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INTRODUCTION

This dissertation traces the life of a single text, the Sutra of the Gathered Intentions
(Skt. Samaja vidya sittra, Tib. Dgongs pa 'dus pa’i mdo), from its late ninth century
origin to the present day. The Sittra (as it will be referred to here) is the
fundamental “root tantra” (rtsa rgyud) of the anuyoga class of teachings belonging
to the Rnying-ma (“Ancient”) school of Tibetan Buddhism. The odyssey of this
text offers unique insights into the history of the Rnying-ma school, insights that
are often at odds with its standard presentations in traditional and western
literature. Indeed, the Sutra and its legacy reveal facets of the school that have
been consistently ignored by scholars of Tibetan religion.

The Sutra’s story is divided into seven chapters that proceed
chronologically. In an attempt to position the Sutra within a broader religio-
political environment, each chapter opens with an introduction to the pertinent
period, before proceeding to examine how those wider issues were reflected in
changing uses of the Sitra . Thus the dissertation shows how the Sitra was
manipulated in seven distinct ways for seven historically relevant purposes.
Such an approach leaves one with the picture of a system in constant negotiation

with the events of Tibetan history. Each chapter presents an encounter, and



often a confrontation, between the root text—in this case, the words of the Siutra
itself—and the latest commentary or ritual manual written for it. Each new
author undertakes his next text because he perceives an unsettling gap between
the Sutra and the tradition of his day. The relationship between certain enduring
structures of Tibetan religion and the changing conditions of history is therefore
a central theme in this study: Which parts of a given tradition do Tibetans
consider fixed and which parts are available for adaptation to present-day needs
and conditions? At certain points in its history, the very canonicity of the text is
thrown into question. As the Sutra moves into each new phase in its history,
does it remain the same text? Or has it in some way died out, become obsolete?
This question is raised in each chapter, as the Sitra is reborn again and again,
taking new form, generation after generation, amid the dominant paradigms of
the Tibetan Buddhism: as myth, as doctrine, as ritual, as lineage, as institution,

as festival.

I. Summary of contents

All Tibetan canonical works, whether sttras or tantras, are supposed to have
been translated from Sanskrit (or at least Prakrit) originals. The Sitra, however,
is a rare exception. It claims to have been translated into Tibetan from Bru-sha-
skad, the linguistically exotic language of Burushaski, spoken today only in one

remote valley in Kashmir. Given the internal evidence of the Sitra, there may be



some limited truth to this claim, but the bulk of the work appears to have been
composed directly in Tibetan.! This composition seems to have occurred around
the second half of the ninth century, in the midst of the so-called “dark period”
of Tibetan Buddhism.? In traditional Tibetan historical materials, this period of
100-150 years, which separated the early spread (snga dar) of Buddhism into Tibet
from the later spread (phyi dar), was a time of degeneration for Tibetan
Buddhism.

The original purpose of the Siitra seems to have been to provide Tibetans
with a comprehensive system for organizing all the Buddhist teachings that had
arrived in Tibet. It wove together the day’s most popular myths, doxographical
schemes, rituals, and doctrines into a single, elaborate structure. This system is
examined in Chapter One of the present work. The chapter opens with a brief
review of tantra’s development in India and in early Tibet, and then turns to
examine some of the strategies used by the Siitra in building its tantric system.
One of the most important of these strategies was the nine vehicles (theg pa dgu)
scheme that classified all Buddhist teachings within a doxographical hierarchy.
The Satra’s empowerment ceremony, whereby one was ritually inducted into the
system and its mandala, could then be used to grant initiation into any one of

these levels of the teachings, or all levels at once. The mandala palace had nine

! A more detailed presentation of the evidence on this point can be found in Appendix One.

2On dating the Stra, see again Appendix One.



stories, one for each vehicle, with places for all the deities from the other tantric
systems. The Siitra also developed new tantric doctrines that echoed those
already common in the Buddhist sttras and agamas. Chapter One places
particular emphasis on the Siutra’s use of tantric myths, for these came to be
especially influential in later Tibetan Buddhist traditions. In addition to the Sutra
itself, this first chapter bases its conclusions on the great commentary by Gnubs-
chen Sangs-rgyas Ye-shes (b. 844), entitled the Mun pa’i go cha, or “Armor Against
Darkness.”

