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“No comparable work exists on this topic, which is highly important but indeed specialized. Enhanced by an extensive bibliography, comprehensive notes, and an English/Tibetan/Sanskrit glossary, which researchers will appreciate, this work is best suited for academic and Buddhist religious collections.”

—Library Journal

“Offers a fascinating exploration of how provocative issues about reality are refined and debated by Tibetan scholar-practitioners.”

—Eastern Horizon

“Provide[s] a synopsis of the rich heritage of commentary and debate in the monastic tradition of Tibet and central Asia . . . also opens up Dzong-ka-ba’s rich synthetic and scholastic insights into the whole of Buddhism to greater critical inquiry. . . . Hopkins’ work will be a treasure trove for students of Buddhism for years to come.”

—Wordtrade

“Written especially for advanced scholars of Buddhism and its sacred texts and featuring a delineation of the different approaches through which the Mind-Only School interprets scriptures, Absorption in No External World can be read as a stand-alone book or as the final volume in the author’s trilogy on Mind-Only.”

—Wisconsin Bookwatch

“In this volume, Hopkins presents opinions on crucial issues from twenty-two commentaries on Dzong-ka-ba’s The Essence of Eloquence, considered by his followers to be so challenging that it is called his steel bow and steel arrow: hard to pull but powerful when one succeeds. The careful analysis with which these scholar-yogis probe the issues provides an avenue into patterns of thought that constitute the environment of the text over this long period of intense interest to the present day. Hopkins’ lively style draws the reader into the drama, revealing horizons of transformative meaning. This is without question the finest and most complete discussion of the renowned Mind-Only School and its Tibetan Context.”

—Anne C. Klein, author of Knowledge and Liberation: Tibetan Buddhist Epistemology in Support of Transformative Religious Experience

“An exceptionally clear and detailed account of a central debate in Tibetan Buddhist scholastic philosophy.”

—Matthew Kapstein, professor of Buddhist studies at the University of Chicago

ABOUT THE BOOK

Dzong-ka-ba’s The Essence of Eloquence is still considered so important to Tibetan Buddhists that the Dalai Lama keeps a copy with him wherever he goes. This book examines many fascinating points raised in six centuries of Tibetan and Mongolian commentary concerning the first two sections of this text: the Prologue, and the section on the Mind-Only School. By providing vivid detail, Jeffrey Hopkins reveals the liveliness of Tibetan scholastic controversies, showing the dynamism of thoughtful commentary and stimulating the reader’s metaphysical imagination. In the process of examining 170 issues, this volume treats many engaging points on Great Vehicle presentations of the three natures and the three non-natures, including how to apply these to all phenomena, the selflessness of persons, and the emptiness of emptiness. It concludes with a delineation of the approaches through which the Mind-Only School interprets scriptures.

This stand-alone book is the final volume of a trilogy on Mind-Only that Hopkins composed over a period of twenty-two years. His heavily annotated translation of the first two sections of Dzong-ka-ba’s text is contained in the first volume, Emptiness in the Mind-Only School of Buddhism, along with a historical and doctrinal introduction, a detailed synopsis of the text, and a critical edition. The second volume, Reflections on Reality: The Three Natures and Non-Natures in the Mind-Only School, provides historical and social context, a basic presentation of the three natures, the two types of emptiness in the Mind-Only School, and the contrasting views of Dol-bo-ba Shay-rap-gyel-tsen of the Jo-nang-ba order of Tibetan Buddhism.

JEFFREY HOPKINS, PhD, served for a decade as the interpreter for the Dalai Lama. A Buddhist scholar and the author of more than thirty-five books, he is Professor Emeritus at the University of Virginia, where he founded the largest academic program in Tibetan Buddhist studies in the West.
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An Indian śātra first of all frames a special terminology for the concepts with which it operates and establishes clear-cut definitions of these concepts. The Tibetans, being the pupils of Indian tradition, have carried this care of minutely precise definitions to an extreme, almost artistic perfection.

Th. Stcherbatsky, Madhyānta-Vibhaṅga: Discourse on Discrimination between Middle and Extremes, iv.
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Detailed Outline

Preface

Technical Notes

PART ONE: Background
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2. The Essence Is Emptiness

The Title: The Essence of Eloquence

Issue #1: What is “eloquence”? What is “the essence”?
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Issue #5: Why exhort the audience to listen?

3. God of Wisdom and God of Gods
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Issue #7: How could Brahmā appear first when this world system formed?

PART TWO: The Question

4. Identifying First-Wheel Teachings

The Sūtra Unraveling the Thought

Issue #8: Why does Wonch’uk’s version of the sūtra have eight chapters and the Tibetan version have ten?

Issue #9: Why leave out the fourth chapter?

The Question

The First Wheel

Issue #10: Just what are first-wheel sūtras?

Issue #11: Do passages teaching the entity also teach the attributes?

Issue #12: Does any passage merely teach the production of form?

Issue #13: How to take Wonch’uk’s two explanations of abandonment and thorough knowledge?

Issue #14: Just what are the four foods?

Issue #15: Are these sūtras deceptive?

Issue #16: What are the various and manifold constituents?

Issue #17: Why are the eighteen and the six constituents singled out when there are many sets of constituents?

Issue #18: How can redundancy be avoided in the last two attributes?

Issue #19: Do all first-wheel sūtras teach the four noble truths?

Issue #20: Do not any and all instances of Buddha’s word teach the four noble truths?

5. Probing the Implications

Issue #21: What does “aggregates and so forth” mean?

