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      “Francis Tiso has written an astonishing work of broad and deep scholarship that blends a personal spiritual journey, erudition, and on-the-ground interviews with witnesses of the rainbow body to reveal a conversation that began long ago in Central Asia about postmortem transformations of the body in a variety of religious traditions. He has delved deeply into esoteric texts and carefully reviewed recent scholarship to present a detailed history and explanation of practices leading to the attainment of the rainbow body as well as the doctrine of the resurrection in Christianity. General readers and scholars alike will find much of interest in [this book].”

      —SERINITY YOUNG, PHD, professor, Queens College, research associate, American Museum of Natural History, author of Body & Spirit: Tibetan Medical Paintings

      “The right medicine for people who forgot how they used to wonder about the afterlife. Stories about this and other boundary crossings are found here and told well. Many will learn to welcome the author’s discomforting approach to normalizing the paranormal, and his bold yet entertainable historical claims linking Tibetan Dzogchen with Central Asian Christianity.”

      —DAN MARTIN, Hebrew University of Jerusalem

      “I have read with great pleasure Tiso’s magnificent work and have truly appreciated his reading and interpretation of the Chinese text, Zhixuan anle jing (The Book of Profound Peace and Joy). Here, finally, I am seeing a theological study of the text, which makes me very happy. I greatly appreciate your contextualization of this text in its grounding in the theology and spirituality of the Syriac Church of the East. I would like to thank Tiso very much for having pioneered this fascinating and difficult work of interpretation.”

      —MATTEO NICOLINI-ZANI, monk of Bose
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        Then the Day of the Lord, like a thief, will come, and the heavens will disappear with a great explosion; the elements will be consumed by the heat and dissolve. The world with all its actions will be destroyed.

        —II PETER 3:10
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        Inside Khenpo A Chö’s hermitage: his personal shrine.
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      The Rainbow Body: Finding a Method

      In Italian we have a slightly cynical expression used to inquire about someone we haven’t heard from in a while: “Che fin ha fatto?” Literally this means: “What end did he come to?” As if to ask, did he die and did his death vindicate his hopes? Or did it rather confirm our doubts? Did someone make good, or was he a flop? We might translate it: “Whatever became of so and so?” In the case of Christ, we could imagine the folks of Nazareth asking such a question and after being told about the crucifixion, responding: “We told you so!”

      The cynicism of the village lives on in many of our verbal expressions and even in the methods by which we think we are establishing “scientific truth.” Historian John Lukacs observes that science is, after all, a product of scientists and is therefore a cultural product or even mirabile dictu, a “fashion of the times.”1 Einstein, for example, refused to accept the Heisenberg uncertainty (or indeterminacy) principle. “He remained a convinced determinist during the rest of his life, fiddling uselessly with unsuccessful experiments and formulations hoping to disprove indeterminacy in Princeton, with no effect to his enduring reputation.”2 Physicists in the 1920s, while making remarkable contributions to science and civilization as a whole, spent a good deal of time and energy on what can only be called beliefs, i.e., they were “people who believed or disbelieved this or that, because they wished to believe this and disbelieve that,”3 which is as much as to say that their science was conditioned by their cultural and even political commitments. Erwin Schrödinger “as early as 1932 said, in a lecture to the Prussian Academy of Sciences that, yes, Science can be (and often is) A Fashion of the Times, a consequence of The Temper of the Age.”4 This means that sometimes what seems to be a search for a “scientific” explanation is in reality an attempt to provide a verbal explanation for phenomena that in fact cannot be explained. Moreover, the explanations offered amount to analogies that accord with the mentality of the literate public at any given point in history. This is the real meaning of “paradigm shifts” in the history of science.

      In 1913, the French physicist and historian of science, Pierre Duhem, wrote: “The study of the method of physics is powerless to disclose to the physicist the reason leading him to construct a physical theory.”5 The scientist is as dependent on accepted and acceptable ideas within the general climate of opinion of his or her times as anyone else; unfortunately, science is embedded in larger tendencies of thought and their power. As a consequence, science is really not automatically self-correcting and can indeed be led astray. One of the ways by which science, i.e., scientists, can be led astray is when a particular analogy becomes predominant to the extent that theorists forget the reasons they were motivated to construct a new paradigm. Often these reasons are cultural and even ad hominem, i.e., based on the personalities of the individuals who formulated the paradigms.

      What can be said of science most certainly can be said of religion, as we shall see in our research on the rainbow body! In his workshops on neurophenomenology, philosopher Michel Bitbol is making use of mindfulness procedures to enhance self-awareness among scientists6. Thus, researchers may become more conscious of why they do what they do, and how certain subjective motivations could distort their interpretations of the data they gather. Recent writing in cultural anthropology gives evidence that in intercultural research, the same risks of distortions are present, and the same level of critical attention needs to be directed towards motivations and subjective biases.7 This means becoming more aware of the interaction between the “emic” perspective, which is the perspective of an inside group and the views maintained by a particular culture, and the “etic” perspective, which is that of an outside observer attempting to gain a degree of understanding of the emic point of view.8 In addressing the rainbow body phenomenon, one is constantly challenged to go back and forth between emic and etic perspectives. However, many writers on this subject do not distinguish clearly enough between these two perspectives, and I must confess the distinctions have not been easy for me either. In particular, in view of the fact that this research began with a request from my spiritual teacher, Brother David Steindl-Rast, to find out if there might be a connection between the rainbow body phenomenon in Tibet and the resurrection of Jesus, the boundaries between insider and outsider have been imprecise for the entire period of research. The relationship between two believers, master and disciple, is prevalently emic. However, the research is to some extent committed to an etic discipline that allows us to communicate our views with others who may not believe as we (Brother David and I) do. I hope by the end of this volume, the reader will understand more fully why the boundaries are vague, and why this research has been, and can be, extremely fruitful if we remain mindful throughout. Suffice it to say that, when it comes to paranormal phenomena, what we really have are two emic communities of discourse: believers within a religious tradition and skeptical scientists working within their cultural milieu. Both groups think their view of reality is the “really real” one, and that the other side’s view is, to put it kindly, imprecise.

