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About the Author  
 

I have devoted myself to Tantra for over 

thirty years. Trained as a lama, I 

completed an intensive, solitary three-year 

meditation retreat in the remote desert 

mountains of Arizona under the guidance 

of the Tibetan Buddhist master His 

Eminence Garchen Rinpoche. 

 

At the age of nineteen, after two years of 

meditation practice, I had a profound 

spiritual awakening and vowed to attain 

enlightenment in this lifetime. I was first 

taken by Tantric philosophy while 

studying Buddhism as a Religion major at 

Wesleyan University, where I studied with 

three highly regarded professors - Robert 

Thurman, Janice Willis, and James Stone. I also received the universityôs annual James A. 

Spurrier Award for distinction in ethics. I later earned a masterôs degree from Columbia 

University. 

 

I have been in the presence of thirty enlightened masters from among the worldôs great spiritual 

traditions. My early spiritual studies were eclectic ï I spent time with many highly realized 

beings such as Brother David Steindl-Rast, Pir Vilayat Khan, Shri Chinmoy, Mother Meera, and 

Thich Nhat Hanh. I also studied Tai Chi in New York City with master C. K. Chu. I attended the 

Barbara Brennan School of Healing for two years, where I learned the skills of energy healing. I 

was a client of John Pierrakos, MD, the founder of Core Energetics, a spiritual, body-centered 

psychotherapy. I learned channeling as a student of Diana Muenz for six years. In addition, I 

received from her a two-year course in enlightenment from her spirit guides, and received 

teachings and intensive empowerments from many of the greatest spiritual masters of all time, 

including Jesus, Moses, the Buddha, and Quan Yin. I followed for several years a path of soul 

initiations taught by Alice Bailey of the Theosophical Society and led by Robert Jaffe, MD. I 

also followed for five years a Sufi path to God realization called the Twenty-Eight Stations of the 

Heart with Railey Macey. I was a client of two incomparable energy healers, Mark Shoofs for a 

year, and Nora Cooper, PhD, for three years. I have supported my spiritual path with numerous 

Ayahuasca journeys, and a meditation practice spanning nearly thirty-five years. 

 

In the early 1990s, my focus shifted strongly towards Tantra. Seeking to understand its 

exceptionally rich five thousand year history and countless traditions, I read over six hundred 

books on the subject ï I uncovered a secret history of Tantra, virtually unknown to historians, 

and a secret philosophy of Tantric Buddhism, virtually unknown to Buddhists. I studied 

traditional Hindu ku alinǭ yoga with Swami Hridayananda in France, and received teachings 

from Guru Mayi at Muktananda Ashram in South Fallsubrgh, New York. I also practiced ha ha 

yoga and studied Sanskrit and the Tantric philosophy of Kashmir śaivism while living for a year 

at Satchidananda Ashram in Buckingham, Virginia. From 1999-2001, I led the Tantra movement 



 

in New York City, hosting monthly Tantra community gatherings, and practiced with nearly 

twenty Western Tantra teachers including Margot Anand. Robert Frey and Lori Grace were my 

first Western Tantra teachers, who opened my eyes to the power of Tantric sex - through them I 

finally found my core path. The deep love of a few passionate Tantric yoginǭs also helped me to 

transform what I knew of only as an enjoyable activity into something infinitely greater. Their 

wisdom, love, and inspiration remains embedded in each page of this book. My Tantric consort 

for seven years was Katya Salkinder, a highly regarded psychotherapist, yoga and Tantra teacher. 

I taught Western Tantra for several years in the Northeast. I also had the good fortune to be part 

of a wonderful and supportive Tantric community in Bethesda, Maryland for two years. 

 

But it is in Tantric Buddhism where I 

made my home. I studied and practiced 

Tantric Buddhism for four years as a 

resident of Karma Triyana Dharmachakra 

monastery in Woodstock, New York, the 

North American seat of His Holiness the 

Seventeenth Karmapa (in photo with the 

author). I have received teachings from 

over fifteen Tibetan rinpoches, and more 

than a hundred Tantric deity 

empowerments. My outstanding teachers 

in deity yoga include Khenpo Karthar 

Rinpoche, Drupon Rinchen Dorje 

Rinpoche, Garchen Rinpoche, and His 

Holiness the Dalai Lama. In subtle energy 

yoga and the visualization practices of 

sexual yoga, Drupon Rinchen Dorje 

Rinpoche and Garchen Rinpoche have 

been supreme. In nondual yoga, my 

precious guides for MahǕmudrǕ have been 

Khenpo Karthar Rinpoche, Thrangu 

Rinpoche, Drupon Rinchen Dorje Rinpoche, Garchen Rinpoche, and Nubpa Rinpoche, as well as 

Traga Rinpoche for the Dzogchen traditions of Trekchö and Tögal. 

 

It has been my lifelong wish to give a great gift to the world. To be able to give the first 

complete, modern instruction book on the original path of the Indian Tantric Buddhist siddhas, 

and the first on Buddhist sexual yoga, far exceeded my expectations. For the first time, modern 

readers have all the information they need to attain enlightenment in a single lifetime. The 

practices in this book are proven to be the swiftest means of all, and I am determined to give 

them to a world in suffering so that all beings may know the Great Bliss. 

 

 

 



Acknowledgements 
 

Exceptional thanks should be given to the work of several scholars whose life efforts made this 

book possible. Keith Dowmanôs classic Masters of MahǕmudrǕ first drew me into the world of 

the siddhas, but left me with two questions burning unanswered in my heart for nearly twenty 

years ï what was the original path of the Indian Tantric Buddhist masters, and how could I 

follow it? Miranda Shawôs Passionate Enlightenment provided the critical groundwork in the 

philosophy of Buddhist sexual yoga. Elizabeth Englishôs Vajrayoginǭ detailed the ritual 

foundations for the Indian Tantric Buddhist tradition, and first brought to light the brilliant 

sǕdhana that would form the core of my book. She also graciously helped me to locate the 

published Sanskrit version of The SǕdhana of Secret VajravilǕsinǭ at the Bodleian Library at 

Oxford. Exceptionally good translations of the two most important Buddhist Tantras - the 

Hevajra Tantra by G. W. Farrow and I. Menon, and the Cakrasamvara Tantra by David B. Gray 

- presented crucially important original source texts without which this book could not have been 

written. The team of translators for Jamgön Kongtrulôs The Treasury of Knowledge should be 

especially acknowledged ï their massive, multi-volume work took decades to produce, and 

provided a rich well of material on the unique positions of Tantric Buddhist philosophy, the 

consecrations and vows, the Four Yogas, as well as many previously unknown practices of 

sexual yoga taught by the Indian siddhas. This series, one of the great scholarly achievements of 

the past hundred years, will remain an enduring presentation of the transformative potential of 

Tantric Buddhism. All these pieces needed to be in place before I could write Great Bliss. 

 

Great Bliss took six years to write, and I had much to learn along the way. Once I began, Traga 

Rinpoche was extremely generous with his time, clarifying many key Dharma points of 

philosophy and practice ï and gave me a mind transmission that left me staggering out of the 

room. He especially stressed to me the value of love as equal in importance to compassion in 

Buddhism, a precious teaching for which I remain intensely grateful. 

 

Two translators offered their superlative assistance and aided me in the translation of the 

sǕdhana, Suzanne Ironbiter, Professor of Religion at SUNY Purchase, and Amrita Nadi Osborne, 

senior staff member at Karma Triyana Dharmacakra monastery in Woodstock, New York. 

 

Numerous readers were very helpful in finalizing the text, and to whom I give thanks. 

 

I want to thank also the staff at the Library of Congress, where I spent a month in research, as 

well as the always helpful staff at the New York Public Library, where I spent two months. 

 

Many line illustrations from this book come from Robert Beerôs Handbook of Tibetan Buddhist 

Symbols published by Shambhala. 

 

 

 



For those readers concerned about the traditions of secrecy in Tantric Buddhism, please note that 

all exercises in this book come from previously published sources, and no still secret teachings of 

any living Tantric lineages are being revealed. The need for secrecy was originally maintained 

by the siddhas out of concern that these practices would be used for black magic, which was 
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Pronouncing Sanskrit 
 

Sanskrit is a very beautiful language, and holds within its vibrations a sacred energy that will 

greatly empower your spiritual growth. It is easy to pronounce once you learn a few basic rules. 
 

Vowels 

a ï Short ñaò as in ñcut.ò     ï Trilled ñrò followed by a short ñIò as in ñri.ò 

Ǖ ï Long ñaò as in ñlot.ò      ï Pronounced as above, but longer. 

i ï As in ñking,ò a sound between ñlickò and ñkeen.ò  ï L followed by a short ñiò as in ñli.ò 

ǭ ï Hard ñeò as in ñkeen.ò 

u ï Short u as in ñcook.ò 

Ȋ ï Long u as in ñshoot.ò 
 

Dipthongs: 

e ï As in ñbay.ò      o ï As in ñlow.ò 

ai ïAs in ñeye.ò      au ï As in ñouch.ò 
 

Vowels with a line on top are pronounced twice as long as short vowels, and they are stressed syllables in 

a word. 
 

Consonants 

Gutturals (made with the tip of the tongue at the back of the throat): k, kh, g, gh, . 

Palatals (made with the tongue at the palate): c, ch, j, jh, ñ. 

Cerebrals (made with the tip of the tongue behind the palate): , h, , h, . 

Dentals (made with the tip of the tongue behind the teeth): t, th, d, dh, n. 

Labials (made with the lips): p, ph, b, bh, m. 

Semivowels: y, r, l, v. 

Spirants: Ŝ, , s, h. 

Other: , . 
 

Aspirated Letters: 

All consonants with an ñhò after them are aspirated and pronounced separate from each other; ex. ñghò as 

in ñdog house.ò 
 

Cs: 

c ï A ñchò as in ñchopper.ò 
 

Ns: 

 ï A ñngò as in ñsong;ò ex. aligana, pronounced ñaling-gana,ò not ñalin-gana.ò 

ñ ï A ñnya.ò 

 ï A ñnò with the tip of the tongue on the back of the throat. 
 

Spirants: 

Ŝ ï An ñshò as in ñshoe.ò 

 ï An ñshò with the tip of the tongue on the upper back part of the throat. 
 

Other Consonants: 

 ï A soft ñhò that softly repeats the sound of the vowel before it, but is usually left as just a soft ñh.ò 

 ï A deeper, nasalized, longer and more resonant ñm.ò 
 

Consonant Combinations: 

Consonant combinations pronounced separately; ex. ñthò pronounced like ñhot house.ò 

jñ ï A ñnya;ò ex. prajñǕ, pronounced ñpra-nya.ò 
 

Apostrophes: 

ô ï An elision of a vowel that is unpronounced, like a contraction; ex. ñcanôt.ò 



Syllable Stresses: 

In a two syllable word, the first syllable is usually stressed; ex. bali. 

In a three syllable word, the second syllable is usually stressed; ex. baliἆgta 

In a four syllable word, the second syllable is usually stressed; ex. narteŜvara. 

If a word has a long vowel in it, the long vowel is stressed; ex. mudrǕ. 

If a word has two or more long vowels in it, all the long vowels are stressed; ex. MahǕmudrǕ. 
 

Nasalization: 

All words in Sanskrit are pronounced with a slight nasal tone. 

 

Note on formatting: Since this is a book for practitioners, many of whom will not be familiar 

with Sanskrit, for ease of pronunciation most compounded words have been broken up, and 

except in the sǕdhana, a letter ñiò has been inserted after the Sanskrit letter ñ.ò 
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Introduction.  

Juicy Buddhism: 

The Power of Sexual Yoga 
 

ñBuddhahood is obtained from bliss, 

and apart from women there will not be bliss.ò 

- CaἈỈamahǕroἨaἈa Tantra 

 

Praise to VajravilǕsinǭ, goddess of eternal love! 

 

The Practice Begins Again 
 

India, 800 CE: Two 

practitioners, students of the 

great master śabara, entered a 

beautiful pleasure garden to 

begin their practice. The 

garden was filled with cuckoo 

birds, bright flowers, and tall 

aŜoka trees bursting with red 

blossoms. It was the night of 

the Full Moon, and a cloudless 

sky bathed them in a gentle 

light. They had already taken 

hot baths and received sesame 

oil massages from their 

friends, and their naked bodies 

glistened in the moonlight. 

With the air still warm from 

the heat of the day, they were 

embraced by the lush forests of 

O ra. 

 

Their devoted practice was The 

SǕdhana of Secret 

VajravilǕsinǭ. Clear in their 

determination to attain 

enlightenment and liberate all 

beings from suffering, the 

practice began with a bow in 

heartfelt reverence to each 

other. They recited the opening 

verses together, which they had long ago memorized by heart. Viewing each other as god and 

goddess, he touched her body pleasurably with his hands, and they kissed each other with rising 

passion... And now, hundreds of years later, the practice begins again. 
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The Power of Inner Awakening 
 

ñLet your heart unite with my heart.ò 

- The Ἕig Veda, Ancient India 

 

You can live permanently in peace and bliss. Calm and relaxed, joyful and carefree, yet charged 

with energy and enthusiasm. You can possess clarity of mind, profound wisdom, kindness and 

understanding toward everyone you meet. Radiating love, you can feel complete fulfillment 

through your relationships. Fully open to the pleasures of life, you can create what you desire. 

All this can be yours, in this very lifetime. And you can use these inner qualities to help bring 

others to the same bliss as well. 

 

Enlightenment, the highest goal of all spiritual paths, is truly possible for you. While most 

spiritual paths require great hardship, you can follow a path of intense pleasure. You can have 

more fun than you ever had before, and find yourself growing in love and joy each day. This 

book shows you how. The practices are so enjoyable, you will want to do them again and again. 

These methods are not new. In fact, they come from the oldest spiritual tradition in the world. 

They have just been hidden for a very long time. 

 

 

Tantra: The Primordial Path  
 

ñIf you wish to see the nature of the divine mystery, consider the marvelous image 

of sexual intercourse. At the moment when the male reaches his climax, 

the female receives the strength of the male and the male the strength of the female. 

These are holy mysteries to be reflected upon and acted out.ò 

ï The Perfect Discourse, Ancient Egypt 

 

The path to bliss is bliss. That is the path and goal of Tantra. Tantra is the path of becoming 

whole through pleasure. It awakens your senses to reveal the sacred in all of life. As you 

practice, you break out of all the restrictions that have been your safe, boring shell, and expand to 

the fullness of your true being. The only rules in Tantra are to open to life, drench yourself with 

its pleasures, and rise again and again to the peak of your ecstatic true being until you and the 

universe are one. When there is no separation between you and All That Is, then you are free. 

You become the primordial bliss that is your birthright. Once you attain this bliss, it is eternal. 

 

The word ñTantraò comes from the Sanskrit root word ñTanò which means ñto weave.ò Tantra 

weaves together seemingly opposing energies (such as female and male, sex and spirit) to create 

wholeness, health and happiness. You weave or unite into your entire being breath with spirit, 

your own daily life with the sacred power of ultimate reality. The result is eternal peace and 

bliss. The GuhyasamǕja Tantra (The Secret Assembly Tantra) defines Tantra as ñcontinuum,ò 

the ability to maintain continually the awareness of the dynamic unity of all experiences. It is the 

simultaneous awareness of oceanic clarity and stillness with pulsing, exultant aliveness, the 

release of all your limiting beliefs and emotional afflictions, the sexual ecstasy you always 

dreamed of, and the power to fulfill your heartôs desires, also called Great Bliss. 
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The Tantras, divinely revealed texts from medieval India, teach the secrets to attaining oceanic 

bliss very rapidly. The central principle of their teachings is: everything is sacred. And the path 

of Tantra is: embrace everything. In the Tantric view, any spiritual path that rejects the pleasures 

of this world is incomplete ï a dishonoring of the gift that life truly is. Whatever you love about 

life, Tantra wants you to have that experience even more. Tantra is the most fun you can have in 

the universe. It is the ultimate act of being alive, and the ultimate gift you can give to others. 

Nothing is or could ever possibly be better than Tantra. 

 

 

The Secret History of Tantra 
 

ñMy god, sweet is the drink of the wine-maid, 

like her drink sweet is her vulva, sweet is her drink, 

like her lips sweet is her vulva, sweet is her drink, 

sweet is her mixed drink, her drink.ò 

- The Sacred Marriage Rite, Ancient Sumer 

 

Tantra is the worldôs oldest spiritual path, yet it remains one of historyôs greatest untold stories. 

For thousands of years, human beings have used pleasure, and specifically sexual pleasure, to 

gain the divine powers of the gods. From the time when people first began to develop a spiritual 

outlook, Tantra emerged, and its themes and practices are so compelling and enduring that 

Tantra has influenced every major religion in the world. 

 

About 150,000 years ago, the first humans moved across Africa, Europe and Asia, living 

authentically, passionately, erotically and spiritually. They honored the sacredness of their world 

with their bodies, emotions, minds and hearts fully open, to the awesome powers of nature, and 

to each other, celebrating in awe and delight each moment of their lives. They lived in peace and 

harmony with their world in a holistic consciousness that saw life and spirit as one. From these 

roots, Tantra as the path of uniting sex and spirit emerged as a natural expression of the essence 

of human existence. Tantra is not a set of ideas like a religion that some person once thought of 

long ago. Tantra is built into you. It is a potential within you to realize. 

 

The earliest peoples knew that through uniting sex with spirit they could be transformed into 

higher beings. The oldest written evidence for Tantra comes from the worldôs oldest story, the 

Sumerian tale The Epic of Gilgamesh, which dates to around 2800 BCE, and speaks of timeless 

wisdom. In this story, the wild man Enkidu spends several days making love to a Sumerian 

priestess (often pejoratively translated as ñsacred prostituteò), after which he becomes ñlike a 

god.ò In India, the Harappans (6000 BCE to 1800 BCE) participated in ecstatic sacred sex rituals 

using sacred ring stones and li ga s - the ancient origins of the religions of the divine female 

principle (śakti) alongside the worship of the eternal male principle (śiva). 

 

The blissful harmony of early humans was ultimately shattered by catastrophic shifts in the ways 

people lived their lives. The original integrated consciousness that saw life and spirit as one was 

lost. Beginning around 3000 BCE, following the intensive adoption of farming and herding, new 

concepts like private property arose, which threw human beings out of their holistic world view. 

Land, animals, and even human beings became identified as objects to be exploited. Farmers 
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needed more children to tend their fields, and marriage was stressed as a moral virtue so that men 

would gain the sole economic benefits of their many offspring. For women to produce more 

children, the age-old practice of weaning them was shortened from three to four years to about 

eighteen months. Corporal punishment became the standard for child-rearing. These changes 

resulted in children growing into anxious, insecure adults - an inner lack searching for an ever-

elusive wholeness. 

 

Once people gained greater material wealth, it had to be protected from greedy neighbors. With 

the development of metals, weapons became more lethal than ever. The terror of war began to 

dominate the landscape, creating devastating suffering. The invention of writing, which also 

occurred around 3000 BCE, further shifted human consciousness out of the original balanced 

harmony of awareness. Holistic thinking was replaced by linear, rational thought, a strong 

subject-object division of experience, and people were compelled emotionally toward controlling 

others rather than delighting in being their equals. This relentless process occurred across 

cultures over a period of several thousand years as human beings became progressively more 

imbalanced and ultimately insane. What we call the ñstory of civilizationò is principally the story 

of what human beings do when they lack inner contentment and self-love. These events that 

began five thousand years ago continue to shape how most people live their lives today. 

 

The final shift in human life in ancient times was spiritual. Beginning after 2000 BCE, the 

worldôs religions faced what the historian Joseph Campbell called the ñGreat Reversal.ò The 

earliest myths point to life on earth as fundamentally good, worthy of sacred celebration. Yet life 

had become so drenched in misery that these myths could no longer speak to people. New myths 

arose that describe life on earth as inherently dangerous and filled with suffering, and teach that 

the only way to find lasting happiness is to escape from it permanently. In the West the concept 

of Original Sin took ground, while in the East humans were believed to have entered the Kali 

Yuga - the Age of Strife or degeneracy. 

 

In India, the hymns called the Vedas (Songs) expressed much of the pre-Great Reversal 

enthusiasm for the sacredness of life. The Vedic religion was a Tantric tradition whose priests 

made offerings to the abiding spirits of nature, organized their rituals to the polar elements of fire 

and water (united in the spiritually empowering soma drink), and participated in group sacred 

sex rituals. The earliest known Tantric sect, the Vratyas, is described in the Atharva Veda (The 

Songs of Atharva), which tells of worship of ecstatic gods, sacred sex rituals and ku alinǭ yoga. 

 

Starting around the time of the Upani ads (The Wisdom of Sitting Near; c. 800-400 BCE), 

however, much of Indian religion reflects an unprecedented new principle that following the 

sacred path means rejecting life. Life on earth is viewed as a tragedy and a trap from which a 

human soul can only seek to escape. The SǕ khya (Enumeration) and Yoga (Union) 

philosophies both consider that the human soul is imprisoned in the world, therefore their goal is 

liberation from the world. Pleasure only further enmeshes you in the sinkhole of life; ascetic 

detachment, they say, leads to liberation and eternal happiness. 

 

In response to the intense suffering of so many people around the world, an era of reform 

movements known as the Axial Age (c. 800 BCE - 200 BCE) rose. The many leaders of this Age 

(such as Plato, Zoroaster, the Jewish prophets, MahǕvǭra, the Buddha, Confucius, and others) 
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accepted the belief of their time that life is inherently suffering, and taught that the only true path 

to happiness is to reach an other-worldly paradise. They rejected worldly pleasures as leading to 

hell, and rejected anything Tantric as an especially fast path to hell. The leaders of the Axial Age 

established the religious language and concerns that guide the worldôs major religions today. 

Tantra was once integral to all the ancient Eurasian civilizations. From the temple prostitutes of 

Babylon to the Greek mystery schools, from the Celtic spring festivals to the Gnostic Christians 

and the royal palaces of China, the idea that sexual pleasure led to inner transformation was an 

accepted fact. Following the guidance of the Axial Age leaders, however, almost everywhere the 

Tantric traditions that celebrated life were wiped out. 

 

The Buddha, like other Axial Age teachers, taught that people suffer because of their never-

ending desire for sensual pleasures. He found that although it is possible to find limited 

happiness in this world, because of the impermanence of everything in it, the immutable laws of 

karma, and the unending cycle of wandering in suffering he called sa sǕra, this world remains 

intrinsically dangerous. By renouncing the world, cutting yourself off from desire and sense 

pleasures, and pulling your awareness inwards through meditation, you can release yourself from 

your bonds and attain everlasting peace and bliss. After death, as a liberated being, you will 

never again have to face the suffering of life on earth. Although the Buddha taught the same 

world-denying message as other leaders of his era to his monks, remarkably, he taught a 

dramatically different message to his lay followers that is far less well known to modern people: 

to enjoy worldly pleasures responsibly. This ñradicalò idea produced two extraordinary results. 

First, of all the teachers of the Axial Age, the Buddha was the only one who actually established 

a successful record of bringing more peaceful lives to his followers. And second, it created a rare 

opportunity for something even greater to emerge ï in time, from within the core of the 

Buddhaôs own teachings, an extraordinary Tantric tradition once again affirming the sacredness 

of life and its potential for bliss was eventually born. 

 

Because of the enduring influence of tribal cultures on Indian civilization, Tantric ways remained 

strong in India even as they nearly died out in Europe and much of Asia. Beginning around the 

400s CE, a richly Tantric Hindu culture flowered, and it eventually influenced Buddhism. 

Beginning around the 700s CE, Indiaôs masters of Tantric Buddhism, the siddhas (accomplished 

ones), taught a very different path and goal than those first taught by the Buddha. All beings that 

are not enlightened are in suffering ï the siddhas strongly affirmed this position. But the real 

enemy, they taught, is not desire, but craving or compulsive desire ï also called attachment. Pure 

desires, and especially strong ones, can not only be enjoyed for their own sake, but can also be 

used to propel you to inner awakening. And the best path for achieving that awakening is not 

through renouncing the world but through intense pleasure, love, and bliss. 

 

The siddhas taught that the world is not inherently suffering ï it is only your false 

misconceptions that make it seem so. Once you are released from suffering, this precious world 

becomes a paradise. They rejected the central message of the Axial Age leaders that hypnotized 

the world and reaffirmed the original, primordial vision of human beings of the sacredness of 

life, pleasure, and sexuality. Tantric Buddhism praises life on earth as inherently good and 

pleasurable, and all pure desires are to be enjoyed. 
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Tantric Buddhism is mainly known in the West today in its form as Tibetan Buddhism. Tibetan 

Buddhism is one of the worldôs most successful systems for spiritual transformation, and is 

becoming increasingly popular in the West. As Tantric Buddhism first came to Tibet from the 

700s to 1200s, it was largely identical to its practices in India, but over time the Tibetans 

changed it. The greatest difference between the two traditions is in the role of sexual yoga. The 

great Indian masters who founded the major lineages of Tibetan Tantric Buddhism, 

Padmasambhava (c. late 700s), VirȊpa (c. 800s), Tilopa (988-1069), and AtǭŜa (980-1054), 

understood sexual yoga as central for liberation. Yet most later Tibetans moved away from 

sexual yoga as a core practice. In addition, many Tibetan teachers rejected the life-embracing 

philosophy of the Tantric siddhas, and returned to an earlier life-negating message found in the 

sȊtras that life on earth is inherently dangerous and sensual pleasures should be avoided. 

 

Tibetan Buddhism is to a great extent a dis-integrated form of Indian Tantric Buddhism. All 

Tibetan lineages affirm in principle that sexual yoga is necessary to attain enlightenment, and the 

reverence for the Indian masters and early Tibetan masters who practiced sexual yoga is high. 

But the monastic establishment reshaped Tantric Buddhism to suit their needs. As a result, most 

Tibetan lineages do not practice the original Tantric Buddhist path in its complete form. Tibetan 

Buddhist rituals are thoroughly desexualized except symbolically, and this change creates a path 

that is inevitably different in its shape and power from what the siddhas followed in India. 

Sexual yoga is taught only to special students and a few high masters. Some Tibetan yogis do 

integrate these practices, but they are in a very small minority. 

 

Numerous other differences arose between the two traditions, and the Tibetans are keenly aware 

that they have never produced anywhere near the number and quality of enlightened masters as 

the Indians. Tibetan Buddhismôs form of consecrations or ñempowermentsò is a much weaker 

version than what is taught in the Tantras ï rituals that were originally intended to permanently 

shift your consciousness into enlightenment have been reduced to merely receiving the blessings 

of deities. One of the great strengths of Indian Tantric Buddhism was its inclusivity ï virtually 

anyone with the right motivation could practice. In Tibet, however, the preliminary practices ï 

one hundred thousand each of refuge prayers, Vajrasattva mantra recitations, ma ala offerings, 

generating bodhicitta prayers, and guru yoga recitations - introduced by Marpa (1012-1097), 

along with the 19
th
 Century addition of the three-year retreat, are so arduous that it turned 

Tibetan Tantra into an exclusive system for training spiritual elites. A final difference is that 

Indian Tantric Buddhism was motivated by a great spirit of egalitarianism ï Tantric communities 

were fundamentally gatherings of equals. Tibetan Buddhism, however, is hierarchical and 

formalized, qualities the siddhas sought passionately to avoid. 

 

Tantric Buddhism has come to the West mainly through two groups, Tibetan monks and Western 

scholars. Neither have an experiential understanding of sexual yoga. Some non-celibate Tibetan 

lamas, including a few of high renown, practice sexual yoga with their consorts, but the practices 

have been largely kept secret, often referred to in popular books but never elucidated. The most 

prominent Tibetan advocate for sexual yoga is actually the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, who writes 

very openly and positively of it in his books. But because he does not actually teach the 

practices, sexual yoga remains purely theoretical for his Western followers. 
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Understanding Buddhist Sexual Yoga 
 

ñThe bliss experienced when the tip of the male sexual organ 

is in the lotus is the ultimate realization.ò 

- K i ǕcǕrya, The Yoga of the Jewel Garland 

 

Sexual yoga (KarmamudrǕ ï lit. Action Consort or Seal) is one of the most treasured practices of 

the Buddhist tradition. For over a thousand years it has been honored and taught to remove 

emotional and mental obscurations and attain the Great Bliss of enlightenment. 

 

Buddhism is not a disembodied ñscience of mind.ò Its teachings are meant to be sensuously 

understood and lived through the body. It is a system for totally transforming your body, speech, 

and mind into a whole new kind of being. Enlightenment does not mean simply a clear and 

peaceful awareness ï it is the ecstatic intensity of being fully alive. ñMindò in Buddhism really 

means the ñheart-mind,ò as pre-modern cultures knew the ñmindò to reside in the heart center. 

Buddhism is a path of the heart. Tantric Buddhism teaches the loving and intimate embrace of 

life - it values the feeling of connectedness to everything, flowing joyfully with the creative 

processes of reality. It offers fearlessness, empowerment, and inconceivable bliss. 

 

Sexual yoga is vitally important to Buddhism. It prevents the path from falling into either the 

extremes of scholarly dryness or meditative detachment. Sexual yoga is intimate, juicy, creative, 

and fun. As the most important practice of Tantric Buddhism in India, all the great Tantric 

masters practiced it with their consorts and taught it to their students. Buddhist sexual yoga 

comes from the Tantras themselves, the sacred revealed texts of the Tantric path. Over the 

centuries, as Tantric Buddhism passed into Tibet, these practices were not lost but overshadowed 

by other teachings and practices, and often frowned upon by monastic or governmental 

authorities as a threat to moral order. But the power of the sexual practices never diminished - 

they are as valuable today as they were a thousand years ago. 

 

Most importantly, as the siddhas knew, the other Buddhist practices find their true power when 

combined with sexual yoga. Sexual yoga is part of a system of practice called the Four Yogas 

(Catur MudrǕ ï lit. Four Consorts or Seals): 1) deity yoga (J¶ǕnamudrǕ), 2) subtle energy yoga 

(SamayamudrǕ), 3) sexual yoga (KarmamudrǕ), and 4) nondual yoga (MahǕmudrǕ). 

Traditionally, these are not performed as four separate practices ï they are practiced 

simultaneously and are totally integrated with each other. Like four pistons of an engine, they 

gain their power by working together. 

 

We are all on a path to bliss - that is our destination. As the Hevajra Tantra (The Laughing 

Adamantine Tantra) teaches, ñThe world is pervaded by blissò - it is the true nature of all things. 

Once your emotional and mental obscurations are cleared, you see reality clearly, and dwell in 

an effortless state of bliss. The permanent, changeless bliss of ultimate reality united with ever-

changing worldly bliss is called Great Bliss (MahǕsukha). Awash in this ocean of bliss, you act 

joyfully to bring all beings into its embrace. Sexual yoga is the most powerful and effective 

practice ever created for attaining the Great Bliss. 
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One of the most wonderful features of Tantric practice is that it is fun. The road to enlightenment 

can be long and challenging, and discipline hard to maintain. But in Tantra, the apparent 

opposites of discipline and play are united so that disciplined practice is inherently enjoyable. In 

this way, you will want to practice, you will practice longer and more intensely, and you will 

attain results more quickly. The goddess of the practice text presented in this book, VajravilǕsinǭ, 

is named the ñAdamantine Lady of Erotic Play,ò and it is through ritual play with her that 

spiritual growth is achieved. For the Tantric masters, play (lǭlǕ), and especially erotic play 

(vilǕsa), is both a transformative power and an inherent aspect of ultimate reality. The 

contemporary scholar Miranda Shaw writes, ñóPlayô is an apt term for the contemplative yet 

amorous gestures of lovemaking as a religious discipline.ò 

 

 

Common Misconceptions of Sexual Yoga 
 

Sexual yoga has always been controversial, even at the height of its popularity in India, and over 

the centuries many misconceptions have developed. Bringing light to these misunderstandings 

allows you to see its true power so you will not be distracted in your practice. 

 

One surprisingly popular misconception is that sexual yoga was never practiced at all, and that 

references to it are merely symbolic. Modern sexual repression and an inability to comprehend a 

culture that was intrinsically orgiastic and able to produce great erotic works such as the KǕma 

SȊtra (The Book of Love) have long prevented a clear picture of the past. Sexual yoga was 

practiced extensively, and it produced extraordinary spiritual achievements by countless masters. 

 

Some people believe that Tantric sex was part of a system of male oppression and that women 

were unimportant in Tantraôs development. In truth, many masters were women and they were 

central to its growth. In Tantric communities, women and men were honored as equals. 

 

Some teachers have argued that sexual yoga is so advanced that it should only be practiced by 

the highest level of practitioners, and criticize lower level practitioners. This is the position, for 

example, of the Tibetan master Tsongkapa (1357-1419). Curiously, however, others have 

criticized sexual yoga from the exact opposite viewpoint and claim sexual yoga is only for the 

lowest level of practitioners. The First Dalai Lama (1391-1475), for example, writes that it is 

only for those of ñdull capacity,ò and should not be practiced by those at a higher level. The 

place of sexual yoga within the Four Yogas has long been misunderstood - many masters in India 

taught their own systems and incorporated it in their own ways. The great Indian master Saraha 

(c. late 700s) taught sexual yoga as the foundation of all other Tantric practices, learned by his 

beginning students. Yet another Indian master, Jayabhadra (c. 800s), regarded it as the highest of 

Tantric practices and taught it as the final step. The most common method was to teach it as the 

third of the Four Yogas, after students attained some proficiency in deity yoga and subtle energy 

yoga, with nondual yoga saved for last. 

