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The Essence of Tantric Medicine

Embodied Healing in the
Yuthog Nyingthig Tradition

Nida Chenagtsang

Buddha, Tantra, Mantra: Awakening Through
Mind-Energy-Body Protection

What is the most important word in Buddhism? It’s “Buddha.” The root of
the word means “to wake up,” and describes the essence of Buddhism—it’s
a wakeup call. As we wake up from confusion, we become free. That is the
one goal, waking up, because it’s the ultimate freedom. The problem is, we
are imprisoned in confusion and can’t experience freedom. We are not free
with our thoughts, we are not free with our emotions, we are not free with our
past, we are not free with our future, we are not even free with our present.
Instead, our minds are totally conditioned and lost. The confusion that keeps
us trapped in our own nightmares may be the common root cause of all forms
of suffering, but the way confusion proliferates and manifests—its branches
and leaves—are endlessly varied. During the Buddha'’s six years of diving into
the human mind, he saw all its nooks and crannies, every aspect of its suffer-
ing, reactions, and activities. After he woke up, he said, “We humans suffer
from 84,000 mental afflictions” (kleshas). Luckily, through his life, he offered
84,000 teachings or specific solutions for those 84,000 problems. So every
type of poison has its medicine.

The Buddha taught different teachings for different people struggling with
different afflictions and different mentalities. There is no single way to think
about Buddhism—it can be approached as a religion, a science, a philosophy,
a psychology, a way of life—and all these approaches are fine, as long as they
work for people. As long as our approach works to tame and transform our
minds, to help us work skillfully with our thoughts, emotions, sensations, and
reactions, then that’s good. In the end we all have to wake up. Among the
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many different kinds of methods for awakening Buddha offered, one of the
most powerful is the profound transformational psychology called Tantra.

Tantra: The Science of Protecting and Expanding
Mind/Body Health and Freedom

Tantra is a Sanskrit word, translated as Gyu in Tibetan, which means a con-
tinuation or lineage of embodied wisdom and learning. This is very important
because today people think they can just read a book on Tantra to become a
Tantric practitioner, then become a Tantric master in a year or two. Tantra
is a very systematic method for transmitting embodied learning, and must be
studied and practiced in the proper way, otherwise it’s easy to get it wrong,
and that is more serious than commonly believed. To make matters worse,
there is widespread confusion about Tantra, including how it relates to yoga
and mantra, as well as the serious misunderstanding that it’s all about sex.

Tantra is the name of an extended family of practices, which includes many
family members. One branch of the family is called Mantra, one is called
Yoga, one is called Yantra, and there are many other practices under the
Tantric family umbrella. But all of these are related and not separated from
the larger methodology called Tantra. That methodology is focused on
guarding and expanding positive energy, the light of love, joy, and com-
passion, to be shared with everyone. The importance of understanding
this focus on transmitting and spreading the embodied energy of love and
compassion is that enlightenment in the Buddhist tradition is not seen as
a strictly individual accomplishment, but rather as an interpersonal and
psychosocial process through which successive generations and whole com-
munities reach enlightenment together.

Another distinctive aspect of Tantra is that it combines practices that help
cultivate and protect the health and well-being of the body, practices that cul-
tivate and protect the health and well-being of the mind, and practices that
cultivate and protect the health and well-being of our embodied life energy.
How does Tantra protect the body? It includes practices that are similar to
physiotherapy, involving the body-work of stretching ligaments and tendons,
strengthening and toning muscles, massaging fascia, etc. It also includes other
guidance for physical health, hygiene, and well-being including how to main-
tain a healthy diet and lifestyle.

Under the umbrella of Tantra we also find many practices focused on psy-
chological health, hygiene, and well-being. These practices are often called
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Mantra. Mantra means guarding and cultivating the mind. In that sense,
anyone who is studying or practicing some form of psychology is engaged in
Mantra—caring for the mind. This would include what in the West is called
psychiatry, psychology, and psychotherapy. There are Mantra practices meant
to protect the mind from anxiety, depression, panic, addiction, and trauma.
If we want genuine well-being, we need to care not only for the body but
also for the mind. This includes the ultimate practice of protecting the mind
from itself—that is from the proliferation and reification of misperceptions
and mistaken constructs, and from unhealthy emotions and reactive habits,
a protection that can only come from wisdom based on healing insights into
impermanence, selflessness, and emptiness.

Finally, according to Tantra, the link between body and mind is energy,
including the energy of the breath as well as the energy of the nervous system
and body. So Tantra includes a wide range of practices for training life energy,
including methods of controlling the breath and harnessing it to manage the
energy of the nervous system and body. These are known as Yantra Yoga.
Finally, the “Yoga” in Yoga Tantra refers to the way both Tantra and Mantra
must work holistically to care for the whole human mind/body process in an
integral way, offering an embodied approach to unifying mind, body, and
energy around optimal health and well-being.

Tantra: The Inclusive Path for Everyone

The history of Tantra in India includes both Buddhist and Hindu Tantric tra-
ditions. Within Hindu Tantra, the most highly developed forms are found in
the Kashmiri Shaivite tradition. The Buddhist Tantric tradition is the legacy
of the world’s first university at Nalanda, whose masters transmitted Tantra
into Tibet, along with the Mahayana practice of compassion, and the pro-
found philosophy of emptiness taught in the Middle Way (Madhyamika) and
Mind-Only (Yogacara) schools (Wedemeyer, 2007).

Within the Nalanda Tantric tradition preserved in Tibet, there are several
systems for categorizing different levels of Tantra. According to the tradi-
tion of the two newer schools of Tibetan Buddhism, there are four levels of
Tantra: Action (Kriya), Integral (Yoga), Performance (Carya), and Highest
Yoga Tantra (Anuttarayogatantra). The first three are considered lower,
more introductory levels, while the Highest Yoga is considered the highest,
most challenging, and most effective. You can think of these as forming a
pyramid, with the three lower levels forming the base, and the fourth being
the apex.
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Action Tantra focuses on cultivating healthy external behavior, such as excel-
lent hygiene, pure diet, careful, and devoted action. Integral Tantra focuses
mainly on internal cultivation of the intuitive wisdom of emptiness and the
profound, embodied bliss and joy that comes of accessing deeper levels of
meditative concentration and absorption. Performance Tantra focuses on a
combination of external behavior and internal mindset, adding to healthy
lifestyle the cultivation of healthy inner states and qualities of mind, such as
devotion, bliss, and joy. Finally, Highest Yoga Tantra focuses on cultivating
profound intuitive wisdom, orgasmic bliss energy, and fully compassionate
action touching equally on internal and external domains and pervading all
levels of the body-mind.

The first three levels of Tantra empower practitioners to transform unhealthy
habits of action, expression, perception, and motivation into qualities like
healthy hygiene and lifestyle, devotion, wisdom, and compassion. But only
the fourth, highest level of Tantra, can empower practitioners to fully awaken
and transform all aspects and levels of mind, body, and energy, both inter-
nally and externally, allowing the complete realization and embodiment of
full awakening. This is based in part on its methods of accessing and trans-
forming the subtlest levels of mind, energy, and body by means of its art and
science of working with the extremely subtle clear light mind and the blissful
nervous system of the subtle body (Cozort, 2005). Since these levels of Tantra
are all part of one family of practice, another way I think of them is as sisters,
with the three introductory levels being little sisters, and the fourth, the big
sister. What makes the big sister big is that she is open to everyone, and has
practical solutions for all problems. The big sister doesn’t discriminate about
who we are, where we come from, our what our challenges are. Whether our
challenge is caring for our body, our mind, our energy, or all three, the big
sister of Highest Yoga Tantra is ready with powerful practices that can help us.

Once we recognize the main categories of Buddhist Tantra, we can begin
to understand why this method of embodied contemplative healing is so
inclusive. Tantra shares the main focus of ordinary Mahayana teaching (or
Sutra)—cultivating and embodying non-dual wisdom and compassion—yet
is more open, flexible, and friendly to lay practice in everyday life in the world
while Sutric practice tends to be more geared to monastic life. For instance,
while both Sutra and Tantra address the whole scope of human existence—
birth and development, adult life, death and dying—Tantra offers many more
explanations and practices geared to understanding and engaging with these
different phases. These include practices related to sleep, dreams, death and
dying, and sexuality that are easy to integrate into our normal, busy lay life.
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Another inclusive aspect of Tantra is that it focuses on our embodied exist-
ence and energies as much as on the mind, and that it speaks to those embod-
ied and energetic levels of our being through accessible arts. These go from
medicine and psychiatry to aesthetic practices like visual and performing arts,
and include a whole range of embodied mind/body practices like visualiza-
tion, recitation, meditative gestures, breath exercises, posture yoga, and self-
massage (Chenagtsang, 2020).

Another dimension of Tantra’s inclusiveness is its openness to every human
being, from all races, genders, and classes. This spirit of inclusion is clear from
the way Tantra disregards and inverts the order of race and color, gender,
and class built into the caste system and many societies. In Tantric art, the
images of awakened beings come in all colors; and in the Kalachakra sys-
tem of Highest Yoga Tantra, each of its awakened couples portrays the union
of partners of different racial classes (varna), with the explicit message that
diversity enhances creativity and society. When it comes to gender, there are
as many images of awakened female beings as there are male counterparts,
and the female images portray the same range of qualities—wisdom, com-
passion, meditative power, gentleness, ferocity, etc.—as the male images. In
addition, the couple images do not just portray the union of male and female
genders but also the different aspects of one human individual. This reflects
the mixed male and female aspects of every human mind and body, as well
as the third “mixed” or “intersex” gender which some scholars have aligned
broadly with LGBTQ+ individuals and others more specifically with people
who identify as bisexual, transgender, or non-binary. Conventional gender
roles are also challenged in Tantra since people who identify as female com-
monly meditate on their bodies as male and as both in union, people who
identify as male see themselves as female and both, and people who identify
as neither male nor female see themselves in all three forms. Finally, the order
of classes in the caste system is also inverted. Each of the four levels of Tantra
is associated with one of the four social classes—Brahmin priests, warrior rul-
ers, merchants, and workers—but the lowest Action Tantra is linked with the
highest priest class, and the Highest Yoga Tantra with the worker class, the
general public (Wallace, 2001).

