
Chapter 17

Literature on Consecration (Rab gnas')t

Yael Bentor

Introduction
Indian and Tibetan works on consecration (pratis[ha,rab gnas) of

sacred objects such as stupas and images are included by Tibetan

authors within the general category of cho ga (aidhi), a term which
might be very broadly translated "ritual" or "ritual meth od." Ritual

texts constitute a significant part of nearly every Tibetan library.
Furthermore, in the majority of Tibetan monasteries the perfor-
mance of rituals is the principal undertaking of most monks. Even

in monastic educational institutions monks devote part of their
time to rituals. It should be emphasized that almost all forms of
Tibetan meditation are highly ritualized and therefore fall within
this category as well. Western scholarship, however, has not yet
adequately reflected this Tibetan preoccupation with ritual.2 The

present study attempts to help fill this gap through a brief over-

'oie* of the Tibetan consecration ritual and its literature.3 Not only
are consecrations one of the rituals most frequently performed by
reincarnate lamas and abbots, they are also the means by which
religious objects are made sacred or holy.

The Obiects To Be Consecrated

Consecrated objects are classified, following one of the most fun-
damental Tibetan Buddhist classifications, into receptacles of the

Buddha's body, speech and mind. The receptacles of the Buddha's
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(2) Ceneration of the receptacle as the dam tshig sems dpo'
(samayasattaa) of one's yi dam (rten bskyed).

(3) Invitation of the ye shes sems dpa' (jnnnasattaa) into the re-
ceptacle (spyan 'dren), and its absorption (bstim) tnto the
dam tshig sems dpo' (dam ye gnyis su med pn).

(a) Transformation of the receptacle back into its conventional
appearance of an image, stupa, book, etc. (rten bsgyur).

(5) Requesting the ye shes senls dpo' to remain in the recep-
tacle as long as samsara lasts (brtan bzhugs) (cf. Cabez6n,
in this volume).

The mode of transformation which renders the receptacle sa-
cred in the first three steps is none other than the principal tantric
ritual-the basis of the generation process, which is also variously
applied according to the specific circumstances of each ritual. It is
the tantric ritual par excellence.e Thus, in a process parallel to that
of transforming oneself into one's chosen deity by means of a

sadhana practice, or to that of generating a deity in front of oneself,
or in a vase, the receptacle is transformed into the nature of ye shes

sems dpo'. Through the fourth step, the deity invited to abide therein
takes the appearance of that receptacle. It is no longer a conglom-
erate of profane substances but an embodiment of the deity. This
process provides a very concise parallel to the perfection process
(sampannakraTna, rdzogs rim) of dissolution into nondual emptiness
or clear light, and to the concluding step of sadhana practice, in
which the practitioners emerge once more in the world as emana-
tions of a buddha. 'Dul 'dzrn Grags pa rgyal mtshan (1374-1434)
explains this step as follows:

...think that the form of that deity [invited into the receptacle] is
transformed completely and turns into the appearance of that
cast image, painting and so forth.... With regard to books, think
that sNang ba mtha' yas and his consort, having dissolved into
light, transform into the form of letters. (378)10

The fifth step, which is specific to consecrations, does not involve
a transformation in the receptacle.

The most crucial aspect of the consecration, &s well as of most
other tantric rituals-the nature of the ye shes sems dpo' invited
into the receptacle-remains elusive. The tradition seems to be
deliberately vague about this point. Usually the sets of terms used
in relation to tantric practices are different from those employed
in philosophical deliberations. While in the latter case there can
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visuahzed yi dam. Moreover, that which embodies the receptacle
is not only the nonduality of the ye shes sems dpo'but the nondualitl'
formed by the absorption of the ye shes sems dpo' into the dam tshig
sems dpo'. Any use of concrete terms for that which is present in
the receptacle would place limits on its sacred nature.

These two aspects of the ye shes sems dpo', which correspond to
the Form Body (rupakaya,gzugs sku) and Dharma Body (dharmakaya,

chos sku), are parallel also to the two major concepts, central to our
understanding of consecrated receptacles, to be discussed under
the two following headings.

The Receptacle as an Emanation of a Buddha
The entity invited to the receptacle is seen as one of the Form Bod-
ies of a buddha. The following verse from the Rab tu gnas pa mdor
bsdus pa'i rgyud ("Consecration Tantra"; RNDG) is recited in al-
most every consecration.

