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A key Dzogchen text—available with its Tibetan commentaries for the first time in English—from a preeminent translator.


THE Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra, one of the most famous and often-recited Dzogchen texts, is at once an entreaty by the primordial buddha, Samantabhadra, that all sentient beings recognize the nature of their minds and thus become buddhas, and also a wake-up call by our own buddha nature itself. This monumental text outlines the profound view of Dzogchen in a nutshell and at the same time provides clear instructions on how to discover the five wisdoms of a buddha in the very midst of the five main afflictions.


“Through pointing out our originally pure nature again and again, this book will make practitioners smile. Through its detailed explanations and meticulous documentation, it will make scholars rejoice.”


—ANDY KARR, author of Contemplating Reality: A Practitioner’s Guide to the View in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism


“Karl Brunnhölzl’s A Lullaby to Awaken the Heart is a rich and inspiring resource for the study and practice of the Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra, containing translations of commentaries by Jigmé Lingpa and the Fifteenth Karmapa as well as a multifaceted introduction. This masterfully translated, well-researched, and comprehensive volume on the most famous of Dzogchen aspiration prayers opens up for us the world of Samantabhadra: our primordial basic awareness.”


—ELIZABETH M. CALLAHAN, translator of The Profound Inner Principles
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The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra, one of the most famous and often-recited Dzogchen texts, is a uniquely profound prayer with two distinct levels of meaning, and it also serves as an on-the-spot practice instruction. On its surface, this is a prayer offered by the primordial buddha, Samantabhadra, who aspires that all sentient beings may recognize the true nature of their minds as self-arising awareness, thereby becoming buddhas. Actually, however, this aspiration is made by this very same nature of the mind—primordial basic awareness, or rigpa,1 which is referred to as “Samantabhadra”—in order to recognize itself, which is nothing other than the ultimate awakening of buddhahood. Thus, it is a wake-up call by our own buddha nature to be revealed as it is, by way of seeing through its adventitious, fleeting obscurations. The prayer not only outlines the profound view of Dzogchen in a nutshell but also provides clear instructions on how to discover the five wisdoms of a buddha in the very midst of the five main mental afflictions.


To give a brief overview of the structure and contents of this book, the first part begins by addressing the question of who or what Samantabhadra in the tradition of the Great Perfection is, what he teaches, and what his instantaneous freedom consists of. This is followed by an elucidation of five aspects or meanings of Samantabhadra in different contexts by Longchen Rabjampa Trimé Öser2 (1308–64), as well as of the iconography and symbolism of both Samantabhadra and Samantabhadrī.


The second part of the book conducts a detailed examination of the background, context, and nature of The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra, beginning with its source, the scriptural collection called the Northern Treasures. After a general presentation of the nature and functions of aspiration prayers in Buddhism, we explore the unique character of The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra, its nonreferential and nondual language, its structure, and the textual versions available to us. This part concludes with an explanation of The Aspiration Prayer as a meditative practice and an overview of the three extant Tibetan commentaries.


The third part consists of three translations of The Aspiration Prayer based on different versions of the text, as well as translations of its three Tibetan commentaries by Jigmé Lingpa, the Fifteenth Karmapa, and Tsültrim Sangpo.3


Among the appendices, the first one presents the outlines of the three Tibetan commentaries. The following appendices unpack the crucial elements of the view of the Great Perfection in terms of ground, path, and fruition, and serve as guides to the context and meanings of the technical terms and concepts in The Aspiration Prayer and its commentaries. These appendices include excerpts from Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of Words and Their Meanings (appendices 2–6) and Precious Treasury of the Supreme Yāna (appendix 7), with support drawn from two commentaries on Jigmé Lingpa’s Treasury of Precious Qualities by Yönten Gyatso (nineteenth century) and Kangyur Rinpoche (1897–1975) (appendices 2, 3, 6, and 7). Appendices 2 to 7 respectively explore the ground of the Great Perfection, its manifestations, and Samantabhadra’s freedom; the arising of delusion and the unchanging inherent purity of all saṃsāric manifestations; how buddha nature and its pure qualities pervade all sentient beings; the distinctions between the all-ground and the dharmakāya as well as between mind and wisdom; the five kāyas and the five wisdoms; and the various notions of freedom in the Dzogchen teachings. Appendix 8 is a translation of Jigmé Lingpa’s Aspiration Prayer for Ground, Path, and Fruition, and appendices 9 and 10 render two short texts by Patrul Rinpoche4 (1808–87) on the essential point of practice—all thoughts and afflictions being free in themselves—and on recognizing the five afflictions as the five wisdoms, respectively.


Finally, a concluding chart details the relationships between the ground, its manifestations, the resulting delusion or freedom, the five main afflictions, and the five corresponding wisdoms.
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Samantabhadra and His Legacy
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Who or What Is Samantabhadra?
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As its title states, The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra is a verbal expression of the wish to benefit ourselves and others uttered by Buddha Samantabhadra.5 So let’s begin by looking at who this buddha is and what he teaches.


In the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, particularly in the Nyingma School, Samantabhadra is considered to be the first or original buddha (Skt. ādibuddha), comparable in status to Vajradhara in the schools of the new translations. Samantabhadra appears in a number of Dzogchen6 tantras and many rediscovered treasure texts (Tib. gter ma) as the principle of primordial buddhahood or the dharmakāya, usually portrayed as speaking and teaching in the first person.7 In that way, this original buddha is the originless origin of the timeless teachings of the Great Perfection. The transmission of these teachings is usually explained as comprising three lineages: (1) the lineage of the awakened mind of the victors, (2) the symbolic lineage of awareness holders, and (3) the ear-whispered lineage of persons.


(1) The lineage of the awakened mind of the victors begins with Samantabhadra, who is nothing other than the instantaneous self-recognition and complete awakening of primordial awareness within the primordial expanse of the dharmadhātu, free from any notion of bondage and liberation. The awakened mind of Samantabhadra has never strayed from the inseparable kāyas and wisdoms of perfect buddhahood. Within this dimension of the dharmakāya of inner luminosity, the realm called the Vajra Heart of Luminosity,8 the three aspects of omniscient wisdom—essence, nature, and compassionate responsiveness9—are the naturally present three kāyas of the original, nondual expanse. It is within this excellent realm—the inconceivable dharmadhātu, or the timeless, formless, and immutably pure dharmakāya realm of Akaniṣṭha10—that the excellent teacher Samantabhadra (the lord of the sixth buddha family) provides a mind transmission without words to his excellent disciples—the vast assembly of the five kinds of primordial wisdom, whose nature is not at all different from Samantabhadra’s own wisdom mind. This excellent, ocean-like assembly of wisdom consists of the natural manifestations of the five families of sambhogakāya buddhas, led by Vajrasattva, along with their infinite retinues. The excellent time when this happens is the duration of dharmatā,11 which is without change or transition.12 The excellent teaching consists of the natural Great Perfection—the alpha-pure awakened mind of utter lucidity within the sphere of innate presence.13 Though all of this is entirely beyond any ordinary notions of teacher, teaching, disciples, place, and time, conventionally, it is referred to as “the self-arising unborn speech of ultimate reality of the dharmakāya” or “the yāna of the Vajra Heart of Luminosity.”14


(2) The symbolic lineage of awareness holders refers primarily to the sambhogakāya Vajrasattva’s teaching the god named “Endowed with the Superior Intention”15 in the divine realm of Trāyastriṃśa.16 This god is said to have been an emanation of Vajrasattva, as well as Garab Dorjé’s17 immediately preceding incarnation. He received a transmission from Vajrasattva by way of symbols with very few words, called “the empowerment of the anointing vase with the means of the victors.” There was also a transmission by Vajrapāṇi to a number of other human and nonhuman awareness holders.


(3) Finally, the ear-whispered lineage of persons consists of masters in the human sphere who teach other humans primarily through words, such as Garab Dorjé’s instructing Mañjuśrīmitra, who in turn taught Śrī Siṃha and Buddhajñānapāda. Śrī Siṃha then transmitted the teachings of the Great Perfection on various occasions to Jñānasūtra, Padmasambhava, Vimalamitra, and the Tibetan translator Vairocana (all eighth century). Through the latter three, the three main cycles of Dzogchen (later classified as the Mind Series, Expanse Series, and Pith Instructions Series) eventually reached Tibet.18


It is said that the Mind Series and Expanse Series were primarily transmitted by Vairocana, though Vimalamitra also translated and taught a significant number of Mind Series texts. The lineage of the Pith Instructions Series is twofold: the oral (Tib. bka’ ma) or “long” lineage that is transmitted from one lineage holder to another (beginning with Garab Dorjé), which entered Tibet through Vimalamitra; and the treasure lineage or “short” lineage that originated with Padmasambhava. He concealed many teachings and other artifacts that were later discovered by treasure revealers throughout the following centuries up to this day.19 With great emphasis on the Pith Instructions Series, all these transmissions were later revived and systematized primarily by Longchenpa and Jigmé Lingpa20 (1729/30–1798), as well as others.21
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The Shortest Biography of Any Buddha Ever


Samantabhadra’s Instantaneous Freedom 
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As the state of original primordial awakening, Samantabhadra is bound neither by any dimensions or limits of time, space, location, or physical conditions; nor by any gradual path of progressing from delusion to eventual freedom or liberation; nor by any evolving from an ordinary deluded sentient being to a perfectly awakened buddha. Rather, Samantabhadra was awakened before there were even the notions of buddhas, sentient beings, saṃsāra, nirvāṇa, delusion, and freedom. Longchenpa’s autocommentary on his Precious Treasury of the Dharmadhātu, called A Treasure Trove of Scriptures, says this:


The primal expanse—the sugata heart—is expressed as the buddhahood that is innately present by nature. There is no saṃsāra or nirvāṇa other than, respectively, not realizing or realizing this very expanse. Prior to it, not even the conventional expressions “buddha” or “sentient being” could be established. For if awareness did not exist, there would not be anyone or anything to ascertain saṃsāra or nirvāṇa, nor would there be any basis for evaluating delusion or freedom. As the explanatory tantra Self-Arising Awareness [says]:


Previously, when I did not exist,


there were neither buddhas nor sentient beings,


so how could there be any path or accomplishment?


