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PREFACE


Students of Tibetan Buddhism in the West have been extremely fortunate in recent decades to receive teachings from great lamas who were trained in Tibet before the Chinese Communist occupation. These superb teachers include the Dalai Lama, the Sixteenth Karmapa, Düdjom Rinpoche, Sakya Trizin Rinpoche, and many other great masters. There has also been a gradual increase in the number of texts from this tradition available in Western languages, as more and more students have learned the art of translation. As a result, we are now seeing a significant number of Westerners who have themselves become qualified teachers of Tibetan Buddhism, as well as a younger generation of Tibetan lamas who were educated in India and other regions of the Tibetan diaspora.

Despite these exceptionally favorable circumstances, it remains difficult for us to properly contextualize the teachings we receive and to put them into practice effectively. Tibetan teachers, as wise, experienced, and enthusiastic as they often are, and Western students—many of them willing to make great sacrifices to practice Dharma—are still, culturally speaking, worlds apart. Keep in mind that Tibetan Buddhism began its development in the eighth century and is itself an offshoot of Indian Buddhism, which began with Shakyamuni Buddha around 500 B.C.E. The distinctive qualities of these traditional Asian cultures are quite different from those of the modern world in which we live today. It took roughly four hundred years for Indian Buddhism to morph into Tibetan Buddhism.  Now the infusion of Tibetan Buddhism into today’s global setting—the first globalization of Buddhism in its entire 2,500-year history—is taking place at a breathtaking pace.

The Buddhist texts and commentaries presented to people today were initially geared for the lives, and especially the psyches, of ancient, Asian students of Dharma. The cultural context of a second-century Indian or even a nineteenth-century Tibetan has very little in common with our globalized world of jet planes, cell phones, and the internet. Certainly we can gain a great deal from reading such timeless classics as Shantideva’s Guide to the Bodhisattva Way of Life or Patrül Rinpoche’s Words of My Perfect Teacher. Great human and universal truths are expressed there that apply to all human cultures. At the level of particulars, however, Shantideva and Patrül Rinpoche were speaking primarily to students with views, values, and lifestyles radically different from ours.

Therefore, as a Western teacher of Dharma who has had the great good fortune, over more than forty years, to study with a number of eminent Tibetan Buddhist teachers, I have tried to mold my commentary on the Vajra Essence to the Western psyche. That, after all, is what I myself had to do in order to gain some understanding of Tibetan Buddhism. I have addressed a number of issues that often cause confusion among Western students, ranging from terminology (with terms sometimes defined differently in the context of different traditions and teachings), to the significance of specific techniques within important sequences of meditation practices. It is my hope that as a Westerner with much in common with other Western Buddhists, I will be able to provide a bridge between worlds. I am, after all, someone who grew up mostly in southern California, went to high school, dreamed of becoming a wildlife biologist, played the piano, and—after being a monk for fourteen years—reentered Western society pursuing interests in both science and religion. I am fluent in Tibetan but am also fascinated by quantum cosmology, the cognitive sciences, and the wonders of modern technology.

The text presented here, the Vajra Essence by Düdjom Lingpa, a nineteenth-century master of the Nyingma order of Tibetan Buddhism, is known as the Nelug Rangjung in Tibetan, meaning “the natural emergence of the nature of  existence.”1 This is an ideal teaching in which to unravel some of the common misunderstandings of Tibetan Buddhism, since it is a sweeping practice that can take one from the basics all the way to enlightenment in a single lifetime. The present volume explains the initial section on shamatha, or meditative quiescence, about nine percent of the entire Vajra Essence root text.

Shamatha is presented in the Vajra Essence as a foundational practice on the Dzogchen path. Dzogchen, often translated as “the Great Perfection,” is the highest of the nine vehicles (yanas) in the Nyingma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism. Classically speaking, after achieving shamatha, the yogi will use his or her newly acquired powers of concentration to practice insight into the nature of emptiness (vipashyana), followed by the Dzogchen practices of tregchö (breakthrough) and tögal (direct crossing-over). These four practices comprise the essential path to enlightenment from the Nyingma point of view. The practice of Dzogchen brings one into direct contact with reality, unmediated by the individual personality or society.

Shamatha, in its various presentations, is used to make the mind pliant and serviceable for the more advanced practices. Shamatha is not found only in Buddhism. This practice of refining attention skills exists in religious contexts as distinct as Hinduism, Taoism, early Christianity, and the Sufi schools of Islam. Within Tibetan Buddhism, shamatha practice maps on to the nine stages of attentional development wherein thoughts gradually subside as concentrative power is increased to the point at which one can effortlessly maintain single-pointed focus on a chosen object for at least four hours. The accomplishment of shamatha is accompanied by a powerful experience of bliss, luminosity, and stillness.

