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CHOS: THE UNIQUE DHARMA
OF TIBET -

It is usual to describe Tibetan religion as Buddhism, or
more specifically Tantric Buddhism. The Tibetans themselves call
their religion mere CHos (religion, dharma), even as the Hindus
call theirs dharma. There is no doubt that Buddhist influences are
both unmistakable and predominant, but it would not be cor-
rect to brand this religion as Buddhism. Moreover, the Buddhist
influences that came to colour this religion so significantly were
by no means native to the soil; they were not indigeneous deve-
lopments. In fact, Buddhism had to undergo a total transforma-
tion before it came to be accepted in Tibet and Mongolia.

The religion that prevailed in Tibet before Buddhist influences
made their impact is known as Bon; indeed this primitve reli-
gion persisted in its appeal and influence even when Buddhist
influences became firmly established. It has been suggested that
the word “Bon’ (murmuring spells) and the word “Bot” (bhota,
viz., Tibet) are derived from a common source. It is not true
to say that Buddhist influences supplanted Bon. If the contem-
porary phase of Bon is found to have adopted numerous Bud-
dhist practices and ideas, Buddhism at the time of its advent in
this country had to adopt not only Bon practices but its ideas
also. Bon has never really been shaken off. So much was it in
the air throughout Tibet’s entire history that Bon CHos (or
Buddhist influences grafted upon the native Bon) may be the
appropriate designation for Tibetan religion.

What was this Bon like? No one today seriously disputes
that religious beliefs of a country are to an extent conditioned
by its predominant geographical factors. Located in the dizzy
Himalayan heights, oppressed by the fearful vagaries of weather,
battered almost continuously by terrific storms, Tibet offers to
her people little by way of security or sustenance. Conditions
of life are so exacting and so impossible to contend against, that
man there almost naturally regards the world as peopled by
hostile spirits. He is subject not only to the visible and normally

manageable factors of nature but also to unseen forces. Utterly and
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inexotably isolated from the rest of mankind, the early Tibetans,
sprinkled rather sparsely over an expansive plateau, had to fight
against real and conjured fears all by themselves. It is natural,
therefore, that they developed a religion which was essentially
shamanistic. Religion everywhere may be said to have evolved
from the same source; but in Tibet, the challenge of an uncertain,
capricious and inimical environment produced a shamanism of
an extreme kind, and made it survive until the twentieth century.

The word Bon (pronounced Pon) means “to mutter magical
spells,” “to mumble secret formulae”. Cunnigham and Rockhill
may be correct in: their extraction of the Tibetan word from the
Indian punya (merit) in the extended sense of merit or power
acquired by magical incantation. Mystical utterances no doubt
constitute an essential part of Bon religion. Indeed one of the
expressions for their wizard-sorcerer was Ah Mes (Hail ancient)
which became Amaye. Ah is a mystical ejaculation, well known
in the Indian Tantric tradition; it also occurs as the first part
of Aum. And “ancient” connoted an undying essence. It was
no accident that in Bon the mountain-God was also called Ah
Mes i.e., the mysterious and mystifying snow-capped mountains,
unconquered in their uncanny grandeur. The Ah Mes were
powetful presences for the Tibetans—from which they could
not escape and which offered no comfort whatever. They were
sinister, malignant and could be disastrous unless propitiated.
The legend of the flying mountains whose wings were clipped
by the benevolent but powetful Indra with his “diamond-weapon”
(vajra) is not the special property of India. Mountains may
instill rapture in a poet, but provoked fear in the primitive;
his most “urgent concern was to subdue them. The sorcerer was
the person who claimed to do this and his weapon consisted of
incantations and spells which were substitutes for the diamond
weapon of Indra. Mystic mumblings would make him invincible,
and powerful enough to perform miracles. And miracles had to
be performed every day of the year in that country in order even
to survive. We can already discern here the predisposition to the
vajra-yana that found a welcome home there.

