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Study the Great Perfection with the celebrated Lerab Lingpa, and discover the common ground of Tibetan Buddhism’s many schools in essays by his disciples.


LERAB LINGPA (1856–1926), also known as Tertön Sogyal, was one of the highly influential Dzokchen (Great Perfection) masters of the nineteenth and early twentieth cen-turies. This volume contains translations by B. Alan Wallace of several represen¬tative works from the lineage of this magnificent “treasure revealer,” or tertön.


Composed by Lerab Lingpa, The Vital Essence of Primordial Consciousness presents instructions on all the stages of the Great Perfection, which is the highest form of med¬itation and practice in the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism.


The Selected Essays on Old and New Views of the Secret Mantrayana is a collection of seven essays by two of Lerab Lingpa’s close disciples, Dharmasāra (a.k.a. Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso) and Jé Tsultrim Zangpo (a.k.a. Tulku Tsullo). Dharmasāra’s six essays provide detailed explanations of the compatibility among the theories and practices of the Great Perfection, Mahāmudrā, and the Madhyamaka view. Jé Tsultrim Zangpo’s essay, a special favorite of the Dalai Lama, contextualizes the Great Perfection within the broader framework of Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna Buddhism and then elucidates all the stages of practice of the Great Perfection.


Open Mind will be welcomed by all those interested in the theory and practice of the Great Perfection and the way it relates to the wisdom teachings of Tsongkhapa and others in the new translation schools of Tibetan Buddhism.




“Lerab Lingpa, Jé Tsultrim Zangpo, and Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso all have the unusual ability to teach the profound wisdom of the Great Perfec¬tion out of their own experience in a direct and meaningful way to Dharma students living in our challenging times. It’s a tribute to Alan Wallace, a long-term practitioner, Dharma teacher, and scholar, that he has translated these teachings (a very difficult task) into clear and sparkling prose that we can understand and use for practice.”


—TSOKNYI RINPOCHE, founder, Pundarika Foundation and author of Open Heart, Open Mind
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FOREWORD BY
HIS HOLINESS THE DALAI LAMA


Buddhism was established in Tibet by the great Dharma king Trisong Detsen, the abbot Śāntarakṣita, and the adept Padmasambhava more than 1,200 years ago. The ordination of monks, monastic discipline, methods for developing concentration, as well as the study of philosophy under the rubric of strict logic and epistemology make up the general structure of the teachings. Guru Padmasambhava also introduced his disciples to more specialized instructions that included the practice of tantra and the teachings on the Great Perfection.


In the Nyingma tradition a succession of nine vehicles is explained: the vehicles of śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas and bodhisattvas; the three outer tantras of kriya, upa, and yoga tantra; and the three inner tantras of mahāyoga, anuyoga, and atiyoga. The first eight of these vehicles take the ordinary mind as the path. Atiyoga, which corresponds to the Great Perfection, takes primordial consciousness as the path.


When we speak of taking primordial consciousness as the path, we are referring to our fundamental nature, the unchanging awareness that is never tainted by the fleeting stains of discursive thought. Neither the phenomena of saṃsāra nor their causes, the karmic winds and ordinary thought patterns, have ever clouded the purity of this awareness.


The coarse level of our ordinary consciousness does not continue until buddhahood, as only the fundamental innate mind of clear light can be present in the state of omniscience. This fundamental innate mind of clear light is the primordial consciousness spoken of in the Great Perfection. It is the primordial consciousness that the Great Perfection takes as the path. The highest yoga tantras of the new translation tradition follow the same principle, using techniques reliant on the ordinary coarse mind in order to manifest the fundamental innate mind of clear light, while the Great Perfection employs nothing but the fundamental innate mind of clear light.


Taking the primordial consciousness of pristine awareness as the path is a process of revealing our subtlest level of awareness and enabling it to find its own stability by working with and experiencing the aware aspect of the fundamental innate mind of clear light. This is the extraordinary, profound, and unique feature of the Great Perfection.


Padmasambhava concealed countless spiritual treasures, or terma, destined to be discovered at opportune times by successive incarnations of his chief disciples. Lerab Lingpa, author of the first text in this book, was a tertön, a revealer of such treasures, who gave important transmissions to my predecessor, the Thirteenth Dalai Lama.


The first part of this book, a translation of The Vital Essence of Primordial Consciousness, consists of Lerab Lingpa’s instructions — derived from treasures he had revealed — on how to practice and uncover our most subtle level of awareness.


The second part of the book consists of essays by more recent scholar-adepts on the place of specialized instructions such as the Great Perfection in the context of the general structure of Buddha’s teachings. Their conclusions support the observation of the seventeenth-century master Panchen Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen, who wrote that when the numerous traditions are “scrutinized by a yogi learned in scripture, logic, and meditative experience, their definitive meanings all converge on the same intended point.”


I value the care with which B. Alan Wallace has translated these works into English, making them available to a wider interested readership. I have known Alan for many years and appreciate his work as a translator, as well as his exploration of the qualities of the mind, first as a monk and later as a scientist and a contemplative.


All levels of consciousness — including the coarsest level of our ordinary minds — are permeated by an aspect of the subtlest awareness, or clear light. This can be pointed out to us by an experienced master in whom we have faith. When we recognize the nature of this subtlest awareness, we can take it — and it alone — as the basis of our practice. May this book inspire readers to develop such an understanding of the nature of the mind and to then experience it in actual practice.


Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama
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PREFACE


The Tibetan voices we hear in this volume often seem to be speaking to us directly, here and now. Though their worlds would in many ways appear to be quite foreign to us, these authors are grappling with questions of worldview and practice that are no less pressing today, even among practitioners living in modern cultures far removed from theirs. These masters frequently address crucial differences in presentation that exist across the great lineages of Tibetan Buddhism. They also offer glimpses of how to understand a deeper compatibility between those presentations in ways that are rarely explained, even among millions of pages of Tibetan literature.


The three authors whose works are translated here lived during a pivotal period of Tibetan history, from the second half of the nineteenth century through the first half of the twentieth. It was a time when the conditions were ripe for unprecedented dialogue between master scholars trained in multiple traditions, who often combined extensive knowledge of Geluk, Sakya, and Kagyü perspectives with authentic experience of the Great Perfection (Tibetan: Dzokchen) tradition associated with the Nyingma school. Determined to overcome the sectarian tensions that had run through much of Tibetan history, they wished to understand and honor the teachings from each tradition, and above all to put into practice the steps of the spiritual path in a way that would most quickly lead to complete awakening and existential transformation.


Tertön Sogyal Lerab Lingpa (1856–1926) was born in the Nyarong Valley of Kham, in southeastern Tibet, and though he spent much of his life traversing the Tibetan landscape as a visionary and teacher, especially serving the Thirteenth Dalai Lama in the capital city of Lhasa, in the last two decades of his life he remained primarily in eastern Tibet. He spent much time at Dodrupchen Monastery, on the border between Golok and Kham. There he cultivated his close Dharma relationship with the Third Dodrupchen, Jikmé Tenpé Nyima (1865–1926), who was in turn the eldest son of the great treasure revealer Düdjom Lingpa (1835–1904). Though I know of no evidence that Lerab Lingpa met Düdjom Lingpa in person, there is clearly a deep affinity between their visionary teachings and a strong familial connection through Düdjom Lingpa’s sons. Lerab Lingpa served as both student and teacher to the Third Dodrupchen, even as he became the teacher of Düdjom Lingpa’s youngest son, as well as several of his grandsons.


