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Foreword

Secret of the Vajra World is a comprehensive survey of the profound and
vast teachings of the Vajrayana, focusing especially on the Kagyii and
Nyingma lineages. Acharya Ray’s mastery of the subject and devotion
to the tradition—an inspiring combination of gifts—permeate the entire
book. Streams of nectarlike quotations from the warm breath of many
great masters and an abundance of illuminating stories produce a book
that is meaningful, enchanting, and easy to understand. Taken together
with the author’s earlier work, Indestructible Truth, it provides an in-
depth treatment of Tibetan Buddhism, including both its exoteric (Hi-
nayana and Mahayana) and esoteric (Vajrayana) vehicles, illuminating
its philosophical basis, meditation practices, goal of enlightenment, cul-
tural context, and historical background.

Buddhism offers multiple approaches to awaken the enlightened na-
ture of the mind. The true nature of the mind is enlightened, the ut-
most peace, openness, and omniscience. Conceptual notions of forms,
words, and feelings are mere designations created and felt by the dualis-
tic mind, all rooted in grasping at a “self,” perceived as a truly existing
entity. Therefore, when the enlightened nature of the mind is awak-
ened, our grasping mentality dissolves and all the mental objects—the
whole universe—are awakened as the Buddhafield, the qualities of the
enlightened nature. Jetsun Milarepa said:

Don’t you know that all the appearances are the nature of your
mind?

Don’t you know that [the nature of] your mind is Buddha?

Don’t you know that Buddha is the ultimate body (dharmakaya)?

Don’t you know that ultimate body is the ultimate nature
(dharmata)?

vii
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I you know them, then all the appearances are your own
mind.*

For us unawakened beings, the enlightened nature of our mind has
been obscured because of our own dualistic concepts and emotional af-
flictions rooted in grasping at “self.” The mind’s true nature has become
unknown to us, like a treasure buried under layers of earth. But when
the true nature is uncovered through the right Buddhist training that
suits us, we become the Fully Awakened One, the Buddha. Buddha
said:

Beings are Buddha in their nature.

But their nature has been obscured by adventitious defilements.
When the defilements are cleared,

They themselves are the very Buddhas.t

Buddhist trainings start with taming the mind, because the mind is
the source of all our mental events and physical actions. If our mind is
peaceful and kind, all our thoughts and efforts will benefit ourselves
and others. Buddhist trainings lead us directly to, or at least toward, the
goal—the realization of Buddhahood, the true nature of the mind and
the whole universe.

Buddhist trainings comprise a wide range of approaches, each
adapted to the particular needs of different kinds of trainees. Neverthe-
less, all can be distilled into three major vehicles, or yanas.

Fundamental Buddhism (Hinayana): In this training, practitioners
avoid encountering the sources of negative mentalities and emotions by,
for instance, living in solitary places and observing celibacy. This ap-
proach is like walking around a poisonous tree to avoid its afflictions.
This is the path of pratimoksha (individual liberation), which primarily
emphasizes adhering to a set of physical disciplines and refraining from
harming others.

*rJe bTsun Mi l.a Ras Pa’i rNam Thar rGyas Par Phye Ba mGur’'Bum (India: Chitra
Monastery), folio 57b/6.

tKyer ¥Do r|e Zhes Bya Ba [brTags Pa gNyis Pa]. Kanjur, rGyud. Vol. Nga (Tibet:
Dege Edition), folio 22a/2.
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Progressive Buddhism (Mahayana): In this training, practitioners face
negative concepts and emotions and their sources, and conquer them
through the use of the right antidotes, such as conquering anger
through compassion and tolerance. This approach is like talking to the
poisonous tree and cutting it with an ax. This is the path of the bodhi-
sattva (adherent of enlightenment), which emphasizes observing bodhi-
chitta (the mind of enlightenment), a mental attitude of taking
responsibility for bringing happiness and enlightenment to all mother-
beings with love, compassion, joy, and equanimity, and putting those
thoughts into practice through the application of the “six perfections.”
Practitioners here do not just refrain from harming others; they also
dedicate themselves to serving others.

Esoteric Buddhism (Vajrayana): In this training, practitioners accept
negative concepts and emotions and their sources and transmute them
as enlightened wisdom and wisdom power. This approach is like trans-
forming the poison of the tree into a medicinal potion. This is the path
of tantra (esoteric continuum) that mainly emphasizes realizing and
perfecting the union of wisdom and skillful means and accomplishing
the goal of benefits for both oneself and others simultaneously.

Tibetan Buddhism is the major living Buddhist tradition that pre-
serves and practices all three vehicles of Buddhism. The stream of lower
vehicles merges into the higher vehicles The higher vehicles embody all
the merits of the lower ones.

All Tibetan Buddhists are, at least in theory, initiated into tantra and
are thus practitioners of all three vehicles. In their daily practices,
though, some Tibetan Buddhists may stress one vehicle over the others.
An ideal practitioner, however, practices all three paths simultaneously.
Physically, they live according to the moral codes embodied in the prati-
moksha disciplines. Mentally, they maintain bodhisattva aspirations and
practices. At the wisdom level, they take everything as the path of pure
nature and qualities as taught in tantra. Kunkhyen Longchen Rabjam

writes:

According to the three disciplines of
Shravaka, bodhisattva, and vidyadhara—

X
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You tame your mind-stream, provide benefits for others,
And transform every appearance into the path of pure (nature).*

Tulku Thondup
The Buddhayana Foundation

*Drimed Odzer (Longchen Rabjam), rDzogs Pa Ch’en Po bSam gTan Ngal-gSo
(T'ibet: Adzom Edition), folio 4b/2.



Preface

This is the companion volume to my earlier book, Indestructible Truth:
The Living Spirituality of Tibetan Buddhism. While that book focuses on
the more public, exoteric side of Tibetan Buddhism (known in Tibet as
the Hinayana and Mahayana), this work treats its lesser-known, esoteric
or tantric aspects as they take shape in the Vajrayana, or “Adamantine
Vehicle.” Taken together, these two volumes provide a broad introduc-
tion to the major facets and traditions of Tibetan Buddhism.

The two books may be read with profit independently of one an-
other. For those who have not read my earlier book, I would like to
summarize the approach that I am taking in both books. For many
years, I have taught an introductory course at Naropa University and at
the University of Colorado on Tibetan Buddhism for students with lit-
tle or no background in either Buddhism or matters Tibetan. During
this time, I have sought an introductory text that would (1) provide an
outline to the subject in relatively short compass; (2) not be overly tech-
nical or burdened with the myriad details of Tibetan Buddhist history;
(3) address the spirituality or “practice” of the tradition, rather than
focus primarily on philosophy, dogma, institutional life, or political his-
tory; (4) give due attention to the Practice Lineage” traditions such as
the Nyingma and the Kagyii, which are often underplayed in the story;
and (s) try to strike a balance between my own Western perspective and
that of Tibetans speaking about their tradition in their own voices.
There are, indeed, several excellent introductions to Tibetan Buddhism
on the market, yet none quite addresses these needs. I have thus written
Indestructible Truth and Secret of the Vajra World for my students and
also for others wishing a circumscribed, nontechnical introduction to

Tibetan Buddhism.
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Secret of the Vajra World is divided into four major parts. The first,
“ Foundations of the Vajrayana,” provides a brief overview of the his-
tory, philosophy, and pretantric training that stand behind Tibetan Vaj-
rayana Buddhism. Those who have read Indestructible Truth have
already been exposed to much of this material and will find this part a
summary of many of the major themes of that work; thus they may
wish to begin their reading with part two. At the same time, the topics
in part one are treated in terms of their bearing on the practice of the
Vajrayana and include perspectives and material not covered in the ear-
lier book.

Part two, “Entering the Vajra World,” describes the unique tantric
view of human nature and the external world; the special role of the
“guru” or tantric mentor; the preliminary practices that prepare one for
full initiation; and the major dimensions of Vajrayana practice, includ-
ing the visualizations, liturgies, and inner yogas that form the main
substance of the tantric way. Part three, “Meeting the Essence of Mind,”
consists of two chapters, one on mahamudra, the “great symbol” and
the other on dzokchen, the “great perfection,” the culminating practices
of Tibetan Buddhism. Part four, “Tantric Applications,” explores the
tradition of the #ilku, or “incarnate lama,” the lore surrounding the
death of ordinary people and of saints, and the practice of solitary re-
treat, the epitome of traditional Tibetan Buddhism.

My empbhasis on the “spirituality” of Tibetan Buddhism in both Inde-
structible Truth and Secret of the Vajra World deserves some comment.
By spirituality, I mean those kinds of activities that directly serve the
inspiration for maturation, transformation, and, ultimately, realization.
In this process, for Tibetans and also for Westerner practitioners of
Tibetan Buddhism, meditation obviously occupies a central position, but
further engagements also have critical roles to play, such as other con-
templative practices, tantric liturgy, service and devotion to one’s
teacher, study of the dharma, and the sacred arts, to mention a few.

Indestructible Truth and Secret of the Vajra World, then, are not broad
surveys of Tibetan Buddhism as such, but rather descriptions of the
spirituality of the tradition, as practiced in Tibet, as conveyed by Ti-
betan masters teaching in the West, and as received by their Western

Xii



Preface

students. In taking this approach, a great deal has been left aside, includ-
ing the complex histories of the individual sects and subsects, the myriad
details of the various philosophical schools, the subtleties of scholastic
training, practice, and debate, and the intricacies of institutionalized,
monastic life. But by leaving aside any effort to be comprehensive, in
this and my previous book, I have been able to focus on what is most
essential about Tibetan Buddhism, namely its attention to the dynamics
of the spiritual life, and on that which is of greatest interest and perhaps
most importance to modern readers.
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Introduction

“VAJRA WORLD”’ TRANSLATES A TECHNICAL TERM IN SAN-
skrit, vajradhatu, meaning “realm of indestructibility.” It refers to that
level of reality which is beyond all thought and imagination, all imper-
manence and change. It is a realm that is described as colorful, vivid,
and filled with unexpected beauty and meaning. It is this vajra world,
according to Tibetan Buddhism, that a fully realized person knows and
inhabits.

In the title of this book, I use “vajra world” metaphorically to refer
to the traditional culture of Tibet. In many respects, Tibet was like any
other human society with its share of foibles and miscreants. But in
another sense, not only for many modern people but also—poignantly
enough—for the Tibetans themselves, Tibet came as close as perhaps a
human culture may to being a vajra world. The shocking splendor and
magnificence of its landscape; the warm and earthy character of its peo-
ple; their seeming wholeness and rootedness in their lives; the brilliance
of Tibetan philosophy and ethics; and the color, vividness, and drama
of its religion—all communicate a life lived close to reality and drawing
on its deep springs.

Of course, to call Tibet a “vajra world” is ironic, for old Tibet—Ilike
so many other premodern cultures—has shown itself to be anything but
indestructible. As is too well known and all too painful to bear repeat-
ing, traditional Tibet has been overrun and nearly obliterated by the
tidal wave of modernity.

Nevertheless, there is something of Tibet that lives on, something
that has survived the mortal assault on the place and its people. This
living quality of Tibet continues to fascinate and compel us modern
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people, and to fuel our imagination and inspiration. One may wonder,
then, just what this enduring quality of Tibet might be. What is the
secret of Tibet? What is the secret of this vajra world?

I believe that the attraction that Tibet continues to hold for modern
people is not based purely on naive romanticism and the exoticism that
surrounds such a far-off and different culture. It seems to me that there
bleeds through Tibet something else, something more basic and univer-
sally understood—an evident commitment to life; a fullness of embodi-
ment; a warmth toward others; a depth of experience; a joy in the most
simple and ordinary experiences of life; and an ability to include and
incorporate both happiness and the intense suffering and grief that have
lately been the fate of Tibet. But what, one may ask, is the source of
these profoundly human qualities that one finds so vividly embodied
among Tibetans? What is the secret of the world that was traditional
Tibet?

In this book, I propose that the secret of this vajra world lies in
something that transcends Tibet itself, namely its spiritual traditions,
and particularly the Tantric or Vajrayana Buddhism that provided the
foundation of Tibetan culture for some twelve hundred years. As a
tradition, far from being otherworldly, the Vajrayana directs attention
to this world of sensory experience, of happiness and sorrow, of life and
death, as the place where ultimate revelation occurs. The practice of
tantra opens up an appreciation for ordinary life as the fount of inspira-
tion, wisdom, and liberation. I suggest to the reader that the color, en-
ergy, and vivacity of Tibet are owing, in some significant way, to its
tantric foundations.

From the tantric viewpoint, the vajra world—now in the sense of the
ultimate nature of reality—is like a fiery ocean, an experiential intensity,
that underlies all human cultures and human life. This flaming sub-
strate—which is none other than the fire of primordial wisdom—
continually gives rise to sparks and plumes and occasionally to
conflagrations of incandescence. In the modern era, most people and
most cultures preoccupy themselves with trying to blanket these expres-
sions, to ignore and deny them, in order to maintain their habitual
“business as usual.” The Vajrayana, however, provides a means to open
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to the burning, turbulent wisdom of reality and to allow it expression
in cultural forms and human creativity. It was Tibet’s good fortune
to encounter the Vajrayana at a critical moment and to assimilate its
perspectives. The result is a culture that has, to a large extent, been
born and shaped from the unending inspiration of ordinary life itself,
experienced without shadows. Old Tibet, unlike most contemporary
cultures, lay close upon the incandescent sea and was particularly trans-
parent to it. It is ultimately this quality, I think, that people sense and
that so many find engaging and compelling about Tibet.

Buddhism flourished in India from the time of the Buddha in the
sixth century Bce to the Muslim invasions that destroyed institutional-
1zed Buddhism in North India, culminating about 1200 cg. During the
course of this seventeen-hundred-year history, three major Indian orien-
tations developed. First to appear, following the passing of the Buddha,
was that of the Eighteen Schools (sometimes called n1kaya Buddhism).
Some centuries later—around the first century Bcg, the Mahayana, or
Great Vchicle, entered upon the Indian scene. And finally, in the seventh
century ck, the Vajrayana, the “tantric vehicle,”* made its appearance
upon the stage of Indian history. Each of these three represents a dis-
tinctive approach to the practice of the dharma: the Eighteen Schools
stresses the four noble truths and individual nirvana; the Mahayana
places its emphasis on the compassionate ideal of the bodhisattva along
with the altruistic practices of the six paramitas, or perfections; and the
Vajrayana is a colorful and intensely practice oriented yogic tradition
calling for the attainment of enlightenment in this life.

During its long existence in India, Buddhism spread from the Indian
subcontinent throughout Asia. In most of the cultures to which it trav-
eled, all three of these orientations were taught and propagated. Never-
theless, for historical and cultural reasons, in each culture one or another

*In this book, for the sake of simplicity and because of the general level of the
discussion, I use “Vajrayana” and ‘““Tantric Buddhism,” as interchangeable terms.
When employing these designations, then, I intend them to be inclusive, compre-
hending the teachings contained in the liturgical texts known as tantras as well as
the formless practices associated in Tibet with mahamudra and dzokchen.
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of the three orientations tended to predominate. For example, in South-
east Asia, in Sri Lanka, Burma, Thailand, and elsewhere, although the
Mahayana and Vajrayana were known, the Theravada, one of the early
Eighteen Schools, came to be the dominant force. Similarly, in China,
Korea, and Japan, it was Mahayana Buddhism that provided the pre-
dominant Buddhist orientation. Tibet is unique in the Asian world, for
it was here and here alone that the Vajrayana reigned supreme.*

Although at one time the Vajrayana was known throughout Asia,
owing to its radical and unconventional approach it was not tolerated
for long in most cultures to which it went. Tibet, however, proved a
remarkable exception, and thus if one wants to know something of
Vajrayana Buddhism, one must look to Tibet. The Vajrayana was not
only transplanted into Tibetan soil but flourished there, continuing to
grow and develop over some twelve hundred years. Tibet provided a
uniquely welcoming environment for the practice of tantra owing to
several factors—including the particular historical period during which
the Tibetans were adopting Buddhism (the Vajrayana was prominent
in India during this time); the indigenous shamanistic religion of Tibet
(with its many elements in common with the Vajrayana); and the rug-
ged character of the Tibetans (with their uncompromising sense of per-
sonal dignity, individuality, and independence, echoing the concept of
“vajra pride” in the Vajrayana). Also critical to the survival of the tantra
in Tibet was the social and political decentralization of the country,
which inhibited attempts to standardize Buddhism along more politi-
cally and socially conventional lines.'

In Tibet prior to the Chinese occupation, the Vajrayana was not only
the supreme and culminating Buddhist vehicle; in addition, to a large
extent, it gave shape and color to the whole of Tibetan Buddhism. For
example, it provided an overarching dharmic framework including

within its folds both early Buddhist teachings of the pre-Mahayana

*The Vajrayana was also practiced among the Mongols, but in the vehicle of Ti-
betan Buddhism, which the Mongols adopted. Elements of Tantric Buddhism also
survive in Japan (in Shingon and Tendai, which are based on the practice of Kriya
and Charya tantras, understood in Tibet as the “lower” or more conventional tan-
tras).
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Eighteen Schools as well as the full range of Mahayana traditions. In
addition, many of the most vivid aspects of Tibetan religious life have
their roots in the Vajrayana, including its colorful temples, vivid iconog-
raphy, and striking deities; the liturgies performed in every monastery
and home; iis theater and dances, and the esoteric yogas; its rich tradi-
tion of hagiographies and lineages of “mad saints”; the practices sur-
rounding the incarnate lamas; and its many ways of working with death
and dying. In fact, it was the special role of Tibet to provide a place
where the multitude of Indian Vajrayana traditions could find safe
haven.

Beyond this, however, the very culture of Tibet itself was permeated
by the Vajrayana. Even the social, political, and religious institutions in
Tibet were, to a large extent, expressions of a Vajrayana Buddhist out-
look. It is true, then, that one needs to study Tibet in order to find out
about the Vajrayana; but it is equally true that, as mentioned, one needs
to study the Vajrayana in order to understand the Tibetans and their
culture.

Tibet, as is well known, was occupied by the Chinese communists
beginning with incursions into Tibet in 1949 and culminating in a com-
plete takeover within a decade. In spite of the Tibetans’ intense love of
their country and the remarkable distinctiveness of their culture—or
perhaps because of these—over the past half a century the Chinese have
continued to wear away and destroy the face of Tibet. As each year goes
by, this magnificent and wonderfully rich culture is coming more and
more to assume the appearance of a mere economic and social appurte-
nance of China. The tradition does survive in various places in Tibet,
but it is hard pressed. Within this context, one wonders how Bud-
dhism—and especially the Vajrayana—will be able to survive in Tibet
in any integral form.

Tibetan Buddhism also continues to exist in Asia, in pockets in which
Tibetan culture still survives, outside of Chinese control. It exists in
diaspora in other places in Asia, in India and elsewhere, in monasteries
and refugee settlements that have been built. But the last generation of
teachers trained in old Tibet has nearly disappeared. New generations
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of monks and nuns, who never knew Tibet, are receiving training, but
it is a training that is severely strained by the brutal economic and politi-
cal realities of refugee life. How much of the integral tradition will
survive in these contexts, to be passed on?

At this fateful moment, the Vajrayana has appeared in the West.
Ironically, it has come from the crucible of the conservative, medieval
culture of Tibet, in a remarkably vigorous, engaging, and creative form.
Beginning in the 1950s, first a small trickle, then an increasing flow
of Tibetan teachers came to Europe and North America, teaching the
Vajrayana in ever more open and accessible ways. In this context, it is
an interesting question to what extent the integral Vajrayana will be
able to take root in the West. One of the purposes of this book is to
begin to explore this question.
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The Indian Prelude'

IN THE ELEVENTH CENTURY, A RENOWNED BUDDHIST
scholar named Naropa was sitting in the sun at the famed Nalanda
monastic university in northeast India, studying his texts. Suddenly, in
a revelation that broke open his life, an old hag appeared out of empty
space and confronted him with the truth that in spite of his surpassing
intellectual knowledge of the dharma, he had no idea of what it actually
meant on a human level. She declared that to acquire genuine wisdom
he must cast away his books, leave his comfortable and prestigious mo-
nastic lifestyle, and abandon what most people in his Indian context
identified as the epitome of the dharmic life. His only hope, so he was
informed, was to set out into trackless jungle wastes “to the east,” in
search of a Vajrayana master named Tilopa, who alone could show him
the path to awakening.

Naropa saw no other option but to follow these rather imprecise in-
structions. As days turned into weeks and weeks into months, however,
he was unable to find this tantric teacher. One day, coming to a certain
small monastery, he was admitted and apparently invited to join the
monks in their noonday meal. After the doors had been locked from
the inside, as was the custom, Naropa happened to be in the cooking
area. Suddenly, there appeared out of nowhere a dark-complexioned
and very filthy beggar. This strange individual then began to roast live
fish over the cooking fire. Naropa, scandalized that anyone would so
blatantly contravene monastic procedure, attempted to restrain him but
was unsuccessful. Given the Buddhist prohibition against the taking of
life, the monks of the place were horrified because of the disrepute such
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Ficure 1.1 Tilopa, Indian founder of the Kagyii lineage.
Drawing by Chris Banigan (Namkha Tashi).
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The Indian Prelude

actions would bring upon their establishment. The dark man re-
sponded, “If you find this displeasing, I will put the fish back in the
water again.”’ He then went outside and threw the roasted fish back into
the adjoining river and, springing to life, they swam happily away.

Apparently none of the monks was particularly impressed by this
peculiar series of events, and they returned to their usual business. Nar-
opa, on the other hand, realized that something noteworthy had just
occurred. In fact, he suspected that this filthy miscreant was a siddha, an
enlightened tantric teacher. Perhaps, indeed, this was the long-sought-
after Tilopa. Naropa forgot about his meal and followed after the beg-
gar, going so far as to prostrate himself and plead for instruction.

Abruptly, the beggar turned on him and began to beat him, mean-
while speaking not a single word. However, when Naropa then began
to think, “Is this Tilopa? Is this Tilopa?” The beggar replied out loud,
“I'am. I am.” Then, when Naropa began to think, “No, this couldn’t be
Tilopa,” the beggar replied, “I am not. I am not.” His mind swimming
with confusion and disorientation, Naropa realized that this must be the
master he sought, and he began to follow him as his guru. Although
now Tilopa—for it was indeed he—sometimes acted like an accom-
plished yogin and at others like a madman, Naropa entertained no more
doubts. Attending Tilopa for many years, through the most harrowing
of circumstances, having sacrificed literally everything he had in body
and soul, the erstwhile scholar eventually attained the genuine realiza-
tion he sought.?

Naropa’s dates (1016—1100) put him at far remove indeed from the
lifetime of Buddha Shakyamuni some fifteen hundred years earlier.
More than this, however, the strange interactions between Naropa and
Tilopa would seem to have little to do with the Buddha’s dharma. In
fact, the tantric way espoused by the siddha Tilopa might well seem to
represent, by any and all accounts, a different religious universe alto-
gether.

From the Tibetan point of view, however, Tantric or Vajrayana Bud-
dhism represents Buddha Shakyamuni’s most essential and ultimate
teaching. If much of what is ascribed to him by tradition seems decid-
edly nontantric, this is only an appearance. In fact, for Tibetans, the
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FiGure 1.2 Naropa, disciple of Tilopa and guru of Marpa;
the Tibetan founder of the Kagyii lineage. Drawing by Robert Beer.
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Vajrayana is the essential heart of the entire Indian dharma. If all of
the apparently nontantric teachings of Indian tradition are boiled down
to one point, that point is the essential nature of mind that is articulated
most purely, explictly, and directly in the Vajrayana. If the nontantric
teachings of the Buddha appear so far removed from this essential, tan-
tric heart, it is because they provide more gradual and accessible avenues
of approach to this inner citadel of the Buddha’s ultimate instruction.

Tibetans hold that human beings are generally not capable of seeing
the whole of reality all at once. Rather, spiritual awakening must pro-
ceed in stages. Even if the fullness of reality were to be displayed, people
could only see what their current level of maturity would allow. In
consideration of this quality of human nature, the Buddha gave a vast
array of teachings and practices, each of which addresses a particular
stage on the path to enlightenment.

Tibetans believe that the Buddha, as a realized being, manifests him-
self on many different levels. Following Indian tradition, they divide
these levels into three primary “bodies.” First is the nirmanakaya, ema-
nation body, the Buddha’s physical, human form in which—as de-
scribed in his early biographies—he appears as a prince, renounces the
world, and follows the path to enlightenment. Second, the Buddha ap-
pears as the sambhogakaya, body of enjoyment, his brilliant, transfg-
ured, nonphysical form of light. In this body he journeys to the heavens,
teaches the gods, and reveals himself to highly attained people. Finally
there is the Buddha’s dharmakaya, the body of reality itself, without
specific, delimited form, wherein the Buddha is identified with the spiri-
tually charged nature of everything that is.

THE BUDDHA’S LEGACY

The Three Yanas and the Three Turnings of the
Wheel of Dharma

For Tibetans, Buddha Shakyamuni’s enlightenment at Bodhgaya in
India can be viewed from the perspective of each of these three bodies.

13
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As the dharmakaya, the Buddha has always been enlightened and his
mind has nev er departed from that complete and perfect realization. On
the sambhogakaya level, his enlightenment was essentially a tantric one,
the union of male and female aspects of reality. According to one ac-
count, he experienced tantric initiations at the hands of celestial bud-
dhas and realized mahamudra, the “great symbol,” enlightenment as
described in the Vajrayana. Yet, out of respect for the limitations of
ordinary people, the Buddha showed to most people only his nirmana-
kaya form, thatof a person, sitting alone underneath a tree, meditating,
and achieving enlightenment as a human being.

For the same reasons, when the Buddha rose from his enlightenment
experience, he refrained from talking about the full measure of his real-
ization. Instead, he taught more exoteric doctrines, such as the four
noble truths, as most immediately accessible and appropriate for the
people of his day. Throughout the course of his life, however, the Bud-
dha gave progressively deeper and more sophisticated teachings, some-
times in his human, nirmanakaya form, at other times in the “spiritual
body” of the sambhogakaya. By the time of his passing at the age of
eighty, he had presented an enormous array of discourses, including
“84,000 dharmas,” or types of instruction—in other words, a nearly lim-
itless collection of different teachings to address the various types of
situations and levels of maturity experienced by sentient beings. Never-
theless, at the center of all these, so the Tibetans hold, was the Vajra-
yana, with all the other innumerable instructions being understood as
more or less provisional approximations, leading in the direction of this
most profound of the Buddha’s dharma.

During the time when the Tibetans were studying in India, Indian
scholars were in the process of organizing the wealth of the Buddha’s
legacy into the system known as the “three yanas.” In this system, the
early traditions of the Eighteen Schools were loosely designated by the
term Hinayana, the “lesser vehicle,” while the second yana was called
Mahayana, “the great vehicle,” and the third the Vajrayana, or “ada-
mantine vehicle.”® The Tibetans, following Indian tradition, adopted
this system and its way of viewing Indian Buddhist history. According
to this interpretation, shortly after his enlightenment, at the Deer Park

b
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in Benares the Buddha presented the first yana, the Hinayana. Here he
promulgated the “first turning of the wheel of dharma,” consisting of
the four noble truths. This teaching spread quickly to multitudes of
people throughout India and became the foundational teachings of early
Buddhism. Later, in Tibet, the Hinayana teachings provided Buddhist
tradition both with important practices (the Vinaya, or monastic disci-
pline) and teachings (the Abhidharma, or advanced Buddhist psy-
chology).

