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“..Like a peacock perceiving the spring

My mind is longing for the remote hermitage.

Like a bee entering the garden

I feel at home in the remote hermitage.

Like the king of geese flying to the lake

Let us go quickly to the remote hermitage.

Like small birds longing for water and hearing the sound of thunder
1 listen to the voice of remoteness, more pleasant than music...
Like bees following the king of birds

Those who seek liberation come with me.

There is a glittering snow-white mountain range,

The darkness of ignorance should be enlightened

The brightness of the beautiful turquoise lake is shining,

The obscurity of afflictions should be cleared.

The woods are full of birds and bees

The sound of the holy doctrine is like music of the gods

The trees are full of flowers and fruits

The flowers blossom brightly

Like laughter from the depth of samsara.

Some flowers shine in a pleasant smile

Like a display of happiness for spiritual accomplishment.
Some drop their dew

Like shedding tears at the sight of the faults and suffering of samsara.
The rivers flow murmuring

Like presenting the nectar of sacred instructions to drink.

The dissolving of water drops

Raises faith in spiritual accomplishment...”

From De nyid 'dus pa chen po mdzad byang, Phyogs las rnam rgyal gsung "bum,
(The Collected Works of Chole Namgyal), vol. 119, pp. 185-186.



Chapter I
Looking for Chole Namgyal, a Timeless Presence
in the Land of Snow between Relics and Prophecies...

“In Kyirong, the land of the ‘Village of Happiness’, I travelled
everywhere seeking out the sites of the Great Bodongpa and meditating
there. I really enjoyed that time in which 1 developed an awareness of being
linked with him in some way. I spent most of my time in a locality called
Dolpo and the local people used to call me the little crazy monk. I lived
alone in that wilderness with the animals of the forest: monkeys, birds,
snakes, wild cats, bears... local people were often threatened by attacks
from bears and thus assumed that one day the little monk would disappear.
Each time I went down to the village, they were surprised to see me. ‘He is
still alive... he is still crazy’, but I did not care. I enjoyed my stay there,
alone with all those animals, very much indeed. In the morning, when 1
used to go to fetch water from the spring, they would come and drink too,
but they never threatened me. I lived in caves in Rangma, Senchen Phugpa,
Worma... which were also the places of Milarepa and Guru Rinpoche.

The caves were in the forest where there were many wild fruits. Because
Tibetans do not know much about fruits, they always fear that they might be
poisonous, but I observed the monkeys and followed their lead. I thought that.
if they did not die, I would survive too. Once I ate something wrong and was
quite sick. I nearly died... In general, however, I lived well by eating fruits,
nettles and a little barley flower (tsampa). Nettles can be dried and then used
for soup in winter. The tsampa came from the village which I would visit
when my food supply was finished. I would ask for alms and then leave again
for the mountains. I lived in this way between the ages of 13 and 16. By
leading such a life and practising meditation, I felt that I gradually acquired a
strength which came from the very depths of my being...

Eventually I felt the desire to go back to Porong, but unknown to me the
Red Guards had arrived there: in the mountains there is no radio and
nobody can tell you the news. When I went down to the village 1
encountered some people from my homeland. They were amazed to see me
and said: ‘Are you still alive? We thought that you must have died a long
time ago as we neither saw nor heard anything of you for such a long time...
where are you going now?" I replied that I was going home to see my
family. Distressed, they said: ‘Forget the idea. nobody is left there and if
you go back you will be in danger...". I could hardly believe it, but I decided
to go to the main village of Kyirong instead. and there I found my family.
Afterwards I proceeded to Nepal™.



Tshering smiles. Though his thin body is showing signs of progressive ill
health, his expression is keen, reflecting the iron will and his unshakable
faith, undiminished despite the difficulties encountered as an exile in Nepal
and India, followed by thirty years of labour in a paper mill in Switzerland.

He is one of the last remaining upholders of the Bodongpa tradition, a
faith to which he has in his special way dedicated his entire life. He is a
living testimony to the boundless omnipresence of the great master of this
tradition who seems to live on amidst the myriad of sacred objects:
clothing, shoes, statues, hats which are preserved as revered relics in the
ravaged Bodongpa monasteries of Tibet and the newly built one in Nepal.

“My father was from Bodong, my mother stemmed from a big family in
the land blessed by Pha Dampa Sangye. She came from Surtsho and,
specifically, from a locality close to Ngonga. Her family and relatives were
subjects of Porong. I was born in Porong. At that time, my father used to
take care of the residence of Jigdrag Rinpoche. When I was born the wife of
the lord saw a rainbow over the shelter of my mother and sent some people
to enquire. Afterwards I was taken to a great lama to receive my name in
accordance with Tibetan custom. That lama said that I was the rebirth of a
great Bodongpa master. My father kept those words in his heart and
mentioned them to nobody. Later he met another great lama and asked him
about me. That lama confirmed what my father had already heard and
added that I had to become a monk in a Bodongpa monastery. As soon as
the news was spread among my relatives in the monastery, the Porong
Monastery started to insist that it had me there. My father, however, was
not particularly keen to allow me to become a monk there because the
lineage of Jigdrag Rinpoche had been broken. He wanted me to go to
Bodong E Monastery instead. My mother, on the other hand, said that this
was not possible. Finally, my father asked Naptra Rinpoche for advice and
he said that I should go to Naptra Monastery, and then, as an adult, I could
follow my destiny. I stayed at Naptra until [ was 13. When I reached that
age I used to reflect a lot on what my father had told me. Since I had heard
a great deal about the monastery of Kyirong Samtenling, with which the
people of Porong had many connections, I left for Kyirong. On the way, I
stopped in Takartaso, the sanctuary which had been built on the spot where
Milarepa had meditated. An uncle had told me that, as representatives of
Porong, we would not be really welcome there, but I had replied that I was
no longer a child and I would be able to explain myself to the people there.
I stayed for several months in Takartaso, which was a very pleasant spot,
then the thought of Jigdrag Rinpoche began to come to my mind again and
again, and with increasing intensity, and so I moved on. I went to
Rangmaphu where there was a holy cave of the venerable Milarepa. 1
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stayed there for three or four months and during the conversations with the
people there 1 began to hear about Jigdrag Rinpoche. Rangma Lama told me
something of the life of Jigdrag Rinpoche who had visited many places in
Kyirong. During that time I had strange dreams and often thought about
Jigdrag Rinpoche, to whom I was feeling more and more close, so I started
to visit everywhere in Kyirong, keeping this thought in my heart, but I
found no clear sign. Eventually I dreamt about Dolpo and Jigdrag
Rinpoche. I made enquiries about such a place and was told that one had to
cross the river and a high pass to reach it as it was quite distant and that
there were just a few families there. I decided to go there with a companion.
In the village, which comprised just four households and a small temple, we
met a mother and a daughter who were very helpful and kind to us. Though
we had never met before, they offered us yoghurt - which was a very
auspicious sign - and invited us to their house where we were offered more
yoghurt. We went to see the temple, the Dolpo Lhakhang, and we found
nothing remarkable there: there was a statue of Guru Rinpoche, another of
Chenresi, and others... Despite this, I had such strong feelings of the
presence of Jigdrag Rinpoche. It was just like an encounter with him. I
remained there for a long time, before returning with my companion to
Kyirong, from whence my friend went home and I left for the mountains...
To my mind, this feeling stemmed from a former life. In fact, this body is
merely a link in the cycle of transmigrations from one life to the next.
Should I successfully assist in preventing the demise of the Bodongpa
tradition, it would be due to a karmic relatedness inherited from former
lives in which we are all involved, not only Tibetans...

The Porong Gompa in Nepal was built by a community originating from
my homeland. Thanks to the fact that I have been living in a developed
country, I have been able to contribute to the construction of the residence
of Jigdrag Rinpoche (i.e. the temple in which his statue of miracles is kept).
But the monastery itself is not enough. The dharma must exist within it as
well as a proper spiritual teacher who masters the practice of this tradition.
This is still missing... but slowly, slowly by gathering all our efforts,
studying the old books, speaking with learned lamas we are trying to revive
the ancient skills. Chole Namgyal himself is said to have prophecied that he
would return after five hundred years... My body is weak. but before I pass
away I must accomplish some task which derives from my former lives,
thereby making my contribution to the Bodongpa tradition™.

Scattered ruins, some small restored or newly built monasteries, a
collection of precious relics skilfully preserved through the most troubled
times. a few monks. traders and nomads who are striving to give new life to
these symbols of past glory and are desperately trying to perceive an

11



ancient, yet vital, message from a myriad of difficult texts.... This is the
Bodongpa tradition today.

With the words of a Tibetan master of the 18th century - Ngawang
Kalden Gyatsho, the author of the History of Shekar (Shel dkar chos
‘byung) - the Bodongpa could be defined as “eclectic”.' The Bodongpa
were named after their main seat, the monastery of Bodong E which had
been founded to the west of Shigatse in 1049 A.D.. This tradition was
famous for its particular breadth of mind, its multi-faceted knowledge and
its tolerance. These features particularly characterized its most outstanding
personality: Bodong Chole Namgyal, alias Jigdrag Rinpoche. According to
his biography he was born in the year of the fire-dragon (1376 A.D.)’ to the
north of the jagged holy mountain chain of Tsibri in a remote nomad area
called Yigu. This was a place where “the mountains had the shape of gods,
fresh and pure water flowed, green grass covered the earth, all kinds of
flowers bloomed and birds and animals dwelt safely without harm...”.
During his lifetime he acquired an incredible knowledge, mastered the arts,
performed innumerable miracles and compiled a huge work - the dPal de
kho na nyid ‘dus pa - on all aspects of human life, on the traditional Tibetan
sciences and Buddhism. The biography of Chole Namgyal narrates that the
main work of this scholar was composed after Shongtén Dorje Gyaltshen’
had appeared to him in Kyirong. In the vision the great translator appeared
with a train of seven elephants loaded with all the volumes of the holy
doctrine. He gave teachings and empowerments to Chole Namgyal,
omitting five volumes about which he felt less competent than his disciple.
Then he invited him to start writing the dPal de kho na nyid ‘dus pa. “He
did it as follows: he would dictate to twenty amanuenses without mistake or
confusion like a big river following its course slowly and constantly.... The
masterpiece is structured in four parts:* concerning children, scholars, the
sutra, the tantra. The part concerning children comprises the education of
body, speech and mind. The education of the body is subdivided in two: the
period when the child is still in the mother’s womb, and the period
following birth. The education of speech concerns reading and writing. The
education of mind covers the science of the law of wordly existence’ of
kings, ministers and common people and the science of the examination® of
animate beings and objects. The part with regard to scholars comprises arts
and crafts, medicine, grammar, logic and philosophy. The part dedicated to
the satra comprises the relevant doctrine in general as well as dwelling in
particular upon descriptions of the Sautrantika school, Vaibhasika school,
Cittamatra school, Madhyamika school. The part concerning the tantra
presents them in general and in detail, expanding the aspects of the four
classes of tantra...” (Biography of Bodong Chole Namgyal 223-227).
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Several copies of this huge work - numbering in its detailed form one
hundred and ten volumes, in its summarized version twenty, in its short
form two and in its shortest state one volume - were made thanks to the
support of certain lords and monasteries of that time. After completing his
masterpiece, in the year of the iron-sheep (1451 A.D.) in his cell in Pemo
Chéding,” Bodong Chole Namgyal went into deep meditation. He looked up
at the sky, concluded his words in this world and passed away to heavenly
spheres. For seven days the plain of the Lake Pekhii was covered with
clouds which had descended from above, whilst the sky overhead remained
a deep blue. Only the home of the master rose through the clouds which
were illuminated by the sun and swathed in a variegated display of colour
like the feathers of a peacock. The day after the demise of the master an
immense light appeared above the great mountain to the south of the plain
and it shone until the following moming. Then his body was cremated and a
fire-offering ritual was performed by the great yogini Chokyi Dronme - the
princess of Gungthang - and some other disciples. This princess, who was
considered to be the incarnation of the goddess Dorje Phamo (Vajravarahi),
is depicted, together with Chole Namgyal, his disciple Taglung Thangpa,
the god Maiijusri and the goddess Sarasvati on the frontispiece of Chole
Namgyal’s Biography kept in the Bodong E Monastery. She initiated the
most famous of the rare lines of female reincamations - the Samding Dorje
Phamo - and together with her descendants is given particular importance
by the Bo dong chos ‘byung, i.e. “the History of Bodong™.

As abbesses of the monastery of Samding, they have been leading the
monks of this monastery, situated close to the shore of the Lake Yamdrog, a
soul-lake (/lamtsho) of Tibet, up to the present day. An ancient prophecy
says that this monastery keeps under control a demonic lake of negative
forces. Should this monastery disappear, the whole of Tibet would be
flooded and destroyed.

Introduction to the Biography of Bodong Chole Namgyal

“Feast of Miracles™ is the definition given to the great biography of
Bodong Chole Namgyal. alias Jigdrag Rinpoche. which was compiled in
1453 by one of his main disciples in the third year after his demise. The
author of the biography is mentioned in the text by his second name
Amoghasiddhi Jigme Bang (according to the Kathmandu edition he was
called Konchog Bang). According to Deb ther dmar po gsar ma (p.58) the
author was a lord of Yamdrog, residing in Nakartse. and belonged to the
ruling family which actively supported Chole Namgyal. All its subjects
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were therefore followers of the Bodongpa tradition. This family founded the
Ngonga Chode Monastery in Yamdrog. Also on the shore of Lake Yamdrog
lies the monastery of Samding which has been headed right up to the
present day by the descendants of the yogini disciple of Chole Namgyal,
who have reincarnated from one generation to the next in the Samding
Dorje Phamo.

According to the biography the author drew upon the text of a biography’
of Chole Namgyal composed by his nephew Ngawang Gyaltshen who was
abbot of Langkhor and Shekar Monasteries. Part of the material was drawn
from oral accounts by holy lamas who had stayed with him. In particular,
the author followed the notes of the secretary of Chole Namgyal, called
Konchog Gyaltshen.

The biography is structured in twelve main parts, using thereby the
Twelve Deeds of the Buddha as inspiration: 1. Birth; 2. Childhood; 3.
Ordination as a monk; 4. Study of the satra; 5. Study of the tantra; 6.
Mastering the sciences; 7. The vows of bodhisattva; 8. Detachment from the
eight worldly concemns; 9. Development of the holy doctrine by teaching,
debating and composing; 10. Fulfilling the qualities required to be a
spiritual master (geshe, kalyanamitra); 11. Following the tantra and
becoming a tantric master (dorje lopon, vajracarya); 12. Entering the pure
sphere of the dharmadhatu.

The narration presents the character of apology, typical of the traditional
Tibetan biographies (namthar) in which the life of the saint is characterized
by miraculous events, moral rectitude and spiritual achievement. However,
thanks to the fact that the author was a contemporary of the saint, many
events are vividly described, reporting even the conflicting emotions of the
people involved. The narration therefore brings close to us a world of
incredible geographic and historical remoteness, so that even the simple
human aspects of a life dedicated to the highest spiritual achievements can be
perceived. The biography is extremely rich in poetic passages which often
reproduce, in a flowery language, events already mentioned in prose. In this
first presentation of the life and the tradition of this great scholar, we
concentrated on giving, in English, the thoughts, the people and the events of
his life through an approach which, as far as possible, should be accessible to
a non-specialized public. We left the detailed analysis of the rich poetic
passages and the sophisticated philosophical debates for future specific study.

So far, three different ancient copies of this biography are known:

One i1s in Dethi and was reprinted by Tibet House in 1969 as Vol.l of
“The Collected Works of Bo-don Pan-chen Phyogs-las-rnam-rgyal”.
Another 1s a manuscript originating from Porong Pemo Chdoding (or Pema
Choding), and preserved in Kathmandu by Khangkar Dondrup, who has
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also provided a reprint. The third manuscript is still preserved at the
Bodong E Monastery in Tibet. A further reprint of the biography was made
in 1991 in Lhasa.

Introduction to the History of Bodong

“The Lamp Illuminating the History of Bodong™." alias Bo dong chos
‘byung, was compiled by a representative of the Bodongpa tradition called
Chime Oser. He was a companion in religious practice of the Samding
Dorje Phamo, called Urgyen Tshomo, born in 1543 A.D. (cf. Tashi
Tshering 1993:39). The author mentions the Karmapa lineage and reports
the ninth Karmapa, Wangchug Dorje (1556-1603 A.D.), as his
contemporary. The text therefore goes back to the second half of the 16th
century. The Bo dong chos ‘byung counts thirty-five folios. The manuscript
translated here is currently kept in the monastery of Bodong E. According
to the colophon, it was copied from the text borrowed from Tsomo Kesang
Chogden of Samding, a reincamation of Samding Dorje Phamo (1747/48-
1774/75) (ct. Tashi Tshering 1993:40).

