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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, Chandrakīrti, and Śāntideva wrote the scriptures 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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“The Treasury of the Buddhist Sciences series stands out as one of the most important translation projects of the immense heritage of Indic religions and philosophies. This volume, with the English translation from Sanskrit and Tibetan of the fundamental Guhyasamāja Tantra and its pivotal commentary, the Pradīpoddyotana, offers the reader another precious contribution of the series to the knowledge of Buddhist wisdom.”


— GIACOMELLA OROFINO, University of Naples


“The field of tantric studies is still in its infancy, with the large number of important works that remain unedited, untranslated, and unstudied. With this translation of the first twelve chapters of the Guhyasamāja Tantra with Chandrakīrti’s commentary, Campbell and Thurman are casting a bright light on one of the most influential Buddhist tantras, as elucidated by Chandrakīrti, one of the great Indian exegetes on this work. Campbell’s introduction nicely explicates the Buddhist hermeneutical project, while Thurman unveils a critique of Western misunderstandings of tantra and shows how Chandrakīrti’s explanations can be a corrective. The translation is eloquent and seems very sound; the fruit of decades of intensive textual labor. I strongly recommend this volume for anyone interested in understanding the Buddhist tantras and their interpretation, and I look forward to the publication of the second volume.”


— DAVID B. GRAY, Santa Clara University


“This translation will be of great benefit to everyone intent on delving into the theory and practice of this tantric cycle as well as into the principles of the ground and path of the Vajrayāna in general. The extensive introductions by Campbell and Thurman contextualize the Guhyasamāja and Candrakīrti’s commentary from broader historical and doctrinal perspectives and challenge some of the persisting, biasbased, interpretative approaches to the Vajrayāna.”


— VESNA WALLACE, University of California, Santa Barbara












This work is gratefully dedicated to Great Vajradhara, Shākyamuni, Noble Nāgārjuna, Master Āryadeva, Master Chandrakīrti, Lord Atisha, the Great Translators, Jey Tsong Khapa, Kyabjey Lingtsang Rinpochey, His Holiness the Great Fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet, the Ancestral Lineage, and the host of unnamed Adept Yoginī Masters of the Sciences and Arts of the Esoteric Community Traditions
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Series Editor-in-Chief Preface



THIS Treasury series is dedicated to making available in English and other languages the entire Tengyur (bstan ’gyur), the collection of Sanskrit works preserved in Tibetan translations.


I congratulate John R.B. Campbell and the AIBS Translation Team (members other than myself) for their scholarly, scientific, and spiritual achievement of producing this book and its companion volumes. The members of this team have admirably maintained their focus through years of hard work and continuous critical thought on how best to bring to life this literature of seminal importance to the Indian Buddhist “inner science” tradition, as preserved and further developed and refined in the monastic universities of Tibet. In this particular case, I have functioned in a number of roles — Series Editor-in-Chief, co-translator, and co-editor. Here I will describe the history of the project.


It has been a tremendous pleasure and privilege to work on the study and translation of the Esoteric Community (Guhyasamāja) Tantra and its Illuminating Lamp (Pradīpoddyotana) commentary, from both Sanskrit and Tibetan versions, with the help primarily of Jey Tsong Khapa’s Annotations (mchan ’grel; TKA), with a great team of colleagues, most members unfortunately only intermittently available due to circumstances such as limited funding and other professional career commitments.


Sanskrit editions of the GST by Matsunaga Yukei1 and Francesca Fremantle2 were of great help, and the PU Sanskrit edition of Chintaharan Chakravarti3 also, but the most important Sanskrit work was done by the eminent scholar, Dr. Shrikant Bahulkar, making a new edition, mostly finished by now.4 Dr. David Mellins contributed interesting insights from some rare PU MSS found around the globe, but unfortunately other professional commitments prevented him from being able to spend much time. More research on Sanskrit editions of the two main texts is still warranted, especially as other rare finds surface. In making choices between readings, we have considered the Tibetan translation of Rinchen Zangpo to be a lens through which to view the Sanskrit texts from which he worked in the 11th century, which inferred texts we indicate by RZTS. Another similar source would be the lost Chaglo and Patsab translation fragments alluded to in Tsong Khapa’s Annotations, but we have not been able to use those inferred Sanskrit sources with sufficient confidence yet.


Then for Tibetan we have the Alak Zenkar team’s created critical edition, the Pedurma version (PD).5 Our Tibetan language expert scholar, Dr. Paul Hackett, contributed an amazingly thorough set of critical variants from readings of the Tibetan from his own research in the Derge, Lhasa, Choney, Narthang, etc., editions, massively supplementing the variant research of the PD. There is also the version of the text quoted by Tsong Khapa in his TKA, with his mention in many places of alternate translations from Chag Lotsawa and Patsab, though his printed-in-large-type main text is still the Rinchen Zangpo translation.


In regard to the actual translation work, we read together as a team originally with Dr. John Campbell, who prepared an earlier version of chapters 1–2 as an appendix to his PhD dissertation.6 Campbell and Hackett then formulated an NEH grant, inviting Dr. Shrikant Bahulkar to complete his new Sanskrit edition of the PU, which has been published in serial sections by the Central University of Tibetan Studies in Sarnath in its Dhih journal. I was invited to take chief responsibility as supervisor, which I happily but too slowly have done. The grant was awarded in 2007, with Columbia University graciously waiving the usual overhead requirements. We then proceeded to read together most of the first twelve chapters, using Tsong Khapa’s TKA throughout, which was indispensable for finding our way. We missed our deadlines by a great deal, the major problem being funding, since neither of my main colleagues yet had a full-time academic job, and their grant funding was only covering “release time” as if they did. This is customary, since most grantees of such awards do have regular full-time positions in colleges or universities. I was not funded as a volunteer, so had to maintain my teaching and research schedule and other duties, and we were much slower than anticipated.


When funding ran out, Campbell and Hackett had to take other jobs, moving away from the university, but they maintained some progress remotely. I continued to read, occasionally with one or both of them, and often with a succession of scholars who had the interest: the learned independent scholar, Dr. David Mellins, for some chapters, and a stellar grad student, Guy St. Amant, with whom we made progress in the later chapters, 13–17. Campbell and others came back part-time later to work on the TKA, but neither junior colleague has been at liberty to work intensively since funding ran out, though they have helped me finalizing when time has allowed. All this has forced me to take main responsibility for the first published results at this stage.


The present volume is the first resulting from the NEH grant; a second volume will comprise chapters 13–17. Although both these volumes were read with the help of the TKA, it only appears peripherally, as the NEH grant only asked for GST and PU translations. Later volumes will present the TKA in full, one volume for chapters 1–12 and another for chapters 13–17, enabled by the generous support of the Tsadra Foundation, and completed with much subsequent volunteer effort. Further volumes will follow to present translations of the other explanatory tantras of the Esoteric Community Tantra; the Revelation of the Intention, the Inquiry of the Four Goddesses, the Vajra Intuition Compendium, the Further Tantra, and Tsong Khapa’s Jewel Sprout Esoteric Community Final Analysis.7 In addition the third and fifth chapters of the Kālachakra Tantra with their Stainless Light commentaries are in the works, joining Vesna Wallace’s translations of chapters 2 and 4 of the same works. These all should be completed by the end of 2020 and appear in print during the following years. Meanwhile an associated volume of Drs. Lozang Jamspal and David Kittay’s translation of the GST’s important explanatory tantra, The Vajra Rosary, has also just been published.


All of the publishing work for over a decade has been with the kind cooperation of distributorship by the Columbia University Press, and all supported by the William T. Kistler Foundation and other individual donors. In the present and future of our large scale, multi-generational project to translate the entire Tibetan Tengyur and its associated Tibetan literature into English and multiple other languages, we are delighted to be enjoying now and into the future the copublishing support and invaluable expertise of the publishers, advisers, and staff of Wisdom Publications.


It is my pleasure to express sincere thanks to the National Endowment for the Humanities, which funded several of the translator-scholars’ release time and the work of Dr. Bahulkar, during three of the years during which parts of these works were completed. I am also very thankful to the Tsadra Foundation, which supported some of the other scholars working on Tsong Khapa’s TKA, considered the indispensable basis by the inner science tradition for developing understanding of the profound and recondite GST’s “vajra words,” and its PU commentary as well.


We could have waited another year or two to publish this work to include the later chapters and the full material from the TKA but have decided it is past time to start the multi-volume series. There is so much misunderstanding about Indic tantras; the worldwide Buddhological community is just now beginning to emerge from a state of living in denial about the huge role Buddhist and Hindu tantras played among Indic religions in the second half of the first Common Era millennium. This has had a distinctively negative impact on the general evaluation of the Tibetan Buddhist civilization, since it has been the main recipient, preserver, and developer of this last phase of Indic Buddhist culture. Therefore, it is important to lift the veil of secrecy that has protected these traditions, to present their originating literature, and to begin the discussion of the controversial elements of their practices that have caused so much misunderstanding and consternation in Asia and the West.


We are therefore pleased to present the first half of the PU commentary, along with a new version of the recondite “vajra words” of the Guhyasamāja Root Tantra.


Robert A.F. Thurman


Publisher and Editor-in-Chief, American Institute of Buddhist Studies Center for Buddhist Studies, Columbia University,


Tibet House US


October 2, 2019 CE, Tibetan Royal Year 2146, Earth Sow Year


_______________


1. Matsunaga 1978.


2. Fremantle 1971.


3. Chakravarti 1984.


4. Bahulkar 2009, 2010a, 2010b, 2012, 2013–19.


5. Tib. bstan ’gyur dpe bsdur ma (PD), bstan ’gyur, rgyud HA, vol. 15, 821–1333.


6. Campbell 2009.


7. rgyud kyi rgyal po dpal gsang ba ’dus pa’i rgya cher bshad pa/ sgron ma gsal ba’i dka ba’i gnad kyi mtha dpyod.
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Abbreviations and Typographical Conventions






	AIBS
	American Institute of Buddhist Studies




	C
	Chakravarti 1984, Sanskrit edition of PU




	D
	Derge edition of the Kangyur or Tengyur




	GST
	
Guhyasamāja Tantra (The Esoteric Community Tantra)




	H
	Lhasa edition of the Kangyur or Tengyur




	JVS
	
Jñāna-vajra-samuccaya Tantra (The Intuition Vajra Compendium)




	M
	Matsunaga 1978, critical Sanskrit edition of GST




	NEH
	GST/PU revised editions (Bahulkar, Campbell, Hackett, Mellins, & Thurman, eds.) forthcoming online. Unless otherwise indicated, Skt. citations from the PU refer to this critical edition.




	NGD
	Ngawang Gelek Demo (1978) edition of TKA




	PD
	dPe bsDur-ma (1996), critical edition of the Tibetan translation of PU




	PU
	
Pradīpoddyotana of Chandrakīrti (The Illuminating Lamp)




	PUP
	
Pradīpoddyotanābhisaṁdhi-Prakāśikā (Illuminating Lamp Intention Elucidation) of Bhavyakīrti




	Q
	Peking Edition of the Tibetan Buddhist Canons, D. T. Suzuki, ed.




