
Introduction

i .  The Tibetan World and Its Creators

The Three M ost Gracious

To look for the essence of the Tibetan worldview, a popular Tibetan saying 
is a good place to start: “There were three who were most kind to Tibet: 
the Precious Guru (Padma Sambhava); the Lord Master (Atisha); and the 
Precious Master (Tsong Khapa).” The Tibetan titles that come before the 
names of these three— Guru Rimpochey, Jowo Jey , and Jey Rimpochey , re­
spectively—could apply to any of the tens of thousands of other great fig­
ures in Tibetan history. But any Tibetan, of whatever persuasion or 
affiliation, knows immediately who is meant by the Precious Guru, the 
Lord Master, or the Precious Master. The key to the whole matter is that 
all three of these names indicate that their bearers are considered actual 
Buddhas in their own right. They are not thought of as mere human beings, 
albeit extremely holy, wise, or capable, who brought to or propagated in 
Tibet a teaching about Buddhas. They are clearly considered by the mass 
population as examples of the real thing.

The essence of Tibetan culture is defined by this experience of real 
Buddhas dwelling among them. It is thus a civilization that feels itself 
touched by Buddhas, marked by having experienced the living impact of 
real Buddhas. Tibetans have even come to take for granted the constant 

presence of many Buddhas around the country. Tibetan Buddhism is thus a 
reorientation of individual and social life to account for the reality of 
Buddhas, the possibility of becoming one oneself, and the actuality of a me­
thodical process of doing so.

This is the characteristic that distinguishes Buddhism in Tibet from the 
Buddhisms in other civilizations, though Indian civilization in its classical 
heyday of roughly 500 to 1000 c.E. enshrined the human possibility of 
Buddhahood more and more openly in its core, as did the Ch’an, Son, and

           
        

From: Thurman, R. A. F. (1997). Introduction, In Essential Tibetan Buddhism 
(pp. 1–45 in print edition). San Francisco, CA: HarperSanFrancisco.



2  #  E S S E N T I A L  T I B E T A N  B U D D H I S M

Zen subcultures of East Asia. Theravada Buddhism of South Asia, a form 
of what Tibetans call Monastic or Individual Vehicle Buddhism, believes 
that a Buddha is a purified being, a saint or arhat, who has attained cessa­
tion of embodiment in Parinirvana, a realm of absolute freedom, and so 
has definitely departed from the world. According to this view, there were a 
few other Buddhas prior to Shakyamuni, there are other purified saints fol­
lowing in Buddha’s footsteps, and any human who has the teachings and 
makes the effort can become one of those. But there are no living Buddhas 
around until Metteya, the next Buddha, comes to the world thousands of 
years from now.

The Universal Vehicle, or Messianic, Buddhism now remaining in East 
Asia has many forms, but in general it has a different view of Buddhas. It 
teaches that there are infinite numbers of Buddhas. All have a Truth Body, 
a Body of Absolute Reality (which is undifferentiated; they all share it in in­
finite peace), and a Form Body of relative, compassionate manifestations. 
This Form Body subdivides into a Beatific Body, an immeasurable body of 
infinite bliss, color, and light, imperceptible to ordinary beings, and an 
Emanation Body, a body of boundless manifestations. This Emanation 
Body has three forms: the Ideal, of which Shakyamuni is the example in our 
epoch; the Incarnational, which manifests limitless examples who appear 
like ordinary humans and other kinds of beings, even inanimate objects like 
planets, oceans, continents, islands, bridges, and buildings; and the Artistic, 
which includes all kinds of representations of Buddhas in all art forms. 
Thus all Universal Vehicle Buddhists consider that the Buddha’s final 
Nirvana was a kind of instructional show and that Buddhas can manifest 
any time, any place. However, except for the Tibetans, they do not expect 
any Buddhas to show up here and now, except in other dimensions (a pure 
land such as Sukhavati or the visionary world of the Lotus , for instance). 
They remain more or less attached to an originally brahminical cosmology 
wherein the planet is experiencing a “Dark Age” (kaliyuga), and Buddhas 
have given up on it for the time being. The Ch’an/Son/Zen Buddhists are 
one exception to this. They consider perfect Buddhahood to be a mental en­
lightenment, the direct result of the practice of their methods of contempla­
tion and understanding; yet they have only a weak sense of the emanational 
richness, the embodiment potential, of Buddhahood. The Shingon Tantric 
Buddhists of Japan are the other East Asian exception, in that they also cul­
tivate a sense of the immediacy of the Buddha presence and potential.

Tibetan Buddhism, almost alone among Asian Buddhisms, preserved the 
huge treasury of Indian Buddhist Tantric traditions. The Tantras emerged 
from the third Vehicle of Indian Buddhism, the Tantric, Mantric, Ad­
amantine, or Apocalyptic Vehicle. This Vehicle is the esoteric dimension of
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the Universal Vehicle, and it emphasizes practices based on the cultivated 
sense of the immediate presence of the Buddha reality. It teaches methods 
for the attainment of complete Buddhahood in this very life, or at least 
within a few more lives, thus vastly accelerating the Universal Vehicle evo­
lutionary path on which a Bodhisattva transforms from a human to a 
Buddha over three incalculable eons of self-transcending lifetimes. A major 
component of these accelerated methods is the accessibility of beings who 
have already become Buddhas.

Thus for the Tibetans, Shakyamuni Buddha, the foremost Buddha of 
this world-epoch, is not just a dead hero. He is not just an object of belief, 
a divine being encounterable in another dimension or an altered state. He is 
a being believed to have conquered death, just as Jesus Christ is. But 
Tibetans are not awaiting Buddha’s triumphal return; they feel He is right 
now utterly available to them, that in a real sense He never left them when 
He withdrew the Ideal Emanation Body known as Shakyamuni. Tibetans 
think that Shakyamuni Buddha Himself taught both the Universal Vehicle 
and the Apocalyptic Vehicle, as well as the Monastic Vehicle, and that 
every human can become a Buddha. They find the proof of this teaching in 
the presence and deeds of the many people they consider living Buddhas.

Padma Sambhava was the earliest and most legendary: He was born by 
miracle from a lotus blossom, millennia ago, at approximately the same 
time as Shakyamuni Buddha. He was adopted as a prince of Afghanistan, 
then called Odiyana, at the time a cultural part of the Indian subcontinent. 
He became a perfect Buddha, practicing all three Buddhist Vehicles, the 
Monastic, the Messianic, and the Apocalyptic. He visited Tibet toward the 
end of the eighth century of the common era, in the twelfth century of His 
already long life. His impact in Tibet was crucial; without Him, Buddhism 
would never have taken root there. He is presented as not only conquering 
the minds of the kings and warlords of Tibet by extravagant displays of 
magical power, charismatic kindness, and astounding wisdom, but also as 
capable of “ taming” the savage war gods of Tibet, the wild and powerful 
deities of the tribes, the Tibetan equivalents of the gods Odin, Zeus, Thor, 
Indra, and so on. Padma eventually left Tibet but is believed to be still alive 
today in a hidden paradise, Copper-colored Glory M ountain, somewhere 
in the vicinity of Madagascar.

Another important Buddha, Atisha, was born naturally as a prince of 
the Zahor kingdom of the Pala dynasty Bengal, in 982 c.E . At the age of 
twenty-nine, after extensive Tantric studies, He renounced His throne and 
became a monk, soon becoming a famous teacher of all levels of Buddhism. 
At the prompting of the Goddess Tara, He traveled to Java to recover the 
essential teaching of the messianic spirit of enlightenment of love and



4 #  E S S E N T I A L  T I B E T A N  B U D D H I S M

compassion. He went to teach in Tibet in 1040 C.E., where He had an enor­
mous impact on the people. He died there around 1054.

A later Buddha, Tsong Khapa, was born in 1357 c.E. in the far northeast 
of Tibet, in the province of Amdo. He was a child prodigy, recognized early 
as an incarnation of Manjushri, the god of wisdom. He spent his life from 
the age of three in study, contemplation, and social action, attaining His 
own perfect enlightenment in 1398, after a five-year meditation retreat. He 
founded a progressive movement in Tibetan Buddhism that looked toward 
the advent of the future Buddha Maitreya, the “Loving O ne.” He revital­
ized the practice of monasticism through revision of the Vinaya Rule in 
1402. He universalized the messianic spirit by founding the Great Miracle 
Prayer Festival that brought the whole nation together around the Jokang 
Cathedral in Lhasa for two weeks every new year, beginning in 1409. He 
refined and spread the wisdom teachings by writing master treatises and es­
tablishing a definitive curriculum for cultivating insight in the monastic 
universities. Above all, He facilitated and energized the Apocalyptic 
Vehicle, Tantric ritual and contemplative practice and attainment, by giving 
inspiring and penetrating teachings, writing critical, comprehensive, and 
lucid treatises, building exquisite three-dimensional mandalas, and initiat­
ing hosts of well-prepared disciples. He passed away with a demonstration 
of miracles in 1419.

The Founding Teacher and His Angelic Disciples

All Tibetans would agree that the kindness these three great men showed the 
Land of Snows would never have been possible if the most important human 
of our world-epoch had not first demonstrated the highest evolutionary perfec­
tion accessible to humans, the mental and physical enlightenment of 
Buddhahood. That human being was the prince Siddhartha of the Shakya na­
tion in northern India, who became the unexcelled, perfectly fulfilled 
Enlightened Lord under the tree of enlightenment in around 536 before the 
common era. Once a Buddha, His name was Shakyamuni, the “Shakya Sage,” 
considered to have become a form of life beyond the human or the divine, the 
“Human-Lion” (Narasimba), or the “God Beyond Gods” (Devatideva). By 
definition, no being can possibly be more kind to all other beings than a perfect 
Buddha; such kindness is ultimately something superhuman.

Among the Buddha’s many human and divine disciples, there were four 
great celestial or angelic Bodhisattvas, “Enlightenment Heroes,” who are 
believed to have taken a special interest in Tibet and the Tibetans. These are 
the female Bodhisattva Tara, Lady of Miraculous Activities, and the usually 
male Bodhisattvas Lokeshvara, Lord of Compassion, Manjushri, Lord of
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Wisdom, and Vajrapani, Lord of Power. These Bodhisattvas are only in one 

sense disciples of the Buddha; in another sense they are themselves already 
perfect Buddhas. They became perfect Buddhas innumerable world-eons 
before our universe and vowed to manifest as disciples of all Buddhas in all 
world systems in order to mediate between those Buddhas and the human 
populations of those worlds.

Among these, Lokeshvara and Tara are a kind of divine, or archangelic, 
couple, a father and mother for Tibetans. He is the mythic Father of the 
Nation, siring the first six Tibetans during a mythic life as a Bodhisattva 
monkey in the prehistoric past. Later he reincarnates repeatedly as the em­
peror, king, or lama (mentor) ruler of Tibet. She is the ever-present Mother 
of the Nation, a fierce female who unites with the monkey to bring forth 
the human children who start the race. Later she serves as empress, queen, 
and defender of the ruler. She manifests numberless incarnations in every 
walk of life to help Tibetans overcome their difficulties and meet the chal­
lenge of making human life meaningful.

Lokeshvara incarnated as the thirty-third emperor, the first great 
Dharma king of Tibet, Songzen Gambo (ca. 617-698 C.E.). He unified the 
land, built the first network of Buddhist shrines, had the Tibetan alphabet 
and grammar created on the model of Sanskrit, and promulgated the foun­
dational Buddhist law code of Tibet. Both of his chief empresses—Bhirkuti, 
princess of Nepal, and Wencheng, princess of Great T a n g —were incarna­
tions of Tara.

Manjushri was a Buddha countless eons ago who vowed to incarnate in 
every world a Buddha visited, to ask the hard questions about the profound 
teaching of selflessness and voidness. His aim is to help people develop the 
transcendent wisdom that is the sole cause of the ultimate freedom from 
suffering that is enlightenment. He is a pervasive figure in Buddhist litera­
ture, being a god of learning and a patron of literature as well as the arche­
type of enlightened realization. He incarnated as the thirty-seventh Tibetan 
emperor, Trisong Detsen (ca. 790-844 C.E.), who built the first monastery 
in Tibet, inviting the Abbot Shantarakshita and the Adept Padma 
Sambhava and commissioning the first great wave of translations of Indian 
Buddhist texts. Later came the “ three Manjushris” among teachers: the 
great scholar, mystic, and first lama ruler of Tibet, the Sakya Pandita Kunga 
Gyaltsen (1182-1251); the great Nyingma philosopher and mystic 

Longchen Rabjampa (1308-1363), and the greatest of Tibet’s “Re­
naissance men,” scholar, mystic yogi, and social activist Tsong Khapa 
Losang Drakpa (1357-1419).

Vajrapani, the “Thunderbolt Wielder,” is quite fierce in appearance and 
represents the adamantine power of enlightenment to ward off evil and
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bring about the good. He incarnated as the fortieth and last Buddhist 
Tibetan emperor, Tri Relwajen (ca. 866-901 c.E.), who completed the early 
dynasty’s work of unification and cultural transformation. Later he reincar­
nated as many rulers, ministers, and lamas.

From the time of Lord Atisha, Lokeshvara reincarnated as Dromtonpa 
(1004-1064), Atisha’s main disciple, who founded Radreng Monastery. 
During the time of Tsong Khapa, he incarnated as Jey Gendun Drubpa 
(1391-1474), who later became known as the First Dalai Lama. The Dalai 
Lamas became important spiritual leaders, first of the New Kadam or 
Geluk Order and eventually, from the coronation of the Great Fifth 
(1617-1682) in 1642, of the entire nation.

