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Foreword


His Holiness Penor Rinpoche


LAMA MIPHAM was a great Nyingma scholar of the nineteenth century who wrote a prodigious number of works on all subjects, including numerous brilliant commentaries on both sūtra and tantra. His work translated here by John Whitney Pettit as the Beacon of Certainty is particularly famous and is one of the most beneficial for clearing away confusion and doubt regarding views, paths, and meditation.


It is my earnest hope that John Pettit’s translation will bring great benefit to foreign students and scholars in the study of both philosophy and meditation practice.


This work is valuable indeed. I pray that all sentient beings may benefit from this text and ultimately attain enlightenment.


[image: image]


Drubwang Pema Norbu
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1.     Introduction


1.1.   Mipham Rinpoche and the Beacon of Certainty


ALL MAJOR RELIGIONS have witnessed philosophical and theological transformations in their belief systems.4 This is an exploration of the critical philosophical approach of Tibetan scholasticism,5 especially its traditions of interpretation of Madhyamaka (Middle Way) philosophy, and the relationship of Madhyamaka to Dzogchen (rdzogs chen) or the Great Perfection, one of the most important and controversial Tibetan traditions of mystical philosophy and meditation practice. In particular, this study examines Mipham Rinpoche’s polemical defense of the Nyingma school’s Great Perfection teaching, his resolution of philosophical controversies that are historically associated with the Great Perfection, and the epistemological and gnoseological6 distinctions he uses to that end. Mipham’s brilliance in this undertaking, and his (historically speaking) privileged perspective on the similar efforts of those previous scholars renowned as emanations of the Buddha of Wisdom Mañjuśrī—Rong zom Paṇḍita (11th–12th century), Sakya (Sa skya) Paṇḍita (1182–1231), Klong chen rab ’byams (1308–1362), and Tsongkhapa (1357–1419)—certainly merits his inclusion alongside the doctrinal systembuilders (shing rta, literally, “charioteers”) of India and Tibet.7


Comparison, contrast, and reconciliation of different philosophical positions have always figured in Buddhist literature, especially in philosophical commentaries (śāstra, bstan bcos) written by Indian and Tibetan scholars. Comparative philosophical analysis is also important in Great Perfection literature, where it serves both pedagogical and polemical purposes. The main source for this study is a short verse text of recent origin, the Precious Beacon of Certainty (Nges shes rin po che’i sgron me), which utilizes both critical comparison and hermeneutical rapprochement in the service of teaching and defending the Great Perfection system of the Nyingma school.


The Beacon’s author, Mipham Rinpoche (’Jam mgon ’Ju Mi pham rnam rgyal, (1846–1912), was one of the greatest scholars of the Nyingma (rnying ma) or “old school” of Tibetan Buddhism. Mipham’s “root” teacher (mūlaguru, rtsa ba’i bla ma), the incomparable scholar and visionary ’Jam dbyangs mKhyen brtse dbang po (1820–1892), entrusted him with the preservation of the Great Perfection teaching. Mipham was an indefatigable scholar, debater, and meditator. He mastered the major scholastic traditions of Tibetan Buddhism and composed commentaries and treatises (śāstras, bstan bcos) based upon them, and during numerous meditative retreats, he cultivated a profound experience of the Vajrayāna practices taught in both the older and newer traditions of Tibetan Buddhism. He also debated extensively with adherents of Tibet’s quintessential scholastic tradition, the Gelug (dge lugs). In the course of his writings, and due in no small part to these debates, Mipham developed the philosophical traditions of the Nyingma school to an unprecedented level of sophistication. The Beacon is a relatively short text, but it is a very complete expression of Mipham’s integrated approach to philosophy and meditative practice.8


1.2.   Outline


The four chapters following the introduction provide biographical, historical, cultural, and philosophical contexts for the translations of the Beacon and its commentary. Chapter 2 introduces Mipham’s life, his most important writings, and the extraordinary teachers of the Eclectic Movement (ris med) of the nineteenth century who taught and inspired him. Chapter 3 identifies the philosophical and religious aspects of Indian Buddhism that were most significant in the development of Tibetan Buddhism and introduces the philosophical perspective (darśana, lta ba) of the Buddhist tantras. Chapter 4 discusses the historical, cultural, and literary background of the Nyingma and Great Perfection traditions and places the Beacon and its author in their intellectual-historical context. Chapter 5 examines hermeneutical, epistemological, and gnoseological issues that are points of contention for Mipham, Gelug scholars, and exponents of the extrinsic emptiness (gzhan stong) theory. Chapter 6 concerns the philosophical issues addressed in the Beacon. The first, third, and fourth topics, which exemplify Mipham’s interpretations of philosophical theory (darśana, lta ba), meditative practice (bhāvanā, bsgom pa), and ultimate reality (paramārthasatya, don dam pa’i bden pa) in the Nyingma and Great Perfection traditions, are the focus of discussion here. Chapter 7 considers the significance of Mipham’s thought—its unique contributions, historical significance, and relevance for understanding the roles and relationships of texts, reason, and personal experience in religious traditions.


Chapters 8 and 9 contain complete translations of the Beacon and its commentary by Khro shul ’Jam rdor (KJ). Chapter 10 is a translation of Mipham’s short text on extrinsic emptiness, The Lion’s Roar Proclaiming Extrinsic Emptiness, followed by explanatory diagrams and tables and a glossary.


1.3.      The Beacon of Certainty: Context and Significance


1.3.1.   Dialectical Philosophy and the Great Perfection


The Madhyamaka9 or Middle Way school of Indian Buddhist thought was first expounded by the philosopher Nāgārjuna (c. 1st–2nd centuries C.E.), who systematized the Buddhist philosophy of emptiness (śūnyatā, stong pa nyid) of the Prajñāpāramitā (Perfection of Wisdom) scriptures and applied it as a rigorous critique of the metaphysical categories of Buddhist and non-Buddhist schools. Essentially, the Mādhyamika teaching of emptiness is that all phenomena (dharmāḥ) ultimately (paramārtheṇa, don dam par) have no intrinsic reality, no status as things-in-themselves. Conventionally (vyavahāreṇa, tha snyad du) they are dependently originated (pratītyasamutpanna, rten cing ’brel bar ’byung ba) and conceptually designated (prajñapta, rten nas gdags pa). Because Mādhyamika logic negates any philosophical position that assumes an independent, self-existent entity through rigorous exhaustion of logical alternatives, Madhyamaka may be said to be the Buddhist dialectical philosophy par excellence. Madhyamaka employs exhaustive critical analysis to induce rational certainty ([vi]niścaya, nges pa or nges shes), which, combined with meditation, leads to enlightenment.


While Madhyamaka is concerned primarily with establishing the nature of reality, the tradition of Buddhist logic, pramāṇa, is concerned with how we know reality, in both its ultimate and relative senses. To that end the Buddhist logicians Dignāga (5th–6th centuries) and Dharmakīrti (6th–7th centuries) elaborated what would become the most elegant and influential system of valid cognitions (pramāṇāḥ) to appear in India. Unlike their Buddhist and non-Buddhist predecessors, they taught that sources of knowledge (pramāṇā) could be assimilated to two types: direct perception (pratyakṣa) and inference (anumāna). In addition they established the various subtypes of these valid cognitions, as well as the complex relationships between them, in the contexts of ordinary life, the Buddhist path, and forensic debate. Later Indian and Tibetan philosophers incorporated the Pramāṇa system of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti into their Madhyamaka exegeses. The Madhyamaka and Pramāṇa systems of Indian Buddhist philosophy are the most important sources for Mipham Rinpoche’s discussion of critical philosophy in the Beacon, and are discussed in chapter 3.


The Great Perfection teaching belongs to the tantric traditions of Buddhism. The revealed scriptures of esoteric Buddhism, or tantras, are understood to comprise a soteriological approach or conveyance (yāna), the Vajrayāna or “Indestructible Vehicle.” Though Vajrayāna is firmly rooted in the philosophical conventions of critical Buddhist philosophy, its texts epitomize mystical or speculative philosophy. Vajrayāna meditation is based on the principle of the immanence of ultimate reality, which is a coalescent continuum (tantra, rgyud) of gnosis (jñāna, ye shes) and aesthetic form (rūpa, gzugs, snang ba). Exoteric Buddhist scriptures (sūtras) know this immanence as buddha nature or tathāgatagarbha, while tantric scriptures describe it as the pervasive, unfabricated presence of divine form, divine sound, and gnosis-awareness. For this reason, tantric meditation does not invoke the logical syllogisms of dialectical philosophy. Instead, it uses special methods that force normal conceptuality to subside and cause gnosis to manifest spontaneously.


In the Nyingma tradition, the Great Perfection is regarded as the most direct and powerful way to access the continuum (tantra, rgyud) of reality, and as the highest form of Vajrayāna practice. Though the personal instructions of a qualified teacher of the Great Perfection may on very rare occasions suffice to induce “sudden enlightenment” in a disciple, it has generally been practiced alongside more conventional forms of Buddhism. “Great Perfection” variously indicates the texts (āgama, lung) and oral instructions (upadeśa, man ngag) that indicate the nature of enlightened wisdom (rdzogs chen gyi gzhung dang man ngag), the verbal conventions of those texts (rdzogs chen gyi chos skad), the yogis who meditate according to those texts and instructions (rdzogs chen gyi rnal ’byor pa), a famous monastery where the Great Perfection was practiced by monks and yogis (rdzogs chen dgon sde), and the philosophical system (siddhānta, grub mtha’) or vision (darśana, lta ba) of the Great Perfection.


The Great Perfection teaches that reality (dharmatā, chos nyid) is not an object of verbal expression or conceptual analysis. Reality and enlightenment are identical; in the final analysis “being” and “knowing” are the same. If one truly knows, there is no need to discuss or analyze philosophically how one knows, or what one knows. Great Perfection meditation is described as effortless, free of concepts (vikalpa, rnam par rtog pa) and subtle distortions (prapañca, spros pa); in this way it conforms to the radical immanence of ultimate reality taught in Vajrayāna. In the Beacon and elsewhere Mipham argues that all philosophical views, including the Great Perfection, are resolved in the principle of coalescence (yuganaddha, zung ’jug). Though coalescence is defined in different ways in different philosophical contexts, in essence it is the nonduality of conventional (saṃvṛtisatya, kun rdzob bden pa) and ultimate realities (paramārthasatya, don dam pa’i bden pa). Coalescence is the immanence of ultimate reality, which in Madhyamaka philosophy is known as the inseparability of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa.


In advocating nonconceptual meditation the Great Perfection might seem to contradict the Mādhyamika method of discerning reality through critical analysis and the contemplative enhancement of rational certainty (nges pa or nges shes) that analysis makes possible. The Great Perfection (and certain other traditions which have been practiced in Tibet, including Ch’an) has often been criticized by Tibetan scholars who thought it utterly incompatible with the critical philosophical approach of Madhyamaka. This perceived incompatibility is based on the assumption that the very different philosophical views (darśana, lta ba) and practical methods (upāya, thabs) that typify the subitist approach of the Great Perfection and the gradualist approach of the Madhyamaka cannot both access ultimate meaning (paramārtha, don dam). Mipham’s writings suggest that this perceived contradiction reflects a one-sided (phyog lhung) or impoverished (nyi tshe ba) understanding of the Mādhyamika philosophical view. In the Beacon, certainty (nges shes) mediates the causal connection between theory (lta ba in the critical philosophical context) and gnostic vision (lta ba as experience that is the result of successful practice), and between soteric methods (upāya, thabs) and the ultimate reality that those methods reveal (upeya, thabs byung). Thus, the Beacon teaches that certainty belongs to both reason and experience, to ordinary consciousness and sublime gnosis, and to Madhyamaka as well as the Great Perfection.


1.3.2.  The Beacon’s Purpose


According to Nyingma scholars, the main purpose of the Beacon is to elucidate the teaching of the Great Perfection. The Great Perfection method of meditation assumes the possibility of sudden enlightenment, based on the principle of coalescence. In the Great Perfection teaching, enlightenment is the recognition or unveiling of one’s original nature, not, as Buddhist dialectical philosophy understands it, a gradual development or result. Likewise the Great Perfection cannot be established through logical proof, because its proof is found in personal experience. The Great Perfection is nonconceptual (nirvikalpa, rnam par mi rtog pa) gnosis, which must be realized for oneself (pratisaṃvid-jñāna, so sor rang rig ye shes). Thus, the Beacon should not be read simply as an attempt at rational demonstration of the viability of the Great Perfection against the objections of its critics. It is also an affirmation of the necessity to leave rational affirmations and negations aside once critical philosophical certitude has been attained.


Scholarly treatises (śāstra, bstan bcos) of Buddhist philosophy often begin by identifying their purpose (prayojana, dgos pa) and intended audience. The narrative format of the Beacon suggests that Mipham wrote it to inspire his personal intuition of the Great Perfection; it is presented as an exercise in self-edification. Why would the Beacon, with its thorough dialectical critiques of mistaken philosophical positions, begin on such a personal note? And what role, if any, does the critical philosophical analysis found throughout the Beacon play in elucidating the meaning of the Great Perfection? The teaching of the Great Perfection is not a critical philosophy; if it is a philosophy at all, it is of the most speculative or mystical variety. If the Great Perfection is not amenable to rational proof, how can it be meaningfully established as a meditation method or as a spiritual path? Does practicing the Great Perfection require the suppression of rationality, or a flight toward escapist quietism?


These questions do not admit of simple or formulaic answers, and will be gradually addressed in the chapters to follow. For the moment, it should suffice to indicate some conclusions that seem reasonable in light of careful study of the Beacon and other materials related to the Great Perfection. First of all, if considered as a handbook for scholars who wish to meditate, the Beacon does not seem to have been conceived as a rational justification of the Great Perfection. Instead, the Beacon effectively charts the applicability of reason in the practice of the Great Perfection and other systems. Like Kant in his Critique of Pure Reason, Mipham affirms the utility of reason while setting limits to its role in creating religious meaning. Unlike Kant, he does not consider ultimate religious meaning to be an object of faith, but rather as that which is only known in the cessation of all conceptual elaborations—hence also of philosophical speculation—in the state of experiential certainty about the nonreifiable (anupalabdhi, mi dmigs pa) nature of things. Secondly, the polemical arguments of the Beacon should not be taken as one-sided rejections of other philosophical interpretations or religious traditions. Rather, the Beacon’s polemics are meant primarily to refute the misinterpretations of the Great Perfection’s critics and resolve the doubts that these might raise for Nyingma scholars and, perhaps more importantly, to alert Nyingma practitioners to their own potential misunderstandings of the Great Perfection. Finally, the Beacon is meant to show that reason, as employed in critical philosophical study, and personal intuition of gnosis, as the principle of the Great Perfection, are complementary paradigms that converge in the same soteriological goal.