      This is why I think that the project of examining possible connections between the resurrection and the rainbow body moves us from an investigation of certain claims made by religious people into a thought experiment involving ourselves. We have to imagine ourselves as characters in a work of fiction; the characters are being changed by the effect on their own minds of the act of doing research on this fascinating, and devastating, material. One of the changes is certainly a sense of being distanced from the ordinary views that prevail among both religious and nonreligious persons in our culture. We are like characters on stage, visible through tinted gauze only when a beam of light falls on us; the rest of the time, all the action is taking place among “stage-front characters” whose story line has very little to do with what we are doing backstage in the dark. This strange perception of what we are doing came to me as I was reflecting on the comment of a Japanese monk, ordained in the Burmese sangha: “You wouldn’t be asking these questions if you did not already know the answers.”9 On the one hand, this comment could be understood as referring to grace, or perhaps to that which the Tibetans call tendel, meaning sacred connections established in a former lifetime. As a result of grace or tendel, some people have the ability to perceive certain things that are hidden to others, and are given occasions in which to exercise that ability. On the other hand, the comment left the researchers wondering about where our intuitions may have been sharp, and where they may have been misled by subjective wish-fulfillment impulses.

      The challenge of doing research on the rainbow body is made more difficult by our own innate dream-like fantasy that would like us to be rainbow bodies. At times we dream of flight as swift and easy as thought itself. Fully aware of this fantasy, Buddhist scriptures recounted the myth of human origins: In the Pali Canon, the Aggañña Sutta tells us, not without a hint of irony, that we were at the beginning of this cosmic cycle primordial beings “mind-made, feeding on delight, self-luminous, moving through space, glorious.”10 All the discouraging news of death, decay, failure, anonymity, ordinariness, hell, and damnation are just a sort of conditioning context that keeps us tied down to embodiment, to materialism, to fear. The Sutta’s critique is aimed at a particularly pessimistic culture: that of the village mindset of Vedic India, a culture fused of religious and skeptical elements that the Buddha is said to have subverted in his own search for enlightenment. This culture, as assailed in the Buddhist scriptures, is perceived as keeping human beings “ill informed” with hopes and fears about life, based upon inadequate definitions of what a good or a bad life might be. Like my own Italian neighbors, the voices of this culture gleefully ask, the question, “Che fin ha fatto?” so as to admire those they wish to admire, no matter how foolish and degraded those people might be, and to admonish those who dare to think differently. It is the end that vindicates: how one dies and how one is remembered at death allows people to voice mockery and gloating, or admiration and adulation. The more this habit persists, the more power we give to death because we sharpen the point of fear and the edge of expectation. Think of the glories of a pyramid and try to imagine the vast ceremonies that would have attended the death and embalming of a pharaoh, no matter how cruel, stupid, ugly, or feeble he might have been. Then think of crucifixion. For twenty centuries we priests have been waving the crucifix at the world and still hardly anyone gets the point: There are no bad ends! The pyramid with its pomp and circumstance is not easily waved away. Death is the last enemy of spiritual freedom and it dies hard. The Book of Apocalypse (20:14; cf. I Corinthians 15:54-55) in fact makes death the last to die, but die it must.

      If the rainbow body is the death of death, then the way it is discussed must also be free from any tone of vindication of one system or another, of one end or another. Otherwise, the rainbow body phenomenon runs the same danger as the Christian doctrine of the resurrection, which at times has been presented not as an affirmation of transcendence but as a message compelling sectarian conversion.

      For this reason, we need to look beyond the particular sectarian features of the rainbow body as presented in the Bonpo and Nyingma schools of Tibetan tantrism. Some of the recent literature, and in particular the popular blogs on the subject, indicate that the phenomenon is being misused as a sectarian proselytizing device. Here, we need to ask ourselves if an encounter with a phenomenon that compels our thoughtful response, in other words a life-changing experience, is cheapened if it is reduced to a reason for putting oneself into a particular category or group. The old legal principle seems strangely apt: “That which touches all, ought to be approved by all.” If the resurrection is only the resurrection of Jesus, it remains a claim that one may or may not believe, without particular implications for one’s own life. If that resurrection implies that everyone will sooner or later rise from the dead, then one must either remain a skeptic, or else, “you [everyone!] must change your life” as Rilke wrote in his exquisite poem on “An Archaic Torso of Apollo.” The same universal implication can only be avoided in the case of Khenpo A Chö by a willful act of indifference. Both the rainbow body and the resurrection are claims that make statements about human possibilities attainable by all human subjects under certain conditions. What has been imagined to have taken place in one person may be imagined as happening to anyone, independently of the subjective faith or point of view of any particular person. The deeper impulse of the religious imagination, in other words, stretches out beyond mere denominational recruitment to make universal claims about the nature of the human person, and those claims are what demand a change in our lives.

      Thus, the Christian doctrine of the resurrection is not restricted to Jesus’s resurrection; rather, St. Paul tells us, “If the dead are not raised, it follows that Christ was not raised.” (I Corinthians 15:16) The resurrection of the redeemer is repeated spiritually in the life of the redeemed and unequivocally at the end of history with the resurrection of the bodies of all human beings. In fact, the universality of the resurrection and the emergence of the “new heavens and new earth” (Apocalypse 21:1) would seem to require not only the resurrection of humans but also of all beings that have ever lived, since all have a place in the unfolding of the process of creation. Recent thought on the topic of eternal life, among the “ecotheologians” such as Thomas Berry, is increasingly clear that humanity at the final resurrection will not be recognizably human in the absence of those species that have contributed to the emergence of the human species itself. Being human is essentially to be in relationship to a surrounding web of relationships. Eternal life, if it is to be the “resurrection of the body” in the full sense of the word, is inseparable from that web of relationships, transfigured by the gift of grace. The “newness” of the heavenly Jerusalem would have to lie in its inconceivably vast presentation of the completeness of all things simultaneously, free of the trammels of temporal evolution and the limits of perception with which we live from day to day. What “has been” in temporal sequence, becomes manifest all at once, in the eternal now of the fullness of life. Thus, the blueprint of all creation in the Logos, “In the beginning was the Word/Logos,” (John 1:1) reaches fulfillment in the simultaneity of the universal resurrection, now enlivened completely by the Ruah, the Divine Spirit that completes the work of creation and redemption by making all things holy and new. It is this new creation that is worthy to be offered to the Abba (Romans 8:5) beyond all names and forms, the divine silence from whom the Word has come forth, whose name is to be sanctified, the “supreme source” who pours forth the life of all beings. At any rate, this is a possible viewpoint within the circumference of Christian faith in a personal, triune God.