Lokeshvara’s continuous reincarnation as the Dalai Lama of the Land of 
Snows sealed the Bodhisattva’s covenant with the Tibetan people: He 
would always serve them, reborn in many regions, in families of various 
levels of society, skillfully preserving their realm as a special sanctum of the 
Buddha Dharma, building a culture that maintained relatively ideal condi­
tions for individuals to educate themselves in Dharma.

Today Tibet has been shattered almost beyond recognition, suffering 

horrendously for the first time in its two-thousand-year history under the 
oppressive domination of an outside invader and occupier. Tibetans within 
and without Tibet still regard the Fourteenth Dalai Lama as their legitimate 
leader, the current reincarnation of Lokeshvara, and they look with plead­
ing glances to his Ganden Palace government in exile to represent their 
plight to the world community.

Of course, Lokeshvara, Tara, Manjushri, and Vajrapani are believed to 
manifest themselves in countless other ways at the same time, and the 
Tibetan imagination is waiting for their activities to surface in a new era, 
Lokeshvara manifests himself as other lamas who do not have such politi­
cal responsibilities, lamas such as the Karmapa incarnations. Manjushri is 
evident in the manifestations of the Sakya lamas and in many a great 
scholar, artist, and spiritual teacher. Tara has numerous female incarna­
tions, both formally recognized and informally active. Vajrapani is thought 
to be exercising his indomitable protective power in some currently unfath­
omable way. And there are innumerable other messianic figures.

The rich tapestry of the activities of these enlightened beings constitutes 
the Tibetan sense of history itself. Tibetans live in a multidimensional uni­
verse; they are quite aware that a single event appears quite differently to 
different beings. Thus in history they posit an “ordinary perception” (thun 
m ong pai snang ba) and an “extraordinary perception” (thun mong ma yin 
pai snang ba); or sometimes “outer,” “ inner,” and “secret” levels of history. 
These need not be contradictory. For example, on the ordinary or outer
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level, Siddhartha was a human prince who was too intelligent to accept an 
unawakened mode of mechanical living, so he renounced his inherited 
identity, strove mightily to understand his own innermost essence, and suc­
ceeded in attaining complete awakening. At the same time, on an extraor­
dinary or inner level, Shakyamuni had attained Buddhahood many eons 
earlier and chose this time to incarnate as Siddhartha and manifest the 
deeds of a Buddha-life in order to educate and liberate the beings of this 
world.

In the case of the taming of Tibet, on the ordinary level, Songzen Gambo 
built on the conquests of his ancestors and expanded the Tibetan Empire to 
its maximum feasible size, spilling over a bit in all directions beyond the gi­
gantic Tibetan plateau. He then began the process of transforming a w ar­
rior empire into a peaceful civilization, importing an alphabet, traditions of 
learning, and a nonviolent ethic, fashioning an appropriate law code, and 
initiating peaceful relations with neighboring states through treaties sealed 
with marriages. On the extraordinary level, Lokeshvara and his two Tara 
consorts looked down into Tibet from their vantage in the South Indian 
paradise called Potalaka and saw the time was right to bring Buddhism to 
the Tibetans. A light-meteor streaked from his heart and landed in the 
womb of the queen of Tibet; similar meteors went from the hearts of the 
two Tara goddesses to the wombs of the queens of Nepal and T ’ang China. 
Nine months later the prince Songzen was born in Tibet, as was Wencheng 
in China and Bhirkuti in Nepal, the two princesses destined to become his 
brides, who brought Buddha icons, books, and learned teachers in their 
dowry trains. Tibetans believe that every event in the life of an individual 

and of a nation is susceptible to such a multileveled analysis of meaning.
In a last, extremely poignant, example, on the ordinary level, in the last 

forty-six years, Tibet has been invaded, occupied, and annexed by the 
People’s Republic of China. This Chinese communist government has made 
a systematic effort to exterminate Tibetan religious belief and cultural iden­
tity, resulting in the deaths of over a million Tibetans and the destruction of 
all but 13 of Tibet’s 6,267 significant monasteries. It has established large 
colonies of Chinese settlers throughout Tibet, defended by up to half a mil­

lion troops, whose presence and abuse of land, wildlife, and natural re­
sources have badly damaged the fragile Himalayan ecosystem (the Tibetan 
plateau has an average altitude of about fifteen thousand feet). How  can 
this be explained on the extraordinary level?

There are various theories. The most compelling one, if somewhat dra­
matic, is that Vajrapani emanated himself as Mao Tse-tung and took upon 
himself the heinous sin of destroying the Buddha Dharma’s institutions, 
along with many beings, for three main reasons: to prevent other, ordinarily
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human, materialists from reaping the consequences of such terrible acts, to 
challenge the Tibetan Buddhists to let go of the trappings of their religion 

and philosophy and force themselves to achieve the ability to embody once 
again in this terrible era their teachings of detachment, compassion, and 
wisdom, and to scatter the Indo-Tibetan Buddhist teachers and disseminate 
their teachings throughout the planet among all the people, whether reli­
gious or secular, at this apocalyptic time when humanity must make a quan­
tum leap from violence to peacefulness in order to preserve all life on earth.

This all happens within the context of the advent of Shambhala upon 
the entire planet, according to the prophecy originating with the Kala- 
chakra Tantra, a central component of the national cult of Tibet since the 
seventeenth century. The prophecy emerges in Indian and Tibetan literature 
in the eleventh century, dating itself from the Buddha’s time fifteen hundred 
years earlier. It shows the Buddha as emanating himself in the form of a 
“time machine” or “history machine,” an embodiment of what the unen­
lightened perceive as the flow of time, adopting such a form to show his 
commitment to the future enlightenment of all beings.

Thus this Tantra contradicts the outer or ordinary cosmology that says 
tha t the Buddha’s teaching lasts for a few thousand years and then dis­
appears until the next Buddha, with the condition of life on the planet 
worsening until it becomes unimaginably horrible, something like the brah- 
minical notion of a “Dark Age.” The Time-machine Buddha rather pro ­
claims that all beings are evolving in a positive or progressive manner, 
beneath the surface events of a planet apparently dominated by the egoism, 
militarism, and materialism of gods and humans. Finally, some three thou­
sand years after the Buddha’s time, when the outer world is completely 
dominated by a single materialistic dictatorship, the country of Shambhala 
emerges from behind an invisible barrier. The dictator’s military forces are 
destroyed trying to conquer this new land, and the enlightened people of 
Shambhala emerge and share their high-tech, liberated, enlightened style of 
living with all the other peoples of the planet, ushering in a golden age that 
lasts for at least eighteen hundred years. Tibetans believe that this age of 
Shambhala is only a few centuries in the future, and the destruction of the 
Buddhist institutions in their homeland is a sign of the nearing of the age of 
liberation, for the whole world, not just for Tibet.

Thus at least one of the levels (the highest, most would say) of the 
Tibetan sense of history sees the planet as progressing positively toward a 
time of unprecedented fulfillment. Tibetan Buddhist society therefore is 
perhaps unique among Buddhist societies in that the people live within a 
consciously articulated myth of historical progress, carrying within itself a 
fascinating complexity. The last three centuries under the Dalai Lamas were
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a kind of millennial time for the Tibetans, since their messiah returned reg­
ularly and remained a tangible presence preserving the community. They 
saw Tibet as a kind of holy land, a pure realm of the highest opportunity 
for the individual’s evolutionary fulfillment. At the same time they under­
stood that this millennial moment itself would perish in a planetary holo­
caust, only to be reborn one further time during a planetary time of fruition 
in the age of Shambhala.

Tibetans thus believe that anyone who looks upon the color-particle 
mandala of the Kalachakra Buddha with reverence and faith will be reborn 
advantageously during the era of Shambhala. That is why they undertake 
arduous pilgrimages and make intense efforts to attend performances of the 
Kalachakra initiation ritual.

2 ,  The Essence o f  Buddhism Itself

To appreciate essential Tibetan Buddhism, we must look for the essence of 
Buddhism itself. The Tibetan genius did make its own distinctive contribu­
tion to the great river of Buddhism. But Tibetans considered it their discov­
ery, achievement, and special offering to find, embody, preserve, and extend 
the deep and magnificent Buddha Teaching.

The enlightenment of the Buddha was not primarily a religious discov­
ery. It was not a mystical encounter with “G od” or a god. It was not the re­
ception of a divine mission to spread the “Truth” of “G od” in the world. 
The Buddha’s enlightenment was rather a human being’s direct, exact, and 
comprehensive experience of the final nature and total structure of reality. 
It was the culmination for all time of the manifest ideals of any tradition 
of philosophical exploration or scientific investigation. “Buddha” is not a 
personal name; it is a title, meaning “awakened,” “enlightened,” and 
“evolved.” A Buddha’s enlightenment is a perfect omniscience. A Buddha’s 
mind is what theists have thought the mind of God would have to be like, 
totally knowing of every single detail of everything in an infinite universe, 
totally aware of everything—hence by definition inconceivable, incompre­
hensible to finite, ignorant, egocentric consciousness.

No matter how preposterous it may seem to us at first, it is necessary to 
acknowledge the Buddha’s claim of the attainment of omniscience in en­
lightenment. It is foundational for every form of Buddhism. It is rarely 
brought to the fore nowadays, even by Buddhist writers, since this claim by 
a being once human is uttermost, damnable sacrilege for traditional theists 
and a primitive fantasy, an utter impossibility, for modern materialists. But 
it is indispensable for Buddhists. A Buddha is believed to have evolved to a
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state of knowing everything knowable, evolving out of the states of igno­
rance of the limited and imperfect awareness of animals, humans, and 
gods. Therefore the purpose of one’s own life, seen as a process of infinite 
evolution, is to awaken such omniscient awareness within oneself, to tran ­
scend the egocentered animal condition to become a perfect Buddha.

Everything in Buddhism follows from this single chain of propositions 
that the Buddha is believed to have exemplified: Life has the purpose of 
achieving supreme happiness through total awareness of itself and the uni­
verse; every being has been working at this from beginningless time in life 
after life; the human life-form is itself the result of inconceivable evolution­
ary efforts and is relatively quite close to ultimate evolutionary fulfillment; 
this fulfillment, this blossoming, this butterfly awakening, occurs by means 
of perfecting the understanding, through sensitivity and wisdom; upon 
such awakening, suffering is no more and happiness is unimaginably com­
plete; and the infinite numbers of beings who have already become such 
Buddhas are naturally moved to share that happiness with all other beings, 
which they are doing all the time, effortlessly yet effectively.

In spite of this ultimately rosy picture of evolution, even Buddhas cannot 
simply force ignorant beings to become wise and therefore free and happy. 
While the Buddha did, on numerous occasions, calmly mention His attain­
ment of Godlike omniscience, He emphatically disclaimed the possession of 
the Godlike power of creatorhood. He critically rejected the plausibility of 
any being having total power and control over all other beings and things. 
This does not mean that He disbelieved the existence of gods—the Buddha 
was not an atheist. He not only believed in gods but, like Moses or Jesus, 
He personally met a great number of them, including Brahma, the god 
credited with creatorship by many Indian theists, Indra, the Father of the 
Vedic pantheon, and Yama, the Lord of the Dead. (By definition, Tibetan 
Buddhists believe that He certainly would have met the Jehovah of the 
Bible, as well as every god of every nation on the planet.) He gave various 
accounts of his encounters with this wide variety of gods, angels, and even 
devils. He found them to be just as real as any other living beings. He sim­
ply discovered that no one of them had created the universe, no one of 
them possessed the key to salvation or liberation, no one of them had at­
tained omniscient awareness. Beyond their immense pride in being power­
ful gods, they themselves ultimately needed help to save themselves from 
their own entrapment in suffering, just as humans and other egocentric an­
imals do. They all needed the teachings of perfected Buddhas who have 
evolved the omniscient awareness of enlightenment. Among a Buddha’s 
most important names are God Beyond Gods and Teacher of Gods and 
Humans.
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As a Buddha, one discovers the unity of one’s awareness with the om­
nipresent awareness of all beings and things. One actually experiences the 
reality of absolute voidness, one’s own and other beings’ freedom from a 
fixed individual and substantial self and all things’ freedom from intrinsic 

identity or objectivity. One integrates this experience of cosmic unity with 
the realization of one’s ability to manifest freely a responsive interactive 
presence among other beings as a supple, open, happy, blissful, and power­
ful Buddha person, or even multitude of persons. One lives this realization 

as the happy relaxation of futile servitude to the illusion of being a fixed 
subject in a real objective world, enjoying an infinitely fresh and boundless 
continuum of loving and liberative relationships with others.

Buddha liberation is so happy and complete that it can effortlessly in­
clude without distortion or separation the infinite realm of interconnected 
beings and things. From there one has the experience of all beings as insep­
arable from oneself; one feels the condition of others. One is sensitive to 
the continual suffering that arises from their imprisonment within a rigid 
self-image opposed to an apparently overwhelming objective and alien uni­
verse. One’s beatitude thus naturally reacts against the self-created suffer­
ing of other beings. For them one manifests educational events that help 
them see through their beginningless delusions and arrive at freedom by 
coming to an understanding of their own deeper nature. This natural and 
inexhaustible reaction energizes the Buddhist liberative arts and the teach­
ings of the way of freedom through exact intuition of the nature of all 
things.