"The “Bon-religion” is described as shamanism, fetishism and
demonolatry. A Tibetan authority (Hos-Kyi-ni-ma) distinguishes
three stages in'the growth of this religion. The first stage, which
is described as “wild” (rDol-Bon), emphasised witchcraft and
sorcery to subdue or appease the fierce and wicked spirits that
clustered around man. The second stage, known as “corrupted”’ or
“erroneous” (Khyar-Bon), was preoccupied with the miracles and

.of Tibet.
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heroic deeds of magician-shamans who came from outside - ( princi-
pally from Kashmir). When the Tibetan king Gri-gum-btsan$
(mostly legendary) -was murdered, the local priests, ignorant of
how to handle the violently dispatched spirit, invited three
foreign magicians from Kashmir, Dusha and Shang-Shang to help
them, One of them could fly in the sky and discover mines by pro-
pitiating the divine eagle; he could also cut iron with a feather;
another could divine future events and tell fortunes by using
coloured strings; the third one was an expert in conducting the
funerals of those who died violently. These priests were probably

Indian Tantrics; and even the Tibetan authoritics indicate’ that

the influence of the Saivites and Tirthikas (heretical ascetics) was

felt. But why was this stage described as “corrupt” or “ertone-

ous”? We should recall that the classification of these stages

themselves against Bon.

represented the attitude of the, votaries of ‘thélCHoAs,"w{hd had set
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The - third ! stage', was termed . “reformed”  or . ‘“turned”

_(bsGyur-Bon). ‘Here,'the Bon ideas and practices underwent a

thorough transformation so as to become more or, less acceptable

.to -the .more. powerful religious group, - the; Buddhists. ; The
“adherents of Bon now became “‘within-ones”. (Nang Ba), and their

peaceful co-existence with the CHos folk was assured. This, stage

“continued right up to’our own time, when it has been reliably

estimated that at least two thirds of the population of Tibet are
“Believers in-Bon”, despite the religious and political ascendency
i PR AL TR S Y o " sty '
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This classification tells the . story of Bon’s struggle for sur-
vival against what has- come to be called the religion (CHes).
But this is a classification traceable to an eighteenth century
historian whose sympathies were obviously with the CHbsl;_I_m%s
point is that Bon improved its credentials to the extent that it
succumbed to Buddhist influences. Unfortunately we do not have
a Bon historiah giving 4 parallel point ‘of view. Yet we shall see
how Buddhism ‘becomes acceptable to ‘the’ Tibetans ‘only when it
adopts Bon 'ideas and practices. Bon was not only native to the
soil; it seems to be fundamentally and foundationallly the religion

Bon has been negatively described as unrelated to the idea
of virtue, and as indifferent to the idea of spiritual -growth accord-

ing to' the celebrated eight-fold way of the Buddhists. Man’s career

"on. earth .is. not: to-be viewed. as directed .towards a summum
 ponmm;-life s o be merely Jived; and. to talk_of virtuous life'is
o - SRS Y

«itterly . meaningless. -Man.: had 'no -urgent; need, to- improve him-
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self, he has neither a mandate from above nor inspiration from
within to that effect. He simply may live as naturally as an animal
lives; and religion need not bother to disturb him.

. But man did have to worry about good and evil, not in the
personal or ethical sense, but in the sense the world was full of
pleasant things and unpleasant things. Thete were gods (1Ha),
benevolent and protective; there were also goblins (mDre), mali-
cious and mischievous. And there was a very teal conflict between
these two groups of spirits. Man cannot remain clear of such
powerful contending forces: he can save himself only by coercing
the former and propitiating the latter. To do this he needs the
assistance of shamans, who claim to be “possessed” by these gods
and who manifest divinity; they employ effective magic in various
ways and help man overcome the goblins and secure the grace
of the gods. Specialization also characterized the shaman. Some
were wizards adept in manifesting magic; they, for instance, wove
ropes between earth and heaven. Others divined the future, read
the signs and forecast; they also healed the sick and controlled
the elemental fury of the weather. Still others took charge of the
dead, and guided the ghosts to safety. There were also shamans
who only chanted spells and sang. The shaman-priests thus played
an all-important role in that country, where the normal vocations
of farming and hunting were largely ruled out. Magic become an
all-absorbing interest.

The Bon-priests, having made themselves indispensable for
life, claimed descent from a blue-robed gShen Rabs, the first part
of the name meaning merely “shaman.” He is described as the
“first historical person, sure of his magic”; he contributed the
“body of Bon.” He was also a ruler, an archetype of the “shaman-
ruler;”” thus preparing Tibet for a theocratical system. The ex-
cellence of gShen Rabs is sung as follows:

He pronounced the nine-vehicle doctrine,
To open the heavenly gate for those that live
To pull down the gate of destruction for the dead

And to lead life to the Svastika-path.
The Bon folk believed in heaven (gNam), they adored it and