1.3.3.  The Beacon’s Comparative Method


The philosophical view of the Great Perfection tradition is said to be enlightened awareness (bodhicitta, byang chub kyi sems), which is none other than the state of enlightenment. Thus, the Great Perfection is not only compatible with all paths, but implicitly contains the practices and qualities of all paths. The Great Perfection does not render other approaches obsolete, because to understand the Great Perfection is to master all methods.


The Great Perfection inculcates a spirit of inclusivity, which is reflected in the ecumenical approach to study and practice of its great exponents, such as Mipham. However, the Beacon’s pragmatism and inclusivity are not indiscriminate. The important points of the text are made with reference to the traditional Nyingma doxography of higher and lower philosophical systems, and with a clear and consistent focus upon the Great Perfection as the highest system. The Beacon’s polemical refutations do not imply a wholesale rejection of other philosophical systems; rather, they serve to establish a philosophical perspective—that of the Great Perfection—that tends to accept the validity other systems in spite of their philosophical differences, while also maintaining the unique view of the Great Perfection.


The comparative philosophical component of the Beacon has an important pedagogical function. The apoha theory of the logician Dignāga maintains that correct understanding of the unique character of something is predicated on the knowledge of what it is not. In other words, by knowing how something is distinct from all things that resemble it, one truly knows its uniqueness. Although in principle the Great Perfection is a unique and self-sufficient way to reach enlightenment, it is generally understood in the context of the other philosophies and methods it claims to transcend. Thus it could be said that, through a thorough knowledge of what the Great Perfection is not, one can begin to appreciate its essential intuition of enlightenment.


1.4.   Methods and Sources


The pivotal moments of my research were consultations with Tibetan scholars on the subtleties of Mipham’s Beacon of Certainty and other texts. That process began auspiciously in New York in the fall of 1992 when I met Gyalse Tulku, an incarnate lama of sMin sgrol ling Monastery near Dehra Dun, India, who gave me the reading transmission (āgama, lung) for the Beacon and explained the fundamentals of Mipham’s position in the Beacon’s seven topics. Later Gyalse Tulku kindly sent me a copy of Khro shul ’Jam rdor’s commentary from Bhutan. I did not realize how fortunate I was to come across this text until I determined that it is not to be found in the Library of Congress PL 480 collection or any other collection in the U.S. and is little known outside of the community of Nyingma scholars at the Ngagyur Nyingma Institute in Bylakuppe, where it was published.


During my stay in Himachal Pradesh in the summer of 1993 I began to study the Beacon with Khro shul ’Jam rdor’s commentary (KJ) and translated most of another commentary on the Beacon by Mipham’s close disciple mKhan po Kun bzang dpal ldan (1872–1943)10 (KP). KP is favored by many scholars as a commentary on the Beacon, and its author was supposedly commended by Mipham himself for his expertise in the Beacon. However, the format of Kun bzang dpal ldan’s commentary is largely that of a mchan ’grel, or compilation of short glosses on selected words and phrases, leaving many of the original verses intact as parts of much longer sentences in the commentary. This made translating Kun bzang dpal ldan’s text difficult in places; he often leaves unexplained passages in the Beacon that, prior to reading KJ, seemed obscure. KJ is rather detailed; it comments on most verses word for word and occasionally digresses into long discussions of important issues. I was delighted to find that Kun bzang dpal ldan’s and Khro shul ’Jam rdor’s commentaries together clarified virtually all of the obscure points in the three sections of the Beacon discussed in detail here. This and other considerations, such as “Delhi belly,” led me to pursue the bulk of my research in the U.S. I first translated Khro shul ’Jam rdor’s commentary, having decided upon it as a superior source for understanding the Beacon because of its generous inclusion of quotations from Indian and Tibetan sources and its extensive topical organization (sa bcad), which I have used to index the translation of Mipham’s verses.


While translating the mere words of the Tibetan texts was a relatively straightforward task, it has been much more difficult to research and organize the background materials for the earlier chapters. In a monastic curriculum the Beacon is studied only after many years of study and debate of Mahāyāna philosophical texts. Needless to say, I have not been able to study all those primary sources, which would have made it much easier to analyze the philosophical concerns of the Beacon. In lieu of pursuing the exhaustive studies of a Tibetan mkhan po or bge gshes, I have relied heavily on the research of other scholars of Tibetan Buddhism, and on a limited number of Tibetan texts that seemed to be most relevant to understanding the Beacon. My research focus shifted many times between the primary and secondary sources. As I accumulated the information and ideas required for a reasonably balanced and thorough discussion of the Beacon’s historical and philosophical context, chapters 1 through 6 gradually took shape. The material here thus evolved in a way quite opposite to that of the writings of Mipham Rinpoche himself, who is said to have written spontaneously, with little or no editing, and quoting all original sources from memory. Though I can hardly hope to have sounded a lion’s roar of Buddhist philosophical exegesis, it is hoped that this tentative meow will nonetheless beckon the reader to fathom the writings of Mipham Rinpoche more deeply.


1.4.1.     Tibetan Language Sources


1.4.1.1.  Editions of the Beacon


The basic primary sources for this work are the several editions of the root text of the Beacon and the two commentaries by Mipham’s disciples, Kun bzang dpal ldan (KP) and Khro shul ’Jam rdor (KJ). The Vārāṇasī edition of KP includes a helpful anonymous index and introduction. KJ is more extensive and has an excellent topical outline (sa bcad), so it has been translated here. There is said to be another commentary by Mipham’s disciple mKhan po Nus ldan, but it has remained unavailable outside of Tibet. More recently, a very detailed commentary on the Beacon has been published by sLob dpon Theg mchog of Dodrup Chen Rinpoche’s monastery in Gangtok, Sikkim, India.11 Though I have not been able to study it at length, it is even more detailed than KJ and should definitely be consulted by serious students of the Beacon.


In translating the root text I have consulted four editions of the Beacon. The first two versions are found in the Nges shes rin po che’i sgron me’i tshig gi don gsal ba’i ’grel chung blo gros snang ba’i sgo ’byed12 published by the Institute for Higher Tibetan Studies in Vārāṇasī (Tib. Wa ṇa mtho slob; hereafter WTL), which contains the commentary on the Beacon referred to as KP and the root text embedded in KJ.


KP’s commentary in WTL contains lengthy quotations of the root text with annotations of textual variants from an unknown edition of the collected works (gsung ’bum) of Mipham; these are followed by a succinct word-for-word commentary. The root text embedded in the commentary is much at variance with the annotated root text that precedes it. It is possible that the quoted portions preceding the commentary were not part of Kun bzang dpal ldan’s original edition and were added by the editors of the WTL edition to facilitate study. In any case, since the verses and commentary in effect provide two different versions of the root text, I have referred to them separately as WTL and KP, respectively.


The WTL version is nearly the same as the Tashi Jong edition (PL, see below). The gsung ’bum referred to in the critical annotations of the WTL is nearly the same as the sDe dge edition (hereafter DG), though the first annotation (page 3) reads phyi lo 1975 gar dbang bskrun zhus pa’i mi pham rin po che’i gsung ’bum (gsung) nang bzang zhes gsal (“In the Collected Works commissioned in 1975 by Gar dbang, this read ‘bzang’”). I am not sure to whom this refers; 1975 is certainly too early to be Dilgo Khyentse’s edition. This might refer to Sonam T. Kazi’s edition (see below). Many of the variant readings seem to be spelling errors.13 The DG edition also seems to be full of spelling variations and/or errors, but the WTL correction of these seems to be arbitrary in places, and in many places contradicts both KP and KJ versions. When it contradicts both KP and KJ, and these latter two are identical, I have generally used the KP-KJ version. Since WTL and PL are nearly identical, I assume that they are either copied one from the other or rely on a third, as yet unknown edition. This edition would in any case be a revised and relatively recent one, since WTL and PL often are at odds with the other three—DG, KP, and KJ. That KP and KJ, like DG, represent a fairly early edition is suggested by the fact that their authors were both direct disciples of Mipham. On the other hand, both of these texts are recent publications and may well have been edited prior to publication, so under these circumstances it is practically impossible to determine how the original text actually read. This is of little consequence, since, with only one or two exceptions, the variants do not require different readings of the text.


The second version I have consulted, DG, is found in the sDe dge mGon chen edition14 of Mipham’s writings, which was originally published in sDe dge, of the Kham region of Tibet. It is twenty-seven folios in length, and the folios are handnumbered with Tibetan numerals 36–63. Arabic numeral pagination in the opposite right margin runs 71–124. The Beacon folios contain an additional pagination, spelled out in the traditional fashion: gcig (1), gnyis (2), and so on, to nyer bdun (27). This is apparently the original pagination of the wood blocks. Each spelled numeral is preceded by the word nges and followed by the word sgron, so the left margin of the first side of each page reads something like this: śrīḥ nges gcig sgron 36, etc. This indicates that it originally belonged to volume śrīḥ of the sDe dge edition and was numbered separately from other texts in the volume. A copy of this volume along with most of Mipham’s other writings was recently published in Nepal by the late Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche and then acquired by the Library of Congress PL480 program, which provided for the acquisition of foreign language texts with government surpluses of foreign currency. This edition of the text was recommended to me by Gyalse Tulku as the most reliable edition available. However, many of the spellings in DG as well as its use of the particles gi, gis, su, -r, and their equivalents are highly irregular, so in many such cases I have followed readings found in the other editions, especially PL. Again, these variants generally do nothing to change the meaning of the text.


In addition to the sDe dge mGon chen edition, there is the incomplete edition of Mipham’s writings entitled The Collected Works of ’Jam-mgon ’Ju Mipham rgyamtsho (part of the Ngagyur Nyingmay Sungrab series), edited by Sonam T. Kazi. It is also available in the Library of Congress PL 480 collection. As mentioned above, the version of the Beacon there was found by Gyalse Tulku and me to be riddled with scribal errors, so it has not been included here for comparison.


The third version I have used is a woodblock print from Phun tshogs gLing (PL), a monastery in the Tibetan refugee community of Tashi Jong in Himachal Pradesh, India. The colophon of the text reads simply phun gling gsung rab nyams gso rgyun spel las byed nas dpar du bskrun pa dge. This edition is thirty-five Tibetan folios in length. The ink is somewhat messy in places, but it seems to be nearly free of obvious spelling errors. As mentioned above, it is nearly identical with WTL and appears to be well edited.


The fourth version is that found in the commentary by Khro shul ’Jam rdor, the Nges shes rin po che’i sgron me’i rnam bshad ’od zer dri med. The root text is not printed separately but is somewhat irregularly marked with bindus (₀) in the text of the commentary. This makes identification of the root text difficult in places, so variations have only been noted where the root text is clearly marked or otherwise evident.


In addition to the Beacon and its commentaries, I have also consulted Mipham’s commentaries on Padmasambhava’s Man ngag lta ba’i phreng ba and Mañjuśrīmitra’s Byang chub sems bsgom pa rdo la gser zhun; his commentaries on Candrakīrti’s Madhyamakāvatāra, Śāntarakṣita’s Madhyamakālaṃkāra, and the Nor bu ke ta ka commentary (NK) on the Wisdom Chapter (prajñāpariccheda) of Śāntideva’s Bodhicaryāvatāra; his original text, the Don rnam par nges pa’i shes rab ral gri (DRG), with his interlinear commentary (mchan), and also with a commentary by Lhag bsam bsTan pa’i rgyal mtshan; his study of tathāgatagarbha, the bDe gshegs snying po stong thun chen mo seng ge’i nga ro (TTC); the various materials, including Mipham’s Great Perfection lecture notes compiled by his student Zhe chen rGyal tshab Padma rnam rgyal as the gNyug sems skor gsum; his reply to Brag dkar sprul sku’s criticism of the Nor bu ke ta ka, entitled brGal lan nyin byed snang ba; his defense of extrinsic emptiness in the gZhan stong khas len seng ge’i nga ro; and the collection of Mipham’s short instructions (gdams ngag) on the Great Perfection, which occupy about two-thirds of the volume labeled dhiḥ in the sDe dge edition of Mipham’s writings (Thun min rdzogs chen skor gyi gdams pa phyogs bsdus zab don snying po sangs rgyas lag ster). There are a number of other titles that I would have consulted but, for lack of time, could not, such as the dBu ma’i gsungs gros, a collection of essays on Madhyamaka, Mipham’s commentaries on the Five Dharma Texts of Maitreya (’byams chos sde lnga), and so forth.15


mDo sngags bsTan pa’i nyi ma (died 1959), a student of Kun bzang dpal ldan, is the author of a systematic exposition of Mipham’s thought, the lTa grub shan ’byed (TGSB). It includes numerous comparisons of Mipham’s philosophical interpretations with their Gelug counterparts. To my knowledge it is the only textbook exposition (yig cha) of Mipham’s thought available. It demonstrates that, in terms of originality and systematic completeness, Mipham’s work ranks on a par with the work of Tibetan luminaries Sakya Paṇḍita and Tsongkhapa.16


Among the available works of Rong zom Paṇḍita, I first consulted his Theg pa chen po’i tshul la ’jug pa,17 which is a polemical defense of the Great Perfection. For the present study, of special interest among the Selected Writings (Rong zom Chos kyi bzang po, 1974) is the sNang ba lhar grub pa,18 where Rong zom attempts to prove the Vajrayāna doctrine of universal divinity by means of four types of reasoning,19 and his lTa ba’i brjed byang,20 where he compares the philosophical views of Madhyamaka, Vajrayāna, and the Great Perfection.


Among the writings of Klong chen rab ’byams, I have consulted his Seven Treasures (mdzod bdun), especially the Yid bzhin mdzod, Grub mtha’ mdzod, Chos dbyings mdzod, and gNas lugs mdzod. The first two are of interest here because in them Klong chen rab ’byams sets forth his interpretation of Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka and differentiates the approaches of sūtra and tantra. The latter two titles are treatises on the view, meditation, and conduct according to the Great Perfection. The influence of Madhyamaka is apparent throughout.