Issue #22: Is Paramārthasamudgata concerned with the teaching of just compounded phenomena in the first wheel?

Issue #23: When the eighteen constituents are taught, are the one hundred eight phenomena taught?

Issue #24: Can this topic be trivialized?

Issue #25: Does the first wheel teach the actual four noble truths?

Issue #26: Does the second wheel explicitly teach the actual twenty emptinesses on the literal level?

Own-Character

Issue #27: Does “own-character” mean established by way of its own character?

Issue #28: Does non-deceptiveness require being literally acceptable?

Issue #29: Can Gung-ru Chö-jung and Jam-ȳang-shay-ba’s faux pas of citing a passage that proves the opposite point be explained away?

Issue #30: Does the middle wheel teach that phenomena are not established by way of their own character?

6. Other Views on Own-Character

Jay-dzün Chö-ḡyi-gyel-tsen’s Position

Issue #31: Can the teaching of establishment by way of its own character also teach something else?

Issue #32: Do the schools following the first wheel assert that uncompounded phenomena are established by way of their own character?

Issue #33: How about fiddling with the subject rather than the predicate?

Issue #34: Can the words and the meaning be split?

Paṇ-chen Sö-nam-drak-ba’s Position

Issue #35: Can the teaching of establishment by way of its own character also teach externality?
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Preface

This book examines a plethora of fascinating points raised in six centuries of Tibetan and Mongolian commentary concerning the first two sections of Dzong-ka-ba’sa The Essence of Eloquence,b the Prologue and the section on the Mind-Only School. In the process of examining 170 issues, this volume

•identifies the teachings in the first wheel of doctrine

•probes the meaning of “own-character” and “established by way of its own character”

•untangles the implications of Dzong-ka-ba’s criticisms of the Korean scholar Wonch’uk

•treats many engaging points on the three natures and the three non-natures, including (1) how to apply these two grids to uncompounded space; (2) whether the selflessness of persons is a thoroughly established nature; (3) how to consider the emptiness of emptiness; and (4) the ways the Great Vehicle schools delineate the three natures and the three non-natures

•and presents the approaches through which the Mind-Only School interprets scriptures.

The aim is to bring to life scholastic controversies in order both to stimulate the metaphysical imagination and to show the non-monolithic plethora of inquiries by the followers of a seminal figure in the Tibetan cultural region.

My annotated translation of these sections in Dzong-ka-ba’s text is to be found in the first volume of this series, Emptiness in the Mind-Only School of Buddhism.1 It is in four parts:

•a historical and doctrinal introduction

•a translation of the General Explanation and the Section on the Mind-Only School in The Essence of Eloquence with frequent annotations in brackets, chapter endnotes, and backnotes

•a detailed synopsis of the translation that re-renders the text, with additional information, in more free-flowing English

•a critical edition in Tibetan script of these sections in The Essence of Eloquence.

The second volume of this series, Reflections on Reality: The Three Natures and Non-Natures in the Mind-Only School, presents an introduction to and analysis of many facets of volume one. In six parts, it

•places reactions to Dzong-ka-ba’s text in historical and social context by examining the tension between allegiance and rational inquiry in monastic colleges and the inter-relationships between faith, reason, and mystical insight

•presents the religious significance of the central doctrine of the Mind-Only School, the three natures of phenomena

•examines in detail the exchange between the Bodhisattva Paramārthasamudgata and Buddha in the seventh chapter of the Sūtra Unraveling the Thought concerning the three wheels of doctrine and the three natures

•documents the markedly different view on the status of reality presented by the fourteenth-century scholar-yogi Shay-rap-gyel-tsenc of the Jo-nang-bad order as well as criticisms by Dzong-ka-ba and his Ge-luk-bae followers

•fleshes out Tibetan presentations of the provocative issue of the relationship between two types of emptiness in the Mind-Only School and how the topic of two emptinesses is debated today in America, Europe, and Japan, thereby demonstrating how the two forms of scholarship refine and enhance each other (these discussions continue in the three Appendices)

•demonstrates the types of reasonings establishing mind-only used as means to overcome a basic dread of reality.

Please see the prefaces in volumes one and two for expressions of gratitude to the many Tibetan and Mongolian scholars who have aided me on this project over the last twenty-one years.

Jeffrey Hopkins

Emeritus Professor of Tibetan Studies

University of Virginia
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Technical Notes

It is important to recognize that:

•citations from volume one, Emptiness in the Mind-Only School of Buddhism, and volume two, Reflections on Reality, are indicated respectively by “Emptiness in Mind-Only” and “Reflections on Reality” along with a page reference; notes within those citations are not repeated in this volume;

•chapter endnotes are marked “a, b, c”; backnotes are marked “1, 2, 3.” References to texts are mostly given in the backnotes, whereas other information, more pertinent to the reading of the material at hand, is given in the chapter endnotes. References to issues in the present volume, Absorption in No External World, are often by issue number;

•full bibliographical references are given in the chapter endnotes and backnotes at the first citation in each chapter;

•translations and editions of texts are given in the Bibliography;

•citations of the Sūtra Unraveling the Thought include references to the edited Tibetan text and French translation of it in consultation with the Chinese by Étienne Lamotte in Saṃdhinirmocanasūtra: L’explication des mystères (Louvain: Université de Louvain, 1935) and to the English translation from the stog Palace edition of the Tibetan by C. John Powers, Wisdom of Buddha: Saṁdhinirmocana Sūtra (Berkeley, Calif.: Dharma, 1995). There is also a translation from the Chinese by Thomas Cleary in Buddhist Yoga: A Comprehensive Course (Boston: Shambhala, 1995), in which the references are easily found, as long as chapter 7 of Lamotte and Powers is equated with chapter 5 of Cleary as per the Chinese edition that he used (see Emptiness in Mind-Only, Appendix 2, p. 457ff.). Passages not cited in Dzong-ka-ba’s text are usually adaptations of Powers’s translation as submitted for his doctoral dissertation under my guidance;