4dspired to reggh it. But they did not consider virtue or' merit,
fengnfce or piety the means to reach heaven; they did not even
1<}3]1;g_ » o(zlr thfe irace of the gods as a means to heaven. In fact,
"thosf ofs 31 the illeayenly realm (IHa) were not as powerful as
e o he carth (Sa bDag) who could be furious and fierce;

en, therefore, chose their personal /or tutellary gods only
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across.” Reachi rfpff ©f the sky” which.the shaman had thrown]

which yiauld Lf Avem meant. the attainment of a body. therer

very thich soncelyl PPy €ver afterwards. . The Bon people rwens
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The'Bon pricsis “rnplore. ;
111G D00 priests employed the Svastika si Yung Drung)y:
fh?Z%‘;fgngg”f gteat power; it was probably angpeﬁy ;;;ﬁmt;njgg
amanting weapon, vajta (Do rJe). B ikacof:
21 weapon, . Arljo;rje). But the Svastikarofi
gé:st?%, Is;described; as+,{Jeft-handed” . while thefral'%suﬂg}ﬁgﬁj
o thle a In (,)1; ma?g];lé(?;hnlded” This. habit of -reversal iﬁ-’:lthearBoib
- e, Puddhist practices s thought an aspect of - 4nta..
ﬁg?elztrz:bfé%’?:g,}qu, Ifgi}lk, : éo_& instance, ;mrcumambulati : théés';i::l-:
= ‘Stt-ward while, the . Buddhist . (and Indian) * practice 'is|

0 R Ty S S L A = act k
Itgi\’;n_t_}_;:er:way_::ougq;jSo also prayer-wheels are mlleg by%iie:;"{
. a}\rd _..’Pl’he,.celebre__lte_d_ magic spell- that the CHos employs :
0 Ir; :;‘T‘aMm;Ha_dp:'e-Huna” is ‘used by_ the Bon in -its revers’eci‘
o i’ e l} -cty-pg@:m-mg.f_’* These are described as Bon pet-
sions ‘of Buddhist practices. - But actually, reversed conduct

Iss arill‘{' ?;CFEEFGF,I ~Tantric - practice as "will be explained later.
vastika, 'in ' the Bon' context, stands_ for something .everléstihgf
sense, ~ perfect wcll—beiﬁg;

f]ndl }l:rllchadngmg, Tin it eftended’
eaith“and ' success are w ) -is " sioni ' '
Svastik i “a parh” for the Bon. 1 1° SSvcant that he
; Bon religion knows a vast pantheon -indeed. S.C. Das noticed"
that goddesses were greater in number than gods; they wer -
Powerful‘ 'too. Among the numerous speciEc d,ivim'ties og mori’
Interest, is the Blue Sky god (gNam}), described as “Sky etef:;li”'
(gNam rTag Pa). There seems to have been a.notion that the blu 5
sky_ was central, and that in: the sky was located the Bon heave e
which every man aspired to reach. - The_image of the sky is D:‘_;
common symbol %'n the Tantric cults wedded to the doctr?né c‘)?
emptiness'( Sunyata,  Khasama), “similar to-the Vajrayana ‘which
develqgeﬁ«‘iﬂ‘%"TiBe_Lj?--"f'It'is ‘hot without interest to note that"t}cl ;
most meritorious disposal of the dead body is what is described ie"
Tibet as"“Sky burial.” * This is a'sort of return of the body to t'hn"'r
sky. The:cult ‘OfJ@Otﬁer-goddeSSés ‘Was fot an unnatural yl;rociﬁEﬁ'!
in the-priiniFivély[ matriarchial ‘society of early Tibet. 'In "’k'”é’eﬁﬁ”

o - orjrril Sely
1. Sometimes\ Om i’ Ma-tri-sa-le-mu-ye-adii-'is ‘substituted; 'thé héhiing!
of this spell is not clear, wcil niliomcenn #idi tn ~haimor ole
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irig -with the divine population, women were not only eligible to
become shamans, but could become more potent shan_mns than
their ‘male counterparts. The surviving goddesses like dPal-
IDan-LHa-Mo (Kali), aGrol-Ma (Tara) and th; mKHaa-aGto-
Ma (Dakinis) ‘are all from the Bon backgrpund.

Finally, Bon worship was filled with rituals, spells and
dances. The special dance sequences, styled aCHam, where the
actors impersonate gods and goblins wearing appropriate masks,
and mimic mystery action, continued even during. the religious
transformation. which took place under Buddhist influence. It
is not without some justice that these dances have been described
by Western scholars as “devil dances”. For the chief purposes
of these dance-dramas, even when performed in puritanical and
enlightened urbane monasteries are to exotcize evil spirits and
secure blessings. Symbolically, bad luck is driven out and good

luck ushered in. Drama, in this context, is a part of the ritual.’

