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Introduction


THE ULTIMATE GOAL of Buddhism is liberation. Tantric Buddhism shares this goal, aiming at the release from bondage to saṃsāra and the attainment of enlightenment. The tantric path of the Unexcelled Mantra,1 as most generally described, consists of two stages — creation and completion.2 The first of these, the creation stage, is the subject of The Essence of the Ocean of Attainments: Explanation of the Creation Stage of the Glorious Guhyasamāja, King of All Tantras.3 Its author is the Panchen Rinpoché, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen (Blo bzang chos kyi rgyal mtshan, 1570–1662), an illustrious Tibetan lama who was the teacher of the Fifth Dalai Lama and an abbot of Tashi Lhünpo monastery (Bkra shis lhun po). Among his important contributions to the Geluk school were his summaries of longer works by its founding fathers. Whether the Panchen Rinpoché contributed his own understandings is a subject for further research.


The Guhyasamāja in the title of our English translation is in Tibetan the Gsang ba ’dus pa, an early tantra that came to be known as one of the unexcelled tantras in Tibet.4 The Guhyasamāja Tantra was highly esteemed in both India and Tibet. A copy of a Tibetan translation of this tantra was discovered at the turn of the last century in a Dunhuang cave that had been sealed for about a thousand years.5 It is included in the set of eighteen great tantras of the Nyingma (Rnying ma) school. Marpa the translator (Mar pa, 1012–97) and his contemporary Gö Khukpa Lhetsé (’Gos Khug pa lhas btsas, eleventh century) were important teachers of this tantra, as practiced by members of the Kagyü (Bka’ brgyud) and Sakya (Sa skya) schools during the first centuries of the second millennium,6 though in later times it was widespread mainly among the Gelukpa (Dge lugs pa). It is a living tradition, and in our time the Fourteenth Dalai Lama confers its initiation almost every year.


One reason for the importance of the Guhyasamāja Tantra in Tibet, especially for the Geluk tradition, is its remarkable hermeneutic system7 that was later applied to other tantras as well. Hence an understanding of the Guhyasamāja Tantra has been regarded as a key to the tantric system as a whole. Already in India multiple sādhanas existed for the practice of the Guhyasamāja, and different schools of this tantra developed, two of the more famous among them being the Jñānapāda and Ārya schools.8 The book translated here belongs to the Ārya tradition of the Guhyasamāja, so termed because it is the tradition of Ārya Nāgārjuna.9 Yet disparities are found not only among the different schools of the Guhyasamāja but even within the Ārya school. Moreover, the two sādhanas composed by Ārya Nāgārjuna, the school “founder,” do not prescribe one and the same practice.10 Furthermore, sādhanas were written not only by Indian gurus but also by Tibetan lamas. It is not surprising, then, that the interpretive freedom provided by the hermeneutic tradition of the Guhyasamāja was extensively exercised in Tibet.


The period around the middle of the second millennium was important for the systematization of Buddhist thought and practice in Tibet, and especially for the crystallization of tantric traditions. A number of Tibetan polymaths, including Tsongkhapa and Ngorchen, strove to formulate coherent systems, but since a total harmonization of all available scriptures and exegeses is absolutely impossible, they were required to make their own choices and thus to distance themselves from the methods of several of their Indian and Tibetan predecessors. Moreover, by making different choices, they created comprehensive and harmonious systems in and of themselves that nevertheless were dissimilar to other such formulations created by their compatriots. The author of the present book, the Panchen Rinpoché Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen of the Geluk school, followed for the most part the systematized presentation offered by Tsongkhapa, the “founder” of his school, hence we will focus on this tradition here.


Tsongkhapa studied the Guhyasamāja Tantra and its practices with his Sakya, Kagyü, and Buluk11 teachers. In his studies of various traditions, Tsongkhapa could not but notice disparities in the theory and practice of the Guhyasamāja Tantra in his time in Tibet. He must have been aware of the divergence of the meditations prescribed by the manuals of diverse Tibetan traditions, as for example, the Guhyasamāja Sādhana according to Butön and the sādhanas of the early masters in the Sakya school. Moreover, not only did Tsongkhapa study with numerous Tibetan teachers but he also pondered an impressive number of relevant Indian works in the Tibetan Kangyur and Tengyur.12 As one might expect then, Tsongkhapa’s Guhyasamāja Sādhana13 differed from manuals written in Tibet before his day. We can learn much about the line of Guhyasamāja teachers in Tibet prior to Tsongkhapa from the sādhana of the Gelukpa itself, which includes the names of a great many Tibetan teachers in the lineage prayers and offerings at its beginning and end.14


In the various works he dedicated to the practice of the Guhyasamāja,15 Tsongkhapa criticized the practices described by his predecessors in Indian and Tibetan manuals while supporting his own system on the basis of reason and scriptural authority. Tsongkhapa’s disciple Kedrup Jé (Mkhas grub rje) compiled these explanations and refutations and arranged them according to the sequence of the creation stage in his Ocean of Attainments.16 Kedrup Jé, who was fully ordained by Rendawa,17 had belonged during his earlier years to the Sakya school, and was already thoroughly familiar with the Sakya method. Yet he appears to have been much impressed by the sādhana of his new teacher Tsongkhapa and set out to support it using his famously sharp tongue, in consequence of which The Ocean of Attainments is regarded as a work of polemic.18


The Essence of the Ocean of Attainments translated here is a précis of Kedrup Jé’s work. Its subject matter is the creation stage of the Guhyasamāja according to the Ārya tradition. Writing a few centuries after the first teachers of the Geluk school, the Panchen Rinpoché’s aim was not so much to debate with other traditions as to explain the Guhyasamāja Sādhana and its workings, and this is so regardless of a certain detectable polemical tendency. In his treatise the Panchen Rinpoché elucidates each step of the meditation in the sādhana sequence, and at pertinent junctures provides general insights concerning the practice and its effectiveness. Before going further into the work of the Panchen Rinpoché, let us review the creation stage according to the early Geluk school.