•I have translated the term drang don (neyārtha) sometimes as “interpretable meaning” and other times as “requiring interpretation,” or a variant thereof. There is no significance to the multiple translations other than variety and clarity, the latter being to emphasize that the scripture requires interpretation;

•the names of Indian Buddhist schools of thought are translated into English in an effort to increase accessibility for non-specialists;

•for the names of Indian scholars and systems used in the body of the text, ch, sh, and ṣh are used instead of the more usual c, ś, and ṣ for the sake of easy pronunciation by non-specialists; however, cch is used for cch, not chchh. In the notes the usual transliteration system for Sanskrit is used;

•transliteration of Tibetan is done in accordance with a system devised by Turrell Wylie; see “A Standard System of Tibetan Transcription,” Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 22 (1959): 261-267;

•the names of Tibetan authors and orders are given in “essay phonetics” for the sake of easy pronunciation; for a discussion of the system used, see the technical note at the beginning of my Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom, 1983; rev. ed., Boston: Wisdom, 1996), 19-22. The system is used consistently, with the result that a few well-known names are rendered in a different way: for example, “Lhasa” is rendered as “Hla-sa,” since the letter “h” is pronounced before the letter “l”; and

•an English-Tibetan-Sanskrit glossary is given at the end of this volume.


PART ONE:
BACKGROUND


1. Monastic Inquiry

The Essence of Eloquencea by the late-fourteenth- and early-fifteenth-century Tibetan scholar-yogi Dzong-ka-bab is considered by his followers to be so challenging that it is called his steel bow and steel arrowc in that just as it is hard to pull a steel bow to its full extent but when one does, the arrow will course over a great area, so even the words of this text are difficult to understand but, when understood, yield great insight. The martial challenge conveyed by this metaphor was accepted by many brilliant Tibetan and Mongolian scholars over the last six centuries with the result that a plethora of issues in Dzong-ka-ba’s text have received careful analysis, providing an avenue into patterns of thought that came to constitute the environment of the text over this long period of intense interest.

Dzong-ka-ba was a genius at creating consistency in systems of thought, but sometimes he provided only brief expositions and at other times only suggested his views. Scholars of the Ge-luk-bad sect—like others following a founder’s words—have been drawn into the complex problems of extending his thought into those areas that he did not clearly explicate and into re-thinking what was clear but did not manifest the presumed consistency. The working premise is that Dzong-ka-ba’s The Essence of Eloquence, though carefully crafted, is subject to the highly creative strategy of “positing his thought”e as long as consonance with the corpus of his work is maintained. The attempt at resolving apparent contradictions itself fuels increasing interest in the topics, this being a central reason why the Ge-luk-ba system of education, centered around scholastic debate, has been so influential throughout Inner Asia.

Although the plethora of issues raised in The Essence of Eloquence is susceptible to being laid out in a linear run like a table of contents, the only way a reader can react to the multi-sided style of confronting these points is to be within the perspective of the system being considered. Juxtaposing different parts of a treatise and examining their cross-implications, Tibetan monastic textbooks manifest a basic procedure of bringing the whole treatise to bear on a single part, thereby coaxing the participant into developing the worldview of the system. In this way, the overriding context of exposition involves the ramifications of every part (or at least many parts) of a text; the only way for the reader to adjust to this environment is to form the worldview.

Because the exposition moves from issue to issue in a format of confrontational challenges that are episodic, it can at times seem even disjointed, but monastic students learn to live from within a system by being led—in twice-daily debates—to react inside its viewpoint to a plethora of problems. The center of the process, never communicable in words, is the wholeness of the worldview from within which the student learns to live. Like debaters in a monastic college, we also can experience this only by confronting issue after issue, major and minor, in lively embroilment and with hope that the larger perspective will dawn. With this in mind, I address 170 such focal issues in this book.

Techniques of Analysis

Tibetan and Mongolian commentators employ various strategies for getting at the meaning of a text by:

•dividing the text into sections

•providing a synopsis of the topics through an elaborate outline

•exploring the range of meanings of particular words

•placing an issue in a larger context

•extracting issues for extended analysis

•juxtaposing seemingly conflicting assertions

•finding internal and external evidence to resolve contradictions

•manipulating meanings so as to create coherence

•raising a parallel concern from another context

•exposing terminology hardened over centuries of use to analysis of historical development.

These modes of analysis, like those employed by scholars throughout the world, expose knotty problems and resolve seeming or actual contradictions.

Texts are not viewed in isolation as if they live outside of the situation of their culture; they are related to a body of literature and knowledge in such a way that the study of a text is a study of the world. Also, the context provided is not just that of the culture contemporary to or preceding Dzong-ka-ba’s text; often, views of scholars subsequent to the text are similarly juxtaposed because the aim is to provide a worldview relevant to the reader’s present situation, a comprehensive perspective that makes use of whatever is available. Beyond this, points peripheral to central topics often take center stage such that they provide a wide cultural context for more important issues—the context imbedding the reader in an all-encompassing worldview. These scholars, even when working on small issues, draw on a reserve of knowledge of larger issues, the basic principles of which are Dzong-ka-ba’s. When they unravel his words, the exercise of exegesis imbeds the participants even more in the architecture of a living philosophy.

