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This book contains a previously secret, lost work on the stages of the path (lamrim) composed by the originator of the genre, Atiśa, one of the greatest Indian Buddhist masters to ever set foot in Tibet.
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“Atiśa’s Stages of the Path to Awakening is the latest of James Apple’s publications dedicated to the works of Atiśa Dīpaṃkaraśrījnāna. The book presents Stages of the Path to Awakening for the first time in full to an Anglophone readership, together with translations of several commentarial and instructional works and accompanied by a detailed introduction by the author. I am delighted to see these little-known texts from the tradition of the famous Buddhist master finally receiving the attention they deserve.”


—ULRIKE ROESLER, University of Oxford


“The lamrim, or ‘stages of the path,’ is one of Tibet’s most important and popular methods of self-transformation. Based on the works of the eleventh-century Bengali saint Atiśa, it is practiced in every school of Tibetan Buddhism. In this book, James Apple translates and brings to life hitherto unknown writings of Atiśa on the lamrim. This is a tremendously important contribution to Indo-Tibetan religious literature, and a great gift to those of us who study and practice the stages of the path.”


—JOSÉ IGNACIO CABEZÓN, distinguished research professor of religious studies, Dalai Lama Professor Emeritus, UC Santa Barbara
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Preface


GESHÉ LHUNDUP SOPA (1923–2014) introduced me to stages of the path (lam rim) theory and practice in the summer of 1992 on a retreat at Deer Park Buddhist Center in Oregon, Wisconsin. During this time, I acquired a used copy of Phabongkha Rinpoché’s Liberation in the Palm of Your Hand from an old bookstore on State Street in nearby Madison. After that summer, on returning to Indiana University to finish my undergraduate degree, I worked shelving books on the ninth floor of what is now the Herman B. Wells Library. The ninth floor has one of the largest collections of Tibetan books in North America, and I would often look at the books between shifts. One time I spotted a volume entitled Writings of Lord Atiśa on the Theory and Practice of the Graduated Path. I was excited to see a work by Atiśa after my experience at Deer Park, so I unwrapped the volume and began to flip through the folios. My initial excitement became disappointment, as the text was in handwritten cursive script (dbu med ), which I was not yet able to read. I carefully put the volume away and explored other Tibetan works. Now, three decades later, the present book contains a full translation and study of Atiśa’s Stages of the Path to Awakening and its accompanying works for the first time in a modern Western publication.


I went to live at Deer Park for a year before pursuing graduate studies at the University of Wisconsin–Madison beginning in the fall of 1994. I learned further about the stages of the path from Geshé Sherab Thabkye and his translator Sharpa Tulku, specifically on Tsongkhapa’s Three Principal Aspects of the Path (Lam gyi gtso bo rnam gsum). Geshé Sopa also introduced me to the stages of the path in the thought of Tsongkhapa (1357–1419) through several summer seminars at Deer Park from 1995 to 1998, when he taught mind training (blo sbyong) and Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo). 


As I have noted in a previous publication (Apple 2018), I began to acquire facsimiles of the Collected Works of the Kadampas (Bka’ gdams pa gsung ’bum) using available grant funds when I landed a position at the University of Calgary in 2008. In August of 2016 I acquired the fourth and final set of thirty volumes, containing volumes 91 to 120, published the previous year. As always, I was excited to explore the collection and learn about the teachings it contained. When I opened volume 91 and saw that it read “folios for the Stages of the Path to Awakening” (Byang chub lam gyi rim pa la ldeb) by Atiśa in the table of contents, a new level of excitement spurred my interest. My fingers raced through the pages, and when I saw the beautiful Tibetan script, I had a flashback to that moment twenty-four years earlier on the ninth floor of the Indiana University library. The folios were apparently a reproduction of the very same manuscript, and the modern Tibetan editors at the Paltsek Institute, in the preface to the facsimile, attributed the work to Atiśa. I immediately began to study and translate the manuscript.


I photocopied the facsimile and began transcribing and translating the Stages and other texts in August 2016, and by May of 2017 I had finished transliterating the manuscript, writing out the romanization on the back pages of the photocopy. Having analyzed the manuscript line by line, I presented a paper at the Pacific Northwest Region of the American Academy of Religion in May 2017 entitled “The Stages of the Path to Awakening (Byang chub lam gyi rim pa; *Bodhipathakrama) of the Indian master Atiśa Dīpaṃkaraśrījñāna (ca. 982–1054): Analysis of a Forgotten Manuscript.” This initial analysis and conference paper resulted in table 1 below. I continued working on the manuscript and translation and input the transliteration onto a computer. In March 2018, at the meeting of the American Oriental Society in Pittsburgh, I presented “Atiśa’s *Bodhipathakrama: A Significant, Yet Forgotten, Manuscript in the History of Inner Asia Buddhist Path Literature.” I finished the transliterations and translations in 2019 and 2020. 


Atiśa’s collected works typeset in dbu can script in two volumes became available on the Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center, now the Buddhist Digital Research Center (bdrc.io), in August 2020, and they included Stages and its accompanying texts. I proceeded to check my own transliteration against the modern book-format volume. That volume contained some errors, readings of the facsimile that did not agree with my own. Also, the published volume did not divide the manuscript into twenty-seven texts as I had based on my own analysis. While finalizing the manuscript for the present volume, I decided to add the page numbers from the typeset edition to my translation for scholars without access to the facsimile reprints of the source manuscript. The typeset-edition page numbers appear in the first appendix below. 


At Wisdom Publications, I especially thank David Kittelstrom, whose incisive editorial insights significantly improved the book. I thank Patrick Lambelet, whose line editing contributed to the book as well.


I would like to take this opportunity to convey my sincere thanks my parents, Jeanne Bedwell and James Apple, whose support and advice has been invaluable. Foremost, I must express my profound thanks to Shinobu, my wife and companion, who supported me day in and day out throughout the writing of this book.


Organization and Structure of the Book


The book is organized in three parts and follows the sequence of texts in the Stages of the Path source manuscript. I have divided the major works into chapters and provided introductions for each. Minor texts have been appended as supplements to the chapters in which they occur. Part 1 introduces and is a translation of Atiśa’s Stages of the Path to Awakening, an extensive teaching that he composed in Tibet and transmitted to his advanced Tibetan disciples. This is the earliest known Tibetan text on guiding meditators through the stages of the path (lam gyi rim pa). 


Part 2, “Commentaries and Exegesis,” introduces and translates the commentaries and guidance texts that accompany the root text of Atiśa’s Stages. Chapter 2 contains two short works that analyze the content of the Stages in two different ways. The Condensed Stages of the Path provides a brief summary of the whole work in one page. Structural Analysis of the Stages of the Path to Awakening is a topical outline of the text. Chapter 3 is an anonymous early Kadam-school commentary entitled General Meaning of the Stages of the Path. Chapter 4 is a work attributed to Atiśa entitled Instructions for Select Disciples that gives detailed and practical guidance for meditators. Chapter 5 consists of a special oral teaching attributed to Atiśa called Pointing-Out Instructions in Sets of Five that lays out advanced meditation guidance for nondual union based on later portions of the Stages.


Part 3, “Performance and Ritual Texts,” contains works on enhancing practice, cultivating the awakening mind (bodhicitta), and properly maintaining bodhisattva vows. Chapter 6 introduces and translates an early Kadam work entitled Enhancing Practice and Removing Obstacles on the Path. The text outlines the way to clear obstructions to meditation practice and enhance realization. Chapter 7, A Ritual for Generating the Awakening Mind, is an early Kadam ritual with commentary based on Atiśa’s system. Chapter 8 furnishes an introduction and translation of Atiśa’s Essence of the Bodhisattva Vows (Bodhisattvasaṃvarahṛdaya), a work of fifty stanzas of guidance on the bodhisattva vows. Together these chapters are the primary sources that Atiśa’s early Kadam followers used to study and practice his Stages of the Path. 




Technical Notes


Note that Tibetan names have been rendered in phonetic form, for which the transliterated equivalent can be found in the table in appendix 2.


Notes on the Chapters 


Sections of chapter 1, from an earlier draft, were published in Atiśa Dīpaṃkara: Illuminator of the Awakened Mind (Boulder, CO: Shambhala Publications, 2019). 


An earlier draft of chapter 5 was published as “Kadampa Pointing-Out Instructions,” Revue d’Études Tibétaines 56 (October 2020): 170–262.


An earlier draft of chapter 8 was published as “Atiśa’s Essence of Bodhisattva Vows (Bodhisatvasaṃvarahṛdaya),” in Manuscripts for Life: Essays in Memory of Seishi Karashima, edited by Noriyuki Kudo, 27–40 (Tokyo: International Research Institute for Advanced Buddhology, Soka University, 2023).











Introduction


OVER NINE and a half centuries ago, one of the greatest Indian Buddhist masters to ever set foot in Tibet wrote a guidebook for realizing all the stages to awakening at the repeated request of his closest and most faithful disciple. The work would entail guidance on the Buddhist path synthesizing all aspects of Indian Buddhist practice from the very beginning of the path, reflecting on the fortunate opportunity of human rebirth, through to attaining omniscient buddhahood by integrative techniques of nondual meditation. The Indian master’s most devoted and faithful Tibetan disciple kept these teachings secret, and they were only transmitted to select disciples in a closely guarded sequence of transmission. Now, due to recently recovered manuscripts, this significant work of Buddhist path literature has become available. This book offers a study and complete translation of this hidden monument of guidance on the Buddhist path, the Stages of the Path to Awakening by Atiśa Dīpaṃkaraśrījñāna (982–1054), and its accompanying commentaries and ritual texts. 