The Creation Stage as Presented by Tsongkhapa and His Disciples


At the end of his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path to Enlightenment, following his detailed review of the path of the Pāramitā Vehicle19 that fills most of the treatise, Tsongkhapa briefly argues the superiority of the path of the Vajra or Mantra Vehicle:


Having trained thus on the paths shared by Sūtra and Mantra, undoubtedly you must enter the Mantra path, which is far more precious than other practices, and leads swiftly to the gathering of the two accumulations in their entirety.20


In his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path of Mantra dedicated to the Vajrayāna path,21 Tsongkhapa explains that in the Pāramitā Vehicle the yogi meditates on suchness22 of phenomena. Hence while in the Pāramitā Vehicle there is a path that accords with suchness or the dharmakāya, there is no path of meditation similar in aspect to the rūpakāya. However, the Mantra Vehicle does offer such a path and consequently provides yogis with a means of achieving the rūpakāya through which they may act for the sake of other sentient beings.


Hence the distinction between the Pāramitā and Mantra Vehicles, according to Tsongkhapa, is due to their differing methods. The superiority of the Mantra Vehicle stems from its special method of identification with the rūpakāya, in other words, deity yoga. Though the Pāramitā Vehicle offers the method of the five perfections, these “are not the unsurpassed or highest method, because they lack the meditation that accords in aspect with an actualized buddha body.”23


In Tsongkhapa’s view, the method of the Mantra Vehicle is superior in that far from casting off the wisdom of realizing emptiness, it combines meditation on emptiness with a visualization of the circle of the mandala. Moreover, the two aspects, wisdom and method, are indivisibly united:


The method is that the yogi’s body appears to his own mind in the aspect of a tathāgata’s body, and at the same time his mind becomes the wisdom apprehending suchness — the non-inherent existence of all phenomena. These two are a simultaneous composite, undifferentiable in the entity of one consciousness. This should be understood as [the meaning of] undifferentiable method and wisdom [in the Mantrayāna]. Through cultivating the yoga of joining these two at the same time one attains the state in which non-dualistic wisdom itself appears as rūpakāyas to trainees . . .


The wisdom cognizing non-inherent existence and appearing in the aspect of a deity is itself one entity with the mind of deity yoga . . .


Thus, a rūpakāya is achieved through the appearance of the wisdom apprehending [emptiness] as a celestial mandala circle, and a dharmakāya is achieved through the cognition of its nature — emptiness. One should know that joining such method and wisdom non-dualistically is the chief meaning of the method and wisdom and of the yogas set forth in the Mantrayāna.24


Wisdom and method are conjoined in a single cognition (shes pa gcig). The chapter on the creation stage in Tsongkhapa’s Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path of Mantra explains how this single mind can be absorbed in both the meditation on the absence of intrinsic25 nature and the visualization of the wheel of the mandala. One aspect of the mind realizing emptiness arises as a special appearance of the celestial mansion and the deities therein:


Although in the creation stage26 the meditation is primarily on the appearance aspect, the circle of deities, the yogi needs to develop a deep understanding of all phenomena as devoid of an intrinsic nature and practice in realizing their arising as illusion-like. While taking the deities as the focus of visualization, after meditating on the wheel of deities, the yogi’s [indivisible] mind, in its mode of apprehension of the subjective awareness that understands the meaning of appearances devoid of an intrinsic nature, becomes absorbed in emptiness, while the objective aspect of this mind arises as the mandala with its celestial mansion and deities. This is the yoga of nondual profundity and manifestation.27


The subjective aspect of the mind becomes absorbed in emptiness while its objective aspect arises as the deities dwelling in the celestial mansion of the mandala. Tsongkhapa calls this practice of uniting meditation on emptiness with the visualization of the mandala the “yoga of the nondual profundity and manifestation.”28 Profound is the emptiness that the mind of the yogi realizes, and manifestation is the special appearance of the mandala the same mind visualizes.


Kedrup Jé summarizes Tsongkhapa’s position in explaining why this “yoga of nondual profundity and manifestation” is a distinctive feature unique to the Mantra Vehicle.


The mind that establishes impure appearances as devoid of true existence, and then meditates on them as illusion-like, is wisdom alone in isolation. Conversely, the mind that visualizes the mandala circle and meditates on its appearance as devoid of intrinsic nature, arises in the nature of the two accumulations: (1) based on the visualization of the mandala circle, it arises in the nature of the accumulation of merit, and (2) based on the dawning apprehension of an absence of an intrinsic nature, it arises in the nature of the accumulation of wisdom.


The accumulation of merit is attained here through the unique means of the Mantra Vehicle, and is thus far superior to the accumulation of merit in the Pāramitā Vehicle. The higher the accumulation of merit the higher the accumulation of wisdom. Therefore the mind that understands the absence of an intrinsic nature by taking the circle of deities as its focus is a hundredfold more powerful as an antidote to grasping at true existence than a mind that understands the absence of intrinsic nature by taking, for instance, a sprout as its focus. For this reason, the yogis should use their human opportunities in a beneficial way, by striving diligently along the path, whereby a single mind arises in the unique nature of the two accumulations, endowed with the formidable potency to cut the roots of saṃsāra.29


In this way Tsongkhapa presents his comprehensive approach integrating the goals widely explained in the Pāramitā Vehicle together with those of the meditation of the Mantra Vehicle. In the work translated here the Panchen Rinpoché reiterates the position of Tsongkhapa:


Therefore, during the creation stage while immersing in clear light the animate and inanimate realms in their entirety, you should meditate on the emptiness of intrinsic nature with respect to phenomena and practice the yoga of illusion-like appearances and emptiness, whereby the objective aspect of the mind that realizes emptiness arises as the appearance of the mandala wheel.30


During the creation stage, yogis do not meditate specifically on emptiness but on the special appearances of the mandala with its celestial mansion and deities. However, they do not simply replace ordinary reality with another concrete reified reality, since before visualizing themselves as deities and their environment as a mandala they must begin by meditating on emptiness. In the Pāramitā Vehicle when yogis are in a state of postmeditation having successfully meditated on the absence of intrinsic nature, all phenomena arise as illusion-like.31 Similarly, during the creation stage, yogis first meditate on emptiness, and as long as the mental impact of their meditation on emptiness remains undiminished, the mandala with its celestial mansion and deities arise as illusion-like.32 For yogis who have previously apprehended emptiness and meditated on it, the entire appearance aspect (snang phyogs) of the mandala arises as illusory play (sgyu ma’i rnam rol).33


