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Maitreya’s Ratnagotravibhāga, also known as the Uttaratantra, is the main Indian treatise on buddha nature, a concept that is heavily debated in Tibetan Buddhist philosophy. In A Direct Path to the Buddha Within, Klaus-Dieter Mathes looks at a pivotal Tibetan commentary on this text by Gö Lotsāwa Zhönu Pal, best known as the author of the Blue Annals. Gö Lotsāwa, whose teachers spanned the spectrum of Tibetan schools, developed a highly nuanced understanding of buddha nature, tying it in with mainstream Mahayana thought while avoiding contested aspects of the socalled empty-of-other (zhentong) approach. In addition to translating key portions of Gö Lotsāwa’s commentary, Mathes provides an in-depth historical context, evaluating Gö Lotsāwa’s position against those of other Kagyü, Nyingma, and Jonang masters, and examining how their views affect Gö Lotsāwa’s understanding of the buddha qualities, the concept of emptiness, and the practice of mahāmudrā.


“A fundamental issue for religion in general is how to understand the presence of the sacred in the profane. In Buddhist terms this becomes a question of how to understand the buddha nature that inheres in all sentient beings. Dr. Mathes’ study of this issue as dealt with in a late-fifteenth-century Tibetan work is a truly outstanding contribution to this important branch of Buddhist philosophy. He lucidly historicizes a good number of fundamental treatises—their authors, Indian and Tibetan, and their ideas. Mathes’ diction is also first rate, rendering his exemplary work easily accessible.”—Leonard W.J. van der Kuijp, Harvard University


“Klaus-Dieter Mathes has rendered an extraordinary service to students of Tibetan intellectual and contemplative traditions by editing this singular work in full, and providing us with a clear and meticulous English translation of its key sections. His thorough introduction and annotations resolve the many difficult points found herein and place Gö Lotsāwa’s contribution in its proper context in the history of the tradition. In A Direct Path to the Buddha Within, Mathes sets a lasting standard for the presentation of Tibetan Buddhist doctrinal writings.”


—Matthew T. Kapstein, The University of Chicago and the École Pratique des Hautes Études, Paris; author of Reason’s Traces: Identity and Interpretation in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist Thought
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Preface


This mind, O monks, is luminous!


But it is defiled by adventitious defilements.


—The Buddha: Aṅguttara Nikāya I.5, 9


Like cloth purified by fire,


[That is,] when one puts [a cloth]


Sullied with various stains over a fire,


The stains are burnt


But not the cloth,


Similarly, with the luminous mind,


Sullied with stains arisen from desire,


The stains are burnt by wisdom


But not the luminous [mind].


Those sūtras taught by the victorious ones


In order to reveal emptiness—


All eliminate defilements


But do not diminish the [buddha] element.


—Nāgārjuna: Dharmadhātustotra, stanzas 20–22


NUMEROUS PASSAGES in the sūtras and śāstras distinguish the adventitious stains of a suffering mind from its coexisting natural purity, which is at times called luminosity, buddha nature, or dharmadhātu. This natural purity is a kind of true nature of mind endowed with innumerable buddha qualities since beginningless time, even during our wildest excesses of attachment or hatred. Put another way, buddha nature (Skt. tathāgatagarbha) is empty of adventitious stains but not of its own qualities. If we take the above-quoted passage from the Dharmadhātustotra seriously (and all Mahāyāna exegetes accept that this stotra was composed by Nāgārjuna), we have to restrict the validity of Madhyamaka logic to the adventitious defilements—anything else cannot be the object of a conceptualizing mind. Some Tibetan interpreters have distinguished two modes of emptiness: being “empty of an own-being” (Tib. rang stong), and being “empty of other” (Tib. gzhan stong). The former rangtong view is that buddha nature means simply that the mind, like all phenomena, lacks an own-being or self. The latter zhentong view is that buddha nature is an ultimate nature of mind that is endowed with all buddha qualities and that is empty only of adventitious defilements (the “other”), which do not reflect its true nature.


The old Tibetan discussion of whether the teachings of a luminous mind or buddha nature in the so-called third turning of the wheel of Dharma (dharmacakra), such as in the passage above, should be taken more literally or whether the third dharmacakra should be interpreted via the rangtong analysis became a contemporary issue when my Tibetan teachers Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtsho and Thrangu Rinpoche began to propagate the controversial zhentong interpretation of the Rgyud bla ma (the Uttaratantra or Ratnagotravibhāga) in the 1970s and 80s. Up until then the Tibetan reception of the Ratnagotravibhāga had mainly been known of in the West through David Seyfort Ruegg’s publications, which were to some extent influenced by the prevailing Gelug (Dge lugs) hermeneutics. The Gelug school follows Candrakīrti’s (seventh-century) lead in taking the teaching in the second dharmacakra of the lack of an independent nature or own-being as the underlying intention of any positive statement about the ultimate.


Against this background, it would of course be useful to investigate how other Tibetan schools have interpreted the theory of buddha nature, and when I was appointed director of the Nepal-German Manuscript Preservation Project in Kathmandu in October 1993, I had great hopes of collecting new material for a future research project on this subject. But it was only when I went through the Tibetan texts kept at Chetsang Rinpoche’s library in Dehra Dun in March 1997 that I finally discovered something interesting, namely Gö Lotsāwa Zhönu Pal’s (’Gos Lo tsā ba Gzhon nu dpal) (1392–1481) Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā commentary, which is said to belong to the meditation tradition (Tib. sgom lugs) of the Maitreya works. A first reading revealed two important points: Zhönu Pal was not at all concerned with propagating zhentong (at least not the Jonangpa (Jo nang pa) variety), but he did see in the Ratnagotravibhāga and the other Maitreya works doctrinal support for his mahāmudrā tradition.


Having realized the importance of this work, I decided to edit it, and on the basis of an old blockprint of the same text, I was able to publish a critical edition of Zhönu Pal’s Theg pa chen po rgyud bla ma’i bstan bcos kyi ’grel bshad de kho na nyid rab tu gsal ba’i me long [“A Commentary on the Treatise Mahāyānottaratantraśāstra (i.e., Ratnagotravibhāga)—The Mirror Showing Reality Very Clearly”] at the beginning of 2003. This commentary is the main source for the present study, which was accepted as my habilitation thesis by the University of Hamburg in April 2004.


It is my pleasure to acknowledge the various forms of help I have received from others in preparing this work. First of all, I wish to express my sincere gratitude to the Venerable Thrangu Rinpoche, who assisted me in my research continuously, whether in Kathmandu, Sarnath, or the West, by patiently going through long lists of questions and discussing the subtle points of my research on buddha nature, emptiness, and mahāmudrā. Similar thanks go to Khenpo Lobsang from the Vajra Vidya Institute in Sarnath, who helped me to understand difficult passages in the Tibetan and who, thanks to his having memorized many treatises, was able to identify some of the unattributed quotations. Even though I was able to meet the Venerable Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche only once—in the summer of 2002 in Hamburg—I gratefully recall his clear and precise explanations of certain aspects of tantric zhentong, sūtra-mahāmudrā, and essence mahāmudrā at an important stage in my writing.


I also express my gratitude to professors Lambert Schmithausen and David Jackson, who carefully read important parts of my study and offered most welcome solutions to a number of difficult points. Having only joined the Indian and Tibetan Department in Hamburg in the summer of 2001, I nevertheless feel sufficiently qualified to praise the collegial, “bodhisattvalike” atmosphere in which scholarly problems are addressed. This is true in particular of Dr. Diwakar Acharya, who provided repeated assistance in deciphering all the nearly unreadable akṣaras of the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā manuscripts and in working with the numerous Laṅkāvatārasūtra manuscripts from Nepal.


Many thanks also to Philip Pierce (Nepal Research Centre, Kathmandu) and David Kittelstrom (Wisdom Publications) for carefully reading through the entire manuscript and improving my English. Furthermore, I profited from the very fruitful exchanges I had during regular meetings with Kazuo Kano (Kyoto, currently University of Hamburg), whose doctoral thesis on Ngog Loden Sherab’s (Rngog Blo ldan shes rab) Ratnagotravibhāga commentary (the Theg chen rgyud bla’i don bsdus pa) I have been supervising for the past two years.


Finally I would like to thank the German Research Council (Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft) for enabling me to conduct the present study in the first place by financially supporting me for three years with a scholarship.




Introduction


General Remarks


THE DOCTRINE of “buddha nature” (Tib. de bzhin gshegs pa’i snying po),1 or the teaching that all sentient beings are already buddhas or have the ability to attain buddhahood (depending on which interpretation you prefer), became an important issue in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries in Tibet. It was not only much discussed among masters, such as Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (Dol po pa Shes rab rgyal mtshan) (1292–1361), who were intimately involved in the practice of the Kālacakratantra, but also came to form an important doctrinal foundation for the dzogchen (rdzogs chen) teachings of Longchen Rabjampa (Klong chen rab ’byams pa) (1308–63) and the mahāmudrā instructions of the Kagyüpas (Bka’ brgyud pa). Thus, Rangjung Dorjé (Rang byung rdo rje) (1284–1339) equated buddha nature with the central mahāmudrā term natural mind (Tib. tha mal gyi shes pa), and Gö Lotsāwa Zhönu Pal (’Gos Lo tsā ba Gzhon nu dpal) (1392–1481) composed an extensive commentary of the standard Indian work on buddha nature, the Ratnagotravibhāga, from within the mahāmudrā tradition of Maitrīpa (ca. 1007–ca. 1085)2 and Gampopa (Sgam po pa) (1079–1153). Zhönu Pal and his mahāmudrā interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga are the main subject of the present study.


One of the main goals of Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary is to show that the Kagyü path of mahāmudrā is already taught in the Maitreya works and the Laṅkāvatārasūtra. This approach involves resting your mind in a nonconceptual experience of luminosity or the dharmadhātu (the expanse or nature of all phenomena) with the help of special “pith instructions” (Tib. man ngag) on how to become mentally disengaged.3 A path of directly realizing buddha nature is thus distinguished from a Madhyamaka path of logical inference4 and it is with this in mind that Zhönu Pal’s commentary can be called a “direct path to the buddha within.”


The Ratnagotravibhāga Mahāyānottaratantra belongs, if we follow the Tibetan tradition, to the “five treatises of Maitreya,”5 though its oldest layers had probably already been composed by Sāramati in the third or fourth century. It was not quoted in India until centuries later, and the only safe terminus ante quem for it is 508 C.E., the year in which Ratnamati, who translated the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā into Chinese, arrived in China from Madhyadeśa (India).6


According to Tibetan tradition, the future Buddha Maitreya taught the Ratnagotravibhāga to Asaṅga in the Tuṣita heaven. Asaṅga is also said to have composed the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā. This commentary on the Ratnagotravibhāga quotes a number of sūtras that teach that all sentient beings possess the nature of a buddha, doubtlessly in the sense that they are already complete buddhas but do not know and actualize their true being because of their adventitious stains or spiritual defilements. But the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā also contain passages that try to embed the teaching of buddha nature within mainstream Mahāyāna and relate it, for example, with suchness, and thus only with the cause or seed of buddhahood.


Such a form of the tathāgatagarbha theory can be discerned in the Yogācāra works among the Maitreya texts,7 and in his Madhyamakāloka, Kamalaśīla (ca. 740–95) brings the tathāgatagarbha theory in line with Madhyamaka thought in order to establish the teaching of a single path (ekayāna).8 But the Indian reaction on the whole was simply to ignore the Ratnagotravibhāga and its teaching of buddha nature for six centuries. Things changed, however, in the eleventh century. During this period scholars such as Jñānakīrti (tenth/eleventh century)9 or Maitrīpa started to use tantric terms more freely. Their works reflect the latest developments in Indian Buddhism, which may be characterized as a genuine attempt to incorporate certain elements of the originally tantric teachings of the mahāsiddhas into the more traditional mainstream Mahāyāna, though they still maintained the superiority of tantra. In this undertaking, the teaching of buddha nature proved to provide good doctrinal support, and thus, not surprisingly, the Ratnagotravibhāga became a highly esteemed treatise in these circles. Tradition has it that the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga and the Ratnagotravibhāga were rediscovered and taught by Maitrīpa, but Maitrīpa’s teacher at Vikramaśīla, Jñānaśrīmitra (ca. 980–1040),10 must have already known these two works when he composed his Sākārasiddhiśāstra11 and Sākārasaṁgraha.12 Ratnākaraśānti, another teacher of Maitrīpa, also quotes the Ratnagotravibhāga in the Sūtrasamuccayabhāṣya.13 Maitrīpa passed the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga and the Ratnagotravibhāga on to *Ānandakīrti and Sajjana. With the help of Sajjana, the Tibetan scholar Ngog Loden Sherab (Rngog Loden Sherab) (1059–1109) translated the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā into Tibetan. For Loden Sherab (Blo ldan shes rab) buddha nature was a synonym of emptiness, which could be realized by means of nonaffirming negations. He thus founded what is known as the analytical tradition (mtshan nyid lugs) of interpreting the Maitreya works. The corresponding meditation tradition (sgom lugs) was founded by Tsen Kawoché (Btsan Kha bo che) (b. 1021), who received explanations of the Ratnagotravibhāga from Sajjana with the help of the translator Zu Gawai Dorjé (Gzu Dga’ ba’i rdo rje).14


This set the stage for the different interpretations of the Ratnagotravibhāga in Tibet. The main issues at stake were whether the teaching that all sentient beings are already buddhas within themselves has a provisional or a definitive meaning—in other words, whether the doctrine of buddha nature was taught with the intention of furthering beings who would otherwise be afraid of the true doctrine of emptiness, or whether the Buddha truly meant that sentient beings are buddhas within. Among those who accepted the teaching of buddha nature as definitive, it was further discussed whether all or only some qualities already exist in sentient beings, and whether they exist in a fully developed or only a subtle way. Apart from these issues, the Ratnagotravibhāga and its related sūtras were also used in different ways to doctrinally support disputed traditions, such as the zhentong (gzhan stong) (“empty of other”) of the Jonangpas (Jo nang pa) or sūtra-based mahāmudrā.


Delimitation of the Subject and Methods Employed


To determine Gö Lotsāwa Zhönu Pal’s position on buddha nature, which is the main goal of the present study, we are forced to rely completely on his extensive commentary on the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā, for the simple reason that it is his only philosophical work available to date. Fortunately, his work is far more than a simple commentary. It not only quotes and discusses nearly all Mahāyāna treatises and a number of sūtras, but also explains a few passages of the Ratnagotravibhāga in the light of the (sūtra - based) mahāmudrā tradition of Maitrīpa and Gampopa. Still, the result of our analysis must remain preliminary, since it is difficult to say whether Zhönu Pal’s commentary on the Ratnagotravibhāga reveals his true opinion on the subject of buddha nature. It may well be that, like others, his statements as a commentator merely reflect an ordinary explanation in line with general Mahāyāna, the final view on the buddha qualities and so forth being revealed only in a tantric context. Dölpopa (Dol po pa), for one, refrains as a commentator from presenting his extraordinary zhentong understanding in his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary. If we only had Dölpopa’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, then we would have remained ignorant of his full-fledged zhentong interpretation.15


Zhönu Pal subdivides his commentary into three explanations for disciples with sharp, average, and inferior faculties.16 Besides his introductory remarks, it is the explanation for those with average faculties which is of particular interest. Technically, it is a commentary on the first three stanzas of the first chapter of the Ratnagotravibhāga. The mahāmudrā-based explanations Zhönu Pal offers in his commentary on the threefold purification of a vaiḍūrya gem and the three dharmacakras17 in RGVV I.2 are especially helpful in assessing his hermeneutic strategy of fully endorsing the Saṁdhinirmocanasūtra, which only assigns definitive meaning to the teachings of the last dharmacakra. The superiority of the last dharmacakra derives, according to Zhönu Pal, from the particularly efficient, direct approach to the natural mind that the mahāmudrā pith instructions allow. An annotated translation of this explanation for disciples with average faculties thus forms, together with the translation of the introduction and the explanation for those with sharp faculties, the basis of our analysis of Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary.


Because Zhönu Pal deals in the main part of his commentary with almost every aspect of the Buddhist doctrine, it is necessary to delimit the scope of our inquiry and define methodological principles that will enable us to structure this vast material and evaluate it in terms of a history of ideas. In other words, it is first necessary to identify and describe the specific points Zhönu Pal makes with regard to buddha nature in order to be able to systematically compare his position with those of other exegetes.18 An initial study of Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā commentary suggests three promising lines of inquiry:


         1.   What does Zhönu Pal mean by the presence of “subtle” buddha qualities in sentient beings?


         2.   How does Zhönu Pal tie the teaching of buddha nature in with the prajñāpāramitā literature by distinguishing two types of emptiness?


         3.   In what way does Zhönu Pal read his mahāmudrā pith instructions into certain passages of the Ratnagotravibhāga, the other Maitreya works, and the Laṅkāvatārasūtra?


Given Zhönu Pal’s broad educational background,19 a systematic comparison of his views with all other major commentarial traditions of his time would seem called for, but such a wide-ranging study would go beyond the scope of a single monograph. Since it is Zhönu Pal’s main concern to explain the Ratnagotravibhāga and the other Maitreya works from within his mahāmudrā tradition, which is closely related to the meditation tradition of Tsen Kawoché,20 Zhönu Pal’s position will be mainly evaluated against the background of a carefully chosen selection of interpretations by masters of the Kagyü, Nyingma (Rnying ma), and Jonang (Jo nang) schools who figure within or are close to his tradition. The fourteenth century, which experienced some of the most important developments of the above-mentioned traditions, together with the fifteenth century, Zhönu Pal’s own century, will form the time frame for the present study.


The earliest exegete I have chosen is the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé (1284–1339), who not only stands in the tradition of Tsen Kawoché,21 but also combines mahāmudrā and dzogchen with Asaṅga’s Yogācāra, whose strict distinction between an impure ālayavijñāna (basic consciousness) and the pure dharmadhātu (expanse of phenomena) served as a basis for later zhentong traditions. The next two are Dölpopa (1292–1361) and his disciple Sabzang Mati Panchen (Sa bzang Mati paṇ chen) (1294–1376), both of whom contributed considerably to the spiritual history of Tibet by their extraordinary zhentong interpretation of buddha nature. Since Rangjung Dorjé assimilated dzogchen ideas, it is also of great interest to determine Longchen Rabjampa’s view on buddha nature,22 which may have influenced Zhönu Pal’s theory of beginningless subtle qualities. In fact, Zhönu Pal’s teacher Lhakhang Tengpa Sangyé Rinchen (Lha khang steng pa Sangs rgyas rin chen) (1339–1434)23 belonged, together with Longchenpa, to the circle of disciples of the Sakya (Sa skya) master Lama Dampa Sönam Gyaltsen (Bla ma Dam pa Bsod nams rgyal mtshan) (1312–75).24 Of great interest is also a Ratnagotravibhāga commentary by Sangpupa Lodrö Tsungmé (Gsang phu pa Blo gros mtshungs med) (thirteenth/fourteenth century) who, as an assistant professor under Jamyang Shākzhön (’Jam dbyangs Shāk gzhon),25 must have had some exchange of views with the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé about the Ratnagotravibhāga.26 Finally I have selected the Drugpa (’Brug pa) Kagyü master Barawa Gyaltsen Palzang (’Ba’ ra ba Rgyal mtshan dpal bzang) (1310–91), whose mahāmudrā interpretation of buddha nature is nearly identical with that of Zhönu Pal.


