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Accumulating Good Karma is Beautiful
Geshe Gedun Tharchin

LO-SAR TASHI-DELEK PHUN-SUM TSOG  
TSE-RING NED-MED DE-KYID SHOG

New Year Greetings and best wishes for 
Long life, health and prosperity.

Happy Losar

Tibetan New 
Year 2009

The Tibetan New Year begins on the 
new moon, February 25th

Tibetans inside Tibet have decided not 
to celebrate Losar this year apart from 
religious ceremonies. Instead they will 
be mourning the victims of last year’s 
crackdown on protesters.

Normally the New Year is celebrated 
with traditional singing and dancing. 

In  
the mind training or mind transforming practices 

(lojong), it is taught that there are two things which should 
be done—develop appropriate motivation and dedicate the 
merit from practices to the benefit of all beings. Before 
coming to this summer school, for example, we should 
have produced a good motivation and at the end we should 
make the dedication. So, motivation and dedicating merit 
are very important in Tibetan Buddhism.
		 Motivation is a kind of alchemy which transmutes 
actions into something positive or negative. Everything 
we do—having breakfast, sleeping, whatever—can be 
transmuted into dharma [pure, religious or spiritual] 
action. The important thing is the motivation. We may be 
involved in an activity we do not consider to be dharma 
like cooking, for example, but cooking can be transformed 
into dharma. How? Through motivation. The right kind of 
motivation can transform any action into dharma.
		 In order to develop and maintain such motivation we 
need mindfulness or awareness. Awareness, in general, 
is a technique. The real spirit of dharma is not simply 
mindfulness or awareness, it is positive motivation, 
keeping going, maintaining awakening. We can also call 
that karma.
		 Usually, karma is referred to as a kind of destiny, 
but it isn’t. Karma is action. In English that is literally 
the translation. It simply means ‘work’. Putting your 
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We need to keep 

these goals of 

practice in sight. 

That doesn’t mean 

we have to avoid 

anything in our 

everyday lives. 

Motivation is all that 

needs to change. If 

anything else has to 

be changed it 

changes by itself. 

There is no need for 

us to think about it. If 

it changes here in 

the intention that 

changes everything.

cushion from here to there is karma. Karma is not that 
complicated; it is not something done in the past—
it is present. We are doing it. In Buddhism we hear 
‘karma, karma, karma’, but where does karma lie? In 

the motivation. I am trying to give 
you an idea of how karma works, 
the process of accumulating the 
karmic actions, karmic imprints.
		 Motivation has two levels—causal 
and resultant—this is a kind of 
translation from the Tibetan. 
Causal motivation is fundamental, 
and resultant motivation is that 
which is present in the moment 
of action. Here we are at the 
Leicester summer school. What 
kind of intention did we have before 
coming here? Whatever it was is 
the causal intention regarding this 
summer school. That intention is 
very important, very powerful; it is 
the key to transmuting this five-day 
schedule into, what? How powerful 
will the dharmic action be? What 
sort of dharmic action will result? 
The causal motivation or intention 
regarding this summer school has 
already taken place. Now we are 
in the process, in the moment to 

moment living of it. With what kind of intention did 
we have breakfast this morning? Morning meditation, 
meetings, tea breaks, lunch—they take place one by 