      In classical Buddhist thought, this notion of an infinitely transcendent creator God whose ineffable act of creation entails coming forth and returning in fulfillment is formally denied.11 The universe has no external cause and is a chain of interactions with no point of departure, no beginning. In fact, in spite of many admirable efforts to relate Buddhism to ecological theories, classical Buddhism seems to view the six realms (demons, ghosts, animals, humans, titans, and gods) of existence to be largely the manifestation of negative karma, the product of ignorance, desire, and rage; the wheel-of-existence icons typically seen in the entryway to Buddhist temples visually depict this idea. One of the greatest weaknesses of both classical Buddhist philosophy and of nondualist theistic presentations in Indian religions is that there is apparently no grand design, at least none accessible to the ordinary human mind. Other than the occasional theistic depiction of divine lila (transcendental divine play), there is no clear articulation of why there is something rather than nothing at all, or why things return to nothing and then re-emerge after the grand silence of universal pralaya (periodic cosmic dissolution). In spite of the widespread Indian practice of rituals of offering and receiving, with all that those rites suggest of the nature of the cosmos, there is no ritual of universal oblation comparable to the Christian Eucharist—no ritual in which the entire cosmic process can be summed up and directed towards a transcendent and definitive future. This reluctance to embrace a liturgical analogy for the cosmic process has always puzzled me. After all, in so many other aspects Indian religions have shown enormous creativity in making mythical and poetic analogies on every conceivable level of religious thought and action.

      As David Germano points out in his magisterial study of the dzogchen (Tibetan transliteration: rdzogs pa chen po, the “great perfection”) approach,12 it seems that at some point in the evolution of tantric Buddhism, an attempt was made to express a grand design beyond the workings of karma. “The range of [dzogchen scriptural] texts is nothing short of stunning, and constitute a radical revolution in the history of Buddhist thought that assumes everything that preceded it as a basis, and yet is primarily concerned to go beyond such lower order systems in its exploration of the final nature of the Universe itself, and how that nature bears upon our present state of existential despair, the possibility of spiritual liberation, and the nature of the Awakened One (i.e., a Buddha).”13

      In other words, at some point some great contemplative genius understood that the dynamic nature of the relationships among all the phenomena of consciousness and manifestation indicates that the human presence has a purpose. In effect, that purpose is inseparable from the capacity of certain gifted human beings not only to break through spontaneously and occasionally to the original nature of the mind itself but to abide permanently in that state of primordial awareness. Not only that: The entire structure of mind, consciousness, and the manifestation of phenomena is “designed” to bring about the emergence of this primordial awareness. The universe explores itself in and through such awakened beings.14 The title of Lipman and Peterson’s book,15 based on the teachings of Namkhai Norbu Rinpoche, seems to summarize the whole point: “you are the eyes of the world,” an insight not very far from the understanding of German idealism that man is the universe become conscious of itself. If the human provides the consciousness and the “eyes,” the universe nevertheless provides the indispensable matrix, and thus there is no duality between phenomena and consciousness. This means that those systems of asceticism that alienate the contemplative practitioner from the universe of phenomena are at best training exercises for a much grander degree of realization in which alienation completely gives way to highly energetic interaction. The cessation of the vibrations of the mind16 postulated in the Yoga Sutras of Patanjali seems here to pass through a kind of cosmic singularity to become the sum total of the energies of the cosmos, present to the contemplative in every cell of his or her embodiment. Instead of dying in segregation from the universe of phenomena, the contemplative in the dzogchen system seems in effect to become one with all phenomena to the point of claiming the attainment of the dissolution of the material body into its energetic components. This dissolution, which we will be calling the rainbow body—in a somewhat imprecise manner that will be clarified later on in this book—is understood as a particularly dramatic sign of a degree of spiritual attainment that goes far beyond the particulars of the phenomenon.

      In order to move beyond theories and claims, however, it is necessary to establish the criteria of research. I will speak at greater length of this in subsequent chapters, but it is clear that the researcher is in a particularly precarious position. Any study of postmortem paranormal phenomena will be limited by the fact that such research cannot be repeated in the laboratory under the obligatory conditions for scientific verification or falsification. What is more, in order to gather the basic data on the phenomenon, the researcher must to some extent enter into the world of contemplative practitioners in the relevant traditions. As a participant observer, the researcher is placed in the “emic” context of those who believe in the phenomenon and regulate their lives and their cultural expressions accordingly. At the same time, the researcher is answerable to a skeptical outsider voice, the “etic” approach of classical science, into whose categories the results of research must be translated in order to communicate from one culture to another. In my work, it has become clear that the emic and the etic perspectives cannot hold their respective grounds if one perspective is considered more valid than the other. Etic interpretations are as biased as emic ones. In fact, it is possible to depict the scientific or materialistic worldview as a kind of emic experience, as a cultural product with its own peculiar history and its own rigorous, but at times limiting, philosophical justifications. In anthropological research, the tribe of the scientists meets the tribe of traditional human groupings in different parts of the world. Human knowledge is enhanced when the encounter is perceived as a mutually beneficial exchange of cognitively meaningful communications. When one emic view is reduced to another (particularly when the emic is subsumed within a dominant etic interpretation), experience indicates that human knowing is distorted and even obstructed, sometimes with lethal consequences.17 Without being overly reductive, might we not think of the cultural destruction of Tibet itself as an outward, and violent, manifestation of the idea that one worldview is absolutely correct and others are more or less wrong? And if we study the history of scientific thought and the notion of “reason” in Western Europe, can we be immune to the fact that these notions were the product of policies involving the destruction of monastic institutions? For all their flaws, these institutions were pursuing the cultivation of cognitive spiritualities that in some way disturbed the way “reason” was being constructed by a dominant minority of European thinkers at the time. Is this not exactly what has happened in Tibet over the past sixty-five years? The same policies worked their will in China, in Russia, in Eastern Europe, and even to some extent in Latin America. The United States, by implementing tolerance and respect for all religions in its constitutional and cultural system, seems so far to have avoided the worst consequences of secularism. At least for the moment in the U.S., one can found a monastery without the fear of it being expropriated18 by a hostile bureaucracy later on. Let us return, however, to the topic at hand.

