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THE DALAI LAMA


Message


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


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


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


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


I wish the American Institute of Buddhist Studies at the Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies and Tibet House US every success and pray that this ambitious and far-reaching project to create The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences will be accomplished according to plan. I also request others, who may be interested, to extend whatever assistance they can, financial or otherwise, to help ensure the success of this historic project.
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May 15, 2007
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“By presenting a clear translation of Maitreyanātha’s Sublime Continuum together with the masterful commentaries by Asaṅga and Gyaltsap Darma Rinchen, Bo Jiang does the world of Buddhist Studies and the community of Buddhist practitioners a great service. We should all be grateful.”


—JAY GARFIELD, Smith College


“We are fortunate to be the recipients of Marty Bo Jiang’s masterful English and Chinese translations of Maitreyanātha’s Sublime Continuum along with the commentaries by Asaṅga and Gyaltsap. His excellent scholarship and translation work have made these texts available to billions of Anglophone and Sinophone readers.”


—DAVID B. GRAY, Santa Clara University


“Gyaltsap’s Tibetan commentary is a comprehensive fifteenth-century commentarial work on the Uttaratantra and its commentary by Asaṅga that offers a Geluk interpretation of the Indic treatises. Bo Jiang makes Gyaltsap’s commentary available in English for the first time thereby making a valuable contribution to the study of the Tibetan commentarial literature on the Uttaratantra.”


—TSERING WANGCHUK, University of San Francisco


“This volume is a testament to the richness and creativity of Buddhist traditions in India and Tibet and expands our appreciation not only of the import of the Tathāgata Essence (tathāgatagarbha), but also of the dialecticist Centrist (prāsaṅgika-madhyamaka) view.”


—DOUGLAS DUCKWORTH, Temple University













[image: images]


Contents


Editor’s/Series Editor’s Preface


Author’s Preface and Acknowledgements


Abbreviations, Sigla, and Typographical Conventions


PART ONE: INTRODUCTION


1. Introduction to The Sublime Continuum and Its Commentary


2. Introduction to Gyaltsap’s Supercommentary


PART TWO: TRANSLATIONS


MAITREYANĀTHA’S SUBLIME CONTINUUM AND NOBLE ASAṄGA’S COMMENTARY


I: The Tathāgata Essence


II: Enlightenment


III: Excellences


IV: Enlightened Activities


V: Benefit


GYALTSAP’S SUPERCOMMENTARY


Introduction


I: The Tathāgata Essence


II: Enlightenment


III: Excellences




IV: Enlightened Activities


V: Benefit


APPENDIX


Tibetan Names (Phonetic-Transliterated Equivalents)


SELECTED BIBLIOGRAPHIES


Canonical Sources


Modern Sources


INDEXES


Index of Canonical Texts Cited


Index of Canonical Authors Cited


General Index












[image: images]


Editor’s/Series Editor’s Preface


USUALLY THE PROFESSOR teaches the student and the student learns from the professor. Maybe Bo “Marty” Jiang learned a little from me, but I definitely learned a great deal from him. His doctoral dissertation project was to study Lama Tsong Khapa and Sons’ interpretation of the “buddha-nature” issue (“nature” here—a Western convention probably from the Chinese hsing—can also be translated as “element,” “essence,” “embryo,” and even “womb” [Sanskrit garbha]).


In the context of my own studies of Buddhist Centrist (mādhyamika) philosophy I had learned to view “buddha-nature” as a doctrine promulgated by the Buddha to comfort those who are addicted to “soul-theories.” As a skillful teacher, or therapist, the Buddha understood that such persons needed help to approach the voidness or emptiness that the Buddha discovered to be the ultimate (absolute or supreme) reality of all things, recognizing that people often misunderstand and fear such an ultimate, due to their tendency to confuse voidness with nothingness, and the fixated idea that “realization of the ultimate” is just a spiritualist euphemism for self-annihilation.


This teaching of “buddha-nature” was thus offered, I thought, along with the idealistic (vijñānavāda or cittamātra) school of thought, which from the Centrist viewpoint is also a kind of reassuring—“interpretable” not “definitive”—teaching that helps aspiring bodhisattvas scientifically and contemplatively dissolve the apparent solidity of the physical world while feeling confident in the reality of it in its more subtle mental nature. I had also noted that the Centrist’s own view is that the “buddha-nature” is really just emptiness itself, in that—on the ultimate level—beings are primordially indivisible from the buddhas in their reality body (dharmakāya). And I had pretty much left it at that, not going into it further or more deeply.




Working with Marty on The Sublime Continuum of Maitreyanātha, its Commentary by Āryāsaṅga, and its Supercommentary by Tsong Khapa’s heart-son Gyaltsap Rinpoche, I gained a whole new perspective, even a touch of insight into the much more beautiful reality explored in these works. Again, I had heard that the Tibetans in general consider Maitreya’s Sublime Continuum to be a Centrist work, not an idealist one, as the great Indian and Tibetan philosopher-practitioners were often not locked up within a particular rigid ideology, but were true dialecticist (or dialogical [prāsaṅgika]) pedagogues, who attuned their theories to the level of resilience (or even neural receptivity) of their students or fellow seekers.


I knew this was somewhat controversial, in that there were some Tibetan philosopher-yogis who considered the idealist school the highest school, and had come up with what they presented as an innovative synthesis of idealism with Centrist relativism. This was called the “great Centrism” (dbu ma chen po), and it was connected with a teaching called “other-emptiness” (gzhan stong), which stepped back from or stepped beyond the rigorously logical nondualism of mainstream Indian and Tibetan Centrism wherein ultimate emptiness is understood as empty of itself, and hence something like the mere negation that is nothing other than the inconceivable relativity of the world (and not an absolute nothingness like a blank space) within which relative things appear with an illusory quality.


However, if the absolute emptiness is misconceived as an “other,” “alternative,” reality separate from the relative, a space empty of the relative that is “other” than it, the “realization” of that “other” becomes a destruction of the relative, an ultimate isolation of the realizer from the relative world of other beings, and it is like the dualistic relative-vs.-absolute view of the individual vehicle1 philosophers, such as the Theravādins, etc.


But the Tibetan “other-emptiness” philosophers are not formal individual vehicle dualists. They are universal vehicle bodhisattva way practitioners, so they added to their view of a substantial absolute the possession of excellent qualities, which is the kind of theological assertion that asserts the relativity of the absolute, out of enthusiasm and faith, making a kind of hyperbolic fact out of a divine absolute, as in the various theisms of the world, or in the absolute “other-power” (zettai tariki) forms of East Asian Buddhisms, such as the Pure Land schools (which doubtless started with now unknown Indian Amitābha-in-Sukhāvatī paradise cults, religiously beautiful movements). They therefore presented a path to sudden enlightenment, evolutionarily super-swift pathways, since just by “realizing emptiness,” conceived as losing oneself in an infinite space-like experience, all the relative qualities of buddhahood would automatically adhere to one, and the relative buddha bodies of beatitude and emanation would emerge from the pregnant absolute and become one’s relative buddha vehicle. This assertion becomes highly attractive to impatient bodhisattvas, since it seems to obviate the need for the inconceivably arduous evolutionary path of relative self-transcendences through generosity, ethical actions, and patient forbearances that mainstream universal vehicle Buddhism insists is the essential causality making possible the inconceivable relative excellences of buddhahood. This attribution of excellent relative qualities in the supreme absolute then was claimed by these other-emptiness philosophers as the real secret offering of the Buddhist tantras, enabling the acceleration of the evolutionary causality of billions of lives into a single life, etc.


So the tantric secret for them becomes a different reality-teaching that the Buddha is supposed to have withheld from his non-esoteric disciples, which makes the Buddha into the kind of teacher who held the highest teaching hidden behind his back in what he himself called “the closed fist of a [bad] teacher” (ācāryamuṣṭi). Finding this not in character for a perfect buddha, we return to rigorous reasoning in the ordinary causation plane of relative reality, and rather consider the tantric super-swift way to be high-tech compression of the billion-lifetime path into one or three or seven or sixteen lifetimes of relative self-transcendences, highly dangerous but possible for a select group of bodhisattva disciples, taught freely to all, but usable only by those at a certain level of ability.


In the approach of the present works of Maitreyanātha, Asaṅga, and Gyaltsap, The Sublime Continuum is persuasively revealed to be a dialogical Centrist text, not an idealist one, addressing the deep issue of the seemingly contradictory relationship between the buddhas’ experience of beings as blissfully, indivisibly, inseparable from themselves in their inconceivable truth body ultimate level and the suffering beings’ experience of themselves as suffering and alienated and separated not only from buddhas, but from all other beings and things. This issue is addressed therein without using the cloak of inconceivability to hide the incoherence of the assertion that an uncaused, uncreated, quiescent absolute can cause relative phenomena such as buddha excellences. Instead, it takes radical nonduality taught by such teaching as the voidness of voidness, emptiness of emptiness, to affirm that the evolutionary causality of the billion lifetimes of self-transcending evolution can be compressed on a subtle dream-like causal plane into a relatively short period, due to the power of universal compassion drawing on the immense demand of beings’ suffering to fuel a subnuclear fusion energy of immense power to miniaturize vast lengths of time into microseconds. So the inconceivable artfulness (skill-in-means) of buddhas is here seen not as involving a withholding of access to reality from disciples, but rather as giving each one artful access to aspects of reality that they are capable of using. And it brings the buddha-nature teaching and tantric revelation back into complete harmony with Nāgārjuna’s famous use of “voidness the womb of compassion” (śūnyatā-karuṇā-garbhaṁ), which itself is drawn from Shākyamuni’s unexcelled yoga tantric revelations (the phrase is especially prominent in the Kālachakra Tantra).


The most important scholar-practitioner of this other-emptiness theory happened also to be an expert in the Kālachakra Tantra practices, and it is likely that he got his theory from Kālachakra terminology, which refers to outer Kālachakra, inner Kālachakra, and “Other” or “Alternative” Kālachakra. In this case, the Other Kālachakra refers to the mandalic, purified, or perfected universe of the Kālachakra, the compassion-infused relative world as a time-machine that is the ideal evolutionary hothouse for beings aspiring to buddhahood. This amazing art of world reshaping is marvelous, even miraculous (meaning supernormal), but it is not “absolute,” just as the buddha-lands, Sukhāvatī, Abhirati, etc., are not absolute, but are the beautiful relative, the optimal evolution-assisting relative. They have to be relative in order to be relevant to beings’ experience. No one could enter them if they were absolute. Absolute emptiness is like nirvana, no one can enter it because it is uncreated, primordial. One can only realize one has always been there, or has always not not been there—or “here” has always really been “there.” Words do fail to capture this kind of thing, which is no excuse for using words utterly meaninglessly, as they are always relatively meaningful or meaningless.




So Maitreya, Asaṅga, and Gyaltsap encourage the bodhisattvic practitioner and the bodhisattva admirer by showing how the buddhahood reality is as close to us in all our sufferings as our own jugular vein, to borrow a phrase from Islam. And they provide this demonstration in a way that gives us an intellectual and experiential hold on this “cataphatic emptiness,” as our author, Marty Jiang, entitled his dissertation on this work.


Coming back to my purpose in this preface, our author did the translation of the key part of Gyaltsap’s great work from Tibetan simultaneously into Chinese and into English. His main focus since graduating as a scholar and teacher has been in Chinese; indeed, he translated and published the present work in several Chinese versions (i.e., in both Taiwanese and mainland characters) some time ago. In doing so, in my humble estimation, he has performed a great service to the East Asian understanding and scholarship about this text and this issue, since the Tibetan scholarship on Maitreya and Asaṅga is in some ways light years ahead of the modern understanding, and also has a lot to offer the classical East Asian understanding, as the Tibetan curriculum is much closer to the Indian curriculum whence these works originated.


In completing the work in English, however, Dr. Jiang did need quite a bit of editorial help, as he has not been currently working that much in English. So if there are things in the English version we have finally worked out that are problematic for anyone, then we the editors must take the blame.


I strongly wish to thank Dr. Jiang for bringing to light these wonderful works, translating the words of the three authors from Sanskrit and Tibetan into three languages—traditional Buddhist Chinese, mainland simplified Chinese, and English—and opening the door for us to learn this wonderful teaching of “cataphatic emptiness,” helping us to feel the closeness we all enjoy, either consciously or subliminally, with the truth body (dharmakāya) of all buddhas.


