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ABSTRACT

This dissertation is a study of the biographical writings of the Tibetan Buddhist
Treasure revealer Sera Khandro (1892-1940), who was one of only a handful of pre-1959
Tibetan women to write her own autobiography. She was one of the few women to become
renowned as a Treasure revealer (grer ston), or one who discovers scriptural and material
Tibetan Buddhist revelations. Her biographical writings include an extremely rare and
. unpublished 407 Tibetan folio-page autobiography and a 248 folio-page biography of her
main spiritual consort Drimé Ozer (1881-1924). These writings offer a previously
unavailable vantage point from which to examine 1) the process of Treasure revelation and
its role in Sera Khandro’s early twentieth-century religious communities (chos sgar, gter
sgar), 2) the purposes and social dynamics of consort practices from the emic perspective of
a woman who participated in them, and 3) the ways in which one Tibetan woman represented
her self and her gender through the literary genre of Tibetan autobiography.

The focus of this study is twofold: 1) to read Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical
writings as literature, analyzing the ways she crafted her self-narrative, and 2) to read her
writings as a resource for understanding more about the community contexts of Treasure
revelation and its associated consort practices. Chapter One narrates the dramatic plot of Sera
Khandro’s Autobiography, emphasizing her tension-filled descriptions of community life in
Lhasa and Golok. Chapter Two explores Sera Khandro’s relationship to the mythological
history of the Treasure tradition and analyzes the connections she makes between Treasure
revelation and social and environmental well-being. Chapter Three focuses on literary

analysis, exploring the ways in which Sera Khandro articulates her autobiographical self.
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Chapter Four portrays how consort practices fit into Sera Khandro’s community life, which

was replete with the jealousies and love that always accompany human relationships. Chapter
Five presents Sera Khandro’s representation of her relationship with Drimé Ozer, bringing
the subject of consort practices out of the sterile domain of religious dictum and into the

uncharted territory of a Buddhist love story.
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tue of Sera Khandro, Given to Christina Monson in May 1997y Chatral Sangy Dorjé,
Nepal. Photograph by Antonio Terrone, June 2006.
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Figure 2: Photograph of Sera Khandro Tangka from Tralek Monastery (Bkra legs dgon) in Kardzé (Dkar
mdzes) Autonomous Prefecture. Her disciples A skyabs bla ma skar ma don ‘grub and Phyag tsha sprul
sku padma phrin las rgya mtsho are depicted below her. Photograph given to me by Tralek Khenpo
Tenzin Ozer, August 2005.



Figure : Darang Moastery (lar tshang dgon, Dujom Lingpa’s seat). Photograph by Sarah Jacoby,
June 2004.
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Figure 4: Drimé Ozer’s household (
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Figure 5: View from Drimé Ozer’s household. Photograph by Sarah Jacoby, June 2005.
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Figure 6: Nyilung Cave, Dartsang, where Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro did retreats near his
pictured above. Photograph by Sarah Jacoby, June 2005.
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Figure 7: Drungri (’Brong ri) the abode of the main mountain deity in Serta, Golok. Foreground is the
Washiil Serta cairn. Photograph by Sarah Jacoby, June 2005.

Figure : Sera Monastery (Se ra dgon), Serta, Golok. Photograph by Sarah Jacoby, May 2005.
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§iery (Pdn nag dgon), Padma County, Golok. Photograph
200s.

Figure 9: Banak Moné

Figure 1: Above Banak Moastry, the hillside where Sera Khandro lived wit Gyalsé. Photograph by
Sarah Jacoby, August 2004,
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Figurehl‘l': Myéelf en route (fhei'é’s no road!) to visit Drimé Ozer’s descendant Lama GtinpaVKyap at his
household (bla brang) in Dartsang, Serta Couty, Golok.
Photograph taken by local nomad, June 2005,
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Introduction

Sera Khandro’s' (1892-1940) writings are extraordinary not only because they
include two of only a handful of female-authored auto/biographical writings in all of pre-
1959 Tibetan literature, but also because they open a window into the community
contexts and social practices involved in the process of revealing Tibetan Buddhist
scriptures and sacred substances called Treasures (gter ma).2 Written from the
perspective of a woman who was herself a Treasure revealer (grer ston) and a. consort
(gzungs ma) to male Treasure revealers, her auto/biographical writings inclﬁde a long
autobiography and a biography of her main consort Drimé Ozer (1881-1924), one of
eight sons of the prominent nineteenth-century Treasure revealer Dujom Lingpa (1835-
1903).% These works provide vantage points on the revelation process as it existed in Sera
Khandro’s early twentieth-century religious communities in the Golok region of Eastern
Tibet, offering new insights into questions such as: (1) How do Treasure revealers such
as Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer discover Treasures and what relationship do these
Treasures have to their revealer’s social and environmental contexts? (2) Given her
unusual status as one of the few female Treasure revealers, autobiographers, and prolific
writers, how does Sera Khandro portray her female gender and its significance? (3) What
does it mean to write an autobiography in a Buddhist context in which the

autobiographical self includes a host of dialogic encounters with divine interlocutors? (4)

What are the roles of consort practices in Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writing and
how do consorts relate to each other and to their male partners? (5) How does Sera

Khandro represent her relationship with her main consort Drimé Ozer and what is the
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significance of her writing two biographical works, one about her partner and one about
herself?

Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writings, comprising a total of 655 Tibetan
folio pages, are rich in details that contextualize Treasure revelation in the early
twentieth-century religious communities in Golok in which she lived, in particular
Dartsang (Zlar tshang) in Serta County and Banak (Pan nag) in Padma County.*
Additionally, when examined using tools drawn from literary analysis, her writing
presents interesting insights into the ways in which one elite female spiritual figure chose
to portray herself, her gender, and her religious career in written form for the benefit of
future generations of her disciples. Hence, in the chapters that follow, this study seeks to
analyze Sera Khandro’s writings both as auto/biographical Tibetan literature and as
resources for contextualizing the religious phenomena of revelation within the
communities in which Sera Khandro lived.

Sera Khandro’s autobiographical writings present an account of life in early
twentieth-century Eastern Tibet from the rare perspective of an elite religious woman.’
Beginning with her childhood experiences growing up in a wealthy half-Mongolian, half-
Tibetan noble family in Lhasa, she recounts the dramatic end to her life in Central Tibet:
in order to escape from an arranged marriage at the age of fifteen, she ran away from
Lhasa with a group of traveling pilgrims from Golok headed by the man who would be
her future teacher and spiritual consort, Drimé Ozer. Sera Khandro’s courageous decision
to travel to what appeared to her as the barbaric land of nomadic Golok and to commence
a religious life there was met with many hardships. Among them were near-starvation,

extreme cold, and hostility directed at her by Golok locals reluctant to include a young
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female outsider from Central Tibet into their religious communities. Sera Khandro began
life in Golok with little financial or community support. Her autobiography recounts her
gradual rise from working as a servant girl and later being involved in a turbulent
relationship with her first spouse Gara Gyalsé (with whom she had two children) to
gaining increasing recognition as a Treasure revealer, as a dakini, and as Drimé Ozer’s
prophesized consort. The climax of her narrative is her long-awaited reunion with Drimé
Ozer, with whom she lived for four years until his untimely death at the age of forty-four.
By the later part of her forty-nine-year life, when she lived at Sera Monastery from the
age of thirty-four onwards after Drimé Ozer’s death, she records being in heavy demand
to give religious teachings. When she was not traveling and teaching, she spent her time
in retreat writing down her revelations and her auto/biographical recollections in a
meditation cell perched high on a mountain overlooking the vast alpine landscape
surrounding Sera Monastery in Serta County, Golok. Chapter One of this study narrates
Sera Khandro’s dramatic life story, highlighting the themes of community tensions,
homelessness, impermanence, and love that pervade her account.

Sera Khandro’s eloquent writing style illustrates not only her own individual
development as a Treasure revealer, but also the larger social, physical, and spiritual
environment within which her revelations occurred in early twentieth-century Tibet. Her
writings emphasize the dynamic interrelationships necessary for successful revelation to
occur, called auspicious connections (rtern ‘brel). These include finding the proper time,
place, consort, and doctrine holder (i.e., disciple, chos bdag) required to reveal a
particular Treasure. Beyond this standard list of criteria necessary to reveal Treasures,

Sera Khandro highlights the connections between divine prophecy, successful revelation,
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physical health, and community and environmental stability. She interprets physical

illness, community unrest, and environmental crises to be products of demonic
intervention, a scourge that can only be cured by proper ritual intervention such as
Treasure revelation. Thus, the role of a Treasure revealer is one of mediating between
divine, demonic, and earthly forces in order to restore equilibrium. This role was not
unlike that of the local political leaders with whom Treasure revealers interacted closely
in the unincorporated land of early twentieth-century Golok. After providing an overview
of the history of Tibetan Treasure revelation, Chapter Two explores the ways Sera
Khandro modeled herself and her consort Drimé Ozer on the divine progenitors of the
Treasure tradition, Yeshé Tsogyal and Padmasambhava. The chapter also describes Sera
Khandro’s representation of the revelation process, highlighting the interrelationship
between processes of the human body (such as illness and sexuality), the social body of
communities in which she lived (disputes and cohesion), and the body of text, the
revealed Treasure scriptures, that she produced.

Essential to the Treasure revelation process and to Sera Khandro’s understanding
of herself is the agency of a plethora of divine forces. Female divinities (dakinis),
Buddhas, accomplished masters (siddhas), oath-bound autochthonous Tibetan land
deities (gzhi bdag, gnas bdag), and powerful demonic forces (bdud) permeate Sera
Khandro’s auto/biographical writings with their own voices and intentions. Dakinis’
prophecies and extensive accounts of her visionary experiences traveling to elaborate
Buddhafields and interacting with myriads of divinities occupy forty-six percent of her
Autobiography. ® The central role that these encounters take in her writing depicts a self

in which Sera Khandro’s personal agency is determined largely by divine forces. Chapter
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Three of this study draws on insights from Western literary theory and studies of

medieval Christian hagiography as well as Buddhist Studies materials to explore the
rhetorical devices with which Sera Khandro articulates her autobiographical self. A key
facet of this self is the narrative role played by a heteroglossia of dialogic voices ranging
from divine to demonic. Sera Khandro’s divine visions help her to articulate a strong
sense of self, speaking what Sera Khandro cannot express in her own voice — that she is
an incarnation of the paradigmatic Tibetan female divinity Yeshé Tsogyal, that she is one
of the few authentic female Treasure revealers, and that she, like Yeshé Tsogyal, is a
dakini empowered to take on male consorts for her own spiritual benefit. The
affirmations that Sera Khandro’s divine interlocutors provide balance her own insecure
and often negative self-perceptions that are reactions to the difficulties of her worldly life.
These difficulties included financial distress, isolation in the foreign land of Golok,
recurrent physical illness, marital disputes and eventual separation from Gara Gyalsé,
problems being accepted as a female Treasure revealer, and intense depression following
the deaths of her loved ones. The encouragement Sera Khandro’s visionary experiences
afford her despite these earthly sorrows allows her to represent herself as a spiritually
empowered agent in a Buddhist context in which independent selfhood is an illusion.

The multiplicity of voices in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography reflect what some
theorists of western women’s autobiography describe as a “relational” quality of
women’s autobiographical selfhood, referring to a self represented in relationship to
others.” However, rather than being characteristic of her writing as a female, the
relational quality of Sera Khandro’s autobiographical self reflects a Tibetan social world

in which the individual is ineluctably connected to his or her wider community and
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environmental context. I suggest that the rhetorical significance of Sera Khandro’s
dialogic writing style is that it enables her to strike a tenor in her self reflections that is
neither overly self-aggrandizing nor detrimentally self-humbling.® This balance allows
her to articulate her spiritual successes and her worldly challenges effectively in order to
serve as a role model for future generations who is both approachable in her humanity
and extraordinary in her divinity.

A key theme of the dialogic interactions that pervade Sera Khandro’s self-
narrative is her female gender. Divine dakinis and important male teachers in her worldly
life infuse Sera Khandro with positive interpretations of her female body, counteracting
her own repeatedly negative valuations of being female. In Chapter Three, I depict the
mantra-like regularity with which Sera Khandro emphasizes the trouble she experiences
as one with an “inferior female body” who strives to accomplish spiritual goals. I suggest
this is not only a reflection of the gender discrimination she clearly faced in early
twentieth-century Golok society, but is also a self-humbling strategy she employs to
balance out the laudatory claims she simultaneously makes of being an extraordinary
female Treasure revealer and an incarnation of Yeshé Tsogyal.

One of the most interesting aspects of Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writings
is her in-depth presentation of the religious purposes, community dynamics, morality, and
interpersonal sentiments associated with consort practices, the topic of Chapter Four. Her
writing explains consort practices via a Tantric understanding of the human body in
which manipulating the subtle body physiology of channels, winds, and seminal nuclei
(rtsa, rlung, thig le) produces physical health, spiritual realization, and aids in producing

Treasures. Beyond this, Sera Khandro portrays the ways in which she and those in her
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communities interpreted these religious applications of human sexuality in often
divergent and always controversial ways. Her writing betrays a pervasive tension in the
religious communities in which she lived between celibate monastic and non-celibate
Tantric interpretations of moral behavior. In Drimé Ozer’s biography, she portrays his
dilemma between choosing a celibate path versus living as a non-celibate Tantric
practitioner (a mantrin, or sngags pa) as well as dakinis’ strong opposition to his
monastic yearnings. Similarly, in her autobiography, she constantly reiterates dakinis’
divine injunctions to engage in consort practices despite her apparent reluctance. Through
this interplay between divine commands to engage with consorts and her descriptions of
their personal disinclination to do so, Sera Khandro presents herself and Drimé Ozer as
moral, non-lascivious religious figures striving to live in accordance with divine
prophecy.

Divine visions offer Sera Khandro encouragement to pursue a religious career as a
female Treasure revealer even though her mundane social circumstances seem only to
discourage her. Similarly, Sera Khandro’s attempts to actualize the dakinis’ prophecies to
engage with specific male consorts arouse repeated social tensions in her community life.
Sera Khandro recounts recurring jealousy and in-fighting between female consorts of
male Treasure revealers in the different communities in which she lived. Additionally,
she records tensions between herself and nuns who disapproved of her in-between status
as neither married laywoman nor celibate nun (jo min nag min).9 Fear of negative gossip
about herself that she frequently mentions elucidates the tensions associated with her
indeterminate social position as a non-celibate woman living at times in monastic

religious centers, as a bi-racial Central Tibetan woman living in faraway Golok, as a
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Treasure revealer, visionary, and author who also was female, and as a consort to men
who already had consorts. Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writings thus contextualize
consort practices in real community contexts; they ground ephemeral philosophical
interpretations of sexual yoga in concrete social realities rife with jealousy, competition,
disagreement, and, of course, love. In doing so, her writings present a vision of consort
practices in which women were both agents and objects of exchange between powerful
men. Consort relationships in Sera Khandro’s communities were thus neither entirely
gynocentric nor misogynist, but involved complex dynamics characteristic of human
relationships despite their rarified context as part of the path towards realizing Buddhist
enlightenment.

The final chapter, Chapter Five, spotlights the way in which Sera Khandro
describes her relationship to Drimé Ozer, which I suggest can be read as a love story.
Buddhism generally holds true to its Indian roots as a renouncer’s tradition in the sense
that Indian and then later Tibetan Buddhism didn’t incorporate the sentimental and
amorous devotional tones of other Indian religious traditions such as that of the bhakti
tradition closely associated with Radha and Krsna. However, 1 suggest that Sera
Khandro’s auto/biographical writing resembles bhakti devotional literature in that the
love between Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer is a central part of their path to
enlightenment. Her auto/biographical literature thus presents a Buddhist liberation story
in which enlightenment is not to be found in solitary meditation underneath a bodhi tree,
but rather through the union of method and wisdom in sacred partnership. In Sera
Khandro’s writing, sexual yoga is not only about manipulating channels, winds, and

seminal nuclei in order to engender spiritual liberation within an individual practitioner; it
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is also an aspect of an emotionally charged relationship with her consort, Drimé Ozer. It
is not surprising to find a sacred partnership such as theirs within literature connected to
the Tibetan Treasure tradition given that the Treasure tradition claims (one version of) its
mytho-historical roots with the eighth-century divine couple Padmasambhava and Yeshé
Tsogyal. Sera Khandro places her love story with Drimé Ozer in the sacred history of the
Treasure tradition, understanding herself and Drimé Ozer to be incarnations of the divine
couple from whom the Treasures originate.

Hagiographies of Yeshé Tsogyal are the main literary influence for Sera
Khandro’s self-narrative, a theme to which I will repeatedly return throughout this study.
Just as Yeshé Tsogyal had one main guru and consort but also had other consorts who
aided her spiritual development, likewise Sera Khandro has her Padmasambhava, Drimé
Ozer, in addition to other temporary consorts. Just as Yeshé Tsogyal and
Padmasmabhava are a timeless and inseparable couple, so too are Sera Khandro and
Drimé Ozer; they are promised to each other in each and every future incarnation, locked
in a partnership that defies the separation of death. The power of their intention has not
been forgotten by contemporary Treasure revealers in today’s Golok — Namtriil Jikmé
Piintsok (b. 1944) and his recently deceased consort Taré Lhamo (1938-2002) describe
themselves as modern emanations of Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro, drawing explicitly
on the paradigm of the inseparability of the divinely prophesized Treasure revelation

couple that Sera Khandro emphasized in her auto/biographical literature.
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Methodology

In his analysis of medieval European hagiography, Patrick Geary suggests that
“not only can hagiography be used for incidental historical information, but it can and
must be a privileged source for the study of social values.”*® Drawing on such insights,
this study seeks to read Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writings as literary reflections
of the social world that she inhabited. Throughout this study I focus on what I would
suggest is a mutually illuminating project of reading Sera Khandro’s biographical
writings both as literature, analyzing the ways in which she constructs her self-narrative,
and also as a resource contributing to a social history of the early twentieth-century
Eastern Tibetan religious communities in which she lived. Therefore, questions germane
to this study are: 1) How does Sera Khandro represent herself as a Treasure revealer, as a
woman, and as a self worthy of being the subject of an autobiography? 2) How does she
describe the religious communities involved in Treasure revelation in which she lived —
what is the relationship between monasticism and consort practices in these religious
communities? What is the nature of relationships between women and men who were
involved in Tantric consort practices in these communities?

I am primarily interested in examining Sera Khandro’s writing as literature and
not in engaging in the hermeneutical enterprise of interpreting the veracity of her
visionary and revelatory claims.'' Rather, I analyze the ways in which Sera Khandro
represents herself, her partner, and their communities through the conventions of Tibetan
Buddhist autobiography and biography. Within this, my primary focus is Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography and secondarily Drimé Ozer’s Biography since her Autobiography is one

of the very rare sources in Tibetan literature depicting the process of Treasure revelation
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and consort practices from the perspective of a female Treasure revealer. A study of Sera
Khandro’s Autobiography thus balances the almost exclusively male-authored narrative
and prescriptive accounts of Treasure revelation that form our understanding of this
distinctive type of Tibetan scriptural transmission in which women are frequently
represented as aides to men’s realizations but rarely as agents.

In his pioneering analysis of autobiography, Georges Gusdorf suggested that
autobiography “shows us not the objective stages of a career — to discern these is the task
of the historian — but that it reveals instead the effort of a creator to gi'vve the meaning of
his own mythic tale.”'? Yet the meaning of the autobiographer’s tale is constituted in a
particular social/cultural context; the autobiographer’s self-narrative describes her own
life as much as it depicts the social world in which she comes to know herself. The self
she projects is not a direct window into her subjective experience but is rather an
intentional perspective on her life written for distinctive personal/political reasons with a
particular audience in mind. Hence, in his study on American autobiographical writing,
Robert Sayre reminds us that, “Autobiographies, therefore, may reveal as much about the
author’s assumed audiences as they do about him or her, and this is a further reason why
they need to be read as cultural documents, not just as personal ones.”"® Thus, this study
of Sera Khandro’s biographical writings explores the ways in which one extraordinary
Tibetan female Treasure revealer and author represented the intricacies of her visionary
and sentimental life as much as it explores the social and cultural context of her prolific

literary productions.
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Sera Khandro’s Writings

Sera Khandro’s autobiography is an extremely rare document and has never been
published in Tibetan or translated into any other language; it is only extant in manuscript
form, handwritten in cursive Tibetan (yig nag).'* Compared to other Tibetan
autobiographies, it is very long, comprising 407 Tibetan folio pages (depending on
edition)."® The text is titled The Biography of the Central Tibetan Woman Dewé Dorjé: A
Reliquary for Fortunate and Faithful Ones [Serving as] a Chariot Leading to
Renunciation, henceforth referréd to in this study as Sera Khandro’s Autobiography.'®
Sera Khandro wrote two versions of her autobiography: a condensed 14 folio page
version that is included in her revealed Treasures (gter chos), and an expanded version
that is the focus of this study.!” The most important currently living disciple of Sera
Khandro, the ninety-five-year-old Dzokchen Master Chatral Sangyé Dorjé Rinpoché,
describes this expanded version as an integrated combination of an outer, inner, and
secret autobiography.'® The work covers the years of Sera Khandro’s life from birth to
the age of 43. She completed it in 1934, after she wrote Drimé Ozer’s Biography.
Appendix III of this study is a complete English translation and Tibetan transliteration of
the colophon of her Autobiography, in which she lists her primary sponsors and clearly
documents her authorship of the work."

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is rare in the sense that it is owned only by Sera
Khandro’s disciples and their circles of disciples and descendants, whose main locations
in Tibet are, not surprisingly, the places Sera Khandro lived and taught during her
lifetime. These include Padma County in Golok (Mgo log) Autonomous Prefecture, Serta

(Gser rta) County and Tralek Monastery (Bkra legs dgon) in Kardzé (Dkar mdzes)
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Autonomous Prefecture, and the Riwoché (Ri bo che) area in the Tibetan Autonomous
Prefecture.®® Practitioners of Sera Khandro’s teachings also live in Pharping (most
notably Chatral Rinpoché), and Boudhanath, Nepal, as well as in India and the West.
Although Chatral Rinpoché possesses an original manuscript version of Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography, one reason for the ongoing rarity of the Autobiography is the extreme
care with which he maintains Sera Khandro’s lineage and manuscripts.' Consequently,
Sera Khandro’s works have received little attention in Western (or Tibetan) scholarship.22

The biography Sera Khandro wrote chronicling the life of her teacher and most
important consort, Drimé Ozer, is titled The Biography of the Omniscient Lord of
Accomplished Ones, the Precious Sovereign of the Ocean of Profound Treasure Pema
Drodiil Sangngak Lingpa: A Chariot for the Faithful Dispelling the Heart’s Darkness, a
Garland of Jewels, a Rosary of Blue Lotuses, henceforth referred to as Drimé Ozer’s
Biography®® Sera Khandro completed writing his Biography in 1925 in her mountain
retreat overlooking Sera Monastery in Serta, Golok, shortly after Drimé Ozer’s death and
about one year before she commenced writing her dutobiography. The text is 248
Tibetan folio pages long and is published as a reproduction of a cursive Tibetan (yig nag)
handwritten manuscript housed in the Library of Tibetan Works and Archives in
Dharamsala, India.

Unlike her Autobiography, which she explicitly states that she authored, Sera
Khandro claims that Drime Ozer’s Biography is a prophecy bestowed upon her by

dakinis. In the colophon of the Biography she writes,

If the tongues of the expansive Buddhas don’t have the power to proclaim this
eloquent liberation story, which is a dakini prophecy that dispels the heart’s
darkness, how would someone like me? For the sake of leading the chariot of
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disciples’ faith a bit, this dharma teaching emanated as self-emergent symbols,
unpolluted by the stains of the conceptual mind’s corrections. Relying on the
compassion of the Knowledge Holder Lama [that is like] the cool shade of a white
parasol, I deciphered [this text].2*
Aside from this difference in the way Sera Khandro expresses her authorship of the two
texts, the style and tone of both strongly resemble each other. Both texts include roughly
half visionary experience and half this-world narrative, written in Golok dialect-
influenced Tibetan with an emphasis on dialogic encounters with a wide range of
supernatural and mundane interlocutors. The main distinction between the two
biographical works is thaf Sera Khandro wrote Drimé Ozer’s Biography in the third
person until after his death when the narrator’s voice switches to that of Sera Khandro in
the first person. That his story is a biography and not an autobiography is clear given the
laudatory way in which Sera Khandro represents Drimé Ozer as opposed to the often
insecure and self-denigrating tone with which she represents herself in her
Autobiography® Yet beyond differences in literary genre between biography and
autobiography, there are other reasons why Drimé Ozer’s narrative does not contain the
level of suffering and alienation that Sera Khandro’s does. Perhaps the more positive tone
of Drimé Ozer’s narrative is also a reflection of his circumstances as the son of the well-
known Treasure revealer Dujom Lingpa, educated from early childhood and supported by
his family and community to pursue a religious career. This stands in stark contrast to
Sera Khandro’s struggles as an unusual foreign woman in Golok communities that were

not always welcoming to her. Although the intricacies of Drimé Ozer’s life are another

story that is beyond the scope of this study, for our purposes, his biography is a resource
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that helps to broaden our understanding of the community contexts of revelation and to
provide alternative perspectives on events Sera Khandro depicts in her Autobiography **

Sera Khandro was the most prolific female writer in all of Tibetan history. Her
biographical writings comprise only a fraction of her literary corpus. Her writings also
include more than two thousand Tibetan folio pages of revealed Treasure teachings (grer
chos) in four volumes. The titles of her two main revelations, each comprising two
volumes, are The Secret Treasury of the Reality Dakinis and The Reality Dakinis’ Heart
Essence.”” Both of these Treasure texts are comprised of cycles of smaller texts, which
are primarily ritual texts including liturgy for accomplishment practice (Skt. sadhana,
aimed at identifying the practitioner with the particular deity) and Tantric empowerments
for each deity. The main deities in Sera Khandro’s Treasure cycles include Vajravarahi,
Yeshé Tsogyal, Vajrakilaya, Hayagriva, Tara, Avalokitesvara, and the three roots (lama,
tutelary deity, and dakini), among others. Beyond ritual texts, Sera Khandro’s Treasure
revelation volumes contain prophetic materials, accounts of her visionary experiences
(nyams snang), and explanatory materials covering topics related to Great Perfection
(rdzogs chen) philosophy, in particular Direct Transcendence (thod rgal) practice.
Although her Treasure volumes include little in the way of hagiographic material aside
from one biography of Padmasambhava and her condensed 14-folio-page Autobiography,
in actuality there is significant overlap between her revelations and her auto/biographical
reflections in that both genres of writing highlight her visionary encounters with Buddhist
divinities.?®

Sera Khandro also wrote a commentary on Dujom Lingpa’s famous text

Buddhahood Without Meditation titled The Main Commentary on Purifying One’s
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Perceptions (Snang sbyang dbus ‘grel).” In the colophon of this text, Sera Khandro

explains that Dujom Lingpa had wanted a commentary written for Buddhahood Without
Meditation, and Drimé Ozer had passed away before he was able to write one. Hence,
Sera Khandro records that she acquiesced to disciples’ demands and wrote down Drimé
Ozer’s explanatory teachings on his father’s teaching, only adding “a bit of clarification”
to Drimé’s explanation.’® Ironically, given the prevalence of male authors representing
women’s lives, Sera Khandro is her male partner’s mouthpiece in more than one sense.
She is his biographer and the author of his explanatory teachings on his father’s great
Dzokchen commentary. However, perhaps as an accident of history, it appears that Drimé
Ozer’s corpus of Treasure revelations and other writings did not survive the Cultural
Revolution. Hence, what we know of him comes essentially through Sera Khandro’s

words.>!
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Chapter One: Sera Khandro’s Autobiography

Given the dearth of literary sources documenting the lives of Tibetan women,
Sera Khandro’s Autobiography stands as a bright and shining exception to the rule. Her
writings offer a richly detailed window into not only her participation in the Treasure
revelation tradition, but also her hopes, dreams, and reflections on the most significant
personal relationships in her life. Hers is not a sedate tale of sanctity; the story Sera
Khandro recounts is intensely dramatic, pervaded with suffering, friendship, betrayal, and
love. The rage she felt at times towards her spouse (her life partner, tshe grogs) Gara
Gyalsé and his mother comes freshly through the pages of her narrative today, nearly a
century later. The primary emotions that thematize her writing include not only her
sorrows, but also the profound devotion she felt for the man who was to become her lama
and the love of her life, Drimé Ozer. Her sufferings pale in comparison to the love they
shared, a devotional love that sustained her through the many dark moments in which she
recounts yearning to leave this painful world. Darkness and light in the form of worldly
sufferings tempered by blissful encounters with the divine characterize Sera Khandro’s
powerful story of spiritual liberation. Her Autobiography portrays the particular
circumstances of one woman in early twentieth-century Tibet — a girl desperate to flee a
forced marriage and a woman struggling to fulfill her calling as a Treasure revealer in a
society suspicious of her. Hers is a story about what it means to be homeless and to
constantly negotiate between competing demands including Chinese and Tibetan cultural
influences, life in Lhasa and Golok, monastic and lay society, and religious aspirations

and the limitations of her female gender. But above all, her Autobiography (and Drimé
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Ozer’s Biography) are examples for their disciples of the sacrifice, diligence, suffering,
devotion, and love that form integral parts of the Tibetan Buddhist path to spiritual

realization.

Childhood in Lhasa: Religion or Chinese Politics?

Sera Khandro recounts her birth and childhood in Lhasa with a retrospective gaze
emphasizing her innate predilection towards religion amidst the pressures she faced
growing up in a wealthy and politically connected “Chinese” family. After the opening
prayers (which I describe in greater detail in Chapter Two), Sera Khandro begins her
story with the following poetic description of her birth place in an area of Lhasa near the
Jokhang Temple:

North of Bodgaya in India, east of the abode of the incarnation of the Supremely

Noble Avalokites§vara [named] Songtsen Gampo in the snow land of Tibet, west

of the Temple of the miraculous place of the goats [the Jokhang Temple], there is

a place called Lumotil (Klu mo mthil) whose land protector is Dorjé Yiidronma.

Near the place with various amazing deities such as the main image of the land,

the Jowo Sakyamuni, and so forth, there is a ;)alace surpassing all those

neighboring it called Gyarakashar (Rgya ra ga shar).>?
She describes her family’s ancestry and her father’s background in the following way:

In the palace called Gyarakashar [lived] Lhasé Jampa Gonpo who was a ruler

endowed with the silk banner of power and wealth belonging to a Mongolian

royal ancestry known as the pure divine race. Renowned to be the emanation of

Rongtsa®>, he was empowered in mind Treasures. He displayed signs of

accomplishment without difficulty and was a householder.**

Later she describes her family as being a Chinese leader’s family (rgya dpon sang), thus
it appears that she equates her father’s Mongol ancestry with the term Chinese (rgya).®

Her mother, Tsering Chodzom (T'she ring chos ‘dzom), was of a dakini race and was a

lady of the Nup (Gnub) clan.*® Without causing any pain to her mother, Sera Khandro
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was born on the first day of the first month of the water dragon year (1892). Miraculous
signs accompanied her birth such as Sera Khandro being born in an egg (sgong skyes).3 7
As her father opened the egg with a feathered arrow adorned with five colors of silk,
rainbow light poured out, vultures danced above the house, a good smell pervaded the
area, and the sound of a conch shell blowing filled the inside of the house. The baby’s
body had the letters “bam ha ri ni sa” respectively in the five places (crown of the head,
throat, heart, navel, genitals) and her hair showed signs of being blessed by dakinis.*®

An interesting aspect of her childhood is the cultural tensions that arose between
having a “Chinese” father and a Tibetan mother. Sera Khandro describes herself as being
between two cultural worlds, pressured to fulfill her father’s demands and her religious
inclinations. The first instance of Chinese/Tibetan tension emerges right after her birth
when there is a dispute over which year Sera Khandro was born. The Chinese group
(rgya sde, presumably her father’s family) argues that because there were two thirtieth
days of the Chinese month, Sera Khandro was born on the last day of the previous year,
the male hare year (1891). The Tibetan group (bod shog pa, presumably her mother’s
family) argues that because Sera Khandro was born on the first day of the year of the
Kingdom of Tibet (rgyal khams bod), she should be born in the dragon year (1892).%°
Unable to resolve the debate, the two factions go to Taklung Mahayana Rinpoché*® to
resolve the dispute and to request a name for the baby. After giving Sera Khandro the
name Kalzang Drénma (Skal bzang sgron ma), Taklung Mahayana Rinpoché exhorts the
two factions not to fight. Sera Khandro writes that her mother lamented:

Although before in our family we have had many boys and girls, the two factions

[Chinese and Tibetan] have never quarreled before. Now since this girl has
agitated the two leaders, I should give her away to someone else.*!
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Soon after this, Sera Khandro narrates that tensions diminished between the Chinese and
Tibetans and everyone called her by the nickname Kiinga Wangmo (Kun dga’ dbang
mo).

Another example of the tensions that arise as a result of Sera Khandro’s location
at the interstice between Chinese and Tibetan cultural influences (and parentage) is her
education. She recounts that when she was eight years old, her father sought to prepare
her to become a political leader (dpon mo) by insisting that she learn literary and spoken
Chinese (rgya yig and rgya skad).** Meanwhile she, supported by her mother, yearned for
a Tibetan education that would prepare her to renounce worldly life and become a nun.
Sera Khandro writes:

Then, although mother said, “This girl needs to study literary Tibetan,”
father didn’t allow it and said, “First she needs to study literary Chinese.” He sent
me to study literary Chinese from a clerk who was an expert in literary and
spoken Chinese. I was disappointed but I didn’t dare tell my father.*?

Sera Khandro recollects that she had a natural talent learning Chinese: “Because I knew
the [Chinese] letters better than my friends did, the local people said, “This princess is
intelligent and will certainly take on a leadership role.”** Despairing at the thought that
her Chinese education was only further binding her to a worldly life involved in politics
that she felt powerless to escape, Sera Khandro recounts throwing all of her Chinese
books into a river. At the same time, she contemplates whether or not to jump into the
river herself as a suicidal gesture, but stops beforehand.*’

Although Sera Khandro emphasizes her father’s wishes for her to be educated in

Chinese, her parents must also have exposed her to religion, given its importance in her

recollections of her earliest childhood. Sera Khandro notes her father’s political
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involvement, but also describes him as a devout Buddhist, a Dzokchen practitioner of the
Seminal Heart (snying thig) sect who “was empowered in mind Treasures.”*® In fact, she
recounts that when she was nine years old, her father mentions the existence of Dzokchen
(Great Perfection) practice to her for the first time. When he explains his “ability to train
in seeing that which appears as an illusory dream,” his words instantly cause her to feel
great faith in the Dzokchen teachings.*’ Perhaps it is these influences that support her
early focus on religion; Sera Khandro portrays her childhood as one of sanctity,
continually remembering the suffering of cyclic existence and exhorting her childhood
friends to recite the six-syllable prayer*® and to practice the dharma. Instead of playing
games with the other children, she recites mantra and is derided by the other children for
being like a grandmother doing prayers instead of playing like a child.*’ She recounts that
at the young age of eight, she has her first Treasure revelation experience in which she
pulls a ritual dagger (phur bu) part-way out of a rock at Drak Yerpa (Brag yer pa), a
mountainside filled with cave hermitages near Lhasa. Her father is so impressed by this
that he sends her back the next day to wander through the caves looking for more
Treasures.* Although she begs her parents to allow her to renounce lay society, signs
indicate that she should not become a nun. When she is eight years old, along with her
family Sera Khandro consults the head lama of the group of eighteen Chinese political
leaders®' who was the incarnation of the Great Accomplished One Tangtong Gyalpo
(Grub chen thang stong rgyal po) named Changtrong Druptop Rinpoché (Lcang grong
grub thob rin po che). He performs the refuge ceremony for her and tells her family,

This girl is without mistake an emanation of the Lady Sakya Hayagriva. Hence,

neither being a householder nor a nun is appropriate. When it is time, her [dakini]
heritage will awaken, so until then do whatever you want.>
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Whether or not her destiny is to become a nun, from her earliest childhood, Sera Khandro
writes that she sought to renounce the world into which she was born, a world of Lhasa
nobility and political power.

Despite her religious leanings, Sera Khandro writes that at the age of ten she was
soon to be forced to take on a political role herself:

Then, a few days later the thirty outer and inner ministers from the group of 18

Chinese leaders and the complete group of Chinese and Tibetan leaders gathered

and had a conference and said that I needed to take on my father’s [political]

position.

I said, “You don’t need to decide about me — my former karma knows what I will

do and what outcome there will be. Give both my older brothers and sisters

father’s rank and they will be happy.”

The ministers said, “We have already given your two brothers and your sisters

their share of the estate and leadership positions. They are already there taking

care of whatever they need to be doing. You, the youngest of all the siblings, the

darling child of the male and female leaders, because you have the status of the

youngest child, you must act accordingly.” Having said this, they began

preparations.

I prayed to both the Great One from Orgyen and Yeshé Tsogyal and I stayed there
not giving them any answer.>

The issue of whether Sera Khandro will assume a political role is temporarily
resolved after Sera Khandro prays fervently to Yeshé Tsogyal, who comes to her in a
vision. At length, this time the ministers give up trying to convince her to accept the

political role.>*

Visionary Experiences and Struggles with Impending Marriage

This vision of Yeshé Tsogyal is one of many visions and interactions Sera
Khandro has with divine figures, most of whom are female.”® Terrifying women and

beautiful women accompany her daily life and appear to her in dreams at various times.
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For example, just as she is about to drown herself in the river in despair at being forced to
study Chinese, a terrifying visionary woman appears before her and stops her from
jumping.*® During her first Treasure revelation experience pulling a ritual dagger out of a
rock at Drak Yerpa, a beautiful woman helps her find Treasures and gives her prophecies
about her future.”’ Also in Yerpa, the mountain deity Nyenchen Tanglha (Gnyan chen
thang lha)58 appears to her as a magnificent white man with a ruddy complexion riding a
black horse and claims to be her father.” Sera Khandro later confirms with her mother
that her true father is in fact the mountain deity Nyenchen Tanglha and this realization
gives Sera Khandro the resolve not to follow in her father’s footsteps as a political leader
in Lhasa because he is not her real father.®* After receiving more visions in which dakins
teach Sera Khandro essential practice advice, Sera Khandro devotes herself to religious
practice.61 Her commitment is not without benefits; to her father’s amazement, she is
spontaneously able to cure people of smallpox by reciting mantras, blowing on them, and
giving them blessed water during a smallpox outbreak that occurred in Lhasa when she
was eleven years old, approximately 1903.%2

Just as Sera Khandro is focusing on practicing the teachings that she has received
in her visionary experience, marriage proposals destroy her ability to determine her own
future. Also in this context of recollecting her father’s machinations in arranging her
marriage, her writing demonstrates racial tensions between Chinese and Tibetan suitors.
Sera Khandro recounts that when she was only eleven years old, inner Tibetan ministers
(bod kyi nang blon) such as the Shartra family (Shar khra sang), the Doring family (Rdo
ring sang), the Zurkang family (Zur khang sang), and others coveted her as a bride and

offered her father gifts. Yet she states that, “Because they were part of the Tibetan group,
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he didn’t give [me to them] and he returned all the presents.”®® Instead, Sera Khandro’s

father accepts the matrimonial offer of “a Chinese leader’* named Daloyi (Da lo yi)®
from the western area called the Happy City (Skyid lung grong chen)®® whose appearance
was Chinese, whose religious sect (chos lugs) was Seminal Heart (snying thig) like ours,
and who was wealthy.”®” She writes that, “All the ministers had a conference and said
that, ‘Because they [the Chinese leader’s family] are sovereign over ten thousand
households, it is acceptable if they can control both ranks.”*® Both sides having agreed to
the marriage, they rejoiced. Meanwhile, Sera Khandro recollects, “As for me, I was
extremely depressed. Wondering ‘What wouldn’t be okay about being dead?,” I passed
my time day and night feeling only suffering.”®

Sera Khandro describes growing more and more despondent with the finalization
of her marriage. Although her father reconsiders giving his daughter away in marriage
when he realizes that she has a strong proclivity towards religion as a Treasure revealer, it
is already too late as he has already finalized the agreement with the Chinese leader’s
family. When he tries to extricate his daughter from the marriage, the Chinese leader’s
family threatens war. All the ministers agree that there is nothing to do but to continue on
with the engagement. As a result of this, Sera Khandro decides to kill herself and
attempts suicide by drinking a mixture of opium and alcohol. Just at the right moment,
her father discovers that she has poisoned herself and saves her life by making her vomit
the poison through pouring mustard seed into her mouth through a straw.”°

As marriage plans are finalized, Sera Khandro experiences. multiple visions in
which she travels to elaborate Buddhafields and receives empowerments and meditation

=71

instruction from figures including Vajrayogini, Sarahapa,’* and Taranatha.” She also
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travels to the land of Yama, the Lord of Death, as one who returns from the dead (‘das
log), and comes back to life to tell her amazed parents about her journey.”* As tensions
increase between Sera Khandro’s active visionary life and her obligation to marry, two
major turning points in Sera Khandro’s young life occur. First, her mother dies and Sera
Khandro no longer feels tied to staying at home.”” Second, just as Sera Khandro is
beginning to hatch her plans to escape the marriage her father has arranged for her
without her consent, she has a vision which changes the course of her life. When Sera
Khandro is thirteen years old, Vajravarahi appears to her in a dream and empowers her in
the two Treasure cycles that she will spend the rest of her life revealing and teaching.
Sera Khandro recounts,
One day in my dream, in a pleasing land with green pastures and a forest replete
with flowers, there were many birds and animals frolicking contentedly. In the
middle of this, many different women were gathered. Wondering “Is mother over
there in that line of women?,” I went to where the women were.
When I thought that mother wasn’t there and they were all women I didn’t
recognize, the nun who had given me advice about death in my previous dream
and the girl who had helped me go to the presence of Sarahapa both came to me.

They said, “Are you tired? It is greatly amazing that you have come here now.”

Replying “How are you both? It is greatly amazing that we are meeting here,” I
prostrated.

They said, “Because we are of the same birth, it is not appropriate to prostrate.
Prostrate to the main lady of the mandala — the time has come for you to take
your accomplishment wealth.”

I asked again, “How is it that we are of the same family line?”
They said, “This nun is Kiinga Buma. Both of our lineages are Sukasiddhi and

Dipam Taré.” Saying this, they disappeared without [my knowing] where they
went.

According to their words, I prostrated to the main lady. The main lady arose from
her seat and she cut open her navel with a curved knife without any redness.
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Extremely terrified, I couldn’t bear to watch with my eyes and calling out
“Mother!” I prepared to come back [home].

At this time, the women said, “Don’t say this. Open your eyes and look — there is
no fault. The time has come for you to meet the great self-emergent changeless
mandala.”

I opened my eyes and when I slowly looked, all the women had transformed and
all had the appearance of dakinis. The main lady also having changed into the
appearance of Vajravarahi, she conferred the empowerment of the Assembly of
Sense-base Deities of the Body Mandala and gave me an introduction [to them].
She conferred a symbolic empowerment in The Secret Treasury of Reality
Dakinis and The Dakinis’ Heart Essence.”® She bestowed upon me the registry
(kha byang) and prophetic registry (lung byang), including the time to teach these
two religious teachings, the place to spread them, the great beings who would
hold these teachings, the place where the disciples would be, the way auspicious
connections would appear, and the method companions (i.e., consorts, thabs
grogs). She said, “Since the time has come for you to benefit sentient beings with
these teachings, keep the meaning of this registry in your mind and don’t forget it.
Because you are my messenger, benefit to the teachings and to sentient beings
will certainly arise.”
Sera Khandro’s reaction to the immense honor of being given teachings to propagate by
Vajravarahi herself is to wonder why Vajravarahi chose her, a mere girl, to be her
messenger. This is one of many occasions throughout her narrative when she denigrates
herself on the basis of her gender, wondering why one like herself with an inferior body
(skye lus dman pa), one with a woman’s body (bu med lus), is empowered to benefit
sentient beings through propagating Treasure revelations. In this instance, dakinis
encourage her, citing Guru Rinpoché’s words to Yeshé Tsogyal telling her that her that
her female body is not low but is extraordinary.”® Thus Sera Khandro explicitly refers to
Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography as she recounts her own. Key passages in Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography are very similar to passages in hagiographies of Yeshé Tsogyal, an

interconnection that reflects Sera Khandro’s status as Yeshé Tsogyal’s incarnation.

Another example of this is a long vision that Sera Khandro recounts experiencing at age
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fifteen in which Kukurepa’® gives her a detailed teaching on channels and wind practices
(rtsa rlung) including an instruction on sexual yoga that is nearly identical to a passage

from Yeshé Tsogyal’s hagiography.®

The Great Escape

Meanwhile, Sera Khandro plans her great escape from Lhasa householder life.
Although she regrets not being able to please her father, divine visionary prophecies and
lamas she speaks with such as Druptop Rinpoché (Lcang grong grub thob rin po che)
encourage her to follow her life’s destiny to live a religious life in Eastern Tibet.®! After
her father remarries, Sera Khandro’s desire to leave her home grows stronger. When she
is fifteen years old, she asks her father for permission to stay with her brother for a while
instead of living with her father and his new wife. This is a strategic move because her
brother’s house is only three stories high, not the four stories of her father’s house and
therefore is easier to escape from.*” While at her brother’s house, the seminal moment of
her great escape occurs: her teacher and future consort Drimé Ozer arrives from Kham
and requests shelter at her brother’s house while on pilgrimage in Central Tibet with his
entourage of disciples. The following passage marks the beginning of the most important
chapter of her life:

Then in the tenth month, some people from Kham came to visit Central Tibet.

Among those of the central encampment,® there was one who was said to be the

incarnation of Dzokchen Palgé®* from Dzagyal Monastery. Since he asked my

older brother to give him lodging, [my brother] gave him lodging and the guests
arrived. Watching from the sun-viewing glass window, I looked at the guests.

Among them there was one lama with hair on his head. As soon as I saw him, my

perception transformed and thinking that he was really the one called Kiinkyen

Longchen Rabjam,?®’ tears flowed from my eyes. On account of the goose bumps

on my body, I put my palms together and prayed, “Don’t lessen your compassion
— in all my lifetimes may I never separate from you.”*®
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Sera Khandro is fascinated by this new arrival and sends her servant girls on a secret
mission to find out more about who he is. They return, telling her his name. Sera
Khandro writes,
Although I was immeasurably happy when I heard that his name was Wish-
fulfilling Jewel Incarnate, because of my high status, I couldn’t go to him. From
the sun-viewing glass window, when I saw the Wish-fulfilling Jewel himself
going out and coming in to his tent, I prayed [to him] with my body, speech, and
mind united and having [prayed for] him to be my main physical consort, our
minds were mixed.®
All the signs from Sera Khandro’s dreams having come together, she decides the
time has come to avoid her impending marriage one month before it is scheduled to
happen by escaping Lhasa, never to return or to see her family ever again. One evening
when she is fifteen years old, she pours her two servant girls so much beer they become
intoxicated and fall asleep. Then, after removing all her head jewelry and fancy clothing,
she dons a new servant’s outfit over her clothing. With only a few snacks in her pockets,
she breaks the window of her room and slowly climbs down from the third floor. She
recounts that although terrifying demons of all sorts blocked her passage on the dark
road, she persevered remembering that all phenomena are illusory. Traveling as fast as a

wild horse, by sunrise the next morning she reaches Tsurpu (Mtshur phu) in Télung (Stod

Iung) and catches up with the people of the central encampment.®®

Difficulties on the Road to Golok
From the moment Sera Khandro catches up with Drimé Ozer and his
encampment, difficulties and obstacles pervade Sera Khandro’s experience of life on all

levels ranging from extreme physical discomforts to social problems that plague her new
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life amidst Golok society. The cultural and linguistic differences are vast between the
noble Lhasa girl Sera Khandro, who had never known physical hardship, and Drimé
Ozer’s nomadic religious community from Golok, who were seasoned alms beggars
accustomed to traveling by foot over vast Tibetan terrains. At first, Sera Khandro
recounts,
I couldn’t understand what everybody was saying to me and they couldn’t
understand what I was saying. I thought, “They have the body of humans but they
wear leather clothes and when they speak, they are like savage barbarians. It will
be difficult for the religious teaching called The Great Perfection to spread in their
land.”
Nevertheless, having prayed to Lama Drimé Ozer, I will certainly accomplish the
completely pure dharma [in preparation for] death. Otherwise, if I pass from this
life in the view of a precious teacher like him, I certainly will attain the boundless
permanent domain [of Buddhahood].®
These words of encouragement Sera Khandro tells herself are her only solace as she
navigates through the endless litany of sufferings that test her resolve to pursue a
religious life. Sera Khandro writes of having no food and begging for her sustenance. She
remembers seeing a nomad’s black yak hair tent for the first time; not knowing what it
was she waited all evening until she saw the nomads returning home with their livestock
before daring to approach to beg for roasted barley flour (r£sam pa). She is so new at the
begging life that she doesn’t have a bag in which to put the tsampa the nomads give her;
when she puts it in her shoe, they all laugh at her and decide she’s crazy. The only one
who doesn’t laugh is an old woman who gives her a bag for her tsampa and tells her,
“Beautiful girl, you have an excellent physique. It is possible to be freed from a dog’s
mouth, [but] it is difficult to be freed from under men.””° This comment foreshadows the

difficulties Sera Khandro will have becoming freed from her husband Gyalsé and the

demands of other men in the future. Sera Khandro has no idea how to make herself tea;
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she begs for a two-handled clay tea pot from an old woman in Penpo (‘Phan po) who
explains to her, “Put the pot on top of three rocks, pour the water in, put the tea in, burn it
and the tea will boil.”®! Even with this instruction, Sera Khandro faces difficulties
because she has never experienced the smoke from a cooking fire before. She writes that
the smoke from the fire stung her eyes so badly she felt she was going blind.”? Sera
Khandro nears starvation and indeed almost freezes to death. Her sophisticated clothing
from Lhasa is no match for the outdoor vagabond life of religious pilgrimage. Her body
turns stiff from overexposure and she loses consciousness. When she awakes, bloody
sores erupt all over her body from the cold and then itch as they heal.”

Although some community members including Drimé Ozer himself help her
through this rough stage by giving her warm leather-skin clothing, food, and some
utensils, for the most part the Golok encampment members treat Sera Khandro as the
outsider that she in most ways certainly is. Aside from a few nuns who pour tea for Sera
Khandro and lend her some clothing, although there are more than thirty smaller groups
of people in the encampment, they say it isn’t suitable for anybody to meet with her and
are suspicious of her as if she was a leper.94 In particular, two men named Tashiil Jiksam
(Rta shul ‘jigs bsam) and Penchen (Pan chen) forbid Sera Khandro from coming close to
them and say bad things about her. Even Drimé Ozer does not initially accept Sera
Khandro’s presence and urges her to return home for fear that her wealthy and powerful
family will be very angry at him. Ultimately, Drimé Ozer acquiesces to Sera Khandro’s
pleas to join his traveling community because Sera Khandro successfully argues that she

cannot live a householder life and accomplish the pure dharma at the same time.”
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From the beginning, Sera Khandro insinuates that one reason why Drimé Ozer’s
community treated her with such suspicion is that they feared she would become the
lama’s consort. Sera Khandro mentions that “Everyone said that if [Drimé Ozer] took this
girl from central Tibet [as a consort], Akyongza (4 skyong bza’)®® wouldn’t come.
Because of this, I didn’t dare go before [Drimé Ozer].”” This is the first mention of a
problem that would follow her for the rest of her life; the other consorts of the important
male Treasure revealers with whom Sera Khandro interacted repeatedly reacted to her
presence with jealousy and hostility. As a young and beautiful female newcomer to
religious communities involving consort relationships, Sera Khandro threatened the other
women around her, and by extension seemed to threaten others as well who were
invested in maintaining peace in their communities.

Sera Khandro is thus able to join this group of traveling nomads from Golok, but
they don’t fully accept her as a part of their community. She is different from them
racially, linguistically, and in terms of social class, and her new religious siblings cannot
let her forget her differences. They exclude her from many of the community’s activities
and treat her as nothing more than a beggar woman. Despite this, her extraordinary
qualities of insight, spontaneously-arisen learning, and ability to express herself
eloquently soon become apparent. Sera Khandro continually makes elaborate prayers and
sings beautiful songs in verse that amaze her companions. When the group is celebrating
the enthronement of Drimé Ozer’s younger brother named Namka Jikmé (Nam mkha’
jigs med) at Dzagyal Monastery as the incarnation of Patriil Rinpoché, Sera Khandro and
her fellow beggar girl Chodrén (Chos sgron) are excluded from participating in the

abundant celebrations. Sera Khandro urges her friend to join in the celebration, saying,



32

“Because you are from the same encampment (sgar), of course it will be okay for
you to go to their [celebration] line. As for me, since earlier Tapen and Jiksam
said I wasn’t allowed to go on the Chinese road, now, how would they allow me
to join in an enthronement celebration? I won’t go.”

She said, “You don’t accept happiness and you buy suffering. Not wanting your
splendid and blissfully happy homeland, you need to worry about the affirmative
or negative expressions of Penchen and Jiksam. You took [this] on yourself.
Instead of thinking about whether you will get beggar’s food, you could be a king
in your own land. If you had stayed and taken on political leadership, you
wouldn’t have needed to have suffering like this.’®

Sera Khandro artfully turns Chédrén’s very practical statement back towards religious

_ practice; replying, “I am still one with royal authority,” she sings the following song to

her:

Oh listen, Lantern of Dharma (Chddrén)!

As for myself, this girl who has attained victory,
I have attained leadership that is changeless,
Equal to none, and especially exalted.

The all-pervasive foundation is
Self-awareness, free from fabrication from the beginning;
It is the energy of the great spontaneously perfect primordial wisdom.

The palace of the mind of enlightenment, non-dual samsara and nirvana,
Is expansive, all-pervasive, with a high summit.

Its expansive entrance is accomplishment without exertion.
Spontaneously present self-appearing ornaments are beautifully arranged.

The supreme king of the changeless dimension of awareness
Resides on a throne endowed with seven vajras.

The queen is continuous primordial wisdom and

The son and retinue are condensing and expanding appearances.

From the inseparability of the expanse and primordial wisdom,
With regard to the arising of potency that manifests everything,
The group of servants and subjects cycling repeatedly

Is perfected in the expanse of self-luminous great bliss.

From the luster of original purity emanates spontaneous presence.
Arising as the establishment of sensory pleasures of the six realms,

It [spontaneous presence] sports in the manner of self-liberation without
attachment
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And becomes sovereign over all that appears in existence.

I have attained royal power like this.

I am not attached to illusory objects.

Father’s palace is like a demonic jail.

It is the cause for the spreading of the afflictions of the eight worldly dharmas.”
Father’s power is like the anchor of cyclic existence.

It is the basis for thoughtlessly engaging in the five poisons.

Becoming free from my homeland is like [being freed from] shackles.
Attachment and hatred for oneself and others always spreads.

I will not adhere to a region like that —
Chodrén, keep this in your mind!'®

Sera Khandro eloquently explains to Chodrén that she has traded her access to temporal
royal power for access to the eternal royal power of Buddhahood. The verse above is
characteristic of the philosophical poetry that pervades Sera Khandro’s Autobiography
and reminds the reader that although Sera Khandro did not have any formal religious
education, she certainly had a strong natural ability to write and speak with great
prowess. Regardless of how one interprets this ability — as proof that she is a divine
incarnate (as her disciples certainly perceive it), as a reflection of the religion she
absorbed in her childhood, or as a result of her retrospective gaze thinking back later in

life on her sixteen-year-old self — the sophistication of her writing is undeniable.

