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Introduction to Buddhist Tantra
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What is Tantra ?

Countless practices of several Asian religions
have been assimilated together by Western scholars
under the title “Tantra” The only commonality among
these practices is the use of ritual or sacramental
action to direct divine energies. The earliest Tantra
probably grew out of the Hindu-Vedic tradition.
Buddhist Tantra developed independently of Hindu for
many centuries, however, and they are barely related
now in spite of a surface resemblance.

Even If we limit our study to Buddhist Tantra,
we are still looking at a vast range of practices and
multiple definitions. Very broadly, most Buddhist
Tantra is a means to enlightenment through identity
with tantric deities. Itis sometimes also called “deity-
yoga.”

Itis import to understand that these deities are
not “believed in” as external spirits to be worshiped.
Rather, they are prototypes representing the tantric
practitioner’'s own deepest nature.

Mahayana and Vajrayana

We sometimes hear of three “Yanas” (vehicles)
of Buddhism - Hinayana (small vehicle), Mahayana
(great vehicle) and Vajrayana (diamond vehicle), with
Tantra being the distinguishing feature of Vajrayana.
Categorization of the many schools and sects of
Buddhism into these three categories is not helpful
to understanding Buddhism, however. The Vajrayana
sects are founded solidly on Mahayana philosophies
and doctrines; Tantra is method by which the
teachings are realized. The Vajrayana is best
understood and an wing of Mahayana.

Although Buddhist tantra is mostly associated
with the Vajrayana sects of Tibetan Buddhism, it is
by no means limited to Tibetan Buddhism. To a greater
of lesser degree, elements of Tantra can be found in
many Mahayana schools, especially in Japan.
Japanese Zen, Pure Land Tendai and Nichiren
Buddhism, for example, all have strong veins of Tantra

running through them
Japanese Shingon Buddhism
is thoroughly tantric.

Rajeeb Shrestha

Origins of Buddhist Tantra

As with many other
aspects of Buddhism, myth and history don't always
find their way to the same ball park.

Vajrayana Buddhists say tantric practices were
expounded by the historical Buddha. A king
approached the Buddha and explained that his
responsibilities did not allow him to abandon his
people and become a monk. Yet in his privileged
position he was surrounded by temptations and
pleasures. How could he realize enlightenment? The
Buddha responded by teaching the king tantric
practices that would transform pleasures into
transcendent realization.

Historians speculate that Tantra was developed
by Mahayana teachers in India very early in the first
millennia CE, possibly as a way to reach those who
weren’t responding to teachings from the sutras.

Wherever it came from, by the 7th century CE
tantric Buddhism was fully systemized in northern
India. This was significant to the development of
Tibetan Buddhism. the first Buddhist teachers in Tibet,
beginning in the 8th century with the arrival of
Padmasambhava, were tantric teachers from northern
India.

By contract, Buddhism reached China about the
year 1. Mahayana Buddhist sects that emerged in
China, such as Pure Land and Zen, also incorporate
tantric practices, but these are not nearly as elaborate
asin Tibetan Tantra.

Sutraversus Tantra

Vajrayana teachers compare what they call
the gradual, casual or sutra path of Buddhism to the
speedier Tantra path. By “sutra” path, they mean
following the Precepts, developing meditative
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concentration and studying sutras to develop seeds,
or causes, of enlightenment. In this way enlightenment
will be realized in the future. Tantra, on the other hand,
is a means to bring this future result into the present
moment by realizing oneself as and enlightened being.

The Pleasure Principle

I've already defined Buddhist Tantra as “a means
to enlightenment through identity with tantric deities.”
This is a definition that works for most tantric practices
in Mahayana and Vajrayana.