Shamatha requires more careful incubation than most other kinds of meditation. You can practice tonglen (taking on the suffering of others and giving them your happiness) very well while you are watching the news. Loving-kindness and compassion and the rest of the four immeasurables can be practiced down on “Main Street.” Vipashyana you can cultivate anywhere. In fact, many other practices can be done under varying circumstances. If you wish to take shamatha all the way to its ground, however, it requires a supportive, serene environment, good diet, proper exercise, and very few preoccupations. The necessary internal conditions are minimal  desires, few activities and concerns, contentment, pure ethical discipline, and freedom from obsessive, compulsive thinking. It is my feeling that the achievement of shamatha is so rare today because those circumstances are so rare. It is difficult to find a conducive environment in which to practice at length and without interference—even more so to have that and access to suitable spiritual friends for support and guidance. Therefore, if the causes are difficult to bring together, the result—shamatha—is also necessarily rare. I present a detailed guide to the general practice of shamatha in my earlier book, The Attention Revolution (Wisdom, 2006).

Düdjom Lingpa was a lay practitioner, married, and the father of eight renowned sons, including Jigmé Tenpai Nyima, the Third Dodrupchen Rinpoche, who was widely revered by lamas of all the Tibetan Buddhist orders. During the course of his life, Düdjom Lingpa performed many miracles, and he reached the highest levels of realization of tantra as well as the Great Perfection. Thirteen of his disciples attained the rainbow body—dissolution into light at death—and one thousand became vidyadhara tantric masters through gaining insight into the essential nature of awareness. In short, he was one of the most realized and acclaimed Tibetan lamas of his time.

The Vajra Essence was essentially “downloaded” from the dharmakaya, the buddha mind that is essentially coterminous with the ultimate ground of reality, and brought into our world in 1862, when Düdjom Lingpa was twenty-seven years old. He received it in a vision as a mind terma.2 However, while it was optimal for him to receive it in 1862, only about thirteen years later did the time come for it to be made public. It is clear from the opening that this text is not scholastic in nature but is intended for those who are dedicated to practice.

In the initial section on shamatha, the Vajra Essence has the practitioner take the mind as the path, using the specific approach of taking appearances and awareness as the path, also known as settling the mind in its natural state. In brief, this consists of observing all arising mental phenomena without grasping on to them. Your thoughts, emotions, images, and so forth are observed closely with mindfulness, but you do not encourage, discourage, or involve yourself in any way with the arising mental phenomena. The aim at this stage is to settle the mind in the substrate consciousness (alayavijñana)—the  ground of the ordinary mind. The text also comments on the many meditation experiences (nyam) that may be encountered and how to behave when they appear. Pitfalls are described, along with some of the deeper possibilities of this phase of practice.

One of the central themes of the opening section of the Vajra Essence is how crucial shamatha is for success with more advanced practices, such as meditation on emptiness, tantric generation and completion practices, and Dzogchen. Given that the Buddha himself strongly emphasized the importance of developing shamatha and uniting it with vipashyana, it is remarkable the degree to which this key foundational practice is marginalized or overlooked entirely in all schools of Buddhism today. It seems that nearly everyone is in a mad rush to ascend to more advanced forms of meditation without noticing that the mind they are depending on for this is heavily prone to alternating laxity and excitation. In traditional Buddhist texts, such an attentionally imbalanced mind is considered dysfunctional, and it is unreasonable to think that such a mind can effectively enter into meditations designed to sever mental afflictions at their roots. Although you can practice more advanced meditations without first achieving shamatha, you are bound to hit a plateau and then stagnate in your practice without recognizing that it is failing due to insufficient preparation in first refining attention.

Düdjom Lingpa’s treatise explains a number of integrated practices, giving me the opportunity to provide some detailed comparisons among meditation techniques and their aims—something that can be easily missed by those unable to remain in intimate contact over long periods with their teachers. Such logistical problems, common to Westerners who must maintain careers and relationships while studying and practicing Dharma, often result in a lack of full understanding of the relationships among a wide variety of elements of Dharma. The difference in language and cultural background between teacher and student only exacerbates this problem. Here I have tried to use my own experience to fill in some of these gaps.