As always, I would also like to thank the many generous patrons of our Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences series, emphasizing in the case of this work in particular, The Robert N. Ho Foundation and its generous, patient, and persistent officers and staff. I would like also to mention the scholarly help received indirectly from Dr. Karl Brunnhölzl, whose excellent study, When the Clouds Part, on The Sublime Continuum, its Commentary, and associated works by great Tibetan scholars of the Kagyu tradition, came out while completing the present work. In regard to the editorial process, I gratefully acknowledge the initial philological help received from Dr. Paul Hackett, the ongoing technical help from Dr. Jensine Andresen, and as ever the careful and persistent editing and preparation of the publication by our executive editor, Dr. Thomas Yarnall. I take responsibility for any remaining errors.


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


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies, Columbia University


Director, Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies


President, American Institute of Buddhist Studies


President, Tibet House US


Ganden Dechen Ling


Woodstock, New York


March 12, 2017 CE,


Buddha Miracle Festival Full Moon


Tibetan Royal Year 2144, Year of the Fire Bird




Note on Occasion of This Revised Edition


ON BEHALF OF US COPUBLISHERS, I am delighted we are issuing this second edition, which has enabled us to honor this great work by polishing and improving it a bit more. I am also thankful that I have had the chance to read it again with the excuse of further editing, because I so much enjoy the insights afforded by these remarkable texts (as much as I have been able to understand them) by the future buddha Maitreyanātha, the great compassion pioneer Āryāsaṅga, the Tibetan Renaissance man Gyaltsap Darma Rinchen, and the Tibetan to Chinese scholar and translator Dr. Bo Jiang, heir to the late, great Ven. Fa Tsun. Each time you read through a great text such as this you see new things, and you can begin to infer that what you think you know now may come to more than you thought upon further review.


The idea that there are countless perfectly wise and loving and capable beings in this universe—so called “buddhas,” fully awakened and enlightened beings—who experience themselves as completely one with us, and that their experience may be deeper and more true than our own experience of ourselves as separate individuals in an infinite, mostly alien universe, is at first disconcerting, but also at moments warmly consoling and reassuring. Reading this work strongly strengthens that warmth and sense of realistic trust, while offering the opportunity to meet the challenge of exploring with reason and heart whether our habitual feeling of being lost in space is accurate, or whether the buddha’s experience of our indivisible interfusion might actually be more real, sensible, and thus ultimately commonsensical.


I offer my thanks again to all mentioned above in the first preface, and add my thanks for this updated, copublished revised edition to Wisdom Publications’ Dr. Daniel Aitken and his team, especially the kind and meticulous Ben Gleason and his colleagues.


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


Jey Tsong Khapa Professor Emeritus of Indo-Tibetan Buddhist Studies


Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences Editor-in-Chief


May 10, 2022





1. Hīnayāna, theg dman. To avoid the pejorative in the Sanskrit and Tibetan words, I translate this as the “individual vehicle,” by which a person seeks their own individual nirvana, as contrasted with the “universal vehicle” (mahāyāna, theg chen), by which a person seeks nirvana for all. After all, a universal vehicle must take care of all individuals.
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Author’s Preface and Acknowledgments


THE CENTRAL THEMES of this study and translation were developed and produced during a Tibetan text reading class from September 2003 to May 2004 at Columbia University under the direction of Professor Robert A.F. Thurman. I thank the late Gene Smith at the Tibetan Buddhist Resource Center for providing me with the Tibetan texts for this project. I also thank Acharya Dr. Lobsang Jamspal and Dr. Paul Hackett for their philological suggestions, and my Columbia Department of Religion colleagues, Drs. Christopher Kelley, David Kittay, Michelle Sorensen, and Wen-Ling Jane, for their edifying discussions. I thank the Fulbright-Hays Doctoral Dissertation Research Abroad Program of the U.S. Department of Education for supporting my year-long research in China from 2005 to 2006, and The Robert N. Ho Foundation and the American Institute of Buddhist Studies for continuing that support for three years while I completed the translations. I am indebted to Dr. Klaus-Dieter Mathes and Dr. Kazuo Kano for providing me with their latest researches on the subject. Particular mention should be made of my friends Alexander and Emily Ma for their encouragement and ongoing support. I thank Annie Bien for her insightful editorial comments, and also Drs. Marina Illich, David Mellins, and Annabella Pitkin. Most of all I would like to thank Professor Robert A.F. Thurman for his tutelage and inspiration. Without his constant support, I would not have been able to finish the two versions of this translation in Chinese and this version in English. Finally, I must express my deepest gratitude to my parents, Liang-nian Jiang and Sun-di Wang; to my sister, Jane Jiang, whose understanding and unfailing support have made it possible; and to my beloved wife, Grace.
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Abbreviations, Sigla, and Typographical Conventions


THROUGHOUT THIS VOLUME transliteration of Tibetan terms is done in accordance with the system devised by Turrell Wylie; see “A Standard System of Tibetan Transcription,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies 22 (1959): 261–67. Tibetan proper names are represented phonetically. Wylie transliterations of these names appear in the appendix below.


The full Tibetan and Sanskrit titles of texts are to be found in the bibliographies, which are arranged alphabetically according to author.


For referencing Chinese sources, both Chinese characters and romanization are used. I have followed the pinyin romanization system because it is increasingly used in both scholarly and popular literature.














	[TL ###A]


	A three-digit number (followed by “A” or “B”) enclosed in square brackets is a reference to the folio number and side of the Tashi Lhunpo edition of Gyaltsap’s text.







	[ . . . ]


	Material added by translator or editor







	«###»


	Numbers in angle brackets create points of connection between topics in Asaṅga’s explanatory Commentary and the corresponding sections of Gyaltsap’s Supercommentary.







	#.#.#.#.# . . . 


	Throughout the translation of the Supercommentary, light gray numbered outline entries have been inserted from Gyaltsap’s general outline (sa bcad).







	ACIP


	Asian Classics Input Project







	AIBS


	American Institute of Buddhist Studies (at Columbia University)







	CCBS


	Columbia Center for Buddhist Studies (in the Department of Religion at Columbia University)







	CT


	“Comparative” (dpe bsdur ma) edition of the Tibetan Tengyur







	D###


	Folio number and side (A or B) of the Derge edition of the Tibetan canon







	H###


	Folio number and side (A or B) of the Lhasa edition of the Tibetan canon







	MSA


	Mahāyānasūtrālaṁkāra







	PD


	Pedurma (dpe bsdur ma) edition of the Tibetan Tengyur







	*saṁskṛta


	Sanskrit terms prefaced with an asterisk represent reconstructions from Tibetan







	T. or Taishō


	Taishō edition of the Chinese Buddhist canon







	Tōh.


	Tōhoku catalogue of the Derge edition of the Tibetan canon








Typographical Conventions


WE HAVE STRIVED generally to present Tibetan and Sanskrit names and terms in a phonetic form to facilitate pronunciation. For most Sanskrit terms this has meant that—while we generally have kept conventional diacritics for direct citations—when used as English words or names we have added an h to convey certain sounds (so ś, ṣ, and c are rendered as sh, ṣh, and ch respectively, the conventional Sanskrit transliteration ch rendered as chh). Tibetan phonetical renderings have not yet been standardized, so we write them as they sound in Lhasa dialect, for want of a generally agreed-upon system. For Sanskrit terms that have entered the English lexicon (such as “nirvana”), we use no diacritical marks. In more technical contexts (notes, bibliographies, appendixes, and so on) we use standard diacritical conventions for Sanskrit, and Wylie transliterations for Tibetan.
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Introduction to The Sublime Continuum and Its Commentaries


1. Introduction to The Sublime Continuum and Its Commentary



The Sublime Continuum appeared in India around the fourth century CE, a time when tathāgata essence theory-related sutras seem to have been popular. Hence, this text can be viewed as an authoritative treatise that adopts a systematic approach to the content and purpose of these sutras. Regarding the authorship of the work, we have the account of the Tibetan tradition,2 which maintains that it was first taught by the celestial bodhisattva Maitreya in the Tuṣhita heaven, then brought down to earth by Asaṅga, who authored a commentary on the root text. This root treatise and four other works (Analysis of Phenomena and Reality, Analysis of the Middle and Extremes, Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras, and Ornament of Clear Realization) are collectively referred to as the “Five Books of Maitreya.” In general, both Maitreya and Asaṅga are viewed as the founders of the Experientialist (yogācāra) school represented by some of these texts.3 Whoever the actual author was, it is clear from analysis of the works as a whole that they must have been well versed in the philosophy of the Experientialist school.


In terms of the writing style and formal elements of all the works, there are numerous similarities. In addition to The Sublime Continuum (subtitled Analysis of the Precious Spiritual Potential), two more of the five are styled as “analytical” (vibhāga) commentaries. In The Sublime Continuum, as well, the author follows a scheme of six topics—nature (svabhāva), cause (hetu), fruition (phala), actions (karma), endowment (yoga), and engagement (vṛtti)—in his presentations of the tathāgata essence theory and of enlightenment (bodhi). This is a strategy similar to the one seen in the narrative systems of both Maitreya’s Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras and Asaṅga’s Mahāyāna Abhidharma Compendium.


Regarding theories of buddha bodies (buddhakāya), The Sublime Continuum adopts a threefold buddha-body theory that includes a twofold truth body—a feature that appears to be exclusive to the Experientialist school—whereas Nāgārjuna seems to assert a twofold buddha-body theory, consisting of a truth body (dharmakāya) and a material body (rūpakāya). In contrast, the Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras and Asaṅga’s Universal Vehicle Compendium advocate a threefold buddha-body theory: nature body (svabhāvikakāya), beatific body (saṃbhogakāya), and emanation body (nirmāṇakāya). The Sublime Continuum presents a twofold model of the truth body: instructional and realizational. In addition, The Sublime Continuum accepts the concept of the “thorough transformation of the basis” (āśrayaparāvṛtti) and a theory of two spiritual potentials—ideas generally exclusive to the Experientialist school and seen in texts that pre-date The Sublime Continuum.


The Sublime Continuum nonetheless argues against the idea of three final vehicles as found in sutras such as the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra, and instead advocates the single vehicle (ekayāna) doctrine espoused in the Lotus Sutra. With regard to passages found in the Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras that disparage the idea of spiritual potentials, The Sublime Continuum presents its reasons against such a view:


[The Ornament of the Light of Wisdom Sutra] states as follows:4




After this, the intuitive wisdom light rays of the Tathāgata sun disc fall upon the bodies of even those people who are confirmed in error, thus benefiting them and producing a proper cause of their future [liberation], thus causing their virtuous qualities to increase.


And Asaṅga’s Sublime Continuum Commentary continues:


As for the statement that “the wrong-desiring ones5 have no chance for nirvana forever,” it is so declared because feeling enmity toward the universal vehicle teaching is the cause of being a wrong-desiring one. With the intention that this [“forever” really] means “for a certain period of time,” it is so stated in order to avert such enmity.


None could be impure forever because of the existence of a naturally pure potential.


In addition, The Sublime Continuum gives a new meaning to the Experientialist concepts of “thorough transformation of the basis” (āśrayaparāvṛtti) and “spiritual potential” (gotra). As part of its theory of universal vehicle praxis, the Experientialist school regards salvation as the purification and transformation of the tainted “knowledge basis”—in other words, it regards salvation to be the so-called transformation of the eightfold consciousness into the four wisdoms. However, although The Sublime Continuum talks about “transformation of the basis” from the same viewpoint of praxis, it explains it in a different way: “the element . . . is termed the ‘tathāgata essence’ when unreleased from the sheath of addictions; however, it is in the nature of transformation when it is purified.” Indeed, Asaṅga would appear to be the first to introduce a theory of a twofold spiritual potential—natural (prakṛtistha) and cultivated or developmental (samudānīta). In the Bodhisattva Stages, he states:6


What is spiritual potential? [Answer:] In sum here are two kinds: one is called “natural,” the other “developmental.” “Natural” refers to the special quality associated with a bodhisattva’s six sense-media (āyatana), and is naturally inherited from the series of beginningless lifetimes. “Developmental” refers to that which is attained by means of previous cultivation of virtuous roots. The spiritual potential refers to these both. Moreover, this spiritual potential is also called “seed,” “element,” and “nature.” Furthermore, this spiritual potential is called “subtle,” when it has not yet reached its cultivated level, and “coarse” when it reaches its cultivated level, since it is associated with fruition at that time.


