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SEVERANCE, OR CHÖ, IS THE TIBETAN BUDDHIST PRACTICE OF FACING ONE’S FEARS. In three remarkable texts lucidly translated and introduced by Sarah Harding, the thirteenth-century Severance master Jamyang Gönpo shares advice that goes straight to the heart of both understanding and experiencing the practice. The texts are notable for their lack of instruction on ritualized Severance involving body sacrifice, which later works emphasize; in these texts, the heart of Severance is letting go of clinging to the self and reification of existence. And as Jamyang Gönpo was just a generation removed from Machik Labdrön, the main progenitor of Severance, his methods seem to be closest to her actual teachings.


“This magnificent translation (of the Heart Essence of Profound Meaning) from the Tibetan by Lama Sarah Harding, who is endowed with great linguistic expertise and understanding of the essence of the text, is a true delight. Thanks to her great commitment, a wider audience can now enjoy these precious explanations.”


—From the foreword by Lodrö Tulku Rinpoche


“Sarah Harding is one of the earliest pioneers who introduced Chö to the West. Once again, she has done an excellent job translating this precious text with a clear introduction. This is a must-read book for those who are interested in Chö, the radical method that cuts through the root of our suffering.”


—Anam Thubten, author of Into the Haunted Ground


“These early Severance texts clarify key points of the practice as Machik Labdrön herself might have taught—Sarah Harding’s masterful translation is both careful and highly readable, illustrating how the demons, deities, and spirits evoked in Severance teachings brought practitioners in centuries past to face their fears, and can still do the same for us.”


—Sarah Jacoby, author of Love and Liberation
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Foreword


The great eleventh-century Tibetan Buddhist teacher and yoginī Machik Labdrön transmitted the wisdom teachings of the supreme Prajñāpāramitā by means of unconventional instructions suitable for bodhisattvas. The practice of detachment from grasping for a self and the subsequent liberation from the sufferings of dependent arising can be traced back to a central teaching of Buddha Śākyamuni, who also prophesied the coming of Machik Labdrön and her teachings.


Master Jamyang Gönpo’s thirteenth-century commentary (The Big General Guide to Severance) is a timeless and authoritative work for all those interested in Machik Labdrön’s Chö practice and traditions, which have evolved over the centuries.


A more profound subject and a more insightful Chö master and scholar than Jamyang Gönpo is hard to find. Even among the Chö masters who appeared later, few could articulate and express the essence of Machik Labdrön’s method for the realization of emptiness as skillfully as this great Chö master. He is indeed an undisputed authority. It is therefore of great benefit that we encounter this text in our lifetime; even more so if we can read through it, analyze it, and meditate on it.


This magnificent translation (of The Heart Essence of Profound Meaning) from the Tibetan by Lama Sarah Harding, who is endowed with great linguistic expertise and understanding of the essence of the text, is a true delight. Thanks to her great commitment, a wider audience can now enjoy these precious explanations.


My great appreciation also goes to the Tsadra Foundation for supporting and enabling this important project.


Any merits generated by this undertaking will undoubtedly produce immeasurable results for all involved, and open the door to liberation for all beings.


The Sixth Tulku Lodrö Rinpoche, Lobsang Jampa Khedup Namgyäl


September 2024


The Chöd and Meditation Center, Ganden Chökhor, Switzerland


Lodrö Tulku Rinpoche’s Account of His Chö Lineage


Oral Transmission (union of two lineages)


The first lineage begins in the early twelfth century with the Profound Teachings of Chö (Zab don thugs kyi snying po):


Machik Labdrön


Gyalwa Döndrup


Jamyang Gönpo (or Thönyön Latön)*


Sönam Rinchen


Lodrö Rabné


The second lineage also begins in the early twelfth century, thirteen or fourteen years later, with the Whispered Oral Transmission of the Ḍākinīs (Mkha’ ’gro snyan brgyud):


Wisdom Ḍākinī


Chönyi Rangdröl


Lodrö Rabné


They are combined into a single lineage through Lodrö Rabné with the title The Peaceful, Profound Tradition of the Ḍākinīs (Zhi ba lam zab):


Lodrö Rabné, Machik Köncham, Jangchup Rinchen, Jetsun Palsang, Sönam Wangchuk, Thakpo Sangpo and Rikzin Lodrö Gyatso (two tantric brothers), Dorjé Gyaltsen, Sangyé Sangpo, Sangyé Lodrö, Sönam Lhundrup, Damchö Tsomo, Karma Dargyé, Jampa Lhawang Rikzin, Geré Ngawang Phunzok, Kalsang Tsoknyi, Kalsang Chöwang, Chöden Kalsang, Losang Rabten, Gelek Palsang, Losang Yeshé, Gendun Gyaltsen, Gelek Rabgyé, Jikmé Gyaltsen, Jampa Namdröl (Ninth Khalkha Jetsun Dampa Rinpoché), Jampa Namgyal (Sixth Lodrö Tulku Rinpoche).