My commentary returns again and again to one particular dilemma presented in this initial section of the Vajra Essence: In its descriptions of meditation states, does the language at a given point refer to the substrate  consciousness—the alayavijñana—or to the dharmakaya—that is, pristine awareness, or rigpa? The substrate consciousness is the foundation and source of an individual’s psyche. Accessing it is the proper end of shamatha practice. The dharmakaya, or buddha mind, on the other hand, is much deeper than the individual mind, and that is realized through the practice of Dzogchen. The answer to the question of which “ground” of consciousness is indicated in a given passage depends both on the context in which similar terms are presented and in the nature of the experiences described. It is extremely important that this distinction be clearly understood, because it points to a major misunderstanding to which the uninformed practitioner can easily fall prey. So the question—“Is he talking about the substrate consciousness or the dharmakaya?”—runs like a thread throughout the commentary.

I address a number of such specific pitfalls pointed out in the root text, along with obscure and sometimes controversial issues such as the siddhis, or paranormal abilities, we obtain as we advance along the path. These include clairvoyance and walking through walls, powers that most Westerners—with their scientific and often secular upbringing—may find incredible. How are we to take these? Are they metaphor, myth, or reality? There are many complex issues in fully translating a document such as this, which is esoteric and subtle even for Tibetans, into a vernacular that can be absorbed by a contemporary audience that did not grow up steeped in this tradition.

One crucial area to examine at the outset of any study of Buddhist texts is the motivation that animates our efforts. There are many motivations for entering the Dharma. One example that I think is quite prevalent, especially in the West, is using Dharma to make samsara, or cyclic existence, more comfortable. Such a motivation is quite understandable—life has a lot of sharp edges. Today there is fear of terrorism, and as always we experience illness, conflict between spouses, unhappiness at losing a job—tension, depression, anxiety. Therefore, many people practice Dharma in order to cope better with modern living and feel a bit more comfortable. There’s nothing wrong with that. But if the Dharma is reduced entirely to a kind of therapy, its essence is lost. The Vajra Essence is a teaching that can enable you to achieve enlightenment in one lifetime. It has done so for many practitioners. So its value goes far beyond smoothing samsara’s rough spots. The true value of the Dharma is as a vehicle to the enlightened state in order to be of greatest benefit in the world.

To fully benefit from the teachings here, it is best to honor the fundamental teachings common to all schools of Buddhism; do not, in other words, indulge the feeling that you are somehow superior to the most basic teachings—the four noble truths, the four applications of mindfulness, the four immeasurables, and so forth. Not a single syllable spoken by the Buddha is too basic. All the words of the Buddha have a single taste and can be put into practice as means to liberation. It is best as well to revere the Mahayana, not thinking of the approach requiring three countless eons treading the path to enlightenment—the cultivation of the six perfections, the insights presented in the Yogachara and the Madhyamaka views, and so on—as being beneath you. Though you may practice Dzogchen, the highest vehicle, you should not look down on Yogachara or Madhyamaka teachings. Finally, an ideal vessel for these teachings values the tantras of all three classes—outer, inner, and secret—and has a genuine desire to practice tregchö and tögal, the two stages of Dzogchen. In other words, such a student yearns to really put these into practice in this lifetime.

Another commonly held mistaken attitude toward Dharma is the thought, “Oh, but that’s too high for me. I should always just stick with the basics.” It doesn’t take much experience of trying to settle the mind to conclude that one is just not cut out for enlightenment and that one should just ramp down one’s expectations, leaving the exalted states for those who are more gifted. But this would be a mistake. Don’t think that Dzogchen is beyond your reach. It takes courage to believe that such teachings are within your reach, but actually they were designed for people like us. You can do it.




THE EVOLUTION OF THIS BOOK 

The Vajra Essence is one of the great jewels of Dharma—unified in its adherence to the central truth of pervasive enlightened reality, while reflecting a brilliant array of interpenetrating teachings and realizations. It has been  my heartfelt intention, in both the translation and commentary, to make this great teaching clear and accessible to modern students of Dharma. If this volume is true to the original intent of Düdjom Lingpa and at the same time completely contemporary in its presentation, then I will have achieved my aspiration.

The Vajra Essence has special relevance for us today in the West: In one of Düdjom Lingpa’s dreams, a devaputra, a celestial being named Dungi Zurphu, prophesied that the benefit from his profound hidden treasures, his termas, would go west, saying, “Those deserving to be tamed by you dwell in human cities to the west.” With the wish to help fulfill that prophecy, the present translation of his hidden treasure the Vajra Essence was made under the guidance of the Venerable Gyatrul Rinpoche, who has been teaching in the West since 1972. Gyatrul Rinpoche received the oral transmission of this text three times from three of the emanations of Düdjom Lingpa: In Tibet he received it from Jamyang Natsog Rangdröl and from Tulku Künzang Nyima, and later in Nepal he received it from His Holiness Düdjom Rinpoche Jigdral Yeshe Dorje, the Supreme Head of the Nyingma order of Tibetan Buddhism.

