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Foreword by the Venerable
Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche

ABJE KarLu RiNnrocHE's piscIPLE, the dharma practitioner Sarah
Icilardiﬂg, has trained in the Tibetan language and Buddhism to a great
extent. Moreover, she has completed all the practices in a three-year, three-
fortnight retreat. Here, following the enlightened intention of her root lama,
she has translated Machik’s Complete Explanation.

This will be of immense benefit to all those who practice and study the
Dharma in English. Machik Lapkyi Dronma drew her inspiration overall
from the sutras of the Mother Perfection of Wisdom, and, in particular, she
uncovered the hidden meaning of the enlightened intent set forth in the
chapter on evil. She then disclosed the method for working with this in her
profound system of the Sacred Dharma of Chéd, Severance of Evil Object
(dam chos bdud kyi gcod yul). Machik's Complete Explanation is a fine exposi-
tion of both Machik’s life and her esoteric instructions combined into one.
[t has very great blessings and benefits.

[ therefore urge all dharma practitioners to pay great heed to this book.
And I offer thanks to the lotsawa from the bottom of my heart.

Written by Thrangu Tulku, while touring
in California on August s, 2001.
May virtue abound.
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Preface

Genuine, complete awakening that transcends cyclic
existence is the ultimate refuge place of those who want to be free.

MACHIK (CHAPTER 4)

K‘:’;B]E Karu RiNnrocHE gave us this book, known popularly as the
achik Namshe in Tibetan, or Machik’s Complete Explanation, to study
as a support for our practice of Chéd in the first three-year retreat for West-
erners that took place in France from 1976 to 1980. Though he had requested
us not to study texts after the first year in retreat, commentaries on practices
were the exception to that rule. The women of my retreat studied it together,
in between meditation sessions, under the guidance of our benevolent retreat
master, Lama Tenpa. When we had finished, we began the daily practice of
Chod,’ based on these teachings of Machik Lapdrén, a great Tibetan master
of the eleventh and twelfth centuries. It was the last practice to be done at the
end of the day in our individual cells, and we continued with it for the dura-
tion of the retreat. Toward the end of the retreat we practiced together as a
group for one month, using a more extensive version of Chéd known as the
Feast Activity.” These are among my best memories of the retreat. That is not
at all due to what might be misconstrued as a paucity of fond memories of
the limited life of cloistered retreat. On the contrary, the practice of Chéd
stands out even among the rich variety of profound and skillful Vajrayana
practices in Tibetan Buddhism. Whatever one may say about the deep spir-
itual techniques and psychic truths mysteriously at work in tantric practice
can be said all the more of Chod. With a stunning array of visualizations,
song, music, and prayer, it engages every aspect of one’s being and effects a

powerful transformation of the interior landscape. It is far from watching

the breath.
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Some years later, perhaps in 1984, Kalu Rinpoche asked me to translate the
text into English. He even said that he knew someone to sponsor the work.
That sponsorship never materialized, however, and so I worked on the trans-
lation in fleeting moments between other translating and teaching jobs and
raising my two children. By the late eighties I had done only the first few
chapters (with the gracious help of Chagdud Rinpoche) and finally put the
project aside. Now, through the generosity of Eric Colombel and the Tsadra
Foundation, it has finally reached completion. This support has been so for-
tuitous, [ suspect it was part of Rinpoche’s grand plan all along. I am only
sorry that Rinpoche himself and the great Dezhung Rinpoche, with whom
he advised me to work, were not here to help me through the challenges and
to witness the completion of this translation.

Perhaps there are some good consequences of this delay. For one thing, |
hope that both my experience and my translation skills have matured. More
important, there has been a great expansion in the field of Buddhist studies,
and many scholarly works, translations, and instructions by both Tibetan
and Western teachers are now available to the interested reader, so that this
book can find its place within a greater body of informative works. More par-
ticularly, there have been some very helpful studies in Western languages of
the Chéd lineage and of the life of Machik Lapdron.’ Practice texts and com-
mentaries have been translated, and many are in circulation,” as are tran-
scripts from the teachings of learned lamas. There are also some interesting
studies on the place of women in Tibet and on the feminine principle in
Vajrayana, as well as new translations of works about other female saints,” so
that we can form a better picture of where Machik fits into the panoply of
Tibetan saints and yogis. These works are of great help in contextualizing
Machik’s Complete Explanation, and I encourage the reader to consult them.
Even with all these new additions, there are still many areas that need further
research. I therefore hope that this particular translation might be of use to
scholars and practitioners alike. But it is not itself intended as a critical study
or historical research work in any way. The formidable length and nature of
the translated text has deterred me from such extensive scholarly investiga-
tions. I simply present the book as it is and as it has been used by Tibetan
practitioners for many years. Machik’s biography in the first two chapters,
which has already been nicely translated at least three times—by Ani Zimpa
(1975), Tsultrim Allione (1984), and Jéréme Edou (1996)—is included here

not because of faults in those translations but simply for the sake of the
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integrity of the book as a whole. Working through this text and engaging it
so thoroughly has been extremely edifying for me personally, and I hope that
the reader will find it of benefit,