Later in his life, to a more select audience, the Buddha presented the
second yana, the Mahayana. The Mahayana included a second and a
third turning of the wheel of dharma, outlining the basic view and
philosophy of the great vehicle. The second turning of the wheel pre-
sented “emptiness,” while the third outlined the doctrine of buddha-
nature. On the occasions upon which the Buddha gave the second and
third turnings, he deemed that the world was not ready for these more
advanced teachings, and so they were kept hidden until such time as
people were able to receive them. Some centuries later, through the
work of Nagarjuna and others, the Mahayana did begin to make its way
in the human world—around 100 BcE, according to modern historians.

Subsequently, the Mahayana sutras originally preached by the Bud-
dha were commented on by successive generations of scholars and med-
itation masters, producing a textual tradition of great richness and
diversity. Standing at the forefront of this tradition were masters such
as Nagarjuna, the founder of Madhyamaka, and Asanga, the initiator
of Yogachara. The Indian Mahayana sutras and commentaries provide
the basis of Buddhist philosophy in Tibet: the great scholars rely on
them in their teaching and writing, and the most important texts are
studied in the monastic colleges and universities.

Subsequently, in a sambhogakaya form, the Buddha presented
the final and culminating yana, the Vajrayana, to a very small audience
of his most advanced disciples. Like the Mahayana promulgations,
these teachings were kept hidden until such time as the larger human
world was able to receive them. Modern scholars date the public appear-
ance of the Buddhist tantra at around the end of the seventh century
ck. Between the eighth and the twelfth centuries cg, the Vajrayana
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FiGuRre 1.3 Shakyamuni Buddha.
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flourished in India, becoming quite popular and receiving considerable
financial support, with many hundreds of tantric texts (tantras) and
commentaries being written down. Many of these were brought to
Tibet and provided the basis of Vajrayana practice there.

Each yana contains characteristic doctrines and also practices tailored
to that level of spiritual understanding. From the Tibetan viewpoint,
the individual practitioner, in his or her own process of spiritual matu-
ration, follows the three-yana unfolding of the Buddha’s teaching, first
practicing the Hinayana, next the Mahayana, and finally the Vajrayana.
Table 1.1 (reproduced from Indestructible Truth) summarizes the essen-
tial elements of this Tibetan way of looking at the great variety of
teachings given by the Buddha. The three-yana scheme will be discussed
in chapter 3 of this book, while the three turnings of the wheel of
dharma will be examined in chapter 4.

The Three Lifeways

In addition to the three yanas and the three turnings of the wheel of
dharma, Tibetans understand the Buddha also to have taught three life-
ways that still provide the basic options for Tibetan Buddhists. The first
two of these require renunciation of the world, and the third provides
a path for the laity. In terms of the renunciant options, then, one may
abandon the world to become either (1) a monastic living in a settled
monastery or (2) a yogin meditating in solitude in the wilds—“in the
forest,” as the Indian texts put it. Or, without renouncing the world,
one may remain (3) a layperson and practice Buddhism in the context
of ordinary household life. The most ancient of these three ways is the
path of the yogin meditating in retreat, the very same path that the
Buddha himself pursued and which he taught to his most gifted and
advanced disciples. This is a path of radical renunciation in which one
leaves all conventional comforts and security behind and lives in soli-
tude, perhaps under a tree, in a cave, or in the open, subsisting on small
quantities of food, and meditating day and night.

However, this radical path is difficult and demanding in the extreme,
and it is only for the most ardent and dedicated. There are others who
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TABLE 1.1
THE THREE YANAS

OccasioN
OF CONTENT OF THE
Yana Venicie | TeacHing | LocatioN TEACHING Main TexTs
Hinayana |Lesser First Deer Park | Four Noble Tripitaka Vinaya
Vehicle | Turning in Benares, | Truths: sutras
of the NE India | 1) suffering Abhidharma
Wheel of 2) the origin of
Dharma suffering
3) the cessation of
suffering
4) the path
Mahayana | Great Second Vulture Emptiness: Mahayana
Vehicle | Turning | Peak All phenomena are | sutras
of the Mountain | without self-nature Prai .
Wheel of | and other rajnaparamita
Dharma locales sutras
Third Vaishali, Buddha-nature: Buddha-nature
Turning | NE India | All sentient beings | sutras
of the ssess the L.
Wheel of E\.;ddha-nature Sandhinirmochana
L. Sutra
Dharma within.
The Three Natures é.::l:auatara
(svabhava)
Reality may be
understood as
exhibiting the
imaginary, the
dependent, and the
fully perfected
natures.
Vajrayana | Adaman- | Revelation | Dhanya- Skillful means of | Tantras
tine of the kataka, Vajrayana,
Vehicle Vajrayana | Andhra including
Pradesh, visualization and
SE India, | resting in the
and other | nature of mind
locales
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are inspired to renounce the world but for whom the rigors of forest
renunciation are beyond reach. In order to meet the needs of such peo-
ple, a second renunciant option developed, that of settled monasticism.
According to this second lifeway, a person may renounce the world and,
as a monk or anun, take up residence in a monastery, thus ensuring a
roof over one’s head, daily sustenance, and a community of which one
is a part. Whereas the forest renunciant spends all of his or her time
meditating, monastics typically engage in a variety of activities, revolv-
ing around a path of virtuous behavior in accordance with the monastic
Vinaya, the study of the sacred texts, maintenance of the monastery,
teaching and counseling the laity, caring for the sick, and so on.

The third lifeway is that of the layperson, who venerates renunciants,
looks after their material support, and follows an ethical life defined by
the well-known five precepts (pancha-shila). These include abstention
from killing, stealing, lying, sexual misconduct, and intoxicants, and
participating in the ritual life of their local monasteries. Through fol-
lowing this path, laypeople are able to receive the Buddhist teachings
and accumulate the necessary good karma to advance them along their
paths, directing their lives toward the eventual goal of enlightenment in
a future life.

In Tibetan Buddhism as previously in India, these three lifeways are
closely interconnected. For one thing, the same person, at different times
in his or her life, might experience each of these three paths. One might
begin as a layperson, renounce the world and become a monk or a nun,
later be inspired to enter the forest for a period—perhaps of many
years—of solitary meditation, and finally as an aged person return to
the monastery to live and teach.

Tibetans view these three lifeways as each performing important and
necessary functions within the overall spiritual economy of the dharma.
In traditional Tibet, the way of the mountain hermit, the “forest renun-
cant” in Indian terminology, provided an arena where the teachings of
dharma could be carried to their utmost fruition, for here people were
able to focus their attention exclusively on meditation. Through this,
they were able to attain, in their lifetimes, the realization of enlighten-
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ment, the supreme and ultimate goal of Buddhism. Monastic people
provided the institutional continuity of the tradition, maintaining mon-
asteries that were Tibet’s primary religious centers; acting as paragons
of virtue for thelay folk; copying and studying the sacred texts; through
study and debate clarifying and refining the teachings; developing dis-
tinctive “schools” of interpretation; engaging in religious dialogue with
other traditions; and passing their way of life and their understanding
on through the training of new monastics. The way of the laity was
equally important, for Tibetan laypeople venerated and supported the
great saints and teachers; provided material sustenance to the monas-
teries and their inhabitants; through having children enter the monas-
teries, thus ensured their continuation; and through bringing the
dharma into the many activities of their lives, made Buddhism the core
around which Tibetan culture revolved.*

THE FURTHER HISTORY OF INDIAN BUDDHISM
From Forest to Monastery: Classical Patterns

The dharma of Buddha Shakyamuni was originally one of forest re-
nunciation, subsequently developing the lifeways of both monastic and
layperson. Mahayana Buddhism, in its earliest days, was also largely a
forest tradition,” held by men and women practitioners meditating in
solitude. These yogins and yoginis had devoted lay practitioners who
revered them and supported them materially. We first see the “forest
Mahayana” about 100 BCE in the earliest Mahayana text we know of, the
Collection of Precious Qualities.* Many centuries later, perhaps around
the fourth or fifth century ck, the Mahayana, like the traditions before
it, gave rise to a monastic wing. During its full flowering in India, the
Mahayana thus also came to possess three lifeways—those of forest
meditator, settled monastic, and lay devotee.

Like earliest Buddhism and the Mahayana, the Vajrayana in India
was also originally a forest tradition. According to the Tibetan historian
Lama Taranatha, its lineages were passed down from one teacher to one
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or at most a very few disciples, and kept secret and hidden from outside
view for centuries” At the end of the seventh century, however, it began
to become visible within Indian history as a vigorous and dynamic reli-
gious movement defined by its unconventionality and its intense focus
on meditation and personal transformation.

From reading the earlier tantric texts, it is clear that the Vajrayana
came forward in India at this time partly owing to a diminishing spiri-
tuality among the Eighteen Schools and the Mahayana. In the centuries
prior to the appearance of the Vajrayana, these traditions had under-
gone a process of institutionalization. Originally forest lineages, they
had largely moved into monastic environments and attained a high level
of cultural esteen and material well-being. As part of this process, the
monastic traditions underwent a certain amount of adaptation to the
prevailing values of the Indian social context. Behavioral purity had
become a primary desideratum among the monastic population and the
mastery of texts the principal occupation of its elite. In this context, the
learning and intellectual accomplishment of a monastery’s scholars were
crucial: the material well-being and even the survival of the Buddhist
monastic lineages and schools depended to a large extent on the renown
of their scholars and their success in scholarly debate.

By the time of the appearance of the Vajrayana in India, the dharma
seems to have become largely identified with a monasticism in which
the practice of meditation, originally the heart of Buddhist spirituality,
played a generally quite peripheral role. In any case, this is the picture
given in the earlier tantric texts and particularly the hagiographies of
the tantric siddhas, the enlightened ideal of the Vajrayana. Here one
finds a critique of the conventionality and scholasticism of monastic
Buddhism and a call for a return to the primary values of radical renun-
ciation, meditation, and realization.

Tantric Yogins, Monastics, and Lay Practitioners

The siddhas were men and women who came from all social stations
and walks of life, from beggars, criminals, and menial workers at the
lower end, to kings, queens, and brahmins at the upper. In spite of their
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great social differences, they were joined together in the intensity of
their spiritual aspiration and devotion to their practice. Each in his or
her own way had met a personal crisis that they were powerless to
resolve through ordinary means. At this critical juncture, they typically
met an accornplished tantric master, a siddha, who initiated them into
one of the Vajrayana cycles and then set them to meditating. Many
of these disciples carried out their practice in solitary retreat, as forest
renunciants, but others remained in the world and carried out their
meditation in that context.

After many years of practice, the disciples reached enlightenment
and themselves became siddhas. Henceforth, they lived in the world,
often continuing to follow their given caste occupations, converting oth-
ers, teaching widely, and training disciples. In their hagiographies, they
are depicted as often quite unconventional men and women of extraor-
dinary insight, compassion, and power, and an abundance of miracles
and magical feats is a standard feature of their lives. Sometimes, they
behaved as if demented or insane, camouflaging their attainment to all
but their closest disciples. Owing to their nonmonastic roots, their per-
sonal unconventionality, and the tantric practice they followed, the sid-
dhas—at least as depicted in their standard Indian biographies—seem
to have lived and practiced in more or less completely nonmonastic con-
texts.

The Vajrayana remained a mainly nonmonastic tradition until proba-
bly sometime in the ninth century, when it began to appear within con-
texts of Indian monastic life, like the Eighteen Schools and the
Mahayana before it. In the ninth through the twelfth century ce, monas-
teries that were being built gave evidence of Vajrayana influence; Vaj-
rayana texts were being studied in those monasteries; and scholars
emerged from them “schooled in the three yanas,” meaning that they
were learned in Hinayana, Mahayana, and Vajrayana matters. Thus it
was that the Vajrayana—Ilike the Eighteen Schools and Mahayana—
came to have adherents belonging to all three of the lifeways mentioned
above, those of yogin, layperson, and settled monastic.

In addition, a fourth lifeway emerged at this time, which we may
term the “householder yogin.” This fourth ideal derived from the fact
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FIGURE 1.4 Some of the eighty-four mahasiddhas. From upper left to right:
Shavaripa, Saraha, Luyipa, Lalipa, Ghantapa, Krishnacharya,
Naropa, Tilopa, Maitripa.

that among the siddhas, as mentioned, were not only forest renunciants
but also elite lay practitioners. These latter, the householder yogins,
lived what seemed ordinary lay lives, marrying, raising families, and
working at various occupations for their livelihood. At the same time,
however, they received tantric initiation, spent periods of time in retreat,
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and carried out their Vijrayana practice in secret in their lay contexts,
meditating at night and even in the midst of their daily activities, even-
tually attaining full realization. Typical is the housewife Manibhadra,
who, having received initiation, meditated while her Hindu husband
and the other members of her family were sleeping. Only years later
did her tantric com mitments become known, when she attained realiza-
tion and herself became a siddha. This tradition of the householder
yogin became important in Tibet, where many laypeople were able to
practice and attain realization in the midst of an ordinary life in the
world. The Nyingma lineage, in particular, continues this important
development in the tradition of the “married lamas,” among whom in
each generation are accomplished scholars and teachers, and realized
practitioners.

The movement of the Vajrayana into a monastic environment thus
replicates the pattern by which both Hinayana and Mahayana similarly
developed monastic wings. At the same time, the process and the results
of this tantric “monasticization” were somewhat different. However
dominant Vajrayana texts, concepts, and symbolism became in many
Indian monasteries of the day, institutionalized Vajrayana was never
able fully to replace the nonmonastic traditions. In fact, even after the
Vajrayana came to reign supreme in much of Indian monastic life, it
was an accepted fact that the most serious Vajrayana practice could only
occur in the trackless wilderness of the “forest.” As we have seen, even
as late at the eleventh century Naropa was able to train in the tantra
only by abandoning the Buddhist civilization of Nalanda University
and setting off into the unknown in search of the elusive Tilopa.

One sees the same kind of pattern in the following story about the
great scholar Abhayakaragupta (fig. 1.5), who also lived in the eleventh
century.® This brahmin was a learned monk who resided at a monastery
in North India. He had become a Buddhist in the first place because of
a vision of the tantric yidam (personal deity), Vajrayogini, a female bud-
dha who embodies one’s own innermost being. However, after this vi-
sion, instead of entering the practice of Vajrayana, Abhayakaragupta
elected to become a monk and follow the inclination, typical of his caste,
to pursue the scholarly study of the Vajrayana instead.
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Ficure 1.5 Abhayakaragupta, eleventh-century tantric scholar and practitioner.
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Nevertheless, he was not to be left alone, for Vajrayogini appeared to
him repeatedly, enjoining him to abandon the mere study of the Vajra-
yana and engage in the practice. Each time, the decorous monk de-
murred, claiming that the practice was too risky to his identity as a
monk and a brahmin. On the occasion of her last visit, Vajrayogini said
to him, ““You know three hundred tantras and have received the very
best oral instructions on them. How can you possibly have doubts about
the actual practice?” Yet the proud and stubborn monk would not be
swayed, even by this stunning embodiment of buddhahood right in
front of him. Hearing his refusal, the “Mistress of the Three
Worlds”—as she is called—disappeared for the last time. To Abhaya-
karagupta’s credit, he eventually realized what he had cast away and
rejected, and spent the rest of his life in search of the divine maiden,
longing for nothing so much as to prostrate himself and offer all of his
accomplishments to her wondrous cosmic form.

The stories of both Naropa and Abhayakaragupta make the point
that whatever foothold the Vajrayana may have had in the monasteries,
the real tradition and the real practice was to be found elsewhere, some-
where in the outback where books, scholarship, and decorous behavior,
where prestige, honors, and renown, have no meaning.

In Tibet, the model of the three yanas provided a framework for
Tibetan Buddhism as a whole. The Hinayana and Mahayana defined
conventional, institutionalized Buddhism. The Hinayana provided the
Vinaya, which regulated both individual monastic behavior and collec-
tive monastic affairs. It was also the source of the Abhidharma, one of
the more advanced topics of Buddhist scholastic study and the basis of
Buddhist psychology. The Mahayana articulated the all-important no-
tion of “emptiness” (shunyaza), the basis of Buddhist philosophy in Tibet
as well as the ideal of the bodhisattva followed by all Tibetans, monks
and nuns, yogins, and laypeople alike. And the Mahayana scholastic
traditions, particularly the various Madhyamaka and Yogachara schools,
defined the intellectual culture in Tibetan monasteries.

While the Hinayana and Mahayana defined conventional Buddhism
in Tibet, the Vajrayana gave voice to its unconventional, forest side.
Although Vajrayana ideas, symbolism, and liturgies were certainly prev-
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alent within Tibetan monasteries, in order to engage in serious tantric
practice, one would normally enter retreat. Furthermore, the most re-
spected practitioners within Tibetan tradition were the yogins who de-
voted much or all of their lives to solitary meditation. It was these
yogins who, when they attained realization, were understood as siddhas,
virtually equivalent to the enlightened ideal of the Indian Vajrayana.
These Tibetan siddhas often followed their Indian progenitors in their
unconventional behavior, their critique of the religious establishment,
and their unpredictable and sometimes fearsome demeanor. In the next
two chapters, we shall examine the way in which the Vajrayana, as the
centerpiece of this three-yana synthesis, gradually made its way to Tibet
and became the defining orientation of Tibetan Buddhism.
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How the Vajrayana
Came to Tibet

THE EARLY SPREADING OF THE DHARMA

THE VAjraAYANA CAME TO TIBET AS PART OF THE LARGER
enterprise of the transplantation of Buddhism to the Land of Snow. In
order to understand how the Vajrayana came to play the role it does
within Tibetan tradition, we need to gain some understanding of the
tantric transmissions within this larger context.

Tibetans divide the nearly six centuries during which Indian Bud-
dhism was making its way to Tibet (seventh through the twelfth centu-
ries CE) into two major periods: the “early spreading of the dharma,”
from the seventh to middle of the ninth century, and the “later spread-
ing,” from the late tenth to the end of the twelfth century. During the
seventh and eighth centuries in India, but later as well, Buddhists fol-
lowing the different trends often inhabited quite different worlds. Pro-
ponents of one or another of the Eighteen Schools (what Tibetans called
the “Hinayana”), rejected the Mahayana sutras as inauthentic, not to
speak of the tantras. Those following the Mahayana sutras, while per-
haps acknowledging the tantras, saw the conventional bodhisattva ideal,
defined by compassion and the six paramitas (“perfections”) as the epit-
ome of the Buddha’s teaching. Even within the conventional Mahayana,
there was a considerable amount of debate and disagreement over
which philosophical traditions were most desirable. Tantric practitioners
often ignored the monastic world altogether as a waste of time, and
devoted themselves to their own esoteric practices as the essential heart
of the Buddha's way. And through the period of the seventh to the

28



The Early Spreading of the Dharma

twel fth centuries, there was always a tension, which could sometimes he
considerable, between these pursuing the way of virtue and knowledge
in the great monasteries and those unconventional yogins carrying out
their esoteric practices in the dangerous precincts of cremation ground
and jungle.

During the five centuries when the dharma was being transplanted
to Tibet, the Tibetans were exposed to the full range of diversity of
Indian Buddhism. To make matters more complex, beginning before
the eighth century and continuing thereafter, Central and Far Eastern
forms of Buddhism were known in Tibet and were being advanced,
sometimes quite vigorously. The broad range of types and forms of
Buddhism that were transplanted to Tibet may be viewed as positive in
two respects: first, it allowed a great array of Buddhist traditions to
undergo transplantation and to develop and flourish in Tibet; and sec-
ond, it produced a Tibetan tradition that was uncommonly diverse, vig-
orous, and creative.

THE EARLY SPREADING OF THE DHARMA
(SEVENTH TO MID-NINTH CENTURY)

During the period of the early spreading, traditional histories identify
three Tibetan kings as principally responsible for the successful transit
of the Indian dharma: in the seventh century Songtsen Gampo (609—
649°?), in the eighth, Trisong Detsen (754—797), and in the ninth, Ral-
pachen (815-836).

During the early spreading, it appears that the conventional Maha-
yana and the unconventional Vajrayana were transmitted by different
sorts of Indians, came to Tibet in distinctive ways, and were welcomed
into somewhat different environments. Tradition reports that in the sev-
enth century Songtsen Gampo married a Chinese princess and a Nepa-
lese princess, both of whom were Buddhists. Through them, Buddhism
gained entry to the royal court. This ruler also sent one of his ministers
to India to bring back an alphabet so that the Tibetan language could,
for the first time, be committed to writing. Indications are that the Bud-
dhism brought to the court was of the conventional Mahayana varicty.

29



FounpaTions oF VAJrRAYANA

[n the eighth century, the second religious king, Trisong Detsen, in-
vited the Indian monk Shantarakshita to Tibet, a respected Mahayana
scholar whose synthesis of Madhyamaka and Yogachara set the standard
for the day. The king’s plan was to have Shantarakshita supervise the
building of the first major monastery in Tibet, oversee the ordination
of a group of Tibetan monks (something that had not yet occurred), and
establish conventional Mahayana study and practice at the monastery.
Shantarakshita arrived but, so we read, the local spirits were offended
at the prospect of the new Buddhist religion being given such a firm
foothold in their domain, with the result that a number of natural cala-
mities occurred and the Indian monk was forced to withdraw.

Before he left, however, Shantarakshita advised the king that tantric
methods were needed to overcome the recalcitrant forces and that he, as
a monk, was not competent in these matters. He further suggested that
the king invite an accomplished tantric yogin named Padmasambhava
(known as Guru Rinpoche or Padmakara in Tibet) to carry out the
necessary taming of the indigenous deities. The invitation was drawn
up by the king and relayed to the siddha.

Padmasambhava was a siddha whose life and person reflect the un-
conventional, nonmonastic environment of Vajrayana Buddhism during
the eighth century in India. His biography reveals a life entirely devoted
to spiritual realization. He was born, it is said, in no ordinary human
way, but in a lotus in the middle of a sacred lake. Having no earthly
mother and father, he arrived in this world with no hope of an identity,
at least in conventional terms. Having been discovered, the foundling
was taken to the palace of a local king, Indrabhuti, who, without a son,
was delighted to bring the child up as crown prince.

From the beginning, the enlightenment within the child was pure
and strong, and he would not or could not conform to normal human
limitations. In time, the boundlessness of his inner realization proved
too much for the royal court, and he was sent away into exile. Barred
from the human world, Padmasambhava took up residence in a crema-
tion ground, outside the bounds of the conventional society, inhabited
by the dying and the dead, by criminals and the insane, by wild animals
and marauding spirits. In this place, deemed an ideal location for tantric
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FiGure 2.1 Guru Rinpoche (Padmasambhava) in “lotus-born” aspect.
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yogins bent on liberation, Padmasambhava took up the practice of med-
itation. He carried out his yogic endeavors for many years in this and
similar locales, exploring the limitless realms of enlightenment. Eventu-
ally, he began to bring his realization into the world, and his biography
is filled with the many encounters and experiences that now came to
him. In due course, he married an Indian princess named Mandarava,
who received tantric initiation and instruction from him. Living now
mostly in caves in the mountains, Padmasambhava and Mandarava
practiced together.

Padmasambhava accepted King Trisong Detsen’s invitation. Once in
Tibet, he made a connection with the indigenous deities and tamed
them, thus rendering the building of Samye possible. Through Padma-
sambhava’s “taming” activity at Samye and elsewhere, many indigenous
spirits were brought to the dharma and enlisted as its protectors. Many
of the most important “protectors” in classical Tibetan Buddhism trace
their origins back to him. Shantarakshita, who had been gone from
Tibet for several years, was now able to return. With Shantarakshita
and Padmasambhava working together, Samye was built, being com-
pleted about 779. Now the first group of Tibetans underwent monastic
ordination and took up residence in the monastery. During his time in
Tibet, Padmasambhava accepted a Tibetan woman, Yeshe Tsogyal, as
his principal disciple. She became his tantric consort (wife) and was
responsible for the preservation of much of his teachings. Subsequently,
the master traveled around the country giving extensive tantric instruc-
tion. In his work of spreading the dharma, Padmasambhava was joined
by other tantric masters, such as Vimalamitra and Vairochana.

In the royal court and its entourage, and in Samye monastery, the
conventional Mahayana now had found a solid foothold in Tibet. But
into what environment could the Vajrayana come and who might be its
recipients? In India, the tantric siddhas were unaffiliated yogins who,
like Padmasambhava, wandered forth alone or in small groups. They
roamed about giving tantric teachings and initiations, spending much
of their time in retreat, and training disciples met in their travels. Dur-
ing the early spreading (and, as we shall see, also in the later), such
yogins passed their lineages on to Tibetans in India and also in their
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own journeys to Tibet. [t appears that, during the early spreading, these
lineages were generally not passed on in monastic environments. Rather,
as in India, transmission occurred in retreat settings where disciples
were trained and in contexts of teaching among the laity.

So it was that during the early spreading of Buddhism in Tibet,
alongside the conventional Mahayana traditions established in the royal
court and maintained at Samye, tantric lineages were being transmitted
1n nonmonastic contexts, particularly to yogins and laypeople. By the
end of the early spreading, a great variety of these tantric lineages had
taken root among various families of the laity and were being practiced
individually and in small retreat communities by male and female
yogins.

This does not mean that the world of court and monastery on the
one hand, and of the Vajrayana on the other, were entirely separate. In
fact, the building of Samye shows how the conventional Mahayana and
the unconventional Vajrayana, while distinctive, could cooperate in the
development of the dharma in Tibet. Shantarakshita embodied a so-
cially laudable and institutionally stable form of Buddhism. Padma-
sambhava embodied a more radical path that produced realization,
miraculous powers, and the ability to handle problems outside of the
normal ken of most laypeople and monks. Together, these two were
able to bring about not only the foundation of Samye but the establish-
ment of Tibetan monasticism, and the rooting of Buddhism itself in
Tibetan soil.

The interface between Mahayana and Vajrayana in Tibet is also seen
in other ways. For example, Trisong Detsen established support for both
monks and yogins. Thus records indicate specific kinds and amounts of
material support for the monks residing at Samye; and they also specify
similar support for yogins living in the caves in the Samye vicinity. In
addition, King Trisong Detsen provided the material resources neces-
sary for the translation of both sutras and tantras into Tibetan, indicat-
ing his belief in the integrity and importance of both orientations.

Under Trisong Detsen, then, both Mahayana and Vajrayana Bud-
dhism were included as having valuable and distinctive roles within the
overall Tibetan Buddhist framework. The king realized that Buddhism
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would not survive without the strong institutional foundation provided
by monasticism and without the comprehensive textual resources of the
Tripitaka. His providing for the financial support of monastics and the
translation of texts reflects this point of view. At the same time, the
king saw that the practice of tantra lent legitimacy to the institutional-
ized side of Buddhism by providing an arena where people could follow
the path to the end and attain enlightenment. This explains his own
practice as a lay tantric practitioner and his interest in providing for
support of the yogins meditating in caves around Samye.