The inclusiveness of Tantra is clear when it comes to the big sister, Highest
Yoga Tantra, because a big sister doesn’t care whether you’re black or white,
what gender you are, what your social status is, whether you're rich or poor.
She cares for you because you are human, and honors you because she sees
your human body as an Indivisible or Diamond Body (Vajra-Kaya). Since you
have an Indivisible Body, you can practice the Indivisible Vehicle (Vajrayana),
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the most powerful vehicle of transformation. Given its power, the big sister
first has to make sure that you will trust in yourself and believe in yourself
deeply enough to engage in the practice.

Beyond pointing out that we have an Indivisible, Diamond Body within our
coarse physical body, the Highest Yoga Tantra builds our trust and confidence
in ourselves by trying to wake us up to the truth that the ultimate nature
and essence of our body, energy, and mind is great bliss. Beyond any mere
faith, beyond all philosophy, psychology, and ritual practice, great bliss is great
because it transcends dualistic constructs like subject and object, mind and
body, yours and mine. It is great because it provides the natural ground for
our human capacity for profound and complete transformation. In fact, our
innate capacity for great bliss is not only the basis of transformation but also
the path that leads to transformation, as well as its final fruit. This profound
teaching—that we are made of great bliss—is the ultimate method the big
sister uses to build our trust and confidence in our capacity to completely
transform ourselves and our lives. In this level of Tantric practice, we focus on
accessing this essential reality, and this deep transformational path takes pri-
ority over other aims, such as ritual purity and good conduct, or communing
with Tantric Buddha-Deities—the many archetypal images used in Tantra
to help us envision a Buddha’s full awakening. All these outward forms can
easily distract us, so we have to go beyond even Buddha-Deity yoga to unite
with our essential nature, the basic reality of primal blissful intuitive wisdom.

Finally, the Tantric tradition is inclusive because its many methods make it so
flexible and open; it does not impose restrictions in the way the Sutric tradi-
tion does. We don’t need to live a monastic lifestyle. Whoever you are, you
can practice just as you are. Tantra is the kind of school that’s open to every-
one; anybody can access and receive the teachings so anybody can practice.

Troublemakers and Transformation:
The Optimism of the Tantras

Where Sutra practice is most suitable for monks and nuns, Tantra is most suit-
able for lay people. One difference between monastics and lay people is that
we lay people have more problems to deal with. In the monastery, you medi-
tate, sleep, and never worry about paying the rent or having food, everything
is free. What you do is train your mind, you meditate, and eventually you can
help the lay people around you. But while the Sutra path can be very effec-
tive, it requires a lot of renunciation. We have to renounce not just material
comforts, alcohol, and drugs, but even the attachments of love. As lay people,
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we don’t want to develop addictions or have emotional dramas or traumas, but
we are still human and want to experience life. We know that love is danger-
ous, but still we want to experience it, and in the course of living and loving,
we create problems for ourselves and others. We have a different orientation
from monastics, and that’s why we lay people can think of ourselves as “the
troublemakers” when we choose to live this life fully. Tantra is the path for us
troublemakers, because it the path of transformation. Yes, we create problems
but when problems arise, we don’t crash and burn. We learn to use the nega-
tive things that happen and to transform them into positive things.

Tantra offers us good news. Everything can be transformed, so everything is
possible. Once we can tap into the fundamental blissful nature of our bodies
and minds, we can transform anything that afflicts us. With access to that
primal power through the many methods of Tantra, we can use the mind to
heal the mind, or we can use our energy to heal the mind, or we use the body
to heal the mind. Likewise when the body is in trouble, given the many tools
that help access our primal power, we can use the body to heal itself, or we
can use energy to heal the body, or we can use a mind to heal the body. In
the Tantric view—even though we may all be afflicted with different trau-
mas—we may all have some version of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
and we also have the methods to turn it into an opportunity for growth and
transformation. With Tantra we can access what I call post-traumatic stress
power—PTSP! This radical optimism, along with all the methods to back it
up, may be the most important difference between Sutra and Tantra. Tantra
empowers us to access deep strengths we didn’t know we had to do something
better with our lives. When we look at our lives, especially when we look
around us at our society, we see so many problems. We have political prob-
lems, economic problems, health crises, relationship problems, family prob-
lems—everything is kind of a mess. Tantra and its optimism, based on its
powerful transformational practices, can empower us to do something better
with our personal lives and our society.

Highest Yoga Tantra: The Smart, Speedy Path

We’re all aware of the trend in modern society for everyone to be constantly
busy running towards happiness. And now we're becoming aware that all
that running isn’t actually leading towards happiness. That’s when we turn
towards a more spiritual life and practice, which normally tells us to slow
down. Unfortunately, given the pace of everyday life in our society, if we
really slow down, we often cause ourselves other problems. According to



296 Nida Chenagtsang

Tantra, practitioners don’t necessarily need to slow down; we can keep pace
with our busy lives yet still stay on a spiritual path, provided we practice in a
really smart way. The big sister, Highest Yoga Tantra says, “If you're going to
engage in spiritual practice in the midst of your fast paced life, fine—just be
smart about it.” Do you drive a smart car! Do you have a smartphone? Do you
have smart TV? Why not get a smart spiritual practice?

Through the smart path of Tantra, we can make quick progress while still
avoiding accidents, because Tantra offers methods that allow us to protect our
mind, energy, and body from the negativity that causes harm. In a sense, Sutra
is like allopathic medicine—it directly targets and counteracts our afflictions.
Tantra offers a homeopathic path—it allows us to work with the strong forces
of our body, energy, and mind that might cause harm and instead harness
and channel their power into accelerated healing and development. Sutra
says we're going too fast, slow down; Tantra says, yes, we’re going too fast, so
we need to work smarter. So, if like me, you choose to follow a spiritual path
in the world, you may need to learn Tantra’s smart meditation techniques to
speed your path. Of course, when we say quick, we're not talking about over-
night results. The path of Tantra still takes diligent practice and sustained
commitment, but compared with Sutra, which is said to work only gradually
over many eons, the Tantric path promises that we can reach full, embodied
awakening in the course of this one present lifetime.

The Medical Science of Tantra: Caring for Our Human Mind

Tantra is known as the path of deep emotional transformation. Yet actu-
ally, we humans naturally know how to transform our emotions. Even
small children are able to learn to access their power to transform their
emotions. We humans are blessed with a nature that is innately self-heal-
ing. We notice how our body heals itself; and know our immune system
protects our body from infection and illnesses. Our minds and energies also
tend to be naturally self-healing. We have a kind of mental and emotional
immune system that operates on its own. This profound insight is built
into Tantra, which is like an ancient wisdom or secret doctrine of self-
healing. Of course, it’s still true of our nature even if we’ve never heard of
Tantra. That’s why healing doesn’t have to be allopathic, like an interven-
tion that fixes things mechanically. Some healing needs to happen organi-
cally, homeopathically. Even if we may need to give it a little push to get it
started or lend support to sustain it, the deepest healing more or less works
by itself. I think psychotherapy is like that. We push a little to help get the
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healing started, we lend support to help sustain it, but in the end the mind
naturally heals itself (Loizzo, 2012).

Within Tantric medical science, we make a distinction between helping
people heal their mind with mind—as in conventional psychotherapy—and
helping people heal the mind with their body or with their breath energy.
The strictly mind approach, like talk therapy, we call Mantra; the embodied
or energetic approach we call Tantra. In one embodied approach, we work
with the body to balance our neural energy, and that more balanced energy
naturally helps the mind to become more balanced. So when it’s too compli-
cated to use the mind to heal the mind, Tantra lets us take a step back, and
try to shift and balance the energy, using breath practices like pranayama,
to indirectly heal the mind. This practice is based on something very sim-
ple, very organic—inhalation and exhalation—a basic sign of life. The living
body has bioenergy and this bioenergy—operating in the nervous system and
other mind/body systems—sustains consciousness and so supports insight.
So in Tantric medicine and psychiatry, we use breath control to access the
mind-energy body (also known as the subtle body or Diamond Body), and
then work with that subtle energy body to heal the mind. Of course Tantric
medicine recognizes many different kinds of energies that run various systems
in the living body—such as the cardiovascular system, respiratory system,
digestive system, and nervous system—but the most essential energy is the
life supporting energy of the breath (Loizzo et al., 2009). Without breath, we
have no bioenergy.

In addition to using breath energy to heal the mind, Tantra also offers many
other embodied practices that allow us to use the body to indirectly heal the
mind. These Tantric practices offer a third approach to healing the mind.
They include systems of posture yoga and self-massage, which work like physi-
cal exercise or physical therapy to promote health and well-being, mental
as well as physical. Since a sedentary lifestyle predisposes us to anxiety and
depression, we have to get our body moving through aerobic exercise, yoga,
biking, hiking, whatever. Of the three approaches, whichever method makes
most sense for any given individual at any particular time is best.

Our Inner Alchemy Can Turn Poison into Medicine

Anger, desire, and confusion. These three states of mind are what we call
the three mental poisons. They are seen in Buddhist psychology as the
roots of both mental and physical illness. Tracing mental and physical ills to
three poisons is very interesting, because science today tells us that a large
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part of our physical and mental health problems is related to chronic stress
and trauma. Why are we so prone to stress! When we look at the psychology
of stress, that’s where we find the three poisons at work. Desire can be a good
emotion, when it leads to healthy attachment or love, but it’s such a powerful
energy that when we don’t know how to control it, it can lead to the psycho-
logically stressful states of anxiety, panic, clinging, lust, and craving. Likewise,
anger can be healthy when it steps in to protect us from physical or psycho-
logical harm, but it’s also so powerful that, uncontrolled, it can lead to stress-
ful states of frustration, resentment, rage, hatred, and even self-hatred. What
about confusion? Confusion or misperception is actually at the root of both
desirous and angry emotions, so in a sense it is the root of all forms of stress.
When we overestimate the extent and constancy of the pleasure we expect
from people and things we desire, it leads to stressful mind states like anxi-
ety, panic, or craving. And when we overestimate how threatened we are by
a person or thing that evokes anger, it routinely leads to stressful mind states
like resentment, hatred, and rage. Modern science has shown in great detail
the negative impact of chronic exposure to the fight-orflight, faint-or-freeze
response to stress, and these toxic reactions clearly relate to the emotional
poisons of unhealthy anger and desire (McEwen & Lasley, 2002). At the same
time current science has also shown that underlying the stress response is
confusion—distorted worst-case perception that overestimates how threaten-
ing challenges are and underestimates our capacity to meet them.