Another characteristic of the Mantric Vehicle is the unique object to be eliminated on this path — the conception of ordinariness, which consists of two aspects: (1) the appearance of the yogi’s environment, body, and resources as ordinary, and (2) the yogi’s attitude toward them as ordinary. In his Great Treatise on the Stages of the Path of Mantra, Tsongkhapa explains:


Since the Pāramitā Vehicle features no meditation through which the yogi creates a special appearance of the mandala with its celestial mansion and deities in order to avert an ordinary appearance and attitude, it is unique to the Mantra Vehicle. The Mantra Vehicle teaches the creation stage, in the course of which you meditate on the celestial mansion and the indwelling deity as antidotal to ordinary appearance and attitude.34


In our text, the Panchen Rinpoché reiterates this: “The main objects to be purified by means of the creation stage are ordinary appearance and attitude.”35


Anticipating the question, “How does visualizing the celestial mansion of the mandala where the deities dwell and the yogi as the indwelling deity eliminate the conception of ordinariness?” Tsongkhapa emphasizes the view that meditating on the creation stage cannot prevent the perception of ordinary appearances by the consciousness of the five senses, nor are such appearances the objects to be eliminated.36 What the creation stage aims at eliminating are the ordinary appearances and attitudes perceived by mental consciousness,37 making the yogi’s own environment, body, and resources appear extraordinary.


There are two antidotes for averting the two aspects of the conception of ordinariness: developing the identity of a deity and accomplishing vivid appearances. The Panchen Rinpoché explains:


As an antidote to the ordinary attitude, you should maintain divine identity with the resolve, “I am actually such and such a deity,” and as an antidote to ordinary appearances, you should practice meditation on the clear appearance of the celestial mansion and its indwelling deities.38


In other words, those habituated since beginningless time to an ordinary identity with aggregates, sensory spheres, and sense bases now imagine themselves residing in pure buddha-fields39 as actual deities endowed with bodies of the Buddha and minds that have abandoned all obscurations and know all knowable objects.


Tsongkhapa stresses that during the creation stage it is most important to develop the identity of a deity in the celestial mansion of the mandala — as an antidote to the yogi’s ordinary identity. Subsidiary to this is the meditation on the special appearance of the celestial mansion of the mandala and the indwelling deities to avert ordinary appearances. According to Tsongkhapa, it is crucial to avert your previous mode of self-apprehension and to develop the identity of the deity.40


By meditating on the creation stage, ordinary appearance and attitude are not completely destroyed but kept at bay. Yogis who are able to replace their ordinary identities with the identity of a deity in the mandala, and to avert ordinary appearances from arising in their minds by visualizing the very clear appearances of the mandala, are clearly not beginners. They have achieved familiarization with deity yoga by practicing it over a long period of time.


When such yogis meditate on the creation stage their identification with the deity becomes more than nominal. Though habituated at first to merely nominal and unreal identities and appearances, they gradually develop through practice a greater habituation to the deity and finally reach a genuine identity with it. When such yogis are absorbed in meditation on the creation stage, other appearances do not arise in their sense consciousnesses, because their mental consciousnesses are intensely engaged in deity yoga. Hence ordinary appearances cease for a while but cannot be entirely stopped by the creation stage. The meditation on emptiness prior to the visualization of the mandala with its celestial mansion and deities plays an important role here. It is through this meditation on emptiness that the visualization arises as indivisible-bliss-and-emptiness-wisdom. For more about this, see the discussion of the meditation on emptiness below.


Thus the goal of the creation stage is not to eliminate all appearances but only to achieve the power of stopping ordinary appearances in the yogi’s mental consciousness for a short while by visualizing the special appearances of the celestial mansion and indwelling deities. Likewise, the goal of the creation stage is to achieve a genuine identification with the deity rather than to become an actual deity.41


The Mantra path offers methods for attaining the two bodies of the Buddha: during the meditation on emptiness, yogis abide in the identity of the dharmakāya, and when they arise from this meditative absorption they develop the identity of the rūpakāya. By means of these two paths indivisibly united, the yogis maintain the identity of the two bodies of the Buddha already during the practice of the creation stage. In other words, while still treading the path, the yogis engage in its fruit. Thus by means of this practice they fulfill yet another essential aim of the mantric path — taking the fruit as the path.


A further vital facet of the Mantra path, according to Tsongkhapa, is its special ground of purification — the yogi’s own future ordinary birth, death, and intermediate state. The key term here is “purification” (sbyong ba), which Tsongkhapa explains:


The essential meaning of purification is rendering pure your ordinary birth, death, and intermediate state by meditating on a path similar to these three phenomena at the ground.42


The ground of purification (sbyang gzhi) consists of the yogi’s ordinary birth, death, and intermediate state. Their purifier (sbyong byed) is the path of both creation and completion stages, and their fruits are the three bodies of the Buddha, respectively. According to Tsongkhapa, for purifying each of the three grounds of purification, there are three purifiers: profound, middling, and inferior realizations. These arise at the beginning, middle, and end of the yogi’s practice, and are therefore similar to the rungs of a ladder.43 While the three inferior purifiers pertain to the creation stage, both middling and profound realizations occur during the completion stage.


In several of his works on Vajrayāna practices, Tsongkhapa stresses the equal potential of men and women for reaching awakening.44 The best type among disciples who engage in Vajrayāna practices is the “jewel-like disciple,” about whom Tsongkhapa asserts:


A jewel-like disciple, who attains the supreme attainment of awakening in this life, is not necessarily only a man; this disciple can be a woman too.45


Likewise, there are no differences between men and women in the meditation itself:


Just as in relying on his consort, the male practitioner attains enlightenment by meditating on the generation of the wisdoms of the four empties, also in relying on the male practitioner, the consort as well meditates on the clear light arising from the generation of the four empties and is thereby awakened in this life.46


The possibility of a female practitioner of Vajrayāna to attain complete awakening in her female body within a single lifetime is stated here unequivocally.47



The Framework of the Sādhana


The general structure of the Essence of the Ocean of Attainments by the Panchen Rinpoché translated here is based on the three samādhis:48 of the First Yoga,49 of the Supreme King of Mandalas,50 and of the Supreme King of Deeds.51 The First Yoga is so called because it precedes the two other samādhis. It serves to accomplish the aim of the yogis themselves — the attainment of awakening — while the other two samādhis correspond to the deeds of those who have already awakened and are acting for the benefit of others.52



The First Yoga



The First Yoga includes the entire path of transformation into the three bodies of the Buddha on the level of the creation stage. About half of Panchen Rinpoché’s work is dedicated to it. It is divided into four sections, the first three of which explain the three main yogas: the yoga of taking death as the dharmakāya, the yoga of taking the intermediate state as the saṃbhogakāya, and the yoga of taking birth as the nirmāṇakāya. The fourth section explains union with the consort, which engenders the mandala and the deities that act for the benefit of other beings during the following samādhi of the Supreme King of Mandalas. Thus the union with the consort functions as a bridge to the subsequent samādhi, while the former three yogas are the core of this practice.


