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THE DALAI LAMA


Message


The foremost scholars of the holy land of India were based for many centuries at Nālandā Monastic University. Their deep and vast study and practice explored the creative potential of the human mind with the aim of eliminating suffering and making life truly joyful and worthwhile. They composed numerous excellent and meaningful texts. I regularly recollect the kindness of these immaculate scholars and aspire to follow them with unflinching faith. At the present time, when there is great emphasis on scientific and technological progress, it is extremely important that those of us who follow the Buddha should rely on a sound understanding of his teaching, for which the great works of the renowned Nālandā scholars provide an indispensable basis.


In their outward conduct the great scholars of Nālandā observed ethical discipline that followed the Pāli tradition, in their internal practice they emphasized the awakening mind of bodhichitta, enlightened altruism, and in secret they practised tantra. The Buddhist culture that flourished in Tibet can rightly be seen to derive from the pure tradition of Nālandā, which comprises the most complete presentation of the Buddhist teachings. As for me personally, I consider myself a practitioner of the Nālandā tradition of wisdom. Masters of Nālandā such as Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Āryāsaṅga, Dharmakīrti, Chandrakīrti, and Śāntideva wrote the scriptures that we Tibetan Buddhists study and practice. They are all my gurus. When I read their books and reflect upon their names, I feel a connection with them.


The works of these Nālandā masters are presently preserved in the collection of their writings that in Tibetan translation we call the Tengyur (bstan ’gyur). It took teams of Indian masters and great Tibetan translators over four centuries to accomplish the historic task of translating them into Tibetan. Most of these books were later lost in their Sanskrit originals, and relatively few were translated into Chinese. Therefore, the Tengyur is truly one of Tibet’s most precious treasures, a mine of understanding that we have preserved in Tibet for the benefit of the whole world.


Keeping all this in mind I am very happy to encourage a long-term project of the American Institute of Buddhist Studies, originally established by the late Venerable Mongolian Geshe Wangyal and now at the Columbia University Center for Buddhist Studies, and Tibet House US, to translate the Tengyur into English and other modern languages, and to publish the many works in a collection called The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences. When I recently visited Columbia University, I joked that it would take those currently working at the Institute at least three “reincarnations” to complete the task; it surely will require the intelligent and creative efforts of generations of translators from every tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, in the spirit of the scholars of Nālandā, although we may hope that using computers may help complete the work more quickly. As it grows, the Treasury series will serve as an invaluable reference library of the Buddhist Sciences and Arts. This collection of literature has been of immeasurable benefit to us Tibetans over the centuries, so we are very happy to share it with all the people of the world. As someone who has been personally inspired by the works it contains, I firmly believe that the methods for cultivating wisdom and compassion originally developed in India and described in these books preserved in Tibetan translation will be of great benefit to many scholars, philosophers, and scientists, as well as ordinary people.


I wish the American Institute of Buddhist Studies at the Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies and Tibet House US every success and pray that this ambitious and far-reaching project to create The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences will be accomplished according to plan. I also request others, who may be interested, to extend whatever assistance they can, financial or otherwise, to help ensure the success of this historic project.
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THE VAJRA ROSARY TANTRA (Śrī Vajramālā Tantra) is one of the most significant and detailed tantras attributed to the Buddha, in his emanation as Vajradhara. It instructs a practitioner how to overcome the 108 energies and their related instinctual conceptions that circulate in the subtle body and mind and drive continued rebirth in cyclic existence, in order to attain the freedom of enlightenment. One of the explanatory tantras of the Buddhist Esoteric Community (Guhyasamāja) Tantra, its unexcelled yoga tantric system is among the most advanced systems described in Tibetan Buddhist literature. It mainly focuses on the final stage of Buddhist tantric practice, the perfection stage, by means of which a person is said actually to become a buddha.


There is no more authoritative endorsement than that of the great Tibetan renaissance scholar, Lama Tsong Khapa, who strongly recommended the Vajra Rosary Tantra as follows: “Nāgārjuna, in condensing the perfection stage into the five stages, follows this tantra; he also follows it regarding the creation stage three samādhis, four yogas, thirty-two deities, and so forth. . . . It explains the many stages of creation and dissolution of the body in terms of the channel structure, wind energy movement, and enlightenment-spirit substance as a factor in the decisive ascertainment of the internal and external life-energy controls for bringing forth the four voids and the magic body, depending on . . . the hidden discipline of desire and of the vajra recitation . . . and the limitless ways for the dawning of realization. . . . It seems that such excellent elucidation is rarely seen.”












This work is gratefully dedicated to


“The dream-like virtues that bring happiness and joy to ordinary and extraordinary beings”


The Lama Chöpa Prayer,
Based on the Vajra Rosary
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Series Editor’s Preface



This Treasury series is dedicated to making available in English and other languages the entire Tengyur (bstan ’gyur), the precious collection of originally Sanskrit scientific treatises and commentarial works preserved in Tibetan translations. In executing this huge task, it is impossible not to include certain scriptural works from the Kangyur (bka’ ’gyur) collection, works considered by traditional scholars to have been authored or specifically commissioned by the Shakyamuni Buddha himself. The present Vajra Rosary Tantra is from the Kangyur, yet is presented as an “explanatory tantra,” a kind of auto-commentary on the famous unexcelled yoga father tantra, the Esoteric Community Tantra, authored by the Buddha in his Vajradhara tantric embodiment. It has the added distinction of being considered by later adepts and commentators to provide essential commentary on the mother tantra category of unexcelled yoga tantras, such as the Chakrasaṁvara, the Hevajra, and the Kālachakra.


Dr. David R. Kittay, Ph.D., J.D., deserves the highest praise for his enormous effort in studying, translating, and consulting with expert scholars and experienced adepts of the tradition to produce a groundbreaking study and translation of this important work. In the process he expanded the range of his study to include other important works in the Esoteric Community literature, translating also the Vajra Rosary commentary by Alaṁkakalasha, the other key extant explanatory tantras of the Noble Tradition of Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva — including the Inquiry of the Four Goddesses, the Revelation of the Intention, the Vajra Intuition Compendium, and the Later Tantra (Uttaratantra) — as well as Tsong Khapa’s lengthy commentaries on the Four Goddesses and Vajra Intuition Compendium, and also Tsong Khapa’s own Precious Sprout, in addition to participating in our large-scale group project to translate the Esoteric Community itself, along with its master commentary, Chandrakīrti’s Illuminating Lamp. All these works are forthcoming, but even before finalization and publication, the overall body of completed drafts done by Dr. Kittay has been integral to the accuracy and clarity of his translation and exposition.


The great commentator-practitioner Tsong Khapa (1357–1419) specially appreciated the Esoteric Community and its extensive literature, due to the way in which it embedded the wisdom and technology of its teaching in a matrix of texts, the root and explanatory tantras themselves, and then the various adepts’ practical works — their contemplative performance scripts and personal instructions — spelling out the nuances of the meditative practices, and then finally the verbal teachings of personal teachers with whom a practitioner or a scholar must consult (perhaps a sound scholar must be at least a participant observer, or even a practitioner to some degree) to understand what this tradition of advanced, abstruse, and extraordinary depth psychology and transformational cultivation of the human mind and body is really about.


I congratulate Dr. Kittay for his great scholarly and intellectual achievement in producing this book, maintaining his focus through many years of strenuous labor and unrelenting critical insight. I also congratulate and add my sincere thanks to Dr. Lobsang Jamspal, who gave generous and skilled assistance in unraveling the many complexities of the text. I also gratefully acknowledge the assistance of the international group of fine scholars Dr. Kittay remembers and thanks for their skilled assistance, and a special acknowledgment of the labor of love and skill given by Thomas Yarnall, our designer, meticulous scholarly colleague, and executive editor. Great thanks also to the diligent and capable editorial and creative staff of our copublisher, Wisdom Publications.


Robert A.F. Thurman (Ari Genyen Tenzin Chotrag)


Editor-in-Chief, Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies


Director, Columbia University Center for Buddhist Studies


President, American Institute of Buddhist Studies & Tibet House US


August 3, 2017 CE, Tibetan Dharma Chakra Day


Tibetan Royal Year 2144, Year of the Fire Bird
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Author’s Preface/Acknowledgments



The Vajra Rosary Tantra is an esoteric teaching of Indo-Tibetan Vajrayana Buddhism. It is mainly concerned with the second and final stage of Buddhist tantric practice, the perfection stage, through which a person actually becomes a buddha.


With my mentor, Ladakhi Lama and Columbia University Professor Emeritus Dr. Lozang Jamspal, I read the Vajra Rosary over a period of several years, and also read much of the Tantra and its main commentary, by Alaṁkakalasha, with my friend, advisor, and guide Professor “Tenzin” Bob “Kālachakra” Thurman, who then read over my translation, making many good suggestions. I then reworked the translation with Alaṁkakalasha’s Commentary and, in the many instances where the text or translation raised a question, checked the Tibetan text (included now in the companion epublication for readers of Tibetan at wisdomexperience.org) against the Pedurma variants, the Stok Palace recension, and the text that Alaṁkakalasha quotes from in his word commentary, as well as Sanskrit fragments of the text that I could find, which are included as notes to the translation.


When I first started studying with Dr. Jamspal many years ago, I asked him, “What is Dharma?” He thought for a few seconds, and said, “Benefit others.” I’ve not heard a better definition, nor can I imagine a better example of how the Dharma can be lived. I can’t begin to thank Jamspal lags for his many years of teaching me by word and example.


Tenzin Thurman devoted many hours to this project, sharing his deep knowledge of the commentarial tradition and the literature, his expertise and experience in translation, his personal reflections, and his immense good humor. We shared many adventures along the way. Bob introduced me to Jamspal lags, then guided my learning and and teaching at Columbia. Kālachakra’s (my name for Bob) devotion to his students inside and outside Columbia and to spreading the Dharma is extraordinary, as is his insight and energy. His brilliance is reflected on these pages.


I was blessed to visit with the late Kyabje Denma Lochö Rinpoche in Atlanta, New York, and Dharamsala; he opened the gates to the Esoteric Community to me and patiently answered many of my questions about the Vajra Rosary text and the Esoteric Community system. I was also lucky enough to meet several times with Ganden Tripa Kyabje Rizong Rinpoche, who gave a reading transmission of the text, and, aware of the mismatch between the text and the translator, said we would continue the work in future lives. I appreciate the encouragement, gentleness, and humor in this remark. Geshe Lobsang Negi of Drepung Loseling Monastic College and Emory University was also instrumental in my studies, and I benefited greatly from teachings and consecrations by His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche, His Holiness Sakya Trizin, Kyabje Gelek Rinpoche, Lama Zopa Rinpoche, and Gyumed Khensur Rinpoche.


I am deeply grateful to all of these teachers, to their teachers, and to the tradition that fostered them. Given the advanced subject matters of this text, which discusses experiential physical/mental states that are the fruit of intense practices honed over many generations or even lifetimes by expert psychonauts, there are bound to be significant gaps and misunderstandings here due to the inexperience and limitations of this “compiler.” However, we must start somewhere and hope that future scholar/practitioner-yogis will make corrections and improvements. Despite the assistance I received on translating and understanding this extraordinary text, the mistakes are mine alone, the product of my own lack of evolution, lack of understanding of the text, and failure to fully receive and understand the guidance of my mentors.


I also thank my many friends and fellow faculty members at Columbia: Paul Hackett, a source of wisdom, scholarly assistance, and friendship over many years, and Chris Kelley, Roy Tzohar, Tom Yarnall, Kaia Fischer, Natalie Hauptmann, Megan Mook, John Campbell, Annie Bien, Joe McClellan, Joe Loizzo, Gary Tubb, and Tenzin Norbu, as well as Courtney Bender, Rachel McDermott, Gray Tuttle, and Bernard Faure. And I thank and remember fondly Gene Smith, who was very helpful to me in the initial stages of this project, and was so helpful to so many in our field. Thanks go also to Leslie Kriesel and Jensine Andresen for their initial copyediting; to AIBS executive editor Tom Yarnall for his editorial contributions and oversight; and to Ben Gleason, Gretchen Gordon, Julia Gaviria, Gopa Campbell, Kestrel Slocombe, and Daniel Aitken from Wisdom Publications for their careful final proofing, and for their professionalism and expertise in bringing this study to publication.


I thank my immediate parents in this life, Rhoda and William Kittay. How wonderful they were. My children, Leigh, Bear, Eric, and Katiyana, have been my inspiration, and I thank my grandson Theo Lehrman for our illuminating discussions of shes sgrib and nyon sgrib and look forward to these discussions with his brother Miles Lehrman, and with Kuma Kittay, and their siblings to come.


Finally, I thank Jan, my Periwinkle, as true as true can be, for sharing her life with me and being, as Jamspal lags says, “very diligent,” the least of her many virtues.


David R. Kittay
New York, NY, and Los Angeles, CA
Losar, March 16, 2018
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Abbreviations






	Alaṁka
	Alaṁkakalasha




	BIL
	
Brilliant Illumination of the Lamp (by Tsong Khapa)




	CMP
	
Caryā-melāpaka-pradīpa (by Āryadeva).
        (see Wedemeyer 1999)




	GST
	Guhya-samāja-tantra




	MW
	Monier-Williams (1990)




	PK
	
Pañca-krama (by Nāgārjuna)




	PU
	
Pradīpa-uddyotana (by Chandrakīrti)




	PU Annotations
	
Supplementary Annotations . . .
        (by Tsong Khapa; 1999)




	Skt.
	Sanskrit




	TBRC
	Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center




	Tib.
	Tibetan




	Tōh.
	Tōhoku




	VR
	Vajra Rosary
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Typographical Conventions



To facilitate pronunciation for the nonspecialist, we have strived to present Sanskrit and Tibetan names (and some terms) in a phonetic form. Toward this end, while we generally have kept conventional diacritics for Sanskrit names, we have added an h to convey certain sounds (so ś, ṣ, and c are often rendered as sh, ṣh [or sh], and ch respectively), and have occasionally omitted retroflex underdots. For Sanskrit terms that have entered the English lexicon (such as “nirvana” or “mandala”), we use no diacritical marks. In more technical contexts (Sanskrit text titles, notes, bibliographies, appendixes, and so on) we use full standard diacritical conventions for Sanskrit, and Wylie transliterations for Tibetan.
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Introduction



Prologue


The Vajra Rosary1 is one of the key scriptural teachings of Buddha Vajradhara in the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist tradition. It describes how one becomes a fully enlightened buddha and what practices one engages in to accomplish that goal. It is probably the most significant and detailed teaching attributed to the Buddha instructing a practitioner how to overcome the energy-winds and their related mental conceptions that circulate in the subtle body and mind, leading most of us to continued rebirth in cyclic existence. Overcoming these energies and achieving freedom is accomplished, and the Tantra describes how, beginning by practicing the vajra recitation of the perfection stage. There, one meditates deeply on those energies and conceptions, both of which number 108, and then draws one’s energies into the central channel of the subtle body where they are overcome forever by the nonconceptual blissful energy of the wisdom of seeing that they never intrinsically existed in the first place. This subtle body and the mental wisdom to work with it must be developed through the preparatory practices of the Buddhist path — renunciation, ethics, and wisdom, the six perfections, the practice of compassion, the wisdom of emptiness, and the creation stage of Buddhist tantra — and in reliance on qualified and expert teachers.


