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The Library of Tibetan Classics is a special series being developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics aimed at making key classical Tibetan texts part of the global literary and intellectual heritage. Eventually comprising thirty-two large volumes, the collection will contain over two hundred distinct texts by more than a hundred of the best-known authors. These texts have been selected in consultation with the preeminent lineage holders of all the schools and other senior Tibetan scholars to represent the Tibetan literary tradition as a whole. The works included in the series span more than a millennium and cover the vast expanse of classical Tibetan knowledge — from the core teachings of the specific schools to such diverse fields as ethics, philosophy, linguistics, medicine, astronomy and astrology, folklore, and historiography.


Illuminating the Intent


An Exposition of Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way


Tsongkhapa (1357–1419)


This work is an authoritative exposition of Candrakīrti’s seventh-century classic Entering the Middle Way. Written primarily as a supplement to Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way, Candrakīrti’s text integrates the central insight of Nāgārjuna’s thought — the rejection of any metaphysical notion of intrinsic, objective being — with the ethical and edifying elements of the Buddha’s teachings. He undertakes this by correlating the progressive stages of insight into the emptiness of intrinsic existence with the well-known Mahayana framework of the ten levels of the bodhisattva.


Completed the year before the author’s death, Tsongkhapa’s exposition of Candrakīrti’s text is recognized by the Tibetan tradition as the final standpoint of Tsongkhapa on many of the questions of Buddhist Madhyamaka philosophy. Written in lucid exemplary Tibetan, Tsongkhapa’s work presents a wonderful marriage of rigorous Madhyamaka philosophical analysis with a detailed and subtle account of the progressively advancing mental states and spiritual maturity realized by sincere Madhyamaka practitioners. The work is still used as the principal textbook in the study of Indian Madhyamaka philosophy in many Tibetan monastic colleges. Tsongkhapa’s extensive writings on Madhyamaka philosophy, including the present text, ushered in a new phase of engagement with the philosophy of emptiness in Tibet, giving rise to a great flowering of literary activity on the subject by subsequent Tibetan scholars like Gyaltsab Jé, Khedrup Jé, and the First Dalai Lama, as well as the critiques of Taktsang Lotsāwa, Gorampa, Shākya Chokden, and Karmapa Mikyö Dorjé and the subsequent responses to these by Tsongkhapa’s followers, such as Jamyang Galo, Jetsun Chökyi Gyaltsen, and Panchen Losang Chögyen.









[image: Image]











“Jé Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent presents the enlightened meaning of Nāgārjuna, Buddhapālita, Candrakīrti, and Śāntideva, who clarify Lord Buddha’s teachings on selflessness. It is famed for its clarity and for the depth of its decisive analysis of the difficult points of the view of emptiness. Geshé Thupten Jinpa has admirably applied his own years of study and thought to bring this precious work to English-speaking readers.”


— HIS EMINENCE LING RINPOCHÉ


“Illuminating the Intent is Tsongkhapa’s renowned commentary on Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way, the foundational text for the study of Madhyamaka in Tibet. Composed in 1418, it is Tsongkhapa’s last exposition of Madhyamaka. Here he sets forth the meaning of emptiness in the context of the practice of the bodhisattva, delineating each of the ten perfections. Once again, we have Thupten Jinpa to thank for a masterful translation of a Buddhist classic.”


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


“This volume is indispensable for understanding Tsongkhapa’s philosophical contributions.”


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


“Thupten Jinpa’s succinct introduction provides a wealth of information on the central issues raised in this important Tibetan commentary on the stages of the bodhisattva path. His skillful translation makes even Tsongkhapa’s lengthy treatment of the complexities of understanding emptiness clear and accessible.”


— KAREN LANG, professor emerita, University of Virginia, and author of Four Illusions: Candrakīrti’s Advice to Travelers on the Bodhisattva Path


“I always look forward to any translation that Thupten Jinpa brings to publication. Not only does he have a masterful way of rendering a Tibetan text into very clear English, he brings to it a keen understanding of the meaning of the text that is derived from his broad education and rich cross-cultural experience. The reader can now confidently, as he says, ‘engage with the text in an efficient and comprehensive manner.’”


— JOSHUA CUTLER, editor of The Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment
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Message from the Dalai Lama


THE LAST TWO MILLENNIA witnessed a tremendous proliferation of cultural and literary development in Tibet, the “Land of Snows.” Moreover, due to the inestimable contributions made by Tibet’s early spiritual kings, numerous Tibetan translators, and many great Indian paṇḍitas over a period of so many centuries, the teachings of the Buddha and the scholastic tradition of ancient India’s Nālandā monastic university became firmly rooted in Tibet. As evidenced from the historical writings, this flowering of Buddhist tradition in the country brought about the fulfillment of the deep spiritual aspirations of countless sentient beings. In particular, it contributed to the inner peace and tranquility of the peoples of Tibet, Outer Mongolia — a country historically suffused with Tibetan Buddhism and its culture — the Tuva and Kalmuk regions in present-day Russia, the outer regions of mainland China, and the entire trans-Himalayan areas on the southern side, including Bhutan, Sikkim, Ladakh, Kinnaur, and Spiti. Today this tradition of Buddhism has the potential to make significant contributions to the welfare of the entire human family. I have no doubt that, when combined with the methods and insights of modern science, the Tibetan Buddhist cultural heritage and knowledge will help foster a more enlightened and compassionate human society, a humanity that is at peace with itself, with fellow sentient beings, and with the natural world at large.


It is for this reason I am delighted that the Institute of Tibetan Classics in Montreal, Canada, is compiling a thirty-two-volume series containing the works of many great Tibetan teachers, philosophers, scholars, and practitioners representing all major Tibetan schools and traditions. These important writings are being critically edited and annotated and then published in modern book format in a reference collection called The Library of Tibetan Classics, with their translations into other major languages to follow later. While expressing my heartfelt commendation for this noble project, I pray and hope that The Library of Tibetan Classics will not only make these important Tibetan treatises accessible to scholars of Tibetan studies, but will create a new opportunity for younger Tibetans to study and take interest in their own rich and profound culture. Through translations into other languages, it is my sincere hope that millions of fellow citizens of the wider human family will also be able to share in the joy of engaging with Tibet’s classical literary heritage, textual riches that have been such a great source of joy and inspiration to me personally for so long.
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The Dalai Lama
The Buddhist monk Tenzin Gyatso
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Preface


IT’S A SOURCE OF both profound joy and great honor to be able to finally offer in this volume a full translation of one of the most important philosophical works in the Tibetan language, Illuminating the Intent: An Exposition of Entering the Middle Way. Authored by Tsongkhapa, arguably the most influential figure in the history of Tibetan Buddhism, the work represents the mature standpoint of this great Tibetan thinker on the Madhyamaka philosophy of emptiness. This work is volume 19 in The Library of Tibetan Classics series and, in my view, truly deserving of its place in any collection that claims some degree of completeness with respect to representing Tibet’s classical culture. Ever since its first appearance in 1418, a year before Tsongkhapa’s death, numerous materials — commentaries, expositions of the general points, analytic explanations, annotations, as well as critiques — have appeared in Tibetan substantially expanding the literature for studying and understanding this work.


Acknowledging the text’s status as a major textbook in the Tibetan monastic curriculum, I have striven to prepare this translation to help the reader, especially the student, engage with it in an efficient but comprehensive manner. I have inserted the lines of the root text in the relevant sections of the text, taking my cues from Candrakīrti’s own placement of the verses in his autocommentary. In editing my translation of Candrakīrti’s root text, I have benefited from two earlier translations of the text, one by C. W. Huntington with Geshe Namgyal Wangchen in The Emptiness of Emptiness and the other by the Padmakara Translation Group in Introduction to the Middle Way. Where I deemed it helpful, I have offered explanations of difficult passages in my notes so that what is at issue in a given passage is clear to the reader. In my notes, I have also referenced passages in Tsongkhapa’s other Madhyamaka writings to aid the reader who wishes to delve into the specific topics further. I have also provided as an appendix Tsongkhapa’s entire topical outline, which provides a bird’s-eye view of how the text was conceived by the author and also serves as an expanded table of contents. It is my sincere hope that, with these tools offered with care, you, the reader, will be able to embark on a meaningful journey — intellectual, philosophical, and spiritual.


I wish first of all to express my deep personal gratitude to His Holiness the Dalai Lama for always being such a profound source of inspiration and an exemplary embodiment of the best of the Tibetan tradition, including that of Tsongkhapa. I acknowledge my two teachers at Ganden, Kyabjé Zemey Rinpoché and Khensur Lati Rinpoché, who taught me, among others, the great works of Tsongkhapa. To the following individuals and organizations, I owe my sincere thanks: to David Kittelstrom at Wisdom for his incisive editing; to Beth Newman for her thorough and careful reading of the entire manuscript of my draft translation and making extensive editorial suggestions; to my fellow Tibetan editor Geshé Lobsang Choedar for assisting me sourcing all citations; and to my wife, Sophie Boyer-Langri, for taking on the numerous administrative chores that are part of a collaborative project such as this. I thank the Buddhist Digital Resource Center (tbrc.org) for providing me access to its immense library of digitized Tibetan texts, including the rare Madhyamaka writings of Tsongkhapa’s teacher Rendawa, his senior colleague Lochen Kyabchok Palsang, and his student Lodrö Rinchen Sengé.


Finally, I would like to express my heartfelt thanks to the benefactors whose generosity has made the realization of this important project possible: to the Tsadra Foundation for its core funding of several projects from The Library of Tibetan Classics, including this present volume; to the Ing Foundation for its generous long-standing patronage of the Institute of Tibetan Classics; and to the Scully Peretsman Foundation for its support of my work for the institute, all of which allowed me to devote the time and attention necessary to bring this important work into English.


May the experience of engaging with this seminal work from one of the greatest philosophical minds of Tibet be meaningful and transformational to all readers, as it has been for so many Tibetans over the last six centuries.


Thupten Jinpa


Montreal, 2020
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Introduction


TSONGKHAPA, THE AUTHOR OF the text contained in this volume, is arguably the most influential figure in the history of Tibetan Buddhism. Born in northeastern Tibet in 1357 and educated in central Tibet, Tsongkhapa rose to prominence rapidly through his mastery of the Indian Buddhist classics that formed the core of Tibetan monastic curriculum at the time. His first major work, the Golden Rosary, completed at the age of thirty-one, is a two-volume exposition of Perfection of Wisdom studies that cemented his reputation as a great scholar. Tsongkhapa was a maverick with an independent mind who shunned formal affiliation with any of the established Tibetan schools of his time, including that of his primary teacher, Rendawa. Through close reading of key Buddhist texts, sustained critical reflection, and extensive meditative cultivation over prolonged periods, Tsongkhapa by the end of the fourteenth century had synthesized the vast Indian Buddhist heritage — philosophical, psychological, and spiritual — into a unique and remarkable system of Buddhist thought and practice that came to be known as the Geluk tradition.


One area where Tsongkhapa’s original contribution is most pronounced is his interpretation of the Indian Madhyamaka philosophy that rejects any notion of ultimate existence, stating that all things and events are empty of intrinsic existence. This is the philosophical standpoint first defined systematically by the second-century Indian Buddhist thinker Nāgārjuna and developed further by Āryadeva (second century), Buddhapālita (fifth century), Bhāviveka (sixth century), and Candrakīrti (seventh century).


Completed a year before his death, our text, Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent, embodies the author’s mature and final standpoint on central issues of Madhyamaka philosophy. Soon after its appearance in 1418, Illuminating the Intent became the primer on the subject for Tsongkhapa’s followers, especially for the rapidly growing population of Ganden Monastery, which Tsongkhapa founded in 1409, as well as for Drepung and Sera, the two major monasteries near Lhasa founded by senior students — Drepung founded by Jamyang Chöjé in 1416 and Sera by Jamchen Chöjé in 1419. After Tsongkhapa’s death in 1419, the adoption of Illuminating the Intent as the key textbook on Madhyamaka philosophy gained momentum as more monasteries upholding Tsongkhapa’s tradition sprang up across the Tibetan plateau. Illuminating the Intent’s status as the primary reference on Madhyamaka philosophy within the monastic curriculum in the Geluk tradition remains unchanged to this day.1


Formally, Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent is not an independent work; it is a commentary on an Indian text, Entering the Middle Way (Madhyamakāvatāra), authored by Candrakīrti in the seventh century. Candrakīrti’s own text, though an independent work, was composed as a supplement to yet another Indian work, Treatise on the Middle Way, also known as Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way (Mūlamadhyamkakārikā) or Fundamental Wisdom, by Nāgārjuna, one of the greatest Indian philosophers of antiquity. Nāgārjuna’s Treatise too was, in turn, written as a systematic exposition of the teaching on emptiness as presented in Mahayana scriptures attributed to the Buddha, especially the collection known as the Perfection of Wisdom sutras, which includes the famed Heart Sutra. So in Illuminating the Intent, we have Tsongkhapa reading Candrakīrti reading Nāgārjuna, who in turn was reading teachings handed down from the Buddha.



Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way


Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way, the root text for Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent, is entirely in verse, and Candrakīrti himself wrote a lengthy prose commentary on it, which Tsongkhapa also reads closely in our volume. The root text runs into some 330 four-line stanzas, with chapter 6, by far the longest chapter, forming about 70 percent of the text. The first ten of the eleven total chapters take their names as well as their themes from the characteristics of the ten bodhisattva grounds (bodhisattvabhūmi), from the first, “Perfect Joy,” to the tenth, “Cloud of Dharma.” The final chapter presents the attributes of the ten grounds followed by the resultant ground of buddhahood. In structuring his Entering the Middle Way in this way, Candrakīrti follows the well-known Mahayana scripture the Ten Grounds Sutra, which is part of the extensive Avataṃsaka Sutra. That this sutra is the basis for Candrakīrti’s text is evident especially from the author’s own commentary, which beyond extensive quotes from the sutra, contains language, tone, and sequencing of ideas that are strikingly similar.


Following this sutra, each chapter of Entering the Middle Way is structured broadly around three elements: (1) the name of the specific ground and what it means, (2) an extensive presentation of the attributes of the ground, and (3) a summary. The ten bodhisattva grounds, the themes of the first ten chapters, are associated each with a specific perfection — generosity, morality, forbearance, diligence, meditative absorption, wisdom, skillful means, aspiration, power, and gnosis — and these ten grounds represent progressive stages on the bodhisattva’s path to the full awakening of buddhahood. The ten grounds are themselves part of a broader structure of the path to enlightenment that consists of five stages: the paths of accumulation, of preparation, of seeing, of meditation, and of no-more-learning. The first bodhisattva ground begins when the bodhisattva reaches the path of seeing and first gains direct realization of the ultimate truth, emptiness. Given Candrakīrti’s text is primarily a work on Madhyamaka philosophy and also an essential supplement to Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way, the primary subject matter of the work is clearly the philosophy of emptiness. And it is because emptiness, which Nāgārjuna says is the ultimate truth, comprises the content of the sixth perfection that the sixth chapter attracts the lengthiest treatment in Candrakīrti’s text.


Why did Candrakīrti call his text Entering the Middle Way? According to Tsongkhapa, Candrakīrti’s text “enters” Nāgārjuna’s treatise in two crucial ways: from the perspective of profound emptiness and from the perspective of the vast aspect of the path. The first entails an interpretation of Nāgārjuna’s Treatise that is unique compared to other commentators, as well as an extensive refutation of the Cittamātra (Mind Only) standpoint (6.45–97). The second manner of “entering,” according to Tsongkhapa, involves complementing Nāgārjuna’s treatise by explicitly bringing in other dimensions of the Mahayana path drawing on Nāgārjuna’s other writings, especially his Precious Garland (Ratnāvalī). These include the three factors on the ground of the ordinary being, the ten bodhisattva grounds, the resultant ground of buddhahood, and the method for cultivating insight grounded in meditative absorption.