As all the buddhas, from [their] abodes in Tusita heaven, en-
tered the womb of Queen MayA, likewise may you enterl2 this
reflected image (gzugs brnyan).(RNDG sDe dge: 293-294)

A buddha is invited to abide in a receptatle in a manner reflecting
the periodic birth of an Emanation Body (nirmanakaya, sprul sku)
of the buddhas in the samsaric world according to the Maha-
yAna conception. (This verse alludes also to the notion that a ne\^r

receptacle is not created but "born.") Similarly,in the consecra-
tion work by Brag phug dGe bshes (b. 1926) the ritual master
requests:

Muy these receptacles consecrated by me, the aajraholder, hav-
ing become receptacles of worship and loci of prostration for all
beings, actually perform the actions of the Emanation Body of a
buddh a. (299-300)

Guru bKra shis distinguishes three types of Emanation Bodies.

The supreme Emanation Bodies (mchog gi sprul sku) are those
appearit',g in the world in the manner of the twelve deeds [of
the Buddhal. The born Emanation Bodies (tWt ba sprul sku) are
those appearing as sentient beings in the manner of aryas, ordi-
nary people, etc. Made Emanation Bodies (bzo sprul sku) are those
appearing in an unanirnated manneq such as stupas, boats and
bridges. (vol. 1: 128-129)
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And
Everything compounded as dhartnas, which are comprised of
both the grasped and the graspet the entire animated and
unanimated three worlds, has from the very beginning reached
the nature of clear light. The ye shes sems dpo', which is not con-
ditioned by another, abides pervading itself, as does the sesame
oil in the sesame [seed]. This is known as naturally arrived-at
establishing/consecration (rab gnas). (157)

The paradox of inviting the ye shes sems dpo', which is omni-
present without ever being established, is dealt with in a number
of consecration works. The following dialogue contained in the
RI'/DG is an especially noteworthy example.

The bodhisattvas asked: "O Blessed One! How do the Victori-
ous Ones establish/consecrate (rab gnas) all the unestablished/
unconsecrated (rab tu mi gnas pa) dharmas?"

The Blessed One replied: "All the buddhas firmly abide with-
out any establishing/consecration. [They] abide, as space does,
in everything. The alternative viewpoint is false imputation (rab

tu brtags). In the case of relative worldly truth there is the false
imputation of establishing/consecration. When examined from
the point of view of ultimate truth, who blesses what how? From
the beginning [it was there] unproduced. So how could it be
established/consecrated? This has been taught only as a basis
for comprehension by sentient beings who have just set foot on
the path." (RNDC sDe dge: 292-293)

The answer is given here in terms of the two truths. The notion
of establishing a buddha in a receptacle exists only in relative truth.
In ultimate truth, consecration is an impossibility. The theory of
the two truths is applied here in order to harmontze ritual prac-
tice with certain theoretical positions. Since these answers are of-
fered also by ritual manuals, it is likely that they would serve the
point of view of ritualists, as will become evident below.

This position of the RIJDG is taken up also by several renowned
authors of consecration manuals. Grags pa ryyal mtshan (1147-
7216) says:

In ultimate truth, by performing consecration of the tathAgata
image one does not make any improvement on it; by not per-
forming it there is no impairment. Still, consecration was taught

::.:,ffi:*TH#:i,il ;ffffi:',?ill;"$ ll' 
the sake of in-

Thus, in ultimate truth the consecration has no effect. Its value is
only for the devotee who perceives it in conventional truth. The
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Therefore, in ultimate truth, all phenomena being without men-
tal elaborations, there is not any ritual there; when there is not
e'.: iill the Buddha himself, there is no need to mention any other
ritual. A11 the classifications of the cause, the path and the result
are relative truth. Individual liberation, mind of enlightenment,
initiation and so forth, and to that extent also ritual and medita-
tive visualization, &s well as the whole profound interdepen-
dent origination, the classification of the ground and the path,
and even obtaini^g perfect buddhahood, are relative truth and
not ultimate truth. GA7.D

On the other hand, religious practice is possible only on the level
of conventional truth. Furthermore, it is on the basis of such con-
ventional practices that the ultimate truth can be attained.