Following a traditional framework (mainly inspired by Buton), the text
gives a concise account of the life of the Buddha and the later development
of Buddhism in India. After many rebirths Sakyamuni incarnated as a
prince in a country corresponding to southern Nepal. He led a youth of
enjoyment, but the encounter with people afflicted by sickness, old age and
death made him aware of the sorrowful and impermanent character of
human life. After dedicating himself to spiritual research, he achieved the
enlightenment which allowed him to gain insight into the ultimate truth,
realize the deception of the conventional perception of reality and to
transcend thereby the sorrow of the conditioned existence. He announced
the twelvefold link of dependent origination (pratityasamutpada) in which
all phenomena are involved and interlinked in the cycle of transmigratory
existence (samsara) and proclaimed the possible liberation, the attainment
of the nirvapa. In Samath, in the Deer Park close to Benares. he pronounced
the Four Noble Truths: the truth of suffering, the truth of the origin of
suffering, the truth of the cessation of suffering, the truth of the path leading
to the cessation of suffering. Suffering could be overcome provided it was
recognized as such and the relevant origin rooted in the deceitful attachment
to phenomenal reality was given up.

The announcement of the Four Noble Truths was later defined as the
First Turning of the Wheel of Dharma (dharmacakrapravartana). The
Second and the Third Turnings represent further development of the
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message of Buddha. The Second Turning comprised the teachings of the
Perfection of Wisdom, focusing on the emptiness of phenomena, i.e.
Nagarjuna’s tradition called Madhyamaka, the “Middle-Way” between the
extremes of existence and non-existence. The Third Turning focused upon
the realization of the emptiness of the self and the innate potentiality of
achieving Buddhahood, provided the mind by clear discrimination managed
to overcome the obscuration caused by the distorted conventional
perception of the world. This was Asanga’s and Vasubhandu’s tradition, the
so-called Yogacara, “Practice of Yoga”, or Cittamatra, “Mind Only”,
school.

The Bo dong chos ‘byung follows the common Tibetan perspective,
maintaining that the direct disciples of the Buddha and the followers of the
Hinayana (The Lesser Vehicle following the Path of the Lone Buddha)
observed merely the First Turning of the Wheel, whereas the Mahayana
tradition - which spread into Tibet - combined the subsequent Turnings of
the Wheel and, on the basis of compassion towards all living beings,
preached the universal liberation. On this basis the Bo dong chos ‘byung
briefly gives an account of differing versions concerning the main events in
the history of Buddhism, such as the origin of the Buddhist Canon
traditionally organized in three branches, the so-called Three Baskets
(tripitaka) in which the scriptures were collected: the discourses (satra), the
rules (vinaya) and the “Further Dharma” (abhidharma)."

In the Bo dong chos ‘byung a concise account on the spread of
Buddhism in Tibet follows the above mentioned narration, from the
legendary first contacts to the first historical introduction at the time of the
great Tibetan kings (6th/7th centuries) on to the persecution by King
Langdarma in the 9th century and finally the subsequent new spread of the
doctrine from the 10th/11th centuries onwards. The account of the
following events reflects the perspective at the time of compilation, i.e. the
politico-religious scene dominated by the Karmapa before the rise of the
Gelugpa as religious and temporal rulers in the 17th century. Eventually,
the history of the Bodongpa tradition is given in more detail, from the
foundation of its main seat in Bodong E in 1049 A.D. to the deeds of the
masters who founded the other related monasteries - among these was the
monastery of Porong Pemo Choding, founded by Chole Namgyal himself in
the remote nomadic land of Porong.

Despite its brevity, the text gives an insight into the vicissitudes of the
masters of this tradition - both the forerunners and the successors of Chole
Namgyal - and into all the hardships they had to face in order to have the
tradition of the dPal de kho na nyid ‘dus pa survive, and at times even
prosper.
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The Monastery of Bodong and the Bodongpa Tradition

The Bodong E Monastery is the main seat of the Bodongpa tradition.
The area of Bodong is located to the west of Shigatse, at some 80 km
distance. Traditionally it lay on the route which led from Shigatse to
Phuntsholing and Jonang." This route proceeded further west along the
Tsangpo River to Drongpagyang, then southwards to Sakya and Mangkhar
Nyugulung and to the bifurcation leading to Southern Lat6 (towards south-
west) and to Northermn Lat6 (towards north-west).

Bodong was a locality of relevance within the ancient Tibetan kingdom
and, in the surroundings, numerous tombs of that time were recently found.
During the time of the Tibetan kingdom a minister called Shang Lhabsang
Lupel is reported as having erected a temple at Bodong Chashong."” This
minister* was a contemporary of Thride Songtsen (rl.800? - 815 A.D.) and
belonged to the Tsepong clan - a clan which used to give queens to the
Tibetan kings and whose male members bear, therefore, the title shang,
meaning “‘maternal uncle” (of the king).

In the 9th century when Langdarma attacked Buddhism he failed to erase
it completely from Tibetan soil. The Tibetan tradition - also followed by the
Bo dong chos ‘byung - narrates that three people residing in Chubori
collected the vinaya texts and escaped with them to eastern Tibet. There
they ordained a monk who became famous with the name of Génpa Rabsel
(also Gewa Rabsel). His disciples originated from Central Tibet and
subsequently reintroduced Buddhism there. One of the three protagonists of
the famous escape to Eastern Tibet was called Yo Gechung and stemmed
from Bodong. In fact, he is mentioned by Butdon as Bodongpa Yo
Gechung.”

In 1049 A.D. a scholar called Geshe Mudra Chenpo founded a small
monastery in Bodong - the future great Bodong E Monastery. Shortly
afterwards, this was presented to the great Indian scholar Bumthragsumpa
(alias Sthirapala) and became his seat during his stay in Tibet. This great
scholar from Eastern India seems to have acquired this title as a
consequence of his having memorized 300, 000 verses. He was particularly
instrumental in the transmission of works by the Indian scholar Asanga, and
was a teacher of the famous translator Loden Sherab, one of the fathers of
Tibetan scholasticism (on this latter cf. Jackson 1994).

mKas pa’i dga’ ston narrates that the Bodong E Monastery was founded
by a follower of the vinaya and then offered to Bumthragsumpa, which is
consistent with the account mentioned above. However this historical work
also provides an alternative suggestion that the Indian scholar
Bumthragsumpa was invited to “Budong” to consacrate a text of the
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Prajiiaparamita written in golden letters. On that occasion, he is said to have
implied that there were certain drawbacks to the book and he sat down on it.
Getting up, he realized that the whole of the writing had disappeared. Only
after flowers had been thrown on the book did the writing appear again.
This book became a religious symbol of great consequence and, around it,
the “Budong” Monastery grew. This had the shape of a triangle and
resembled the “place of birth™." Because of this similarity, he called the
place “Budong” - meaning literally “hole of girl” - or E."” After the arrival
of the Indian scholar, this monastery developed greatly and was host to a
multitude of scholars.

During the 13th, 14th, and 15th centuries, famous scholars emanated
from this monastery, having acted as abbot or having resided there for some
time: Bodong Rinchen Tsemo,"” the ancestors of Chole Namgyal: Pang
Lotsaba, Changchub Tsemo and Dragpa Gyaltshen, Lama Dampa S6nam
Gyaltsen"” who was ordained there, Bodong Chole Namgyal himself.

According to the Bo dong chos ‘byung, at that time Bodong E and
Sangphu were the greatest schools of philosophy. This statement seems to
have been somewhat confirmed by the Blue Annals which reports
(referring to the Abhidharmasamuccaya): “Most of the scholars residing at
Bodong, the seat of Bumthragsumpa, became learned in this text. Though I
did not succeed in finding the history of the lineage of the abbots of
Bodong, there cannot be any doubt that this monastery had many learned
men with an extensive knowledge of the Scriptures, Logic, abhidharma,
vinaya, Sanskrit Grammar, Prosody, etc. This monastery has been a
remarkable place!”.”

Though Bodong Chole Namgyal was a famous scholar, well-known to
the Tibetans for his achievements, his tradition failed to develop as others
did. The Sakyapa ruled from the middle of the 13th to the middle of the
14th century when they lost power in favour of Phagmodrupa Changchub
Gyaltshen. The Phagmodrupa lost power to the lords of Rinpung in the 15th
century who in their turn were superseded by the rulers of Tsang in the 16th
century. The Karmapa aquired great power supported by the rulers of
Tsang, until the Gelugpa established their rule in 1642 A.D. and became the
dominant religious and temporal power in Tibet after having defeated the
ruler of Tsang with the help of the Mongols.

The Bodongpa tradition was probably not sufficiently intertwined with
the political powers to obtain continuous material support. Besides, the fact
that the lords of Rinpung and the king of Tsang were among its patrons
probably had a negative influence on the further development of the
Bodongpa tradition, in the same way as it had, to a larger extent, influenced
the destiny of the Jonangpa tradition and affected the Karmapa as well.
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When the Gelugpa established their rule and decided to transform a number
of monasteries to the Gelugpa tradition, some Bodongpa monasteries were
among them.” Both political and religious reasons brought about the often
non-prosperous conditions of Bodongpa monasteries, which contributed to
the margination and decline of this tradition through to recent times. Chole
Namgyal considered the involvement in worldly affairs, the crowded
places, even the rich material support by the lords as a potential threat to
proper religious life. Rather, he preferred to establish his places of religious
practice in remote areas, like the monastery of Porong Pemo Choding,
situated in the distant nomadic landscape of Porong, close to the salt lake
called Pekhiitsho. When asked about the reason for establishing a
monastery in such a remote location he replied: “The mandala of our
landscape is filled with monasteries and lamas supported by wealthy
patrons. As I consider this a hindrance to followers of religion, I prefer to
establish my residence in a remote place”.

The Predecessors of Chole Namgyal: Tantric Ladies and Great Translators

The line of previous reincarnations traces the spiritual descent of Chole
Namgyal back to the time of Sakyamuni. This is mentioned by the
biographical account reported in the Shel dkar chos ‘byung (which draws
from the biography written by the nephew of the great scholar):

“Innumerable lives before, Chole Namgyal was born into a beggar
family at the time when the Tathagata (the Buddha) came into the world. At
that time he bought food with the money obtained by selling himself and
offered it to the Buddha. Thus the thought of enlightenment was first born
in him. How he acquired merits during an ocean of ages, promoted the
doctrine and led many people to spiritual liberation. can hardly be
mentioned... He became the disciple Mahaka$yapa™ and. after the Buddha
had passed to nirvana, he took care of the doctrine and the monastic
community. Then he was born as Candrakirti*' and made a clear approach to
the Madhyamaka. Subsequently as the translator Vairocana.™ he translated
many satra and tantra and made the great flame of the doctrine burn in this
land of Tibet. Eventually, for those who practised the satra and the tantra
incorrectly and in order to let the fortunate people follow, he was born as
the Great Bodongpa™.”

According to the biography of Chole Namgyal he descended
paternally from the family of the Shama brothers and maternally from the
family of Pang Lotsaba.
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Machig Shama, the great yogini from Phadrug

Machig Shama was born in 1062 A.D., in Phadrug in Southern Latd, into
a family devoted to religious practice. Her brother Shama Sengge Gyaltshen
is famous for having translated Dignaga’s work on logic into Tibetan. She
is known to us from the account reported by the Blue Annals which gives
the biography of this great yogini disciple of Phadampa Sangye in the
chapter dedicated to the “Path and Fruit” (lam ‘bras) tradition (cf. Deb ther
sgnon po pp. 271-294; Roerich 1988:220-240). She was considered the
reincarnation of the Chinese wife of King Songtsen Gampo who was an
emanation of the White Tara. “When Machig had reached the age® of
fourteen, she was given in marriage to a man of the locality named Aba
Lhagyal. She felt disgusted with family life and said to (her husband):
‘Husband! You should practise religion, and I shall also take it up!” As he
was unwilling to listen (to her words), she simulated insanity and they
separated. From the age of seventeen to twenty-two she acted as the Tantric
assistant (mudra) of Lama Ma. Ma taught her many tantra and sadhana”.
After Ma died, empoisoned, she was affected by seven calamities, which
included some veneral diseases. She was cured by Dampa Sangye who
diagnosed the reason for her problems as the transgression of vows made to
her teacher Ma. Together with Dampa Sangye, she went to Nepal where
they met numerous yogin and siddha.

“Then Machig herself attained spiritual realization and visited the
twenty-four regions, the border country of Mon and Tibet, as well as
numerous sacred places, and practised meditation. She evoked numerous
visions in front of others ... Phagmodrupa had been a disciple of Machig.
The siddha named 'Dzeng Dharmabodhi met Machig who had assumed the
form of a dove. When G6 Khugpa Lhetse was presiding over a religious
council of scholars expert in the tripitaka and numerous as the ocean, her
female attendant debated with them and was able to refute (their theories).
The learned men failed to defeat her. There could not be any question about
(the learning) of Machig herself, who manifested to all the perfection of her
learning in all the basic texts. She laboured extensively for the benefit of
living beings and, at the age of 88, pretended to pass out (i.e. she was not
dead in reality). After the cremation, no relics were left behind. In short (it
must be said) that this Machig had been a divine manifestation. She had
been the only eye of the followers of the Tantric Path of sexual practices...”.

As many other great historical figures have done she has entered the local
mythology of her native country. In Kharta, to the south of Phadrug, she is
said to have dried up a lake, thereby making the landscape inhabitable and
to have built the first Buddhist temple (cf. Diemberger and Hazod 1995).
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The Bodongpa - in particular owing to the institution of the Samding
Dorje Phamo - seem to have preserved the position of religious women
which has disappeared in many other traditions. As commented by Lo Bue:
““... it seems that the diminished prestige of the role of the yoginis... in the
religious history of Tibet is connected to some extent with the establishment
of a monastic power which devised political systems based on male
descendancy, in the form of rule first by royal monks, as in western Tibet,
then by princely abbots, as in southern Tibet, and later by reincarnated
religious rulers, as in Central Tibet.

One is under the impression that the part played by religious women in
11th and 12th century Tibet was more important and widespread than in
following centuries” (Lo Bue 1994:485).

The Lord of Scholars Pang Lodrd Tenba alias Pang Lotsaba
(1276-1342 A.D.)

Maternally Chole Namgyal descended from Pang Lotsaba. The
transmission line went from maternal uncie to nephew. The uncles were
great translators, their sisters who transmitted the descent line were yogini.

The family of Pang Lotsaba emanated from Surtsho in Southern Latdo.
Pang Lotsaba himself was particularly famous for his expertise in language.
His biography appears in the Blue Annals (Roerich 1988:785-787). in the
‘Brug pa chos ‘byung (pp. 314-316) and in a somewhat more detailed form
in the Shel dkar chos ‘byung (folio 35-40) which drew from his biography.
This latter reports:

“Innumerable lives before, Pang Lotsaba was a mahapandita, as he
himself reported: ‘having studied in former lives, the classes of the doctrine
can be known as easily as playing in this life’. His birthplace was Gyam in
Surtsho and he was born in the year of the fire-male-mouse (1276 A.D.). As
he had been separated from his mother, he was brought up on sheep’s milk.
Again and again he used to complain that, had these foolish men given him
cow’s milk, this would have been good, whereas, since they had given him
sheep’s milk, half of his intelligence had been eclipsed.

One maternal aunt went to see Lama Urgyenpa,” told him that there was
a boy with a disturbed mind and asked for a protective thread. The lama
said that the boy was destined to become a great geshe and gave her his tea
cup. When [the boy] was three or four he was called ‘lamb-little monk’
(tsunchung lugu)...”. This problem child turned out to be exceptionally
gifted in learning and daring in his travels to foreign countries. Already as a
youth he showed an extraordinary expertise in mastering doctrinal treatises
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and studied Sanskrit. Later, since he acted as translator for Lama Shithogpa,
he was known as lotsaba, “the Translator”. “Then at the age of twenty-one
he went to Nepal carrying gold coins (srang) and some clothing he had
received from Togshingpa and from Chosang. Then, having travelled to
Sakya in summer at the time of harvest, he translated the Ka la’ pa and thus
the festival of good sayings in Tibet, this land of snow, became a
marvellous event. In the appendix he wrote:

Having received the key of the good sayings from Shongton,

the treasure of the Sanskrit scriptures was opened.

