Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamdja Sadhana and the
Arya Tradition'

Yael Bentor

Dedication

Two publications of Professor Robert A.F. Thurman in the area of Vajra-
yana have particularly shaped my own thinking in this field: His transla-
tion of Tsong kha pa’s long Arya tradition Guhyasamaja sadhana, The
Glorious Mystic Communion Self-Creation Yoga, and his paper “Vajra
Hermeneutics.”? I would like to offer this essay—on exactly the same
topics—in honor of Professor Thurman, to thank him for his constant
encouragement.

1. Introduction

The Guhyasamaja Sadhana arranged by Tsong kha pa® will be
considered here against the background of the Indian Arya tradition of
the Guhyasamaja as well as similar sadhanas of Guhyasamaja preceding
or contemporaneous with Tsong kha pa. There are three well accepted
scriptural authorities for the practice of the creation stage of the Guhya-
samaja according to the Arya tradition: the Pindrkrama-sadhana* and the
Sitra-melapaka’ by Arya Nagarjuna, as well as the Samaja-sadhana-

I This research was supported in part by The Israel Science Foundation (grant no. 874/
02-1).

2 See General Bibliography for these works.

3 Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i bla brgyud gsol ’debs dang bdag bskyed ngag ’don bkra shis
lhun po rgyud pa grwa tshang gi 'don rgyud rje thams cad mkhyen pas zhus dag mdzad pa.

4 Skt. Pindikrama-sadhana or Pindikrta-sadhana, Tib. Sgrub pa’i thabs mdor byas pa,
Toh. 1796. For Sanskrit editions, see de La Vallée Poussin 1896 and Tripathi, 2001.

5 Bskyed pa’i rim pa bsgom pa’i thabs mdo dang bsres pa, Toh. 1797. Note that the San-
skrit title of this work, of which the Sanskrit original has not come down to us, is given
differently in various editions of the Tibetan canonical collections. In the Sde dge Bstan
’gyur it appears as Satramesravaka, while in the Peking edition it appears as Satrameva-
laka.
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Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamaja Sadhana (Bentor) - 167

(1597-1659/60),'* who maintain that the author of this sadhana is not the
Candrakirti, but some other person also called Candrakirti. Such differing
positions regarding the basic authoritative sources clearly suggest that the
task of Tibetan lamas who sought to establish a systematized and reasoned
method of this practice—one well supported by scriptural authorities—
was not an easy one. It is not surprising then that a variety of solutions
were offered, and these were not always in accord with each other.

The aim of this essay is to reflect on how Tsong kha pa arranged
his own sadhana of the Guhyasamaja, especially in light of the writing of
Red mda’ ba Gzhon nu blo gros. It is well known that the Arya tradition
of the Guhyasamaja came down to Tsong kha pa through this teacher,
and —specifically in regard to the creation stage—Bu ston’s commentary
on the Pindikrama-sadhana was transmitted to Tsong kha pa through
him.!S Still it was only recently that the works of Red mda’ ba on the
creation stage of the Guhyasamaja were made available to me.!®

I1. The Scriptural Authority of the Samaja-sadhana-vyavastholi

In his commentary on the Samaja-sadhana-vyavastholi, Tsong kha
pa explains the individual role of the first three authoritative Indian works
on the sadhana of the Guhyasamaja: the Pindrkrama-sdadhana instructs
on the actual meditations, the Sitra-melapaka establishes the scriptural
authority for these meditations in the Root Tantra of the Guhyasamaja,
while the Vyavastholi provides the reasons for meditating as described in
the sadhana and clarifies numerous points that may cause perplexity.'?
Thus according to Tsong kha pa, the Vyavastholi is the key for under-
standing the working of the sadhana.

14 According to A myes zhabs, 35.2—4, those who maintain that the Vajrasattva-sadhana
was written by Candrakirti are mistaken, since there are many incompatibilities between
this work and the Satra-melapaka in locating the scriptural authority for the meditation in
the Root Tantra of the Guhyasamdja.

15 See Tsong kha pa’s Gsan yig, 241.1-2, and Mtha’ gcod rin chen myu gu, 143 4.

16 When I wrote about the position of Tsong kha pa regarding the creation stage, Red mda’
ba’s works were not available to me, see Bentor, “Identifying the Unnamed Opponents.”