According to this theory, developmental spiritual potential is the fruition of the cultivation of natural spiritual potential. Therefore, natural spiritual potential is the spiritual gene with a compounded nature (1.151). The theory further evolves in the Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras. Apparently, the author of The Sublime Continuum accepts this form of the spiritual potential theory but takes natural spiritual potential as the cause for attainment of the nature buddha body. Both natural spiritual potential and the nature body are viewed as uncompounded.


In short, in spite of the fact that the author of The Sublime Continuum is Experientialist, as he usually or deeply teaches by deploying Experientialist thought, when elucidating the purpose of tathāgata essence-related sutras he does not introduce at the same time the Experientialist ontology and its soteriologically defined spiritual potential theory.


The Titles of the Texts


The author of The Sublime Continuum and its Commentary did have a close relationship with the Experientialist school. The author uses the term “precious spiritual potential” (ratnagotra) to cover all of the tathāgata essence theory. This reflects the tendency of Experientialist scholars, who have attached great importance to the spiritual potential concept. In The Sublime Continuum and its Commentary, the term “element” (dhātu) refers to the tathāgata essence in a consistent manner. This indicates that “spiritual potential” and “element” can be used interchangeably, as seen in the Bodhisattva Stages and the Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras.


The term “sublime continuum” (uttaratantra) appears only once, in verse 160 of the first chapter. From the context, it is clear that the text itself takes this term to refer to the corpus of tathāgata essence-related sutras. The Sanskrit word uttara has multiple connotations (later, superior, etc.). Thus, this corpus could have been called uttara (later) in reference to its appearance in India “later” than the “earlier” universal vehicle sutras such as the Transcendent Wisdom Sutras. However, the Indian and Tibetan translator teams chose a different equivalent to uttara when translating the title of the work, opting for “sublime” or “superlative” (bla ma) rather than “later” (phyi ma); so it is this “sublime” reading that we follow here.


In terms of content, The Sublime Continuum seems to maintain this distinction between so-called earlier and later universal vehicle sutras. Nonetheless, while there are statements in the text such as “so has it been arranged previously, and again in The Sublime Continuum” (I.160ab), such a distinction does not indicate a doctrinal discrepancy between the early and later universal vehicle sutras, but rather—as Asaṅga’s commentary indicates—the word “again” (punar) is taken to mean “furthermore,” “in addition,” etc., and is not to be taken as a contrastive connective. This suggests that the mass of later universal vehicle sutras on tathāgata essence is considered a doctrinal supplement—not a corrective—to the early universal vehicle sutras such as the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra.


In the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra category of the “sutras of the third turning of the Dharma wheel,” the avowed purpose is to correct five faults and to cultivate five virtues of interpretation. Among these five faults, not understanding the meaning of reality (bhūta) refers to the habitual thought of the unreal addictions as being real, and disparaging the excellence of reality refers to not considering the excellence of reality to be existent. As to the meaning of “reality,” The Sublime Continuum clearly states that it is identical to the so-called “thatness of all things, the pure universal excellences,” as taught in the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra. The Sublime Continuum says:7


It should be understood that [engagements with] the tathāgata element have been taught to bodhisattvas in the Transcendent Wisdom Sutras, etc., with reference to the nonconceptual intuitive wisdom. There are three different kinds of engagement with the general characteristic of the pure reality of all things—as taught [in the sutra]—those of alienated individuals who do not perceive reality, of noble ones who see reality, and of tathāgatas who have attained the ultimate purity in seeing reality.


According to the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra, thatness is identical to the intrinsic emptiness of all things. Therefore, the opposite of reality is intrinsic existence. Moreover, The Sublime Continuum puts forth that intrinsic existence, since it is the opposite of reality, does not exist, while the unerring, true ultimate reality does exist:8


Furthermore, one should understand that no matter how much one investigates realistically, one can not see any sign or object whatsoever. When one does not see any causal sign or object, one sees truly. Thus, by means of such equanimity, a tathāgata attains completely perfect buddhahood in total equality.


Thus, since no object can be perceived as a result of its non-[intrinsic] existence, and since the ultimate reality can be perceived for its existence as real as it is, it is neither negated nor established. [Thus, the Tathāgata] has realized the equality of all things by his intuitive wisdom of equanimity. And this [wisdom of equanimity] should be recognized as the antidote for all kinds of obscurations such as experiencing only [either] a realization of nonexistence [or a situation] wherein if any one thing is produced, another is definitely lost.


Therefore, more specifically, not understanding the meaning of reality refers to habitually thinking of the addictions as being intrinsically existent; and disparaging the excellence of reality refers to considering the excellence of intrinsic realitylessness as existent even on a conventional level. Thus, here “intuitive wisdom” refers to the wisdom that perceives ultimate reality, while “wisdom” refers to the wisdom that perceives conventional reality. This presentation is perfectly compatible with the mādhyamika theory of the two truths. From this we can understand that the existence and nonexistence that are taught in The Sublime Continuum are the two aspects of the same reality. The Sublime Continuum, therefore, does not argue that the tathāgata essence theory, which puts emphasis on existence, is ontologically superior to the philosophy of emptiness, which places emphasis on nonexistence; indeed, the author of The Sublime Continuum argues that one needs to study the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra in order to master the nonfabricating intuitive wisdom—a necessity for the attainment of buddhahood:9


As for the details of the paths of insight and meditation where nonconceptual intuitive wisdom serves as the cause of attaining the truth body, they should be understood following the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra.


In addition, the praxis of great love and so on does not contradict the philosophy of emptiness as taught in the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra. Rather, for intelligent bodhisattvas, the proper understanding of emptiness is conducive to the development of loving compassion and the spirit of universal enlightenment, just as Nāgārjuna stated in his Precious Garland of Advice to the King. The purpose of tathāgata essence theory, therefore, is to assist universal vehicle Buddhists, who have understood the philosophy of emptiness as taught in the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra, in cultivating loving compassion, the spirit of universal enlightenment, to complement their wisdom and thereby achieve buddhahood quickly. Hence, the mass of tathāgata essence sutras are supposed to enhance the philosophy of emptiness of the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra in the praxis dimension, being called “sublime” (uttara), meaning “superior,” in this sense.


The Sublime Continuum explains this dual meaning of “sublime” by citing the preface chapter of the Questions of King Dhāraṇīshvara Sutra:10


O noble child, take for example a skillful jeweler who knows well how to cleanse a gem. Having picked out a precious jewel that has been thoroughly tainted from the mine, and having soaked it in a strong solution of sal-ammoniac, he then polishes it by rubbing it with a very refined ox-hair cloth. But his efforts in just this way are not yet finished. After that, having soaked the jewel in strong, fermented fruit juice, he polishes it with a cloth of wool. But his efforts in just this way are still not yet finished. After that, having soaked it in a great medicine essence, he polishes it with fine cotton cloth. Being thus completely purified, when it is free of all impurities, it is called “precious sapphire.”


O noble child, just so a tathāgata, knowing the scope of the sentient beings who are not purified, by means of disturbing descriptions of impermanence, suffering, selflessness, and impurity, makes those sentient beings who delight in the life cycle [instead] become averse to it, and so causes them to enter into the noble Dharma code of discipline.


With just these [acts], a tathāgata does not cease in his efforts. After that, he causes them to realize the way of the Tathāgata, by means of the instructions on emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness. With just these [acts], a tathāgata does not cease in his efforts. Next, he installs those sentient beings in the buddha realm by means of the teaching of irreversibility and the teaching of the total purification of the three sectors [of actions]. When they have entered and have realized the reality of a tathāgata, they are called “the unsurpassed worthies for offerings.”


Here, “codes of discipline” refers to the lower philosophical and practice systems, while the teachings on emptiness, signlessness, and wishlessness refers to the “prior continuum” (pūrvatantra), i.e., the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra, and so on. The teachings of the wheel of irreversibility and the total purification of the triple sector (trimaṇḍalapariśuddhi) refers to the “later continuum,” i.e., tathāgata essence, and so on.11 The purification of the triple sector can be seen as a methodical application of emptiness philosophy in specific universal vehicle praxis such as generosity. Again, these teachings are not a doctrinal critique of the emptiness theory. “[Causing] sentient beings with various dispositions to engage with the sphere of a tathāgata” is clearly related to the “single vehicle” (ekayāna) doctrine. Consequently, the three stages theory taught in the Questions of King Dhāraṇīshvara Sutra is different from the “three turnings of the wheel of Dharma” theory.




In the extended title of the work, the term ratnagotra refers to the spiritual potential of the Three Jewels, and in particular, to the content of the texts of the so-called later universal vehicle sutras, i.e., the Tathāgata Essence Sutra. The word vibhāga—according to Analysis of the Middle and Extremes—has a dual meaning: to distinguish and to clarify. The Sublime Continuum thus distinguishes each of the seven subjects that constitute the theory of the spiritual potential of the Three Jewels. It also clarifies the purpose of this theory.


The Content of the Texts


The Sublime Continuum consists of five chapters. The first four explain the seven vajra subjects, or topics: Buddha, Dharma, Saṅgha, element, enlightenment, excellences, and enlightened activities. The first chapter consists of the first four subjects, while the subsequent three chapters cover the three subjects of enlightenment, excellences, and enlightened activities. Among these seven, Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha are together called the Three Jewels, while the final four are referred to collectively as the spiritual potential (gotra). According to The Sublime Continuum, the spiritual potential is in reality the cause and conditions (kāraṇa) of the Three Jewels. Specifically, the element is the cause, while enlightenment, excellences, and enlightened activities are the conditions. The Three Jewels are, of course, the effect of the causal element.


The Sublime Continuum explains the spiritual potential for attainment of the Three Jewels as having four characteristics that become the cause and conditions of the Three Jewels:12


In that regard, we should understand that the first of these four topics is the cause of the production of the Three Jewels, depending on its purification, because it is the seed of the transcendent excellences and the focus of an individual’s proper mentation, by which that [tainted reality] is purified. Thus, one single topic is the cause. How do the other three [topics] serve as conditions? These should be understood to be the conditions for the production of the Three Jewels in the way that the production of the Three Jewels depends on the purification of that [tainted ultimate reality element], and this purification is based upon the messages from others. This is because a tathāgata, having realized the unsurpassed perfect enlightenment, performs the thirty-two activities of a tathāgata with those qualities of a buddha such as the ten powers, and so on. Thus, these three serve as conditions.


Roughly speaking, the suchness reality mingled with the taints (samalatathatā), which is possessed by living beings, is the seed of transcendence, and when it is purified, it becomes the inner cause for the Three Jewels achieved in the future. Nevertheless, the proper mentation (yoniśomanasikāra) that purifies that suchness is actually the real seed, since suchness itself is uncompounded. A tathāgata, who possesses a purified essence, acts with enlightened activities by means of the excellences, such as the ten powers and so on. For example, the act of giving teachings embodies enlightened activity. Only by means of teaching others does it become possible for ordinary beings to develop the proper mentation to purify their own contaminated essence. Hence, the other three are the conducive conditions for the Three Jewels to be achieved by sentient beings in the future. This specific use of the terminology of seed, cause, condition, and element appears to be a unique feature exclusive to the Experientialist school in the way they are identified as the spiritual potential.


In conclusion, The Sublime Continuum’s structure and content can be arranged as in the table on page 13.


It should be noted that although the last three are the conducive conditions for actualizing such a goal, they are not qualities possessed by those who are not yet buddhas. Rather, they are the conditions provided by others who are buddhas already, and are just as necessary as the element to help a sentient being become a buddha. Therefore, these three factors collectively constitute an important dimension of tathāgata essence or the spiritual potential/gene of the Three Jewels.