Furthermore, in his book Fearless in Tibet (238–39) Matteo Pistono recounts a vision that Tertön Sogyal Lerab Lingpa experienced in 1923, nearly a decade after Düdjom Lingpa had passed away and his successor Düdjom Rinpoche had been born. In that vision, Lerab Lingpa met Guru Padmasambhava surrounded by a host of ḍākinīs, one of whom spoke to him about the necessity of reaching the teacher in both peaceful and wrathful forms. This was followed by a clear vision of five famous masters, one of whom was Düdjom Lingpa. Lerab Lingpa heard an injunction from the ḍākinī: “If you can unite all of the lamas of the past, present, and future, together, as Padmasambhava, then the blessing will be swift.” He then received practices associated with each of the five gurus, and when writing them down later, he heard verses echoing in the sky that included the message, “Dudjom Lingpa can be accomplished as the Wildy Wrathful Guru.” Again the five gurus appeared to him, and each spoke the words, “I am the great holder of all the Complete Gathering of Teachings. If you accomplish me, then you accomplish all the buddhas.” After this they each dissolved into Guru Padmasambhava. Given such extraordinary connections between these two great treasure revealers, at both the familial and visionary levels, I believe that the text by Lerab Lingpa that comprises the first part of this volume can provide a wonderful complement to the teachings I translated in three volumes of Düdjom Lingpa’s Visions of the Great Perfection.


Jé Tsultrim Zangpo (1884–ca. 1957), also known as Tulku Tsullo, was a learned monk from nearby Shukjung Monastery in Golok. His collected works reveal him to be a master of both the Old Translation school, or Nyingma tradition, as well as of the philosophy and tantras associated with the New Translation schools, represented primarily by the Sakya, Kagyü, and Geluk traditions. (The distinction of “Old” and “New” refers to two different historical periods during which Indian Sanskrit scriptures were translated into the Tibetan language, the former spanning from the eighth to ninth centuries CE and the latter roughly from the late tenth to twelfth centuries. Within the texts translated here, however, the terms “Old” and “New” refer more broadly to the entire body of teachings associated with each of the different lineages, even as these continued to expand during later centuries.) Jé Tsultrim Zangpo was a close student of the aforementioned Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima and thereby came to meet and receive extensive instruction from Lerab Lingpa as well, becoming his biographer and a primary lineage holder for all of Lerab Lingpa’s treasure revelations. I believe that Jé Tsultrim Zangpo’s clarifications of the subtle theory behind the practice of the Great Perfection, which reflect his sensitivity to the explanations found in both the New and Old tantras, will be of tremendous help to those who wish to understand how these traditions of practice might be harmonized without being confused.


Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso (1903–57) was born in Golok, recognized at the age of fifteen to be a reincarnate lama, and trained by two teachers who were themselves steeped in the nonsectarian movement: Amdo Geshé Jampel Rolway Lodrö (1888–1936) and Drakkar Geshé Lozang Tenzin Nyendrak (1866–1928), from whom Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso received full ordination as a Geluk monk. As a young man, likely while traveling with Amdo Geshé in 1919, Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso also received transmissions from Lerab Lingpa, whom he clearly considered to be one of his root teachers. His writings reveal the depth of his love and appreciation for both the Old and New schools of thought, principally as represented by Longchenpa and Tsongkhapa, respectively. It is important to note that all but one of the essays in part 2 of this volume, Selected Essays on Old and New Views of the Secret Mantrayāna, were written by this same figure. He alternatively goes by the name of Kunzang Zhepé Dorjé and by a Sanskrit version of the latter part of his monk’s name: Dharmasāra. In both languages, this means “Ocean of Dharma.” It is also poignant to realize that he was recognized as a reincarnation of one Japa Do-ngak Gyatso (1824–1902), who was himself a thoroughly intersectarian scholar, and was famous for having lost a debate with Ju Mipham regarding the view of the Great Perfection, after which he went into retreat for eighteen years, first meditating on bodhicitta, or the wish for enlightenment, and later on the stages of generation and completion. He was also a teacher of Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima. These details become significant when we read Dharmasāra’s own views on the necessity of practicing both the stages of generation and completion — even if in previous lives — in order to become a ripe vessel for the Great Perfection. In another place, Dharmasāra praises the philosophical view of Ju Mipham as being in accord with that of Tsongkhapa on the question of simple negations, even though those two authors are often seen as being at odds with each other. Dharmasāra’s works have much to reveal about the intersection between Old and New schools, both in painting the overall scope of Vajrayāna practice and in clarifying the definitive meaning of Madhyamaka, or Middle Way philosophy.


Notes on the Texts


The first work translated here, The Vital Essence of Primordial Consciousness, about which I will say more in the introduction, was composed by Lerab Lingpa as a record of an oral teaching he received from the illustrious Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo (1813–92) concerning a form of Great Perfection practice known as the Chetsun Nyingtik, or Chetsun’s Heart Essence. The story of how this visionary teaching came to be appears in the opening pages of the text itself. My English translation was based primarily on Taklung Tsetrul Rinpoche Pema Wangyal’s printing, circa 1985, of a manuscript edition of the entire cycle of teachings on Chetsun’s Heart Essence written by Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo and several of his close students, including Lerab Lingpa. As an aid to Tibetan readers, the publication information for this edition (to which the bracketed page numbers correspond) appears on the first page of the bibliography. For difficult passages it was essential to consult at least two editions, so there is also reference to an alternative computer-input printing of the entire collection from Shechen Monastery. Both of these are available at the Buddhist Digital Resource Center (www.tbrc.org) as works W27867 and W27887, respectively.


The eight chapter titles were added to this English translation for ease of reading but do not appear in the original text. The traditional Tibetan outline (Tib. sa bcad) is also translated throughout, and appears in full at the end of The Vital Essence of Primordial Consciousness. Where there were disparities in the outline, for the most part I followed the choices of the Shechen Monastery Tibetan editors, who had evidently consulted several more prints and manuscripts in making such editorial decisions.


The second work translated in this volume, Selected Essays on Old and New Views of the Secret Mantrayāna, represents a Tibetan-language anthology that was compiled and published in 2009 by Namgyal Monastery in Dharamsala, India. Thus the six works by Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso/ Dharmasāra and the single work by Jé Tsultrim Zangpo were chosen by Tibetan editors from among the multivolume collected works of each author, specifically in order to speak to the theme of intersectarian dialogue and mutual understanding. As these ideas are pertinent for contemporary Tibetans, both lay and monastic, so I expect they will be for English readers worldwide. Again, for variant readings it was necessary to consult printed editions of the collected works of each author, for which there is publication information included in the bibliography. The bracketed page numbers herein correspond to the Namgyal Monastery publication.


All of these works contain passages that are not easy to understand upon first reading, just as they were not easy to translate. They are written in a terse and highly technical style of composition that assumes much knowledge on the part of the reader and expects that the text is being studied as part of a comprehensive training in Buddhist ideas, in the presence of qualified living teachers. Numerous footnotes supply information that the author takes as given. Nonetheless, I urge my readers to take the time to read certain passages over and over again in order to decipher the intent behind the economical expression. I believe it will be well worth the effort in trying to understand each point that is being made, especially when returning to these texts over many months and years of practice.


Prerequisites


It is clear that the various texts included in this volume reveal the most sublime of all Dharmas — secret mantra, Vajrayāna, or the Vajra Vehicle. The Sanskrit term vajra signifies the nature of ultimate reality, with its seven attributes of invulnerability, indestructibility, reality, incorruptibility, stability, unobstructability, and invincibility; and yāna means a vehicle for spiritual practice. Such profound instructions are traditionally guarded as secrets due to their potential for being dangerously misunderstood, and also in order to protect the teachings from disparagement. It has often been said that such treatises maintain their own secrecy, for only those who are sufficiently mature in their spiritual development will even have the capacity to hear or understand what is being expressed when encountering such teachings.