3 .  The Teaching:
The Buddhist Enlightenment Movement

Tibetans believe then that Buddha Shakyamuni’s enlightenment is not mys­
tical, in the sense of “contrary to reason.” It is rational, guided by a critical 
inquiry into the nature of the reality of self and of the world, and experi­
mental, proceeding from solid conclusions to the experiential verification 

of those conclusions. Indeed, the Buddha considered beings’ ignorance, 
their insistence on the illusion of an intrinsically established world of beings 
and things, to be “mystical” and “nonrational,” He did not consider irra­
tional faith, even in good things such as liberation and enlightenment, to be 
powerful enough in itself to bring a being to liberation.

It is thus clear that His compassion for beings forced Him not to offer 
them a religious solution to their predicament, a redemptive belief in Him, 
or any dogma, deity, salvific rite, or membership in a group of elect. Since
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He knew that the only means for beings to gain freedom was their individ­
ual understanding of their unique situation, He was forced to try to help 
them come to such an understanding. Simple faith cannot produce such un­
derstanding. Blind faith in implausible things blocks understanding, pre­
venting the open experience of reality itself, and rational faith becomes 
obsolete once understanding takes over. Buddha was thus compelled to cre­
ate methods of education for beings, “education” in the true sense of elicit­
ing in beings the understanding of which they are capable, without 
indoctrinating or conditioning them. As the celebrated verse of Matercheta, 
a well-known author of the third century C.E., says: “Buddhas do not wash 
away sins with water, They do not heal suffering by laying on of hands, and 
They do not transmit their understanding into others’ minds; They intro­
duce beings to freedom by educating them about reality.”

According to this perspective, Shakyamuni had to face a monumental 
task: He had to found an educational movement in a society that was orga­
nized only for professional training and religious indoctrination. He re­
jected the Vedas, the brahminical Scriptures of the day, not in order to 
found an opposing religion but because He found religion itself to be of 
limited value, even of negative value, in His enterprise of educating beings 
for freedom. He lived in a world wherein a healthy secularity had begun to 
develop only among the merchant classes of the cities, those who generated 
the Indian traditions of “the good life”—namely, materialists, economists, 
and political scientists.

Shakyamuni was brought up by His father to become a military general 
and ruler of men, the first duty of a city-state monarch being military orga­
nization and social discipline. Thus when His beatitude moved Him to offer 
an educational process to His contemporaries and posterity, He began His 
work in a skillfully organized manner. His organization was militant in a 
way precisely opposite to the prevailing militancy of military organizations.

His enlightenment showed Him a new meaning and purpose for human 
life. It should not be wasted on relatively unsatisfying egocentric pleasure, 
on procreation, economic productivity, conquest, the amassing of riches, 
fame, glory, or even on religious piety, purity, or sanctity. He found Himself 
infinitely intertwined with the fates and feelings of infinite beings. He rec­
ognized that human beings are biologically best suited to awaken, to dis­
cover their own ultimate freedom and immortal beatitude. He had the 
powerful interest of His infinite altruism in redirecting humans’ investment 
of their life-energies, shifting it from mundane preoccupations toward evo­
lutionary and liberative ends.

He built on the existing Indian tradition of ascetic, wandering truth- 
seekers (shramana) and founded the monastic Community (Sangha). Alert
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to the tensions this would create with the warrior-kings, He proclaimed the 
Community to be an “other world,” a sacred realm, a spiritual society ou t­
side ordinary society. He pledged the continuing obedience to the king’s law 
of anyone still within the king’s realm of ordinary society. He asked only 
for exemptions and special support for those who moved outside into the 
extrasocial Community: exemptions from duties of productive labor, p ro ­
creation, family, military service, and taxes, and special support in the form 
of free time for self-development, free food for subsistence, free land for 
temporary shelter, and free cloth for robes, all limited to the minimum nec­
essary. He was alert also to the danger of threatening too strongly the reli­
gious priesthood of the times, so He prohibited His mendicant monks and 
nuns from performing priestly services. They were not allowed to perform 

rites of birth, blessing, marriage, funerals, or divinations and were forbid­
den to perform miracles or healings.

4 .  The History o f  This Movement in India and  
Its Spread Throughout Asia

This militant organization of the previously loose-knit ascetic traditions 
was utterly revolutionary. The Buddha’s near contemporaries such as 
Confucius and Socrates had no such luck in organizing their movements; 
nor did the much later Mencius, Chuang Tzu, Jesus, Paul, or Peter. The 
mainstream activity in all the Eurasian city-states of this time was the op­
posite—namely, the organizing of professional armies, in the manner of 
Darius of Persia, Ajatashatru of Magadha, Alexander the Great, Ashoka 
M aurya, Chin Shih Huang-ti, and the caesars. Like the monk or nun, the 
professional soldier also left ordinary occupations in the service of a univer­
sal ideal—world conquest, the very one prince Siddhartha had abandoned 
to become a Buddha. Like a renunciant, the soldier also shaved his head, 
donned an impersonal uniform, and trained himself to face death unflinch­
ingly. Like an ascetic, the soldier abandoned ordinary social constraints for 
the frenzy of battle, dropping all normal concerns in the samadhi of slaugh­
ter. The language of the Buddhist Sangha was a mirror image of military 
language: The monk was to conquer his inner enemy, face death moment to 
moment, and give up attachment to comfort and even the sense of person­
ality in order to find the victory of liberation and transcendent bliss.

In sum, the Buddhist monastic, educational movement was the only 
major universally expanding institution in ancient urban India other than 
the universally expanding military organizations and mercantile trade em­
pires that gradually developed the sixteen city-states of the Buddha’s time
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into the Magadhan and Mauryan empires. The monastic organization was 
a kind of inversion of the military organization: a peace army rather than a 
war army, a self-conquest tradition rather than an other-conquest tradition, 
a science of inner liberation rather than a science of liberating the outer 
world from the possession of others. If we understand this perspective, then 
the later, millennia-long encounter between monasticism and militarism 
throughout Asia, and especially in Tibet, emerges in an entirely new light.

In its role as universal educator, the Buddhist Sangha can be seen as a 
powerful “ taming,” or civilizing, force in ancient India. It was the one 
multinational institution, opposed to the conquest army and the trade em­
pire, that could provide the individual some bulwark against the power of 
the monarch and his state. It also was the engine of the inward-looking 
bent of Indian science, which, in contrast to the sciences of Greece, Iran, or 
China, found the inner world of the mind and its energies more important 
than the outer world of natural elements and forces. The systematic effort 
of monastic education to measure, understand, and control the mind for 
the purpose of human betterment resulted in India’s unique refinement of 
various kinds of yoga, technologies for harnessing mind and body to 
achieve happiness more effectively. Once we glimpse in this way how the 
Buddhists created the main institution outside the state and developed the 
curricula of taming, liberating, and empowering education, we can better 
assess its key constitutive role in the formation of classical Indian civiliza­
tion, its arts, philosophies, religions, state institutions, and social ethics. 
This then changes the way we look at Buddhist institutions in relation to 
social development in later societies where Buddhism became even more in­
fluential.

y .  The Three Stages o f  Buddhism in India and Beyond

Most modern historians of Indian Buddhism have seen “early” or “pris­
tine” Buddhism as the monastic Buddhism known from the Pali literature, 
the only one they consider close to credibly attributable to Shakyamuni 
Buddha. The messianic Buddhism of the Universal Vehicle is viewed as later 
Buddhism’s desperate attempt to compete with “Hinduism,” with its popu­
lar worship of gods. These historians’ account puts Tibetan Buddhism in 
the worst possible context, as the extension of a degenerate form of Indian 
Buddhism. According to  this depiction, Buddhist monks were losing 
ground with the people, so they made up a “Universal Vehicle,” which put 
monks in a lower place (odd that they would demote themselves!), deified 
the Buddha, preached an almost nihilistic philosophy of voidness and a so­
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cial gospel of universal love and compassion; then they attributed this new 
Vehicle to the Buddha. This strategy kept Buddhism’s head above the flood 
of popular Hinduism for a while, so the story goes, somehow persuading 
the people to continue to support the newly devalued monks. A few cen­
turies further down the slope, popular magic and mysticism became more 
irresistible, and so this universal, messianic Buddhism compromised even 
further by developing an esoteric Adamantine or Apocalyptic Vehicle. 
Buddhism now incorporated Vedic fire-sacrifice rituals, mantras, mandalas, 
feasts, sexuality, breath control, and yoga, along with an even more imagi­
natively lush deification of the Buddha, on top of the inclusion of women in 
the ranks of religious virtuosi. After reaching this lowest level of popular­
ization, so the account goes, nothing was left for Indian Buddhism but to 
sink into the swamp of Hinduism, submerging its own identity forever and 
disappearing from the land of its birth.

The main difficulty with such a rendering of Indian Buddhism’s evolu­
tion—the inexplicable mystery of it—is, if Buddhists kept needing to com­
promise to compete with Hinduism for survival, why didn’t they simply 
forget the whole thing and become Hindus? They were all born Hindus. 
Since the Buddha was apparently such a detriment, such a killjoy, why keep 
bothering with him at all century after century?

Obviously there must have been something more satisfying about being 
a Buddhist than developing elaborate ways to compete with Hindus.

The evidence in fact supports a view of Buddhism as a powerful social 
movement with a definite educating and civilizing program. During its 
fifteen-hundred-year sojourn in India, the Buddhist education movement 
was a catalyst for liberation and progress. The three Vehicles (Monastic, 
Messianic, and Apocalyptic Vehicles) so crucial to Tibetan Buddhism were 
manifestations of a progressive development.

Its first five hundred years were primarily monastic, solidifying the ex­
trasocial society of the Sangha and providing the educationally oriented 
individual an asylum from economic, social, political, and religious de­
mands. During its next five hundred years—with the addition of the 
Messianic Vehicle—Indian Buddhism moved aggressively outward from a 
solid monastic base in the economy, society, and culture (already changed 
by five centuries of feedback from the thriving educational community) to 
tackle the more violent aspects of society and to teach a social ethic of 
love and compassion. Its last five hundred years were culminatively apoc­
alyptic: Insisting on a more evolved level of behavior in developed society, 
Buddhists entered the marginal areas of society among the lower castes, 

tribals, and foreigners, such as the Tibetans. They used magical and 
charismatic means to teach people who could not be approached within



i 6  «  E S S E N T I A L  T I B E T A N  B U D D H I S M

the literate conventions of the by now highly refined, urbane, peaceful, 
and civilized Sanskrit society.

In sum, we can see the Three Vehicles or styles of Buddhism as products 
of the gradual improvement of an entire civilization. That society had orig­
inally responded to the basic egocentrism of individuals not by questioning 
it but by controlling it through a system of beliefs, rituals, duties, and man­
ners that required individuals to sacrifice themselves for the group. The 
evolving goal, by contrast, was a condition where individuals challenged 
the egocentric outlook and actually went on not only to experience free­
dom from it but also to  live and flourish within that freedom. The table in­
cluded here summarizes this new account of the development of Buddhism 
in India.

V E H I C L E S  O R  S T Y L E S  

O F  B U D D H I S M  I N  I N D I A

A.  I n d i v i d u a l i s t i c  S t y l e ,  M o n a s t i c  B u d d h i s m -  

d o m i n a n t  CA. 500 B.C.E. TO O C.E,

1. Emphasizes monasticism as necessary for individual liberation.
2. Socially revolutionary, stressing ethical dualism, though antitheistic.
3. Ideal of monks and nuns is arhat—sainthood.
4. Urges lay community toward tenfold path of good and bad evolu­

tionary action.
5. Warrior training reversed produces tamed person, free of wild, 

egocentric drives.
6. Social result: tamed-warrior society, values supporting urban, mer­

chant classes.
7. Spreads outside India— mainly to Sri Lanka, central Asia, Iran, and 

west Asia.

B. U n i v e r s a l i s t i c  S t y l e ,  M e s s i a n i c  B u d d h i s m -  

d o m i n a n t  o  t o  500 C.E.

1. Incorporating core monasticism, reaches out nondually into lay so­
ciety to transform social ethic through love and compassion.

2. Socially evolutionary; monasteries develop into universities.
3. Ideal of the Bodhisattva, hero/ine who aims to liberate all beings 

from suffering and to transform the universe into a buddhaverse; doctrine 
of the Three Bodies of Buddha, Truth, Beatific, Emanation.

4. Nondualism of Nirvana/samsara undergirds nonduality of wisdom 
and compassion, monastic Sangha and lay society.
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5. Conscious adoption of the process of evolution, wherein one em­
barks on a career of millions of future individual lives to evolve to 

Buddhahood.
6. Social result: moves a more civilized society toward a universalistic 

orientation; frees the popular imagination to envision a colorful cosmos of 
infinite buddhaverse.

7. Spreads to wherever monastic style spread and farther to China 
and the Mediterranean.

C. A p o c a l y p t i c  S t y l e ,  E s o t e r i c ,  M a g i c a l  B u d d h i s m -  

d o m i n a n t  c a .  500-1000  C.E.

1. Socially culminatory, monastic universities reach out beyond the 
literate state into marginal areas. Unpacks furthest implications of mes­
sianic style.

2. Ideal of the Mahasiddha, female or male Great Adept, the “psy- 
chonaut” of Indian inner science, actual perfect Buddha maintaining ordi­
nary human form in history, latent kingship of individual explicated 
ritually and artistically.

3. Nondualism elucidated to include everything, including sexuality, 
death; wisdom-compassion union becomes wisdom-bliss union, 
Buddhahood as male-female-sexual-union-orgasmic reality.

4. Apocalyptic insistence on accelerating history and evolution, real­
ization of individual Buddhahood and universal buddhaverse here and 
now, in this lifetime preferably, through magical, high-tech means.