Vajrayana Buddhism also defines Tantra as a
means to channel the energy of desire and transform
the experience of pleasure into realization of
enlightenment. According to the late Lama Thubten
Yeshe, “The same desirous energy that ordinarily
propels us from one unsatisfactory situation is
transmuted, through the alchemy of Tantra, into a
transcendental experience of bliss and wisdom. The
practioner focuses the penetrating brilliance of this
blissful wisdom so that is cuts like a laser beam

through all false projections of this and that and
pierces the very heart of reality.” (Introduction to
Tantra: A Vision of Totality [1987], P. 37)

Behind Closed Doors

In Vajrayana Buddhism, the practitioner is initiated
into incremental levels of esoteric teachings under
the guidance of a guru. Upper-level rituals and
teachings are not made public. This esotericism,
combined with the sexual nature of much Vajrayana
art, has led to much winking and nudging about upper-
level Tantra. Vajrayana teachers say most of the
practices of Buddhist Tantra are not sexual, and what
is mostly involves visualizations. Many tantric masters
are celibate. It's likely nothing goes on in upper-level
Tantra that couldn’t be shown to schoolchildren. |
believe the reason for the secretiveness is that the
teachings could easily be misunderstood or misused
by people who are not being properly guided by and
authentic teacher.
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Knowledge and Behaviour

Man is a rational being. In the whole world
and in the entire creation perhaps there is not a
thing that is not perceptible to human intelligence.
Human intelligence has put limits even on the
vastness of land and the water. Moreover, human
intelligence has challenged the infinity of the sky
and space by inventing aircrafts and spacecrafts.
Man cannot swim or walk in the sky as in the water
of land. Yet, he travels in the sky by an airplane.
Swimming and walking is purely a physical activity
whereas travelling in the sky by an airplane is
concerned with brainpower rather than physical
power of man. Both physical and brainpower is
motivated by knowledge, which originates in brain.
It is knowledge that puts limits on everything
including the brain itself.

Man sees with eyes. Without eyes, he cannot
see anything. Eye is an essential instrument to
see things. Man cannot give physical description
of things unless he sees them. He can only
imagine things If he does not see them. Dreams,
imagination and reality are different aspects of
human life. Seeing things with eyes is concerned
with reality. Dreams and imagination are related to
mental faculty. They occur only in mind. Knowledge
alone can analysis them. Only human beings have
mental faculty, which gives them an advantage over
other animals in the creation. Human beings use
their intelligence to draw conclusions.

There are countless types of living beings.
Man has not seen many of them. Yet, man has
concluded that there are 84 hundred thousand
types of living beings in the universe. Each type of
living being is regarded as a separate stage of life.
Itis also believed that all the creatures in the world
pass through 84 hundred thousand cycles of life
and, eventually, they are born as human beings.
Human life is believed to be the last cycle of life
some sin and the reward for righteousness. Many
people believe in such scriptures and pray to the

NHTeToglotidig

god to reward them with good
life in next birth. This shows
that people learn from
scriptures and other
sources, and they behave
accordingly.

Pro. Suwarna Sakya

People go to school and collage to get
education. They get certificate of their education.
When they become educated, they teach others.
They talk about wisdom and meritorious deeds.
However, education is finite. People learn what they
like. That is why different people become learned
in different subjects. It is not necessary that
illiterate people are uneducated as well. Learning
and education are not the same. Learning is a
process. It never ends. To learn is human tendency.
One can learn by seeing or experience. Man has
desire. He does anything to satisfy his desire. He
learns the way to satisfy his desires. In course of
learning things, he learns what he should and should
not do. Learning expands wisdom and wisdom
sharpens learning, in turn. People who have studied
alot and hold certificate of education are regarded
as learned scholars in any society. They are
regarded eligible even for state affairs. So, people
compete for education. Schools and colleges are
opened to give education to people from their early
childhood. Level of education is determined by the
government itself. People covet education. Parents
want their children to be well educated. People want
to be called educated. They prepare themselves to
go through examination to get certificate of their
education. They always want to upgrade their
educational qualification. People’s craze for
educational certificate sometimes leads them to
doing unfair activities such as cheating at
examination, rote learning or attempting to have a
sneak preview of question papers.