one. What kind of intention did we have before each 
one? We can analyse it.
		 Sometimes it is easy to calculate how much good 
or bad karma is being accumulated. The fundamental 
intention that we have before each activity will 
transform one hour, say, or more into either dharma or 
nondharma. So, this is causal intention.
		 Then there is resultant or momentary intention. We 
might have had a good intention before this meeting, 
but during it some disturbance or wrong intention 
comes into our minds. However, that doesn’t matter 
so much. Between these two—causal and resultant—
causal is the more important; it has the greater power 
to transform. Positive karma still accumulates from the 
power of causal intention. So momentary intentions 
are secondary.
		 The Bodhicharyavatara by Shantideva points out that 
the root of dharma practice lies in intention; the spirit 
of it is positive intention. I would like to emphasise that 
it doesn’t necessarily matter what you are doing, the 
important thing is how it is done and with what kind 
of motivation. That is the point. And awareness is the 
key to keeping positive intentions alive. A book by His 
Holiness the Dalai Lama, Ethics for the New Millennium, 
has within it a chapter entitled ‘No Magic, No Mystery’. 
This is very much His Holiness’s style—no magic, no 
mystery—and the book contains a detailed analysis of 
motivation or intention. I feel this is a very important 
element in Buddhist practice—a state of mind and 
heart which covers not only something in the beginning 
but also during. The first motivation is the one which 
determines what follows—whether it becomes positive, 
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he was involved in bad karma. He worked hard but it 
was hugely difficult even to find enough to eat. Later 
he started to accumulate good karma and suddenly, 
not only did he get plenty to eat, there was too much. 
What concerned him in his practice was intention—how 
many positive intentions today, how many negative 
intentions?
		 These practices are for all the activities which 
occur throughout the day. It is not a question of, ‘I’m 
practising the dharma for an hour now—and now I’m 
resting.’ That is impossible. Sometimes we may think 
like this, ‘Now I’m practising. Now I’m not practising, 
I’m reading.’ But this is dualistic. There is no difference 
between practising the dharma and our everyday 
lives, whether preparing breakfast, going to the office, 
driving, or whatever—all these things should be carried 
out with dharmic motivation.
		 We may practise the dharma with three different 
levels of motivation—with the motive of attaining 
good conditions in a future lifetime, with the motive of 
realising nirvana, or with the motive of dedicating one’s 
life to the causes of Buddhahood, to full enlightenment, 
to the awakened state. Out of these three motivations 
any action could become dharma practice. On the 
other hand, being able to sit like a Buddha-statue is 
not dharma practice, and dharma practice is not for 
making oneself relaxed or getting rid of headaches, 
‘Oh, I have a headache, I need to meditate.’ We don’t 
need to practise the dharma for this; there are better 
methods for getting rid of headaches. Using the dharma 
with this kind of intention is very poor. Feeling relaxed 
or being relieved of a headache may, of course, be an 

negative or neutral; it determines whether positive or 
negative karma is created.
		 People want to know what karma is. They ask, 
‘Is karma destiny?’ No, it is not destiny, neither is 
it complex. Actually, it is quite simple. There was a 
famous Tibetan yogi who in the early part of his life 

had been a robber. He lived on a mountain 
and robbed travellers who passed by. One 
day a poor man happened to cross his path 
and the poor man asked the robber, ‘Who 
are you?’ The robber gave his name. The 
traveller was terrified, so much so that he 
fell down dead. This greatly saddened the 
robber, ‘Oh, just hearing my name is enough 
to kill people.’ It was a turning point in his 
life and as a result he became a meditator, 
a yogi. In fact, this once notorious robber 
became an extraordinary yogi. He utilised 
a particular method with black and white 
stones. Every evening he would reflect on 

how much negative and positive karma he had produced 
that day, ‘I had this intention and that action followed. 
This was positive, that was negative.’ In the beginning 
he picked up very few white stones; they were mostly 
black. Later on, however, more and more white stones 
were used and not so many black.
		 What is interesting is that when he was a robber, 
he couldn’t get enough food. Then, when he became 
a yogi the food could not get to him, so much was 
brought by devotees. The Tibetan saying is: The mouth 
couldn’t reach the food. Now the food cannot reach 
the mouth. Karma is clear here. When he was a robber 
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all the 
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occur 
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http://www.buddhismnow.com
http://www.buddhistpublishing.com
http://www.buddhismnow.com


e-4—Buddhism Now  Page  �www.buddhistpublishing.com

© 2009 Buddhist Publishing Group

outcome of meditation. When we buy Coca-Cola the 
tin comes with it. Our intention is to buy the drink not 
the tin, but we get the tin anyway. There is no need 
to meditate in order to cure a headache—better to 
meditate for nirvana. If practice has the power to cure 
your headache, it will do so. Even if you don’t want 
your headache cured, it will be. Practising the dharma 
for that purpose, however, is imagination for me, and 
maybe for the Tibetan people.
		 In Buddhism we also have the three jewels—
Buddha, Dharma, Sangha—and these are considered 
the protectors for all who wish to reach liberation, 
nirvana. But the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha are not 
for resolving the problem of a headache; they are not 
protectors for simple things.
		 I feel it is a very important for Buddhist practitioners 
to get to the essence of the practice and not be wasting 
time on side issues. Buddha, Dharma, Sangha are the 
protectors for all those who are seeking liberation. If 
you use the three jewels—Buddha, Dharma, Sangha—
for resolving very small problems, that is actually the 
misuse of dharma, that is also negative karma; it is 
not right karma. Let me make it clear, karma is not 
something we plant and which comes about without 
our knowing. It is quite evident that karma mainly 
depends on motivation. Motivation is the fundamental 
cause of how we are going to feel; what we experience 
is a result of previous intentions. If we have enough 
mindfulness we can clearly see this from our own 
experiences. It is not that things come without our 
knowing them. Happiness and unhappiness are our 
experiences. We begin to see that this good state of 