The differences between the various Ratnagotravibhāga commentaries, while numerous, are often a matter of minor technical detail, and in order to avoid a mere collection of subsidiary material, we will concentrate in each case on a few major philosophical issues that can be directly compared or related with the three above-mentioned questions regarding Zhönu Pal’s position. Toward this goal it is not enough to simply compare how a few crucial stanzas of the Ratnagotravibhāga are explained. Especially since Ratnagotravibhāga commentaries do not survive for each chosen exegete, and furthermore, in some cases only the independent works of the master clearly reveal his philosophical views. To give an example, when reading Dölpopa’s commentary on RGV I.152–53 (J I.149–50),27 we could get the impression that the fortified potential, from which the qualities of the form kāyas arise, is something newly acquired by effort, and based on this passage alone we are not able to correctly describe the Jonang position that in reality all buddha qualities exist throughout beginningless time. The explanation of this prima facie contradiction is that the latter is the extraordinary explanation, which is not given in an ordinary commentary. But we only come to know this by consulting Dölpopa’s Ri chos nges don rgya mtsho. Longchenpa, on the other hand, comments on these stanzas (RGV I.152–53) in the nontantric part of his Grub mtha’ mdzod fully in line with the dzogchen notion that qualities are not produced but spontaneously present. Thus the ascertainment of a given exegete’s philosophical position not only involves a critical assessment of the sources used, be it his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary or any other text, but also requires a thorough knowledge of the hermeneutical principles to which an exegete adheres.


Still, while our limited selection of texts by these fourteenth-century masters does not provide scope for a comprehensive description of the traditions related to Zhönu Pal’s position in this period, it does provide a basis for depicting a few first prominent spots on an otherwise empty map, and so serves as a preliminary guide for understanding the development of ideas during this interesting period. To sum up, my study of Rangjung Dorjé, Longchenpa, Lodrö Tsungmé (Blo gros mtshungs med), Barawa, and the Jonang position remains a first step and is only meant to better contextualize some of Zhönu Pal’s important views on the buddha nature.


The “analytic” interpretations of the Ratnagotravibhāga in the Gelug and Sakya traditions have been accurately dealt with by Seyfort Ruegg.28 Zhamar Chödrag Yeshé (Zhva dmar Chos grags ye shes) (1453–1524) mentions in his biography of Zhönu Pal the interesting detail that the latter was fond of Tsongkhapa (Tsong kha pa) (1357–1419) for having taught a possible distinction between provisional and definitive meaning according to the Ratnagotravibhāga.29 On the other hand, Zhönu Pal is reported to have had an argument with Tsongkhapa’s student Gyaltsab Jé (Rgyal tshab rje) (1364–1432) over great bliss in highest yoga tantra (Tib. rnal ’byor bla na med pa’i rgyud). While Gyaltsab Jé explained that such bliss cannot be ascertained as anything, Zhönu Pal insisted that there is a way of ascertaining it in his (Zhönu Pal’s) own tradition.30 It would thus be interesting to find out if Tsongkhapa really did uphold, contrary to his disciple Gyaltsab Jé, a tradition embracing a positive direct approach to the ultimate—one that met with the approval of Zhönu Pal—but this would go beyond the scope of this study.


The Ratnagotravibhāga and Its Vyākhyā


The Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā was translated from the Tibetan by Obermiller in 1931. After Johnston (1950) had edited the original Sanskrit on the basis of two manuscripts brought by Sāṅkṛtyāyana from Tibet, the vyākhyā was translated for a second time, from the Sanskrit, by Takasaki (1966). Both Johnston’s edition and Takasaki’s translation are pioneering works,31 yet they contain a number of serious mistakes, as can be seen from de Jong’s (1979) and Schmithausen’s (1971) extensive reviews. Unfortunately, the latter two did not correct the entire edition and translation, so each time I quote and translate or refer to a passage from the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā, I have had to check the original manuscript. Even though Seyfort Ruegg’s (1969) French paraphrases of the most important parts of the latter are also very valuable, they are sometimes too influenced by the prevailing Gelug interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga.32 In RGVV I.1, for example, the buddha qualities are characterized, based on a quotation from the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśa, as being inseparable:


 


“Śāriputra, the dharmakāya taught by the tathāgata possesses inseparable (avinirbhāga) properties and qualities impossible to recognize as something disconnected (avinirmuktajñāna-), in the form of properties of the tathāgata, which surpass in number the grains of sand of the river Gaṅgā.” Thus the sixth vajra point should be understood according to the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśa.33


Seyfort Ruegg (1969:360) regards the compound members avinirbhāga—- and avinirmuktajñāna—as qualifications of the dharmakāya and translates: “…le dharmakāya…a pour qualité d’être inséparable, et il a la propriété du savoir non séparé—[inséparable] des dharma de tathāgata dépassant [en leur nombre] les sables de la Gaṅgā.” In the Śrīmālādevīsūtra, however, both compounds are used to mark the buddha qualities,34 which is also the most natural grammatical construction here.35 The difference is significant. If the qualities themselves are inseparable, it is much more difficult to read the Gelug understanding that the qualities are produced by the fortified potential36 into the Ratnagotravibhāga. Still, Seyfort Ruegg’s work was groundbreaking in having accurately described the Ratnagotravibhāga interpretation of the later dominant school of Tibetan Buddhism, the Gelug, whose lines of scholastic thought sometimes influenced the other schools.


The Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā quotes a group of sūtras which clearly state that all sentient beings possess a buddha nature that is inseparably endowed with innumerable buddha qualities. This doctrine is clearly expounded in the nine examples from the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra, which are also presented and discussed in detail in the Ratnagotravibhāga. According to Michael Zimmermann, all nine examples convey the idea of a full-fledged tathāgata in living beings throughout beginningless time. The authors of the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra were obviously somewhat uncautious, attributing as they did substantialist notions to buddha nature and fitting them out with philosophically ambiguous terminology.37 It could be argued, as Zhönu Pal does,38 that the examples of a tree grown from a seed and the future monarch (cakravartin) in the womb indicate a growth of the buddha qualities, but in support of the original purport of the sūtra, we can say that the main focus of the example of the tree lies not on the growing tree, but on the imperishability of its seed and that the result (kārya), namely the tree, is already contained in the seed. Again, in the second example adduced, that the cakravartin is still an embryo does not seem crucial for understanding it. His nature of being a cakravartin will not change, for his future role is already preordained, and his poor mother already protected.39


The Śrīmālādevīsūtra, too, conveys the idea that the inconceivable buddha qualities are inseparable from buddha nature. In other words, sentient beings already possess the buddha qualities, and only differ from an actual buddha in that they have not yet purified themselves from their adventitious stains. This is also supported by the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśaparivarta which is quoted in RGVV I.1 as canonical support for the fourth vajra point, namely buddha nature:


 


“Śāriputra, ultimate is an expression for the [buddha] element in sentient beings. The [buddha] element in sentient beings, Śāriputra, is an expression for buddha nature. Buddha nature, Śāriputra, is an expression for the dharmakāya.”40 Thus the fourth vajra point should be understood according to the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśaparivarta.41


The crucial stanzas on emptiness in the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā (RGV I.157–58, (J I.154–55)) are also clear in this respect: they fully endorse the inseparable connection of the qualities with buddha nature:


 


There is nothing to be removed from it and nothing to be added.


The real should be seen as real, and seeing the real, you become liberated.42


 


The [buddha] element is empty of adventitious [stains], which have the defining characteristic of being separable; but it is not empty of unsurpassable qualities, which have the defining characteristic of not being separable.43


The vyākhyā is:


 


What is taught by that? There is no characteristic sign of any of the defilements (saṁkleśa) whatsoever to be removed from this naturally pure buddha element, because it is naturally devoid of adventitious stains. Nor does anything need to be added to it as the characteristic sign (nimitta) of purification, because its nature is to have pure properties that are inseparable [from it].44 Therefore it is said [in the Śrīmālādevīsūtra]: “Buddha nature is empty of the sheath of all defilements, which are separable and recognized as something disconnected. It is not empty[, however,] of inconceivable buddha qualities, which are inseparable [in that it is impossible] to recognize [them] as something disconnected, and which surpass in number the grains of sand of the river Gaṅgā.” Thus we truly see that something is empty of that which does not exist in it, and we truly realize that that which remains there is present, [and] hence exists there. Having [thus] abandoned the extremes of [wrong] assertion and denial, these two stanzas correctly elucidate the defining characteristic of emptiness.45


This passage clearly states, in the sense of the Śrīmālādevīsūtra, that buddha nature is not empty of inseparable qualities, and the traditional formula on being empty as found in the Cūḷasuññatasutta46 confirms that these inseparable qualities are left in emptiness.47 The quotation from the Śrīmālādevīsūtra that immediately follows in the vyākhyā (“The tathāgatas’ wisdom [that knows] emptiness is the wisdom [that knows] the buddha nature”48) must be understood in the same context. The sūtra does not simply here equate the buddha nature with Madhyamaka emptiness, but takes emptiness as an aspect of the buddha nature, namely its being empty of adventitious stains. Seyfort Ruegg remarks on this point that the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā tries to integrate the theory of emptiness into a particular doctrine of an absolute that is inseparable from buddha qualities.49 Schmithausen here identifies a form of “inclusivism” under which emptiness is understood as buddha nature empty of adventitious stains.50


On the other hand, there are some passages in the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā that try to avoid a too substantialist notion of buddha nature and its qualities. Thus, RGV I.29 introduces the ten aspects of buddha nature in the first chapter with the remark that the latter are taught with the underlying intention of the ultimate buddha element:


 


[The ten aspects are:] [its] own-being, cause, fruit, function, connection, manifestation, phases, all-pervasiveness, unchangeability, and inseparable qualities. With regard to them we should know that the intended meaning [is that] of the ultimate [buddha] element.51


In other words, RGV I.29 would have us understand the unchangeability of the element and inseparability of its qualities in terms of the ultimate aspect of buddha nature—this, after all, is also implied in the above-quoted passage from the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśa, which equates buddha nature not only with the dharmakāya, but also with the ultimate. Now two different sets of qualities can be taken as pertaining to the ultimate. First, an ultimate kāya (paramārthakāya) is said to be endowed with the “thirty-two qualities of the dharmakāya”52 (i.e., the ten strengths, the four fearlessnesses, and the eighteen exclusive features);53 and secondly, an ultimate aspect is referred to in the introduction of the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā to the stanzas II.29–37,54 in the following way:


 


The explanation that the Buddha has the defining characteristics of space was taught with the underlying intention of the ultimate and exclusive buddha characteristic of the tathāgatas.55


In RGV II.46c–47d it is further specified how the endowment of immeasurable qualities is to be understood:


 


Since its nature is [that of] the dharmadhātu, [the svābhāvikakāya] is luminous and pure.


The svābhāvikakāya is endowed with qualities that are immeasurable, innumerable, inconceivable, and incomparable, and that have reached the [state of] final purity.56


In other words, the svābhāvikakāya is here said to possess largely space-like qualities, which are not at variance with the concept of emptiness in mainstream Mahāyāna. Various Tibetan exegetes such as Barawa saw in this ultimate aspect of the qualities the inseparable qualities of the Śrīmālādevīsūtra and the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśa. Following this line of thought, Gö Lotsāwa Zhönu Pal, for example, took the sixth and the eighth examples of the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra as an indication that the qualities exhibit aspects of growth, notwithstanding the clear intention of the sūtra, which becomes evident in its explanation of the fifth example (a treasure buried under a poor man’s house), where buddha nature is fully equated with the thirty-two qualities of the dharmakāya.57 The Ratnagotravibhāga (I.117 (J I.114)), which otherwise faithfully renders the nine examples of the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra, only speaks of the treasure of properties (dharmanidhi).58 That this is not only an unintentional inaccuracy is clear from RGV I.152–55 (J I.149–52), where the treasure illustrates the naturally present potential, from which the svābhāvikakāya (i.e., the thirty-two qualities of the dharmakāya) is said to be obtained (see below). In other words, the treasure of buddha nature no longer stands for the thirty-two qualities of the dharmakāya, but rather for their cause. Given these somewhat unbalanced strands of the Ratnagotravibhāga, we can either follow the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra and fully equate the qualities of buddha nature with the thirty-two qualities of the dharmakāya, or elaborate on a difference between a buddha nature that consists of merely space-like qualities, on the one hand, and a buddha endowed with all qualities, on the other.


Such a strategy of distinguishing buddha nature from the dharmakāya finds support from one of the oldest building blocks of the Ratnagotravibhāga, stanza I.27,59 which implies a subtle distinction between buddha nature, or potential, and an actual buddha:


 


By virtue of the presence of buddha wisdom in [all] kinds of sentient beings,


The fact that its (i.e., buddha nature’s) stainlessness is by nature without duality


And the fact that its (i.e., buddha nature’s) fruit has been “metaphorically” applied (Skt. upacāra) to the buddha potential,


All sentient beings are said to possess the essence of a buddha.60


Zhönu Pal here explains upacāra by citing the example of a Brahmin boy who is called a lion because he is a hero and fearless.61 Whereas a real lion is an animal, the word lion is applied to the brave boy only metaphorically. It may be the case, however, that upacāra simply stands for a “custom or manner of speech,” the buddha potential being vaguely called a buddha, even though the buddha element, which already possesses its inseparable qualities, has not yet been purified from its separable stains.62 But Dölpopa, for whom the only difference between an actual buddha and buddha nature is whether one has purified all stains or not, ignores this stanza, while his disciple Sabzang Mati Panchen has great difficulty in making it fit the Jonang position.


Further support for a distinction between different sets of qualities is offered in the first three stanzas of the third chapter of the Ratnagotravibhāga, which distinguish between the qualities of the dharmakāya (i.e., the ultimate kāya) and those of the form kāyas:


 


Benefit for oneself and others is [equivalent respectively to] the state of having the ultimate kāya and the kāyas of apparent [truth], which are based on it. Representing the state of dissociation and maturation, the fruit possesses a variety of sixty-four qualities.


The body partaking of the ultimate is the support for accomplishing one’s own benefit, while the support for accomplishing the benefit of others is the embodiment (vapuḥ) of the Sage on the level of conventional [truth].


The first body is endowed with the qualities of dissociation, such as the [ten] strengths, and the second with those of maturation, the [thirty-two] marks of a great being.63


The major (and minor) marks of a buddha, or the thirty-two qualities of the form kāyas, are called qualities of maturation and belong to the conventional level of truth. This distinction between two sets of qualities is also clearly stated in RGV I.152–55 (J I.149–52):


 


One should know that the potential is twofold in being like a treasure and a tree [grown] from a fruit. It is the primordial naturally present [potential] and the acquired (=fortified)64 supreme [potential].


It is maintained that the three kāyas of the Buddha are obtained [by starting] from these two potentials: the first kāya from the first, and the latter two from the second.


One should know that the beautiful svābhāvikakāya is like a precious image, since it is nonartificial by nature and since it is the source65 of precious qualities.


The saṁbhoga[kāya] is like the cakravartin, since it possesses the great kingdom of Dharma. The nirmāṇa[kāya] is like the golden statue, since its nature is that of being a reflection.66


In other words, the form kāyas and thus their qualities are obtained from the acquired or fortified potential, which is normally explained as the accumulation of merit. It should be noted that it is only the svābhāvikakāya that is described as “nonartificial.” Given that in RGV III.3 the ultimate kāya is said to be endowed with the ten strengths, etc. (i.e., the thirty-two qualities of the dharmakāya), the latter cannot be taken as something artificially produced either.


Another important issue among Tibetan scholars was the question whether the Ratnagotravibhāga comments on sūtras that have definitive or provisional meanings, namely whether the teaching of buddha nature is to be taken literally or interpreted in line with the emptiness taught in the prajñāpāramitā sūtras. Immediately after the stanzas on emptiness (RGV I.157–58 (J I.154–55)), the relation between the teachings of the prajñāpāramitā sūtras and the tathāgatagarbha sūtras, together with the aim of the latter, is spelled out:


 


[Somebody] says: If the [buddha] element is thus so difficult to see, given that it is not a fully experiential object for even the highest saints who abide on the final level of nonattachment, what is gained then by teaching it [even] to foolish (i.e., ordinary) people? [Thus] the [following] two stanzas [are dedicated] to a summary of the aim/motive (prayojana) of the teaching. One is the question, and in the second the explanation [is given]:


 


Why did the buddhas teach here that a buddha element exists in all sentient beings, after they taught everywhere67 that everything should be known to be empty in every respect, like clouds, [visions in a] dream and illusions.


One may have the five faults of being discouraged, contempt for inferior persons, clinging to the unreal [adventitious stains], denying real [buddha] properties, and excessive self-love. [A buddha element] has been [already] taught [at this stage] in order that those who have these [faults] abandon them.68


According to Madhyamaka hermeneutics, you have to fulfill three requirements in order to show that a teaching has a provisional meaning (neyārtha), that is, that it has been given with a hidden intention (Skt. ābhiprāyika, Tib. dgongs pa can).69 You have to be able to name the basis of such an intention, or the intentional ground (Tib. dgongs gzhi), namely the hidden truth; the motive (Skt. prayojana, Tib. dgos pa) behind the provisional statement; and a contradiction that results from taking the provisional statement literally (Tib. dngos la gnod byed).70 Seyfort Ruegg has shown that the exegetical principles of the Madhyamaka school were already applied in Dharmamitra’s subcommentary on Haribhadra’s (ca. 800) Abhisamayālaṁkāravṛtti, the Prasphuṭapadā,71 and it is not entirely impossible that early forms of these principles were already being used at the time stanzas I.159–60 (J I.156–57) of the Ratnagotravibhāga were written. Nor is it impossible to see in the Ratnagotravibhāga a formal proof that the teaching of buddha nature has a hidden intention and thus a provisional meaning. The intentional ground would be emptiness as taught in the prajñāpāramitā, and the motive of teaching buddha nature the removal of the five faults; while the contradiction between the teachings of the prajñāpāramitā sūtras and the tathāgatagarbha sūtras is clearly formulated in RGV I.159 (J I.156).72


The first three introductory stanzas (RGV I.1–3), on the other hand, suggest that the final editor of the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā was more familiar with the five principles of Yogācāra hermeneutics.73 In the Vyākhyāyukti these five principles, which must be addressed when explaining the meaning of a sūtra, are: (1) the aim/motive (prayojana), (2) the concise meaning, (3) the meaning of the words, (4) the connections [between its different topics], and (5) the objections [urged by opponents] together with rebuttals [of them].74 It is obvious that the concise meaning of the treatise (point 2) can be presented by listing the seven vajra points (Buddha, Dharma, Saṅgha, buddha nature, enlightenment, buddha qualities, and activity) in RGV I.1, while the connections between them (point 4) are clearly explained in RGV I.3. We could further argue that the meaning of the words (padārtha) buddha, etc. (point 3), is explained by the term vajra point (or -word) (vajrapada), which conveys the notion that these seven points are difficult to realize by listening and thinking.75 The seven main topics of the treatise (vajra points) thus hint at a reality that is beyond the reach of the intellect, and the aim (point 1) of the treatise would then be to realize this reality.76 Whether the aim called for by the Vyākhyāyukti is hinted at in RGV I.1 or not,77 the way it is described in RGV I.160 (J I.157) accords with Vasubandhu’s list of possible aims in the Vyākhyāyukti.78 If it is thus the hermeneutics of the Yogācāra school that is being followed in this passage of the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā, the mentioning of an aim in the RGV does not imply that the latter is neyārtha.79 Moreover, stanzas I.159–60 (J I.156–57) would seem to present a contradiction urged by opponents and a rebuttal of it (point no. 5 of the Vyākhyāyukti).


