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THE OUTER WHEEL OF TIME:
VAJRAYANA BUDDHIST COSMOLOGY IN THE KALACAKRA TANTRA
John Ronald Newman

Under the supervision of Professor Geshe Sopa

The K3lacakra (Wheel of Time) tantra is a system of
Vajrayana Buddhist mysticism that developed in India
during the 11th century. Like all forms of Vajrayzna
Buddhism, the K3lacakra utilizes theurgy as a path of
soteriological apotheocsis. The basic concept underlying
the K3lacakra system is the ancient idea of the identity
of the macrocosm (the universe) and the microcesm (the
soul). Cosmos and soul form an integrated entity that
serves as the basis for the soteriology of the Kalacakra
yoga. Thus the entire subject matter of the Kalacakra
tantra is presented under five categories: cosmos, soul,
initiation, practice, and gnosis. The Kdlacakra is also
described in terms of three Kdlacakras: the Outer, Inner,
and Other K3lacakras. The Outer K3lacakra is the cosmos;
the Inner Kalacakra is the soul; and the Other Kalacakra
is the path of apotheosis consisting of initiation,
practice, and gnosis.

This dissertation focuses on the Outer Kalacakra. It

consists of two parts, an introduction and a translation.
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Part I contains nine chapters: the general characteristics
of tantra, unigque features of Buddhist tantra, the
Vajrayana's place within Buddhism, methodology in the
study of Vajrayana Buddhism, chronological problems in the
study of Vajrayana Buddhism, the history of the Kalacakra
in India, a survey of the Kalacakra tantra, an analvsis of
the translation, and a bibliographical survey of previous
study of the Kalacakra. Part II consists of a translation

from the Sanskrit and Tibetan of S$rI K3lacakra I.1-27,

128-170 and Vimalaprabha 1.1.1-9.27, 10.128-148. The éri

K3alacakra (together with its commentary the Vimalaprabhd)

is a massive esoteric encyclopedia. Cosmology is the
principal topic treated in the translation, but a number
of other subjects are also dealt with at greater or lesser
length - theology, soteriology, mythology, hermeneutics,
ontology, chronology, armaments, and eschatology - to
mention a few.

The K3lacakra represents the culmination and final
synthesis of Indian Vajrayana Buddhism. Its syncretic
approach to the path to enlightenment make its literature
a treasure trove of philosophical, historical, and
philological information. Thie dissertation makes a
substantial portion of this information easily accessible
to interested schoiars, and serves as a prolegomenon for

further study of the Kalacakra tantra.
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TAN NASTI YAN NODITAM ADIBUDDHE

That which is not stated in the Adibuddha does not exist.

Gunabharan; 4b/2



Introduction

The K3lacakra is a system of Vajrayana Buddhist
mysticism. Because it is Buddhist, it is primarily a
soteriology - a means for an individual to obtain
salvation from the undesirable vicissitudes of life. Like
Vajrayana Buddhism in general, the K3lacakra is mystical
and gnostic. Through the practice of esoteric tantric
rites, the practitioner of the K3lacakra seeks a special
gnosis that is able to effect his transfornation into an
enlightened being, a Buddha.

The Sanskrit word kZlacakra literally means "the
wheel (cakra) of time (k&la)"; by extension it means a
given revolution of time, = cycle.1 In the Kalacakra
system this meaning is sublimated and used as a metaphor
for gnosis:

kélo 'k§arasukhajﬁ§nam upayah kgrugétmakab/
jneyakaram jagac cakram Sriprajfia stnyatatmika//

Time is the gnosis of unchanging bliss - the method
consisting of compassion. The Wheel is the world in
the aspect of an object of knowledge - the splendid
wisdom consisting of emptiness.//

(Vimalaprabha I.1.99)

1 por other applications of the term k3lacakra see
Ahirbudhnyasamhita 33.9; Tantrarajatantra 28.5, 10, 19.
In both of these texts kalacakra represents the entire
univers= c¢f temporal existence, In the former text "the
wheel of time" is an epithet of Visnu's discus Sudars$ana.