mind or this unpleasant state of mind was caused by 
this or that intention. This is how to check whether or 
not karma works.
		 Buddhism teaches that we can overcome any physical 
problem with mental strength. Physical problems, small 
problems, are nothing for real practitioners; they are 
conditions for expanding the potential of their practice. 
Do we practise the dharma in order to resolve a small 
headache? No! If serious practitioners have headaches 
or some other kinds of pain or difficulties, these things 
become the conditions for expanding their spiritual 
strength of dharma, for realisation. This strength, this 
inner quality, has the power to overcome any external 
or physically-related problem. That is one special 
characteristic of dharma practice. To use that quality 
we need to know exactly how dharma works, what the 
process is, what it is really meant for, and how it affects 
us within.
		 The realisation of impermanence is the beginning of 
dharma practice. Great masters often talk about ‘the 
clear light of impermanence’, not emptiness. To talk in 
terms of emptiness may be too difficult for us to start 
with. Reflecting on impermanence, however, shows 
the route to dharma. If we reflect on impermanence 
when we start practising, that really opens up dharma 
action; it clarifies our aims of the practice. Otherwise 
we go to other goals—tiny goals which interrupt the 
real one. Reflecting on impermanence therefore will 
disclose the clear route to nirvana, not to these small 
things. Impermanence and the law of cause and effect 
is the start of practice.
		 We need to keep these goals of practice in sight. 
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That doesn’t mean we have to avoid anything in our everyday lives. 
Motivation is all that needs to change. If anything else has to be 
changed it changes by itself. There is no need for us to think about 
it. If it changes here in the intention that changes everything.
		 It is very important not to abandon our everyday activities while 
practising dharma. These two things support each other. We are 
in samsara, this very high-tech modern society. Without a mobile 
phone you can’t be Buddha; you can’t do anything! I recently led 
a small retreat in Assisi. There were some practitioners there who 
wanted to follow the renunciate’s life. I told them they should just 
become beggars, that the beggar’s life is the best for dharma 
practice. A woman said, ‘No, no, I can’t. This is too much.’ I said, 
‘You should be a modern beggar; not that other type who have to 
live on the streets. The modern beggar discards the computer and 
mobile phone. In this society these are now almost considered to be 
prerequisites, indispensable to life, to survival—unless, of course, 
you have a very good secretary who takes care of everything for 
you. The woman was very impressed. She said, ‘Oh, I never thought 
about that.’
		 It is nothing these days in this society to have a mobile phone. 
Every year many are just thrown away for the latest models. 
Computers are the same; they are very cheap.
		 If we have a real sense of dharma and enough awareness, 
mindfulness, then we don’t lose anything. The robber who became 
a yogi put a lot of effort into being a robber but couldn’t get enough 
to eat. When meditating and counting black and white stones every 
day, however, he got more than enough food. You might say, ‘Oh, 
how could he get food by just counting stones every day?’ Most 
people calculate everything, ‘If I do this, I will get that.’ You try and 
plan, but then you might think, ‘I won’t have enough for the next 
five years!’ But karma is not like that. You cannot programme the 
future. Just accumulate good karma and mysteriously things will 