Having received the jewels of all kinds of knowledge,

the festival of good sayings was enjoyed.

At that time, as he needed patronage and support for his undertaking, he

sent a poem of implicit request to Togshingpa.
Togshingpa!
Having moved the body to India and Nepal
and having moved the mind (/o) for learning,
having moved the voice for speaking Sanskrit,
and holding the name of “always stable” (tenba),
please listen to the one who speaks two languages.

Then, having received some silver, he returned to Nepal. In his spare
time from learning, he used to produce religious paintings and to copy
numerous texts...”. During his life he went a number of times to Nepal and
on one of his trips to India he is said to have brought back with him the
great protector of the Bodongpa tradition, as reported in the Shel dkar chos
‘byung: “It is reliably said that when he went to India one occasion the god
Tashi Ombar™ entered his hat, followed him and promised to protect the
doctrine...”. The renown of Pang Lotsaba spread far and wide and he was
invited to visit even by the Emperor of China and by the kings of Yatshe,
but he did not accept the invitations. Instead he preferred to dedicate
himself to studying, practising and teaching the doctrine in the monastery of
Nepoche which he had himself founded upon the request of the king of
Gungthang. “... During the following twenty-five years, except for a few
trips to Sakya, he stayed in Nepoche to explain the doctrine, write, translate
and re-translate many texts... When teaching abhidharma, pramana, and the
Asanga’s works on levels of attainment he followed the Indian
commentaries. However, the monks had some difficulty in understanding
and requested him to write commentaries. Thus he began to compose.
Afterwards he said that he wrote according to the request of his disciples”.
For a short while he acted as abbot of Bodong E, the monastery of the great
Indian scholar Bumthragsumpa. Meanwhile, he prophesied again that it
would be good to build a school of philosophy in Gyalmo Ri (Shekar). He
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finished translating the texts he had not managed to complete before. On the
way to U he said: “May the texts increase the happiness of many monks.”
In Lhasa, Samye, Gungthang, Taglung,” Chang Radeng," and Sangphu
Neuthog" he taught many doctrines and most spiritual masters of U listened
to his teachings. After completing his religious activity in Sangphu he said:
‘Were I to die, I would not regret it.” Afterwards he returned to Tsang and
stayed at Narthang for a short while. Then he went to Bodong E and Sakya
where he taught many doctrines. Among other works he wrote the Tshogs
gsum gsal ba” and translated commentaries on the science of debate... From
the age of seven up to sixty-seven he listened, taught and meditated on the
holy doctrines. He wrote, translated and taught for the benefit of all living
beings and for the benefit of the precious doctrine. Yet, with humility, he
used to say: ‘I have been studying since I was seven until now, and I am
over sixty, but I do not know anything.” At the age of sixty-seven, during
the evening of the 13th day of the 3rd month in the year of the water-male-
horse (1342 A.D.) he passed away and it is said that - in accordance with
his dreams - he went to Tusita”.

The Great Translator Changchub Tsemo

Changchub Tsemo was the nephew of Pang Lotsaba and the great-uncle
of Chole Namgyal. According to the Shel dkar chos ‘byung which drew
from his biography:* “He was bomn in Surtsho during the year of the wood-
female-hare (1315 A.D.). (According to Deb ther sngon po water-female-
hare corresponding to 1303 A.D).* His father was Shonnu Pelsang and his
mother was Yeshe Menne, a sister of Pang Lotsaba ... He was ordained
monk by Chokyongpal, a nephew of the Shong brothers.” At the age of
sixteen, in the year of the iron-male-horse (1330 A.D.) he went to
Gungthang Nepoche to study among other subjects abhidharma and
pramana. Later, in Denpathe, while he was explaining some elements of the
abhidharma, a scholar in monk’s robe was listening from afar. When the
religious activity was over Changchub Tsemo went to see Pang Lotsaba
who recognized him at once and asked: *Are you the one who was
teaching?’ He answered affirmatively and Pang Lotsaba added: *You are
very expert in the holy doctrine’. Afterwards Pang Lotsaba was invited to
Bodong E. At the age of twenty-three Changchub Tsemo was ordained
gelong. Then Pang Lotsaba passed away.

Changchub Tsemo obtained many empowerments, precepts and advice
from Lama Dampa Sénam Gyaltshen and Buton.™... Many people possessed
by evil spirits and many dumb received great benefit from seeing his face.
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from his blessing and from his holy spittle. He gave blessings beyond
imagination, healing people suffering from eye sicknesses, making deaf
people hear, liberating from their sickness people suffering from diseases of
the arms and legs. He gave up completely all affairs of the outside world
and in his interior spiritual existence he abandoned any clinging to his own
self. At the age of seventy-seven, on the twenty-first day of the first month
in the year of the iron-male-monkey (1394 A.D.), he passed away in
Chumig” in Tsang. At that time, the people saw him passing to spiritual
spheres”.

The Great Translator Dragpa Gyaltshen

Dragpa Gyaltshen was the maternal uncle of Chole Namgyal. According
to the Shel dkar chos ‘byung, which drew from his biography:* “He was
born at Chagchung in Chephu Senggeling in Latd Surtsho at an auspicious
time in the year of the water-male-dragon (1352 A.D.) as the son of
Chokyong Samdrub and Pelchenbum. During his youth he would absorb
himself in deep meditation to compose his mind for perfect rest. He liked
solitude, he had little attachment to anything, he was meek and had great
compassion. He liked to make generous offerings and refrained from any
childish vices. At the age of seven he was ordained by Changchub Tsemo
and received the name of Dragpa Gyaltshen. He proceeded to Bodong E
where he studied the basic texts for many years, while showing extreme
respect to the great pandita Changchub Tsemo. At the age of twenty he took
the vows of fully ordained monk (gelong). He promised to observe the 253
rules. He confessed over and over even the slightest sin and said: “It is
important to endeavour in the thought of enlightenment, which is to be full
of love for others more than for oneself”’. He persisted with his reading,
studying, teaching, debating and writing. At the age of thirty he proceeded
to the monastery of Bodong E and acted as abbot, succeeding Pang Lotsaba.
By teaching the holy doctrine as well as sciences like poetry, metrics,
explanation of terms and dramatic performance and promoting the ritual
activity he strongly developed the monastery. Later he was appointed abbot
also of a number of other monasteries such as Gyam and Sakya
Drangmoche. In 1385 A.D., with the support of the lord of Southern Lato,
Situ Chokyi Rinchen he established the monastery of Shekar according to
the prophecies of Pang Lotsaba and Changchub Tsemo. In 1394 A.D., he
established the monastery of Gungthang (alias Dzongkha Chéde) with the
support of the kings of Gungthang.

Preaching the illusory character of the worldly phenomena and the self:
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“He turned the wheel of the dharma innumerable times according to the
mind of every converted person:

All exterior and interior things,

are the mere illusion of one’s own clinging to things

thus saying that there is no clinging to the self

do not be attached to anything for even one single moment.”

After a while he handed over the leadership of the monasteries he was
heading in order to dedicate himself to spiritual practice. He handed over
the chair of Bodong E to Chole Namgyal. As Chokyi Rinchen had
requested him to continue his guidance at Shekar until he passed away, he
kept this chair until 1403 A.D. ... ““When the great translator was in Shekar,
the venerable Rendaba™ was residing there too and great work was
accomplished in teaching, debating and writing. Dragpa Gyaltshen did
some of his last writing, such as a ritual text for the vinaya, there. Wishing
to meet Lama Gyaltshen Oser, he went to the entrance of his retreat. When
asked about their next meeting, and knowing the future, he said that they
would not meet again. Then he proceeded to Gyam (in Surtsho). In the
evening of the 8th day of the 7th month in the year of wood-female-bird
(1405 A.D.) he made the ritual dough figures (torma) for the evocation of
Hevajra, as well as the religious music, the mandala. the prostrations and
the ritual offerings. After this had been completed, and after showing many
miracles and wonderful signs in order to increase the devotion of the
converts, he passed away at the age of fifty-four...”.
The biography of Dragpa Gyaltshen was written by Chole Namgyal who

was his nephew.

Chole Namgyal and His Time

Chole Namgyal (1375/6-1451 A.D.) was bom in the second half of the
fourteenth century. The fourteenth century in Tibet was an extremely
troubled period, marked by the decline and demise of the Sakyapa - who
had first unified Tibet after the collapse of the ancient empire - and the rise
of Phagmogrupa Changchub Gyaltshen. whose power however was not to
last. The political and cultural scene was marked by local lords in rivalry
and spinning alliances among themselves. In this context. the support of
great religious deeds was endowed with a particular political connotation as
it contributed to express the sacred power and legitimacy of a lord. This
century marked by such power struggles produced great cultural
achievement, with long-lasting effects: in the monastery of Narthang in
1310/20 A.D. the translations of the texts of the Buddhist Canon were
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edited into what became famous as the Kanjur and the Tenjur. This huge
work started to circulate among the most famous monasteries where it
began to provide some kind of standard basis of scriptures among them (cf.
Roerich 1988:338; Harrison 1994:308). It was then revised by the great
Butén who, among others, had been a disciple of Pang Lotsaba, the great-
great uncle of Chole Namgyal and teacher of Changchub Tsemo, the great-
uncle of Chole Namgyal. After the flow of translations from India had
ceased following the invasion of the homeland of Buddhism by the
Moslems, all available translations were collected and collated, starting a
period in which great all-encompassing works were created. Tsongkhapa
(1357-1419 A.D.), born in this century, produced, among other writings, the
famous Lam rim chen mo and sNgags rim chen mo which were to become
standard works in the study of the satra and the tantra in succeeding
centuries. He founded the Gelugpa tradition, the religious order which was
to became dominant in Tibet.

The activity of Chole Namgyal, one of the greatest polygraphs in Tibet,
developed against the background of the above-mentioned scenario.
According to his biography, beyond writing a huge work regarding human
life, the sciences, the satra and the tantra called the dPal de kho na nyid ‘dus
pa - “Collected Suchness” - he initiated the tradition of debating on more
than ten subjects. It was in fact a period of intensive communication among
monasteries, promoted also by the tradition of holding debates under the
patronage of the local lords. For these latter, whether the spiritual masters
they supported won or lost a debate was also a matter of personal and
political prestige, as appears with particular evidence in the case of the
debate held at Ngamring under the patronage of the lord of Northern Latd,
Jamyang.

Chole Namgyal, thanks to his expertise in the Sanskrit language, had
direct access to the original texts, which allowed him to explain the doctrine
in the debates with great mastery and to write explanatory commentaries on
doctrinal issues. Among his disciples were Gendiindrub and Geleg
Pelsangpo, chief disciples of Tsongkhapa, who were posthumously
recognized as the First Dalai Lama and the First Panchen Lama
respectively.

Chole Namgyal was endowed with an exceptional expertise in all
traditional sciences and having access to Indian sources, contributed to the
clarification and organisation which were still needed. Concerning the field
of Tibetan medicine, for example, his biography reports: “He became an
expert in medical science, too. On this subject he studied numerous basic
texts relating to Indian and Tibetan medical traditions. He mastered all the
main principles of this subject and was very expert at making diagnoses by

26



means of examination, questioning and pulsology. He knew about
medicines, both those to be administered internally and those for external
application. At that time most Tibetan doctors had only a superficial
knowledge of the text of Yan lag brgyad.” They used to read it, but they
were not able to understand it properly. On the basis of this book, he, on the
other hand, was able to acquire great expertise in regard to the various
medicines deriving from plants, flowers, fruits, sap and animals, to know
where these could be obtained and the effects they produced. He could tell
in great detail where the medicinal plants grew. He knew, for example,
which roots, stems, leaves, flowers and fruits could be found in the south....
Therefore, he became the most valued of all doctors...”.

Not only did his expertise encompass the fields of medicine, astronomy
and astrology, arts and crafts, but it also included traditional Tibetan sports
such as jumping, riding and wrestling. During his youth he took part in
competitions and hence participated in the social gatherings which
accompanied these. From his experiences he seems to have obtained a deep
first-hand knowledge of civil life, though throughout his life he was
essentially a scholar, familiar with monastery life and a follower of the
vinaya rules. According to his biography: “If one wants to enter the path of
liberation without hindrance, one has to follow all moral training according
to the vinaya. That is to say that, in order to climb the high summit of the
doctrine of Buddha, the first step is the act of becoming a monk and
observing all the treasured rules. Chole Namgyal. therefore, gave up any
interest in precious things such as gold, silver, silk and brocade clothing. He
used to dress very simply in a monk’s habit. When he was invited by some
of his patrons, to visit them, instead of accepting the comfortable and
prestigious seat they had prepared for him, he used to lay his cloak on the
floor and would sit on that to give his lecture. He enjoyed behaving like an
apotheosis of virtue, even in regard to the smallest detail, and the devotees
who sat around him followed his example”. From his deep knowledge of
social conventions and from his religious practices, Chole Namgyal drew
his somewhat unconventional behaviour, which often astonished his
followers. His biography reports: “Both his disciples and his retinue were
treated impartially, from the holy scholars and mahasiddha down to the
lowly man. Once, a lama called Diildzin Ngawang said: ‘Some people in
your retinue behave very rudely, so I suggest that you keep your distance
from them and. instead, remain close to those who are pure, such as the
scholars Khedrub Sangye Palden and Jangsem Gyaltshen Konchog'. Later,
he commented on it, saying: ‘No matter what people do, I am not affected
by any impurity’. When Diildzin Ngawang heard this, he realized that the
mind of the great lama was beyond conventional judgements. An even
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stronger faith was born in him and he thought that the followers themselves
should keep a better control of their own attitudes. This was an example of
the impartiality with which he was able to treat his retinue”. And further:
“His attitude towards the rich offerings made to him by his people was like
that of a man both blind and deaf. He was unwilling to either see or to hear
anything of it. Once, in the monastery of Ngonga,” a mandal” was offered
to the statue of the Buddha. Someone added an offering of some earrings of
precious pearls to the mandal. After concluding the ceremony, the great
scholar went back to his house of meditation, having shown no particular
interest in the pearl earrings and merely commenting that, for the mandal,
an offering whether it be grain or pearls was one and the same. From his
behaviour it can be concluded that he treated gain and loss impartially”. The
author of the biography comments: “Since the behaviour of the great
scholar was far removed from worldly convention, some in his retinue
critically commented: ‘The great lord knows nothing of worldly
behaviour’... In fact, the great scholar was very familiar with worldly
conduct, but never behaved accordingly”.

In his way he was a scholarly monk who adhered to the ideal of the
spiritually liberated yogin, free from any worldly concern, still acting in this
world for the benefit of other living beings. He transmitted this typical
Tibetan Buddhist ideal to the followers of his tradition and to his numerous
disciples who went on to become great scholars of other traditions.

The Bodongpa tradition, which claimed direct descent from India, was
characterized by its name deriving from its main seat, the adoption of the
teachings contained in the huge masterpiece of the great scholar Chole
Namgyal, a number of specific rituals particular to the tradition and by its
divine protectors. However its theoretical approach, spiritual practice and
universal aims are perfectly inscribed in the mainstream of Tibetan
Buddhism. The Bo dong chos ‘byung reports: “The doctrine and the holders
of the doctrine have eleven excellent characteristics: the excellent seat is the
seat of India, the excellent lineage of the doctrine is that of Indian pandita
and siddha, the excellent sacred writings are the dPal de kho na nyid ‘dus
chen, the excellent theory is the Union of Profoundness and Clarity, the
excellent meditation is the Process of Generation" and the Process of
Perfection,” the excellent way ... (words unreadable), the excellent
behaviour is the very thought of enlightenment, the excellency of
application is to benefit only others, the excellent holders of the doctrine are
translators, scholars and incarnations, the excellent field is the land without
borders and fixed directions, the excellent activity is to prosper everywhere
without corruption”.

The Bo dong chos ‘byung says that the excellent view of the Bodongpa
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is “the Union of Profoundness and Clarity”, sabsel sunjug (zab gsal zung
‘jug). This union can be achieved through the spiritual practice of the deity
yoga in which wisdom and means, form and emptiness, conventional and
ultimate truth are experienced as one. His Holiness Tenzin Gyatso
explained: “When viewed from the perspective of emptiness itself, there is
no difference between the emptiness of a mundane external phenomenon,
such as a sprout, and the emptiness of a deity, such as Vairocana. But
viewed from the perspective of the object of emptiness, there is a vast
difference. It is the wisdom that realizes this special type of emptiness. the
emptiness of the deity, that eventually serves as the substantial cause for the
omniscient mind of Buddhahood. This, in brief, is the essence of the deity
yoga. Deity yoga encompasses the union of clarity - the visualization of the
deity - and the profound - the realization of emptiness” (Tenzin Gyatsho
1995:101).