The Vajra Rosary is one of the “explanatory tantras” of the Buddhist Esoteric Community (Guhyasamāja) unexcelled yoga tantric system, the most complete of the four systems of tantra described in Indo-Tibetan Buddhist literature. It is found in the Tibetan Kangyur, the collection of works attributed to Shākyamuni Buddha that were translated into Tibetan from Sanskrit mainly in the last part of the first millennium, and compiled by the Tibetan scholar Butön in the fourteenth century. Despite the importance of the Esoteric Community system in Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, and the Vajra Rosary in particular, except for relatively brief quotes included in translations of other works, until now the Vajra Rosary has not been translated into English or any other Western language.2


At the beginning of the first chapter of the Tantra, the Bodhisattva Vajrapāni poses eighty-two questions to the tantric Buddha Vajradhara, principally about the perfection stage of tantric yoga. The perfection stage (also called the completion stage), is the second of the two main stages of tantric practice, the final stage actually leading to buddhahood. The first stage is the creation (or generation) stage, where, among other things, the practitioner imagines what he or she will be doing later in the perfection stage.3


The answers to Vajrapāni’s questions are given in sixty-eight chapters, which include detailed discussion of yogic meditation and practice involving primarily the first of the five levels of the perfection stage, that of vajra recitation that leads to “speech isolation,”4 but spanning all of the levels up to the stage of integration (or communion), i.e., buddhahood. One of the Tantra’s specialties is describing how to open the heart chakra’s “knot” or nerve complex, the key to all of the higher stages. It also describes how to name and move the subtle neural energies in meditation and how those energies manifest during the cycles of life and death. It describes, among many other things: the consecrations of the perfection stage; “great bliss,” the four ecstasies, and how they are produced through yoga; the use of mantras; the Esoteric Community body mandala of thirty-two deities; the uniting of the various subtle body channels; the six yogas of the perfection stage; the twenty rituals of the creation stage; and the crucial role of emptiness and dependent arising (or relativity) in the overall system.


The leading exponents of the Esoteric Community tradition, Nāgārjuna, Chandrakīrti, and, later, Tsong Khapa, divide the perfection stage into five stages: speech isolation, mind isolation, illusory body, clear light, and communion; and there is at least fifteen hundred years of literature on the practices for attaining these states. Most of these texts follow the Vajra Rosary, and it may be the most or among the most cited texts on the subject. In his masterwork on the perfection stage, the Brilliantly Illuminating Lamp of the Five Stages (rim lnga rab tu gsal ba’i sgron me [BIL]), Tsong Khapa praised the Vajra Rosary:


The savior Nāgārjuna, in condensing the perfection stage into the five stages, follows this tantra, and also follows this tantra in the three samadhis, the four yogas, the thirty-two deities, etc., in the creation stage. Therefore, when His Holiness [Nāgārjuna] in the Condensed [Sādhana] becomes an [alchemical] churner, he “churns the ocean of the hidden waters of the Esoteric Community with the churning stick of the Vajra Rosary.” . . . It seems that such an excellent elucidation is rarely seen.5


In the English language literature, the Vajra Rosary is known primarily for its explication of the initial “forty syllables” of the Esoteric Community Root Tantra6 and for being the source of the famous Lama Chöpa, or Guru Puja, prayer,7 known by many Tibetans by heart and practiced daily in Geluk monasteries. Significant as they are, these aspects of the Vajra Rosary comprise a small part of its import. The text is a veritable encyclopedia of perfection stage tantric practice and tantric ritual, widely quoted in later commentarial works and described as a system not found anywhere else.8


In Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, the Esoteric Community or Guhyasamāja tantric system is commonly known as the “king of tantras.”9 According to Khedrup Jey, “Without relying on its path there is no way to attain supreme enlightenment.”10 Although many tantras say that they reveal things found in no other tantra, it is generally acknowledged that the Esoteric Community system is explained in more detail than other tantric systems, and those other systems and their exegetes often look to the Esoteric Community literature to explain tantric theory and practice not addressed elsewhere.11


The Esoteric Community system consists of a Root Tantra and a number of Explanatory Tantras (vyākhyā or ākhyā tantra; bshad rgyud), of which the Vajra Rosary is one.12 Tibetan scholars consider that there are two main Esoteric Community traditions, the Jñānapāda tradition (ye shes zhab lugs), named after Buddhashrījñānapāda (ca. 900? CE) and the Ārya or “noble” tradition, so called after Ārya Nāgārjuna, who is often given the epithet “noble one.” Indeed, the efficacy and importance of the explanatory tantras as a bridge between the deeply coded Esoteric Community Root Tantra and the personal instructions of the guru is a hallmark of the noble tradition.13


I have not found a complete or even partially complete Sanskrit text of the Vajra Rosary. However, fragments of the original Sanskrit are found in the commentarial literature. For example, the “forty verses” explaining the initial forty syllables of the Esoteric Community Tantra and some other verses, including most of chapter 64 of the Vajra Rosary, are quoted in Chandrakīrti’s Illuminating Lamp (Pradīpoddyotana [PU]); there are some brief quotations in Āryadeva’s Lamp That Integrates the Practices (Caryāmelāpakapradīpa [CMP]); and some parts of the Vajra Rosary’s chapter 68 are parallel to chapter 4 of Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages (Pañcakrama [PK]).


As of Tsong Khapa’s time, there were a number of translations of the Vajra Rosary into Tibetan, the latest of which appears to date from the eleventh century.14 The one I have translated from Tibetan was translated from the Sanskrit by Sujana Shrījñāna and Zhiwa Ö.15


Although the Vajra Rosary is widely quoted and cited, the noble tradition commentaries that elucidate one particular text of the Community literature often focus on Chandrakīrti’s PU16 instead. In the Tengyur there is just one direct commentary on the Vajra Rosary, by Alaṁkakalasha, whom I will affectionately call Alaṁka.17 His Commentary is incomplete, covering only the first forty-five of the Vajra Rosary’s sixty-eight chapters.18 It is written in the pañjika style, and thus comments on all of the words and phrases of the root text, as well as providing more general explanations of the subject matter.19 The Commentary itself was translated into Tibetan by Alaṁka and Teng Lotsawa, AKA Tsultrim Jungney (1107–90). According to Tsong Khapa, Alaṁkakalasha’s Commentary is reliable in that it “does accord with the noble father and sons [tradition].”20


The Legendary Origin of the Vajra Rosary


The Vajra Rosary itself and Alaṁka’s Commentary reflect the traditional Buddhist view that Buddha himself taught tantra in general and the Vajra Rosary in particular.21 Alaṁka explains, in accord with the more or less standard tantric account of Buddha’s enlightenment,22 that Prince Sarvārthasiddha, the pre-enlightenment name for Buddha Shākyamuni,23 was entranced in “an erroneous ‘space pervading’ concentration”24 on the bank of a river:


Thinking to himself, “This is enlightenment,” he remained in that state. Then, from the so-called buddha fields of Abhirati, Akanishtha, Ratnasambhava, Sukhāvatī, and Kusumavatī,25 [the buddhas of the ten directions] came and exhorted Prince Sarvārthasiddha, saying, “this concentration is impure,” etc. Then he rejected that mistaken concentration. Then he saw the sky teeming with all the transcendent lords.


He prostrated, saying, Om sarva tathāgata kāya vāk citta pranamena vajra bandhanam karomi,26 and, first circumambulating, supplicated those lords to teach the concentration of the actuality of unerroneous reality. Then those lords, having first emanated the great seal mandala and performed the preparatory ritual for disciples, mentally resolved on the enlightenment spirit and, having conferred consecration through the four consecrations together with the preliminary practices divided into the four consecrations, the pledges and the vow of giving, having given individual instruction on the stages wherein are taught the three concentrations, the hundred clans classification, and the five stages, those transcendent lords departed to their own buddha fields.


Then, the Lord Lion of the Shākyas, because of his sharp faculties of esoteric knowledge as taught to him by previous lords, completely awakened at midnight, overcame Māra before dawn, [and] left for Tushita Heaven.27


Then, as Alaṁka tells it, Buddha emanated the thirty-two Esoteric Community deities from his body28 and taught the 25,000-verse version, now lost, of the Esoteric Community Tantra. He also taught a briefer version, also lost, of 1,800 lines in eighteen chapters,29 and subsequently taught a number of other tantras, culminating in his teaching of the Vajra Rosary Tantra (which is referred to as the Short Vajra Rosary Tantra) and the other explanatory tantras that we have today:


After that, for the benefit of the living beings of the merchant (vaiśya) class, who have great attachment and hatred and small obscuration, [while] mainly teaching the four consecrations to the Tushita gods, he taught the Gathering in Two Stages and the Esoteric Community Tantra. After that, in the Western Mountains of Oddiyana, the Lord [Buddha Vajradhara], in the form of glorious Vajrasattva, principally in order to control the ten directional protector [gods] by means of the ten terrific [buddhas], taught the two tantras: the Vajra Rosary in twelve thousand lines and the Shorter Vajra Rosary. Then, the Lord, having prayed to [all] the transcendent [buddhas], in the form of glorious Vajrasattva, on the snow-covered mount [Himalaya], taught the Revelation of the Intention Tantra30 among human beings.


After that, the Lord, who was supplicated by the four goddesses on the peak of the Vindhya Mountains, taught the Inquiry of the Four Goddesses Tantra.31 Then, on the banks of the Ganges, he taught separately the major and minor [versions of] the Vajra Intuition Compendium Tantra.32 After that, having relied on living beings connected with the outcaste (caṇḍala) class, the greatest of the great in desire and hatred and the smallest of the small in delusion, the Lord, in a saintly state, dividing the major and minor [versions of the] glorious Chakrasamvara [Tantra], principally taught the two stages [to those in] the pure abodes [of the form realm], mainly the four consecrations, together with the four explanatory tantras that mainly emphasize intuition, and did not teach, because it was not required there, the specification of the places of the four tantras.


After that, for the purpose of training the four devils in Magadha in this very India,33 he taught the teaching of the glorious Hevajra Tantra, together with its major and minor explanatory tantras. Likewise, there, he did not teach the specification of the various places, etc.,34 because it was not necessary. Because of this, having great compassion, there, on top of the peak of Western Oddiyana, the Lord taught from among the five classes of tantra the Small Vajra Rosary Tantra, teaching that which has as its essence the sixty-eight chapters and the eighty-two questions and answers.35


Alaṁka gives two versions of the timing of the teaching of the oral personal instructions and the root, branch,36 and explanatory tantras: one that they were taught respectively in each of the four ages (yuga) and another that they were all taught by the Buddha during this age immediately after the teaching of the brief version of the Esoteric Community Tantra.37 Alaṁka says of the latter, “This view is also agreeable.”38 Alaṁka’s ambidexterity in this regard is consistent with writings by Tibetan historians, in particular those writing about the noble tradition, who were well aware of the historiographical difficulties they confronted and that the traditional accounts were a solution to the more pressing problem of the legitimacy of revelation.39 Alaṁka’s easy acceptance of the alternative accounts coincides with Christian Wedemeyer’s conclusion that “to them, the problem was not a problem.”40


The Historical Setting of the Tibetan Vajra Rosary


Yeshe Ö, Rinchen Zangpo, and Atīsha in Western Tibet


Buddhism had traditionally first appeared in Tibet in 233 CE, but the first major transmission, the “earlier diffusion” (snga dar), took place during the reign of Tibetan King Songtsen Gampo during the first half of the seventh century CE.41 Buddhism continued to spread in Tibet, mainly among the upper classes, during the reigns of the subsequent kings, including Trisong Detsen in the latter part of the eighth century and Tri Ralpachen in the first part of the ninth, and many monasteries were established under royal patronage. Tradition has it that Tri Ralpachen was so enamored of Buddhism that he neglected his official duties and alienated various factions, leading to his assassination and replacement by King Lang Darma in 838, reputedly an enemy of Buddhism who destroyed Buddhist images and texts and was himself assassinated.42


Lang Darma’s demise was followed by a period of political instability in Central Tibet, traditionally characterized as a “dark age.”43 However, despite the confusion in that locale, interest in and patronage for Buddhism remained strong in Eastern and Western Tibet, setting the stage for the phyi dar, “later diffusion” of Buddhism, catalyzed in Western Tibet by the sending of twenty-one young Tibetan monks to India, two of whom returned in 978 CE with scriptures and some Indian scholars. One of those two young monks was Rinchen Zangpo, who was eventually joined in Western Tibet by Atīsha, the great Indian scholar and abbot from Vikramashila Monastery. The authority who sent the twenty-one monks and thus was responsible for the initiation of the later diffusion was King Tsenpo Korey, who renounced his throne and became the royal monk Yeshe Ö.44 Subsequently, Yeshe Ö’s grandnephew, the royal monk Jangchub Ö, succeded in inviting Atīsha to Western Tibet, where the scholar stayed for a few years before departing for Central Tibet.


Tradition holds that although they were sponsored by Yeshe Ö and his successors in Western Tibet, Rinchen Zangpo and Atīsha were the catalysts of the second diffusion and were primarily responsible for reforming Buddhism at that time.45 The Western accounts of Snellgrove, Kapstein, and Davidson put less emphasis on the importance of the Rinchen Zangpo and Atīsha, stressing the earlier penetration of Buddhism,46 the importance of the Eastern Vinaya monks,47 or that the later diffusion was a “pan-Tibetan phenomenon,” respectively.48 However, as shown by The History of Western Tibet (mnga’ ris rgyal rabs), written by Ngawang Drakpa, a direct student of Tsong Khapa, in 1497, there is little doubt that Yeshe Ö, along with Rinchen Zangpo and Atīsha, was a key figure in the Western Tibetan Buddhist Renaissance.49


Yeshe Ö sent delegations to Kashmir to search for the Tattvasaṁgraha or Compendium of Principles, the Esoteric Community Tantra, and the Mañjushrīnāmasaṁgīti or Chanting the Names of Mañjushrī.50 Yeshe Ö is also famous on account of his 986 CE royal Proclamation, a sweeping restatement of Mahāyāna doctrines and condemnation of certain tantric practices of the time.51 The Proclamation starts with a short summary of Buddhist teaching, summarizing the three vehicles of the disciples, hermit buddhas, and bodhisattvas. Then Yeshe Ö gets right to the point: “You tantrists, who live in villages, have no connection with these three ways.”52 He continues:


Imprisoned in the dirt of the five kinds of sensual objects and women,


It is astonishing to say that “we are Dharmakāya.”


False doctrine called Dzogchen is flourishing in Tibet.


The views of this doctrine are mistaken.


Heretical tantras, pretending to be Buddhist, are also spread in Tibet.


As “sexual rite” has become popular the different classes of people are mixed.


By offering faeces and urine,


Semen and menses to pure divinities,


Alas! you will be reborn in a mire of rotting corpses.


By way of retribution for indulging your lust in your “sexual rite,”


Alas! You will be reborn as a uterine worm.


You worship the Three Jewels with flesh, blood and urine,


Ignorant of “enigmatic” terminology you practise the rite literally,


A Mahāyanist such as this will surely be reborn as a demon.


What a strange Buddhist adhering to such practices!


If these practices, like yours, bring about buddhahood,


Then hunters, fishermen, butchers and prostitutes,


Would surely have attained Enlightenment by now.53


However, as we shall see, every one of these practices is reflected in the Vajra Rosary, translated by Zhiwa Ö and Sujana Shrījñāna (who, as discussed below, may have been Atīsha himself).54


Zhiwa Ö


Zhiwa Ö, the first translator in the Western Tibetan royal family, was the grandnephew of King Yeshe Ö. His father was Hla De, the son of Yeshe Ö’s younger brother, Song De. Zhiwa Ö was the younger brother of Jangchub Ö, the latter famous for his efforts in inviting Atīsha to Tibet. Like his older brother, possibly following the tradition started by Yeshe Ö that the younger sons become monastics so as not to challenge the oldest brother’s secular authority, Zhiwa Ö became a monk. However, after taking vows it seems that Zhiwa Ö retained a good deal of temporal authority, and he is described in the colophons to the Vajra Rosary and his other translations as “King of Tibet,” bod kyi lha btsan po, the title used by the early Tibetan kings.55 Like Yeshe Ö, Zhiwa Ö was the author of a Proclamation, in which he listed a large number of tantric texts as Tibetan in origin or otherwise inauthentic and not conducive to liberation.56


As noted by Samten Karmay in his study of Zhiwa Ö’s Proclamation: “The important role that Pho-brang Zhi-ba-’od played in re-establishing Buddhism in Tibet in the second half of the 11th century has rather been neglected by Tibetan Buddhist historians and consequently by Western writers on the history of Tibetan Buddhism.”57 One tradition recounted by Ngawang Drakpa attributes Yeshe Ö’s accomplishments and very birth to a prior incarnation of Zhiwa Ö:


During the time when Chos was discarded, after 47 generations [of rulers], the incarnated . . . King Srong nge was born, like a second Pun.ta.ri.ka flower, as a son in the line of the protectors (kings). It is said that, owing to Zhi.ba.’od’s previous prayers and the power of his compassion, the incarnation of the divine race of Byang.chub sems.dpa’-s, the manifestation of the king of kings on earth, who abandoned worldly life in order to protect human beings, bla.ma Byang.chub sems.dpa’ Ye.shes.’od was born to emancipate human beings in these very mNga’.ris.stod//58


While Yeshe Ö and Zhiwa Ö, along with Atīsha, have sometimes been characterized as part of a “neoconservative” reaction to tantra,59 as shown in the table below, the time elapsed between the birth of Yeshe Ö and the death of Zhiwa Ö is 164 years, and that between Yeshe Ö’s Proclamation and that of Zhiwa Ö 106 years.