	RZTS
	Rinchen Zangpo Tibetan Sanskrit (the Sanskrit text revealed by Rinchen Zangpo’s Tibetan translation)




	Skt.
	Sanskrit




	SV
	
Sandhi[-dhyā]vyākaraṇa Tantra (The Revelation of the Intention). Verse number citations from Kittay and Jamspal n.d.




	
Tib.
	Tibetan




	TBRC
	Sku ’bum edition (2000?) of TKA




	TK
	Tsong Khapa




	TKA
	Tsong Khapa’s Annotations (mchan ’grel). Translation forthcoming in this series.




	TN
	mTsho sNgon (1999) edition of TKA




	Tōh.
	Tōhoku catalogue of the Tibetan Buddhist Canon, Sendai




	UT
	
Guhyasamājottara Tantra, aka Uttara Tantra, GST 18th Chapter, Further Tantra.




	VM
	
Vajramālā Tantra (The Vajra Rosary). Verse number citations from Kittay 2020.




	[. . .]
	Material introduced by translators in translation to facilitate English readability




	{. . .}
	Occasional glosses in translation drawn from Tsong Khapa’s TKA






Typographical Conventions


In the translation, indented paragraphs with text, prose, and verses in SMALL CAPS represent passages quoted from the GST root tantra. Numbering for GST root verses and explanatory tantra verses are formatted using the following convention: CHAPTER:verse (e.g., III:7). In the immediately subsequent PU commentary (not indented), words or phrases in bold represent Chandrakīrti’s citations of various parts of the GST passage just quoted; such bolded words and phrases are not placed in quote marks, to avoid crowding the pages with such marks. Numbering for PU verses (and verses cited from any other canonical text) are formatted using the following convention: [chapter.verse] (e.g., [12.17]).


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 vowels — we have added an h to convey certain sounds that the general reader will mispronounce without it (thus ś, ṣ, and c are rendered as sh, ṣh, and ch, respectively). 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 full standard diacritical conventions for Sanskrit, and Wylie transliterations for Tibetan.
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The Vajra Hermeneutics of the Tradition of Ārya Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva



JOHN R.B. CAMPBELL


This volume is a translation of the first twelve chapters of the Great King of Tantras, The Glorious Esoteric Community Tantra (Śrī Guhyasamāja Mahā-Tantra-rāja, hereafter GST), along with the commentary called The Illuminating Lamp (Pradīpoddyotana-nāma-ṭīkā, hereafter PU), a commentary in Sanskrit on the former by the Buddhist intellectual and tantric scholar-practitioner Chandrakīrti in the second half of the first millennium CE. Regarded by Indo-Tibetan tradition as the esoteric scripture wherein the Buddha revealed the very psycho-physical process of his enlightenment, the GST is a preeminent text of the class of scriptures known to late first millennium CE Indian Buddhist writers as great yoga tantra (mahāyoga-tantra), and later to their Tibetan successors as unexcelled yoga tantra (*anuttarayoga-tantra). The PU presents a system of interpretive guidelines according to which the obscure meanings of the GST might be extracted in order to engage its ritual and yogic practices taught therein. Applying its interpretive strategies to the text of the GST, the PU articulates a synthetic, “vajra vehicle” (vajrayāna) discourse that locates tantric practices and ideals squarely within the cosmological and institutional frameworks of Mahayana Buddhism.


From the time Prince Siddhārtha went forth into homelessness and founded the monastic community, the ideal of “giving it all up for nirvana” was not only central to Indian Buddhist institutional structure but also a hallmark of its literary self-expression. From accounts of the Buddha’s former lives of austerity and self-sacrifice in avadāna and jātaka literature to the epic wanderings of the bodhisattvas in Mahayana sutras, the heroic tropes of worldly renunciation and emotional dispassion served to articulate core values of the monastic community in its canonical literature. However, the Buddhist mahāyoga tantras expanded the iconographic and literary representation of an increasingly crowded Buddhist pantheon to include celestial buddhas and bodhisattvas in erotic embrace, demonstrating the “great bliss” (mahāsukha) of their awakening (bodhi), while apparently advocating the transgressing of virtually all the most basic moral precepts of monastic and lay Buddhism as necessary on the accelerated path to complete awakening. In dramatic contrast to the abstinent mendicant and the tough-as-nails bodhisattva, the champions of these new scriptures and practice systems are represented in later hagiographic accounts as freewheeling and generally non-monastic adepts (siddha), the most celebrated among them having dropped out and gone forth (niryāna) from monastic life to seek enlightenment outside its supposedly rigid institutions and dry scholastic curricula.


The unexcelled yoga tantras thus represent a remarkable and startling addition to an ongoing — and apparently ever-expanding — process of Indian Buddhist text production in the second half of the first millennium CE. Over the past two decades, there has been an increasing scholarly interest in the great rise of Buddhist esotericism, long neglected in Buddhist studies. Matthew Kapstein has aptly observed how its radical and “dynamic vision of the Buddhist enlightenment . . . must be regarded as the last great creative movement within Indian Buddhism.”8 Indeed, the growing acceptance within segments of late first millennium Buddhist monasticism of practices foregrounding the indispensable role of the tantric master, initiation into a mandala, and the homologizing of sexual bliss with the bliss of awakening are among the most astonishing and poorly understood developments in post-Gupta Indian Buddhism.


A detailed commentary on the GST — itself regarded by the Indo-Tibetan tradition, it bears repeating, as a scripture revealing the psycho-physical process by which the Buddha attained enlightenment — the PU presents a system of interpretive guidelines of “seven ornaments” (saptālaṁkāra), interconnected strategies for extracting multivalent meaning from the “root” (mūla) scripture. In the concise style typical of classical Indian scientific treatise commentary, the PU begins with a highly technical yet lucid presentation of Chandrakīrti’s interpretive system, citing as doctrinal authority a set of revelatory “explanatory tantras” (vyākhyā/ākhyāna-tantra) delivered by the Buddha himself. The commentary goes on to assign to the statements of the GST multiple layers of simultaneous meaning appropriate to tantric practitioners at different levels of ritual and yogic expertise.


The PU seems to presuppose and even codify the acceptance within segments of the Buddhist educated community a complex set of advanced practices and symbolic systems seemingly at odds with normative Buddhist values and monastic codes of conduct. To judge by the pervasiveness of its distinctive terminology among tantric treatises in the Tibetan Tengyur, including six complete or nearly complete sub-commentaries of its own, undoubtedly it was widely known within learned circles in Buddhist India. From the time of its translation into Tibetan in the eleventh century, the PU had come to be regarded by many as a definitive presentation of hermeneutics for the unexcelled yoga tantras and as the foundation for studying and teaching the esoteric practice of “deity yoga” (devatā-yoga), through which a practitioner is said to be able not only to achieve liberation from suffering but also to actualize the “form bodies” (rūpa-kāya) of a fully enlightened buddha in a single lifetime. Its synthesis of Vajrayāna theories and aspirations within an exoteric Mahayana Buddhist path-structure is certainly characteristic of mainstream Buddhist orthopraxy by the time of such famous eleventh-century Indian monastic figures as Atisha Dīpaṅkarashrījñāna (c. 982–1054), Ratnākarashānti (fl. early eleventh century), and Abhayākaragupta (c. 1084–1126/1077–1119). As such, the PU is an exemplary work of Vajrayāna scholasticism and a key source-text for studying the momentous refashioning of North Indian monastic universities into centers of tantric practice and teaching, a trans-regional tantric Mahayana that came to typify much of Indian Buddhism from the second half of the first millennium until its institutional destruction in the early thirteenth century, and all Buddhism within the Tibetan cultural sphere afterward.


The Ārya Nāgārjuna School of the Guhyasamāja Interpretation


The author of the PU identifies himself with what has been called in English translation “the Nāgārjuna system” (Tib. ’phags lugs) of tantric exegesis and practice associated with Nālandā Monastery. The Tibetan shorthand is a coinage of early eleventh-century Tibetan intellectuals such as Gö Khugpa Hlaytsay (’gos khug pa blhas brtsas) and not attested in Indic sources. It reflects this Tibetan tantric tradition’s self-identification with the Centrist (madhyamaka) philosophical school of Ārya Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva, whom the Tibetan scholar-practitioners considered the same persons as the tantric scholar-practitioners, authors of the Five Stages (Pañcakrama) and Lamp that Integrates the Practices (Caryāmelāpakapradīpa). This completely opposes the modern dating schemes, which consider that there must be two Ārya Nāgārjunas, two Āryadevas, two Chandrakīrtis, etc. The Tibetans call the two “Ārya” individuals “the noble (ārya) father and son” (’phags pa yab sras), considering the philosophical and tantric personages as very much the same, the Centrist philosophy being the basis of the tantric practice. By his claimed direct affiliation with them, Chandrakīrti aligns himself with this lineage of the famous Centrists/tantrics Ārya Nāgārjuna and Āryadeva, and he himself also is understood by all Tibetan scholars to be the same author who wrote the seventh-century Lucid Exposition commentary on Nāgārjuna’s Wisdom: Centrist Root Verses. If the Tibetans are correct, this puts the date of the PU in the seventh century CE, centuries earlier than modern scholars assert. Since we cannot decide this here, we must bracket the dating controversies for the moment. However, we will refer to this particular tantric tradition as simply “the Nāgārjuna system” or “tradition” in order to dispel the implication that there is anything “ignoble” about any other system of interpretation.9


The earliest writings on the Nāgārjuna system in Tibet are those of Gö Khugpa Hlaytsay in the eleventh century, presumably around the same time as he revised the Tibetan translation done in the tenth century. The famous Tibetan translator Marpa Chökyi Lodrö (1012–1097) received lineages of GST practice from his teachers in Nepal but apparently not with the explicit nomenclature of the Noble (Nāgārjuna) system, although its content was definitely known to him. The Sakyapa hierarch Sönam Tsemo (1142–1182) wrote on the PU as part of his broader scholarship on “methods for explaining the tantras” (bshad thabs).10 The master scholar and editor of the Tibetan Tengyur, Butön Rinchendrup (1290–1364) wrote extensively on the Nāgārjuna system as well as the seven-ornament system.11


Strongly influenced by Butön’s writing, Tsong Khapa (1357–1419) would by the end of his life position the literature and doctrines of the Nāgārjuna tradition of the GST alongside those of Dialecticist Centrism (prāsaṅgika-madhyamaka) as the centerpiece of his distinctive interpretation of Buddhist philosophy and practice, forming the doctrinal foundation for the Gelukpa order.12 Tsong Khapa himself oversaw the production of the first books printed in Tibet at Ganden Monastery, none other than the GST and its PU commentary with his own extensive Annotations (ca. 1414) to the latter. According to the biography of Tsong Khapa by one of his chief disciples, Khedrup Jey, this printing project began late in the dog year (1418) and was completed in the pig year (1419), the year of the master’s passing.13 Tsong Khapa’s immediate successors in the early to mid-fifteenth century institutionalized the PU as the curricular foundation for esoteric studies in “tantric colleges” (sngags pa’i gwra tshang) of the monastic “seats” (gdan sa), the monastic universities of the Gelukpa order, with a curriculum modelled on what they understood to be that of the Indian monastic universities.14


The Seven Ornaments


The system of seven ornaments assigns to the statements of the GST multiple layers of simultaneous meaning appropriate to tantric practitioners at different levels of ritual and yogic expertise, aligning the entire tantric practice with non-tantric, Mahayana Buddhist practice and cosmology. In the concise style typical of classical Indian shastric commentary, the PU outlines hermeneutic categories that enable a tantric specialist to extract the root tantra’s encrypted, or “sealed” (mudrita) meanings, to align those with the esoteric practices detailed in the supplementary explanatory tantras and to apply these to the liturgical performances (sādhana) and psycho-physical yogas of the Nāgārjuna system. The seven ornaments thus describe both the ways in which the GST safeguards its meaning from inappropriate audiences as well as requires the hermeneutic system with which a qualified expert of the Nāgārjuna system can decode the meaning and practices of the GST as they have been purposefully distributed among the explanatory tantras, themselves also supposedly authored by Vajradhara Buddha.