Chapter 6 includes translations of several lengthy passages from the works of three scholars representing Mipham’s anupakṣas (philosophical allies) and pūrvapakṣas (philosophical opponents). Sakya scholar Go ram pa bSod nams seng ge (1429–1489), whose lTa ba’i shan ’byed (TSB) is largely devoted to refuting Tsongkhapa’s Mādhyamika interpretation, is an important source for understanding Mipham’s approach to the problems of negation (dgag pa, Beacon topic 1) as well as modal apprehension (’dzin stang, Beacon topic 2). Yon tan rgya mtsho, belonging to the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, wrote a commentary on ’Jigs med gling pa’s Yon tan mdzod, the Mādhyamika portion of which contains one long passage that is representative of the Nyingma tradition’s response to Gelug critiques of meditation practices similar to the Great Perfection.


For understanding Mipham’s pūrvapakṣa, I have used mainly Tsongkhapa’s Lam rim chen mo (LRC)(Great Stages of the Path),21 especially its lhag mthong chapter, his disciple rGyal tshab Dar ma rin chen’s (1364–1432) commentary on the Prajñāpariccheda of the Bodhicaryāvatāra in his rGyal sras ’jug ngog, and the dKa’ ba’i gnad chen po brgyad. The final chapter of the LRC concerns insight (vipaśyanā, lhag mthong), which Tsongkhapa understands as the cultivation of the philosophical view of Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka by means of analytical meditation. It also contains the basic arguments Tsongkhapa uses to refute the erroneous views and practices of his Tibetan predecessors.


In addition to English language sources for Mipham’s life and works, I have used Kun bzang dPal ldan’s Essential Hagiography of the Lion of Tibetan Philosophers22 and the Victorious Battle Drum (VSB),23 a biography of Mipham written in 1965 by mKhan po ’Jigs med phun tshogs, a contemporary Nyingma master of the Golok region.


1.4.2.  English Language Sources


The most useful English language sources for understanding the intellectual and historical aspects of the Nyingmapa and the Great Perfection traditions are Thondup (1986), Karmay (1991), Dudjom Rinpoche (1991), and the companion volume to Dudjom Rinpoche’s work by Kapstein and Dorje. These have provided an excellent historical and philosophical framework for understanding Mipham’s Mādhyamika interpretation and the importance of his Beacon. Special mention should be made of a recent landmark publication, The Life of Shabkar, translated by Matthieu Ricard and others under the inspiration of Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, which presents in great detail the life and times of an illustrious eighteenth-century Tibetan saint belonging equally to the Gelug and Nyingma traditions. Shabkar’s autobiography, which integrates the teachings of the two schools without controversy, provides an interesting foil to the scholarly debates between Mipham and his Gelug opponents. Shabkar’s life demonstrates that the philosophical differences between the Gelug and Nyingma, which might at times seem insurmountable to scholars engaged in passionate study and debate, were of no practical concern for Shabkar or for his Gelug and Nyingma teachers, who, following Tsongkhapa’s example, took all teachings as “practical advice” (gdams ngag), studying, teaching, and practicing them without a trace of cognitive dissonance.


For providing basic autobiographical and bibliographical information, the lion’s share of credit goes to E. Gene Smith (especially 1969(a),(c), and 1970) and to Steven Goodman (1981). Smith was the first to introduce the debates between Mipham and Gelugpa scholars that arose in reaction to Mipham’s Nor bu ke ta ka commentary on the ninth chapter of the Bodhicaryāvatāra (NK). He also suggests that the NK, in spite of being a Madhyamaka commentary, was in effect an exposition of the philosophical view of the Great Perfection. It was this hypothesis that originally stimulated my interest in Mipham and has informed my reading of his writings ever since.


Summaries of Mipham’s life have appeared in several different places. Dudjom Rinpoche’s is the most detailed,24 while Smith’s25 offers valuable detail about his debates with Gelugpa opponents. Both of these accounts appear to be largely based upon the work of Mipham’s disciple mKhan po Kun bzang dPal ldan, the Essential Hagiography of the Lion of Tibetan Philosophers, which I have also consulted. Dudjom Rinpoche’s account seems to have drawn almost entirely upon this material. Dieter Schuh26 has outlined a chronology of Mipham’s travels based on the colophons of his collected works; it has been incorporated into the biographical sketch in the second chapter. The VBD by mKhan po ’Jigs med phun tshogs has been translated by Ann Helm, who kindly sent me a copy of her work, which is annotated with comments by two prominent Nyingma scholars, Ringu Tulku and Khenpo Palden Sherab.


My dissertation topic was inspired by a paper by Franz-Karl Ehrhard (1988), which brought the uniqueness of Mipham’s Mādhyamika interpretation to my attention. Ehrhard’s paper summarizes the findings of his M.A. thesis,27 which includes a German translation of the Beacon, and examines the sources for Mipham’s Mādhyamika interpretation in the writings of Klong chen rab ’byams. Ehrhard corroborates Smith’s hypothesis about the NK, with reference to the Beacon, and discusses the Beacon’s seventh topic, concerning whether the Madhyamaka has a philosophical position (khas len, pratijñā). He also draws attention to the fact that this problem is resolved in what seems to be a distinctly Nyingma fashion with reference to meditative practice, particularly the gnosis (ye shes) of meditative equipoise. I am much indebted to Ehrhard’s work for pointing out one of the most important features of Mipham’s thought and its historical precedent in the works of Klong chen rab ’byams.


Kapstein (1988) has observed that the conception of the absolute as involving the coalescence of noetic agent and object in Mipham’s thought establishes a link between the Buddhist epistemological paradigm (Knowing) and the inseparable reality of the two truths (Being).28 This paper also introduces the unique features of Mipham’s system of pramāṇas. Elsewhere Lipman (1992) provides a very helpful introduction to Mipham’s system of Buddhist logic and his concept of “conventional valid perception of pure phenomena” (dag pa’i gzigs pa’i tha snyad dpyod pa’i tshad ma). Lipman (1980) makes note of Mipham’s resolution of a classic interpretive problem in Tibetan tathāgatagarbha theory through the application of Great Perfection terminology. Lipman (1981) also quotes a passage from Mipham’s commentary on the Madhyamakālaṃkāra, which compares the thought of Candrakīrti with the Great Perfection concept of ka dag, or original purity, and clarifies Mipham’s position on the Svātantrika/Prāsaṅgika distinction. Sweet (1979) refers to Mipham’s interpretation of a controversial line in the Bodhicaryāvatāra concerning the coalescence of object and subject in meditation upon ultimate reality.29


Thapkhay (1992) is the only English language source where Mipham’s and Tsongkhapa’s views are explicitly compared. Most of Thapkay’s paper is dedicated to points of contention between Tsongkhapa and other philosophers that do not concern us here,30 but it does provide a helpful synopsis of the Gelug position on the two different kinds of ultimate (paryāya and aparyāyaparamārtha).


The work of several other scholars has been very useful in coming to an understanding of the complex relationships among philosophical systems, hermeneutical paradigms, and methods of practice in Tibetan Buddhism. Paul Williams (1989) has pointed out the importance of intellectual-historical context in assessing Tibetan Mādhyamika interpretations. He has also explored some of the basic features of Tsongkhapa’s Mādhyamika interpretations (1982) and the controversies surrounding them (1983, 1992). More recently he has discussed Mipham’s commentary on the ninth chapter of the Bodhicaryāvatāra.31 Broido (1985) has discussed the influence of tantra in the Mādhyamika works of Padma dKar po (1526–1592) and Mi bskyod rdo rje (1507–1544). Ruegg (1963) was the first to draw attention to the extrinsic emptiness tradition of Tibetan philosophy and the syncretization of Vajrayāna concepts with dialectical philosophy; Ruegg (1989) highlights the importance of the tathāgatagarbha concept for gradualist and subitist soteriological paradigms. Thurman (1991), Lamotte (1936, 1988), Lopez (1988b), and N. Katz (1984) have been valuable sources for understanding the definitive/provisional (nītārtha/neyārtha) distinction of Buddhist hermeneutics.


The books and articles of H.V. Guenther have been helpful in gaining access to some of the more obscure aspects of the Great Perfection texts and terminology. Whether or not one accepts the thesis of From Reductionism to Creativity (1988) that the Great Perfection is the culmination of the history of Buddhist thought, Guenther has clarified how the Great Perfection system is a product of intellectual-historical evolution. Mipham’s Beacon may be seen as the product of a related process, in this case, the trend of harmonizing dialectical-philosophical and Vajrayāna paradigms (especially the Great Perfection) in Tibetan Buddhism and its Nyingma school. Guenther (1984, 1988) has also noted the “process orientation” of the philosophical aspects of the Great Perfection. In process-oriented thinking, there is no radical break between what we misperceive as existent and what actually exists; truth and falsehood, delusion and enlightenment are part of a continuum that is irreducible to any dichotomy. In this respect, Guenther’s understanding of the Buddhist philosophical view is practically the same as Mipham’s.


The comparative aspect of my introduction to the three topics of the Beacon below (§6.3ff.) would not have been possible without the excellent studies of the Gelug Madhyamaka tradition by Hopkins (1984), Lopez (1987), Napper (1989), and Thurman (1991). An especially useful source has been Newland’s The Two Truths (1992), a discussion of several Gelugpa scholars’ interpretations of that important topic, which like Napper’s study includes a detailed discussion of Gelug pūrvapakṣas.


1.5.   The Contributions of this Work


While the aforementioned studies all clarify issues prominent in Mipham’s thought, there is still much work to be done. The literature of the Nyingma tradition is vast, and very few of its important texts have been subject to thorough study. In the present book I have tried to incorporate the most important contributions of other Western scholars in the area of Nyingma scholarship, and to further explore some of the important issues they have raised.


The Stainless Light commentary on the Beacon by Mipham’s student Khro shul ’Jam rdor (§9) has never before been translated from Tibetan. Though it does not seem to be as well known among Nyingma scholars as that of Kun bzang dpal ldan, it is a valuable resource for understanding Mipham’s philosophy and its sources. It contains a number of long excurses and abounds in quotations that link Mipham’s thought to the writings of his Nyingma predecessors, Klong chen rab ’byams and Rong zom Paṇḍita, to important Indian sūtras and tantras, and to Pramāṇa and Mādhyamika treatises. Mipham’s Lion’s Roar Proclaiming Extrinsic Emptiness (ZT), which is included as an appendix (§10), appears to be a unique interpretation of the Tibetan extrinsic emptiness (gzhan stong) interpretation of Madhyamaka, and to my knowledge has not been studied in previous research.


In these translations, Mipham emerges as a syncretist and hermeneutician of the highest order; I think it is fair to say that he was the last great philosopher of pre-Communist Tibet. Tsongkhapa has been widely regarded among Tibetans and in the community of Western scholars of Tibetan Buddhism as having the final word on many points of philosophical interpretation. Though Mipham is by no means Tsongkhapa’s equal in historical and cultural significance, this study suggests that he was the most coherent philosophical opponent ever faced by exponents of Gelug philosophy. It is my hope that this work, together with the valuable contributions on which it is built and others that it might inspire, will lead to a wider recognition of Mipham’s contributions.


Whether Mipham’s thought constitutes a landmark development in the history of Tibetan philosophy remains to be determined. Among the horrible tragedies suffered by Tibet in the last fifty years is the nearly total destruction of the monastic culture, where its greatest intellects were forged in a cauldron of diverse viewpoints sustained by prodigious study, debate, and literary composition. Without such conditions favoring the creative development of philosophy, it is not certain that Mipham’s thought will be fully tested in the fire of critical evaluation, which was instrumental in establishing Tsongkhapa’s work as the standard against which all subsequent philosophers were measured. In any case Mipham never posed as an innovator, but considered himself to be a caretaker of existing traditions. In this respect his intention has been realized in the numerous Nyingma monasteries, colleges, and retreat hermitages where both his philosophical and liturgical writings are widely used today.


In order to elucidate the interpretations of theory, practice, and ultimate reality set forth by Mipham and his Nyingma predecessors, this work explores various aspects of Buddhist epistemology, hermeneutics, and meditation practice brought to my attention by English-language sources mentioned earlier. Though some relevant features of Mipham’s philosophy have been explored by other scholars, the present study attempts to be more comprehensive and inclusive. The only previous published study of Mipham’s Beacon of Certainty (Ehrhard, op. cit.) deals primarily with the sources of Mipham’s Mādhyamika interpretation in the writings of Klong chen rab ’byams, specifically in the context of the seventh topic of the Beacon. I have incorporated the most important findings of Ehrhard’s research here (§6.2.2), and have also considered the Sakya scholar Go ram pa bSod nams seng ge’s TSB, which represents, to a large extent, the source of Mipham’s Mādhyamika interpretation.32


Scholarly studies of Nyingma philosophy are few, and those of Mipham Rinpoche even fewer. With the exception of the essays of E. Gene Smith and Yeshe Thabkay, none have made more than passing reference to the relationship between Mipham’s philosophy and that of the Gelug school. No previous study has examined the differences between Gelug Madhyamaka and Mipham’s thought in detail, and in this respect the present research has broken important ground.


To understand Mipham’s thought, it is essential to understand Tsongkhapa, founder of the Gelug tradition and the most influential philosopher in Tibetan history. In order to present Tsongkhapa’s views accurately, I have tried to consult all the relevant Western language contributions on Gelug philosophy available. It would have been helpful to discuss the opinions of Tsongkhapa’s commentators, as their divergent interpretations were apparently the focus of many of Mipham’s critiques;33 however, sorting out the subtle differences of opinion among Tsongkhapa’s commentators would be a daunting task even for seasoned Gelug scholars and is happily left to them. I have used phrases like “Gelug philosophers” and “Gelug philosophy” only where, to the best of my knowledge, the positions ascribed are universally accepted in the Gelug school. However, without being an expert in Gelug philosophy, I do not expect always to have represented its positions adequately. In the detailed discussion of Mipham’s and Tsongkhapa’s positions in the sixth chapter, I have mainly used the LRC, which is one of the most accessible sources for Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka thought, and the most important source for his approach to Mādhyamika analytical meditation. The LRC is widely studied outside the Gelug tradition and is not unknown to Nyingma scholars, as Yon tan rgya mtsho’s discussion (§6.3.3.1.1) demonstrates.


This study also touches upon one of the most popular subjects in recent Buddhist studies, the dichotomy of “sudden” vs. “gradual” enlightenment. In Tibetan Buddhism, the Mahāmudrā and Great Perfection traditions both allow the possibility of sudden awakening, but two of the most important Indian masters to teach in Tibet, Kamalaśīla (eighth century) and Atīśa (eleventh century), disallowed or ignored this possibility, emphasizing instead a gradual approach. Later scholars such as Sakya Paṇḍita34 and Tsongkhapa35 were likewise wary of subitist approaches, which they considered to be philosophically incoherent.