Education is one of the basic needs of human
beings. So, people are concerned with education.
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Even those people who are deprived of education
due to poverty or other reasons have great regrets
about being deprived of education or unable to give
education to their children. Man acquires education
but knowledge is an inherent quality. It is not
necessary to get any formal education to gain
knowledge. However, education helps people t
increase knowledge and its level. Education is
sometimes taken as a formality. Most people do
not pay attention to putting their education into
practice. However, unlike education, knowledge
encourages people to be concerned with and put
their learning into practice. Sometimes wise people
also get confused and anxious, when they get
confused. Knowledge protects them and they will
not deviate from what is right and appropriate. In
Sanskrit, it is said that ‘Buddhirjananena
Suddhayati’, which means ‘knowledge purifies
wisdom’. Hence, knowledge is consciousness.
Supreme knowledge makes people fully aware and
conscious. Wise people are less confused than
lay people are. Knowledge makes wise people able
to perceive even invisible subjects. This special
faculty of human brain is called ‘jnana Chakshu’,
which literally means ‘wisdom eye’. Even wise
people admit to the god and their seniors that they
still have a lot to learn. The concept of 84 hundred
thousand cycles of life may be merely a speculation
of wise people. Scriptures tell are the creation of
human knowledge. So, people believe in scriptures
largely. There are different levels of knowledge but
the levels of knowledge are infinite.

Knowledge makes people practical but people
very often fail to pay attention to knowledge. To
neglect knowledge means not to be fully practical.
People educate themselves but fail to behave
accordingly. Learned people also fail to put their
learning into practice. This vicious circle of failure
to put knowledge into practice is certainly a stain
on the character of an educated man. Man is a
rational being. He is conscientious. His
conscientiousness makes him practical and tactful
in behavior. When man fails to behave in a practical
way his conscience will also become useless. So,
conscientious people practice ‘Jnanayog’ (an
approach pertaining to knowledge) and put

3T

emphasis on doing good and virtuous deeds. This
is the reason why sages and yogis pursue spiritual
knowledge and assimilate behaviorism.

Science is based on practice. So, people easily
believe in science. In this 215t century, people praise
the progress in science wholeheartedly and regard
old thoughts as impractical and out of date.
However, they do not stop deceiving others. In fact,
good behavior keeps discipline and is intended not
to do injustice or be unfair to other. To show regard
for others while doing food to oneself is a sign of
good behavior in true sense. It is customary for
people to start their work at an auspicious hour. To
start work at an auspicious hour is also a way to
be practical in terms of time. To think only about
one’s own interest and pay little regard for others’
interest is certainly not a sigh of good behavior.
Behavior is a particular way of doing things towards
others. Awareness and honesty are the
characteristics of good behavior. Without awareness
and honesty, no behavior can be humane. Social
behavior of human beings is quite different from the
behavior of other animals and demons. The behavior
of a conscientious person is always guided by
conscience, intelligence, knowledge and wisdom.
If one’s behavior is not guided by conscience, it
cannot be regarded as humane. If people claim to
be rational beings and their life superior to the rest
of the 84 hundred thousand cycles of life. Their
own behavior must reveal their superior quality.
Buddha'’s teachings say that human behavior can
be learned in course of searching for and pursuing
spiritual knowledge. Sheela (precepts), Samadhi
(concentration of mind), Prajna (spiritual
knowledge) and Karuna (compassion) are practical
teachings of Buddha. These teachings are intended
to teach people how to make their behavior
humane. The noble eightfold path preached by
Buddha serves as the guideline for people. Buddha
is a great person who has put more emphasis on
behavior rather than on knowledge and education.
For Buddha, knowledge is more important than
education and behavior is even more important than
knowledge. Thus, we see Buddha is a great
practical teacher.
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