Compiled by the Sixth Tulku Lodrö Rinpoche, Switzerland, 2024





* Thönyön Latön is sometimes named instead of his contemporary, Jamyang Gönpo. In his commentary, Opener of the Wisdom Eye, Master Balmang Könchok Gyaltsen (1764–1853) writes that these two masters are interchangeable.















Preface


The Tibetan Buddhist practice called Chö (gcod), translated as “severance” or “cutting,” has held a fascination for scholars and practitioners far and wide since its development in Tibet in the eleventh century. I joined that fan base after learning and engaging in the practice during a three-year retreat from 1976 to 1980 under the direction of the late Kalu Rinpoché. Over the years since then, I have researched and translated innumerable texts on the subject, both very ancient and somewhat more modern. As I worked with such a wide range of material, I began to notice a surprising trend in the very earliest texts, teachings that were attributed to the progenitor of this tradition herself, Machik Labdrön (1055–1149). That is, they were noticeably lacking in details, with some not even mentioning the widespread practice of visualizing the dismemberment of one’s body and preparing it as an offering to various spirits—the normally unseen gods and demons—that has become the hallmark of Severance. I have written of this before, with what I consider a good case for that observation (see the appendix). I was therefore excited to discover the very early commentary translated here, A Big General Guide to Severance, and its implementation in the Seven-Day Severance Retreat, written by a certain Jamyang Gönpo (b. 1208). He was a disciple of Machik Labdrön’s son Gyalwa Döndrup, among others, so the practice that he received would thus have been very close to what Machik herself taught. This text predates any other known commentary on Machik Labdrön’s teachings. Like the other early source texts of Severance, it minimalizes the body sacrifice. Although disowning and relinquishing the body is certainly mentioned, it is given far less emphasis than one would expect; Severance here focuses instead on the practitioner’s reactive emotions. It appears as yet another way to understand the very Buddhist idea of nonself and the suffering experienced through clinging to that self—a fear-based obsession. In other words, this early text displays Severance as it has always been described: a teaching of the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajñāparamitā) and a profound application of its intent.
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Translator’s Introduction


Severance


So much on Severance has been written in European languages, not to mention the vast literature in Tibetan, that the following brief summary should be enough to introduce the subject and provide a context for the texts translated here.


Chö (gcod), translated here as “severance,” is a Tibetan term referring to a cycle of Tibetan Buddhist practice and to the lineage initiated by the Tibetan woman Machik Labdrön some time during the eleventh to twelfth centuries. It is primarily associated with the Perfection of Wisdom (Skt. Prajñāpāramitā), a set of sutras attributed to Buddha Śākyamuni that represent the second phase of Buddhist teachings that developed in India, which has been called the “middle turning” of the wheel of Dharma. The Tibetan term for Severance is normally spelled gcod, but is often used interchangeably with its homonym spyod (Skt. caryā), meaning “conduct” or “activity.” Caryā is used often in the Perfection of Wisdom literature to describe the activity of a bodhisattva, the enactment of their realization of emptiness and compassion. The substitute by Tibetan authors of the spelling gcod seems to reflect its vernacular usage to indicate something that is decided or resolved once and for all. For instance, the phrases thag gcod pa (literally, “to cut the rope”), or rtsa ba nas bcad pa (literally, “to cut from the roots”), are both idiomatic expressions that have nothing to do with actual cutting. This identification of the term “severance” with the Perfection of Wisdom terminology of “practice” and “conduct” exactly reveals its intent—to act out (spyod) in a decisive way (gcod) one’s own integration of that perfect wisdom. (See the glossary of terms for more on this.)


In Tibet itself, Severance was one of the many new sects that flourished in the second dissemination of Buddhism from India (950–1350 CE). It has been classified as a branch of Shijé (zhi byed), or “Pacification,” one of the eight practice lineages, or “chariots,” delineated in a particular Tibetan scheme to organize the vast amount of material that entered Tibet from India.1 However, no actual text on Severance has been discovered in the early texts of Pacification. Despite this quandary, its classification has afforded a kind of validation in being connected with the sources of Buddhism through the great Indian master Dampa Sangyé.


