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Ivette Maria Vargas
Falling to Pieces, Emerging Whole:
Suffering Illness and Healing Renunciation
in the Dge slong ma Dpal mo Tradition
Thesis Advisor: Professor Leonard W. ]J. van der Kuijp
ABSTRACT

How do we make sense of suffering and illness? How can renunciation be
understood in the midst of illness in the Tibetan Buddhist context? This thesis argues
that according to the hagiographies and ritual texts of the Nun Palmo tradition, written
and compiled by the lineage-holders of the practices of a tenth or early eleventh century
Kashmirian or Indian Buddhist nun who contracted leprosy, and the canonical texts
attributed to her, struggle is necessary for liberation. Struggle in the form of illness
results in renunciation and recohceptualization of worldly identity, setting a course
- (through a fasting ascetic-devotional practice) of a healing and teaching within the
world associated with the bodhisattva AvalokiteSvara. Findings from ethnographic
work in Nepal and Tibet and works by Simone Weil, Ariel Glucklick, David Bakan, and
others supplement textual analyses.

The Introduction discusses how the texts are a source of understanding some of
the patterns of doctrinal concerns and practices, especially in terms of illness, ritual, and
gender, throughout the late eleventh century to the present day. Chapter One discusses
the possible identity of Nun Palmo, the historiographic value vof the texts, and provides a
synopsis of the hagiographies. Chapter Two examines the language of illness in the
texts. Illness was a religious experience and a metaphorical tool in order to transmit
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Buddhist teachings about impermanance and renunciation. Leprosy revealed its
karmatic etiology, the sexual connotation of the condition, the connection between the
body and societal ideas of purity, gender biases, and perhaps pre-Buddhist concerns
about “demons.” Through fragmentation, leprosy violated several boundaries with its
excrescences, its de-genderizing, and de-humanizing effects and yet, in the texts, it was
a step forward in the direction of purification and redemption. It acted as a catalyst for
transformation of old ways of thinking and being, a deconstruction of the conception of
a permanent self and attachment to samsara.

Chapter Three examines the structure of the rituals in the texts and
contemporary practices in Nepal and Tibet. Chaipter Four discusses the goal of the texts
as aversion (nges ‘byung) or renunciation, an ascetic process. Asceticism is one of both
denial (of old ways of thinking) and affirmation (re-embodiment). The re-embodiment
of Nun Palmo (shedding her 1epr6sy) as a bodhisattva and other figures also reinforces a
positive view of the female body, an idea valued in modern practices in Nepal and Tibet
with the majority of Tibetan women performing and organizing this ritual, and retelling
her story. Hymns of praise and visualizations directed to Avalokite$vara draw attention
to the process of transformation, healing, and compassion.

On the whole, rituals and the experience of illness act together to complete the
process of transformation. When transformation and the stigma that results are so
graphic and extreme, does illness become a medicine. Reminiscent of tantric ideas of

transformation, poison is transformed into a nectar.
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INTRODUCTION

We live with a body and in a world that eventually falls apart, that disintegrates
over time. We struggle to prolong our lives, maintain a facade of youthfulness,
renovate our surroundings, and cling to our identities and materiality for as long as we
can until we are sfruck with the reality of impermanence and a perceived lack of
agency. Illness, for example, in its devastating phases, has a way of shaking our
realities; its brutal strike on the body and mind and the stigma that follows can often
be worse than the final throes of death itself. Tt is a slow dying wrapped with
preconceptions and reconfigurations of thought caught in a timeless warp despite the
predictions of physicians and gurus. Illness is often an odyssey of multiple dimensions
leading to devastating hopelessness, profound enlightenment, or something in-
between. Meaning from this experience may derive from our cultural and religious
backgrounds and from personal philosophy. We may respond with conviction or
discover.our weaknesses in the presence of something more powerful than we are;
such times are moments of realization of mortality and of the consequences of our
actions, the moment of revelation into the meaning of ife (and death), the realization
of our spiritual powers, and our first encounter or seeking of the divine. And if
religion is essentially about what it means to be human, then suffering such as this is
its foundational element: that which challenges and molds us when least expected,
what tests our very essence of being.

Throughout my academic studies, I was always intrigued by the struggles of

female renunciates and was drawn to the lives of Buddhist, Hindu, Christian, and
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