In the eleventh century, this system came under attack from Tibetans who
claimed the Sutra was apocryphal, and therefore not a legitimate source of true
Buddhism. While many then renounced it, some tied their reputations to the
work, and in the twelfth century Dam-pa Bde-gshegs (1122-1192), the founder of
Kah-thog monastery, recast the Sitra as the basis for the curriculum at his new
monastic college. Chapter Two, “Codification,” centers on the Sitra-related
materials by Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, setting these works within the wider historical |
background of the eleventh through thirteenth centuries. This was a period of
intense competition between the various Buddhist communities emerging at that
time. Each group, in order to ensure its survival, sought to codify and gain
exclusive control over its own set of teachings; pressures such as these were

behind the very creation of the “Rnying-ma school.” The latter was a banner that




brought together all those who continued to tie their fortunes to the figures and
events of the early imperial period of Tibetan history.

One especially powerful group that fell under this banner was the Zur
clan of central Tibet, who staked their reputations on the Sutra. Over the next
two centuries, this family used the Sutra’s system as the basis for their spiritual
patrimony, which dated back to the early period of Tibetan Buddhism (pre-tenth
century). They codified the work as a core part of a larger set of teachings that
they termed the “ancient Spoken Teachings” (rnying ma bka’ ma). These Spoken
Teachings were juxtaposed to the new Gsar-ma teachings still arriving from
India, but also to another kind of purportedly older Rnying-ma teachings—the
gter-ma (“treasure”) revelations that were being received from the early masters
in visionary encounters or through physical excavation from hiding places in the
earth.

In the twelfth century, Dam-pa Bde-gshegs traveled from eastern Tibet to
study with the Zurs. With their blessing, he brought their Spoken Teachings
system, with the Siitra at its core, back to his home in Khams. There he founded
the monastery of Kah-thog, and he used the Siitra’s elaborate organizational
system as the basis for his new monastic curriculum. He paid particular
attention to the Sitra’s nine vehicles schema, and, building upon the work of the

earlier Zurs, to smoothing over certain discrepancies between the Sitra and the



other Spoken Teachings tantras. Over the next few centuries, the Kah-thog
tradition would remain closely associated with the Spoken Teachings.

Meanwhile, back in central Tibet, the Siztra’s influence began to wane.
Chapter Three, “Ritual,” traces this decline as it was represented in a series of
ritual manuals for the performance of the Sutra’s empowerment (Skt. abhiseka,
Tib. dbang) ceremony. The empowerment rite is common to almost all tantric
traditions. Itis performed by the tantric guru to initiate the disciple into the
mandala specific to a given teaching system, and by this means the system’s
lineage is sustained as an unbroken line, stretching from the original Buddha to
the present-day disciple. As mentioned above, the Sutra’s empowerment is a
particularly elaborate one that can grant initiation into all nine vehicles. Over the
four centuries following Dam-pa Bde-gshegs, three major empowerment ritual
manuals were composed, each reflecting the declining influence of the Sutra
within the Rnying-ma school.

After the twelfth century, the new revelatory gter-ma teachings continued
to gain in popularity, as the Sutra’s commentaries gradually slipped into
obscurity and its rituals ceased to be practical. Only the Sitra’s central role
within the Spoken Teachings kept it alive, and even then, only in the form of its
empowerment ritual, the minimum requirement for the continuation of the
lineage. By the early fourteenth century, the scattered notes on how to perform

this ritual were no longer enough to ensure the Sutra’s survival, and Glan Bsod-



nams Mgon-po, a close associate of the Zurs, was compelled to compile an
authoritative manual to provide guidance. Around this time, the Sitra began to
be referred to as simply the “Sutra empowerment” (mdo dbang). Over the
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, two more manuals were composed, one in the
Zur family and another at Kah-thog. Each expanded the role of the other Spoken
Teachings systems, effectively reducing the Sittra’s own influence in its
empowerment ceremony.

The tumultuous political events of the seventeenth century brought a
resurgent interest to the work. In 1642, the fifth Dalai Lama gained control of
Tibet and began consolidating the modern Tibetan state (as it was until the
Chinese invasion of 1950). During this period, the Sittra became a kind of pawn
in the politics of the day. With the Dalai Lama’s support, large new Rnying-ma
monasteries began to spring up throughout central and eastern Tibet. The first of
these was Rdo-rje Brag, founded just outside Lhasa in 1632. The power of this
new Rnying-ma monastery grew swiftly, thanks to the combined efforts of the
fifth Dalai Lama, his regent successor, and the second head of Rdo-rje Brag,
Padma ‘Phrin-las (1641-1717). All three figures were politically astute, and they
all recognized the benefits of having the Siitra as a jewel in the crown of Rdo-rje
Brag. To place it there, however, a new third lineage had to be created in order

to wrest control of the Siztra away from Kah-thog and the current inheritors of