Issues are treated not just by citing Indian treatises; rather, the dynamics of the architecture of a system suggested by Indian texts takes over. The system is a living phenomenon only suggested by Indian texts. Speculation carrying out its implications is a primary technique. To avoid speculating on such issues merely because clarification is not available in Indian texts would miss the primary intention of these analytic traditions—to stimulate the metaphysical imagination. In the same vein, later terminology from India and Tibet is often used as a device to convey subtleties considered to be embedded in the Sūtra Unraveling the Thought and in Asaṅga’s works.

Difficult issues are presented in a genre of literature used in monastic colleges called “general meaning,”f which are often supplemented with “decisive analyses.”g These textbooks on seminal Indian or Tibetan texts, such as Dzong-ka-ba’s The Essence of Eloquence, stimulate the intellect through juxtaposing assertions that are, or appear to be, contradictory and through making often highly elaborate and esthetically attractive reformulations of assertions in order to reveal, or create, coherence. These textbooks are authored by prominent figures in the monastic colleges, who become so focal that the local leader, modeled on the paradigm of the grand over-all leader—whether Buddha or Dzong-ka-ba—often comes to assume more importance.

Disagreement with statements by the founder of the sect is promoted within the bounds of not openly criticizing his works but doing so under various polite facades, such as positing the meaning of his thought, that is, creatively adjusting Dzong-ka-ba’s statements so that they do not contradict each other. Through such maneuvers, much room is made for discriminative expansion that is critical but does not assume the outward form of fault-finding. Exegetes, upon exposing seeming discrepancies, seek to explain them away through refinement, creatively adjusting his thought, pretending that his words make perfect sense, even making such bold and creative defenses of the founder that their own ingenuity becomes the focus. Once we recognize the format of exposition as often a mask required in a culture of allegiance to exalted personages, we see that often these scholars really do not think that Dzong-ka-ba meant what they claim; critical acumen is indeed highly encouraged. If it is not noticed that these scholars are operating within only a facade of non-criticism, their “refinements” often appear to be inexplicably and even ridiculously at odds with what Dzong-ka-ba said.

What on the surface appears to be apologetic is actually critical analysis—explanation becoming a re-casting of the founder’s position. The process causes Dzong-ka-ba’s followers to step into his shoes by using his principles of organization to extend his thought further, such that they come to know his pivotal concepts in an active and creative way, rather than just repeating what he said. Since the principles of his system are put to active use, these come to life in a way otherwise impossible. Examination of problems in debate and in literary composition becomes a method of profound internalization.

For this reason, throughout this book I identify these maneuvers in order to reveal the drama. Otherwise, the tension and conflict of such dramatic rewriting in the guise of explaining the founder’s words when they obviously do not say such is dumbfounding—as long as one thinks that all they intend to do is to clarify what is already basically coherent. Sometimes, slippery distinctions are the means by which the exegetical project adapts itself to the seeming rigidity of insistence on consistency, and at other times a perplexing peripheral issue is left with a call for more analysis.

Monastic authors even apply a principle enunciated in their system against another point in their own system. This unabashed honesty raises the level of inquiry far beyond mere explication. Regardless of the format of explaining away, or even covering up, earlier masters’ inconsistencies, scholars uncover the flimsiness of the favored position. Such admissions of the tenuousness of their own positions reveal how these scholars use rational inquiry to indicate weaknesses in their own systems despite their allegiance to founding figures.

The sheer variety of invitingly provocative explanations of a single issue sometimes make it seem that a conclusion cannot be reached, enmeshing the reader in a web of intriguing and even bewildering issues of fundamental importance. These scholars’ attempts to correct these problems sometimes embroil them in almost unimaginable complexities, the issue becoming so complex that the mind is fractured into unusable bits of information. It is possible to miss the woods for the trees, but when one steps back and surveys the wider scene, basic and undisputed principles of Dzong-ka-ba’s outlook emerge with considerable clarity. The style of monastic textbooks—which calls for embroilment in crucial as well as ancillary issues—causes central issues to become the floor of inquiry without our noticing it, resulting in the transformation of it into a topic of vibrant concern in the vast context of a worldview.

I also have become embroiled in a maze of doctrinal considerations, attempting to construct harmony between sūtra sources (here specifically the Sūtra Unraveling the Thought), Indian schools, and Tibetans exegesis. Led more deeply into basic issues, I, like Tibetan and Mongolian scholars, have been drawn into a process that begins like being teased by a riddle, then probing a mystery, then finding myself in a maze, and finally the walls of the maze occasionally becoming transparent when the scope of the problem comes into view. Thus, here and there in this book I occasionally present my own “solutions” to conundrums by positing Dzong-ka-ba’s thought; still, I cannot claim that my reframing (sometimes offered with a mask of bravado) provides the esthetic delight that even well-crafted apologetic can generate if it has elegant simplicity. Admittedly, sometimes my gambits end up serving merely as means to expose more problems.

The Characters of the Drama

In this book I cite opinions from twenty-two of the twenty-six commentaries on Dzong-ka-ba’s The Essence of Eloquence that I have located. Preceded by a general category, these are listed below chronologically within their college affiliation—the author’s name as cited in the notes, the full name (if different), dates, the title as it is cited in the notes, and the full title (for the Tibetan and other information, see the bibliography).