There is nothing that did not arise from me.


I am the great emptiness.


From me, the five elements developed.


I am the great sovereign of the elements.


I am the ancestor of all buddhas.


Previously, when I did not exist,


there was not even the name “buddha.”


I am the pāramitā of means.


Since I have no characteristic attributes,


my mind is without movement.


I am the charnel ground of all buddhas—


they are buried in me, the changeless burial ground.


I am the abode of all sentient beings:


latent tendencies appear as if they were bodies.


I am the inseparable prajñā:


outer, inner, and secret are perfect in me.


I am the kāya of the vajra heart:


buddhas spring forth from me.


I am the actuality of unborn awareness:


I am free from phenomena that are entities.


Since I have no characteristics,


I raise sentient beings from their graves.


Since compassionate responsiveness arises from me,


I am beyond empty words.


Since the lucidity dimension arises from me,


I will illuminate the darkness.22


Thus, although Samantabhadra often appears to be described as a person or a realized being, usually speaking in the first person in Dzogchen tantras, it is important to understand that the name Samantabhadra refers to nothing other than the nature of our own mind’s instantaneous and irreversible recognition of itself, its own face, or its own essence,23 before there is even a stirring of nonrecognition or delusion about it. In the cycle of texts that form the Heart Essence of the Great Expanse (Longchen Nyingtig),24 the Subsequent Tantra of Pith Instructions on the Great Perfection declares this:


I, Samantabhadra, the primal protector,


the ancestor of all buddhas,


have become a buddha through overcoming within the expanse


all the unawareness25 of appropriating


the lucid luminosity that is nothing whatsoever.


Thus, I have not experienced any wandering in saṃsāra


and hence am known as the primal protector.


Then, when out of the expanse the dynamic energy of awareness


is arrayed as the clouds of innately present compassionate responsiveness,26


through that compassion, saṃsāric sentient beings


are established in my own overwhelming state.


In order to do this, I explain innately present, self-arising


dynamic energy as the continuum of ground, path, and fruition:27


the ground is the unconditionedness of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa,


the path is the arising of clear luminosity in its differentiations,


and the fruition is the sphere of innate presence without searching—


this is buddhahood without bondage or freedom.


. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .


Neither contrived by good buddhas


nor altered by bad sentient beings,


this unfabricated awareness of the present


that is naked, stainless, and self-luminous


is me, the primal protector.


Sentient beings who are unaware of this


may think28 of me as form—


even if they do so for eons, they will not see me.


They may think of me as sound


or may gauge awareness, but will not accomplish me.


They may think of me as compassionate wisdom,


but this too is just a thought that clings to duality.29


The Tantra of the Wisdom Expanse of Samantabhadra, also from the Heart Essence of the Great Expanse, says that Samantabhadra immediately recognized the fundamental problem of the initial dim cognizance that begins to stir from the primordial, undifferentiated ground of awareness and promptly devolves into the dichotomy of subject and object. Therefore, Samantabhadra never committed even the kind of dualistic virtue of following a path from first being a deluded sentient being to eventually becoming a perfect buddha. Thus, he says:


Knowing this huge flaw of cognizance’s stirring from the ground, transforming into the mental consciousness, and thus serving as the support of karma and latent tendencies through associating with the great demons of apprehender and apprehended—I, Samantabhadra, did not commit even the minutest particle of contaminated virtue but was awakened as the ancestor of all buddhas.30


Thus, Samantabhadra’s buddhahood comes about through rigpa’s true nature simply recognizing itself, by itself, without any further conditions or fabrications: it does not arise through any causes or conditions that are extrinsic or external to it, such as teachers, accumulations of conditioned merit, study, reflection, or contrived forms of meditation beyond the sheer recognition of rigpa by itself.


The same tantra explicitly states that Samantabhadra is not a person, mind stream, or buddha emanation separate from rigpa, but the timeless self-recognition of basic awareness—prior to saṃsāra or nirvāṇa—which is innate in the very heart of all sentient beings and instantaneously manifests as natural freedom:


“Is it suitable or unsuitable to present an argument about time or any ‘before’ and ‘after’ with regard to the split of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa? Also, Teacher Samantabhadra, are you an illusion-like creation within the perspective of virtuous appearances for others or a truly established appearance of an entity consisting of some other mind stream? Please, Teacher, state how it is.”


Samantabhadra said, “The appearance dimension of nirmāṇakāyas is presented in terms of the three times (past, future, and present). However, I, Samantabhadra, am the inexpressible dharmatā of phenomena. Therefore, the words “primal protector,” which suggest a beginning for inconceivable time—Samantabhadra—represent merely an alias with which I am labeled. For that reason, it is only following the arising of the prajñā that examines and analyzes saṃsāra and nirvāṇa that one speaks of the diverging of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, because the single ground has arisen as two paths.31


“Oh Vajra of Realization, if you think that the one who is called ‘the primal protector who possesses the heart of all buddhas, the glorious Bhagavān Samantabhadra’ consists of a mind stream apart from the ocean-like realm of sentient beings, this is the view of extinction in which saṃsāra and nirvāṇa remain disconnected, while they are [actually] connected. Also, since sentient beings would lack the seed of buddhahood, the teachings of the ocean-like path of the two accumulations would become depleted.


“For that reason, become an expert in the mode of being of the ground, because in my nature—the Great Perfection—there are both [the path of] freedom and the path of delusion within the ground. Thus, understand the Dharma that the [ground’s] self-arising as buddha [realms] or the realms of sentient beings occurs by virtue of two factors: being free from all stains of [the ground’s] own face, or being ensnared by karma and afflictions, respectively. Do not search with any hope for me, Samantabhadra, as a buddha who consists of some other mind stream, or as a buddha who is an illusion-like fabricated creation within the appearance dimension [of a buddha for others].”32


In brief, Samantabhadra is the instantaneous, full recognition of mind’s intrinsic and primordial unity of basic awareness and emptiness, which is the very ground of everything that can possibly appear and be experienced, whether in saṃsāra or nirvāṇa. This ground is also called buddha nature, the nature of the mind, original basic awareness, and the fundamental dharmakāya. It is furthermore said that the empty essence of this primordial and self-arising awareness is alpha-purity, its luminous nature is innate presence, and its unceasing compassionate responsiveness is all-pervasive. Thus, it is in the sense of this instantaneous and all-encompassing recognition or realization of that which is most excellent—the intrinsic nature of the mind of all beings, which is the dharmakāya—that the name Samantabhadra is to be understood.


As the conclusion of the first chapter of Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of Words and Their Meanings explains, Buddha Samantabhadra bears his name not only because the awakened state he represents is utterly pure and devoid of any distortions in terms of ego, dualistic perception, and corporeality, but also because he represents the direct awakening and freedom that occurs immediately within the initial seeming exteriorization of the primordial ground as its own ground manifestations. Thus, unlike in the case of other (historical) buddhas, Samantabhadra’s hallmark is that there is absolutely no straying into saṃsāra at first and thus no gradual return with great difficulty to the very source—the natural expanse of primordial awareness—from which such straying would have occurred. In other words, Samantabhadra stands for the instantaneous awakening through the immediate recognition of the ground manifestations for what they are—nondual basic awareness—devoid of even a brief experience of nonrecognition, delusion, ignorance, or impurity. Here is Longchenpa’s explanation:


At the very moment of their rising from the ground, the ground manifestations—the eight gateways of innate presence33—dawn as [the ground’s] self-appearance. An impartial state of mind without grasping [at these ground manifestations] as something other will recognize them as [the ground’s] natural self-radiance. Through that, this stirring [of the ground manifestations] is [immediately] cut through, directly within itself: through what dawns as self-appearance recognizing its own face in the first instant, realization arises, and thus the ground manifestations are differentiated [as what they actually are]. In the second instant, through delusion having been purified (Tib. sangs) and wisdom having expanded (Tib. rgyas),34 the ground is matured as the fruition. Thus, the essence—primordial awakening [purity and expansion]—is said to be re-awakened [re-purified and re-expanded] through realization. The teacher who has thus awakened prior to everything, right within the ground, through the dissolution of its self-appearances within alpha-purity, is called “Samantabhadra.” …


The seed-like awareness that rises from the ground [as the ground manifestations] is indeterminate in terms of whether it causes freedom or delusion. Therefore, it is called “nonmatured awareness.” Its maturation into awakening is caused by the prajñā of realization. … When [this awareness] is realized as itself by virtue of not straying outward into discernment, through joining the dissolution process [of the ground manifestations] with an impartial state of mind, it remains within inner luminosity.35


In brief, everything that appears as the ground manifestations arises from the ground of rigpa, while not being different from it. Recognizing these manifestations as nothing other than this basic ground means being free. Thus, both delusion and freedom—and therefore everything in saṃsāra and nirvāṇa—occurs within this basic awareness and never goes beyond it. In looser parlance, this could be phrased by adapting the famous dictum about Las Vegas: “Whatever happens in rigpa stays in rigpa.”


Moreover, since Samantabhadra is nothing but a name for instantaneously becoming a buddha through directly recognizing the ground manifestations as primordial awareness, the freedom of Samantabhadra can and does occur in the mind streams of all kinds of beings, all the time. It does not just refer to some individual’s attainment of such a freedom in the past. Pema Ledreltsal36 says this:


One shouldn’t think that the mode of freedom of Universal Goodness [Samantabhadra] … is a matter of a liberation that was attained in an ancient time. Because at the very time of our speaking now, there are many beings who are being deluded from the basis [ground], who are liberated, and who are confused on the border between freedom and delusion.37


Tsültrim Sangpo’s Lamp discusses at which time Samantabhadra is free, through what he is free, how he is free, what is freedom, and in what location he is free:


At which time is [Samantabhadra] free? Master Vimala[mitra] declares this:


As for the natural ground of primal alpha-purity,


its essence is that it is not established as anything whatsoever,


while its nature is that it appears as anything whatsoever.


Its compassionate responsiveness is to be free in dawning as anything whatsoever.


