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In the winter of 1757, a young man with little formal education but great 
spiritual potential began a long period of strict retreat in the highlands of 
central Tibet. In the months and years that followed, he experienced a num-
ber of visionary encounters with saints and buddhas, meetings that inspired 
him to compose some of the greatest masterpieces of Tibetan literature. His 
fame soon spread, and before long he was reputed to be a living buddha—
one who has left  behind every form of confusion and suff ering and mani-
fests the entire range of enlightened qualities. Th is spiritual adept came to 
be known as Jigmé Lingpa.

To this day, Jigmé Lingpa’s legacy continues to shape the spiritual land-
scape of the Buddhist world. His philosophical works are studied in many 
of Tibet’s prestigious educational institutions, while the ritual liturgies he 
revealed have become core practices in numerous monastic centers. Th e 
instruction manuals he wrote on profound and secret forms of meditation 
are widely taught to practitioners throughout Tibet and the Himalayas, and 
now in the West. Jigmé Lingpa was also instrumental in training some of the 
most infl uential Buddhist masters of his age. Many of the students he taught 
became great masters, embodying his example of deep meditative realization, 
profound insight, and vast compassionate activity. Yet despite his renown as 
a meditation master and philosopher of the highest order, he lived his entire 
life as a simple yogi, content to spend his days writing, meditating, and guid-
ing the fortunate students with whom he shared a karmic bond.

Of all his achievements, Jigmé Lingpa’s greatest contribution to Buddhism 
in Tibet lies in a revelatory collection of teachings and practices known as 
the Longchen Nyingtik, the Heart Essence of the Vast Expanse. Th e prayers, 
liturgies, and instruction manuals contained in this collection are at once 
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The Sublime Path 

to Enlightenment
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A Concise Liturgy for the Longchen Nyingtik Preliminary Practices 
Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo

REFUGE AND B ODHICHITTA

Namo
I and all beings take refuge
In the Th ree Roots ’til enlightenment is won.
To attain enlightenment for the benefi t of others,
I cultivate aspiration, application, and ultimate bodhichitta.

THE MEDITATION AND RECITATION 
OF VA J R ASATT VA

ah
Upon a lotus and moon disc on the crown of my head,
Sits guru Vajrasattva and his consort.
A stream of nectar descends from the mantra in his heart,
Purifying illness, malevolent forces, misdeeds, and obscurations.

Th en recite the hundred syllables:

om vajrasattva samaya  manupalaya  vajrasattva tvenopa  
tishta dridho mé bhava  sutoshyo mé bhava  suposhyo mé 
bhava  anurakto mé bhava  sarva siddhim mé prayacha  sarva 
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Learning to Visualize
Excerpt from Notes on the Development Stage 

by Kunkhyen Tenpé Nyima

Start out by placing a painting or statue before you, using one made by a 
skilled artisan and with all the appropriate characteristics. Next, arrange 
off erings before it and practice the preliminaries. You can do the latter in a 
brief form or a more extensive one; either is acceptable. Th en, according to 
the oral instructions of Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo (which he taught from 
the Condensed Realization of the Gurus), visualize a throne on the crown 
of your head. It should be held up by snow lions and piled with lotus, sun, 
and moon disc seats. Upon this throne imagine your kind, precious root 
guru in the form of the guru Vajradhara, the embodiment of all sources of 
refuge. Th en, with great devotion, pray to him as the very essence of all the 
buddhas throughout the three times and off er him your body and all your 
possessions. Supplicate him to bless your state of being and, in particular, 
request his blessings so that the true absorptions of the development stage 
will arise in your mind this very moment. Imagine that your guru is pleased 
by this and smiles. He then dissolves into red light and dissolves into your 
crown. Once your ordinary mind and his enlightened mind have merged 
inseparably, rest for a while.