The early spreading of Buddhism came to an end in the ninth cen-
tury with King Ralpachen. Although by this time Buddhism had be-
come established in Tibet as the religion of the land, far from everyone
had accepted it. In fact, throughout the entire early spreading, one finds
opposition in various places, including even the extended royal family,
the government, and the nobility. The old shamanic traditions of pre-
Buddhist Tibet continued to play an important role in Tibetans’ way of
life, and even in the ninth century there were clearly many who felt that
the adoption of Buddhism was not in the best interests of the country.

Ralpachen took the opposite view, however, and was ardently and
passionately devoted to the dharma. He even went so far as to become
a monk, something that must have been considered a strange thing for
a Tibetan king to do, and expressed his submission by tying ribbons to
his braids and having monks sit on them. This evidently was going too
far for some, and in 836 he was murdered. His non-Buddhist elder
brother, Langdarma, was placed on the throne, and royal support of
Buddhism was brought to an end, with an era of persecution being set
in motion.

THE NYINGMA, OR “ANCIENT SCHOOL”

Tibetan Buddhism today is defined primarily by four schools: the
Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyti, and Kadam/Geluk. Among these, the Nyingma,
or “Ancient School,” is unique in that it takes its foundation in the early
spreading of the dharma. The Sakya, Kagyii, and Kadam/Geluk, on the
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other hand, all trace their origins back to the later spreading. These
later-spreading lineages are collectively known as Sarma, “New
Schools,” to set them in contrast to the “ancient” transmissions of the
Nyingma. Prior to the later spreading, however, while the bulk of the
various traditions later understood as Nyingma were in existence, there
was no self-conscious school by that name. All of these traditions were
simply known as ckd, Tibetan for the Sanskrit term dharma.

It was only during the later spreading, between the end of the ninth
century and the end of the eleventh, that the lineages deriving from
the early spreading came to be collectively understood as Nyingma, the
Ancient School, in contrast to the new transmissions that were then
occurring. It was thus during the later spreading that the Nyingma
school took shape and found its identity as preserving the body of teach-
ing that survives from the early spreading. While important monastic
and scholarly transmissions are included in the Nyingma, it is probably
fair to say that its primary and most distinctive heritage is the abundance
of tantric lineages that have been passed down to the present day.

At the heart of this tantric inheritance are the many teachings as-
cribed to Padmasambhava, Yeshe Tsogyal, and their tantric associates.
These consist of two sorts: (1) Kama, instructions given to disciples who
passed these along through an unbroken lineage of human teachers and
disciples, and (2) Terma, texts and other religious artifacts hidden by
Padmasambhava and Yeshe Tsogyal in various places for later discovery
by tertins, yogins and yoginis through whom the hidden teaching can
be revealed in subsequent ages. While the Kama contain dharma that is
universally applicable, the Terma were tailored to meet the specific
needs of the particular ages in which they were to be discovered. Terma
continue to be revealed by terténs even today, and great contemporary
masters such as Dudjom Rinpoche and Khyentse Rinpoche have
brought forth important teachings in this way for modern-day prac-
titioners.

As a tradition with a particularly strong tantric identity, the Nyingma
lineage has been characterized, since its inception, by an intense commit-
ment to the spiritual life and an especially strong emphasis on medita-
tion. It remained relatively decentralized through the period of the later
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spreading and afterward, thus providing a marked contrast with the
schools of the later spreading, which developed more in the direction of
centralization, institutionalization, and the building of large monas-
teries. It was not until the seventeenth century that the Nyingmapas
began to build some larger monasteries of their own, to facilitate the
continuity and survival of their tradition at a time when Tibet was
becoming politically more centralized and bureaucratic.

Owing to the tremendous diversity of dharma—and particularly the
rich tantric inheritance—that had come to Tibet during the early
spreading, the Nyingmapas were faced with a steep challenge. How
could they include and understand these various teachings in a system-
atic way and to appreciate their specific places on the path to realization?
In response to this need, apparently drawing on Indian prototypes, they
developed a system of nine yanas, the main features of which are sum-
marized in table 2.1. Their philosophical orientation is discussed in
chapter 5, “The View of Vajrayana.” In chapter 10, we will examine
the most distinctive meditation teaching of the Nyingma, dzokchen or
the “great perfection.”

Within Indian tradition, the Vajrayana was understood and assimi-
lated in a variety of ways, depending on one’s sectarian affiliation, one’s
specific lineage, and one’s individual inclination. At one end of the spec-
trum were siddhas who spent their entire lives in the jungles, meditating
and training disciples. Such people never saw the inside of a monastery
and eschewed the pursuit of scholarly learning as an unnecessary, un-
profitable tangent on the path to liberation. At the other extreme were
monastic scholars who, like Abhayakaragupta prior to his encounter
with Vajrayogini, were content to know the Vajrayana strictly as a sub-
ject for academic study.

In Tibet, among individual practitioners, one finds both of these ex-
tremes and every gradient in between. However, the four major schools
of Tibetan Buddhism all take a more moderate approach, in which the
Vajrayana is integrated into monastic life but is also the subject of seri-
ous practice in retreat. At the same time, however, even among the
schools, there are marked differences in the interpretation of just what
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TABLE 2.1

THE NINE YANAS OF THE NYINGMA TRADITION

YANAS OF RELATION TO T111:
Cause Yana Mamn TeacHINGs Derty
Hinayana | 1. Shravaka-yana Four noble truths
2. Pratyekabuddha- | Karma or causality
yana
Mahayana | 3. Bodhisattva-yana | Emptiness and compassion
Yanas oF
Resurr
Vajrayana
Outer In the Outer Tantras, the distinction between the two truths is maintained,
yanas divinities are not visualized with their female consorts, the five meats are

not taken, and one does not attain the final result in this lifetime.!

4. Upayoga-yana

Purification of the

practitioners’ body, speech,

and mind.

Within absolute truth, all
things are equal; within
relative truth, deity is
master, practitioner is
servant.

The deity is
visualized as
exterior to oneself
and is worshiped.
Deity as master,
practitioner as
servant.

5. Charyayoga-yana

Same view as
Kriyayogayana.

The deity is still
external, but more
nearly on a level
with the
practitioner, as
friend and helper.

6. Yoga-yana

Absolute truth: all
phenomena are free of
concept, empty, and
luminous. Relative truth:
all phenomena are the
mandala of deities.

One visualizes
oneself as the deity.
Deity is seen in
conventional way
without consorts
and nonwrathful.
Rituals are
performed as
offerings to the
deity.
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TABLE 2.1 (continued)

YANAs OF ReLaTiON TO
ResuLr Yana Main TeacHINGS THE DEiTY

Inner In the Inner Tantras the two truths are held to be inseparable, all phenomena

yanas are equal, the five meats and the five nectars are taken, the divinities are

visualized with their consorts, and the final result can be attained in this
lifetime. The tantras of these yanas are the special and distinctive Nyingma

practices.?

7. Mahayoga-yana
(masculine
principle)

“Within absolute truth all
things are accepted as the
essence of the mind and
the Dharmakaya. All
manifestation, thoughts,
and appearances are
considered to be the sacred
aspects of the divinities
within relative truth.””?

Emphasis on the
visualization of
oneself as the deity
with female consort.
All phenomena are
seen as the essence
of the deities.

8. Anuyoga-yana
(feminine principle)

Emphasis on the
“dissolution phase” of
meditation; emphasis on
the perfection of bliss,
clarity, and nonthought.
Practice of the “inner
yogas” of the winds
(prana), channels (nadi),
and drops (bindu).

The visualization of
the deities is not so
much emphasized
in this yana.

9. Atiyoga-yana
(nonduality of
masculine and
feminine principles)

“All appearances or
apparent phenomena are
illusions of the deluded
mind. They are false
because in reality their
nature is free from
conceptualizations. In
nature all existents are the
same and they are pure in
the Dharmakaya. In
practice there is no
acceptance or rejection,
rather all existents are
accepted as manifestations
of the nature, Dharmata.”
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role the Vajrayana should play on the Buddhist path and what its rela
tion to institutionalized monasticism should be.

For the Nyingmapas, who represent one classical approach, the prac-
tice of the Vajrayana is the centerpiece of the spiritual life. As we have
seen, the core transmission of the Nyingma lineage is the tantric teach-
ing of Padmasambhava, Yeshe Tsogyal, and people like Vimalamitra
and Vairochana. From them derive the rich array of tantric lineages
that were carried through the period after Ralpachen and into the time
of the later spreading and beyond by individual yogins, small communi-
ties of hermits, and families of lay practitioners. A distinctive aspect of
the Nyingma heritage has been the importance of women teachers, a
trend one sees in the women siddhas of India, the female gurus of
Padmasambhava, human and otherwise;> Yeshe Tsogyal, his primary
disciple; the women among his other major disciples; and the many
accomplished yoginis down through Nyingma history.

The ongoing discovery of terma points to another feature of the
Nyingma, namely its living spirituality and its orientation to the present.
The Terma tradition reveals a fervent desire to maintain an intimate
and immediate connection to Padmasambhava and his inspiration, such
that the present is continually being nourished by fresh revelations from
him. Although the Nyingmapas have certainly had their great monks
and scholars over the course of Tibetan history, conventional monasti-
cism and institutionalized Buddhism have tended to play a more limited
role in the Nyingma than in the other schools. Particularly in recent
times classical monaticism and Buddhist scholarship have increasingly
gained importance.
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2 Came to Tibet

THE LATER SPREADING AND BEYOND

THE LATER SPREADING OF BuppHIsM IN TIBET BEGAN IN
the late tenth century and lasted until about 1200 ce.! During this pe-
riod, [ndian teachers made their way to Tibet, and Tibetans traveled to
India. From these interchanges, a number of new lineages sprang up,
including the other three (besides the Nyingma) of the four major
schools of Tibetan Buddhism, the Kadam, later to become the Geluk,
and the Sakya and Kagyii.

Since the time of the early spreading, the situation in India had
changed, particularly in the way in which Vajrayana Buddhism was
viewed. By the time of the later spreading, the tantric vehicle had be-
come rather thoroughly integrated into the curricula of many of the
great North Indian monasteries. Although Nalanda, where Naropa
studied, seems to have remained a bastion of the conventional Maha-
yana, other monasteries, such as Vikramashila, Odantapuri, and Soma-
puri were much more explicitly tantric. The accomplished monastic
scholar Abhayakaragupta was probably typical in his mastery of the
texts of all three yanas. It is characteristic of this period that Atisha, the
paradigmatic Indian monastic scholar, was also well trained in the study
and practice of tantra.

While Buddhism in Tibet had flourished during the early spreading
largely thanks to support from the royal court and powerful families,
during the later spreading the pattern shifted. Now monastic centers of
the new lineages began to appear, supported by an ever-growing per-
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Ficure 3.1 Atisha, Indian scholar and tantric master, founder of the Kadam school.
Drawing by Konchok Lhadrepa.
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centage of the Tibetan population. Moreover, through the accumulation
of wealth and donations of land, the monasteries began to become
power centers in their own right. Even the choice of new abbots, con-
trolled by powerful families in the early spreading, now passed into the
hands of the monasteries through the institution of the tiilku, or incar-
nate lama, discussed in chapters 15 and 16.

This created a very strong situation for institutionalized Buddhism in
Tibet. Owing to their power and their growing wealth, the monasteries
became the centers of Tibetan culture. The propagation of Buddhist
learning, the study of other religious and secular subjects, cultivation of
the arts, the practice of medicine, the exercise of political power, the
management of lands, the resolution of disputes, and even the protec-
tion of the weak in times of political turmoil all became activities of the
monasteries. In addition, with mixed results, the later spreading lineages
assumed political control of Tibet, a role that began with the Sakyapas
in the thirteenth century, then passed to the Kagyiipas in the fourteenth
and finally and decisively to the Gelukpas in the seventeenth century.
Only the Nyingmapas stood apart from the fray, owing probably in part
to the decentralization that marked their development as a tradition,
and in part to their emphasis on noninstitutionalized spiritual practice.

Because of the shift in the Indian situation, the Vajrayana that came
to Tibet during the later spreading was assumed to be compatible—at
least up to a certain point—with monastic Buddhism. Thus, many of
Tibetans active in the early days of the later spreading were trained in
both monastic tradition and the Vajrayana. However, it still remained
the case that serious tantric practice occurred outside of the monastic
context, in solitary retreat settings. Moreover, although monks in some
of the traditions now received tantric training, most of the really accom-
plished masters had spent much of their lives not in monasteries but
in retreat and the nonmonastic settings of the lay yogin or household-
practitioner.

MAJOR SCHOOLS OF THE LATER SPREADING

The Kadam school owes its inception to Atisha, who arrived in Tibet
in 1042, As mentioned, Atisha, like most well-trained monks in India at
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Ficure 3.2 Green Tara: the goddess in one of her more active aspects.

this time, was schooled in all three yanas: he followed the monastic
Vinaya (Hinayana); he was accomplished in his study of the Mahayana
dharma and particularly of Madhyamaka philosophy; and he was well
trained in the Vajrayana and was a devotee of the beloved female bodhi-
sattva Tara.

Atisha embodied the best of Mahayana monasticism as it existed then
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FiGure 3.3 White Tara: the goddess in her most inward and subtle manifestation,
particularly associated with healing and long life.

in India. Surveying the Tibetan situation, he found that the integrity of
the monastic way as well as the rigor of the scholarly traditions was in
decline. Atisha aspired to get the dharma in Tibet back on course and,
though he was already sixty years old when he arrived, he set himself
with vigor to that task. He accepted and trained monastic disciples, and
he composed works on the Buddhist path, including the famed Bodhi-
patha-pradipa, a text that guided many generations of Kadam monks
and had great influence on the Geluk founder, Tsongkhapa.

Based on his training, his inclinations, and his vision, Atisha felt that
the centerpiece of Buddhist spirital life should be the conventional
monastic way of the Mahayanist monk. He taught that living as a mo-
nastic renunciant, adhering to the rules of monastic restraint (Vinaya),
studying and meditating, and working for the welfare of others consti-
tuted the best vehicle to enlightenment. He taught this lifeway to his
close disciples, and in time his tradition became known for its integrity
and for the gentleness and humility of its members. Atisha did not
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exclude the Vajrayana from his system, but he did view it as an optional,
later involvement for his disciples.

Atisha’s approach, derived from his training in India, is important
because it established another of the major ways in which the Vajrayana
was understood and practiced in Tibet. In this interpretation, the Ma-
hayana dharma was the central teaching of the Buddha, and the focus
was on monastic life and study. Though certainly not required or even
necessarily recommended, the option of serious tantric practice was
open, but only for monks who had proved themselves with many years
of training in ethics and philosophy. This approach was later adopted,
refined, and made more explicit by the Geluk founder Tsongkhapa.

The Sakyaschool arose from rather different origins, taking its incep-
tion from the Indian mahasiddha Virupa, who lived probably in the
ninth or tenth century ce. Virupa was originally a monk who had re-
ceived Vajrayana initiation and attempted to carry out his practice in
secret, at night, while continuing to live in the monastery. In time, how-
ever, he was discovered and expelled from the monastic community.
Thenceforth, he became a wandering yogin, meditating, teaching, and
training disciples.

Virupa’s tantric lineage was joined with the Mahayana monastic lin-
eage in the person of Shantipa (eleventh century), a renowned Mahaya-
nist. monk who in later life practiced Vajrayana and attained
enlightenment himself becoming a renowned siddha.2 A Tibetan by the
name of Drogmi (993—1077), who had journeyed to India in search of
the Buddhist teachings, become a student of Shantipa’s, and received
from him both the conventional Mahayanist and unconventional Vaj-
rayana lineages, the latter of which was deepened by Drogmi’s study
with the tantric master Viravajra. It was this unification of Mahayana
monasticism and tantric practice that Drogmi brought back to Tibet
and transmitted to his disciples there. In this approach, which became
the standard one for the Sakyapas, one first lays a solid foundation
through the study of the Hinayana and Mahayana, and the life of con-
ventional monasticism. Only after this foundation has been well laid
does one move on to practice the more elite, inner, and esoteric Vaj-
rayana.
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FIGURE 3.4 Sakya lineage figures.

This approach to the Buddhist path is embodied in the distinctive
Sakya teachings of the lamdre, the “path and the fruition.” The lamdre
teachings are divided into two broad sections: the first section, the “three
visions,” contains teaching common to Hinayana and Mahayana; the
second section, the “three tantras,” based on the root tantra of the
Sakya, the Hevajra Tantra, outlines the stages and practices of the Vaj-
rayana section of the path. Taken together, the lamdre provides a com-
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prehensive approach to the journey to enlightenment including the
texts, teachings, and practices of all three yanas.

We can see this approach in Kénchok Gyalpo (1034-1102), a disciple
of Drogmi, amember of the Khon family of hereditary lamas, and the
actual founder of the Sakya. From Drogmi, Kénchok Gyalpo received
a very thorough education in the sutras and commentarial literature,
and also in the tantras, such that he was considered one of the most
brilliant and learned Buddhist scholars of his day. In 1073 he built a
monastery insouthern Tibet known as “Gray Earth,” sakyz in Tibetan,
and from this time Sakya monastery became the institutional focus of
the school and a leading center for the scholarly study of Buddhism.
The lineal succession of the Sakya hierarchs continued through mem-
bers of the Khén family down to the present day.

The Sakyapas represent a third way, alongside those of the Nyingma-
pas and the Kadampas, in which the Vajrayana came to be understood
and practiced in Tibet. Its ideal is the proper balancing of Sutra (Hina-
yana and Mahayana) and Tantra in study and practice. Like the Kadam-
pas, the Sakyapas emphasize the importance of the monastic life and
scholarly training. But, this accomplished, one is encouraged to move
on, to complete one’s Buddhist life in the practice of the core Sakya
tantric traditions. The scholarly traditions of the Sakyapa have re-
mained exemplary and have produced many generations of eminent
scholars, while through their tantric training they have produced many
realized masters.

The Kagyii school, like the Sakya, originated among the unconven-
tional, yogic traditions of the eighty-four Indian mahasiddhas; and also
like the Sakya, in time it came to include a monastic and scholarly ele-
ment. The human founder of the lineage was Tilopa, the eleventh-
century saint mentioned in chapter 1. Tilopa’s entire life was devoted to
meditation in the jungles of northeastern India. After studying with
many teachers, he finally met face to face with Vajradhara, for the
Sarma schools the ultimate embodiment of buddhahood. From this en-
counter, Tilopa’s lineage began and was passed on to his disciple Nar-
opa, whose meeting with his guru is recounted in chapter 1. Naropa
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consolidated T'ilopa’s teachings in the well-known six yogas of Naropa
(see chapter 11), a particularly important and distinctive part of the
Kagyii heritage. In this way, the Kagyii lineage took its inception from
the intense spiritual calling and the rigorous commitment to meditation
of the Indian siddhas.

Naropa transmitted his lineage to Marpa (1012—1096), a Tibetan
householder who had come to India in search of the dharma. Naropa
and a master named Maitripa (eleventh century) trained Marpa well,
and he returned to Tibet, marrying, undertaking a life of farming, and
training disciples. Through his work, Marpa became the Tibetan
founder of the Kagyii lineage. Marpa’s primary disciple was Milarepa
(1040—1123), a person who began life as what we would call an “abused
child,” having had his inheritance torn away from him and his family
by a rapacious uncle and having been subsequently starved, beaten, and
treated like a slave. Milarepa in retaliation subsequently killed a number
of people through black magic thus inheriting karma that, unless puri-
fied through the extreme measures of the Vajrayana, would certainly
land him in the depths of a hellish rebirth in his next life. Milarepa
met and trained under Marpa, eventually entering into retreat in the
mountains as a yogin and spending the rest of his life in that way. Up
until this point, the Kagyii lineage had been entirely nonmonastic, being
composed of yogins (Tilopa, Naropa, Milarepa) and a householder
(Marpa).

In the next generation, however, the strictly nonmonastic character of
the Kagyiipas changed, and the new configuration enabled the lineage to
play a role in the developing of monasticism in Tibet. One of Milarepa’s
primary disciples was the Kadam monk Gampopa. This person, well
trained as a monk but in search of a more profound and personal un-
derstanding of the teachings, sought out Milarepa where he was in re-
treat in an isolated cave in the mountains. Gampopa was accepted by
the master as a disciple, trained under him, and eventually attained real-
ization. Gampopa’s disciples included Tiisum Khyenpa, who also fol-
lowed the monastic path, like his teacher. Tiisum Khyenpa was
retroactively recognized as the first Karmapa and thus began a line of
successive incarnations (see chapters 15 and 18) that extends down to the
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Ficure 3.5 Vajradhara, the ultimate form of buddhahood among
the Later Translation schools.
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Ficure 3.6 Kagyii lineage figures, including Vajradhara, Tilopa, Naropa, Marpa,
Milarepa, and Tiisum Khyenpa (first Karmapa).

present, seventeenth Karmapa, now in residence in India. The Karma-

pa’s tradition is known as the Karma Kagyii.
The Kagyii tradition came to include a number of other lineages.

Once of the most interesting is the Shangpa Kagyii, founded by a student
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Ficure 3.7 Marpa, Tibetan founder of the Kagyii lineage.

of Naropa’s tantric consort Niguma, a person known as Khyungpo
Naljorpa, the Yogi of Kungpo (978~1079).> Other principal Kagyii lin-
eages included three in particular, the Drigung Kagyii, Taglung Kagyii,
and Drukpa Kagyii, all deriving as sub-branches from the Phaktru
Kagyii founded by one of Gampopa’s disciples.

The Kagyii represent yet another, fourth way in which the Vajrayana
was understood and practiced in Tibet. Like the Nyingma, the Vajra-
yana stands at the forefront of its heritage. Even after the introduction
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Ficure 3.8 Milarepa, Marpa’s primary disciple and the prototype
of Tibetan hermit saints.

of institutionalized monasticism, the theme of intensive meditation,
whether practiced as a hermit in retreat or as a householder-yogin, has
continued to form the basic inspiration of the Kagyii lineage. Those
considered accomplished in the Kagyii dharma are expected to have
completed the major tantric cycles of the Kagyii, to have spent substan-
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Ficure 3.9 Scenes from Milarepa’s life.

tial time in retreat, and particularly, to have carried out the six yogas of
Naropa. At the same time, as indicated, settled monasticism has played
a relatively more important role among the Kagyiipas than among the
Nyingmapas. After the time of Tiisum Khyenpa, most of the great tiil-
kus and teachers have been celibate monks.
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Freowe §.00 Gampopa, Milarepa’s principal disciple and the first
monastic Kagyii lineage holder.
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Ficure 3.11 Tsongkhapa flanked by Shakyamuni Buddha (left)
and Avalokiteshvara (right).

The tantric style of the Kagyiipas also shows some contrast with that
of the Nyingmapas. Recall that for the Nyingma, the paradigmatic saint
is the siddha Padmasambhava, a person who, while originally a meditat-
ing yogin, is depicted in his biography as subsequently fully engaged in
the world, traveling about, encountering those hostile to the dharma,
and wielding his magical power to subdue, tame, and convert across
two cultures. By contrast, for the Kagyiipa, the paradigmatic realized
person is Milarepa, the gentle and retiring hermit who spent his life in
caves, meditating and training like-minded disciples.

Like the Nyingma before them, the later-spreading schools con-
fronted a large array of Buddhist points of view, teachings, and methods
of practice belonging to all three yanas. Deriving from a period in India
several centuries after the Indian Buddhism received by the Nyingma-
pas, the later-spreading transmissions were distinct and, like the teach-
ings of the early spreading, also needed to be put into some kind of
order. The later-spreading schools, basing themselves on Indian maodcls,

55



FounNpaTions oF Vajravana

developed the scheme of the four tantras. Table 3.1 lists these and corre-
lates them with the nine-yanas system of the Nyingmapas.

CLASSICAL TRADITIONS: THE GELUK
AND RI-ME

Tibetan Buddhism, as it existed in modern times, was defined by two
large and relatively distinct syntheses, the Geluk and the Ri-me, that
included the various schools and traditions of the early and later spread-
ing, described above.* In terms of their understandings and approaches
to the Vajrayana, both the Geluk and the Ri-me draw on earlier trends:
the Geluk represent a well-organized, monastically oriented school that,
with refinements, follows the Kadam model set forth by Atisha, while
the Ri-me represents a loose synthesis of the approaches particularly of
the Nyingma and the Kagyii. The Sakya acts as a kind of bridge be-
tween these two, for Sakya masters participated in the Ri-me, while the
lineage as a whole shows aspects both of the monastic and scholarly
focus of the Geluk and also the tantric commitments of the Ri-me.

The Geluk and Ri-me syntheses, then, represent two quite different
orientations to the practice and understanding of the Vajrayana. The
Geluk, “Virtuous Order,” represents a monastic synthesis, drawing
mainly on the classical traditions of the great North Indian monasteries
and, more proximately, the Kadam lineage, while also including tantric
clements. The Ri-me, “Nonsectarian Order,” represents a yogic synthe-
sis, inspired primarily by the renunciant and householder-yogin models
of Indian tantric tradition and, in Tibet, the Nyingma and Kagyii ap-
proaches, at the same time incarporating within it both scholarly and
monastic trends.

The Geluk

The Geluk founder, Tsongkhapa (1357—1419), was a Kadam monk who
sought to reinvigorate the traditian of Atisha. Following in the footsteps
of Atisha, Tsongkhapa felt that the monastic way of life was the most
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TABLE 3.1

THE FOUR TANTRAS AND THE
NINE YANAS COMPARED

Sarma: THE NEw TRaNsLATION ScHOOLS NyineMa: THE ANCIENT ScHooL
Hinayana Hinayana

Shravaka-yana 1. same

Pratyekabuddha-yana 2. same

Mahayana Mahayana

Bodhisattva-yana 3. same

Vajrayana Vajrayana

The Four Orders of Tantra
Lower or Quter Tantras

1. Kriya Tantra 4. Kriyayoga-yana

2. Charya Tantra 5. Upayoga-yana

3. Yoga Tantra 6. Yoga-yana

4. Anuttarayoga Tantra Higher or Inner Tantras

a. Father Tantra 7. Mahayoga-yana

b. Mother Tantra 8. Anuyoga-yana

c. Nondual Tantra 9. Atiyoga-yana (= dzokchen)
Realization: mahamudra Realization: dzokchen

noble Buddhist calling, and he championed this approach widely, work-
ing for the revitalization of monastic discipline and scholarship and the
strengthening of institutionalized Buddhism.

Tsongkhapa showed extraordinary scholarly abilities, even as a young
monk. He traveled widely, studying with some of the most eminent
masters of his day. As he matured, his remarkable talents showed them
selves in a prodigious ability to memorize texts, an incisive intellectual
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understanding of whatever he read, and great skill and power as a de-
bater. Tsongkhapa was clearly on his way to become one of Tibet’s
greatest scholars.