Accordingly, [Samantabhadra] is free at the time when the seal of the inner expanse’s sphere of innate presence is rent open, [this sphere of innate presence] rises from the ground, and is seen as the ground manifestations.38


Through what is [Samantabhadra] free? … [Samantabhadra] is free through the prajñā of self-appearances’ being realized and appearing as the play of wisdom and their being differentiated from the characteristics of entities, which are other-appearances.39


How is [Samantabhadra] free? He is free by way of realizing [self-appearances] to be self-appearances, through differentiating them from other-appearances.40


What is freedom? Through the power of being without adventitious stains, freedom does not arise from anything other, but merely consists of revealing primordially free wisdom as complete freedom. …


In which location is [Samantabhadra] free? … The primal alpha-purity that rests in its very own place is free as the original inner expanse. … Thus, at the time of the unceasing wisdom that is like eternity, the changeless dharmakāya—the kāya that is like a vajra—is endowed with the water of uninterrupted samādhi that is like nectar and the light of the unobscured awakened mind that is like the sun and the moon. Therefore, this is called “having seized awareness’s very own place.”


Accordingly, the dharmakāya of having come face to face with realization abides as the completely perfect primal buddha—Samantabhadra, whose character consists of the three dharmas41 and who is self-arising as the sphere of innate presence, which is the consummate fruition.42
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The Five Aspects of Samantabhadra
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Longchenpa’s Treasure Trove of Scriptures first elucidates the text’s opening homage through five distinct meanings of Samantabhadra and then explains that Samantabhadra—one of the most common Dzogchen names for the state of original buddhahood—is nothing other than the primordial, innate awareness that is naturally free, even before any notions of “buddhas” or “sentient beings” have emerged:


I pay homage to glorious Samantabhadra.


Glorious refers to having found the genuine dharmakāya (one’s own welfare) and, while never departing from this expanse, benefiting sentient beings through genuine rūpakāyas, for as long as saṃsāra lasts (the welfare of others). Thus, [glorious] has the meaning of the consummate qualities of relinquishment and realization.


Who has such [glory]? It is “Samantabhadra.” This primal protector, who has arrived as the guru of all of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, is the excellent teacher who has primordially perfected the powerful mastery over innately present enlightened activity, as the genuine guide who demonstrates the path. It is to this [teacher] that the author pays homage with fervent faith; that is, he pays homage with great, supreme devotion of the three gates [of body, speech, and mind].


Is this homage only paid to this [Samantabhadra]? Homage is not only paid to him but to all that is present as the five aspects of Samantabhadra in terms of representing the branches [that are the aids] for realizing the subject matter [of this text]: that is, all buddhas (because they have become buddhas as the essence of Samantabhadra) and all phenomena of the ground, path, and fruition.


(1) Samantabhadra as teacher means that all buddhas, while residing in the forms of the sambhogakāya and the dharmakāya in Akaniṣṭha, promote the welfare [of all sentient beings] through sending forth [countless] emanations to all the distinct realms of those to be guided. The [opening verse of Dharmakīrti’s] Pramāṇavārttika says this:


I pay homage to Samantabhadra


with his profound and vast kāyas


that dispel the web of thoughts


and his pervasively radiating brilliance.43


(2) Samantabhadra as ground is the dharmatā of all phenomena—suchness. This is [also] called “Samantabhadra as nature.”


(3) Samantabhadra as adornment refers to the appearances of all phenomena, which are self-arising as the play of the bearers of the nature [of phenomena]. This consists of [all] that is completely pure, in that its nature is illusory.


(4) Samantabhadra as awareness is self-arising wisdom,44 the sugata heart. It refers to exactly what the Uttaratantra describes:


Since the perfect buddhakāya radiates,


since suchness is undifferentiable,


and because of the disposition,


all beings always possess the buddha heart.45


(5) Samantabhadra as realization is the fundamental basic nature. Through realizing it well, the eyes of freedom are found. This is [also] called “Samantabhadra as the path.” These [five aspects] are also mentioned in the Mirror of Samantabhadra’s Mind:


All phenomena are to be understood as having the nature of the five [aspects of] Samantabhadra. What are these? They are as follows: (1) Samantabhadra as nature, (2) Samantabhadra as adornment, (3) Samantabhadra as teacher, (4) Samantabhadra as awareness, and (5) Samantabhadra as realization.46


The detailed explanation of the meaning of this homage consists of a praise of bodhicitta, which is equal to space:


The originally and innately present Dharma that is so marvelous and amazing


is the luminosity of self-arising wisdom, which is bodhicitta,47


the treasury from which all that appears and is possible—container, contents,48 saṃsāra, and nirvāṇa—arises. 


I pay homage to this unwavering freedom from reference points.


This teaches the topic of the treatise in a general manner. It says that naturally pure mind as such49 has not been produced by anyone but is originally self-arising. Therefore, it is innately present as the buddhahood [at the time] of the ground—the suchness that is the dharmakāya without any change or transition. Since the qualities of this expanse—the kāyas and wisdoms—are primordially present [in it] in an inseparable manner, it is present as the Dharma that is so marvelous and amazing. It abides as the luminosity of ever-unchanging self-arising wisdom, which is bodhicitta. Though it may arise as saṃsāra or nirvāṇa by virtue of the condition of its either being realized or not realized, this essence [always] abides as the natural Great Perfection—the dharmatā that does not change or transition into anything whatsoever. It is to this genuine character [of mind as such] that I pay homage, as an aspect of understanding this basic nature. Self-Arising [Awareness] says this:


In the essence of actual reality,


there is neither a buddha nor a sentient being.


Since awareness is without clinging, it is empty.


Given that it does not dwell in emptiness,


it dwells in its own state of great bliss.


The powerful sovereign of all buddhas


should be understood to be our own awareness.


This king of self-appearing awareness


exists in all but is not realized by all.50
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Samantabhadra’s Appearance
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Iconographically, as a completely naked and unadorned blue figure, Samantabhadra symbolizes the original buddha—the utterly formless and ungraspable dimension of the dharmakāya, which is like a completely cloud-free, deep-blue sky.51 Samantabhadra’s one face represents the single ultimate reality of the face, or essence, of basic awareness, which defies identification as one or many. His two hands are in the mudrā of meditation, which symbolizes the realization that awakened and unawakened beings are equal. Being seated in the cross-legged position stands for the union of nonconceptual prajñā and nonreferential compassion (or skill in means). Remember that Samantabhadra is not an ordinary being, or a buddha with certain characteristics, such as a blue body, one face, two eyes, two hands, and so on; he stands for the ultimate dimension of the awakened mind, the realization of which is as deep and vast as the spaciousness of the deep-blue sky, while completely transcending any identifiable characteristics, such as form, color, physicality, or concepts.


Samantabhadra is often depicted in sexual union with the female buddha Samantabhadrī, who is equally naked but white in color. White here stands for the complete purity, transparency, nonsolidity, and lack of characteristics of the primordial state, or emptiness. Just as white is not actually a color at all, the stainless crystal of the dharmadhātu is completely colorless in itself.


The embrace between Samantabhadra and Samantabhadrī represents the inseparable union of the pure awareness of self-arising, luminous wisdom, and the vast open expanse of the dharmadhātu, or emptiness.52 The vibrantly clear insight and awareness of this wisdom arises naturally within the open spaciousness of the expanse of emptiness, radiating throughout it and pervading it. Their inseparable union is not just a nonconceptual cognitive dimension; its affective dimension or tone is the experience of the inexhaustible great bliss that is completely unconditional and free from all mundane emotions, such as desire, attachment, clinging, and pride. Their lotus seat symbolizes their freedom from all stains of conditioned phenomena and characteristics. Just as a mother gives birth to children, all phenomena arise from and within the open yet fertile and luminous space of emptiness.53


Thus, the symbolism of the feminine principle makes it clear that emptiness is not a blank voidness, an utter nonexistence, a negative, or some static state, but the indeterminate yet dynamic dimension of infinite potentiality. The masculine principle refers to the awareness of nonconceptual wisdom that is accompanied by the warm heart of compassion; this is what moves within, permeates, and is aware of the spaciousness of this boundless realm, manifestly expressing all its enlightened and enlightening possibilities and qualities.


In their function as the “parents” of awakening, Samantabhadra and Samantabhadrī are the ultimate source of bodhicitta, as well as of all levels of realization of the noble ones in the Śrāvakayāna, Pratyekabuddhayāna, Mahāyāna, and Vajrayana; Samantabhadra and Samantabhadrī are also the central figures in the maṇḍala of the one hundred peaceful and wrathful deities.54









Part II
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The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra
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The Northern Treasures


[image: Image]


The source of The Aspiration Prayer is the collection of treasure texts called the Northern Treasures, which was discovered by Rigdzin Gökyi Demtruchen Ngödrub Gyaltsen55 (1337–1408) in the cave of Sangsang Lhatra.56


Ngödrub Gyaltsen was born to the northeast of Mount Trasang57 and is considered a reincarnation of Nanam Dorjé Düjom,58 one of the twenty-five main disciples of Padmasambhava. In accordance with a prophecy, when he was in his twelfth year, three feathery growths appeared on the crown of his head, and two more appeared by the time he was twenty-four. Since these growths looked like vulture feathers, he became generally known as Rigdzin Gökyi Demtruchen (in short Rigdzin Gödemchen)—“the Vulture-Feathered Awareness Holder.”


Though Rigdzin Gödemchen was the primary revealer of the Northern Treasures, this collection originated with the hermit Sangpo Tragpa from Manglam,59 who was a Kagyü Mahāmudrā practitioner. In 1364 he found a number of scrolls at Gyang Yönpolung,60 including the key to the treasures to be found later by Rigdzin Gödemchen, a prophetic guide on how to identify this destined revealer, and specific instructions for him. The scrolls also contained the famous collection of prayers to Padmasambhava commonly referred to as the Supplications in Seven Chapters.61 Thus, in 1365, Sangpo Tragpa entrusted these scrolls to a vinaya master named Tönpa Sönam Wangchug62 and his two companions, instructing them to pass them on to a yogin carrying a statue and a rosary in his hands, whom they would meet to the east of Sangsang and who would mention the king of Kungtang63 in an appreciative manner. Shortly thereafter, they indeed met a yogin who matched that description—none other than Rigdzin Gödemchen—and they handed all the texts over to him.