These three yogas are the basis of the Guhyasamāja Sādhana and are key factors in understanding why the practice of its path may lead to the fruit of awakening. According to Tsongkhapa, by meditating on a path bearing similarities to death, the intermediate state, and rebirth, eventually these three events — the very causes of saṃsāra — that occur to those deprived of skillful means transform into the three bodies that resemble them. In due course, rather than the death that occurs for an ordinary person, for the yogi the actualization of ultimate truth arises as the dharmakāya. Instead of the intermediate state of being that occurs for an ordinary person, for the yogi the saṃbhogakāya arises from the clear light, and instead of birth in saṃsāra, a nirmāṇakāya is born for the benefit of other beings. Tsongkhapa emphasizes that this is a supremely special quality of the Guhyasamāja Tantra.53


Tsongkhapa goes on to explain the sense in which death, the intermediate state, and rebirth resemble the three bodies of the Buddha.54 Death is similar to the dharmakāya because the aggregates, physical elements, and the six sense bases dissolve and all coarse mental proliferations subside. The intermediate being corresponds to the saṃbhogakāya because both are made of wind-and-mind alone and are thus endowed with extremely subtle bodies, like a rainbow body. When the intermediate being takes rebirth, it turns into an object of ordinary people’s corporal eyes, with the ability to behave as they do. This corresponds to the saṃbhogakāya unseen by ordinary beings and thus displays an nirmāṇakāya that takes on coarse components in appearance and action for the sake of disciples.


But the correspondences do not end here, and similarities lie not only between the ground and the fruit but on the path as well. The path includes different stages of meditation corresponding to the three bodies of fruit, as well as to the three events on the ground. During the creation stage, these meditations comprise the three yogas of taking death, the intermediate state, and rebirth as the three bodies, respectively. Eventually the three meditations called “the three bodies of the yogi in the creation stage” ripen into the three bodies of the yogi of the completion stage. These include the body isolation and the clear light, the illusory body and the body of union arising from the clear light, and the nirmāṇakāyas of the path.55 Tsongkhapa here stresses that in order to understand the key points of the entire path, including the completion stage as upheld by the Ārya tradition of the Guhyasamāja, a profound realization of the creation stage is necessary.56


Another goal of the Mantra Vehicle is to transform not only the yogi’s ordinary appearance and attitudes but also appearances and attitudes with respect to the yogi’s environment, and therefore certain steps in the creation stage correspond to the inanimate realm as well. Thus, as the three bodies arise in place of the yogi’s birth, death, and intermediate state, the celestial mansion of the mandala arises in place of the ordinary surroundings of those living in saṃsāra.


Nevertheless, there is a significant difference between the way in which the sādhana relates to birth, death, and the intermediate stage and the way it relates to the environment. While the yogis’ births, deaths, and intermediate states are the ground of purification for their practice, that is to say, they are eventually purified by means of the sādhana, the inanimate world, as a product of shared karma, must be excluded from the yogis’ ground of purification. In other words, the yogis cannot purify their environment through meditation on the sādhana or bring about an actual transformation in the outer world, but only in themselves. By meditating on the celestial mansion of the mandala during the creation stage, the yogis can transform only the way they will partake in the impure world of the future.


Kedrup Jé emphasizes that the phrase


“purifying the impure world” does not imply that through their meditation on the celestial mansion, the yogis can transform this present impure world into a pure celestial mansion. Rather, they can purify their own ability to partake in the impure world of the future, and they do so through the meditation that ripens their continuum for the completion stage, as it is the latter that affects their ability to partake in the celestial mansion of wisdom.57


For each step of the meditation during the sādhana, the Panchen Rinpoché explains the ground of purification, the meditations of the completion stage that can be ripened by it, and its fruit.



Preliminaries to the Yoga of Taking Death as the Dharmakāya


Prior to the actual yoga of taking death as the dharmakāya, several preparatory meditative steps are necessary, bearing in mind that these are not core practices that serve to purify the grounds of purification. The first step is meditation on the ground of wisdom58 in correspondence with the periodic empty eon that follows the destruction of the previous world, as described in the Abhidharmas.59 The world undergoes four phases, each lasting twenty intermediate eons. During the first phase the world is formed, in the second it remains, in the third it is destroyed, and in the fourth it is absent, at least to a certain degree.


With the onset of the actual meditation, the yogis must dissolve their ordinary reality. The first step in the process of averting ordinary appearances and attitudes during the sādhana is to meditate in correspondence with the emptying of the world at the end of the period of its existence. The correspondence lies between two absences: (1) the absence of the physical world at the level of understanding the emptiness of intrinsic nature, and (2) the absence of the physical world during the empty eon on the level of the ground.60 The Panchen Rinpoché begins his explanation of the main part of the sādhana by describing this corresponding object of the meditation. First, the world is emptied of the sentient beings inhabiting it from the lowest realm of hell up to the first concentration61 in the form realm. Then the physical world is incinerated by seven blazing suns up to the first concentration.


Tsongkhapa makes it clear that the object to which this meditation corresponds is the destroyed world, not its destroyed beings. The dissolution of the inhabitants of the world is merely ancillary, since before the physical world can be emptied, it must be emptied of its sentient beings. Tsongkhapa makes this point because while some maintain that the meditation here corresponds to death, according to him, such a meditation occurs in a different context.62 The meditation that corresponds to this cosmological event — the empty space that remains after the world has been destroyed — is a meditation on emptiness. Tsongkhapa posits a comprehensive approach to the Buddhist path whereby there is no difference between the emptiness meditated upon according to the Middle Way within the Pāramitā Vehicle and the emptiness described here.