Roughly speaking, in The Sublime Continuum, the precious spiritual potential, the element, and the tathāgata essence are synonymous. More specifically, however, the “element” and the “tathāgata essence” have narrow and broad senses. In their narrow sense, both terms refer to reality mingled with the taints of the precious spiritual potential, while in their broad sense, the two terms are identical to the concept of the precious spiritual potential itself. This indicates that reality mingled with the taints, which is the foundation of the attainment of buddhahood, is the kernel of the tathāgata essence theory. In contrast to this, the terms “spiritual potential of a tathāgata” and “spiritual potential of a buddha” exclusively refer to the twofold spiritual potentials: “natural” (prakṛtistha) and “cultivated/developmental” (samudānīta).
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The author of The Sublime Continuum asserts that the tathāgata essence as taught in the Tathāgata Essence Sutra has three meanings, or aspects: the truth body of a tathāgata that can diffuse itself in permeating all sentient beings (tathāgata-dharmakāya-parispharaṇārtha), meaning that all beings are receptive to a tathāgata’s liberative activities; the reality of the nondifferentiation of a tathāgata and a suchness-permeated sentient being (tathāgata-tathatāvyatireka-artha), since the suchness reality mingled with taints exists within all sentient beings; and the naturally existing spiritual potential that is fit for transforming into the truth body, as well as the developmental spiritual potential that is fit for transforming into the material body, exist within all sentient beings (tathāgata-gotra-sambhavārtha).


The Tathāgata Essence Sutra explains the tathāgata essence with the device of nine similes. The Sublime Continuum elucidates by further dividing each into two, giving nine showing what obscures and nine showing what is obscured. What obscures are the obscurations such as the instinctual predisposition for attachment, and so on. What is obscured is the tathāgata essence, or the element. This shows the tainted status of sentient beings’ suchness, the foundation of the attainment of buddhahood. Furthermore, according to The Sublime Continuum, the nine meanings of the nine similes showing the obscured can be condensed into the three aspects of the tathāgata essence. The correlation between the nine similes for the obscured and the three aspects of the tathāgata essence can be illustrated as follows:
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Here it is worth noting that in spite of the fact that in the similes, the relation between what obscures and the obscured (for instance, bee and honey) is definite, the relation between the things represented by these similes (the instinctual predisposition for hatred and the instructional truth body, for example) is not definite. In other words, the instinct for hatred is not the only factor that obscures the instructional truth body, nor is the instructional truth body necessarily obscured by the instinct of hatred alone, since sentient beings’ tathāgata essence is enclosed by countless millions of addictions. In addition, a tathāgata’s realizational truth body, which is obscured by addictions for beings, is not yet possessed by them, because it has a nature that is free of taints and hence is only possessed by a buddha.


It seems that the author of The Sublime Continuum made a systematic arrangement of the doctrine of the tathāgata essence sutras that were prevalent at the time, in order to elucidate their purpose. Moreover, he enhanced the impact of the tathāgata essence theory by connecting it to the Experientialist theory of jewel spiritual potential. Nevertheless, it also seems clear that he upheld the meaning of the tathāgata essence revealed in the mass of tathāgata essence sutras as distinct from the Experientialist interpretation of the tathāgata essence. For instance, both Maitreya’s Ornament of the Universal Vehicle Sutras and Asaṅga’s Universal Vehicle Compendium teach the tathāgata essence from the perspective of all things’ being undifferentiated, or in terms of a universal general nature; thereby they assert that all things have tathāgata essence. This diminishes the key role of the tathāgata essence in the universal vehicle soteriology, wherein it serves as the cause of enlightenment and the foundation of practices leading to it. They use the tathāgata essence as a purely ontological concept. The Experientialist school takes such a stance in order to ameliorate the discrepancy between the sutras’ tathāgata essence theory and their three final vehicles theory. The author of The Sublime Continuum, however, has endeavored to maintain the role of the tathāgata essence in the universal vehicle soteriology, while associating it, but not equating it, with the Experientialist school’s own theory of jewel spiritual potential.


Finally, it is worth noting that despite the fact that the tathāgata essence theory played an important role in Chinese Buddhist history, few Chinese scholars showed interest in this important text. In contrast, the Tibetan Buddhist traditions paid significant attention to The Sublime Continuum and its Commentary from the period of its first translation into Tibetan. Beginning with Ngog Loden Sherab in the eleventh century, notable scholars from all the major traditions in Tibet—Kadam, Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyu, Jonang, and Geluk—wrote commentaries on the text. As a result of the sometimes significant differences between their interpretations of the tathāgata essence theory, these commentaries contain a lot of information about the doctrinal debates among the different traditions—a fact that will prove indispensable in the study of the history of Tibetan Buddhist thought.


2. Introduction to Gyaltsap’s Supercommentary



The Author


Gyaltsap Darma Rinchen was born at Rinang in the Nyangtö area of Tsang in 1364. At a young age, he took novice ordination at Nenying Monastery13 from Khenchen Rinchen Gyaltsen and Draktokpa Shönnu Tsultrim and received the name Darma Rinchen. He went on to receive a variety of exoteric and esoteric teachings from several great masters. Especially under the Sakya scholar Rendawa Shönnu Lodrö (1349–1412), Gyaltsap studied both exoteric texts—on topics such as transcendent wisdom, epistemology and logic, the monastic disciplines, abhidharma, and Centrist philosophy—and esoteric texts, such as the Guhyasamāja Tantra. Along with Tsong Khapa Losang Drakpa (1357–1419), Gyaltsap became one of the seven closest disciples of Rendawa and earned the title “the best in serious debate.”


Following his studies with Rendawa, Gyaltsap went on a monastic debate tour of Buddhist learning centers, including Sakya, Sangpu and Tsetang, where he distinguished himself by debating on ten different philosophical texts. He thus became famous as a scholar, and after debating with many Sakya scholars received the formal title Kachupa (bka’ bcu pa; literally “[a master of] ten texts”)—the first such entitlement in Tibetan intellectual history.


At the age of twenty-five (1388), Gyaltsap took the vows of a fully ordained monk in Tsang from Kungapal, Rendawa, and others, then continued his debate tour in central Tibet. Having defeated two Sakya masters—Rongtön Shakya Gyaltsen (1367–1449) and Khenchen Yakpa—Gyaltsap decided to challenge the famed Tsong Khapa. Several of Gyaltsap’s biographies mention this fated meeting, which took place at Nyeltö Radrong, where Tsong Khapa was teaching. But the account in the Reservoir of Excellences (yon tan chu gter) gives the most detail, relating the encounter as follows:14


Intending to provoke Tsong Khapa into debate, Gyaltsap Rinpoche acted with pride and entered the monastery without removing his hat [in the customary way]. Master Tsong Khapa noticed him but continued to teach, while stepping down from the teacher’s throne. The precious teacher [Gyaltsap] proudly strode up [and seated himself on] the master’s throne, still wearing his hat. However, as he listened, Gyaltsap heard eloquent speech that he had never heard before from any other scholar, and the mountain of his arrogance began to collapse. First he removed his hat, then he got down from the throne and seated himself among the disciples. The desire to challenge Tsong Khapa had left him completely; instead he became his student. [In retrospect] it was said that Gyaltsap’s act of mounting the throne was an auspicious indication that later he would be the throne holder [of Ganden (dga’ ldan) Monastery].


Tsong Khapa gave Gyaltsap many essential teachings, explaining the most difficult points of sutras and treatises with stainless reasoning. This filled Gyaltsap with such faith and devotion that he requested permission to seek out no other teachers but to remain with Tsong Khapa for the rest of his life. His request was granted and he became the foremost disciple of Tsong Khapa,15 serving him for twelve years.


As a result of his excellence in monastic discipline and intellectual prowess, even during Tsong Khapa’s lifetime, many of the master’s students also studied with Gyaltsap. When Tsong Khapa was establishing Ganden Monastery, Gyaltsap, along with Dulzin Drakpa Gyaltsen (1374–1434), assumed personal responsibility and participated in building the monastery. The main construction was completed in 1410. Before Tsong Khapa passed away, he gave his paṇḍita’s hat and cloak to Gyaltsap as a sign that Gyaltsap was his successor. When Tsong Khapa died in 1419, Gyaltsap became the second holder of the Ganden throne at the age of fifty-six, by unanimous request from Tsong Khapa’s students, and he has been known as Gyaltsap (lit. regent) since then. He held the position for thirteen years, extensively engaging in teaching, debate, and writing. Following Tsong Khapa, Gyaltsap emphasized the importance of monastic vows and rules to preserve the Buddhist tradition, in addition to giving extensive discourses on philosophy and tantric practice. As a much loved and highly respected teacher, Gyaltsap was considered by his followers to be the same as Tsong Khapa himself and one of the founding fathers of the Gelukpa order.


Gyaltsap visited Nenying Monastery for the last time at the age of sixty-eight (in 1431). The same year, he retired and installed Khedrup Gelek Palsangpo (1358–1438), Tsong Khapa’s other close disciple, as the next holder of the Ganden throne. Gyaltsap lived for one more year, primarily in meditation. He died in 1432 at the age of sixty-nine.


Gyaltsap’s chief disciples proved skilled and vigorous in continuing the widely recognized Tsong Khapa tradition of teaching and practice. To name a few: Tashi Palden (1379–1449), who founded Drepung Monastery near Lhasa in 1416; Dulzin Drakpa Gyaltsen (1374–1434), who founded Tsunmotsal Monastery; Gendundrup (1391–1474), retroactively the First Dalai Lama, who founded Tashi Lhunpo Monastery in Tsang in 1447; Gungru Gyaltsen Sangpo (1383–1450), the third abbot of Sera Monastery; and Kyektön Kachupa Lodrö Denpa (1402–1478), who became the eighth abbot of Ganden in 1473.


Gyaltsap received the complete transmission and explanation of Tsong Khapa’s teachings on both exoteric and esoteric subjects. He listened to, memorized, and wrote down numerous discourses. Some of his writings are lecture notes and mnemonic notes, many of which are included in Tsong Khapa’s collected works. Gyaltsap’s independent works—including The Sublime Continuum Supercommentary (translated here)—are primarily based on the teachings he received from Rendawa and Tsong Khapa, especially the latter. All these works were written while he was the abbot of Ganden (ca. 1419–1431), and a number of his writings are considered indispensable for study. For instance, the oral tradition maintains the proverb: it is impossible to debate on Dharmakīrti’s Commentary on Validating Cognition if you have not memorized (Gyaltsap’s) Illuminator of the Path to Liberation (thar lam gsal byed); it is impossible to debate on Maitreya’s Ornament of Clear Realization if you have not memorized (Tsong Khapa’s) Golden Rosary of Eloquence (legs bshad gser phreng).


Historical Background


The year Gyaltsap was born was also the year Butön Rinchendrup (1290–1364) and Tai Situ Jangchup Gyaltsen (1302–1364) died. Both Butön and Jangchup Gyaltsen were important in the establishment of the Gelukpa school. Tsong Khapa received much intellectual heritage, especially the esoteric teachings, from Butön’s Shalu tradition, whereas Jangchup Gyaltsen created social-political conditions favorable for this newcomer into the Tibetan religious scene. The hundred-year period of Sakyapa hegemony over Tibet ended in 1349 with the military victory of Jangchup Gyaltsen, who founded the Pagmo Drupa (phag mo gru pa) religio-political establishment that would last for the next hundred years. Jangchup Gyaltsen was well aware that widespread corruption among high-ranking officers, laxity of monastic discipline, and political conflicts in the name of religion were the main causes of the collapse of Sakyapa rule. Correspondingly, in the Last Testament Annals (bka’ chems deb ther), Jangchup Gyaltsen issued decrees for the new government, placing great emphasis on the personal integrity of lay officials, on harmonious relationships between different orders, including Sakya, Tshalpa, Taglung, Drigung, Kadam, etc., and on monastic discipline and the education of monks. In fact, as a devoted monk, Jangchup Gyaltsen set an example to others in terms of keeping the vows of celibacy and abstinence. He was concerned that his tradition lacked exegetical education because of its strong orientation toward meditation; therefore, he founded Tsetang College in 1351 as a complement to his Densatil meditation center.


