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“Meditation is the familiarization of the mind on an object of virtue”- Jimi Neal (2007)
During this practice the cognition under goes a kind of reconstruction where the ordinary 
desires of the practitioner are reduced and through this reduction of attachments they will 
be led to an experience of bliss. But within this process there are levels of meditative states 
which are reached through detailed mind trainings.

3. Formless Realm (Ārūpyadhātu)   Peak of cyclic Existence
            Absorption of Nothingness     Four Formless
            Absorption of Limitless Consciousness  Absorptions
            Absorption of Limitless Space

2. Form Realm (Rūpadhātu)  4th Dhyāna- only a  pervasive equanimity is present         
         3rd Dhyāna- joy is absent, bliss and equanimity are present  Four 

         2nd Dhyāna- joy and bliss are still present      Concentrations
         1st Dhyāna- overcoming attachment to the Desire Realm

1. Desire Realm (Kāmadhātu)  Deva (gods)
          Asura (demigods)
          Manushya (humans)    

         Tiryagyoni (animals)
         Preta (hungry ghosts)                 

          Naraka (hell beings)     

Calm Abiding (śamatha): a meditative state where the mind remains indefinitely    
   fixed on the object of observation
Higher Insight (vipaśyanā): a meditative state where one sees the true nature of an    
   object of observation through analysis

The practice begins with a breathing meditation were one develops śamatha and a 
motivation. From here the practitioner begins the analytical insight meditation that 
consists of three main steps. (1) The meditator must identify what is called the object 
of negation, in this case the “I” or the self. (2) Once the meditator has identified the 
self, they must come to the conclusion that the self is either inherently the same as the 
mental and physical aggregates or inherently different from those five aggregates. (3) 
To solve this dilemma, the practitioner follows a series of proofs to prove that this “I” 
is (i) not the five aggregates, (ii) not an entity other than the five aggregates, (iii) not 
the base of the aggregates, (iv) not based on the aggregates, (v) not possessing the 
aggregates, (vi) not the composite of the aggregates, and (vii) not the shape of the 
aggregates. Finally, the meditation session ends with a going back to the experience 
of the “I” or self on a conventional level. As always, there is a dedication of merit to the 
enlightenment of all sentient beings.

1. The Path of Accumulation (sambhara-marga):
  one collects both merit and wisdom
2. The Path of Preparation (prayoga-marga):
  one has unified the practice of śamatha and vipaśyanā with emptiness as the    

  object of observation 
3. The Path of Seeing (darśana-marga): 
  one realizes or “sees” that subject and object are indifferentiable (non-dualism)
4. The Path of Meditation (bhavana-marga): 
  the subtler conceptions of dualism are removed
5. The Path of No More Learning (asaiksa-marga):
  buddhahood is attained through the total removal of the conception of inherent  

  existence

Associated with the Gelug order, the Tushita Meditation Centre was my first stop 
where I spent 10 days in a residential meditation course. Tushita is part of the greater 
Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahāyāna Tradition (FPMT) which was 
established by Lama Thubten Yeshe and Lama Zopa Rinpoche in 1975. FPMT concerns 
itself exclusively with Tibetan dharma of the Gelug order and specifically aims these 
teachings at a modern, Western, and English speaking audience. During my stay here, 
I studied meditation and philosophy under an American named Jimi Neal who was 
one of the original members of FPMT and one of the first American monks ordained by 
Lama Yeshe. He studied as a monk for 15 years in France before he disrobed and began 
teaching the dharma abroad. Here, I not only studied the philosophy and metaphysics 
of Buddhism but I also practiced the meditations under the instruction of Mr. Neal. It 
was here that I was first introduced to the meditation on emptiness. Concerning my 
personal experience with this particular meditation, it should be noted that śamatha 
is almost a prerequisite, a state I lacked during my first ten days of meditation. Also 
the first step in the meditation on emptiness, locating the object of negation, can take 
some Buddhists years to realize. For me, personally experimenting with this practice 
was merely child’s play but an eye opening experience in Buddhist practice. 

Emptiness is translated from the Sanskrit word Śūnyatā. This term can also be 
translated as “voidness”. Due to the doctrine of dependent arising, all phenomenon 
lack inherent existence. Following, this lacking of inherent existence is the ultimate 
nature of all things. In other contexts, things are said to have “suchness”, from the 
Sanskrit word tathata, and this is usually means something similar to emptiness. 

Everyday for one week in July, His Holiness the XIV Dalai Lama gave a teaching on 
Tsongkhapa’s Principle Path to Enlightenment, a curious text that worked as a commentary 
on a chapter of ethics in Asanga’s Bodhisattvabhumi. I was lucky enough to attend these 
teachings with a friend of mine named Jamyang. Jamyang is a practicing Buddhist 
monk from Tibet who was a student at the Sera Je Monastic University in South India. 
His Holiness recited the words of Asanga, then read Tsongkhapa’s commentary, and 
then followed these with his own summary and commentary. The whole teaching was 
immediately translated into English, Chinese, Korean, and French over the radio during 
the lecture. Afterwards, a geshe monk held a smaller audience and redelivered the 
teaching entirely in English and following he offered a question and answer session.  

While exploring the gompas of the Himalayan region in India, I had the opportunity to 
experience the power of the practice of Buddhism in its natural setting, the monastery. 
But the monks in these gompas were not in the business of realizing emptiness. Rather, 
these monks mostly practiced the Path of Accumulation (sambhara-marga) where 
they gained merit and wisdom through deeds like chanting mantras and painting 
traditional thangkas or manadalas. It was at this time that I mostly stayed in the 
monasteries and went to morning pūjā, or offerings, with the monks. The Buddhist 
experience here not only inspired me academically but often times personally too. 

Special thanks to the Asian Studies Department and the board of the Tanaka Memorial Research-Study Grant, Dean Kerry O’Brien, Dr. John Strong, Geshe Gelek, Valle Jones, Jacob Bluestone, and, of course, Jamyang-la
Dedication: May whatever merit there is in creating this poster bring freedom and happiness to all sentient beings

Nāgārjuna, Atiśa, and Tsongkhapa
Three of the founding fathers of Madhyamaka philosophy and the Gelug sect who propagated it 

All charts , lists  and drawings are inspired by those found in Hopkins’ Meditation on Emptiness 1983
All definitions are based liberally off definitions found in Powers’ Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism 1995

Six Powers         Nine Mental Abidings  Four Mental Engagements

Familiarity         9. Setting in equipoise     Spontaneous 
                         engagement

             8. Making one-pointed     Uninterrupted
Effort                       engagement
             7. Thorough pacifying

Introspection        6. Pacifying         Interrupted
             5. Disciplining        engagement

Mindfulness         4. Close setting
             3. Resetting
                         
Thinking          2. Continuous setting           
                         Forcible 
Hearing          1. Setting the mind      engagement

What is meditation?

Śamatha and Vipaśyanā

What does emptiness mean?

The Meditation on Emptiness
(a brief how-to guide)

The Five Buddhist Paths

Cyclic Existence
Three Realms of Existence, Four Concentrations, and Four Formless Absorptions

(Read from bottom to top)

States and Factors in Achieving Śamatha
(Read from bottom to top)

Tushita Meditation Centre 
Dharamsala, India

3-14 June 2007

Buddhist Gompas of Spiti Valley and Leh
Himachal Pradesh/Ladakh, India

15 June - 5 July 2007

Teachings at the Dalai Lama’s Temple
Dharamsala, India

7-13 July 2007
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