The Panchen Rinpoché opens his explanation concerning the meditation on emptiness at the beginning of the main part of the sādhana by refuting the position that it is not necessary to meditate on emptiness during the creation stage. As we have seen, according to Tsongkhapa, meditating on emptiness is also essential to the creation stage. He lists several reasons for this:63 (1) Without first meditating on emptiness during the creation stage the mental continuum cannot be ripened for the completion stage. (2) One of the foundations of tantric practice is taking the fruit as the path from the very start, and thus while still treading the path, meditators simulate the goal until they actually achieve it. During the creation stage, yogis take the Buddha’s three bodies as the path, therefore in taking the dharmakāya on the path, they must meditate on emptiness. (3) One of the goals of the creation stage is to purify the yogis’ ordinary births, deaths, and intermediate states. To purify ordinary death, the yogi must meditate on emptiness.64 (4) Without prior meditation on emptiness, the meditation on the appearance aspect — the mandala with its celestial mansion and deities — will not arise as illusion-like. The yogi must therefore meditate on emptiness in order for this mandala to arise as an expression of the wisdom of indivisible bliss and emptiness.65 (5) Not meditating on emptiness is contrary to a great many scriptures that prescribe recitation of the śūnyatā mantra while meditating on its meaning. (6) By not meditating on emptiness, a yogi infringes the tantric vows.66


The Panchen Rinpoché also argues against the position that the meditation on emptiness during the creation stage does not concur with the view of the Middle Way but is rather a meditation on a nihilistic emptiness of nothing whatsoever. Tsongkhapa, who referred to those who instruct yogis to meditate on nihilistic emptiness as “persons of poor intellect,”67 was vehemently opposed to the position that rather than meditating on the emptiness of intrinsic nature here, it is sufficient to apply the mind merely to dissolving the appearances of the world and its inhabitants.68 Did some Tibetans actually hold this position, we may ask, and if so, why should Tsongkhapa find this so troubling? The answer is that there were indeed Tibetans69 who for good reasons of their own prescribed meditation at this point of the sādhana on nothing whatsoever (cang med) and on the absence of appearances (snang med du bsgom pa).70


In the system of the Guhyasamāja, instead of a mantra,71 a verse from the Guhyasamāja Tantra is recited during the meditation on emptiness:72


dngos po med pas sgom pa med / bsgom par bya ba bsgom pa min /


de ltar dngos po dngos med pas / sgom pa dmigs su med pa’o //


Translated from Sanskrit:


abhāve bhāvanābhāvo bhāvanā naiva bhāvanā |


iti bhāvo na bhāvaḥ syād bhāvanā nopalabhyate ||


The Panchen Rinpoché explains the meaning of this verse according to Prāsaṅgika by referring to the interpretation of the famous commentary on the Guhyasamāja Tantra by Candrakīrti, the Illuminating Lamp.73 However, when taken as a whole the Illuminating Lamp explains this verse as the fourfold meditation typical of treatises of the Yogācāra school, which includes a meditation on Mind Only.74 It seems that the process of translating the Illuminating Lamp into Tibetan also involved a shift toward a more standard Mādhyamika view. Tsongkhapa puts forward a brilliant system — one both coherent and comprehensive — in which the Ārya tradition of the Guhyasamāja accords perfectly with the view of the Prāsaṅgika school. In explaining this verse from the Guhyasamāja Tantra in his own commentary on the Illuminating Lamp, Tsongkhapa gives it a further Mādhyamika spin.75


The actual meditation on the basis of this verse is similar to the meditation on emptiness with the help of a mantra. While reciting this verse, the yogis reflect in their minds on its meaning as explained by Tsongkhapa, the Panchen Rinpoché, and others. The Panchen Rinpoché says76 that the yogis need to meditate on the entire animate and inanimate realms dissolving into clear light, while visualizing the subjective innate wisdom of great bliss and the objective emptiness as indivisible. Still, it is not assumed that all yogis have realized emptiness prior to their meditation on the sādhana. One of the purposes of the meditation here is that those who have not realized emptiness will newly realize it, while those who have realized it already will recollect their realization.77


The meditation on emptiness here is also called “meditation on the ground of wisdom.”78 The term ground corresponds to the empty space remaining after the previous world has been destroyed, which serves as the ground or the potential for the evolution of the subsequent world. During the sādhana when yogis are absorbed in meditative equipoise on the meaning of indivisible unity of the wisdom of great bliss and emptiness, this cessation of all appearances of the world and its inhabitants on the level of their minds is also a ground. That is so because the meditation on emptiness is the ground or potential for the arising of the extraordinary appearances of the celestial mansion and the deities of the mandala.79 The wisdom of great bliss indivisible from emptiness serves as the ground for the evolution of the celestial mansion. In other words, the elimination in the mind of the yogi of all appearances of the world and its inhabitants is the ground for extraordinary appearances during the creation stage.


Visualizing the Celestial Mansion of the Mandala


The object corresponding to the visualization of the celestial mansion of the mandala is the periodic evolution of the world following the empty eon as described in the Abhidharmas.80 This begins with a light wind flowing down from the second concentration, gradually increasing in force, creating the physical world with the three mandalas of wind, water, and golden earth, and upon them Mt. Meru, the seven ranges of mountains, the seven lakes between them, the four continents, the eight subcontinents, and the outer ocean up to the Rim Mountain that surrounds the world.


While regarding their mental picture as an expression of the wisdom of indivisible bliss and emptiness, the yogis visualize the “source of phenomena,”81 which as its name indicates is the source of all things. Its triangular shape is reminiscent of the womb of the mother of all giving birth to the path to enlightenment, signifying the wisdom born of great bliss, out of which everything emanates. The entire mandala, with its celestial mansion and deities, is contained within the source of phenomena. In mandala drawings the circle depicting the source of phenomena envelops the mandala, and in the three-dimensional visualization the mandala is visualized within it.


Within the source of phenomena the yogis visualize a variegated lotus with sixty-four petals, and in mandala drawings the lotus ring can be found (though often not clearly) between the rings of vajras and the source of phenomena. This lotus signifies that the mandala within it is untainted by saṃsāra.