Since Candrakīrti’s text begins with the first bodhisattva ground, he uses his salutation verse to present the key factors of the path on the beginner’s stage — the stage that precedes the first ground. These are compassion, the altruistic awakening mind, and the knowledge of emptiness, the last of which he refers to as nondual awareness. Compassion is, in fact, presented as the object of salutation at the beginning of the text, where he compares its importance, with respect to the attainment of buddhahood, to the seed at the outset, the moisture in the middle, and the ripened fruit at the end. By using these three analogies, Candrakīrti underlines compassion’s centrality to the entire path, not just at the beginning as a motivation. Chapters 1 to 5 present key attributes of the first five perfections, with the presentations on the first two, generosity and forbearance, the most extensive.


The sixth and chief chapter of Candrakīrti’s text begins with a statement about how the bodhisattva on the fifth ground, having attained excellence in meditative absorption, progresses onto the sixth ground and “attains true cessation by dwelling in wisdom” (6.1d). Following the presentation in the Ten Grounds Sutra, the chapter explains how the bodhisattva abides in wisdom by attaining “ten perfect equanimities,” the first being the perfect equanimity of the absence of signs, or nonarising.2 The rest of the chapter then is an extensive exploration of what this perfect equanimity means. Incidentally, nonarising is also the topic of the first chapter of Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way. Here, then, is a broad outline of Candrakīrti’s sixth chapter, which is treated in chapters 8–19 of the present volume:


Name of the ground and how the perfection of wisdom excels on the ground (6.1)


Praise of the perfection of wisdom (6.2)


Extensive presentation of the ultimate nature of reality


Preliminary points (6.3–7)


Actual presentation of the ultimate nature of reality


Selflessness of phenomena


Refuting arising from four possibilities


Refuting arising from self (6.8–13)


Refuting arising from what is other


Refuting arising from other in general


Actual refutation of arising from other (6.14–21)


Rejecting objections to such refutation from the worldly perspective (6.22–32)


Presentation of the two truths (6.23–29)


Benefits of refuting arising from other (6.33–44)


Refuting the Cittamātra standpoint in particular (6.45–97)


Refuting arising from both (6.98)


Refuting arising from no cause (6.99–102)


Rejecting objections to refuting arising from four possibilities (6.103–13)


How arising through dependence prevents extreme views (6.114–16)


The fruits of reasoned analysis (6.117–19)


Selflessness of persons


Negating intrinsic existence of “I” and “mine” (6.120–65)


Extending the analysis of self and chariot to others (6.166–78)


Enumerations of emptiness (6.179–223)


Chapters 7 to 10 are all quite brief. The eleventh chapter, on attributes of the ten grounds and the resultant ground, runs to more than fifty stanzas. In particular, the part on the resultant ground of buddhahood offers not only an account of buddhahood — the buddha bodies (kāya), the unique attributes of the buddha such as ten powers — but also addresses critical questions, such as, If emptiness is the ultimate truth, how can there be knowledge of it? And, If the buddha’s gnosis is fused inseparably with emptiness, how can it be a knower of such truth? Candrakīrti ends his seminal work with the following stanzas (11.52–53):


This system has been explained by the monk Candrakīrti


drawing from the Treatise on the Middle Way,


in perfect accord with the scriptures,


and in accord with oral instructions.


Just as outside this [tradition of the] Treatise,


no scriptures set forth this teaching as it is,


likewise the system found here is not found elsewhere.


O learned ones, be sure of this fact!


Indian and Tibetan commentators on Candrakīrti ascribe to him a number of distinctive philosophical views. These include (1) rejection of formal inference based on criteria grounded in objective facts of the world, relying instead on consequential reasoning that reveals logical contradictions and absurd consequences entailed by an opponent’s positions, (2) rejection of the key tenets of the Buddhist epistemology initiated by Dignāga and developed further by Dharmakīrti,3 (3) a radical understanding of the inaccessibility of ultimate truth through language and thought, (4) an understanding of conventional truth that appeals for its validity to everyday intuitions of the world instead of philosophical grounding, (5) a unique interpretation of Nāgārjuna’s statement about his having no thesis, and (6) the possible cessation of mind and mental factors in buddhahood.4


The first, rejection of formal inference based on criteria grounded in objective facts, emerges in Candrakīrti’s Clear Words (Prasannapadā), where he mounts a defense of Buddhapālita, a fifth-century commentator on Nāgārjuna who was critiqued by Bhāviveka for failing to formulate probative inferences in presenting the master’s argument and for relying on a reductio ad absurdum style of reasoning. This debate on the appropriateness of formal inference in the context of establishing the truth of emptiness came to be seen, by Tibetan commentators, as the starting point for the emergence of two major strands of Madhyamaka philosophy. The second point, Candrakīrti’s refutation of Dignāga’s influential epistemology, is also found in Clear Words, which takes two key ideas of Dignāga to task: unique particulars (svalakṣaṇa) and the definition of perception (pratyakṣa). The third, inaccessibility of ultimate truth to thought and language, is most clearly articulated in Entering the Middle Way 6.29–31b and its relevant sections in the autocommentary. The fourth, a unique understanding of conventional truth grounded in appeal to everyday worldly conventions, emerges throughout important parts of chapter 6 of Entering the Middle Way, especially 6.31c–32, 35, and 159. The fifth, Candrakīrti’s interpretation of Madhyamaka’s lack of a thesis, emerges in 6.173–76 and elsewhere, such as in his Commentary on Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning. The final issue, about the possible cessation of mind and mental factors in buddhahood, can be found in the final chapter of Entering the Middle Way.


To Candrakīrti’s critics, such as Chapa Chökyi Sengé (1106–69), it is these views that make him suspect when it comes to interpreting Nāgārjuna’s teachings on emptiness.5 Among his enthusiasts, some, like Jayānanda6 (and possibly Thangsakpa, a student of Patsab Lotsāwa [b. 1055]), would embrace these views unreservedly. Others, like Tsongkhapa, would offer a more nuanced reading of Candrakīrti, so that he is not seen as rejecting epistemology and not seen as denying the possibility of the knowledge of ultimate truth by human cognition — that is, suggesting that there remains no cognition whatsoever, including gnosis, in buddhahood.7


Reception of Candrakīrti’s Works in India and Tibet


One curious historical fact about Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way, like all his writings on Madhyamaka, is the near silence about it on the part of his contemporaries and immediate successors in India.8 Although Tibetan tradition recognizes Śāntideva, author of the famed Guide to the Bodhisattva Way, as belonging to the same Madhyamaka lineage as Candrakīrti, nowhere does the influential eighth-century master reveal cognizance of Candrakīrti’s works. Similarly, neither Śāntarakṣita nor his student Kamalaśīla — two hugely influential eighth-century authors on Madhyamaka and pramāņa epistemology — appear to engage with Candrakīrti’s Madhyamaka writings. Even those who do evince awareness of his writing, such as Avalokitavrata (eighth century), do not substantively engage him in their texts. We know, however, that Candrakīrti’s commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning was translated into Tibetan sometime between the end of the eighth and the beginning of ninth century, suggesting that he was not an entirely unknown figure in Indian Buddhism at the time. However, only around the tenth century, more than two centuries after Candrakīrti’s death, does one notice real recognition of the master’s writings in India. Prajñākaramati (950–1030), the author of an influential commentary on Śāntideva’s Guide, plus the so-called Bhāviveka II, author of Precious Lamp on the Middle Way (Madhyamakaratnapradīpa), along with Maitripa and Atiśa all took Candrakīrti to be an important authority on Madhyamaka philosophy. One possible explanation for this near silence about Candrakīrti’s Madhyamaka writings before the tenth century could be owing to the fact that his approach to interpreting Nāgārjuna’s philosophy was an outlier at a time when the dominant pattern was to read Madhyamaka’s ontology of emptiness in consonance with the sophisticated Buddhist epistemology of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti. As we saw above, this is something Candrakīrti not only shunned but explicitly critiqued.9


Whatever the historical reasons for the late recognition of Candrakīrti in India, Candrakīrti’s interpretation of Nāgārjuna came to be celebrated in Tibet as the apex of Madhyamaka philosophy. My own sense is that the Indian Bengali missionary to Tibet, Atiśa, may have been pivotal in elevating Candrakīrti’s status. This stanza from his Entering the Two Truths (Satyadvayāvatāra) is often cited by Tibetan authors to link Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti in a special lineage of Madhyamaka philosophy:


If you ask who realized emptiness,


it was Nāgārjuna, who was prophesized by the Tathāgata


and saw the truth of ultimate nature,


and his disciple Candrakīrti.10


Atiśa’s student and translator Naktso Lotsāwa produced the first translation of Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way and its lengthy autocommentary. Later, in the early twelfth century, Patsab Lotsāwa produced influential translations of most of Candrakīrti’s major writings, including especially his Clear Words commentary of Nāgārjuna’s treatise, a new translation of Entering the Middle Way and its autocommentary, and his commentary on Āryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas on the Middle Way (Catuḥśatakaśāstra). Patsab is also credited by scholars, both Tibetan as well as Western, for coining the labels Prāsaṅgika and Svātantrika to refer to two subschools of Madhyamaka associated, respectively, with Buddhapālita and Candrakīrti, on the one hand, and Bhāviveka and others, on the other. As we saw above, enthusiasm for Candrakīrti’s Madhyamaka writings in Tibet in the twelfth century was by no means universal, and foremost among his Tibetan critics was the influential logician Chapa Chökyi Sengé of Sangphu Monastery. According to a fifteenth-century source, Chapa challenged the monk Jayānanda in a formal debate, where the latter is said to have failed to defend Candrakīrti’s views. In any case, by Tsongkhapa’s time in the second half of the fourteenth century, recognition of Candrakīrti’s reading of Nāgārjuna as the apex of Buddhist philosophical thinking was near universal in Tibet.


Part of the enthusiasm for and long-standing loyalty to Entering the Middle Way as the key textbook in Tibet on Madhyamaka philosophy may have to do with its comprehensiveness. Unlike other Madhyamaka texts like Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way, Candrakīrti’s Entering spans the entire path to enlightenment, from the beginner’s stage, through the ten bodhisattva grounds, to the resultant state of buddhahood. With its treatment of all the perfections, combined with its extensive presentation of emptiness in chapter 6, Entering the Middle Way offers a framework that embraces, and in fact unites, both the wisdom of emptiness and the compassion-based method dimension of the path, including the cultivation of the altruistic awakening mind and the perfections of generosity, morality, and forbearance. Monastic students would memorize the entire root text, as I myself did when I was a student at Ganden Monastery; receive classes on it with the aid of an authoritative commentary, such as Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent; and debate its meaning, especially the more challenging parts. Finally, students would sit down for formal debate on the text, demonstrating their mastery of the text, its meaning, and the philosophical issues it raises.


Key Aspects of Tsongkhapa’s Commentary


Tibetan exegetical tradition speaks of different types of commentarial texts: commentary in the form of annotation, word-by-word commentary, commentary on the essential points, and extensive commentary. Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent belongs to the final category, faithfully following the structure of its root text, Entering the Middle Way. However, Tsongkhapa sees his Illuminating the Intent to be an exposition of Candrakīrti’s autocommentary as well. So, in terms of structure, content, and scope, Illuminating the Intent is a three-layered text. First there is Candrakīrti’s root text in verse, next we have the text of Candrakīrti’s own commentary on the verses, and finally we have Tsongkhapa’s exposition of the meaning of these two layers. To assist the reader, I have inserted the actual verses of the root text into the translation of Illuminating the Intent; Tsongkhapa does not set them off in his own work. And when the words of the root text are repeated within Tsongkhapa’s commentary, I have bolded them so that they are easily identifiable.11


When glossing the words of the root text, Tsongkhapa not only strives to explain the meaning of every single word of the verses, he draws heavily on Candrakīrti’s own explanation of the verses from the autocommentary. I have chosen not to highlight such transcriptions of the autocommentary, as it would have led to an aesthetically unappealing reader experience. Quite often, especially when addressing issues he deems of particular philosophical importance, Tsongkhapa reproduces specific sections of the autocommentary that are not part of Candrakīrti’s gloss on the verses but treat related philosophical or soteriological questions. With some of these, Tsongkhapa does not explicitly indicate that they are reproduced from the autocommentary with a few explanatory words interspersed, and so I have annotated all these citations to alert the reader. Unavoidably, when an author expounds on a verse text by including every single word of the verse in his gloss, this constrains the commentator’s ability to employ a natural and fluid prose. Thus my hope in bolding the words of the root text and annotating the transcriptions of the autocommentary is that the reader will engage with those parts of the text with greater patience.


What might be considered a fourth layer of our text are Tsongkhapa’s own independent sections. In this layer, Tsongkhapa provides a wider philosophical context for important topics addressed by Candrakīrti — for instance, the nature and types of compassion, the first three perfections, the outset of the presentation of emptiness, the two truths, and the critique of the Mind Only standpoint. Part of this contextualization involves offering what is known as “explaining the general points” (spyi don) and relating the treatment, where essential, to earlier sources. It might also involve Tsongkhapa’s independent observations and unique methodological approaches, such as the section on what he calls “identifying what is to be negated” (see chapter 9).


A second element Tsongkhapa introduces in these more independent sections is the cross-references he makes to relevant passages in the root-text author’s other philosophical works. Tsongkhapa refers extensively to Candrakīrti’s commentaries on Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way, Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning, and Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness and to Candrakīrti’s last-known major work, a commentary on Āryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas. In so doing, Tsongkhapa ensures that his reading of Candrakīrti’s root text is not confined to just the root text and its autocommentary. And even when reading the root text and its autocommentary directly, Tsongkhapa carefully compares the two Tibetan translations of the text — the earlier one by Naktso Lotsāwa and the later one by Patsab Lotsāwa — and he is explicit in stating which version he prefers in a given context. He also carefully consults Jayānanda, the only known Indian commentator on Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way, citing him favorably where appropriate and critiquing his reading elsewhere.


Third, every now and then, when the texts address a question of philosophical or soteriological significance, Tsongkhapa takes the opportunity to draw out its wider implications, especially in relation to matters that historically have attracted divergent opinions among commentators. Fourth, an important strategy in Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of Madhyamaka philosophy is his appeal to experience (both ordinary and meditative), our common-sense intuitions, and, in some cases, thought experiments. Finally, Tsongkhapa exhibits a high degree of innovation in his topical outline (sa bcad) of the text, a textual hermeneutic that became integral to Tibetan works beginning in the eleventh century. These methodological approaches make Tsongkhapa’s readings of Indian sources innovative and yet, as one modern scholar on Madhyamaka puts it, “authentically grounded in careful philosophical thinking and analysis.”12


A Summary of Key Discussions


In the summary that follows, my aim is to spotlight those sections of Illuminating the Intent where Tsongkhapa offers a substantive presentation to help his reader develop deeper appreciation of a topic’s philosophical or soteriological significance. As already stated, Tsongkhapa’s Illuminating the Intent is divided into eleven parts, each corresponding to a specific chapter in the root text, which is mapped to the ten bodhisattva grounds and the resultant ground of a buddha. But these chapters differ dramatically in length: in the Tibetan edition of Tsongkhapa’s text, the sixth ground comes to 271 pages, while the eighth and ninth grounds are only 2 pages apiece. To assist the reader, we have introduced a structure to make the text more manageable and more closely aligned with modern expectations for a major book like this. The entire text is divided into three parts, preceded by a chapter on the preliminaries: part 1 contains the introductory section and presentation of the first five grounds, part 2 contains the lengthy sixth ground, and part 3 contains the seventh to the tenth grounds and the resultant ground. All together, there are twenty-five chapters, with twelve devoted to the sixth ground alone. So when I refer to chapter numbers below, I use the numbers in our new format devised for this volume.