The Bengali Buddhist master Atiśa is famous for his journey to Tibet and teaching in the Land of Snows for thirteen years. An Indian Buddhist mahāpaṇḍita from the celebrated monastic university of Vikramaśīla, he is well known among both traditional Tibetan and modern scholars for his Lamp for the Path to Awakening (Bodhipathapradīpa; Byang chub lam gyi sgron ma; hereafter Lamp), composed in western Tibet for his royal Tibetan disciple Lhatsun Jangchup Ö. Lamp, a concise presentation in sixty-eight verses, is generally considered the prototype for all subsequent stages of the path (lam rim) literature in Tibetan scholastic history. Atiśa’s Lamp became, according to the historian Ronald Davidson (1995, 293), “one of the most influential of Indian texts received by Tibetans” and was “the model for mainstream Tibetan monastic Buddhists for the next nine hundred years.” Lamp has been translated into English at least seven times since the 1893 study of Sarat Chandra Das and is used by contemporary Tibetan teachers such as the Dalai Lama for teaching Buddhism to general audiences.1 




Atiśa’s Stages of the Path to Awakening (Bodhipathakrama; Byang chub lam gyi rim pa; hereafter Stages),2 although it was just as influential as Lamp was earlier in Tibetan scholastic history, was virtually unknown to later traditional and modern scholars. Atiśa’s Stages is not only the hidden wellspring for the stages of the path tradition in Tibet but also the cornerstone for other well-known Tibetan Buddhist teaching traditions. Prototypical instructions on the awakening mind (bodhicitta), the bodhisattva vows, pointing-out instructions (ngo sprod ), and advanced innateist forms of nondual mindfulness (e.g., “coemergent union,” lhan cig skyes sbyor) are found in the Stages and its commentaries. 


Atiśa’s Stages is located within a ninety-one-folio unique exemplar manuscript (codex unicus) in handwritten cursive (dbu med ) Tibetan script. The treatise is found among the recently published manuscript facsimiles of the Collected Works of the Kadampas (2006–15) recovered from the Potala Palace and Drepung Monastery in Tibet in the early years of the twenty-first century.3 


Stages consists of Buddhist prescriptive teachings on classical Mahāyāna Buddhist thought and practice indicating stages of cultivation to reach the state of buddhahood. The text outlines Atiśa’s instructions for his close and advanced disciples, who were both lay and monastic. An annotation in the manuscript’s colophon mentions that the text was composed at the request of Atiśa’s Tibetan lay disciple Dromtön Gyalwai Jungné (1004–64). The 181 stanzas of Atiśa’s Stages, although a single coherent text, are structured as a presentation of the stages of the path to awakening based on three types of persons: those of small capacity (chung ba), middling capacity (’bring), and supreme capacity (chen po). The small- and middling-capacity persons are not explained in Lamp, as previous scholarship has noted. However, it is emphatically not the case that later Kadampa teachers were the first ones to “flesh out” the details of the lower stages of the path (Roesler, Holmes, and Jackson 2015, 5). Atiśa’s Stages thoroughly discusses the small-capacity individual in lines 13–507 (494 lines), the middling-capacity person in lines 508–846 (338 lines), and the supreme-capacity person for the remainder of the text (704 lines; see table 1). Atiśa’s Stages therefore provides key details on the sequence of practices outlined for these individuals throughout Indian and Tibetan Buddhist path literature. 


Atiśa’s Stages is accompanied by twenty-six minor texts of related rituals and practices.4 The accompanying texts, eighteen of which are no longer than a folio, include two commentaries to the main work. Others are summaries of the stages of the path and related special instructions. The minor works include verses from Mahāyāna sūtras for recitation, special mantras, and two drawings of protection wheels for clearing obstacles to practice (see appendix 1).




Stages and its accompanying texts were a hidden tradition upheld by Atiśa’s close disciples known as the Kadampa. They furnish previously unknown foundations for renaissance-period ( gsar ma) Tibetan scholastic exegesis, instructions in meditative practice, and rituals for lay and monastic communities. Although Atiśa’s Stages discusses sequences of practice for three types of individuals like Lamp, it differs in its content from other known works on the stages of the path. For instance, Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment (Lam rim chen mo), a masterpiece composed in 1402 that is patterned after Atiśa’s Lamp, ends with a brief discussion of the practice of esoteric Buddhism, succinctly mentioning the qualities of a spiritual teacher, the principles for receiving consecration, and prescriptions for maintaining the secret vows that have been promised. Atiśa’s Stages, on the other hand, finishes with guidance for cultivating nondual realization based on meditative techniques found in esoteric Indian Buddhist literature. The elaborate meditation instructions found in later sections (stanzas 129–30 and 142–75) of Stages resemble, in terminology and structure, guidance found in later mahāmudrā meditation manuals among the diverse traditions of the Kagyü schools. Stages and its commentarial literature reveal the beginnings of meditative techniques related to not-specifically-tantric mahāmudrā practices that were later dominated by the Kagyü tradition after the time of the erstwhile Kadam monk, and subsequent Kagyü lineage founder, Gampopa Sönam Rinchen (ca. 1079–1153).


Atiśa’s Stages also contains forgotten, or even previously unknown, Indian Buddhist lore, mythology, and doctrinal content. For example, it contains an unusual account of Buddhist cosmology in its description of hungry ghosts ( preta) in sections 43–47 and a rare discussion of the immediate environmental effects of karmic actions in sections 59–62. The work also mentions Mahāsāṃghika Vinaya precepts, a distinctive account of dependent arising (section 98), a unique list of the root downfalls of a bodhisattva (section 125), and important prescriptions on the ultimate awakening mind (section 128). Stages is based on Indian Buddhist sūtras and tantras, synthesizing basic Buddhist doctrines with altruistic bodhisattva practices and culminating in advanced meditation techniques similar to what later Tibetan tradition calls “essence mahāmudrā.”


Stages of the Path in the Life of Atiśa: Influences and Sources 


As early transmission of Stages was kept to only select disciples, and as the text does not have any direct textual citations, the influences and sources for Atiśa’s composition must be inferred from contextual evidence. This includes influences mentioned in his biographies and works that Atiśa is known to have written and translated. 


Elements of Stages and its system of practice may be found in the biographical accounts of the teachings Atiśa received in his youth. According to these accounts, Atiśa took refuge and received lay vows from the lay teacher Jitāri. Atiśa received from the scholar-monk Bodhibhadra at Nālandā novice vows and teachings on the awakening mind. Vidyākokila, a hermit monk residing to the north of Nālandā, is said to have instructed Atiśa in his youth on the general features of the stages of the path. Atiśa was also thoroughly versed during his youth in the practices of the Hevajratantra under the masters Avadhūtipa and Rahulaguptavajra. After becoming a monk, Atiśa studied Vinaya and Abhidharma in various monasteries of Bodhgayā and in Vikramaśīla and Odantapuri. He also traveled to Sumatra in Indonesia and received guidance in the Ornament for Clear Realization (Abhisamayālaṃkāra) and the Mahāyāna stages of the path training from Dharmakīrtiśrī of Suvarṇadvīpa (a.k.a. Serlingpa) over a twelve-year period.5 


We do not know if Atiśa formulated the stages of the path system or genre himself or if such a genre already existed at Nālandā and Vikramaśīla. The instructions he received on the stages of the path from Vidyākokila may have reflected a Nālandā tradition. At the same time, the General Meaning of the Stages of the Path (see chapter 3) comments on Atiśa’s Stages according to the Vikramalaśīla tradition, as discussed in Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise (Tsong kha pa, Lam rim chen mo, 3; Cutler and Newland 2000, 34). 


As mentioned, the Stages manuscript indicates that it was composed at the behest of Dromtönpa while Atiśa was residing at Nyethang. Even though Stages was composed late in Atiśa’s life, he had begun formulating synthetic works on the Buddhist path earlier, both in India and in Tibet. Atiśa would often compose a text at the request of students, fashioning the work based on the audience’s inclinations, capacities, and wishes. Based on what we know of Atiśa’s earlier writings, we can chart those that most influenced his composition of Stages. 


Among Atiśa’s Indian writings, the earliest use of the term “stages of the path” (lam gyi rim) occurs in his Analysis of Realization (Abhisamayavibhaṅga) commentary on the esoteric tradition of Cakrasaṃvara. In this work Atiśa brings together points of the explanatory tantras of the Cakrasaṃvaratantra, such as the Abhidānottara, Herukābhyudaya, and Vajraḍāka, to outline the “stages of the path of the definitive meaning” (D 186a4, nges don lam gyi rim). 


In India, Atiśa composed a set of three short synthetic texts on advanced practices of Cakrasaṃvara that was translated into Tibetan before he arrived in Tibet. These three works—the Small Text on View and Meditation (Lta sgom chung ngu), the Medium Text on View and Meditation (Lta sgom ’bring po), and the Great Text on View and Meditation (Lta sgom chen mo)—appear to be brief lecture notes that overlap in content. The Small Text on View and Meditation praises Cakrasaṃvara and indicates that it is for those who wish to integrate the practice of clear light ( prabhāsvara; ’od gsal ) with the completion stage of Cakrasaṃvara. The Great Text on View and Meditation has a colophon stating that Atiśa composed the teaching after repeated requests from the Tibetan translator Rinchen Sangpo (958–1055) and that it was later translated into Tibetan by Gya Tsöndrü Sengé. The Great Text on View and Meditation is longer than the other two works because it expands the exegesis from the Cakrasaṃvara cycle to “the condensed special instructions on the essence of all sūtras, tantras, and technical digests, like a wish-fulfilling jewel.” These works demonstrate Atiśa’s interest in synthesizing diverse strands of Buddhist thought and practice into a coherent system of gradual realizations. 


Atiśa composed his Open Basket of Jewels6 in the great temple of Vikramaśīla before leaving for Tibet circa 1040. He cites sūtras and tantras, and his discussion provides one of the most thorough overviews on the awakening mind in Indian Buddhist literature. The text contains guidance on meditation and the awakening mind and special instructions on the Madhyamaka lineage from Nāgārjuna, aspects of thought and practice that are also central to his Stages. Nevertheless, the work contains no detailed discussion of the stages of the path per se or the three types of individuals.


Other compositions by Atiśa in India that presage Stages include his Delivering the Mind from Cyclic Existence, Explanation of the Ten Nonvirtuous Paths of Action, and Analysis of Actions.7 Delivering the Mind from Cyclic Existence provides instructions that correspond to guidance for practitioners of the small and middling capacities. This work presents a sequence of teachings on topics such as karma and mental afflictions, suffering in the realms of saṃsāra, impermanence, and the necessity of a spiritual friend. These are followed by instructions on how to meditate on dependent arising to counteract the three poisons of ignorance, hatred, and desire. However, although these topics are found in Stages’ discussion of the small- and middling-capacity individuals, the sequence of topics is presented differently. Explanation of the Ten Nonvirtuous Paths of Action contains teachings corresponding to several stanzas in the guidance for small-capacity individuals. Analysis of Actions also contains guidance on the teachings of karma found in Stages, particularly on cause and effect as it relates to the lower realms. 