I would suggest that this dichotomy is false. At the very least, it should not be understood to imply parallel but mutually exclusive universes of philosophical discourse and religious practice. One of Mipham’s interesting points about Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka, normally considered the quintessential philosophy of the gradualist vehicle of philosophical dialectics, is that it has a relatively “sudden” approach to eliminating all four extremes of elaboration (*catuṣkoṭiprapañca, spros pa), and is in this respect similar to the Great Perfection, which establishes ka dag, or primordial purity. The Beacon demonstrates that, as far as Mipham was concerned, a sudden or intuitive approach (the Great Perfection) can be understood in the context of a gradual and rational approach (typified by Madhyamaka), and vice versa. The Beacon is, in part, a philosophical justification of the theoretical possibility of sudden enlightenment in the Great Perfection. At the same time, it is an exploration of how gradualist theory and practice can make that possibility a reality.


A related problem that the Beacon elucidates is the relationship between reason and enlightenment. The stereotype of Gelug scholars that Nyingmapas sometimes present is one of speedy intellectuals averse to meditation. On the other hand, Gelug scholars have sometimes accused the Great Perfection and its Nyingma practitioners of holding nihilistic philosophical views and engaging in quietist meditation and antinomian behavior. The Beacon clearly demonstrates that Mipham considered philosophical analysis to be an essential tool for the paths of both sūtra and tantra, including the Great Perfection; without it, one risks falling into one or another of these stereotypical extremes.


Mipham’s affirmation of reason undoubtedly reflects the influence of Gelug thought. Though no Tibetan scholar has ever denied the necessity of reason, few if any Nyingma scholars have ever affirmed its utility in the same way or to the same degree as Mipham does in the Beacon. Mipham defends the Nyingma philosophical system on the basis of the logical and epistemological system of Dharmakīrti and the reductio ad absurdum (prāsaṅgika) methods of Candrakīrti, the same sources claimed by Tsongkhapa as the foundations of his philosophy. Throughout the Beacon and other works, Mipham attempts to show that the Great Perfection is the quintessence of philosophical systems, but with extensive reference to the logical and epistemological concepts of Madhyamaka and Pramāṇa. The Beacon indicates that even though reason alone is insufficient to realize the full meaning of the Great Perfection in personal experience, the philosophical view of the Great Perfection can and should be approached through the concepts and methods of critical philosophical analysis.


In spite of their numerous philosophical differences, Mipham and his Gelug opponents shared the following assumptions: (i) Madhyamaka philosophy is essential to understanding the philosophical views of both sūtra and tantra, (ii) a correct philosophical view is essential for correct practice, and thus (iii) logical reasoning plays a crucial role in the Buddhist path. In particular, Mipham and Tsongkhapa have a very similar understanding of the function of rational determination (nges pa) and rational-experiential certainty (nges shes) in philosophical analysis and meditation practice. Based on these and other reasons, the concluding section of chapter 7 considers the feasibility of asserting the “gospel truth” of Tibetan ecumenism (ris med): that Mipham and Tsongkhapa, like all the great saints of Tibetan Buddhism, had a common philosophical understanding (dgongs pa gcig).




2.     The Life and Works of Mipham Rinpoche


ONE WONDERS why such an important figure as Mipham Rinpoche has not been subject to a detailed Tibetan biography and why, in spite of being an otherwise prolific author and unlike many lamas of his stature, he never composed an autobiography. Tibetan scholars of lesser importance have often been remembered in reminiscences much more extensive than the small but inspiring biographical sketches of Mipham available at present.


Unlike most important teachers of recent memory, and notwithstanding the fact that many of his contemporaries considered him to be an incarnation of Mañjuśrī, Mipham was not an officially recognized tulku, or reincarnate teacher. Nor was he attached to a position of historical or political significance. Although he was a great master of the Nyingma and new tantras and wrote extensively about them, Mipham was not known as a discoverer of Dharma treasures (terma (gter ma)),36 or terton (gter ston), at least not publicly. The sheer volume and topical diversity of his work make it seem that Mipham spent most of his time studying, meditating, and writing about both dialectical philosophy as well as tantra.


Available biographical materials, however, indicate that there was much more to Mipham’s life than textual study and composition. Though he was not renowned as a terton during his lifetime, the holders of Mipham’s lineages consider him a terton in most if not all senses of the word.37 Furthermore, the successful propagation of Mipham’s tradition attests to the fact that he and his disciples were great teachers. It is often said of Mipham Rinpoche, as of other great Ris med figures, that if one examines the depth of his meditation practice, it seems he did nothing but meditate, and likewise for his teaching and textual composition. The stories translated below indicate that Mipham spent many years in strict meditation retreat and, at least as far as his close students and associates were concerned, displayed numerous intellectual prodigies and magical feats through his realization of enlightened wisdom.


The most prominent figures other than Mipham in Kun bzang dpal ldan’s Essential Hagiography38 are his own teachers. dPal sprul O rgyan ’jigs med Chos kyi dbang po (1808–1887), known as the “speech emanation” (gsungs gi sprul sku) of ’Jigs med gling pa (1730–1798),39 was highly accomplished as a scholar, yogi, and teacher, and as a writer was nearly as prolific as his famous disciple. Mipham’s other root teacher (rtsa ba’i bla ma) was ’Jam dbyang mKhyen brtse dbang po, known as the “mind incarnation” (thugs sprul) of ’Jigs med gling pa. As a writer mKhyen brtse was as prolific as his student, but far less so in sūtric subjects, devoting much attention to the discovery and redaction of terma materials. Perhaps Mipham, as the most brilliant scholar in a tradition renowned for tertons and yogis, would have been less liable to attract the attention of potential biographers—and the supplications of students requesting the composition of an autobiography—than were his own teachers, who were subject to relatively lengthy biographies.40 It seems that toward the end of his life Mipham did not have great expectations about the value of his work,41 and thus might have been disinclined to honor his work with an autobiography. Whether this shows exceptional modesty on Mipham’s part or just a weariness with the cares of this life is difficult to say. One thing is certain: according to his wishes, Mipham’s opus has proven to be of great importance for Tibetan Buddhism in general, and for the Nyingmapa in particular.


The most promising sources for Mipham’s life yet to be explored are the scattered and quickly disappearing oral traditions of Nyingma masters concerning Mipham which, so far as I can determine, have never been gathered systematically. Due to Mipham’s widespread activity and his habit of not remaining in one place over a long period of time, stories about him appear to have been spread widely among his numerous intimate teachers, colleagues, and disciples. Tibet’s rugged terrain meant that until fairly recently people and information traveled slowly, so maybe it is not unusual that in the eighty-five years since his death only two substantial biographical essays on Mipham have come to light.42


One of the lamas most knowledgeable about Mipham’s life and works, Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoche, is unfortunately no longer with us. For now it seems the greatest exponent of Mipham’s traditions of teaching and practice is mKhan po ’Jigs med phun tshogs, heir to numerous oral traditions concerning Mipham and recipient of numerous visionary teachings from Mipham himself. His biography of Mipham, the VBD,43 is based on rather stringent standards for authenticating oral tradition44 and is referred to throughout this chapter.


Unfortunately, there are few Western language sources for the nineteenthcentury historical context of Mipham’s life. Though there are a number Tibetan language sources for this period, they are mostly in the form of hagiographies, which do not always provide much information about the political and social circumstances that might have influenced the formation of Mipham’s thought.45


It is well known that the vast wealth of some Tibetan monasteries has often drawn their prominent lamas and abbots into the political intrigues of their patrons. However, it does not seem likely that a detailed investigation of the social and historical factors influencing Mipham’s life would reveal any significant influences on the philosophical content of his work, which is the main subject of investigation in this book. Mipham apparently benefited from a modest family fortune and/or patronage, which provided for his basic needs, allowing him to do as he pleased. He did not found monasteries, maintain a large retinue, or engage in other activities that would have required the heavy solicitation of funds from wealthy landowners, with all the political complications that can entail. Mipham spent a good deal of time traveling to receive teachings in his younger years, and later in life dedicated his time exclusively to study, teaching, writing, and meditating, much of the time at his hermitage at ’Ju nyung. He did not have time to be a politician,46 though he did write a manual on statecraft (nītiśāstra, rgyal po’i bstan bcos) for the benefit of his aristocratic disciples. Ann Helm’s collaborator Ringu Tulku, like other contemporary lamas of the Nyingma tradition, discounts the idea47 that Mipham was one of the real temporal powers in sDe dge. To the extent that powerful persons became his devoted disciples, it seems that Mipham’s spiritual influence over them was much greater than any political influence they might have wielded over him.48


Even though his excellence as a teacher evidently made his counsel much valued by the rich and powerful in sDe dge, Mipham does not seem to have been exceptionally indebted to those persons for material support. Like Mipham himself, the sDe dge aristocracy were supporters of the ecumenical (ris med) trend fostered by Mipham’s teachers. This also suggests that Mipham’s controversial philosophical positions were probably not influenced by the political agendas49 of aristocratic factions who favored one or another of the Tibetan Buddhist traditions.


If anything, it was the long-standing tensions between the Gelug-dominated government in Central Tibet and the aristocratic powers of Kham that prompted ecumenical scholars of the Sakya (sa skya), Kagyu (bka’ brgyud), and Nyingma schools to forge a sort of cultural—if not quite political—solidarity. The Nyag rong war (c. 1861–1863) displaced numerous persons, apparently including Mipham himself,50 and precipitated the invasion of an army from Lhasa, the presence of which seems to have been instrumental in the settling of old scores between Gelug and rival monasteries in Kham.51 These events resulted in the destruction of several monasteries and the death of certain religious figures and must have impressed upon Mipham—as they certainly did for his teachers mKhyen brtse and Kong sprul—the importance of preserving endangered spiritual traditions.


Because of their close relations with officials in the Lhasa government, the Gelugpas were naturally less inclined to participate in this solidarity, at least on the institutional level. This seems to have been especially true of Gelug scholars from central Tibet,52 while others from Mipham’s homeland, such as ’Bum gsar dGe bshes,53 numbered among his admirers. Some Gelug scholars attacked viciously,54 while others respectfully disagreed. At least one, dPal ris rab gsal, became a close friend and achieved a philosophical reconciliation with Mipham in the course of a prolonged exchange of polemical writings (rtsod yig).55 Kun bzang dpal ldan says that in the monasteries of eastern Tibet Mipham was universally respected.56


2.1.   Accounts of Mipham’s life


Summaries of Mipham’s life have appeared in several different places. As already mentioned, Dudjom Rinpoche’s is the most detailed,57 while Gene Smith’s58 offers valuable detail about his debates with Gelug opponents. Both of these accounts appear to be based largely upon mKhan po Kun bzang dPal ldan’s Essential Hagiography.59 Dieter Schuh was the first Western scholar to survey Mipham’s works in detail; using the colophons of the most important texts of Mipham’s oeuvre he has constructed a partial chronology, which is wanting in the Essential Hagiography and Dudjom Rinpoche’s account.60 Goodman (1981) has used the works of dPal ldan, Dudjom Rinpoche, Smith, and Schuh to outline Mipham’s life and also discusses the publication of Mipham’s collected works.


The VBD, written by one of Mipham’s principal lineage holders, mKhan po ’Jigs med phun tshogs, recently came into my hands thanks to Ann Helm, who also supplied me with her unpublished annotated translation of this text.61 The VBD is a lively mixture of miracle stories, scholastic triumphs, and intellectual prodigies, culminating in descriptions of Mipham’s enlightenment. Though a number of the anecdotes in VBD are similar or identical to those in the Essential Hagiography, several that appear to be unique to the VBD are referred to above and below in footnotes.


Large portions of Kun bzang dPal ldan’s Essential Hagiography are found nearly verbatim in Dudjom Rinpoche’s History. Here I have translated most of the Essential Hagiography, including similar or identical passages already found in DR, and a number of passages that have not appeared elsewhere in translation. For the most part, the laconic colloquialisms of the Tibetan text have yielded sense, but several obscure portions have been omitted from the translation and are marked by an ellipsis (…).


Like the VBD, the Essential Hagiography is a depiction of a person of unusual sanctity and learning, without a shred of what Tibetans would call “impure perception” (ma dag pa’i snang ba), which in a secular biography might include elaborations of psychological turmoil, analysis of interpersonal conflicts, the fulfillment of personal and professional vendettas, etc. It is also notably lacking in narrative progression, so it cannot serve to inform us much about the order of events in Mipham’s life, nor of the political reconciliations in which he and his teacher ’Jam mgon Kong sprul were supposedly involved.62 It does, however, give an accurate picture of how Mipham was seen by his students, teachers, and colleagues, and continues to be seen today: as an incomparable fountain of wisdom, compassion, and prodigious learning who greatly revitalized the Nyingma teaching. Thus, Kun bzang dpal ldan’s biography provides an incomplete but fascinating glimpse of Mipham’s approach to scholarship, debate, and yogic practice, as well as of the cultural climate in which he lived.


2.2.   The Essential Hagiography by mKhan chen Kun bzang dpal ldan




[625.2]  The Primordial Lord Samantabhadra is the atemporal splendor of enlightenment of all saṃsāra and nirvāṇa. His unobstructed intrinsic radiance of gnosis is the eternal pervasiveness of the arrangements of the five spheres of inexhaustible adornment as the self-appearing pure land of the saṃbhogakāya, from which the artistic and supreme nirmāṇakāyas, both peaceful and wrathful, appear in accordance with the destinies of pure and impure disciples. This limitless display, which disciplines each and every sentient being according to need, manifests infinitely throughout the expanse of reality and the dimension of space. As a causal principle, it is the [coalescence of] the profound, luminous, nondual gnosis and the expanse of reality, or the tathāgatagarbha that is unfabricated by nature, originally pure, and possesses the nature of natural luminosity free of all characteristics of elaboration. With respect to emptiness it is the dharmakāya, and with respect to appearance it is atemporally integrated with the positive qualities of the formal kāyas, like the sun and its rays.


[626]    By becoming free from baseless adventitious appearances—the deluded obscurations of subject and object that are like thick clouds—the ultimate purity is revealed. Because [in previous lifetimes Mipham] perfectly cultivated great loving compassion and made prayers for the benefit of sentient beings while on the path of training (śaikṣamārga, slob lam), and because of the timely maturation of the positive karmic propensities of disciples, there was a powerful collection of causes and conditions. It is like the full harvest moon, which does not move from the sky, while all the distinct reflections on the earth and its oceans appear simultaneously in its light. The display of inconceivable manifestations, the limitless illusory displays by which great sublime beings tame sentient beings, cannot be fathomed in one specific way or another.