Popular all over the Lamaist Himalayas, aCHam (Mani-Rimdu as
it ‘is styled in Khumbu in Nepal) is essentially a “Bon” heritage.

Luther G. Jerstad has made an excellent study of Man-Rimdu
(Sherpa Dance-Drama), pointing out clearly the “Bon” influences
in the present-day Buddhistic shows in Nepal. Derived from the
Tibetan (aCHam, this dance-drama commences with the Life con-
secration rite, when the life-spirit in the form of liquid (tshe-

chang) and pills (tshe-ril) is distributed to those present. In the'
words of Luther Jerstad, “The ceremony deals with a detachable

life and the nourishment of this supernatural life (bla-tashe).”
This is a typically Bon belief: (1-103). The eXpression bla stands
for “soul”; associated not only with human individuals buf with
some mountain -peaks also. In Khumbu area, the 19,000 foot
high peak Khumbila is regarded as possessing a' bla, which when
destroyed threatens the destruction of the people around it. It
was to guard against such calamity that ritual dances were per-
formed by Lamas in the monastery precincts. | S

In the Bon bégkgroﬁnd, such rituals and dramas invariably

involved animal, and sometimes, even human sacrifices. Such
offerings in Tibet were known as gTor-ma. (literally, “what is
broken up or cut”, an expression that survived the Bon-CHos
rivalry, although the Lamaistic practice substituted effigy cones
made of dough and butter for animals actually slain in Bon. But
the important detail of ceremonially breaking the effigy or cone
into bits and throwing them about in various directions is a tell-
tale reminder of this unappealing, Bon practice. = =

““religious speech”.
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The introduction of Buddhist influence into Tibetiis romanti-
cally ascribed to two women, one from Nepal and the other
from China, who married the Tibetan monarch - Srong-bTsan*
sGam-Po (569-650 A.D.). The two queens, described as' in:
carnations of the goddess Tard, (the monarch himself being re-
garded as an incarnation of Avalokitesvara, the great Mahayina
god) were pious ‘Buddhists, and thus the sympathetic monarch
took a keen interest in the new religion and strove to 'spread it in
Tibet. Buddhism was not; however, entirely unknown inm Tibet.
At least a century earlier, when 1Ha-THo-THo-Ri ruled the land,
a golden casket containing a golden relic-vase -(stupa, mCHod-
tTen) and two Buddhist texts were said to have fallen from the

sky; yet no one then was capablé of reading the texts or of knowing
what the relic-vase meant. Of the many things that the monarch,

did to promote Buddhism in Tibet, the most important was send-

1ing the talented Tibetan THom-Mi-Sambhota to India in order-to

bring the art of writing- Along with the Kutila variety of the
Magadhan alphabet, “the wise Tibetan” (Sam-bhota) brought
several Mahayana texts (like Karanda-vyuha-Sutraiand Ratnamegha-
Sutra) to Tibet and translated them. As a resilt of: this ciretim-
stance, ‘‘religious-speech” (CHos-sKad) was artificially develop-

‘ed as a species of language in Tibet. - Being distinct from folk-

speech, Sanskrit provided both the modeél and the stimulus for such

The introduction .of Buddhist influence into Tibet was neither

~sudden nor violent; it was rather both gradual and gentle. In
fact, several stages can easily be identified.. Tt is significant that

legend  makes Buddhism descend from no . source - other than
the blue sky, the highest of the Bon gods.;_l—ljstqyica]ly,‘i;h“g@v-
ever, Buddhism was borrowed from India, India of the seventh

“ceéntury. Sambhota’s teachers were -Acharya Devavitsimha and

Brahmin' Li-byin. Who and where they: were, = cannot be .as-

‘certained. On his return to Tibet, as evidence::iof his mastery

of the nmew script; Sambhota is said to have composed a sloka

" praising - Avalokitesvara, the Mahayana god who was_to bt;r.:orpe
“the central divinity in‘the Tibetan 'pantheon. ;