Searching for Community and Finding Religion in Golok

Sera Khandro experiences many painful difficulties adjusting to the religious
mendicant life on the road to Golok, but her troubles have only just begun. When the
pilgrims from Drimé Ozer’s encampment finally arrive home to Dujom Lingpa’s main
seat, Dartsang Monastery (Zlar tshang dgon), they all return home to their families and

friends, leaving Sera Khandro alone and unsure of where to go. Sera Khandro’s outsider
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status as a lone woman from Central Tibet in the middle of nomadic Golok coupled with
her identity as neither nun nor laywoman lead to problems finding places to live
throughout her life; tumultuous social dynamics seem to follow her wherever she goes.
She is threatening to other consorts who fear she will usurp their men, and looked down
upon by nuns who are judgmental about her lack of monastic vows. When she arrives in
Golok, she has few friends and no mone. She writes of being in a desperate situation
trying to do anything she can to actualize her dream of pursuing her religious training and
being near the object of her hopes, Drimé Ozer.

Initially, Sera Khandro is delighted to hear that she can rent a room in Drimé
Ozer’s household (bla brang). However, she is soon forced to leave her new
accommodations because of community concerns over the feelings of Drimé Ozer’s
consort Akydngza. Sera Khandro recounts:

At that time, the caretaker of [Drimé Ozer’s] household named Akyap Triilku

said, “The Central Tibetan girl is not allowed to live here. If she lives here,

Akyongza certainly won’t come back.” Saying this, he became angry.

I replied, “Because I am still a good person, Akyongza doesn’t have any reason

not to come back. How will my living here be harmful?” Saying this, I didn’t

leave.!"! :

Although Sera Khandro does not explicitly state as much, it is likely that the sparks of her
love for Drimé Ozer had already been kindled at this early stage in her life. Whether or
not they were involved in any sort of sexual relationship at this point, that Drimé Ozer
favored Sera Khandro is clear from her comments that he secretly gave her barley, butter,
and cheese from time to time without letting anybody see him do it."** It is difficult to
interpret why those around Drimé Ozer disapproved of his interest in Sera Khandro to the

degree that they did. Perhaps Akyongza and her friends banded together to influence the
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young Sera Khandro’s expulsion, or perhaps Drimé Ozer’s family members and close
disciples also disapproved of his taking on another consort for practical reasons such as
the financial drain to his household, an issue that arises later in their lives. In any case,
this is the first but not the last time that Sera Khandro is expelled from a Golok religious
community in which she sincerely wanted to live.

Despite Sera Khandro’s initial stubborn insistence on living in Drimé Ozer’s
household, ultimately she decides that rather than risk the wrath of Akyongza, she had
better follow the sage advice of Drimé Ozer’s attendant Obar (‘Od ‘bar) who tells her,

If you want to request Dharma this winter, I have arranged a household for you.

Go there and work as a servant and they will give you provisions for when you go

to request Dharma. If you do this, it will be good. When the time comes for the

Dharma [teachings], I will come get you.'®
Sera Khandro acquiesces to Obar’s suggestion, grateful for his help in finding a way for
her to participate in the winter Dharma teachings. The decision to leave Drimé Ozer’s
household was prudent, but heart-wrenching. Sera Khandro recollects catching a glimpse
of her lama on her way down the rocky path towards her new home:

Seeing [Drimé Ozer], my mind was oppressed with suffering and my eyes filled

with tears. Unable to see the path, I acted as if I were putting on my shoes and

stayed for a moment on the ground.

Abten (A bstan) said, “You go down this path. I need to get a divination from the
Triilku.” Saying this, he whipped his horse and was off.

Alt&(‘)‘ugh my heart’s desire was to go [with him to see the Triilku], I didn’t dare
go.

With this moment of anguish, Sera Khandro departs for her new life as a servant girl

working nearby in the Abten family home. Going from a girlhood in a noble Lhasa
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family to teenage life working as a servant girl in a Golok household is no easy transition;
Sera Khandro writes,

Because his was a Golok household, at first I didn’t understand the language and

because I didn’t [know how to] do any of the work accurately, I experienced great

hardship. Then, gradually, I learned [how to do] the work and also came to

understand the 1angua%e. After I stayed there for over a month, it became time for

the Dharma teachings. 05

After hard work and many sufferings as a servant girl, Sera Khandro is finally
rewarded by the gift of receiving religious teachings. Several of Dujom Lingpa’s eight
* sons give her teachings and introduce her to the religious préctices that she will spend her
life accomplishing. Akyap Triilku, the lama who forbade her from living at Drimé Ozer’s
residence, teaches her channel and wind practices (rfsa rlung). Drimé Ozer teaches
explanations on Purifying Appearances (snang sbyang),'®® Direct Transcendence (thod
rgal), and Cutting (gcod). His younger brother named Lhachen Topgyal (Lha chen stobs
rgyal) teaches preliminary practices (sngon ‘gro).'"” Sera Khandro eagerly devotes
herself to religious practice:

Otherwise, aside from a bit of sleep, I constantly did prostrations, enduring the

snowfall, the wind-chill, and so forth. In seventeen days, I finished 100,000

prostrations.'%

In spite of her diligent commitment to spiritual practice, many members of Drimé
Ozer’s community still will not fully accept her. Two men who had earlier caused
problems for Sera Khandro, Tashiil and Penchung, as well as other people,
disrespectfully tease her while she is doing her practice:

At that time, since Tashiil and Penchung had requested preliminary practices,

when I was prostrating, they said, “The Central Tibetan girl doesn’t know the

difference between heat and cold — she is like a yak! They gathered grass from

inside their shoes'® and rotten grass from the side of the monastery and [said],
“Let’s see if it will stick on her back!”
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Some people pressed [the dirty grass] down on the top of my head. Some put it in
front of me and said, “Put this in your mouth!” Also some people said that I had
[no sense of] clean or dirty like a dog and picking up human and d0§ excrement
with a spoon, they put it in front of me and on my head and so forth.!!

The people watching these antics just laugh instead of reprimanding the tricksters, until

one day the nun Yeshé Dron observes the situation and threatens to report Penchung and

the other culprits to Drimé Ozer if they don’t stop harassing her. Even so, Sera Khandro’s

exclusion from community events continues. She describes the conclusion of her first

winter of religious teachings when she is sixteen years old:

Then all the dharma practice sessions having finished, since everybody gathered
in the assembly hall of the lama’s household for a feast gathering, I went to the
end of one of the rows. Even though I didn’t know how to read, I stayed there
reciting prayers but the disciplinarian came and kicked me out, saying, “You
beggar woman get out! Don’t stay here in the assembly hall!”!!!

Exclusions like this plagued Sera Khandro, but the most difficult of all was the distance

her exclusion enforced between herself and Drimé Ozer. Although dakini prophecies

come to her in the form of visionary experiences that urge her to fulfill her religious

calling to be with Drimé Ozer as his consort, she laments her inability to accomplish their

profound import. She recounts praying to the dakinis to appear before her to aid her in

her religious pursuits:

Thinking that I had lost the Wish-fulfilling Jewel to the power of his consort, I
said this:

“From the midst of the expanse of the realm of unchanging sky,
A voice emerges without a body.

It is difficult for me to accomplish this prophecy.

Although you are unmistaken in the expanse,

For the sake of me, this wretched girl,

If you don’t emanate as a display of an illusory body,

I, this foolish one who is like an old bull,

Don’t know how to be skillful, no matter what happens.
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I desire to go under the power of the sapta demons.'"?
You, assembly of dakinis, be excellent friends.”

I wondered if I would accomplish my purpose according to the dakini
prophecies. Not going to the presence of the Lord himself [Drimé Ozer], I had let
go of my first priority.'"?

The dakinis’ prophecies are unanimous: Sera Khandro’s first aim must be to accomplish
the Dharma, and in order to do that Drimé Ozer is her prophesized consort, companion,
and lama. Thus, Sera Khandro’s poetic interactions with the divine female forces that
pervade her experience continue to act as friends and sources of encouragement as she
faces innumerable worldly obstacles.

Sera Khandro returns again the following winter when she is seventeen years old
to the same Golok household to work as a servant in hopes of saving up enough money to
buy a leather coat to keep her warm throughout the bitter cold alpine winter, but she feels
herself getting too drawn into non-religious activities. Instead of accepting the
household’s marriage offer to one of their sons, Sera Khandro goes to live with a nun
relative of the household named Tsiildron, who lives in a religious encampment (chos
sgar). However, yet again, Sera Khandro still has not found her home; Tsiildron insists
that if Sera Khandro is to live with her, she must shave her hair and become a nun.''
Sera Khandro tells Tsiildron, “I promise that I won’t have a physical relationship with
laymen or with lamas without purpose. Otherwise, I won’t become a nun.”'’* By this
reply, Sera Khandro is promising that instead of being celibate, she will engage in sexual
relationships only for the religious purpose of engaging in sexual yoga. Tsiildron is
appalled by Sera Khandro’s brazen lack of shame about her sexuality; they bicker about

this until Sera Khandro effectively silences Tsiildron by saying that at least she doesn’t

make promises of chastity but then secretly break them.
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Thus, Sera Khandro finds herself unwelcome in each community she attempts to
join. Although she is not accepted as one of Drimé Ozer’s consorts, she doesn’t feel
drawn to becoming a nun and she certainly doesn’t desire to marry into the Golok
household for which she works. Banished from Drimé Ozer’s community by his
consort’s presence, unhappy with the worldly distractions servant work brings, and
unwelcome in Tstildron’s community of female monastics, Sera Khandro’s courageous

journey to Golok leads her quite literally into a homeless life of Buddhist renunciation.

Prophecies and Problems: Life at Banak Monastery

Sera Khandro’s traumatic difficulties finding a place for herself in Golok religious
society are far from over. Just after disputing with Tsiildron about whether or not she
should be a nun, Sera Khandro recounts receiving a letter summoning her to visit a
prominent Treasure revealer named Gara Tertén Diidiil Wangjuk Lingpa (Mgar ra gter
ston bdud ‘dul dbang phyug gling pa).!'® Sera Khandro writes, “Because the manner in
which I was his consort in his dakini prophecies matched [what was said in] my own
registry, in the eleventh month I prepared to go there.”!!” Thus, since the dakinis’
instructions that Sera Khandro received and wrote down as prophecy in her Treasure
registry matched the words in Gara Tert6n’s letter, Sera Khandro decides she should go
to him as his consort even though he is a well established Treasure revealer in his fifties
and she is eighteen. For Sera Khandro, Gara Tertdn’s letter could not have come at a
better time; his invitation to visit his Treasure revelation encampment (gter sgar) seems
to be an opportunity to further her religious training in a place conducive to Dharma

practice.
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Sadly, this hope turns out to be for naught. Yet again, Sera Khandro experiences
the wrath of other consorts more well-established and older than she. Before she even
attempts to go to Banak, Gara Terton’s wife (yum) Yakshulza (Yag shul bza’, also called
Yakza) sends her messages filled with negative words warning her not to come near Gara
Terton.''® Sera Khandro interprets this and other occurrences as signs that her auspicious

connection (rten ‘brel) with Gara Terton is lost.''’

Despite this, Gara Tertén writes her
another letter foretelling her auspicious connection with Drimé Ozer. Sera Khandro
recounts that Gara Terton’s letter said,
Our auspicious connection has fallen away because of other things and there is
nothing to be done about it. However, you and the heart-son of the Treasure
Revealer [Dujom Lingpa] named Drimé Ozer both have a profound connection
through [previous] aspirations. Since he is also coming to my place, find a way to
quickly come here. It is certain that we all have a great purpose. Because you two
are empowered in my final profound Treasures, I need to give you both the
teachings to maintain and protect them.'?’
Sera Khandro again attempts to see Gara Terton before he passes away, this time actually
making the trip to Banak. However, Yakza is so threatened by Sera Khandro that she
forbids her from visiting the lama until he is on his deathbed. Despite not making a
connection with Gara Tertén while he is alive, Sera Khandro has a visionary experience
of Gara Terton conferring empowerment in his Treasures on her and giving her
encouraging advice that her female body is not inferior, as Sera Khandro repeatedly
laments it is."?! Gara Tertdn’s wife Yakza may despise Sera Khandro, but to her chagrin
some members of Gara Tertdn’s community become quite taken with her, intuiting her
close connection with Gara Tertén. Sera Khandro explains that, “From that time forth

[when she received the visions of Gara Tert6n], everybody near and far forgot my name

and called me ‘dakini.’”!? Despite this hint of favorable treatment, trouble continues to
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follow her. After Gara Tertén’s funeral ceremony is over, Sera Khandro stays with a
monastic lama from Central Tibet named Kitriil (Skyid lung sprul sku), who is her
platonic friend. Soon, however, Kitriil’s sisters, fearing that their brother would lose his
vows, criticize Sera Khandro until she decides to leave.'?

Again, Sera Khandro is left with nowhere to go and without a community to
support her religious aspirations. A pivotal moment in Sera Khandro’s life occurs when
she attends an empowerment given by a lama named Kangdong Bonpo Gonwang (Khang
gdong dbon po mgon dbang). After the empowerment, the lama summons her and
advises her to enter into a relationship with Gara Tertén and Yakza’s son Gara Gyalsé:

You are a pillar — you are extraordinary. Examining you[r] outer, inner, and secret

[qualities], you are certainly of dakini heritage. In particular, you are

unmistakably an emanation of the Tibetan Lady Yeshé Tsogyal. Now, go to

Banak and live temporarily with Gara Gyalsé. If you do not help take care of the

Great Treasure Revealer Longyang’s [Gara Terton’s] Treasure teachings, the

lama’s teachings will completely disappear — the religious texts will get put into

clay statue houses, thieves will buy and sell the Treasure substances as talismans,
and so forth. When this happens, I will be one who has betrayed all the sentient
beings of the three realms [by not being able to protect Gara Terton’s teachings].

Because of this, it seems as if you must go to [be] beside Gara for just a

temporary period of time.'?*

Sera Khandro reflects that “Although I didn’t want to go, not finding a way to go against
the orders of a lama who had given me an empowerment, I promised to go there and so
forth.”'** Sera Khandro and Gara Gyalsé are an unlikely pair from the start since Sera
Khandro is still in love with Drimé Ozer and Gara Gyalsé is the son of Yakza, the woman
who despised Sera Khandro since before they had even met. Perhaps Sera Khandro
pursued a relationship with Gyalsé because, while there seemed to be no hope for Sera

Khandro to be with Drimé Ozer, she perceived living with Gara Terton’s son Gyalsé as

an opportunity to fulfill her commitment to maintain and protect Gara Tertdn’s Treasure
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revelation teachings. She may also have seen the relationship as a way to solve her
practical problems of having nowhere to live and no consistent source of financial
support.

Initially, Sera Khandro’s hopes for a life conducive to religious practice near
Banak Monastery appear bright. When she follows the Kangdong lama’s orders and
travels to Gara Gyalsé’s vicinity, all the people say that a dakini has arrived. People in the
area of Banak remember Gara Tert6n’s high esteem of this young unknown girl from
Central Tibet whose presence he requested repeatedly before his death; they come from
near and far to ask for prophecies and divinations and everybody brings her butter and
cheese. Able to cure people of their sicknesses, Sera Khandro wonders if this is the
meaning of the previous prophecies given to her from dakinis and lamas indicating that
she will be empowered with the auspicious connections necessary to benefit sentient
beings.'?

But even during this moment in which she first begins to receive recognition for
her amazing qualities, Sera Khandro has her detractors. The people who don’t like her
say that she isn’t a real dakini and that it is a lie that she doesn’t know how to read and
write.'?’ They say that the appearance of her curing patients of their illness is actually a
magical illusion stemming from her knowledge of various negative mantras.'?® It is no
surprise that Sera Khandro is not loved by all in Gyalsé’s community; after all, Gyalsé is
Yakza’s son, the woman who has hated Sera Khandro from the very beginning for being
a potential threat to her status as Gara Tert6n’s main consort.

Life with Gyalsé quickly proves difficult for Sera Khandro. She recounts asking

him early on in their relationship for Great Perfection teachings, but he belittles her
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understanding, saying that she doesn’t know anything at all about the teachings of the

Knowledge Holder Jikmé Lingpa (Rig ‘dzin fjigs med gling pa). Sera Khandro explains
that after this, although she stayed with Gyalsé for another eight years, she never dared to
request any esoteric precepts (man ngag) from him again.'?? Tensions between Yakza,
Gyalsé, and Sera Khandro mount when it comes time for the Gara family to divide the
late Gara Tertdn’s wealth of Treasure substances between Yakza, her two sons, and other
family members. Remembering the prophetic words of the lama from Kangdong named
Gonwang, Sera Khandro gives Gyalsé an ultimatum: “If I am allowed to take care of the
precious lama’s Treasure teachings and Treasure substances, you can live [with me]. If I
am not allowed to care for them, it is not acceptable for you to live with me.”"** In this
way, Sera Khandro manages to convince Gyalsé to stealthily take all of his father’s
Treasure substances and texts away from the lama’s household. His mother Yakza and
others protest, but by that time Gyalsé and Sera Khandro have already gathered the entire

collection. This is not a diplomatic way to begin married life in her spouse'™!

Gyalsé’s
homeland; a faction of people who support Yakza and oppose Sera Khandro suggest that
the community “needs to expel this girl from central Tibet,” and that “it is not acceptable
for her to live with Gyalsé.”'*? Sera Khandro writes of her growing antipathy towards
those who want to kick her out of the region. Reminiscent of Milarepa’s misdeeds using
black magic against those who had harmed his family, she propitiates the Dharma
protector in order to cause undesirable things to happen quickly to those who don’t like

her.'®* Sera Khandro soon feels great regret for harming other sentient beings. She burns

the incantation texts she used and vows at the risk of her life never to harm anyone again.



44

Immediately after Sera Khandro experiences the above difficulties, she has a
dream in which the dakini Kiinselma (Mkha’ ‘gro ma kun gsal ma) appears to her saying:

Alas — although the mandala of the greatly bright sun from the east
Dispels the darkness of the gloom of the realm of beings,
Look at the veil cast by the obscurations of clouds.

You, woman, who is a messenger of the mother dakinis —
Although you have the residual prayers of profound Treasure,
The jewel of the two-fold aim is buried in mud.

Look at the [way] the luster of brass can deceive [one into thinking it’s] gold!
The being who is your share is dressed in saffron.

The one who holds the first name resides nearby.

On his heart manifests the shape of a vajra.

If you secretly meet him as your consort,

Your life’s dharma teachings will certainly spread.
If you stay in one place, your life’s dharma and
Disciples and so forth will be like designs in water.

According to the mother dakinis’ prophecies,
Wander in various lands.
Abandon meeting people with deteriorated commitments.

Not listening to bad friends’ speech,
In a secluded place, practice your Treasures . . .

134
Kiinselma’s advice comes to Sera Khandro in a dream during a time in which her worldly
community life is full of conflict. This forms a common pattern in Sera Khandro’s
narrative: dakinis appear to her just when her worldly life is falling apart.'*> The next
morning after she wakes up from the dream, Sera Khandro thinks,
No matter whether I look at earlier or later prophecies, it is certain that I don’t
want to be with the Gara family. Nevertheless, because I have a relationship with
Gyalsé from the power of karma, now, no matter what happens, I won’t do
anything to displease him.!*¢
Yet, the feeling that she is settling for a life with someone who will not allow her to

accomplish her goal of leading a religious life persists. She has chosen brass over gold,

her goal of benefiting herself and others as a Treasure revealer is obscured like a jewel
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sunk into mud. The one dressed in saffron, an allusion to Drimé Ozer, the man whom she
should take on as her secret consort, is the missing ingredient that she needs in order to
spread her teachings.

Hints, signs, dakini dreams, and troubles with Gyalsé all continue to indicate to
Sera Khandro that she has strayed from her life’s greater religious purpose by settling
down with Gyalsé. Not only does Gyalsé find Sera Khandro an unfit vessel for the
esoteric precepts of the Great Perfection teachings, he also rejects Sera Khandro’s claim
that she is a Treasure revealer. At one point Sera Khandro recounts taking out a Treasure
vessel and offering it to Gyalsé upon her return home. Responding to Gyalsé’s question
“What is this?,” Sera Khandro replies with a mixture of truthful and false words since “if
I told the truth, I wondered whether he would slap me angrily like Marpa.”"®” Gyalsé
doubts Sera Khandro, stating:

Before, during the time when there were one hundred great Treasure revealers,

two of them actually manifested as female Treasure revealers. These days in this

Degenerate Age, [we] don’t see the existence of female Treasure revealers.'*®
Her authenticity doubted on the grounds of her gender, Sera Khandro wasn’t sure
whether he would be pleased if she admitted that the vessel was her Treasure. Thus, she
notes, “From that time forward, I wrote my Treasures down secretly.”!*

In accordance with prophecies, when Sera Khandro is twenty-two years old, she
becomes pregnant with Gyalsé’s child, whom she suspects is an incarnation of his father
Gara Terton. Although she tells Gyalsé that she has received a prophecy in her dream that
she needs to go to another place to give birth in order to avoid obstacles, Gyalsé pays no

heed to her warning and insists that she stay at home like all other expectant mothers do.

Sera Khandro writes:
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That year in the first month of fall when it became time to see the face of my
child, I went to collect firewood near a man named Chdlhiin who Gara Terchen
previously [said was] one who adhered to demonic scriptures. Because he called
out in a fierce voice and performed curses and so forth, the protection of my child
was reversed and he became a girl. At that time Gyalsé felt great regret. Saying,
“If this girl dies I’ll be happy,” he treated her really badly. Although I wasn’t
pleased with this, I didn’t say anything.'*’
The opinion of Sera Khandro’s milieu regarding having a female child is clear, given that
Sera Khandro attributes the birth of a daughter to demonic intervention. After the child’s
inauspicious transformation from boy to girl, there is no more discussion of the child
being Gara Tertdn’s incarnation. Despite this, Sera Khandro still feels that her daughter is
extraordinary. She takes the baby to a lama who, saying she has great merit, names her
Yangchen Drénma.'*! After Sera Khandro gives birth to her daughter, a Machik Labdron
Accomplishment Practice (Lab sgron gyi sgrub pa) comes to her as a new Treasure, but
because she secretly teaches it to some monks, Gyalsé scolds her. Extremely sad, she
writes that she supplicated the heroes and dakinis of the three realms with the following

prayer:

In the unmanifest land of the Glorious Copper-colored Mountain,'*?
Omniscient Mother Yeshé Tsogyal and
Heroes and heroines, consider this!

I, this messenger sent by the mother dakinfs,

Was born in an impure body as a woman.

My impure karma is that I have befriended cyclic existence.

My impure land is the demonic land of Golok.

My impure action is that I continually have a negative community.
From what causes and conditions did this karma originate? . . 13

In response to her song of lamentation, Sera Khandro hears a voice with no physical form
coming from the sky saying,
Alas, alas yogini —

Is the great self-emergent primordial wisdom
Free from exertion?
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Is the unborn self-emergent spontaneous presence
The ground of samsara and nirvana?

Are the appearances of good and bad, happiness and sorrow
The play of reality itself?

Is the poisonous water-lily which is the eight worldly dharmas
Something to be abandoned quickly?

Your wealth of the dakini’s heart essence —
Will you take it out in due time?

Will benefit for both the teachings and sentient beings
Come from the south?

You don’t need to be displeased and weary

On account of the illusory emanations of this world.

The Lotus [One’s] testament is changeless;

It is certain that in time the aspiration prayers will come toge’ther.144
In this way divine voices weave their words of encouragement through Sera Khandro’s
narrative, providing support and consolation just when her mundane circumstances seem
to overwhelm her with obstacles and difficulties.

Despite dakinis’ reassuring voices, tensions remain high between Sera Khandro
and Gyalsé. On one occasion when she is out collecting firewood, because a visionary
experience arises in her mind, éhe returns home late. Consequently, Gyalsé slaps her and
throws her out of the house. After the ensuing fight between Gyalsé and Sera Khandro,
the people of Gyalsé’s region hear their dispute. Calling her a demon-girl, they are
horrified that she would talk back to their revered lama Gyalsé.'** On another occasion
when she is twenty-three, although Sera Khandro perceives that she has a Treasure to
take out from a place called Solung Drakar,'* she suddenly turns back and decides to

return home. She tells her companions, “Let’s not go now. If we take a long time, Gyalsé

will scold me. Moreover, I entrusted Yangchen Drénma [her infant daughter] to Tupzang
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and if she cries, Gyalsé will certainly scold me.”'*” Thus, Sera Khandro’s life in early
twentieth-century Golok as a mother and as a wife of a man like Gyalsé, who was hostile
to her religious aspirations, proves to be extremely difficult. Nurturing her family and
nurturing her Treasure revelation career seem to be at loggerheads, despite her efforts to
“take a low place and write down the profound Treasures that came to me extremely
secretly.”148
The turbulent community dynamics of Gara Gyalsé’s Treasure revelation
encampment (gfer sgar) continue to cause Sera Khandro misfortune. She explains that on
account of troubles escalating between what had become two different factions of the
community who were fighting over land rights as well as influenced by Gyalsé and Sera
Khandro’s marital problems, Gyalsé expels Sera Khandro and her associates from his
encampment.'®’ Sera Khandro writes that when she was twenty-seven years old, as a
result of this community trauma, she miscarried her unborn child who was an incarnation
of Gyarong Ternyon (Rgya rong gter smyon). She recounts that while she felt
uncomfortable, the child spoke to her and told her that he was leaving for Guru
Rinpoché’s Buddhafield, the Glorious Mountain. On the morning of the twenty-fifth of
that month:
Then, at the same time as the sun rose, not coming outside from my navel, the boy
passed from this life. I thought, if I don’t rely on the power of wind, he [Gyalsé]
won’t do healing rituals. Thinking that even if he did those things, I won’t be able
to get the boy’s corpse out of my navel, I exerted myself only in wind yoga (rlung
gi rnal ‘byor). Sometimes because of the intensity of the pain, I was on the verge
of losing consciousness. Sometimes I generated wind and the boy’s corpse moved
about up, down, right, and left as if it was being driven by wind'*® and there was

nothing [ could do. Having put the cauterization needles of view and meditation
on the pain, I composed unwavering wind-awareness.""
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After Sera Khandro prays to Guru Rinpoché to liberate her from her agony, she gives

birth to her stillborn child, a beautiful boy who almost looks alive. When Gyalsé comes
to know about the stillbirth, he feels great regret and along with some of his disciples, he
performs purifying rituals. Even after the tragedy of losing her child, Sera Khandro‘s
detractors cannot resist the opportunity to criticizing her. She writes that aside from three
members of Gyalsé’s family who liked her, the rest of his family and others were happy
and said,
~ The Central Tibetan girl’s merit is exhausted and her son died. Still what misery
doesn’t she give to the Golok Lady'* and Gyalsé? All that she says about her son
dying in her stomach and giving birth to the corpse with its head and feet
unreversed is certainly lies. Whenever a calf dies in a female yak’s stomach
[everyone] can see that both mother and baby die. Her son was not a corpse in his
mother’s stomach; he didn’t die [in the womb]. Because she didn’t die, there is
absolutely no way she could have gotten the baby’s corpse out.'>
Sera Khandro’s mother-in-law Yakza and her cohorts essentially accuse Sera Khandro of
murdering her son because they cannot believe she could have given birth to a stillborn
child without dying herself.'>* Sera Khandro’s account of this and all of her many other
painful experiences living in the Treasure encampment at Banak Monastery brims with
the resentment and sadness she felt for being so mistreated. Indeed, Sera Khandro and
Gyalsé’s arguments, in addition to the wider land disputes dividing the community, prove
to be too tense for reconciliation. Once again, Sera Khandro is forced to leave her home.
She and the faction of Gara Gyalsé’s household with whom she is aligned move to the

Yeru religious encampment (Gyas ru chos sgar) that was near Pelyiil Tartang (Dpal yul

dar thang) Monastery.
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Shifting Winds: Gotriil Rinpoché and Drimé Ozer

Sera Khandro’s life of difficulties and obstacles begins to change when the lama
from Pelyiil Tartang Monastery named Jiktrel Choki Lodrd ( Jigs bral chos kyi blo gros),
whom she calls Gotriil Rinpoché (Sgo sprul rin po che), summons her and asks for one of
her Treasure revelations. Although Sera Khandro realizes that he is one of the four main
disciples (called pillars) who will maintain her Treasure teachings, she hesitates to go
before him, thinking, “Because of my inferior [female] body, others will have wrong
views about the Incarnate.”'> Via a monk sent as a messenger, Sera Khandro offers the
lama a text from the dakini’s symbolic registry (brda byang) and consequently the
obstacles to the lama’s life are cured. Finally, a monk convinces Sera Khandro to visit
Gotriil Rinpoché when she is twenty-four years old. Gotriil Rinpoché then announces to
everyone in the room, “I think this dakini is certainly the speech incarnation of Yeshé
Tsogyal. Abandon your wrong views [about her] and have faith. This is not deception — it
is real.”’® Gotriil Rinpoché becomes one of Sera Khandro’s first and strongest
supporters, contradicting Gyalsé’s criticism, encouraging Sera Khandro to write down the
Treasures that come to her, and publicizing her legitimacy as a Treasure revéaler.

Throughout her time living with Gyalsé in the vicinity of Banak Monastery, Sera
Khandro never stops feeling that she has chosen brass instead of gold. She pines for
opportunities to meet with Drimé Ozer, admitting that “I wanted to see him like a person
suffering from thirst wants water.”**’ One excellent opportunity arises when a lama
named Hor Ochung (Hor ‘od chung) invites both Gyalsé and Drimé Ozer along with their
entourages to come consecrate a new prayer wheel. When everyone gathers for the

ceremony, Sera Khandro recounts that a beautiful bejeweled woman saying she is Dorjé
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Yudrénma appeared before her and gave her a prophecy and a white crystal Treasure
vessel. Fearing that others will see the crystal vessel in her hands, Sera Khandro tries to
hide it. Before she can do so, Drimé Ozer sees the vessel and insists that Sera Khandro
give it to him. Sera Khandro writes, “It wasn’t fitting to lie, and so I offered him the
Treasure vessel, some of my hair, and a stainless offering scarf. He was greatly pleased
and auspicious connections were nurtured.”®

Gara Gyalsé and Drimé Ozer finally have a chance to speak with each other
during Hor Ochung’s prayer wheel consecration ceremony. At this time when Sera
Khandro is twenty-four years old and has a two-year-old daughter by Gyalsé, Gyalsé and
Drimé Ozer reach an agreement without ever consulting her that Sera Khandro will

become Drimé Ozer’s consort.!>®

Gotriil Rinpoché also supports this exchange, telling
Sera Khandro that Drimé Ozer is her prophesized consort as a result of the influence of
former prayers and that she needs to develop a connection to him for the purpose of her
Tr%éasure revelations.'®® Sera Khandro records that although she wanted to be with Drimé
Ozer, she also felt uncomfortable about being cast out of her home with Gyalsé even
though he was already living with his second spouse, Saldrén. After Drimé Ozer and .
Gyalsé exchange letters and finalize their agreement, Gyalsé makes preparations to give
Sera Khandro to Drimé Ozer. However, the process is a slow one and Sera Khandro
continues to live with Gyalsé for several more years before actually going to live
permanently with Drimé Ozer. When she leaves, she is several months pregnant,
expecting a boy whom Gotriil Rinpoché claims is his incarnation.'®' Sera Khandro writes

that she told her friends at Gyalsé’s encampment,

“I think [I should] go secretly without everybody seeing me prepare to go. Since I
also need to think about [what I will do] from now onwards, from whatever
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perspective, I think [we should] not publicize that I have been given to the
Treasure revealer lama’s [Drimé Ozer’s] household.”

They answered, “Although we think this way, it seems that we don’t know
whether Gyalsé will talk [about it] or not.”'®?

Sera Khandro’s discomfort with being given away and Gyalsé’s disregard for her feelings
emerge in such comments. While staying at Loch6’s (Blo chos sang) home in Kargab
Garkor'®®, Sera Khandro tells Lochd, Gyalsé’s brother, and her disciple Tupzang the
story of her troubles living with Gyalsé. She recounts,

I told them everything [including] the story of how [Gyalsé] gave me away to the
Treasure revealer during the male hare year [1915, when she was 24¢]>i the story of
how on account of my not having father’s name to back me up,1 he married
Saldrén and she gave me misery, and how having separated out his wealth,
Gyalsé forbade me and my child to use any of his possessions.”165

Thus, despite her strong connection to Drimé Ozer, Sera Khandro describes her distress
at being expelled from the religious community at Banak Monastery that she had tried so
hard to serve with humility. Yet when Gyalsé, Sera Khandro, and their group of disciples
arrive before Drimé Ozer, the connection she makes with him proves very useful to her
purpose of revealing Treasures. Sera Khandro describes a visit with Drimé Ozer before
she moves in with him permanently:

In particular, having established me in ripening and liberation, he gave me a
name. Then, not being able to resist the Lord’s [Drimé Ozer’s] command, I
offered him the registry of The Secret Treasury of Reality Dakinis. By doing this,
many amazing auspicious connections were nurtured. The Lord knew the
meaning of a dakinis’ symbolic expression that was difficult to discriminate and
his clarification is elucidated in my Treasure scripture'®. . . He gave me a [long]
life empowerment, a summoning longevity [empowerment] and so forth. Having
each relied on the other, the obstacles to our lives were pacified.

Then, the Lord himself offered Gyalsé a very expensive thing, a rug adorned with
designs of auspicious substances, and an offering scarf. He [Gyalsé] was
extremely pleased and they resided there in mutual accord. [Drimé Ozer] took
care of me with great love as if I were his main consort. In particular, he promised
that he wouldn’t be upset by circumstantial conditions and [that he would find]
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ways to protect his life. I also said that no matter what, I wouldn’t go to unknown
places. By means of mixing our minds together as if one, we made aspiration
prayers that method and wisdom'®’” would be inseparable. Then we [Gyalsé and
entourage] returned home. !
Thus Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro exchange teachings. By means of their mutually
beneficial relationship, obstacles to their life are pacified and Sera Khandro is able to
decode difficult points of the dakinis’ symbolic expressions. That Drimé Ozer and Sera
Khandro’s relationship involves consort practices is explicit in the passage above, as is
Gyalsé’s acceptance of the arrangement.

Just after their visit with Drimé Ozer, Sera Khandro givés birth to her third (and
second living) child amidst extraordinary signs, a son Drimé Ozer later names Rikzin
Gyurmé Dorjé (Rig ‘dzin ‘gyur med rdo rje).'® Soon after the child’s birth, Sera Khandro
recounts that because of the continuing disputes going on in Gara Gyalsé’s community,
the child became ill. This is one of many examples of the causal relationship Sera
Khandro’s writings emphasize between social upheaval and physical illness. As in other
instances of physical illness, Sera Khandro’s infant son’s health can only be restored
through ritual intervention. In particular, he can only be cured by rituals performed by
Drimé Ozer in accordance with a prophecy Gotriil Rinpoché gave before his death (in
approximately 1919).!7°

Sera Khandro’s child is not the only one who suffers from illness. Increasingly,
Sera Khandro’s legs are bothered with worsening arthritis (‘bam), causing her to have
greater and greater difficulty walking. Turbulence pervades her physical and social world
in 1921 when she is thirty years old. The “northern Chinese” (byang rgya) are creating

havoc (‘ur ‘ur zing zing byed), causing Gara Gyalsé and his community to move away

from their home of Banak Monastery.!”" The same is happening to Drimé Ozer and his
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community in Serta County. Sera Khandro writes that on another visit she made to see
Drimé Ozer, “on account of the agitation [caused by] the northern Chinese, the inner
circle of Drimé Ozer’s encampment held a conference and decided to move Drimé Ozer’s
seat to Yusé Chawa.!™

Amidst this turmoil, Sera Khandro’s greatest respite is her increasingly intimate
relationship with Drimé Ozer. As Gyalsé and Drimé Ozer’s encampments move about the
pasture lands of Golok, Sera Khandro, her children, her closest monk disciple Tupzang,
and others travel to and from encampments, stopping along the way at famous holy sites
in the Golok landscape such as Drungri, the abode of the most important mountain deity
of Serta, where Sera Khandro finds Treasure substances and has visions of the place as
Guru Rinpoché’s Buddhafield.'”® Sera Khandro’s visits to Drimé Ozer do not only
involve exchanging teachings with the lama and making the auspicious connections she
needs to reveal her Treasures; she expresses her relationship with him in terms that
emphasize her love for him as well as her religious devotion. Sera Khandro’s
auto/biographical writings read as a beautiful and suspenseful love story as much as a
story about divine revelation and spiritual realization. When she meets Drimé Ozer again
after visiting Drungri, she “rejoices as if meeting someone raised from the dead.”'™ After
the two “nurture auspicious connections” and speak in detail about worldly and religious
matters, Sera Khandro grows sorrowful, wondering if she will ever have a chance to see
Drimé Ozer again, saying:

Your looking after me with a greatly loving heart

Sets me free from the rank of people

And establishes me in the rank of gods.

You are the pillar who holds on to my life force,

My secret consort traveling on the quick path,
The hero who increases the disciples of Profound Treasure,
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The holy origin of all worldly and religious actions.
Before I never found someone like you;
Later [I can] forget about finding [someone like you]! . ..

175
Drimé Ozer is the medicine she needs to cure her arthritis; he performs rituals and they
exchange religious teachings.

After this, Sera Khandro returns yet again with her companions to Gyalsé’s
encampment. Upon her return, negative prophecies and omens abound and her arthritis
worsens until she can scarcely walk at all. Sera Khandro tries very hard to continue doing
~ her housework including milking the livestock and churning butter despite her near
inability to walk. She explains that Gyalsé thought that she was faking illness, so he
neglected to call a doctor or to perform any healing rituals. As she feels she is nearing
death, she vows that if she survives, she will certainly leave Gyalsé and go to live with

Drimé Ozer.!”

While Sera Khandro is on the verge of death surrounded by Gyalsé’s
contentious community, Drimé Ozer’s health is also compromised and prophecies
indicate that he too is in danger of dying. Thus, Sera Khandro’s writings imply that the

destined method and wisdom counterparts, Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro, are in danger

of dying from their separation; they literally cannot go on living without each other.

The Union of Method and Wisdom

Just as Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer are both on the verge of death, Sera
Khandro’s companions take her to live with Drimé Ozer. Finally the moment arrives that
Sera Khandro has been waiting and longing for since she was a young girl watching
Drimé Ozer from the window of her brother’s home. At the age of thirty, she is united

with Drimé Ozer and is forever freed from the negative circumstances of her life with
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Gyalsé. The scene I quote below is the climax of the Autobiography; it is the moment of
the lovers’ reunion or, put in religious terminology, it is the union of method and wisdom
resulting in the realization of Buddhahood.

When the bedraggled Sera Khandro finally arrives at Drimé Ozer’s encampment,
he nurtures her back to heath by performing healing rituals and insisting that she interrupt
her vegetarian diet to eat specially blessed meat to restore her depleted channels and
winds.!”” After completing a one hundred day retreat in compliance with Drimé Ozer’s
command, Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer practice together, cultivating wondrous signs of
accomplishment. Sera Khandro writes,

.. .Then, for three months, male and female partners together practiced the end of
the esoteric instructions on Drinking Vajra Water that [1 had] spoken earlier to the
Lord himself. At that time, the signs in the outer environment were that day and
night the mountains spoke, the earth quaked, a sound roared, the sound of a flute
and cymbals came forth, a fragrant smell spread, and so forth. All the group of
fortunate disciples actually saw this.

The inner signs of the domains of the channels, winds, and seminal essence
becoming purified were that the knots of the head and throat became liberated.
Not needing to train in and traverse the path, I understood all the Dharma vehicles
completely. The essential meaning of the symbols of all the teachings in
accordance with the disposition and devotion of beings from the hidden vessel of
the intention of the profound Treasures became self-liberated. The ten winds
became pliant and our bodies had youthful flesh and were light like cotton-wool.
When [ spoke spontaneously uttered hymns of vajra words, the seeds of the first
concentration were planted in the mind-streams of those who heard them. By
many small deeds such as this, benefit for sentient beings arose.

In particular, the inexpressible understanding of awareness and emptiness that is
the primordial wisdom of great bliss and emptiness, without elaboration and
endowed with the three liberations,!’® manifested [in me]. The two, method and
wisdom, manifestly merged as one taste.'”

From here on Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer are together and are able to cure each

other’s sickness and decode each other’s Treasures due to the auspicious connections

fostered by their union. Sera Khandro writes,



57

In particular, it became extremely quick for both of us to decode our Treasures.

Also, for me, by the power of the abundant auspicious connections, I elucidated

and propagated the Anu Yoga Esoteric Precept The Door to the Quick Path of

Vajravarahi’s Essential Drops and the Profound Explanation of the Meaning of

the Great Bliss of the Upper Doors and Enjoying the Three Realms of the Lower

Doors that were teachings in the Secret Treasury of Reality Dakinis.'®
For Drimé Ozer as well, this is a time of vast auspiciousness. The obstacles to his life are
all pacified and “like stars gathering together” his retinue of disciples increases. He writes
down and propagates both his own profound Treasure and that of his father Dujom
Lingpa.'®! Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer’s love flourishes, as does their ever-increasing
community of disciples for whose benefit they reveal and propagate Treasures.

Sera Khandro has received such acclaim as an accomplished consort that at the
age of thirty-two (ca. 1923), Adzom Rinpoché (4 ‘dzom rin po che, ‘Gro ‘dul dpa’ bo
rdo rje, 1842-1924) sends Drimé Ozer a letter requesting Sera Khandro’s presence at his
encampment in order to dispel the obstacles he has to his life and teachings. Despite Sera
Khandro’s pleas to stay with Drimé Ozer, he insists that she go to Adzom because both
Adzom and Sera Khandro need to ignite auspicious connections.'®? Despite her
reluctance to act as a consort for an eighty-two-year-old lama that she has never met, she
obeys Drimé Ozer’s command 'and goes to Adzom. They exchange many teachihgs and
nurture auspicious connections that cure both of them of illness and allow them to
prbpagate many Treasure teachings. Sera Khandro recounts that when she departed from
Adzom’s encampment, Adzom’s wife, children, and community all treated her lovingly

183 Upon her return to Drimé Ozer’s encampment, the whole

and escorted her on her path.
community is amazed to see that Sera Khandro’s limp caused by years of arthritis is
cured. That she can walk normally again demonstrates to all the power of uniting the

auspicious connections of method and wisdom.'®* After he teaches Sera Khandro and
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their disciples profound teachings on manipulating channels and winds, Drimé Ozer

states that Sera Khandro must protect and maintain his teachings:
Then the Lord told me, “You must protect and maintain the two profound
Treasures [that of Drimé Ozer and his father Dujom Lingpa]. I am old and
because there is a big group of disciples, it is difficult for me to fulfill everyone’s
desires.”
I didn’t have the power or the knowledge to be able to look after the retinue of
disciples. Despite this, together with sincere prayers, I promised to maintain the
teachings of the two profound Treasures as well as I could just in order not to go
against the lama’s command. The Lord was extremely pleased.'®’

Drimé Ozer’s comment about his old age (he was forty-four!) and his interest in passing

on responsibility for his teachings to Sera Khandro foreshadow the upcoming reminders

of impermanence that are soon to jolt Sera Khandro’s world.

Impermanence Strikes Home

During even the glory days of Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer’s life together,
subtle messages indicate that obstacles lie ahead. Sera Khandro worries about the fate of
her six-year-old'® son Gyurmé Dorjé because she has received a prophecy that his health
is in danger.'®” While Drimé Ozer decides that they need to publish his father Dujom
Lingpa’s teachings, prophecies indicate that illness and demonic influence will arise if
Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer continue to live in Drimé Ozer’s encampment and do not
depart for another place. Meanwhile, Drimé Ozer’s consort Akyongza, Sera Khandro’s
nemesis from youth, reacts badly to something Sera Khandro says. She declares, “It is
unfeasible for this Central Tibetan woman and her two children to maintain a position in
the Treasure revealer’s household. [You] don’t need to live together with the Lord — you

are not even allowed to contaminate [us] with just these words.”'®® There is no safe place
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for Sera Khandro and those she loves; her ex-partner Gyalsé and jealous, competing
consorts make each community in which she lives contentious.

In accordance with negative prophecies, all of a sudden a great plague strikes the
area. Sera Khandro writes that in 1925, everyone in her community was on the verge of
death. Sadly, Sera Khandro’s young son Rikzin Gyurmé Dorjé succumbs to disease and
dies, causing everyone to be oppressed with misery.'®® As if that weren’t enough
suffering for Sera Khandro to bear, on the tenth day of the fourth month of that year, the
- gravely ill Drimé Ozer “put his hands on my head, stared into space, and having prayed
to arise as Vajradhara in the [form of] the nondual union of method and wisdom, his form
body departed for the expanse of reality.”’*® After Drimé Ozer’s death, Sera Khandro
recounts that “I was without a protector or guardian, left behind like a blind person in the
middle of a plain, but I could do nothing about it.”**!

Adding misery upon misery, Drimé Ozer’s household, in particular Akyongza,
want nothing to do with Sera Khandro. They promptly expel her from the community for
the second time, the first being when she had just arrived in Golok as a teen. Akyongza’s
grudge against Sera Khandro probably stemmed not only from her jealousy of the woman
who had commanded so much of Drimé Ozer’s attention, but from the fact that Sera
Khandro and her daughter’s presence only increased competition for their limited
household resources. Not only do members of the community tell Sera Khandro that she
must leave right away, but immediately there is a problem of succession regarding
whether or not Sera Khandro has the right to pass on Drimé Ozer’s lineage. While Drimé
Ozer’s disciples desire a particular type of “self-empowerment” (bdag dbang) for a

teaching called Accomplishing the Mind of the Guru attainable by receiving
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empowerment from one’s lama’s reliquary, Sera Khandro feels uncomfortable because
she knows that Drimé Ozer empowered her to transmit that teaching. While she, who is a
holder of his lineage, is still there, she thinks that the disciples should request the
teaching from her instead of hankering after a “self empowerment.” However, Sera
Khandro writes that, “Because this Treasure was extremely profound, the auspicious
circumstances [to propagate it] went away,”192 thus indicating that Sera Khandro did not

or was not asked to give the teaching.

Sera Monastery Life and Teaching

No sooner have the memorial services for Drimé Ozer ended does Sera Khandro
depart in acquiescence of the community’s wishes. The monk Sotriil Rinpoché (Bsod
sprul sna tshogs rang grol), Drimé Ozer’s closest disciple, invites Sera Khandro to his
monastery, Sera Monastery,'*® in compliance with Drimé Ozer’s deathbed wishes that he
look after her. After moving to Sera Monastery, at the age of thirty-four, Sera Khandro
has a vision during Tibetan New Year celebrations in which dakinis bestow upon her the

1% Drimé Ozer himself comes to her during

symbolic texts of Drimé Ozer’s Biography.
this period in her life in several visions in which he urges her not to give up on her
promise to maintain and propagate the two Treasures, those of Drimé Ozer and Dujom
Lingpa. Despite these visionary interactions that she is able to have with him, Sera
Khandro is devastated by Drimé Ozer’s death. Waves of depression wash over her in
which she desperately misses him for the rest of her life.

Although Sera Khandro recounts some social problems in her new home, due to

Sotriil Rinpoché’s efforts, Sera Monastery is a reasonably supportive environment for



61

her. Trouble begins when local people become suspicious of her intentions living in a
monastery in close proximity to monks, and especially to Sotriil Rinpoché. Sera Khandro
remarks that,

At that time, I offended the perceptions of the local people. Some said, “The

Central Tibetan woman is Sotriil’s consort.” Some said, “Because Sotriil is getting

older, it seems as if she won’t live here.” Some said, “Since she is a contentious

woman, she will harm all of us.”'*
Sotriil Rinpoché is saddened by the negative talk swirling around his monastery. He
makes Sera Khandro promise that she will stay at Sera Monastery and not wander about
unknown places because she is the “one who maintains the teachings of the kind
incarnate.”'*®

While she is based at Sera Monastery being looked after by Sotriil Rinpoché, Sera
Khandro begins at the age of thirty-four to teach the dharma that she has practiced over
her lifetime. Although she had previously given her close disciples teachings from her
Treasure revelations, her teaching career begins in earnest during this period. She
recounts teaching the Four Seminal Heart [Volumes] (Snying thig ya bzhi) at a branch of
Tsangchen Monastery (Tsang chen dgon pa) named Sanglung Monastery (Gsang lung
afgyen197 pa). She also mentions teaching “the outer purification and explanation on the
quintessence of the Great Perfection of Buddhahood Without Meditation, which came as
a Treasure to the father and son [Dujom Lingpa and Drimé Ozer].”'*® She recounts
creating a dharma connection by conferring empowerments on over one thousand
laywomen and having them accomplish seventy million ma ni prayers.199 Sera Khandro
repeatedly confers empowerment, reading transmission (Jung), and explanations of the
two profound Treasures of Dujom Lingpa and Drimé Ozer to monks, lamas, and

200

members of religious encampments (sgar).”" On another occasion she gives the ripening
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empowerments, liberating explanations, and supporting reading transmissions for the
eighteen volumes of Drimé Ozer’s complete Treasure volumes.?®! Additionally, she gives
empowerments, explanations, and reading transmissions from her own two cycles of
Treasure texts, the Secret Treasury of Reality Dakinis and The Dakinis’ Heart Essence.”
Sera Khandro also encourages her disciples whether they be lamas, monastics,
laywomen, or old people to exert themselves in ma ni prayers, saving the lives of animals
(tshe thar), and fasting rituals (bsnyung gnas). She teaches to not only those in her own
Nyingma lineage, but also to adherents of other Tibetan Buddhist lineages, includihg
Jonang and Kagyii.’® Later in life at the age of forty-one, Sera Khandro teaches a
regional king, the king of Lingkar (Gling dkar rgyal po), and his entourage, conferring
empowerment and reading transmission in the Profound Accomplishment of Vajravarahi
(Phag mo’i zab sgrub) from her own Treasure as well as a longevity empowe:rment.204
Additionally, she performs the death-bed transferal of consciousness ritual for the
regional leader of Dzongda (Rdzong mda’).>®® Sera Khandro recounts giving these
religious teachings in various religious communities in the Golok and northern Gandze
vicinity while lengthy and elaborate visions were simultaneously arising in her
perception, including going to Buddhafields and interacting with Guru Rinpoché and

Yeshé Tsogyal**

, Drimé Ozer, and many dakinfs.

By the time Sera Khandro is thirty-eight years old, her prowess at writing and
editing as well as teaching religious scriptures is clear from her comment that, “In front
of the Lord Protector Sotriil Rinpoché, I promised that I would write down the great

Treasure [revealer] Dujom Dorjé’s entire profound Treasure.”?”’ This is not an easy task

because the texts are scattered in different places and first Sera Khandro must gather
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them together before beginning to edit. This is difficult not only because of the number of
volumes of text involved, but in addition it is socially complicated for Sera Khandro
because, as she notes, there is only one correct edition of the text and it is at “the Treasure
revealer’s household,” meaning Drimé Ozer’s household from which she has been
expelled twice, the latter time only four years earlier. Not heeding the warnings of the
local people at Sera Monastery who fear she is entering a hornet’s nest of contention by
going back to Drimé Oéer’s encampment, Sera Khandro reflects that,
Out of my former intentions regarding serving the teachings of the father and son
Treasure revealers, because [this task] was remaining, I thought that if it is in
accordance with the dharma, no matter what happy or sad worldly actions come
up, there is no way I can’t handle it.2®
When Sera Khandro, her daughter, her trusted disciple Tupzang, and her faithful scribe
Tsiiltrim Dorjé arrive at a retreat center called Karlung (Dkar lung) at Drimé Ozer’s
Treasure encampment, “all of Drimé Ozer’s disciples rejoiced as if seeing someone risen
from the dead.”®® Thus, Sera Khandro’s decision to privilege their religious purpose of
editing scriptures over worrying about old disputes ends up being a good choice. After
Sera Khandro explains her reasons for wanting to borrow the texts from Drimé Ozer’s
brother Triilku Dorjé Drendiil‘ (Sprul sku rdo rje dgra ‘dul), he is pleased and allows her
to use whatever texts she needs. Sera Khandro writes, “For over a month, we stayed there
editing and correcting”’® and so forth in great detail.”*'' After they finish the editing
process, Sera Khandro mentions that she offered Drimé Ozer’s community whatever
instructional explanations they desired including Drimé Ozer’s Biography and other
teachings.?'? Sera Khandro later describes the scope of their editing process: Dujom

Lingpa and Drimé Ozer’s Treasure volumes together totaled forty volumes and with the

addition of Sera Khandro’s visionary cycles (nyams ris skor), she says that she and her
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companions had written forty-four volumes.?'> These comments about Sera Khandro and
her companions writing, copying, editing, and correcting large volumes of text
demonstrate Sera Khandro’s significant role in textual production in her communities as
well as the advanced level of literacy she was able to attain despite not receiving any
formal Tibetan language education. Additionally, mentions of textual production
demonstrate that the culture of woodblock printing had limited relevance in these early
twentieth century nomadic religious encampments.* Copying large amounts of text is an
act of devotion; Sera Khandro notes that on another occasion an entourage of monks and
incarnates from Riwoché request empowerment from her in Dujom Lingpa and Drimé
Ozer’s Treasure cycles. Out of a sudden upsurge of devotion, they promise to copy their
complete works. Sera Khandro supports their efforts by offering them whatever resources
they need including writing paper, ink, and so forth.*!

After Sera Khandro and her companions complete their project editing and
correcting Dujom Lingpa’s Treasure volumes, Sera Khandro sings a song that is
characteristic of the tone of her narrative towards the end of her story after Drimé Ozer’s
death. After the climax of her four years of living with Drimé Ozer, her later life is
pervaded with sorrowful reflections on impermanence mixed with poetic expressions of
spiritual realization. She sings this song of grief when she recollects the happy moments

of her short experience living with her lama and her lover Drimé Ozer:

Alas! How sad the situation of
Impermanent phenomena in cyclic existence!

Before I was a woman of a good lineage —
Now everyone sees me as something to throw away.
The silk knots of former words

Now are [like] a beautiful form in the sky.2 16
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The former manifestations of my sensory pleasures
Now are what oppress me with suffering.

When I separate from the holy spiritual siblings that I mixed with previously
Without any power [not to], they become the cause of suffering.

My previous home, neighbors, and entourage
Are now like the two sides of a drum."’

When I see this reality of change [via]
All of the actions and deeds like these,
Who would be able to bear suffering like
Me, this girl who is an object of pity?

Alas, oh the three jewels!

I have no hope in this and the next [hfe]

I am without a companion, alone and destitute —
Thrown out like a dog to distant lands with no home.

Without a husband, everybody despises me.
Although I acted kindly in accordance with the dharma,
[Everyone] hated me because of the negative influence of anti-religious factors.

My greatly kind protector lama departed for the Buddhafields.
The wrathful Lord of Death led my only son away.
Pathetic mother and child were expelled to distant lands.

Those with merit gathered together
Like blissful and happy worldly gods.
This is the foundation for all the suffering of my situation.

These situations that had gathered together before
Manifest today as teachers of impermanence.

