they look into it.

3. The third principle is we ourselves need to set an immaculate example of ourselves not wanting to mix and not having the slightest trace of our behavior that could cause somebody to think it was OK to mix.

a. Ideally, we should just be ourselves and from our own side we just want to do this.  This would be the best and most authentic example.

b. A second best is at least at the center we need to have an immaculate example and not bring anything to the center or skilfully remove from the center anything which could create confusion in this regard.

4. The fourth principle is for new teachers, we should not ask them to teach until they are wanting to take on the moral discipline of the internal rules from their own side.

a. They should be comfortable with the ideas in the internal rules, agree with them and not have a problem with them.  When somebody is showing those characteristics, then we can start thinking about asking them to teach.

b. Having teachers who are already in agreement with the internal rules before they start teaching helps avoid the problem of their students losing the path or being forced to confront this issue before they are ready if the teacher suddenly has an issue about it.

c. By doing this with all new teachers, we can gradually make the transition to a point where this issue is no longer a problem.

5. The fifth principle is we present this issue as not some arbitrary rule from us, but rather this is simply how things are done within the NKT for these valid reasons.

a. For most people, it will seem entirely natural that for somebody to be an NKT teacher or an officer of a NKT center that they voluntarily want to abide by the rules of the organization and be a Kadampa practitioner.  I can’t imagine the Catholic Church would let somebody who is not a Catholic be a priest !

b. For somebody to be an NKT teacher, they quite naturally should want to from their own side assume the NKT internal rules as part of their moral discipline and be a Kadampa practitioner.  It is, after all, a committed NKT center, not a general Buddhist center.

6. The sixth principle is if our students ask us about ideas from other traditions or they themselves show interest in these things, I think we skilfully explain that we have great respect for other traditions, but that Kadampa Buddhism is different than Tibetan Buddhism, and for this reason we don’t know much about.  Instead, we focus on the practices of our tradition.

7. The eigth principle is for Officers, Directors and Members of the center, we should apply these same priniples, just applied to the karma of the individual person.  But as a long-term goal, we should want to reach the point where all of the Teachers, Officers, Directors and Members of the centers voluntarily take on from their own side the NKT internal rules as part of their moral discipline.

Conclusion

In short, the center’s approach to dealing with this is everyone is completly free to read whatever they want, go wherever they want, do anything they want.  However, in order to get the most out of our Dharma study and practice, VGL provides us with the spiritual advice to follow one tradition purely without mixing, while respecting all other traditions.  We are free to ignore this advice, as we are free to ignore any other spiritual instruction.  Like all instructions, we should only put this instruction into practice if we see its value, find it to be reasonable and want to put it into practice.

One of the qualifications for being a teacher at any NKT center is the person, from their own side, wishes to take on the internal rules as part of their moral discipline, and in practicular, from their own side, they wish to put the instruction of following one tradition purely without mixing into practice.  

Dedication

I dedicate all the merit I have accumulated in preparing this document so that all living beings may find their own spiritual path and follow it purely with great joy while respecting all other traditions and practitioners.  

� Karmically nearest to you does not necessarily mean the one that is most culturally available to you or that you were raised with, but rather the one whose teachings most deeply resonate with you and that you are confident is a complete path out.
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