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Introduction

So that living beings might attain great liberation, or full  
enlightenment, Buddha revealed two paths: the com-
mon path and the uncommon path. Here, ’path’ refers to 
an internal path or spiritual realization that leads us to 
liberation from suffering, or permanent inner peace. The 
uncommon path is the Vajrayana path. Vajrayana path, 
Tantric path, and path of Secret Mantra are synonyms. 
These are explained extensively in this book. The common 
path is revealed by Buddha in his Sutra teachings. The 
stages of the common path are the twenty-one spiritual 
paths from the realization of relying upon the Spiritual 
Guide up to the realization of superior seeing. These are 
known as ’Lamrim’, or the ’stages of the path’. Training 
in these common paths is the foundation for the practice 
of the Vajrayana path. The Vajrayana path is like a vehicle 
that takes us directly to our final destination, and the com-
mon paths are like the road on which that vehicle travels. 
Therefore, to extract the greatest essence from this precious 
human life by attaining full enlightenment, we need first 
to train in the common paths of Lamrim, and then in the 
uncommon Vajrayana paths.

The practices of all the common paths are included in a 
very condensed Lamrim text composed by Je Tsongkhapa, 
which is usually known as the Prayer of the Stages of the Path. 
This text is like the root text of Lamrim. It does not require 
a separate commentary, because if we study a complete  
presentation of Lamrim, such as that found in Joyful Path 
of Good Fortune or The New Meditation Handbook, we shall 
naturally understand the entire meaning of this root text.
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If you want to practise the Vajrayana paths explained 
in this book, you should receive a Highest Yoga Tantra 
empowerment such as the empowerment of Heruka or 
Vajrayogini, and train in Lamrim, the stages of the path. 
You should memorize the Prayer of the Stages of the Path and 
recite it mentally or verbally every day while concentrat-
ing on its meaning. Then, whenever you want to read this 
book, please begin by reciting this root text. First visualize 
the holy beings as follows:

In the space before me is the living Buddha Shakyamuni, 
surrounded by all the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, like the full 
moon surrounded by stars.

Then recite the prayer:

prayer of the stages of the path

The path begins with strong reliance
On my kind Teacher, source of all good;
O Bless me with this understanding
To follow him with great devotion.

This human life with all its freedoms,
Extremely rare, with so much meaning;
O Bless me with this understanding
All day and night to seize its essence.

My body, like a water bubble,
Decays and dies so very quickly;
After death come results of karma,
Just like the shadow of a body.

With this firm knowledge and remembrance
Bless me to be extremely cautious,
Always avoiding harmful actions 
And gathering abundant virtue.

Samsara’s pleasures are deceptive,
Give no contentment, only torment;
So please bless me to strive sincerely
To gain the bliss of perfect freedom.
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O Bless me so that from this pure thought
Come mindfulness and greatest caution,
To keep as my essential practice
The doctrine’s root, the Pratimoksha.

Just like myself all my kind mothers
Are drowning in samsara’s ocean;
O So that I may soon release them,
Bless me to train in bodhichitta.

But I cannot become a Buddha 
By this alone without three ethics;
So bless me with the strength to practise
The Bodhisattva’s ordination.

By pacifying my distractions
And analyzing perfect meanings,
Bless me to quickly gain the union 
Of special insight and quiescence.

When I become a pure container
Through common paths, bless me to enter
The essence practice of good fortune, 
The supreme vehicle, Vajrayana.

The two attainments both depend on
My sacred vows and my commitments;
Bless me to understand this clearly
And keep them at the cost of my life.

By constant practice in four sessions,
The way explained by holy Teachers,
O Bless me to gain both the stages,
Which are the essence of the Tantras.

May those who guide me on the good path,
And my companions all have long lives;
Bless me to pacify completely
All obstacles, outer and inner.

May I always find perfect Teachers,
And take delight in holy Dharma,
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Accomplish all grounds and paths swiftly,
And gain the state of Vajradhara.

It is often said that the path of Tantra is superior to the 
path of Sutra, but to understand why this is so we need to 
engage in a precise study of both Sutra and Tantra; other-
wise our statements about the superiority of Tantra will be 
mere words. Moreover, if we do not study both Sutra and 
Tantra well, we shall find it difficult to understand how 
to practise the union of Sutra and Tantra, and then there 
will be a great danger of our either rejecting the practice of 
Tantra or ignoring the practice of Sutra.