Atiśa composed his Lamp for the Summary of Conduct8 while he was in Nepal on his way to western Tibet. This work outlines general Mahāyāna practices but includes no instructions on esoteric Buddhism. The work was composed for a deaf monk who wished for instructions based on the bodhisattva perfections but who did not practice tantra. Alongside Stages and Lamp, Lamp for the Summary of Conduct is one of three texts mentioned in Stages (folio 22b3) for studying the practice of the path.


Atiśa certainly composed other precursors to Stages after arriving in Tibet. When Atiśa and his entourage arrived in Tholing, in the western Tibetan region of Ngari, in the year 1042, Atiśa was sixty years old. In Tholing, he and his entourage settled in the monastic temple of Jangchup Ling, where Atiśa began to teach, translate, and compose works under the patronage of Jangchup Ö. 


Explanation of Going for Refuge9 outlines in detail points concerning taking refuge in mainstream and Mahāyāna forms of Buddhism. This work specifies a number of refined points on refuge not mentioned in Stages. While in western Tibet, Atiśa also wrote his Concise Method of Achieving the Great Vehicle Path10 and Concisely Written Method of Achieving the Great Vehicle Path.11 Both works contain themes related to the gradual path for beings of the three capacities. For individuals of small and middling capacity, these themes include impermanence, faith and refuge in the Three Jewels, and the maintenance of vows. For individuals of supreme capacity, they include cultivation of the awakening mind, the four divine abidings (brahmavihāra), the six perfections, the bodhisattva vows, the importance of the spiritual friend, the unity of wisdom and method, serenity (śamatha; zhi gnas) and insight (vipaśyanā; lhag mthong), the ten bodhisattva grounds, and buddhahood. The sequence of themes in these texts is comparable to Atiśa’s other works mentioned above. The topics correspond to what is found in Stages in that they present a complete gradual path for all three types of persons. What these works lack is an explicit division into the three types of persons, and they do not mention any teachings related to secret mantra as found in Lamp and alluded to in Stages. Both these texts mention the bodhisattva grounds culminating in buddhahood, a topic found in neither Lamp nor Stages. 


In sum, Atiśa composed numerous works in India, Nepal, and Tibet at the request of his patrons and disciples. These works demonstrate aspects of his stages of the path teachings and share content with Stages, but the sequence or manner of presentation is different. Importantly, what these works are missing is an explicit description of a complete gradual-path system addressing three types of persons. 




Lamp for the Path to Awakening


Atiśa’s most well-known composition among both traditional Tibetan and modern scholars is, of course, his Lamp for the Path to Awakening. To understand how Stages complements, yet is distinct from, Lamp necessitates a brief overview of Lamp’s structure and content. The ruler of Ngari, Lhatsun Jangchup Ö, entreated Atiśa to give a formal teaching that would benefit the survival of the Buddha’s Dharma as a whole. According to several sources, Lhatsun Jangchub Ö put seven questions to Atiśa concerning the practice of esoteric Buddhism.12 In response to this request Atiśa composed Lamp for his Tibetan royal disciple. Lamp is widely considered the prototype for all subsequent works in the stages of the path genre. Notably, Lamp is a public document sanctioned by a king and translated with the assistance of translator monks under the auspices of the king’s court. 


Atisa’s Lamp was composed during his initial stay in Tholing (Eimer 1986, 5). The original Indic version has not survived, and the Tibetan translation is included in Tengyur editions and in separate manuscripts and blockprints.13 The text of Lamp consists of 276 lines comprising sixty-eight stanzas. The stanzas vary in length, with three stanzas of six lines, one stanza of ten lines, and one of twelve lines (Eimer 1986, 8). The stanzas in Lamp also vary in meter, with most stanzas having lines of seven syllables, three stanzas with nine-syllable lines, and two stanzas having eleven-syllable lines (Sherburne 1976, 18). Lamp integrates the vows of the pratimokṣa, bodhisattva, and mantra within an overarching Mahāyāna approach. Lamp references nine Buddhist works and directly quotes twelve stanzas from four different sources (Sherburne 1976, 32).14 


As indicated in the left side of table 1 below, Lamp discusses topics related to the three types of spiritual persons and the vows of moral discipline, or pratimokṣa, in verses 1 to 21. Verses 22 to 59 outline the discipline for bodhisattvas (vv. 22–33), the cultivation of supersensory knowledge (vv. 34–37), serenity (vv. 38–40), and the perfection of wisdom, insight (vv. 41–59). Verses 60 to 68 outline the vehicle of secret mantra, or Buddhist tantra, and the disciplinary commitments for yogis of esoteric Buddhism. Although Lamp succinctly outlines a program of instructions for the three types of individuals, practices specific to the small and middling capacities are not discussed. Also, the guidance for bodhisattvas in Lamp differs from Stages in style and content (see below). In brief, Lamp and Stages are distinct teachings, composed at different times and places for different audiences. 




Atiśa’s Stages of the Path: An Overview 


The following provides an overview of Atiśa’s Stages, including a description of the manuscript, the format of the composition, the authenticity of the authorship, and a general outline of its structure and content.


The Manuscript 


Stages takes up the first twenty-two folios of volume 91 in set 4 of the Collected Works of the Kadampas (Bka’ gdams pa gsung ’bum). The facsimile in this collection closely resembles another facsimile of the manuscript published in the United States Library of Congress PL480 program in 1973 as Byang chub lam gyi rim pa, Writings of Lord Atiśa on the Theory and Practice of the Graduated Path.15 Both facsimiles are reproduced from the same manuscript. Surprisingly, therefore, a copy of this manuscript has been sitting on the shelves of PL480 depositories in the United States for the past forty-six years with little notice until selections were published in 2019 (Apple 2019). Unlike Lamp, which has versions in canonical and paracanonical blockprints and manuscripts, the manuscript of Stages reproduced from Ladakh is a codex unicus—that is, the only extant manuscript volume bearing the text. The text is written in a legible cursive script that contains several ligatures difficult to parse at first glance. The manuscript also contains enough spelling mistakes to suggest the copyist did not always understand what was being copied. 


The complete manuscript is ninety-one folios, as Atiśa’s Stages is accompanied by twenty-six related minor texts, and the scribe, or the community that circulated these texts, has provided a topic outline of these texts. After the one-page Condensed Stages of the Path to Awakening, the manuscript reads, “The treatise has the following topical outline and various texts: three ritual texts, four texts of special instructions, secret instructions, pointing-out instructions, [wheels for] eliminating hindrances, rituals, and various other texts.”16 These accompanying texts also include instructions for conducting rituals for both monks and laypeople, such as taking refuge, producing the aspiration for awakening, and taking the lay precepts. Altogether, these texts accompanying Stages form a complete cycle of works for the thought and practice of Atiśa’s stages of the path system. The cycle of texts was transmitted among early Kadam lineage figures and eventually written down by Kagyü monks (see below). 




Format of the Composition 


Atiśa’s Stages is composed of 181 poetic stanzas with lines of nine syllables. The stanzas have varying numbers of lines, with a total of 1,557 lines. Some stanzas are only two lines long, whereas others have up to thirty-four lines. All told, Stages is five and a half times longer than Atiśa’s Lamp. The only breaks to the continuous series of poetic lines are the division of stanzas indicated by the scribe with the punctuation mark known as the “precious-pile division stroke” (rin chen spung shad ).17 This may well replicate divisions that Atiśa himself intended, as each division presents a distinct topic. For example, as seen at the bottom of the table 1, stanza 139 in twenty-nine lines discusses the practice of perceiving one’s teacher as a buddha. 


Authenticity of Authorship 


Unlike Lamp, whose authorship is authenticated by its known history in Tibetan sources and its inclusion in the Tibetan Tengyur, Stages is not in the Tengyur. The work is also unacknowledged by its specific title, as far as I am currently aware, in traditional Tibetan histories or Tibetan commentarial works. The title page and colophon state that the text was composed by “Śrī Dīpaṃkarajñāna (dpal mar me mdzad ye shes kyis mdzad pa, 1a1) and provides a Sanskrit title for the text as Bodhipathakrama. However, no Tibetan translator is mentioned. Atiśa conceivably could have translated or composed the work in Tibetan himself. In any event, internal textual evidence strongly suggests that this work was composed by Atiśa. For example, Stages provides an analogy of “the female servant of Śrāvastī” (section 9) in its discussion of karma, mentions the Indian deity Viṣṇu (section 28), and furnishes the example of the skillful cowherd ( gopālaka; section 170). These illustrations drawn from Indian religious culture suggest an Indian author. Further, the fulcrum point of the text is its emphasis on karma, the principle of cause and effect in the perpetuation of cyclic existence or the causes and conditions leading to the highest awakening of buddhahood. Tibetan biographies of Atiśa note that when he first arrived in western Tibet, he was called the “teacher of cause and effect”18 owing to the great attention he placed on karma in his initial teachings. The early sections of Atiśa’s Stages may well be comprised of the notes on cause and effect that he had used for earlier teachings in Tibet. The text also briefly discusses Mahāsāṃghika monastic rules and emphasizes the practice of the one-day precepts (upavāsa), a ritual practice that eventually died out in Tibet.19 These are details that only an Indian author would use in a composition. And most importantly, Atiśa is widely known to have been ordained in the Mahāsāṃghika lineage while all Tibetan monks in Tibet, since the late seventh century, have taken ordination in the Mūlasarvāstivāda lineage.20 The fact that the manuscript mentions Mahāsāṃghika Vinaya rules not only points toward Atiśa’s authorship but may also be a reason contributing to its later exclusion. 


General Structure and Content of Stages 


Atiśa’s Stages is a prescriptive teaching on classical Mahāyāna Buddhist thought and practice indicating the stages of cultivation to reach buddhahood. The text outlines Atiśa’s instructions for his close and advanced disciples who, as laypeople and monks, were dedicated to Buddhist meditation. An annotation in the colophon mentions that it was composed at the request of Geshé Tönpa Gyalwai Jungné.21 


The 181 stanzas of Stages instruct on subject matter found in later Kadam texts and will be familiar to anyone with knowledge of Geluk stages of the path literature. Table 1 shows the contents of Lamp on the left side, while the right side illustrates that Stages includes such topics as the rarity of human rebirth, the sufferings of cyclic existence, and the principles of karma that are found in later stages of the path texts but absent from Lamp. Stages also concludes with instructions on the practice of serenity and insight rather than tantra, as in Lamp. Moreover, the instructions on insight in Stages focus on a nonconceptual direct vision of the emptiness of one’s own mind, a significant difference from the analytical insight using reasoning found in Lamp. In brief, Atiśa’s Stages is a far more extensive teaching than Lamp and contains additional prescriptive practices and distinct instructions for advanced meditations. 


