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            The relationship between the Lama and the student is different with each student because the instruction the Lama gives will depend on what each student shows.  Each student needs to fully understand the details of all of the instructions the Lama gives, even ones they may think are minor or insignificant.  They should question and contemplate everything.  “What is this about the importance of the precious human body?”  “What is it that I need to understand about everything being impermanent?”  “What is meant by everything being karma?”  “What is it that karma really is?”  “Why is so much emphasis put on suffering, loving-kindness, and compassion?”  “Just because I attach my awareness to passing thoughts, why does that create many of the difficulties in my life?”  “Why is that?”

         The student needs to openly ask themselves and their Lama questions like these.  These questions may seem to be simple, but questions like these are the basis of understanding the Buddha’s teachings and methods.  Not understanding questions like these, our spiritual development is blocked because worldly concerns will dominate our mind.  On the other hand, if we deeply understand the importance of questions like these, we can be effectively taught by our Lama.  Not having a deep understanding of fundamental views is why our relative mind is obscured from our pure awareness.        

· Undistracted-awareness

When we have developed stability in watching our mind, we are ready for the next level of mindfulness, undistracted-awareness.  Undistracted-awareness is when our relative mind is focused on whatever is being thought about with our mind and whatever is being done with our body.  Our complete focus is right there, concentrated on just that.  We are aware of only what we are thinking and doing.  Our mind does not wander to other things.  Our mind does not think of other things, it is focused like a laser on our mental and physical activity.
 Many people have had this experience while reading a book or while working on a project.  It is easy to think that this absorption of undistracted-awareness is a high state of meditation, but it really is not.  The experience of undistracted-awareness actually is just bringing our mind to a state that is a little bit closer to a state of meditation than ordinary mindfulness is.  Undistracted-awareness does not fall within the descriptions of meditative states because thoughts are being used and followed.  The proper way to understand undistracted-awareness is that it is a practice that moves mindfulness to a slightly more spiritual level.  It is at a slightly more spiritual level because our laser-like focus inhibits our mind from wandering and mingling with thoughts that are arising from our vast storehouse of imprints.  

An example of how undistracted-awareness is used in a spiritual way is when we create Dharma visualizations of various deities or mandalas in our mind.  The process of creating spiritual images in our mind is technically not meditation because thoughts are used to create the visualization.  When we create Dharma visualizations in our mind, the deities and mandalas are created step by step, feature by feature, using thoughts.  Beyond that, when the Dharma visualization is completed, and when it can be held in our mind without using thoughts, we merge our awareness with the visualization, and our mind becomes pure.  That is when the meditative state occurs.  Holding the visualization without relying on thoughts is called the completion stage of meditation.  We then rest our awareness in the purity of our mind, aware only of our true nature.  That purity of our mind is the clarity of our natural state that we have been looking for.  This is how undistracted-awareness is used in the creation of visualizations, leading us to a true state of meditation.
As we sit in preparation for actual meditation, when we are working with the Dharma visualization, we first visualize and create in our mind a Pure Land.  All forms around us become Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.  Everything else, flowers, candles, and whatever else is around us, become offerings to the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.  We visualize Buddhas and Bodhisattvas of all sizes, big, small, and every size in between.  We offer everything to them.  Every sound is the sound of the mantra that is being used.  If it is Chenrezig, the Bodhisattva of compassion, we use Om Mani Padme Hum as the mantra.  All sound becomes the sound of the Om Mani Padme Hum, and the sound fills the Pure Land that we have created in the space around us.  We make full use of all sounds and visual objects that our senses perceive around us, turning everything into pure objects.  If we have become accomplished in our calm-abiding meditation, and in our undistracted-awareness practice, when a low-flying helicopter comes into our hearing, the sound becomes Om Mani Padme Hum, and our mind is able to remain pure. 
Dharma visualizations that use the undistracted-awareness visualization techniques are largely different from calm-abiding techniques, although there are some similarities.  It might be of value to know that a full development of the calm-abiding meditation is in some ways more profound than the creation of visualizations using undistracted-awareness.  When calm-abiding is fully accomplished, it is much more direct and unadorned.  The visualization methods using undistracted-awareness, although looking as if they are complex, are easier because there are many facets of the visualization for our mind to think about, get involved with, and to focus on.  
· Insight-meditation

The practice of insight-meditation takes our accomplishments with both calm-abiding and the mindfulness practices to a deeper level.  From the beginning we have been studying our relative mind, working toward being able to experience the true nature of our mind.  We have been looking at our relative mind with our calm-abiding and mind-practices, where one thing has always depended on another.  That interdependence is what has given our practice its relative nature.  If we have gained stability with both our calm-abiding and mindfulness practice, we can then fruitfully progress into insight-meditation, which begins to look at our ultimate mind.  

