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BOOK REVIEW

Don’t believe everything you think
       
 - Living with Wisdom and Compassion

                          Author: Venerable �ubten Chodron

                          Reviewer: Saito ‘Sandy’ Shinobu 

Do you think the person still remembers today what made you angry?

This simple question hit me like a thunderstorm 
when I shared my ‘memorable’ experience 
with my spiritual mentor about some words 
spoken by a director of a company for whom 
I was working long ago.  People may laugh 
about this tiny realisation, but this was a step 
forward for me ten years ago.    

Ven. Thubten Chodron’s book  ‘Don’t believe 
everything you think’ introduces Tibetan 
monk and Bodhisattva Togmay Zangpo’s The 
Thirty-Seven Practices of Bodhisattvas  with 
her insights and experiences as well as her 
Dharma students’ actual stories.  There are 
thirty-seven verses which should enable us 
to remind ourselves to practise not on a daily 
basis, but rather moment-to-moment as we 
capture our sati (awareness).

For example, verse 20: Working with Anger 
 
… Our anger has nothing to do with the other 
person’s actions or motives. Why? One person 
will become enraged at a situation while another 
person is calm … We create a description or 
story about the situation and the other person’s 
intentions and actions, and then make ourselves 
mad ... 

When people read this verse, they would 
probably reflect immediately   ‘How often 
can I control my mind correctly in this way 
especially when I face impulsive emotions?’  

My spiritual mentor has ever told me, 
“Something outside cannot shake your mind. 
It is just data and the data is supposed to be 
neutral information.  If you experience some 

16 | Issue 45 July - October 2014



 

feeling, happy or unhappy, this is something  
you subconsciously choose yourself.  In fact, 
nobody can force you to feel one way or 
another.”  

I have kept these words in my mind for a long 
time. When I first read it, verse 20 suddenly 
woke me up and shook much sense into me 
because these words have a profound meaning 
and have the power to change.  

Ven. Thubten Chodron not only explains the 
meaning of each verse but she also encourages 
her students to apply Dharma in their lives 
which may assist them to change or improve 
their lives.  Those stories are also helpful  to  
readers if they contemplate further because 
most of us are but ordinary people who have 
faced or are facing similar obstacles or pains. 
Otherwise, we might have to struggle quietly 
by ourselves.

There is one more important reason why this 
book should be great help to readers.  

Since a long time ago, I have been struggling 
with the bad habit of being moved to tears 
easily.  When watching a movie or even a 
sports competition, not to mention witnessing 
wedding or cultural ceremonies, I am easily 
deeply affected. I am often left speechless. My 
eyes become filled with tears without regard 
to place or occasion.  I have been hoping to 
control this bad habit for a long time, but 
unfortunately to no avail.

Then one day I read verse 24 of Ven. Thubten 
Chodron’s book.

Verse 24: Suffering is like a dream

….When you watch a movie, you get emotional 
about what happens to the characters.  But when 
you remember that there are no real people in the 
screen, your mind calms down.  Life occurrences 
are the same.  They are just illusory appearances.  
There are no real things out there that have their 
own essence for one to hold onto, crave or grasp 
onto…

Ever since I read Ven. Thubten Chodron’s 
explanation, my mind seems to be ‘less liquid’. 
This is difficult to describe but if I am asked to 
verbalise what I mean, I might use the term – 
‘detached mind’.
 
Ven. Thubten  Chodron shows with much 
compassion how to become a better and 
happier person throughout this book.  Not all 
verses will touch or affect everybody equally, 
of course.

Some people may even say that it is not 
an easy task to lead the life as full Dharma 
practitioners or Bodhisattvas because we are 
still living in this very mundane world. We are 
part of a material society.  We need to sustain 
our household life, raise kids and take care of 
our elders. And in order for us to fulfill these 
tasks,  we have to work to earn a living. 

As society gets more and more matured, 
complex and developed, we have to work 
harder to earn a little more so that we can keep 
up with the Joneses.  Wherever we are, as long 
as we are in this world, it is a little tough to 
escape this loop fully, which is not necessarily 
a bad thing. However, we should not ignore 
the Buddha’s teachings and the Bodhisattva 
practices no matter how  busy or hectic our 
lives may be.  Everyone knows that there are 
certain levels of challenges which we face in 
our respective working environments such as 
a demanding work  schedule, our superior’s 
high expectations or tight time management.  
When we directly face these situations and 
feel tired or harassed, this book will provide 
us  the remedy if we can understand, digest 
and take the opportunity to practise being 
Bodhisattvas even though we may be pushed 
to extremes in unreasonable circumstances.  