In chapter 1, when explaining the salutation verse of Candrakīrti’s text, Tsongkhapa offers an extensive exploration of the concept of compassion in Mahayana Buddhism (pp. 47–55). In doing so, he observes insightfully that compassion requires a sense of identification with your object of concern. In present-day parlance, this is the crucial concept of empathy. He cites two primary methods in Buddhist tradition for extending our empathy outside our normal narrow circle of concern. The first is to view all beings as kin — as our mothers, in fact — and the other is to identify with others grounded in the recognition of our shared sentient nature (pp. 49–50). Commenting on three types of compassion differentiated by their focus — sentient beings, phenomena, and no object — Tsongkhapa shows how they reflect the progressive lessening of grasping on the part of one who experiences compassion for others (pp. 52–55). In chapter 2, “General Presentation of the Grounds,” Tsongkhapa defines what is meant by a bodhisattva ground and overviews the stages of the path to awakening as understood in Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka tradition. In doing so, he draws on Nāgārjuna’s own Precious Garland and on the seminal Ten Grounds Sutra. In chapter 3, on the first ground, Tsongkhapa addresses extensively the question of whether realization of ultimate truth defined in terms of the emptiness of intrinsic existence is indispensable for attaining nirvana (pp. 82–106). Part of this entails a detailed exposition of a key section of Śāntideva’s Guide, which Tsongkhapa sees as consonant with Candrakīrti’s Entering the Middle Way (pp. 83–88). An important upshot of this analysis is the suggestion that Candrakīrti differs significantly from other Buddhist schools in his interpretation of the selflessness of persons. In chapter 5, as part of defining forbearance as the antidote to anger, Tsongkhapa examines what characteristics of virtue are destroyed in the wake of anger (pp. 133–37). Furthermore, what exactly is meant by destruction when it is said that an instance of anger destroys virtuous karma accumulated over a span of eons? On the flip side, he examines the mechanism for how negative karma is purified through declaration and purification rites (pp. 139–40).


In part 2, chapter 9, Tsongkhapa presents the important topic of what is to be negated in the context of understanding emptiness. Delineating the scope of negation is, for him, crucially important, for failure to do so could lead to the extreme of nihilism. Tsongkhapa, in fact, defines the object of negation differently depending on whether the standpoint is that of the Svātantrika (pp. 174–80) or the Prāsaṅgika (pp. 181–89). His conclusion is that what is negated according to Candrakīrti is the intrinsic existence that we instinctively project onto anything we perceive. Part of this discussion involves distinguishing “innate grasping” from “acquired grasping,” the former being the ultimate target of meditation on emptiness. In chapter 11, in expounding on Candrakīrti’s extensive presentation of the two truths — ultimate truth and conventional truth — Tsongkhapa examines the following questions: What exactly is the basis upon which this division into two truths is conceived? What is meant by the word truth in the context of the two (pp. 223–25)? How are they defined and from whose perspectives (pp. 234–54)? What is the relation between the two (pp. 225–29)? And, What is meant by the statement that ultimate truth is beyond knowledge and language (pp. 247–54)? As an aside, Tsongkhapa notes how Candrakīrti’s identification of subtle grasping suggests a unique Madhyamaka understanding of the nature of subtle afflictions (pp. 239–44).


Chapter 12 deserves special attention for understanding Tsongkhapa’s reading of Candrakīrti. Here, Tsongkhapa reads three stanzas, 6.34–36, as presenting three important arguments for negating the arising of things through their intrinsic characteristics. As we will see below, the phrase “existence through intrinsic characteristic” or “the arising of things through their intrinsic characteristics” occupies an extremely important place in Tsongkhapa’s interpretation of the Madhyamaka philosophy of Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti. Tsongkhapa understands the text as presenting three unwanted consequences (four if we add the one additional consequence mentioned in Candrakīrti’s autocommentary)13 if one subscribes to the notion of existence through intrinsic characteristic: (1) the wisdom realizing emptiness would become the cause for annihilation of conditioned things (pp. 261–64), (2) the facts of conventional truth would be able to withstand ultimate analysis (pp. 264–68), and (3) ultimate arising would remain unnegated (pp. 268–71). Here in relation to these three objections, Tsongkhapa sees Bhāviveka’s brand of Svātantrika Madhyamaka to be an object of critique by Candrakīrti. To my knowledge, grouping these three stanzas together as formally presenting three arguments, all against the notion of intrinsic arising, is unique. Tsongkhapa’s own teacher Rendawa, for example, reads 6.34–36 as part of a section that includes 6.33 and presents the benefit of being able to establish dependent origination as free of the extremes of eternalism and nihilism. Similarly, Lochen Kyabchok Palsang, a senior colleague of both Rendawa and Tsongkhapa, reads 6.35–36 as part of a rebuttal of objections against refuting arising from another.14 Also in chapter 12 (6.39–43) is Tsongkhapa’s detailed analysis of Candrakīrti’s refutation of foundation consciousness (ālayavijñāna) and his explanation of how Madhyamaka accounts for the functioning of karma in its absence.


Chapter 14, “Refuting the Proof of Intrinsic Existence of Dependent Nature,” features two key analyses from Tsongkhapa. One is his rejection of the concept of self-cognition or reflexive awareness (svasaṃvitti) proposed by Cittamātra as their “proof” of intrinsically existent dependent nature (pp. 340–45). Since the opponent’s argument for reflexive awareness draws on the fact of subsequent recollection, Tsongkhapa presents two distinct accounts of recollection from the Madhyamaka perspective (pp. 345–49). The second issue Tsongkhapa addresses in this chapter is Candrakīrti’s views on epistemology, with special attention paid to the definition of what constitutes manas, or mental cognition (pp. 351–57). In chapter 17, “The Selflessness of Persons,” Tsongkhapa asks the crucial question of what object exactly is grasped when it comes to the intrinsic existence of persons. Is it the physical and mental aggregates that make up the person’s existence? Or is it the sense of self projected onto the physical and mental aggregate? (pp. 421–38) What distinguishes grasping at an “I” from grasping at “mine”? Related to this is the basic question of what exactly is negated in the context of the Buddhist view of no-self. Finally, in chapter 19, “Enumerations of Emptiness,” Tsongkhapa examines the meaning of the crucial Sanskrit term svabhāva — intrinsic nature — and concludes that although svabhāva in the sense of intrinsic existence must be negated, svabhāva in the sense of intrinsic nature — as referring to an object’s emptiness — must be accepted, for only through its knowledge can true release from grasping be attained (pp. 490–94).


In part 3, in the final chapter, Tsongkhapa presents his analysis of the nature of a buddha’s gnosis and addresses the question of how a buddha’s gnosis can be understood to know the facts of conventional truth (pp. 533–38). In doing so, Tsongkhapa relates the topic of how a buddha’s gnosis perceives the two truths within a single instance of cognition with no traces of dualistic perception to the definition of the two truths presented earlier. For Tsongkhapa, the two facets of the buddha’s gnosis — perceiving ultimate truth (the way things really are) and perceiving conventional truth (things in their diversity) — are conceptually distinguished not in actual reality but only from the perspectives of their objects, in relation to which they are thus defined. Tsongkhapa rejects the idea, suggested by some, that a buddha’s gnosis sees only emptiness, not the world of conventional truth, on the assumption that perceiving the latter would imply that a buddha’s gnosis would be tainted by the delusion of duality. For Tsongkhapa, however, if conventional truth — the world of everyday reality, of our experience, of cause and effect — is not perceived by a buddha’s gnosis, this would incur the unwanted consequence that a buddha’s gnosis is not omniscient. One would be unable to explain a buddha’s ten powers defined in terms of knowledge of specific facts. Elsewhere, Tsongkhapa observes that a buddha’s gnosis knows when and how an unenlightened being is perceiving the world in a distorted manner by attributing intrinsic existence to things but that such perception is purely mirroring what is being perceived by the deluded being; it does not occur due to the buddha’s own residual imprints of delusion.15 Tsongkhapa identifies the ability to maintain a coherent account of how a buddha’s gnosis perceives the world of diversity that constitutes conventional truth, in the wake of rejecting the intrinsic existence of everything, as a formidable but crucial challenge for Madhyamaka.




Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka Philosophy


According to his biographies, gaining full insight into Madhyamaka’s profound view of emptiness took time, effort, and extensive meditative cultivation on Tsongkhapa’s part.16 He had studied the great Indian treatises on Madhyamaka with Rendawa, the then greatest known authority on the subject in Tibet. He had read, critically reflected on, and meditated on the meaning of these important texts. Thanks to existing records, we know that he had also engaged in a prolonged dialogue on the view of emptiness with Rendawa. In addition, according to the biographies, Tsongkhapa had “access” to the meditation deity Mañjuśrī through the medium of Lama Umapa at first and later Tokden Jampal Gyatso.17 However, even after his three-year intensive retreat in the Wölkha Valley, 1393–95, gaining the Madhyamaka view was one area where he felt he needed further effort. When he did finally experience the breakthrough in 1397, at the age of forty, Tsongkhapa had developed a unique understanding of Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka philosophy as read through Candrakīrti. In the immediate aftermath, Tsongkhapa wrote a hymn to the Buddha, praising him for his revelation of the truth of dependent origination. In 1401, Tsongkhapa completed his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, which contained, in the final insight section, an extensive presentation on the Madhyamaka philosophy of emptiness. This lengthy work would be followed by four other major works on Madhyamaka: the hermeneutic text Essence of True Eloquence in 1407, his extensive commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way in 1408, the insight section in his Middle-Length Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment in 1415, and finally our present volume, Illuminating the Intent, in 1418. Together, these five are known as the five great Madhyamaka works of Jé Tsongkhapa.


To understand Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka, it is important to appreciate the concerns and questions underlying his deep inquiry into this philosophy. Recognizing its crucial importance as the only way to liberation, “with no second alternative door,” as Nāgārjuna’s disciple Āryadeva puts it,18 Tsongkhapa was nonetheless deeply concerned about the nihilistic implications of the view of emptiness if not properly understood. After all, Nāgārjuna himself had warned against this, comparing the erroneous understanding of emptiness to mishandling a venomous snake.19 In particular, Tsongkhapa was concerned about certain Tibetan readings of Candrakīrti that advocated such views as the following: a Mādhyamika is concerned only with refuting other’s views but presents no positions of his own; the facts of conventional truths are perceived only by the deluded mind; the existence of things can be accepted purely for another’s sake and also from the other’s perspective;20 there can be no knowledge of the ultimate truth except in a metaphorical sense; and the buddha’s gnosis does not perceive the world of conventional truth (with some in fact reading Candrakīrti to suggest that gnosis itself ceases to exist at the point of buddhahood).21 Tsongkhapa was concerned about the nihilistic implications of these views with respect to both ethics and soteriology. In harboring these concerns, Tsongkhapa seemed to sympathize with Chapa’s critiques of Candrakīrti, but he did not like the former’s proposed solution. There was, however, another alternative in Tibet with respect to Madhyamaka philosophy. By this I am referring to the so-called extrinsic emptiness (gzhan stong) view of Jonang masters like Dölpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361). Tsongkhapa was never attracted to this extrinsic emptiness view, which involved accepting the idea of emptiness itself as being absolute with intrinsic existence. His critique of this view dates from his early writings. What Tsongkhapa strove for, in his deep inquiry into Madhyamaka philosophy, was an integrated view, wherein Madhyamaka’s emptiness ontology serves as a robust basis for ethics and soteriology and is consonant as well with a coherent system of logic and epistemology based on common-sense intuitions of epistemic practice.22


Below are some key elements of Tsongkhapa’s quest to develop a more integrated understanding of Madhyamaka philosophy:23


1. Identifying what is to be negated in the context of philosophical analysis of and meditation on emptiness (pp. 171–90)


2. Distinguishing the domains of discourse of conventional analysis from those of ultimate analysis (pp. 264–68)


3. Clarifying the meaning of the key modifier ultimate in the statement that things do not exist on the ultimate level (pp. 175–76)


4. Drawing a critical conceptual distinction between existence and intrinsic existence, the latter rejected even on the conventional level (pp. 271–74)


5. Defining emptiness in terms of the categorical negation of intrinsic existence: in other words, saying that emptiness must be defined, in technical Buddhist language, in terms of nonimplicative negation (pp. 195–96)


6. Interpreting emptiness in terms of dependent origination (that is, emptiness = dependent origination) (pp. 412–14; Great Treatise, 135–53)


7. Asserting that though emptiness lies beyond thought, insofar as its total knowledge is concerned, its truth is accessible to human cognition: in other words, saying there can be a legitimate knowledge of emptiness through inferential cognition (pp. 252–54)


8. Respecting the apparent world of conventional truth and not denigrating it through taking it to be mere illusion with no causal efficacy; saying that, in fact, a criteria of validity can be brought to bear within the domain of conventional truth so that a robust differentiation can be drawn between the truth of water as water and the falsity of mirage as water (pp. 236–38; Great Treatise, 177–94)


9. Differentiating the Svātantrika and Prāsaṅgika standpoints on the basis of not just a methodological difference on whether to employ formal inference or consequence-demonstrating reasoning, but also a substantive philosophical difference over whether intrinsic existence should be accepted or rejected on the conventional level (pp. 264–68; Essence of True Eloquence, 306–44; Great Treatise, 233–66)


10. Clearly differentiating three distinct uses of the crucial Sanskrit term svalakṣaṇa (rang mtshan): (1) the defining characteristics of a phenomenon, (2) the unique particulars found in Dignāga and Dharmakīrti’s epistemology, and (3) intrinsic characteristics, which Tsongkhapa understands to be equivalent to the notion of intrinsic nature (svabhāva or svarūpa), a central object of critique for Candrakīrti’s Madhyamaka philosophy (Essence of True Eloquence, 291–92)


11. Developing a unique Prāsaṅgika standpoint on key questions of ontology, epistemology, and soteriology in the wake of rejecting intrinsic existence even at the conventional level


Let me expand a little on numbers 9 and 10, which are interrelated. For Tsongkhapa, Candrakīrti’s critique of Bhāviveka’s use of formal inference in the context of establishing Nāgārjuna’s emptiness is not simply a dispute over a methodological choice. That is to say, it is not just about how best to establish the truth about emptiness. This methodological difference belies a substantive philosophical difference centered on whether a Mādhyamika could subscribe to any notion of objective intrinsic existence, even on the conventional level, that would entail a degree of realism.24 For Tsongkhapa, when Bhāviveka (and his Svātantrika colleagues) accept Dignāga and Dharmakīrti’s definition of perception as the absence of conceptuality and as having a nonerroneous relation to its objects, which are unique particulars, this indicates admission of some kind of residual realism. There are at least three important contexts that Tsongkhapa cites as evidence that Bhāviveka holds such a view. One is Bhāviveka’s assumption that, in formulating a formal inference establishing emptiness by the Mādhyamika, three elements of the syllogism — subject, logical reason, and example — can be established commonly by both parties. Candrakīrti rejects such commonly established factors, while Bhāviveka accepts them; for him, there are such things as subjects, logical reasons, and examples as perceived by ordinary perceptions. The second relates to Bhāviveka’s charge of nihilism against the Cittamātra claim, within their “three natures” theory, that the imputed nature lacks existence by virtue of intrinsic characteristics while the other two — dependent nature and perfected nature — exist by virtue of their intrinsic characteristics.25 The third context relates to Bhāviveka’s distinction between veridical conventional truths, such as water, faces, and real elephants, versus nonveridical or distorted conventional truths, such as mirages, mirror reflections, and magical conjurations. For Candrakīrti, no such objective distinction can be made within conventional truth, since the entire world of conventional truth is defined from the deluded perspective of the unenlightened mind. Differentiation within conventional truth can be made only in a limited sense, purely from the everyday-world perspective, and not in terms of objectively real intrinsic existence.26 What Candrakīrti is rejecting here, according to Tsongkhapa, is not the reality of conventional truth itself; rather, he is refuting any attempt to ground its existence and validity in objective facts that possess intrinsic existence.