As also shown in the table below, Yeshe Ö’s Proclamation was issued twenty-nine years before Zhiwa Ö was born. Particularly given Atīsha’s deep involvement with tantra and Zhiwa Ö’s sponsorship and translation (perhaps with Atīsha) of the Vajra Rosary with its numerous explicit antinomian practices, the applicability of such labels is questionable.


According to the History of Western Tibet, it was Zhiwa Ö who heard about the Vajra Rosary, searched for it, and then sent out his own teacher, Mantrakalasha, with four hundred measures (zho) of gold to find it.60 Mantrakalasha found the Vajra Rosary somewhere “in the direction of Oddiyana,” i.e., Kashmir or the Swat Valley,61 and brought it back to Zhiwa Ö, who then translated it with the Indian pandit Sujana Shrījñāna.62


In addition to the Vajra Rosary, Zhiwa Ö translated the Śrīparamādyatantramantra-kalpakhaṇḍa (Dpal mchog dang po’i sngags) (Tōh. 488); with Mantrakalasha, the Dpal mchog dang po’i rgya cher bshad (a commentary on the Śrīparamādyatantramantrakalpakhaṇḍa);63 the Sahajamaṇḍalatryāloka (Lhan cig skyes pa’i dkyil ’khor gsum gsal) (Tōh. 1539); with Guṇāshrībhadra, the Tattvasaṁgrahakārika; the Kalāpalaghuvṛttiśiṣyahitānāma, probably the earliest translation into Tibetan of a Sanskrit grammar; and, with Mantrakalasha, he revised the Paramādiṭīkā (Dpal mchog dang po’i rgya cher bshad pa) (Tōh. 2512).64 With Atīsha, he translated the Dpal mchog rtsa ’grel and sponsored the translations of several other works.65 At or near the same time he was translating the Vajra Rosary, Zhiwa Ö translated the Kālachakra Tantra with the Kashmiri pandit Dha na ta la.66 Gö Lotsawa adds that Zhiwa Ö “was a scholar in all the sciences of Buddhist and heretical doctrines.”67


In 1076, Zhiwa Ö presided over an extraordinary gathering of Buddhist scholars and translators at the temple of Tho ling, the center of learning in Western Tibet, and issued his Proclamation in 1092.68 69 Because its interpretation may bear on the question of the authenticity of the Vajra Rosary or Zhiwa Ö’s beliefs about the correct application of tantric doctrine and practice, his Proclamation merits close attention.70 It is mainly a listing of seventy-two “translations” and groups of works or texts with commentaries, with relatively little explanation. The Proclamation begins by stating immediately after a short introductory paragraph: “The tantras (mentioned below), their commentaries and performance scripts, old and new, composed in the guise of the Word of the Buddha and claiming to be of Indian origin, were written by the Tibetans themselves and are as follows.”71 He then lists most of the works and adds:


SELECTED CHRONOLOGY OF WESTERN TIBET PHYI DAR* (AGES)**


[image: Image]


* Compiled from Ngawang Drakpa, Chattopadhyaya 1999, Roerich 1978, Butön 1999, Kapstein 2006, and Davidson 2005.


** YO — Yeshe Ö; RZ — Rinchen Zangpo; A — Atīsha; JO — Jangchub Ö; ZO — Zhiwa Ö.


None of these provides perfect means, and since they do not help in attaining buddhahood, no one should take them as a path or even resort to them. Those who have taken vows as monks must observe their monastic rules, and (when) they take up the practice of the mantra vehicle, they should make efforts to observe the vows of the tantras belonging to the class of action, art, yoga, and even the Esoteric Community, etc., without breaking their monastic vows.


Although the tantras belonging to the group of the mother tantras (ma rgyud) are excellent, they nevertheless cause many monks to break their monastic vows as a result of not knowing the implications of certain terminologies. Because of this, there is nothing wrong even if they are not practised at all.


In particular, the theories of the great perfection are mixed up with those of the outsiders’ doctrines. So if one practises these, one will be led into evil rebirths. Since they thus obstruct one from attaining enlightenment, under no circumstances are they suitable for practice.72


Rather than being a conservative across-the-board condemnation of tantra or even of certain antinomian tantric practices, the Proclamation seems aimed at keeping genuine Indian tantric practices and scriptures separate from adulterated Tibetan creations or modifications (which Zhiwa Ö may have viewed as the “New Age” tantra of his time) and at reconciling monastic vows with tantric practice. Indeed, Zhiwa Ö’s position on monks keeping their monastic vows in tantric practice is similar to Atīsha’s.73


Mantrakalasha


Zhiwa Ö’s “own Indian master Mantrakalasha”74 was, according to the Nyingma edition of the Derge Kangyur/Tengyur, the translator of Tōh. 488 (with Zhiwa Ö),75 Tōh. 1247,76 Tōh. 1784,77 Tōh. 1842,78 and Tōh. 2512 (filling in missing portions with Zhiwa Ö),79 all of which appear to be tantric works. According to the Gting skyes rnying ma rgyud, another collaboration of Zhiwa Ö and Mantrakalasha was the King of Mahāyāna Realization, the “Glorious Primordial Excellence.”80


Mantrakalasha was also the translator of Shrī Lakshmī’s Pañcakrama-ṭīkā-kramārtha-prakāshikā, which, according to Alex Wayman, was the only commentary he could find other than the PU that quotes the famous forty verses from the Vajra Rosary’s chapter 59.81 Wayman notes that Mantrakalasha’s translation of four of the forty verses is identical to that of the PU, and on that basis concludes that Mantrakalasha, who Wayman guesses lived in the twelfth century, had memorized the verses. Karmay’s research establishing that Mantrakalasha was Zhiwa Ö’s teacher provides an earlier date for Mantrakalasha and a different basis for explaining the identical Tibetan translation: that Mantrakalasha was on the scene when his student Zhiwa Ö translated it.


According to the Nyingma Catalogue,82 the colophon of the Śrī-guhyasamājatantrasya tantraṭīkā-nāma, a commentary on the Further Tantra (Uttaratantra), the eighteenth chapter of the Esoteric Community Tantra, attributed to Nāgārjuna (Tōh. 1784A), considered to be an explanatory tantra, states that its translator, Mantrakalasha, was the son of Tārakalasha and the grandson of Kumārakalasha.83 Kumārakalasha was at Tho-ling, where he translated the Mañjushrīmūlatantra by order of Zhiwa Ö’s older brother, Jangchub Ö.84


As we have seen, according to Ngawang Drakpa, Mantrakalasha obtained the text of the Vajra Rosary from Oddiyana. Discussing the various editions of the Vajra Rosary, Tsong Khapa refers to “the Indian book of Paṇḍita Mantrakalasha,” so evidently there may have been an extant Sanskrit text as late as the early fifteenth century.85 Mantrakalasha was thus deeply familiar with Zhiwa Ö’s translation of the Vajra Rosary; indeed, he may have been a participant in it, or at least might have been consulted by Zhiwa Ö. One also wonders if the Mantrigakalasha whom Ngawang Drakpa states was sent by Zhiwa Ö to Oddiyana to find and then purchase the text of the Vajra Rosary was the same person. Roberto Vitali equates the two in his index, but gives no explanation.86 I think this is a fair conclusion, and places Mantrakalasha at the heart of the Tibetan Vajra Rosary.


Translations of the Vajra Rosary


Although I have been working mainly with the Lhasa recension of the Vajra Rosary together with the Pedurma edition and the Stok Palace text, various sources attest to other translations and revisions. Alaṁka’s Commentary appears to be based on a different translation, and Alaṁka clearly had different versions of the Vajra Rosary text in front of him, as noted by his quoting different versions as alternative readings.87 Tsong Khapa, in his BIL, a summary of perfection stage practice as presented in various texts, noted a number of translations of the Vajra Rosary circulating during his time, including the “old translations.”88


The colophon to the Lhasa Kangyur version of the Vajra Rosary states:


Translated, edited, and finalized by the Indian Abbot Sujana Shrījñāna and great text translator, monk Zhiwa Ö, the King of Tibet, in the temple of Tho-ling, dpa med lhun gyis grub pa, the sanctuary [of Yeshe Ö], the center of the earth.89


The index in the Nyingma Catalogue lists Sujana Shrījñāna only with respect to the Vajra Rosary; he is not listed as the translator of any other works in the Kangyur or Tengyur.


It is possible that the colophon’s “Indian Abbot” is Atīsha, whose ordained name is usually mentioned as Dīpaṁkara Shrījñāna (Tib. Mar me mdzad dpal ye shes).90 Sujana can simply mean “a good or virtuous or kind or benevolent person.”91 While this would be a unique appellation for Atīsha, one not found in the Tengyur,92 it is a possibility, since none of the historical sources I have reviewed refer to a “Sujana Shrījñāna,” and Atīsha and Zhiwa Ö were together in Tho ling from 1042 to 1046,93 and, according to the History of Western Tibet, Zhiwa Ö and Atīsha “together translated . . . many major and minor esoteric and exoteric works.”94 In 1042, Atīsha was eighty-six and Zhiwa Ö twenty-seven years old. It is curious that I have not found any references to Atīsha in connection with the Vajra Rosary, but the colophon does refer to “the Indian abbot [mkhan po] Sujana Srījñāna.” Alaka Chattopadhyaya reports that the post that Atīsha had at Vikramashila was in fact “abbot” (mkhan po), and Atīsha is listed as mkhan po in various colophons.95 However, there were other Indian abbots who were at Tho ling at the time who were also denominated as mkhan pos: Shraddhākaravarman is referred to as mkhan po in the Derge colophon to the Abhibodhikramopadeśa, Tōh. 1806; and Mantrakalasha himself is referred to as mkhan po in the Śrīparamādyamantrakalpakhaṇḍa, Tōh. 488.96 So it is possible, but not conclusive, that Ngawang Drakpa’s reference to “this lama” for whom Zhiwa Ö “acted as lo.tsa.ba [translator]” of the Vajra Rosary was not Mantrakalasha as Vitali assumed, but Atīsha himself.97


In his BIL, Tsong Khapa refers once to “the Zhi Ba Ö translation revised by Dar Ma brTson ’Grus.”98 No one by that name is found as a translator in the Nyingma Catalogue, but Darma Tsöndru is Marpa’s name, so it is possible that this refers to him.99 In addition, in several places in the BIL, Tsong Khapa refers to the “Chag translation” of the Vajra Rosary.100


Zhang Lotsawa is identified by Gö Lotsawa as having translated the Vajra Rosary. According to Gö, Zhang’s birth name was Purpa Kyab, and from an early age he obtained numerous tantric teachings in many lineages from more than seventy teachers. Zhang journeyed to India and Nepal, where he studied Sanskrit grammar and logic with the mahāpaṇḍita Ratnarakshita.101 Gö writes: “He made many translations, including that of the rDo-rje ’phreṅ-ba [Vajra Rosary] and other texts, as well as composed many hidden precepts, etc.,”102 and notes that, of his many visions, “when he was translating the ’Phreṅ-ba (rDo-rje ’phreṅ-ba) [Vajra Rosary] wonderful signs were observed.”103 According to Gö, Zhang died in 1237 CE, which means that his translation postdated that of Zhiwa Ö, suggesting that he was unaware of Zhiwa Ö’s translation or considered it inaccurate or incomplete.


Butön reports that Tropu Lotsawa Jampay Pal, “the translator of Tho phu,” translated the Vajra Rosary, among many other tantric and non-tantric works.104According to Butön, Jampay Pal worked with the Kashmiri pandita Buddhashrījñāna, which suggests that this could be one of the “old translations” referred to by Tsong Khapa.105 However, Gö Lotsawa identifies Tropu Lotsawa as Jampa Pal, also known as Tsultrim Sherab (1173–1225 or 1236), the primary interpreter for the Great Pandit Shakyashrī during the latter’s stay in Tibet, beginning in 1204 CE.106 In his notes on the Vajra Rosary, Tsong Khapa refers to a translation by Rā: “in the translation of Zhiwa Ö there is the phrase ‘nāma iti,’ but there is no nāma in the translations of Rā and Dharma Btson ’grus.”107 He also refers to the translator “Rva.”108


While it is possible that Tsong Khapa’s reference to the “old translations” is to the Nyingma corpus, I have not found them there, although more research remains to be done. This reference may be to handwritten manuscripts that were discarded or lost after translations were made with woodblock printing.109 David Snellgrove notes that Tibetan script had been in use since about 630 CE and suggests that translations of Indian works were attempted earlier than Shāntarakshita’s coming to Tibet in 767,110 so it is possible that that is the time period to which Tsong Khapa is referring.


Alaṁkakalasha, Tengpa Lotsawa, and Alaṁka’s Commentary


It is clear that Alaṁkakalasha based his Commentary on a Sanskrit text — and, possibly, on translations other than Zhiwa Ö’s — because of the significant differences between Zhiwa Ö’s translation and the Vajra Rosary as it is quoted in the Commentary. That Alaṁka was translating from Sanskrit is clear when reviewing aspects of the Tibetan that are easily understood only if the material is back-translated into Sanskrit.111 This cannot be a matter of corruption or transcription errors due to the many substantive differences and use of Tibetan synonyms in the respective versions. The Commentary’s first chapter makes clear that Alaṁka had a text that appeared to encompass the entire Tantra, because he comments on all eighty-two questions and quotes from all the later chapters of the Tantra, including the last, 68, a preview of what is to come.


Perhaps because the Commentary was never completed, there is no general colophon at the end of the text. Rather, a colophon appears at the end of each chapter. At the end of the first three chapters, the Commentary states: “Composed by A langka ka la sha de ba.” At the end of the sixth through twenty-second chapters,112 “Composed by Pandita A langka ka la sha.” At the end of the twenty-third through thirty-ninth chapters, “Composed by Pandita A laṁ ka ka la sha.” At the end of the fortieth chapter, the spelling changes back to A langka ka la sha; then at the end of the forty-first through forty-fifth chapters, to A laṁ ka ka la sha. Only at the end of the forty-fifth chapter is there any reference to a Tibetan translator: “Translated by Stengs pa lo tsā ba up to half of the forty-fifth chapter.”113


According to Gö Lotsawa Shönu Pal, Alaṁka’s co-translator, Tengpa Lotsawa, was born in 1107 CE.114 At the age of six, Teng Lo had a vision of a country, which many years later he recognized to be India. At the age of ten, “he recited some mantras of Achala and was able to cure the ailments of others by blowing on the patient.” He had a troubled home life and became a monk at age fifteen. After receiving full ordination, he wanted to go to India, and he earned money for the trip, twelve golden zho, by copying two volumes of the Śatasāhasrikā Prajñāpāramitā. He finally reached India, and “when he reached Diṅ-ri, Ārya Avalokiteśvara, in the guise of an old man, showed him the road.” Teng Lo studied in Maghada under Tsami Sangye Drakpa. He returned to Tibet, then went again to India, where he studied sutra and tantra under thirteen scholars.115 Then, writes Gö:


After extensive study in India, Stengs pa invited the paṇḍita Alaṁkadeva (Alaṁkāradeva), a descendant of the Kasmirian Trilocana (sPyan gsum-pa, a famous grammarian). . . . He made numerous translations and revised existing translations: . . . the Kālacakramūlatantra (Dus-’khor rtsa-rgyud, probably the Kālacakra-nāma-tantrarāja, Kg. rgyud-’bum, No. 362), and the Cycle of Nāgārjuna (the Guhyasamāja), according to the method of the paṇḍita Alaṁkāradeva. At that time he spent five years in India. Then having again come to India, he studied for three years the Mahāvibhāśā (Bye-brag bśad-pa chen-po; there exists a report that half of the Bye-brag bsad-pahad been translated during the reign of Khri-sroṅ lde-btsan). He brought to Tibet the Sanskrit text of this book. After that he and Alaṁkāradeva translated it, but after finishing two thirds of the text, the paṇḍita passed away.