How wonderful if more and more people 
can truly come to think like Ven. Thubten 
Chodron  and feel whatever circumstances we 
come cross, whether positive or negative,  in 
our Dharma, they are all precious Dhamma 
teachers to help us understand the Buddha’s 
teachings. 
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BOOK REVIEW
Pointing Out the Dharmakaya -
Teachings on the 
Ninth Karmapa's Text
Author: Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche
Editor: Takpo Tashi Namgyal
Translator: Lama Yeshe Gyamtso
Reviewer: Geok Hua 

An eminent teacher of the Kagyu lineage 
of Tibetan Buddhism as well as  a renowned 
meditation master and scholar, Khenchen 
Thrangu Rinpoche has also served as tutor to 
His Holiness, the 17th  Karmapa, OgyenTrinley 
Dorje and is the author of many valuable texts, 
including Essentials of Mahamudra, Ocean of 
Definitive Meaning and Primodial Awareness.

Although Rinpoche describes the teachings 
or instructions as simple and easy to follow 
which is true in his style of delivery,  however, 
from his commentary, one can see that the 
text is extensive and  in-depth with respect to 
its approach on  insight meditation, the way of 
the Mahamudra. It is a detailed methodology 
guiding the practitioner to look into the nature 
of his own mind. This text is the shortest 
complete presentation of the Mahamudra 
practice. Since this book is a compilation of 
his teachings and commentary on a renowned 
Buddhist text by The 9th  Karmpa, Wangchuk 
Dorje (1556-1603), Rinpoche keeps close to 
the core but at the same time injects a sense of 
freshness and relevance to our times. 

Similar to other methods of mental cultivation, 
the mind has to be prepared before one begins 
the actual practice. In fact, the Mahamudra 
practice makes an even stronger demand on 
a serious student. The preliminary practice to  
develop a strong grounding requires a serious 

student to contemplate on foundational 
topics such as death and impermanence, the 
precious human rebirth, karma and its effects 
and so forth. This practice will help to reduce 
the attachment and aversion rooted in this 
sense of  grasping to an 'I'. It also helps the 
student to reflect on the changing nature of 
the world around us including the 'self' and 
the fact that the world of  our experiences 
is largely karma-induced. If suffering is to 
be extinguished, then the mind which is its 
creator must be subdued.  When this grasping  
has been loosened, the mind too will be 
softened,  hence allowing the actual practice to 
begin. Thrangu Rinpoche emphasises the need 
to establish a solid foundation. Without this 
foundation, the practice  will be like 'building 
a house on shifting sand'. 

It is quite clear that without gaining 
concentration, one will have difficulty in going 
further into insight or vipashyana meditation 
which, in the Tibetan tradition, is the technique 
of looking into one's own mind and experience. 
In order to maintain a stable vipashyana 
practice,  a strong grounding in shamatha  or 
tranquillity meditation is necessary. For those 
who have received the instructions to pointing 
out in vipashyana meditation,  the subsequent 
practice in shamatha will enhance the stability 
and lucidity of  the recognition of the nature 
of one's mind.
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Pointing Out the Dharmakaya -
Teachings on the 
Ninth Karmapa's Text
Author: Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche
Editor: Takpo Tashi Namgyal
Translator: Lama Yeshe Gyamtso
Reviewer: Geok Hua 

The main practice itself is divided into two 
aspects - that of shamatha  and vipashyana.

Shamatha provides the stable grounding in 
concentration making the mind pliable for 
the effort needed to do the work of insight 
meditation which leads to final liberation. 

Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche emphasises the 
absolute necessity of shamatha meditation 
both in the ultimate and conventional senses. 

In the latter, an uncontrolled mind is 
incessantly led by a continuous stream of 
both positive and negative thoughts but 
mostly negative. The practitioner through 
shamatha meditation gradually gains freedom 
from the influence of these negative thoughts 
by expanding the spaciousness within one's 
experience.

In the shamatha meditation, physical 
bodily posture and the role of mindfulness 
and alertness; faculties which one already 
possesses, are explained in detail. The types 
of hindrances which arise during meditation 
and  their  function to distract the mind from 
the object of meditation together with their 
appropriate antidotes are discussed and one 
is given several alternatives to work with by 
applying, experiencing and finally selecting 
that which works best for oneself. 

Thrangu Rinpoche's emphasis that a stable 
and continuous development of shamatha  is 
necessary for the cultivation of vipashyana 
meditation is a timely reminder for those who 
rush headlong into vipashyana hoping to gain                                                                                                                        
insights. All too often people disregard 
the need to cultivate a stable grounding in 
shamatha beforehand.