17 Rnam gzhag rim pa’i rnam bshad, 286.6-287.2.
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Tsongkhapa's Guhyasamdja Sadhana (Bentor) - 169

111. The Different Positions Held by Red mda’ ba and Tsong kha pa
Regarding the Purifier of Rebirth during the Creation Stage

Tsong kha pa differs with Red mda’ ba on the demarcation between
the steps of the creation stage that purify the intermediate state and rebirth,
respectively. We will look closely at this difference of opinion, since it
clearly demonstrates Tsong kha pa’s method in arranging his Guhya-
samaja Sadhana in relation to previous compositions. In discussing these
meditative steps, both Tsong kha pa and Red mda’ ba employ a terminol-
ogy that refers to stages of the visualization, such as the steps that came
to be called the five awakenings into manifestation,?* though this term is
not found in the three basic scriptural authorities for this practice.

Following 'Gos Khug pa lhas btsas,? in his Yid kyi mun sel,*® Red
mda’ ba maintains that the intermediate being is the ground of purifica-
tion within the meditation on the awakening into manifestation from the
moon,?” and rebirth is the ground of purification of the last three awaken-
ings into manifestation—from the seed syllable, from the emblem, and
from the complete body.?® Birth begins, according to our texts, at con-
ception and ends when the new being appears outside the womb, and this
sequence of events is often referred to as “the five phases in the womb.”
In his Replies to Inquiries by Bsgrub pa dpal,Red mda’ ba says:

24 Skt. abhisambodhi, Tib. mngon par byang chub pa, or mngon byang. According to the
Arya school the sequence of the five awakenings into manifestation is: (1) the awakening
[into manifestation] from suchness (de bzhin nyid las byang chub pa), (2) the awakening
from the moon (zla ba las byang chub pa), (3) the awakening from the seed syllable (sa
bon las byang chub pa), (4) the awakening from the emblem (phyag mtshan las byang
chub pa), (5) the awakening from the complete body (sku rdzogs pa las byang chub pa).

25 Gsang ’dus stong thun, 24 .4-5 and 20.2-3.
26 His commentary on the Sgron gsal, 234 and 14.3-4.

27 According to *Gos Khug pa lhas btsas, Gsang ’dus stong thun (24.5) and Red mda’ ba
(ibid., 234 and 14.4), the death of the intermediate being just before conception is the
ground of purification of the meditation on the mingling together of solar and lunar
disks—along with the lotus and the three syllables—to form a single moon.

28 According to *Gos (ibid., 25.2-5) and Red mda’ ba (ibid., 234-235 and 14.4-15.1), the
awakening into manifestation from the seed syllable corresponds to first three phases in
the womb (the nur nur po, the mer mer po, and the gor gor po), the awakening into mani-
festation from the emblem corresponds to the fourth phase, the 'khrang ’gyur, and the
awakening into manifestation from the complete body corresponds to the fifth phase, the
rkang lag ’gyus ba.
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Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamdja Sadhana (Bentor) - 171

purifiers for the five phases in the womb. This is because
other than the First Lord, there is no corresponding puri-
fier for these [five phases in the womb]. If you suppose
so, there would be no meditation that accords with the
stage of rebirth, since there would not be purifiers corre-
sponding to the five phases in the womb. Furthermore
such a way of relating passages.is not an explanation dis-
pleasing to the ear.®

Red mda’ ba’s aim is to establish a system for the sadhana that would be
coherent, rational and based on the authoritative texts, hence he is look-
ing for steps of meditation that can purify the process of rebirth with its
five phases of the fetus in the womb. Since Red mda’ ba believes that
there is no other purifier for rebirth other than the meditation on the First
Lord, he does not accept the position that the First Lord purifies only the
intermediate being.

Red mda’ ba’s opponents do find a meditation that can purify birth;
but first we will try to understands how Red mda’ ba came to his conclu-
sion. In outlining the steps of the sadhana and their grounds of purifica-
tion, ’Gos and Red mda’ ba follow the Vyavastholi, that instructs the
yogin to visualize himself only as Mahavajradhara (Rdo rje ’chang chen
po). It is not surprising then that Red mda’ ba maintains that this deity
has to be the purifier of both the intermediate state and rebirth, as other-
wise there would be no meditation to purify rebirth. Red mda’ ba con-
cludes his discussion by providing an example and justification for read-
ing passages in an order other than that in which they appear.3*

Now we can ask which meditation can serve for purifying rebirth
according to Red mda’ ba’s opponents. While the Vyavastholi teaches
meditation on a single deity —Mahavajradhara®—according to the Pindi-
krama-sadhana, the yogin first visualizes himself as a white First Lord,

33 Ibid., TBRC 302b-303a, Kathmandu 274.2-4, reading dang po’i mgon po bar srid for
dang po ni mgon po’i bar srid in the Kathmandu version.