 

One of the most persistent misunderstandings is that sexual yoga is something fully set apart 

from other Tantric practices. In Tibetan Buddhism, students practice deity yoga, subtle energy 

yoga, and nondual yoga, while sexual yoga appears somehow divorced from them. For the 

Indian Buddhist masters, however, sexual yoga is fully integrated into all the practices - so much 
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so that when other practices are separated from sexual yoga, they greatly lose their power. A 

classic axiom of the siddhas is ñWithout KarmamudrǕ, no MahǕmudrǕ,ò meaning, you will not 

attain enlightenment unless you unite sexually with a physical consort. All Tantric Buddhist 

practices are intended to be fully infused with the pleasures and powers of sexual yoga, making 

the other practices intensely intimate and enjoyable as well. 

 

A crucially mistaken belief is that there is no love in Tantric sex - that the practices are done 

purely and coldly for selfish individual spiritual attainment. Yet the Tantras themselves state that 

love (priya) is an essential qualification for practicing sexual yoga. The Hevajra Tantra says of 

the female practitioner, ñShe must love the yogi.ò In the same way, Tsongkapa tells his male 

students to love women with sacred devotion. He advises, ñBe very loving toward them. One 

should always worship women with a cheerful mind.ò In Tantra, you love each other intensely. 

 

One very deep-seated but groundless idea is that once you attain enlightenment, you transcend 

sex and have no more sexual desire. A reading of the Tantras makes it clear that buddhas are 

eternally engaged in blissful sexual union with their consorts - and want you to be also. 

 

Another unfortunate myth is that in sexual yoga the man never ejaculates and must always hold 

his semen. There are statements in the Tantras that say this, but they have been taken out of 

context. Delaying ejaculation is taught because it allows higher states of bliss to be attained for 

prolonged periods between a man and his lover. But ejaculating is central to Tantric Buddhist 

rituals, not only for pleasure but also because semen is ingested as a transformative substance. 

 

Some people think that sexual yoga is totally serious and without fun and play. It is true that in 

practice you hold a strong and focused intention to end the suffering of all beings ï and this is 

the most serious of all goals. Yet play is also deeply honored. And, after the formal practice 

session is over, during the orgiastic Tantric feasts, few rules apply and you are free to do 

whatever pleases you, liberating yourself and your lover into pure pleasure as you desire. 

 

Perhaps the most misleading misconception is that sexual yoga, though once popular long ago, is 

no longer relevant to modern practitioners. This book demonstrates sexual yogaôs power and 

potential to return Tantric Buddhism to its original qualities of intimacy, juiciness, profound 

love, and lighthearted play, all leading to the Great Bliss of enlightenment. 

 

 

How Sexual Yoga is Different from Ordinary  Sex 
 

Sexual yoga is dramatically different from regular sex. For most people, ordinary sex is very 

enjoyable, but it is limited by your habits and cravings, your need to feel whole, and your 

distorted ego desires to have and hold on to certain experiences. It is limited by your own 

dualistic illusion of a separate self and other, which gets in the way of achieving much deeper 

pleasure. It is limited because, no matter how much bliss you experience, that bliss inevitably 

dissipates, and then you are left with yourself and your insecurities just as you were before. Love 

and pleasure may be in it, but regular sex is not sacred, it does not elevate you to a sacred plane, 

and does not have the power to bring you to enlightenment. As the Hindu Tantras famously 
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observe, ñIf liberation followed merely from sex with a woman, all creatures would already be 

liberated by female companionship.ò Sex is a sensual pleasure - a pleasure that always fades. 

 

Sexual yoga, on the other hand, brings you a bliss so powerful that it destroys your karmic 

obscurations and pierces the veils of your dualistic awareness. Your disturbing emotions and 

troubling thoughts are lifted away. Sexual yoga requires tremendous discipline. You must be 

able to hold your awareness on both the physical and subtle planes where transformation occurs. 

You cannot allow yourself to fall into mere lust. And most importantly, you must hold the proper 

motivation. Ninety percent of being a ñhigh spiritual beingò is simply purity of intention. No 

matter how wise, loving, or powerful you may be, if you do not have a high intention in your 

practice, you will not be successful. Pure intention and disciplined practice in sexual yoga bring 

the ultimate success of buddhahood. 

 

While Buddhism is ancient, it is compellingly modern in its direct approach to addressing the 

most basic challenges of human life. And sexual yoga is one of Buddhismôs most powerful 

assets. For over two thousand years, Westerners have inflicted themselves with a false and 

devastating duality of sexuality and spirituality: to be sexual, you must reject the spiritual, and to 

be spiritual, you must reject the sexual. Healing this split releases tremendous creative power 

inside you, bringing you greater health, love, and inner awakening. Sexual yoga can change your 

whole life for the better. 

 

Sexual yoga is essential for the modern world. Bliss is the greatest gift we can give to each other; 

we need to create a culture that supports being in bliss, and to establish the practices that can 

bring us inner awakening. Sexual yoga is intensely enjoyable, quick, and effective. And it is a 

path almost anyone can follow. 

 

 

Goals of this Book 
 

ñErotic love, enjoyed by the ignorant, becomes bondage. 

That very same love, tasted with understanding, brings liberation.ò 

- ǔryadeva, Creating Purity of Mind 

 

The principal goal of this book is for you to attain enlightenment. Tantric Buddhism as it was 

originally taught by the Indian siddhas is the fastest and most powerful path to enlightenment 

ever devised. Thousands of masters and disciples attained enlightenment in medieval India using 

these methods, and you can too. Great Bliss is the first complete, modern instruction book on 

Tantric Buddhism, and the first on Buddhist sexual yoga. 

 

For those who think that no Buddhist ever thought about sex, Great Bliss redefines the Buddhist 

experience for the modern world, and makes its most secret teachings accessible to practitioners 

for the first time. It presents the philosophy, history, practices and inner experiences of Buddhist 

sexual yoga. You will understand how to make the leap from orgasmic bliss to enlightened bliss 

- the Great Bliss of enlightenment. Tantric Buddhist practices are deeply rooted in the core 

philosophy and practices of the early Buddhism of the Common Vehicle and the MahǕyǕna, and 

these are presented first. By demonstrating the vital role of sexual yoga in Tantric Buddhism, the 
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true nature of the Tantric Buddhist path, which has been long obscured out of a failure to 

understand its most key component, is finally fully revealed. 

 

This book also presents an authentic practice text (sǕdhana) that focuses on sexual yoga: The 

SǕdhana of Secret VajravilǕsinǭ by the dynamic Indian master śabara (c. 800s). The sǕdhana and 

commentary clarify these essential practices and make them available for you. The Four Yogas 

are well represented in the sǕdhana, but sexual yoga is clearly its main focus. In addition, most 

chapters begin with a short, fictional narrative of a young man in India who practices the sǕdhana 

with his consort under śabaraôs wise and loving guidance. 

 

 

Suggestions for Creating a Spiritual Practice through Sexual Yoga 
 

Sexual yoga is an intensive spiritual path, and should not be taken lightly. At the same time, it is 

also very enjoyable. Ideally, to make significant progress you should plan to dedicate yourself to 

the practices in this book for at least two years. Regular practice is important, with simple ha ha 

yoga poses and sitting meditation a daily part of your life. 

 

If you are new to Buddhism, you can begin the sexual practices right away but should also spend 

some time studying the philosophy, learning how to meditate, and giving yourself the 

consecrations. You do not have to be a Buddhist to do these practices and benefit from them, but 

its philosophy is built into them as an integrated system for inner awakening. Performing these 

practices neither excludes you from working with other Buddhist teachers who may not be 

familiar with these practices, nor does it require you to find one. 

 

While the traditional steps and requirements of the Tantric Buddhist path are presented in each 

chapter, it is up to you how you want to create your path. A good plan is to practice twice a 

week, for two to four hours per session. You can focus the first session on the exercises of the 

Four Yogas and the second session on the sǕdhana, which eventually unites the Four Yogas 

together. With the sǕdhana, you might begin by spending the first three months learning it and 

doing just the deity yoga practices. Then, add the subtle energy yoga practices and do them along 

with the sǕdhana for another three months. When you are ready, incorporate the sexual yoga 

practices for the next three months. Finally, integrate the practices of nondual yoga. For daily 

practice, twenty to sixty minutes a day of ha ha yoga or meditation, or both, is ideal. You can 

practice sexual yoga with a consort or alone as you desire. Once a year, take a week-long 

practice retreat to deepen your experiences. In time, you will become a true sexual yogi or 

yoginǭ, and begin to know the Great Bliss. 

 

 

The SǕdhana of Secret VajravilǕsinǭ 
 

The complete title of the sǕdhana is Yoginǭ Sarvasvaἄ NǕma Guhya VajravilǕsinǭ SǕdhanaἄ, 

which means Revered by All the Yoginǭs, Known as the Practice of the Secret Adamantine Lady 

of Erotic Play. The sǕdhana could just as easily be called ñThe Destruction of Suffering through 

Erotic Play,ò for that is its chief goal and path: the attainment of supreme enlightenment through 

intense, amorous love-play. The SǕdhana of Secret VajravilǕsinǭ is an extraordinary text, a 
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masterpiece of the worldôs spiritual erotic literature. Both beautiful and powerful, it presents a 

complete path to enlightenment that can be practiced often over many years. It is a sacred text to 

be treated with great reverence. 

 

The SǕdhana of Secret VajravilǕsinǭ may be one of the greatest Tantric sǕdhanas ever composed. 

For many reasons, it is an exceptionally powerful practice. It is an original text divinely received 

by one of Indiaôs greatest masters. It is also preserved in its original Sanskrit, a language of 

sacred power honored for millennia. And, unlike many Tantric Buddhist texts, it is written in 

exceptionally good Sanskrit. The sǕdhana is simple and easy to follow. It has, unusually for an 

advanced sǕdhana, a very simple maala or sacred circle for visualization, making its practice 

easily accessible yet still very powerful. Through its simplicity and elegance, it is an ideal 

meditational tool for practitioners of all levels. This sǕdhana is a slow and lyrical meditation on 

two deities in lovemaking, which allows you to shift your consciousness with its flow in an easy 

way. Totalling 151 verses, it is one of the longest Sanskrit sǕdhanas known, allowing for ever-

deepening meditative absorption. 

 

VajravilǕsinǭ (Adamantine Lady of Erotic Play) is a peaceful form of the great goddess 

Vajrayoginǭ. Her purpose is to transform erotic desire into eternal bliss, and her special tool for 

enlightened transformation is sexual pleasure. She is called Secret VajravilǕsinǭ because of the 

power of her love that leads to enlightenment. VajravilǕsinǭôs dear consort is PadmanarteŜvara 

(Lord Lotus Dancer), the famous Lord of Compassion AvalokiteŜvara as an erotic lover. 

 

While a highlight of Buddhist teachings is on developing compassion, it is very clear from the 

sǕdhana that these deities do not just feel compassion for each other ï they really love each other. 

Love is a sometimes underappreciated quality in Buddhism, where ñloving kindnessò and 

compassion get favored. However, love is just as important in Buddhism as compassion. Here 

pure love comes to the forefront. In addition, most of the highest Buddhist Tantras are to 

wrathful deities. While the sǕdhanas of wrathful deities lead to enlightenment through 

transforming lower emotions like anger, once you have attained a more pure state within 

yourself, it is ideal to practice with deities whose forms and energies reflect that purity. 

VajravilǕsinǭ and her precious consort PadmanarteŜvara are in fully peaceful forms. Love is the 

greatest healer of all, as this sǕdhana shows. Tantric Buddhism is not only a cultivation of 

wisdom and compassion, it is also a celebration of love. May VajravilǕsinǭ be forever honored as 

the Buddhist goddess of love. 

 

The sǕdhana is so powerful you do not need to learn any other practices to attain success in your 

own lifetime. As śabara observes, twelve years of steady practice with your consort can bring 

enlightenment. To learn this one sǕdhana well is to master the essence of the Tantric path. The 

final advantage is that this sǕdhana is easily available to whoever would like to practice it. The 

sǕdhanas of many Tantric deities are available in some Tibetan lineages only to monks or lamas. 

In a time of global turmoil, it is urgent that even the highest Tantric practices be made available 

to the public. In an effort to re-democratize Tantra, this highest practice can be performed by 

anyone who feels it would benefit them. All acts of love and kindness bring merit and higher 

rebirth, so you can feel free to practice the sǕdhana for the benefit of all beings. 
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Chapter 1. 

The Path of Renunciation: 

The Common Vehicle 
 

ñSensual pleasures have been compared to a charcoal pit by the Blessed One. 

They provide much suffering and despair, while the danger in them is still more.ò 

- The Buddha to his monks, The SȊtra to Potaliya 

 

ñThere are, householder, these four kinds of happiness which may be achieved by 

a layperson who enjoys sensual pleasures - the happiness of possession, the happiness 

of enjoyment, the happiness of freedom from debt, and the happiness of blamelessness.ò 

- The Buddha to his lay followers, The Numerical Collection 

 

A Traveling Buddhist Monk  
 

At twenty years of age, he was 

young and handsome, and 

exceptionally well-educated by his 

father, a brahmin priest in the city of 

PragjyotiŜa, in the kingdom of 

KǕmarȊpa in northeast India. His 

father, a noted scholar at a major 

śaiva temple, was recently defeated 

in a public debate against a traveling 

Buddhist monk, a professor at the 

great Buddhist university of 

NǕlandǕ. The defeat sent shock 

waves across the city, and many 

feared the priest had been the victim 

of black magic. With the young 

manôs family disgraced, and 

fascinated by the new teachings, he 

took the money his father saved for 

his marriage and went to see the 

monk. The monk gave him the 

Refuge Vow and Lay Precepts, and 

placed a protection cord around his 

neck for safe journeying. The young 

man headed off in a small boat along 

the BrahmǕputra and Ganges rivers 

to the city of PǕaliputra, and then to 

study at the fabled center of 

NǕlandǕ. 
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Introduction  
 

ñI attained the highest complete enlightenment. This I recognized.ò 

- The Buddha, The Turning the Wheel of the Dharma SȊtra 

 

Buddhism is an extraordinary religion. It says that you are the creator of your own reality, and 

you alone hold the keys to your own happiness. No one, not even a buddha, can give you 

enlightenment ï you must be the one to save yourself. Buddhist teachings are not meant to be 

accepted on faith alone, but tested within you. Its practices lead to inner peace and prosperity, 

and ultimately to bliss. Buddhism is the religion of bliss. The path to achieving this bliss avoids 

the extremes of sensual self-indulgence and cruel self-negation, and creates a moderate and 

sensible ñMiddle Wayò (MadhyamǕ Pratipad). It is a proven path to permanent happiness. The 

early Buddhist path is called the Common Vehicle since it is the foundation of all later Buddhist 

paths. It is essential to have a basic understanding of its principles for advanced Tantric practice. 

 

The Buddhaôs teachings address the deepest challenge of all - the problem of human happiness. 

Why is it so difficult for human beings to be genuinely happy? You try to be happy by 

possessing things you think you will like, developing relationships, or accomplishing actions that 

you think will make you happy. Naturally, you also try to avoid things that will make you 

unhappy. Unfortunately, you are also driven by inner impulses that you do not understand. You 

want to relax and enjoy your life, but you cannot because your thoughts and emotional impulses 

constantly pull you this way and that. Doing nothing terrifies you. You compulsively seek out 

the next activity, preventing you from feeling fully the rich experience of being here and now. 

All this running after happiness, the Buddha taught, may bring temporary pleasures, but it will 

never bring you the permanent happiness you are really looking for. 

 

 

History  
 

ñVenerable sir, I have such confidence in the Blessed One that I believe there 

has not been, nor ever will be, nor exists at present another teacher more 

knowledgeable than the Blessed One with respect to enlightenment.ò 

ï śǕriputra , The Collection of Connected Discourses 

 

The Buddha (563-483 BCE) was a man of exceptional wisdom, love, power, grace, and peace, 

whose mere presence awed and overwhelmed those who met him. And yet he began, as all 

buddhas do, just like an ordinary person. The true meaning of his life story is not simply that he 

became a buddha, but that by doing so, he demonstrated that everyone can follow in his path and 

become buddhas too. The Buddha, also known as śǕkyamuni (Sage of the śǕkya clan), was born 

Prince SiddhǕrtha Gautama, in Lumbinǭ (in modern Nepal), son of the king of the city of 

KapilavǕstu. His birth name SiddhǕrtha means ñhe who achieves his goal.ò Though living in 

luxury, he was devastated by the sorrow he saw all around him and determined to find a way to 

end all suffering. At the age of twenty-nine the prince left his palace, wife and child to search for 

enlightenment. He studied with many spiritual teachers, including two in the Hindu SǕ khya 

tradition, ǔǕra KǕlǕma and Uddaka RǕmaputta, from whom he was very strongly influenced. 
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After six years of practice, he discovered that neither his life of indulgence in sensual pleasures 

in the royal palaces nor the harsh ascetic denial of his teachers could attain his aim. 

 

SiddhǕrtha finally achieved his goal - he realized what he called the Four Noble Truths. Now 

called the Buddha (Awakened One), he spent the next forty-five years teaching and traveling, 

establishing a community of renunciates set on liberation, and teaching a path for lay people to 

find happiness in this life and future lifetimes. He called his teachings the Dharma, the 

Liberating Truth. He gained a deeply devoted following, and thousands attained enlightenment. 

 

The Buddhaôs central teachings 

remained vitually unchanged 

for almost five hundred years. 

Though his followers split into 

numerous different schools, 

they varied mostly by very 

minor interpretations of 

doctrine and monastic rules. 

Buddhism was a significant 

religion in India up until the 

1200s CE, and it is likely that 

even after the introduction of 

the MahǕyǕna, the Buddhaôs 

original path (also called by 

later traditions the 

śrǕvakayǕna, the Path of the 

Disciples) remained the most 

popular form of Buddhism 

throughout that time. It is the 

path still followed today in 

much of Southeast Asia. 

Twenty-five hundred years 

after the Budddhaôs death, 

Buddhism is the fourth largest religion in the world. 

 

It is easy to think of the early Buddhist path as purely ascetic and world denying, but this is not 

at all true. The Buddha established two very different cultures, one monastic and one lay. For his 

monks and nuns, he established a community dedicated to renouncing life. He taught monastics 

to sever all worldly ties and live in quiet isolation, focusing on their exclusive goal of attaining 

enlightenment. For the majority lay practitioners, however, the Buddha wanted them to enjoy life 

comfortably and happily, live morally, attend to family, accumulate wealth, honor the sacredness 

of the earth, and enjoy worldly pleasures to the fullest. Lay members tended to be wealthy, 

educated city-dwellers, and the religion prospered on their support. The lay culture of early 

Buddhism was jubilant and boisterous. The sheer excitement of knowing that in all the world you 

had found a path to enlightenment was worthy of intense and ecstatic celebration. The fruits of 

practice for the Buddhaôs lay followers include happiness in this life and in future lives, a very 

different goal than for his monks. 
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Masters of the Common Vehicle 
 

ñNirvǕ a, devoid of all stains, is utterly pure.ò 

- Buddhago a, The Path of Purification 

 

Vasubandhu 
 

Vasubandhu (c. 330-400 CE), whose name means ñWealth 

Holder,ò was born a brahmin in GandhǕra (modern 

Pakistan), and later became a monk. After studying for 

many years in Kashmir, he wrote The Treasury of 

Liberating Truth, a summary of the Buddhaôs teachings 

intently studied to this day. He also wrote the brilliant 

commentary Creating the Five Aggregates, a classic text of 

Buddhist psychology. His brother Asa ga tried to convert 

him to the MahǕyǕna, but at first Vasubandhu resisted. 

Then one night he witnessed his brother in meditation by a 

pond, gained a realization of the profoundness of the 

MahǕyǕna, and embraced it. In the MahǕyǕna path 

Vasubandhuôs works are even more important. In support 

of the Mind Only philosophy, he wrote two definitive texts, 

The Thirty Verses on Mind Only and The Twenty Verses on Mind Only. He encouraged 

devotional practice to the Buddha AmitǕbha, which remains central to Tibetan and East Asian 

Buddhism, and founded the study of Buddhist logic. 

 

 

Buddhagho a 
 

Buddhagoa (c. 400s CE), whose name means 

ñVoice of the Buddha,ò was the most important 

and influential commentator of the Common 

Vehicle on the Buddhaôs doctrines. Originally a 

brahmin from Bodhgaya, he was defeated in 

debate by a Buddhist monk and converted. 

Buddhagoa traveled to Sri Lanka, where he 

wrote thirteen commentaries on all parts of the 

Buddhaôs teachings. His most outstanding work, 

The Path of Purification, clearly organizes and 

summarizes the Buddhaôs teachings, and remains the principle instruction manual for followers 

of the Common Vehicle today. A popular and highly imaginative story of his life was written in 

Burma in the 1400s. 
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Philosophy 
 

ñEven if bandits were to sever you savagely limb by limb with a two-handled saw, 

those who give rise to a mind of hate toward them would not be carrying out my teaching.ò 

- The Buddha, The SȊtra to KakacȊpama 

 

When You Perceive Your Self as Not Being Independently Real, You Attain Buddhahood 
 

The Potential for Permanent Happiness 
 

The Buddha is like a doctor who determines an illness and offers a cure. He is not, like a 

philosopher, trying to explain the nature of reality - his goal is to liberate people from suffering. 

Although everyone wants to be happy, he says, most people go about it the wrong way. 

 

The essence of all Buddhist teachings is: suffering occurs because of a fundamental 

misperception about who you are and how to attain real happiness. You see things that appear 

more magnificent and full of pleasure than you are, and you desire them. Driven by your craving 

desires, you grasp at them, thinking they will make you happy. Sometimes they do make you 

happy, other times not. But they never bring you permanent happiness. Let go of your false 

concepts ñselfò and ñother,ò and there is no more craving desire. Let go of craving and there is 

no suffering. Your awareness rests peacefully and blissfully in its true state, and you are free. 

 

The Buddhaôs way is the path of renunciation. The Fourteenth Dalai Lama writes, ñIn order to 

practice the Buddhist path, we need to generate a deep sense of renunciation of the very nature of 

our present existence, which is characterized by mental and physical aggregates under the control 

of karma and afflictions. We must develop a deep aspiration to gain freedom from this 

conditioned existence. The heart of renunciation is a quest for victory over the internal enemy, 

the mental afflictions.ò Renunciation is the relinquishing of desire, aversion, and ignorance of the 

way life really is. 

 

 

The Four Noble Truths 
 

Suffering Exists, Has a Cause, an End, and a Path to its End 

 

The Buddha summarized his message in the Four Noble Truths (CatvǕri ǔrya SatyǕni): 1) 

suffering is inherent in life (dukha), 2) suffering has a cause (samudaya), 3) all suffering can 

end (nirodha), and 4) there is a path to end all suffering (marga). 

 

 

The Problem: Suffering 

 

Everyone wants to be happy, but few find it. Instead, most suffer (dukha). Astonishingly, the 

Buddha defines suffering not just as unhappiness, but the general unsatisfactory quality of life 

because it can never provide eternal peace and bliss. Even when you are actually happy, the 

Buddha says, you are still in suffering, because that happiness will eventually fade. Only when 
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you are permanently happy can you truly have ended all suffering. Recognizing that suffering is 

intrinsic to life is the first noble truth. The Buddha saw three types of suffering: 1) ordinary 

suffering - the suffering inherent in basic experiences of life, those of birth, old age, sickness and 

death, 2) the suffering of change - where you find yourself happy for a while but then the 

circumstances change and you lose what brought you happiness, and 3) all-pervasive suffering - 

the subtle suffering of constantly seeking but never finding permanent happiness in this world. 

 

 

SaἄsǕra 

 

Life in this world, and in others, is inescapably experienced as suffering and can continue for 

infinite lifetimes. You are not truly free, but ñconditionedò (samsk ita dharma) or compelled by 

other forces, cosmic laws of which you are not even aware. Not knowing these realities and how 

to attain freedom, you wander aimlessly in perpetual suffering or sa sǕra. 

 

 

Impermanence 

 

Nothing - no object, person, or experience - in this world can ever give you permanent happiness 

because everything is subject to the law of impermanence (anitya), change and decay. Whatever 

you think you need to be truly happy ï family, work, lovers, money ï will be gone someday. 

 

 

Karma 

 

Every action you take, good or bad, leads to a result based on the quality of the action and your 

motivation. Negative actions bring painful results. Positive actions bring happiness, but it is 

always only temporary. Not understanding the principle of karma (lit. action) is especially 

dangerous, because strong negative actions can lead to intense and prolonged suffering. 

 

 

Dependent Origination 

 

Dependent Origination (pratǭtya sa utpǕda) is the universal law that propels you forward into 

endless lifetimes of suffering. It is a continuous causal chain of events, driven by your desires, 

aversions, and ignorance, that results in a perpetual cycle of birth, old age and death, and 

prevents you from dwelling permanently in peace and bliss: 1) ignorance (avidyǕ), of the true 

nature of reality, 2) actions (sa skǕra), that result in karmic imprints, 3) consciousness (vij¶Ǖna), 

the faculties of your mind, 4) name and form (nǕma rȊpa), your mind tied to a body, 5) the six 

sense organs ( a  Ǖyatana), which produce sensations and perceptions, 6) contact (sparŜa), the 

meeting of senses, objects, and consciousness, 7) sensation (vedanǕ), the emotional and mental 

registering of objects in your mind, 8) craving (t i Ǖ), the arising of desires, 9) grasping 

(upǕdǕna), your attempts to possess things to attain happiness, 10) becoming (bhava), the 

ripening of the fruit of your desires and graspings that lead you perpetually into worldly 

existence, 11) birth (jǕti), of yourself into the world, and 12) old age and death (jarǕ mara a), and 

the suffering they inevitably bring. 
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The Cause: Desire 

 

Misperceiving yourself as independent and eternal, you want things that will make you happy, 

and avoid things that will make you unhappy. Desire (kǕma), also called craving (tiǕ), leads to 

compulsive activity or grasping (upǕdǕna) - trying to possess objects, people and experiences 

that you think will make you happy. Your insatiable craving for sensual pleasures sometimes 

brings you temporary happiness, but it never lasts. Even as you search for happiness, you are 

continuously distracted by your own senses as they pull you towards objects you crave urgently. 

You are like a rider who cannot control your own horse, yet you are not even aware of your 

sensesô sway over you. Through unconscious habitual patterns (vǕsanǕ), you react to things 

impulsively, based on the habits of your past thoughts and emotions. Your own inner impulses 

constantly sabotage you. The Three ñPoisonsò or obscurations (kleŜas) are: 1) desire (kǕma), 2) 

aversion (dve a), including anger, hatred, fear, or dislike, and 3) ignorance (avidyǕ), the false 

belief in a self, confusion, mental churning, and lack of knowledge of the Dharma. You want to 

be free, but you canôt. You want to be happy, but you canôt. Nothing you try works. 

 

 

No Self 

 

The deepest cause of your suffering is because you do not exist the way you think you do. All 

suffering ultimately derives from clinging to an unreal, independent ñIò that you try to protect 

and on which you lavish attention. There is no self (anǕtman). What you think of as a permanent 

ñIò is merely composed of Five Aggregates (Pañca Skandha), functions of your body and mind, 

which stay together only due to karmic conditioning. By misconceiving these separate activities 

as a single, existing unit that does not truly exist, you create a false ñIò that leads to suffering: 

 

1. Form (RȊpa): Your physical body, which is composed of the Four Elements: 1) earth, 2) 

water, 3) fire, and 4) wind. All physical objects are also mere compositions of these elements. 

2. Sensation (VedanǕ): Subtle sense impressions within your mind, which registers all sense 

experiences as either pleasant, painful, or neutral - neither pleasant nor painful. It also includes 

the emotions that arise from these sensations: 1) sorrow, 2) joy, 3) pleasure, 4) pain, and 5) 

indifference. 

3. Perception (SamjñǕ): Both the act of perceiving objects through the senses, and the conceptual 

mental activity of making basic mental determinations or ñsignsò (nimitta) of what an object is. 

For example, you see a person in the distance, and it registers in your mind with a concept - ña 

beautiful woman.ò These perceptions can be wholesome, unwholesome, or neutral based on how 

they affect the quality of your awareness. 

4. Mental Formations (Sa skǕra): Mental actions comprising such functions as intentions, 

interests, desires, aversions, delusions, choices, habitual tendencies, pride, envy, worry, and the 

powers of mindfulness and concentration. These can be wholesome, unwholesome, or neutral 

depending upon how they affect your mind. 

5. Consciousness (VijñǕna ï lit. Divided Consciousness): The faculty of awareness that: 1) 

knows the world through the Six Senses: eye, ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind (which 

perceives imagined objects), 2) analyzes experiences, and 3) makes judgements like good or bad. 

Consciousness has the capacity to be aware not only of this physical world but subtler planes of 

existence as well. 
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The Solution: The End of Suffering in Permanent Peace and Bliss 
 

Nirodha is the cessation of suffering. It leads to nirvǕa (lit. blown out), an endless state of peace 

and bliss. You are completely free of the fever of desire, aversion, the ignorance of an illusory 

self, the Five Aggregates, and karma. It is absolute release, purity, stability, truth, freedom from 

cyclic existence, unconditioned and without attachment. It is awesome and inconceivable. 

Attaining it, you never experience the suffering of birth, old age or death again. 

 

 

The Method: The Path 

 

Once you recognize suffering as a pervasive part of life, you see that it has a cause, and that it is 

possible to be without suffering, the path (marga) to liberation is through cultivating wisdom, 

ethical conduct, and meditative stability. On a very deep level, you realize the true nature of 

yourself as composed of the Five Aggregates, and that these are impermanent and continually 

subject to karmic conditioning through the cycle of Dependent Origination. You extinguish 

desire, release your clinging to a self that never really existed, and you are free. 

 

 

Path 
 

ñWhen a monk gives attention to stilling the thoughts, the mind becomes 

internally steadied, composed, unified, and concentrated.ò 

- The Buddha, The Relaxation of Thoughts SȊtra 

 

Lay and Monastic Paths 
 

Traditionally, the majority of Buddhist adherents are lay people, who offer devotion and 

financial support to the community of monks and nuns, and continue to pursue worldly pleasures 

responsibly. The monastics, renouncing all worldly desires, give up their posessions, take robes, 

take 200-300 vows depending upon the ways of their particular ordination lineage, and live a life 

of practice and contemplation. Originally only monastics were instructed in the Noble Eightfold 

Path. Today, lay followers develop in the Buddhaôs quieting the mind practices of Tranquility 

Meditation, and Insight Meditation is taught exclusively to monks. 

 

 

Levels of Attainment 
 

Buddhism is a graded path to liberation. Once you understand the Dharma, take the vows, and 

practice, you are called a noble disciple (Ǖrya ŜrǕvaka is male, and Ǖrya ŜrǕvakǕ is female). Four 

levels in the Common Vehicle are marked, based on the degree to which you overcome the Ten 

Fetters (Sa yojana), inner obstacles that prevent you from progress. The five lower fetters are: 

1) false views, especially about a self, 2) doubt, 3) heretical practices, relying for liberation on 

rituals that cannot bring liberation, 4) desire, and 5) aversion. The five higher fetters are: 1) 

desire for the Realm of Form, 2) desire for the Realm of Formlessness, 3) agitation, such as guilt 
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and worry, 4) the conceit ñI am,ò and 5) ignorance of the Four Noble Truths. Once you attain the 

first of these four levels, you are called a noble one (Ǖrya pudgala/Ǖrya pudgalǕ): 

 

 

1. Stream Enterer 

 

As a stream enterer (srota Ǖpanna/srota ǕpannǕ), you have attained Right View, and released the 

first three and most crucial lower fetters of false views, doubt, and heretical practices. You are 

certain to attain liberation within seven lifetimes. 

 

 

2. Once-Returner 

 

Attaining the level of a once-returner (sak idǕgǕmin/sak idǕgǕminǭ), you are successful in 

cultivating wisdom, ethical behavior, and meditative concentration, and have weakened the last 

two lower fetters of desire and aversion. You will attain liberation in your next lifetime. 

 

 

3. Non-Returner 

 

In becoming a non-returner (anǕgǕmin/anǕgǕminǭ), you have released the last two lower fetters 

of desire and aversion. You are permanently liberated from the Realm of Desire. After death you 

are reborn into a pure realm where you will attain liberation swiftly. 

 

 

4. Liberated One 

 

As a liberated one (arhat/arhatǭ), or ñworthy one,ò you have attained permanent peace and bliss. 

You have released all five higher fetters: 1) desire for the Realm of Form, 2) desire for the Realm 

of Formlessness, 3) agitation, 4) the conceit ñI am,ò and 5) ignorance of the Four Noble Truths. 

Though you have achieved essentially the same realization as a buddha, you do not have the 

same worldly mission as a buddha and live the remainder of your life in seclusion. 

 

 

Benefits 
 

As your understanding of the Dharma deepens, your mind becomes clearer. You know that you 

are on the right path in your life. You are confident, but quietly so. Through behaving ethically, 

your mind is not troubled by guilt. By developing peace and bliss in meditation, people and 

things that once troubled you become untroubling. Physical health, mental clarity, pleasure, 

wealth, beauty, long life and joyful relationships naturally come your way. For lay followers, the 

Buddha promised welfare and happiness in this life and in future lives. And yet, he maintained, 

none of this will result in permanent happiness. To attain the supreme goal of the Buddhist path, 

you must set your intention on liberation through renunciation of all worldly ties. 
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Common Problems 
 

All spiritual paths have risks. One risk of the Buddhist path is that you may be drawn to the 

power of the teachings and adopt an intellectual approach that sacrifices ethical behavior and 

meditation. Similarly, practicing virtue without wisdom leads to temporary rebirth in higher 

realms that are enjoyable but still permeated by suffering. Another risk is to focus too much on 

meditation before you have a good understanding of the path. You might become so enamored of 

blissful meditative states that you do not attain your final goal. Mindfulness can degenerate into 

self-absorption, and nonattachment can become uncaring. And you can develop a sense of 

personal achievement so that your ego-pride is actually strengthened rather than diminished. 

 

 

Techniques 
 

ñWe learn to live in the present moment, the only place one can truly live. 