' We do not.know how people received this new creed which

thus’ appeared in their “midst; nor do we know pr‘écisely, W‘h_z_it
' measures’ the monarch took to - spread  this creed .among his
people. Not wuntil the days of his grandson, KI—InSronngeu
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bTSan, (705-755 A.D1)(do!wehieatiof Buddhist impact on Tibet,
This King, one of the greatest Tibet has ever produced, jp,.
ported the celebrated Indian wizard-saint Padmasambhava o
Tibet; built:-the first Buddhist miohastery., (bSam | Yas) and pto-
moted -Buddhism.., But.the first Indian Pandita invited by this
king nvas. Santarakshita (known in | Tibet 1as. Acarya Bodhisattya)
of Nilanda, the celebrated. author of the monumental Tattva-San-
and also of a- Tantric ‘'work, Tattvasiddhi., From , Nepal,
he travelled to Tibet:-and preached . Buddhism im: its Indian
Mahayana form. The King most probably admired-his.discourses
and a small section of the nobility were undoubtedly impressed
by him; but he does not seem to have reached the people at
large. Tibetan accounts-relate that ‘the Tibetan gods and;goddes-
ses' became angry, not so-much with Santarakshita himself -4s with
the King who encouraged him. - For, lightning struck one of the
palaces, floods ‘carried away-another;: the- harvest- wasdamaged,
epidemics - broke  outjirand ~misery overtook:the:kingdom: The
calamity” was'~promptlytascribed to the:-néw.feligion-that was
being overemphasized; - sothe king*'was: compelled to: send the
celebrated “Indian“teacher b"a.c.:kT tocNepal:nitivw Yo 110 o

0 ( oy crisdi sniwm el isdedals g
- This perhaps suggests how the .:ﬁr's't“,ché]lérkjige.“f;o.'y"tﬁe time-
honoured Bon was met.. The teeming, divinities, ever ready to
be infuriated and send -vengeance on the offenders, were obvious-
ly the Bon pantheon; ‘and those who . agitated .the pious king
-were Bon priests. - Sintarakshita’s -brief. acquaintance with Tibet
convinced him that the country needed a different type of a
teacher, a teacher who was not only an expert in occult lore
‘but sufficiently powerful -and aggressive ‘to " deal withthe! “wild”
‘Bon priests. - As he Was_ returning to 'Nepal, he'suggested to the
King that the “Tantric “insfructor at'”Nalanda;" Padmasambhava,
“possessed these_ characteristic. ' Thus' Padmasambhava® arrived in

Tibet in 747 AD:2Fcz acd =i o tesdnid sdr e ol

nias7sy s : ol eibal motd bswonod ooy mmeidbhngl
fro -He -actually did: perform - the miracle . of - firmly- establishing
-the>Buddhist influencein; Tibet.,, But it was ai minor,miracle,
for-the religion that he brought into Tibet,was not wery .different
“from -the.religion that thel Tibetans Had known, from, their ori-
<gins; No'doubt it was-called Biiddhism, or,at.any, rate'by, a name
difffferent from Bon,.dnd Padmasimbhava ywas;, not|a, Tibetan.
‘These were the only, counts on which his mission was_ resisted
/by, the Bon prifg;s,tf.AB}i_'t;/hs_“;aipPéffé":fcr _ha‘\'re_"’c’c‘)‘hlé ‘irito 'the ‘country,
caposaclitly fschiadiid, the Beole Wid ekt | thaeatch and
_skyi’ the “Tibetans "have ‘néver ceased’’'admirifig''him'! for"'over a
’iﬁ%i&aéh‘é{'f;égiﬁf HE Rl thd® Gk “Rim!pésehisyfgreatss pre-
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cious, Master. What he actually did and how he won over the
Bon priests are not at all clear, But legends tell of his mira-
culous feats, his weird fights with demons, his relentless’ combat
with hundreds of gods and spirits—holding only the diamond
sceptre (vajra) as his weapon. He is said to have succeeded in
subjugating all the gods and goddesses of the land. He did not
destroy them, though he won many of them over as “guardians
of the new religion” (CHos sKyong).

The secret of Padmasambhava’s success was that he was
more a Téntric than Buddhist. Tradition records that Padmasam-
bhava bestowed on the admiring Tibetan monarch the Tantric
initiations (abhisheka) of Vajrakila and Hayagriva. He then
established the first Buddhist monastic centre in Tibet around
749 A.D., on the model of the Odantapura Monastic College in
India where he may have taught before going to Nilanda. It
was called, significantly enough, “Imponderable Retreat”
(ancintya-vihara, in Tibetan bSam Yas). Then Padmasambhava
wisely persuaded the quiet ascetic Santarakshita to return to
Tibet to preside over this new establishment. The latter acquies-
ced in Tibet for thirteen years until his death in 762 A.D.

Tt proved a curious but fruitful combination of dissimilar
personalities this linkage of Padmasambhava and Santarakshita in
Tibet. One could argue, coerce, thunder and threaten; the other
could instruct, explain, expound and convince. One was meant
for the masses, the other for the few. One emphasized magic,
rituals and success; the other insisted on virtue, contemplation
and wisdom. Padmasambhava stood for powerful action;
Santarakshita symbolised gentle being. The two together deter-
mined the later Tibetan mentality. If Tibetans are gentle souls
worshipping fierce divinities, if they have accommodated the
thunderbolt (vajra) with the abiding peace of vacuity (Sunyata),
the credit must go to these two enterprising Indian monks, each
working in his own way for the welfare of the people.