Sungjug (zung ‘jug) translates into Tibetan the concept of yuganaddha
which evinces the status of spiritual realization of the yogin: “'The wise
man continues in samsara, but this samsara is recognized as nirvana’ (HVT,
34). This state of two-in-one is technically known as yuganaddha, ‘bound to
the same yoke’, the image presumably being that of two oxen or horses,
samsara and nirvana, yoked side by side. Numerous descriptions of the
perfect yogin, roaming the world in the absolute freedom of yuganaddha,
are to be found in tantric literature...” (Kvaerne 1975:132). Some verses of
Nagarjuna’s Paficakrama translated by Kvaerne outline the concept of
yuganaddha:

“(2) When, avoiding the two notions of samsara and nirvana, they are
made one, then it is called yuganaddha.

(4) The yogin who wanders, having combined the notion of ‘form” and
‘formless’, knows yuganaddha.

(5) When there is no dual concept of ‘object’ and ‘subject’, but only non-
separation, then it is called yuganaddha.

(6) He who lives, having abandoned the two concepts of ‘eternity’ and
‘dissolution’, that wise one knows the Essence which is called yuganaddha.

(13) When, having known the relative and the absolute each by itself
according to their division, there is a commingling of both, then it is called
yuganaddha.

(16) For whom there at no time is contemplation or non-contemplation -
that yogin remaining in yuganaddha, is free from existence and non-
existence.

(23) The yogin who thus remains fixed in the state of yuganaddha. he is
said to be omniscient, a seer of the Essence, sustainer of the universe.

(24) Fully seeing through the net of maya, having crossed over the sea of
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samsara, having done what is to be done, the great yogin remains in the
cessation of the two (modes of) truth” (Kvaeme 1975:132-133).

Having realized the ultimate truth, Chole Namgyal is described as the
bodhisattva who strives to achieve his own liberation through the universal
liberation of all living beings from the ignorance and suffering of the
conditioned existence. He directed his life according to the Six Perfections:
generosity, morality, patience, heroism, contemplation and wisdom. From
his childhood, his extraordinary skills were accompanied by profound
compassion. As a child he used to rescue and feed all kinds of living beings,
even small insects; as a youth “...he used to reflect on worldly life: ‘Even
the gods Brahma and Indra are prisoners of this fearful worldly life. Though
living conditions might appear perfect, one can hardly believe in them. The
very signs of happiness are the root of suffering.’ Feeling sad at this, he
would burst into tears.

‘Looking at worldly manifestations,

everything gives reason to feel disheartened.

There is nothing the mind confides in.

For those foolish people without support I feel compassion’.

And so, compassion was aroused in him, not for just a few specific
people but for all living beings”. Suffering caused by the distorted
conventional perception of reality could only be eliminated by realizing the
emptiness of all phenomenal existence.

Chole Namgyal held in particularly high esteem Candrakirti, the Indian
scholar of the 6th/7th centuries, follower of the tradition of Nagarjuna and
founder of the Madhyamika-Prasangika school. This tradition was to
become dominant in Tibet in the ensuing centuries. According to the
explanation of His Holiness Tenzin Gyatsho “Although the proponents of
the Prasangika view - the highest philosophical school of tenets - speak of
phenomena as being empty and as having an empty nature, this is not to be
misinterpreted as implying that phenomena do not exist at all. Rather,
phenomena do not exist by themselves, in and of themselves, in their own
right, or inherently. Because phenomena possess the characteristic of
existing and occurring and are dependent on other factors - causes,
conditions and so forth - they are, therefore, devoid of an independent
nature. Consequently, they have the nature of being dependent. The very fact
that they have this nature of dependence - being dependent on other factors -
1s an indication that they lack an independent status. When Madhyamaka-
Prasangika proponents speak of emptiness, they speak of the empty nature of
phenomena in terms of dependent origination. Therefore, an understanding
of emptiness does not contradict the conventional reality of phenomena.
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To establish the empty nature of phenomena, the Prasangikas cite, as
their ultimate and conclusive reason, the dependent nature of phenomena.
They reason that because phenomena come into being and exist in
dependence on other factors, they lack an independent nature. Hence, they
are devoid of intrinsic reality and identity. This manner of coming to the
view of emptiness through the reasoning of dependent origination is very
profound, because it not only dispels the misconception of apprehending
phenomena as inherently existent, but at the same time, it protects the
person from falling into the extreme of nihilism.

In Nagarjuna’s own writings, we find statements that emptiness must be
understood in terms of dependent origination. In his Mulamadhyamaka-
karika (Fundamentals of the Middle Way) Nagarjuna says that in a system
where emptiness is not possible, nothing is possible. In a system where
emptiness is possible, everything is possible...” (Tenzin Gyatsho 1995:44-
45).

Chole Namgyal was extremely devoted to Candrakirti, to whom he
dedicated a number of writings and he himself was even considered to be
his reincarnation. He passionately defended his work, as was explicitly
shown during the debate against Rongton. *“...Then Chole Namgyal
disagreed with him further on the basis of Malamadhyamakakarika (dBu
ma rtsa ba)* adding: ‘You maintain that there is a mistake where there is
none. Even the omniscient scholars can find nothing wrong in
Candrakirti’”. Rongtén followed the school of the Madhyamika-
Svatantrika, like his teacher, Yag Mipham, who is also reported as having
been defeated by Chole Namgyal in a debate held at Shekar. The starting
point there was the concept of time in contradiction with the accomplished
enlightenment. Past and future were denied by Yag and seen as purely non-
intrinsically existent for Chole Namgyal i.e. dependently originated.
“Discussing the Three Vehicles, Yag Mipham said: ‘All conditioned
phenomena are destined for destruction but there cannot be a time of
complete destruction. In the same way all living beings are destined for
enlightenment but there cannot be a time of complete accomplished
enlightenment. All living beings are destined to be enlightened as they
possess the ‘seeds’ (potential causes) of Buddhahood. they can remove all
obscurations, they can find the favourable conditions in which to undertake
the activities which can lead towards enlightenment. Yet there can be no
time in which all living beings have accomplished enlightenment. In fact,
they are still living beings because there is no common basis between the
state of living being and the state of perfect Buddhahood. The samsara has
no limit because it cannot be completely emptied. If the samsara could be
emptied great evil would ensue in that the sambhogakaya (Body of Co-
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Fruition) could then be separated from the five definite features of the
sambhogakaya Buddha, the continuity of the nirmanakaya (Body of
Transformation) could be interrupted, the activities towards enlightenment
could be ceased...”. After having presented his argument in great detail the
basic assertion was: “All living beings are destined to be enlightened, but
there cannot be the already completed enlightenment”. The omniscient
replied as follows: “Every seed generates a sprout, but what 1s already
generated cannot yet be there. All living beings are destined to be
enlightened, but there cannot be the already completed enlightenment.
According to your assertion, people could reap no harvest. All the
determining conditions for the sprout assembled can produce the sprout
itself, all the determining conditions for Buddhahood can produce
enlightenment. A conditioned phenomenon is condemned to destruction,
but the time of its disappearance cannot be yet there, it is still a conditioned
phenomenon because there is no common basis between the conditioned
phenomenon and the state of its disappearance. A living being 1s a perfect
Buddha, even if it cannot yet be enlightened, it is still a living being
because there is no common basis between the state of living being and the
state of perfect Buddhahood...”. Yag did not manage to find an appropriate
argument to refute this. Furthermore, concerning the assertion that samsara
has no general limits but has particular limits, Chole Namgyal added: *“You
refute by rule each particular case. In fact, the samsara in itself comprises
and combines the particular with the general. When the samsara can be
emptied, then the sambhogakaya can be separated from the five definite
features of the sambhogakaya Buddha, the continuity of incarnations can be
interrupted, the activity on the path towards Buddhahood can cease...”.
Thanks to his deep knowledge, the dawn of Chole Namgyal's speech shone
brighter and brighter spreading over all in a thousand of rays. Yag, his voice
becoming like the buzz of a bee, closed his mouth like the water-lily (the
flower which opens at the appearance of the moon and closes at its
setting)”.

A Great Female Disciple, the Princess of Gungthang, and the Female
Reincamation Line of the Abbesses of Samding

Chole Namgyal held women in high esteem, both as symbols of divinity
and religious practitioners, and he was critical of misogynic attitudes which
considered women as a mere source of lust and spiritual contamination. He
focused instead upon the relevant human attitude and emotions: “Rejected
like spittle by all women, all bodies dry out and, due to the vital energy
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1. Trakartaso, the
sanctuary at the
meditation place of
Milarepa. From
hereTshering Damcho
started his search for
Bodong Chole
Namgyal.

2. Tsering Damcho.
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4. The hat of Bodong Chole
Namgyal kept at Porong
Pemo Choding in Tibet.

5.6.7. 8. Bodong E: The
shoe of Bodong Chole
Namgyal. The miraculous
little statue made out of
Bodong Chole Namgyal's
ashes used as a relic for
blessing. The monk's habit.
The monastic community ol

the present day.










9. Monk of Bodong
E preparing a ritual.

10. The landscape of
Bodong.

11. The newly
rebuilt monastery of
Bodong E.

12 (overleaf). Lake
Pekhii. This great
salt lake is the soul-
lake (lamtsho) of
Porong where
Bodong Chole
Namgyal resided late
in his life and passed
away in 1451 A.D.
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19 (previous page). Porong nomads.

20 (previous page). Yak in Porong.

21 (previous page). Porong Pema Choling (Pemo Choding), the Bodongpa monastery built by the Porong

community living in Kathmandu.

22.23.24. Traditional dances of the Porong community. A ritual scarf is offered to Popo Ngawang one ol
the leading religious figures of the community.




generated by the heart (mying rlung), they follow every woman, roaming
around like the vital energy (rlung) itself. However, if the pure spiritual
practices of the beautiful Tara, Sarasvati, etc. are carried out correctly, all
women are means and achievers of spiritual accomplishment (sgrub byed).*
The positive attitude towards women is concretely reflected by the
relevance of the female representatives of the Bodongpa tradition.

Chokyi Dronme, the youngest daughter of the king of Gungthang
Lhawang Gyaltshen (1404-1463/64 A.D.)" was a leading disciple of Chole
Namgyal and is considered to be the first incarnation of the Goddess Dorje
Phamo (Vajravarahi), residing at Samding. Retrospectively, however, a
number of previous reincarnations were acknowledged, both in India and in
Tibet: Laksminkara, the yogini sister of King Indrabodhi, the consorts of
Padmasambhava, Machig Labdron who was the founder of the Cho
tradition. These are mentioned, with some variations, in the versions
emanating from different sources.™ After these, there was Sénam Drenma,
born to a rich family at Namshd, who became a follower of Phagmodrupa,
then came S6nam Paldren who was born in Damshd, in the northern pasture
lands. She was prophesied by Khandro Yeshe Tshogyal to be her mind-
reincarnation and, miraculously, protected her people from a wild yak.

Chokyi Dronme is sometimes mentioned as the third reincarmation of
Dorje Phamo, but in fact it was she who first established the Bodong
tradition in Samding where she founded a small meditation place in the
iron-monkey year (1440 A.D.) with the support of the local lord, Namkha
Gyaltshen. So she became famous as the First Samding Dorje Phamo. The
biography of Chole Namgyal mentions her as one of his main disciples and
she is depicted on the frontispiece of the manuscript kept in Bodong E.
According to the Bo dong chos ‘byung, Chole Namgyal himself prophesied
to her: “Three rebirths of you will take place in the area of Tsari, in lower
U, you shall perform great deeds for the living beings of the ten directions.
You shall produce volumes of gold, silver and copper to benefit the living
beings of the ten directions and you shall go to the realm of the dakini”. In
fact the holy mountain area of Tsari where Chokyi Dronme passed away
has been linked to Vajravarahi (Dorje Phamo). as the tantric partner of
Cakrasamvara, up to the present day. A number of relevant prophecies by
sutra and fantra and by Kagyiipa masters are reported by the guide-texts to
the holy sites of Tsari." Chokyi Dronme visited many places in U and
Tsang and met Siddha Thangtong Gyalpo (cf. Biography of Thangtong
Gyalpo 281-282; cf. also Tashi Tshering 1993:25). The great siddha
transmitted tantric teachings to her and prophetically revealed that the third
reincarnation of Sénam Drenma was born as the daughter of a Tibetan king
and was called Chikyi Dronme. The great siddha is said to have told her:
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“If you will dwell in the upper regions (towards the west), you will enjoy a
long life but you will have few followers. If you will dwell in the lower
areas (towards the east), your life will not be a long one but you will have a
great number of followers.” She replied: “I will benefit living beings”.
Thangtong Gyalpo therefore instructed her: “In Kongpo, in the east, there is
my monastery at Tsagong Palkyi Nesar. You should benefit the beings
there”. She went there, as well as to Bodong and Yamdrog, and eventually
she passed away at the age of thirty-four. Tangthong Gyalpo is also said to
have recognized her following reincarnation (cf. Dorje Phamo and Thubten
Namgyal 1995:25).

She was reborn at Sinmo Nyen in Kongpo as the daughter of the Siddha
Chogden Dorje and her mother was Jomo Droma. She was given the name
Kunga Sangmo. According to the Bo dong chos ‘byung, she was cared for
by Chime Druba, the companion in religious practice of Chokyi Dronme.
She promoted the diffusion of the dPal de kho na nyid ‘dus pa, founded
numerous schools of philosophy and places of meditation with the support
of the lords of that time, among whom were the Rinpungpa. She improved
the meditation monastery of Samding with the support of the lords of
Yamdrog and restored the monastery of Yasang. She passed away at the age
of forty-four.

The third reincarnation (reckoning from Chokyi Dronme) was Nyendrag
Sangmo who was born to father Pawo Lhundrub and mother Tashi Pelbar at
Nyangrong. She was taken care of by Chime Pelsang who was the
reincarnation of Chime Druba and she followed the teachings of numerous
other masters such as Khedrub Geleg Pelsang (the disciple of Chole
Namgyal and Tsongkhapa who was posthumously recognized as the First
Panchen Lama). She was first to establish the tradition of teaching
philosophy at Samding. She passed away at the age of forty.

The fourth reincarnation was Urgyen Tshomo who was born to father
Pelbo Chuden and mother dakini Thaggo at Sobashi in Khams. She was the
companion in religious practice of the author of the Bo dong chos ‘byung.
The following reincarnations are now given on the basis of the studies by
Tashi Tshering (Tashi Tshering 1993:20-53) and Thubten Namgyal (cf.
Dorje Phamo and Thubten Namgyal 1995:31-58).

The fifth incarnation was Khacho Pelmo, alias Yeshe Tshomo, who was
born in Karma Drongsar in Kongpo. She promoted the doctrine of the
Bodong tradition, was appointed abbot of the Shekar Monastery by the ruler
of Tsang.™ She passed away at the age of fifty-four.

The sixth incarnation was Tinley Tshomo who was born at Taglung
Onsim in Yamdrog and passed away at the age of SIXty-six.

The seventh incarnation was Chodron Wangmo who was born at
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Thonshi in Nyemo into a family descended from Thonmi Sambhota, the
famous minister of King Songtsen Gampo who first created Tibetan script.
Das reports that when, in 1716, the army of the Dzungar Mongols invaded
Tibet, killing monks and destroying monasteries, the Seventh Samding
Dorje Phamo performed a famous miracle: she let the monks appear as pigs
and herself as a sow. Frightened, the Dzungars did not dare to sack the
place. When the members of the religious community regained their normal
aspect, the invaders were filled with astonishment and veneration (Das
1988:139).

The eighth incarnation was Kesang Chogden Dechen Wangmo who was
born at Shang Tashitse and was related by kin to the Sixth Panchen Lama,
Palden Yeshe. She was the first of this reincarnation line to receive the
honorific title of ho thog thu - the highest title of an incarmated lama under
that of the Dalai Lama and the Panchen Lama. The title was conferred upon
her by the Seventh Dalai Lama. She visited China and passed away at the
age of forty-nine.

