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OFFERING THE MANDALA  
2 - INSTRUCTIONS AND NOTES 

 

This volume includes only the practice instructions and notes 

 

The root text of the practice in Tibetan and English 

is given in a separate volume: 

Offering the Mandala 

1 - The Practice 
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a If you are doing only the Offering the Mandala practice in this session, as in all your other ses-

sions, make the practice 'good in the beginning' by starting with:  

 

¶ Establishing the foundation. 

¶ The four ordinary preliminaries. 

 

For your convenience, we have included the annotated English versions of these sections in Ap-

pendix I starting on pg. 42. Then continue with: 

 

Refuge and Enlightened Attitude in concise form. For your convenience, we give here the corre-

sponding prayer. Taking refuge means we feel the need for protection from the sufferings of the 

cycle of conditioned existence and we seek support on the path to enlightenment. Therefore, we go 

for refuge in the Three Jewels, Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha. The enlightened attitude is the altru-

istic intention to attain enlightenment in order to benefit all sentient beings.  
!,  ?%?- o?- (R?- .%- 5S$?- GA- 3(R$- i3?- =,    ,L%- (2- 2<- .- 2.$- /A- *2?- ?- 3(A, 

               SANG GYE CHÖ TANG TSOk KYI CHOk NAM LA         JANG CHUB PAR TU DAk NI KYAB SU CHI 

     In the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sangha, until enlightenment,                  I take refuge. 
,2.$- $A?- .$J- . R<- 2IA?- 0:A- 2?R. - /3?- GA?,    ,:PR- =- 1/- KA<- ?%?- o?- :P2- 2<- >R$, 

                   DAk GUI GUE JOR GYI PEY SÖ NAM KYI             DrO LA PEN CHIR  SANG GYE DrUB PAR SHOk 

                        By the merit of my spiritual practice,                      may I attain buddhahood in order to benefit all beings 

 

Recite this prayer three times, in Tibetan or in your own language, according to your wish. As with 

all prayers and recitations, if you decide to do it in Tibetan, make sure you remember the meaning.  

 

a If your Offering the Mandala practice is the continuation of previous practice in the same ses-

sion, such as the Dorje Sempa practice, then all of the above has been performed at the beginning 

of the session, and you do not need to repeat it now. 

 

a After completing your practice session, make it ñgood in the endò with an appropriate dedica-

tion. 
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Suggestions for the practice session 
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NAMO GURU 

 

a Sequence of the practice session. 
The complete mandala offering in the context of the ngöndro, the extraordinary preliminary prac-

tices, entails the repetition of 111,111 offerings, and is done along many sessions. So after the first 

few ones, what has to be done will gradually become clear in the practitioner's mind. Always check 

with your teacher your practice and your doubts. This practice is NOT useful if performed alone, 

just by reading a text. There is much more to it. 

~ Once settled in your meditation place, as with all your sessions of practice, start by mak-

ing it 'good in the beginning'  You may want to do this through reciting the prayer to the 

lama, reflecting on the four ordinary preliminaries, taking refuge, and arousing the en-

lightened attitude, as recommended in 'Suggestions for the practice session' in pg. 4. 

~ The first part of the actual practice entails the generation of the visualization of the assem-

bly of enlightened beings to whom the offerings will be made, called the mandala of real-

ization.  

~ In the second part we find the core of the practice, 'Offering the mandala'. The core prac-

tice consists in generating the visualization of the offerings to be made (called the manda-

la of offerings) and its offering. This is to be performed as many times as possible during 

the session. There are two versions of the mandala, the thirty seven points mandala and 

the seven points mandala, as will be explained later. 

~ The third part of the practice is the dissolution of all visualizations, and resting in the non-

dual state, where there is no longer separation between the one who offers, the offering, 

and those to whom the offering is made. This is referred as the absolute mandala, and 

completes the three sections indicated in the text.  

~ The fourth and final part is making the practice 'good in the end' by praying to the lama 

and dedicating the merit for the benefit of all sentient beings. 

 

a The practice involves mental, verbal, and physical activities. The preparations and practical pro-

cedures for the mandala practice will be given in detail beginning on pg. 33. 

The manifold aspects are explained with very different levels of detail, depending on each mentor's 

methods and the needs of each student. One example is Dza Patrul Rinpoche, who in his book, 'The 

Words of my Perfect Teacher' (See bibliography), after explaining the whole practice in just a few 

paragraphs says: 

"As to what is to be visualized for each of these points, my teacher did not say any more than this 

when he gave the teaching, so I shall not write anything more here myself."   