Tsong Khapa wrote extensively on the Nāgārjuna system of interpretation and implementation of the GST. In his Annotations he provides an overview of the function and components of the famous seven-ornament system at the center of the PU and of the Nāgārjuna system exegesis. Tsong Khapa elucidates Chandrakīrti’s statement that the root tantra was deliberately encrypted by means of different types of linguistic expression alongside multiple levels of meaning for each statement of the GST. The rules of interpretation and implementation of the seven ornaments, mainly drawn from the Intuition Vajra Compendium explanatory tantra (JVS), are applicable also to all unexcelled yoga tantras other than the GST and can serve to disclose their inner meanings.


The ornaments themselves as presented in the first chapter of the PU are as follows:


1. Preliminaries (upodghāta): for locating the source context of the root and explanatory tantras.


2. Methods (nyāya): for engaging in both the exoteric and esoteric Buddhist paths of practice, modeled on the process by which the Buddha came to embody enlightenment. This ornament juxtaposes the narrative of Shākyamuni’s exoteric biography with the distinctive narrative of the practitioner’s esoteric enlightenment biography, aligning the dispassionate practice (virāgadharma) of the bodhisattva and the passionate practice (rāgadharma) of the vajrasattva as complementary procedures.


3. Parameters (koṭi) of explanation (upadeśa): refer to different kinds of speech used in the root tantra. These semantic levels are familiar from non-tantric Buddhist hermeneutics and general Indian theories of language, including interpretable meaning (neyārtha) and definitive meaning (nītārtha) statements.


4. Programs (naya) of interpretation (vyākhyā): systematize the gradual decoding of successively more profound levels of meaning encoded in the text (literal, symbolic, implicit, ultimate) corresponding to the needs of students at progressively more advanced stages of study and practice.


5. Teaching Environment: specifies which modes of exposition and levels of interpretation are appropriate to public (satravyākhyāna) versus individual instruction (śiṣyākhyāna). This ornament limits the teaching of the advanced perfection stage practices to confidential, contractual relationships between preceptor and student, ritualized by consecrations.


6. Typology of Five Types of Person (pañca pudgala): to be taught, progressing from barely competent but nonetheless entitled, up to the perfect disciple. The typology lines up with the context of instruction (whether or not someone needs to be restricted to public teachings) and therefore to the semantic level of the explanation and the nature of the practice appropriate to each.


7. The Ornament of the Performance (sādhana) and fulfillment of the Nāgārjuna system’s highest practices of the Perfection Stage. This ornament describes the perfect union (yuganaddha) of the two realities (satyadvaya) of the clear light mind (cittaprabhāsvara) and the magic body (māyādeha).


Yoga of the Nāgārjuna Tradition


Tsong Khapa explains the GST as distinct among tantric scriptures due to its unique emphasis on facilitating the cultivation of the magic body (māyā deha) of the advanced-stage practitioner. Rejecting an earlier Tibetan threefold categorization into father, mother, and nondual unexcelled yoga tantras, he writes:


I explain following the explanation of the well-established opinion on the distinction of the unexcelled yoga tantras as wisdom (shes rab, prajñā) and art (thabs, upāya) of such scriptures as the Vajra Tent. . . . Although some distinguish based on the creation stage practice, the difference is actually in the perfection stage [of the various tantras.] If we take bliss and emptiness (bde stong) as art and wisdom (thabs shes, upāya-prajñā) respectively, individual scriptures cannot be differentiated; they all must be “nondual.” . . . This distinction is unsupportable. . . . When you distinguish between art tantras and wisdom tantras with respect to the emphasis of their perfection stages, then wisdom must mean “intuition of ultimate reality-great bliss” (paramārtha-mahāsukha-jñāna), while art must mean “conventional [reality] magic body” (saṁvṛti [satya] māyādeha.) The first of these points about the mother tantras is found in the thirteenth chapter of the Vajra Tent, which says, “prajñāpāramitā as means is called yogini; entry into union with reality is mahāmudrā; that is called yogini tantra.15


The gendered symbolism he invokes is a familiar feature of Vajrayāna scholastic commentary in India and is consistent with a similar alignment in exoteric Mahayana of ultimate reality voidness (śūnyatā) with “the mother of all buddhas,” with compassion (karuṇā) and art (upāya) of the bodhisattva and buddhas identified as her male counterpart. In the Nāgārjuna system, the preeminent compassionate art taught in the GST is cultivation of this “magic body” (māyā-deha), the achievement of which is essential for collapsing the three incalculable eons of rebirth normally required on the bodhisattva path into a single lifespan. This energetic “wind-energy body” (prāṇavāyu-kāya) is symbolized by the iconic vajra, the diamond-hard thunderbolt weapon of Indra, the ritual counterpart of the pristine subtle mind symbolized by the bell. The GST with its auto-commentarial explanatory tantras is thus distinctive and even unique from the point of view of the Nāgārjuna system in its emphasis on facilitating the practice of the magic body, the ultimate art revealed by the Buddha, contrasted with the mother tantras’ facilitation of the merging with the clear light mind.


Embedded within the seven ornaments are the interpretive categories “interpretable meaning” (neyārtha) and “definitive meaning” (nītartha), familiar from exoteric Buddhist hermeneutics. For the Mādhyamika, following the Teaching of Akṣhayamati Sūtra, the neyārtha/nītārtha dyad always pertains to the content of a statement, with only statements concerning the voidness of intrinsic reality of phenomena being considered definitive; a single statement can only be one or the other.16 Within the seven ornaments scheme, however, a single statement can carry both interpretable and definitive readings that refer each to the two yogic practice stages — the imaginative process of self-creation in a divine form while maintaining awareness of all forms as emptiness, and the process of perfecting the realization of a supersubtle magic body made of sheer energy with a mind of great bliss and merging it with the ultimate clear light reality again and again until there is a perfect communion (yuganadha) of bliss body and clear light mind in the great adept’s (mahāsiddha) tantric form of buddhahood.


The hallmark of the Nāgārjuna system is its use of Centrist metaphysics and appropriation of the latter’s terminology. Its most significant transvaluation of Centrist metaphysics and terminology is the aligning of the two realities (satyadvaya) of Centrist philosophy with, on one hand, the creation and perfection developmental stages referenced above and, on the other, the third and fourth of the five yogic stages of the perfection process. For the Centrist philosopher, it is only on the basis of conventional, superficial truth (vyavahāra-saṁvṛti-satya) that ultimate reality (paramārtha-satya) can be approached and realized. Creation stage practice of the Nāgārjuna system involves rehearsal and imitation of the multi-dimensional subjectivity of buddhahood by means of visualizing oneself as a perfected being and engaging in enlightened acts in the tantric mandala for the benefit of all suffering beings. Like a speech act that instantiates a new subjectivity, the creation stage is entirely conventional and relational. Through its repeated familiarization over time, however, one’s conventional reality is manifested in the ultimate reality realization of “union” or “communion” (yuganaddha), or tantric enlightenment.


The Logic of Commentary


The extraordinary interpretive ingenuity with which Chandrakīrti followed the writings of the Noble Nāgārjuna’s Five Stages has persuaded some modern scholars to assume a radical discontinuity between the community of practitioners who originally produced the GST and other mahāyoga tantras and the tantric treatises. On this reading, monastic and scholastic authors have engaged in hermeneutical backflips to dull the dangerous edge of the mahāyoga tantras and to domesticate their transgressive message. The Buddhist master Atisha, for example, was famously invited to Tibet by the princely rulers of Gugé in the early eleventh century in order to clear up deviant practices, particularly among members of the monastic community, resulting from misunderstanding of tantras such as the GST.17 It is not surprising, therefore, that as the esoteric systems increasingly made their way across cultural and linguistic borders, the PU and the seven ornaments received a great deal of commentarial attention due to a perceived need to correctly interpret the tantric literature and to organize the bewildering variety of esoteric practice systems for pedagogical purposes. Remarking on a commentary on the seven ornaments by the Kashmiri Shraddhākaravarman18 (fl. mid-eleventh century), Arenes suggests that such texts reflect the “double souci” of Indian Buddhist scholastic authors both to interpret the tantric literature and to organize the bewildering variety of esoteric practice systems for pedagogical purposes.19


But to assume such a total rift separating the unexcelled yoga tantras and their scholastic commentaries is to drive an artificial wedge between the dichotomies — arguably false dichotomies — of original revelation and exegetical innovation. Semantic explanation is co-extensive with and intimately bound to the very representation of revelation in classical South Asian knowledge systems. This is not just a post-structuralist’s fancy: in very real ways, Sanskrit commentary not only mediates but in fact creates meaning in a dynamic engagement with the text on which it comments. It is not an isolated oddity that the Manusmṛti (12.112) prescribes an etymologist and a ritual specialist to be present at any Vedic sacrificial assembly, suggesting a deep structural affinity between the execution of ritual and its analysis in Vedic practice. This sort of structural interdependence of transcendent revelation and local, semantic analysis is indeed the norm for Sanskrit scientific treatise traditions, including those of scholastic Buddhist Vajrayāna. It is most clearly demonstrated in the dialectic operating between the seven-ornament hermeneutic of the PU and the GST: explanatory tantras are decrypted and extracted by the tantric preceptor applying the seven ornaments, who then presents this as personal instructions (upadeśa) to the initiated practitioner, making possible the personal realization, which is none other than the sum total of the meaning and practices of the initial revelation.


A shared assumption among traditional Sanskrit commentators in India is that the proper role of commentary is to make manifest what is latent in the authoritative scripture under consideration. According to the grammarians, what is found in a vṛtti or vārttika must be considered to be present in the sutras themselves, and an explanation that is judged to go beyond the limit of the sutra (utsūtra) is normally condemned as unjustifiable and unacceptable.20 Deutsch has argued that by the time of the redaction of the first philosophical (darśana) commentaries of the early first millennium, when this commentarial approach had become standard practice, any opposition between “legitimate explication” and “creative innovation” was “basically nonexistent in Indian thought.”21 He writes about how central to traditional Indian understanding of philosophical text is the idea of philosophy as the “recovery” — rather than the “discovery” — of the fundamentals of a given tradition that were always established at the very outset of the founding of the discipline. It is the task of the tradition through history, then, to restate and explicate these fundamentals to successive generations in successive commentaries on the basic sutra and its assumed correctness.