In a memorable line in his commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Seventy Stanzas on Emptiness, in responding to a question raised by an opponent as to why, being equally devoid of intrinsic arising, we can observe dependent origination in relation to ignorance but not in relation to the son of a barren woman, Candrakīrti says, “You should ask this question to the world alone, not to me.”27 In the same text, in rejecting Cittamātra’s intrinsically real consciousness but admitting external reality, Candrakīrti states, “I accept the conventions of the world, but as to the status of its contents and cognitions about them, it is the world that knows about them, not me. On your part too, you [Cittamātra] will not be able to negate this fact of the world associated with us [Madhyamaka].”28 In brief, Candrakīrti seems to be saying that he accepts the reality of conventional truth as the world defines it, including the truths of such things as the laws of cause and effect, noncontradiction, and so on. It is not the task of a Mādhyamika like him, or for that matter any philosopher, to define the criteria for the reality of conventional truth. For him, what philosophers such as Cittamātras, Sautrāntikas, and Bhāviveka are asking with respect to conventional truth — grounding it in some objective facts affirmed by incontrovertible knowledge — is impossible. When it comes to conventional truth, philosophers need to defer to the world, not formulate their own metaphysical views. Tsongkhapa strives to flesh out what such “deferring to the world” might entail, and he proposes three criteria for existence on the conventional level: (1) a given fact is known to, or acknowledged within, a conventional cognition, (2) it is not invalidated by another valid conventional knowledge, and (3) it is also not invalidated by analysis probing the ultimate nature of reality.29 “Conventional cognition” (tha snyad pa’i shes pa), as Tsongkhapa understands it, refers to what Candrakīrti calls “unexamined cognition” (ma dpyad pa’i shes pa) and “worldly convention” (’jig rten pa’i grags pa). In summarizing his understanding of what is meant by these crucial terms associated with conventional truth, Tsongkhapa writes:


Conventional cognitions are cognitions that operate without analysis, such as those that engage their objects only within the context of how a given phenomenon appears to it, without analyzing in terms such as, “Is this how the thing actually exists, or does it just appear this way to my mind?” These are called unanalyzed perspectives, but it is not the case that they do not engage in any form of inquiry. Given that they operate within the context of how things appear and are known to a worldly or conventional knowledge, they also constitute what is meant by worldly convention. And this kind of cognition occurs in everyone, whether or not their minds have been exposed to philosophical systems. Thus, no matter whose mindstream they occur in, they are called worldly conventions or unanalyzed perspectives.30


For Tsongkhapa, “deferring to the world” when it comes to defining conventional truth does not mean looking for the commonest denominator and taking the word of “cowherds” and their like. Nor does it entail a kind of defeatism, throwing one’s arms in the air saying, “It is impossible to say.” Furthermore, if Candrakīrti is to be taken seriously when he is presenting the various stages and attributes of the bodhisattva grounds with such diligence, and when he is presenting what he understands to be the heart of wisdom that leads to true freedom, then to leave the issue of validity and truth of statements pertaining to these presentations simply to the perspectives of cowherds (no disrespect to cowherds) seems at best naive! Something like this is what Tsongkhapa has in mind when he says that the unexamined perspective of worldly convention exists not just in common people but also in reflective philosophers.31 In brief, he is saying that what is called worldly convention exists in all of us and relates to our shared intuitions concerning everyday epistemic practice.32 In critiquing Svātantrika views on conventional truth, Tsongkhapa writes: “Those who are at such odds with the manner in which the world understands the referents of everyday conventions, even if they say, ‘Things exist on the level of worldly conventions,’ they do not actually hold such a view. Theirs is merely an utterance.”33 Tsongkhapa’s insistence that even Candrakīrti’s Madhyamaka ontology must be reconcilable with fundamental elements of pramāṇa (logic and epistemology) — rules of inference, principles of logic (such as the laws of noncontradiction and the excluded middle), facts about human cognition, and the shared experience of emotions — is premised on the understanding that their acceptance is indispensable for any coherent account of the world of conventional truth.


Noted above as element 10 of Tsongkhapa’s approach to Madhyamaka, a key difference between Candrakīrti and other Mādhyamikas like Bhāviveka is the crucial term svalakṣaṇa — literally, “self-characteristic” — a term with multiple senses in Buddhist sources. Tsongkhapa identifies three distinct uses of the term: (1) as defining characteristics, such as heat being the defining characteristic of fire, as found in the Abhidharma texts; (2) as unique particulars in the context of Dignāga and Dharmakīrti’s epistemology, where they serve as objects of direct perception; unique particulars are distinguished from universal properties in being causally efficacious; and finally, (3) as intrinsic characteristic, a kind of fixed, defining essence by virtue of which a given thing is thought to acquire its existence and identity.34


In this third sense, intrinsic characteristic becomes equivalent to intrinsic nature (svabhāva), which is well known as an important object of critique for Nāgārjuna’s Madhyamaka. Tsongkhapa suggests that one of the key differences between Candrakīrti and Bhāviveka is the former’s rejection of intrinsic characteristic and the latter’s acceptance of it on the conventional level. For Madhyamaka, according to Candrakīrti as read by Tsongkhapa, there can be existence only in the conventional sense and only on the conventional level; there is no ultimate existence, no irreducible, ultimate “primitives,” no existence defined by some intrinsic nature or essence. And what constitutes conventional existence is nothing but dependent originations, which are referred to also as dependent designations (rten nas btags pa). Even emptiness, which is the ultimate truth, is a conventional existent, not an ultimate existent. Though emptiness is the ultimate truth, paradoxically, it has no ultimate existence — hence the emptiness of emptiness.


Some present-day scholars seem to suggest that this third sense of the term, intrinsic characteristic, is Tsongkhapa’s innovation and is not found in Candrakīrti’s own writings. They contend that when Candrakīrti is critiquing svalakṣaṇa, he has in mind how the term is defined in the Dignāga and Dharmakīrtian sense — namely, as unique particulars — and the sense in which Tsongkhapa is reading “is not present in Candrakīrti.”35 It is perhaps too early to make such unequivocal judgment. No doubt Dignāga’s unique particulars are an important object of critique for Candrakīrti when he is refuting svalakṣaṇa. There are, however, also numerous passages in Candrakīrti’s writings where it would be problematic, to say the least, to read the usage of the term in this unique particulars sense. We find phrases like “the svalakṣaṇa of conditioned things”36 or “some Buddhist schools accept svalakṣaṇa for conditioned things,”37 where the term appears as if referring to an attribute or characteristic of things, and “if things endure in the three times through their svalakṣaṇa,”38 and “in that very Ten Grounds Sutra, consciousness is stated to be a result of ignorance and volition, not existing by virtue of svalakṣaṇa,”39 where the term is used with the instrumental case, suggesting clearly that what is referred to is akin to a defining essence by virtue of which a given thing might be thought to exist and derive a unique identity. To read these usages in terms of unique particulars would stretch the limits of both readability and philosophical coherence. In any case, the supposition that Tsongkhapa was the first to distinguish the two Madhyamaka subschools by their acceptance or rejection of intrinsic characteristics on the conventional level is unfounded. We have textual evidence to show that Maja Jangchup Tsöndrü, an important student of both Chapa and Patsab, also maintained such a view.40


Tsongkhapa’s Madhyamaka, because of what some perceive as its innovative and “controversial” interpretations, generated extensive debate in fifteenth-century Tibet. Some, such as Taktsang Lotsāwa, took issue with Tsongkhapa’s insistence on the criteria of validity for the facts of conventional truth, accusing him of adhering to a form of realism. Famously, Taktsang leveled against Tsongkhapa “eighteen heavy loads of contradiction.”41 Others critiqued Tsongkhapa’s exclusively via negativa approach to defining emptiness in terms of nonimplicative negation — its categorical negation of intrinsic existence. They accuse Tsongkhapa of having fallen into the extreme of nihilism.42 For some, Tsongkhapa’s acceptance of the possibility for knowledge of ultimate truth on the ordinary person’s stage through inference is tantamount to violating Candrakīrti’s important point about the ultimate truth being inaccessible to conventional cognitions. At the same time, some Tibetan authors found Tsongkhapa’s reading of Candrakīrti to be too literal when the former rejects, even on the conventional level, reflexive awareness and foundation consciousness — two key concepts of Yogācāra.43 Tsongkhapa’s insistence on a substantive philosophical difference between the two subschools of Madhyamaka was a particular target of his critics. That Candrakīrti himself admits there being substantive philosophical difference between him and other Madhyamaka commentators of Nāgārjuna is evidenced from the following quote from the autocommentary: “Some Mādhyamikas speak of how what the Sautrāntikas assert to be ultimate realities are accepted by Madhyamaka as conventional existents. He who says this fails to understand the true intent of the Treatise on the Middle Way.”44 Members of Tsongkhapa’s own Geluk school responded to these critiques, which, in turn, generated further critical discussions, with the result that Madhyamaka discourse remained a fertile philosophical enterprise in the Tibetan language for a long time.


What Is at Stake in Getting Madhyamaka’s Emptiness Right?


One may wonder why deep thinkers like Nāgārjuna, Candrakīrti, and Tsongkhapa, like so many Indian and Tibetan Buddhist philosophers, made such a fuss about emptiness. For these great Buddhist minds, Madhyamaka philosophy is not a speculative metaphysics competing for acceptance as a worldview. Nor is it a descriptive philosophy attempting to establish a clear description of reality so that humans might build their knowledge upon an incontrovertible foundation. Madhyamaka philosophy is, in the best sense of the word, therapeutic, so that the insights it reveals can cure us of deeply ingrained habits of grasping. So, unsurprisingly, the Madhyamaka philosophical project involves to a large extent a form of deconstruction — revealing, through careful analysis, every concept, every existent, to be ultimately contingent, composite, and relational. This is quite contrary to our naive view of the world, wherein, deeply conditioned by our experience and language and thought structured around things and properties reflected in our language of nouns and adjectives, we instinctively assume that things possess objective existence definable through some kind of essence that establishes their unique existence and identity. It is this deep innate assumption of the intrinsic existence of things, according to Madhyamaka philosophy, that forms the basis for our grasping and subsequent attachment to the people and things in our lives. And this deep innate assumption is the fundamental ignorance (avidyā) that is the target for removal by anyone who seeks the true freedom of nirvana. The absence of such intrinsic existence, described as emptiness, represents the ultimate truth and therefore constitutes the content of true wisdom that can lead to freedom. There is, according to Madhyamaka thought, simply no other way to liberation. So, for the Mādhyamika, a lot is at stake in getting emptiness right.


For Tsongkhapa, what is required is an active realization of emptiness, one based initially on a reasoned knowledge obtained through careful inquiry. Simply suspending our grasping or remaining nondiscursive without any judgment — as in the single-pointed state of tranquil abiding (śamatha) — is not adequate. He takes this to be, in fact, the central message of Kamalaśīla’s Stages of Meditation, echoed in the following crucial passage from the King of Meditations Sutra, an important source scripture for Nāgārjuna:


Though one pursues meditative concentration,


if one does not destroy the notion of selfhood,


afflictions will resurface, and one will be perturbed.


This is analogous to Udraka’s meditative concentration.


But when one probes phenomena and self with discriminative wisdom


and meditates on what had been analyzed in such manner,


this then becomes the cause for attaining nirvana.


No other cause can lead to such a state of peace.45


Tsongkhapa’s insistence on cultivating the knowledge or insight into emptiness is based on the recognition that our habitual grasping at intrinsic existence is so deeply ingrained that no amount of suspension of discursive thought can undo it. In fact, according to Tsongkhapa, for most of us who have not internalized the knowledge of emptiness, it remains impossible to differentiate, perceptually or cognitively, between the mere existence of things and their assumed intrinsic existence.46 Furthermore Tsongkhapa tells us that our habitual grasping, fundamental ignorance, is not a case of simple unknowing; it is a case of active “misknowing.” This means that only a sustained deconstruction of its object — assumed intrinsic existence — through reasoned analysis combined with meditative internalization of that insight could begin the process of such undoing. More plainly, it requires a prolonged “unlearning” to remove layers and layers of grasping that we take for granted in our normal everyday perception and experience. As we deepen our insight into emptiness, we begin to view our own existence and the world in a manner that resembles our engagement with an illusion, where we are conscious of what we perceive yet we are simultaneously cognizant of its unreality. In this way, our instinct for grasping and attachment comes to be thinned to the point where what Śāntideva says toward the end of his lengthy “Wisdom” chapter will ring true for us:


When all things are empty in this way,


what can be obtained, what can be lost?


Who can be honored by whom?


Who can be insulted by whom?


From what can there be happiness or misery?


What is there to be liked or loathed?


And when examined in reality,


who is craving and what is craved?47


For Tsongkhapa the knowledge of emptiness, like knowledge of any other important truths of existence such as impermanence, first arises at the level of hearsay, meaning it is derived from studying or hearing about it. Gradually, as one’s understanding of emptiness is deepened through critical reflection, which involves constantly relating the truth of emptiness to one’s personal everyday experience, genuine ascertainment of the truth will at some point arise accompanied by a powerful conviction. This ascertainment (nges pa; Skt. niścaya) will be tinged also with a sense of wonder at how emptiness and dependent origination arise as one and the same truth, and how emptiness constitutes both the cause and effect. Both Candrakīrti and Tsongkhapa aim to inspire this sense of wonder in us by quoting specifically, at the end of their commentaries on many of the chapters of Nāgārjuna’s Treatise on the Middle Way, some of the most poetic and memorable verses from the Mahayana sutras that convey what it feels like to experience the world in an illusion-like manner. In any case, at this stage, in Tsongkhapa’s language, inferential cognition of emptiness has occurred for the person. This then is the second stage in the progression of one’s understanding of emptiness, and a key indication of this would be progressive ebbing in the force of the afflictions, especially attachment and anger.


Now for this knowledge of emptiness to become fully incorporated into one’s very being, it must be grounded in the attainment of tranquil abiding focused on emptiness. That is, one combines the tranquil abiding of single-pointed concentration with the cultivation of insight (vipaśyanā) into emptiness so that one’s realization of emptiness becomes what is called the union of tranquil abiding and insight. As one cultivates this union, one eventually reaches a point when, suddenly, one’s insight into emptiness acquires the quality of direct experience. Such direct realization of emptiness, characterized by an absence of conceptuality and of subject-object duality, involves a total fusion of the mind with emptiness, “like water poured into water.” One who has gained such a state is known as an ārya, a noble being.