However, at the age of thirty-three, over the objections of his pri-
mary tutor, T'songkhapa put aside his studies and entered into retreat
in order to practice the Vajrayana. During many years of practice, he
had a number of visions of the celestial bodhisattva of wisdom, Man-
jushri, of whom he was later held to be an embodiment. After eight
years, following a dream of the Indian Prasangika master Buddhapalita,
Tsongkhapa attained realization. The fact that, on this momentous oc-
casion, he dreamt of one of India’s greatest philosophical minds is indic-
ative, for it shows the depth of Tsongkhapa’s connection with Buddhist
scholarship and prefigures his later life, which exhibits such stunning
scholarly virtuosity. Subsequently, the master left retreat and undertook
his project of reformation with vigor and skill, training disciples, study-
ing, teaching, and composing over two hundred texts, many of which
still stand as classics.

Tsongkhapa’s synthesis incorporates both Sutra (Hinayana and Ma-
hayana) and Tantra (Vajrayana). On the one hand, the way of settled
monasticism was clearly the centerpiece of Tsongkhapa’s vision of the
ideal Buddhist life. Central to this were his efforts to reestablish the
purity and integrity of Buddhist monastic discipline, the Vinaya.
Equally important, Tsongkhapa sought to rectify a sloppiness and lack
of precision that he felt had crept into Buddhist scholarship of his era.
He put forward a curriculum of Buddhist studies consisting of the clas-
sical topics of study and debate, including epistemology and logic, the
Prajnaparamita, Madhyamaka philosophy, Vinaya, and Abhidharma.
He laid out a scholarly path that, in its maturity, would take a student
two to three decades to complete. So far, Tsongkhapa was drawing on
the conventional Hinayana and Mahayana of Indian and earlier Tibetan
tradition.

At the same time, however, Tsongkhapa also included the practice
of Vajrayana within his system. Concerned with what he deemed ex-
cesses and misadventures in the practice of tantra in his day, he sought
to place the practice within a context of greater safety and integrity.
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Therefore, following in the footsteps of Atisha, he instituted a system
whereby only fully ordained monks were eligible for the practice.
Among these, only those who had successfully passed through the long
Geluk course of study would be permitted to enter into tantric study
and practice. It was Tsongkhapa’s view that when a person had lived
for such a long time as a monk and had been trained so rigorously and
thoroughly in Buddhist philosophy, the maximum assurance was pres-
ent that he would neither misunderstand nor pervert the practice of
tantra. This approach has characterized the Geluk since Tsongkhapa’s
time.

Although the tantric aspect of Tsongkhapa and his legacy is usually
downplayed in public presentations of the Gelukpas, it plays a central
role in the Geluk tradition. This point needs to be made because, in the
West, Tsongkhapa is known primarily for his scholarly brilliance and
philosohical achievements. However, in Tibet and particularly among
the Gelukpas, Tsongkhapa is revered as a person who attained and
manifested full tantric realization. Lama Thubten Yeshe remarks that
“Western academics do not seem to recognize him as a great yogi, a
great tantric practitioner, a mahasiddha. Actually, Lama Tsongkhapa
taught and wrote more on tantra than on sutra; but because he did not
publicly show his mahasiddha aspect, Westerners have the impression
that he was merely an intellectual. . . . But you should undcrstand that
Lama Tsongkhapa’s principal field was tantra.” One of two main disci-
ples, Lama Khedrub Je, weeping with despair after the death of the
master, experienced a vision that is indicative. Tsongkhapa suddenly
appeared in the midst of space, sitting on a jeweled throne surrounded
by celestial beings. He declared to the disciple, “My son, you shouldn’t
cry. My principal message is to practice the tantric path. Do this and
then transmit the teachings to qualified disciples. [Then] you will make
me very happy.”¢

The Ri-me Movement

The Ri-me movement, which developed during the nineteenth century,
represents a modern embodiment of the ancient ideals of yogic practice
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and realization in this life. In Tibet, it is the Ri-me that has most
strongly and purely continued the Vajrayana heritage originally deriv-
ing from India.

The term Ri-me means “without boundaries” and may be glossed as
“nonsectarian.” Instead of being a specific “school” in the sense of the
Geluk, it is a particular outlook and orientation held in common by
practitioners and teachers belonging to a variety of different lineages
and schools, including principally the Nyingma, the Kagyii, and the
Sakya.

Rather than being defined by any single “essence,” the Ri-me is best
understood as a movement characterized by certain typical features.
First, its proponents understood the essence of Buddhism to lie in the
practice of Vajrayana. In addition, they celebrated the fact that the Bud-
dha gave many different instructions and set in motion a variety of
contemplative traditions—that is, lineages in which meditative practice
is paramount. It was their understanding that each tradition had its own
particular genius and its own strengths. The Ri-me masters considered
the diversity of contemplative traditions not just a good thing but essen-
tial to the survival and health of the dharma, for in their view each
approach could supplement, complement, and deepen the practice of
the others. The recognition of the value, power, and particular gifts
of other lineages also provided a powerful antidote against pride, self-
satisfaction, and sectarianism among one’s own group.

The Ri-me masters put their ideas into practice in several ways. For
one thing, they studied with one another, taking initiations and oral
instructions from each other, and carrying out practice together. In ad-
dition, they sent their own disciples to study with masters from other
schools and lineages. Finally, they engaged in a project of preservation
of contemplative traditions. They viewed this project as neccssary be-
cause they lived at a time when sectarianism and persecution were on
the rise in Tibet. In their own day, they saw unique and powerful lin-
eages, perhaps held by a single monastery or a single family of house-
holder-yogins, beginning to disappear under pressure from some of the
larger and more powerful schools. By receiving initiations from these
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lineages, by making written copies of their texts, and by passing these
initiations on to their own students, they tried to see to it that these
contemplative traditions would not be lost.

While the Ri-me masters were, in one way, remarkably open, inter-
ested in, and accommodating of the wealth of practice instructions and
lineages available in their own day, they were nevertheless far from
indiscriminate. The traditions they sought out to study, preserve, and
transmit were only those they found to have genuine profundity in med-
itation and realization. It is also interesting that throughout this work
they remained fully loyal to their own training: they stood firmly
grounded in their own lineal traditions and maintained primary alle-
giance to their own monasteries, orders, and schools. They reflect the
idea that it is only from the foundation of rootedness in one’s own
lineage that authentic encounter and appreciation of others become pos-
sible.

Although Ri-me origins are not so focused on one personality as those
of the Geluk, there are nevertheless certain figures who played a critical
role in its development and reveal the particular way in which Ri-me
masters tended to view the Vajrayana. Standing in the background is
the great fourteenth-century Nyingma scholar and yogin Longchenpa,
who, for the first time, brought together the various doctrines and prac-
tices of the Ancient School into one grand and comprehensive synthesis.
The Ri-me movement per se, however, looks more immediately back to
Jigme Lingpa (1730-1798), also a Nyingma yogin and scholar. While
Jigme Lingpa himself precedes the actual Ri-me movement and is
therefore not considered a Ri-me master, we may touch briefly on his
life because it exemplifies in a rather complete form the principal themes
of what became Ri-me in the century following his lifetime.

Jigme Lingpa was a boy of humble origins who, having entered mo-
nastic life, owing to his family’s inability to provide support for him,
had to function as the servant of others. Although his economic status
deprived him of either a tutor or any formal opportunity to study, he
had deep devotion to Guru Rinpoche (Padmasambhava), received what-
ever initiations he could, and learned from listening to his more edu-
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cated peers and from reading whatever texts he could obtain. As he
matured, he met the teacher Thekchok Dorje, who became his root
guru and beloved spiritual father. In time, Jigme Lingpa’s intelligence,
devotion, and genuine accomplishments began to be recognized, and
more opportunities became available to him. He continued his study,
particularly of Longchenpa, and began a series of multiyear retreats.
During this time, he had a number of visions of deities and of departed
teachers, including Guru Rinpoche and his Tibetan consort and disciple,
Yeshe T'sogyal. In time, Jigme Lingpa abandoned his monastic identity
and took up the lifestyle of a wandering yogin.

When he was twenty-eight, Jigme Lingpa had a monumental revela-
tion in which Longchenpa came to him and transmitted the Longchen
Nyingthik, the innermost essence of his teachings. This revelation con-
stituted a terma, a spiritual treasure, hidden in an earlier time and now
made available as the essence of the dharma for Jigme Lingpa’s own
time. During the next seven years, Jigme Lingpa did not reveal the
revelation to anyone but continued to practice, receiving further visions
of Longchenpa and experiencing an ever-deepening identification with
him. At the end of this period, he began to teach and to give empower-
ments in the Longchen Nyingthik. As word spread of these extraordi-
nary teachings, people came from near and far to receive them. Soon
they had spread throughout the Nyingma world and came to be consid-
ered the essence of Nyingma spirituality.

The themes of Jigme Lingpa’s life provided a kind of immediate
inspiration and set of hallmarks for the Ri-me movement that arose in
earnest in the nineteenth century. These include his fervent meditation
practice and emphasis on retreat; his reverence for the Vajrayana
dharma; his devotion to Guru Rinpoche and Longchenpa and his love
for his own guru; the primacy of visions and revelations in his life; his
role as a terton (discoverer of spiritual treasures) and, in particular, his
miraculous reception of the Longchen Nyingthik; and his simple, unaf-
fected nature and lack of interest in institutionalizing his lineage.

The themes of Jigme Lingpa’s life and teachings were carried for-
ward by his personal disciples, those later recognized as his incarnations,
and others who were inspired by his example and by what he taught.
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FiGuRre 3.12 Jamgon Kongtriil Lodré Thaye, one of the leaders of the nineteenth-
century Ri-me movement. Thangka painting by Cynthia Moku.

Foremost among these were people such as Paltriil Rinpoche (1808—
1887), Jamyang Khyentse Wangpo (1820-1892), and Jamgon Kongtriil
the Great (1813—1899). Today, the Ri-me tradition continues to inspire
the practice of the Vajrayana in much of Tibetan Buddhism. It provides
the kind of solid foundation upon which the tradition can continue in
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its integrity but also reap the rewards of mutual openness and inter-
change, not only with other Tibetan schools but also with the other
forms of Buddhism that are important in the modern world, including
Zen, Theravada, and Pure Land.

CONCLUSION: THE POSITION OF THE
VAJRAYANA IN TIBET

The Vajrayana came to Tibet from an Indian Buddhist situation charac-
terized by vigor and diversity. Many streams of tantra entered Tibet
during the early spreading and another whole series of transmissions
occurred during the later spreading. Wandering yogins who had never
known monastic life, ascetics who had previously been monastics,
monks and nuns, lay yogins, and ordinary laypeople all received Vajra-
yana transmissions and kept them alive in their particular environments.
Thus the many strands of Vajrayana in Tibet were multiplied by the
different kinds of people, with their different lifeways, who practiced
them and passed them on. This diversity was further multiplied by the
different regions and subcultures of Tibet to which the tantric teachings
traveled.

Over time, as we have seen, the Vajrayana in Tibet began to crystal-
lize into certain dominant schools and lineages. At one end of the spec-
trum were the Nyingmapas, who retained many of the tantric traditions
of the early spreading. These they practiced in a great variety of life-
ways and settings, remaining the most institutionally decentralized of
all the schools. At the other end of the gradient were the Gelukpas, for
whom the practice of Vajrayana was understood in a much more re-
strictive sense, appropriate only as the culmination of a life of monasti-
cism and scholarly study. The Kagyiipas and the Sakyapas stand in
between these two extremes, the Kagyiipas perhaps more toward the
Nyingma end and the Sakyapas more toward the Geluk approach. Yet,
within the sects and subsects, it would be a mistake to draw such distinc-
tions too sharply, for there are many accomplished yogins among the
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Gelukpas and, particularly during the past two centuries, many highly
trained and accomplished scholars among the Nyingmapas. Among all
the schools with their divisions and subdivisions, the Vajrayana has con-
tinued to be considered the ultimate teaching of the Buddha and has
acted as the basic inspiration of Tibetan Buddhism as a whole.
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4
The Vajrayana in the Context

of the Three-Yana Journey

WiTHIN BUDDHISM, THE SPIRITUAL LIFE IS DEFINED AS A
journey of progressive maturation. As one travels along the path, one’s
understanding becomes more subtle and more profound. Buddhist tra-
dition has found it useful to divide the path into specific stages, for truth
appears differently depending on one’s degree of maturity, and a prac-
tice that works at one level may be ineffective at another.

The various Buddhist traditions handle this need to separate out
stages on the path in different ways. Within Tibetan Buddhism, follow-
ing the practice of late Indian tradition, the graduated journey to awak-
ening is divided, as mentioned, into three successive yanas, or vehicles.
In the Tibetan context, a yana is a specific and comprehensive convey-
ance or methodology by which a person works with his or her mind at
any given point. In Tibet, one is first to practice the Hinayana, then the
Mahayana, and finally the Vajrayana. Each subsequent yana rests on the
preceding ones: the Hinayana acts as the foundation for the two higher
yanas, while the Mahayana is understood as the necessary precondition
for the practice of the Vajrayana.*

*As we have seen, the idea of the three yanas originated in India. During the
course of its long history, Indian Buddhism produced a tremendous variety of
schools, orientations, and lineages. Questions naturally arose: Are these all doing
the same thing? Are they entirely different? Are some authentic and some not
authentic? How are all these related to one another? Out of this creative ferment,
answers to these questions began to appear early on. When the Mahayana arose, its
proponents were well aware of the many schools already in existence. In defining
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In this system, as we saw in chapter 1, the Hinayana, or lesser vehicle,
consists of taking refuge, thereby entering the path, and following a
course of training in ethics, meditation, and wisdom. The second yana,
the Mahayana, the great vehicle, involves taking the bodhisattva vow to
liberate suffering beings and engaging in the six paramatas, or “transcen-
dent actions,” altruistic practices devoted to developing both compassion
for all beings and the wisdom to see true reality. Both the Hinayana and
Mahayana are thought of as “conventional vehicles” in the sense that
they can be fully practiced in the ordinary social contexts of home, tem-
ple, and monastery.

théir relation to these earlier schools, they determined that these earlier schools
were all “lesser” in that they promoted “individual salvation” and did not proclaim
the ideal of the bodhisattva, who aspires to become a fully enlightened buddha for
the sake of all beings. The term for “lesser” in Sanskrit is Aina, and so all of
these pre-Mahayana schools became known as “Hinayana,” “Lesser Vehicle,” in
the Mahayana way of speaking. In this solution to the problem of Buddhist diver-
sity, the Mahayana did not reject the Hinayana as invalid. Instead, it held that it
was the first stage on the path to awakening and that, at a certain point in his or
her maturation, the practitioner needed to leave the Hinayana behind and enter
the Mahayana.

When the Vajrayana developed in India, there is evidence that it was originally
practiced as a self-sufficient form of Buddhism and that it was not set in relation
to either Hinayana or Mahayana. However, as the Vajrayana became more popular
in the eighth century and after, the question arose in people’s minds, “But how is
this related to those forms of Buddhism that we already know about, the Hinayana
and the Mahayana?” The answer patterned itself on the existing model of the
Hinayana as the first stage on the path and the Mahayana as the second, more
advanced stage. Now the Vajrayana was seen as even more advanced than the
Mahayana, and it was believed that having practiced first the initial two yanas, the
Hinayana and then the Mahayana, one would then need to practice the third and
culminating yana, the Vajrayana. In this system, the Vajrayana was seen as more
advanced not in its ultimate realization—for there could be no higher goal than
the buddhahood described in the Mahayana—but rather in its spiritual methodol-
ogy. The distinctiveness of the Vajrayana, then, was that it provided methods en-
abling the practitioner to attain buddhahood in a single lifetime, rather than only
after innumerable lifetimes outlined in the conventional Mahayana.

The three-yana scheme is mentioned in the early tantras. In the Hevajra Tantra,
for example, it said that prior to entering the Vajrayana, a person should first train
in the Hinayana, then practice the Mahayana. Following this lead, between the
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The third and culminating yana is known as the Vajrayana, the “in-
destructible vehicle.” Like the Mahayana, the Vajrayana is also a bodhi-
sattva vehicle, but at a more advanced level. Having attained some
fruition in the Hinayana and having trained in the Mahayana through
taking the bodhisattva vow and practicing the paramitas, the tantric
practitioner aims to fulfill his or her bodhisattva commitment through
a path of yoga, meditation, and retreat practice. Because of this yogic
emphasis and particular tantric methods, the Vajrayana is understood
as the “unconventional vehicle.” Because its methods were considered
unsurpassed, it is known as the “supreme yana” and is compared to the
golden roof of the temple of enlightenment that has the Hinayana as
foundation and the Mahayana as its superstructure.

Vajrayana Buddhism, as practiced in Tibet, presupposes that the
yogin has practiced and attained some measure of competence in both
the Hinayana and the Mahayana. It is assumed that the tantric yogin
has assimilated the Hinayana view of suffering, has trained in its basic
meditation techniques, and has attained some measure of renunciation.
Likewise, one’s understanding of emptiness as well as one’s Mahayana
motivation and commitment are taken for granted, as is practice of the
paramitas and other Mahayana disciplines. In order to understand the
spirituality of the Vajrayana and how its path unfolds, then, we need to
make some acquaintance with the Hinayana and Mahayana as prelimi-
nary stages to tantric practice. (For a detailed discussion of the Hinayana

eighth and twelfth centuries in India, the Indian Buddhist commentators synthe-
sized the various traditions of the Eighteen Schools or Hinayana, the Mahayana,
and the Vajrayana into one comprehensive system, within an overarching frame-
work of levels and stages. Their final product was known as the “three yanas” or
“three vehicles.” It was this scheme that the Tibetans who came to India in search
of Buddhism found, and it was this that they took back to Tibet.

Ultimately, the three-yana scheme is not a historical model but rather, as men-
tioned, a way of understanding the distinctive stages of the Vajrayana path. It is
true that this model did arise out of contact with other schools, the Eighteen
Schools and the Mahayana. However, from the beginning, the three-yana idea
defines three levels of spiritual maturity and should not be taken to tell us very
much about the schools labeled as “Hinayana” or even necessarily those labeled as
“Mahayana.”

68



The Three-Yana Journey

and Mahayana stages on the path, see Indestructible Truth, chapters 10
13.)

THE HINAYANA

There are many ways to analyze and understand the three yanas. One
of the most useful is to divide each into view, practice, and result. View
refers to the philosophical standpoint toward reality that one holds at
any point. In Buddhism, it is believed that a correct “view” is the neces-
sary foundation of any successful practice. If one does not know what
to think about what is real and unreal, and what is relatively good and
bad, then one will have no sense of direction and no set of criteria to
determine whether one is on the path or has strayed off. Practice refers
to the actual methodologies that are used in each of the yanas to advance
one along the way. Traditionally, practice includes behavioral norms—
ethics, morality, discipline—as well as specific meditation practices of
all sorts. And result indicates the fruition of that particular yana, in
other words, the end point toward which that yana is heading.

Hinayana View: The First Turning
of the Wheel of Dharma

Tibetan tradition holds that, as mentioned, Buddha Shakyamuni gave
three major promulgations of teaching known as the three turnings of
the wheel of dharma. In Tibet, the view of Hinayana is associated with
the first turning wherein the Buddha expounded the four noble truths:
the truth of suffering; the truth of the cause of suffering; the truth of
the cessation of suffering; and the truth of the path. The specific view
of Hinayana is associated with the first two truths, while the fourth
truth concerns the path of Hinayana and the third truth its goal of
cessation. Simple as these truths appear, there is a great wealth of in-
struction contained in each. In fact, the entirety of the teachings of
Hinayana, as found in the dozens of volumes in the Tibetan canon
devoted to the Hinayana, can be classified according to the four noble
truths.

69



Founpations oF VaAjravyanNa

The first noble truth, that of suffering, declares that imperfection,
unsatisfactoriness, and incompletion mark every moment of samsaric
existence. Suffering covers everything from the subtle sense that things
are not quite perfect all the way to the most hellish physical and mental
pain that can be experienced. There is no safe haven, no oasis of escape
from the fact of suffering. Within the human realm, the out-and-out
suffering of disease, injury, famine, war, old age, and death are blatant
facts of life that confront us all. But it is also true that in moments when
we seem to have attained some transient pleasure or security, we are still
haunted by their unavoidable impermanence. Finally, on the most subtle
level, even the very nature of our conceptualizing process, the very way
we narrow down experience to recognize and “own” it, is riddled with
tension. The more aware we become, the more we realize that pain is
an inescapable element of human life as such.

The second noble truth points to the cause of our suffering, the rea-
son why our experiences as human beings always seem incomplete and
insufficient. This cause is explained as trishna, thirst, our basic hunger
or underlying search for physical, emotional, and mental satisfaction.
Trishna expresses itself in our continual desire for comfort and security,
for status and approval, for a view of the world that can provide a
reliable reference point, and even, on the most subtle level, for freedom
from the struggles of existence. Thirst rests upon a more fundamental
root cause, namely our ignorance of the true state of affairs: that our
notion of an “I” that has to be aggrandized and protected is a made-up
idea.

The second noble truth also provides a detailed view of karma and
how it works. It explains how every aspect of our current existence is
the fruition of causes laid down in the past. And it shows how the way
in which we respond to the givenness of our lives will create the karma
for our future, both in this life and in subsequent births. Meritorious
actions of gentleness, kindness, and understanding will generate positive
karma toward the future, while demeritorious actions such as anger,
aggression, and enmity will create negative karma that we will one day
inherit.

As it is presented in the Hinayana texts, the teaching on karma exam-
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ines the various destinies that occur as the result of one’s actions. Thus,
there are six realms of being within samsara, and beings are repeatedly
born into each of these six as they cycle among the realms. These realms
include from the lowest and most painful to the highest and least pain-
ful: the hell realm; the hungry ghost realm; the animal realm; the
human realm; the jealous god realm; and the god realm. Greater pain
and lesser pain (what we may call pleasure) alternate, based on causes
and conditions. Sometimes one is in a relative state of woe; at other
times one finds oneself in a relative state of happiness. The important
point is that each of these realms leads to another of the six; in and of
themselves, there is never any escape.

Hinayana Practice

In Tibetan Buddhism, a person enters the Hinayana by taking refuge
and becoming a Buddhist. This means going through the “refuge vow
ceremony,” in which one takes refuge in the “three jewels”—the Bud-
dha (the founder), the dharma (the teachings), and the sangha (the com-
munity). In this context, one takes refuge in the Buddha as the example
of what a human being can attain; it is a refuge equally in one’s own
potentiality for enlightenment. Refuge in the dharma involves relying
upon the teachings the Buddha gave, both in the textual corpus, and in
the oral teachings of authentic masters. Finally, refuge in the sangha
means that one joins the community of practitioners of dharma; this
membership implies both that one provides assistance to others and that
one is willing to receive their feedback and help.

Having become a Buddhist, one now sets out on the Hinayana path,
the fourth noble truth, which is divided into sA:la, ethical behavior; sa-
madhi, meditation; and prajna, wisdom or insight into the nature of
things. In one sense, these three are progressive: one must first cultivate
a life that is marked by kindness and good intentions towards others, a
life that is ethically well grounded. On this basis, one may then enter
the practice of meditation. And, having developed a sound meditation
practice, insight begins to arise. In another sense, however, shila, sama-
dhi, and prajna may occur in any order and mutually reinforce each
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other in a variety of ways. For example, from one point of view they
unfold in reverse order: it is insight (prajna) into suffering that often
motivates people to enter the dharma in the first place. Then they prac-
tice a little meditation (samadhi) and realize, perhaps for the first time,
how self-centered and unkind they are to others. Based on this, they
may attempt to be more ethical in their behavior (shila).

SHira (ETHicAL BEHAVIOR)

Shila is a general principle within Tibetan Buddhism and also a set of
specific ethical or behavioral guidelines that include precepts for lay-
people, rules of monastic restraint, and codes of conduct for yogis and
yoginis.

In terms of its role as a general principle, the functions of shila are
several. In the beginning, shila provides a way to address the important
question of how one is with others. A relationship to others character-
ized by selfishness, aggression, and antipathy provides serious obstacles
to spiritual development. In the present, such behavior creates a mind
that is anxious, turbulent, and obsessively discursive. Toward the future,
it produces karmic retribution in which we suffer the painful physical,
psychological, and social consequences of our negative behavior.

In addition, shila is also helpful as one progresses along the path. In
Buddhism, the different codes of conduct are not imposed upon prac-
titioners but are rather taken voluntarily. Take, for example, the precept
to refrain from false speech or lying. Most of us continually present
situations as different from what they actually are, but we tend to block
out our awareness of this fact. As a famous Tibetan saying goes, “We
see others’ faults, be they as fine as a mustard seed; our own faults,
which may be like a mountain, we ignore.” This kind of approach is
readily reflected in our speech. We often sense quite easily when others
are being deceptive, but we remain conveniently unaware of our own
duplicity.

As we attempt to carry out the commitment to abstain from false
speech in our lives, we begin to see just how continual and extensive our
misrepresentation is, how we are always verbally reshaping things to
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suit our own purposes. The self-knowledge gained in this way is painful
and hard to take—but it is also purifying. Once the light of awareness
is shed into the dark corners of our self-deception, it becomes much
harder to speak untruth. In this way, the various dimensions of shila
further our awareness and, in that way, complement the practice of
meditation.

Finally, shila functions as a portrait of the spontaneous behavior of a
realized person. On account of his realization, a buddha, for example,
is said to exemplify all of the shilas in a complete and perfect way.

Shila not only is a general principle but also comprises various sets of
precepts for laypeople, monastics, and yogins. For example, in Tibet
laypeople most commonly take the “five lay precepts,” including, as
mentioned, abstention from taking life (killing), from taking what is
not given (stealing), from false speech (lying), from sexual misconduct
(adultery, etc.), and from intoxicants as tending to cloud the mind.
These five precepts become greatly elaborated and supplemented in the
pratimoksha, the several hundred rules of monastic restraint for monks
and nuns. Finally, yogins take vows specific to their lifestyle, such as the
vow to remain in retreat for a certain period of time, to eat only one
meal a day, and to meditate throughout the night, not lying down to
sleep even at night, and so on.

In their classical formulations, shila usually tells us what should nor
be done, what one is to refrain from doing. But, in addition, it shows us
what should be done, what actions one should engage in. For example,
the first lay precept, and a precept also for monastics and yogins, is to
refrain from killing any living being. In Tibet, this precept points to the
importance of reverence for life and saving it whenever possible. In
parts of India, for example, animals to be slaughtered are kept alive by
the butcher until he is ready to sell the meat, at which time they are
killed. One of the sixteenth Karmapa’s favorite activities was the tradi-
tional Mahayana practice of buying animals slated for slaughter and
setting them free. Those who witnessed the Karmapa engaged in this
action could hardly resist participating in his love for these poor crea-
tures, and his delight and joy at wresting them from the hand of their
killer.
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It is important to realize that shila does not involve “being good” as
if one were trying to win approval from some human authority or from
an external deity. Rather, in Tibetan Buddhism, one follows the codes
of shila because of their positive impact on oneself and others. We see
here the eminent practicality of the Tibetan dharma: you behave well,
you act in a kind and helpful way to others, because it enables you to
mature spiritually and because it is beneficial to them. Our actions are
judged at death, according to the Tibetans, but the judgment is wrought
by ourselves. Once we have passed beyond, we stand face to face with
everything we have done, down to the last detail. Stripped of all distrac-
tion, posturing, and deception, the virtuous and nonvirtuous character
of our actions is laid bare, for us and the buddhas and bodhisattvas to
see. To stand naked in this way in the face of what we have done is
surely the most complete judgment that we could ever experience.

