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THE THREE TURNINGS AS AN
EXPEDIENT DEVICE OF BUDDHA

Abstracts

Three Turnings of the wheel of Dharma (tri-
dharmacakrapravarttana) in the title of this article
[hereinafter to be called “the three turnings”] refer
to the 1% turning at Sarnath, the 2" turning on
Grdhrak(ta mountain at Rdjgrha and the 3™ turning
at Vaitali and other places. The Lord Uakyamuni
Buddha’s three turnings typically constitute the very
extensive and profound subject-matters of
Uravakayana, Pratyekabuddhayina  and
Samyaksambuddhayana or Mahdyana which is in
turn divisible into the Perfection system
(pdramitdyana) and the Mantra System
(mantranaya), collectively known as Vajrayana. The
main objective of this article is to highlight the
expedient device used by Uakyamuni Buddha to turn
these three progressive dharma wheels
(dharmacakra). The expendient device referred to
here is also known as “Skillful means
(upayakauualya) expressive of Interpretive
implication (neydrtha), Definitive implication
(nitartha). It also attempts to show why all these
three vehicles taught in the three turnings are a
single unified vehicle (ekaydna), explaining why
they are to be practiced in a serior order, one after
another and why they rest one upon another.

Keywords: Urdvakayéna, Pratyekabuddhayana
and Mahayana, Bodhisattvayana, Sttrayana,
Bodhicitta, Vajrayana, Three Turnings (¢ri-

dharmacakrapra- varttana), Sthaviravada
(Theravada), Mahasanghika, Vaibhasika,
Sautrantika, Madhyamaka and Yogacara,

Saddharmapundarika Sitra, Samdhinirmocana
Sitra, Sekoddevatikd, Hevajra Tantra, Chogyam
Trungpa.

:

Milan Shakya
Director : Nagarjuna Institute of Buddhist Studies

1. Introduction

First and foremost, Uikyamuni Buddha in his
previous life engendered great compassion for the
sentient beings trapped in the suffering of Samsara.
Afterwards, out of that great compassion, he made
a great resolution saying, “I will take upon my
shoulder the great responsibility of liberating all
sentient beings from their suffering and filling their
lives with the supreme happiness.”" In this way, he
first generated Bodhicitta.? Thereafter he took
numerous lives and practiced six perfections of
generosity (ddnapdramitd), moral ethics
(vilapdramitd), patience (ksdntipdramitd), strenuous
effort (viryapdramitd), meditative concentration
(dhydnapdramitd) and transcendent wisdom
(prajiapdramita), thereby perfecting both
accumulation of merit (punyasambhdra) and
wisdom (jiiadnasambhdra). In this way, after
eliminating both afflictive and cognitive
obscurations (kleudvarana and jieydvarana), he
became Buddha Uakyamuni.

Uakyamuni Buddha during forty-five years
after his enlightenment presented a vast array of
instructions, both conventional and unconventional.
The first are the conventional teachings including
the preliminary phase of Buddhism of Urdvakayana
and Pratyekabuddhayana. The second are the more
advanced form of the Mahayana teachings. The
Buddha gave these teachings in the three turnings
of the Wheel of Dharma. Each turning contains a
comprehensive approach to the spiritual path,
including both the general way we should regard
reality, “view” or doctrinal explanation, as well as
practices to be carried out to actualize that view.
Within Mahayana itself, there are unconventional
instructions of Vajrayana. It is in these three vehicles
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that the entire view of Buddha’s teachings is
articulated and brought to its full maturation, while
the Vajrayana comprises a particularly potent and
extensive set of meditation practices through which
the view may be realized. Because the Vajrayana
addresses primary practice and does not present a
new and distinctive view, it usually is not considered
a separate turning of the wheel of Dharma.

It is interesting to note that the Buddha never
attempted to formulate a philosophical system, but
rather all these three turnings including the
teachings of Vajrayana were directed towards the
needs and spiritual proclivities of every person and
audience that he encountered. Buddhists compare
the Lord Buddha to a skilled physician, who
prescribes the proper remedy for every ailment.> As
A. K. Warder noted,

It is most characteristic of the Buddha that he
always adapts his talk to the person he is conversing
with. His courtesy in argument results from this: it
is certainly not his way to denounce the opinions
and practices of another to his face and challenge
him to justify them. His method rather is to seem to
adopt the other s point of view and then by question
and answer to improve on it until a position
compatible with his own has been arrived at. Thus,
he leads people in discussion towards the truth as
he has discovered it, but so that they seem
themselves to continue their own quest, in whatever
form it had taken, and to arrive at higher truths
than they had previously been aware of, or more
convincing moral ideas*

2. Three Turnings

(tri-dharmacakrapravartana)