It is important to recognize that they were not “‘missionar-
jes” in the sense we are accustomed to use the expression. .They'
were, in fact, invited by the Tibetan King to effect a d.esu"able
transformation among his people. Their advent into Tibet, or
their achievements there, do not include the story of conversion.
The indigencous Bon had fallen into a stage of corruption, and
the shaman-priests had become intolerably aggressive; the ec'::no-
mic, social and political problems 9f the community hgﬁ heen
helplessly left to their mercy. The ku:ng, who was both e gt t;rlm-
ed and desirous of a change found in Padmasambhava -anable

10
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ally. And Padmasambhava, despite his magical skill ‘and fierce
temperament, only furthered many Bon attitudes and l‘deas; local
gods and goddesses were all preserved intact; all the rituals were
upheld but redirected. The type of change that Padmasambh-ava
effected may best be illustrated by the gTor-ma (bali} oﬂer‘mg.
A typically Bon practice, it became important even in Lamaistic
worship. While in Bon animals were slaughtered, cut to
pieces and thrown in all directions to feed the hungry gods and
demons, in the reformed religion animal effigies were made out
of dough and butter, painted red {to mimic blood), and scatter-
ed about or buried or burnt for the same purpose. Padma-
sambhava only prohibited killing, but the ritual as such and the
gods were allowed to thrive. Although the entire Bon pantheon
continued, they were now all subordinated to the concept of
human progress, which was altogether absent in the original Bon.
The religion that Padmasambhava planted in Tibet was by no
means the religion that he found practised in India, nor was it
the religion he himself had matured in. Rather, it was largely
the religion that was native to Tibetan soil, with necessary but
minimal changes taken from Mahayana Buddhist sources. If
Tibetan religion after Padmasambhava can be called Vajrayana
(the Path of the Thunderbolt), it was in a very real sense the
creation of Padamasambhava: the materials and attitudes were
all indigeneous, the ultimate direction was an Indian union
grafted onto them. Thus, Padmasambhava must be viewed as
a genius of synthesis.

After Padmasambhava, however, a missionary zeal seems to
have arisen among the Buddhists in Tibet. It led to the perse-
cution of Bon priests. The Tibetan king Ral-pa-can-gTsan was
so fanatically devoted to the Buddhist creed and so feverishly
sought to make it exclusively the Tibetan religion that the Bon
folk deposed and murdered him, putting his brother glang-Dar-
Ma on the throne in his place in 836 A.D. It made glang-Dar-Ma
grateful to the Bon folk for his unexpected fortune; he swung
to the other side of the scale and began persecuting the Buddhists
vigorously. But the joy of the Bon follkk was shortlived for
glang-Dar-Ma was murdered by a disguised Buddhist. Follow-
ing the episode, religion in Tibet was thrown inte utter disarray.
Religious leadership completely disappeared; glang-Dar-Ma’s
succéssors for three generations wisely refrained from religious in-
volvements. During this dark period, the indigerous Bon and
the Indian Tantra interacted and arrived at numerous unplann-
ed approximations, thus bringing into existence a most peculiar
religious complex. glang-Dar-Ma’s descendent, YeS-Ses Od,
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retained roy?l interest in the Indian religion and not only invited
se_veral Indian Pandits to Tibet, but sent young, intelligent
le_etans to India to learn the religion at its source. His biggest
?Lcﬁlevement, however, was to bring the eminent Dipanikara-Sri-
Jnana to Tibet around the year 1042 A.D.

If the Padmasambhava-Santarakshita team gave Tibetans a
.taste‘of Buddhist excellence, it was Dipanikara-Srijfidgna (known
in 'I"lbet as Atisa and worshipped there as an incarnation of
M?n]us:i) who firmly entrenched Buddhist influence in Tibet. A
prince from Bengal, this hero studied at Odantapura and Nilanda,
dabbled in Tantric initiations, obtained the wisdom-initiation
from a Malayan master, and had become a professor at Somapura
and Vikramasila Universities. He was president of the latter
university when the two Tibetan Scholars sent by Yes-Ses-Od
arrived to invite him to Tibet. Unwilling at first, he finally con-
sented and reached mNa-ris in Western Tibet in 1042, He was
60 when he arrived in Tibet and he lived in Tibet for thirteen
years, honoured and adored throughout the land. He was already
renowned in India for his erudition, expositional skill and piety;
not only was he a tireless translator, he was also a creative and
original author. Tibet welcomed him; it called him in hushed
reverance ‘the noble lord’ (Jo-Bo-rJe). Yet he was more like
Santarakshita than Padmasambhava. This was exactly what the
people of Tibet needed at that moment.