Photo by: Lisa Daix
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come, naturally.
		 I sometimes say to my friends, ‘No programme. No 
project. Just try to accumulate good karma.’ I think 
this is beautiful; it frees us from a lot of stress and 
problems.
		 So, this is how karma, motivation, dharma practice 
and everyday life work together. If we don’t know how 
they work as a whole, we see contradictions, and that 
leads to confusion. As long as we see dharma practice 
and everyday life as a contradiction, we shall not 
understand what dharma means. Dharma can never 
contradict anything. It can go smoothly even with 
someone like bin Laden, no problem. We may think bin 
Laden is a very bad person, but still dharma can go 
with him. There is nothing to contradict the dharma. 
As long as we say, ‘That is in conflict with my dharma 
practice,’ we have not yet understood how to practise. 
All this depends simply on our understanding, our 
capacity to catch the essence of dharma. Then we can 
practise dharma very easily.
		 It is also very important to know what samsara is. 
We are practising in samsara, not outside of it, and 
dharma is not contradictory to it. Dharma actually helps 
samsara, purifies it, transforms it. In Buddhism we are 
taught of the nonduality of samsara and nirvana. We do 
not need to be on a high level in order to understand this 
nonduality of samsara and nirvana; it is just a matter 
of being here, knowing how to integrate dharma with 
samsaric conditions.
		 Everyone can work fully in the dharma whatever 
they do. How do we continue with our normal lives and 
integrate them with the dharma in a complementary 
way? This may be difficult, especially if you are very 

busy, and yet the important thing is not to think in 
terms of time for practice as opposed to the rest of the 
day when you are not practising. That is the biggest 
problem. There is no time when you cannot practise 
the dharma. That is where intention comes in.
		 The highest intention or motivation is the bodhicitta 
(awakened mind), and there are four preliminary steps 
of lojong or training of bodhicitta practice. The first 
thing to acknowledge is the human potential to produce 
goodness for others. The second is to realise that things 
are impermanent—good things are impermanent, bad 
things are impermanent, bodies are impermanent, 
absolutely nothing lasts forever. So it is important for 
us not to waste time. People say that time is money. 
The practitioner says that time is dharma. The next 
thing to understand is the karmic process—what 
action results in what. This is in terms of one’s own 
experience and one’s own behaviour. And finally one 
needs to understand samsara—its characteristics, its 
conditions and what it is. If we do not know samsara, 
we are confused. We are in samsara and have to know 
that. The dharma is practised in samsara, and when 
we are meditating, we are still in samsara.
		 These four are preliminaries in the sense of training 
to be a practitioner of the awakened mind (bodhichitta). 
People say, ‘To have the awakened mind (bodhichitta) 
is very difficult, very idealistic, complicated,’ as though 
it were an impossibility. It is only impossible, however, 
if there is a lack of preliminary practice. If we practise 
the preliminaries well enough, there will be no problem; 
it will not be difficult to get the result. The awakened 
mind (bodhicitta) will literally come to us like the rays 
of the sun.
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Ngawang Sangdrol
was born in Lhasa in 1977

Sentenced to 23 years in prison for protesting in Tibet, she is 
one of the ‘Drapchi 14’ nuns*.

“I knew I would be imprisoned... I knew the demonstration 
was for the right cause. I knew I was doing it for the truth.” 

 Ngawang Sangdrol

Extracts from a statement by Ngawang Sangdrol to a

US Congressional Hearing, 10th March 2004 

My name is Ngawang Sangdrol. I am twenty-seven years old [in 
2004]. From age eight, I was a nun in Garu Nunnery in Tibet. 
From age eleven, I began to speak out with my fellow nuns 
against the Chinese rule of our country. Most of my life, from 
age fifteen, I have only known what it means to live as a political 
prisoner inside the walls of Lhasa’s Drapchi prison. During my 
eleven years in prison and even during my interrogation I was 
subjected to torture and prolonged ill-treatment. I was released 
from prison on good behaviour parole in October 2002 - nine 
years before my sentence was due to expire but only days 
before the Chinese President was to meet with President Bush 
at his ranch in Texas. Five months later, I was put on a plane to 
the United States for medical treatment. People who saw me 
board the plane said that I did not look back. Last week, almost 
exactly a year after I arrived at Reagan National Airport, I 
received news that my political asylum application has been 
approved.