5. Social result: elevation of women; expansion of culture to margi­
nal low castes, tribals, aliens; permeation of high culture with aesthetic 
values; loosening of rigidities; living beyond this-life identities; unilateral 
disarmament.

6. Spreads everywhere monastic and messianic styles spread, though 
in subtle streams, reaching farther to Indonesia, Korea, Japan, and Tibet, 
uniquely kept in total integration with two previous styles in Tibet and 
later Mongolia.

The first of these five-hundred-year periods, the monastic Buddhist pe­
riod, established its main foothold outside India in Sri Lanka, where it con­
tinues today. The second, the messianic Buddhist period, spread also to Sri 
Lanka in the same way it was integrated with monastic Buddhism in India, 
but it also opened up new territory in central Asia and from there into 
China. The third, apocalyptic Buddhist, period was integrated with both 
monastic and messianic institutions and spread everywhere through the
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Buddhist world in small streams. But then it transplanted itself wholesale 
into Tibet, especially at the end of Indian Buddhism, due to the Islamically 
driven cultural transformation of India from the eleventh century. After the 
loss of Buddhist India, as the matrix civilization within which the three 
styles or Vehicles were nested, Sri Lanka rejected apocalyptic and messianic 
styles and became a bastion of the monastic style alone. East Asia empha­
sized monastic and messianic styles, allowing only a trickle of the apocalyp­
tic to survive. Only Tibet attempted to incorporate all three styles in their 
originally integrated pattern.

6 . The Advent o f  Buddhism in Tibet

It apparently took the efforts of living Buddhas to establish Buddhism in 
Tibet. Great Adepts such as Padma Sambhava and Atisha were archetypes 
of the apocalyptic style of the Tantric Vehicle. They had to manifest direct 
control of the processes of nature, of life and death, to impress the 
Tibetans, who were used to shamanic priests of intense charisma and who 
had no literate culture as India and China did. Tibetans were tribalistic the- 
ists and fierce militarists, having developed the technology and social orga­
nization necessary for large-scale campaigns of conquest. They had an 
elaborate cult of divine kingship, probably modeled on what they had 
learned of Persian imperial customs, including large-scale sacrificial rituals, 
elaborate tumuli, court priests and magicians, and family, tribal, regional, 
and national gods. It is likely, however, that the authority of the royal fam­
ily still relied on continually renewed success in conquest, holding together 
the alliance of regional warlords on the basis of the common advantage of 
extending dominion and increasing spoils. As in Japan during the same cen­
turies, there was probably no clear-cut ideology of imperial supremacy in­
ternalized by the nobles or the people that could guarantee the survival of 
the central dynasty in times of hardship.

The royal dynasty therefore found that its spiritual inspirations coin­
cided nicely with its political interests in its multigenerational drive to im­
port Buddhism from India. By doing so, it imitated regimes in India, central 
Asia, and China, creating spiritual legitimacy for the dynasty as defenders 
of the Dharma, developing systems of writing, education, mythology, law, 
scientific and humane medicine, literature, and art modeled on the sophisti­
cated traditions of India. Of course there were strong tensions inherent in a 
warrior dynasty becoming the sponsor of a peace-cultivating, nonviolent 
educational system, pattern of religious beliefs, and social norms. While
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these would ultimately prove unsustainable by that dynasty, for more than 
two centuries the new import was considered highly beneficial for both the 
regime and the people.

Buddhism was accepted in Tibet only because they perceived it as deliv­
ered by some sort of superior being, whom they learned to call a Buddha. It 
arrived in Tibet full-blown, with its monastic education, universalistic so­
cial ethic, and apocalyptic vision of reality. It had to confront and over­
come an already developed priestcraft capable of addressing every aspect of 
life and death—birth, marriage, economic ethics, magic, protection against 
demons, and so forth. In the mid-seventh century, an emperor named 
Songzen Gambo (a near contemporary of the Japanese culture-transformer 
Prince Shotoku Taishi) began the attempt to transform the civilization from 
feudal militarism to peaceful monasticism. In a systematic process of cul­
ture building, he sent a team of scholars to India to learn Sanskrit, to create 
a written language for Tibetan, and to begin to translate the vast Buddhist 
literature. He married nine queens from neighboring countries, requesting 
each to bring Buddhist artifacts and texts with her to Tibet. He built a sys­
tem of imperial temples laid out in a geomantic grid, centering on the 
Jokhang and Ramoche cathedrals in his new capital at Lhasa, thereby cre­
ating a geometry of sacredness to contain the nation.

For the next two centuries, subsequent emperors continued his work, 
defending Tibet internationally against Arab, Turkish, and Chinese powers, 
sponsoring translations, holding conferences, building Buddhist institu­
tions, and educating the people. Around the turn of the ninth century, the 
Emperor Trisong Detsen, with the help of the magical intervention of the 
Great Adept Padma Sambhava and the monastic knowledge of the Indian 
Abbot Shantarakshita, built the first monastery at Samyey. He thus im­
ported the Indian Buddhist university curriculum and began a sixty-year 
process of collecting all useful knowledge then available. Mathematics, po­
etry, medicine, the art of government, fine arts, and architecture— all these 
branches of learning were cultivated, not only Buddhist philosophy and 
psychology. Scholars were invited from Persia, India, the Turkish and 
Mongolian silk-route states, and T ’ang China. Tibetans developed their ge­
nius at comparison and combination, looking for the best understanding of 
humanity and nature.

Padma Sambhava spent this time ranging around the country, imparting 
to the most capable disciples the most advanced teachings, taking them on 
long retreats, and even wrestling with and “taming” the tribal gods of 
Tibet, gods of mountains, rivers, and sacred springs, gods of sky, and gods 
of earth. He thus planted the seeds of the internal transformation of the
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people, starting a chain reaction of changing individual hearts from egocen­
tric violence and insensitivity to openness of identity, altruism of sensibility, 

and peacefulness of fulfillment.
After the high point of Samyey’s ascendancy during the ninth century, a 

period of confusion ensued, brought about by the contradictions of a mili­
tary dynasty sponsoring a national pacification campaign. There was a re­
volt within the royal family itself. Assassinations and coups d ’etat ended 
with the collapse of the dynasty, the regional fragmentation of the nation, 
and the suppression of Buddhism as the official culture. However, the 
twenty-five major, and numerous minor, lay teachers who had become 
Great Adepts under the tutelage of Padma Sambhava evaded the suppres­
sion and preserved many of the teachings in a countercultural movement 
that endured. These lineages of masters of inner knowledge persisted 
through the next century, and a sense of the power and benefits of 
Buddhism, a longing for the beauty of its vision of a higher world, was kept 
alive at the grassroots level. In fact, after a little more than a century, when 
regional rulers returned to official patronage of Buddhism, their efforts res­
onated with a groundswell of popular support that was the flowering of the 
seeds planted by Padma Sambhava.

7 .  The Later Dissemination o f  Buddhism

The second major phase of the spread of Buddhism began with the advent 
of Atisha Dipamkara Shrijnana (982-1054) in 1042. Atisha’s impact on 
Tibet was profound: It was possible, as in the case of Padma Sambhava in 
the early period, only because he was perceived as a superior being, as a 
Buddha.

In the new climate of the eleventh century, Atisha was able to bring to 
Tibet the living synthesis of mature Indian Buddhism, a Buddhism that had 
fully integrated the Monastic, Messianic, and Apocalyptic Vehicles of prac­
tice. Other Indian teachers visited Tibet around Atisha’s time, but he alone 
became known as Jowo Jey, “Lord Buddha Master,” meaning “a spiritual 
master who is himself a Buddha.” (The other major figure in Tibet called 
Jowo  is Jowo Rinpoche, the national icon of Lord Buddha, the sacred 
statue of Shakyamuni Buddha that was installed by Songzen Gambo in the 
Jokhang Cathedral in Lhasa.) This superlative honorific indicates the im­
mensity of Atisha’s importance. It is not just that he was a great pandit, not 
just a “ reformer” backed by the king of the west, not just a dean from 
Nalanda Monastic University in India. He must have been seen by contem­
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porary Tibetans as a Buddha in human form, a fully evolved yet perfectly 
adapted being who made the Tibetans realize that the door to their own full 
evolution and perfect adaptation was open wide.

Atisha was from Bengal, he knew Sanskrit, he had a pleasing appearance 
and a royal manner, and he was sixty years of age when he arrived in Tibet 
and had spent many years in Java. All of these attributes are important in 
understanding the impact Atisha had on the Tibetans. But these attributes 
pale in importance next to the apparent fact that Tibetans thought they saw 
in him a living Buddha.

Tibetans by this time were widely familiar with the Buddhist narratives 
wherein Shakyamuni Buddha’s presence seemed to lift people to their feet, 
put them in a state of heightened awareness, bring out their strongest emo­
tions, and often stimulate them to unprecedented understandings. The five 
ascetics, companions of young Siddhartha, were forced to stand up against 
their will when the Buddha came back from Bodhgaya to Saranath. Yashas, 
a young “yuppie,” attained sainthood in eight hours, despite a serious 
hangover, due to the power of Buddha’s calming and inspiring presence. It 
invariably impressed the most willful kings, quite used to doing as they 
pleased, even though all too often they were pleased to chop off heads and 
conquer countries. Buddha’s presence always inspired gods and demons 
with a determination to do better, even with their own cosmic powers. In 
the Mahayana texts in particular, the Buddha was constantly performing 
amazing miracles that stimulated extraordinary visions and transformative 
insights in vast audiences. Tibetans were fully steeped in the literature of 
such accounts.

Thus a Buddha embodiment was supposed to be a manifestation of 
compassion with no other purpose than to open people up to their own 
higher potential. It seemed natural to Tibetans, therefore, that the field of 
a Buddha should create a space for people to change, an atmosphere 
wherein anything was possible and the loftiest aspirations seemed accessi­
ble. This is because the consciousness of a Buddha is divined to be quite 
opposite to our ordinary consciousness. A Buddha has directly experi­
enced selflessness and so feels of one body with an infinite peace and free­

dom, not apart from things and beings but enfolding them all completely. 
Thus a Buddha feels other beings in his or her field as intimately as they 
feel themselves. This means that a Buddha has no solid sense of center as 
we do, and so when we meet one, we feel something indefinably different 
than when we meet another ordinary being, in whom we sense a self­
center as solid as we feel our own to be. This introduces a new dimension 
to relating and changes the pressure of the encounter. A Buddha’s energy is
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entirely with and for us when we encounter it; there is in it no energy 
scoop or surge opposed to our own.

Tibetans say that an Ideal Emanation Body Buddha appears only at cer­
tain moments in certain societies, when people are able to bear the alien as­
pects and benefit from the intensity of such an Emanation. An Ideal 
Emanation is believed to exhibit a brain-dome called an ushnisha, light- 
webbed fingers and toes, golden skin, retracted genitalia, a midbrow hair 
tuft called an urtta that radiates holographic displays—an imaginative 
presentation. Shakyamuni is the only such fully marked Buddha to appear 
in our era. More usually, a Buddha Adept manifests as an Incarnation 

Emanation, in a relatively ordinary body, as a teacher, a scholar, a ruler, a 
companion, a mother, a father; “ in whatever way tames whomsoever,” as 
the verse says. Such a being, whatever his or her form, is the focal node of a 
field in which other beings find maximal opportunities for their own evolu­
tionary advancement, gaining dramatically increased understanding, im­
proved emotions, perceptions, and insights, feeling much better, often 
rising to the occasion and doing and understanding much better.

To return to Atisha, his stay in Tibet was rather short. He was there only 
twelve years. An ordinary being, just another vagrant Indian intellectual, 
could never have had such a powerful impact. A number of other visiting 
Indian masters did good works but did not leave such an extreme impres­
sion. But if we recognize that Atisha was perceived as a walking, talking, 
living buddha-field, surrounding the embodiment of a highly gifted Indian 
pandit, his impact becomes understandable.

The scope of his benefit to Tibet goes beyond the power of his example, 
which only enabled him to get started. His real benefit came from the fact 
that he established a synthesis of all the key methods of Buddhism for de­
veloping people. His teaching epitomized the integration of the methods 
that gave Buddhism the power and range in Tibet to respond effectively to 
the difficult challenge of transforming the crude, undereducated, rather vi­
olent and lusty warrior Tibetans into a nation of yogins and yoginis. His fa­
mous motto was called the Four Square Path:

All teachings should be understood as free of contradictions;
All Buddha-discourses take effect as practical instructions;
The Buddha’s intention is easily discovered; and thereby,
The serious bad behavior of Dharma-rejection self-destructs.

Since the Buddhist institutions were recovering in Tibet from a period of 
suppression, confusion, and disorganization, Atisha was invited to Tibet to 

use his encyclopedic knowledge of Buddhist literature to provide criteria to



Introduction

distinguish between authentic Buddhist teachings and spurious fabrica­
tions. However, in a famous dialogue (see chapter 3), Atisha upheld the 
master’s personal precept as the lifeline of the true Dharma, more impor­
tant even than the authoritative canonical texts. He said that the “instruc­
tion of the M entor” was more important than knowledge of all the 
Scriptures and their commentaries. This is because the authentic guru, 
lama, master, or spiritual mentor, is the representative of the immediate ap­

plicability of the teachings to an individual who needs methods to put into 
practice. General knowledge of doctrine is useful but does not automati­
cally come with the skill to apply it. The mentor is the key element that 
makes the teachings practicable.