Once this is fi nished, gaze at the painting or statue placed before you. 
Th en close your eyes and visualize the image immediately, transferring it to 
your own body. Train by alternating between these two steps. Once you’ve 
gotten used to the visualization, you can refi ne your ability by changing its 
size, increasing or decreasing the number of fi gures, visualizing the central 
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Retreat in the Longchen Nyingtik Lineage

In Tibet, dedicated meditators oft en spend extended periods in strict retreat, 
where they do nothing but practice the Buddha’s teachings for months and 
years on end. In the following pages, I will give a brief overview of a tradi-
tional Longchen Nyingtik retreat as practiced in the lineage of Chatral Rin-
poche, a renowned yogi who oversees numerous three-year retreat centers 
throughout the Himalayas.59

THE THREE-Y EAR RETREAT CURRICULUM

Th e traditional three-year retreat is broken up into three phases: the prelimi-
nary practices, development stage, and completion stage/Great Perfection. 
Th e fi rst phase begins with a one-hundred-day retreat. For the duration of 
the retreat, four three-hour meditation sessions are practiced each day. In 
the fi rst hundred days, two hours of each session are spent contemplating 
the topics contained in the outer preliminary practices (for the fi rst fi ft y-
two days) and various bodhichitta-style contemplations (for the last forty-
eight days). In the third hour of each session, the practitioner accumulates 
the prayers of refuge and bodhichitta. By the end of the one-hundred-day 
retreat, the retreatant will have spent eight hundred hours contemplating 
and accumulated one hundred thousand refuge prayers and thirty thousand 
bodhichitta prayers.

Once these practices have been completed, the meditator accumulates 
one hundred thousand recitations of the one-hundred-syllable mantra. 
For the mandala practice, one must accumulate thirty thousand three-kaya 
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Th e Fourfold Heart Essence

In the fourteenth century, Longchen Rabjam compiled the Nyingma tradi-
tion’s most famous collection of Great Perfection teachings, the Fourfold 
Heart Essence. Th is massive compilation spans thirteen volumes and con-
tains hundreds of individual titles. It is perhaps the most thorough pre-
sentation of the Heart Essence teachings ever put down in writing. Over 
the centuries, the greatest scholars and meditators of the Nyingma school 
have looked to these sacred texts for guidance on the profound meditative 
practices of Vajrayana Buddhism. Later works on the Great Perfection, such 
as Jigmé Lingpa’s renowned Supreme Wisdom, draw heavily from its lucid 
explanations and pith instructions. Its texts are even used as a primary source 
of information by Tibetan historians.

Th e Fourfold Heart Essence contains fi ve sections: the Heart Essence of 
Vimalamitra (Vima Nyingtik), the Heart Essence of the Dakinis (Khandro 
Nyingtik), the Guru’s Quintessence (Lama Yangtik), the Quintessence of 
the Dakinis (Khandro Yangtik), and the Profound Quintessence (Zabmo 
Yangtik).66 Th e fi rst two sections contain the Heart Essence teachings of 
Vimalamitra and Padmasambhava, respectively. Th e following three sections 
contain the writings of Longchenpa: Th e Guru’s Quintessence contains his 
commentaries on Vimalamitra’s teachings; the Quintessence of the Dakinis 
contains his clarifi cations of the Heart Essence of the Dakinis; and the Pro-
found Quintessence deals with the teachings of both. In the following pas-
sage, the Th ird Dzogchen Rinpoche gives a brief overview of the contents of 
the Fourfold Heart Essence:
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Th e Nine Yanas

In the Nyingma school, the spiritual journey is framed as a progression 
through nine spiritual approaches, which are typically referred to as “vehi-
cles” or “yanas.” Th e fi rst three yanas include the Buddha’s more accessible 
teachings, those of the Sutrayana, or Sutra Vehicle. Th e latter six vehicles 
contain the teachings of Buddhist tantra and are referred to as the Vajrayana, 
or Vajra Vehicle.

Students of the Nyingma teachings practice these various approaches as a 
unity. Lower vehicles are not dispensed with in favor of supposedly “higher” 
teachings, but rather integrated into a more refi ned and holistic approach to 
spiritual development. Th us, core teachings like renunciation and compas-
sion are equally important in all nine vehicles, though they may be expressed 
in more subtle ways. In the Foundational Vehicle, for instance, renuncia-
tion involves leaving behind “worldly” activities and taking up the life of a 
celibate monk or nun, while in the Great Perfection, renunciation means to 
leave behind all dualistic perception and contrived spiritual eff ort.