The Pagmo Drupa religio-political establishment reached the height of its power and splendor during the reign of Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen (1374–1432), who became the fifth Pagdru Regent in 1385 and was well versed in both religious and political affairs. During his reign, he undertook a series of administrative reforms and also endeavored to maintain the ancient traditions of Tibetan culture. The relationship between his government and the Chinese Ming government was cordial, and he supported all the monastic institutions without sectarian bias, laying great stress on monastic education. He donated lavishly to Pagdru centers like Densatil and Tsetang and sponsored summer retreats conducted by monastic institutions that held the precept lineage coming down from Kashmiri Paṇchen Shākya Shrī (ca. 1127–1225). Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen greatly respected many famous masters from different backgrounds from whom he received many teachings, including Tsong Khapa, Chenga Kunpangpa, Tsungmey Rinchen Shönnu (b. 1333), the Fifth Karmapa Lama, Deshin Shekpa (1384–1415), and others. Because of his outstanding political achievements in creating a period of peace and prosperity, Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen was remembered by the Tibetan people with the honorific title His Eminence, the Great Dharma King (gong ma chos rgyal chen po).


When Tsong Khapa instituted the Great Prayer Festival in 1409, Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen supported it with substantial resources. He was also the chief benefactor to the Ganden Monastery project launched in the same year. In just forty years after Ganden Monastery was established, three other important Gelukpa centers in central Tibet and Tsang were built by Tsong Khapa’s disciples: Jamyang Chöjey Tashi Palden (1379–1449) founded Drepung Monastery in 1416; Jamchen Chöjey Shākya Yeshe (1354–1435) founded Sera Monastery in 1419; and Gendundrup (1391–1474), the First Dalai Lama, founded Tashi Lhunpo Monastery in 1447. All these projects were sponsored by local Pagdru governors. The tax revenues from a number of estates were donated to these monastic centers and were sources of a stable income. Tsong Khapa’s disciples came from different regions of Tibet: U, Tsang, Ngari, Kham, and Amdo. When they returned to their hometowns, they built many monasteries dedicated to Tsong Khapa and his teachings.


It seems clear that the Pagmo Drupa religio-political establishment played a significant role in the rapid expansion of the Gelukpa order and was exceptional in its influence on the history of Tibetan Buddhism. Very little detailed research has been done regarding the early history of the Gelukpa school and its close relationship to the Pagdru authorities. Suffice it to say that the Pagdru government was sympathetic to Tsong Khapa not only because of his personal charisma but also because it served their own interests in reform. Indeed, there are three reasons Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen might have been sympathetic to Tsong Khapa’s endeavors. First, Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen and his government could easily have found the situation created by the rise of Tsong Khapa’s itinerant group congenial to advancing Tai Situ Jangchup Gyaltsen’s policy on monastic discipline, since strict adherence to the pure monastic life was a well-known trademark of Tsong Khapa’s lineage. Second, it seems clear that the Pagdru authorities—including Chenga Sönam Drakpa (1359–1408), the fourth Pagdru regent, and Wang Drakpa Gyaltsen himself—were attracted to Tsong Khapa’s intellectual achievements and effective teaching, and so would have considered him useful in their aspiration to build a monastic educational system. Third, during that period, Tsong Khapa’s followers were purely religious in nature without political aspirations, thus posing no threat to the Pagdru government.


The Text


The Sublime Continuum Supercommentary is one of Gyaltsap’s most important works, studied in the Geluk monastic universities usually within the curriculum of transcendent wisdom studies. Historically, the works of Tsong Khapa, Gyaltsap, and Khedrup from the early fifteenth century served to some extent as the Gelukpa charter literature, representing the advent of the latest tradition of interpretation and practice in the world of Tibetan Buddhism. Given the historical conditions under which The Sublime Continuum Supercommentary was written, it played an important role in the founding of the Gelukpa curriculum.


The central philosophical view realized and taught by Tsong Khapa was that of the dialecticist Centrist school (prāsaṅgika-mādhyamika, dbu ma thal ’gyur pa), which served as the cornerstone for his far-reaching interpretation of Buddhist thought. Tibetan Buddhism’s emerging traditions took the Centrist (mādhyamika) view as foundational from the eighth century, with the declaration by King Trisong Detsen that all Buddhists in Tibet should follow Nāgārjuna’s teachings. In the early transmission period, under the influence of the Indian masters Shāntarakṣhita and Kamalashīla, the dogmaticist Centrist view (svātantrika-mādhyamika; dbu ma rang rgyud pa) prevailed. But from the eleventh century onward, in the later transmission period, Tibetan scholars began to show more interest in the dialecticist Centrist works by Chandrakīrti, as soon as these were available in their language. However, Tsong Khapa considered the mainstream views of dialecticist Centrism as still having certain problems in his time. Some scholars asserted that the true meaning of Centrism is that things neither exist nor do not exist, while others believe that a real Centrist should not advance any sort of assertion at all. According to Tsong Khapa, these views fall into indeterminism or even nihilism, because they all make the mistake of overly negating things that are not supposed to be negated. Therefore, in Tsong Khapa’s view, these theories tend to deny everything, including the teaching on evolutionary ethical action (karmic evolution), which is the foundation of Buddhist ethics, and the teaching on the two truths, which is the foundation of universal vehicle practice.


It was also during Tsong Khapa’s lifetime that a new philosophical stance began to gain in popularity: the so-called other-emptiness (gzhan stong) view, discovered by Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292–1361). The view of “other-emptiness,” as Dolpopa asserted it, is that the theory of emptiness negates conventional things, which therefore are themselves empty, so “self-empty,” whereas emptiness itself, as the ultimate foundation, is only empty of those other, conventional things, hence “other-empty.” This implies that the ultimate reality is permanent, stable, and unchangeable, and is the realm of an intuitive wisdom that all along has lain within the fundamental consciousness. It also asserts that this ultimate reality is the Three Jewels as the ultimate noumenon, being pervasive in the universe. Further, it is the tathāgata essence possessed by all beings, which eternally possesses all transcendent excellences of a buddha.


Having critiqued the nihilistic views mentioned above, Tsong Khapa also strongly opposed this view as absolutist, or eternalist, in fact no different from classical Hindu absolutist views. In Tsong Khapa’s view, all the Indian Buddhist schools are in agreement that any permanent thing (nityadharma, rtag chos) is a negative thing, the opposite of a concrete entity (bhāva, dngos po). If the ultimate, or the tathāgata essence, were a concrete entity and also permanent, it would be unknown to all Buddhist philosophical schools, and in fact would amount to a concrete absolute of such Indian outsiders as the Vedāntins. Thus, Tsong Khapa considered the “other-emptiness” theory to be a kind of absolutism that was the very opposite of the Buddhist theory of relativistic origination (pratītyasamutpāda, rten ’brel).


In his works, Tsong Khapa strongly critiques these popular ideas in both nihilistic and absolutistic directions, with a clearly genius’s talent for Buddhist exegesis. By means of intricate, subtle analysis, Tsong Khapa explains Chandrakīrti’s Centrist view in an innovative, systematic way that achieved mainstream success in all the Tibetan Buddhist orders, with the exception of a few vociferous individual objectors arising in subsequent decades. As a result of his critique of all sides, his theory—especially his radical nondualism—was regarded by some as a dangerous heresy, which threatened the mainstream Centrist philosophy of Tibetan Buddhism.


How to evaluate the tathāgata essence doctrine was a major concern facing Tsong Khapa when he elucidated his Centrist theory. On the one hand, because it was an undeniably integral part of universal vehicle Buddhist thought, Tsong Khapa had to underscore the important position of the tathāgata essence teaching and explain its relation to the dialecticist Centrist view. On the other hand, since the tathāgata essence sutras and Asaṅga’s commentary were among the most important canonical sources for Dolpopa’s other-emptiness interpretations, Tsong Khapa had to make his own interpretation of the tathāgata essence theory in connection with the Transcendent Wisdom and Elucidation of the Intention sutras in order to prove that Dolpopa’s absolutist interpretations could not withstand critical analysis. Nevertheless, Tsong Khapa does not discuss the tathāgata essence issue in his own works, except on a few occasions in his Illumination of the Intent: Commentary on the Introduction to the Central Way (dBu ma la ’jug pa’i rnam bshad dgongs pa rab gsal) and his Essence of True Eloquence Treatise on the Analysis of Interpretable and Definitive Meanings (Drang nges legs bshad snying po). Thus, he trusted Gyaltsap to be the one to articulate the extraction of the exquisite tathāgata essence theory from the absolutist, other-emptiness interpretation of the The Sublime Continuum of the Universal Vehicle, Analysis of the Precious Spiritual Potential literature and its sources. According to the epilogue to Gyaltsap’s Supercommentary, the work is based on the teachings he received from his two main mentors, Rendawa and Tsong Khapa, with Tsong Khapa in particular to be seen as the co-author of the work.


In his Ocean of Definitive Meaning (Ri chos nges don rgya mtsho), master Dolpopa, although writing before Tsong Khapa was born, can be understood as presenting—by means of overall view and detailed interpretation of every point in The Sublime Continuum text—the philosophical opposition (purvapakṣa) of Tsong Khapa-Gyaltsap’s unique understanding of Asaṅga’s Commentary and the tathāgata essence theory. Therefore, the Supercommentary should be read in light of its dialogue with the other-emptiness theory, as it elucidates the inner intention of Maitreyanātha and Asaṅga in revealing the Tathāgata Essence Sutra discourses as the Buddha’s love and compassion-enhancing complement to the profound discourses of the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra.


The strength of Tsong Khapa and Gyaltsap’s critique may be appreciated if one evaluates the ethical impact of the kind of absolutism they discern in the other-emptiness theory. If absolute emptiness stands aloof from self-empty relative things and can be entered in a final blissfulness apart from the beings caught in the sufferings of the cycles of ordinary life, then the bodhisattva’s motivation to deploy intense compassion to create her buddha land to alleviate those beings is clearly undercut, since beings’ suffering is reduced, as by brahmanical Vedānta, to the status of sheer illusion. On the other hand, if absolute emptiness is nothing but the relativity of all things of the life cycle and the realm of nirvanic liberation, indeed of emptiness itself, then while beings’ suffering may be illusory, it is not a total illusion; it is real enough to be taken seriously and never tolerated, and the resolutely nondual bodhisattva and tathāgata must find their bliss as the energy of their unceasing compassionate activities for the sake of all beings.


Gyaltsap’s work was written in Nenying Monastery and is one of his later works. He wrote it upon the request of Gungru Gyaltsen Sangpo (1383–1450), the third abbot of Sera Monastery. According to biographical sources, Gungru Gyaltsen Sangpo himself held a philosophical view not approved by Tsong Khapa and Gyaltsap. Therefore, it is quite possible that Gyaltsap’s later undertaking was meant to eliminate the doctrinal divergence among early tathāgata essence followers and to consolidate the foundation of Tsong Khapa’s Ganden movement and its Geluk order of Tibetan Buddhism.


The Philosophical View


According to Tsong Khapa and Gyaltsap, the five treatises of Maitreya and the works of Asaṅga should not simply be classified as Experientialist just because their authors are considered to belong to the Experientialist school. Maitreya and Asaṅga—both in their unequivocally Experientialist works as well as in The Sublime Continuum and its Commentary—do write on a number of the same topics, such as the “Three Jewels” and “spiritual potential.” Furthermore, Gyaltsap acknowledges that The Sublime Continuum can be interpreted either as Experientialist, dogmaticist Centrist, or dialecticist Centrist in terms of its philosophical viewpoint (with Gyaltsap himself clearly preferring a dialecticist Centrist reading). However, a peculiarity of the dialecticist Centrist school is that it asserts that every other Buddhist philosophical school should be validated as useful and even preferable for certain practitioners at certain phases of their philosophical and realizational development. Thus, it is not the case that the best Buddhist philosophers dogmatically uphold in each of their writings an unchanging view that can be formulated into one strict school with a single fixed theory. Even the Buddha himself taught different things to different disciples in different contexts.


As to the doctrinal position of Maitreya and Asaṅga’s Commentary, prior to Tsong Khapa, Tibetan scholars had diverse opinions. Ngog Lotsawa believed its view is dogmaticist Centrist. According to Maja Jangchup Tsöndru (d. 1185), its view is dialecticist Centrist. To Butön Rinchendrup, it is either Experientialist or Centrist. To Rendawa, it is idealist. To Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen, it is “other-emptiness.” Gö Lotsawa Shönnu Pel (1392–1481), on the other hand, uses Maitreya’s tathāgata essence theory to explain the Mahāmudrā doctrine of the Kagyu school.