On the other hand, some texts give an extraordinary amount of information on each and every ele-

ment, describing their numerous meanings and qualities. It will shortly become apparent for the 

reader that as dozens of items are to be included in the visualizations, this approach rapidly leads to 

hefty volumes of commentary. 

At the time of writing the explanatory notes in this annotated version, we have opted by what we 

consider to be a middle path, leaving out some of the traditional details, and including just as much 

as we believe necessary for the beginner to have an idea of what he/she is doing and repeating. Fur-

ther understanding will come with time and practice.  

Regarding your own practice, whether you visualize in minute detail, or in a more general way and 

with strong devotion, check your inclination and your possibilities and then discuss it with your 

mentor. He will guide you in the most appropriate method for you in this particular moment of your 

spiritual process. 

 

 

  THE ROOT TEXT  
ANNOTATED ENGLISH VERSION  
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a The accumulation of merit through offering the mandala, in three parts. 

 
1 The meditation on the object of the offerings, the mandala of realization. 

  
In front is Rirab. Its nature is the four precious gemstones. 

It is square, has four terraces and is ornamented with obelisks. 
Immense and vast, higher than the summit of existence. 

On its top, a four-petalled lotus, reaching the horizon. 
At its centre, a throne seat supported by lions. 

Upon it, the root lama, Lord Dorje Chang, 

He is surrounded by the assembly 
Of all the venerable masters of the Chakchen lineage, 

The lamas of the long transmission and the lamas of all schools.a 

 

 

 

 

a Accumulation of merit. The wholesome tendencies imprinted in the mind as a result of the per-

formance of positive and skilful actions of body, speech, and mind. The accumulation of merit is 

recommended because these positive imprints in our mind bring about a double benefit: 

~ Improves the quality of our life experiences as a result of the workings of the law of cause 

and effect. Read more in the next note on the law of action, cause and effect. 

~ Improves our progress along the spiritual path as a result of acquiring 'good' habits instead 

of the previous 'bad' ones. With time and realization, both good and bad will be transcend-

ed, and no more 'accumulation' will be needed.   

The objective of the Offering the Mandala practice is precisely the accumulation of merit by learn-

ing to overcome miserliness, craving, attachment, etc. This is implemented through the repeated 

offering of all the elements of the universe (from those very remote from us to our own body and 

life) to all the manifestations of refuge. 

This accumulation of merit is conceptual, in the sense that it involves the offering of something to 

somebody by someone, but sets a correct frame of mind for further training. It is necessarily com-

pleted with the accumulation of wisdom, which is non-conceptual and eliminates the obscurations 

of mental defilements and obstacles to omniscience. Together these two are known as 'the two ac-

cumulations'. 

Some remarks on the accumulations: 

~ If done without the enlightened attitude of benefiting others, no matter the 'importance' of 

the wholesome deeds performed, they may lead to future rebirths in the higher realms but 

not to liberation. In other words, the worth of the deed is less significant than the motiva-

tion. Even a morsel of food given to a dog with the heartfelt intention of alleviating its 

hunger is more effective than very important financial offerings to the teachers or the bud-

dhas made with the object of attaining wealth or health for oneself. 

~ The accumulation of merit alone (being conceptual and on the relative level), if not joined 

with the accumulation of wisdom (which is non-conceptual and on the absolute level), will 

not lead to liberation. 

Quoting Gampopa: "Even if you realize that in the absolute level there is nothing to accumulate or 

to purify, in the relative level still continue to accumulate even the smallest amount of merit". 
 

a Action, cause and effect. (Tib. las rgyu 'bras, phonetic le gyu dre. Skt. karma) Also variously 

translated as 'behavioural cause and effect', 'law of karma', and so on.  

The law of cause and effect is a basic tenet of the Buddhist view of existence. Essentially, it estab-

lishes a relationship between our deeds and our experiences. When we execute an action with de-

sire, hatred, or ignorance, such performance leaves an imprint on our consciousness. Some time 
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later, these imprints will mature, in conjunction with the prevailing conditions at that moment, as 

experiences of different types. 

Generally speaking, good actions will mature as experiences perceived as pleasant and the result of 

evil actions will be lived as unhappy situations. The definition of good and bad is usually given as 

those actions carried out with the motivation of benefiting or harming others (including oneself) 

respectively.  

Therefore, what we are living today is the result of our actions of the past. There is not much we 

can do now. However, our future is being conditioned by our actions of today. Consequently, here 

and now there is a lot we can do to shape this future. To be able to do something meaningful (in-

stead of persisting with past mistakes), it is suggested to train the mind through spiritual practice. 

Otherwise, we will only be able to repeat habitual patterns of conduct and perpetuate the cycle of 

suffering-happiness-suffering beyond our control, with no hope of becoming free.  