The rear mountain is impermanent — all the vegetation is dry.
The valley is impermanent — it is the abode of rodents.

The people’s homes are impermanent — the walls are destroyed.
Disciples are impermanent — they wander in other lands.
Couples are impermanent — they go their separate ways.

When manifestations like this appear,
The depth of my mind is oppressed with suffering.

Alas, oh — no matter what impermanent phenomena
You ponder, it is without essence.
Whatever you think about is an illusory emanation.
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Having abandoned the never-ending pattern®'® of ungraspable actions,
These handcuffs of the eight worldly concerns®® of cyclic existence,
If I am able to accomplish the holy divine dharma,

I will find the purpose of this life and

Repay the kindness of my lama.

I will fulfill the yearnings of my entourage of disciples.

By this I will accomplish the two purposes of self and other.

For the sake of this, I exert my body, speech, and mind in dharma

[practice].

Although I am without worldly ways, my mind is carefree.

Although I am expelied from the row of people, I accomplish my purpose.

Although everyone criticizes me, I am victorious over all.

Although I am thrown out to a distant land, my mind is resolved.

I have seen the original face of the changeless innate nature.

I have realized self-awareness inseparable from the lama.

No prejudice is possible in [my] compassion.

The vase of my body, speech, and mind contains blessings.

Perhaps I will go soon

To the victorious place of the all-good Truth Body (Dharmakdya).zzo
Sorrow and a realization of impermanence cast a dark shadow over her perceptions after
the death of Drimé Ozer and her young son, despite the expansive perspective that her
spiritual realization affords her. Her poetry after Drimé Ozer’s death is retrospective,
mourning the loss of her teacher and lover’s earthly body. Yet it is also charged with
anticipation, awaiting their final reunion in the Buddhafields.

In addition to recounting the many religious teachings she is invited to give, the
latter stages of her life based at Sera Monastery from the age of thirty-four to the
conclusion of her dutobiography when she is forty-three emphasize her active visionary
life. 2! During this period, divinities repeatedly appear before her speaking pithy missives

in which they direct her towards the many scriptural revelations she then teaches to her

faithful group of disciples. Even though her heart remains inseparably tied to the late
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Drimé Ozer, dakinis remind her that she still must cultivate auspicious connections by
engaging with the proper consorts in order to fulfill their divine prophecies and to reveal
Treasures. In one particularly poignant passage, Sera Khandro recounts that when she
was thirty-eight years old, she had an extremely sharp pain in her “lotus.” A visionary old
woman appears before her and tells her in poetic language that she needs the medicine of
a male consort’s “ambrosia” to cure her of the illness that has affected her internal
channels and winds. Sera Khandro recounts that she reacted negatively to the old
woman’s words, retorting, “At the end of my life that is like a setting sun, aside from
wondering if I can accomplish the completely pure Dharma, I don’t think about needing
to take on a consort!”?*? Thus Sera Khandro’s mind turns more and more away from the
troublesome world of early-twentieth century Golok and towards the moment when she
will once again be reunited with Drimé Ozer in the permanent domain of the

Buddhafields.

The Final Years

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography ends when she is forty-three years old, six years
before her death. However, there are two sources that summarize the final years of her
life. The earlier source is a twelve folio page manuscript handwritten by her scribe
Tsiiltrim Dorjé in 1948 titled Posthumous Biography of Khandro Rinpoché Dewé Dorjé
Who Arose as a Manifestation of the Mother of the Buddhas Yeshé Tsogyal**® Chatral
Sangyé Dorjé Rinpoché used Tsiiltrim Dorjé’s text as a base upon which to expand in a
twenty folio page text he wrote in 1976 titled 4 Turquoise Border: A Short Supplement to

the End of the Great Biography of the Central Tibetan Dakini Dewé Dorjé.*** When Sera
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Khandro was forty-four years old in 1935, she was at Sera Monastery giving teachings
from both Dujom Lingpa and Drimé Ozer’s Treasure volumes. During this year, sadly,
her disciple and staunch supporter Sotriil Rinpoché died. Although she too experienced
many visions in which her perceptions of this world faded and she saw only pure
Buddhafields, an incarnate lama from Katok Monastery named Chaktriil Rinpoché Pema
Trinlé Gyamtso offered her sacred substances and was able to dispel the obstacles to her

225 Also that year when she was forty-four, she went to [Drimé Ozer’s]

life that year.
Treasure encampment and received empowerments and reading transmissions from Lerab
Lingpa’s Treasure revelations from a lama named Lama Tsechok, which restored

226 While she was there, Drimé Ozer’s

previously damaged auspicious connections.
younger brother Dorjé Drendiil (Rdo rje dgra ‘dul) summoned her. Tsiiltrim Dorjé
explains that,
In particular, by the auspicious connections of relying on the quick path of
method and wisdom, [Sera Khandro] was able to decode the symbolic meaning of
profound Treasures including the Heart Essence of Tsogyal Mind
Accomplishment [Practice] and so forth that she took out of the Jewel Ocean
[near] Vairocana’s Cave.”
“Relying on the quick path of method and wisdom” refers to Dorjé Drendiil’s acting as
Sera Khandro’s consort, thus enabling her to decode her Treasures. This is another
indication that Sera Khandro continued to have consorts after Drimé Ozer’s death.
In 1936 when Sera Khandro was forty-five, her disciple Sherab Ozer invited her
to Dzakok (Rdza khog) to a Vai[rocana] cave called Khandro Yangdzong. There she gave
teachings to the disciples gathered there and revealed Treasures. Because of the war with

the Chinese, Sera Khandro had to move her encampment around several times to places

including Dzat6 (Rdza stod), Nit6 (Snyi stod), and Tsechu (Tse chu). Despite the fighting
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going on in the area, Chatral Rinpoché explains that, “Having relied only on the power of
the Venerable Lady’s compassion, not even a bit of harm came to all the people and
livestock."**® When she moved her camp to Dzatd, she taught the disciples gathered there
preliminary practices (sngon ‘gro), Breakthrough (khregs chod), and Direct
Transcendence (thod rgal) and stayed in retreat there for one hundred days.

In 1937 when she was forty-six years old, the monastic students of Lama Gelek
Gyamtso from the Tsang encampment (Rtsang sgar) invited Sera Khandro to move her
encampment there and give them teachings. She also went to Dralek Monastery (Bkra
legs dgon) to enjoy the Guru Rinpoché ceremony there on the tenth day of the sixth
month. Tsiiltrim Dorjé recounts that, “After that in the Da area (Zla yul) when [she] went
to beg for alms, she gave disciples a Dharma connection in accordance with each of their
needs and established their ripening and liberation.””* This is one of the many instances
in which he recounts that Sera Khandro went to beg for alms and gave teachings on the
way. Upon returning to Tsang Monastery, she gave the students gathered there
explanations on preliminary practices, Purifying Appearances, and Direct Transcendence
practices from her own earth Treasure (sa gter). After they all did a one hundred day

B0 A greatly faithful disciple named Lama

retreat, they had a great thanksgiving feast.
Tsiiltrim Norbu from Nyakrong (Nyag rong) heard of the great dakini and came to meet
her. After he received empowerment in her full teachings, he became one of the people
who maintained, protected, and transmitted (‘dzin skyong spel) her teachings. Out of
great faith, he wrote a copy of all of her teachings including six volumes of her works.*!

In 1938 at the age of forty-seven, Sera Khandro gave further teachings in the three

Treasure cycles: that of Dujom Lingpa, Drimé Ozer, and her own. At Tsang encampment,
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she also taught Drimé Ozer’s Biography. During the winter, all her disciples did another

one hundred day retreat. In 1939 when she was forty-eight years old, messengers from
Kham Riwoché arrived to invite her to visit the Riwoché political leader (Zhabs drung)
Tsewang Drakpa (Tshe dbang grags pa). On the way to Riwoché, the king of Lingtsang
(Gling tshang) and his queens requested several teachings from Sera Khandro’s Treasure
cycles. When she arrived in Riwoché, she received a warm welcome and stayed in the
leader’s household (Zhabs drung bla brang).**?

As she was preparing to give the complete empowerments to Dujom Lingpa,
Drimé Ozer, and her own Treasure teachings, the first sign of her upcoming death arose.
Tsiiltrim Dorjé recounts,

During the preliminary empowerment, Khandro Rinpoché said to Lama Sherab

and I both who were on the outside of a curtain, “The [time] between this life and

the next is not distant. Aside from just the outside and the inside of this curtain in-

between us, there is no [distance].”

At another time she said, “We have protected and maintained the father and son
Lama’s teachings well. Now, I don’t know how much life I have left.”

It seemed that she would not live long.?*?
When Sera Khandro turned forty-nine in 1940, she secretly went off with some of her
disciples, including Tsiiltrim Dorjé, to visit several holy places in which she revealed
Treasures including the meditation cave called Orgyen Dzong in Pom (Spom), a rock
cave called Maratika, and others. Sera Khandro also traveled to Amdo Tashikhyil (4 mdo
bkra shis ‘khyil) where she gave empowerments and explanations in the three Treasure
teachings. People there said that, “At that time, from between her eyebrows, a bright light
radiating the assembly of peaceful and wrathful deities gradually appeared and then went

away.”234



71
In the beginning of the fourth month of 1940, Sera Khandro became sick again

with arthritis. Despite the rituals and prayers her disciples performed, her condition did
not improve. In the beginning of the fifth month, Sera Khandro asked to be taken to
Riwoché where she stayed at the political leader (Zhabs drung)’s palace. Tsiiltrim Dorjé
writes,
On the twentieth of the fifth month around noon, [Sera Khandro] fiercely cried
out the sound “Hrik” and on account of this, she went to the Buddhafields. As
soon as she passed away, although we heard the sound of a voice, we didn’t
understand the meaning.?®’
He also records that,
Rainbow clouds gathered and a sound roared and so forth. After a few days of
making offerings to the body, on the twenty fifth day, in a very nice place in the
region behind Riwoché, we offered the body to the fire. When it was burning,
many amazing signs arose on the body such as one eye flying into the southern
direction of the sky and so forth.?
Chatral Rinpoché adds that when they brought her body out to the cremation site, “Her
body had dissolved into light and all that remained was about the size of an eight year old
child.”®" He describes the reliquary that Sera Khandro’s daughter and Tsiiltrim Dorjé
made for Sera Khandro’s relics — it was about the size of an arrow’s length, made of
silver with gold and various jewels inlaid in patterns. Inside they put the dakini’s bone
relics, her hair, her rosary, her Treasure volumes, an amazing Sakyamuni statue, and
blessed things including stone (Treasure) vessels and yellow pages. Chatral Rinpoché
notes that the reliquary is still there in Amdo in the Treasure encampment (Mdo smad

gter sgar).238
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Conclusion

Sera Khandro’s rich autobiographical reflections depict a life full of extraordinary
and miraculous visionary experiences revealing Treasures interspersed with plebeian
accounts of interpersonal difficulties. Her life story is dramatic in cinematic proportions,
inviting readers to imagine the empty nomadic plains and stark alpine vastness in which
her tale of sacrifice, diligence, suffering, love, and realization unfolds. Her world is both
distant and near, charged with supernatural forces and grounded by mundane human
em‘otions. It paints a picture of a woman who was extraordinary, experiencing
phantasmagoric visions of divine revelation, and very human, distraught by tensions with
her mother-in-law, struggling to pursue her religious ambitions and raise her family, and
devastated by the loss of her lama and her son.

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is an example for those who come after her of
what it means to fully embark upon the homeless life of Buddhist renunciation. Her
courageous choice to step out of her conventionally comfortable life in Lhasa into the
wild unknown land of Golok never to return or see her family again is a powerful
portrayal of her commitment to the Tibetan Buddhist path. Hers is a nomadic story in
more ways than one; a life riding horses and pitching tents on the pastures of nomadic
Golok led to a life in which she never truly found a home within the often turbulent
religious communities in which she lived. As a woman from Central Tibet, she was
always an outsider, an exception to the rule of male religious hierarchy and hereditary
Golok religious succession. Without a worldly place to call her own, the refrain of her
Autobiography returns to her only true home, her love for Drimé Ozer and its fruition as

spiritual liberation.
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Chapter Two: The Process of Revealing Treasures in Sera
Khandro’s Golok

The mythic history and multilayered process of revealing Treasures lie at the heart
of Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical works. Half of both Sera Khandro’s Autobiography
and Drimé Ozer’s Biography consists of their visionary experiences, all of which relate to
divine revelation. Sera Khandro’s Autobiography includes more than twenty-five
accounts of revealing Treasures, and Drimé Ozer’s Biography describes at least thirty-
one of his (and their) revelation experiences. These accounts include visions inspiring
literary productions, called mind Treasures (dgongs gter), and discoveries of sacred
material including rocks, ritual objects, statues, and yellow scrolls from the Tibetan earth,
called earth Treasures (sa gter). The process of revealing Treasures involves multiple
stages and relies heavily on divine prophecy and the gathering together of fleeting
auspicious connections (rten ‘brel) including finding the right time, place, consort (thabs
grogs) and doctrine holder (chos bdag). The unifying theme of this chapter is an
exploration of Treasure revelation as a process in which Treasure revealers such as Sera
Khandro and Drimé Ozer interact with different realms of beings including: 1) Buddhist
divinities such as Padmasambhava, Yeshé Tsogyal, and hosts of dakinis, 2) land deities
and Treasure protectors who personify the natural environment, and 3) human
communities in Golok society including religious encampments (chos sgar, gter sgar),
monasteries (dgon), and lay nomadic tribes (tsho ba). Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical
writings are pervaded with dialogic encounters with this wide range of figures, as we will

continue to explore in the following chapter.
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After introducing aspects of both academic and traditional Tibetan understandings
of the history of the Treasure tradition, this chapter will investigate: 1) How does Sera
Khandro represent her relationship to the divine progenitors of Treasure teachings,
Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal?, 2) How does she describe the process of revealing
Treasures?, 3) In what type of religious communities did Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer
live and what relationship did Treasure revealers and their products have to broader
Golok society? Through exploring these questions, this chapter seeks to read Sera
Khandro’s auto/biographical writings as a resource for understanding more about the role

of Treasure revelation in Sera Khandro’s early twentieth-century Golok.

What are Treasures and where do they come from?

Treasure (gfer ma) revelation is the discovery of new material, textual, or
visionary spiritual artifacts and scriptures affiliated with Nyingma (old school) Tibetan
Buddhism and Bon. The religious phenomenon of Treasure revelation originates partly
from the ancient and modern practice of hiding sacred religious items in the earth during
periods of civil and military unrest. Tibetan history has experienced a need for this hiding
of sacred items more than once in its long recorded history dating back to the seventh-
century formulation of the Tibetan empire, most notably during the Dark Period in the
mid-ninth century when the Tibetan Royal Empire disintegrated and government-
sponsored institutional Buddhism declined in Tibet. Beginning in the late tenth century,
as Tibetans rebuilt their fragmented religious institutions, they may have discovered some
artifacts that had been hidden during the waning years of the Tibetan empire.”® The

Treasure tradition began during this period of revival as early as the eleventh century
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with the Treasure revealing activities of Sangyé Lama (Sangs rgyas bla ma), but did not
become widespread as a distinctive form of scriptural transmission until the thirteenth
century.2* Interestingly, in recent Tibetan history, during the Chinese invasion and
subsequent destruction of massive numbers of monasteries, religious objects, and
scriptures, the history of Tibetans concealing religious objects as Treasures in the earth of
Tibet recurred. In fact, during my fieldwork (2004-2005) in Serta, Golok, a contemporary
religious figure in Golok named Namtriil Jikmé Piintsok (Nam sprul ‘jigs med phun
tshogs), who is locally accepted as the reincarnation of Sera Khandro’s teacher and
companion Drimé Ozer, asked me for a new copy of Sera Khandro’s Autobiography
because the corners of his manuscript had been damaged by water when his community
hid the text under the earth during the Cultural Revolution (1966-76).2*'

However, the Treasure tradition as a form of scriptural transmission of the
Nyingma school of Tibetan Buddhism entails far more than finding lost treasures in the
earth. Eventually, the early diversity gave way to a codified paradigm in which Treasures
came to be thought of as hidden predominantly by the eighth century Indian Tantric
master who is credited with bringing Buddhism to Tibet, Padmasambhava, along with the
aid of his Tibetan consort Yeshé Tsogyal. These Treasures could then be discovered only
by his specially appointed emissaries. Treasures can be either material earth Treasures (sa
gter) in the form of scripture pages, statues, precious pills, vessels containing scripture,
etc. that are discovered in places such as rocks, mountains, lakes, trees, temples, and
space or mind Treasures (dgongs gter), which have been hidden directly in the minds of
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their prophesized revealers to be discovered at the appropriate time.”” Treasure

revelation is one way to keep the Tibetan scriptural canon open, to continue to add new
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scriptures to the already closed and codified Tibetan canon of authentic, Buddha-voiced
scriptures.

Precedents for the Tibetan Treasure tradition stem from both Indian and Tibetan
Buddhism. Despite skeptical critiques of the tradition, most often voiced by its opponents
in the new (gsar ma) schools of Tibetan Buddhism, Treasure revelation does have direct
Indian antecedents, which is the main criterion for authenticity in Tibetan Buddhism.
Robert Mayer draws our attention to the The Samadhi of Direct Encounter with the
Buddhas of the Present (Pratyutpanna-buddha-sammukhavasthita-samadhi-sitra), a
Mahayana Siitra datable to before 179 C.E. as well as the Indian nidhi (Treasure)
tradition. He argues that both of these presage the Tibetan Treasure tradition in direct
ways including the concealing of Buddha-voiced scriptures in caskets under the earth
protected by deva and naga spirits to be revealed by prophesized lay bodhisattvas in the
future.>*> More generally, scholars have pointed out that the concept of receiving a newly
packaged scripture relevant to contemporary concerns can be seen as a natural outgrowth
of the general Indian Mahayana understanding that realized Buddhist disciples can
produce new scripture based on their realization rather than having to prove always that
the new scripture literally came from the historical Buddha’s speech. Thus there was
Indian precedent for the understanding that Buddha-voiced scripture could mean
discourse inspired by the realization of enlightenment that did not literally emanate from
the speech of the historical Buddha. These factors lead Mayer to conclude that
contemporary Tibetan Treasure revelation is “a unique survival, or at least a close replica,
of the workings of the revealers of the famous Buddhist Sanskrit scriptures of the last two

millennia.”***
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Despite these Indian reflections, there are also distinctly Tibetan reasons for the
development and ongoing importance of the Tibetan Treasure tradition. David Germano
has argued extensively that the discovery of new Nyingma Treasure scriptures was in part
a reaction to the onslaught of newly translated Indian Tantric scriptures that new schools
of Tibetan Buddhism were importing into Tibet during the later dissemination (phyi dar)
of Buddhism that followed the Dark Period (850-950 C.E.) of political, religious, and
social fragmentation in Tibet. Germano argues that during the Renaissance Period (950-
1300 C.E.), the Treasure tradition allowed the Nyingma School to appropriate and
transform the new post-tenth century Indian materials under the guise of discovering
teachings hidden from Tibet’s glory days of its Imperial past (600-850 C.E.). This move
enabled Tibetans to forge an autochthonous Buddhist tradition without falling prey to the
criticism of outright authorship of new scripture. The Treasure tradition thus emphasizes
Tibet’s own sacred Imperial history rather than the prevalent valorization of India as the
source of Buddhism. With the divine couple Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal as its
sacred progenitors, the Treasure tradition also validated non-monastic forms of religious
community and the increasingly important role of the Tantric consort. In addition,
Germano highlights the strongly Tibetan nationalist element of the Treasure tradition’s
gaze backwards into Tibet’s own Imperial past for its Treasures instead of reaching for
the more familiar stamp of Indian authenticity. He points out the uniquely Tibetan
insights that the Treasure tradition allowed its proponents to introduce into Tibetan
Buddhism such as the development of the Nyingma Seminal Heart (snying thig) system
of Great Perfection (rdzogs chen) teachings, a lineage to which Sera Khandro belonged in
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its later nineteenth and twentieth-century manifestations.”™ As Janet Gyatso phrases it,
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“In the end, the person of the Treasure discoverer is aggrandized both by the cachet of the

foreign, borrowed from the civilization of Indian Buddhism, and the power of the
indigenous, with all of its ancient memories and allegiances.”?*® Just as its genealogical
roots stem from an Indian saint, Padmasambhava, and a Tibetan princess, Yeshé Tsogyal,
Treasure revelation has verifiable Indian antecedents, yet its rise and development in
Tibet is uniquely Tibetan, born out of political, social, and religious circumstances

specific to Tibetan cultural history.

Treasure Revelation in Nyingma Scriptural Transmission

There are three main types of scriptural transmission in the Nyingma school of
Tibetan Buddhism: the canonical teachings (bka’ ma), Treasure teachings (gter ma), and
Pure Vision teachings (dag snang). The canonical teachings of the Nyingma school are
part of the Nyingma Gyiibum (Rnying ma rgyud ‘bum), a thirty-three-volume collection
consisting primarily of the inner Tantras of the Nyingma School. The canonical teachings
are described as being a “long lineage,” or a lineage of transmission from teacher to
student dating back directly with no breaks to the historical Buddha, though in fact many
of them are clearly Treasures excavated prior to the fourteenth century. The potential
problem with the long lineage according to Sera Khandro’s contemporary, the Third
Dodrupchen Rinpoché, is that:

The power of those teachings may have declined by their falling into the hands of

improper people and transgressors. The teachings may have been adulterated by

individually imposed and unauthorized writings; and also in the long
transmissions there tend to be obstructions. In that long period of transmission
there may have been some among the lineage holders who did not practice much

and did not attain any accomplishment [so the power of the transmission becomes
decayed]. 2’
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Not falling prey to these potential downfalls, the “short lineage” consists of both

Treasure teachings and Pure Vision teachings and is “short” because it is a direct lineage
from the timeless Buddhas to human recipients, thus cutting out the “middle men” of the
millennia of Buddhist lineage history that can potentially dilute the true Buddha’s
teachings. Pure Vision teachings are teachings that highly realized beings receive
spontaneously in their waking or dreaming visionary experience from Buddhas,
Bodhisattvas, deities, and sages. Not all Pure Vision teachings are Treasure teachings,
however, because there is an additional stage in the transmission of Treasure teachings
that is not found with Pure Vision teachings; Treasure teachings and Pure Vision
teachings both stem from the timeless wisdom of the Buddhas, but Treasure teachings
also have a temporal origin in the Treasure hiding activities of key figures in Imperial
Tibetan history, most often Padmasambhava.?*®

Treasure revelation texts consist of many different genres of literature including
ritual texts describing meditative techniques for visualizing deities, historical texts
recounting the glorified events of Imperial Tibetan history, hagiographies of Tibet’s
famous personalities, most often Padmasambhava, explanations of - philosophical and
doctrinal points, and instructions for the creation of religious art, dance, and
architecture.”*® One of the largest compendia of Nyingma Treasure texts is the Rinchen
Terdzod (Rin chen gter mdzod) compiled by Kongtriil Yonten Gyatso (Kong sprul yon
tan rgya mtsho, 1813-1899), but many cycles of Treasure (gter skor) are not included in
this compendium.*® Sera Khandro’s four volumes of revealed Treasures include
primarily ritual texts (sddhanas and empowerments), prophecies (lung bstan) foretelling

the key disciples and consorts of her teachings, accounts of her visionary experiences
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(nyams snang), and explanatory materials (khrid yig) on Dzokchen philosophy. Her

Treasure revelation accounts primarily consist of taking out textual Treasures in the form
of scriptures which come to her through visions. However, these scriptures are not only
mind Treasures, but also are earth Treasures in the sense that she often describes finding
her Treasure texts in vessels (sgrom bu) made from substances of all varieties including
crystal, stone, rhinoceros hide, and so forth. Less commonly she describes revealing
statues and ritual implements.

There are six types or stages of transmission in Nyingma Tantra, three of which
are unique to the Treasure tradition, which chart the transmittal of Buddhist teachings
from Buddhas to their disciples. The first is Mind Transmission (dgongs brgyud), which
is a spontaneous transmission between Buddhas in which nothing is expressed, but which
represents the transmission of the Truth Body (Dharmakaya, chos sku) Buddhas to the
Enjoyment Body (Sambhogakdya, longs sku) Buddhas. The second is the Symbolic
Transmission (brda brgyud) from the Enjoyment Body Buddhas using verbal and
physical symbols to Emanation Body (Nirmanakaya, sprul sku) Buddhas including
figures such as Padmasambhava, Prahevajra, and other Knowledge Holders
(vidhyadhara, rig ‘dzin). The third is the Hearing Transmission (snyan brgyud),
transmitted by Emanation Bodies such as Padmasambhava to ordinary human disciples
via verbal communication.! The forth transmission type begins those which are unique
to the Treasure tradition; the Prophetic Authorization (bka’ babs lung bstan) in which
Padmasambhava gives a prophecy to the future Treasure revealer (gter ston) indicating
the specific time and place that the Treasure revealer will disclose Padmasambhava’s

teaching. Thus prophecy is an integral part of the transmission of Treasure texts, a theme
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that recurs throughout Sera Khandro’s biographical writings. The fifth stage is the

Aspirational Empowerment (smon lam dbang bskur) in which Padmasambhava conceals
the Treasure teaching in the Treasure revealer’s mind through the power of his
aspirations. Also called the Mind-mandate Transmission (gtad rgya), this transmission of
the Treasure teaching is possible because of the concentration of his enlightened mind
and the realization of the disciple’s mind. The sixth and last transmission stage is the
Entrustment to the Dakinis (mkha’ ‘gro gtad rgya). 1t is the stage following
Padmasambhava’s concealment of the Treasures in rock, lake, sky, or other locales in
which Padmasambhava entrusts the dakinis and Treasure protector spirits with the task of
guarding the Teaching until the prophesized Treasure revealer arrives at the appropriate
time and place. Here the integral involvement of Padmasambhava’s consort Yeshé
Tsogyal comes into play. Tiilku Thondup explains,
Second, after the transmission of the esoteric teachings to his disciples, his
consort Ye shey Tsho gyal compiled the teachings through the power of her
unforgetting memory. Then according to the wishes and blessings of Guru
Padmasambhava, with the help of other realized calligraphers she wrote the
teachings in symbolic scripts on yellow scrolls of paper, put them in caskets and
concealed them in different places, so they would be discovered by the Tertons
and used as keys to awaken the- recollection of the words, meanings and
realization of the Terma from their awakened state of mind. They also concealed
the prophetic guides for the Tertons. This process is the Entrustment to Dakinis or
Terma protectors.25 2

The role of Yeshé Tsogyal and Padmasambhava acting as a Treasure concealing pair is

the topic to which we now turn.



82

The Divine Couple Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal: Progenitors of
the Treasure Tradition

Although there are several key eighth-century hagiographic figures who hide
Treasures such as King Songtsen Gampo, Vimalamitra, and Vairocana to name just a
few, by the fourteenth-century Padmasambhava emerged as the dominant figure for the
Buddhist Treasure tradition. It is he who conceals Treasures along with his Tibetan
partner Yeshé Tsogyal, who acts as his consort and as the one who remembers, encodes,
and conceals his Treasure teachings. In Sera Khandro’s biographical works,
Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal are a dynamic divine couple from whom she
perceives her male consort Drimé Ozer and herself to have emanated and to whom her
manifold devotional prayers are directed. Inspired by its central importance in Sera
Khandro’s biographical writings, in this section and also in Chapters Four and Five I will
explore the ways in which Sera Khandro represents herself through reference to the
Treasure tradition’s central origination discourse of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal.
As Judith Perkins reminds us in the context of her study on the role of the discourse of
suffering’selves in early Christianity, “In every society, persons come to understand
themselves, their roles and their world through their culture’s discursive practices and the
‘reality’ these practices bring into cultural consciousness.”*** Perkins calls for

An investigation of how various discourses in a historical period work to produce

particular subjectivities, i.e., particular forms of self-understandings and particular

social worlds that generate certain kinds of social power. The dominant power in

a society is recognized as being sustained through the domination of a particular
social discourse.**

Applying this insight to the context of the Treasure tradition, this section will explore the

following questions: What is the significance for communities involved in Treasure
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revelation that the tradition’s “second Buddha,” the paradigmatic figure of

Padmasambhava, is a lay Tantric master surrounded by divine dakini consorts and in
particular partnered with Yeshé Tsogyal for the dissemination of Buddhist Treasure
teachings? How does the dominant Treasure revelation origination discourse of
Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal as a divine couple act as a model for Sera Khandro?
How has this discourse of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal as divine progenitors of

the Treasure tradition shifted over time?

The Rising Importance of Yeshé Tsogyal

In his tome on the history of the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, Dujom
Rinpoché (1904-1988), the reincarnation of Drimé Ozer’s father Dujom Lingpa,
represents the central origination discourse of the Treasure tradition in the following way:

In this country of Tibet, the one who instructed numberless persons in
need of training by enlightened activities associated with the nucleus of the
teaching, the vehicle of indestructible reality in general, and the profound
treasures in particular, was the Second Buddha, Padmasambhava.

It was his particularly great enlightened activity to conceal uncountable
treasure troves containing doctrines, wealth, medicines, astrological calculations,
images, sacramental substances and so forth in the lands of India, Nepal, and
Tibet, with the intention of providing a harvest for future disciples and for the
teaching. Above all, skillfully teaching each according to his needs here in Tibet,
Guru Rinpoche taught approaches to the doctrine in general, and, in particular, an
infinite mass of Tantras, transmissions, esoteric instructions and rites associated
with the three classes of yoga [Mahayoga, Anuyoga, and Atiyoga]. All of those
transmitted precepts were compiled by the mistress of secrets, the queen of the
expanse, Yeshe Tshogyel, who retained them in her infallible memory. She
arranged them on five kinds of yellow scroll [symbolizing the five families] in the
symbolic script of the dakinis and, inserting them in various treasure chests,
sealed them to be indestructible. Guru Padmasambhava and his consort, alone or
in the company of the king and his subjects, concealed them in different locations
and entrusted them to their respective treasure protectors. Yeshe Tshogyel, in
particular, lived for more than a hundred years after the guru’s departure for
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Camaradvipa and concealed an inconceivable number of treasure troves in upper,
middle and lower Tibet. In this way she fulfilled her service to the treasures.”

Triilku Thondup mirrors this version of the Treasure revelation origination discourse,
explaining that,
The source of Dharma Treasure, the person who established the Terma system of
the Nyingma, is Guru Padmasambhava, assisted by his consort Ye shey Tsho
gyal. There are also teachings that were concealed or reconcealed by his disciples,
such as Vairocana, and their reincarnations, and also by Vimalamitra, a great
Indian scholar and sage of the ninth century.>*®
The more ancient sources for twentieth-century accounts such as the ones above include
Nyangrel Nyima Ozer’s (Nyang ral nyi ma ‘od zer) thirteenth-century Zanglingma
(Zangs gling ma) and Orgyen Lingpa’s (‘O rgyan gling pa) fourteenth-century
revelations Padma Katang (Padma bka’ yi thang yig) and the Tangyik Denga (Thang yig
sde Inga).*’ Interestingly, both the Zanglingma and the Padma Katang hardly mention
Yeshé Tsogyal as a divine partner to Padmasambhava who helped him to conceal and
disseminate the Treasure teachings. The Zanglingma contains two chapters devoted to the
history of Padmasambhava’s revealing Treasures, chapter twenty-one and twenty-two,
both of which never once mention Yeshé Tsogyal. The Zanglingma recounts:
Master Padma consecrated these secluded locations to be sacred places for
sadhana. He personally visited everywhere in the land of Tibet and concealed
innumerable terma treasures for the sake of worthy people in future generations.
He also buried separate location lists, guide texts, and key texts. For the sake of
each destined recipient he made these aspirations, “May this meet with a person
possessing the karmic destiny! May it be practiced by destined people!” He also
gave these three gradual seals, “Seal of treasure, seal of entrustment, seal of
concealment.” As well, he gave these decrees, “Entrusted, fully entrusted!
Concealed, concealed as treasure! Profound, hold it sacred!”?*®
Nowhere in this narrative of Treasure-concealing activities is there any trace of Yeshé

Tsogyal except for Nyangrel Nyima Ozer’s grand allusion to her as the text’s author.

Thus, although clearly she reigned essential to Padmasambhava’s teachings as the one
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“who had attained perfect recall” in order to write down and conceal the Zanglingma in
the ninth century as a Treasure text, her role as his partner in Treasure-concealing
activities appears to be quite understated.”> The same is true of Orgyen Lingpa’s Padma
Katang; cantos ninety-one through ninety-four describe Padmasambhava’s Treasure-
hiding places, times, and prophesized revealers without mentioning Yeshé Tsogyal at all,
aside from the general reference to her as the author of the entire volume who “having the
ability to remember everything, for the sake of future generations has preserved in
writing and hidden like a treasure of jewels this Life of Padma . . . 2%

I include these earlier accounts of Padmasambhava as a revealer of Treasure in
order to suggest that perhaps the discourse of Yeshé Tsogyal and Padmasambhava as a
Treasure-concealing pair who together “concealed them [Treasures] in different locations
and entrusted them to their respective treasure protectors,” as Dujom Rinpoché portrays
them, developed and shifted over time to include a more central role of Yeshé Tsogyal
and of the importance of sexual yoga to the production of Treasure.?®' This rise in the

importance of the Tantric consort within texts relating to Treasure revelation reflects the

non-celibate social structure of communities in which the Treasure tradition flourished.

Yeshé Tsogyal’s Hagiography as Sera Khandro’s Model

The main influence on Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical works is Yeshé
Tsogyal’s hagiography. Although she gives her readers no indication of which edition(s)
of Tsogyal’s famous biography she read, there are distinct resemblances between Sera
Khandro’s writing and the biography of Yeshé Tsogyal revealed by Taksham Samten

Lingpa in the mid-seventeenth century.?®? In Yeshé Tsogyal’s hagiography, she has a
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more prominent role as Padmasambhava’s scribe and divine consort than in the earlier
materials I mentioned above. In the following analysis, I will show how Sera Khandro’s
writings explicitly draw on the version of sacred history found in Yeshé Tsogyal’s
hagiography to portray herself and Drimé Ozer as a divinely prophesized Treasure
revelation couple. Indeed, the overlap between these two Treasure revelation couples is
more than conceptual, for Sera Khandro also portrays herself and Drimé Ozer to be
emanations of this divine couple, charged with the mandate of maintaining the Treasure
teachings they hid. Thus, Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer can act as mediators between the
eternal sacred reality of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal and the temporal context of
early twentieth-century Golok because ultimately, they are not separate.

In the biography of Yeshé Tsogyal revealed by Taksham Samten Lingpa in the
mid-seventeenth century, Yeshé Tsogyal is Padmasambhava’s scribe and his most
important consort. After filling her with all of the instructions of the Secret Mantra,
holding nothing back “like a brimming vessel poured into another,” Padmasambhava said
that before he departed, “first I must place inexhaustible teachings, vast and profound.
You [Yeshé Tsogyal] must take these Treasures into ydur charge.”263 After offering
Padmasambhava a consort named Siddhi with whom he united for the purpose of
propagating the teachings of the Secret Mantra, Yeshé Tsogyal then recounts,

“It was then that all the instructions the Precious Master had given, and which

were to be concealed as Treasures, were committed to writing. This was done by

Namkhai Nyingpo, who was adept in the art of writing with miraculous speed; by

Atsara Pelyang, most exact and careful; by Denma Tsemang, excellent in

orthography, speed and accuracy; by Kawa Peltsek, adept in orthography; by

Chokro Gyaltsen, a master penman; by Yudra Nyingpo, skilled in grammar and

logic; by Vairotsana, accomplished in all these arts; and by myself, Yeshe
Tsogyal, who had attained unfailing memory.”2%*
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In the above quote, Yeshé Tsogyal may be one of several important disciples to commit
Padmasambhava’s Treasures to writing, but they are clearly a divine pair above and
beyond Padmasambhava’s other twenty-four famous disciples:
It was thus that the Guru and his consort Yeshe Tsogyal, at one in the wisdom of
their Minds, brought about the benefit of beings through their skillful means and
wisdom. At one in the enlightened motions of their Speech, they unfolded
naturally the teachings of the Siitra and the Tantra. At one in their miraculous
powers of Body, they had the world’s appearances beneath their sway. At one in
their enlightened Qualities of Knowledge, they contrived the benefit of beings. At
one in their Enlightened Action, they had mastery of the four activities. In the
absolute sphere, their name is Kiinzang Pema Yab-yum-the All-Good Guru-
Consort Lotus-Born. Their Body, Speech, Mind, Qualities and Activities are
present everywhere, wherever space pervades.
Yeshé Tsogyal and Padmasambhava formulate a divine couple, albeit one which operates
on a paradigm in which both engage with other consorts in service of their spiritual
attainment, but ultimately are one whole in male and female aspects. This paradigm fits
into a Tantric and also Mahayanic understanding of Buddhahood as the combination of
method, gendered male, and wisdom, gendered female; a Buddha is one who transcends
gender difference, who embodies all genders and thus is represented as being of a neutral
(most often read male) gender. Yet in the case of the Treasure tradition, more specific
gendered attributes are at stake. Yeshé Tsogyal is Padmasambhava’s mnemonic device
and his special aide in concealing the Treasures. Both have other consorts, yet looking at
them through the lens of Sera Khandro’s biographical writings, they are the exemplary
couple from whom the Treasure teachings emanate and to whom Sera Khandro fervently
prays.
The centrality of the origination discourse of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal

for Sera Khandro’s perception of her own subjectivity is evident by the fact that Sera

Khandro begins her Autobiography with an origination story of this divine couple’s
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enlightened activity. Sera Khandro’s self-narrative begins not with her own birth or even
with prophecies about her Treasure revealing activities (as does Drimé Ozer’s
Biography), but with the following story of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal:

The essence of all the Buddhas of the three times, the Great Knowledge Holder
Pema Thoétrengtsal (Padmasambhava) was born enclosed by a lotus free from the
faults of the stains of the womb. His deeds and beneficial actions exceeded that of
the Lord of two footed beings, Gyalwa Tupé Wangpo (Sakyamuni Buddha). In his
mind, which contained the beneficial deeds of all the Buddhas of the past, present,
and future in one, he thought, “Now relying on [good] methods, because I need to
spread the difficult to spread teachings of the Secret Mantra Vajrayana here in
Tibet, the time has come for the expression of the emanations of the Expanse
Woman Vajravarahi.” ‘

He departed from the Unsurpassed Land and then wandering in one hundred
Buddhafields of emanations, he stayed [in them] for seven years. Having gathered
together all the primordial wisdom dakinis of the three Bodies such as
Vajrayogini and so forth, the sky traveling dakinis of the three abodes (gnas
gsum) such as Venerable Tard and so forth, and the four classes of dakinis of the
land (gnas yul) such as the Goddess Sarasvati and so forth [they all] enjoyed the
taste of stainless bliss and resided in the mental state of the great primordial
wisdom of bliss and emptiness.

He aroused Vajravarahi’s intentions and for the sake of taming the red-faced
people of Tibet, she manifested six emanations including body, speech, mind,
virtuous qualities, beneficial deeds, and suchness and acted as the Guru’s consort.

The Goddess Sarasvati who is the collection of all of [the six emanations] into one
arose in the middle of the mandala and spoke to the dakinis: “The time has come
to tame the demonic Tibetan people who are difficult to tame in the realm of the
world and those who harm the Buddhist teachings such as the [beings in] the
Southwestern Demonic Land, the Bon heretics, and so forth, to spread and
maintain for a long time the difficult to spread Secret Mantra Vajrayana
teachings, to be the Guru’s consort, and to collect the teachings.”

She emanated as none other than herself emanations such as Kalasiddhi in Nepal,
Tashi Chidren in M6n, Shelkar Dorjé Tso in Central Tibet, and so forth. She also
arose in the form of the Great Bliss Yeshé Tsogyal. [Yeshé Tsogyal] acted as the
collector of the Secret Mantra teachings and her beneficial deeds were equal to
those of the Guru himself; her actions and beneficial deeds were unrivalled in the
three realms [above, on, below the earth].?®
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This origination story has a tripartite form: the Dharmakaya Padmasambava incites the
display of Sambhogakaya Vajravarahi who then manifests into Nirmanakaya emanation
bodies whose job is to spread the teachings of the Secret Mantra and thus to tame sentient
beings. Yet this version of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal’s origination story is
striking for a number of reasons: Padmasambhava tames the red-faced people of Tibet
through: 1) pleasing a host of dakinis with the taste of stainless bliss, and 2) inspiring
Vajravarahi to manifest emanations by uniting with her, and then his job is finished!
From here on, Vajravarahi’s emanations gathered together into one as Sarasvati, who
becomes the agent and manifests emanations into the world such as Kalasiddhi, Tashi
Chidren, Dorjé Tso, and most importantly Yeshé Tsogyal. Significantly, Sera Khandro
states that Yesh¢ Tsogyal’s enlightened activity and beneficial deeds are equal to those of
Padmasambhava himself, a very grandiose claim given that she has just explained that
Padmasambhava’s enlightened activity exceeded that of Sakyamuni Buddha. Thus, in her
formulation of the divine origins of the Treasure tradition and her role within it, Sera
Khandro puts forth a model of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal that emphasizes their
status as equal partners. This then serves as a divine precedent for her understanding of
her own relationship with Drimé Ozer.

In formulating this origination story, Sera Khandro was clearly drawing from
hagiographies of Yeshé Tsogyal, most likely in literary form, because she appears to be
quoting Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography when she describes her final scenes on earth just
after the origination story above. As Yeshé Tsogyal begins her ascent into the

Southwestern Buddhafield, the Glorious Copper-colored Mountain of Padmasambhava,
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Sera Khandro describes the advice Yeshé Tsogyal gave to her emanations Kalasiddhi and
Tashi Chidren. After this, she recounts that
As soon as she said this, Tashi Chidren transformed into an eight petalled blue
lotus flower with a “Hung” in the middle and eight “Pher” [letters] on the
surrounding petals and disappeared into the right side of Yeshé Tsogyal’s heart
center. Kalasiddhi, having transformed into a red lotus with a “Hri” in the middle
of its sixteen petals that were ornamented by sixteen “4 [i” [vowels], dissolved
into the left side of Yeshé Tsogyal’s heart center.?’
This description should sound familiar, given that it is a paraphrase of a line found in
Taksham Samten Lingpa’s seventeenth century version of Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography:
Then, with her right hand, Tsogyal touched Trashi Chidren, the girl from Mén.
She was transformed into a blue utpala lotus with eight petals marked with the
syllables Hung and Phat, and dissolved into the right side of the Lady’s heart.
Then with her left hand, Tsogyal touched Kalasiddhi of Nepal, who changed into
a red lotus of sixteen petals marked with the sixteen vowels and Hri and dissolved
into the left side of her heart.2®
Despite its clear literary precedents, is this story of Padmasambhava and Yeshé
Tsogyal something we would expect to read at the beginning of a female Treasure
revealer’s autobiography? It is in the sense that Sera Khandro is offering her readers a
genealogical history of her own origins; she is tying herself to the mythic history of the
origins of the Treasure texts by demonstrating that she is none other than an emanation of
Yeshé Tsogyal who has manifested in the world to fulfill Padmasambhava’s intentions.
Sera Khandro specifies that she is actually an emanation of the lady from Central Tibet,
Shiwa Dorjé Tso, who is herself an emanation of Yeshé Tsogyal. This is not surprising
because Sera Khandro was referred to throughout her life in Golok as the “Central
Tibetan Princess Dakini” (Dbus bza’ mkha’ ‘gro) and is still remembered by that name

today in the regions of Golok in which she once lived. The centrality of her identity as a

woman from Central Tibet is also evident given that the term “Central Tibetan Lady”
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(dbus mo) is the first word in the title of her Autobiography. Beyond the fact that the

Golok people referred (and still refer) to her as the Central Tibetan Lady, perhaps one
reason that she emphasized this regional identity in the first word of her Autobiography is
because it formed yet another tie between herself and Yeshé Tsogyal, who was also from
Central Tibet.

After Sera Khandro describes the parting supplication prayers that Shiwa Dorjé
Tso offered the soon-to-be departing Yeshé Tsogyal, she recounts that Yeshé Tsogyal
gave Shiwa Dorjé Tso a prophecy that she would be a steward of a Treasure. Then, Sera
Khandro gives a detailed outline of Shiwa Dorjé Tso’s subsequent incarnations, the last
of which is Sakya Tamdrin Drupé Wangmo, a woman who the Lhasa lama Changtrong
Druptop Rinpoché recognized as Sera Khandro’s former incarnation.?®® Immediately after
this, she recounts several prophecies foretelling her life and purpose as a Treasure
revealer including prophecies from Padma Lingpa, Diidiil, Jomo Menmo,””® Dodrup
Rinpoché, Lerab Dorjé, Padma Ledreltsel, and one from her own Treasure revelations. In
these ways, she clearly links herself with the divine genealogy of the Treasure tradition.

The importance of the Treasure tradition’s central origination discourse focusing
on Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal is not only as a divine genealogical origin point
in Sera Khandro’s narrative; Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal are ever-present in Sera
Khandro’s writings as a timeless reality that she can access through the manifold
visionary experiences (nyams snang) she frequently recounts in which she traveled
through elaborate Buddhafields. Sera Khandro is not unique in her presentation of mythic

history as eternally present, but rather is characteristic of a Treasure revealer’s
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unmediated access to the divine.?’”! Triilku Thondup explains this phenomenon in the
following way:
The Termas of Guru Padmasambhava were not all concealed in the ninth century
while he was visiting Tibet. If there is an important reason, he conceals or
provides Termas today to be discovered for the benefit of beings. The
transmission continues because of his enlightened power and not because of any
limited cause and conditions.?”
Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal are just as present and accessible today to those with
faith and good fortune as they were in their ninth-century human physical forms. Thus
the Imperial Period history of Padmasambhava empowering his twenty-five important
disciples including Yeshé Tsogyal in Treasures to be discovered in future degenerate
times is not only an origination story, but a transcendent reality accessible to those such
as Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer who have active visionary experiences in which they
travel to Buddhafields and interact with Padmasambhava, Yeshé Tsogyal, and their
entourage. A large portion of Sera Khandro’s biographical writings are comprised of such
visionary encounters, which serve not only to demonstrate Sera Khandro’s ability to have
unmediated access to the divine, but also to help represent Sera Khandro as a legitimate
and authorative. Treasure revealer to those in her community and to her future
disciples.?” I include one visionary experience below in which Sera Khandro travels to
Padmasambhava’s Buddhafield called The Glorious Copper-colored Mountain in her
dream and receives a Treasure text, empowerment, and mind-mandate transmission
directly from Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal:
Then, all [the divinities] gathered there performed a vast feast offering. In
particular, having opened the mandala of the Ocean of Dharma of the Collected
Teachings, [Padmasambhava] gave ripening and liberation [instructions] to each
of the [twenty-five] main disciples. Having done this, he collected the teachings

and sealed all of the treasuries of books in a magical basket. He gave the disciples
the essence [of the teachings] and performed aspiration prayers and so forth.
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In particular, the Wish-fulfilling Jewel [i.e., Drimé Ozer] acted as my hero
for the group of Accomplishment Practices and established me in ripening and
liberation. Yeshé Tsogyal looked after me with great love and having given me
the golden pages of the fifty-eight sectioned Extremely Secret Dakini’s Heart
Essence Dharma Cycle in the manner of Oral Transmission, she conferred a
symbolic empowerment [upon me]. She gave me a secret name Khandro Gyepé
Dorjé and performed the mind-mandate aspiration prayers.?’*

Sera Khandro’s biographical writings thus operate on two temporal schemas: one
grounded firmly in the temporal reality of early twentieth-century Eastern Tibet, and the
other representing Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer’s access to timeless primordial wisdom.
As a Treasure revealer, Sera Khandro thus acts as a mediator between the specificity of
her own temporally-situated religious community and the primordial state of awakening
from which Treasure teachings and objects arise for her to reveal for the benefit of her
disciples. This at once transcendental and historically (and environmentally) grounded
nature of temporality in the Treasure tradition is reminiscent of Eliade’s myth of the
eternal return in which “the past is but a prefiguration of the future.”*”* In the Treasure
tradition, future events are foreshadowed by the emissaries of the atemporal and
primordial Buddhas while the past continually becomes present through divine visions
such as the one quoted above.?”® Sera Khandro’s purpose as a Treasure revealer is to
fulfill the ancient yet ever-present aspirations of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal,

and thus her life and that of her partner Drimé Ozer, as their emanations, are modeled

after their divine examples on multiple levels.

The Divine Treasure Revelation Couple

Sera Khandro’s self-understanding as a part of a divine couple is clearly derived

from the paradigm of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal, a Buddhist model that



94

presents consort relationships as essential components of religious revelation. The
emphasis within the Treasure tradition of the importance of consorts for successful
revelation draws on the Mahayana gendered concepts of male method and female
wisdom as essential components of Buddhahood, but adds to it a literal necessity of
sexual yoga in order to produce Treasure texts and objects. Sera Khandro’s interpretation
of the mythic paradigm of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal is one in which she had
more than one male consort but only one partnership crucial for her activities related to
Treasure revelation. Hers is a vision of lifelong and eternal partnership in which neither
partner was exclusively monogamous but both perceived each other as more important
than all other consorts. That Sera Khandro portrays herself and Drimé Ozer as a divinely
prophesized couple is clear in the following passage in Drimé Ozer’s Biography in which
he asserts their exclusively equal relationship as mutually beneficial partners. This
concept of a sacred partnership of equals harkens back to Sera Khandro’s opening divine
origination story in which she explains that Yeshé Tsogyal’s “beneficial deeds were equal
to those of the Guru himself.” Sera Khandro recounts the following interaction when
Drimé Ozer was forty and Sera Khandro was twenty-nine:

Then, Dewé Dorjé handed a symbolic prophecy from the dakinis to the Lord and

when she asked him, “Do you understand the meaning of this?,” he looked at it

and replied, “T have taken out a Treasure that belongs to you.”

Dewé Dorjé said, “Why is that?”

The Lord answered, “Our Treasures are principal and subsidiary. In particular, I

have a prophecy that I will have four Treasure retinues and three consorts that will

benefit the Treasures. Out of those, it is clear in the prophecy that there will be

one extraordinary [consort] who will benefit the Treasures who is equal to me —
this is you. Hence, because of this, we can act as consorts for each other.”
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Although Dewé Dorjé thought, “It is certain that an inferior one like me is not
equal to Triilku Rinpoché,” for the purposes of auspicious connections, she didn’t
say anything [like this] and said, “Okay.”

The two male and female partners had detailed discussions and [gave each other]
advice and so forth and then Dewé Dorjé returned home.?”’

Sera Khandro’s writing includes both a powerful claim to equality between herself and
Drimé Ozer as partners prophesized to aid each other in mutually beneficial ways in their
revelation processes, a comment she writes as Drimé Ozer’s speech, and a self-humbling
negation of this claim to equality in her own voice. This is one of the many examples of
.this type of dialogue in which Sera Khandro writes lauding things about herself in other’s
voices and negates them in her own, a topic that we will explore further in the following
chapter. Despite her quick move to diffuse this radical claim of parity between herself
and Drimé Ozer, the existence of a claim to equal status in his Biography is significant.
She is the only one who has this status despite his other retinues and consorts, just as
Yeshé Tsogyal was Padmasambhava’s main consort with regard to concealing and
propagating the Treasure teachings. Sera Khandro thus emphasizes a vision of herself and
Drimé Ozer as a divine couple who not only engaged in sexual yoga together, but who
revealed Treasures together, taught each other, and lived together. Throughout this study,
particularly in this chapter in the “Consorts” section and in Chapter Five, we will explore
further passages from Sera Khandro’s writings that express more about their powerful

and multivalent love relationship.
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The Process of Revealing Treasure

Prophecy

Despite the strong relationship Sera Khandro’s writing emphasizes between
herself and her divine genesis, the ability to reveal Treasures is not simply a matter of
preordained fate; a number of different factors must come together for successful
Treasure revelation. The bulk of Sera Khandro’s biographical writings narrate the
uncertainty and difficulty she experienced attempting to fulfill her life purpose of
revealing Treasure. Hers is a life in a land imbued with spirits, both benevolent and
malevolent. Powerful negative forces including a host of demonic autochthonous Tibetan
spirits who inhabit the earth, possess people, and wreak havoc through causing natural
disaster and physical illness threaten to thwart Sera Khandro’s mission to reveal
Treasures. Supernatural forces shape and interact with the human realm in confusing and
inexplicable ways via prophecies and visionary encounters in a world where the threat of
demonic influence is always imminent and auspicious connections are fleeting and
unstable. Elusive and ephemeral divine prophecies continually appear to Sera Khandro
warning her of the dangers constantly lurking around her, their only antidote being proper
ritual obeisance and adherence to the divine aspirations of Padmasambhava and Yeshé
Tsogyal. I include an example of one of the many prophecies that Sera Khandro recounts
in her Autobiography:

Wam wam- 1 am a miraculous golden bird coming

From the Supreme Glorious Mountain —

Your one companion Ledreltsel?’®

Has a lantern of clear speech for you.

Is the city of blissful, blissful dakinis,
Adorned by the self-emergent expanse,
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Without error?

Are the supreme method heroes who are appearances
And the wisdom queens who are the expanse of emptiness
Inseparable?

Do not throw away the awakening of remaining karma from former aspirations
To the sapta®” [demons]!

Female bodhisattva (sems ma) who is the origin of great bliss —

If you exert yourself quickly in

Enacting the iron hook which grasps the heart,

It is certain that we will meet in the direction of directionlessness.

By the power of this, it is certain that the teachings of the two Treasures®®
Will spread in the East and South.

In the male hare year when the great son Ratnapasham
Arrives near your area,

It is possible that the two benefits®®!

will naturally arise.

If you pray single-pointedly

To both the Lotus Born One (Padmasambhava) and Tsogyal,

Your wish will become true

And later it is certain that you will be established in the Glorious Mountain.?*?

When you become interested in relying on
Deceptive patterns [like] rainbows,

The face of one hundred sounds®® will bring on
The poison flower of the eight worldly Dharmas.

Having angered the deities and protectresses,

The door to undesirable powers will become clear

And it is not certain what will happen.

When you incite the actions of symbols and meanings

Of the one named Kiinzang from the West,

Don’t weaken the arrow of knowledge —

It is important to be careful regarding the key point of auspicious connections!?®*
Prophecies such as the one above foretell of positive outcomes as well as caution Sera

Khandro that danger is lurking around every corner; focusing on the illusory rainbow-like

patterns of worldly temptations will anger the deities and protectresses. Elliptical
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prophetic advice regarding figures she will meet in the future foreshadow upcoming
events, but leave Sera Khandro wondering how to avoid falling to the power of the sapta
demons. Thus, the agility with which Sera Khandro is able to move between primordial
Buddhafields and her own worldly, temporal context is clouded by uncertainty. The
success of her purpose of revealing Treasures is far from guaranteed despite its divine
mandate.