The fact that these three toxic forces lie at the root of the majority of our
mental and physical disorders is basic to Tantric medicine, which considers
them the primary cause of all disease, with the secondary cause being diet
and lifestyle (Rapgay, 2005). It is also basic to the transformational method
of Tantric healing, which provides us with the methods and practices we
need to harness and channel the power of emotional states like anger, desire,
and confusion. So the fundamental framework of Tantric healing is not just
homeopathic but also alchemical. It starts with the basic nature of our poten-
tially toxic emotional states, applies practices that offer a path of working to
transform those states, and finally yields the fruit of a new capacity to turn
these common poisons into medicine—the healing forces of assertiveness,
love, and wisdom.

Tantric Yogas as Homeopathic Medicines

In the Sutric forms of Buddhist psychology, we see powerful emotions like
anger and desire negatively as poisons—as the root of our problems. And it’s
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true that when we’re unable to recognize and control our emotions, they can
end up becoming very destructive. But in Tantra, we don’t consider anger,
desire, or even confusion as negative emotions. Yes, we may call them poi-
sons, but we know that poison can be both good and bad. As we know from
modern chemistry, all chemicals can be poisons, but dangerous chemicals
can also make the best medicines. Whether they are poisons or medicines
depends on how they are used. This is precisely the view of Tantra. Tantra
adopted the ancient chemical tradition of alchemy that India shared with the
West, based on the insight that everything is transformable (White, 1996).
In Tantra, however, the system of alchemy is internalized. Tantra teaches an
inner alchemy, based on transformations that take place within the human
mind, energy, and subtle body.

As in chemistry, trying to work with poisons can cause harm, unless we know
precisely what we’re doing and have the necessary skill. For that we need not
just a few books or workshops but a whole education. That is how Tantra
works—by providing a rigorous education and training in how to transform
the three poisons into medicine. That is why we find systems that catego-
rize Tantric practices according to which of the three poisons they help us
transform. In the early classification system of the Nyingma tradition, for
instance, the three types of Tantric Yoga—Maha-Yoga, Anu-Yoga, and Ati-
Yoga—are prescribed to help us transform anger, desire, and confusion. That
is why Maha-Yoga practices have us meditate on ourselves as wild, wrathful,
mainly male deities—to own and transform anger, while Anu-Yoga practices
have us meditate on ourselves as sensuous, passionate, mainly female deities
to own and transform desire. And it is why Ati-Yoga practices focus on access-
ing the primal blissful awareness that is our essential nature directly, without
binary constructions like fierce or loving, male or female, self or other, angry
or desirous—to own and transform confusion. Within the new classification
system, the three categories—Father Tantra, Mother Tantra, and Non-Dual
Tantra—are prescribed in a similar way (Wedemeyer, 2007).

Freeing Yourself from Past, Future, and Present

In Highest Yoga Tantra we find two main paths of meditation: Creation Stage
meditation (Skt. Utpatti-krama; Tib. bsKyed-rim) and Completion Stage
meditation (Skt. Nispanna-krama; Tib. rDzogs-rim). So the path has two
stages: first, we fix our past; and then we fix our future. What happens after
both stages of the path are complete? We are free from all the condition-
ings of the past—from the karma of our multi-life evolution and of this life’s
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development—and we are also free from the future we would have had based
on that conditioning. It means we are free from now on to write our own
future, since without dealing with the past we cannot really be open to the
future, because we are bound by the imprints of so many memories, dramas,
and traumas. Once our mind is fully open, we are free to see the past, future,
and present simultaneously without conditioning. We are not only free from
our conditioned perception of the past and future but even free from the pre-
sent, from any conditioned sense of the here and now.

In this sense, Tantra opens the door to a kind of psychological time travel.
We are free to travel back into our past, to purify our perception and rewrite
it; free to travel into the future, to the moment of our death, to purify our
perception and write a new destiny. When we can purify the conditionings of
stress and trauma, remove the poisons from our minds, we can live life fear-
lessly, not stressed about what has happened or what will happen. And this
leaves us feeling freedom here and now. We can see how the here and now
includes the past and includes the future. That’s how we can begin to rewrite
the whole picture of our human life. With the Creation Stage we rewrite the
story of who we are, where we came from, and where we're going—we travel
back to free the past. And with the Completion Stage, we transform the
embodied way of being that shapes our individual destiny—we travel ahead
to free the future. So altogether, it’s complete—we see our lives around all
360 degrees and I'm free from all my dramas and traumas, and free from the
poisons that afflict me. This completeness is the fruit of Tantra. So now let’s
look at how it all works.

Preliminaries: Stable Roots, Strong Tree

As I've said, if we want to learn or practice Tantra, it is vital that we remem-
ber to strengthen our roots, otherwise our practice will be unstable and
ungrounded, and will not bear fruit. The preliminaries required for a stable
Tantric practice are grouped into three broad categories—common, uncom-
mon, and routine. The broader context for understanding these preliminaries
is that the Nalanda tradition of Buddhist psychology preserved in Tibet sees
the contemplative path as a unified journey with progressive stages of healing
and healthy development. Since Tantra is considered the most advanced prac-
tice, which yields the final result or fruit of the path, in order to be truly stable
and fruitful, it must be grounded on the more basic paths of Sutra, which
nurture the causes or roots of awakening. Sutra includes two fundamental
forms of practice—the practice of renunciation called the Individual Vehicle
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(Theravada) and the practice of compassion called the Universal Vehicle
(Mahayana). Without being deeply rooted in renunciation and compassion,
the Indivisible, Diamond Vehicle (Vajrayana) of Tantra cannot bear fruit.
So in the Nalanda tradition, we practice respecting the unity of Sutra and
Tantra, that is, we practice the three vehicles as one gradual path (Yarnall,

2013). This is absolutely vital.

Practicing the common, uncommon, and routine preliminaries together is
one way the three vehicles act as one gradual path. The common preliminar-
ies are reflections from the basic paths of Sutra derived from the Four Noble
Truths—the basic framework of all Buddhist Psychology and healing—and
promote the first main prerequisite for successful practice of Highest Yoga
Tantra—renunciation. The uncommon preliminaries are specifically Tantric
and promote the second and third main prerequisites for successful practice
of Highest Yoga Tantra—the capacity for compassion, and the profound wis-
dom of selflessness and emptiness. The routine preliminaries take the reflec-
tions on renunciation, compassion, and wisdom explored in the common and
uncommon preliminaries, and shift them from aspirational states to founda-
tional traits we actively engage in all the activities of our daily lives. What
follows is a more detailed description of the three categories of preliminaries.

The Common Preliminaries

The common preliminaries involve four successive reflections on the nature
of life based on the foundation of the Four Noble Truths. They are meant
to promote a deep motive of renouncing our poisons and the whole way of
life driven by them. The first reflection is on appreciating the preciousness
and full potential of life, especially this human life which allows us to learn,
grow, and transform our fundamental way of being. Secondly, we need to
reflect on the challenging reality that, however precious this life is, it is not
permanent but transient and impermanent. Whatever happens, we need to
practice facing and accepting the fact that we ourselves and everyone and
everything else are constantly changing and transforming, that change is
the very process and fabric of life, and that eventually we all die, and all
things pass. Thirdly, while everything is always changing, that change is
not causeless or random, but moves according to laws of causation that gov-
ern the way all change occurs.

In Buddhist science, causality does not just govern the physical dimension of
nature, but also the biological, psychological, and social dimensions of life.
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So this third reflection focuses on the causal laws by which our own inten-
tional actions or karmas shape our ways of thinking, speaking, acting, and
living. Specifically, the laws of karma mean that our intentional actions are
either directing the change in our lives towards bondage and suffering or
towards freedom and happiness. Seeing the way our own minds direct the
course of our lives, through the causality of intentional action, leads to the
fourth reflection. Even if we can improve our lives by cultivating healthy hab-
its, we cannot find freedom from unconscious life (samsara) and hence real,
lasting happiness, unless and until our minds can transform the poisons of
confusion, anger, and desire into medicine. From a Buddhist perspective, the
human condition driven by the three poisons is actually considered an insidi-
ous chronic disease we can treat, even when it offers a wide array of experi-
ences of fleeting happiness. This reflection leads us to the urge towards the
real, lasting freedom and happiness called Nirvana, the third Noble Truth,
and moves us to engage in the Fourth Truth, the path of self-healing. These
reflections are meant to promote renunciation, the first main prerequisite for
a successful Highest Yoga Tantra practice.

The Uncommon Preliminaries

The uncommon preliminaries include a series of seven specifically Tantric
preliminaries that work to prime the mind, energy, and body to be able to suc-
cessfully engage and sustain the challenging practice of Highest Yoga Tantra.
These seven practices are meant to promote the second main prerequisite for
successful practice of Highest Yoga Tantra—the positive emotional capacity
for compassion. At the same time some of these practices, especially the sev-
enth, also promote the third main prerequisite for Highest Yoga Tantra—the
profound wisdom of selflessness and emptiness. All seven of these uncom-
mon practices are specifically Tantric in two ways: they involve an embodied
dimension such as verbal recitation, embodied movement, or gestures; and
they involve embodied learning through repetition of the practice, most com-
monly up to 100,000 times.

The first of the uncommon preliminaries is taking Tantric refuge, which adds
an embodied dimension to the common practice of taking refuge in Buddha,
Dharma, and Sangha, namely: adding a fourth refuge in the Guru or living
Mentor who embodies all three other refuges. The practice involves commit-
ting to becoming a Tantric Mentor who embodies all refuge by emulating one’s
own Mentor. The second is cultivating the spirit of awakening (bodhicitta),
which harnesses the energy of great compassion—unconditional compassion
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for all beings—to generate the altruistic resolve to embody awakening in
order to inspire everyone to seek their own individual and collective awaken-
ing. The third uncommon preliminary is an embodied practice of humility,
conscientiousness, and devotion—prostrating oneself before the community
of Buddhas, Bodhisattvas, Tantric Mentors, and Deities as an act of releasing
pride, acknowledging one’s limits and faults, and requesting the aid and bless-
ings of the awakened community.