The absolute cannot be understood independently of general
[Buddhist] practice (ayaaahara). Without the ladder of genuine
relativity a wise man cannot ascend to the top of the palace of
reality (tattaa). (Satyadaayaaatara 20, translated in Lindtner: 195)

This verse of Atisa relies not only on Bhavaviveka,ls but also on
Candrakirti's Madhyamakaaatara (YI, S0): "The relative truth func-
tions as the means, the absolute truth functions as the goal"
(Lindtner: I73), as well as on Nagarjuna's Mnlamadhyamakakarika
(XXIV 10): "The absolute cannot be taught unless one relies upon
convention" (Lindtner: 1,87).

sDe srid Sangs rgyas rgya mtsho summ aruzes such positions
with special reference to consecration:

For people who realize the condition of ultimate truth which is
without mental elaborations, for those who have completely

:;i::iff n:lH?f l'.1i'#.{::t:#?;u;;:rH;ff :
not reahzed this, the definite necessity of rituals and so forth
should be made known. With regard to the fwo truths conse-
cration is both necess ary and not necess ary.(158)

Thus, consecration is explained as a process of the localization
of the omnipresent "divine pow er" for the sake of those who do
not realrze its true nature. It is not an easy matter to perceive the
omnipresent nature of the Dharma Body, ot to regard the entire
universe as sacred. One prefers to confine the ultimate powers in
certain identifiable places. The consecration ritual serves this pur-
pose. For the great majority of the Tibetan Buddhist community
who have not achieved enlightenment and, in fact, do not con-
sider themselves to be close to that goal, the implication of these
theoretical positions is that consecrations are necess ary. There-
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explanations. This high number of consecration works composed
by Tibet's most revered lamas is a good indication of both the
prevalence and irnportance attached to this ritual. Most of these

works were composed for a particular consecration performed by
its author. Later these would also be used by their disciples. In
composing consecration works, authors relied closely on previ-
ous works of the same sort, the result being that rnost of these

works, especially those of a certain lineage, are quite similar. How-
ever, it is important to note that this system also leaves a small
door open for innovations based on reasoning (rtogs).I8

Neither the consecration manuals nor the explanatory works
are concerned with the meaning of ritual actions. These actions

derive their rnison d'Afte from their occurrence in the scriptures.
Even a vague allusion will suffice for such an authority. Only on
very rare occasions is a rationale for a certain action suggested.

Consecration in its elaborate form includes an explanation for the

sake of the patron, and some of the explanatory works were writ-
ten for such occasions.le The audience for these works, therefore,
are not only ritual masters, but also the majority of luy and mo-
nastic people present at the consecration. The explanatory works
emph asuze the merit accumulated through the erection and con-

secration of receptacles, and, likewise, the faults of not doing so.

Following a short reference in the RNDG, they discuss the quali-
ties required of the ritual master, the proper time and place for
consecratioils, and the receptacles worthy of consecration. They
frequently contain histories of images and stupas, especially the
first images and stupas in India and Tibet. Certain explanatory
works2o also discuss the origin of consecration, that is to say, their
occurrence in the scriptures and accounts of the first consecrations
in Tibet, especially that of bSam yas, the first Tibetan monastery.
Some speak of the essenc e (ngo bo) of consecration, its etymology
(nges tshig and sgrn don), etc. Such discussions are useful for our
understanding of the Tibetan presentation of the consecration
ritual.

Consecration manuals are written for an audience of ritual spe-

cialists who are intimately familiar with both ritual theories and
their fine details. They contain a large number of special and tech-
nical terms. Since performers have memonzed a considerable
number of ritual recitations, the manuals often mention only the
first few words of a set of verses or mantras.
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of the Master's body, like his nails or hair, or an object which
had come in contact with him, like a piece of his dress, or relics
which, becoming transformed into a magic replica of the Saint
himself bound his mysterious presence to that monument or
that image. (1949:313)

It is unlikely that the consecration would "take the place" of a
cult so deeply rooted in Buddhism as the relic cult,2a and, indeed,
it does not. Earlier consecration manuals, such as those by
Abhayakaragupta (10647-7725?) or Grags pa rgyal mtshan
(RNDS), include rituals of both deposition of relics and consecra-
tion. Later manuals are usually devoted to only one of these sub-
jects. Ttrcci, basing his discussion on a consecration work by the
first Pa+ chen Lama (1570-1,662) which treats only the final conse-
cration, overlooked the literature on the deposition of relics. Dur-
i^g my field work in Nepal in 1987-89 I saw instances in which the
consecration was neglected or postpone d," but the deposition of
relics was never omitted.