In particular,63 our holy supreme guide was not someone to praise himself or engage in cunning and deceit; he was the appearance of the unobstructed glow of gnosis of all buddhas who, in the manner of a bodhisattva, always holds the complete treasury of the victors’ teaching until saṃsāra is emptied. As the exalted Mañjughoṣa himself, no other great sublime being could possibly vie with him in terms of his amazing career or his personal kindness. Thinking to uphold, protect, and propagate the precious teaching of the Jīna in this degenerate age, he manifested as a spiritual guide. Except for buddhas, it is difficult even for intelligent bodhisattvas of the tenth bhūmi to fathom the succession of his lifetimes and his extraordinary liberation. So, needless to say, it is impossible for an extremely limited individual like myself. So here I will say just a little bit about his renown in the experience of his ordinary disciples, just as I have heard it, without exaggeration or omission.




[627.4]  His paternal lineage was of the ’Ju clan, so renowned because [his ancestors] were clear light deities who held onto (’ju) a rope and descended from heaven. His maternal lineage was the A lcags ’bru clan, which numbers among the so-called “six aboriginal Tibetan tribes” (bod mi’u gdung drug) (…) His father was the ayurvedist mGon po dar rgyas, who was the son of the famous doctor ’Ju bla mDo sde, known as an emanation of the Medicine Buddha (bhaiṣajyaguru, sman bla), and who came from a lineage of wealthy and powerful men who were ministers of the sDe dge kings, and wise and accomplished spiritual guides. His mother was the daughter of a minor minister of the king of sDe dge. Thus, his family was of very high status.


[628.5]  The lotus of his emanation opened in the fire male horse year (1846) under an auspicious astrological configuration.64 His paternal uncle, the minister-lama sGrub mchog Pad ma dar rgyas, gave him the name Mi pham rgya mtsho (“Unconquered Ocean”). From the time he was small he was endowed with the potential of the Mahāyāna lineage, [which manifested] as faith, renunciation, wisdom, and compassion, and he was able to remember everything from the time he was an infant. According to provincial custom, at the age of twelve he became a novice monk at ’Ju mo hor gSang sngags chos gling, a branch monastery of Ze chen bsTan gnyis dar rgyas Gling.65 There he was praised by everyone as “the little monk scholar” (btsun chung mkhas pa).66 At the age of fifteen or sixteen, at the ’Ju nyung hermitage,67 he meditated upon Mañjuśrī-Vādasiṃha for eighteen months, performing the activity rites of ritual pills, etc., and obtained extraordinary signs of accomplishment. He said that from then on he was able to understand all subjects—secular and sacred, sūtric and tantric—without trying. As he was able to understand whatever text he looked at, he did not have to study, aside from receiving an explanatory reading transmission (bshad lung).68


[630.2]  When he was seventeen, all of the nomad tribes left for Golog due to the Nyag [rong] disturbances, and the Lord also went there himself.69 It is said that from that point onward he was knowledgeable about geography. At ages eighteen and nineteen he went on a pilgrimage to Lhasa with his uncle ’Gyur med bzang po,70 where he stayed at a philosophical college of dGa’ ldan Monastery71 for about a month. Later he traveled extensively in the south. When he went to Lho brag mkhar chu, the appearance of the place transformed and everything arose as bliss-emptiness. He told his entourage that the experience of blazing blissful heat was due to the blessing of that place. (…)


[631.2] From the emanation of the supreme sublime one (Avalokiteśvara), dPal sprul O rgyan Chos kyi dbang po,72 in five days’ time he received the ninth chapter on wisdom (shes rab kyi le’u) of the Bodhicaryāvatāra, and completely mastered both the words and the meaning. Later, he wrote the ṭika commentary, etc.73 ’Jams dbyangs mKhyen brtse dbang po74 accepted him as his heart-son and bestowed upon him empowerments, commentaries, and explanations for many texts, both sūtric and tantric, of the old and later traditions. ’Jam mgon Kong sprul bLo gros mtha’ yas as well gave him countless empowerments and teachings on secular subjects, such as Sanskrit and alchemy, and empowerments of tantric deities such as Mañjuśrī, Lord of Life.…75


[632.5]  As a cause, for countless lifetimes Mipham had studied well and cultivated [himself in practice], thus gaining a powerful spiritual genotype imbued with with positive instincts. As a condition, these instincts were thoroughly awakened by the compassion and blessed intentionality of his spiritual master, and thus he was able to master all the profound and vast subjects of the buddhas’ teaching without contradicting the four reliances,76 and by means of the four kinds of reasoning.77 Because he gained mastery of the appearance of self-arisen gnosis that pervades space, the eight great treasures of brilliance (spobs pa’i gter chen po brgyad) were released. According to the Lalitavistara, these are (i) the treasure of memory, which does not forget, (ii) the treasure of analytical intellect, (iii) the treasure of realization, which understands the meaning of all the sūtras, (iv) the treasure of incantation (dhāranī), which retains all that has been learned, (v) the treasure of brilliance, which explains the teaching to the satisfaction of all sentient beings, (vi) the treasure of Dharma, which means completely protecting the sacred Dharma, (vii) the treasure of enlightened awareness, which means not interrupting the lineage of the Three Jewels, and (viii) the treasure of accomplishment, which means acquiring tolerance for the nonarisen nature of things.78


[633.6]  When he received the Madhyamakāvatāra from ’Bum gsar dGe bshes Ngag dbang ’byung gnas,79 [Mipham] asked him not to go to any trouble, saying that an explanatory reading transmission would be enough. As soon as the explanation was completed, the dGe bshes examined Mipham, who proceeded to explain the Avatāra from start to finish.80 The dGe bshes praised him in front of the monastic assembly: “Though I have obtained the name “Geshe,” I don’t have even a fragment of his intellect!”81





From the Acārya Blo gter dbang po82 he received the Tshad ma rig gter,83 and from gSol dpon Padma he received the explanatory transmission of the Five Dharma Texts of Maitreya84 and texts on the bodhisattva levels (bhūmi, sa), such as the Bodhisattvabhūmi, etc., one after the other. As soon as he received them, he explained them to others. Such was also the case when he received explanatory transmission for the Abhidharmakośa from Ser shul dGe gshes Lha ram pa. Generally speaking, from many spiritual guides of the old and new traditions he received commentaries of sūtra and tantra, whose uninterrupted transmissions have survived until today. In particular he received the transmitted (bka’ ma) and discovered (gter ma) teachings of the Nyingma tradition, the Madhyamakālaṃkāra85 and the two Vibhaṅgas,86 Vimalamitra’s commentary on the Mañjuṣrīnāmasaṃgīti,87 the Man ngag lta ba’i phreng ba,88 and the general and specific cycles of the Eight Transmitted Precepts [bka’ brgyad].89 Having just heard these teachings, which descend in an uncommon short lineage from omniscient lamas, their meaning poured forth from his mind of its own accord. He wandered confidently through many assemblies of greatly learned scholars like a fearless lion, in the course of which he was able to explain, discuss, and compose commentaries without any trouble. The Lord himself said:






[635.1]       When I was young, there were many spiritual guides of the old and new traditions. It was a time not unlike the actual turning of the Dharma wheel; but personally, aside from the wisdom chapter90 from dPal sprul Rin po che, I did not study much. Later, by the kindness of the lama and my meditational deity, I was able to unlock the difficult points without much trouble, just by reading a text. At the beginning of my studies, the texts of the new traditions were easy to understand, but the Early Translation texts were difficult. Thinking that, in spite my own lack of understanding, these profound texts of the Vidyādhara lineage must have great meaning, I never had a moment’s doubt, and for that reason my wisdom ripened fully. Later, when I looked [at these texts] again, I saw that all the profound points of the teaching are contained only in the Dharma systems that descend from the precious lineages of the Early Translations. Thus I conceived an extraordinary certainty.


[635.6]        At that time the Lord Protector, the Vajra-holder mKhyen brtse Rinpoche, commissioned me to write some textbooks for our tradition.91 In order to fulfill the command of the lama and cultivate my own intellect, and with the Buddha’s teaching uppermost in mind, I wrote some textbooks on the cycles of sūtra teachings, etc. In those texts my explanations rather emphasized our own tradition. The scholars of other schools heard that there was a refutation [of their own system], so of course letters of refutation arrived here from all directions.







                         As for my own motivation, I have been impelled only by the command of my lama and by the fact that nowadays the Early Translation teaching is not much more than a painting of a butter lamp. Aside from imitating other systems, there are very few who even wonder what the philosophical system of our own school is, much less ask about it. Thus, I have hoped it would be of some benefit to write. Otherwise, I haven’t even dreamed of reviling other systems or praising myself. If those who possess the eye of gnosis gaze upon me, I have nothing of which to be ashamed.







[636.5]        Since I have not attained sublime qualities, how could I realize all profound subjects? It is like the saying, “Since intellectual knowledge is not certain, saṃsāra [which it] cannot encompass is full of suffering.” But if I rely on the guiding lights of the scriptures of the Buddha and the commentaries of the great champions of India and Tibet, and if I analyze a bit for myself what is reasonable and unreasonable, then even though I have no idea of someone benefiting someone else, it might turn out somewhat beneficial for others. If I were to pollute the scriptures and commentaries through ignorance and misunderstanding, I would only obstruct my own liberation and lead others to do the same, which is the worst of evils. So, if someone who possesses the Dharmaeye refutes me in accordance with scripture and reasoning, I should rely upon him as a doctor, and should never refute him out of anger. Thus, with a noble and honest intention, I have debated upon occasion.







[637.5]  I myself was privy to this, and others also heard him speak to this effect. When great sublime beings counter the misunderstanding of others, and so forth, in order to protect the treasure of the holy Dharma, it is very meaningful. Thus, when the supreme scholar Blo bzang rab gsal and the Lord himself had finished exchanging a series of elegant compositions, their minds became as if one, and they showered one another with praise. The venerable Blo bzang rab gsal offered him a silk scarf with these words:









            In the golden maṇḍala renowned as Kham,


            An open sky replete with a cloudlike mass of Dharma


            Resounds with the rhythm of divine drums:


            I delight in the Dharma king of definitive meaning!


            In order to gently cleanse the faults of the heart


            With a spark consuming the haystack of false projections,


            Like a stainless, divine white cloud this silk is arrayed


            Before the one whose body, vast as space, encompasses the earth.





Also, when he was teaching the Wish-fulfilling Treasury (YD)92 at sTong bzab Siddhi, he said, “Previous lamas such as the omniscient ’Jigs med gling pa were accepted by the supreme buddha Klong chen rab ’byams. As his representative I have also received a little blessing from the Omniscient Dharma King, by virtue of which I was able to realize easily all the profound aspects of the Early Translations. Now, even if I debate before a hundred geshes, it’s like the saying “Don’t go scowling, have confidence!”93




[638.6]  dGe bshes Khang dmar ba said this again and again in the company of many other scholars:







                     I actually witnessed a debate with this holy being. When the reason, probandum, and concomitance were set forth, he immediately demonstrated their nonestablishment, causing the opponent to accept undesirable consequences (’dod lan ’debs pa), etc., in four successive replies. He shut the opponent’s mouth with a vajra seal, rendered him speechless, ruined his reputation, and embarrassed him. Again and again he caused the Jīna’s victory drum to resound in all directions. Thus, this lord of scholars is worthy of being asked to sit on a lion throne along with the glorious father and son, Dignāga and Dharmakīrti, and so forth.







[639.3]  In particular, if one sees the response that Mipham wrote to the great scholar dPal ri ba Blo bzang rab bsal,94 what need is there to differentiate [or rely upon] the learned and nonlearned ones who are mixed up with the demons of extreme views? Intellectually honest95 scholars, through the force of extremely pure perception, could not help but place their palms together at their hearts and proclaim, “The great scholar of these degenerate times, Mipham Namgyal! He is the crown jewel of the Buddha’s teaching in general, and of the Ancient Translation school in particular.” This is how he is considered today in all the great monasteries of Eastern Tibet.


[639.6]  His cultivation of the science of logic in previous [lives] manifested without impediment. When he was looking at the Pramāṇavārttika, he dreamt of someone who seemed to be essentially Sakya Paṇḍita, in the dress of a learned and accomplished Indian, who said, “What don’t you understand about the Pramāṇavārttika? It has both refutation and proof.” Saying this, he took a copy of the Pramāṇavārttika and divided it in two. Taking these in his hands he said, “You put them back together.” As soon as Mipham had done this, the book became a sword, and all objects of knowledge seemed to appear before him. Waving the sword once, he clearly saw that everything was cut through instantly. He told gSol dpon Padma that from that point forward there was not a single word in the Pramāṇavārttika he did not understand.


[640.4]  The first time he looked at the Vinayasūtra, some passages seemed difficult. When he was reading through the bKa’ ’gyur96 he read all thirteen volumes of the vinaya at one sitting, and thereafter said that because of this there was nothing in all of the Vinayasūtra he did not understand. Another time he manifested illness97 and made circumambulations in the temple of mDzid rnam rgyal Monastery. When his health was restored, he borrowed some volumes of the bsTan ’gyur from dPal mdzod Monastery and had a look at them. His secretary at the time, Lama Rig mchog, said that he definitely had twelve volumes, but each time there appeared to be twenty-four.98 In any case, Mipham looked over those volumes in three days and returned them. His attendant asked him if he had memorized them all, to which he replied, “I haven’t memorized all the words, but I have understood their meaning entirely.”


[641.2]  Later, in rDza mgon, he was reciting the commentaries on the Muni’s teaching,99 where the great mkhan po Lama Kun bzang dpal ldan was acting as his secretary.100 At that time, during the time it took him to finish one clay pot of tea, he went over each volume of the bKa’ ’gyur, and without confusing the words or meaning, he began to recite spontaneously.101 Such stories are quite numerous.





He perused the entire bKa’ ’gyur about seven times. The various profound meanings as well as the order of the different titles arose in his mind spontaneously, not just because he had read them, but due to the blossoming of his intellect through lengthy practice of the service and accomplishment (sevasādhana, bsnyen sgrub) of his chosen deity, as well as the deity and lama’s blessing. Thus he said “I had no other choice but to write.”