34 Red mda’ ba stated (see above) that the “some later scholars” criticized the “early
lamas” for relating the relevant passages of the Vyavastholi in a way they should not be
related. Here Red mda’ ba defends their way of interpretation.

35D. 121b3, P. 7.4.3; for the Sanskrit see Tanaka, “How to Restore Sanskrit Text,” [48].
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Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamaja Sadhana (Bentor) - 175

correspondence with the three phenomena of the ground
and the fruit is similar.

Therefore, if one is mistaken in recognizing the individual
correspondences of birth, death and the intermediate state
during the first stage, one will certainly be mistaken also
in understanding the crucial points which are taught over
and over in the Tantra and in its commentaries —the
principle according to which, after the mind isolation and
the clear light [respectively], the resources body arises
as the illusory body and as the body of union, and then
transforms into the emanation body. Therefore this is
extremely important.>

Next, Tsong kha pa’! explains how both ’Gos Khug pa lhas btsas3? and
Red mda’ ba Gzhon nu blo gros’® individually describe the grounds of
purification of the meditation here —without naming names, but describ-
ing their delineations with enough details to make them easily identifia-
ble >* Tsong kha pa does not agree with them:

This is not pleasing to the ear. While ignoring the special
correspondences applied between the intermediate being
and the resources body by the eminent teachers such as
Glorious Nagabuddhi, they establish their arguments with
great insistence by relying on false proofs of shapes such
as om, which are refuted’ by the non-observation of that
which is suitable to appear.>

50 Rnam gzhag rim pa’i rnam bshad, 332.5-333 2.
51 Ibid., 333.2-6.

52 Gsang 'dus stong thun, 24.3-5 and 20.2-3.

53 Yid kyi mun sel, 234-235 and 14.3-6.

54 *Gos and Red mda’ ba maintain, as we saw, that the meditation on the awakening into
manifestation from the moon serves to purify also the intermediate being, while the last
three awakenings into manifestation purify birth.

55 Reading khegs pa for legs pa in the New Delhi edition, as Bkra shis lhun po blockprint
has it.

56 Snang rung ma dmigs pa, drsyanupalabdhi, meaning one should observe what is there,
and if one does not see it, it is not there. Rnam gzhag rim pa’i rnam bshad, 333.5-334.2.
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Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamadja Sadhana (Bentor) - 177

This meditation is included in the atiyoga (shin tu rnal ’byor), the third
of the four yogas that build the creation stage, hence the title of his work.
Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po points out that the two works by Nagar-
juna, the Pindrkrama-sadhana and the Sitra-melapaka, describe two
slightly different methods (¢shul cung zad mi ’dra ba gnyis) for the trans-
formation into the emanation body Vajrasattva. After discussing these
differences, Ngor chen concludes;

Therefore it seems that those later lamas (phyis kyi bla
ma rnams) who wrote many inadequate explanations by
only taking into account one method of the atiyoga, did
not investigate this matter in detail 5!

No doubt Tsong kha pa is one of these “later lamas.” Rather than looking
for discrepancies among the authoritative texts, Tsong kha pa sought to
establish a single coherent and symmetrical system for the sadhana, and
he did so by finding suitable citations in these various scriptures. As we
saw, Tsong kha pa assigns a role to each of the basic works on the crea-
tion stage of the Guhyasamaja. For him the basic scriptural authority is
Nagarjuna’s sadhana, the Pindikrama-sadhana, while in the Siatra-mela-
paka he finds passages from the Guhyasamdja Tantra in support of his
sadhana.

What are the differences between the Pindrkrama-sadhana and the
Satra-melapaka? Unlike in the Pindrkrama-sadhana % the First Lord®
and its transformation into the emanation body, as well as the entry of/into
Aksobhya do not occur in the Sitra-melapaka, instead the wisdom body

tradition, Shin tu rnal 'byor gyi khyad par sgrub thabs kyi yan lag tu bris pa, which is
appended to his sadhana of the Guhyasamaja, Dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i dkyil ’khor gyi
sgrub pa’i thabs dngos grub rgya mtsho. This work was written in 1423, after the death
of both Red mda’ ba in 1412 and Tsong kha pa in 1419.

61 Ibid., 102.4.5.

62 As we saw the Pindikrama-sadhana instructs the yogin to visualize himself as the First
Lord by means of yoga and anuyoga, and then at the commence of atiyoga, with the entry
of/into Aksobhya, he meditates on himself as Vajrasattva, and then sets the body mandala
(L.51-54,D. 3b7-4al-3).

