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“Tibet’s Buddhist monasteries were deeply embedded in the life of the nation, encompassing the religious, the educational, the political, the economic, and the diplomatic. Their centrality has not been fully explained until now. In this groundbreaking work, José Cabezón and Penpa Dorjee trace the history of Sera — the great monastery just a few miles from the Potala — from its Indian antecedents, to its founding, to its centuries of influence, to its struggle under Chinese occupation, to its renaissance in exile. There is no other work in a European language that explores Buddhist monastic life in such fascinating detail.”


— DONALD LOPEZ, Arthur E. Link Distinguished University Professor of Buddhist and Tibetan Studies, University of Michigan


“No great university has ever had its history written so beautifully or so authoritatively. Sera Monastic University is one of the “three seats,” the premier academic institutions in Tibet (now continuing in exile in India). It has produced a staggering number of influential scholars, adepts, and national leaders, and its history is densely interwoven with that of Tibet and the Geluk lineage. In this meticulously researched and elegantly written study, José Cabezón and Penpa Dorjee present a history of a great academic and religious institution, but also undertake a powerful investigation of the role of great institutions of higher education in the formation of national and religious identity, and of the role of academic monasteries in the history and present of Tibet. Not only that, the vibrant prose and absorbing narrative make for compelling reading.”


— JAY L. GARFIELD, Doris Silbert Professor in the Humanities, Smith College and the Harvard Divinity School


“This wonderful work bears witness to one of the most important aspects of Tibetan tradition, its high monastic culture. By examining in detail Sera Monastery, Cabezón and Dorjee provide a unique perspective on the life and culture of a Tibetan monk in premodern Tibet and an excellent description of a distinctive institution. Their account is all the more convincing in that they locate the remarkable culture of Tibetan scholasticism within the trajectory of the history of Buddhist monasticism, thus providing not just a view of the daily monastic routine but also an in-depth understanding of its singular intellectual achievements. Not limiting themselves to the cultural and intellectual aspects of Sera monastery, they also carefully lay out its history and the place that it has played in the real world of Tibetan politics. A wonderful book to immerse oneself in the world of traditional Tibet.”


— GEORGES DREYFUS, Jackson Professor of Religion, Williams College


“Sera Monastery is an exceedingly important and authoritative source for both Western and Tibetan students and scholars. Cabezón and Dorjee have longstanding personal and professional ties to the monastery, giving them all the necessary credentials to write this important book, which opens up for the reader the world of Tibetan Buddhist higher education both in Tibet and in exile.”


— YANGSI RINPOCHE, president, Maitripa College
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Introduction


He shines bright without bathing,


radiates beauty without any jewelry,


is fragrant without wearing perfume.


Who but a monk can perform magical feats like these?


— PAṆCHEN PALDEN YESHE1


TIBETANS ARE a devout people. Religion is at the very core of their identity. Some Tibetans are Muslims or followers of Bön, which in its earliest form predates the introduction of Buddhism. The vast majority of Tibetans, however, are Buddhists. Buddhism was introduced into Tibet beginning in the seventh century, although itinerant monks may have been traveling throughout the Tibetan empire from much earlier times. By the end of the eighth century Buddhism had been adopted as the state religion, the first monastery, Samyé (Bsam yas), had been built, and the first Tibetans had been ordained as monks. Since that time monasticism has been one of the hallmarks of Tibetan Buddhism. Starting as an elite court-sponsored institution, monasticism eventually spread to the masses, flourishing in every part of the Tibetan-speaking world, from Ladakh in the far northwest to Amdo in the northeast, and from the nomadic northern highlands of the Jangtang to the far southern areas that border India, Nepal, and Bhutan.


Monasteries and nunneries — called gönpas (dgon pa), literally “isolated sites” — were ubiquitous throughout Tibet. By some estimates, in 1959, the year that China completed its annexation of Tibet, there were more than 6,000 active monasteries.2 In many villages the monastery was the seat of government and the monastery’s lama the de facto ruler of the region. Monasteries were often a town’s principal cultural attraction, its central meeting place, and in many cases its only formal educational institution. According to the most conservative estimates, by the mid-twentieth century, monks constituted 10–12 percent of the total male population in Tibet’s central agricultural regions (the percentage of nuns was somewhat lower).3 Most Tibetans had close family members — children, siblings, aunts, or uncles — who were monks or nuns. Monasteries not only served as educational institutions, they were also the focal point of lay religiosity: places to circumambulate, make offerings, and have rituals performed. And they were the site of important pilgrimages and regional festivals. Because of the importance of monasteries to religious and cultural life, it is not surprising that Tibetans should view the Chinese government’s systematic dismantling of Tibetan monasticism after 1959 as part of a multipronged strategy to destroy Tibetan cultural identity. The late 1970s saw a change in the Chinese government’s attitude toward religion. Tibetans were again allowed to practice Buddhism4 and monasteries were allowed to reopen. Some of the monasteries that had been razed to the ground in prior decades were even rebuilt from scratch. But ever-tightening government restrictions have made the majority of Tibet’s monasteries only shadows of what they once were. This is especially true of Tibet’s three largest monastic universities, the densas (gdan sa) or “seats of learning” — Ganden, Drepung, and Sera — which have been the object of intense Chinese government surveillance, control, and propaganda campaigns.


The three densas are the premier monasteries and educational institutions of the Geluk school. The school’s founder, Jé Tsongkhapa (Rje tsong kha pa, 1357–1419), became a monk at a young age and began his studies in his native Amdo (figure 1). Like other bright young scholars of his day, Tsongkhapa went to Central Tibet while still in his teens to further his education and to test his knowledge of the classical texts in the debate courtyards of the region’s most famous monasteries. Later, he entered into a series of retreats to engage in sakjang (gsag sbyang) — the accumulation of merit and the purification of sin — and to meditate and write. Tsongkhapa is one of the greatest scholars in Tibetan history, and his writings are revered for their clarity and profundity. As the present Dalai Lama once put it, the eighteen volumes of his collected works are intellectually “weighty” (lci gog tsha po). Together with the writings of his two chief disciples, Tsongkhapa’s works are one of the pillars of the Geluk scholastic curriculum. We shall have more to say about that later in this book.
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Figure 1. Tsongkhapa, the founder of the Gandenpa or Geluk tradition. Statue in the Jé College Assembly Hall, Sera, Tibet. Photo: Sera Project.


Tsongkhapa founded a monastery he called Ganden (Dga’ ldan). Named after Tuṣita, the paradise of the Buddha Maitreya, the monastery’s name gave Tsongkhapa’s followers their original sobriquet, the Gandenpas. It became Tsongkhapa’s seat during the last ten years of his life, and later became the spiritual hub of the Geluk tradition. Tsongkhapa taught at Ganden, died there, and was interred in a golden reliquary in one of its temples. (The reliquary with Tsongkhapa’s remains was destroyed when the Chinese army bombed the monastery in 1959.) After Tsongkhapa’s death, his two chief disciples — Gyaltsab Darma Rinchen (Rgyal tshab dar ma rin chen, 1364–1432) and Khedrup Gelek Palsang (Mkhas grub dge legs dpal bzang, 1385–1438) — succeeded him, one after the other, to the abbacy of the monastery. Initially, each of Ganden’s abbots chose their successors, but this later changed, evolving into the meritocratic institution of the Ganden Tripa, the “Holder of the Ganden Throne,” the highest position in the Geluk church, attained on the basis of one’s learning, practice, and comportment.5 Any Geluk monk, regardless of his origin or class background, can aspire to this position, leading to the famous adage that the “throne of Ganden has no owner” (dga’ ldan gyi khrid la bdag po med). Because this has sometimes caused some confusion, it ought to be noted that while the Dalai Lamas are trained in the Geluk tradition and are that tradition’s most important incarnate lama or trulku (sprul sku), the Dalai Lamas are not the head of the Geluk church. That position belongs to the Ganden Tripa. Three dozen Sera monks have occupied the throne of Ganden. At the time of the writing of this book, Jangtsé Chöjé Losang Tendzin (Byang rtse chos rje blo bzang bstan ’dzin, b. 1934), an exiled Sera monk who hails from Tsang (Gtsang) in western Tibet, occupies the throne of Tsongkhapa as the 104th Ganden Tripa (figures 2a and 2b).
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Figures 2a and 2b. The 94th Ganden Tripa, Tsangpa Lhundrup Tsöndrü (d. 1949), and the 104th Ganden Tripa, Losang Tendzin (b. 1934). Both are monks of the Sera Jé Tsangpa khamtsen.
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Figure 3. Jamchen Chöjé Shākya Yeshé, the founder of Sera. Mural in the Tantric College of Sera, Tibet. Image courtesy of TASS.


Ganden Monastery, founded by Tsongkhapa in 1409, is the oldest of the three densas. It is located some 40 kilometers northeast of the Tibetan capital of Lhasa. A few years after Ganden’s founding, in 1416, one of Tsongkhapa’s senior students, Jamyang Chöjé Trashi Palden (’Jam dbyangs chos rje bkra shis dpal ldan, 1379–1449), founded Drepung Monastery (’Bras spungs) about 10 kilometers west of downtown Lhasa. Sera is the youngest of the three densas and is the closest to Lhasa, located about 3 kilometers from the city center in the foothills of the mountains that border the Lhasa valley on the north. The monastery was founded in 1419 by Jamchen Chöjé Shākya Yeshé (Byams chen chos rje shākya ye shes, 1354–1435), Tsongkhapa’s longtime attendant and his emissary to the Chinese court (figure 3). The three densas began as very modest institutions but quickly grew as their reputation as centers of learning spread and more monks joined the new Geluk order. Over time they attracted monks from all over Tibet and from Mongolia and the Tibetan-speaking areas of India and Nepal, but there were also monks from China, and even one from Japan.6 Several densa scholars went on to found other important Geluk monasteries. Gönlung Monastery (Dgon lung dgon) in Amdo was founded by Gyalsé Dönyö Chökyi Gyatso (Don yod chos kyi rgya mtsho, b. sixteenth century), a student of the famous Sera Mé scholar and saint Nakha Drupchen (Na kha grub chen, 1535–1589), also known as Ara Druptob (A ra grub thob);7 Jampa Ling Monastery (Chab mdo byams pa gling) in Chamdo was founded by Sherab Sangpo (Shes rab bzang po, ca 1395–1457), an early teacher at Sera and a close student of the founder of Sera Mé; Dargyé Monastery (Dar rgyas dgon) in Kham was founded by the Sera Jé scholar Jedrung Sherab Wangpo (Rje drung shes rab dbang po, 1500–1586),8 and the list goes on. As Tenpa Gyatso (Bstan pa rgya mtsho, 1825–1897) states, “Like mothers begetting sons, and sons begetting grandchildren, many monasteries were founded out of the three densas, and in this way the academies of the Geden [or Geluk] school spread from the borders of Nepal in the west to the shores of the ocean in the east.”9


As the densas grew, they were divided into colleges, or tratsangs (grwa tshang).10 Colleges were of two types: philosophical (mtshan nyid grwa tshang) and tantric (sngags pa grwa tshang). The colleges were in turn subdivided into khamtsens (khams tshan), or regional houses (figure 4). Starting out as little more than communal living arrangements for monks who hailed from the same region of Tibet, over time the khamtsens grew in size and became important administrative units in their own right, almost like mini-monasteries, with their own temples, kitchens, living quarters, administrative staff, rules, finances, and traditions.
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Figure 4. The exterior of the Denma regional house, Sera, Tibet. Photo: Sera Project.


Monks could enter the densas directly as their first monastery, or they could transfer in from other outlying monasteries that served as feeder institutions. The densas depended on these monasteries to provide them with enough monks to preserve their huge size, robust educational programs, and political clout. After completing preliminary studies in an outlying monastery — called a shigön (gzhi dgon), literally, “the monastery of origin” — a monk might choose to travel to Central Tibet (Dbus) to enroll in one of the densas as a transfer student. Each of the smaller regional monasteries had a relationship with one or more densa college, and with specific regional houses within that college. For example, monks from Ganden Chönkhor Monastery (Dga’ ldan chos ’khor) in Tsang entered the Tsangpa regional house of Sera’s Jé College.11 And if a Chinese monk wanted to enter Sera, he had to enter the Petup (Spe thub) khamtsen.12 Some outlying monasteries were very large; a few even had their own colleges and regional houses. These large institutions sent monks to different regional houses of different colleges. For instance, monks from the Döndrup Ling Monastery in the Kongjo Rawa area of Kham — which sent forty to fifty monks to Sera every year — entered either the Lawa regional house of Sera Jé or the Pukhang regional house of Drepung Loseling.13 And the mammoth Choné Monastery (Co ne dgon chen) in Amdo sent monks to four different khamtsens of Sera Mé: Yerpa (yer pa), Marnyung (Smar nyung), Ara (A ra), and Tebo (The bo).14 In any case, monks had to enter a specific regional house of a designated college. Exceptions were sometimes made if a monk had a relative (an uncle, say) in another college or khamtsen, but the pairing of shigöns with specific colleges and regional houses averted many problems. For example, it prevented the densas from fighting over monks.15 The three densas were huge institutions in large part due to the influx of transfer monks from outlying monasteries in different parts of Tibet, Mongolia, and the border areas of India and Nepal. A well-known oral tradition states that Drepung had 7,700 monks, Sera 5,500, and Ganden 3,300, but these figures are quite old and do not reflect actual densa enrollments in the mid-twentieth century. By that time Drepung had over 10,000 monks on its rolls, Sera upward of 8,000, and Ganden about 5,000.


This book is about Sera, whose official name is Sera Tekchen Ling (Se ra theg chen gling), Sera Mahāyāna Monastery (figure 5). The Tibetan word sera (se ra) refers to a kind of wild rose, an abundance of which apparently grew at the site of the monastery in earlier times. In 1409 Tsongkhapa composed his Ocean of Reasoning, a commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Stanzas on the Middle Way (Madhyamakakārikā), in a small hermitage called Sera Chöding (Se ra chos lding) located just above the site of the future Sera (figure 6). Tradition has it that as Tsongkhapa was writing, one of the folios of the text flew into the air in a gust of wind. It began to emit “A” letters (the symbol of the Perfection of Wisdom) in the color of molten gold. The letters dissolved into a boulder at the base of the hill and permanently imprinted themselves onto it.16 A small shrine was later built around the boulder, and it became known as the Madhyamaka Temple (Dbu ma lha khang). It is located in what is today the debate courtyard of Sera’s Jé College (figure 7).
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Figure 5. Sera Monastery in the 1970s. The Sera Chöding Hermitage is visible behind some trees above the monastery. Image courtesy of TASS.
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Figure 6. Sera Chöding Hermitage, located just above Sera, Tibet, was one of Tsongkhapa’s retreat sites. Photo: Sera Project.


Seeing the miracle, Tsongkhapa prophesied that this would later become the site of a great monastery renowned for the study and practice of the Madhyamaka, the philosophy of emptiness. It is probably for this reason that a decade later Jamchen Chöjé chose it as the location for Sera.


Sera was probably not originally envisioned as a shedra (bshad grwa), a monastery for the study of texts. Some sources suggest that Jamchen Chöjé founded Sera as a tantric monastery, a place for the study and practice of Tantra or esoteric Buddhism. But during the tenure of Sera’s third throneholder, the brilliant Gungru Gyaltsen Sangpo (Gung ru rgyal mtshan bzang po, 1383–1450), the monastery changed course, the classical texts of exoteric Buddhism began to be seriously taught, and Sera increasingly attracted monks interested in studying. Over the next two centuries the monastery evolved into a great center of learning, producing some of the most important scholars, saints, and political leaders of Tibet. By the early eighteenth century the monastery had three colleges or tratsang: two philosophical colleges, called Jé (Byes) and Mé (Smad), and a tantric college. By 1959 Sera had more than 9,224 monks, of which 108 were trulkus, or recognized incarnations. The monastery had 35 khamtsens — some so large (more than 1,000 monks) that they owned several apartment buildings on the Sera campus. Only the Jé and Mé Colleges had khamtsens. The Tantric College did not, probably because it was not founded until much later.17 Sera also had thirty-three affiliated monasteries — institutions in different parts of Tibet with very close ties to Sera — to which Sera sent abbots. Some of the monastery’s highest trulkus also owned hermitages, fifteen small monasteries located in the hills around Sera. (See Table 1.)
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Figure 7. Monks engage in “paired debates” near the Madhyamaka Temple (background) in the Jé debate courtyard, Sera, Tibet, 2002. Photo: Sera Project.