On April 19, 1366, Rigdzin Gödemchen first found the key to three major treasures and one hundred minor treasures in the form of seven paper scrolls in a cavity near the summit of Mount Trasang, which had been indicated to him by a beam of white light.64 About two months later, on June 14, he revealed the actual collection of the Northern Treasures in the cave of Sangsang Lhatra, which is located on the eastern slope of Rock Mountain Resembling a Cluster of Poisonous Snakes,65 in the vicinity of Mount Trasang in Northern Latö.66


The original treasure consisted of a square blue treasure chest containing five separate chambers arranged in the form of a maṇḍala, each of which contained one hundred topics and various sacred objects. In the central chamber, made of deep red leather, Rigdzin Gödemchen found three ritual daggers,67 a number of relics of Padmasambhava and his disciples, and the Northern Treasures’ central cycle of Dzogchen instructions, called Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind.68


Rigdzin Gödemchen spent the rest of his life transmitting the wealth of instructions in the Northern Treasures and upholding the teachings of the Nyingma lineage in general. The first three main recipients of the Northern Treasures were his wife, Lama Pema,69 his short-lived son and direct lineage heir, Namgyal Gönpo (1399–1424),70 and his disciple Dorjé Gönpo.71 These transmissions resulted in three distinct lineages: the secret consort (Tib. gsang yum) lineage, the son lineage, and the disciple lineage, which became reunited by the seventeenth century. Furthermore, Rigdzin Gödemchen’s many other disciples also passed on the Northern Treasures, including to the famous siddha Tangdong Gyalpo.72


Rigdzin Gödemchen also found the keys to and opened a number of “hidden lands,”73 such as Sikkim.74 In 1389 he was appointed as the personal spiritual teacher of the then king of Kungtang in Central Tibet. He then founded the monastery of Sé Trasang75 near Mount Trasang, which later became the seat of his son, Namgyal Gönpo, as well as the seat of a line of incarnations known as the Setön Lamas.76


Later, a lineage holder of the Northern Treasures named Legden Dorjé (1512–80?)77 claimed to be the reincarnation of Rigdzin Gödemchen and was recognized as such at a mature age. In 1632, the rebirth of Legden Dorjé, Ngagi Wangpo78 (1580–1639), founded the monastery Tubten Dorjé Tra Ewam Chogar79 and assumed the title of the Third Dorjé Tra Rigdzin. Thus, Rigdzin Gödemchen and Legden Dorjé were retrospectively considered to be the First and Second Dorjé Tra Rigdzin, respectively. In addition to propagating the Northern Treasures, several of Rigdzin Gödemchen’s reincarnations were also treasure revealers in their own rights. Led by these successive reincarnations as the throneholders of Dorjé Tra Monastery, it became one of the six main seats of the Nyingma School in Tibet80 and remained the primary seat of the Northern Treasures lineage until the Chinese invasion.81


In 1984, in Indian exile, Taglung Tsétrul Rinpoche82 (1926–2015) founded a new monastery modeled after the original Dorjé Tra Monastery, called Tubten Dorjé Tra Ewam Chogar Chökor Namgyal Ling,83 in Shimla, Himachal Pradesh. Until his passing, Taglung Tsétrul Rinpoche served as the throneholder of this monastery and thus the head of the Northern Treasure lineage. In 2012, he was also elected as the supreme head of the Nyingma School.
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The Source of 
The Aspiration Prayer


Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind
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The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra is no doubt the most popular text of the Northern Treasures revealed by Rigdzin Gödemchen; it is still recited daily by many thousands of Tibetan Buddhists. Its general textual source is the central cycle of the Northern Treasures, the four volumes of Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind, which is often praised for its profundity and clarity. This cycle represents a complete system of Dzogchen teachings, covering all aspects of the Great Perfection from its introductory levels to the highest instructions of Cutting through Solidity and Direct Leap.84


Samantabhadra’s aspiration prayer is by no means an ad hoc, random, or isolated utterance. To understand and practice the instructions in this prayer, it is crucial to acknowledge and appreciate its general and specific sources, context, and timing. Buddha Samantabhadra presents his prayer as the culmination of his teaching, in the penultimate chapter of the explanatory tantra called the Tantra That Teaches the Great Perfection as Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind,85 in the fourth and last volume of the cycle Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind. The tantra comments in detail on this cycle’s root tantra, the Tantra That Teaches Sentient Beings to Be Buddha Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind,86 as well as the other tantras contained in the third volume. This means that Samantabhadra offers his aspiration prayer after having already taught all the essentials of the ground, path, and fruition of the Great Perfection. Thus, his prayer not only represents a pithy concluding summary of both the root tantra and its explanatory tantra but also presents the crowning instructions for revealing the nature of the five main mental afflictions as the five primordial wisdoms. These instructions are squarely based on all the teachings concerning the primordial ground of innately present awareness and its qualities, the path of the self-recognition of this ground without meditation, and the fruition of its being fully revealed without attaining anything new, all of which Samantabhadra previously discussed in the root tantra and its explanatory tantra.


To outline the wider thematic context—or the inner mental landscape—of this aspiration prayer, let’s begin with the tantra that represents its root. The Tantra That Teaches Sentient Beings to Be Buddha Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind is a short text of fifteen pages in which Samantabhadra answers a number of questions posed by the bodhisattva Vajrapāṇi, who is referred to by his epithet “Lord of Secrets.” The tantra’s eight chapters teach (1) the manner in which the seed of the dharmakāya abides in sentient beings, (2) the dharmakāya and the kāya of unobstructed wisdom, (3) uncontrived awareness as the essence of buddhahood, (4) the dharmakāya as the nature and the view, (5) the qualities of the dharmakāya, (6) the pith instructions for awakening, (7) the time when sentient beings become free, and (8) the awakened mind of Samantabhadra.


The first chapter of the tantra, concerning the seed of the dharmakāya, begins with questions that sound like a brief summary of the key themes of The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra: from the single ground, the two paths of delusion and self-recognition diverge, leading to the two results of saṃsāric sentient beings with their afflictions and Samantabhadra’s freedom with its wisdoms, respectively:


The Lord of Secrets asked: “Kye! Primal buddha, Samantabhadra, how do the [two] distinct paths diverge in all sentient beings of the six realms, who are one as self-arising innate presence? Of what kind are the inconceivable karmas and afflictions in all sentient beings of the six realms and the inconceivable appearances of wisdom in Samantabhadra?”87


Samantabhadra answers these questions in a way that closely resembles the more detailed discussion of these themes in his aspiration prayer:


The primal buddha, Samantabhadra, responded: “Lord of Secrets, listen well. I and all sentient beings of the six realms originated in a self-arising manner within the ground, the locus of innate presence. Therefore, all of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa is self-arising. At the time when the dynamic energy of the five elements stirs within what is self-arising, conceit about self-appearances begins to flare up88 and leads to delusion in the form of [many] thoughts of dualistic appearances. Through proliferating as all kinds of thoughts, the sentient beings of the six realms experience inconceivable karmic appearances.


“When the [ground’s] dynamic energy stirs from the ground, this occurs in a self-arising manner. The path consists of being aware that this dynamic energy is [nothing but the ground’s] self-appearances. Since there is no mental state of conceit or doubt, this is the buddhahood that occurs in the manner of [both] saṃsāra and nirvāṇa being severed through a single strike. Why is that? Buddhas have the wisdom of being aware of self-appearances. Sentient beings have the karma of the delusion of dualistic appearances.”89


Finally, Samantabhadra affirms the general existence of the seed of the dharmakāya in all sentient beings and its specific way of being in humans, which serves as the foundation of the path of the Great Perfection:


The Lord of Secrets asked: “Kye! Primal buddha, Samantabhadra, does the seed of the dharmakāya abide in sentient beings or not? If it abides [in them], how does it abide?”


Samantabhadra replied: “The seed of the dharmakāya abides in all sentient beings. In the sentient beings of the three miserable realms, there is the seed of the dharmakāya that resembles [a reflection of] the moon in water being stirred by a strong wind. In the three [kinds of] abodes of the higher realms, there is the seed of the dharmakāya that resembles the sun or moon when clouded over. Lord of Secrets, listen: In the center of the heart of those sentient beings who are humans, there abides the seed of the dharmakāya of the buddhas, which resembles the sun surrounded by the five lights. Its lucidity dwells in the center of the eyes.”90


In the sixth chapter, which teaches the pith instructions for awakening, Samantabhadra explains the meanings of Samantabhadra, Samantabhadrī, their union, and Samantabhadra’s unobstructed awakened mind as follows:


Realizing that the essence of awareness is empty, it is Samantabhadrī. Not being an emptiness that is an utter voidness, the luminosity of awareness is Samantabhadra. Since awareness consists of lucid radiance within emptiness, it is present as inseparable emptiness and lucidity. Precisely this is the sole completely perfect buddhahood. Through mind’s relaxing at ease, awareness dawns in a self-arising and lucid manner. This represents the samādhi of Mahāmudrā. As a sign of this, one’s upper torso exists as being empty. Through directing the eyes into space, the dharmakāya of the buddhas that abides in the center of one’s heart appears directly. This is called “the buddhahood of the nature that is innate presence.” Allowing just this unceasing and unobstructed vision to settle in the center of one’s eyes in a vividly clear manner—unobscured by any thoughts of dualistic appearances and without clinging—is the unobstructed awakened mind of Samantabhadra.91


Finally, in the eighth chapter of the tantra, Buddha Samantabhadra describes his own awakened mind in more detail as follows:


My awakened mind is unconditioned; there is no awakening through conditioned phenomena. Since my body abides as the kāya of prajñā, it lacks any form with characteristics. My body is the kāya of wisdom. It is buddhahood beyond Dharma. My awakened mind is not arrived at by meditating and practicing. Since it is free from efforts, recognition of its own face is sufficient. I do not have a material body. I am not tainted by virtuous or evil karma. My body exists as the kāya of wisdom. Awareness exists as a sphere of light. Free from any becoming more lucid or fading, the appearances of wisdom exist in a resplendent manner. If persons with pure karma dispel the thoughts of mind and awareness seizes its own place, the body of flesh and blood is discarded and the body of luminosity dawns. Once the thoughts of mind have been severed, nonconceptual wisdom dawns. Once the appearances of delusion have ceased, pure appearances dawn. Through the dawning of the appearances of wisdom, my appearances are without meeting and parting.92


Thus, Samantabhadra’s unobstructed awakened mind is the state of freedom of our own awareness: the boundless primordial realization of the stainless, all-pervasive, open, and unobstructed awakened mind of the original buddha, Samantabhadra, is nothing other than the natural state of primordial awareness, without its ever having strayed into any state of delusion.