[641.6]  In brief his treatises, with their amazing transforming and protecting (’chos skyob) qualities, are untainted by the slightest contradiction, repetition, irrelevance, or incompleteness. Their use of Sanskrit (sgra), poetry, and composition are superb. Their scriptural citation, logic, and instructions about profound points are consummate. Even if they are examined with trivial intellectual analysis102 for a long time, their subjects are profound and vast, and are difficult to penetrate. When these great interpretive commentaries—which are no different than the great texts of the six ornaments and two supreme ones of India and those of the Tibetan philosopher-lions, the omniscient Rong zom Paṇḍita and Klong chen rab ’byams—were written, he did not have to peruse other texts or make notes. Like a magician’s legerdemain, they were written extremely rapidly, just as they appear. From this one can infer that this sort of profound, acute, and vast wisdom and brilliance has never before appeared in the Land of Snows, much less among the ordinary spiritual guides of today.


[642.5]  Moreover, there are witnesses to this. One auspicious day his root guru, the peerless Vajradhara mKhyen brtse Rinpoche, placed all sorts of rare and profound volumes of sūtric and tantric texts on an altar and made extensive offerings. He put Mipham on a high throne in front of them and said, “I entrust these scriptures to you. From now on, preserve them through teaching, debating, and composition. Cause the Victor’s teaching to remain in this world for a long time,” and empowered him as a master of the Dharma. On the back of an extremely fine painting of White Tara he wrote this verse:







            Oṃ svasti jayantu


            You directly realized the intentionality of the Invincible Lord,103


            Like Mañjughoṣa, you have total mastery of knowledge,


            And like Dharmakīrti, you are victorious everywhere:


            May your oceanic fame pervade the entire world!104





Thus, he completely mastered the profound view, extensive activities, and the final significance of all modes of perfect reasoning, and his fame pervaded the world. With four great essential reasons,105 he was endowed with the name Mi pham ’jam dbyangs rNam rgyal rgya mtsho. [mKhyen brtse dbang po] bestowed upon him important supports of enlightened body, speech, and mind, and as a symbol of his empowerment as Dharma regent, he was given [mKhyen brtse’s] own paṇḍita’s hat with a long tip, along with lofty praises.




[644.1]  Later, in conversation [mKhyen brtse] was heard to say, “In this time, there is no one else on earth more learned than Lama Mipham. If I wrote down a bit of his previous lifetimes and qualities, it would not fit in a text the size of the Prajñāpāramitā. Even if I wrote about it, he would be displeased.” This story I heard from a reliable source. The lord of the maṇḍala ’Jam mgon Kong sprul called him “Mahāpaṇḍita Mipham Gyatso,” and listened to his explanation of his Pramāṇavārttika and Eight Transmitted Precepts commentaries. In conversation Kong sprul praised Mipham as a second Vajrapāṇi, the Lord of Secrets, a master of the profound secret tantras and endowed with inconceivable brilliance. In his long-life prayer for Mipham, Kong sprul wrote:







            The wisdom being Mañjuśrī, who encompasses the sphere of reality


            Manifests in all worlds as the dance of salvific activity.


            May the supreme Lord of Speech with the two forms of omniscience,


            The glorious lama, live for a hundred aeons!







[644.5]  When ’Ja pa mDo sngags, a scholar learned in the traditions of the New Translation schools, expressed some misgivings about Mipham’s commentary on the wisdom chapter of the Bodhicaryāvatāra, the supreme head of learned, noble, and accomplished ones in the Land of Snows, dPal sprul Rinpoche, was called as a witness during several days of debate.106 When nobody could decide upon a winner, except insofar as they were personally inclined to the position of one or the other of the disputants, Lama Rig mchog asked dPal sprul Rinpoche which of the two should be declared the winner. He replied,







                     I cannot decide one way or the other. As goes the proverb, “A son is not praised by his father, but by the enemy; a daughter is not praised by her mother, but by the community,” some of Ja pa mdo sngags’ monks told me that at the beginning of the debate they clearly saw a ray of light coming from the heart of Mipham’s statue of Mañjuśrī, his meditational deity, which dissolved into his heart. That says it all.





On the same occasion ’Ja’ pa mdo sngags was writing a commentary on the statement, “The Great Perfection is the essence of gnosis.”107 Some thought he had refuted the statement, while others thought it proved, so [dPal sprul] told them to have a debate, in which Mipham emerged victorious. dPal sprul then authorized him to compose commentaries on the tantras, transmissions, and practical instructions. This I heard from a reliable source.




[645.6]  gSol dpon Padma asked dPal sprul Rinpoche, “Who is more learned, you or Lama Mipham?” dPal sprul replied, “In sūtra, we are about the same. In tantra, there is a slight difference; Lama Mipham is more knowledgeable than I.” The master of the profound secret tantras, mKhan po Padmavajra of rDzogs chen Monastery, considered Mipham to be inseparable from the omniscient Dharma lord [Klong chen rab ’byams] in his power of wisdom, his qualities of realization, and his scriptural and philosophical acumen. Although previously [the mKhan po] had considered many learned and accomplished luminaries for the job, none had been up to the task of editing the commentary of the Wish-fulfilling Treasury (YD);108 he asked [Lama Mipham] to do it.109 In conversation, [the mKhan po] said, “‘One’s mind is liberated through learning’—that is Lama Mipham! Although [my] mind was a bit unrefined110 [in its perception of him] when I was young, now, like butter melting in soup, it is gentle and full of devotion.” Saying this, tears fell from his eyes.


[646.4]  In particular, the lineage holder of the second Buddha bLo bzang [grags pa, Tsongkhapa], unrivaled in analysis, dPal ris Blo bzang rab gsal, wrote in his rejoinder:







            In particular, he has the powerful discipline of analytical wisdom.


            A most learned practicing kusali111


            Who has long travailed in search of the profound meaning:


            This is my great friend, the spiritual guide Mipham.





And:




[646.6]       A treasure house of the great wealth of profound and vast secrets
I, a pauper, do not possess;
But in response to a letter of the spiritual friend Mipham
Requesting an answer, I will now proclaim it.
By arranging a garland of stainless white lotuses
May I be a friend to Mipham Jamyang,
Who is learned in the nature of profound and vast instructions
Of the infinite mandalas of the buddhas.





The great Geshe Khang dmar ba of ’Bras phung Monastery said,




                     To speak a concise and meaningful praise of the supreme scholar Mipham Namgyal, it is said:







                  As fire is known from smoke


                  And water from ducks,


                  An intelligent bodhisattva


                  Knows spiritual faculties from signs.





This lord of scholars Mipham Namgyal relied upon many qualified spiritual masters from childhood, crossed the ocean of extensive learning, and acquired the glorious vast treasure of the good qualities of inner realization. He received the blessing of countless learned and accomplished masters of eastern, central, and western Tibet and became a great spiritual master of all teachings. This one known as Mipham Namgyal is, in a definitive sense, the wisdom emanation of Mañjuśrī, emanated like the rays of the sun, appearing as a spiritual guide in this time of the five degenerations in accordance with the needs of sentient beings. If one thinks of his tremendous benefit for the Buddha’s teaching, then it is just as Sakya Paṇḍita said,




[648.2]              First one should become learned in all subjects,







                         Then one should expound elegantly in the company of scholars.


                         Finally one should meditate diligently on what one has learned.


                         This is the way of all buddhas of the three times.







                 This holy being [Mipham] has done just that.





In such ways Mipham was praised again and again. In brief, in our time, like a banner of fame the name “Jamyang Mipham Gyatso” pervades all the way to the eastern and northern oceans. The intelligent and honest have filled their basket of faith with udumbara flowers and have scattered flowery showers of praise from all directions.




[648.5]  Thus, having eliminated doubts through learning and reflection, and in accordance with the biographies of previous holy ones, at the king among places of attainment—the “tiger den” of Karmo—Mipham Rinpoche planted the banner of attainment for a period of thirteen years. Above all, when he performed the ritual service of Mañjuśrī-Yamāntaka, lord of life, the deity on whom, in accord with his fortune, his flower had alighted [in the empowerment ceremony], it is said that there arose all the signs of accomplishment that are described in the texts.





For the most part, he took tea twice a day,112 and focused on the one-pointed practice of approach and accomplishment.113 He remained sedentary, without interruption, in total solitude, casting away all elaborations of worldly activities, distractions, and the eight worldly dharmas, and thus kept hold of the banner of devoting his entire life to meditation practice. He practiced the creation phase of skillful means, wherein all appearances and activities arose as the natural expression of the dharmakāya, which is the great pure equality of original buddhahood encompassing all phenomena of saṃsāra and nirvāṇa, and the completion phase of wisdom, whence he never wavered from the profound yoga of the three vajras114 of coalescence.


As an example of the clarity of his creation phase visualization, when he was young115 (…) he received the permission blessing instructions and activity rituals for the White Mañjuśrī of [Sa bzang] Mati [Paṇ chen’s] tradition. When he practiced in retreat, he focused on the heart-wheel and the intense spinning of the mantra garland, discovering an extraordinary vividness of perception in which all ordinary appearances and mental states were suspended. Of his ability to spend time in the samādhis described in texts, he said, “it must be the lama’s blessing.” During his many years in retreat, he said, he was never distracted by verbal or visual objects from the one-pointed yogas of creation and completion that are explained in texts for the length of a single rosary.




[650.1]  Once Mipham Rinpoche went into the presence of his teacher, mKhyen brtse Rinpoche. The teacher asked, “What sort of practice did you do in retreat?” Mipham replied, “While studying I reasoned conclusively, and thinking that I should finish the creation phase during approach recitation, I have been very disciplined in the practice of the creation phase.” mKhyen brtse Rinpoche replied, “That’s hard. The omniscient Klong chen pa said, ‘Not doing anything, come to rest right where you are.’ By resting in that way I haven’t seen any so-called “face of mind” with white skin and a rosy complexion, but nonetheless, if I were to die right now it would be all right. I haven’t the slightest hesitation!” Saying this, mKhyen brtse Rinpoche laughed out loud. Mipham later said he understood this to be the teacher’s practical advice.





Mipham said, “Until now, by focusing on the creation phase, I have reached the point where, among the five types of experiences, the experience of familiarity flows like a river. I wonder if I should cultivate a one-pointed mind with this calm abiding? If I accomplish calm abiding, penetrating insight should increase.”116 Accordingly, the master said that when he did the approximation for his karmically destined deity upon which his flower fell [in the empowerment divination], all of the signs explained in texts arose.




[651.1]  When he was staying in the ’Ju hermitage, the supreme refuge117 [Zhe chen] Rab ’byams rin po che went to visit him. He said,118







                      When [Mipham] was doing the long-life practice of Ratna gLing pa, for an entire year the life-water119 did not go bad in the summer, nor did it freeze in the winter. From the moment he put it out it did not diminish even slightly. “I think it’s a sign of accomplishing the deity,” he said. We did the ceremony of receiving the siddhis together. In receiving the life sacrament and so forth, it was certain that each and every one of the signs described in texts were present. He said to meditate on it and be glad to keep it secret, saying nothing about it.





Even in a public context [Mipham’s magical powers were apparent]. In sTag tshang he did a four-day retreat on the Black Horse [Mahākāla]. When he threw the gtor ma,120 a mountain of stone was reduced to dust. When the princess of sDe dge was ill, he performed soul-retrieval (bla ’gug). Just by focusing on it [in visualization], she turned around quite naturally; everyone there saw it. When he was staying in the Dis mgo hermitage121 in lDan khog, one day he went to the ’Bri River’s edge. As a way of praying for the happiness of Tibet and as a circumstance for healing the essence of the earth, he buried some medicinal pills as a treasure of nāgas. Thereafter, he took a streamer-arrow122 in his hand and cast it into the ’Bri River. The base of the arrow sank into the water, while the tip stayed upright and in place, its silk streamers flapping in the wind. Then Mipham faced away from the river and began to chant prayers and auspicious verses, taking eight or nine slow steps. The arrow also began to move back from the center of the river to the shore. This was seen by everyone present.




[652.3]  When he was in Chamdo there was much talk of a Chinese invasion, and Mipham’s attendant, the venerable Lama ’Od gsal, was worried. Mipham said, “If I am to be the highest general of the destroyer of the barbarians, the Rigden King Wrathful One with Iron Wheel,123 I should be up to this. We’ll see.”124 Thus, when Mipham was staying near sGa stod, the foreign army went there, but even though the lama’s place of residence was on the way, they were not able to go that way, and were forced to take a detour.





In the meantime the general fortune125 of ’Ju nyung ma was on the wane; it was overrun with mercilessly violent bandits.126 The Lord entrusted buddha activity [to the Dharma protectors]. He dreamt that Ber nag [a form of Mahākāla] came to him riding on a black horse, holding a lance in his hand, and tied a banner of black yak-hair cloth127 to the peak of ’Ju nyung and left suddenly. From that time forward, the prosperity and peace of ’Ju nyung increased. I heard some stories to the effect that nobody knew that the departure of most of the killers was [Mipham’s] doing. With me, he once jokingly said, “If you’re a Nyingmapa, you have to show the sign of having perfected your approach and accomplishment recitations. What power do you have? Were it not for [wishing] to avoid the consequences,128 if one day I had to kill many people, I would do it.”




[653.3]  With respect to completion phase practice, it is possible to determine that he was someone who achieved sudden realization based on previous [lives’] practice. Not only that, in this very life he practiced all the formal yogas of piercing the vital points of the vajra body, such as the six-branched yoga [of Kālacakra]. Thus the flows of the winds were mostly purified in the expanse of the central channel, and Mipham realized the true inner radiance, the natural, innate gnosis of great bliss. Especially, by relying on the yogas of the Great Perfection, namely, cutting through (khregs chod) and all-surpassing realization (thod rgal), he fathomed the limits of reality without merely engaging in intellectual investigation. He enjoyed the infinite spectacle of limitless purity, the dominion of the self-appearing saṃbhogakāya pure lands, the display of buddha bodies and buddha gnosis.





By purifying completely the wheels of cloud-like letters in the inner energy channels, the analytical wisdom born of meditation burst forth. He only composed treatises that were mind treasures (dgongs gter) born from the expanse of realizing all profound meanings, which in their purpose and benefit are unlike most others. One should understand them to be no different from the Trilogy of Comfort and Ease (ngal gso skor gsum) and the Seven Treasures (mdzod bdun), mind treasures composed in the form of treatises by the Omniscient Dharma King [Klong chen rab ’byams].




[654.4]  When I was young, at dKar mo stag tshang I went into his presence and received the sNyan sgron commentary on the Eight Transmitted Precepts. He said,







                      Anyone can find something to write about if they are inclined to do so, but there’s no point to that. Sometimes, in dependence upon the lama’s and the meditational deity’s compassion, [something to write] naturally arises in the mind. If, without needing much alteration, it seems fitting to write without effort, it is easy and there is a great purpose in it, so now I’ll wait a while until that happens. You can pray to the lama and the meditational deity and request the activity of the Dharma protectors.