There is no doubt, however, that Machik Labdrön herself is the sole progenitor for the teachings and the lineage. This remarkable woman was born in a village called Tsomer in lower Tamshö in Ei Gangwa, in the Labchi region of central Tibet.2 She became known as Labkyi Drönma, “the Light of Lab,” or sometimes Labkyi Drölma, “the Liberator of Lab.” The respectful title Machik, “One Mother,” was bestowed later, and is shared with several other important women of the time. It must be conceded, however, that Machik Labdrön’s exceptionally compassionate practice of dealing with negative forces by feeding them seems particularly motherly. She showed remarkable abilities from an early age, and later gained mastery of speed reading. This led to a job as a chaplain in a patron’s house, where she met her future partner, providing her biographers with a fascinating narrative revealing the problematic status of female masters in Tibet. The recitation of the Perfection of Wisdom texts also led to her epiphany about the sections on māra, which can be translated as “devil,” “demon,” or [spiritual] “death.” She also had visionary relationships with the bodhisattva Tārā and the Great Mother (yum chen mo), the personification of the Perfection of Wisdom. These, and her important connection with the Indian master Dampa Sangyé, were the inspiration for what became one of the most widespread practices in Tibet.


The early Severance teachings represent aspects derived from both sutra and tantra sources. Their focus is on the understanding of emptiness that severs fixation on the reification of the self and the resultant conduct based on compassion for others. The impediments that prevent such realization, the māras, were a point of departure. As time went on, specific techniques and methods of practice (Skt. sādhana) accrued to this philosophy. While the main practice has remained the cultivation of insight and the enactment of separating consciousness from the body, the post-meditation practice known as lü jin (lus byin, “giving the body”) developed elaborate visualizations and ritual accoutrements that came to dominate popular practice. The sources for this aspect are obscure and may well come from the surrounding culture of the Tibetan plateau, harking back to Bön and other pre-Buddhist practices. Some elements associated with shamanic practices are enacted in the Severance rituals, despite their Buddhist soteriological assertions. And many of the spirits that are mentioned occupied Tibetan territories long before the advent of Buddhism.


With its beautiful melodies and lurid visualizations, Severance quickly became popular in Tibet for exorcism, healing, and other practical usages. Its followers did not establish monasteries, as the lifestyle of the roaming mendicant was emphasized, but Severance was incorporated into most Buddhist schools in Tibet. Their liturgies are drawn from the works of Labdrön’s descendants, or from the visionary experiences of yogis and yoginīs, or found as treasure texts, or terma (gter ma). In recent years, Severance has gained popularity worldwide, with many iterations in current practice.


Invisible Forces


Severance is the practice of facing one’s fears. There is much that concerns spirits in the literature because they were a principal source of fear in Tibetan culture. And yet they defy categorization or comparison with the spirits of other cultures. Though many of their names were assigned by Tibetan translators of Sanskrit based on names of the spirits of India at the time of the Buddha, the spirits of Tibet were part of the landscape long before Indian Buddhism found its way over the Himalayas. Whether they are the same spirits that were commonly thought to occupy the subcontinent is doubtful and, in any case, impossible to know. Not only that, but it seems each subculture and valley in Tibet, even each village, may have had different ideas about their invisible neighbors. (For the names of specific spirits, see glossary 2.)


The one centrally important idea taken from Indian Buddhism that appears throughout Severance literature regarding these unseen forces is māra, “devil” or “evil.” In Sanskrit, māra is a nominalized form of the verbal root mṛ-, “to die,” and can be associated with actual death or spiritual death. It was personified in the Perfection of Wisdom scriptures and elsewhere as the familiar figure of the Buddha’s antagonist or tempter, a role similar to the “devil” in other religious traditions. The Tibetan translation of māra as bdud (pronounced “dü” with a silent final “d”) is complicated, since there were already hordes of bdud in Tibet before the advent of Buddhism. Nevertheless, in the context here, it is used to indicate hindrances to the attainment of enlightenment. This is what gives Severance its full name: Dükyi Chö Yul (bdud kyi gcod yul), “the devil/evil that is the object to sever.” It is not only the personification of evil as so many demons to be severed, but also of any reification of objective reality (yul: “object”) as intrinsically existing—the most salient point of all Perfection of Wisdom teachings, or even of all Buddhist teachings.