63 Still the term First Lord found in the Pindikrama-sadhana is used by Tibetan lamas to
refer also to Mahavajradhara in his wisdom body before he becomes visible to his disci-
ples in both the Satra-melapaka and the Vyavastholi.
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Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamdja Sadhana (Bentor) - 179

on the interpretation of the line: “with the entry of/into Aksobhya, [the
vogin] meditates on Vajrasattva” (aksobhyanupraveSena...vajrasattvam
vibhavayet).% The controversy here is whether it is Aksobhya who enters
into the First Lord or it is the First Lord who enters Aksobhya. Soon we
will see why much ink was spilled on this question.

The Tibetan translations of this line read mi bskyod pa ni rjes
chugs pas®” and mi bskyod pas ni rjes zhugs pas.® While the first version
could be considered somewhat ambiguous, in the second case it is clear
that it is Aksobhya who enters. None of the Tibetan translations of this
work available to me has mi bskyod pa la here.®® Some of the commenta-
tors on the Pindrkrama-sadhana as well understand that Aksobhya is the
one doing the entering. In his commentary on this passage, Dam tshig
rdo rje,’” who was one of the teachers of ’Gos Khug pa lhas btsas,”! has
mi bskyod pa yi rjes zhugs pas, ‘through the entry of Aksobhya.” How-
ever Bu ston does not agree:

This position does not conform with the ground of purifi-
cation, because the intermediate being does not produce
its own body by its own semen.”?

How does the entry of Aksobhya contradict the correspondences between
the ground of purification and its purifier? For Bu ston (and Tsong kha pa),
the meditation on the First Lord serves to eventually purify the yogin’s
intermediate state. Just as during rebirth the intermediate being enters in
the midst of the semen and blood and is reborn in the womb, so also

661, 53,T.52.

57 D. 4a2, C. 4a2, and P4788 5a5. 1 would like to thank Roger Wright for informing me
about this additional version of the Pindrkrama-sadhana in the Peking, and for providing
me with a copy.

68 G. 5a6, N. 5a6, and P2661 4b2.

69 Pan chen Bsod nams grags pa (1478-1554) explains that the Tibetan translation here is
mistaken, and the actual import of this line of the Pindrkrama-sadhana is: mi bskyod pa
la rjes zhugs pa, that is to say, “entry into Aksobhya.” See his Rgyud thams cad kyi rgyal
po dpal gsang ba 'dus pa’i bskyed rim gyi rnam gzhag mkhas pa’i yid *phrog, 116.5-6.

0 paficakramaparijika, Rim pa Inga’i dka’ 'grel, Toh. 1841, D. 320.4-6.
71 See ’Gos, Blue Annals, 360.
72 Mdor byas ’grel chen, 759.4-5.
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Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamadja Sadhana (Bentor) - 183

However, in the sadhana of Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang po, there are no
Father-Mother Tathagatas in union, no bodhicitta, and no bliss—in other
words, this sadhana does not allude to rebirth, the ground of purification.
Furthermore — while according to Tsong kha pa, “I,” the meditator, enters
into the Aksobhyas in correspondence with the intermediate being who
enters into the drop of semen and blood —according to Kun dga’ bzang
po, the Aksobhyas enter into the meditator and this cannot correspond to
rebirth.

Where Does Aksobhya Come From?

Another difference between the sadhanas of Tsong kha pa and Ngor
chen Kun dga’ bzang po is the question of the place of origin of the Akso-
bhya or Aksobhyas that play a role in the transformation into the emana-
tion body Vajrasattva. This became another point of controversy. While
according to Bu ston?? and Tsong kha pa, Aksobhyas are formed from the
bodhicittas of Father-Mother Tathagatas, who (have arrived) from their
natural abode, and are absorbed in union, in Ngor chen Kun dga’ bzang
po’s sadhana, Aksobhyas emanate from the heart of the meditator visual-
ized as the First Lord.

For Bu ston and Tsong kha pa, this makes a difference when this
meditation is applied to rebirth. As we saw, both of them draw correspond-
ences between the First Lord and the intermediate being as its ground of
purification on the one hand, and between Aksobhyas and the drops of
semen and blood into which the intermediate enters at conception on the
other. If Aksobhya emanates from the heart of the yogin visualized as the
First Lord, as Kun dga’ bzang po has it in his sadhana, in so far as these
correspondences are concerned, this would entail that the intermediate
being would produce its new body by its own semen.

Conversely Red mda’ ba does not agree that the origin of Akso-
bhya is his natural abode as Tsong kha pa has it in his sadhana; rather, he
explains:

Invoking Aksobhya from his natural abode and thereby
transforming into the emanation body is inappropri-
ate.... If you invoke Aksobhya from his natural abode,

83 Mdor byas ’grel chen,758.5.
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