Dipankara had pursued a Tantric career, and was well-versed
in the Tantric lore. Yet he was not impressed by Tantra as a
religious way of life. Although he did not openly condemn this
Tibetan Tantric preoccupation, he subtly suggested that “medita-
tion on vacuity” was more important and more productive. His
numerous writings emphasize virtue as indispensable for religious
progress: Vinaya should go with Tantra, he pleaded, and Tantra
with Vinaya, In short, he set out to reform the religion that pre-
vailed in Tibet. As could be expected, he met with resistance,
but religion then was in such a state of confusion that even this
resistance was not organized. As a matter of fact, Dipankara
had little difficulty in developing an austere religion, dominated
by the influence of the contemplative and virtue-oriented Bud-
dhist sects of India. Moreover he was fortunate in securing an
extremely capable and austere Tibetan disciple and successor in
Brom (rGyal-Ba’i-Byung-gNas, in Sanskrit Jayakara). Brom work-
ed under Dipankara for ten years, and carried on his master’s
mission for another ten years following the master's accidental

death in 1054,
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- Dipankara and Brom' were uncompromisi itani
The former’s celebrated treatise “Light orf) thrgli;:tg}llyofpﬁrr:ltia?:tced.
ment” (Bodhipathapradipa), one of the most highly hongournci
b:ooks_ in Tibet, was a clear call for reform in favour of virtuofls
pursuit of emancipation (vacuity, Sunyata), Although the call
remained unheeded, and the attempts of Brom’s successors to r
for_m. were rather feeble, sweeping reforms within the CH:;
religion _( religion with Buddhist influences) eventually méteri’alis-
ed during the life-time of TSong-KHa-Pa (1378-1441)

an earnest and energetic- monk who was inspi / )»
Bodhipathapradipa, geti oSy inspired by Dlpankarg s

The CHos at that time was sharply divided into two camps:
one was heavily oriented to Tantric ideas and practices, and
swore by Pa_dmasambhava; the other inclined to Dipanka;a;.'s as-
ceue_al teachings. In other words, the first group was. a- direct
continuation of the Bon religion with such modfications as were
introduced by Padmasambhava; red mitre was their distinguish-
ing mark as the red colour had obvious and peculiar associations
with Tantric cults everywhere. The other group, however, sought
to free religion from such ecstatic and occult orientations;. they
wore yellow mitres during religious service, as yellow is ‘the
colour of purity. The monks of the latter group were celibates
and practised all virtues with meticulous care, while those of the
former rejected celibacy as but an optional requirement of a
monk; Tantric practices of certain kinds insisted on the company
of women-initiates, and therefore laxity and corruption could
not be avoided. Married and wine-imbibing Lamas indulging
in fantastic abracadabra but swearing by Sakyamuni-Buddha were

certainly inconsistent with traditional Buddhist -teachings and -

quite naturally seemed an eye-sore to the more puritanical monks.

TSong-KHaPa effected a. successful reform in Tibet. He
wrote many treatises including the Lamp of the Way, to preach
the value of virtuous living and meditation. He built his own
monastery at Gah-Dan (Gelden) about thirty miles from Lhasa,
and organized a band of puritanical monks who took the vows
of “celibacy and mendicancy. To distinguish themselves from other
monks, they adopted the tall, conical and long-tailed caps of yellow
colour -(whilch' the Pandits at Nalanda used to wear). Hence the
expression “Yellow Caps”. Other sects like the ancient Nying-
M@'_Pﬂ, Ka_h:Dam-Pa and bKa-bRgyud-Pa used red coloured hats
dqurt,g religious ceremonies; thus they became known as “Red
Caps”. Red, as was pointed out-earlier, is the typical Tantric
colour; and these sects were no doubt Tantric in their fundamen-
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tal and general orientation, and hold Padmasambhava in. the
highest esteem; they honour him as a second Buddha. The re-
formed sect, following TSong-KHa-Pa, came to be known as
dGe-Lugs-Pa (“merit-system-ones” or those who adhered to the
virtuous way), and in course of time became the most powerful
of the religious groups in Tibet. One of TSong-KHa-Pa’s disciples,
Gen-Du-Nub (1391-1474), became the first Dalai Lama (rGyal-
Ba Rin-Po-Che, “the great precious victor”). Regarded as an in-
carnation of Avalokitesvara, he began to rule the country from
Potala on the Red Hills of Lhasa. TSong-KHa-Pa is credited with
the institution of “emanating Lamas” (sPrul-sKu) as recurrent
mysterious manifestations. He also organized the monks and nuns
in a definite hierarchy with Dalai Lama at the head of their Or-
ganization. TSong-KHa-Pa’s arrangement gave the country a
strange but effective theocracy, which came to a violent end only
in 1959 when Tibet was occupied by the Chinese.