Therefore, if you wish to put the meaning of these sacred texts into practice, it is essential that you seek out a qualified guru to guide you in your understanding and practice. The masters of this lineage insist that, rather than merely striving to accumulate knowledge or virtue that might benefit you in this current lifetime, or else some future lifetime, you should seize this precious opportunity — a human life in which you can practice the sublime Dharma — and generate the aspiration to achieve enlightenment in this present lifetime.


Thus the publication of these translations is indeed restricted to suitable readers, specifically those who earnestly aspire to achieve liberation and enlightenment. In setting forth specific restrictions for readers of this volume, I am adhering exactly to the stipulations made by my principal Dzokchen lama, Ven. Domang Gyatrul Rinpoche, with the original publication of my translation of The Vajra Essence. The teachings in this volume are no more or less esoteric or secret than those explained in The Vajra Essence, so I feel the prerequisites are equally applicable in this context. According to the guidance of my lama, people who are qualified to read the translations of the texts in this volume will not be fixated on material success, but because they understand the reality of suffering, they will have turned away from the allures of saṃsāra. They will honor the fundamental Buddhist teachings included in the Śrāvakayāna, or the Hearers’ Vehicle, and they will revere the Mahāyāna, or Great Vehicle, as well.


This means that not only will they care about following a path toward freedom from their own experience of suffering, but they will care deeply about helping others achieve their highest and most meaningful spiritual goals, both in this life and far into the future. Thus such readers will have begun to cultivate the four immeasurables, including thoughts of limitless compassion, loving-kindness, empathetic joy, and equanimity toward all living beings. They will have begun to study and practice in the manner of a bodhisattva, or someone who aspires to reach the state of a buddha for the benefit of others. Such a way of life includes the six perfections: giving, ethical conduct, patience, joyful effort, meditative concentration, and wisdom. Suitable readers will also have begun to gain familiarity with the insights associated with the Yogācāra and Madhyamaka worldviews regarding the way in which all phenomena do not exist in the way that they appear. In addition, they will value all the outer, inner, and secret classes of the tantras and have a genuine desire to practice the stages of the Great Perfection known as cutting through and direct crossing over. Finally, suitable readers of this volume will treat it with reverence and care.


While those who will devote themselves to the practice of these Great Perfection teachings should receive the appropriate empowerments, oral transmissions, and explanations of the lineage masters, the texts themselves do not restrict their readership to those who have completed certain preliminary practices, such as a hundred thousand recitations of the Vajrasattva mantra and so on. Likewise, the many tantras and other secret Vajrayāna treatises originally composed in Sanskrit and eventually translated into Tibetan, which were then published in the Kangyur and Tengyur, are freely available to anyone who can read Tibetan, without restrictions placed on the readership by the translators. So I do not feel that it is appropriate for me as the translator of these texts to impose such restrictions of my own. This is a decision to be made by individual qualified lamas of this lineage, and they are bound to have different criteria by which they judge who may and may not read such secret texts.
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May the teachings in this volume be of great benefit to all those who study and practice them, resulting in their swift realization of śamatha, vipaśyanā, cutting through, and the direct crossing over. Finally, may many beings arrive at the culmination of this path by actualizing the rainbow body in this very lifetime!


B. Alan Wallace


April 11, 2017, full-moon day of the second month of the fire-bird year
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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION


This volume focuses on the teachings and legacy of one of the greatest Tibetan Buddhist contemplatives of recent history, Lerab Lingpa (1856–1926), also known as Tertön Sogyal. His life story, beautifully narrated by Matteo Pistono in Fearless in Tibet, was deeply intertwined with that of the Thirteenth Dalai Lama (1876–1933), for whom he served as spiritual friend and guru.1 As the Dalai Lama devoted himself tirelessly to bringing about long-overdue, desperately needed social and religious reforms in Tibet, Lerab Lingpa similarly made it his life’s mission to support the Dalai Lama’s innovations and do all he could to serve the welfare of the Tibetan people and culture. Both seemed to have a profound foreboding of the crisis Tibetan civilization would face when it was fully assaulted by the ideological, military, and economic might of the modern world. The suppression of religion in Russia began in 1917 with the Communist overthrow of the czarist regime, and Mao Zedong’s attempts to bring China under the heel of Communism began just ten years later. Ironically, the attempted genocide of Tibet in the twentieth century and the assault on traditional Chinese culture were perpetrated not by Europeans but by Chinese Communists, who thereby advanced a Eurocentric conquest of their own civilization. For they were seduced by European thinkers like the biologist Thomas H. Huxley (1825–95) and the economist Karl Marx (1818–83).


Thomas Huxley fused a metaphysical belief in materialism with the empirical facts of modern science. For him, human beings were simply highly evolved animals, their behavior determined solely by physical causes. Such humans lack any form of free will and thus any basis for moral responsibility. Biological evolution is essentially a mechanical series of adaptations for the sole purpose of survival and procreation, and the universe at large a series of mindless processes. The conflation of such a barren metaphysical worldview with scientific knowledge has sparked a rejection of modernity and science by religious fundamentalists worldwide. In this way the dogma of materialistic fundamentalism reinforces the dogmas of religious fundamentalism, often leading to violence and the suppression of free thought and expression.


In his antipathy toward organized religion, particularly the Church of England, Huxley insisted that science must be practiced and taught only within the framework of materialism. In so doing, he turned a blind eye to the sophisticated writings on the constructive interface between science and theology by his eminent contemporary James Clerk Maxwell (1831–79). Widely considered the greatest physicist after Isaac Newton and prior to Albert Einstein (both of whom wrote extensively about the constructive interrelationship between science and religion), Maxwell was a devout evangelical Christian who integrated his religious beliefs with his scientific investigations. But with astonishing global success, Huxley divorced science from religion.2


There is no question that blind faith and uncritical allegiance to what is presented as divine authority is common among the world’s religions. And science, with its ideals of objectivity, empiricism, and rationality, has brought great benefits to humanity that, when wielded well, can be an important corrective to benighted religion. But when religion is cast as a singular culprit in depicting what is wrong with the world, when religion is said to be only an obstacle and never a solution, we risk losing touch with the manifold and highly sophisticated spiritual technologies that humans have developed over millennia.


Buddhism may be uniquely poised to heal the rift between “science” and “religion,” for it doesn’t neatly fit into either of these Eurocentric categories. For example, in the Kalama Sutta the Buddha famously countered sectarian rivalry by encouraging his listeners to be skeptical of dogmatic claims based on nothing more than hearsay, tradition, rumor, scriptures, speculation, unquestioned beliefs, specious reasoning, personal bias, the charisma of others, and allegiance to one’s own teacher. Rather, he counseled others to adopt a radically empirical and pragmatic approach to evaluating various theories, embracing them only if they are found to be true and helpful. His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, who has taken a crucial role in advancing dialogue and collaborative research between science and religion, remains true to this spirit of constructive skepticism originally advocated by the Buddha: “A general basic stance of Buddhism is that it is inappropriate to hold a view that is logically inconsistent. This is taboo. But even more taboo than holding a view that is logically inconsistent is holding a view that goes against direct experience.”3


The twentieth century brought many benefits to humanity as a whole, especially in the supplanting of fascist and other military dictatorships with democratic governments. This shift has supported the noble ideals of self-governance and the protection of human rights. But these same benefits have been denied in precisely the Communist regimes in which the church of scientific materialism has been united with the military and police power of the state. The violent suppression of all religions throughout Asia — including the destruction of countless churches, temples, and monasteries, and the execution of tens of thousands of priests and monks — especially under the despotic leadership of Joseph Stalin and Mao, constitutes one of the most savage ideological warfares in human history. Although waged by atheist rather than religious fanatics, this should not obscure the fact that it bears all the earmarks of religious warfare in its scientific materialist dismissal of religion as poison.