Thus, in the situation of confusion in Tibet at the time, with valid and 
spurious teachings mixed together in a poorly understood jumble, the first 
rule to lay down was that the Buddha’s teachings have no internal contra­
diction, if properly interpreted. Second, insofar as the method of interpre­
tation goes, we must remember that a Buddha is always speaking to a 
specific audience in a specific context and is always concerned with the 
practical impact of His teaching. He is not just spouting abstract truths that 
are fixed in some absolute apart from the living reality of the beings who 
need them. This rule of interpretation means that the enlightened mentor is 
necessary to extract the instructional bottom line from the discourse or 
Scripture, since it is his or her job to decide which teaching applies to which 
practitioner.

In a famous simile the Buddha Master was fond of, the practitioner is 
like a patient, the Dharma is like the medicine, the mentor is the physician 
who analyzes the patient’s sickness and prescribes a specific medicine, and 
the practice of the Dharma is the therapy. Atisha thus emphasized the es­
sential role of the physician, the lama or mentor, when he said that the 
mentor’s instruction is more important than all the Scriptures. It does a sick 
person no good to have a suitcase full of medicines if he does not know 
which one to take for his condition.

In that simple statement, Atisha set down the principle of the priority of 
the mentor, which was the foundation of Tibetan Buddhism (the focus on 
the mentor is probably why it was called “Lamaism” by some observers, 
though they meant it as a derogatory term, intimating that Tibetan 
Buddhism had lost the “pure,” “original” thrust of Buddhism, which they 
thought was to value the medicine more than the physician). But Atisha 
did not invent this just for the Tibetans. It was the foundation of the final 
Indian synthesis of Buddhism as the integration of monastic, messianic, 
and apocalyptic styles. It reveals Atisha’s thoroughly Tantric, apocalyptic
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orientation. It presupposes that there is no dearth of authentic mentors. 
Due to the efficacy of the apocalyptic teachings, actual Incarnational 
Emanation Body Buddhas are plentiful, appearing as semiordinary hu­
mans, as Great Adepts, whether monastics or laypeople.

Atisha had studied and practiced Tantra as a layman and prince until the 
age of twenty-nine. He became ordained as a monastic at the prompting of 
Dakinis, the esoteric angels who guard the apocalyptic teachings, in order 
to integrate his deep insight with a life-form appropriate to his mission for 
others. He was thus able to bring to Tibet the complete synthesis of the 
three Vehicles already full-blown in India. Here Tantra is the supreme 
Vehicle of the three, the most powerful tool to accelerate the individual’s 
evolution from common human to Buddha. Yet this emphasis is systemati­
cally integrated with the other Vehicles. As Atisha taught it, there is no mo­
tive to attempt Tantric evolution-acceleration unless the individual has the 
messianic determination of the Bodhisattva, for which the total commit­
ment of the Universal Vehicle is required. And there can be no messianic de­
termination to liberate all beings unless the individual has first gained a 
taste of and orientation toward liberation. This orientation can come only 

from the renunciative, individual Vehicle of monastic Buddhism, through 
which one becomes free of the worldly, “ this-life” concerns of fame, gain, 
praise, success, and their opposites and achieves the relief of abandoning ir­
relevant ambitions and anxieties. Finally, the wisdom of selflessness is the 
foundation of the entire enterprise of Tantric transformation. Without 
some degree of realization of voidness or selflessness, one will not have lib­
erated the energy of the imagination required to begin, one will be in dan­
ger of transferring the routinely frozen imagination from the ordinary 
objective world to a psychotic fixation on an extraordinary perfected 
world, and there will be no chance of becoming a successful Adept.

In sum, Atisha was by no means a dry monastic who was against Tantra, 
and neither was Dromtonpa (1004-1064, the first incarnation in Tibet of 
that series of Lokeshvara incarnations that eventually became the Dalai 
Lamas), who remained an ordained layman purposely in order to receive 
the higher initiations. When Atisha refused initiation to some nobles on a 
few celebrated occasions, he was merely safeguarding Tantric practice for 
those properly prepared for it by discerning the different aptitudes of differ­

ent people and accurately gauging the teachings for them. N ot everyone 
should be taught what is supposed to be esoteric until they have developed 
the foundations. Thus he kept Tantra integrated with the whole of Bud­
dhist practice, since people need a specific foundation to succeed in the ad­
vanced practice of the Apocalyptic Vehicle.
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Atisha wrote the first book by an Indian master in Tibetan, the Lamp for 
the Path o f  Enlightenment (also the first Tibetan Buddhist book translated 
back into Sanskrit for the benefit of Indian Buddhists). This book was ab­
solutely seminal for the central genre of Tibet Buddhist writings, of which 
there are examples from the literature of each of the orders, the “Path of 
Enlightenment” genre.

Like all great Indian Buddhist masters of his era, Atisha was intensely 
aware of the greatness of the Tantras as the keys to the transformation of 
the universe into the buddhaverse and as the most high-tech and efficacious 
arts of liberating beings. But that did not mean that all beings were capable 
right away of leaping into Tantric perfections. There were different kinds of 
beings, each needing a precise therapy for a precise condition. All could be 
developed to the point where they could have the sublime good fortune to 
encounter Tantra. So all teachings, for the individual and for this young, 
frontier society of Tibet, were set within the context of the possibility and 

opportunity of Tantra but with precise avenues of entry according to the 
various levels of ability.

Some popular Tantric teachers in eleventh-century Tibet, enchanted 
with the beauty of Tantric visions, tended to forget about the strictures of 
secrecy and the careful prerequisites laid out in the Tantric texts. Less 
comprehensive in pedagogical outlook than Atisha, they taught the highest 
Tantras indiscriminately to everyone. Atisha saw that simple peasants and 
illiterate warriors could be seriously misled if they heard some of the 
shocking statements in the Tantric Scriptures (describing the unconscious 
long before Freud and his id) that might seem to encourage seekers to kill 
their parents, or even all beings, to eat human flesh, to couple with m oth­
ers and daughters or with all women or all men in order to achieve 
Buddhahood!

Atisha, his disciple Drom, and their successors gave a body of teach­
ings that addressed the everyday problems of taming the mind, dwelling 
in a monastery, conquering an obsession with worldly concerns, cultivat­
ing love and compassion for all beings, and attaining the wisdom of the 

realization of selflessness. This intense concentration on the immediacy 

of transcendence, the universality of love, and the liberation of wisdom 
and insight provided the basis for the explosion of religious fervor and 
accomplishment tha t led to the mushrooming of the monasticism of all 
orders in Tibet from the eleventh through the fourteenth century. This 
movement resulted in the transformation of not merely a few individuals 
or only the monastic communities. It resulted in the transform ation of 
the entire society.
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8 . The “Buddhicization” Process: Monasticism and 
Asceticism in the Medieval Period

It is said that when Atisha traveled through the southwest of Tibet, he had 
visions of many Bodhisattvas, especially Manjushri, at a place where the 
earth was yellow-gray (sa-skya), visions of a great Dharma activity to come 
there, conferring great benefit on all beings. The Khon family was the dom­
inant nobility of the region, tracing their lineage back to Lui Wangpo, one 
of the seven original Tibetan monks ordained by Shantarakshita at Samyey. 
The spiritual traditions from those early days had been transmitted within 
the family down through the generations, a part of the social legitimacy of 
the family in the region surely being their possession of these ancient teach­
ings, not to mention the positive qualities inculcated by those teachings.

In the middle of the eleventh century, the kings of Ngari Korsum, Yeshe 

and Jangchub Oeu, uncle and nephew, were themselves ordained monas­
tics, combining in their persons the functions of ruler and priest. Their ac­
tivities set a new style of unifying the religious and the political, and their 
popularity increased due to their sponsorship of Atisha and other masters. 
These kings had acquired a new vision of the purpose of human life, a vi­
sion that put the individual’s self-cultivation at the center of the social sys­
tem, a main priority for the society as a whole as well as for the individual 
concerned. This caused them to rationalize all the social arrangements of 
production, distribution, law and order, and ritual activities in terms of al­
lowing the maximum number of individuals to devote themselves to educa­
tional and spiritual development for the maximum time. The Buddhist 
monastery was the already time-tested institution founded on such a ratio­

nalization, having delivered in India maximum free time to a maximum 
number of people over many centuries. Thus the kings built and sustained 
more and more monasteries. The monastic model of Atisha’s Kadam order 
was typical, with Drom ’s main monastery, Redreng, founded earliest, be­
tween 1056 and 1064. It had the financial support of the noble Dam family 
of that locality as well as of Atisha’s far-flung network of admirers.

The Khon family followed the same model in founding the monastery 
and order of Sakya in 1073. They incorporated as well the new style of 
leadership, combining their social status as nobility in the region with the 
spiritual abbacy of the monastery. The inspiration for their movement came 
not from the political arena but from the spiritual. The Indian Buddhist 
monk and Tantric Adept Virupa, having mastered his monastic studies— 
perfecting his self-control, extending his messianic commitment, and gain­
ing deep insight into selflessness and voidness—entered the Tantric way of 
acceleration of his physical and spiritual evolution toward Buddhahood.
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He focused on propitiation of the wisdom  ̂goddess archetype form 
Vajranairatmya. Finally he attained total Buddhahood on the subtle body- 
mind level, choosing to remain in the coarse world in his former gross body 
as a Great Adept (Mahasiddha), the human ideal added by apocalyptic 
Buddhism to the ideals of arhat and Bodhisattva. His unconventional ac­
tions in India are well known, especially his mythic wine drinking, his con­
quests of various groups of sacrificialists, and his propagation of Buddhism 
among various new populations.

Among his disciples was the translator Drogmi, who had already spent 
many years in India in study and practice. Drogmi was initiated by 
Prajnendraruchi into the Hevajra Tantra, with its sophisticated arts and sci­
ences. He was also taught Virupa’s special method of organizing all the 
Buddhist teachings into preparation for the Hevajra practice, a tradition 
known as “Path and Fruition,” based on the Diamond Verse (Dorje tsig 
khang). Drogmi returned to Tibet after thirteen years of study and began to 
teach many disciples. After that, he hosted the pandit Gayadhara in Tibet, 
receiving further teachings on “Path and Fruition.”

One of Drogmi’s disciples was Khon Konchok Gyalpo, a scion of the 
Khon family. He established a hermitage at Sakya, supported by the family, 
which gradually grew into a major center for study and practice. Finally it 
became a monastic university, with a tradition of always having a member 
of the Khon family as abbot, usually one considered to be a reincarnation 
of Manjushri or another Bodhisattva. To resolve the problem of succession 
for celibate, childless monk leaders, they instituted the system of succession 
from uncle to nephew, generation after generation.

The “Path and Fruition” teachings synthesized the monastic, messianic, 
and apocalyptic methods into a practical system designed to lead all indi­
viduals from wherever they had evolved through the stages of transcen­
dence, compassion, and wisdom of identitylessness toward enlightenment. 
The process is designed to introduce them as soon as possible to the Tantric 
initiation into the mandala of the archetype deity Hevajra. This enables 
them to use the precious human embodiment to practice the creation and 
perfection stages of Unexcelled Yoga in order to accelerate their attainment 
of Buddhahood.

The social model of an aristocratic lineage associating itself with a 
charismatic center of study and attainment became widely popular among 
all the Buddhist orders flourishing in Tibet from that time. In the thirteenth 
century the Mongolian warlord Godan Khan summoned the Sakya Pandita 
Kunga Gyaltsen (1181-1151) to represent Tibet within the Mongol 
Empire. His successor, his nephew Pakpa (1134-1180), was later named 
regent of Tibet by the Emperor Khubilai Khan, thus beginning the Tibetan
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innovation within Buddhism of a monastic serving as sovereign of a nation, 
taking responsibility for his people’s social as well as spiritual welfare. 

During this time Tibet was divided into thirteen provinces, almost all of 
them ruled by a noble family associated with an important monastic center 
of one order or another. The main orders, all founded in the eleventh and 
twelfth centuries, were the Kadampa, the Sakyapa, the Kagyupa, and the 
Nyingmapa (slowest to form as an independent monastic order since it was 
based on the lay teacher lineages that had survived from the time of Padma 
Sambhava).

While the Khon family invested its aristocratic prestige in the develop­
ment of the Sakya order, another process was continuing among the rural 
masses, epitomized in the history of M arpa and Milarepa and the founding 
of the Kagyupa orders. M arpa (1012-1099) came from a family of rich 
peasants and merchants in the Lhodrag region of southern Tibet. He had 
the ambition to adopt the highly respected profession called lotsawa (trans­
lator or “national eye” ), seeking through knowledge of India’s higher, more 
enlightenment-oriented culture greater knowledge and a better life for his 

fellow Tibetans. He began his studies with the translator Drogmi but soon 
decided to make the arduous journey to Nepal and India to find his des­
tined spiritual mentors. He met many teachers, most important being his 
root mentor, Naropa, who had retired from his post as the head scholar of 
N alanda University in order to pursue his own Tantric studies under the 
mentor Tilopa, and had become, after many studies and ordeals, a Great 
Adept in his own right.

The teachings that M arpa brought back with him from his study and 
practice journeys were essentially the same as those brought by Atisha and 
Drogmi: the monastic practice and path of renunciation and transcendence, 
the messianic practices of love, compassion, and universal responsibility, 
coupled with the wisdom of voidness, and the swift engagement in the con­
templative evolutionary practices of Unexcelled Yoga Tantras. M arpa 
added to the Hevajra Buddha-form the archetype Buddha-forms Guh- 
yasamaja and Chakrasamvara.