General

Ke-drup (Ke-drup-ge-lek-bel-sang, 1385-1438)

Opening the Eyes of the Fortunate / Opening the Eyes of the Fortunate: Treatise Brilliantly Clarifying the Profound Emptiness

Second Dalai Lama (Gen-dün-gya-tso, 1476-1542)

Lamp Illuminating the Meaning / Commentary on the Difficult Points of “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive” from the Collected Works of the Foremost Holy Omniscient [Dzong-ka-ba]: Lamp Thoroughly Illuminating the Meaning of His Thought

Se-ra Jay College

Bel-jor-hlün-drup (1427-1514)

Lamp for the Teaching / Commentary on the Difficult Points of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “The Essence of Eloquence”: Lamp for the Teaching

Jay-dzün Chö-ḡyi-gyel-tsen (1469-1546)

General-Meaning Commentary / General Meaning of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive”: Eradicating Bad Disputation: A Precious Garland

Dra-di Ge-shay Rin-chen-dön-drup (fl. mid-seventeenth century)

Ornament for the Thought / Ornament for the Thought of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Interpretable and Definitive: The Essence of Eloquence”

Tsay-den-hla-ram-bah

Ser-shül(Ser-shül Ge-shay Lo-sang-pün-tsok, fl. in early twentieth century)

Notes / Notes on (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive”: Lamp Illuminating the Profound Meaning

Lo-sang-Wang-chuk (1901-1979)

Notes / Notes on (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Interpretable and Definitive, The Essence of Eloquence”: Lamp for the Intelligent

Da-drin-rap-den (1920-1986)

Annotations / Annotations for the Difficult Points of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “The Essence of Eloquence”: Festival for the Unbiased Endowed with Clear Intelligence

Lo-sel-ling and Shar-dzay Colleges

Paṇ-chen Sö-nam-drak-ba (1478-1554)

Garland of Blue Lotuses / Distinguishing through Objections and Answers (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and Definitive Meanings of All the Scriptures, The Essence of Eloquence”: Garland of Blue Lotuses

Go-mang and Dra-shi-kyil Colleges

Gung-ru Chö-jung (Gung-ru Chö-ḡyi-jung-nay, fl. most likely in the sixteenth century)

Garland of White Lotuses / Decisive Analysis of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive, The Essence of Eloquence”: Garland of White Lotuses

Jam-ȳang-shay-ba (Jam-ȳang-shay-ba Nga-wang-dzön-drü, 1648-1722)

Great Exposition of the Interpretable and the Definitive / Decisive Analysis of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive”: Storehouse of White Lapis-Lazuli of Scripture and Reasoning Free from Error: Fulfilling the Hopes of the Fortunate

Brief Decisive Analysis of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive”

Notes on (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive”

Gung-tang (Gung-tang Ḡön-chok-den-bay-drön-may, 1762-1823)

Annotations / Beginnings of Annotations on (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “The Essence of Eloquence” on the Topic of Mind-Only: Illumination of a Hundred Mind-Only Texts

Difficult Points / Beginnings of a Commentary on the Difficult Points of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive”: Quintessence of “The Essence of Eloquence”

Dön-drup-gyel-tsen (fl. late eighteenth and early nineteenth century)

Four Intertwined Commentaries / Extensive Explanation of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Treatise Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive, The Essence of Eloquence,” Unique to Ge-luk-ba: Four Intertwined Commentaries

Wel-mang Ḡön-chok-gyel-tsen (1764-1853)

Notes on (Ḡön-chok-jik-may-wang-bo’s) Lectures / Notes on (Ḡön-chok-jik-may-wang-bo’s) Lectures on (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “The Essence of Eloquence”: Stream of the Speech of the Omniscient: Offering for Purification

A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso (Gung-tang Lo-drö-gya-tso, 1851-1930)

Precious Lamp / Commentary on the Difficult Points of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Treatise Differentiating Interpretable and the Definitive Meanings, The Essence of Eloquence”: A Precious Lamp

Pa-bong-ka-ba Jam-ba-den-dzin-trin-lay-gya-tsoi (1878-1941)

Brief Notes on Jo-ni Paṇḍita’s Lectures / Presentation of the Interpretable and the Definitive, Brief Notes on the Occasion of Receiving Profound [Instruction from Jo-ne Paṇḍita Lo-sang-gya-tso in 1927] on (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “The Essence of Eloquence”

Jik-may-dam-chö-gya-tso (1898-1946)

Port of Entry / Treatise Distinguishing All the Meanings of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “The Essence of Eloquence,” Illuminating the Differentiation of the Interpretable and the Definitive: Port of Entry to “The Essence of Eloquence”

Se-ra May College

Lo-sang-trin-lay-ye-shayj

Summarized Meaning / Summarized Meaning of (Dzong-ka-ba’s) “Differentiation of the Interpretable and the Definitive: The Essence of Eloquence”: Ornament for the Necks of Youths with Clear Intelligence



a    drang ba dang nges pa’i don rnam par phye ba’i bstan bcos legs bshad snying po; Peking 6142, vol. 153.

b    tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pa, 1357-1419.

c    lcags mda’ lcags gzhu.

d    dge lugs pa.

e    dgongs pa bzhag pa.

f    spyi don.

g    mtha’ dpyod.