The teachings of Tantra, or Secret Mantra as it is some-
times called, are the rarest and most precious of Buddha’s 
teachings. It is only by following the path of Secret Mantra 
that we can attain enlightenment, or Buddhahood. Why 
can we not attain full enlightenment just by practising the 
paths of Sutra? There are two main reasons. First, to attain 
Buddhahood we need to accomplish both the Truth Body 
and the Form Body of a Buddha. Although Sutra teachings 
present a general explanation of how these two bodies are 
accomplished in dependence upon the stages of the path 
of wisdom and method, they do not give precise explan-
ations of the actual direct, substantial causes of these two 
bodies. The direct, substantial cause of the Truth Body is 
meaning clear light, and the direct, substantial cause of the 
Form Body is the illusory body. These are explained only 
in Secret Mantra.

The second reason why Sutra paths cannot lead us to 
full enlightenment is that Sutra teachings do not present 
methods for overcoming the very subtle obstructions to 
omniscience – the subtle dualistic appearances associated 
with the minds of white appearance, red increase and 
black near-attainment. These three minds become manifest 
when our inner winds dissolve within the central channel 
during sleep, during the death process or during comple-
tion stage meditation. Although these minds are subtle 
minds, they are nevertheless contaminated minds because 
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their objects – the appearance of space pervaded by white 
light, the appearance of space pervaded by red light and 
the appearance of space pervaded by darkness – appear 
as inherently existent. These appearances of inherent 
existence are subtle dualistic appearances and very subtle 
obstructions to omniscience. Because Sutra teachings do 
not explain how to recognize the subtle minds of white 
appearance, red increase and black near-attainment, Sutra 
Bodhisattvas are unable even to recognize the subtle dual-
istic appearances associated with them, let alone abandon 
them. In general, dualistic appearance is the appearance 
to a mind of both its object and inherent existence. All the 
minds of living beings, with the exception of the exalted 
awareness of meditative equipoise of Superior beings, have 
this appearance.

A direct realization of emptiness with a gross mind 
does not have the power to overcome the subtle dualistic 
appearances associated with the minds of white appear-
ance, red increase and black near-attainment. The only way 
to abandon these subtle dualistic appearances is to realize 
emptiness directly with a very subtle mind of clear light. 
Since the methods for manifesting and using the very sub-
tle mind of clear light are explained only in Secret Mantra, 
anyone who wishes to attain Buddhahood definitely needs 
to enter this path.

It is said that only the fourth, eleventh, and last of the 
thousand Buddhas of this Fortunate Aeon will teach Secret 
Mantra. Does this mean that the followers of the other 
Buddhas will not have the opportunity to attain enlighten-
ment? For example, will no one attain enlightenment under 
the guidance of Buddha Maitreya? Although Buddha 
Maitreya will not teach Tantra, many of his followers will 
reach the tenth Sutra ground of a Bodhisattva by practising 
his Sutra teachings. Then the Buddhas of the five families 
throughout the ten directions will appear to them, grant 
them Tantric empowerments and show them how to attain 
meaning clear light, the fourth of the five stages of com-
pletion stage. By meditating on meaning clear light, these  
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Bodhisattvas will eventually attain Buddhahood. Therefore, 
even though Buddha Maitreya will not personally reveal 
the path of Secret Mantra, he will nevertheless open the 
way for countless living beings to attain Buddhahood.

Buddha taught three ’vehicles’, or means to progress 
towards enlightenment: the Hinayana, the Paramitayana 
and the Vajrayana. Of these, the Vajrayana, or Secret 
Mantra Vehicle is the supreme vehicle because it takes us 
directly to Buddhahood. If we engage in Tantric practice 
wholeheartedly, with a pure motivation and deep faith, we 
shall attain full enlightenment easily and swiftly without 
having to endure great hardships. We should therefore con-
sider ourself extremely fortunate to have the opportunity 
to study these teachings on Secret Mantra.

The gateway to the practice of Secret Mantra is receiving 
a Tantric empowerment from a qualified Tantric Spiritual 
Guide. We then need to learn precisely how to practise 
Secret Mantra, and how to progress through the spiritual 
grounds and paths by depending upon Tantric practice. 
If we understand this clearly and unmistakenly, and put 
our understanding into practice sincerely, we can attain 
Buddhahood in this very life.

Some people say that Buddhahood is an unattainable 
goal, while others say that Secret Mantra is too advanced 
and that it is better to concentrate on Sutra. Such ideas are 
quite common nowadays, but those who have received 
Tantric empowerments must not allow themselves to 
become discouraged in this way. If we give up the wish 
to attain Buddhahood because we think it is unattainable 
we shall incur a root downfall of our Bodhisattva vows; 
and if we abandon the intention to practise Secret Mantra 
because we think it is too difficult we shall incur a root 
downfall of our Tantric vows. Through studying the teach-
ings on Tantric grounds and paths given in this book, we 
shall understand how it is possible to attain Buddhahood 
by relying upon Secret Mantra, and we shall develop great 
enthusiasm for Tantric practice. In this way, we shall be 
protected from breaking our Bodhisattva and Tantric vows.
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We may wonder why, if Secret Mantra is the direct path 
to Buddhahood, did Buddha teach the Sutra paths at all? 
The reason is that Sutra is the foundation for Tantra. Tantra 
is like an aeroplane that takes us directly to Buddhahood, 
but Sutra is like the runway. Without a runway an aero-
plane cannot take off, and without the foundation of Sutra 
we  cannot attain authentic experience of Secret Mantra. 
Therefore, those who wish to attain Buddhahood need to 
practise the union of Sutra and Tantra.