      The rainbow body is a seductive topic, and even more seductive is the temptation to compare the rainbow body with the resurrection. In a sense, both claims amount to being the ultimate non-bad ending. They are both the ultimate confirmation of a person’s having been on the right track all along: a confirmation that’s better than a promotion, better than canonization, better than being recognized as the reincarnation of the previous abbot. Both claims can also be considered miracles, as Matthew Kapstein points out.19 When I arrived at Mindrolling Monastery in Clement Town in 2001, it was Lodi Gyari, H. H. the Dalai Lama’s representative to the U.S. government, who pointed out to the abbot that my research on this miracle was standard practice in the Catholic procedure for canonizing a saint.

      Now consider the precarious position of those researchers who might try to bring a miracle into the realm of scientific fact. Someone will show up with a video camera and tripod and capture the moment of the body’s dissolution on digital tape; he or she will feed it into the internet and everyone on earth with see that someone did not come to a bad end. Death in general, and someone’s death in particular, becomes infinitely more interesting than we had previously thought.

      When it comes to the topic of death, one must remain mindful and attentive. Is the science we hope to employ really a search for truth, or is it a subtle trick whose aim is self-vindication? Wouldn’t it be better to celebrate the fact of mortality and leave it at that? Wouldn’t it be more dignified? Sustaining the discourse on mindfulness, what happens is that death or threat of danger presents the mind with an invasion of its ego-territory. The response to the invasion is mental self-defense, sometimes leading to physical action, whether fight, flight, or verbal self-vindication. The events surrounding the manifestation of rainbow body by the Bonpo monk Rakshi Topden in 2001 suggest that we are indeed on risky ground: The monk’s nephew tried to get journalists involved, tried to measure the corpse with a tape measure, tried to get attention. The Chinese authorities were alerted, the nephew was arrested, and the monk’s body was cremated in secret. In spite of these sad events, Loppon Tenzin Namdak, head of the Bonpo order, assured us that very year that the rainbow body is a reality; it is not just a metaphor, not just a hagiographical decoration.20 Some bodies do disappear soon after death, manifesting remarkable signs. Loppon is, if anything, something of a rationalist. The monastery he founded not far from Swayambhu, on the next hill north of Urgyen Tulku’s Nagi Gompa, is rigorously committed to dialectical studies, debate, philosophy, and scholarship. But it is interesting to hear Loppon speak of the rainbow body and related matters with certitude and clarity, from experience.

      The same kind of frankness was apparent in the interview and dialogues we had in 2003 with several masters of the Tamil Siddha tradition in South India. Yet in spite of all these expressions of assurance, do we have here an indication of certitude, or only the possibility of something more likely to be a hagiographical symbol? Not all the Tibetan traditions are convinced that the rainbow body literally occurs, although there is some idea that attainment of buddhahood in the embodied state is an authentic sign of what tantricism is meant to disclose. At the same time, the radical subjectivism that attends Buddhist realization leaves a great deal of open space in which the fate of the ordinary individual, the practitioner of the tantric body of light, and the dzogchen yogin’s rainbow body can be seen as various ways in which primordial reality manifests itself to a set of faith communities. In order to open up the field of research to more than one emic perspective, let us take a look at the traditions of southern India regarding spiritual attainment.

      The Tamil Siddha tradition is a branch of Shaivite Hinduism that is typically practiced among marginalized, non-caste based, non-Brahman yogis and medical practitioners. It is not a religion in the sense of having its own priesthood and scriptures at the service of a clearly defined community. Although there are certainly temples served by Brahman pujaris (ritual specialists) connected to Tamil Siddha tradition, their existence is more a matter of classic Hinduism acknowledging the validity of the attainment of these siddhas than a defining institutional base for the movement.

      The reason that the Tamil Siddhas interest us is that their approach to spiritual attainment21 is firmly grounded in the material body. Like the set of spiritual traditions loosely called “tantra,” the Tamil Siddha tradition recognizes the jiva (life principle or soul, which it calls the uior), the subtle body of classic Patanjali yoga, and the material body, but this tripartite division does not constitute a hierarchy of value, much less is it a system for “saving the soul” at the expense of the body. The body is directly involved in the process of attaining siddhi (spiritual objective attained by a yogin). Since siddhi is attained by means of tapas (austerities and penances), the body has to be in excellent condition so as to be able to endure the tapas required to attain realization. For this reason, yogic practices, diet, and medical procedures are used to strengthen the body and prolong life. The process of prolonging life, called kayakalpa, uses medicinal substances including poisons such as mercury, cinnabar (mercury ore, red vermilion), arsenic, alum, and related ores and salts. These are the same materials used in alchemy in various parts of the world and, in particular, in China as part of the similar Daoist quest for bodily immortality. David Gordon White, in his acclaimed book, The Alchemical Body, has investigated the connection between China and South India, and has summarized the procedures that we also encountered in our fieldwork in Tamil Nadu.22

      What has all this to do with the rainbow body? It seems that the Tamil Siddha tradition has its own accounts of the body of masters disappearing after death. The most famous recent case—that of Swami Ramalinga whose body dissolved into light in March, 1874—is attested to in police reports of the time. Ramalinga’s religious movement, which continues to the present day, insists on the literal disappearance of the body. The ongoing presence of Ramalinga in the work of his succession of disciples—as well as wherever the poor are fed, compassion exercised, and oppression opposed. Swami Ramalinga’s devotion focused on the famous image of Shiva Nataraj, the Lord of the Dance, in the awesome temple of Chidambaram in the countryside of Tamil Nadu. He also made use of much from the collection of Shaiva poetry, the Tirumantiram by Tirumular23 in the eighth century CE. Tirumular is for all intents and purposes the source of the spiritual reform movement that Ramalinga (also known respectfully as Vallalar) set in motion in the nineteenth century. Ramalinga established a still extant religious order that carries out his work and example. In addition, Sri Aurobindo continued the Ramalinga/Tirumular tradition in his own way, remaining faithful to the yogic, scientific, and social reform aspects of Ramalinga’s program.

      Some examples of the poetry of Tirumular help us understand why bodily transformation through contemplative practice cannot be restricted to solely one tradition. In the first example, the poet describes the pervasion of the smallest particles (here translated as “atoms”) of his physical body by the divine substance, such that a kind of transubstantiation takes place. As a result of this change of substance—and the intervention of Shiva Nataraja of Chidambaram—the various yogic attainments manifest themselves:

      
        I was truly and completely changed

        Into the very substance of the Almighty

        Who pervaded every atom of my body;

        The mighty and benignant siddhis

        Came under my control.

        All these are, of course, the gifts of the Lord,

        The Universal Dancer.

