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In the vast landscape of Vajrayana Buddhism, few texts provide as clear and comprehensive a roadmap for the
practitioner as A Torch Lighting the Way to Freedom . Authored by the late His Holiness Dudjom Rinpoche
(Jigdrel Yeshe Dorje), the supreme head of the Nyingma school, this work serves as a definitive commentary on

the preliminary practices, or Ngondro. The importance of these practices cannot be overstated; they are not merely
introductory exercises for the novice but are the very foundation upon which the entire structure of the Great
Perfection (Dzogchen)is built. This technical analysis explores the theoretical framework, procedural execution,
and philosophical underpinnings of the Ngéndro as presented in this seminal text.

Theoretical Framework of the Preliminary Practices

The Ngondro is strategically divided into two primary categories: the Outer Preliminaries (the Four Thoughts that
Turn the Mind) and the Inner (or Extraordinary) Preliminaries. Dudjom Rinpoche emphasizes that without a
deep, internalized realization of the outer preliminaries, the inner practices remain superficial rituals. The goal of
the preliminary path is the systematic purification of the practitioner’'s stream of being and the accumulation of merit
and wisdom necessary to sustain the direct realization of the nature of mind.

The Four Thoughts that Turn the Mind

These four contemplations serve as the cognitive foundation for the entire Buddhist path. They are designed to shift
the practitioner's orientation from worldly concerns toward spiritual liberation.

¢ The Precious Human Rebirth: A technical analysis of the eight freedoms and ten endowments. This
contemplation highlights the statistical improbability of attaining a human life equipped with the faculties and
circumstances necessary for Dharma practice.

¢ Impermanence and Death: This involves analyzing the three levels of impermanence: the macrocosmic (the
destruction of the universe), the microcosmic (the moment-to-moment change of cells and thoughts), and the
certainty of death.

« Karma (Cause and Effect): The mechanics of moral causality. It posits that every intentional action leaves a
vasana (karmic imprint) in the Alaya-vijnana (storehouse consciousness), which inevitably matures into experience.

¢ The Defects of Samsara: A rigorous evaluation of the six realms of existence, illustrating that even the highest
states of worldly existence are inherently characterized by dukkha (unsatisfactoriness).

Technical Analysis of the Inner Preliminaries

The Inner Preliminaries involve specific liturgical recitations, visualizations, and physical actions. Each of these
practices targets a specific aspect of the practitioner’s obscurations.

1.Taking Refuge and Generating Bodhicitta

Refuge is the formal entry into the Buddhist path. In the Nyingma tradition, this involves the Three Jewels
(Buddha, Dharma, Sangha) and the Three Roots (Guru, Deva, Dakini). Bodhicitta, the altruistic aspiration to
achieve enlightenment for the benefit of all beings, is categorized into Aspirational Bodhicitta (the wish) and



Engaged Bodhicitta (the application of the six paramitas).

2. Vajrasattva Purification

The practice of Vajrasattva is the primary engine for purifying negative karma and mental obscurations. It utilizes
the Four Opponent Powers, which are critical for the technical success of the practice:

1. The Power of Support: Relying on the visualized deity and the taking of refuge.

2. The Power of Regret: Acknowledging past negative actions without falling into guilt.

3. The Power of Remedy: The actual recitation of the 100-syllable mantra and the visualization of nectar
descending through the central channel.

4. The Power of Resolve: The commitment to refrain from repeating the negative actions.

3. Mandala Offering

This is the primary method for the Accumulation of Merit. The practitioner symbolically offers the entire universe—
including Mount Meru, the four continents, the sun, and the moon—to the lineage masters and deities. This practice
dissolves attachment and fosters a consciousness of abundance and generosity.

4. Guru Yoga

Dudjom Rinpoche identifies Guru Yoga as the most vital of all practices. It is the method of merging one's mind with
the enlightened mind of the Guru (specifically represented as Padmasambhava or Guru Rinpoche).  Technically,
this involves the dissolution of the visualized Guru into the practitioner, leading to a state of non-dual awareness.

Core Mechanics and Procedural Execution

To provide a structured overview of the Ngondro process, the following table outlines the technical specifications for
each phase of the practice as detailed in A Torch Lighting the Way to Freedom.



Practice Component Primary Objective Technical Mechanism Traditional Requirement

Refuge & Prostrations Commitment & Physical Neuromuscular 100,000 repetitions
Humility engagement + Devotional
focus
Bodhicitta Altruistic Motivation Cognitive restructuring 100,000 repetitions

toward empathy

Vajrasattva Karmic Purification The Four Opponent 100,000 100-syllable
Powers + Mantra vibration mantras
Mandala Offering Accumulation of Merit Visualizing cosmic 100,000 offerings

expansion & relinquishment

Guru Yoga Direct Realization Merging individual 10,000,000 (or set amount)
consciousness with pure Benza Guru mantras
awareness

Practical Implementation: Visualization and Mantra Mechanics

The technical efficacy of the Ngdndro depends heavily on the practitioner’s ability to stabilize Vivid Appearance
(clarity of visualization) and Vajra Pride (identification with the deity's qualities). Dudjom Rinpoche explains that
these are not mere creative imaginations but are methods to re-pattern the subtle energy system (the nadis,
pranas, and bindus).

