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Advance praise for


Ornament of Dakpo Kagyü Thought


“Everybody in the Kagyü lineage knows the pithy and touching verses of the third Karmapa’s famous Aspiration Prayer of Mahāmudrā, which are like the well-shaped limbs of a beautiful body. Their being adorned by Mendong Tsampa’s concise Ornament skillfully elicits just the right amount of thoughts to shine a light on thought-free mahāmudrā. In the mirror of Sarah Harding’s fine introduction and translation, we are now enabled to clearly see all these adornments pointing back at naked mahāmudrā in its unadorned state.”


—Karl Brunnhölzl, author of Milarepa’s Kungfu: Mahāmudrā in His Songs of Realization


“I well remember, during our three-year retreat, when I shared with Sarah this delightful commentary on the third Karmapa’s Mahāmudrā Aspiration Prayer. The pleasure and benefit I derived at that time from reading Mendong Tsampa’s words are mirrored now by the pleasure of knowing that Sarah has brought this gem into English for others to benefit.”


—Richard Barron (Chökyi Nyima), translator of The Autobiography of Jamgön Kongtrul: A Gem of Many Colors




“Sarah Harding clarifies the essence of mahāmudrā with characteristic humor and penetrating insight, including points of contention. These pithy texts, elegantly translated, are contemplations on lucid awareness and immeasurable compassion, sparking illumination while refreshing one’s language skills!”


—Karma Lekshe Tsomo, professor of Buddhist Studies, University of San Diego


“Mendong Tsampa’s commentary on the third Karmapa’s famous Mahāmudrā Aspiration Prayer is a perfect balance of depth and concision, and Sarah Harding’s presentation—from her introduction to her translation and notes—also strikes the perfect balance of precision and readability. Ornament of Dakpo Kagyü Thought opens up the profundity and brilliance of the Mahāmudrā Aspiration Prayer in a direct and lucid way—it’s the middle-length commentary we’ve all needed! This book will be savored by all who are inspired by the path of mahāmudrā, from those starting out to seasoned Buddhist practitioners and scholars.”


—Elizabeth Callahan, translator of Moonbeams of Mahāmudrā
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PREFACE



The Aspiration Prayer of Definitive Mahāmudrā by Lord Rangjung Dorjé has long been my favorite prayer, ever since its daily recitation as part of the curriculum in the three-year retreat. It seems to just roll off the tongue (in Tibetan, that is), yet without losing transparency of meaning like many other lightning-fast recitations. I have used many of its verses in Tibetan classes over the years, particularly for exercises in memorization, as well as translation. In the two-week summer Tibetan Intensive of 2018, sponsored by the Tsadra Foundation and held at the University of Colorado Boulder, I decided to use this lovely and accessible commentary by Mendong Tsampa Rinpoché as the study topic for the advanced track in classical Tibetan. It was a remarkable experience to work on this as a group, and an intelligent group at that. I am used to working alone, but this was a very enriching process for me, and hopefully for the students as well. There was so much interchange of ideas and words and research, I really regard it as an international committee translation project, although admittedly I had the last say in this final translation submitted to Wisdom Publications. I would therefore like to mention and thank all of the students. I am sure many of them will go on to be well-known scholar-practitioners (if they are not already).




Alina Cepeda


Ralph H. Craig III


Allan Yi Ding


Renée Ford


Tucker Foley


Benjamin Goldstein


Cheryl Lins


Aaron McNeil


Katrin Querl


Our support team from the Tsadra Foundation, Marcus Perman and the staff, facilitated the ease of learning, and our ever-helpful Tibetan informant, Ācārya Lama Tenpa Gyaltsen, clarified difficult points. Many of these students were also in Jules Levinson’s advanced colloquial class, where they listened to tapes of Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoché’s teachings on the same prayer, which must now be indelibly etched in their minds forever, as it is in mine. Of course we could not finish the whole translation in two weeks, but I kept plugging away at it to the end with two hardy and highly motivated students: Tucker Foley and Ben Goldstein.


And so I present this final product in the hopes that ever more students and their teachers will find it useful—for inspiration, for studying Tibetan, for the awakening of the world.


Sarah Harding


Boulder, Colorado


August 2021











INTRODUCTION



The Mahāmudrā Aspiration Prayer by the Third Karmapa Rangjung Dorjé (1284–1339) is certainly one of the most brilliant and popular compositions we have on mahāmudrā. What seems to be a heartfelt prayer in twenty-five quatrains of easygoing nine-meter verse that lends itself to chanting and ritualized group prayer is at the same time intricately organized into the most profound and thorough exposition of the practice and theory of mahāmudrā, the pinnacle of practice in the Kagyü school of Buddhism in Tibet. Because of that, it is widely used even now, some seven centuries later, both as a deep contemplative practice and as a springboard for far-ranging Dharma talks.