TABLE 1. STRUCTURE AND CONTENT OF ATIŚA’S LAMP AND STAGES
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	Dedication


	1a







	Reason for writing


	1b







	Three persons


	2–5







	Superior person


	6







	Triple refuge


	7–9







	Thought of awakening


	10–19







	Monastic life


	20–21







	Bodhisattva vows


	22–33







	Supersensory knowledge


	34–37







	Serenity


	38–40







	Insight


	41–59







	Tantra


	60–67







	Concluding verse


	68
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Commentaries and Ritual Texts Accompanying Stages of the Path to Awakening


In this volume I have preserved the order of the ancillary texts as they appear in the Tibetan manuscript. The sequence reflects the final redaction of the manuscript, most likely in the thirteenth century (see below). All of the texts appear to be copied by one scribe, indicating that the complete manuscript is a copy from another source. Based on external evidence, some of the larger works attributed to Atiśa, such as Pointing-Out Instructions in Sets of Five (chapter 5), circulated independently from the other texts found in the manuscript. Some works in the manuscript are attributed to Atiśa, such as Instructions for Select Disciples (chapter 4) and Essence of the Bodhisattva Vows (chapter 8), while others are anonymous compositions as with Enhancing Practice and Removing Obstacles on the Path (chapter 6). The sequence of the texts accompanying Atiśa’s Stages reflects pedagogical and ritual purposes of the Kadam (and Kagyü) lineage holders of this cycle of teachings. The commentaries and exegesis I have called part 2 and the performance and ritual texts part 3. Part 2 consists of the explanatory General Meaning of the Stages of the Path (chapter 3) and advanced instructions on meditation in chapters 4 and 5. The latter works build upon the meditation instructions in Stages. 


The performance and ritual texts in part 3 offer guidance on practicing and implementing the teachings found in the Stages. Several of these works also ritually establish followers in a certain social status or practice. For instance, A Ritual for Generating the Awakening Mind (chapter 7) is also accompanied by several minor ritual texts for taking refuge, bestowing the one-day precepts, or establishing someone as a lay disciple. In content, the ritual texts are initially concerned with practices of basic Buddhism and are oriented toward laypeople. Part 3 centers around Essence of the Bodhisattva Vows, which outlines the vows of a bodhisattva and is aligned with four minor works that provide a summary of the vows, a way to counteract downfalls, and a citation from scripture.


The texts accompanying Stages were most likely compiled by Atiśa’s early Kadam followers. They were assembled to provide guidance for Atiśa’s system of gradual realizations. Several are attributed to Atiśa (chapters 4, 5, and 8) while others may have been based on his oral teachings (chapter 7). However, evidence for who exactly organized these teachings, where they were compiled, and how they were brought together is not currently available. 


Stages of the Path among Atiśa’s Early Tibetan Followers 


Was this important text by Atiśa forgotten and not acknowledged by subsequent generations of Tibetan scholars? The very existence of the Stages manuscript belies this assumption. However, one may still ask, “Why is this work not as well known as Atiśa’s Lamp?” To answer this question requires a complex response based on internal evidence, external evidence, and numerous cultural and historical conditions. First, the internal evidence is that found within Atiśa’s Stages manuscript and its accompanying texts. The external evidence comes from other Kadam, as well as non-Kadam, Tibetan manuscripts and histories. 


As mentioned, the colophon to Stages states that Atiśa composed the treatise at the behest of his disciple Dromtön. General Meaning of the Stages of the Path, chapter 3 below, provides the only lineage list in the manuscript. General Meaning lists three lineages that Atiśa united: a lineage of view beginning with Nāgārjuna, a lineage of extensive deeds beginning with Maitreya, and a lineage of blessing descending from Tilopa and Nāropa. After affirming that Atiśa was the crown jewel among five hundred scholars at Vikramaśīla, General Meaning lists individuals who received the Stages transmission. From Atiśa, the teachings went to Gönpawa Wangchuk Gyaltsen (1016–82), Gya Chakriwa (eleventh century), Gampopa (ca. 1079–1153), and then Phakmodrupa (1110–70).22 Phakmodrupa, a great figure in Kagyü traditions, is the last figure mentioned by name. The lineage ends with the mention of three names that I examine below. This list indicates that the active transmission of this cycle of texts most likely halted in the early thirteenth century at the time of the manuscript’s redaction. 


The colophon and lineage list provides important clues about the transmission of Stages and its early circulation, and later Kadam historians provide additional clues for this transmission. The Blue Annals by Gö Lotsāwa Shönu Pal explains that Atiśa gave Dromtön personal guidance on the three types of individuals—that is, the stages of the path—during the later years of Atiśa’s life at Nyethang.23 Lechen Kunga Gyaltsen, a fifteenth-century historian, wrote in his Lamp Illuminating the History of the Kadam Tradition, 


The king of special instructions for unifying view and practice is renowned as “the stages of the path of the three types of individuals.” The text of this is Lamp for the Path to Awakening (Bodhipathapradīpa), and it relies on the special instructions of the Ornament for Clear Realization (Abhisamayālaṃkāra). The Lord [Atiśa] secretly guided Geshé Tönpa in the practice of the stages of the path. Furthermore, Geshé Tönpa asked Lord [Atiśa] why, having bestowed secret mantra instructions to others, he bestowed this practice of the stages of the path to him personally. [The Lord] replied, “I could not find another recepient to entrust it to other than you.” These guidance instructions were entrusted to Geshé Tönpa. He is the blessed master of these teachings. Therefore these [teachings] also exist thanks to the pervasiveness of Drom[tönpa]’s miraculous activity.24 


A crucial phrase in this citation is that Atiśa guided Dromtön secretly, in a restricted manner (lkog tu ’khrid pa), in the practices of the stages of the path. Earlier in his history, Lechen states that the practices of “the stages of the path” (lam gyi rim pa) tradition has a number of synonyms such as “the stages of the doctrine” (bstan pa’i rim pa), “the entryway that reveals the teaching” (bstan pa’i srol ka bstan pa’i ’jug ngogs), “the Dharma tradition of beings of supreme capacity” (skyes bu chen po’i chos lugs), “the approach to the path of the great charioteers” (shing rta chen po’i lam srol ), and “the stages of the path of the three types of individuals” (skyes bu gsum gyi lam rim).25 In fifteenth-century Tibet, the tradition of the stages of the path had various names but was considered to be initially a restricted teaching given to Dromtön. In addition, this citation suggests that the practice of the stages of the path was differentiated from the publically known teaching in texts such as Atiśa’s Lamp and the Ornament for Clear Realization. Related to this point, the Kadam master Sangyé Öntön (1138–1210) is cited by Lechen as stating, in part, “our Kadampa is the graded path (lam rim) explained in public teachings. As well, meditation and guidance in secret is only the practice of the stages of the path (lam gyi rim pa).”26 An early history of Radreng Monastery written in 1299 by Drom Sherab Meché states that Atiśa wrote Lamp as an antidote to the extreme views of Tibetans and taught the stages of the path in secret.27 


Another early Kadam history written in 1484 by the ecumenical master Sönam Lhai Wangpo (1423–96) quotes Chengawa as commenting on the subtle distinction between stages of the doctrine (bstan rim) and stages of the path (lam rim), saying, “when taught in public it is the stages of the doctrine, when distilled into practice it is the stages of the path, when written in a text it is Lamp for the Path to Awakening (Bodhipathapradīpa): it is like three names given to one meaning.”28 




These citations make clear a distinction between public teachings with audiences (tshogs chos) and restricted teachings (lkog chos) regarding meditation and guidance in practice (nyams len). These citations also suggest that Tibetan scholars made a slight distinction between public graded path teachings (lam rim) and more restricted guidance on the practice of the stages of the path (lam gyi rim pa). I think that these distinctions, although debated and discussed much later than the time of the Stages manuscript, may reflect why the manuscript is not better known. That is, the early Kadam followers of Atiśa, beginning with Dromtön, distinguished between public teachings on the graded path and restricted guidance on practicing and meditating on the stages of the path. This distinction also accords with a division between the public, royally sanctioned, and officially translated teachings of Lamp for the Path to Awakening and its autocommentary and the private, restricted, and noncanonical teachings of Stages of the Path to Awakening (byang chub lam gyi rim pa). The secrecy that Kadam followers of Atiśa kept regarding restricted private guidance on practice of the stages may well be a major factor in why Stages is not as well known today as Lamp. 


The manuscript colophon and traditional sources agree that Dromtönpa was the recipient of Atiśa’s stages of the path teachings. However, the lineage list in General Meaning differs from later Kadam and Geluk traditions. Present lineages of the stages of the path seem to have been established by the fifteenth century based on the works of Tsongkhapa (1357–1419), the great advocate of the stages of the path traditions.29 Tsongkhapa’s works on this genre have defined the Geluk understanding of the subject. The colophon of Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise, written in 1402, states that he received several lineages of the stages of the path. These include lineages passing from Atiśa to Gönpawa to Neusurpa, a lineage passed from Chengawa, and lineages passed from Potowa to Sharawa and from Potowa to Dölpa.30 These lineages are also mentioned in Tsongkhapa’s Middle-Length Stages of the Path and his Record of Teachings Received.31 


Tibetan historians also record stages of the path transmissions and their affliated texts. Lechen outlines, in addition to his discussion of Dromtönpa, early transmissions through Naktso Lotsāwa and his disciples, through Ngok Lekpai Sherab, through Gönpawa, and others. Gönpawa’s tradition, according to Lechen, came down through Neusurpa and Kamawa.32 Another Tibetan historian, Tsalpa Kunga Dorjé, focuses his account (ca. 1346) of the Kadam stages of the path lineage (bka’ gdams lam rim pa’i brgyud ) upon Naktso’s student Rongpa Chaksorpa (fl. eleventh century) and his four early followers (Jackson 1996, 239). Each of these four disciples took notes on these teachings and established their own lineages, but the transmissions of these traditions were eventually lost. These anecdotes demonstrate that individual early Kadam masters taught and transmitted their own lineages of the stages of the path. Yet they also demonstrate that Atiśa’s disciples did not write and transmit stages of the path teachings based upon commentaries to Atiśa’s Lamp, perhaps because Atiśa himself composed a long autocommentary to the work. Rather, early Kadam masters transmitted and composed stages of the path lineage teachings based upon the tradition and the points of emphasis that they received from their own Tibetan masters. 