Even in advanced highest yoga tantra, for Tsongkhapa, emptiness remains the same as that defined by Nāgārjuna and Candrakīrti in terms of the absence of intrinsic existence. There is no further, deeper truth to be revealed in Vajrayāna. Where tantra’s profundity comes is in the domain of the knowing subject, not the object emptiness. Unlike in the non-Vajrayāna Madhyamaka sources, tantra emphasizes techniques for generating the insight into emptiness at the level of subtle consciousness, which results in bliss when duality and discursivity are progressively dissolved. Insofar as emptiness itself is concerned, however, tantra has nothing more to add.48


So for those who take Tsongkhapa seriously, a lot is at stake — not just philosophy but also ethics and soteriology — in getting one’s understanding of emptiness according to Madhyamaka philosophy right. And taking the time and making the effort to deeply engage with our volume, Illuminating the Intent, is an effective way to getting emptiness right according to Tsongkhapa.
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Technical Note


THE TIBETAN TITLE OF the volume translated here is Dbu ma la ’jug pa’i rgya cher bshad pa dgongs pa rab gsal, which means Illuminating the Intent: An Exposition of Entering the Middle Way. This edition of Tsongkhapa’s work was prepared specifically for The Library of Tibetan Classics and its Tibetan equivalent, the Bod kyi gtsug lag gces btus. Bracketed numbers embedded in the text refer to page numbers in the critical and annotated Tibetan edition published in New Delhi in modern book format by the Institute of Tibetan Classics (2011, ISBN 978-81-89165-21-5) as volume 19 of the Bod kyi gtsug lag gces btus series. In preparing this translation, the Institute of Tibetan Classics edition served as the primary source, with reference also to other editions.


In the Tibetan original, Tsongkhapa’s text is structured around eleven chapters refered to as “grounds” — the first to tenth grounds followed by a chapter entitled “Qualities of the Ten Grounds and the Resultant Ground.” In this English volume, however, we have provided a slightly different structure, with the entire text divided into three parts preceded by a chapter on the preliminaries: part 1 contains the introductory section and the presentation of the first five grounds, part 2 contains the lengthy sixth ground, and part 3 contains the seventh to the tenth grounds and the resultant ground.


To assist readers who wish to view the hierarchical structure of Tsongkhapa’s outline of the text, the entire outline appears as an appendix. In the main body of the text, the individual entries in the outline appear as subheadings subsumed within the twenty-five-chapter structure devised for this English translation.


The titles of all texts referred to in the main body of this book are rendered in English, regardless of whether translations of those texts have been published in English. When those texts are available in translation, we have tried to provide the relevant information in the bibliography.


The conventions for phonetic transcription of Tibetan words are those developed by the Institute of Tibetan Classics and Wisdom Publications. These reflect approximately the pronunciation of words by a modern Central Tibetan; Tibetan speakers from Ladakh, Kham, or Amdo, not to mention Mongolians, might pronounce the words quite differently. Transliterated spellings of the phoneticized Tibetan terms and names used in the text can be found in the table in the appendixes. Sanskrit diacritics are used throughout, except for certain terms that have entered the English language, such as Mahayana, sutra, samsara, and nirvana.


PRONUNCIATION OF TIBETAN PHONETICS


ph and th are aspirated p and t, as in pet and tip.


ö is similar to the eu in the French seul.


ü is similar to the ü in the German füllen.


ai is similar to the e in bet.


é is similar to the e in prey.


PRONUNCIATION OF SANSKRIT


Palatal ś and retroflex ṣ are similar to the English unvoiced sh.


c is an unaspirated ch similar to the ch in chill.


The vowel ṛ is similar to the American r in pretty.


ñ is somewhat similar to the nasalized ny in canyon.


ṅ is similar to the ng in sing or anger.
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1. Preliminaries


Salutation


[3] With deep respect, I pay homage at the feet of and go for refuge to my revered guru, Mañjuśrī, and to the noble Nāgārjuna and his sons.


You are the treasure of all excellent insights profound and vast,


the unacquainted friend of everyone in this world,


the eyes for beings of the three realms to see the excellent path.


Munīndra [the Buddha], the sun among preachers, sustain us at all times.


You are unrivaled among the myriad conquerors


in proclaiming everywhere the lion’s roar,


the perfect and excellent tale of the profound truth.


Guru Mañjuśrī, bless us throughout all times.


You were prophesized to expound as they are


the distilled essence of the mind of the sugatas of three times,


the middle way free of extremes, and the path of dependent origination.


Nāgārjuna, I bow to you from my heart; seize me with your hook of compassion.


Through Nāgārjuna’s instructions you have reached great heights,


you reveal to other beings what you have yourself seen,


you have gained mastery over the tale revealing the excellent path.


Glorious Āryadeva, I bow at your feet.


You have fulfilled the sacred words of the revered Mañjuśrī,


you have illuminated the ultimate intent of the noble Nāgārjuna,


you have traveled to the state of a perfected knowledge-holder.


Buddhapālita, I bow my head at your feet.


You have revealed in its perfect fullness


the path of the great sage subtle and difficult to fathom,


the way of Nāgārjuna’s with its singular traits.


Candrakīrti and Śāntideva, I bow at your feet.


Having properly seen with eyes of untainted intelligence


the well-established system of Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva


in its entirety, with all its unique and essential points


as elucidated by the three great charioteers,49


and so that I may remove the stains of erroneous explanations of many


who strove to expound this tradition here in this region,


and also because I have been urged to by others,


I will correctly and extensively present Entering the Middle Way.


Preamble


[4] Here I will explain Entering the Middle Way, the great treatise that presents without error the meaning of the two aspects of the path — the profound and the vast — in accordance with the Commentary.50 This has four parts: (1) the meaning of the title, (2) the translator’s homage, (3) the meaning of the treatise itself, and (4) the concluding matter.


The meaning of the title


In Sanskrit, one of the four great languages that existed in India, the title of this treatise is Madhyamakāvatāra. When translated into Tibetan, it is rendered as Dbu ma la ’jug pa (Entering the Middle Way). Here, the “middle way” that is being entered into is found in the statement “to enter the Middle Way treatise”51 — namely, the Treatise on the Middle Way. This, in turn, should be taken to mean Fundamental Wisdom.52 For instance, when Fundamental Wisdom is cited as an authority in the commentary on this text, Candrakīrti frequently writes “in the Middle Way.” Therefore the term should not be taken to refer to some other treatise on the middle way or some other meaning of the term middle way. Lamp of Wisdom too, drawing on the etymology of the roots of the term middle way, explains that both a treatise on the Middle Way as well as Middle Way philosophy can be referred to as “the Middle Way.”53 So, although only “Middle Way” appears here in the title, it must be understood as referring to the Treatise on the Middle Way.


What, then, is the manner in which this treatise enters Fundamental Wisdom? Here some assert that in Nāgārjuna’s treatise the natures of the conventional and the ultimate truths have not been expounded extensively, whereas here [in this text] these have been presented extensively, so this text “enters into” that treatise.


With respect to the varieties of reasoning for establishing suchness, however, Fundamental Wisdom is far more extensive than Entering the Middle Way. So I do not see this as a good explanation. As for our own position, this work enters Fundamental Wisdom in two ways — it enters from the perspective of the profound aspect of the path and from the perspective of the vast aspect. In relation to the first, the Commentary states:


“This tradition is unique,” so must the learned ones ascertain.


And also:


Not realizing this, they abandon this profound teaching. Thus to present without error the truth of the treatise, I have composed this work Entering the Middle Way.54


Candrakīrti states that he composed his Entering the Middle Way to show that the meaning of the Treatise on the Middle Way as established by him is distinctive compared to other Middle Way proponents and to strengthen the conviction that the meaning of the treatise cannot be explained in conformity with the consciousness-only (vijñaptimātra) standpoint. In his Clear Words too, Candrakīrti says that, insofar as the nature of dependent designation is concerned, this should be understood from Entering the Middle Way.55 [5] Furthermore, the refutation of the consciousness-only standpoint is not extensive in either Fundamental Wisdom or Clear Words, but it is entensive here. Therefore ascertaining excellently the meaning of Fundamental Wisdom and appreciating these two objectives [(1) providing a unique interpretation of Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Wisdom compared to other commentators and (2) offering an extensive refutation of the consciousness-only standpoint] on the basis of that treatise, [these two together] constitute one way in which this text enters the Middle Way.


Entering the Middle Way from the perspective of the vast aspect of the path is as follows. In accordance with the tradition of the noble Nāgārjuna, abiding in the two vehicles [of Hīnayāna and Mahayana] is not distinguished based on whether one possesses wisdom realizing the utterly profound truth of suchness. Furthermore, although no distinctive features of the vast path of Mahayana besides the dimension of the profound are presented in Fundamental Wisdom, that work was composed from the Mahayana standpoint within the division of Mahayana and Hīnayāna. This is because the extensive presentation of the selflessness of phenomena by a profuse variety of reasoning is done only in the Mahayana training, and this is how the presentation is made in Fundamental Wisdom. The Commentary makes this point very clearly:


That it presents Mahayana is indeed correct, for it does so to elucidate the selflessness of phenomena. And the intention [of Nāgārjuna] is to explain such selflessness in an extensive manner. In the Śrāvaka Vehicle, the selflessness of phenomena is confined only to brief illustrations.56


I will explore this point further in another section below.


Thus the path presented in Nāgārjuna’s text should ideally be complemented with the other dimensions of the Mahayana path as found in other instructions of the noble Nāgārjuna. For this reason Candrakīrti presents these supplements in his work: (1) the three factors of the ground of ordinary beings, (2) the ten grounds of the ārya bodhisattvas on the learner’s stage, (3) the resultant ground, and (4) on the basis of explaining the sequence of the fifth and the sixth grounds, the cultivation of penetrative insight grounded in tranquil abiding, which is the essence of meditative absorption probing the suchness of the two selflessnesses. Therefore, when contemplating the meaning of Fundamental Wisdom, you must do so by bringing to mind these aforementioned points taught in Entering the Middle Way. Otherwise, the two aims of composing Entering the Middle Way will have been lost. The second manner of entering the Middle Way by way of this text, then, is entering the path of Fundamental Wisdom from the perspective of the vast aspect of the path.


The translator’s homage


I pay homage to the gentle lord Mañjuśrī.


The meaning of these words is easy to understand. [6] Given that this text presents the ultimate Abhidharma and because it principally pertains to the training in wisdom, here the translator pays homage to Mañjuśrī in accord with a time-honored decree.57


The meaning of the treatise itself


This has four sections: (1) the salutation: a means of entering into the task of composing the treatise, (2) the actual body of the treatise, (3) the manner in which the treatise was composed, and (4) dedicating the merits of having composed the treatise.58


The salutation: A means of entering into the task of composing the treatise


This is twofold: (1) praising great compassion without differentiating its characteristics and (2) paying homage to great compassion by differentiating its characteristics.


Praising great compassion without differentiating its characteristics


The revered Candrakīrti, who for the purpose of entering the middle way wished to compose Entering the Middle Way, did not take as his object of salutation śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas, who have been objects of salutation in other texts. And even in relation to the buddhas and bodhisattvas, it is great compassion — the first perfect cause of buddhahood, characterized by total rescuing of all sentient beings bereft of refuge and caught in the prison of cyclic existence, and the principal cause designated by the name of its effect, the Blessed Mother — that he wished to demonstrate is more worthy of praise.59 To that end Candrakīrti wrote the two stanzas beginning with the line “Śrāvakas and middle-level buddhas . . .”60


This has two sections: (1) how compassion is the principal cause of bodhisattvas and (2) how compassion is also the root of the two other causes of bodhisattvas.


How compassion is the principal cause of bodhisattvas


This has three parts: (1) how śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born from sovereign sages, (2) how buddhas are born from bodhisattvas, and (3) the three principal causes of bodhisattvas.




How śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born from sovereign sages


Śrāvakas and middle-level buddhas arise from sovereign sages. 1.1a


They listen to perfect instructions from others and, as the fruit of their meditation once they have attained śrāvaka enlightenment, they then enable others to hear that truth; hence they are known as śrāvakas [“hearers”]. The manner in which they enable others to hear is found repeatedly in such scriptural statements as “Thus I have completed my task. I will know no lives beyond this one.”61 [7]


Although this etymology of the word śrāvaka does not apply to all śrāvakas, such as those in the formless realm, this is not a problem. For a term to be used as a noun in a practical context, it does not have to constitute the explanatory basis for the etymology of that term. For example, the term lake-born (saroruha) can refer to a lotus born on dry land. Alternatively, the etymology of the Sanskrit term śrāvaka can be taken to be “one who proclaims what was heard.” By this explanation, śrāvakas are so called because, having heard from the buddhas the path to travel to the highest fruit of buddhahood, they then proclaim it to those who are inclined toward the Mahayana and seek that path. The White Lotus of the Good Dharma states:


Savior, we heard and have become śrāvakas today!


We will proclaim perfectly the sublime awakening;


we will utter thoroughly too the word of awakening;


so we are like those formidable śrāvakas!62


These two grounds for calling someone a śrāvaka (hearer) constitute for bodhisattvas the basis for their resemblance to śrāvakas, while śrāvakas themselves actually fit the name “one who proclaims what was heard.”


Some, because the word “sublime” is not mentioned explicitly in the third line of the above quote, say that the first “awakening” refers to that of the Mahayana while the second one refers to the awakening of the śrāvakas. The understanding of the Commentary, however, is to take the first “awakening” as referring to the awakening of the Great Vehicle and the second to the path leading to that awakening.


Some might wonder, “Bodhisattvas also hear the path to buddhahood from the buddhas and proclaim it to other trainees; do they also become śrāvaka disciples?” This is not a problem. Śrāvakas proclaim the [Mahayana] path but do not practice it themselves, not even a facsimile of it. This then is the meaning of this term śrāvaka.


With respect to the term buddha in “middle-level buddhas,” some explain this in accordance with the Commentary’s statement, “The suchness of a buddha applies to all three persons,”63 whereby the term tattva buddha (“one who has realized suchness”) is explained as applicable to all three categories of persons. This is excellent. As it is stated “Tattva refers to ‘suchness,’ while buddha means ‘to realize within,’”64 the realization of suchness is taken to be the meaning of the term buddha. In this interpretation, the term describes all three categories of persons. So although the intention here is to say that the term “one who has realized suchness” applies to pratyekabuddhas as well, the term has been rendered in Tibetan simply as “buddhas.” But whereas the term buddha can be translated as the Completely Enlightened One in general, to do so in the present context would be inappropriate. In any case, since the term buddha can also refer to the blossoming of lotus petals or to waking up from sleep, one need not always translate the term as the Completely Enlightened One.


The meaning of “middle-level” is this: Pratyekabuddhas, [8] because of their distinction in having cultivated merit and wisdom for a hundred eons, are superior to the śrāvakas. Since they lack the dual collections of merit and wisdom, the great compassion that extends to all beings at all times, and the complete knowledge of all aspects of phenomena, however, they are inferior to the buddhas. They are thus of the middle level.65


Some say that the nature of their superiority to śrāvakas in terms of gnosis is explained in the line “Because they have overcome objective conceptualization.”66 This is incorrect. In this [Candrakīrti’s] tradition, both śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are understood to possess the realization that all phenomena lack intrinsic existence. Furthermore, the one who makes the assertion above appears to himself uphold this very tenet of Candrakīrti!67 Therefore the Commentary describes pratyekabuddhas as superior in their advancement in wisdom, “superior” meaning their ever-enhancing progression on the path. They immerse themselves in the accumulation of merit and wisdom for one hundred eons; śrāvakas, on the other hand, are incapable of sustaining such a prolonged cultivation of the path.