The Lord Buddha (Bkyamuni was an epitome
of wisdom and compassion. He was only the person
who had the greatest and perfect skillful means to
tame sentient beings of any type. This is a special
quality of the Buddha or one of the thirty-two and
eighty marks of the Buddha. In order words, the
Buddha was extremely skillful in leading sentient
beings of any proclivities, inclinations and types to
the noble way by making use of diverse techniques
and tactics (Skt: updyakauiialya). Therefore, he gave
his teachings based on the inclination, character,
capacity and situation of the sentient beings to be
tamed. The- Buddha gave a great variety of

teachings in different places at different times all
garnered into Three turnings and 84 thousand bodies
of dharma (Skt: dharmaskandha). But all his
teachings had only one goal: to free sentient beings
from their suffering and its causes viz. passion,
hatred and delusion (Skt: rdga, dveca and moha)
and lead them to the supreme state of nirvdna or
liberation. Liberation is only essence of all his
teachings whether they be Uravakayana,
Pratyekabuddhayana and Mahayana or Vajrayana.
This is articulated very clearly in Rastrapdlaparipre-
cha Sttra as follows:

Sentient beings wander around Samsdra
because of not knowing the empty, peaceful and
unborn nature of phenomena. Out of great
compassion, the Lord Buddha causes them to enter
(the city of liberation) by way of the hundreds of
tactics and skillful means.’

This is a general interpretation about the cause
ofltEakyamuni Buddha’s teaching 84 thousand bodies
of dharma. But, specifically, these three turnings
including the teachings of Vajrayana have three
implications. They are: Interpretive implication
(neydrtha), Definitive implication (nitdrtha) and
Twilight implications (sandhydbhdsa).

The Lord Buddha taught some teachings which
were not the final truth itself but would lead on to
the final truth. Those teachings were not the final
meaning but a provisional meaning or interpretive
implication (neydrtha) that would take you to the
final meaning.®

Interpretive implication refers to a statement
whose meaning is not final. It is given with the
thought of not exposing something fully but giving
enough so that a person could be directed towards
the definitive implication. It has sometimes been
translated as “expedient meaning” however, while
it is true that provisional meaning teachings are
expedient, the meaning of this term is not
expedience. The meaning here is that a statement
contains the truth but given in a way that the full,
final truth and is given with the intent of guiding
the recipient on until they are capable of hearing
and dealing with the definitive implication given
in a fully exposed way.

In contradistinction to that, some of the
Buddha’s teachings were final statements of the
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truth that were to be taken as his real intent (samdhi
or aphiprdya) without need of further commentary.
These teachings were called definitive implication.

It is to be noticed that the distinction into
definitive and provisional levels of truth does not
imply that there is untruth in the Buddha-word; it,
by definition, is that which is true. Interpretive
implication statements were true for the situation
in that they were used as means to guide immature
beings not capable of understanding the full truth
of reality so that they could understand that
definitive meaning later.

The Vajrayana teachings of Lord Buddha are
couched in the language known as the twilight
language which can not be understood literally.

From the Mahayana perspective, the Lord
Buddha gave the first turning teachings for the
interpretive implication so that the listeners could
be led towards the definitive implications of the
second and the third turnings.

The reference to the three turnings was first
found in the most famous Suatra from the third
turning, Samdhinirmocana Sitra. In that Sitra, a
disciple named Paramartha Samudgata respectfully
asks the omniscient Uakyamuni Buddha about what
appears to his limited mind to be a contradiction in
the Buddha’s teachings. He asks the Buddha to
explain why he explained that things do exist in
the teachings from the first turning of the wheel
and that they are empty of true existence in the
second turning of the wheel. The Buddha’s response
to this question forms the basis of the third turning
of the wheel.” The four philosophical tenet systems
viz. Vaibhasika, Sautrantika, Yogacara and
Madhyamika subsequently evolved on the basis of
these three turnings of the wheel of Dharma.

2.1 The First Turning of the Wheel: GEavakayana

Seven weeks after the enlightenment, the Lord
Buddha traveled through Varanasi to the Deer Park
of Sarnath. There, he gave the teachings
fundamental to all schools of Buddhism: the four
noble truths (Skt: catvdri drya satydni), the three
marks of existence (Skt: trilaksana), the four laws
of the Dharma (caturdharmopadddna), and the
twelve links of Dependent Origination (Skt:
dvadasdnga pratityasamutpdda). The audience were
Five ascetic monks (pasicabhadriya varga). These
teachings were intended for (fdvaka and Pratyeka

Buddha. Later these teachings were collected into
Pali and Sanskrit Tripitaka after eighteen sects
(nikdya), the six sects branching off from
Sthaviravada and the eleven sects branching off from
Mahasamgikas were formed. Now the only sect of
these eighteen surviving in are Theravada in its
entirety (based on Pali Tripitaka) and liberal
Sarvastivada in fragmentary form (based on Sanskrit
Tripitaka). The teachings of the first turning are
available in the Pali source as Dhammacakka-
pavattana Sutta and in the Sanskrit source as
Dharmacakrapravattana Sutra.