The ninth incarnation was Chdying Dechen Tshomo who was bom into
the illustrious Lhalu family, to which also the Eighth Dalai Lama and the
Seventh Panchen Lama were born. She introduced ritual practices
belonging to the Nyingma tradition. After passing away in Samye, her
remains were brought as relics to the Samding Monastery.

The tenth incarnation was Ngawang Kunga Sangmo, of whom very little
is known. She passed away at the Nenying Monastery in Gyantse.

The eleventh incamation was Thubten Choying Pelmo who was born in
1889 into the servant household called Monkyi Khangsar, which belonged
to the prominent Lhalu family. Her father was Namgyal Dorje and her
mother was Changchub Dronma. From the Thirteenth Dalai Lama she
received the title of ho thog thu. She passed away at the age of forty-eight
in 1936/7.

The twelfth reincamation was Dechen Chokyi Dronme who was born in
1938. Her father was Rigden Gyalpo and her mother S6nam Dronma. At
the age of six, she was recognized as the incamnation of Dorje Phamo. In
1949, she met the Italian scholar Giuseppe Tucci. who stopped at Samding
on his way to Lhasa. In his diary he narrated: *“We stopped for two days at
Nangkartse (sNan dkar rtse), a dilapidated fort watching over the unruffled
mirror of the Yamdrog (Yar abrog) lake and the surrounding flooded
meadows. We had to change horses there, and I could not leave the place
without seeing the Samding monastery, built by Potopa Chogle Namgyal
(P’yogs las rnam rgyal). That convent is famous on the account of the
incarnation of the goddess Dorjepamo (rDo rje p‘ag mo), ‘the hog-headed
One’, supposed to dwell there uninterruptedly changing her mortal form.
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Never fear: the goddess’ mortal mirror does not look that dreadful and was,
at the time, a pretty girl of 13. The pilgrims were just gathering for the feast
which was to take place within a few days (the 11th, 12th and 13th day of
the fifth month)... The goddess, to whom 1 was presently introduced,
received me very affably and, laying her hands on my head, bestowed her
blessing upon me. We exchanged scarfs and gifts...” (Tucci 1987:85-86). In
1959, she escaped to India and later returned to Tibet where, in 1985, she
started the restoration of the Samding Monastery. The Twelfth Dorje
Phamo, now a mysterious but sweet looking elderly lady, recounted to us in
Samding: “I was born in Lhasa. When I was a little girl, I was very sick and
my parents asked for some divination. It turned out that my physical
problems had some extraordinary divine reason. When I was about five, the
oracle of a special protector of His Holiness was consulted and, according
to this god and the oracle of the Golden Vase, I was recognized as the
reincarnation of Dorje Phamo. I took refuge in the dharma and offered my
hair to the Regent, Taktra. After the destruction of the Cultural Revolution,
the Samding Monastery was partially restored and we are now trying to
improve the training of the monks, by studying the scriptures of Chole
Namgyal and reintroducing some of the ancient ritual customs. This year,
after many decades, we are again observing the great rituals of the fifth
Tibetan month, which culminate in two days of sacred dances. These
dances are peculiar to the Bodongpa tradition and the great protector of this
tradition, Tashi Ombar, is one of the main characters...”.

Dorje Phamo’s training followed the Bodongpa tradition as well, but,
unfortunately, she was not able to practise for a number of years and now it
is difficult for her to perform the consecrations in a proper manner. The
only lama of this tradition who has both the empowerments and the proper
training lives in a small dependent monastery. However he is very old and
is suffering of a tongue-disease and is unable to speak.

Despite these problems the commitment and determination of the
Bodongpa is unshakable, in Samding like in Bodong E or in Pema Choding
or in the numerous little branches of this tradition. In the monastery of
Samding there are currently 29 monks and the ritual life has started again.
The monastery, which counted among the thirteen great monasteries of
Tibet was devastated during the Cultural Revolution. Now it has been fairly
well restored but very little of the ancient past is left. Recently Chole
Namgyal, together with all the reincarnations of Dorje Phamo, has been
depicted on the walls of one of the main chapels. The images were copied
from the old mural paintings which can still be found in the monastery of
Nyemo Chdode, founded in the 16th century by the third Samding Dorje
Phamo called Nyendra Sangmo and her teacher Chime Pelsang: “Chime
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Pelsang and Nyendra Sangmo established a school of philosophy in Nyemo
Chekhar for the study of the dPal de kho na nyid | ‘dus pa). Here, a
monastery was founded under the patronage of the lords of Nyemo. This
was of immeasurable benefit to the doctrine of the Buddha in general and it
became the life-tree of the doctrine of the dPal kho na nyid ‘dus pa in
particular. It is said that, without this, the doctrine of the dPal kho na nyid
‘dus pa would have survived in name only and the keepers of the doctrine
would have failed to perform their great deeds”. During the Cultural
Revolution, this monastery was used as a granary and the mural paintings
escaped destruction. Now, like in many other monasteries, the precious
remains of ancient glory can be found amidst a distressing blend of ruins,
tentative repaintings and reconstructions, new ritual items... On the first
floor, an ancient painting of the great blue-horsed protector, Tashi Ombar,
invites entry into a dim room used as a library and chapel for the old relics:
a half-erased inscription mentioning the dPal de kho na nyid ‘dus pa, a pile
of sheets of ancient manuscripts, a few old ritual items, a statue of Chole
Namgyal... There, hidden by the new bookshelves, the images of the
various Dorje Phamo, their sweet faces framed by long black hair, still cast
glances at a future of hope.

Notes

1. “gzhung lugs kun don bsdu mdzad Bo dong pa". Shel dkar chos ‘byung f. 32. This text
written in 1732 narrates the history of Southern Lato and of the Shekar Monastery
which was founded by the uncle of Chole Namgyal and was headed by Chole Namgyal
himself. Ngawang Kalden Gyatsho was a spiritual master of Shekar who was involved
in the printing of the Buddhist Canon at Shekar under Pholhane as is reported by the
colophon of the Shel dkar chos ‘byung itself. In fact the events reported by the Shel
dkar chos ‘byung are mentioned also in the catalogue of the Buddhist Canon printed at
Shekar and kept at Narthang. cf. Stein 1961:23.

2. The Shel dkar chos ‘byung and the Blue Annals (Deb ther sngon po), the great historical
work written by Go Lotsaba in the 15th century, give as the date of birth the year of the
wood-hare, i.e. A.D. 1375. The above mentioned is the date reported by the biography.

3. Shongton Dorje Gyaltshen was a great scholar and translator who lived in the 13th
century. He was famous for his studies on language and for having translated numerous
important texts such as the Kalacakratantra and the Bodhisattvavadanakalpalata. He
was a disciple of Tagdeba who in his turn had been a disciple of Bodong Rinchen
Tsemo and teacher of Pang Lotsaba, the great-great-uncle of Bodong Chole Namgyal,
cf. Deb ther sngon po 918-919; Roerich 1988:784-785.

4. ‘jug pa’i sgo bzhi.

. *jig rten lugs kyi bstan bcos.

6. brtag pa’i bstan bcos.

W
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7. There are various forms of this name: Pema Choding, Pema Chéling, Pemo Chiéding.
Pemo Choding (dPal mo chos sdings) is the form used in the Biography. Pema
Choling/Choding is currently used by the Porong community.

8. The full title is Dpal Idan bla ma dam pa thams cad mkhyen pa phyogs las mam par rgyal
ba’i zhabs kyi mam par thar pa ngo mtshar gyi dga’ ston zhes bya ba, lit. “Feast of
Miracles, the Biography of the Glorious, Pure and Omniscient Lama, Chole Namgyal
(Victorious in All Directions)”.

9. This biography was called rNam thar ngag dbang ma, cf. Biography of Bodong Chole
Namgyal p.414.

10. The full title is: dPal de kho na nyid dus pa las bo dong chos ‘byung gsal byed sgron me
zhes bya ba thams cad mkhyen pa ‘chi med ‘od zer gyi mdzad pa (From the dPal de kho
na nyid ‘dus pa: The Lamp Illuminating the Religious History of Bodong, Compiled by
the Omniscient Chime Oser). In this case the name dPal de kho na n yid ‘dus pa refers in
an extended way to the whole corpus of scriptures of the Bodongpa tradition.

11. From the historical point of view it seems that Buddha’s teachings were first passed on
orally and then put into writing around the first century B.C., cf. Klimburg-Salter
1995:29.

12. Cf. Ferrari 1958:156.

13. Cf. Nelpa Pandita’s chronicle in: Bod kyi lo rgyus deb ther khag Inga p.29.

14. Cf. mKhas pa’i dga’ ston p.412.

15. Cf. Bu ston chos ‘byung p.193; Szerb 1990:55. Yar lung jo bo’i chos ‘byung mentions
him as Bo dong pa Yo Gechung (Yar lung jo bo’i chos ‘byung p.88), as well. Nelpa
Pandita in a gloss reports him as rBo dong pa (Bod kyi lo rgyus deb ther khag Inga p.
32; Uebach 1987:120-121). Differing versions are given however by other historical
sources, on this issue cf. Sgrensen 1994:430.

16. sKye gnas.

17. Cf. mKhas pa’i dga’ ston pp. 511-512.

18. Bodong Rinchen Tsemo was a disciple of Nyalshig who was in his turn one of the main
disciples of Chapa Chokyi Sengge. He was the teacher of Tagdeba Sengge Gyaltshen,
the main teacher of Pang Lotsaba.

19. Lama Dampa Sonam Gyaltsen (1312-1375 A.D.), great Lama of Sakya, author of the
rGyal rabs gsal ba'i me long, took the vows as fully ordained monk at Bodong E in
1331 A.D., cf. Sgrensen 1994:30. He had close relations to the ancestors of Bodong
Chole Namgyal.

20. Deb ther sngon po p. 420; Roerich 1988:345-346. In order to simplify the reading, the
passages taken from Roerich’s translation were adapted to the present text.

21. Vaidirya ser po pp.401-402.

22. Mahakasyapa was one of the main disciples of Buddha Sakyamuni. He is reported as
one of the protagonists of the First Council and as the disciple who took care of the
teachings concerning the abhidharma.

23. Indian scholar who founded the Madhyamika-Prasangika school in the 6/7th centuries
AD..

24. Vairocana, born at Nyemo Chekhar, was an 8th century great translator. He was one of
the first monks ordained in Tibet and a disciple of Padmasarnbhava.

25. Shel dkar chos ‘byung f. 44.

26. According to Tibetan traditional custom age is reckoned by including the year which is
not yet completed. This means that somebody, who is said to be fourteen in Tibet, is
considered to be thirteen according to Western custom.
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27. Disciple and spiritual son of Gyalba Gétshangpa, cf. Deb ther sngon po 816ff.; Roerich
1988:696ff.

28. This deity later became the main protector of the Bodongpa tradition and of the Shekar
Monastery, cf. Hazod forthcoming.

29. Taglung was the main monastery of the Taglung Kagyiipa founded in 1180 A.D. by
Taglung Thangpa Tashipel and located to the north of Lhasa.

30. Chang Radeng was the main monastery of the Kadampa, founded in 1057 A.D. by
Dromton to the north of Lhasa.

31. Sangphu was a monastery famous for its philosophical studies, located to the south of
Lhasa, founded in 1073 A.D. by Ngog Legpe Sherab.

32. Dag yig tshog gsum gsal ba, a grammatical treatise on Tibetan orthography, cf. Bod
rgya tshig mdzod chen mo 2293.

33. The biography of Changchub Tsemo is reported in the Shel dkar chos “byung f. 40-41.
on its basis a synthetic outline is provided here, cf. also Deb ther sngon po 921-923;
Roerich 1988:787-788.

34. The date of birth given by the Deb ther sngon po seems more correct. In fact it also
matches with the date of death at the age of seventy-seven in the year of the iron-male-
monkey given in both sources. It can be concluded that the date of birth given by the
Shel dkar chos ‘byung is based on a mistake. The date given by Roerich in the
translation of the Deb ther sngon po, 1243 A.D., is mistaken by one sixty-year cycle
and is not compatible with the fact that Changchub Tsemo was the nephew of Pang
Lotsaba and that this latter was already active during the childood of Changchub
Tsemo, cf. also Ferrari 1958:156.

35. Shongtén Dorje Gyaltshen and his younger brother Shong Lodro Tenba. See chapter 1
n. 3.

36. Buton Rinchendrub (1290-1364 A.D.), the great scholar, abbot of the Shalu Monastery,
famous among others for his editing work on the Buddhist Canon and the compilation
of the Bu ston chos ‘byung.

37. Locality lying to the west of Shigatse. During the time of the Sakya rule, Chumig was
one of the thirteen administrative units called thrikhor (khri skor).

38. The biography of Dragpa Gyaltshen is reported in the Shel dkar chos *byung f. 41-44,
on its basis a synthetic outline is provided here. cf. also Deb ther sngon po 923: Roerich
1988:788.

39. Rendaba Shénnu Lodré was a famous scholar teacher of Tsongkhapa. cf. Roerich
1988:349, 1075.

40. Astangahrdayasamhita (Yan lag brgyad) is a basic treatise on medical science
composed by the Indian scholar Vagbhata (cf. Meyer 1988:59).

41. Possibly the monastery of Ngonga located to the north of the holy mountain of Tsibri in
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Chapter I
The Life of Bodong Chole Namgyal

The Feast of Miracles, the Biography of the Pure and Omniscient Lama
Victorious In All Directions (Chole Namgyal).

The deeds of Bodong Chole Namgyal' can be narrated in twelve parts:

1) Birth: His birth, was heralded by thirteen sublime signs.

2) Childhood: He was endowed with an extraordinary body, and his
speech, mind and knowledge were exceptional.

3) Religious ordination: Feeling an aversion for family life and worldly
affairs he took religious ordination.

4) The study of the satra: After learning epistemology (pramana), the
main jewel of knowledge, he studied the satra in depth.

5) The study of the tantra: Plunging into the ocean of the tantra he
studied them profoundly.

6) Through the study of most of the sciences of this world, and beyond,
he became a master of knowledge.

7) He became a perfect monk through observing the rules and
accumulating merits.

8) How he treated the eight worldly concerns with impartiality.

9) How he elevated the prectous doctrine by debating.

10) How he elevated the precious doctrine by composing.

11) How he elevated the precious doctrine by preaching.

12) After having completed his task in this world he was received by
“heroes” (pawo) and yogini into the Pure Sphere of Dharma (dharmadhatu).

1) Birth: His birth was heralded by thirteen sublime signs

The first sign: his birth was prophesied. In ancient times in the northern
land surrounded by snow-capped mountains, Avalokitesvara resided as a
monk on a crystal mountain. At that time the monks of the Bodong E
Monastery, which was an ocean of the holy doctrine, invited the illustrious
Thogme® to become their abbot. Thogme replied: “I cannot take over the
religious throne but I can prophesy that in future abbots even better than
myself will come. Seven generations of one lineage’ will benefit this
monastery”. This great bodhisattva then went to meet Pang Lotsaba.’ the
jewel of those who can speak two languages, and begged him to agree to be
abbot. The great lord Pang Lotsaba was delighted and said: “That religious
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throne was not occupied even by my revered teacher Tagdeba Sengge
Gyaltshen.’ I will go there immediately”. He was on the throne of Panchen
Bumthragsumpa® for a long time and did much to expand the doctrine of the
Buddha. Eventually, he handed over the throne to his nephew on his
mother’s side, the great translator Changchub Tsemo’ who continued to
promote the growth of the holy doctrine. He, too, was followed by a
nephew, the great translator Dragpa Gyaltshen® who became the best of
scholars. Finally, the most exalted abbot of all, he who was known just as
the sun and moon were known, acceded to this throne.

The second sign: his place of birth was excellent. Jambudvipa’ contains
six areas: the Land of Aryans (India), Li yiil (Khotan), Bo (Tibet), Hor
(Mongolia), Kailasa, Gangden.'"” From the centre of Jambudvipa,
Bodhgaya,'' one hundred pagtshe' distant lies the Land of Snow (Tibet).
According to prophecies, this land is sourrounded by snow-capped
mountains. There, pure, fresh river waters flow melodiously, many kinds of
medicinal plants grow there and it is a source of precious minerals. It is the
land where the doctrine would develop. It is subdivided into U and Tsang."”
To the south of Rulag" in Tsang there is a holy mountain called Sri ri"”
where knowledge-holders (rindzin), “heroes” (pawo) and yogini would
assemble. To the north of this mountain there is a beautiful mountain called
Lagpa Gong whilst, nearby, is the nomad site called Yigu," a place in
which to lose one’s heart. There the mountains have the shape of gods.
Fresh and pure water flows, green grass covers the earth and all kinds of
flowers blossom. Birds and animals dwell out of harm’s way. This was the
place of his birth.