This law of cause and effect has been variously misunderstood as being something heavy, fateful, a 

punishment for sins, etc. It must be remembered that: 

~ It works both ways, positive and negative. 

~ It works at all times, and will go on working until we learn to act without desire, hatred, or 

ignorance, that is, until we become enlightened.  

~ It is not enforced by anyone. Only the imprints on our mind make it function It makes us 

free to determine our future. With an untrained mind, we keep on repeating habitual pat-

terns of conduct, independently of what the circumstances around us would recommend. 

Fears, attachments, pride, hatred -these all insure difficulties. With a trained mind, we can 

choose the type of actions we perform in the present, so to live one or other type of life in 

the future. 

~ As a consequence of the liberty we have, we are responsible for our actions, and therefore 

for our experiences, be they pleasant or unpleasant. There are no innocent victims or 

guilty perpetrators. It is not the government, our parents, or our boss, but ourselves. 

 

a Mandala. (Tib. dkyil 'khor, phonetic kyilkhor. Skt. mandala) Literally centre-perimeter. In dif-

ferent places, both the Tibetanised Sanskrit word 'mantel' (in this case we have used the Sanskrit 

form 'mandala') and the Tibetan rendering 'kyilkhor' (we have left it in Tibetan) are used. This term 

can have various meanings, according to the context.  

~ One basic definition of the word 'mandala' is 'circle, wheel, circumference', and also a 'to-

tality, assembly, literary corpus'. 

~ Another meaning of this term is the central (kyil) and peripheral (khor) lha described in 

the tantra texts (See note on lha on pg. 21). These manifestations reside within a celestial 

palace that has a perfectly symmetrical design, with four gateways and four main walls 

composed of five layers of different colours. Each of these features is a specific aspect of 

the principal lha, and thereby corresponds to an aspect of the meditator's enlightened 

mind. Therefore, in this context the mandala is a perfected state of being and perception 

encompassing all phenomena. The celestial palace itself and the lha within it are the per-

fected states of the meditator's own being. When such mandalas are represented symboli-

cally, they may take the form of a two-dimensional image made of coloured sand or paint-

ed on cloth, or be constructed as a three-dimensional structure carved from wood or other 

materials. The visualization of a mandala (in its three-dimensional form) plays a crucial 

role in tantric meditations during the generation/creation stage. Here, these 'abodes of the 

lha' are never perceived as independently existing universes but as manifestations of the 

enlightened mind of the principal lha being meditated upon. The tantric mandalas are 

therefore never visualized without the presence of their related lha.  

~ It can also mean the environment in which a mentor and his/her students interact, whom 

are then said to belong or to be in the same mandala 

 

In this Offering the Mandala practice the term mandala is used in several ways: 

~ The mandala of realization. 

~ The mandala of offerings. 
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~ The absolute mandala. 

~ The ritual artefact (a plate) used for the actual practice. 

Each one will be explained when it first appears in the text.  

  

a Mandala of realization. Here the term mandala refers to the assembly of enlightened beings, 

teachers, yidams, lha and so on, included in the visualization that will be described further on. It is 

to them that the practitioner makes the offerings. 

Refer to the two images of the mandala of realization by the Ven. Choegyal Rinpoche. On pg. 11 is 

shown a complete version, while pg. 12 is a detail of the abodes of the enlightened beings. The 

mandala is to be visualized as big as your mind allows. Ideally it would be all encompassing, float-

ing in infinite space. 

 

a Visualization (note 1). A special method of the dorje path. What follows are teachings and sug-

gestions on how to visualize what the text will start to describe as the universe and so on. 

Referring to visualization as a practice method, Tulku Thondup teaches:   

"It can transform our mental patterns from negative to positive. Some beginners at meditation re-

gard visualization as a difficult or unusual mental activity. Actually, it is quite natural, for we think 

in images all the time. When we think of our friends or family, or imagine ourselves at a lovely 

beach or mountain lake, we see these images in our mind quite vividly. In meditation we visualize 

for a particular purpose, but the mental process is the same. With practice, we can get better at it." 

And Jamgon Kongtrul says:  

"In general, visualization is a contrivance, but the path of contrivance leads to the authentic natural 

state." 

We might be inclined to scoff at visualizing as 'imagining', a mental making up of non-existent sit-

uations, and therefore unhealthy, not commendable, and an escape from reality. However, one 

question could be: "What is the rest of our other usual mental contents?" The Buddhist answer is 

'deluded perceptions'. So in this case, the teachings use sacred imagination as a tool to go beyond 

ignorant imagination. The result will be, with time and perseverance, the dawning of the perception 

of things as they are. 