SaMmapH1 (MEDITATION)

The centerpiece of the Hinayana path, as indeed of Tibetan Buddhism
itself, is the practice of meditation. This is generally divided into shama-
tha, mindfulness, and vipashyana, insight. In our ordinary state, our
minds are restless, unstable, and overrun with discursive thoughts of all
kinds. People are often subliminally aware that they think incessantly,
but most have no idea of just how wild and untamed their minds really
are.

The rabid mind poses a serious problem for the practice of spiritual-
ity. The reason is that spirituality involves seeing, and too much think-
ing gets in the way of seeing. In order to see, we need to clear some
space amid the rampant discursive overgrowth of our thinking mind.

It sometimes happens in life that some occurrence will bring about
this kind of space naturally. For example, it is likely that if we experi-
ence the death of someone close to us, this will have a profound impact.
Feelings of grief now break through our usual thought process; we can
no longer think in the same way; many of our old mental preoccupa-
tions no longer have meaning; we may slow down and simplify our
lives; and we may become more reflective. Within such a state of mind,
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painful though it may be, there is much more room for seeing. If a
person undergoes grave illness, or is tending another who is ill or dying,
he or she may experience a similar slowing down, quieting, and opening
up of inner territory.

The purpose of shamatha is, in a deliberate and methodical way, to
bring about this same effect. The practice could not be more simple.
One takes a specific “object of meditation” and rests one’s attention
upon it. When the mind drifts away into thoughts and fantasies, one
simply brings it back to the object. The meditation object most com-
monly used in Tibetan Buddhism, as in most other Buddhist traditions,
is the breath. In the basic practice, one rests the attention on the breath,
attending to both the in-breath and the out-breath. When the mind
wanders away, as it inevitably will do, one brings it gently back to the
breathing. The practice of shamatha leads to two important results.
First, the sheer speed and volume of one’s thinking process begins to
diminish. Second, one begins to become acquainted with one’s tendency
toward distraction and also with the various ways in which one gets
pulled away, whether by sense perceptions, thoughts, feelings, or other
distractions.

The lessening of discursiveness is usually experienced with great re-
lief. However, the growing awareness of the level of chaos in one’s
mind is sometimes extraordinarily painful. It is as if the anesthetic of
our habitual ignorance is beginning to wear off and we begin to feel the
actual disease more acutely. Painful though it may be, however, such
growing awareness shows us what we are actually working with in the
practice and represents the beginning of sanity.

There are many styles, methods, and levels of shamatha, even just in
terms of working with the breath. Put in a simple way, these can be
graded from techniques that require a great deal of effort to those that
seem almost effortless. Thus, at one end of the spectrum, one may be
instructed to focus 100 percent of one’s attention on the sensation at the
tip of one’s nose, feeling the coolness of the air as it enters and its
warmness as it departs. One is to hold one’s awareness exactly at that
point, attempting to maintain complete and total presence, without the

75



FounpaTioNs oF VAJRAYANA

least wandering or even the least flicker of inattention. When one’s
mind wanders away, one simply and gently, but firmly brings it back.

A more subtle technique involves the same basic method, but this
time resting one’s attention in a much lighter way, with, say, only 25
percent of one’s attention on the breath and the other 75 percent on the
environment, the room in which one is sitting, the space, the tempera-
ture of the air, the quality of the light, and so on. At the other end of
the spectrum, one might be instructed to maintain only the very slightest
attention on the breath and to rest nearly all of one’s awareness on the
space of the environment.

These various techniques are designed for specific situations and not
for haphazard application. Many Western practitioners of meditation
have heard of these and other methods, and will try out different tech-
niques in different meditation sessions, and even within the same medi-
tation session. Not infrequently, one’s choice of the moment is governed
by what feels “most comfortable.” Unfortunately, all too often one is not
employing any further criterion of what technique to use. The problem
with this approach is twofold: at best, it may not be based on any real
understanding of what the immediate challenge is in the person’s state
of mind and of what approach might most effectively address it; and,
at worst, it uses meditation to avoid confronting painful dimensions of
experience and thus to maintain one’s obstacles and blind spots. This is
why every meditator needs a mentor who is experienced in the practice.

The most important point in the practice of shamatha is this: the
level of heavy-handedness of the technique must match the level of
grossness of one’s conceptual activity; the technique, in the degree of
effort required, must be commensurate with the degree of conceptuality
that one is experiencing. A light technique applied to heavy conceptual-
ity will get nowhere. A heavy technique applied to very little conceptu-
ality will itself generate more conceptuality than was there in the first
place. The adjustment must be appropriate and skillfully applied. Dia-
logue with a spiritual friend skilled in meditation is the best way to
find the technique appropriate for one’s current situation. Eventually,
through good training and sustained practice, one becomes able to judge
for oneself what is needed. At this point, without abandoning the need
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for occasional outside guidance, as Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche says,

”|

“one can begin to function as one’s own meditation instructor.

PrayNna (KNOWLEDGE)

As the conceptual process begins to slow down through the practice of
shamatha, the meditator begins to see that his or her thinking is not as
solid as it had first appeared. In fact, there are many gaps in one’s
thoughts, and through these gaps insight, vipashyana, begins to dawn.
The nature of this awareness is evident from the etymology of this
Sanskrit word. Pash means “to see,” while »i means away, out, as in “out
of the ordinary” or “extraordinary.” Thus vipashyana means to see in a
way that is not ordinary, that is, in short, from outside of the reference
point and territory of ego. To experience vipashyana is to see situations
from the viewpoint of non-ego.

Vipashyana is an experience of prajna, knowledge, the third and final
stage on the Hinayana path. In the Hinayana, prajna means knowledge
on two different levels, the first corresponding to “view” and the second,
as here, to the culmination of the path. On the level of view, prajna
means “right knowledge” in an abstract and intellectual sense. It means
having the right conceptual understanding of the dharma. In its role as
the fruition of the path, however, prajna refers to the nonconceptual
knowledge that sees things as they are. At this level, then, prajna is
seeing the truth of the four noble truths—but seezng their truth, not just
holding the intellectual conviction of it. Thus suffering is seen in its all-
pervasive extent; one gains a clear view of how one creates it through
thirst; one experiences glimpses of the cessation of ego; and one clearly
sees the necessity and logic of the path.

Prajna reveals that the solid and continuous “self” that we think we
are is actually composed of nothing more than a series of impersonal,
momentary events. A lot of things go on in our experience—thoughts,
feelings, sense perceptions, emotions, and so on. These momentary
events that make up our experience are known in the Hinayana as dhar-
mas. Because they are momentary, dharmas are impermanent: they ap-
pear and djsappear instant by instant. They have a face or an identity,
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which is how they appear. A moment of pride, anger, or jealousy would
be an example of a dharma, as would instants of faith, modesty, or joy.
What governs which dharmas appear in our lives? Each moment of our
experience is linked by karma to the moment preceding and the mo-
ment following. Within this never-ending cascade of karmically deter-
mined experience of dharmas, no “self” is given, no “I”” is present. Our
“self” derives from attaching a personalistic label of “I” to the imper-
sonal flow of these dharmas. It is nothing more than a mistaken idea.

The dharmas that make up our supposed “person” may be conve-
niently divided into five groups or types, known as skandhas in Sanskrit,
translated as “aggregates.” “Form,” rupa, refers to experiences of physi-
cality, including the five senses and their five sense objects, colored ac-
cording to the four elements of earth, water, fire, and air. “Feeling,”
vedana, refers to our primitive positive, negative, or neutral sensation
that accompanies each moment of experience. “Perception,” samjna,
represents our perceptual identification—which occurs prior to think-
ing—of the content of our experiences as, for example, big or small,
long or short, black or white, familiar or unfamiliar. “Karmic forma-
tions,” samskaras, are the collection of fifty-one concepts, labels, ideas,
and judgments that we use to further locate what arises in our experi~
ence. Finally, “consciousness,” vijnana, is the territorial field of aware-
ness that reflects our experience, but always with a self-serving intention
and twist.

These five skandhas, seen by the eye of Hinayana prajna, are ex-
tremely important for the Vajrayana in two ways. First, they reveal that
there is no solid or identifiable “self” that could become the object of
grasping or territoriality on the part of the practitioner; second they
demonstrate that, even when no “I” or “self” is present, reality “on
the other side of egolessness”—in the Hinayana described as the five
skandhas—continues to manifest and to display itself to awareness. In
the Mahayana, in the second turning of the wheel of dharma, the non-
existence of the self is deepened in the discussion of emptiness (shun-
yata), and in the Vajrayana it is explored further in the notion of “vajra
being.” In the Mahayana, in the third turning of the wheel, the display
of reality beyond thought is extended in the idea of buddha-nature,
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while in the Vajrayana it is given further refinement in the idea of
“vajra world” (see chapter 7).

The Result of Hinayana

The third noble truth articulates the teaching on “cessation.” The first
two noble truths, suffering and its cause, describe a repetitive and condi-
tioned but unnecessary way of being called samsara, one’s endless cy-
cling through the various realms. The third noble truth maintains that
when the causes and conditions that maintain samsara are removed,
then samsara in and of itself ceases. This cessation marks the individu-
al’s attainment of liberation and his or her exit from future rebirths. In
the early Buddhist schools, a person who attains this kind of liberation
is known as an arhant, sometimes rendered as “foe” (ari) “‘destroyer”
(hant).

In Tibetan tradition, owing to its Mahayana character, there is no
question of attaining complete cessation in this sense. Indeed, to do so
would be to break one’s bodhisattva vow to continue to be reborn within
samsara to benefit others. Instead, the practical and more Mahayana-
related “result” of Hinayana practice is ealled in Tibetan soso tharpa
(Skt. pratimoksha), “individual liberation.” This liberation involves real-
izing that the game of ego is a battle that can never be won. The prac-
titioner comes to see that no matter how hard he or she tries, the image
of the self carried around in one’s head will never be actualized. In
short, one will never achieve samsaric happiness.

Soso tharpa is an experience of certainty: one sees and one knows
beyond a shadow of a doubt that suffering touches every moment of
phenomenal experience and that no amount of struggle is going to
change that fact. This realization is devastating, at least to the ego. One
sees, truly, that there is no way out.

At this moment, one gives up the battle and gives in to the excruciat-
ing truth. One realizes that there is no hope but to abandon the struggle
to exist, in the way of ego. One surrenders one’s thirst, in the same way
that in the Old West one might surrender firearms at the door of a
tavern. Far, it is now discovered, thirst is not an inevitable thing; it is
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rather our primary weapon in the struggle to convince ourselves of our
own existence. We continually manufacture thirst, pretending that this
is “just the way things are,” without seeing its contrived nature. Now
that the deceiver has been exposed and his powerlessness revealed, there
is no choice but to abandon him. When the inevitability of suffering
is experienced, when thirst is surrendered, then one experiences true
renunciation. The allures of samsara no longer have any power over the
practitioner. This is an experience of “cessation,” the goal of the first
yana on the Tibetan Buddhist path.

THE MAHAYANA

In Tibetan Buddhism, the Hinayana is seen as providing the prelimi-
nary step on the way to the Mahayana, and one remains on the Hina-
yana level of practice only until this foundation has been sufficiently
well laid. Once this has occurred, it is believed that in order to develop
further, one must enter the Mahayana and take up the way of life of
the bodhisattva.

When a person steps onto the Mahayana path, the Hinayana founda-
tion is by no means discarded. Quite to the contrary, it serves as the basis
without which one could never follow the bodhisattva’s way. That
means not only that the Hinayana dimension of a person’s path must
have reached some level of maturity prior to engaging the Mahayana; in
addition, while one carries out the bodhisattva practices, the Hinayana
disciplines must be kept fresh and constantly revitalized. A direct and
open relation to suffering, the ongoing exploration of karma and how
it works, the continual effort toward one’s shila, the practice of medita-
tion, and the sense of renunciation continue, for a bodhisattva, to pro-
vide the foundations of dharmic life.

Like the Hinayana, the Mahayana may be understood according to
view, practice, and result. The view of Mahayana is defined by the no-
tions of shunyata and buddha-nature. These teachings are understood
to have been given in a second and a third turning of the wheel of
dharma emphasizing, respectively, the vacant and the present qualities
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of shunyata. The practice element of Mahayana consists of the six para-
mitas and various types of meditation, contemplation, and action that
derive from them. Finally, the result of the Mahayana is the perfected
state of a completely enlightened buddha.

The View of Mahayana

Understanding fully the Hinayana view of suffering, its cause, and its
cessation tears asunder one of the primary veils obscuring reality. In
spite of the majesty and profundity of such a realization, from the Ma-
hayana point of view it is limited. For the Hinayana is focused on the
personal attainment of a longed-for goal. Moreover, this goal is exclu-
sionary. It factors out everything considered “samsara” and represents
an attainment of “nirvana.” In order to abandon one thing and attain
another, there must be someone engaged in these actions. It may be
asked: Who longs for such a goal and who attains it? From the Maha-
yana viewpoint, the Hinayana has not met with the full attainment of
egolessness.

The Mahayana takes the view of the Hinayana several steps further
in the second and the third turnings of the wheel of dharma. These two
turnings provide the view of Vajrayana. This is a critical point: the
Vajrayana does not possess its own distinctive philosophical position but
articulates its view in terms of the second and third turnings of the
wheel. Since these two turnings provide the view of Vajrayana, they
will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. At this point, however, a
brief indication of their primary elements is in order.

In the second turning of the wheel of dharma, the Buddha preached
the doctrine of shunyata, or emptiness. In the second-turning discourses,
he taught that, not only is the individual “I” or self devoid of any en-
during and substantial being, but indeed all aspects of reality whatso-
ever are empty of any essential nature. The entire world that we think
we see and experience is fundamentally empty of anything solid or de-
finitive. Not only are ordinary things like tables and chairs “empty,” but
even our most subtle and fleeting experiences—the dharmas—the five
skandhas—are also empty of any abiding or objectifiable nature. Even

81



FounpaTioNs ofF VAJrRAYANA

samsara and nirvana, the most basic categories of our spiritual life, are
finally nothing more than our projections; even they are empty of any
essential being. Through these teachings, the Buddha sought to clear
away the last vestige of our mental projections. Only on the basis of
such a thorough mental housecleaning is Vajrayana practice possible.

In the Third Turning of the Wheel of Dharma, the Buddha
preached the doctrine of the “three natures” and of the buddha-nature.
The “three natures” teaching says that reality is not just nonexistent; in
addition, it has a kind of ineffable being that arises dependent on causes
and conditions. The buddha-nature doctrine points to an enlightened
essence that is present in the heart of all sentient beings. Through these
teachings, the Buddha sought to point to a world that, while utterly
beyond thought, is not utterly nonexistent. It is this world that is the
object of Vajrayana practice.

The Practice of Mahayana

The first step in entering the Mahayana and engaging its path is the
taking of the bodhisattva vow. In a ceremony conducted by a preceptor,
the aspirant announces his or her intention not to strive for personal
liberation but to continue to be reborn in samsara for others’ sake. One
vows to continue in this process for three incalculable eons until one has
attained the state of a fully enlightened buddha. One declares further
that during all of this time, one will train in wisdom and compassion
for sentient beings, helping them in every way possible to grow and
mature in their own paths, so that they may also attain enlightenment.
In practical terms, the bodhisattva vow means that one will work to
become more and more sensitive and aware of the situation and needs
of other people. In all activities, one will try to incorporate them into
one’s thinking. It is no longer possible to approach life asking only
“What is best for me?” Now one has to include the question of what
may be best for other people as well. Raising this question obviously
makes life much more complicated and demanding. It is the difference
between the relative simplicity of a single person and that same person
who wakes up one morning and finds him- or herself the parent of a
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houseful of small children that need continual care. Yet this is the way
of the bodhisattva. Now one is being asked to truly see and find sympa-
thy for the others that one may meet. Eventually, when reaching the
stage of a fully enlightened buddha, one will be asked to see and find
sympathy for all sentient beings.

The bodhisattva vow is fulfilled through a variety of practical means,
foremost among which are the six paramitas or “transcendent actions.”
These are both contemplative and active practices that serve the dual
purpose of helping other beings and developing one’s own spiritual ma-
turity. At first glance, the six paramitas do not seem very much different
from the virtues and practices that we have seen in the Hinayana: (1)
dana, generosity; (2) shila, ethical behavior; (3) virya, exertion; (4) kshanti,
patience; (5) dhyana, meditation; and (6) prajna, wisdom.

However, there are some important differences between the six para-
mitas and their Hinayana counterparts. Most important, the “ultimate”
or sixth paramita, prajnaparamaita, the perfection of wisdom or “tran-
scendent knowledge,” is direct perception of shunyata, emptiness. This
permeates the other five, “relative” paramitas. Prajnaparamita grounds
each of the other paramitas in two mutually interdependent ways: first,
it makes possible an understanding of the ultimate emptiness and thus
openness of all categories and fixations; and second, emerging from this,
it provides access to an understanding of the exact situation and needs
of the sentient being one is trying to help. This latter understanding is
possible because, if one is not preoccupied by the validity of one’s own
ideas (groundlessness, emptiness), one is that much more able to discern
what a particular sentient being needs. It is the emptiness or inseparabil-
ity with prajnaparamita of, for example, generosity, that makes it a “per-
fection” rather than an ordinary virtue. To say that generosity is “open”
in this way means that it is not governed by external criteria; the way
the generosity is enacted depends entirely on the specific, ever-changing
needs of the sentient being in question; to practice the paramita of gen-
erosity, the bodhisattva must be free of any and all fixed concepts of self
and other. It is similar with the other relative paramitas.

The “prajna” element within each paramita also ensures the purity of
the practice. Whatever action is performed, however great its apparent
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benefit, one sees that it is ultimately ineffable and cannot become an
object of one’s own sense of accomplishment or pride. This is formal-
ized in the well-known “threefold purity”: one realizes that, ultimately,
no actor can be located who is “generous”; no recipient can be identified
who receives the “act of generosity”; and there is no action that can be
objectified as “generosity.” To be sure, on the relative plane, great bene-
fit may be accomplished. But when one looks closely enough at the
elements of “generosity,” one finds that they are beyond our projections,
that they exist in an indefinable and ungraspable way in the dharmakaya,
the true being of this world. As with generosity, so it is with the other
relative paramitas.

Generosity, ethical conduct, and patience represent ways in which the
bodhisattva is with sentient beings. Generosity involves giving whatever
is needed for the other to be able to move ahead, whether that is mate-
rial goods, healing, freedom from oppression, dharma instruction, or
anything else. Shila never wavers from one’s commitment to others.
Patience means holding sentient beings in one’s heart, no matter how
difficult they may turn out to be, and waiting, until the end of the world
if need be, to provide needed assistance. Exertion involves diligence in
meditation. Meditation includes shamatha and vipashyana, carried out
on the Mahayana level. Here shamatha attends to emptiness and vipash-
yana discloses its very nature. Prajna is the flavor of emptiness that runs
through the other five paramitas.

Along with the paramitas, and as expressions of them, are many
other practices designed to soften one’s heart and develop sympathy,
kindness, and love for others. Various contemplative practices help us
overcome the idea that “I” and “other” are fixed, separate entities. For
example, in a famous Mahayana text known as the Bodhicharyavatara,
one is instructed to select an acquaintance and then visualize him or her
(1) as superior to oneself; (2) as inferior to oneself; and (3) as equal to
oneself. One observes in each case how an entirely different set of pro-
jections and attitudes arises. One sees that much of how we see others,
including our envy, our paranoia, and our disdain, is a projection of our
own minds and depends on where we think that other person stands in
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relation to ourselves. This insight tends toward a desolidification of one
self and the birth of sympathy for the other.

Tonglen, “sending and taking,” is another powerful and extremcly
effective bodhisattva practice. The practitioner selects a person who is
suffering, whom he or she would like to help. One employs the in-
breath and out-breath as the medium of the contemplation: on the in-
breath one visualizes the suffering of the other coming to oneself; on
the out-breath one visualizes all the goodness that one possesses going
to relieve the other. Like the “exchange,” this practice dissolves the ap-
parent duality of self and other, and the resistance we all feel toward
taking the welfare of another person truly to heart.

All of the Mahayana practices continually mix wisdom and compas-
sion. Wisdom desolidifies our rigid, conceptual versions of ourselves and
others; compassion is the natural, intelligent, appropriate outflow of this
desolidification. Once one no longer sees oneself as separate, it is natural
to feel sympathy for others’ suffering and a desire to help in some way.
This fundamentally altruistic attitude is considered the only proper mo-
tivation for a person to undertake Vajrayana practice.

The Result of Mahayana

The result of the Mahayana is the attainment of the full and perfect
enlightenment of a world-redeeming buddha. From the time of taking
the bodhisattva vow, as mentioned, it is said to take three incalculable
eons for a practitioner to attain this goal. During this immeasurable
span of time, the bodhisattva is born millions upon millions of times
not only into the human realm, in all of its conditions of misery and
woe, but also into the other five realms as well. As he progresses along
his path, increasingly he takes rebirth not out of karmic necessity but
rather in fulfillment of his bodhisattva vow. For it is only through this
interminable series of rebirths, undergone without karmic compulsion,
that he can develop the wisdom and ripen the compassion that he must
eventually have as a buddha. For the practitioner, this seemingly endless
vista of future rebirths has the effect of taking all investment out of the
eventual goal. The final attainment is so far in the future that one is led
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to relinquish any fixation on the ultimate fruition and to focus on the
task at hand of trying to attend properly to the suffering of each person
one encounters.

CONCLUSION

The three yanas are three phases of understanding and practice along
one unbroken continuity of development. The Hinayana establishes the
basic tools and perspectives for the entire Buddhist path, while the Ma-
hayana and Vajrayana provide refinements. In a very real sense, the
Vajrayana is not fundamentally different from the earlier yanas, except
that it wants to take the journey to a more subtle level and develops
language and practices necessary to that end.

View

The Hinayana “view” establishes the “reality orientation” of Buddhism,
that the dharma is not about some other world, but rather about this
world and how we perceive and understand it. The first two noble
truths thus talk about our concrete, earthy experience of reality—that it
is most basically characterized by suffering and that this, in turn, is
driven by our thirst.

The Mahayana deepens the “this-worldly” orientation of the Hina-
yana in an interesting way. Through the teaching of emptiness, it re-
veals that even our most subtle thoughts about what is real get in the
way of direct experience of our lives. Emptiness shows that whatever
we think about ourselves and our world is ultimately inapplicable. Even
the notion of a spiritual goal to be attained, nirvana, is a projection that
must be abandoned. Wherever we may imagine we are going, even in a
spiritual sense, is another projection of ego. Understanding emptiness
thus leaves us, in a deeper way, with nothing other than this world and
the immediacy of the present.

The Vajrayana continues the Hinayana interest in laying bare the
actual, tangible reality of our experience as human beings. But it has
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passed through the Mahayana fire and assumes a present reality that
1s empty—that is, beyond objectifiability and in essence ineffable. The
Vajrayana now goes a step further. It declares that once emptiness is
recognized, we are by no means done with the world. Having seen that
what we think about it is inapplicable, having given up on our version
of how things are, we are still left with the question of what the world
beyond emptiness may be like and how we are to be in it. For although
the world may be empty, it continues to appear and to operate.

The Vajrayana examines the nature of this reality “beyond emp-
tiness.” Moreover, this examination is done in fulfillment of the
bodhisattva vow. In spite of emptiness, one is still—perhaps even
more—obliged to engage the world, for the welfare of all beings. Again,
this leads to zhe tantric question: what is the world, beyond emptiness,
like? The tantric vehicle is a way of finding out more about this ordi-
nary world that we live in, in all of its profundity and sacredness, and
how it can be used to help others on their spiritual paths.

Practice

SHiLA

The prospect of exploring reality beyond thought obviously carries with
it certain dangers, and the shila developed in the Hinayana and Maha-
yana provides important protections. The cultivation of shila leads one
to practice restraint so that one does not need to indulge every urge and
emotional upheaval that passes through one’s mind. Through training
in shila, one learns to wait through the assault of an impulse until the
point where a transmutation can occur, resulting in insight and thought-
fulness. This kind of psychological distance between one’s impulses and
one’s actions is particularly important in the Mahayana, where activity
is directed toward benefiting others. Attempting to work closely with
other people can provoke strong reactions and, without restraint, one
would be led to all kinds of ill-considered responses that might end up
harming those one is trying to assist.

The kind of discipline implicit in shila is particularly critical to the
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practice tradition of the Vajrayana because, in the tantric vehicle, one is
engaging the depths of one’s mind and perceiving the world in a naked
manner. One is exploring realms of ego and of egolessness, including
the depths of passion, aggression, pride, ignorance, and paranoia as well
as the open space, clarity, bliss, and nonthought of the awakened state.
Such a naked inquiry naturally brings with it strong experiences that
are hard to handle. Without the Hinayana and Mahayana training in
shila, one would be more likely either to repress what occurs or to try
to act it out, either of which would cause one to veer off the bodhisattva
path.

The Hinayana teaching on suffering provides a particularly impor-
tant protection for the tantric practitioner. Through Hinayana practice,
one has come to realize that any attempts to build up and fortify ego
will inevitably lead to further suffering. Without this understanding,
one will still believe that egoi¢ happiness can be attained. Vajrayana
practice will then be seen as a way to serve oneself in some way. In such
a case, the tantric disciplines will be used to try to build up and fortify
one’s ego. Such is the way of the demon Rudra, a mythical being in
Tibetan Buddhism who symbolizes the tantric egomaniac, a possibility
that remains active within every tantric practitioner.

SAMADHI

In the Vajrayana, the question of what the world may be like beyond
emptiness is addressed through the practice of meditation. Vajrayana
meditation aims to fathom the depth and color, the subtlety and dynam-
ics, of a world that is empty yet continues to manifest itself in all kinds
of ways. In order to explore the world in the tantric way, an extraordi-
nary degree of mental calm and settledness is required. The techniques
of Hinayana and Mahayana meditation provide the basic tools for this
enterprise. Shamatha develops mental stability so that one is able to hold
the attention in a steady and one-pointed way, a necessity when carrying
out the tantric visualizations. The steadiness of mind developed in sha-
matha also develops the mental evenness and strength so that one is
not shaken by the rough winds of emotional upheavals or “religious”
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experiences. Vipashyana opens the mind and clarifies insight, so that
one sees and understands in an increasingly accurate manner one’s prac-
tice and experiences along the way.

If the tantric practitioner were not well grounded in shamatha and
vipashyana, he or she might well become a victim of the ups and downs
of the path. Such a person might be led to wild imaginings of all kinds;
he or she might get lost in the “implications” and possibilities of spiri-
tual experiences. One might feel that one has finally become solid, defi-
nite, and real, or has even attained some high state, drifting toward
some sort of religious megalomania. However, shamatha and vipash-
yana training enables one to notice such thoughts, to realize that they
are nothing more than inflated fantasies, and to let them go, simply
returning to the breath.