The philosophical colleges taught a curriculum that focused on five major Indian Buddhist philosophical classics, the poti nga (po ti lnga). These five texts (discussed later in this book) are the cornerstone of Sera’s twenty-year program of studies that culminates in the prestigious geshé (dge bshes) degree.


TABLE 1: THE MONASTIC POPULATIONS OF THE THREE COLLEGES AND OTHER DATA, CIRCA 1959.18



















	 

	Sera Jé


	Sera Mé


	Sera Tantric College







	Number of monks


	5,629


	2,695


	900







	Number of trulkus


	69


	38


	1







	Number of regional houses


	19


	16


	0







	Affiliated monasteries and hermitages


	10


	23


	0?







	Hermitages


	10


	5


	0








Sera’s two philosophical colleges, Jé and Mé, arose just decades after the monastery’s founding. Sera’s third college, the Tantric College, or Ngagpa Tratsang, dedicated to the practice of tantric ritual, was founded much later, in the eighteenth century. Before 1959 almost all Tantric College monks hailed from Lhasa and surrounding areas. By contrast, the two philosophical colleges attracted monks from all over Tibet (and beyond).


Despite their fame as centers of learning, not all of the monks of the two philosophical colleges were students or “textualists.”19 Far from it. In the mid-twentieth century only about 25 percent of Jé and Mé monks were actively studying.20 The rest were involved in various other activities: administration, cooking, overseeing the conduct of monks, supervising chapels, administering the monastery’s estates, managing corvée workers, and so on.21 None of the densas provided enough food for their members, so monks had to find some way to make ends meet. Monks who studied received a supplement of grain from the monasteries — called a chöpok (chos phog), or “dharma salary” — but this was only enough to feed them for a few months. Textualists barely survived on the food they received from the monastery and the little bit of money they received as offerings. But monks who were not studying, and who therefore did not qualify for the chöpok, could not survive unless they worked. Some of these monks worked as menial laborers for the monastery and received food or small stipends.22 Others earned a living by working for private families in Lhasa or by engaging in private business ventures outside the monastery. Only monks who had an outside source of income — financial support from their families or a patron — had the luxury of not worrying about their livelihood. Even though some of these lifestyles — working outside the monastery, doing business, and so on — were not considered ideal, poor monks had no choice in the matter since they needed the additional food or income to survive. For this reason these activities were tolerated even though some monastic rule books forbid them.23


One of the more controversial cohorts of worker-monks were the “punk monks,” or dobdobs (ldob ldob), a unique feature of the densas (figure 8).24 Dobdobs wore their robes high to expose their lower legs, had unique hairstyles, and often carried large, heavy “keys” or knives they used for fighting (figure 9).25 They belonged to fraternities called lingka (gling ka), which competed in intermonastery athletic competitions. (Sera and Drepung dobdobs were fierce adversaries.) The Mé and Jé Colleges each had two dobdob fraternities, one for younger monks and one for older. Dobdobs fought to prove their manliness and to preserve their honor when they felt slighted.26 Despite their pugilistic behavior, they were known for their hard work, for their support of monks who were studying, and for their sense of fairness, loyalty, and forthrightness. Like other less-than-ideal monastic lifestyles, dobdobs were tolerated so long as they kept their principal vows. But there are also stories of dobdobs finding a sense of calling later in life and becoming famous geshés or saintly practitioners. Many of these types of monks — the businessman, the dobdob, and so on — were features of densa life only in Tibet and only up to the mid-twentieth century. Before the Chinese occupation, policies were already being enacted to do away with some of the more “unseemly” aspects of densa monastic culture. For example, the dobdob fraternities were banned by the last abbot of Jé College in Tibet, Geshé Lhundrup Tapké (Dge bshes Lhun grub thabs mkhas, 1908–1992). There are no longer any dobdobs at Sera, in either India or Tibet. In India today, it is presumed that all densa monks are there to study. When they do not have the ability to study — for example, if they cannot effectively memorize texts or lack the quick-wittedness to debate — they may continue to sit in on classes and debate sessions until they earn a kind of honorary, lower-rank geshé degree. Or they may be placed in an administrative or managerial position within the monastery.
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Figure 8. A painting of a dobdob on a door at Labrang Monastery, Amdo. Photo: J. Cabezón.
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Figure 9. A Sera dobdob in the 1950s. Photo from a private collection in Lhasa.




Many aspects of Tibetan monastic life may seem strange to Western observers, who often have an idealized image of Tibetan monks as living a serene, contemplative existence, aloof from worldly concerns. That this stereotype is inaccurate can be seen, inter alia, from the fact that, throughout history, Sera monks have been active participants in Tibetan politics and governance. Several of Tibet’s regents — the men who ruled the country during a Dalai Lama’s minority — hailed from Sera. In later times, Sera administrators sat on the Tibetan National Assembly,27 and the abbots even sat on the country’s highest ruling council. Ordinary monks, too, often found themselves embroiled in politics — taking up arms, on more than one occasion, sometimes even against the Ganden Potrang (Dga’ ldan Pho brang), the government of the Dalai Lamas. Far from being aloof, otherwordly spectators, Sera monks’ influence on the political history of Tibet cannot be overestimated.


At its founding, Sera consisted of little more than a small temple, a kitchen, and living quarters for a few monks. By the late 1700s it had evolved into a large campus a little over one square kilometer in size, with four mammoth, multistory temples, three dozen regional houses, and over 3,000 monks. A dry river bed called the “sand street,” or jeshung (phye gzhung), cuts the campus into two halves. The western half (left, when viewed from the entrance to the monastery; right when viewed from the mountain behind Sera) is the oldest, and contains all of the college temples. The eastern half is newer — dating to the turn of the eighteenth century — and contains Sera’s main temple, the Great Assembly Hall. The entire monastery was surrounded by a wall with one main gate and two secondary entrances, all three along the southern wall (figures 10 and 11).


Sera has many different types of buildings:28


• The three college assembly halls, called dukhang (’du khang), are the temples where monks from a given college congregated for trajas (grwa ja), “prayer teas,” and other college-specific functions. In Tibet, the Jé and Mé Assembly Halls are rarely used for this purpose anymore because the monastic population is so small that the two colleges meet together in the Great Assembly Hall for almost all functions. The dukhangs of the two philosophical colleges have a similar layout. The ground floor contains a mammoth meeting hall, and several rear or side chapels (gtsang khang) — chapels of the “Buddhas of the Three Times,” of Tsongkhapa (Tsong kha lha khang), of the Buddha Śākyamuni (jo khang), and a chapel devoted to the college’s tutelary deity and protector (mgon khang). On the second floor, we find a large reception and meeting room (rab gsal chen mo), a treasury (mdzod khang), some additional chapels, and several miscellaneous rooms — storerooms, a kitchen for preparing ritual cakes (gtor sgrub khang), and so on. On the third story there are guest rooms, and on the fourth are a suite of rooms for the Dalai Lama and the residence of the college abbot. The Mé College’s printing house (par khang) was located on the fifth floor of its assembly hall, but the Jé College’s printing house was in a separate building.
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Figure 10. Sera, with some of its hermitages in the mountains above it. Detail of a nineteenth-century painting of Lhasa. Image courtesy Treasury of Lives.
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Figure 11. Sera as viewed from the mountain behind it. The “sand street” that divides the two halves of the monastery is today lined with trees. The older half of the monastery, containing the Mé, Jé, and Tantric College Assembly Halls, is on the right. The newer half, which contains the Great Assembly Hall, is on the left. Photo: Sera Project.
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Figure 12. Sera’s Great Assembly Hall. Photo: J. Cabezón.


• The Great Assembly Hall, or Tsokchen (tshogs chen), is the largest of Sera’s temples (figure 12). It is where all the monks from all the colleges meet for the daily monastery-wide prayer teas — called “mass teas,” or mangjas (mang ja) — for Vinaya rituals like the bimonthly confession, and for major teachings by high lamas and other monastery-wide functions. In addition to its main meeting hall, the Tsokchen, just like the college assembly halls, contains other chapels and residential and meeting rooms for administrators. Before 1959 the second floor of the Sera Tsokchen contained the offices of the Lachi (Bla spyi), the monastery-wide administration.


• Regional house headquarters are built around a central courtyard. Each of these compounds contains, on one of its sides, a temple with a large meeting hall, called a tshom (tshom) (figure 13), a kitchen, meeting rooms, and the residence of the khamtsen head teacher. The other sides of the khamtsen compound contain monks’ quarters — each of them with verandas overlooking the courtyard (figure 14). The courtyard is the site of khamtsen debate sessions and contains a “debate throne,” or damtri (dam khri), made of stone, where monks being examined would sit.


• The larger regional houses also had apartment complexes, called chikhang (spyi khang) (figure 15). They are multistory compounds of monks’ rooms that are identical to the khamtsen headquarters except that they have no temple.
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Figure 13. The interior of the temple, or tshom, of Sera Mé’s Gyalrong khamtsen. Photo: Sera Project.


[image: Image]


Figure 14. Monks’ rooms overlooking the courtyard inside the Lawa khamtsen, Sera, Tibet. Photo: Sera Project.
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Figure 15. One of Sera’s larger apartment buildings. The building may have originally belonged to the Tsawa khamtsen of Jé College, but the Sera Tantric College currently uses it as the residence for its monks. Photo: Sera Project.


• Lamas’ residences, or labrangs (bla brang), were architecturally identical to the regional-house headquarters but belonged to high incarnate lamas, or trulkus.


• The two philosophical colleges, Jé and Mé, each had its own debate courtyards, chöra (chos rwa).29 The Tantric College also had a chöra, but it was used to practice chants and musical instruments. Planted with trees to provide shade in the summer, the chöras of the philosophical colleges also contained stone thrones for the college abbot and other high lamas. The Jé College debate courtyard also contains the famous Madhyamaka Temple, a small masonry enclosure that houses the stone magically imprinted with the letter A that emerged from Tsongkhapa’s text.


• Miscellaneous structures around the monastery included stūpas (mchod rten), clay tablet repositories (tsa khang), stables (chibs ra), and so on. Today, the monastery also has a restaurant, and the old Jé College printing house is now the printing house and bookstore for the whole monastery.
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Figure 16. Ganden Monastery, ca. 1991. Photo: J. Cabezón.


The monastery’s regulations required that all buildings be painted white, with two exceptions. College kitchens were painted yellow because this is the color of Vaiśrāvaṇa, the deity of wealth; yellow is also the color that symbolizes augmentation or increase. Painting kitchens yellow was believed to attract wealth to the monastery. Lamas who served as regents of Tibet — most notably the Tsemönling and Radreng incarnations — were also permitted to paint their labrangs yellow, a symbol of their kingly status. Regulations also governed what ornaments regional houses were allowed to have on their roofs. For example, only khamtsens that contained a copy of the Buddhist canon, the Kangyur (Bka’ ’gyur), or who had produced a throneholder of Ganden were allowed to have an architectural feature called “banners,” gyaltsen (rgyal mtshan), on their roofs.30 Although most of Tibet’s other monasteries were destroyed between 1959 and the end of the Cultural Revolution in 1976, Sera and Drepung sustained minor damage. Ganden was not so lucky. Most of the buildings were destroyed, although many have since been rebuilt (figure 16).
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Figure 17. Sera in the Bylakuppe settlement, Karnataka, India, in the late 1970s.


In 1959 about 200 Sera monks followed His Holiness the Dalai Lama into exile in India. Originally housed in an abandoned fort of Buxa Duar, West Bengal, the exile monks founded a new Sera next to the Tibetan settlement of Bylakuppe in Karnataka State in South India on land provided them by the Indian government (figure 17). Sera in exile has grown from a couple of hundred monks into a mammoth monastic university with approximately 3,000 monks and a campus as large as the original Sera in Tibet. As Sera’s exiled monks were trying to reconstitute their life, rituals, and educational curriculum in India, the monks of Sera in Tibet were struggling to keep the monastery alive. The period of the Cultural Revolution, from 1966 to 1976, had been especially difficult. During this time many monks were imprisoned and put to work in chain gangs. Many monks died, and many others left the monastery. After the Chinese government eased restrictions on religion in the late 1970s, the monastery was allowed to reopen, and the few surviving monks began to ordain novices and to revive their traditions. Chinese government limits on the monastery’s enrollment (officially capped at 550) and other forms of social control have never allowed Sera in Tibet to flourish, but the monastery is still very much alive. In fact, it is one of the most important tourist venues in Tibet, drawing large crowds of mostly Chinese tourists in the summer months. Sera in exile continues to flourish and to produce well-trained scholars — many with the highest geshé degree, called lharampa (lha rams pa), the equivalent of a doctorate. After graduating, some of these learned geshés go on to advanced esoteric studies in the tantric colleges,31 others stay in the monastery to teach, others are sent as abbots or teachers to smaller monasteries and nunneries in India, some travel abroad to teach in various Dharma centers, and a handful go into retreat to practice meditation. The influence of Sera monks on the international dissemination of Tibetan Buddhism has been immense. One has only to think of figures like Lama Yeshé and Lama Zopa Rinpoché, the founders of the Foundation for the Preservation of the Mahāyāna Tradition (FPMT), with 162 centers in 38 countries; or Geshé Losang Tharchin (1921–2004), the abbot of Rashi Gempel Ling Monastery in New Jersey; or Geshé Jampa Tekchok (1930–2014), who served as a teacher at the Manjushri Institute in London and later as abbot of Nalanda Monastery in Lavaur, France; or Geshé Lhundub Sopa, the first Tibetan monk to become a tenured professor in an American university. The legacy of these important lamas continues to the present day, touching the lives of many Buddhists worldwide.


Considering how important the densas have been to the history of Tibet, there is little European or American scholarship on these institutions. To our knowledge, there are no serious book-length studies of Ganden and Drepung in any European language,32 but several exist in Tibetan.33 The same is true of Sera.34 This book charts Sera’s history from its founding until the present day. The first two chapters provide the Indian background. Chapter 1 describes what it means to be a Buddhist monk: the way he is ordained, the rules he must follow, and the major monastic rituals that he must observe. Chapter 2 describes the transition from itineracy — from being wandering mendicants — to living in permanent monasteries; it also charts the evolution of monastic learning, culminating in the rise of the great Indian Buddhist universities, like Nālandā. Chapter 3 begins with the adoption of Buddhism as the state religion of Tibet, the ordination of the first monks, the founding of the first monasteries, the project of translating the Indian Buddhist classics, and the founding of great centers of learning, like the great Kadampa university of Sangpu (Gsang phu). Chapters 4 through 10 focus on Sera: its founding, the rise of the philosophical colleges and regional houses, the historical evolution of the monastery into a seat of learning and a powerful political force, the period of the Sera regents, and Sera’s fate since the Chinese occupation of the whole of Tibet in 1959. The final chapter is devoted to the reestablished Sera in exile. Although the work is organized historically, we have added two thematic chapters — on the system of study (chapter 5) and on the administration of the monastery (chapter 8) — because we felt that these required separate treatment. The book is, we hope, a realistic and accurate portrait of Sera. We have not shied away from mentioning the more problematic aspects of life in the monastery or the less-flattering episodes in Sera’s history. So many Tibetan works on the densas are idealized portraits of these institutions. Our intention was to provide a balanced, critical account.35 It will be up to the reader to decide whether we have succeeded. This book is not the final word on Sera, but we hope that it begins to address the pressing need for more research on Tibet’s great monastic universities.


We, the two authors of this book, are ourselves former Sera monks. José Cabezón belonged to the Jé College and Penpa Dorjee to the Mé College. Both of us lived and studied at Sera in Karnataka. Penpa Dorjee arrived at the monastery as a young monk in 1968, just when the new Sera was being founded. When the program of study was revived, Penpa Dorjee entered one of its first classes. Much later, he served as the principal of the Sera Mé young monks’ school and as secretary of the Sera Lama Society. José Cabezón joined the monastery in 1980, participating in the traditional system of studies while writing his doctoral dissertation. He later served, with Luca Corona, as a consultant to the Sera Jé young monks’ school. Although we have benefited tremendously from our conversations with contemporary Sera monks, we should note that our conclusions are our own and do not necessarily reflect the views of Sera Monastery or its monks, either in Tibet or in exile. We have written this book in the hope that it will fill an important lacuna in the study of Buddhist Tibet. But we have another motivation as well. Sera celebrates its 600th anniversary in 2019. Having collected materials for this study for many decades,36 we decided to publish the book in time for this auspicious occasion — as a way of paying tribute to an institution that has so nourished us.




