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An Introduction to Vajra Dance | Notes from the Teaching
-

Padma Ati Buddhist Institute is delighted to share the full compiled teaching by
Rigzin Chenpo Rinpoche on the practice of Vajra Dance.

1. An Overview of Vajra Dance

We have been promoting Vajra Dance for nearly seven or eight years. Vajra Dance is an
important practice within Vajrayana Buddhism, and every monastery in Tibet maintains some
tradition of it. Vajra Dance broadly divides into two kinds: the peaceful dance (requiring no
prerequisites beyond faith) and the wrathful, obstacle-clearing dance (requiring prior
empowerment, retreat, and personal visualization). What we practice today belongs to the
peaceful category.

Every school of Tibetan Buddhism maintains its own tradition of Vajra Dance: the Kagyu,
Nyingma, and Sakya traditions have dances of the hundred peaceful and wrathful deities and
the eight manifestations of Guru Rinpoche; the Vajrakilaya dance 1s especially valued across
the Nyingma, Sakya, and Kagyu; distinct Nyingma traditions include the dance of Mahakala
and Manjusr1 Yamantaka; the Kagyu and Gelug traditions maintain the Kalacakra and
Yamantaka dances. Although Chan Buddhism has songs of realization, it has no tradition of
dance — leading many to wonder whether dancing belongs to Buddhist practice at all, which
i1s why understanding its true purpose matters.

2. Distinguishing Buddhism from Non-Buddhism

2.1 The Tradition of Guru Rinpoche: Tibetan Buddhism identifies a Buddhist practitioner
through the teacher (taking the Buddha as refuge), the view (the correct view of emptiness),
and the practice (the Four Foundations of Mindfulness).

2.2 Two Accounts from Longchenpa: The Treasury of Philosophical Systems offers a simple
identification — taking the Three Jewels as refuge and upholding the Four Seals of Dharma.
The Precious Treasury of the Wish-Fulfilling Dharmadhatu offers a more expansive
identification across five aspects: refuge, view, practice, conduct, and fruition.

2.3 Conduct Alone Cannot Determine Whether One Is a Buddhist: Buddhism is
fundamentally a path grounded in view and conviction, not merely external conduct. Atisa
once noted that one of his own teachers had taken refuge yet had not yet realized the Buddhist
view. Buddhism and Jainism share considerable similarity in conduct, showing that the true,

defining difference lies in refuge, the Four Seals, and the Four Foundations of Mindfulness.
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3. Vajra Dance as Meditation in Motion

Dancing poses no obstruction to Buddhist practice — it 1s meditation in motion, cultivating
stability through movement, much like singing songs of realization. When the body's channels
become blocked, one often finds oneself unable to understand or progress. Vajra Dance is a
skillful means for purifying and opening these channels through movement.

4. Skillful Means and the Wisdom Method

Buddhist practice divides into the wisdom method (contemplating emptiness, the ultimate
path) and skillful means (generosity, discipline, and so forth). For beings still attached to
appearances, skillful means are often more effective than the wisdom method alone. Even
monastic discipline is a skillful means — however perfectly kept, without renunciation it
brings only the fortune of rebirth among gods or humans, not liberation.

Skillful Means Requires Correct Motivation: what allows a skillful means to truly guide
beings toward liberation is whether the motivation is correct. The same act becomes merely
worldly virtue, rather than a true means to liberation, if the motivation is mistaken.

5. Liberating Animals as an Example

One should not wish for a liberated animal to remain forever in the animal realm, but pray for
its swift liberation from the lower realms. The Kadampa masters aspired that “those who
commit wrongdoing may have a short life” — meaning they might leave this world before
compounding further harm. Any skillful means performed with incorrect motivation risks
becoming negative karma instead of virtue; the same holds true for Vajra Dance.

6. The Merit of Vajra Dance and Correct Visualization

As exercise, Vajra Dance benefits bodily health; dancing joyfully benefits mental well-being
too. Danced with an offering mind, it enhances compassion and “the wisdom of great bliss.”
The sequence of visualization: the pure land, the refuge field, accumulating merit through
voice and movement, generating bodhicitta, and — at a higher level — resting in a state
inseparable from bliss and emptiness.

7. King Gesar and Guru Rinpoche

The “Ling dance” (King Gesar dance) takes King Gesar's story as its narrative. Rigzin
Chenpo Rinpoche offered his own view that King Gesar is a manifestation of Guru Rinpoche,
echoing Mipham Rinpoche's teaching that the three protectors — Mahasthamaprapta,
Mafjusri, and Guru Rinpoche — merged their aspirations to manifest as this bodhisattva and
protector.

8. Guidance for Beginning Practitioners
Beginners need only trust and begin to move; technical precision matters little at first,
and can be refined gradually with practice.

2




9. A History of Promoting This Practice

Rigzin Chenpo Rinpoche was the first to promote Vajra Dance in Taiwan, and later in New
Zealand as well. The dance is said to derive from a mind-treasure of Mipham Rinpoche, first
promoted at Larung Gar, with Kyabje Jigme Phuntsok Rinpoche as its principal advocate.

10. The Historical Origins of Vajra Dance

Guru Rinpoche is regarded as the founding patriarch of Buddhist Vajra Dance. Thangtong
Gyalpo, the Iron Bridge Master, later spread the Dharma through eight dramas. India, too, has
precedent in Asvaghosa, who propagated the Dharma through song.

11. Requirements and Attire

The Vajra Dance presently promoted carries no requirement of empowerment. Attire features
white sleeves for men and red sleeves for women, with monastics wearing orange or yellow.

12. Tibetan Dance and Buddhism

Roughly ninety percent of Tibetan dance i1s connected to Buddhism, with the remainder linked
to Bon and folk custom.

13. View, Meditation, Conduct, and Special Practice

Within Dzogchen's triad of view, meditation, and conduct, conduct determines the pace of
progress. When practice stalls, singing vajra songs, performing Vajra Dance, and practicing
Chod — forms of restrictive conduct yoga — help break through obstacles and deepen
wisdom.

These notes have been compiled by a disciple from an audio recording. Should any error be
found herein, we offer our sincere repentance.
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