The intent of this book, as indicated by its full title, Clarifying the Mean-
ing of Chid, A Complete Explanation of Casting Out the Body As Food, is pri-
marily an explanation and commentary on the Tibetan Buddhist practice
called Chéd, translated as “cutting” or “severance.” Chéod is a practice
renowned in the popular mind mainly for its graphic visualizations of cut-
ting up one’s body to offer to demons in charnel grounds. The present text
is a commentary rather than a practice liturgy as such, but it is far more than
a mere practice guide (khrid yig). The subject matter is far ranging and at
times seems tangential, so I shall present a short chapter-by-chapter guide to
the contents. Machik Lapdron is said to be the source of all that is contained
in this book, and it is written as if it were recorded from her teachings and
storytelling. But it is in fact a compilation gathered from various sources that
finally took shape in its current form many hundreds of years later. How
much of it is truly the words or even the ideas of the great woman of
eleventh-century Tibet is pure conjecture. As with all transmissions of spir-
itual teachings that trace back to ancient times, we must trust in the integrity

of the lineage.

Chapters 1 and 2 tell of both Machik’s personal life and her spiritual devel-
opment. These were recorded by Namkhai Gyaltsen (b. 1370), the eighth in
the lineage of teachings beginning with Machik. It was no doubt included
with this commentary to provide the practitioner with the inspiration and
confidence in the founder of these teachings by telling the tale of her “mar-
velous life.” The details presented in these first two chapters accord on many
points with other available stories of her life. At the end of chapter 2 there
are appended lists and details of the lineage and teachings. Since many of the
texts mentioned here are not currently available, more clarification in this
area is needed. It is to be hoped that new material will come to light that will
expand this information beyond just a list of titles.

Chapter 3 begins a series of dialogues between Machik and her various
children and disciples, the format that is followed for the rest of the book.
Here she responds to the questions posed by Tényon Samdrup, her son and
spiritual heir.” He is in retreat when suddenly Machik appears out of the sky.

Tényon is astounded at her miraculous arrival and her appearance, and so in
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the first part of this narrative we learn about Machik as she explains to her
son who she really is. Once T6ny6n adjusts to this revelation, he goes on to
ask about the future, particularly about the classic Buddhist prediction of
the degeneration that is to come. Machik gives a succinct but detailed expla-
nation of the future fivefold degeneration: that of religion, beings, life span,
afflictive emotion, and time. She then goes on to answer his questions about
the tradition she has founded, the Chéd of Mahamudra, and why it is so
effective in these degenerate times. Finally, she presents a beautiful explana-
tion of the meaning of mahamudra and the other mudra practices.
Mahamudra is the highest spiritual philosophy, and it is in these teachings
that we see how Chéd is supported by the view of prajaaparamira, the
Mahayana wisdom literature that was Machik’s main inspiration.

Chapter 4 is devoted entirely to an explanation of gods and demons, and
one could even say of evil itself. This is the most fascinating part of the book
and the most essential for understanding Machik’s system as well as Tibetan
Buddhism in general. The questions are posed by Gangpa Muksang,* who
first asks about the four devils, or madras, famous in the Chéd tradition.
(These are reminiscent of, burt distinct from, the four classical maras of
Mahayana Buddhism.) These devils are anything that impedes awakening
into one’s own nature. After a brilliant analysis of the levels of spiritual death,
Machik goes on to describe various kinds of gods and demons. The term
“gods and demons,” or god-demons (/ha ‘dre), designates that which is help-
ful (god) or harmful (demon)—in other words, basic bifurcated thinking, It
you think you don’t believe in gods and demons, consider whether you judge
anything as good or bad, right or wrong. Here we are given a pragmatic blue-
print for what we might call the process of “otherization”—the dualistic con-
cepts that interpret all experience in relation to the perceived help or harm
it does to an unexamined self. Unpacking the process, we can overcome it.
The chapter ends with a description of what that would feel like.

Chapter s is unquestionably the core of the book, for it is here that we find
an actual explanation of the practice of Chéd. This chapter could easily stand
by itself as a complete commentary. Tényon is again the interlocutor, for it
turns out that he doesn’t know the practice as well as he thinks. A dakini tells
him as much in a dream, so back to Mom he goes. But it seems that he has
also forgotten the lesson of his mother’s identity, so she first reminds him in
considerably more detail than previously so that he is unlikely ever to forget.