      

      The transformation is described allusively as alchemical in character, closely resembling descriptions of Chinese inner alchemical processes:

      
        He showered on me a form shining

        Like gold, a heart unblemished,

        A full and divine knowledge.

      

      The poems frequently express imagery of light, not as a metaphor but as an actual experience of the yogin who has performed the meditation practices. In effect, he or she brings down the energy of the sun into the heart chakra by the grace of Shiva, and that energy spontaneously pervades the entire body of the yogin:

      
        You are the love that enlightens

        The soul and its knowledge;

        You are the Effulgent Lustre

        That abides even in a small atom;24

        You fill with the ambrosia of your Grace

        Every pore of their bones, their flesh, their five senses,

        And the sense organs, their breaths, the Five Elements,

        That constitute the human body, the soul, and its active love

        That has helped to gain the divine knowledge to know you.

        You are the Divine River that springs within them,

        Becomes brimful, and overflows with Grace and Bliss.

      

      Swami Ramalinga took up these ancient teachings as part and parcel of his controversial anti-caste social reform movement, which he conceived of as inseparable from mystical transformation. Hagiographical accounts of Swami Ramalinga find their inspiration in Shaivite, Tamil Siddha, and even Christian sources of inspiration. Even in his student days at Madras, it was said of him that he left no footprints on the sand and had no shadow.25 Thus we have a classic mystical saint who also articulates a program of social transformation typical of the late nineteenth century.

      Ramalinga’s esoteric teachings revolve around the notion of three bodies in the human embodied state:

      
        ༓ Shuddha deha: the “pure body,” the attainment of which produces a glow and golden color

        ༓ Pranava deha: the body of primordial sound (i.e., the sacred syllable “OM”)

        ༓ Jnana deha: the “gnosis” body, the existential experience of total mercy and divine grace26

      

      Ramalinga’s practices involve opening the third eye and the fontanel; the fontanel, which is the aperture at the top of the skull, is also important in Tibetan ‘pho wa practices (practices involving techniques for expelling the consciousness principle from the top of the skull). As in Tibetan dzogchen, the red sun at sunrise is contemplated with open eyes. A mantra favored by Ramalinga, the jyothi (light) mantra, (emphasizing the grace and compassion of the Dancing Shiva) is repeated continuously for six months. Having attained the signs of completion, the practitioner can contemplate the “white” sun of midday. At this point, light begins to develop a direct relationship with the body of the yogin. Entering the eyes, sunlight travels through the subtle channels of the yogic body, permeating the cells. Our Tamil Siddhi informants told us, “This is a secret; when you think of it, it will be there.” In fact, a crucial feature of dzogchen practice is also to work with these subtle channels connected to the eyes.

      In Ramalinga’s system, the inner sun in the space of consciousness is called “the true thing.” This space is an inner space, which would seem to have resonances with the subtle body theory that was known to the medieval mahasiddhas—both Buddhist and Shaivite—and was transmitted to the Tibetans as part of Vajrayana Buddhism. However, as we will see in our description of dzogchen practices later in this book, the true thing might also refer to the true nature of mind, which the guru introduces to the disciple at the very beginning of their working relationship. The true nature of the mind is already the first point in the Cuckoo of Awareness, instruction attributed to the early dzogchen translator Vairotsana and found among the Dunhuang manuscripts.27 This true nature is visualized as the letter “Long-A” in the Tibetan system, with the letter floating in an indigo void and surrounded by a sphere of rainbow light. In the Ramalinga system, as in the most typical dzogchen teachings, these practices are not supposed to entail visualizations that have to be elaborated or constructed in the mind. The visualization occurs as the practitioner allows a process to unfold and take over on levels inaccessible to the conscious mind—levels that elaborate ideas, images, or concepts. This depth of consciousness is why the Tamil Siddha tradition understands this process to be a divine process, inaugurated by the touch of the guru’s grace. In dzogchen, which is a nontheistic system, guru yoga provides the crucial connection that enables the process to unfold. Guru yoga in the dzogchen system basically entails blending the mind ever more deeply with the liberative intentions of the spiritual preceptor. This process continues in daily life with blending the mind with whatever occurs as a manifestation of the guru’s liberative intent towards all sentient beings, in harmony with the classic articulations of the bodhisattva vow.

      Ramalinga suggests some stages of practice, again typical of the gradual approach:

      
        ༓ Vegetarianism to facilitate working with the bodily elements

        ༓ Reduction of the number of breath cycles

        ༓ Observation of the stages of increasing subtlety in the three “bodies” (deha)

      

      Beyond these stages comes the stage of the light body (Tamil: oleo tambe) and experience of union with Shiva. In actual practice, the student begins with the mind, since it is the easiest to work with, then the uior (jiva), and then finally the material body, perhaps because actual physical transformation of the material body is the hardest to produce.

      Ramalinga is said to have appeared by bilocation to Colonel Olcott and Madame Blavatsky. Since his disappearance in 1874, he is reported to have appeared to many people in the form of a luminous hologram; there are also many reports of Ramalinga locutions. Tulasiram, a Pondicherry author and practitioner who has written voluminously on Ramalinga, reports on a woman devotee who in 2001 was awakened from sleep by a slap from Ramalinga and was put into a state of meditative absorption. Tulasiram claims to have seen a luminous apparition of Ramalinga in his private apartment in 1982.28

      Members of Ramalinga’s order observe that the Tamil Siddhas do eventually die, in spite of their assiduous practice of kayakalpa. Ramalinga’s way was supposed to lead to a transcendence of death and to bodily immortality. He advocated for a transformation of the entire body-mind complex at the atomic level, on the level of the pure elements, in a way that also resonates with Tibetan tantric systems description of the coarse elements and their subtle substratum (space, air, water, fire, and earth). The light body arises from the vishuddha bhutas. These purified bhutas or elements are drawn upwards and outwards from the aperture of Brahma. In effect Ramalinga is describing a bodily alchemy of distillation made possible by the energy of solar light that has been brought down into the cells. Although it sounds like he is describing a visualization practice, what is important is the use of the eyes as an entryway into the subtle channels that bring the light energy into the cells and down to the molecular and atomic levels of the body. The eyes and channels provide a vital interface between the material body and the subtle body. These practices are very similar to the methods of tregchod and thodgal in Tibetan dzogchen,29 both Bonpo and Buddhist, as we verified in our February 2001 interviews with Loppon Tenzin Namdak. Once brought inside the body, the light brings about the transformation of itself: the practitioner does not manipulate it with the conscious mind; it just happens spontaneously. Ramalinga is particularly interesting not only for having revived the yogic teachings of Tirumular but also for his more modern understanding of the atomic nature of material phenomena. We need to recall that, for ancient Indian and Tibetan science, an atom was thought of as an infinitesimal metaphysical construct (as in Vasubandhu’s Abhidharmakosha, from the late fourth century). Only a person with a scientific background such as Ramalinga (he had studied at Madras University in the 1850s) might have had a rudimentary exposure to the science of electricity and to some of the earliest proposals for a modern theory of atoms, at least as relevant to chemical processes. Here we are fifty years before the experiments that revolutionized atomic theory at the start of the twentieth century. At Madras, the young Ramalinga may have also studied pre-Socratic philosophers such as Empedocles and Heraclitus, and learned of their ideas of atoms, elements, and the flux of material phenomena.30