In his Supercommentary, Gyaltsap follows Tsong Khapa’s position and claims that Asaṅga’s philosophical view is the same as Nāgārjuna’s, because the principal ideas that Maitreya’s root text and Asaṅga’s Commentary promote are those of the ultimate single vehicle and subtle emptiness. According to Tsong Khapa’s dialecticist Centrism, “subtle emptiness” refers to subtle subjective selflessness, which means that the person is ultimately truthless, and subtle objective selflessness, which means that things such as matter, and so on, are truthless. These two kinds of selflessness differ in terms of their basis of negation, not in terms of their negatee, i.e., truth status. Hence, in terms of both being ultimate reality, there is no difference between coarse and subtle levels of selflessness. Tsong Khapa’s dialecticist Centrist theory also asserts that the truth-habit is an addictive obscuration (kleśāvaraṇa), which is the root of cyclic life and hence ought to be eliminated for both individual vehicle and universal vehicle Buddhists to achieve salvation; whereas the tendency of the truth-habit itself is an objective obscuration (jñeyāvaraṇa), which is the final obscuration to buddhahood and is only removed by universal vehicle Buddhists. Gyaltsap believes that these thoughts can be found in Maitreya’s root text and Asaṅga’s Commentary.




When he explains Asaṅga’s commentary’s statement in chapter II («47»), Gyaltsap says:16


All kinds of taints in connection with the life cycle, i.e., the childish ones’ addictions, evolutionary actions, and births, are caused by the ignorance of the sole element, the suchness reality mingled with taints, which is the lack of intrinsic reality status of persons and aggregates, not truly knowing them as they are. This implies that we have to understand the element of the lack of intrinsic reality status in order to liberate ourselves from the life cycle, since it states that the life cycle is caused by the lack of understanding it. This clearly teaches that the lack of intrinsic reality status of persons and aggregates is the reality-limit, or thatness, as well as the tathāgata essence mingled with taints. It implies that grasping at truth status is the root of the life cycle and of tainted ignorance since it states that the ignorance of that [lack of intrinsic reality status] is the root of the life cycle. [TL 041A] There is no doubt as to whether the saints of the disciple vehicle and the hermit buddha vehicle have been liberated from the life cycle because there is no doubt as to whether one shall cut down the root of the life cycle in order to be liberated from it. It should be known that the liberation from the life cycle depends on the realization of truthlessness, and disciples and hermit buddhas also have experientially realized the two kinds of selflessness, since the root of the life cycle is not eradicated like thornbushes but is eradicated by means of the negation of habitual misperception by rational reasoning. This point is well established by [Asaṅga’s] Commentary and is repeated later. As to the personal self-habit, the habit of [holding to] an individual substantial self alone does not qualify as its complete definition. Just as the grasping at the truth status of the aggregates is the grasping at the true establishment of phenomena, likewise the grasping at personal truth status is accepted as the grasping at a self of persons.




Gyaltsap explains that “ignorance of the sole element” is the truth-habit, which is the misknowledge with respect to intrinsic realitylessness or selflessness. According to dialecticist Centrism, this truth-habit is the addictive obscuration that is the root of cyclic life and must be eliminated, even for individual vehicle Buddhists to achieve salvation. In Asaṅga’s Commentary, there are a number of expressions of this idea in the same vein. For instance:17


The word “impure” refers to ordinary beings because of their addictive obscurations. The phrase “somewhat tainted” refers to disciples and hermit buddhas because of their objective obscurations. The phrase “addicted” refers to bodhisattvas because of their retaining of one or both [obscurations].


As to the assertion that there is no difference between coarse and subtle levels, Asaṅga’s commentary states that “here, noumenally omniscient [intuition] should be understood as the realization of the reality-limit of the selflessness of everything, so-called ‘things’ and ‘persons.’” Gyaltsap explains:18


Here, noumenally omniscient realization, [as shown by the word “liberation,]” should be understood as the experiential realization of the reality-limit of the selflessness or lack of intrinsic reality status of all beings, of just the so-called “things” including aggregates, etc., and “persons.” This reality-limit is the ultimate knowable, ultimate reality, or reality as it is.


This clearly shows that the perfect understanding of subjective selflessness depends on the understanding of subjective truthlessness, since it states that subjective and objective selflessness is the limit of reality, knowable as it is.


In addition, Gyaltsap asserts that the account given in Asaṅga’s Commentary is fully compatible with Nāgārjuna’s dialecticist Centrist philosophy. Again, Asaṅga elucidates the meaning of the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra by saying that:19


It is said that the reality-limit is ever empty


Of compounded things, and hence,


Addictions, evolutionary actions,


And effects are like clouds, etc. //I.158//


Addictions are likened to the clouds,


Evolution is like the experience in dreams,


And the aggregates, effects of addictions and actions,


Are likened to the illusions made by magic. //I.159//


Gyaltsap explains that the tathāgata essence as the suchness or the pure nature of mind is free from compounded things such as suffering and origin, which are incidental taints without the power to penetrate the nature of mind. Hence, he continues:20


[T]he mere emptiness of suffering and its origin stated in this [final wheel] is taught within the context of the teaching on the emptiness of the reality of all things. The foremost addiction is the truth-habit, the conviction of the truth of things. This [truth-habit] is [merely] incidental, unable to penetrate the nature of the mind. This refers to the fact that nothing can be established in the mind as that which is apprehended by this [truth-habit], since no other techniques than the negation of the supposed object of the truth-habit can be used to establish the emptiness of the intrinsic reality of all things. If the addictions are proved to be incidental, then karmic evolution and development, which are produced by the addictions, are incidental as well.


Therefore, Gyaltsap asserts that it makes sense in the context of Asaṅga’s Commentary that incidental taint is understood, according to Chandrakīrti’s system, as the truth-habit, which is the addictive, not the objective obscuration, as suggested in the dogmaticist Centrist system.


In brief, although Maitreya’s root text and Asaṅga’s Commentary do not present clear explanations of selflessness, different Buddhist philosophical schools have different arrangements of soteriology, such as the meditative object on the path, the negatee on the path, etc. Gyaltsap uses these philosophical devices to elucidate that the philosophical standpoint of The Sublime Continuum and Asaṅga’s Commentary ought to be dialecticist Centrist.


The Tathāgata Essence Teaching


In his Supercommentary, Gyaltsap follows Tsong Khapa’s thought and asserts that the way of deciding whether a sutra is of definitive meaning or interpretable meaning has two canonical sources: the Teaching of Akṣhayamati Sutra and the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra. Nāgārjuna’s Centrist system follows the former, thereby viewing the Elucidation of the Intention as interpretable. Asaṅga’s idealist system follows the latter, thus taking the Elucidation of the Intention as definitive in meaning.


From the standpoint of dialecticist Centrism, Gyaltsap asserts that the mass of tathāgata essence sutras such as the Tathāgata Essence Sutra is definitive meaning teaching, since these sutras advocate the insight that all things are intrinsically empty:21


[The Buddha] explicated extensively with emphasis in the extensive, middling, and brief Transcendent Wisdom Sutras that all things, from matter up to omniscience, are devoid of intrinsic reality and are therefore free from all the extremes of reification. Similarly, in this Tathāgata Essence Sutra, which belongs to the final [Dharma] wheel, [the Buddha] explicated emphatically that the minds of sentient beings are naturally pure, as they are void of intrinsic existence and the obscuring taints are incidental in this regard. In this treatise, which is an accurate commentary on the intention of the Tathāgata Essence Sutra, the way of proving that taints are incidental is explicated with reference to the fact that addictions and conceptuality are isolated from intrinsic existence, as Asaṅga states that “addictions are terminated primordially.” Just as this establishment of taints as incidental is declared in the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra, the reason proving that the mind is truthless22 is also similar in meaning to what is taught in that sutra. Hence, we can know that the Tathāgata Essence Sutra, as an ultimate definitive meaning sutra, just like the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra.


In addition, the ideas presented in the tathāgata essence sutras contradict the standpoints of the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra. First:23


In the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra, the bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata asks the Buddha which sutras are interpretable in meaning and which sutras are definitive in meaning, because in some sutras the Bhagavān proclaims without distinction the intrinsic identifiability of all things, which are included in the three realities, whereas in other sutras he proclaims that all things without distinction do not have intrinsically identifiable status. The Buddha replies, with specific discrimination, that the imagined [reality] is not established by intrinsic identity, whereas the conventional and perfect [realities] are established by intrinsic identity. Paramārthasamudgata then reports to the Buddha his understanding that the first two types [of sutras mentioned in his own question] are interpretable in meaning, whereas the discriminating [sutras mentioned in the Buddha’s answer] are definitive in meaning. Thus, the Tathāgata Essence Sutra is not involved in being an example of the definitive meaning sutras according to the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra, defined by the Teacher in his answer that I just quoted.


Second:24


But [in fact these two are not the same:] while the former states that the imaginatively constructed reality is devoid of intrinsic identity and that the relative and perfect realities are established with intrinsic identity, the latter teaches that all things are devoid of intrinsic reality, thus naturally pure, and taints are [only] incidental. There are other similar [mistaken] assertions, including the assertion that the Elucidation of the Intention Sutra, which teaches the three final vehicles, and the Tathāgata Essence Sutra along with its commentary, The Sublime Continuum, which [latter two, in fact] promulgate the ultimate single vehicle, are in mutual agreement.


With respect to the idealist theory that can be divined in The Sublime Continuum, Asaṅga’s Commentary maintains a critical stance. Further, The Sublime Continuum and Asaṅga’s Commentary never talk about the fundamental consciousness (ālayavijñāna), which has great importance for the idealist theory.


Meanwhile, Gyaltsap points out that for Dolpopa, the form of tathāgata essence theory presented in the Visit to Laṅka Sutra is interpretable in meaning because Buddha himself declares that the real meaning behind this kind of theory is emptiness; its purpose is to help those outsiders who are afraid of the Buddhist idea of selflessness to gradually give up their egocentrism. The tathāgata essence sutras, and so on, are clearly not examples of this form of tathāgata essence theory. The purpose of the tathāgata essence theory presented in these sutras is to correct the five faults and to cultivate the five virtues. Therefore, it is entirely different in character from the form presented in the Visit to Laṅka Sutra.


The Tathāgata Essence Teaching as Belonging to the Third of the Three Stages of the Questions of King Dhāraṇīshvara Sutra



In his Supercommentary, Gyaltsap proposes that this three stages theory aims at the establishment of the ultimate single vehicle and presents a procedure by which a tathāgata can guide one single Buddhist to the achievement of buddhahood, and it is totally different from the three Dharma wheel theory presented in Elucidation of the Intention Sutra, which, as mentioned above, targets three different kinds of people who have different philosophical inclinations.


Gyaltsap explains the first stage of this three stages theory to be the preliminary to the universal vehicle, i.e., the teachings on the determination for freedom from the life cycle and the coarse form of selflessness; and he explains the second stage to be the teaching on the subtle form of selflessness. These two stages are indispensable for both individual vehicle and universal vehicle practitioners. By that explanation, Gyaltsap endeavors to show that individual vehicle Buddhists are also required to realize the subtle form of selflessness in order to achieve liberation, as mentioned above. The third stage is exclusively for a universal vehicle practitioner. Gyaltsap points out that this procedure is followed by those intelligent Buddhists who first understand the philosophy of emptiness and then cultivate the spirit of enlightenment, which is the doorway to the universal vehicle. He says:25


[A]s taught in Master Shāntarakṣhita’s Ornament of the Central Way, there are two types of stages: the stage of engaging in the path for the intelligent ones and the stage of engaging in the path for the dull ones. Here too, The Sublime Continuum of the Universal Vehicle directly demonstrates the stages of engaging in the path for the intelligent ones among those who possess specific potential for the universal vehicle as its intended chief disciples, and indirectly causes the other [types of stages] to be understood. What the treatise has proved is that the intelligent ones who also possess specific potential for the universal vehicle first try to convince themselves with validating cognition of the necessity and the possibility of attaining perfect buddhahood for the benefit of all sentient beings; and that they then make the commitment to conceive the actual spirit of enlightenment. Making the commitment without valid reasons is the way of the dull ones. Furthermore, while the recognition of the necessity of attaining buddhahood for the benefit of sentient beings comes from the mastery of the method of producing the genuine great compassion and high resolve,26 the recognition of the possibility of attaining buddhahood comes from the realization of emptiness and related ideas. In light of this significance, we should know that for the intelligent ones it is necessary to realize emptiness before producing the desire for liberation. As for the dull ones, we can understand that they try to conceive the supreme spirit of enlightenment first, and then go on to master emptiness as taught in the third stage. We should also know that the emptiness taught in the third stage is distinguished by its connection with liberative art, thus being secondary [in terms of importance in this stage].