There were four māras in the teachings of the Buddha: that of the five aggregates, afflictive emotions, actual death, and complacency (“divine child”).3 These four obviously interrupt or prevent spiritual development. Machik Labdrön would eventually focus on four other devils: the tangible devil, the intangible devil, the devil of exaltation, and the devil of inflation.4 These are thoroughly described in the course of this commentary. All of them come down to the last one—the devil of inflating a nonexistent self into reified existence. Machik says:




That which is called “devil” is not some actual great big black thing that scares and petrifies whomever sees it. A devil is anything that obstructs the achievement of freedom. Therefore, even loving and affectionate friends become devils [with regard to] freedom. Most of all, there is no greater devil than this fixation to a self.5





The other important term in Severance literature is “gods and demons,” or perhaps just “god-demons” (lha ’dre). (Or even the familiar duality, “angels and demons.”) These are manifestations of unseen forces conceived of as benevolent or malicious, the helpers and harmers of negotiated existence. There is not much discussion of gods separately from demons in Severance practice. Rather, the terms are signals of our overall perception of the phenomenal world as basically dualistic, either good or bad. But this binary is shifty at best, which should be the first clue to its emptiness.


Severance has remained essentially an instruction on coping with stressful situations that provoke fear and, beyond that, a way to actively seek out such circumstances in order to test one’s realization of perfect wisdom. This is clearly evident and relentlessly repeated in these works by Jamyang Gönpo.


Jamyang Gönpo


Jamyang Gönpo was primarily an important lineage holder in the early development of the Lower Drukpa Kagyü. All the available biographical sketches about him are found in the context of that school.6 Those sources put his birth in the region of Upper Nyang (Myang/Nyang stod) in southern Tibet, not far from the Bhutanese border, in the Earth Male Dragon year, 1208. He was entrusted to the care of a Lopön Tsangtön, who caught a glimpse of the protector (“gönpo”) Six-Armed Mahākāla during a related ritual, and so gave his ward the name Sönam Gönpo. Some of his amazing abilities are described from his early years, such as his ability to spontaneously enter meditation states, and his easy memorization and comprehension during his studies with Lopön Chetön Sangyé, Chetön Gönpo, and Yuthok Jogyal, among others. His mother died when he was ten years old, after which he traveled to Yeru, in Tsang,7 and took ordination with Lama Martön at Serding Monastery. He received the ordination name Sherab Jungné. There he received many instructions and spent his time in seclusion meditating at Oyuk.8 He became a fully ordained monk with Lama Martön, Dunglungpa, and Chungpo, and he received many important instructions from Trophu Lotsāwa. Then he spent fourteen years meditating on “a single seat” and did not eat meat for seventeen years. After hearing of the fame of Lopön Uripa (Lorepa), he traveled to Uru to study with him. Lorepa became Jamyang Gönpo’s principal guru, and he stayed with him until Lorepa passed away.9


Lorepa Wangchuk Tsöndru is considered the founder of what is known as the Lower Drukpa (smad ’brug) transmission. This was an offshoot of the Drukpa Kagyü school that began with Tsangpa Gyaré, the first Drukchen Rinpoché, who was also from Upper Nyang.10 Lorepa studied with Tsangpa Gyaré at Drukgön (“Dragon Monastery”) and received many cycles of teaching, including what is called The Five Capabilities. After his teacher passed away, Lorepa took on the life of a wandering yogi, staying in meditation retreats in many places, including what is now Bhutan, where he founded the monastery of Tharpaling in Bumthang. His longest sojourn was for seven years in a monastery he founded in 1234 called Uri (Bdu ri). That is how he gained the alias Uripa (Dbu ri pa or Dbus ras pa). Lorepa’s collected works are available in Tibetan in five volumes. The instructions known as The Five Capabilities became the signature teaching of the Lower Drukpa branch.11 Of his many thousands of disciples, there were three who were known as the “three learned ones.” Among them was Jamyang Gönpo, whose only extant writing on the Drukpa doctrine is his contribution to Lorepa’s instructions on The Five Capabilities.12


Jamyang Gönpo continued his studies with Lorepa and many other masters, receiving a thorough education in Buddhist literature and ritual. It was during one empowerment that he received his secret name, Dönyo Dorjé, a Tibetan translation of the buddha Amoghavajra. At one point he was nominated to supervise some rites to avert an attack by Mongol troops. He was very effective; the people said, “Such a wise monk. He must be Mañjuśrī himself.” Thus, he earned the name Jamyang Gönpo, which is Mañjughoṣanātha in Sanskrit. All his names and their Sanskrit equivalents become important later in discerning the “signatures” of his compositions. At the request of the people of Upper and Lower Nyang, Lorepa appointed him their teacher. He founded the monastery of Kurulung on the border of Upper and Lower Nyang. Jamyang Gönpo was forty-three years old when his master Lorepa passed away at the age of sixty-four. Jamyang Gönpo continued his work for the benefit of beings up until he disappeared on a visit to Wutai Shan in China, the holy site of Mañjuśrī. Most records just declare his death date as unknown. However, Kunkhyen Pema Karpo’s few lines about him in The Sun that Opens the Lotus of the Doctrine explain it differently:




Jamyang Gönpo’s activities took place in Lower Nyang Kuri (Uri?). The Profound Heart Essence of Object Severance and Disclosing the Vajra Words of the Path of Methods were done by him. His secret name was Dönyö Dorjé. Later [in life] at Five-Peak Mountain in China, he [passed] without leaving his body.13





Names and Dates


There has been some confusing information on the identity of Jamyang Gönpo. As seen above, the biographical sketches place him solidly within the Lower Drukpa tradition, with only a few mentions of a Severance connection. But in the widely consulted archives of the Buddhist Digital Resource Center there are two people with that name: one called “Lorepa’s disciple,” who was born in 1208, an earth dragon year, and another called “Nyangtö Jamyang Gönpo,” who was born in 1196, a fire dragon year. But it seems more than a coincidence that Lorepa’s Jamyang Gönpo is also from Upper Nyang, only spelled as myang rather than nyang. The confusion on BDRC may have originated in an appendix of chronology in the Big Tibetan-Chinese Dictionary, where not only are these two Jamyang Gönpos differentiated, but we are further confounded by the statement that both Nyangtö Jamyang Gönpo and Dönyö Dorjé were born in 1196.14 As we have seen, Jamyang Gönpo’s secret name of Dönyö Dorjé is attested in multiple sources, so that would be another unlikely coincidence. Khamnyön Dharma Sengé (a.k.a. Jikdral Chökyi Sengé), in his later Religious History of Pacification and Severance, addresses this directly:




Also, the main mantra tradition known as Profound Meaning from Dönyö Dorjé is the one that is well known among all Nyingma, Ganden, and so forth. Its lineage line from Chögyal Terdak Lingpa to my two gurus appears clearly in the lineage supplication. Paṇchen Dönyö Dorjé, Sangyé Tenpa, and Jamyang Gönpo are all the names enumerated. However, some say they are individual emanations and list two lamas in the supplications.15





Jamyang Gönpo in the Severance Lineage


Most of the available information about Jamyang Gönpo comes from his Drukpa Kagyü connection, and yet in terms of literary output he is mainly known now for his contributions to the Severance tradition. He is listed by Jamgön Kongtrul and others directly after Machik Labdrön’s son, the wisdom-lineage holder Gyalwa Döndrup.16 And yet others describe him not as a direct heir but as a visionary who received a direct transmission from Machik in meditative experiences.17 Perhaps his status is clarified by Könchok Gyaltsen (1764–1853):




Machik’s five main disciples were Gyalwa Döndrup, Khambu Yalé, Tönyön [Samdrup], Khugom Chöseng, and Dölpa [Kyemé] Sangtal. Jamyang Gönpo is said to be associated with any [or all] of those five as guru-disciple. Although he was not an actual disciple of Machik, since he was a disciple in visionary experience, his tradition is considered equal to that of Gyalwa Döndrup and the others, and has been authenticated. He created the source text of Heart Essence of Profound Meaning, and therefore it is known as the lineage of Severance that comes from Jamyang Gönpo, or the Severance of Profound Meaning.18





This would explain why Jamyang Gönpo’s source text is included with Machik Labdrön’s works in the collections of Severance source texts. Jamyang Gönpo himself also cites the words of Gyalwa Döndrup in the Big General Commentary; the quotation gives the impression of direct personal advice and doesn’t seem to be in the records of Gyalwa Döndrup’s compositions, which are mainly poems.19 Despite some paucity of information on their connection, there is no reason to think Jamyang Gönpo did not receive these teaching in some kind of personal interaction with Gyalwa Döndrup, if not also in visions of Machik. On the other hand, his work is so very similar in style and terminology to writings of his Kagyü guru Lorepa, which are missing only the actual word gcod, that it seems he may have creatively synthesized these two traditions of Drukpa Kagyü and Severance himself, rather than merely passing them on.