Some aspects to be taken into account: 

~  Dimensions, qualities, quantities are all as big, as good, and as many as you can imagine.  

~ They are to be visualized as transparent, non-substantial, pervasive, subtle, as if made out 

of non-physical light. This light is not solid, so there is nothing to grasp. Nothing can 

cause pressure or stress. Everything is light and immaterial.  

~ These characteristics help us to rectify our habit of thinking of all phenomena as solid, 

permanent, existing by themselves, their form aspect. They gradually introduce us to their 

empty aspect. Finally, we will realize the inseparable union of form and emptiness. 

~ You may have trouble to visualize these complicated structures. Do not get discouraged, 

as it will gradually improve.  

~ Take time to visualize. Do not rush along.  

~ A basic element of the practice is, apart from visualizing, a deep feeling of connection (in 

all its meanings) with the object of visualization. The most important point is to call up the 

image with warmth and whole-heartedness. Give your full attention to the mental object, 

become totally absorbed in it. Allow the mind and the object to become one. It is said that 

if we sincerely, genuinely feel to be in the presence of the visualized enlightened manifes-

tations, then they actually are here.  

~ The motivation that supports our practice, the enlightened attitude to help all beings, will 

also be a help to overcome these initial inconveniences.  

~ It is important to realize that the manifestation is not 'someone out there' with a solid, con-

crete, separate existence. They are pure manifestations of your teacher and your own es-

sence. Initially, this may appear as an artificial mental fabrication, but one of the signs of 

success of the practice is the gradual appearance and increase of a sensation of warmth, 

connection and finally oneness with the manifestations and their pure nature. In the end, 
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duality will totally collapse, and there will no longer be an I, an assembly of enlightened 

beings and a practice being done.  

~ Referring to the visualized images -whether they are visualized in great or small detail, 

and whether the meaning of each detail is known and remembered or not- it depends on 

each practitioner's needs and capacities in a specific moment of his/her spiritual develop-

ment. Quoting the masters: 

÷ Tulku Thondup: "For beginners especially, the key is to feel the presence of what 

you are imagining. Your visualization does not need to be elaborate or detailed; the 

clarity and stability of your mental images are what matters."  

÷ Jamgon Kongtrul: "You may recollect the appropriate purities, but this mental exer-

cise might just add to discursive thoughts. For the beginner, it will become the cause 

of unclear, scattered meditation. It is better to meditate on the deity's form as empty 

and light, as a rainbow."  

÷ Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche: "When a skilled artist paints a buddha, he first paints the 

face: the nose, the eyes, the circle of hair between the eyes, the mouth, the ears. 

When all the details of the face are finished, he paints the expressionéThus a skilled 

artist paints all the details very clearly, without mixing them up. Having visualized 

all the details in this way, one can then concentrate on the entire form. Then again 

one can visualize the details." And Rinpoche proceeds further, giving instructions on 

how to visualize in minute detail. 

What to do? Knowing that there is not only one way but many, that the 'good one' is 'good' only for 

one person in a particular moment, and not knowing which is the best for you now, you may want 

to consult this with your mentor. And after some time, you may want to check again. Do not solidi-

fy the instructions.  

 

a Rirab . (Skt. Mount Meru or Sumeru). Here starts the actual practice, the generation of the man-

dala of realization. This visualization (as well as another to be generated as the mandala of offering 

in the subsequent part of the practice) is based on the ancient Buddhist view of the universe. This 

presentation, prevalent in India at the time of the Buddha, and incorporated into the Buddhist cor-

pus of teachings, is entirely different from the modern conception proposed by Western science. A 

graphical outline is presented in Fig. 3 on pg. 13. 

In this respect, we propose avoiding two extremes. The first is making this presentation culturally 

and temporally dependent, so it would have to be continually adapted to the ever-changing views of 

different times and societies. Secondly, blindly accepting it as the 'real' description of the cosmos, 

just because it is presented as such in the texts. Maybe seeing it as a symbolic representation, to be 

used as a temporary support for spiritual development of certain internal qualities would free us 

from too much pondering and accepting-rejecting. 

When asked about the contradiction between the ancient and modern cosmology, H.E. Dorzong 

Rinpoche answered that both views were on the relative truth level, implying that both are imper-

manent and subject to change.  

Ven. Dugu Choegyal Rinpoche explained: "Lord Buddha said that if teachings more profound, 

more truthful than his own were ever found, both in the relative and absolute levels, they were to be 

adopted without clinging to what he had taught.  