The third, fourth and fifth signs: His ancestry, the lineage of his father
and the kin of his mother were exceptional. He stemmed from a learned
background: his father was a descendant of the Shama clan from which the
translator Shama Sengge Gyalpo and Machig Shama'’ had come. Many
great pandita and yogin had come from his mother’s side.

The sixth sign: he had a brilliant father who was expert in subjects such
as mechanics, medicine, poetry, astrology and astronomy without even
having studied them and he stood out from his fellow beings. So he was
given the name of Chdying Gyaltshen which means the Banner of Victory
of the Pure Sphere of Dharma.

The seventh sign: he had a good mother. She was daughter to the brother
of the great translator Changchub Tsemo, whose mother was the sister of
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the great lord of the Doctrine Dragpa Gyaltshen. Spontaneously she had
become a yogini and, since her birth, with great faith she had taken refuge
in the doctrine. She was so kind that, just by meeting her, even those
wicked people possessed by jealousy were instantly liberated. Her whole
behaviour as a yogini was extraordinary. Later Chole Namgyal himself used
to say that his mother was an exceptional woman.

The eighth sign: Even before his birth and whilst still in the womb there
were extraordinary signs. His mother dreamt of these when his spirit
entered her womb: one hundred rays of the moon dissolved into her navel; a
large web of multi-coloured threads of light covered her body; a sound
more melodious than any of the musical instruments in this world engulfed
her; incense spread a scent more fragrant than sandal wood all around.

The ninth and tenth signs: The year and the time of his birth were very
propitious. He was born in the year of the fire-male-dragon (1376 A.D.)
which had abundant rain and an excellent harvest. The cattle grew very fat
and healthy. All disputes and fights were settled and people could enjoy a
time of peace. Autumn was harvest-time and could be enjoyed by
everybody. Bodong Chole Namgyal was born at full moon, just as the moon
was rising. He was born feet first and his mother suffered no pain.

The eleventh and twelfth signs: Just after his birth the baby was shown to
a master of the Veda. This latter said that he had been born in a perfect
manner and since he had entered the womb of his mother the family’s cattle
herds would multiply and there would be overall prosperity. He was named
Yungdrung Sangye Kyi.

The thirteenth sign: His body was endowed with the marks of a
Buddha.” His head was round like an umbrella. His forehead was wide. The
eyebrows were well marked. His eyes were fresh as the new petals of the
lotus flower. His arms were soft and supple and his whole body was
pleasing to the eye.

2) Childhood: He was endowed with an extraordinary body, and his speech,
mind and knowledge were exceptional

When he was three years old, he was playing with his nurse beside the
River Shelchag in Surtsho.” This was a very difficult river to cross even for
adults so that when he suddenly disappeared. his nurse feared the worst as
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she searched for him, before catching sight of him playing happily on the
bank on the other side of the river. With great effort on the part of many
people he was carried back. This was considered a very extraordinary event.
Some said he had crossed the river swimming like the king of geese, some
said that he had been flying with wings which had appeared on his body,
some said that he had been invited by some powerful protectors of virtue.
This event was also a sign of how he could cross the river of transmigratory
worldly existence (samsara) and reach the safe ground of spiritual
liberation.

Already during his early childhood the influences of his former lives
were reflected in his lack of interest in the games normally enjoyed by
children. Instead he behaved like a pandita standing in an elevated position
as if he were preaching the doctrine. Once, during the turnip harvesting, he
asked to be placed on top of a large heap of turnips as though it were his
religious throne. Some older monks wondered whether this was just
children’s play or whether it was a sign that he was of an extraordinary
descent. They sat him on the turnip heap and pretended to be listening to the
doctrine. In Sanskrit he expounded on the doctrine. A great faith was born
in the listeners and they considered this event to be an extraordinary sign.

When Bodong Chole Namgyal was five years old, as his mind had
already been awakened by the experiences of innumerable former lives, he
was attracted by the practice of concentration (samadhi) without allowing
the mind to be distracted by anything. He viewed family life as a prison and
was not attracted by it. Instead he preferred to seek isolation in remote
places of retreat. Once, his father and mother were greatly worried because
they had looked for him everywhere and could not find him. Eventually he
was discovered in the yard of a big ruined house, sitting in the posture of
Buddha Vairocana, in deep concentration, totally heedless of the strong
summer rain. Once, when he had been watching an archery competition
together with many other children, at the end of which each child returned
to his own parents, his father and mother could not find him. His father
searched everywhere and found him in the field where the archery
competition had taken place, sitting in meditation. His father was quite
upset and, taking him home, scolded him because he had to look for him so
often. During his play with other children, he would rest in the meditation
posture, motionless as a mountain. Evil-minded children, thinking that he
was sleeping, used to make fun of him by throwing water on him or putting
him in the snow to wake him up. Yet he was not disturbed by this.

On another occasion one summer night when it was raining heavily he
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disappeared yet again. All the members of his family went to look for him,
and found him completely naked, meditating in the middle of a plain. He
was like a lotus flower on the water. His father got very angry at this sight,
seized him and asked him where he had put his clothing. He pointed to
some bushes in the distance. When his father went there he saw that the
clothes were covering the bushes. As soon as he lifted them, he realized
that, sheltering underneath, were many small animals which had been
threatened by the heavy rain.

His father started to become worried about his whole behaviour which
was so different from that of the other children and he feared that he might
be ill and become dumb. So, he decided to take him to meet a good lama in
the Dragnag Monastery in Surtsho. The lama prophesied that these were not
the effects of illness, but were, instead the signs of good meditation. The
parents were overjoyed. Remembering his peculiar behaviour in the past,
great faith in their child was born in them.

When he was seven, he realized how living beings were oppressed by
suffering and he would burst into tears in an ocean of compassion. Even
when people were killing lice by gathering them and smashing them with a
stone, his eyes would fill with tears. He used to buy back the lice in
exchange for butter and molasses and would then offer them his own blood
by letting them live on his own body. It is said that, for this reason, some
lay people used to call him the lice breeder. This shows that he was a
treasure of kindness and compassion.

That same year, he went to Samtenling Monastery in Gyam™ to learn
reading and writing. It was a place where many scholars used to assemble.
On one occasion while he pretended to be learning to read and write, he
spontaneously entered into deep samadhi. The teacher, thinking that he had
fallen asleep, tried to rouse him with his iron stick, but without success.
When of his own accord he spontaneously concluded his meditation. he
recounted that he had seen a big A appearing on his forehead, innumerable
words had emanated from this letter. They had covered the sky and
dissolved into the syllable OM. This vision was a prophecy that in future he
would open many doors to the holy doctrine.

3) Religious ordination: Feeling an aversion for family life and worldly
affairs he took religious ordination

When he was seven, he realized that leading a life with family and
relatives was like being put in chains. So. he decided to take the “vow of
individual liberation™,” since this was the precious path indicated by the
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Buddha of the three ages (past, present and future), the foundation of all
knowledge, the first door to the precious doctrine. He went therefore to
Samtenling in Gyam and met his first teacher, his uncle the great pandita
Dragpa Gyaltshen. From him he received the name of Sanggye Gyaltshen
(Buddha’s Banner of Victory). Then he and his uncle were invited to
Shekar,” by the patron of the doctrine Situ Chokyi Rinchen.” The latter was
very illuminated and expert in his judgements as they related to civil and
religious law. When he saw the boy, he immediately liked and praised him
and requested: “Boy! Would you like to meditate a short while?” The boy
immediately concentrated deeply and, despite the thin clothing he was
wearing, was not affected by the freezing winter.

4) The study of the satra

He went to Bodong E Monastery, which was one of the great religious
centres of the Land of Snow. Chokyi Dorje who had mastered many
branches of knowledge became his teacher. At first he started to learn
epistemology (pramana). He considered the pramanavarttika (Commentary
on the Compendium of Valid Cognition), one of the Seven Treatises by
Dharmakirti,” to be the basis of study on this subject. He therefore studied
this treatise and the relevant commentaries by Pang Lotsaba and Dragpa
Gyaltshen very thoroughly. Subsequently, he visited the great monastery of
Sakya™ to study and, there, took part in debates® on epistemology. Sakya
was the most important monastic community in the Land of Snow. There
gathered many scholars and those who had achieved spiritual realization. It
was from there that the precious Khon lineage” stemmed. Chole Namgyal
was delighted to give speeches to the ocean of scholars at this monastery.

During this period of study he used to reflect on worldly life: “Even the
gods Brahma and Indra are prisoners of this fearful worldly life. Though
living conditions might appear perfect, one can hardly believe in them. The
very signs of happiness are the root of suffering”. Feeling sad at this, he
would burst into tears.

“Looking at worldly manifestations,

everything gives reason to feel disheartened.

There is nothing the mind confides in,

For those foolish people without support I feel compassion”.

And so, compassion was aroused in him, not for just a few specific
people but for all living beings. As living beings are affected by three kinds
of sin and suffering - large, medium and small - he used to pray accordingly
for seven days without interruption. At such times his eyes would be full of
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tears, his voice would wail and his mind would be full of deep compassion,
He never sought anything for himself; his actions showed nothing but
compassion for others. Even enemies who tried to kill him were treated as a
mother treats her child. To benefit all living beings, he entered the flames of
suffering as a goose dives into the lotus lake. Such compassion is at the
very root of the whole Mahayana™ doctrine.

At that time and with no apparent effort, Chole Namgyal began to excel
at writing poetry. He wrote poems in praise of Sakyamuni, and of Mafijusri
as well as a biographical apology of Shénnu Norsang. He wrote dictating
the verses with their beautiful words and deep meaning without need for
correction. These compositions were sheer nectar to the scholars.

At the age of sixteen, he was able to memorize words immediately
without any effort. Lama Samrin who knew that he was able to learn a
whole volume by heart in a single morning, made a wager with someone
that the young scholar could memorize the Abhidharmakosa™ in one
moming. Starting at dawn, he managed to leamn it by heart just before lunch
and, therefore, Samrin won his wager. Likewise, in a moming he was able
to learn the great commentary of the PrajAaparamita, consisting in fifteen
folios, each one as long as an arrow. In one day he read the text of
Abhidharmasamuccaya® three times and he could keep in mind the whole
text. When he repeated the texts he had learned, his exposition was as clear
and skillful as that of someone who had studied the volumes for long time.
Later, he used to say that he could study in three ways: he could lean by
heart, he could learn by having a deep understanding of the meaning, or he
could leamn jointly by heart and by having a perfect understanding of the
meaning.

At that time he resided in a small house in the perimeter walls to the
north-east of the Bodong E Monastery. Remaining in seclusion. he
meditated following the method of the goddess Sarasvati.” After
completing one period of meditation in the evening, he would go to sleep.
Soon afterwards he would be blessed by this goddess and awakened by the
sound of religious musical instruments which was louder and more
melodious than that of the guitar. From then on, he often had visions of the
goddess and received many prophecies concerning numerous doctrines.
Even children knew that he was blessed by her. He wrote a poem in praise
of Sarasvati (Yangchenma) and signed it as Yangchen Gaba since he
considered himself blessed and inspired by her.

Later, whilst residing in the house of Pang Lotsaba. he dedicated
himself to the study of numerous profound doctrines. He thought of the
Madhyamaka®™ as the middle way. distant from both extremes of the
doctrine. He decided therefore to start a study of this subject and the
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relevant works composed by Nagarjuna and his disciples. At first he spent
eight days reading the first and second pages of the
Mulamadhyamakakarika (dBu ma rtsa ba).” Then it took him only fifteen
days to understand the whole book. Also he studied numerous
commentaries of the Madhyamaka composed by the disciples of Nagarjuna,
such as Buddhapalita and Candrakirti of the Madhyamika-Prasangika
tradition, as well as the works by Bhavya and Jianagarbha and their
followers belonging to the Madhyamika-Svatantrika tradition. The
completion of his study took him slightly more than forty days.

During his youth whenever emptiness (sunyata) was mentioned, a great
joy and faith would surge up within him. He considered the works by
Candrakirti particularly precious in his study of Madhyamaka, thus he
developed a strong faith in this great Indian scholar.

His next task was to study the numerous treatises on epistemology
including commentaries by Indian scholars such as Dignaga, Sakyanaga,
Dharmottara. He understood very clearly which were the more correct
philosophical positions and which the less. After this experience he could
understand most doctrinal texts merely at a glance. He realized that he
could understand the doctrines as easily as if they were a children’s game
and so he requested his abbot, Dragpa Gyaltshen, to let him go to U to take
part in debates. Being quite sceptical because he had never seen him study
the abbot asked: “On which subject would you like to debate?” Bodong
Chole Namgyal replied: “I want to debate on thirteen basic treatises of the
doctrine”. The abbot was very surprised and said: “Which thirteen treatises?
If you want to debate on Prajfiaparamita and Madhyamaka you have to read
the commentaries I composed, if you want to debate on abhidharma and
pramana you have to read the commentaries by Pang Lotsaba”. Very
respectfully he answered: “I do not like to follow the echo of other people,
it is meaningless to repeat commentaries by Tibetan authors. I have studied
the roots of the doctrine very thoroughly”. The abbot, in doubt, commented:
“Such big words have never been heard in Tibet, I will test you”. Then he
took the thirteen treatises and tested him on difficult passages. The youth
answered all the questions correctly and in great detail. He could, in fact,
explain clearly and correctly everything concerning the theory of the great
Indian scholars with different views on the salient points of the doctrine, a
great number of texts which had never been translated into Tibetan, and the
texts by Tibetan scholars, which presented both correct and erroneous
explanations. The abbot and the youth remained in seclusion for seven days
whilst they discussed all these points. After this test, the wisdom of the
youth shone as bright as the light of the sun and illuminated the darkness of
doubt within the abbot. The abbot was very pleased with the knowledge
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possessed by the youth and he praised him: “My nephew, the young
pandita, has mastered the whole knowledge: he represents the virtue of
Tibet. He likes the Indian scholars such as Vasubhandu™ and Candragomin®
and he has acquired great knowledge without the help of teachers”. He
thought to himself: “Would it not be desirable that many scholars could
listen to his teachings?” and he immediately allowed him to go to take part
in the debates at the great teaching colleges in U.

He would give the nectar of teaching to other scholars,
just like the peacock erecting and spreading its tail
when it hears the thunder resounding from amidst the clouds.

Before leaving for U, Bodong Chole Namgyal went into retreat, in
Shekar Monastery for three months and in Samtenling Monastery in Gyam
for seven months, in order to study the doctrinal treatises thoroughly. In
particular, he studied Prajaaparamita, vinaya, abhidharma, pramana.

At the age of twenty-three, the young scholar together with twenty-five
gifted students, left for U from the Bodong E Monastery. On the way, he
chatted with some scholars and wrote a poem called “Expectation” (“yid
kyi shing rta”, lit. “the vehicle of mind”). Scholars travelling with him
reproached him: “Somebody who wants to take part in the debates has to
study very hard day and night. How is it that you intend to debate on
thirteen volumes of the doctrine and yet we have never seen you study for
even one morning? Please do not behave in this way”. He answered: “Do
not worry, I can do everything very easily”.

To start with, he visited the important teaching college (shedra) of
Tsethang.” Rumours had already spread that a descendant of Pang Lotsaba
who had mastered meditation at birth, was gifted with great compassion and
had possessed a deep knowledge of the doctrine from his youth was due to
arrive. On the second day, he was invited to sit on a throne whilst he was
surrounded by thousands of scholars. Totally lacking any fear or shyness
and intrepid as a lion, he gave a speech, his voice resounding everywhere.
He went on to explain the thirteen volumes on which he had planned to
debate, i.e. Pramanavarttika,” Prajiaparamita,” Vinayamalasatra,”
Abhidharmasamuccaya,” Mahayanasutralamkara, Madhyantavibhanga,
Uttaratantra,” rTsa shes,” ‘Jug pa." bZhi brgya pa,” sNying po," bDen
gnyis rang ‘grel, Bodhicaryavatara” as well as Rig gter" and dBu ma
rgyan,” altogether fifteen. He spent one day explaining the entire
Pramanpavarttika. Some of the scholars listening commented: “It is very
difficult to explain this subject. This young teacher is the best this
monastery has ever had”. Other listeners said: “You are very expert in the
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whole knowledge, you are able to explain everything in great detail, but,
this way, it will take you a long time and it will be very hard on you. So,
please, explain more by summarizing”.