Jamyang Gönpo’s Literary Output in the Severance Tradition


Jamyang Gönpo had a distinctive way of signing his compositions as “the Śākya monk, holder of the vajra” (shākya dge slong rdo rje ’dzin pa) and either Mañjughoṣanātha (translating Jamyang Gönpo) or Prajñāsvabhāva (translating Sherab Jungné, his novitiate name).20 The texts definitively self-identified in this way that were available to me are as follows:




	
Heart Essence of Profound Meaning: The Quintessence of All Source Texts and Esoteric Instructions on Severance, the Perfection of Wisdom, “signed” Prājñāsvabhāva


	
The Big General Guide to the Profound Meaning, Mañjughoṣanātha


	
The Seven-Day Severance Retreat Experiential Guide, Prājñāsvabhāva


	
Lives of the Lineage Gurus of the Heart Essence of Profound Meaning, Prājñāsvabhāva


	
A Structural Analysis of the Profound Heart Essence, Mañjughoṣanātha


	
The Ten Door Openers: Personal Advice on Severance, Mañjughoṣa





In addition to these, two more texts were named by Khamnyön Dharma Sengé as also composed by Dönyö Dorjé (his secret name) in the Religious History of Pacification and Severance.21 However, the first clearly names a different author in its colophon: “Sam ’od,” short for Samten Öser, and I suspect the second one is the same. Which brings us to a second conundrum.


Samten Öser and the Gyalthang Tradition of the Heart Essence of Profound Meaning


Twelve lineage generations after Machik Labdrön, a visionary named Samten Öser (fl. fifteenth century) from Gyalthang had powerful direct encounters with her in his meditation. Adopting the title Heart Essence of Profound Meaning of Severing Evil, nearly identical to that of Jamyang Gönpo’s work,22 he authored a number of texts on the subject. Later this was called the “new pronouncement” (bka’ gsar ma), which included eight subjects or branch appendices (le’u yan lag brgyad, not to be confused with Machik’s three sets of eight appendices). At first glance, this similarity of titles and subject matter is rather confusing. However, Samten Öser had a very distinct style of narrative, which makes it easy to distinguish his creations from those of Jamyang Gönpo. Although he doesn’t “sign” his name in the colophons, he makes no bones about claiming special status. In the first chapter, “Pearl Rosary of Legendary Tales,” after describing his encounter with Machik, he states:




Since then, I thought, “I am inseparable from Machik. I am Machik. Without me, there is no other Machik.” This is a very big secret pronouncement. . . . There is no one in the transmission between me and Machik. The teaching that I have is what Machik had. All people who practice the Severance of Evil, request the teachings from me. I am not just proud. [!] You folks who hear the Severance of Evil from this man, your merit is greater than the cloudy mountain that stands before you.23





The Gyalthang tradition seems to have gained the ascendency, at least in some schools. Sometime later, the abbot of Jonang, Kunga Drölchok (1507–1566), received the lineage of these teachings and included them in his great anthology known as The Hundred Guidebooks of Jonang. The third of Samten Öser’s chapters, called “Wish-Fulfilling Gem: An Instruction on the Inner Meaning,” became the basis for the sixth guidebook. Kunga Drölchok remarks:




Among the many versions [of Severance], I had supreme confidence in the new pronouncement composed by Lama Gyalthangpa Samten Öser in the Eight Branch Appendices. From start to finish, this work is excellently adorned with new revelations that were actually given to him by Mother Lapdrön, the secret ḍākinī of timeless awareness, and that were unknown in the earlier recensions on Severance.24





There is no mention of Jamyang Gönpo. Kunga Drölchok’s recognized incarnation, the illustrious Tāranātha (1575–1634), received this same lineage and composed Object Severance Empowerment Known as Opening the Sky Door. This, in turn, was received by Jamgön Kongtrul Lodrö Thayé (1813–1900), marking the continuation of the Gyalthang tradition in the Kagyü schools25—and, it would seem, the eclipsing or confounding of the original.


The Texts Translated Here


The source text, Heart Essence of Profound Meaning, is a long poem in forty quatrains and opens our present volume. Jamgön Kongtrul included it with other source texts in the Severance section of his Treasury of Precious Instructions, and added the following note: “This is the primary source of most of the later instructions. There are many commentaries and guidebooks and such.”26 Two of those commentaries are presented in this volume.