Within the lotus the four disks of the physical elements are visualized in the colors of the elements — blue, red, white, and yellow — their true nature being the four mothers of the mandala: Locanā, Māmakī, Pāndarā, and Tārā.82 They correspond to the disks of the elements on which the physical world rests, but the steps of visualization prior to this have no correspondences on the level of the ground. These four disks are not visible in the painting, given that in the subsequent step they merge together and transform into a crossed vajra that serves as the base of the celestial mansion. In paintings one can see this base as a square diagonally divided into four colors, with the three prongs at the ends of the crossed vajra in their corresponding colors in the four directions. The central prong at each side reaches the lotus ring, while the two other prongs are seen as if enveloping the portals.


On the navel of the crossed vajra appears a white Bhrūṃ, emanating light-rays of clouds of buddhas, and this transforms into the square celestial mansion with four portals. The yogis visualize the celestial mansion arising instantaneously and then develop the clarity of the visualization in stages. This meditation corresponds to the evolution of the physical world with Mt. Meru at its center, the continents, and so on. As we have seen, yogis have no effect on the appearance of the physical world created through the shared karma of all sentient beings. Yet by means of this meditation they can purify their own capacity to partake in the impure world of the future. Eventually at the fruit they attain the buddha-field in which they will awaken.


Visualizing the Deities


Following the visualization of the celestial mansion, the indwelling deities are visualized, in correspondence with the periodic evolution of sentient beings that follows the formation of the physical world.83 However, the exact nature of correspondence between the first deities generated in the mandala and the first people of the eon is a subject of much contention. In the tradition of the Guhyasamāja, prior to the visualization of the main deities, thirty-two deities called “specially visualized deities” (lhag mos kyi lha) are instantaneously envisioned and later on gathered into clear light, for reasons that will become apparent below. Their name derives from a play on the word mos pa, which in its derivative meaning can indicate both aspiring and visualizing, hence they are visualized by a mind endowed with special aspiration.84 Though the deities appear instantaneously, the yogis must progressively develop the clarity of their visualization. The deities appear instantaneously because they share similarities with the miraculously born people of the first eon in Jambudvīpa.85


The people of the first eon in Jambudvīpa were not the first beings to appear in the world. Before them, various gods like the gods born in the mansion of Brahmā had appeared, as well asuras. However, since all the buddhas in Jambudvīpa are awakened as humans, and since the disciples on the path of the highest tantra are mainly humans born in Jambudvīpa, the meditation here shares similarities only with the human beings of Jambudvīpa.86


These similarities, however, do not imply that the evolution of human beings during the first eon is the ground of purification for meditation on the path now.87 Tsongkhapa vehemently objects to this position because the first people of the eon who ceased to exist a long time ago cannot be purified.88 According to Tsongkhapa, by acting now it is possible to affect the yogi’s future but not to undo what has already been done, and therefore blocking a fruit that has already appeared is out of the question. For Tsongkhapa, the attempt to purify human beings from the first eon by meditating in the present is like burning the firewood that was consumed last year with the fire of this year. Yogis can affect their own birth, death, and intermediate state in the future through the practice of the sādhana, but they cannot effect any change with respect to what has already occurred in the past. Similarly, they can influence only their own future, not that of others.89


For these reasons, Tsongkhapa draws a distinction between objects that share similarities and the grounds of purification.90 The people of the first eon are not purified by the meditation on the first deities in the sādhana, they simply share similarities with them, since they were the first to appear on our continent. The creation of the specially visualized deities has no ground of purification, and only the meditations corresponding to death, birth, and the intermediate state can purify. The purifier of death is the meditation on the specially visualized deities dissolving into emptiness, and before they can be dissolved the specially visualized deities must be created.91


When the thirty-two specially visualized deities are set on their respective thrones in the celestial mansion, the yogis envision them performing enlightened deeds — leading all sentient beings to the stage of buddhahood according to the Mahāyāna path. Once again, while sitting in meditation the yogis cannot liberate other beings. Hence this meditative step is not a purifier but rather a reenactment of a past event (sngon byung) that occurred in the Guhyasamāja Tantra.92 Certain meditative steps in the sādhana are regarded as following (rjes ’jug) and reenacting deeds of buddhas and bodhisattvas in the Root Tantra.93 Such meditations belong to the category of taking the deeds of the fruit as the path. Once yogis have become buddhas, they engage in enlightened deeds for the sake of all sentient beings, and in doing so, they follow the exemplary life of the Buddha as described in the Guhyasamāja Tantra.


By meditating on the deeds of the specially visualized deities, the yogis enact the episode in the first chapter of the Root Tantra of the Awakened One abiding in the samādhi called “the vajra overpowering of all tathāgatas,”94 and blessing innumerable sentient beings who then attain the bliss and mental rapture of all tathāgatas. The Illuminating Lamp explains that in its shared level of interpretation (spyi don) this samādhi refers to the deeds of the specially visualized deities.95


In a similar way, the following step, that of gathering the specially visualized deities into the body, is an enactment of a past event, in accordance with the exemplary life of the Teacher who taught the Guhyasamāja Tantra.96 This also prepares the ground for the next step, the entry of specially visualized deities into clear light. However, both here and in his section on the body mandala that comes later on, the Panchen Rinpoché emphasizes that such a gathering of the deities into the body is not a meditation on the body mandala. Kedrup Jé97 maintains that the meditation on the body mandala involves more than merely visualizing deities at various locations on the body. Rather, meditators turn respective parts of their bodies into bases for actualizing the deities, which are then transformed and generated as particular deities.


The Actual Yoga of Taking Death as the Dharmakāya


The steps of the First Yoga up to now were preliminary meditations leading to the actual yoga of taking death as the dharmakāya. With the meditation on the entry of the specially visualized deities into clear light begins the yoga of taking as the path the three bodies of the Buddha that serve to purify the yogi’s own death, birth, and intermediate state, respectively. The first of these three is the yoga of taking death as the dharmakāya.