So many individuals have helped us in so many ways over the years. We especially wish to acknowledge the help of the late Geshé Dadrak, H. E. the Ganden Tri Rinpoché Losang Tendzin, Geshé Lhundup Palbar, the present abbot of Sera Mé, Geshé Tendzin Dorje, Geshé Palden, Geshé Ngawang, Geshé Losang Palden, Geshé Tendzin Chöphel, Chöndzé Losang Yönten, Geshé Jampa Sengé, and Changdzö Jampa Söpa, Geshé Thubten Rinchen. Professor David Germano at the University of Virginia was immensely helpful with logistics in Tibet and has hosted the Sera Project website on the Tibetan and Himalayan Library for almost two decades. David Newman and Alex Catanese served as José Cabezón’s photographers during those trips. Many of the images you will see in these pages were theirs. Finally, many thanks to Jaakko Takkinen for proofreading, to Nathaniel Rich for proofreading and compiling the bibliography, and Mary Petrusewicz and Ben Gleason at Wisdom Publications for their editorial and production assistance. We also want to acknowledge the institutions and scholarly societies that funded and supported this research. José Cabezón wishes to thank the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial Foundation for a fellowship to pursue this project during the academic year 2015–2016, and the University of California–Santa Barbara for generous leave support from 2015 to 2017. Penpa Dorjee wishes to thank the Central University of Tibetan Studies for granting him a leave in the summer of 2016. Both of us wish to thank the Robert N. H. Ho Foundation and the American Council of Learned Societies for a Collaborative Research Grant that permitted us to work together in Santa Barbara and Sarnath during the academic year 2016–2017. We also wish to thank our very able editor at Wisdom, Mary Petrusewicz, and Dr. Nathaniel Rich, whose help with proofreading and other tasks was invaluable. Finally, we want to thank the monks of Sera for their generous help and support, for answering our many questions, and for providing us with important documents and guidance. We dedicate this book to them, to the flourishing of the Buddha’s teachings, to the long life of His Holiness the Dalai Lama, and to the fulfillment of all his wishes.
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His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, from a mural in Sera, Tibet. Photo: Sera Project.
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Figure 18. The Buddha cuts off his hair to renounce worldly life and become a monk. Borobudur, Java, Indonesia, ninth century. Photo: J. Cabezón.
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2. See “Tibetan Monasteries,” http://www.colorado.edu/APS/landscapes/tibet/tibet_map.html, accessed October 2006.


3. See Geoffrey Samuels, Civilized Shamans: Buddhism in Tibetan Societies (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1993), 309, and Appendix 1.


4. The situation has always been a bit more complex. Only Tibetans who are not members of the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) are allowed to freely practice religion. Tibetan cadres — that is, members of the CCP — are prohibited from doing so, although many of them nonetheless practice religion surreptitiously.


5. It is not clear when precisely this occurred. At some point, eminent monks started to be appointed as “masters” (chos rje) of Ganden’s two colleges, Jangtsé and Shartsé. According to Bya rigs pa (Dga’ ldan khri pa rim byon, 63), the tradition of rotating the Ganden throne between Sharpa and Jangpa Chöjés started during the tenure of Kong po bstan ’dzin legs bshad (d. 1664), who was Ganden Tripa from 1631 to 1638. Apparently there was a dispute between the two Ganden colleges at this time. Bstan ’dzin legs bshad — who had previously served as Jangtsé Chöjé — assumed the Ganden throne but was deposed by the monks of Shartsé. The king of Tsang stepped in and settled the dispute by ordering that the masters of Shartsé and Jangtsé should alternate, and he limited the term to seven years. See Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, Dga’ ldan chos ’byung baiḍūrya ser po (Beijing: Krung go’i bod kyi shes rig dpe skrun khang, 1991), 91; and Ser smad zu re ba, Se ra theg chen gling, 162.


6. The Japanese monk who stayed at Sera, Ekai Kawaguchi (1866–1945), wrote about his experiences at the monastery. The book is racist and paternalistic, and some of its information is inaccurate. That said, it provides us with some important information, being one of the few first-person accounts of life in the monastery at the turn of the twentieth century. See Ekai Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet (Kathmandu: EMR Publishing House, 1995, reprint of the 1909 edition), especially chaps. 46, 48, 50, and 53. Among the interesting tidbits of information found in the work, Kawaguchi tells us that at the time he was studying at Sera there were about 300 Mongolian students.


7. On this fascinating figure, see José Ignacio Cabezón, “Ara Drubtob Tarpai Gyeltsen,” Treasury of Lives, https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Ara-Drubtob-Tarpai-Gyeltsen/7565. He is said to be the first in what later came to known as the Lhabtsun (Lha btsun) lama lineage, one of the most important trulku lineages of Sera.


8. On Jedrungpa, see Samten Chhosphel, “Jedrung Sherab Wangpo,” Treasury of Lives, https://treasuryoflives.org/biographies/view/Jedrung-Sherab-Wangpo/8103. Chhosphel questions whether the Dargyé monastery that he founded is the famous one or some other. Jedrungpa, a student of Jetsunpa and the Second Dalai Lama, also served as abbot of Chamdo Jampa Ling. His textbook on Madhyamaka, the Dbu ma’i spyi don dgongs pa yang gsal, was still being studied at Sera Jé in the middle of the eighteenth century, as attested by Longdöl Lama’s list of the Jé College yikchas.


9. Bstan pa rgya mtsho, Gling bsre bshad pa ngag gi sgo ’byed, in Zhang ston bstan pa rgya mtsho’i gsung ’bum (Bla brang: Bla brang par khang, 199?), block print, TBRC W22145, vol. 3, 118–19.


10. Georges Dreyfus, The Sound of Two Hands Clapping: The Education of a Tibetan Buddhist Monk (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2003), 49, argues that a tratsang — an institution with its own administration, and the true object of a monk’s allegiance — is better conceived of as a “monastery,” and this is how he translates the term. There is some truth to what Dreyfus says. But a monk’s allegiance was (and is) always dependent on context. In situations where Sera was competing against another one of the densas — for example, during the geshé exams at the Great Prayer Festival — then the focus of monks’ allegiance shifted to Sera. And when the monastery was battling against a rival sect — for example, the Kagyü — then it was Geluk that became the focus of allegiance.


11. Geshé Sopa states that Ganden Chönkhor monks could go to any one of the three densas, but if they went to Sera, they would enter the Tsangpa khamtsen of the Jé College. Geshé Lhundub Sopa, Like a Waking Dream: The Autobiography of Geshé Lhundub Sopa, with Paul Donnelly (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2012), 92.


12. See Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, 295–96. Kawaguchi passed himself off as a monk from the northern plains or Jangtang, and therefore entered the Drati (Bra ti) regional house.


13. Lobsang Gyatso, Memoirs of a Tibetan Lama, trans. Gareth Sparham (Ithaca, NY: Snow Lion Publications, 1998), 55–57. The author describes how representatives of the two khamtsens would meet whenever a new batch of monks arrived from Kham. The young monks’ names were written on paper, placed into a pot, and representatives of each of the two regional houses would take turns drawing out names. Every so often the khamtsen head teachers would meet and tally the number of monks to make sure that the two khamtsens were receiving equal numbers of transfer students.


14. Blo bzang lhun grub rdo rje et al., Krung go’i bod brgyud dgon pa’i dkar chag las gansu glegs bam (Xining: Gansu mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 2006), 313.


15. The Fifth Dalai Lama’s rule book for Drepung mentions that in earlier times “the monastic houses (khams tshan) fought over people and possessions, using arrows and catapults.” Berthe Jansen, “How to Tame a Wild Monastic Elephant: Drepung Monastery according to the Great Fifth,” in Tibetans Who Escaped the Historian’s Net: Studies in the Social History of Tibetan Societies, ed. Charles Ramble et al. (Kathmandu: Vajra Books, 2013), 120. Despite attempts to control khamtsens from quarreling over monks, this happened anyway, especially when the monk in question was an incarnate lama, or trulku (sprul sku), who brought both prestige and money to his college and regional house. For example, in the early 1940s two of the regional houses of Sera Jé — Drati and Tsangpa — both laid claim to the famous incarnation Tromo Geshé Rinpoché (Gro mo dge bshes rin po che, 1937–2001) because he had been born in one place while his home monastery was in another. The Sera authorities resolved the dispute by making him a member of both regional houses. See Tshe dbang rin chen et al., Se ra theg chen gling (Beijing: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1995), 172, which mentions another similar dispute between Hamdong and Drati khamtsen in 1955. As that work shows, divination was often used to settle such disputes. There are also records of two khamtsens laying claim to the same geographical region; “Terminology and Brief Document Summary,” http://www.dtab.uni-bonn.de/tibdoc/termdoc/term1.htm, #63.


16. This version of the legend is based on oral tradition, but for a very similar tale, see Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho, Dga’ ldan chos ’byung, 137; and Tre hor lha rams dge bshes tshul dga’ (hereafter Dge bshes tshul dga’), Ser byes chos ’byung legs bshad rta bdun bdag po’i ’od zer (hereafter Ser byes chos ’byung) (Bylakuppe: Ser Jey Library, 2009), vol. 2, 141.


17. Tantric College monks therefore had to borrow or rent rooms in existing regional houses. That was, in any case, the situation before 1959. Today, because there are so many empty buildings at Sera in Tibet, the Tantric College uses one of the former khamtsen apartment buildings, called the Long House (Khang ring), as living quarters for its monks.


18. The source of most of this information is Tshe dbang rin chen, Se ra theg chen gling, 116–19. The Tibetan Academy of Social Sciences (TASS) team headed by Tsewang Rinchen is the only group of researchers to have been given access to Sera’s official documents. The figures are therefore in all likelihood very accurate.


19. The Tibetan term for textualist is pechawa (dpe cha ba). These monks are also called “students,” or lopnyerwa (slob gnyer ba); see Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, 201.


20. The 25 percent figure is based on oral interviews. Melvyn Goldstein, A History of Modern Tibet, 1913–1915: The Demise of the Lamaist State (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 24, estimates that 29 percent of Mé college monks were studying; and Lobsang Gyatso (Memoirs, 69) states that 3,000 of Drepung’s 10,000 monks — about 30 percent — were studying.


21. Kawaguchi recounts that during his stay at Sera at the turn of the twentieth century, in addition to all of the different types of monk-workers, there was a whole cadre of boys from very poor families working for the monastery. Called tolen (lto lan), these boys came from Lhasa each day and worked in exchange for food.


22. For example, Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, 201, states that dobdobs, which we are about to discuss, “earn their way by gathering yak-dung from the fields or by carrying from the bank of the river Kichu to the monastery wood which has been brought in boats from Sam-ya–e [Samyé?] or Kongpo.”


23. A letter sent by the Tsemönling Regent to Sera in 1821, quoted in its entirety in Tshe dbang rin chen, Se ra theg chen gling, 123, states: “You are not allowed to purchase land, set up house, buy empty lots, sell things, give out loans, farm, participate in wars, plow land, work on irrigation, and hire male and female servants to deal in alcohol.”


24. On the dobdobs, see Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, chap. 46; and Melvyn Goldstein, “A Study of the Ldab Ldob,” Central Asiatic Journal 60.2 (1964): 123–40. The term dobdob is used in two different ways by Sera monks. Sometimes it is used to refer to anyone who did not study; sometimes to the official members of the fraternities. Goldstein has estimated that as many as 10 percent of densa monks belonged to fraternities, and were therefore dobdobs in the formal sense. Goldstein’s portrayal of the dobdobs as “deviant” and “anti-monks” is problematic, although to his credit he acknowledges that this is not the Tibetans’ own perspective on these monks. Nonetheless, Goldstein’s research on the dobdobs is a valuable ethnographic study of these monks’ customs and way of life, including their sexual practices, on which see also Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, 292. For a first-person account of what it was like to be a dobdob, see Tashi Khedrup, Adventures of a Tibetan Fighting Monk, compiled by Hugh Richardson and Tadeusz Skorupski (Bangkok: Orchid Press, 1998). Dobdobs performed many different kinds of work. Some did menial labor, others played various ritual instruments, others served as bodyguards when high lamas traveled. Drepung dobdobs served as the police force during the annual Great Prayer Festival in Lhasa, when the entire city came under the jurisdiction of the monastery. During this time, the “chief of police” was the Drepung shalngo (zhal ngo), the monastery’s chief disciplinarian. The shalngo’s staff, the gekö yokpo (dge skos g.yog po), served as his lieutenants. The actual “policemen” were the dobdobs. Goldstein, “A Study of the Ldab Ldob,” 136.


25. In addition to their unique way of dressing, dobdobs also had special hair styles — donning locks of hair called natra (sna skra), which they tucked behind their ears. Many wore dregnag (dreg nag), or eye shadow made from soot, and they tied a piece of red cloth around their upper right arm called a “root vow,” or tsadom (rtsa sdom). Goldstein, “A Study of the Ldab Ldob,” 128. The imitation keys that dobdobs carried were called dedzü (lde brdzus), but some also carried knives. It is hard to say how or when the dobdob tradition originated, but it is not hard to imagine that they emerged out of the institution of the warrior-monks who played such an important role at different points in Tibetan history.


26. See the informative comments of Kawaguchi, who was a doctor and, during his time at Sera, treated many dobdob injuries sustained as the result of their sparring practice or actual fights. Kawaguchi, Three Years in Tibet, 292–93.


27. On the National Assembly, see Goldstein, A History of Modern Tibet, 1913–1915, 19–20.


28. The interested reader can explore all of Sera’s different buildings, color coded according to type and to which college they belonged, at “Sera Monastery Interactive Map,” http://www.thlib.org/places/monasteries/sera/spaces/map/.


29. The Seventh Dalai Lama’s Sera Supplementary Rule Book, written in 1737, uses the term chos grwa instead of the more common chos rwa. Bskal bzang rgya mtsho, Chos sde chen po se ra theg chen gling gi sgrig khrims gnon sdems skor rgyal mchog bdun pa chen pos me sbrul lor bstsal ba’i bca’ yig gser tham chen mo ’byar ma’i ngo bshus dge (hereafter Se ra’i bca’ yig), in Bca’ yig phyogs bsgrigs (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmangs dpe skrun khang, 2001), 85.


30. See Tshe dbang rin chen, Se ra theg chen gling, 134.


31. The two tantric colleges (rgyud pa grwa tshang) — Tö (Stod), or Upper, and Mé (Smad), or Lower, so called because of their original position in the Lhasa landscape — have also been refounded in India. Gyümé is located near the Hunsur Tibetan settlement in Karnataka, about an hour’s drive from Sera. Gyütö is located in Dharamsala, the Himalayan hill town in Himachal Pradesh that is home to His Holiness the Dalai Lama. Sera geshés go to either Gyütö or Gyümé, depending on which of their college’s regional houses they belonged to. For example, all of the monks of the Jé College’s Tsangpa regional house go to Gyümé. Studies at these two tantric colleges qualify monks for higher positions in the Geluk hierarchy. The way in which a monk passes through these various stages of the Geluk hierarchy has been explained in detail in Geshé Lhundub Sopa, Lectures on Tibetan Religious Culture (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives, 2004), 2 vols. In brief, a lharampa geshé must first become a disciplinarian, or gekö (dge bskos), of his tantric college, then, when there is a vacancy, the Dalai Lama will appoint an assistant abbot, or lama umdzé (bla ma dbu mdzad), from among these disciplinarians or former disciplinarians. Once chosen as assistant abbot, the monk automatically ascends to the abbacy, the position of khenpo (mkhan po). When he finishes his tenure as abbot, he enters the pool of former abbots, or khensur (mkhan zur). The seniormost of these former abbots then ascend to the position of Jangtsé and Shartsé Chöjé (Byang rtse chos rje, Shar rtse chos rje), depending on which of the two tantric colleges they hail from. As the Ganden Throne, the seat of Tsongkhapa, is vacated by a tripa, it is occupied by either the Jangtsé or the Shartsé Chöjés, alternating between the two.


32. See, however, Georges Dreyfus’s excellent essay, “Drepung: An Introduction,” http://www.thlib.org/places/monasteries/drepung/intro.php#!essay=/dreyfus/drepung/intro.