Until now, the earliest extant textual evidence among stages of the path traditions are found in fragments of Naktso Lotsāwa’s teaching, Potowa’s Blue Compendium33 and Dharma Exemplified: A Heap of Jewels, Neusurpa’s instructions, and a recently recovered manuscript of Sharawa Yönten Drak’s (1070–1141) Stages of the Path of the Three Types of Individuals.34 As discussed by Jinpa (2008, 8–10), Potowa Rinchen Sal (1027–1105) became entrusted with the Kadam lineage of authoritative treatises ( gzhung), which approached Atiśa and Dromtönpa’s teachings through the study and practice of Atiśa’s Lamp along with “six treatises authoritative for Kadam” ( gzhung drug). These six texts included the Garland of Birth Stories, Collection of Purposeful Sayings, Bodhisattva Levels, Ornament of Mahāyāna Sūtras, Introduction to the Practice of Awakening, and Compendium of Training.35 The study of these treatises was complemented with further Indian Buddhist classics like Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way, his Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness, and Atiśa’s Entry into the Two Truths and An Instruction on the Middle Way.36 Potowa’s manner of teaching the stages of the path system through Atiśa’s Lamp along with these six texts is exactly what is found in Sharawa’s Stages of the Path. 


Sharawa’s text is one of the oldest extant Kadam path works after Atiśa’s Stages and Potowa’s Blue Compendium. Sharawa was a direct disciple of Potowa, studying with him for eight years, and after Potowa passed away, a great number of Potowa’s disciples followed Sharawa. Sharawa established a following of three thousand monastics and is recorded as having composed two stages of the path texts, a smaller and a greater, as well as a biography of Potowa. The smaller stages of the path manuscript is eighty-five folios long and is the work that is newly accessible. This smaller manuscript cites Atiśa’s Lamp and its autocommentary, sayings of Dromtönpa and Potowa, and the six treatises authoritative for the Kadam. However, Sharawa’s Stages of the Path does not cite Atiśa’s Stages, and neither is it similar in structure and content. 


Nevertheless, Sharawa’s Stages is a true lam rim text, as the work is structured into three parts correlated to practices for the three types of individuals: the small, the middling, and the supreme person, the bodhisattva. Interestingly, Sharawa cites the Ratnagotravibhāgavyākhyā, which he attributes to Asaṅga, as an authoritative source for the theory of the three types of persons in the “graded path” (lam rim).37 Atiśa himself will cite the Abhidharmakośabhāṣya as a source in his commentary to the Bodhipathapradīpa (see the introduction to chapter 1). Sharawa emphasizes (Sha ra ba, Lam rim, 58) that all practices outlined in the text are directed toward, and integrated into, the single path of the bodhisattva. Sharawa refers to the cultivations of the inferior and middling person as common mental trainings (thun mong gi blo sbyong), while cultivations beginning with love and compassion are uncommon mental trainings (144, thun mong ma yin pa’i blo sbyong). Sharawa’s work has a great number of divisions and subdivisions in the subject matter indicating that the graded path among the Kadam was already a complex and detailed Tibetan genre within sixty years of Atiśa’s death. Sharawa’s graded path also focuses on a controversy (161–68) regarding the Madhyamaka and Yogācāra rites for developing the awakening mind. Sharawa’s approach tells us that the now well-known divisions of Madhyamaka into Prāsaṅgika and Svātantrika did not exist when he composed the text.38 Sharawa refers to his view (69) as Great Madhyamaka (dbu ma chen po) and follows Atiśa’s Madhyamakopadeśa and Kamalaśīla’s Bhāvanākrama in his graded-path exegesis of insight. In brief, Sharawa’s Stages of the Path represents the teaching tradition of Potowa that gained prominence in Tibet. The manuscript evidence conforms with the remarks in Lechen’s history that the lineage of Potowa’s Blue Compendium and Sharawa’s Stages of the Path became very popular.39 


As noted, General Meaning below mentions a lineage transmission sequence of Gönpawa, Gya Chakriwa, Gampopa, and then Phakmodrupa, a lineage of Atiśa’s Stages that was neither transmitted nor recorded among later Kadam or Geluk historians. Is such a lineage transmission viable, looking back over Tibetan history? Yes, it is! Earlier and different historical sources indicate not only the possibility of such a transmission but also help explain its eventual fading away. 


The lineage sequence first mentions Gönpawa (1016–82), an important early disciple of Atiśa and Dromtönpa. Gönpawa, whose given name was Wangchuk Gyaltsen, initially met Atiśa in Nyantso. He became known for his meditative abilities and insight and was among the younger generation of Atiśa’s initial Tibetan disciples who were receptive to Madhyamaka teachings (Apple 2018). The colophon to Atiśa’s mahāmudrā instructions on coemergent union (Apple 2019, 245–50) indicates that Gönpawa was the first Tibetan disciple to receive these advanced teachings. Gönpawa later became an important figure in the monastic community of Radreng. After the passing of Amé Jangchup Rinchen in 1078, Gönpawa became the third abbot of Radreng, roughly from 1078 to 1082. Geshé Gönpawa gave teachings on Madhyamaka instructions in private (Apple 2018, 21) and is recorded by Tsongkhapa as transmitting a stages of the path teaching.40 The lineage is recorded as having been transmitted to Neusurpa Yeshé Bar (1042–1118), a known principal disciple of Gönpawa and also a disciple of Potowa. The manuscript’s recorded transmission of Atiśa’s Stages after Gönpawa, however, goes to the elusive, yet pivotal, figure of Chakriwa. 


Chakriwa most likely refers to Gya Chakri Gongkawa Jangchup Pal, an eleventh-century Kadam master who was one of Gampopa’s Kadam teachers (Apple 2018, 396n571). Nyangral Nyima Öser’s (1124–92) History of Dharma: Pure Honey Extracted from the Essence of a Flower lists Gya Chakriwa as a contemporary of Khampa Lungpa (1023–1115), Langri Thangpa (1054–1123), Sharawa, Shawo Gangpa (twelfth century), and Neusurpa among others.41 The early Kadam history of Sönam Lhai Wangpo mentions that Gya Chakriwa was a student of Atiśa’s direct disciple Shenyen Balpo.42 In a later section of his history, Lechen describes Gya Chakriwa as a student of Langri Thangpa, who healed Chakriwa from an attack by a demoness.43 


Along these lines, preserved lineage lists, early Kadam manuscript evidence, and Kagyü histories present Gya Chakriwa as an important late eleventh-century figure who was a lineage holder of seminal works of Atiśa, a disciple of Gönpawa, and a mentor to Gampopa. In lineages related to teachings on the awakening mind, the Seven Points of Mind Training, and Guidance on the Heart of Dependent Arising, Gya Chakriwa is often listed third or fourth after Atiśa, following Dromtönpa, Gönpawa, and Potowa.44 


The collected works of Gampopa record several dialogues with Chakriwa, and they describe Chakriwa’s instructions from his two teachers, possibly Gönpawa and Langri Thangpa (Sherpa 2004, 197–200). Lechen’s history, written in 1494, mentions in its discussion of the great translator Rinchen Sangpo that two young monk attendants repeatedly requested teachings on Cakrasaṃvara from Atiśa on behalf of Rinchen Sangpo. These monks, after the passing of Rinchen Sangpo, went to central Tibet and met Chakriwa, who was on pilgrimage in Lhasa at the time. The monks gave teachings to Chakriwa, possibly related to Cakrasaṃvara, as the history describes Chakriwa having a dream about a Cakrasaṃvara temple the night before meeting the monks. This episode concerning Chakriwa receiving teachings on Cakrasaṃvara matches the colophon of Atiśa’s Great Exposition of View and Meditation (Lta sgom chen mo), which lists a Chakriwa as a primary lineage figure. The colophon also indicates that this Cakrasaṃvara-based work was translated into Tibetan after many requests from Rinchen Sangpo.45


These anecdotes indicate that Chakriwa traveled to central Tibet in Ü and received esoteric Buddhist as well as Madhyamaka teachings from two figures who had been associated with Rinchen Sangpo and/or Atiśa in their youth. General Explanation, an early Kadam Madhyamaka teaching attributed to Atiśa, mentions Chakriwa and directly cites him.46 The work praises Chakriwa several times as “possessing incomparable knowledge” and being “unmistaken” with regard to Atiśa’s advanced Madhyamaka teachings (Apple 2018, 174). General Explanation, after quoting Atiśa’s Lamp, cites Chakriwa as stating: “If the means do not dependently arise—that is, the stairway of correct conventional reality—the three individuals who go along the stages of the path will not occur” (Apple 2018, 223). This statement demonstrates that Chakriwa not only knew advanced Madhyamaka teachings regarding correct conventional reality but that he also knew the stages of the path system of the three types of individuals. 


In sum, Chakriwa, although not well represented in later Kadam histories, is described in other sources as receiving advanced teachings of Atiśa from Potowa or Gönpawa and transmitting these teachings in a lineage that went to Gampopa through to Phakmodrupa. In light of this evidence, the lineage list of Atiśa’s Stages presented in General Meaning of the Stages of the Path becomes a viable possibility.


The lineage list in General Meaning states that Atiśa’s Stages was transmitted from Chakriwa to the great master Gampopa Sönam Rinchen, also known as Dakpo Lhajé, “the doctor from Dakpo.” Gampopa, well known as a Kagyü master, initially trained as a Kadam monk after the tragic death of his wife and child. Gampopa then became a student of the poet-siddha Milarepa (1052–1135), under whom he learned advanced esoteric practices such as inner-heat meditation and the great seal (mahāmudrā) for thirteen months in 1110–11. Gampopa is well known for combining the Kadam trainings he received with the esoteric Buddhist teachings of Milarepa into the “converged rivers of the Kadam and Great Seal teachings.”47 


Before receiving advanced instructions under Milarepa, Gampopa became fully ordained at the age of twenty-five (1104) and studied under various Kadam masters for up to five years. His Kadam masters include Jayulwa Shönu Ö (1075–1138), Gyayön Dak (eleventh century), Geshé Drepa (eleventh century), Nyukrumpa Tsöndrü Bar (1042–1109), and Chakriwa.48 Gampopa received initial training in the stages of the path from Nyukrumpa and more advanced stages of the path instruction from Gyayön Dak, a student of Gönpawa. He is said to have received all of Atiśa’s special instructions from Chakriwa.49 As noted above based on the manuscript evidence, the special transmission from Chakriwa to Gampopa included esoteric practices, teachings on Madhyamaka, and Atiśa’s Stages. 