The main prophetic vision in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography occurs when she is
thirteen years old when she dreams that she appears before Vajrava?lrz'a.hi.285 Vajravarahi
gives Sera Khandro a registry (kha byang, lung byang) foretelling the specifics about her
two main Treasure cycles. This registry is a prophetic document characteristic of
Treasure revelation that corresponds to the fourth Prophetic Authorization Transmission
stage (bka’ babs lung bstan), foretelling details about the auspicious connections that
need to come together in order for the full Treasure to be revealed. Like an abstract to a
dissertation, the registry highlights the main points of the future Treasure to be
discovered, yet it does so in a pithy and elusive format meant for the Treasure revealer to
decipher. Chapter One includes a complete translation of this significant visionary
sequence.”*® In summary:

I opened my eyes and when I slowly looked, all the women had transformed and

all had the appearance of dakinis. The main lady also having changed into the

appearance of Vajravarahi, she conferred the empowerment of the Assembly of

Sense-base Deities of the Body Mandala and gave me an introduction [to them].

She conferred a symbolic empowerment in The Secret Treasury of Reality

Dakinis and The Dakinis’ Heart Essence. She bestowed upon me the registry (kha

byang) and prophetic registry (/lung byang) including the time to teach these two

religious teachings, the place to spread them, the great beings who would hold
these teachings, the place where the disciples would be, the way auspicious

connections would appear, and the consorts. She said, “Since the time has come
for you to benefit sentient beings with these teachings, keep the meaning of this
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registry in your mind and don’t forget it. Because you are my messenger, benefit
to the teachings and to sentient beings will certainly arise.”®’

According to Sera Khandro’s description above, the key elements that must gather
together properly for successful Treasure revelation include: 1) the proper time, 2) the
proper place to spread the teachings, 3) the proper disciples (usually referred to as the
proper doctrine holders, chos bdag), 4) the place where disciples will be, 5) auspicious
connections (rten ‘brel), and 6) the proper prophesized consorts. This list is a variation
.adapted- to the Treasure revelation process of a more s_tandard Buddhist orienting
structure for establishing the positive qualities of a Buddhist scripture called the five
excellences (phun sum tshogs pa Inga) including an excellent teacher, retinue, place,
teaching, and time. Without the synthesis of all these elements that Sera Khandro lists
above, successful Treasure revelation is impossible, hence the uncertainty and insecure
tone of many of the dakinT prophecies in Sera Khandro’s writings. While the first several
requirements including the need for the proper time, place, and doctrine holder are
relatively self-explanatory, the final requirements of gathering the proper auspicious
connections and finding the proper consort present the most intriguing and unusual

elements of the Treasure revelation process.

Auspicious Connections

The Tibetan term “tendrel” (rten ‘brel), which I translate as auspicious
connections, is a translation of the Sanskrit Buddhist term pratitya-samutpdda, a
technical term meaning “dependent arising.” Dependent arising describes the way people
and phenomena in the world exist according to Buddhist philosophy: as dependent on

causes and conditions. The Samyurta-nikaya (11, 28) includes a passage that describes this
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concept concisely: “That being, this comes to be; from the arising of that, this arises. That
being absent, this is not; from the cessation of that, this ceases.”?® In colloquial Tibetan,
the term can mean something like good connection, or favorable condition. In the context
of the Treasure tradition, fendrel refers to the circumstances, good signs, omens, and
connections that must come together for successful revelation.

Sera Khandro repeatedly laments that because the proper auspicious connections
didn’t come together, she wasn’t able to reveal Treasure. In one instance, she explains
that:

At that time, I let go of the auspicious connections for many Treasures. In

particular, I let go of the profound Treasures from Drakar Dreldzong that were

Dharma cycles on The Condensed Intentions of the Dakinis. At that time the

Treasure protector actually came and although all the people gathered there

actually saw that the auspicious connections that had gone away due to other

things, because of my inferior merit with regard to place and time, it was as if I

was helpless to stop the auspicious connections from falling away.?*’

The prevalence of Sera Khandro’s comments about not finding the right auspicious
connections to reveal her Treasures is another reminder of the uncertain and shifting
winds of chance that characterize Treasure revelation. On another occasion, the
circumstances around Sera Khandro suddenly obstructed her intention to reveal a

Treasure to the suprise and confusion of her nun friend. Sera Khandro recounts,

. . . Because I also went to collect firewood, Chétreng said, “I already gathered
your share of wood.”

Again [ replied, “If I don’t have to go collect wood, should we two go to Solung
Drakar®%?”

She answered, “Its okay if we go. I heard that that place used to be a Treasure site
of Gara Lama {Gara Terton].”

When we both were on the road going there, a layman went into the monastery
and we met him when he came out. He had a cleft lip and was named D&nam.
Because the two factors that I hadn’t taken a consort and that the man didn’t have
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an upper lip came together, I thought this: in this life no matter what work I exert
myself in, it will be difficult for me to offer the service of maintaining Gara
Terchen’s profound Treasure. Although in that place there was a rhinocerous hide
vessel containing the profound pages of a Detailed Teaching on the Profound
Path of Primordial Wisdom from the Dharma section The Profound Path Dakinis’
Secret Treasury together with religious medicine, the auspicious connections went
away due to other forces.
I said, “I need to go back quickly.”
She answered, “Aren’t we going to Drakar? Its not far — let’s go there.”
Again I answered, “Let’s not go now. If it takes a long time now, Gyalsé will
punish me. If he doesn’t do this, because I gave Yangchen Droénma [Sera
Khandro’s infant daughter] to Tupzang, if she cries, Gyalsé will certainly scold
me.” After I said this, we carried the wood and returned home.’
The sign of seeing a layman with a cleft lip seems to be a metaphor for Sera Khandro’s
singular status without a consort and serves as an ill omen that she will not be able to
fulfill her purpose of maintaining Gara Tertén’s Treasure teachings.?* In the selection
above, the specifics of Sera Khandro’s circumstances as a female Treasure revealer and
as a young mother stand out. Not only did Sera Khandro have to contend with the
uncertainties of the paradigmatic auspicious connections necessary for successful
Treasure revelation such as finding the proper consort, but she was concerned with some

other very conventional auspicious circumstances such as securing childcare and

avoiding the criticism of a husband who disapproved of her acting as a Treasure revealer.

Consorts

The Third Dodrupchen Rinpoché explains the necessity of having the auspicious
connection of a consort in the following way:
Furthermore, in order to arouse the accomplishment from their depths, the

teachings which have been concealed in the natural sphere of the luminous state
(4’od gSal Gyi Khams) [of their minds], it is also necessary to have the
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spontaneously arisen bliss (Lhan sKyes Kyi dGa’ Ba) which can be produced by a
special consort who has made the appropriate aspirations in the past, and who is
to become the key to accomplishment. That is one of the reasons why all Tertons
happen to have consorts.?**

Treasure revelation is founded upon a Tantric understanding of the body in which mental
realizations are generated from manipulating the channels, winds, and seminal nuclei of
the subtle body (rtsa, riung, thig le). Unique to the Treasure tradition is the link between
the generation of textual and material Treasures and biologically generative act of
sexuality.294 Specifically, the role of the female consort is linked to Yeshé Tsogyal’s
mnemonic and encoding powers; female consorts aid Treasure revealers in their process
of decoding the Treasure’s symbolic scripts. The Third Dodrupchen Rinpoché clarifies
this point:
The Discoverer must reach the identification of the true text, one word and one
meaning, by achieving fully perfected power in decoding the symbolic script.
This is accomplished through favorable conditions such as meeting with the
Doctrine-holder of those Termas; being in the right place or being present at an
important occasion; and most important, by encountering the miraculous skill of a
Vajradita [consort] whose mind has been purified by empowerments and
precepts, who has practiced the path of two stages (Rim gNyis), who has been
blessed by Guru Rinpoche himself in order to take the birth of an appropriate
sacred support [consort] for the Terton in future to discover the Termas of the
sphere of primordial wisdom (Ye Shes dByings) by means of the hook (/Chags
Kyu) of spontaneously arisen bliss, and who himself or herself has made the
appropriate aspirations [in the past]. Because of those conditions the Terton will
become certain about the real words and meanings of the texts, and other
appearances will disappear.?®®
The consort is thus an integral part of the auspicious connections necessary to
successfully reveal Treasure. If the consort cannot be physically present for the Treasure
discovery, a gift from the prophesized consort or even a visualized encounter with the

consort can be a substitute. Narrative and prescriptive sources describing the process of

Treasure revelation, such as the quotation above, do so almost exclusively from the
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perspective of a male Treasure revealer engaging with multiple female consorts in order

to reveal Treasure. But does the reverse take place? What happens to the paradigm of the
consort “breaking the code” of the Treasure when the Treasure revealer is female and the
consorts are male? Do male consorts have the same decoding capabilities attributed to
female consorts? What, in fact, do consorts do? Since these questions will be the topic of
Chapter Four, I will not elaborate here, but only provide a few relevant examples from
Sera Khandro’s biographical writings.

In Sera Khandro’s writings, she represents herself as a female Treasure revealer
in need of male consorts in order to reveal Treasure. She recounts numerous visions such
as the following in which Yeshé Tsogyal advises Sera Khandro to be careful regarding
gathering together the necessary auspicious connections:

Practice according to the dakini prophecies and we will assist you. In particular,
because a Treasure revealer’s beneficial activity depends on consorts and doctrine
holders [disciples], it is imzportant that you behave in accordance with not letting
auspicious connections go.”°
In the many passages such as this one, Sera Khandro makes it clear that having consorts
is a divinely prophesized auspicious connection that she must have in order to fulfill her
religious purpose. Below is a good example from her Autobiography of the way in which
Sera Khandro describes finding Treasures and the role of a consort in this process:
Then, when the encampment was staying beside Tachok, because we exhorted a
symbolic registry from the seven Sovereign Guardian Ladies of Magyal
[protectresses of the Amnye Machen Mountain range], when evening came,
together with the nun Chdtreng, Kaché Drén, Dechen Drénma, my daughter
Chdying Drénma, and the monk Jikmé Konchok who was the commitment
upholding son of Gara Ter[ton] Rinpoché, we went to the residence of the Seven
Sovereign Ladies near the snow mountain. When we were going there, the entire

sky was filled with banks of rainbow clouds in shapes standing upright and in
spokes, curves, semicircles, lotuses, and so forth.
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They said, “This is extremely amazing! It seems as if we will receive an
accomplishment (dngos grub, siddhi)!”

I didn’t say anything. Then, when we reached the Treasure entrance, on top of the
rainbow clouds from before there were many beings who had a form like offering
goddesses who seemed to be holding offering substances in their hands gathered
to the right and left just a bit below the Treasure site. They [my companions] were
amazed and offered prostrations, prayers, and so forth to [the offering goddesses].

At that time because the road was far and there was no sun, from between the
clouds something like sunlight illuminated our vicinity and in particular the
Treasure entrance. 1 said to them, “You all go and circumambulate this cliff.
Because my daughter is young and my leg is bad, it seems that I can’t
circumambulate so I will stay here and wait for you all.”

After they went to do the circumambulation, as soon as the secret consort of the
Treasure entrance Bimarasmi portrayed the wrapped vajra symbol with his top-
knot,”®’ the Treasure entrance that was like a moon disk opened and I took out a
vajra-sealed Treasure chest that was a Profound Accomplishment of Vajravarahi.
Inside there was one precious rhinoceros hide vessel, a marble statue of Sarasvatt
about the size of the measure of a dakini’s thumb to index finger, a secret
explanation of the Four Volumes (of Longchenpa’s Seminal Heart teachings)
[written on] a Treasure page about the size of the thumb to index finger [made
from] the skin of Rudra’s heart, a turquoise vessel, an agate vessel, three woven
vessels, other dharma medicine, and saffron pills which liberate through taste.
Then, I offered a Treasure substitute. Because I didn’t have an actual consort or
doctrine holder, I left behind the auspicious connections of the mind-support and
beneficial action vessels. At that time, in the valley the aroma of a good smell
permeated, miraculous water sprung forth from the Treasure site, the earth
quaked, a sound came forth, and so forth.

When all this happened, they wondered what it was and came back quickly,
saying, “It is certain that you have taken out a Treasure. You need to show it to
us.”

I replied, “This is my daughter that I have taken out as a Treasure — I wonder if I
can take out a son?”

When 1 said this, Chétreng said, “Your daughter has already seen the Treasure.
We need to see this Treasure [from which] a good smell pervades!,” and she
repeated this again and again.

Thinking of my commitments to the dakinis, I didn’t dare to tell an outright lie. 1
said, “After you prostrate to the goddesses amidst the clouds, offer prostrations to
me and to this site and as I have extracted miraculous water in the manner of a
Treasure, everyone taste it — it is the accomplishment [sign] of this place.”
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They said, “It is greatly amazing that you suddenly extracted a self-emergent

§pﬁng from a dry rock like thi.s!.” When everybgglgy tasted the ambrosia, they said

it had unusual power and a delicious aroma . . . .
Many characteristic elements of Sera Khandro’s Treasure revelation experiences emerge
in this passage: the impetus for the Treasure revelation is the group of land deities who
protect the Treasure, the subject to which we shall soon turn, and it is by uniting with a
consort that the entrance to the Treasure opens. Sera Khandro’s visualized consort
provides enough auspicious connection for her to reveal many parts of the Treasure, but
because she visualizes the experience and is not literally there with her consort, she is
unable to extract the full Treasure. Sera Khandro is characteristically modest in sending
her disciples off to circumambulate the mountain so she can secretly take out her
Treasures, and when her disciples come back she never actually shows them the full
wealth of Treasure she has just extracted. Her comment about extracting a daughter and
perhaps also a son as Treasure is, I would suggest, a joke or a light-hearted quip that Sera
Khandro makes in order to deny that she has any special capacities as a Treasure revealer.
This joke is interesting because it draws a link between the production of children and the
produétion of Treasure substances, two creative and generative processes, one mundane
and the other extraordinary, that both require sexuality. Yet this joke is a joke that only
makes sense if spoken by a woman,; it is an analogy based on a woman’s reproductive
physiology. If there are “female perspectives” on Treasure revelation that move beyond
the common descriptions of female consorts as aides to male Treasure revealers, this self-
humbling comment sheds light on what types of metaphors these perspectives might

employ.
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In Sera Khandro’s writings, having a consort may be a technical necessity to
completely reveal Treasures, but her relationship with her main consort Drimé Ozer is far
more than that. Chapter Five will explore the multiple spiritual and worldly registers of
Sera Khandro’s descriptions of love for Drimé Ozer that she records in both her
Autobiography and his Biography. Unlike other Treasure revealers who represent
themselves as individual actors using consorts as aides in their revelation process, Sera
Khandro describes herself as one part of a divinely prophesized Treasure revelation
couple in which both she and Drimé Ozer are necessary for each other to reveal their
Treasures. As I have introduced above, Sera Khandro explicitly draws on the divine
paradigm of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal found in texts such as Yeshé Tsogyal’s
hagiography to formulate this model of the necessity of male and female partnership for
Treasure revelation. Thus, according to Sera Khandro’s portrayal of revelation, it is a
heterosexual couple who is the basic unit who reveals Treasures, not individual revealers
who use consorts, although this occurs as well in her works.?”

The theme of male and female partnership in the Treasure revelation process is
clear in the following passage in which Sera Khandro describes going out to reveal
Treasures with her partner Drimé Ozer. In Drimé Ozer’s Biography, Sera Khandro
records that during the time they were living together when he was forty-four and she
was thirty-three shortly before his death:

At that time, a dakini’s symbolic prophecy came to Dewé Dorjé [saying] that the

time had come to extract a Treasure from on top of the dakinis’ assembly hall that

was a Condensed Intention of the Dakinis Dharma Cycle.

When she [Sera Khandro] offered the symbolic prophecy to the Lord, he was

extremely happy and said, “We need to abide by the time of the auspicious
connection — let’s both go get it.”
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The Dakint® said, “Okay,” and for a few days the time arose to take out the
Treasure.

Male and female partners both secretly went. They went slowly on account of the
dakini’s bad leg. The Lord having said he was going to look for the Treasure
entrance, he went ahead. A little while later he came back.

When the Dakini asked, “Why did you go?,” the Lord thought that it was
unacceptable to mix up the auspicious connections so he said, “I took out my
Treasure and came to get you.” Together, they went to a cave.

Then, the Lord said, “Why are so many fish and frogs gathered at the Treasure
site?”

Dewé Dorjé said, “Perhaps since the outer Treasure protector is a naga spirit, they
are its illusory emanations.”

Then, when they were nearing the Treasure entrance, a good smell pervaded and
in the sky vultures swirled and sang melodiously. When the two male and female
partners arrived at the Treasure entrance, the Lord sat and recited the seven line
prayer. Dewé Dorjé opened the Treasure entrance and took out three Treasure
vessels.

When she gave them to the Lord, he said, “Amazing.” He received empowerment
[from the three vessels]. Feeling extremely joyous, he put in a Treasure substitute
and bound the Treasure entrance.

Then, Dewé Dorjé said, “Because my Treasure is a secret Treasure, it is not
acceptable to tell anybody about [my] taking it out.”

The Lord replied, “Since everyone knows that you are a Treasure revealer, even if
I don’t say anything it is certain that they will come to know.”

Then Dewé Dorjé said again and again, “Now it is time for you to take out a
profound Treasure.”

One day, male and female partners went to Dangyen. The Lord said, “Since now I
need to take out a Treasure, I need to examine a playful auspicious circumstance.”
The Lord asked Dewé Dorjé’s five-year-old son, “Will you be a Treasure
revealer?”

The son replied, “I will be a Treasure revealer like you.”
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The Lord said, “Of course it will be like this.” Then, from the [mountain] side of

that place, the Lord having taken out a big Treasure vessel [filled with] the five

families of Sarasvati made out of Akyong [a type of medicine], many amazing

auspicious circumstances arose.>"!
In passages like this, Sera Khandro describes the ways in which Treasure revelation was
a process in which both partners participated together. In this case, the partners function
as aides to each other on multiple levels including helping to find the proper prophesized
Treasure locations, maintaining auspicious conditions for revelation, interpreting the
significance of phenomena in the environment, and making prayers.

Sera Khandro portrays her partnership with Drimé Ozer as being so close that
they could even reveal each other’s Treasures. During her third visit to see Drimé Ozer
before she moved in with him, Sera Khandro explains that Drimé Ozer was able to reveal
a Treasure that was hers. She writes, “The male partner was empowered in the female
partner’s Treasure and the female partner was empowered in the male partner’s Treasure
and their intentions became one.”*% Even death cannot stop Sera Khandro and Drimé
Ozer’s partnership revealing Treasures. In her Autobiography, she describes the
following visionary experience that she had when she was thirty-six, three years after
Drimé’s death:

That year on the celebration of the twenty-fifth day [Dakini day] of the tenth

month, having relied on the compassion of the illusory primordial wisdom body

of the Lord Protector Omniscient Drodiil Sangngak Lingpa,>® I took out a secret

Treasure from Kangri Tokar that was profound pages [titled] Secret Hidden

Drops of Heart Nectar of the Dakinis, thirteen groups of symbols written in gold

by Vairocana on skin [paper], vessels made of rhinoceros hide sealed with hooked

knives . . . and auspicious connections abundantly arose.>**

Just as her relationship with Drimé Ozer symbolizes and inspires the realization of the

deathless state of awareness, likewise, Treasure revelation as a divinely prophesized
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couple is a bond that transcends death. While Chapter Five continues this exploration of
the divine couple from whom and to whom Treasures are revealed, this chapter returns to
this earth, grounding Sera Khandro’s portrayal of Treasure revelation in the spiritually

inhabited land of Golok.

Revelation and Community in the Spiritually Inhabited Land of Golok

Treasure revelation is more than a negotiation between the primordial wisdom of
the Buddhas and the imperfect human temporal realm of suffering and confusion.
Treasure revealers are bridges between timeless wisdom and human suffering, but they
are also figures who interact with the host of autochthonous spirits who inhabit local
areas of Tibetan land. In Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer’s case, the high mountain peaks
and the green valleys of Golok are not just the locations of their Treasures, but are
personified spiritual realms endowed with an agency and power of their own. Hence, land
deities and Treasure protectors must be treated properly for human society to operate
smoothly without illness or calamity. That earth Treasures come from the Tibetan land is
thus not coincidental to the revelation process; the earth and the society that surround the
phenomena of Treasure revelation have vital roles in the process. Revelations including
ritual liturgies propitiating to deities of all ilks help to maintain the equilibrium between
social order, health in human society, and environmental conditions such as good weather
favorable for livestock and grass. Thus, in their roles as mediators between these
powerful forces, Treasure revealers had a close relationship to the political leaders of
their local areas since their ritual interventions were powerful in achieving worldly aims

as well as spiritual liberation. The following sections will introduce the land deities and
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Treasure protectors who control the land from which Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer

reveal their earth Treasures. Additionally, these sections will begin to explore the

relationship Treasure revealers had to the Golok societies in which they lived.

Treasure Protectors, Land Deities, and Revelation

One more important link in the uncertain process of revealing Treasures deserves
our attention: Treasures are not simply bestowed upon their revealers directly by
Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal, they are entrusted to deities who have been pressed
into service by Padmasambhava as Treasure protectors in a process that is the last stage
of Treasure Transmission, the Entrustment to the Dakinis. These deities are very often
Tibetan indigenous land deities (gnas bdag, gzhi bdag, yul lha) whose divinity far
predates the spread of Buddhism in Tibet. Tibetan land deities are inextricably tied to
Tibetan regional understandings of place, local politics, and social identity.*®® The
discourse of Padmasambhava subjugating these “worldly” deities through ritual control
demonstrates the fact that the Tibetan land itself is a spiritually inhabited, living,
embodied domain teeming with deities and demons who must be bound into the service
of Buddhism. Land deities have an ambiguous role as members of a worldly class of
deities that can be either helpful to people (dkar phyogs) or harmful (nag phyogs); they
are not enlightened Buddhist divinities and they must take their orders from Tantric
masters such as Padmasambhava and others up to the present day who continue to press
them into service.3® In one instance, Sera Khandro’s account depicts this blurry status
that land deities have, situated between this world and Buddhist divinity:

Then, that month on the tenth day my attendant Shila Bazra [i.e., Tsiiltrim Dorjé],
my daughter Chdying Dronma, and I went together with two people {who came
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to] invite us to Dzirong Sanglung Monastery. When we were staying there, a
white man on a white horse saying he was the land protector (yul skyong) Lharik
Nyentse®”’ came and said the following: “You should make offerings to us and we
will do whatever beneficial actions you desire.” Having said this, he disappeared.

I thought that from the time I was ten years old until now I had set my mind on
the three jewels. Aside from praying to them, it seemed that I had no custom of
taking refuge and making offerings and so forth to land protectors and land deities
(gzhi bdag) and so forth. Despite this, because he was my Treasure protector,
thinking of the commitments of being a guest [in this] land, I visualized him and
when I made a bit of offerings to him, I got whatever provisions I needed.’®

Despite her reticence to propitiate to a class of deities that she perceives to be worldly
and not a part of the three jewels of Buddhism, Sera Khandro decides that as her Treasure
protector, Nyenpo Yutsé is worthy of her devotion. Nyenpo Yutsé comes to Sera
Khandro’s aid again in an interesting passage of her Aurtobiography that portrays the
relationship of auspicious connections, Treasure revelation, demonic spirits, and Treasure
protectors:

At that time, because I had some Treasures to take out near the seat of the
Treasure revealer from before named Sangngak Lingpa,3 %9 1 went there with my
group. An old woman said, "I heard that you, the Central Tibetan woman, passed
away last year. You didn’t die?"

All the monks became fiercely angry. Although I told her, "I didn’t die and hence
I came here,” she didn’t believe me and said this again and again. Because of this,
I thought that it was certain that now I was going to let my Treasure go. Despite
this, since I had a prophecy about what I was to do regarding the final [parts] of
Akyé Sangngak Lingpa’s Treasures, I wondered if I would have a way to do it.
When I was doing preparations, because the auspicious connections went away,
the Treasure protectors got angry and suddenly undesirable things happened to us.

I invoked the beneficial deeds of the land protector Lharek Nyentse and bound the
rock demon (brag btsan) with an oath. I gave everyone gathered there, high and
low, whatever advice they desired. Having taught detailed esoteric prece}l)ts that
were explanatory teachings, [everyone’s] faith and devotion was nurtured. >

In this case, it is the benevolence of the land deity that Sera Khandro employs to control

the woman who acted as an ill omen in Sera Khandro’s delicate stage of preparing to
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reveal a Treasure, a woman whom she interprets to be a type of rock demon. Sera
Khandro not only propitiates land deities; she herself is the daughter of an important
mountain deity; as a woman well known for her Central Tibetan origins, Sera Khandro
claims to be the daughter of Nyenchen Tanglha, the deity of a mountain range north of
Lhasa in Central Tibet. In a milieu such as Treasure revelation communities in which
pedigree is everything, being the daughter of a mountain deity bound under oath to be a
Buddhist guardian had a strong cachet.

The strict power that Treasure protectors hold beyond the inclinations of Treasure
revealers comes through the following passage from Drimé Ozer’s Biography in which a
Treasure protector refuses to allow him to take out a Treasure for which he is not the
prophesized revealer:

He [Drimé Ozer] arrived at a place with the traces of being the seat of the monk
Trotung [Khro thung, a figure from the Gesar epic]. There was a sword given to
Trotung by the deity the red Hayagriva that had repelled one trillion armies and
could not be hit. Although the Lord knew that it wasn’t his share of Treasure, he
gradually remembered how during the time of [Gesar of] Ling, the powerful
people had harmed the less powerful people. Because this came to his mind, he
grabbed the sword that was made of meteorite and a compound metal’!! and no
matter what rocky mountain he thrust [the sword into], a sound “shik shik yol yol”
came out involuntarily and [the rock] shook. Since its size was about two fathoms
[two measures of outstretched arms], the Lord thought that it would be difficult to
keep it secret.

Wondering if the two monks [he was with] would be afraid and [say] negative
things, he put [the sword] down. Then, because it was a Treasure substance, [he
thought] there would be no fault. He thought that as a little joke he needed to
show the two monks, so he grabbed it.

When he was going, because the rock face path was narrow, the Lord walked
slowly. On that road, a being with a human body covered with eyes who was
black with a blue luster came up and looked [at him].

The Lord said, “Go away, I need to go.”
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He replied, “If you have wings then fly. If you have claws, climb up the earth. If
you are an Accomplished One, go without hindrance. Because this is my place, 1
won’t go.”

Again, the Lord stayed there wondering for a moment, “What is this? Is it the
Treasure protector? Is it a demon?” and then realized that it was the Treasure
protector. Again the Lord told him to go but he wouldn’t.

He said, “You are going with my wealth — if you give it [to me] I will go and if
you don’t I won’t.”

Again the Lord asked, “Who is the owner of your wealth?” He said, “Dzokchen
Pénlop, but I don’t know if he has a way to take it out.”

[The Lord] asked, “Why would he not have a way [to take it out]?

[The protector] said, “He says he is a monk. If one can’t quickly tame one’s mind,
saying [one is] ‘tamed’ means little.”

The Lord said, “Now I will give you your wealth,” and he put [the sword] in his
hands.

He [the Treasure protector] transformed into a snake and holding the sword in his
mouth, he carried it away. When the Lord looked, the sword got smaller and the
snake got larger and went into the Treasure entrance. As soon as that happened,
the rock grew flat and the Treasure entrance disappeared.®'?
There is a playful quality about Drimé Ozer’s arrogant brandishing of a sword that he
knows very well is not his to hold. He hesitates for a while, wanting to take the powerful
sword that does not belong to him to show his monk friends. But, eventually, he complies
with the proper cosmic order and returns the sword to its rightful protector. The Treasure
protector makes an interesting comment that Dzokchen Pénlop may not be able to extract

his Treasure because he has become a monk. In a comment not without Freudian

significance, the Treasure protector insinuates that as a monk, he may not have the power
needed to brandish his sword. His comment thus highlights the importance of consorts in
the process of revealing Treasures. This Treasure is a sword coming from the time of

Gesar’s heroic battles against oppressors, again linking Drimé Ozer’s early twentieth-
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century Treasure revelations with the sacred mythology of Tibetan and specifically Golok

history.>!?

These few examples of the role Treasure protectors and land deities play in the
revelation process call attention to the living quality of the environment and the land from
which revelations come. There is a strong rhetoric of control and subjugation involved in
these interactions with subterranean and ethereal spirits. But yet, a playfulness emerges in
this process as well. Small signs mean everything, whether it is a man with a cleft lip, a
pattern in the clouds, or Sera Khandro’s five-year-old son’s responée to a perplexing
question. There is no lack of creativity here — a bluish-black being covered in eyes bars
Drimé Ozer’s path and then morphs into a snake, lending a psychedelic quality to the
visionary apparitions of Treasure revelation that Sera Khandro depicts. Yet these fantastic
visionary revelations are more than imaginative journeys; they have serious and practical
consequences in the communities in which Sera Khandro lives.

Balancing Environmental, Social, and Physical Conditions Through
Revelation

In the nomadic pasture lands of Golok where Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer lived
their days, each valley and every village and tribal group had and still has their own local
land deities who must be propitiated through ritual offerings and annual obeisance in
order to prevent massive livestock casualties, weather disruptions, and sickness. It is
precisely these land deities who appear often to Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer as
protectors of their Treasures, including some of the most famous land deities of Golok
such as Drongri Mukpo (‘Brong ri smug po) of Drongri (‘Brong ri), the most important

mountain deity of Serta who is its anthropomorphic “head,” Machen Pomra (Rma chen
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sbom ra) of the Amnye Machen mountain range in Amdo, and Nyenpo Yutsé (Gnyan po

gyu rtse) of the Nyenpo Yutsé mountain range in Golok (the deity Sera Khandro

314 Hence, Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer’s

propitiated to in two passages quoted above).
Treasures have not only been concealed by Padmasambhava to be disclosed at the
appropriate time, but they are literally grounded in the Golok landscape, thus tying their
revealers to the local deities and regional leaders of the land.

The importance of these sites and deities as loci of regional identity and political
organization cannot be overstated. The péople of Golok understand themselves to be the
descendants of these mountain deities, in particular Nyenpo Yutsé. It was the traditional
role of their tribal and village leaders to lead in annual mountain deity propitiation rites to
pray for the ongoing health and well-being of their people.’'® Similarly, as ritual
specialists who had (and today still have) special abilities to interact directly with these
powerful land spirits, Treasure revealers held important positions in their communities
because they could mediate between powerful malevolent and benevolent deities and the
local communities in which they lived, benefiting beings by improving social harmony
and health as much as spiritual liberation. For example, -

At that time a woman saying she was Sengcham Trukmo [Gesar’s wife]
came from out of a cloud and gave [Drimé Ozer] a yellow scroll. The mind-
mandate having awakened, he wrote down the outer accomplishment practice of
Gesar, the Jewel who Tames Enemies and the inner accomplishment practice The
Dharma Cycle on the Wealth Deities of Orgyen. In the lama’s household, the
“hun” sickness [a disease affecting lifestock] came and the livestock deteriorated.

He recited these prosperity accomplishment practices from Gesar and [the
livestock] flourished.*'

Thus, in Sera Khandro’s biographical writings, there is a direct correspondence between
proper obeisance to Treasure protectors and other deities, inciuding dakinis, and the

social, environmental, and biological well-being of communities in which Sera Khandro
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and Drimé Ozer lived. For example, in Drimé Ozer’s Biography Sera Khandro explains
that:

When [Drimé Ozer] was giving the empowerment, reading transmission,
explanation, and so forth, for the new parts of his profound Treasure, an expanse
dakini became agitated. Hence, the Lord suddenly became sick. When the Lord
wondered what it was, although he knew that it was because two of the vajra
siblings were fighting, he pretended he didn’t know and didn’t say anything and
gave expansive empowerments and explanations. The Lord’s physical condition
got worse and knowing that various undesirable things were nearing, he scolded
and hit the disciples in the empowerment line [who had been fighting] and
displayed many fierce behaviors. After that, the dakini’s agitation pacified itself
and the vajra sibling’s dispute got better on its own. The Lord did expansive
~ rituals, feast offerings, and thanksgiving feasts and so forth.*!’

Dakinis® agitation, Drimé Ozer’s physical illness, and a dispute in the religious
community are all bound up in a relational world view in which Treasure revealers are
never individual actors in a neutral scene; they are intermediaries between a host of
beings. As such, they strive to maintain equilibrium between deities and demons,
environmental conditions, human health, and social well-being.

As I have already introduced, land deities who are Treasure guardians are not
simply submissive beings controlled by Treasure revealers; they have their own agency.
The Tibetan land personified as land deities may rise up to hand Treasure revealers their
hidden Treasures, but they do so with their own expectations. Consequences for failing to
satisfy the deities inhabiting the Tibetan land are natural disasters, sickness, and social
upheaval. For example, Sera Khandro recounts:

Then, during that year on the twenty-fifth of the eighth month, when my group

was on the road coming back home, I received a bit of a prophecy foretelling the

coming of Treasures of the three Treasure protector siblings of Dungra Drakar.

Because I ignored it, fierce hail fell on us and it was difficult to bear the terrors of

thunder and lightning. Having prayed to my Lama and abided without separating

from the dimension of equanimity, [we] didn’t experience great harm. Despite
this, that night a girl gave perverse advice [to me] in the form of a prophecy . . 318
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Again, when Sera Khandro cannot reveal a Treasure, she angers the Treasure protectors,
whose wrath affects the physical health of those around her:

At that time although there was a bit of Treasure, I let it go and because of this,
the Dharma protector got angry and my disciple Rikzang suddenly got sick.*"

Displeased Treasure protectors can cause all sorts of undesirable occurrences within
human society as well, such as inciting bandits to attack Drimé Ozer when he is traveling
on the road with his encampment (sgar) members. In his Biography, Sera Khandro
records:
Then, gradually when some days had passed, although the mother dakinis had
given him Treasure symbols, on account of other things he had let them go. The
Treasure protectors got jealous and bandits and other undesirable things occurred
to both the encampment bases of the Treasure revealer [Drimé Ozer] and the
doctrine holder [Sotriil Rinpoché]. According to the dakini prophecy from before,
having incited the actions of the protectresses of profound Treasure, the signs of
their manifest activity occurred and all the harm was pacified.?*
Through ritual action, Drimé Ozer is able to appease the jealous Treasure protectors and
get rid of negative circumstances such as banditry, which was a common problem along
the travel routes of Golok. Thus, Treasure protectors/land deities are not simply subdued
deities controlled by the will of the Treasure revealers. Here again, the ongoing need for
Buddhist subjugation and the uncertainty of gathering auspicious connections necessary
for successful revelation remind us that the Treasure revealer is not the singular agent of

revelation, but rather must participate in a balance of relationships between spirits and

humans of all varieties.

Treasure Revelation Encampments (gfer sgar)

As I have shown above, Treasure revealers’ ritual interventions balanced the

competing forces of the Tibetan land, Buddhist divinities, and human interests. But how
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do Treasure revealers’ ritual interactions with these hosts of deities relate to the social

321 and how

communities in which they lived? What is a Treasure revelation encampment
is it different from a monastery? How did Treasure revelation encampments relate to the
wider lay Golok society? Did Treasure revealers such as Drimé Ozer have a political as
well as a religious role in Golok society?

Before I embark upon a discussion of the question of the relationship between
Treasure revelation encampments, monasteries, and lay society in Golok, some general
- background on Golok social structure is useful. Golok is a high alpine nomadic area that
now straddles the border between Amdo and Kham, or the Chinese provinces Qinghai
and Sichuan, but in Sera Khandro’s day the land of Golok was a completely
unincorporated territory. Neither the Qing Dynasty (1644-1911), the Dalai Lama’s
government in Lhasa, nor the Republic of China (1912-1949) ever held any sovereignty
over the Golok region of Serta where Sera Khandro made her new home.*? Indeed it is
hard to imagine the difficulties Sera Khandro faced adjusting at the age of sixteen to
nomadic life in one of the highest and coldest regions of Eastern Tibet where the altitude
ranged between 12,000 to more than 16,000 feet, leaving most regions too high for
agriculture, where frosts and hail were year-round phenomena, and where Sera Khandro
initially had no friends, family, or source of income. Golok is not only well known for its
inhospitable climate, it is well known for being a rough place infamous for banditry and
lawlessness, as Sera Khandro’s description of banditry in Drimé Ozer’s Biography
mentioned above corroborates. Joseph Rock, who himself lived in a nomadic region of
Qinghai not far from Golok in the early twentieth century, recounts that:

... the Golog attack anyone approaching the region west of the Yellow River.
They acknowledge no one’s authority except that of their chiefs, and as the Shing
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bZah incarnation told us their word could not be trusted. They enjoy attacking
anyone, especially foreigners who penetrate their mountain fastness... Their life
is spent on horseback, always ready for battle and even among themselves they
squabble to the point of combat .... They bring terror to the hearts of all their
neighbors and travelers... They even ask the blessing of lamas before going on
robbing expeditions.***
If even Drimé Ozer, as a respected Golok lama, faced problems with bandits, no doubt a
strange foreigner like Joseph Rock experienced great danger in Golok. Yet the
lawlessness of the vast and open grasslands of Golok is remembered differently by some
local residents. As one mid-ranking Tibetan government official in Serta told me
reminiscing about the nomadic life of his childhood in the mid-twentieth century:
Before, when there were no Chinese, the lives of Tibetans were happy. The
reason they were happy was because there were no Chinese in Serta. When there
were no Chinese there were no laws.***
Some fifty years earlier, Joseph Rock also cites an early-twentieth-century Golok man
appreciating the lack of laws in Golok society in much the same way:
You cannot compare us Go-log with other people. You obey the laws of strangers,
the laws of the Dalai Lama, of China, and of any of your petty chiefs . . . We Go-
lok, on the other hand, have from time immemorial obeyed none but our own
laws, none but our own convictions . . . .>%°
Serta was, in fact, lawless in the sense that there was no state — there was no police force,
no specially designated courts, and no particular civil agencies formally responsible for
resolving disputes.326 Serta society operated without these governing attributes of the
state because it was divided into forty-eight “wider camp groups” (tsho ba) who each had
leaders that formed a union that handled disputes over grazing rights, could mobilize a
military force to defend the Serta people’s land when necessary, and that organized
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annual religious festivals.”’ The scope of these forty-eight wider camp groups before

1960 included 5,340 households and 21,900 people dispersed over an area of about
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328 Within one wider camp group there were smaller extended

11,500 square kilometers.
family subgroups called ru skor, made up of up to five tents who herded their livestock
together. Each wider camp group had rights to a certain territory for livestock grazing and
had their own leader who would join in the forty-eight member union. In the words of the
son of the last leader of the union of the wider camp groups which together were named
the Washiil Serta,

In the old society my role would have been to resolve disputes among the public.

They [the Serta people] would have listened and obeyed my word. Whereas the

Chinese leaders now put people in prison when they do bad ?higl2%s I would have

had [the people’s] respect and they would have done what I said.

In fact, Sera Khandro mentions the Washiil Serta leader who would have been my
informant’s grandfather doing just exactly this: “At that time the Washiil [Serta] leader
settled a land dispute and so forth and everybody having reached an agreement, the
animosity was pacified.”**® Thus, the famed lawlessness of the Golok tribes is more than
nostalgic lore; it includes reminiscences of an old society in which tribal leaders
successfully negotiated between competing interests to maintain social order. Below I
will describe the ways in which religious figures such as Treasure revealers aided
political leaders such as the Wéshﬁl Serta leader in their governance by securing the vital
support of earthly and celestial divinities.

Still the question remains: how did religious communities, including monasteries
and religious encampments, fit into this larger nomadic social organization of wider camp
groups (tsho ba)? Gelek mentions that each tribe of Serta had its own monastery:

The Washu Serthar herdsmen believed that a tribe without a monastery was

incomplete. There were 24 monasteries and more than 3,300 monks among the 48

groups. These monasteries served as centres of culture, education and religion and

also operated as market centres. People gathered there on religious holidays, and
old people no longer able to travel with the herds lived in the precincts of the
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monasteries. At times, they were also used as courts by the herdsmen, to settle
outstanding lawsuits. Then they would make a vow to explain their cases
truthfully in front of the lamas and the gods, and the case would be settled.®!

But this raises yet another question: what was the relationship between a religious
encampment (sgar) and a monastery (dgon)? In fact, Sera Khandro’s usage of the terms
encampment (sgar) and monastery (dgon pa) seem to overlap in many instances. For
example, Sotriill Rinpoché’s residence was Sera Monastery, whereas Sera Khandro
always refers to Drimé Ozer’s community as a Treasure encampment (gter sgar) with a
lama’s household (bla brdng) despite the fact that they often lived in the vicinity of his
father Dujom Lingpa’s monastery, Dartsang Monastery. In Padma County, Golok, Sera
Khandro lived within Gara Terton’s Treasure encampment, which she often refers to as
the gter ston sgar, although the encampment also included a monastery, Banak
Monastery (Pan nag dgon). Based on Sera Khandro’s writings, two general distinctions
can be made between a monastery (dgon) and a religious encampment (sgar): a
monastery is an immovable structure in which inhabitants maintained monastic vows of
celibacy, such as the monk Sotriil Rinpoché in Sera Monastery, whereas a religious
encampment is a potentially mobile community comprised (at least partially) of non-
monastic religious specialists who often traveled from place to place in tents.>*?

In terms of their mobility, religious encampments in Sera Khandro’s early
twentieth century context were not necessarily very different than the lay encampments
(ru skor) of nomadic pastoralists that made up the larger camp groups (tsho ba). As
Levine notes, the camping sites and grazing grounds of the various encampments (ru

skor) could be changed from one section of the larger camp group’s terrain to another

with flexibility.*® Even though both encampment types, religious and nomadic
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pastoralist, were “lay” in the sense of not maintaining celibacy vows and consequently
having families, it is not appropriate to call Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro “lay” Buddhist
practitioners because their role as religious specialists was very different than that of the
pastoralists, who sponsored their ritual activities. Both religious encampments and
monasteries relied on donations and goods in exchange for ritual service and did not
depend exclusively on maintaining livestock.: According to Sera Khandro’s
auto/biographical accounts, the constant moves that Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro’s
religious encampments made were focused on performing religious pilgrimage, taking
out (and putting in) Treasures from sacred landscapes in Golok, and giving religious
teachings in exchange for necessary provisions. In contrast, their lay counterparts moved
according to the seasonal grazing needs of their livestock and did not have ritual
expertise.** Moving from place to place was thus a part of life on the high pasture lands
of Golok, unique neither to pastoralists nor to the religious specialists who catered to
their spiritual needs. Indeed, the only stable residence possible in Golok in the early
twentieth century could be found at the monasteries, living alongside those who had
“renounced” householder life. In fact, as late as in early 1980s, the county seat of Serta
did not include a single permanent house, but was rather comprised of white and black
nomad’s tents surrounding the large newly-rebuilt post-Cultural Revolution version of the
Gogentang Stupa.335 For Sera Khandro coming from her father’s four-story Lhasa
mansion, life in Golok must have been full of hardship: her life and that of Drimé Ozer
were spent traveling on horseback, avoiding bandits, flattening new ground, pitching

tents, begging for alms, going on pilgrimage, and performing ritual service for their
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communities. All this they did when they were not practicing their Treasure revelations
during the one hundred day retreats they repeatedly undertook.**

Sera Khandro’s writings, in particular her comments in Drimé Ozer’s Biography
about his roles in Golok society, give us hints about what type of relationship Treasure
revealers had to lay communities and their leaders. The following passage from Drimé
Ozer’s Biography is particularly informative in portraying the activities of religious
figures and the interactions that Treasure revealers such as Drimé Ozer had with their
region’s leaders:

Having relied on the symbolic and prophetic registries of a dakini saying she was
Kiinkyap Wangmo that had come to him that night in his dream, [Drimé Ozer]
wrote down the profound Treasure Elements Jumping in to Space [like] a Lion.
from the Guru Hayagriva and Vajravarahi Dharma cycle. At that time, using the
earlier prophecy from Drongri as a foundation, he put Treasure vases in Drongri
to fulfill the desires of the Washiil [Serta] leader. Having spoken the
Accomplishment of the Great Deity, he performed it expansively and took out
some Treasures.

At that time, there was a retreatant lama who was known as “the leader of the
head of the land in Drongdiin.”**” He told [Drimé Ozer], “It is certain that you are
an emanation of Kiinzang>® because I had a good dream about this,” and so forth.
Having requested prayers to make a Dharma connection from the Lord, he offered
material goods for the auspicious connection.

Then, [Drimé Ozer] gradually went to his seat [1n Dartsang]. As the Lord’s
[Drimé Ozer s] representative, Sotriil R1npoche % had gone out to tame

disciples.**® When he came back he gave all the gathered offerings to the lama’s
household.

At that time the Washiil [Serta] leader settled a land dispute and everybody
having reached an agreement, the animosity was pacified.

At that time [Drimé Ozer] saw the face of the Precious Lama [i.e., his father
Dujom Lingpa] and he spoke many prophe01es though I have e1u01dated them in
the Treasure scriptures [rather than here].**

This passage above touches upon several different aspects of the spiritual, political, and

economic relationships between religious specialists such as Drimé Ozer and Sotriil
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Rinpoché and the political leader of their area, the Washiil Serta leader I mentioned

previously. Sera Khandro records that Drimé Ozer fulfilled the leader of Serta’s wishes
by burying and discovering Treasures at the mountain that is the abode of the main
mountain deity of Serta, Drongri Mukpo, who is one and the same as Avalokitesvara. In
this way, Drimé Ozer acts as an intermediary between the sacred mountain, whose
Treasures are his to bury and discover, and the region’s political leader, whose power to
maintain social order is linked to proper propitiations to his region’s mountain deity.

A characteristic element of the Treasure tradition that I have already introduced
comes through clearly in the long passage quoted above: the importance of prophecy.
Prophecy leads Drimé Ozer to make the offering of burying Treasure vases filled with
ritual substances that ensure the environmental and social well-being of the land. A
dream convinces the leader of Drongdiin that Drimé Ozer is a special incarnation, thus
inspiring him to make material offerings.Dujom Lingpa comes to Drimé Ozer in a vision
and gives him many prophecies. Prophecy is thus not just one element of the technical
aspects of revealing Treasures; it is a significant factor in determining the course of
people’s lives.>* Dreams, hints, and subtle signs are of concrete importance in Sera -
Khandro’s world, just as fleeting auspicious connections determine whether or not a
Treasure can be revealed.

The interactions between Drimé Ozer and the retreatant lama who has faith in him
as well as the mention of Sotriil Rinpoché going out to “taming disciples” provide us with
information about the economic exchanges that kept Treasure revealers such as Drimé
Ozer solvent. From the passage above we can see that Drimé Ozer was revered and

supported materially for his ritual efficacy by both members of the lay community and (at
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times at least) other religious specialists. Sera Khandro writes, “As the Lord’s
representative, Sotrill Rinpoché had gone out to tame disciples. When he came back he
gave all the gathered offerings to the lama’s household and so forth.”*** “Taming beings”
in Sera Khandro’s writing is a euphemism for going out to perform rituals and give
empowerments in order to gather resources for the lama’s household (bla brang). On
another occasion when Drimé Ozer returned from a long pilgrimage to Central Tibet,
Sera Khandro recounts that because his religious seat had very little wealth remaining,
everybody in the community said that Drimé Ozer needed to go “tame disciples” in order
to gather wealth. Sera Khandro explains that after Drimé Ozer supplicated the proper
wealth-giving deity (lha gnod sbyin), his mission was easily accomplished.*** In several
instances, Sera Khandro mentions that Sotriil Rinpoché would do this resource-gathering
work in Drimé Ozer’s stead as an act of service to his teacher. She does not clearly
describe what “taming beings” actually consisted of; it seems to be obvious to those for
whom she wrote her auto/biographical works. However, based on the other rituals she
repeatedly describes, perhaps “taming disciples” involved giving the laity “Dharma
connections” (chos ‘brel) by giving empowerments, reading transmissions, and
explanations for parts of Dujom Lingpa or Drimé Ozer’s Treasure cycles. Sera Khandro
does not mention going out by herself specifically to “tame disciples,” presumably
because she did not have her own household to maintain, but rather lived in other male
Treasure revealer’s households or monasteries (such as Sera Monastery).

As I have described above, Sera Khandro briefly mentions that the Washiil Serta
leader solved a land dispute after Drimé Ozer’s ritual interventions on his behalf, a role

not dissimilar to the description his descendant gave me of the Serta leader’s role in the
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old Tibetan society. In fact, land disputes were the central source of tension between the
nomadic pastoralist peoples of Serta. When one wider encampment group (fsho ba)
encroached upon another’s territory or stole herds, fighting to the point of death was not
uncommon. In these cases, the leaders (dpon po) of the wider encampment groups would
gather, sometimes with mediators, to settle the dispute and to offer a price for any loss of
life in order to stop blood feuds.>*’ Not only the wider encampment leaders but also
religious leaders such as Drimé Ozer and his disciple Sotriil Rinpoché were called upon
to resolve land disputes because they could garher ‘Widespread consensus between
different encampments. At one point, Sera Khandro recounts that when Drimé Ozer
returned from a journey, Sotriil Rinpoché could not be there to welcome him home
because he had gone to resolve a land dispute in his local area.>*® Land disputes did not
only occur between the lay nomads, but also affected religious communities. Sera
Khandro mentions land disputes that divided both Gyalsé and Drimé Ozer’s religious
communities at times, forcing factions of their communities to relocate.

During the 1920s, there was another reason why the religious communities in
which Sera Khandro lived needed to move: skirmishes with the Chinese repeatedly
wreaked havoc, causing everyone to flee. In Drimé Ozer’s Biography, Sera Khandro
records that when Drimé Ozer was forty-one in approximately 1921, people warned him

of the impending danger of Chinese attack:

At that time, Akyong said, ‘The terror of the Chinese has arrived and they are
fighting. [We] need to move the encampment foundation to another area.”
Although the local people, his close entourage, the lama’s household inhabitants
and so forth repeatedly said this, the Lord himself [Drimé Ozer] let it go.347
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That same year again, when they were in Drongdiin in Serta near the sacred mountain
Drongri, Drimé Ozer’s community worried about the agitation caused by the Chinese
attacks, yet Drimé Ozer himself seemed unperturbed by the commotion:

Then when everybody said that there was fighting and that he needed to move the
encampment foundation, the Lord said, “Although I think there is no problem, it
is okay if we move the encampment according to their thought.”

They went together with the encampment base to a hidden land prophesized by
the dakinis under the power of the western gatekeeper named Nyenchen Yusé of
Ser Drongri.**® There the male and female partners both had new Treasures come

to th%ﬂrgl and they performed empowerments and reading transmissions and so
forth. - ‘

Perhaps one reason Drimé Ozer was not overly worried about the problem of the Chinese
is that one purpose of Treasure revelation is to repel foreign invasion and disease. In the
words of Drimé Ozer’s brother the Third Dodrupchen:

Also, until the end of the age comes, because of ceaseless efforts of those such as
the Tertons, Termas, both of teachings and materials, detailed and appropriate
prophecies will appear in time to grotect Tibet from foreign invasions, internal
fighting, disease, famine, and so on.**°

In fact, Sera Khandro includes some very specific prophecies foretelling the oncoming
Chinese; she recounts a prophecy given by Dujom Lingpa to Drimé Ozer when he was
nineteen:

The Lama said, “On account of the great wrong views and weak merit of sentient
beings of this time, on account of the many wars, contagious diseases, famines,
and so forth of this time period, and in particular because after the old lady and I
die it is certain that the terror of the Chinese Mongols will come near, it is not
clear what will happen. At that time people’s consciousness will be blessed by
demons and oneself and others will meet up with disaster. The power of the
barbaric border people will spread. Much of the life, deeds, and beneficial actions
of good men who adhere to the [Buddhist] teachings will go away to [negative]
conditions. It will be difficult to do anything about this. Because of this, since you
are a good man who nurtures the teachings and sentient beings, you need to be
careful regarding the demonic power that is changing this time and place. When I
am here, you will not be harmed by negative forces. Later I will help. If you do
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everything, good and bad, according to the dakinis’ prophecy, great benefit for
yourself and others will arise.>!

Thus Treasure revealers such as Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer incorporated the growing
problem of Chinese agitation into their Buddhist understanding of the contemporary age
being an age of degeneration (snyigs dus) that involved increasing warfare, disease, and
natural disaster. Put into this apocalyptic perspective, the threat of the Chinese was
something to repel through adherence to the divine dakini prophecies that constantly
interpenetrated their lives as represented in Sera Khandro’s biographical writings. For
example, the dakints Kiinsel and Shiwa Dorjé Tso come to Drimé Ozer and give him the
following prophecy:

Earlier in Samyé¢ in the presence of the Lotus Guru

We gathered together as an auspicious connection.

Because of my vast aspirations and prayers,

Up until now I have arisen as your friend.

Completely dispel the troubles between China and Tibet.
Accomplish the aspirations of the Lotus Born One and Tsogyal!

The illusory emanation of the mother of the expanse Tsogyal,

The woman who is a light ray from my heart,

Will arise as the companion for the entrance to the three Treasures.

By the profound power of the beneficial actions of the mother dakins,

If you inseparably unite method and wisdom

Sgsc;u will repel the expansion of the demonic barbarians for one hundred years . .
Thus proper adherence to the dakini prophecies and specifically the union of method and
wisdom, i.e., the union of Drimé Ozer with the emanation of Tsogyal, the light ray from
these dakinis’ hearts who is none other than Sera Khandro, will foster the auspicious

circumstances necessary to repel the marauding armies who lurk on the borderlands of

Tibet.
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Yet despite these efforts, in Sera Khandro’s Aufobiography as well, trouble is

near. When Sera Khandro is thirty years old in approximately 1922 during the time that
she lived with Gara Gyalsé at Banak Monastery in Padma County, she recounts that,
That year the Northern Chinese became more powerful and caused disturbances.
When everyone said that we should move the group (ru) to another location, Bén
Rikdzin from Banak and Gara Tertdn’s direct disciple the renunciate from
Benshul Lama Ngakwang Demchok had a discussion. Having resolved the land
dispute between the two factions of the lama’s household, they decided that
Gyalsé needed to establish a seat. Everybody from here and there agreed with this
discussion.>**
This passage is another example of prevalence of land disputes over pasture rights, this
time occurring within Gara Gyalsé’s household in Padma County. Also in Serta County,
during that same year when Sera Khandro was visiting Drimé Ozer, she recounts that,
“Then, on account of the agitation caused by the Northern Chinese, the inner retinue held
a discussion and decided to move the Lord [Drimé Ozer]’s residence to Yusé Chawa.”***
Thus in the world of Treasure revelation where auspicious connections, uncertainty, and
prophecy determine everything, the Chinese incursions into the previously stateless and
unincorporated lands of Golok signaled the growing strength of demonic forces in this

degenerate age, forces that could only be repelled by strict adherence to the dakinis’

divine injunctions to reveal Treasure and benefit sentient beings.

Conclusion

Treasure revelation involves a process with many different stages, originating
from the primordial Buddhas to Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal and then to dakinis
and Treasure protectors who guard the Treasures until the auspicious circumstances come

together for them to be discovered by their prophesized Treasure revealers. This process
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of Buddhist scriptural transmission relies on a pantheon of Buddhist deities ranging from
ethereal to autochthonous, who literally ground the Buddhist path to enlightenment in the
Tibetan earth. As the human recipients of this multidimensional divine transmission,
Treasure revealers such as Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer served as mediators between
these variegated celestial forces and the environmental and social realities of early
twentieth-century Golok.