33. Brief discussions of the three densas are found in larger histories of the Geluk school. The earliest works of this sort include Paṇ chen bsod nams grags pa (1478–1554), Bka’ gdams gsar rnying gi chos ’byung yid kyi mdzes rgyan (Lhasa: Bod ljongs bod yig dpe rnying dpe skrun khang, 2001), written in 1529; Mkhar nag lo tsā ba dpal ’byor rgya mtsho (b. late sixteenth century), Dga’ ldan chos ’byung dpag bsam sdong po mkhas pa ’gyes byed (Lhasa: Ser gtsug nang bstan dpe rnying ’tshol bsdu phyogs sgrig khang, 2016), written ca. 1630; Sde srid sangs rgyas rgya mtsho (1653–1705), Dga’ ldan chos ’byung, written in 1698; Phur lcog ngag dbang byams pa (1682–1762), Grwa sa chen po bzhi dang rgyud pa stod smad chags tshul pad dkar ’phreng ba (Xining: Mtsho sngon mi rigs par ’debs bzo grwa, 1989). Contemporary Tibetan works on Ganden include Dga’ ldan ngag dbang bstan ’byung, Gdan sa chen po dga’ ldan rnam par rgyal ba’i gling gi gnas yig mdor bsdus pa (Lhasa: Bod ljongs mi dmang dpe skrun khang, 2012). Works on Drepung include Dge bshes dge ’dun blo gros, ’Bras spungs chos ’byung (Wiesbaden: Steiner, 1974), and Dpal ldan ’bras dkar spungs pa’i chos ’byung gi zur rgyan (sogs) (Mundgod, India: Drepung Lachi, 2008); as well as Bstan pa bstan ’dzin, Chos sde chen po dpal ldan ’bras spungs bkra shis sgo mang grwa tshang gi chos ’byung dung g.yas su ’khyil ba’i sgra dbyangs (Mundgod, India: Dpal ldan ’bras spungs bkra shis sgo mang dpe mdzod khang, 2003), 2 vols.


34. In addition to the brief (but important) discussions of Sera we find in the early Geluk histories (see previous note), there are a number of recent Tibetan studies of Sera. General studies of the monastery as a whole include Champa Thubten Zongtse, Geschichte der Kloster Universität Se-ra-theg-chen-gliṅ: Mkhas mang rgya mtsho’i gnas dbus ’gyur gdan sa chen po gsum gyi ya gyal se ra theg chen gling gi chos ’byung rab gsal nor bu’i me long (Gottingen: Im Selbstverlag des Verfassers, 1991); Blo bzang bstan ’dzin, Phyogs thams cad las rnam par rgyal ba’i chos sde chen po se ra theg chen gling gi lo rgyus tshigs bcad du bsdebs pa kun dga’ gtam gyi rol mo (Lhasa: Mi rigs dpe skrun khang, 1995), a short verse history of Sera; Tshe dbang rin chen, Se ra theg chen gling; and Ser smad zu re ba blo bzang chos ’byor, Dbus ’gyur gyi gdan sa chen po se ra theg chen gling gi gdan rabs ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba (Beijing: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2014). There are also studies of each of Sera’s two philosophical colleges. Contemporary books on the Jé College include Dge bshes Tshul dga’, Ser byes chos ’byung, 2 vols; Byes bsam blo bzang dkon mchog, ’Jam mgon bstan pa’i rtsa lag ser byes gdan rabs zla ba nor bu’i me long (Bylakuppe: Ser byes dpe mdzod khang, 1999); and Ser byes dge bshes Lha rams pa rong po blo bzang snyan grags, Ser byes ngo sprod gter gyi kha byang (Bylakuppe: Sera Jey Library, 2009). The most important modern work on Sera Mé is Dge bshes ye shes dbang phyug, Ser smad thos bsam nor gling grwa tshang gi chos ’byung lo rgyus nor bu’i phreng ba (hereafter Ser smad lo rgyus) (Bylakuppe: Se ra smad Press, n.d.).


35. Although not concerned with any of the densas, but with some of the large Geluk monasteries in Amdo, the works of Paul Nietupski and Brenton Sullivan are examples of studies that attempt to understand Tibetan monasticism through a historical-critical lens. See Paul Kocot Nietupski, Labrang Monastery: A Tibetan Buddhist Community on the Inner Asian Borderlands, 1709–1958 (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2011); and Brenton Thomas Sullivan, “The Mother of All Monasteries: Gönlung Jampa Ling and the Rise of Mega Monasteries in Northeastern Tibet,” PhD diss., University of Virginia, 2013.


36. Some of this material has been published on José Ignacio Cabezón’s Sera website, “Sera Monastery,” http://www.thlib.org/places/monasteries/sera/, which includes many images and an interactive map of the monastery.











1. Early Indian Buddhist Monasticism and Its Major Rites


The Buddha and the Early Monastic Community


THE ANCIENT SOURCES agree that sometime in his mid- to late twenties Siddhārtha Gautama — a sixth-century BCE north Indian prince who belonged to the Śākya clan of the kingdom of Kosala — had a life-changing experience. On a series of day trips through Kapilavastu, the Śākyan capital, he witnessed four sights that made him question the meaning and purpose of his life. He saw, purportedly for the first time, a sick man, a decrepit old man, a corpse, and an ascetic. These four sights brought him face to face with suffering — illness, old age, and death — and the experience is said to have shaken Siddhārtha to the core. However, the fourth sight, that of the ascetic, offered a glimmer of hope, a way forward beyond suffering. Contemplating all of this, Siddhārtha decided that the only life worth living was the one devoted to the quest for emancipation — the deliverance from suffering — and so renouncing his life of princely pleasures and privilege, he ran away from the palace in the middle of the night, cut off his hair, changed his royal garments for rags, and entered the forest to live with other ascetics who were pursuing the goal of liberation (figure 18).


These men, called śramaṇas, were engaged in a spiritual discipline of austerities and meditation.37 Siddhārtha apprenticed himself to some of the most distinguished of these forest hermits, most notably Ārāḍa Kālāma and Udraka Rāmaputra. After six years of practicing different techniques of concentration grounded in a severe form of asceticism that included rigorous fasting, Siddhārtha, who had become emaciated and extremely weak, realized that this path was not going to lead him to emancipation (figure 19). Understanding that self-mortification was as much of an extreme as the life of pleasure that he had renounced, he took nourishment and, regaining his strength, sat under a banyan tree in the village that today is known as Bodhgaya. There he meditated throughout the night, and as the sun rose he attained enlightenment, or awakening. The Buddha spent the next five decades of his life teaching throughout north India. He died around age eighty and was cremated. His ashes were distributed as relics to some of the kingdoms where he had taught. This version of the Buddha’s life, which we might call the “naturalistic account,” is found in texts like the Lalitavistara and in traditions like the Theravāda. The Mahāyāna versions of the Buddha’s life differ in several respects. For example, some Mahāyāna texts claimed that Siddhārtha was an enlightened being before coming to earth, and that he “play acted” (tshul ston pa) the various deeds that constituted his life propelled not by karma but voluntarily out of compassion for the world.38 Whatever the nature of the being who performed these deeds — whether he was an ordinary human, a highly advanced bodhisattva, or an enlightened being — all of the traditions are in general agreement about the major events of the Buddha’s life.
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Figure 19. Statue of the Buddha after his six years of fasting. Modern reproduction of an early Gandharan original. Wat Mendut, Java, Indonesia. Photo: J. Cabezón.




After his enlightenment, the Buddha contemplated what he had learned and began to have serious doubts about whether his profound insights could be communicated — that is, whether or not he should teach. But realizing that some people would benefit from what he had to say, after several weeks (and with prodding from the gods Indra and Brahmā) he embarked on a teaching career that would last for fifty years, until his death around age eighty. Initially, the Buddha thought to share his insight with Ārāḍa and Udraka, his two former ascetic teachers, whom he thought stood the greatest chance of understanding him, but as he contemplated this he gleaned, through his psychic powers, that both men had already died. So he decided instead to seek out the group of five ascetics (pañcavargika) who had been his lifelong friends and his spiritual companions in the forest. The five were staying at the Deer Park in Ṛsipatana, in what today is the town of Sarnath on the outskirts of the great Hindu holy city of Vārāṇasī (figure 20). Because he had eaten, the Buddha looked healthy and strong. As soon as the five ascetics saw him, they realized that he had forsaken the path of self-mortification and they agreed among themselves to shun him, but the Buddha’s newfound charisma, born from his enlightenment, quickly won them over. As he preached to them his first sermon, The Turning of the Wheel of Dharma, one after another they gained insight and became his followers. The Buddha welcomed them as the first Buddhist monks with a simple two-word formula, ehi bhikṣuka: “Come, monk.” This is how, according to the classical sources, the first monks were admitted into the order, and how the Buddhist Saṅgha, or community, was founded.39 After the conversion of the group of five, the Buddha started to travel throughout north India, preaching. By all accounts, he was charismatic, physically attractive, and a gifted speaker. He captivated audiences and started to attract large numbers of followers. Many people, including converts from other ascetic traditions, asked to be admitted to his new monastic order. Mohan Wijayaratna estimates, based on the Pāli texts, that by the end of the Buddha’s first year of teaching several hundred men had already joined the Buddhist monastic community.40 Originally an all-male order, at the request of his stepmother, Mahāprajāpatī (and with the intercession of Ānanda, the Buddha’s cousin and attendant), he began to ordain women as well, thus also founding an order of nuns. The contemporary Tibetan historian Dungkar Rinpoché is one of the few scholars to provide estimates of the number of monks and nuns in ancient India, stating that at the time of the Buddha’s death there were “several tens of thousands,” and that at its highpoint in the fifth and sixth centuries the number of fully ordained and novice monks and nuns numbered around 2 million.41
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Figure 20. The ruins of the monastery of Ṛsipatana and, in the background, the stūpa commemorating the site at which the Buddha first taught. Sarnath, India. Photo J. Cabezón.




Many young men joined the Buddhist Saṅgha. The Pāli canon preserves for us exchanges in which people marvel at the fact that men who were still “black-haired, endowed with the blessings of youth, in the prime of life, and having never engaged in sensual pleasure [i.e., while still virgins],” nevertheless chose to lead a completely celibate life.42 Some of the individuals who sought admission into the order were just boys. The Buddhist tradition has traditionally maintained that the earlier a man is admitted into the Saṅgha, the easier the process of acculturation, the more complete his intellectual training, and the greater the likelihood that he will be able to cope with the challenges of the ascetic life, especially celibacy. But boys were not suitable candidates for full ordination, or upasaṃpadā (bsnyen par rdzogs pa) — they could not be ordained as monks (bhikṣu, dge slong) — and so lower initiations called “renunciant” (pravrajyā, rab tu byung ba) and “novice” (śrāmaṇera, dge tshul) were instituted. To receive such initiations, boys had to be old enough to be able to “shoo away crows,” which has traditionally been understood to be seven years of age.43 In Tibet, boys under this age — or older boys who were not ready to become full-fledged novices because they needed more training — were first initiated as “intermediate renunciants,” or parma rapjung (bar ma rab byung).44 They took the five lay precepts and were given robes, and their hair was shaved, leaving a small tuft on the crown that would be cut off by the abbot in a simple tonsure ceremony. Later, when they met the age requirement and the other criteria, they were given novice ordination. When they reached age twenty they could be ordained as monks.45 In Tibet every boy or man who had one or another of these levels of ordination — parma rapjung, novice, or fully ordained monk — was known generically as trapa (grwa pa), a term unknown to the Vinaya, but the most common designation for monks in Tibet.46


In ancient India women too were admitted to the Buddhist order either as fully ordained nuns, bhikṣuṇīs (dge slong ma), or as novice nuns, śrāmaṇerikā (dge tshul ma). A third category of nun called “probationary,” or śikṣāmānā (dge slob ma), lasted two years; it was an intermediate stage between novice and bhikṣuṇī. The purpose of this probationary period was, according to some texts, to ensure that the postulant was not pregnant before her ordination as a nun. Men did not have to undergo a probationary period unless they had converted from other sects, in which case they too had to be tested for a period of four months before being admitted into the order.47 The bhikṣuṇī order died out in India before it could be introduced into Tibet. The Tibetan nuns’ tradition is therefore composed entirely of novice nuns, since śrāmanerikā ordination can be imparted by monks in the absence of fully ordained nuns. The common Tibetan word for nun is ani (a ni); the more polite form is chölak (chos lags) or tsunma (btsun ma). In recent years, scholars have been exploring whether and how bhikṣuṇī ordination might be reintroduced into the Tibetan tradition. Although this has been a contentious issue, at the time of the writing of this book the issue is close to being decided, and it is likely that there will soon be fully ordained nuns in the Tibetan Mūlasarvāstivāda tradition.


The Buddha accepted not only monks and nuns but also laypeople as followers. Buddhist laymen and laywomen followed an ethical code called the “five precepts,” or pañcaśīla (bslab pa lnga) — not killing, not stealing, not lying, not committing adultery, and not drinking alcohol.48 Later Tibetan scholars would classify everyone who formally adopted rules of conduct into eight categories:


  1. Fully ordained monks (bhikṣu)


  2. Fully ordained nuns (bhikṣuṇī)


  3. Probationary nun (śikṣāmānā)


  4. Novice monks (śrāmaṇera)


  5. Novice nuns (śrāmaṇerikā)


  6. Laymen (upāsaka, dge bsnyen)


  7. Laywomen (upasikā, dge bsnyen ma)


  8. The one who is keeping the fast (upavāsasthānin, bsnyen gnas la nye bar gnas pa)


The last of these refers to a layperson who follows a special discipline, lasting twenty-four hours, almost identical to that of novices.49 The upavāsasthānin is only a temporary status, whereas all of the rest are, so long as they are not renounced, lifelong. The first five of the eight categories constitute the monastic order; the last two (or three, if one includes the upavāsasthānin) the lay community. Lay Buddhist householders were responsible for supporting the Saṅgha, providing it with robes, food, and the few necessities of life that monks and nuns required. The laity’s support was important because monks and nuns were not allowed to work or even to cook, and were supposed to beg just enough food to sustain them for each day. Indeed, the word that we translate as “monk,” bhikṣu, comes from the Sanskrit root bhikṣ, which means “to beg.” In later times, after the Indian Buddhist monastic community became sedentary, kings or wealthy patrons endowed monasteries with lands that were worked by peasants who supplied the monastery with a portion of what they produced (grains, milk, and so on). This was used to feed the monks so that they would not have to go on daily begging rounds, but this was a much later development. Although begging for one’s daily meal was never really practiced in Tibet, the tradition is still observed in Theravāda countries like Thailand and Myanmar.


Ordination


As the monks of the new Buddhist order traveled and taught, they received requests for ordination. In the earliest days, monks would send prospective candidates for ordination to the Buddha himself, who would ordain them with the same simple formula he had used to welcome the group of five, “Come, monks.” But as the number of such requests increased, and as those seeking ordination came from increasingly more remote regions, this method of ordination was seen to be unfeasible. (The Vinayavastu mentions that one young man died from the arduous journey.) So the Buddha is said to have changed the procedure.




The Lord thought, “Those who listen to my teachings, who come from far away, from exceedingly long distances, are experiencing hardship, so from this day forward I give permission for them to become renunciants and to be ordained through the [local] Saṅgha. The Saṅgha should henceforth make them renunciants and ordain them.” But since [the monks] didn’t know how to make them renunciants or how to ordain them, they asked the Lord [how to do this]. He replied, “If someone approaches you and wishes to become a renunciant, you should guide them [through the process]. Assembling the entire Saṅgha [of your location], make the proper arrangements for [the postulants’] robes. Have them prostrate [to the monks] in order of seniority, and then, with their hands clasped at their heart [in a gesture of respect], have them squat and request [ordination three times].50







The Buddha goes on to explain that one of the assembled monks should then address the Saṅgha to inform them that an individual named so-and-so has requested ordination. If the monks are in agreement about ordaining the individual, they are told to remain silent; if not, they are told to speak up. Having made this announcement three times, if no one objects, then the postulant is ordained. This became the procedure for admitting monks into the order during the middle period of the Buddha’s ministry — the period when postulants were ordained by the entire Saṅgha of a given place.51


At this stage in the historical evolution of the ordination rite, the preceptor (upādhyāya, mkhan po) and teacher (ācārya, slob dpon) did not yet play a role in the ordination ceremony. As more individuals joined the Saṅgha, however, the laity began to complain that because monks had no one to supervise them, they were “not well trained, not well formed,” and did not know the proper etiquette of renunciants. Moreover, because no one was responsible for a newly ordained monk, each of them was on his own. When one of the new recruits got sick and died without receiving any assistance from his brethren, the Buddha realized that something was wrong with the system and he decided that new monks needed mentors, older monks who would guide them in the proper observance of the rules, provide religious instruction, and help them in times of need. At this point the Buddha changed the ordination procedure again, and instead of having monks be ordained by the entire community, he required them to be ordained by a smaller group of monks headed “by a preceptor and teachers,”52 thereby creating lifelong bonds between postulants and more experienced monks through the act of ordination. The Vinaya — the literature where all of this is discussed — advises the new monk in this fashion: “[Having been ordained,] from this moment on you should see your preceptor as if he were your father, and the preceptor, in turn, will see you as a son. From this moment, and for the rest of your life, you ought to respect your preceptor, and the preceptor, in turn, will nurture you so long as you both live.”53 We cannot of course be sure of the accuracy of this historical account of the development of the ordination ritual — whether these various changes all took place during the Buddha’s lifetime or whether they were attributed to that period as a way of giving later ritual developments legitimacy — but the narrative seems plausible enough.