Each breath is a living reality within the boundless here-now. 

To be aware of the breath is to live, ready to participate fully in whatever comes next.ò 

ï Thai master BuddhadǕsa Bhikkhu 

 

The Buddha taught an integrated system of practices called the Noble Eightfold Path (ǔrya 

A Ǖga Marga). Taking vows (Ŝǭla) and performing practices of devotion (ŜraddhǕ), also taught 

by the Buddha, provide the foundation. 

 

 

Vows 
 

Two sets of vows (Ŝǭla) mark your entrance into the path, the Refuge Vow (Tri śara aï lit. Triple 

Refuge) and Lay Precepts (Pañca śǭla ï lit. Five Precepts). The vows of the Common Vehicle are 

called the vows of Individual Liberation (PrǕtimok a), in which you take either lay or monastic 

vows. 

 

The Refuge Vow is essence of the path to liberation. It is your own vow to seek protection from 

suffering in the Buddha (the teacher), Dharma (the teachings), and Sa gha (the community of 

practitioners). Once you take the Refuge Vow, your life takes on new direction and meaning: 

you have the best example of human success, the best of all teachings, and the best support on 

your path. The refuge ceremony is a living vow that focuses your awareness every day. It is the 

day you become more safe in an unsafe world. 

 

The Lay Precepts are basic guides for ethical activity that keep you from falling deeper in 

suffering and bring wealth and happiness. They bring peace of mind and purification, and you 

come to treasure them in your heart. You vow to avoid: 

 

1. Taking Life: Do not kill other people, and avoid killing animals, even for food. However, it is 

acceptable to purchase or receive as gifts meat killed by others. Taking life leads to lower rebirth 

in a hell realm. The positive aspect of this precept is cultivating love and compassion. 
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2. Taking What is not Given: Stealing from others due to craving leads to poverty and rebirth in 

lower realms. The positive aspect of this precept is developing generosity. 

3. Sexual Misconduct: Sexual misconduct includes having sex with: 1) children who are under 

the protection of their parents, 2) those who have taken monastic vows, 3) those who are married 

to others, 4) those protected by law, such as the concubines of a king, and 5) those who are 

someone elseôs lover. Sexual misconduct leads to lower rebirth in a hell realm. The Buddhaôs 

rules for sexual misconduct allow for great freedom of sexual expression for lay people; of 

course, all sex must be consensual and nonviolent. The positive aspect of this precept is 

cultivating inner contentment that releases you from craving for sensual pleasures. 

4. False Speech: Lying harms yourself and others and leads to lower rebirth in a hell realm. The 

positive aspect of this precept is cultivating truthful speech. 

5. Alcohol: Alcohol and other intoxicants reduce the clarity of your mind. While taking 

intoxicants does not itself lead to lower rebirth, it can lead you to do and say things that result in 

bad karma. As for actual practice, many of the earliest statues of Buddhist art are of women 

carrying huge jars of alcohol - so this rule was not usually taken very seriously. Intoxicants are 

an integral part of Indian culture, and Buddhism honors sensual pleasures for lay people, so 

many followed a ñmiddle wayò and allowed for it on special occasions such as festivals. The 

positive aspect of this precept is cultivating clarity of awareness. 

 

 

Devotion 
 

Buddhism is highly devotional. The Buddha taught that through intense devotion (ŜraddhǕ) 

alone, you can reach the first two levels of attainment. Devotion consists of: 1) veneration of the 

buddhas, 2) worship of gods and nature spirits, 3) observance day practices, 4) celebrating holy 

days, 5) pilgrimage, and 6) sacred sex rituals. 

 

 

Veneration of the Buddhas 

 

In the Common Vehicle, the purpose of devotion to the Buddha is not, as in most religions, to 

pray for help, because buddhas are permanently beyond this world. A buddha, whether living or 

dead, does not have the power to liberate you, but their teachings and example guide you to 

liberate yourself. Devotion focuses your awareness, and helps to attain deeper levels of 

commitment to the path. The Buddha taught devotion to himself through the initiating ritual of 

the Refuge Vow, and the Pali texts mention the names of twenty-eight other buddhas who are 

also venerated. Devotion to buddhas such as the future Buddha Maitreya, the Buddhaôs mother 

Queen MǕyǕ, and Gotamǭ, the first female liberated one, proved very popular. 

 

 

Worship of Gods and Nature Spirits 

 

Buddhism is built upon the world view of the Vedas. Early Buddhism was strongly influenced by 

the Vedic religionôs affirmation of life and its worship of gods (devas) and nature spirits 

(yak as). The Buddha said, ñThe noble disciple makes offerings to the devas. This is a case of 

wealth gone to good use.ò Since the lay culture of early Buddhism was focused on achieving 
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worldly happiness in this life and the next, worshipping nature spirits was a timeless way to 

maintain harmony with the rhythms of life, and gain abundance and happiness. The Vedic gods 

continue to be honored enthusiastically for their role in upholding the flow of life, the Dharma. 

While Buddhism is ultimately classed as a non-Vedic religion because of its rejection of the idea 

of a soul and its non-theistic orientation, the influence of the Vedic view of life is strong and 

pervasive. 

 

In the Common Vehicle, Mother Earth is 

the warm, grounded force that protects the 

Dharma. The 20
th
 Century Thai master 

BuddhadǕsa Bhikkhu eloquently writes, 

ñThe most appropriate housing for Dharma 

practice is that closest to nature, close 

enough to be called óin camaraderie with 

nature.ô By developing a lifestyle that is 

intimate with nature, we are making it 

convenient for nature to speak to us. If we 

are intelligent listeners, we will hear 

natureôs voice more clearly than if we 

were far away. Intimacy with nature can 

become the essence of our mode of living.ò 

 

 

Observance Days 

 

Upavastha (lit. dwelling near): On the four 

lunar days of the month (Full Moon, New 

Moon, and the two Half Moons), you take 

additional vows similar to a novice monk, 

and spend the day in quiet Dharma study 

and meditation. These days develop 

devotion, wisdom and discipline. 

 

 

Holy Days 

 

The Buddhaôs birthday, enlightenment, 

and death are all celebrated on the holy 

day (pȊjǕ) called VaiŜǕkha (a word with no 

clear translation), which usually falls on the Full Moon of the fifth or sixth lunar month (April or 

May). 
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Pilgrimage 

 

Pilgrimage (yatra) includes visiting the sacred sites that mark the major events the Buddhaôs life, 

such as Lumbinǭ (birth), Bodhgaya (enlightenment), VǕrǕnasi (first discourse), and KuŜinagara 

(death), and to places that house holy relics of his body. 

 

 

Sacred Sex Rituals 

 

The Buddha encouraged lay people to enjoy sexual pleasures ethically. Unlike other religious 

leaders of the Axial Age, he never condemned having many lovers or spouses, orgies, 

prostitution, homosexuality, sex with animals, or concubines. And sexual rituals, usually 

considered only part of later Tantric Buddhism, were a part of lay Buddhist practice from the 

very beginning. Many historians have pointed out that sexual rituals were always an element of 

the Buddhist path because so much of Indian culture, as well as most cultures in the ancient 

world, was highly orgiastic. Herbert Guenther, author of The Tantric View of Life, writes that 

ñOrgies have been a part of life in India since earliest times and are not a particular feature of 

Tantrism.ò The earliest Buddhist art, such as at the sacred sites of SǕñcǭ and BhǕrhut (c. 200 

BCE), is joyously orgiastic, and the art historian Garima Kaushik has written that the earliest 

Buddhist religious sites were actually centers for orgiastic rituals, full of ñrevelryò and 

ñdebauchery.ò The oldest known Buddhist statues are not of ascetic buddhas but sensuous female 

wine bearers (kumbha dǕsǭs), which The KǕma SȊtra identifies as a class of prostitute. This 

matches the world enjoying message the Buddha gave his lay followers, rather than the world 

renouncing message he gave his monks. 

 

Two streams of sexual practice influenced early Indian culture. The first stream is a secular 

stream of teachings on love such as The KǕma SȊtra, in which sexual pleasure is enjoyed as an 

art form without a spiritual goal. The second is the Tantric stream, in which practitioners seek to 

transform themselves into gods through sexual yoga. Early Buddhist lay culture was strongly 

influenced by the first stream, and elevated it to a sacred act of devotion to the Buddha that 

brought merit. MahǕyǕna Buddhism was eventually radically transformed by the Tantric stream. 

 

 

The Buddha on Sexual Misconduct 
 

The Buddhaôs advice on sex is basically what any wise parent would say to a child, namely, 

donôt do it with anyone who is going to get you into trouble. He guided his followers prudently, 

explaining, ñAbandoning sexual misconduct, do not get sexually involved with those who are 

protected by their mothers, fathers, brothers, sisters, relatives, or their Dharma; those with 

spouses, those with whom there are punishments against the law, or even those crowned with 

flowers beloved of another.ò 

 

ï The Buddha, The Discourse to Cunda the Silversmith 
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The Noble Eightfold Path 
 

The Buddha established a broad system of practice called the Noble Eightfold Path (ǔrya 

A Ǖga Marga). It allows you to rise above the frantic drives of worldly existence. It is also a 

joyful path, and uses meditative bliss to attain the highest bliss. Diligently pursued, you can 

achieve liberation in a single lifetime. It comprises the three fields of wisdom (praj¶Ǖ), conduct 

(Ŝǭla), and meditation (samǕdhi), and each one of these three relies on the other for success. 

 

 

Right View 

 

Through Right View (Samyag Dii), you develop an understanding of the Four Noble Truths. 

You begin with a conceptual understanding by studying and reflecting on the sȊtras, avoiding 

wrong views, and end with Insight Meditation (VipaŜyanǕ) by ñmaking the breakthroughò - 

directly perceiving and realizing the Four Noble Truths. From deep reflection on the immutable 

laws of existence (Dharma), you skillfully use the power of your own thoughts to stop 

participating in all activities that contribute to suffering. The last step in this process is to reflect 

on the Three Stains (ǔsavas), the final root causes of suffering: 1) desire for sensual pleasure, 2) 

desire for existence, and 3) ignorance of the Four Noble Truths. Understanding the Three Stains 

ends suffering. 

 

 

Right Intention  

 

You hold the Right Intention (Samyak Sa kalpa) to understand the Dharma, behave morally, be 

generous to others, enjoy life, and ultimately attain liberation. 

 

 

Right Speech 

 

Right Speech (Samyag VǕcǕ) means using language that is truthful, gentle, loving, and helpful to 

yourself and others. You avoid words that are untruthful, malicious, abusive, idle, or gossip. 

 

 

Right Action 

 

You do not act in ways that bring harm to yourself or others. Avoiding taking life, stealing, 

sexual misconduct, false speech, and intoxicants constitutes Right Action (Samyak KarmǕnta). 

 

 

Right Livelihood 

 

You choose work that helps others through Right Livelihood (Samyag ǔjǭva), and live in health 

and financial balance. You avoid work that harms, including trading in weapons, slaves, meat, 

intoxicants, and poisons. 
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Right Effort  

 

You strive persistently in Right Effort (Samyag VyǕyǕma) to avoid harmful thoughts, words or 

actions, and cultivate wholesome ones. You seek constantly to let go of desire and aversion, 

develop mindfulness and meditative absorption, and directly perceive the nature of suffering. 

 

 

Right Mindfulness 

 

You maintain continuous awareness through Right Mindfulness (Samyak Smiti)  of all that you 

do, say, and think. You remain fully present in each moment instead of dwelling distractedly on 

past and future events, acting with thoughtful, careful attention. You keep continuous awareness 

of suffering, impermanence, and no self. Mindfulness brings you conscious control over your 

senses, from which you release your sensual cravings. You let go of the emotional urges and 

false ideas that you need anything at all to make you happy, and live in a state of nonattachment 

(aprǕpti). With equanimity, you avoid the Eight Worldly Concerns (A a Loka Dharma) that 

keep people from ever actually attaining lasting happiness: 1) gain, 2) loss, 3) fame, 4) disrepute, 

5) pleasure, 6) pain, 7) praise, and 8) blame. 

 

 

Right Concentration 

 

You cultivate states of meditative absorption in Right Concentration (Samyak SamǕdhi) that 

purify your emotions and mind through increasingly subtle and profound experiences of peace 

and bliss. Also called Tranquility Meditation (śamathǕ), you begin by resting your mind in 

single-pointed focus on an object and attain a blissful nondual state of awareness. Tranquility 

Meditation includes the practice of the Four Immeasurables (Brahma VihǕra), in which you 

attain deep meditative absorptions on the qualities of: 1) love (maitrǭ), 2) compassion (karu a), 

3) joy (mudita), and 4) equanimity (upek a). Another practice is the Eight Attainments 

(SamǕpattis), consisting of the Four Form Absorptions (RȊpa DhyǕnas) and the Four Formless 

Absorptions (ArȊpa DhyǕnas). These meditations lead you into progressive states of blissful 

awareness that temporarily lift your consciousness into higher dimensions. You pass through the 

Three Worlds: the present Realm of Desire (KǕmadhǕtu), the higher Realm of Form 

(RȊpadhǕtu), and the highest Realm of Formlessness (ArȊpadhǕtu) ï and you discover that 

permanent peace and bliss cannot be found in any of them. Furthermore, these meditative states 

only suppress dualistic thoughts, they do not eliminate them. By establishing yourself in 

profound peace and creating mental flexibility and openness, you prepare your mind for Insight 

Meditation, which ultimately brings liberation. The Buddha also taught a combined practice of 

Tranquility Meditation and Insight Meditation called Breathing Meditation (ǔnǕpǕna Sm iti), 

through which he himself attained inner awakening. 

 

 



28 

 

Results 
 

ñI am one who has transcended all, a knower of all, unstained among all things, 

renouncing all, by cravingôs ceasing freed. I alone am a Perfectly Enlightened One 

whose fires have been extinguished.ò 

- The Buddha, The Noble Search SȊtra 

 

An Awakened One 
 

śǕkyamuni called himself the ñBuddhaò or Awakened One. A buddha is a person who has 

attained permanent peace and bliss. You have realized the Four Noble Truths, and are free from 

desire, aversion, and ignorance. While alive, your Five Aggregates still function together, but are 

released at death so that it is impossible to be reborn into any kind of world. You have entirely 

renounced worldly life. You experience no lust, and are incapable of becoming sexually aroused 

or having sex. You no longer attach to a permanent self that never truly existed. You are 

someone who ñknows and sees reality as it is.ò All your emotional and mental obscurations are 

ñblown out,ò gone. The state of a liberated one is incomprehensible. You are omniscient, radiant 

and majestic, perfect in knowledge and conduct, loving and compassionate, sorrowless, and 

utterly unsurpassed. A buddha possesses all excellent qualities. 

 

The Buddha also called himself the TathǕgata, literally meaning the ñThus Gone One,ò one who 

has passed over into the permanent peace of nirvǕa. A buddha is no longer human, transcending 

even the gods. He mentions his miraculous abilities to ñtravel through the sky like a bird,ò ñtouch 

and stroke with my hand the Moon and Sun,ò and know the thoughts and feelings of others. A 

buddhaôs greatest ability of all is to perceive directly the Four Noble Truths. 

 

 

Vows 
 

The Refuge Vow - Tri śara a 
 

Taking the Refuge Vow (Tri śara a) means you seek refuge from suffering in the Three Jewels 

(Tri Ratna): the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sa gha. The vow guides you to peace and 

prosperity. You make an inner commitment to venerate images of the Buddha, treat the words of 

the Buddha with respect, and honor members of the Buddhist community. 

 

 

Suggested Items 

 

PratimǕ - A statue or image of the Buddha, representing the teacher. 

SȊtra ï A text of the Buddhaôs discourses, representing the teachings. 

StȊpa ï An image of a memorial burial marker, representing the community of practitioners. 
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The Refuge Vow 

 

To take the Refuge Vow (usually done before a monk or nun, but you can do it on your own), 

kneel with your right leg up and left leg down, hands held in prayer, and recite the following in 

Sanskrit and in English: 

 

My name is (say your name). 

 

buddham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

dharmam  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

saἆgham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

 

ñI go for refuge to the Buddha.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Dharma.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Sa gha.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

Touch your forehead with a statue or image of the Buddha, a sȊtra text, and a small stȊpa, to 

venerate the Three Jewels of the Buddha, the Dharma, and the Sagha. 

 

   
 

Congratulations! You are now a Buddhist. Your hair is then shaved off. Traditionally, all of your 

hair is shaved as a gesture of your transformation into a new and higher phase of your life, but in 

the modern world most people just cut a few strands. You also receive a Refuge name, which 

your teacher gives you or you can give yourself. See the Appendix for a list of Buddhist names. 

A good practice is to recite the Refuge Vow each day, preferably in the morning. 

 

 

The Lay Precepts - Pañca śǭla 
 

The Lay Precepts (Pañca śǭla) are taken to protect you from lower rebirth, and are the vows of 

all lay practitioners. It is helpful to recite them each day, or whenever you sit for practice. Take 

the Lay Precepts by kneeling in prayer and reciting them, in Sanskrit and in English: 

 

mǕraἈǕ¶  caurikǕ¶  cǕpi  parapatnǭἄ  mἠiἨǕvacaỠ 

tyajǕmi  sarpavat  sarvaἄ  pa¶camaἄ  madyaἄ  eva  ca 

 

ñKilling, stealing, the spouse of another, and false speech, 

I will avoid them like snakes, and the fifth, intoxicants, as well.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 
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The Fast Day Precepts ï Po adha GǕtha 

 

On the four days of the lunar month, spend as much of the day as possible in your sacred space, 

or in a Buddhist temple or monastery, to read the Buddhaôs sȊtras and practice meditation. It is 

recommended to take three additional vows for the day, known as the Fast Day Precepts 

(Po adha GǕtha ï lit. Verse of the Observance). Alternatively, and more popularly, you may 

attend parties and festivals and practice devotional sacred sex rituals. To take the vows, kneel 

and recite the following, in Sanskrit and in English: 

 

vikǕle  ôpi  bhojanaἄ 

nἠitya  gǭta  vibhȊἨǕ¶  ca  vajrayiἨyǕmi  sotsavǕn 

ucchaiỠŜayyǕἄ  mahǕsayyaἄ 

 

1. ñI will not eat untimely.ò Eat once, after sunrise and before noon. 

2. ñI will abandon joyous dancing, singing, and dressing up.ò 

3. ñI will not use a high or large bed.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

 

Conduct - śǭla 
 

Follow the ethical guidelines of the Dharma each day: 
1. Right Speech (Samyag VǕcǕ): Speak with kindness and truthfulness, avoid harsh or idle 

words. 

2. Right Action (Samyak KarmǕnta): Do not kill, steal, or engage in sexual misconduct. 

3. Right Livelihood (Samyag ǔjǭva): Perform work that helps you and others and does not harm. 

 

 

Holy Days - PȊjǕ 
 

Honor the Buddhaôs birthday, enlightenment, and death on VaiŜǕkha. You are encouraged to eat 

only vegetarian food, observe all eight Fast Day Precepts, be generous to others, venerate the 

Buddha, study Dharma and spend time in meditation. You can also be spend them in heavy 

celebrations and drunken revelry. 
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Pilgrimage ï Yatra 
 

Visit the sacred sites of the Buddhaôs life in India and Nepal. Reverently and with folded hands, 

circumambulate these sites, reflecting on the timeless power of the Dharma. Alternatively, visit 

these places in your mind by reading the Buddhaôs life story or gazing at images of these sites. 

 

 

Exercises 
 

For those who are new to Buddhism, practicing the following exercises each day for at least a 

month will establish in you a strong foundation for positive living and inner peace, and prepare 

you for higher Tantric practices. 20 to 60 minutes each day is ideal. 

 

 

Devotion - śraddhǕ 

 

Supporting your path with devotional practices to start your meditation session greatly intensifies 

its power. 

 

 

Creating a Sacred Space ï Bodhi Ma a 

 

Create a sacred space for meditation and rituals. You can decorate your room with: 

Buddhist images (pratimǕ) ï Such as photos of statues and ritual sites. 

The Eight Auspicious Symbols (Aa Ma gala) of an enlightened ruler: 1) the conch shell 

(Ŝa kha), the call to awakening, 2) the endless knot (Ŝrǭ vatsa), wisdom, 3) the pair of goldfish 

(matsya), fertility, 4) the lotus (padma), purity, 5) the parasol (catra), royal protection, 6) the 

treasure vase (kumbha), abundance, 7) the wheel (cakra), the law of the Dharma, and 8) the 

victory banner (dhvaja), enlightenment. 

 

Set up a shrine or altar (vedi): 

Buddha image (pratimǕ) - In the center. A statue or illustration of the Buddha. 

Dharma text (sȊtra) ï The liberating power of the Buddhaôs words. 

Images of the four great moments of the Buddhaôs life (pratimǕ): 1) a footprint (pǕda), his birth, 

2) a bodhi leaf (bodhi), his awakening, 3) a wheel of Dharma (cakra), his teaching, and 4) a 

memorial burial marker (stȊpa), his death. 

Oil lamp (dǭpa) - The lamp is the light of the Dharma. 

Incense burner (dǕhaka) - Incense is the smell of good moral conduct. Sandalwood, gum guggul, 

or storax are common incense. 

Flower vase (pu pa) - Flowers represent impermanence. White carnations show inner purity. 

Deity image (pratimǕ) - A worldly deity such as the earth goddess Pithivǭ (aka Bhu Devǭ). She 

was the Buddhaôs first witness to his enlightenment, and gives generously to all. 

 

Each time you enter your sacred space for practice, offer a reverent bow with your hands in 

A¶jali MudrǕ to your Buddha image. With your hands together reverently, touch your head, 

throat, and heart center, representing your devotion through your body, speech and mind. 
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Honoring the Deities of Nature 

 

Honor and praise the deities of nature. Pay homage to their place in the divine order, and pledge 

to work cooperatively with them. 

 

1. Invoke the gods and goddesses who preside over the natural world: ñI invoke the divine 

couples Indra and IndrǕ ǭ, king and queen of the gods, Dyaus and P ithivǭ, god and goddess of 

sky and earth, Varu a and Varu ǭ, god and goddess of water, Agni and SvǕhǕ, god and goddess 

of fire, and VǕyu and VǕyavyǭ, god and goddess of wind. I ask you to be present with me.ò 

2. Recite poems from The Ἕig Veda, sing your own songs, or honor them quietly in your way. 

3. Ask the gods for their assistance in creating what you desire. 

4. Thank the gods for their help, and dismiss them: ñI thank you for your assistance. You are 

dismissed.ò 

 

Benefits: Wins the friendship of the gods, who assist you in attaining worldly pleasures and 

defeating outer obstacles to inner awakening. 

 

Time: 5 minutes. 

 

 

Devotional Ritual 

 

1. Recite the opening verse of respect to the Buddha, in Sanskrit and in English: 

 

nǕmo  tasya  bhagavǕto  arhato  sama  sambuddhǕya 

ñHomage to the blessed one, the arhat, the complete and perfect buddha.ò 

 

 
 

2. Recite the Refuge Vow. 

 

buddham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

dharmam  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

saἆgham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

 

ñI go for refuge to the Buddha.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Dharma.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Sa gha.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 
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3. Recite the Lay Precepts. 

 

mǕraἈǕ¶  caurikǕ¶  cǕpi  parapatnǭἄ  mἠiἨǕvacaỠ 

tyajǕmi  sarpavat  sarvaἄ  pa¶camaἄ  madyaἄ  eva  ca 

 

ñKilling, stealing, the spouse of another, and false speech, 

I will avoid them like snakes, and the fifth, intoxicants, as well.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

4. Reflect on the good qualities of each of the Six Remembrances (Sa  Anusm iti): 1) the 

Buddha, 2) the Dharma, 3) the Sa gha, 4) moral discipline, 5) generosity, and 6) the deities. For 

the last, reflect on the deities of the heavenly realms, and the virtues they performed to get there. 

5. Meditate, practicing Tranquility Meditation, Insight Meditation, or both. 

6. With contentment and joy, close your session by reciting a few verses of the Buddhaôs 

teachings, such as these words: 

 

ñHappy indeed are the liberated ones! No craving can be found in them. 

Cut off is the conceit óI am.ô Delusionôs net is destroyed.ò 

 

Benefits: Develops devotion, which supports practice that leads to inner awakening. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

Wisdom - Praj¶Ǖ 
 

Wisdom refers to Right View (Samyag Dii) and Right Intention (Samyak Sa kalpa). It 

encompasses the intention to become a buddha, textual study, and the direct perception of reality. 

Set aside some time each week for study and deep reflection on the Buddhaôs teachings. 

 

 

Right View ï Samyag D ii 

 

Cultivate an understanding of the Buddhaôs teachings through reading, and reflect on how you 

can integrate them into your daily life. Over time, develop the ability to directly perceive the 

liberating truth. 

 

Benefits: You gain merit, the quality of your life improves, and you avoid the traps of suffering. 

 

Time: 1 hour a week; continuously. 
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Right Intention ï Samyak Sa kalpa 
 

As you cultivate Right View, set a strong intention to understand the Dharma, behave morally, 

practice meditation, enjoy worldly pleasures responsibly, and ultimately attain liberation. 

 

Benefits: Your intention to attain liberation becomes strong, and you create the conditions for 

your enlightenment. 

 

Time: 1 hour a week; continuously. 

 

 

Meditation ï SamǕdhi 
 

Develop inner peace through Tranquility Meditation and Insight Meditation. Right Effort 

(Samyag VyǕyǕma), Right Mindfulness (Samyak Smiti)  and Right Concentration (Samyak 

SamǕdhi) concern meditation. These practices are often best done at first in short time periods, 

and you can extend the time as you become more advanced. 

 

 

Sitting Posture for Meditation 

 

Sit in a comfortable meditative posture on a cushion: 

1. Your legs are in the Meditation Pose (DhyǕna ǔsana, also called Lotus Pose or Padma ǔsana), 

with your feet resting on your thighs, or the Half-Lotus Pose (Ardha Padma ǔsana), one foot 

resting on one thigh, or cross-legged. Your hands are in the Gesture of Meditation (DhyǕna 

MudrǕ) either just below the navel or in your lap, left hand under the right hand, the ends of the 

thumbs slightly touching, and elbows slightly sticking out. 

2. Your eyes are half open. 

3. Your eyes gaze softly at the tip of your nose. 

4. Your back and neck are straight. 

5. Your shoulders are straight, nose in line with your navel. 

6. Your lips are gently closed. 

7. Your tongue rests gently against the roof of your mouth. 

As you hold the posture, let your body be relaxed. Focus your awareness on the point where the 

breath enters and leaves your body between the nostrils and upper lip. Breathing is relaxed, 

natural, silent, steady, and even. 
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Tranquility Meditation ï śamathǕ 

 

Develop profound inner peace through the various practices of Tranquility Meditation: 

 

 

The Four Immeasurables ï Brahma VihǕra 

 

Sit and cultivate love, compassion, joy, and equanimity towards yourself and all beings. These 

qualities must be pure, without selfish motivation, and without emotional attachment to others. 

Focus first on the quality of love, becoming meditatively absorbed in it. Once you have 

successfully developed that quality over a period of days or weeks, move on to the next quality 

and do the same until you attain proficiency in each one of them. Then begin with love again and 

deepen your realization. 

 

1. Reflect on the danger of hate and the value of love. 

2. Generate love towards yourself. Say to yourself, ñMay I be happy and free from suffering.ò 

3. Reflect on a beloved teacher, saying, ñMay this good person be happy and free from 

suffering.ò With love, become meditatively absorbed in them. 

4. Reflect on a dearly beloved friend, saying, ñMay this good person be happy and free from 

suffering.ò With love, become meditatively absorbed in them. 

5. Reflect on a person you feel neutral toward, generating love for them as though they were a 

dear friend, saying, ñMay this good person be happy and free from suffering.ò With love, 

become meditatively absorbed in them. 

6. Reflect on a person you feel dislike toward, and generate neutral feelings toward them. Then 

seek to generate love for them, thinking, ñThis person, as my mother in the past, carried me in 

her womb, played with me in her lap, and nourished me. And this person as my father nourished 

me by bringing me back wealth thinking to feed his children.ò 

7. If you still cannot generate love toward someone you dislike, reflect on the benefits of love: 1) 

you sleep in comfort, 2) you wake in comfort, 3) you dream no bad dreams, 4) you are dear to 

human beings, 5) you dear to nonhuman beings, 6) deities guard you, 7) fire, poison and 

weapons cannot harm you, 8) your mind is easily concentrated, 9) your face is serene, 10) you 

die without confusion, and 11) you will be reborn into a higher realm. 

8. If you still cannot generate love towards them, ask yourself what part of their Four Elements 

you are angry with: their earth element, water element, fire element, wind element? Which of 

their Six Senses are you angry with? Which of their Five Aggregates as you angry with? You 

discover there is no one to be angry with. 

9. If you still have dislike toward that person, go to them and give them a gift. 

10. Once you develop love toward the person you felt dislike toward, become meditatively 

absorbed in them. 

11. Having attained a loving meditative absorption, move through the First to Fourth 

Absorptions (see the Four Formless Absorptions below for instructions). 

12. Generate love pervading the entire world, equally to all. Think, ñMay all beings be free from 

enmity, affliction and anxiety, and live happily.ò 

 

Benefits: Develops inner peace and happiness in this life and future lifetimes. 
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Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

Mindfulness Meditation - Sm iti: The Four Foundations of Mindfulness 
 

This practice is performed with profound awareness and releasing of all sense of attachment to 

anything in this world. Practice mindfulness, both as a sitting meditation as well as continuously 

throughout your day. In each moment bring mindful, impartial awareness to your body, 

sensations, mind, and the Dharma. Let go of attachment and aversion as they arise. 

 

 

Body - KǕya 

 

1. Breathing: Breathe in and out, and observe your breath. Notice if it is long or short. Be aware 

of your entire body as you breathe, and how your breathing becomes progressively more 

peaceful. 

2. The Four Postures: Be aware of your body as you: 1) walk, 2) stand, 3) sit, and 4) lie down. 

3. Clear Comprehension: Maintain continuous, clear-minded awareness of each action you take. 

4. Unattractiveness of the Body: Reflect on the inherent impurity of the body: 1) head hairs, 2) 

body hairs, 3) nails, 4) teeth, 5) skin, 6) flesh, 7) sinews, 8) bones, 9) bone marrow, 10) kidneys, 

11) heart, 12) liver, 13) diaphragm, 14) spleen, 15) lungs, 16) intestines, 17) mesentery, 18) 

stomach, 19) feces, 20) bile, 21) phlegm, 22) pus, 23) blood, 24) sweat, 25) fat, 26) tears, 27) 

grease, 28) spittle, 29) snot, 30) oils of the joints, and 31) urine. 

5. The Four Elements: Be aware of how your body is composed of the Four Elements: 1) earth, 

2) water, 3) fire, and 4) wind. Your body is not a single entity, but a construction of elements. 

6. The Nine Charnel Ground Contemplations: Reflect on your own body as it progressively 

becomes: 1) a corpse after three days, 2) a corpse devoured by animals, 3) a skeleton with flesh, 

blood, and sinews, 4) a skeleton with blood and sinews, 5) a skeleton with sinews, 6) a skeleton 

with bleached bones, 7) heaped up bones, 8) more than a year old, and 9) crumbled to dust. With 

each subject think, ñMy body will be like that some day.ò 

 

 

Sensations - VedanǕ 

 

Notice whether your physical sensations are pleasant, painful, or neither pleasant nor painful. 

They may be: 1) carnal - pleasant, painful, neither pleasant nor painful, or 2) spiritual - pleasant, 

painful, neither pleasant nor painful. As each sensation arises, think, ñThere is a sensation.ò A 

carnal sensation is obscured by desire, aversion, or ignorance, while a spiritual sensation is clear. 

 

 

Mind - Citta 

 

Be aware of the changing qualities of your mind. Notice when it is: 1) with desire or without 

desire, 2) with aversion or without aversion, 3) with ignorance or without ignorance, 4) 

contracted or distracted, 5) exalted or unexalted, 6) unsurpassable or surpassable, 7) concentrated 

or unconcentrated, 8) liberated or unliberated. As each thought arises, think ñThere is mind.ò 
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Liberating Wisdom ï Dharma 

 

1. Reflect on the Five Hindrances (Nivara a): 1) desire, 2) aversion, 3) drowsiness, 4) agitation, 

and 5) doubt. Observing them as present or not present, think ñThere is or is not this quality in 

me.ò 

2. Reflect on the Five Aggregates: 1) form, 2) sensation, 3) perception, 4) mental formations, and 

5) consciousness. Seeing the impermanence of each one, think ñSuch is form, (etc.), its arising 

and passing away.ò 

3. Reflect on the Six Senses: 1) eye, 2) ear, 3) nose, 4) tongue, 5) body, and 6) mind. Recognize 

each sense, what appears to them, whether the obscuration of desire that arises dependent upon 

them is or is not present, and understand how it is abandoned. 

4. Reflect on the Seven Factors of Enlightenment (Sapta Bodhya gǕni): 1) mindfulness, 2) 

understanding the Dharma, 3) effort, 4) joy, 5) tranquility, 6) meditative absorption, and 7) 

equanimity. See them as present or not present within you. Tranquility means quieting the mind 

and emotions, while equanimity is a deeper state of awareness that attains the First Absorption. 

5. Reflect on the Four Noble Truths. See how these are present for you in each moment. 

 

Benefits: Leads to inner peace and nonattachment. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes; continuously throughout your day. 

 

 

The Eight Attainments - SamǕpattis 

 

The Eight Attainments consist of levels of meditative concentration including the Four Form 

Absorptions and the Four Formless Absorptions. These are levels of bliss, luminosity, and 

spacious awareness that pervade your entire body, and are without disturbing mental thoughts. 