Each vehicle contains three distinct components: view, meditation, and 
conduct. Th e view refers to a set of philosophical tenets espoused by a par-
ticular approach. On a more experiential level, the view prescribes how prac-
titioners of a given vehicle should “see” reality and its relative manifestations. 
Meditation consists of the practical techniques that allow practitioners to 
integrate Buddhist principles with their own lives, thus providing a bridge 
between theory and experience, while conduct spells out the ethical guide-
lines of each system.
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Longchen Nyingtik Ngöndro Literature

Tibetan Literature on the Longchen Nyingtik Ngöndro
▶ Th e liturgy for the Longchen Nyingtik ngöndro:

rNam mkhyen lam bzang by ’jigs med ’phrin las ’od zer ( Jigmé Trinlé 
Özer)

▶ In addition to the liturgical arrangement itself, the primary texts for this 
practice were written by Jigmé Lingpa: 
Th un mong gi sngon ’gro sems sbyong rnam pa bdun gyi don khrid thar ba’i 

them skas 
rDzogs pa chen po klong chen snying thig gi thun mong gi sngon ’gro khrid 

kyi lag len la ’debs lugs 
rDzogs pa chen po klong chen snying thig gi thun mong ma yin pa’i sngon 

’gro’i khrid yig dran pa nyer gzhag 
▶ Other important works are: 

Klong chen snying thig gi sngon ’gro’i ngag ’don gyi ’bru ’grel rnam mkhyen 
lam sgron by chos kyi grags pa (Chokyi Trakpa) 

sNgon ’gro kun las ’dus pa by g.yu khog bya bral ba chos dbyings rang grol 
(Yukhok Chatralwa)

sNgon ’gro’i ngag ’don rnam mkhyen lam bzang gsal byed by mkhyen brtse 
dbang po ( Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo) 

sNgon ’gro’i khrid yig thar lam gsal byed sgron me by ’gro ’dul dpa’ bo rdo 
rje (Adzom Drukpa) 

sNgon ’gro’i rnam bshad mtshungs med bla ma’i byin rlabs ’char rgyun by 
theg mchog rdo rje (Th ekchog Dorje)

sNgon ’gro’i dmigs rim bsdus pa by dpal sprul O rgyan chos kyi dbang po 
(Patrül Rinpoche) 
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Yeshe Publications, 1993.

GP2 Great Perfection, Volume 2: Separation and Breakthrough. Th e Th ird Dzog-
chen Rinpoche. Ithaca, N.Y.: Snow Lion Publications, 2008.

HE Zab mo snying thig gi gnad thams cad bsdus pa’i don khrid lag len gsal ba. 
bKra shis rgya mtsho. In Rin chen gter mdzod chen mo, vol. 90 (si), pp. 
1–96. Paro, Bhutan: Ngodrup and Sherab Drimay, 1976.

JL bsKyed rim lha’i khrid kyi rnam par bzhag pa ’og min bgrod pa’i them skas 
(Dodrupchen edition). ’Jigs med gling pa. Dodrupchen Monastery, n.d.

KG dPal sgrub pa chen po bka’ brgyad kyi spyi don rnam par bshad pa dngos grub 
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Absolute bodhichitta (don dam byang sems) – Th e wisdom that directly realizes 
emptiness. [TD 1304]

Absorption (ting nge ’dzin) – “To truly grasp,” meaning that within this mental state 
one is able to focus one-pointedly and continuously on a given topic or on the 
object one is examining. [TD 1027]

Accomplished master ( grub thob) – An individual who has actualized the unique 
realizations of the path and achieved both supreme and mundane spiritual 
attainments. [TD 403] 

Accumulation of merit (bsod nams kyi tshogs) – Th e accumulation of positive, vir-
tuous activities, such as making off erings, that involve a conceptual reference 
point. [TD 3051] 

Accumulation of wisdom ( ye shes kyi tshogs) – Th e accumulation of nonreferential 
wisdom is the accumulation of the undefi led virtue that enacts the attainment 
of the dharmakaya, the fruitional wisdom in which emptiness is embraced 
by bodhichitta. [TD 2594] 

Active wisdom (bya grub ye shes) – Th e form of wisdom that involves the enlight-
ened form, speech, and mind spontaneously working for the welfare of sentient 
beings. [YT 431] 

Affl  icted mind (nyon yid ) – A neutral, obscured state of mind characterized by fi xa-
tion on the self; this form of consciousness, which continues to function until 
the paths of realization have been attained, observes the universal ground 
consciousness and continually takes it to be a self. [TK 2, 197] 

Affl  iction (nyon mongs pa) – A factor that upsets or disturbs the mind and body and 
produces fatigue. [TD 971] 