The fourth uncommon preliminary is an embodied practice of generosity,
devotion, and dedication—ritually recreating the whole universe including
the microcosm of one’s body in order to offer it repeatedly to the whole com-
munity of the awakened. The fifth uncommon preliminary is an embodied
practice of commitment and engagement—ritually circumambulating a sacred
reliquary (stupa) symbolizing Shakyamuni Buddha’s fully embodied awaken-
ing. This practice cultivates the positive energy needed to travel the path of
awakening through Highest Yoga Tantra. The sixth uncommon preliminary
is an embodied practice of acknowledging and transforming negative habits
rooted in the three poisons—reciting the 100-syllable confessional mantra in
the visualized presence of the whole awakened community. The seventh and
last uncommon preliminary is an embodied practice of the wisdom of selfless-
ness and emptiness—the ritual of repeatedly cutting (Tib. chod) the root of
confusion, the self-protective instinct to see our bodies and ourselves as sepa-
rate, fixed, and central, by rehearsing in words and images the ritual sacrifice
and transformation of our gross physical body into an elixir of awakening we
offer to nurture and heal all beings.

These uncommon preliminaries all work together to strengthen the two
capacities that will protect us from the most serious risk of Tantra, namely—
misusing the power of its practices to inflate our ego, pride, entitlement,
desire, or anger rather than to dismantle and transform them into embodied
awakening. Those two vital capacities are the great compassion which seeks
to free all beings, and the profound wisdom of selflessness and emptiness that
matures and guides that compassion.

The Routine Preliminaries

The last category of preliminaries for Highest Yoga Tantra, the routine prelimi-
naries, includes a range of embodied practices of continuous altruistic engage-
ment with all the individuals and communities we meet in the course of our
day-to-day lives. These eight practices include: supporting spiritual teachers
and communities; offering material aid to those who need it; providing free
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healthcare and medicine for those who can’t afford them; offering free spir-
itual teaching; saving human and animal lives; restoring spiritual institutions
and spaces; improving public facilities like roads; teaching widely; and hosting
spiritual gatherings. These “routine” practices take the common reflections
on the importance of mental and spiritual development and the uncommon
practices for cultivating renunciation, compassion and wisdom beyond theory
and good intentions to the level of daily activities. These simple forms of
daily practice help practitioners evolve from mere aspirational compassion
to a fully, actively engaged compassion, supporting the gradual development
of an altruistic way of being that is not just psychological but also energetic
and fully embodied. This kind of development is the foundation we need to
avoid the risks of Tantric practice being co-opted by our poisons and to build
the solid grounding for a stable, successful, and fully embodied practice of
transformation.

Although these preliminary practices are absolutely necessary for a grounded,
fruitful Tantric practice, they are not sufficient. Full protection from the very
real risks of misusing the powerful methodology of the Tantras requires all
practitioners, however well-meaning, well-educated, or well-prepared, to form
an intimate relationship with another human being who is qualified to serve
as their Mentor or guide on the path. In fact, the capacities the preliminaries
help develop are vital precisely because they give practitioners the stable per-
sonal qualities it takes to form and maintain a mentoring bond with an expert
practitioner, a Diamond Master who has successfully travelled the Highest
Yoga Tantra path. Although the Buddha taught that we must all become our
own masters, both Sutra and Tantra depend on our having the wisdom of
proper refuge—to know that we need to rely on more experienced teachers
and guides until we are ready to step into that role for ourselves and others.
So at the beginning of the Tantric path, our self-reliance involves humbly
understanding that we need to train in the preliminaries to be truly ready for
practice, and wisely choosing a mentor who has the knowledge, experience,
and integrity to help insure that we use the power of Tantric practice skillfully
and effectively.

Initiation: Empowered Seed, Ripening Fruit

Initiation, often translated as empowerment, is a very interesting concept.
Traditionally, it goes back to the Buddha’s early life as a prince. In ancient
India, when a prince or princess came of age and the King and Queen
were ready to step down, the prince or princess would undergo a ritual of
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empowerment or consecration which pronounced them the new King or
Queen. So the ritual of initiation that empowers us to practice the Tantra is
modeled on this royal consecration, except it doesn’t matter what our ordi-
nary social status is—what our race, class, gender, or lineage. According to
the Tantra, every single one of us should be empowered as if we have the
throne for ourselves. So the empowerment is really like an enthronement pro-
cess in that it’s designed to give you self-confidence and self-trust. Developing
that trust is what we call “ripening the seed;” it means really recognizing that
this is your life, it is entirely, in your hands. Remember, like a fruit, it takes
time for us to fully ripen. It’s vital that we know ourselves, know our own
nature, and that we let ourselves experience life deeply, so we have the time
it takes to become mature like a ripened fruit.

In this sense, since the actual ripening or development takes time, the empow-
erment really offers a wake-up call that helps us recognize that we are the
kind of fruit that can and will ripen, that is—we have the potential for full
awakening. As part of that wake-up call, empowerment helps us understand
the process—the path of practice—by which our potential will gradually
come to fruition in full liberation. It also gives us a preview of the teachings,
the instructions on how to practice, that will empower us to undertake and
complete the process of development that results in our fully embodied awak-
ening. So the empowerment reveals to us that our life is really like a beautiful
seed, planted in fertile soil, and it shows us how that seed will be nurtured by
sunlight, clean water, fresh air, and rich soil, and how it will naturally grow,
unfold, and ripen. It tells us that we are like teenagers, ripe for full develop-
ment; that there’s nothing wrong with us, nothing missing; that now is our
time to manifest who we really are.

Of course, some people think that just being empowered will be enough to
ripen our potential, as if they don’t need to do much to support that ripening.
In that case, we gradually lose our initial awakening, motivation, and power.
In order to maintain it, to keep it fresh, we must commit to doing a little bit
of practice every day. That is how you protect your empowerment and nurture
the ripening of your potential over time. Remember at bottom we are talking
about a fundamental transformation of our way of being and living through
an inner alchemy of our poisonous habits of mind, energy, and body into the
blissful wisdom energy and awareness.

In the Highest Yoga Tantra, empowerment includes five distinct parts: the
Vase empowerment; the Secret empowerment; the Wisdom empowerment;
the Word empowerment; and the Total empowerment. Traditionally, each
empowerment is connected with a specific chakra within the subtle body. The
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Vase empowerment is connected with the crown chakra; the Secret empow-
erment is connected with the throat chakra; the Wisdom empowerment is
connected with the heart chakra; the Word empowerment is connected with
the navel chakra; and the Total empowerment is connected with the base or
root chakra. Each chakra also holds a specific seed syllable that represents the
subtle mind, energy, and drops that work within the subtle body.

So the five empowerments together point out the five basic elements tainted
by the five poisons (confusion, desire, anger, pride, and envy), which our prac-
tice must purify and transform into our full awakening. At the same time,
they also give us basic instruction in, and permission to, practice the meth-
ods that will help us transform our poisoned mind, energy, and body into
medicine. Specifically: the Vase empowerment permits us to practice visual-
izing ourselves as Buddha-Deities and our world as their Mandala; the Secret
empowerment permits us to practice mantra recitation, which transforms our
thought and energy into a Mentor’s thought and energy; the Wisdom empow-
erment permits us to practice sublimating sexual energy into a Mentor’s pure
joy and bliss; the Word empowerment permits us to practice the Great Seal,
which transforms our awareness into a Mentor’s ultimate non-dual wisdom
of emptiness; and the Total empowerment permits us to integrate our whole
being into a Diamond Mentor’s.

According to the alchemical framework of the Highest Yoga Tantra, the
depth psychology of the fundamental shift we are empowered to practice is
spelled out in terms of the transformation of the five poisons into five intui-
tive wisdoms. At the crown, confusion is transformed into the Wisdom of the
Dharma Realm. At the throat, desire is transformed into the Discriminating
Wisdom. At the heart, anger is transformed into the Mirror-like Wisdom. At
the navel, pride is transformed into the Wisdom of Equality. And at the base,
envy is transformed into the Accomplishing Wisdom (Thurman, 2010).

So this is what empowerment means. It’s kind of ritual in which we are really
enthroned in our own potential for transformation. At the same time, it also
helps you access and open your subtle body channels and chakras, so that you
can really see and feel for the first time—through guided meditation—that
it is possible for you to transform your inner poisons into the nectars of the
five wisdoms. So it’s not just a ritual, but a real teaching based on the guided
meditations that give you a felt sense of the meaning and power of the Tantric
path. That’s the psychological transformation—the inner alchemy—you’re
empowered to practice. Of course, the first time you experience this empow-
erment, you should receive it from a qualified Mentor. Afterwards, based on
maintaining daily commitments to practice, you eventually become able to
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empower yourself with the help of an imaginary Mentor. This is called self-
empowerment—it’s as if your Mentor showed you how to open the door to
your potential, then once you've learned how to open it, you go through it
every day until you truly realize your inner Buddha-nature, your inner Mentor

(Berzin, 2010).

Creation Stage Meditation

In the Creation Stage—the first stage of Highest Yoga Tantra—we practice
re-envisioning ourselves and our environment, starting with revising our self-
image in the image of an awakened Buddha-Deity. In a sense, the practice is
like modifying your perception and revising your story through the processes
of rebirthing or regenerating yourself as a strong, empowered, protected, high
performance figure. The template for your self-creation depends on which
Tantric deity you've been empowered to practice. Each form has a precise
impact, helping us transform specific poisons into wisdoms. The actual medi-
tation works similarly to the Sutric practice combining concentrative medi-
tation with analytic insight, although the method of the creation stage uses
visualizations and mantra recitation instead.

Creation Stage practice is specifically done to clean up and heal our past. So
we usually begin by imagining everything inside and outside us restored to
a primordial void or emptiness. It’s as if you've traveled back in time, to the
beginning of your personal life, the beginning of human existence, the dawn
of the planet, or the origin of the universe. There we imagine emerging out of
the void a lotus, symbolizing the origin of matter or the mother's womb. Then
at the center of the lotus we envision a solar disc and a lunar disc, symbolizing
sun and moon, or the egg and the sperm, coming together. Then out of the
discs there emerges a syllable or hand implement, symbolizing our conscious-
ness, which finally transforms into the Deity that is our Buddha-self. So it’s
as if through the Creation Stage we imagine ourselves to be a creator God or
the universe itself, and then retrace the causal process of our evolution and
development until finally we are reborn as completely awakened Buddhas,

such as the lapis blue Medicine Buddha.