Very rarely do Tibetan rituals completely supplant their earlier
forms. Typic ally, Tibetan rituals are an assemblage of various ritu-
als of different ages with the more recent tantric version assuming
a central position. Among such ritual assemblages are initiations
(Snellgrove ,1987:228-235), fire offerings (which include Vedic el-
ements), ground rituals, consecrations, etc.26 Thus, although the
insertion of relics historically preceded the consecration ritual as
it is described here, it is still incorporated, and in a more elaborate
form, in the ritual as it has been practiced until today by Tibetans.
It is precisely this historical dimension that has yet to receive the
attention it deserves. As Blondeau and Karmay have said on in-
vestigations of Tibetan rituals:

No study has been published until now on the historical origins
of a rite, its transformation in time, and its variations from one
tradition to another. If such a study would be carried out, it
would allow us, perhaps, to uncover the process of assimilation
and the successive additions which build rituals such as those
observed nowadays.2? (I22)

Conclusions
Through the consecration ritual a receptacle is transformed into
an embodiment of one's chosen deity. Like a buddha the recep-
tacle is endowed with the nondual emptiness of dharmakaya,whrle
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consecrated. Some works, such as those by Nag po pa (559-560),

Abhayakaragupta (rzg-r31) and the First 'jam dbyangs bzhad pa mention

also consectutiottr of pools, wells, groves, etc. (671). However, these conse-

crations seem to be confined to recitation of verses of auspiciousness and the

verse of interdependent origination (see Bentor, 7992). A deity cannot be in-

vited to abide in ordinary oLlucts (Ngag dbang blo gros: 494). There is also a

Tibetan text for the .o^r".ration of a bridge by dByangs can grub pa'i rdo rf e;

unfortunately, it is not yet available to me.

6. Wrtzel and Minkowski have suggested that the origin of the "frame stor1"'

common in the Indian epic may be found in such ritual structures.

7. For one, but not the only, view on the concept 9{ deity in Tibetan Bud-

dhism see Tsong kha pa,r9i7 andrgSr,etc. It should be emphasized that the

word deity is an inadequate translation of lha ot deaa.

g. The first three and the last steps outlined below appear in almost even'

manual consulted. The fourth step is, however, occasionally absent.

g. Kohn: 752. still, a distinction should be made befween transformations

brought about through one's chosen deity in ssdhana practice or in rituals

such as initiation, consecration etc., on one hand, and between emPowering

offerings and substitutes (glud) on the other.

1,0. According to the lower tantras when images are consecrated, Aksobhl'a

(or Vajrasattrfr) is established therein; when books are consecrated, Amitabha;

and when stupas and temples are consecrated, Vairocana. See Abhaya-

karagu pta,sDe dge: 126-127i'I u^dpal bshes gnyen, sle dge: 72; HGP C: 329 ;

Kun'iga, snying po, 47 . ;Grags pu igyul mtshan, RND s: r59;Pu+ chen Lama

l: gzs;sDe iria, )+r-z4z;Kong rpr.ti, rr9; Brag phug: 237; Ngag dbang blo

gros: 4gg-4g4. There are, of course, variations among these works. The lords

(gtso bo) ofthe three families, the tathagafas Aksobhya (Mi'khrugs), Amitrbha

(,Od dpug med), and Vairocana (rNam par snang mdzad), c-orrespond to the

aspects oiuody,'speech and mind turp".iively. Aksobhyf a1d vairocana, ho\^'-

"r*r, 
often interchange. Consecration rituals may have_belonged to the lower

tantrasbefore they *ut" adopted by the Highest Yoga Tantra. In recent centu-

ries, however, th! yi dam invited to abide in the receptacle belongs to the

Highest yoga Tantia, such as rDo rje sems dpa' (Vajrasatfva), rDo rfe 'iigs

Uyea ffajrafihairava), Kye rdo 4" Hgvaira), and bDe mchog (Cakrasamvara)'

In a number of consecrutiott works Sakyamuni Buddha is invited to abide in

the receptacle and in some of these insiances the ritual is designated by the

controversial term " sr,ttra-style consecration" (mdo lugs rab gnas or pha rol tu

phyin pa'i lugs rab gnas) (see Bentor, 1992)'

11. For a succinct description of the "presence" in images see Cabezon and

Tendar (138).

12. While the sTog Palace edition has "may you enter (zhugs) this reflected

image,, (745),the sDe dge and peking (122.3) editions give "may you abide

(bzlrugs)."

13. This is cited by Grags pa rgyal mtshan (RND S:246.1) (Sa skya pa)' Simi-

Iar passages are found in gr.i ua"g grin-g pa (LSRT: 16) (rNying ma pa) and

Brag phug dge bshes (242) (bKa' brgyud pa)'
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