The teachings of the First turning reveal the
way in which sentient beings are conditioned by
ignorance of the true nature of existence and so
perpetuate suffering from one moment to the next,
throughout endless cycles of birth and death. The
primary cause of suffering is the belief in a self (Skt:
satkdyadrsti or dtmagrdha); thus, the cessation of
suffering comes with the complete understanding
that the self has no reality.

The Buddha presented the First Turning
teachings to break through the veil of apparent
enjoyment that masks the truth of suffering inherent
in existence. Desiring to put an end to pain and
sorrow, individuals who can hear these teachings
abandon clinging to the cycles of delusion and
suffering. Through mastering these teachings, they
attain a limited form of nirvana: the cessation of
suffering and attainment of peace. These teachings
are the basis for the ways to enlightenment known
as the (tavakayana and Pratyekabuddhayana. The
most extensive collections of First Turning teachings
are preserved in Pali and Chinese canons.

From the perspective of both Mahayana
traditions of Yogécara and Madhyamika, the First
turning teachings convey the interpretive
implication (neydrtha) because they teach that all
phenomena without exception ultimately exist and
that in this respect there is no difference or cause
for discrimination amont them. In the first turning,
the Lord Buddha taught the Four Noble truth and
so forth on the basis of truly established external
objects (svalaksana siddha bahydrtha) which
subsequently became the subject matter of the
(iavakayana tenet systems of Vaibhasika and
Sautrantika which view the first turning teachings
from the definitive perspective (nitartha). Although
there is a debatable issue among the (Favakayana

LES



e o at

followers as to whether the Abhidharmapitaka itself
was really taught by the Lord Buddha or not, but it
is undenying the fact that the teachings of the first
turning are given their most rigorous, systematic
philosophical expression in the Abhidharma, or
“higher dharma,” which provides a detailed
examination of egolessness, karma, and
enlightenment. The tenet systems of Vaibhasika and
Sautrantika base their postulation on
Abhidharmakocekarika. a seminal text by the 4-5%
century Buddhist Acéarya Vasubandhu,
Abhidharmakoceabhdsya, an auto-commentary on
Abhidharmakoozkarika by Vasubandhu himself and
Abhidharmakoceavydkhya by Sautrantika Acérya
Yaceomitra.

2.2 The Second Turning Wheel of Dharma:
Mahayana I

This is the medieval period of the turning of the
wheel of Dharma. The place was Grdhrakitaparvata
or Vulture Peak Mountain near Réjagrha. The
audience were Bodhisattvas and some (avakas as
well. The contents of the teaching were “All
phenomena are empty of its characteristics
(svabhavaiiinya), signless (animitta), wishlessness
(apranihita) beginningless, without end and so on,
while focusing on wisdom and compassion to work
for the benefit of others.” Later these teachings about
emptiness were further explained by Nagarjuna in
the Madhyamika philosophy. They were collected
into a variety of Prajidparamita Sitras.

The teachings of the Second and Third
Turnings, much more difficult to comprehend,
provide the path to complete liberation. These
teachings are the basis for the way of enlightenment
known as the Bodhisattvayana.

While the First Turning teachings reveal the
absence of the self, the Second Turning teachings
demonstrate the emptiness of all elements of reality,
transcending all limits and extreme views (Skt:
antagrdhadrsti ). As already said, revealing the
Prajnaparamita, the transcendent wisdom that
“crosses over” to fully enlightened knowledge, the
Second Turning teachings proclaim that no thing,
no phenomena, no element of existence, exists in
and of itself.® The teachings of the Second Turning
are the Prajfidparamita Sitras. There
are many versions of Prajiidparamita Sttras. There

are the “longer” and “medium” length
Prajiiaparamita Sdtras, which are said to be
distinguished by their structural presentation of all
eight aspects of the Bodhisattvas’ path, as elucidated
in The Abhisamayalamkara by Bodhisattva
Maitreya. In Tibetan, they are collectively known
as six mothers (Tib: yum drug). They are as follows:
(Eatasahasrika Prajfidparamita Sitra,
Paficavimceatisahasrika Prajidparamita Sttra,
Astadaceasahasrikd Prajfiaparamita Sdtra,
Dacesahasrika Prajfidparamita Sttra, Astasahasrika
Prajfidparamita Satra and Prajiaparamitaratna-
gunasaficayagathd. Among them, (Eatasdhasrika
Prajiaparamita Sitra, Paficavimceatisahasrika
Prajiidparamita Sitra, Astdsahasrika Prajfiaparamita
Suatra are of paramount importance in the Newar
Mahayana/Vajrayana tradition of Nepalmandala
where their original Sanskrit versions are still extant
in hand written manuscript forms in Nepalese
national Rafijana script. They are well preserved in
the Mahaviharas (i.e. bahas and bah of
Nepalmandala. The shorter texts, being terser, do
not fully elaborate this structure and include
Vajracchedika Prajfidparamita Sitra,
Prajiidparamitd Hrdaya Sitra and so forth. A
summary of the second turning is found in the
following statement by Thrangu Rinpoche:

Later, in Rajgir [sic.], in Northern India,
Sakyamuni [sic.] taught the second turning of the
wheel of dharma, the teachings on the lack of
fundamental characteristics. He taught the sixteen
modes of emptiness: outer appearances are empty;
the inner world of thoughts is empty; both outer
and inner things taken together are empty; and so
on, in sixteen stages. In doing so he demonstrated
that not only in the ordinary sense is there no ego,
but no inherent reality can ever be found in
anything, no matter where we look.’