The first sections of this chapter considered the ways Sera Khandro models
herself and her relationship with her partner(s) in a way that reflects the divine genealogy
of the Treasure tradition. Just as Yeshé Tsogyal and Padmasambhava form a divine
couple who produce and hide Treasures, likewise, Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer are
their divinely prophesized incarnations and rely on each other to produce their Treasures.
Just as there are differing literary interpretations of the importance of Yeshé Tsogyal in
the history of the Treasure tradition, likewise many of Sera Khandro’s comments portray
her struggle to find a place for herself as a female Treasure revealer in a society at times
hostile to her religious aspirations. The following two chapters will examine this dialectic
concerning the role of women in the Treasure tradition in greater detail. However, as this
chapter has emphasized, Sera Khandro’s greatest influence, her greatest source of
strength, and the object of her devotion is Yeshé Tsogyal.

Treasure revealers such as Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer articulate their
Treasures to be fulfillments of divine prophecies dating back to Imperial Tibetan history,
but the process of enacting these prophecies clearly reflects the fluctuations, insecurities,
and needs of day-to-day life in early twentieth-century Golok. The tough natural

environment of high-altitude nomadic life in which hail, frost, famine, and sickness were
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never far away is a palpable reality in the way Sera Khandro reiterates the uncertainty of
her ability to gather together the auspicious connections required to reveal her Treasures.
Hints, signs, and omens alert her to the shifting winds of chance that determine her ability
to actualize the prophecies she receives through visionary encounters.

Despite the ephemeral and highly imaginative quality of her many visionary
experiences of prophecy and revelation, Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer’s Treasures had
concrete applications in early twentieth-century Golok. Their revelations were not only
transcendental incantations directing their faithful adherents towards enlightehmehf; they
were also practical formulas that reflected problems specific to their particular context
such as livestock health, Chinese incursions, and territory disputes between and within
Golok tribes. Sera Khandro and Drimé Ozer maintained balance in the natural
environment by putting in and taking out Treasures from sacred mountains and lakes,
ensuring clean water and favorable weather for the livestock and humans that depended
on the grasslands. Their Treasure revelations appeased dakinis’ agitation and ensured
social harmony and physical health. They supported their local political leader’s
sovereignty by propitiating to the mountain deities of the land. In turn, they were
supported by lay nomadic tribesmen and women, political leaders, and their monastic and
non-celibate disciples with resources necessary to allow them to pursue their religious
vocation as Treasure revealers.

Sera Khandro paints a picture of her Golok society in which there was a
significant overlap between monasteries, made up of permanent housing for celibate
monks, and religious encampments, consisting of mobile communities including

monastics and non-celibate Tantric practitioners who lived in tents. If there were any
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tensions between these two groups of religious specialists, her writings do not expose
them. Rather, some monastics lived their lives within religious encampments while many
non-celibate religious specialists such as Drimé Ozer and Sera Khandro had close ties
with monasteries (Drimé with his father’s monastery in Dartsang and Sera Khandro with
Sera Monastery). The laity, monastics and non-celibate religious professionals alike had
great respect for the spiritual and temporal power of Treasures as well as for the revealers
who embodied the liberative potential of their revelations.

Thus far, this study has focused on outlining the contours of Sera Khandro’s
autobiographical narrative and contextualizing her writings within the religious and
cultural tradition of Tibetan Treasure revelation. I have emphasized that in Sera
Khandro’s works, the purpose of revealing Treasures was not only to inspire spiritual
realization, but also to achieve environmental, social, and physical well-being in the
world of early twentieth-century Golok. Sera Khandro’s writings can thus serve as a
resource to help us understand more about the social and religious milieu in which she
lived, but they do so through the particular lenses of the Tibetan literary genres of
autobiography and biography. The following chapter turns towards reading Sera
Khandro’s writings as literature, analyzing the rhetorical strategies by which she
represents her identity as a non-celibate female Treasure revealer. Through this analysis
and through comparing Sera Khandro’s writing with other relevant works, in turn, we

come to see more facets of her social and cultural world.
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Chapter Three: Autobiography, Gender, and the Self

Autobiography in its Western contexts has long been associated with notions of
an individual, unique, and specifically Western post-enlightenment subject. Indeed it has
often been assumed that such conceptions of subjectivity were a precondition for the very
existence of such a genre of self-focused literature. That autobiography has taken root in
the Tibetan Buddhist context with its emphasis on a lack of independently existent
selfhood. calls attention to the diversity of ways in which the self can ‘be interpreted
through the genre of autobiographical literature. As one of the only female-authored
autobiographies in all of Tibetan literature, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography presents an
early twentieth-century emic Eastern Tibetan perspective on life as a female religious
visionary that offers new insights into Tibetan Buddhist éonceptions of gender and
selthood. A study of Sera Khandro’s Autobiography raises the following intriguing
questions: (1) What rhetorical strategies does Sera Khandro use to formulate a sense of
self in her autobiographical narrative? (2) How can we analyze Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography in a larger comparative perspective, drawing insights from Western
literary theory as well as other Himalayan Buddhist autobiographies and hagiographies
by and about women? In pursuing these questions, this chapter will highlight three facets
of Sera Khandro’s self-representation: 1) rhetoric about gender and the female body, 2)
dialogical encounters with a heteroglossia of human, divine, and demonic voices, and 3)
the role of visions. I suggest Sera Khandro harps on her inferior female gender as a way
to express humility, while she simultaneously represents herself in laudatory ways

through recounting her manifold visionary experiences. Within this dialectic between
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self-deprecation and self-aggrandizement, she strikes a balance between expressing
herself as an imperfect human and as a spiritual pillar, thus providing a valuable example
for the generations of disciples for whom she composed her reflections.**

This chapter seeks to bring Sera Khandro’s autobiographical writings beyond her
intended religious readership into a wider conversation on representations of gender and
the self in autobiography. Woven throughout this chapter are theoretical insights drawn
from the study of Western autobiography, in particular Western women’s autobiography,
concerning the relationship of the self to society. Following Patrick Geary’s suggestion
that hagiography “must be a privileged source for the study of social values,” I suggest
that this analysis of the refractions of Sera Khandro’s literary self illuminates much about
her social world.>*

Given the rarity of female-authored Tibetan autobiographies, a study of Sera
Khandro’s Autobiography invites us to explore the relationship, if any, that Sera
Khandro’s account has with other available female-authored Tibetan language
autobiographies. A comparison between Jetsiin Lochen’s autobiography, the only other
extant early-twentieth-century Tibetan Buddhist woman’s autobiography, and that of
Orgyen Chokyi, a late seventeenth to early eighteenth-century nun from Dolpo,
demonstrates the wide diversity between different female-authored Tibetan
autobiographies. Indeed, their differences remind us that the category of gender is only
meaningful in relation to other social and cultural factors including education level, social
class, monastic versus non-monastic status, religious sect, and geographic environment.

That said, given the relatively few models of religious women in Tibetan Buddhism, it is

interesting to examine some of the paradigms of female saints (Yeshé Tsogyal, Gelong
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Palmo, Machik Labdrén, and Nangsa Obum) that influenced historical women such as
Jetstin Lochen, Orgyen Chokyi, and Sera Khandro in formulating their own accounts of
spiritual liberation.

After a brief introduction to relevant historical and theoretical issues in the study
of Western and Tibetan autobiography, the first section of this chapter explores the ways
in which Sera Khandro thematizes her gender and female body. Drawing on Janet
Gyatso’s analysis of the tension between self-humbling and self-aggrandizing rhetoric in
the genre of Tibetan autobiography, I suggest that Sera Khandro creates a self-humbling
narrative primarily through repetitive comments about her female gender and “inferior
female body.”*’ I do not intend to imply that her litany of comments bemoaning her
difficulties as a woman wanting to participate in Tibetan Buddhist ecclesiastical circles is
“Just rhetoric” and thus not real. Rather, I suggest that it is also rhetoric, and as such
serves a literary purpose of representing Sera Khandro as a humble person. Yet, this is
not the only side of the story; Sera Khandro’s self-denigrating comments about her
inferior female body often solicit responses from her interlocutors that extol the virtues of
the female body, articulating an encouraging message to her readership about women’s
spiritual capacities.

The second section of this chapter explores the interactive, dialogical nature of
her writing. Through incorporating direct speech dialogue with a heteroglossaic host of
other voices ranging from demonic to divine, Sera Khandro represents herself always in
relation to others who populate her discursive world. Thus, the subject of Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography is not a separate, individual subject characteristic of older interpretations

of Western autobiography. Instead, it resembles the relational self that Western theorists
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of women’s autobiography proposed to be characteristic of women’s writing. However, I
suggest that rather than being a characteristic of her gender, the relational self that Sera
Khandro narrates is characteristic of her position as a member of a Tibetan community in
which connections between divinities, environmental forces, and human society were
closely intertwined.

Thirdly, this chapter analyzes the role of the many visionary experiences that Sera
Khandro weaves into her self-narrative that stretch her direct speech dialogue to
encompass a wide range of supernatural forces. I suggest that recounting dialogues with a
host of deities in her elaborate visions is an important way in which Sera Khandro
formulates a strong identity for herself as a female Treasure revealer. Divine voices, in
particular those of Yeshé Tsogyal and other dakinis, continually offer Sera Khandro
encouragement and provide her with examples that illustrious females do accomplish
their spiritual aims despite the fact that she had no earthly female role models. Sera
Khandro describes visions that appeared before her at particularly traumatic moments in
her life narrative as if to balance out the negativity she simultaneously records in her
mundane world. This tension between extraordinary visionary experiences in which
deities laud Sera Khandro’s divine purpose and torturous worldly sufferings in which
others denigrate her is another way in which her writing expresses a tension between self-
denigration and self-aggrandizement that is characteristic of Tibetan autobiography. Yet
ultimately, for Sera Khandro as for all Tantric practitioners striving to view the world as a
pure realm, the encouraging voices and magnificent lands of the Buddhafields Sera
Khandro recounts bear more weight as divinely inspired reality than the difficulties she

recollects in the illusory and impermanent realm of her mundane sufferings.
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Autobiographical Self Presentations, Western and Tibetan

In the context of Western literary analysis, the genre of autobiography has long
been associated with the development of a post-European Enlightenment subject who is
an autonomous individual, most often white, male, and Western.>*® Until the 1980’s,
literary theorists understood the subject of autobiographical writing to be an individual
self grounded in a Western notion of personhood. For example, Philippe Lejeunne
famously defined autobiography as “retrospective prose narrative written by a real person
concerning his own existence, where the focus is on the individual llife,‘ivn particular the
story of his personality.”** According to autobiography theorists such as Karl Weintraub,
individuals are those historical figures who perceive themselves as unique personalities
as opposed to those who do not differentiate themselves from their social environment.>®
This Western concept of the individual stems from a particular historical moment in late
eighteenth and early nineteenth-century Europe when the term “individual” transformed
from its older meaning of “indivisible” such as “the hye and indyvyduall Trynyte” (1425)
or “the individuall Catholicke Church” (John Milton, 1641) to its more current meaning
of a unique and different person, most commonly understood as a white, land-owning,
educated man.*®! The transformation of the term “individual” around the turn of the
nineteenth century coincides roughly with the early usages of the term “autobiography”
that appear for the first time in a 1797 issue of the British Monthly Review, replacing
earlier terms including confession, apology, memoir, diary, letters, journal, and
narrative. 2

The foundational autobiography theorist Georges Gusdorf drew the connection

between autobiography and culturally-specific notions of personhood, concluding in his
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well-known 1956 essay “Conditions and Limits of Autobiography” that autobiography is

not to be found outside of the Western cultural area because it is dependent on a
particular post-Copernican consciousness of the self that does not exist in other cultures
in which,

. . . the individual does not oppose himself to all others; he does not feel himself
to exist outside of others, and still less against others, but very much with others
in an interdependent existence that asserts its rhythms everywhere in the
community. No one is rightful possessor of his life or his death; lives are so
thoroughly entangled that each of them has its center everywhere and its
circumference nowhere. The important unit is thus never the isolated bein% — or,
rather, isolation is impossible in such a scheme of total cohesiveness as this. 6

Thus, according to Gusdorf’s understanding, the interdependence of selves in other
cultures prohibits them from writing in a genre such as autobiography in which the author
must isolate his sense of self in contrast and opposition to others.

Gusdorf may conclude that autobiography is not possible in a cultural landscape
“where consciousness of the self” does not exist in the sense of a Western enlightenment
individual, but Janet Gyatso has made the important point that Gusdorf was certainly
wrong to conclude that autobiography is an exclusively Western phenomenon given the
example of the prevalence of the autobiographical genre in Tibet. To the contrary, Janet
Gyatso has identified over 150 book length autobiographies in pre-1959 Tibet, only a few
of which are female-authored. Tibetan autobiography is not a result of Western influence
as Gusdorf would surely propose, but has its roots in the period of political and social
fragmentation in the twelfth century that followed Tibet’s dynastic period (sixth to ninth
centuries) beginning with figures such as Zhang Rinpoche (1123-93), the Second
Karmapa Karma Paksi (1204-83), the Treasure discoverer Guru Chéwang (1212-70) and

so forth.>** Tibet did not inherit its predilection for producing autobiographical literature
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from either of its influential neighbors; whereas India lacked a tradition of either
historical or autobiographical literature, China had such a strong tradition of historical
literature that autobiography was rare and what existed was obliged to impersonate

3% Gyatso points out that like China,

historiography using a distant third person voice.
Tibet had a strong tradition of historiography as well as a perduring interest in recording
genealogical narratives, two factors which paved the way for the development of
autobiographical writing in Tibet. She also argues that the reasons for the prevalence of
autobiography in Tibet relate to the importance of Buddhism in Tibet, which eclipsed
indigenous religious traditions and included a competitive climate in which individual
religious masters struggled to establish themselves partly via recording their personal
accomplishments in autobiographical formats. >

Tibetan biography and autobiography refers to the indigenous literary genre
namtar (rnam thar), or rangnam (rang rnam). Namtar can be literally translated as
“complete liberation story” while rangnam incorporates a self-reflexive pronoun rang to
indicate “one’s own complete liberation story.”*®” Both of these terms refer to a
specifically spiritual biography or autobiography documenting the chronological
trajectory of (predominantly male) Tibetan spiritual figures’ teleological liberation from
the sufferings of cyclic existence to the realization of Buddhahood. Thus, far from
Gusdorf’s notion of the autonomous Western individual as the subject of autobiography,
Sera Khandro’s self-presentation shares more with the tradition of pre-Rousseau Western
spiritual biography in which the subject of autobiography is an “individual” in its older
meaning of being indivisible from the divine. Autobiography theorist Sidonie Smith

defines autobiographical or life narrative as “a historically situated practice of self-
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representation” in which “narrators selectively engage their lived experience through
personal storytelling.”*®® Using this definition, self-authored Tibetan namtar such as Sera
Khandro’s work fits into a Western understanding of autobiography and can be
interpreted using theoretical frameworks developed in reference to Western
auto/biographical literature.

While the genealogy of spiritual biography can also be traced to Christian,
Jewish, and Islamic roots, Sera Khandro’s autobiography participates in the long tradition
of Buddhist biography. Buddhist spiritual biographies draw on the example of the
Buddha’s life story, first written prior to the first century B.C.E. as jataka tales
elaborating moral themes drawn from accounts of the Buddha’s previous lives. The
format of Sera Khandro’s story of spiritual realization is reminiscent of biographies of
Sakyamuni Buddha at the same time as it recasts this foundational Buddhist life story in
new ways, adjusting it to the contours of a woman’s life who practiced a Tantric form of
Buddhism. Just as the Buddha was born into a royal family and given every pleasure with
the hope that he would inherit his father’s crown, likewise Sera Khandro recounts being
born into a noble family in Lhasa and raised with every luxury in hopes that she would
become a political leader in Tibet. Just as the Buddha renounced worldly life in one
pivotal moment in after marrying and having a son, Sera Khandro also renounced life as
she had known it in one moment when she escaped from her family’s wealthy home to
avoid an unwanted arranged marriage. While the Buddha practiced austerities in the
Indian forest for six years after he renounced lay society, Sera Khandro recounts the
radical asceticism she was plunged into on her long journey to Golok and afterwards

when she struggled to pursue a religious life in Golok despite a myriad of obstacles.
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However, whereas the Buddha gained enlightenment under the bodhi tree sitting
in solitary meditation, Sera Khandro’s enlightenment occurred in the manifestly Tantric
form of her union with Drimé Ozer. In this and other regards, Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography bears close resemblance to the hagiography of the paradigmatic female
saint of Tibet, Yeshé Tsogyal. Both Yeshé Tsogyal and Sera Khandro’s life stories
include mothers who come from the powerful Tibetan Nup (Gnubs) clan, fathers who are
local political leaders, great beauty in youth, extreme repulsion from impending
marriages, consort relationships with important male Buddhist teachers, resistance to
unwanted male attention, and explicit use of male consorts to serve their own spiritual
needs. Parallels in Buddhist biographies such as those listed above might inspire the
suspicious reader to reconsider Paul de Man’s skeptical interpretation of autobiography.
De Man asks,

... can we not suggest, with equal justice, that the autobiographical project may

itself produce and determine the life and that whatever the writer does is in fact

govemed by the technical demapds of-self-g)égrtraiture and thus determined, in all

its aspects, by the resources of his medium?
Paul de Man’s assertion directs our attention to the fact that there can be no unmediated
access to the self or to human experience that is not also already filtered through literary
conventions and social constraints. Yet it is precisely through this already colored glass
image of a life that Sera Khandro’s voice comes through; more than a repetition of
paradigmatic aspects of Buddhist or Tibetan biography, Sera Khandro’s works portray a
life located in a specific social, cultural, linguistic, literary, and gendered context.

Beyond being an example of Buddhist biography, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography
fits into a distinctive subgenre of Tibetan autobiography: that of Treasure revealers.

Gyatso notes that Treasure discoverers have been among the most prolific
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370 While no statistical evidence is available for the ratio of

autobiographers in Tibet.
Tibetan autobiography written by Treasure revealers, their importance as autobiographers
relates to the connections between revelation and writing about the self. Just as Tibetan
autobiographies demonstrate a tension between strong articulations of self and humble
self-effacement, likewise Treasure revelation is both intensely personal, involving
introspective processes analyzing ephemeral signs, and predetermined, acting to fulfill
the prophecies of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal.’”! Thus, the multifaceted selfhood
Treasure revealers inscribe in their autobiographies parallels the intense process of self-
reflection involved in revelation.

Writing about the self and revealing Treasures are both intensely interpretive acts
in which dreams and visions are the primary source of authentication verifying that the
self in question is worthy of being the subject of autobiography and of being a Treasure
revealer.’” In Sera Khandro’s Autobiography, visions provide not only revelations, but
reassurances that Sera Khandro is Yeshé Tsogyal’s emissary, thus proving that she is an
authentic Treasure revealer. In the latter part of this chapter we will examine some of
these identity-forming visions Sera Khandro recounts in her Autobiography. In the wide
open grasslands of the unincorporated region of Golok, religious and institutional
authority was open and contested. Sera Khandro’s Autobiography served to legitimize her
four volumes of revealed Treasure teachings by portraying herself as a visionary with
spiritual realization and unmediated access to the divine. Therefore, writing
autobiography for a Treasure revealer such as Sera Khandro was both constitutive as

much as it was reflective; it was part of actualizing her religious aspirations to become
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accepted by her community as an authentic Treasure revealer as much as it was an
account of her struggles gaining acceptance in the communities in which she lived.

The many dreams and visions Sera Khandro recounts validate her legitimacy as
an authentic Treasure revealer precisely to the people for whom this mattered the most,
her disciples who were practicing her revealed Treasure scriptures. Therefore, Sera
Khandro’s auto/biographical writings, like other spiritual biographies, are both models of
exemplary Buddhist figures such as Yeshé Tsogyal and Buddhist ideals such as
renunciation and meditative realization as well as models for the Buddhist disciples and
religious communities who emulate these figures and ideals.’” In this sense, her
autobiography points both backwards in time to a sacred past and forwards to a future in
which faithful disciples will benefit from reading her autobiography by attaining their
own liberation.™ Hence, this double motion of reaching to a distant primordial past and
looking towards a future liberation is another link between Treasure revealers and
autobiography, for, as I described in Chapter Two, Treasure revealers act as emissaries
sent from the primordial sacred dimension of Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal to

catalyze the future enlightenment of their disciples.

Gender as a Self-Humbling Strategy in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography

After Sera Khandro elaborates on the prophecies foretelling her illustrious

accomplishments as a Treasure revealer in the opening sections of her Autobiography,
she makes a self-humbling comment typical of her writing:

Because I was born in an inferior female body, I am without a basis for expressing
my realizations®”> regarding how the beneficial deeds of [accomplishing] the two-
fold aim [of helping others and oneself] arose in me and how I traversed the
grounds and paths. Despite this, as I have said before, for the purpose of guiding
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fortunate doctrine holders and taming those who come after [i.e., disciples], I will
express a bit about my history.>’®

The term Sera Khandro uses for “inferior female body” (skye lus dman pa) could very
literally be translated as “inferior birth body” but given that it is a ubiquitous term for the
female body, I translate it as “inferior female body.” The abbreviated form of this Tibetan
term, skye dman, literally “low birth,” is one of the most common colloquial terms for
“woman” in the Tibetan language, also used in the Golok dialect that Sera Khandro
spoke.’”” Sera Khandro informs us that because she is female, she has no ability to
express her realization. The fact that Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is pervaded with
self-denigrating comments should be of no great surprise given that this is characteristic
of Tibetan autobiography. But how are we to interpret the gendered tone of disclaimers in
Sera Khandro’s Autobiography such as this one? There is a strongly ironic aspect to this
disclaimer given that it marks the beginning of Sera Khandro’s more than 400-page self-
narrative!

The fact that Sera Khandro thematizes her gender and her inferior female body in
what becomes a constant litany of self-denigrating comments should not be taken as
somehow “natural” given that she is a female. author since, as I will expand upon below,
other Tibetan female-authored autobiographies such as that of Jetsiin Lochen Rinpoché
(1865-1951) do not thematize gender and the female body to the degree that Sera
Khandro does. In the context of medieval Christian women’s visionary literature,
Caroline Walker Bynum makes a similar point that women writers did not necessarily
thematize their gender as much as their male confessors and interpreters did. Bynum

concludes that
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Women writers used imagery more androgynously. Personal and social
characteristics were more often shared by the two genders in women’s writings.
The female was a less marked category; it was more often simply a symbol of an
almost genderless self. When women did give the female content taken from the
traditional idea of asymmetrical genders, they saw it as physical and bodily. And
this physicality was seen as useful in joining with a human Christ.>’®
Thematizing gender is thus not necessarily an attribute of women’s writing. Yet the
mantra-like regularity with which Sera Khandro calls attention to her female gender as a
limitation to her potential spiritual achievements is reminiscent of other female mystics’
self-denigrating writing styles. Monica Furlong suggests that female Christian medieval
mystics had a general tendency to denigrate themselves on the basis of their gender.
Hildegard of Bingen describes herself as “a weak and fragile rib;” Clare of Siena as “a
useless handmaid and unworthy servant;” and Julian of Norwich as “a woman ignorant,
weak, and frail »*"° Furlong attributes this “ritual obeisance” of gender-based self-
denigration as a reflection of a socially imposed sense of inferiority as much as it was a
literary device that helped their divine mystical visions to be heard. Likewise, we may
think of Sera Khandro’s treatment of her inferior female gender as both a rhetorical
strategy that adds a humanly believable touch to her extraordinary mystical revelations
and a reflection of negative gender stereotypes that Sera Khandro internalized. Her
laments about her inferior female form are thus not only rhetoric; they are also one way

in which she describes the difficulties she faced as a rare female Treasure revealer

struggling to find a place for herself in her society.

Abandon this Inferior Female Body?

Sera Khandro thematizes her lowly female gender even in her childhood

recollections. Despairing at her father’s insistence that she study Chinese characters



146

because of the worldly political life Chinese literacy was meant to introduce, Sera
Khandro recounts throwing her Chinese books into the river and contemplating putting an
end to herself in the river as well. She makes the following prayer of lamentation to
Padmasambhava, Yeshé Tsogyal, and Venerable Tara:

Alas, I pray to the Lotus Born One from Orgyen, all refuges condensed into one,

To Mother Tsogyal, and to the Venerable Noble Lady Tara —

Look upon me with compassion!

This female body of mine is the foundation of cyclic existence.

Having thrown away this contaminated, unclean, negative body

Bless me with attaining a body replete with the freedoms and advantages.

As soon as I am born, having met with the dharma,
May I have the freedom to practice properly.® 80

Just as she was about to throw herself into the water, Sera Khandro recounts experiencing
the first vision in her Autobiography; a terrifyingly ugly woman appears before her and
brandishing a sword, threatens to kill her. This, Sera Khandro narrates, is enough to jar
the eight-year-old Sera Khandro out of her suicidal mood.

Sera Khandro may consistently have a negative valuation of her female body, yet
others in her narrative try to balance her negativity with positive counter-arguments. This
dual message including her own negativity and others’ positive reassurances is clear in
the passage below in which Sera Khandro recounts her visionary interaction with the
deceased Gotriil Rinpoché. In a vision Sera Khandro experiences after Gotriil Rinpoché’s
wife Yakza forbids her from speaking with Gotriil Rinpoché before he dies, Sera
Khandro interacts with Gotriil Rinpoché:

“Because of my inferior [female] body, it is difficult for me to benefit beings in

the world. Hence, having abandoned this body, if I try to attain a man’s body, I

wonder if I will benefit beings?”

The lama [Gotriil Rinpoché€] said,
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“Don’t think like this. This body you have is that of a great female bodhisattva,
the mother who gave rise to all the Buddhas. It is the chariot that traverses the
grounds and paths, the foundation which propagates men who adhere to Siitra and
Tantra. Like snow comes from water, the expansive space of the greatly secret
empty realm of the mother [i.e., the womb], the space (mkha’) of reality itself in
which the energy of compassion goes (‘gro), is the source of both samsara and
nirvana. Hence, this body of yours is the superior [way to] benefit beings. If you
wonder how it is that it is superior, before, during the time of Kasyapa,*®' when
you were the daughter of a Brahmin named Namka Drénma (Sky Lamp), based on
your pure aspiration to generate the supreme awakening and by the power of your
prayers to the Lady Tsogyal, you dispelled all manifest and unmanifest negative
obstacles to the life forces of men who adhered to the teachings. You raised the
victory banner of the teachings. Via skillful means and auspicious connections,
you propagated the happiness of beings and established them in bliss. In
particular, be like a mother to exhausted sentient beings and it is certain that
inconceivable benefit for beings will gradually arise.*®?

Gotriil Rinpoché’s response to Sera Khandro’s despair transforms her negative evaluation
of her female body by honoring its extraordinary qualities, qualities that reflect a Tantric
perception of the positive aspects of the feminine body centered on the morphology of the
womb: the womb is the source of the Buddhas, and Gotriil metaphorically describes it as
associated with the two parts of the Tibetan word for dakini (mkha’ ‘gro), or Sky-goer.
Gotriil Rinpoché specifies that Sera Khandro’s previous incarnation Namkha Dronma
dispelled obstacles to the life force of religious men, an ability which in a Tantric context -
refers to her capacity to engage in sexual practices. The equation between sexuality and
longevity that Gotriil Rinpoché’s comment evokes persists in Sera Khandro’s writings as
one of the main reasons for consort practices, a topic to which we shall return in Chapter
Four.

Despite positive interpretations of the female gender such as the maternal imagery
above, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is replete with her (rhetorical?) desire to abandon

her lowly female body, a body which she describes as the source of the suffering of
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cyclic existence and an obstacle to her purpose of benefiting sentient beings. Speaking to
a visionary woman with a terrifying appearance who repeatedly appeared before her, Sera
Khandro summed up her gender-related problems in the following words:

I abide in an inferior [female] corporal body.

Although I have good intentions, it is difficult to tame beings in the negative time.
I have met with Treasures, yet the auspicious connections of skillful means are
bad.

Because of my small knowledge, it is difficult to understand the meaning of the
symbols.

This inferior female body (skye lus dman pa) cannot get free from the mouth of

my husband;

When [ wander about this country, it can’t get free of the mouth of dogs.

Whatever I do, people don’t like me.

When things like these occur, I am one who must abandon this body.

Even though there is no difference in the mind of enlightenment (Skt. bodhicitta)

between men and women,

In the perspective of disciples, my body is inferior.

I think that having transformed into a hero with a supreme body,

I certainly will accomplish the great purpose of benefiting [all] beings who have

been my mother.

Without this, how will this body

Have a way to accomplish great benefit for the teachings and sentient beings?

Lady, give me advice.**®
Sera Khandro clarifies that ultimately it is not that the female body itself is inferior, but
that the problem lies in the perspectives of disciples. The terrifying woman to whom Sera
Khandro speaks above responds to her plea for advice with a detailed prophecy teaching
her about types of dakini script and foretelling her future doctrine holders, consorts, and
teachings. By including lauding comments such as that of Gotriil Rinpoché along with
Sera Khandro’s derogatory statements about herself, Sera Khandro’s representations of

her female gender reiterate the tension within Tibetan autobiography between self-

aggrandizement and self-denigration. Yet regardless of its positive or negative valences,
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gender is clearly a noteworthy issue for Sera Khandro in a way that I suggest is not
relevant for male-authored autobiographies in which gender is far more likely to be an

unremarkable topic.*%*

Treasure Revelation and Gender-related Difficulties

As if she feels she must endeavor to explain her unusual status as one of the few
female Treasure revealers, Sera Khandro thematizes her gender-related difficulties in the
context of presenting herself as a Treasure reveal_er.3§5_ From her representation of her
earliest childhood experiences revealing Treasures, being female was a deterrent to being
a Treasure revealer. Sera Khandro recounts that at the age of nine when she accompanied
her parents on pilgrimage to U ri (Dbus ri), they arrived at Onpu Taktsang (‘On phu stag
tshang), a site closely associated with Yeshé Tsogyal, where Sera Khandro recollected
that her share of texts were located. After she told this to her mother, her mother scolded
her saying,

Don’t speak like this. From the time of your paternal ancestors [such as] the

Dharma King Ngaki Wangpo®® until now, there have been many who have

attained accomplishment. Because it is impossible for a woman to take out textual

Treasures, the King’s punishment will soon come. Be silent.*®” -

Far more disastrous for her life as a Treasure revealer was her partner Gyalsé’s disrespect
for her spiritual calling. Sera Khandro writes that when she was twenty-two, she returned
home after taking out a Treasure vessel. Sera Khandro records being unsure how Gyalsé
would react to her discovery. Sure enough, he doubts her, stating:

Before, during the time when there were one hundred great Treasure revealers,

two of them actually manifested as female Treasure revealers (gfer mo). These

days in this Degenerate Age, [we] don’t see the existence of female Treasure
revealers.”®®
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Her authenticity doubted on the grounds of her gender, Sera Khandro wasn’t sure
whether he would be pleased if she admitted the vessel was her Treasure, so from
thenceforth she notes that she kept her Treasure revelation activities secret from Gyalsé.
This was only the beginning of the divisive problems that plagued Sera Khandro when
she was living with Gyalsé and his community. Sera Khandro recounts being in a social
environment that was largely hostile to her, aside from a few trusted disciples and nun
friends. In particular, Sera Khandro narrates that on another occasion when she was
twenty-two, while out gathering firewood she had a visionary experience that caused her
to return home later than expected to serve her partner Gyalsé his tea. He was furious and
having slapped her, he threw her out of the house. After a fiery fight, the local people
were shocked at Sera Khandro’s anger towards Gyalsé and called her a demon girl (‘dre
mo). She records that,

I took a low place and kept the Treasure texts that had come to me extremely

secret. During this time, one day Gyalsé went to [see] his middle brother Jikmé

Koénchok who was a monk at Palyiil Monastery. I was alone and there wasn’t

anybody around. I had an unfinished Treasure text that was from the Oral

Transmission Dharma Cycle from my Treasure that was Tsogyal’s final testament

together with a biography that came as a Treasure. When it became time [to finish

it] and I was there writing the lines,

“I have no purpose aside from [benefiting] sentient beings.
It is impossible for a jewel to be stained by mud.

Phenomena depend only on interdependent causation,”

all of a sudden an old monk named Kyaga Kiinzang arrived. Saying he had an
offering of Tibetan cake [made of barley flour, butter, cheese, sugar], he came
with a full plate. He saw the text that I had written and asked, “What is this?”

I replied, “It is a Treasure scripture.”

He said, “It is amazing that you are taking care of Gara Lama’s Treasure
scripture. It is not suitable for you to contaminate Lama Gyalsé.”
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I answered, “Your Gyalsé having a wife like me is like the proverb of a donkey
having golden ornaments on his head. I am not inflicting any harm on Gyalsé.
Like the saying ‘a nectar vase on top of an assembled mandala,’ aside from
benefiting [beings] with the inner meaning of primordial wisdom, I didn’t harm
him. If you think that I harmed Gyalsé, aside from me, it is certain that earlier
your Gyalsé was already contaminated.” 8
This is an especially poignant scene, for who better to record the biography of Yeshé
Tsogyal than another female practitioner who was widely believed to be her emissary?
Yet Sera Khandro recounts that the monk rejected her ability to produce Treasures and
that her harsh words incited his rage. In response, she threw her Tsogyal prophecy into
the fire and vowed not to write profound Treasure again. Immediately after this unhappy
episode in which Gyalsé’s community members such as this old monk could not accept
Sera Khandro’s involvement in literary and religious pursuits, Sera Khandro interpreted
her difficulties through the lens of her “inferior” gender. She pondered that, “Because of
my inferior female body, it is difficult to benefit beings. Hence, if I had a lineage holder
[i.e., a child] who could definitely benefit sentient beings, how happy [I would be]!™*
With this sentence, Sera Khandro foreshadows her ensuing pregnancy with her first child.
Yet “definite benefit for sentient beings™ seems to be inherent only for boys and not girls;
Sera Khandro writes of Gyalsé and her own despair when the child she is carrying

transforms from being a boy to a girl in her womb due to demonic influence.**?

Visions and Gender-based Self-Denigration

Almost half of Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is Sera Khandro’s description of
her prolific visionary and dream state travels to Buddhafields and her interactions with all
varieties of Buddhist divinities and Tibetan demons.>®> A large portion of these visions

consist of her interactions with dakinis, including Vajravarahi and Yeshé Tsogyal.
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Despite her genealogical relationship to these female divinities, Sera Khandro laments
her inferior female body with mantra-like regularity in her interactions with divine
figures who offer her consolation and encouragement. One of the most important
visionary experiences in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is the episode in which
Vajravarahi confers upon Sera Khandro the prophetic registry and empowerment for her
two Treasures, The Secret Treasury of Reality Dakinis and The Dakinis’ Heart

Essence.” After receiving empowerment and instruction from Vajravarahi, Sera
Khandro recounts that her thirteen-year-old self asked the dakint Sukhasiddhi,

“You are extremely kind to bestow empowerment and instruction upon
me. Because I am one with an inferior [female] body, it is difficult to accomplish
the Dharma and [benefit] beings. However I can do this, how great! Why do I
have the karmic residue to be empowered in these two profound Treasures?”

The dakinT answered, “Noble woman, you are not one with an inferior
[female] body. Before, in response to Tsogyal’s inquiry, Guru {Padmasambhava]
proclaimed:

‘The body of a female bodhisattva is a supreme body without [karmic]
remainder;

It is the mother [who gives birth to] the great assembly of primordially
perfected Ones Gone to Bliss (Skt. Sugata).

Generate the aspiration to attain a supreme body like
The Great Vajra Queen with the knowledge of the expanse of emptiness.

The beneficial deeds of the Buddhas of the three times, a dance of the
moon [reflecting] in water,

Arise in physical form on account of disciple’s devotion.

Their source, the lotus mouth of the Vajra Queen,

Is the foundation of the Buddha’s teaching, like a ripening bud.

This female body is not inferior; this body is good.

Tsogyal, you must generate the pure aspiration
Never to part with this [female] body.’

Because [the Guru] spoke like this, [your body] is not inferior.”***
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This is one of the many moments in which Sera Khandro explicitly invokes the sacred
history of the Treasure tradition in the form of the divine couple Yeshé Tsogyal and
Padmasambhava to validate her own circumstances.””> This passage emphasizes the
divine precedence of Sera Khandro’s role as a female religious figure; if Guru Rinpoché
proclaimed that Yeshé Tsogyal’s female body was not inferior, then, as her emissary,
Sera Khandro’s female body must also not be inferior. Similar to the passage cited above
in which Gotriil Rinpoché commends Sera Khandro’s female form, this passage betrays
the dual tone of Sera Khandro’s gender-based self-denigration. Thematizing her inferior
female body can be subversive in that it has the ironic effect of occasioning responses
from others that articulate highly positive views of women.**® Yet it is not only
subversive; we can also interpret her negative rhetoric about being female as an
internalization of the negative gender stereotypes prevalent in her communities. In early
twentieth-century Golok, being female was associated with impurity and with being
enmeshed in cyclic existence. As Sera Khandro laments in a prayer to Yeshé Tsogyal
after Gyalsé scolds her again for revealing a Treasure:

... I, this messenger sent by the mother dakinis —

My impure body is being born as a woman.

My impure karma is grasping on to cyclic existence.

My impure place is the demonic land of Golok.
My impure deed is always having a negative community . . .

397
Nevertheless, her existence as a successful Treasure revealer and as an author of a long
Autobiography proves that despite the “ritual obeisance” (to quote Furlong’s term) that

she makes putting herself down for being female among other faults, her gender does not

provide insurmountable barriers to her spiritual (and literary) purposes.
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During the difficult phase of life with her restrictive and demanding partner Gara
Gyalsé, when she was twenty-four years old, Sera Khandro recounts a disappointing
experience. The incident involved being unable to accompany Gyalsé and her disciple
Tupzang to attend a Condensed Intention of the Lama empowerment and reading
transmission given by Katok Situ Rinpoché because, “Since mother and child had inferior
[female] bodies, we had a weak karmic connection and weren’t able to find a way to
20.”*%® It is not clear from Sera Khandro’s comment exactly what the problem was,
whether women and girls were not allowed to attend the monastic empowerment or
whether there was another type of obstacle. What is clear is that Sera Khandro recalls
being very disappointed with her situation as a woman; she narrates that she was
extremely depressed and sang the following song of misery:

In the unmanifest land of the Glorious Mountain,

The Lord of the Buddhas of the three times, the protector of beings,

The glorious Lake Born Vajra of Orgyen, think of me!

I supplicate to you — look upon me!

By the power of the aspirations of the former Namnying Bazra,

I had pure karma and was empowered in profound Treasure.

The assembly of mother dakinis nurtured me like their child.

They gave me the instructions of the oral transmission of profound Dharma

In the manner of [giving me] precious wealth.

For the purpose of expanding beneficial deeds of benefiting both [self and other]

and

To accomplish the aspirations of the Lotus Born Lord,

Various emanations conferred symbolic empowerment on me.

Thinking that deeds benefiting both [self and other] would certainly arise,

In accordance with the mother dakinis’ orders, I came to the eastern

Land of the demons alone

Despite great physical hardship.

Having incited the negative condition of the sapta demons of this degenerate time,
The types of karma and auspicious connections [I experienced] are like this:
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I forgot about accomplishing the two benefits and

On account of the weakness of my inferior [female] body

My chance to attain profound Dharma weakened.

All the fortunate ones went off on the upper path of dharma.

I, Dewé Dorjé, wandered in cyclic existence.

Now, when I think of this, I feel sad.

I constantly think of the Copper-colored Mountain.

I would like to throw away this receptacle [that is my] illusory body.
Through the crystal column channel,

Mixing with the changeless expanse of awareness,

Inseparable from the mind of Mother Tsogyal,
I will go to the dimension of the self-appearing Unsurpassed Buddhafiel

4.3%
Just after Sera Khandro sings this song of sadness, her perception changes and she
perceives herself actually in Padmasambhava’s Buddhafield, the Copper-colored
Mountain. She despairs at her situation being a lowly woman trying to practice and teach
the Dharma. Yet she also marvels to the dakinis who greet her how ironic it is that in her
visionary experience she is able to interact with the most exalted divinities, while in her
conventional worldly reality in Tibet she cannot even manage to receive an

empowerment.400

This sequence is one example of many in which dakinis and divine
visions provide her only source of encouragement in a world that seemed determined to
discredit hef.

Sera Khandro’s litany of self-denigrating comments focuses on representing
herself as inferior due to being female (among other flaws), yet ultimately the message of
her long Autobiography is one of triumph over the hardships she faced, including her
troubles seeking liberation from cyclic existence while trapped in a female body that was
itself associated with cyclic existence. Sera Khandro’s self-description was more than

rhetoric in the sense that her words reflect very real difficulties she faced. Towards the

end of her Autobiography, Sera Khandro writes,



156

When I was thirty-eight, on account of a strong negative circumstance, I felt
depressed and fed up with being someone like me with a negative, inferior body,
who was without a protector or refuge, and who nurtured others lovingly but was
spontaneously hated in return.*"!

Sera Khandro repeatedly recounts her sadness and depression, in particular after her
consort Drimé Ozer’s death, and we can only imagine how difficult life must have been
for her as a woman alone with no relatives to support her in the rough lands of early
twentieth-century Golok. Yet there is also a sense in reading Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography that her repeated self-denigrating comments about having an inferior
female body are rhetorical lip service she pays while at the same time she presents an
entirely different message. After all, she tells a little bird who lands on the edge of her
yak hair tent and tries to console her during her bout of depression,

By the kindness of my realized lama who [is like] my only father,

I saw the natural state of the self-aware Truth Body.

Hence, | don’t need to judge [thinking that mental] stillness is good and thought is

bad.

Whatever arises extends equally as the expression of primordial wisdom.

I don’t hope for artificial meditation involving reifying efforts.

The signs on the path of understanding, experience, and realization have

manifested —

I don’t need to have hopes, fears, or two-minded doubts.

I have cast away a meditator and a thing to be meditated on

In the perfection of the ground of the indivisibility of the three Bodies.

Because unceasing appearances arose as an example,

I did not need to gather many words from various texts.

‘Because I have seen the meaning of primordial wisdom free from attachment,

I am not attached to the forms of householders who engage in desirous behavior.

If I am involved in Dharma for the remainder of my life,

This is the supreme purpose of attaining the support of a body.

Do you understand? Do you hear me, miraculous little bird?**

In her Autobiography, Sera Khandro represents a self that is not only about the

difficulties of life as a single non-monastic woman struggling to survive in a hostile
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world; it is a liberation story of a woman who transcended all limitations of conceptual

mind to become constrained by nothing, least of all her “inferior female body.”

Gendered Reflections in Tibetan Women’s Auto/biography

A study of Sera Khandro’s treatment of gender invites the question: to what
degree is Sera Khandro’s literary treatment of gender and the female body characteristic
of other female-authored Tibetan texts? To what degree is her writing influenced by
biographical/hagiographical texts about Tibetan women? There are so few female-
authored autobiographies in Tibetaﬁ literature that it is difficult to draw any conclusions
regarding their treatment of gender. As I will expand upon in the following section, even
if Tibetan and Himalayan Studies did have access to the plethora of research on women’s
writing that Euro-American autobiographical research has, stereotypes about writing style
based on the author’s gender are highly problematic. Comparing Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography with the near-contemporary autobiography of the co-founder of the
important Central Tibetan nunnery Shuksep named Jetsiin Lochen (1865-1951) as well as
the autobiography of the nun and hermitess from Dolpo named Orgyen Chékyi (1675-
1729) demonstrates that the category of gender is always visible only in relation to other
social and cultural factors including education level, monastic versus non-monastic
status, and religious tradition. Interestingly, despite Jetsiin Lochen and Sera Khandro’s

shared temporal context, their autobiographies have little in common. On the other hand,
Orgyen Chokyi’s writing thematizes gender, the body, and suffering in a way that

resonates with Sera Khandro’s Autobiography.
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The Autobiography of Jetsiin Lochen (1865-1951)

Perhaps the most important commonality between the renowned late nineteenth-
century founder of the Central Tibetan nunnery Shuksep (Shug gseb), who was popularly
called Jetsiin Lochen (Rje btsun lo chen, Rig ‘dzin chos nyid bzang mo, 1865-1951), and
Sera Khandro is that both women managed to stand out in their respective communities
as extraordinary women whose powerful status led them to write long works about their
lives.*® In their autobiographies, both Jetsiin Lochen and Sera Khandro recount
extfaordinary childhood occurrences (not unlike those of many male-authored
autobiographies) including miracles at birth, supernatural learning abilities, and
proclivities to teach Avalokitesvara’s six-syllable mantra.*** Both Jetsiin Lochen and Sera
Khandro recount being recognized as emanations of Yeshé Tsogyal, although Jetsiin
Lochen was more strongly associated with Machik Labdron.*®® Both women experienced
great hardship early in their lives and during their spiritual training. Jetstin Lochen
recounts her turbulent life traveling with her mother and her often drunk, abusive, and
unpredictable father, who even sold them on one occasion for money to pay for beer. She
also describes the trials she experienced under the tutelage of her root teacher Pema
Gyatso. Sera Khandro recounts hardships including starving, freezing, being socially
ostracized, and working as a servant during her long trek to Golok and in her new life
there.**® Both women have visions in which dakinis inspire them to write down religious
texts, but both women are reprimanded for writing by important men in their lives; Sera
Khandro’s first partner Gara Gyalsé abuses her for writing Treasures while Jetsiin Lochen

writes in her autobiography:
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When Teacher Chosang saw this [Ani Lochen writing religious teachings coming

from her visions] he said, “You are not allowed that kind of writing!” and then he

burnt everything in the fire. He kicked me in the head and from then on these

visions stopped forever.*”’
Both women recount visions and dream sequences in which dakinis offer help and
encouragement, although the frequency and level of detail with which they record their
visionary experiences are radically different; Jetsin Lochen’s autobiography includes
approximately twelve visions, the majority of which involve dakinis, while Sera Khandro
includes ninety-two different visionary sequences, more than half of which feature her
interactions with dakinis.*®® Both women describe experiences returning from visionary
travels to the realm of the dead (‘das log).*” Jetsiin Lochen and Sera Khandro both
record having very close relationships with their mothers and feeling extremely depressed
when they passed away.*'® Additionally, both women’s autobiographies contain a
combination of self-humbling and laudatory remarks about themselves characteristic of
Tibetan autobiography. In her autobiography, Jetsiin Lochen qualifies that, “although I
did not possess the knowledge to do welfare to others, I was unable to refuse their
expectations,” as the prelude to describing the way that she “explained the
empowerments, oral transmissions and instructions of the profound meéning of the stages
of the path (theg rims).**!! As I have elaborated upon above, Sera Khandro peppers her

self-narrative with self-humbling words, often thematizing her gender, while at the same

time presenting quite a different message. Nearing the conclusion of her 407 page tome,

Sera Khandro writes,

Although I didn’t have the freedom to not write this, I, this one with an inferior
[female] body, did not have even a sesame seed worth of knowledge from
whatever perspective of the three doors [body, speech, and mind].**?
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Sera Khandro adds this comment just after she finishes describing the expansive
empowerments and explanations that she gave to large assemblies of monastic and lay
disciples in not only her own Treasure texts, but also those of her consort Drimé Ozer and
his father Dujom Lingpa. Thus, it is highly unlikely her readers are meant to take such
disclaimers seriously.

Despite the many similarities noted above, Jetsiin Lochen and Sera Khandro’s
autobiographies are nearly completely different in tone, content, and style. This should be
no surprise, given the vast differences between Jetsiin Lochen’s life as a prominent nun in
Central Tibet and Sera Khandro’s life in Golok as a Treasure revealer who had male
consorts and children. Jetstin Lochen and Sera Khandro had very different educations as
well: Jetsiin Lochen gained prowess in reading from a very early age, acting as a
professional reciter, or ma ni pa. Whereas Jetsiin Lochen recited famous biographies as a
girl, including that of the female Nangsa Obum, Sera Khandro writes that she was
illiterate in Tibetan until she spontaneously knew how to read and write at the age of
twenty-two.*'> From her earliest childhood, Jetsiin Lochen was a renowned religious
figure, an unusual role for women. She recollects attracting crowds and private sponsors
due to her ability to recite texts and give religious teachings. As one of the founders of
Shuksep Nunnery around the year 1904 along with her teacher Tokden Semnyi Rinpoché,
Jetsiin Lochen spent the majority of her life practicing in retreat and teaching nuns and
lay sponsors. Jetsiin Lochen’s mother Tsentsar encouraged her religious predilections,
and indeed mother and daughter traveled together everywhere.

In contrast, Sera Khandro’s mother died when she was thirteen years old. This

event, her desire to escape from an arranged political marriage, and her interest in
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pursuing a religious life encourage her to completely cut her family ties and pursue a new
life as a religious mendicant in Golok. While Jetsiin Lochen’s parents were itinerant
pilgrims, traveling widely around the Central and Western Himalayas, Sera Khandro’s
parents were sedentary nobility in Lhasa. These differences in social class, access to
religious education, and parental support shaded their childhoods in divergent ways.

The central difference in their adult lives was that Jetsiin Lochen was a meditator
and a religious hierarch, a nun and an abbess. In contrast, Sera Khandro lived her life on
the outskirts of religious institutions as non-monastic woman involved in revealing
Treasures and practicing their associated rituals; she was a woman at home neither in the
tents of Golok laypeople or in monastic contexts in which she continually seemed to
incite people’s suspicion.*’* The two women therefore had very different social
communities; Jetsiin Lochen had strong relationships with her community of nuns,
whereas Sera Khandro lived in (often contentious) religious encampments (chos sgar) in
which she never had a supportive community of female practitioners.

Another noticeable difference between Jetsiin Lochen and Sera Khandro’s
writings is the quantity of visions Sera Khandro recounts and the level of detail with
which she writes of them. This difference can be understood as a reflection of the
importance of visions in determining a Treasure revealers’ legitimacy, in particular
visions that demonstrate their divinely mandated and prophesized roles as
Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal’s emissaries. For Jetsiin Lochen, recounting the
pilgrimage sites she visited, the teachers with whom she studied, the teachings she

practiced, the retreats she conducted, the instructions she taught, and the disciples she had
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appear to be far more essential to her self-presentation as an authentic religious master
than the dreams and visions that are so central for Sera Khandro.

The most noteworthy difference for our discussion between these two
contemporary female-authored autobiographies is the ways they thematize (or don’t
thematize) gender. That gender discrimination existed in both Jetsiin Lochen and Sera
Khandro’s lives is clear from that fact that they both mention preferential treatment of
boy children over girl children: Jetsiin Lochen portrays her father’s dismay at her birth as
a female and Sera Khandro recounts Gyalsé and her dismay at their firstborn child’s
transformation from a boy to a girl due to demonic influence.*'* Although Jetsiin Lochen
mentions being excluded from staying at larger monasteries she visited including
Tashilhunpo, Gyantsé, and Ganden on the basis of her gender, she does not thematize her
gender or her female body in the way that Sera Khandro pervasively does. Sera
Khandro’s repeated rhetoric that “because she had an inferior female body,” she was
unable to benefit beings is nowhere to be found in Jetsiin Lochen’s writing. Their
different geographic region and monastic status do not necessarily explain why these two
extant late-nineteenth and early twentieth-century female-authored autobiographies
diverge so significantly in their literary treatment of gender and the body. However, their
divergences serve to exemplify the complex relationship between an author’s gender and
the way he or she thematizes gender. Perhaps Jetsiin Lochen’s accomplishment of
building a community of nuns around her during her years at Shuksep Nunnery created
an environment conducive to women’s spiritual practice in a way that Sera Khandro’s life
in Golok religious encampments did not. Sera Khandro’s repetitive laments about the

difficulties she faced because of her female body could indicate greater challenges she
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experienced being one of the very few female Treasure revealers in a context in which
she not only had little precedent (both women mention knowing few other female

religious adepts), but also little supportive female community.

The Life of Orgyen Chokyi (1675-1729)

Despite the fact that Jetsiin Lochen and Sera Khandro’s autobiographies share a
common time period, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography shares more in terms of
representations of gender and female body with Orgyen Chokyi’s (1675-1729)
autobiography, the Life of Orgyen Chokyi*'® At first glance, it appears that Orgyen
Chokyi’s life story bears little resemblance to that of Sera Khandro. Orgyen Chokyi was
born in Dolpo to a father who had leprosy and a mother who did not want her. She lived
her life as a shepherd, a nun, and a hermitess, dying in 1729 at the age of fifty-five when
a wooden beam fell on her head. Stylistically as well, the Life of Orgyen Chékyi is much
terser than Sera Khandro’s elaborate and long-winded descriptions of her visionary and
worldly interactions. This difference betrays Orgyen Chokyi’s humble origins as much as
her editor’s disturbing abridgement of her story because her full life story “would be
nothing more than a copy of the Life of Nangsa Obum, so it was not written.”*!’ Orgyen
Chokyi’s writing is inspired by metaphors from the world of her familiar, which was a
harsh mountainous terrain in which she was continually reminded of the suffering of
impermanence through her work caring for animals.

Despite their temporal and cultural distance, Orgyen Chokyi’s Life and Sera
Khandro’s Autobiography both thematize suffering and the female body in similar ways.

Orgyen Chékyi focuses on the suffering of female animals, likening their suffering to her
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own on the foundation of their shared female bodies. After a leopard snatches away a
mare’s young foal, Orgyen Chdkyi laments,

When I ponder our female bodies

I am sorrowful; impermanence rings clear.

When men and women couple — creating more life —
Happiness is rare, but suffering is felt for a long time.
May I not be born again in a female body.

May the mare not be born as a mare.*!®

Again, after the death of a female yak cross-breed and her calf, Orgyen Chokyi despairs:

.. . Humans, horses, dogs, all beings,
Male and female all think alike,
But the suffering of life comes to females as a matter of course.
I could do without the misery of this female life.
How I lament this broken vessel, this female body.

I could do without this female body with its misery.
Ranting thoughts dwell in this woman’s body.

From within the body, spreading outward,

From the center of the mind misery comes unchecked.
Like the yak protecting her calf,

They give up life for their children.

This female body is itself samsara — the round of existence.

May I attain a male body, and keep the vows,
May I never again be born in the body of a woman

419
From passages such as these, Schaeffer demonstrates that for Orgyen Chokyi, suffering
was closely associated with the female body. He contrasts this to the autobiography of
her teacher Tenzin Repa who represents suffering in general social terms that do not
involve gender.*”® Schaeffer concludes that, “in the Life of Orgyen Chokyi, the female
body is not merely a symbol of samsara, nor receptacle for the seeds of samsara. It is
samsara.”*! He calls for further research into the relationship between suffering, gender,

and female authored Tibetan Buddhist writings, stating that:

.. . we must ask if this gendering of suffering is unique to Orgyen Chokyi, or if it
is found across a range of Tibetan Buddhist writings. I suggest that the strong
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equation of sufferin§ with the female body is characteristic of Orgyen Chdkyi’s
writing as a woman.**?

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography stands as another example of a female-authored text in
which gender and suffering are linked in a parallel way to that of Orgyen Chokyi’s
writing. Both Orgyen Chokyi and Sera Khandro lament their female births and pray to be
reborn in male bodies. Both explicitly compare the female body with cyclic existence, an
analogy with ancient Buddhist roots.*”> While portraying the suffering of cyclic existence
is common to all Buddhist biography, its explicit association with women’s bodies is a
theme particularly salient in biographies written by and about women. This association
between women and physicality is also evident in the medieval Christian context;
referring to the prevalence of fasting and other harsh physical austerities in medieval
female mystics’ writings, Catherine Mooney notes that, “Women . . . are embodied
physicality in a way that men, more often identified with mind and spirit, are not. Still
contested, however, is the extent to which women and men shared an understanding of
women’s embodied religious experience.”*** In the Tibetan Buddhist context, this
association between women and physicality is, as in its Christian manifestation, an
association between women and human suffering. Just as Orgyen Chokyi prays to be
reborn as a man and never again as a woman because “This female body is itself samsara
— the round of existence,” Sera Khandro describes her female body as “the foundation of
cyclic existence” that is a “contaminated, unclean, negative body.”425 She too wishes for
an escape from the sufferings of the female body, sufferings she knows first-hand from

her own traumatic experiences giving birth to three children, only one of whom lived past
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childhood; she too prays to be reborn as a male in order to be of greater benefit to sentient
beings.