Milarepa (1040-1123) was the most important disciple of M arpa and 
came from another wealthy commoner peasant family. Disinherited by a 
wicked uncle upon the death of his father, Milarepa had made a name for 
himself as a successful sorcerer but was racked by guilt over having caused 
the deaths of thirty-five relatives with his black magic. So he sought the 
transformative teachings of the Dharma at the feet of Marpa the translator. 
M arpa forced him to go through the most terrible ordeals in order to 
cleanse his heavy negative evolutionary momentum from having killed so 
many people. After bringing him near the point of suicide, Marpa finally



Introduction

introduced him into the mandalas of Hevajra and Chakrasamvara, urging 
him to spend the rest of his life in contemplative retreat. This Milarepa did, 

learning to live in the high Himalayan winter with merely a cotton robe 
and practicing the famous yogas of Magic Body, Fury Fire, Death Ejection, 
Dream Yoga, Clear Light, and so forth.

Within twelve years Milarepa had become a perfectly enlightened Adept 
and subsequently traveled all over Tibet and taught thousands of people. 

He happened to be an accomplished singer, so he taught his disciples by 
singing his profound instructions in folk-song format. His songs were im­
mensely popular then and have been over following centuries. While he 
revered his mentor M arpa as the “quintessence of all Buddhas,” Milarepa 
himself became widely recognized by members of all orders as the “first 
Tibetan to become a perfect Buddha within a single lifetime.” He started 
out an ordinary man, even a great sinner, yet his sincere practice of the 
Unexcelled Yoga Tantras led him to evolutionary culmination in a single 
lifetime. He thus became the example for generations of Tibetans who 
sought their own most exalted destinies. The great disciples of Padma 
Sambhava and Atisha, enlightened as they became, tended to be thought of 
as emanations of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas rather than as ordinary people 
who became perfected. The subliminal idea of Tibetans at that time was 
that Buddhas were Indian; Tibetans were disciples of Buddhas, fit only to 
worship them and serve them. Milarepa broke through this barrier in the 

first chapter of his Hundred Thousand Songs, where he returned to his 
cave, met five Indian demons mocking his contemplative practices, and 
eventually overcame them by realizing the nonduality of them and himself. 
He thus broke free of the stereotype of himself as unenlightened and en­
lightened beings as remote Indian icons and found the courage to assert his 
own potential of perfected evolution.

Here I should underline one point about the apocalyptic approach. 
Many people think of it as the quick and easy way to Buddhahood, and it 
can easily be misunderstood as an esoteric shortcut that renders unneces­
sary the messianic teaching of the Bodhisattva’s evolution, especially if one 
is thinking that Buddhahood is only a mental breakthrough and not also an 
extraordinary physical development. All Bodhisattvas vow to be reborn in­
finitely, for three incalculable eons of lifetimes, in all conceivable life-forms, 
in order to accumulate the store of merit through generosity, morality, tol­
erance, and enterprise that is needed to develop the Form Body of 
Buddhahood. This body divides into Beatific and Emanation Bodies, which 
are effortlessly capable of freeing all beings from suffering and of trans­

forming the entire universe into a buddhaverse of perfect opportunity for 
the happiness of all. The apocalyptic Adept determines to fulfill this very
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vow, never to abandon or short-circuit his or her commitment to transform 
the world and save all beings. Thus, when entering the mandala of Tantric 

initiation, he or she is not seeking a way around the eons of lifetimes of ser­
vice to beings. Rather, the intensity of her compassion drives her to dis­
cover a method of accelerating the process of evolution, experiencing the 
lifetimes in superfast motion in the subtle virtual-reality realms of the 
Diamond Thunderbolt Vehicle. The reason, therefore, that apocalyptic 
practitioners such as Milarepa tended to spend long years in remote re­
treats is not just to avoid beings but to relate more intensely with more be­
ings on the subtle, time-accelerated, virtual-reality level, rehearsing living 
and dying, cultivating lifetimes’ worth of transcendent virtues in a night of 
meditation. The archetype deity forms visualized in these Unexcelled Yoga 
meditations represent a kind of genetic engineering that enabled the yogin 
or yogini to cultivate the ability to shape the body with the mind, trans­
forming the ordinary body produced by ignorance and egocentric instincts 
into an embodiment of compassion produced by wisdom and artistic skill 
in reaching out to help other beings become free from suffering. Obviously 
such sophisticated technical procedures of gaining control over the pro ­

cesses of life and death are simply incredible for materialistic moderns; I 
only mention them here to show what the Tibetans themselves think their 
cultural heroes such as Milarepa are doing and accomplishing.

The teachings of Milarepa remain today beloved by all Tibetans at all 
social levels. He is thus the representative of the Buddhist transformation of 
the commoners, making the goal of perfect Buddhahood accessible in prin­
ciple to any Tibetan. It is interesting that even though Mila had many yogin 
and yogini “Repa” disciples, his main successor and the real founder of 
the Kagyupa order was the learned monk, physician, and master yogin 
Gampopa (1079-1153). He had started his professional life as a physician 
and had become a Kadampa monk on the death of his wife. He established 
Kagyupa monasteries on the sound foundation of the Kadampa monastic 
discipline and educational curriculum, moving graduates into sophisticated 
apocalyptic practices utilizing the traditions handed down from Milarepa. 
His teaching system was called the integration of Kadam and M ahamudra 
teachings. Gampopa integrated within his person the roles of monastic 
abbot, scholastic and scientific sage, and contemplative Adept. He exempli­
fies the distinctive specialty of Tibetan Buddhism of integrating the monas­

tic and the apocalyptic, since the vast majority of Tibetan Adepts of all 
orders were monastics as well, with the exception of the few who had 
reached the level of perfection-stage practice where they had to resign their 
monastic vows.
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Among the twelve Kagyupa orders developing from Gampopa’s founda­
tion, the Karma Kagyu was an important one due to a particular institu­
tional innovation it developed—the institution of official reincarnations. A 
number of great teachers in Buddhist history had attained memory of their 

former lives, and there were stories of a teacher being reborn in specific cir­
cumstances and accomplishing further good works and realizations. The 
second Karmapa was another such case; born in 12.04, eleven years after 
his former incarnation had died, as a child he remembered events of his 
previous life and asked to be taken back to his monastery and disciples. He 
was recognized by them and again became their leader and teacher; again 
when he died, a third child was recognized as his reincarnation, and the tra­
dition of formal recognition was begun.

This institution would have, a profound effect on Tibetan civilization. In 
spiritual terms, the reincarnations proved to the people the efficacy of the 
most advanced apocalyptic yogas, that it was indeed possible for a human 
being to become a Buddha in a single life and then manifest the power to 
traverse death consciously and to continue to benefit other beings. Thus 
Tibetan Buddhists no longer needed to think of the supreme examples of 
the Buddhist education and evolution as having existed only in an ancient 
historic past in the holy land of India. Real Buddhas—living, breathing, 

teaching, helping, blessing—could be found among them right there in 
Tibet. Thus there seemed to be no deficiency in the tradition, no obstacle 
for any Tibetan to go as far in his or her practice as intelligence and effort 
would carry. On the social level, this institution created a way of leadership 
succession in celibate monastic communities that made it unnecessary to 
maintain a special relationship with a particular noble family, as in the case 
of the Sakya order or the Pagmodru Kagyu order. This then prepared the 
way for the eventual emergence of monastic governance, an institution that 
occurred only in Tibet and nowhere else in the Buddhist world.

Longchen Rabjampa (1308-1363) was another great genius of the later 
dissemination, along with Buton Rinpoche (1210-1364) a major initiatory 
force in the Tibetan renaissance of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. 
He was an avid scholar, an intrepid contemplative, and a prolific writer. His 

father descended from one of the main disciples of Padma Sambhava, 
Gyalwa Chogyang, who had practiced the yoga of the fierce horse-headed 
archetype deity Hayagriva so intensely that a small horse head emerged 
from his cranium. His mother descended from the clan of Dromtonpa, the 
founder of the Kadam order. He himself was believed to be the reincarna­
tion of Princess Pemasel, daughter of King Trisong Detsen, who had been 
given, at the moment of her premature death, a treasure teaching called
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“Heart-Drop of the Dakinis.” He was a child prodigy, as were most of the 
greatest mentor figures, having learned to read and write at five and having 

received initiations at seven. He also memorized the Transcendent Wisdom  
Sutra. He became a novice monk at Samyey monastery at twelve, where he 
was educated in the rigorous Kadampa curriculum of Buddhist studies. His 
family education was Nyingma and his academic education was Kadampa, 
and he also studied Kagyu and Sakya teachings.

At twenty-seven he met his root mentor, Rigdzin Kumararaja (12.66- 
1343)3 who taught him the key instructions in the Great Perfection Tantras 
of the Nyingma tradition. Under this mentor, he moved out of the 
monastery and adopted a contemplative style of life, intensely seeking med­
itative realization of the many teachings he had learned. He experienced 
many insights, visions, and realizations, remembering his former lives and 
receiving further teachings directly from Buddhas and angels. At thirty-two 
he began to give initiations and spiritual teachings to others.

He taught thousands of disciples during many years. He wrote extensive 
treatises, traditionally numbered at over two hundred, though quite a num­
ber have been lost. Longchen Rabjampa rebuilt temples, had mystic experi­
ences, and had an enormous impact on future generations. He was one of 
the Tibetan “Renaissance m en” who accomplished so much that it is hard 
to believe he lived only fifty-six years. His portraits present him with two 
lotuses above his shoulders, with a sword of wisdom on the right and a vol­
ume of the Transcendent Wisdom Sutra on the left, thus indicating his 
membership in the group of “three Manjushris,” along with Sakya Pandita 
before him and Tsong Khapa after.

Longchenpa’s main philosophical accomplishment was his synthesis of 
the mystic traditions of the “discovered treasure” teachings received as rev­
elations from the Dakini-angels and the canonical teachings of the three 
Vehicles. His teachings of the basic path are no different from those of the 
Kadampa and other orders, with the methods of mind cultivation, stages, 
meditations, and insights. His use of the newly translated Tantras was also 
wholehearted; he accepted the Ritual, Action, and Yoga Tantras as Vehicles 
four, five, and six of his system of nine Vehicles. He divided the Unexcelled 
Yoga Tantras into three kinds: Mahayoga Tantras, which emphasize the 
creation stage; the Anuyoga Tantras, which emphasize the first two and a 
half levels of the perfection stage; and the Atiyoga Tantras, which empha­
size the highest teachings of the Great Perfection, the last two and a half 
levels of the perfection stage.

This integration of Sutra and Tantra methods shared by all the Tibetan 
orders was the key cause of the development of Tibet’s unique Buddhist 
culture, which I call “protomillenniaT or “apocalyptic,” which began to
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manifest more visibly in the fifteenth century. Dromtonpa, M arpa, the 
Sakyapa mentors, Milarepa, Gampopa, Machig Labdron, Longchenpa, 

and the many translators and other yogins and yoginis, scholars, Adepts— 
all these individuals accomplished great feats in the war against individual 
and national ignorance, egotism, prejudice, hate, greed, and other addictive 
passions. This inner struggle of theirs had a powerful effect of “morphic 
resonance” in the collective consciousness of the nation, turning the inter­
est of many, each on an individual level, toward evolutionary goals. During 
this era, the picture of karmic evolution became common sense; karmic 
evolution is defined as an individual’s sense of coming from many former 
lifetimes of biological experience, of being embedded as an individual in a 
great chain of vastly different life-forms, and of being subject to moving, 
after a relatively short instant of life, into other embodiments, other realms, 
other life-forms, perhaps divine forms or forms of great suffering. This 
sense makes the moments of this life incredibly valuable, as opportunities 
to positively affect those future lives. One feels naturally that one should 
invest the moments of this life in making spiritual efforts, working with 
one’s subtlest mind, which is the sole thing that will determine the bound­
less future, for good or ill, that it be happy and not miserable.

In this era the Tibetans attained several qualities that are sociologically 
extraordinary, not present in most other Asian nations, and some of them 
not that prevalent even today in so-called modern societies. They gradually 
lost most interest in their ancestors, and they did not maintain any ances­
tral rituals as people did in ancient India and China. This is the direct result 
of the sense of karmic evolution, since an ancestor is more likely to be re­
born as a fellow being alive today than to be sitting in an ancestral realm 
waiting for offerings and pious thoughts. Bit by bit Tibetans lost the inten­
sity of their taste for war, journeys of conquest, and material development, 
considering the accumulation of vast treasures more or less a waste of time, 
a useless enterprise, since death would deprive them of the benefit soon 
enough. Yet they still liked to travel as pilgrims and to do business in a 
quiet way while on long pilgrimages to holy places. They became acutely 
conscious of the immediate presence of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, as 
deities and angels and other spiritual agencies that help human beings and 
even as other human beings, living persons reincarnated to teach the way to 
enlightenment.

Because of these three qualities (the universalization of ancestor feelings, 
the loss of the taste for war, and a sense of the immanence of enlightened 
beings), one can say correctly that Tibetans have become particularly spiri­
tual among peoples. This is not to say that they are perfect. They are 
human, like all people, with many problems, and often put into practice
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their teachings and taming disciplines because they fear hell or other horrid 
evolutionary destinies. They are also egotistical, in fact grand individualists 
for the most part, people of mountainous and solitary terrains. But when 
they think “I,” what they identify, even without much analysis, is their 
soul, not so much their body. For it is common lore that the subtle soul and 
body are what get reborn, not the coarse body that the vultures wait hun­
grily to eat. Therefore they have put the same kind of ingenuity into under­
standing those inner processes as materialistic peoples have put into 
understanding the environment.