h     I have drawn his views from citations by Dön-drup-gyel-tsen, A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso, Ser-shül Lo-sang-pün-tsok, and Jik-may-dam-chö-gya-tso. Ge-shay Ye-shay-tap-kay (shar tsong kha pa blo bzang grags pas mdzad pa’i drang ba dang nges pa’i don rnam par phye ba’i bstan bcos legs bshad snying po, Tā la’i bla ma’i ’phags bod, vol. 22 [Varaṇāsi, India: vāṇa dbus bod kyi ches mtho”i gtsug lag slob gnyer khang, 1997], 327-332), in a list of fifty-eight commentaries on Dzong-ka-ba’s The Essence of Eloquence, reports (331) that three of his works are listed under the tide of dri lan blo gsal mgul rgyan by tshe brtan lha rams pa in bod kyi bstan bcos khag gcig gi mtshan byang dri med shel dkar ’phreng ba (mtsho sngon dpe skrun khang, 1985), 614. The three are:


•rgyal ba dge ’dun rgya mtsho dang ’jam dbyangs dga’ blo ’jam dbyangs chos bshes sogs kyi drang nges gsung rgyun dri med lung rigs gter mdzod

•drang nges legs bshad snying po’i spyi don legs pa drang nges rnam ’byed kyi dga’ gnad cung zad btus pa

•legs bshad snying po’i mtha’ dpyod mkhas pa’i dbang po ’jam dbyangs chos dpal kyi gsung rgyun.



i     Pa-bong-ka himself was affiliated with Se-ra Monastic University; Jo-ni Paṇḍita, however, was a follower of Jam-ȳang-shay-ba.

j     His dates are perhaps 1642-1708.


2. The Essence Is Emptiness

Our journey into the metaphysically imaginative realm of the intricate analysis of issues found in Tibetan monastic colleges begins with the title of Dzong-ka-ba’s work Treatise Differentiating the Interpretable and the Definitive: The Essence of Eloquence and proceeds through his text issue by issue.

The Title: The Essence of Eloquence

Issue #1: What is “eloquence”? What is “the essence”?

One of the more recent commentaries, that by Gung-tang Ḡön-chok-den-bay-drön-may,2 a late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century scholar of Mongolian descent whose works figure prominently in the syllabus at the Go-mang College of Dre-bung Monastic University on the outskirts of Hla-sa, at Dra-shi-kyil Monastic University and Ḡum-bum Monastic University in Am-do Province, and at many related monasteries, offers a particularly thorough explanation of the title of Dzong-ka-ba’s text. Gung-tang’s analysis is valuable since Dzong-ka-ba does not offer a direct explanation of his title—Treatise Differentiating Interpretable and Definitive Meanings: The Essence of Eloquence.

First, Gung-tang3 points out that in another of Dzong-ka-ba’s texts, Praise of the Supramundane Victor Buddha from the Approach of His Teaching the Profound Dependent-Arising which is also titled The Essence of Eloquence (sometimes referred to as “The Lesser Essence of Eloquence”),4 Dzong-ka-ba explicitly speaks of emptiness as the essence of Buddha’s teaching. There,5 he says:

You [Buddha], the bringer of help, set forth

The mode of dependent-arising—

The unparalleled reason for ascertaining emptiness,

The essence of the teachinga—

As medicine for transmigrating beings.

How could those who [wrongly] perceive

That it [proves] the opposite or is non-established

Understand your system [of the compatibility of emptiness and dependent-arising]!b

Since Buddha’s teachings are traditionally called “eloquence,”c Gung-tang cogently maintains that since Dzong-ka-ba explicitly identifies the essence of Buddha’s teaching as emptiness in this short text also titled The Essence of Eloquence, the word “essence” in the title of the long work we are considering—Treatise Differentiating Interpretable and Definitive Meanings: The Essence of Eloquence—also must refer to emptiness.d

Still, this is evidence external to the text under consideration, and since internal evidence would clinch the point, Gung-tang cites the fact that near the beginning of the longer The Essence of Eloquence, when Dzong-ka-ba exhorts his audience to pay attention to his text, he (Emptiness in Mind-Only, 68) says:

Listen intently, O you who wish to be unmatched proponents [of doctrine]

With discriminating analysis realizing the suchness of the teaching.

Dzong-ka-ba himself identifies his subject matter as the “suchness of the teaching,” that is to say, emptiness, which is called “suchness” because it remains such, whether it is taught or not or whether it is realized or not. The fact that he himself identifies the subject matter as the suchness of the teaching suggests that “eloquence” in the title refers to Buddha’s teachings and that their “essence” is emptiness.

The operative principle is that the title of Dzong-ka-ba’s work is based on its subject matter. Jo-ni Paṇḍita6 speaks of three avenues through which titles are designated: by way of subject matter,e the name of the trainee,f and the number of chapters.g Jo-ni Paṇḍita, agreeing with Gung-tang (though not citing him), says that the title of Dzong-ka-ba’s text was given by way of its subject matter, and hence a rough sense of the content can be gained from the title.

Issue #2: Is emptiness the essence of both Sūtra and Mantra?

Since Buddha’s teachings are divided into Sūtra and Mantra (also called Tantra), Gung-tang explores whether Dzong-ka-ba intends to include both divisions of Buddha’s word when he says that emptiness is the essence of Buddha’s teachings. Gung-tang points to the fact that Dzong-ka-ba says at the end of this work:7

You should recognize these modes [of differentiating the interpretable and the definitive] as paths for delineating the suchness of all of [Buddha’s] scriptures, Sūtra and Mantra.

From this, Gung-tang draws the conclusion that “eloquence” refers to all of Buddha’s teachings,h and not just the Sūtra teachings.