The earliest written commentary appeared about four centuries later (in 1733), composed by the great lineage holder Situ Paṇchen Chökyi Jungné, Tenpai Nyinjé (1700–1774). The Oral Transmission of the Supreme Siddhas, though described by its author as “brief,” is a good example of how the great masters and erudites of Tibet could expand a short prayer into an encyclopedia of Buddhist thought. A lot to handle for the average meditator. Mendong Tsampa Rinpoché (1867–1921?), exercising kindness to the reader, composed this Ornament of Dakpo Kagyü Thought, reducing it by about one-third. His contemporary, Karma Rinchen Dargyé (ca. 1835–ca. 1917), made an even shorter version.1 But as Goldilocks discovered, the middle way is perfect.


MAHĀMUDRĀ


Mahāmudrā as we know it is a name for the practice and culminating realization of nondual suchness in several lineages of Tibetan Buddhism, especially in the Kagyü. However, the term itself, as well as the practice, had a long and somewhat complicated history along a bumpy road before it arrived at this pristine state. The simplest level of complication is twofold: that it means one thing in a tantric context and another in relation to sutra or the path of the perfections. But even in that there is much to unpack. Fortunately for us, and especially for someone writing a bare-bones introduction, there are now many studies and publications to do that.


In Sanskrit, mahā means “great” or “big,” and that’s where the simplicity ends. The root meaning of the term mudrā is “seal,” and by extension the imprints left by a seal, like signs or symbols.2 In Indian literature it further indicates a ritual hand gesture or pose (from the Indian traditions of dance), a yogic posture, and the consort of a male practitioner or deity. In connection with the first meaning, we often see the English translation “great seal” with concordant explanations. The Tibetan translators added an honorific “hand” (phyag) to seal (rgya), making “chakgya chenpo” (phyag rgya chen po). Although there is no “hand” in the Sanskrit, that didn’t stop Tibetan commentators from engaging in one of their favorite scholarly activities, often called “creative etymology.” For example:




Hand is the timeless awareness of emptiness.


Seal means that there is nothing beyond that.


Great means there is nothing higher than that.3


Traditionally mahāmudrā is described as that which seals all phenomena, like a sovereign’s sealed edict, such that once that true nature is realized, there is nothing to which it does not apply—it is the law of the land. Here is a similar example from Situ Tenpai Nyinjé’s commentary:




The essence of mahāmudrā is untransgressable (mi ’da’), so mahāmudrā is called a “seal” (mudrā; phyag rgya). For example, just as local ministers, governors, and so on cannot transgress the command that has the seal of authority of a great universal sovereign, in the same way, the variety of inner and outer phenomena do not transgress the essence of unified spontaneous timeless awareness. That is why it is a seal. Mahā means it is great, because it is the essence of the three [other seals]: action seal, dharma seal, and pledge seal.4





There are many more such profound explanations. Generally, though, they do not take into account the full range of meanings for mudrā, which carry over to mahāmudrā.


In the context of the tantras, mahāmudrā is often part of a set of the four mudrās mentioned above: action seal (karmamudrā), dharma seal (dharmamudrā), pledge seal (samayamudrā), and great seal (mahāmudrā). A certain succession developed to these four in terms of progressive realization, and they are related to the four empowerments in a highest yoga tantra initiation. Some recent scholarship on ancient Dunhuang manuscripts suggests that it wasn’t always this order, that samayamudrā and mahāmudrā were reversed, with mahāmudrā referring only to the complete form of the deity.5 Be that as it may, there is a long tradition of the progressive understanding in both Indian and Tibetan literature that emphasizes mahāmudrā as the ultimate realization of mind’s nature, which is arrived at after experiencing the other mudrā practices in the context of a tantric initiation. Mudrā can also refer to a spiritual partner or consort, either real or imagined, depending on the stage of the initiation, union with whom leads to various experiences of bliss. Mahāmudrā, then, is only realized in the fourth and last empowerment, when the mahāmudrā consort is a spontaneous reflection of one’s own mind and the ultimate union of bliss and emptiness is realized.


The highest yoga tantras where these teachings were primarily expounded arrived from India into Tibet during the second wave of Buddhist transmission and quickly became established. At the same time, esoteric instructions based on the tantras passed in person from living Indian masters to Tibetans, either in India itself or in Tibet. This exchange was the breeding ground for all the “new” (gsar ma) schools of Buddhism in Tibet, after which everything from the earlier spread was labeled as “ancient” (snying ma).


THE KAGYÜ TREATMENT OF MAHĀMUDRĀ


The Kagyü school traces its Tibetan lineage to Marpa Chökyi Lodrö (ca. 1010–ca. 1090), who traveled to India and received teachings from extraordinary adepts, most notably Nāropa and Maitrīpa. Nāropa had received tantric transmissions from Tilopa, which were later formalized in a set of practices familiar as the Six Dharmas of Nāropa. The teachings that Marpa received from Maitrīpa, who had received them from the master Śavaripa, were mainly non-tantric instructions based on a practice of letting the mind settle in its own state, or mental nonengagement (yid la mi byed pa), that was being disseminated by the Indian mahāsiddhas. Of special note in this tradition was Saraha, whose teachings came to Tibet through the medium of dohās, a form of poetic composition in rhyming couplets, and other compositions.6 Saraha is therefore considered the forefather of the Kagyü mahāmudrā practice that is mostly familiar now.