Crucial to this Sanskrit commentarial logic, the recovery of meaning, is the notion of “indicating, hinting, intending” (jñāpaka and abhiprāya). Since a commentary must expose what is already available in the original, the operative hermeneutic is to extrapolate from what is being hinted at. Only a qualified master of a given system, a guru, having the requisite training and insight is able to tease out the meanings buried away in the root verses and sutras. In other words, the authenticity of a commentary derives from the fact that it lies dormant in the original revelation. And if meaning is always intended meaning (vivakṣitārtha), then interpretation is always an act of recovering what was originally meant. This presupposes that the Buddha (or whoever) was fully aware of the full range of possible implications, so there cannot be an authentic interpretation that was not anticipated in the revelation. If this sounds “esoteric,” it is because the esoteric traditions we know something about, like the Nāgārjuna tradition, operate upon precisely this dialectic of occultation and revelation, encryption and disclosure, hinting and discovering. Such a process was therefore by no means unique to tantric commentaries; rather, such discursive practices are the norm for traditional South Asian text communities, and esoteric systems had often internalized Sanskritic culture.


In the methodological imperative to find an “ur-text” that has guided Indology and Buddhist studies for most of the past two hundred years, this slippage is often discounted and the “validity” of individual interpretive streams is similarly blocked. The result has been, for the most part, an inability to grasp — or indifference toward — the discrete knowledge systems, texts, and institutions that actually make up human history. If the influence of tantric systems in South, Central, and East Asian histories is difficult to track and study, it is because their very terms — their vocabulary, iconography, cosmologies, and semiotics — are highly technical, idiosyncratic, and specific to individual systems. To make sense of the Vajrayāna literature in general and the Nāgārjuna tradition’s hermeneutic system in particular, it will be similarly necessary to consider such “local” factors that made viable the esoteric Mahayana discourse of the PU, through which mahāyoga tantric scriptures such as the GST could become not only tolerated but championed by Indian and Tibetan Buddhists of the late first millennium as the crowning glory of Shākyamuni Buddha’s teaching of the Dharma. Guided by these considerations, the translation team has undertaken this new translation of the GST as received by the PU.


State of the Field


The study of Buddhist tantra in South and Central Asia has only very recently begun to consider how such forms and literature were coherent to the people enacting and producing them. It has become an almost commonplace observation that the study of tantric Buddhism remains a neglected area in the field of Indian Buddhist studies generally. The great Belgian scholar Louis de La Vallée Poussin peevishly remarked how “most of the historians of Buddhism deliberately ignore this ‘annoying’ aspect of the Indian tradition; but this omission does not go without any serious inconveniences.”22 More recently, Davidson observed that historians of Indian political and social histories have characteristically neglected the study of early medieval India, considering it a messy and unruly period, untypical of the “classical” Indian imperial models of its “great empires” (Mauryan, Gandhāran, Gupta, and Vākāṭaka) while embracing the language of degeneration and decay for latter periods.23


There remain very few edited editions of the great number of extant Sanskrit manuscripts of tantric Buddhist texts. The vast collection of tantric works translated into Chinese and Tibetan remains largely untapped, and only a handful of modern language translations of tantric Buddhist works from any period have been published. The existent work has mainly been in the important area of editing some of the more famous works, but investigation into the historical, social, and intellectual environments in which these texts functioned has lagged behind.


Scholarly efforts have tended to focus on articulating broad, defining characteristics of Buddhist tantra. Wittgenstein’s concept of “family resemblances” — in which a network of features contributes to a cohesive whole but no single feature is necessary or sufficient to constitute that whole — is often invoked to help organize an enormous variety of ritual media, practices, and theories. Such helpful works represent a huge advancement in the state of modern scholarship on tantric religion in general and its Buddhist form in particular, but they also by necessity fail to emphasize the important differentiation in specific traditions with respect to ritual practice, theory, and hermeneutics. This has frequently resulted in a homogenous response to “the tantric.”


While preparation of editions and translations of Indian Vajrayāna scriptures and their commentarial literatures is a necessary first step in the study of Indian Buddhist tantra, it is not at all clear that exclusive attention to text-critical work can much improve the understanding of esoteric Buddhism in South Asia without also placing them in the context of the traditions of study and practice that center on them. Nearly thirty years ago, Michael Broido commented that “the weakness of current Western work on the tantras is the almost complete neglect of the methods of interpretation which were used by the commentators and their teachers who interpreted them.”24 This translation seeks, precisely, to capture the reception of the Esoteric Community Tantra as mediated through Chandrakīrti’s commentary.


Just as the study of schools of Buddhism in India has become considerably advanced by painstaking examination of the hermeneutic principles critically outlined in commentarial traditions that guide the interpretation of their philosophical schools and the clashes between them, it is logical that a similar effort is anticipated in the context of the study and interpretation of tantric texts, rituals, and social practices. If Buddhist tantra is to be mapped, its legend is very likely to be available in the tantric commentaries of the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist traditions themselves. The picture of Buddhist practice that can be gleaned from a study of the PU is one of bodhisattva-oriented, monastic Mahayana alongside hallmark Vajrayāna rituals and theories, including esoteric initiation, performance (sādhana) of the self-creation (ātmotpatti) as a tantric buddha-deity, and the assurance that transformation of one’s normally defiled body, speech, and mind into those of a fully enlightened being is possible in a single lifetime. It effectively presents the case for the broadest range of Buddhist Studies scholars to recognize the seminal importance of the GST in the development of the tantric era of late first millennium Indic religions, and for Buddhist practitioners to recognize the practice of the Esoteric Community Tantra as clearly among the crowning glories of Shākyamuni Buddha’s teaching of the Dharma.
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A Fresh Look at the Unexcelled Yoga Tantras of the Mahayana Tradition



ROBERT A.F. THURMAN


I. Full Disclosure


To acknowledge my own perspective, I must begin with the reason I work on this literature of the Buddhist tantras. Though I am an indoctrinated member of the “modern” American scientific materialist academic intelligentsia, I am also some sort of a lax Buddhist, that is, finding consolation within the refuge of the Three Jewels as I understand them — the Buddha as the Teacher, the Dharma as both the teaching and most importantly the actual reality taught, and the Sangha as the community of students undertaking the higher educations in ethics, mind-development, and scientific investigation that constitute the Dharma in practice. Furthermore, without deviating from the Buddhist scientific physics of the voidness/relativity discovery, I am fascinated by the tantras as I consider them to be the most sophisticated elaboration of the highest psychological and physical technologies made possible by Buddhist science’s discovery of that very voidness/relativity nondual reality. I have a reasonable inferential understanding of the voidness/relativity natural philosophy and empirical science of Buddhism, though still not enough of the required deep experiential realization. I am a beginner initiate of this Esoteric Community Tantra, a half-baked practitioner of some of its creation stage practices, and an avid scholar of key bits of its vast literature in Sanskrit and Tibetan. I freely admit I have reached a stage of being open-minded about the physical and mental realities that its culture imagines to be the actual context within which its practice and performance is considered potentially efficacious, though as a member of our modern materialist culture, I would probably faint if I experienced or witnessed any of the supernormal things taken for granted in the tradition.


My teachers in the tradition (as mentioned in my dedication) have encouraged me to think — though they are not responsible for how I act on that thinking — that the strong strictures of secrecy that traditionally would have prevented the general publication of a series such as this one from ever happening are no longer required to be maintained in certain contexts in the presently emerging, and seriously endangered, world culture. Perhaps they have decided to be more open due to the fact that a mass of misunderstandings about tantra already abounds among scholars and educated people in general. These misunderstandings are especially harmful to an accurate evaluation of Indian civilization as a whole, since tantra was a major concern of all traditions during the last six hundred years of culturally free India. And they are especially harmful to a fair evaluation of Tibetan civilization, since it was inspired and shaped by this very same last phase of Indian civilization and has preserved and refined its core features ever since, right up to the present day. If one wrongly considers that the last half millennium of independent Indian civilization was “corrupted” by a “decadent” tantric ethos, then the less civilized neighboring conquest culture of Tibet added to its backwardness a diligent assimilation of that “decadent corruption,” until it formed the core of that horrendous “backward, corrupt, and decadent” culture of Tibet. Such total misunderstandings also distort the general if sometimes nearly subliminal understanding of various forms of Buddhism, both as religions and as sciences, and of Buddhists of all sorts of ethnicities, and especially of persons and institutions dedicated to tantric esotericism. Such misunderstandings require analysis and clarification, involving the open exposure of materials traditionally considered secret and the careful contextualization of key content, sources of not only exalted attainments, but also both misunderstanding and probable misuse, ancient and modern — all this precisely in order to prevent further misunderstanding and misuse.


II. General Context Re-envisioned


There is a general idea among scholars that Indian Buddhist tantrics took all the seemingly transgressive ideas and practices of the Buddhist tantras literally, going especially wild with the unexcelled yoga tantras in particular. As that idea goes — “They were mainly ex-monks who returned to lay life. They adopted the lifestyle of modern sadhus, abandoned the ethics of Buddhism and Brahminism, and indulged themselves in the transgressive manner of the antinomian tantric orders such as the Kāpālikas. It was only later that the Tibetans, most of them ensconced in their doggedly puritanical, monastic clericalism, cleaned up the tantric lifestyle, and made the transgressive elements symbolic only.”


However, studying Chandrakīrti in his Illuminating Lamp (Pradīpa-Uddyotana, hereafter PU) gives a perspective that counters that complex of ideas. His “seven-ornament” system25 — with its two central ornaments of the six explanatory parameters and the four interpretations, and the other five associated ornaments, which are institutional organizational strategies — seems to have been developed to govern the behavior of a long-experienced community of scholars and practitioners that is highly educated and sophisticated, not just the behavior of a bunch of wild yogis. The most important hermeneutical strategies are the six explanatory parameters guiding the six types of meaning used in tantric teachings: literal and technical, intentional and explicit, and interpretable and definitive, and the four types of interpretive procedures — verbal, general, hidden, and ultimate. The organizational strategies have to do with how teachings are delivered, the different types of suitable and unsuitable disciples, special teachings that are consciously positioned to reassure and encourage exoteric practitioners, how relationships among initiates are to be managed, etc. Already in India, in other words, we see critical exploration of the deep complexity of unexcelled yoga tantra literature and practice in a scholastically educated monastic community, where such a careful approach is needed just as much and even more than in the larger society beyond its walls.


Opening up, to the extent we have begun to do, the treasury of information about the social and spiritual realities pervading the tantric community provided in Chandrakīrti’s PU, and the many other as yet little studied tantric treatises, also gives us new insight into the social milieu of their practices. Preliminarily, we can say that, in spite of the esoteric nature of the practices, it seems that, instead of emerging from a lay milieu in town and forest, they were very much part of the Indic monastic university community, involving a great number of highly educated, often celibate, monastics, rather than mainly engaging lay jungle adepts, antinomian seekers, sexual yogis and yoginis, etc. To judge just from the number of tantric treatises — thousands, interpreting the root tantras, forming an “inner science” body of investigations of the subtle and supersubtle realms of death and life processes I call “tantric abhidharma” (technology superscience).