Then follows a classical commentary divided into seven sections that mirror



Preface 17

the usual sequence of the Chéd practice: (1) engendering the resolve for
enlightenment and calling the guests; (2) meditating on the objects of refuge,
which includes a lovely explanation of the Three Jewels in the outer, inner,
secret, suchness, and intimate dimensions, and training in the four immeas-
urable mind states, as well as invitng the field of accumulation; (3) paying
homage and making offerings; (4) separating mind and body in the practice
of powa ( pho ba) and offering the specific parts of the body as a mandala; (s)
supplicating and bringing down blessings; (6) preparing and offering one’s
body to the guests; (7) and concluding the practice with dedication of merit,
prayer, and dissolution of the visualization.

Although the commentary follows this outline faithfully, there is such
meticulous detail in some sections that the material appears almost tangen-
tial. For instance, in offering the body to spirits, Machik describes the nature
of those whom the Chéd practitioner is trying to help. This includes an
unbelievably detailed description of terrestrial and aquatic spirits that might
stand as an archive of ancient Tibetan customs, fashions, headgear, textiles,
jewelry, horses, saddlery, equipage, amenities, implements, anatomy, and
wildlife. There is also a delightful diversion in the section on ejection of con-
sciousness about a mythic bird of ancient India whose eggs provide the model
for visualizing one’s own consciousness.

Chapter 6 answers the questions of Gyenema, one of the four Gyens,
Machik’s spiritual daughters, who each have the word “ornament™ (rgyan) as
part of their names. These four women are present throughout the dialogues
of the book and are mentioned in chapter 2 as the spiritual heirs of many of
Machik’s teachings. Gyenema is very practical: she asks about the process of
death and dying, human prenatal development, and human physiology,
including the system of energy currents and channels, sometimes called the
subtle or psychophysical body, that traces back to Indian sources. She is given
such a wealth of detail in Machik’s responses that we begin to wonder if we
are reading a medical treatise. It would be a meditational feat of some mag-
nitude to visualize the dissection and preparation of one’s body for offering
to spirits in such surgical detail as described here, and yet that is ostensibly
why it is included. This knowledge of anatomy and healing may have been
due to the influence of one of Machik’s principal teachers, Drapa Ngon-
shechen, who discovered the famous Four Medical Tantras (sman gyi rgyud
bzhi). Indeed, it may be of some interest to students of Tibetan healing arts.
Pathology and demonology are intimately related fields in Tibetan culture,
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and the chapter also includes more information about outer and inner gods
and demons. It concludes with an explanation of mystic seed syllables or
vibrations that are associated with the energy currents, and how to use them
in connection with breathing exercises.

Chapter 7 begins with a list of the ten obligations that a person who wishes
to practice Chod must vow to keep. It seems to be appended here, and does
not follow the format of dialogue. It is followed by another delightful diver-
sion, this one into the particularities of dress style for chidpas (practitioners
of Chéd), who are infamous even in our time as outrageous dressers, despite
this early admonition. Three yogins come to visit Machik, and she com-
ments in detail on their clothes and accessories, admiring some and stripping
them of others. She launches an almost obsessive tirade against dog skin, a
material that in fact seems never to have been used at all in Tibet. Finally,
Machik’s disciple Khugom Chaékyi Senge joins the dialogue and, after allow-
ing another bout of anti-dog skin vitriol, steers the conversation to local spir-
its. She identifies and describes the spirits of earth, land, country, sacred
places, and towns. She then goes on to answer his specific questions about
the visualizations of Chéd, such as how big to make the body, how many
bodies there should be, how to count the worker dakinis who help chop it
up, and so on. Then there is the very important section for Chod practi-
tioners on the results of the practice and evidence that one is doing it cor-
rectly. This evidence comes in the forms of various sensations and
apparitions, even dreams and visions,

In chapter 8, Machik continues to speak about apparitions, this time at the
behest of Jetsun Zilnn, one of the yogins in the preceding dialogue. Basi-
cally, it is a dream interpretation manual explaining which kinds of spirits
cause which kinds of experiences in dreams and in apparitions. At the same
time, it provides interesting descriptions of spirits often included in the vary-
ing set called the “eight classes of gods and spirits™ (/ha srin sde brgyad). Here
there are eleven: gyalpo, mamo, diid, tsen, okdin (ndga), lha din, rdhula, yama
(or death lords), ndchin (yasa), te urangand hama gab demons. Some of these
are very ancient Tibetan spirits, and others have merged with “newer”
migrants from India. General apparitions are also described, as well as how
to identify specific signs of karmic debt, obscurations, death within three
years, and bad future rebirths. Apparitions are an important sign of effective
practice of Chod, and indeed they are sought after. Here, however, the nar-

rative seems to stray into that territory shared with shamanic healing prac-
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tices of finding the source of a problem by identifying the malignant spirit.
[t is a useful chapter for the description of the pantheon of spirits, if that is
your fascination. I am hoping that it will not be used to aggravate obsessive
hypochondria or dream paranoia. Not everything is a sign of something else,
although reading this chapter one might think so.