But recent history has shown that religious convictions and aspirations can survive even such intense, sustained persecution, and the revitalization of Buddhism throughout Asia bears witness to this. In this regard, Lerab Lingpa’s record of the observation of his teacher, Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo, seems remarkably prescient:


[617] . . . In this era, which is more degenerate than the dregs, even to an individual more ordinary than the ordinary, who obviously has a multitude of faults of all kinds and only feeble virtues of any sort — to an individual like myself — the time of the Jina’s [i.e., the Buddha’s] activity has not passed, but is extremely powerful.


This assertion is found in one of his principal meditation manuals, The Vital Essence of Primordial Consciousness, which lays out the entire path of the Great Perfection (Tibetan: Dzokchen), a tradition that focuses inward on the ultimate nature and ground of consciousness itself. This is the first of two translations of Tibetan texts in this volume. The work was originally conceived as an explanation of a revelatory treasure (terma) text of Jamyang Khyentsé Wangpo (1820–92), a cycle of Great Perfection practices called the Chetsun Nyingtik, or Chetsun’s Heart Essence. In 1993 in New York City, I received the empowerment and oral teachings on Lerab Lingpa’s text from an incarnation of Lerab Lingpa, Khenpo Jigmé Phuntsok (1933–2004), who was widely regarded as the most highly accomplished contemplative and teacher in Tibet during the late twentieth century. Beginning in 1980 he established Larung Gar in eastern Tibet, which has become the largest Buddhist teaching center in the world and which until recently hosted up to forty thousand Tibetan and Han Chinese monastics. In the ongoing suppression of Buddhism in Tibet by the Chinese government, roughly 80 percent of the structures in this center are currently being demolished.


The second Tibetan text translated here is Selected Essays on Old and New Views of the Secret Mantrayāna, composed by two of Lerab Lingpa’s close disciples. The author of all but one of the essays in this anthology is Dharmasāra (1903–57), who also goes by the names Lozang Do-ngak Chökyi Gyatso Chok and Kunzang Zhepé Dorjé.4 His six essays provide detailed, erudite explanations of the compatibility among the theories and practices of Great Perfection, Mahāmudrā (the “Great Seal”), and the Madhyamaka view, especially as these are interpreted by the Indian paṇḍita Candrakīrti (ca. 600–650), the Nyingma master Longchen Rabjam (1308–63),5 and Jé Tsongkhapa (1357–1419),6 founder of the Geluk school of Tibetan Buddhism. The second author, Jé Tsultrim Zangpo (1884–1957), also known as Tulku Tsullo, composed the only biography of Lerab Lingpa.7 His contribution to the anthology is titled “An Ornament of the Enlightened View of Samantabhadra.” Here he contextualizes the Great Perfection within the broader framework of Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna Buddhism and then elucidates all the stages of practice of the Great Perfection, unifying the profound path of cutting through and the vast path of the spontaneous actualization of the direct crossing over.8 In 2014 I was encouraged by His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama to translate this anthology, for these essays make a major contribution to intersectarian understanding and harmony within the schools of Tibetan Buddhism.


Both the texts published here focus primarily on the teachings and practices of the Great Perfection, which are regarded especially in the Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism as the pinnacle of Buddhist contemplative inquiry. Instead of focusing our attention outward in the pursuit of understanding the objective physical world, the Buddha encouraged his followers to look inward at our own minds to discover the true sources of suffering and of joy and meaning. Instead of focusing on increasing our material wealth and power, Buddhist teachings focus on exploring the inner resources of consciousness. Instead of encouraging an insatiable appetite for hedonic pleasures, Buddhism lays the foundation for genuine well being, which stems from within. And instead of perpetuating the globally self-destructive cycle of ever-increasing consumption, Buddhist tradition has always promoted the ideals of simplicity and material contentment.


Within the history of Buddhist educational institutions there has long been a widespread tradition of first becoming deeply immersed in Buddhist theory and then of devoting oneself single-pointedly to meditation with the intention to put those teachings to the test of experience. But within the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā traditions of Indo-Tibetan Buddhism, which bear much in common, especially in terms of their primary focus on fathoming the nature and potentials of consciousness, another approach is advocated. Padmasambhava, the eighth-century Indian Buddhist master who took a seminal role in introducing Buddhism in general and the Great Perfection in particular into Tibet, wrote in this regard:


According to the custom of some teaching traditions, you are first introduced to the view, and on that basis you seek the meditative state. This makes it difficult to identify pristine awareness. In this tradition, you first establish the meditative state, then on that basis you are introduced to the view. This profound point makes it impossible for you not to identify pristine awareness. Therefore first settle your mind in its natural state, then bring forth genuine śamatha in your mindstream and reveal the nature of pristine awareness.9


Paṇchen Lozang Chökyi Gyaltsen (1570–1662), the First Paṇchen Lama and the teacher and close ally of the Fifth Dalai Lama, composed a highly influential text on Mahāmudrā, which he introduces with a similar comment: “Of the two approaches of seeking to meditate on the basis of the view and seeking the view on the basis of meditation, the following accords with the latter approach.”10 So rather than first moving outward to the acquisition of objective knowledge and then inward to direct, experiential knowledge, the classic approach of the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā traditions is first to bring about a profound subjective state of meditative equipoise and to let Buddhist insights spontaneously flow from within.


Another distinctive aspect of the Great Perfection is that it presents the ground of being, the path to enlightenment, and the fruit of perfect spiritual awakening from the perspective of one who is already enlightened. His Holiness the Fourteenth Dalai Lama makes this point with great clarity regarding the writings of Longchen Rabjam, one of the most influential masters of the Great Perfection in the entire history of Tibetan Buddhism:


As is said in an oral transmission by the great lama Jamyang Khyentse Chökyi Lodrö, when the great Nyingmapa adept Longchen Rabjam gives a presentation of the ground, path, and fruit, he does so mainly from the perspective of the enlightened state of a Buddha, whereas the Sakyapa presentation is mainly from the perspective of the spiritual experience of a yogi on the path, and the Gelukpa presentation is mainly from the perspective of how phenomena appear to ordinary sentient beings. His statement appears to be worthy of considerable reflection; through it many misunderstandings can be removed.11


The teachings of the Great Perfection, also known as atiyoga, constitute the highest of nine spiritual vehicles, or yānas, as presented in the Nyingma school. There are three classes of atiyoga teachings — the mind class, the expanse class, and the pith instruction class — in successive order of subtlety and profundity. Within the culminating class of pith instructions, there is a further fourfold classification of cycles of teachings, as explained by Lerab Lingpa:


[605] . . . The supremely distinguished avenue on which disciples with faculties that are superior, [middling,] and so on may realize and actualize this method consists of the three classes of the Great Perfection. Among those, the foremost is the secret class of pith instruction, and within this there are the outer cycle, the inner cycle, the secret cycle, and the unsurpassed, ultrasecret cycle. Among those four, this here is the unsurpassed, ultrasecret one.