The Role of Visualization (Kyerim)

In the Vajrasattva practice, the practitioner visualizes a white seed syllable HUMin the heart of Vajrasattva, who
sits upon a lotus and moon disc above the practitioner's head. As the mantra is recited, nectar flows from the HUM,
entering the practitioner's crown. This nectar is visualized as flushing out illness (in the form of soot), negative
spirits (in the form of insects), and karma (in the form of black ink). This process is a psychological and energetic
"cleansing” that utilizes the power of symbols to access the subconscious mind.

Mantra Dynamics

Mantras are viewed as the resonance of emptiness. The 100-syllable mantra of Vajrasattva is a complex formula
containing the names and qualities of the peaceful and wrathful deities. Repeating this mantra isn't just about
sound; it is about tuning the practitioner's internal frequency to the state of primordial purity (Kadag).

Comparison of Ngdéndro Traditions

While the core structure remains consistent across many Tibetan Buddhist lineages, the Dudjom Tersar (the New
Treasures of Dudjom) lineage offers unique characteristics in its Ngondro practice. These are often compared to
the Longchen Nyingtik (Heart Essence of the Vast Expanse) tradition.



Feature Dudjom Tersar Ngdndro Longchen Nyingtik Ngéndro
Primary Lineage Dudjom Lingpa / Dudjom Rinpoche Jigme Lingpa / Patrul Rinpoche

Length of Liturgy Relatively concise (The "Concise" Extensive and detailed
version is very popular)

Specific Focus Direct, pithy, and highly energetic Extensive philosophical context &
poetic imagery

Guru Yoga Form Guru Rinpoche as Rigdzin Dipa Guru Rinpoche in the form of
Padmasambhava or the 8
Manifestations

Troubleshooting: Overcoming Obstacles in Ngondro Practice

Practitioners often encounter various physical and mental hurdles during the completion of their 100,000
repetitions. Dudjom Rinpoche provides guidance on navigating these challenges.

Mental Lethargy and Agitation

Lethargy (mungwa) and agitation (gopa) are the two primary enemies of meditation. Lethargy is addressed by
sharpening the visualization and increasing the brightness of the light in the practice. Agitation is managed by
relaxing the physical posture and lowering the focus of visualization (e.g., focusing on the lotus seat instead of the
deity's face).

The "Purification Crisis"

As negative karma is stirred up by the Vajrasattva practice, practitioners may experience a temporary increase in
physical illness or emotional instability. This is technically known as the "cleansing of the vessel." Rinpoche advises
that these are signs of the practice working and should be met with increased diligence rather than discouragement.

Physical Challenges of Prostrations

Prostrations involve significant physical exertion. Proper ergonomic alignment of the body during the transition from
standing to the floor is essential to prevent injury to the lower back and shoulders. The use of hand pads (often
wooden or felt) helps in the sliding motion, ensuring the flow of the practice remains uninterrupted.

Synthesizing the Path: From Foundations to Great Perfection

The ultimate purpose of A Torch Lighting the Way to Freedom is to prepare the practitioner for Dzogchen, the
highest view in the Nyingma school. Dudjom Rinpoche makes it clear that the preliminary practices are not a
separate path but are the actual path. In the Nyingma view, the realization of the Great Perfection is nothing more
than the complete purification of the mind, which is exactly what Ngéndro achieves.

By engaging in the outer preliminaries, the practitioner develops the Renunciation necessary to turn away from
the distractions of the eight worldly concerns. Through the inner preliminaries, they accumulate the Merit needed to
meet and recognize a qualified master and receive the Pointing-out Instructions. Finally, through Guru Yoga, they
receive the Blessing which allows the recognition of the nature of mind—the primordial state of Rigpa.

The text concludes that the light of this "torch" is the wisdom of the Guru, which illuminates the darkness of
ignorance. For those seeking total freedom, the instructions provided by Dudjom Rinpoche are not merely historical



records of an ancient tradition but are a living, breathing methodology for psychological and spiritual transformation.
The rigor of the practice, the depth of the visualization, and the precision of the philosophy coalesce into a singular
objective: the realization of the enlightened state for the benefit of all sentient beings. This technical manual
remains one of the most precious resources for any modern practitioner navigating the complex but rewarding path
of Vajrayana Buddhism.

The mastery of these foundations ensures that when the practitioner eventually engages in the advanced practices
of Trekchd (cutting through) and Togal(direct crossing), they do so with a mind that is stable, purified, and fully
aligned with the lineage of the enlightened masters. Thus, the preliminary practices are truly the "torch" that lights
the way to the ultimate freedom of Buddhahood.
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