Likewise:

karunasunyatamurtlh kalah samvrtlruplnl/
Sunyata cakram ity uktam kilacakro 'dvayo matah//

The image of compassion and emptiness, Time possesses
phenomenal form. Emptiness is called "the Wheel.
The Kalacakra is accepted as nondual.//

(Vimalaprabha I.1.75)

In other words, the Kilacakra is a nondual gnosis, a mind
characterized by unchanging bliss realizing the emptiness
of all phenomena.

in the Kialacakra tantra the term kKalacakra refers to
a number of things: the universe as it is perceived by
ordinary beings and by Buddhas, the path process explained
in the K3alacakra tantra, and the state of Buddhahood
produced by that path. This introduction is intended to
provide the reader with a context within which he can
approach the Vajrayana in general, and the specific world

view portrayed in the §ri Kalacakra and the Vimalaprabha.

Chapter 1 describes the general characteristics of
tantra. Chapter 2 presents some of the features that
distinguish Buddhist tantra - the Vajrayana - from Indian
tantra as a whole. Chapter 4 considers methodological
issues in the study of Vajrayana Buddhism. Chapter 5
examines problems encountered in dating the texts and
masters of the Vajrayana. Chapter 6 presents the history
of the K3lacakra tradition in India. Chapter 7 surveys

the entire Kalacakra systemn. Chapter 8 provides a
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synopsis of the contents of the translation given in Part

II. Finally, Chapter ¢ presents a bibliographical survey

of previous study of the K3lacakra.



Chapter 1: Tantra

Tantra is a pan-Indian phenomenon. From the middle
of the first millennium of our era onwards, all three of
the major Indian religious traditions - Buddhisnm,
Hinduism, and Jainism - developed tantric modes of
religious practice, and tantra spread throughout the
Indian subcontinent. ! sanskrit dictionaries give more
than thirty meanings for the word tantra, but the sense
closest to what we are concerned with is "a religious
treatise teaching magical and mystical formularies for the
worship of the deities or the attainment of superhuman
power."2 In fact, this definition is too narrow, because
tantra refers primarily *o certain systems cf mysticism
and not merely to the texts that teach them.

Tantra encompasses a diverse body of beliefs and
practices ranging from mundane magic to the most subtle

metaphysics. This diversity makes tantra particularly

1 por the most recent research on Hindu tantra see:
Goudriaan (1981), and Gupta {1279). I am not aware of any
studies of Jaina tantra, and only know of its existence
from conversations with scholars of Jainism.

2 Apte 759. "Tantra” in this sense has entered
English as a loanword from Sanskrit. This and other
sanskrit loanwords in English - e.g., Buddha, Dharma,
Sangha, vajra, mantra, mandala, yoga, yogi, bodhisattva,
stupa, sutra - are treated as English words and are not

italicized or given diacritics in this thesis.
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difficult to define. Louis de la Vallée Poussin states
the prcoblem as follows:
Tantrism, properly so calied, bears a twofold
character; on the one hand, it is a systematization
of the vulgar magical rites and it has existed under
this form for many centuries in India and in Buddhism
itself, together with its fermulas and its pantheon;
on the other hand, it is a 'theurgy,' a highly
developed mysticism styled Vajrayana; under this form
Tantrism is an innovation in Buddhism (de la Vallée
Poussin 1921:195}.

For the purpose of this introduction we will define tantra

as 'theurgy utilized as a path of soteriological

apotheosis.'3

All tantric traditions, whether Buddhist or Hindu,
agree that the practice of tantra begins with the guru. A
verse cited in the Gunabhara i expresses the Buddhist
tantric attitude towards the guru:

gurur buddho gurur dharmo guruh samghas tathaiva ca/
gurur vajradharah $riman gurur evitra karanam//

The guru is the Buddha, the guru is the Dharma, and
the guru is the Sangha as well. The guru is splendid
Vajradhara, and the guru is the fundamental cause
here as well.