Affl  ictive obscurations (nyon mongs pa’i sgrib pa) – Th ought patterns, such as ava-
rice, that obstruct the attainment of liberation. [TD 970] 

Akanishta (‘Og min) – See Supreme Realm. 
Akshobya  (Mi bskyod pa) – As one member of the five buddha families, 
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 1 Rongzom is one of the earliest of the great scholar-adepts of the Nyingma school. His 
seminal work on the Tantra of the Secret Essence topic, Jeweled Commentary on the Guhya-
garbha Tantra, was the fi rst major Tibetan commentary on this tantra. To date, Rongzom 
has received relatively little attention from the academic world. One notable exception 
is Heidi Köppl’s recent translation of Establishing Appearances as Divine (sNang ba lhar 
sgrub) (Ithaca, N.Y.: Snow Lion Publications, 2008). In addition to her lucid translation, 
Köppl also discusses the life, works, and philosophical views of Rongzom. Other impor-
tant works by Rongzom include An Introduction to the Principles of the Great Vehicle 
(Th eg chen tshul la ’jug pa) and his infl uential commentary on Padmasambhava’s Key 
Instructions on the Rosary of Views (Man ngag lta phreng). I have translated this text and 
am preparing it for publication. It will be accompanied by commentaries on the same 
text by Jamgön Kongtrül (translated by Gerry Wiener) and Mipam.

 2 Longchenpa’s commentary on the Guhyagarbha Tantra is entitled Dispelling the Dark-
ness of the Ten Directions (Phyogs bcu mun sel ). His life and works will be discussed in 
detail later in the introduction. 

 3 Mipam’s main commentary on the Guhyagarbha Tantra is actually an overview of 
Longchenpa’s commentary (see previous note). Entitled Luminous Essence, this text is 
one of the most widely studied commentaries on the topic. Th e Dharmachakra Transla-
tion Committee has published a translation of this text entitled, Luminous Essence: A 
Guide to the Guhyagarbha Tantra (Ithaca, N.Y.: Snow Lion Publications, 2009).

   Mipam’s infl uence on the trajectory of Nyingma thought can hardly be overestimated. 
In the present day, his texts are far and away the most commonly studied commentaries in 
Nyingma monastic colleges. Two excellent sources on Mipam are Douglas Duckworth’s 
Mipam on Buddha Nature (Albany: SUNY Press, 2008) and John Pettit’s Mipham’s Bea-
con of Certainty (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 1999). Both contain extensive informa-
tion on Mipam’s life, works, and philosophical views.

 4 Atisha initially refused the former king’s request, stating that he was needed in India to 
help ensure that the Buddha’s teachings would endure, as Buddhism was in the midst of a 
state of decline due to the Muslim invasions that were plaguing the Indian subcontinent. 
When Yeshé Ö learned of Atisha’s refusal, he believed that his off ering of gold to Atisha 
had been insuffi  cient. To obtain more gold, he then traveled to another kingdom, but was 
thrown into prison by the ruler of the area. When Yeshé Ö’s grandnephew, also a monk, 
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glossary entry, 262

glossary entry, 252
three absorptions, 35, 242

accomplished master
glossary entry, 252

accumulation
of merit, 32, 149, 157–58, 167

glossary entry, 252
in the preliminary practices, 34, 192
of the simple beggar. See off ering of the 

simple beggar
two accumulations, 32, 72, 74–75, 

89, 283
glossary entry, 281

of wisdom, 32
glossary entry, 252

affl  icted mind
glossary entry, 252

affl  iction
glossary entry, 252

Akanishta. See Supreme Realm
Akshobya, 150, 191

glossary entry, 252
Amitabha, 150, 167, 172, 191

glossary entry, 253
Amitayus

glossary entry, 253
Amoghasiddhi

glossary entry, 253

Ananda, 16
Ancient school. See Nyingma School
animals

as objects of compassion, 6
ransoming the lives of, 26
rebirth as an, 57
suff ering of, 42, 52, 197

Anuttarayoga Tantra, 239
glossary entry, 253

Anuyoga, 179, 242–45
glossary entry, 253

approach and accomplishment
glossary entry, 254

Asanga, 236
Aspiration for Training in the Pure Realms 

of the Th ree Kayas, 93
Atisha, 5–7, 20, 291n4

on having too many practices, 157
Atiyoga, 242, 245–46

glossary entry, 254
attachment, 30, 69, 148–49, 222
avadhuti. See central channel 
Avalokiteshvara, 24, 34, 166–67. See also 