      Looking at the Tamil Siddha traditions provides a way of opening up a conversation about bodily transformation in a variety of religious traditions. The resurrection of the body is already present in late Judaism,31 in earliest Christianity, and in Islam. A notion of a reconstituted body was present even earlier in Iranian religion where it is found in Zoroastrianism.32 We might think of yoga as an embodied spirituality, but the work of classic hatha yoga is meant to prepare the body-mind complex for mental exercises that in the end require the absence of embodiment. However, in the Tamil Siddha traditions33 we do have a clear description of the material body subsumed into the liberating process of illumination, as expressed in the poetry of Tirumular. A similar process seems to be part of the Daoist alchemy of immortality, and several observers have noted that both systems work with mercury and other mineral agents for bodily transformation.34

      Even Hindu and Buddhist tantras are certainly focused on the body, unlike the Buddhism of the earliest sutras, which seems in some passages to be overly intent on working with the mind. In the tantras, the body is seen as a vehicle, a deity palace, a mandala, and the practitioner’s body is engaged in ritual activities of various kinds. Even the notion of “transgression” requires a relationship to embodiment, since that which is defiling in orthodox Hinduism amounts to the substances of the body, the status of one’s caste, and contact with the dead. Each of these defiling categories becomes the occasion for acquiring magical power and for pursuing the path of enlightenment beyond those conceptualizations that bind the imagination to notions such as impurity.

      The true focus of the Buddhist tantras, however, is on transforming the subtle body rather than “being present to” the material body. In the Buddhist tantras, the material body is the matrix within which the subtle body of the tantric deity is visualized and stabilized as a mental construct in the “stage of generation.” This stabilized construct makes possible the higher yogas of the transformation of consciousness, the “stage of completion.” As the dzogchen master Namkhai Norbu makes abundantly clear, this is not the approach of dzogchen.35 Only in Tibetan dzogchen, both Buddhist and Bonpo, do we find the body “as it is” in union with mental factors—from the primordial dawning of awareness to the end of conceptualization when, returning to the primordial natural state, the body dissolves into a rainbow body, the ‘ja’ lus, which is completely open to all possibilities and therefore capable of benefiting sentient beings without limit. This is not to say that the subtle body is not part of the dzogchen path but simply to say that material, mental, and subtle bodies are the locus of the salvific process and are not mere vehicles. In my opinion, the extraordinary visions36 of thodgal are in some way an intuition of the biochemical structure of the cells, very much in harmony with the spread of solar light described in the Tamil Siddha practices. This is the closest we get to a working hypothesis on how a set of yogic practices brings about bodily transformation as radical as that claimed in the rainbow body.

      A number of writers have suggested that there is a connection between the notion of a rainbow body and the Manichean teachings on liberating particles of light through spiritual practice. In fact, as Jason BeDuhn has demonstrated in The Manichean Body, the liturgical rites of the Manicheans involved a sacred meal by means of which the auditors made efficacious offerings to the elect, who then consumed the offerings as food so as to liberate the particles of light trapped therein.37 Even in this system, it is not the human body that is transformed into a being of light. Rather the body is employed here as a kind of distillation device for the return of light particles to the realm of divine light. If we are to search for Manichean influences in dzogchen notions of luminosity, it will have to be from the periphery of Manichean belief, rather than from its central liturgical self-expressions.38 Far more credible are the proposed connections between Daoist immortality and alchemical practice. However, with the exception of terms such as wu-wei (non-action) and the idea of bodily immortality as a soteriological goal, the methods of early dzogchen and those of standard early medieval Chinese Daoism seem worlds apart when one actually sits down and reads the texts.39 Later on, there is more evidence for convergence of and even borrowing between these two traditions as can be seen in a comparatively recent Daoist work, The Secret of the Golden Flower.40

      For these reasons, and others that will emerge in the chapters that follow, I am inclined to favor—at least as a working hypothesis—that the Christian doctrine of the resurrection merits consideration as a primary source for the notion of the rainbow body as it develops in the dzogchen milieu of imperial Tibet. This is not to say it is the only source, but it does seem to be crucial for the entire development, which is by no means complete in the period before,41 the so-called second diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet (taken to be after 1000, and concluding perhaps with the final contacts between Tibetans and Indian Buddhist panditas in the 1500s). Not only is the bodily resurrection a distinct and emphatically Christian doctrine, it is sustained by claims made by Christian mystics of the Syriac tradition about light mysticism and its effects on the human body-mind complex. These claims are not found in other central Asian mystical traditions, but are attested to by an extensive body of literature datable to the period of the first diffusion of Buddhism in Tibet. At the same time, with due respect for the work of a number of other researchers in the field of dzogchen studies, there is little doubt that Manicheans, yogis, Daoists, Ch’an (and other) Buddhists, Zoroastrians, shamanic peoples, and Muslims played a part in this remarkable spiritual conversation along the great Silk Road.42