A passage from the Vinayavastu that describes the ordination procedures for monks has been translated in Appendix 1.54 Full ordination as a bhikṣu, called upasaṃpadā (bsnyen par rdzogs pa), is a tiered process. In order to become a monk, the postulant has to first be a novice, or śrāmaṇera, and in order to become a śrāmaṇera, he has to first become an upāsaka, or layman. Initiation into the higher tiers of the Pratimokṣa is therefore contingent on initiation into lower ones. Ordination requires a minimum of ten monks (or five in an “outlying region” where the Saṅgha is not flourishing). The ceremony involves various steps under the direction of three main ritual actors: the preceptor or abbot upādhyāya, the novice’s main teacher who has to be an elder monk with ten years’ seniority; the ritual specialist, or karma kāraka (las byed pa), who oversees the ordination ritual; and the confidential rapporteur, or rahonuśāsaka (gsang ston), who interrogates the novice during the ordination ritual to make sure he does not have any “impediments” to being ordained.55 The postulant has to have the major requisites — the three robes, or at least cloth for making robes, and the begging bowl — and these need to be “blessed” and made ritually usable. Once all of the preliminaries have been completed, the actual rite of ordination, which is quite short, is conducted. As in many monastic rites, the Saṅgha is given the opportunity to object to the ordination, and if no one does, then the end result is automatic:




“Venerable members of the Saṅgha, please listen. [This postulant] named so-and-so with the preceptor named so-and-so is seeking to be ordained by the Saṅgha. [This postulant] named so-and-so with the preceptor named so-and-so is requesting to be ordained through the Saṅgha. He is a man. He has male genitals. He has reached the age of twenty. He possesses the three robes and the begging bowl. He is devoid of any impediments. Given that [this postulant] named so-and-so with the preceptor named so-and-so has requested to be ordained through the Saṅgha, let the venerable ones remain silent if they find acceptable that the [postulant] named so-and-so with the preceptor named so-and-so be ordained. Let those who do not find it acceptable speak up.”





This is the first ritual act. The second and third repetitions are the same.




“The Saṅgha, having found it acceptable, the Saṅgha has ordained [the postulant] named so-and-so with the preceptor named so-and-so. I glean this by virtue of its silence.”





The highly repetitive nature of the ritual is undoubtedly a vestige of its orality — of the fact that it was originally passed down from one generation to the next orally. At the end of the rite, the exact date and time of the ordination has to be calculated and announced for the purpose of determining the monk’s seniority. Thereafter, some essential teachings are given: the monk is required to affirm his willingness to subsist on the four requisites (niśraya) — rags as robes, alms as food, dwelling under trees, and urine as medicine — and his willingness to refrain from the four actions that bring “defeat,” which we will explain shortly. The ceremony concludes with some words of advice on the relationship that a novice should have with his teacher and fellow monks, and on the importance of study, practice, and gaining realization. This ritual — which in its entirety is quite complex — undoubtedly evolved over time. According to the historical account found in the Vinaya, one of the most important functions of the rite is to create a relational bond between a new monk and his teachers. The ordination rite is slightly different from one Buddhist tradition to another. The procedure outlined here is the one found in the Mūlasarvāstivāda tradition that is practiced in Tibet. This is still the way that monks are ordained in the Tibetan tradition today, even if some of the steps have taken on a largely symbolic quality. For example, the set of confidential questions that are meant to determine whether the postulant has any impediments are today largely pro forma and postulants are told beforehand just to say yes (yin la) or no (ma yin la) depending on whether the question is a positive (yin nam) or negative one (ma yin nam). Moreover, since the language of the rituals is quite formal and old, and since the would-be monk has yet to study the Vinaya at the time of ordination, it is only the rare postulant who will understand what is being said. In Tibet, it was customary to take ordination not from just any elder monk but from a high-ranking trulku. This was considered auspicious, it created a permanent bond with the great master, and it was believed to bring blessings. The Thirteenth Dalai Lama ordained many monks, so did the Fourteenth Dalai Lama’s two tutors, and since he came of age, so too has His Holiness the Dalai Lama himself. In Lhasa in the mid-twentieth century, several high-ranking Sera trulkus were among the most popular “ordaining lamas,” including Purchok Rinpoché, Lhabtsun Rinpoché, and Bari Dorjé Chang (figure 21).


What then is a monk? It is an individual who, motivated by the realization that no lasting happiness is to be found in worldly pleasures, emulates the Buddha by abandoning the life of sensual enjoyment, a life lived with “wives and children” based in the home. In place of such a life, monks, through formal ordination, commit to a life of discipline and restraint, realizing that this is necessary for achieving a more lasting happiness, the permanent peace of nirvāṇa. Renunciation (niḥsāra, niryāṇa; nges ’byung) is a state of mind that finds no joy in saṃsāra and seeks release from suffering. Tsongkhapa likens renunciation to the attitude of prisoners yearning for release from jail. Renunciation is, strictly speaking, a necessary condition for entering the monastic life.56 In practice, however, few individuals probably became monks with an already developed and mature sense of renunciation. In Tibet, most monks were ordained at an early age before they were even instructed in religious principles. They entered the monastery with an attitude that was probably more akin to that of children going to summer camp or to entering boarding school — and often not of their own volition but because this was the wish of their parents.57 As in most of the Buddhist world, in Tibet it was considered auspicious and meritorious for a son — usually a middle son if there were three sons — to become a monk. So it was often the parents’ decision to send a boy to a monastery. But if the population of a regional monastery fell below acceptable levels, it was not uncommon for the local authorities to impose a “monk tax,” or tratrel (grwa khral), that obligated families to send one son to the monastery. The few young men who made the decision to become monks on their own may have done so for religious reasons, but as often as not they joined a monastery simply to avoid the responsibilities that came with traditional family life or to secure a better future for themselves. In Tibet a monk’s life was financially more stable than that of the typical villager, it afforded one a greater opportunity for education, and it sometimes opened the door to other forms of employment. Monasticism in Tibet was for many individuals a profession rather than a deeply felt religious calling. This does not mean that some monks did not go on to develop a profound sense of religious vocation and even a deeply felt sense of renunciation. The historical record shows that the monasteries produced great saints, but these have always been in the minority, and even in these cases the sense of renunciation was something that usually developed over a lifetime rather than being present from the start.
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Figure 21. Bari Dorjé Chang, one of the highest lamas of Sera, who ordained an entire generation of monks.




The Monastic Rules


The general rules governing the conduct of renunciants — celibacy, nonviolence, begging for food, having minimal possessions, acting with restraint, and so on — were generally well known in ancient India, but in the early days of the Buddhist Saṅgha they were formally codified. According to the Vinaya, over the Buddha’s lifetime the clergy tested the limits of acceptable monastic behavior. Whenever monks or nuns were unsure about whether a certain action was permitted, they brought the case before the Buddha, who rendered judgment. When he deemed an act to be inconsistent with the monastic discipline, the Buddha would prohibit it and prescribe a punishment for the deed ranging from expulsion to simple acknowledgment of wrongdoing, depending on the severity of the offense. (The first perpetrator of the deed, incidentally, was never subject to the punishment because the rule had yet to be codified.) In this way, over the course of the Buddha’s life, a fixed set of rules arose “inductively” and organically in response to the day-to-day actions of the clergy. The resulting “rules of training” (śikṣāpada, bslab pa’i gzhi) — sometimes called “vows” in the Western literature — were compiled into a document called the pratimokṣa, or monastic code.58 A full discussion of the monks’ rules lies beyond the scope of this book. These rules have, in any case, been discussed in a number of other sources.59 The transgressions fall into seven classes depending chiefly on how they are punished or purified, with each category (and punishment) being less weighty than the one that precedes it.


(I) The four most important rules, called “defeats” (pārājika, pham pa) because they bring about an irreparable rupture in someone’s status as a monk or nun, are (a) not to engage in sexual intercourse, (b) not to lie about one’s spiritual attainments, (c) not to intentionally kill a human being, and (d) not to steal an article of substantial worth.60 If a monk commits any of these actions, he is — in all but certain exceptional circumstances — expelled from the monastery and he loses his status as a monk.




He is expelled. If a monk does [any one of] these acts, as soon as he does it, he is no longer a monk, no longer an ascetic, no longer a child of Śākya. His monkhood has deteriorated. His ascetic status has been destroyed; it has deteriorated. He has been vanquished, he has fallen, he has been defeated; there is no recuperating his ascetic status.61





(II) The next most serious set of infractions, thirteen in number, is called saṅghāvaśeṣa or saṅghātiśeṣa (dge ’dun lhag ma). The meaning of the term is far from certain, but it has sometimes been glossed as a transgression “requiring a further ritual act of the Saṅgha” because the community needs to take certain steps in order to bring the offender back into communion. Five saṅghāvaśeṣa transgressions are of a sexual nature: the intentional “emission of semen” (e.g., masturbation), touching or speaking lewdly to a woman, acting as a matchmaker or go-between, and so on. Two of the rules have to do with following improper procedures in building temples or individual dwellings. Three involve false accusations against other monks or creating schisms in the community. The last two deal with setting a bad example for the laity and refusing to heed the admonishment of the Saṅgha when rebuked. The punishment for these acts involves suspension of monastic privileges and requires a meeting of the Saṅgha for reinstatement.


(III) After the thirteen saṅghāvaśeṣa there follow two rules that presume that the monk had a secret encounter with a woman. They are called aniyata, or “indeterminate” (ma nges pa), because the nature of the transgression — and its purification, if any — depends on what happened during that encounter. (IV) The next set of thirty transgressions, called niḥsargika pāyantika (spang ba’i ltung byed), “offenses requiring forfeiture,” all deal with material things — robes, mats, money, bowls, medicine, and so on — that were improperly acquired. The offenses are expiated by confessing the transgression to another monk and giving back the article. (V) There then follows a group of ninety “simple offenses,” or pāyantika (’ba’ zhig pa), which are quite diverse. Several of them involve improper speech: lying, slandering people, improperly reciting or preaching the Dharma, bearing false witness against another monk, revealing the faults of another monk to the laity, and so on. Some rules concern improper use or care of monastic property; others have to do with actions (like digging) that could harm living beings. Many of these rules govern interactions with other monks, with nuns, or with the laity — for example, under what conditions and for how long a monk can stay in the home of a householder. Other rules govern how monks ought to eat, drink, bathe, travel, and so forth, or the kinds of possessions they may keep. It is here that we find, for example, the prohibition against monks eating after noon. The ninety offenses require confession before another monk in order to be purified. (VI) Four additional rules, called “to be confessed,” or pratideśanīya (so sor bshags pa), proscribe accepting and eating food from certain people; they have to be confessed outside the monastery before reentering. (VII) The largest category of transgressions, 112 in all, is called śaikṣa (bslab par bya ba), meaning “trainings.” Like the ninety simple offenses, this is a heterogeneous category. The unifying theme is proper monastic etiquette — how to dress, move in public, eat, teach, and even where and how to defecate, urinate, and spit. (VIII) Finally, there is a group of seven items called adhikaraṇa śamatha that are really more procedures than rules; the Tibetan tradition translates the name of the category “pacification of disputes” (rtsod pa zhi bar bya ba). These have to do with legal procedures for judging monks or for settling factional disagreements in the Saṅgha. These śikṣāpadas, or “rules of training,” do not exhaust the regulations governing the life of monks, for there are also “local monastic ordinances” (kriyākara)62 as well as other rules and procedures governing monastic life.63


The formal rules of training, the stories that led to their codification, a variety of monastic rituals, and a lot of other material (including, in some versions, an account of the Buddha’s life) were compiled into a multivolume collection known as the Vinaya or Dulwa (’Dul ba) — the “Discipline” — which came to constitute one of the three principal parts or “baskets” (piṭaka, sde snod) of the Buddhist canon.64 After the Buddha’s death, monks started to disagree about the rules — especially about the largest category, the “trainings” — and this gave rise to schisms in the Buddhist Saṅgha and to distinct Vinaya traditions, each with its own texts.65 As Buddhism spread, different Vinayas were transmitted to different regions of Asia. Hence the Pāli Vinaya was promulgated in Sri Lanka and from there was transmitted to Southeast Asia. The Dharmaguptaka Vinaya spread throughout China and East Asia; and the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya was transmitted to Tibet. Although the pratimokṣa rules are very similar from one Vinaya tradition to another, there are also differences, including differences in the number of rules. For example, there are 227 rules for monks and 311 rules for nuns in the Theravāda tradition, whereas the Mūlasarvāstivāda tradition contains 253 rules for monks and 364 rules for nuns.


The novices’ rules (śrāmaṇeraśikṣāpada, dge tshul gyi bslab pa’i gzhi) were not as extensive or as demanding as the rules for fully ordained monks and nuns. Both male and female novices had to observe ten rules, which are sometimes further subdivided to form a list of thirty-three or thirty-six. The ten novice rules prohibit


  1. killing


  2. stealing


  3. sexual intercourse


  4. lying


  5. drinking alcohol


  6. dancing, singing, and playing musical instruments


  7. using garlands, perfumes, and unguents


  8. using large or high seats or beds


  9. eating after noon


10. handling gold or silver66




Tsongkhapa adds that novices also had to observe three additional rules: asking one’s preceptor for guidance in matters of conduct, abandoning the clothing and other signs of a householder, and donning the symbols of an ascetic: shaving the hair (and, in the case of monks, the beard), wearing monastic robes, and so on.67 In the Mūlasarvāstivāda tradition, novice and full ordination are taken for life, although there are permissible reasons and procedures for “giving up the training” and reverting back to the lay life. Reordination is possible, but it is permitted at most three times. After the third time, it is no longer possible to reordain.


As we have seen, four transgressions, the so-called defeats, are offenses that cannot be purified in the sense that once done, they bring about the loss of one’s status as a monk. This is true for both fully ordained monks and for novices. In the case of other offenses, confession (deśanā, bshags pa) was central to purifying a transgression. The Vinaya considers the confession of a transgression to another ordained person to be an important part of the process of purification; and vice versa, it sees the hiding of transgressions as causing them to fester. We will have more to say about this when we turn to the topic of the ritual of confession later in this chapter.


To sum up, in the Mūlasarvāstivāda tradition, novice monks followed ten rules, and fully ordained monks 253 rules. The Tibetan tradition takes very seriously the first four rules, the defeats. If a monk is found to have broken any of these, he is expelled from the monastery: he is forced to disrobe and put on soiled white clothes (white being the color of householders’ clothing). If the monk’s action also constituted a violation of the civil law code — for example, if he committed murder or stole something of worth — then the secular authorities would be summoned to the main entrance of the monastery to take custody of the individual as he was ejected, and he would then be tried in a criminal court.68 Tibetan monks had legal jurisdiction in matters concerning their members, but only up to a point. If a monk violated the civil laws, he was subject to prosecution. There were also times when entire monasteries (including Sera) were deemed in violation of the laws and were punished by the Tibetan government.




Tibetan attitudes toward the other categories of transgressions varied. Some monasteries upheld even the minor monks’ rules quite strictly — the tantric colleges of Lhasa were renowned for their strict discipline — but most monasteries did not. For example, although alcohol is strictly prohibited by the Vinaya, and although monks today keep this rule strictly, we find various Geluk lamas throughout history writing short tracts urging monks to refrain from drinking alcohol, which suggests that this was a recurring problem.69 Several of Sera’s rule books regard drinking as being punishable by expulsion from the monastery.70 Tibetan monks also never observed the tradition of begging for their food. The vast majority of monks didn’t even own a begging bowl, and if they did, it was only symbolic. Monks also rarely observe the rule of fasting after noon. Those who do are called gongché (dgong bcad) — literally, “those who forsake [food] after noon” — and they are held in high esteem. This somewhat lax attitude toward many of the Vinaya’s lesser rules has caused little anxiety among Tibetan monks. Strict adherence to the Pratimokṣa discipline was considered an ideal. A select few have always followed the Vinaya strictly, and have been praised and venerated for this. But the majority of monks have always considered adherence to all of the Vinaya’s minor rules as close to impossible. That said, Tibetan monasteries have their own internal rules that are often as complex as the Vinaya’s. Many of these rules have been passed down orally, or they are found in documents called chayik (bca’ yig), often translated as “constitutions” or “customaries,” but which we render “rule books.”71 We will see many examples of the additional rules and customs governing different aspects of Sera monks’ lives — from their studies to proper etiquette — throughout this book.