* The Drapchi nuns are well known Tibetan political prisoners, 
famous not only for recording a series of freedom songs while 
in prison, but also for courageously speaking out about their 
experiences 

www.freetibet.org/campaigns/former-prisoner-ngawang-sangdrol

Ngawang Sangdrol photo: Free Tibet Campaign

http://www.buddhismnow.com
http://www.buddhistpublishing.com
http://www.buddhismnow.com


e-4—Buddhism Now  Page  �www.buddhistpublishing.com

© 2009 Buddhist Publishing Group

New Books
* Pick of the pack
* The Dark Red Amulet: 
Oral Instructions on the 
Practice of Vajrakilaya
Khenchen Palden Sherab Rinpoche 
and Khenpo Tsewang Dongyal 
Rinpoche $16.95, 235 pp. 20 b&w 
photos and images; includes sad-
hanas in Tibetan and English. Snow 
Lion

The essential purpose of Vajrakilaya 
practice is to “discover the abso-

lute vajra nature that will transform every dual-
ity hindrance into clear wisdom and compassion.” 
Vajrakilaya embodies the enlightened activity of all 
the buddhas that subjugates delusion and negativity 
in order to clear obstacles to spiritual practice. 

In this text, Khenchen Palden Sherab Rinpoche and 
KhenpoTsewang Dongyal Rinpoche present the his-
tory of this lineage and the miraculous story of how 
Tsasum Lingpa revealed this terma teaching. Their 
line-by-line commentary on the short and condensed 
sadhanas provides an invaluable guide for prac-
titioners to combine the skillful means of compas-
sion and wisdom that are the foundation of Tibetan 
Buddhism.

www.snowlionpub.com/html/product_9682.html

* The Purpose of Life
Jacqui James £8.95, 222pp. Aukana

Consisting of a collection of talks giv-
en between 1982 and 1988 by Jacqui 
James, co-founded of the House of 
Inner Tranquillity. She passed away 
in 1989.

 ‘Our task in life is to become aware 
that there is no end point that we 

are supposed to be getting to—that experiencing 

what is happening in our lives right now is the 
purpose of life ... Living contentedly with what 
one finds in the moment is nibbàna.’

 

Giving a frank account of spirituality. The emphasis 
throughout is on how modern women and men can 
apply the essence of the Buddha’s teachings. Which 
is of course the purpose of life.

www.aukana.org.uk/book/browser/bookpol.htm

* The Treasury of Knowledge, The 
Elements Of Tantric Practice (Book 
Eight, Part Three)

by Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö Tayé, 
translated by Ingrid Loken McLeod 
and Elio Guarisco. 470pp. h/b, 
$34.95 Snow Lion

This really is a massive project 
and all involved must be congratu-
lated. Jamgon Kongtrul’s Treasury 
of Knowledge in ten volumes is a 
unique encyclopedic masterpiece 
embodying the entire range of 
Buddhist teachings as they were 

presented in Tibet.

The Elements of Tantric Practice sets forth the essen-
tial components of the path of highest yoga tantra, a 
system of meditation that unites wisdom and com-
passion in its two phases of practice. The first phase, 
that of creation, relies primarily on the use of the im-
agination to effect personal transformation.

It also looks at the meditative processes of the inner 
system of secret mantra—that of highest yoga tan-
tra—and is based primarily on tantric sources. The 
Jamgon Kongtrul introduces the subject by describing 
the path of tantra and its underlying principles.

www.snowlionpub.com/html/product_9608.html

Living in the Face Of 
Death: The Tibetan 
Tradition
Glenn H. Mullin, 238pp. $16.95, 
Snow Lion

Over the centuries the Tibetans 
have developed a wide-ranging 
literature on death and practical 
works on caring for the dying.

This book presents nine short 
Tibetan texts. Writings by the 

Second, Seventh, and Thirteenth Dalai Lamas, and 
by Karma Lingpa, author of The Tibetan Book of the 
Dead. It covers topics such as meditation techniques 
to prepare for death and methods for training the 
mind in the transference of consciousness at the time 
of death.

www.snowlionpub.com/html/product_9681.html

Tibet: Land of exile
Estay Patricio, 239pp. €39, Skira

This book features a mixture of 
black and white and colour pic-
tures (110 colour & 110 b/w) of 
Tibet nowadays.

Patricio Estay’s six years work is 
dedicated to the Dalai Lama and  
to the life and work of the Tibetan 
population in exile, and to the pil-

grims who come to celebrate the holiday of Losar, the 
Tibetan New Year.

 With an introduction by His Holiness the Dalai Lama.

www.skira.net/recensione.php?soggetto=&isbn=8861305731&back=dettaglio.php&page=&lett=
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