Mahakaruna
glossary entry, 255

awareness
clear awareness and retreat, 69
the dharmakaya mandala off ering and, 

88
dissolution stage and, 94
emotions and, 191
empowerment into the display of, 226
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The Heart Essence Series
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Th e Heart Essence Series contains translations of seminal writings on the Great 
Perfection. Beginning with the works of the Heart Essence of the Dakinis and the 
Heart Essence of Vimalamitra, two cycles that lie at the core of the Great Perfection 
lineage, we hope to provide scholars, teachers, and practitioners of these profound 
teachings with accurate and readable translations of the most important Great Per-
fection texts. Our projects are carried out with the blessings and guidance of leading 
masters of the Great Perfection lineage.

Current Volumes:
▶ Great Perfection: Outer and Inner Preliminaries – Th e fi rst half of the Th ird 

Dzogchen Rinpoche’s Excellent Chariot, which includes extensive explanations 
of the outer and inner Great Perfection preliminary practices, as well as a fore-
word by Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche

▶ Great Perfection: Separation and Breakthrough – Th e second half of the Th ird 
Dzogchen Rinpoche’s Excellent Chariot, which includes extensive explanations 
of the unique Great Perfection preliminary practices and instructions on the 
breakthrough stage of Heart Essence practice

Future volumes include:
▶ Dzogchen Mind Training – Writings by Longchenpa and Jigmé Lingpa on a unique 

form of mind training, or sem-jong, from the Heart Essence of Vimalamitra
▶ Heart Essence of the Dakinis: Core Teachings on the Great Perfection – Th e most 

important texts from the Heart Essence of the Dakinis, including the Th ree Last 
Testaments and the Six Essence Tantras Th at Liberate Upon Wearing

▶ Heart Essence of the Dakinis: Origins of the Great Perfection – A collection of 
texts on the history and contents of the Heart Essence of the Dakinis cycle 

If you would like to learn more about these projects or support our work, please 
visit us online at www.rimefoundation.org or e-mail info@rimefoundation.org for 
more details.
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The Rimé Foundation
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Th e Tibetan word Rimé (pronounced ree-may) literally means “without bias.” Th is 
term has most recently been linked with a spiritual movement that began in East-
ern Tibet roughly one hundred and fi ft y years ago. Like all religions and cultures, 
Tibetan Buddhism has seen its fair share of sectarian strife and turmoil. Th e Rimé 
movement aimed to counter this tendency by promoting an atmosphere of har-
mony and goodwill between the various Buddhist schools and lineages of Tibet. 
Rimé is not a school or sect of Buddhism, but a unique approach to spiritual prac-
tice. Adherents of this outlook are oft en rooted in one spiritual tradition. At the 
same time, however, they maintain a respect for, and willingness to learn from, other 
approaches. Th e Rimé ideal, then, is not to create one “universal approach” to spiri-
tuality, but rather to honor the diff erences between lineages, sects, and religions, 
and to foster an environment of mutual support and harmony.

Th e vision of the Rimé Foundation is a world in which wisdom and compas-
sion are the guiding forces in our individual and collective lives, and in which the 
traditions that enable us to cultivate virtue are honored, practiced, and preserved 
for future generations. Our mission is to facilitate this process by preserving the 
spiritual heritage of Tibet, providing access to its texts, teachers, and practices, and 
fostering the growth of a diverse and tolerant spiritual community.

Our programs include:
▶ Translating classic Tibetan literature into the English language 
▶ Off ering grants and support to dedicated spiritual practitioners in our commu-

nities to enable them to engage in spiritual study and retreat
▶ Creating resources and programs to facilitate interfaith and intercultural dia-

logue and promoting the practice of meditation in both secular and spiritual 
contexts

For more information about our organization and programs, please visit us online 
at www.rimefoundation.org or e-mail info@rimefoundation.org.
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Saving the Lives of Animals
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All royalties from the sale of this book will be used to save the lives of animals that 
would otherwise be killed. Whenever possible, proceeds will be donated to Chatral 
Rinpoche’s annual animal release in Nepal and India. If you would like to learn 
more about the traditional Buddhist practice of ransoming life, or to make a tax-
deductible donation to this program, please visit us online at www.rimefoundation.
org or e-mail info@rimefoundation.org.
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