What is the psychology of the Creation Stage! It’s as if our whole sense of
ourselves and our lives, everything we've learned until now, is like a bad case
of PTSD. The really beautiful thing in the creation stage is that, by going
back in time, and separating our minds from everything we've learned along
the way, we can start over to recreate our sense of ourselves and our whole life
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and world in a totally mindful, caring, and positive way. We started out stuck
in our dramas and traumas, but we end up manifesting as a Buddha, free from
the past and fully open to the present and future. Everything is good here and
now, and we can access our full energy, our full wisdom, our full power, and
our full compassion.

Why are there so many Buddhas and Deities? They all represent the many
aspects of our human nature. We humans emerge from nature, like the for-
est. We talk about biodiversity—just look at the Amazon, filled with so many
different kinds of trees, flowers, lifeforms, all harmonizing together to make a
beautiful rainforest. This is exactly how we should create our human minds
and societies—celebrating our complexity and harmonizing our diversity. So
the really beautiful thing about the Creation Stage, where we find so many
different Buddha-Deities, is that it represents the rich diversity of our human
nature and potential. If you look at ancient Greek mythology, it’s very simi-
lar. If we embrace the diversity of life, we can always find our own version
of Buddha, representing our particular potential for fully embodied awaken-
ing. If we are involved in the healing field, we have the Medicine Buddha.
If we are interested in feminine energy, we have the Goddess Tara. If we're
interested in leadership, we have Vajrapani. If we're interested in maximal
flexibility, we can visualize ourselves as different Buddha-Deities. In the end,
the Creation Stage is really a rich and complex self-psychology, where we can
learn, practice, and manifest for ourselves and others the full range of our rich
and complex human potential.

Guru, Deity, Dakini: Three Creation
Stage Yogas to Free The Mind

In the Yuthog Nyingthig tradition, formulated by the great Tibetan Tantric
scholar-healer Yuthog Yonten Gonpo (1126-1202), we practice the Creation
Stage through three yogas: the Yoga of the Mentor (Guru); the Yoga of the
Meditation Deity (Devata); and the Yoga of the Wisdom Goddess (Dakini)
(Chenagtsang, 2016). Mentor Yoga connects you with the inspirational
energy of your empowerment, and focuses on the Mentor as an external sup-
port or mirror of your transformation. Through the Yoga of the Meditational
Deity, you transform yourself into the form of a chosen Buddha image (Yeshe,
2014). Through the Yoga of the Wisdom Goddess, you connect with the
blissful energy and awareness that allows you to transform your poisons into
wisdoms (Gray, 2007). This particular progression reflects the fact that most
Tantric practitioners in the past have been male, and may tend to pick a male
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Meditation Deity. That, plus the traditional link between ultimate wisdom
and femininity, explains why the yoga of transforming bliss energy into wis-
dom is linked with a female form. Of course, female practitioners may tend to
choose a feminine Meditation Deity, in which case connecting with blissful
energy and awareness may involve using a male Wisdom Deity (Daka) (Shaw,
2022). So the progression from Mentor to Deity to God or Goddess doesn’t
actually depend on the gender of the figures we meditate on, or on whether
those figures are fierce, peaceful, or joyful. It simply reflects our progression
from the more basic phase of Creation Stage practice to more advanced stages.

One key function of the Creation Stage is to build our power to maintain our
inner peace of mind without being controlled by external factors. In this prac-
tice, we try to free ourselves from conditioned reactions to our environment,
like what is going on with our family, our work, our community, or our society
at large. It’s not that we’re trying to ignore these factors or avoid the need to
cope with or change them. Of course we need to cope and change them, but we
will have much more energy and capacity to do that if we are not overwhelmed
or controlled by external events. Changing external conditions takes time—we
need to be patient. That’s why it’s best to change ourselves first, to prepare our
own minds, so that we're ready for the outer change we are working towards.
When we can visualize, we transform our perception of ourselves and the world
so that we can stay unconditionally calm, present, and mindful. This way eve-
rything stays clear for us, we have a clear direction. Otherwise, there are so
many ways in which we are conditioned by external events, like the news; so if
we can'’t protect our minds, we get confused. That’s why we need the Creation
Stage to help us wake up, calm down, and get ready to make change.

Five Types of Guru Yoga

As a reminder, we practice three types of yogas in the Creation Stage. The
first is Guru Yoga. So what is Guru Yoga in a simple way? What is a Guru and
what isn’t? Guru Yoga is a practice for getting an extra boost of energy to help
you speed up the alchemy of deep transformation in smarter and faster ways.
Traditionally, this practice involves five types of Gurus:

1. The Outer Guru—the human teacher and guide, who can act as a doctor,
a provocateur, a road, a bridge, a vehicle, and a driver.

2. The Lineage Gurus—the ancestral lineage of mentors who have trans-
mitted embodied wisdom from the Medicine Buddha down to our own
Outer Guruy, like an unbroken streaming wireless internet.
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3. The Black Guru that never gets angry—the texts that empower us to
learn, contemplate, and meditate on Highest Yoga Tantra.

4. The Guru of All Things—Ilife as the teacher that every day offers perfect
instruction, from positive experiences that make for good life to negative
experiences that carry good lessons.

5. The Inner Guru of Awareness—the optimal function of our human
brain, experienced as pure orgasmic bliss and open, luminous, non-dual,
and all-pervasive awareness.

This teaching of five types of Guru is vital because normally we tend to get
fixated on one person. The word “Guru” in the Indian tradition literally
means “elder” or “heavy,” but in Buddhism, it really refers to the light of guid-
ance, the light that opens our eyes. Of course, the Outer Guru is our spiritual
master, guiding us, helping us, supporting us, and teaching us so many things.
But in reality, one person is only one small part of our whole learning process.
The outer human teacher is part of a larger living system like a tree within
a forest. Like any one tree, the teacher is there because of a lineage—a con-
tinuum of prior teachers that stretches back many lifetimes to the tree of the
Buddha’s own awakening. And like any tree, in order for the Outer Guru to
be non-harmful and truly helpful, we need to know how to rely on that per-
son—in what way, at what time, for what purpose—otherwise like a tree the
Guru can be poison and not medicine. I love the way Yuthog also teaches us
to rely on books as Black Gurus, since unlike human teachers our texts don’t
have feelings or personal quirks we have to be concerned with. The fact that
they teach us impartially and impersonally can empower us to grapple with
them more freely and deeply.

As for the Guru of All Things, I always believe our best Guru is our own life.
We learn about theories, about philosophy, about science, we can learn so
many things but it can easily remain theoretical. Life is different—it can be
tough, it can be ugly, it can be beautiful, but as we experience it, life can be
a very powerful learning process. The Guru of life allows us to have a wider
understanding; and it’s also the Guru who is always with us, 24 hours a day,
seven days a week, 365 days a year—it covers everything, like a rainbow, and
it is always teaching.

Last but not least, there’s the Inner Guru. I compared the Outer Guru who
empowers us to the one who opens the door for us. Once someone outside us
opens that door, we know we can open our own inner door. That’s our Inner
Guru. Some people talk about the true self, our physical individuality, but
from a Buddhist point of view, that self is constantly changing. But deeper
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inside us there is this profound self that is our universal self—our blissful, non-
dual wisdom awareness. Once you see that as your own nature, you are seeing
your Inner Guru, your Buddha-nature, your Inner Goddess, your Inner God.
That is the natural basis for our capacity for conscious transformation and
awakening, the real god-like wisdom and creativity symbolized by all Tantric
Deities. Say [ have a very precious glass from my grandmother, but suddenly I
get distracted and it’s broken. I could blame you because you distracted me, or
I could see it as a Guru, teaching me that everything is always changing. The
breaking glass has become my Guru, and because my Inner Guru listens and
sees the light, I realize one more moment of freedom.

Recreating Oneself as a Buddha-Deity

The most interesting aspect of the Creation Stage is that it empowers and
guides us to recreate ourselves and our lives. Specifically, in the creation stage
we recreate ourselves in the form of our own Chosen Deity (Skt. Ishtam-
Devata; Tib. Yid-dam). Literally this means a divine archetype or ideal self-
image we prefer, choose, and hold close, like our own inmost core or secret
lover. Why visualize ourselves in the form of a Buddha-Deity? This profound
practice serves as way to counteract and expand our own limiting image, con-
cept, or story of ourselves. When I visualize myself as a Buddha-Deity, I have
this feeling that I'm free from this body and my habitual mindset. I feel I'm
somebody more than myself—I can do more, I can feel more, I can always be
better, and I can always be useful. Physically, I'm here as usual, but energeti-
cally and mentally I experience an expansion. This expansion is one of the
enhancements referred to by the essential meaning of the word of Tantra.
And the expansion is not just helpful for ourselves as individuals.

Once we can see ourselves and practice manifesting as a Buddha, it can help
us to change our whole world, and this is the main reason to see ourselves as
a Buddha, a Deity, as pure love and light, and so on. This expansion of our
potential to manifest love and light empowers us to recognize and actively
engage the full potential of our whole living environment. It does not stop
with seeing only ourselves as Buddhas or Deities—in the Creation Stage we
practice seeing every other living being in the same way. This is a powerful
practice of equanimity—we’re equal to everyone and need to share whatever
we have, since the root of our existence is interdependence. Without under-
standing this, we never can be 100 percent happy, right? If we're happy but
our partner isn’t happy, our kids are not happy, our friends or neighbors are
not happy, then our happiness is a kind of transient, small happiness. So if we
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want to be more able to share our happiness by helping others, we can begin

by expanding our limited sense of our own capability. That’s Buddha-Deity
Yoga (Yarnall, 2013).

Of course, imagining we are Buddhas or Deities doesn’t make us Buddhas or
Gods. So one could say in Deity Yoga we're just pretending or faking. In a sense,
that’s true, but if you look deeper, there are very tangible benefits that come
from changing our outlook and mindset. For one thing, simply replacing our
habitual, limiting self-image and self-concept with a more expansive, empow-
ering image and concept of ourselves can help us see possibilities and access
capacities we otherwise assumed were not there. When children do imagina-
tive play, seeing themselves as the queen or king, they are transported into that
other dimension, free from the limiting ideas and stories of the adults around
them. And those early experiences of play can have a powerful impact on their
development. Likewise when we practice the Creation Stage and choose to
identify with any Buddha or Deity we feel drawn to, it can transport our hearts
and minds to another plane of our own adult development. One of our biggest
problems as humans is the way we get stuck with ourselves, we can’t get away
from ourselves. Since we all have too many problems, too much stress, too much
drama, and too many traumas, we find ourselves trapped in our own past, and
in our own stress-conditioned present lives. Carrying this burden as “I,” “me,”
“mine,” is not only limiting and exhausting, but blocks our capacity to keep
developing in new ways that expand our ability to cope with our own problems,
others’ problems, and the collective problems we share. This is often the pre-
dicament people face when they want to kill themselves—they’ve become their
problems and can only imagine freedom by eliminating the self they feel stuck
in. So the practice of Buddha-Deity Yoga allows us to take a more expansive,
creative break from ourselves. If we don’t just try it once but meditate on that
expanded sense of self every day, even for just for five to ten minutes, we would
not only be able take a fresh look at ourselves and our lives, but gradually see
and pursue possibilities we couldn’t see before.