Gyaltsap’s explanation also shows that—despite the fact that the tathāgata essence teaching that belongs to the third stage is not different from the transcendent wisdom thought, which belongs to the second stage in terms of philosophical viewpoint—the tathāgata essence teaching puts more emphasis on the universal vehicle liberative art of compassion, high resolve, and the spirit of enlightenment, etc. In short, according to Gyaltsap, the third stage is more advanced in terms of enhanced soteriology rather than a correction to the philosophical view of the second stage.


Empty and Nonempty Tathāgata Essences as Referring Respectively to the Empty Reality of Addictions and the Intrinsic Realitylessness of Addictions


With respect to the famous dual concept “empty tathāgata essence” and “nonempty tathāgata essence” as taught in the Shrīmālādevī Lion’s Roar Sutra, Asaṅga’s Commentary elucidates this as the dual characteristic of tathāgata essence as emptiness—its empty character eliminates the reification extreme, which mistakenly reifies something nonexistent as existent, and its nonempty character eliminates the nihilistic extreme, which mistakenly repudiates something existent as nonexistent. The real emptiness must have both characteristics. In his commentary, Gyaltsap further explains:27


From this element, intrinsically real addictions are absolutely nothing previously present to be newly removed. The element is primordially empty of grasping at the truth status of incidental [taints], which have a character of being separable from it by the cultivated affinity for antidotes. This teaches the objective condition of the twofold truth; that is, it is possible to separate the addictions by the habitual affinity for antidotes, while the addictions have never partaken of intrinsic reality from the beginning.


The emptiness of grasping at the truth status of the addictions is absolutely nothing original to be newly added upon this element. The element is not empty from the beginning of the emptiness of grasping at the truth status of the addictions, the object [of the wisdom of emptiness] that makes possible the production of the unsurpassed buddha excellences such as the powers, etc., of character indivisible from it. This teaches that the ultimate truth, the object of the wisdom that directly realizes selflessness, which is the cause of producing the buddha excellences such as the powers, etc., exists from the very beginning.


In brief, the intrinsic reality of addictions does not exist, so it is empty; the intrinsic realitylessness of addictions does exist, so it is nonempty, since on the daily conventional level, if we assert that something does not exist, at the same time we have to agree that this fact that something does not exist is true or nonempty. Hence, it is clear that Gyaltsap’s statement that “the ultimate reality is primordially existent” means that the ultimate reality exists conventionally but does not exist intrinsically.


Dolpopa’s view of other-emptiness has a different interpretation of this dual concept. He takes empty tathāgata essence as self-emptiness of conventional things, which means a conventional thing such as a vase is empty of itself; in other words, he thinks that a self-emptiness advocate considers that the vase does not exist at all, just like rabbit horns. He himself considers that emptiness is the absolute—the nonempty tathāgata essence—which is utterly empty of anything other than it, such as conventional things. He therefore considers the absolute to be absolutely absolute. Regarding this view, Gyaltsap asserts that for a Buddhist it will lead to the worst form of reification (samāropa, sgro ’dogs) and nihilism (apavāda, skur ’debs). As to nihilism, he comments that:28


Asserting the inability of any conventional thing whatsoever to be suitable as something to be apprehended, and that [for example,] a vase’s being empty of being a vase is the meaning of “self-emptiness,” is ultimately a nihilistic view—a repudiation of all conventional things.


According to Dolpopa’s view of other-emptiness, all beings are already endowed with all transcendent excellences, which are eternal, firm, and immutable. Gyaltsap asserts that this is a form of reification; in the traditional Buddhist view, transcendent excellences are compounded things, which are instantaneous and changeable, in contrast to permanent things. Gyaltsap points out that in Indian Buddhist thought there is no such idea that something can be both a compounded thing and a permanent thing. He says:29


Viewing [the ultimate truth] as a permanent entity, like blue or yellow, not depending on the negation of the negatee, amounts to the [notion] of permanence [as conceived] only by the ones outside this tradition.


Furthermore, tathāgata essence is explained as self-arisen intuition (rang byung ye shes) in the Dzogchen system of Tibetan Buddhism; as ordinary primordial mind (tha mal gyi gnyug ma’i shes pa) in the Mahāmudrā system; and as the unity of clarity and emptiness (snang stong zung ’jug) in the Lamdre (lam ’bras) system. In short, these systems assert that tathāgata essence qua ultimate reality cannot be simply a negative thing—emptiness—but it has to be possessed of intuition, mind, awareness to be nonempty tathāgata essence. Otherwise, one would fall to the extreme that holds nonexistence, since the real ultimate reality is free from the four extremes as taught in Nāgārjuna’s Root Verses on Centrism. Therefore, Gyaltsap asserts that this view is a misunderstanding of the meaning of Nāgārjuna’s Root Verses [on Centrism], and a rejection of the basic principle of dual negation:30


According to the root text translation, the text explains the lack of intrinsic status of non-existence, existence, and both existence and non-existence. As for [the attempt to] explain the [proof of the] freedom from the four extremes—elaborating the lack of ultimate existence, the lack of ultimate non-existence, etc.—as easily obviated, since it is refuted by the direct contradiction that relies on mutual exclusivity; that [attempt] is just useless babbling. You may argue, “No problem, since we in our system do not assert either truth-status or truth-voidness.” Well then, how do you negate asserting both of them? You may answer, “Asserting the common base of both is contradicted because they are negated [by the rule that] when you determine truth-voidness [of something], its truth-status is also excluded.” Since it is necessary that truth-voidness be determined by negating through the exclusion of truth-status, then if you do not assert either one of the pair of the direct contradiction, [TL 036A] that itself is very self-contradictory! You may say, “Well those reasonings do not harm us, because we do not make any kind of assertion at all!” If you do not assert even ethics you are going to have only suffering, but maybe that is not obvious [to you]!


Again, Gyaltsap believes that in Buddhist thought, mind and so on are compounded things but not permanent things; the assertion that mind or validating cognition (pramāṇa, tshad ma) is a permanent thing is the non-Buddhist view of Indian Shaivism; therefore, mind and so on cannot be treated as a side of ultimate reality. He says:31


In regard to the statement of [Dharmakīrti’s] Commentary on Validating Cognition, “validating cognition is not permanent,” it would be catastrophic to say that the text [merely] refutes [the position that] conventional validating cognition is permanent, for the outsider Shaivist accepts Shiva as the validating cognition of a permanent entity.


In its self-defense, the other-emptiness system claims that the permanence of the ultimate excellences is not the kind that is the opposite of impermanence; it is neither a thing nor permanent, and is totally beyond human intelligence. In Gyaltsap’s view, those who hold the view of a thing’s being neither existent nor nonexistent reject the basic principle of binary negation and are totally against the normal way of thinking about how language functions. According to Gyaltsap, this view inevitably leads to the nihilistic repudiation that claims that no assertion can be upheld. He puts forth his critique as follows:32


Someone claims that the meaning of self-emptiness is similar to the assertion above. [According to this philosophical position,] no identification of anything can be made in the slightest, and hence, no distinction between being correct and incorrect can be drawn in the slightest. This position renders earnest determinations of ethical choice [undertaking-and-abandoning]33 quite useless. In such a system, the arrangement of all conventional things cannot be established by validating cognition.


The Tathāgata Essence As Not Identical to the Tathāgata


Asaṅga’s commentary clearly states that “since the tathāgata element . . . is the cause of attainment of the three bodies, the word ‘element’ is here used in the sense of ‘cause.’”34 Nevertheless, many Tibetan Buddhist scholars tend to view the tathāgata essence as the inner buddha within living beings, who already have all the excellences of buddhahood. They believe that these excellences will reveal themselves naturally when the addictions that conceal the tathāgata essence are eliminated. In Gyaltsap’s view, this kind of thought is unacceptable because it is very similar to the tathāgata essence theory as taught in the Visit to Laṅka Sutra, and is proved neither by sutra authority nor reasoning. First, the Visit to Laṅka Sutra itself declares that this theory is interpretable in meaning. Second, it is rationally untenable that one person at the same time has a living being’s addictions and a buddha’s excellences, since addiction and excellence are in complete opposition. Gyaltsap states:35




Asserting that the twofold purity—i.e., the natural purity and the purity isolated from all incidental taints—exists primordially in the continuum of a sentient being, while asserting a presentation of the purifying agents, contradicts the elimination [of taints] and contradicts the actual basis of the relationship between the mental continuum of a sentient being being free from incidental taints and not being free, respectively. [These are just] the words of a confusion maker36 who would assert such a common locus of a direct contradiction relying on a mutually exclusive contradiction.


However, some scholars also tend to use the literal meanings of the tathāgata essence sutras to find canonical support for their views. With respect to this stance, Gyaltsap shows the absurdity in a sequence of reasons that accrues to one who is only interested in a literal reading of sutras; for example, the Buddha Garland Sutra states that “the continuum of each sentient being is akin to the immeasurable intuitive wisdom of a tathāgata,” etc. Regarding this, Gyaltsap first puts forth some questions:37


Reply: Let us closely examine this assertion that the truth body endowed with the twofold purity exists within the continuum of a sentient being. Do you mean that the intrinsic purity of a sentient being’s mind is isolated from all incidental taints? Or do you mean that the truth body endowed with the twofold purity exists within the continuum of a sentient being as the same nature of their mind? Do you assert that [the truth body] exists in an entirely different way? Or in an inseparable way? Because you accept [the ultimate truth] as a phenomenon, do you think of it as a permanent entity? Or impermanent?


Gyaltsap then responds to a series of possible positions regarding these questions. If one responded by asserting that a living being’s mind is naturally pure, Gyaltsap would reject this with the following statement:




In the case of the first position, any sentient being would be inevitably a buddha, yet he or she never recognizes that he or she is a buddha! If you insist that there is no fault in such an assertion, then you would be forced to make such a speech, repudiating the Buddha as a foolish, idiotic, and ignorant person, not even knowing whether he himself was a buddha or a sentient being.


If one responded by asserting that a buddha’s truth body that is possessed by a sentient being and the mind of a sentient being are of the same nature, Gyaltsap would reject this with the following statement:


In the case of the second position, by taking that truth body endowed with the twofold purity that exists within the continuum of a sentient being as the basis of differentiation, is it or is it not obscured by the incidental taints in the continuum of a sentient being? If the former were the case, then it would be in contradiction to the [notion] of the truth body endowed with the twofold purity. If the latter were the case, then the continuum of a sentient being and the twofold purity would be the same in nature. This would refute your own position that the continuum of a sentient being is thoroughly tainted by taints. Furthermore, if the truth body endowed with the twofold purity existed within the continuum of a sentient being as the [mind’s] reality, what else would be more incorrect than saying that [the continuum of a sentient being] is both mingled with taints and free from incidental taints in its objective condition? There is no other way that would stand up to the examination above.




If one responded by asserting that a buddha’s truth body that is possessed by a sentient being and the mind of a sentient being are not of the same nature, Gyaltsap would reject this with the following statement:


In the case of the third position, it would be totally incorrect to assert that a sentient being and a buddha are mingled together, because two opposite simultaneous things are not able to have a relation of relativity.


If one responded by asserting that a buddha’s truth body that is possessed by a sentient being has nothing to do with the mind of a sentient being, Gyaltsap would reject this with the following statement:


In the case of the fourth position, the assertion that the truth body endowed with the twofold purity primordially and intrinsically dwells within the continuum of a sentient being in an inseparable manner would contradict all reasonings.