The teachings on emptiness took a concrete
form in the treatises of a number of important Indian
Buddhist masters’ commentators. The most
important of them is Acarya Nagarjuna who set forth
the philosophical articulation of emptiness known
as Madhyamaka in texts such as the
Miilamadhyamakakdrika, or Root Verses on the
Middle Way. Other important Madhyamika masters
include Aryadeva, who wrote the Catuwataka, or
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Four Hundred verses on Madhyamaka, Candrakirti,
who composed the Madhyamakdvatara, and
(intaraksita, who authored the
Madhyamakalankara.

The Madhyamika developed into a number of
different schools. Buddhapalita was an exponent of
Prasangika Madhyamika, while Bhavaviveka is
credited with founding the Svatantrika
Madhyamika. Candrakirti, through his critique of
Bhavaviveka, definitively established the supremacy
of Prasangika in his Prasannapada which is another
Madhyamika text over and above Madhyama-
kavatdra. (ntideva (eighth century), also gave
teachings on the six perfections in his famous
Bodhicharyavatara, including a ninth chapter, on
emptiness. Later masters, notably (Bntaraksita and
Kamaladla, developed the Yogacara-Madhyamika,
a synthesis of those two schools. The Madhyamika
teachings came to Tibet in two waves: (Bntaraksita
and his disciple Kamalactla brought the synthetic
Yogacara-Madhyamika from India in the eighth
century. The eleventh century Acarya Atioa
Dipankaracrijiidna was instrumental in
amalgamating both of these Mahayana traditions.

According to the Svatantrika Madhyamika
masters like Bhavaviveka and Jnanagarbha
including the Yogacara-Madhyamika masters like
(Antaraksita and his disciple Kamalacila, not all
Prajfiaparamita Sttras convey the definitive
implication (nitdrtha). According to them, there are
some which convey the interpretive implication
(neydrtha). For them, (Eatasahasrika Prajfidparamita
Sttra is definitely among those these teachings
which convey the definitive implication whereas the
Prajiidparamitd Hrdaya Sitra and so forth convey
the interpretive implication. But from the
perspective of the Prasangika masters, all the
teachings of the second turning is expressive of the
definite implication. According to them, any Sitra
which has ‘emptiness’ as its main theme already
constitutes the teaching of definitive implication.
For them, the Prajiidparamitd Hrdaya Sitra is also
of definite implication.

2.3 The Third Turning Wheel of Dharma:
Mahayana

The Buddha turned the wheel of the Dharma
for a third time at Vaicdli and other places®. Two
turnings lie at the heart of the third turning. First,

the Buddha taught that while all apparent reality is
empty, it is not utterly non-existent, thus combatting
any misunderstanding of the second turning as
nihilistic. In this way, the Third turning teachings
ascertain the ultimate nature of reality by means of
an analysis in terms of the three essential natures
of dharma (Skt: trisvabhdva): the imaginary, the
dependent, and the absolute (Skt: parikalpita,
paratantra and parinispanna). Second, the Buddha
articulated the teachings of Buddha nature. So, to
sum up, the essential content of the third turning,
then, is twofold, including, on the one hand, the
“three essential natures” and, on the other, the
Buddha Nature. The Buddha’s teachings on the three
natures are first found in the Samdhinirmocana
Suatra. They are given further expression in S{tras
such as the Lankavatara and the Avatamoaka. The
Buddha’s teachings on the buddha Nature are found
in a number of Sdtras, including the
Tathagatagarbha Sutra, the (iffmaladevi Sitra, and
the Dharanifovara Satra. According to
Samdhinirmocana Sitra, the Lord Buddha’s third
turning was of the definitive implication (neydrtha)
which he declared while giving answer to the
question of Paramartha Samudgata Bodhisattva. He
made Paramartha Samudgata Bodhisattva clearly
understand the Buddha’s skillful intent in turning
the two prior wheels of interpretive implications by
giving example of earth and the water of ocean.!”
For that reason, the Yogacara tradition that
subsequently developed based their tenets system
on the third turning. For them, the teachings of the
third turning are of definitive implication. By this
sentence, it does not follow that the Lord Buddha’s
second turning is less important than the third
turning. The sentence simply implies that the second
turning on “emptiness of all dharmas (sarvadharma
nihsvabhdvata)” was very profound and baftle an
easy understanding for most of the listeners at that
time. It could easily lead them to understand it in
the nihilistic way. So in order to make the listeners
understand the meaning of emptiness not in the
nihilistic way, the Lord Buddha had to turn the third
wheel of Dharma explaining certain dharmas as
empty and other certain dharmas as non-empty.
Non-emptiness should not be understood in the
sense of having a solid substantial conditioned
characteristics. But it is the perfect nature
(parinispanna svabhdva) which is free from
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dependent nature or conditioned nature (paratantra
svabhdva) and is also free from imagined nature
(parikalpita svabhava). So the phenomena are
empty not in a single way, but in the three way.
The dependent nature is empty of origin (utpdda
ainyatd), the imaginary nature is empty of
characteristics (laksana ainyatd) and the perfect
nature is ultimately empty (paramdrtha ainyata)."
So it can be said that whatever additional truth that
the Lord Buddha deliberately missed out in the
second turning, he completely revealed in the third
turning. Therefore, the second and third turning
constitute the complete teaching of Prajiidparamita
without any contradiction whatsoever. Obviously
these two turnings reflect the need of disciples, but
not the different and separate teachings of Lord
Buddha himself. On the soteriological level, it is
not appropriate to classify the Lord Buddha’s two
turnings on Prajidparamitd as higher or lower.
There translators from Padmakara Translation
groups are quite right when they make similar
statements concerning the Svatantrika Madhyamika
and Prasangika Madhyamika.'?