Finally, when it comes to the many Buddha images and Deity images to
choose from, the diversity is meant to help us access and cultivate specific
human qualities. For instance, the form of the Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara
is meant to help expand our capacity for embodied love and compassion. Each
of his four arms symbolizes one of the four immeasurable emotions—love,
compassion, joy, and equanimity. From the standpoint of Buddhist psychol-
ogy, these four qualities are the foundation of health and well-being, benefit-
ing both the individual and all those around them, not only all humans but
animals and the planet as well.
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While Avalokiteshvara specifically focuses on the embodiment of love and
compassion, this focus is also the basis for all the different spiritual manifesta-
tions in the Tantras. Without cultivating and embodying love and compassion,
the Tantras, especially the Highest Yoga Tantras, can be dangerous and leave
people prone to misusing it (Yeshe, 2014). This is why any form of Mahayana
Buddhism, Sutra, or Tantra, focuses on developing a positive motivation—
the spirit of awakening compassion and altruism, in Sanskrit, Bodhichitta.
Once we have that as a foundation, we may be drawn to Buddha-Deity images
that manifest compassion in many different forms. Some forms are peaceful,
expressing the gentle face of love and compassion, like the Medicine Buddha
or the female Buddha Tara. But sometimes we also need to access the deeper
sources of love and compassion—the capacity to transform desire into love
and compassion. That second form of Buddha-Deity image is considered
blissful or joyful—it often shows the male and female faces of awakening
embracing as a couple. These are also called images of male-female union or
communion (Gray, 2007). The third main type of Buddha-Deity images are
fierce or wrathful, symbolizing the transformation of anger into tough love or
fierce compassion. Although anger can be a destructive emotion, essentially
it’s an energy whose impact depends on how we embody it, how we use it. An
example of this kind of wrathful Buddha-Deity is the fierce flame red male
Buddha Hayagriva.

Of course, the peaceful Buddha-Deity images tend to be easier to relate to
for my Judeo-Christian friends, despite their multiple forms and unusual fea-
tures, like many arms or faces. But when we get to the joyful Buddha-Deities
in union and the fierce Buddha-Deities, they can strike people as very pro-
vocative, especially given their erotic and aggressive symbolism. Hayagriva for
instance has many faces, a crown of skulls, and an extra horse’s head, so peo-
ple may find him disturbing. But this initial reaction reflects a lack of under-
standing the deeper meaning, symbolism, and intent of such images, which
causes confusion. The point is to help us face and own the often unconscious
sexual and aggressive forces within our nature, so that we can bring the clear
focus, wisdom, and compassion needed to transform and harness them as
forces for good. Have you ever taken a good look at your face in the mirror
when you're really angry? Have you ever taken a selfie when you're enraged?
Have you asked your friends or partner how scary you are when you're mad?
We often just gloss over how our powerful moods or passions strike others,
and imagine ourselves as always kind and cool. But in fact, we have powerful
often volcanic energies inside us—anger, desire, drama, and trauma. So what-
ever it is, with Buddha-Deity meditation, we can bring the clear awareness we
need to let the energy come up mindfully, then express it while balancing and
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redirecting it. In that way, practicing Buddha-Deity Yoga is like practicing
acting in the theatre—you’re not being mindlessly driven by your passions,
you're consciously evoking them in order to artfully transform and perform
them. This is what makes this practice far more effective at transforming
and harnessing our primal passions than ordinary Sutric practices combin-
ing calming meditation and analytic insight. Generally, when we engage in
Sutric practice, we try to calm our minds, so we can reflect on anger, desire,
or confusion, though we are not actually feeling those disturbing moods. But
creation stage practice gives us a method for meditating on confusion, anger,
and desire when those forces are actually arising. So not only are we more
able to transform them because we are working with them in real time, but
also we can harness the intensity of the forces to add energy, clarity, and
focus to our practice. That’s why Creation Stage practice offers a smart, quick,
and dynamic method for building skill in transforming and harnessing our
emotions.

Completion Stage Meditation

Once we have developed a stable practice of Buddha-Deity Yoga in the
Creation Stage, we're ready for the deeply embodied transformational prac-
tice of the Completion Stage (Skt. Nispanna-krama; Tib. rDzogs-rim). In
this stage of Highest Yoga Tantra practice, we get in touch with the essen-
tial nature of our body, speech, and mind by working with the Indivisible
Diamond Body—the subtle anatomy of channels, chakras, energies, and
drops—to deepen and speed our transformation (Loizzo, 2016). This stage
of practice combines imagery and mantra recitation with physical Tantric
yogas that transform the subtle body in ways that help us quickly access and
embody all the wisdom and potential that lie dormant within us. Unlike the
gradual approach of Sutric meditation and insight, the Tantric methods of
the Completion Stage can help us access these potentials quickly, through
empowered, enhanced meditations that work directly with the body, senses,
energies, and primal emotions.

There are two main reasons we call this the Completion Stage. First, the work
of transformation we began in the Creation Stage in this stage is completed.
Having transformed our mind and perception through Creation Stage prac-
tice, we now begin transforming our energy and body so that our transforma-
tion is complete. The second, deeper reason why we call this the Completion
Stage, is that in this stage we fully realize that we are already perfectly com-
plete—we have everything we need already inside us. One hundred percent
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of the happiness we are seeking is already within us, the only problem is we
don'’t see it and can’t experience it. That’s why we feel something is missing
and go searching everywhere outside us for what we already have. This whole-
ness is emphasized in Completion Stage teachings: the whole universe is con-
tained in our individual human bodies, as we see in the phrases, “As above, so
below,” and “As without, so within.” These phrases teach that the expansive
deity imagery of the Creation Stage actually refers to processes that take place
within the body; and that the macrocosm of the outer world—our social and
natural environments—is actually contained within the microcosm of the
human individual.

Of course, the human body according to the Completion Stage, is not the
gross anatomy of the physical body, or the image of the physical body we hold
in mind, but the subtle anatomy of the Indivisible Diamond Body, Diamond
Speech, and Diamond Mind. This subtle body refers to the three main
channels that travel from the crown to the base of the spine along with the
chakras and many branch channels that spread out from the central channel
at the crown, throat, heart, navel, and base. The subtle speech refers to the
five main energies that travel through the channels and chakras and support
speech and thought. The subtle mind refers to the drops that originate within
the central channel and are carried by energies through the side and branch
channels. Of course, various Hindu and Buddhist Tantras have slightly dif-
ferent models of the subtle body, some with six, seven, or more chakras some
with three or four chakras, each with its own specific reasons. Most often the
Tibetan tradition points to five main chakras, aligned with the five elements,
and also the five main energies, although there are notable exceptions like
the yoga of dying where we focus on head, throat, and heart. The right side
channel is red and associated with the sun; the left is white and associated
with the moon; the central channel is dark blue and associated with the
eclipse or black hole (Loizzo, 2014b). Within the Kalachakra system, each of
the chakras is associated with a galaxy. So within our subtle bodies we have
sun, moon, black hole, the galaxies, and the five elements—a microcosm of
the natural universe that is our outer environment (Wallace, 2001).

Why travel into outer space when you can find the whole universe in your
inner space? We imagine the universe is nearly infinite, with its billions of tril-
lions of stars, yet each and every human nervous system is just as infinite, with
nearly a billion trillion neural connections. Then think of the even larger
infinity of possible ideas and things a single human brain can invent based
on that neural circuitry, and multiply that by how each individual human
brain is also a microcosm reflecting the inner worlds of the eight billion other
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human brains on this planet. According to the Tantras, our internal universe
and external universe are not just equally vast and complex, but mirror and
include each other. Reflecting the reality of our infinite complexity as indi-
viduals is one of the ways the Tantras point to our divine completeness and
creativity.

Finally it’s important to know how the subtle body also maps out the path of
Tantric practice. I've already mentioned in discussing empowerment how the
five chakras map the alchemical process of Tantric practice—transforming
five main poisons located in each of the five chakras into five wisdoms. The
Kalachakra Tantra, also aligned with the Yuthog tradition, does this some-
what differently from most other Highest Yoga Tantras. It first links the drops
at the four higher chakras with the four basic states of mind—waking at the
crown, dreaming at the throat, sleeping at the heart, and orgasm at the navel.
It then describes the alchemy of Tantric practice as the work of transforming
those four drops from their basic condition tainted by the poisons to their
purified condition as four embodiments of our fully awakened Buddha-nature

(Wallace, 2001).

The model of four states of consciousness is vital to how Yuthok’s Tantric
medical system views the basic human condition as well as the yogas of the
Completion Stage (Chenagtsang, 2018). Normally, every day we cycle through
the three or four of the states of consciousness—in the daytime we are in the
waking state; at night we cycle through dreams and deep sleep; and some
of our days we also experience the fourth state of orgasm. Although Tantra
teaches that we can discover the blissful, luminous, nectar-like Clear Light
of our primal Buddha-nature through all of these states, most of us experi-
ence them normally as afflicted with various kinds of stress and trauma. We
tend to get more stuck in an unpleasant way of cycling through the routine
states—waking, dream, and sleep—under two adverse circumstances: when
we don’t experience deep sleep or orgasm often; and when we don'’t bring full
awareness to the deep sleep or orgasmic experience we have.