The same, (Buddha Garland Sutra) also states that “hence, a tathāgata, having seen the ultimate realm, the state of all the sentient beings, with his unobstructed intuitive wisdom, resolves to be a teacher.” Based on this statement, Gyaltsap explains:38


This expression clearly shows that the reality that exists within all sentient beings is designated as the intuitive wisdom of the Tathāgata, as reality is the object of the equipoise wisdom of the Tathāgata and the Tathāgata’s intuitive wisdom is produced by directly realizing the ultimate, and meditating on it to completion.


In Gyaltsap’s view, here “tathāgata intuition” cannot be taken as the intuition itself. Instead it refers to the object of a tathāgata’s intuition, which is the ultimate reality. In the same vein, the Buddha states that “all these tathāgatas [within sentient beings’ addiction] are just like me without any difference.” Here “tathāgata” means the tathāgata noumenon, as indicated by the sutra itself. It is worth noting that according to Tsong Khapa’s hermeneutics, some statements have to be understood as having a “specific qualification” (khyad par sbyar ba) in order to properly understand their meaning. For example, the Transcendent Wisdom Heart Sutra states that there is no matter, no feeling, no thought, etc. If such statements were taken literally, then one would draw the conclusion that this sutra rejects the existence of any possible thing. Hence, Tsong Khapa explains that statements like these need to be interpreted as having an understood “specific qualification”—in this case, “ultimately”—in order to properly convey their meaning.




That is to say, teachings such as “there is no matter” in a sutra such as the Transcendent Wisdom Heart Sutra, where the qualifications “in the ultimate” and “in truth” are not explicitly applied, are not fit to be accepted literally as taught, and thus are interpretable, requiring further interpretation by supplying the qualifications “in the ultimate,” etc., since “eye” and “ear,” etc., are only nonexistent ultimately and are not nonexistent conventionally. However, this analysis also means that the sutras such as the Transcendent Wisdom Hundred Thousand, which apply such qualifications as “in the ultimate sense” to their negatees, are established as literally definitive in meaning; thus, the statement that some sutras of the second Dharma wheel are interpretable in meaning does not apply to all (the sutras) of the second wheel.


Again, some scholars often cite one of the similes in the Tathāgata Essence Sutra—that of treasure underneath the ground in the house of a poor family—in order to show that a living being already has all buddha excellences without knowing it. Starting from the meaning of “treasure,” Gyaltsap explains that no such implication can be found in the sutra:39


This passage does not demonstrate that a buddha endowed with the twofold purity exists within the continuums of sentient beings, since it states literally that the tathāgata essence is a treasure from which the powers, etc., will come about. It does not state that the tathāgata essence is the excellences such as the powers, etc., in and of themselves, since earlier the sutra states:


Within afflicted beings possessing all addictions there exists the reality of the Tathāgata that is immovable and is not affected by any state of existence. Perceiving this, the Buddha proclaims: “They are all like me!”


Intending sentient beings’ possession of reality as the mind’s nature, which is not different from the reality of the Tathāgata and is never penetrated by the taints, the Buddha proclaims: “They are all like me!”




Gyaltsap then comes to the conclusion that:40


If this meaning of the word as stated in the sutra were unacceptable, since in this sutra the Buddha also states “perceiving all living beings’ tathāgata essence,” you have to accept sentient beings themselves as tathāgata essence. In order to avoid the misunderstanding that there exists within the continuum of a sentient being a buddha’s truth body endowed with the twofold purity, the sutra clearly states the existence of the reality, not the truth body endowed with the twofold purity as fabricated in someone’s system.


The Tathāgata Essence: Foundation of Universal Vehicle Soteriology



Gyaltsap talks about the seven subjects, the Buddha, and so on, which are called the seven vajra topics. In his Supercommentary, Gyaltsap explains the seven vajra topics in two dimensions: ultimate and conventional. Here both the terms “ultimate” and “conventional” have meanings that differ from their regular meanings used in connection with ontology. In the context of the element, “ultimate” here refers to the inner realizations of buddhas or bodhisattvas, and “conventional” refers to the outer embodiment of these realizations.


According to The Sublime Continuum, a causal relation, that is, a progression of thought, exists among the seven subjects. Specifically, Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha are the fruition; the element is the cause; and enlightenment, the excellences, and the activities are the conditions. Gyaltsap gives a detailed exposition on this relation based on Maitreya’s verse I.3. First, he explains that Buddha, Dharma, and Saṅgha are the spiritual goal or fruition for a universal vehicle Buddhist to achieve:41


From the perfect complete Buddha [who is enlightened] with regard to all things comes the turning of the wheel of Dharma for noble beings. The gathering of numerous noble assemblies of disciples, the supreme Saṅgha Jewel, comes in turn from the turning of the wheel of Dharma. The turning of the wheel of Dharma after attaining perfect buddhahood is the object42 of the spirit of enlightenment in the universal vehicle produced in the continuums of the intended disciples of The Sublime Continuum, while the arising of numerous noble assemblies dependent on that wheel is the objective of the conception of the spirit of enlightenment.


Because of the holy assemblies, the tathāgata essence occurs. It means that, in order to attain the ultimate Three Jewels, the [causal] Three Jewels are the immediate causes, and then to gather the noble assemblies as the fruition of the turning of the wheel of Dharma, we wish to purify the tathāgata essence of the taints. Thus, there arises the tathāgata essence that is purified from taints to a certain degree.43 How long will this tathāgata essence last? It will last until its attainment of the “element of a buddha’s intuitive wisdom,”44 freed from all taints. Throughout this duration, the suchness reality mingled with taints, the receptivity45 of the continuums of sentient beings for the entrance of the Buddha’s enlightened activities, and the spiritual potential are called the “tathāgata essence.” After the attainment of a buddha’s intuitive wisdom, this designation no longer exists.


And the purification of the inner cause can only be successful when the outer conditions provided by enlightened ones’ enlightenment, excellences, and activities are met:46


The attainment of a buddha’s intuitive wisdom, which is free of all taints after the purification of the element, is called “supreme enlightenment.” The excellences dependent on that enlightenment, including the powers, confidences, and distinctive excellences of a buddha, are indicated as the distinctive features of enlightenment. And the enlightened activities dependent on the excellences, which benefit all sentient beings in both simultaneous and ceaseless ways, are indicated as the distinctive features of the excellences.


Here the enlightened activities are mainly the giving of teachings, which theoretically is never absent, since buddhas continuously engage in teaching activity that springs from their compassion. In short, the sutra statement that all living beings are endowed with the tathāgata essence is based on the fact that a living being’s mind is always free from intrinsic reality and the buddha activity is always present. Since all beings do not lack such a foundation, by means of practice we all can eliminate our own addictions and achieve the final goal of buddhahood. This is the gist of Gyaltsap’s commentary.


In summary, by means of a thorough exegetical analysis rooted in the texts themselves, Gyaltsap points out that the concept of tathāgata essence has a dual meaning in both the ontological-philosophical sense and the soteriological sense; and he emphasizes the latter. Gyaltsap clearly opposes the idea that there is a distinctive view of the tathāgata essence that is independent of the universal vehicle philosophical schools, either Maitreya’s Experientialism or Nāgārjuna’s Centrism. This is in marked contrast with other theories of the tathāgata essence developed in Tibetan Buddhism.


In the Gelukpa monastic curriculum many of the topics raised by Asaṅga reference Gyaltsap’s works. These topics include the Dharma wheels, the Three Jewels, the spiritual potential, the ultimate single vehicle, whether the life cycle has an end or not, whether all beings ultimately become buddhas or not, a buddha’s ten powers, the truth body, and so on.


After Gyaltsap, Gelukpa scholars who wrote commentaries on Asaṅga’s Commentary include Panchen Sönam Drakpa (1478–1554), Choney Drakpa Shedrup (1675–1749), Mugey Samten Gyatso (1914–1993), and so on. Once the Ornament of Clear Realization (Maitreya), the Commentary on Validating Cognition (Dharmakīrti), the Introduction to the Central Way (Chandrakīrti), the Discipline Sutra (Guṇaprabha), and the Treasury of Abhidharma (Vasubandhu) were established as the core curriculum texts in the Gelukpa monastic university education system, Gyaltsap’s commentary was rarely taught as a solo text, but it was often referenced during the study of the Ornament of Clear Realization and the Introduction to the Central Way.





2. The Chinese tradition has a slightly different list, including the Yogācārabhūmi, a lost Yogavibhāga, and a Vajracchedikā Sutra commentary, along with the Mahāyānasūtrālaṁkāra and the Madhyāntavibhāga.


3. In the Chinese tradition however, the founding of the school is attributed to Sthiramati. Although Sanskrit yogācāra is generally equated with the vijñānavāda (consciousness-theory) or cittamātra (mind-only) school, in the Sanskrit and Tibetan traditions it is more broadly used, even referring to some Centrist (mādhyamika) works, such as Āryadeva’s Experientialist Four Hundred (yogācāra-catuḥśataka). Also, the majority of scholars in the Tibetan tradition considers the Maitreyanātha-Asaṅga team as having produced two Centrist works, the Ornament of Clear Realization and the present Sublime Continuum, in addition to the other three Experientialist works.


4. PD70 (phi), pp. 1033.20–1034.3; D100, f. 285b.6–7. See translation below, p. 92. While having nearly completed this present book, Karl Brunnhölzl published his own excellent study of the Uttaratantra, etc., accompanied by a different Tibetan commentarial tradition. In going through it, we noticed his references to the Derge (D) edition of the Kangyur. After verifying the accuracy of several of these references, we decided to add his D folio references to our PD folio references, as many scholars may not have access to the PD edition we consulted.


5. log sred can. This would be appear to be a term similar to “the desire-doomed” (icchantika, ’dod chen po).


6. Bodhisattvabhūmi, PD73 (wi), p. 527.7–15.


7. PD70 (phi), p. 1036.15–21. See translation below, p. 95.


8. See translation below, p. 70.


9. See translation below, p. 70.


10. PD70 (phi), pp. 992.15–993.14. See translation below, p. 57 ff.


11. This may have its source from the Great Drum Sutra (Mahābherīhāraka-sūtra).


12. See translation below, p. 79.


13. Sometimes spelled gnas rnying.


14. Dragyap Losang Tenpa, Rgyal tshab kyi rnam thar yon tan chu gter, as cited in Gyalwang Trinlay Namgyal, ’Jam mgon chos kyi rgyal po tsong kha pa chen po’i rnam thar thub bstan mdzes pa’i rgyan gcig ngo mtshar nor bu’i phreng ba (Xining: Mtsho sngon mi rigs par khang, 1981), 248–49.


15. For a discussion of later, revisionist accounts of the early history of the Geluk lineage that would attempt to undermine Gyaltsap’s status, see Elijah Ary, Authorized Lives: Biography and the Early Formation of Geluk Identity (Boston: Wisdom, 2015).


16. See translation below, p. 267.


17. See translation below, p. 66.


18. See translation below, p. 271.


19. See translation below, p. 141.


20. See translation below, p. 478.


21. See translation below, p. 313.


22. bden stong.


23. See translation below, p. 238.


24. See translation below, p. 238.


25. See translation below, p. 236.


26. adhyāśaya, lhag bsam.


27. See translation below, p. 466.


28. See translation below, p. 231.


29. See translation below, p. 305.


30. See translation below, p. 258.


31. See translation below, p. 326.


32. See translation below, p. 472.


33. heyopādeya, blang dor.


34. See translation below, p. 453.


35. See translation below, p. 230.


36. *aślīla, mun sprul.


37. See translation below, p. 303ff. for the following series of questions and answers.


38. See translation below, p. 306.


39. See translation below, p. 473.


40. See translation below, p. 474.


41. See translation below, p. 242.


42. ālambana, dmigs pa.


43. ci rigs pa.


44. jñāna-dhātv-āpti-niṣṭhaḥ. Owing to the ambiguity in Ngog-lo’s translation (snying po ye shes khams thob mtha’), Rong-ston takes garbho jñāna as a compound, referring to a buddha’s intuitive wisdom. See Legs bshad, 59. This seems not to be the correct rendition as suggested by the Sanskrit edition.


45. ’jug rung.


46. See translation below, p. 243.
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