The third turning teachings are systematized,
elaborated, and explained in a series of
commentaries and sub-commentaries by members
of the Yogacarin school founded by Acarya Asanga
who painstakingly meditated twelve years
supplicating Maitreya Bodhisattva so that he would
be able to receive explanation of the inner meaning
of Prajiiaparamita from him. Before at last, he had
an audience with Bodhisattva Maitraya, his
meditation was interspersed with repeated
frustrating failures. Bodhisattva Maitreya is said to
have taken him to Tusita where he revealed to him
five texts, today known by Tibetans as byams chos
sde Inga or the “Five dharmas of Maitreya.” One of
them is a commentary on the Prajfidparamita, the
other four are works specifically on the third turning
of the wheel of dharma. They are as follows:

a. Abhisamayalamkara on the Prajidparamita,

b. Mahayanasitralamkara,

¢. Madhyantavibhaga,

d. Dharmadharmata vibhanga, all three of them are
on on the three natures and other classical Yogacarin
themes while

e. Ratnagotravibhago Uttaratantracdstra on Buddha
nature. Asanga himself subsequently wrote
commentaries on these texts and on the basis of

them, also composed his own massive multitext
treatise entitled Yogacarabhimi ofistra which
contain seventeen individual texts.

Asanga’s younger brother, Vasubandhu (4th
century CE), converted to the Yogacara and became
one of its most astute and prolific commentators.
Vasubandhu also further developed the Mind only
or Vijiidnavada theory in his Vijiaptimatratasiddhi
including Vimoatika and Trimoatika. Yogacara,
having originated in “the forest,” now became a
strong and respected Mahayana school and was
studied, debated, and developed within the Indian
monastic culture. After Asanga and Vasubandu, the
Yogacara developed into a number of different
schools. Chief among the schools are the True
Aspect Cittamatri (satydkdravadi) and the False
Aspect Cittamatrl (mithyakaravadr). They are also
categorized as adherence to scriptures
(dgamanuyayi) and adherence to logic
(yuktydnuyayr). Asanga, Vasubandhu and others
adhere to scriptures whereas Dinnaga, Dharmakirti
and others adhere to logic. Masters such as
Sthiramati and Dharmapala carried the Indian
tradition forward. During the Indian period, the
teachings on buddhanature were integrated with the
Yogacarin philosophy, reflected in texts such as the
Lankavatara Sttra, also a text from the third turning,
producing a synthesis that was to have tremendous
impact on Tibet where (Bintaraksita made a
successful fusion of both Yogacara and Madhyamika
tradition. and was disseminated in Tibet as Yogacara
Madhyamika tradition. This tradition was further
enhanced and spread by his disciple Kamaladla.

To sum up, as already explained above, Lord
Buddha’s teachings in these three turnings of the
wheel of Dharma were explained in many
commentaries of two (fdvakayani traditions of
Vaibhasika & Sautrantika and other two Mahayana
traditions of Madhyamika and Yogacara
philosophical systems.

4. Three Vehicles in the Three Turnings

The Buddha appeared in this world to provide
the opportunity for others to realize the wisdom of
complete awakening. Toward this purpose, the
Buddha taught various teachings sometimes with
interpretive implications and other times with
definitive implications to different audiences. Thus
there arose three vehicles for liberation: the
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(tavakayana, the Pratyekabuddhayana, and the
Samyaksambuddhayéna. The first two together are
sometimes called the smaller vehicle while the
Samyaksambuddhayana is also known as the great
vehicle or the Mahdyana. Within the Mahayana is
included the Vajrayana.'