Marpa Lōtsawa brought back both sets of instructions and passed them to his disciples, notably the famous Milarepa, who in turn passed them on to Rechungpa and Gampopa. It was Gampopa Sönam Rinchen (1079–1153) who established monastic centers and incorporated these teachings with those of Atiśa’s Kadampa lineage, which was mainly based on sutras and the gradual path, or lam rim. Gampopa gathered many disciples, some of them famous for being the founders of suborders, known as the four early and eight later Kagyü lineages. He also began to call the mahāsiddha teachings on mental nonengagement “mahāmudrā” and allowed his disciples to teach them around the vast country with only a consecration or authorization ritual of Vajravārāhī rather than a full fourfold tantric initiation, so that many disciples would have the opportunity to practice these essential Dharma teachings. Dakpo Tashi Namgyal (1512/13–1587), in his classic Moonbeams of Mahāmudrā, states:






The teachers of this meditational lineage up to Milarepa meditated mainly on the key instructions of the Mantrayāna mysticism while at various times incorporating vital instructions on mahāmudrā from the discourses on the yogas of inner heat and lucid awareness. Yet the great master Gampopa, having been moved by immeasurable compassion, expounded mainly on the quintessential instructions on mahāmudrā. As a result, it became widely known as the single path for all predestined seekers.7





According to Jamgön Kongtrul, Gampopa continued to teach the tantric path of Nāropa’s Six Dharmas as well as this “new” mahāmudrā that he says derived from the Kadampa lineage:




[Gampopa] taught his regular disciples the Kadampa stages of the path and the meditative absorption from the tradition that is adorned with the name mahāmudrā. He taught the uncommon mahāmudrā of Mantra connected to Lama Mila’s path of skillful methods to his extraordinary disciples.8





The essence of this mahāmudrā is very close indeed to that in the myriad sutras on the perfection of wisdom (prajñāpāramitā), so it eventually became known as “sutra mahāmudrā,” as distinguished from the tantric mahāmudrā mentioned above. It became “adorned” (as in Kongtrul’s careful word choice) by elements of a progressive path, with the practices of calm abiding and higher insight as the foundation of the journey that leads through four stages of realization, known as the four yogas: one-pointedness, freedom from elaboration, single flavor, and nonmeditation. And thus it remains to the present day.


But back then, the brilliant if slightly puritanical scholar Sakya Paṇḍita Kunga Gyaltsen (1182–1251) was not at all happy with this development. The rebuttal that took aim directly at Gampopa and the Kagyü schools came in his famous text, A Clear Differentiation of the Three Codes, written around 1232.9 This is a scathing assessment of the state of Buddhism, and particularly Vajrayāna in Tibet, barely disguised as a discussion of the three levels of vows. Sakya Paṇḍita’s motivation was certainly to differentiate and separate those systems and to point out incidents and indiscretions of crossing over, inaccuracy, hybridity, and misapplication. But the polemic goes far beyond just that, and with his searing logic he calls into question many issues of lineage, appropriation, false advertising, false gurus, false empowerments, and everything else false about, particularly, the Kagyü. The gist of it was simple, as reported by Jamgön Kongtrul:




Mahāmudrā is not designated in the tradition of the perfections. The pristine awareness of mahāmudrā only arises from empowerment.10





The response to this attack was…silence...for a few centuries, while it soaked in.11 But by the fifteenth century the Kagyü defense was in full swing, responding to Sakya Paṇḍita’s accusations and those of his later followers, such as Gorampa Sönam Sengé (1429–63).12 The debate raged on, and seems to show up in almost all the Kagyü commentaries of the time. There are very good and interesting points to be made, and it is both rewarding and fun to investigate these issues.


Having done that, to save you time, my conclusion is that Gampopa prevails in the end.13 Why? Simply by virtue of the renown and popularity of “his” mahāmudrā, the so-called sutra and essence mahāmudrā that eclipsed all other versions in the popular mind and is now simply the mahāmudrā. And it is arguably the most useful. Not only that, it is clear that its authentic source is the tradition of Indian mahāsiddhas that is replete with such teachings, which both Tibetan scholars and academics have repeatedly demonstrated. Klaus-Dieter Mathes concludes:




It should be noted that sūtra-based mahāmudrā teachings have Indian roots which can be clearly identified. To sum up, the blending of the Sūtras with the Tantras is something that definitely started in India and not in Tibet.14





And as the great Padma Karpo (1527–92) said, “Worrying about the reasons for [the Kagyüs] having it or not is like [worrying about] whether a rabbit’s horns are sharp or dull.” He confessed to being worn out by the whole thing.15
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