They are spontaneous realizations you become aware of as they arise. The three qualities of 

successful concentration are: 1) stability, possessing unwavering focus, 2) purity, without 

distracting emotional and mental obscurations arising, and 3) activeness, strongly present. 

 

Once you attain the Fourth Absorption, you establish a very strong foundation to practice Insight 

Meditation and attain final awakening. You may also develop magical powers. As you attain 

each level, avoid any concepts of personal achievement. Reflect on how each one brings feelings 

peace and bliss, but also realize these levels cannot lead to permanent peace and bliss. You 

discover that nothing in all the Three Worlds of Desire, Form and Formlessness holds your 

interest, because they are all still planes of sa sǕra. Releasing your desire for them, you set your 

goal on nirvǕ a. 

 

 

Access Concentration - UpacǕra SamǕdhi 

 

A state of awareness near the First Absorption is called an Access Concentration (UpacǕra 

SamǕdhi). To attain the First Absorption you must temporarily suppress the Five Hindrances: 1) 

desire, 2) aversion, 3) drowsiness, 4) agitation, and 5) doubt. This is the main work of a 

beginning meditator. 
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1. With your focus on your breath, bring conscious awareness to your mind, and shift gently into 

meditative absorption. Allow your thoughts and emotions to rise and fall as they may, but do not 

pay attention to them. When disruptive thoughts and emotions arise, do not judge yourself ï 

simply refocus your awareness. You are not trying to eliminate your thoughts, just notice them. 

2. As you develop your concentration, your awareness becomes absorbed into your breath. Peace 

and bliss arise, and you cultivate those feelings by focusing on them. The Five Hindrances are 

suppressed, and the First Absorption spontaneously emerges. 

3. When negative thoughts arise, you can: 1) focus on something wholesome, 2) examine the 

danger of those thoughts, 3) forget them, 4) still your thoughts, and if all else fails, 5) clench 

your teeth, place your tongue on the roof of your mouth and forcibly constrain your mind. 

 

 

The Four Form Absorptions ï RȊpa DhyǕna 

 

1. First Absorption - Five factors are present in your awareness: 1) the object of meditation 

(grǕhya), your breath, 2) strong, absorptive concentration on the object (samǕdhi), 3) excited 

happiness or rapture (prǭti), 4) peaceful happiness or bliss (sukha), and 5) one-pointedness (eka 

gratǕ). You are without sense desires, as your awareness temporarily disconnects from the Desire 

World into the Form World, which consists of forms without desire. Filled with bliss, your 

physical body experiences no pain. Your thoughts are still present, and your awareness easily 

maintains one-pointed focus on your breath. Your mindfulness and concentration may be 

unstable, and equanimity may be weak. 

2. Second Absorption ï Releasing your attention on the object of meditation (your breath), three 

remaining factors are present: 1) rapture, 2) bliss, and 3) one-pointed awareness on the 

absorptive experience. You are free of thoughts, and your perception is ñsignless,ò free of 

conceptual labels. Mindfulness and concentration are stable. Your awareness is released into a 

higher and more refined level of form. Equanimity is present. 

3. Third Absorption - The two factors present are bliss and one-pointedness. Excited rapture falls 

away. Bliss is stronger. Mindfulness and concentration are strong. Equanimity is strong. 

4. Fourth Absorption - The two factors present are equanimity and one-pointedness, and both are 

very strong. Bliss is released. Mindfulness and concentration are very strong and pure. Free of 

pain and pleasure, your mind and body are luminous and rest in deep stillness. 

 

 

The Four Formless Absorptions ï ArȊpa DhyǕna 

 

5. Base of Infinite Space (ǔkǕŜǕnantya) ï Meditating on infinite space, you perceive space but 

no longer perceive any forms or sensory experiences (sight, smell, etc.) within it. Temporarily 

released from both the Desire and Form worlds, you experience the Formless world. You gain 

even deeper equanimity and one-pointedness. 

6. Base of Infinite Consciousness (VijñǕnǕnantya) ï No longer perceiving either form or space, 

you perceive only infinite awareness. You gain ever deeper equanimity and one-pointedness. 

7. Base of Nothing Whatever (Aki canya) ï Passing beyond consciousness, you perceive only 

absolute nothingness. You gain even deeper equanimity and one-pointedness. 
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8. Base of Neither Perception nor Nonperception (Naiva Sa jñǕnasanja) ï From absolute 

nothingness, you release any sense of the act of perception, and yet a very subtle residual 

perception remains. You gain very deep states of equanimity and one-pointedness. 

 

 

The Ninth Special Supramundane Attainment - Nirodha SamǕpatti 

 

9. The Cessation of Perception and Feeling (Nirodha SamǕpatti) ï This absorption is the total 

cessation of consciousness. It is the highest and most refined attainment, and purifies you deeply. 

It is only attainable by nonreturners and arhats, not ordinary practitioners. However, it is still 

only a temporary meditative attainment - it cannot on its own bring liberation. 

 

Benefits: Develops profound inner peace that becomes the base for Insight Meditation. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

Insight Meditation - VipaŜyanǕ 

 

Insight Meditation - VipaŜyanǕ 

 

Reflect with deep inner focus on the laws of worldly existence. As you arrive at true 

understanding, abandon the underlying tendencies toward suffering within you. 

 

1. Reflect on what is unwholesome and wholesome: the Three Poisons and the Lay Precepts. 

2. Reflect on the sustaining factors of life: 1) food, 2) contact, 3) mental formations, and 4) 

consciousness. Understanding the sustaining factors of life ends suffering. 

3. Reflect on the Four Noble Truths. Understanding the Four Noble Truths ends suffering. 

4. Reflect on old age and death. Understanding old age and death ends suffering. 

5. Reflect on birth. Understanding birth ends suffering. 

6. Reflect on worldly existence. Understanding worldly existence ends suffering. 

7. Reflect on attachment. Understanding attachment ends suffering. 

8. Reflect on desire. Understanding desire ends suffering. 

9. Reflect on sensation. Understanding sensation ends suffering. 

10. Reflect on contact. Understanding contact ends suffering. 

11. Reflect on the Six Senses. Understanding the Six Senses ends suffering. 

12. Reflect on name and form. Understanding name and form ends suffering. 

13. Reflect on consciousness. Understanding consciousness ends suffering. 

14. Reflect on mental formations. Understanding mental formations ends suffering. 

15. Reflect on ignorance. Understanding ignorance ends suffering. 

16. Reflect on the Three Stains (ǔsavas). These are the final root causes of suffering: 1) desire 

for sensual pleasure, 2) desire for existence, and 3) ignorance of the Four Noble Truths. 

Understanding the Three Stains ends suffering. 

17. Deeply realizing these truths, you are liberated. 

 

Benefits: Develops the wisdom that leads to liberation. 
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Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

The Union of Tranquility and Insight Meditation ï Yuganaddha 

 

Breathing Meditation - ǔnǕpǕna Smiti  

 

Breathing Meditation unites the meditative absorption of Tranquility Meditation with the 

penetrating power of Insight Meditation. The following steps are progressive: begin with the first 

four steps, taking your time with each one, and slowly shift into deeper and subtler levels of 

absorption. Add the other steps slowly over time, always beginning each session with the first 

steps and eventually making your way to the end. Perform each step while focusing deeply on 

your own breath as you naturally breathe in and out. 

 

 

Body ï KǕya 

 

1. Contemplate the long breath. Take long, slow breaths, and notice how they affect your mind. 

Is it pleasant or unpleasant? Is it calming or exciting? Does it make you happy or unhappy? 

2. Contemplate the short breath. Take short, quick breaths, and notice how they affect your mind. 

Is it pleasant or unpleasant? Is it calming or exciting? Does it make you happy or unhappy? 

3. Experience the whole body. Observe your breath as it conditions your body. Recognize that 

your physical body is continually affected by your breath. 

4. Calm the whole body. Focus one-pointedly on your breath to calm your breath, which calms 

your physical body and mind. Breathe long breaths to release any negative emotions and 

thoughts, and reach inner peace. See how your breath influences the qualities of your body and 

mind. Long breaths bring peace and happiness, short breaths excitation and discomfort. 

 

 

Sensations - VedanǕ 

 

5. Experience rapture. Notice as sensations of excited happiness or rapture (prǭti) arise and how 

they affect your mind. 

6. Experience bliss. Notice as sensations of calming happiness or bliss (sukha) arise and how 

they affect your mind. 

7. Experience the mental formations. Be aware of rapture as a coarse, stimulating and disturbing 

quality that disrupts your body, breath, and mind. Be aware of bliss as a subtle, calming and 

healing quality that pacifies your body, breath, and mind. 

8. Calm the mental formations. Drive away your sensations of excited rapture through deepening 

meditative concentration, and cultivate your awareness of calming bliss. In this way, you gain 

conscious control over your sensations. 
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Mind - Citta 

 

9. Experience the mind. Be aware of your mind in each moment in all its qualities. Take note if 

there is: 1) desire, 2) aversion, or 3) ignorance, which may arise as hope or fear, fixation or 

continuous mental churning on a subject that troubles you. Is your mind clear or unclear? 

Concentrated or not concentrated? Supreme or not supreme? Liberated or unliberated? 

10. Bring joy to the mind. Cultivate supreme joy, delight, and contentment by reflecting on how 

happy you are that you found the Dharma and how it will bring you to the end of all suffering. 

11. Concentrate the mind. Through meditative absorption, drive away unwanted thoughts and 

establish yourself in the three qualities of successful concentration: stability, purity, activeness. 

12. Liberate the mind. Release all attachment to any material objects, wrong views, unliberating 

rituals, and all thoughts and sensations you use to define yourself through the illusions of ñIò and 

ñmine.ò Release the Five Hindrances and the Three Poisons. 

 

 

Liberating Wisdom - Dharma 

 

13. Contemplate impermanence. Reflect on the impermanence of all conditioned phenomena. 

Reflect on suffering, and no self. 

14. Contemplate dissolution. Having recognized the true qualities of worldly existence, allow all 

your attachments to dissolve. Allow your mind to be still, silent, and equipoised. 

15. Contemplate cessation. Release completely your attachments, fears of birth, old age, and 

death. End all your emotional states of suffering. End your desire, aversion and ignorance to 

everything. End your idea that any of the Five Aggregates constitute a ñself.ò As cessation arises, 

nirvǕ a arises. 

16. Contemplate freedom from attachment. With great equanimity, release all last remnants of 

ñIò and ñmine.ò You are completely liberated. 

 

Benefits: Leads to liberation. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

Couples Sacred Sex Ritual - Maithuna Vidhi  

 

You can practice your own Buddhist sacred sex ritual following in the ways of the Common 

Vehicle. While the buddhas are beyond providing blessings and assistance, you can look to them 

for inspiration and develop your devotion. Focus on generating pure love without attachment 

between you and your lover. 

 

 

Suggested Items 

 

Sacred Space: An altar, a couple of pillows on the floor, some blankets, towels and tissues. 

Gifts: Small gifts to give to each other, such as a jewel, a shell, or a flower. 
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Clothes: Wrap-around skirts for men and women, both topless, and some simple and elegant 

jewelry. For the woman, a slim waist belt can be very elegant and erotic. Gather together some 

flowers and make them into two wreaths for offering crowns. 

Flower garlands: One aromatic garland for each of you. 

Food: Fruit slices or other bite-size food, delicious and easily digestible, served in a small bowl. 

Drink: Wine served in copper cups or coconut shells. Invoke the goddess of wine (Madhu Devǭ) 

to consecrate your drink before the ritual: ñGoddess of wine, bless this drink so that it may bring 

us love and joy and inspire us on our path to liberation.ò 

Plates and Utensils: Large green leaves for plates, and use your fingers to eat. 

Music: Indian music such as sitar and tabla, vǭǕ (lute), or belly dance. 

 

 

Personal Preparation 

 

Clean your bodies, give each other massages, take a warm bath, don ritual clothing, and practice 

a few ha ha yoga poses. 

 

 

The Ritual 

 

1. Sit on your cushions facing each other, and bow to each other with A¶jali MudrǕ, the hand 

gesture of devotion. 

 

 
 

2. Recite the opening verse of devotion to the Buddha. 

 

nǕmo  tasya  bhagavǕto  arhato  sama  sambuddhǕya 

ñHomage to the blessed one, the arhat, the complete and perfect buddha.ò 

 

 
 

3. Recite the Refuge Vow. 

 

buddham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

dharmam  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

saἆgham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

 

ñI go for refuge to the Buddha.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Dharma.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Sa gha.ò 
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Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

4. Reflect on the virtues of the Three Jewels. 

5. Practice Tranquility Meditation on one of the Four Immeasurables. 

6. Practice Insight Meditation, reflecting on the Four Noble Truths. 

7. Invoke the gods of love, KǕma and Ratǭ, and ask them to support you in your lovemaking. 

ñWe invoke the gods of love, KǕma and Ratǭ, and ask you to support us in our lovemaking.ò 

8. Give gifts to each other, and crown each other with a wreath of flowers. 

9. To stimulate the sense of hearing, share words of affection for each other. 

10. To stimulate the sense of sight, each woman gets up from her seat and dances for her lover. 

She sits down. Each man gets up from his seat and dances for his lover. He sits down. 

11. To stimulate the sense of smell, offer each other a garland of fragrant flowers. 

12. To stimulate the sense of taste, she moves to sit on his lap; offer each other food and drink. 

13. To stimulate the sense of touch, offer each other sensual pleasing touches. 

14. Arouse each other through erotic touches and pleasing your partner with your mouth. 

15. Make love to each other, using various positions as you enjoy them. 

16. Cuddle together afterwards. 

17. Give thanks to the gods of love for assisting you in your ritual and dismiss them. 

ñWe give thanks to the gods of love for assisting us in our ritual. You are dismissed.ò 

18. Venerate the buddhas with deep respect. ñWe venerate the buddhas, whose perfect realization 

has brought them to perfection. We seek always to cultivate your precious qualities.ò 

19. Sit on cushions facing each other, and bow reverently with A¶jali MudrǕ. 

 

 
 

Benefits: You create good karma between you and your lover for the love and pleasure you 

share. You receive the blessings of the gods and nature spirits who will help you create what you 

desire. Develops devotion, inner peace, and bliss, and merit that leads to higher rebirth. 

 

Time: 2 hours, including 1 hour preparing for the ritual, and 1 hour performing it. 
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Chapter 2. 

The Path of Purification: 

The MahǕyǕna 
 

ñAll the suffering in the world arises out of wanting happiness for yourself. 

All the happiness in the world arises out of wanting happiness for others.ò 

- śǕntideva, The Way of the Bodhisattva 

 

The Allure of NǕlandǕ 
 

By the time the young man arrived 

at NǕlandǕ, the university was 

already hundreds of years old, 

renowned as the greatest seat of 

learning in the world. With ten 

thousand students and two thousand 

teachers, every field of knowledge 

was represented. It was filled with 

beautiful temples, meeting halls, 

classrooms, an enormous library, 

lakes and parks. 

 

Yet for all this success, for the first 

time in the universityôs history, an 

unmistakable insecurity hung in the 

air. Since the time of the Buddha, 

the scholar-monks had been the 

undisputed leaders of the Sa gha. 

Now a new class of leaders arose 

who overshadowed their wisdom 

and abilities: the siddhas. As radical 

liberators, they both inspired and 

discontented the community. The 

siddhas rejected the standards of the 

monastics, laughed at their celibacy 

and scholarship, dazzled crowds 

with their magical feats, and dared 

the monks to stop talking about 

enlightenment and actually attain it. 

One day, students of the Siddha 

śabara came to the university to 

visit. Determined to meet him, the 

young man left NǕlandǕ early one morning and hitched a ride on a bullock cart to the southeast. 

 



45 

 

Introduction  

 

ñThere is no wisdom, and there is no attainment whatsoever.ò 

- The Heart SȊtra 

 

The MahǕyǕna (Great Path or Vehicle) is a dramatic reinterpretation of the Dharma. It is, in a 

very real sense, the Buddhaôs original set of teachings turned on its head. The extraordinary 

themes of the MahǕyǕna are: 1) the goal is not to attain liberation for yourself alone - but for all 

beings, 2) the philosophy is not only that persons are without self-existence - but all appearances 

are without self-existence, 3) the path is not to renounce the world - but to engage in it fully out 

of compassion, and 4) the result is that a buddha is no longer inaccessibly at peace - but intensely 

and eternally involved in bringing everyone to enlightenment. While holding to the Buddhaôs 

most essential principles of the Four Noble Truths, the MahǕyǕna transcends his original 

teachings, while also claiming to be revelations of his own true words given at a later time to 

bodhisattvas in higher dimensions. The MahǕyǕna does not regard its teachings as contradicting 

the Buddhaôs, but as a more profound elaboration on them. 

 

The MahǕyǕna begins with the Buddhaôs realization that all beings who are not enlightened are 

in suffering. Reflecting deeply on this bleak condition, followers of the MahǕyǕna vow out of 

great compassion to bring not only themselves but all beings in all the worlds to complete and 

perfect enlightenment. The idea of seeking enlightenment only for yourself is viewed as 

selfishness, the very disease the Buddha was trying to cure. 

 

Furthermore, the Buddhaôs principle of selflessness is radically reinterpreted. A ñperson,ò in the 

early Buddhist view, has no enduring self, but is a mix of the Five Aggregates that appear to be a 

self, held together by karma and habitual tendencies. Though ñyouò are not real, these aggregates 

are real and the world is real. In a decisive insight, the MahǕyǕna texts reveal, not only are 

persons not real, but also everything you experience in your world has no self-existent reality. 

The power of this idea becomes immediately evident: by viewing all appearances as illusions, 

you can release your desires and aversions to anything much faster. Furthermore, the MahǕyǕna 

texts claim that because arhats have attained only ñthe selflessness of personsò and not ñthe 

selflessness of appearances,ò their realization is incomplete. The spiritual attainment of an arhat 

is only the destruction of emotional obscurations, not mental ones, and an arhat, while dwelling 

in inner peace, is still not a buddha. The wisdom and compassion of the arhaats must be roused 

so they may enter the MahǕyǕna path and attain complete and perfect buddhahood. 

 

The Buddhaôs teachings focus on yourself - and all your thoughts, feelings and actions to gain 

liberating self-awareness. The MahǕyǕnaôs orientation, however, is towards others. By selflessly 

serving others while holding the perception that they are as illusory as dreams, you help relieve 

them of suffering, and you move closer to enlightenment. In contrast to the Buddhaôs teaching 

that buddhas are forever ñgone to the other shoreò of nirvǕa, the MahǕyǕna teaches that this is 

the very thing it is impossible for a buddha to do. This is because a buddha, realizing the true 

nature of reality, also spontaneously realizes great compassion. Out of oceanic compassion for 

others, a buddha emanates countless forms in countless worlds and tirelessly assists in liberating 

all beings without exception. It is these selfless acts combined with the wisdom of supreme 
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selflessness that are the most profoundly purifying. The MahǕyǕna is the path, not of 

renunciation, since you remain in the worlds, but purification. 

 

The Three Refuges - the Buddha, Dharma, and Sa gha - the heart of the Buddhist path, are 

profoundly reinterpreted. The Buddha is not just quiescently peaceful, but eternally acting out of 

compassion. The Dharma is not just a set of teachings but an inconceivable presence. The 

Sa gha is not just the community of monks and lay followers, but the infinite expanse of highly 

realized bodhisattvas who are an invisible yet ever-present and compassionate reality. 

 

Even more so than in the Common Vehicle, the inherent dangers of the world are strongly 

emphasized. In this ñorthodoxò MahǕyǕna philosophy (as opposed to the later ñTantricò 

MahǕyǕna), the world is by its very nature suffering, and a bodhisattva never remains in this 

world to enjoy its pleasures. While the Indian Buddhist siddhas embraced the main teachings of 

the MahǕyǕna, the Tantric affirmation of the world would become their most important point of 

difference. 

 

 

History  
 

ñThese Three Worlds are Mind Only.ò 

- The Developing Direct Perception SȊtra 

 

Several hundred years after the Buddhaôs death, Buddhism was revolutionized as the MahǕyǕna, 

or the Universal Way, arrived with an inspiring new set of teachings. The MahǕyǕna movement 

began with the sacred revelation of the Perfection of Wisdom sȊtras. The earliest text of this 

class was The Perfection of Wisdom SȊtra in Eight Thousand Verses, which arose around 100 

BCE. This text teaches that, just as in a dream, there is no self and no other, no sa sǕra and no 

nirvǕa, appearances are insubstantial in nature, and buddhahood is fundamentally the perception 

of this truth. The Perfection of Wisdom SȊtras became the foundation for the philosophical 

tradition that teaches Emptiness (śȊnyatǕ), called the Middle Way (Madhyamaka). 

 

From the First Century CE, several texts emerged with additional radically new teachings. The 

first text to teach that all that you perceive is the Mind Only (Citta MatrǕ) is The Unraveling the 

Mystery of Thought SȊtra, which proclaims that its teachings supercede even the view of the 

Middle Way. Around the same time, The Buddha Essence SȊtra presents the first teachings on 

the philosophy of Buddha Essence (TathǕgata Garbha), the idea that there is a truly existent 

ultimate reality consisting of an infinite field of primordial light, and that the path to 

enlightenment is the recognition that you are that light. Following the teachings in the MahǕyǕna 

sȊtras themselves, most Indian MahǕyǕnists may have followed these higher philosophies rather 

than the philosophy of the Middle Way, although after c. 600 CE the Middle Way appears to 

dominate in the universities. Also in these earaly centuries, The Flower Garland SȊtra 

establishes the awe-inspiring ideal of the bodhisattva, who acts with wisdom (praj¶Ǖ) and 

compassion (karu a) to liberate all beings from suffering. 

 

The MahǕyǕnaôs rise in popularity seems to have been slow, and was likely always a minority 

movement. By the 400s, however, it became the predominant teaching at NǕlandǕ and other 
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prestigious universities. MahǕyǕna philosophy and practices continued to develop until the 1200s 

when Buddhism was lost in India. 

 

The Buddha himself did not present these teachings in this world, it was said, because of their 

depth and intensity - people were simply not ready for them, so they remained hidden in other 

dimensions until wise masters could reveal them at a later time. Yet they remain true to the 

essence of the Buddhaôs teachings, and are intensely and, to their devotees, even more 

profoundly Buddhist. In the MahǕyǕna, the Buddhaôs sȊtras are called the first ñturning of the 

wheelò or presentation of the Dharma, the intermediate teachings on the Middle Way the second 

turning, and the highest teachings of Mind Only and Buddha Essence are the third. 

 

As the MahǕyǕna developed, the lay community remained firmly grounded in celebrating the 

pleasures of life, honoring the sacredness of nature and enjoying orgiastic festivals. The languid 

sensuality and bright joy found in the Buddhist art of the time, such as AjantǕ, remain testament 

to the enduring embrace of life by lay MahǕyǕna followers. The two Buddhist cultures, monastic 

and lay, continued to run parallel to each other, until finally the lay communities, led by the 

Tantric siddhas, dominated the Buddhist imagination for five hundred years. 

 

 

Masters of the MahǕyǕna 
 

ñThere is nothing to remove and nothing to add. Truly beholding 

the true nature, when truly seen, is complete liberation.ò 

- Asa ga, The Supreme Continuum 

 

NǕgǕrjuna  
 

NǕgǕrjuna (Bright Serpent Spirit; c. 100s) founded the Middle 

Way (Madhyamaka) teachings of MahǕyǕna Buddhism. Born a 

brahmin near the town of NǕgǕrjunako da (in modern Andhra 

Pradesh), he later converted to the Dharma. Recognized for his 

depth of wisdom, he received the Perfection of Wisdom SȊtras as 

a gift from underwater serpent spirits (nǕgas). He left extensive 

writings, of which The Fundamental Verses of the Middle Way is 

most important, and explains with brilliant and dazzling logic the 

philosophy of Emptiness. While the Perfection of Wisdom SȊtras 

present the concept of Emptiness and invite it to be accepted on 

faith, NǕgǕrjuna argues compellingly that Buddhism, and reality 

itself, can only make sense logically within a correct 

understanding of emptiness. His texts remain central to nearly all 

MahǕyǕna traditions. 
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Asa ga 
 

Asa ga (Not Attached; c. 300s) is among the most influential of 

all MahǕyǕna philosophers, and at least as important as NǕgǕrjuna. 

He was the first major philosopher of both the Mind Only (Citta 

MatrǕ) and Buddha Essence (TathǕgata Garbha) teachings, and his 

texts place the teachings of the Middle Way within the framework 

of these higher philosophies. Asaga was born into the warrior 

caste in the city of Puruapura (modern Peshawar, Pakistan), the 

capital of the kingdom of GandhǕra, a strong center for the 

MahǕyǕna at the height of a cultural golden age. As a monk he 

accepted the Middle Way teachings but found them to be 

incomplete. He prayed ardently for twelve years for guidance to 

the future Buddha Maitreya. In response, Asaga received five 

revealed texts: 1) The Ornament of Clear Realization, a concise 

summary of the doctrine of the Middle Way, 2) Distinguishing the 

Middle from the Extremes, on how the Mind Only philosophy avoids attachment to extreme 

views on reality, 3) Distinguishing Appearances from their True Nature, on the Mind Only 

conception of the Two Truths, 4) The Ornament of the MahǕyǕna SȊtras, the Mind Only view of 

the MahǕyǕna path, and 5) The Supreme Continuum, the central text on the philosophy of 

Buddha Essence. Asaga also personally authored several texts including The Compendium of 

Liberating Truth, a summary of the Dharma from the Mind Only philosophy, The Compendium 

of the MahǕyǕna, an influential presentation of the MahǕyǕna, and The Bodhisattva Levels, 

which describes the bodhisattva path from the Mind Only tenets. Asa ga converted his brother 

Vasubandhu to the MahǕyǕna, who made crucial contributions to the Mind Only philosophy. 

 

 

Philosophy 
 

ñAs for the many inconceivable teachings that are taught by words, 

those who fixate on words do not understand what is explained.ò 

- The King of SamǕdhi SȊtra 

 

When You Perceive Both Your Self and Appearances as Not Being Independently Real, 

You Attain Buddhahood 
 

Shared Views of the MahǕyǕna 
 

The Inconceivability of the Dharma 

 

In the Common Vehicle, the nature of a buddha is inconceivable. In the MahǕyǕna, the Dharma 

itself is inconceivable. The MahǕyǕna distinguishes itself by its teachings on wisdom, and argues 

that because of the limitations inherent in the teachings of the Common Vehicle, that path is 

limited in its ability to attain complete liberation. The Common Vehicle, it says, is based on a 

dualism of self and other, when reality is not dualistic. All beliefs, such as good or bad, existence 

or nonexistence, sa sǕra or nirvǕ a, are no more than mental constructions, conceptual overlays 
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that your mind places onto a reality that is never confined by any of them. The MahǕyǕna teaches 

that if you could only see reality clearly, you would see the vast expanse of peace and bliss that 

permeates and truly is everything. Dharma extends infinitely beyond the scriptures as an ever-

present power, so any moment of your life can be an opportunity for higher realization. The 

MahǕyǕna sȊtras inspire wonder and astonishment through their visions of worlds vast and 

profound, instilling devotion to its excellent teachings. 

 

 

Sa sǕra and NirvǕ a are Perceptual 

 

The MahǕyǕna teaches that the all-

important distinction in the 

Common Vehicle between sasǕra 

and nirvǕa is merely perceptual - 

they are not actual places. When 

your awareness is obscured by 

ignorance, you are in sa sǕra. 

When your awareness is freed from 

ignorance, you are in nirvǕa. 

SaἄsǕra is simply the 

misperception of nirvǕἈa. The 

MahǕyǕna redefines the nirvǕa of 

a buddha as nonabiding nirvǕa 

(aprati ha nirvǕa) - a buddha 

avoids passively retreating into 

nirvǕ a, and at the same time 

avoids personal suffering in 

sa sǕra while remaining fully 

engaged in the world out of 

compassion for others. 

 

However, liberation does not result 

in a joyful celebration of appearances. Karmic obscurations are what create the world of 

appearances (sa j¶Ǖ) in the first place ï and appearances are comprised of the very fabric of 

karmic conditioning. There is never a time when you are enlightened and simply relax and enjoy 

the beauty of the world. The White Lotus SȊtra explains, ñThis world is produced by karma, this 

world manifests by means of karma. All beings are produced by karma. They appear through the 

cause, karma.ò Appearances are dependently originated from karmic conditioning and 

experienced as suffering. In liberation you would theoretically experience nothing at all, because 

your karmic obscurations that produce appearances would be completely released. However, 

because of compassion, buddhas remain in the world of appearances purely to liberate others 

from suffering. 
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The MahǕyǕna View of Life 

 

The orthodox MahǕyǕna view of the sȊtras, taught principally by scholar-monks, retains the 

fundamental life-negating positions of the Buddha on the nature of life - that it is inherently 

suffering. Although the MahǕyǕna teaches that sasǕra and nirvǕ a are ultimately perceptual 

rather than physical places, the practical reality remains that for ordinary beings and bodhisattvas 

they are as different as night and day, effectively as though they still are places. Sa sǕra is 

dwelling in the six realms ( a aloka) of beings (humans, gods, anti-gods, demons, hungry ghosts, 

and animals), and nirvǕ a is the pure peace and bliss that lies outside them. The body is 

inescapably suffering; birth, old age, and death are unavoidably experiences of suffering, and 

liberation from them is inherently peaceful. It is impossible to attain permanent happiness in this 

world. The MahǕyǕna sȊtras denounce sensual objects as ñlike honey smeared on a razorôs 

edge,ò seemingly pleasurable but incurably dangerous. Women remain inferior to men - they are 

unable to attain enlightenment in female form and must reincarnate as men. And a bodhisattva 

who remains on earth does so solely out of compassion, not out of any inherent pleasure in it. 

Only nirvǕ a brings permanent peace and bliss ï it remains the highest goal of the MahǕyǕna 

path for all beings to dwell in it. 

 

 

The Liberating Purpose of Philosophy 

 

The MahǕyǕna sȊtras present three philosophies: the Middle Way, Mind Only, and Buddha 

Essence. They may seem so different from each other that they have nothing in common, but 

each one complements the others well. They all help to liberate you from your emotional and 

mental obscurations so that you can perceive reality directly and bring a permanent end to your 

suffering. The Middle Way philosophy liberates you from attachment to appearances, the Mind 

Only philosophy liberates you from attachment to the subject/object split of your mind, and the 

Buddha Essence philosophy liberates you into primordial wisdom. Key distinctions among the 

three philosophies include how they address the Two Truths (Dvi Satya), referring to the world 

as it appears and the world as it truly is, and provide a vision of buddhahood (buddhatva). 

 

These philosophies are all valuable tools for deep personal reflection, but only when they are 

combined with meditation can they truly liberate you into the direct perception of reality whose 

nature is inconceivable, beyond all concepts and philosophies. The final goal of Buddhist 

philosophy is never simply to understand mentally how reality ñreallyò works, but to provide you 

with conceptual tools that lead you to inner awakening. In the MahǕyǕna, Buddhism can never 

be a fixed doctrine or tradition. The Dharma is certainly not an idea of ñno selfò or ñselfò - it is 

whatever liberates you. The essence of Buddhism can never be contained in words, because the 

essence of Buddhism is bliss. 
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The Middle Way 

 

Reality is the Absence of Inherent Existence 

 

You and the world around you appear to consist of solid, separate things that exist permanently. 

It is the normal way of seeing. Yet to see appearances as having their own self-existence is not 

only mistaken, it is a dangerous delusion that results in suffering. The Heart SȊtra declares this 

teaching: ñForm is emptiness and emptiness is form.ò To know the meaning of this one sentence 

is buddhahood: 

1. Form is emptiness ï Direct perception into the ultimate nature of things reveals that no forms 

can be found at all. All forms dissolve into a complete lack of inherent existence. 

2. Emptiness is form ï Though absent of any self-existent nature, appearances arise due to 

karmic conditioning. 

This is the wisdom of emptiness. 

 

To see clearly and attain perfect wisdom is to see emptiness (ŜȊnyatǕ). Emptiness is the principle 

that everything is insubstantial, interdependent, arising out of Dependent Origination, 

impermanent, continually changing, and ultimately inconceivable. What you see as things is only 

the appearances of things. These appearances (dharmas) arise and fall away continuously. And 

there is no underlying plane of ultimate reality from which any appearances arise. 

 

The term Emptiness means that all things are empty of inherent self-existence (svabhǕva). With 

no intrinsic, eternal nature that is independently your own, you and the world appear to exist only 

as a result of karmic conditioning. From the teachings of the Perfection of Wisdom SȊtras, 

appearances are explained as ephemeral and insubstantial as: 1) the reflection of the Moon in 

water, 2) a magicianôs trick, 3) a face in a mirror, 4) a mirage from water, 5) the sound of an 

echo, 6) clouds in the sky, 7) a ball of foam, 8) a water bubble, 9) the empty core of a plantain 

tree, and 10) a flash of lightning. 

 

This philosophy is called the Middle Way (Madhyamaka) because it rejects as extreme views 

either of the two ideas that: 1) appearances have any kind of eternal existence, or 2) appearances 

do not exist at all. Emptiness does not mean nothing exists at all, instead it is the awareness that 

appearances lack inherent existence and arise only due to karmic conditioning. At the same time, 

emptiness is not a quality of a supposed plane of ultimate reality from which appearances arise 

and return. When you directly perceive the lack of inherent existence of all appearances, you 

enter the bliss of nirvǕ a. 

 

The profound and liberating value of this teaching is that there are no things for you to attach to, 

no persons to cling to, no ideas to conceive, and no goal to achieve because there are no beings 

in suffering and no buddhas who liberate them. It is the shocking discovery that all your 

concepts about reality are wrong because the very nature of reality cannot be encompassed by 

concepts. You will never understand reality. There is nothing to gain, and nothing that can 

possibly be lost. And, without anything to attain, and no obstacles to oppose you, there is 

absolutely no reason why you cannot be completely and perfectly peaceful and blissful in this 

and every moment. Upon directly perceiving emptiness, all appearances dissolve into their 
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inherent insubstantiality, and your mind is naturally purified. You then see the limitless 

possibilities for liberating yourself and others from suffering. 