The various teachings of the Buddha were not
all made widely available at the same time. From
an historical perspective, the Smaller yana,
Sttrayana or Paramitdyana and Vajrayana follow
one another in succession as more practitioners
became able to hear the refined and subtle teachings.
The eighteen early (Fdvaka schools, among which
only Theravada is surviving in a fullfledged tradition
today were established in early centuries after the
Buddha’s parinirvana. The Mahayana schools arose
later as the Second and Third Turning teachings
were studied and practiced by more and more
individuals. As this foundation was established, the
Vajrayana teachings were transmitted by the great
Siddhas.

4. 1 Gtavakayana

The followers of the (tavakayana [vehicle of
the listeners] are those who have understood the
teachings of the First turning. Relying on what has
been heard, they set out to liberate themselves from
suffering and gain lasting peace, the goal of an
Arhat. @riputra, Maudgalyayana, Rahula, Ananda,
and other great Arhats possessed the direct
transmission of these teachings. The (tavaka lives
a life of purity, peacefulness, and renunciation. Ap-
plying antidotes to attachment, aversion, and
confusion, practicing the path that leads to-ward
deliverance from all suffering, the Sravaka strives
over many lifetimes to attain the state of an Arhat.
All efforts, study, practice, and discipline are
directed toward this goal. The (favakas are said to
be the speech sons of the Buddha, embodying the
Buddha’s communication and explications of the
inner workings of Samsara.

4. 2 Pratyekabuddhayéana

The Pratyekabuddha' realizes enlightenment
without relying upon a teacher. Practicing for
numerous lifetimes, the Pratyekabuddha
accumulates knowledge and meritorious action to
the extent that he is able to reach deliverance
independently. In his final lifetime, he is born into

a period when no Buddhas or (favakas appear and
ardently sets out to discover for himself the laws
that govern existence. Relying on the First rurning
teachings, as does the (tavaka, the Pratyekabuddha
focusses on Dependent Origination, thereby
realizing that the self is a fiction.

The main practice in the basic vehicle (dtavaka
and Pratyekabuddha) is the discipline of
renunciation. This depends entirely upon the
recognition that Samsara is suffering and the
resultant disgust. It is generally taught that If one
wants to have genuine renunciation, he or she must
recognize the presence and pervasiveness of
suffering. Obviously, if one does not recognize the
presence of suffering, he or she will have no reason
to earnestly seek liberation. So the basic practice
first of all is to recognize the nature of samsara to
be the three sufferings, which produces genuine
renunciation. It is for this reason that the Buddha's
first teaching, the first truth presented among the
four noble truths, is a clear presentation of the
presence of suffering. This renunciation is an
absolutely necessary basis as well for the practice
of the Mahayana, the great vehicle. Without genuine
renunciation, genuine compassion is impossible.
Compassion fundamentally consists of recognizing
the suffering of others and as a result generating
the intense desire that they be free from that
suffering. If one does not see his/her own suffering
and thereby do not recognize the pervasiveness of
suffering, it is impossible for him/her to see or to
empathize with the suffering of others. So if one
does not have some degree of genuine renunciation,
he/she cannot have a genuine or stable compassion.
For that reason, renunciation is very important for
Mahayana practice. Genuine renunciation leads to
genuine compassion, which becomes the genuine
aspiration to bring all beings to full awakening. So
the main practice in the basic vehicle or (Favaka or
Pratyekabuddhayana is the cultivation of
renunciation and the study of the four noble truths,
leading to one's individual liberation.

4.3 Samyaksambuddhayina or Mahayana

In Samyaksambuddhayana or Mahayana there
are two ways of practicing: according to the Sitras
and according to the Tantras. Or it can also be said
that the two ways of Mahayana Practice are
Paramitdnaya and Mantranaya. Therefore,
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Vajrayana is not considered a vehicle separate from
Mahayana, but a variety of Mahayana.

4.3.1 Siitrayana Practice

The Mahayana path which is based on various
Mahayana Satras, starts when the practitioner
generates genuine bodhicitta. The path of the Stitra
or Paramitdnaya emphasizes wisdom and
compassion and the practice of the six perfections:
giving, discipline, patience, effort, meditative
concentration, and wisdom. The Prajiiaparamita is
the most powerful antidote to ignorance and
confusion, transcending the very root of Samsara.
This living realization develops not only through
the practice of meditation, but also through
understanding that becomes completely integrated
into daily life. The development of the perfections
is not accidental. Arising from the accumulation of
meritorious actions and growth of understanding,
it is clearly defined and predictable. The nine
Vaipulya S{itras are known as Dharma mandala in
Newar Buddhism of Nepalmandala. They are
Astasahasrika Prajiidparamitd Sttra, Lankavatara
Sttra, Samadhiraja Sttra, Lalitavistara Sdtra,
GandavytGha Satra, Daceabhimika Sutra,
Suvarnaprabhasa Suatra, Saddharmapundarika Sitra
and Tathagataguhyaka Sitra. In addition, there are
Avatamceaka Sttra, Ratnakita Sttra and many other
shorter and medium length Stitras. These Sttra
along with commentarial literatures set forth the
details of specific stages and the dynamics of
development from the initial levels of practice to
the most advanced realizations.