For once, explicitly here, I am not going to bracket the historical questions of dating and intertextuality raised by the claim of distinguished classical and contemporary Indian and Tibetan scholars that the Centrist (madhyamaka) natural philosophical school founders, such as Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Chandrakīrti, and quite a number of other writers in the collections, are the very same persons as the unexcelled yoga tantra scholars, adepts, and interpreters. Modern Indian, Japanese, and Western scholars have long converged around a by-now dogmatic insistence that the philosophers and the tantrics must be different persons, since their sketchily dated early and mid-first CE millennium lives took place centuries before the tantras existed, supposedly only at the end of that millennium. I must say I don’t blame them about the case of Nāgārjuna — who, after Shākyamuni, is the main founding figure in both areas (scientific philosophy and tantric technology) — since his lifespan is traditionally posited at around six hundred years, which is something perhaps too hard to imagine for a “modern” person educated in our materialist culture.


However, if we read the tantras themselves, and learn of the technology for an adept to attain the ability to maintain conscious subtle embodiment in a body of pure light, a magic body (māyādeha) form of buddha emanation that can travel through time backward and forward at will, then appearing to someone centuries after a normal lifespan and teaching them with conscious agency becomes plausible (within — extremely implausible for the materialist — the evolutionary possibility of a human attaining such a lifeform, like a dream-body possessing mental agency continuity within manifest physicality).


Furthermore, the Mahayana Buddhist adept tradition itself claims that the tantras were taught by the Buddha himself. Indeed, in the Mahayana, the Buddha is defined as a supernormal being who is quite capable of teaching the individual liberation, renunciant, dispassionate teachings, while also teaching the nondual Mahayanist philosophy and path, though telling his disciples to hold them in reserve past their lifetimes, until such time as when the society would be ripe for it, and, further, while holding the specially treasured, even more esoteric, high tantric technologies in his heart until the human world of the host society would be ready for that.


That is to say, according to the Mahayanist scientific tradition, there is a kind of being who is just like what we might think of as a science-fiction character, a kind of super-hero who has attained a condition of omniscience, in the sense of knowing in complete realistic detail whatever she or he sets his or her mind to; of omnipresence, in the sense of full empathetic identification with all living beings; of omnisatisfaction, in the sense that she or he has realized a merger with a conceptually inconceivable but realistically experienced field of inexhaustible positive energy (called clearlight26 or transparency) that bestows an unwavering blissfulness that can overwhelm the empathetic feeling of the sufferings of countless beings without shutting them out; and omnicompetence, in the sense of being able to do whatever is necessary to optimally help such beings find ways to diminish and even free themselves from their sufferings. To underline how preposterous this is to materialists, the empirically verifiable claim is that a human being can evolve through countless lives (which are inevitable anyway since the great void of absolute reality is nothing other than just exactly all the infinite, unending, and semi-illusory relative realities) to attain a condition of supernormal (not “supernatural,” as there is no such thing for scientific Buddhists) living presence, much like what is imagined for a monotheistic “God” — but, crucially, lacking a “Creator’s” purported omnipotence, hence not being responsible for creating the world or causing any sufferings in the experiences of other sensitive beings.


Within a cosmos where such a kind of beings is thought to exist — as attested by a huge literature and set of sciences, physical, biological, and psychological, created by millions of well-educated, highly intelligent and gifted persons — the claims of the buddhas who purportedly authored the tantras, within which they offer what can be called a sophisticated subtle and supersubtle inner science and a powerful high technology of extraordinary arts that can accelerate such individual evolution to the inconceivable degree of compressing countless lifetimes of evolution into a single or a few lives, surely merit serious consideration and sustained study. That is to say, such claims do call for rational and empirical verification or falsification, not simply peremptory dismissal and neglect. It requires a rather high degree of “modernist” and “Occidentalist” chauvinism to keep insisting that “pre-modern” people from “underdeveloped,” perhaps even “pre-scientific,” cultures, could not have had any scientific understanding of the realities of life and death superior to our own, since we are on the verge of knowing everything by our systematic investigations, never mind the naïve realism of our dogmatic materialism.


Of course, the “verge” is just where we do remain, since our guiding principle is that no one can ever know everything, and so our “knowing” that we must always remain ignorant makes us sure that no one else ever did (even though we cannot, by dogma, “know” that we don’t know)! On top of that, we make the simplest of scientific and psychological errors in thinking that “nothingness” — even though “it” “is” just nothing — somehow surrounds us, undergirds our world, that we have emerged into consciousness by accident, still really being nothing, and will return to it just by dying — as if “nothing” refers to some sort of place. We remain blindly unaware that our so-called “empirical” science is thus based on an incoherence, an insanity, that “nothing” is “something,” something that we have discovered and can count on returning to, as if it were a space, a place — albeit dark, temporally eternal, quiescent and anesthetic. And we believe in it as firmly as if it had been “discovered,” “found,” “confirmed,” with an unto-death-determined faith in something that is neither verifiable nor falsifiable, that lacks any possibility of experience or discovery or of serving as a destination!


This state of mind into which we have talked ourselves in our desperate desire to escape from our vulnerability to the suffering we are so loudly threatened with by hell-fire preachers — with their somewhat incoherent notion of a God who is both omnipotent and omnicompassionate, yet who would still condemn us to hell if we don’t behave, which we know we have trouble doing — can be called a psychotic state, due to its extreme lack of contact with our evidently interrelative reality. So, once we have irrationally but gratefully convinced ourselves that we have escaped/will escape such unlikely but anxiety-provoking dangers just by asserting that, “really,” “nothing” is all that awaits us, we become reckless about life, we mess up nature, we give in to our impulses, cling to fanatical delusions, surrender to drives of greed and hate and envy and arrogance. Perched aloft in our proud skyscrapers of our disconnected minds, we are destroying our world, sending it spinning out of control right before our eyes. Yet we won’t rise to the challenge, because, we secretly think, ultimately it doesn’t matter — since only “nothing” does!


This is not merely an academic matter. We have children and grandchildren. There are countless beings going extinct in our awareness and in real time, countless humans starving and dying, being bombed and killed and maimed and tortured in front of our cameras; yet we do not treat it as an emergency! Do we still think we are scientific and realistic and highly developed, and we don’t need to look for alternative insights into reality coming from cultures that never threatened all life the way we are presently and energetically and unrelentingly threatening it?


Now, the “Buddhist Studies” scholars’ evidence for dating mainly comes from extrapolations from the dates of works translated into Chinese, since the Chinese liked to date things temporally according to dynastic eras, whereas the Indians seem to have been relatively unconcerned with such strict historicity. There is additionally some intertextual evidence, books by one author quoting another author, etc., but all that is highly tenuous, since Indian texts in classical times were never printed, but were copied over and over on fragile palm leaves each generation, and later commentarial interventions were easily and readily interjected into earlier works by professional copyists who often had little idea of the meanings of the works.


I must say, unequivocally, I consider the Tibetan positions on these issues — the origination of the tantras with the Buddha, their emergence into secret oral circulation and practice simultaneous with the emergence of the also previously hidden Mahayana literature, their emergence in textual form soon after the midpoint of the first millennium CE, and the identity of the philosophical and tantric authors of the same names, Nāgārjuna, Āryadeva, Chandrakīrti, etc. — to be more plausible, since they are based on at least some evidence from the content and meanings of the works themselves; they do not ignore what the authors themselves say about each other in their works.


Relating to this point, I should say that the excessively late dating of the tantras was started perhaps in India by English-university-educated Indian scholars and may well have had to do with the general embarrassment and disgust such genteel intellectuals felt about tantra in general. Such scholars felt a kind of phobia about the lifestyles of the numerous supposed Hindu “tantrics,” some of whom maintained sadhu lifestyles, who were rumored to break caste taboos and do all sorts of degenerate things. Some persons in all times and places, East and West, ancient and modern, of course have done degenerate things, without as well as with some notion of “tantra” as legitimization. Certainly, there were many strange sadhus wandering about among the colonialist troops and subordinate villages of hard-working peasants, etc., as there still are many today. Some of them may surely have been and are enlightened to various degrees, but many just hang out happily amid the mango groves of the systematically looted but still basically lush and wealthy Indian subcontinent. Really, they cause little harm and are usually not engaged in oppressing and exploiting the masses like the colonials did.


I am reminded of a tale that was prominent in the Varanasi press as recently as the 1950s. A sadhu lived in a little park in a square there, around which a number of outdoor restaurants were trying to flourish. The restaurant owners eventually took him to court to get a court order forcing him to move, on the grounds that his unclean lifestyle, especially defecating habits, were disgusting their clients and harming their businesses. When it came time for him to speak in his defense, he called for a plate and knife and fork, defecated on the plate, and then calmly began to eat the product, slice by slice, like a sausage, with evident satisfaction. He then stated to the judge, “You see, there is nothing unclean here.” The press reported that the case was summarily dismissed.


There was (and is) also a Brahminical loathing of “Buddhism,” consciously or subliminally associated by educated Indians nowadays with the Pāli Buddhism still alive in Sri Lanka, and with the millions of previously untouchable individuals who converted to Pāli Buddhism, following their hero, Dr. B.R. Ambedkar. For Indian historians, there is the awkward problem of trying to understand and explain Buddhism’s disappearance within India. Due to the constant danger of communal disturbances, it was inconvenient to blame the Muslim invaders, even though it was they who had burned down all the Indian Buddhist monastic universities at the end of the first millennium. Buddhism was rooted in such easily targetable institutions, while Brahminism was rooted in families in mostly small temples and villages. Buddhism was non-monotheistic, hence an infidel cult, while Brahmins had Shiva or Vishnu as Creator Gods, which the more tolerant Islamic authorities occasionally could figure were just the Indic names for Allah.


So what could be better than blaming the victims, who were not there to defend themselves, by saying that the obscene, degenerate excesses of Buddhist tantra were the cause of the upright Indian person’s final disgust with Buddhism and thus the reason that its tradition was allowed to disappear from Indian soil? Still, the vast Buddhist literature and the thousand-year-old Buddhist monasteries had left a deep impression, so Buddha had to remain, but only in a cameo appearance as the ninth avatar of Vishnu, conveniently teaching an erroneous anti-Vedist doctrine designed to weaken some anti-gods (asura) who had infiltrated the human realm, setting them up for Vishnu’s tenth avatar, Kalki, who would be more easily able to destroy those who did not command the power of the Vedist sacrifices, and so restore the pristine Brahminical caste system.


This trope of the degeneracy of Buddhism also fit neatly with the British need to present Indian civilization as a Gibbonesque process of “decline-and-fall” leading up to the European arrival and the especially British version of the salvific mission of colonialism, taking up Kipling’s “white man’s burden,” etc. In this governing trope, tantra was the defining seal on the corruption of Indic civilization, the next step down from the earlier corrupting moment when Buddhism supposedly lost its pristine, “early,” “nontheistic,” monastic, rationalistic, Socratic form and — as the Mahayana — began to compete with polytheistic Hinduism, with its weird multi-armed, sometimes fierce, female, and even male-female-in-union deities (once referred to in a class by a shocked colleague at Amherst College as “God as the Primal Scene”)! In short, Buddhist tantrism was doomed from the beginning of its rediscovery to fit into one or another form of deprecation required to maintain the self-image of either Brahminical caste supremacy or missionarizing colonial paternalism.