The guru is the fundamental cause of the practitioner's

spirituval development. As a teacher he embodies the

3 Here I follow Elvin W. Jones in taking apotheosis
"in its simple literal sense of transformation or
metamorphosis from a human into a divine being" (Sopa
1985:154 [n. 21]).

4  Gunpabharani 3a/2-3.
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doctrines that enable the disciple to gain liberation from
samsara.

The guru serves as the door for the yogi to enter
into the practice of tantra. One can independently study
the texts of the tantras and their commentaries, but
without a guru's oral instruction and exemplification of
the tantric experience, the books remain mere wWoras om &
page, and the knowledge gained from reading them will most
likely be an obstacle to progress on the tantric path.
Indeed, once a disciple has accepted the authority of a
guru, the guru's instructions supercede everything else,
including the textual tradition.

The first step on the tantric path is the yogi's
selection of a guru. This stage of the path is perhaps
the most dangerous because, we are told, false gurus
abound, and their instructions lead one to hell.
Likewise, it is up to the guru to be certain of the
sincerity and aptitude of the student - the guru is
responsible for the misdeeds of his disciples. Thus, it
is very important that the would-be practitioner and the
guru properly examine each other before entering into a
formal guru~disciple relationship.

Once the disciple has selected a guru, and the guru
has accepted the disciple as a student, the education of

the disciple begins. The first truly tantric element in



this process is the guru's initiation of the disciple. In

the Hindu context this is usually referred to as d§k§§,
whereas Buddhists most often call it abhiseka. Both of
these terms refer to the same thing, and can be translated
as "initiation."

A tantric initiation is a ritual induction of the
disciple into a tantric family.® Within the family the
guru is the father or mother, and the disciples are
brothers and sisters. This family, or cult, prbvides a
social environment for the disciple's spiritual
advancement.

Another aspect of tantric initiation is that it
consecrates the disciple. In the Buddhist tantras many
elements of the initiation rituals are explicitly modeled
on the ancient rites of the r3ajasiya, the royal
consecration (cf. Snellgrove 1959b). Just as the royal
consecration empowers the crown prince to attain the
status of king, the tantric initiation empowers the
disciple to attain the state of the tantric deity.

This identification of the disciple with the deity

(i.e., the guru as the deity) is the most important

8 kula; rigs. Kula is an important term in both
Hindu and Buddhist tantra - it is in effect the name of
the entire $3kta tradition of Hindu tantra. Goudriaan
(1981:18) thinks this might be a borrowing from Buddhist
sources,
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function of a tantric initiation. During the initiation
process the guru first identifies himself with the
disciple's particular chosen deity (i§§adevat§; 'dod pa'i
lha). Then, gradually, he introduces the disciple to the
deity's abode (mandala in Buddhism; yantrs in Hinduism),
his divine form, speech {mantra), and mind (gnosis).
Finally, the guru ritually transforms the disciple into
the deity. He does +this by conferring on the disciple
emblems or symbolic clothing, by placing seed syliables
(gijg) on the energy centers of the disciple's body, by
teaching the disciple the sacred speech (mantra) of the
deity, and by bestowing on the disciple an experience of
the deity's gnosis.

Initiation introduces the disciple to the tantric
path, and is a necessary prerequisite. During the
initiation ceremony the guru ritually generates an
experience of the divine within the disciple, and plants
seeds for his eventual complete development of
enlightenment. However, it is incumbent upon the disciple
to practice the mysteries revealed in the initiation rites
and to develop his own realization of their meaning.
Throughout this process the guru gives the disciple a
graded course of practices and checks on his progress.

Tantric practice is called s3adhana, and the

foundation of practice is discipline. Either prior to or