4.3.2 Mantrayana Practice

Lord Buddha turned the wheel of the Path of
Mantra teachings of the Samyaksambuddhayana
exactly at the same time on Dhanyakataka mountain
(near modern day Amaravati of the Andhrapradesh,
India) when he was turning the second wheel of
Dharma, i.e. teaching Prajiaparamita on the
Grdhrakiita mountain at Rajagrha. This is
substantiated by Nadapada (Naropa), one of the
eighty four Mahasiddhas in his text Sekoddeoatika
which is explanation of the Abhisekapatala of Milla
Kalacakra tantra. Quoting from the Mila Kalacakra
tantra, he explains clearly where, when, to whom
and how the Kalacakra tantra was taught by the
Lord Buddha:

As the teacher taught the Dharma on Grdhrakiita
according to the Prajiidpdaramita system, he also
taught the mantra system at gt Dhanya. What
teacher taught what tantra, when and where was he
dwelling? What was the place, who was the worldly
entourage, and what was the purpose? "He taught
the unexcelled Mahaydna, the system of the
Prajiidpdramita, to the bodhisattvas on Grdhrakiita.
Then at the same time the Tathdgata dwelt together
with Bodhisattvas and others in the great stupa, in
the mandala of the sphere of phenomena. He dwelt
in the house of universal vajra, in space, immaterial
and very lucid, unpartitioned and radiant. He taught
the tantra in the beautiful sphere of phenomena,
for the merit and gnosis of human beings."

The Buddha did this simultaneously while
turning the second wheel of the dharma. The Tantras
encompass a vast number of texts and teachings,
commentaries, and explanations that present a
vision even broader than the vision of the Sutras.
The path based on the teachings of the Tantras,
known as the Mantrayana, emphasizes the practice
of sddhanda, the development (Skt: utpattikrama)
and completion stages (Skt: sampannakrama) of
meditation, and the skillful use of a great array of
transformational techniques. Mantrayana practice
is elaborately structured in stages: preliminary
practices (Skt: pirvdagata caryd; Tib: ngdndro),
study of commentaries, formal initiations, and
receiving profound oral instructions. Essential to
these studies and practices is a qualified teacher
(Tib: lama tsenden) who possesses the full
realization lineage the level of consciousness
necessary to guide others through the advanced
practices.

According to Advayavajra, although the goal
or the implication of both of the vehicles are one,
the secret Mantra vehicle or the Vajrayana path is
distinguished by its four unique features,
undeludedness (asammoha), multiplicity of skillful
means (updyabahulata), having sharp-faculty
(ttksnendriyatd) and non-austurity (aduskara-
caryd).'® To sum up, a Vajrayana practitioner sees
everything in the undeluded and non-dual way.
Everything is pure and empty for him right from
the very beginning which is reflected in the verse:
om svabhdvaouddhdh sarvadharmd
svabhavaouddho’ham and om a@inyatdjiidnavajra-
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svabhdvdamako’ham. 1t is for this reason that the
Vajrayana path starts from perceiving every
phenomenon and ourselves originally pure and free
from all characteristics. The practitioners must view
themselves as having the indestructible nature of
emptiness. The feature of undeludedness refers to
the practitioner completing six perfections through
the non dual meditation of the inseparability of
wisdom and skillful means. There is an abundance
of skillful means like Deity Yoga and others to
accumulate both merit and wisdom as quickly as
possible. The Vajrayana path is only for the
practitioners of higher and sharp faculty. Since the
defilements are not abandoned but transformed into
the path of enlightenment, the Vajrayana path is
relatively easier and faster as it comes to attaining
perfect enlightenment, This enables the Vajrayana
practitioners to attain enlightenment even in one
lifetime. But this is extremely risky too if they have
not practiced and mastered the three turnings in a
unified manner as explained in the following
section.

5. Unity of the Vehicles

Although the Mahayana scriptures explain that
the way of the Bodhisattva is greater than the way
of the (tavaka in its orientation, practice, wisdom,
effort, skilfulness, accomplishment, and activity'’,
and the Tantric commentarial literature elucidates
that The Vajrayana path is greater than the Paramita
vehicle, or quolloqually called Mahayana, but
practicewise, these differences dwindle down to
nothing because they are all one vehicle (ekayana),
or the Buddha vehicle (Buddhayéana) as the
Saddharmapundarika Mahayana Sitra so
emphatically promulgates'®. According to that Sttra,
the Lord Buddha displayed those these different
vehicles (including the Vajrayana path) only to serve
them as his inconceivable skilful means for leading
all sentient beings of different motivations and
inclinations to supreme Enlightenment. Therefore,
all that comes down to is the one’s own motivation
and inclination of the followers which the Lord
Buddha in his capacity as Tathagata handled quite
skilfully by showing those multiple paths. But the
three vehicles mentioned above are not differentiated
by view, for each is fully grounded in the reality of
the four noble truths where the third truth - cessation
(nirodha) refers to emptiness and the fourth truth -

the path - refers to the means of realizing emptiness,
the supreme method for purifying the mind. As
already said, the three vehicles are instead
differentiated by the motivation and inclination of
those who enter these vehicles.