No one in those colonialist times could even begin to think of the Buddhist tantrics as being the way, way avant-garde precursors of Sigmund Freud, Carl Jung, and Wilhelm Reich. Thousands of years later, those three great psychologists caught up with the scientific insights of the tantras by discovering, respectively, (1) the presence and power of the primal deities, Eros and Thanatos, lust and death, that seethe with barely repressible energy in the human subconscious, (2) the cultural and mythical paradigms operative in the individual and collective unconsciousness of whole peoples, and (3) even the role of the body’s neuromuscular emotional armoring in mental and physical life.


All of such subliminal but entrenched prejudice still fits unfortunately into the misplaced triumphalism of American religious studies with its historicism and materialistic scientism which presumes that our post-modern intelligentsia is the most advanced intellectual, psychological, and scientific elite the world has ever seen, and no “pre-modern,” “non-Western,” “traditional” person or school could possibly have achieved an understanding and vision of the world and our lives that might be more insightful and realistic than that of ourselves. As I like to tease colleagues of that mindset, “Of course you know that the Buddha could not possibly have been ‘enlightened’ in any real or credible sense, since he didn’t have a PhD from Harvard or Oxford or Heidelberg or the Sorbonne!”


In our work herein — in the project to study, translate, and publish the scientific works (śāstra) of the Indo-Tibetan Buddhists — we are determined to go beyond those attitudes, beyond chauvinistic modernism, Eurocentric parochialism, and materialistic scientism and their stranglehold on the humanities. We look into the culture of the scholar-adepts (Skt. paṇḍita-siddha, Tib. mkhas ’grub) who did the research, dared to venture into the inner experimentation, and wrote the books, with an open-mindedness that is ready to appreciate any advance on our understanding of reality that might help our own “underdeveloped,” irrationally materialistic culture to cease its production of the narrow-minded attitudes and irresponsible actions that are close to destroying all life on this earth, this blue-green-brown-black-red-white-and-yellow earth.


III. A New Approach


It is hard to understand the GST and its illumination by the PU without a thorough familiarity with the foundational Buddhist scientific philosophical discoveries and their progressive historical development in engagement with various Indic and other Eurasian cultures and societies. This was a complex Buddhist movement of individual and institutional transformations wrought by its educational practices. These gradually transformed individual and political ethics, psychology, therapeutic as well as theoretical, and most importantly each culture’s sense of ultimate basis in the physics of voidness and the radical relativity it mandates, as well as in the biology of sensitive beings who are minds as well as bodies, and how that physics and biology connect back to their ethical imperatives.


It is clear that such understanding of ethics as linked to a science-based sense of reality has been extraordinarily scarce in colonial and not-quite-post-colonial cultures of Europe and America, which are still founded mainly in a subliminal sense of their tribal superiority over other tribes. Their sense of supremacy is usually covered over by a cultish scientific materialism that justifies violence against both self and other beings by considering them to be mindless, random configurations of unconscious matter. This materialism reduces psychology to material manipulation of the body through its neural structures and chemical processes. Most self-defeatingly, it rationalizes reckless irresponsibility in interaction with other animals and physical nature itself, as justified by the seeming randomness, purposelessness, and meaninglessness of one’s own and others’ very existence. Members of this culture, though quick to condemn religious extremisms of all kinds, seem to have transferred their own subliminally absolutist sense of ultimacy to their imagined omnipresent nothingness, which permeates them and awaits their illusory individual consciousnesses to escape all consequence through the ever-present and therefore ever-accessible doorway of physical death.


Though this analysis may seem startling and even annoying, one can also pause, take a few breaths, and then self-transcendingly yet realistically entertain a self-critical evaluation of Euro-American-sourced, “modern,” materialism-based cultures, especially in the present context of the climate emergency that has been clearly proven to threaten all life on earth and yet remains willfully ignored. Then, in our present context of looking afresh at the Indic tantras, it becomes obvious that we, the intellectual representatives of such alienated cultures, have naturally considered the crown jewels of cultures that have been partially transformed over centuries by exposure to the educational impact of the historically original “enlightenment” movement to have been horrifically toxic and dangerous texts, philosophies, and practices. We have considered their very existence to be a proof of the inferiority of such semi-buddhafied cultures. After all, we physically conquered them for centuries, and our industrialized greed and violence are still destroying them in various ways. Does it make us feel less guilty to think we have found elements in their cultures that prove they are not the gentle, wise, civilized cultures they pretend to be, which anyway we have converted to our materialist ways and which sometimes are challenging us by being more like us than we were expecting them to be? Educate a Cambodian leader in modernism in Paris and witness how he can return home and massively practice genocide with our modern mental and physical equipment, just as we have been so successfully doing for centuries. Does this then prove to us the human inability to rise above the violent behavior dictated by our reptilian brains? Does it confirm that there are no saints, no arhats, no buddhas, no supernormal heroes or heroines, and therefore we can confirm our sense of having no hope about our planetary crisis, no rising above our being one among the “mass of men today who lead lives of quiet desperation,” as Henry David Thoreau wrote already in the 1830s?


So it is clear when we come to the subject of “tantra,” whether “Buddhist,” “Hindu,” “Jain,” or “Taoist,” we encounter representations of texts, practices, and practitioners as frightening things, alien phenomena, and evil people. In my decades of academic practice, I once even read a statement that passed for intellectually insightful and was rewarded as such, that “90 percent of Indian yogis in history actually were evil sorcerers.” Imagine someone thinking that, expressing it in a confidential document seeking approval, and receiving such approval from a committee of unnamed members of the modern intelligentsia!


My point here is not just to press this rather devastating point. Nor, as I already mentioned, do I pretend that I myself am not indoctrinated in this very sense of cultural superiority I am decrying, attempting to critique it in myself constantly in manifestations that occasionally emerge riding on various emotions. My point is that we cannot publish a book and series such as this one without tackling what have been generally considered for the past several centuries to be ineluctable proof points of the “degeneracy” and even the outright “evil” of the tantras and tantrics, from whichever Asian culture, the foremost of which (still marginally alive) in this context, is Tibetan, along with that of its neighboring protégés in the Mongolias. These proof points have to do with statements and practices that have been pounced on as “transgressive evils” of both a sexual and violent nature. So if we are making the source texts of the tantric tradition public, we have to defend against these charges — or at least in some cases to consider whether they can be defended against. Fortunately, there is a long tradition of defense internal to the tradition, and Chandrakīrti’s PU is perhaps the earliest and perhaps most influential of these. He was himself a master of exoteric Buddhist science and was primarily defending the tantras from other exoteric Buddhists. In his day in the seventh century CE, the Buddhists had the main universities, which were accepted by the royal authorities as essentially necessary institutions, and their intellectuals, scientists, and artists were considered national treasures, though — without as well as within the university walls, even in exoteric scientific and artistic contexts — there were strains of healthy competition.


Once one turns to the actual study of the texts, there are numerous challenges. The GST and the PU are among the relatively few examples within a huge literature that have survived in some versions in their original languages in various redactions that have had themselves a long and complex history. The ones available to previous scholars and to us have many problems, and even the more stable — eventually xylographically printed — Tibetan translations were made only some centuries after they were composed. Many important Indian sub-commentaries have been lost in Sanskrit, and the number of modern scholars who have read any of them in Tibetan is extremely small. Luckily, we have the works of an excellent group of secondary scholars from the Tibetan monastic universities who read all of the texts, experimented to various degrees of success with the practices taught, and also kept alive the lineages of person-to-person direct instruction necessary for fuller understanding through experiment. There are also some living members of that tradition, who are just beginning to interact with modern scholars and scientists.


So in our task we have the benefit of intelligent guidance from such Tibetan commentaries as those by the various Sakya masters, the great translators such as Marpa and his successors, the great Nyingma master scholar-adept, Longchenpa, Butön Rinpochey, who created encyclopedic commentaries, and most especially, the critical commentarial masterworks of Jey Tsong Khapa (1357–1419), who was himself a beneficiary of the great Indian masters’ works and his illustrious Tibetan predecessors, to whom he gives full credit. Many of his extraordinary works — including his PU Annotations (hereafter TKA), his Jewel Sprout Final Analysis, his Great Stages of the Mantra Path, his various performance scripts (sgrub thabs) and ritual collections (las tshogs), his Brilliantly Illuminating Lamp of the Five Stages, etc., have been of inestimable value to this project. These works are further unpacked and detailed by the tantric scholarship and the artistic and contemplative traditions developed in the Tibetan monastic universities’ tantric colleges founded during his teaching times and based on his life’s work, synthesizing tantric practice with the philosophical and scientific curricula of the great monastic universities.


The TKA (according to David Jackson, the first book ever to be xylographically printed in Tibet, especially chosen by Tsong Khapa as the first such publication)27 combines the critical analyses of wide-ranging, well-informed scholarship in the Indian commentarial tradition with the deep insight of an adept practitioner. It is thus chauvinistic to treat it as an un-self-reflective “native,” “traditional” product, simply another object of our supposedly “modern,” “scientific” study; rather it should be approached as we approach any work of secondary, critical scholarship, itself just as much etic as it is emic.


The Tibetan scholar-adept tradition did not stop with Tsong Khapa’s culminatory works. Too many later great polymaths emerged in the six centuries since his time to list them all, but mention should be made of Tsong Khapa’s close students, such as Gyaltsap and Khedrup, certain of the Ganden throne-holders, certain of the Karmapas, many great Sakyas such as Ngorchen, the great Drukpa Kagyu scholar Pema Karpo, a number of the Dalai Lamas who had enough time outside of their political duties to write extensively, and the outstanding nineteenth-century Nyingma scholars such as Jamgön Kongtrul, Jamyang Khyentse, and Ju Mipam Rinpochey.


IV. Summary in Chandrakīrti’s Own Words


In the PU first chapter, Chandrakīrti gives a summary of the topics of the seventeen chapters of the GST:


Now I should explain the concise meanings of the seventeen chapters. Among them, from the first chapter, Great Vajradhara, whose very nature is [both] the discourse and its topic, emanated [himself] in the mandala for the fortunate ones in attendance, the intuition initiation having been conferred. By differentiating interpretable and definitive meanings, he individually imparted the two performance methods of the creation and perfection stages. While there are also other things to know from the sixteen chapters explained below [from second to seventeenth], they all describe engagement in the two [stages’] deity yogas. This very point is stated in the Esoteric Community Further Tantra (Ch. XVIII.84):


Buddhas teach the Dharma relying on the two stages;


Indeed, the stages of creation and perfection.


There, in the second chapter, [the Bhagavān] teaches only the perfection stage. In the third chapter, he makes clear the thoroughly purified [perfection stage, intuition body] deity yoga. In chapter four, [the Bhagavān] teaches the initiation mandala. In the fifth chapter, [he] describes the yogic [intensification] conduct. In the sixth chapter, [he] teaches the transformative consecrations of body, speech, and mind. In the seventh chapter, [he] expansively elaborates the conduct mentioned in the fifth and sixth. In the eighth chapter, [he] teaches the conferral of the secret initiation. In the ninth chapter, [he] states the articulation of the miraculous [reality]. In the tenth chapter, in order to manifest the realization of the desired successes [on the two stages], [the Bhagavān Great Vajradhara] declares the summoning of the essence of the external [creation stage] and internal [perfection stage] deities. In the eleventh chapter, he teaches the creation of the mantra body and the intuition body. In the twelfth chapter, he states the total immersion in the great seal. In the thirteenth and fourteenth chapters, he teaches the ritual activity repertoire. In the fifteenth chapter, in order to show that “they will achieve all successes through the actual realization of thatness,” he declares the magical samādhi. In the sixteenth chapter, he creates the color particle mandala that he proclaimed to be the [requisite] mandala in the fourth chapter. In chapter seventeen, [Great Vajradhara] teaches the commitments and the vows.