Chapter 9 presents Machik’s predictions about the future. This is a com-
mon device in Tibetan texts, and would seem almost formulaic, but here it
makes for a morbidly enjoyable read in prophecy noir. It is certain, at any
rate, that the future does not look bright. The questions come from the
daughter S6nam Gyen, and in a way continue the descriptions of future
degeneration begun in chapter 3. First there are predictions about the terri-
ble state of politics in the future, hardly a surprise. Adulteration of the royal
lineage is seen as the primary degenerating factor, and we might be uncom-
fortable to find out that future corrupt rulers will be “charlatans and women.”
Worse, there will be rule by the masses (democracy?) once the monarchy
falls.

Chapter 10 continues in the same vein, with the focus on future religious
degeneration. Monasteries will become armed garrisons and business centers
while their inhabitants foist themselves on the people as genuine spiritual
leaders. This is, of course, eerily reminiscent of religious practice in our own
time, even of our own personal practice. It would seem, though, that main-
taining purity of intention, of deed, of vows, and of lineage has always been
difficult. There are some bright moments, however, and we can recognize
some of the famous personages whom Machik predicts with amazing accu-
racy, if we are to believe that it is she who made these predictions. The chap-
ter concludes with the future of Machik’s own teachings, the practice of the
Chéd of Mahamudra.

The colophon in both my copies mentions only Gang (actually gang bdag)
as the editor or author, although this might mean only “someone.” This final
statement with its short aspiration prayer is only a few lines long, and should
be simple, yet there has been considerable debate about the authorship of the
text. Rather than jump into the fray with scarcely any new evidence, I will
only offer my opinion that “Gang” at the end is the same person as Namkhai
Gyaltsen, who identifies himself at the end of chapter 2 as the recorder. It
might even be a version of his name, for he was known as Namkhai Gyalt-
sen of the Gang|[s] lineage.” One of my texts has an added colophon by one

Jampa Sénam consisting mainly of a list of donations that he accepted in
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order to print the book, but it seems clear that he was responsible only for
that particular printing.'” All of this is an interesting puzzle for scholars to
solve; for the most part it is irrelevant to the reader. The words of this text
are attributed to Machik Lapdron, as recorded by the excellent but imper-
fect memories of her spiritual heirs. No matter who compiled it, it was cer-
tainly hundreds of years after Machik lived that the present book took shape,
and there is a good possibility that much extraneous material accumulated
around a core of what might have been her instructions. Nevertheless, |
believe a sense of her teachings is present throughout, and this popular com-

mentary would not have endured if its value were in doubt.



Introduction

Homage to the lama and the Great Mother. “Mahamudra Chod™ pres-
ents the enlightened perspective of the middle turning [of the wheel of
Dharma] in conjunction with the Mantra[yana] activities for training in
awareness. It is a radical method for cutting through the inflation of
ego-fixation through the willingness to accept what is undesirable, the
disregard of difficult circumstances, the realization that gods and demons
are one’s own mind, and the understanding that oneself and others are
utterly equal. Not understanding it as such, [going around] saying hung
hung pe pe while seeing the enemy in one’s own deluded projections and
engaging in all kinds of outrageous behavior in the hopes of defeating
demons and bad spirits, or to gain fame, notoriety, and food, is known
as perverted Chod and is an egregious aberration of this approach. So
right from the start, focus your mind in the right direction.

JamcoN KoNGTRUL LODRO THAYE'

WoMAN OR GODDESS?

“MACHIK is the dakini of timeless wisdom, the birth mother of all past,
present, and future buddhas.” This is the very first sentence, after the
homage, of the current text, Clarifying the Meaning of Chid, A Complete
Explanation of Casting Out the Body As Food, or Machik’s Complete Explana-
tion. How does the ineffable become a woman, or a woman become ineffa-
ble? Who was the woman behind this book? Stories of female saints are
exceptional enough in the history of Tibetan Buddhism, or in any major
religion for that matter, to make this story rare and precious. But even among
the few that we can discover, the figure of Machik Lapdron stands out as
unique for several reasons. According to the legend, in her previous life she

was an Indian man who made the unusual choice to take rebirth as a woman
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in Tibet. She was inspired primarily by the Prajadpiramita, the Great
Mother Perfection of Wisdom that is the manifestation of the ultimate fem-
inine. Unlike other female saints of Tibet, she was not a lama’s consort, a
nun, or a hermit, but a mother who nurtured the spiritual life of her children,
and a self-styled beggar woman. Above all, she was the only Tibetan, male
or female, who was the progenitor of a distinct tradition that spread back into
the Buddhist motherland of India, a cause for great national pride in Tibet.
And she left a tremendous legacy of her own teachings, more than any other
woman. Let us look a little at these distinctions.