Based on this identification, Gung-tang cogently explains that for Dzong-ka-ba both the lesser and greater texts titled The Essence of Eloquence settle the suchness of all of Buddha’s teachings, both Sūtra and Mantra, even though these two texts do not delineate topics distinctive to Mantra, such as deity yoga, or topics distinctive to Highest Yoga Mantra, such as the structures of channels, winds, and drops of essential fluids. This is because these two texts nevertheless serve to settle the final suchness, emptiness, as presented even in the Mantra Vehicle through delineating the emptiness that is the object realized by the exalted wisdom of clear light, the essence of the Mantra path. For as Gung-tang says, in the Mantra path, in order to abandon the obstructions to liberation from cyclic existence and the obstructions to omniscience it is necessary, as a direct antidote to them, to meditate within taking emptiness—in just the same way as it is explained in the Sūtra system—as the object of one’s mode of apprehension even if, in terms of appearance, a deity is appearing. Without such meditation on emptiness, even though one might pretend to be cultivating a high Mantra path, it cannot serve as a path of liberation even from cyclic existence, never mind as a path for attaining the great liberation of Buddhahood. Hence, by explaining emptiness, the two texts titled The Essence of Eloquence serve to delineate the final suchness of both Great Vehicles—the Sūtra and Mantra forms of the Great Vehicle.

Gung-tang adds that nevertheless the explanation of the view of emptiness is more developed in the Great Vehicle Sūtra system, and thus it is easier to realize emptiness through the descriptions found in it than through those in the Mantra Vehicle alone. At the end of his greater The Essence of Eloquence Dzong-ka-ba—speaking about the two modes of the sūtra system called “chariot-ways” established by the pivotal Indian scholars Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga—says:8

These two chariot-ways—in which suchness is delineated by differentiating the interpretable and the definitive in [Buddha’s] scriptures through the ways described earlier—are extensive in the context of the Perfection Vehicle. However, the scholars who made commentaries on the texts of Secret Mantra and those persons who attained [tantric] adepthood do not have a third way of delineating the meaning of suchness other than in accordance with either of those two. Hence, you should recognize that these modes [of differentiating the interpretable and the definitive] are paths for delineating suchness for all of [Buddha’s] scriptures, Sūtra and Mantra. Consequently, the pursuit of suchness without relying on the great chariot-ways of these two modes [of differentiating the interpretable and the definitive by Nāgārjuna and Asaṅga] is like a guideless blind person’s rushing in a direction of fright.

It can be understood from this statement by the author himself that the title, The Essence of Eloquence, indicates that the text presents emptiness (the essence) of all of Buddha’s teachings (called “eloquence”) in both Sūtra and Mantra. In this vein, A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso,9 a late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century clarifier of Gung-tang’s commentary, speaks of The Essence of Eloquence as “a treatise clearly teaching suchness, the essence of the Sūtra and Mantra teachings.”

Issue #3: What else could the title mean?

That is Gung-tang’s and A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso’s cogent explanation of Dzong-ka-ba’s title. Many other scholars do not address the topic directly, but the textbook by Jam-ȳang-shay-ba, which both Gung-tang and A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso are ostensibly following, indirectly offers another possibility.

Jam-ȳang-shay-ba’s text, the brief title of which is Great Exposition of the Interpretable and the Definitive,10 was adopted as a textbook in the Go-mang College of Dre-bung Monastic University, after Jam-ȳang-shay-ba’s tenure for nine years as abbot of Go-mang and his return to the northeastern province of Tibet, Am-do (put in Gansu Province by the Chinese communist government). There, at La-brang, he founded what is now the largest monastic university in Tibet, called Dra-shi-kyil, which also uses Jam-ȳang-shay-ba’s textbooks.i

At the beginning of his commentary, Jam-ȳang-shay-ba suggests that the differentiation of what requires interpretation and what is definitive among Buddha’s scriptures is the essence to which Dzong-ka-ba’s title refers. Speaking about that text, he says:11

By way of [treating] difficult points, I will explain this great treatise bestowing—on those endowed with intelligence—independent analytical understanding concerning the meaning of the thought of all [of the Buddha’s] scriptures through differentiating which require interpretation and which are definitive among all of the Conqueror’s scriptures, [this being] the essence of all eloquence.

It is clear that Jam-ȳang-shay-ba, like his followers Gung-tang and A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso, identifies “eloquence” as all of Buddha’s scriptures, but he seems to be saying that the essence of those teachings is the differentiation of what requires interpretation and what is definitive, not emptiness itself.

In a similar vein, regarding the “topic” that Dzong-ka-ba says in his promise of composition he has understood but others have not, Jay-dzün Chö-ḡyi-gyel-tsen12 identifies it as “the features of the various modes—of differentiating the interpretable and the definitive with respect to the three wheels [of doctrine]—in the systems of the two great chariots,” that is, in the Mind-Only School and the Middle Way School founded by Asaṅga and Nāgārjuna respectively. Thus, for Jay-dzün Chö-ḡyi-gyel-tsen, the many features of the differentiation of the interpretable and the definitive according to these systems, rather than emptiness itself, is the topic that Dzong-ka-ba realized.

It therefore seems that for him also this is the “essence” of all of Shākyamuni Buddha’s teachings, rather than emptiness itself. Despite the seeming difference, I imagine that Jam-ȳang-shay-ba’s commentators, Gung-tang and A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso, could reasonably hold that there is no conflict, since the very meaning of differentiating the interpretable and the definitive is to determine what from among Buddha’s teachings present actual reality and what are taught merely for a temporary purpose—the actual reality being emptiness.