This summary outline describes how Buddha Vajradhara, as author of the GST, has scattered the various instructions of the Community so that they cannot be taken up in practice and performance without reference to the explanatory tantras, such as the Vajra Rosary and the Revelation of the Intention, and that even that effort cannot succeed without the personal instruction of a qualified guru. In other words, the instructions are coded on purpose to prevent them being clearly understood just by any casual hearer or reader. This raises the question: Why is Chandrakīrti choosing to write a commentary such as the PU, which purports to decode the elaborate coding systems, in order to make the study, if not all the practices and performances, of the GST accessible to learned Buddhist monastic university scholars? That he, the learned abbot of Nālandā, did so choose implies historically that the tantras had already been out in the open in his seventh-century culture for some time, perhaps had been lending themselves to confusion and misuse, and hence needing the clarification that the PU provides. Chandrakīrti seems to be stepping into this need by somewhat drawing back the veil of secrecy about the general nature of the tantric knowledge and technologies. He is clearly initiating the process of greater and greater analytic explicitness that then gets further developed by the Tibetan translators, the Sakya hierarchs and the scholar-adepts of the Kadam, Zhvalu, Jonang, Nyingma, Kagyu, and Geluk orders.


This historical process of the gradual increasing of ever greater openness to publication of the tantric sciences and arts provides a supportive context for our present Dalai Lama’s allowing more general access to these teachings in our days, in order to clear up our current confusions and misunderstandings. This in turn provides the rationale for our own project of putting forth these translations of this body of literature, with the purpose of clarifying their more controversial aspects. The big difference between our situation and that of the Indian and Tibetan scholar-adepts’ production of more and more explicitly detailed works is that their agricultural-society readership was automatically restricted to monastic-university-educated scholars, the masses being mostly illiterate, while our potential readership includes everyone afflicted with mandatory literacy, all having access to everything through the Internet, etc. So, we have the responsibility of a yet unprecedented effort of clarification.


V. Four Misconceptions about Tantra Addressed in the PU


Both Chandrakīrti (seventh century) and Tsong Khapa (fourteenth century) already faced in their own days what they saw as various mistaken interpretations of tantra in general — and of unexcelled yoga tantra in particular — on the part of some Indian and Tibetan predecessors and contemporaries. Some of these mistakes are as follows:


First, some scholars and practitioners think that esoteric “tantric” teaching is, indeed, fundamentally incompatible with exoteric “sutric” teachings; for tantras have a new philosophy, something beyond Idealist (vijñānavāda) or Centrist (madhyamaka) worldviews. Hence, the incompatibility of worldviews between sutra and tantra comes from their differing basic insights into the nature of reality itself.


Second, in another version of the first misunderstanding, some think that, in both monastic and messianic vehicle teachings, the Buddha purposely withheld his secret teachings (contrary to his famous statement that he had shared everything with his disciples) and let the followers of those two versions of the Dharma think of reality in an incomplete way, reserving the apocalyptic tantric revelation of the immediacy of full enlightenment for a select few. Thus, in this mistaken view, monastic and messianic teachings are superseded by the apocalyptic revelation of the Vajrayāna. This misunderstanding is similar to the mistake the Centrists accuse the Idealists of making in their thought that the individual vehicle arhats only realize subjective selflessness and not objective selflessness, since the Buddha didn’t teach them the full emptiness of things (dharmanairātmyā), so their nirvana was not complete. In critique of this, the Centrists say that the Buddha taught objective selflessness from the beginning in his similes, etc., and, though it was not elaborated as much as it was in the universal vehicle discourses, it was intimated clearly enough for the arhats to realize it fully in their realization of a valid personal nirvana.


Third, some think that within the great or unexcelled yoga tantric universe itself, the perfection stage attainment of communion (yuganaddha)28 is a nonconceptual, relatively “sudden” enlightenment, so the imaginative yogas of the “lower” types of tantra and the creation stage conceptual practices of the unexcelled type are a waste of time — this confusion being especially strong in Tsong Khapa’s era,29 perhaps more so than in Chandrakīrti’s era. Certainly, this view is especially seductive for us today with our habitual need for instant gratification.


Fourth, many think that mendicant monks cannot fully achieve success in tantric endeavors, since they must forfeit their vows to take on female (or, by implication, male if they are female) partners to travel the perfection stage all the way to buddhahood, since their vows prevent them from engaging in the transgressive sexual and sacrificial practices of tantra, without which one cannot attain tantric buddhahood. This brings up the whole highly fraught issues of sexuality and violence in unexcelled yoga tantras.


VI. Responding to the Misconceptions


Chandrakīrti appears already to have confronted such misconceptions. His deployment of the seven-ornament hermeneutical system itself seems to be a response to them, hence they surely arose within the monastic-university-based culture of his times. Later, Tsong Khapa found support in Chandrakīrti’s PU for a critique of these mistakes still arising in his culture in his time. Tsong Khapa’s great achievement was to build on the innovations of his many Tibetan scholar-adept predecessors to create a full-fledged exoteric-esoteric synthetic system for understanding and practice, which he presented in his masterworks, Great Stages of the Enlightenment Path (lam rim chen mo) and Great Stages of the Mantra Path (sngags rim chen mo). These two works together provide a comprehensive curriculum for an intelligent and dedicated individual to travel from being a completely worldly person living for pleasure, profit, and status in this one life, up through clearly formulated progressive stages until she or he becomes a perfectly enlightened buddha in a single or a few lifetimes. In critiquing those who made radical divisions between different types of Buddha’s teachings, he considered himself as following in the footsteps of the kind of synthesis that animated Nālandā and other Indic monastic universities of the ca. 500–1200 CE period during which the “coordination of sutra and tantra” was elaborated. This is in fact best exemplified in the work of Chandrakīrti and other scholar-adept (paṇḍita-siddha, mkhas-grub) commentators, such as Bhavyakīrti and Buddhashrījñānapada, etc. It was perhaps best articulated for Tibetans by Atisha, with his famous “four-square path,” which of course included the apocalyptic tantric teachings with the general individual and universal vehicle teachings. Atisha’s famous formula, as articulated by Tsong Khapa in his Great Stages of the Enlightenment Path and elsewhere:


All teachings are realized as non-contradictory,


All buddha-discourse emerges as personal instruction,


The Victor’s intent is thus easy to discover,


Thus avoiding the abyss of abandoning teachings.


The integrative vision Tsong Khapa elaborated, from years of scholarly study and experimental practice, was crystallized during his five-year retreat on the advanced points of Dialecticist Centrism and unexcelled yoga tantra combined, with focus on the Buddha Garland Sutra, on Nāgārjuna’s Wisdom: Centrist Root Verses and Chandrakīrti’s Introduction to the Central Way, and on the Esoteric Community root and explanatory tantras, with their many commentaries. As inspired by Mañjushrī, especially, again it was Chandrakīrti’s PU that opened the door of the GST for Tsong Khapa, as this commentary enabled him to access this tantra as the natural technological expression of the human developmental possibilities opened up by the experiential realization of the Centrist discovery of the voidness/relativity equation and the biological evolutionary opportunity thereby revealed. As the great lama, Tara Tulku Gyuto Khensur Rinpochey once expressed to me about the relation between Centrist transcendent wisdom and the arts of tantra, “The wisdom of voidness first destroys the world of suffering, and then the tantra uses that very same wisdom to create a new world free of suffering!”


My main purpose in this introduction is to explore how Chandrakīrti’s own understandings and elucidations preceded and grounded Tsong Khapa’s own seemingly innovative interpretations, in the context of both of their, and now our, defense of unexcelled yoga tantra from those who misunderstand it as somehow antithetical to regular “Buddhism.” This should encourage us all to reconsider our ideas about tantra in general, about the relationship between Indian and Tibetan understandings, and about their respective implementations of tantric practices. Thus, suspending our unreflective assent to the preconceived negative ideas handed down to us by the modernist and materialist tradition that dominates our culture, we will be inspired to look at the texts presented with an open mind.


To sketch Chandrakīrti’s and Tsong Khapa’s responses to the four erroneous ideas listed above:


1. Response to the first misconception


The metaphysical philosophies are the same for exoteric sutric education and esoteric tantric education, since realistic, anti-dogmatic Buddhist philosophy is the foundation of their ethical, therapeutic, and scientific practices, and the reality discovered is one and the same as well. However, the technologies for using that reality for the betterment of life are different: sutric education using it to destroy the prison of misknowledge, and tantric education using it to intensify wisdom and compassion and to build a new world, a “buddhaverse,” by accelerating the development of the buddha body, the need for such acceleration being the messianic drive of the bodhisattva urgency.


Chandrakīrti proclaims (PU ch. 1) that his instruction was received personally from Nāgārjuna,30 thus clearly associating the GST unexcelled yoga with Dialecticist Centrism and the Ārya Nāgārjuna yogic evolutionary system in the Five Stages. Chandra calls the GST the jewel box, and the summit, of all the Mahayana teachings and practices. He even presents the biographical histories of Shākyamuni Buddha and disciples and contemporaries as the work of emanations from the GST Akṣhobhyavajra mandala.31 Thus, he bases himself in the GST in a way that argues for a vision of the “coordination of sutra and tantra” as originating in the Buddha’s teaching itself. He proves that this kind of coordination had originated already in India and was not just a Tibetan invention.


Furthermore, elements of the seven-ornament system concern the organization of various types of disciples of the GST teachings, which implies that the main audience of such teachings consisted of individuals and groups of educated Mahayana Buddhists in India, and such persons in the latter half of the first millennium CE were mainly to be found among scholar-practitioners of the Indian monastic universities. In that way, we might consider that if there were eighty-four great adepts who were mostly non-monastic or postmonastic advanced practitioners and perfection stage adept psychonauts, then given how rare it is to progress from the creation stage to such advanced perfection stage practices, there must have been many more (perhaps 8,400 to 84,000 over the centuries) well-educated creation stage practitioners still enrolled in the monastic universities — their situation similar indeed to that which later prevailed in the Tibetan monastic universities.


In Chandrakīrti’s introduction of the second ornament, the “four ways” (naya), we see his presentation of the “passionate path” as set forth in parallel with the “dispassionate path,” i.e., the conventional narrative of Shākyamuni’s renunciation of the home life in his palace, etc. This is presented in order to emphasize the continuity between regular Mahayana and Vajrayāna paths. Under the fourth ornament, that of the four interpretations, Chandrakīrti says about the “common meaning” interpretation (common, that is, to exoteric and esoteric, and within esoteric, to creation and perfection stage systems):


The common meaning is stated


To alleviate the suspicion of those


Devoted to exoteric scriptures, etc.,


And to [engage] those on the creation stage. [1.34]


We should note here that Chandra is concerned about exoteric Buddhists being “suspicious” of the tantric students and practitioners, and even about some creation stage practitioners being suspicious of perfection stage psychonauts.