 

 

The Two Truths 

 

The Middle Way philosophy teaches Two Truths (Dvi Satya), or ways of perceiving reality. The 

distinction is critical - from one arises sasǕra, from the other, nirvǕ a. Yet these truths are not 

two separate realities, because sa sǕra and nirvǕ a are inseparable. They are just two different 

ways of perceiving the same reality. Through your perceptions, you create your own prison and 

you free yourself from it. 

 

The first truth is relative truth (sa viti satya) - the ordinary world you know in which 

appearances arise and seem independently real. It is the world of how things appear to be to most 

people. Relative truth is what you experience as truly existent, but is not. It is a ñfalse truth.ò 

Appearances do not possess the self-existence (ni svabhǕva) that they seem to, but arise purely 

due to the karmic conditioning of Dependent Origination. It only due to your own emotional and 

mental obscurations that you experience appearances. Nevertheless, appearances do not not exist 

ï they have a presence for those whose minds are obscured. Though itself empty of self-existent 

reality, the principle of Dependent Origination prevails in worlds created from relative truth. 

KamalaŜǭla (c. 800s) observes, ñAlthough ultimately all these phenomena lack identity, 

conventionally they definitely exist. If this were not the case, how would the relationship 

between cause and effect, and so forth, prevail?ò Appearances, though illusory, should not be 

casually dismissed as ñmere illusionò because they carry the sting of karmic conditioning. 

 

The second truth is ultimate truth (paramǕrtha satya), which is the true nature of things. As a 

liberated being, you perceive directly the lack of inherent existence of appearances. It is the 

world as things truly are. Ultimate truth is nothing more than the direct perception that 

appearances arise as a result of karmic conditioning and that they are without self-nature, 

meaning they lack any kind of ultimate, intrinsic, permanent existence of their own. No 

permanent metaphysical principle or power called ñEmptinessò is asserted. Ultimate truth is not 

an eternally present substratum to existence that is nothing, since appearances could never arise 

as a causal result from complete nonexistence. Instead, ultimate truth is simply the absence of 

self-nature of appearances. Emptiness is a designation for the direct nonconceptual experience of 

the absence of self-nature of appearances, an experience that is in itself inexpressible but still 

realizable. NǕgǕrjuna describes ultimate truth (tattva - reality or suchness) in this way: ñNot 

dependent on another, peaceful and not fabricated by mental fabrication, not thought, without 

distinctions - this is the character of reality.ò 

 

 

Buddhahood as Wisdom and Compassion 

 

A buddha is a being who understands and perceives emptiness. This perception releases all 

suffering and brings complete perfection. NǕgǕrjuna explains through profound logic that a 

buddha is beyond all conceptual categories: ñSince he is by nature empty, the thought that the 

Buddha exists or does not exist after nirvǕ a is not appropriate.ò Buddhahood, like nirvǕ a, 
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cannot be spoken about in terms of what it is, but only in terms of what it is not. When you are 

fully present to the emptiness of what is, that is buddhahood. 

 

Theoretically, a buddha would perceive nothing at all. The Song of the Dharma SȊtra says: 

ñWhen emptiness is seen, there is no seeing. Not seeing all phenomena is seeing perfectly. 

Seeing nothing whatsoever is seeing suchness.ò However, upon realizing emptiness, great 

compassion arises, and this brings a buddhaôs awareness back into the world of appearances, 

where you seek to liberate all beings from suffering. A buddha continually perceives appearances 

and their emptiness simultaneously - the final realization of the identity of sa sǕra and nirvǕ a. 

 

Because everything arises only from karmic conditioning, even buddhas, though they are perfect, 

arise only in response to the karma of beings in suffering and the buddhasô determination to 

liberate them. In no way do buddhas exist as independent beings. Their purified aggregates and 

compassionate intention to liberate others keep them in the world of appearances. It is solely 

from the unleashing of the oceanic power of compassion that buddhas arise. 

 

 

Mind Only  

 

Reality is Mind 

 

The Mind Only (Citta MǕtra ï lit. Mind Mother) philosophy teaches that, contrary to your 

normal way of thinking, external objects do not exist independently - everything you experience 

is a projection of your mind. It is just like a dream. But because you do not realize this, you react 

to things as though they were real when you created them all along. When you do not understand 

how mind works, you create suffering. Understanding it, you know the path to liberation. 

 

Mind is an all-pervasive field of consciousness, not something locked in your head the way 

Westerners tend to think of it. The Mind Only philosophy is not a solipsistic idea that says 

everything is ñyourò mind, because it completely rejects the idea of ñyouò and ñothersò to begin 

with. There is only one mind. Mind is a shared dream-like experience with others, yet we all 

create different versions of what that reality is, generating conflict. Your mind creates an illusory 

and dualistic mental overlay between ñyourselfò and the ñobjectsò around you. This polarizing 

belief wrenches apart the unity of experience and creates desire. As a result, your mind wants 

you to have things it believes are outside of you that it thinks will make you happy. And desire 

creates karma, which leads to suffering. 

 

By understanding your mind correctly and practicing meditation, the ordinary conflicted mind 

(vij¶Ǖna) is purified and becomes the wisdom mind (praj¶Ǖ). Dualistic thinking stops, desire 

stops, karma is ended, and liberation is achieved. Compassion spontaneoiusly arises, and you 

seek to liberate all beings from suffering. Finally awake to the reality that everything is a dream, 

your powers are unimaginable. This philosophy, whose core teachings are found in the 

MahǕyǕna sȊtras, is popularly called YogǕcǕra (lit.  Yogic Practice), although YogǕcǕra actually 

encompasses both the Mind Only and Buddha Essence teachings. 
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The Three Natures 

 

The principle teaching of the Mind Only philosophy is called the Three Natures (Tri SvabhǕva). 

These represent the three ways your mind can perceive the appearances it creates of the world: 1) 

the Imaginary Nature (Parikalpita), afflicted consciousness, in which appearances are produced 

in an entirely fictional way by your emotional and mental obscurations, 2) the Dependent Nature 

(Paratantra), dualistic consciousness, in which appearances are produced once you clear your 

emotional obscurations, but you are still obscured by the root mental obscuration of dividing 

your experiences into subject and object, and 3) the Absolute Nature (Parini panna), pure 

consciousness - as you are free of any emotional or mental obscurations, no appeareances are 

produced. By understanding the Three Natures of your mind and practicing meditation, you 

attain enlightenment. 

 

The Imaginary Nature is the state of most people who incorrectly perceive reality through desire, 

aversion, and ignorance, and create their own suffering - in Western terms neurotic projection. 

You see and respond to things that do not exist in any way at all. However, the Mind Only 

philosophy goes much deeper than Western psychology to say that to have any experience of 

anything at all as ñrealò is completely imaginary, pure projection. The principle power that 

sustains the Imaginary Nature is language. By continually assigning mental labels and 

emotionally charged meanings to appearances, you create your own web of suffering. 

 

The Dependent Nature of mind is the state of those who have cleared their emotional 

obscurations, released attachment to their own labels through language, and correctly understand 

intellectually the true nature of reality as without division of subject and object, but have not yet 

realized it directly. You see appearances as they arise, without emotional projection, nevertheless 

your perception is still obscured by the root dualism. This is what Western psychology calls the 

ideal of a mentally healthy person, but in Buddhist psychology is still mentally obscured and 

open to suffering. The Dependent Nature is sustained by the root stains of ñIò and ñmine,ò the 

subtle but deep belief in self and other. This state is called the Dependent Nature because, like a 

reflection in a mirror, its way of being does not exist independently but exists subject to karmic 

conditioning, and is dependent upon the Absolute Nature, which does have true existence. 

 

The Absolute Nature is attained by those whose minds are liberated from all emotional and 

mental obscurations, in which your mind perceives only itself. Vasubandhu writes, ñThe 

Absolute Nature opens the door of wisdom to the realm of suchness,ò because you are finally 

seeing reality clearly. It is pure consciousness without appearances, perfect peace and bliss. 

 

 

The Eight Consciousnesses 

 

You normally think of yourself as having just one mind, but the Mind Only philosophy teaches 

that you have Eight Consciousnesses (Aa Vij¶Ǖna), each with fully separate functions, that 

together you unknowingly group together and call your mind. To attain enlightenment, you must 

purify them all completely. The first five consciousnesses are the Five Senses - sight, hearing, 

smell, taste, and touch - which receive and subtlely interpret the sense impressions of your world. 
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They can become obscured through injury or illness, and the sensations arising from them that 

you interpret as pleasant, unpleasant, or indifferent can also become karmically obscured. 

 

The sixth consciousness, the Conceptualizing Mind (Mano VijñǕna ï lit. the mind that divides 

wisdom), receives the sense experiences of the first five consciousnesses. It is within this 

consciousness that thoughts occur that label and divide experiences, that you remember the past, 

reflect on the present, and plan for the future, create visual images of things, and make 

judgements of good or bad. This consciousness does not perceive the world directly, but creates 

a mental image of it within it, which may or may not be very close to what the world really looks 

like. It operates under confused conditions, driven by habits of dualistic thought and action. 

Meditation occurs at the level of the sixth consciousness, which spontaneously purifies all the 

other consciousnesses. 

 

The seventh is the Afflicted Consciousness (KleŜa Vij¶Ǖna), a very subtle level that holds tightly 

to the false belief in self and other, and creates your fundamental confusion and unclarity of 

perception about life. Its chief attribute is that it possesses the Three Stains (ǔsavas), the deepest 

root causes of suffering: 1) desire for sensual pleasure, 2) desire for existence, and 3) ignorance 

of the Four Noble Truths. It is where your compulsive desires and aversions actively drive you in 

your thoughts, words and actions. The powers of the seventh flow into the sixth, veiling your 

conscious mind with emotional and mental obscurations, and obscuring your bodily sense 

consciousnesses as well. By directly perceiving the illusion of self and other at this level in 

meditation, you release the seventh consciousness, and it is transformed on awakening into the 

Wisdom of Equality (SamatǕ J¶Ǖna), in which all appearances are perceived as equal. 

 

The eighth is the Store Consciousness (ǔlaya Vij¶Ǖna). This is the unconscious plane of 

awareness, and is always fully aware of each moment. Vasubandhu observes, ñStore 

consciousness contains all appearances in the universe.ò It is where karmic imprints of past 

actions are stored, ripen, and later arise, inflicting you with unexpected and unwanted suffering. 

The seventh consciousness arises from and is sustained by the karmic seeds (bǭja) stored in the 

eighth consciousness that continually obscure your experiences and create the suffering you 

experience in your life. When the eighth consciousness is completely purified, it transforms into 

the Wisdom of True Reality (DharmadhǕtu J¶Ǖna), and buddhahood is attained. 

 

 

The Two Truths 

 

In the Mind Only philosophy, relative truth is the mistaken idea that self and appearances exist 

independently and separately from the mind. The Imaginary Nature creates all the false 

emotionally charged projections you impose onto appearances. The Dependent Nature, though 

more pure, similarly arises as the false but deeply rooted belief that you and others exist separate 

from the one mind. 

 

Ultimate truth is the release of the incorrect perception that subject and object are something 

other than mind. When you attain this truth, which is the Absolute Nature, the illuminating 

nondual buddha mind spontaneously arises. You perceive directly that appearances arise as in a 

dream, but still lead to suffering because they are karmically conditioned. Ultimate truth is the 
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reality of the universal mind - it is neither a solipsistic mind nor the primordial awareness taught 

in the philosophy of Buddha Essence - it is simply consciousness free of subject and object, 

singular, not divided into knower and known, permanent, naturally clear, pure awareness. 

 

 

Buddhahood as Wisdom and Compassion 

 

Buddhas are beings who have purified their minds completely; all karmic seeds in the Store 

Consciousness are exhausted, and their minds are of the Absolute Nature. At the moment of the 

final release of karma is a spontaneous inner awakening called the Reversal of the Basis (ǔŜraya 

ParǕv itti), because the experience of the Eighth Consciousness, the unconscious basis of your 

mind, shifts from suffering to bliss. A buddha would naturally experience no appearances at all - 

only the pure consciousness of nirvǕ a. But out of compassion for all beings, you remain in the 

world of illusions to liberate others. Since all experiences are dream-like, all the miraculous 

powers of the buddhas arise for you effortlessly. 

 

 

Buddha Essence 
 

Reality is Primordial Wisdom 

 

Buddha essence is primordial buddha wisdom (buddha j¶Ǖna), an infinite field of pure 

enlightened awareness, and only that ultimate reality exists, and everything else is illusory. Its 

essential nature (tathǕta) is equally present in all beings, only temporarily obscured within them. 

Buddha essence is the inner potential and power of all beings to attain enlightenment. Its ever-

present power moves through all beings seeking to liberate them. Without Buddha essence 

already within you, attaining buddhahood would be impossible and all your efforts would 

produce nothing. Since only the bliss of nirvǕ a exists, you are already a buddha. But because 

you do not recognize it, you suffer. Buddha Essence (TathǕgata Garbha) philosophy is the 

highest statement of the MahǕyǕna sȊtras on the nature of reality. 

 

The philosophy of Buddha Essence teaches that beyond all illusory appearances ultimate reality 

truly exists ï it possesses its own true, intrinsic self-nature (svabhǕva) that can be directly 

perceived by a buddha. It is an infinite field of inconceivable awareness with its own: 1) eternal 

wisdom (j¶Ǖna), 2) transcendent qualities (gu a pǕramitǕ), and 3) self-existent presence 

(anǕbhoga). It is pure self-awareness (pratyǕtmavedya) without the awareness of any 

appearances. The Supreme Continuum describes its infinite and inseparable all good qualities, 

noting especially that it possesses four transcendent qualities: 

1. Purity (śubha) - It is unstained by karmic obscurations. 

2. Self (ǔtman) - It is primordial, all-pervasive, self-aware wisdom. 

3. Bliss (Sukha) - It is the source of ultimate bliss. 

4. Permanence (Nitya) - It is eternal and unchanging. 

These four qualities are important because they completely overturn the Buddhaôs own doctrines 

on existence as possessing the qualities of 1) karmic impurity, 2) no self, 3) suffering, and 4) 

impermanence. Buddhists who follow the first two turnings of the wheel of the Dharma do not 

believe in a self ï Buddhists who follow the third turning of the wheel do. Buddha essence is 
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primordial, still, and all-pervasive. It does not arise out of karmic conditioning. Nothing other 

than it truly exists. All appearances (dharmas) are purely illusory and have no existence in any 

way at all. 

 

Buddha essence is difficult to find and realize, but it is the greatest of all treasures because it is 

your own true nature. It is like: 1) a buddha in a decaying lotus, 2) honey amidst bees, 3) grains 

in their husks, 4) gold covered in filth, 5) an underground treasure, 6) shoots piercing through 

fruits, 7) a statue of a buddha inside a pile of torn rags, 8) a monarch in the womb of a poor and 

wretched woman, and 9) a precious image inside clay. The Buddha Essence philosophy honors 

your own potential to attain inner awakening and is intended to give you great confidence. The 

goal of its teachings is for you to see the shimmering Clear Light of ultimate reality and 

compassionately liberate yourself and all beings from suffering. 

 

 

The Two Truths 

 

In the teachings on Buddha Essence, relative truth is the false perception of any appearances at 

all. It is perceiving appearances hidden from the direct experience of buddha essence by your 

emotional and mental obscurations. These obscurations are completely accidental (Ǖgantaka) and 

illusory (bhrǕnti). The Supreme Continuum says, ñThe faults are incidental,ò and ñThe 

obscurations are like covering clouds, by nature non-existent.ò In no way do obscurations affect 

ultimate reality. Appearances do not exist at all. No arising of appearances ever occurs, 

Dependent Origination is itself illusory, so any appearances you perceive are only illusory. The 

root of the power of relative reality is your own mistaken belief in self and other. 

 

Ultimate truth is the ability to perceive directly the indivisible field of primordially existent 

ultimate reality (svabhǕva). Ultimate reality is primordial consciousness and luminosity, infinite 

wisdom, love, peace and bliss. The Supreme Continuum is extensive in its descriptions: it is the 

Clear Light, eternal, uncaused, the open expanse, ñchangeless like space,ò ñnondual,ò 

ñindestructible,ò ñunchanging,ò and ñeverlasting.ò It is unconditioned, free, permanent, and 

blissful. It is empty of illusions, impermanence, appearances, and suffering. It is self-originated 

primal purity, stainless, forever possessing perfect qualities. Though it appears to act to those 

with deluded minds, it is actionless. It is inexhaustible, all-pervasive, omniscient wisdom, 

compassion, free of conceptuality, uncompounded by Dependent Origination. ñIt is the 

changeless realityé It is true Self (ǔtman) because all of the complications of self or no self 

have been absolutely quelled.ò Seeing ultimate truth, you are liberated. 

 

Dolpopa (1292-1361), the principle Tibetan commentator on Buddha Essence, argues that to say 

that nirvǕ a and sa sǕra are ñinseparable,ò as the Middle Way philosopohy claims, is 

nonsensical. In truth, he says, sa sǕra does not exist, and nirvǕ a does. While agreeing with the 

Middle Way philosophy that ultimate reality is inexpressible, Buddha Essence philosophy 

observes that by adopting the idea that all experiences of any kind are merely self-empty 

(ni svabhǕva), the Middle Way philosophy can actually mislead you into missing the ultimate 

reality that is not self-empty at all. Buddha Essence philosophy says it is not enough simply to 

see appearances as not truly existent. The Ornament of the Light of Wisdom SȊtra cautions 

against the Middle Way philosophy, saying ñThe destruction of appearances through realization 
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of emptiness is not the cessation of suffering,ò because a much greater experience awaits you 

through realization of Buddha Essence. While the Mind Only teachings express that ultimate 

reality is your mind, Buddha Essence teachings observe primordial reality is not mind (citta) in 

the conventional sense, and even mind does not exist as an independent entity, so meditating on 

ñMind Onlyò could lead you to miss the true ultimate reality as well. What only exists is the 

infinite, primordial wisdom mind (j¶Ǖna), also called the Clear Light nature of your mind 

(PrabhǕsvara citta). 

 

 

Buddhahood as Wisdom and Compassion 

 

The Supreme Continuum reveals, ñBuddhahood is the radiance of primordial wisdom.ò In this 

very moment, you are a buddha ï there is nothing else you could ever possibly be. Your 

complete perfection as a buddha is already fully present but momentarily obscured by illusion. 

Buddhahood, primordially existent, is the only thing that exists. It does not arise due to causes 

and conditions, but is ñuncreated,ò ñthe self-existent,ò ñthe supreme nirvǕ a,ò and ñthe self-

nature.ò Its self-nature is its indestructible spaciousness, wisdom, and luminous clarity. 

 

Because all appearances are illusory, even the appearances of buddhas are illusory. ñThese are 

just appearances,ò The Supreme Continuum notes dispassionately. Images of buddhas arise from 

the deluded minds of beings, and are not true arisings - ñOrdinary beings do not understand the 

fact that these are the manifestations of their own mind.ò There is no action that buddhas actually 

perform; they are always in perfect peace. At the same time, their activities towards beings 

trapped in illusion are unlimited, effortless, ceaseless, and spontaneously arising. 

 

 

Path 
 

ñOne should understand that the path cannot be compressed into one limitless eon.ò 

- Asa ga, The Bodhisattva Levels 

 

The Bodhisattva 
 

At the heart of the MahǕyǕna is the determination to end suffering for all beings. As difficult as it 

is for even one person to attain enlightenment, a bodhisattva (lit. awakened being), motivated by 

great compassion (karua), seeks to bring all beings throughout limitless time and space without 

exception to final liberation. KamalaŜǭla inspires with an example, saying ñJust as a mother 

responds to her small, beloved, and suffering child, when you develop a spontaneous and equal 

sense of compassion toward all beings, you have perfected the practice of compassion. And this 

is known as great compassion.ò 

 

As a bodhisattva, you generate bodhicitta (lit. awakened mind) - the compassionate aspiration for 

enlightenment. Bodhicitta is the profound intention to liberate yourself and all beings from 

suffering. It is the unique driving power of a bodhisattva that gives him or her their 

inconceivable powers of wisdom and compassion, without which it is impossible to attain 

enlightenment. It is not simply a desire for all beings to be happy, but a profound commitment 
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that you will liberate them. The Ornament of Clear Realization declares, ñThe wish for 

completely perfect enlightenment for the welfare of others is bodhicitta.ò It is your declaration of 

the highest possible intention a being can hold. It is only through cultivating the aspiration for 

universal enlightenment that enlightenment can ever be attained, because only bodhicitta has the 

power to break through the illusion of self and other. 

 

As a bodhisattva, bodhicitta is not only an aspiration but also a continuous activity. You do not 

retreat from the world, but remain compassionately engaged in it, while recognizing the true 

nature of reality. Compassion is not a state of being miserable from constantly seeing otherôs 

suffering, but a warm tenderness of heart and empathetic connection. Wisdom liberates 

compassion from sorrow in its recognition that no one ever really suffers - they only think they 

do. And compassion liberates wisdom from impassively observing the nonexistence of beings. 

Together, wisdom and compassion guide you and all beings to enlightenment. 

 

 

Levels of Attainment 
 

The MahǕyǕna is a gradual path to enlightenment. Your path is guided by your intention for 

universal liberation, oceanic compassion, profound meditative absorption, and penetrating 

wisdom into the ultimate nature of things. It is a path of purification, and as The Supreme 

Continuum defines it, ñPurity is the absence of desire.ò 

 

After taking the Bodhisattva Vow, you are called a noble son or daughter (Ǖrya putra/Ǖrya 

duhitǕ). Once you attain a direct perception of ultimate reality in meditation, you are a 

bodhisattva/bodhisattvǕ, also called a noble one (Ǖrya/ǕryǕ). You then pass through the Ten 

Stages (DaŜa BhȊmi) of a bodhisattva to enlightenment, all so difficult they take three 

incalculable eons to complete. The bodhisattva path is a continual exercise in developing merit 

(pu ya), good deeds in helping others that bring you the good karma to attain enlightenment, and 

wisdom (praj¶Ǖ), the direct perception of ultimate reality. Merit clears emotional obscurations 

and wisdom clears mental obscurations. These two, merit and wisdom, called the Two 

Accumulations (Dvi Sa bhǕra), when cultivated together, lead to the Two Accomplishments 

(Dvi Siddhi) - magical powers and omniscience that you use to liberate others. 

 

 

1. Great Joy 

 

Success over lifetimes of practice results in an upwelling of joy as you finally attain direct 

perception of ultimate reality in meditation - you reach the level called Great Joy (PramuditǕ). 

When you sit in meditation, you immediately attain nondual awareness of true reality. In post 

meditation, however, you are unable to maintain direct perception of ultimate reality. You have 

made some progress in clearing your emotional and mental obscurations, and are able to inspire 

others in their path. Free from worldly fears, the focus of your practice is on generosity. Once 

you attain the first level, you may consciously choose rebirth in this world or another. 
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2. Stainless 

 

At the stage called Stainless (VimalǕ), you free yourself of the stains of unethical behavior. Your 

focus is on ethical discipline. 

 

 

3. Radiant 

 

For the bodhisattva at the level of Radiant (PrabhǕkarǭ), the light of your wisdom naturally 

radiates to others. Your practice emphasizes acceptance. 

 

 

4. Light Giving 

 

For those at the stage of Light Giving (Arcimatǭ), your awareness of the illusory nature of self 

and other deepens. Your own inner light shines to others. You cultivate mainly effort. 

 

 

5. Difficult to Master  
 

When you reach the level called Difficult to Master (SudurjayǕ), your practice shifts more fully 

into training others. You master your own emotions as you guide those who are often as yet 

untamed emotionally. Having purified your emotional reactions, you refine your own inner 

mastery. You develop principally meditative absorption. 

 

 

6. Facing the Transcendent 

 

Once you attain the level of Facing the Transcendent (Abhimukhǭ), you face the equality of 

sa sǕra and nirvǕ a, and abide in neither of them. In your maturity, you are particularly skillful 

in pacifying arrogance in beings. You focus mainly on cultivating wisdom, and come to 

understand the illusory nature of emotional and mental obscurations. 

 

 

7. Gone Afar 

 

For the bodhisattva at the level called Gone Afar (DȊra gamǕ), you master entering into and 

arising from the vast expanse of ultimate reality, the DharmadhǕtu, and realize the essential 

sameness of all appearances. Through deepening realization, you renounce self-grasping. You 

develop skillful activity in liberating others, always guided by transcendent wisdom. 

 

 

8. Immovable 

 

In the first seven levels, as a bodhisattva you still have emotional obscurations that arise in 

meditation. At the eighth, Immovable (AcalǕ), you attain perfect meditative stability, undisturbed 
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by any inner or outer perceptions, pure nonconceptual awareness. It is the level of the true 

tolerance of the inconceivability of reality. It is also the level of irreversibility. You gain the 

ability to see directly the subtle forms of the buddhas (sa bhogakǕyas) on higher planes. Your 

emphasis is on intensifying strength. You release your deep-seated belief in a separate self. Your 

aspiration for complete and perfect buddhahood for yourself and all beings heightens. 

 

 

9. Meritorious Wisdom 

 

Once you attain the ninth level, Meritorious Wisdom (SǕdhumatǭ), you gain the Wisdom of 

Discriminating Awareness (Pratisa vedanǕ). This includes: 1) the ability to teach the Dharma 

according to the capacity of students, 2) the ability to understand the true meaning of the 

teachings, 3) the gift of using language skillfully to teach the profound subtleties of the Dharma, 

and 4) the complete self-confidence that cuts through doubts. Your main focus of development is 

on spontaneous enlightened activity. 

 

 

10. Dharma Cloud 

 

At the tenth level, Dharma Cloud (Dharma MeghǕ), only the faintest remains of emotional and 

mental obscurations hold you back from complete enlightenment. There is almost no difference 

at all between your awareness in meditative states and post meditation. You gain limitless, 

omniscient wisdom equal to the sky, pouring down a rain of Dharma. Your main emphasis is on 

cultivating omniscient wisdom, releasing the last remnants of your most subtle karmic 

obscurations. Entering the Adamantine SamǕdhi (Vajra SamǕdhi) that clears away the last subtle 

remnants of your obscurations, you directly perceive the relative truth of appearances and the 

ultimate truth of the absence of appearances simultaneously, and attain complete liberation. 

 

 

Benefits 
 

By following the MahǕyǕna, you commit yourself to the true path of enlightenment. You gain 

great merit, become a support to other beings, and purify negative karma. Suffering and 

confusion fall away. The benefits are truly countless as all good qualities develop within you. 

Wealth, long life, health, joy, peace, clarity of mind, happiness, pleasant dreams, and many 

excellent qualities begin to manifest for you. You gain worldly magical powers through 

meditative concentration, and effortlessly create what you desire. Peace and harmony surround 

you, the gods protect you, and you naturally attract many friends. You are virtuous, your 

emotional obscurations diminish, compassion arises, you are able to make strong effort in 

practice, you abandon all distractions to your path, and you neither attach to nor reject this life. 

In addition, you ensure the most wonderful future lives, and attain perfect buddhahood. 
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Common Problems 
 

The MahǕyǕna teachings are extensive, profound, and awe-inspiring ï and it is easy to get 

distracted by the philosophy and neglect practice. If you misunderstand the teachings on the 

Middle Way and confuse emptiness with nothingness, you might not care about anything any 

more. Thinking karma is just an ñemptyò concept, you may commit negative acts that lead to 

lower rebirth. The risk of the Mind Only teachings is that, while you recognize appearances as 

mental projections and can release your attachment to them, you might attach to inner 

experiences of peace and bliss and create an aversion to other emotions, slowing your true path. 

From the teachings on Buddha Essence, over-confident in knowing that you are already a 

buddha, you might decide not to practice, and cut yourself off from ever realizing buddhahood. 

 

Since the MahǕyǕna path takes inconceivable lifetimes to attain liberation, you may not be 

motivated with the urgency to practice and become lazy. Trying to be a bodhisattva, you could 

become merely a good deed doer ï helping others without penetrating into a deeper awareness of 

ultimate reality is called ñdefiled virtueò (kli a pu ya), and should be avoided. Your growing 

compassion could increase your attachment to others and lead you into greater suffering. Finally, 

without a true and sincere commitment to liberating yourself and all beings from suffering, you 

are not a follower of the MahǕyǕna, but the Common Vehicle, and will never be able to gain the 

merit necessary for buddhahood. 

 

 

Techniques 
 

ñWhere there is perseverence, there is enlightenment.ò 

- The SǕgaramati Requested SȊtra 

 

Vows 
 

In the MahǕyǕna tradition, the Bodhisattva Vow (Pra idhǕna Samvara ï lit. Aspiration Vow) is 

the most important act you will ever take to attain enlightenment. It is the ultimate vow of 

cosmic responsibility. You commit yourself to vast lifetimes of personal development, as you 

seek to assist all beings throughout infinite space and time to attain enlightenment as well. The 

vow directs you on your path, keeping you from the dangers of sa sǕra and the inactive bliss of 

nirvǕ a. The Bodhisattva Vow is recited frequently in order to generate the wisdom and great 

compassion that fuels your path to enlightenment. Progress is impossible without keeping it. 

 

 

Devotion 
 

Devotion (bhakti) is even more important in the MahǕyǕna than the Common Vehicle. Unlike in 

the Buddhaôs original path, you cannot attain realization completely on your own - you need the 

help of the buddhas and their continuous teachings. Through devotion, you make a strong heart 

connection with them. Buddha wisdom pervades the universe, and buddhas have the ability to 

manifest at any moment, in any way, for anyone who calls upon them with true devotion. You 

give your devotion to the buddhas and bodhisattvas, to the MahǕyǕna sȊtras as sacred revelations 
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of wisdom, to your teachers, and to omnipresent wisdom itself. Yet buddhas can only teach and 

inspire, they cannot actually remove your karmic obscurations - only you can do that. Your 

principal act of devotion in the MahǕyǕna is the Bodhisattva Vow (Pra idhǕna Samvara). 

 

 

Sacred Sex and Sexual Yoga 

 

The MahǕyǕna continues in the use of sacred sex rituals as acts of devotion to the buddhas, and 

for the first time in the Buddhist path also incorporates sexual yoga - the use of sexual energies 

to attain enlightenment. In The Ornament of the MahǕyǕna SȊtras, Asa ga writes, ñSupreme 

self-control is obtained in the reversal of sexual intercourse, in the blissful Buddha equipoise and 

the unobstructed vision of oneôs spouse.ò The ñreversal of sexual intercourseò refers to the yogic 

practices of driving sexual energies up into the subtle body rather than out into your partner to 

empower your enlightenment. Sexual yoga is an integral part of the bodhisattvaôs path. 

 

 

 

The MahǕyǕna View of Sexual Misconduct 
 

At least by the Tibetan master Gampopaôs time (c. 1074-1153), the orthodox MahǕyǕna tradition 

had expanded the Buddhaôs original teachings on sexual misconduct. He writes: ñThere are three 

types of sexual misconduct: protected by the family, protected by the owner, and protected by 

the Dharma. The first means sexual misconduct with oneôs mother, sister, and so forth. The 

second means sexual misconduct with someone owned by a husband or king, and so forth. The 

third has five categories: even with oneôs own wife, sexual misconduct refers to improper parts 

of the body, improper place, improper time, improper number, and improper behavior. Improper 

parts of the body are the mouth and anus. Improper places are close to the spiritual master, 

monastery or stȊpa, or in a gathering of people. Improper times are during a special retreat, when 

pregnant, while nursing a child, or when there is light. An improper number is more than five 

times in a night. Improper behavior refers to beating, or having intercourse with a male or 

hermaphrodite in the mouth or anus.ò 

 

 - Gampopa, The Jewel Ornament of Liberation 

 

 

 

Wisdom 

 

Wisdom is the ability to directly perceive the true nature of things. To cultivate wisdom, you 

study and reflect on the MahǕyǕna sȊtras, taking their lessons deep into your heart. You begin by 

developing a conceptual understanding of the MahǕyǕna, and develop faith and conviction about 

its value. And then through practice you attain the highest wisdom of stainless, direct knowing. 
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Compassion 
 

Compassion (karu a) is cultivated through the Bodhisattva Vow, setting a strong intention for 

the liberation of all beings. Your compassion becomes warm, tender, unsentimental and 

effortless because it is informed by the wisdom that there are no beings to liberate. To develop 

compassion without wisdom, or wisdom without compassion, is bondage, because neither alone 

can liberate you from attachment to self and other. 

 

 

Ethical Conduct 
 

Ethical conduct in the MahǕyǕna is called skillful means (upǕya), because your actions are 

intended to relieve and liberate beings from suffering. Over time, you develop great skill in 

liberative technique. 

 

 

The Six Perfections 

 

As a bodhisattva, you cultivate the inner qualities of a buddha while serving others in bringing 

them to higher realization. The Six Perfections ( a  PǕramitǕs) are the basic actions of a 

bodhisattva: 1) generosity (dana), 2) ethical conduct (Ŝǭla), 3) acceptance (kanti), 4) 

perseverence (virya), 5) meditative concentration (dhyǕna), and 6) wisdom (prǕjña). Generosity 

lifts you out of your self-clinging, and also brings you enough wealth as a result of your good 

karma so that you have time to practice meditation. Ethical conduct makes you harmless to 

others, prevents bad rebirths, and provides you with a mental clarity free from guilt and worry, 

an inner foundation for higher meditative states. Acceptance means freedom from hope and fear, 

simply allowing whatever is present, a tolerance for the inconceivability of reality. Effort means 

continuing vigor in mindfulness and practice. Meditative concentration refers to developing 

meditative absorption in Tranquility Meditation, cultivating inner peace, stability and mental 

focus through pacifying your emotions. Wisdom is the most important of all, developing the 

view that in all actions there is no actor, no action, and no one being acted upon. 