The political ascendancy of the dGe-Lugs-Pa sect does not
mean that other sects languished or disappeared. The Nying-Ma-
Pa, the ancient Red Cap Sect, still swear by Padmasambhava and
disregard everything that happened after him. They have obvious-
ly great affinity with the Bon sect. Another Red Cap sect, bKa-
bRgud Pa, was founded in 1042 by Mes-Po-Lho-brag Mar-pa lo-
Tsaba (Marpa the Translator of Hlobrak); his pupil Mid-La-Ras-
Pa (Milarepa, born 1040) is generally regarded as the greatest
poet-saint of Tibet. This sect had its foundation in Indian Tantra,
although it also had special developments. In fact, the thought
and practice of this sect constitutes the core of the Tibetan Tan-
tric tradition. One of Mid-La-Ras-Pa’s disciples, Rang-CHung rDo-
tJe, founded a subsect, the Karma-Pa, in 1159 by adapting some
of the Nying-Ma-Pa ideas. This sect and this subsect became im-
portant not only in Tibet but also in Nepal, Bhutan and Sikkim.

Religion in Tibet has assumed certain peculiar forms. The
emphasis on “moving” or “going” is a natural one for the noma-
dic tribes that constituted Tibetan society. Man for them is “the
best goer” (aGro-mCHog); their God Avalokitesvara is the
“master of goers” (aGro-mGon-Pa). Arising out of this empha.sm,
such observances like pilgrimage, circumambulation and medita-
tional walks became indispensable and predominant aspects of re-
ligious life in Tibet. Even spinning the -Mani-thael ( mistakenly
wellknown as prayer-wheel), setting into motion the wheel
(aKHor-Lo) and conceiving time as a cycle (aKHor-Ba, Kalac'ak:a_)
are derived from this emphasis on “moving”. A su'mlar dllspos1-
tion is found in Bon. For a country teeming with a singularly vast
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pantheon and filled with hundreds of thousands of “god-houses”
(CHo-Khang) and “worship-bases” (CHos-rTen), to be preoccu-
pied with void as the original and Ultimate Reality may appear very
strange. The hold of the “Blue Sky” over the Bon mind has never
been completely shaken off; all Tibet seems to have inherited their
petspective.

Mani-wheels (Mani-CHos-KHor) are peculiatly Tibetan. In
fact the Tibetan religion was known to the Chinese only as “Mani-
religion”. The Mani-wheel is a mechanical device, by means of
which the mystic formula “Om Mani-Padme Hum”, written, etch-
ed, inscribed or embossed, is made to spin around, as an act of
piety. Tibet has had millions of such wheels which have been spin-
ning (moved by hand, water or wind) all over the country for
century upon century. This wheel was clearly not of Indian origin,
although Padmasambhava is reputed to have introduced it. -The
sacred formula “Om Mani-Padme Hum” (“Oh, Jewel in the
Lotus, Amen”), is said to comprehend both tradition and doctrine.
But its exact meaning is lost in obscurity. One view is that
Manipadme is a vocative, addressed to the patron-god of Tibet,
Avalokitesvara, and his incarnation in the Dalai Tama. Another
view analyzes the six-syllabled spell as signifying six classes of
sentient beings for whom the devotee must exhibit compassion.
Still another view would see in the nominative Mani the male
principle (linga) and in the locative Padme the female principle
(yoni), the union of the two symbolising the familiar- Tibetan
‘yab-yum’ (Father-Mother)—a typically Tantric idea.

 Such a diverse history and such a complexity of elements and
rituals narrate the real story of Tibet’s understanding of dharma
and its adaptation to its unique CHos. Throughout this entire
process, dimensions of the original Bon religion perdure, sometimes
dominating, sometimes obscure, yet ever-present within this pro-
cess of adaptation. This is main reason that Tibet may be said to
have manifested a truly unique CHos (dharma).
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