      Before proceeding with the study of the earliest layers of archeology attesting to this conversation, I am going to offer a presentation of our fieldwork on the life and death of Khenpo A Chö, a monk of the Kandzé Gompa in eastern Tibet (formerly Khams, now western Sichuan Province in the People’s Republic of China). At times it will seem as though we have a long chimney-pipe cylinder in our hands. We will start by looking inside from the more recent end, and then we will look again through the far end, because what we have in the eye-witness accounts of Khenpo A Chö is the culmination of a long and deeply rooted experience of faith and devotion in Tibetan culture. It makes sense to encounter the phenomena that are closer to us in time at the start of our investigation so that our exposition of the historical developments related to what we have seen can contribute to a meaningful interpretation of the fieldwork data. In order to preserve the immediacy of the events and interviews described, the fieldwork reports are given in temporal order and taken almost verbatim from our research notebooks. I have added some comments by way of clarification in this written version. After giving what is essentially the raw data of our research, I offer the reader a contemporary account of dzogchen practice and attainment from within the Nyingma school, again adding some explanatory comments of my own in order to keep this material in conversation with other mystical traditions relevant to transformation and embodiment. This chapter is followed by historical research on the origins of dzogchen as a distinctly Tibetan system of spirituality. I then move into new territory, by juxtaposing Tibetan spirituality with the teachings of the Syro-Oriental Church, including its unique appropriation of the teachings of Evagrius of Pontus and related mystical teachers from the fourth and fifth centuries in the Eastern Roman Empire (Byzantine Empire). Finally, I attempt to support a model for interreligious exchange in Central Asia, China, and Tibet from the eighth to the eleventh century. This model is based on two important literary sources: the Book on the Realization of Profound Peace and Joy by a Syro-Oriental Christian of the eighth century, preserved among the Dunhuang manuscripts, and the earliest known version of the life of Garab Dorje, the human “originator” of the dzogchen teachings, datable to the eleventh century.

      For the purposes of this study, it will be necessary to overcome a great mass of historical forgetfulness, both in Tibetan and in Western scholarship. The period of the first diffusion has recently become a topic of intense interest among Tibetologists, and thanks to a number of recent works, the period is beginning to seem somewhat less murky.43 For the discussion of Christian presence in Central Asia and China, a handful of recent works44 have begun to displace the centuries of neglect and misunderstanding, but these works have not attracted the attention of the Tibetological community because heretofore no one has been able to document Christian presence in early Tibet, except via a few ambiguous inscriptions and Dunhuang fragments.

      We are at a point in the history of humanity in which all religions, all systems of contemplative training and practice, are under extremely critical scrutiny. Not only are some marginal lineages in danger of extinction but also some of the more historically significant contemplative systems are on the verge of near-collapse. The Syro-Oriental “Assyrian” Church of the East, which only reconciled with the Catholic Church in 1994 with a common statement on Christological belief,45 now faces extinction in Syria and Iraq. The destruction of Tibetan culture continues with new forms of tragedy and ferocity, more than sixty years after the Chinese Communist invasion. Catholic monastic institutions in Western Europe and the Americas are declining after centuries of diastole and systole under a variety of anti-religious regimes. Eastern Orthodoxy in Russia and Eastern Europe is enjoying a period of flourishing under not always reliable government support. The Copts continue to struggle for survival in Egypt, with some remarkable achievements in maintaining and increasing the presence of Christian monasticism in their homeland. Journalist William Darymple describes the plight of Christians in the Middle East in his classic account, From the Holy Mountain.46

      It has been my personal task to restore and reinforce some small instances of the institutional presence of Catholic Christianity in Europe and America, with special attention given to ecumenical and interreligious dialogue. Whenever it seems necessary to struggle for the basic survival of a religious tradition, I have discovered, there is less compelling impetus for the cultivation of the more mystical or contemplative approach within that tradition. For this reason, in the spirit of those teachers of the past who managed to hand on their wisdom in spite of unfavorable times and hostile circumstances, it is necessary to write a book of this kind.

      —PRESBYTER FRANCIS V. TISO

      January 28, 2015, Memorial of St. Thomas Aquinas, Priest and Doctor of the Church

      Hermitage of Colle Croce, Isernia, Italy
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      The Life and Death of Khenpo A Chö: Research on Paranormal Postmortem Phenomena in Tibet

      
        It was therefore necessary for the appearance of sky-like realities to be purified by such means, but the sky-like realities themselves had to be purified by means of sacrifices even more sublime.

        —HEBREWS 9:23-24

      

      The body is the vehicle for spiritual practice, even when it is experienced as a weight, an obstacle, a fortress vulnerable to temptation, a fragile temporary dwelling that is subject to old age, sickness, and death. Traditions of spiritual practice have reshaped the body in order to make it a more fitting vehicle for the sacred. These interventions from the outside work to exploit the body’s symbolic capabilities through circumcision, tattooing, hair modifications, piercing, coloring, flagellation, incision, fasting, adopting fixed bodily postures, dance (with concomitant bodily development and decoration), costuming, and nudity.

      However, some instances of bodily modification seem not to be the result of an external intervention. Rather they arise either spontaneously or in connection with ascetic practices. These occurrences would seem to indicate that some spiritual practices, either directly or indirectly, produce bodily modifications on a very deep level: stigmata, spontaneous healing of diseases, incorruption of the body after death, symbolic objects formed of human tissue in the bones or organs (found after death, as in the case of St. Veronica Giuliani or in the cremation of highly realized Tibetan lamas), longevity or “immortality,” bilocation, levitation, resurrection, spontaneous combustion, the body of light, and the rainbow body.

      Our research is directed toward the manifestation of the rainbow body after death and is based on the case of Khenpo A Chö, a Gelugpa monk of Khams (eastern Tibet) who died in 1998. I am defining the rainbow body in generic terms: the shrinkage and disappearance of a human body within a short time after death accompanied by paranormal phenomena such as unusual emanations of light and altered atmospheric conditions in the locality of the deceased. My spiritual teacher for many years, Brother David Steindl-Rast, O.S.B., had heard about the death of this Khenpo from a friend in Switzerland and was intrigued by the reports of paranormal phenomena, including the manifestation of the disappearance of the corpse within a week of death.
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        Father Francis Tiso, Doctor Tenpa Shitsegang, Venerable Vanja Palmers

      