There are two stories here, often difficult to distinguish, or we could say
a tale of two women: The girl from Lap country who excelled at her studies
and became Lapdron, literally “the Light of Lap™ (Lab kyi sgron ma), and
the female embodiment of the ultimate feminine principle, Machik, the
“One Mother” (ma geig). Religious figures in Tibet are most often depicted
as manifestations of the enlightened principle, and their tales of liberation
(rnam thar), or hagiographies, are filled with miraculous deeds and perfected
qualities. This inspires the devotee with faith and a sacred outlook, but it also
places these events and people far from the ordinary, mundane world. At
the same time, we have a need for role models with whom to identify, peo-
ple who have experienced and overcome the regular human struggles and
can give hope to even the most hopeless of us candidates for enlightenment.
The desire to hear the human side of the story is perhaps even more perti-
nent for the modern reader, who is often doubtful and even scornful of the
miraculous depictions typically found in Buddhist hagiography. In Machik’s
story both divine and human aspects offer inspiration, and her teachings are
replete with feminine symbolism. It is rather a nice change, if only for a
moment, from all of the marvelous males populating Buddhist history.

Machik Lapdron lived a long, fruitful life from the mid-eleventh century
until the mid-twelfth century, though exact dates vary.? It was a time of great
renewal of the Buddhist teachings in Tibet—the second spreading of dharma
from India. Most of the major schools of the new tradition were being seeded
at this time, and Machik was contemporary with some of their great
founders. Her system of Chod, together with Dukngel Zhije, came to be
identified as one of the Eight Great Chariots of the practice lineages. Machik
herself was recognized as a dakini, an emanation of Tara and of the Great
Mother, Prajfaparamira.

[t is hard to find the point in time or myth when a regular struggling spir-
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itual aspirant makes the leap over into legend. For women this was an especially
rare feat. In Tibetan society, once a woman catapults over the social limitations
of gender and comes to occupy a position of strength, the transformation is
radical, and she is equally respected without reservation by males and females
as the paradigm of enlightenment. We might say that the ideal feminine prin-
ciple so esteemed in the theoretical underpinnings of Tibetan Buddhism and

the real life of women line up, for a change, if only posthumously.

The Goddess Tara

Starting even before the beginning, the prequel to Machik’s life story tells
about her previous life as an Indian man, Déndrup Zangpo. The story of
his death and rebirth, aided as they were by a dark female figure of wisdom
(dakini), is notable for his choice to be reborn as a woman. This immedi-
ately reminds us of the goddess Tara, who made just such a choice for all
time. It is said that in “an age before which there was nothing else,” Tara was
a princess called Moon of Wisdom who was told by some monks (even
then!) that, “If you pray that your deeds accord with the teachings, then
indeed on that account you will change your form to that of a man, as is
befitting.” Her famous reply also echoes the words of the earth goddess in
the Mahayana scripture Vimalakirti Nirdesa Sitra who was similarly chal-
lenged.” Tara says:

“In this life there is no such distinction as ‘male’ and ‘female,’ neither of
‘self-identity,” a “person’ nor any perception (of such), and therefore attach-
ment to ideas of ‘male’ and ‘female’ is quite worthless. Weak-minded
worldlings are always deluded by this.” And so she vowed, “There are many
who wish to gain enlightenment in a man’s form, and there are but few who
wish to work for the welfare of sentient beings in a female form. Therefore
may I, in a female body, work for the welfare of beings until Sarhsara has

been emptied.™

This courageous Indian adept, Dondrup Zangpo, not only took a female
birth, considered an inferior state by most Buddhist accounts,’” but he had the
added challenge of being reborn in Tibet, the land of red-faced demons, as
it was known. But this too reminds us of T4ara, the goddess who originated

in India and was adopted by Tibetans as their most revered and beloved
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savioress. In fact, it is Tara who prophesies and oversees his transition, either
as herself or as the dark executioner-midwife. Tara is more than just an inspi-
ration here, even more than the moving force behind this drama. It is diffi-
cult to say that the Indian adept’s next incarnation as Machik is at all distinct
from Tara herself. Tara acknowledges her own impending arrival (as Machik)
to Bumey, Machik’s future sister, in a dream, and during her childhood and
youth other people recognize or even see Machik as Tara as well. It is con-
firmed again later in Machik’s life when Tara appears and says, “You are a
mind emanation of the Great Mother, inseparable from me.” The figure of
Tara recurs throughout Machik’s life and teachings. In fact it would be fair
to say that the record of Machik’s life is a tale of this bodhisattva.