Instead of a funeral rite, they held a great religious assembly of forty-eight religious chairs. In general, he possessed a clear vision of the mandala of the sixty-two deities of the Saṁvara parivāra, and of many dharmapālas. He became the teacher of great scholars, such as Gro-luṅ-pa chen po and others, and the Master of the Doctrine. He passed away at the age of eighty-four.116


Recalling Tsong Khapa’s reference to “the commentary made by the pandit Alamkadeva or Alakakalasha on the explanatory tantra Vajra Rosary up to the middle of the forty-fourth chapter,”117 and considering the partnership between Tengpa Lotsawa and the Indian pandit, it appears that Alaṁkakalasha, Alamkadeva, and Alamkāradeva are the same person. Indeed, the Derge recension has Alangkakalashadeva (in the Tibetan, a langka ka la sha de ba), and Peking and Snarthang have Alaṁkadeva (in the Tibetan, a lam ka de ba).118 Panchen Sönam Drakpa describes Alaṁkakalasha as “Alaṁkakalasha, Alaṁkara-upādhyāya, or Prajñākaragupta of Vikramaśīla, circa 1200 AD, contemporary with Kālacakra-pāda the elder,”119 and he is listed in the bibliography as “Alaṁkārakalaśa,” so it appears that this pandit is known by at least six names.120 With Nyima Drak, he is the translator of Nāgabodhi’s Kramāntarbhāvanopadeśa-nāma-prakaraṣa,121 a commentary on the Pañcakrama. The Nyingma Catalogue lists Alaṁkakalasha as the translator of the VR Commentary, Tōh. 1795, and the Kramāntarbhāvanopadeśa-nāma-prakaraṣa, Tōh. 1812; Alaṁkadeva as translator of the Ucchuṣmajambhalsādhana-nāma, Tōh. 3743, the Bhagavatyāmnāyānusāriṇi, Tōh. 3811, and the Haribhaṭṭajātakamāla, Tōh. 4152; Alaṁkāradeva as translator of the Vinayasūtravṛttyabhidānasvavyākhyāna-nāma, Tōh. 4119; and Prajñākaragupta (Shes rab ’byung gnas sbas pa) as the translator of the Pramāṇavārttikālaṁkāra, Tōh. 4221, and the Sahāvalambanirṇaya-nāma, Tōh. 4255. There is also an Alakakalaśa who is the commentator on the Yoginīsanjaratantram. The (Hindi) introduction to that work states that there is no indication that Alakakalaśa and our commentator Alaṁkakalasha were not different persons,122 and the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives seeks further information on whether these mahāpaṇḍitas were in fact the same person. There may be good reason to think so based on the style of the two commentaries. Both authors have colophons at the end of each chapter, in much the same wording. And the introduction to each succeeding chapter is in the same style.


Gö Lotsawa’s history, referring to “the Cycle of Nāgārjuna (the Guhyasamāja), according to the method of the paṇḍita Alaṁkāradeva,” suggests that there may have been more commentaries by Alaṁkakalasha on the Esoteric Community, and even an overall system.123




The Vajra Rosary as an Evolving Text


Does the Vajra Rosary appear to be a unitary text, or is it better thought of as an anthology? Although all of his conclusions do not seem to be well taken, Matsunaga Yukei’s insight that the terminology of chapter 68, at least in the Tibetan translation, was somewhat different than that of the preceding chapters does have some validity.124 But chapter 68 is hardly the only place where the Vajra Rosary shows stylistic variation. Indeed, the same topics are covered in different chapters of the Vajra Rosary, and there are a number of internal inconsistencies.


For example, while chapter 62 states that ejaculation is “faulty conduct”125 and that the guru “should . . . control the vajra, just as is delightful to the deities,”126 i.e., control release and not reach orgasm, chapter 54 refers to “whatever conventional enlightenment spirit actually falls into the yoginī.”127 Chapter 6 exclusively employs the mantra HŪṀ HOḤ for vajra recitation, while chapters 15 and 22 use OṀ ĀḤ HŪṀ.128 Chapter 14 is a discussion of the various meanings of “vajra” and “lotus,” while chapter 42 discusses the meaning of “vajra.” Chapter 62 returns to a description, seen in chapter 44, of the five types of yoginīs from the five buddha clans, how they look, and what the proper signals and responses are. Chapters 2 and 65 both contain fairly detailed descriptions of the qualities of the good guru. Chapter 2 says the disciple should offer his “wife, sister, or daughter” to the guru (and Alaṁka indicates that this means what it says),129 while chapter 44 says that “wife” is a woman with a mole, “sister” is a washerwoman, and “daughter” is a dancer.130 Chapter 54 describes the same second and third consecrations as chapter 2, as does chapter 62, and the descriptions are somewhat different. Chapter 5 discusses emptiness in a general way, but later chapter 49 returns to the subject, correlating it with the sixteen emptinesses almost identical to those set out in Chandrakīrti’s Introduction to the Middle Way.131 There are other examples.


However, the consistent theme of the Tantra is vajra recitation and its context, starting with the naming of the energy-winds and conceptualities in chapter 3 and continuing through the key chapters 6, 12, 22, and 23 on the practice of vajra recitation, and throughout the text. Overall, the VR’s text is symmetrical, with praises found in chapter 1 and at the end of chapter 68, and between the first and the last chapters there are sequences of chapters that seem to follow one from the other, relating to the same subject matter, but there are a number of exceptions where subjects appear to be out of sequence. The following groupings of chapters make thematic sense: chapters 9 and 10 relating to the vow and the commitment; 17 and 18 relating to the chakras and the channels; 19 and 20 on the moments and the ecstasies; 21–25 concentrating on vajra recitation practice, including the crucial connection with emptiness in 25; 26–41 relating to the chakras, the channels, and cutting off conceptuality; 42–48 explaining terms; 49 and 50 relating to emptiness; 51–53 describing the luminances; 54 and 55 detailing the twenty rituals and their meaning; 56 and 57 on the role of yogic bliss; 58 and 59 deriving the meaning of the entire perfection stage from the syllables EVAM and EVAM MAYĀ, etc.; 60 and 61 on the inner offering; 62 and 63 relating to the communal circle (gaṇacakra); and 66 and 67 on mundane powers (siddhi).


On the other hand, the placement of some material seems rather random: the naming of the energies and conceptualities in chapter 3; the discussion of emptiness in 5; the hermeneutical exposition of vajra and lotus in 14; and there is Matsunaga’s critique of 68. Another factor to consider is that the chapters vary widely in length and style; some are tremendously detailed and lengthy, others are short and general; and, as shown above, chapters on related topics are not usually sequential. Another thing to consider is that chapter 32 of the Vajra Rosary uses the Yogāchāra terms “fundamental consciousness” (ālayavijñāna) and “addicted mind” (kliṣṭamanas),132 and their respective schema not adopted by the Madhyamakas, yet chapter 49 sets forth the sixteen emptinesses in virtually the same form as the great Madhyamaka Chandrakīrti.133 And the Vajra Rosary explicitly says in some chapters that it is following the mahāyoga tantras and in others that it is adhering to the yoginī tantras.


Finally, in discussing the transmission of the Esoteric Community Root Tantra and noting that “having been transmitted via the Compiler Vajrapāni or Mañjushrī, it came into the world of people,”134 Alaṁka refers to the existence of a “compiler” or “collector” (sdud pa po), which, though often Vajrapani himself, could be implying a compendium.


It would be of great interest to compare the various chapters in the original Sanskrit to find differences in style and meter and the like. Perhaps someday, hopefully soon, we will find Mantrakalasha’s “Indian book.” Lacking that and just considering the Tibetan text as we have it, on balance, the Vajra Rosary appears to be a cogent and consistent text on the theory and practice of vajra recitation and related matters, albeit with some inconsistencies. Answering the questions of whether the text evolved over time or was dictated or written at one time and whether it is the product of contributions by a number of different authors or compilers or only one will have to await further evidence.


Does it matter? Would drawing the conclusion that the Vajra Rosary is a collection of teachings given at different times and places be contrary to Buddhist tradition? I think not. In the world of people, things do not always go in a straight line: this is the first noble truth. Perhaps that is why Alaṁka, describing how the explanatory tantras could be taught as directly conflicting with another view supported by the root scripture, says, “This view is also agreeable.”135


The Teachings of the Vajra Rosary and Alaṁka’s Commentary


The Vajra Rosary’s teachings are extensive and interwoven. The text fills 104 dpe cha folios; Alaṁka’s commentary is twice as long. Material on various topics is found in different chapters, and most of the material relates various aspects of the perfection stage, although the Vajra Rosary’s longest chapter covers the “twenty rituals” of the creation stage.



1. The Setting and the Eighty-Two Questions136



The first chapter of the Vajra Rosary, entitled “The Setting of the Tantra: Invocation, Questions, and Activities of the Students, Etc.,” describes the scope of the Vajra Rosary as taught by Vajradhara, the tantric form of Buddha. The setting of the teaching and the description of the audience’s initial reaction of amazement to the teaching is followed by eighty-two questions, mainly about perfection stage yoga propounded by the bodhisattva Vajrapāni, the interlocutor throughout the Tantra.137 After chapter 2, which discusses the teacher, the student, and the initiatory consecrations, which are not the subject of any of the initial questions, the balance of the Vajra Rosary responds to these questions. Thus the questions present a topical index to the Tantra, and perusing them gives an overview of its subject matter, although they do not always convey the entire meaning of what is discussed in the particular chapter responding to them.138 For example, the first question, “What of the name Vajra Rosary?” is answered in the third chapter, but that chapter also contains a listing of the names of all of the 108 energies and all 108 conceptualities related to them, a key part of the Tantra. According to Tsong Khapa, the answers to the eighty-two questions “explain most of the meaning of the [Esoteric] Community.”139


The opening sentence of this first chapter is nearly identical to that of the Esoteric Community Root Tantra, depicting Buddha as “dwelling in the vaginas of the vajra queens, the essence of the body, speech and mind of all the transcendent lords,” with the additional language “with clear realization through the immeasurable great seal,”140 meaning, according to Alaṁka, “the formless nature of clear light speech” “taught to the bodhisattva who does vajra recitation,”141 the first of the five stages of the perfection stage set forth in chapter 68 of the Vajra Rosary and in Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages. As Buddha was teaching the Vajra Rosary, he, the vajra queens, and “zillions of great bodhisattvas” were all engaged in realizing the great seal, their lotus faces “supremely delighted” with the bliss of nonduality associated with the three luminances, which Alaṁka notes as connoting the stage of mind isolation.142 Singled out in this gathering are thirty-two bodhisattvas whom Alaṁka identifies as the thirty-two deities of the Esoteric Community Akshobhya mandala. Smiling at the retinue, Buddha enters the Vajra Rosary samadhi143 and radiates a great matrix of light rays from all of his pores, putting many of the attendees into the state of nondual union of Vajradhara, causing them to be completely overwhelmed. Buddha then emanates from his “vajra path”144 a rosary of vajras that enters the crown chakras of the bodhisattvas, causing them to experience great bliss. Praising the Buddha at length, they think to themselves that they should ask him about the meaning of this vajra rosary. Reading their minds, Buddha abandons his dispassionate, ordinary form and, emitting his own consort from his secret vajra, embraces her. The bodhisattvas, “amazed, their eyes opened wide, and they looked like they were in a painting, speechless.”145 Buddha then says OṀ ĀḤ HŪṀ and emits the Esoteric Community mandala deities. Vajrapāni’s eighty-two questions conclude the chapter, the answers to which are “not spoken of anywhere in the action, performance, or yoga tantras.”146


Alaṁka’s lengthy commentary begins with an account of the Buddha’s tantric enlightenment and his tantric teachings,147 including the teaching “in the western mountains of Oddiyana”148 of the “small” or “shorter” Vajra Rosary Tantra, a condensation of the Vajra Rosary in twelve thousand lines, presumably lost: “The Lord, in the form of glorious Vajrasattva, principally in order to control the ten directional protectors by means of the ten terrific [buddhas], taught the two tantras: the Vajra Rosary in twelve thousand lines and the Shorter Vajra Rosary.”149 After this, the Buddha taught the version of the Vajra Rosary, the Short Vajra Rosary Tantra that has come down to us. Alaṁka gives two versions of the timing of the teaching of the oral personal instructions and the root, branch,150 and explanatory tantras: one that they were respectively taught in the four ages or yugas and another that they were all taught by the Buddha during this age immediately after the teaching of the brief version of the Esoteric Community Tantra.151 This is where Alaṁka says of the latter, “This view is also agreeable.”152


Alaṁka’s account of the setting of the tantra and elucidation of his hermeneutic scheme, illustrated by detailed commentary on the first words of the Vajra Rosary, is followed by his word commentary, which is approximately twice as long as the tantra itself, although it only covers forty-three chapters and part of the forty-fourth, out of sixty-eight. At the beginning of the word commentary, Alaṁka describes the hermeneutic scheme he is employing, which can be seen at work in his commentary on the Vajra Rosary’s opening verse, Evam mayā śrūtam. . . .153 Alaṁka applies a tripartite interpretive scheme consisting of necessary introductory words, condensed meaning, and subsidiary meanings, constituted by four types of explanations,154 literal, general, secret, and ultimate, and an analysis based on the internal and external meaning, yielding six categories.155 Alaṁka refers to these as the “six parameters” (mtha’ drug), and his scheme is similar to the six-parameter/four-procedure system of the PU consisting of literal, general, secret, ultimate, external, and internal.156


Alaṁka explains:


As for that [principal meaning], first Vajrapāni and Mañjushrī, the compilers of the Vajra Rosary Tantra, having in mind all of the meanings of tantra, having another framework for the introduction, spoke the first words, “These words,” etc. For this there are three meanings: the necessary words of introduction; the condensed meaning of the introduction; and its subsidiary meaning. As for that [introduction], first, the teaching to the distinguished audience has the nature of putting the person who is the listener at ease, cultivating the command of the Lord, and attaining trustworthy personal teachings. [Second,] the so-called condensed meaning has the five perfections. Those are: By “these words,” etc., [means] that to be taught is perfect; “I heard,” etc., [means] a brief explanation of the perfect retinue; “On a certain occasion,” etc., [means] the perfect time; “The Lord,” etc., is the perfect teacher; and “Was dwelling in the vaginas of the vajra queens, the essence of the body, speech, and mind of all transcendent lords,” etc., refers to the perfect place.


[Third], there are two types of subsidiary meanings: the first is the four types of explanation; the second is the division of explanations by nature of being internal or external. [First,] as for [the four types of explanation], in explaining the literal meaning, it is explained by the five types of perfections. By the divisions of suchness [truth body], moon [beatific body], seed [syllable], and body [mandala], the Lord dwelled in the measureless mansion said to be “perfect.” Following the explanations of the six parameters, you will know and understand.157


Alaṁka follows this with detailed explanations of the external and internal explanations. The external refers mainly to explanations of sutra and creation stage tantra and the internal to the perfection stage.158


2. The Guru-Disciple Relationship


Many chapters of the Vajra Rosary conclude with the statement “One should realize this from the guru,” emphasizing the crucial importance of personal instructions from the teacher. Several of the chapters detail the guru-disciple relationship and the qualifications that each should have.


At the outset of chapter 2, titled “On the Examination of the Teacher and Student, and on Consecration,” admonishing Vajrapāni to listen well, before answering the actual eighty-two questions from the first chapter, Buddha Vajradhara159 addresses the subjects of the tantric teacher, student, and consecration. This is the process by which the student is authorized to practice tantra, crucial to avoid both the guru and student going to the “great unbearable hell.”160 The tantric master is described as one who “has attained consecration and knows reality, has genius and a compassionate nature; profound, magnificent, and immaculate, he abjures harm and violence,”161 and also the student who would be a proper vessel for the teachings is described, repeating the well-known admonition that both the master and student first examine each other for twelve years “just as one tests a jewel by rubbing and gold by burning.”162 Once the teacher has been found, the student should venerate and serve him with great respect.