Padmasambhava’s teachings on the Great Perfection mystically revealed to Düdjom Lingpa (1835–1904), another of the foremost masters of the Great Perfection in nineteenth-century Tibet, are also included in this unsurpassed, ultrasecret cycle of the class of pith instructions. In the most extensive of those revealed teachings, Padmasambhava definitively sets forth the characteristics of those who are qualified to learn and practice this cycle of the view and meditation of the Great Perfection:


The best of disciples are those in whom the following qualities are present:


•Disillusion and disgust with the affairs of this life


•Unwavering faith in the Three Jewels


•Great compassion


•Little avarice


•Delight in generosity


•No envy


•Candor


•Courage and fortitude


•Dependability


•Single-mindedness


•Firm resolve


He then lists the qualities of people who are unworthy to participate in such teachings:


If disciples with the following qualities are given practical advice, eventually they will definitely become māras for the teacher:


•Obsession with saṃsāra


•Little faith or reverence


•Duplicity and deceitfulness


•No compassion


•Great avarice


•Envy


•Hatefulness and irritability


•Emotional instability and fickleness


•Crudeness, with no courage or fortitude


•Strong distraction and spiritual sloth


•Attraction to entertainment and obsession with those of high status


•Great satisfaction with oneself but no interest in others


•Shallowness


•Penchant for divisive speech


•Fondness for dishonesty and gossip12


It is quite natural to be daunted by the extremely esoteric and secret nature of this cycle of teachings, so much so that many of us may feel that they must be far beyond the reach of ordinary people like ourselves. But in those same teachings Padmasambhava encourages worthy disciples to take full advantage of the opportunity to learn and practice the teachings if they are so moved from within:


In this present lifetime, if you . . . have firm faith and belief in [the Great Perfection] and strong, unflagging enthusiasm — the time has come to practice. When fortunate beings come to the gateway of the profound secret mantra, apart from simply having strong faith and belief, there is never anything else — such as clairvoyance, omens, or auspicious circumstances — to make them think that the time has come to practice secret mantra. Once you have obtained a human life and encountered a guru and the secret mantra Dharma, if this is not the time to practice the Great Perfection, then there will never be a better time than this in another life — this is certain.13


In the unsurpassed, ultrasecret cycle of teachings in the Vital Essence of Primordial Consciousness, Lerab Lingpa cites the vajra words of the primordial consciousness ḍākinī, Pelgyi Lodröma:


[753] You can also see that this has been entrusted to, or placed in the keeping of, the powerful, divine protectors, and, considering that, you may think it is better not to write about it. As for me, I have dared to propagate it, so each person may practice for themselves. If you disseminate this to others who are drawn to it and do all you can to help them connect with it, since this Dharma is appropriate for the present era, even if they have a negative connection with this, how could it not be meaningful? It is certain that even if this is not beneficial, it will bring no harm, so I ask you to do your best to hold this in mind.


With such encouragement from Padmasambhava, Düdjom Lingpa, and the primordial consciousness ḍākinī Pelgyi Lodröma, I have felt emboldened to translate and publish these two texts on the Great Perfection. Anyone wishing to put these teachings into practice, however, should first seek out a qualified guru who holds this lineage and then receive empowerment, oral transmission, and guidance in these practices, beginning with the indispensible preliminary practices.


Preliminaries to the Practice of the Great Perfection


Just as astronomers need observatories to engage in research, so do professional contemplatives need suitable facilities to support them in their explorations of the nature of consciousness and its role in the universe. In his explanation of the preparations for the meditation session to make the mindstream a suitable vessel, Lerab Lingpa begins by highlighting the importance of retreating to a quiet place, free of mundane distractions, either in solitude or in the company of like-minded companions. An astronomical observatory must be equipped with a high-quality, well-maintained telescope, and in all other scientific research laboratories sophisticated instruments of measurement and experimentation play a central role. But for the first-person exploration of the mind, one’s own body, speech, and mind are the basis of all observations, so considerable effort must be given to see that they are all balanced in a state of equilibrium. As the Buddha declared, “The mind that is established in equipoise discovers reality.”14 On this basis one offers prayers of supplication to one’s guru, asking for blessings to inspire one’s practice.


Lerab Lingpa then proceeds to set forth seven preliminary practices that are shared between Sūtrayāna and Vajrayāna practice: namely, (1) meditation on impermanence, (2) meditation on the way in which even the pleasures of saṃsāra are causes leading to unhappiness, (3) meditation on the way there is no closure, no matter how much we strive for favorable circumstances in saṃsāra, (4) meditation on the futility of all superficial human pursuits, whether good or bad, (5) meditation on the benefits of liberation, (6) meditation on the importance of the guru’s practical instructions, and (7) how to settle the mind in its natural state, since this method is so crucially important.


In the classic literature on the stages of the path to enlightenment (lamrim), including Atiśa’s Lamp for the Path to Enlightenment, Gampopa’s Ornament of Precious Liberation, and Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, śamatha, or meditative quiescence, is taught within the context of the six perfections that provide the framework for the bodhisattva way of life. But Lerab Lingpa’s approach in this text is distinctive in that he introduces śamatha prior to his explanation of the unique preliminary practices. These preliminaries include an exceptional approach to taking refuge, cultivating bodhicitta, the combined practice of purifying obscurations and accumulating merit and knowledge, and guru yoga. Nowhere in his discussion of the shared and unique preliminary practices does he make any reference to “accumulating” a hundred thousand recitations or prostrations. Nor does Düdjom Lingpa make any such reference in any of his five principal treatises on the Great Perfection. Both these nineteenth-century masters were far more concerned with engaging in these practices until they yield the inner transformations for which they were intended, regardless of how long this may take. During a public teaching at the San Francisco Zen Center in 1980, the late Kalu Rinpoché, one of the greatest Mahāmudrā masters of the late twentieth century, was asked about the proper sequence of śamatha and the preliminary practices to Vajrayāna. He replied that if one completes the preliminary practices prior to practicing śamatha, this helps to dispel obstacles to śamatha and provides merit to help bring this practice to its culmination. On the other hand, he added, if one first achieves śamatha, this will greatly enhance the efficacy of the preliminary practices. So there is no one definitive order to these practices, but they are all indispensable.


The culmination of Lerab Lingpa’s presentation of the shared preliminaries is “settling the mind in its natural state,” which he emphasizes as “a sound basis for the arising of all samādhis of the stages of generation and completion,” let alone the subsequent meditations that are unique to the Great Perfection. This refers to a particular approach to the achievement of śamatha — one also emphasized in the Great Perfection teachings of Düdjom Lingpa — that he calls “taking the impure mind as the path” and “taking awareness and appearances as the path.” Although this phase of meditative practice is widely overlooked, misunderstood, or marginalized in Buddhism today, its function of subduing the five obscurations of the mind is crucial for all schools of Buddhism. As the Buddha himself declared, “So long as these five obscurations [attachment to hedonic pleasure, malice, laxity and dullness, excitation and anxiety, and afflictive uncertainty] are not abandoned one considers oneself as indebted, sick, in bonds, enslaved, and lost in a desert track.”15 More specifically, shortly before his achievement of enlightenment, the Buddha came to the insight that the achievement of the first dhyāna, or meditative stabilization, was an indispensible step on the path of awakening:


I thought of a time when my Śākyan father was working and I was sitting in the cool shade of a rose apple tree. Quite secluded from sensual desires and disengaged from unwholesome things, I entered into and dwelt in the first dhyāna, which is accompanied by coarse and precise investigation, with well being and bliss born of seclusion. I thought, “Might this be the way to enlightenment?” Then, following that memory, there came the recognition that this was the way to enlightenment.16


While there are many śamatha methods, all of them having the function of overcoming the five obscurations, the particular method taught by Lerab Lingpa is especially characteristic of the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā. He succinctly explains this method as follows:


[640] . . . Whatever kinds of experiences and visions arise — be they gentle or violent, subtle or gross, of long or short duration, strong or weak, good or bad — observe their nature and avoid any obsessive evaluation of them as being one thing and not another. Let the heart of your practice be consciousness, naturally at rest, lucid and clear. Acting as your own mentor, if you can bring the crucial points to perfection, as if you were threading a needle, the afflictions of your own mindstream will be subdued, you will gain the autonomy of not succumbing to them, and your mind will constantly be calm and composed.