In this case, however, it is the prajñāpāramitā sūtras that are neyārtha and whose intention (abhiprāya)80 must be clarified in the light of the tathāgatagarbha doctrine, precisely the way it has been done in the preceding stanzas I.157–58 (J I.154–55). This is, at least, the hermeneutic strategy of the Vyākhyāyukti, in which Vasubandhu tries to show that the prajñāpāramitā sūtras can only be protected against criticism on the part of the Hīnayāna schools (which assert that the “nihilistic” teaching of the prajñāpāramitā harms people)81 by demonstrating that the teaching of emptiness possesses a thought content (ābhiprāyika) of what is really true. Therefore it must be interpreted in the light of this truth, which is the trisvabhāva theory.82 While Vasubandhu refers to the Saṁdhinirmocanasūtra,83 the Ratnagotra-vibhāgavyākhyā adduces the Dhāraṇīśvararājasūtra, in which the three dharmacakras are explained as in the Saṁdhinirmocanasūtra, except that the second dharmacakra, with the prajñāpāramita sūtras, is not explicitly called neyārtha. Still, the ambiguous term leading principle of the tathāgata (tathāgatanetrī) doubtlessly hints in this direction.84 To sum up this possible interpretation, for the reasons described in stanza I.160 (J I.157) it is necessary to clarify already at an early stage the provisional teaching of emptiness in the prajñāpāramitā sūtras with the help of the nītārtha teaching of buddha nature, even though the latter is difficult to grasp even for advanced bodhisattvas.


The uncertainty of the Dhāraṇīśvararājasūtra with regard to the status of the second dharmacakra leaves room for a third interpretation, namely that both the second and third dharmacakras are nītārtha. Following this line of thought, we could argue that since buddha nature is taught as being as inconceivable as emptiness, stanza I.159 (J I.156) does not simply express a contradiction between the teachings of the prajñāpāramitā sūtras and tathāgatagarbha sūtras, but rather objects that either the two dharmacakras contradict each other or the teaching of an inexpressible buddha nature (third dharmacakra) is a redundant repetition of the teaching of an inexpressible emptiness (second dharmacakra). Stanza I.160 (J I.157) would then explain why the third dharmacakra is not redundant, even though it is in accordance with the second dharmacakra.85


What goes against the first possibility, that is, the theory that the author of the final Ratnagotravibhāga views his own treatise as neyārtha, is its entire fifth chapter, which explains the advantages of experiencing faith in buddha nature, enlightenment, the buddha qualities, and activity. In stanza V.5 it is said, for example, that only hearing one word of these teachings on buddha nature yields much more merit then anything else.86 This reminds us very much of Saṁdhinirmocanasūtra VII.31–32, which describes in a similar way the advantage of hearing the teachings of definitive meaning (nītārtha), namely those of the third dharmacakra.87 Stanza RGV V.20, which refers to the means of avoiding becoming deprived of the teaching, also warns against violating the sūtras of definitive meaning:


 


There is nobody anywhere in this world who is more learned than the Victorious One,


No other who is omniscient and knows completely the highest truth in the right way.


Therefore, the sūtra[s] of definitive meaning put forth88 by the Sage (i.e., the Buddha) himself should not be violated;


Otherwise the correct doctrine (dharma) will be harmed, since they will fall away from the way of the Buddha.89


If this stanza is by the same author as the one who penned stanzas I.159–60 (J I.156–57), it is difficult to see how one and the same person could have composed an extensive treatise on the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra in which he takes the latter to have provisional meaning, and then issue a warning not to violate the sūtras of definitive meaning. It is also not the case that the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā refers to the Laṅkāvatārasūtra, which explains that the teaching of buddha nature has a provisional meaning.90 To summarize, the similarities between RGV V.5 and the Saṁdhinirmocanasūtra do indeed suggest that the latter sūtra is being followed and that the third dharmacakra (and thus the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra) is taken to have definitive meaning.


With regard to the later discussion of the zhentong and mahāmudrā interpretations of the Ratnagotravibhāga, the question whether the latter propounds a form of monism or not remains to be addressed. Whereas the Jonangpas assert a substantial identity between the dharmakāya and buddha nature, in that the true nature is the real dharmakāya of enlightenment, some mahāmudrā traditions identify buddha nature with the natural unfabricated mind, which naturally manifests as dharmakāya after the purification process has been completed. According to Thrangu Rinpoche, a modern proponent of mahāmudrā, every sentient being manifests, then, its own dharmakāya. Lambert Schmithausen has pointed out that the latter explanation is supported by a passage from the Avataṁsakasūtra quoted in RGVV I.25. Its teaching that the wisdom of the Buddha is contained in all sentient beings, which is an early stage of the doctrine of buddha nature, does not vindicate monism, since enlightenment is described as being equal to but not identical with the already existing tathāgata.91 The following statement comes after the example of the huge silk cloth with a painting of the universe inside an atom (which illustrates the immeasurable buddha qualities inside the ordinary mindstream):


 


I will try to remove in sentient beings all bonds of conceptions, through the teaching of the noble path, so that they themselves cast off by themselves the big knot of conceptions by attaining the strength of the noble path, recognize the wisdom of the tathāgata [within themselves] and become equal to a tathāgata.92


The Reaction of Mainstream Mahāyāna to the Theory of Buddha Nature


The earliest Indian reaction to the theory of buddha nature is found in the Laṅkāvatārasūtra, which is of an extremely heterogeneous structure. It is safe to say, though, that it mainly upholds the Yogācāra doctrine of the three natures (trisvabhāva), mind-only, and basic consciousness (ālayavijñāna). In this Yogācāra sūtra buddha nature is said to be the purity of natural luminosity and to abide in the body of all sentient beings as the bearer of the thirty-two marks [of a great being].93 In reply to Mahāmati’s objection that this comes close to the heretical teaching of a personal self, the Buddha is reported to have said:


 


Mahāmati, my teaching of buddha nature does not resemble the heretical doctrine of a self (ātman). Rather, O Mahāmati,94 the tathāgatas teach as buddha nature what [really] is emptiness, the limit of reality, nirvāṇa, nonorigination, signlessness, wishlessness, and similar categories, and then the tathāgatas, the arhats, the perfect buddhas, in order to avoid [giving] fools a reason for becoming afraid of the lack of essence, teach the nonconceptual experiential object without characteristic signs by means of instructions that make use [of the term] buddha nature.95


Based on that, we could argue that the notion of buddha nature is simply a provisional teaching (neyārtha) for those who do not grasp emptiness. The Laṅkāvatārasūtra also equates buddha nature with the ālayavijñāna:


 


The illustrious one then said this to him: “Buddha nature, Mahāmati, which contains the cause of wholesome and unwholesome [factors], and which is the agent of all [re]birth and of [all] going [to this and that state of existence], moves on to the distress of [various] states of existence, like an actor [assuming different roles]. Yet it is devoid of an I and mine. Not understanding [this], [buddha nature, which] is endowed with the impulse of the condition of the three meeting [factors], moves on. But the non-Buddhists who adhere to a persistent belief in [metaphysical] principles do not understand this. Being permeated throughout beginningless time by the various imprints of baseness left by mental fabrication, [buddha nature is also] called ālayavijñāna. Together with [the other] seven forms of consciousness which arise on the level of dwelling in ignorance, it moves on in such a way that its body is never interrupted, just as the ocean and the waves.”96


This raises the question whether the Laṅkāvatārasūtra then considers the ālayavijñāna to be a provisional expression for emptiness, too. Based on the Laṅkāvatāra’s equation of buddha nature with emptiness, Candrakīrti (seventh century) in his Madhyamakāvatāra indeed infers that the Yogācāra notions of ālayavijñāna, mind-only, and trisvabhāva are neyārtha:


 


Having shown with the help of this canonical passage [from the Laṅkāvatārasūtra]97 that all parts of sūtras with a similar content, of which the Vijñānavādins claim that they are nītārtha, are [really] neyārtha….98


That Candrakīrti holds the teaching of an ālayavijñāna to be neyārtha becomes clear in his autocommentary on MA VI.42, which asserts that only emptiness is implied by the term ālayavijñāna.99 It is doubtful, however, whether we can go as far as to affirm that other parts of the Yogācāra doctrine, such as that everything is only mind (cittamātra), is taken by the Laṅkāvatārasūtra as being neyārtha too. But this is precisely what Candrakīrti does with reference to LAS II.123:


 


Just as a physician provides medicine for each patient,


So the buddhas teach mind-only (cittamātra) to sentient beings.100


This stanza taken on its own suggests indeed that the cittamātra teaching is of provisional character (neyārtha) in that it is compared to a healing agent for a particular disease. But the following stanza (LAS II.124), which has not been quoted by Candrakīrti, sheds a different light on the issue:


 


[This cittamātra teaching] is neither an object of philosophers nor one of śrāvakas.


The masters (i.e., the buddhas) teach [it] by drawing on their own experience.101


In other words, the Laṅkāvatārasūtra takes the main point of the Yogācāra teaching as something that can be only experienced by the buddhas, being beyond the reach of an analytical intellect. But while most parts of the Yogācāra doctrine (e.g., cittamātra, trisvabhāva) are presented as a definitive teaching in the Laṅkāvatārasūtra, it could be argued that the notion of buddha nature (and implicitly that of ālayavijñāna?) is not accepted according to its literal meaning, and is thus neyārtha.


The argument could be given further, however, that this only refers to a too-substantialist definition of buddha nature, namely as possessing the thirty-two marks of a supreme being, and that a more moderate understanding of it (namely as suchness mingled with stains, as in the Ratnagotravibhāga) would be accepted at least by some Yogācāras. This is indeed implied by the equation of buddha nature with suchness in Mahāyānasūtrālaṁkāra IX.37:


 


Even though suchness is undifferentiated in all [living beings], in its purified form it is the state of the tathāgata. Therefore all living beings have the seed/nature (garbha) of the [tathāgata].102


In the Madhyāntavibhāga, too, the influence of buddha nature (taken as suchness) can be noticed. Whereas in the Ratnagotravibhāga suchness can be accompanied by stains (buddha nature) or not (enlightenment), a positively understood emptiness may be taken to be either defiled or not in MAV I.22:


 


[Emptiness is] neither defiled nor undefiled, neither pure nor impure (MAV I.22ab). How is it that it is neither defiled nor impure? It is because of the natural luminosity of mind (MAV I.22c). How is it that it is neither undefiled nor pure? It is because of the adventitious nature of defilements (MAV I.22d).103


In the same way as in the Ratnagotravibhāga, mind’s luminosity is compared to the natural purity of water, gold, and space, which can coexist with adventitious stains. This becomes clear in Madhyāntavibhāgabhāṣya I.16:


 


How should the differentiation of emptiness be understood? As being defiled as well as pure (MAV I.16a). Thus is its differentiation. In what state is it defiled and in what is it pure? It is accompanied as well as not accompanied by stains (MAV I.16b). When it occurs together with stains it is defiled, and when its stains are abandoned it is pure. If, after being accompanied by stains it becomes stainless, how is it then not impermanent, given that it has the property of change? This is because its purity is considered to be like that of water, gold, and space (MAV I.16cd). [A change is admitted] in view of the removal of adventitious stains, but there is no change in terms of its own-being.104


It should be noted how the terms “defiled” and “pure” of the first section are explicitly equated with the imported terminology “accompanied by stains” and “stainless.” The latter doubtlessly stem from the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā, where buddha nature is defined as suchness accompanied by stains (samalā tathatā) and the transformation of the basis as stainless suchness (nirmalā tathatā). Such an understanding of the transformation of basis is also found in the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga.105 Even though the term tathāgatagarbha is not found in the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga, it is clearly implied by the comparison of natural luminosity with the original purity of space, gold, and water, which can coexist with adventitious stains.106 To sum up, we can discern an influence of the Ratnagotravibhāga on the Yogācāra texts among the Maitreya works, while the way buddha nature or its equivalent of an original purity is referred to in them, namely as emptiness, suchness, or natural luminosity, accords well with the interpretation of buddha nature as emptiness, etc., in the Laṅkāvatārasūtra.


Judging from his critique of Yogācāra in the Madhyamakāvatāra, it is hard to imagine that Candrakīrti accepted such an interpretation of buddha nature. There must, however, have been some other currents within Madhyamaka that more readily accepted the new developments in Mahāyāna. Thus, the Sūtrasamuccaya (attributed to Nāgārjuna by tradition) quotes and discusses certain Mahāyāna sūtras, such as the Śrīmālādevīsūtra, that restrict the dictum that all phenomena lack an own-being (i.e., their emptiness) to the level of the phenenomenal world. In order to show that there is ultimately only one single yāna, the compilers of the Sūtrasamuccaya even quote from the Dhāraṇīśvararājasūtra the example of the threefold purification of a vaiḍūrya stone, which illustrates the successive teachings of the three dharmacakras.107 This passage plays an important role in the hermeneutics of the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā,108 implying that the second dharmacakra, which teaches the emptiness of the prajñāpāramitā sūtras, is outshone by a final dharmacakra, which describes the ultimate in positive terms. The question thus arises how some Mādhyamikas could selectively pick certain passages from the above-mentioned sūtras instead of endorsing the entire Śrīmālādevīsūtra literally, and thus claim, for example, that buddha nature is empty of all defilements, which are separable, but not of inseparable buddha qualities.




PART I


THE TIBETAN HISTORICAL
CONTEXT


[image: images]




1. The Development of Various Traditions of Interpreting Buddha Nature


IN THE FIRST PART of my study, I will present the Tibetan historical background necessary for understanding Zhönu Pal’s enterprise of commenting on the Ratnagotravibhāga toward his specific ends. The first chapter of this part is dedicated to an analysis of the dramatic changes Indo-Tibetan Buddhism went through in the eleventh and twelfth centuries with particular emphasis on the analytical and meditation schools of interpreting the Ratnagotravibhāga. It is followed by a chapter on the stances of our selected masters from the fourteenth century and a comparison of their positions.


As we have already seen in the introduction, there were basically two main approaches to interpreting the Ratnagotravibhāga and its doctrine of buddha nature. The first is to follow the Laṅkāvatārasūtra and see in buddha nature (equated with ālayavijñāna) a term connoting emptiness. Following this line of thought, we can either take the Ratnagotravibhāga to be neyārtha, or, if we see in buddha nature a synonym of emptiness, even nītārtha. The second possibility is to take the Ratnagotravibhāga and the sūtras upon which it comments more literally, as is done by the proponents of an “empti[ness] of other” (Tib. gzhan stong). Further, a tradition espousing an analytical approach, in describing buddha nature as a nonaffirming negation, must be distinguished from a meditation school, which takes positive descriptions of the ultimate, such as buddha nature, to be experiential in content. It should be noted that the latter school may still accept buddha nature as a synonym of emptiness.


Ngog Loden Sherab’s Analytical Interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga


Loden Sherab (1059–1109) played a crucial role in the transmission of the Ratnagotravibhāga in Tibet. Not only were his translations of the Ratnagotravibhāga and its vyākhyā the ones included in the Tengyur, but he also composed a “summarized meaning” or commentary of the Ratnagotravibhāga, in which he tries to bring the teaching of buddha nature into line with his Madhyamaka position. The latter is usually identified as being Svātantrika.109 Since this summary, which is of great significance for the understanding of Zhönu Pal’s mahāmudrā interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga, has received little attention by Western scholars up till now,110 the main points of Loden Sherab’s strategy will be presented in this section.


Some ten years ago, the text of the summarized meaning was reproduced from blockprints of the edition by Geshé Sherab Gyatso (Dge bshes Shes rab rgya mtsho) (1884–1968) and published with an extensive introduction by David Jackson (1993).111 Seyfort Ruegg, who must have had access to the blockprint in the possession of Dagpo Rinpoché (Dvags po Rin po che) in Paris, only briefly refers to Loden Sherab’s commentary when discussing the ineffable and inconceivable nature of ultimate truth.112 Contrary to the Gelug position, Loden Sherab radically rejects the possibility that the ultimate can be grasped by conceptual thought:


 


This is because the ultimate [truth] is not an object amenable to speech; for the ultimate [truth] is not an object of thought, since conceptual thought is apparent [truth]. The intended meaning of not being able to be expressed by speech is here [because the ultimate is] not a basis for any verbal or conceptual ascertainment. This does not [mean] that [the ultimate] merely does not appear directly113 to the verbal consciousness. For if it were so, then it would follow that [objects] of apparent [truth], such as a vase, would also be such (i.e., not a basis for verbal ascertainment114).115


This position is in accordance with the interpretations of Sakya Paṇḍita (Sa skya Paṇḍita) (1182–1251) but greatly at variance with the position maintained by Chapa Chökyi Sengé (Phya pa Chos kyi Seng ge) (1109–69) and many later Gelug scholars.116 Loden Sherab differs from Sakya Paṇḍita, however, in taking the Ratnagotravibhāga to be a commentary on the discourses with definitive meaning:


 


When the illustrious Maitreya clarified in an unmistaken way the intention of the discourses of the Sugata, he presented reality, which is the true meaning of Mahāyāna, by composing the treatise of the Mahāyānottaratantra [Ratnagotravibhāga], which117 teaches the precious sūtras of definitive meaning, [namely] the irreversible dharmacakra, the dharmadhātu as a single path;118 and which precisely teaches the meaning of all the very pure and certain discourses.119


It should be noted, however, that the remaining four Maitreya works, namely the Abhisamayālaṁkāra and the three Yogācāra works, are taken to be commentaries on sūtras with provisional meaning.120


Zhönu Pal informs us in his Blue Annals that Loden Sherab equated buddha nature with the inconceivable ultimate, whereas Chapa took the latter (and thus buddha nature) to be a nonaffirming negation, bringing it within reach of logical analysis:


 


The great translator (i.e., Loden Sherab) and Master Tsangnagpa (Gtsang nag pa) take the so-called buddha nature to be the ultimate truth, but say, on the other hand: “Do not regard the ultimate truth as being an actual object corresponding to words and thoughts.” They say that it is by no means a conceptualized object. Master Chapa for his part maintains that nonaffirming negation (which means that entities are empty of a true being) is the ultimate truth, and that it is a conceptualized object corresponding to words and thoughts.121


The way in which Loden Sherab equates buddha nature with the ultimate becomes clear in his commentary on the third vajra point of the Noble Saṅgha, where he explains the awareness of how reality is (yathāvadbhāvikatā) and the awareness of its extent (yāvadbhāvikatā) in the following way:


 