The waking state is wonderful when we're able to calm the tendency to stress
through practices like mindfulness or calming meditation, although most
people don’t make full use of this state and are troubled in it. Deep sleep and
orgasm are different in being non-dual states, where there is no concept of
self and others, where—in a beautiful and profound way—we are free from
everything. But while the healing power of deep sleep and orgasm are amaz-
ing, the problem is we don’t get enough of them. Light sleepers who stay stuck
in stress and trauma often don’t fall into deep sleep. Even those of us who get
deep sleep normally experience it as a sort of blackout in which we lose full



The Essence of Tantric Medicine 317

awareness. Likewise with orgasm, most of us don’t enjoy that beneficial state
every day or often enough, and even when we do, we often tend to move
through it too quickly or with less than full awareness. We wonder why we’re
not happy, when not even making proper use of deep sleep and orgasm which
are not only the best medicines for us but also totally free (Varela, 2002).

Here is where the Tantric yogas of the Completion Stage come in. Tantra is
life—it doesn’t just work with the waking state, it works with all four states
of consciousness using specific yogic practices. Highest Yoga Tantra offers
two embodied practices for the waking state—the daytime yogas of the Inner
Heat and Illusory Body. It offers embodied practices for the dream and sleep
states—the nighttime yogas of Lucid Dreaming and the Clear Light. And
since sex and love are part of our embodied lives, it also offers three embod-
ied practices for the orgasmic state—the yogas with a live Intimate Partner
(Karmamudra), an Imaginary Partner (Jnanamuda), and the Yoga of the
Great Seal (Mahamudra), in which we commune with the whole universe as
a partner. These practices have been seriously misunderstood and misused,
leading to the confusion that Tantra is all about sex. In fact, they are simply
part of its systematic practices touching on all aspects of our embodied lives.
That even includes two practices for the altered states of death and dying—
the yogas of the post-death Transition (Skt. Antarabhava; Tib. Bardo) and
the Transference to a positive afterlife (Skt. Amashaya; Tib. Phowa).

The Daytime Yogas: Inner Heat and Illusory Body

In the daytime, Completion Stage practice is based on the Yoga of Inner Heat
(Skt. Chandali; Tib. Tummo). This is based on an intensive breath-control
practice similar, though not identical to, Indian Kundalini Yoga. Based on
exercises that allow us to control deep abdominal breathing, we develop the
capacity to access and transform the energies that flow within our subtle body.
The practice combines breath exercises with visualizations of the subtle body
and with physical exercises. It involves a comprehensive training, but even
with minimal training you can have some experience and understand how it
works. The practice is also called Inner Fire, because it works to activate the
subtle body’s solar energy, which allows us to experience more clarity in the
waking state as well as more bliss and joy in our daily life (Yeshe, 2015).

Next we come to the second daytime yoga, the Yoga of the Illusory Body. I
find this yoga very interesting, because it offers a powerful practice for train-
ing the mind, a Tantric form of psychotherapy. We call it Illusory Body yoga
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because you practice seeing yourself as a reflection, like your dreamlike better
half. It’s as if you're recognizing yourself in a mirror—in this case in the mir-
ror of your Buddha-Deity image, the image of your full potential—and you
practice using that dreamlike image of the realized you as a way of accessing
and consulting your Inner Guru, as your own inner therapist. Without feeling
shame, without judging, repressing, or rejecting anything, you practice shar-
ing all your deepest emotions and self-talk with this guide in you. You share
everything without withholding—all the good, and all the bad, from the best
to the worst. It may feel very strange at first, but the more you engage in this
inner dialogue, the more you start to identify with this wiser, freer, more
joyful version of you. Thanks to your inner therapist or guide, you gradually
start to access and own the wisdom and compassion you need to hold your
powerful emotions and their energies, to not be swayed or controlled by them,
and to transform them into forms of blissful awareness and wisdom energy.
Eventually, no matter whether you hear, think, or feel something good or bad,
you’re able to stay in the flow of blissful awareness and wisdom energy. It’s like
developing a very strong psychological immune system.

Nighttime Yoga: Dream Yoga and Clear Light Yoga

Normally, we are controlled by our dreams. In Dream Yoga, we do the oppo-
site, we train ourselves in lucid dreaming, so we can practice controlling our
own dream life. To practice Dream Yoga, first we have to learn how to stay
lucid through the transitions of our nighttime lives. If you remember, when I
talked about the normal sleep cycle, I said that, for most of us, falling asleep
is like falling into a black hole. So when we sleep and dream, we essentially
lose consciousness and have a long nighttime blackout. When we wake up,
we typically remember very little, if anything. So if we want to train in lucid
dreaming, we first need to practice falling asleep while maintaining some
degree of mindfulness. When we practice staying mindful as we drift into
sleep, our experience is not one of falling into a black hole or blacking out.
Entering sleep mindfully, we feel as if we are dissolving into the light. And
we can practice maintaining awareness through that light. That is the Yoga
of Clear Light. So if a dream arises as we rest in that Clear Light, we have
the presence of mind to choose to enter the dream dimension lucidly. When
we become able to do that, we are able to play with our dreams, to direct it
freely in ways that deepen and speed our transformation (Mullin, 2005). For
instance, if we begin dreaming with a self-image and self-concept afflicted by
our emotional poisons and the energies of stress and trauma, we can have the
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presence of mind to shift our sense of ourselves towards the healing image
and blissful energy of our Illusory Body.

Normally, when we practice the two nighttime yogas, we start by first focusing
on Dream Yoga. In order to dream lucidly, we have to practice entering sleep
lucidly first, but since dreams are the lightest part of our sleep cycle, they are
closer to the waking state yogas of Inner Heat and Illusory Body than deep
sleep is. So it is usually easier in the beginning to practice lucid dreaming
than lucid deep sleep, the subtler of the two nighttime yogas.

When we begin the Yoga of Clear Light, we do so in much the same way as we
begin Dream Yoga—by approaching sleep in a state of embodied mindfulness
based on the daytime yogas of Inner Heat and Illusory Body. We then practice
easing into sleep mindfully by imagining the dissolution of our Illusory Body
into the Clear Light of sleep, a transition like the natural experience of dis-
solution during death or orgasm. Over time, we practice immersing our minds
more and more fully in non-dual blissful awareness, and resting there as long
as possible. This helps us see the luminous blissful clear light in all our states
of consciousness and empowers us to transform the poisons that afflict those
states into wisdom nectars. For instance, if we choose to transition out of the
Clear Light of sleep into dream, we then shift our practice into Dream Yoga,
shaping our dream body into the form of our Illusory Body to help guide our
dream life. When we're done lucid dreaming, we once again gradually dis-
solve our dreaming Illusory Body into the Clear Light of sleep. And we do
this repeatedly until we can fully enter into the Clear Light. This gives us all
the benefits of deep sleep or orgasmic experience, enhanced by the fact that
we are maintaining full awareness of those beneficial states, really absorbing
their medicine.

Union Yoga: Traditional Tantric Sex Therapy

As | said, Tantra is all about our embodied human life. And of course, love
and sex are a vital part of human life, especially for laypeople. This dimen-
sion of Tantric practice includes three yogas to help us transform all aspects
of human sexuality from our normal experience in which it is poisoned by
confusion and desire, to the healthy condition in which it becomes medicine.
First, we look at two yogas that work with sexuality in its basic condition—as
a primal force of love and desire—one yoga that involves embodied work
with an Intimate Partner, and one that involves meditative work with an
Imaginary Partner. These are the Tantric yogas that have been misunderstood
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and misused in the West to misrepresent Tantra as all about desire and better
sex. This is really unfortunate, since Tantra actually offers a much needed
traditional practice for working with the blocks and dysfunctions of ordinary
sexuality, something like an enlightened form of sex education and sex ther-
apy (Chenagstang, 2018).

We all see the conventional love stories that begin with couples bonded by
intense desire that gradually turns into the couple stuck in chronic frustration
and fighting. This is when people go to couples therapy or sometimes modern
sex therapy. But these Tantric yogas offer a deeper understanding and method-
ology for transforming ordinary sexuality not just with the mind, but also with
the body, and with breath energy. These Tantric practices allow us to work with
sexuality not just at the level of the ordinary waking mind and gross physical
body, but also at the subtler, deeper level of orgasmic consciousness including
the channels, energies, and drops of the subtle body. This empowers us to free
sex and love from the poisons of desire, confusion, and anger, and transform
them into the non-dual blissful awareness of the Clear Light. The embodied
form of this practice involves a true Intimate Partner Yoga, in which both part
ners are practicing the same yogas, though in slightly different ways based on
their gender identification, whether heteronormative or LGBTQ+.

Fortunately, there is also a form of sexual yoga for people practicing not as
part of a couple but as an individual. This form of the practice relies on simu-
lating physical intimacy with a meditative, Imaginary Partner. The way we
work with the body and energy in this Imaginary Partner practice is similar
to the way we work in physical intimacy. Essentially, we use our own sexual
energy to simulate the experience, as in a sexual dream. This practice extends
the Creation Stage yoga of visualizing ourselves as a joyful Buddha-Deity with
our male and female parts in union. In the Completion Stage, we deepen and
enhance that visualization practice with the yogas of Inner Heat, Illusory
Body, and Clear Light. This practice is especially helpful for individuals who
are single or celibate, including monastics, although it can also be helpful
for people in couples who want to prepare for or supplement their Intimate
Partner Yoga.

The third Tantric yoga for working with human sexuality is the Yoga of the
Great Seal (Mahamudra). Of course, it does not work with sexuality in the
ordinary sense, like the yogas with an Intimate Partner or Imaginary Partner.
Instead it works with what you might call sensuality—our capacity to feel
a sense of blissful sensual connection with a wide range of different kinds
of experience. Some of us seek bliss through the enjoyment of food, some
through enjoying clothing, some through enjoying nature, some through
enjoying art or music. We are all searching for something that brings joy to
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our lives, something that helps us feel a real sense of transcending our ordi-
nary condition of suffering. From the Buddhist standpoint, the suffering we
long to transcend is the primal sense of alienation or separateness that makes
us feel lonely or disconnected from life, so that no joy ever feels truly satisfy-
ing, truly enough (Dalai Lama & Berzin, 1997).

This mindset of separation, this isolating sense of extreme individualism, is
what leads us to get fixated on “I,” “me,” “mine,” and poisons love and sexual-
ity with confusion. This poison of confusion also locks us in a prison of false
pride and loneliness, a prison in which we long for the connection with oth-
ers, with life, with nature, and the whole universe, which is the real source
of all our joy and bliss. In Completion Stage Yoga, we practice to break out
of our self-made prison of separateness, and immerse ourselves in the blissful
awareness of our deep interconnection with all beings and things. This is the
Yoga of the Great Seal. This yoga empowers us to taste the bliss of our deep
interconnection with everything by learning to sense how we ourselves, all
beings, and all things are empty of any truly separate or unrelated nature. The
yoga works by accessing the non-dual bliss awareness that naturally arises in
deep sleep and orgasm to practice seeing all beings and things as character-
ized by the “Great Seal” of that emptiness. This practice helps transform the
poison of confusion that disconnects us into the medicine of blissful connec-
tion, just as the practice of the two partner yogas helps transform the poison
of desire into the medicine of joyful communion.