Although the term collection may apply to merit and wisdom in general, the primary referent of “collection” here is as stated in the following in the Clear Words commentary:


They uphold great awakening by cultivating the perfect truth, and thus the collection is constituted by great compassion and so on.68


Here, “collection” applies to those factors that uphold the fruit — unsurpassed awakening — through methods that accomplish it without distortion. Hence the term refers to merit and wisdom that embody this meaning; those not encompassed by this meaning are only ordinary collections. This connotation of the term comes from the etymology of sambhāra, which is the Sanskrit word for “collection.”


Now because the span of their merit and wisdom is far greater than that of the śrāvakas, even in the desire realm, pratyekabuddhas during their last existence can engender an arhat’s gnosis without hearing teachings from a teacher. And given too that it is for their own sake that they become enlightened — that they attain or are attaining the arhat’s state — they are called pratyekabuddhas (“self-enlightened ones”) and also “self-arisen ones.”


The term sage (muni) may generally apply to śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha arhats, but since they are not sovereign among the sages, only buddhas are referred to here by the expression “sovereign sages.” Buddhas have attained the highest mastery of truth, which cannot be excelled by śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, or even bodhisattvas, and it is the buddhas’ sacred words that enable the three persons to master the Dharma. The statement that from these sovereign sages the śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born means that they are produced by the buddhas. [9]


One might ask, “In what way do sovereign sages produce śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas?” When a buddha appears in the world, he teaches the profound truth of dependent origination without distortion. Śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas listen to this, reflect upon the meaning of what they have heard, and meditate on the meaning of what they have reflected upon. Through this process śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas realize their wishes in precise consonance with their aspirations. In that it’s from such sovereign sages the two are born, they are produced by the sovereign sages.


One might wonder, “Many from the śrāvaka lineage realize enlightenment in the very life in which they hear teachings from a buddha, whereas those of pratyekabuddha lineage do not actualize enlightenment in the same lifetime. It must be incorrect to say that they realize their wish based on study, reflection, and meditation on the basis of being taught by a buddha.”


This is not a problem. Some among the pratyekabuddha lineage, having gained expertise in the realization of the ultimate truth from listening to a buddha’s revelation of dependent origination, may not attain the pratyekabuddha nirvana in the same life in which they hear the teaching. Just as someone who has accrued a definite karma but does not experience its fruit in the very life in which it was accrued will definitely experience it in some later life, the seeker of the pratyekabuddha state to whom a buddha revealed dependent origination may not attain nirvana in that very life but will definitely attain it in a subsequent life. So the earlier statement that that they realize their wishes on the basis of study, reflection, and meditation was not intended to mean within a single lifetime exclusively. As Four Hundred Stanzas states:


He who knows suchness, even if


he does not attain nirvana in this life,


will definitely attain it without effort


in other lives, just as in the case of karma.69


The Treatise on the Middle Way too states:


When the fully awakened ones do not appear


and the śrāvakas are no more,


the gnosis of pratyekabuddhas


spontaneously arises independently.70


With regard to the meaning of “If, some say . . .” in the Commentary,71 some assert that this is a response to the following contention: “Since there appear to be some who do not attain the states of śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha even when dependent origination has been revealed to them, the states of śrāvaka and pratyekabuddha would not come to be fully realized through the teaching of dependent origination.”72 Others interpret this as a response to the objection “[If enlightenment is the fruit of a buddha’s teaching, then] this fruit should come about the moment one has put into practice the meaning of the unborn nature of dependent origination, but this is not the case; [10] in the future too, it will not produce such a fruit.”73 These explanations stem from a failure to understand the context. The context here is how sovereign sages produce pratyekabuddhas, where there is the greater doubt, and it is this doubt that needs to be addressed with special emphasis. This these commentators have failed to do.




How buddhas are born from bodhisattvas


Buddhas are born from bodhisattvas. 1.1b


Now, if śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born from sovereign sages from whom do these sovereign sages come about?


The fully awakened buddhas are born from bodhisattvas. One might object: “Are not bodhisattvas called ‘the Conqueror’s children’ because they too come into being on the basis of what a buddha revealed to them? Since they are the Conqueror’s children, how can it be that the buddhas are born from the bodhisattvas? The father of a son cannot be born to that same son!”


It is true, bodhisattvas are children of the conquerors. Nevertheless, bodhisattvas serve as a cause of buddhas on two grounds. First, bodhisattvas serve as a cause of buddhas through their states of being: tathāgatahood is the fruit of bodhisattvahood. In other words, all those who have attained the state of buddhahood have done so on the basis of having first attained the state of the bodhisattva while on the learner’s path. Thus it is through being an indirect substantial cause — that of sharing a continuum with a buddha — that a bodhisattva is shown here to be a cause of a buddha.


Second, bodhisattvas serve as a cause of buddhas through enabling them to uphold the perfect truth. For example, one reads in the sutras about how the bodhisattva Mañjuśrī enabled our Teacher and other buddhas to first uphold the awakening mind. This establishes how, through serving as the cooperative condition for the buddhas with whom they do not share the same continuum — the buddhas whose states are objects of attainment of other bodhisattvas — bodhisattvas give birth to the buddhas.


[Question:] When the opponent objects, “Since bodhisattvas are the Conqueror’s children, it would be correct to say that bodhisattvas are [11] born from conquerors, but to assert the opposite would be illogical,” the author himself indicates that he admits [the premise], writing, “It is true, bodhisattvas are children of the conquerors.” In that situation, one needs to give reasons why, despite accepting [the premise], there is no contradiction in saying buddhas are born from bodhisattvas. It is insufficient to simply provide reasons proving that buddhas are born from the bodhisattvas. For even if such proofs are presented, the doubt raised earlier would remain unresolved.74


[Answer:] Such a fault does not arise. The meaning of the root text’s statement that buddhas are born from bodhisattvas is this. In the first reason — that on the basis of undertaking the practice of the path, the bodhisattva on the learner’s stage attains the fruit of buddhahood — one understands that such a bodhisattva is not the child of the buddha he will become. So how can it be the case that the author is saying “Though this is true” to that. Furthermore, although the bodhisattva who is freshly born from our Teacher’s sacred words is a child of the Buddha, it is not the case that the Buddha came to be born from such a bodhisattva. The objection thus trades upon not distinguishing these two different contexts to which the Commentary has responded [through differentiation]. So why, if one possesses some intelligence, does one not understand this on the basis of Candrakīrti’s own Commentary? Be that as it may, it seems that numerous pointless explanations have emerged in response to this question.


Because bodhisattvas are a principal cause of buddhas, for this reason alone the buddhas eulogize the bodhisattvas. This is how one should read. There are four grounds for such eulogizing: (1) It is so because the perfect cause of buddhahood is most profound — it is extremely precious. (2) It is understood that, by offering salutation to the bodhisattva — the cause — one implicitly offers salutation to the resultant buddha as well. (3) Just as when one sees the young sprout, with its main stalk and so on, of a medicinal tree that could produce desired fruits, one nurtures the plant with special care during its sapling stage with its tender leaves, one must cherish with care and nurture with great effort a bodhisattva on the beginner’s stage, who represents the sprout that could bring forth the tree of the buddha as a wellspring of relief for all beings. (4) Finally, it is to help sustain those who happen to be in the vicinity when extolments of the bodhisattva are being uttered and have already been placed among the three vehicles to definitely connect them to the Great Vehicle alone. [12]


It says, for example, in the Heap of Jewels Sutra:


Kāśyapa, it is thus. For instance, one pays homage to the new moon but not to the full moon. Likewise, Kāśyapa, those who thoroughly revere me should pay homage to the bodhisattvas but not so to the tathāgatas. Why? It is from the bodhisattvas the tathāgatas emerge, and all the śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas emerge from the tathāgatas.75


The above citation establishes by means of scriptural authority how the buddhas are born from the bodhisattvas, while the two reasons stated earlier establish it through reasoning.


Therefore, the reason no direct salutation is offered to śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, buddhas, and bodhisattvas — famed as objects of salutation elsewhere — is because a salutation is offered here to their root cause. And the reason these four categories of persons are shown, in their respective sequence, in the two lines “Śrāvakas and middle-level buddhas . . .” as causes and effects is to help identify what constitutes their final root cause.


In this light, although it is on the basis of what is taught by the buddhas that the bodhisattvas are born, it is not necessary to explain the line “buddhas are born” in exactly the same manner as the birth of śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas. The significance of demonstrating how these two are born from sovereign sages is to show how, when traced to their source, even the roots of these two are connected to compassion. How the root of the bodhisattva connects to compassion is explained separately.


The three principal causes of bodhisattvas


The compassionate mind and nondual cognition


as well the awakening mind: these are causes of bodhisattvas. 1.1cd


Now, if śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born from sovereign sages and the sages are born from bodhisattvas, what then are the causes of these bodhisattvas?


The compassionate mind, which will be explained below, the wisdom or cognition that realizes nondual truth or freedom from the dichotomy of extremes of thingness and no-thingness and so on, as well as the awakening mind: these three are the primary causes of bodhisattvas who are children of the conquerors.


The Commentary states that the awakening mind referred to here is as presented in a passage it cites from a sutra. The sutra reads:


Having realized the suchness of one’s own reality, [13] one generates the mind with the thought, “I will help sentient beings realize this ultimate nature of things,” and this is called awakening mind.76


This citation focuses on only one aspect of the objective of the awakening mind, and so what is presented here does not complete its definition. Also, one reads in the Commentary, “One should definitely generate the mind with the thought, ‘I will rescue the entire world from suffering and definitely connect them to buddhahood.’”77 Here too, because it does not mention awakening itself — the object of attainment — it is only a partial definition. Therefore the Commentary clearly states, when showing how the awakening mind arises in dependence on compassion, that such a mind focuses on the object of attainment, awakening itself. It says:


[The awakening mind] aspires to perfectly attain this buddhahood alone, which is the cause from which emerges both the excellent taste of the ambrosia of sublime Dharma characterized by the cessation of all distorted conceptualizations and the one who embodies true friendship to all beings.78


In light of this, the following should be accepted as the full definition of the awakening mind: “It is the wish to attain unsurpassed enlightenment — the object of attainment — for the benefit of all sentient beings, its intended objective.” This is how this mind is defined in the Explanation of the Commentary79 as well, which is excellent. There is thus no divergence [with respect to defining the awakening mind] between Candrakīrti’s tradition and the one presented in Ornament of Realizations.80


Understanding these three factors [compassion, nondual awareness, and awakening mind] as being the cause of the bodhisattvas is the tradition of Precious Garland, which states the following:


If one aspires for oneself and for the world


to attain the unexcelled enlightenment,


the roots of this are an awakening mind


as firm as Meru, king of mountains,


compassion extending in all directions,


and gnosis not rooted in duality.81


Although this citation presents these to be the roots of awakening and does not explicitly state these to be the roots of bodhisattvas, the word root has the connotation of being first, and furthermore since the context here is the presentation of the three principal causes of that first stage, from its context one can infer that these three are the principal causes of bodhisattvas. The demonstration of these three factors as being the cause of bodhisattvas [in Entering the Middle Way] takes place in the context of asking, if śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born from the buddhas and the buddhas are born from the bodhisattvas, from where do bodhisattvas take birth? Given this, such causes cannot be understood in terms of the explanatory cause of the bodhisattva; rather, they must be understood as the bodhisattva’s producing cause.


[Question:] Is the bodhisattva for whom these three factors are taken to be the causes at very least a bodhisattva who is on the initial stage of having entered the path? If so, then it is not correct to say the Mahayana awakening mind is his cause, [14] for the moment such a mind is attained, the person is already by definition a bodhisattva. Similarly, positing the gnosis that does not tend toward any of the two extremes as a cause of bodhisattvas is also untenable, because bodhisattvas first generate conventional awakening mind and subsequently engage in the practices of the six perfections. It is only when the bodhisattva is training in the perfection of wisdom that he or she trains in the gnosis not tending toward the two extremes. Now, if you do not take the reference to be the initial-stage bodhisattva, this contradicts the statements describing him as a new moon–like bodhisattva or a bodhisattva that resembles the sprout of a medicinal tree.


[Reply:] Since the exact faults you have leveled above will ensue, we do not accept the second option but subscribe to the first. Nonetheless, the fault you have cited earlier will not arise for us because the generation of the awakening mind prior to the bodhisattva stage is understood in terms of the meditative cultivation of the awakening mind; it does not refer to the actual generated mind that has arisen on the basis of such cultivation. For example, just as there is the experience of tasting the bark of the sugarcane and the experience of tasting what is inside the bark, in the same manner, the mere thought “I will attain buddhahood for the benefit of all beings” is only a reflection that follows after the words. This is similar to the tasting of the bark of sugarcane. Although it is called “generating the awakening mind,” it is not the actual generated mind. In contrast, the extraordinary experience that has arisen on the basis of training in accordance with the instructions of cultivating awakening mind, an experience that can wonderfully bring about an effect in one’s mind, is analogous to tasting the actual sugarcane inside the bark. It is therefore the genuine generation of the awakening mind. With this in mind, the Invoking the Altruistic Resolve Sutra states:


Just like the bark, it is but speech.


The real mind is the taste.82


As to how, given that the bodhisattvas of higher mental acumen seek the view of suchness first and then generate the awakening mind, the second fault does not arise, this will be explained below.83


“Nondual awareness” does not refer here to awareness of the absence of subject-object duality. In the Commentary it is explained in terms of wisdom free from the two extremes,84 which can arise prior to being a bodhisattva, so there is no inconsistency here. Those who interpret this wisdom in terms of the ultimate awakening mind are entirely missing its proper context;85 the “nondual awareness” here [in the salutation verse] has to be a wisdom that is the cause of the bodhisattva who has entered the initial stage of the path. [15]


How compassion is also the root of the two other causes of bodhisattvas


As compassion alone is accepted to be


the seed of the perfect harvest of buddhahood,


the water that nourishes it, and the fruit that is long a source of enjoyment,


I will praise compassion at the start of all. 1.2


Since compassion is the root of the awakening mind and of nondual awareness as well, Candrakīrti wrote “As . . .” and so on with the intention of showing how compassion is primary among these three factors.


As compassion alone is crucially important in the beginning to help produce the perfect harvest of buddhahood, it is like the seed. To nourish [the plant] to ever higher states, in the middle, it is like the water; finally, as a source of enjoyment by the trainees for a long time, it is accepted as resembling the ripened fruit. Therefore I, Candrakīrti, will praise compassion, as opposed to śrāvakas, pratyekabuddhas, bodhisattvas, or the other two other causes, at the start of composing this treatise.


It is not that compassion is praised at some later point in the text; it is praised here itself by simply showing how it is important at the beginning as well as at the end and in the middle when it comes to producing the fruit of a conqueror. The exclusionary modifier “alone” indicates that, unlike in the analogy of an external crop — where what is crucial in the beginning, at the end, and in the middle are different — in the context here, compassion alone is crucial for the crop of a conqueror at the beginning and at the end, as well as in the middle.


Here is how, like the seed, compassion is crucial at the beginning. Those with great compassion feel pain at the suffering of other sentient beings, so to help protect all suffering-ridden sentient beings, they generate the mind directed toward their welfare and contemplate, “I will rescue all these sentient beings from suffering and definitely join them to the buddhahood.” Seeing that this is dependent on attaining buddhahood themselves, they generate the mind focused on awakening with the thought “I will, by all possible means, attain buddhahood for the sake of these beings.” Recognizing that such a pledge cannot be fulfilled if one forsakes the altruistic deeds, including nondual wisdom, perfection of generosity, and so on, they then definitely engage in the practice of all the deeds, including especially the cultivation of gnosis. Therefore great compassion is the seed of all the attributes of the buddha. With this understanding, the Precious Garland states: [16]


In the scriptures of the Great Vehicle,


in which are taught all the practices,


stainless wisdom, and so on preceded by compassion,


what sane person would deride such teachings?86


The stanza above states how all the essential points of the Mahayana are encompassed within the three practices — (1) the awakening mind preceded by compassion, (2) the bodhisattva deeds in general, which are brought forth by the awakening mind, (3) and, in particular, the practice of wisdom free from the stain of objectification in terms of two extremes.