The Rainy Season Retreat


Like other ancient South Asian ascetic orders, the early Buddhist monastic community was itinerant.72 The Buddha himself traveled extensively, and he urged his monks to take to the road in every direction to “preach for the good of the many, out of compassion for the world.” In their travels, monks would spend the night in parks and groves, under trees, in caves, or, when so invited, in people’s houses or in empty buildings, like the town meeting hall. Other mendicant sects were also itinerant, but they remained sedentary for the three or four months of the rainy season.73 The peripatetic life was so ingrained into the earliest Buddhist order, however, that monks initially traveled even during the rains. But this led to criticism, as mendicants of other sects denounced Buddhist monks to the laity as uncaring about the insects — more common during the rains — that they might trample underfoot. “Friends, these monks, the sons of Śākya, kill; they have not renounced killing . . . They trample upon many hosts of insects and microorganisms and deprive them of life.”74 In response to this, the Buddha required his monks and nuns to also observe the varṣāvāsa (dbyar gnas), or “rainy season retreat” — that is, to refrain from wandering during the monsoon. The period of the retreat varied. The “early retreat” lasted for three months — from the day after the full moon (the 15th day) of the sixth lunar month to the full moon of the ninth month, roughly from August through October. The “later retreat” was a month shorter, beginning on the full moon of the seventh month.




The canonical texts state that, shortly after the Buddha’s enlightenment, the Magadhan king Bimbisāra offered him a garden or park (ārāma)75 called Veluvana (’Od ma’i tshal), “Bamboo Grove.”76 The Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya says little about Bimbisāra’s offering of the Veluvana,77 or about the buildings that may have been built there during the early period.78 Rather, the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya favors the Jetavana as the first real monastery, with a long account of how it was built by the wealthy banker Anāthapiṇḍada in Śrāvastī, one of the major cities of the Kosala kingdom (figure 22). According to the Sanskrit version of the story,79 Anāthapiṇḍada met the Buddha at Rājagṛha (the capital of Magadha) and immediately took refuge and became his follower. In their ensuing conversation, the Buddha asks, “Householder, is there a monastery (vihāra, gtsug lag khang) in Śrāvastī?” Anāthapiṇḍada replies that there is not. The Buddha then continues, “Wherever there is a monastery, monks think of coming, of going, and of staying.”80 Anāthapiṇḍada gets the hint, invites the Buddha to Śrāvastī for the rainy season, and promises to build a monastery there for him. The Buddha consents by remaining silent and Śāriputra is appointed to accompany Anāthapiṇḍada as an advisor. They return to Śrāvastī and, after an extensive search, find the perfect site: the Jetavana, which Anāthapiṇḍada purchased from the Kosalan prince Jetu at great price — 10 million pieces of gold, enough to cover the entire site in gold coins, or so the story goes. The Vinayavastu states that the merchant spent an equally large sum on buildings at the site — sixteen large halls (*mahāvihāra, gtsug lag khang chen po) and sixty monks’ huts (*niṣkuṭa, khang phran) — and on furnishing the monastery with all the requisites that the monks might need.81 The monastery was dedicated with great fanfare.82 The Buddha did not permanently settle at the Jetavana (or anywhere else, for that matter), but according to most sources he spent the majority of his rainy seasons in the monastery. Many of his teachings he gave at this site.
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Figure 22. Anāthapiṇḍada buys the Jetavana and builds the first Buddhist monastery. Bharhut, Madhya Pradesh, India, ca. second century BCE, currently in the Indian Museum, Kolkata. Photo: Ken Kawasaki, used under CC BY–SA 3.0. (Original in color.)




There is no reason to believe that Buddhist monks settled down even after patrons had built vihāras and monks started observing the rains retreat.83 The Vinaya was compiled centuries after the time of the Buddha and by this time monks had settled into permanent monasteries. In its final redaction, the Vinaya presumes a permanently settled community of monks. But there are clues in the Vinaya that suggest that itineracy continued to be the the norm in the early period, even after the first vihāras had been donated to the Buddha and his monks. For example, in the Vinayavastu, the Buddha requires monks to start traveling immediately upon the end of the rains — going a substantial distance from their retreat site so that they would not grow attached to the place. This suggests that monks used the vihāras only for the period of the rains and then left them, taking to road once again after the monsoon was over. That said, many scholars believe that the rainy season retreat was a turning point in the history of the order, beginning a slow transition from itineracy to the sedentary life.84




The rainy season retreat was inaugurated with “the ritual of the rains retreat.”85 First, the monks would decorate the meeting hall and perform the confession ritual (see below). One monk — or up to three monks, depending on the size of the community — was formally appointed “custodian of dwellings “ (śayanāsana grahaka, gnas mal stobs par byed pa).86 He was responsible for overseeing all of the monastic property: rooms, furniture, bedding, etc. The fact that the Saṅgha was considered the owner of this property implies, of course, that the ritual as we have it today is somewhat late. In the early period there would have been little more than simple temporary shelters in these compounds. In any case, an announcement is made that such-and-such a monk has been appointed as custodian, and the Saṅgha gives its consent to his appointment through its silence. Next, the custodian prepares śalākās (tshul shing) — smooth, straight sticks about a cubit in length used by the Saṅgha to count things (like votes). In this instance, they are distributed to the members of the Saṅgha during the ritual to tally the number of monks participating in the retreat. The sticks are kept in a scented box wrapped in white cloth.


The next morning the custodian prepares the meeting hall and strikes the gaṇḍi (a wooden “gong”) to summon the monks. The monks are given śalākās in order of seniority, starting with “the Buddha” and ending with the protector or tutelary deity of the monastery.87 The śalākā sticks are then re-collected and tallied, and the number of participants in the retreat — both bhikṣus and novices — is formally announced. Then comes the distribution of the rooms. The custodian distributes the keys to the rooms in order of seniority following special procedures — for example, monks were allowed “to pass” on certain rooms so as to opt for a better one. At least one room had to be set aside in case a monk arrived late and needed a room. Monks were expected to clean their own rooms unless they were very old and frail, in which case the rooms had to be handed over to them already clean. Then the other requisites like mats and bedding were distributed. After that, an announcement was made concerning the layperson who was sponsoring the retreat, the person (or persons) who would be serving the Saṅgha (zhal ta bgyid pa) for the duration of the retreat, and the place (spyod yul gyi grong) where the retreat was being observed. The Saṅgha had to analyze whether the physical site and the nearby town were suitable: “Is this town one that gives alms? If one is sick, does it provide medical help and medicine?” If the site met all the conditions, then the place was formally deemed acceptable.


When all of this had been settled, then the actual ritual was performed. The custodian went before each monk in order of seniority. Both squatted, and the monk recited the following formula three times in front of the custodian:




Long-lived one, please consider this. Today is the sixteenth of the middle month of summer, the time to enter the rains retreat. I, the monk named so-and-so, enter into the rains retreat on this sixteenth day of the middle month of summer. I, named so-and-so, vow to the sponsor, named so-and-so, to the server, named so-and-so, and to the town, named so-and-so, that I will remain stationary for the three months of the rains in this site, with its boundaries, so as to prevent violence [that may be done to insects], and that I will abide by the integrity of the site.88





Although the monks speak these words to one another, it is interesting that the commitment to remain stationary is made to the sponsors, workers, and towns that bore the burden of supporting them during this period. At the beginning of the retreat, the official boundaries of the monastery are set, and no monk is allowed to transgress them until the end of the retreat period, although exceptions were made (figure 23).89
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Figure 23. Two novices need to be absent from the monastery for a few hours to shop during the rainy season retreat. They squat before their teacher to enact the short ritual required by the Vinaya. Sera, India, 2002. Photo: J. Cabezón.


During the phase when monks were still itinerant, they would build temporary shelters for the rainy season that they would abandon after the rains to continue wandering. But the ritual as we have it today presumes fixed structures (rooms that could be locked up), although we should not assume from this that they served as permanent, year-round residences for monks. Indeed, the fact that room assignments had to be made at the beginning of each year’s retreat implies that these were not permanent residences, that new monks were arriving each year. Nonetheless, the rains retreat did represent a kind of paradigm shift in the history of the order, bringing together monks who were otherwise itinerant and not used to living in community. This is reflected in the texts, which show a great deal of concern over the behavior of monks during the retreat, especially their speech. For instance, monks were advised, at the beginning of the retreat, not to engage in idle gossip, but not to go so far as to keep total silence. In the interest of communal harmony, monks were also not allowed, for the duration of the retreat, to point out one another’s faults — something that they were otherwise compelled to do according to the Vinaya. Monks were also not allowed to accept individual offerings from the laity during this time, perhaps to avoid squabbles over how much they received. Instead, everything that was offered during the rains retreat became the property of the Saṅgha and was distributed to the monks at the end of the retreat. For these reasons the rainy season retreat might be seen as a precursor or even a trial run to the more sedentary lifestyle that would characterize later Buddhist monasticism.


The official end of the rainy season retreat was marked by a ritual called pravāraṇa.90 The meaning of the word is not totally clear. It has been rendered “invitation” and “presentation of offerings.”91 Tibetans translated it as “stopping and opening up (or divvying up)” (dgag dbye). The ritual officially brought an end to the rains retreat, but the Vinayavastu explains that it had two other functions: (1) it ended the period in which monks had to refrain from critiquing one another (ltung ba’i dgag dbye), and (2) it released monks from the prohibition against accepting individual offerings from the laity and served as an opportunity to divvy up the accumulated offerings that had been made to the Saṅgha during the period of the rains retreat (rdzas kyi dgag dbye).


A week or so before performing the pravāraṇa the householders in the nearby town had to be notified. The monks then decorated the hall, stūpa, and surroundings, as in the earlier rains ritual, applying cow dung to the ground to keep down dust, etc. Oil would be offered to the monks for their skin. On the night before the full moon, the “holders of the piṭaka” (sde snod ’dzin pa) — that is, monks who were experts in the canon — would preach all night long. The pravāraṇa ritual would be enacted at dawn. As in the earlier rains ritual, a monk, called a pravāraka, had to be appointed to oversee the rite. If the size of the Saṅgha warranted it, multiple monks could be so appointed. The elder first requested the Saṅgha to enact the pravāraṇa. The pravāraka then gave each monk a piece of kusha grass that he had to divide into two strands, symbolizing the act of opening and division. Standing in front of each monk, and holding the two pieces of grass in a specific way, the pravāraka recited a formula. After the ritual had been enacted by each and every monk, the nuns and male and female novices had to do the same.92 The pravārakas then did this for one another, or if there was only one pravāraka, a monk would do it for him. The pravāraka would then stand in front of the elder with a needle or knife in his hand and say, “Let this very object release the Saṅgha from the rains retreat.” The monks replied, “Well done!” This completed the ritual and the monks were, from this point forward, officially released from the rains retreat.


Following the rite, the offerings received from the laity during the retreat were distributed. The monks then had to walk away from the boundary of the site for one yojana, a little over four miles — so as to make a clean break from the retreat site and abandon any clinging to it. In the earliest days they presumably just resumed their life of wandering at this point. In the sedentary period of Buddhist monasticism when monks had ceased to wander, if this formal “break” from the retreat site was done at all, it was probably just a ritual formality, and monks would likely have returned to the monastery after walking the prescribed distance.


The period initiated by the pravāraṇa was a festive one, likely coinciding with harvest, during which the presence of monks in monasteries was required. In Theravāda countries, the laity visit the monasteries to make offerings of new robes and other requisites to the monks. This is called kaṭhina, the offering of robes. In Tibetan monasteries, the end of the rains retreat inaugurated a kind of weeklong holiday called nangchen (gnang chen), “the great permission,” in which the discipline was slightly relaxed. During our days at Sera, young monks would be allowed to play games like the popular Indian board game carrom during this time (figure 24). Nowadays the young monks are even allowed to play soccer and cricket.


The Bimonthly Confession Ritual


There is one more important rite of monastic life that we need to mention: the confession ritual, or poṣadha (gso sbyong). There were two occasions every month — on the full and new moon — when this ritual was celebrated. All of the clergy were required to attend. A Tibetan manual on the sojong ritual has been translated as Appendix 2.93 The Tibetan tradition includes other recitations before and after the actual sojong rite. For example, Duldzin Drakpa Gyaltsen explains that prior to the actual monks’ confession, the Śīlasaṃyukta Sūtra and the General Prayer of Confession (Spyi bshags)94 are recited. Novices also enter at one point, do a kind of abbreviated confession, and exit prior to the monks’ confession. At Sera, the tradition was for the novices to run wildly into the assembly to show their “zeal for the Dharma” (chos la hab thob). The novices then recite their own rules and “confess” their transgressions, first en masse and then splitting off into groups of three, crouching in front of different monks and reciting the General Confession prayer. The novices then exit.
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Figure 24. Playing carrom at the end of the rainy season retreat. Sera, India, ca. 1983. Photo: J. Cabezón.


The centerpiece of the monks’ ritual — which the novices cannot participate in or even overhear — is the recitation of the Pratimokṣa Sūtra, which contains the poṣadha ritual embedded within it. After some prefatory stanzas praising the monastic way of life and the rules of conduct, the Sūtra contains a ritual procedure in which monks are asked three times whether anyone has violated any of the precepts. Their silence, which the text presumes, is taken to mean that the monks are “pure.”






Long-lived Ones, we should perform the confession and the recitation of the Pratimokṣa Sūtra. Let those among you who have transgressions acknowledge them, and let those who do not, remain silent. By virtue of your silence, I will understand that the Long-lived Ones are pure . . . Now, when we announce this up to three times in the assembly of monks, if a monk has a transgression and knowingly does not reveal it, then he is lying. Long-lived Ones, the Lord Buddha has said that lying is an obstacle. Therefore, let monks who wish to purify themselves of the transgressions they have committed remember them, see them, and reveal them. If they reveal them, they will achieve happiness. If they do not, then they have not confessed . . . So now I ask the Long-lived Ones, “Are you pure in this regard?” And then a second time he asks, “Are you pure in this regard?” And he asks a third time as well. Because the Long-lived Ones have remained silent, I understand accordingly [that they are pure].95





The Sūtra then goes on to list the 253 monks’ rules. After each section (defeats, transgression involving suspension, etc.), the questions are again put to the monks three times: “Are you pure in regard to these rules?” As before, the purity of the Saṅgha is presumed in the text. At the conclusion of the ritual, some verses of prayer and dedication are recited. It is important to note that although the poṣadha had to be done twice each month, it could also be done on other occasions. For example, it could be enacted to create merit or auspiciousness (maṅgala poṣadha, bkra shis gso sbyong), or to heal rifts that had occurred within the monastic community (āpat poṣadha, mi bde ba la gso sbyong).


Although the poṣadha rhetorically assumes that monks could and should publicly confess transgressions as part of the ritual — that, after all, is what the questions regarding purity are all about — it seems unlikely that this ever happened. Indeed, in a sutta contained in the Pāli Aṅguttara Nikāya, the Buddha refuses to recite the Pātimokkha (Pāli for Pratimokṣa) — and thus to perform uposatha/poṣadha — because he gleaned through his psychic powers that there was a monk in the assembly who was “impure.”96 This suggests that the poṣadha was not so much a ritual of confession as an affirmation of purity. The Tibetan Vinaya scholar Duldzin Drakpa Gyaltsen confirms this, explicitly stating that “before congregating for such rituals as confession, the members of the Saṅgha should analyze whether or not they have committed any infractions. When they know that they have, they ought to purify the infractions by confessing them.” Hence it was assumed that monks would enter into the poṣadha free of transgressions, obviating the need for the spectacle of public confessions. In Tibet, even one-on-one confession, which the Vinaya considers so essential, seems hardly ever to have been practiced. Perhaps rituals like the Confession of Transgressions (Ltung bshags), a prayer-cum-prostration ritual to the thirty-five Buddhas found in the Triskandhaka Sūtra, and the General Prayer of Confession — both of which could be done in the absence of another human being — became an alternative, more private form of confession that replaced individual one-on-one confessions.