Death and Dying: The Yogas of Transition and Transference

While modern culture treats death as the opposite or enemy of life, the Tantras
see death as an essential part of the fabric of life. Since Tantra works to help
us engage our whole life, death is simply one of the key parts of life we need
to deal with. Would you prefer to die in a traumatic way, or to die peacefully?
This is not just a question for ourselves but also for our family and friends.
If we die in a traumatic way, they are traumatized with us; if we are able to
die peacefully, they can be at peace too. According to the Tantras, death is
life’s final journey. So if we want our journey in life to be joyful and peaceful,
we need to take that final journey in a mindful and beautiful way. This is
why the Completion Stage offers two yogas for death and dying: the Yoga of
Transition—called Bardo in Tibetan—and the Yoga of Transference—called

Phowa (Thurman, 2010).

Bar-do literally means something in-between. While the most common mean-
ing of bardo, given the Buddhist view of existence as a multi-life continuum,
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is the state between one death and the next birth. In the Tantras, Bardo refers
generally to any transition between one state of being and another. That is
why traditionally we define not one bardo but six. The Bardo of Birth is the
transition of pregnancy, from conception to delivery; the Bardo of Dreaming
is the transition in the sleep cycle from deep sleep to waking; the Bardo of
Meditation is the transition from the ordinary waking state to the altered
state of meditation; the Bardo of Death is the transition from the moment
of death to the moment of the next conception; the Bardo of Reality is the
transition of the spiritual path, from delusion to awakening; and the Bardo of
Existence is life seen as one great transition from birth to death.

Many people approach the Bardo teachings as something mysterious or magi-
cal. But the Tantras use Bardo Yoga to prepare us to understand the deepest
nature of life as a continuous process of constant impermanence, constant
transformation. By viewing all the different parts of the life-cycle as transi-
tions, the Tantras are trying to prepare us to face death not as other than
life but as simply another form of the same basic process that all life is made
of—continuous transformation.

The essence of the practice is to train our minds to be able to see that pro-
cess clearly for what it is, so that we can embrace it and stay connected to it
through all life’s transitions with the full clarity of our deep, non-dual bliss
awareness, in other words, with the luminous wisdom of the Clear Light. If
you think of your consciousness as a kind of light, this light is making its
journey through different spaces, from one dimension to another. Wherever
this light goes, the space may be different, but the light is always the same.
That’s the journey we call the bardo—a journey of maintaining continuous
lucid awareness through all life’s great transitions. That also includes the final
transition after death, when the mind that can stay consistently clear can
move through whatever might arise without being triggered into confusion
and the related poisons of desire, anger, envy, pride, or greed. And since death
not only involves the person dying but all those connected to that individual,
the Bardo Yoga is not only meant as a practice for those imminently facing
death but also for those who wish to support that person by staying clear and
connected to their loved one’s transition.

The second Tantric yoga around dying is the Yoga of Transference. For
those who have the training, the transference yoga allows a more directed
approach to guiding the end of life transition by consciously choosing a des-
tination for the post-death journey. The practice actually involves a forceful
ejection or projection of consciousness towards a chosen destination—such
as a Pure Land (Buddhist heaven), or a voluntary reincarnation as part of
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a Bodhisattva mission to help specific beings by assuming a specific future
form. You can think of this as a faster, more directed way to engage death
that avoids the inevitable uncertainty of the end of life transition, a kind
of escape hatch, but of course it’s only one option and not for everyone

(Mullin, 2005).

There is one more best-case scenario in the Tantric practice of death and
dying, based on the training for death offered by the yogas of dissolution
within both the Creation Stage and Completion Stage of Highest Yoga
Tantra. That is the possibility for practitioners to use the death process as
a path to fully embodied awakening. According to the Tantras, there are
two Completion Stage practices using especially deep altered states to real-
ize the final Clear Light which is the subtle lucid body-mind of awakening.
These two states are the natural release of orgasmic bliss fully accessed by
the yogas of sexuality and the natural release of dying accessed by the yoga
of the Clear Light of death. In this practice at the end of life, we bring
full awareness to the dissolution of our subtle mind, energy, and drops at
the moment of death. Then we follow the dissolution of our lunar and
solar energy and enter into a dark space where eventually we experience
the final Clear Light called the Mother Clear Light. This is the innate
Clear Light of our subtlest mind and energy body—our true nature, who
we really are. When we know that as our origin, our self, we return to our
true mother, our true origin, reuniting the smaller Child Clear Light of
our individual sense of separate experience with the great mother of infi-
nitely connected experience that makes death a path to full awakening
and spiritual liberation (Thurman, 2010). For Christians, Muslims, Jews,
and Hindus, that mother clear light is the God that is our origin and our
source. For Buddhists, it is the Nirvana that Buddha awakened to, experi-
enced as the complete embodied joy and contentment we have when being
embraced by our loving mother.

The Final Stage: The Great Perfection

If we are lucky enough to receive an empowerment in Highest Yoga Tantra,
and faithfully practice both the Creation Stage and the Completion Stage, we
may have the even greater fortune of realizing the Mother Clear Light before
death, through practicing one or more of the yogas of transforming ordinary
sexuality (Chenagtsang, 2018). This is one of the ways in which the embodied
path of the Tantras may be even smarter and quicker for lay practitioners than
for celibate monastics.
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If we follow the Tantric path this far, we find ourselves entering the final stage
of Tantric practice—the Great Perfection Stage (Skt. Ashadharna-Nispanna,
Tib. Dzog-chen)—which focuses much like Sutric meditation on cultivat-
ing the profound wisdom of emptiness. The difference between Sutric and
Tantric emptiness meditation is not so much in the wisdom as in the method.
Unlike Sutra, which bases emptiness practice on concentrative meditation
and the calming energy of renunciation and compassion, Tantric emptiness
practice relies on accessing the subtle mind, energy, and drops that support
non-dual blissful states of awareness.

In a sense, Sutra and Tantra offer two distinct methods of therapeutic psychol-
ogy. Sutric psychology focuses on counteracting the problem—understand-
ing and eliminating stress and trauma. While Tantric psychology focuses
on the solution—understanding and embodying happiness, peace, joy, and
bliss. When it comes to wisdom, both these psychologies teach that facing
and embracing reality is the most critical factor in healing and transforma-
tion. And both traditions point to that wisdom using the insight of empti-
ness—that all phenomena are empty or devoid of any permanent, essential,
independent self, nature, or identity. Emptiness is presented not as a mere
philosophical theory or concept but as the basic reality of things just as they
are. This insight fits with the more scientific view—shared by modern phys-
ics and Highest Yoga Tantra—that the ultimate nature of everything is not
solid matter but extremely subtle energy and space. In both Sutric and Tantric
views, emptiness is not seen as an absolute nothingness or total void, but
rather as inseparable from the infinite variety and relativity of mental and
physical forms. This is conveyed somewhat differently in Sutric and Tantric
views, with Sutra emphasizing the inseparability of emptiness, relativity, and
compassion; and Tantra emphasizing the inseparability of emptiness—under-
stood as Clear Light—with the diversity of lived experience and the embod-
ied energy of bliss. While these two therapeutic psychologies may seem at
odds, in reality they are quite complementary. Sutra cultivates the wisdom of
emptiness to realize freedom from suffering; and Tantra cultivates it to realize
the freedom to embody happiness.

How do we meditate on emptiness in the Great Perfection Stage? Once
we have an initial experience of the Mother Clear Light at the end of the
Completion Stage, we arise from that deep realization in the form of our self-
created, blissful [llusory Body. From here, the practice of the Great Perfection
Stage involves working to further refine and integrate these two faces of wis-
dom into one fully embodied awakening. In Sutric meditation on emptiness,
we first achieve two separate but complementary insights into emptiness: the
ultimate, spacious insight that all beings and things are free from self-identity;
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and the relative, illusory insight in which the apparent diversity of all beings
and things appears like an illusion. The advanced practice in this case
involves slowly realizing that the two insights are not separate at all but two
sides of the same hand—the non-duality of form and emptiness, relative and
ultimate reality. In Tantric meditation on emptiness, the two complementary
wisdoms are the ultimate realization of the Mother Clear Light and the rela-
tive realization of the Illusory Body and its whole diversity of embodied expe-
rience. You can think of the great perfection stage as the advanced Tantric
practice of gradually refining and integrating these complementary embodied
wisdoms until they can be fully realized as two inseparable faces of one living,
breathing embodiment of non-dual, blissful awakening.

Conclusion: Embodied Healing in the Tantric Medical Tradition

The Tibetan medical tradition handed down from Yuthog Yonten Gonpo offers
the world’s oldest system of integrative healthcare complete with a very unique
and effective methodology of embodied psychological healing. The wide rang-
ing, multi-dimensional methods of Tantric healing allow us to work with the
mind not just directly through teaching and meditation, but also indirectly
through shifting energy with breathing and adjusting the body through self-
massage and movement. Also, the Tantra’s radically optimistic alchemical
approach, based on its unique way of working with the subtle body of chan-
nels, energies, and drops, offers a very powerful system of deeply embodied psy-
chological healing and transformation. In the current environment of growing
interest in trauma and embodied approaches to healing, this rare and powerful
tradition has a lot to offer psychotherapists and other health providers working
with the many conditions caused by stress and trauma.

In a larger public health sense, the radical optimism and embodied practical-
ity of the Tantras can offer therapy clients and the general public empower-
ing perspectives and accessible methods for facing the many challenges of
everyday life. This is especially true in areas where modern psychotherapy
offers only limited perspectives and methods, such as transforming trauma or
sexual dysfunction and facing and working with death and dying. Finally, its
focus on transforming the universal poisons of confusion, desire, anger, greed,
and pride into the healing wisdoms and energies of love, compassion, joy, and
equanimity offers a positive embodied approach to psychological health and
well-being far more radical and practical than the West’s recent approaches
to positive psychology.