9 .  Spiritual Renaissance

After Atisha’s time and the founding of Radreng Monastery in 1062, for 
the next three centuries Tibetans turned their interests more and more to ­
ward Buddhist education, and monasteries were built all over the country. 
The vast work of translation was completed, and a voluminous indigenous 
literature was developed. No new royal dynasty emerged to control the 
whole country. Tibetan militarism was unable to return due to the power of 
Buddhism and its ethic of nonviolence. Local noble families still ruled re­
gional areas, but more and more they shared even their social and political 
power with the rapidly developing monastic institutions. Important popu­
lar figures emerged, such as M arpa and his famous disciple Milarepa.

During the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, the Mongolian Empire 
unified most of Eurasia, and Tibet also was a part of it. In reality Tibet was 
very little changed, divided into thirteen main administrative regions, each 
run by a combination of a local ruling family and a local monastic hierar­
chy. The Sakya hierarchy was formally put in charge of all by Khubilai 
Khan, but the Sakya hierarch was more of a spiritual figurehead than an ac­
tive administrator. Toward the end of the fourteenth century, the Mongol 
Empire fell apart, and the native Tibetan dynasty of Pagmodru asserted 
control over Tibet.

Around 1400 a spiritual renaissance was ushered in by the life work of 
Lama Jey Tsong Khapa (1357-1419), who came to be known as the 
Precious Master. Tsong Khapa shared with Padma Sambhava and Atisha a 
special recognition by Tibetans, seen as a child prodigy, a reincarnation of 
Manjushri, from an early age. He is generally accepted as having attained 
full enlightenment in 1398, at the end of an arduous six-year retreat. For 
the last twenty-one years of his life after that, his popular impact increased 
exponentially, and the example he lived, teachings he gave, books he wrote,



Introduction

temples he refurbished, and institutions he founded all set the tone for the 
subsequent five hundred years of Tibetan civilization. While assisted in his 
development by the pioneering work of his many predecessors, he consid­
ered himself particularly inspired by Atisha to renew the movement the lat­
ter had begun three and a half centuries earlier.

This renaissance was based on a new level of national dedication to 
the practice of Buddhism and the realization of Buddhahood as the main 
aim of Tibetan life. It was sealed by Tsong K hapa’s founding the Great 
Prayer Festival in Lhasa in 1409, commemorating an apocalyptic m o ­
ment in Shakyamuni’s biography as known to the Tibetans, the two 
weeks of miracles performed near the great Indian city of Shravasti to ­
ward the end of his teaching career. During these miracles, Shakyamuni 
demonstrated to his whole civilization that the power of the compassion 
released by enlightenment is greater than the power of gods and kings, 
and he let it be known that enlightened beings could manifest whatever 
any individual needs to further his or her evolution and understanding. 
Tsong Khapa offered gold and bejeweled celestial ornaments to the Jowo 
Rinpoche image of Shakyamuni Buddha enshrined in the Jokhang ca­
thedral to symbolize the nation’s recognition of the Buddha’s eternal 
presence, tha t the Buddha miracles are always accessible. The festival 
celebrated the distinctively Tibetan Buddhist sense of the immediacy of 
enlightened and compassionate beings. A tradition thus began for the 
whole nation to come together for two weeks of prayer and celebration 
every lunar new year. The keys of the city were turned over to the 
monastic abbots, and all ordinary business was suspended. This festival 
was a core event for all Tibet from 1409 until i96 0 , when the Chinese 
occupation stopped it by force in Lhasa.

After the renaissance led by Tsong Khapa, the spiritual synthesis of 
Tibetan Buddhism was complete. Tsong Khapa himself refused to reincar­
nate in an official manner, giving the reason that he had established a curricu­
lum in the philosophical and apocalyptic monasteries that should produce 
plenty of Buddhas, and one of those should rightfully occupy the Ganden 
throne of the head of the order. The following centuries saw the rippling out­
ward of this spiritual synthesis in a gradual process of transformation of the 
social, political, and physical landscape of Tibet. Monasteries were built on 
an unprecedented scale, with three major monasteries constructed in the 
Lhasa area alone, housing over twenty thousand monks (Lhasa’s own lay 
population was no more than thirty-five thousand). Many people become 
intensely determined to devote their “ infinitely precious human lives en­
dowed with freedom and opportunity” to fulfill their evolutionary purpose
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and attain the perfect freedom and happiness of enlightenment. The social 
climate became more peaceful, as fewer individuals were available for the 
armies of the aristocratic warlords.

Although Tibetan warlords shared the general preference of military 
rulers for soldiers and productive housewives over monks and nuns, they 
seemed at first to feel relatively unthreatened by this immense wave of 
monasticism; in fact they joined in competition with one another to see 
who could sponsor more monasteries.

One of Tsong Khapa’s disciples, the master Gendun Drubpa (1391- 
1474), had attained great awakenings in his lifetime and had performed 
great deeds, founding the huge Tashi Lhunpo Monastic University in south­
ern Tibet and teaching hosts of disciples. After his death he turned up rein­
carnated as the son of a yogin and yogini couple of central Tibet. When he 
began to talk, he revealed he was the reincarnation of Gendun Drubpa and 
expressed his wish to be reunited with his disciples at his home monastery 
at Tashi Lhunpo. Named Gendun Gyatso (1475-1542), he spent long years 
in retreat, gave great teachings, built more important monasteries, and 
made daring inner voyages as an Adept or “psychonaut,” as I like to call 
them. He remembered during his samadhis that he had been previously 
born as Dromtonpa, the disciple of Atisha, remembering as well many 

other former lives.
His next reincarnation was called Sonam Gyatso (1543-1588), who 

continued the universal spiritual education program, the building of 
monasteries, the taming of individuals, and his inner voyages as a psycho­
naut. He was invited to the court of the Mongol king Altan Khan. 
Somehow he tamed this formidable warlord, taught him it was better not 
to throw prisoners of war into the Yellow River for sport, better not to sac­
rifice captives or animals to the ancestors and the war gods, and, instead of 
such fierce shamanism, to take refuge in the Three Jewels of Buddha, 
Dharma, and Sangha and practice renunciation, compassion, and wisdom 
to evolve to become a Buddha. Altan Khan was so impressed by his en­
counter with a person he obviously perceived to be a superior being, a more 
evolved life-form, that he gave him the name Dalai Lama, dalai a Mongol 
word for “ocean.” Counting his two predecessors retroactively, Sonam 
Gyatso became known as His Holiness the Third Dalai Lama.

Toward the end of Sonam Gyatso’s life, the social situation in Tibet was 
unstable due to the resistance of the Tibetan warlords, who began to fear 
the ascendancy of the fully monasticized civilization coming from the 
Tibetan renaissance of 1400. The fourth reincarnation was discovered 
among the Mongols, in the family of Altan Khan, which led to closer rela­
tions between the Mongols and the Tibetans.
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By the end of the sixteenth century, the warlord rulers of Tibet felt over­
whelmed by the popular dedication to enlightenment education, monastic 
vocations, and monastery building. A period of violent persecution of 
monasteries ensued around the turn of the seventeenth century, with the fate 
of the country in the balance. Even the Monlam Chenmo New Year Festival 
in Lhasa was suspended by the southern Tibetan warlord for several years. 
Basically, the secular forces of the militaristic, aristocratic warlords tried to 

assert themselves to eclipse the rise of the monastery-centered, spiritual 
lifestyle, in parallel with what was happening simultaneously in the 
Reformation in northern Europe, at the end of the Ming Dynasty in China, 
and with the consolidation of the shogunate in Japan. The monastic leaders 
resisted this effort, and the warlords relentlessly tried to turn the different 
orders against one another. The Dalai Lama, by now the beloved spiritual 
leader of a huge population, called for help from the Mongolian warlord 
Gushri Khan, who had become his disciple. The Mongolian swept into Tibet 
and crushed the coalition of warlords that had resolved to reverse the 
monasticization of the land. These warlords were disarmed, and a peace 
was made that elevated the main monastic leader to head of the nation.

i o . Inner M odernity: The Monastic Nation

In 1642, almost exactly a thousand years after the building of the Jokhang 
cathedral, His Holiness the Fifth Dalai Lama (1617-1682) accepted re­
sponsibility for the whole society and was crowned king of Tibet. He con­
centrated within himself the roles of the abbot Shantarakshita, the king 
Trisong Detsen, and the psychonaut Adept Padma Sambhava. He founded 
the Ganden Palace Victory Government that Tibetans still consider their le­
gitimate government today. The Great Fifth, as he is known, created a 
unique form of government eminently well suited to Tibet’s special society. 
It was almost completely demilitarized, acknowledging the centrality of the 
monastic institutions in the national life and the priority given to nonvio­
lence. He rebuilt the Potala Palace on the Red M ountain at Lhasa, where 
Emperor Songzen Gambo had lived. His palace was three buildings in one: 

a monastery for the abbot, a fortress for the king, and a Buddha-realm 
mandala for the Adept, both a monument to Lokeshvara’s paradise 
Potalaka in south India and an axial pedestal for the mandala of the 
Kalachakra Buddha, the Buddha of Shambhala, the hidden country of the 
north and land of the future apocalypse.

The nobility was virtually expropriated, retaining the use and income 
from parts of their hereditary estates only as salary for service to the
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Ganden Government. They were completely deprived of their private armies 
and lost their feudal power of life and death over their peasants, who up to 
then had closely resembled the medieval serfs of Russia and Europe. And, 
with thanks to the Mongolian supporter, the Great Fifth asked him and his 
army to return to Mongolia, and the Land of Snows became the first post­
modern nation, postmodern in the sense of unilaterally disarmed. As the 
Protestant princes of northern Europe and the shoguns of Japan had seen, a 
nation could not afford a universal military and a universal monastery at the 
same time, which caused them to terminate the monastery. In Tibet alone at 
this time did the monastery terminate the military and create a bureaucratic 
government to maintain a principled peace. International security was to be 
attained by diplomacy and moral force, not by military prowess.

The Great Fifth soon entered into an agreement with the new pan-Asian 
emperors of the era, the Manchus, to guarantee Tibetan independence and 
national integrity. The Manchus were a Tungusic people from the forest 
lands north of Korea. They had conquered northern China in 1644 and 
wished to conquer the rest of East Asia. Due to his authority over the fear­
some Mongols, the Dalai Lama was seen as a potent ally by the new 
M anchu emperor. In 1652 an alliance was formed between the Manchu 
Shun Chih emperor and the Great Fifth. The Manchus recognized the Dalai 
Lama’s secular authority over Tibet and his spiritual authority over the 
world as they knew it. The Dalai Lama recognized the Manchus as legiti­
mate rulers of Manchuria and China and as international protectors of the 
Buddhist Dharma, its practitioners and institutions in Tibet and Mongolia. 
The bottom line was that the Dalai Lama agreed to encourage the Mongols 
to practice Buddhism, and the Manchus agreed to protect the peace for the 
demilitarized Buddhist societies. The Tibetan pacification of the Mongols, 
the demilitarization of that most militarily powerful society, is one of the 
remarkable social transformations in history, though it is no more astonish­
ing than Tibet’s self-transformation over the previous millennium.

In the 309 years of the Dalai Lamas’ uninterrupted rule over Tibet, a re­

markable society was developed. It was completely demilitarized and “edu- 
cationalized,” in that the monastic vocation was thriving at the highest rate 
it ever achieved in any society anywhere. There is no space here to describe 
this society in detail. It was not Shangrila, in that Tibetans themselves be­
lieve that Shambhala (Shangrila’s model) exists in the north polar region of 
the planet, and Tibetans were highly aware of the all-too-human faults of 
their Land of Snows. But it was still a land blessed by the presidency of 
Lokeshvara, the messiah figure believed in by the vast majority of the peo­
ple. It was the land of his sacred mantra, OM m a n i  p a d m e  h u m ! “Come! 
Jewel in the Lotus! In my heart!” It was therefore a place of unprecedented
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opportunity for the individual intent on enlightenment: maximum low-cost 
lifelong educational opportunities, minimum taxes, no military services, no 
mortgages, no factories of material products, no lack of teachers and real­
ized beings, and even the opportunity to develop the ability to take rebirth 
in the womb, home, town, region, or class of one’s choosing and then to re­
turn to one’s favorite retreat cave, monastery, or retreat villa.

The table here sums up the process of development of Tibet’s Buddhist 
civilization.

S U M M A R Y  O F  T H E  S T A G E S  O F  T H E  

“ C I V I L I Z I N G ” O F  T I B E T

1. Militaristic, dynastic Tibet—ca. 540 to 840. Conquering dynasty 
comes to its pragmatically viable limits, meets Buddhism, and imports it as 
a preferable matrix of its civilization, creating legitimacy for itself and the 
internalizable ethic of a peaceful Tibetan society; suffers apparent nativis- 
tic reverse ca. 840.

2. Nationalistic but regionalized Tibet—ca. 840 to 978. Atavistic move­
ment assaults Buddhism as weakener of militaristic fiber of nation, sup­
presses it and its countermilitary institution, monasticism. But the Buddhist 
program continues counterculturally through the ministries of lay Adepts 
descending from Padma Sambhava’s teachings. Buddhist masters retreat to 
eastern Tibet and neighboring countries and preserve traditions there.

3. Medieval, regionalized, dualistic Tibet—ca. 978 to 1244. Regional 
princes sponsor the revival of Buddhism. Lumey (950-1025) returns from 
Khams; Rinchen Zangpo is sent to Kashmir; Atisha (982-1054) comes to 
Ngari in 1040; Drom founds Radreng in 1056; M arpa (1012-1096) estab­
lishes the Kagyu order; the Khon family founds Sakya in 1073. Regional 
nobles legitimize their authority by aligning themselves with charismatic 
monastic leaders.