As for the specific scriptural source of The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra, this prayer constitutes the nineteenth chapter of one of several tantras that explain the root Tantra That Teaches Sentient Beings to Be Buddha Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind. This explanatory tantra refers to itself using three different but related titles: The cover title is the Great Dzogchen Tantra of Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind, the Tantra of Becoming a Buddha Merely Through Seeing, Hearing, Wearing, and Making Aspiration Prayers (which I will mostly refer to as Tantra of Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind).93 At its beginning, the tantra is also called the Tantra That Teaches the Awakened Mind of All Victors—the Intrinsic Wisdom That Is the Blazing Light of Awareness.94 Each chapter ends with reference to the text as the Tantra That Teaches the Great Perfection as Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind.95 As the following will show, each of these three titles focuses on the specific contents of certain chapters among the twenty in this tantra.


A brief overview of their contents: (1) the first chapter describes the setting as the dharmadhātu realm of Akaniṣṭha, in which Samantabhadra resides with his retinue of the five buddha families and their billions of retinues. It is here that Vajradhara—the foremost among all sambhogakāyas who emanate from the dharmakāya—supplicates the dharmakāya buddha Samantabhadra to explain each of the following as Samantabhadra’s unobstructed awakened mind: the sambhogakāyas (the forty-two peaceful buddhas and bodhisattvas as well as the ocean of wrathful buddhas and deities) who appear from within the natural state of the dharmadhātu free from reference points, their pure realms and abodes, their arising and dwelling therein, their visions, their emanations of compassionate responsiveness, and the beings to be guided by them. In sum, Vajradhara requests that Samantabhadra describe the beginning, middle, and end of his unobstructed awakened mind, with the beginning being the innately present ground, the middle being innately present self-arising awareness, and the end being the innately present three kāyas.


(2) In response, the second chapter explains that all the many forms of the sambhogakāya and nirmāṇakāya are emanations of the dharmakāya, Samantabhadra. These kāyas present all the teachings of all yānas, which are divided into the three categories of teachings of expedient meaning, teachings with an indirect intention, and teachings of definitive meaning. The latter—the teachings of the Great Perfection—lead to buddhahood in a single lifetime.


The remaining chapters discuss the following topics: (3) the general ground of both saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, (4) how saṃsāra and nirvāṇa diverge from this ground, (5) the dharmadhātu wisdom of Akaniṣṭha as the palace of self-appearances, (6) the inseparability of the three kāyas, (7) the awakening of unaware sentient beings through instructing them on the ground, path, and fruition, (8) the manner in which the dharmakāya abides within the bodies of unaware sentient beings, (9) the example for that—a wish-fulfilling jewel in a jeweled casket, (10) the means for becoming a buddha in the nirvāṇa without remainder through being shown dharmatā directly, (11) the manner in which persons who encounter this Dharma become buddhas, (12) how persons with lesser intelligence are introduced to this, (13) the four kāyas and five wisdoms, (14) the essential points of the intermediate state, (15) that through the three eminent ways of extracting the quintessence of Samantabhadra’s mind, sentient beings are powerless not to awaken, (16) that through engaging in special practices, sentient beings are powerless not to awaken, (17) awakening through seeing, hearing, and touching self-arising letters, (18) the methods of drawing and handling that which frees through wearing, (19) that through making the aspiration prayer of great power, sentient beings are powerless not to awaken, and (20) the qualities of this tantra and to whom it should be entrusted.


Thus, our Aspiration Prayer, along with two introductory and concluding sentences, constitutes the nineteenth of the twenty chapters in this tantra. Nevertheless, neither this chapter nor the aspiration prayer itself are actually titled The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra. The opening sentence of the chapter refers to what follows as the “special aspiration prayer of saṃsāric sentient beings’ powerlessness not to awaken” and its concluding sentence similarly says that this chapter “teaches that through making this aspiration prayer of great power, sentient beings are powerless not to awaken.” Thus, this aspiration prayer is also known as the Aspiration of Great Power.96


In brief, the ultimate scriptural source of The Aspiration Prayer of Samantabhadra is the revealed Tantra of Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind, while its inner spiritual source is the actual unobstructed awakened mind of Samantabhadra—the unobscured and all-pervasive realization of primordial buddhahood—from which this aspiration prayer reverberates on its own as a natural expression of the dynamic energy of this awakened mind.
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The Nature of 
The Aspiration Prayer
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What Is a Buddhist Aspiration Prayer?


Bhante Shravasti Dhammika’s website “Guide to Buddhism from A to Z” explains the notion of “aspiration” in a general Buddhist context and distinguishes it from ambition as follows:


Ambition (chanda or icchā) is an eagerness to acquire personal advantage—wealth, power, status or fame—while aspiration (patthāna) is a gentle but firm determination to achieve something. The English word ambition comes from the Latin ambitionem meaning “going around” while aspiration is related to the Latin spiritus, breath, and comes from the French aspirare meaning “to breathe out.”97 Ambition is not necessarily negative, but it does have a tendency to override integrity in its drive to get what it wants. And when it does get what it wants, it sometimes misuses it. … As the Buddha said: “Because of his craving for riches, the fool undermines himself” (Dhp.355). All too often, ambition just keeps us “going round,” i.e. it further entangles us in saṃsāra. …


Aspiration is a form of desire tempered by thoughtfulness, integrity and a self-interest that takes into account the interests of others too. While ambition is focused totally on the goal, aspiration never loses sight of either the goal or the means used to attain it. Aspiration allows us to “breathe freely” (assāsa, M.I,64) after we have achieved our goal, because we know we have done it without compromising our values or disadvantaging others. Aspiration also understands that, while mundane goals may be useful in this life, spiritual goals benefit us in both this and the next life and will eventually lead to the state of complete fulfilment where we no longer strive for any goal, i.e. nirvana. The Buddha said one should, “put forth his whole desire, exert himself, make a strong effort, apply his mind and resolve” to attain such goals (A.IV,364). And when he said that one practising Dhamma should be “moderate in his desires,” he meant we should aspire towards worthwhile goals without allowing our aspiration to degenerate into ambition.98


In the Tibetan tradition, a general distinction is made between “aspiration” (Skt. prārthanā or āśaṃsā, Tib. smon pa) and “aspiration prayer” (Skt. praṇidhāna, Tib. smon lam).99 “Aspiration” is explained to be “the mindset of wishing to attain something,” while an “aspiration prayer” is “the expression of a mental aspiration on the path of words.”100 Simply put, an aspiration prayer is an expression of good wishes in order to benefit ourselves and others.


More specifically, the Mahāyānasūtrālaṃkāra presents three verses on aspiration prayers as they are understood in the Mahāyāna:


Intention associated with striving


and impelled by wisdom—


the aspiration prayers of the intelligent


are unequaled on all bhūmis.


They are to be understood as being causes


and results accomplished through the mind.


Their functionality is to bring about future goals,


because they are successful merely through the mind.


Diverse, great, and pure


on the higher and higher bhūmis


until awakening, they are what accomplish


the bodhisattvas’ own welfare and that of others.101


According to Sthiramati’s commentary,102 these verses describe (1) the nature, (2) the cause, (3) the levels, (4) the classification, and (5) the function of aspiration prayers.


(1) In general, “intention” is defined as the mind’s stirring and moving, and “striving” arises for desirable entities. Here, the nature of aspiration prayers is the articulation of a bodhisattva’s thinking about, and striving for, the ways to attain the fruition of unsurpassable awakening after having given rise to bodhicitta.


(2) Since the aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas arise from the cause that is nonconceptual wisdom, they are said to be “impelled by wisdom.” Alternatively, “impelled by wisdom” refers to their being dedicated in order to attain such wisdom.103


(3) Worldly people make aspiration prayers in order to attain certain pleasant fruitions within the realms of gods and humans, while śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas make aspiration prayers in order to attain their individual supramundane fruitions. However, since the aspiration prayers of the intelligent bodhisattvas on the ten bhūmis are far superior to all aspiration prayers by ordinary beings, śrāvakas, and pratyekabuddhas, they are said to be “unequaled.”


(4) As for the classification of the aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas, they are to be understood as being the causes for accomplishing all goals: that is, a bodhisattva’s own welfare and that of others, in both this and other lifetimes. “Results accomplished through the mind” refers to results that come about merely through the aspiration prayers made in the mind of a bodhisattva. There are immediate results of such prayers in this life: given that ultimately neither the body nor speech perform any function, even in this life, a bodhisattva’s own welfare and that of others will be accomplished merely through making aspiration prayers.104 “Their functionality is to bring about future goals, because they are successful merely through the mind.” The same goes for subsequent lives: ultimately, nothing can be accomplished through the body or speech—it is merely through the intention or the aspiring mind of bodhisattvas that the entire welfare of themselves and others will be fulfilled.


Furthermore, during the time of the two paths of accumulation and preparation, the aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas are called “diverse.” At that time, since they have not yet realized the characteristic of the dharmadhātu’s omnipresence (which is only realized on the first bhūmi), their many different aspiration prayers are made in a great number of dissimilar ways. The aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas on the first bhūmi are called “great,” because they accomplish the ten great aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas.105 “Pure on the higher and higher bhūmis until awakening” refers to the aspiration prayers from the second bhūmi up to reaching buddhahood. Compared to the purity of aspiration prayers on lower bhūmis, those on higher bhūmis are more noble and distinguished.


(5) The function of the aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas is to fully accomplish both their own welfare and that of others.