Intermittently from the autumn of 1995 to the summer of 1998, I read through this text twice with Gyatrul Rinpoche, receiving many points of clarification from him. While working on a first-draft translation, he went through the text line by line with a small group of his disciples including myself, carefully correcting errors in my translation and elucidating points of lingering uncertainty in my own comprehension of the text. Most of the annotations throughout the translation are based upon his oral commentary.

The excerpt presented in this volume, where it is integrated with my commentary, is virtually identical to that contained in a new complete translation published by Vimala Publications, the publishing arm of Gyatrul Rinpoche’s organization. Access to the Vajra Essence is traditionally reserved only for those who have had the proper initiations and permissions from their teachers, and its secrecy has been carefully preserved by the lineage. However, the shamatha section in this volume and the succeeding section on vipashyana in a later volume are not considered restricted material, and their publication for the general public here has been authorized by Gyatrul Rinpoche.

The evolution of my commentary began when I finished translating the Vajra Essence, at which point Gyatrul Rinpoche authorized me to teach the entire text. I felt that I had never encountered a more precious treatise setting out the entire path to enlightenment, so I took his words deeply to heart, wishing to share this mind treasure in the most meaningful way I could. I have found that the practice of Vajrayana Buddhism, including the Great Perfection, is inadequate without a firm theoretical and experiential foundation in the more fundamental teachings of Buddhism. By overlooking the core teachings and practices of shamatha and vipashyana meditation and the altruistic mind of bodhichitta, or the spirit of awakening, the insights and resulting transformations from these practices are not realized. And due to overlooking this foundation, the practice of Vajrayana by itself fails to yield authentic Vajrayana realizations.

I decided therefore to teach a series of retreats to a few experienced Dharma students focusing in sequence on shamatha, the four close applications of mindfulness, the four immeasurables, the Madhyamaka approach to vipashyana practice, including dream yoga, and finally an introduction to the Great Perfection. After I had taught this entire series of week-long retreats over the course of two years, I led four more week-long retreats on selected sections of the Vajra Essence focusing on shamatha, vipashyana, tregchö, and tögal. One of my students offered to transcribe my oral commentaries on these extended passages from the text. I shared these transcripts with other students, who reported they found them very helpful and inspiring. It then occurred to me to make the first two of these commentaries, edited, available in book form, so I asked Gyatrul Rinpoche whether he would allow me to publish for the general public my commentaries on just the shamatha and vipashyana sections of the Vajra Essence. He agreed, and with the help of those mentioned below, the first of these two commentaries is now a reality.




ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

I am deeply grateful to Venerable Gyatrul Rinpoche for opening this treasure to us for the benefit of all those who may read our translation. I  am also indebted to Dr. Yeshi Dhonden, Khenpo Tsewang Gyatso, and Tulku Pema Wangyal for elucidating some points of the text, and to Sangye Khandro for reading through the entire manuscript and making many helpful suggestions.

I would like to express my thanks to the following students of Gyatrul Rinpoche for their invaluable comments and corrections in preparing the translation. They include Deborah Borin, Ana Carreon, Les Collins, Scott Globus, Steve Goodman, Mimi Hohenberg, Willie Korman, Naomi Mat-tis, and Lindy Steele. My thanks go also to Elissa Mannheimer, who line edited the entire translation. After she was finished, I carefully read through the edited translation twice again, making many further corrections and changes, so any lingering errors in the translation are solely my responsibility; and I hope that scholars and contemplatives more knowledgeable than I will bring them to my notice.

For his invaluable work on this commentary, special thanks go to Wisdom Publications’ senior editor David Kittelstrom and line editor Lea Groth-Wilson, along with Carol Levy, who transcribed my oral commentary, Dion Blundell, editor of the new Vimala edition of the root text, and Brian Hodel, who prepared the original draft of this volume and guided it through its editorial development.






[image: 005]

1

INTRODUCTION


Unlike the vast majority of Tibetan texts, the Vajra Essence is not subdivided into sections and subsections. It is written instead as a stream of consciousness that flows unimpededly for some four hundred pages. My translation, however, does divide it into chapters with subsections in order to help the reader navigate the material.

We begin with the introduction, which in many Dharma texts has two parts. First comes the homage, and second is the author’s promise to compose the text, to take it to its completion. This text is no exception to that rule, although of course in this case the author didn’t so much “compose” the text as he simply manifested it—an act very much in the spirit of Dzogchen.