Awareness of the extent refers to the “vision that a perfect buddha is present in all [sentient beings].” The awareness that the common defining characteristics—the very selflessness of phenomena and persons—are the nature of a tathāgata, [namely] buddha nature, and that [this reality] completely pervades [its] support, [i.e.,] the entire element of sentient beings, is the [awareness of] the extent. Furthermore, the unmistaken awareness of mere selflessness, which exists in all sentient beings, is the awareness of how [reality] is. The apprehension that every support is pervaded by it is the awareness of its extent. Both are supramundane types of insight, [and so] ultimate objects, not a perceiving subject bound to the apparent [truth].122


This passage not only shows that awareness of emptiness is an ultimate object, but also that buddha nature is taken as the mere lack of a self in sentient beings. How buddha nature is defined becomes clearer in the commentary on the first and third reasons for the presence of a buddha nature in sentient beings, in RGV I.28:


 


Pure suchness is the kāya of the perfect buddha. [Its] radiation (spharaṇa) means being pervaded by it (the kāya)—pervaded inasmuch as all sentient beings are fit to attain it (i.e., a kāya of their own). In this respect, the tathāgata [in the compound tathāgata-nature123] is the real one, while sentient beings’ possession of his [i.e., the tathāgata’s] nature is nominal,124 because “being pervaded by it” has been metaphorically applied to the opportunity to attain it (i.e., such a kāya)…. With regard to the [reason] “because of the existence of a potential,” tathāgata is nominal, because the [tathāgata-nature] is the cause for attaining suchness in the [resultant] state of purity—[is, in other words,] the seeds of knowledge and compassion, the mental imprints of virtue, and [thus only] the cause of a tathāgata. The only real [in tathāgata-nature here] is the “nature” of sentient beings (and not that the latter consists of an actual tathāgata).125


Buddha nature is thus not only taken as emptiness (namely the lack of self in sentient beings) but also as the seed or cause of buddhahood. We wonder, then, how Loden Sherab explains similes such as the huge silk cloth from the Avataṁsakasūtra,126 which illustrates the presence of immeasurable buddha qualities in sentient beings. Against the purport of the sūtra, according to which each sentient being has its own buddha wisdom, Loden Sherab claims that this buddha wisdom is the one of the illustrious one himself:


 


As the picture on a silk cloth exists in an atom, just so the wisdom of the Buddha exists in the [mind]stream of sentient beings. If you ask what [this wisdom] is, [the answer is] the dharmadhātu. If you ask how this [can] be wisdom, [the answer is:] Since the illustrious one came to know that all phenomena lack defining characteristics thanks to the insight that encompasses [everything] in a single moment, this insight is inseparable from its objects. Therefore the ultimate, the very dharmadhātu itself, is [in this respect also] the wisdom that is aware of this [dharmadhātu]. Since [the dharmadhātu] abides in all sentient beings without exception, the example and the illustrated meaning are fully acceptable.127


The question arises whether this contradicts Loden Sherab’s presentation of the first reason for sentient beings having buddha nature in RGV I.28. In his explanation of the nine examples from the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra, Loden Sherab specifies exactly how sentient beings are pervaded by the dharmakāya:


 


As to the phrase “[the dharmakāya that] pervades the entire sphere of sentient beings”: The Dharma of realization of previous tathāgatas was accomplished on the basis of immeasurable accumulation [of merit and wisdom]. [The resulting dharmakāya, i.e.,] the very pure suchness and the wisdom apprehending it, namely that which by nature is separate [from sentient beings], pervades all sentient beings, for this dharmakāya is emptiness, and it is emptiness, too, that exists in sentient beings.128


In other words, even though the buddha nature of sentient beings is different from the wisdom of the buddhas, the former is still pervaded by the latter since the buddha wisdom realizes the emptiness of sentient beings’ minds. The space-like buddha qualities of RGV II.29–37, which Loden Sherab, in accordance with the vyākhyā, also subsumes under the ultimate truth,129 must be taken in the same way. They pertain to the ordinary mind only insofar as it, too, is emptiness. Equally inconceivable as the ultimate is natural luminosity, as this must be actualized through wisdom without any objective support, so that luminosity is actually taken to be wisdom.130 To review, the emptiness of the ultimate cannot become the object of ordinary perception. But being the object of a buddha, it is pervaded by the wisdom or luminosity of the Buddha, this insight being no different from its object.


The buddha nature or element, which is repeatedly said to be the emptiness of each mindstream,131 can become the objective support of inferential cognitions that negate without affirming anything. As such it becomes the substantial cause for the attainment of buddha qualities:


 


As to the [buddha] element that has become the conventional object of a nonaffirming negation, it is called the substantial cause that has become the conventional object of a nonaffirming negation; but something that amounts to human effort [as a substantial cause of buddhahood] does not actually exist. As to the conventional object, it has the meaning of a nonaffirming negation—namely that anything that is established as an own-being does not exist in reality.132


This leads to the question whether the qualities are for Loden Sherab something newly produced. In his introduction to the second chapter of the Ratnagotravibhāga—a commentary on stanza RGV II.3—the notion of nothing being newly produced is brought up in the presentation of the essence of enlightenment (compared to natural luminosity, the sun, and the sky in RGV II.3a). But with the unchangeability of buddha nature restricted to its true nature, the possibility of development with nonconceptual wisdom as a cause remains untouched:


 


[Verse RGV II.3c:] “Buddhahood is endowed with all stainless buddha qualities; it is permanent, stable, and eternal”133 expresses wisdom, abandonment, and the qualities based on them. [It further states] that it is not the case that these [qualities] have arisen as something that did not exist before, and that they existed in previous state[s] [still] accompanied by hindrances. In all this the essence [of enlightenment] is taught. As for the cause, here [in this stanza] it is the wisdom of not conceptualizing phenomena, and the distinguishing wisdom attained after that.134


In other words, in terms of the essence of enlightenment nothing is newly produced, which means that emptiness is present throughout beginningless time and nothing needs to be added to it (see below).


Of particular interest is, in this respect, Loden Sherab’s commentary on RGV I.51,135 in which he restricts the statement of being naturally endowed with qualities to the very pure state in which these qualities are not experienced as something disconnected. In the same way as they are experienced as something inseparable from the pure state, their cause, or the dharmadhātu, can be apprehended in impure states:


 


[The verse RGV I.51b] “being naturally endowed136 with qualities” shows that the immutability of the properties of qualities (i.e., the buddha qualities) in the very pure state is acceptable. This means that the true nature is not tarnished when qualities suddenly manifest, nor is [this nature] experienced as being separate from any natural[ly endowed] qualities, in the same way as it [cannot] be established as something that possesses a particular qualitative feature that did not exist before in the impure state, for example. For the meaning of naturally established qualities lies in their being naturally137 established as an objective support without superimposition; or rather as the objective support that is the cause of [these very] qualities. This is because the correct apparent [truth] abides without superimposition, or because the ultimate abides in such a way, respectively. The realization of the ultimate is the cause of all qualities, because all buddha qualities are summoned as if called when you realize the dharmadhātu.138


In other words, the naturally established (or endowed) qualities are nothing else than the cause of these qualities, which is mind’s emptiness. To put it another way, to perceive your mind as it is, without superimposing an ultimately existing own-being, is the buddha nature that causes qualities.


The crucial stanzas RGV I.157–58 (J I.154–55) on emptiness, which state that nothing needs to be added and that buddha nature is not empty of inseparable qualities, are explained in the following way:


 


Neither superimposing the ultimate existence of an objective support for all defilements nor denying the relative139 existence of an objective support for the mind and the mental factors of purification, one abides in the two truths as they are. With regard to this it has been said: “The meaning of emptiness is unmistaken.” This has been expressed [in the following verses RGV I.157ab (J I.154ab)]: “In it140 nothing is to be removed [and nothing to be added].” [That is,] in this reality, nothing is to be removed—[namely,] an objective support for all defilements—because [no such thing] has ever been established. [Likewise,] in this reality nothing need to be added—[namely,] characteristic signs of purification, such as the strengths and clairvoyance, because the objective support for [the attainment of the ten] strengths, etc., and purification, which exists on the level of apparent [truth], abides throughout beginningless time.…141


The phrase “possessing the defining characteristic of being inseparable” means that the nonapprehended unsurpassable qualities exist on the level of apparent [truth], and since reality and existence on [the level of] apparent [truth] do not contradict each other, they are said to exist as mere nature. If you therefore directly realize illusion-like apparent [truth], you [automatically] establish the qualities, because the nature of qualities is simply such that one has them (i.e., the illusory phenomena of the apparent) as an objective support.142


The quoted passages clearly show that Loden Sherab avoids defining what exactly the qualities of which buddha nature is not empty are, or rather, instead of accepting the literal meaning of RGV I.158 (J I.155) that the buddha element is not empty of unsurpassable properties, Loden Sherab suggests replacing the unsurpassable properties by the conditioned phenomena of apparent truth. In fact, qualities are circumscribed by “having the illusory phenomena of the apparent as an objective support.” Such phenomena are conducive to purification, if an ultimate own-being is not wrongly superimposed. As we have seen above, this is the correct apparent truth. What it comes down to is the objective support that is the mere cause of qualities, the dharmadhātu, or rather to the ability to meditate on emptiness by taking buddha nature as the conventional object of a nonaffirming negation. This observation is also shared by Śākya Chogden (Śākya mchog ldan) (1428–1507), who asserts that Loden Sherab sees buddha nature as a “nonaffirming negation that is not qualified by qualities such as the [ten] strengths.”143


Finally, it should be noted that Loden Sherab brings the buddha element into relation with the ālayavijñāna when he explains, on the basis of the Mahāyānābhidharmasūtra,144 that the buddha element is the seed of the buddha qualities, and that all sentient beings, too, arise from it. Sentient beings are, however, affected through additional conditions.145


Ratnogotravibhāga Commentaries in the Meditation Tradition


In the introduction to his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, Zhönu Pal informs us that during a visit to Kashmir, Tsen Kawoché, who was a disciple of Drapa Ngönshé (Grva pa Mngon shes), requested Sajjana to bestow on him the works of the illustrious Maitreya along with special instructions, since he wanted to make these works his “practice [of preparing] for death” (’chi chos). Sajjana taught all five Maitreya works, with Lotsāwa Zu Gawa Dorjé (Lo tsā ba Gzu Dga’ ba rdo rje) functioning as a translator. In addition, he gave special instructions with regard to the Ratnagotravibhāga.146 Until now only little has been known about Tsen Kawoché’s “meditation tradition” of the five Maitreya works. In his Blue Annals, Zhönu Pal informs us that whereas Ngog Loden Sherab takes buddha nature to be the inconceivable ultimate, Tsen Kawoché emphasizes it under the aspect of natural luminosity:


 


The followers of the tradition of Tsen (Btsan) maintain that since the luminous nature of mind is the buddha nature, the cause of buddha[hood] is fertile.147


According to Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé’s (Kong sprul Blo gros mtha’ yas) (1813–99) introduction to his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, Tsen Kawoché and his translator Zu Gawa Dorjé became well known as followers of the meditation tradition of the Maitreya works, which was unique in terms of both explanations and practice. Zu Gawa Dorjé wrote his own commentary on the Ratnagotravibhāga in accordance with the teaching of Sajjana.148 Based on this commentary, the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé composed a summary of the contents of the Ratnagotravibhāga, and Karma Könzhön (Karma Dkon gzhon) (b. 1333) commented at length on it. Karma Trinlepa (Karma Phrin las pa) (1456–1539) composed a commentary of his own by inserting corrections into Karma Könzhön’s commentary.149 None of these works has turned up to date; but since in Kongtrül’s presentation of the Tsen tradition Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary is mentioned next to Karma Trinlepa’s commentary, a study of Zhönu Pal promises to shed the first light on this meditation tradition. In the colophon of his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, Zhönu Pal tells us that he used notes written by Chöjé Drigungpa Jigten Sumgön (Chos rje ’Bri gung pa ’Jig rten gsum mgon) (1143–1217) as the basis for spelling out his own Mahāyāna hermeneutics, which attempt to demonstrate the superiority of the last dharmacakra mainly on the basis of mahāmudrā pith instructions.150 He further says that Drigungpa’s explanations both of the three dharmacakras and the Ratnagotravibhāga, and the explanations deriving from Sajjana’s heart disciple Tsen Kawoché, are all in accordance with mahāmudrā.151 On the other hand, Zhönu Pal tells us that he also consulted in-depth explanations that follow along the lines of Ngog Loden Sherab.


In this respect it is of interest how Śākya Chogden summarizes the views of Pagmo Drupa (Phag mo gru pa) (1110–70) and many other Dagpo Kagyüpas on buddha nature. Whereas Loden Sherab is said to define the latter as a nonaffirming negation that is not qualified by qualities such as the ten strengths, Śākya Chogden says about mainstream Dagpo Kagyü:


 


As to the definition of [buddha] nature, it is either taken to be the part made up of natural purity only, or as [also including] the accumulation of qualities that are inseparable from it (i.e., this purity). With regard to the second, [buddha nature] is either taken as that which enables the realization of these qualities, [namely,] the qualities of the dharmakāya, or it is taken to be, as natural [purity], the qualities of the dharmakāya…. [The latter is claimed by] upholders of the Dagpo Kagyü such as Pagmo Drupa.152


By combining Loden Sherab’s nonaffirming negation with the qualities of the dharmakāya as natural purity, Zhönu Pal developed his theory of the subtle qualities of the dharmakāya in sentient beings. These subtle qualities are described as resembling the space-like qualities of the svābhāvikakāya. They evolve in their own sphere, without depending on artificial conditions, as the hindrances are gradually removed.


The Mahāmudrā Interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga


At least two of the masters who are mentioned in the context of the meditation tradition of Tsen are known to have given mahāmudrā explanations on the basis of nontantric Mahāyāna works. Besides Zhönu Pal, this can be also confirmed now for the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé, who in his newly discovered Dharmadhātustotra commentary equates prajñāpāramitā with mahāmudrā, both being for him a defining characteristic of the dharmadhātu.153 It is therefore reasonable to assume that Rangjung Dorjé also composed his summarized meaning of the Ratnagotravibhāga from a mahāmudrā perspective. It is all the more reasonable since Gampopa had once said to Pagmo Drupa that the Ratnagotravibhāga was the basic text of their mahāmudrā. Zhönu Pal explains this background in his Blue Annals:


 


Moreover, Dagpo Rinpoché (Gampopa) said to Pagmo Drupa: “The basic text of this mahāmudrā of ours is the Mahāyānottaratantraśāstra (Ratnagotravibhāga) by Venerable Maitreya.” Pagmo Drupa in turn said the same thing to Jé Drigungpa (Rje ’Bri gung pa), and for this reason many explanations of the Mahāyānottaratantraśāstra are found in the works of Jé Drigungpa and his disciples. In this connection, the Dharma master from Sakya (i.e., Sakya Paṇḍita) maintains that there is no conventional expression for mahāmudrā in the pāramitā tradition, and that the wisdom of mahāmudrā is only the wisdom arisen from initiation. But in the Tattvāvatāra composed by the Master Jñānakīrti it is said: “As for someone with sharp faculties who practices the pāramitās diligently, by performing the meditations of calm abiding and deep insight, he [becomes] truly endowed with the mahāmudrā154 [already] in the state of an ordinary being; [and this] is the sign of the irreversible [state attained] through correct realization.” The Tattvadaśakaṭīkā composed by Sahajavajra clearly explains wisdom that realizes suchness as possessing the following three particular [features]: in essence it is the pāramitās, it is in accordance with the mantra[yāna] and its name is mahāmudrā. Therefore Götsangpa (Rgod tshang pa), too, explains that Jé Gampopa’s pāramitāmahāmudrā is [in line with] the assertions of the master Maitrīpa.155


This passage from the Blue Annals clearly shows that Zhönu Pal defends the pāramitā-based mahāmudrā tradition against the critique of Sakya Paṇḍita by pointing out that it had Indian origins, namely in the persons of Jñānakīrti and Maitrīpa (together with Maitrīpa’s disciple Sahajavajra). Even though Zhönu Pal agrees with Sakya Paṇḍita that during the time of Marpa (Mar pa) (1012–97) and Milarepa (Mi la ras pa) (1040–1123) the realization of mahāmudrā was understood as implying that first the wisdom of inner heat has to be produced before it can occur,156 he argues against any attempt to disqualify Gampopa’s nontantric mahāmudrā teachings for showing signs of Sino-Tibetan influence.157 Zhönu Pal reports in his Blue Annals (namely in the chapter on Dagpo Kagyü) that Marpa received from Maitrīpa not only tantric teachings, but that Maitrīpa’s mahāmudrā pith instructions also contributed to Marpa’s direct realization of the true nature of mind.158


In his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, Zhönu Pal further informs us that, according to Götsangpa, Maitrīpa’s mahāmudrā teachings go back even further, to Saraha and Śavaripa.159 This opinion is also shared by Mikyö Dorjé (Mi bskyod rdo rje), who explains in his commentary on the Madhyamakāvatāra that Maitrīpa realized that his doctrine of not becoming mentally engaged (i.e., mahāmudrā) has the same meaning as the Madhyamaka taught by Saraha the elder, Saraha the younger (i.e., Śavaripa), Nāgārjuna, and Candrakīrti.160 Dagpo Tashi Namgyal (Dvags po Bkra shis rnam rgyal) (1512–87) claims in his Zla ba’i ’od zer that Maitrīpa received from Śavaripa essence mahāmudrā teachings that were not based on tantras.161 Moreover, Zhönu Pal refers to Dampa Sangyé (Dam pa sangs rgyas) (d. 1105), who maintained that everybody—men and women, old and young, [even] lepers—can see reality if they possess the skillful means of a lama. In this context, Zhönu Pal also claims that the meditation tradition of Tsen was closely connected with the mahāmudrā pith instructions of Maitrīpa’s circle:


 


The followers of the tradition of Tsen also believe that these states (of being old or even a leper) are made into the path by pith instructions.162


During the time of Maitrīpa and his disciples, Indian Buddhism went through dramatic changes, with the tantric teachings of the mahāsiddhas being not only accepted on their own terms but also integrated into more general Mahāyāna expositions.