The Eighth Karmapa’s commentary on the Abhisamayālaṃkāra explains the difference between “aspiration prayer” and “dedication” as follows:


As for the difference between dedication and aspiration prayer, [the former means the following]. Through specifically selecting any conditioned or unconditioned roots of virtue and then making them into the common roots of virtue of all sentient beings, these virtues are dedicated as the causes for oneself and [all] others attaining great awakening. In the case of aspiration prayers, without specifically selecting any particular roots of virtue, one aspires from the depth of one’s heart that all sentient beings will become buddhas and also expresses the power of this truth verbally, making prayers accordingly.106


Thus, in its specific Mahāyāna sense, an aspiration prayer is actually much more than a simple wish or aspiration, because its ultimate goal is always the greatest imaginable good for all sentient beings—every being’s completely perfect buddhahood, which in turn is the source of further boundless benefits for all other beings. In addition, many Mahāyāna aspiration prayers are very eloquent and profound formulations, of more or less distinct aspirations, which often include essential instructions concerning view, meditation, conduct, and fruition.


In the sense of wishing for the ultimate goal that all sentient beings will attain perfect buddhahood, the most basic aspiration prayer in the Mahāyāna, which includes all others, is the bodhicitta of aspiration (a.k.a. bodhisattva vow). It consists of the mere aspiration of generating the resolve to lead all beings to awakening, while the bodhicitta of application means to actively engage in the methods—the practice of the pāramitās—to achieve this goal. The classical definition of the bodhicitta of aspiration is found in the Abhisamayālaṃkāra:


The generation of bodhicitta is, for the welfare of others,


the desire for completely perfect awakening.107


Thus, the two goals of this aspiration are perfect awakening or buddhahood (what is to be attained by bodhisattvas for themselves) and the ensuing welfare of all sentient beings (the objective to benefit and liberate all others). Thus, bodhisattvas do not simply vow to become buddhas for the sake of their own liberation from saṃsāra; their primary vow is to benefit and awaken all sentient beings, no matter how long it may take and how difficult it may be. Among these two goals of buddhahood and the welfare of others, the latter is the main objective of bodhisattvas, whereas complete buddhahood is simply the most efficient state for accomplishing such welfare. In other words, for bodhisattvas, buddhahood is the best means to the end of benefiting and liberating others—but never an end in itself.


There is also a difference between an “aspiration prayer” and a “supplication.”108 A supplication is always directed toward a certain person or persons (such as buddhas, bodhisattvas, or gurus), in order to be granted certain wishes (be they related to the Buddhist path or not), and/or to generate devotion. An aspiration prayer is usually not directed toward a certain person; it represents a strong, heartfelt wish that beneficial things—temporarily and ultimately, in accordance with the Buddhist path—will happen for oneself and others.


More specifically, mastery of aspiration prayers, defined as the ability to display awakening in any buddha realm and at any time, makes up the seventh of the ten masteries of bodhisattvas.109


Aspiration prayers also constitute the eighth among the ten pāramitās.110 This pāramitā consists of the aspiration that we, in all lifetimes, may never be separated from bodhicitta, and that our engagement in the pāramitās for the welfare of all sentient beings may be uninterrupted. It also includes dedicating all positive actions of body, speech, and mind, by ourselves and others within the framework of the ten pāramitās, to the perfect buddhahood of all sentient beings. In this way, bodhisattvas make aspiration prayers by not disregarding even the smallest virtues but bringing them all together in their mind and directing them to the ultimate goal of the awakening of all beings. Thus, aspiration prayers represent the pāramitā that utilizes speech in order to accomplish the skill in means for all qualities of the path and the fruition to arise and increase so that they become inexhaustible.


In brief, in accordance with the bodhicitta of aspiration, the pāramitā of aspiration prayers is twofold: aspirations for a bodhisattva’s own awakening and aspirations for the welfare of beings. The many different functions of these aspiration prayers for our own welfare and that of others include consistently securing rebirths (including those in pure buddha realms) that are conducive to practicing the bodhisattva path until the attainment of buddhahood, avoiding the eight states without freedom,111 and meeting the Dharma, authentic teachers, and conducive companions, again and again throughout all lifetimes. Such aspiration prayers also serve as means to rule out inferior forms of awakening (such as arhathood, which lacks enlightened activity for the benefit of beings); to sustain, expand, and enhance bodhicitta; to accomplish all kinds of physical and mental benefits for others on the path; to assemble the conducive conditions for uninterruptedly practicing all ten pāramitās; and to be born in certain places or as certain beings to benefit beings in innumerable ways (such as taking rebirths as gods, animals, and so on for the welfare of others). In addition, aspiration prayers are the basis for knowing all knowable objects that are required to skillfully and individually lead all beings to buddhahood (omniscience); for manifesting certain physical appearances, objects, realms, and necessities; for engaging in virtue in an uninterrupted manner, and thus accumulating vast merit and wisdom; for attaining all kinds of samādhis that benefit oneself (through inner calm abiding and superior insight) and others (through outward displays of miraculous powers and so on); for attaining all the fruitions of the dharmakāya and the many forms of rūpakāyas, causing the resultant enlightened activity for the welfare of all sentient beings to be uninterrupted; and for always engaging in what pleases all buddhas and bodhisattvas.


In brief, the pāramitā of aspiration prayers means to constantly cultivate and enhance all facets of the heartfelt wish that we, in all lifetimes, may never be separated from bodhicitta, and that our engagement in all ten pāramitās for the welfare of all sentient beings may always be uninterrupted, both on the path and at buddhahood.


The characteristics that signify the purity of the aspiration prayers of bodhisattvas are that they lack any appearance of any characteristics of a self, what is mine, or the duality of subject and object, nor do they cling to any of these things.


The cause of the mastery over the pāramitā of aspiration prayers in accordance with how these prayers were made by bodhisattvas in the past is the perfection of the pāramitā of vigor. Through the buddhas’ past cultivation of vigor, their every conceivable action was brought to perfection. By cultivating vigor without any idleness, as did the bodhisattvas of the past, they were able to complete all tasks. With such vigor as the cause, buddhas are able to accomplish all their aspiration prayers as they wish. In other words, the full accomplishment of the pāramitā of aspiration prayers means that the buddhas’ effortless enlightened activity cannot be affected by any obstacles or negative forces (Skt. māra).


The opposite causal relationship between the pāramitā of aspiration prayers and the pāramitā of vigor also applies. For example, bodhisattvas may be unable to meditate constantly due to their many afflictions, unable to settle their minds within due to their weak altruistic intentions based on their inferior constitutions and aspirations, and unable to accomplish supramundane prajñā due to not having fully cultivated dhyāna based on the focal object of the bodhisattva scriptures. When they then garner even a small accumulation of merit and make aspirations to have few afflictions and obstacles in subsequent lives, this constitutes their pāramitā of aspiration prayers at that time. Through this, they will be able to lessen their afflictions and hindrances, while enthusiastically engaging with untiring vigor. Therefore, the pāramitā of aspiration prayers also serves to aid the pāramitā of vigor.


The pāramitā of aspiration prayers is perfected on the eighth bhūmi of the bodhisattva path. This also represents the mastery over aspiration prayers mentioned before. At this point, all aspirations that a bodhisattva has ever made come to maturation and are fulfilled, just as they were expressed, such as displaying awakening in any buddha realm and at any time the bodhisattva pleases, or filling the whole universe with buddhas. The cause for everything becoming natural and effortless for bodhisattvas at this stage consists of the power of the altruistic efforts embraced by prajñā, skill in means, and the aspiration prayers that they made previously on the path.


The value of prior aspirations is important to understand because it is sometimes said in Dzogchen or Mahāmudrā that any effort is unnecessary, and that we can simply rest and click into the natural state of awakening. We might think that this is a great meditation, because we do not have to do anything. However, such thinking only feeds our ego and laziness, and when we try to meditate in that way, we find that there is no way of getting to an effortless state of realization merely through doing nothing at all. It is only because bodhisattvas have put tremendous effort into their practice at the beginning that it becomes effortless on the eighth bhūmi. Similarly, many aspects of the Dzogchen path require significant effort before an experience of effortless resting at ease can dawn.


On the tenth bhūmi, when bodhisattvas are not in formal meditation, it is again by virtue of their previous aspiration prayers that they appear to be equal to buddhas, in that they are able to display the rūpakāyas and perform enlightened activity, in the same way that buddhas do. Thus, the tenth bhūmi is sometimes called the “buddhabhūmi.”112 For example, bodhisattvas are able to emanate a continuous stream of innumerable buddhas and bodhisattvas. They are also capable of appearing as all kinds of gods, kings, queens, śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, and perfect buddhas, always managing to teach the Dharma in any way that is necessary and beneficial for all sentient beings to be guided.


Finally, once buddhahood is attained, one of the many unique qualities of a buddha is “the knowledge through aspiration.” This means that the buddhas’ wisdom knows all knowable objects, by virtue of their previous aspiration prayers to be able to do so. By virtue of the buddhas’ having accomplished their prior aspirations to eliminate attachment, doubt, and so forth of those who entertain reference points and characteristics, despite all phenomena being free from any reference points and characteristics, those buddhas’ wisdom engages in the welfare of all sentient beings for as long as saṃsāra lasts, until all beings are completely awakened and liberated. This also means that such buddha wisdom engages not only with ordinary beings in saṃsāra but also with arhats and bodhisattvas on the bhūmis, who are already liberated from saṃsāra but have not yet attained buddhahood.


A buddha’s knowledge through aspiration always operates naturally from within a state of meditative equipoise, for the welfare of others, and without any effort. It is free from any attachment to form and so on, by virtue of not clinging to any inner or outer entities. It is unobstructed with regard to all knowable objects, by virtue of having relinquished all afflictive and cognitive obscurations including their latent tendencies. It persists forever because it remains for the welfare of sentient beings for as long as saṃsāra lasts and resolves all their questions and doubts by virtue of having attained fourfold discriminating awareness.113


In general, the occurrence of a buddha’s enlightened activity is said to depend on three factors: the power or blessings of that buddha’s dharmakāya, that buddha’s aspiration prayers, when still a bodhisattva, to be able to promote the welfare of all beings, and the (at least somewhat) purified karmas and minds of sentient beings as the recipients of such enlightened activity. When the enlightened wisdom of a buddha displays its activity, it manifests in a natural and unceasing way that is completely effortless and nonconceptual. However, it is through the power and momentum of a buddha-to-be’s previous aspiration prayers and great compassion that the dharmakāya’s enlightened activity appears uninterruptedly as the two rūpakāyas and teaches the Dharma. Thus, we might liken a bodhisattva’s progress—through aspiration prayers and the resultant accumulations of merit and wisdom, on the path that eventually results in such buddha activity within the expanse of the nonreferential dharmadhātu—to the flight path of a rocket. Initially, a lot of energy is required to launch a rocket off the ground, but the higher it ascends, the easier and faster it moves, and the less energy it needs. Finally, once it enters the vacuum of outer space, it can travel forever without needing any further fuel or energy, simply due to the energy of the fuel previously spent.