Despite the ways in which Orgyen Chokyi and Sera Khandro thematize suffering
and inferiority using gendered metaphors that can be read as their internalization of
negative gender stereotypes about women and their bodies, both women’s

426 Orgyen Chokyi elaborates on the

autobiographies also betray a subversive element.
suffering of human and animal female bodies, yet the existence of Orgyen Chokyi’s
autobiography itself is a strong testament to her disavowal of negative stereotypes about
her female gender. As Orgyen Chokyi recounts in the beginning of her narrative, her
teacher refused her request for him to write an account of her joys and sufferings, saying
“There is no reason to write a liberation tale for you — a woman.”**” Orgyen Chéokyi then
explains that she was “struck with the spiritual instruction of the dakini” and was able to
write her account for herself without her teacher’s help.**® We can interpret this passage
as an apologetic, explaining Orgyen Chokyi’s motivation to laud herself in written format
deépite the unconventionality of a woman writing, but we can also read this as Orgyen
Chokyi’s assertion that her account did have value despite her teacher’s gender-based
misgivings. Also, later, her teacher doubts her on the basis of her gender, telling her,
“Your woman’s mind does not understand great philosophy,” and “You are like an old
woman who needs a lesson on how to get started,” but Orgyen Chokyi refuses to accept
her teacher’s insults. She concludes, “’I am not an old woman,’ I thought. ‘I have no
burning desire, so he speaks falsely.””** In addition to these self-assertive comments,
Schaeffer suggests that her association between the female body and suffering allows her

to be the expert on this essential Buddhist topic since she speaks “not from books but
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from her body.”*® In these ways, Orgyen Chokyi presents the very real societal and
physical suffering that women of her milieu experienced as much as she demonstrates
that these negative valuations of the female gender were ultimately surmountable.
Likewise, Sera Khandro’s repetitive laments about her negative female body and her
desire to abandon it because of its lesser ability to benefit beings allude to real limitations
that Sera Khandro faced as one of the only women in her social world to be a Treasure
revealer and an author as much as they demonstrate that Sera Khandro ultimately
overcame these hardships to become one of the most prolific female authors in Tibetan
literary history.

Sera Khandro’s first-hand experience with the sufferings of childbirth points
towards the main difference between the lives of Orgyen Chokyi and Sera Khandro:
Orgyen Chokyi’s life as a nun allowed her to eventually attain a level of autonomy in the
context of a supportive female community, a freedom that Sera Khandro sought but never
found. The struggle to attain an autonomous life is a major theme in both Orgyen Chdkyi
and Sera Khandro’s narratives, a commonality indicative of difficulties Himalayan
women of their milieus faced finding freedom from housework, child rearing, and
cooking in order to devote themselves to religion. Even after Orgyen Chokyi became a
nun, she was distraught for years, begging her teacher for release from the kitchen
drudgery that kept her too busy to practice religion. Once she had finally attained
freedom to live her desired life as a hermitess, Orgyen Chdkyi recounts,

“Before, when I was tending the kitchen fire, I had to get out of bed by
lamp before dawn,” I thought. “I had to cook the food. Now I do not have to get
up at dawn if [ do not want to. If I want to take soup, I am free to do so when I am

hungry. I am free to eat when I think of it. I can wear clothes on the path, and I
can go naked when I am in my cell practicing. I do not have to grind the grain.
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Woven and dyed things come to my ani friends, so I do not need rhubarb. The
young nuns bring water . . .>*!

Schaeffer explains that Orgyen Chokyi’s desire for release from the oppressive social
world of the monastery with its concomitant labor duties was a desire for solitude, for “an
empty valley with no people.” Yet, at the same time, he points out that she prays to “meet
women friends with a similar religion.”** Orgyen Chokyi writes of her sustaining
friendships with other nuns as well as her role as a mentor to younger nuns such as Ani
Drupamo Drolma whom she encourages to stop doing kjtchen work and go into retreat.**>
Her hermitage life in the mountains of Dolpo was thus filled with supportive
relationships between the renunciate women who shared her life of religious devotion.
Sera Khandro, too, dreamed of independence and autonomy away from the
drudgery of nomadic women’s work including milking animals, preparing tea for her life
partner Gara Gyalsé, and caring for her children. Like Orgyen Chdokyi, Sera Khandro
despaired that even though she has renounced worldly life, she still did not have the
freedoms and advantages to devote her energy to spiritual practice. She repeatedly
wished that she could wander off to various unknown lands, but ultimately she could
never find the autonomy to do this because she had to care for her young children. These
constraints kept her in an unhappy, repressive relationship with Gyalsé until she became
so ill that he finally sent her to live with her prophesized consort Drimé Ozer. Even
during her short years of happiness with Drimé Ozer and her subsequent years as a
sorrowful widow living at Sera Monastery, Sera Khandro never had a supportive
community of women. Aside from her nun friend Chétreng and a few other friends, Sera
Khandro described her relationships with many of the women around her as being full of

jealousy and contention. Outside of the hagiographical figures Yeshé Tsogyal and
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Machik Labdron, Sera Khandro does not mention having female role models or knowing

43 Nevertheless, she slowly gained greater, but never

other female religious teachers.
complete, autonomy towards the end of her life after she was freed from Gyalsé and
widowed from Drimé Ozer; she traveled with her disciple Tupzang, her scribe Tsiiltrim
Dorjé, and her daughter Chdying Dronma far and wide throughout the regions of Golok
and Kham conferring empowerments, reading transmissions, and explanations of her own
Treasure teachings as well as those of Drimé Ozer and his father Dujom Lingpa. Thus,
both Orgyen Chéokyi and Sera Khandro attained levels of autonomy in their lives that

were unusual for women, although Orgyen Chokyi did so in a context of a supportive

female community that Sera Khandro never had.

Female Hagiographies and their Influence on Sera Khandro’s Writing

Distinctive metanarratives commonly appear in biographies and hagiographies
about Tibetan women’s lives. Jetsiin Lochen recounts reciting the biography of Nangsa
Obum and being familiar with Gelong Palmo. Orgyen Chékyi mentions the extraordinary
lives of Gelong Palmo, Machik Labdrén, and Nangsa Obum. Yeshé Tsogyal’s
hagiography had a major influence on Sera Khandro’s writing. As I have described in
other parts of this study, common elements between Yeshé Tsogyal and Sera Khandro’s
life stories include mothers who come from the powerful Tibetan Nup (Grubs) clan,
fathers who are local political leaders, great beauty in youth, extreme repulsion from
impending marriages, consort relationships with important male Buddhist teachers,
resistance to unwanted male attention, and explicit use of male consorts to serve their

own spiritual needs, which I will expand upon in Chapter Four. But what other paradigms
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for female religious exemplars would Sera Khandro have been familiar with? Two female
religious exemplars whom Sera Khandro mentions and whose hagiographies bear
significant similarities to her Autobiography are Jomo Memo (1248-83) and Machik
Labdrén (eleventh-twelfth century). Two others that Orgyen Chokyi and Jetsiin Lochen
mention are Nangsa Obum and Gelong Palmo. Although Sera Khandro does not mention
these latter two by name in her auto/biographical writing, she, too, would have been
familiar with their life stories. In the following pages, I will briefly outline key elements
of these female saints’ lives and explore the ways in which Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography relates to their well-known examples.
Jomo Menmo is a thirteenth-century figure who bears a special relationship to
Sera Khandro’s life narrative. She is one of the two female Treasure revealers mentioned
in Jamgon Kongtriil’s (1813-1899) Gter ston rgya rtsa along with Kiinga Buma, a text
Sera Khandro mentions more than once. Jomo Menmo’s hagiography from this collection
of Treasure revealer’s biographies is quite short, but her influence on Sera Khandro is
clear given that she is among the seven previous masters whose prophecies Sera Khandro
includes at the beginning of her Autobiography. In the prophecy she cites, Sera Khandro
even claims to be her incarnation:
From the Pure Vision Testament of Pema Tsokyi or Jomo Menmo,

“In the hare or the dragon year, my incarnation

Will be a householder named Sukhabazra.

By the power of prayers, she will wander in the lands of Amdo.

She will take out the Extremely Secret Dakini’s Heart Accomplishment

Dharma Treasure.

She will be born as the bud of the lineage of Chéwang’s incarnation.
Some teachings will flourish and others will not.”**’
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Jomo Menmo’s prophecy is particularly relevant to Sera Khandro’s life because she is a
rare example of a female saint renowned for being both a Treasure revealer and the
consort of one of the most prolific early Treasure revealers named Guru Chéwang (1212-
1270). Although Gyatso notes that Guru Chowang’s thirteenth-century autobiography
does not mention Jomo Menmo as his consort, that Sera Khandro connected the two
figures is clear from the fact that she mentions him in the above prophecy.436 Thus, Sera
Khandro’s claim that she is an incarnation of Jomo Menmo and a descendant of Guru
Chowang is another way in which she relates her life to the divine history of the Treasure
tradition, a history that for her is strongly connected to the paradigm of a divine Treasure
revelation couple. Other connections tying the two female Treasure revealers together are
that both were incarnations of Yeshé Tsogyal and both received their divine mandate to
reveal Treasures from a visionary encounter with Vajravarahi when they were thirteen.*”’

Machik Labdrén, the eleventh-to twelfth-century female saint, is an example of an
erudite non-celibate woman who gained the unprecedented honor of being the Tibetan
founder of a new system of Buddhist practice known as Chdd, or “cutting.” Machik plays
a smaller role in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography than she does in Jetslin Lochen’s
autobiography, in which Jetsiin explains that she was known as Machik’s incarnation.
Jetsiin’s life is similar to Machik’s as well in the sense that both women were renowned
for being talented child reciters of the Prajfiaparamita Sitra. Yet Sera Khandro also
portrays herself as having a special relationship with Machik beyond their similarities as
two Tibetan women who came from wealthy nobility and pursued the non-celibate
Tantric path. The only occasion that Sera Khandro mentions another (human) female

religious teacher is when she describes a nun named Ané Zangmo who was a famous
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incarnation of Machik Labdron. Sera Khandro recollects being disappointed that she
never got to meet the illustrious nun, who died when Sera Khandro was twenty years old.
Despite this, Sera Khandro writes that after meeting two of the nun’s disciples, who came
to offer Sera Khandro a skull cup and seal that the nun had bequeathed to her, she had a
vision of meeting Machik Labdron:

That night, after I prayed to the lama and the deities, I had a dream in my sleep. [1
saw] a beautiful dakini who said she was Machik Labdr6n with a pleasant body
clothed in a sky blue skirt and a stainless white cotton wrap with her hair hanging
loosely down her back. In her right hand, she played a damaru and in her left, she
rang a white silver bell. In a melodious voice, she spoke words like this:

Pray to the birthless Mother,
The Great Mother of the Buddhas who is the Truth Body.

Pray to the unhindered Mother,
Vajrayogini who is the Enjoyment Body.

Pray to the all-pervading Mother,
Tsogyal Lapdronma who is the Emanation Body.

Eradicate the error of grasping to a self!

I bless you with the realization of selfless knowledge.

I bless you with unobstructed, nonreferential vision.

I bless you with turning adversity into favor.

I bless you with the capacity to turn your body into food.

I bless you with the realization of the wisdom of the Great Mother.

I bless you that all your interactions will be meaningful.

I bless you that you will attain the permanent domain of the Truth Body!
Phet, Phet, phet!”

As soon as she said this, my perception transformed. Together with two dakini
companions, the appearance of wandering in many Buddhafields arose . . . **

Sera Khandro’s rendition of Machik Lapdrén’s eloquent blessings gives voice to an all-
female hierophany. After she offers obeisance to the divine Mother (Prajfiaparamita) as

the manifestation of the ultimate realization of Buddhahood, she confers realization to her
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dakini sister Sera Khandro in the practice tradition for which she was best known, Chéd,

in which one mentally offers one’s body as food in order to annihilate self-cherishing.
That Machik Lapdron supplicates the divine in the form of the multi-faceted Great
Mother is especially fitting given that she is one of the few examples of a female
Buddhist saint who was a mother not only in the philosophical sense of being the mother
of all sentient beings, but in the physical sense of bearing three children of her own who
later became her students. In the thirteenth-century biography of Machik written by her
disciple Namkhai 'Gyaltsen (b. 1370), he portrays the mixed feelings the youngr Machik
expressed to her teachers after “entering into the union of means and wisdom” with a
yogi named T6pa Bhadra:

Lapdron told Lama Drapa that a ritual master named Bhadraya had seduced her.

But the lama said, “That will create an interdependent connection that will bring

about the welfare of beings. Don’t shy away from it.”

She then took some offerings and went to see Sénam Lama. She told him, “In
Echung I met a man called Tépa Bhadra and he seduced me.”

“You are not a nun,” the lama said, “and Bhadraya is not a bad person, so there is
no problem. Your family lineage will increase. You should stay with Bhadraya
and it will create the karma and interdependent connections to bring vast benefit
to sentient beings for a very long time. In fact, last night I had an excellent dream
about it.”

Both of her lamas had given her their prophecies concerning the man, plus many
other prophecies had come up. So she decided that she would settle this
auspicious connection with Bhadraya. At the age of twenty-three, she went to live
with Bhadra in Central Tibet.***
Namkhai Gyaltsen’s depiction of Machik’s teachers encouraging her to engage in consort
practices is reminiscent of the dialectic in Sera Khandro’s writing between her own

hesitation and dakinis’ and her lamas’ insistence that she should have consorts. Machik

Labdron is a female exemplar of the non-celibate Tantric path in which sexuality does not
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go against the spiritual life, even if children are the result — Machik Labdrén had three

children with Bhadraya. Likewise, Sera Khandro had three children, although only her
daughter survived to adulthood. Both Machik Labdrén and Sera Khandro were actual
mothers, but both illustrious women’s life narratives emphasize their religious
achievements and scriptural output far more than their progeny.

Another immensely popular Tibetan female religious exemplar who was also a
mother is the folk drama heroine Nangsa Obum. Nangsa Obum’s life is perhaps the most
famous example of the commonly female reiigious figure of the “one who returns from
the dead,” or delok ('das log).*** Although Sera Khandro does not mention Nangsa Obum
by name, she does mention her own delok experiences traveling to the realm of the dead,
witnessing the sufferings of hell, and returning back to earth to counsel her family and
later her disciples on morality in both her Autobiography and her Treasure revelations.**!
The outline of Nangsa Obum’s life story is that her parents compel her to marry the local
king’s son against her will when she is fifteen years old. Instead of escaping arranged
marriage as Sera Khandro (and Yeshé Tsogyal) did, Nangsa Obum complies with her
parents’ wishes and marries. Although her royal husband and his father, the king of
Rinang, love Nangsa Obum and want to give her the keys to the royal storehouse, the
king’s sister Ani Nyemo grows jealous of her. She succeeds in convincing the two, father
and son, that Nangsa Obum is unfaithful because she catches her giving alms to a
traveling yogin. The king becomes enraged and beats her to death. While dead, she
travels to the hell realms and meets Avalokitesvara, who turns her back to the land of the
living because of her positive karma. She returns to the palace transformed by her death

experience and eager to teach her family about impermanence, karma, and suffering, but
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they do not listen. This motivates Nangsa Obum to truly devote herself to religion; she

departs from her palace house, leaving her young son behind, and becomes the disciple
and then consort of the Tantric yogin Shakya Gyaltsen. Her royal family tries to battle
with Shakya Gyaltsen to get her back, but the couple manifests miracles and repels the
king’s armies. All are moved to faith and repent their sins. Nangsa’s true identity as
Vajravarahi becomes kﬁown, and her son becomes a virtuous king of the land *?

The story of Nangsa Obum exemplifies struggles that Sera Khandro and indeed
countless other women faced between supporting their families and pursuing their
spiritual lives. Nangsa Obum attempts to be virtuous as a perfect laywoman, but is torn
between competing demands to care for her son, to placate the jealous sister of the king,
and to pursue a religious career. It is only through her death to the world of her family
that she is able to pursue a spiritual life for herself; in her narrative, life as a laywoman
and life as a devout religious practitioner are antithetical to each other. Nangsa Obum and
Sera Khandro’s life stories thus share more than their mutual journeys to the realm of the
dead. Like Nangsa Obum, Sera Khandro becomes “dead” to her family when she escapes
palace life at the age of fifteen. Yet this does not prevent her from ending up in a family
context later on in Banak, Golok, struggling with her contentious and suspicious mother-

in-law. Only near-death iliness saves her from her life of servitude with Gara Gyalsé,
freeing her to live with her Tantric master and consort Drimé Ozer, with whom she gains
ultimate realization. Nangsa Obum and Sera Khandro’s tales thus have many thematic
similarities that highlight pivotal moments and key tensions in lay religious women’s
lives: marriage, child care, tension with older women in their husbands’ families, and the

desire to pursue their own religious practice. These competing demands are irresolvable;
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their escalation creates a breaking point, an escape from or a death of one life and the
beginning of another. Both Nangsa Obum and Sera Khandro’s life narratives are
examples for Buddhist disciples of women who negotiated this tension-filled terrain and
prevailed as spiritually realized women who followed the Tantric path of liberation.

All the paradigms for female saintliness in Tibet do not follow this Tantric path in
the same way. Another important paradigm is that of Gelong Palmo, the most famous
Buddhist nun in Tibet. Gelong Palmo (Skt. Bhiksuni Laksmi) was a great Indian
Buddhist nun who was the sister of the Indian king Indrabodhi. Similar to Sera Khandro,
Gelong Palmo escaped the marriage that her royal family had arranged. Yet here is where
their religious paths diverge. Gelong Palmo is renowned for the purity of her monastic
vows and the boundless intensity of her devotion to Avalokitesvara. Through her
devotion, the scrupulous maintenance of her full ordination vows, and her practice of
fasting, she was cured from her terrible case of leprosy. Gelong Palmo’s ritual fasting
practice (smyung gnas) is still practiced widely in Tibet by laypeople and monastics alike,
but primarily by nuns.*? Gelong Palmo’s life of celibate sanctity was certainly one that
Sera Khandro respected, for she too yearned for the life of a nun during her childhood.
Sera Khandro never mentions doing the fasting ritual so strongly associated with the
female exemplar Gelong Palmo. The winds of prophecy carried her life in a different
direction, towards the path of Treasure revelation in which she incorporated sexuality as a
part of the spiritual path.

These four paradigms of female spirituality put forth very different interpretations
of sanctity. Jomo Menmo was a Treasure revealer and a consort to a great lama, Machik

Labdron was a great yogini, Nangsa Obum was an extraordinary delok, and Gelong
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Palmo was a devout nun. Despite the availability of these varied examples of female
sainthood, as Sarah Harding points out, for women “positions of power or even erudition
in the clerical hierarchy were generally unavailable.”*** Examining the difficulties Sera
Khandro faced finding a place for herself in the religious hierarchy of the Treasure
tradition in Golok only adds one more example proving this point. The stories of these
extraordinary women are exceptions to the rule of male hegemony; the lineage masters
who inherited Gelong Palmo’s fasting ritual and Machik Labdrén’s Chod rite were all
male. Even so, the life stories of Sera Khandro, Jetsiin Lochen, and Orgyen Chﬁkyi are
encouraging proofs that some Buddhist women did find ways to bridge the wide gap
between being a human woman and becoming a female saint. Also noteworthy is that
they achieved this transformation through very different life paths including becoming a
nun, an abbess, a Treasure revealer, a consort, and a hermitess. That they were able to
narrate their lives in the form of autobiographical literature both serves as an
acknowledgement of their successful passage from mundane humanity to female sanctity
as much as it paved the way for their further sanctification. Their autobiographies thus
enabled them to join in the ranks of the female exémplars whose influence pervades the
pages of their writing.

Despite the similarities between the hagiographies of prominent Tibetan female
religious figures and the lives of female spiritual adepts such as Sera Khandro, it is not
necessarily the case that female autobiographers modeled themselves exclusively on
female role models. This is true not only in the Tibetan Buddhist case, but also
reminiscent of Bynum’s interpretation of medieval Christian female saints’ writings.

Bynum concludes that the idea that Mary and other women were models for female saints
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was an idea more often professed by male biographers of females and not by female
autobiographers, who were much more likely to discuss the imitation of Christ.**® In their
interpretations of the biographical models for Jetsiin Lochen and Orgyen Chokyi’s
autobiographies, Hanna Havnevik and Kurtis Schaeffer do not lose sight of this point.
Havnevik shggests that among others, the autobiography of the famous wandering yogin
from Amdo named Shabkar Tsokdruk Rangdr6] (1781-1851) had a decisive influence on
Jetsiin Lochen’s autobiography.**® Kurtis Schaeffer explores the influence of the most
famous Tibetan biography of all time, that of the Kagyii yogi Milarepa (1052-1135), on
Orgyen Chokyi. Similarly, while Sera Khandro clearly modeled herself on elements of
hagiographies of women such as Yeshé Tsogyal, it is likely that another important
literary influence was the biography of Drimé Ozer’s father Dujom Lingpa (1835-1924),
which is replete with elaborate accounts of his visionary experiences that are not unlike
Sera Khandro’s account.*t’ Sera Khandro’s first homes in Golok were in the vicinity of
Dujom Lingpa’s seat, Dartsang Monastery. Later in her life, Sera Khandro recounts
editing Dujom Lingpa’s entire textual corpus of revealed Treasures, totaling over forty
volumes.**® Drimé Ozer’s biographical and visionary textual output may also have had a
significant influence on Sera Khandro’s writing, but this is difficult to ascertain since

Drimé Ozer’s writings appear not to have survived the Cultural Revolution.

A Genre of Women’s Autobiography? Relationality and Selfhood

The question of commonalities between women’s autobiographical writings and
hagiographies about Tibetan women parallels a larger debate within studies on

autobiography: can it be said that women’s autobiographies constitute an
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autobiographical genre of their own? In the early 1980’s, autobiography theorists such as

Mary Mason and Estelle Jelinek began to articulate this question in reaction to the nearly
total exclusion of female-authored autobiographies from the canon of autobiographies
studied by literary theorists that included classics such as St. Augustine’s Confessions,
Cellini’s Lift, Rousseau’s Confessions, Fox’s “Journal,” Franklin’s Autobiography,
Goethe’s Truth and Poetry, Mill’s Autobiography, Cardinal Newman’s Apologia Pro
Vita Suo, and Thoreau’s Walden.**® They and others including Domna Stanton and Susan
Friedman attempted to redress this oversight by spotlighting female autobiographies,
religious and secular, and by theorizing the ways in which they differed from male-
authored autobiographies. These feminist scholars criticized Gusdorf’s notion that the
“conscious awareness of the singularity of each individual life” was essential to the
selfhood expressed in autobiography, a selfhood Gusdorf defined as existing separately

and in opposition to others.**’

Well-known autobiography theorist John Paul Eakin
concludes that the serious study of women’s autobiography and its concomitant critique
of Gusdorf was “the single most important achievement of autobiography studies in the
last decade.”*!

Mary Mason’s 1980 essay “The Other Voice: Autobiographies of Women
Writers” was the ground-breaking beginning to this study of women’s autobiography.
Mason compared the Duchess of Newcastle Margaret Cavendish’s 1656 autobiographical
reflections True Relation of My Birth, Breeding and Life, Anne Bradstreet’s seventeenth-
century spiritual account “To My Dear Children,” Margery Kempe’s fifteenth-century
Book of Margery Kempe, and Julian of Norwich’s Revelations. She concludes that

according to these four models of female-authored autobiography, “the self-discovery of
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female identity seems to acknowledge the real presence and recognition of another
consciousness, and the disclosure of female self is linked to the identification of some
‘other.””*** For Mason, women’s life-writing portrays a subject that is not separate from
her social context but rather defines herself in relation to it. Hers is a “sort of evolution
and delineation of an identity by way of alterity,” or a narrative in which the subject is
constituted by its relationship and interactions with others.**?

Another pioneering study on women’s autobiography that developed Mason’s
theory of the relationality of the female autobiographical subject is the work of Estelle
Jelinek. Jelinek argues that the topics that women write about are family, close friends,
and domestic activities. She claims that although women’s autobiographies may include
mention of historical or social events, “the emphasis remains on personal matters — not
the professional, philosophical, or historical events that are more often the subject of
men’s autobiographies.”*** Jelinek concludes that,

In contrast to the self-confident, one-dimensional self-image that men usually

project, women often depict a multidimensional, fragmented self-image colored

by a sense of inadequacy and alienation of being outsiders or “other”; they feel
the need for authentication, to prove their self-worth.**
Jelinek suggests that despite the differences between women’s self narratives, these
similarities including the domestic, personal focus and the fragmented self-image
formulate a genre of women’s autobiography that is a discrete literary tradition of its
own. 456
More recent critical theory has questioned the way in which early feminist
autobiography theorists related the author’s gender to modes of self-presentation in a way

that linked relationality to female subjectivity and autonomy to male subjectivity.

Feminist autobiography theorists wrestled open Gusdorf’s association between
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autobiography and the autonomous self by expanding analysis of autobiographical
selfhood to include a wider interpretation of the self as relational. Nevertheless, as Eakin
points out, these early champions of women’s autobiography tended to pigeonhole men’s
autobiographical writing in Gusdorf’s older model of separate selfhood at the same time
as they expanded that definition to include alternative constructions of selfhood for

female autobiographers.**’

More recent literary theorists such as Nancy Miller accept
readings of women’s autobiography as including a relational self-presentation. However,
she argues that men’s autobiography demonstrates the same relational quality that earlier
theorists linked to female authors. Analyzing Art Spiegelman’s Maus, Philip Roth’s
Patrimony, Jacques Derrida’s Circonfession, and Paul Auster’s The Invention of Solitude,
Miller explores how these male authors’ autobiographical writings express their narrative
selves in relation to others and as part of communities.**®

The interest that autobiography theorists from the 1980°s onwards applied to
women’s autobiographical writings offered important critiques of Gusdorf and others’
assumption that the self represented in autobiography was that of a necessarily Western,
autonomous individual. However, the over-simplistic ways in which theorists defined the
parameters of a genre of women’s autobiography rested on stereotypes of women as more
relational and interested in the home. Later theorists quickly debunked these stereotypes
as outdated reflections of socially-constructed gender expectations instead of being
defining characteristics of female selfthood. Early feminist theorists such as Jelinek

compared female-authored autobiographies from a wide variety of temporal and cultural

contexts because they understood gender to transcend other differences such as
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nationality, time period, race, class, sexual preference, and religion. Postcolonial theorists
have now demonstrated the problematic nature of this perspective.

The debates that Western autobiography theorists have grappled with regarding
how to define a genre of women’s autobiography offer important insights relevant to
interpreting Sera Khandro’s Autobiography in its Tibetan literary context. Theorists of
European and American autobiography have debunked the grounds for articulating a
separate genre of women’s autobiography through demonstrating the way that both men’s
and women’s autobiographical selves are defined in relation to others. Just as no clear
distinctions can be drawn exclusively on the basis of gender between male- and female-
authored autobiographies in the West, we can also apply this insight to the Tibetan
context of autobiographical writing. Women such as Jetsiin Lochen did not place a strong
emphasis on thematizing gender and the sufferings of the female body, yet her
autobiography is no less exemplary of female-authored Tibetan autobiographies than
those that did, such as Sera Khandro and Orgyen Chokyi’s autobiographies.

While it is not necessarily useful to argue for genre distinctions between men’s
and women’s life writing, the focus that theorists of Western autobiography apply to
investigating the nature of the self — independent or relational — offers useful insights for
the study of Tibetan autobiography as well. For example, Sidonie Smith asks of
autobiographies:

What others inhabit the text? Is there a significant other posited in the text through

whom, to whom, or about whom the life narrative is narrated? Who or what is that

other — a family member, friend, mentor, lover, or even a divine force?*®

Additionally, Smith asks the following interesting questions about voice:

Is the text monovocal or polyvocal? . . . If there are multiple voices, when do they
emerge and when disappear? Why? Is there a blending or an unresolved tension
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of voices in the narrative? . . . Is more than one group or collectivity invoked in
the text, each with distinct values and languages?*®’

The value of the explosion of interest in women’s autobiographical writing in the West in
the last twenty years for analyzing texts such as Sera Khandro’s Autobiography lies in
exploring provocative questions such as these, not in conjecturing about the status of
Tibetan women’s autobiography as a genre. In particular, we might ask: where does Sera
Khandro’s autobiography fall in this continuum between an isolated, independent self-
presentation and a relational self? What writing styles does Sera Khandro employ to
assert a sense of self in her autobiography? Does her writing style have anything to do.
with her gender? In the first part of this chapter we have already partially addressed these
questions in terms of analyzing the ways in which her negative comments about her
inferior female body act as a self-humbling strategy allowing her to present a multi-
faceted self that is both human and exemplary, humble and extraordinary. In the
following two sections, we will focus on two other important aspects of Sera Khandro’s
self-presentation: the dialogic nature of her writing and the role of the many visionary

experiences she weaves throughout her Autobiography.

Sera Khandro’s Dialogic Self

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is pervaded with a multiplicity of voices including
a wide range of divine, human, and demonic voices all written as direct speech dialogue.
Sera Khandro presents a narrative version of herself through dialogic interaction with a
host of others in a way that resembles the relational self that autobiography theorists
articulated as paradigmatically female. For example, Domna Stanton expresses the

relational self of women’s autobiography in the following way:
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The female “I” was thus not simply a texture woven of various selves; its threads,
its life-lines, came from and extended to others. By that token, this “I” represented
a denial of a notion essential to the phallogocentric order: the totalized self-
contained subject present-to-itself.*®!
Sera Khandro describes her emerging identity as a Treasure revealer and as a consort
through dialogic interactions with others. She presents herself always in relation to these
others, be they divinities presenting prophecies or criticisms from the very human
members of her communities. However, for Sera Khandro, this self-narrative woven from
the threads of other’s speech is not a denial of the phallogocentric order as Domna
Stanton expresses it, for both male and female selves in the Buddhist context do not exist
as autonomous individuals separate from others in the Gusdorfian sense. Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography is an account of her rise to becoming an exemplary religious figure, but
through the conversations she constantly records, her personal reflections and the social
values of her milieu are always interconnected. Just as Bakhtin theorizes the word as a
dialogic entity always already “entangled, shot through with shared thoughts, points of
view, alien value judgments, and accents,” likewise Sera Khandro’s autobiographical self
is not a self in isolation from others but rather is constituted by the social atmosphere in
which it exists. In “Discourse in the Novel,” Bakhtin writes,
The living utterance, having taken meaning and shape at a particular historical
moment in a socially specific environment, cannot fail to brush up against
thousands of living dialogical threads, woven by socio-ideological consciousness
around the given object of an utterance; it cannot fail to become an active
participant in social dialogue.*¢?
Similarly, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography, like Bakhtin’s living utterance, is shot through
with different voices in her social world. Through a dialogic process, Sera Khandro’s

self-narrative is able to “shape its own stylistic profile and tone” by “harmonizing with

some of the elements in this environment and striking a dissonance with others.”**> This
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heteroglossia of voices in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography effectively produces her sense
of self, a self that is closely related to other figures in her communities yet also
empowered as a self-determining agent.

Sidonie Smith draws on Judith Butler’s understanding of gender as performative,
as constituted through its performance and not prior to it, to argue that the self of
autobiography is not existent prior to its autobiographical expression, but is actually an
effect of autobiographical storytelling.*®* Likewise, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is a
narrative in which she develops her sense of herself as a divinely prophesized female
Treasure revealer using the tools of dialogic speech, tools drawn from colloquial
language that were easily accessible to Sera Khandro despite her lack of a formal literary
education. This colloquial tone of many of the heteroglossaic interactions recorded in her
Autobiography constitutes the one way in which this relational, dialogic quality of her
self-presentation could be tied to her female gender in the sense that as a laywoman and a
runaway far away from her family, Sera Khandro never had a chance to get a formal
Tibetan language education. Aside from this connection, Sera Khandro’s presentation of
herself through dialogic interaction with others, what Mary Mason would call her
relational self, is not linked to her female gender but is, rather, characteristic of her social
world in which individuality was not a highly esteemed ideal.**’

The dialogic interactions Sera Khandro recounts in her Autobiography allow her
to say things she wouldn’t otherwise be able to say about herself without defying
culturally acceptable models of self-humility.*®® There are many instances in which other
figures in Sera Khandro’s life, often important personages in her social world, praise her

as an important Treasure revealer despite her vociferous denial of their lauding
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comments. For example, the prominent lama from Pelyiil Tartang Monastery in Golok
named Gotriil Rinpoché (Jigs bral chos kyi blo gros) was one of the first voices to
recognize Sera Khandro as an incarnation of Yeshé Tsogyal and to encourage her to
reveal Treasures when she was twenty-four. Sera Khandro recounts what happened when

she went to visit him;:

Then, as offering supports I offered [Gotriil Rinpoché] a high quality turquoise
wrapped in five-colored silk along with a silk scarf with auspicious symbols on it
and I prostrated to him. When I asked him, “How are you?,” the incarnate himself
got up from the middle of the assembly and offered me silver and a kata. The
lamas, monks, and laymen and women gathered there all didn’t know what was
going on. Each one looking at the other, they didn’t say anything.

Again, the incarnate [Gotriil Rinpoché] said, “You all don’t need to have doubt. I
think this dakini is certainly the speech incarnation of Yeshé Tsogyal. You all
abandon your wrong views and be faithful. This is not a deception; it is real.”

I thought, “Before [now] he has never met me or my retinue, so how can he know
that I am Tsogyal? Not only that, how is it possible for someone with an inferior
[female] body like me to be a dakini? On the outside, I have little learning. On the
inside, I am ignorant with regard to generation and perfection stage practice. No
matter what action I begin, I cannot get past the activities of cyclic existence.”

When I wondered this, he said, “Not needing to exert yourself in learning and
training, you fully comprehend all the paths of generation and perfection. Not
needing to learn how to write and recite text, [you know] from the awakening of
residual karma of having learned [before]. Nevertheless, not letting your own
Treasures go, you must write and propagate them or the dakinis’ punishment will
come near.”

I said, “I am not a Treasure revealer. I have never attained even one type of
dharma teaching and I don’t know about generation and perfection [stage
practices].”**’
In this exchange with Gotrill Rinpoché, Sera Khandro maintains her characteristic
humility, again drawing on her “inferior female body” as one way to put herself down,

despite the fact that being female cannot possibly be a reason she cannot be a dakini. It is

Gotriil Rinpoché who announces Sera Khandro’s extraordinary qualities; since his voice
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speaks these lauding words, Sera Khandro is not directly praising herself by quoting him.
In this way, other voices in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography speak about her in ways that
she herself cannot. Yet, after she displays appropriate amounts of humility by denying
Gotriil Rinpoché’s compliments, Sera Khandro hints that this was not the only reaction

she had to Gotriil Rinpoché’s words by writing, “Not keeping anything that I knew secret,

I spoke to him and we nurtured each other’s practices.”*®®

Later, Gotriil Rinpoché reiterates his praises of Sera Khandro, urging her to fulfill
her life’s purpose of revealing Treasures:

Again, he said the following: “You are really Yeshé Tsogyal but because you
belong to the leader of a bad lineage [Gyalsé], it is difficult to understand whether
you think positively or negatively [about wanting to reveal Treasures]. Not being
like this, in accordance with the intellect of beings of this Degenerate Age, you
must endeavor to find a way to bring about benefit for yourself and others. In
particular, now, when you come back from pilgrimage, do whatever you can not
to forget to find a way to take out whatever type of Treasure — body, speech,
mind, good qualities, or beneficial deeds — that is for me.” Having said this, he
gave me silver and a scarf blessed by the power of the divine [a kata] and made
aspiration prayers.

I said, “Aside from being one who can take out the Treasure of boys and girls, I
don’t have a way to take out vast earth Treasures.”

When I said this, again he replied, “Even if you don’t want to be a Treasure
revealer, you are empowered with the karma of Treasures and you cannot keep
this secret or it is certain that the auspicious connections will go to other powers.
Because of this, not being secretive, speak to me honestly. Because we are
connected by the karma of former aspirations, having relied upon each other, I
think that benefit will arise for beings. Hence, we need to do this accordingly. 469
Otherwise, despite the fact that I too am also one empowered in Treasures,
because my root lama did not give me permission, I hid my registry (kha byang)
and prophetic registry (lung byang) under the monastery wall. Later I will give it
to you. I, not having the power to break the lama’s orders, amounted nothing
more than an ordinary person. I turned forty-two years old this year and in this
body, I didn’t [find] a way to accomplish the Lotus Born One’s aspirations. Since
I have sincere prayers to [find] a way to accomplish [his aspirations] in a later
[lifetime], keep this in your mind.”
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Again, I said, “Although it is certain that I am not a Treasure revealer, if you think

this [that I am], from now on I will do whatever it takes to write down all the texts

from my deluded perception and I won’t let them go away.”*"
This dialogue is a very interesting exchange because Gotriil Rinpoché is not only
articulating that Sera Khandro is a Treasure revealer, he is asserting that he needs her
Treasures himself. Since he did not receive permission from his lama to accomplish
Padmasambhava’s purpose of revealing Treasures in this lifetime, he exhorts her to
reveal Treasures on his behalf. Sera Khandro’s deferential response to Gotriil Rinpoché is
that she cannot possibly reveal anything more than the Treasures of a son or a daughter.
The point of this analogy is that since Sera Khandro is just an ordinary woman, the only
thing she can produce is children. This analogy makes sense because both children and
Treasures are products of the generative act of sexuality. Thus, through dialogues such as
the one above, Sera Khandro skillfully conveys her authority to reveal Treasures without
having to express her extraordinary qualities in her own voice.

Sera Khandro recounts an interaction she had with Adzom Rinpoché when she
was thirty-three that also exemplifies the ways in which she employs the voices of others,
in this case an important religious patriarch, to present herself as a female Treasure
revealer. Describing her visit to see Adzom, Sera Khandro records:

Then, when I met Drodiil Pawo Dorjé [Adzom Rinpoché], the Lama said, “It is

extremely good that you came here now. There are many arisings of auspicious

connections that [are beneficial] for all, ourselves and others. In particular, it
came to my mind a long time ago that you are an incarnation of the dakint Kiinga

Bumo. I said this to the retinue including Angak and so forth. After this, when I

heard that there was a woman Treasure revealer in Golok, I was sure that you

were the incarnation of Buma.*”!

Kiinga Bumo is the other of the two female Treasure revealers (along with Jomo Menmo)

recorded in JamgOn Kongtriil’s One Hundred Treasure Revealers (Gter ston brgya rtsa).
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Therefore, through the voices of others in her narrative, Sera Khandro has claimed to be
the incarnation of all of the most famous female figures in the Treasure tradition: Yeshé
Tsogyal (through Gotriil Rinpoché’s proclamation), Jomo Menmo (through her
prophecy), and Kiinga Buma. After Adzom Rinpoché flatters her with this compliment,
he quizzes her in greater detail about her pedigree as a Treasure revealer:

The Lama [Adzom Rinpoché] asked, “Which lama told you that you were a
Treasure revealer?”

I answered, “Until I had reached the age of thirty, I had never met my lama, hence
I didn’t have time to ask if I was a Treasure revealer or not. From the time I was
fifteen years old I wrote down whatever I remembered and sang songs. Besides
that, I did not examine whether or not I was a Treasure revealer. If one realizes
the meaning of reality itself, phenomenal appearances arise as symbolic examples.
No matter what happens to this one with a [walking] stick, I cannot fall down.
Hence, I write down whatever arises and I explain whatever I know as oral
instructions.”

When I said this, the lama said, “Aside from perhaps being one who sees him or
herself as being a Treasure revealer, all the other Treasure revealers were given
the name “Treasure revealer” by their root lama or other beings who have attained
[bodhisattva] grounds. I have never heard of someone calling him or herself a
Treasure revealer.”

Again, I said, “Like the Chinese Emperor giving titles to the masses, someone
else saying whether you are a Treasure revealer or not is very difficult to
determine. These days, still there are many Treasure revealers who. write ample
text who — aside from knowing how to recite a bit of text and having stayed in a
month-long retreat examining the origin of mind — have not themselves met with
a lama endowed with substantial and insubstantial characteristics, nor ripened the
profound generation and perfection stages in their mind streams, nor abandoned
desiring the eight worldly dharmas that are the actions of cyclic existence. Indeed,
they do things like not protecting their vows and commitments and so forth. I
don’t know what will happen to those who just say they are Treasure revealers.

Because of this, although other people say that I, this inferior one, am or am not a
Treasure revealer, my mind is unwavering and I am without manifest and hidden
commitments. For one thing, like barley and oat seeds are different from the
beginning, from the time I was eight years old, the lamas and dakinis took care of
me. Second, they established me in ripening and liberation [practices]. Thirdly, no
matter whether I had symbolic pages or not, without doubt or corrections based on
personal ingenuity, I wrote [text] like Treasure scripture.
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Although 1 have many clear prophecies including all my consorts, doctrine
holders, and places of my disciples and so forth, until the time comes for the
[ripening] of former aspirations, based on the fact that I exerted myself greatly in
my own desires and did not endeavor (in the Dharma), I didn’t ask anyone if I
was a Treasure revealer. Aside from this, in me all good qualities are exhausted
and I have all the faults. I am a maid servant of the Gara family. Hence, I am
without even a hair’s breadth of learning regarding what I see and understand.
These days the fact that I am neither nun nor laywoman arose through the
kindness of my holy guide The Incarate Wish-fulfilling Jewel [Drimé Ozer].”

The lama was extremely pleased and said, “Daughter of a good father, of course
you are like this [i.e., a Treasure revealer].”472

That Sera Khandro grappled with presenting herself as a legitimate Treasure revealer is
clear from passages such as this in which the authenticity of her status as a Treasure
revealer was the topic of her dialogic interactions and personal reflections. Although Sera
Khandro hints that she is different from ordinary people, just as barley and oat seeds are
different, she convinces Adzom of her legitimacy as a Treasure revealer due to her
humility and introspective speech. Adzom’s probing questions test Sera Khandro,
questioning her claims to be a Treasure revealer just as, perhaps, future readers of her
Autobiography might do. Thus, through dialogues such as this one with Adzom
Rinpoché, the voices of others who inhabit Sera Khandro’s narrative extol her virtues in a
way that she cannot in her own voice.

The multiple voices Sera Khandro interacts with in her narrative not only laud her
extraordinary qualities, but also at times present opinions that Sera Khandro does not
want to put in her own voice for other reasons. For example, when Sera Khandro was
returning to Gyalsé’s encampment after an extraordinary visit with Drimé Ozer during

the transitional stage of her life before she permanently left Gyalsé when she was thirty
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years old, she recounts feeling uneasy about her return to the contentious context of
Gyalsé’s encampment. She spoke with her trusted disciple Tupzang about her misgivings:

Then, since the encampment base of the household that we were going to had

gone to the Gar [Gara Gyalsé’s] camp, I told Tupzang, “This year because our

encampment base went to the Gar camp, there aren’t any good prophecies. It isn’t

a good auspicious circumstance.”*"?

Tupzang said, “Yes, before when Gyalsé was one with no wealth or food, I never

saw his relatives say they were from the Gar camp. These days thanks to your

kindness, when there is wealth and possessions, their identity as [part of] the Gar
ra family is awakened and they need to take care of Gyalsé.”

I said, “You are [like] a young person with a child’s intellect who doesn’t know

anything. It is not acceptable for you to say that. If they hear you, they will say

bad things.”*"

This dialogue portrays the mobile culture of Golok as well as the financial hardship that
religious encampments at times endured. Tupzang’s comment about Sera Khandro being
the source of Gyalsé’s financial windfall is an interesting allusion to the financial
disputes she had with Gyalsé not long after this time when they separated. Sera Khandro
artfully places these negative words about Gyalsé and his money-grubbing relatives in
Tupzang’s voice, which she then somewhat harshly refutes. Yet, in writing these words in
her Autobiography, she conveys the bad feelings that both of them had about Gyalsé’s
relatives without appearing to be insulting her in-laws.

Sera Khandro (rhetorically?) negates much of what the other voices in her self-
narrative tell her, whether they praise her as a dakini and a Treasure revealer, whether
they tease her about needing a consort, or whether their messages are less lauding and
more mundane, pertaining to the difficulties of living within her worldly communities.

Chapter Four continues this exploration of Sera Khandro’s dialogic interactions, focusing

on her representations of consort practices through conversations she narrates between
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herself and other jealous and disapproving women in her communities, the men in her life
who exchanged her between themselves, and the dakinis who never let her forget that her
destiny involved engaging in consort relationships. Somewhere in-between these
dialectics concerning whether or not her female body was virtuous, whether or not she
was a Treasure revealer, and whether or not sexual yoga was misconduct, Sera Khandro
articulates her autobiographical self. It is through these many dialogic interactions that
she can present herself as humble, but assertive, destined for greatness, yet overwhelmed

with human suffering.

The Role of Visions in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography

The dialogic tone of Sera Khandro’s Autobiography stretches out to include not
only interactions with humans, but also with supernatural beings. The most central way in
which Sera Khandro represents herself in her Autobiography is through recounting a host
of elaborate visionary experiences in which she describes in minute detail her interactions
with the plethora of dakinis, dakas, and bodhisattvas in their various celestial palaces.
Nearly half of Sera Khandro’s Autobiography records events, interactions, and journeys
that occurred in Sera Khandro’s dream-like visions. As I have previously mentioned, the
importance of visions in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is paradigmatic of Treasure
revealers’ autobiographies in which visionary experiences receiving teachings and
finding Treasures serve to legitimize their claims to be Padmasambhava and Yeshé
Tsogyal’s prophesized emissaries. The key figures in Sera Khandro’s visionary
encounters are dakinis, especially the mother of all dakinis Yeshé Tsogyal. Of the

roughly ninety-two visions Sera Khandro recounts in her Autobiography, the majority of
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them (forty-eight) are visions in which the central figure is a dakini or some type of

female divinity, including most commonly Yeshé Tsogyal, Vajravarahi, Vajrayogini,
Tara, Machik Labdrén, Dorjé Yiidronma, Shelkar Dorjé Tso, Dorjé Zungma, and Dewé
Gocha.*”” While some might dismiss these super mundane reveries as superfluous
fictional interludes in an otherwise interesting autobiographical account of life as a
female Treasure revealer in early twentieth-century Golok, Sera Khandro’s visionary
reveries tell us just as much about the ways in which she understood and sought to |
portray herself as her more mundane reflections do. Dakinis and the other divinities Sera
Khandro envisions offer her encouragement in an uncertain world; they restore her inner
confidence in herself and her divine purpose as a Treasure revealer, boosting her up in
moments of self-doubt when others in her conventional reality distrust her. Visions
appear in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography at strategic moments, just when her worldly
circumstances reach their most extreme lows. They thus form another dialectic running
through Sera Khandro’s narrative between conventional worldly difficulties and divine
inspiration.

In her analysis of the role of dakini’s in Jikmé Lingpa’s autobiographical writings,
Janet Gyatso demonstrates the ways in which dakinis’ language destabilizes Jikmé
Lingpa’s conventional understanding of himself. Gyatso suggests that dakinis’ language

emphasizes the unformulated quality of selfhood, which in turn reflects the undecidability

of experience in the Buddhist context. Gyatso writes,

Rather, the self-consciously encoded nature of the dakinis’ talk demonstrates the
provisional status of her words, the very relativity of distinctions, and their lack of
any single determinate or specifiable meaning. It suggests a way of writing
autobiography that does not violate the reality of the “self,” as Jigme Lingpa sees
it, namely, its ultimate empty and unformulatable nature.*’®
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Gyatso also represents the instances in which visions offer Jikmé Lingpa affection,
encouragement, advice, and recognition as a Treasure revealer.*”” Thus, she argues that
visions both bolster Jikmé Lingpa’s sense of himself and destabilize it, contributing to the
ultimate undecidability of his experience.

The elusiveness of dakinis’ language emerges in Sera Khandro’s Autobiography
as well, yet I would suggest that for Sera Khandro, divine visions and especially visions
of dakinis help her to build up a solid, self-confident understanding of herself as a female
agent in a world not particularly supportive of her religious aspirations. What is at stake
in Sera Khandro’s visionary life is not the prototypically Buddhist project of reflecting on
the unformulatable nature of the self, but rather articulating a viable sense of self in a
social world in which she had very few role models and supporters. Perhaps because of
her unusual status as a female Treasure revealer and as an outsider to the Golok family
lineages of Treasure revealers, Sera Khandro did not have the luxury of analyzing the
unformulated quality of her sense of self as much as she felt the urgency of putting
together a coherent identity with the aid of her divine interlocutors.*’® Yet the importance
of visions in formulating a coherent sense of Treasure revealers’ selthood is not unique to
Sera Khandro because she was female or because she had difficult social circumstances.
In the famous fourteenth-century polymath and Treasure revealer Longchenpa’s
biographical reflections, dakinis bolster his confidence in himself as a legitimate Treasure
revealer by recognizing him as an authentic incarnation and by confirming how and
where he will extract his Treasures.*’® Therefore, although Sera Khandro’s subordinate
status as an “inferior female birth” struggling to make a name for herself in Golok society

as a Treasure revealer influences the way she presents her literary self, the fact that her
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dakini visions bolster her sense of self-confidence resembles the autobiographical self-
presentations of other Treasure revealers. The difference is that for Sera Khandro, divine
visions offer her nothing but confirmation, albeit sometimes in a “tough love” form, such
as when a terrifying woman threatens to stab Sera Khandro in order to stop her from
jumping into the river during a childhood bout of depression. Perhaps Sera Khandro’s
worldly experiences of suffering and displacement serve to destabilize her sense of
selthood to the degree that her visionary life can do nothing but bolster her fragile self-
confidence.

Sera Khandro recounts having visionary experiences that offered her
encouragement to accomplish her divinely inspired purpose of revealing Treasures at key
moments in her narrative, moments in which her worldly life was causing her great
sadness and hardship. From her childhood onwards, dakinis appear to Sera Khandro
immediately after discouraging events and interactions in her worldly life. She recounts
that when she was nine years old on pilgrimage to U ri (Dbus ri), the night after Sera
Khandro’s mother scolded her for indicating that she remembered her share of texts from
Onpu Taktsang, a holy place associated with Yeshé Tsogyal, she had an extraordinary
dream:

That night in my dream a {akini wearing bone ornaments and silk clothing

adorned with various jewels arrived. Having given me a skull cup full of beer, she

said, “Noble woman, drink this — it is [your] share of the dakini feast.”

I asked her, “If I don’t arrive at the ranks of the dakini feast, what is the benefit of
just my share of the feast?

The dakini replied, “Train your vajra body in yogic postures. Because you are an
illusor); 8eomanation of the dakini’s mental energy, in not a long time we will meet
again.”
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Even if her mother cannot accept her divine capacities and feels she must punish her for
indicating that she is a Treasure revealer, divine dakinis immediately appear to reassure
Sera Khandro that she is special by giving her a share of the dakinis’ feast. Just after this
short dream interlude, Sera Khandro continues recounting the story of her pilgrimage
with her parents. In this way, visionary interludes interspersed in her narrative balance
the negative elements of her conventional account, lending a two-toned quality to her
narrative. They allow her to reveal her extraordinary access to the divine at the same time
as she relates the story of her worldly sufferings.

Sera Khandro writes that when she was ten years old, the Chinese and Tibetan
leaders met and had a conference about Sera Khandro’s leadership status. Despairing at
the thought of being forced into pursuing a worldly life, Sera Khandro prays fervently to
Yeshé Tsogyal:

Then, when [ was in my bedroom [called] the Sunlight Place, a pleasant woman

saying she was the Dakini Yeshé Tsogyal came who was ornamented with many

jewels and whose good smell pervaded the vicinity of the entire room. She said:

“Fortunate Lady — why did you call me?”

I said, “My reason for calling out lamentingly to you is this: since you all who

reside in the expanse of primordial wisdom have greatly powerful compassion

and strength, how do you think I can accomplish my intention to practice the
completely pure Dharma on an isolated mountain ravine, going from my home to
being a homeless one? All my parents and relatives say that I must maintain the

actions of cyclic existence. What do I need to do to dispel their strict orders?”

When I asked this, the dakini replied, “Pray according to this during the six times
of the day and night and it is certain that all of your obstacles will be pacified.”

She disappeared and I heard this from the resonance of her voice:

E ma ho!

All refuges condensed into One, Dakini Yeshé Tsogyal,

I supplicate to you with overwhelming fervent yearning.

Pacify my outer, inner, and secret obstacles and

Grant me the blessing of spontaneously accomplishing all of my wishes.
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Because I constantly exerted myself in [reciting] this, all the leaders got fed up
and said that I could do whatever I wanted regarding being a leader or not.*

In this passage, Sera Khandro’s visionary interaction with Yeshé Tsogyal not only offers
her encouragement and religious instruction, but actually directly intervenes to ameliorate
the hardships she faces in her worldly life by helping Sera Khandro to evade the political
leaders’ demands.

Visionary interludes give Sera Khandro hope and encouragement during the
difficult period in her childhood when she struggles to escape the demands her parents
place on her to marry and pursue a political life in Lhasa. Despairing that her father
didn’t love her since he had given her away in marriage, Sera Khandro recounts that she
attempted suicide by drinking a mixture of opium and alcohol. Her father rescues her just
in time by forcing the unconscious Sera Khandro to regurgitate the poison. Sera Khandro
recovers from this trauma only to suddenly lose consciousness for a period of seven days
in which she travels to other realms as one who returns from the dead (a delok). Sera
Khandro recounts traveling to various realms including Guru Rinpoché’s Buddhafield in
- which she met Yeshé Tsogyal in person and begged her not to be sent back into the
world. Yeshé Tsogyal responds:

“Noble woman, because you are a manifestation of the form of my beneficial

deeds, still you must benefit beings and return to the world. When the time comes,
I will come to lead you on the path.”

Then, in the center of the mandala, there was a crystal vase. Inside of this she said
there was a “ra sa ya” ambrosia of immortality and [she] poured it into [my
mouth]. As soon as I touched this [ambrosia], as if waking from sleep, I returned
to my physical body. Tears sprang forth from my parents and all my relatives.**?
Yeshé Tsogyal in person thus nurtures Sera Khandro back to life after her depression and

suicidal experience. Sera Khandro explains that although some accused her of being a
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delok, her family denied this accusation for fear that her future husband’s family, the

Chinese leader’s family, would disapprove. Whether or not Sera Khandro is a delok, she
stuns her parents by telling them of her journeys traveling through the hells and viewing
the suffering in the six realms of cyclic existence.

This pattern of stressful worldly circumstances and encouraging divine visionary
interludes, most often with Yeshé Tsogyal as the main figure, continues throughout the
many difficult times in her early teen years. The climax of these early visions occurs
shortly after the worst devastation of her young life: her beloved mother dies at the same
time as her father finalizes the plans for her upcoming marriage to the Chinese leader of
Kyilung. Just as her depression reaches its ultimate low, the most important vision of
Sera Khandro’s life occurs. Vajravarahi appears before her in a dream and bestows upon
her the registries of Sera Khandro’s two Treasure cycles. This vision gives her life
purpose and helps to bolster her resolve to leave home and embark upon her life-long
journey of spiritual practice.