The rituals marking the beginning and end of the rainy season and the bimonthly confession are the three principal rituals, the shisum choga (gzhi gsum cho ga), observed in Tibetan monasteries.97 Together with the ritual of ordination, this quartet constitutes the major rites of Tibetan monasticism. Even though Tibetan monks are somewhat lax in regard to the observance of the minor rules, the same is not true in regard to these four rituals, which at institutions like Sera have always been carefully enacted.
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57. If the child was born into a family of serfs (mi ser), he also had to have the permission of the local estate administrator in order to enter a monastery, although parents sometimes defied the administrator if permission was not given. See Geshé Sopa, Like a Waking Dream, 33.


58. Academic Buddhologists have written a great deal on the history of the pratimokṣa. The prevailing opinion is that the earliest form of the pratimokṣa was not the list of rules, which, it is claimed, was not finalized until after the Buddha’s death, but a very simple “confession of faith” recited twice a month as part of the poṣadha rite (see below). Its function was to create a bond of union among the monks similar to that which existed among other ascetic communities. For a summary of the arguments, see John C. Holt, Discipline: The Canonical Buddhism of the Vinayapiṭaka (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1995), 37–39.


59. See, for example, Charles S. Prebish, Buddhist Monastic Discipline: The Sanskrit Pratimokṣa Sūtras of the Mahāsāṃghikas and Mūlasarvāstivādins (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1974).


60. The Vinaya defines theft as stealing an article worth “five maśakas” or more — that is, an article of enough worth that its theft would be substantially punished by the king’s laws.


61. Vinayavastu, vol. ka, 82b.


62. See Gregory Schopen, Buddhist Nuns, 195.


63. Some of these are outlined in a work called the Muktaka, on which see Ryōji Kishino, “A Further Study of the Muktaka of the Mūlasarvāstivāda-vinaya: A Table of Contents and Parallels,” Bukkyo University Departmental Bulletin Papers 21 (2016), http://archives.bukkyo-u.ac.jp/rp-contents/BK/0021/BK00210L227.pdf.


64. Although the Vinaya is considered to be “Buddha’s word” (buddha vacana), and therefore to date to the period of the Buddha himself, contemporary Western scholars believe that the Vinaya did not achieve its present form until around the turn of the Common Era.


65. As John Holt (Discipline, 40–41) has shown, the first six groups of rules are almost exactly the same in all the Vinaya traditions. The major difference is among the śaikṣas, which vary in number: from 66 in the Mahāsāṃghika tradition to 113 in the Sarvāstivāda. Holt also discusses the thesis put forward by Charles Prebish and Jan Nattier that it was these rules that occasioned the split between the Sthaviras and Mahāsāṃghikas.


66. We have here followed the order and wording found in Kalyāṇamitra, Śrāmaṇeraśikṣāpadasūtra, Dge tshul gyi bslab pa’i gzhi’i mdo, Dergé Tengyur no. 4130, Mdo ’grel vol. su, 45a–57b. On the novice rules, see also Losang Dagpa et al., trans., The Discipline of the Novice Monk (Mussoorie: Sakya College, 1975), which contains a translation of Nāgārjuna’s Ārya Mūlasarvāstivāda Śrāmaṇera Kārikā, together with the commentary by Ngorchen Kunga Sangpo (Ngor chen kun dga’ bzang po, 1382–1456).


67. See Tsong kha pa, ’Dul ba rgya mtsho snying po, in Gsung ’bum (Bkras lhun par rnying) (Dharamsala: Sherig Parkhang, 1997), vol. kha, 72b.


68. See “Terminology and Brief Document Summary (Part 2),” no. 189, which deals with the case of a monk who absconded before he could be handed over to the secular authorities.


69. Two such tracts — the first written in the sixteenth century and the second in 1938 — are found in Bca’ yig phyogs bsgrigs, chaps. 19 and 52. Such works sometimes included advice against using snuff (sna thag), although this was not generally enforced. Few monks use snuff today, but the custom was widespread before 1959.


70. See Bskal bzang rgya mtsho, Se ra’i bca’ yig, 88, 110. And the letter sent by the regent Tsemönling to Sera, quoted in extenso in Tshe dbang rin chen, Se ra theg chen gling, 124, which also suggests the expulsion of monks who are caught smoking.


71. The Seventh Dalai Lama’s Rule Book for Sera (Se ra’i bca’ yig), written in 1737, is an example of such a work. It provides us with important information about many aspects of Sera life: how monks should comport themselves as they gathered for prayer assemblies, what chants they ought to perform, the importance of avoiding quarrels with patrons, the cost of rituals (e.g., how much butter and tea was required to sponsor a prayer assembly), the proper disbursal of money offerings and grain from estates, specifics about the system of study, and much else. The work also provides with us with important clues about the monastery’s older customs and traditions, some of which the Seventh Dalai Lama wished to preserve and others of which he wished to change. On the chayik genre, see Ter Ellingson, “Tibetan Monastic Constitutions: The bca’ yig,” in Lawrence Epstein and Richard F. Sherburne, eds., Reflections on Tibetan Culture: Essays in Memory of Turrell V. Wylie (Lewiston, NY: Edward Mellen Press, 1989), 205–29. On the role of such monastic rule books in different Buddhist traditions, see Berthe Jansen, “Monastic Organizational Guidelines,” in Jonathan A. Silk, ed., Brill’s Encyclopedia of Buddhism (Leiden: Brill, 2015), vol. 1, 29–34.


72. Some qualifications are in order. Monks who were too old to wander were given permission to remain stationary. The novices and new monks who were still being trained by those elders generally had to remain with them. But in the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya (Vinayavastu, vol. ka, 99a–b), the Buddha tells monks who had been ordained for at least five years and who knew the monks’ rules that they had to leave their teachers behind and wander (gnas par mi bya’i ljongs rgyur bya ste) after the rainy season retreat.


73. Dutt, Buddhist Monks, 53–54, suggests that the Buddhist Saṅgha was the first ascetic order to live together during the rainy season retreat, but he also implies that it was the first order to observe the retreat. He also claims that there were two types of rainy season retreat settlements: āvasas, dwellings built by monks themselves in the countryside; and ārāma, pleasure groves or parks, built and maintained by rulers or patrons near urban centers.


74. Vinayavastu, vol. ka, 332a–b.


75. On the relationship of the Buddhist vihāra or ārāma to the Indian garden, see Schopen, Buddhist Nuns, chap. 11.


76. For the references to the Veluvana in the Pāli Vinaya, see “Veluvana,” http://www.palikanon.com/english/pali_names/vy/veluvana.htm.


77. In the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya, the offering of the Veluvana to the Buddha is depicted in a most matter-of-fact fashion and with no fanfare. The text simply states that “before he had seen the truth, King Bimbisāra gave the Veluvana to the Ājīvakas, but once he had seen the truth, he took it back from them and gave it to the Saṅgha of the Lord.” Vinayavastu, vol. nga, 114b. In a couple of other instances, we have the Buddha receiving the Veluvana among the various ārāmas that he accepted in the period after his enlightenment. “He went to Rājagṛha and accepted the Veluvana, and there ordained Śāriputra and Maudgalyāyana together with an entourage of 250.” There is an extensive discussion of the offering of the Veluvana not in the Vinaya but in the Jātaka Nidāna, Skyes pa rabs kyi gleng gzhi, Lhasa Kangyur no. 33, vol. ka 375b–376b. There it states that the king was first going to give the Buddha a certain Sugarcane Grove (Shing dngar can gyi skyed mos tshal) but that it was too far from the city, so he offered him the Bamboo Grove instead because it was “very close — close to come and go — and therefore a fitting site for the Buddha.” The transfer of ownership was enacted, as it so often is in legal matters, by the pouring of water over the hands of the Buddha, and as Bimbisāra did this, the earth, it is said, quaked. The text goes on to explain another instance in which this occurred: when the monk Mahinda accepted the Mahāvihāra in Sri Lanka (Sing gha la). This can only be a reference to Mahinda’s acceptance of the Mahāmeghavana at Anurādhapura from Devānampiyatissa (Mahāvaṃsa 15.17), which suggests the influence of the Sthaviravāda on the text.


78. See, however, Vinayavibhaṅga, ’Dul ba rnam par ’byed pa, Lhasa Kangyur no. 3, vol. cha, 2a, where the Buddha sends Śāriputra to tell all the monks of the Veluvana to assemble inside the meeting hall (dpong sa’i khang pa) so that he might address them. The Vinayavastu, vol. ga, 295a–b, also speaks of a vihāra at the Veluvana. This is the site where the Buddha was staying when he first met Anāthapiṇḍada.


79. Vinayavastu, vol. ga, fol. 295a and following. The version of the Anāthapiṇḍada tale and the building of the Jetavana monastery found in the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya is quite long and complex, involving, among other things, political intrigue between rival kingdoms, challenges by the heterodox, contests of magical might, and the mediating figure of Śāriputra.


80. Vinayavastu, vol. ga, 296b–297a. In the early days of the Saṅgha, a vihāra was not a monastery in the sense of a residential compound with permanent structures and a fixed monastic population, but rather a kind of park where monks came and went, and perhaps stayed for short periods of time — e.g., during the rainy season.


81. Vinayavastu, vol. ga, 304b. Unfortunately, the line that contains this section of the text is missing in the Sanskrit, so we cannot be sure which Sanskrit words were used to refer to “large hall” and “hut.”


82. Of course, like all the tales found in the Vinaya, we do not know whether this admittedly hyperbolic narrative is historically accurate, but if nothing else it bespeaks a certain tension between the Pāli and Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinayas, each with their favorite ārāma, on the one hand, and between the kingdoms of Magadha and Kosala, where those ārāmas were located, on the other. It is well known that the two kingdoms competed with each other and even fought wars. This political tension might have found expression in the Vinaya’s “tale of two ārāmas,” a narrative tradition that, even if late, implies this early tension.


83. The meaning of the term vihāra appears to be different in the Pāli and Sanskrit traditions. In the former, it seems to refer to dwellings that monks shared, with each monk’s portion being called a pariveṇa. See Dutt, Buddhist Monks, 58. But the Mūlasarvāstivāda sources seem to consider vihāras either temples or entire monasteries, and it is in this latter sense that we use the term here.


84. See, for example, Dutt, Buddhist Monks, chap. 3, which outlines how such a transition might have taken place and the role that the rains retreat played in it.


85. The account that follows is based on [‘Dul ’dzin] Grags pa rgyal mtshan, Bslab pa yongs su spyod pa’i gzhi gsum gyi cho ga la sogs pa so sor thar pa’i blang dor gyi gnas rnams mdor bsdus pa rje ’dul ba ’dzin pa chen po grags pa rgyal mtshan gyis mdzad pa (Labrang Tashi Khyil xylograph, TBRC W28860), 1b–18b. The work generally follows the account in the Vinayavastu, vol. ka, 332a–333a.


86. The word śayanāsana (senāsana in Pāli) literally means “beds and seats,” but in the Vinaya it refers to the dwellings that monks occupied, together with the bedding and furniture that they needed during their stay.


87. Schopen, Buddhist Nuns, chap. 10, has explained in great detail this part of the varṣa ritual, including the implications of setting aside one tally stick for the Buddha and another for the deity of the site.


88. Vinayavastu, vol. ka, 336a–b. The final phrase (gnas ral ba dang/ ’drums pa ’chos pa) is not completely clear to us, and our translation of this line is tentative. The commentaries are not of much help in explaining these lines.


89. Initially, the monks were allowed leave for one day, with permission of course. But later, because there arose opportunities for monks to receive offerings (for example, during a wedding feast), monks were permitted to leave the site for up to a week if they received permission and enacted a brief ritual in front of another monk both before leaving and after returning to the monastery. In really exceptional circumstances — for instance, if they had to work on a major project on behalf of the Saṅgha — monks could receive permission to leave the retreat for up to forty days, but this required the permission of the entire community. Most of the rules governing the rains retreat outlined here — including the initial ritual and permissible absence from the monastery — were being observed in India in the late seventh century. See I-Tsing, A Record of the Buddhist Religion as Practiced in India and the Malay Archipelago (A.D. 671–695), trans. J. Takakusu (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1898), 84–85. In the Tibetan tradition, daylong absences during the rainy season are commonplace, and monks routinely receive such permission. At Sera in India young novices are often given such permission to go to the nearby town to buy food for their household.


90. The description of the ritual relies on the section of Vinayavastu, vol. ka, beginning on 311a, and on the discussion in Grags pa rgyal mtshan, Bslab pa yongs su spyod pa’i gzhi gsum gyi cho ga. For a testimony about the observance of the pravāraṇa in the late seventh century, see I-Tsing, A Record of the Buddhist Religion, 86–90.


91. See Dutt, Buddhist Monks, 55; and Franklin Edgerton, Buddhist Hybrid Sanskrit Dictionary (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1985), 385.


92. We find it strange that nuns and female novices are spoken of here when they are not mentioned in the varṣa ritual that begins the retreat.


93. In what follows we rely, once again, on Grags pa rgyal mtshan, Bslab pa yongs su spyod pa’i gzhi gsum gyi cho ga, as well as the Vinayavastu’s section on Poṣadha, on which Grags pa rgyal mtshan’s work relies. For the exact references, see Appendix 2.


94. The work was written by Atiśa, Āpattideśana Vidhi, Ltung ba bshags pa’i cho ga, Dergé Tengyur no. 3974, Dbu ma vol. gi, 255a–b.


95. Grags pa rgyal mtshan, Bslab pa yongs su spyod pa’i gzhi gsum gyi cho ga, 13a–b.


96. Aṅguttara Nikāya, Book of Eights, 4.20 (10, Uposatha). Bikkhu Bodhi, trans., The Numerical Discourses of the Buddha (Boston: Wisdom Publications, 2012), 1145–47. In this account, Mahāmoggallāna is forced to scan the audience with his psychic powers. He identifies the culprit, and having thrice asked him to leave, to no avail, he “grabs him by the arm, evicts him through the outer gatehouse, and bolts the door.” The Buddha then states that from that day forward he will no longer recite the pātimokkha to the monks, and instead that they should do so themselves. For a more general study of confession, see also Raffaele Pettazzoni, La Confessione dei Peccati (Bologna: Zanichelli, 1929–36), vol. 2.


97. Dung dkar blo bzang ’phrin las, Dung dkar tshig mdzod chen mo (Beijing: Krung go’i bod rig pa dpe skrun khang, 2002), 1794.













2. The Culture of Learning in Buddhist India


Only you, Lord, and no other, has taught


that one should divide one’s time into three parts, and


contemplate the meaning of the scriptures,


meditate on them, and devotedly study them.


— AŚVAGHOṢA (FIRST CENTURY CE)98


IN THE CENTURIES after the Buddha’s death a number of factors changed the face of the Buddhist order. The arhat Mahākāśyapa initially assumed responsibility for the order.99 The teachings of the now-deceased Buddha — the Vinaya and his sermons — were codified and started to be orally transmitted. Over the subsequent decades and centuries, the Saṅgha became sedentary, various schisms arose that divided the monastic community into sects, writing became widespread, the first Buddhist canons were written down, and Buddhist monks began to compete — intellectually, for patronage, and for followers — with their non-Buddhist counterparts. Two new and quite different forms of Buddhism arose: the exoteric Mahāyāna, just before the turn of the Common Era, and Tantra, the esoteric or secret tradition, about 700 years thereafter. Between the rise of these two traditions, large and important Buddhist monastic universities were founded in north India. It is of course impossible to do full justice to this rich history in this book, so we will be selective. But even a brief overview of these developments will help to set the stage for the discussion of monasticism in Tibet.


Shortly after the Buddha’s death, Mahākāśyapa convened a council of 500 arhats at Rājagṛha, the capital of the kingdom of Magadha.100 “Venerable ones, in the future, monks will be forgetful; because of their weaknesses, they will not recite the scriptures, not be able to memorize the Sūtras, Vinaya, and Abhidharma. Therefore let us, from tomorrow morning, recite the scriptures.” Ānanda, the Buddha’s cousin and attendant, recited the sūtras, or “discourses”; Upāli, an expert on the monastic discipline, recited the Vinaya; and Mahākāśyapa himself recited the Abhidharma — or Matṛka, as it is sometimes called in the texts.101 After each portion of the recitation, the arhats were asked to confirm that the recitation was accurate, and having done so, each of the reciters considers his portion of the recitation complete and thinks to himself, “Once [such-and-such a portion of scripture] has been compiled, let no monk oppose or disparage it.” That a single individual could recite verbatim large portions — the equivalent of many volumes’ worth — of the Buddha’s teachings will strike the modern reader as implausible, but it is unremarkable enough to the ancient authors that it required little or no explanation.102 After the initial recitations, different portions were assigned to different monks, who memorized them and became responsible for orally transmitting them to their disciples.103 One of the inscriptions of the Buddhist king Aśoka (Minor Rock Edict no. 3) suggests that in the third century BCE monks were still transmitting the scriptures only in an oral fashion, for after mentioning a number of different works, it is silent about any physical texts and instead urges monks and nuns to “constantly listen to and remember” them.