Similarly, the often-discussed triad of completion, maturation, and purification114 at the time of buddhahood refers to the following: (1) The full extent of the completion of aspiration prayers is the complete perfection of the power of the virtues that are the causes for the ability to effortlessly and naturally promote the welfare of others while one-pointedly resting in meditative equipoise within dharmatā. (2) The full extent of the maturation of sentient beings is the complete perfection of the power of the virtues that are the causes for the ability to display millions of physical manifestations in millions of buddha realms, and to establish the countless retinues surrounding each such manifestation on the path of the noble ones, by virtue of teaching them just a single verse of Dharma. (3) The full extent of the purification of buddha realms that a bodhisattva must accomplish in order to display the infinite enlightened activity of a perfect buddha (as opposed to the state of the individual nirvāṇa of arhats, in which no activity for others occurs) is the complete perfection of the power of the virtues that are the causes for accomplishing the particular buddha realm in which this bodhisattva is to become enlightened (just as the full extent of the ripening of fruits is their readiness to be enjoyed).115


In a verse from the tradition of the Fivefold Mahāmudrā of the Drikung Kagyü, the purpose of aspiration prayers is illustrated through the example of cleansing a wish-fulfilling jewel:


If the wish-fulfilling jewel of mind as such


is not polished with aspiration prayers,


the results that are needed and desired will not arise.


Hence, earnestly apply yourself to concluding dedications.


The wish-fulfilling jewel of mind as such refers to mind’s basic nature, with its empty essence, its luminous nature, and the inseparable dynamics of those two aspects. This nature of the mind is the same in buddhas and sentient beings: it is not improved by buddhas or worsened by ordinary beings but exists such that it pervades all equally. However, if it is not joined with excellent aspiration prayers and thus polished by them, its qualities will not be revealed. For example, it is said that if one polishes a wish-fulfilling gem that has been obscured by contaminations, and then presents it in its fully cleansed state as an object of veneration, it will grant whatever is needed and desired through praying to it. However, without cleaning it, no such thing will happen. The purpose of joining the nature of the mind with aspiration prayers is just like that. Therefore, bodhisattvas should earnestly apply themselves to dedications and aspiration prayers as a conclusion of their main practices, because all results and qualities needed and desired by themselves and others will arise accordingly.


In brief, the significance of aspiration prayers—their scope, power, functions, and results for ourselves and others, both during the path of bodhisattvas and at the fruition of buddhahood—cannot be overestimated.


The Uniqueness of The Aspiration Prayer


As outlined in the previous chapter, Buddha Samantabhadra utters his particular aspiration prayer as the culmination of the Tantra That Teaches the Great Perfection as Samantabhadra’s Unobstructed Awakened Mind. Thus, it is first of all crucial to be aware of the context and timing of this aspiration prayer, because it represents not only a pithy summary of the entire tantra but also its key instructions on how to reveal the nature of the five main mental afflictions as the five primordial wisdoms, which are squarely based on all the teachings on the ground, path, fruition, and meditation practice of the Great Perfection that Samantabhadra already gave earlier in this tantra.


Thus, this aspiration prayer can be interpreted on two distinct levels. Conventionally speaking, it appears to be an aspiration prayer by the primordial buddha, Samantabhadra, that all sentient beings may recognize their minds’ true nature and become buddhas, such as when it says:


Since I am the primal buddha,


through making my aspiration prayer,


may the sentient beings who cycle through the three realms


recognize the face of self-arising awareness


and fully unfold great wisdom.


Actually, however, it is an aspiration prayer of mind’s own nature—primordial rigpa—itself (referred to as Samantabhadra) to recognize itself, its own face, or its own essence, which is nothing other than perfect buddhahood, or the dharmakāya. It is rigpa itself that aspires, “may what obscures me be seen through or become translucent.” Indications of this thrust include passages such as the following:


Through this aspiration prayer of myself, the buddha,


may all saṃsāric sentient beings’


darkness of dull mindlessness be dispelled,


their cognizance of clinging to duality be translucent,


and their awareness recognize its own face.


Thus, the recurring phrase “I, Samantabhadra” in The Aspiration Prayer can be understood in two ways: In a literal sense, it refers to the primordially awakened buddha, Samantabhadra, who makes this aspiration prayer for the sake of all sentient beings. Ultimately, however, it refers to the mind’s basic nature—our own buddha nature, or basic awareness—whose essence has never been obscured or deluded and thus is primordially free and aware.


As Lamp says, the speaker of The Aspiration Prayer is the awakened mind of Samantabhadra, which is to be realized as the genuine treasury of the qualities of the three secrets of the primal buddha, the path of Dzogchen Atiyoga, and the goal or destination of all of Samantabhadra’s aspirations. Thus, this aspiration prayer represents in fact the very unity of the ground, path, and fruition of Dzogchen. It is in itself an expression of rigpa itself, attempting to shine through our momentary adventitious stains that seem to obscure it.


According to Webster’s Third New International Dictionary, the most common use of the word prayer in ordinary English is in the theistic sense of “a solemn and humble approach to Divinity in word or thought usu. involving beseeching, petition, confession, praise or thanksgiving.” Etymologically, prayer comes from the Latin word precarius, which means “obtained by entreaty or prayer.” Thus, Webster’s also says that prayers can simply mean “earnest good wishes.” Hence, a prayer does not have to be theistic in the sense of being addressed to some higher being or force, or for that matter, to anyone at all. It is in this sense that The Aspiration Prayer clearly represents the most nontheistic prayer possible: what prays and what is prayed to are in fact identical, and neither of them is a person, higher being, or god. Rather, mind’s true nature prays for its own nature to be revealed in the midst of the obscurations that appear as sentient beings. To be sure, The Aspiration Prayer is not about some generic nature of the mind or the nature of someone else’s mind (such as Samantabhadra’s) but about the nature of our very own mind. Consequently, the cause and the result of this prayer are identical. Thus, it is not a typical aspiration prayer uttered by a sentient being, bodhisattva, or buddha to benefit other sentient beings; it’s an aspiration prayer for every sentient being’s innate nature to recognize itself, dispel what obscures it, and free itself—and also an attempt to achieve that. Dowman offers this explanation:


The unique difference here is that the words emerge from the mouth of the Ādibuddha—it is as if God the Absolute were uttering the prayer. Thus, not only is the prayer bound to be answered, but there is no error in it. It is the perfect prayer, and if only for this reason it will be fulfilled. It is mantra, and mantra in the mouth of the guru manifests its true meaning. In the dimension of Dzogchen there is no subject/object dichotomy, and true to this verity, the prayer is addressed to its author: the supplicant, disposer, and vision are one. In the very act of expression lies the immediate naked clarity of Kuntu Zangpo’s dynamic.116


In this sense, this aspiration prayer can be considered a nice double-entendre of the definition of aspiration in Webster’s: “a strong desire for realization”; here, “realization” is both awareness’s self-recognition and the fulfillment of the aspiration. Obviously, the primary meaning of “realization” in The Aspiration Prayer is not the realization of some dream or of something that was not there before: it refers to rigpa’s irreversible realization of its own true nature, which entails freedom from all suffering and its causes.


All of this also means that sentient beings are a bit secondary here. Indeed, not only are sentient beings not the ultimate beneficiaries of this prayer, but they are precisely what obscures innate timeless awareness. It is not that sentient beings have obscurations but they are the obscurations. The Garland of Pearls says this:


The sky-like dharmakāya


is obscured by the clouds of adventitious sentient beings.117


Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of Words and Their Meanings states this:


Within the natural state of awareness, phenomena such as the skandhas resemble clouds in the sky: though they appear within awareness, they are just floating [there] as empty forms without [ever] tainting awareness.118


Similarly, in the context of distinguishing mind (Tib. sems) from wisdom (Tib. ye shes), Longchenpa’s text explains:


Mind refers to saṃsāric phenomena, that is, the flaws that arise as stains, whose nature consists of karma and latent tendencies. At the time when awareness is associated with it, awareness is labeled a sentient being (Tib. sems can; lit. “having mind”). It is this mind that causes delusion in the form of the individual six forms of existence. At the time when awareness has become free from mind, it is called “buddhahood free from adventitious stains.” Wisdom refers to nirvāṇic phenomena: since it burns up karma and latent tendencies, it resembles a fire, and it has the nature of empty, lucid space, free from all imagination.119


Thus, mind (sems) is exactly what distinguishes an ordinary sentient being (sems can) from a buddha, who is characterized by primordial wisdom. Consequently, it is only primordial wisdom, or rigpa itself, that can become a buddha—not a sentient being or any being’s state of mind.


Given that, it also makes no sense that deluded and disturbed states of mind (such as the afflictions) could be transformed into awakened states of mind (such as wisdom). All the more so since the former are illusory, deceiving, adventitious, and obscuring, while the latter are ultimately reliable, completely unfabricated, and only to be revealed. This is made clear in Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of the Supreme Yāna when he discusses the principle that primordial awareness, along with everything that appears in it, is primordially free, in and of itself:


In this king of paths that delivers from the afflictions, the vajra heart of Ati, the afflictions are not relinquished but are pure in their ground. Therefore, this is unlike their becoming pure through relinquishing them as śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas do, relinquishing them as bodhisattvas do, transforming120 them as in the creation stage and making them subside on their own as in the completion stage of the lower mantra[yāna], taming them through remedies as in the general common yāna, settling them within their own natural way as in the Mind Series, or taking the [afflictions] themselves to be dharmatā as in the Expanse Series.


