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PADMA DKAR-PO ON TANTRA AS GROUND,
PATH AND GOAL*

Michael M. Broido
[.1 Introduction

The locus classicus for Tibetan discussion of the word “tantra” is
Guhyasama3jatantra XVIII.33-34.' The verses run:

prabandham tantram akhyatam tat prabandham tridha bhavet /
adharah prakrtiécaiva asamhiarya prabhedatah //33//
prakrtiscakrterhetur asamharyaphalam tatha /
adharastatupayaéca tribhistantrarthasangrahah //34//

These verses say that tantra (rgyud) is continuity (prabandha;
Tibetan usually rgyun-chags, but see notes 17, 23). This continuity is three-
fold (tridh@, rnam-pa-gsum); it has three aspects (akrti, rnam-pa; cf.
akara), described by two alternative sets of terms, thus:

its nature (prakrti, rang-bzhin) is cause (hetu, rgyu);

its foundation (adhara, gzhi) is means (upaya, thabs);

it is inalienable (asamharya, mi-'phrog-pa): its effect or goal
(phala. 'bras-bu).

Tibetans often call these simply “the three tantras” (rgyud gsum) and iden-
tify them with the ground, path and goal mentioned in my title (gzhi, lam,
‘bras-bu). This paper, Part I, is about Padma Dkar-po’s view of this con-
nection in general, while Part Il will review the application of these notions
of ground, path and goal and their connection to “integration”
(yuganaddha, zung-'jug).

Both in India and Tibet the most common way to expose one’s doctrine
on any subject was to comment on an authoritative earlier work. (This fact
alone accounts for the importance of hermeneutics—the theory of interpre-
tation of texts—in these cultures.) Of course the process of commentary
has to begin somewhere, and the word $astra (bstan-bcos) was used espe-
cially of those independent texts? which were not commentaries on older

*  This is the first of two papers which will appear in successive issues of this Jour-
nal; the second will be called “Integration (Yuganaddha, zung-'jug).” In the present
paper, references to “Part II” will be to this second paper.
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texts. Not any (independent) text (abhidhana, rjod-byed) can count as a
sastra; there must be at least a content (abhidheya, brjod-bya), a specific
purpose (prayojana, dgos-pa), a more general or distant purpose
(prayojana-prayojana, dgos-pa'i dgos-pa or nying-dgos)
and a connection between all of these (sambandha, 'brel-ba). The Buddhist
tantras were considered to be $astras in this precise sense, and in the intro-
ductions to important commentaries such as the Vimalaprabha (on
Kalacakra) or the Vajragarbhatika (on Hevajra), we find these five items?
listed and their application to the work under discussion specified. The
tantras also pose special problems of interpretation (especially the Guhya-
samdja, which hardly mentions the completion stage) and so a special liter-
ature grew up on the hermeneutics of the tantras, and was known in Tibet
as “methods of explanation (of the tantras)”, (rgyud-kyi) bshad-thabs.*
Perhaps one of the reasons for the weakness of Western attempts to set out
what is to be understood by “tantra” is the almost complete neglect of such
Indian and Tibetan ideas on interpretation.s

As its title suggests, this article does not offer an historical account of the
development of the basic ideas of tantra (I believe that we are not yet in a
position to undertake such an account). However Padma Dkar-po’s views
on interpretation are not always explicit, and to see what is going on we
will quote and briefly review some other Tibetan comments on these fun-
damental verses of Guhyasamajatantra.

Within the field of bshad-thabs (methods of explanation), Sa-skya-pa
Bsod-nams Rtse-mo (1142-82) was one who drew carefully the distinction
between explanation of the words (tshig, rjod-byed) and of the content
(don, brjod-bya). With regard to the first, the principal methods of the Sa-
skya school are drawn from the “six instructions” (gdams ngag drug®);
with regard to the second, though the six instructions remain important,
the three tantras are the main method.” He divides the three tantras into the
method itself? and its application to the analysis of the tantras.® Under the
method itself he first quotes the two Guhyasamaja verses and then says (I
summarize quite crudely) that tantra as cause is the teaching which shows
sentient beings what nirvana is like by pointing out to them the nature of
the skandhas, dhatus and ayatanas and of their own body, speech and
mind. Tantra as means includes abhiseKa as the path of ripening, and the
stages of generation and completion as the path of freedom. Tantra as ef-
fect or goal includes the samadhi of understanding (rtogs-pa'i
ting-nge-'dzin) through which the buddhakaya and buddhajiiana become
manifest. His application to the analysis of the tantras contains the remark
that when one uses the “three tantras” the content of the text is to be de-
scribed so that it can be internalized and realized (see note 7), in contrast
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with the tshig-don and yi-ge'i don methods of the “six instructions” which
deal with the words. Sgam-po-pa Bkra-shis Rnam-rgyal (1512-87) similarly
deals with the “three tantras” under bshad-thabs and applies them to the
content, though in the “outer” style of analysis (spyi'i rnam-bzhag).*°

Near the beginning of his Sgron-gsal mchan-'grel on the
Pradipoddyotana, Tsong-kha-pa quotes the same GST verses and com-
ments: !

The literal meaning (sgra-don) of tantra is continuity. In the verse, “na-
ture” means the nature of the jewel-like adept (sgrub-pa-po, sadhaka);
this is tantra as cause. “Foundation” means tantra as means, the four-part
seva-sadhana'? in two stages. The goal is to enter the unlocalized nirvana
as Vajradhara®® or as the yuganaddhakaya, these being inalienable. This
is Naropa's explanation of the threefold division of tantra itself,’* while
Ratnakarasanti and Abhayakaragupta explain causal tantra as the
dharmata of mind.

He calls all this the content (brjod-bya) of the tantra®® which by implication

is contrasted with the following explanation of the text by means of the

“seven ornaments’.!®

Though continuity (prabandha,” twice) is conspicuous in the GST
verse, the texts so far quoted are equally conspicuous in their failure to say
what it is. (Why is it continuity which is threefold, &c.?). Bu-ston Rin-
chen-grub (1290-1364) gives a slightly longer account in which continuity is
more prominent. After quoting the verses he says:'®

According to these verses the word ‘tantra’ thus introduced means ‘much
connected, bound, continuous.'*® This is three: tantra as cause, as means,
and as effect or goal.

He then gives two explanations, each involving all three aspects; it seems
that the first explanation is mainly from the viewpoint of continuity as the
ground while the second is mainly from the viewpoint of the path.

First, the Vajrasekhara says:?° ‘Tantra is said to be continuous, and
samsara is assigned to tantra.” This is the aspect of the man of samsara
('khor-ba-pa). By ‘nature’ the verse means that the nature of things (gnas-
lugs?") is from the beginning that of the radiant light and that it abides
continually and eternally, and this is tantra. Since however mind is also
by nature radiant light from the beginning, when it is covered by obscur-
ing defilements which do not really exist, one speaks of samsara. Now,
the stage where there are no obscurations at all is that of the buddha.
Since it is the cause of lacking obscurations it is tantra as cause. The
means by which one is freed from obscurations is tantra as means. The ul-
timate of renunciation and understanding in which there is no
obscuration at all is tantra as goal or effect. [Here two illustrating quota-
tions are omitted.] Secondly, the main part of tantra as means is the
stage of completion, whose preliminaries are the stage of generation,
abhiseka, and their helpers, the vows and commitments. These are called
































