The Mahayana meditation on emptiness undermines the attempt to
convert tantric practice into the currency of ego from another direction.
The teachings on shunyata reveal that whatever may occur in our state
of mind, it is “empty” in the sense that we cannot take hold of it with
thought, build on it, or make anything out of it. If we are not familiar
with the teachings on emptiness, we might try to convert what occurs
in our practice into a reference point for ego; to take our experiences as
“real” in some substantial sense.

Beyond this, through the bodhisattva vow and associated practices,
we are continually reminded that the only legitimate motivation for
Vajrayana practice is to help others. In the Mahayana, we train in sur-
rendering personal territory and dedicating ourselves to others’ welfare.
Without some maturation in Mahayana practice, there is the danger that
we will forget others and begin to practice for our own benefit alone.
This is, of course, problematic, because any thought of using Vajrayana
practice in a self-serving way involves breaking our bodhisattva vow.
Again, the specter of Rudra looms on the horizon.

Result

The Hinayana teachings on cessation, and also the Mahayana restate-
ment, provide final, critical foundations for tantric practice. The Hina
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yana teaches that a cessation of the ego mechanism, of samsara, can be
attained. Through the teachings on emptiness, the Mahayana points to
a place in our experience not only where samsara ceases, but where any
conceptual distinctions whatsoever, even those of samsara and nirvana
themselves, are inoperative. In the buddha-nature doctrine, the Maha-
yana says further that this “cessation” is constantly with us, as a back-
ground awareness, untainted by ego, that accompanies every moment.
The Vajrayana brings this “cessation” more explicitly into the fore-
ground, deepening and extending it. When one visualizes oneself as a
buddha, one is learning to abide in the representation of the most in-
ward essence. In fact, the sole purpose of the Vajrayana path is to train
practitioners to rest in the “inherent nature” so that the abundant com-
passion contained therein can flow forth freely to the world.
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5
The View of Vajrayana

IN TIBET, IT IS SAID THAT THE VAJRAYANA DOES NOT
have its own distinctive philosophical position or “view.” Instead, the
view of Vajrayana is provided by the Mahayana, including both the
second and third turnings of the wheel of dharma comprising the teach-
ings on emptiness of the second turning and the teachings on the three
natures and the buddha-nature of the third turning. This is not to say
that the Vajrayana does not have its own way of articulating Mahayana
philosophy. In fact, the teachings of the second and third turnings ap-
pear in a distinctive way in the Vajrayana, in the context and the idiom
of tantric meditation. Nevertheless, the basic understanding of reality
present in the Vajrayana is essentially Mahayanist, and to have a correct
understanding of the Vajrayana, one needs some grounding in Maha-
yana philosophy.

The fact that the Vajrayana does not possess its own distinctive philo-
sophical view makes sense when we consider that this tradition is essen-
tially meditative in nature, containing various practices for attaining
enlightenment in one lifetime. In fact, in Tibet, the Vajrayana is some-
times known as #paya yana, meaning the yana of skillful means («paya).
This refers to the rich array of methods contained in the Vajrayana by
which practitioners may advance toward the goal of realization.

THE SECOND TURNING AND THE
VIEW OF EMPTINESS

Subsequent to the first turning of the wheel of dharma, in order to lead
his followers deeper into the nature of reality, the Buddha gave a sccond
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turning near Rajagriha, at Vulture Peak Mountain, in which he pre-
sented the teachings on emptiness. These are most quintessentially set
out in the Prajnaparamita, a genre of sutra with many different extant
versions, and also in the Madhyamaka, a philosophical tradition provid-
ing commentary on the Prajnaparamita Sutras. The teachings on empti-
ness as found in the Prajnaparamita, other sutras, and the various
Madhyamaka schools are referred to in Tibet as the “doctrines of the
second turning.”

As we saw in the last chapter, the teachings on emptiness are critical
for the Vajrayana practitioner, because they establish the ultimately open
and nonobjectifiable nature of reality. This means that the subjecz—the
practitioner—is ultimately nonexistent in any solid or definitive sense;
he or she is a process that can never be pinned down or solidified. The
object of the practice, such as the deities encountered in tantric ritual,
are equally empty and beyond any thought or characterization. And the
various practices themselves are beyond objectification or quantification.
Without such a view of the world of practice as empty in this sense, the
practitioner would quickly fall prey to the enticements of spiritual
power and gain. This, as mentioned, would lead to the religious megalo-
mania of Rudra.

According to the view expressed in the Prajnaparamita Sutras, there
are three basic levels possible to human beings in the perception of real-
ity. First is the ordinary samsaric view that takes conventional reality at
face value, believing that “I” really exist as a substantial, continuing
entity. The second, deeper level is that of the Hinayana, in which one
realizes that the apparently solid and enduring “I” is an illusion and is
actually a superficial label attached to the endless flow of experiential
moments, the dharmas mentioned in the last chapter, classified accord-
ing to the five skandhas.

The third and most profound perception of reality is that of the
Mahayana. Here, not only does one realize that the superficial, conven-
tional world is illusory; in addition, one sees that the more fundamental
substrate of dharmas, identified by Hinayana, that make up our experi-
ence, is also illusory and contrived. In other words, just as we project
the concept of “I”” upon a reality that does not accord with this notion,
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so at the Hinayana level we also project the ideas of dharmas, of the
skandhas, of samsara and nirvana, onto a reality that is quite beyond
such designations.

What is this ultimate reality that does not correspond to the Hinayana
ideas of samsara and nirvana and so on? This is just the point: that
reality cannot be put into any words or concepts. In fact, from the Ma-
hayana viewpoint, that was where the Hinayana went wrong, in trying
to set up a definitive problem (samsara), a definitive reality (that of the
dharmas), and a definitive answer (ntrvana).

The short Prajnaparamita text known as the Heart Sutra responds to
the Hinayana analysis by looking at the experience of the first skandha,
form, the experience of matter or physicality.! The text says, “Form is
emptiness.” Emptiness in this context means devoid of any objectifiable
essence or defining characteristic. When we say “form,” in other words,
there is nothing in reality corresponding to our idea. The Hearr Sutra is
saying, in essence, “What form really is, is actually empty of whatever
it is we may think of when we say ‘form.”” There is no such substantial
and definitive thing as “form.” We may think that form exists in some
substantial and objectifiable way, but this is a false projection upon real-
ity; this is no different from the way in which we may imagine the
existence of the “self,” which also is a fallacious and finally empty pro-
jection.

The text continues, “Emptiness also is form.” This is to say that emp-
tiness, the absence of objectifiability, is encountered within, in the very
midst of our experience of what we think of as form. Further, “Empti-
ness is no other than form.” In the Prajnaparamita, as the primary sutras
of the second turning of the wheel of dharma, emptiness is said to be
the nature of ultimate reality. The text now makes reference to the
ultimacy of emptiness. It is saying, “If you are looking for emptiness,
this ultimate, where will you find it? You will find it nowhere else but
only as form.” In other words, in looking at form, we sense its insubstan-
tiality. In this way, we sense emptiness. It is not that this “ultimate real-
ity” called emptiness exists in some other place as a thing. No. It exists
as the final nature of form, the first skandha.

Someone may object that his or her experience of form certainly
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seems solid and defined by certain definite characteristics. The Prajna-
paramita contends, however, that the seeming solidity of form is a trick
we play on ourselves. If we look deeply into our experience of form, we
will begin to see that there is something fluid and ungraspable about it,
and that we react to this intangible nature of form by labeling it “form”
and thinking of it in a certain solid and definite way.

The text then says, “. . . and form is no other than emptiness.” In
other words, it is not that there are some forms that are empty of any
“essence” and other forms that are not empty. No. Form, any form
whatever, is fundamentally empty of any essence or own being. It is the
very nature of form to be empty in this way.

The text continues, “In the same way, feeling, perception, formation,
and consciousness are emptiness.” In other words, what was just said
about the first skandha is also true of the other four skandhas: they are
emptiness; emptiness itself is they; emptiness is no other than they; and
they are no other than emptiness. Then we read: “Thus all the dharmas
are emptiness. . ..”

This statement makes the point that whatever experiences we may
have, they are all marked by emptiness. This applies even to the rather
solid and definitive readings of the dharma given in Hinayana. The
Heart Sutra: “There is no suffering; no origin of suffering; no cessation
of suffering; no path; no wisdom; no attainment and no nonattain-
ment.” The text is not denying the Hinayana experience; it is not saying
that at the Hinayana level, one does not experience these things. Of
course, at that level of spiritual maturity, one does experience these
things, and they do exist as stated.

However, according to the Heart Sutra, there is a deeper level to
which we need to go. We need to look more closely at our experience.
Take the example of suffering. If we bring the actual phenomenal expe-
rience that we label “suffering” before our eyes and contemplate it with
a still mind, we will find in that experience nothing that corresponds to
what we think of when we say “suffering.” Suffering is a gross and
inaccurate label that is applied to reality that is . . . is what? That is the
point. Nothing can be attributed to it.

The text continues: “Therefore, since the bodhisattvas have no attain-
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ment, they abide by means of prajnaparamita; since there is no obscura-
tion of mind, there is no fear. They transcend falsity and attain complete
nirvana. All the buddhas of the three times, by means of prajnapara-
mita, fully awaken to unsurpassable, true, complete enlightenment.” In
other words, the teachings on emptiness are the vehicle by which the
buddhas have journeyed to realization, and the full recognition of emp-
tiness represents their awakening.

The Heart Sutra, then, like the other Prajnaparamita Sutras, outlines
a view of reality consisting of two truths. Ordinary people live on the
level of relative truth where “form”—as a metaphor for what we nor-
mally experience—is taken as self-evident and real. When one sees,
however, that form is in fact empty of any characteristic of “form,” that
its essential nature is emptiness, then one has come face to face with
ultimate truth, the truth of emptiness.

The teachings on emptiness are subtle and challenging to follow, and
they sometimes appear to be little more than abstract philosophizing.
Particularly to most Westerners, it is not immediately clear what, if
anything, these teachings have to do with the practical spiritual life. In
fact, the teachings on emptiness make the bodhisattva path possible.
This is so because the bodhisattva is asked to return again and again to
samsara, to work for the welfare of sentient beings in all of their condi-
tions of suffering. This is no small commitment, for one is vowing to
take repeated rebirth not only in the human realm and the other “higher
realms” of the gods and jealous gods, but also in the “lower realms” of
the animals, hungry ghosts, and hell-beings. The bodhisattva’s commit-
ment is to spend three incalculable eons exploring every nook and
cranny of samsara, learning about the suffering of sentient beings by
being reborn in every situation and condition of their misery. For it is
only through such a heroic journey that one can finally attain the real-
ization of a fully enlightened buddha and know every iota of the pain
and confusion of those whom he wishes to save.

The daunting prospect of the bodhisattva’s commitment is possible
only because he or she realizes that, however solid and eternal the vari-
ous samsaric worlds may appear to be, that solidity and permanency are
only a projection. Moreover, even one’s “suffering,” “confusion,” and
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“unenlightenment” are again projections upon a reality that is beyond
characterization and beyond thought. It is only thus that the bodhisattva
can cycle through samsara endlessly, not as a victim of its illusions, but
as one who sees the essentially empty nature of the entire phenomenal
display. And it is only because of this insight that he or she can be of
genuine assistance to those still trapped in ignorance.

The recognition of the emptiness of one’s projections leads to a feel-
ing, as Trungpa Rinpoche says, of an empty heart. This empty heart has
nothing to say for itself, nothing to assert, nothing even to hope for
or—as the Heart Sutra says—to fear. However, such an empty heart is
one that is ever available to others. It is one without agenda, but with a
ready tenderness and responsiveness to another person’s suffering and
confusion. A realization of emptiness, then, is the precondition for gen-
uine compassion. And such an empty heart, though desolate from ego’s
standpoint, is an expression of the wisdom that sees the utter and un-
breachable freedom of our essential being.

For the Vajrayana practitioner, the teachings on emptiness provide
the indispensable foundation of the tantric path. For example, as we
saw in the last chapter, it is part of the spiritual journey that one sees
more deeply into one’s own confusion and egotism and also that one
attains moments of unexpected freedom and joy. Coming face to face
with one’s darkness can lead one to become disheartened. The teachings
on emptiness say, “Look closely into your discouragement or depression;
see what is really there. If you look deeply enough, you will pass beyond
the concept that you are holding and will behold that which you are
labeling face to face.” Invariably, what one finds is not what one thought
was there; it is not something that can be pinned down in any way. It is
open, unbounded, and inseparable from the ultimate, emptiness.

In a similar fashion, again as mentioned, insights and feelings of clar-
ity and bliss may lead one to feel very happy. One may well take this as
some kind of attainment and try to incorporate it into one’s “view” of
one self. At this moment, pride and arrogance will arise. The teachings
on emptiness remind the practitioner that his or her belief that some-
thing has been gained is equally a projection and is empty in essence. In
other words, one was becoming inflated over literally nothing. Realizing
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this fact acts as a pin puncturing the balloon of one’s puffed-up “spiri-
tual” ego.

In this way, the teachings on emptiness call into question every pain-
ful and depressing experience, as well as every pleasurable and inflating
experience. These teachings are saying, “Things are not what you think;
if you think things are a certain way, take a closer look. You cannot
make anything out of your experience.” The reason is that to make
something out of your experience, you have to have some idea of what
your experience is. Only then can it be of service to your ego. However,
your experience is, really and truly, beyond words and concepts; it is
empty. Therefore, you are left with nothing to make anything out of.
Only when you remain in this open and indefinable space can the tantric
journey continue.

The teachings on emptiness are expounded, as noted, in the sutras
that belong to the second turning of the wheel of dharma, principally
the Prajnaparamita Sutras. These teachings in India and Tibet became
the source of a rich, sophisticated, and extensive philosophical tradition
known as Madhyamaka. Whereas the Prajnaparamita texts are known
as buddha-vachana, buddha word, because they are held to have been
spoken by the Buddha, the texts of the Madhyamaka are commentaries
on the Prajnaparamita composed by scholars and practitioners on the
path. The founder of Madhyamaka, as mentioned in chapter 1, was the
great sage Nagarjuna (ca. second century cE), who composed a number
of texts considered the root texts of Madhyamaka, including the Mula-
madhyamaka-karikas, verses on the root teachings of Madhyamaka. Na-
garjuna was followed by a series of Indian Buddhist scholars, who
appeared over the course of one thousand years, and by an equally illus-
trious succession of Tibetan scholars belonging to all four schools of
Tibetan Buddhism.

The importance of Madhyamaka is that it takes the teachings of the
second turning as its foundation. While in the Prajnaparamita, these
teachings on emptiness are given without argument or comment, in the
Madhyamaka they are presented in the form of logical arguments and
philosophical reflections that reveal how the opposite of emptiness,
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namely substantial existence, cannot be maintained. In the course of the
vast Madhyamaka corpus, every conceivable human opinion about real-
ity is made the subject of philosophical scrutiny, and none can stand up
to the light of wisdom. Each human concept about reality is like a build-
ing that begins to waver, then crack, and finally collapse as a result of
the earthquake of emptiness.

In Tibetan monasteries, and particularly those of the Gelukpas and
the Sakyapas, the teachings of the second turning of the wheel of
dharma, both sutras and the shastras of the commentarial tradition, are
the centerpiece of scholarly training. Monks undergoing the academic
training will typically spend many years studying the various arguments
and positions of Madhyamaka, memorizing hundreds and even thou-
sands of pages of texts in the course of their work. In addition to mem-
orization, they hear lectures by masters and hone their skills of logic
and reasoning in the ancient tradition of monastic debate.

While all of this study may seem far removed from the cave of the
tantric yogin, in fact it is not. In all four schools of Tibetan Buddhism,
it is believed that by training the mind thoroughly in the Madhyamaka,
one is laying a foundation that is essential for successful Vajrayana prac-
tice. This is why, as we saw in chapter 3, Geluk monks wishing to
undertake tantric practice must first complete the many years of schol-
arly training in which the Madhyamaka forms the essential core.

THE THIRD TURNING: YOGACHARA AND
BUDDHA-NATURE

According to Tibetan tradition, later in his life, in the North Indian
town of Shravasti, Buddha Shakyamuni turned the wheel of dharma
for a third time. The content of the third turning is twofold, including
both those teachings associated with the classical Indian Yogachara
school and those concerning the buddha-nature. Although in Indian
Buddhism, these two streams of thought had somewhat distinct histor-
ies, in Tibet they are understood as aspects of one unified teaching.
According to the Sandhinirmochana Sutra, where the third turning is
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first articulated, when the Buddha turned the wheel of dharma this
third time, he presented the ultimate, definitive “view” of the Maha-
yana. We read in the Sandhinirmochana Sutra that the first turning con-
cerns the Hinayana, deals with relative truth, and is provisional and
surpassable. The second turning presents the Mahayana teaching on
emptiness, articulates the view of the ultimate, but is also not complete.
The third turning brings the Buddha’s promulgation of the “view” to
completion, in which the relative and the ultimate are seen in proper
relation to one another.

Why did the Buddha feel the need to give a third turning of the
wheel of dharma, when the second, as we have seen, presents the view
of ultimate reality, emptiness? According to the Sandhinirmochana Sutra,
the commentaries of Asanga and his school, and the buddha-nature
texts, the Buddha gave the teachings of the third turning because the
very presentation of the second turning on emptiness, by virtue of its
relentless and single-minded propagation of shunyata, could too easily
be misunderstood by practitioners as nihilism.

The teachings on emptiness, as we have seen, are designed to dissolve
fixations so that one may come face to face with reality. However, that
dissolution can itself all too readily turn into a project. And, in order to
have a project, one has to have an end point or goal that one is project-
ing. In every situation, then, one can begin to look for emptiness. But to
look for emptiness, one has to have an idea of what emptiness is. Thus,
one can fall into the trap of using one’s concept of emptiness to address,
to try to handle, one’s experience.

The concept of emptiness—although certainly not the reality of it—
can be taken as nihilistic. This is so because as it appears in the texts,
emptiness is the absence of any characteristic or essential nature. Noth-
ing that we conceive through the apparatus of the skandhas has any
inherent existence. In its essential nature, it does not exist. Holding this
as a view, and using it as a tool or technique to relate with one’s life,
can lead to a nihilistic denial of the relative world.

If we hold emptiness as a concept and take this view of the relative,
then we will have no interest in it. In psychological terms, our libido
will have been disconnected from the relative world. This means that
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we will be unwilling to connect with it and feel no obligation to relate
with it. We may treat karma as utterly nonexistent and see its operation
as not worth respecting. And we will regard the suffering of sentient
beings as unimportant and not to be taken seriously, since it does not
exist.

Worse than this, emptiness can be viewed as a panacea. It can be used
as a weapon against relativity. One may ask, what is wrong with this?
For an unenlightened person, judgments about relativity are always
being made: this is comfortable, this is not; this I like, this I don’t like.
If one has only the second turning of the wheel of dharma as a refer-
ence point, it is all too easy to use one’s concept of emptiness to mini-
mize and discredit those aspects of relativity that one does not like. This
may be carried out under a guise of “spirituality.” For example, when
one experiences certain emotions or states of mind as “nonspiritual,”
one may try to remove their sting through applying emptiness.

But what if, karmically, this is something that we need to live
through? What if this leg of our journey requires us to face and fully
experience something very painful? In that case, we have cut off our
progress and repressed that unwanted state of mind once again, thus
creating more negative karma for ourselves.

In this case, emptiness has become a way of avoiding and dismiss-
ing—on “spiritual grounds”—the first noble truth, the truth of suffer-
ing. Emptiness does not mean that suffering is utterly nonexistent, only
that its energy cannot be objectified or definitively pinned down in any
way. Such a point of view does not remove the “charge” of suffering,
but leaves it in the realm of the ungraspable.

The Three Natures

In the Tibetan view, the Buddha addressed this problem by giving the
third turning of the wheel of dharma, with its twofold teachings on the
“three natures” and on the “buddha-nature.” In the Yogachara texts,
the Buddha expands on the second-turning teachings of the two truths,
ultimate (in which emptiness is seen) and relative (in which phenomena
are thought to be substantial). Now the Buddha speaks of three natures.
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First is parikalpita, the “imaginary nature,” conceptualized reality,
which is illusory and empty, like the “relative truth” of the second turn-
ing. Then there is parinishpanna, the “perfected nature,” the mind that
is resting in the ultimate, which is analogous to the “ultimate truth” of
emptiness of the second turning. In addition, however, the Buddha also
speaks of paratantra, the “dependent nature,” which is not so explicitly
designated in the second turning. Each of these three natures has a
particular ontological status. The imaginary nature (parikalpita), con-
ceptualized reality, is utterly nonexistent because what it claims exists,
essential natures, in fact is purely an illusion. The dependent nature
(paratantra) is dependently existent, a notion presently to be explained.
And the perfected nature (parinishpanna) is completely existent in the
sense that the emptiness of realization is beyond birth and death, and
indestructible.

If the imaginary nature corresponds to relative truth in the second
turning and the perfected nature is analogous to ultimate truth, then
how is the dependent nature to be understood? The great Indian com-
mentator on the third turning, the master Asanga, explains the depen-
dent nature by asking an interesting question. When we project a
relative world made up of truly existing things—which are utterly non-
existent—are we merely making this up, based on nothing? Are we just
projecting our concepts into a vacuum? Or might there be some sub-
strate that is serving as a basis of our projections? Asanga says that there
is indeed such a substrate, although it is not one that can be labeled or
conceptualized, because in that case we would be right back into the
imaginary nature, which is utterly nonexistent. However, there is a sub-
strate that is ineffable. This is the world of appearances that arise in
accordance with the operation of karma. According to Asanga, there is
the attribution of “form,” which in itself does not exist. But there is a
karmic situation, beyond our thinking process, that gives birth to a com-
plex of causes and conditions that we are then led to label “form.”

For Asanga, there are two kinds of relativity, that of the conceptual-
1zed imaginary nature, which we might call impure relativity, and the
nonconceptualized world of karma, the dependent nature, which we
might call pure relative truth. It is this latter that the Buddha saw at the
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moment of his enlightenment: he saw the causes and conditions accord-
ing to which the entire wheel of samsara revolves. In other words, when
the Buddha had passed utterly beyond the illusory, conceptualized real-
ity of the imaginary nature, he attained the perfected state, the perfected
nature. In the moment of his enlightenment, the Buddha did not see
nothing. His experience of enlightenment had content, as it were: the
entire realm of causes and conditions, as it truly is, with nothing left
out.

Based on this way of looking at things, we could describe samsara
and nirvana in the following way. Samsara is viewing the pure relative
world, the dependent nature, through the filter of concepts in which we
attribute self-nature to things. This is the imaginary nature. Nirvana
consists in seeing the pure relative world, the dependent nature, as the
Buddha did on the night of his enlightenment, devoid of the imaginary
nature. This is the perfected nature.

The teachings of the three natures have important implications for
the path. They indicate that phenomenal experience is actually com-
posed of two elements. On the one hand, there is the conceptualized
overlay, the imaginary nature, which needs to be abandoned. But on the
other, there is the substrate of karma, the dependent nature, that exists
relatively and needs to be acknowledged and respected. Through taking
the ineffable substrate seriously, through being willing to travel through
it as a walkway, there can be a path and there can be transformation.
This is so because until enlightenment, life consists in the arising and
resolving of karma; this can only occur if one is willing to relate to that
arising—which is inherently ineffable—but to do so without conceptu-
alizing it. If, by contrast, one either takes the imaginary nature as real
or seeks to dismiss the dependent nature as utterly nonexistent, there
can no longer be any journey. Then, as one sometimes finds among
spiritual practitioners, the process of the path is frozen and one abides
in a wasteland of emptiness.

In the Vajrayana, as we shall see, the process of tantric meditation
brings the pure relative truth of the world into view. On the one hand,
through meditation on emptiness, one abandons one’s own defiled, con-
ceptual versions of reality. On the other, through visualizing the world
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as the pure abode of the tantric deities, one realizes the splendor of
manifestation beyond ego. The process is progressive: through the visu-
alization, one continually calls up the relative world in its nonconceptual
purity. This brings about a process of gradual “purification” (vishuddhi)
in which one is gradually disabused of one’s view of reality as impure
and laden with the conceptual dirt of ego. One’s perception grows into
“sacred outlook” (tag-nang), in which the truth of the pure dependent
nature and its inseparability from the perfected nature are realized on a
tantric level, as the inseparability of appearance and emptiness.

Buddha-nature

The second major teaching given by the Buddha in the third turning of
the wheel concerns buddha-nature and is contained in a number of
important sutras on this topic. In Tibet, the most important text on
buddha-nature is the Utzara-tantra Shastra, a commentary attributed to
the future buddha Maitreya. This shastra contains quotations from
many of the most important buddha-nature sutras, arranged to high-
light the most important aspects of this doctrine. In the Urrara Tantra,
the root verses by Maitreya are accompanied by Asanga’s verse and
prose commentary. The text was brought to Tibet during the second
spreading and has become the subject of a number of important tradi-
tions of interpretation.

According to the Uttara Tantra, within each sentient being is the ac-
tual nature of a buddha. This is not a seed that will one day grow into
the full nature of a buddha; rather, it is, at this moment, that very
nature. The nature of a buddha is the dharmakaya, the “body of real-
ity,” the mind of enlightenment itself. What is this buddha-nature like?
Its essence is emptiness; its nature is complete clarity and cognizance;
and it manifests as compassion. It is this dharmakaya, this enlighten-
ment, already in itself mature and complete, that exists within the heart
of all sentient beings.

If we human beings possess this enlightened core as our very basis,
then why are we so confused and why do we suffer? The reason, ac-
cording to the Utrara Tantra, is that the buddha-nature is covered over

103



FounbpaTioNs oF VaJravana

by defilements of all sorts. These defilements are adventitious—that is,
they are not essential. They in no way actually damage or blemish the
buddha-nature, they merely hide it from our view. Thus we go about
our lives, feeling beleaguered and lost, unaware that this jewel of inesti-
mable worth resides in our very heart.

In the Urtara Tantra, many analogies are given to illustrate how the
buddha-nature is covered over and hidden yet never compromised or
damaged. For example, the buddha-nature is said to be like an image
of the buddha wrapped in some dirty, tattered rags lying by the side of
the road. The rags represent one’s phenomenal personality, how one
views oneself. When you first see it, it may seem like a worthless pile of
garbage—which is certainly how we sometimes feel about ourselves.
Yet, when we look closely into this seemingly worthless rubbish, when
we take the trouble to unwrap the rags around it—and we do this
through the practice of meditation—we make the miraculous discovery
of the resplendent buddha within.

There is a tendency among Western Buddhists to identify the bud-
dha-nature with a mind that is open, clear, and expansive, that is un-
troubled by the chaos of experience. This certainly is one basic way in
which the buddha-nature can show itself, particularly in our meditation
practice. Many meditators are always looking for the buddha-nature as
this untrammeled clarity, which brings with it a settled and peaceful
feeling.

But there is far more to the buddha-nature than this, and it manifests
in our lives in countless other ways. In order to understand some of
these other ways, let us personify the buddha-nature for a moment, and
ask some questions. For example, what is the “intention” of the buddha-
nature? It is to lead us to—or push us in the direction of—full and
perfect enlightenment. What is this enlightenment? It is our full pres-
ence to ourselves, our unbroken awareness of the fullness of our being,
in which our compassion can flow forth spontaneously, in whatever way
it will given our karma and our gifts.