You may wonder why that is. If it is not understood how the afflictions primordially never existed, they [can]not be relinquished through [any form of] relinquishment. If the afflictions were relinquished through mind, since what is to be relinquished and what relinquishes it are of the same substance, it is not feasible for [the afflictions] to become pure. If they were relinquished by wisdom, since mind does not see wisdom and wisdom does not see mind, these two are directly opposed in that they cannot exist simultaneously; and in that case, the conventional notions of what is to be relinquished and what relinquishes it are not feasible. Nor is there any relinquishment of a former [affliction] through a later [remedy]: since what is past and what is future are of opposing substance, at the time when the one exists, the other one has [already] ceased. But if they were simultaneous, they would tamper with each other, and thus it would follow that what is to be relinquished is the remedy and the remedy is what is to be relinquished, because they [exist] at the same time in a single mind stream. Moreover, given that afflictions arise from the mind itself, which resembles a body and its shadow [that accompanies it], there is no time for their relinquishment through [any form of] relinquishment. The same applies to [the notion of] purification and so on … Therefore, this is to be understood as the essential point of being free in itself by itself, just like a drawing on water.121


Thus, realization or awakening is not just some altered state of consciousness or a mental upgrade, because it is what is revealed and remains after the entirety of the dualistic mind and its associated mental factors has dissolved. In other words, as the Mirror of Samantabhadra’s Mind says, buddhahood or the dharmakāya is not any sort of mind:


If you assert the all-ground as the dharmakāya, you stray from me.


If you assert mind as buddhahood, you stray from me.122


Longchenpa’s Precious Treasury of the Supreme Yāna elaborates on the reasons why buddhahood is neither mind nor derived from mind:


If one posits the triad of buddhahood, the path, and the ground to be mind, since the basis of this position—this very mind—involves apprehender and apprehended, it would follow that its ground, path, and fruition in their entirety [likewise] involve apprehender and apprehended. If this is accepted, it would follow that buddhahood is not accomplished [at all] or, even if it is accomplished, is delusion because it is not free from apprehender and apprehended. Also, just as mind gathers all kinds of latent tendencies and karmas, the same would follow for ground, path, and fruition. If that is accepted, there would be the flaw of it following that [ground, path, and fruition] are delusions.


An opponent may say, “If there were no mind, buddhahood would thereby not be reasonable because you also assert that buddhahood is distinguished by a mind that is to be purified.” In answer, we state that it is not the case that buddhahood [occurs] by virtue of the existence or nonexistence of mind. Rather, it occurs by virtue of the existence or nonexistence of the wisdom of the dharmakāya. Though it is true that buddhahood (Tib. sangs rgyas) is distinguished by mind’s delusion having been cleared away (Tib. sangs), it is due to [the existence of] the buddhahood that consists of the innately present ground that it is still far from certain that [merely having cleared away delusion is what constitutes buddhahood]. Therefore, this is not actual, real [buddhahood]. Though what is to be purified has been cleared away, that which is to be purified and has been cleared away is not [in itself] buddhahood. Hence, buddhahood does not arise from mind … If buddhahood were accomplished in the actual mind, [notions such as] what is to be purified and fundamental change would be meaningless.123


In brief, from the Dzogchen point of view, to claim that mind is a necessary condition for buddhahood, or even is the substrate of buddhahood, is as meaningless as saying that dark clouds are a necessary condition for a cloud-free, luminous sky, or even are the substrate of a cloud-free, luminous sky.


This very same stance is also found in The Aspiration Prayer when it speaks about the dissolution of the five main afflictions and the dawning of the corresponding five wisdoms:


May sentient beings with the clinging of desirous attachment


neither cast out the torment of desire


nor welcome the clinging of desirous attachment within,


but may awareness take its very own seat


through letting cognizance relax in its own state,


and may discriminating wisdom thus be attained.


The same approach is suggested for anger, pride, envy, and ignorance: let the afflictions be, without trying to get rid of them, indulging in them, or feeding them; thus, relax the grip of the dualistic mind and allow primordial awareness to reveal itself in its five facets of wisdom. Thus, there is no transformation of desire into discriminating wisdom and so on. Rather, the afflictions vanish on their own when we allow them to, and awareness dawns on its own when we let it. In both cases, this comes down to “we” or our dualistic mind simply getting out of awareness’s way.


As a result of all this, the colophon of The Aspiration Prayer states that “through making this aspiration prayer of great power, sentient beings are powerless not to awaken.” Since the true nature of all sentient beings is primordial awareness, sooner or later it will recognize its own face, by virtue of being invoked through the view and the meditation techniques of the Great Perfection, as outlined in this prayer. When engaging in this process, sentient beings are powerless to prevent the attainment of buddhahood, which is nothing other than the revelation of alpha-pure, innately present awareness, as it always has been. Again, all that sentient beings as the obscurations can do is to get out of the way of this awareness and not interfere with the process of its becoming revealed. Kapstein explains:


Throughout the prayer, qualities that arise owing to the very nature of the ground are referred to as “self-emergent,” “self-manifest,” and the like. That is to say, they arise from the ground in and of itself, naturally, without depending on other, extraneous causes and conditions. Because the unsullied, pristine awareness of the buddha’s enlightenment may arise in this way, we need only learn to recognize it: there is nothing we can do to cause it to come into being. Because this enlightenment is grounded in our essential nature, when it is indicated to us we become, in a sense, powerless not to become buddhas.124


The situation of sentient beings who fail to recognize basic awareness may be compared to a starving person who is in complete darkness but surrounded by delicious food. The irony is that this person is sleeping atop and thus completely covering a brilliant lamp with the power to illuminate everything. Despite the lamp’s brilliance, everything remains in utter darkness, and despite an abundance of tasty food, the person suffers from hunger. In this case The Aspiration Prayer is like the lamp itself requesting, “Please, get up and let me illuminate all this richness!”


Similarly, this prayer is a wake-up call from rigpa to all sentient beings with their afflictions. In fact, it includes several such wake-up calls: a general one in terms of the basic Dzogchen view of self-recognition in the beginning, and five more specific wake-up calls related to recognizing the five main afflictions as the five buddha wisdoms.


In sum, The Aspiration Prayer combines aspirations that are expressions of both relative and ultimate bodhicitta (buddha nature or the nature of mind), with the extraordinary view and practice of the Great Perfection. More conventionally, Samantabhadra aspires that all sentient beings may leave the six realms of saṃsāra behind and awaken in the dharmadhātu. He also aspires that beings may recognize the inexpressible ground, awareness, or self-arising wisdom. Finally, there are the typical Dzogchen aspirations, mainly in connection with the five primary afflictions, that sentient beings with their dualistic mindset may simply get out of the way of basic awareness, by allowing their afflictions to relax in themselves so that basic awareness can recognize its own face, on its own accord.


Kapstein summarizes the distinctive features of The Aspiration Prayer as follows:


The Prayer of Great Power is of interest in part because it recasts several of the fundamental elements commonly attributed to prayer, while at the same time conforming to normative conventions in important respects. How this is so may be made clear with reference to the brief phenomenology of prayer suggested by Gerardus van der Leeuw,125 who begins his account by considering the relationship between prayer and magical formulas, the efficacious recitation of which always demands that they be repeated with perfect accuracy. Their power may be enhanced by additional factors, too, especially the introduction of what van der Leeuw terms the magical antecedent, often a mythical narrative invoking the past efficacy of the formula concerned. Again, we find incorporated in prayer exclamations that originally served to summon the deity, or “to remind the god of the pact that had been concluded,” and even to “compel the presence of divine Power.”


Prayer, properly speaking, emerges “[w]hen man recognizes first of all Form, and later Will, within Power.” These are among the key terms of van der Leeuw’s phenomenology of religion, and elsewhere he explains that “in the three terms Power, Will, and Form, there lies practically the entire concept of the Object of Religion”; that is, whatever object is deemed “sacred.”126 The recognition of Form and Will here gives rises to the characteristically dialogic aspect of prayer: “it is an address from man to the Will which he knows to be above him, and the reply of this Will.” Finally, in mystical faith, prayer may lose its dialogic character and become “a monologue saturated with religious energy,” a “merging in God.” “[P]rayer attains its highest form in submersion, while the dialogue type of supplication, on the other hand, always remains word and entreaty, practical demonstration of Will to will, even when it prays in its highest form: ‘not my will, but thine, be done.’”


It will be seen at once that the phenomena of prayer are thoroughly bound up with mnemonics: perfect accuracy of recitation necessitates perfect recall; the “magical antecedent” involves the recollection of past events; the exclamatory summoning of the deity requires both summoner and summoned to remember their compact; dialogic prayer presupposes the petitioner’s recollection of the object of faith; and mystical prayer, the exercise of mindful self-collection. In the Prayer of Great Power all of these elements, with interesting variations, are in evidence. Moreover, the prayer traces a path through the cosmogony and soteriology of amnesis and mnemic engagement.127


The relationship of the prayer we are considering to magical power is made explicit even in its title, and is further asserted in its concluding passage, in which the most propitious times for recital are described. The “magical antecedent,” a remembrance of mythical events, is incorporated into the main body of the text itself, which details the manner in which the awakening of the primordial buddha and the amnesis of sentient beings have originated in a common ground. The exclamations ho! and aho! used throughout Tibetan religious poetry and prayer, are always intended to recall a sense of awe and wonderment, and the ejaculation tsitta ā! with which this prayer is introduced, uniquely recalls the primordial purity (ka-dag) of the Great Perfection.


Where the Prayer of Great Power curiously departs from the examples examined by van der Leeuw, however, is in its remarkable simultaneous instantiation of both dialogic and mystical paradigms: the petitioner reestablishes a primordial relationship with the buddha Samantabhadra by becoming Samantabhadra. The mnemonics of prayer are thus called upon to reawaken one’s original affinity with the dharmakāya; that is to say, to arouse the reflexive mnemic engagement of the dharmakāya, to introduce a convergence of will and Will. According to its own logic, then, all beings are indeed powerless not to become buddhas on reciting this prayer; and that is its magic and power.128
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