This can be observed in Jñānakīrti’s Tattvāvatāra,163 in which three approaches to reality are distinguished, namely those of Mantrayāna, Pāramitāyāna, and “the path of freeing oneself from attachment” (i.e., Śrāvakayāna). Each of these three has again three distinct forms, for adepts with sharp, average, and inferior capacities. Zhönu Pal’s point in the above-quoted passage from the Blue Annals is that the practice of Pāramitāyāna among adepts with sharp faculties (not, that is, only the practice of Mantrayāna) is referred to as mahāmudrā. Jñānakīrti also uses the term mahāmudrā as a synonym of prajñāpāramitā in the third chapter of the Tattvāvatāra:


 


Another name for the very great mother prajñāpāramitā is mahāmudrā, for [mahāmudrā] has the nature of nondual wisdom.164


Further down in his Tattvāvatāra, Jñānakīrti also finds a place for mahāmudrā within the traditional fourfold Mahāyāna meditation by equating Mahāyāna in Laṅkāvatārasūtra X.257d with mahāmudrā. The pādas X.257cd “A yogin who is established in a state without appearances sees Mahāyāna”165 thus mean that the yogin finally sees or realizes mahāmudrā.166 Zhönu Pal must have had such Indian sources in mind when he read the four mahāmudrā yogas into the Laṅkāvatārasūtra167 and the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga.168


A study of the Tattvadaśaka and its commentary shows that tantric concepts are used freely in the more general Mahāyāna context as well. Thus, a direct mahāmudrā approach to reality is presented without tantric initiation and related practice. Still, the yogin of the Tattvadaśaka is said to have adopted a “yogic conduct” (unmattavrata) and to be “blessed from within” (svādhiṣṭhāna).169 We could argue that the very use of these terms supplied a tantric context, but from the Kudṛṣṭinirghātana it becomes clear that Maitrīpa takes unmattavrata as an extreme form of Mahāyāna conduct that results from having perfected the six pāramitās.170 Moreover, Sahaja-vajra’s explanations of the terms unmattavrata and svādhiṣṭhāna are not tantric either.171 To be sure, the term svādhiṣṭhāna does not refer here to the third stage in the Pañcakrama, for example, where an initiated yogin who has already practiced the creation stage solicits his tantric master’s pith instructions on the svādhiṣṭhāna level172 in order to attain the luminous state.173 Moreover, (the tantric) Āryadeva (ninth century)174 is said to have started a tradition of reading the five stages of the Pañcakrama into the Laṅkāvatārasūtra, thus presenting the tantric stage of svādhiṣṭhāna in the context and on the basis of a Mahāyāna sūtra.175


In the Tattvadaśaka the yogin is described as being “adorned with the blessing from within (svādhiṣṭhāna)” as a result of having generated an enlightened attitude (bodhicitta) and experiencing the reality of all phenomena as luminosity. This becomes clear in stanzas TD 5–6:




 


         Thus phenomena, which are [all] of one taste, are unobstructed, and without an abode.


         They are all [realized as being] luminous through the samādhi [of realizing] reality as it is.


         This samādhi occurs because of engaged [bodhi]citta,


         For reality arises without interruption for those acquainted with its abode.176




To sum up, the Tattvadaśaka propagates a direct approach to reality that is in accordance with Vajrayāna, but is mainly made possible by pith instructions. In other words, reality is not only understood to be neither existent nor nonexistent, but also directly realized as “[natural] luminosity” (Skt. prabhāsvaratā). Traditionally, this direct realization is only possible from the first bodhisattva level onward, or made possible through tantric practice.177 But in the Tattvadaśaka such a direct realization is said to be brought about by engaged bodhicitta, and the Tattvadaśakaṭīkā confirms that the required practice is a Mahāyāna sequence of calm abiding and deep insight. Still, Sahajavajra points out a major difference with Kamalaśīla’s approach:


 


The differentiations made with respect to engaged [bodhi]citta within the tradition of pāramitā are presented both in short and [also] extensively in the Bhāvanākrama and other works of Kamalaśīla. You should look them up there; they are not written here for reasons of space. No such engaged [bodhi]citta [as implied] here is intended [by them],178 [however,] since in this [Bhāvanākrama] it is not pure, having been produced on the basis of analysis, whereas here [in the Tattvadaśaka] it must be directly meditated upon with a nonanalytical mind.179, 180


And a little further down Sahajavajra quotes Mahāyānaviṁśikā 12:




 


         [The quintessence] to be realized in the thousands of collections of teachings is emptiness.


         [Emptiness] is not realized through analysis. The meaning of destruction (i.e., emptiness) [is rather attained] from the guru.181




Of particular interest is the following commentary on Tattvadaśaka 7, in which the pith instructions of a guru and the reality they reveal are called mahāmudrā. Sahajavajra starts by defining nonduality in terms of his so-called Yuganaddha-Madhyamaka as being “bodhicitta, or the reality of nondual knowledge, whose nature is skillful means and insight.”182 As an introduction to his explanation on the second part of the verse (TD 7cd), the following objection is addressed. To define reality in the above-mentioned way has the fault of bearing the characteristic sign (nimitta) of an interpretative imagination of reality, in the same way as the practice of yathābhūtasamādhi is accompanied by the characteristic sign of an interpretative imagination of the remedy, and such characteristic signs must be abandoned by not becoming mentally engaged, as preached in the Nirvikalpapraveśadhāraṇī. TD 7cd is then taken as Maitrīpa’s answer to such a possible objection. It says that nothing, not even the characteristic signs of attainment and the like, is really abandoned, but every state of mind is simply realized as natural luminosity:


 


And [even] the vain adherence to a state free of duality is taken, in like manner, to be luminous [as well].183 (TD 7cd)


Sahajavajra comments:


 


The underlying intention here is as follows. In order that those who do not know reality thoroughly realize [that] reality, it was taught that you must give up the three interpretative [imaginations] as in the case of the complete abandonment of the four extremes. This is because it is stated [in Maitrīpa’s Sekanirdeśa, stanza 36]:




          He who does not abide in the domain of the remedy and is not attached to reality,


          And who has even no desire for the fruit, knows mahāmudrā.184




 


Here mahāmudrā [refers to] the pith instruction on the reality of mahāmudrā.185


In other words, both the pith instructions and the revealed reality are here called mahāmudrā. Sahajavajra further points out that the vain adherence to nonduality, that is, the interpretative imagination of reality, does not exist as anything other than its luminous nature. Abandoning the characteristic signs of these imaginations by not becoming mentally engaged thus leads to the realization of their luminous nature, which is achieved by not focusing on a supposed own-being of phenomena. The latter practice is performed on the basis of either precise analysis or the pith instructions of a guru.186 To sum up, nothing is really abandoned, but phenomena are ascertained for what they are: in the light of analysis they lack an own-being, and in yathābhūtasamādhi they are experienced as luminosity.


Even though Sahajavajra introduces the term mahāmudrā by quoting from a tantric work (i.e., the Sekanirdeśa), the pith instructions on reality are referred to as mahāmudrā in a purely nontantric context, since the yoga tradition of directly realizing reality through pith instructions is clearly distinguished from both Pāramitāyāna and Mantrayāna. This is obvious from Sahajavajra’s commentary on Tattvadaśaka 8. The root stanza is:


 


By the power of having realized this reality, the yogin whose eyes are wide open, moves everywhere like a lion by any means187 in whatever manner.188, 189


Sahajavajra immediately adds concerning this stanza:


 


The yogin,190 who accurately realized previously taught nondual reality with the help of pith instructions of the right guru.191


Further down Sahajavajra then distinguishes such an approach from the Mantrayāna and Pāramitāyāna:


 


If you are wondering “In that case, what are the differences [between that yogin and] a yogin of the way of Mantrayāna?” [The answer is:] There are great differences with regard to what is to be accomplished and that which accomplishes, given that [the yogin’s practice] is without the sequence of the four mudrās, and given that complete enlightenment by way of equanimity, [that is,] without the taste of the great bliss resulting from the pride of being a deity, takes a long time. On the other hand, it differs from the yogin of the way of Pāramitāyāna, it being especially superior in terms of accurately realizing the suchness of the union into a pair, [that is,] emptiness analyzed on the basis of the instructions of the right guru. Therefore, there is no engaging in austerities. Those who ascertain very well the reality of one taste to be emptiness are like [skillful] village people grasping a snake. Even though they touch the snake, they are not bitten. Some call this the wisdom of reality [or] mahāmudrā.192


Gampopa distinguishes in a similar way a third path of direct perceptions set apart from a general Mahāyāna path of inferences and a Vajrayāna path of blessing:


 


As to taking inference as [your] path, having examined all phenomena by arguments, [such as] being beyond one and many,193 you say that there is no other [ontological] possibility and posit that everything is empty. [This is the path of] inference.


[The practice of] inner channels, energies, and drops, the recitation of mantras, and so forth, based on the stage consisting of the generation of the deity’s body, is the path of blessing.


As to taking direct perception for [your] path, the right guru teaches that coemergent nature of mind is the dharmakāya in terms of its luminosity. Having thus been given an accurate pith instruction of definitive meaning, you take, with regard to this “coemergent mind” (shes pa lhan cig skyes pa) that has been ascertained in yourself, the natural mind as the path, without being separated from any of the three [aspects of the mahāmudrā teaching]: view, conduct, and meditation.194


For Gampopa, this direct approach is supreme and of definitive meaning, in that it is based on direct perception as opposed to inferences, as on the general Mahāyāna path. Sometimes Gampopa even criticizes ordinary Vajrayāna for descending to the level of conceptualization,195 and in so doing goes one step further than Sahajavajra, who unreservedly accepts the superiority of Vajrayāna over mahāmudrā pith instructions. It is noteworthy that Gampopa distinguishes two types of individuals, namely the gradualist (rim gyis pa) and simultaneist196 (cig car pa) as similarly propounded in the Bsam gtan mig sgron, which is ascribed to the dzogchen master Nub Sangyé Yeshé (Gnubs Sangs rgyas ye shes) (tenth century).197 The latter considers that the simultaneist system originates in the sūtras of definitive meaning (nītārthasūtra) while the gradualist system is based on the sūtras of provisional meaning (neyārthasūtra).198 For Gampopa, too, the gradualist teaching among the pith instructions has provisional meaning, whereas the simultaneist ones are of definitive meaning. Beginners, however, can only enter the paths of pāramitā and mantra.199 Further research will be required in order to determine to what extent Gampopa’s path of direct perception is really a continuation of the tradition of Maitrīpa and what part of it goes back to Sino-Tibetan influences.200


Drigungpa Jigten Sumgön, who, as a disciple of Pagmo Drupa, stands in the tradition of Gampopa, explains that his mahāmudrā practice is in accordance with the Ratnagotravibhāga. Thus, it is reported in the Chos kyi ’khor lo legs par gtan la phab pa:


 


Mahāmudrā is [taught on the basis of] the Mahāyānottaratantra [Ratnagotravibhāga]. Great effort was taken to explain the latter, and I listened again and again to [such explanations] from Jigten [Sum]gön.201


In the commentary on this passage it is explained:


 


The mahāmudrā practiced by the venerable Great Drigungpa (i.e., Jigten Sumgön) himself is in accordance with this Mahāyānottaratantra [Ratnagotravibhāga], the qualities [of] mahāmudrā being taught with exactly this meaning in the latter.202


The seven vajra points of the Ratnagotravibhāga are stated to be a commentary on the meaning of the third dharmacakra,203 earlier in the text described as the dharmacakra of definitive meaning.204 In his Dgongs gcig I.4–6 Jigten Sumgön205 further explains that the three dharmacakras differ in conformity with the concepts typical of the different groups of disciples, that all three dharmacakras are contained in each individual one, and that the seed of the following dharmacakra is already present in the previous one.206 This means that the Buddha himself did not teach anything provisional (neyārtha) in the sense of being intentionally wrong; it is only due to the differing faculties of the disciples that the contents of a teaching acquire provisional or definitive status.


Thus the seed of the three dharmacakras is the dharmacakra of definitive meaning, just as all yānas are ultimately identical and ascertainable as a single yāna.207 In this sense all dharmacakras have definitive meaning, but the third dharmacakra is still considered superior in its effectiveness.208


In his Chos ’khor gtan phab, Jigten Sumgön defines a simultaneist as someone who attains enlightenment at the time of the fruit. It is essential that he have already accumulated merit previously; in other words, when on the path, he is still a gradualist. Thus, even Śākyamuni was a gradualist when he generated bodhicitta and traversed the path:


 


[Practitioners] are called simultaneists and gradualists. The [buddha] element in sentient beings makes enlightenment attainable. This enlightenment is attained gradually and not instantaneously…. Having generated a mind that is directed toward supreme enlightenment, [the Buddha] traversed [the bodhisattva levels] gradually, [in accordance with] the three dharmacakras.209


In the autocommentary, this passage is explained as follows:


 


Instantaneous [enlightenment] is not at all possible. If one wonders who is then called a simultaneist, [the answer is:] He who attains in this life the fruit of having accumulated merit previously is called a simultaneist. Likewise, our teacher, the illustrious Buddha, is also a simultaneist. It was in virtue of the fruit of having previously accumulated merit throughout innumerable eons that he awakened during his life. But without the previous accumulation of merit, the fruit would not have been attained during his life. Therefore he was a gradualist along the entire path.210


Even our teacher, the illustrious Buddha, first generated a mind that is directed toward unsurpassable enlightenment, and during an incalculable eon traversed the path up to the first [bodhisattva] level in accordance with the first dharmacakra. During [another] incalculable [eon] he traversed the path up to the seventh level in accordance with the second dharmacakra, and during a [third] incalculable [eon] he traversed the three pure levels in accordance with the third dharmacakra.211


Again in Dgongs gcig I.13–14 it is said that all paths traverse the ten levels, and that these levels are entered gradually.212 In his commentary on Dgongs gcig I.14, Rigdzin Chökyi Dragpa (Rig ’dzin Chos kyi grags pa) (1595–1659) quotes Pagmo Drupa, who said that a simultaneist (lit. “a person who enters all of a sudden”) is somebody whose accumulations are gathered, whose mindstream is purified, whose mind is trained, and in whom experience has arisen.213


On the other hand, it is stated in Dgongs gcig I.15 that “the hindrances of knowable objects have been abandoned throughout beginningless time,”214 while Dgongs gcig IV.18 has it that “all levels and paths are traversed by the same realization.”215 According to the sixth chapter of the Dgongs gcig, “the sole means of giving rise to realization is devotion” (VI.6).216 Now “to possess realization is considered to be the supreme view” (VI.7),217 and “to make yourself familiar with such a realization is taken to be meditation” (VI.10).218 In other words, since the supreme view or realization can, or rather must, be attained by devotion, a practitioner can start at a relatively early stage to work with the one realization of the true nature of his mind that leads him through all the levels to buddhahood.219 In this sense there is no difference between view and meditation, meditation simply being the cultivation of realization (namely the supreme view). This is definitely a continuation of Sahajavajra’s Yuganaddhavāda and Gampopa’s path of direct perceptions.


Zhang Tsalpa Tsöndrü Drag (Zhang Tshal pa Brtson ’grus grags) (1123–93) is more radical when he claims in his Phyag rgya chen po lam zab mthar thug that mahāmudrā is attained in one go and that the confused err when they reckon it in terms of levels and paths.220 Zhönu Pal tries to defend such an extreme position in his Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā commentary by quoting a Laṅkāvatārasūtra passage on the gradual and instantaneous purification of the mindstream, and explaining that on the pure bodhisattva levels all objects of knowledge appear instantaneously, while the gradual purification of stains through the three dharmacakras goes up only to the seventh level. Referring to the Vairocanābhisambodhitantra, he argues that this seventh level may be also a provisional one already found on the path of accumulation,221 one that brings the sudden realization within the reach of more ordinary practitioners.


Besides these attempts to justify the simultaneist mahāmudrā teachings of his tradition, Zhönu Pal is also concerned with reading the gradual teachings of the four mahāmudrā yogas into the Maitreya works and the Laṅkāvatārasūtra. Given that Gampopa claims that the Ratnagotravibhāga is the basic text for his mahāmudrā, it is very likely that the explanations of mahāmudrā that we find in Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary were already known at Gampopa’s time. Moreover, such a mahāmudrā interpretation must have already existed in India, as can be seen from Jñānakīrti’s Tattvāvatāra, in which mahāmudrā practice is related with the traditional fourfold Mahāyāna meditation by equating Mahāyāna in LAS X.257d with mahāmudrā. Further research may even show that at least some of these explanations had already been transmitted by Tsen Kawoché. Zhönu Pal also once refers to Dampa Sangyé as a source for his reading the four mahāmudrā yogas into RGV I.31.222 It is thus reasonable to assume that besides the traditional tantric mahāmudrā, Gampopa propounded both a mahāmudrā beyond sūtra and tantra and something that was later called sūtra-based mahāmudrā.


But only later doxographers, such as Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé, identify and classify these different approaches as (1) sūtra mahāmudrā, (2) mantra mahāmudrā, and (3) essence mahāmudrā. Sūtra mahāmudrā is connected with the Pāramitāyāna but is also in accordance with tantra, and mainly consists of resting the mind in the state of nonconceptual wisdom. The method of this approach is hidden in the sūtras, wherefore sūtra mahāmudrā is also called the hidden or secret path of the sūtras (mdo’i gsang lam). Mantra mahāmudrā is transmitted through the Vajrayāna path of method, which involves tantric initiation. Essence mahāmudrā leads to the sudden or instantaneous realization of the natural mind (tha mal gyi shes pa). It requires a realized master who bestows a particular type of blessing called the empowerment of vajra wisdom on a receptive and qualified disciple.223 In the Kamtsang (Kaṁ tshang) transmission, the traditional sūtra mahāmudrā work is considered to be Dagpo Tashi Namgyal’s Zla ba’i ’od zer, and that of essence mahāmudrā the Nges don rgya mtsho by the Ninth Karmapa Wangchug Dorjé (Dbang phyug rdo rje) (1556–1603).224


As will be shown later, we can also distinguish sūtra and essence mahāmudrā explanations in Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, even though the technical terms are not used in it. Sūtra mahāmudrā would be Zhönu Pal’s attempt to read the gradual path of the four mahāmudrā yogas into various passages of the Ratnagotravibhāga and the Laṅkāvatārasūtra. Essence mahāmudrā explanations are mainly quoted from various mahāmudrā masters in order to justify the superiority of the third dharmacakra at the beginning of the commentary. Zhönu Pal leaves no doubt that the gradual approach of the four yogas is provisional and outshone by the instructions on how to realize the natural mind suddenly or in “one go.”225 For Zhönu Pal this sudden realization of mahāmudrā does not mean, however, that a practitioner can reach full enlightenment in one moment. It simply refers to the possibility of having moments of direct insight,226 even though the subtle qualities still have to keep on growing.227


The Zhentong Interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga


The Jonang tradition of zhentong Madhyamaka asserts a truly existing ultimate that is endowed with all buddha qualities and thus not “empty of an own-being” (rang stong), but “empty of other” (gzhan stong) nonexisting adventitious stains. The validity of the common Madhyamaka assertion that “all phenomena are empty of an own-being” is thus restricted to the level of apparent truth. Such a stance is mainly based on the Tathagatagarbhasūtras, but also Yogācāra works are adduced, since their theory of trisvabhāva (three natures, i.e., the imagined, dependent, and perfect natures)228 allow such a distinction between rangtong and zhentong.229 In his Ri chos nges don rgya mtsho, Dölpopa defines zhentong in the following way:


 


Since it has been said that the dharmatā [or] perfect [nature], which is empty of the imagined and dependent, ultimately exists, the ultimate is well established as being zhentong only.230


“Ultimate” or “true” existence should not be taken in an ontological sense,231 however, as becomes clear from the following passage:


 


The dharmakāya is free from mental fabrications throughout beginningless time. Because of recognizing it as being free from mental fabrications, it is truly established.232


The definition of the dharmakāya, or the ultimate, as being free from mental fabrications excludes the extreme of an ontological existence. “Being truly established” rather means that the experience of the dharmakāya is really true.233


It is said that such an insight dawned in Dölpopa’s mind during a Kālacakra retreat at Jonang,234 but later proponents of zhentong such as Tāranātha (1575–1634) claim the continuity of the meditation tradition of Tsen Kawoché with the zhentong of the Jonangpa.235 Thus, Tsen Kawoché points out that his Kashmiri teacher Sajjana already adhered to a distinction between the real and imputed in the last dharmacakra, which was taken to have definitive meaning. According to an important collection of one hundred instructions (khrid) preserved by Jonang Künga Drölchog (Jo nang Kun dga’ grol mchog) (1507–66), Tsen Kawoché said with regard to the “instruction” of zhentong:236


 


Sajjana, the paṇḍita from Kashmir, made the very significant statement that the Victorious One turned the dharmacakra three times. The first [dharma]cakra concerned the four [noble] truths, the middle one the lack of defining characteristics, and the final one careful distinctions. Of them, the first two did not distinguish between the real and the imputed. During the ultimate ascertainment of the final one, he taught by distinguishing between the middle and the extremes237 and by distinguishing between phenomena and their true nature.238


Even though Sajjana’s statement does not prove that zhentong was already being taught in India, as Künga Drölchog (Kun dga’ grol mchog) would have us believe, it does suggest that at least one of the hermeneutical traditions that strictly follow the Saṁdhinirmocanasūtra already existed in Kashmir.