In the section on vipashyana meditation, 
Thrangu Rinpoche sets out the landscape for 
both approaches of sutra and secret mantra 
(tantra). Both were taught by the Buddha 
in order to benefit the different mental 
dispositions of his followers.  All of our inner 
and outer experiences - mental states of mind, 

pleasure, pain, disturbing emotions and so 
forth - are taught to be  the confused projections 
of our mind.  Confusing the appearance of 
these phenomena  to be truly existing is what 
binds us to samsaric existence. By  using logic, 
reasoning and analysis of the innate fixation 
on 'I',  the imputed self and 'mine' , realisation 
attained during meditation becomes possible. 

In this sutra approach, meditation refines the 
conceptual understanding of emptiness until 
a direct experience of  emptiness is achieved 
by taking inferential reasoning as the path. 

In the tantric (secret mantra or Vajrayana) 
approach in which the Buddha declared that 
Buddhahood can be attained in one lifetime 
and in one body, direct experience is taken as 
the path. In Vajrayana this refers to 'simply 
looking directly at one's own mind' and 
through mindfulness, alertness and vigilance 
one will be able to directly experience both the 
emptiness of the nature of the mind as well 
as the emptiness of external appearances. The 
root of Mahamudra practice therefore is the 
cultivation and maintenance of mindfulness 
and alertness. These can be cultivated in 
both formal meditation sessions and in one's  
engagement in activities in daily life.

In this text a total of ten methods for the 
practice of vipashyana are given, combining 
the two aspects of looking (viewing) at the 
mind and a corresponding pointing out of the 
nature of the mind. 

Having gained stability through experiencing 
the mind within stillness (shamatha), the 
student is guided to first identify or recognise 
what is this  'mind at rest'. 

Here all personal bias and judgement are 
suspended in order to practise bare awareness 
or attention on what the mind is experiencing. 
The instruction is simply to directly 
experience one's mind without expectations 
and conceptual colouring of one's mental 
landscape by maintaining mindfulness and 
alertness.  If something truly exists then one 
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should be able to identify  its form, shape, 
colour and characteristics. Here all personal 
bias and judgement are suspended in order to 
practise bare awareness and attention on what 
the mind is experiencing.

With bare attention one is guided using a series 
of questions and pointing out instructions 
to examine the different states of mind. This 
method enables the true nature of the mind to 
be experienced by providing the student with 
all the essential signposts along his journey 
of discovery and understanding of his own 
mind. It sets the student in the right direction 
leading him towards the direct realisation of 
the emptiness of the nature of the mind.

Having experienced the mind within stillness, 
one is then led to looking at the mind within 
movement  or occurrence which refers to the 
arising of thoughts. Training to look at the 
mind in different mental states enables the 
practitioner to correctly recognise the reality of 
phenomena, understanding the nature of our 
own confused mind and the suffering created 
due to lack of understanding of true nature 
of reality. In this practice not only should one 
become aware of the arising, abiding and the  
cessation of thoughts but also to look for the 
substantiality of  those thoughts. Are these 
thoughts independent, autonomous, arising 
and ceasing by themselves? How do they arise, 
where do they abide and is there a place where 
they go to?

Another technique involves looking at the 
mind within appearances both internal and 
external. The latter consists of the five sense 
objects whilst the former includes all the 
mental images generated by these five sense 
objects.  

Here again one looks at the nature of these 
appearances. The point to observe is the nature 
of the mind while experiencing both internal 
and external appearances. In working with 
external appearances actual physical objects 
are observed whilst with internal appearances 
one works with the sensations and all the 

mental objects which arise in one's mind.

The author draws a clear distinction between 
merely looking at an object (mental or  
physical) which is simply  looking at the 
object, free from thinking, speculation or 
any conceptual overlay; and analysing which 
is a process of inferential reasoning based on 
knowledge one has acquired. While intellectual 
understanding is good and necessary, Thrangu 
Rinpoche points  out the possible mistake 
of adulterating one's experience with such 
acquired knowledge which may prevent 
further progress in the practice.

Although all these techniques of looking at the 
mind itself or the concept of 'I'; a self with a 
substantial existence, is the main concern. No 
attempt is made to refute the existence of  such 
a self. Instead, the meditator is instructed to 
bring naked awareness, look directly at mind 
itself and, through direct experience, and gain 
knowledge of the empty nature of mind. This 
is an important point to note.

By prompting the meditator with a series 
of questions guiding him to check the 
authenticity of his own experience hence 
drawing him closer and closer to the realisation 
of the true nature of the mind and experience, 
giving the meditator the opportunity to learn  
in a manner almost similar to  receiving direct 
instructions from a teacher. The key to an 
authentic experience is to be thorough and 
vigilant in investigating and analysing one's 
experience with honesty in order not to be 
derailed by one's ego.

Readers who do not have any meditation 
experience may find this text a little 
challenging.
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