Homage to the manifest face of Samantabhadra himself, the Omnipresent Lord, the original, primordial ground!

 



The enlightened awareness lineage of the buddhas is so designated because the minds of all the buddhas of the three times are of one taste in the absolute space of phenomena. The symbolic lineage of the vidyadharas is so designated because the symbolic signs of ultimate reality, the treasury of space, spontaneously emerge, without reliance upon the stages of spiritual training and practice. The aural lineage of ordinary individuals is so designated  because these practical instructions naturally arise in verbal transmission as an entrance to the disciples’ paths, like filling a vase.



The homage—to Samantabhadra, the Primordial Buddha, the Timeless Buddha, the Buddha from which all other buddhas manifest—is quite concise. That is followed by a reference to the three lineages of the Dzogchen tradition, the first of which I am translating as “the enlightened awareness lineage of the buddhas.” This lineage is identified thus because the minds of the buddhas are indistinguishable and of the same nature. This being so, there is no transmission as such.

This initial paragraph introduces some crucial terms, which I will provide in Sanskrit, since they are given different translations into English. The “absolute space of phenomena” is my translation for dharmadhatu. Dharma in this context means “phenomena.” Dhatu means “domain,” “element,” “space,” or “realm.” “Absolute space” here means the space out of which relative space, time, mind, matter, and all other dualities and all other phenomena emerge. It is the ground of being, the primordial ground. Its relationship with primordial consciousness (jñana) is nondual.

Primordial consciousness, your own rigpa, or pristine awareness, is that out of which all relative states of consciousness emerge and is nondual from the absolute space of phenomena. In that ultimate reality, the minds of all the buddhas—past, present, and future—are all of the same taste in that absolute space of phenomena. They are undifferentiated. This, then, is the ultimate lineage—if indeed we can label something that transcends time and is inconceivable as a “lineage.”

The second of these three Dzogchen lineages is the “symbolic lineage of the vidyadharas.” Vidya is Sanskrit for rigpa, “pristine awareness”; dhara is “one who holds.” So a vidyadhara is literally “one who holds pristine awareness.” A more precise meaning is “one who has gained a conceptually unmediated, nondual realization of rigpa, of buddha nature.” This is a lineage transmitted from vidyadhara to vidyadhara. It is not vidyadhara to ordinary sentient being, nor vidyadhara to buddha, but rather a community of vidyadharas, similar to the classic meaning of sangha, comprised exclusively of aryas—those who have gained a nonconceptual, unmediated realization of emptiness. In this case it is a sangha of vidyadharas, and they have a way of communicating, of transmitting Dharma horizontally—not down to us, not up to the buddhas. Their method is symbolic, and as such, it is not verbal in the ordinary sense of the term.

“The symbolic lineage of the vidyadharas is so designated because the symbolic signs of ultimate reality . . .” Here is another crucial term. In Sanskrit, “ultimate reality” is dharmata. Dharma, again, means “phenomena”; ta is like “ness,” making for “dharma-ness,” or “phenomena-ness,” an abstract noun. This refers to the very nature of being dharmas, of being phenomena. Dharmata is a synonym for emptiness, for “thatness,” and for “suchness”: just that—reality itself.

The “symbolic signs,” the symbolic manifestations, the archetypal symbols “of ultimate reality, the treasury of space”—this last term is used interchangeably with ultimate reality, space being of course empty, and a treasury—“spontaneously emerge,” they just appear, like bubbles rising in water, “without reliance upon the stages of spiritual training and practice.” In other words, this is pure discovery. They appear spontaneously. This is not the result of striving diligently along the path of training or practice—a developmental approach. Until we become vidyadharas, we needn’t be too concerned with this. Basically we are being told that vidyadharas have a way of symbolically communicating with each other.

The third lineage is the one most pertinent to us: the “aural lineage of ordinary individuals”—folks like us. Note that it is not verbal but aural. In Tibetan, aural lineage is nyengyü. Nyen means “to listen,” as in something is coming to the ears. How do we receive the transmission of Dzogchen? Through the aural lineage of ordinary individuals. It is “so designated because these practical instructions . . .”—the Tibetan word means teachings that are synthesized into practice from the vast body of Buddhist teachings—“naturally arise in verbal transmission,” in words, “as an entrance to the disciples’ paths, like filling a vase.”

The practical instructions tell you what you actually need to do as opposed to receiving and assimilating a mass of theoretical context, background, and  the like. The words being transmitted from mouth to ear—filling your heart and mind, like filling a vase with ambrosia, opening the way to your own path to enlightenment—are the entrance, the gateway.