The fifth and sixth ornaments describe who are and also how to organize the various possible types of students for the GST type of advanced teaching, and Chandra makes very clear that his concern is mainly with monastic university members, not only lay professionals, kings or ministers, or village or jungle sadhus, though the latter are well represented among the advanced yogi/nis famous as the eighty-four great adepts. The implications of this are profound as bearing on the social location of the study and practice of the tantras in Chandra’s time.


Most important here, perhaps, is the way in which Chandrakīrti presents Dialecticist Centrist arguments in his elucidations of GST “vajra pronouncements.” I will address this below in the clearly Centrist discussion of the famous GST verse about how, ultimately, there is nothing to be meditated on and so no meditation, etc.


In his lifetime, Tsong Khapa and his followers went beyond the work of Tibetan predecessors and institutionally implemented in Tibet Chandrakīrti’s foundational approach to the coordination of sutra and tantra — taking a step beyond the Indian Nālandā-type monastic university or any previous Tibetan monastic institution — by creating the dedicated institution of the special “tantric colleges” within the monastic universities, as well as the independent “tantric universities” of Gyumé and Gyuto. This he was able to do on the basis of his famous comparison of the individual, universal, and apocalyptic vehicles (pratimokṣhayāna, mahāyāna, and vajrayāna) to the Tibetan institution of polyandry, asserting that these vehicles have the same mother (the Centrism-taught reality of universal emptiness/absolute relativity) but different fathers, like the Tibetan farm-household institution of one woman marrying three brothers to avoid undue division of scarce farmland. He described the fathers for each of the three vehicles as being the “arts” or “methods” of the paths, respectively, emphasizing the self-compassion of transcendent renunciation, emphasizing the universal compassion of the spirit of enlightenment, and emphasizing the supersubtle, compassion-as-great-bliss-intuition, virtual reality, magic body art of compressing the time-scale of deaths and lives in order to accelerate the positive bodhisattvic evolutionary biological transformations of countless lifetimes into one or a few.


To explain this a bit further: the “mother” here is the reality of voidness qua relativity whose loving motherliness is to reveal herself to the open mind of a wise being, most easily a human being who has educated herself or himself to remove her or his obstructions to experience — known as “ignorance,” or better “misknowledge” — which imprison the awareness of the world around her or him out of fear of the danger of the pain it seems likely to inflict upon her or him. A buddha is one of those beings who has opened her or his mind by breaking free of such obstructions. She or he is then ideally competent to help others with whom she or he is empathically interconnected to follow the same process of self-liberation for herself or himself.


At first, it is too hard for many obstructed beings to imagine that just opening up their awareness and sensitivity all the way will free them from the pain they are gripped by, coming from resisting the loving embrace of this “mother” emptiness. So it is natural that they should be encouraged to think of the state of freedom as being the opposite of what they have known, i.e., a state of absolute extinction of relationality, an “extinction” (nirvāṇa) or “cessation” (nirodha) that trades stressed connection for withdrawal and disconnection. Luckily what happens when they take that method or art of withdrawal based on extreme dualism all the way, they reach a point where the last thing they disconnect from is the state of disconnection itself. This free state, when experienced as a temporal relief through transcendence into apparent absoluteness, reveals itself as only a relative absolute and not as an incoherently presumed “final absolute” (or “absolute absolute”). The experiential recognition of that fact is the final escape of these individualist escape artists from the prison of absolute isolation into the freedom of stressless relationality, returning to connection and sensitivity to infinite others while spreading the blissful relief of escape as the effective balm of freedom-supported bliss. This is the entry into the second kind of union with the mother voidness as transcendent wisdom, mother of all buddhas: here she becomes the consort of all buddhas, and every buddha becomes a father.


Second, this is the entry into the universal vehicle, wherein the former individualist naturally, realistically, becomes a universalist, expressed as shūnyatā-karuṇā-garbham, “voidness the womb of compassion.” Here, the nonduality of absolute void freedom with relative loving commitment becomes a sustained cognitive dissonance that — although it cannot be expressed adequately in dualistic binary language systems — definitely can be embraced experientially through the radical openness of transcendent wisdom. The bliss of this kind of surrender to ever elusive infinity, the effortless, spontaneous self-giving of any sense of separateness to the ocean of sustaining energy, is called in some exoteric discourses and here in esoteric tantric discourse “the clearlight of the void” (śūnyatā-prabhāsvara). It is itself the inconceivably calm (since infinite) yet inexhaustible (as permeating the seemingly finite) energy of the mother wisdom, empowering the father art from then on to channel the individualist escape artistry into the compassion technology that seeks to share that escape from suffering with countless others still misknowingly considering themselves caught in dangerous stress.


Third, the intensity of the nondual intuitive compassion manifests as absolute mother-reality-driven relative father-magical-creativity of the liberative artistry of optimizing sensitive beings’ evolution into capability of discovering their own beginningless embrace by the mother’s invincible freedom. This then demands that the process accelerate to the inconceivable degree of immediacy of apocalyptic revelation, restrained only by the limitations of the degree of cultivated, educated tolerance of openness — tolerance of birthlessness, unoriginatedness, and inconceivability. The artful skill of this third level of engagement of the mother reality’s buddha-emanated offspring derives from the universal, innate, immutable, orgasmic superbliss enjoyed at the razor’s edge of the absolute-relative — (infinite-finite, death-life, inanimate-animate, nothing-being, dark-light, blood-milk, sun-moon, membrane-thunderbolt, fire-ice) — event horizon. This is inexpressible in binary words, yet intuitively experienceable, heartily enjoyable and skillfully deployable by the vajra raindrop-diamond, father-mother communion.


Just to underline the key point, again bracketing the superficial obsession with dating, the Chandrakīrti who elaborated the mother reality’s total dialectical openness to all philosophical scientific theories in whatever their helpful contexts — critical realism, critical nominalism, critical idealism, and critical relativism — would then naturally turn in lived reality to the experiential adventures of the compassion-driven vajra vehicle’s extraordinary evolution-accelerating technologies, articulated in the long hidden but enormous literature of the tantras, scientific treatises as well as seminal scriptures. Here in the PU, we find a culture already formed in the Indic homeland in which he is already (1) innovating a resilient, multivalent hermeneutic, integrally connected with the exoteric philosophical sophistication and the sutric visionary elaboration of Lotus, Pure Land, and Buddha Garland sutras, (2) codifying transformational implementations, and (3) setting traditions to expand the accessibility of the tantric technologies within the monastic universities. Chandrakīrti thus opens the way for the profusion of further Indic commentaries and treatises arising from the community of scholar-adepts, and for the further development and refinements achieved in the later Tibetan institutions. These latter are just beginning in his own time but only really get strongly underway after almost four centuries of foundational development, synchronistically at a moment when the mother institutions are being eradicated in the Indic homelands.


2. Response to the second misconception


The accelerated path is for a select few, but not because either the reality or the view of reality is different. The different levels of the abilities of the practitioners is the reason for the difference of the arts and methods. The exoteric teachings contain all the sciences and arts of design and engineering for the esoteric implementations. It is like the situation of the modern astrophysics community: everyone studies all the knowledge of the cosmos and all the arts of engineering available to date, but only a few train physically and mentally to an extraordinary degree and then actually venture into outer space as astronauts. However the final dating of tantra, etc., is confirmed after further research and hopefully further discoveries, the way the Chandrakīrti of the PU handles Centrist (madhyamaka) and Experientialist (yogācāra) critical analyses in the context of elucidating the GST ur-text of great or unexcelled yoga tantras extensively illustrates how the two (exoteric and esoteric) traditions have the same scientific base and yet develop a hierarchy of technologies. Importantly, the innovations made over succeeding centuries by the Tibetan scholar-adepts are solidly anticipated by Chandrakīrti.


Chandrakīrti references Ārya Nāgārjuna as his personal guru and insists that the voidness realization — where the practicing relative self-awareness must surrender all sense of power in the realization of selflessness and voidness — is also the indispensable basis of tantric attainment. Thus he presents tantric theory as based on transcendent wisdom’s scientific discovery of voidness and relativity, and its practice (ch. 2) as not at all being a secret way of ego-powering the self into a buddha-self, as some interpreters of tantra (Eastern as well as Western) have imagined.


A good example is the PU second chapter where, in explaining through the four interpretive procedures the famous verse “There is no realization of the nonexistent, etc.,” Chandrakīrti goes through the four interpretations — literal, common, hidden, and ultimate. He invokes both Idealist (vijñānavāda) and Centrist teachings about the nature of things in a hierarchical order that indicates his complete mastery of exoteric universal vehicle metaphysics, clearly reflecting the genius and diction of the author of the exoteric Lucid Exposition and Introduction to the Central Way Autocommentary texts.


The worldview reality-level contexts referenced by the latter two of the four interpretations are also perfectly aligned with the perfection stages of the third, the mind-objective/self-consecration/magic-body stage and the fourth, the super-enlightenment/clearlight transparency stage, which two combine inconceivably in the fifth, the communion stage of buddhahood, as Tsong Khapa points out in his TKA. Indeed, the whole second chapter of the root tantra intensely drums into the readers’ heads the nondual acausal-absolute-voidness/causal-relativity basis of the entire project of mandalic reshaping of the universe from the samsaric six migrations into the purified buddhaverse mandalic forum for accelerating the liberation of beings from suffering. This then leads in the beginning of the GST third chapter (“The Vajra Array Samadhi Chapter”) to a summation in the famous mantra that is foundational in the practice of all tantric performance scripts (sādhana): OṀ SHŪNYATĀ JÑĀNA VAJRA SVABHĀVĀTMAKO ’HAṀ, which can be rendered, “OṀ — I make my self of the reality of the vajra [superbliss] intuitive wisdom of [clearlight] voidness!”


This key GST mantra makes clear that there is no egotistic, power-grabbing “conquest” of buddhahood. Since the unbreakable diamond superbliss intuition of clearlight voidness involves the experience of the total surrender of any ordinary ego-identity through the subject-object-nondual melting into voidness/relativity, then the buddha-pride or deity pride can only be developed within the nondual framework where it is the verbally poetic and conceptually responsible construction of an illusory, magical, relative, superficial reality identity. This grounding of buddha-identity in clear light voidness/relativity averts the sole but extreme danger of absolutizing oneself as bearing a rigid, separative buddha-identity, a danger that would lead to becoming a megalomaniac.


As we will show in forthcoming volumes, Tsong Khapa elaborates this clear argument of Chandrakīrti’s in far greater detail in his TKA and other works, constantly emphasizing the point that all tantric imaginative visualization and self-identity-creation must be conducted with the simultaneous awareness of the voidness of all its objective and subjective constructive activity. Thus, not only is a clear understanding of voidness (never realized “objectively,” but only by subjectivity-dissolving merger) a necessary prerequisite to tantric engagement, but its deepening and intensification are integral parts of all tantric practice and performance.32


As for Chandrakīrti’s wielding of Centrist philosophical scientific insight into voidness/relativity, while it is fully evident throughout the PU, it is especially vivid in his treatment of the famous “no realization” verse. I will quote that at length here, from the translation below, with the GST text in block caps and the PU comments in between, including the edited Sanskrit of the passages but omitting the textual notes attached to the translation below.
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