This story is an important one. To some close friends [of mine] he declared, “None of the prayers and so forth that I have written were done without a specific purpose. Whoever recites them will receive great benefit and blessings.” One can also determine this from the colophons of each treatise, where it is all clearly stated.




[655.3]  In essence, if one considers the power of his wisdom and realization, the experience of his intention, the activities of his accomplishment, and the qualities of his learning and reasoning, no one can challenge the fact that the nature of Mipham’s inconceivable liberation was universally renowned and apparent to all. The great treatises of this holy being, of which those concerning the three inner yogas are foremost, are excellent in meaning, excellent in composition, not mixed-up, totally complete, perfectly pure, and perfectly lucid. They were spoken by the teacher, the great sage, bestowed by him, and are blessed, authentic speech. His interpretive commentaries are not in the slightest way different, in words or in meaning, from those of the supreme ornaments of India (Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga) and the eight great knowledge holders. This should be clear to those with the Dharma eye if they investigate.


[656.2]  In particular, as this is the time when the five degenerations are increasing, the Buddha’s teaching in general and the traditions of the Early Translations in particular are extremely feeble, as if gasping for breath at the point of death, but in their wonderfulness and kindness they are better than ever. It goes without saying that those who are concerned for the precious teachings of our own and other schools should treasure these teachings in the depths of their hearts and honor them with the crowns of their heads.





This great being’s students, who enjoyed a Dharma feast of the Supreme Vehicle, were innumerable. The most important students were rDo grub Rinpoche, gTer ston bSod rgyal, the Fifth rDzogs chen Tulku, dGe dmang skyab mgon, mKhan po Padmavajra, Kaḥ thog Si tu Rin po che, Ze chen rab ’byams, rGyal tshab sprul sku,129 dPal yul rGyal sprul, Kar ma yang sprul,130 dPal spungs Si tu Rin po che, Gling rje drung, minister of dGe mang bsTan ’dzin nor bu, Mu ra sprul sku, mKhan po Yon tan rgya mtsho, Bla ma Lung rtog, A ’dzom ’brug sprul, rTogs ldan Shā kya Śrī, Ngor slob dpon, dGu rub Tulku, and so forth. Thus the great incarnations of Zhe chen, rDzogs chen, Kaḥ thog, dPal yul, dPal spungs, sDe dge mgon chen, Re skong, and others of the Sakya, Gelug, Kagyu, and Nyingma traditions, all became his disciples.




[657.2]  There were also scholars learned in all textual traditions, mKhan pos with the three trainings,131 mantra practitioners with the yoga of the two stages, those who had abandoned all cares of this life,132 nine great kings and ministers (especially the king (sa skyong) of sDe dge and the king of gLing tshang), and wealthy patrons of the Dharma among the innumerable persons whom he accepted with compassion.





In his sixty-seventh year, the water-mouse, on the thirteenth day of the first month,133 Mipham left his retreat. Around the eighteenth,134 there were some annoying visitors, and in the morning he wrote the following:




            Namo Mañjuśrīsattvāya.


            Having mastered the ocean of bodhisattva practices,


            In Great Joy and other pure lands,


            I vow to protect living beings throughout space


            With a mind of great compassion.


            As a Dharma teacher in this dark age, afflicted with karma,


            For seventeen human years I have suffered


            A severe illness of the energy channels.


            Although the suffering was uninterrupted and intense,


            I have relied upon this illusory frame


            To remain in this world.


            Now, with a mind happy to die,


            I will put my final advice down in words.





Then he wrote his last testament and concealed it.




[658.2]  During the second month he gave some advice to his attendant, Lama ‘Od gsal, and recited the dhāraṇī of Akṣobhya about one hundred thousand times…. On the morning of the tenth day of the third month, he said, “Let us dedicate the merit acquired through my recitation and composition of treatises from the time you came to dKar mo stag tshang;” so we dedicated the merit together, three times, to full enlightenment for the benefit of others. “Now that all the signs of having accomplished the aspirational prayer are apparent, in the future you will become inseparable from Mañjuśrī, so you should not just be pleased, but joyful! If you have any questions to settle about practice, then settle them today, because I don’t know how much longer I’ll be staying.” He offered consolation by saying, “From now on this ācārya student of mine and I will be inseparable in enlightenment.”135





Thereafter, many requests were made for him to live longer as a sublime protector of sentient beings. He said,




[659.2]       At this point, because of the times and my ailment, I do not wish to stay. Even if I did, it would be hard to make it worthwhile, so you stay in retreats and other places and try to keep up your practice as best you can. As you have quite a bit of experience, from now on do not look to other teachers. In life, death, and the intermediate state we will meet again. Later, we will be inseparable in pure realms.





On the eighteenth day of the fourth month mKhan po Kun dpal arrived with a volume on Kālacakra printed at Kaḥ thog. To Lama ’Od gsal [Mipham] said:




                      If you speak the truth nowadays, there’s nobody to listen; if you speak falsely, everyone thinks it’s true. I have never said this before: I am not an ordinary person. I am a bodhisattva who has taken rebirth by aspiration. The suffering experienced here in this body is the residue of karma, but from now on I will never again have to experience karmic obscuration. Now, as there is an extremely important circumstance to attend to, starting today I will be giving the explanatory transmission of Kālacakra to mKhan po Kun dpal. Although it says clearly in the text that one needs ten days to finish it, this time we are going to do it in eight, because the twenty-fifth day of the month is auspicious. (…)







[660.2]  At one time he said,







                     I am a great bodhisattva who wears the great armor of [commitment] to the liberation of sentient beings until space is emptied. In this body I ought to have greatly benefited the Buddha’s teaching and the Early Translation school in particular. But since the Nyingmapas generally have little merit, they are disturbed by great obstacles, and due to certain crucial circumstances I have been very sick, so I don’t know who is benefiting whom. However, I have finished some commentaries. I wanted to do a general study on Madhyamaka, but haven’t done it. Either way it doesn’t matter. If the Trilogy on Fundamental Mind (gNyugs sems skor gsum) had been finished, it would have sustained the life of all traditions impartially. Though I thought I would finish it, it too has remained incomplete. Now is a critical moment in these final times; the barbarians and so forth are close to destroying the teaching, so there is no point whatsoever in my taking rebirth. If this were the time of the brothers of sMin grol gling,136 it might have been possible to benefit sentient beings in all sorts of ways. Now, because of temporal contingencies, it is difficult. From now on, I will not be taking rebirth in impure realms. It is said that, staying only in pure realms and benefiting beings with magical emanations by the power of prayer, it is the nature of sublime beings to appear incessantly until the end of time.







[661.4]  [Later he said],







                      From around the twenty-second or twenty-third of the month137 until now, the physical ailment from which I suffered is completely healed. Now I have no suffering at all. Day and night I see only the visions of all-surpassing realization—rainbow lights, spheres of light, buddha bodies, and pure lands.





On the morning of the twenty-fifth he said, “Now tell the Dilgo (dis mgo) family and other patrons, as well as other people I know in the area, to come at once.” They came before him and made prayers. rDi sprul138 and others asked him to please remain. He said, “Now I will definitely not stay, nor will I take rebirth. I have to go to Śambhala in the north.” In response to the prayers of Lama ’Od gsal and Khenpos Yon dga’ [Yon tan rgya mtsho] and Kun dpal [Kun bzang dpal ldan], although he had given up extending his life, he resolved to live on until Friday the twenty-ninth.139 During that time he said various things, especially “All of space is filled with letters,” including handwriting, symbolic script, and so forth. Although there were many such letters, it was not possible to take them down.




[662.3]  Around the twenty-fifth day, in response to a note he gave to his lama attendant, rDzogs chen Rinpoche and I came quickly and arrived at the hermitage that morning. Again, on the third day we viewed the precious remains. The legs were crossed,140 with one hand in the gesture of equipoise and the other in the gesture of expounding Dharma.141 Thus, we saw him as he went for a while to the expanse of the original ground. Then we performed offerings, supplications, and offerings for accomplishment; the two mKhan pos,142 Lama ’Od gsal, Sangs rgyas gnyan sprul,143 and I together received the transmission of [Mipham’s] entire collected works, along with their empowerments.





Then, when we made offerings to the precious remains, there appeared tents of rainbows in the sky, and many spheres of light, large and small, the likes of which had never been seen before. These were even visible to people living in the mountains on the other side of the ’Bri River. Everyone was inspired to faith.




[663.2]  The attendant Lama ’Od gsal took good care of the large and small funerary duties, such as overseeing the building of a cremation house, made of copper and gold, at Ze chen Monastery, and [the creation of] symbols of enlightened body, speech, and mind, which became fields of merit for sentient beings. One hundred days after his passing, on the morning of the tenth day of the eighth month, before the remains of the siddha Nam mkha’ legs pa, Lama ’Od gsal actually met Mipham in physical form; he wrote down twenty-six or twenty-seven pages and said, “I give these to you.” In the writing itself were the words “rainbow body vajra,”144 and Mipham actually said “rainbow body vajra” in a loud voice three times before he dissolved into space like a rainbow at the same time as the sun rose. There were many other signs of extraordinary blessings; those with faith saw, in dreams and the waking state, constant signs of Mipham’s unchanging spiritual protection.145


[664.2]  This is just a rough sketch of Mipham’s outer biography.146 His inner and secret biographies have not even been touched upon here. In brief, Mipham was everywhere known as someone who indisputably achieved perfect greatness as a scholar and meditator, having crossed the ocean of learning, reflection, and experiential cultivation in the common perception of others. In truth, in his realization and activity, this master was no different from Mañjuśrī, Vajrapāṇi and so forth. For such a great being as this, seeing deities and showing a few magical powers is nothing out of the ordinary. However, from the perspective of his disciples, it is not enough simply to recount where he was born, how long he lived, and what things he did, so here I have recounted what I have heard myself, without exaggerating or toning anything down.







3.     Indo-Tibetan Buddhism: An Overview


3.1   Historical and Philosophical Dimensions of Buddhism


GENERALLY SPEAKING, in Buddhism the possibility of freedom is predicated on the possibility of enlightenment, and enlightenment is predicated on the possibility of knowing ultimate reality—so to know what is ultimately true or real is to be enlightened and free. In this respect all traditions of Buddhism are essentially in agreement. However, Buddhist philosophical schools have different conceptions of what constitutes ultimate reality, and thus have developed diverse philosophical interpretations of ultimate reality and practical approaches to freedom, which are understood to be the most appropriate means for knowing reality.


Buddhist scriptures (sūtras) do not necessarily appear to convey a consistent, unified philosophical vision. The Buddha appears to have taught in different ways on different occasions. Thus the sūtras, with their diverse content, form the basis of a long and complex history of Buddhist philosophy in India and Tibet. The sūtras are reckoned by later tradition as belonging to different yānas, or soteriological conveyances—the Hīnayāna (“Small Vehicle”) or the Mahāyāna (“Great Vehicle”). The adherents of the Mahāyāna sūtras distinguished themselves from the Hīnayāna by espousing different ideals of enlightenment, different emphases in ethical orientation, and a more radical formulation of the nature of ultimate truth. The Mahāyāna scriptures teach several distinct ways of understanding the nature of ultimate reality. This led to the development of the different trends of Buddhist critical philosophy, which were eventually translated and propagated in Tibet.


The doctrines of Buddhist esotericism, or tantra, developed more or less simultaneously with the Mahāyāna. Tantric texts and traditions are based upon special methodological approaches to cultivating Buddhist philosophy as a lived experience; to some extent they also elaborate the theories developed by critical philosophy. The teachings of tantra were understood to be a distinct vehicle, the Vajrayāna, distinct from the Vehicle of Philosophical Dialectics (*lakṣaṇayāna, mtshan nyid kyi theg pa, lit. “vehicle of [philosophical] definitions”), which emphasizes rational analysis instead of the direct approaches to gnosis taught in the tantras. Though Tibet’s most influential philosopher, Tsongkhapa, developed an interpretation that assumes that the philosophical views of sūtra and tantra are the same, other scholars such as Mipham differentiate the sūtras and tantras with respect to view as well as method (upāya).


These viewpoints are explored in greater detail in the following sections. Having introduced the basic elements of Indian Buddhist tradition, my discussion will consider the sūtras, commentators, and treatises (śāstras) that are most important for understanding Mipham and the philosophers who influenced him. In particular, sections 3.5.2 concerns the Nyingma tradition’s understanding of the tantric philosophical view (darśana), and how the Nyingma differs from the Gelug in this respect. For present purposes, the details of tantric method are of less concern and will be considered briefly; the tantric methods unique to the Nyingma school will be discussed in the following chapter in sections 4.2.2.2–4.2.2.4.


3.2   Hīnayāna and Mahāyāna


The historical Buddha Śākyamuni lived for eighty-one years sometime in the fourth or fifth centuries B.C.E., according to modern chronologies devised on the basis of textual, epigraphical, and archeological evidence. He was a prince named Siddhārtha in the Śākya kingdom in what is now northeastern Nepal. The future Buddha renounced kingship, studied a number of religious doctrines and yogic techniques under the famous teachers of his time, and then wandered alone to discover the truth for himself. He practiced various austerities and meditated until he reached the state of supreme freedom, or nirvāṇa. According to a passage in the Lalitavistara that Tibetans often quote from memory, when the Buddha reached enlightenment he thought to himself:




            Profound, peaceful, immaculate, luminous, and unfabricated:


            Such an ambrosial Dharma have I found!


            If I try to teach it, nobody will understand,


            So not speaking, I shall stay in the forest.147





Not long thereafter the Buddha was entreated by the god Brahmā to reveal his Dharma. To some ascetic companions he first taught the four sublime truths (āryasatya): the fact of suffering (duḥkha), its origin (samudaya), its cessation (nirodha), and the way to cessation (mārga). During the Buddha’s life, a large following of monks (bhikṣu) and lay devotees (upāsaka) developed. The Buddha and his disciples traveled widely, teaching and meditating, thus planting the seeds for the flowering of the Buddhist religion under the patronage of King Aśoka (died c. 230 B.C.E.). The Buddha is noteworthy among founders of world religions in his insistence that he was not the first to discover his truth, or Dharma, nor the last.