So, depending on context, the transmission of Dzogchen can be mind to mind, it can be symbolic, or it can be verbal.




DÜDJOM LINGPA AND THE VAJRA ESSENCE 


These instructions were revealed by themselves, not by human beings, as the magical display of primordial consciousness. May I, the spiritual mentor of the world, embodying these three lineages, being blessed with the inexhaustible ornamental wheels of the three secrets of the buddhas and bodhisattvas, and holding the permission of the Three Roots and the oceanic, oath-bound guardians, bring this to perfection.



What is the source of these teachings? The ultimate source, the ground of the teachings, is not some human being. They arise spontaneously from the dharmata—the teacher is the Buddha. At this point we must take care, because the presentations and commentaries of teachings such as these are made by human teachers. They are not infallible. No matter how high the realization of the teacher, our task as students is not simply to absorb the words of the teaching and then apply them unquestioningly like soldiers acting under orders. In Buddhism we often encounter the metaphor of the empty vessel that is appropriate to be filled by the teachings, and we may come to believe that all the wisdom is coming from the teacher’s side and that we as students must absorb it uncritically.

Though the teacher should not blindly be viewed as literally infallible, nevertheless every word is there to arouse our intelligence, to awaken our heart, to draw forth our buddha nature. As His Holiness the Dalai Lama has so often commented vis-à-vis the Buddhadharma as a whole, one of the core elements of spiritual maturation, which is absolutely antifundamen-talist, is developing our own discerning wisdom, our own discerning intelligence. If we ignore such advice, we run the risk of being unable to  determine which meanings are definitive and which are interpretive. That can lead us, for instance, to accentuate ultimate reality while completely ignoring conventional reality. We are warned by Padmasambhava and by all of the realized teachers that this is a big mistake. There are two truths for a buddha—the ultimate and the conventional. Neither one stifles the other. They are of one taste.

“May I, the spiritual mentor of the world . . .” Here the author, Düdjom Lingpa, is using the true referent of the word I; he is not referring to some nineteenth-century Tibetan. He knows that he is a vidyadhara. He says so with no pretense, no arrogance; he is just giving us the truth. He tells us he embodies the three aforementioned lineages and that he is “blessed with the inexhaustible ornamental wheels of the three secrets of the buddhas and bodhisattvas.” “Ornamental wheels” is a quite literal translation. Gyatrul Rinpoche comments: “The attributes of the buddhas and bodhisattvas are inexhaustible ornaments of reality, which continue on forever like ever-revolving wheels. Hence they are called inexhaustible ornamental wheels.” The three secrets are the three mysteries—body, speech, and mind. Each contains an element of mystery. What is the true nature of the body of a buddha, the speech of a buddha, the mind of a buddha? That’s very deep. The Three Roots are the lama (or spiritual mentor), your yidam (or personal deity—Tara, Padmasambhava, Manjushri, or whomever it may be), and the dakini (the enlightened feminine principle).

Düdjom Lingpa tells us he has been fully authorized to reveal, to manifest this text. He has been blessed by the qualities of the Buddha. He holds the permission of the Three Roots and the “oceanic, oath-bound guardians.” By the blessings of all of these, “May I . . . bring this to perfection.” He doesn’t say “compose,” but rather he will bring it to perfection, manifest it perfectly. And he does this with the permission of the Three Roots—lama, yidam, and dakini—and the oceanic, oath-bound guardians. These are the dharmapalas, the Dharma protectors who have sworn an oath to guard and preserve the Dharma. Therefore, Düdjom Lingpa has a great deal of support for manifesting this text, support that forms part of his commitment to offer it: May I bring this to perfection; may I reveal it perfectly.



The primordial, originally pure nature of existence, which is great, intellect-transcending, ultimate reality, free of conceptual elaboration, is obscured by conceiving of a self and grasping at duality. Because of this, individuals are bound by clinging to the true existence of the three delusive realms of samsara.3 Still, there are those who have accumulated vast merit over many eons and who have the power of pure aspirations. Therefore, for the sake of those with the fortune to master ultimate reality, the treasury of space—by awakening the karmic force of engaging in the action of nonaction in great, self-originating, primordial consciousness—I shall present this fundamental king of tantras, spontaneously arisen from the nature of existence of the sugatagarbha.




“Primordial” is a technical term closely associated with the quality of being “originally pure” (kadag). Ka, being the first syllable of the Tibetan alphabet, implies “primordial,” “original,” and dag means “pure.” However, Gyatrul Rinpoche explains: ka refers to the beginning of time and dag means “pure” in the sense of transcending—in other words, “timeless.” So, although “originally pure” is a very common translation for kadag, the term also carries the connotation of transcending time, of being beyond past, present, and future.