After Sera Khandro’s escape from the confines of her Lhasa family’s life, trouble
follows her. Hardships on the road and adjusting to the rough environment of Golok
plague her. Not only that, but interpersonal problems between Sera Khandro and other
women in her religious communities as well as between her and her life partner Gara
Gyalsé make life difficult. During this period also, visions appear in Sera Khandro’s
narrative at critical moments of despair to reassure her that her worldly problems are
surmountable. For example, when Sera Khandro was seventeen years old, she was
working as a servant girl after being expelled from Drimé Ozer’s household by his

jealous consort. At this time, she receives a letter from Gara Tertdn summoning her to act
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as his consort. Shortly after this, Gara Tertén’s consort Yakza threatened to abuse her

verbally and physically. Sera Khandro despairs when she realizes that the auspicious
connection of her prophesized interaction with Gara Tertdn is ruined. Then, when she
practices the clear light of the fierce woman (gtum mo) meditation practice,*® she has the
following vision:

When I was there practicing the clear light of the fierce woman (gtum mo), my
perception transformed and in a large seminal drop, there was an even, vast
ground with flowers and lakes surrounding it. In the middle of this, inside of a
vast rainbow pavilion, there were many offering substances. In particular, a feast
offering was arranged called the Feast of the Dakinis of the Three Bodies [body,
speech, and mind]. There, heroes, heroines, and dakinis had gathered like a
market assembly of gods and men.

I wondered, “What is this?” When I went to the door of the pavilion and looked
in, the Dakini Yeshé Tsogyal acted as the head of the assembly and opened the
Mandala of the Dharma Ocean of the Collected Teachings. I was extremely
joyous and I prostrated, offering these words:

“Salutations!
From the center of the expanse of the pure sky realm of reality,
You act for the benefit of beings with the excellent means of compassion.

To the divine assembly of mother dakinis who gave birth to all the
Buddhas,
I prostrate with devotion from my three doors [body, speech, and mind].

By the power of auspicious connections of good prayers from former
lives,
Today I meet with the assembly of mothers and dakinis.

Having taken care of all of us sentient beings in existence,
Until the ocean of cyclic existence is empty,
Dakini Tsogyal, may we become inseparable from you!”

After I made this prayer, two dakinis saying they were Kiinselma and Dewé
Gocha came and said,

“Eh ma! One with fortunate karmic traces!
It is extremely amazing that you came, friend,
To the city of the blissful, blissful dakinis.
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The time has come for the prayers
Of your share of the secret treasury of dharma.
Noble Lady, you have [fortunate] karmic traces!”

Saying this, they both washed me and changed my clothes and [we] went into the
pavilion. Mother Tsogyal smiled and said the following:

“Noble lady, how is benefiting beings going?
Have you had great difficulties in the world?
Have you not [grasped on] to the illusory land as your own?”

When she said this, thinking of the suffering I felt when I came from my land
[Lhasa] and thinking of the suffering I had experienced since arriving in Amdo
and Kham, I bowed before the feet of the Lady and offered these words:

“Alas! One with eyes of the treasury of primordial wisdom —

I will tell you a bit about the situation of myself, this one with an inferior
[female] body.

From the time I was eight, dakinis took care of me;
They reassured me in reality, visions, and dreams.

From the time I was twelve, the Accomplished Knowledge Holder
Sarahapa took care of me and bestowed ripening and liberation upon me.

When I was thirteen, I obtained in my hands the non-erroneous registry of
the profound Treasure of the dakinis’ oral transmission.

From the time I was fourteen, I exerted myself only in benefiting others.

At fifteen in accordance with the dakini’s order

I came to the eastern region of Amdo and Kham that is like a demonic
land.

Not dying, I experienced the suffering of hell.

Although the karmic traces of former aspirations gathered in time,
Suddenly, again and again they went away on account of sapfa demons.

For someone like me in a demonic land without virtue

[I can] forget about benefiting beings — on account of obscurations from
degenerated [commitments],

It is difficult to benefit myself with pure morality.

Because of other forces, the profound Treasure consorts and doctrine
holders
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Have been lost [to those who] pretend to follow Vinaya rules
And see me, this inferior birth [i.e., woman] as something to
abandon.

The two benefits [of self and other] not arising, I don’t accomplish the
dakini’s orders.

Because one cannot hear of or see [someone] with bad karma like me,
Now I will not go to the realm of the world.”

Saying this, I cried. The dakini [ Yeshé Tsogyal] said,
“Listen one with karmic traces of good fortune!
Don’t be saddened by the illusory land.

Adhere to the secure place of changeless awareness.

Happiness and suffering are like a dream-city.
Don’t weaken your capacity to carry awareness and emptiness on the path.

This hollow illusory body
[Must] rely on a consort to enhance bliss and emptiness.

By the power of the prayer of the Lotus [Born One],
Gradually you will meet consorts and Dharma holders.

When the time of karma and prayers gathers together,
You will skillfully subdue the five fields of disciples.

With an iron hook, you will summon of the noble hero method consort
Who grasps the quintessence of the esoteric precepts.

The sword of egoless knowledge cuts through
The eight worldly dharmas that are in opposition to dharma.

May the demonic spy who grasps on to duality
Attain the realization of the non-dual Truth Body.

Realize that all mental waverings of happiness and suffering
Are luminous and empty awareness.

One with the karmic traces of being a messenger of the dakinis —
Although you don’t want to [go to the world], benefit sentient beings.

Like a precious jewel,
It is impossible that you will be stained by negative, inferior wrong views.

Like water bubbles up from hard earth,
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You will spontaneously accomplish the two purposes.

Since still in the world your remaining disciples have not finished,
Intensely arouse vows and aspirations
To establish [disciples] in bliss by whatever means you can tame [them]
In the various places of the demonic land of Amdo and Kham.
Until you are twenty, keep this secret.
Abandon the bliss of ordinary men.
Benefit beings, both formless and with form,
By [means of] auspicious connection substances.
You must not rip the seal of the profound Treasure.
From now onwards, if you rely on the essential auspicious
connection, '
It is certain that you will take out the jewel of the two benefits.”
Having said this, [Yeshé Tsogyal] gave me a full skull cup of beer and said,
“Drink this without remainder — because it is dakini’s accomplishment substance,
it is certain that without exertion, you will know everything there is to be
known.”484
In the passage above, Yeshé Tsogyal appears just in time to encourage Sera Khandro to
endure her worldly sufferings for the sake of benefiting others despite the overwhelming
disappointment and exhaustion she feels. All three themes of this chapter (gender,
dialogic interactions, and visions) are present in this passage: Sera Khandro bemoans her
“inferior birth” as a woman and the difficulties it causes her to accomplish her spiritual
goals in the form of a visionary dialogue. Yeshé Tsogyal’s response to Sera Khandro is
unequivocal that she must benefit beings through cultivating the auspicious connections
of relying “on a consort to enhance bliss and emptiness.” After all, this visionary
sequence emerges just after Gara Terton’s consort Yakza forbids Sera Khandro access to
the lama to act as his consort. DakinT visions such as this one offer encouragement in

times of distress. As Sera Khandro herself describes, “From the time I was eight, dakinis

took care of me; they reassured me in reality, visions, and dreams.”*®® These visionary
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dakinis are the opposite of destabilizing forces in her self-narrative; they enable Sera
Khandro to build an identity for herself as a legitimate Treasure revealer.

During the difficult period of Sera Khandro’s life in her mid-twenties living with
her partner Gara Gyalsé, who strongly disapproved of her being a Treasure revealer,
divine visions repeatedly comfort Sera Khandro immediately after Gyalsé reprimands her
for revealing Treasures. Sera Khandro recounts that when she was twenty-two, just after
giving birth to her first child who transformed from a male incarnation of Gara Terton to
a girl (i.e., not an incarnation), she propagated part of a new Treasure that was a (Machik)
Labdrén Accomplishment Practice to monks of the Kangsar family. She records that
Gyalsé discovered her Treasure teaching and scolded her. Feeling extremely sad, she
prays to the heroes and dakinis of the three realms and has the following visionary
interaction:

“I beseech the Omniscient Mother Yeshé Tsogyal

And the heroes and heroines

In the unmanifest land of the Glorious Copper-colored Mountain.

I, this messenger sent by the mother dakinis —

My impure body is being born as a woman.

My impure karma is grasping on to cyclic existence.

My impure place is the demonic land of Golok.

My impure deed is always having a negative community.

From what cause did my karma arise like this?

I am not one who took on the mind stream of the five poisons of afflictive

emotions

And adhered to a worldly householder’s life.

I acted in accordance with the divine lama’s prophecy.

I thought that I would certainly accomplish benefit for the teachings and beings.

Now, not to mention benefiting others,

Even benefiting my own mind stream is on the verge of going to waste.

Marshall the forces of the might of the dakinis who course in the mother’s
expanse!
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I beseech you to repel these obstacles of negative conditions!

Bless this impure realm, this ocean of cyclic existence
[To be] the glorious lotus light [realm].

Bless this impure flesh and blood body
[To be] the stainless expanse that is a rainbow body.

Bless this mind and mental events in cyclic existence
[To be] liberated into the state of great primordial wisdom.

Liberate adherence to the two types of erroneous ignorance that is Rudra
In the great unobstructed nonreferential state of the expanse.

In short, experiences of the way thing are arose like this
In me, the tramp of the unfabricated dimension —

I am without hatred or no hatred for my life partner.

I am without falling or not falling into cyclic existence.

I am without liberation or non-liberation from this illusory body.
I am without the errors or non-errors of sentient beings.

I am without seeing or not seeing Buddhafields.

I am without attaining or non-attaining Buddhahood.

I am without knowing or not knowing the view.

I am without realization or non-realization concerning experience during
meditation.

The nature of mind that is without error
Does not enter into mental fabrications regarding illusory forms.
Like the sky, [that which is] completely pure is without bias.
It is seminal essence alone, without elaboration.
In short, I sing a song of the way things are.”
I heard a formless voice coming from the sky say something like this:

“Oh my, oh my yogi —

Is the great self-emergent primordial wisdom
Free from exertion?

Is the unborn self-emergent spontaneous presence
The ground of samsara and nirvana?

Are appearances of good and bad, bliss and misery
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The play of reality itself?

Is the poisonous water lily that is the eight worldly dharmas
To be abandoned quickly?

Will you take out the dakini’s heart nectar that is your [Treasure] wealth
At [the right] time?

Will benefiting both the teachings and beings
Come from the south?

You don’t need to feel upset and exhausted
By this appearance of illusory emanations.

The Lotus [Born One]’s testament does not change.
It is certain that in time, aspirations prayers will gather together.

2486
Visions such as this one present their message using poetic and elusive language, yet
their support for Sera Khandro’s spiritual purpose is unequivocal. In the visionary
interchange above, Sera Khandro represents herself (again) as one with an impure female
body and as one who has wandered off the spiritual path and become engaged in cyclic
existence surrounded by a negative community (i.e., Gyalsé) in the demonic land of
Golok. Yet this time, in her own voice, she expresses that her spiritual realization has
fully transcended attachment to her unfortunate circumstances; she has realized the true
nature of mind beyond clinging to concepts of cyclic existence and freedom and beyond
attaining or not attaining Buddhahood. Thus, recounting her visionary encounters not
only gives Sera Khandro a way to present herself positively through others’ voices, but
also allows her to find her own voice through interactions with encouraging forces who
mitigate the repression that Gyalsé and others imposed on her in her mundane existence.

Through including laudatory visions such as these in distinctive moments of her self-

narrative just after traumatic or negative occurrences in her daily life, Sera Khandro
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emphasizes the encouraging role these visionary interludes played in her life at the same

time as she portrays herself as a religious visionary worthy of her disciples’ devotion.

Conclusion

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is not the story of one woman; it is the story of a
woman in conversation with many others in her social world. Like Bakhtin’s living
utterance, the words of Sera Khandro’s narrative are populated by a heteroglossia of
voices that are overlapping, competing, argumentative, and harmonizing. The voices of
hostile and amicable members of her religious communities, benign and pestilent spirits,
and chimerical Buddhist divinities animate Sera Khandro’s depiction of herself and her
religious communities in early twentieth-century Golok. Their conversations invoke
issues of great importance to Sera Khandro such as the ability of women to act as
religious figures, the virtue or vice of sexuality as a part of the spiritual path, and the
balance between personal agency and divine intervention.

Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is a liberation tale not about herself as an
individual agent in a Gusdorfian sense, but in a sense more aligned with medieval
Christian religious autobiography in which the autobiographical subject is a soul
returning to the divine. Her self-representation fits into Mary Mason’s description of the
relational self of Western female-authored autobiographies, but the relationality of Sera
Khandro’s self has more to do with her Tibetan cultural context in which selves were less
individuated from each other than with her female gender. But if her self-presentation has
little to do with her female gender, then what, if anything, can we say characterizes

female-authored autobiographies? What characterizes Tibetan women’s autobiographies?
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Early feminist autobiography theorists such as Jelinek claimed that styles of

autobiographical self-representation had everything to do with the author’s gender. Her
conclusions reduced gender to a totalizing category that overlooked other differences
between selves such as race, class, cultural background, and historical time period. But
on the other hand, to say that writing has nothing to do with gender risks the same
critique of reductionism. In the case of Tibetan women’s autobiography and
hagiographies about Tibetan women, there are distinctive and recurrent themes. Themes
characteristic of religious women’s lives in Tibet are the centrality of marriage (and its
associated suffering or need to escape from it), struggles gaining access to religious
education, and tensions between balancing labor (farming, animal husbandry, housework)
with religious practice, to name a few. These elements are not always present in all texts
written by or about Tibetan religious women and they also appear at times in men’s
writing, but they have a particular resonance with the stories of women’s lives. It is
preposterous to imagine that if Gara Gyalsé wrote an autobiography, he would record
being punished for being late to serve Sera Khandro tea, rushing to return home instead
of revealing a Treasure for fear of his child’s crying, or feeling depressed that his partner
would not accept his status as a Treasure revealer on the basis of his male gender. These
issues — food preparation, childcare, and gender discrimination — are specific to the status
and social roles of women in Sera Khandro’s cultural context. That these themes resonate
with experiences of other Tibetan women is evident by the ways in which the female-
authored autobiographies we have examined in this chapter include varying degrees of
intertextuality with famous female hagiographies such as those of Yeshé Tsogyal,

Machik Labdron, Nangsa Obum, Gelong Palmo, and others. Although we can articulate
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some similarities in Tibetan women’s autobiographical writing, their writings vary in
conjunction with a constellation of other factors including temporal and geographical
differences as well as race and class distinctions. Simply because Jetsiin Lochen and Sera
Khandro were both unusual women who wrote about their lives in early twentieth-
century Tibet does not mean that Sera Khandro necessarily shared a great deal in
common with Jetsiin Lochen, whose life as a celibate nun and abbess in Central Tibet
was far removed from her own. Surely Sera Khandro shared more with her male
colleagues in their Golok religious communities than with Jetsiin Lochen.

That Sera Khandro’s female gender was a salient issue for her and others in her
communities is clear by the frequency with which she mentions it. Similar to the writing
of Orgyen Chokyi, Sera Khandro’s inferior female body is a vice that she transforms into
a virtue, for her descriptions of herself as a lowly, uneducated woman, as a tramp
expelled from empowerment lines, and as a maid servant to Gyalsé dramatize her
humility and her human suffering. Yet being female is not only negative, as hosts of
dakinis hasten to illustrate. Their words of encouragement speak not only to Sera
Khandro, but to all female and male disciples who read her Adutobiography, exhorting
them to see the female body as “the mother [who gives birth to] the great assembly of
primordially perfected Ones Gone to Bliss.”*®” Through these visionary and worldly
dialectics representing Sera Khandro’s negotiation between perceiving herself as an
inferior woman with little community support and as a divinely prophesized dakini, Sera
Khandro forms an Autobiography befitting of a woman with religious authority that is
sufficiently humble, yet assertive and confident. We will continue this exploration of the

interactive nature of Sera Khandro’s writing in the following chapter, turning our focus to
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another major issue about which a cacophony of divine, demonic, and human voices

speak: the controversial issue of consort relationships.
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Chapter Four: Consorts and Treasure Revelation Communities

Perhaps the most controversial and ground-breaking facet of Sera Khandro’s
Autobiography and the Biography she wrote of her consort Drimé Ozer is the glimpse
they provide into the world of consort practices in the early twentieth-century Eastern
Tibetan religious communities in which Sera Khandro lived. The descriptions in her
writings go far beyond prescriptive accounts of consort practices that can be found in
other hagiographic and doctrinal literature. Sera Khandro portrays the complicated
interests, relationship dynamics, and emotions of women and men engaged in consort
relationships. Her writing includes ephemeral philosophical poetry evoking the Vajrayana
interpretation of the significance of the union of male method and female wisdom for the
realization of Buddhahood. Yet it also includes mundane descriptions of jealousy
between competing female consorts and tensions between the men who were involved
with them. Sera Khandro’s multivalent accounts of consort practices as they were
practiced in her communities lend insight into the following intriguing questions: 1) What
are the purposes of consort practices involving sexual yoga in Tibetan Buddhism and in
particular in the Treasure tradition? 2) What rhetorical strategies does Sera Khandro use
to represent herself as a participant in consort practices in her Autobiography? 3) How
does she portray the social dynamics revolving around consort practices in the
communities in which she lived? 4) What is the proper moral code, celibate or non-
celibate, for a Tantric Buddhist practitioner? 5) What is the role of women in Tantric
sexual yoga — are they objects serving the male subject or are they also agents who

benefit from sexual practices?
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This chapter begins with a synoptic history of the ambiguous and controversial
status of sexual practices in Tibetan Buddhism, more specifically in the Great Perfection
system of the Nyingma School that Sera Khandro practiced. This history will provide
background for a discussion of the purposes for consort practices within Tibetan
Buddhism according to Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writings. Much of Sera
Khandro’s presentation follows normative ideas within the Treasure tradition, aside from
the unusually clear message she conveys that consort practices are beneficial for both
male and female Tantric practitioners.*® The most obvious precedent for Sera Khandro’s |
radical presentation of herself as a female Treasure revealer who uses male consorts for
her own spiritual benefit is Yeshé Tsogyal, a natural model for Sera Khandro given that
she was considered to be Yeshé Tsogyal’s incarnation. According to Sera Khandro,
consort practices increase the pliancy of the channels and winds (rtsa rlung) running
through the practitioner’s subtle body. More specifically, consorts are essential in
dispelling obstacles to the health and longevity of both male and female practitioners. For
Treasure revealers, having a consort (thabs grogs) is one of the several essential
auspicious connections (rfen ‘brel) necessary for successful revelation, along with
finding the proper doctrine holder (chos bdag), time, and location of the Treasure. In the
context of Treasure revelation, consorts are specifically associated with the process of
decoding unreadable symbolic scripts. The decoding capacity of consorts is associated
with female consorts and with the celestial dakinis who encode and guard Treasures,
prototypically the dakini consort of Padmasambhava, Yeshé Tsogyal. However, an

interesting facet of Sera Khandro’s writings is that she depicts both her male consorts and
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male Treasure revealers’ female consorts as having the capacity to aid in the decoding
process.

After introducing Sera Khandro’s understanding of the purposes for having a
consort, this chapter will explore not only what Sera Khandro writes about consort
practices but the way in which she writes it, including the literary devices she employs
and the tones she uses to portray the very sensitive and personal topic of her own
involvement in consort relationships. As I have discussed in Chapter Three, Sera
Khandro portrays her extraordinary qualities primarily through the many other human
and divine voices that populate her self-narrative. These divine voices also continually
remind her not to ignore the dakinis’ prophecies that urge her to seek the appropriate
consorts necessary for her to successfully reveal Treasures. These voices come to Sera
Khandro almost always in the form of divine dakinis who appear to her, teasing and
taunting her to overcome her bashfulness and to differentiate between immoral sexual
indulgence and pure spiritual union. What is at stake in these dialogic interactions is the
question of the ethics of sexuality as a part of religious practice. Sera Khandro depicts
herself as constantly rejecting the dakinis’ hints and allegations, yet when she responds to
their insinuations, she reveals her own commitment to the Tantric path. By presenting the
necessity of having a consort not in her own voice but through the divine voices that
populate her narrative, Sera Khandro portrays herself as a legitimate participant in
esoteric Tantric practices involving multiple male consorts without appearing to be
lustful, immoral, or arrogant. Dakinis give her the divine backing she needs to pave the
way for her own apotheosis from being an ambiguous woman, neither nun nor

laywoman, to becoming recognized as an emissary of the dakinis. The divine injunctions



213

Sera Khandro receives culminate in prophecies directing her to realize the ultimate
fulfillment of her spiritual and sentimental hopes and dreams, union with the love of her
life, Drimé Ozer.

Although Tantric Buddhist scriptures and iconography abound with descriptions
of esoteric sexual rites and images of divinities in various poses of sexual union, little
information can be gleaned from them regarding if and how Tantric practitioners actually
performed rituals involving consorts. Tibetan monastic apologists have attempted to
aestheticize explicit mention of sexuality in Tantric scriptures by offering sophisticated
hermeneutical strategies that metaphorically interpret the often erotic content of Tantric
scriptures; rather than enacting rites involving sexual yoga literally, monastics visualize
practices involving consorts. In contrast, the Tibetan Treasure tradition with its
predominantly non-monastic adherents maintains a vestige of a literal interpretation of
Tantric scriptures in that engaging with a human consort is an essential aspect of the
revelation process. There are examples of monastic Treasure revealers who do not engage
with consorts, such as the founder of the immense monastic community Larung Gar (Bla
rung sgar) in contemporary Serta, Golok, named Khenpo Jikmé Piintsok (1934-2003).
Nevertheless, even in cases of monastic Treasure revealers there is a persistent belief that
without sexual yoga, a Treasure revealer cannot reveal all the Treasures that are available
to him or her, or at least will have considerable additional difficulty. This is clear in Sera
Khandro’s writing; she repeatedly laments that she could not reveal a particular Treasure
due to not having a consort. Visualizing a consort is also possible, but according to Sera
Khandro, it produces less powerful auspicious connections (rfen ‘brel) than engaging

with an actual physical consort.



214
Sera Khandro’s Autobiography and Drimé Ozer’s Biography portray persistent

tensions between celibate monastic and non-celibate Tantric interpretations of religious
values and lifestyles. In her Autobiography, Sera Khandro depicts this tension through
representing the difficulties she faced as a religious adept who was neither an ordinary
laywoman nor a monastic. Sera Khandro recounts that this in-between status led to
tension with nuns who sought to make her conform to monastic ideals and to problems
with negative gossip about her sexual conduct that seemed to accompany her everywhere
she went. In Drimé Ozer’s Biography, Sera Khandro portrays his dilemma between
choosing a monastic life (to the chagrin of the visionary dakinis who made their
preferences against monkhood well known to him) and choosing a non-celibate Tantric
life (involving the complications of managing and providing for a community including
multiple consorts).

Sera Khandro’s description of consort practices is not fascinating in the detail she
provides about sexual interactions, for she is quite modest and metaphoric in her
descriptions, but rather in the detail with which she describes the interpersonal
relationships and emotional connections among people in her communities. Sera
Khandro’s auto/biographical writings take consort practices out of the distant, analytical
frameworks in which they are presented in prescriptive doctrinal and ritual scripture and
place them back into the vibrant community contexts in which they were enacted,
contexts filled with strong personalities and competing interests but above all great faith
in the Tantric spiritual path. Her portrayal of consort practices lends itself neither to
unrealistic conclusions of female supremacy nor to overly negative judgments of

women’s subordination in communities involving consort practices. Rather, her writings
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present women as agents, as aides, and as objects of exchange, thus offering varied
perspectives on the status of women and sexuality in Tantric practice. Given that Sera
Khandro herself was intimately involved in the world of consort practices that she
depicts, her writings are an excellent resource contributing to a social history of the

religious values and community realities of Tantric consort practices.

The Ambiguous Roles of Sexuality and Celibacy in Tibetan Buddhism

A study of the history of sexuality in Tibetan Buddhism, or more specifically in
the Nyingma School of Tibetan Buddhism, deserves a lengthy book of its own. However,
in order to contextualize Sera Khandro’s discussion of tensions related to consort
practices in her religious communities, [ will briefly introduce some broad contours of the
framework within which Sera Khandro’s accounts of sexual yoga and consort practices
fit. Sexuality plays an ambiguous role in Tibetan Buddhism, a fact that emerges in Sera
Khandro’s writing through her descriptions of her own ambivalence to engage in consort
practices as well as her descriptions of monks repeatedly requesting her services as a
consort. Controversies have raged for at least one thousand years over questions
pertaining to the proper role of sexuality in Tibetan Buddhist religious practice. Key
questions over the many centuries of debate have included the following: 1) Should a
celibate monk request Tantric initiation when consecration rites involve ritualized
sexuality? 2) How can one person maintain the three sets of Buddhist vows — the vows of
individual liberation (pratimoksa, the monastic vows), the Mahayana bodhisattva vows,
and the Tantric vows — if each set of vows contains differing interpretations of the role of

sexuality in religious life? The three sets of vows listed above represent the historical
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transformation of Buddhism from an ascetic religion of renunciation in early Indian
Buddhism, to a Mahayana understanding of the bodhisattva path emphasizing benefiting
others that developed in the early centuries of the Common Era, and then later to Tantric
reinterpretations, beginning in the late seventh century, that emphasized ritual initiations
and the transmuting of afflictive emotions such as desire into energy for the path to
enlightenment.

The key hermeneutical problem in reconciling the vows associated with these
three distinct elements of Tibetan Buddhism lies in the fact that initiation into Tantric
Buddhism requires four consecrations (abhiseka). Given that two of them include
ritualized sexuality if interpreted literally, they appear to contradict celibacy vows. In his
exhaustive study on Indian esoteric Buddhism, Ronald Davidson has shown that the first
consecration, the jar consecration (kalasabhiseka) in which a teacher initiates the Tantric
disciple into the mandala of a deity, represents a royal metaphor of coronation parallel to
those found in the political spheres of sixth-century post-Gupta India.*®® Yet the
following two consecrations, the secret consecration (guhydbhiseka) and the insight
consecration (prajrajnabhiseka), follow an antinomian and explicitly sexual model. In
the eighth century Hevajra Tantra, the secret consecration is described in the following
way:

Then one places in the center of the mandala the Wisdom-maiden, sixteen years

old, who has all the marks of perfection, who has been bathed with water

containing sandalwood extract, saffron and camphor, in immaculate garments and
adorned with all kinds of jewelry. . . Then envisaging the Family-Head (=

Aksobhya) as resting on his crown, the master honors her with worship, external,

internal and secret, praising her with acclamations, and thus he should unite in her

embrace. Then he should recite the anuraga (enamoring) mantra, and as soon as
there is excitation he intones the refrain of HUM,; as bliss descends, he recites

pija (worship) mantra. Then with an elephant tusk he collects the bodhicitta from
her pudenda and pouring it into a shell-receptacle, with a gesture of the ring-
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finger and the thumb, he drops it into the pupil’s mouth. The pupil says: “O
Bliss!” and drinks it without hesitation,**

After this ritual in which the disciple drinks the combined fluids of the master and his
consort, the third insight consecration is no less antinomian — after a series of physical
and mental exercises, the disciple copulates with the female partner in order to generate
the psycho-physiological realization of four levels of joy. The fourth consecration
(caturthabhiseka) is an instruction on the nature of reality that contextualizes the previous
sexual consecrations.*' Davidson outlines a transformation of the significance of these
sexual rituals from an earlier (eighth-century) sacramental model in which “the goal was
the ritual experience of sanctified copulation” to a later (late eighth and early ninth-
century) yogic model.*? This yogic model involved ritual sexuality for the purpose of
manipulating psycho-physical winds through energy channels within the subtle body in
order to engender spiritual realization. Interestingly, this paradigm shift from sacramental
to yogic or psycho-physiological ritualized sexuality mirrors a shift that David White
articulates in the context of Hindu Tantra. White suggests that the earlier Yogini Kaula
tradition involving the ritualized ingestion of sexual fluids was replaced in the tenth to
twelfth centuries by “an internalization, an aestheticization, and a semanticization of
Kaula practice” in which the previously literal sexual practices became transmuted into
an internal process taking place within the male Tantric practitioner.*> We will return to
the psycho-physiological turn of Tantric sexual rites in the following section in which I
describe the ways that Sera Khandro’s presentation of the purposes for sexual yoga fit
squarely in the later yogic model, although the earlier substratum involving the

sacramental power of fluids does not disappear.
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Given the unconventional and explicitly sexual nature of these Tantric initiation
rites, it is not difficult to imagine the hermeneutical quandary they posed to Buddhist
commentators. Indeed, for more than one thousand years, Buddhist scholars and
practitioners in Tibet have endeavored to interpret the significance of the antinomian
Tantras and to explain how they can be integrated with the other two systems of vows to
form one coherent system of ethics. The most common interpretive mechanism used to
understand the significance of these Tantric consecration rituals is to read them as
metaphoric descriptions or as visualization instructions. Indeed, this is the way they are
enacted in the contemporary context, using ritual substances to symbolize the sexual rite
described in Tantric scriptures such as The Hevajra Tantra. However, there is evidence
that these Tantric consecrations were once enacted literally. One indication of this is
Atisa’s (982-1054 C.E.) famous proclamation in A Lamp for the Path to Awakening that
“Those leading a celibate life should not accept the secret or insight / gnosis
consecrations since The Scripture of the Primordial Buddha emphatically prohibits
them.”™** Ati¢a’s statement prohibits monks from accepting two of the four Tantric
initiations because he argues that the (literal) sexuality involved in them violated
monastic vows of celibacy.

On the other hand, later exegesis attempting to reconcile the three types of vows
asserts their ultimate compatibility. For example, in his commentary on Ngari Panchen
Pema Wangkyi Gyelpo’s (1487-1542) text Ascertaining the Three Vows (Sdom gsum
rnam nges), Dujom Rinpoché (1904-1988) articulates the ways in which these three sets
of vows are not in conflict in terms of the role of sexuality in religious practice:

For example, one of the four root downfalls [of the monastic code] is sexual
intercourse. If, according to the mantra words of honor, one engages in the
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practice of the three recognitions, although externally the activity appears to be
intercourse it does not qualify as such. A qualified mantra practitioner has
transformed both object and subject into the recognition of male and female
wisdom deities, so that the first of the four prerequisites is incomplete. If any of
the four prerequisites is incomplete, the act does not constitute a defeat. If
ordinary desire is transformed into the recognition of great bliss, the intention is
incomplete. The activity of union is incomplete because one is maintaining the
words of honor concerning method and wisdom. Ultimately, the loss of seminal
fluid and the experience and attachment that arise from sexual satisfaction are
transformed into the experience of primordial wisdom awareness, within which
the essential fluid is maintained as the ultimate result. The prerequisite of the
result is thereby incomplete as well.

When one recognizes that all dharmas arise from the nature of mind, like
the experience of a dream, it will be impossible to contradict the essential point of
mantra practice.495 :

Dujom Rinpoché’s statement leaves open the possibility that if a monk who has received
all three sets of vows has sexual intercourse but is able to perceive both subject and
object as male and female wisdom deities, to transform his desire into the recognition of
great bliss, and to transform his loss of seminal fluid and his attachment into primordial
wisdom awareness, then his act is not a violation of any of his three sets of vows. While it
is easier to claim one is transmuting desire and attachment than to actually do so, this
reinterpretation of the meaning of maintaining monastic vows according to a Tantric view
opens the door to multiple interpretations of the role of sexuality and celibacy in Tibetan
Buddhism. Just as the lines between celibate monasticism and Tantric practice are more
blurry than they initially appear, likewise, Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical writings
repeatedly describe tensions between monastic and non-celibate interpretations of
religious ethics. As a female consort to male religious figures, Sera Khandro often found
herself caught in the middle of a dialectic between the moral superiority of strict celibacy

and the expedient means of sexual yoga, a polemic which preceded her by a millennium

yet has rarely been addressed from the perspective of a female consort.
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Although the Nyingma School includes the greatest number of non-celibate

Tantric practitioners, in fact, within the highest Nyingma teaching, the Great Perfection
(Rdzogs chen), there is also a degree of ambivalence regarding sexual yoga. In his
important work systematizing the Seminal Heart (Snying thig) teachings of the Great
Perfection titled The Treasury of Words and Meanings (Tshig don mdzod), the greatest
thinker of the Nyingma school named Longchen Rabjampa (Klong chen rab ‘byam pa,
1308-1364) suggested that sexual yoga fit into a category of lower teachings relating to
“conventional seminal nuclei.” He argued that teachings about manipulating these lower
channels and winds were only an “’efficacious means’ for taking care of those otherwise
blocked from the Great Perfection path, so that those people obsessively addicted to the
conventional seminal nuclei can circuitously enter (the path of Great Perfection).”*
Longchenpa quotes from the Tantra of Unimpeded Sound (Sgra thal ‘gyur) to support his
point:

Since you desire to rely on the reality of seminal nuclei,

(I will discuss the contemplative techniques)

Relating to the ultimate and conventional (seminal nuclei).

(1) Those who for the time being desire Buddhahood
In reliance upon the conventional seminal nuclei should do as follows:

Your consort should have the complete requisite characteristics —
When you spot one with the perfect characteristics

Whether she be a goddess, demi-goddess, Brahmin,

Low caste, or a heretic,

You begin with the techniques for attracting her,

And then you must perfect your bodies

Via the object of reliance (i.e., consort), the channels,

And the focus of visualization (i.e., the seminal nuclei, etc.).

Then, you must bring the conventional seminal nuclei down, retain them, reverse
them (back upwards)
Disperse them within the channels, and mix them with the winds;
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You then must rely upon emptiness, eradicate your intellect,
And reverse your ordinary body and mind.

(ii) On the other hand, through reliance upon the ultimate seminal nuclei
You can meet with the objects of the empty Reality Body:

Stimulating the lamp of the empty seminal nuclei

You train on awareness’ efflorescent dynamics,

And when you finally gain deep attunement such that (their luminosity

Is vividly clear) without ordinary distinctions between daytime and nighttime,

These (luminous nuclei) directly manifest without any exertion on your part —

This is the measure indicating experiential mastery (of this practice).*’
Longchenpa concludes this quotation by unequivocally stating that the conventional
seminal nuclei are not the real spiritual path. His words subordinating practices pertaining
to the manipulation of conventional seminal nuclei via reversing their flow, i.e., semen
retention, are particularly relevant for thinking about Sera Khandro’s writings given that
she was a Seminal Heart practitioner herself as well as the author of numerous
commentaries on Breakthrough (thregs chod) and Direct Transcendence (thod rgal)
practices that relate to these higher ultimate seminal nuclei. Not only is Sera Khandro
closely aligned to Longchenpa’s teachings, but also her consort Drimé Ozer is strongly
affiliated with him given that Drimé Ozer is one of Longchenpa’s names. Sexual yoga is
thus not the highest practice in the Great Perfection system, which favored a rhetoric of
uncontrived, natural simplicity beyond the complex and manipulative energetic practices
that comprise sexual yoga.**® Despite this philosophical subordination of these practices
involving manipulating conventional seminal nuclei (i.e., sexual yoga), Sera Khandro’s

auto/biographical writings present a different picture of their significance in the Treasure

tradition, a picture grounded in the social realities of the communities in which she lived.
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The Purposes of Consorts in Sera Khandro’s Writings

Sexual yoga may have an ambiguous role in the broader context of Nyingma
Buddhism, but in the Treasure tradition, having a consort is an essential element of the
auspicious connections necessary for revelation. Rather than the older ritual sacrament
model mentioned above, Sera Khandro’s presentation of sexual yoga is bound up with the
internal yogic physiology of manipulating the internal winds carrying seminal nuclei
through the body’s channels. She emphasizes three primary functions of sexuality in the
Treasure tradition: 1) soteriological functions that incorporate sexual yoga into the
Buddhist contemplative goal, 2) pragmatic functions such as curing illness, prolonging
life, and dispelling obstacles, and 3) hermeneutical functions pertaining to discovering
and decoding Treasures. These three functions may seem to operate on quite different
registers, but they all share one purpose: to release energy blocks. Liberating ignorance,
physical illness, and the “writer’s block™ that occurs when the Treasure revealer cannot
retrieve or decode his or her Treasures all involve clearing away obstacles and
revitalizing the circulation of energy in the body according to this understanding of
Tantric physiology. Therefore, increasing the pliancy of the flow of seminal nuclei (thig
le) through the channels of the body (r#sa) via wind (rlung), frees blockages and produces
spiritual realization, physical health, and prolific revelation. Aside from its spiritual
purposes, it is important to note that the single most common reason Sera Khandro’s
interlocutors give for why they must engage in sexual yoga is the pragmatic function of
dispelling obstacles and increasing their lifespan. Sera Khandro’s auto/biographical

writings thus help to ground the exotic and elusive practice of ritualized sexuality in the
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real-world context of early twentieth-century Golok, a world with no modern forms of
healthcare in which the efficacy of ritual was paramount.

Before presenting Sera Khandro’s representation of the purposes for consort
practices, it is important to point out the caution with which she delineates the differences
between conventional sexuality and sexuality that is a part of the spiritual path. She
describes herself as “one in whom the great desire to have a husband does not arise” and
one who “will not engage in negative libidinous acts.”** She writes,

Having seen the meaning of primordial wisdom without attachment,

I do not desire the bodies of householders who fornicate.

If I am involved in Dharma for the remainder of my life,

This is the supreme meaning of attaining a physical body.>”’

In this way, Sera Khandro draws a distinction between libidinous sexual acts that
accompany the lay householder life she renounced and sexual yoga performed in her

religious communities (purportedly) without lecherous attachment and with the proper

intention to attain Buddhahood.

Soteriological Purpose of Sexuality, for Men and Women

From the late eighth century onwards, the Hindu and Buddhist Tantric
understanding of the human body included a constellation of channels (r¢sa) that come
together in wheels (Skt. cakra, ‘khor lo along the central axis of the body at the crown,
throat, heart, navel, genitals, or a variation of this) in which energy (seminal essence, thig
le) flows. This internal subtle body is more than the physical body; it is a microcosm of
the universe in its pure, divine form. The human body is the abode of a host of deities,
therefore sexual yoga involves complex visualizations of deities that serve to bring the

Tantric practitioner closer to perceiving his or her body and the external world in its pure,
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divine form. Sexual yoga involves reversing the flow of the sexual energies that
conventionally flow downwards, outside of the body. This downward flow is analogized
to aging, to losing one’s vital energy, and ultimately to death.*®! By reversing the flow of
sexual energy upwards through seminal retention practices that manipulate the channels
and winds of the subtle body, the Tantric practitioner is able to draw up vital energy into
successively higher energy wheels (cakras) until it reaches the crown of the head,
resulting not only in physical longevity but in the complete realization of Buddhahood. In
this way, sexual yoga operates on a paradigm in which spiritual realization and processes
of physical vitality are intimately interconnected.

The many variations of sexual yoga over hundreds of years and multiple South
Asian Tantric traditions exceed the bounds of the present study, but as one example of a
prescriptive account of sexual yoga that would have been familiar to Sera Khandro, we
return to the writings of the fourteenth-century Nyingma polymath Longchenpa. In his
commentary on the Guhyagarbha Tantra titled Dispelling the Darkness of the Ten
Directions (Phyogs bcu mun sel), Longchenpa describes the process of arousing the flow
of seminal nuclei and drawing it upwards in a process of seminal retention. First, seminal
fluid moves down from the crown of the male practitioner’s head through the throat,
heart, and navel along with the arising of successive stages of pristine cognition. Once the
seminal fluid reaches the secret center (the energy center at the genitals), Longchenpa
explains sexual yoga in a way characteristic of Buddhist Tantra:

Then the white and red seminal fluids are drawn in through the pathway of the

vajra (penis), whence they fill the four centers and their petals from the navel as

far as the crown. In this way they are visualized to be extended with unceasing

bliss and pervaded with pristine cognition free from all conceptual elaborations.

As is said (Ch. 11, 9):
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Those essences of attainment, sun and moon-fluids,
Are drawn by the tongue-like vajra into the mandala.

Then in the energy channels, these (pure-essences) are arranged by means of the
three essentials, namely, yogic exercises (‘khrul-‘khor), visualization and non-
visualization; and they are determined in a natural disposition free from
conceptual elaboration. This is the genuine pristine cognition of reality, the
intention of Samantabhadra.’*”
Sexual yoga in this depiction can be understood as a reversal of conventional sexuality in
which a man loses seminal fluid and (potentially) catalyzes a reproductive process that
occurs entirely within the female body. His description of semen retention is
characteristic of the vast majority of textual portrayals of sexual yoga in that the entire
process takes place inside the male body. Indeed, it remains unclear what, if anything, the
woman is doing internally during this process or how she could derive spiritual benefit
from it. Nevertheless, Tantric literature includes copious detail regarding the various
types of suitable female consorts. For example, in Longchenpa’s commentary on Chapter
Eleven of the Guhyagarbha Tantra titled “Mandala of the Feast Offerings,” we read:
Thus, (the mudras) aged between twelve and fifteen are devis. Those aged
between sixteen and nineteen are naginis and those over twenty are subsumed by
(beings of) inferior species. In addition, all of them should be beautiful in form,
and most desirous. They should not befriend another, and they should be able to
maintain secrecy. They should be learned in the skillful means of sexual union,
- and great in discriminative awareness. They should have respect for their
respective accomplished masters; they should have faith, perseverance, and
compassion, and they should possess the extraordinary energy channel of bliss. In
association with these three kinds of female consorts who are the female consorts
respectively of buddha-mind, buddha-speech, and buddha-body, accomplishment
will swiftly be obtained.’®
These sentences are only the tiniest fraction of Longchenpa’s elaborate classifications of
female consorts that preceed his description of the actual sexual rite above. That these

prescriptive texts were written by and for men is abundantly clear given the male-

exclusive physiological and descriptive terminology they use.
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Given the androcentrism of normative prescriptive accounts of sexual yoga, a
fascinating element of Sera Khandro’s Autobiography is that it is one of the very few
sources that portrays sexual yoga from the perspective of the female body. Through
recounting dreams and visionary experiences in which divine accomplished ones
(siddhas) and dakinis teach her, Sera Khandro’s Autobiography contains instructions
pertaining to sexual yoga that distinctly refer to female practitioners and to the female
body as the locus of spiritual realization, instead of the more typical presentation of
sexual yoga in which women are only sexual aides for the male subject. The longest and
most detailed example of this is the dream that Sera Khandro recounts in the early part of
her Autobiography in which the Accomplished One Kukurepa instructs the then fifteen-
year-old Sera Khandro on how to manipulate the flow of seminal nuclei (thig le) via wind
(rlung) in her body’s channels (r#sa). Kukurepa’s detailed explanation of channel and
wind (rfsa rlung) meditation practices culminates in the following instructions:
“. .. Thirdly, regarding the method consort, excellently examine, seduce, and train
a fully qualified hero who is an illusory emanation of the five [Buddha] families.
First, having entered the door of ripening and liberation, [the hero] should be
made to manifest signs and capability in outer, inner, and secret generation and
perfection [stages]. Having excellently given him the body, speech, and mind
commitments, his three doors [body, speech, and mind] won’t do non-Dharmic
actions even for a second. By [being empowered in] the third essential
empowerment, [he is] established in ripening and liberation.
Then, visualize method and wisdom [male and female] as divine. In the middle of
these bodies, visualize the three channels and the five wheels.’®* In the method’s
[the man’s] five abodes [i.e., his energy wheels or cakras], [visualize] five groups
of heroes. In [that of] the wisdom [the woman], [visualize] five groups of
heroines. Their four limbs are the gate keepers along with their consorts. All of
the other channels and abodes appear as heroes and dakinis like the five abodes
[mentioned above]. In this manner, meditate on method and wisdom.
In the middle of the wheel of primordial wisdom at the crown of the head,

meditate on a “Ham” on a moon disk. At the extremity of the central channel
about four finger widths [below] the navel, in the middle of a channel knot of joy
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and bliss that is like the sun’s rays, meditate on a red short “a” [a shad] that is like
the cut tip of a Chinese needle [i.e., very small] on which the flickering flame of
primordial wisdom burns.

Then, having begun uniting the eight limbs which are the four method causes and
the four wisdom conditions, when [method and wisdom, i.e., male and female] are
established as one, this is the path of accumulation.’® The dominant condition
becomes the physical sense consciousness and the supporting condition is the
wavering clouds of bodhicitta®® at the crown of the head. Gradually experiencing
the four joys is the path of joining.

Then, the method’s [the man’s] cloud of bodhicitta rains into the wisdom lady’s
secret space and the white and red*®’ meet. Having dispelled the eighty types of
discursive thoughts into the expanse, the inexpressible primordial wisdom of
equarg%lgaity manifests. This is called the display of the three realms of the lower
door.

The seminal nuclei having arrived from the [woman’s] secret space into the pollen
bed of the lotus [i.e., the womb], the wind of the first time })eriod (dus sbyor)
disappears and you attain the knowledge of the first ground.”®” By pulling [the
seminal nuclei] from the pollen bed up to the secret abode'’, the wind of the
second time period disappears and you attain the second ground. By pulling [the
seminal nuclei] between the secret [abode] and the navel, the wind of the third
time period is purified and you attain the third ground. [The seminal nuclei]
having reached the navel, the wind of the forth time period is purified and you
attain the fourth ground. By pulling it to between the navel and the heart, the wind
of the fifth time period is purified and you attain the fifth ground. It having
reached the heart center, the wind of the sixth time period is purified and you
attain the sixth ground. By pulling it up to between the heart center and the throat,
the wind of the seventh time period is purified and you attain the seventh ground.
It having reached the throat, the wind of the eighth time period is purified and you
attain the eighth ground. It reaching between the throat and eyebrows, the wind of
the ninth time period is purified and you attain the ninth ground. Pulling the
[seminal nuclei] between the eyebrows and the crown of the head, the wind of the
tenth time period is purified and having attained the tenth ground, you will
manifest as a spontaneously present Knowledge Holder [rig ‘dzin, vidyadharal.
Again, the seminal nuclei having reached the crown of the head, this is the
‘eleventh ground [called] pervasive light. When it reaches between the crown of
the head and the crown prot:rusion,51 this is the twelfth ground [called] the One
with the Lotus of Non-attachment. When [the seminal nuclei] mixes as one taste
with the “Ham” at the crown protuberance, you will be established on the
thirteenth ground of the Vajra Holder.

Having relied on the essential instructions on union according [to the
above description], this is going on the excellent quick path in which liberation is
instantaneous, not depending on all the gradual causes, fruits, grounds, and paths.
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Practice according to this and having ripened the seminal nuclei in your body, you
will manifest as an awareness body’'” endowed with the seven aspects of
union.’®? In this lifetime you will attain the level of Vajradhara in union [with his
consort].”

As he said this, he [Kukurepa] transformed into a white seminal nucleus
and disappeared into the crown of my head. When this appearance arose, I awoke
from sleep.’'*

This description of examining, seducing, and training a suitable male to be a consort by
empowering him in esoteric Buddhist precepts is a reversal of the tomes of Tantric
literature that detail the different types of suitable female consorts and the techniques to
seduce them. Sera Khandro does not describe the attributes of suitable male consorts with
the same level of typological objectification that other sources use to describe female
consorts, but the import of consort practice appears to be the same: to engender spiritual
realization through a process in which the spiritual practitioner draws up seminal fluids.
Sera Khandro’s description of sexual yoga from a female perspective again reverses this
Tantric reversal; in Sera Khandro’s vision of Kukurepa, seminal nuclei enter the
woman’s body in a generative process in which the final outcome is not procreation but
the realization of Buddhahood. Ironically, this association between drawing in seminal
nuclei and engendering spiritual realization makes much more sensé physiologically from
this rare female perspective than the reversed process from the more normative male
perspective. This is not lost on Sera Khandro, who makes analogies between the
generation of children and the cultivation of spiritual realization. In fact, it is likely that
children sometimes resulted from practices of this nature given that Sera Khandro never
mentions birth control techniques and had three children. In Longchenpa’s and in Sera

Khandro’s versions of sexual yoga, the implication seems to be that the male or the

female practitioner is drawing in his or her partner’s seminal essence for the benefit of
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her or his own spiritual realization. If Buddhist sexual yoga is about semen retention, then
the cloud of bodhicitta raining into the woman’s lotus in Sera Khandro’s dream cannot be
about her male partner’s spiritual advancement.

If Sera Khandro’s description of sexual yoga reverses more typical presentations
such as that of Longchenpa, in which female consorts aid male subjects’ spiritual
realization, what are Sera Khandro’s sources? One major source is clearly biographies of
Sera Khandro’s divine precursor, Yeshé Tsogyal. In fact, the passage from Sera
Khandro’s Autobiography above describing sexual yoga from a female perspective is
nearly identical to the following passage in Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography revealed by
Taksham Samten Lingpa in the seventeenth century:

Now, in my practice upon pleasure, which is Primordial Wisdom, essence of
empowerment, I continually increased the rhythm of the Four Joys and never
allowed it to diminish. Moreover, to allow the bodhichitta to be spilled outside is
like slaying the Buddha Amitabha. There is no one left to confess the fauit to, and
a karma leading to the hell of Torment Unsurpassed is generated. But I was able
to reverse the bodhichitta upward, and, by pressing down the vital energy and
drawing up the lower energy, I held the pleasure in the ‘vase.” I remained
attentive to the bliss but did not crave it, and thus I practiced, laying aside all
mentally fabricated concentration. Not for an instant did I give way to laziness.
When I fixed with mindfulness the bodhichitta in the lotus of the bhaga, ignorance
was completely purified and the thousand and eighty wind-energies of the first
time period ceased. Arriving on the Path of Seeing the Primordial Wisdom of the
two knowledges, I attained the first ground. It was then that I obtained different
kinds of clairvoyance. After that, I caused the bodhichitta to rise to the secret
center and fixed it there. The interdependent link of conditioning factors was
purified, and the wind-energies of the second time period ceased. Thus I attained
the second ground. Then I fixed the bodhichitta between the secret and the navel
centers. Consciousness was purified and the wind-energies of the third period
ceased. Thus I attained the third ground. In the same way, as I held the bodhichitta
at the navel, the interdependent link of name and form was purified, the wind-
energies of the fourth period ceased, and I attained the fourth ground. Samsara,
nirvana, ordinary mind, Primordial Wisdom, and Coemergent Joy were purified
and I realized the Svabhavikakaya. After this, I held the bodhichitta between the
navel and the heart centers. The six sense faculties were purified, the wind-
energies of the fifth period ceased, and I attained the fifth ground. As I held the
bodhichitta at the heart, sense contact was purified, the wind-energies of the sixth
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period ceased, and I attained the sixth ground. The mental state of ordinary sleep
was purified, likewise Extraordinary Joy, and as the result, I attained the
Dharmakaya. Then I held the bodhichitta between the heart and the throat. Feeling
was purified, the wind-energies of the seventh period ceased, and I obtained the
seventh ground. The bodhichitta was then held in the throat cakra. Desire was
purified, the wind-energies of the eighth period ceased, and I attained the eighth
ground. The dream state was purified, likewise Supreme Joy, and as the result I
attained the Sambhogakaya. I held the bodhichitta between the throat and the
forehead, the interdependent link of craving was purified, the wind-energies of the
ninth period ceased, and I attained the ninth ground. Then I held the bodhichitta in
the cakra of the forehead. The interdependent link of becoming was purified, the
wind-energies of the tenth period ceased, and I attained the tenth ground. The five
sense-consciousnesses of the waking state, the body’s channels, and also the
Primordial Wisdom of Joy were purified. And thus I attained the immaculate
Nirmanakaya. Then I held the bodhichitta between the forehead and the ushnisha
so that the birth process was purified. The wind-energies of the eleventh period
were purified, and I attained the eleventh ground. Afterward, as I reversed the
bodhichitta in the ushnisha and held it there, the twelve interdependent links, as
far as old age and death, were purified. The twenty-one thousand six hundred
wind-energies of the twelfth period ceased, and thus were purified the four impure
states: the mental states of sexual climax, deep sleep, dream, and waking.
Likewise were purified the channels, wind-energies, and the essence, the mind’s
support, as well as the Four Joys. Thus I attained the twelfth ground endowed
with the Bodies and all the qualities of a Buddha. Becoming one who acts for the
benefit of the infinitude of sentient beings, I gained mastery of all the qualities of
a Buddha. Thus it was that in six months I realized the purpose of the third
empowerment.>">

In her writings, Sera Khandro never specifies that she read Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography,
. although she does mention one biography of Yeshé Tsogyal coming to her as a
Treasure.’'® Yet clearly Sera Khandro was not only familiar with Yeshé Tsogyal’s
biography, but she also based parts of her own biographical writings on those of Yeshé
Tsogyal. The quotation above from Taksham Samten Lingpa’s version of Yeshé
Tsogyal’s biography may not have been the exact version of Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography
that Sera Khandro was familiar with, but the similarities between the two passages are
unmistakable. This is not surprising, given that Yeshé Tsogyal was a very natural model,

both literary and spiritual, for Sera Khandro, who knew of few other female Treasure
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revealers and perhaps no other female autobiographers. Sera Khandro models her
biographical writings after Yeshé Tsogyal’s biography in another important way: just as
Padmasambhava tells Yeshé Tsogyal to purchase an Indian male servant named Atsara
Salé to be her male consort in addition to himself, Sera Khandro also engages with
multiple male consorts for her own spiritual realization. Thus, although the concept of a
female with multiple male consorts may appear to be a shocking reversal of the more
common paradigm of male Treasure revealers surrounded by a host of female consorts,
Sera Khandro found a strong precedent for her need of a. consort to practice sexual yoga
in the popular biographies of Yeshé Tsogyal. Sera Khandro and Yeshé Tsogyal’s
representation of a female subject describing spiritual realization via sexual yoga may be
rare in literary sources, but I suggest the reason for this is the dearth of female-authored
sources and not an indication that women did not engage in these practices for their own

benefit.