Tsongkhapa98 explains that this meditation on the path is called “the yoga of taking death as the dharmakāya” because it purifies the future death of the individual yogi in correspondence with the stage of death on the level of the ground, that is to say, the ordinary death of a human being. Moreover, on the fruitional level, at the stage of buddhahood, this meditation corresponds to the dharmakāya, and since the yogi meditates by taking the fruit as the path, this meditation becomes an especially skillful means for the swift attainment of such a fruit.99


Thus from this point on, the meditation serves to purify its ground of purification. The ground of purification of the dissolution into clear light here is the future ordinary death of the meditator; the purifier is the meditation on the dissolution of the specially visualized deities into clear light according to the sādhana; and the ultimate fruit of this practice is the dharmakāya. In this meditation, the meditator becomes habituated to the dawning of the clear light of death while aspiring to ultimately transform the ordinary experience of death into the realization of the ultimate clear light.


When the creation stage is divided into four yogas — yoga, anuyoga, atiyoga, and mahāyoga100 — the gathering of the specially visualized deities into clear light belongs to the first, the yoga. When the creation of the deity is classified into the five manifest awakenings,101 the gathering of the specially visualized deities into clear light also belongs to the first, the manifest awakening from suchness.102


As this meditation serves to purify death, the way in which the specially visualized deities are gathered accords with the stages of the dissolution of the twenty-five coarse elements103 when an ordinary human being dies. The Panchen Rinpoché provides a detailed explanation of these dissolutions during death as well as the stages of gathering the specially visualized deities during the meditation. Just as during death the twenty-five coarse elements dissolve into the clear light of death, also called the ground dharmakāya and the “all-empty,” during the sādhana the specially visualized deities enter suchness, or emptiness, also called “clear light” and the dharmakāya on the path.


The visualized deities, becoming indivisible from the yogi’s own bodily parts, instantly dissolve into light and are immersed in the clear light within the heart. Thereupon in an instant the yogi turns into a sphere of light and dissolves into the clear light in the heart — like the steam that evaporates on a mirror — and merges with the fruitional wisdom of indivisible bliss and emptiness. While reciting and meditating on the mantra oṃ śūnyatā jñāna vajra svabhāva ātmako ’haṃ, the yogi meditates on emptiness and maintains a strong identity with the dharmakāya. This dharmakāya of the meditator on the creation stage, the clear light into which the specially visualized deities have been immersed, is the source of all the deities, visualized later in the sādhana from the first lord to the Supreme King of Mandalas.


The Yoga of Taking the Intermediate State as the Saṃbhogakāya


This yoga serves to purify the yogi’s future intermediate state and eventually transform it into the saṃbhogakāya of the Buddha.104 The purifier in the creation stage arises as the initial deity called the “first lord.”105 It is unsuitable to take up the special body of the deity without discarding ordinary aggregates. But after the yogis have immersed their bodily components in clear light and pacified their ordinary appearances and attitudes through emptiness, they may begin meditating on the deity.


Since the ground of purification of the meditation on the first lord is the intermediate being, Tsongkhapa and his disciples begin by explaining the characteristics of the intermediate being. Then they explain how to visualize oneself as the first lord through the remaining four manifest awakenings according to the Ārya tradition: the manifest awakening from the moon, from the seed syllables oṃ āḥ hūṃ, from the vajra emblem, and from the complete body.


When visualizing themselves as the first lord, the yogis must maintain a strong identification and a clear appearance as the actual saṃbhogakāya of the Buddha, that is, an extremely subtle wind-and-mind appearing as the body of wisdom. As the intermediate being, having abandoned the coarse body of the elements, becomes an extremely subtle body made of mere wind-and-mind, the first lord is likewise a subtle body arising from mere wind-and-mind.


The Yoga of Taking Birth as the Nirmāṇakāya


Because the intermediate being is compelled to take rebirth by the karma produced from latent habituations since beginningless time, its nature is to seek a womb. Once this karma is exhausted, the being will reach the end of the cycles of rebirths. The present yoga serves to purify the yogi’s future rebirth and eventually transform it into the nirmāṇakāya of the Buddha. The purifier in the creation stage is the yoga of taking birth as the nirmāṇakāya.


Since the saṃbhogakāya cannot act for the benefit of ordinary people who are unable to see it, it displays emanations that enter wombs and take birth as nirmāṇakāyas. This process corresponds to the intermediate being, who is unable to serve as an object for the ordinary eye, and therefore takes birth in the womb. Similarly, the first lord, with only a very subtle body, must transform into the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva.106 Still, the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva, far from being reified, is illusion-like, appearing like a rainbow in the sky or like the moon in water.


Prior to explaining this meditation, Tsongkhapa and his disciples describe how conception takes place and how the embryo develops in the womb, on the authority of amazing scriptures such as the Sūtras on Entering the Womb, the Abhidharmakośa, the Yogācārabhūmi, and the Saṃvarodaya Tantra. They also refute the position of Tibetan lamas107 who do not maintain that the four following steps of the sādhana collectively serve for the purification of rebirth: (1) transforming the first lord into the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva; (2) setting the body mandala on oneself as the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva; (3) blessing the body, speech, and mind; and (4) meditating on the triple-layered sattvas.


1. Transforming the first lord into the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva


The yogis visualize the father-mother tathāgatas absorbed in union. Akṣobhyas produced from their bodhicittas pervade the entire space realm and bless all sentient beings. Then all the Akṣobhyas merge inside the celestial mansion as a single Akṣobhya. The yogi visualized as the first lord enters into Akṣobhya, thereby becoming a blue Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva with three faces and six arms. Tsongkhapa emphasizes that it is the first lord who enters into Akṣobhya to give birth to the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva in correspondence with the intermediate state, since during conception, on the level of the ground of purification, the intermediate being penetrates the semen and blood, whereby rebirth takes place.


2. Setting the body mandala on oneself as the Nirmāṇakāya-Vajrasattva


The yogis must first meditate on their bodies as the celestial mansion of the mandala. Without dissolving the continuum of the former celestial mansion meditated upon earlier, they must visualize the subsequent continuums of the former celestial mansion arising from the transformation of the respective parts of their bodies.108


In the following step the yogis meditate on the deities residing in this celestial mansion. However, they do not simply meditate on the deities at various locations on their bodies but rather transform their mental and physical components into the deities residing in the body mandala. The foundation of this practice is the special link between the ordinary impure psycho-physical elements of the body and their purified aspects in the forms of the thirty-two deities of the Guhyasamāja mandala. Thus the yogis visualize that each of the five aggregates, respectively, becomes the corresponding tathāgata, each of the four physical elements the equivalent mother, each of the six senses a bodhisattva, and so on.