A more detailed discussion of the qualities of the guru is found in chapter 65. The guru, who has all of the six perfections,163 secretly delights in the practices of the Esoteric Community but behaves externally like a mendicant disciple, and gives disciples personal instructions step by step.164 Many other good qualities are described: he is “guileless and has abandoned those with bad attitudes” and has “a mind [set] on liberating sentient beings.”165 He is an expert in all tantric practices and is able “to bestow the secret consecration with perfect wisdom and compassion, not fearing the personal instructions of tantra.”166 In chapter 66, the disciple is admonished not to spit, speak boldly, watch gambling, and the like, or to step over the guru’s shadow. Before the guru, the disciple should appear “fearfully, with clasped palms . . . pledging to give all possessions, shy and looking down.”167


3. The Meaning of “Vajra Rosary” and “Esoteric Community”


At the beginning of the third chapter, entitled “Analyzing the Name ‘Vajra Rosary,’” Buddha answers the first of Vajrapāni’s questions, “What about the name Vajra Rosary?” explaining that the name also refers to the “thirteenth stage, the genuine state of the fourth ecstasy, the ecstasy of universal emptiness.”168 This thirteenth stage is presumably that referred to in the second chapter as corresponding with the third consecration, the wisdom-intuition169 consecration, referred to as “true union.”170 Alaṁka explains that this state of the four ecstasies is what is referred to in the mahāyoga tantras as manifest enlightenment and the state of communion and in the yoginī tantras as innate or orgasmic ecstasy, reflecting the status of the Vajra Rosary as common to both branches of tantra.


Some translators call this tantra the Vajra Garland rather than the Vajra Rosary, and, indeed, ’phreng ba (and its Sanskrit equivalent, māla or mālā) can mean “garland” as well as “rosary.” I have chosen “Rosary” in light of the discussion in the Tantra itself as to the meaning of ’phreng ba. In explaining the name “Vajra Rosary,” the Tantra states that the “vajra” in “Vajra Rosary” “pierce[s] all thought constructions” and that “the continua of those rosaries, vajras of enlightenment spirit, are called ‘vajra’ because they are indestructible,” and Alaṁka explains that “the continua of those rosaries” refers to the drops of enlightenment spirit of the tantric practitioner with a vajra body.171 This suggests a māla (’phreng ba) of vajra or diamond drops, more like a rosary than a garland, the latter mainly associated in English and in Indian literature and culture with a floral wreath. The discussion of the name of the Tantra leads into the principal task of the chapter, the naming of the “more than 108” energy-winds or energies and their corresponding thought constructions, which is the Tantra’s particular unique focus. And, though not mentioned explicitly in the Tantra or by Alaṁka, this is the most compelling reason of all to choose “Rosary” — the path to enlightenment is built on overcoming the 108 energy-winds and conceptualities, the number of beads on the ancient Indo-Tibetan Buddhist rosary!


The meaning of Guhyasamāja, Esoteric Community, is discussed in chapter 4. It is called “community” because it involves integrating, mingling or mixing (’dres pa) during tantric consort or sexual yoga “when the two secret channels perfectly join and touch,” resulting in the blazing of or furor fire, awakening the channels and filling them with enlightenment spirit from the crown chakra.172 This makes the body, speech, and mind of the yogi/nī become “of one nature”; the elements becoming “singular in taste.” “Then, the enlightenment spirit melts from all the places, becoming a single oneness, and then the [central] channel, the fruition of the one, becomes singular in taste. That is declared to be ‘integrated.’”173


Alaṁka explains that “community” also includes the integrating of the perfection (literally, the vajra) of body, speech, and mind that is embodied in the tantric Buddha, Vajradhara; the mixing of the vajra with the secret lotus, “the lotus of the goddess,” referring to the sexual organs, “just like when the external sun rises it opens the lake-born lotus”;174 and the mixing of the various buddhas, bodhisattvas, consorts, deities, and emanations of the Buddha’s body described in the setting of the Tantra in chapter 1. Integrating here also refers to the creation stage practice of meditating on the three concentrations.175 In his commentary on chapter 4, Alaṁka states that “community” also refers to the vajra recitation mantric practice of placing Sanskrit syllables on the petals of each wheel and explains in detail how this is done.176 In addition, it refers to the stage of tantra.177


4. Nonconceptuality


The term “nonconceptual” (nirvikalpa, rnam par mi rtog, rnam rtog med pa) is used thirty-three times in the Vajra Rosary. Nonconceptuality is deployed as a synonym for emptiness178 and used to describe the fourth ecstasy, orgasmic or innate ecstasy, occurring when the enlightenment spirit dissolves into the navel chakra, “having been born in the great bliss [crown] chakra.”179 When one engages in tantric sexual yogic practices, it is done not in a state of ordinary sexual conceptual fantasy and the like, but “nonconceptually”180 the yogi/nī having consumed all of the conceptual energies.181 Chapter 62, concerning the communal circle (gaṇacakra), states that in the tantric sexual ritual of wisdom and method, one performs nonconceptually, leading one to achieve the supreme attainment.182 The text describes as “true yoga” the part of the practice of vajra recitation where the yogi/nī counts the 108 conceptual energies in the “supreme practice of nonconceptuality.”183 When the enlightenment spirit overflows from the crown chakra, it goes to the wind chakra between the eyebrows, where it is held by the yogi/nī in a state of “nonconceptuality.”184 When the “great nonconceptual energies” flow through the central channel, overcoming the conceptual energies, “nonconceptual bliss [will be] achieved through the reality of mantra.”185 Achieving the state of nonconceptuality is crucial: “Whoever achieves nonconceptuality always effects all actions and becomes an expert.”186


Chapter 36 is entitled “The Characteristics of Nonconceptuality.” There the Tantra explains that one who knows when the nonconceptual energy arises will attain the state of Vajrasattva. This nonconceptual energy and its corresponding mental state “abandons all duality,” and one is “free from the state of meditation and non-meditation.”187 Nonconceptuality is also characteristic of the self-consecration or the illusory body, the third of the five stages of the perfection phase of tantra.188


The great seal itself, the object of tantric practice and in particular that described in the Vajra Rosary, is nonconceptuality: “The seal of the intuition of the transcendent lords is the state of nonconceptuality, the abode of indestructible Vajrasattva, the great bliss of nonconceptuality, naked, like sky.”189 The Vajra Rosary has a number of different practices designed to accomplish this. One method is that the yogi/nī finds a peaceful place, by a riverbank or a tree at a crossroads, or where three roads come together, and there repeats the mantra of the Vajra Rosary, OṀ VAJRAMĀLE ĀḤ HŪṀ PHAT SVĀHĀ, one million times,190 causing the conceptual energy-winds to be cut off and thatness to clear away the mind’s conceptuality.191 One who meditates in this way, reversing the energy-winds and abandoning conceptuality, becoming “the actuality of extremely pure sky,”192 can gain “direct realization in one instant.”193


5. The Four Consecrations and Tantric Consort Yoga


In chapter 2, Buddha describes the four consecrations required for perfection stage practice. The four consecrations have fourteen stages, eleven for the first and one each for the second, third, and fourth, to be given at proper times during the lunar month. The required consort is described as a woman between sixteen and twenty years old, herself empowered, with a special faith in tantra. “Otherwise there will be no success; one will be far from attainment.”194


To begin, the student should offer “an especially tender woman, wife, sister, or daughter”195 to the guru, and should make valuable material offerings to him.196 Then the guru makes love197 to the “mother seal”198 offered, and the student puts the enlightenment spirit of the guru199 into his mouth by joining his thumb and ring finger, which engenders great bliss in the student.200 The student mentally places the syllable HŪṀ PHAT at the tip of his penis and shakes it, producing ecstasies. The consort, considered the vajra queen, exclaims “How blissful!” and she is handed to the student. The text states: “The yogi will not attain buddhahood by any other means.”201


Chapter 8 describes the increasingly blissful states of ecstasy as being born in the crown chakra and dissolving in the navel chakra, although the Tantra subsequently describes in much greater detail the “reverse” generation of the ecstasies, as well as the “forward” method. It states that tantric consort yoga, “the equal union of vajra and lotus,” while causing the reality of energy “to be held in the central channel” through the placing of mantras at the tips of the sexual organs,202 “bestows all bliss.”203 All of this is only to be practiced pursuant to the personal instructions of the “good guru.”204


Chapter 9 concerns itself with the various levels of meaning of the vows necessary to protect the practice. The first aspect of the tantric vow, which Alaṁka denotes as conventional, is not emitting semen, one of the main connotations of “the spirit of enlightenment” as used in this and other tantras.205 The yogi/nī is warned not to consort with a long list of various unworthy persons, hypocrites, nihilists, greedy monastics, etc., “even for a finger snap,”206 to beware childish seductive consorts, and not to reveal tantric ritual implements or yogic practice even to the tantric guru,207 let alone anyone else.


Chapter 44, the last full chapter Alaṁka commented upon, discusses in detail the various types of “seals,” categorized in the Tantra as reality,208 action, commitment, and “great seal.”209 Most of the discussion has to do with the female “action seal,” who is the tantric consort practicing with the yogi. First, however, the Tantra discusses the “outer” meaning of “seal.” First is the seal of karma: that “because of an inconceivable collection of mutual dependencies,”210 “through the definitive ripening of karma one lives as if completely sealed.”211 Next, briefly mentioned, is the “seal of reality,” which is that “all things, not having intrinsic existence, are naturally sealed.”212 The “commitment seal” is that of the inseparable wisdom and compassion of the bodhisattvas, which benefits others,213 “spontaneously manifested by the power of prayer,” purifying the buddha field.214 Finally, the “great seal” is “the nature of that which lacks inherent existence.”215


Turning to the “secret” meaning, the Tantra discusses the “action seal,” i.e., the tantric consort, who assists in “producing fitness [in the yogi] in the sphere of the innate or orgasmic.”216 The tantric guru shows by example the conduct of the third consecration.217 The “reality seal” in this context is the yogi himself experiencing sexual union with the consort, with the accompanying state of “the intuition of that reality.”218 The “commitment seal” here refers to the tantric consort: “He finds a wisdom woman, gentle in speech, wide-eyed, a mother’s daughter, adorned with beauty and youth.”219 The “great seal” of secret meaning is the nonconceptual state of great bliss-emptiness intuition attained by the yogi as a result of practicing yoga with the tantric consort.220


Like the perfections, there are six kinds of seals, as shown in Table 1 below. To the extent that the Vajra Rosary is to be construed as an entirety, the nomenclature of the seals here, “wife,” “sister,” “daughter,” etc., suggests that the references in chapters 2 and 54 to offering them to the guru in connection with the second consecration were not meant to be taken literally, and that the consort with the guru is not a close relative of the disciple, but a fellow practitioner. Alaṁka explains why the different yoginīs are given family names: “‘The washerwoman is called sister’ because she resembles that very one, by increasing white dharma”;221 “‘The moled woman is known as wife’ because she is the cause of bliss in every way, causing [the yogi] to experience thatness, the antidote of all conceptualities”;222 and “The mother-in-law is called ‘untouchable’ because by working the furor fire (tummo), she is the essence of giving birth.”223 The chapter concludes that the state of the seal “is in the sphere of the yoginī tantras.”224


The second, secret, and third, wisdom-intuition, consecrations are described in detail as the nineteenth and last of the twenty rituals in chapter 54. In the nineteenth ritual, “consecration,” the vajra master gives the disciples the four kinds of initiatory consecrations for the creation stage, starting with the vase consecration, and then gives the perfection stage consecrations. The disciple meditates on the consciousness aggregate as Akshobhya, and the guru gives him “a crown ornament for consecration to accomplish benefit for living beings”;225 on Ratnasambhava as the source of good qualities and gets a crown ornament of silk and flowers on his head; on Amitābha and the guru places a vajra in his hand; on Amoghasiddhi in the form of a sword; on the form aggregate as Vairochana and receives the name consecration; and, holding the vajra and bell, he is Vajrasattva, and receives the master consecration. Then the guru gives the disciple a vajra name226 and encourages him or her in bodhisattva conduct, and calls the disciple Vajrasattva. During this phase, the guru tells the disciple that he or she is “bestow[ing] vajra practice, the actual state of the five intuitions, by which the eggshell of ignorance is opened.”227 The vajra master gives the irreversible consecration and then, visualizing the disciples as the various deities in the mandala, the great vajra consecration.228


TABLE 1: THE SEALS


[image: Image]


* VR 63B–64A, ch. 44, vv. 12–24. Alaṁka 218A–219B.


The stage is now set for the special creation stage consecrations that precede perfection stage attainments: “There is nothing that cannot be done by a yogi who knows reality. Great hero . . . engage in the five sense pleasures, knowing [everything] as like illusion, a dream, all things arising from relativity. Knowing everything as like a reflection, create peerless benefits for sentient beings!”229 The disciple who wishes this consecration prostrates to the guru, saying, “Just as you are, Great Soul, make me just like that!”230 In a charnel ground, at midnight, with one “specially liberated by the mantric vehicle . . . a fortunate woman . . . declared to the the seal,”231 the master gives the secret consecration: “Whatever conventional enlightenment spirit actually falls into [vagina of] the yoginī . . . the disciple, free from conceptual thought, should taste.”232 The vajra master says: “Just as Vajradhara in the past empowered the children of the victor, so will I empower you, children, with the liquid spirit of the enlightenment spirit!”233


Then the disciple asks for the wisdom-intuition consecration, and “then, the great-natured guru truly blesses the seal in order that the supreme be achieved. After that, he gives her to the disciple,” and she “bestows limitless bliss.”234 The Tantra is explicit about these activities.235


The Tantra also specifies here that without the wisdom-intuition consecration, “not knowing the personal instruction in this, the meditation on the creation stage, rejecting this knowledge, one will not become enlightened.”236 This practice should be done in stages: “The vajra yogi and yoginī should know it step by step.”237 Finally, the disciple requests that the supreme state be bestowed on him and that all sentient beings attain whatever they wish.238


The locus for most, if not all of the sexual yogic practices is the communal circle (gaṇacakra) of yogis and yoginīs and the vajra master, where various rituals take place, described in detail in chapter 62. This is described as “the supreme ritual . . . by which the supreme attainment of the conqueror’s children results from its spiritual offerings.”239 The yoginīs engaging in the practice should be equally adept in method and intuition, and should not be more than twenty-five years old.240 In a beautiful place, at midnight, a flower mandala is made, offerings are given, and one meditates that all things are equal: “One who finds a contradiction between scripture and worldly experience should not enter.”241 The vajra master sits in the center and the other yogis and yoginīs take their respective places in the mandala, and one relates to all of them as the mandala deities.242 One should observe proper conduct, not talking, arguing, spitting, laughing, spreading legs, etc., or dancing or singing.243 Inner and outer offerings are made, and the second, secret consecration is accomplished: “One should taste the hero and yoginī in succession with the tip of one’s own tongue,”244 as is the third, the wisdom-intuition consecration.245 If any “wicked ḍākinīs” come to the communal circle, they should be welcomed, but only the vajra master should speak to them.246


All these activities should be done by the vajra master; if he is not present, the Vajra Assistant will do, and if there is no Vajra Assistant, anyone can preside, acting as Vajrasattva.247 The presiding one “should summon again and again yoginīs of various types,” and he might commit the fault of ejaculating.248 At this point, if the practitioner wishes to offer his “mother, sister, or daughter,” he should do so, at which time the guru “should . . . control the vajra, just as is delightful to the deities,”249 and it is reiterated that he is to control release and not reach ordinary orgasm.