Another possibility, not mentioned by these scholars, is that the title refers to the eloquence of Dzong-ka-ba’s own text through identifying it as having an essence of eloquence, in which case the title could be translated as Essence of Eloquence (meaning “that which has an essence of eloquence”) rather than The Essence of Eloquence. Indeed, that is the meaning that this frequently used title has in most cases, the convention being to laud one’s own work in its title, much as is done on book jackets in the United States. Still, this is not the reading of Dzong-ka-ba’s title by any of the commentators who address the issue either directly—Gung-tang, A-ku Lo-drö-gya-tso, Dra-di Ge-shay Rin-chen-dön-drup, and Jo-ni Paṇḍita—or indirectly—such as Jay-dzün Chö-ḡyi-gyel-tsen and Jam-ȳang-shay-ba. Therefore, I have been careful to avoid referring to the book merely as Essence of Eloquence and, instead, use The Essence of Eloquence.

Promise of Composition and Exhortation to Listen

Dzong-ka-ba (Emptiness in Mind-Only, 68) says:

Many who had much hearing of the great texts,

Who worked with much weariness also at the path of reasoning,

And who were not low in accumulation of the good qualities of clear realization

Worked hard at but did not realize this topic which,

Having perceived it well through the kindness of the smooth protector and guru [Mañjushrī],

I will explain with an attitude of great mercy.

Listen intently, O you who wish to be unmatched proponents [of doctrine]

With discriminating analysis realizing the suchness of the teaching.

Issue #4: Who are those the author indicates he surpassed?

Gung-tang reports that some commentators identify individually the referents of various persons whom Dzong-ka-ba mentions in those two stanzas:

1.Those “who had much hearing of the great texts” are the Translator Ngok Lo-den-Shay-rap,j Sa-ḡya Paṇḍita Ḡün-ga-gyel-tsen,k the great Sa-ḡya scholar Bu-dön Rin-chen-drup,l and so forth

2.Those “who worked with much weariness also at the path of reasoning” are Cha-ba Chö-ḡyi-seng-gaym and his eight students with the name Seng-gayn

3.“Those who were not low in accumulation of the good qualities of clear realization” are the Omniscient Döl-bo-ba Shay-rap-gyel-tseno (the chief promulgator of the Jo-nang-ba order), and so forth.

Dzong-ka-ba’s main Sa-ḡya teacher, Ren-da-wa Shön-nu-lo-drö, is not mentioned by name, despite the fact that Dzong-ka-ba’s commentary on Chandrakīrti’s Supplement to (Nāgārjuna’s) “Treatise on the Middle,” for instance, contradicts a host of Ren-da-wa’s opinions in his commentary on the same text.

Whether or not these are Dzong-ka-ba’s particular referents, he is indicating that he realized a profound topic that his predecessors had not, thereby making the type of claim to new understanding that can serve to form a new sect.p Also, his obeisance in The Essence of Eloquence to eleven Indian masters and lack of obeisance to Tibetan teachers suggest that he views his lineage as, in a sense, in a “direct” line from India, by-passing earlier Tibetans, even though he occasionally does refer to his teachers and so forth in other texts.

Gung-tang accepts these identifications but avers that the three clauses also may be taken more fittingly and with more import as applying to all of those scholars in general.13 Taken that way, the above lines indicate:14

Those excellent beings each possessed many qualities of clear realization of the vast path of compassionate activities; they each engaged in vast hearing of and thinking on the great texts of Sūtra and Mantra in addition to having highly developed intelligence attained from birth [due to high development in past lives]. In particular, each of them, wishing to investigate the essential points of the view of emptiness, worked hard at the path of reasoning without any sense of fatigue. However, they were not able to realize the meaning of suchness, which Dzong-ka-ba, upon engaging in purification of obstructions and accumulation of merit through very strenuous asceticism and upon analyzing the meaning of the texts, found through the kindness of the Protector Mañjushrī’s taking care of him as his student.

According to Gung-tang, these points indicate that Dzong-ka-ba possessed all the prerequisites for composing this treatise, The Essence of Eloquence, by:

•having the quintessential instructions of earlier masters in that he not only was in an uninterrupted lineage from Buddha through many excellent beings but also was under the tutelage of the deity Mañjushrī

•and having inner wisdom realizing their meaning, since he had the fully developed wisdom realizing without error the thought of the scriptures.

Dzong-ka-ba’s reference to the “kindness” of Mañjushrī implicitly indicates that he did not have the capacity alone to realize such and thus is an assumption of humility. His compassionate attitude (indicated by “I will explain with an attitude of great mercy”) and the importance of composing the treatise (since there is nothing exceeding this technique for leading trainees to the definite goodnessq of liberation) also establish the suitability of composing the text.

It might seem out of place for Gung-tang to repeat an identification of those to whom Dzong-ka-ba is referring since, as Gung-tang himself says,15 Dzong-ka-ba often does not mention by name those whom he refutes out of a wish that their teachings about the vast paths of compassionate activities not fade. Identification of those scholars by his followers would seem to defeat his purpose, as perhaps does my repeating them here. Dzong-ka-ba’s followers are interested, however, in finding the meaning of his text, and to do so, it is necessary to establish its historical context—the opinions he is criticizing. Also, the identification of these scholars who, from his viewpoint, did not realize (or at least explicate) properly the view of emptiness also serves sectarian goals of solidifying the difference, the uniqueness, of one’s own sect. (My own purpose is different. I consider that it is important to stress Dzong-ka-ba’s claims to exclusivity not only to report the tradition accurately but also to call attention to Ge-luk-bas’ oft-repeated claim that in their estimation Dzong-ka-ba’s presentation of the view of emptiness is both different and superior. Though the claim may find its sole source in a
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