What stands in the way of this goal of spiritual maturation? Only
our mistaken concepts of ourselves, our rigid and defensive ego struc-
tures. What is an example of where the buddha-nature is at work? In
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fact, the buddha-nature operates in all people, all of the time. It is said
that the universal experience of suffering is a manifestation of the bud-
dha-nature. It is the message that our egoic versions of reality are inade-
quate and cannot bring about lasting satisfaction or comfort. How does
the buddha-nature move us forward? Through revealing to us the shab-
biness and hollowness of the ego that we are trying to maintain, through
showing us the inadequacy of the ways in which we try to allay pain
and control our lives.

Meditation practice is the primary Buddhist way for softening and
relaxing the rigidity of ego and for providing space for awareness out-
side of the ego mechanism to grow. Yet the path of meditation is chal-
lenging, for it mostly consists of seeing through our own posturing and
pride, unraveling our self-deception, and recovering dimensions of our
person that—because of the pain cloaking them—we ignore and re-
press. Those who devote themselves to a life of meditation often find
themselves face to face with the most difficult of emotional upheavals
and egoic inflations and deflations as their awareness grows and they
integrate more of what they are in their totality. This vivid and often
excruciating process is itself a manifestation of the buddha-nature.

The buddha-nature works also in other ways. For example, it may
often be said to be “behind” certain dramatic occurrences, such as when
a relationship collapses, we lose a job, we fall gravely ill, someone close
to us dies, or some other catastrophe befalls us. At that moment, our
carefully constructed and maintained world falls to pieces. At such a
time, when everything else is more or less in complete disarray, the
buddha-nature is there, as openness, tenderness, and intelligence that
transcends the ups and downs. Practitioners can take very great advan-
tage of such “catastrophes” and use them to deepen their own sense of
being.*

The buddha-nature obviously exists in all people, whether they are
Buddhists or not, and regardless of the level of their commitment to a
spiritual path. Though human beings try to ignore it, the buddha-nature

*Qccasionally, it may also be a positive occurrence that shatters our habitual world,
the most notable example being when one “falls in love.”
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is always in the background, trying to break through the walls of ego,
to lead us to a deeper and fuller way of being. It is at the basis of who
we are as human beings. Nevertheless, it sometimes happens that we try
to hold on to a very narrow way of being, some adaptation that we
bring from earlier in our lives. In this event, we sometimes find that the
harder we try to hang on to some old, constricted way of being, the
more pressure the buddha-nature exerts. Often, the buddha-nature will
break through in the most surprising and unexpected ways, causing
temporary demolition of aspects of our adaptation. If people absolutely
resist the inner imperative to grow, the buddha-nature can manifest
itself in even more drastic ways and the consequences can be calamitous,
at least from ego’s viewpoint.

The tantric journey is directed to uncovering the buddha-nature
within, and this is not an easy or painless process. It has been said that,
in the journey to awakening, the buddha-nature does not particularly
care what our personalities have to go through or how difficult the proc-
ess may be. Our deepest nature is uncompromising and will not let any
of us stray very far from the path. It will ultimately put up with nothing
short of enlightenment. Meditation is a way of “sacrificing to the gods,”
of making a positive relationship with the buddha-nature so that the
journey, while painful and challenging, at least continues in the direc-
tion of awakening and takes advantage of each turn in the road.

In the Vajrayana Buddhism of Tibet, the teachings on buddha-nature
are considered a source of unbounded confidence, certainty, and joy.
One may wonder, particularly in light of the more daunting aspects of
the buddha-nature, how this could be so. The reason is simple: the bud-
dha-nature doctrine shows us that the seemingly problematic aspects of
our lives are gateways to a deeper and fuller mode of being. Suffering,
deflation, and life’s other difficulties are all manifestations of our basic,
enlightened being, calling us forward. Moreover, the unending stream
of ego-defeats that characterize the life of even the most “successful”
person represent continual opportunities to wake up, to soften up, to
expand our awareness, to see more. The teachings on buddha-nature
represent a kind of unconditional positivity—that whatever occurs in
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life, and particularly the more difficult situations, provides a tangible
opportunity to come closer to who we are.

As we shall see, in the Vajrayana one visualizes oneself as a fully
enlightened buddha. This visualization gives imaginative representation
to our own buddha-nature within, which is otherwise inaccessible.
Through enacting the tantric liturgies, one’s own sense of being a sepa-
rate, egoic self gradually dissolves and is replaced by the buddha-nature.
This is not a new identity and has nothing in common with the old
egoic identity that is being released. Rather, it represents the ability to
rest in the open, empty, cognizant nature that is the very core of our
being. In the Vajrayana, one thus trains to live in terms of the buddha-
nature, not thinking of oneself as a solid and discrete entity, and to act,
but without need for the deliberate and self-referential strategies of the
self-conscious “I.” In this way, then, the Vajrayana, based on the second-
turning teachings of emptiness, represents the actualization of the
teachings of the third turning of the wheel of dharma.
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6
Some Initial Vajrayana
Perspectives

THE VEHICLE OF CAUSE AND THE
VEHICLE OF RESULT

The two lower yanas, the Hinayana and the Mahayana, are termed Aezu-
yana, yanas or vehicles of cause. They are so called because of their basic
method of working toward the enlightened state from the outside in.
They do this by generating, through their specific practices, the various
“causes” of enlightenment. It is true that the awakened state is itself
beyond causality. Nevertheless, from the viewpoint of the lower yanas,
it can only appear within the human stream of consciousness when the
appropriate conditions are present. The Hinayana and the Mahayana
both work in a gradual way with ethical behavior, study, and meditation
to bring about these conditions.’

The Vajrayana is called the phala-yana, or yana of result, because it
attempts to bring practitioners to a state of realization working from
the inside out. In the Vajrayana, a person is brought into direct contact
with the awakened state through one of two methods. Most commonly,
one undergoes the abhisheka ritual (empowerment initiation), which
gives one authorization to practice one of the deity cycles or mandalas,
sets of meditations connected with a particular deity. Through this
method, one visualizes oneself as a fully awakened one and accom-
plishes a certain number of mantras of the deity. In addition, a person
may be introduced directly to the buddha-mind within—a Vajrayana
way of speaking of the buddha-nature—and then receive instruction on
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how to meditate upon this. In usual practice, these two methods are
used in tandem: one receives abhisheka and the “pointing out” of the
nature of mind as part of the same initiatory process. Through these
methods—both visualizing oneself as a buddha and receiving pointing-
out instructions—one’s inner nature is empowered and enlivened so that
it begins to dissolve the armor of ego from the inside, so to speak.

WHAT IS INCLUDED IN VAJRAYANA BUDDHISM?

Vajrayana Buddhism as practiced in Tibet includes a considerable array
of different traditions and practices. These may be grouped loosely into
those traditions and practices that belong to the Nyingma, or Old Trans-
lation School, and those that belong to the New Translation schools, the
Sarma lineages, although there are many overlaps and shared tradi-
tions.> As we have seen, the Nyingmapas divide their path into nine
yanas, six of which are tantric in nature; the final three—Mahayoga-
yana, Anuyoga-yana, and Atiyoga-yana—are the ones that are most
commonly practiced. The Kagyiipas, Sakyapas, and Gelukpas, again as
noted, divide their traditions into the four tantras, with the Anuttara-
yoga Tantras—including father, mother, and nondual—being the ones
that are generally practiced. With the exception of the practices of
formless meditation, to be discussed, all of these involve yidam practice,
the carrying out of sadhanas (practices given in texts of ritualized medi-
tation) in which one visualizes oneself as a deity and meditates in that
way. Associated with these cycles of teachings are practices of “inner
yoga” in which one visualizes one’s body as an inner mandala, composed
of the chakras (“wheels” or psychic centers), nadis (“channels” or psychic
pathways), prana (“wind/breath” or energy), and dindu (*“drop/sphere”).
The yogas are discussed in detail in chapter 11.

The Vajrayana also includes “formless practices” known among the
Nyingmapas as dzokchen, the “great perfection,” and among the New
Translation schools as mahamudra, the “great seal” or “symbol.” Al-
though these traditions of formless practice possess different lineages,
different ways of speaking, and different authoritative texts, they are
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closely similar if not identical on most points. One reason for this com-
parability is that they derive from many of the same sources; another is
that over the course of Tibetan history, many of the most accomplished
and influential mahamudra teachers studied with dzokchen teachers
and vice versa.

Dzokchen and mahamudra are considered the most advanced real-
izations, respectively, of the Nyingma and the New Translation schools.
Generally, one traverses the path to these realizations through a certain
amount of yidam practice. At a certain point, when one’s teacher deems
the time appropriate, one is given mahamudra or dzokchen instruction
and then sent into retreat. Occasionally, in the case of extraordinarily
“ripened” disciples, a person may be set to practicing the formless medi-
tations directly, with little or no preliminaries.

THE SECRECY OF VAJRAYANA

Unlike the Hinayana and the Mahayana, which in Tibet are exoteric
traditions, the Vajrayana is an esoteric tradition in which secrecy plays
an important role.* The Vajrayana is secret first, on a literal level, in
that one must receive initiation or abhisheka before being given the per-
mission, texts, and instructions to practice it. The abhisheka is a serious
event, requiring often many years of preparation on the part of the
disciple and rigorous commitments to the lama and to the practices that
one has received. As part of the initiation process, one makes a commit-
ment to keep secret both the nature of the abhisheka itself as well as the
instructions that one receives in connection with it. This secrecy is neces-
sary not only in the case of non-Vajrayanists, but also of Vajrayana
practitioners who have not received the same abhishekas. According to
the tantric vows taken in an abhisheka, one is permitted to discuss the
practice, as well as one’s understanding, and experiences, only with
those who have been entered into the same mandala.

*Originally, as mentioned above, much of what we now call Hinayana and Maha-
yana also seem to have been esoteric, secret traditions.
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This situation has been somewhat confused by another approach to
such ritual occasions, such as public abhishekas that are quite different
from the methods of preparing for, receiving, and understanding abhi-
shekas just described. This other “abhisheka” is a public ceremony given
by lamas to large numbers of people, sometimes even running into the
thousands, with no prerequisites or preparation whatever required.
Often those turning up for this initiation have never even met the pre-
siding lama and some may have no particular connection with Bud-
dhism and no interest in meditation. Kalu Rinpoche, who gave many
such abhishekas during his lifetime, commented that these should be
thought of as ceremonial blessings that would sow positive karmic seeds
for the future.

The secrecy surrounding the Vajrayana acts as a protection both for
oneself and also for non-initiates. Secrecy protects the tantric prac-
titioner and his practice in several ways. It is said that the power and
efficacy of the Vajrayana is dependent upon the devotion and respect of
its practitioners. If one were to disclose to non-initiates one’s practices
and experiences, these would be met with misunderstanding and lack
of appreciation, at the very least. As in Native American traditions
where it 1s believed that the telling of a visionary dream diminishes its
power, so in the Vajrayana, to disclose the inner essence of the teachings
would severely compromise and weaken them. In addition, maintaining
secrecy discourages the tantric practitioner from using his spiritual
knowledge and insights to advance personal, ego-oriented agendas. This
is particularly important in the West where the educated public tends to
be intrigued by “tantra” and where one’s involvement could all too eas-
ily become a topic for titillating cocktail party conversation. In general,
one needs to maintain secrecy in order to keep the spiritual vessel closed,
to contain the energy, and to let it work its transformations.

Secrecy also protects non-initiates, and this in two ways. First, it pro-
tects those who will one day receive abhisheka. In general, when Ti-
betan teachers give students a new practice, while they may explain the
actual practice in detail, they will generally say very little about what to
expect. This is because ideas and expectations about a practice that one
is engaged in create obstacles and impediments to understanding. In
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addition, each person has a unique entry into any practice and will make
discoveries that are more or less unique to him or herself. In the casc of
the Vajrayana, then, the less preconceptions one has, the better.

Secrecy also protects non-initiates from inherent dangers in Vajra-
yana practice. The Vajrayana provides methods, as mentioned, that open
the mind to a deep level. All of us walk around with many layers of
armor over our sense perceptions and our experience of the world. We
do this because the world in its naked rawness and reality is vast, vivid,
and shocking, and we prefer to keep to our small, safe, insentient ver-
sions. Yet, in our numbness, all of us long for the openness and the
intensity of experience that is our birthright. The Vajrayana is a method
to progressively remove our defensive coverings so that we may once
again experience the colorful, surprising, magical world that stands be-
yond thought and beyond ego. Yet removing one’s armor is not without
its dangers. In relation to this, Trungpa Rinpoche remarks:

The world is so magical that it gives us a direct shock. It is not
like sitting back in our theater chair and being entertained by
the fabulous world happening on the screen. It does not work
that way. Instead it is a mutual process of opening between the
practitioner and the world. Therefore tantra is very dangerous.
It 1s electric and at the same time extremely naked. There is no
place for our suit of armor. There is no time to insulate our-
selves. Everything is too immediate. Our suit of armor is punc-
tured from both outside and inside at once. Such nakedness and
such openness reveal the cosmos in an entirely different way. It
may be fantastic, but at the same time it is very dangerous.?

The Hinayana and Mahayana, and the Vajrayana preliminaries, as
well as the relation of teacher and student, provide the ground, the
context, and the stability for this opening. But without these prepara-
tions and safeguards, the Vajrayana methods would almost certainly be
beyond our capacity to handle. Even with them, the journey is risk-
filled enough. Hence it is an act of decency and kindness to keep the
specific teachings and methods of the tradition secret from non-initiates.

Secrecy also appears in the Vajrayana in what is called the “self-sc-

115



ENTERING THE VayrRa WoORLD

crecy” of the tradition. Even if Vajrayana truths are spoken, they can
only be “heard”—that is, understood—by those who are ready to hear
and understand them. The most profound truths can be shown, yet if
one is not at a level where one can receive them, it will be as if nothing
has happened. One may recall the famous story from Zen Buddhist
tradition in which the Buddha conveyed his teaching by holding up a
flower. Although there was a large crowd gathered, only one person,
Mahakashyapa, understood what the Buddha meant to reveal.

LAMA TARANATHA’S ACCOUNT OF
VAJRAYANA ORIGINS

Tibetan tradition, as noted in chapter 1, identifies a number of points
of origin within Indian Buddhist history. Each of the three turnings of
the wheel represents a kind of new beginning for the dharma, and the
Buddha’s preaching of the Vajrayana represents another fresh revela-
tion. In the revelatory process, all three bodies of the Buddha are in-
volved, including his two “form bodies” (rupakaya), that is, his pure
physical form (nirmanakaya) and his subtle, nonphysical body (sembhoga-
kaya), as well as his ultimate body, identified with reality itself (dharma-
kaya).

According to Indian Buddhism, while the dharma ultimately derives
from the dharmakaya, in order to be apprehended by human beings, it
must be mediated by the form bodies. As we saw in chapter 1, the
Buddha is understood to have taught in his two rupakayas, either his
nirmanakaya or his sambhogakaya. The Vajrayana, in particular, was
taught by the Buddha in his sambhogakaya, or nonphysical, body of
light. For many modern people, the idea that a person could present
spiritual teachings while in a nonmaterial form is implausible. Thinking
one might dismiss the traditional

b

that “such things cannot happen,’
accounts and look elsewhere for explanations. However, within the tra-
ditional Asian and particularly Buddhist context, it is taken for granted
that such things can and do happen. It is routinely assumed that accom-
plished meditators can move about in an ethereal or subtle body and
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interact with other, similarly disembodied beings. It is also considered o
matter of fact thatone can teach dharma in such a form, and that 1o o
so one need not be a buddha, or even a follower of the Mahayana or
Vajrayana, where such things are more commonly talked about. In this
context, one may consider the example of Acharn Mun, a revered and
realized Thai saint of the forest who lived earlier in this century. The
Acharn’s biography, which was composed from experiences that he
himself related to his closest disciples, devotes considerable attention to
dharma teaching that he gave, at night and in his subtle body, to various
divinities inhabiting the god realms who came to him for instruction.*

In the Vajrayana, following earlier tradition, the Buddha’s teachings
are understood to derive ultimately from his dharmakaya, the unorigi-
nated “body” of reality depicted as Samantabhadra in Nyingma tradi-
tion and Vajradhara in the New Translation schools. Yet, for human
beings in general, the dharmakaya is inaccessible; therefore, out of com-
passion, the primordial dharmakaya buddha takes shape in sambhoga-
kaya and nirmanakaya forms. Tulku Thondup clarifies the doctrine of
the three buddha bodies for an understanding of Vajrayana.

The doctrine of the three bodies of the Buddha is important for
all aspects of tantric teachings. The transmission comes from
the ultimate body, the formless absolute, empty aspect of Bud-
dhahood, the dharmakaya, to the body of enjoyment, the sam-
bhogakaya. The latter is the first of the two form-bodies. Its
radiant, transcendent form, endowed with the major and minor
marks of buddhahood, can be perceived only by enlightened or
highly attained beings. The Buddhas of the sambhogakaya level
dwell in inconceivably vast pure lands or Buddha-fields,
whereas the other expression of the form-body, the nirmana-
kaya, enters samsara and manifests in various ways in order to
free beings from suffering.’

These themes come to life in the following account, told by Lama
Taranatha, of the first time that the Vajrayana was taught by the Bud-
dha to human beings. In this rendering, the Buddha gives the tantric
teachings for the first time to King Indrabhuti, ruler of the land of
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Uddiyana. In the story, recounted here with commentary, the Buddha
first appears in his nirmanakaya form and then, when he wishes to reveal
the tantric teachings, manifests himself as the sambhogakaya Buddha at
the center of a vast mandala.’

King Indrabhuti, who rules over the tantric country of Uddiyana (in
present day Pakistan) is one day sitting on his palace veranda looking
out over the plains. In the far distance, he notices what appears to be a
flock of reddish birds flying across the sky. When he asks his courtiers
what these are, they reply, “Oh, that is Buddha Shakyamuni, together
with this five hundred arhants.”

Commentary: One of the qualities of enlightenment is that the
realized person has gained various miraculous powers, includ-
ing the ability to fly. Thus the Buddha and his arhants, as real-
ized people, are credited with this ability. They appear in the
distance as reddish birds because of the saffron robes that the
Buddha’s disciples wore.

Indrabhuti expresses his wish that an invitation be extended to the
Buddha and his disciples to come to the palace for a noonday meal.
Although the king’s attendants express doubts that the Buddha will
come because he is so far away, nevertheless, the next day he and his
five hundred arhants arrive for the meal.

Commentary: In Indian Buddhism, it was customary to make
offerings of food to wandering holy men and women. On such
occasions, the layperson could expect to gain merit, proportion-
ate to the sanctity of the recipient. In addition, it was common
for the donor, after the meal was finished, to request teachings.
Indian kings were not only political rulers but also the ritual
leaders of their kingdoms. The well-being of the kingdom was
thought to be dependent upon the king’s purity and store of
merit. As part of his royal role, a king like Indrabhuti would
frequently invite noted holy people along with their renunciant
disciples to partake of a noonday meal, which might be quite
lavish indeed. It was thought that the great merit accrued by
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the king on such occasions would be enjoyed by the lands under

his protection.

After the meal is concluded, the king asks the Buddha for teachings.
In particular, he requests teachings on the means of attaining buddha-
hood. The Buddha responds, “O king, abandon sense pleasures, keep to

the three trainings, and practice the six paramitas.”

Commentary: The Buddha is giving the king the teachings of
the conventional Hinayana and Mahayana. The king is advised
to abandon sense pleasures—in other words, to renounce the
world, in the “Hinayana” way. He 1s next told to keep the three
trainings, which include sAila (ethical conduct), samadhi (medita-
tion), and prajna, (wisdom). Shila would involve for the king, as
a layperson, the five lay precepts; meditation would be shamatha-
vipashyana; and prajna would refer to study. Finally, the king is
advised to practice the six paramitas of the conventional Maha-
yana path.

The king, however, is not satisfied with this instruction and responds:
“I request a method of attaining buddhahood through the enjoyment
of the five senses with my retinue of ladies.” Then the king composes a
brief spontaneous poem:

In the Rose Apple Grove so joyful to experience,
Even if I were to become a fox in my next life,
A liberation that abandons the sense pleasures

I could never desire, O Gautama.

Commentary: The king is saying that in the Rose Apple Grove,
referring to our human world, he cannot renounce the basic
experience of human life, oriented as it is to the pleasures of the
five senses. Seen from the point of view of the lower yanas, the
king’s hesitation is a sign of his weakness: an indication that he
is so self-indulgent that he cannot give up sensual gratification
to follow a spiritual path. From the Vajrayana point of view,
however, something else is in motion here. The king senses the
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sacredness of human experience in its full range and depth, and
he affirms that he will not turn his back on this even were it to
land him in the low birth of a fox in his next existence. The
king desires a path to liberation that makes use of, rather than
rejects, the naked experience of human existence.

The following comments by Trungpa Rinpoche about the
tantric practitioner describe King Indrabhuti’s inspiration:
“Some people are tantric by nature. They are inspired in their
lives; they realize that some reality is taking place in the true
sense, and they feel that the experience of energy is relevant to
them. They may feel threatened by energy or they may feel a
lack of energy, but they have a personal interest in the world:
the visual world, the auditory world, the world of the senses
altogether. They are interested in how things work and how
things are perceived. That sense of enormous interest, that in-

terest in perceptions, is tantric by nature.”’

Then abruptly the assembly of shravakas disappears. At that point, a
voice resounds from the sky saying, “None of the eight classes of holy
persons are here. There are not even any shravakas or pratyekabuddhas.
The bodhisattvas, whose magical power is great, are manifesting their
forms.”

Commentary: Buddha Shakyamuni is evidently going to grant
Indrabhuti’s request, because the area is being cleared of those
who are not prepared or authorized to hear the secret Vajra-
yana. Those who depart are all “Hinayanists,” including the five
hundred arhant disciples of the Buddha (the shravakas), along
with the pratyekabuddhas, the solitary saints who dwell alone
in the forest meditating. In fact, it seems to be only the high-
level bodhisattvas, those of great magical power who can mani-
fest various forms, that are able to remain.

Then the Buddha produces a great, vast mandala. He grants the king
initiation, abhisheka, and at that very moment King Indrabhuti attains
the body of unification (yuganaddha).
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Commentary: The abhisheka is the ritual of initiation through
which the king is “shown” the secrets of the Vajrayana, in the
form of the deities of the mandala. Although appearing in ex-
ternal form, these deities have both inner and outer dimensions:
they represent the underlying, substructure of external reality,
the essential, inner body of the yogin, and the full form of the
buddha-nature of a person. Having been granted this empower-
ment, the king instantly attains the body of unification, which
is, according to Trungpa Rinpoche, the coemergence of wisdom
and skillful means, and the svabhavikakaya, which is the union
of the three kayas or buddha-bodies. It is the experience of real-
ity, without an experiencer or subject. The king’s immediate
attainment of this realized state marks him as a fully ripened
person and appropriate for the introduction of the Vajrayana
into the human world.

Following the abhisheka and King Indrabhuti’s attainment, the Bud-
dha bestows on him all of the tantras. Then the king teaches extensively
to all the people in his kingdom of Uddiyana and also writes the tantras
down in text form. Finally, together with his retinue of royal consorts,
he disappears and they all become sambhogakaya beings. Indrabhuu
subsequently travels from one buddha-field to another, and acts as a
collector and holder of the entire Mantrayana.

Commentary: This story, which reflects the view of the New
Translation schools on the appearance of the Vajrayana in the
human world, sees King Indrabhuti as the progenitor of the
various tantras that make up the tradition. It depicts him as a
person of great inspiration and attainment, so much so that after
receiving tantric teachings from the Buddha, he, along with his
consorts, leaves his human body behind altogether and becomes
a sambhogakaya being, travelling from one pure land to an-
other.

At that time, not only the king and his retinue, but also all the people
of the land of Uddiyana, plus its spirits (bhutas) and its animals all the
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way down to the insects, attain siddhi by the path of mahasukha and
achieve the rainbow body.

Commentary: The path of mahasukha (“great bliss”) is a way of
speaking about the Vajrayana in which liberation is attained by
means of experiencing the “pleasure” of the five senses. A mas-
ter of great attainment is said to have the ability to enable his
close disciples, students, and lay devotees, to participate in his
realization. In this story, even the insects of Uddiyana attain the
rainbow body, the highest attainment of Vajrayana that can be
gained on earth. This attainment, another way of talking about
the realization of the sambhogakaya, will be discussed in chap-
ter I1.

Taranatha’s account illustrates the Tibetan perspective that people
other than buddhas can be pure incarnations—nirmanakayas—and that
they may also manifest on the sambhogakaya level. We have already
seen in the story how King Indrabhuti became a sambhogakaya being.
In addition, Taranatha tells us that the king is the human incarnation
of the sambhogakaya deity Vajrapani, the Lord of Secret, whose role is
to disclose the tantras to human beings.

Subsequent Tantric Origins

In the Tibetan view, the primordial, dharmakaya buddha exists beyond
time and space, and can give forth teachings at any time. While the
teachings contained in the early, Hinayana canons represent one occa-
sion on which the dharma was transmitted to the human world from
the primeval state, it is by no means the only one. In the Mahayana, as
noted, the second and third turnings of the wheel of dharma also consti-
tute fresh promulgations. Beyond this, the individual Mahayana sutras
are often equally presented as unprecedented expressions of the Bud-
dha’s teaching. The Vajrayana, in particular, has from its inception been
characterized by a more or less continuous stream of revelations, seen
most vividly in the Terma tradition. From the Tibetan viewpoint, this is
to be explained by the intense practice orientation of the tantric vehicle.
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Vajrayana practitioners who spend a great deal of time in meditation
will, by virtue of their practice, draw near to the primal, sacred sources
of the dharma. They will be able to receive fresh teachings in a way
that others, more preoccupied with books and past tradition, will not.

Thus it is that throughout the history of Tantric Buddhism in both
India and Tibet, one observes the continual appearance of new revela-
tions, understood as originating from the Buddha himself in his ulti-
mate, dharmakaya aspect. Sometimes these teachings are mediated by a
sambhogakaya buddha to the nirmanakaya. At other times, a realized
human being, understood as a nirmanakaya, can journey in his or her
subtle body to receive teachings directly from the dharmakaya.

We may see an example of this latter approach in the life of Tilopa,
the guru of Naropa, mentioned in chapter 1. Tilopa had pursued a long
journey that included renouncing the world, spending some time as a
monk, and then entering the Vajrayana. At this point, after studying
with many tantric masters, Tilopa felt that he still remained within the
realm of the conditioned, that he had not yet broken through to the
ultimate. He therefore went to Bengal and took up residence in a crema-
tion ground. There he planted himself in a tiny grass hut, barely big
enough for his body upright in meditation, and remained there. To
ordinary people, Tilopa appeared to be sitting immobile in his little
shelter, in a state of samadhi. However, at this very same time, he was
traveling to a celestial realm in his ethereal body and was receiving
transmissions directly from the dharmakaya buddha Vajradhara. In this
instance, it was Tilopa himself who made the link with the dharmakaya
through his own subtle body and brought these teachings back to the
world, where he, himself understood as a nirmanakaya, transmitted
what he had received to his human disciples. It was Tilopa’s extraordi-
nary ability to find his way to this ultimate, original dharmakaya source
that enabled him to become the human progenitor of the Kagyii lineage.
(For a summary of Tilopa’s hagiography, see Indestructible Truth.)