 

 

Mind Training  

 

The MahǕyǕna system of Mind Training (Citta Patha) deepens the practices of the Six 

Perfections to purify you of all negativity. These include practices such as: 1) Seven-Point Cause 

and Effect (Sapta Krama Hetu Phala), honoring others as having been your loving mother from 

beginningless past lives, 2) Equalizing and Exchanging (ParǕtma Parivartana), considering that 

you are fundamentally the same as others in wishing happiness, 3) Giving Up Self-Cherishing 

(AnupǕdǕna ǔtman), resolving to release self-grasping and, out of compassion for others, always 

put the interests of other people above your own, 4) Giving and Taking (Dana Graha), 

visualizing yourself taking in the suffering of others and sending them pure love, and 5) Poison 

and Antidote (Via Pratipaka), finding a poison in your mind, such as a harmful emotion, and 

learn to cultivate its opposite. In the MahǕyǕna, you do not eliminate your obscurations as in the 
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Common Vehicle through the forceful effort of renouncing them and shunning them away. 

Instead, by purifying them, eventually they are released. 

 

 

Meditation 
 

In the MahǕyǕna, the motivation for meditation is no longer solely for yourself. Meditation must 

be motivated out of universal compassion or you will not attain inner awakening. 

 

In MahǕyǕna Tranquility Meditation (śamathǕ), the first four meditative states taught by the 

Buddha, the Four Form Absorptions, remain of value to the path. The Four Formless 

Absorptions, however, are avoided because their intense peace and bliss can too easily lead you 

to believe that you are enlightened when you are not, and may lead to higher rebirth into impure 

realms to which you might become attached. Special instructions called the Nine Levels of 

Mental Stability (Nava BhȊmi) help you to attain the First Absorption, called Even Placement 

(SamǕhita), more easily. Through Tranquility Meditation, you attain a stable, thought-free, 

single-minded focus with clarity of awareness, the foundation for Insight Meditation. 

 

For Insight Meditation (VipaŜyanǕ), you meditate on the three veil-penetrating philosophies of 

the Middle Way, Mind Only, and Buddha Essence, and seek to perceive ultimate reality directly. 

You see relative truth as conventional, illusory, and leading to suffering, and ultimate truth as 

stainless and liberating. Insight Meditation is never simply a mind quieted of its thoughts, which 

alone cannot uproot the core misconception of self and other. Once you perform the deep 

analysis of Insight Meditation, you can then shift into nonconceptual meditation. The highest 

Insight Meditation establishes a nonconceptual, bright, clear awareness. Seeing your emotions 

and thoughts as without any self-existence, they are naturally pacified without forceful effort. 

 

Through the union of Tranquility Meditation and Insight Meditation, you calm your mind and 

enter a profound meditative absoption, perform an analysis of the Two Truths, and then rest your 

mind in a deep, nonconceptual meditative absorption on the true nature of reality. It is this union 

that eliminates all your obscurations and leads to buddhahood. 

 

 

Results 
 

ñThe complete, perfect buddha always abides in total absorption.ò 

- The Profound Play SȊtra 

 

Buddhahood 
 

Buddhahood in the MahǕyǕna is far more vast and glorious than in the Common Vehicle, and is 

more celebrated. The activities of the buddhas are inconceivable. In early Buddhism, a single 

buddha arises in an era, teaches, and then passes away into nirvǕ a. In the MahǕyǕna, buddhas 

transcend time and space and are innumerable. The MahǕyǕna rejects the original Buddhist goal 

of individual enlightenment ending in peaceful isolation. As a buddha, your Five Aggregates are 

not released but purified, and you remain eternally engaged in the world to relieve the suffering 
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of others. You respond to everyone from pure wisdom and compassion so every being can attain 

buddhahood. You possess incalculable miraculous powers that you use to liberate others. 

 

 

The Three Dimensions of a Buddha 
 

The vastness of a buddha comprises the Three Dimensions (Tri KǕya, lit. Three Bodies). These 

dimensions arise spontaneously once you attain enlightenment, and are the means buddhas use 

for all their infinite liberating activities: 1) the dharmakǕya, 2) the sa bhogakǕya, and 3) the 

nirmǕakǕya. 

 

 

The DharmakǕya 

 

The dharmakǕya (dimension of liberating truth) is the infinite, all-pervasive, expanse of ultimate 

reality, space-like, which you know to be identical to yourself. It is the unending field of pure 

primordial consciousness that knows itself. It is subtle, unitary, undifferentiated, indivisible, and 

without birth and death. It is all the vast good qualities of buddha essence: Purity, Self, Bliss, and 

Permanence. It is luminous Clear Light, free of the stains of desire, aversion and ignorance. It is 

inconceivably profound, infinite wisdom and compassion. Its essential quality is radiance. Upon 

enlightenment, your mind recognizes itself as the dharmakǕya. The dharmakǕya is the same for 

all buddhas, and is the eternal and unchanging wellspring for the other two buddha dimensions. 

It is the unending source of a buddhaôs wisdom and loving activity, and can grant all desires. 

 

 

The Sa bhogakǕya 

 

The sa bhogakǕya (dimension of enjoyment) is the emanation of a buddha on the subtle plane, 

in which you serve higher level bodhisattvas and guide them to enlightenment. As a subtle 

emanation of a buddha, you emanate a pure buddhafield, along with a subtle body that is perfect 

in form, has no intrinsic reality, but manifests eternally out of compassion for those in suffering. 

You preside with your following of bodhisattvas. It is always simultaneously within the 

dharmakǕya. Its essential quality is spontaneity. Upon enlightenment, you manifest a 

sa bhogakǕya on the subtle plane. A buddha on this dimension teaches the Dharma according to 

the MahǕyǕna, and its actions are spontaneous and free. From the sa bhogakǕya form of a 

buddha, highly realized bodhisattvas receive the highest teachings they need to attain realization. 

 

A buddhafield (buddha k etra) is a field of pure enlightened awareness generated out of 

compassion by a buddha, either on a higher dimension or on earth, that purifies beings who dwell 

in it. In this way, the purifying activities of a buddha are continuous. Within a buddhafield, 

beings are spontaneously developed in their positive thought, virtue, high resolve, and wisdom. 

Dwelling in your all-embracing buddhafield, beings can attain enlightenment more quickly. 
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The NirmǕakǕya 
 

The nirmǕakǕya (dimension of physical emanation) is the physical emanation of a buddha, 

existing out of compassion for worldly beings. A nirmǕakǕya has as its basis the dharmakǕya, 

from which it arises out of love and compassion for others, and manifests for the benefit of 

beings on the earth to liberate them. Its essential quality is unceasing compassion. Upon 

enlightenment, your physical body transforms into a nirmǕakǕya. A buddha can physically 

manifest in multiple forms simultaneously to serve others. A nirmǕakǕya is no longer a physical 

body comprised of karmic conditioning, but an emanation of the dharmakǕya. You have no 

conceptual thoughts and no impure movements, and your actions are spontaneous and effortless. 

Your speech proclaims the Dharma effortlessly and tirelessly. A nirmǕakǕya is permanent, and 

always united with the dharmakǕya. The purpose of a nirmǕakǕya is to bring beings in this 

world to renounce sa sǕra and instruct them in how to purify their own obscurations. You also 

possess miraculous powers which you use to instill inspiration and confidence in the Dharma. 

 

 

Vows 
 

Bodhisattva Vow - Pra idhǕna Samvara 
 

Take the Bodhisattva Vow by standing in front of an image of the Buddha, or visualizing 

countless buddhas and bodhisattvas in all directions in space, kneel and recite these verses, first 

in Sanskrit and then in English: 

 

viŜuddhaἄ  dhǕrayiἨyǕmi  yathǕ  buddhena  deŜitaἄ 

tena  jitvǕ  ŜaἲhamǕraἄ  prǕpya  buddhatvam  uttamaἄ 

bhaveyaἄ  bhavakhinnǕnǕἄ  ŜaraἈaἄ  sarvadehinǕἄ 

 

ñI will maintain purity, as taught by the Buddha. 

Conquering the demon Mara, and attaining supreme buddhahood, 

I vow to be a refuge for all beings, weary of sa sǕra.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

Congratulations! You are now a follower of the MahǕyǕna. You receive a new bodhisattva 

name. See the Appendix for a list of Buddhist names. 

 

 

Bodhisattva Conduct ï Bodhisattva CaryǕ 
 

Your ongoing vows in daily practice are to be mindful of the Bodhisattva Vow, practice the Six 

Perfections and Mind Training, and seek ways to liberate others from suffering. 
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Bodhisattva Vow ï Pra idhǕna Samvara 

 

Be mindful of the Bodhisattva Vow throughout your day, and strengthen your commitment to 

attaining enlightenment for the benefit of all beings. 

1. Reflect on the importance of liberating all beings from suffering, even though they have no 

inherent existence. 

2. Deepen your commitment. 

3. Over time, true aspiration arises spontaneously, fully present with you throughout your day. 

 

 

The Six Perfections ï at PǕramitǕs 

 

Practice the Six Perfections each day. Perform these without attachment to any results, to any 

concept of a self, an action, or a recipient. 

 

1. Generosity ï Cultivate selflessness by giving to others. This liberates you from self-grasping. 

2. Morality ï Practice moral conduct. This makes your mind clear and stable in practice, makes 

you harmless to others, and keeps you focused on helping others rather than yourself. 

3. Acceptance ï Accept what happens in your life without hope or fear, because everything is the 

illusory play of primordial consciousness. 

4. Perseverence ï Vigorously apply yourself in practice to attain success. 

5. Concentration ï Cultivate meditative tranquility and profound states of absorption, from which 

you can realize wisdom. 

6. Wisdom ï Reflect on and realize: 1) all appearances are empty of inherent self-nature, 2) 

appearances come from your mind, and 3) your mind is identical to primordial wisdom. 

 

 

Mind Training - Citta Patha 

 

Seven-Point Cause and Effect ï Sapta Krama Hetu Phala 

 

1. Generate equanimity toward all beings. 

2. Generate a sense of emotional closeness and intimacy with all beings. 

3. Recognize that you cannot bear the suffering of others. 

4. Commit yourself personally to end the suffering of all beings. 

5. Generate loving kindness. 

6. Commit yourself personally to bringing happiness to all beings. 

7. Generate bodhicitta - aspire to benefit all beings and liberate them into nirvǕ a. 

 

 

Equalizing and Exchanging - ParǕtma Parivartana 

 

1. Reflect deeply on your essential sameness with others - you wish to be happy, and so do all 

other people. 

2. See that you are only one person, while all other beings are infinite in number ï their need is 

greater than your own. 
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3. See that everyone is interrelated. What happens to one person affects all others. 

4. Recognize that all your efforts to make yourself happy by pursuing your own personal 

happiness above others have been unsuccessful. 

5. Understand that if you make an effort to put the happiness of others first, you will eventually 

attain enlightenment. 

 

 

Giving Up Self-Cherishing - AnupǕdǕna ǔtman 

 

1. Recognize that all great beings such as the Buddha attained enlightenment by letting go of 

self-cherishing and cherishing the needs of others. 

2. Resolve to release self-grasping and, out of compassion for others, put the welfare of other 

people above your own. 

 

 

Giving and Taking ï Dana Graha 

 

When you see someone who is in suffering in some way: 

1. Visualize yourself as AvalokiteŜvara, the bodhisattva of compassion. 

2. Visualize a white, flaming hot hriỠ seed syllable in your heart center. 

3. Visualize pulling a black cloud of negative energies of the other person through your nose and 

down to your heart, where it is completely burned. 

4. Visualize sending out a white mist from your heart to the other person, and imagine that they 

become pure and happy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

hriỠ 

 

 

Poison and Antidote - Vi a Pratipak a 

 

1. Reflect on the emotional and mental obscurations that hold you back from buddhahood. 

2. Choose an obscuration, and purify it by developing its antidote. For desire, reflect on ugliness. 

For aversion, reflect on love. For ignorance, reflect on Dependent Origination. For jealousy, 

reflect on yourself as equal to others. For pride, practice Exchanging Yourself and Others. 

 

 

Daily Conduct - CaryǕ 

 

After rising from your meditative absorption, in post meditation go about your day with a 

mindfulness that brings you clarity of awareness in all your activities. In your Illusion-Like 
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SamǕdhi (BhrǕnti SamǕdhi), perceive all appearances absorbed in an awareness that they are not 

substantively real but illusions. You see everything as empty of self-nature, like a dream 

generated by your mind, or as pure and perfect buddha wisdom. 

 

 

Exercises 
 

Perform the following exercises for at least a month will prepare you well for Tantric practices. 

 

 

Suggested Items 

 

Add to your altar in your sacred space: 

1. A copy of a MahǕyǕna sȊtra. 

2. An image or images of MahǕyǕna buddhas and bodhisattvas to whom you feel devotion. 

 

 

Wisdom ï Praj¶Ǖ 
 

Develop wisdom each day by contemplating the profound insights of the MahǕyǕna sȊtras. 

 

Benefits: You realize the pervasiveness of suffering and cultivate ways to help all beings. 

 

Time: 1-2 hours per week; continuously. 

 

 

Opening Practices - SevǕ 
 

Begin each practice session with the following: 

 

1. Recite the Refuge Vow. 

 

buddham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

dharmam  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

saἆgham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

 

ñI go for refuge to the Buddha.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Dharma.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Sa gha.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 
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2. Recite the Bodhisattva Vow. 

 

viŜuddhaἄ  dhǕrayiἨyǕmi  yathǕ  buddhena  deŜitaἄ 

tena  jitvǕ  ŜaἲhamǕraἄ  prǕpya  buddhatvam  uttamaἄ 

bhaveyaἄ  bhavakhinnǕnǕἄ  ŜaraἈaἄ  sarvadehinǕἄ 

 

ñI will maintain purity, as taught by the Buddha. 

Conquering the demon Mara, and attaining supreme buddhahood, 

I vow to be a refuge for all beings, weary of sa sǕra.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

3. Practice Meditation on the Buddhas. 

 

Benefits: Develops strong aspiration for enlightenment, purifies obscurations. 

 

Time: 9 minutes. 

 

 

Meditation on the Buddhas - BuddhǕnu Sm iti 

 

Meditate on Buddha AmitǕbha and his pure realm of SukhǕvatǭ. You can also perform this 

devotional practice with other buddhas. 

1. Visualize AmitǕbha in front of you: He is red, with one face, two arms, wears the flowing 

garments of a buddha, and sits on a red lotus. His hands are in the Gesture of Meditation 

(DhyǕna MudrǕ). The bodhisattvas AvalokiteŜvara and Ma¶juŜrǭ stand to his left and right. 

2. With devotion, recite his mantra oἄ  amideva  hriỠ many times. 

3. Pray to AmitǕbha for what you desire. 

4. Dissolve the visualization into emptiness. 

 

Benefits: You receive the protection and blessings of one of the greatest buddhas. 

 

Time: 5 minutes. 
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Meditation - SamǕdhi 
 

Tranquility Meditation - śamathǕ 

 

Tranquility Meditation follows the same practices of the Common Vehicle, but adds a refinement 

of steps leading progressively to the attainment of the First Absorption. It is up to you how you 

want to structure the amount of time you spend on each step. This method is called The Nine 

Levels of Mental Stability (Nava BhȊmi): 

 

1. Sitting in a meditative posture, begin by expelling stale air three times from your lungs, 

exhaling completely and with a little more force than usual. Keep your mind effortfully focused 

to cut through distractions and establish nonconceptual absorption. To correct drowsiness, gaze 

upward. To correct agitation, gaze downward. 

2. Meditate on a statue of the Buddha. Continue this practice until you attain some degree of 

meditative stability, not allowing your mind to wander. 

 

 
 

3. Shift your focus of awareness and meditate on your breath. 

4. Follow the Nine Levels of Mental Stability: 

a. Setting the Mind (Citta SthǕpana) ï Pull your mind away from external objects and all 

distractions, and place your mind on the breath. 

b. Continuous Setting (Sam SthǕpana) ï When your mind wanders, return your focus on the 

breath. Thoughts and emotions become quieter and less disturbing, your focus remains longer. 

c. Resetting (Ava SthǕpana) ï You have only occasional outer distractions and disturbing 

thoughts, and confidence in practice. You are clearly aware when distracting thoughts arise, and 

you return to your focus right away. You attain a stable focus on breathing. 

d. Close Setting (Upa SthǕpana) ï Your focus shifts from stability to attaining sharpness and 

clarity. You deepen your focus on avoiding agitation and drowsiness. 

e. Disciplining (Damana) ï Your work of meditation shifts from struggle to harmony and joy as 

you feel the benefits of practice. You perceive disruptive outer or inner perceptions as they arise 

with their faults, and you avoid projecting your own emotional obscurations onto them. 

f. Pacifying (śamana) ï Your joy in meditation becomes stronger. Your focus is squarely on 

your own mind. You consider the negative power of distracting thoughts, taking care not to 

project your emotions onto perceptions before they arise. 

g. Thoroughly Pacifying (Vyupa śamana) ï Your mindôs thoughts become quieter and more still, 

with only occasional disruptions. You quiet disturbing thoughts and emotions as they arise. 

h. One Pointedness (Ekotǭ Kara a) ï You have quieted disturbing thoughts and emotions, but 

you must still make some effort to keep your awareness on your breath. Your concentration 

becomes stronger. 
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i. Equipoise (SamǕdhǕna) ï Your mind is spontaneously still, undistracted with single-minded 

focus, and vibrantly awake. You are centered in yourself, at peace, in a simple, thought-free, 

nondual meditative absorption. 

5. Meditate on the Four Form Absorptions as taught in Chapter 1: The Common Vehicle. 

 

Benefits: Develops inner peace and bliss. The final result after attaining these levels is the First 

Absorption, called Even Placement. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

Insight Meditation - VipayŜanǕ 

 

Insight Meditation is developed through progressively cultivating understanding and ultimately 

directly perceiving the views of emptiness, mind only, and buddha essence. Begin by reading a 

few pages of a MahǕyǕna text that describes the true reality, such as The Heart SȊtra, 

Vasubandhuôs verses on Mind Only, or Asa gaôs The Supreme Continuum, reflect on it, and gain 

a strong conviction about its truth. 

 

1. Meditate on emptiness: 

a. Sitting in meditation, see the world of relative truth where appearances seem to have self-

nature. See that all appearances arise due to karmic conditioning, and they are of the nature of 

suffering. This is sa sǕra. 

b. Releasing attachment to relative truth, do not see a self, sensations or any appearances as 

having a self-nature of any kind. Do not accept, grasp, or reject anything. Do not rest your 

awareness on any single appearance. Do not conceptualize anything. 

c. Attaining meditative absorption, rest in nonconceptual samǕdhi. 

d. Allow the ultimate truth of emptiness to arise spontaneously in your awareness. Appearances 

and emptiness are inseparable. As emotions arise, relax into them, and see their empty nature. As 

thoughts arise, relax into them, and see their empty nature. As nonconceptual awareness dawns, 

your obscurations dissolve. The complete, direct perception of emptiness is to perceive no 

appearances at all. This is nirvǕ a. 

e. Recognizing that beings are in suffering through their attachment to a false belief in a self and 

to empty appearances, allow compassion to arise naturally. Nondual awareness free of self and 

other spontaneously dawns. Your perception returns to the world of appearances. Seeing all 

beings as illusions, you avoid sa sǕraôs traps, but you remain out of compassion for others. 

f. When you know there are no buddhas, you are a buddha. 

 

2. Meditate on mind only: 

a. Perceive that outer objects are mind only. 

b. Determine that no outer objects are ever perceived. 

c. Determine that a mind that cognizes objects is not perceived. 

d. Unable to perceive either objects or a consciousness that perceives them, rest in nondual 

absorption. 

e. Recognizing that beings are in suffering through their attachment to false belief in a self and to 

appearances as mental projections, allow compassion to arise naturally. Nondual awareness free 
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of self and other spontaneously dawns. Your perception returns to the world of appearances. 

Seeing all beings as illusions, you avoid sa sǕraôs traps, but you remain out of compassion for 

others. 

f. When you know everything is the stainless nature of mind, you are a buddha. 

 

3. Meditate on buddha essence: 

a. Meditate with devotion on buddha essence. Confident that the true nature of ultimate reality 

possesses the transcendent qualities of Permanence, Bliss, Self, and Purity, you rest naturally and 

evenly in peaceful nonconceptuality, without fixing on any object of focus. 

b. Direct perception of the Clear Light of primordial wisdom dawns. 

c. You recognize your karmic obscurations as illusory, and your obscurations dissolve. 

d. As your realization deepens, you see all appearances as completely illusory. Nothing to 

remove, nothing to add - no appearances ever arise. False appearances fall away. You no longer 

meditate ñonò ultimate reality but are ultimate reality itself. 

e. Recognizing that beings are in suffering through their attachment to a false belief in a self and 

to appearances that have no existence at all, allow compassion to arise naturally. Nondual 

awareness free of self and other spontaneously dawns. Your perception returns to the world of 

appearances. Seeing all beings as illusions, you avoid sa sǕraôs traps, but you remain out of 

compassion for others. 

f. When you know you are already a buddha, you are a buddha. 

 

Benefits: Cultivates buddha wisdom leading to omniscience. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 

 

 

The Union of Tranquility Meditation and Insight Meditation ï Yuga Naddha 

 

1. As you develop yourself in ever-deeper levels of meditative absorption, reflect on the true 

nature of things through the philosophies of the Middle Way, Mind Only, and Buddha Essence. 

2. Attain nonconceptual absorption in Tranquility Meditation. Your mind is stable and focused. 

3. While maintaining your meditative absorption from Tranquility Meditation, attain clarity of 

awareness through Insight Meditation. Your mind is bright, still, and clear. 

4. You attain the indistinguishable union of tranquility and insight, and rest effortlessly in that 

awareness. After three incalculable eons of practice, you attain perfect buddhahood. 

 

Benefits: Cultivates inner peace and wisdom that leads to inner awakening. 

 

Time: 20 to 60 minutes. 
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Closing Practices - Visarjana 
 

Dedication of Merit - Pari amana 

 

At the end of all practice sessions, end with a prayer dedicating the merit you generated be 

passed on to benefit all beings. Recite the following prayer, in Sanskrit and in English: 

 

puἈyaἄ  prabhȊtaἄ  yad  ihǕpi  sarvaἄ  saἄbodhaye  tat  pariἈǕmayǕmi 

ñI dedicate all merit arisen here for the goal of complete and perfect enlightenment.ò 

 

 
 

Benefits: The merit you gained from practice helps limitless beings. 

 

Time: 1 minute. 

 

 

Group Sacred Sex Ritual ï Maithuna Ma ala Vidhi 
 

The following is a group sacred sex ritual in the tradition of the MahǕyǕna. 

 

 

Suggested Items 

 

Set up your sacred space as described in Chapter 1: The Common Vehicle, with additional items 

for each person in your group. You can also add the additional MahǕyǕna items to the altar. 

Pillows: Place pillows in a circle around the room for each of the participants, in sets of two. 

Women sit on the left pillow, men on the right. The leading couple sits in the center. 

 

 

Personal Preparation 

 

Prepare yourselves as in the couples sacred sex ritual in Chapter 1: The Common Vehicle. 

 

 

Conduct of the Ritual 

 

1. Sit on your cushions and face your lover. 

2. Recite the Refuge Vow. 

 

buddham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

dharmam  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 

saἆgham  ŜaraἈam  gacchǕmi 
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ñI go for refuge to the Buddha.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Dharma.ò 

ñI go for refuge to the Sa gha.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

3. Recite the Bodhisattva Vow. 

 

viŜuddhaἄ  dhǕrayiἨyǕmi  yathǕ  buddhena  deŜitaἄ 

tena  jitvǕ  ŜaἲhamǕraἄ  prǕpya  buddhatvam  uttamaἄ 

bhaveyaἄ  bhavakhinnǕnǕἄ  ŜaraἈaἄ  sarvadehinǕἄ 

 

ñI will maintain purity, as taught by the Buddha. 

Conquering the demon Mara, and attaining supreme buddhahood, 

I vow to be a refuge for all beings, weary of sa sǕra.ò 

 

Recite 3x. 

 

 
 

4. Practice Tranquility Meditation as practiced in the MahǕyǕna tradition. 

5. Practice Insight Meditation as practiced in the MahǕyǕna tradition. 

6. Invoke the blessings of the buddhas and ask them for what you desire in your life. 

ñWe invoke the buddhas, and ask for their guidance and inspiration during the ritual.ò 

7. Invoke the gods of love, KǕma and Ratǭ, and ask for their support during the ritual. 

ñWe invoke the gods of love, KǕma and Ratǭ, and ask for your support during the ritual. 

8. Bow to your lover with A¶jali MudrǕ. 

 

 
 

9. Give gifts to each other, and crown each other with a wreath of flowers. 

10. To stimulate the sense of hearing, share words of affection for each other. 

11. To stimulate the sense of sight, each woman gets up from her seat and dances for her lover. 

She sits down. Each man gets up from his seat and dances for his lover. He sits down. 

12. To stimulate the sense of smell, offer each other a garland of fragrant flowers. 

13. To stimulate the sense of taste, she moves to sit on his lap; offer each other food and drink. 

14. To stimulate the sense of touch, offer each other sensual pleasing touches. 

15. Arouse each other through erotic touches and pleasing your partner with your mouth. 
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16. With your lover, make love to each other. Use the various positions as you enjoy them. 

17. After 10 minutes, bow to your lover with Añjali MudrǕ. 

 

 
 

18. The women move to their left and begin again with a new partner, repeating steps 15-17. Let 

your mind be free of any judgements of your partners. 

19. When all the women have made love with all the men, the circle is completed. 

20. The woman returns to her original partner, and you cuddle together. 

21. Give thanks to the buddhas and dismiss them. 

ñWe give thanks to the buddhas for their guidance and inspiration. You are dismissed.ò 

22. Give thanks to the gods of love, KǕma and Ratǭ, and dismiss them. 

ñWe give thanks to the gods of love, KǕma and Ratǭ. You are dismissed.ò 

23. The group bows to the lead couple in the center with A¶jali MudrǕ. 

 

 
 

24. Recite the Dedication of Merit, dedicating the merit of your lovemaking to all beings. 

 

puἈyaἄ  prabhȊtaἄ  yad  ihǕpi  sarvaἄ  saἄbodhaye  tat  pariἈǕmayǕmi 

ñI dedicate all merit arisen here for the goal of complete and perfect enlightenment.ò 

 

 
 

Benefits: You develop inner peace and bliss, and win the support of the buddhas. 

 

Time: About 4 hours; 2 hours to prepare and 2 hours for practice. 
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Chapter 3. 

The Path of Transformation: 

The VajrayǕna 
 

ñDelighting in the rapture between lotus and vajra ï enjoying that, 

who in the Three Worlds could not have their hopes fulfilled?ò 

- Saraha, The Peopleôs Song 

 

Journey to the Master 
 

Having passed through the 

hilly forests of O ra and 

coming to a clearing, the young 

man found over a hundred 

disciples living in śabaraôs 

community. Most were naked 

except for their jewelry, much 

of it made of simple materials 

like vines and shells. They 

came from many parts of India, 

from many castes and ages, but 

all were now members of one 

family or kula, all equals. He 

noted their kindness and 

generosity, and the 

unmistakable bliss that shined 

from their eyes. 

 

śabara, a scholar and adopted 

member of the local śabara 

tribe, radiant with inner light, 

sat quietly under a canopy of 

large trees, on an antelope skin 

carpet and a cushion of kuŜa 

grass. The young man spoke to 

him of his journey and his 

determination to attain the 

ultimate. With a peaceful 

smile, śabara performed the 

ritual of a guru accepting a 

disciple. He then selected a 

consort for him, and said he 

would teach him The SǕdhana 

of Secret VajravilǕsinǭ. 
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Introduction  

 

ñWhat is Tantraôs purpose? It is the means of achieving all desired aims - 

the worldly powers that are the good qualities of the desire realm, 

and the supreme achievement, the wisdom of the buddhas.ò 

- Vǭravajra, A Sign of the Lighted Goal 

 

Tantric Buddhism, called the VajrayǕna (Adamantine Path or Vehicle), promises something no 

Buddhist had ever openly dreamed of: the fulfillment of all your personal desires, and 

enlightenment for yourself and all beings. Put most simply, Tantric Buddhism promises you 

everything you could ever want. 

 

Tantric Buddhism is a philosophy, a set of practices, and a lifestyle for rapid spiritual growth. 

These ways are not found in the sȊtras of the Common Vehicle or the MahǕyǕna, but in the 

Tantras. They are advanced because in order to be most effective, you need a foundation in the 

principles and practices of the first two vehicles. Developed in meditation and wisdom, and 

motivated out of oceanic love and compassion, you perform these practices to end your own 

suffering, enjoy the pleasures of the world, and bring bliss to all beings. It is the quickest path to 

awakening, and the only one in which you can attain complete enlightenment in a single lifetime. 

 

 

Embracing the Sacredness of Life 
 

The VajrayǕna affirms the sacredness of life itself. It teaches that you do not have to reject this 

world to live in bliss - only your own emotional and mental obscurations are impure. Though 

firmly rooted in the essential philosophy of the MahǕyǕna, Tantric Buddhism holds its own 

distinct, radically life-affirming philosophy and values. The Tantras ground their philosophy 

most strongly in the teachings of Buddha Essence, but take a dramatic turn from that philosophy 

as well - they declare that all appearances are real and primordially pure. This ñTantricò 

MahǕyǕna contrasts with the orthodox MahǕyǕna position that stresses appearances as 

fundamentally illusory and impure. While recognizing that suffering in this world is often great, 

Tantric philosophy soundly rejects the idea that this world is in any way inherently suffering. 

 

For the Buddha, desire and craving are synonymous - the cause of suffering. In the Tantric 

tradition, however, they are completely different. Compulsive craving must be transformed, but 

desire undefiled by emotional and mental obscurations is a virtue to be pursued intently. All 

Buddhists agree that you must release your attachment to sensual pleasures in order to find inner 

peace and happiness. In the VajrayǕna, however, while attachment leads to suffering, pure desire 

without attachment leads to bliss. 

 

While the orthodox MahǕyǕna teaches you to avoid worldly pleasures, the VajrayǕna embraces 

them as the most powerful path to inner awakening. The Common Vehicle shuts down the 

senses, the MahǕyǕna neutralizes the senses, and the VajrayǕna opens the senses and floods them 

with bliss. In the sȊtras, the principal motivation for practice is negative: the dangers of sa sǕra 

lead you fearfully to practice. This is the ñstickò approach: if you do not practice, you will suffer. 

But the Tantras offer another inspiration, the ñcarrotò approach: the Tantric yogas are so 
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pleasurable you will want to practice. Renouncing life leads too easily to repression and self-

hatred. The purpose of life is not to negate it, but to enjoy its gifts. 

 

 

The Superiority of the VajrayǕna 
 

The VajrayǕna is the path of transformation. You do not renounce the world as in the Common 

Vehicle, but you do renounce suffering. You do not merely purify yourself of negativity as in the 

orthodox MahǕyǕna, but you are profoundly purified. Above all, you rapidly transform yourself 

into a buddha by harnessing the incomparable power of bliss. According to the Tantras, Tantric 

Buddhism is superior to both the individual way of the Common Vehicle and the universal way 

of the MahǕyǕna. It offers many methods, each one designed for the specific needs of 

practitioners. It avoids the hardships of three eons of slow inner perfection. It is clear, direct, 

enjoyable, fast, and its power is indestructible. Men and women are equally capable of attaining 

the highest realization. No matter how terrible your actions have been in the past, your karmic 

stains can be quickly wiped away. 

 

 

History  
 

ñThus have I heard: at one time the Blessed Lord was dwelling in the vulvas of the 

adamantine ladies, the essence of the body, speech and mind of all the buddhas.ò 

- GuhyasamǕja Tantra 

 

Between 200 and 1200 CE, a new class of revealed Buddhist texts emerged in India: the Tantras. 

The original class, the sȊtras (lit. thread), are each a single ñthreadò of teaching. But the Tantras 

(lit. weavings) are manuals that richly ñweave togetherò many threads of teachings and practices 

to create a powerful and dynamic path to enlightenment. These texts were influenced by the 

dramatic growth in popularity of the Hindu Tantras that pre-date them. The Buddhist Tantras are 

regarded by their followers as the authentic words of the buddhas that both complement and 

supersede the sȊtras. For Buddhism, the Tantras signal a profound new shift in philosophy, 

practice and lifestyle. And yet, as they draw from the well of the worldôs oldest spiritual path, 

they are a rediscovery and a restatement in Buddhist terms of the original Tantric worldview of 

early humans. 

 

Around the 400s CE, a fully Tantric civilization blossomed in India, and Tantra dominated and 

saturated the culture for 800 years. The sensual and erotic sculptures found all over the temples 

of medieval India demonstrate a popular movement receiving rich royal patronage. Over the 

centuries, countless Hindu Tantric lineages practiced with great vigor, producing talented 

spiritual masters generation after generation. Buddhist masters, receiving their own revelations, 

soon had Tantras of their own. By the late 700s, the VajrayǕna emerged as a movement with its 

own distinct identity. 

 

Tantric Buddhism grew up alongside the monasteries, and its gurus eventually stripped them of 

their dominant influence. Remarkably, the monasteries did not resist the siddhas and their 

orgiastic communities, but supported them. The siddhas became their heroes, and the major 
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source of debate was over how to integrate Tantric practices into the monasteries without 

completely destroying the monastic tradition itself. Monks found many ways of accommodation, 

including practicing the Tantras before or after living in a monastery, spending time away from 

the monastery in Tantric communities, practicing Tantric rituals in the monasteries in secret, and 

practicing sexual yoga only with visualized consorts. Over time, monks created Tantric rituals in 

which the physical sexual practices were left out. But few monks who accepted the Tantric path 

rejected the sexual rituals outright, and they continued to leave the monasteries to learn from the 

siddhas and attain inner awakening. 