      In part, Brother David’s interest was specifically directed toward an eventual comparison of the rainbow body phenomenon with the bodily resurrection of Jesus, which is of course one of the central faith-convictions of Christianity. Since the days of late-nineteenth-century European biblical scholarship directed along secular lines, the resurrection for the most part has been consigned to the category of those miracles that comprise a symbolic account of the faith experience. This approach, associated with the humanistic tradition of textual hermeneutics (the historical-critical method), asserts that miracles did not happen literally. Rather, paranormal phenomena are retold from the point of view of the disciples of Jesus as an explanation for their continued belief in him after his death on the cross and the reason for their courageous persistence in spreading his message in the face of violent opposition. The historical-critical approach, however, does not seem to answer all our questions. Brother David had been in touch with some of the scientists who were able to study the Shroud of Turin, and he came away convinced that this relic is not a fraud made some time during the Middle Ages. When he tried to raise the question of the shroud as an archeological source in conversation with his historical-critical biblical scholar colleagues, he ran into a total lack of interest. It was as if discussion of the shroud represented of the opposite style of discourse from that of modern literary critics of ancient texts. Worse yet, the scientific aspects of shroud research turned out to be almost incomprehensible to the biblical scholars. Just as archaic tribal societies have their insider ways of articulating reality, so too, literary scholars have an insider language that cannot be violated, and the same is true for scientists. Each community of discourse seems to live in its own emic worldviews. At the interdisciplinary boundaries, communication becomes very difficult and at times almost impossible. Brother David entrusted me with the task of engaging with this risky terrain of research, knowing that I had studied Tibetan Buddhism, had done anthropological fieldwork in the Himalayas, and have a strong background in biblical studies and theology. Moreover, we have been working together on our respective spiritual journeys, including interreligious dialogue, for over forty years.

      Working with the fairly recent instance Khenpo A Chö has an obvious advantage in that we can talk to living eyewitnesses. Another advantage is that written accounts were produced within months of the events described. For these reasons, we are able to overcome some of the criticisms of the New Testament accounts of the resurrection of Jesus that were written down at the earliest about twenty years after the event. At the same time, given that the rainbow body has been a topic of interest in Tibetan culture for more than a thousand years, we are confronted with a well-established community of discourse that requires careful interpretation.

      As a point of departure this chapter takes us into the biography of Khenpo A Chö, which introduces key elements of this particular instance of the rainbow body. The following excerpt is taken from a translation of biographies from Tibetan sources close to the Khenpo. The text moves us directly into the inner world of the Khenpo and his disciples. It is followed by an account of his death and the postmortem preternatural phenomena that are the topic of this research.

      A Brief Biography of Khenpo A Chö

      
        The Song of the Queen of Spring Sung from Afar: Unique Ornament of the Land of the Rose Apple Tree, Adorning the Nyingma Vajrayana: The Condensed Biography of the Precious Abbot A Chö, Whose Body Dissolved into Atoms without Remainder on the Seventh Day of the Seventh Lunar Month of the Year of the Earth-Tiger of the Seventeenth Rabjung in Nyarong County of Khams (1998).47

      

      In Ase Lumorap, located in the upper part of Nyak Adzirong in Kham in the Dome Region of Tibet, his [A Chö’s] father and mother requested a prediction from Gyelwa Changchup, an accomplished yogin who had accumulated merit. He said, “If you set up an image of Lord Tsongkhapa, a supreme son will be born to you, one who will hold, sustain, and spread the doctrine of the Buddha.” They did as they were told, in the Year of the Earth-Tiger (1918) of the sixteenth rabjung, on the auspicious date of the first part of the month of Vesakh (the fourth lunar month); when the sun appeared on the peak of the mountain, this son was born.
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        Meditating on the Tibetan letter Long-A.

      

      He [A Chö] began to exert himself in reading and writing from the age of seven. In order to address several adverse circumstances that appeared in that period of his life, he sought protection from Dorje Dudul of Tshophu, who predicted: “Son, if you study well, there will be extensive benefit for the Doctrine and for living beings!” He was given the name Choying Rangdrol, and was already treated as a holy person.

      He took his Refuge Vows from Lama Ozer Dorje, thus entering the gateway of the Doctrine. From the junior abbot, he received the precepts of the Lama Entirely-Good (Samantabhadra), which turn the mind away from cyclic existence.

      He received the vows of a novice monk from Jampel Dewe Nyima, taking the name Ngawang Khyentsei Nangwa. By the age of thirteen, he had completed the traditional intensive study of the ritual traditions of monastic life such as offering ceremonies and the like. At the age of fourteen, as a student in the monastic college of Lurap Monastery, everyone praised him because of his good behavior, perseverance, and lucid intelligence.

      In this period of his life, he received as many empowerments and teachings as he could from lamas who had authoritative lineages of transmission. In this way, he received the instructions on the creation and completion Stages of tantric practice, along with supplementary instructions from the termas such as the Dudjom Tersar and the Longchen Nying Thig cycles.

      At the age of sixteen he learned the Treasury of Virtuous Qualities with the commentaries on the creation stage such as the Ears of Union and the Practices of the Sons of the Enlightened Ones. He undertook retreats in the mountains in solitude in order to attain the meaning of these teachings.

      At the age of eighteen, he completed the study of the Guhyagarbha Tantra, the Hundred Mind Training Exercises of the Kadampas, the Vinaya, and Madhyamika, by studying day and night.

      When he was twenty, he took the vows of full monastic ordination from his uncle Tenzin Rinpoche, who acted as abbot and master, in an assembly of ten other fully ordained monks, including junior abbots and other masters.

      Then, because of his own intentions and dispositions arising from his birth and training, he followed the advice of the two junior abbots and went to Lhasa to study at the monastic college of Sera. There he learned the Five Treatises of Maitreya from Dargon Ge Jampa Khedrup, Gyapon Chodze and other tutors whom he relied on for instruction.

      He also went to Mindrolling Monastery where he carefully studied all the relevant sutras and tantras in accordance with the intentions and activities of authorized lamas in the lineage of transmission. He absorbed all these teachings and generated wisdom through hearing. Through mind training, he removed misconceptions. By practicing meditation, he tamed his mindstream.

      Urged to ordain by Ge Jamling, he repeated the vows of a fully ordained monk before Jampa Rinpoche, who was considered to be a manifestation of Maitreya.

      At the age of twenty-six, having become seriously ill with a fever, he requested the empowerment of Vajrakilaya from Dudjom Yeshe Dorje in order to eliminate obstacles.48 The latter gave him the complete cycle of liberating and ripening empowerments of the Heavenly Iron Blade of Vajrakilaya, as expounded in the profound terma he had discovered. Dudjom Rinpoche gave him the text, material provisions, and other requisites, saying: “Perform the practices of a retreat, completing one hundred thousand recitations of the mantra. Adverse conditions will be dispelled, and maturation of the practice will be enhanced.” Accordingly, he went to Khardo and recited the mantras one hundred thousand times. The obstacles were calmed without leaving a trace.

      He showed great respect towards Dudjom Rinpoche, whom he envisioned as an actual manifestation of the Buddha and as his
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