To become a fully enlightened being we must accomplish 
all the paths to Buddhahood. In general, there are two 
types of path: external paths and internal paths. We can 
understand external paths by consulting maps and so 
forth, but they do not help us to reach liberation. Even if 
we travelled in a spaceship to the other side of the uni-
verse, we would never reach liberation. The only way to 
reach liberation is to follow correct internal paths, which 
are explained only in Dharma.

Buddhas have ten special qualities not possessed by 
sentient beings, which are called the ’ten forces’, and one 
of these is the force knowing all paths. Buddhas know all 
internal paths and where they lead to. Out of their great 
compassion, they teach living beings how to discriminate 
between correct paths and incorrect paths. If Buddhas 
did not teach Dharma, we would never know about the 
paths to liberation and, because of our familiarity with 
self-grasping, we would wander in samsara forever with 
no hope of escape. We have been following incorrect paths 
since beginningless time but now, through the kindness of 
Buddha Shakyamuni, we have the opportunity to study a 
complete presentation of the spiritual paths to liberation 
and full enlightenment.

There are two types of internal path: mundane internal 
paths and supramundane internal paths. Mundane internal 
paths lead us deeper into samsara, whereas supramundane 
internal paths lead us to liberation and enlightenment. 
There are two types of mundane path: virtuous mundane 
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paths and non-virtuous mundane paths. Virtuous mundane 
paths are virtuous actions that lead to rebirth as a human 
being, demi-god or god, and non-virtuous mundane paths 
are non-virtuous actions that lead to rebirth as an animal, 
a hungry ghost or a hell being. Detailed explanations of  
mundane paths can be found in Buddha’s teachings on 
karma and the twelve dependent-related links.

Supramundane paths are virtuous minds that lead to 
liberation and enlightenment. With respect to supramun-
dane paths, path, ground, spiritual vehicle and exalted 
awareness are synonyms. The definition of spiritual path 
is an exalted awareness conjoined with non-fabricated  
renunciation. There are two types of spiritual path: 
Hinayana paths and Mahayana paths. There are five 
Hinayana paths: the Hinayana paths of accumulation, 
preparation, seeing, meditation and No More Learning. 
Hinayana paths lead to the small enlightenment of a Hearer 
or the middling enlightenment of a Solitary Conqueror. 
There are also five Mahayana paths: the Mahayana paths 
of accumulation, preparation, seeing, meditation and No 
More Learning. Mahayana paths lead to the complete  
enlightenment of a Buddha.

The definition of spiritual ground is a clear realization 
that acts as the foundation of many good qualities. Like  
spiritual paths, spiritual grounds are of two types: Hinayana 
grounds and Mahayana grounds. There are eight Hinayana 
grounds, all of which are included in the five Hinayana 
paths; and there are ten Mahayana grounds, all of which 
are included in the five Mahayana paths. Just as the earth is 
the basis for the growth of plants, trees, crops and so forth, 
so the Hinayana grounds are the basis for the develop- 
ment of Hinayana good qualities, and the Mahayana 
grounds are the basis for the development of Mahayana 
good qualities.

The definition of spiritual vehicle is an exalted awareness 
that leads to one’s final spiritual destination. There are two 
types of spiritual vehicle: the Hinayana, or Lesser Vehicle, 
and the Mahayana, or Great Vehicle. The Mahayana is  
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subdivided into the Paramitayana, or Perfection Vehicle, 
and the Vajrayana, or Vajra Vehicle. Of the five paths, the 
first four are known as ’progressing paths’, or ’progressing 
vehicles’, because they take us to our final spiritual destin- 
ation; and the fifth path, the Path of No More Learning, is 
known as the ’Resultant Path’, or the ’Effect Vehicle’.

The definition of exalted awareness is a spiritual realiza-
tion that knows perfectly the nature of its principal object.  
All spiritual paths are exalted awarenesses. Exalted aware-
ness differs from wisdom in that wisdom necessarily realizes  
its object through its own power, whereas exalted aware-
ness may realize its object through the power of another 
mind. Bodhichitta, for example, is an exalted awareness but 
not a wisdom. Bodhichitta knows the nature of its principal 
object, enlightenment, but it does so through the power of 
its attendant mental factor wisdom rather than through its 
own power. By the same token, other mental factors asso-
ciated with bodhichitta, such as concentration, intention  
and feeling, are also exalted awarenesses but not wisdoms.