Seeking to enrich each statement, this text commonly compounds adjective upon adjective as in “great intellect-transcending” (beyond conceptual grasp), “ultimate reality,” (dharmata), and “free of conceptual elaboration.” Conceptual elaboration is the entire matrix of “this and that,” “up and down”—all of our mental contexts and designations.

Thus, this originally pure nature of existence, this ultimate reality that is free of conceptualization, is obscured by the concept of self, the notion “I am,” and by grasping at duality. If “I am,” then “you are,” and all that other stuff out there “is.” Assuming that view, I respond to what’s happening to me as if all these phenomena were absolutely real.

We have been given an elegant and very loaded sentence. At this point we could say, “OK, we’re finished. That sums up everything.” A student who understands the full meaning of this sentence could just go home and  practice. But let’s probe a little more deeply. Is this sentence no more than an elaborate way of saying that the nature of reality is obscured by thought? You could say that, but that would be only partially correct. Remember that in the practice of tantra and of Dzogchen, all thoughts are regarded as emanations of dharmakaya. Therefore, in those practices, simply putting an end to thoughts would not be appropriate.

Let us focus on something more subtle: grasping at thoughts. Here we must use language very carefully because the practice to which we are being introduced is neither elaborate nor complicated; it is very simple. Therefore, the few concepts we use to describe it must be applied with great precision. Otherwise our terms will be confused and all understanding will be lost. What does it mean to grasp at a thought? What is the nature of grasping? The Sanskrit graha means “to hold on to,” “to grasp.” It’s exactly that. When you say, “Have you grasped what I was trying to tell you?” this means “Have you understood?” but it also means, have you got a “hold” on it, did you “get” it? And as soon as you have done so, grasping is involved.

We can view a phenomenon such as grasping in gradations from coarse to subtle. The coarsest level of grasping, which blatantly obscures the nature of reality, would be to say something like, “How dare you say that to me! Don’t you know who I am?” In such a case I, the speaker, am holding on to my great big, thick, robust ego, and since you’ve infringed upon it, I am reacting aggressively. We can grasp on to possessions as well as personal identity, as in: “This cup isn’t mine. Why did you bring me this when my cup is in my room?” But grasping needn’t be that coarse. When you are asked, “What am I holding in my hand?” and answer, “a cup,” you have just grasped on to “cup-ness.” You have identified an object within the context of a conceptual framework—a word, a sign. So the mind that latches on to a sign—here an image commonly designated as a “cup”—does so through grasping. Although you are merely identifying “That’s a cup,” this is also a form of grasping. It may not be the kind of grasping that will lead to endless misery, but it is a subtle form of grasping.

Ultimate reality, then, is obscured by the concept of self. It is not the concept alone that is obscuring ultimate reality. Rather it is the reification, the grasping on to the concept, that creates the obscuration. The Tibetan term  for reification (dendzin) means grasping on to inherent existence, grasping on to true existence. You decontextualize, you grasp something as existing independently, by its own nature. One example is to believe that there really is an inherently existing person—you or me or anyone—that could be praised or insulted. Moreover, anything believed to exist by itself is a product of reification. This reification is the root of samsara, the cycle of existence. On the other hand, grasping is a broader term. When I hold up a cup and ask, “What is this?” your answer that it is a cup doesn’t necessarily mean you are grasping on to it as truly existent. It is still grasping in that you are holding on to the concept of “cup-ness,” but by designating it as a cup you are not necessarily reifying it by grasping on to it as inherently real. It is possible to use language without being trapped by it, although generally we are unable to avoid it. To sum up, grasping can be more or less subtle, and one form of grasping is reification, the grasping on to inherent existence.

In the proper context grasping can be very useful. Madhyamaka insight practices can employ grasping to deliver you from grasping. Subtle grasping is also used in the tantric stage of generation, which is saturated by grasping. There, visualizing your environment as a pure land and imagining yourself as a deity, you develop some understanding that your normal sense of identity is only a construct, that it is conceptually designated. In those practices you are removing that construct and substituting another identity, one that is much closer to reality than your ordinary one. Seeing all of your thoughts as expressions of dharmakaya, all sounds as sambhogakaya, and all appearances as nirmanakaya is grasping. You are seeing them as something, overlaying an interpretation upon them. However, in Vajrayana Buddhism that is very useful grasping.