Here is how, like water, compassion is also crucial in the middle. Even if the seed of compassion produces the sprout of awakening mind at the beginning, if it is not repeatedly moistened with the water of compassion later on, one will fail to gather the vast twofold collections that are the cause for the fruit of buddhahood. One will definitely actualize the nirvana of either a śrāvaka or a pratyekabuddha instead. If, however, it is repeatedly moistened with the water of compassion, one will not end up in that situation.


Here is how, like the ripened fruit, compassion is also crucial at the end. Even if one attains the conqueror’s state, if one lacks the ripened fruit of compassion, one will not become a resource that sustains other sentient beings. The proliferation of the uninterrupted lineages of ārya śrāvakas, ārya pratyekabuddhas, and ārya bodhisattvas — one following another in a continuous lineage — will also not come about. If compassion is perpetually present on the resultant ground, only the contrary situation will come about.


Therefore, through explicating the meaning of these four lines [that begin] “As compassion alone is accepted to be,” we should gain a firm conviction that these lines demonstrate the following: “If I aspire to follow the Great Vehicle, I must first become moved by the power of compassion, and on that basis, I must then generate the awakening mind from the depth of my heart. Having generated such a mind, I must, without doubt, engage in the bodhisattva deeds in general and, in particular, penetrate the depth of the profound view of emptiness. In this way, I must train in these.”


Paying homage to great compassion by differentiating its characteristics


This has two parts: (1) paying homage to compassion that takes sentient beings as its object and (2) paying homage to compassion that takes phenomenal reality and takes no reference as its object.


Paying homage to compassion that takes sentient beings as its object


First, with the thought “I am,” they cling to a self;


then, with the thought “mine,” they become attached to things;


like buckets on a waterwheel, they turn without control;


I bow to the compassion that cares for such suffering beings. 1.3


[17] Since the identity view grasping at “I” gives rise to the identity view grasping at “mine,” first — that is, prior to the identity view manifestly clinging to “mine” — the identity view grasping at “I,” assuming a self that does not possess intrinsic existence as existing by virtue of an intrinsic nature, manifestly clings to the referent of the thought “I am” as real. Then, in relation to things other than the object of “I” grasping — body, eyes, and so on — with the thought “mine,” they become attached, grasping in terms of “this is mine.” Thus, like buckets on a waterwheel in motion or spinning in a circle, sentient beings turn in a cycle without control, and it is to the compassion that cares for such suffering beings that I bow here. This then is the meaning of paying homage to compassion that takes sentient beings as its object.


In what way do transmigrating beings resemble the perpetual motion of a waterwheel? Here the two things — sentient beings and the perpetually moving waterwheel — are the basis of comparison: namely, the analogy and what resembles it. Here are six aspects to the analogy — being tied by a rope and so on — that illustrate the features that are similar [to the waterwheel]:


1. The first aspect is that this constrained world [of sentient beings] is bound very tightly by the ropes of karma and afflictions [like a waterwheel bound by ropes]. The pronoun “this” [in the phrase “this constrained world”] should be applied to the remaining five characteristics as well.


2. This [world of sentient beings] is propelled by consciousness, which is analogous to the operator who sets the waterwheel in motion.


3. It rotates from the depths of the great river of cyclic existence, from the peak of existence down to the hell of Avīci, with no interval at all.


4. It travels downward to the lower realms, on its own with no need for exertion, while it requires great effort to draw it upward to the higher realms.


5. There are three afflicted classes [within the twelve links of dependent origination]: (1) the afflictions of ignorance, craving, and appropriation, (2) karma — namely, volition and becoming — and (3) afflicted birth — namely, the seven remaining links. Yet there is no fixed sequence to their origination.


6. And, on a daily basis, this world is assailed by the suffering of suffering, the suffering of change, and the suffering of pervasive conditioning. Therefore, this world of transmigrating beings is nothing but a condition akin to a perpetually moving waterwheel.


The comparison by means of these six characteristics is drawn not simply to engender an understanding of how sentient beings wander in cyclic existence. What is it for then? [18] Earlier it was shown that those who aspire to enter the Great Vehicle must first generate great compassion; however, it was not explained how compassion comes to be generated — that is, on the basis of what kind of meditative cultivation? So here it is shown that great compassion is generated through contemplating the way sentient beings wander without control in the cycle of existence.


“What factor makes us revolve in such perpetual cycle?” It is our utterly uncalm and undisciplined mind alone that does it. “In what domain and in what manner do we revolve?” In this domain, from the peak of existence down to the hell of Avīci, we revolve without any interval when we are not in motion. “Owing to what causes and conditions do we revolve?” It is through karma and the afflictions. Owing to demeritorious karma and its related afflictions we revolve in the lower realms, and due to meritorious and unwavering karma we revolve in the higher realms. We enter the first effortlessly, without needing to strive to take birth there. It is harder [to be born in] the latter, since their causes require cultivation with great effort. This is as mentioned in the Basis of Discipline, where the Buddha says that the number of those who migrate from the higher and lower realms on their way to the lower realms are like the number of particles of dust that exist on this great earth, while those migrating from these two realms on their way to the higher realms are like the number of dust particles collected between the tips of his fingers.87


Thus we should reflect on the following. During the period of [the activity of] any of the three afflictions [ignorance, craving, and appropriation] of a single cycle of dependent origination, the two other afflicted factors [karma and birth] pertaining to a different cycle of dependent origination can come to operate, and so the continuity never ceases. Furthermore, we are tormented by the three classes of suffering on a daily basis, not just once but constantly, like endless ripples of water.


Now, if someone experiences no effect whatsoever in his mind when he reflects initially on the way he himself wanders in the cycle of existence, there is no way that such a person would experience on the beginner’s stage an unbearable concern for others when contemplating their suffering. Therefore, just as explained in Commentary on the Four Hundred Stanzas, one must first contemplate suffering in relation to one’s own self.88 Then one should contemplate in relation to other sentient beings.


We might ask, “Will merely having contemplated how other sentient beings are tormented by suffering and its origin in the cycle of existence induce great compassion? Or does it require some additional complementary factor?” The fact is, when we see an enemy suffering, far from any unbearable feeling, a sense of joy may even arise in its place. Similarly, when we encounter the suffering of someone who has neither benefited nor harmed us, most of the time, we are unmoved by their plight. This happens because we lack, on our part, a sense of holding them dear. In contrast, when we see the suffering of those we love, close kin, we find this unbearable. In fact, the more profoundly we hold someone dear, it seems, the more intense the feeling of unbearableness. Thus the essential point is how we need to generate a sense of endearment toward other sentient beings, a deep regard for them, cherishing them in our heart. [19]


Now, with respect to the method for generating this sense of endearment, there seem to be two approaches among the learned masters. The first is as explained by Candrakīrti in his Commentary on the Four Hundred Stanzas, where he speaks of how, once one has contemplated that all sentient beings have been one’s kin — having been one’s parents, for instance, since beginningless time — one will have the forbearance to plunge into cyclic existence to help free them.89 This is also the method taught by the great being Candragomin as well as the learned Kamalaśīla.90 The second approach is the tradition of glorious Śāntideva. This I have explained elsewhere, so please understand it from there.91


Thus those who strive in training in great compassion on the basis of two factors — deeply caring for sentient beings in one’s heart and contemplating the manner in which they are tormented within cyclic existence — have made Candrakīrti’s unique choice of compassion as the object of salutation serve its purpose. The explanation of one who fails to do this yet harbors the pretension of being versed in this text will resemble the recitation of a parrot. One should understand this point in other contexts of the text as well. As to how this [specific form of compassion] constitutes compassion that takes sentient beings as its object, that will be explained later.92


Paying homage to compassion that takes phenomenal reality and takes no reference as its object


Beings are like reflections of the moon in rippling water;


seeing them as fleeting and as devoid of intrinsic nature, 1.4ab


To elucidate compassion that takes phenomenal reality as its object and also compassion that takes no reference as its object by means of their distinct objects, the two lines beginning with the word “beings” are presented here. Reading these lines as “I will bow to the one who, seeing beings to be subject to moment-by-moment disintegration, as fleeting like reflections of the moon in rippling water stirred by wind, becomes compassionate toward them” is to pay homage to compassion that takes phenomenal reality as its object. Similarly, to read these lines as “I will bow down to the one who sees transmigrating beings, though appearing, as devoid of intrinsic nature, just like the reflection of moon in water, and becomes compassionate toward them” is to pay homage to compassion that takes no reference as its object.


In the Commentary, the word “transmigrating being” is dropped and reads, “I bow to that compassion which . . .” This is done because it is understood that “transmigrating beings” are implicit in the context of the two latter objects.93


Now, in an utterly clear pool shimmering with ripples caused by a breeze, reflections of the moon appear, and as one sees the rise and fall of these reflections together with its basis, the water, [20] as if seeing the moon itself in the water, the wise ones — that is, those who are versed in understanding this nature — will perceive, on a moment-by-moment basis, these reflections to be transient and devoid of the reality of being the moon that they appear to be. Just like this example, bodhisattvas under the power of compassion, when they see other sentient beings — beings who reside in the ocean of identity view, an ocean into which flow the vast blue lakes of ignorance replenishing it, an ocean that is being beaten up by the storms of false mental projections — when they see such beings before them, beings who appear like reflections of their own positive and negative karma and upon whom befalls the suffering of conditioned existence of moment-by-moment disintegration, and see these beings as devoid of intrinsic existence, great compassion for them arises [in the bodhisattvas]. As explained above, this also arises on the basis of a sense of endearment toward other sentient beings and from contemplating their plight of wandering in the cycle of existence. Although the identity view is a form of ignorance, ignorance is mentioned here separately [in the Commentary], and it refers to the ignorance of grasping at the self-existence of phenomena, which induces the identity view.94


The Commentary explains that the three types of compassion are to be distinguished not on the basis of their cognitive aspects but on the basis of their focal objects, for the aspect of all three is the wish for sentient beings to be free of suffering. As such the three are also similar in taking sentient beings as their object of focus. For instance, in the context of the first compassion, the Commentary states “having become compassionate for transmigrating beings,” while in the contexts of the two latter compassions, it states “fleeting transmigrating beings.” So they present the sentient beings to be their object of focus. Therefore compassion that takes phenomenal reality as its object does not merely take sentient beings as its object; it takes as its object sentient beings who are disintegrating on a moment-by-moment basis. Thus it focuses on sentient beings qualified by impermanence in the sense of their momentariness.


Within the awareness that ascertains sentient beings to be disintegrating moment by moment, the apprehension of sentient beings as permanent, unitary, and autonomous ceases. One is then able to ascertain the absence of sentient beings that possess a reality separate from their aggregates, to understand sentient beings to be designated upon the mere collection of aggregates, and to ascertain that sentient beings designated upon mere phenomenal reality like aggregates come to be the object of one’s compassion. Thus it is referred to as “taking phenomenal reality as its object.” The phrase “impermanent sentient beings” is only an illustration; taking “sentient beings devoid of self-sufficient substantial reality” as an object can also be referred to as “a compassion that takes the phenomenal reality as its object.” So when the phrase “taking the phenomenal reality as its object” is used for taking sentient beings merely designated upon their phenomenal reality, [21] the modifier “mere” is left implicit.


Compassion that takes no reference as its object also does not focus merely on sentient beings; it focuses specifically on sentient beings devoid of intrinsic existence. “No reference” means no object of apprehension is clung to through the mind grasping at signs; thus it refers to absence of true existence. In this way, taking sentient beings qualified by lack of true existence as its object is referred to as “compassion that takes no reference as its object” or as “nonreferential compassion,” with the modifier “mere” left implicit.


Many Tibetan commentators assert that the second compassion itself perceives sentient beings as disintegrating moment by moment and that the third compassion itself perceives beings as devoid of intrinsic existence. These pronouncements betray a lack of correct understanding of the focal object versus the cognitive aspect of these compassions. Both of these compassions must be accepted as having a cognitive aspect wishing sentient beings to be free of suffering. If, however, momentariness and absence of intrinsic existence were asserted to be objects of their cognitive aspects, a single instance of compassion would possess — insofar as its held objects are concerned — two dissimilar cognitive aspects. This said, it is the case that to take sentient beings qualified by these two characteristics as a focal object, the person who possesses these two types of compassion within his mental continuum must first ascertain sentient beings to be momentary and devoid of intrinsic existence and, on that basis, have the aspects of these two facts appear to his mind. It is not that the compassion itself needs to perceive the beings in those two terms.


In both the root text and the Commentary, the two latter compassions are described as being qualified by the two characteristics referred to above, while the first compassion is described as having sentient beings alone as its object, with no qualification by any of these characteristics. So the phrase “compassion that takes sentient beings as its object” too involves a truncation [of the word “alone”] for the sake of expressive concision.


In view of this, those who assert that the first compassion invariably takes as its object sentient beings characterized as permanent, unitary, and autonomous are saying something untenable. Even with respect to compassion that arises in the hearts of those who have not found the view of selflessness, on many occasions it can arise simply on the basis of merely taking sentient beings as its object [without qualifying it in any terms]. In the case of those who have found the common-level view of selflessness or suchness as well, one finds within their mindstreams many instances of compassion focused on sentient beings without qualifying them in either of the two ways mentioned above. For example, with respect to someone who has eliminated the object of clinging grasping at a vase as permanent and has thus realized it as impermanent, [22] there can still be many instances where he takes the vase as his focal object but does not qualify it as impermanent. And likewise, in the case of those who have not realized the vase to be impermanent, every time they take a vase as their focal object, they need not do so by qualifying it in terms of permanence. The same is true here as well.


These three types of compassion are all — regardless of which of the three focal objects they take — endowed with the cognitive aspect wishing to protect all sentient beings from all forms of suffering. In that sense, they are all very different from the compassion of śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas. When such a type of compassion is produced, one comes to generate the awakening mind aspiring, “I will, by all means, attain buddhahood for the sake of all sentient beings.”


As for the compassion that is the object of salutation here, although it is the initial-stage compassion that is primary, other instances of a bodhisattva’s compassion are included within it as well. There is thus no contradiction for the Commentary describing in some contexts, such as here, the person who is generating the compassion to be a bodhisattva.95


Suppose one asks, “Are all three types of compassion present with respect to the compassion that is the cause of the bodhisattva who has first entered the path?” There are two possibilities. There are those of the Mahayana lineage who follow by way of understanding reality. They first seek the understanding of perfect suchness and then, following their successful establishment of the ultimate truth, generate great compassion for other sentient beings to induce the awakening mind. Then they train in the bodhisattva deeds, which constitute the conduct of a sage. In contrast, there are those of the Mahayana lineage who follow by way of faith. They are not able to realize suchness first. In the wake of generating the awakening mind, they then train in the deeds that include seeking the understanding of perfect truth. Ornament of the Middle Way, for instance, states:


First searching for perfect understanding


and ascertaining thoroughly the ultimate truth,


they then generate [great] compassion


for the world enveloped in destructive views


and become heroic in working for others.