The balance of chapter 62 returns to a description, already seen in chapter 44, of the five types of yoginīs from the five buddha clans, how they look, and what the proper signals and responses are. For example, the yoginī from the Amitābha clan has a face “glowing with light, round, smooth and beautiful, and long-eyebrowed.”250 She shows the yogi the lotus gesture, and he responds with the tortoise.251 Chapter 63 is a glossary for the secret language to be used by the yogis and yoginīs at the gaṇacakra. One hundred one terms are defined, covering ritual objects, sexual yoga, impure body substances, common words such as “hungry” and “buy,” caste and subcaste (jati) terms, body parts, and times of day.252


6. Hermeneutics Within the Vajra Rosary


But what does it mean? This is the central question when encountering the Vajra Rosary, any religious text, or, for that matter, any text and, indeed, experience itself. To answer this question in depth calls upon an understanding not only of the text and its subject matter or the thing that is being experienced, but also of the reader or experiencer who is interpreting what is written or experienced.253 At its deepest level, the perfection of hermeneutics, the science or art of interpretation, is indistinguishable from enlightenment, and hermeneutics can be a powerful yoga.254 The practice of hermeneutics can cut through and overcome biases, preconceptions, and conceptuality, and, like emptiness itself, can foster a deep sense of connection and compassion.255


Hermeneutics is central to Buddhism, not only because Buddhism’s subject matter itself emphasizes understanding and self-reflection, but also because the Buddha encountered a plethora of students during his lengthy teaching career to whom he adapted his Dharma teachings. In addition, these teachings were transmitted orally during the long period prior to the creation of written scripture, and the number of canonical scriptures ascribed to Buddha exploded with the emergence of the Mahāyāna movement, giving rise to innumerable interpretive issues.


Thus, for example, which of the many views found in Buddhist scripture is correct? Final? Is there a “self,” as taught in many sutras, or is there no self, as taught in the Perfection of Wisdom Sutras? Should sense pleasures be avoided, as stressed in the Discipline (Vinaya), or embraced, as stressed in the Vajra Rosary and other tantras? These issues arose at the outset in Buddhism, in the earliest writings, “raising a very unique case within the history of religions, wherein the founder of a religion is himself aware of exegetical and hermeneutical difficulties regarding his own doctrines.”256 The distinction between interpretable texts (neyārtha, drang don) and definitive texts (nītārtha, nges don) is found very early in the Mahāyāna sutras.257 The Bodhisattvabhūmi discusses why the bodhisattva should rely on definitive sutras,258 and the hermeneutic discussion explodes with texts like the Saṁdhinirmocana Sūtra. One of Tsong Khapa’s major works, the Essence of True Eloquence, drang nges legs bshad snying po, deals almost exclusively with hermeneutics.259


Complicating the effort to determine meaning is the primacy in the Buddha’s teaching method mentioned above as adapted to particular students and situations and the emphasis in Buddhism generally on the skillful means or artfulness (upāyakauśalya, thab mkhas nyid) to be employed in helping beings. If teachings are geared to the nature and capacities of the student, since students vary so dramatically in circumstances and needs, there will be significantly different teachings for different students. This is “the first principle of Buddhist hermeneutics: a teaching is directed in all cases to listeners at a particular stage of spiritual development.”260 Indeed, one could make the argument that upāya, art, means, or method, is the ultimate principle in Buddhism.261


Buddhist tantric hermeneutics has been treated as a special case by both Indian and Tibetan exegetes and by Western commentators. Unlike in exoteric hermeneutics, where the principal issue is whether a textual reading is interpretable or definitive,262 esoteric hermeneutics encompasses an even more complex approach. Within the Indo-Tibetan tradition, there are different hermeneutic schemes set out in various tantras and commentaries for each of the four types of tantras: action, performance, yoga, and unexcelled yoga.263 For unexcelled yoga tantras such as the Esoteric Community and its explanatory tantras, including the Vajra Rosary, the leading commentary on hermeneutics is Chandrakīrti’s PU, which expands on the “seven-ornament” system introduced in the Esoteric Community explanatory tantra Vajra Intuition Compendium.264 This hermeneutic system is inherently polysemous, setting forth a hierarchy of meanings for persons of different levels of understanding.


The Vajra Rosary plays consistently with different levels of hermeneutic awareness. At the outset, after watching Buddha’s magical displays and emanation of the Esoteric Community mandala, the very first observation of the gathered bodhisattvas is “Oh my! Great Vajra Clan! You teach the meaning of the Vajra Rosary!”265 Vajrapāni’s first question to Buddha Vajradhara is: “Please permit me to ask a little about the secret of all buddhas, the concentrated meaning of all tantras. . . . Please teach me the hidden meaning of tantric yoga!”266 Buddha’s response is unequivocally hermeneutical: “The answers to [your] questions, the supreme secret, not spoken of anywhere in the action, performance, or yoga tantras, I will explain clearly and definitively.”267 The very notion of an “explanatory tantra” in the noble tradition system is hermeneutic, as shown throughout the Vajra Rosary: “The Vajra Rosary’s clear meaning is buried deep in the tantras.”268 Throughout the Tantra, Buddha Vajradhara makes statements like this: “The very explicit reality of mantra, the supreme secret reality, I haven’t taught to anyone. Because of the thought that no one deserved it, I hid [it] in all the tantras. But now I’ll teach, so listen!”


A good illustration of the playful self-awareness in the Vajra Rosary of the hermeneutic polysemy involved in its explanations are the levels of interpretation of the “union of vajra and lotus,” explicitly laid out in chapter 14, summarized in Table 2.


TABLE 2: VAJRA AND LOTUS (CH. 14)
















	 

	

Vajra




	

Lotus









	

1.




	

Energy discerning A




	

Eight-petaled heart chakra









	

2.




	

Energy overcoming the eight consciousnesses




	

The eight conventional consciousnesses*









	

3.




	

Compassion




	

Emptiness









	

4.




	

Light rays of the vajra “sun”




	

Lotus that opens to them









	

5.




	

Enlightenment spirit




	

Crown chakra









	

6.




	

Speech of the teacher




	

Listening of the student









	

7.




	

Serenity (ṡamata, zhi gnas)




	

Insight (vipassana, lhag thong)









	

8.




	

Great bliss in the mouth of the yoginī




	

The mouth of the student









	

9.




	

Lingam




	

Yoginī’s vagina









	

10.




	

The 72,000 channels




	

The channel through which the enlightenment spirit descends









	

11.




	

Vajra seat above the moon mandala




	

Yourself as Vajradhara









	

12.




	

The supreme consecration**




	

The disciple









	

13.




	

The syllable VAM




	

The syllable E***










* VR 26B, ch. 14, vv. 2–3. The eight conventional consciousnesses (the six sense consciousnesses plus the addicted and foundational) engaging in cyclic life are overcome and united by the energy vajra.


** The Tibetan here, dbang bskur, literally “bestowing power,” obviously supports the term “empowerment”; however, this is a translation of the Sanskrit abhiśeka, from the root sic, to sprinkle in the sense of anointment. See, e.g., Onians 2001 at 164. I use both “consecration,” probably cognate with abhiśeka, and “empowerment” to describe particular initiatory rituals depending on the context, but, particularly given our sensitivity to power relationships, we should be aware that both are loaded terms for us, as they may have been for the Indians and Tibetans.


*** VR ch. 14, vv. 2–18.


So here are thirteen different explanations of the same words, “vajra” and “lotus” — and, as discussed below, these are not all of the possible meanings of those terms.


In his commentary on this chapter, Alaṁka notes that the first four explanations in Table 2 above are from “having followed the mahāyoga tantra in the four modes of meaning.”269 Although he does not say which is which, following his (and the PU’s) four-mode scheme, the literal meaning would be 2, where, for ordinary people, “the eight conventional consciousnesses . . . engage in the three realms”;270 the general would be 3, with the doctrines of compassion and emptiness directed primarily at exoteric Buddhists, and practitioners of the lower tantras and the creation stage of the unexcelled yoga tantras; the secret would be 4, as Alaṁka says, “in order to teach the explanation of that with the nature of intense passion”;271 and the ultimate meaning would be 1, with the vajra “discerning the letter A,” which Alaṁka states “is ultimate, the vajra of the aspect of emptiness.”272


Alaṁka then explains that 4–8 in Table 2 are the four modes following the yoginī tantras.273 Here, 5, “enlightenment spirit” and the “crown wheel,” would be the ultimate meaning because they are the causes of the higher stages of the enlightenment process in the perfection stage; 6’s “speech of the guru” and “listening of the disciple” would be the literal meaning;274 7’s “serenity” and “insight,” directed toward exoteric Buddhists, would be the general meaning; and 8’s vajra “in the lotus face of the yoginī” and lotus as “the mouth of the disciple,” references to the secret consecration, is the secret meaning.


The balance of the Vajra Rosary’s explanations of the meaning of vajra and lotus are, per Alaṁka, drawn from both the mahāyoga and yoginī tantras, i.e., they are common to both.275 Although Alaṁka doesn’t state that 9–13 are concordant with the four modes, they certainly can be read that way: 9, the lingam and the yoginī’s vagina constituting the secret meaning; 10, the channels, focusing primarily on the first of the five perfection stages, vajra recitation, and 11, the seat above the moon mandala with oneself as Vajradhara, referring to the creation stage, being the general meaning; 12, “the supreme consecration,” “the cause of perfect reality,” constituting the ultimate meaning, as made clear by Alaṁka’s statement that “‘perfect reality’ [means] in natural clear light having the character of exact realization”;276 and 13, the syllables E and VAṀ constituting the literal meaning, “‘E is stated as lotus’ because the shape of the E letter is like the lotus of a goddess, and ‘VAṀ is the vajra’ because it is the first seed [syllable, i.e., VA] of vajra.”277


Alaṁka also engages in an interpretable/definitive hermeneutic analysis that closely corresponds to that of the PU of most of the thirty-two deities in the noble tradition Esoteric Community mandala, with the definitive meaning referencing the higher of the five stages, particularly that of clear light and the ecstasies, and the interpretive meaning more geared to the creation stage and more dualistic conceptuality. For example, in discussing the names of various of the terrifics, Alaṁka explains,


“Yamantakṛt” [means] the Terminator of Yama. “Yama” is a hell being. [Yamantaka] is called that because he is the terminator of concentration through great anger. [This is] the interpretable meaning. “Yama” is ignorance. [Yamantaka] is called that because he purifies [ignorance] through the actuality of clear light. [This is] the definitive meaning. “Prajñāntakṛt” [means] Knowledge Terminator. “Prajñāntaka” is called that because by eliminating knowledge he terminates addiction. [This is] the interpretable meaning. Because of his nature of completely transforming the active consciousnesses, he is “knowledge,” [and] because he “perfects” by entering clear light, he is the Knowledge Terminator. [This is] the definitive meaning. “Padmāntakṛt” is the Lotus Terminator. By being untainted by the addictions like a lotus is untainted by [muddy] water, because of terminating them, he is called that. [This is] the interpretive meaning. “Padma” is the place of birth. “Anta” is the middle. Because of [its] making [kṛt] bliss for him, Padmāntakṛt. [This is] the definitive meaning.278


In chapter 41 of the Vajra Rosary, Buddha Vajradhara defines and discusses the “reality realm,” the dharmadhātu. This is defined as the unseen element pervading all things, “just as sesame oil is in a sesame seed, and just as fire is in wood.”279 It is not even seen by ordinary people “because it is covered by adventitious stains.”280 The reality realm is only seen by the meditator on the two stages who practices the yoga of emptiness intuition, meaning “emptiness intuition characterized by body isolation that serves as the antidote to subject and object [duality].”281 Seen in this way, “all things are explained as a vagina (bhaga),” and the “sphere” of reality as enlightenment spirit.282


And in chapter 42, the Vajra Rosary again explains the term vajra. With the nature of the five Buddha intuitions, “it dissolves into the five [main] channels, i.e., the lalanā, rasanā, avadhūti, devadatta, and dhanujit.”283 The seed syllables that produce the vajra are located according to the Tantra “in the center of the navel lotus,”284 and according to Alaṁka “in the center of the jewel.”285 Alaṁka says that this is “in a triangle within an eight-petaled lotus, in the shape of a vajra” and explains that the Tantra’s “located in the center” means located within the secret place nose tip.286


Like the description of the bhaga in the preceding chapter, vajra has several layers of meaning. One is that of a drop of enlightenment spirit,287 “the place of the commitment,”288 referring to “those who abide in the commitment because of abiding in the characteristic of the thought of equanimity regarding the outer seal [i.e., consort].”289 Another is “formless,”290 “because ultimately, it is natureless, form, etc. is absurd.”291 And it is the basis of Vajrasattva292 “because it is natural clear light, the support of Vajradhara.”293 For the yogi/nī, bhaga (vagina) and vajra (phallus) have all of these meanings, in addition to those described in Vajra Rosary chapter 14 set out in Table 2 above.


Chapter 46, only six verses in length, describes “the definitive meaning of the great seal.” Following on and going beyond the previous chapter’s description of the body mandala, the great seal is “the seal, the intuition of the transcendent lords,” “the state of nonconceptuality.”294 Thus, “self-aware yogi/nīs [have] abandoned the imagined aspects of the aggregates, elements, and sense media.”295 Not only that, such yogi/nīs “abandon meditation, the meditated upon, meditative equipoise, and the two stages.”296


In chapter 60, the perfection stage teachings of the Vajra Rosary are analogized to the traditional Vedic homa, or fire offering.297 It is the “internal by nature” that “is the supreme fire offering”:298 “The seed of instinctual conceptuality, the kindling of the five aggregates and great yogic intuition fire.”299 In order to make the offering, the two sexual organs unite, fanning the fire in the center of the navel chakra.300 This “fills up with butter,” i.e., enlightenment spirit melting from the crown chakra, with HAṀ as the “small ladle” used in the offering act (puja), the penis as the “large ladle,” and “the vagina . . . as the hearth.”301 Completing the analogy, “the aggregates become the sacrificial firewood; the butter is explained as enlightenment spirit.”302 This internal offering satisfies the deities of the body, constituting “the unexcelled divine commitment.”303


Similar to its analysis of vajra and lotus in chapter 14, in chapter 65, the Vajra Rosary associates the Three Jewels with aspects of tantra as shown in Table 3:


TABLE 3: THE TANTRIC THREE JEWELS
















	

Buddha




	

Dharma




	

Sangha









	

mind




	

speech




	

body









	

HŪṀ




	

ĀḤ




	

[OṀ]*









	

avadhūti




	

lalanā




	

rasanā









	

formless realm




	

pure form realm




	

desire realm









	

sambhogakāya




	

dharmakāya




	

nirmaṇakāya









	

luminance (āloka)




	

imminence (ālokopalabdha)




	

radiance (alokābhāsa)**










* Presumably OṀ stands for the Sangha here, but the corresponding verse doesn’t appear in the VR, and this chapter was not commented on by Alaṁka.


** R 95B, ch. 65, vv. 2–9.


In my previous work, Interpreting the Vajra Rosary: Truth and Method Meets Wisdom and Method,304 I took the question of the conventional, conceptual meaning or meanings of the Vajra Rosary for today’s reader, constructing a provisonal algorithm305 designed to draw out assumptions about meaning and quantify them in order to further the discussion of — not determine — the process of interpretation. The components of the algorithm, each weighted, were the text’s (1) literal meaning; (2) intellectual historical context/authorial intent; (3) relation to Umberto Eco’s “model reader”; (4) interpretations in prior commentaries or discourse; (5) function as discussed in Daniel Dennett’s “The Interpretation of Texts, People, and Other Artifacts,”306 and (6) role in its society’s power relations, with a seventh component to correct for the bias and preconceptions of the reader herself. Discussing all of these factors in detail, I came to a conclusion that I will not repeat here, inasmuch as the first step in the reader determining the meaning is to engage with the text and form her own opinions, the present task, and then to engage in the hermeneutic yoga of which the algorithm is merely a facilitator.