Afterwards he gave a perfect synthesis of every volume according to its
nature.

He was invited to the great palace of Nedong by Gongma Dragpa
Gyaltshen™ where he was received with great honours. As Dragpa
Gyaltshen knew that he was an excellent poet, he asked him to write a poem
about the palace and its surroundings. Within a short while, the young
scholar had complied and Dragpa Gyaltshen, overjoyed, paid him further
respect. While he was residing in Tsethang he had discussions about the
doctrine with numerous scholars and visited holy places such as Thandrug”
and Densathel™ in Yarlung. Then he proceeded to Kyisho and visited the
great college of Sangphu Neuthog™ where many scholars used to gather.
The main teacher, Kongpo, together with fifteen of his disciples and
holding incense welcomed him on the pass of Sangla. There sitting on the
throne of Loden Sherab™ he was acknowledged by all the scholars. At that
time, the jewel of scholars of the Land of Snow, Yag Mipham,” happened
to be in this monastery along with his disciples. On that occasion he said to
the young scholar: “I am sure that you came here in order to take part in the
debates on the various volumes of the doctrine, didn’t you? On which
subject would you like to debate? Would you like to debate on the Rig
gter?”” Bodong Chole Namgyal answered: “I will take part in debates on
fifteen volumes of the doctrine. I also would like to debate on the Rig gter”.
“Yag Mipham, with great delight and respect, replied: “Wonderful! From
the lineage of the great translators, an excellent scholar without a rival has
arrived”. Then he praised him further, saying that he was able to debate on
the same number of volumes as the years of his age. They debated some
points of the Rig gter which prompted Yag Mipham to feel great reverence
for the young scholar. The scholar could also very competently explain the
above-mentioned volumes of the doctrine, in particular the Prajiaparamita.
Some very old scholars commented that they had received the gift of a long
life in order to be able to attend his teachings. It was at that time that he
received one of his numerous names, Jigme Dragpa. He also visited the
monasteries of Debachen and Chékhorling™ where he preached on the same
volumes of the doctrine as before. He went there with some scholars of
Sangphu who used to assist him and these said that instruction from this
teacher increased their understanding of the doctrine far more than anyone
else was able to. He was the first person to introduce the custom of debating
on more than ten volumes of the doctrine.

Since the lineage of Pang Lotsaba used to have close relations with the
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abbots of the seat of Taglung Thangpa,” the young scholar visited Taglung
via Phenyul™ and met the Religious Lord Tashipeltseg (abbot of Taglung).
The abbot eagerly commented: *“You resemble Changchub Tsemo. This is a
perfect lineage!”. At that ume in Taglung there was a translator called
Sakya Sangpo. When he heard that the nephew of the great translators
(Pang Lotsaba, Changchub Tsemo and Dragpa Gyaltshen) had arrived at the
monastery, he was overjoyed and invited Bodong Chole Namgyal to his
residence. Due to his considerable age, he was unable to go outside to
receive him, but, when the young scholar entered the house, he stood up in
great respect. They had a pleasant conversation. During his stay in this
monastery, the young scholar composed two works in verse called sTag mo
lus sbyin rtogs brjod and Byang chub sems dpa’ rtag tu ngu rtogs brjod.”
Scholars used to consider these works as unique compared to any other
work in Tibet or India.

He proceeded from U to the great college of Shekar. Here he was
ordained as a full monk (gelong) by Abbot Dragpa Gyaltshen, Lepon
Rendaba Shonnu Lodré™ and Sanglob Lama Samrin.”' There were many
monks there, who adhered very strictly to their vows. Though he was
already a master of the doctrine of the Buddha, he liked to listen to other
teachers from whom he could hear the most famous treatises on the
doctrine. From the renowned translator Namkha Sangpo he heard
grammatical treatises such as the Kalapa and the Candrapa.” Later, he
succeeded Dragpa Gyaltshen on the lion throne in the Bodong E Monastery
which had been blessed by having been headed by a series of scholars since
the time of Panchen Bumthragsumpa. Because of his superior learning in all
branches of knowledge, he inherited this as a natural course and without
pressure on the part of the appointing body. For three years, he continued to
give teachings on various doctrinal subjects. Due to his strong faith in the
deeds of the Buddha and as a thanksgiving he composed a great
commentary on the Abhidharmasamuccaya and some further commentaries
on Prajiaparamita, Pramanavarttika, dBu ma rgyan, bDen pa gnyis, Tshad
ma rig gter and he wrote numerous verses of praise as well. These latter
were dedicated to the Bodong E Monastery. Buddha Sakyamuni, Atisa,”
emptiness, yoga, observance of vows etc. Next, invited by Situ Chokyi
Rinchen,” he resided for one year in Shekar Monastery where he preached
the doctrine. One hundred monks who achieved the degree of kabchuba®
and numerous learned monks (kabshiba, phartsheba)” were blessed by his
teachings. The king of Ngari Thrigyal Sonam De.” who was descended
from the ancient Tibetan Religious Kings. invited him to the Gungthang
Monastery.™ With a flow of doctrines he satisfied all his listeners.
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5) The study of the tantra: Plunging into the ocean of the tantra he studied
them profoundly

The first entrance to the path of Vajrayana is representated by
empowerment (wang). The transmission line of empowerment in the four
stages of the tantra which were very widespread at that time derived mainly
from the great Sakyapa” and Buton Rinchendrub.” In fact Changchub
Tsemo received empowerment from Lama Dampa Sénam Gyaltshen and
Buton Rinchendrub. The great translator Dragpa Gyaltshen received it from
him. It was he who guided the young scholar Chole Namgyal to the
mandala of Action Tantra (kriya-tantra), Performance Tantra (carya-tantra),
Yoga Tantra, Supreme Yoga Tantra (anuttarayoga-tantra) and satisfied him
with the blessing of the empowerments.

Next he received empowerments on Dorje Phurba (Vajrakila) from
Khon S6nam Yonten according to the Sakya tradition. He listened to
numerous dissertations on the tantra from Dragpa Gyaltshen and what could
not be taught by him he learned fom other teachers. He heard the tantric
teachings of many lamas.”' Rinpoche Dragpa was asked by one of the
learned monks to listen to doctrines such as the Sadangayoga” together with
the young scholar. The teacher replied ironically: “He has practised
meditation since he was born and every day shows signs of samadhi. Can
you do the same?”

The teacher of the Path and Fruit system,” Lobsang Karmo, was a
tantric master and a mahasiddha. When the young scholar went to meet him
he was in retreat at Sekharchung to practise meditation. He asked: “Please
can you give me teachings on the whole tantric doctrines within twenty-
three days?” The teacher of the Path and Fruit system replied: “I am
delighted to teach you, but various dakini could hinder us. Once before, I
taught these doctrines within one month and both I and my disciple
encountered obstacles, such as health problems”. The young scholar
insisted and it was impossible to refuse. He was taught the entire tantric
doctrines within twenty-three days. Despite the brevity of his involvement
an extraordinary understanding of the Mahamudra™ was born in him with
nothing to cause him difficulties. Later he heard the Six Doctrines of the
Shangpa Kagyii tradition stemming from Khandro Niguma.”

On one occasion, he was invited by Lhatsen Kyab™ to take over the
throne at Langkhor”” Monastery, which had been the residence of Phadampa
Sangye. Whilst reading the books of the Shije™ doctrine, it seemed to him
that it did not correspond to the original concepts of Buddhism. He doubted
their authenticity and therefore decided to write a paper which would
question the concepts of such a doctrine. As soon as he started the first
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pages he began to have many bad omens. He thought that these were
deterrents brought about by the jealousy of a powerful protector of this
tradition. He performed dogpa rituals™ in an effort to avert them, but the
problems intensified. His neck became swollen and he could hardly speak.
He started to think that maybe he was mistaken in refuting this doctrine and
he set out to study all the relevant volumes in great detail in order to
understand the thoughts of Phadampa Sangye. Finally, he realized that this
doctrine fitted perfectly with some hidden meaning of the satra and the
tantra and thus relinquished his plan. Whereupon he immediately recovered
from his sickness. He went to the main temple of the Langkhor Monastery
in order to ask for forgiveness and, joining the palms of his hands in great
faith in front of the statue of Phadampa Sangye, he burst into tears.

6) Through the study of most of the sciences of this world, and beyond, he
became a Master of Knowledge

Since he was possessed with a very rare expertise he mastered a great
number of disciplines. He was expert at athletic activities such as
horseriding, jumping and wrestling. He was able to read and write in
numerous languages such as Lentsha, Bhadhruna, Nagara, Kashmiri,
Nepali, Mongolian and was expert at various forms of written Tibetan.
Once, an expert in calligraphy wished to compete with him in this subject,
but upon seeing a short text written by the young scholars, the daring
challenger was awestruck and gave up. He could also keep in his mind all
skills concerning worldly things derived from the satra. He mastered the art
of analysis and interpretation of external and interior manifestations derived
from the doctrines of the suatra and the tantra: analysis of the human body,
analysis of birth and death, analysis of the twelve links of dependent
origination, analysis of sun, moon, planets, stars, shooting stars, clouds,
lightening, rainbows, the sound of thunder, wind, rain, the colours of
sunrise and sunset, mirages. He was also able to divine and avert
unauspicious signs in accordance with the relevant texts of the sutra and the
tantra, such as those of Santideva and Maitreya.

Studying the five major sciences, he dedicated himself first of all to
numerous treatises on grammar such as Kalapa and Candrapa. Since these
works, composed by ancient scholars in ancient times. were complicated
and not clearly subdivided, it took him a great deal of time to study them.
He wrote one treaty on this subject which simplified studies of the works
and thereby greatly benefitted the doctrine and the disciples of future

generations.
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As an expert in numerous languages, he studied thoroughly the satra and
the tantra and relevant commentaries. He revised the translations of the rDo
rje ‘phreng ba™ and dPal yang dag par sbyor ba" and made new ones. In
particular he translated very accurately some difficult passages of the
doctrine which could not be properly dealt with by former translators. He
managed to complete this work easily without any great effort.

Later when he proceeded to Nyangt6™ he was invited to Tsechen® by its
religious lord, who welcomed him with great respect and asked him some
questions on the doctrine. In particular he requested the young scholar to
translate a text of ritual formulas (mantra) of Vajrapani into Tibetan. Two
Indian scholars had already been asked to carry out this work, but had been
unsuccessful. Bodong Chole Namgyal agreed saying: “I can do this,
without any major difficulty”. In the time between two cups of tea while
discussions were in course, he managed to complete the work. Greatly
surprised, the lord of Tsechen praised him: “Up to now even Indian pandita
could not translate this work. You managed to do it in a moment”. This is
just an example to show how skilfully and quickly he was able to translate.

Chole Namgyal had also a great mastery of basic non-Buddhist
traditions of thought such as the Veda, the VaiSesika, the Samkhya and the
Mimarmsa.*

He was a supreme master of epistemology having a perfect knowledge
of Pramanasamuccaya by Dignaga and the Seven Treatises on pramana by
Dharmakirti and the relevant commentaries. This enabled him to defeat all
Buddhists and non-Buddhists who debated with him.

Art and crafts® which were an important part of knowledge were
subdivided into two branches: major art and common crafts. Bodong Chole
Namgyal was very knowledgeable about the texts on this topic and he was
very expert in making symbols of body, speech and mind using a variety of
techniques: these included statues created by carving or by pouring melted
metal into a clay mould. In particular he mastered particularly the skill of
painting, preparing both the design and the measurements as well as doing
the painting itself. He produced wonderful paintings of the Buddha,
Sarasvati etc. in the Indian style as well as monkeys playing, peacocks
singing in the trees, pigeons flying in the sky according to the Chinese style.
It was difficult to conceive that anybody, even after having studied for a
lifetime could achieve such results.

He became an expert in medical science, too. On this subject he studied
numerous basic texts belonging to the Indian and the Tibetan medical
traditions. He mastered all the main principles of this subject and was very
expert at making diagnoses by means of examination, questioning and
pulsology. He knew about medicines, both those to be administered
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internally and those for external physical application. At that time most
Tibetan doctors had only a superficial knowledge of the text of the
Astangahrdayasamhita.® They used to read it but they were not able to
understand it properly. On the basis of this book he, on the other hand, was
able to acquire great expertise in the regard to the various medicines
deriving from plants, flowers, fruits, sap and animals, to know where these
could be obtained and the effects they produced. He could tell in great
detail where the medicinal plants grew. He knew, for example, which roots,
stems, leaves, flowers and fruits could be found in the south, in the country
called Odebhesha. Therefore, he became the most precious of all doctors.
He mastered also metrics” by studying the relevant basic texts such as the
Chandoratnakara™ and he composed some hymns to the gods in accordance
with its principles.

In his youth he had mastered poetry. There are scholars who like to
discuss poetry and yet have great difficulty in composing it themselves. He
was extraordinarily gifted in both theory and composition: according to the
subdivision in “main body” and “ornament”;” the further subdivision of the
“ormmament” in ormament by meaning, by sound and by riddle etc. When he
dedicated himself to great poetic works such as the Kavyadarsa by
Dandin,” Jatakamala by Arya$ura,” the Bodhisattvavadanakalpalata by the
great poet Ksemendra,” the Megadhata by Kalidasa,” he could understand
and keep them in mind very easily. He composed detailed notes on the
Megadhita, requested by the Religious Lord Namgyal Dragpa,”
Furthermore, he composed numerous poems on the former lives of the
Buddha, in praise of holy places, in praise of scholars and so on. He
satisfied all the wishes of learned people who had great faith in him.

He was also very learned in the science of synonyms and explanation of
words on the basis of relevant texts such as the Amarakosa™ and the sNa
tshogs gsal ba. This made him an expert on epithets and synonyms
concerning buddha, bodhisattva, sravaka, pratyekabuddha. gods and
demons, birds, human beings, protectors of the cardinal directions, planets.
stars, clouds, trees, flowers, fruits, the four elements, precious things,
medicines, time, king and ministers, man and woman, boy and girl.
androgynous beings. market, soldiers and troops. weapons. war, all kinds of
animals, cycle of rebirth and much more.

He studied very thoroughly the basic texts of dance and dramatic
performance such as Bha ra ta, Klu rab tu dga’ ba, gZugs kyi snye ma.”
Accordingly he mastered all the skills of recitation, body postures and
sound of voice. He himself composed two works on dramatic performance.
called dByangs can gyi mgul rgyan and Rol snyed ma’i zlos gar. which had
great success among scholars and even among children. He was also very
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learned in astronomy and astrology according to the Kalacakratantra,” and
an expert in the relevant calculations. He could establish the time of the
rising and setting of sun and moon, the appearence and disappearence of
comets, the subdivision of time according to sun, moon and the
constellations of the ecliptic (gyukar),™ the eclipses of sun and moon.

7) He became a perfect monk by observing the rules and accumulating
merits

If one wants to enter the path of liberation without hindrance, one has to
follow all moral training according to the vinaya. That is to say that in order
to climb the high summit of the doctrine of Buddha, the first step is the act
of becoming a monk and observing all the precious rules. Chole Namgyal,
therefore, gave up any interest in precious things such as gold, silver, silk
and brocade clothing. He used to dress very simply in a monk’s habit.
When he was invited to visit by some of his patrons, instead of accepting
the comfortable and prestigious seat they had prepared for him, he used to
lay his cloak on the floor and would sit on that to give his lecture. He
enjoyed behaving like an apotheosis of virtue, even in regard to the smallest
detail and the devotees who sat around him followed his example. It is
reported that a pleasant fragrance of sandalwood enveloped him and the
scent also emanated from anything with which he had been in contact.