 

 

Tantric Philosophy in India and Tibet 
 

The life-affirming philosophy of Tantric Buddhism is called the Innate (Sahaja - lit. co-arising). 

It teaches that both ultimate reality and appearances are truly real, pure, and to be erotically 

enjoyed. Although the monasteries were strongly influenced by the Tantras and the siddhas, the 

Innate did not develop as a distinct philosophy among scholars in India. The scholars clung to 

their textual traditions and ignored it, but they also honored it quietly as a philosophy to be lived 

rather than a philosophy to be thought about. Though based on the Hevajra Tantra and running 

through the teachings of major siddhas like Saraha, without a formal tradition of scholars to 

develop and defend it, the Innate remained part of the oral tradition of practitioners, embedded in 

the Tantras and the songs of the siddhas, embodied in the Tantric communities (kulas), and 

respected at a distance by the monasteries. 

 

When Buddhism came to Tibet, the teachings on the Innate influenced the similar Great 

Perfection teachings of the Nyingmas. But the other lineages, led by scholar-monks, principally 

carried on the philosophical traditions of the Indian monasteries. Tantra became viewed as not 

having a philosophy of its own, but simply a set of practices. Many Tibetan teachers also 

reverted to the conservative, orthodox view of the MahǕyǕna which the Indian siddhas had 

rejected centuries earlier. The Innate was not recognized as a philosophy in its own right, but 

erroneously subsumed under the philosophy of Buddha Essence established by Dolpopa called 

Empty of Other (Tib. Shentong), and called Tantric Shentong, and partially absorbed into the 

practices of MahǕmudrǕ. Great Bliss is one of the first books to present the Innate as an 

independent philosophy at the apex of the Buddhist tradition. Previous discussions of Innate 

philosophy include Herbert Guentherôs works, David Snellgroveôs Indo-Tibetan Buddhism 

(1987), S. K. Hookhamôs The Buddha Within (1991), Roger Jacksonôs Tantric Treasures (2004), 

and it is a theme that runs through Jamgºn Kongtrulôs (1813-1899) Treasury of Knowledge. 

Great Bliss is the most complete presentation of this extraordinary but little known philosophy. 

 

 

The Four Classes of Tantras 
 

Indian Buddhists generally categorize the Tantras into four classes: 1) KriyǕ (Action) Tantra, 2) 

CaryǕ (Performance) Tantra, 3) Yoga (Union) Tantra, and 4) Yoginǭ (Goddess) Tantra. These 

classes developed sequentially over time, but each type remained popular and was practiced 

throughout Tantric Buddhist communities and monasteries in India. The two earlier classes of 
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Tantras were composed by monks, the later Tantras by the siddhas. The early Tantras contain no 

new philosophical speculations, while the later Tantras virtually transcend Buddhism itself. 

 

 

Kriy Ǖ Tantra  

 

The KriyǕ Tantras (Action Tantras) focus on rituals to attain worldly magical powers (siddhis). 

The principal practice is to invoke the presence of the buddhas and their retinue of deities called 

a ma ala (sacred circle), worship and make offerings, recite mantras (magical words), and 

request magical abilities. A feature of these early Tantras is that the benefits you attain depend 

on the Buddha Family you worship. The most important Tantra in this class is the Ma¶juŜrǭ MȊla 

Kalpa (The Ma¶juŜrǭ Root Ritual). Another highly regarded KriyǕ Tantra is the Susiddhikara 

SȊtra (The Means of Good Accomplishment SȊtra), which includes instructions for invoking 

female spirits for ritual lovemaking, as sexual rituals were always an element, though not a 

dominating one, of early Tantric Buddhist practice. These Tantras arose around the 200s CE. 

 

 

CaryǕ Tantra  

 

The CaryǕ Tantras (Performance Tantras) use highly complex and lengthy rituals to transform 

you into a buddha. The principle deity is surrounded by an extensive retinue of buddhas and 

bodhisattvas in the maala. For the first time, the principal activity is not just worshipping but 

becoming the deity. Your goals are to attain magical powers and purification to facilitate your 

evolution into a buddha over many lifetimes. The major text in this class is the MahǕvairocana 

Abhisambodhi Tantra (The Tantra of the Complete and Highest Enlightenment of the Great 

Vairocana). Some CaryǕ Tantras include praises of sex as an offering to the buddhas. These 

Tantras begin to appear around the mid 600s. 

 

 

Yoga Tantra 

 

The Yoga Tantras (Union Tantras) are marked by a strong intention to attain enlightenment in a 

single lifetime in addition to worldly magical powers, and these mark a truly new path in 

Buddhism called the VajrayǕna. They use deities with ma alas comprising predominantly male 

deities and retinues. The first phase of this class includes the Sarva TathǕgata Tattva Saἄgraha 

(The Compendium of Categories of All Buddhas) as the most important. By attaining the state of 

the vajradhǕtu (aka the dharmadhǕtu ï lit. sphere of ultimate reality, same as the dharmakǕya), 

you attain union not with a single buddha, but with the essential adamantine nature of all 

buddhas. This Tantra refers to ñthe yoga of the union of the two organs,ò i.e., sexual yoga, and 

praises desire as sacred - clearly establishing a different philosophy than the conventional 

MahǕyǕna. It also introduces vows of conduct that reject conventional social rules (vǕmǕcǕra). 

The Sarva Durgati PariŜodhana Tantra (The Elimination of All Evil Destinies Tantra) includes 

sexual yoga and the rituals of the higher Tantric consecrations. These emerged in the late 600s. 

 

Key differences mark the early Yoga Tantras and the later Yoga Tantras (sometimes called the 

MahǕyoga Tantras). In the early Yoga Tantras, the sexual practices are kept quietly secret, while 
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in the later ones they are so brashly prominent they astonish their readers. These Tantras 

introduce deity yoga visualization practices with deities in sexual union. Deity yoga, which was 

the main practice in all previous Tantras, becomes the first of two stages called the Creation 

Stage. The second, the Completion Stage, is introduced, which includes practices for meditating 

directly on ultimate reality to quickly attain enlightenment. For the first time, sexual yoga 

(KarmamudrǕ) is presented as a requirement for attaining enlightenment, and the highest 

meditative practice is Clear Light Yoga (PrabhǕsvara Yoga). The GuyhasamǕja Tantra, the most 

important of the later Yoga Tantras, stresses the inherently erotic qualities of buddhahood. The 

practice of performing transgressive social actions to liberate you from stifling cultural behaviors 

is elevated to an important principle of daily conduct. They arose around the early 700s. 

 

 

Yoginǭ Tantra 

 

In the fourth and highest class, the Yoginǭ Tantras (Goddess Tantras), the main instrument for 

attaining enlightenment is the wisdom and bliss of feminine energy. The retinues of the deities of 

the ma alas are predominantly female, and the bestowal of power in the consecrations is often 

performed by female deities. Female deities are regarded as inherently superior to males in their 

ability to bestow bliss, which gives the Yoginǭ Tantras an edge over the earlier Tantras. This 

class is the first to introduce the Wisdom Consecration with a physical consort, in which you use 

the secret power of orgasm to attain liberation. Strongly influenced by the Hindu śaiva Tantras, 

they include the popular fierce deity practices of Hevajra, Cakrasamvara, Vajrayoginǭ, and many 

others. The retinues of their maalas, the Ǖkinǭs, are also fierce; they wear jewelry made of 

cremation ground bone ornaments, and fervently consume human flesh and blood. 

 

The Yoginǭ Tantras present the philosophy of the Innate (Sahaja), the key doctrine of the 

VajrayǕna. In this class of Tantras, as historian David Snellgrove writes, ñHindu and Buddhist 

notions are often intermingledò in their philosophy. They teach the most powerful and fastest of 

all Tantric paths, presenting the Creation and Completion Stages in an integrated system called 

the Four Yogas (Catur MudrǕ). The two principle texts in this class are the Hevajra Tantra and 

Cakrasamvara Tantra (The Circle of Bliss Tantra). The Yoginǭ Tantras, first revealed around the 

late 700s, quickly dominated the Tantric Buddhist world, leading many to inner awakening. 
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Masters of the VajrayǕna 
 

ñDesire is the root of suffering.ò 

- The Buddha, The Connected Collection 

 

ñI never wanted liberation by abandoning desire.ò 

- King Indrabh Ȋti  

 

Lak mǭkarǕ 
 

Lak mǭkarǕ (Provider of Fortune; c. late 700s), a princess of 

UdyǕna (modern Swat Valley, Pakistan), was one of the founding 

yoginǭs of the VajrayǕna. Arranged to be married at an early age, 

she refused and went off to practice Tantric meditation in a 

cremation ground for seven years, finally attaining enlightenment. 

Her brother King IndrabhȊti was her Tantric guru, consort, and 

student. When townspeople scorned her for having sex with her 

own brother, she cut off her head and paraded it through the streets 

to demonstrate her realization. She is credited with the transmission 

of The Six Texts of VajravǕrǕhǭ, a set of sǕdhanas to the goddess 

Vajrayoginǭ. In The Attainment of Nonduality, Lak mǭkarǕ teaches 

that enlightenment can be realized not through renunciation or over-

reliance on ritual but through honoring the sacredness of daily life 

and worshipping your own body as a source of pleasure and bliss - 

a landmark in the history of Buddhist thought. In addition to her brother, her other principal 

students were SahajayoginǭcintǕ, VirȊpa, JǕlandhara, LǭlǕvajra, and DǕrika. Nine of her texts are 

included in the Tibetan collection of commentaries known as the Tengyur. 

 

 

IndrabhȊti  
 

IndrabhȊti (Lord of Spirits; c. late 700s) was the king of śambhala 

in the once-famous Tantric region of UdyǕna. After meeting with 

some monks in his palace, he asked them to show him a path to 

enlightenment that did not require him to renounce his harem. 

They refused, but in response to his prayers, he received the 

GuhyasamǕja Tantra as a revelation. Through sexual pleasure he 

attained enlightenment, and converted the region to the VajrayǕna. 

He attained the indestructible body and disappeared with his 

harem into the buddhafields. A master of both the Yoga Tantras 

and Yoginǭ Tantras, his most well known text is The 

Accomplishment of Wisdom, a commentary on the GuhyasamǕja 

Tantra. IndrabhȊtiôs guru and main disciple was his sister 

Lak mǭkarǕ; his other principle students included Dhanarakita 

and Kukkuripa. Thirty texts in the Tibetan Tengyur are by him. 
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SahajayoginǭcintǕ 
 

SahajayoginǭcintǕ (c. late 700s), whose name means ñSpontaneous 

Jewel-like Yoginǭ,ò worked as a wine merchant to King IndrabhȊti 

in UdyǕna, and later became a swine herder. She wrote an 

important early text on the philosophy of sexual yoga, Realization 

of Reality through the Body. This work establishes the principles of 

how erotic bliss is transformed into enlightenment, and is regarded 

as one of the most foundational texts of Tantric Buddhism. Her 

gurus were Princess LakmǭkarǕ and Prince VǭǕ, and she was a 

lineage holder of a practice tradition of Cakrasamvara. An expert 

on supreme bliss, she had many disciples - among the most 

renowned include ombǭheruka, Anagavajra, and Gha apa. 

 

 

Saraha 
 

Saraha (c. late 700s) is widely honored as the greatest of all Tantric 

Buddhist siddhas. He was the first master of the Yoginǭ Tantras and its 

highest practice of MahǕmudrǕ. His name means ñHe Who Shot the 

Arrow,ò as he pierced the illusion of dualistic thought to see reality 

clearly. Born a brahmin in Orissa, after years as abbot of NǕlandǕ 

University, Saraha left the monastery and became a yogi. His principle 

guru was his wife and Tantric consort, an arrow-making yoginǭ named 

HedharmǕ - out of devotion to her he took his name from the name of her 

caste. With her as his guide, Saraha attained enlightenment. Saraha was 

the lineage founder of the practice of Cakrasamvara, which became the 

most popular Tantric Buddhist deity practice in India. Saraha is also one 

of the greatest poets of all time. He is most famous for his brilliant songs of realization (dohǕs), 

popularly known as The Peopleôs Song, The Queenôs Song, and The Kingôs Song. Sarahaôs two 

most important students were NǕgǕrjuna, a master of the Yoga Tantras, and śabara, a master of 

the Yoginǭ Tantras. He composed twenty-six texts preserved in the Tibetan Tengyur. 

 

 

Tilopa 
 

Tilopaôs name (Tib.; Skt. Tilo; 988-1069) means ñSesame Seed 

Man,ò as he attained enlightenment while at his profession of 

pounding sesame seeds. Originally a brahmin priest and king from 

Bengal, Tilopa became a Buddhist monk and scholar at Somapurǭ 

but eventually left his monastery to study with Tantric masters. His 

most important guru was SitǕryavatǭ (White Excellent Lady; Tib. 

Karpo Sangmo), a yoginǭ from whom he received the Tantric 

consecrations and guided him in his path; his other teachers 

included MatǕ gi, Lalapa, and Nagpopa. Tilopa worked for his 

consort DǕrimǕ (Courtesan), a prostitute, attracting clients. Tilopaôs 
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main deity practice was Cakrasamvara, and he was a lineage holder of many teachings including 

the MahǕmudrǕ instructions of Saraha. Through a vision of the primordial Buddha Vajradhara, 

Tilopa received direct teachings on MahǕmudrǕ and finally attained enlightenment. He had nine 

great disciples, of which his principle student was NǕropa. With dark skin and protruding, blood-

shot eyes, Tilopa was a master of using magical powers to bring liberation. Tilopaôs Four 

Transmissions (Tib. Kagyu) of teachings include: 1) Great Seal (MahǕmudrǕ), 2) Inner Heat 

(Ca Ǖlǭ), 3) Clear Light (PrabhǕsvara), and 4) sexual yoga (KarmamudrǕ). Seven of his texts 

are in the Tibetan Tengyur. 

 

 

NǕropa 
 

Born to a royal brahmin family in Kashmir, as abbot of 

NǕlandǕ University, NǕropa (Tib.; Skt. NǕa; Roar; 1016-

1100) became the most renowned scholar of his time, but at 

his monastery he failed to realize the Dharmaôs true meaning. 

After a vision of the goddess Vajrayoginǭ, he was compelled 

to face his lack of inner awakening, and left to study with his 

guru Tilopa. After twelve years of severe trials, Tilopa broke 

NǕropa of his pride and he attained enlightenment. NǕropaôs 

major deity practice was Cakrasamvara. His consort was the 

Tantric master Niguma (Tib.; Skt. NiguptǕ; Unguarded). 

NǕropa taught a system of Completion Stage practices 

famously known as the Six Yogas of NǕropa, which include 

sexual yoga as a core practice. Among his many important 

students were śǕntipa, Maitrǭgupta, and the Tibetan master 

Marpa. Twelve hundred of his disciples attained enlightenment, of which a thousand were 

women and two hundred men. Over thirty of his texts are in the Tengyur. 

 

 

Philosophy 
 

ñThe way of beings is the inconceivable play of the buddhas.ò 

- Cakrasamvara Tantra 

 

When You Perceive Reality as Both Unchanging Essence and Changing Appearance, You 

Attain Buddhahood 
 

Dancing with Reality 
 

Tantric Buddhst philosophy arises from the wisdom revealed in the Tantras and popularized by 

the siddhas. Tantra accepts the MahǕyǕna teaching that you can never understand reality, but 

adds, you can dance with it. It overturns all previous Buddhist teachings of rejecting life, 

pleasure, and the body. It boldly affirms the sacredness of desire, enlightened love, bliss, 

eroticism and spontaneous play. The VajrayǕna is called ñthe indestructible pathò because the 

path and its goal are indestructible, and the name is a demonstrable rejection of other Buddhist 
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teachings on existence as being ñimpermanent.ò It destroys the illusions of sa sǕra so you can 

perceive and enjoy the true nature of reality, which is both the formless expanse of the 

dharmakǕya and the pleasurable world of the senses. 

 

 

The Innate 
 

Reality is Both Unchanging Essence and Changing Appearance 
 

The Innate (Sahaja ï lit. co-arising) is a dynamic vision of primordial wisdom as a blissful and 

active power in the world. Sahaja means ñthe Innateò because it expresses how primordial 

consciousness is innately present within all levels of reality. It is the spontaneous creativity of 

ultimate reality within the joyous world of appearances. The Innate is the ecstasy of intrinsic 

reality, not caused or conditioned by anything but always fully present, overflowing and 

awesome in its immensity. It is also a state of spontaneous love, play, and erotic aliveness. The 

Innate perceives life as essentially good, enjoyable, and blissful. It is immediate, authentic 

presence, and deep, ecstatic aliveness. It is unchanging bliss and delightful involvement in the 

world for yourself and others without attachment. It is lǭlǕ, the divine creative play of ultimate 

reality, and vilǕsa, erotic play. The Innate is the essential philosophical foundation for Tantra that 

leads to inner awakening. 

 

The Innate wipes away the misconceptions of the spiritual path common in many religions 

influenced by the Axial Age: that life is not sacred and a mistake, that the point of the spiritual 

path is to renounce the world, and that the final goal is to return to the state of being uncreated. It 

destroys completely any idea that the act of creation from Source is not passionate - ultimate 

reality is intensely passionate, and the worlds it creates are passionate as well. 

 

Four major characteristics comprise the Innate: 

1. Pure Appearance (Eva ) - Appearances are real, pure, and erotic. 

2. Great Passion (MahǕrǕga) ï Desire is real, pure, and erotic. 

3. Essence (Tattva) ï Ultimate reality is real, pure, and erotic. 

4. Great Bliss (MahǕsukha) ï Great Bliss is the erotic union of ultimate bliss and worldly bliss. 

 

 

Pure Appearance 

 

For the Innate, appearances are real, pure, and erotic (Eva ). In the Middle Way, Mind Only, 

and Buddha Essence philosophies, appearances have no value to them ï your goal is simply to 

avoid attachment. In the Innate, however, appearances have value ï they are sacred 

manifestations of the cosmic play of ultimate reality. 
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Appearances are Real 

 

Appearances are real - they are neither karmically constructed nor lacking in true existence. 

While they are without an independent self-existence - the naïve, ordinary view of the world as 

consisting of separately existing objects is still rejected - they do possess the same essence of 

ultimate reality, which makes them real. Ultimate reality, the Hevajra Tantra says, ñis the 

imperishable supreme.ò And all beings, the text reveals, possess the ñintrinsic natureò of ultimate 

reality. 

 

The Hevajra Tantra explains that appearances arise from the infinite creative potential of 

ultimate reality, which is comprised of two primordial powers: the female and male essences, 

known as Wisdom (Praj¶Ǖ) and Method (UpǕya). Ultimate reality, which the Hevajra Tantra 

calls ñthe Great Consciousness,ò is simultaneously essentially female and male, polarities that 

endlessly delight in each other, and transcends them both. The MahǕmudrǕ Tilaka Tantra (The 

Essence of Nondual Awareness Tantra) presents the constituents of primordial awareness as 

bindus (lit. points), indestructible points of light that are the essence of wisdom, love, and 

creative power. Bindus comprise ultimate reality. Since nothing in the Middle Way philosophy is 

ever ñindestructible,ò the use of this term demonstrates that the Tantras draw their philosophy far 

more from Buddha Essence than the Middle Way as is commonly assumed. The female and male 

dynamic energies of ultimate reality are directly perceived as red and white bindus respectively, 

the essences of the female and male cosmic polarity from which all appearances arise. 

 

Appearances are real because 

they arise from a real source. 

That source is called Eva . 

The word Eva  literally means 

ñthus,ò the first word in all the 

Buddhaôs sȊtras, which marks a 

text as sacred truth. The 

Tantras reveal that e is the seed 

syllable of the divine female 

essence, Wisdom, the direct 

perception of ultimate reality, 

written as a downward triangle 

in the ancient Gupta script of 

Sanskrit. Similarly, vaἄ is the 

seed syllable of the divine male 

essence, Method, the erotic 

love and compassion that 

drives you to liberate yourself 

and others to enlightenment, an upward triangle in the Gupta script. These two primordial 

energies are real and indestructible. 

 

When female and male essences join together in union, they create evaἄ, the shape of a six-

pointed star called the Dharmodaya (lit. Reality Source), from which all appearances arise and 

dissolve. Though drawn flat, the Dharmodaya is actually a three-dimensional tetrahedron. It is 
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the symbol of the creative Innate play of ultimate reality and appearances. The dynamic union of 

female and male essences eternally and erotically create and destroy the worlds. The appearances 

these two essences create together - the world, the body, and the senses - are pure and perfect, 

erotic and blissful. The Hevajra Tantra explains, ñIt is in the Dharmodaya that the Three Worlds 

arise having the nature of Wisdom and Method.ò David Snellgrove writes that Eva  symbolizes 

ñthe whole truth of all Tantras and the whole Buddhist doctrine.ò 

 

Appearances are real because they co-arise with their Source, which is primordial wisdom. 

Ultimate reality is a field of primordial wisdom that is real, and generates appearances that are 

comprised of it and are therefore equally real. The Hevajra Tantra reveals, ñThe Innate is 

contained in all as well as free of all.ò K i ǕcǕrya (c. 800s) explains that the ultimate, 

changeless reality is simultaneously ñof the nature of phenomenal things.ò Saraha says there is 

nothing at all unreal about appearances: ñIn front, behind, and in the ten directions, whatever you 

see is true reality.ò Appearances arise as ultimate reality, and are in this way truly existent. 

 

 

Appearances are Pure 

 

Appearances are pure. They arise as pure, and are never impure or degraded. The Hevajra 

Tantra observes, ñForms and whatever manifests are all pure in nature, for the world is pervaded 

by the enlightened nature.ò Similarly, the text reveals, all beings are pure, ñTruly all beings are 

enlightened beings, but they are veiled by the accumulation of defilements. By removing this 

veil, all beings are enlightened beings without doubt.ò All appearances are free of karmic stains. 

This view firmly rejects the Emptiness and Mind Only philosophies, because they claim that 

appearances must be karmically stained to arise, and similarly rejects Buddha Essence 

philosophy, in which appearances never arise and are purely illusory. 

 

The world, the body, and the senses - all rejected by so many philosophies as unalterably impure 

ï are inherently sacred. In the Tantras, you do not need to leave this world to find sacredness. In 

the Hevajra Tantra, the enlightened deity Lord Hevajra passionately proclaims, ñI am the world 

as well as worldly things,ò and ñI experience an intrinsically pure world.ò As for the human 

body, Saraha famously offers the highest praise: ñI have visited in my journeys many sacred 

sites, but I have not seen a place of pilgrimage as blissful as my own body.ò The senses are 

equally pure. The Hevajra Tantra notes, ñThe Six Sense Organs, their objects, the Five 

Aggregates and the Five Elements are by their intrinsic nature pure, but they are veiled by 

ignorance and obscurations. For the yogi, form and whatever objects of experience that manifest 

are all pure in nature, for the world is pervaded by the enlightened nature.ò 

 

In Tantric philosophy, because all things are pure, the dualistic consciousness that results in 

suffering is resolved not by negating the world and retreating into the undifferentiated bliss of 

nirvǕ a, but by embracing both the world and the bliss of nirvǕ a. The traditional MahǕyǕna 

belief is that a bodhisattva, out of great compassion, skillfully avoids both the peace of nirvǕ a 

and the sufferings of worldly existence. Saraha, however, overturns this idea completely and 

expresses a point that can be found nowhere in the sȊtras: ñThe fortunate toss away neither 

existence nor nirvǕa,ò because both are good. To revel in both the bliss of worldly existence and 
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the bliss of nirvǕ a is called Great Bliss (MahǕsukha). For an explanation of how beings come to 

perceive appearances on subtle levels of reality as impure, see Chapter 6: Subtle Energy Yoga. 

 

 

Appearances are Erotic 

 

Appearances are erotic. Appearances arise erotically, as the creative love play of the female and 

male essences known as Wisdom and Method. All appearances are born from the love of this 

primordial bi-unity ï appearances are infused with their erotic powers and radiate their erotic 

intensity. The Hevajra Tantra declares, ñThe Three Worlds arise having the nature of Wisdom 

and Methodò - you, and the world you live in, were created not by a karmic accident, but from 

divine love. 

 

The bi-gendered essences that comprise the bi-unity of ultimate reality are revealed in the 

Tantras in the forms of the two primordial deities Vajradhara (Bearer of the Adamantine Nature) 

and VajradhǕtviŜvarǭ (Lady of Adamantine Space). They are images of the two essences in 

perfect balance and love play. All the worlds arise out of their sexual union, a continuous flow of 

white bindus and red bindus, which find their most concentrated physical form in semen (Ŝukra) 

and blood (rakta), uniting and giving birth to a perfect world. The Hevajra Tantra, calling 

Vajradhara ñthe Father,ò praises him as ñthe omniscient one.ò And VajradhǕtviŜvarǭ, as ñthe 

Mother,ò is the one who ñdelights all beingsò with Supreme Bliss. Their bliss pervades the 

universe. Ultimate reality is peaceful - they dwell contentedly in Great Peace (MahǕ śǕnta). 

Ultimate reality is also passionate - they love each other with Great Passion (MahǕ RǕga). They 

love you intensely, and they want you to be in bliss too. To attain ñthe state of Vajradharaò is to 

attain enlightenment, and as K i ǕcǕrya shares, ñErotic bliss is the very nature of Vajradhara.ò 

 

It cannot be said that this divine pair is ñmerely symbolic.ò Rather, the essences of the female 

and male aspects of primordial consciousness reveal themselves to the siddhas in these forms so 

they can be known and realized within you. These deities are no less, and no more, real than you 

are. At the same time that the Hevajra Tantra celebrates these forms, it advises not attaching to 

any conceptions of the awakened state at all, and even transcends its own language in revealing, 

ñBy the complete awakening of Essence there is neither Wisdom nor Method.ò 

 

Because ultimate reality is bi-gendered, the embodiment of the erotic power of the two genders 

in human form is sacred. It is not to be erased, but celebrated as creative manifestations of the 

purity of the divine female and male essences. SahajayoginǭcintǕ observes, ñIn order that one 

may realize oneôs Innermost Self (Nija), which is the Innate, naturally pure, and nondual, the 

Innermost Self manifests in this world as man and woman.ò Women and men are in their very 

essence equal in nature and capable of enlightenment. Their fundamental equality mirrors the 

cosmic equality of the primordial female and male essences. Their combined erotic power gives 

birth to inner awakening. 
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Great Passion 

 

The Innate is the Great Passion (MahǕrǕga), in which desire is real, pure and erotic. Desire arises 

from the primordial female and male essences, which means it is real and pure. And because the 

female and male essences are erotic, desire is also erotic. The pure desire that arises from 

ultimate reality includes your personal desire for erotic bliss, the loving desire for union with 

your consort, and the altruistic desire to attain enlightenment for yourself and all beings: it is 

simultaneously erotic, heart-centered, and cosmic. Only through Great Passion can 

enlightenment be achieved, because it is the only desire powerful enough to destroy illusion. 

 

 

Desire is Real 

 

Desire is real because it arises from ultimate reality. The female and male essences arise 

together, and create beings with desire. The Cakrasamvara Tantra (The Wheel of Bliss Tantra) 

praises its central deity as ñthe mighty lord of all desires.ò Desire, comprised of ultimate reality, 

is sacred. Desirelessness is unholy, and cannot lead to liberation. The CaἈỈamahǕroἨaἈa Tantra 

declares, ñThere is no greater sin than dispassion, and no greater virtue than pleasure.ò 

 

 

Desire is Pure 

 

Desire is pure and perfect. Tantra is the sacred embrace of the world, and all desires for it are to 

be honored and savored. The Tantric goal is not to leave the world but enjoy it, and to help others 

enjoy it too. Desire is the sacred fuel that propels you to higher realization. Intensify your desire, 

realize its true nature as wisdom and bliss, and you become a buddha. The Cakrasamvara Tantra 

reveals that once you attain enlightenment, ñThere will be enjoyment of all the worlds without 

exception.ò This is the most revolutionary of all statements in the Tantras. It rejects entirely any 

need to release yourself from this world and brashly proclaims that as you become enlightened, 

all the worlds become pleasurable. 

 

The Buddha defined liberation as the extinction of desire, and the MahǕyǕna sȊtras steadfastly 

maintain this position. To the Tantric masters, however, liberation is not the extinction of desire 

at all. It is the freedom from afflictive, compulsive, craving desires, so that pure desires can be 

enjoyed and fulfilled. Desire is the dynamic energy of reality.  A desire is the potency of 

the primordial energy of ultimate reality arising to experience itself in the world of appearances. 

All desires in their original form are perfect. But when you fight them, when they are obscured 

by your emotions or dualistic thoughts, or you attach to them the expectation of certain results, 

you create suffering. By allowing your desires to flow and fulfill themselves through you while 

maintaining contentment and nonattachment, you find true happiness. 

 

Pleasure is the delight of life, to be enjoyed fully. The master Bhavabhaa writes in The 

Auspicious Cakrasamvara Commentary, ñThe yogi succeeds through the enjoyment of all 

pleasures.ò While the sȊtras argue that enlightenment can only be attained by renouncing 

pleasure, Saraha asserts the exact opposite: ñPerfect wisdom can only be attained while enjoying 

the pleasures of the senses.ò Renunciation requires tremendous willpower to resist this world and 



92 

 

its ever-tempting pleasures. Instead of struggling against pleasure, Tantra uses pleasure itself to 

purify your emotional and mental obscurations and attain permanent bliss. In this way, Tantra is 

easy and enjoyable. You will want to practice, and you will attain enlightenment much faster 

than through an unnatural, pleasure-denying path. 

 

K i ǕcǕrya describes the Great Passion as the unrestrained passion between the female and male 

essences, the impassioned state ñthat delights the world.ò He adds, ñBy using the arising of Great 

Passion, which is characterized as the nonduality of the two bodies of Wisdom and Means,ò 

inner awakening is swiftly attained. It is true that desire leads many beings astray and into 

suffering. And yet the path to inner awakening is through desire. The Hevajra Tantra observes 

in one of its most famous verses, ñThose who are burned by the fire of passion cure themselves 

by using the fire of passion.ò 

 

Passion, as most people know it, is imbued with distorted ego desires, and compulsive, lustful 

desires born of neediness and attachment. Passion freed from these obscuring elements is pure 

passion, born of the heartôs desires and a pure mind free from dualistic thought. Pure passion, 

known as Great Passion, arrives brilliantly alive but without attachment to results. 

 

 

Desire is Erotic 

 

The erotic love that the female and male essences have for each other drives the desire for 

enlightenment in a Tantric practitioner: 

Wisdom and Method erotically desire each other. 

The female and male bindus, channels, and cakras erotically desire each other. 

The female and male deities erotically desire each other. 

The female and male practitioners erotically desire each other. 

The female and male sexual fluids erotically desire each other. 

All this is the Great Passion. When all these erotic desires unite in clarity of purpose, 

buddhahood is attained. Enlightenment is the personal and cosmic crescendo, the fulfillment of 

the Great Passion that destroys all obscurations and creates endless bliss. 

 

 

The Five Buddha Families 

 

The Hevajra Tantra reveals, ñThe Great Bliss, which is essentially one, in sexual union becomes 

five.ò Out of supreme erotic delight, primordial wisdom emanates as the Five Buddha Families 

(PǕ¶ca Kula). These families represent the conscious flows of energies that create and sustain the 

worlds. All buddhas and bodhisattvas are emanations of the Five Buddhas (Pa¶ca TathǕgata) and 

their consorts, depending upon the emotional obscurations they principally serve to transform. 

These five primordial couples are dynamic bi-unities of erotic Great Passion. 

 

Though intrinsically pure, the Five Buddha Families are experienced by those in suffering as the 

emotions called the Five Obscurations (Pa¶ca Vi a). As you transform these obscuring emotions, 

they become the Five Wisdoms (Pañca JñǕna). You train yourself to recognize that all forms and 



93 

 

experiences that appear to cause suffering are in their true nature the primordially pure 

expressions of the Five Buddhas and their consorts. Following the Hevajra Tantra, these are: 

 

 

1) The Buddha Family: Vairocana and LocanǕ 

 

Vairocanaôs name means the ñRadiant One.ò He represents the 

enlightened physical body. He is the head of the Buddha 

(TathǕgata) Family, symbolized by the wheel (cakra). He is white, 

and his hand gesture is called Teaching the Dharma (Dharma 

Cakra MudrǕ). He transforms the poison of ignorance into Mirror-

Like Wisdom (ǔdarŜa JñǕna), the wisdom that sees everything 

clearly and objectively. Vairocana presides over the navel cakra. 

He is the Buddha of the earth element, the aggregate of form, and 

the nectar of feces. His consort is the charming LocanǕ (Eye), the 

BuddhǕ of sight. Family members include the wise deities 

SitatapatrǕ and MǕrǭcǭ. He is the Buddha of the Eastern direction, 

and his pure land is called All-Pervading Circle (ViŜva Cakra). This family brings the power of 

pacification. 