The tradition of telling the stories of great saints, once their sanctity has
been recognized, as having all along displayed remarkable characteristics goes
back to the life of the Buddha Sakyamuni himself, whose story was later
embedded in a rich and marvelous chronicle spanning eons and universes
filled with gods and buddhas. This is not only a result of the tendency to
embellish and extol the legendary saints; it crystallizes an integral aspect of
Vajrayana known as sacred outlook or pure view. The form of Buddhism that
developed in the Himalayan regions integrated teachings from Indian Bud-
dhism on the idea of buddha nature (tathigatagarbha), the enlightened
potential or awakening nature of all beings and, in some interpretations, all
phenomena. Such a view is cultivated by the practices of visualization that are
the hallmark of Vajrayana Buddhism, practices such as those of Chod. If
even ordinary beings and bugs have this divine nature, it goes without say-
ing that the great saints that illuminate this very truth for us are all manifes-
tations of that enlightenment. Most of the great religious figures in Tibetan
history are associated with one or another (or several) of the host of bodhi-
sattvas and deities that personify the enlightened principle. All of them are
seen as emanations of the continuing compassionate activity of the buddhas
for the sake of sentient beings who do not yet realize that they too are bud-
dhas—who are stuck in the delusion of being flawed.

In the case of a female saint such as Machik, it is not surprising that the
associated enlightened principle would be that of Tara, the principle feminine
manifestation in common practice. Other great women saints were similarly
assigned, such as the eighth-century queen Yeshe Tsogyel,* who is therefore
considered a predecessor of Machik. By further extension, Machik is also

associated with the ultimate feminine principle, that of the Great Mother.
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PrRAJNAPARAMITA, THE GREAT MOTHER

The so-called Great Mother boggles the childish intellect. Complete liber-
ation is indescribable. Since it is the very nature of unimaginable infinity,
it is not even in the realm of experience of the mighty [bodhisattvas] of the
tenth stage. To speak here only in relative terms, however, she is the Mother
of all the buddhas of the three times dwelling in the utterly pure Highest
Realm of Reality. Or, she is the Great Mother dharmakaya who gives birth
to the four [kinds of] noble ones: §ravakas, pratyeka buddhas, bodhisattvas
and buddhas. She bears many names, such as All Good, Wealth of Vajra
Space, No Self and Manifold Mother” because she is primordial wisdom as
the dance of illusion. Through the unimaginable blessing of her reality
mind, she dwells within the unborn, unceasing realm of reality, [yet is]
undifferentiated from the teacher and entourage of buddhas of the ten
directions, such as the Source of Jewels, in the sambhogakaya form sur-
rounded by an immeasurable sahbhogakaya entourage of the mother-
fathers of the five families, and more.

KAMNYON JiIGDRAL CHOKYI SENGE®

Machik’s inspiration, the catalyst for her enlightenment, and the founda-
tion of her teachings was the Perfection of Wisdom.” This profound philos-
ophy originated in India with the appearance of a literature of wisdom that
formed the basis for the emerging Mahayana Buddhism. Edward Conze, the
preeminent scholar on this subject, dates the earliest of these texts, the
Prajfiagparamita sutras, to a period between 100 B.C.E. and 100 C.E., and the
Tibetan translations to around 850 c.." These suitras, or sermons, of the
Buddha give “essentially a simple re-statement”™"' of early Buddhist thought,
expanding particularly on the ideas of nonself (anafrman) and loving-kindness
(maitri), which form the foundation of Mahayana teachings on emptiness
(sinyata) and compassion (karund). They emphasize prajiia, penetrating
insight or sharp intelligence, the faculty that can penetrate ultimate reality,
which is the lack of intrinsic existence of the self and all phenomena. It is this
realization, then, that produces the enlightened state and thus enlightened
beings, or buddhas. Conze notes, “Here already, at this early stage, the
Prajfiaparamita is designated . . . as “the mother of the Jinas (buddhas).” In
The Perfection of Wisdom in Eight Thousand Verses, considered the earliest

version, it is described why these teachings are so designated:
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So fond are the Tathagatas of this perfection of wisdom, so much do they
cherish and protect it. For she is their mother and begetter, she showed
them this all-knowledge, she instructed them in the ways of the world.
From her have the Tathagatas come forth. For she has begotten and shown
that cognition of the all-knowing, she has shown them the world for what
it is. The all-knowledge has come forth from her. All Tathagatas, past,
future, and present, win full enlightenment thanks to this very perfection
of wisdom. It is in this sense that the perfection of wisdom generates the

Tathagartas, and instructs them in this world.”"