This much of the history of early Buddhism is agreed upon by the various traditions of Buddhism throughout Asia. Also agreed is that the interpretation of the monastic rules (vinaya) laid down by the Buddha, as well as the philosophical implications of his various teachings, especially that of selflessness (anātman), led to the development of diverse philosophical schools before the common era. Paul Williams (1989b) has pointed out that Buddhism was, and continues to be, a religion bound by a moral unity in spite of its ethical and philosophical evolution. Buddhists all accept that the world of cyclic rebirth (saṃsāra) is marked by impermanence (anitya), selflessness (anātman), and suffering (duḥkha), and that the cause of suffering can be identified and terminated through the practice of the Buddhist path. Nonetheless, as new philosophical interpretations and practical innovations developed, the classificatory schema of different yānas appeared in the attempt to better understand the connections among the different philosophical views, ethical concepts, and spiritual ideals of Indian Buddhism.


The spiritual ideal of early traditions of Buddhism was the arhat, a saint who has extinguished all emotions of attachment, aversion, and misknowledge and thus ended the round of rebirth. Arhatship is reached through the renunciation of negative actions, the cultivation of wholesome attitudes, and by understanding the nature of things—as impermanent (anitya), selfless (anātman), and unsatisfactory (duḥkha). The arhat continues to be the spiritual ideal in Buddhist countries, such as Sri Lanka and Thailand, that follow the Theravāda, or Tradition of Elders. Theravāda tradition maintains—and not without reason—that it is the form of Buddhism that most closely resembles that of early Buddhism. Among the elders (Skt. sthāvira, Pali thera) of early Buddhist tradition were many revered arhats, on whose authority the teachings of the Buddha were maintained and codified, forming the basis for what is preserved today as the Pali language canon of Theravādan Buddhism.


An arhat is distinct from a buddha, who throughout innumerable lifetimes strove, as a bodhisattva or “enlightening being,” to achieve perfect, omniscient buddhahood for the sake of liberating all beings. For Theravāda Buddhists the ideal of buddhahood is something to be pursued only by a small number of persons, as it is most difficult to reach. By contrast, anyone with diligence can reach the arhat’s state of nirvāṇa within several lifetimes.


Around the first century C.E. a new development began to take place in Indian Buddhism, later known as the Mahāyāna or Great Vehicle. Followers of this school no longer accepted the arhat as the principal ideal of Buddhist practice. Instead they exalted the bodhisattva, who like the historical Buddha strives to attain enlightenment over many lifetimes for the sake of others. Hīna means small, inferior, deficient, or defective. Hīnayāna is the term used by Mahāyānists, sometimes disparagingly, to differentiate their tradition from those Buddhists who do not explicitly seek enlightenment for the sake of liberating all beings.148


In spite of the smug sense of superiority over the Hīnayāna that some Mahāyāna scriptures express, historical evidence suggests that monks who adhered to one or the other of these ideals lived peacefully together, and for the most part maintained the same, or at least compatible, forms of moral discipline. Mahāyāna Buddhism does not have a strong historical claim for representing the explicit teaching of the historical Buddha; its scriptures evince a gradual development of doctrines over several hundred years. However, the basic concepts of Mahāyāna, such as the bodhisattva ethic, emptiness (śūnyatā), and the recognition of a distinction between buddhahood and arhatship as spiritual ideals, are known from the earliest sources available in the Pali canon. This suggests that Mahāyāna was not simply an accretion of fabricated doctrines, as it is sometimes accused of being, but has a strong connection with the teachings of Buddha himself.


According to Tibetan commentators, Hīnayāna practitioners cultivate the wisdom of selflessness mainly with respect to persons (pudgalanairātmya, gang zag gi bdag med), and the ethical precepts they follow are primarily negative, that is, the avoidance of the ten nonvirtuous actions. These are: three of body—murder, theft, and sexual misconduct; four of speech—falsehood, slander, irresponsible chatter, and verbal abuse; and three of mind—covetousness, vindictiveness, and wrong views.149 According to Mahāyāna, the Hīnayāna is a vehicle for the enlightenment of two kinds of persons: those who listen to and follow the Buddha’s teaching (śrāvaka) and become arhats, and individualist seekers (pratyekabuddha) who discover nirvāṇa without encountering the institutional Dharma teaching. Thus many Mahāyāna scriptures mention two lower vehicles, the Śrāvakayāna and the Pratyekabuddhayāna. In Mahāyāna the wisdom of phenomenal selflessness (dharmanairātmya) is emphasized. The bodhisattva seeks explicitly to realize the emptiness of all phenomena, not just of the illusion of personal self, which is one phenomenon among many. According to most commentators, this emphasis on realizing the nature of all phenomena is essential to the attainment of omniscience in buddhahood.


The ethical foundation of a bodhisattva’s path to enlightenment is great compassion (mahākaruṇā) for all sentient beings. Arhats possess compassion but not great compassion and thus effect only their own liberation. The bodhisattva’s ethics includes avoidance of the ten nonvirtues, but mainly emphasizes the six consummate virtues or perfections (pāramitā)—generosity (dāna), ethics (śīla), patience (kṣānti), effort (vīrya), meditative concentration (dhyāna), and wisdom (prajñā). It is said that a bodhisattva must practice these virtues for three incalculable aeons (asaṃkhyeyakalpa).


The bodhisattva’s intention to achieve full enlightenment and its practical application as the six perfections are the motivational and applied aspects, respectively, of the bodhicitta or “mind of enlightenment.” Based on the attitude of bodhicitta, ordinary virtues become extraordinary because of the motive to benefit of all beings, and because of the philosophical outlook of perfect wisdom, which does not adhere to the dichotomy of self and other. Though the ethical principles emphasized by Mahāyāna Buddhism are not unknown in Hīnayāna, they are not taught as “perfections.” In this respect, the Mahāyāna is sometimes distinguished as the Pāramitāyāna, or Vehicle of Transcendental Perfections. Mahāyāna philosophical view and ethics are thus considered inclusive of those of the Hīnayāna, but greater in scope.


By applying him- or herself to the first five perfections, a bodhisattva accumulates merit (kuśala), and by the last, wisdom (jñāna). These are said to be the causes, respectively, for the attainment of a buddha’s form bodies (rūpakāyāḥ) and wisdom body (dharmakāya). The form bodies of a buddha are the nirmāṇakāya, the emanation body, which appears in the perceptions of ordinary beings, and the saṃbhogakāya, or body of beatific vision, which appears in the sublime vision of arhats and bodhisattvas. Generally speaking, the saṃbhogakāya is the type of buddha manifestation referred to in the visionary passages of Mahāyāna sūtras. The dharmakāya is the actual wisdom mind of a buddha, which knows all phenomena in their true nature as well as their diversity (yathāyavān). it is also described as the wisdom comprising the cessation of emotional afflictions (kleśa) and misknowledge (avidyā).


An important feature of Mahāyāna scriptures is the prominence of semihistorical or mythical buddhas and bodhisattvas. Among the more famous bodhisattvas are Avalokiteśvara and Mañjuśrī, who appear as disciples of the Buddha in various Mahāyāna scriptures. Mahāyāna scriptures also refer to buddhas in other universes, such as Buddha Amitābha, whose paradise is described in the Sukhāvatīvyūhasūtras. Mythical buddhas and bodhisattvas became popular objects of devotional worship, and confident faith (śraddhā) was thus an essential factor in Mahāyāna Buddhist practice. The special practices taught in Mahāyāna scriptures include elaborate visualized meditations of mythical buddhas and their paradises, repetition of prayers and mystic formulae (mantra and dhāraṇī), the worship of stūpas or reliquaries, and the ritual worship of certain sūtras such as the Lotus (Saddharmapuṇḍarīkasūtra).


Such typically Mahāyānist practices find numerous precedents in the traditions of early Buddhism as preserved in the Pali canon. They also prefigure the developments of the Buddhist tantras. The various innovations of philosophy and practice in Indian Buddhism were, in all likelihood, not perceived as heretical in their incipient phases. The fact that different Buddhist traditions possess strong “family resemblances” (if not perfect compatibility in all respects) suggests a process of gradual development. Vehement disagreement between different religious and philosophical traditions in Buddhism has generally emerged only after a basis of difference—scriptures, practices, treatises, etc.—has become the focus of interpretations that differ from received tradition. Such variant interpretations in turn provide the basis for the evolution of new traditions.


3.3      Important Teachings of Mahāyāna Scriptures


3.3.1   Prajñāpāramitā


The earliest discernible type of Mahāyāna sūtra, and in many ways the most characteristic, is the Prajñāpāramitā, or Perfection of Wisdom, which began to emerge about 100 B.C.E. The emphasis of the Prajñāpāramitā genre is the emptiness (śūnyatā) of all things (dharmāḥ)—their lack of intrinsic, substantial reality—and the implication of the realization of that emptiness, which is the extraordinary wisdom (prajñā), compassion (karuṇā), and ability (bāla) acquired by the bodhisattva on the path to full enlightenment.


The Prajñāpāramitā scriptures collapse the dichotomies and assumptions of conventional expression in the nature of the ultimate, including the very notion of enlightenment itself:




            Subhuti: Even Nirvana, I say, is like a magical illusion, is like a dream. How much more so anything else!


            Gods: Even Nirvana, Holy Subhuti, you say is like an illusion, is like a dream?


            Subhuti: Even if perchance there could be anything more distinguished, of that too I would say it is like an illusion, like a dream.150





The quintessential formula of the Prajñāpāramitā is found in the Heart Sūtra (Prajñāpāramitāhṛdayasūtra): “Form is empty, emptiness is form; form is not other than emptiness, emptiness not other than form.” Various ways of interpreting this statement are found in the commentarial literature of India, Tibet, China, and Japan. All would seem to agree that the statement expresses the highest wisdom of the Buddha, who realizes emptiness as identical with the causally originated (pratītyasamutpāda) and illusory (mayopama) nature of things. Emptiness also means that all phenomena (dharmāḥ) are nonarisen (anutpāda), not destroyed (anuccheda), unfabricated (asaṃskṛta), wishless (anabhisaṃskara), signless (alakṣya), and so on.


Though the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras represent a significant innovation in style as well as content over earlier materials, it may be impossible to judge whether or not the philosophical and ethical emphases of the Prajñāpāramitā represent actual teachings of the Buddha. There is, in any case, no reason to exclude the possibility that, like the sūtras of the Pali canon, the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras were compiled at least in part from oral traditions. Moreover, the Prajñāpāramitā’s most important concept, śūnyatā, is not unknown in the Pali literature (as suññatā).


Early followers of Mahāyāna considered their scriptures to be authentic teachings of the Buddha, a claim that was not acceptable to large segments of the Buddhist community. In the Prajñāpāramitā sūtras, the Buddha’s audience is portrayed as consisting primarily of bodhisattvas, and, not infrequently, the bodhisattvas themselves deliver the teaching. In the scriptures of early Buddhist traditions, as preserved in the Pali canon, the Buddha himself usually addresses monks, and the arhat ideal is emphasized. According to Mahāyāna scriptures, bodhisattvas are supposed to have spiritual faculties superior to those of śrāvakas, so the Buddha taught a special doctrine suited to them, the Prajñāpāramitā. Perhaps to account for the absence of its teachings in scriptural collections already in existence, Prajñāpāramitā scriptures introduced the distinction of different “revolutions” of the “Dharma wheel” (dharmacakraparivartana), according to which the Prajñāpāramitā is the subject of a second and more profound phase of teachings than those given by the Buddha earlier in his teaching career. In this way the Prajñāpāramitā literature provided a built-in defense against critics who objected to its brand of teaching, which was unfamiliar to them.


The sūtras discussed in the following section show that the distinction of two revolutions is not merely a polemical device. It reflects the distinction between relative and ultimate truth, which is essential to Mahāyāna philosophy and has played an important role in the development of Buddhist hermeneutics.


3.3.2.  The Saṃdhinirmocana and the “Essence Sūtras”


The Prajñāpāramitā literature and its philosophical approach were supplemented by later developments that introduced more positive expressions of the nature of the ultimate reality. These include sūtras that teach Mentalism (cittamātra)— that everything is mind—and those that some Tibetans call “Essence Sūtras” (snying po’i mdo), which teach the innate buddha essence (tathāgatagarbha).151 Mentalism and the concept of tathāgatagarbha are the most important developments in Mahāyāna sūtras after the Prajñāpāramitā.


The most important of the Mentalist scriptures for Tibetan commentators is the Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra or Sūtra Elucidating the [Buddha’s] Intention. It is an essential source for understanding the developments of the Mentalist philosophy of the Buddhist commentators Asaṅga and Vasubandhu and the distinction between provisional (neyārtha, drang don) and definitive (nītārtha, nges don) teachings in Buddhist hermeneutics.


Early Buddhist tradition had used the “Dharma wheel” metaphor to refer to the Buddha’s act of teaching. For example, the image of a wheel was used before anthropomorphic representations of the Buddha became common. In the Prajñāpāramitā this metaphor was used to distinguish two different levels of teaching and the Prajñāpāramitā’s superior profundity. The Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra is a locus classicus of the idea of three successive “turnings” of the wheel of Dharma, each one of increasing profundity, as a classificatory scheme for Buddhist scriptures. The Prajñāpāramitā literature had distinguished itself from earlier scriptures as a second and more profound phase of turning. In addition to introducing the three-turning model, the Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra claims to epitomize the last phase as the most profound expression of the Buddha’s doctrine.152 The teachings of the second turning, the Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra advises, were not definitive (nītārtha) but required interpretation (neyārtha).


According to the Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra, the most explicit and definitive understanding of reality is conveyed not only by the dichotomy of “form” and “emptiness,” but also with reference to the “three natures” (trisvabhāva). The threenature theory is held to be the quintessential teaching of the third turning. The first of the three natures is projection (parikalpita). Projection is the process of imagination that labels and constructs the multifarious deceptions of saṃsāra. What exists in truth is confused with deluded perceptions, as in mistaking a coil of rope for a snake. The second nature is relativity (paratantra). Relativity is what does exist—that is, a rope, in spite of our misperception of a snake. The third nature is perfection (pariniṣpanna), the fact that projection does not exist in relativity. Perfection is realized through meditation that eliminates all forms of projection, resulting in the realization of the fundamental coalescence of subjective perceiver and objective fact. Thus the three natures provide the philosophical basis for Buddhist Mentalism (cittamātra), which holds that relativity exists as mind (citta), while dualistic appearances of subjective mind and objective phenomena are unreal. It is significant that the theory of three natures is also found in a Prajñāpāramitā text, the Pañcaviṃśatisāhasrikā-prajñāpāramitāsūtra, in the “Chapter Requested by Maitreya.” This indicates that the philosophical views later considered paradigmatic for the “third turning” were known early in the development of Mahāyāna scriptures,153
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