 

 

2) The Vajra Family: AkἨobhya and MǕmakǭ 

 

Ak obhyaôs name means ñUnshakable,ò as he is never untroubled by 

obscuring emotions. He is the Buddha of the Vajra Family, symbolized 

by the diamond scepter (vajra). He is blue, and his hands form the Earth 

Touching Gesture (BhȊmi SparŜa MudrǕ). He transforms aversion into 

the Wisdom of the DharmadhǕtu (DharmadhǕtu J¶Ǖna), the wisdom that 

accepts everything as pure and perfect. Ak obhya presides over the heart 

cakra. He is the Buddha of the water element, the consciousness 

aggregate, and the nectar of urine. His consort is the all-embracing 

MǕmakǭ (lit. My Own, as she lovingly regards all beings as her own 

children), the BuddhǕ of hearing. Family members include the fierce 

deities Hevajra and Cakrasamvara. He is the presiding Buddha of the 

Central direction, and his pure land is AbhirǕti, literally meaning Intense Sexual Ecstasy. This 

family brings the power of destroying obstacles. 
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3) The Lotus Family: AmitǕbha and PǕἈỈarǕ 

 

AmitǕbha means ñBoundless Light.ò He is known as the Impartial One, 

unaffected by differences but enjoying all of them. He represents 

enlightened speech. He is the Buddha of the Lotus (Padma) Family, 

symbolized by the lotus (padma). He is red in color, and holds with his 

hands the Gesture of Meditation (DhyǕna MudrǕ). He is the Buddha 

who transforms the poison of craving into Discriminating Wisdom 

(Pratyavek a a JñǕna), the wisdom that appreciates and enjoys the 

differences in the play of appearances. AmitǕbha presides over the 

throat cakra. He is the Buddha of the fire element, the aggregate of 

perceptions, and the nectar of human flesh. His consort is the delightful 

PǕ arǕ (White Dressed), the BuddhǕ of smell. Family members 

include the dancing erotic god PadmanarteŜvara. He is the Buddha of the Western direction, and 

his pure land is the Land of Bliss (SukhǕvatǭ). This family brings the power of attraction. 

 

 

4) The Action Family: Amoghasiddhi and Samaya TǕrǕ 

 

Amoghasiddhi means ñUnfailing Accomplishment.ò He is the Beneficial 

One, full of good actions. He represents enlightened activity. He is the 

Buddha of the Action (Karma) Family, symbolized by a sword (kha ga). 

He is green in color, and holds the hand Gesture of Fearlessness (Abhaya 

MudrǕ). He is the Buddha who transforms jealousy into All-Accomplishing 

Wisdom (K i yǕnusthǕna JñǕna), the wisdom determined to liberate all 

beings. Amoghasiddhi presides over the forehead cakra. He is the Buddha 

of the wind element, the aggregate of intentions, and the nectar of blood. 

His consort is the compassionate Green Samaya TǕrǕ (Star of the Vow), 

the BuddhǕ of taste. Family members include Vajrapa i, the bodhisattva of 

power. He presides over the Northern direction, and his pure land is 

Perfected Good Actions (Uttarakuru). This family brings the power of success in all actions. 

 

 

5) The Jewel Family: Ratnasambhava and DhǕtviŜvarǭ 

 

Ratnasambhava means ñSelf-Born Jewel.ò He is the Lord of Jewels, who 

holds the treasures of all the buddhas. He represents the Buddha of 

enlightened qualities. He is the Buddha of the Jewel (Ratna) Family, 

symbolized by a jewel (ratna). His color is yellow, and his hands form 

the Gesture of Generosity (Varada MudrǕ). He transforms pride into the 

Wisdom of Equality (SamatǕ JñǕna), the wisdom that sees that all things 

consist of the same essence. Ratnasambhava presides over the Secret 

Cakra at the perineum. He is the Buddha of the element of space, the 

aggregate of sensations, and the nectar of semen. His consort is the ever-

passionate DhǕtviŜvarǭ (Lady of All-Pervading Ultimate Reality), the 

BuddhǕ of touch. Family members include the wealth deities Jambhala 
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and Kubera. He presides over the Southern Direction, and his pure land is Glorious (śrǭ). This 

family brings the power of abundance. 

 

 

Essence 

 

The Innate, as ultimate reality or Essence (Tattva), is real, pure, and erotic. 

 

 

Essence is Real 

 

Essence is real. The Innate is the infinite potential power of ultimate reality. Ultimate reality or 

Essence (Tattva) is the eternal and instructible Clear Light (PrabhǕsvara) of primordial wisdom. 

The Yoginǭ Tantras teach that ultimate reality is a single primordial awareness. The Hevajra 

Tantra declares, ñThe Great Consciousness is in fact One.ò This conscious oneness is comprised 

of an infinite field of bindus, indestructible points of light, the essence of wisdom and love that 

are primordially female and male. The Hevajra Tantra regards ultimate reality as an active, 

creative power of immense and awesome brilliance: ñWisdom is called Mother because She 

gives birth to the universe.ò It adds that ultimate reality is not a remote creator, but the very 

aliveness found in all things, ñIt is the great life breath and the world pervader.ò 

 

 

Essence is Pure 

 

Essence is pure. Among the infinite good and pure qualities of Essence are: bliss, clarity of 

awareness, nonthought, indestructibility, light, vital essence, and creative power. 

 

 

Essence is Erotic 

 

Essence is erotic. The red and white bindus are compact points of infinite erotic power, the 

female and male essences that unite to create the worlds, saturating all things with erotic energy. 

K i ǕcǕrya praises eros as the nature of ultimate reality - ñThis is a characteristic of the Innate.ò 

 

 

Great Bliss 

 

The Innate is the Great Bliss (MahǕsukha), the union of ultimate bliss and worldly bliss. It is the 

true nature of the Totality. It is called ñGreat Blissò because it is greater than any worldly bliss 

you could ever know, and greater even than the bliss of nirvǕἈa because it includes both the bliss 

of nirvǕ a and worldly bliss. Great Bliss is their final unity. 

 

The Hevajra Tantra teaches, ñThe Great Bliss is in essence One.ò It is the unchanging, unitary 

bliss of ultimate reality. But is also simultaneously the worldly bliss of changing appearances, 

and the Hevajra Tantra describes this world as simultaneously pervaded by bliss. K i ǕcǕrya 

similarly adds, ñThis pure Innate Great Bliss pervades all phenomenal things, for it is the 
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accomplishment of all things.ò Great Bliss does not annihilate appearances the way the bliss of 

nirvǕ a does, but fulfills them. Great Bliss encompasses both the wisdom of the essential 

sameness of things (the ñone tasteò), and the wisdom that delights in their differences. The Great 

Bliss is also the Great Compassion, because it spontaneously releases from suffering those who 

realize it. The Great Bliss transcends any teachings on bliss found in the sȊtras, and reinterprets 

the MahǕyǕna principle of non-abiding nirvǕ a as an all-abiding nirvǕ a, the blissful embrace of 

everything. 

 

The Great Bliss is the fulfillment of the Great Passion: 

The union of Wisdom and Compassion is Great Bliss. 

The union of female and male bindus, channels and cakras is Great Bliss. 

The union of female and male deities is Great Bliss. 

The union of female and male practitioners is Great Bliss. 

The union of female and male sexual fluids is Great Bliss. 

All this is the Great Bliss. 

 

The Great Bliss, free of all emotional and mental obscurations, is enlightenment. 

 

 

Tantric Transformation  
 

Tantra is the path of transformation (pari Ǖma). You transform your weaknesses into strengths, 

your suffering into bliss, and right before your very eyes, you transform yourself into a buddha. 

Tantra teaches that nothing is thrown out ï every part of you is embraced and transformed. 

Tantric Buddhism achieves its aims through four principles of transformation: 1) empowerment 

(ǕdihǕna), 2) alchemy (rasǕyǕna), 3) union (yoga), and 4) sympathetic vibration (ni yanda). 

 

 

Empowerment 

 

Empowerment (Ǖdhi hǕna) means to make sacred through the bestowal of divine power. In other 

religious traditions, it is called a sacrament or grace. It is a moment when you are blessed, 

purified, empowered, and transformed by primordial wisdom. The intense love that your guru, 

deity, consort, and primordial wisdom have for you, and your devotion to them, come together in 

a sacred moment to shift your consciousness profoundly. Through empowerment, your coarse 

karmic obscurations are purified, and you become ñripenedò to attain the highest gift of all, 

enlightenment. Tantra uses many tools to create these moments of divine empowerment in order 

bring about extremely rapid transformation. They arise through the consecrations, singing, 

dancing, feasting, and other ritual activities. Empowerment is the main principle of deity yoga. 

 

 

Alchemy 
 

Alchemy (rasǕyǕna) is the transmutation of base substances into higher ones. The Tantric path is 

alchemical. The Sarva Buddha SamǕyoga (The Equipoised Union of All Buddhas) says the 

practitioner, ñby the bliss of alchemy, may achieve true bliss.ò You generate the coarse physical 
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substances of female and male sexual fluids and transform them in your body into higher subtle 

energies that purify your subtle body where your root subtle karmic obscurations lie. Alchemy is 

the main principle of subtle energy yoga. 

 

 

Union 
 

Union (yoga) is the merging of your entire being with the eternal bliss of ultimate reality. You 

dissolve back into your original state as pure potency, and all your obscurations are cleared. To 

attain union with Essence is to attain enlightenment. Union is the main principle of sexual yoga. 

 

The highest practice of the VajrayǕna is to meditate directly on primordial wisdom, because a 

single moment of directly experiencing ultimate reality is enough to cause rapid transformation. 

Once you attain union and make the breakthrough into the Clear Light of ultimate reality, you 

realize the ultimate nature. However, you may still have some remaining karmic obscurations. 

Within a short time depending upon a personôs remaining karma but certainly by the end of your 

life, primordial wisdom spontaneously dissolves the rest of your karma and you attain perfection. 

 

Union with Essence is attained through sexual yoga. Sexual yoga first creates an inner balance of 

female and male essences within you. On a physical level, when the vajra and yoni come 

together in a conscious, balanced union, your awareness shifts out of subject-object duality, and 

you establish the physical, emotional, mental, and subtle energy conditions for inner awakening. 

As the Hevajra Tantra explains, ñEnlightened consciousness is generated in the ladyôs lotus by 

forming the Eva .ò It adds that this is the state of the buddhas, for the buddhas ñabide eternally 

in Eva .ò The female and male essences are utterly equal in importance, like two wings of a 

bird. When in practice these two essences come together in balance and equality, and you 

generate the Great Passion for enlightenment, you attain union with ultimate reality, the bliss of 

nirvǕ a, and all obscurations are purified. Through sexual yoga, sex transcends itself, and 

becomes the ultimate path to permanent peace and bliss. 

 

Since primordial wisdom is bi-gendered, the more you connect to and express your own female 

or male essence, the more you cultivate the power of that essence within you that you can use to 

to attain enlightenment. Gender is a path to liberation. In the Hevajra Tantra, the goddess 

NairǕtmyǕ describes the path for a woman like herself as ñconcentrating in myself the essence of 

woman.ò As you concentrate the essence of your own gender within you, the more sexual power 

you can generate with your consort through sexual yoga and attain union with ultimate reality. At 

the same time, liberation ultimately transcends gender you must release all attachments to it. 

 

 

Symapathic Vibration 
 

Sympathetic vibration (ni yanda ï lit. correspondence), an ancient Tantric principle, is the 

awareness of the power of the correspondence of microcosm and macrocosm. The universe is 

multilayered: entities on one level are correlated to higher cosmic powers and principles. The 

Hevajra Tantra observes, ñAs it is outside, so it is withinò - in Western mystical traditions the 

phrase is ñAs above, so below.ò As you become aware of these correspondences, you use them 
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in practice to create a sympathetic vibration so that local events become cosmic ones. Through 

your intention, having an orgasm becomes a cosmic orgasm. Loving your lover becomes loving 

the whole universe. And when you offer a kiss on your loverôs cheek, all the worlds tremble with 

the Great Bliss. Sympathetic vibration is the main principle of nondual yoga. 

 

Among the several important Tantric correspondences are: 

1. The bodies of the practitioners and the bodies of the deities, which is activated through deity 

yoga. As you meditate on your own body as the body of the deity, your body transforms on the 

subtle level to become the body of the deity. 

2. The Great Passion of the practitioners and the Great Passion of the female and male essences, 

which is activated through subtle energy yoga. By generating Great Passion, the female and male 

essences unite spontaneously within you, rapidly transforming you into a perfected being. 

3. The sexual fluids of the practitioners and the Four Blisses, which is activated through sexual 

yoga. Regarding the power of sexual fluids (Ŝukra - semen, and rakta ï female sexual fluids), at 

the higher level of ultimate reality the Innate is all-pervasive bliss, and in the lower level of form 

the Innate manifests in its greatest potency as sexual fluids. One level of the Innate is not 

superior to the other ï instead, they complement each other fully. Internalizing sexual fluids with 

intention lift s you out of dualistic awarenesss into union with ultimate reality. 

4. The genitals of the practitioners and the Great Bliss, which is activated through nondual yoga. 

By charging your genitals with erotic power, you create a sympathetic vibration within your 

genitals that attains the Four Levels of MahǕmudrǕ, and you become a buddha. 

 

 

The Innate and Its Place in Buddhist Philosophy 
 

The philosophy of the Innate incorporates the teachings of the sȊtras and transcends them. The 

Innate is founded most strongly on the teachings of Buddha Essence. The Tantras strongly 

support the position of the philosophy of Buddha Essence of ultimate reality as an indestructible, 

primordial wisdom that truly exists, whose nature is luminosity and bliss. They tend less to 

support the Middle Way philosophy of ultimate truth as simply an absence of inherent self-

nature. In the Tantric belief, ñthe perfection of wisdomò actually becomes a synonym for, in 

Jamgön Kongtrulôs words, the ñprimordial indestructible great vital essenceò - a meaning never 

intended by the philosophers of Emptiness. The contemporary Tibetan master Khenpo Tsultrim 

Gyamtso writes that Buddha Essence is ñthe view that links the sȊtras and the Tantras. It is 

taught in the sȊtras and is the basis for all the Tantric practices.ò The Innate is the indestructible 

nature of ultimate reality, and it is from this absolute indestructibility that the VajrayǕna takes its 

name. Since in the Middle Way philosophy nothing is indestructible, it is clear that the Tantras 

follow a very different philosophical standpoint. 

 

While the position of the Innate on ultimate reality matches the philosophy of Buddha Essence, 

its position on appearances is dramatically different. The Innate steps well beyond the teachings 

on Buddha Essence to declare that not only is ultimate reality real and pure, but appearances and 

desire are real and pure as well. The Innate perceives ultimate reality as an all-good creative 

power, a view completely foreign to the sȊtras. 
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Saraha decisively criticizes the Buddha Essence philosophy as incomplete, as mere attachment to 

nirvǕ a, and says that the true understanding of reality is impossible without understanding the 

Innate: ñWithout realizing the Innate, those who familiarize themselves with nirvǕ a will not 

accomplish the single ultimate by anything whatsoever.ò This is because, unlike the traditional 

MahǕyǕna philosophies, the Innate embraces both the bliss of nirvǕ a and the bliss of worldly 

existence as the practitionerôs goal. 

 

Without rejecting its value as a tool for liberation, the Innate philosophy criticizes the Middle 

Way philosophy for its claim of ultimate reality and appearances as not truly existent and 

impure. The Innate criticizes the Mind Only philosophy because mind is not primordial wisdom. 

And the Innate criticizes the Buddha Essence philosophy as incomplete because the Innate sees 

primordial purity not only in ultimate reality but in appearances as real as well. These differences 

have profound implications for practice and realization, and fully justify the Innate being 

regarded as a separate philosophy - the philosophy of the VajrayǕna. 

 

Any Buddhist philosophy must ultimately be judged not based on whether it conforms to any 

supposed ñobjective reality,ò but by its liberating power. The record of the Innate in serving to 

liberate thousands of beings over centuries is unparalleled by any other Buddhist path. 

 

 

The Two Truths 

 

In the philosophy of the Innate, relative truth is, just as in the other MahǕyǕna philosophies, the 

false perception of yourself and appearances as independently existing entities. The Hevajra 

Tantra notes sharply that suffering arises ñbecause of subject and object.ò When you perceive 

appearances through the distorting lens of subject and object, you experience attachment and 

suffering. However, unlike in the MahǕyǕna sȊtras, the Innate teaches that appearances are 

primordially real and pure because they arise from a real and pure Essence. Ultimate truth, then, 

is the correct perception of the unchanging ground of ultimate reality as primordial awareness 

and the co-arising of ultimate reality and appearances as real, pure, and erotic. 

 

One of the core philosophical differences between the MahǕyǕna sȊtras and the Innate is in their 

idea of the nature of Essence. All three philosophies of the MahǕyǕna sȊtras accept the 

assumption that Essence cannot change and be Essence and form simultaneously. NǕgǕrjuna, 

who develops the logical case for the sȊtras most strongly, asserts that since Essence is by 

definition eternal and unchanging, to say that Essence can in any way change temporarily into 

forms is illogical. If Essence changed, he says, it would no longer be Essence, but dependently 

originating and subject to suffering. Essence is the opposite of change, and since the world 

around you continually changes, this world cannot possibly be Essence. 

 

This is exactly the point where the philosophy of the Innate disagrees. The Innate says Essence 

has the capacity to change into form temporarily and still remain unchanging Essence. 

Following NǕgǕrjunaôs logic, for example, if an ocean were Essence, it would be incapable of 

change, and incapable of producing waves which are ever-changing. NǕgǕrjuna would have to 

deny the existence of waves as expressions of the unchanging ocean - waves could only be 

something completely separate from the unchanging ocean. However, the ocean does produce 
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waves that are both temporary and pure expressions of the unchanging ocean that are never 

separate from it. The Innate teaches that NǕgǕrjunaôs logic is wrong. 

 

That Essence can be simultaneously unchanging and changing is not contradictory but 

paradoxical. The true nature of reality is ultimately found not through exclusivistic logical 

proofs such as ñA can never be Bò that dominate Buddhist philosophy, but in paradox. 

ñUnchangingò and ñchangingò are not contradictory opposites but simultaneous, dynamic 

aspects of Essence. A gyroscope remains stationary at its center while it spins, dynamically 

unchanging and changing. An atom is a particle and a wave. Paradox brings logic to silence as 

pure awareness dawns. 

 

In the philosophy of the Innate, even emotional and mental obscurations are expressions of pure 

and perfect buddha wisdom. Suffering and liberation are created by the absolute reality. That 

may sound like the ultimate disempowering statement, but it is just the opposite ï for you are the 

absolute reality. As the Hevajra Tantra says, ñYou are yourself the Destroyer, the Creator, the 

King and the Lord.ò You create your bonds, and you free yourself. Buddhahood is up to you. 

 

 

Buddhahood as Wisdom and Compassion 

 

For the philosophy of the Innate, primordial wisdom goes beyond any words that could ever be 

spoken. Wisdom is a spontaneous arising of knowingness that guides you. The wisdom of the 

moment is fresh, ever-present, and perfectly responsive to your needs. Wisdom possesses the 

very characteristics that NǕgǕrjunaôs logic says is impossible: it is simultaneously eternal and 

changing. Attaining the bliss of primordial wisdom, all appearances become your friends. 

 

The natural response to a world of beings in suffering is compassion. The orthodox MahǕyǕna, 

because it sees this world as inherently filled with suffering, praises the compassion of the 

buddhas and bodhisattvas. There is really not much room for love, and the lack of love as a 

major theme in the sȊtras is quite evident. In contrast, the natural response to a world that is pure 

and perfect is love. Only in the philosophy of the Innate is love finally able to take its place as 

equal to compassion in Buddhism. Realizing the Innate, a buddha not only liberates beings but 

also becomes their lover. 

 

 

Path 
 

ñThe emotions are the great wisdom. Like a jungle fire, they are the yogiôs helpers.ò 

- NǕropa, The Summary of MahǕmudrǕ 

 

The Tantric Bodhisattva 
 

The great Tantric masters of India, the siddhas, recognized that the MahǕyǕnaôs bodhisattva path 

of compassion, while trying to improve on the Buddhaôs original teachings, is still based on the 

same deep false duality of self and other. Denying your own needs all the time to serve others 

can actually reinforce a sense of self, the very disease the Buddha was trying to cure. In the 
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Tantric path, your own desires are equal in value to others, not more or less important. The 

contemporary Tibetan teacher Traleg Kyabgon expresses path of the Tantric bodhisattva well 

when he writes, ñConsideration of our own needs and the needs of others has to be kept in 

balance at all times,ò an idea not found anywhere in the MahǕyǕna sȊtras. 

 

The ultimate goals of the orthodox and Tantric MahǕyǕna traditions are very different. The 

orthodox MahǕyǕnaôs goal is to empty the earth of beings, because the earth is a place of 

inherent and unchangeable suffering. The goal of the Tantric MahǕyǕna is to bring all beings to 

awakening and enjoy the earth and its pleasures blissfully. An orthodox bodhisattva focuses 

continuously on the suffering of others and seeks ways to relieve them. As a Tantric bodhisattva, 

however, you see the world as pure and perfect and seek ways to encourage others to play in it. 

In Tantra, enlightenment is a dynamic aliveness in which you enjoy the world and help others. 

 

 

Transforming Emotions 
 

In the VajrayǕna, emotions are not rejected as obstacles to be overcome but warmly embraced. 

You take your emotions on the path. To ñtake something on the pathò is to include the 

obscurations of sa sǕra and transform them into the powers of an enlightened being. Craving 

desire is transformed into pure desire. Jealousy is transformed into compassionate action. Anger 

is transformed into wrathful compassion. Pride is transformed into divine pride. These dark 

emotions become the fuel for elevating you into a higher state. If you simply suppressed your 

emotions, which is what the lower vehicles achieve, you would have no chance of attaining 

buddhahood. These lower emotions are not given free reign to control you, but are carefully 

harnessed through practice into enlightened buddha qualities. 

 

 

Transforming the Senses and the Elements 
 

The Five Elements - earth, water, fire, air, and space - limit the experiences an ordinary being to 

the Five Senses. Through Tantric practice, your five senses ï sight, hearing, smell, taste, and 

touch - are transformed so dramatically that they allow your perception to pierce beyong the 

veils of obscuration and find the true reality. As a result, you attain the ability to consciously 

control the Five Elements, and gain extraordinary magical powers. Saraha observes: ñPerfect 

wisdom can only be attained while enjoying the pleasures of the senses.ò 

 

 

The Guru-Disciple Relationship 
 

In the Common Vehicle and the MahǕyǕna, a buddha is only a teacher, offering wisdom and 

inspiration. In the VajrayǕna, however, an even greater role is played by the guru. Mirroring the 

great Hindu gurus of medieval India, the Tantric Buddhist gurus were key players in bestowing 

enlightened energies onto their disciples. The functions of the guru are to give you the 

consecrations, gives you the instructions for practice, guides you in overcoming obstacles to 

practice, and may give you a consort. The student prays to the guru in the practices in the initial 
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practices as part of the Lineage Prayer, and in daily life you pray to your guru whenever you run 

into difficulties. Devotion to the guru brings swift success. 

 

 

Tantric Relationship 
 

In the VajrayǕna, the only person as important to you as your guru is your consort. A female 

consort is a yoginǭ (or karmamudrǕ, literally an ñaction consortò), and a male consort is a hero 

(vǭra). The consort is the foundation for Tantric practice, because it is your consort who bestows 

the erotic bliss that leads to enlightenment. Kri ǕcǕrya says, ñWithout the consort, it is not 

possible for bliss to arise.ò 

 

Just as the MahǕyǕna practitioner follows the bodhisatta path, the Tantric practitioner is equally 

devoted to Tantric relationship with a consort. It is often a life-long partnership, seeking the 

mutual attainment of enlightenment. Tantric relationship is a bond far greater than marriage. 

Even the purest, most loving, mutually supportive marriages pale in comparison to the profound 

union created in Tantric relationship. You are creating as deep, authentic, and unguarded a 

relationship with each other as possible. Together, you purify your karmic obscurations, attain 

levels of bliss you never even dreamed of, merge into union with ultimate reality, and become 

perfected beings. Key principles for Tantric relationship are: 1) intention, 2) commitment to 

practice, 3) equality, 4) nonattachment 5) devotion, 6) erotic desire, 7) love, 8) communication, 

9) intimacy, 10) mutual bestowal of bliss, 11) communion, and 12) transformation through bliss. 

 

 

Intention 

 

To be in Tantric relationship, both partners must be committed to the goal of attaining 

enlightenment swiftly. This shared intention binds you together. Without a passion for 

enlightenment, Tantric practice becomes merely ritual sex that may bring you little benefit. 

NǕropa says that to engage in sexual yoga you must be ñfree from doubts and wish to engage in 

vast activities for the benefit of the world.ò He declares that sexual yoga, when properly 

practiced and with the right motivation, leads to buddhahood in a single lifetime. 

 

 

Commitment to Practice 

 

The Tantras are adamant that committed, long term relationships are the strongest foundation for 

success. Only together can you become experts in sexual yoga and lead yourselves to inner 

awakening. Not relying on your consort for long-term practice and engaging in practice with 

others in serial partnerships breaks one of your Tantric vows and leads to failure. This does not, 

however, require you to be monogamous. Aside from your commitment to each other to practice 

regularly, you both have the freedom to enjoy plenty of lovemaking with others if you desire. 

But you do not allow other people to interrupt the continuity of your practice with each other. 
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Equality  

 

Equality establishes the necessary respect, cooperation, and responsiveness that leads to success 

in the Tantric path. Equality begins with establishing a mind set of mutual sacredness. You must 

avoid thinking of yourself or your lover as mere sex objects, always seeing each other as god and 

goddess. The CaἈỈamahǕroἨaἈa Tantra praises the sacredness of men and women and equally, 

sharing ñEvery man is Vajrayogi and every woman is Vajrayoginǭ.ò Equality also encompasses a 

spirit of cooperation and complementarity (pratyǕsanna). Inequality of any kind is a false concept 

that leads to dependency, resentment, and suffering. Responsiveness must also be cultivated - if 

you aim either to please only yourself or your lover in your lovemaking, you will gain nothing. 

 

 

Nonattachment 

 

While building the depth and power of the connection between the two practitioners, you must 

avoid dependency. You cannot use your lover to try to fill an emotional lack within you - they 

can never fill the hole. Because Tantric practice is inherently healing, you become less dependent 

upon each other and more personally empowered. Through sexual yoga, you expand beyond the 

bliss of sex and attain the Great Bliss, in which you are eternally nourished and contented. 

Practicing sexual yoga with attachment to your consort is not even sexual yoga - just defiled sex. 

NǕropa warns, ñThe practitioner, without grasping at duality, should seek the consort in sexual 

embrace. If the yogi is drunk with mindlessness and attachment, he misses the essence and falls 

to the realms of misery.ò 

 

 

Devotion 

 

Devotion draws you and your lover together and unites you in blissful meditative absorption. 

The man should see his woman as the goddess, who is, as the Hevajra Tantra delightfully 

describes, ñthe cause of the Innate Bliss. She is the great blissful one, the divine Yoginǭ. She is 

the ma ala circle. She is the embodiment of the Five Wisdoms.ò Similarly, the woman sees her 

man as the god, ñthe Lord of the ma ala,ò ñthe essence of the Innate.ò 

 

 

Erotic Desire 

 

The two practitioners must have sexual desire for each other. Releasing yourself from the 

obscuring emotions of lust for sex, you let your erotic passions run strongly, which fuels your 

path with erotic power that transforms you into a perfected being. 

 

 

Love 

 

Love is the supreme expression of reality. To see reality clearly, as the awakened ones do, is to 

be in a continuous state of love. In sexual yoga, it is essential to hold strong feelings of love for 

each other. Love is the binding power between two people that does not lead to attachment but to 
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joy and bliss. SahajayoginǭcintǕ speaks of the love of the yogi towards his consort, saying, ñWith 

gentle and sincere speech, he draws her into her heart.ò And the Hevajra Tantra says of the 

yoginǭ, ñShe must love the yogi.ò Strikingly, the text uses a Sanskrit word for pure love, ñpriya,ò 

rather than the more common word for erotic love, ñkǕma.ò For Tantric practice to be successful, 

the love between you and your consort must be strong, pure, and heart-felt. Through Tantric 

practice, your love for each other blossoms. Erotic desire and love fuse into loving erotic power. 

 

 

Communication 

 

Tantric lovemaking gives each person the opportunity to share each otherôs needs and desires, 

likes and dislikes. The more you know your own bodyôs pleasures and can communicate that 

with your lover, the more fulfilling lovemaking becomes. Embracing communication takes away 

any expectations of yourself or your lover that you are supposed to know how to please each 

other without saying anything. It takes the guesswork out of sex and gives you both the 

opportunity to delight each other skilfully. Communication, both verbal and nonverbal, is a 

continuous process that deepens your connection to each other. 

 

 

Intimacy  
 

As love grows, intimacy naturally develops. Tantric practice cuts lustful craving and grasping - 

each of you become more purified and transformed, your emotional and mental obscurations fall 

away, and you see yourself and you lover for who you really are. You become intuitively 

attuned, conscious of and responsive to each otherôs needs and desires. Your eyes, breaths, 

movements, and subtle energies intertwine, and the power of your connection intensifies. 

 

 

Mutual Bestowal of Bliss 

 

In much of Tantric literature, the female consort is praised as the foundation from which 

enlightenment arises. Because of a womanôs natural capacity for bliss, she holds an especially 

exalted position in Tantra. Yet women and men remain equally necessary for each otherôs 

liberation. The Hevajra Tantra describes both women and men as equal bestowers of bliss, 

celebrating the womanôs lotus as ñthe one who grants the bliss of Great Passion,ò and honoring 

the manôs vajra in similar terms as ñthe one who gives the Four Blisses.ò Honoring each other as 

wellsprings of bliss builds respect and devotion and binds you both together in practice. 

 

 

Communion 

 

Through practice, communion occurs, what śabara calls the ñFusion of Identitiesò (ǔtma 

Melaka). You attain a mutual harmony, an integrated connection, and an intuitive knowing of the 

otherôs needs and desires. You and your lover are ñoneò and ñnot one,ò ñtwoò and ñnot two.ò 

Communion is not the end of your differences but the celebration of them in a dynamic blending. 
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Transformation through Bliss 

 

Bliss transforms awareness. Erotic bliss is the single most powerful instrument for liberating 

obscuring emotions and thoughts, and it does so very quickly. You create together a container of 

bliss, and within it your negative emotions and thoughts arise safely and are released. As 

negativities arise, you support each other with wisdom and unconditional love, and you witness 

with joy as they transform into light. Blissfully, you liberate each other into inner awakening. 

 

 

Levels of Attainment 
 

The path to bliss is bliss. As the Cakrasamvara Tantra instructs, ñOne whose goal is bliss should 

cultivate bliss.ò Always devoted, over time you become a master of it. The Tantras commonly 

claim that a practitioner can attain enlightenment after twelve years of practice. Two levels of 

attainment in the Tantric Buddhist path are recognized: 

 

 

1. Union with Learning 

 

In Union with Learning (śaik a Yoga), you have attained union with the Clear Light of ultimate 

reality and are greatly purified, but still have some remaining karmic obscurations. You are a 

high level bodhisattva. 

 

 

2. Union with No More Learning 

 

In Union with No More Learning (AŜaik a Yoga), you have attained union with the Clear Light 

and have released all karmic obscurations. You are a perfect buddha. 

 

 

In addition, two levels of titles for practitioners and teachers are used: 

 

1. Yogi/Yoginǭ 

 

One who seeks or dwells in union. A yogi or yoginǭ is a person who practices the Tantric path, 

and may have gained some degree of inner transformation, magical abilities, meditative states, 

bliss, or nondual awareness. A person who teaches at this level of attainment is a 

vajrǕcǕrya/vajrǕcǕrinǭ (vajra teacher). 

 

 

2. Siddha/SiddhǕ 

 

An acccomplished one. A siddha or siddhǕ is highly accomplished in the practices and may have 

attained significant inner transformation, magical abilities, profound meditative states, stabilized 

nondual awareness, or attained complete enlightenment. A person who teaches at this level of 

attainment is a siddhǕcǕrya/siddhǕcǕrinǭ (master teacher). 
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Benefits 
 

Through the Tantric path, you transform your karma extremely rapidly. You are more peaceful 

and happy, filled with wisdom, love, and bliss. You honor yourself as a divine being, and you 

win the respect of others. Your love for your lover grows as you attain levels of ecstasy far 

beyond what is possible in a normal love relationship. You may develop magical powers that can 

help you create whatever you desire. And you know enlightenment is near. 

 

 

Common Problems 
 

If you follow the VajrayǕna with an impure intention, it will probably destroy you. To practice 

Tantra mainly to gain personal powers for selfish ends is the greatest danger, because it becomes 

so easy to harm yourself or others with them. Ritual sex, alcohol, mind-altering drugs, 

intentionally stirring up strong emotions, ecstatic singing and dancing - these are all directly 

opposed to the strict path laid out by the Buddha, yet they are all used purposefully to attain the 

same goal. Tantra is potentially dangerous, and its masters are quite conscious of this. The 

Tantras warn that activities like these are poisons to ordinary people. But to those who can use 

them skillfully, they lead quickly to enlightenment. Even the VajrayǕna philosophy itself is 

dangerous - adopting the ideas of the Innate and considering appearances as truly existing 

without practicing sexual yoga can lead you into trouble, because you may not have cultivated 

enough inner bliss to resist the sensual cravings that may arise and result in suffering. 

 

 

Techniques 
 

ñIf you rely on the path of the Innate, you will be liberated no matter what you do.ò 

- VajraỈǕka Tantra 

 

Tantric practice comprises several core elements: 1) consecrations (abhi eka), 2) the Creation 

and Completion stages (Utpatti Krama and Ni panna Krama), 3) vows (samaya), and 4) sǕdhana. 

 

 

Consecrations 
 

Consecrations (abhi eka) are rituals that initiate you and mark your progress along the Tantric 

path. The Hevajra Tantra explains that through the consecrations, you are ñsprinkled and 

cleansedò of your obscurations. With each of four Consecrations, you receive the erotic 

empowering blessings of the buddhas and the gurus of the lineage. Consecrations purify you, 

plant the seeds for your enlightenment, and qualify you for Tantric practice. 

 

 