The text translated here as The Big General Guide to Severance is a direct explanation of this source text, taking each verse or couplet and commenting on its meaning. Autocommentaries on verse compositions are very common in Tibetan and Indian literature. The idea was to memorize the verses after studying the commentaries, such that the deeper meanings will be brought to mind with fewer words to remember. Jamyang Gönpo uses the opportunity of a commentary to compose a wide-ranging description of the Severance practice that can be used for all occasions. Early Severance texts such as this are not restricted to one school of Tibetan Buddhism, though as time went on sect-specific liturgies developed. The single overall directive of The Big General Guide is to seek out and directly confront difficult circumstances. This acts as both a means to recognize emptiness—the lack of intrinsic existence of all phenomena—and a testing ground of one’s former realizations and studies of that emptiness from the Perfection of Wisdom and other sources. The commentary also presents a brief survey of basic Buddhist philosophy and the various tenet systems and respective vows, all in order to demonstrate the superiority of the Severance approach. But there is much more here than abstract theory and its enactment in the field. Such an ancient text includes a great deal of cultural information on situations that might terrify or disgust a native Tibetan. These are given as examples, but the modern practitioner may certainly substitute their own phobias with little alteration of the intent. Especially, the detailed descriptions of how to immerse oneself in the very things that horrify—such as snorting the contents of smallpox abscesses or sleeping in the bedding of lepers—should serve to convince anyone that Severance is not primarily a healing method, as it has often been construed. Apart from these forays into ancient lore, the text is notable for its lack of instruction on ritualized Severance involving body sacrifice, which later works emphasize. Its primary message is to practice letting go of clinging to the self and reification of existence. It seems in this way to be closest to the actual teachings of Machik Labdrön. The past Severance masters of course realized this, but the simple message could become lost in the complex overlays of ritual and visualization. A good example of that is from Tenzin Namdak, who concludes an extensive description of such practices with these words:




. . . the conceptual patterns that fixate on the duality of recipients of generosity—the guests of samsara and nirvana—and the giver of that generosity are your own awareness: lucid clarity, dharmakāya, mahāmudrā, beyond the realm of the intellect, and devoid of thought or utterance. The necessity of the purity in that state of suchness is crucial. This is the reason that the vital points of Mother [Machik’s] Severance cycle—The Great Bundle of Precepts, Another Bundle, the Appendices, and the root and commentaries of the Heart Essence of Profound Meaning, the secret Severance of the great Drukpa renunciate [Jamyang Gönpo], and so forth—must be conclusively ascertained through the three means of understanding, experience, and realization.27





The third translation in this volume, The Seven-Day Severance Retreat Experiential Guide, is a very concise and precise instruction on putting the main intentions of the teachings into practice in the setting of a one-week retreat. After a brief introduction on who should do this and when and how, the practice of giving away the body as food is described briefly for the first day’s practice. The remaining days are each divided into three short instructions for setting out to practice, and three short instructions for arrival at a practice place. The instructions contain no rituals, visualizations, deities, instruments, or liturgies.


These two texts form part of a trilogy by Jamyang Gönpo, which he introduced at the conclusion of his history of the transmission in The Lives of the Lineage Gurus of the Heart Essence of Profound Meaning. Although the third part is not included in this book, his introduction is presented here for context and anticipation:




These days, all the instructions of Severance may be subsumed into one, the experiences of all Severance adepts rolled together, and the advice of all gurus wrapped up in a single place and sealed. These instructions include the whole extent of the Severance cycle taught by the Lord Mother, with nothing left out. It is presented as three subjects: the presentation as a general guide (spyi khrid), the extension as an experiential guide (nyams khrid), and the instructions as personal advice (zhal gdams).


Since the General Guide is support material, it cultivates an understanding of all Severance. The Experiential Guide is for establishing the practice. Once it is laid aside as a guidance, it will become part of one’s experience. The Personal Advice is for dispelling hindrances and enhancing practice. It contains ten door-opening instructions: (1) the empowerment opens the door to the Dharma, (2) the sādhana opens the door to blessings, (3) the introduction opens the door to the sky, (4) dispelling hindrance opens the door to auspicious connections, (5) enhancement opens the door to qualities, (6) lucid dreaming opens the door to daytime and nighttime practice, (7) transference opens the door to liberation, (8) intermediate state practice opens the door to lucid clarity, (9) altruism opens the door to awakened activity, and (10) philosophy opens the door to excellence. Those are the instructions. Since they are personal advice, they are given after the [initial mind-nature] introduction of Severance and its successful practice. Supplements are explained as part of the General Guide.28





Perhaps this third text in the trilogy will be translated by the time practioners are ready to lay aside the guidance after making it part of their experience.


My Sources


The title of the two texts by Jamyang Gönpo translated here are Zab don gyi spyi khrid chen mo and Bdud gcod nyams khrid zab mo (or Gcod kyi lag len nyams khrid du bskyang ba gnyan khrod zhag bdun ma). The verses of the source text on which they are based, Bdud kyi gcod yul gyi gzhung (or Shes rab kyi pha rol tu phyin pa gcod kyi gzhung dang man ngag mtha’ dag gi yang bcud zab don thugs kyi snying po), have been extracted from the commentary and are presented first. I have based the translations primarily on the digital edition printed in thirteen volumes, which I am calling the Dingri Volumes. These were based on a collection in the library of Kyabje Zhadeu Trulshik Rinpoche, who even wrote a small booklet in commemoration of their publication, which was sponsored by the Tsadra Foundation in 2013. I used this collection mainly for its breadth of inclusion and clarity of printing. However, all versions of ancient texts, especially those digital versions that are highly edited by well-meaning typists, tend to stray from whatever the elusive original may have been. In this case, for example, the greater parts of a structural outline for the Big General Commentary were superimposed on the text. While this may have been derived from the author’s own outline in A Structural Analysis, it proved to be confusing and only partially helpful. Therefore, I have retained some of those as section headings where they are clarifying, and only included the actual outline forms that were also present in the three other versions that I consulted. Those versions are as follows.