These wise ones for whom the mind of awakening flourishes


engage perfectly in the conduct of the sages,


which is adorned with wisdom and compassion.


Those who follow by way of perfect faith,


first generating the mind for full awakening,


they embrace the conduct of the sages


and then seek perfect understanding.96


So, as stated above, one can identify cases where all three types of compassion are produced prior to entering the path. With someone who has found the view of suchness first too, not only is there no contradiction in his continuing to establish the truth of suchness and training in it even during the period of training in the bodhisattva deeds, that is in fact precisely how he must proceed. [23]


Having made salutation in the above manner, no explicit promise to compose the work follows [here in root text]; but this is not a flaw. It is not unlike Nāgārjuna’s Fundamental Verses on the Middle Way or his Sixty Stanzas of Reasoning. Similarly, in other types of texts, such as the Friendly Letter, the promise to compose the text is found but there is no explicit salutation verse. Since it is with the intention to compose Entering the Middle Way that the salutation is made, the promise to compose the text is implicitly present as well.


With regard to the means to help others engage with a text, such as the text’s purpose and connections,97 the text’s subject matter is the twofold profound and vast aspects of the path, and the text’s distinctive purpose has already been explained.98 As for its goal, the immediate ones include putting into practice what one has understood from the meaning of the treatise up to traversing the first four paths.99 The ultimate goal of the text is the attainment of the resultant ground of buddhahood. The goal depends upon the purpose, the purpose depends, in turn, on the treatise, and this interrelationship is their connections.
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2. General Presentation of the Grounds


The actual body of the treatise


This is twofold: the causal grounds and the resultant ground.


The causal grounds


This has three parts: (1) how to practice the path according to this system in general, (2) practicing on the ordinary person’s stage in particular, and (3) presenting the grounds of ārya bodhisattvas.


How to practice the path according to this system in general


“If, in this treatise, the profound and vast paths of the bodhisattva are established by following Nāgārjuna, the question arises as to what kind of stages of the path leading to buddhahood is upheld within the savior Nāgārjuna’s system?”


The purpose of establishing the system of the second Buddha Nāgārjuna and so on by means of study and critical reflection is to ensure that we find a deep conviction in the method of practicing the perfect path so that we cannot be led astray by deceptive false paths. Those engaged in study and reflection who — however much they engage in the study of the treatises of the systems of the great charioteers — never find ascertainment with respect to their own personal practice are clearly not approaching their study and reflection in an effective manner. As such, even were they to strive hard in the Great Vehicle, they would fail to extract its value. Therefore, we must strive to understand how to traverse the stages of path. [24]


Although Nāgārjuna explains partial aspects of the path in numerous texts, three treatises present the overall body of the path, both the profound and vast aspects. As for how the Precious Garland presents the path, lines such as “the roots of this are an awakening mind” and “all the practices . . . preceded by compassion” were already cited above.100 In the same work, it says:


Here, to present in brief the qualities


of the bodhisattva, they are:


generosity, morality, forbearance, diligence,


meditative absorption, wisdom, compassion, and so on.


Generosity is the utter giving up of self-interest;


morality refers to working for others’ welfare;


forbearance is to relinquish hostility;


increasing positive deeds is diligence;


meditative absorption is one-pointedness with no afflictions;


wisdom is to establish the meaning of truth;


compassion is an intelligence that cares


for all beings equally as if they’re all same.


Generosity brings resources, morality happiness,


forbearance luster, diligence majesty,


meditative absorption brings tranquility, and wisdom release,


and all aims are realized with a compassionate heart.


Through simultaneous perfection of


all seven of these, without exception,


one attains lordship of world itself,


the sphere of inconceivable gnosis.101


The text here identifies the six perfections and explains their benefits as well. It also outlines how to train in them with the complimentary factor of compassion. In this way, [Nāgārjuna] teaches us how the awakening mind — the basis of the bodhisattva deeds — comes first and how, through these deeds, we traverse the ten grounds of a bodhisattva.


In his Praise to the Ultimate Expanse too, Nāgārjuna speaks of generating the awakening mind on the basis of going for refuge, how the ten perfections enhance the natural sphere (dhātu), and he presents the ten bodhisattva grounds as well.102 In elaborating on this rough summary of the body of the path, Nāgārjuna speaks in his Compendium of Sutras about how finding a life of leisure and opportunity as well as finding faith in the teaching are difficult, and how, compared to these, generating of the awakening mind is even more difficult to achieve.103 He also provides extensive explanations of topics such as how attaining great compassion for sentient beings is difficult, and how, compared to all the things mentioned earlier, it is even more difficult to achieve the elimination of the karmic obscuration borne of injuring a bodhisattva, elimination of the thought disparaging them, elimination of the acts of Māra, and elimination of the deed of abandoning sublime Dharma.104


Compared to the first two texts by Nāgārjuna, this work [the Compendium of Sutras] is certainly more explicit. Nonetheless, for those stages of the path that remain difficult to comprehend, Śāntideva, the great upholder of master Nāgārjuna’s tradition, presents them in both his Compendium of Training and Guide to the Bodhisattva Way. In particular, Śāntideva presents these elements of the path clearly and most extensively in his Compendium of Training, which is effectively a meaning commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Compendium of Sutras. [25] The text explains, for example, that one first contemplates the benefits of making this human life meaningful on the basis of contemplating how this life of leisure and opportunity is of great value and most difficult to find. Next, by cultivating faith in general and a firm faith based on contemplating the qualities of the Mahayana in particular, one generates the aspirational awakening mind and then upholds the vows of the engaging awakening mind. Next, one gives away, protects, purifies, and enhances one’s body, material resources, and the roots of virtue. It is on the basis of such a presentation that Nāgārjuna’s Compendium of Sutras should be explained.105


Āryadeva’s Four Hundred Stanzas also presents the overall body of the profound and vast aspects of the path. Furthermore, the presentations on the overall structure of the path in condensed formats found in Bhāviveka’s Essence of the Middle Way, Śāntarakṣita’s Ornament of the Middle Way, and Kamalaśīla’s Stages of the Meditation on the middle way are all similar. Therefore, when it comes to the basic framework of the path, all the great upholders of the noble Nāgārjuna’s tradition converge. As for a method that would easily bring forth ascertainment of these points, an approach that is most accessible for those on the beginner’s stage, I have presented an approach to guiding others on the path that is extremely easy to understand in my Stages of the Path to Enlightenment,106 representing the instruction of glorious Dīpaṃkara, most learned in the systems of the two great charioteers. Thus one can learn from there.


How to practice on the ordinary person’s stage in particular


[Question:] If this treatise presents systematically both the profound and vast aspects of the bodhisattva path as well as their results — which constitute the object of attainment — then the stages of the path of the ordinary person, which are so important for the bodhisattvas, should have been presented immediately after the salutation. But this is not the case. Instead, the text begins directly with the presentation of the grounds of ārya beings. How could this be right?


[Reply:] The stages of the path of the ordinary person were actually presented already in the context of the salutation verse, so it is not explained at this point here. By presenting the three principal causes [compassion, awakening mind, and nondual awareness] on the basis of practicing which one becomes a bodhisattva, it was shown that those who wish to enter the Great Vehicle must first cultivate these three factors. Not only must these three be practiced at the outset, they must also be practiced even after one has become a bodhisattva. Furthermore, given that gnosis not tending to duality is the principal practice of a bodhisattva, we must understand that its inclusion illustrates the need to train in the other bodhisattva practices as well. The following passage from Nāgārjuna’s Compendium of Sutras relates to this point:


O bodhisattva, do not apply yourself to the profound nature of things divorced from skillful means. [26] For joining method and wisdom into a union is the perfect practice of bodhisattvas.107


You should thus train in the union of method and wisdom. Don’t be content with a partial method or wisdom, nor place your confidence in a mere single-pointedness of mind that lacks any distinctive features of method and wisdom.


I notice that some people fail to demarcate what is to be negated using reasoning that probes the nature of suchness, and they end up negating everything. They conflate all forms of thought with grasping at true existence; they relegate the entire presentation of conventional reality to what exists only from another’s perspective; they assert that on the resultant stage there is only dharmakāya, by which they mean mere suchness devoid of gnosis; and they say that the buddha’s form body (rūpakāya) exists purely within the subjective experience of spiritual trainees.108


For those who make such assertions, all these facts — how, on the basis of scriptural authority and reasoning, śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are born from sovereign sages, buddhas are in turn born from bodhisattvas, and so on — will not constitute standpoints of Entering the Middle Way. Furthermore, the three factors to be cultivated would be posited merely from the standpoint of others and thus would not represent the Madhyamaka’s own perspective. In so doing they would be denigrating all the paths that they themselves need to practice. Moreover, all the statements about how sentient beings, who lack intrinsic existence, revolve in cyclic existence through six factors that parallel features of a waterwheel will become nothing but a series of contradictions. Recognize, therefore, that such proponents are peddling a distorted exposition of the meaning of the treatise, starting right from its salutation verses.


Understanding that even with respect to the training in generosity and so on presented in the context of the grounds of the āryas, there are many deeds that need to be practiced from the start, right from the level of the ordinary person, we should strive to engage in their practice from this very moment.


Presenting the grounds of ārya bodhisattvas


This third outline has three parts: presenting the ten grounds collectively, presenting the individual grounds, and presenting the qualities of the ten grounds.


Presenting the ten grounds collectively


The explanation here of eleven grounds such as the Perfect Joy is based on the following passage in the Precious Garland, where a broad presentation of ten or eleven grounds is given:


Just as eight śrāvaka grounds


are taught in the Śrāvaka Vehicle,


ten bodhisattva grounds


are found in the Great Vehicle.109 [27]


Candrakīrti also bases his presentation on the Ten Grounds Sutra. Here, the characterization of the ten grounds such as Perfect Joy as the “ten awakening minds” must be understood in terms of the ultimate awakening mind. The Commentary characterizes the nature of the ten grounds as the ultimate awakening mind in the following:


When the uncontaminated gnosis of bodhisattvas, which is sustained by compassion and so on, is divided in terms of its facets, it acquires the name ground, for it constitutes the locus of the qualities.110


In the above, the ground [i.e., uncontaminated gnosis] is explained through four factors — (1) its nature, (2) what sustains it thoroughly, (3) how it acquires the name ground, and (4) the etymology of its name.


Some explain the nature of uncontaminated gnosis using the definition found in the Treasury of Abhidharma in terms of “not suitable for enhancing contamination.”111 This suggests a lack of understanding of the unique meaning of what it means to be uncontaminated according to this system [of Candrakīrti]. Our own position is this: “What is contaminated is tainted either by ignorance grasping at true existence or by the imprints of such ignorance. The gnosis free of such a taint is uncontaminated.” This is as stated in Candrakīrti’s Clear Words:


From the perspective of the nature that is the object of uncontaminated gnosis free of the obscuring cataract of ignorance, [things do not exist].112


Until the attainment of the buddha’s ground, the only mental state not tainted by imprints of ignorance is the nonconceptual gnosis of an ārya in meditative equipoise. Such gnosis comes about only intermittently, for when āryas rise from their meditative equipoise, their mental states are once again tainted by the imprints of ignorance. The taint of ignorance exists up until the seventh ground. The stain of ignorance itself disappears for those on the eighth ground and up as well as for the two types of arhats, since the pollutant ignorance has ceased, but they still possess taints in the form of residual imprints of ignorance. Again, when the Commentary refers to the first ground as “that which bears the name of nondual wisdom,”113 it’s saying that the gnosis is free of dualistically perceiving subject and object as separate from each other. It is not referring merely to a gnosis free of the two extremes.114


This master, on numerous occasions in his writings, speaks of “wisdom and gnosis free of the cataract of ignorance.” Therefore, when those who take ignorance and its imprints to be universal properties of awareness assert that when these two [ignorance and its imprints] cease, gnosis too becomes no more, and maintain that such is the standpoint of this master, they are in fact committing serious denigration [of the master]. For this is similar to the view of the non-Buddhist Mīmāṃsakas, who maintain that when the pollutants are exhausted, the mind too comes to cease. The claim that there is no gnosis during an ārya’s meditative equipoise is also similar to that view. [28] In the Precious Garland too it states:


Therefore one becomes free by seeing thus.


“By what means does one see?”115


Conventionally, I say “by the mind.”116


Here, in response to the question “Through what kind of subjective act does one perceive suchness directly?” it is stated that the mind directly perceives suchness on the conventional level. Also the Praise to the Ultimate Expanse states:


It is just as body armor is cleansed by fire,


for when armor tainted by all kinds of stains


is placed in a blazing fire,


its stains are burned but not the armor.


Likewise with this luminous mind


ridden with stains born of desire —


the fire of gnosis burns the stains


but not the luminous mind itself.117


The above states that, just as when chain-mail armor is placed in a fire, the fire burns off the stains but not the armor itself, likewise, when the stains of the mind are burned off by the fire of wisdom, only the stains are burned; the luminous mind is not incinerated.


The gnosis of meditative equipoise of ārya bodhisattvas and the gnosis of meditative equipoise of ārya śrāvakas and pratyekabuddhas are equal when it comes to realizing the ultimate nature of things directly, without any taint from the imprints of ignorance. The reason one type of gnosis is defined as an ārya bodhisattva ground while the other is not is owing to whether one has come under the sway of great compassion and whether one is endowed with the power of the twelve hundred sets of qualities. Furthermore, as mentioned earlier, there is a tremendous difference between them in terms of whether, during the paths of accumulation and path of preparation, one has enhanced one’s intelligence in relation to the truth of the two types of selflessness through employing limitless forms of reasoning.


The phrase [from the Commentary cited above] “when . . . divided in terms of its facets” means that it is one and the same uncontaminated gnosis — which is the whole — that is being differentiated in terms of stages, with earlier and latter parts becoming the individual facets. These are referred to as grounds because they serve as the locus, or basis, for the bodhisattva’s qualities. They resemble the ground in this sense, and hence the epithet “ground.” These statements indicate that all ten ultimate grounds are to be posited on the basis of nonconceptual gnosis alone.


Although they are all equal in being nonconceptual gnosis, the manner in which the grounds such as Perfect Joy are defined as distinct grounds is by means of the following four features:


1. The first distinctive feature arises on the basis of progressive increment in the number of qualities, such that there exists the set of twelve qualities in hundredfold on the first ground, the set of twelve in thousandfold on the second, and so on; these will be described below.


2. The second distinctive feature pertains to the ever-increasing enhancement of excellent power. Although some describe this in terms of the shaking of a hundred realms, a thousand realms, and so on, this ability is included in the increment of the number of qualities.118 [29] It thus appears to pertain instead to the ever-increasing power of the individual grounds — their power to cleanse pollutants and traverse the path.


3. The third pertains to the feature of excellence with respect to the perfections — excellence in the perfection of generosity on the first ground, excellence in the perfection of morality on the second ground, and so on.


4. The fourth distinctive feature pertains to the ever-enhancing fruitional effects. This might mean, on the first ground, being born as a monarch that reigns over the earth; on the second ground, being born as a monarch that reigns over the four continents; and so on.


Thus, with respect to the nonconceptual gnosis of the individual grounds, given the great variety in their potency, such as in the number of qualities they possess, these grounds are defined as distinct. Nevertheless, since the qualities in the intervals between meditative equipoise of individual grounds must also be included as part of these respective grounds, these grounds should not be defined by their meditative equipoise alone. It is in this manner the individual grounds must be distinguished, even though these ultimate grounds do not differ whatsoever in their object or aspect of cognition. The Ten Grounds Sutra states:


Just as wise men cannot speak of or see
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