Whilst residing at Shekar, he taught the monks that they must follow the
moral training of the vinaya. Since he insisted upon a strict observance of
the rules, someone asked him: “This area is very cold. A little bit of chang”
is like the nectar of the gods. According to Mahayana principles, the inner
taming of the mind is more important than the exterior observance of
regulations. As you are the master of all doctrines of Buddha, would you
mind drinking a little chang in a bowl of gold and see."™ This would be a
blessing for all followers”. Somebody else said: “The former abbots,
masters of knowledge and meditation, used to dress in precious clothing
and enjoyed gold and silver objects, but our great abbot dresses in a very
simple way and eats common food in damaged crockery”. Chole Namgyal
did not care at all about these comments. He thought that, in such a
degenerate age, if one behaved as a bodhisattva one had to use the means of
Vajrayana. If one knew all the reasons for samsaric suffering, one could not
act all on one’s own. It was necessary that the relevant intention be
awakened and that one became a monk in order to obtain liberation and
complete enlightenment. This is the very essence of becoming a monk. The
very essence of the concept of ordination (rabchung) is the freedom from
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worldly matters and even if it entails sacrificing one’s life one should not
perform sinful deeds. On the other hand, if one gives up food and clothing
and remains naked, this state is closely related to misery and sin. So, one
must reject ascetic practices which create impediments for body and life.
What should be done instead? One has to be free from both extremes
concerning the sensual pleasures of food, clothing and the like and avoid
any sinful deed. For example, if someone steals delicious food from you,
your mind should refrain from any attachment to it and from any hatred
towards that person. If such emotions are provoked for one moment, they
must be rejected immediately.

When someone criticized him groundlessly, Chole Namgyal was never
affected by any feeling of wrath. Instead he displayed great compassion.
When he was poisoned on three occasions at the hand of evil-minded
people and he suffered a great deal because of it, he just prayed to
AvalokiteSvara, and practised deep meditation. After Avalokites§vara had
appeared to him in a vision, he saw how the sickness was transformed into a
multicoloured ray of light and evaporated from his thumb. Then a snake
wound itself around the arm of Avalokites§vara, sucked it completely freeing
him from the illness. The two people who had poisoned him appeared,
standing in front of him in great shame. Later, when he saw these two
people in reality, he was overwhelmed by great compassion for them. While
he was residing at the hermitage of Chdding," robbers and thieves stole
from the monastery on several occasions. His mind was not shaken by these
events. Some of his assistants and the great Taglung Thangpa,'™ greatly
worried, asked him to move somewhere else. He simply replied that, for the
practice of Mahayana, equanimity of mind and concentration were the most
important things. Then they requested him to perform rituals against the
robbers. His reaction was merely to joke and threaten the robbers, without
hatred, that if they came again he would invoke his protector Damchen
Gyatsho'” to help him.

After having crossed the threshold of the tantra, the great scholar also
mastered all precepts and the training of Vajrayana. Asanga'™ taught that
there are four doors which lead to moral fall: ignorance, disrespect,
idleness, excess of delusion. A person seeking happiness has to rigorously
avoid these portals.

The first door to moral downfall is ignorance. That is to say, not
knowing how sins are committed and how they can be avoided. In the Land
of Snow some people think to be enough just to repeat ritual formulas
(mantra), such as samaya'” one hundred thousand times. They consider it
too hard to practise all the teachings of the tantra. Some people confuse
elements of instruction between the upper tantra and the lower tantra. In
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brief, these people are too tired to study and to understand the various
precepts and doctrines of the four classes of tantra. Their mode of study
recalls a blind man proceeding along the edge of a precipice. The great
scholar, possessed with great devotion and blessings from the Buddhas,
achieved the extraordinary wisdom of omniscience conceming the ocean of
the satra and the rantra. He became therefore the best of all knowledge-
holders (rindzin).

The second door to moral downfall is disrespect towards lama, friends
and doctrinal instructions. When the great scholar was born, the almighty
lamp of the Buddhist faith was lit simultaneously. The greatest faith
immediately rose within him, whenever he remembered even small parts of
the deeds of the Buddha. He used to pray with great faith particularly in
front of the statue of Phagpawati of Kyirong,'"” Dampa Sangye of
Langkhor,'” Avalokitesvara of the Bodong E Monastery. He considered
faith as the essence of prayer. In particular, he had received all teachings of
the holy doctrine through the kindness of the Great Translator Dragpa
Gyaltshen. Therefore, he always remembered the benefit he had received
from his teacher and never violated his injunctions. Having little concern
for food and clothing, he was satisfied with very simple food such as
tsampa. Whenever he was reproached by his lama, he did not react by
losing his faith in him as would normally have happened in a youth of his
age. Instead he thought that the reproach came from the heart of his teacher
and was a sign of great kindness and concern. When he was about to take
the vow of fully ordained monk, he decided to request that Rendaba Shonnu
Lodro,'” the great scholar, be one of his teachers. Somebody reported that,
without permission from Dragpa Gyaltshen, Chole Namgyal had
established dharma relationships with others. On the basis of this account,
Dragpa Gyaltshen thought that he had already been instructed in the
teaching tradition of Rendaba and that this was a great fault on his part."”
Chole Namgyal, however, wondered how it could be believed that he had
established dharma relationships with others without having asked the
permission of the lama and he supposed that somebody must have reported
something incorrectly. He decided, therefore, that, as soon as he had the
chance, he would clear any doubt in the mind of his lama. When he heard
that Rendaba had come to visit Dragpa Gyaltshen, he considered this a
suitable occasion. Dragpa Gyaltshen told Chole Namgyal to welcome
Rendaba with incense upon his arrival. But this latter suggested that
somebody else should be sent and that he preferred to stay and wait with
him. Rendaba when he arrived, prostrated himself as a mark of great respect
for Dragpa Gyaltshen. Chole Namgyal received only a blessing by touching
foreheads. When Dragpa Gyaltshen saw this, he realized that the account he
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had received was not reliable and he gladly told Chole Namgyal that this
was a good chance to request Rendaba to act as his master of ritual. From
that time on, he always followed the instruction of Dragpa Gyaltshen and
became a precious pupil in his eyes. He established dharma relations with
other holy lamas and showed great devotion. He composed religious verses,
called ‘Dod pa ‘jo ba, in praise of Rendaba.

When he read the autobiographies of some of the holy lamas great faith
rose in him on account of the great deeds they performed for the benefit of
their followers. Even if he considered some elements as contradicting the
principles of the holy doctrine, he never criticized them altogether. Instead
he analyzed those points in great detail before giving his comments on
them. Furthermore, he could clearly discern between what he considered
valid and what needed to be criticized. He was extremely tolerant and his
faith was far removed from both extremes. In his great faith he never
showed disrespect towards his lama or others.

The third door to moral downfall can be avoided by refraining from
idleness. The great scholar studied and practised the tripitaka'’ and the four
classes of tantra day and night, without distracting his mind. He rejected all
disturbances as though he were merely spitting them out.

The fourth door to moral downfall is the excess of delusions, which can
be avoided by practising meditation. Needless to say Chole Namgyal was a
master of Mahayana. Already when he was young, and still residing with
his mother, he was aware that he had to reject any thought which produced
delusion. So, he used to meditate on the Supreme Yoga Tantra and he
became a master of the mandala of Body, Speech and Mind of Vajrasattva.
He had visions of “heroes” (pawo) and yogini and was blessed by them. He
received precious help from his protectors as well.

8) How he treated the eight worldly concerns with equanimity

There are eight worldly concerns: gain and loss. fame and infamy, praise
and slander. happiness and misery. The great scholar used to treat them
with equanimity. Even though he had gained great wealth like Vaisravana™'
no feeling of pleasure arose in him. Should he lose something precious. he
would not be affected by any feeling of sadness. At that time, great wealth
and honours were often heaped upon holy men. However, though the great
scholar was offered the wealth and honour which were his due by the local
population, while he was residing at Bodong, Langkhor, Shekar,
Gungthang, Gyam, Phure it was of no interest to him. Once an abbot called
Dondrubpel asked him: “Can you tell me the reason why you built a
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monastery in Pelthang?”'" he replied: “The mandala of our landscape'" is
filled with monasteries and lamas supported by wealthy patrons. As |
consider this a hindrance to followers of religion, I prefer to establish my
residence in a remote place”. These words sounded very reasonable.

His disciples and his retinue were also treated in like manner, from the
holy scholars and mahasiddha to the lowly man. Once, a lama called
Diildzin Ngawang said: “Some people in your retinue behave very rudely,
so I suggest that you keep your distance from them and, instead remain
close to those who are pure, such as the scholars Khedrub Sangye Palden
and Changsem Gyaltshen Konchog. Later he commented on it saying: ‘No
matter what people do, I am not affected by any impurity’. When Duldzin
Ngawang heard this, he realized that the mind of the great lama was beyond
conventional judgements. An even stronger faith was born in him and he
thought that the followers themselves should keep better control of their
own attitudes”. This was an example of the equanimity with which he was
able to treat his retinue.

He was never concerned with material belongings, precious or
worthless, great or small, and anybody could share his property. Those who
lived close to him in particular used to take everything without the slightest
fear. He had towards his own property the same detached attitude as he had
towards the dry grass at the crossroads. Furthermore, on one occasion
someone happened to steal gold belonging to him, there was an attempt by
some of his retinue to punish the thief in accordance to the civil law.
However the great scholar protected the thief in many ways. Once, a person
called Kiinsang had stolen a lot of gold. Most people of Choding were very
upset and punished him, even trying to kill him. The scholar, with great
compassion, saved his life. This shows how his infinite compassion was
extended towards even the most miserable people.

His attitude towards the rich offerings made to him by his people was
like that of a man both blind and deaf. He was unwilling to either see or to
hear anything of it. Once, in the monastery of Ngonga,'" a mandal'® was
offered to the statue of Buddha. Someone added an offering of some earrings
of precious pearls to the mandal. After concluding the ceremony, the great
scholar went back to his house of meditation having shown no particular
interest in the pearl earrings and merely commenting that for the mandal, an
offering whether it be grain or pearls was one and the same. From his
behaviour it can be concluded that he treated gain and loss impartially.

The great scholar received apt recognition. He was revered and praised
by learned people, saints, spiritual masters, as well as kings, ministers and
subjects. Yet, unlike a more worldly person, he attached scant importance to
the homage shown to him. It did not therefore become a hindrance to his
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study of the holy doctrine and his practice of meditation. When he took an
oath to pray and meditate day and night, even the power of a god like Visnu
could not distract his mind. The encumbrance of substantial offerings from
rich patrons could not bind him. All those around him could bear witness to
that.

Even when he suffered some serious illnesses he was able to keep his
mind in peace. While he was staying in Northern Lato, he suffered of a bad
haemorrhage from the nose which also developed into a disease of the
pneuma (lung)."® He was so weak that, if he stood up, he would
immediately fall. Even in such a condition he persisted in his thought of
benefitting all living beings, in his prayers and meditation. When he
performed his morming prostrations, some people of his retinue, considering
the weakness of his body, requested him to: “Please, prostrate only with
your mind”. He replied: “If I throw my body to the ground, it has some
meaning...”. Once, while prostrating, he collapsed to the ground and was
unable to speak. After a while he stood up and said: “This is a good sign,
my nose bleed will stop very soon”. Another time when some disputes
occurred in Southern Rulag'” between the lord and his retinue, the great
scholar acted as arbitrator and both parties accepted his wise words. Once,
having accepted invitations to visit certain places he suffered from a
problem with his foot on the evening prior to his departure. He said: *This
is not a good sign at this time. First I must cure my foot and then I will be
able to dedicate myself to the benefit of living beings”. He remained in
Choding until his foot had healed. Not long after he had recovered from this
illness he went to Southern Lato at the wish of the lord and his retinue. Just
after his arrival at the monastery of Phure, he suffered from another nose
bleed which lasted for nine days. The ground around him was red with
blood. His retinue was desperate. On the eighth day, he was lying with his
secretary Konchog Gyaltshen'" in the garden of the monastery and looking
up at the sky when he said to Konchog Gyaltshen: “Have you seen the
pretty turquoise girl?”". The secretary answered: “No, I haven’t”. “I saw a
vision of a pretty turquoise girl. She told me that the sickness was just a
deception of the senses, I believe that she was an incarnation of Tara, so
this illness is not a serious matter”. That night his nose stopped bleeding
and he returned to health without taking any medicines. All this shows that.
even when he was sick, Chole Namgyal persisted in his dedication to others
and did not care for himself. His tutelary deity (yidam) was always with
him and he had the good fortune to hear her words. Furthermore, if he
became sick while meditating, writing or being engaged in other activities.
he never manifested signs of his suffering and instead looked as though he
were drinking the nectar of the gods.

61



He was never attracted by worldly fame. Whenever anybody in his
retinue relayed to him the tributes which had been heard, he was totally
unreceptive from the depths of his mind. Once, he was ordered by Dragpa
Gyaltshen of Nedong'” to go there. Anybody else would have behaved like
the birds longing for rain when they hear the sound of thunder. Instead the
great scholar replied by merely sending a letter in which he explained that
he would have liked to go to U to pray and to make offerings to Jobo
Sakya'™ as well as to meet the great lord, but that he had to complete the
construction of a monastery and finish some texts he was writing. So, he
apologized for not being able to go. Later, when somebody asked the
teacher Shiba Lodro: “Which scholar is gifted with the broadest mind?”, he
was told: “Bodong Chogyal, because, even when he was invited by the lord
of Nedong, he showed no attachment to the idea. Anybody else who had
received even the smallest hint would have gone there immediately”. Once,
a great scholar called Dragpa Chungne sent a letter containing many verses
of praise and an invitation to visit. Chole Namgyal replied only to the effect
that if he had the chance he would go in the future. He was not flattered by
the verses. He was deaf to all tributes except for those dedicated to the
benefit of the holy doctrine.

Once, while he was residing at Choding with his retinue, some of the
army from Surtsho'' passed through the monastery. They robbed and
insulted the monks. Some of the monks reported this situation and wanted
to fight. Chole Namgyal replied: “We cannot commit any belligerent action,
let them take whatever they need”. This behaviour shows that in such
circumstances he felt as though he were giving up no more than a small
needle.

Once he ordered several hundred monks of Shekar and Dzongka'” to
construct a channel in Pemo Ganden. The monks worked very hard and the
great scholar often went with his little tent to the construction site to direct
and organize the work. One day, when the monks had gone to have their
mid-morning food, a flood washed away the whole construction. The
monks were upset by the destruction of their work which had cost the
monks and the great scholar a lot of effort. However, he told them:
“Samsara is impermanent, so it is obvious that this also is impermanent.
Such things are just like dreams and teach us all to dedicate ourselves to
meditation in retreat in order to attain holiness through religious devotion™.

He treated praise and blame with equanimity. Even if someone came
before him each day with praises, he showed no particular pleasure. If evil
people blamed him either to his face or behind his back, he retained a
peaceful mind and did not react. If all religious scholars had behaved in
such a way, this would have been an age of good fortune. Since the
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behaviour of the great scholar was far removed from worldly convention,
some in his retinue critically commented: “The great lord knows nothing of
worldly behaviour”.

Once, when he had proceeded to the region of Shang,'” he was invited
to Tagnag. There he was requested to reside for some time, but he did not
stay. He went instead to Segshing at the invitation of Namgyal Lingpa.'”
There he and his retinue faced some hardship. The secretary commented:
“Our Rinpoche must have had some conflicts with butter and meat. From
affluent Tagnag we came here to this miserable country”. In fact, the great
scholar was very familiar with worldly conduct, but never behaved
accordingly.

9) How he elevated the precious doctrine by debating

There are three fundamental activities of a scholar: teaching, debating
and composing.

The Great Scholar Chole Namgyal greatly benefitted the holy doctrine
by practising these three activities as follows:

In early times Padmasarnbhava ordered the Twelve Tenma goddesses,'™
to defend the Pure Land (Tibet) against sustainers of non-Buddhist thought
(mutegpa). This was a great blessing for Tibet. Still, in the case that debates
with great teachers of non-Buddhist traditions took place, a scholar had to
master not only logic but also the whole ocean of holy doctrines. Otherwise,
he could have been tempted into non-Buddhist thought.

The great scholar was very strong in debate. He had a perfect mastery of
all treatises on the holy doctrine, the high gods were always with him. he
could compose his mind in perfect rest for meditation and he possessed the
faculty of prescience. Once, the great lord of Southern Rulag, Lhatsen
Kyab, invited the famous scholar Yag Mipham,'* who was a great master of
philosophy, together with his disciples, to be his guests. At that time the
great scholar Chole Namgyal was residing in a hermitage close to Shekar
where he spent his time writing in great serenity. King Lhatsen Kyab sent a
message saying: “The leading scholar of our Land of Kailasa, Yag Mipham,
is here and has expressed his desire of entering into a debate with your great
abbot. He also requested the necessary arrangements be made. Would you
dare to take part in such a debate? If so, this would give me great
happiness”. Chole Namgyal replied: “‘Of course. This will not be difficult
for me. I will follow your wish”. The king rejoiced. A prominent disciple of
the great scholar, named Thugchepel. greatly worried when he heard that
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