In his Zab mo gzhan stong dbu ma’i brgyud ’debs, Tāranātha surprisingly lists in a zhentong transmission—besides Sajjana, Zu Gawa Dorjé, and Tsen Kawoché—Ngog Loden Sherab and Chomden Rigpai Raldri (Bcom ldan rig pa’i ral gri),239 whose Ratnagotravibhāga commentaries are, to say the least, not exactly in line with Dölpopa’s zhentong position as it is described in his Ri chos nges don rgya mtsho, but this must be seen against the background of Dölpopa’s distinction between an extraordinary zhentong explanation with primordially existing ultimate qualities and an ordinary Mahāyāna explanation.240 In other words, in the eyes of the Jonangpas both Ngog Loden Sherab and Tsen Kawoché explain the Ratnagotravibhāga on an ordinary Mahāyāna level in such a way that they do not exclude the ultimate existence of qualities in a Vajrayāna context.241


In his description of the diffusion of zhentong, Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé claims that it goes back to Nāgārjuna’s and Maitreya’s commentaries of the final dharmacakra (i.e., Nāgārjuna’s collection of hymns and the Maitreya works except the Abhisamayālaṁkāra),242 which were further commented upon by Asaṅga, Vasubandhu, Candragomin, Śāntipa, and Sajjana. Both Ngog Loden Sherab and Tsen Kawoché are mentioned as having received these teachings from Sajjana, which shows that for Kongtrül, too, Ngog Loden Sherab figures significantly in the zhentong transmission. Whereas these commentaries were interpreted along the lines of both the Cittamātra and Madhyamaka views, Tsangnagpa, the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé, Dölpopa, and Longchen Rabjampa, among others, explained them according to the great Madhyamaka tradition of definitive meaning that goes beyond Cittamātra.243


In other words, both the mahāmudrā and zhentong traditions refer to the transmission of the Maitreya works of Ngog Loden Sherab and Tsen Kawoché. Besides Dölpopa and his disciples, it is especially Rangjung Dorjé and Longchen Rabjampa who are of particular interest, since they are mentioned as proponents of zhentong and, at the same time, interpret the Ratnagotravibhāga from their respective mahāmudrā and dzogchen traditions. As will be shown further down, both Rangjung Dorjé’s and Longchenpa’s positions differ considerably from the zhentong of the Jonangpas, with Rangjung Dorjé’s works containing explanations that can be described as a prototype of what I propose to provisionally call “Kagyü zhentong.”


Karma Trinlepa had already described a major difference between the zhentong views of Rangjung Dorjé and a position that accords with the Jonangpa, a difference that can be confirmed by a comparison of Dölpopa’s, Sabzang Mati Panchen’s, and Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé’s Ratna-gotravibhāga commentaries. Whereas for Kongtrül buddhahood is unconditioned only inasmuch as its dharmakāya does not appear to disciples,244 Dölpopa claims that buddhahood is free from moments, while Mati Panchen (Mati paṇ chen) in his commentary on RGV I.6 quotes the Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra according to which unconditioned buddhahood means that it does not belong to the three times. Dölpopa criticizes Kagyü mahāmudrā for claiming that the mind or thoughts are the dharmakāya, because the ultimate (taken by the Jonangpas as something that is beyond the three times) cannot be the nature of something adventitious and impermanent.


This same difference is also addressed by Tāranātha in his Zab don nyer gcig pa, in which he compares, among other things, the trisvabhāva interpretations of Dölpopa and Serdog Panchen (Gser mdog paṇ chen) Śākya Chogden. Dölpopa claims that the ultimate is exclusively the unchangeable perfect nature,245 which is empty of the dependent and imagined natures, Śākya Chogden restricting the negandum to the imagined nature alone. The basis of emptiness is the dependent, the entire mind, which takes on various forms of a perceived object and perceiving subject. Tāranātha concludes his comparison by pointing out one fundamental difference: Śākya Chogden takes nondual wisdom to be something multiple and momentary, whereas Dölpopa explains it as permanent in the sense of being beyond permanence and impermanence and transcending one and many.246


In a similar way to Śākya Chogden, both Rangjung Dorjé and, on this point, Zhönu Pal take the momentary natural mind as the basis of negation and the adventitious stains as the negandum. If we decide to follow Śākya Chogden and call this zhentong, we need to distinguish at least two main types of zhentong that differ in defining the basis of negation as being either completely transcendent (Jonangpa) or at least to a certain extent immanent (Śākya Chogden).


Finally, it should be noted that the opposition between zhentong and mahāmudrā can be traced back to a different understanding of the ālayavijñāna in Asaṅga’s Mahāyānasaṁgraha and the Laṅkāvatārasūtra. In the Mahāyānasaṁgraha (MS I.45–48) Asaṅga maintains a clear-cut distinction between an ālayavijñāna and a supramundane mind that arises from the seeds of the dharmadhātu (or its outflow).247 The line between pure and impure mind is so clearly drawn that ordinary beings are implicitly not included in the dharmakāya and only have the ālayavijñāna as a basis. It was in view of this that Paramārtha (500–69) developed his theory of a ninth consciousness, the so-called amalavijñāna.248 The Laṅkāvatārasūtra, on the other hand, equates the ālayavijñāna (i.e., the eighth vijñāna) with buddha nature, so much so that the latter is taken to be permeated by mental imprints and to move on under the other seven consciousnesses like the ocean and its waves. For certain proponents of mahāmudrā who take the nature of thoughts to be the dharmakāya this equation is essential, and it is not surprising that Zhönu Pal heavily relies in his Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā commentary on the Laṅkāvatārasūtra, even though the latter is not quoted even once in the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā.




2. Various Positions Related to Zhönu Pal’s Interpretation


IN ORDER to assess Zhönu Pal’s way of explaining and using the Ratnagotravibhāga, it is helpful to compare it with the positions of exegetes who are close to him, both in terms of philosophical view and time. As already explained in the introduction, it is not possible to do this by simply comparing the commentaries on certain stanzas of the root text or using some similar approach, given that each master reveals his particular view in a different context, and sometimes not at all in his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary. The method I shall use here is rather to find answers to the questions of how each exegete presents the buddha qualities and emptiness,249 and how he uses the Ratnagotravibhāga or the teaching of buddha nature in his own hermeneutical tradition. Textual passages from the respective Ratnagotravibhāga commentaries and other works dealing with buddha nature will be selected and evaluated against the backdrop of these hermeneutical traditions.


It would go beyond the scope of this work to take all major scholars of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries into account here. We could argue, for example, that the positions of Rongtön Sheja Künrig (Rong ston Shes bya kun rig) (1367–1449) or Tsongkhapa (1357–1419) should be considered, since Zhönu Pal was a disciple of both of them.250 But judging from the way Rongtön (Rong ston) comments RGV I.26 or RGV I.157–58 (J I.154–55), it is likely that Zhönu Pal did not adopt anything specific from Rongtön for his own interpretation of the Ratnagotravibhāga.251 To be sure, I do not wish to suggest that it is useless to compare Zhönu Pal with Rongtön, but this would require a careful study of other works by Rongtön and of his hermeneutical principles as well. Suffice it to say that Zhönu Pal must have been influenced by Rongtön in his adherence to Loden Sherab’s distinction between a buddha nature and a fully matured buddha.252


It is difficult to say the extent to which Zhönu Pal was influenced by Tsongkhapa. Zhamar Chödrag Yeshé claims in his biography of Zhönu Pal that the latter was fond of Tsongkhapa’s distinction between the provisional and definitive meanings on the basis of the Ratnagotravibhāga,253 but unfortunately we are not further informed how this distinction was made and if it was in line with how Zhönu Pal makes it in his commentary. Of further interest is the information from the same biography that Zhönu Pal was told by his teacher Rimibabpa Sönam Rinchen (Ri mi ’babs pa Bsod nams rin chen) (1362–1453)254 in 1440, after teachings at the Dagpo pass, to abandon neither the mahāmudrā view nor the tradition of the Gelugpas;255 and the Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé somewhat pointedly remarks that Zhönu Pal took Tsongkhapa’s view as a guideline and at the same time upheld the tradition of the Dagpo Kagyü.256 Even though it cannot be ruled out with certainty that Tsongkhapa gave Zhönu Pal teachings that accord with the latter’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, it should be noted that some passages in the description by Zhamarpa (Zhva dmar pa)’s of Zhönu Pal’s life also suggest substantial differences with the Gelugpas. Thus, we are informed that Zhönu Pal criticized the Gelugpas for being expert in the gradual path to enlightenment without knowing Atiśa’s Bodhipathapradīpa,257 and Zhönu Pal is further reported to have had a low opinion of Tsongkhapa’s student Gyaltsab Jé.258 Most importantly, Zhönu Pal does not mention Tsongkhapa in his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary even once.


Whatever instructions Zhönu Pal received from Tsongkhapa, from a doctrinal point of view it is easier to combine the nonconceptual mahāmudrā approach with Loden Sherab’s definition of ultimate truth as being completely beyond the reach of conceptual mind. In fact, Zhönu Pal does declare that he followed Loden Sherab, and this can be observed, among other places, in Zhönu Pal’s commentary on RGV I.26, in which the buddha element is explained as a cause. The root text (I.26) lists the last four vajra points, namely the buddha element (i.e., buddha nature), enlightenment, qualities, and activity, and takes the first to be the cause and the remaining three to be conditions of purification. In the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā, the buddha element is explained in the following way:


 


Here, of these four [vajra] points, the first one should be understood as the cause that brings forth the Three Jewels, after you come to rely on its [natural] purity on the basis of your own correct mental engagement, given that it is the seed of the supramundane properties.259


In his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary Zhönu Pal strictly follows Loden Sherab and takes the buddha element to be a substantial cause (nye bar len pa´i rgyu).260 Earlier, however, in his Kālacakra commentary called Rgyud gsum gsang ba261 he seems to have advocated a more sophisticated explanation in distinguishing the buddha element (or buddha nature) from a substantial cause and attending conditions, a distinction that allows buddha nature to be only a necessary cause of enlightenment.262 This would be similar to Gyaltsab Jé’s explanation of the buddha nature as “cause without which enlightenment would not occur” (med na mi ’byung ba’i rgyu mtshan), which means that the buddha nature does not function as a fortified potential263 or a substantial cause.264 Indeed, Mikyö Dorjé states in his review of Zhönu Pal’s Rgyud gsum gsang ba that the latter was influenced by Tsongkhapa in his presentation of the natural and fortified potentials.265 Zhönu Pal is further criticized by Mikyö Dorjé for citing the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé in support of his claim that the buddha nature in sentient beings is merely their six sense fields (āyatanas), which resemble a buddha.266 But even though such an interpretation is found in Zhönu Pal’s Ratnagotravibhāga commentary, in the context of elucidating DhS 66–68, it is clearly ruled out as a possible explanation of buddha nature in his commentary on RGV I.25.267 Still, it is an interesting question for future research: what exactly did Zhönu Pal, and thus a part of the later Kagyü tradition, inherit from Tsongkhapa?


It is evident, on the other hand, that Zhönu Pal’s main concern in his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary is to demonstrate that the Ratnagotravibhāga offers doctrinal support for the direct mahāmudrā path of the Dagpo Kagyü. This is what he repeatedly claims, basing himself as he does on Gampopa,268 Jigten Sumgön,269 and various other mahāmudrā masters. Moreover, his theory of subtle buddha qualities hints at a synthesis of Loden Sherab’s position with commentarial traditions other than those of the Gelugpas. For these reasons, the background against which Zhönu Pal’s position will be evaluated is restricted (apart from Loden Sherab’s summary of the Ratnagotravibhāga) to a narrow selection of masters of the Kagyü, Nyingma, and Jonang schools who were active in the fourteenth century, a time of dramatic intellectual change in Tibet.


The Position of the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé


Rangjung Dorjé is said to have composed a summary of the Ratnagotravibhāga, on the basis of which his disciple Karma Könzhön (b. 1333) and then later Karma Trinlepa wrote commentaries of their own.270 Unfortunately none of these three works has come down to us, so that we have to rely on other sources if we wish to assess Rangjung Dorjé’s contribution to the exegesis of the Ratnagotravibhāga and buddha nature—for instance, his recently discovered commentary on the Dharmadhātustotra or his Snying po bstan pa and autocommentary on the Zab mo nang gi don. The latter work shows how the doctrine of buddha nature can be blended with mahāmudrā and dzogchen in a tantric context.


The introduction of Rangjung Dorjé’s Dharmadhātustotra commentary contains the interesting remark that the Ratnagotravibhāga and the Madhyamakāvatāra teach in detail how the form kāyas and the dharmakāya arise from the accumulations of merit and wisdom respectively.271 That this should not be understood in the sense that the kāyas are produced from scratch can be seen from the way Rangjung Dorjé explains the seven examples of how the dharmadhātu (equated by him with the buddha nature or even the Buddha)272 abides in all sentient beings. The first example, of the essence of butter in milk and manifest butter, is taken as signifying that the Buddha appears through the causal act of removing all hindrances on the path, but it is not that he arises on his own, through another, a combination of both or from no cause.273 The second example of the Dharmadhātustotra (DhS 5–6), namely the lamp inside a vase, illustrates for Rangjung Dorjé that the dharmadhātu does not mean that things are merely empty. In order to show that it refers to the two types of wisdom (the one that knows what reality is like, and the one that knows its extent), Rangjung Dorjé quotes and explains RGV I.87–88 (J I.85–86):


 


That this is certainly the case can be seen from the Uttaratantra (i.e., the Ratnagotravibhāga), in which it has been said:


In brief, it should be known that there are four synonyms,


The dharmakāya and so forth,


Reflecting four aspects of meaning


With regard to the immaculate sphere (i.e., dharmadhātu).


[The four are:] [It contains] inseparable buddha properties,


Its potential is attained as it is (i.e., as dharmatā),


It is not of a false, deceptive nature,


And it is quiescent by nature throughout beginningless time.274


 


Under the aspect of [it as] fruit, [the sphere] is taught as being inseparable from the buddha properties; under the aspect of [it as] cause, [it is taught] as the naturally present and fortified potentials; under the aspect of [it as] the two truths, as a correct and nondeceptive valid cognition; and under the aspect of [it as] abandonment, as being naturally quiescent and quiescent in terms of [having abandoned] adventitious [stains]. To be sure, [these aspects] are not essentially separate. This is explained in detail in the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśasūtra.275


In other words, both the naturally present and the fortified potentials are simply an aspect of the dharmadhātu and thus not different from the dharmakāya. This becomes particularly clear in Rangjung Dorjé’s commentary on the seventh example (DhS 14–15), which illustrates that something with no essence (namely the banana tree) has a fruit with an essence. Rangjung Dorjé explains:


 


When you split a banana tree, no essence is found; nevertheless first a fruit ripens and then it is eaten. Likewise, when you analyze saṁsāra, no essence whatever is found. [For] even saṁsāra is [only] thoughts…. Thoughts have no essence and are like an illusion and a mirage. Still, from the transformation of the basis of these very [thoughts], form kāyas emerge that benefit all sentient beings. Therefore, a consciousness that is caught in the net of defilements is called saṁsāra. By becoming free from defilements, it turned into the all-accomplishing wisdom, which is nectar for sentient beings.276


It is noteworthy that for Rangjung Dorjé the notion of growth is restricted to the form kāyas.277 The hollow banana tree serves to point out that you do not find an essence upon analysis, which does not rule out that qualities of the dharmakāya are present (the dharmakāya being beyond the reach of the intellect). Contrary to such an understanding, Śākya Chogden (1428–1507) cautions in his commentary on DhS 15–16 that in the example the sweet fruits (bananas) are not taught as being the essence of the banana tree. This means that even though sentient beings possess a buddha element, it is not exactly the case that the essence of sentient beings is a buddha.278 Rangjung Dorjé’s view on the relation between the buddha nature and the dharmakāya can best be seen from his summary of the seven examples in the Dharmadhātustotra:


 


Thus the stages of teaching the natural purity of the element by way of examples [are:] The example of butter illustrates the essence. At the time of [existing as] a sentient being a mere sentient being appears and not a buddha, just as in milk a mixture of water and butter appears [and not pure butter]. When you have become a buddha, you are not mingled with stains; this is like the appearance of butter which is not in the least mixed with liquid. The example of the lamp illustrates the noncontradictory inherent qualities. Even though the light of qualities does not differ at all, regardless of whether you are purified, it appears to become stronger and weaker depending on the extent to which you are enveloped by hindrances. The example of the gem illustrates that the proper qualities of the dharmakāya are free from all hindrances and that the [latter] possesses the quality of engaging in nonconceptual activity. The example of gold illustrates cause and effect, namely the unfabricated and the sambhogakāya, which latter is of the nature of virtue and of the pure mental faculty (yid). The example of the rice and its husk illustrates that the intellect does not see until it is liberated from the imprints of ignorance. The example of the banana tree is an example of the fruit of the nirmāṇakāya, namely the transformation of the basis of [your] clinging and thoughts.279


To sum up, Rangjung Dorjé fully equates the dharmakāya with the dharmadhātu, which is thus inseparably endowed with buddha qualities. The latter are simply hindered by adventitious stains and unfold fully at the time of purification. In other words, the accumulations of merit and wisdom only cause the kāyas indirectly, in that the accumulations enable the removal of all hindrances and the manifestation of what has always existed. It is noteworthy, though, that the only example implying real growth (namely the fruit of a banana tree) concerns the nirmāṇakāya, but the way Rangjung Dorjé interprets it, we could infer that the hollow banana tree only stands for not finding any essence in the thoughts of the impure mind, and that these empty thoughts coexist with all buddha qualities. Further down, we will see that in tantric contexts Rangjung Dorjé indeed claims that the qualities of the form kāyas exist primordially.