[t is only perfect or ultimate prajna that can generate realization and there-
fore realized beings." What specifically is known in this sharp intelligence is
the nature of mind and of everything as emptiness, as a lack of any true or
singular, permanent, inherent existence. This emptiness itself is also under-
stood as prajnaparamita. So the perfection of wisdom represents both the
agent of knowing and that which is known: its own empty nature. The mys-
tery is that these two aspects of the knower and the known are not to be
understood in the usual dual form of subject and object but as inseparable,
a state that we cannot really conceive of in ordinary dualistic consciousness.
Thus the famous line attributed to the Buddha’s son Rahula in his praise to
the Mother: “To the ineffable, unimaginable, unutterable . . . I pay homage.”

This ultimate truth is not dualistic in any way whatsoever, let alone cap-
tured by ideas of one or another gender. It is inconceivable even to great
realized beings, let alone to those of “childish intellect.” Perhaps that is why
this ineffable truth is depicted by the more tangible designation of a mother.
[n Tibetan it is known as Yum Chenmo, the Great Mother.

Not only is prajiia the progenitor of all enlightened beings; the nature of
emptiness itself naturally carries another maternal image. As the source and
inseparable essence of all phenomena, it represents the totality of all that is
and all that will come to be. For without emptiness, there would be no space
for existence. This imagery of the potentiality of emptiness, of the pregnant
void, as some have called it, or the all-inclusive realm of space, is conducive
to our worldly association with motherhood. She is the ground of all being,
the matrix of all phenomena. In a short prajhaparamita stitra known as the
Heart Siitra, we find one of the most famous of all Buddhist philosophical
statements: “Form is emptiness, emptiness is form, form is no other than

emptiness, emptiness is no other than form.” Among the many dimensions
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of its meaning, this declaration points to the sublime apprehension of empti-
ness as being in and of the phenomenal world, the very dynamic principle
that makes it possible. The nineteenth-century Tibetan master Jamgon
Kongtrul puts it this way:

All phenomena of cyclic existence or transcendence,
included within both appearance and mind,
have no reality whatsoever and [therefore]

arise in any way whatsoever.,"’

The most profound Buddhist teachings practiced in the Himalayan
region, such as mahamudri and dzogchen, employ a similar metaphor of the
mother that is not essentially different from those above. We hear terms like
“the mother clear light” or “the meeting of mother and child luminosity.”
Here the mother refers to the primordial ground of being, the abiding nature
of luminous awareness. Sensitivity to this in one’s own being is cultivated on
the spiritual path. When the recognition of it is stabilized, it is called the
meeting of mother and child, meaning something more like the re-merging
of intrinsic awareness with our mindful awareness, or the return to the source
that one never really left.

Up to this point we have been using the word mother, the most potent
and primal human archetype, if you will, to designate something beyond
designation. There is still another step to take into the human world of expe-
rience, and that is the Great Mother taking form as a deity or dakini. Conze
states that actual representations in the form of statues are attested to as early
as the fourth century, though none survive from earlier than ca. 8oo C.E.,
and he devotes a whole chapter to tracing the iconography of the goddess in
her many forms." Thus we can postulate that the abstract absolute made
this leap into the relative world of form sometime between the first appear-
ance of the wisdom literature and the fourth century, using the intermedi-
ary springboard of Word (“mother”) as metaphor. Conze holds that this
represents “an irruption into Buddhism of the devotion to the Mother-God-
dess current in the more matriarchal Dravidian society in which it origi-
nated.”"” Judith Simmer-Brown, in her in-depth study of the feminine
principle in Tibetan Buddhism, warns that the sense of the Great Mother in
the context of highest wisdom is to be contrasted rather than equated with

these earlier versions of the mother goddess.'” The relationship of indige-
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nous mother-goddess religions and that of the feminine principle in Bud-
dhism is a rich field of exploration for future researchers.

The enlightened principle manifests in myriad forms. Lines from a pop-
ular ritual practice of Tara put it simply:

From the single essence of timeless wisdom,
natural unimpededness displays anything at all:

Marvelous i1s compassion’s activity "

[t is in this context of the manifold emanation of reality that we have the con-
cept of the dakini, the “sky-goer.” The dakini is often equated with the fem-
inine principle in Tibetan Buddhism, and there are many layers of meaning
indeed, itself a symbol of her complex and shifty nature. “The essence of this
feminine principle is wisdom, defined as insight into emptiness. That essence
arises in a variety of expressions in the symbol of the dakini in the Tibetan
Vajrayana tradition.™

Examples are abundant in the practice of Troma Nakmo (Wrathful Black
Mother), a cycle of Chod practice based on the direct revelation of the
Tibetan master Dudjom Lingpa (1835-1903). Here we find the lyrical licurgy
maintaining the feminine imagery in describing the progressive emanation
process from the basic space of emptiness:

Mothers dancing out of the mother space of wisdom,
the Buddha family dakini in the center

with your trillion emanations

and retinue of gods and demons of existence—

now come here to enjoy the blood, flesh and bones.