Even though Gampopa is famously remembered for joining the Kadam and mahāmudrā teachings, speaking to his creativity and ingenuity as a Buddhist scholar and meditation master, the transmission from Chakriwa to Gampopa is marked by tensions that may have contributed to Atiśa’s Stages fading in popularity and being overlooked in later Tibetan histories. The foremost tension was between Gampopa’s former Kadam teachers and Milarepa, as depicted in the histories and life stories preserved in both Kadam and Kagyü sources. Chakriwa never approved of Gampopa visiting Milarepa, and other Kadam teachers warned Gampopa not to visit a yogin who “wears dog skin” when he departed to train under Milarepa.50 When Gampopa initially meets Milarepa, as famously depicted in the Blue Annals, Milarepa belittles the Kadam meditation training that Gampopa received as inferior and not conducive to buddhahood. Milarepa also disparages the Kadam understanding of esoteric practice.51 These episodes suggest conflicts between monastic and yogic practice, differences in interpretation of sūtra and tantra, and distinct pedagogical styles, among other differences. A hypothesis that I have proposed elsewhere for other early Kadam manuscripts also applies to the transmission of Atiśa’s Stages. Atiśa’s Stages may not have been widely disseminated among Kadampas after Gampopa because Gampopa left his Kadam teachers when he became a student of Milarepa (Vetturini 2013, 139–40). Likewise, these teachings were not widely transmitted among Kagyü communities after Gampopa because the stages of the path had been characterized as a graduated, sūtra-based discourse that did not include tantric teachings from masters such as Nāropa or Milarepa. In this way, rather than evincing the active propagation of Atiśa’s Stages, Gampopa’s works demonstrate his creative adaption of the Kadam-based path training. 


Gampopa’s collected teachings contain works on the stages of the path and the stages of the teaching, and several of his other works allude to his training in the Kadam stages of the path. Scriptural Sunshine (Bstan bcos lung gi nyi ’od ), a thematic scriptural compendium, discusses topics found in the stages of the path (Kragh 2015, 612–63). Jewel Garland of the Supreme Path (Lam mchog rin chen ’phreng ba) is a middle-length repository of oral instructions on the practice of the path (Jackson 1996, 233n3). Gampopa’s collected works also contain small works with titles such as Essence of the Stages of the Path (Lam rim snying po) and Condensed Stages of the Path (Lam rim mdor bsdus), the latter sharing the same title as the text in chapter 2 below. Gampopa’s miscellaneous sayings ( gsung thor bu) also contain advice on the stages of the path. His most famous work on the bodhisattva path was his Ornament of Precious Liberation (Thar pa rin po che’i rgyan), highly regarded as a stages of the teaching meditator’s manual of essential advice (Roesler, Holmes, and Jackson 2015). Ornament of Precious Liberation cites Atiśa’s Lamp over fifteen times in its outlining of the practices and meditations of a bodhisattva. Does Ornament of Precious Liberation demonstrate knowledge of Atiśa’s Stages? Although the evidence is minimal, Gampopa does make an allusion to stages of the path teachings other than Lamp in chapter 17. After directly citing Lamp, Gampopa states, “[Atiśa] explains in the teachings on the gradual path that all substantial realities, or beliefs in substantiality, are included within the two kinds of self, and that both these entities are by their very nature emptiness.”52 The mention that “beliefs in substantiality” (dngos po ’dzin) are emptiness (stong nyid ) is not directly addressed in Atiśa’s Lamp or its autocommentary (Sherburne 2000), yet is alluded to in Stages (stanzas 151, 155, and 179). This may explain why Gampopa directly cites Lamp while separately referencing a graded path taught by Atiśa. 


General Meaning specifies that these teachings went from Gampopa to Phakmodrupa.53 Phakmodrupa Dorjé Gyalpo (1110–70), one of Gampopa’s most prominent students, later became a founding figure for the Drigung, Taklung, and Drukpa Kagyü subsects. In his youth Phakmodrupa traveled from eastern to central Tibet, receiving full monastic ordination at age twenty-four. In central Tibet he studied under a number of Kadam masters and received several lineages of transmission. Notably, he received a transmission of Atiśa’s Lamp descending from Kharak Gomchung (ca. eleventh century), Geshé Lhopa Könchok Pal, and Geshé Ar Jangchup Yeshé (ca. eleventh century).54 Phakmodrupa would later study the path with the result (lam ’bras) teachings under Sachen Kunga Nyingpo (1092–1158) and receive further teachings under the Kadampa geshé Dölpa Sherab Gyatso (1059–1131), who compiled the Blue Compendium of Potowa’s stages of the path instructions. Phakmodrupa studied under these teachers before meeting Gampopa at age forty-one. Phakmodrupa received a number of teachings from Gampopa, the most significant being Gampopa’s teaching on mahāmudrā and coemergent union (lhan cig skyes sbyor).55 After the death of Gampopa, Phakmodrupa taught for a couple of years at several locations and then resided in meditative seclusion in a thatched hut east of the city of Tsethang at a place called Phakmodru, or “Sow Crossing.” This location would eventually become Densathil Monastery, an important religious and political center.56 


Phakmodrupa composed several works related to the stages of the path and stages of the teaching. Works on the stages of the path include Jeweled Stairway (Rin po che’i them skas), Stairway of Secret Mantra Stages of the Path (Gsang sngags lam rim them skas), and Jeweled Stairway Uniting the Meaning of Sūtra and Tantra (Mdo rgyud dgongs pa bsdebs pa lam rim rin po che’i them skas). These works await further study but appear to be original compositions influenced by the teachings Phakmodrupa received from Kadam masters and Gampopa. Phakmodrupa’s well-known stages of the teaching work is How to Enter the Buddha’s Doctrine by Stages. This early work of ten chapters outlines the stages of the path leading to the integration of wisdom and compassion, resulting in buddhahood. The treatise is a meditation-oriented work influenced by Gampopa with minimal citations from Atiśa.57 


Phakmodrupa’s works on the stages of the path and stages of the teaching do not appear to be explicitly influenced by Atiśa’s Stages. However, several analogies in Phakmodrupa’s mahāmudrā teachings on integrating thoughts into the path (lam du ’khyer) are found in Atiśa’s General Explanation, Great Exposition of View and Meditation, and Stages. These analogies include (1) meeting and recognition of friends, (2) melting snow, and (3) the spread of forest fire.58 This may indicate that Atiśa’s Stages overlaps with advanced meditation instructions that circulated separately in distinct transmissions. A good example is Pointing-Out Instructions in Sets of Five attributed to Atiśa. This advanced meditation teaching was considered by twelfth-century yogin-meditators to be a teaching on mahāmudrā, yet it is closely related, if not derived from, Atiśa’s Stages (see chapter 5). 


After Phakmodrupa, the lineage list shifts from naming individuals and invokes place and clan names. General Meaning next specifies that the teachings of Stages went to “both the Drigung and Taklung,” the “Khamkom,” the Khön, and then a final anonymous recepient.59 The mention of Drigung and Taklung may be refering to Drigung Jikten Gönpo (1143–1217) and Taklung Thangpa Tashi Pal (1142–1210), both well-known disciples of Phakmodrupa and founders of the respective Drigung and Taklung branches of the Kagyü. 


Taklung Thangpa was twenty-three when he first met Phakmodrupa in 1165 and followed him for several years. It is certainly possible that Taklung Thangpa received transmission of the stages of the path from Phakmodrupa, but sources suggest that Taklung Thangpa also met and received teachings from the Kadampa master Chekawa Yeshé Dorjé (1101–75) in Maldro in 1170.60 Chekawa is said to have given Taklung Thangpa the transmission of Kadam teachings.61 Chekawa upheld lineages descending from Potowa and Sharawa.62 


Jikten Gönpo, or Drigung Sumgön, founder of the influential Drigung branch of the Kagyü, is said to have received stages of the teaching and stages of the path from Radreng Gomchen in his youth (Sobisch 2002, 330). Later sources state that Jikten Gönpo received the Kadam teaching from Geshé Langlungpa (1123–93), who upheld an oral stages of the path transmission descending from Dromtönpa and Chengawa Tsultrim Bar (1038–1103).63 Nevertheless, a transmission of the stages of the path from Taklung Thangpa to Jikten Gönpo is possible but not currently documentable beyond the suggestion here in General Meaning. 




General Meaning’s reference to “Khamkom” (khams skom) is not clear, even whether it is a person or a place. It might refer to a thirteenth-century monastic seat that upheld the stages of the path teaching transmission. From this place or person, General Meaning says that Stages went to Khön. The Khön family are traditionally the hierarchs of the Sakya lineage. The position of Sakya Throneholder continues to the present day as a hereditary position within the Khön family, rather than one based on incarnate teachers. The fact that our anonymous author of General Meaning refers to a clan name rather than Sakya Monastery may reflect an early thirteenth-century perspective, since the Sakya tradition had yet to gain hegemony in Tibet under Mongol support after 1240. For before the Sakya became a powerful religious sect, their teachings were known under the name of Khön.64 A Khön, or Sakya, recipient that fits the time range of the manuscript lineage would be a young Sakya Paṇḍita Kunga Gyaltsen (1182–1251). Sakya Paṇḍita is recorded as receiving a number of teachings from Chiwo Lhepa Jangchup Ö (b. 1144), including Madhyamaka, mahāmudrā, and Kadam teachings in the domain of practice (spyod phyogs). The “domain of practice” is mentioned in numerous colophons within the Stages manuscript. Chiwo Lhepa held Kadam teachings in a lineage descended from Neusurpa.65 Moreover, as van der Kuijp (1987, 58) suggests, not only did Sakya Paṇḍita receive various teachings on logic and epistemology (tshad ma) from Kadam masters, he also received teachings on a number of distinct Kadam stages of the path texts. It is conceivable that Sakya Paṇḍita may have received an oral or written transmission of Atiśa’s Stages in addition to the other Kadam teachings he received from Chiwo Lhepa. 


At this point the lineage figures named in General Meaning come to an end. This suggests that the active transmission of the cycle of texts in this manuscript ends in the early thirteenth century. The thirteenth century as a period when these teachings dissipate fits with the broader conditions in Tibet at that time (see table 2). 