"He also spoke of the perfect relative truth, as perceived by the perfect eye, the perfect ear, the per-

fect mind and so on, which would correspond to what we today understand by science, and the de-

luded relative truth, corresponding to hearsay or superstitions. 

"And he made the difference between what was important in the path to enlightenment and what 

was not. The notions of a flat earth, a central mountain, and so on, were prevalent in his time and 

place. Proposing different views would have created additional resistances to the changes he pro-

posed through his teaching, so he let things be as they were. This not clinging to static views makes 

the mind very flexible.  

"For example, when we Tibetans first came in contact with what for us was an entirely different 

view, namely the Western notions of the earth, planets, solar system, etc. it did not pose a prob-

lem."  
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And H.H. the Dalai Lama, in 'The Joy of Living and Dying in Peace', pg. 168 (See bibliography), 

teaches: 

"An example can be found in a text called 'Treasury of Knowledge', where the size of the sun and 

the moon are compared to half the height of Mount Meru, the mountain that is said to form the axis  

of the universe. The measurement is given in ancient terms, and is equivalent to about four hundred 

miles. These scriptures are referring to the same sun and moon that scientists can measure today. 

What is asserted in the scriptures is at variance with direct perception using scientific instruments.  

We cannot defend what is stated in the text when it is contradicted by scientific knowledge. Thus, 

although something in the scriptures may have been taught by the Buddha, whom we regard as a 

valid teacher, if what is taught in the text does not stand up to reason, we cannot accept it literally. 

We have to interpret it in terms of the Buddha's purpose and intention in giving it." 

For this practice, the classical representation described in the text should be seen in the light of the 

above and other teachings of the Buddha such as:   

~ 'The worlds of the ten directions',  

~ 'With as many bodies as there are atoms in all universes',  

~ 'On each atom, buddhas equal in number to the atoms in all universes'.  

They all try to convey the notion that the place where we live, including its contents and its inhab-

itants, is only one of an infinite number of cosmos, hardly imaginable to our minds. 

So the proposal is to visualize with a very open, loose mind, without fixed concepts, remembering 

that there is much more than what we are used to thinking there is. Each item is to be visualized as 

vast and open as possible, as a basis for still more vastness and openness. It is a beautiful starting 

point useful to reach greater dimensions. 

 

It is repeated several times in the Pali Canon (the original scriptures) that in culturally sensitive 

subjects such as the ordination of women (India being in those days a rigidly patriarchal society), 

Lord Buddha did not want to risk people misunderstanding his teachings, thus despising, losing 

faith, or out rightly opposing them. He did not insist in going against prevailing opinions or cus-

toms when they were not fundamental for the main goal. Nevertheless, when opposing convention 

was deemed necessary then he was quite clear. For example, in the midst of a stratified, rigid socie-

ty of castes and hierarchies, he exposed the essential notion that all beings are equal, in the sense 

that they all share buddha nature. The differences among beings are only differences in the type 

and depth of their temporary ignorance. Moreover, this referred not only to human beings but also 

to all sentient creatures, such as animals and so on. In modern terms, this would be called outright 

social subversion. And probably punished accordinglyé 

 

One example of his considering the prevailing culture is illuminating in this respect. The Buddha 

was the heir to the throne of the Shakya clan. He had renounced it, left to live a spiritual life, at-

tained enlightenment and then started teaching and leading the growing sangha (In those days 

sangha denoted the community of ordained persons only). Eventually, other princes of the Shakyan 

royal house decided to follow him. Among them were his cousin Ananda, who later would become 

his personal assistant for the last seventeen years of his life, and his cousin Devadatta, who would 

become the classical example for jealousy and hatred. By that time, it had already been established 

for the monks that the rule for seniority and precedence would be the moment of ordination, and 

nothing else. Quoting the Canon: 

"Then the Shakyan princes went with Upali the barber to the Blessed One, and after paying homage 

to him, sat down at one side. When they had done so, they said to the Blessed One: 'Lord, we are 

proud Shakyans. This Upali the barber has long attended us. Let the Blessed One give him the Go-

ing Forth first, so that we can pay homage to him and rise up for him and give him reverential salu-

tation and honour. Thus, the Shakyan pride will be humbled in us Shakyans.' 

"Then the Blessed One gave the Going Forth first to Upali and then to the Shakyan princes."  

For the following description, we again refer the reader to Fig. 1 and Fig. 2 below, as well as Fig. 3 

'Traditional Buddhist view of the universe' on pg. 13. 

 

 



Offering the Mandala    11 
 

 

 

 

    mandala of realization by CR 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Fig. 1 - MANDALA OF REALIZATION  
A vision of V.Ven. Dugu Choegyal Rinpoche 

 

  

 
































