Düdjom Lingpa, as explained by his commentator, Pema Tashi, further clarifies four stages of mindfulness that are achieved along this path:


According to the teachings, there are four types of mindfulness of the essential nature of the path. The first entails distinguishing between stillness and movement, and by the power of familiarizing yourself with their different appearances, there is single-pointed mindfulness of the unification of the two. Then, even while resting without strenuously observing them as you did before, as its natural power manifests, there is manifest mindfulness. Abiding loosely without mindfulness in a vacuous, wide-open clarity, a spacious vacuity, constitutes lying down on a bed that is devoid of mindfulness, which is the substrate. Once coarse mindfulness has subsided, resting in a luminous vacuity is called self-illuminating mindfulness, or the substrate consciousness. The former two kinds of mindfulness [single-pointed mindfulness and manifest mindfulness] directly perceive whatever creative displays arise, while during the latter two [the absence of mindfulness and self-illuminating mindfulness], apart from abiding solely in dependence upon a subtle mode of apprehension, all radiant appearances and creative displays of thoughts cease, so there is only nonconceptuality. These kinds of mindfulness are aroused by the path, and since they descend to the two types of substrate,17 they are called the substrates of descent. Some teachers regard the first as the “one taste” and the second as “freedom from conceptual elaboration.” Others claim it is ethically neutral, but whatever they call it, you have arrived at the essential nature of the mind.18


In this passage Pema Tashi, following Düdjom Lingpa, refers to the substrate (Skt. ālaya) and substrate consciousness (Skt. ālayavijñāna), commonly associated with the Cittamātra, or Mind Only, school of Indian Buddhism, which presents them as being inherently existent. In contrast, in the pith instructions of the Great Perfection, these terms refer to aspects of the mind that are directly experienced when one comes to the culmination of the path of śamatha, and their inherent existence is explicitly refuted. So there is nothing in these references that is incompatible with the Prāsaṅgika Madhyamaka view, which is discussed in detail in the Selected Essays on Old and New Views of the Secret Mantrayāna. While many practitioners in Tibet have mistaken the experience of the substrate consciousness for exalted states of Mahāmudrā realization within the context of the four yogas, such as “one taste” and “freedom from conceptual elaboration,” Düdjom Lingpa brushes such claims aside and instead claims simply that one has realized the “essential nature of the mind.” Here he is not referring to its ultimate nature, but rather the phenomenal, defining characteristics of ordinary consciousness, namely, luminosity and cognizance. Paṇchen Lozang Chökyi Gyaltsen explains the same śamatha practice and its significance in the following passage:


The nature of meditative equipoise is not obscured by anything, but is lucid and clear. Not established as anything physical, it is a clear vacuity like space. Allowing anything to arise, it is vividly awake. Such is the nature of the mind. This is superbly witnessed with direct perception, yet it cannot be grasped as “this” or demonstrated with words. “Whatever arises, rest loosely, without grasping”: nowadays, for the most part, contemplatives of Tibet uniformly proclaim this as practical advice for achieving enlightenment. However, I, Chökyi Gyaltsen, declare this to be an exceptionally skillful method for novices to achieve mental stillness and to identify the phenomenological nature of the mind.19


As indispensable as this meditation is, especially as a preparation for the main practices of the Great Perfection, the achievement of such meditative equipoise by itself does not bring about any irreversible transformation or liberation of the mind. As Düdjom Lingpa clarifies:


I think people who spend their whole life at this and regard it as the best of practices may be fooling themselves by compounding one delusion with another . . . If I examine those whose lives pass in this way, I see that in the past they have created the causes for spinning around and around in saṃsāra under the influence of dualistic grasping. It seems to me that if they persist in overdoing such meditation, what need is there to say that this will act as a great anchor, further grounding them in saṃsāra?20


Settling the mind in its “natural state” entails the ordinary, coarse, dualistic mind (which arises from moment to moment in dependence upon physical processes within the body) dissolving into an underlying, subtle continuum of individual mental consciousness that precedes the formation of the body and continues on after its death. This continuum, which is strongly configured by the body and physical environment, is reduced to its essential nature of luminosity and cognizance, which bear no human characteristics. This is the ground of each sentient being’s succession of lifetimes in saṃsāra, and it has been experientially verified countless times by contemplatives of diverse schools of Indian and Tibetan Buddhism. In his classic treatise The Path of Purification, the fifth-century Theravāda commentator Buddhaghosa refers to it as the bhavaṅga, or “ground of becoming.” The fourth-century Mahāyāna contemplative Asaṅga explains that with the achievement of śamatha, “due to the absence of mindfulness and of mentation, when the meditative object is dissolved and released, the mind rests in the absence of appearances.”21 His brother Vasubandhu, equally renowned as a master of Buddhist theory and practice, likewise declared that with the achievement of śamatha, technically known as the “threshold to the first dhyāna, or meditative stabilization in the form realm, the five sense consciousnesses are dormant.”22 In accordance with the Mahāyāna sūtras and authoritative Indian commentaries, Tsongkhapa states in his Medium Exposition of the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment that with the achievement of śamatha, specifically referring to the threshold of the first dhyāna, only the aspects of the sheer awareness, clarity, and vivid joy of the mind appear, without any sensory appearances arising to one’s awareness. This, he says, is needed as the basis for eliminating the mental afflictions of both non-Buddhist and Buddhist contemplatives, and by cultivating insight on that basis, it is possible to achieve liberation from all the fetters of saṃsāra.23


The achievement of śamatha is foundational for the realization of all the four yogas that constitute the path of Mahāmudrā, namely, the yogas of single-pointedness, freedom from conceptual elaboration, one taste, and nonmeditation. Domang Gyatrul Rinpoché (1924–), a lineage holder of both the Mahāmudrā and Great Perfection traditions, explains that “the first stage of single-pointedness occurs with the accomplishment of śamatha, wherein one single-pointedly attends to one’s own awareness, which is primordially unceasing and luminous.”24 The Third Karmapa, Rangjung Dorjé (1284–1339), associates the small stage of the yoga of single-pointedness with the Mahāyāna path of accumulation, the first of the five paths culminating in perfect enlightenment, but this requires that one’s experience of śamatha be augmented by the practice of vipaśyanā, which yields insight into the mind’s empty nature. In his classic treatise The Extensive Mahāmudrā: The Ocean of Definitive Meaning, the Ninth Karmapa, Wangchuk Dorjé (1556–1603), concurs that full achievement of śamatha, in which one does not sense either the movements or presence of one’s breath or body, is the optimal preparation for effectively engaging in the practice of vipaśyanā.25 This describes a distinctive characteristic of resting in the ground of becoming upon having reached the threshold to the first dhyāna.


After his presentation of the unique preliminary practices, which prepare one for Vajrayāna practice, Lerab Lingpa gives concise explanations of key elements of the two stages of tantra: the stage of generation and the stage of completion. According to all the New Translation schools of Tibetan Buddhism — including the Kagyü, Sakya, and Geluk traditions — in order to achieve the enlightenment of a buddha, each of these two stages of anuttarayogatantra practice must be perfected. First one must perfect the stage of generation with the full achievement of śamatha, insight into emptiness by way of vipaśyanā, and realization of pure vision and divine pride. On that basis one must perfect the five stages of the stage of completion,26 culminating in buddhahood. Within the context of the Great Perfection, Lerab Lingpa indicates that an abbreviated practice of these two stages is sufficient as long as they are supplemented by the two main types of meditation according to the Great Perfection, namely, cutting through and the direct crossing over. Among the five principal treatises on the Great Perfection by Düdjom Lingpa, only The Vajra Essence gives detailed explanations of the stages of generation and completion, but it states that these phases are not indispensible for everyone following the path of the Great Perfection. Two of the other four of those treatises focus only on four indispensible elements of the Great Perfection: śamatha, vipaśyanā, cutting through, and the direct crossing over. One explains only the first three of those practices, and one discusses in detail only vipaśyanā and cutting through.