Practices of the Severance Collection and So Forth is said to be “reproduced directly from a rare manuscript collection from Limi, Nepal.” It is a copy of a handwritten text and referred to throughout as the “Limi version.” This version seems to be the oldest and most reliable, or at least the most interesting. This is the only one that contains all the texts mentioned in the introduction that are attributed to Jamyang Gönpo.


Then there is a series called The Collected Works of Kunkhyen Longchen Rabjam. The final volume 26 contains some of the familiar source texts of Severance. In the foreword it is said that the tulku Jampal Khyenrab newly discovered these ancient texts from a household in Bhutan in 2003. The editor continues to say that though they are attributed to Longchenpa Drimé Öser (1308–1364), modern scholars should carefully investigate whether that is the case. I think I can say that they are definitely not authored by that great Nyingma master, despite each text being appended with his name. Some of them also mention Pema Lingpa (1450–1521), considered a rebirth of Longchenpa. Another source has informed me that the texts in this last volume, unlike the others in the series, were actually collected by a son of Pema Lingpa called Sedawa (probably Thuksé Dawa Gyaltsen) and found at Tsetok Gonpa.29 It appears to be quite scrambled, as there is a large section missing from Machik’s source text The Great Bundle. Also, the history text is copied verbatim from Jamyang Gönpo’s Lives of the Lineage Gurus up to a point, and then adds a variant lineage and history, creating much confusion. I’ve called it “Longchenpa version” for lack of a better abbreviation, and hope that this doesn’t add to the confusion.


Finally, I checked with another hand-copied collection called the Cycle of Severance of Evil: the Heart Essence of Profound Meaning, described as “A collection of Gcod texts reflecting the teachings of Padma-gliṅ-pa. Reproduced from a manuscript collection from Padma-bkod.”30 It includes texts by Jamyang Gönpo without naming him. In this version, the colophon of the Big General Guide and several of the other texts state that it is the “Severance of the stainless tradition and the practice of Pema Lingpa.” “Stainless” (dri med) in this case probably indicates Longchen Drimé Öser. I am not certain of the text’s connection with the above collection. However, there were enough variations between the two to warrant examination of both. Strangely, the Seven Day Retreat text in this collection is marked with the signs of a treasure text (gter tseg). This collection is called “Peling version” in the endnotes, since it is said to be related somehow to the great treasure revealer of Bhutan, Rikzin Pema Lingpa.


I also had a photocopy of a handwritten text given to me by Lodrö Tulku Rinpoche in Zurich of the Seven-Day Retreat. It concludes with clarifying remarks on the authorship. Furthermore, I received Lodrö Rinpoche’s book The Profound Heart Essence: Prajnaparamita and the Practice of Chod, which is an edited English translation from the German. It was a delight to discover Jamyang Gönpo’s tradition in such good hands.


All of these witnesses have any number of variations, usually in the spelling of words, but often enough whole phrases, so many so that I found it impossible to note each one. However, I generally checked the important ones with my Tibetan informants to identify their preferred version. And in a funny way those variations helped my understanding of the intent. But this volume is very far indeed from being a critical edition, and I am guilty of the scholarly sin of picking and choosing without a transparent paper trail. It is, after all, a book for practitioners.


Technical Note


The root verses quoted in the Big General Guide appear in italics. When portions of those verses are duplicated by the author in his comments, they are bolded. As explained above, the headings of sections are taken selectively from the author’s structural outline. Words added by the translator to streamline or clarify the author’s intent appear in square brackets. Information added by the translator that might be helpful to the reader, such as word alternatives or Tibetan and Sanskrit equivalents, appear in parentheses. The phonetics of Tibetan names and words follow the recommendations in the Wisdom Publications’ Style Guide, except in the cases of contemporary Tibetan authors, where their own preferences are retained. Transliterations of Tibetan words follow the extended Wylie system. Sanskrit diacritics are used throughout, except for naturalized Sanskrit terms such as sutra, mandala, and Mahayana. When the Tibetan retains the Sanskrit of a particular term, so does the translation.
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