Dispel in basic space the bad conditions of obstacles and strife.”

The refrain continues, substituting different dakinis for each direction.
The Mother, or the basic space of transcendent wisdom, gives birth to dif-
ferent aspects of wisdom, usually five in number, personified as dakini. They
are situated in the five cardinal directions, with further dakini of the various
intermediary directions to form the totality, or mandala. This is the first
dimension of display, which proliferates into limitless emanations, much like
the mind’s effluence of thought and emotion, or the progressive complexity

of natural systems. Finally, all phenomenal existence (“gods and demons”) is
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included in the vision of the world. They all come to devour our impure
self, the deluded projection of selfhood on “blood, flesh and bones.”

It is in this sense of immanence in manifestation that the Great Mother
can be visualized in meditation practices, such as in the ritual practice
(sddhana) of Chod. Visualized pure forms in Vajrayana practice do not
merely represent a separate, higher reality; rather it is a practitioner’s tech-
nique to directly participate in the reality that is already there but obscured
to mundane vision. Anne Klein describes it thus:

All visualized symbols, whatever other significance they hold, are thus also
understood as embodiments of the empty essence or primordial purity that
is considered their true nature. Engagement with these symbols is aimed
primarily at gaining access to this reality, which the practitioner learns to
recognize as the actual substance of all symbols. This reality is classified as

feminine.*

On this level the Great Mother functions exactly as the other manifestations
of the feminine, such as Tara, Vajrayogini, the dark dakini, and so forth. In
fact, in Machik’s encounter with her, the goddess Tara basically takes credit
for this relative reflection of the Great Mother:

The one known as the Great Mother is “emptiness,” the true nature of all
phenomena. She is the transcendent knowledge of nonself, the immaculate
essence of the realm of emptiness, the absolute reality free of all veils and
obscurations. Thus she is called the mother who gives birth to all the bud-
dhas of the three times.

Burt the Great Mother that all people worship in order to accumulate
merit [came about like this:] I prayed with fervent yearning and aspira-
tions for the sake of all beings. By the power of compassion and those aspi-
ration prayers, there arose from the radiant light of empty reality an orange
sphere of light marked with the syllable mum. From its blazing light the
Great Mother manifested: gold in color, with one face, four arms, two legs
in vajra sitting posture, and all the marks and signs of a buddha. She was
surrounded by her children, the buddhas and bodhisattvas in the ten direc-
tions. That is the sublime palace, the place of utter purity, the extremely

pure realm of Akanista, where she dwells even now.” (chapter 2)
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Tara goes on to describe how the Great Mother that she herself evoked went
through various permutations and dakini emanations until “finally she came
to Tibet as Lapdronma. She is you!” Machik was surprised to learn this. At
first she succumbed to what might be called a bout of female low self-esteem.
But this is one of the last times we will see Machik’s hesitation or humility.
Shortly after this she will prove herself once and for all to the skeptical Indian
scholars, “the undisputed guardians of Buddhist orthodoxy,” and we will all
forget that she was ever a woman to doubt her own power. It is the Great
Mother that effects this transformation as well.

The Woman Lapdrin

Starting as a young girl, Machik learns to read extremely well, and her first
“job” is to recite the prajiaparamita sutras. Oral recitation seems quite foreign
to our notion of reading and needs to be understood in the context of a long
tradition of reading scripture as a spiritual practice in and of itself. In cultures
where literacy was quite rare, the ability to read at all was a highly revered skill,
even akin to magic. The power of the word still held its full mystical force, and
the written word took on a spiritual life of its own. And these words of the
Buddha, the very Dharma itself, were every bit as powerful as mystical incan-
tations, the curses of sorcerers, or mantric spells. Note the connection of “spell”
and the “spelling” of written words. These words held the very power to
enlighten. At a certain period in the history of Buddhism, the written word,
in the form of the satras of the Buddha, came to be an object of veneration,
partially replacing the earlier veneration of relics and reliquaries (stipas).*

In Tibet, reading the words of the Buddha became a primary function of
the clergy, one that the laity would gladly pay for in order to gain the bene-
fit. The faithful would not necessarily understand what was being read, but
that was not a problem. Often the reader might not understand it. The power
of the recited words was enough to ensure the Buddha’s benediction for con-
tinued prosperity and well-being. It is very common even today to see such
readers employed by householders all over the Himalayan region.

But Machik did more than read—she understood. While racing through
The Prajiidparamita in One Hundred Thousand Verses (twelve volumes) at
supersonic speed, she was comprehending its meaning. Intellectual under-
standing was not enough, however, and she was admonished by Sénam

Lama, her primary spiritual guide.