On this point Kedrup Jé disagrees with Tsongkhapa, while the Panchen Rinpoché follows the method of Tsongkhapa. As appears in the translation below,109 the Panchen Rinpoché instructs the yogis to visualize the thirty-two seed syllables set on the thirty-two areas of their bodies as becoming indivisible in nature from the thirty-two aspects of the body, and after that to generate them into the thirty-two deities, to maintain their divine identity and clear appearance.110


This meditation on the components of the body as the thirty-two deities corresponds to the evolution of the components of sentient beings in the womb on the ground of purification. It makes the channels, winds, and drops of the subtle body serviceable during the completion stage, so that when the winds penetrate vital points in the body, the yogi will achieve the realization of the completion stage. As regards the fruit, this meditation is also an especially skillful means for the swift attainment of the thirty-two deities.


The chapter on the body mandala contains not a few points of controversy. In it the Panchen Rinpoché condenses the long chapter on the body mandala from the Ocean of Attainments, in which Kedrup Jé criticizes the positions of Rendawa and Ngorchen Kunga Zangpo, who attacked Tsongkhapa’s position.111


3. Blessing the body, speech, and mind


While Guhyasamāja is the short name of the Tantra, its longer name112 means the Union of Secrets, i.e., Guhyasamāja, of the Secret Body, Speech and Mind of All Tathāgatas. Body, speech, and mind together comprise the being in its entirety. Indeed, during this phase of meditation, the yogi recites quite a few verses from the Guhyasamāja Tantra itself.


The purpose of blessing the three doors is to transform the yogi’s ordinary body, speech, and mind into the body, speech, and mind of the buddhas. The Panchen Rinpoché113 explains that at the level of the ground of purification, this meditation corresponds to the completion of the development of the fetus’s body, speech, and mind. As regards the fruit, by attaining mastery over the body, the yogis achieve the power to display a myriad of nirmāṇakāyas simultaneously. And attaining the mastery of speech, they have the ability to answer simultaneously with only one utterance all questions of all sentient beings in their respective languages. Mastery of the mind is the direct nonconceptual realization of all knowables. Mastery of the body, speech, and mind is attained when the deities, who dissolve into white, red, and blue-black rays of light, enter the yogi’s head, throat, and heart.



4. Meditating on the triple-layered sattvas



In other sādhanas, such as that of Vajrabhairava, the jñānasattva is invited to dissolve into the samayasattva. This sādhana does not include such a meditation, but rather the yogi visualized as a blue Vajradhara is the samayasattva. The jñānasattva is visualized in the yogi’s heart, and the samādhisattva — a blue syllable hūṃ — is in the heart of the jñānasattva.


The meditation on the samayasattva corresponds to the evolution of the temporal coarse body, the meditation on the jñānasattva corresponds to the innate subtle body made of the very subtle wind-and-mind, and the meditation on the samādhisattva corresponds to the very subtle mind. Hence the meditation on the triple-layered sattvas is an exercise in increasing levels of subtlety that serves to activate the subtle levels and eventually the most subtle mind that can directly experience emptiness. Vajradhara formed by means of the creation stage embodies all three sattvas. The activation of the most subtle mind is regarded as one of the important qualities of the mantric path not found in the Pāramitā Vehicle. Still, the most subtle body and mind are not activated during the creation stage itself.


The final step here is sealing with the lord of the tathāgata family that corresponds to actual birth from the womb on the level of the ground. The yogi visualizes Vajradhara in union with Vajradhātvīśvarī114 upon the crown of the head and the stream of their bodhicitta nectar dripping down fully satiates their bodies. This meditation seals the creation of the principal deity of the mandala, and thus completes the purification of the grounds and the transformation of the yogi into the three bodies on the level of the creation stage.115 The following steps in the sādhana do not serve as purifiers of grounds of purification.


Absorbing in Union with the Consort


This stage of the meditation serves as a bridge between the First Yoga and the following part of the sādhana. From the union with the consort the thirty-two deities of the Supreme King of Mandalas are born in the next meditative step. Here the yogi enacts a “past event” found in the first chapter of the Guhyasamāja Tantra — the tathāgata abiding in the samādhi of great passion emanates the deities. When the yogi abiding in union experiences the bliss of supreme joy, the celestial mansion and all the deities arise as a display of the wisdom of indivisible bliss and emptiness. This is said to be an antidote, superior to those of the lower Tantras and the Sūtra, for the apprehension of things as real. This practice whereby yogis take desire on the path serves as a ripener for great bliss during the completion stage.116



The Supreme King of Mandalas



This is the second of the three samādhis that comprise the creation stage. The First Yoga is practiced for the yogi’s own sake, while the meditation on the Supreme King of Mandalas and the Supreme King of Deeds are intended to benefit others.117 While the First Yoga serves to purify the yogi’s death, birth, and the intermediate state, and to attain the three bodies of the Buddha for the yogi, the mandala emanated outwardly during the Supreme King of Mandalas is practiced for the benefit of others. During the Supreme King of Mandalas the deities engage in enlightened activities such as turning the wheel of the Dharma, purifying the mental components of the disciples, and setting them at the level of the tathāgata, activities for the sake of others. These meditations are not purifiers but correspond to the deeds of the tathāgata at the level of the fruit and serve to ripen the actual fruit of the meditators.


The meditation on the Supreme King of Mandalas begins when one part of the drop at the lotus of the mother transforms into the celestial mansion and the other part turns into the thirty-two deities. A large portion of the sādhana is devoted to the description of these deities, their attributes, the direction in which they dwell, their mantras, and so forth. These deities are emanated in keeping with past events in the Guhyasamāja Tantra,118 where the tathāgata, abiding in various samādhis, emanated the deities of the mandala.


Motivated by great compassion toward all sentient beings, the deities of the Supreme King of Mandalas engage in their respective general and specific enlightened activities, such as teaching the Dharma and purifying the afflictive emotions that require purification. Then the deities draw back and merge with their respective jñānasattvas. They are initiated by the lords of their tathāgata family and appear once more on their individual thrones in the different directions of the mandala.
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