To briefly recapitulate the historical context, Potowa Rinchen Sal (1027–1105) served as the fourth abbot at Radreng Monastery, the founding institution of the Kadampas. After Potowa departed from Radreng, the monastic center underwent a period without leadership known as the “Dharma famine” (chos kyi mu ge, beginning ca. 1085–1115), that lasted sixty-five years.66 The later appointed fifth abbot, Shang Ö Jowa (?–1150), cultivated a patron-monk relationship (mchod yon) with the kingdom of the Tangut that would last through the tenures of the sixth and seventh Radreng abbots, Geshé Gangthang Karwa (?–1173) and Gön Ö Jowa (?–1229). The Tangut kingdom, known in Chinese as Xixia and in Tibetan as Minyak (mi nyag), existed as an independent state from 1032 to 1227, and Kadam-based institutions flourished in central Tibet during this period. This flourishing, however, came to an end in the early thirteenth century. The Mongols began military excursions into Xixia in 1205, and by 1227 the Tanguts had been overthrown.67 In 1240 the Mongolian ruler Göden sent his general Dorta and cavalry into Tibetan areas northeast of Lhasa. This military incursion resulted in the destruction of Radreng, Phenyul Gyal Lhakhang, and the hermitage of Drakgyab, all Kadam-based monastic institutions.68 As recent scholarship has stated, “The Mongol conquest of Tibet in 1240 was a bloody one, creating much hardship, social upheaval, and resentment.”69 In the following turbulent period under Mongké Khan (r. 1251–59), various monastic seats ( gdan sa) were patronized by different Mongolian rulers. The monastic seat of Sakya established relations with Göden, the Tsalpa Kagyü with Khubilai, the Taklung Kagyü with Arigh Böge, the Phakdru Kagyü with Hülegü, and the Drigung Kagyü with Mongké.70 The monastic seat of Drigung Thil ruled over Central Tibet by proxy from 1240 to circa 1260.71 The authority of the Drigung and Phakdru Kagyü was also officially recognized in western Tibet and empowered by the Mongols during this time.72 Whether by happenstance or more nefarious historical conditions, Kadam monastic institutions were not supported during this fragmented and tumultuous era. Gradually, over the next hundred years, the Sakyapa would gain dominance over Tibet, ruling as regents until the 1350s, the declining years of the Mongol Yuan dynasty (1271–1367).73 Within these turbulent conditions, active transmission of the Stages manuscript came to an end. Certainly other manuscripts of Stages and other lineages of the Stages oral transmission must have existed. However, the current manuscript is the only evidence extant. 


After the fourteenth century, the dominant system of the stages of the path was that of Tsongkhapa. Did Tsongkhapa receive these teachings on Atiśa’s Stages? The lineage outlined above, and the structure and content of the Stages manuscript, seem to indicate that Tsongkhapa did not receive them, and he, at very least, does not explicitly comment on them. However, Tsongkhapa’s biography and writings indicate that he received several lineages of stages of the path teachings, both oral and written. The oral transmissions include those from Lhodrak Namkha Gyaltsen—a Kadam master of Chiwo Lhepa’s monastery—and Khenchen Chökyab Sangpo. If Tsongkhapa did receive an oral transmission of the stages of the path teachings similar to those in the Stages manuscript, this might explain how he came to incorporate content of the small- and middling-capacity teachings in his Great Treatise that are not found in Atiśa’s Lamp. In his writings on the stages of the path, Tsongkhapa ostensibly always follows Atiśa’s Lamp and also explicitly follows Drolungpa’s Great Exposition of the Stages of the Doctrine, as mentioned in both the colophon of the Great Treatise and episodes recorded in Tsongkhapa’s biography.74 Tsongkhapa also praises the works of Potowa and Sharawa as early exemplars in the stages of the path teachings.75 The only stages of the path teaching of Tsongkhapa’s that resembles Atiśa’s Stages is Tsongkhapa’s Songs of Experience, which is written in stanzas of nine-syllable lines, focused on meditative experience, and given as a sequence of stages of the path topics.76 Nevertheless, the content of this work does not fully match Atiśa’s Stages. Stages ends with advanced instructions that point out a direct nonconceptual experience of emptiness that is related to an innate, nondual, sudden recognition. This type of instruction is not found in Tsongkhapa’s works, and he explicitly argues against similar understandings of meditation practice in his Queries from a Sincere Heart.77 Moreover, the differences in content between Stages and Lamp also help to explain Gö Lotsāwa Shönu Pal’s statement that Tsongkhapa’s “analytical approach” does not properly comprehend the system of Lamp for the Gelukpas (Mathes 2008, 136 and 142). In other words, Tsongkhapa’s analytical style of teaching the stages of the path in 1405 did not match the “direct realization” style that would have been familiar to audience members like Shönu Pal who had received Kadam-based meditative instructions derived from Stages.78 


Be this as it may, in his record of teachings received, Tsongkhapa differentiates between a stages of the path lineage he receives in the tradition of Gönpawa and a lineage of Atiśa’s Lamp that descends from Dromtönpa and Potowa. Notably, the stages of the path lineage begins with Atiśa and does not have any other Indian predecessors.79 This lineage may be related to Stages and its accompanying works, which also begin with Atiśa. This suggests that even though Tsongkhapa may have received teachings on Atiśa’s Stages, he did not formulate his own writings on the stages of the path according to Stages and instead creatively fashioned his own exegesis based on Lamp and works of Potowa, Sharawa, and Drolungpa. This is perhaps why Lechen remarks that Tsongkhapa relied on perfection path treatises and the oral teachings (man ngag) of the three types of individuals of the stages of the path in formulating his system.80 


As previous scholarship has observed (Napper 2001), Tsongkhapa actually cites only three verses of Atiśa’s Lamp in his Great Treatise. Tsongkhapa invokes Atiśa as an exemplary figure for Atiśa’s ethical discipline and moral virtue. However, Tsongkhapa does not call upon Atiśa for his Madhyamaka view or his practice of esoteric Buddhism and, perhaps as well, does not appeal to Atiśa’s advanced pointing-out instructions of nondual meditation found in the latter portions of Stages.




TABLE 2. ATIŚA’S STAGES OF THE PATH TO AWAKENING LINEAGE 


Atiśa (982–1054)


Dromtönpa (1005–64)


Gönpawa (1016–82)


Gya Chakriwa (late eleventh century)


Gampopa (1079–1153)


Phakmodrupa (1110–70)


Drigung (Jikten Gönpo) (1143–1217)


Taklung (Thangpa Tashi Pal) (1142–1210)


Khamkom


Khön (Sakya Paṇḍita) (1182–1251)


Final anonymous recipient


Conclusion 


Atiśa’s Stages is not as well known as Lamp due to a combination of historical and cultural conditions. As discussed, Atiśa’s Stages mentions Mahāsāṃghika Vinaya rules that were never adapted or followed in Tibetan Buddhism. Stages also presents Atiśa’s own approach to Madhyamaka that was not followed by later Tibetan traditions. As van der Kuijp (2018, 102 and 113) emphasizes regarding knowledge and manuscripts in Tibet, traditions were local. This is most likely the case with the Stages manuscript and its teachings. Stages was composed for Atiśa’s close disciples within a context of teachings for individuals of highest capacity following the stages of the path approach. From this perspective it may have not been widely disseminated. Certainly the manuscript evidence suggests that this was the case.











PART 1
THE HIDDEN WELLSPRING OF TIBETAN PATH LITERATURE
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1. Stages of the Path to Awakening 


THIS CHAPTER presents an analysis of Atiśa’s Stages as a system of path realization and offers a complete translation of this seminal work. As mentioned, Stages is a long continuous series of poetic prescriptive instructions. The work was most likely memorized by early disciples and only later put into writing. The Tibetan copyist of the manuscript has provided vertical line punctuation marks (shad ) indicating divisions within the sections or stanzas. I have sequentially numbered these sections 1 to 181 and placed references to them in brackets.81


After the initial reverence to buddhas and bodhisattvas, Atiśa pays homage to the spiritual master ( guru) as well as the Three Jewels (triratna). The supreme refuge of the spiritual master will be an important theme throughout the work. Atiśa explains that the reason for composing the teaching is for his audience to realize (rtogs) the stages of the path to awakening [§1–2]. 


The main body of Stages opens with a classification of the three types of individuals. In his earlier Lamp, Atiśa gave a brief description of these individuals. Lamp states, 


A person of small capacity seeks only the pleasures of cyclic existence by whatever means possible and pursues his own benefit. 


The middling individual cares about his own peace, turning away from the pleasures of existence and reversing unwholesome deeds. 


The supreme individual, because of personal suffering, seeks the complete extinction of others’ suffering.82


In his Commentary on the Difficult Points of the Lamp for the Path to Awakening,83 Atiśa cites the great fourth-century Indian master Vasubandhu as a source for this threefold classification. The citation of Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Higher Knowledge Autocommentary states, 


The inferior one seeks his own happiness through various means; the middling one seeks only to eliminate suffering, but does not seek happiness, because that is a source of suffering. The supreme person, through taking suffering upon himself, seeks the happiness of others and thereby totally eliminates suffering, because the suffering of others is his own suffering.84


In this commentary, Atiśa clarifies that he will not elaborate upon the individuals of small and middling capacity, since their definitions are easy to understand. He also explains that he composed Lamp for those who are good vessels of the Mahāyāna doctrine.85 Stages, however, places emphasis on understanding the realizations of all three types of individuals [§3]. Moreover, Stages specifies that the small-capacity individual seeks a future heavenly rebirth, the middling one practices to achieve liberation—that is, nirvāṇa—and the supreme individual seeks buddhahood out of compassion for others. Stages and its commentaries state that each type of individual has (1) practices, (2) meditation objects, (3) a reversal of tendencies, and (4) a result. These four are not discussed in Lamp and its commentary. In addition to explicitly mentioning these four qualities, Stages demarcates differences in vows, orientations, processes of realization, and stages of indivisibility (dbyer med pa) that an individual upholds as they ascend through the stages of the path. Table 3 provides an overview of the qualities of the three types of individuals in Stages. 


As table 3 indicates, different qualities are developed and enhanced at various stages of the path, based on the capacity and inclination of the individual. The General Meaning commentary (chapter 3) indicates, based on the Ten Wheels of Kṣitigarbha Sūtra, that the initial practices and meditation objects of the small and middling capacities are “built upon” (thog tu brtsegs pa), rather than shared in “common” (thun mongs ba), as is the case in other, later, stages of the path systems. This means that a person of supreme capacity must first gain the realizations of small and middling individuals. In terms of realization and practice, Atiśa has explained in Entry to the Two Realities and its commentaries that the lower-level practices lead toward superior attainments, culminating in the realization of ultimate reality. In this system, based on principles found in the Ornament of Mahāyāna Scriptures (Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra) and known among early Kadampas as the “system of inclination” ( gzhol lugs), the sequence of subsequent practices and realizations arises based on previous ones.86 The overall structure of Stages presumes that inferior practices are presented before superior ones and coarse realizations before subtler ones, subtle realizations being more difficult and requiring greater capacity. 