Pragmatic Purpose of Sexuality: Curing Sickness and Prolonging life

The most common reason for consort practices according to Sera Khandro’s
auto/biographical writings is not the lofty goal of spiritual liberation, but the goal of
curing others (and sometimes herself) from sickness, prolonging life, and dispelling
obstacles. Sexuality, in this context, is not procreative of new life but is regenerative and
restorative for Tantric practitioners’ longevity. In Sera Khandro’s writing, sexual yoga is
by and large not about soteriological goals, but rather is concerned with the practical
reality of preventing illness and death in a world in which there was little medical

treatment aside from the power of prayer. While Sera Khandro does record experiencing



232

benefits to her own health and life through having consorts, she primarily writes about
offering (or being asked to offer) her curative services as a renowned dakini to other
lamas in the Golok region. In several instances that I will cite throughout this chapter,
Sera Khandro clarifies the connection between sexual yoga, prolonging life, and
dispelling obstacles. For example, she recounts that when she was eighteen years old, in
response to letters she received inviting her to visit Gara Tert6n Dudiil Wangjuk Lingpa,
the Treasure revealer from Banak Monastery in Padma County, she tried to go there to
help resolve obstacles to the old lama’s life. However, because of the extreme jealousy of
his consort Yakza, who sent scathing letters warning Sera Khandro not to come near, she
wasn’t able to go to the lama until it was too late. Observing the situation, a lama Sera
Khandro knew named Kyilung Trillku commented, “Now, Yakza has no need for the
lama. Right in front of me she said that if the lama dies, she will think nothing of it. If she
acts like this, there will certainly be obstacles to the lama’s life.”>'” Kyilung Triilku
interprets Yakza’s jealousy as actually hastening her husband’s death because she
prevented him from receiving the elixir of Sera Khandro’s life-saving influence. Gara
Terton’s short biography in Tartang Monastery’s Lineage History (Dar thang dgon pa’i
gdan rabs) also mentions this problem, stating that Gara Terton died after “the auspicious
connections of the supreme consort in the dakini prophecies named the Central Tibetan
Lady Khandro Chonyi Dekyong Wangmo [Sera Khandro] were confused.”'®

Sera Khandro is not only the bestower of health and longevity through consort
practices, she is also the recipient. Accompanied by her life partner Gyalsé and her ailing
young son, Sera Khandro recounts that she made a visit to see the object of her greatest

affection, her consort Drimé Ozer, who cured her son by giving him a protection cord.
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Sera Khandro writes that after he performed life summoning rituals for her, “Having each
relied on the other, the benefit was that the obstacles to both of our lives were
dispelled.”"® She clarifies what she means by “relying on each other” a few lines later,
explaining that “He treated me with great love as if I were his main consort.”*?® In
another instance, after a brief sojourn visiting Adzom Rinpoché (4 ‘dzom rin po che,
‘Gro ‘dul dpa’ bo rdo rje, 1842-1924), Sera Khandro writes,
In particular, the precious lama treated me with great love and having given me
advice regarding the two aspects [worldly life and religion] and blessings, he
dispelled blemishes regarding auspicious connections and he cured me of all my
sicknesses.?!
The passages above are just a few examples of the pervasive link between consort

practices and curing sickness/prolonging life, many more of which follow in subsequent

sections of this chapter.

Hermeneutical Purpose of Sexuality: Treasure Revelation and Decoding

As we investigate the ways in which Sera Khandro describes consort practices in
her writings, the major questions that arise are: Why do Treasure revealers require a
consort to reveal Treasures? What is the link between sex and text? Before offering some
thoughts about this intriguing quandary, first we will examine a few examples of the way
Sera Khandro writes about the relationship between consorts and revelation. She
expresses her need for consorts to reveal Treasures largely in the negative, by describing
instances when she was unable to reveal Treasures due to not having a consort. A
frequent litany in her Autobiography is comments like this one: “At that time, although I
received a symbolic registry for a bit of profound Treasure, not relying on a consort, it

got left behind and my body also was a little bit damaged.” 22 This comment highlights
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the connections between revelation and the physical body, a subject to which we will
soon return. In another instance, Sera Khandro recounts:
Then, when I was twenty-three years old, since there were [many] holy places
gathered at Chakri Obar on the Mar River,”> we went there for a few days. When
we were circumambulating [the mountain], the land deity emanated as a crow and
came [to me]. The people gathered there actually saw him give me a six-cornered
crystal vessel with the profound pages of Life Prolonging and Wish-fulfilling
White Tara. Everyone spread the word that [ was a Treasure revealer.
At that place although there was also a Profound Accomplishment of the Guru
Dharma Cycle, profound pages of the Condensed Intention of the Lama, and three
vessels made of turquoise, zi stone (gzi), and agate respectively, because a consort
and a doctrine holder had not gathered there, the auspicious connection went
away [and I could not reveal anything] aside from just Dharma medicine and
saffron.>?*
Again, when Sera Khandro was hiding Treasures in the “black lake” in Nyitho (Snyi
stod), she recounts that, “At that time although there was a wealth Treasure to take out,
not relying on a consort, it got left behind.”**> Similarly, Sera Khandro writes of another
instance in which she could not reveal all the Treasure due to not having a consort when
she went along with her close disciples to her student Kardén’s (Dkar don) hermitage:
Although there was a Vajrakilaya Accomplishment [Practice called] Expanded
Profound Essence of Complete Victory over Demons, because 1 didn’t rely on a
consort, I found a bit of a cycle on Accomplishing Beneficial Deeds and 1 wrote it
down and propagated it and so forth in detail %
Although passages such as this demonstrate that Sera Khandro could reveal portions of
her Treasures without a consort, she makes it clear that having an actual physical consort
present when revealing a Treasure is optimal. After describing a revelation sequence in
which she engaged with a visualized consort instead of a real one, she reports that,
“Because I didn’t have an actual consort or doctrine holder, I left behind the auspicious

connections of the mind-support and beneficial action vessels.”®?’ In Drimé Ozer’s

Biography, Sera Khandro makes an interesting connection between having a consort and
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being able to reveal earth Treasures when she recalls a dialogue between Drimé Ozer and
herself during one of her visits to him when she was still together with Gyalsé:

The Lord [Drimé Ozer] said, “. . . In particular, don’t forget to find a way to let
the Dharma cycles that are earth Treasures come to you.”

Dewé Dorjé [Sera Khandro] replied, “Because I am a female beggar, it is like

what the Lord Milarepa said — although I was empowered in many earth

Treasures, because I didn’t rely on a consort, I didn’t take out any earth Treasures

aside from just three. Now, it will be okay for them to come. Now, the power of

the Guru’s prayers having awoken, we, male and female partners, have met.

Because I was lost under the power of another, I didn’t find a way to come to you

as I have told you before.”*?

Sera Khandro quotes herself in the third person voice in the biography she wrote of
Drimé Ozer, promising him that she will reveal the earth Treasures that she could not
reveal earlier when she had been under the power of her repressive life partner Gyalsé.
Although it is not clear exactly how her situation relates to what Milarepa said, the strong
connection she makes between her consort relationship with Drimé Ozer and her ability
to reveal earth Treasures is intriguing.

Beyond inspiring auspicious connections, consorts have a more specialized role in
the Treasure revelation process that begins to address our inquiry about the relationship
of sex and text in the Treasure tradition. Female consorts are thought to aid the Treasure
revealer in decoding the symbolic scripts in which Treasures often come. Symbolic
scripts themselves are associated with the feminine in that they are encoded in dakini
scripts. One connection between Treasure scripts and dakinis is the paradigmatic dakini
Yeshé Tsogyal, who is credited with remembering, transcribing, hiding, and encoding
Padmasambhava’s Teachings. According to the explanation of the Treasure tradition by

Drimé Ozer’s brother the Third Dodrupchen Jikmé Tenpé Nyima, the link between

having a consort and decoding text lies in the consort’s ability to arouse “spontaneously
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arisen bliss (lhan skyes kyi dga’ ba)” in the Treasure revealer.’? Just as in sexual yogic
contexts in which bliss acts as a salve, increasing spiritual realization through untying the
knots of energy blockages in the body’s channels, so too for a Treasure revealer, bliss
serves to clarify the meaning of Treasures encoded in symbolic script.™® Given this
connection between consorts and decoding Treasures, we should not be surprised to find
that Sera Khandro writes in Drimé Ozer’s Biography that during one of her visits to him,
At that time, since he could decode the profound Treasures that newly came to
him extremely quickly, the Lord [Drimé Ozer] thought that it was because he had
met with Dechen Dewé Dorjé. During his evening [practice] session, when he
recited the dakinis’ feast offering, he visualized Dewé Dorjé and prayed that in
this life and all his incarnations he would meet Dewé Dorjé and be her intimate
531
consort.
But what about Sera Khandro — as a female Treasure revealer can she make use of a male
consort in order to experience bliss and aid in her Treasure decoding process? According
to Sera Khandro’s writings, the answer is yes. As a result of Sera Khandro and Drimé
Ozer’s union, Sera Khandro recounts similar benefits for both of their revelation
processes:
In particular, it became extremely quick for both of us to decode our Treasures.
Also, for me, by the power of the abundant auspicious connections, I elucidated
and propagated the Anu Yoga Esoteric Precept The Entrance to the Quick Path of
Vajravarahi’s Essential Drops and the Profound Explanation of the Meaning of
the Great Bliss of the Upper Doors and Enjoying the Three Realms 9 the Lower
Doors that were teachings in the Secret Treasury of Reality Dakinis. >
Sera Khandro does not give any further detail as to specifically what her male consort(s)
did to augment her ability to decode Treasures, but she does suggest that the support of a
consort was at times of mutual benefit, enhancing both her own and her male partner’s

ability to decode their Treasures. She quotes Drimé Ozer making this claim as well in his

Biography after he tells her the prophecy that he will have one superior consort who will
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benefit his Treasures: “On account of [our being equals], we can act as consorts for each
other.”*} If the connection between consort practices and decoding Treasures is bliss,
then it would make sense that a consort of either sex in heterosexual union with a
Treasure revealer would boost the revealer’s decoding capacities. Yet if female consorts
have a special relationship to the coded and symbolic dakini language based on their
shared femininity, this equation would make less sense and it would seem that female
Treasure revealers would not necessarily need male consorts to decode Treasures. Sera
Khandro’s biographical writings suggest that it is the auspicious connections garnered
from a consort of either sex, male for herself, female for male Treasure revealers, that
makes the difference in decoding Treasures.

Returning to our question of the relationship between sex and text in the Treasure
tradition, according to Sera Khandro’s writings, I suggest that both sexuality and
textuality are generative processes that rely on the physiology of the human body to
produce something new, be it material or textual Treasures or, more conventionally,
human offspring. The Treasure tradition draws on Tantric subtle body physiological
processes of manipulating the flow of seminal nuclei in order to cultivate spiritual
realization, emphasizing the connection between sexuality and realization by analogizing
their products, progeny and textual/material revelations. Thus, the requirement of uniting
with a consort in order to reveal Treasures in the Treasure tradition can be seen as an
extension of previously strong Tantric correspondences between the physical and
spiritual realms. The unique addition of the Treasure tradition to this Tantric equation is

its distinctly material product.
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In two instances that I have already mentioned, Sera Khandro makes the
connection between the materially generative processes of sexuality and revelation
explicit. To recapitulate, Sera Khandro humbly defers her disciples’ exhortation to show
them the new Treasure she has just revealed by telling them, “This is my daughter that I
have taken out as a Treasure — I wonder if I can take out a son?”>** Her disciple, the nun
Chotreng, is undeterred by this and insists on seeing the Treasure. On another occasion as
well, Sera Khandro compares progeny to Treasures in a similar context when she humbly
rejects Gotriil Rinpoché’s statement that she is an extraordinary Treasure revealer. She
tells him, “Aside from being one who can take out the Treasure of boys and girls, I don’t
have a way to take out vast earth Treasures.”>>* This statement is interesting because Sera
Khandro specifically connects earth Treasures, not mind Treasures, to the production of
children. She also connects earth Treasures in particular to her physical relationship with
Drimé Ozer when she tells him,

. . . although I was empowered in many earth Treasures, because I didn’t rely on a

consort, I didn’t take out any earth Treasures aside from just three. Now, it will be

okay for them to come. Now, the power of the Guru’s prayers having awakened,
we, male and female partners, have met. >
It is perhaps coincidental that Sera Khandro gave birth to three children (not by Drimé
Ozer) and also claims to have revealed three earth Treasures before she lived with him.
Yet, here again, there is a link between the physicality of earth Treasures and the
(potential) physical product of heterosexual sexuality. After all, Sera Khandro is able to
reveal mind Treasures at times without the full benefit of a consort, but she cannot

produce earth Treasures without Drimé Ozer. The connections Sera Khandro makes

between sexual production and textual production make more sense if spoken by a
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woman. However, the Tantric psycho-physiological connection between drawing up the
seminal nuclei of one’s partner in order to produce spiritual realization also makes more
sense from the perspective of female physiology, despite its rarity. Yeshé Tsogyal and
Sera Khandro’s biographies portray sexual yoga without the complex reversals that
Longchenpa and the Guhyagarbha Tantra require to relate the process of drawing in
seminal nuclei to male physiology. However, with a bit of maneuvering, the connection
between sex and text as materially generative processes can relate to both male and

female bodies.

Visions of Divine Encouragement

Sera Khandro’s autobiographical writing is pervaded with accounts of her
visionary interactions with hosts of divinities in their elaborate Buddhafields. These
visionary sequences are more than spiritual interludes in an otherwise autobiographical
account of Sera Khandro’s life. In Chapter Three, I demonstrated the ways in which Sera
Khandro’s visions allow her to describe herself as an authentic Treasure revealer and as
Yeshé Tsogyal’s divine emissary without making arrogant claims in her own voice.
Instead, Sera Khandro denies these lofty honors that others apply to her and in so doing,
she crafts an autobiography that is simultaneously self-aggrandizing and self-humbling,
humanizing and divinizing. One of the main topics of Sera Khandro’s dialogic
interactions with the dakinis who reappear before her is consort practices and the role
they should or should not have in Sera Khandro’s life. Dakinis urge her not to abandon
her promise to fulfill their prophecies decreeing that she must seek and consummate

consort relationships. Yet in her responses to their exhortations, Sera Khandro struggles
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with ethical questions about the role of sexuality in religious practice and the relationship
it has to monastic vows in what is a microcosm of larger debates within the Nyingma
School of Tibetan Buddhism. In her Autobiography, Sera Khandro grapples with
questions such as: how can one distinguish between conventional lust and sexuality for
religious purposes? Is it acceptable to engage in sexual yoga with a monk if it will
enhance his spiritual realization and prolong his life? Is it better to avoid the slippery
slope between skillful means and sexual misconduct by living a chaste life? Sera
Khandro’s dialogic interactions with her divine counterparts give voice to these
controversial topics. Through these conversations, Sera Khandro narrates her own
apotheosis from human woman to divine dakini. By emphasizing her divine backing, she
removes herself from the constraints of conventional morality and justifies her
unconventional use of male consorts as a part of her spiritual path. In this way, Sera
Khandro portrays herself as a woman who is neither promiscuous nor arrogantly self-
assertive, but who follows in Yeshé Tsogyal’s footsteps as a yogini who seeks her own
spiritual realization via a Tantric path involving sexual yoga with male consorts.

The interactions Sera Khandro recounts on the subject of consorts in her
biographical works take on a playful tone, with dakinis almost teasing and taunting her.
They remind her that she is not a nun, not a laywoman, but a Treasure revealer and
Tantric practitioner who must fulfill her vows to act in accordance with their prophecies.
Sera Khandro records that when she was a fourteen-year-old girl living in her father’s
house in Lhasa about to be given away in marriage by her father to a Chinese political

leader, she had the following dream:
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A young and beautiful ornamented woman saying she was Dorjé Yudron asked
the following: “Lady, who is your boyfriend? Do you know who he was [in his
former] birth? How is his fortune?”

I said, “I don’t have a boyfriend whom I desire. Even though I don’t desire him,
my parents and relatives say that I am one who has been given to the junior leader
from Kitrong (Skyid grong dpon chung).”

She said, “The junior leader from Kitrong is a pleasing youth. It is not a mistake
that he is your husband.”

My mind was not pleased and I sang this song:

“Hey, hey, deceiving gitl -
You are definitely not Dorjé Yudron.

This manner of desiring the bodies of men
Makes you a prostitute.

Although the Kitrong junior leader has a great body,
Impermanence is like summer flowers.
When autumn frost comes, their radiance fades.

Like this example, [he] is a transient phenomenon.
I don’t know the merit of his [previous] birth.
His appearance is as a householder.

Although he is a magnificent, radiant youth,
I, this girl, don’t want him — I give him to you.”

Again, she said, “Lady, don’t be angry! I spoke honest words.”

I replied, “If you don’t speak with liking for the junior leader of Kitrong, it is
okay if I listen.”

She said, “Aside from sizing you up, I don’t have a need for a husband.
Nevertheless, I have honest words to tell you. Listen and [these] thoughts will
come true.”

Having cupped her hands to my ear so that others wouldn’t hear, she said this:
“Next year it is certain that your Treasure consort from former lifetimes and lama
from former lifetimes named Drimamépé Ozer Thayé (Stainless Boundless Light
Rays) who is an incarnation of Namnying, Vairo (Vairocana), and Yudra and who
is an unrivaled Treasure revealer will come up from lower Dokham.**” If you stay
together with him in the moon fortress at Gangri Thokar,” 8 it is certain that China
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and Tibet will remain peaceful and happy for the next fifty years. If you don’t do
this, it will be time for you to go to the eastern direction of Dokham.” 3

The dakini Dorjé Yudron playfully irks Sera Khandro into confirming her disgust for
worldly husbands before she prophesizes Sera Khandro’s future consort Drimé Ozer and
her journey to Golok. This prophecy mentions the tenuous issue of peace between China
and Tibet, demonstrating that this was an issue of concern for Sera Khandro in the late
1920s and early 1930s when she wrote her Autobiography. Visions such as this
foreshadow events in Sera Khandro’s narrative and provide an opportunity for her to
clarify the distinction between worldly lust for men’s bodies and having a prophesized
relationship with a spiritual consort.

Although visionary figures frequently make prophecies about Sera Khandro’s
consorts, she responds to their visionary suggestions with suspicion and rejects their
claims that she needs a consort. It is never Sera Khandro’s idea that she needs a consort,
but always something that other voices assert. For example, Sera Khandro writes of an
interesting interaction she had with the dakini Dorjé Zungma when she was nineteen
years old and already living with Gara Gyalsé:

One day a vision arose in which I arrived at the feast row of the dakinis of the

three realms. Although I thought it was like this, I didn’t have the capacity to

distinguish [what it was]. The channels of my body were numb and it was as if
my mind were suddenly dark. I asked someone who said she was Dorjé Zungma:

“Although I have come to the dakinis’ feast row since I was young, I have never

experienced anything like this before. My body is uncomfortable and it is as if my

mind is shrouded in darkness — why is this?”

She answered, “This is because you are of a Treasure lineage and the time has

come that you need to rely on a method consort. It is important to establish a

noble man in ripening and liberation [instructions] and to rely on him as a consort.

Because your channels are disturbed, your perception is like that.”

Again I said, “In this area of Domey Golok, it seems that {men] are of poor
ancestry with a ghostly pallor. They are ash-colored without food or clothes and
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have rude, thorn-like personalities. Thinking that adhering to them would not
bring the perfect realization of means and liberation, I let it go. Although a man of
good lineage is like a winter flower, some have already gone away due to the
influence of others, some hesitated because of their vows, and since some were
rich, it was as if they didn’t want me because I was poor. Now, whatever you say,
needing a consort does not arise in me. Although there are method consorts
superior to them with the vision of the secret esoteric instructions of the quick
path whom I could rely on to bring me to actually realize the holy primordial
wisdom of the self-liberation of lustful desire, I have no need or ability to attain
them. If I meet with a man who is an unsuitable receptacle, it will be seen as a
perversion of the path of mantra and will certainly be the cause for myself and
others to go to the lower realms. Hence, I think I will make a pledge to live
alone.”

When I said this, she said,

“Enchanting woman who desires desirelessness —
Associate with a method consort and
The primordial wisdom of great bliss will manifest.

Through your pure karma and aspiration prayers, you are
empowered in Treasures.

If auspicious connections do not arise, the two benefits [of self and
other] will be difficult.

If the method, wisdom, prayers, and [the right] time coincide,
Abandon lazy people and those who save face.

You must be careful regarding finding a way for the auspicious
connections to arise.

Since you are not one who has a way to live alone,
Energize all men with bliss and
Show those who have desire the desireless clear light.

Find a way to bring [men] to the ground of union.
By this, the two benefits will arise, yogini.

Although primordial wisdom free from desire manifests [in you],
If you meet with a consort of noble lineage,’*°

Having excellently attained the perfecting teachings,

The [energy] knots at the wheels of the five abodes will liberate.

All appearances will arise as the wheels with letters.>*!
In this life you will attain the awareness body in union.
This is the dharma of great yogis of mantra.
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There is nothing more profound than this quick path.

Seal it in the expanse of your heart.

Show this path to those with the karma.

It is certain that [they] will attain the union body of no more

leaming.542

Keep it secret from those who are not receptacles [of this

teaching].

Don’t show it to the wind** —

This is the chariot to wandering in the lower realms.

Your domain is marvelous.

It is certain that whomever you connect with, it will be

me:aningful.544
Dorjé’ Zungma’s explanation to Sera Khandro relies on the physiological yogic model of
the purpose of sexual yoga; the symptoms of physical discomfort and mental dullness
that Dorjé Zungma diagnoses require the cure of sexual yoga. Sera Khandro’s response to
this is not outright negation, but is rather a lamentation that in her area of Golok the men
are rough, thorn-like, and almost barbaric without proper food or clothes. Her despair
resembles that of a woman who is searching for the right man, for he is as rare as a winter
flower and is either unavailable, monastic, or too wealthy to be interested in a poor
woman like herself. Since consorting with a normal man not specially empowered in
esoteric precepts would be a perversion of the Vajrayana path, Sera Khandro concludes
that she is better off staying alone. Dorjé Zungma’s response emphasizes the importance
of gathering auspicious connections (rten ‘brel) to benefit both herself and others, and
since having a consort is one of those necessary connections, she cannot live alone. She
exhorts Sera Khandro to “energize all men with bliss.” Yet those who benefit from this
sexual yoga will be not only these fortunate men, but also Sera Khandro, whose energy

knots will be liberated, resulting in her own complete realization of Buddhahood. Dorjé

Zungma’s remarks are thus words of encouragement, reminding Sera Khandro that no
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matter how unattractive and raw the Golok men around her seem, she will have the good
fortune to meet her prophesized consort.

Later in her Autobiography, Sera Khandro recounts that when she was twenty-five
years old, another vision came to her in which a little bird emissary of the dakinis
appeared. The bird reassured her that despite the uncertainty of gathering all the
auspicious connections necessary to reveal Treasures, in time Sera Khandro would find
the appropriate consort and disciples she needed to accomplish her lofty spiritual

purpose:

Then, in the twelfth month when I was doing a bit of teaching to my disciple
Tupten Zangpo, the nun Chdtreng, and the people of Getso (Dge mtsho) on the
explanation of the Cycle of Supplemental Esoteric Precepts on the Secret Path of
the Knowledge Holders from Gara Terchen Rinpoché’s profound Treasure, a
turquoise blue bird [from] Mon in the South said the following:

“Ki ki yogi,
Ki ki yogi!
Don’t be distracted, listen to me with your ears!

I, this blissful blissful happy happy turquoise bird
Come from the city of great bliss dakinis.

I carry a secret symbol of inexpressible bliss and emptiness.
Nevertheless, I will speak a bit about the way in which
The beneficial deeds of taming your disciples will arise.”

Thinking that this was a bird from the dakinis’ land, I said this:

“Incarnation coming from the divine with a beautiful form,
[Sitting] on top of a fragrant resplendent green tree trunk,
You ask me about my situation in a melodious voice.

You, messenger of the dakinis with a good voice —

Don’t be distracted and listen to the meaning of my words.

I, this girl with bad karma named Pema Drolkar,

Arrived at the negative, evil land of Golok.

I did not have the strength to rise above mediocrity with regard to taming
beings

Of this area [that is like] a muddy vessel of water.
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This dharma to be taught that is like vital ambrosia

Is sealed in my heart without a place to express it externally.

This wealth given to me by dakinis that is the vital essence of Treasures
Is without anyone to teach it to because it becomes the basis for wrong
views.

I bury it in the expanse of the white dressed dakinT of the realm of
emptiness.

This Treasure vessel for a later [time] that is a support for body, speech,
and mind,

I seal [it in an] immutable hidden vessel as a rediscovered Treasure.

[I], a servant always without leisure,

Bought the suffering of physical and verbal hardship.

Sick with an uncertain illness, several years went by.

On the outside, I was always afflicted with physical illness.

On the inside, I quarreled with my kind life partner.

In-between, the people of the area criticized and insulted me,

Saying bad words to me as if they saw me as their arch enemy.

Good and bad things such as these and so forth have happened.

I think that this is how my actions and beneficial deeds have occurred.
Thinking and thinking [about this] is the basis for sadness to increase.
Who has negative karma like me?

Although I attained freedom, I am without power to go to the
Buddhafields.

Although I want to help beings, I don’t have the strength to tame those
whom I have to tame.

Although I am empowered in Treasures, I did not rely on the essential
point of auspicious connections.

Because I have an inferior [female] body, all the husbands hate me.
Method consorts who are supreme consorts of perfecting [practices] are
[as rare as] stars in the daylight.

There are more ordinary sinful consorts than trees.

It is difficult to practice according to the dharma and [I] become the cause
of ruin for myself and others.

Having thought about the meaning of this, I maintained moral conduct.

Nevertheless, mother dakinis always

Said that I need to rely continuously on the one commitment that is

The supreme method of examining, seducing, training, and [establishing
in] ripening and liberation

One with the supreme form of a hero who arouses bliss.
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Repeatedly [this] was expressed in symbolic registries that came to me
periodically:

‘Exhort the consort Bimarasmi’*’

Who is a great bodhisattva who maintains commitments and is

endowed with residual prayers from many lifetimes.

By this and by the power of Dharma with a bit of auspicious connections,
In a secret manner the two benefits [self and other] will gradually arise.’

Because of this, I tell this bit of my circumstances
To you, agreeable turquoise blue bird.”

[The bird] said:

“Ki ki yogi!

Ki ki yogi!

If you come around the habitat of the turquoise bird, the tree endowed
with fruits,

It is carefree and pleasant.

It is the gathering place of the flock of pleasant sounding birds.
Thoughts in accordance with the Dharma will naturally arise.

If you rely on the one commitment of having a supreme method consort,
[which is] the habitat of a Treasure revealer,

The auspicious connections of the excellent method will naturally come
together.

[Like] a gathering of golden swans amassing,

Your actions and beneficial deeds will expand to the utmost.

Nevertheless, on account of sentient beings’ negative

minds in this degenerate era,

[Beings] don’t know the enduring commitment that is in accordance with
the Dharma.

Obstacles such as demonic powers and so forth will be great and
Because of inferior merit, [people] won’t behave in accordance with the
Dharma.

They will have wrong views of those who adhere to the teachings
And will criticize, abuse,

Disrespect, and abandon them like a rock on the road.

[Beings] will uphold men blessed by demons with perverse prayers
As [they protect] the eyes in their forehead.

They will dedicate this life and the next [to them].

When I see behavior like this and so forth,
I cannot see you staying in this land.
Generate the intention for the time to come to go to the
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Blissful, blissful, happy, happy land of the dakins.”**

The long-winded turquoise bird who is an envoy of the dakinis continues his prophetic
words, encouraging Sera Khandro by foretelling that she will prevail over the negative
forces of this degenerate era. His words warning of the demonic powers that cause beings
to have wrong views of those who adhere to the teachings and to “criticize, abuse,
disrespect, and abandon them like a rock on the road” seem to suggest that the sexual
yoga the dakinis prophesize was not accepted by all in Sera Khandro’s milieu. The
encouragement the bird gives Sera Khandro is apropos at this juncture in her narrative. It
comes when her efforts to reveal Treasures were being stymied by her life partner
Gyalsé, when she felt like she “did not rely on the essential point of auspicious
connections” that the dakini prophecies repeatedly pronounced. Sera Khandro
acknowledges the divine prophecies exhorting her to follow the path of Secret Mantra,
but she despairs at her inability to actualize their injunctions. She laments the distance
between her divine dreams and her mundane reality filled with the sufferings of physical
illness, quarrels with Gyalsé, and local people’s negative gossip about her. She projects a
tone of uncertainty in her reflections, a tone of concern about the future and about her
ability to fulfill the lofty goals she (and the dakinis) have set for her. Yet divine figures
such as this bird mitigate Sera Khandro’s disappointment with her mundane obstacles,
encouraging her to pursue her dreams and reminding her that these dreams require sexual
yoga.

As a result of her worldly sufferings, Sera Khandro repeatedly writes of wishing
to leave this world of pain and misery in what reads almost like the words of a suicidal

person. Divine visions are all that sustain her struggle to benefit beings in this world. She
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is constantly looking forward, praying, hoping, and dreaming of a day when she no
longer needs to endure her worldly sufferings, when her dakinf sisters will come down to
escort her to her divine resting place alongside Yeshé Tsogyal in the Buddhafields. This
yearning to leave the world is clear in the following dialogue with another visionary bird
who comes to Sera Khandro when she is out on a mountain collecting wild garlic with
her close disciple Tupten Zangpo. Sera Khandro, then twenty-four years old, converses
with the little bird:

I wondered if this little bird came from the Copper-colored Mountain. Thinking
that if this were the case the bird would certainly understand questions and
answers, [ said the following:

“Hey, hey illusory little bird —

Where are you from?

Was your journey long or short?

Do you feel weary from flying from your home?
Is your land pleasant?

[You] who bring secret words of clarity to me
What is the name of the dakini [who sent you]?

I am a servant whose purpose is not accomplished.

It is decided that benefiting others will not happen.

Now I, this one with an inferior [female] body, desire to go
To the blissful, blissful land of the dakinis.

Although I am empowered in extremely profound extraordinary Treasures
By the power of the prayers of Shelkar Tsogyal,

Because I am an inferior woman with little courage,

I did not find a way to attract a consort or a doctrine holder.

Although I am without hatred towards the high and low local people,
They demonstrate many types of unpleasantness towards me.
Their main topics of conversation are perverse views and blame.

Now in this area of the negative town of Banak,>¥’

I will not propagate a single word of my profound Treasure.
Having re-hidden the [Treasure] vessels and profound pages,
I will go wander the country as an ordinary person.”
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When I said this, again the bird said:

“Listen noble lady!

[1], a brilliant illusory Garuda,

Came from the directionless direction of the Glorious Mountain.
I am not weary from flying.

I came on a path of wind aided by deities.

The music of the dakini’s symbolic words

Is the secret speech of Lekyi Wangmo.

The time for you [to go] to the dakinis’ land

Has not arrived.

When you are satisfied with the horns of a bull,

The consort coming from no direction

With the radiant stripes of a tiger will come to welcome you.
Continually apply yourself in numerous feast and sacrificial offerings
To the mother dakinis.

548

Auspicious connections depend only on

[Your] good and bad actions.

When you meet with consorts and doctrine holders,
Do not be swayed by the sapta [demon] of laziness!

Act according to the dakinis’ orders and

It is certain that the lantern of the teachings of the two Treasures’
Will shine in the east and south.

In time, the dakinis will certainly give you symbolic images of
[what is to happen in] the future.

In time, we will meet

In the unmanifest land of the dakinis.

549

550

Here again Sera Khandro bemoans her inferior female body as the reason for her lack of
courage and her inability to attract the proper consorts and doctrine holders. It is not that
she doesn’t want to fulfill the dakinis’ injunctions, but that she feels incapable of drawing
together the requisite auspicious connections. Given Sera Khandro’s negative perception
of her capacities, visions like these provide encouragement when she is on the brink of
giving up. The tension between Sera Khandro’s self-doubt and dakinis’ encouragement
creates a sense of anticipation and suspense in the reader, who internalizes the uncertainty

Sera Khandro projects while anxiously waiting for her to unfold the story of her
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liberation. The worldly struggles that she laments in these visions humanize her as well
as betray the level of contention that existed in her social communities regarding consort
relationships, whether prophesized or not. Dakinis and their emissaries come to remind
Sera Khandro that although she is in this world, she is not of this world and that in due
time, they will come to welcome her home.

As the passages above demonstrate, divine visions reassure Sera Khandro that she
will find the consorts she needs to accomplish her spiritual goals. Even so, Sera Khandro
represents herself as rejecting their exhortations to find a consort to the detriment of both
her spiritual and physical health, Visionary divinities argue that since Sera Khandro is
neither a nun nor a laywoman, engaging with consorts does not contradict her religious
vows. What is at stake in these dialogues is more than Sera Khandro’s bashfulness about
taking on a consort, but rather relates to the larger question of how to uphold the proper
morality in the context of Vajrayana Buddhism. Sera Khandro’s autobiographical
representation of her dilemma between renouncing sexuality and engaging with consorts
reflects larger tensions within Nyingma religious communities in Eastern Tibet between
the lifestyles of non-celibate Tantric practitioners and celibat¢ monastics. While the
morality of maintaining celibacy vows is beyond reproach, the communities in which
Sera Khandro lived in Eastern Tibet were (and still are) primarily headed by non-celibate
Tantric masters, a circumstance that indicates their potential (but not guaranteed) higher
status. In Sera Khandro’s writings, engaging in sexual yoga is a dangerous endeavor;
practicing the quick path of Secret Mantra leads to liberation, but it also leads to the hell

realms if done with conventional lust. This tension between maintaining celibacy and
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engaging with consorts on the Vajrayana path to Buddhahood is clear in a dream Sera
Khandro had when she was thirty-six years old:

That night in a dream, two mendicants who were traveling pilgrims, one big and
one small, came to my place after nightfall.

They said, “How are you?”
I answered, “I’m fine. Are you two tired?”

The big mendicant replied, “Although we are not tired, for a long distance we
didn’t find much to eat on the road. Nevertheless, having come before you,
because we need to attain a teaching, we both offer our bodies to you. We need
you to first give us food to fill us and later Dharma to liberate us.”

I said, “Having practiced completely pure dharma, if you two stay only on a
secluded mountain, I will give you as much of the necessities of food and clothing
as possible. Otherwise, although you give me your bodies, you don’t need to
entrust yourselves [to me] as servants. It is acceptable if you assiduously practice
on a secluded mountain.”

When I said this, the mendicant answered, “The meaning of our offering our
bodies to you is not to think of a way to be your servant or to reside like a sage in
rock caverns and mountain slopes! Because you are a Treasure revealer, for the
purpose of being your consorts we thought we would stay [with you].”

Feeling great fear, I said, "Precious Lama think of me! Kind One, think of me!”

He said, “Although you don’t desire me, in any case, you need to take this small
monk under your care.” :

Because he repeatedly said this, I responded by saying, “I am not a Treasure
revealer. I don’t need a consort. Before, I have never had disciples with
deteriorated vows like you two. Still now I won’t take you on. You two, wherever
you go, go [away]. Don’t stay in this land. Even if I have to kill you both, I won’t
consider engaging [with you].”

Again, they said, “I know whether or not you are a Treasure revealer. Look in
your [Treasure] registry — among your five main method consorts, one is this
small monk. If you don’t take him on as a consort, you won’t be able to decode
your Treasures as well. Hence, consider this.”

Becoming a bit confused, I asked, “What land are you two from?”
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When I asked this, he replied, “We are from Nyakog (Nyag khog). The small
monk’s name is X>°!. Hence, because the Lotus Guru’s prophecies are
undeceiving, [his] prayers and the [proper] time have gathered together.”

Again, I said, “Although the Guru’s prophecies are undeceiving, because I am of
bad ancestry, I didn’t find a way to act in accordance with the prophecies. From
one perspective, since I am a woman, even though I met with doctrine holders and
method consorts, I didn’t dare recognize them [as such]. From another
perspective, thinking that I would offend the one with the characteristics of a great
bodhisattva whose body had received mantra, who exerted himself in unsurpassed
practice, and who relied on the path of enhancement, means and liberation, and
union without depending on successively traversing grounds and paths in order to
attain an awareness body, I guard my commitment vows like the eyes in my
forehead. Until I attain permission from this consort [i.e., Drimé Ozer], even
though it is in accordance with my Treasure prophecy, my mind is decided and I
don’t think about associating with a single consort. Even still, despite the fact that
I am not a Treasure revealer, I will certainly abide by commitments without [a
difference between that which is] openly perceived and hidden.>>? Hence, from
whatever perspective, you two go home.”

Then, the bigger mendicant having dissolved into the smaller one, both of their
bodies disappeared and their voices spoke the following:

“Young ravishing beauty,

Insatiable to look at, one with the body of supreme great bliss,
One who speaks the truth, whose mind has abandoned
deception,

Greatly loving, powerful dakini, you I praise.

The supreme excellent path of accomplishing Buddhahood in one
lifetime,

[Is] adhering to the Vajra[yana] path of accomplishing the two
benefits [of self and other] at one time.

Enjoy a consort who arouses bliss together with emptiness and
May you stay together without separating for an instant.”

Having said this, they disappeared into the appearance of a red light in the
direction of the sunset.

Then, an old woman came and asked, “Did you know those two mendicants?”

I said, “Although I don’t know them, they spoke about various strange things.
Why is that?”

When I asked this, she answered, “The small monk was sent to you by your
method consort [named] Akaré. The big mendicant is called Segyal. Hence, since
you have a bit of obscurations between method and wisdom [i.e., between you
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and your consorts], you need to be careful.” As soon as she said this, I awoke
from sleep.’>

This conversation between Sera Khandro and the two visionary monks highlights the
tension between celibacy and sexual yoga. Sera Khandro haughtily rejects the monks she
considers immoral for wanting to compromise their monastic vows, but in the end it turns
out that Sera Khandro has rejected a consort who actually was prophesized in her
Treasure registry. If this is the case, then Sera Khandro’s highly moral rejection of the
mendicants’ untoward advances was not entirely the right choice for her. The separation
between celibate monastics and non-celibate Tantric pfactitioners thus becomes blurred,
an issue we will return to later in the chapter. Sera Khandro hesitates in her decision to
reject the monks’ advances because the monks seem to know who she is despite her
humble denials, yet ultimately she chooses the safer path of maintaining her chastity. In
rejecting the small monk as a consort, the big monk tells her that she won’t be able to
decode her Treasures as well as she might have. This example confirms that according to
Sera Khandro’s writings, the connection between decoding Treasures and having a
consort has to do with engendering bliss in sexual yoga, not with a shared feminine
quality betWeen female consorts and symbolic dakini scripts.

Rejecting opportunities to engage with consorts results in not only difficulty
decoding Treasures, but in actual physical illness. It is not only male religious adepts who
search Sera Khandro out for her curative powers, but Sera Khandro herself who needs to
engage in sexual yoga in order to stay healthy. As she makes clear, it is both a blessing
and an obligation to fulfill Padmasambhava and Yeshé Tsogyal’s prophecies; she can
reject their divine injunctions only at the risk of her very life. Sera Khandro writes of

battling repeated bouts of illness throughout her life, illnesses that often appear to be
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some type of arthritis (‘bam gzhi) that particularly affected her legs. But that was not the

only illness she faced, as the following conversation from the Autobiography between
Sera Khandro and a visionary woman shows:

Then, in the tenth month of that year [c.a. 1927 when she was 35], I was
oppressed with a terrible illness and was on the verge of death. At that time, on
the night of the twenty second day of the twelfth month, in my erroneous
perception an old woman with a good body, tormented by lustful desire, and with
faultless sense faculties like [those of a] young woman came and said the
following:

“Ya, ya — girlfriend, what sickness do you have?

Tell me the symptoms of your sickness.

If you are sick with lustful desire that is the cause of existence
I know a good medicine.”

To that, I replied,

“Older sister, neither an old woman nor a young girl,
L, neither a nun nor a wife, will tell you the way that I am sick.

From the time I was young, lamas took care of me.
They blessed my mind stream with both ripening and liberation
[instructions].

I am expert in the essential points of enhancement, means, and liberation.
I don’t need to be bound by the noose of lustful desire.

By the kindness of my consort Wish-fulfilling Jewel [Drimé Ozer]
The three types of [karmic] propensities>* are liberated from their base.
Samsara and nirvana are alike in awareness and emptiness.

I have seen the unsurpassed meaning
Of the desireless and free from desire primordial wisdom
In which bliss and emptiness are without meeting and parting.

I am not sick with the cause of existence.

My passion has been purified as great bliss.
Obtaining manifest co-emergent primordial wisdom
Ripens into the self-empty Truth Body.

I do not fear> this sickness of lustful desire.

I am tormented by a sickness that is a combination of illnesses:
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My heart is uncomfortable as if it is a large drum beating.

My lungs are uncomfortable like bellows being blown.

My gall bladder and spleen are like putting wild horses in order.
The nerves of my two eyeballs are about to be cut.

I can’t hold up my head — it is heavier than a diamond.

Blood and bile pervade like water in all my channels.

My wind is not harmonious as if quarreling with an enemy rival.
Long and short breath comes out of both my mouth and nose.
This collection of elements that is my body is like inanimate
matter.

This collection of various illnesses has gathered together.

This mass of light that is the primordial wisdom of mind

Is on the verge of going out via the path of the white silk channel.
These are my symptoms.

If you know how to diagnose, then diagnose this.”

She said:

“You, yogini who is a doctor of channels and winds —

One with a beautiful face whose body liberates into light,
The origin of these various illnesses is

Obscuration by the sapta [demons] regarding the method of
auspicious connections.

Because [as] a youth, [you] abandoned sustaining your life and

On account of deteriorated commitments, [these illnesses] and so
forth are incited.

When the time comes together, many negative conditions will
afflict your body.

Although you see the meaning of not staying in [cyclic] existence,
You have not purified subtle [karmic] propensities.

On account of the mental illusions of hopes and fears,

You didn’t act in accordance with the prophecies.

You abandoned [engaging with] a bodhisattva who adheres to the
Dharma.

Why do you behave in the manner of the doctrine of the lesser
vehicle with your three doors (body, speech, and mind)?
You don’t see attaining the results
Of the extraordinary Dharma of the quick path of mantra?”
Again, | said,

“Listen older sister of similar lineage:
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If [one] can practice the extraordinary Dharma of Secret Mantra,
That quick self-fruition is reality itself,

T have no doubt.

I pray that in this and all my lives

I meet with this quick path.

Nevertheless, these days in the Degenerate Age

Peoples’ desire burns like fire.

Under the pretense of being mantrins, they practice non-virtue.

They assemble false Treasures, which are the ruin of themselves

and others.

They throw away their seminal fluid through fornication

Like spit in the dust.

Those who practice according to mantra are almost non-existent.

Because of this, thinking that my female body

Would become the basis for my own and others’ ruin,

I entered the path of physical discipline.’*®

Thinking I would be able to abandon having negative thoughts and

negative [future] births,

I abandoned wrongdoing and negative consorts for a long time.

Who will I harm by the pleasant meaning of

Entering into the path of the two truths?>>’
In response to Sera Khandro’s explanation, the old woman gives her an elusive prophecy
foretelling the places and the key figures who will aid her in accomplishing her divine
purpose. In the passage above, Sera Khandro represents herself in a more self-confident
tone befitting an older, more experienced woman as she unabashedly tells the visionary
old woman of her spiritual realization. Yet the old woman is not convinced of Sera
Khandro’s excuses for not practicing sexual yoga; rejecting consorts may be morally
irreprehensible, but it is also the cause of her physical illness according to the old
woman’s playful words. She claims that Sera Khandro has chosen to follow the discipline
of the lesser vehicle (Hinayana) even though she has the superior capacity to follow the

quick path of Secret Mantra (Vajrayana). For her part, Sera Khandro recoils from the

potential moral dangers of the quick path. She rejects the old woman’s allegation that she
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suffers from an illness caused by desire that can only be cured by the medicine of
engaging with a consort.

Sera Khandro’s ambivalence regarding the morality of consort practices is a
continuous theme. She recounts yet another playful visionary interaction with an old
woman who appeared before her when she was thirty-eight:> 38
At that time, I got a strange illness that caused me extremely sharp pain in my
lotus. On the tenth day of the twelfth month, during a practice session, a secret
vision arose. An old woman came to me and said the following: "What kind of

sickness do you have?"

I said, "I don’t have a way to explain my sickness to you (because) it is in an
embarrassing place."

She said, "I know a medicine that will benefit your sickness."
I asked, "What is the medicine like? Do you have something to give me?"
She said, "I don’t have it, another person does, but you won’t take it, right?"

I said, “Unless I can’t find the medicine to take, when I find it if it is possible that
it will help me, I will take it.”

When 1 said this, she said,

"Ha ha, you won’t take it! You won’t take the medicine!
If you will take it, I will show you the supreme medicine!

The ambrosia that conquers afflictive emotions abides
In the moonlight at the top of the 32 [channels]**
(In) a Vajra body possessing the six elements and five [cakras].

That which resides there comes down through the path of great emptiness
[i.e., the central channel].

By falling down through the four [cakras],

It emerges at the city of the 64 channels [i.e., the secret cakral.

If your lotus receives and is nourished by this sprinkling [of ambrosia],
Auspicious circumstances will come together and all [your] physical
sickness will be dispelled.

The king of medicine who possesses this [ambrosia]
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Is the one with the name of Banza®®® and so forth who is in the south.
You will meet him at the place where the three rivers gather.
By this, dangers to your life will temporarily be eliminated."

Again, I said,

"Listen old woman who talks [like a] monkey,
I, the woman Dewé Dorjé,
I am not sick because I haven’t found a husband.

The four elements of my illusory body are agitated and
Because I have not destroyed self-cherishing,
I am always tormented by sickness.

If there is any possible way to cure this,

I think I should rely on the protection of this supreme medicine.
Nevertheless, it is decided that I will not rely on

This perverse medicine of yours.

Don’t speak these false words and
Go away to whatever land you like."

She said, "Girlfriend, don’t get angry! My words are definitive and are not
monkey talk! If you do not rely on a method companion, even if you take other
medicines for a lifetime, it seems that there will be no benefit and you won’t find
a way to cure your various illnesses.”

I said, "If I am sick, I am the one who has to experience suffering. You do not
need to experience it. Now I would like you to leave me alone. At the end of my
life that is like a setting sun, aside from wondering if I can accomplish the
completely pure Dharma, I don’t think about needing to take on a consort.”

Although our conversation was not finished, because of something else, I awoke
from sleep.>!

In the passage above, Sera Khandro responds to the celestial old lady with an almost
sassy attitude, rejecting her playful but serious words as if they were “monkey talk.” But
the instructions the old woman gives her are by no means trivial. The old woman
describes a process of seminal nuclei descending down from the crown of the man’s head
through the other four energy centers of his body and into the woman’s lotus. This

description is reminiscent of Kukurepa’s long visionary instruction to Sera Khandro in
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the early part of her Autobiography in which he teaches her how to draw up seminal

nuclei into successively higher parts of her body resulting in complete Buddhahood. The
old woman’s description of this medicinal “sprinkling of ambrosia” that Sera Khandro
needs to cure her gynecological problem is interesting in that it emphasizes the explicitly
fluid nature of this exchange. But if Buddhist sexual yoga is about semen retention, then
how can Sera Khandro enact the old woman’s advice without causing her consort harm
by taking his seminal essence? Clearly there are multiple ways to engage in Buddhist
sexual yoga beyond semen retention.

Regardless of what type of sexual interaction the old lady prescribes, Sera
Khandro represents herself as wanting nothing to do with it. One way we can interpret
Sera Khandro’s flippant response to her divine interlocutor is modesty. As one of the
only female autobiographers and female Treasure revealers to write so extensively about
herself as a religious adept, Sera Khandro preempts potential criticism by representing
herself as a skeptic who preferred to follow the moral high ground of virtuous discipline.
But this is not the whole story, as divine figures such as the one below remind us. Just
after the old woman above has failed to convince Sera Khandro, the mountain deity
Nyenchen Tanglha (who Sera Khandro claims is her real father) appears to drive the
message home:

Together with this, a person wearing a loose white woolen garment holding a

jewel vessel in his riéht hand and a yak [hair] whip in his left riding a black horse

with black fetlocks>®* and wearing a turban ornamented with silver mirrors came
and said the following:

“Hello! How are you?”
I thought that he didn’t seem to be human. “Do you know if I’m fine or not?”

He answered, “My knowing is okay. However, you didn’t obey me.”



261

Again, I said, “If you know, then that’s it. It isn’t important whether or not I obey
you. You are not my lama.”

He said, “Although I am not your lama, I am the equivalent of your lama.”
Thinking that perhaps he was Nyenchen Tanglha, I didn’t say anything.
Hence, he said, “It is difficult for what you are thinking to happen — who has a
way to repel the aspiration prayers of Guru Padma? Moreover, in accordance with
the prophecies of the mother dakins, it is important to be skilled in the method of
auspicious connections. When you don’t act accordingly, forget about finishing
out your lifespan. Your body will become completely exhausted. Because I say
this with good intentions toward you, examine this method. You are not a nun
with Vinaya rules who needs to let auspicious connections go away to other
powers. You are also not a cheating woman who engages in lustful sexual
misconduct. When the circumstances of favorable conditions gather together,
because there will be a great benefit to yourself and others, you need to think
accordingly.”
Saying this, he gave me a Treasure vessel.
When I asked, “What is this?,” he answered, “It is a hidden registry which
discloses a testament of Yeshé Tsogyal.” Saying this, he disappeared like a
rainbow in the sky.’®
As in the previous vision, initially Sera Khandro snubs this unknown apparitional figure
as if to say she cannot possibly listen to all the suspect advice coming from visionary
personages, ranging from demons to bodhisattvas, who appear before her. Yet, when she
realizes the divine figure is her own father, the powerful mountain deity Nyenchen
Tanglha, she cannot challenge the veracity of his words or the decency of his intent. She
does not concede to him verbally, but rather gives him the last word. She allows him to
articulate her in-between status as neither chaste nun nor sinful laywoman, but as a
woman who must foster auspicious connections involving sexual yoga. In this manner,

Sera Khandro weaves together her lengthy Autobiography using the voices of others who

express her special status as a divine emissary, as a Treasure revealer, and as one who
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must engage with consorts at the risk of her very life. By allowing others to utter
superlative claims about the benefits of her role as a consort, Sera Khandro is free to deny
her abilities, making herself appear all the more humble and believable to her readers.
After all, who has the ability to defy Padmasambhava’s command?

These ephemeral visionary voices articulate the different purposes for having a
consort — spiritual realization, curing illness, and revealing Treasures — while, at the same
time, their shared quality as somatic processes emerges. Through Sera Khandro’s retorts,
the dilemmas of her situation become clear: how can one differentiate between
conventional lust and spiritually beneficial sexual practices? Where is a Tantric
practitioner to draw the slippery line between the virtues of celibacy and the benefits of
sexuality? Sera Khandro’s visionary encounters point towards these quandaries, but her
accounts of life in Golok religious encampments and monasteries develop these and other
consort-related tensions as they manifested on a social level in the communities in which

she lived.

Consorts and Community

Visionary interactions such as those I have described above emphasize the
esoteric purposes of consort practices on the path of Secret Mantra, but Sera Khandro’s
accounts of the social dynamics in her religious communities ground consort practices in
the mundane world. Interspersed between descriptions of her visionary experiences are
passages in which Sera Khandro portrays tensions related to consort practices that were
often very conventional and not particularly spiritually enlightened. These include

unhappy relationships, patriarchal and nonconsensual exchanges of women between
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powerful men, jealousy between women, and negative gossip. Her descriptions of consort
practices go beyond physiological processes of manipulating channels and winds; she
describes their human context in relationships with men and friendships and rivalries with
other women. The detail Sera Khandro’s works provide regarding the emotional
relationships connected to consort practices offers new and previously un—researched
information about consort practices, which have most often been understood in the
context of philosophical religious doctrine divorced from the human communities within
which they occurred. Also typical of the more mundane variety of human relationships,
Sera Khandro’s writing gives us glimpses into her private sentimental life, a life spent
devoted to her lama and lover Drimé Ozer, which will be the topic of the following

chapter.

Trouble in Paradise: Consorts and Community Tensions

The social dynamics Sera Khandro portrays in the religious communities
revolving around Treasure revelation in which she lived read almost like a cinematic
drama including intense jealousy, competition, friendship, love, and sorrow. Sera
Khandro records that after she escaped impending marriage in Lhasa, right from the
beginning of her new religious life, she was confronted with the jealousy of religious
community leaders’ female consorts. Given her youth and great beauty, Sera Khandro
seemed to threaten most of the women around her. When she traveled to Golok at the age
of fifteen with the important Golok incarnate lama Drimé Ozer, who remained the central
inspiration for her spiritual and sentimental religious devotion throughout her life, she

recounts tensions within the group of traveling pilgrims over her interactions with him:
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Without letting his close entourage see, the Lord himself [Drimé Ozer] gave me

medicine for my wounds [sores from extreme cold] and food and drinks. Despite

this, everyone said, “Because of this Central Tibetan girl, Akyongza [A skyong
bza’, Drimé Ozer’s consort] won’t come.” Because of this problem, I didn’t dare
go before him and I prostrated to him from afar and circumambulated him. ¢
Sera Khandro’s identity as a threat to the consorts already connected to Drimé Ozer such
as the “Lady of Akyong” was clear to everyone from the beginning. Not only women
discouraged Sera Khandro from interacting with Drimé Ozer, but also male pilgrims
despised this interloper from central Tibet’s proximity to their lama. Still on the road
from Lhasa to Golok, Sera Khandro recounts:

Then, we gradually arrived at the Tsidam meditation cave where the Lord himself

needed to take out a profound Treasure. If I went there, it was certain that he

would take out the Treasure without leaving anything. Despite this, Tapen (Rta
pan) said to me, “Why did you come here? It will be difficult for you to cross the

Pen River (Spen chu),” and he didn’t let me go. I went together with Jikdron ( Jig

sgron, her nun friend) before the Lord and it was just a middling auspicious

circumstance.’®>
To the chagrin of men such as Tapen who were hostile to Sera Khandro’s entry into their
religious encampment, Sera Khandro recounts perceiving herself, even at sixteen, to be
Drimé Ozer’s prophesized consort necessary for his successful Treasure revelation.

After arriving at Drimé Ozer’s household (bla brang) in Golok that Sera Khandro
refers to as both a Treasure encampment (grer sgar) and a monastery (mgon pa) named
Dartsang (Zlar tshang), Sera Khandro wanted only to stay near Drimé Ozer to study and
practice Dharma, yet she was rebuffed primarily by supporters of Drimé Ozer’s consort
Akyongza who refused to allow Sera Khandro to live in such close proximity. Sera
Khandro explains:

At that time the caretaker of the lama’s household named Akyap Triilku said,

“The Central Tibetan girl is not allowed to live here. When she lives here, it is
certain that Akyongza will not come back.”



265

Because he was angry, I said, “Since I am a good person, there is no reason why
Akyongza won’t come. If I stay here, what harm will there be?” Saying this, I
didn’t leave.’®®
Yet Sera Khandro soon saw the merits of avoiding Akyongza’s wrath by moving further
away from Drimé Ozer to work as a servant girl for a local Golok nomadic family
connected to the Dartsang religious encampment. After working as a servant for a short
while, the time came for Sera Khandro to return to Dartsang to request religious
teachings from Drimé Ozer. She recounts,
‘Then, gradually I came to know [how to do] the [servant] work and having
understood the [Golok] language, after I stayed there for over a month, it became
time for the religious teachings, so I went together with the nun from their [her
employer’s] family named Tsiildron to the monastery. At that time, because

Akyongza had come to the lama’s residence, not daring to go before the Lord

himself, I sent a message to Obar asking what religious teaching I should

request.567
Even though she states that her presence wouldn’t cause Akyongza any harm, her efforts
to avoid Akyongza betray the tension between them.

During this time when Sera Khandro was working as a servant and doing the
preliminary practices she requested at Dartsang from Drimé Ozer and his brothers, she
received a letter from Gara Tertén Dudiil Wangjuk Lingpa (Mgar ra gter ston bdud ‘dul
dbang phyug gling pa, 1857-1911) inviting her to visit him at Banak Monastery (which
she also calls a Treasure encampment, gfer sgar) in contemporary Padma County, Golok.
As T have previously explained, the implication in Gara Tert6n’s invitation was that the
then seventeen-year-old Sera Khandro could help to cure his illnesses and propagate his
Treasure teachings by acting as his consort. The problem with this, of course, was that

fifty-odd-year-old Gara Tert6n already had a co