The most beautiful and profound aspects of
each vehicle are uplifted within the next most
advanced vehicle, where they are preserved and yet
transformed. Inspired by the compassion and
wisdom of the Mahayana, the practitioner of the
Mahayana takes up practices of the (favakayana,
but without being bound by limited views or goals.

To put this way, the practitioner first practices
the teachings of the (favaka and Pratyekabuddha
consisting of taking refuge (thereby entering the
path) and following the course of training in ethics,
meditation and wisdom. He then practices the
Paramita vehicle, or Mahayana, involving taking
the Bodhisattva vows to liberate suffering beings
and engaging in the paramitas. The paramitas are
altruistic practices devoted to developing both
compassion for all beings and the wisdom to see
the nature of things as they are. Then the practitioner
is a fit candidate for the Vajrayana. The great
Vajrayéana scholar-practitioner Chogyam Trungpa
gives this analogy to stress the indispensibility of
all these three vehicles. He elucidates the
inseparability of the three vehicles by giving an
example of a house. To understand this point more
lucidly, his remark is quoted verbatim with
diacritical marks.

The three yanas are said to be like building a house.
The smaller ydna is the starting point or the
foundation. In the Mahdydna, having discovered
our enlightened potential, we can experience the
reality of Buddha nature, which is like erecting the
walls of our house. Finally, having established the
foundation and put up the walls, we are concerned
with how we can finally make our house livable,
with a ceiling inside and a roof on top. We need to
have a roof, and with the Vajraydina Path we are
building that roof and ceiling out of gold. So, having
already built our house, the Vajrayana stands out
as a golden roof. The Vajrayana is referred to as
the “golden roof” because it is the final procedure
through which we can become accomplished. It is
not particularly regarded as the fruition, but it is,
in a sense, the beginning of the fruition."
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Conclusion

The main objective of this paper is to study
the three turnings of wheel by Lord Buddha and its
relationship with his ultimate turning of Vajrayana
teachings. Therefore, an attempt is made to study
the three turnings at depth. The first turning
concerned the (tavakayana and
Pratyekabuddhayana teachings which were later
explained comprehensively in Sthaviravada,
Vaibhasika and Sautrantika Abhidharma literatures.
From the Mahayana perspective, the first turning
about the substantiality of all phenomenas (dharma)
was of the interpretive implications which the Lord
Buddha taught as skillful means to enable them to
face and listen to the second turning concerning
the Mahayana teachings which were later explained
comprehensively in the corpus of Madhyamika
literature. The second turning about the
insubstantiality of all phenemona (sarvadharma
nihsvabhdvatd) was too profound and difficult to
understand for those who are not mentally advanced
for them. There even if they were definitive for some
advanced disciples, but they were not so for all. So
the Lord Buddha turned the third wheel of Dharma
concerning the Mahdyana teachings of three natures
and Buddha nature to clarify the real intent of his
own statement that all phenomena are empty of their
characteristics. The Lord Buddha still had to say
something to clarify that statement. So for those,
who did not understand the second turning
teachings, it was of the interpretive implication.

Notes and References

These teachings ware subsequently explained
comprehensively in the Yogacara, Cittamatra or
Vijiianavada literature.

The second turning coincided with the turning
of wheel about Vajrayana teachings as well. All those
interpretive and definitive turnings by Lord Buddha
ultimately lead to the unsurpassable and perfect
enlightenment of Buddha. These various kinds of
Buddha’s teachings are ultimately without
contradictory and meant as skillful means for the
sentient beings of various mental proclivities,
interests, capacities. Ultmately all the teachings of
three vehicles taught by Lord Buddha in the three
turning including Vajrayana teachings are one single
unified vehicle. There is only one vehicle leading
to Buddhahood without contradiction whatsoever.
They are just the means and tools to bring the
suffering beings out of this vicious samsdra to the
blissful state of Buddhahood, or a great nirvdna.

For this reason, so it is improper to claim only
one of the three vehicles as Buddhavacana and the
others as not Buddhavacana. It is equally not
inadmissible to disparage the lower vehicle. That
said, there is every reason to confess that this article
is not comprehensive and a lot of the important
points and their explanations are found missing.
But this will leave a room for the further in-depth
research and study on this valuable topics.

May all beings be happy.
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samsara for the long duration of innumerable great aeons to fulfil the paramitas in order to liberate suffering
beings. Bhaddhanta Vicittasarabhivamsa, The Great Chronicles of Buddhas, Vol 1, Part 2, (Yangoon: Ti=ni
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