Thus, bodhichitta is at once a path, a ground, a spiritual 
vehicle and an exalted awareness. From the point of view 
of its leading to enlightenment, it is a path; from the point 
of view of its being the foundation of the many good qual-
ities of the Mahayana, it is a ground; from the point of 
view of its being the means to progress towards enlight-
enment, it is a vehicle; and from the point of view of its 
knowledge and its way of understanding its object, it is an 
exalted awareness.

Because living beings have varying inclinations and 
mental capacities, Buddha Shakyamuni taught three vehi-
cles: the Hinayana, the Paramitayana and the Vajrayana. To 
suit those of limited aspiration who are mainly concerned 
with their own release from suffering, Buddha taught the 
Hinayana. Hinayanists are very aware of the faults of 
attachment and regard attachment as their main object to 
be abandoned. For this reason, the Hinayana is sometimes 
known as the ’Separation from Attachment Vehicle’. To 
abandon attachment temporarily, Hinayanists renounce 
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their families, homes and so forth, retire to an isolated 
place, and meditate on unattractiveness; and to abandon 
attachment completely they meditate on emptiness.

For those who are attracted to the vast path, Buddha 
expounded the Paramitayana, in which he taught the 
six perfections and the ten Bodhisattva grounds. The 
main objects to be abandoned by Bodhisattvas are the 
obstructions to omniscience. Bodhisattvas are not afraid 
of attachment, because they know how to transform it 
into the spiritual path. Just as farmers use impure sub-
stances such as manure to fertilize their soil, so Superior 
Bodhisattvas use delusions such as attachment as aids to 
attaining Buddhahood, having rendered them harmless 
through the strength of their wisdom and compassion.

For those who are attracted to profound Dharma, 
Buddha taught the third vehicle, the Vajrayana. The 
Vajrayana, or Secret Mantra Vehicle, is sometimes called 
the ’Attachment Vehicle’ because, instead of trying to 
abandon attachment immediately, practitioners of this 
vehicle use attachment as an aid to generating spontaneous 
great bliss, with which they then meditate on emptiness. 
Furthermore, when they finally attain enlightenment, even 
though they have no desirous attachment they neverthe-
less display the aspect of having attachment by appearing 
as Tantric Buddhas in the aspect of Father and Mother in 
sexual embrace.

Although we can transform attachment into the spiritual 
path by practising Secret Mantra, we need great skill to be 
able to do this because normally, when attachment devel-
ops strongly, it automatically disturbs our peaceful mind. 
The main reason why most Buddhas will not expound 
Secret Mantra is that there is a danger that unqualified 
practitioners will use it for the sake of worldly pleasure; 
and qualified practitioners among disciples are very rare. 
Buddha Shakyamuni, however, is an exception. Through 
the power of his previous prayers and special determin-
ation, his disciples have special karma to practise Secret 
Mantra.
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There is a prophecy that when the Dharma of Buddha 
Shakyamuni is about to end, the practice of Secret Mantra 
will briefly flourish very widely in this world, as a candle  
flame flickers brightly just before it finally burns out. It 
appears that nowadays there are many books about Tantra, 
many Teachers teaching Tantra and many students try-
ing to practise Tantra. However, not all these books and 
teachings are pure and authentic. Therefore, it is becoming 
increasingly important to discriminate between authentic 
Tantric teachings and those that have been mixed with 
non-Buddhist teachings. We are extremely fortunate to 
have met the completely pure Tantric teachings that have 
been passed down from Buddha Shakyamuni through 
Je Tsongkhapa and many realized Teachers of the new 
Kadampa Tradition. Je Tsongkhapa, who was an emanation 
of the Wisdom Buddha Manjushri, clarified many aspects 
of Tantric practice that had frequently been misunderstood 
in the past. In particular, he showed how it is possible, and 
indeed essential, to practise the union of Sutra and Tantra. 
Before Je Tsongkhapa appeared, many people thought that 
Secret Mantra and Vinaya moral discipline were contra-
dictory, and that one person could not practise both; but 
Je Tsongkhapa showed how, rather than being contra-
dictory with the Vinaya, the practice of Secret Mantra is the 
supremely skilful means for keeping the Vinaya discipline 
purely. I feel extremely fortunate to be able to pass on the 
pure Tantric teachings of Je Tsongkhapa, and the reader 
too should feel fortunate to have the opportunity to study 
them.

the good qualities of secret mantra

We can understand the nature, functions and good qual-
ities of Secret Mantra by considering the various names 
that Buddha gave to it: Secret Vehicle, Mantra Vehicle, 
Effect Vehicle, Vajra Vehicle, Method Vehicle and Tantric 
Vehicle. These will now be explained.
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