In a similar vein Lerab Lingpa highlights the distinctive features of the Great Perfection relative to the stages of generation and completion:


In dependence upon such splendid pith instructions on any of the elaborate or concise methods of the authentic generation stage practices of the unsurpassed Mantrayāna, [670] there are numerous, extraordinary methods for experiencing the clear light as the culmination of vital energies entering, remaining, and dissolving into the central channel by way of the stage of completion. But here, without needing to resort to them, there are pith instructions for directly severing delusive thoughts, which are potent and easy to practice. If you follow them correctly, delusive thoughts, along with their karmic energies, naturally cease. When that happens, whether you recognize it or not, it is inevitable that the undeluded, actual nature of the mind will nakedly emerge.


Vipaśyanā Meditation


Nowadays the practice of Buddhist insight meditation, commonly known by the Pāli term vipassanā, has often been simplified and denuded of all its uniquely Buddhist aspects under the rubric of “mindfulness meditation.” Casting aside the extraordinary theoretical and epistemological richness of the Buddha’s own explanation of the four applications of mindfulness,27 the popularized version of vipassanā is reduced to moment-by-moment awareness of whatever arises in the field of one’s awareness. Many of its proponents proclaim that this is the “essence of Buddhist meditation without the Buddhism” and even go so far as to claim this as the universal essence of all meditation, equating it with the Theravāda practice of “bare attention,” Krishnamurti’s “choiceless awareness,” the Zen practice of “just sitting,” and “open monitoring” as taught in Mahāmudrā and the Great Perfection. For all the success of this propaganda campaign, such claims are false. In his commentary to his own treatise, the Treasure of Wish-Fulfilling Jewels, Longchen Rabjam states: “Nowadays many people say it is enough to recognize the awareness of the present moment, and there’s no point to there being many teachings. If that were enough, there would be no need for the Buddha’s other teachings. But in fact this single-pointed awareness of the present moment must depend precisely upon listening [to teachings] and upon guru yoga, so they refute themselves with their own words.”28


Lerab Lingpa explains the practice of vipaśyanā after his explanation of the stages of generation and completion in his discussion of “The Preliminary Practice of Cutting the Basis of Delusion from the Root.” While it is necessary to fathom the empty nature of all phenomena, the classic approach of vipaśyanā meditation in both the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā traditions is to investigate analytically the origins, location, and destination of the mind that is now under direct, unmediated scrutiny. Lerab Lingpa comments:


. . . Therefore, however much mere appearances that are empty of causes, consequences, and an essential nature may arise in the aspects of the birth, cessation, and abiding of a deceptive mind — or else in the aspects of its origin, location, and destination — [679] from the very moment they arise, ultimately such movements and transformations have never existed. Recognition of that is known as realization of the actual nature of the mind.


In “Oral Instructions of the Wise” in the present volume, Lerab Lingpa’s disciple Dharmasāra clarifies the relationship between śamatha focused on the mind and the vipaśyanā practice of engaging in ultimate analysis of the origin, location, and destination of the mind:


[132] . . . When engaging in this kind of Mahāmudrā meditation, śamatha is achieved by focusing on the mind, such that one seeks the view on the basis of meditation. In dependence upon this śamatha, the mind is settled with the aspect of things as they are, once one has correctly determined the birth, cessation, and abiding of the mind as being without identity.


Having experientially isolated the essential nature of the mind, free of the five obscurations, the contemplative is now optimally prepared to explore that actual nature of the mind, examining whether or not it bears its own inherent identity, independent of conceptual designation. When it comes to fathoming the origins, location, and destination of consciousness and its role in nature, beyond the distorting influences of laxity, excitation, and the vagaries of the human mind, the achievement of śamatha may be likened to launching a telescope into space, beyond the distorting influences of the Earth’s atmosphere. To fathom the origins, constitution, and eventual fate of celestial phenomena, it is not enough to examine the terrestrial correlates of the relative movements of the sun, moon, planets, and stars, as was done by generations of astrologers before Kepler and Galileo. Likewise, to determine the phenomenological nature of one’s own mind, let alone to gain the ontological insight that its origin, location, and destination are empty of inherent nature, it is not enough to examine the neuronal and behavioral correlates of mental processes and states of consciousness. Scientifically and contemplatively, there is no substitute for directly observing, with the highest possible degree of sophistication and precision, the phenomena one is seeking to understand.


Scientific inquiry into the nature of the mind did not even begin until roughly three hundred years after the rise of the scientific revolution in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, and especially over the past century, cognitive scientists continue to limit their observations mostly to the neuronal correlates and behavioral expressions of the mind. Given the limitations of this methodology, it is inevitable that virtually all scientific theories of the mind reduce it to a function or emergent property of physical processes that are amenable to such objective research. The actual nature of mental events, their relation to the body, and the role of consciousness in the natural world therefore remain as much a mystery now as they were when the scientific study of the mind began roughly 135 years ago.


The Buddhist approach in general, and the approach of the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā in particular, are diametrically opposed to the reductionist beliefs of scientific materialism. This approach begins with an observation made by the Buddha himself: “All phenomena are preceded by the mind, issue forth from the mind, and consist of the mind.”29 The Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā explore this hypothesis in great depth and conclude that insight into the mind’s empty nature readily leads to universal insight into the emptiness of all phenomena that arise as objects of consciousness. In “An Ornament of the Enlightened View of Samantabhadra” in this volume, Lerab Lingpa’s disciple Jé Tsultrim Zangpo writes, “If you ascertain this mind of yours as being empty of true existence, simply by extending that reasoning you will ascertain all phenomena to be empty of true existence.” He elaborates on this point:


[58] . . . Moreover, a person with sharp faculties who can determine that this mind, which plays such a dominant role, cannot be established as truly existing from its own side, as something really, substantially existent, is someone who can determine the absence of true existence even with subtle reasoning, simply by having been shown partial reasons for establishing that absence. For such a person, just by force of a revelation as to whether or not the mind has any color or shape, and just by force of being taught the reasons why the mind is devoid of any [true] origin, location, or destination, that person will proceed to establish the fact that the mind lacks true existence by way of subtle reasoning that refutes a subtle object of negation. Thus, by the extraordinary power of relying on such reasoning, people with superior faculties are able to realize the emptiness of all phenomena.


This brings us back to a salient characteristic of the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā: the theme of first balancing the mind in meditative equipoise through the achievement of śamatha focused on the mind, and then letting the view of emptiness and the ultimate ground of consciousness experientially emerge from within. Karma Chagmé (1613–78), one of the greatest Tibetan scholars and contemplatives who was a lineage holder of both the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā, explains this point by way of the analogy of cutting down a tree in order to procure firewood:


In some scholarly, discursive meditations in the sūtra tradition, one continually seeks out the mind, and there is a tradition in which investigation is needed. Here, in the tradition of Mahāmudrā and Atiyoga, it is enough to seek and investigate during this phase of Dharma practice, but afterwards it is not necessary to continue to search . . . Geshés dwell in the monastic colleges for many years and study both Madhyamaka and the Prajñāpāramitā. They memorize many volumes, and, devoting their lives to explanations and discussions, they cut through conceptual elaboration from the outside. That way is difficult to learn, difficult to understand, difficult to know, and difficult to realize; and among those who study and acquire knowledge in that way, there are many who fail to realize the meaning. The entire meaning of all that education is included in this examination of the mind. This cuts through conceptual elaborations from within, so it is easy to learn, easy to understand, easy to know, and easy to realize. Cutting through conceptual elaboration from the outside is like wanting dried pine wood, and drying it by cutting off the pine needles and branches one by one. So it is difficult. In contrast, cutting through conceptual elaboration from within is easy, for it is like cutting the root of the pine tree so that the branches dry up naturally.30


At first glance the Mahāmudrā and the Great Perfection approach of determining the mere absence of any color or shape of the mind and then recognizing the mind to be empty of any true origin, location, and destination may seem much easier than laboriously studying the great Madhyamaka treatises by Nāgārjuna, Candrakīrti, Longchen Rabjam, and Tsongkhapa and then painstakingly identifying the object of refutation, namely, inherent existence. For contemplatives with very sharp faculties who have realized the phenomenological nature of the mind by achieving śamatha focused on the mind and who are under the close guidance of an accomplished master of Mahāmudrā or the Great Perfection, the ontological analysis of the mind’s origin, location, and destination may indeed be the most effective manner of realizing emptiness. But without that meditative preparation and without such close guidance, one may simply realize that the mind has no physical qualities and that one cannot identify the origin, location, or destination of the mind. Such insights are relatively trivial and do not bring one onto the Buddhist path.