Bear in mind, though, that from a Buddhist perspective you do not consciously, deliberately use grasping on to true existence—reification—as part of the path. In Vajrayana particularly you avoid that. When you are generating divine pride or pure vision and so forth, you do not think, “I’m really a buddha,” or “this is really Padmasambhava,” and grasp on to the vision as having inherent existence. The whole point of Vajrayana is to simultaneously maintain the awareness of the emptiness of self, other, the environment, and so forth, together with the divine pride and pure vision. All of that is held in a delicate balance. In the same breath you generate the deity, the divine pride, and pure vision, knowing that all of it is apparitional. Therefore grasping is a tool to be used on the path but reification is not. Grasping also has its uses in Dzogchen. In most cases we cannot simply go directly to utter simplicity; we need teachings and methods to help us arrive there.

Because of this reification of the concept of self, grasping on to duality, “individuals are bound by clinging to the true existence”—a term that means existing by its own nature, independent of conceptual designation—“of the three delusive realms of samsara.” “Delusive” is a good translation of the Tibetan trülpa. Phenomena, appearances, are not deluded; it is we sentient beings who are deluded about them. For instance, the color of a person’s hair is not deluded, but it invites the delusion of sentient beings. Why? Because it appears to us to be truly existent from its own side—some phenomenon way over there that exists independently of my perception of it over here. It appears that I am merely a passive witness of truly existing phenomena, and in that way appearances are delusive or misleading. This delusion binds us to samsara.

In a striking metaphor, one of the most powerful I have seen in all of Buddhism, Tsongkhapa refers to existence in samsara as being in an iron cage, shackled, blind, in a river—a torrent, actually—in the pitch black of night. Can you imagine how terrifying that would be? On a starless night, in an iron cage, being tumbled down a river. Sheer panic! If you were on the shore with a flashlight and saw someone in this situation, how could you respond with anything other than a massive, spontaneous outflow of compassion—“How can I help you?” Here Tsongkhapa is using the metaphor of the tumbling cage to say, “That’s how it is, folks—that’s what it’s like to be in samsara.”

Although we are bound and caged, “still, there are those who have accumulated vast merit over many eons and who have the power of pure aspirations. Therefore, for the sake of those with the fortune,” who have the merit “to master,” to come to know, “ultimate reality, the treasury of space—by awakening the karmic force of engaging in the action of nonaction in great, self-originating, primordial consciousness—I shall present  this fundamental king of tantras, spontaneously arisen from the nature of existence of the sugatagarbha.”

Up to this point Düdjom Lingpa has written the homage and promised to manifest the text. Now he describes those for whom this text is intended. While the great majority of sentient beings are completely caught up in and bound to the cycle of existence, blindly wandering, there are among these myriad beings some who have tremendous merit, who have made pure prayers over many lifetimes, and, because it may benefit them, Düdjom Lingpa is manifesting this text for them. These fortunate people have something that might be described as karmic force or karmic momentum. The Tibetan term is létro. Lé is karma; tro is something left over, a residue. We could use the metaphor of a cup of water, filled to overflowing, where some of it, something left over, spills over the rim. The term connotes momentum in the sense that our dedication to spiritual practice, the karmic momentum from past lives, is flowing over. It wasn’t exhausted in our previous lives, so it is spilling over into this one.

Parents are aware that their children bring something with them into life in terms of personality, behavioral patterns, and so forth. If they arrive with a karmic aptitude for the Dharma derived from activities from previous lives, how is that to be aroused, activated? After all, such a child might be born into an environment where there is nothing that would catalyze that aptitude. They could be born into a family that has no interest whatever in religion, or into a deeply religious family whose beliefs are far from those of Buddhism. There are many possibilities. I know of people for whom their interest in Dharma was only triggered late in life. This is why Tibetan lamas are concerned with identifying tulkus—those who have strong karmic momentum for the Dharma from previous lives when they were lamas. It is best to catalyze them as soon as possible, rather than running the risk of their exhausting their positive karmic propensities in the torrent of cyclic existence. In the case of Düdjom Lingpa, his létro, his karmic spillover, was watched over by dakinis for the first three years of his life.

“For the sake of those with the fortune,” this text is designed to awaken, to arouse this “karmic force.” In this sentence we encounter a wonderful paradox: “the action of nonaction.” And this nonaction occurs “in great,  self-originating,” self-manifesting, “primordial consciousness.” For those who have the fortune to follow this path, this text is intended to arouse their karmic propensities to engage in Dzogchen, in nonaction. What specifically is nonaction? What is not active? Does this mean that buddhahood or enlightenment is completely stagnant, static? Of course not. What a farce it would be to declare, “I will become enlightened for the sake of all sentient beings,” and then do nothing at all.
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