Atiśa specifies in both his Lamp (verses 20–21) and Stages (stanza 122) that he accepts seven kinds of pratimokṣa vows.87 Atiśa’s Commentary on the Difficult Points of the Lamp for the Path to Awakening provides a detailed exegesis of these types of vows based on the works of his teachers Bodhibhadra and Serlingpa.88 In his Open Basket of Jewels, where he discusses the conduct based on having accepted vows, Atiśa differentiates both pratimoḳsa and bodhisattva vows on the basis of the stages of progress along the path, a principle similar to his stages of the path system.89 In general, Atiśa ranks the pratimokṣa vows according to the respective degrees of spiritual commitment and renunciation. The vows of a fully ordained monk rank the highest while vows of a lay person are lowest. For Atiśa, the seven kinds of pratimokṣa vows serve as the necessary foundation for bodhisattva vows. Atiśa does not regard another type of vow, the one-day precepts (upavāsa, bsnyen gnas), as a type of pratimokṣa vow because of its temporary nature.90 While acknowledging that Vinaya and Abhidharma works classify the one-day precepts as an eighth type of pratimokṣa vow, Atiśa follows Bodhibhadra and the renowned Asaṅga (fourth century), scholars he admires as masters of bodhisattva discipline, in not ranking this vow as worthy of pratimokṣa status.91 These distinctions have significance for Stages in that he presents the one-day precepts as the type of vow appropriate for individuals of small capacity, despite their not having pratimokṣa status. Along these lines, the seven kinds of pratimokṣa vows are to be upheld by individuals of middling capacity, and they are considered the foundation for the bodhisattva vows and for fulfilling the qualities of an individual of supreme capacity. General Meaning (see chapter 3; folio 34b) states that such a sequence follows the principle of “upwardly progressing good qualities.” An apt analogy invoked by this principle is that of constructing a building. As Barron (2011, 15) describes this, “The foundation remains in place as upper levels are added, and the presence of higher and higher stories in no way obviates the need for that foundation.” In this way, pratimokṣa vows are the foundation of all the practices and meditations in Atiśa’s stages of the path system. 


Sections 4 to 75 of Stages present the vows, practices, and meditations of individuals of small capacity. The orientation of the small-capacity individual is toward practices affecting future lifetimes. They uphold the initial lay precepts, practice virtuous actions, increase their stock of merit, refrain from negative actions, and take refuge in the Three Jewels: the Buddha, his teachings (Dharma), and the community of followers (Saṅgha) [§4–5]. Here, Atiśa emphasizes that the lay precepts must be taken through a ritual and that one takes refuge voluntarily. Initially, individuals of small capacity must also realize the differences between non-Buddhists and Buddhists, place their faith in the Buddha, and abandon devotion to non-Buddhist deities. The sections on refuge describe the eight great benefits of refuge and mention paying homage to the buddha of whichever direction one travels in [§6–9].




After refuge, the text addresses the basic principles of lay conduct based on the pratimokṣa code [§10–12]. The one-day precepts are initially emphasized for the lay community. The one-day precepts—literally “abstinence” or “fasting” in Pāli and Sanskrit—are vows taken by laypeople during the fortnightly confession ceremony traditionally observed at the times of the new and full moon.92 The term for this practice has also been translated as “approximation” (Sobisch 2002, 38n85), in that laypeople temporarily emulate the discipline of ordained monastics by keeping the eight constituents outlined in Stages [§10] for one day. Stages next describes the basic principles of conduct according to the Mahāsāṃghika laws of monastic conduct ( phal chen tshangs spyod gtan gyi khrims): avoiding the four root types of misconduct [§11]. The four root types of conduct are abandoning the taking of life, taking what is not given, lying, and having sexual intercourse. 


The mention of Mahāsāṃghika regulations here is notable. Although Atiśa was fully ordained as a Mahāsāṃghika monk, the Mahāsāṃghika ordination lineage was never established in Tibet, and he was never allowed to ordain anyone in Tibet (Apple 2014 and Apple 2019). The brief mention of the Mahāsāṃghika supports the view that Stages was authored by Atiśa. Atiśa does not single out this ordination lineage in either Lamp or its commentary when discussing monastic discipline. In Indian Buddhism, the pratimoḳsa vows were not to be heard or seen by non-monastics, and the Mahāsāṃghika had a prohibition against verbatim recitation of the rules to the laity (Clarke 2009). A Mahāsāṃghika monk could explain the content of the four rules but not its verbal formulation. This may be why the four root downfalls are only described in an oblique manner in stanza 11. As Clarke suggests, these four proscriptions are not exactly the five vows of the laity nor the rules of a monk. Rather, they are shared basic ethical prescriptions held in common by Buddhists before proceeding to take the full vows of the laity and later of ordination. In his Commentary on the Difficult Points of the Lamp for the Path to Awakening, Atiśa describes two types of lay devotees: those who abstain from illicit sexual activity and those who abstain from sexual activity with their own spouses. The training in common for both is abstaining from the four root downfalls and alcohol.93 The mention of abandoning sexual intercourse (mi tshangs spyod ) at this point in the Stages suggests that Atiśa considered the celibate layperson to be of higher capacity in the stages of the path. 


Stages [§12] then explains increasing merit and making physical and mental offerings dedicated to oneself and others. One then contemplates the fortunate moments (kṣaṇasaṃpad ) afforded by the precious opportunity of human rebirth endowed with leisure and fortune [§13–20]. A precious human rebirth is free from the oppressive conditions of the lower realms of rebirth and has the fortune of riches acquired from others as well as personal endowments. Atiśa briefly outlines the conditions that define “abodes of bad rebirth” (akṣaṇa), including the traditional eight inopportune moments94 along with rebirth in the realm of neither perception nor nonperception, one of the formless realms [§13]. Ten aspects of opportunity are then succintly described in terms of five riches that depend on others and five personal endowments [§14]. The rarity of leisure and fortune is indicated by the well-known analogy of the turtle swimming in the ocean [§17]. Based on these contemplations, Stages motivates its audience to take advantage of fortunate conditions and to vigorously cultivate merit and virtue. 


Impermanence is the next major object of meditation for the person of small capacity [§21–32]. Impermanence, the transitory nature of conditioned existence, can be either external or internal. External impermanence for Atiśa refers to the observable changes of the worldly environment, such as the change in seasons and the growth and decay of plants and trees. Internal impermanence is the transitory nature of sentient beings, exemplified by aging, sickness, and death. Internal impermanence includes the varied human situations for death and the fragility of the human body. Death is inescapable and cannot be overturned. The meditation on impermanence overturns the fixation on permanence and encourages the practitioner to take advantage of the fortunate opportunity of human rebirth. The topic of impermanence is followed by an initial discussion of cause and effect, focusing on the nature of nonvirtuous actions in relation to keeping vows. Stages emphasizes the futility of committing nonvirtuous actions and the repercussions of the maturation of nonvirtuous actions [§33–35].


Stages then outlines the specific sufferings and anguishing conditions of the lower realms of rebirth (durgati) [§36–51], including the realms of hell denizens (nāraka) [§36–42], hungry ghosts ( preta) [§43–47], and animals (tīrañc) along with nāgas [§48–51]. The names and general characteristics of the hell realms outlined by Atiśa conform to the well-known system of eight hot hells and eight cold hells found in Indian Buddhist works such as Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Higher Knowledge and its autocommentary as well as later Tibetan path literature.95 However, the specific area sizes and lengths of lifespan of the various hot hells mentioned by Atiśa differ from other currently known works. Stages [§41] also provides a unique description of individual, ephemeral hells ( pratyekanaraka; nyi tshe) that are correlated to results of rebirth based on the ten paths of nonvirtuous actions.96 For instance, Stages specifies that for lying, “the tongue is stretched out for five hundred yojanas and plowed by one thousand blazing plows . . .” Following Asaṅga’s Yogācārabhūmi, Stages describes three types of hungry ghosts, differentiating them in terms of whether they have obstructions that are external, internal, or both external and internal.97 The lifespans of hungry ghosts, animals, and nāgas are derived from Vasubhandhu’s Treasury of Higher Knowledge and its autocommentary. Atiśa emphasizes that the sufferings of the three lower realms are uncontrollable, meaningless, and long-lasting. He encourages his audience to cultivate virtue after contemplating the fearful consequences of rebirth in any one of these lower realms. 


The attainment of lower or higher states of rebirth is based on the principles of karma found in classical Buddhist descriptions of the effects of virtuous or nonvirtous actions. The negative effects of nonvirtuous actions are based upon mental afflictions and wrongdoing. Atiśa describes the concordant effects (niṣyandaphala) of the ten nonvirtuous actions [§52] as well as the causally concordant behavioral effects of past habituated actions. The general dominant result (adhipatiphala) of nonvirtuous actions manifests as negative effects in the immediate environment [§54]. 


At this point, Atiśa states that “afflictions and wrongdoing are self-manifestations of the mind” (nyon mongs sdig sems rang snang shar ba) [§55], indicating that the anguishing experiences in the lower realms of rebirth are not external conditions but appearances based on the state of one’s own mind. Underlying this statement is Atiśa’s understanding of the Middle Way (madhyamaka), based on the works of Nāgārjuna. Rather than positing that existence resides in external objects, like Vaibhāṣikas, or that it resides in consciousness, like Yogācārins, Atiśa posits “mere appearances” (snang ba tsam; pratibhāsamātra), meaning that all objects and cognitions are dependently designated and are therefore mere imputations (btags pa tsam; prajñaptimātra) by the mind. The dependent arising of conventional reality thus occurs in correlation with the impurity or purity of one’s awareness. In another work, Atiśa refers to this process as “the mere appearance of appropriate manifestations” (rang snang gi snang ba tsam), where perspectives and awarenesses transform appearances, depending upon one’s level of realization on the path. In this way, for Atiśa, self-manifestations of the mind are mere appearances.98 The mentalism of mere appearances will also be discussed at more advanced levels in the stages of the path.99 
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