The View, Meditation, and Conduct of the Great Perfection


Eurocentric, secular modernity, which has now achieved global domination, is characterized by and is rooted in the triad of materialism, hedonism, and consumerism, each element of which is inextricably bound up with the other two. The worldview of materialism proposes that everything in the universe consists solely of matter and its emergent properties, or more broadly, of configurations of space-time and matter-energy. Such a way of viewing reality necessarily implies that one will value only this aspect of reality, resulting in the relentless, insatiable pursuit of physically aroused, hedonic pleasures and the avoidance of physically caused bodily and mental suffering. Such a system of values, in turn, supports a consumer-driven way of life, which — with the ever-growing human population — is resulting in the catastrophic degradation of the natural environment.


Similarly, scientific research operates within a triad of views, values, and conduct. All such research requires a theoretical framework, which includes hidden, often unquestioned assumptions and working hypotheses, and that framework is materialist to the core. With that foundation, the only kind of evidence that is considered scientifically compelling is physical evidence acquired with the use of instruments of technology. Scientific inquiry also requires certain ethical standards on the part of researchers, including rigor and honesty in the collection, analysis, and reporting of their data; and for research involving human and animal subjects there are further ethical standards that must be met.


The triad of view, meditation, and conduct is equally relevant to all schools of Buddhist and non-Buddhist contemplative inquiry. Specifically, with respect to this triad as it relates to the Great Perfection, Lerab Lingpa writes:


Furthermore, the view is seeing with the primordial consciousness of each one’s own awareness, which nakedly perceives the nonduality of subject and object, free of conceptual elaboration, and without support. A yogin who realizes that practices the great freedom from extremes, which is the naturally luminous, nonconceptual inner space of the actual nature of the mind. The meditation is the achievement of the yoga — or of the stability in clarity — that comes from familiarization with such practice. The conduct is not to follow after good and bad objects and mental states, [660] but to gain mastery over the experience of everything arising naturally as ornaments of pristine awareness. If you can continuously apply yourself day and night to such conduct, meditation, and view for seven days, you will simultaneously achieve the yogas of śamatha and vipaśyanā.


A central feature of the view of the Great Perfection is drawing a clear distinction between the ordinary, dualistic mind, which reifies the distinction between subject and object, and pristine awareness, which is the ultimate ground of all of existence, transcending all conceptual frameworks and articulation. In his opening essay, “Oral Instructions of the Vidyādhara Gurus,” Dharmasāra emphasizes the centrality of experientially seeing this distinction:


[33] . . . Now even though one understands that the Great Perfection is a swift path that is devoid of conceptual elaborations, without precise knowledge of what that means, one will mix this up with the three kinds of laziness, such as lethargy. So even if one spends a lot of time diligently sustaining the sense of luminosity and cognizance but without distinguishing between the mind and pristine awareness, there is the great danger that one will go astray without attenuating attachment and hostility in the least.


The main practices of meditation in the Great Perfection are two: cutting through to the original purity of pristine awareness and directly crossing over to the spontaneous actualization of the creative expressions of pristine awareness. Jé Tsultrim Zangpo’s essay “An Ornament of the Enlightened View of Samantabhadra” discusses both of these core meditations, with the first, cutting through, comprising four kinds of open presence. All of these are rooted in the prior, experiential ascertainment of pristine awareness, experienced as a dimension of reality quite distinct from one’s ordinary, causally conditioned mental states. Gaining such experiential recognition is therefore key to the entire point of the practice of the Great Perfection. Jé Tsultrim Zangpo then provides an exceptionally clear presentation of how to take the first steps in such practice, based on the prior achievement of śamatha and insight into the empty nature of the mind and all other phenomena by way of vipaśyanā:


Well, if you wonder how you can sustain the essential nature of pristine awareness by embracing from the very beginning the raw, indwelling, actual primordial consciousness, clear light, in reliance on the guru’s pith instructions, [81] it is like this. Beginners are not able from the outset to take as the path the clear light primordial consciousness, pristine awareness that has never come in contact with any of the karmic energies. However, as stated previously, the cognizance that is the radiance, or rays, of the ground pristine awareness pervades all the good and bad thoughts that arise in the present, and it is present in the nature of this mind. While the distinct thoughts that arise in the present moment are not themselves pristine awareness, their nature, or basic disposition, is pristine awareness. So you must be able to recognize that basic disposition and remain there. Therefore the consciousness that is present in this very moment is not pristine awareness, but, as stated previously, in this present consciousness there is one aspect of the mind, the conceptual fabrications that have come under the influence of fluctuating karmic energies, and then there is the aspect of cognizance that has achieved autonomy so that it cannot be moved by fluctuating karmic energies. So if you can distinguish between those two, you can cast off the aspect of the mind, hold to that cognizance, and find that you can remain there.


In the practice of cutting through, it is imperative to realize not only the primordial luminosity of pristine awareness but also the indivisibility of this awareness and the emptiness of all phenomena. This is the referent of the phrase “the union of luminosity and emptiness,” which appears frequently in the meditative literature of the Great Perfection and Mahāmudrā. Jé Tsultrim Zangpo adds: “If you remain in cognizance simply without abandoning the sphere of empty space that is the nature of existence of such pristine awareness, and sustain that, you are both sustaining cognizance and remaining in the space of emptiness. So that is also the meditation where you meditate on both pristine awareness and emptiness simultaneously.” Finally, he clarifies how such nonconceptual meditation on awareness and emptiness relates to the teachings on emptiness as presented in the Madhyamaka Prāsaṅgika tradition, in accordance with the writings of both Tsongkhapa and Longchen Rabjam:


[110] . . . Therefore you should loosely rest pristine awareness in the nature of the empty space of cognizance and remain there without modification. That must be a stabilizing meditation alone, without analyzing the object of negation. This must lead to the ascertainment of emptiness by way of stabilizing meditation, without reliance upon rational analysis regarding the absence of an object of negation that is either one or many, and so on. For that to happen you must first ascertain how connate self-grasping holds to the very subtle object of negation, as taught in the Madhyamaka Prāsaṅgika tradition.


The final culmination of the stages of cutting through and the direct crossing over is the achievement of the rainbow body, which manifests in different ways in accordance with the depth of one’s practice. Nowadays many Tibetan contemplatives both inside and outside Tibet have demonstrated their ability to rest in pristine awareness during the dying process, which manifests outwardly as the cessation of the heartbeat, respiration, and brain activity but with no decomposition of the body over a period of days or even weeks. Other less-accomplished contemplatives reach the culmination of the dying process in which their mind dissolves into the substrate, but without realizing pristine awareness. Depending on the stability of their concentration, they may unconsciously remain in the substrate for as long as three days. After dissolving the mind into the substrate, for accomplished contemplatives the “clear light of death,” which is none other than pristine awareness, arises spontaneously, and with sufficient preparation one may linger in this realization of pristine awareness and emptiness. This ability manifests physically in ways that can be studied scientifically, but the inner experience of the yogi remains hidden to all those who have not ascertained pristine awareness for themselves. Regarding the relationship between one’s stage of meditation while still alive and the duration of one’s experience of pristine awareness at death, Padmasambhava explains:
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