7. The Four Ecstasies and the Four Moments


Closely related to tantric consort yoga are the four ecstasies, already mentioned above, and the four “moments.” Chapter 19 is a very short summary of the four moments of sexual yoga: Variety,307 Ripening,308 Triumph,309 and Beyond Characteristics.310 Variety is the various types of kissing and foreplay; Ripening is when the bliss in the channels reaches the throat; Triumph is “innate” or “orgasmic”311 intuition, with “the character of a vajra rosary, the formless moment, complete manifest enlightenment”; and Beyond Characteristics is “the formless moment, complete manifest enlightenment, when the semen passes, emerging from the channels.”312 The chapter ends with the statement that “the four intuitions and the four emptinesses are realized from the four moments.”313 Because he notes that the next chapter addresses these same topics, Alaṁka has little to say about this chapter.314


Chapter 20 focuses on an analysis of the four ecstasies, “not clearly expressed in other tantras,”315 in the forward and reverse order, and here we also have a more detailed description of the four moments. The four forward ecstasies are: ecstasy [crown to throat],316 supreme ecstasy [throat to heart],317 transcendent ecstasy [heart to navel],318 and innate or orgasmic ecstasy [navel to jewel].319 In the “reverse method,” ecstasy returns to the navel chakra; supreme ecstasy to the heart; transcendent ecstasy to the throat; and innate or orgasmic ecstasy to the crown chakra. Alaṁka explains that this starts with the support of the letter A in the navel chakra and ends with the innate in the crown chakra “because in it there is the indestructible shape of the syllable HA.”320 There is a forward method where the ecstasy starts in the crown chakra with the melting of the enlightenment spirit there by the intuition fire,321 and the more intense ecstasies experienced in the throat, heart, and navel chakras, respectively.322 Alaṁka specifies in more detail the places where the ecstasies are experienced:


Great bliss in the crown chakra means the thirty-two petals at the end point of the wind chakra. “It is explained as ecstasy” because through the force of being stirred up by the fire of intuition the element of enlightenment spirit causes melting, moving [down] from it. “It” means after that. “The enjoyment [chakra, at the throat]” refers to supreme ecstasy at the end point of the fire chakra on the sixteen petals of the enjoyment [throat] chakra because enlightenment spirit pervades all the branches slightly at the end point of the place of overflowing from the throat. “Transcendent [ecstasy] abides in the heart chakra” refers to the actuality of the eight channels [in] the reality [or Dharma] chakra [at the heart], because by achieving that through [the flowing of] enlightenment spirit, you know [it] as the reality of [both] passion and dispassion. Here also you should realize the state of common and yogic transcendent ecstasy from the mouth of the guru. “Innate [ecstasy] in the emanation chakra [at the navel]” means that you should realize the opportunity for innate ecstasy by achieving from the emanation chakra up to the secret place. You should know about that by meditating on actual orgasms through the force of the personal instructions of the guru.323


Then the four moments are described in somewhat greater detail and correlated with the four ecstasies, first in the context of the “forward method.”324 Variety is the experience of “looking, attracting, . . . and kissing on the mouth,”325 and causes ecstasy. “Ripening” is (all in the context of tantric consort yoga) when the two sexual organs meet and cause the fire in the navel chakra (tummo) to melt the enlightenment spirit in the crown chakra, overcoming conceptuality and giving rise to supreme ecstasy326 and being the cause a little later of innate or orgasmic ecstasy,327 centered in the heart chakra.328 The instant of overcoming is identified with the throat chakra and transcendent ecstasy, where the entire central channel is experienced as undifferentiated, as the enlightenment spirit falls straight down from the crown, unimpeded.329 The instant free from or beyond characteristics, associated with innate ecstasy, is the “peaceful state of great bliss,”330 explained by Alaṁka as “free from the characteristics of the three other [ecstasies], abandoning passion and dispassion.”331


The Tantra then explains the “reverse method,”332 stating that after the vajra recitation practices manipulating the energy-winds explained in chapter 12, the rising stream up the chakras, from the navel to the crown chakra, is the cause of achievement of the yogi/nī. In this method, ecstasy and variety are associated with the navel chakra; supreme ecstasy and ripening with the heart chakra, which is also stated to be “the supreme basis of all emptiness accomplished by the yogi/nī”;333 transcendent ecstasy and overcoming with the throat chakra; and innate ecstasy and the moment beyond characteristics with the crown chakra.


As described in detail in chapter 27, yoginī deities sit within the channels.334 By arousing them through tantric consort yoga, retaining enlightenment spirit, one experiences the instant of being free from characteristics, and a great awakening with the nature of the sixteen emptinesses.335


8. Secrecy


The meaning of the Vajra Rosary should not be revealed in any way.336 Tantric practice and aspects of it are described as “the supreme secret reality,” “hid[den] in the tantras,”337 “the supreme secret.”338 Disciples are admonished not to reveal tantric ritual implements to those who have not promised to adhere to the commitments of tantric practice, and not to disclose the activities of tantric yogic practice to monks remaining “in the vow,” presumably that of celibacy, or even to the tantric guru,339 let alone anyone else.340 And one who reveals personal instructions to unsuitable disciples “will go to the Howling Hell!”341


Concrete expression of how this concealed knowledge was intended to remain secret is seen in the instruction regarding the crucial mantras for vajra recitation, HŪṀ HO and OṀ ĀḤ HŪṀ, which are not explicitly stated but rather elliptically described in terms of Sanskrit grammar. For example, OṀ is described as follows: “First, write the first letter [A],342 having the fifth vowel [U],343 having the last part of the last the group [Ṁ].344 It is expressed as the seed of the body.”345 The other mantras are similarly described.


9. The 108 Energy-Winds and Corresponding Conceptualities


Chapter 3 of the Vajra Rosary names 108 “energy-winds” or “energies” (rlung) (in some translations, “winds”) and a similar number of “conceptualities” or “thought constructions” (rnam par rtog pa rnams). While, as noted by Tsong Khapa below, it is possible though not proven that they are manifestations of the ten main and auxiliary energies well known in the Buddhist tantric tradition, these 108 energies are not taught in contemporary tantric colleges.346 As noted by Jamgön Kongtrul, the Vajra Rosary is the leading scriptural source for the locations and characteristics of these 108 energies and their corresponding conceptualities, and the methods for riding them to enlightenment:


The Vajra [Rosary] Tantra teaches that those who know the wind [or breath] yogas go beyond saṃsāra and reach buddhahood. If [energy-]winds and thoughts are let loose and pursued, they will keep us circling in saṃsāra and suffering. If we know how to bind their vital points, the [energy-]winds themselves will succeed in being the remedy that severs saṃsāra because karmic [energy-]winds will be purified into wisdom.347


These energy-winds, whose locations and characteristics are explained by Alaṁka, consist of the ten main energies, nine of which (minus the pervading energy, which manifests only at death) are found in each of the six chakras, making fifty-four, “moving both day and night,”348 resulting in 108.349 In Tsong Khapa’s time, at the beginning of the fifteenth century, some three hundred years after Alaṁka wrote or dictated his commentary, there were a number of differing interpretations of these 108 energies and how to characterize them, summarized by Tsong Khapa in his Brilliantly Illuminating Lamp:


If one wonders, “well, do the hundred and eight wind-energies taught in the Vajra Rosary, called ‘sender,’ ‘holder,’ etc. (btang bzung) include the ten wind-energies or not?” Some Tibetan scholars say that there are ten synonyms for each of the ten wind-energies and eight names for them in common. However the Vajra Rosary Commentary states:


Except for the pervasive energy wind, which lacks (specific) activity and circulates throughout the body, each of the other nine wind-energies circulates in each of the six chakras, emanation, dharma, fire, beatific, wind, and great bliss, giving fifty-four in the day and fifty-four at night, giving one hundred and eight. There, the life-energy wind circulates from the centers of the six chakras, and each of the eight wind-energies, from evacuative to ultra-moving, circulates in the petals of the four [main chakras], not counting the fire and wind chakras. The fire chakra under the beatific chakra is taught as three-petaled and the wind chakra at the brow as six-petaled. Thus the former has eight [sites], the three knots relative to the central channel, the channels of the right and left breasts, and the [channels in the] three petals; and the latter has eight [sites] also, including the six petals and the two channels of the right and left brows: in those [sixteen], the other eight wind-energies circulate.


In a different translation of the Tantra, it is taught that there are fifty-four from midday to midnight and fifty-four from midnight to midday; but this does not appear in the translation of the commentary.


As it seems that the hundred and eight is explained as derived from nine wind-energies circulating in six chakras, the previous explanation disagrees with the tantra. If each of the nine wind-energies such as vitalizing and evacuative circulates in each of the six chakras, if (they also?) circulate in others, then it is still necessary to explain the system of deriving the hundred (and eight) count; and if (they) do not circulate (elsewhere), it is incorrect, as (an energy wind) circulating from the navel to the nostrils must circulate through the heart and throat centers etc.


Furthermore, the Discourse quoted in the Commentary as:


Beginning from the half session, having the nature of nine in the six chakras, until the very end of the half session . . .


also does not seem to be correct. Whatever the case, though it seems to be the meaning of that tantra that the hundred and eight wind-energies are not non-included in the ten wind-energies, as it also seems difficult to posit the pattern of circulation as each of nine wind-energies in order in each of six chakras, we must still investigate this (question).350


The Vajra Rosary gives these energy-winds colloquial names, describing in many cases how these energies, which the Tantra calls “conceptual” energies, grasp objects,351 beginning with the sending/holding energy-wind just mentioned by Tsong Khapa, the one-hundred-million energy-wind, and the intoxicated, stupid, cooling, itching, mucus, and axe energy-winds, etc. We only have the Tibetan for these names (except for the few that are Sanskrit words in the Vajra Rosary or Commentary, transliterated into the Tibetan), so the Sanskrit equivalents given in the notes to this translation are speculative.


Back-translating into Sanskrit, however, yields insights. For example, Alaṁka comments that “the ‘one-hundred-million [Tib. dung phyur] energy’ is supported by the extreme power channel. ‘Realized by A and RA,’ [it is called] one-hundred-million; the two energies are the evacuative energy-winds.”352 One-hundred-million seems a strange name for an energy-wind when compared with the names of the others; however, “realized by A and RA” could be rendered in Sanskrit as arbuda (/bud being an alternate root for /budh and /bund, meaning known or realized), and arbuda is also Sanskrit for “one-hundred-million, so the Tibetan translator chose the numerical meaning out of several; and, in addition, AṀ and RAṀ are the seed syllables for Amitābha and Ratnasambhava, respectively, referring to two of the channels of the heart chakra.353 And making things potentially even richer in meaning, arbuda also is the Sanskrit name of one of the eight cold hells of Buddhist cosmology, the “Blistering” Cold Hell.


The merging of these energy-winds into the fundamental vitality (srog, prāṇa) energy is how we move from life to life, and the overcoming of these energies, also referred to as conceptual energies, is how we approach buddhahood in the practice of vajra recitation.354


In accordance with the oft-quoted metaphor that the subtle body energies are the mounts of the subtle mind conceptualities, which ride upon the energy-winds, chapter 3 concludes with the naming of these conceptualities. In the endnotes to the translation of chapter 3, Alaṁka expains each one briefly but precisely. Some of the conceptualities are drawn from the well-known 51 mental factors (sems byung, caitta) but there is very little overlap with the 80 instinctual natures (rang bzhin rnams) that dissolve at death as consciousness leaves, and that dawn in the reincarnation process from the three luminances that precede consciousness in the development of the elemental body. These 108 conceptualities, and the meditation on them and the energy-winds that bear them, are crucial elements of the vajra recitation practices that are the heart of the Vajra Rosary, and, although they will ultimately be left behind as the yogi/nī brings her energy-winds from the left and right channels into the central channel, they are referred to in the crucial sixth, twelfth, and twenty-second chapters of the Tantra, and in Alaṁka’s accompanying commentary.


Alaṁka also specifically describes which of the channels within the chakras support the particular energies, and the Tantra names these channels in chapter 17 and there and elsewhere instructs how to meditate on them,355 stressing the importance thereof:


One should know from the guru’s speech


The true order of the channels.


The aggregates, etc., do not arise without ascertaining


The order of the channels; and without the aggregates,


The yogi/nī cannot achieve the great intuition.356


Below, in Table 4, is an excerpt from the full table that is the Appendix to this translation, showing the first nine energy-winds, their channel locations, types, and corresponding conceptualities. There is some variation between the Lhasa Vajra Rosary and Alaṁka’s version of the Tantra, apparent in the following summary of the energies and the corresponding conceptualities that ride on them. Although the Tantra and Alaṁka specify 108 conceptualities, given the textual variations one could derive more or less of them. However, at least in the initial energies and conceptualities, the relationships seem to make sense: the sending/holding energy carrying desire; the Blistering Cold Hell arbuda energy with hatred or aversion; the drunk energy with delusion, and so forth. As the list goes on, the chances of variance from what was originally intended increases, which may explain why at a certain point the correspondence between the energy-winds and conceptualities seems much less clear. In addition, there are two conceptualities, longing desire (brkam chags) and sleep (gnyid) that are repeated (both in respect of the heart chakra) in Alaṁka’s account. In deriving the 108 conceptualities (since Alaṁka tells us that 108 means 108!), I have had to make a determination as to which differences between the texts were variations from one original conceptuality and which were in fact different conceptualities. In doing so, I was guided, I must confess, by the principle of congruence between the named character of the energy-wind and the named character of the conceptuality, which undoubtedly has influenced the outcome. However, I have not altered the order in which the energies and conceptualities are presented in the Vajra Rosary and by Alaṁka.


What is not indicated in Table 4 or the Appendix is the precise location of each channel within the chakra specified by Alaṁka for each energy-wind, other than the vitality energy, which originates in the center of each of the six chakras. Like Tsong Khapa, unsurprisingly, I have not found any description of this in the Tantra, the Commentary, or elsewhere. But, particularly because of the importance of “108” as a prime feature and, indeed, the reason for the very name of the Tantra, I can hazard a few guesses, as follows, using as an example the bottom part of Table 4, the flow of the energy-winds and conceptualities in the heart chakra during the day. I stress that this is not verified by scripture or experience, although practice does have a way of creating experience.357


The piercing flesh energy, as the vitality energy, flows from the center of the heart chakra. The horrible energy, as the evacuative energy, since that energy is the province of Ratnasambhava, would be the southern petal or channel of the heart chakra, great jewel, since that is where Ratnasambhava sits in the Esoteric Community mandala, and, additionally, the jewel is the symbol of Ratnasambhava. Similarly, the drunken argument energy, as the metabolic energy, should be flowing northern channel of the heart chakra since the metabolic energy is the province of Amogasiddhi, and he sits in the north in the mandala, and the drunk with desire energy should be in the western petal since the ascending energy is the province of Amitābha and that is where he sits. But there is a problem: the name of the channel associated with the metabolic energy is great lotus, and the lotus is the symbol of Amitābha, while the name of the channel associated with the ascending energy is great vajra, and the vajra is the symbol of Amogasiddhi, so these seem to be reversed or transposed in some fashion. Given the logic pervading Buddhist thought in general, I would speculate that the order of the channels is counter-clockwise and sequential so that the main energy to follow the Ratnasambhava evacuative energy would be the Amitābha ascending energy, followed by the Amogasiddhi metabolic energy. As for the five branch energies, following the same speculative logic, it is possible that the up-moving energy would be in the place of Vairocana, whose pervading energy is not included here as it only activates at death, and then the others circulate from there: the per-moving in the southeast; the co-moving in the southwest; the sur-moving in the northwest; and the ultra-moving in the northeast.


While this speculative accounting accounts for the center and eight channels of the heart chakra, the other main chakras, navel, throat, and crown, have 64, 16, and 32 channels, respectively. However, since all those are multiples of eight, and branch out from eight internal channels (which in turn branch out from four), one could follow these internal channels and the channels that branch out from them in meditating on each energy-wind named and its corresponding conceptuality. This leaves the wind and fire chakras, which between them have nine channels, but I will leave that to future scholars and yogis and for now will follow Tsong Khapa in saying that “we must still investigate this question.”


10. Overcoming the Conceptual Energies


A very significant part of the Vajra Rosary is devoted to the techniques and explanations of meditating on the 108 energy-winds and conceptualities in order to reverse them, taking a significant step toward buddhahood. Overcoming and eliminating these energy-winds and conceptualities through vajra recitation is central to the approach of the Vajra Rosary to enlightenment itself, and is emphasized right after naming the energy-winds in verse 23 of chapter 3 (“At midnight, from the supreme space, nonconceptuality arises, overcoming the instinctual natures of energy”) to the final substantive verses of the Tantra in chapter 68:


Again the vitality energy rises


As the various evolutionary energies,


And consciousnesses together with them


Again dwell in the three worlds.


From that, there is karma


And from that, there is birth.


And from that, lust, etc., the instincts, //61//


And from that, once again, death and birth.


Thus it is just like a turning wheel.