4. Feudal, centralized Tibet, still dualistic, but protomillennial—ca. 
1244 to 1640. Thanks to the Mongol Empire, a central state reemerges be­
ginning with the Sakya regency, later with three nationalistic, secular 
regimes, the Pagmodru, the Rinpung, and the Tsangpa. The spiritual 
power of the Sakya hierarch merges with the secular power. After the frag­
mentation of the Mongol Empire in the fourteenth century, charismatic 
lamas fail to assume political power, which is controlled by aristocratic 
regimes. Reincarnations start, begun by the Karmapas. In 1409, with 
Tsong Khapa’s founding of the Monlam Chenmo Festival, the renaissance, 
energized by the visionary millennialism at the heart of the festival, comes 
to Tibet, with a new burst of energy for monastic education.
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5. Modern nationalistic Tibet, founded on inner modernity—ca. 1642 
to 1951. This stage begins with the Great Fifth Dalai Lama’s coronation in 
1642, which resolves a century of conflict between lamas and warlords 
who feared the vast growth of monasticism. The Dalai Lama proceeded to 
build a monastic, modern nation-state, unique on the planet. This Ganden 
Palace Government was founded on popular millennialism, combining 
myths of the future Buddha Maitreya, the reincarnations of Lokeshvara, 
and the prophecy of Shambhala. For the first time in Buddhist history, a 
monastic took the throne of a nation. Warlords were expropriated, dis­
armed, and bureaucratized with monastic official counterparts and re­
ceived the income from their hereditary estates as salary for government 
service. The annual budget was devoted to the support of monastic educa­
tion. The military was gradually phased out, with three centuries of rela­
tive peace, a unique, mass-monastic, unilaterally disarmed society. This 
was an “interior industrial revolution,” wherein enlightened people were 
fabricated on a monastic assembly line, with a technology of life, death, 
and reincarnation. All was rationalized to support the individual’s attain­
ment of enlightenment.

11. The Present Day

Tibetan interior modernity has adapted quite well to the rest of the world’s 
industrial modernity, where the encounter was not violently forced. The 
Chinese communists, however, have attempted to impose on Tibetans their 
Marxist materialism, communistic egalitarianism, and an industrial focus 
on the productions of this life through an all-out assault on Tibetan 
Buddhism. It has included the destruction of monastic institutions, monks 
and nuns, Scriptures, outdoor monuments, Mani stones, prayer flags, per­
sonal rosaries and prayer wheels, icons, paintings, photographs of the 
Dalai Lama, even knowledge of the Tibetan language. Intensive communist 
thought-reform sessions were held year in and year out for decades. The 
Chinese have killed members of the upper classes, forced the redistribution 
of whatever forms of wealth were not extracted for the economy of China, 
imposed Chinese language education and indoctrination in M aoist writ­
ings, and enlisted all able-bodied persons in labor brigades, work gangs, 
production units, and so forth. All of these measures caused the deaths of 
approximately 1.3 million people, destroyed all the architectural and 
artistic treasures of the nation, and eradicated the intelligentsia entirely 
except for a few people who survived the prison camps or who escaped 
into exile.
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These efforts have nonetheless been dismal failures. The minute the 
Chinese occupation administration was distracted by the post-Mao distur­
bances in the early 1980s, the Tibetans rose up as one and began to rebuild 
monasteries, to become monks and nuns, to restore their previous social 
order based on occupation and talent, to travel to India on pilgrimage, and 
to receive initiations and teachings from the Dalai Lama and other teach­
ers. The Chinese were astounded that such “primitive” thinking could have 
survived their “revolutionary” onslaught; but they rather uneasily acqui­
esced in the Tibetan choices because they hoped to make Tibet an attractive 
tourist destination and so needed colorful monasteries and quaint monks 
and ceremonies. By the late 1980s, the monks and especially nuns began to 
make peaceful protests against Chinese occupation, and the government 
cracked down on the monasteries with a heavy hand.

Meanwhile, in exile in India, Nepal, and Bhutan, as well as in North 
America, Europe, and Australia, the Dalai Lama and about 150,000 
Tibetan refugees have succeeded in keeping their unique civilization some­
what alive. They have their own school system within the Indian education 
system, so young Tibetans can learn Tibetan language, history, and some 
basic religious teachings. They have also maintained a high rate of monas- 
ticism, with more than twenty thousand monks and nuns, about one sixth 
of the population in exile. The curricula of the monasteries and nunneries 
continue with very little alteration in the spiritual studies and practices, 
though a modicum of modern, secular learning is added to orient the reli­
gious in the contemporary world. Tibetan spiritual teachers have attracted 
large followings in Europe, the Americas, Australia, Japan, Taiwan, and 
Southeast Asia, and some have written spiritual best-sellers. The Dalai 
Lama has received the Nobel Peace Prize and has met and is respected by 
most of the world’s major religious and secular leaders. The communist 
Chinese regime has still refused to recognize him or his people’s right to 
self-determination, and it still succeeds in getting other governments to ig­
nore the reality of Tibet as the price of trade relations with China.

Tibetans are a success story as refugee communities go, with little his­
tory of violence, crime, or persisting poverty, and they take very easily to 
the professions of the modern economy. The further chapter of the amazing 
social experiment of Tibetan Buddhist civilization cannot yet be written, as 
it involves the coming experience of the political freedom Tibet will in­
evitably gain, as the restructuring of big-power, twentieth-century colonial­
ism that began with the U.S.S.R. becomes global. Then we will see if a 
society touched by living Buddhas, with a different popular sense of the 
purpose and value of human life, with a determined spiritual orientation, 
will adopt some elements of a materialistic modernity. Which elements will
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it adopt, and which will it reject? Will Tibetans use computers to aid them 
in their quest of evolutionary perfection in Buddhahood? Will they milita­

rize, never again to taste the bitterness of conquest and occupation by an 
outside power? Will they exploit and ruin their own environment? Will 
they industrialize in an external manner? The world will get a chance to see 
if a culture oriented to the possibility of becoming a perfect Buddha can 
persist in a materially modern setting.

1 2 .  Are There Several Essential Tibetan Buddhisms?

M ore than half a dozen important Tibetan Buddhist orders have existed, 
and any given order has various levels and layers of doctrine, method, prac­
tice, and result. In modern times there are said to be four main orders, the 
Nyingma, the Sakya, the Kagyu, and the Geluk. The Geluk are by far the 
most numerous; the Nyingma is second, the Kagyu third, and the Sakya the 
smallest. Like the Benedictines, the Franciscans, the Dominicans, and so on 
in the West, these orders have different histories, with emphasis on differ­
ent texts and practices. They have held heated debates over points of doc­
trine and interpretation over the centuries. But do they have essential 
differences in philosophy and religious practice?

My answer is that they do not. I must avow that my personal back­
ground is a long association with the majority order, even though I have re­
ceived teachings and initiations from teachers of all four. It is the tendency 
of a majority to emphasize its essential sameness with the corresponding 
minority, while the minority tends to emphasize its distinctiveness. Still, 
correcting for any bias these factors of personal history and general ten­
dency might prompt, the essence of the way that all these orders present 
Buddhism seems the same.

All consider Shakyamuni the main Buddha of this world-epoch. All 
consider that a Buddha is a superhuman, superdivine being who has trans­
formed from a human state to a perfect omniscience and a perfect evolu­
tionary ability to manifest whatever compassion requires to interact with 
whomsoever. All consider that many such Buddhas after Shakyamuni have 
graced this planet and that many have lived in Tibet. They are credited with 
having created Tibetan civilization. Many Tibetans have become Buddhas, 
many still reincarnate life after life to continue to teach their disciples, and 
many more will become Buddhas. They want to be Buddhas because that 
for them is the pursuit of happiness. Buddhas are happier, more peaceful, 
more beautiful, more powerful. They have achieved real freedom from in­
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ternal compulsions as well as external obstructions, such as any suffering 
or even death.

All the teachings of all the orders of Tibetan Buddhism agree on this 
basic vision of life as an opportunity to join the Buddhas. It is rational to 
take advantage of that opportunity, because not doing so does not guaran­
tee any status quo, and, as life has been and will continue to be infinite in 
its permutations, it is dangerous to meet death without having attained the 
ability to stay conscious, cool, and on course through its transitions.

Given the broad area of agreement, individual masters, scholars, and 
writers within the same order or within different orders have of course 
given different prescriptions about exactly what are the best methods for 
attaining Buddhahood—which are faster for a certain type of practitioner, 
which are less practical, what is the order in which they should be em­
ployed, what are the preparations, and so forth. There is a tremendous 
amount of debate on all of these subjects. In fact, since it is finally a fully 
developed understanding—insight become transcendent wisdom—that 
makes possible the attainment of Buddhahood, and since understanding 
comes about through a relentless process of critiquing prejudice, erroneous 
views, and ignorant preconceptions, critical debate itself is an important 
vehicle of liberation and enlightenment. Tibetan Buddhists cultivate a 
heightened ability to  think critically, to doubt everything in a systematic 
way, in order to break through prejudice and to experience reality nakedly 
as it is. Therefore it is natural that great practitioners and scholars should 
use their critical acumen to debate every conceivable matter.

1 3 . The Essential Readings

One of the amazing things about Tibetan civilization is the vastness of its 
literature. The current written form of its language was established in the 
seventh century C.E., four hundred years before Chaucer and almost a thou­
sand years before Shakespeare. Woodblock printing was begun in earnest 
from the fourteenth century, a century before Gutenberg. Up to 20 percent 

of the people were monastics, more than half of whom were educated and 
literate. Thus a nation that probably never numbered more than ten mil­

lion— nowadays six or seven million— has two different canons of Indian 
texts translated from Sanskrit, numbering over three hundred volumes, each 
volume of which would translate into a roughly two-thousand-page English 
text. Radiating out from that canon are collected works in Tibetan of hun­
dreds of eminent scholars, saints, and sages, some of which number in the
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hundreds of volumes. These include many works of history, cosmology, 
astronomy-astrology, grammar, linguistics, poetics, medicine—veterinary 
as well as human—epistemology, psychologies of various kinds, philosophy, 
and immense numbers of ritual and liturgical texts. Then there are monas­
tic catalogs, training manuals, disciplinary records, ceremonial manuals, 
and numerous historical documents. In addition to this huge Buddhistic lit­
erature, there is an entire mirror version, still huge although considerably 
smaller, of the Bon religion, which has its own canon, supposedly trans­
lated from the Persian, and Tibetan extracanonical collections in the same 
categories as the Buddhist. In the secular sphere there are plays, poems, de­
crees, law codes, land records, titles, architectural and craft manuals of all 
kinds. In short, for a contemplative culture, Tibetans were incredibly verbal 
and literary, not to say wordy!

The selection of key texts, therefore, is no small feat; inevitably so much 
has to be left out. In this book I have focused first on the essence of the 
essence, “The Quintessence.” I present this as the key to the distinctive a t­
tainment of Tibetan Buddhist civilization, the vivid sense of the immediate 
presence of Buddhas in ordinary, daily reality, the personal immanence of 
the enlightenment reality in the Lama, or Mentor, figure. The first Panchen 
Lama, Panchen Losang Chokyi Gyaltsen, mentor of the Great Fifth Dalai 
Lama, wrote the Lama Chopa (Mentor Worship) by collecting and quintes- 
sentializing all the traditions of “ Buddha-Mentor Yoga,” which is the key 
practice of using the personal mentor as a living icon of the present 
Buddha. The Mentor Worship also collects all of the central teachings of 
the path shared by all the orders of Tibetan Buddhism, running from recog­
nition of the Buddha in the mentor through refuge in the Three Jewels, ap­
preciation of the evolutionary opportunity in human life, renunciation of 
mundane preoccupations, development of the loving mind of the spirit of 
enlightenment, the messianic determination to accomplish the happiness of 
all beings, and the liberative realization of selfless wisdom, right up to the 
practice of the creation stage and perfection stages of the Tantras at the 
very doorway of perfect Buddhahood.

In chapter z  we look at the Tibetan vision of the life of Shakyamuni, 
abridging a biography written by a famous Tibetan lama of the nineteenth 
century. In chapter 3 we look at how the Buddha was found in the mentor 
as Tibet developed, and we present various rationales and structures of the 
path. Chapters 4 through 6 present the three stages of the exoteric path for 
the evolutionary development of a human individual from ordinary ego­
centric living to the perfect enlightenment and boundless lifestyle of a 
Buddha.



Chapters 7 and 8 offer abridged forms of esoteric materials from the 
Esoteric Communion (Guhyasamaja) Tantra, its creation stage as arranged 
for practice by Tsong Khapa and its perfection stage as received from the 
Indian Adepts Shakyamitra and Nagarjuna. These materials are usually not 
for presentation to an uninitiated audience. I have nevertheless decided to 
present them in this case, following the green light given by my personal 
mentor, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, who has himself published initiation 
ceremonies, considering it now necessary to present at least the general out­
lines of these sublime visions and yogas in order to disarm those who, for 
various propaganda reasons, have misrepresented Tibetan Buddhism as 
corrupt. I have also left out enough detail so that a person who wanted to 
go beyond reading to actual meditation on the Esoteric Communion would 
have to seek a teacher, accomplish the prerequisites, and receive initiation 
to do so.

In chapter 9 I present a few typical Scriptures and prayers of broad pop­
ularity among Tibetans to illustrate how full their universe is of the 
Buddha-presence. Throughout the text, I have let the Tibetan texts speak 
for themselves, although terms and ideas requiring special explanation are 
elucidated in the Notes section at the back of the book.
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