Tulku Thondup articulates the Nyingma explanation of the process
of the Three Lineages, by which new revelations originate from the
dharmakaya buddha and are mediated by the sambhogakaya buddha to
the nirmanakaya beings of the human realm. Thus, the dharmakaya
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Buddha—Samantabhadra in the Ancient School—is the original source
for the Vajrayana® He transmits these teachings to his disciples, the
sambhogakaya buddhas, through direct mind transmission, known as
the Thought Lineage of the Victorious Ones, without the use of signs
or words. The sambhogakaya divinities then transmit them to the nir-
manakaya emanations through the use of signs and symbols, termed the
Sign Lineage of the Vidyadharas. These nirmanakayas are the masters
who stand at the origins of the various tantras, such as Garab Dorje for
atiyoga or dzokchen, and King Ja for mahayoga and anuyoga teachings
(see chapter 2).* The nirmanakayas teach other human beings with
words and concepts, called the Hearing Lineage of the Individuals.
These teachings came to Padmasambhava, Yeshe Tsogyal, Vimalamitra,
Vairochana, and others who either propagated them in Tibet to be
passed on from one generation to another (the Nyingma Kama lineages)
or hid them for later discovery (the Terma lineages). (See chapter 2.)
(For a discussion of the Three Lineages, see Indestructible Truth.)

The informed reader may find the Tibetan Vajrayana approach to
origins—oparticularly the notion of the three kayas and of people other
than the Buddha engaging these levels of spiritual reality—to be far
removed indeed from the Buddhism of the early canons of the Eighteen
Schools. However, as the scholar Edward Conze noted a half century
ago, the notion of the three kayas is quite present in early tradition, if
under different names.” For example, in the early texts, the Buddha is
quoted as observing that the realm of dharma exists beyond time,
whether or not there is an awakened person to proclaim it. In other
words, the “realm” of reality—structurally equivalent to the dharma-
kaya—abides eternally, there needing only someone to give it expres-
sion. If the prototype of the dharmakaya is in pre-Mahayana tradition,
so is the sambhogakaya, for Buddha Shakyamuni is depicted one rainy
season as journeying in his subtle body to the Tushita heaven (the god
realm where a buddha-to-be awaits his final birth and blessed individu-
als may take rebirth), when he gives teachings to his deceased mother.!

*Dudjom Rinpoche suggests that King Ja is King Indrabhuti or perhaps his son.
Dudjom Rinpoche, The Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, vol. 1, 458—59.
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It is also interesting that in pre-Mahayana tradition it is not only the
Buddha who can speak “buddha word” (buddha-vachana), i.e., speak
with the wisdom and authority of a buddha. In the Sarvastivada, a
member of the group of early Eighteen Schools and the one whose
traditions are most important to the Tibetans, the texts of the Abhi-
dharma Pitaka, understood as buddha word, are each attributed to
human authors who, by virtue of their realization, can speak the
dharma in a pure form as did Buddha Shakyamuni. All three kayas,
then, are prefigured in early Buddhism. This suggests that there is some
truth to the Tibetan view that the continually appearing revelations
found in tantric tradition are simply the intensification of a process that
is present in all the schools of Buddhism, going back to the earliest
appearance of the dharma in our world.
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The World beyond Thought

For TIBETANS, AS WE HAVE SEEN, THE THREE TURNINGS
of the wheel of dharma outline the basic view of Tibetan Buddhism,
while the three yanas articulate the stages according to which that view
is realized. The three turnings present the philosophical orientation
taken for granted by the Vajrayana. Among these, the two Mahayana
turnings on emptiness and buddha-nature provide the view of Vajra-
yana, with somewhat more emphasis on the third turning. Although the
Vajrayana is a yogic tradition aimed at actualizing Mahayana philoso-
phy, its tantras and commentaries nevertheless have distinctive ways in
which they give voice to those teachings. In the texts, one finds a Vajra-
yana language that is characterized by a strong experiential rather than
a philosophical tone. Thus, while particularly the second- and especially
third-turning ideas are articulated in the Vajrayana, they are presented
in a tantric idiom. In this chapter we examine the way the Vajrayana
speaks about reality from the viewpoint of its essential nonexistence
(second turning) and, beyond that, its quality of purity (third turning).

In Vajrayana, the term “vajra being” refers to that which we are
seeking to uncover, the buddha-nature within. Vajra being is nothing
other than awareness of our own nonexistence. It is the experience of
ourselves as being without solidity or objectifiability, as an open, uncer-
tain, mysterious process; it is the experience of ourselves without any
conception of who we are or could be, without self-reference, literally
without a thought. One is even without the concept of one’s own nonex-
istence. It is an experience of ourselves completely without territory,
even the territory of egolessness.
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Vajra being takes its root in the Hinayana, where the absence in one-
self of a substantial “I”” is discovered. It is deepened in the Mahayana in
the second turning, wherein one realizes that even the skandhas are
illusory projections. And it is given full expression in the third turning,
where the indestructibility of one’s nonexistence is expressed in the ter-
minology of buddha-nature. It is left for the Vajrayana to show the way
to full realization of this vajra being.

In the Vajrayana, vajra being is said to be open, free, and—most
important—indestructible. It is indestructible because if we are wholly
without any conception of ourselves that we are trying to maintain,
fortify, or promote, then we have nothing to lose. If we are without any
agenda, then we cannot be hindered or obstructed. And if we are truly
without any territory to defend, then we cannot be defeated. Of vajra
being, Trungpa Rinpoche comments, “It brings an experience of com-
plete indestructibility that is unchallengeable, immovable, and com-
pletely solid. The experience of indestructibility can only occur when
we realize that nonexistence is possible. . . . Such indestructibility can
only come out of the state of nothingness, egolessness, or nonexistence
... [out of] a basic attitude of trust in the nonexistence of our being. . ..
In the tantric notion of indestructibility, there is no ground, no basic
premise, and no particular philosophy except one’s own experience.”

A second important notion in Vajrayana is that of the “vajra world.”
While vajra being refers to our own indestructible nonexistence, vajra
world refers to the nonexistence and hence indestructibility of whatever
arises, of that which appears within experience. The notion of vajra
world takes its foundation in the Hinayana, where it is said that there
is a reality that manifests itself, once the projections of the “I” are dis-
carded. This is the reality of dharmas, organized according to the five
skandhas, which reveals itself to the eye of Hinayana realization. This
notion is taken another step in the second turning, in which even the
dharmas are said to be projections. And it is given further expression in
the third turning, where the notion of appearance beyond emptiness is
articulated in the idea of the dependent nature.

As long as we cling to ideas about what reality is, then we have
not understood emptiness and there can be no question of Vajrayana.
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However, once we have had some taste of shunyata, once we realize
that our ideas about what exists are merely our own projections, then
another kind of experience can arise. This is the experience of reality
as ineffable appearance, manifestation that is beyond language, beyond
thoughts, beyond any kind of fixation. It is an experience of the world
as ultimately mysterious and beyond any attempt to pin it down or
know it in a conceptual sense. The vajra world is empty because it
stands completely free of all thoughts. It is egoless because it has no
“essence” or “nature” that can be objectified. And it is indestructible
because, since it is beyond fixation, it is exactly how it presents itself to
be in each instant. Because it has no objectifiable essence, it never comes
into definite existence and it never leaves any trace—therefore there is
never anything that could be destroyed. In the Vajrayana, then, this
reality is referred to as “apparent yet empty,” the tantric way of speak-
ing of the dependent nature, free of concept.

THE MANDALA: HOW REALITY APPEARS

Our samsaric version of reality, then, is finally the imaginary nature, an
illusory projection of our own hopes and fears. It is this that is empty,
without substance or truth. While apparently true and accurate from
our ego-centered viewpoint, samsara is essentially conceptual; there is
nothing that actually corresponds to its images, ideas, and pictures. This
raises the all-important question, addressed theoretically in the third
turning and practically in the Vajrayana: is there then nothing beyond
our own samsaric fantasy? The answer, as we have seen, is that reality
is not utterly nonexistent.

Let us recall that, from the traditional Tibetan viewpoint, the sam-
saric reality known through abstraction is a second-order reality. For
example, the world as we view it through modern scientific description
is part of this second order. The world conceived in terms of models,
maps, classifications, measurements, and other conceptual abstractions is
not the world that we contact in our direct experience. It is a world that,
however much we may think of it as the real one, has in fact never been
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seen or directly experienced by anyone. This is because it does not exist.
It is a world that, for all of its apparent objectivity, is ultimately ego-
driven and twinted by our collective human intentions. This second
order is a world in which, to use Gerard Manley Hopkins’s wonderful
phraseology, “all is seared with trade; bleared, smeared with toil; / And
wears man’s smudge and shares man’s smell.”

In contrast to this second-order reality is first-order reality, that which
is known to us directly, in the unmediated experience of selfless intu-
ition. Thus one can speak, as in the third-turning teachings, of the ulti-
mate truth of the emptiness or nonsubstantiality of phenomena, and of
pure relative truth, pure appearance, ineffable phenomena, arising in a
relational mode, based on causes and conditions. It is this unspeakable
reality beyond mind that we wrongly conceptualize and misconstrue as
samsara. [t is this ineffable reality that forms the “basis,” in third-turn-
ing language, of our samsaric ideation.

This, in turn, raises another question. Given that the phenomenal
world of pure appearance is beyond thought, is there any meaningful
way in which we can point toward it or evoke it? In Vajrayana Bud-
dhism, we are directed toward pure relative truth through the language
of symbol. The symbolic language that is used in the Vajrayana to sug-
gest the actual way in which the world appears is that of the mandala,
“sacred circle.”

The basic principle of the mandala is that there is an order or a
pattern to reality that stands apart from our samsaric thinking. “Reality”
in this context does not refer to something fixed and eternal. Rather it
points to the continually fresh, unanticipated way in which the actual
relative world arises in experience. Attributing an “order” or “pattern”
to this reality does not mean that it is something static that stays the
same from one moment to the next and that can be abstracted into a
theory. Rather, it points to the possibility of discovering a “sense” or a
logic in the way things happen—a sense or logic that comes to us, that
bursts upon us, rather than being something that we manufacture based
on our own preconceptions and expectations.

In the Vajrayana perspective, there are certain fundamental energies
that circulate in the ocean of being. These energies are, as we shall
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presently see, rooted in the buddha-nature. They can be pointed to,
implied, and even called into manifestation with the language of sym-
bols. In the Vajrayana, the most important symbolic language is that of
the mandala. While the symbolism of the mandala is schematic in the
telling, it is essential to realize that what it points to can only be discov-
ered when the mind is free from theory. Nevertheless, the theory of the
mandala can sensitize us to that which cannot be spoken and cannot be
thought.

The mandala is the central symbol in Vajrayana Buddhism because
it represents the buddha-nature. While the buddha-nature itself is be-
yond “one and many,” like a diamond held in the sunlight that gives
off a variety of colors, so the buddha-nature manifests itself in various
aspects. In tantric tradition, the primordial wisdom of enlightenment is
said to refract itself into five primary aspects, known as the “five wis-
doms.” Each of these is associated with one of the “five buddha fami-
lies” of which it is held to be the foundation.

Each human being is said to embody a particular configuration of
the five wisdoms. Depending on which wisdom is most prominent, that
person is said to belong to the corresponding buddha family. This family
defines an individual’s primary energy and the way he or she perceives
and interacts with reality. In addition, a person may manifest qualities
of the other families, as secondary functions.

In the realized state of buddhahood, the wisdoms will be expressed
in an open, selfless, and unobstructed way. However, while we are still
within samsara, we cover the wisdoms over and twist them into per-
verted, sometimes grotesque ego versions. These ego distortions mani-
fest as the display of the primary defilements—aggression, pride,
passion, jealousy, and ignorance. Thus the relation between the fully
manifest wisdom and its samsaric version could not be more intimate:
it is through an egoic reaction against the outrageous openness of the
deep core of wisdom within us that we develop our afflicted samsaric
personalities.

It is important to realize that the five buddha families are more than
a way of understanding the human person. In addition, they provide a
means to view manifest reality as a whole, for all phenomena are seen
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as an expression of the five families. The symbolism of the mandala
reveals the living wisdom of enlightenment that is equally present as
the basis both in people and in the very being of the world.

In terms of theapplication of the mandala theory, Chtgyam Trungpa
Rinpoche explains:

The buddha family or families associated with a person describe
his or her fundamental style, that person’s intrinsic perspective
or stance in perceiving the world and working with it. Each
family is associated with both a neurotic and an enlightened
style. The neurotic expression of any buddha family can be
transmuted into its wisdom or enlightened aspect. As well as
describing people’s styles, the buddha families are also associated
with colors, elements, landscapes, directions, seasons—with any
aspect of the phenomenal world.?

In Trungpa Rinpoche’s description, then, the “neurosis” of any buddha
family is its covered-over, defiled ego distortion.

Thus the symbolism of the mandala reveals the pure energies or wis-
doms of enlightenment, which are the basis of samsara and nirvana.
The mandala is an esoteric symbol in the sense that the underpinning
of ourselves and our world is generally not seen by ordinary people.
This substructure is a hidden one. Perhaps rather than “substructure”
one should say “subenergy,” for, as mentioned, the mandala points to
something that is alive, fluid, and ever in motion, manifesting as the
energetic upsurge that continually threatens to destabilize our attempts
to find solid and secure ground.

THE SYMBOLISM OF THE MANDALA

The mandala symbolism is complex, illustrating as it does both immacu-
late reality and the defiled reality of our samsaric versions of things.
The following represents a simple schematic picture of the most impor-
tant dimensions of this symbolism, along with summaries by Trungpa
Rinpoche, who has written extensively on this topic.
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Ficure 7.1 The Five Buddhas of the Mandala, by Sanje Elliot.

Center: Buddha (Tathagata) Family
Trungpa Rinpoche:
The first is the buddha principle of the buddha family, which is

basically being even, not reacting. Being steady, not reacting to
excitement, being basically solid yet open at the same time. Basi-
cally sound and earthy, steady, but somewhat dull. Not particu-
larly enterprising.

Buddha neurosis is the quality of being “spaced-out” rather
than spacious. It is often associated with an unwillingness to
express ourselves . . . Another quality of buddha neurosis is that
we couldn’t be bothered. Our dirty laundry is piled up in a
corner of our room . .. As time goes on, our dirty socks become
unbearable, but we just sit there.!

When the ignoring quality of buddha neurosis is transmuted
into wisdom, it becomes an environment of all-pervasive spa-
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ciousness. This enlightened aspect is called the Wisdom of All-
Encompassing Space. In itself, it might still have a somewhat
desolate and empty quality, but at the same time, it is a quality
of completely open potential. It can accommodate anything. It
is spacious and vast like the sky.

Buddha energy is the foundation or the basic space. It is the
environment or oxygen that makes it possible for the other
[buddha family] principles to function. It has a sedate, solid
quality. Persons in this family have a strong sense of contempla-
tive experience and are highly meditative.?

Each of the five families is embodied in a particular buddha. The
buddha of the buddha family is Vairochana (“Brilliant”). (In some ar-
rangements, the Buddha Akshobhya stands in this position, in which
case Vairochana is associated with the vajra family in the east.) His color
is white, said to be the color of basic space. His mudra, or hand gesture,
is the mudra of teaching dharma, indicative of the moment when Bud-
dha Shakyamuni taught the dharma to his first disciples (see figure 7.2).
His symbol is the dharmachakra, or dharma wheel, again pointing to
the preaching of dharma. Each of the five buddhas also has a consort.
Vairochana’s consort is Dharmadhatvishvari, Lady of Space.

The wisdom of the buddha family is dharmadhatu wisdom—
openness that is without center or periphery, that is vast and timeless.
The defilement (klesha) that represents the egoic version of this wisdom
is delusion—actively blocking out awareness of the full and unimpeded
reality of things as they are, the “space” of things seen free from con-
cept, the dharmadhatu. It is precisely because one possesses a vast aware-
ness without boundaries that one’s ego can develop solid ground only
by setting up a massive pattern of shutting down and ignoring this
awareness. People predominating in this energy tend to have an ego
style that is “spacey,” unconnected, uninterested in “relating,” and tuned
out. In its purified form, vajra ignorance manifests in ignoring the sams-
aric upheavals in oneself or others. One knows Tibetan teachers who
exemplify this beautifully—when one approaches them with some neu-
rotic expression or ego “game-playing,” they will not cooperate and act
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Mudra of Teaching Dharma (dharmachakra mudra) ,' {

|
4

Earth-touching mudra (bhumisparsha mudra)

A )

Mudra of generosity (varada mudra)

\ —
N

Meditation mudra (dhyana mudra)

Mudra of fearlessness (abhaya mudra)

Ficure 7.2 Mudras.
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as if nothing is happening. They just ignore what one is presenting
entirely. They are unwilling to depart from the basic vastness of space
to engage the tiny world of one’s ego.

Each budd ha has further associations, aspects that are different modes
of the wisdom he embodies. For example, each is associated with one of
the skandhas, and his consort is the expression of a particular element.
Vairochana is associated with the skandha of form, while Dharmadhat-
vishvari is associated with element of space. The buddha families are
also associated with particular seasons, times of day, and emotional tem-
peratures. [n the case of the Buddha family, there is no particular season
or time of day, and the characteristic emotional temperature is neutral.

In attempting to follow the complexities of the symbolism of the
mandala, it is important to remember that what is being articulated i1s
not an abstract, scholastic model. It is rather a description of how the
world shows itself to be, how it coheres and works, when one looks at
it from a viewpoint of non-ego, of no self-reference. In terms of this
first buddha family, if you look at ignorance deeply enough, you will
gradually uncover the vastness of dharmadhatu wisdom. In terms of
the external world, if you contemplate the element of space, you will
similarly find the dharmadhatu wisdom as its essential energy.

East: Vajra (Adamantine or Diamond) Family
Trungpa Rinpoche:

The vajra buddha family . . . is extremely sharp, intellectual,
analytical. You can relate with things precisely, and you can also
see the disadvantages of various involvements. You can see the
holes in things or the challenges that might occur. Precisely
open and clear, analytically cool, cold, possibly unfriendly, but
always on the dot. Seeing all the highlights of things as they are.
Very precise, very direct, very sharp. Reactivity is very high. You
are ready to jump, ready to pursue and criticize.®

Intellectually, vajra is very sharp. . . . A person in the vajra
family knows how to evaluate logically the arguments that are
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used to explain experience. He can tell whether the logic is true
or false. Vajra family intellect also has a sense of constant open-
ness and perspective.

The neurotic expression of vajra is associated with anger and
intellectual fixation. If we become fixated on a particular logic,
the sharpness of vajra can become rigidity. We become posses-
sive of our insight, rather than having a sense of open perspec-
tive. The anger of vajra neurosis could be pure aggression or
also a sense of uptightness.’

The buddha of the vajra family is Akshobhya (Immovable), and his
color is dark blue. His mudra is the earth-touching mudra, indicating
the moment of enlightenment when Buddha Shakyamuni put his right
hand down and touched the earth, calling her to witness of the reality
and unshakability of his realization. The symbol of Akshobhya is the
vajra (Tibetan, dorje), used in Vajrayana practice (see figure 10.5, page
215). His consort is Mamaki.

The wisdom of the vajra family is mirror-like wisdom, reflecting all
things clearly, exactly and precisely as they are. In a person, it is an
energy, a drive to see, an inherent fascination with the myriad details of
reality. The defilement is anger or aggression.

The tremendous brilliance and clarity of this wisdom is so over-
whelming that ego tries to create ground by solidifying and freezing
what it sees into concepts; these concepts then become personal territory
that ego tries to maintain. Eventually, they become a prison. When
things do not go according to plan, according to one’s conception of
how they should be, one becomes angry and aggressive. People predomi-
nating in this energy tend to be very conceptual and heady, disconnected
from the body and physical reality. In their preoccupation with concepts
and ideas, they typically have ready answers for everyone else’s prob-
lems; they live in a world of “rules” they make up for themselves and
others. They tend to be arrogant, rigid, and inflexible. In purified form,
vajra anger will see with utmost clarity samsaric games and deceptions
in oneself and others, and will respond in an uncompromising way to
these, sometimes by pacifying (that is, calming the waters so that the
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FiGure 7.3 Akshobhya Buddha, one of the five buddhas
of the mandala, lord of the vajra family.
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reality of things can stand forth), sometimes wrathfully, by destroying
the obstacles to clear vision.

Akshobhya is associated with the skandha of consciousness. Mamaki
is associated with the element of water. In terms of timec of day, the
vajra family is associated with the clarity and freshness of dawn; its
season is winter, as in a sun-drenched winter morning after snow has
fallen, with the sharpness and vividness of brilliant light and dark, stark
shadows. In Trungpa Rinpoche’s words, “it is a winter morning, crystal
clear, icicles sharp and glittering.”® The emotional temperature of the
vajra family is cool.

The skandha of consciousness and the element of water each appear
to our ordinary awareness as relatively distinct and solid realities. How-
ever, what we samsaric beings call consciousness is essentially mirror-
like wisdom, narrowed down to become manageable; likewise, when
we see water, apart from our concepts and projections, it is in its true
being mirror-like wisdom, “as though the sky had melted.” The natu-
ral associations are equally indicative—the energy of both dawn and a
crystalline winter morning, seen in their essence, is mirror-like wisdom.

South: Ratna (Jewel) Family

Trungpa Rinpoche:

Ratna is a personal and real sense of expanding ourselves and
enriching our environment. It is expansion, enrichment,
plentifulness. . . . The enlightened expression of ratna is called
the Wisdom of Equanimity, because ratna can include every-
thing in its expansive environment. . . . Such plentifulness could
also have problems and weaknesses. In the neurotic sense, the
richness of ratna manifests in being completely fat, or extraordi-
narily ostentatious, beyond the limits of our sanity. We expand
constantly, open heedlessly, and indulge ourselves to the level of
insanity.'”

The buddha of the ratna family is Ratnasambhava, “Born from a
Jewel.” His color is yellow, the color of golden fields at harvest time,
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signifying richnessand abundance. His mudra is the gesture of generos-
ity, the right hand held outward, palm out, and fingers pointing down-
ward, dispensing abundance to others. The symbol of Ratnasambhava
is the jewel. His consort is Lochana.

The wisdom of the ratna family is the wisdom of equanimity, which
is all-accommodating because it recognizes the goodness and rightness
of everything that appears in the world. It manifests as appreciation for
the richness and resourcefulness of every situation, even those which
seem the most depleted and poverty-stricken. One always sees the abun-
dance implicit in what is, whatever it may be, and realizes that dignity
and workability of whatever exists. The defilement of the ratna family
is pride. The equal goodness and rightness of everything is so all-perva-
sive that ego loses all sense of “specialness” and all reference points.
Thus it frantically attempts to secure its ground by taking possession of
all this goodness and turning it into personal territory. People predomi-
nating in this energy tend to be very warm and generous, but do so
exacting a price in return, expecting praise, loyalty, and confirmation of
their own existence, importance, and grandeur. In purified form, vajra
pride is the immovability and dignity of one who knows that ego does
not exist and that the world is an inexhaustible treasure house of sacred-
ness and richness.

The skandha of the ratna family is feeling and the element is earth.
The season is autumn— in Trungpa Rinpoche’s rendering, “fertility,
richness in the sense of continual generosity. When the fruit is ripe, it
automatically falls to the ground, asking to be eaten up.”"! The time of
day is midmorning, and the emotional temperature is warm.

In a way similar to the preceding examples, here the wisdom of equa-
nimity manifests itself as the essential energy of pride, in the skandha
of feeling, in the element of earth, the autumn, and so on. Through this
symbolism, we can see clearly what is meant when the Vajrayana texts
say that one must not reject one’s defilements, that one must not aban-
don one’s sense experience. One’s defilements—ignorance, anger, pride,
and so on—are, in essence, the corresponding buddha wisdoms. More-
over, they provide an avenue to that wisdom. Meditation on anger, as
mentioned, opens a pathway to mirror-like wisdom. In a similar man-
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ner, one’s ordinary sense experience, defined by the elements—space,
earth, fire, water, and wind— is essentially a reflection of enlightened
wisdom. This is the esoteric meaning behind King Indrabhuti’s request
to be given a dharma that does not involve rejection of the senses. The
king realized that the sense perceptions are fundamentally transcendent
wisdom, and he wanted a teaching that would open that transcendence
to him.

West: Padma (Lotus) Family

Trungpa Rinpoche:

The symbol of the enlightened padma family is the lotus, which
grows and blooms in the mud, yet still comes out pure and
clean, virginal and clear. Padma neurosis is connected with pas-
sion, a grasping quality and a desire to possess. We are com-
pletely wrapped in desire and want only to seduce the world,
without concern for real communication. We could be a hustler
or an advertiser, but basically, we are like a peacock. . . . In the
awakened state, the heat of passion is transmuted into the
warmth of compassion. When padma neurosis is transmuted, it
becomes fantastically precise and aware; it turns into tremen-
dous interest and inquisitiveness. Everything is seen in its own
distinct way, with its own particular qualities and characteris-
tics. Thus the wisdom of padma is called Discriminating
Awareness Wisdom.!?

The buddha of the padma family is Amitabha, Limitless Light. His
color is red, the color of fire, passion, and heat. His mudra is the medita-
tion mudra, the two hands held at the navel, open and facing upward,
right hand resting in left, thumbs touching. This mudra conveys the
feeling of resting with a completely open and receptive mind. The sym-
bol of the padma family is the lotus. Amitabha’s consort is Pandara-
vasini.

The wisdom of the padma family is discriminating awareness, which
appreciates the ultimate beauty and sacredness of each “other” encoun-
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tered. There is a sense of the inestimable value of every “other™ that
one meets, no matter how ugly or valueless from a conventional view-
point. The padma defilement is passion, in the sense of hunger or grasp-
ing. The beauty and value of the other are so overwhelming that there
1s no room for ego; ego reacts by trying to grasp onto the other and own
it. People predominating in this energy are very warm and loving, and
sometimes tend toward dependency on the beloved. In purified form,
vajra passion manifests as passion without grasping, tremendous ap-
preciation and love for all beings.

The skandha of the padma family is perception, and the element is
fire. The season is early spring. As Trungpa Rinpoche says, “The harsh-
ness of winter is just about to soften. Ice begins to melt, snowflakes
become soggy.”" The time of day is sunset, and the emotional tempera-
ture is hot.

North: Karma (Action) Family

Trungpa Rinpoche:

Karma in this case simply means action. The neurotic quality
of action or activity is connected with jealousy, comparison, and
envy. ... We would like to make everything very efficient, pure,
and absolutely clean. However, if we do achieve cleanliness,
then that cleanliness itself becomes a further problem: we feel
insecure because there is nothing to administer, nothing to work
on. We constantly try to check every loose end. Bei