As before, vajra recitation, etc.,


In stages, splits it open. //62//


Throughout the Tantra’s crucial instructions on opening the heart chakra, enabling one to proceed through the five stages of the perfection stage, the elimination and transformation of these energy-winds and conceptualities are referenced. In chapter 6, the normal flow of these energy-winds is described, and then the yoga of mantra employing two of these energies to loosen then open the knots of the heart chakra. The yoga of sound in chapter 7 (verse 7) “relies on the reality of energy.” The commitment of “eating,” described in chapter 10 (verse 10), is for “one who knows the reality of energy-wind, staying in the state without conceptual thought.” As explained in detail in chapter 12, meditation on the energies is the preparatory stage of the first of Nāgārjuna’s five stages, vajra recitation, which reverses and overcomes the conceptual energy-winds, the conceptualities, and conceptuality itself, leading to the first of the five stages, speech isolation. Alaṁka explains that meditation on these energies is in the context of the personal instructions given in chapter 12 and elsewhere in the Tantra:


In the beginning, relying on the five stages, the stage of counting, etc., by meditating on the nature of the drops and the thatness of energy-wind, relying on the thatnesses of mantra, the three types of yoga up to half of each meditation session each, indentifying the exact sequence of the three drops, and later on, having definitively joined the energy-winds existing with the syllable A in the stage of entering and arising, by meditating on the nature of the drop as reality, having identified the subtle wind, you will live for an eon or a thousand eons.”358


Chapter 16 is entitled, “Teaching the Process of Counting the Energies,” referring explicitly to the 108 energy-winds, and naming many of them as it traces how they rise and fall in the life of ordinary people, and that (in verses 31 and 32) the yogi practices “the yoga of melting energies” to create the vajra body. It explains how the vitality energy is, initially, contrary to what may be thought in the world, in the secret anus, the energy center between the perineum and the tip of the penis,359 or, as Alaṁka notes, the womb or womb channel.360 The energy of this center is inherently nonconceptual, and is the original energy in the production of living beings from the between (bar do), generating consciousness in the process leading to birth, “fainting”361 in the move from clear light to the other empties, then to the production of the elements, aggregates, sense media, instinctual natures, etc.362




TABLE 4: THE FIRST NINE OF THE 108 ENERGY-WINDS AND CONCEPTUALITIES*


[image: Image]


* The complete table of the 108 energy-winds and potentially corresponding conceptualities is set forth in the Appendix.


Chapter 17 describes and names the channels in the chakras through which the energies flow, and chapter 22 teaches the yogas of the vitality and evacuative energy-winds, saying (in verse 26) how “the realized yogi/nī, because of the great nonconceptual wonder of stopping all the energy-winds, realizes the reality of creation, and noting that “whoever conquers the 108 energy-winds has the lineage to always increase.” Chapter 25, discussing emptiness, explains (in verse 3) that the “easing of the conceptual energies is explained to be emptiness.” Chapter 32, “Taking Birth as a Person Made of Energy,” describes in detail the waxing and waning of the various energy-winds from conception to birth, and chapter 33, from birth to death.


Commenting on chapter 35, whose title is “Cutting Off the Conceptual Energies,” Alaṁka says that the energies to be eliminated are “conceptual,” “in that they are conceptualities of desire, etc., produced by the force of the 108 energies.”363 As the Tantra itself says, “Those energies are conceptuality.”364 Practicing this yoga, “one makes everything the actuality of emptiness,”365 “because it serves as the cause of the reality of natural clear light through the force of meditating on the two stages.”366


The conceptual energies having been eliminated, chapter 36 discusses the rising of the “great energy of nonconceptuality,”367 “formless energy,”368 “the cause of manifesting the reality of the form of supremely natural clear light,”369 which is the cause of Vajrasattva, whom one becomes on the last of the five perfection stages, integration or communion.370 Once the conceptual energies are abandoned, “one abandons all duality” precisely “because one is free of those energies.”371 With the arising of this nonconceptual energy, one is free from all of the channel knots372 and from drops of enlightenment spirit and the sound that occurs when the enlightenment spirit falls.373


Penultimately, recalling the importance of the energy-winds in the last substantive verses of the Tantra, in chapter 50 (verses 7–8), the yogi/nī retreats to a peaceful place where s/he repeats the special mantra of the Vajra Rosary, OṀ VAJRAMĀLE ĀḤ HŪṀ PHAT SVĀHĀ, one million times so that “the energy-winds are robbed by thatness, clearing away the mind’s conceptuality.”


11. Engagement of the Senses in the Tantric Way


Chapter 9 discusses how the yogi/nī’s sense powers “enter and completely fill the [sense] objects.” Alaṁka explains that this is actually a form of withholding engagement of the ordinary sense powers because here the movement is by the bodhisattva, for example, Kshitigarbha, the eye sense power, toward the visual object goddess, Rūpavajrā, etc.374 Thus, yogic engagement with sense objects in the tantric way is not inconsistent with the standard Buddhist vows, such as found in the vinaya, to refrain from engagement with sense objects. But this is no ordinary engagement. Rather, the yogi/nī engages them “in empty, nondual illusion, by the bliss experienced in the wisdom-intuition consecration.”375


12. Emptiness in the Vajra Rosary Yogic System


The word “emptiness” is used 112 times in the Tantra. It is the principal subject of chapters 5, 25, 49, and 50, but is referenced throughout.


The subject of chapter 5 is the nature of emptiness and its connection with the yoga of the Vajra Rosary. In a word, the understanding of emptiness is indispensable to the yogic path charted by the Tantra and at the same time is its ultimate goal.376 Chapter 5’s presentation of emptiness stresses the selfless nature of persons and things, and “has left behind the reifications of self, life, reincarnation, humanity, Manu and his progeny, agent and experiencer, knower, and creator.”377


Because the Vajra Rosary predates some of the finer distinctions later drawn among Buddhist tenet systems, elements of Yogāchāra idealism are mentioned later in the text, such as the “foundational consciousness” (ālayavijñāna), along with Madhyamaka or Centrist philosophy, including many elements of what is now regarded generally as the “highest” system, Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka or Dialectical Centrism. For example, in chapter 5, Buddha notes that while emptiness is “free from the meaning of expressing and expressed, mere names alone are also self-arisen, supremely wonderful,” and adds that “I am perfectly explaining it by conventional expression.”378 The notion of conventional reality being purely nominal is a hallmark of Madhyamaka. On the other hand, great bliss, which the Tantra equates with emptiness, “is explained as reflexive or apperceptive knowledge (rang rig pa).”379 This self-awareness of consciousness, a prime feature of Dzogchen and Yogāchāra-Svātantrika thought, is rejected by the Madhyamakas.380


Emptiness is not described in a vacuum, but is taught in order to link it to and stress its importance in the practices of the perfection stage yoga. Indeed, chapter 5 begins with the statement that “truly knowledge of reality — suchness, nonconceptuality, the unique selfless nature of the self, persons, and things, emptiness, reflexive awareness, always present as the nature of all — is realized by yoga alone.”381


In chapter 25, the Tantra explains “the words of emptiness,” referring to “the characteristic of emptiness-intuition,”382 probably a reference to śunyatā jñāna, “emptiness-intuition,” from the mantra OṀ ŚUNYATĀ JÑĀNA VAJRA SVABHĀVA ĀTMAKO ‘HAM383 found in chapter 3 of the Root Tantra and in the various Esoteric Community prayers and practices performed to the present day. Here, it is specified at the outset that emptiness intuition abides “in the body, always remaining as the nature of everything.”384 Emptiness is “the characteristic that illumines all things.”385 Alaṁka explains that emptiness is the “true reality”386 applying to everything, even to the key event of the nonconceptual energies entering the central channel.387 Indeed, “emptiness is the actuality of the central channel,” and of Akshobhya, who abides there, “the actuality of the energy of clear light.”388 The other part of “emptiness intuition,” “intuition,” is “great bliss, filled with enlightenment spirit.”389 The buddha field of emptiness is Sukhāvatī and the buddha field of bliss is Amitāyus; emptiness is Vajradhātvīshvarī and intuition Vajradhara; the left main channel, lalanā, is emptiness and the right, rasanā, is intuition.390 The union of these is the last of the five stages, integration or communion.391


Chapter 49 contains an extensive discussion of emptiness. The yogi/nī who knows the formulation of the sixteen392 emptinesses, the main subject of this chapter, “will know emptiness.”393 Emptiness is “the inner nature of all things, the antidote to conceptuality and the purification of wrong view.”394 The sixteen divisions of emptiness here are almost identical to those found in Chandrakīrti’s Introduction to the Middle Way, as shown in Table 5.395


The reason “one analyzes emptiness” is “because it is the remedy for the instincts.”396


Chapter 50, rather cryptic, continues focusing on the importance of emptiness, “pervading the six chakras since it dwells in the center of all things.”397 “Inseparable from the conventional, emptiness is ultimate reality.”398 The Tantra explains that “the vajra rosary is like that,” reflecting the title of the chapter: “The Character of Creating Vajra Rosary Emptiness.” With this foundation, the Tantra describes “the support of life energy” as “a blue body, three faces, three eyes and six excellent arms,”399 i.e., Akshobhya, the central figure of the noble tradition’s favored Guhyasamāja mandala, arising from HŪṀ and the vajra clan. “He cuts off and causes to dissolve the energies that agitate conceptual thoughts. He clears away the harmful ones, cutting off all dualism,” resulting in “great magical illusion, great emptiness, the marvelous place of the Buddha.”400


TABLE 5: EMPTINESS
















	

VR Emptiness Type*




	

VR Description




	

Chandra Emptiness Type**









	

1. Inner




	

Remedy for conceptuality, and correction of errors




	

1. Inner









	

2. Outer




	

Free from focusing on outer objects




	

2. Outer









	

3. Inner and outer




	

Without “outer,” no conception of “inner”




	

3. Inner and outer









	

4. Great




	

Being free from the habitat world




	

5. Immensity









	

5. Intuition by which one sees things as empty




	

Later causes contemplation in perfect mirror intuition




	

14. Of defining attributes









	

6. Emptiness of the emptiness of nonthings




	

The opposite of VR (4)




	

4. Emptiness of emptiness









	

7. Ultimate




	

Knowing in the ultimate a false thing




	

6. Emptiness of the ultimate (i.e., of nirvana)









	

8. Compounded***




	

Engaging in the character of one’s own conceptuality




	

7. Compounded









	

9. Uncompounded




	

Abandoning thing and nonthing




	

8. Uncompounded









	

10. Extreme****




	

Prayer for the benefit of sentient beings not perceived as joyful for one’s self




	

15. Of the unobservable









	

11. Beyond extremes




	

Abandoning conceptuality




	

9. Beyond extremes (extreme positions)









	

12. Beginningless and endless




	

Prayer for worldly beings




	

10. Beginningless and endless









	

13. Nonrelinquishing




	

The self naturally purified of the stain of passion




	

11. Of what should not be spurned









	

14. Of self-identity




	

The marks and signs of his form body




	

12. Of essential nature









	

15. Of all things




	

Emptiness of the wings of enlightenment, lacking arrogance in practice




	

13. Of all phenomena









	

16. Of nonthings




	

The very nonperception of emptiness, a nonthing is emptiness




	

16. Of nonthings










* VR 66B–67B, ch. 49, vv. 2–13.


** Chandrakīrti 2002, 93–96; Chandrakīrti 1988, 284–315. Translations of the types of Chandra’s emptinesses are taken from Chandrakīrti 2002.


*** ’dus byas stong pa nyid. VR 67A, ch. 49, v. 6.


**** shin tu stong pa nyid. VR 67A, ch. 49, v. 7.


13. Great Bliss and Its Relation to Emptiness


“Great bliss” (bde ba chen po), used ninety-two times in the Tantra, is a form of ecstasy that is both a cause and a byproduct of perfection stage yogic practices, and of enlightenment itself. It is what was experienced by the vajra queens in whose lotuses401 Buddha resided at the outset of the Tantra, and what overcame the bodhisattvas as they listened to Buddha.402 At one level of tantric hermeneutic, great bliss is referred to as the “state of Vajrasattva,” sattva, hero, referring to the holding of conventional enlightenment spirit at the tip of the vajra during sexual yoga.403 At another level, great bliss also refers to the abandoning of dualities of all kinds, manifesting the state of emptiness. These two levels are intimately connected because great bliss overcomes conceptuality, enabling the yogi/nī to realize emptiness.


Thus, in chapter 13, entitled “Great Bliss,” which explains the term “great bliss,” it is described as intimately connected with and in fact as being emptiness, realizing the promise of the Heart Sutra’s “Form is emptiness; emptiness is form”:404 “Emptiness, great emptiness, extreme emptiness, and the supreme supreme, universal emptiness, the abode devoid of anything other than emptiness, it is of the nature of the five skies.”405


Alaṁka explains:


“[Great bliss] liberates from all addiction” because, after the attainment of clear light mind, the illusory body avoids the conception of the aggregates. “It enters into every pleasure” because, in the stage of manifest enlightenment with the nature of outer and inner, the cause of natural clear light, it attains completely. “Empty” because of being empty of the nature of being, free from attachment to the thirty-two, who serve as the instincts.406 “Extraordinary emptiness” because of being of the nature of abandoning the forty groups of natures as previously [stated]. “Great emptiness” because of abandoning the seven groups of natures. “Of supreme” [means] because of the clear light mind, it becomes supreme. “Universal emptiness” is the form of natural clear light. It is “the abode of emptiness” because it has the nature of communion. “Of the nature of the five skies” [means] the five aggregates, because they are of the very nature of emptiness. “Unseverable” because you can’t reject your own nature as being artificial. “Indestructible” because one is unable to analyze it in terms of adventitious addictions, etc. “Unchanging” because it is not harmed by conceptuality.407


Great bliss is the stream that flows through the five major energy channels of the subtle body408 and manifests in each of the three bodies of a buddha.409 The discussion in chapter 13 concludes with the clear statement that great bliss is achieved not through outer methods, even by the creation stage of tantra,410 meaning it is to be achieved “only through yoga, not by conceptuality with the nature of thought,”411 meaning, according to Alaṁka, “by the actuality of concentration having the nature of method and wisdom . . . thoroughly pacifying conceptuality.”412


14. The Yoga of Vajra Recitation and Opening the Heart Knot


Vajra recitation is the yogic technique that leads to the first of the five levels of the perfection stage, speech isolation. The Vajra Rosary is regarded in the tradition as the ur-text on this subject.


This yoga of energy and mantra, specifically the opening of the threefold knot in the center of the heart wheel through the practice of the two-syllable mantra, HŪṀ HO, taking the name of “sound” and “drop” and located in the heart and center of the eyebrows respectively, is the subject of the Tantra’s lengthy sixth and twelfth chapters, and is also described in chapters 34 and 41.413 The Vajra Rosary states that if the HŪṀ HO mantra is repeated for six months under the proper circumstances, the yogi/nī will open the heart drop and, without doubt, become enlightened.414


Above the heart knot is the vitality energy, and below is the evacuative energy. When the knot is tightened, as in normal life, the vitality energy moves in the heart center in the form of the five main energies415 in the five channels of the heart chakra.416 When that energy meets the navel knot, it moves in five channels there,417 and the five “branch” energies418 move out into the lower part of the body. When the channels of the navel, then heart, and then throat chakras are agitated by the energy-winds, a person produces great ignorance, hatred, and lust, respectively. When the channels of the crown chakra are agitated, all of the channels fill with enlightenment spirit. Then when the conceptualities corresponding with the various energies overcome the vitality energy at the heart center, the energies go down into the tip of the vajra, facing downward. But rather than going downward, the navel chakra energies of ignorance mix with those of the heart chakra characterized by attachment, and, in a kind of tantric version of the twelve links of dependent arising, produce consciousness and the sense powers, leading to a strengthening of the instinct associated with conception, leading to repeated rebirth in cyclic life.419


The only way to overcome this karmic process is to open the heart center through meditational effort, merging the vitality and evacuative energies in the heart center’s indestructible drop,420 leading to the five intuitions and the five clairvoyances, and mundane and transmundane attainments. This, says the Vajra Rosary, is the only method: only “the reality of mantra”421
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