Some Tibetan sources280 speak of Rangjung Dorjé as an adherent of zhentong and even of his possibly having influenced Dölpopa. Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé, whose Ratnagotravibhāga commentary is generally referred to as representing the “zhentong tradition” of the Karma Kagyü school, says in the colophon of his commentary that he has presented the seven essential vajra points of the Ratnagotravibhāga in terms of phenomena and their true nature (dharmatā) following Rangjung Dorjé’s lead.281 In his description of how zhentong spread,282 Kongtrül mentions, after Tsangnagpa, the second Buddha Rangjung Dorjé, suggesting that the latter stood in a “zhentong tradition”283 that came down to him through Tsangnagpa.284 Karma Trinlepa explicitly calls Rangjung Dorjé a zhentongpa (i.e., a follower of the “empty-of-other [view]”):


 


My lama, Omniscient [Seventh Karmapa Chödrag Gyatso (Chos grags rgya mtsho) (1454–1506)]285 says: “Nowadays, some who are proud of being proponents of zhentong [claim that] a permanent, stable, steadfast, unchangeable ultimate truly exists, and since it is empty of the adventitious [stains resulting from] clinging to an object and a subject, [they claim that] it is profound zhentong. Since they thus rejoice in an eternalist view, this is [but] the deceiving words of propounding a profound emptiness—the clinging to an extreme—and not the pure zhentong taught in the sūtras. Being confused about Jina Maitreya’s teaching [according to which] the true nature of mind (sems nyid) is not empty of unsurpassable qualities, they say that the sixty-four qualities that are [already] present at [the level of the] ground are empty of adventitious stains and call this zhentong. [Thus] they demean the Victorious One by saying that he wanders in saṁsāra, inasmuch as a perfect buddha whose hindrances are exhausted and whose wisdom is fully blossomed [would then] experience the suffering of the six realms—hell and the like.286 What has been taught in accordance with the tantras, the Bodhisattva Trilogy (sems ’grel [skor gsum]),287 many sūtras, and the Maitreya works is the zhentong professed by Rangjung Dorjé.” Thus I have heard in the discourses of the Jinendra (i.e., the Seventh Karmapa).288


The Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé, who claims to follow Rangjung Dorjé, also takes buddha nature in the sense that sentient beings do not possess their own qualities. These qualities, rather, are possessed by the Tathāgata, who is a buddha endowed with both purities; and nature (garbha) refers to the fact that all sentient beings are pervaded by the Tathāgata’s tantric form kāyas,289 and that his dharmakāya of luminosity is inseparable from the suchness of sentient beings.290


In the above-quoted passage, Karma Trinlepa obviously distinguishes Rangjung Dorjé’s zhentong from an “eternalist” version of it, and thus also from the zhentong upheld by Dölpopa and Sabzang Mati Panchen. My comparison of their Ratnagotravibhāga commentaries with the one of Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé has shown that the latter differs considerably with regard to the explanation of unconditioned buddhahood in RGV I.6. Kongtrül quotes Rongtön’s classification of four types of being unconditioned (asaṁskṛta) and explains that even though the dharmakāya has, among other things, an unconditioned quality to it (because it does not appear to disciples), it is not the case that it is unconditioned; for if it were it would contradict that it possesses knowledge, compassion, and power.291 Dölpopa claims with reference to RGV I.6 in his Ri chos nges don rgya mtsho, on the other hand, that the “unconditioned nature of buddhahood” refers to the fact that this is free from momentariness, while Mati Panchen in his commentary on RGV I.6 quotes the Mahāparinirvāṇasūtra according to which unconditioned means not being subject to the three times.292 Dölpopa’s critique of the Kagyü mahāmudrā position that realization is attained by recognizing that the nature of mind or thoughts is the dharmakāya must also be seen in the light of this different conception of the ultimate and its relation to the apparent truth, for the dharmakāya cannot be the nature of something adventitious if it is taken as wholly stable and permanent.293


Given these differences, some scholars have assumed up to now that Situ Panchen Chökyi Jungné (Situ paṇ chen Chos kyi byung gnas) (1699/ 1700–1774) blended the seemingly irreconcilable zhentong and mahāmudrā positions and spread them throughout all the Kagyü traditions of Kham (khams),294 and that followers of the nonsectarian movement (ris med), such as Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé, described Rangjung Dorjé and others as zhentongpas in a biased way.295 Karma Trinlepa’s remark and its conformity with Kongtrül’s different understanding of RGV I.6 suggest rather that Kongtrül’s description of Rangjung Dorjé should be taken more seriously—namely that the latter actually upheld a Kagyü version of zhentong, even though he himself did not call it that. Based on the autocommentary on the Zab mo nang gi don, I will show that Rangjung Dorjé’s so-called zhentong is mainly based on Asaṅga’s distinction between the ālayavijñāna and a supramundane mind in the Mahāyānasaṁgraha and on a combination of this Yogācāra explanation with mahāmudrā and dzogchen.


It is an important concern of zhentong to clearly distinguish that which is empty from that of which it is empty. In attempting to do so, Dölpopa contrasted a kun gzhi rnam shes (ālayavijñāna), which is the basis of saṁsāra, from the pure basis of buddha qualities, which he called kun gzhi’i ye shes (“wisdom of the [primordial] ground”).296 Even though Rangjung Dorjé does not make use of Dölpopa’s terminology (i.e., kun gzhi’i ye shes), he distinguishes in his autocommentary on the Zab mo nang gi don a ground (kun gzhi), which can also mean suchness,297 from a kun gzhi rnam shes, namely the normal “ground consciousness”298 (ālayavijñāna):


 


In this regard, if ground (kun gzhi) is not mentioned [together with] the word consciousness, ground may refer to suchness. Therefore, consciousness is mentioned [together with it].299


This distinction is made in the context of explaining the pure and impure aspects of mind that function as a cause of everything, the topic of the first chapter in the Zab mo nang gi don. The first three pādas of the first chapter are:


 


         As to the cause, it is the beginningless true nature of mind (sems nyid);


         Even though it has no dimension and does not fall into any possible [conceptual, ontological, or metaphysical] category,


         it unfolds [as] unimpeded play….300


The commentary starts by pointing out that in the common language of all yānas the “true nature of mind” (sems nyid) is known under two aspects, namely possessing purity and being impure. Mind in its purity is illustrated by recourse to the simile of the element space in the Ratnagotravibhāga, in which the purity of mind is compared to space, which is without support, and the defiled mind to the supported elements (earth being supported by water, water by air, and air by space):


 


In the Uttaratantra [Ratnagotravibhāga I.55–57] it has been said: “Earth is supported by water, water by air, and air by space. But space has no support [among] the elements of air, water, and earth. Similarly, the skandhas, elements, and sense faculties are supported by karman and defilements, karman and defilements by [constantly]301 uncalled-for mental engagement, and uncalled-for mental engagement is supported by the purity of mind. The nature of mind, however, has no support in any phenomena.”302 These [stanzas] express the buddha nature303 (sangs rgyas kyi snying po) as mind, which means that it is the basis of saṁsāra and nirvāṇa in their entirety.304


This explanation of buddha nature as a basis of saṁsāra and nirvāṇa is further reinforced by quoting a stanza from Saraha’s Dohākośagīti, stanza 43:


 


         The true nature of mind (sems nyid) alone is the seed of everything;


         I prostrate to [this] mind,


         In which worldly existence and nirvāṇa spreads,


         And which is like a wish-fulfilling jewel in bestowing the desired fruit.305


As we shall see, for Rangjung Dorjé the true nature of mind (sems nyid) (as buddha nature) functions as the basis of saṁsāra, in that it contains the stainlessness of the eight consciousnesses, which must be taken as mere appearances empty of duality. With such a mahāmudrā interpretation of buddha nature, Rangjung Dorjé can still draw a clear line between the pure and impure mind, while following Asaṅga’s restriction of the ālayavijñāna306 to that which merely consists of all seeds or mental imprints of skandhas, elements, and āyatanas, which are said to be “embraced by false imagining” and to be the root of all hindrances.307 In conformity with the Abhidharmasamuccaya and the Mahāyānasaṁgraha, the ālayavijñāna is not considered to be the cause of buddha wisdom; the properties of purification arise rather from the dharmakāya. This becomes clear from an answer to a rhetorical question in the autocommentary of the Zab mo nang gi don:


 


Question: How are the properties of purification produced? They are supported by buddha nature, [inasmuch as] it is the dharmakāya of the above-mentioned purity of mind.308


In support of this, Rangjung Dorjé refers to RGV I.152 (J I.149), in which the natural and fortified potentials are compared respectively to the “underground treasure” and the “fruit from the tree.” By further quoting the Mahāyānasaṁgraha (I.45–48), Rangjung Dorjé indicates his predilection for Asaṅga’s clear distinction between the ālayavijñāna and that which serves as a basis for the fortified potential (in the following called the “Yogācāra portion”):


 


If that which contains all seeds, [namely] the consciousness of maturation (i.e., the ālayavijñāna), is the cause of all defilements, how can it be the seed of the supramundane mind, which is the remedy for this [ālayavijñāna]? The supramundane mind is unfamiliar (ma ’dris pa); thus there is no [mental] imprint from it [in the ālayavijñāna]. Question: “If [its] mental imprint does not exist [there], from which seed must it be said to arise?” Answer: It arises from the seed [or]309 mental imprint of studying,310 which is the outflow of the very pure dharmadhātu.311


Objection: “Is the mental imprint of studying identical with (ngo bo nyid)312 the ālayavijñāna or not? If it were identical313 with the ālayavijñāna, how would it be suitable as the seed of the remedy for it? If you say that it is not identical with it, you [must] see what the basis for this seed of the mental imprint of studying is.” [Answer:] The mental imprint of studying [occurs] based on the enlightenment of the buddhas.314 Even though it enters into the consciousness of maturation (i.e., ālayavijñāna) in the same way as water [into] milk, arising together with the basis into which it enters, it is not [this] ālayavijñāna, given that it is the seed of the remedy for [the ālayavijñāna]. From a small mental imprint it [gradually] turns into an average one and then a big one, since you will [eventually] be endowed with [the fruits of] having studied, reflected, and meditated many times. It [must be] regarded as the seed of the dharmakāya. Being the remedy for the ālayavijñāna, it is not identical with315 the ālayavijñāna. Even though [this seed] belongs to this world, it is the outflow of the very pure supramundane dharmadhātu, and thus the seed of the supramundane mind. [And] even though the supramundane mind may not have arisen [yet], it is [still] the remedy for entanglement in all defilements and migration to lower realms, and [the remedy that] suppresses all faults. It supports the connection with buddhas and bodhisattvas.316


Although it (i.e., this seed) is [still] of a mundane nature for beginner bodhisattvas, it is regarded as being included in the dharmakāya, and for śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas as being included in the “body of liberation.”317 It is not the ālayavijñāna, but included in the dharmakāya and the “body of liberation.” As it gradually increases,318 turning from being small into being average and then big, the consciousness of maturation wanes and becomes completely transformed, [so that] the [ālayavijñāna, which] comprises all seeds, even does not exist [any more], having been abandoned in every respect.319


Rangjung Dorjé adds to this Mahāyānasaṁgraha passage the following remark:


 


If some think that the fortified potential has newly arisen, it is not so. The naturally present potential is the dharmadhātu. As to the array of eight (the ālayavijñāna and so on) in it, they have been placed [there] and are characterized by false imagining. Likewise, the true nature, namely the stainlessness, of the eight accumulations [of consciousness] exists as the nature (rang bzhin) of the four wisdoms.320 Thanks to the virtuous elements that have been placed [in the mind] by proper thought and that are supported by the enlightenment of the buddhas, previous stains are destroyed, and the delusion of the eight accumulations [of consciousness] ceases to exist. This, then, has been called the “wisdom of the transformation of the basis.” …Stainlessness [of mind] is regarded as wisdom, and the [state of] being mingled with stains [is regarded] as consciousness.321


Nothing is newly produced, since the nature of the four wisdoms already exists as the true nature or stainlessness of the eight consciousnesses. In other words, the four wisdoms, or the part of the naturally pure ultimate that is temporarily covered by the adventitious stains of the eight consciousnesses, already exist. It is this part that is revealed by the virtuous elements that have been placed in the mind (and that are supported by the enlightenment of the buddhas rather than the ālayavijñāna). It should be noted that this stainlessness of the eight consciousnesses is thus not included in the ālayavijñāna. To return to the example used in the Mahāyānasaṁgraha, even though water and milk are mixed, they are still “unfamiliar” (ma ’dris pa). The sentence “Although it (i.e., this seed) is [still] of a mundane nature for beginner bodhisattvas, it is regarded as being included in the dharmakāya” (MS I.48) suggests that ordinary beings are not included in the dharmakāya, having as they do the ālayavijñāna as their only basis. Rangjung Dorjé follows Asaṅga in drawing a clear-cut distinction between the impure and pure mind, implicitly equating ordinary sentient beings with the ālayavijñāna (including its active forms of consciousness) and excluding them from the dharmakāya. The positive factors of the path are but the outflow of the pure dharmadhātu, with an increasingly larger part of it manifesting itself as the hindering defilements of the impure mind are removed.


To review, even though Rangjung Dorjé only distinguishes an ālayavijñāna (kun gzhi rnam shes) that is the impure mind from a kun gzhi (which may also refer to suchness), he in fact distinguishes the ālayavijñāna from the pure dharmadhātu in such a way that it would be an easy play on words to call the latter kun gzhi ye shes, inasmuch as the manifestation of the pure dharmadhātu (or suchness) is called the “wisdom of the transformation of the basis.”


The Eighth Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé includes the same passage from the Mahāyānasaṁgraha in his commentary on the Abhisamayālaṁkāra, weaving it into a general outline or introductory presentation in the second paragraph of the first chapter, which deals with the “foundation of accomplishment,” or, for him, buddha nature.322 Indeed it represents an essential part of his “zhentong interpretation” of buddha nature, which again centers on a similar distinction between a kun gzhi rnam shes and a kun gzhi, with the only difference that Mikyö Dorjé uses the term kun gzhi ye shes instead of kun gzhi.323 Kun gzhi is equated then with the transformation of the basis in the Dharmadharmatāvibhāga,324 the naturally present potential, and the synonyms for emptiness (including suchness) in the Madhyānta-vibhāga.325


It is probably in view of this interpretation of Mikyö Dorjé that Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé writes in his own commentary on the Zab mo nang gi don with reference to Rangjung Dorjé’s autocommentary:


 


Having in this regard designated in [his] autocommentary the dharmatā or suchness, viewed as the ground of all of saṁsāra and nirvāṇa, by the term kun gzhi (ground), he [taught] within this [part of the commentary] that the [mind that] is endowed with purity is the “wisdom of the ground of everything,” while under the aspect of [it as the mind] containing all seeds he taught that it is the “consciousness of the ground of everything” (ālayavijñāna). This is a twofold division of the mind into pure and impure.326


As can be easily seen from the above-quoted passages, Kongtrül presents the contents of Rangjung Dorjé’s autocommentary in line with Mikyö Dorjé’s zhentong understanding, and in using the term kun gzhi ye shes, Kongtrül wanted to imply exactly that, and not that Rangjung Dorjé had the same zhentong view as Dölpopa.327 The fact that the autocommentary on the Zab mo nang gi don was already written in 1325,328 eight years before Dölpopa became a zhentongpa in 1333,329 could be thus easily explained by seeing in Rangjung Dorjé’s sharp distinction between the impure and pure (i.e., the kun gzhi rnam shes and kun gzhi) an older layer or a predecessor of a “zhentong position,” which was not necessarily called that and was nothing other than a particular interpretation of Asaṅga’s Yogācāra. If we follow Kongtrül or the Sakya master Mangtö Ludrub (Mang thos Klu sgrub), who claims that Rangjung Dorjé held a zhentong view before Dölpopa,330 we have to add for clarity’s sake that it was a different one.


But as already mentioned above, the term zhentong is not found in Rangjung Dorjé’s works. A little further down, though, in his elucidation of the term beginningless nature of mind (sems nyid thog med) in the first pāda of the first chapter in the Zab mo nang gi don, Rangjung Dorjé uses the term liberated from other, which resembles zhentong:


 


As to the “beginningless [mind],” since a beginning and end of time is a [mere] conceptual superimposition, [the cause of everything]331 is here [taken as] the true nature (rang gi ngo bo) of both the stainless [mind] and the [mind] mingled with stains, it is precisely this dependent arising; and it is completely liberated (i.e., free) from [all] else. Since there is no other beginning than it, one speaks of beginningless time.332


Now it would have been just as easy to say “empty of other” (gzhan gyis stong pa) as “completely liberated from [all] else” (gzhan las rnam par grol ba). But as we shall see further down, Rangjung Dorjé may have had other reasons for not using the term.333 Karma Trinlepa must have had this passage in mind when he called Rangjung Dorjé a zhentongpa. A permanent and stable ultimate is clearly excluded here. The basis of emptiness is the true nature of mind (sems nyid), which is also the buddha nature endowed with inseparable qualities. If Dölpopa’s more transcendent zhentong view had already gained prevalence at the time Rangjung Dorjé wrote these lines, the inclusion of “dependent arising” would have been a very clever move to set off his position from it.


It is also for this reason that Rangjung Dorjé wants us to understand Asaṅga’s sharp distinction between the ālayavijñāna and the supramundane mind as being in harmony with Saraha’s famous stanza stating that the mind is the seed of both saṁsāra and nirvāṇa. With the help of the latter, Rangjung Dorjé introduces into his commentary a mahāmudrā interpretation of buddha nature. This synthesis of Yogācāra and mahāmudrā led to some misinterpretations of Rangjung Dorjé, which Mikyö Dorjé addresses in his Abhisamayālaṁkāra commentary (Mikyö Dorjé adheres to a similar synthesis, equating as he does the actual wisdom of the ground (kun gzhi ye shes) with buddha nature:


 


Some fools say that the omniscient Karmapa, the glorious Rangjung [Dorjé], asserts that the purport of the Mahāyānottaratantra [Ratnagotravibhāga] is: “Buddha nature exists in an inseparable way in the dharmadhātu of the mind of sentient beings.” This noble being did not put it that way. In [his] autocommentary on the Zab mo nang gi don, he makes a twofold classification in calling both—the pure and the impure—“mind.” Having explained that possessing impure mental impulses [means] to “possess mind” (sems can) (i.e., to be a sentient being), he says that such sentient beings do not possess the dharmadhātu. Moreover, he takes these sentient beings themselves to be the adventitious stains, which occur because of the false imagining that deviates from the dharmadhātu. Having called the pure mind natural mind, original protector, original Buddha, and so on, he says that [this mind] is the one that possesses the mode of being inseparable from the buddha qualities.334


If this assessment of Rangjung Dorjé’s view is correct (and we have to admit that it is so with regard to the distinction between a pure and impure mind, as based on the Mahāyānasaṁgraha), we wonder how well it reflects Rangjung Dorjé’s mahāmudrā teachings. In the Rang byung rdo rje’i mgur rnams, the following mahāmudrā definition of the term ground (kun gzhi) is given:335


 


The ground is the basis of all saṁsāra and nirvāṇa. When not realized, it is saṁsāra, and when realized it is the “heart of the Tathāgata” (i.e., buddha nature). [This is how] the nature (ngo bo) of the “ground” has been expressed. For example, just as reflections appear in a polished mirror, the consciousness of the manifold [world] occurs and ceases in the stainless sphere of your own mind, because the clinging to the duality of an object and subject appears and occurs naturally in the sphere [of your own mind]. Saṁsāra and nirvāṇa are not two but one in essence (ngo bo). When you do not realize this, you are confused; when you realize it, you are liberated. Neither what must be realized nor the one who realizes it exists. Nevertheless, clinging to them as though they were two is the basis of saṁsāra. If you see the nature of nonduality, buddha nature (rgyal ba’i snying po) is actualized.336


The “Yogācāra portion” of the autocommentary (see above) requires distinguishing between the mirror of the stainless sphere of the mind, which displays the various reflections of the world, and the impure dualistic clinging to these appearances. Still, the ground can function as the basis of both, nirvāṇa and saṁsāra, depending on whether the reflections in the mirror of stainless mind are or are not recognized for what they are. It is in this sense that Rangjung Dorjé takes saṁsāra and nirvāṇa as one in essence, while adhering at the same time to the distinction between a pure and impure mind.