Everything discussed up to this point has been following a path that properly develops within our mind the conditions needed to experience the true nature of our mind.  Over the years of my time here in the west, several students have told me variations of the following:  “I do not particularly like to follow the ways that you tell me to meditate.”  “My own ways of meditation bring a quicker and more immediate peace to my mind.”   “My own ways of meditation make my mind quiet, and I enjoy myself.”  These kinds of thinking miss the point of the trusted ways of the Buddha for getting to the true nature of the mind by sequentially removing obscurations.  If our obscurations are not sequentially removed, our true nature cannot be experienced.  Creating our own path also fosters a motivation in our mind to meditate only for enjoyment, a definite detour if finding a true and lasting happiness is our goal.  If we ignore the deeper reasons for meditation and mind-training practice, and use our own ideas of meditation and mind-training, simply trying to feel good, profound development will not come to us.  
The methods that are presented here have successfully worked for twenty-five centuries.  The Mahamudra path of meditation has a distinct purpose built into each technique that will bring about a genuine realization of the true nature of the mind.  Also, intellectual methods alone, by themselves, when used without an equal amount of meditation, will not bring about a realization of the true nature of the mind.   Insight-meditation begins the real search for what the nature of our mind truly is.  The primary method is for our teacher to ask questions about our mind, and then we meditate and come back with our answers.  Our Lama must have a genuine experience with his or her own mind to be able to guide us through this process.  If our Lama has genuine experience, his or her guidance will not create false realities in our mind that will have to be removed later.  Our teacher gives us the questions, we meditate and come back and discuss what we have found.  Our Lama will say: “Yes, that is it,” or they might say, “No, not yet, meditate further.”   When our Lama is satisfied with our answers, we are then ready for Mahamudra instruction.  There is no big secret that our Lama has been holding back that they will now disclose to us.  There is simply no way to describe the realization of the awareness of Mahamudra.  At this point our teacher is there only to say yes or no to the genuineness of what we experience, and to give us direction for how to continue.
· The four obscurations---another view
If it were possible to somehow hold our mind in our two hands and closely examine it, we would find some interesting things.  We would find that our mind has an inner core of pure awareness that is obscured from our view by four layers of obscurations.  All of the meditation and mind-practices on the Buddha’s path are aimed at removing these four layers of obscurations so that we can see our inner core of pure awareness.  
The first layer of obscurations is our defilements.  Our defilements are our past negative actions.  We get our inclinations to say and do negative things from our defilements.  The remedy for defilements is the practice of self-confession, admitting to our mind the negative things we have done in the past.  The prayer of self-confession says:  “With intense regret I confess and reveal all of my past negative acts, faults and downfalls done since beginningless time, and I resolve to avoid their repetition.” We can memorize and recite this simple prayer over and over again as we mindfully go about our daily activities. 
The second layer of obscurations is Karma, which can also be called our actions.  The remedy for this layer is simple and straightforward.  We stop lying, killing, stealing, and doing the negative things that lead to emotional suffering for ourself and others.  This remedy is simply adding no more to what is already there.

The third layer of obscurations is our habits and tendencies.  This layer is purified by the effort that we give to purifying the first two layers.  With our efforts to purify the first two layers, we develop an awareness of how our habits and tendencies develop.  That awareness weakens the motivations arising from our karma and habits and tendencies, and our third layer becomes thinner and thinner, getting us closer and closer to our inner core of pure awareness.

The fourth layer of obscurations is our ignorance of our own true nature.  The effort that we make to purify the first three layers is what purifies our ignorance.  The effectiveness of the effort that we make to purify our first three layers of obscurations comes primarily through the diligence and devotion that we give to our meditation and mind-practices.  Breaking through our relative views and truly realizing the empty nature of our mind, we eliminate the last layer of obscurations that cover our inner nature, and experience our pure awareness.  Then we can rest in that pure awareness.