The earliest notion of an authoritative group of Buddhist scriptures — the Buddhist canon, if you will — is bipartite: the Sūtras and the Vinaya, often designated by the compound Dharma-Vinaya. But later accounts of the first council added a third major group of works, the Abhidharma — literally “Higher Dharma” or “Metadharma.” Together, the Vinaya, Sūtras, and Abhidharma came to be called the Tripiṭaka, or “three baskets” (sde snod gsum), and this replaced the earlier bipartite canon, the Dharma-Vinaya.104 It is noteworthy that the formula found at the end of the account of the three piṭakas’ compilation at the first council states only that the recitation was accurate and not that it was complete. This is important because, as scholars have shown, the Tripiṭaka was not a completely closed canon and material was added to it for centuries, even after it was set to writing.


The narrative of the first council found in the Mūlasarvāstivāda Vinaya tells us that each of the piṭakas was further organized into subsections and that this took place at that very council, perhaps, as Bhikkhu Anālayo has suggested, “to facilitate oral transmission.”105 Different Buddhist schools organized the three piṭakas in slightly different ways, but there is considerable consensus regarding their internal structure. The Mūlasarvāstivāda school — to take one example — organized its Vinaya section into four parts.


  1. The Vastu, “Key Themes,” which in the Tibetan canon comprises four large volumes. The Vastu treats seventeen key topics: ordination, the rains retreat, robes, the confession rite, and so on. The Pratimokṣa is contained within the Vastu’s section on the confession rite, although the Tibetan canon also preserves the monks’ and nuns’ Pratimokṣas as independent works.


  2. The Vibhaṅga, or “Breakdown,” is the collection of the stories about how each rule came into being, with separate sections for the monks’ vows (comprising three volumes) and nuns’ vows (one volume). The stories are organized according to the gravity of the offense and therefore according to the severity of the punishment.


  3. The Uttaragrantha, or “Higher Book” (in two volumes), responds to issues that come up in the Vastu and Vibhaṅga. It is divided into eleven chapters (or sixteen chapters if the second work in the collection, the Vinītaka, is counted as five distinct chapters).106 The sixteen include the so-called Introduction to the Vinaya, a section on schisms, one on controversies, and so on.107


  4. Finally, the Kṣudrakavastu, “Minor Themes,” in two volumes, is like an appendix that treats a variety of miscellaneous topics, including the history of the different Buddhist councils.


In like fashion, the Sūtra Piṭaka was subdivided into four parts, the four “scriptures,” or Āgamas. In the case of the Dīrgha and Madhyama Āgamas, the organizing principle was the length of the discourses: long and middle-length, respectively. Shorter discourses were in turn grouped according to whether they dealt with specific themes (the Saṃyukta Āgama), or whether they dealt with numbered lists, from one to ten (the Ekottarika Āgama).108 To reiterate an important point, monks are supposed to have transmitted all of the material in these collections — both the Vinaya and the Āgamas — in a strictly oral fashion for several hundred years.109 The Tripiṭaka was written down on the basis of these “recitations.” The earliest written Tripiṭaka, the Pāli canon, dates to the first century BCE.110 Although the Matṛka lists, the basis for the Abhidharma, may have been transmitted orally before they were set to writing, the mature Abhidharma almost certainly took shape after the introduction of writing.


Scholars are still unsure about when the Buddhist Saṅgha made the transition from a peripatetic to a more sedentary lifestyle. Opinions range over a 400-year period — from about a hundred years after the Buddha’s death to about the turn of the Common Era. The edicts of Aśoka make no reference to permanent monasteries or sedentary communities, so perhaps it was after his time. And of course the process of settling down was gradual and may have occurred at different times in different parts of India. Recent archeological work at Sañci suggests that permanent monastic dwellings existed at that site before the second century BCE.111 Whenever Buddhist monks and nuns settled down, the transition to a sedentary life changed the character of monasticism. Monks who had hitherto been united by the bonds of a common teacher (the Buddha), a common discipline (the Pratimokṣa), and a common set of oral scriptures now had an additional object of allegiance: their monasteries. The rise of permanently inhabited monastic institutions raised a number of concerns — legal, economic, and social — that, while not entirely unknown in the early period, needed to be addressed more clearly and precisely. These included issues of governance and administration, of finances and patronage, and of the relationship of the order to the broader society: to rulers, government officials, the laity (including patrons), and others. Some portions of the Vinaya are concerned with many of these issues, suggesting that these parts were redacted after the Saṅgha had become sedentary. For example, the earliest Buddhist monks were allowed to keep very few possessions: the so-called thirteen articles required for a monk’s livelihood (rab byung gi ’tsho ba’i yo byad bcu gsum), such as robes, begging bowl, water strainer, mat, and so on. Later, when the community became sedentary, monks were allowed to keep and use other property, but so as not to violate the original rule of having minimal possessions, they were advised to keep these additional articles with the thought that they were not their own but rather the property of the community. As monasteries increased in size and prosperity, the Saṅgha’s wealth also increased and had to be regulated. Later sources suggest that the wealth of Buddhist communities was divided into three parts, each belonging to one of the Three Jewels: Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha.112 The portion that belonged to the Buddha was to be used for building and renovating temples and stūpas. The Dharma’s portion went to copying scriptures and adorning the “lion throne” from which monks preached. The Saṅgha’s portion was to be distributed to monks. Other works classify the wealth of the Saṅgha into four parts: (1) the portion used to make offerings to the symbols of the Buddha’s body, speech, and mind, and to renovate temples, and so on, (2) the portion used to support and make offerings to teachers or preachers (chos gsung mkhan), (3) the general fund or endowment — moneys or other goods that could be sold or invested to yield interest — which was meant for the support of the community in general and not for distribution to individual monks, and (4) resources or property that were to be equally distributed among the members of the Saṅgha. The general fund or endowment was supposed to be administered only by novices and laymen and never by fully ordained monks.113 These discussions of monastic property show how the Buddhist Saṅgha developed categories and rules for dealing with finances after it had already made the transition from an itinerant life with minimal property to an institutional one where the question of wealth management was important.114


About one hundred years after the Buddha’s death, around the middle of the fourth century BCE, monks began to quarrel over the rules — for example, whether or not monks were allowed to handle money or eat after noon. A second great council was held to decide the matter.115 But instead of unifying the Saṅgha, it led to the first great schism of the Buddhist order into two groups, the Sthaviras, or Elders, who upheld the stricter interpretation of the Vinaya with an expanded list of monks’ rules, and the Mahāsāṃghika, or “Larger Faction,” which upheld an earlier and shorter list of rules. There is no consensus in the sources about the later councils that postdate this one — how many there were, where they met, what their purpose was, and so on. This has led modern scholars to question their historicity.116 According to some versions, a century after the second council, during the reign of the Mauryan king Aśoka, a third council was held at Pāṭaliputra to adjudicate new disagreements. There are different accounts of the dispute. Some hold that the issues were doctrinal — whether or not an arhat was perfected, and so on. Others claim that the disputes had to do with which texts were authoritative. Whatever the case, the inability of different factions to reach consensus led to another schism of the Saṅgha. The fourth or last of the premodern Buddhist councils — if it is a single historical event at all — took place, according to the Theravāda, in the first century BCE in Sri Lanka. Its purpose was to set the oral scriptures and commentaries to writing. The alternative Sarvāstivāda account claims that it took place in the first or second century CE in northern India. Its purpose was to edit the Abhidharma and perhaps to translate the Buddha’s word from the vernacular Prakrits into Sanskrit, the scholarly language of India. The Tibetan historian Tāranātha states that once the three piṭakas were finalized at that council, which was sponsored by King Kaniṣka (second century CE), “a brahman named Vidu, who lived in the southern city of Puṣpa (Me tog), made many copies of the books, which he then donated to the monks,” thus implying that the Sanskrit Buddhist “canon” was set to writing at this time.117


The different Buddhist sects that were the result of these various splits are still memorialized, 2,000 years later, in the robes that Tibetan monks wear. There is a patch sown onto the upper part of the ceremonial upper robe, the saṅghāṭi, which in Tibetan is called the namjar (snam sbyar). The patch has embroidered onto it one or another Buddhist symbol — a wheel, a conch shell, and so on — each of which represents one of the eighteen sects into which Indian Buddhism had split.118


Around the first century BCE a new set of scriptures began to emerge that eventually became the core of a school that called itself the Mahāyāna, or Great Vehicle. Its followers considered the Mahāyāna sūtras to be the Buddha’s word — that is, to have actually been taught by the historical Buddha or by various deities. But these scriptures were rejected as inauthentic by the adherents of the earlier tradition, the Vehicle of the Disciples (Śrāvakayāna), or as the Mahāyāna disparagingly called it, the Lesser Vehicle (Hīnayāna). The most famous Mahāyāna sūtras, the Prajñāpāramitā, or “Perfection of Wisdom,” quickly gained in popularity. By the third century CE, the Mahāyāna textual corpus — which extolled the figure of the bodhisattva, the importance of compassion, a more transcendent Buddha, and the lower status of the arhat — was as large as the earlier canon. Tāranātha claims that the Mahāyāna sūtras were compiled “by a brahman named Kulika (or Kalki; Tib. Rigs ldan) in Saurāṣṭra,” present-day Gujarat. Kulika is supposed to have convened the monks who could still recite from memory the Mahāyāna sūtras from the Buddha’s time, and monks who had been taught the Mahāyāna in visions from various deities — Avalokiteśvara, Guhyapati, Mañjuśrī, Maitreya, and so on — or who had received physical books from the realm of the nāgas and other supernatural abodes. The task of writing down these works, Tāranātha continues, was then taken up by a king named Lakṣāśva.119 Although this narrative of the compilation of the Mahāyāna sutras is considered a legend by contemporary Western scholars, the story bespeaks the Mahāyāna’s need for a narrative counterpart mirroring the tale of the fourth Buddhist council.120 Tāranātha states that although the Mahāyāna sūtras spread widely after this time, when Asaṅga (fourth century) first started to teach, Mahāyāna monks — who numbered just over a thousand — could barely understand what the sūtras meant. He credits Asaṅga with reviving Mahāyāna Buddhism as an intellectual tradition and spiritual practice.121


Unlike their Brahmanical brethren, early Buddhist monks wrote very little under their own names. Once the Pāli scriptures had been written down, however, monks began to write commentaries on its different portions.122 The earliest of these commentaries, the Pāli Aṭṭhakathās — purportedly written in Prakrit at the turn of the Common Era and then translated into Sinhala — no longer exist.123 The first extant texts penned by monks under their own names date to around the second century CE. These new works are of many different genres, from the ornate poetry of Aśvaghoṣa (ca. 80–150 CE) to the more technical, philosophical works of Nāgārjuna (second century CE). Two of the earliest Abhidharma treatises — the Great Compendium (Mahāvibhāṣa) and a work called Establishing Knowledge (Jñānaprasthāna), on which the Compendium is based — belong to the realist Sarvāstivāda school and also date to this time. The Compendium, like its Pāli counterpart, Points of Controversy (Kathāvatthu), catalogs different views on important doctrinal issues and suggests which opinion is correct.124 Tāranātha states that the Compendium was the first written Buddhist scholarly treatise (śāstra) to be widely disseminated: “It is said that although [written] books of scriptures existed even at the time of our Teacher [the Buddha], this work was the first commentarial treatise to be rendered in book form.”125 The Compendium would later serve as the basis for Vasubandhu’s Treasury of Abhidharma (Abhidharmakośa), where its opinions are often critiqued. The Kośa, an immensely important work, became, centuries later, one of the five core texts studied in Tibetan monastic universities like Sera.


Nāgārjuna and his student Āryadeva (second to third century) — the founders of the Madhyamaka, or “Middle Way,” school of philosophy — not only critiqued the Abhidharma’s philosophical “realism” but also responded to various non-Buddhist philosophical schools. By the time of Dignāga (fifth to sixth century CE), Buddhist authors were writing complex philosophical treatises on ontology, logic, and epistemology every bit as sophisticated as those of their “Hindu” Naiyāyika rivals. While some Buddhist thinkers were engaging the work of non-Buddhist thinkers, others were trying to synthesize Buddhist doctrine into systematic theological treatises. In the fourth and fifth centuries we see Mahāyāna thinkers organizing the central tenets of the mammoth Perfection of Wisdom corpus into verse works like the Ornament of Realizations (Abhisamayālaṃkāra), purportedly transmitted to Asaṅga by the Buddha Maitreya in a vision. Asaṅga and his half-brother Vasubandhu are also credited with introducing a new school of Mahāyāna philosophy called Mind-Only (Cittamātra), also called Yoga Practice (Yogācāra). The Stages of Yoga Practice (Yogācārabhūmi), a mammoth compendium of Mahāyāna thought, dates to around the fifth century. The great north Indian Buddhist universities were at their peak from the sixth to the ninth centuries, producing many great scholars like the Madhyamaka philosopher Candrakīrti and the logician Dharmakīrti, who both belong to the seventh century. Their works became the standard textbooks on their respective subjects in the Geluk monastic academies. Finally, beginning in the sixth century we see the rise of a new tradition, the Vajrayāna, or “Diamond Vehicle,” the esoteric or secret tradition of the Mahāyāna. Its chief texts — which are claimed to have the same authoritative status as the sūtras — were called tantras. The tantras in turn gave rise to their own commentarial and synthetic literature and to numerous ritual and meditation manuals. Hundreds of texts belonging to each of these three great Buddhist traditions — Śrāvakayāna (chiefly represented by the Vinaya), Mahāyāna, and Tantra — were translated into Tibetan and compiled into the Tibetan canon. Some of these works became the underpinnings of the monastic curriculum in monasteries like Sera.


The Evolution of Buddhist Monastic Learning


Did Buddhism emphasize learning from the very start? If not, when did Buddhist monks start to study? What did they study, and how did they study it? Before the turn of the Common Era, monastic learning was an aural/oral exercise. During this time monks were concerned with the preservation and transmission of oral texts. Memorization was obviously key to this. Monks heard the scriptures from their teachers, memorized them, and then passed them on to their students in the same fashion. This was the pattern until writing became widespread among Buddhist communities in the first centuries of the Common Era. The writing down of texts ushered in new forms of learning. It permitted the writing of scriptural commentaries, the subtle expression of complex ideas, the consolidation of schools of thought around these ideas, and polemical exchanges between them. Between the second and sixth centuries CE, the Buddhist literary corpus had grown to such an extent that monks began to experiment with new genres — verse synopses — that allowed them to condense the growing canon into short texts that could be easily learned, taught, and memorized. But these synoptic works were so terse that it was difficult to understand them without clarification, and so monks authored prose commentaries on the verse summaries. By the seventh century, all of these different strata of texts had been incorporated into the curricula of great institutions of learning, India’s Buddhist monastic universities. We now take a step back to see, in a more detailed way, how all of this evolved.


Monks obviously had many responsibilities — many things to do — but when the compilers of the ordination ritual are forced to name the three most important ones, it is noteworthy that they chose these three: study, practice, and gaining realization. At the very end of the ritual, the new monk is addressed as follows:




From this day forward, you should receive instructions on the scriptures (āgama, lung); you should recite (klag pa) and rehearse them (kha ston byed pa). You should master the [teachings of] the aggregates; master the elements; master the sense bases; master dependent arising; master what is right and wrong; obtain what has not been obtained; realize what has not been realized; actualize what has not been actualized. You should not give up striving to achieve these ends.126





Study, as we can see from this text, was an important part of what it meant to be a monk. Neither the Vinaya nor the Nikāyas and Āgamas go into a great deal of detail about what monks ought to study or how they ought to study it, but the ideal of the learned monk is not unknown to them. The Aṅguttara Nikāya, for example, states that a monk is pleasing to his fellow monks and is respected by them when he “has learned much, remembers what he has learned, and accumulated what he has learned . . . when he has retained [the teachings] in mind, recited them verbally, mentally investigated them, and penetrated them well.” A learned person, the text continues, is also “a good speaker with a good delivery; he is gifted with speech that is polished, clear, articulate, and expressive of the meaning.”127
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