But things get even more complex: the following three pādas of the Zab mo nang gi don introduce a description of mind on the basis of the dzogchen categories essence (ngo bo), nature (rang bzhin), and compassionate responsiveness (thugs rje). The first five pādas (repeating the first three) of the first chapter in the Zab mo nang gi don are:


 


         As to the cause, it is the beginningless true nature of mind (sems nyid);


         Even though it has no dimension and does not fall into any possible [conceptual, ontological, or metaphysical] category,


         It unfolds [as] unimpeded play.


         Therefore [its] essence337 is empty, [its] nature clear,


         [And its compassionate responsiveness]338 is unimpeded, [able to] appear as anything.339


Rangjung Dorjé’s autocommentary on pādas 3–5 is:


 


This very mind presents the aspect of an unfolding play that, in its momentary consciousness, is unimpeded in itself.340 In view of this, [its] nature (rang bzhin) is present as emptiness and as natural luminosity. These two are the ground, given that from it the individual forms of the accumulation of mental factors and the seven accumulations of consciousness appear unimpeded and in one moment. In the impure state it has been taught as being the “mind,” “mental faculty,” and “consciousness.” When pure, it is expressed by the terms three kāyas and wisdom.341


The true nature of mind (sems nyid), which is again referred to as the “ground,” is called mind in an impure state and wisdom in a pure state. It should be noted that the appearances of the impure consciousness (mental factors, etc.) are said to appear from the ground, whose nature is taken to be emptiness and natural luminosity. It should be further noted that Rangjung Dorjé introduces the correct dzogchen terminology, according to which the essence (ngo bo) is normally defined as emptiness. But in his commentary he uses nature (rang bzhin) instead of ngo bo for emptiness, having undoubtedly been aware of the possible confusion that results from the quoted Yogācāra passage, in which it is said that the “essence” (ngo bo) of the ālayavijñāna342 is not the seed of the dharmakāya. Having already used the term rang bzhin for emptiness, he could not use it again for clarity (gsal). But in order to solidify the impression that he is still commenting on the three dzogchen categories, the term rang bzhin is skillfully repeated in the explanation of the term gsal, namely in the expression rang bzhin gyis ’od gsal ba (“natural luminosity”).


To sum up, in his explanation of buddha nature, Rangjung Dorjé combines three different strands of interpretations:


1. The mahāmudrā interpretation stemming from Saraha


2. The interpretation according to Asaṅga’s Mahāyānasaṁgraha


3. The dzogchen interpretation


In other words, for Rangjung Dorjé, well-founded mahāmudrā and dzogchen explanations need be combined with Asaṅga’s Yogācāra distinction. Mikyö Dorjé for his part criticizes in his Abhisamayālaṁkāra commentary those followers of mahāmudrā among his contemporaries whose confusion, he says, is a hundred thousand times greater than the assertion: “The ālayavijñāna, by being purified, becomes the fruit, [namely] the mirror-like wisdom.”343 In the introduction to his Madhyamakāvatāra commentary we find an interesting explanation of the mahāmudrā approach. It is said that statements in mahāmudrā teachings to the effect that thoughts can appear as dharmakāya (given that saṁsāra and nirvāṇa are the same in essence) simply reflect the realization that thoughts do not exist as anything other than their dharmatā, not that thoughts can appear as the real dharmakāya:


 


When the Madhyamaka view of this [mahāmudrā system] has arisen in the mindstream, the natural mind is said to have been actualized and the dharmakāya to have been made directly [manifest].344 When you realize that phenomena (dharmin), such as sprouts and thoughts, are nothing other than their [respective] true nature (dharmatā), you use the verbal convention “thoughts appear as dharmakāya.”345


We do not know if Rangjung Dorjé was of the same opinion, but given his attempt to combine mahāmudrā with Yogācāra, we should be at least careful not to define his position one-sidedly on the sole basis of his mahāmudrā teachings.346


Directly related to the question of how Rangjung Dorjé could blend the mahāmudrā- and Yogācāra-based explanations of buddha nature is how he defines the two truths. In the first seven pādas of the ninth chapter of the Zab mo nang gi don, the chapter on purification and its basis, the two truths are both explained as being contained in the stainless buddha nature. The root text of the Zab mo nang gi don is:


 


         As for the [buddha] element in sentient beings, it is the stainless buddha nature (sangs rgyas kyi snying po),


         Endowed with the two truths.


         This [is stated] in the Vajrajñāna[samuccayatantra]:


         Apparent means to appear as a perceived and a perceiver.


         [This] truth is like [a reflection of] the moon in water.


         Ultimate refers to the eighteen [types of] emptiness.


         [This] truth is called nondual wisdom.347


Rangjung Dorjé explains in his autocommentary:


 


What exists ultimately? It is the mind beyond every net of thought, the naturally pure element of sentient beings, [and] the buddha nature (sangs rgyas kyi snying po348).349 These two exist, and so are expressed by these [terms]. Therefore it is stated: “As for the…[buddha] element of sentient beings, it is the stainless buddha nature endowed with the two truths.” In this regard, the buddha nature is simply the nonexistence of the stains [or] delusion of the above-mentioned eight accumulations of consciousness,350 but those who have not actualized the meaning of the two truths are deluded with regard to the mode of dependent arising, cling to two different views,351 and fall into saṁsāra.352


From this it is not possible to infer that the two truths are one in essence but different isolates (ngo bo gcig la ldog pa tha dad),353 for it is not the ordinary apparent truth which is included in buddha nature here, but only the stainlessness of the eight forms of consciousness. Indeed, this part of the commentary shows how Rangjung Dorjé blends the above-mentioned mahāmudrā and Yogācāra strands of thought. Once apparent truth is defined as the stainless forms of consciousness or mere appearance (see below), both truths can be taken as being inseparable and included in buddha nature (and clinging to them as being separate results in saṁsāra). This is what enables Rangjung Dorjé to accommodate his mahāmudrā teachings. But it does not mean that buddha nature is equated with the ālayavijñāna, as in the Laṅkāvatārasūtra. The inclusion of only a restricted apparent truth within buddha nature still allows Rangjung Dorjé to uphold a more moderate “zhentong,” or rather zhendröl (gzhan grol), distinction between the level of “normal” deluded appearances and buddha nature. This becomes clearer in a further definition354 of the ultimate truth, on the basis of a passage from the second chapter of the Guhyasamājatantra, according to which the nonarisen mind is free from all entities, skandhas, and so on.355 The apparent truth is further elucidated along the lines of Yogācāra philosophy, namely the tenet that apparent truth implies that no dualistic appearances are true:


 


What has been imagined as the duality of a perceived and a perceiver does not exist at all, given the pronouncement [in MAV I.3] by Venerable Maitreya: “A consciousness arises that produces the appearances of objects, sentient beings, a self, and perceptions. There is no [corresponding outer] object, and since [such] an object does not exist, that [other, i.e., a perceiving subject] does not exist either.”356 Thus it has been said that no perceived [objects] and perceiving [subjects] of the imagined [nature] exist at all. Well then, how can this be presented as a truth? [The answer is:] Even though it does not exist, [something] appears. That is why it is called apparent truth, since its nature (rang gi ngo bo nyid) is that of not being deceptive.357


In response to the objection that these mere appearances would then be the ultimate truth, since the ultimate truth is defined as not being deceptive in the treatises on logic, Rangjung Dorjé further clarifies his understanding of the ultimate truth:


 


These [mere appearances] are presented as the expressible ultimate (paryāyaparamārtha), whereas the ultimate truth [here] is that which is related to the principle of true nature (dharmatāyukti), [namely] the natural emptiness previously mentioned when presenting the eighteen great [types of] emptiness.358


In other words, buddha nature or the pure mind includes “mere appearances” in the form of the expressible ultimate truth, and it is only the expressible ultimate truth that is taken as apparent truth here. That it is different from what is ordinarily meant by apparent truth is clear from Rangjung Dorjé’s Dharmadhātustotra commentary, where the two aspects (nirvikāra and aviparyāsa) of the perfect nature in MAV III.11cd are explained in the following way:


 


The two [aspects of the perfect], the unchangeable and unmistaken, are taken [respectively] as the defining characteristics of the two truths. Acceptance by common consent (lokaprasiddha) and acceptance by reason (yuktiprasiddha) are varieties of the apparent truth.359


This means that the unchangeable perfect is taken as the ultimate, while the perfect in terms of being unmistaken is taken as a restricted form of apparent truth, which does not include acceptance by common consent or the like.


The relation between the two truths is then defined as being neither identical nor different:


 


The two truths, which have been explained in such a way, are suchness and that which is liberated from other, in the same way as they are phenomena (dharma) and their true nature (dharmatā). They can be expressed as being neither identical nor different. This is how the buddhas realized it, and it is also the meaning of the entire Dharma that has been taught.360


In other words, the apparent truth is dharmas understood as mere appearances, or suchness; and the ultimate truth is the dharmatā or that which is “liberated from other.” As noted above, Rangjung Dorjé prefers the term liberated from other (gzhan las grol ba) to the term empty of other (gzhan gyis stong pa). His term, probably newly created, bespeaks his inclination to dzogchen teachings, as evident from his usage of the three dzogchen categories in his commentary on the initial stanzas of the first chapter in the Zab mo nang gi don. In fact, “being liberated” could refer to the dzogchen notion of rang grol, a term that describes the mind having already been liberated on its own—without effort, so to speak.


Rangjung Dorjé’s term gzhan las grol ba, then, could combine the aforementioned Yogācāra-based zhentong distinction with the dzogchen line of thought. The mind, which is already naturally liberated, is at the same time empty of or free from something other than its nature, namely the adventitious stains. Emptiness in the Maitreya works is defined according to the canonical formula for being empty361 as the absence of something (namely duality) in something else that exists (false imagining and emptiness).362 In this context, emptiness is taken as a “state of being free from [something] (bral ba nyid). Thus it has been stated in the Madhyāntavibhāgabhāṣya:


 


Emptiness refers to this false imagining (abhūtaparikalpa) that is free from the relation between a perceived and a perceiver.363


Contrary to the notion of mere appearance (apparent truth), the notion, namely, that appearances are perceived just as they are (not, that is, as a dualistic appearance), the state of “being liberated from other” also has a positive connotation. Being the ultimate truth, it is equated with natural emptiness (svabhāvaśūnyatā, at times also called prakṛtiśūnyatā) in line with the Yogācāra view that the absence of duality is considered an all-pervasive positive quality.364 “That which is liberated from other” refers to this natural emptiness. As we have seen above, it is also equated with the true nature of mind (sems nyid) or buddha nature, and given the similar meaning of grol ba (liberated) and bral ba (being free) in this context, and the equation of emptiness (stong pa nyid) with the fact of being free (bral ba nyid) in the Madhyāntavibhāgabhāṣya, it is understandable that Karma Trinlepa and Kongtrül Lodrö Tayé should have come to the conclusion that Rangjung Dorjé is a zhentongpa.


But here again there is a major difference from Dölpopa’s zhentong. For Dölpopa, the Yogācāra definition of the two truths as being neither identical nor different does not exclude their difference as long as it is not in terms of essence. This is not possible since it is only the ultimate that exists in terms of its essence, and we need at least a second ontological category in order to speak of an essential difference.365 In other words, Dölpopa draws the line between the two truths more strictly; by no means would he include “mere appearance” within buddha nature. Dölpopa defines the two truths in such a way that he is forced to accept the consequence that the ordinary world does not appear to a buddha any more.366


In this context it should be also noted that the Jonangpas usually reject the notion that the wisdom of the path (i.e., the unmistaken perfect nature) is included in the perfect nature and thus the ultimate truth, while they include the dependent in the imagined nature.367 But such a sharp distinction between the two truths, which is premised by denying the dependent nature altogether, is hardly compatible with the Yogācāra works.368 According to them, a pure aspect of the dependent nature is left over in the ultimate—namely the nonconceptual cognition of suchness.369 Precisely this is what is connoted by Rangjung Dorjé’s term mere appearance. Thus it comes as no surprise that, unlike Dölpopa, Rangjung Dorjé does not take the basis of emptiness or negation to be a permanent stable state of being, but rather dependent arising, or the continuous flow of the true nature of mind (sems nyid). It is obvious that such an understanding of zhentong is much more compatible with Rangjung Dorjé’s mahāmudrā instructions.


When we take a closer look at Rangjung Dorjé’s initial definition of mind, namely that the true nature (rang gi ngo bo) of the stainless mind and the mind mingled with stains is “precisely this dependent arising and the liberation from [anything] other,”370 we notice that it appears to be the result of blending together the three different traditions we have already identified in his commentary on the first pāda. “Dependent arising” refers to the continuous flow of the natural mind as described in mahāmudrā, “from other” stands for the emptiness within this natural mind continuum of other, namely adventitious stains (the zhentong view), and “liberation” (rnam par grol ba) refers to the fact that this mind is liberated throughout beginningless time (the rdzogs chen view).


Rangjung Dorjé describes the fortified potential simply as the manifestation of the pure dharmadhātu, or the naturally present potential, and thus claims that all buddha qualities exist throughout beginningless time. Quoting Nāgārjuna’s Dharmadhātustotra in order to prove that the presentation of buddha nature as the ultimate was also the intended meaning of the Mādhyamikas, he further points out that the buddha element is synonymous with the dharmakāya, suchness, and the potential, and that this is illustrated by the nine examples of the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra:


 


“…Those sūtras taught by the victorious ones in order to reveal emptiness all eliminate defilements and do not diminish the [buddha] element.”371 And so on. Thus it has been taught extensively [in the Dharmadhātustotra]. As for synonyms of it (i.e., the buddha element), they have been taught in detail in the Uttaratantra [Ratnagotravibhāga]: “The nature of the element of the very pure mind is the dharmakāya, suchness, and the potential”372 and so on. Through the nine examples it has been taught that the sixty-four stainless buddha qualities are made to appear by purifying [all] defilements, however many there are, in short, there are sixty-four.373


This clearly shows that Rangjung Dorjé identifies the main purport of the Ratnagotravibhāga as being contained in the nine examples, and not in other passages which suggest that at least the thirty-two qualities of the form kāyas do evolve. But is Rangjung Dorjé of the opinion that the thirty-two marks of a buddha already exist in the mindstream of an ordinary being?374 Unfortunately his Ratnagotravibhāga commentary has yet to be discovered, but in his commentary on the Dharmadhātustotra Rangjung Dorjé presents the arising of the buddha qualities in an ordinary way, and it is reasonable to assume that he explains the appearance of apparent form kāyas, like Dölpopa, in line with the various passages of the Ratnagotravibhāga and mainstream Mahāyāna. In any case, it is not possible to simply transfer a presentation of buddha nature such as the one given above to a nontantric context and conclude that the ordinary marks of a buddha can thereby automatically be taken to exist in sentient beings. That Rangjung Dorjé distinguishes an ordinary presentation of the kāyas from an extraordinary one becomes clear in his commentary on the first two lines of the second introductory stanza of the Zab mo nang gi don, which is:


 


         Homage to the single coemergent [wisdom], which is real,


         That which consists of the two, which possesses the three kāyas, [namely] the nāḍīs, prāṇa, and bindus,


         The four states [of daily life, which] are properly the four kāyas,


         And the nature of the five kāyas.375


Rangjung Dorjé comments:


 


“The single coemergent [wisdom], which is real” abides, mingled indistinguishably with stains, in all sentient beings. It is the dharmakāya of all buddhas together with [their] qualities and activity. “That which consists of the two” [refers to the possession of] skillful means and insight, the nature (rang bzhin) of the apparent and ultimate, [and] the fruit, [namely] the two kāyas of the truly stainless dharmadhātu and its truly profound outflow (i.e., of Dharma teachings and so on).


“Which possesses the three kāyas, [namely] nāḍīs, prāṇa, and bindus” means: The ultimate dharmadhātu [of] great bliss is the dharmakāya. With respect to the kāya of the truly profound outflow [of teachings], which depends on the apparent truth, the sambhogakāya and nirmāṇakāya arise. [The sambhogakāya arises through] the purification of dreams and the transformation of the basis of the mental faculty and the life wind, both of which are based on the ālaya[vijñāna]. [The nirmāṇakāya arises] through the purification of the [accumulations of] consciousness, which are engaged in [the projection of] entities, [or] ordinary appearances. These [three] are, moreover, the nāḍīs, [or] [vajra] body; prāṇa [or] [vajra] speech; and bindu, [or] vajra mind. It has been taught that these three are obtained by purifying them. Therefore they have been taught as being the body, speech, and mind of all buddhas.376


In his commentary on the first line, Rangjung Dorjé says in accordance with RGV I.27–28 that only the dharmakāya of all buddhas truly abides in sentient beings. The form kāyas are then explained as the outflow of the Dharma teachings on the level of the fruit, which corresponds to the pertinent passages in the first and third chapters of the Ratnagotravibhāga.377 In other words, this is what Dölpopa calls the ordinary presentation in his Ri chos nges don rgya mtsho. The dharmakāya is ultimate, and the form kāyas appear in dependence on the disciples and apparent truth after the purification of hindrances.


Contrary to this ordinary presentation, the “tantric” sambhogakāya and nirmāṇakāya exist primordially in ordinary beings in the form of the vajra body and vajra speech, or, to use the technical terms, nāḍīs and prāṇa. That the tantric kāyas also exist in states that are mingled with stains becomes even more clear in the commentary on the third line, which says that the four states of daily life (i.e., the states of deep sleep, dream, waking, and sexual union) are the dharmakāya, sambhogakāya, nirmāṇakāya, and jñānakāya, and it is explicitly said that these four kāyas are mingled with the hindrances of sentient beings.378


To sum up, the tension in the Ratnagotravibhāga between explanations that center around the Tathāgatagarbhasūtra or the Anūnatvāpūrṇatvanirdeśa on the one hand and the parts that suggest a growth of at least some of the buddha qualities on the other simply reflect two different levels of teachings for Rangjung Dorjé, and for Dölpopa too. The ordinary presentation of the kāyas was given in a general context explaining buddha nature as seen from the perspective of a beginner, whereas teachings such as “nothing needs to be removed from or added to the buddha element” (RGV I.157ab (J I.154ab)) point to the ultimate level of interpretation, or the extraordinary Vajrayāna teachings. A beginner sees his qualities grow to the same extent as he removes his hindrances, but from an ultimate point of view, he has been a buddha throughout beginningless time without knowing it.
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