The Namasamgiti Festivals and Initiation :
Traditions to Revitalize Newar Buddhism

Naresh Man Bajracarya
Tribhuvan University
Kathmandu Nepal
2012

“By the standards of South Asia the Buddhist Newar as are not a large
religious community, but they have an importance out of all proportion
to their number. As the last remaining south Asian Mahayana Buddhists,
that is, the last remaining Buddhists whose scriptures are written in
Sanskrit and whose sacred language is Sanskrit, they have much to
teach us about the history of Buddhism in South Asia.”

Sylavain Levi (France early 20th centuries)
I. Introduction: Newar Buddhism

Naiwal,' which is a valley, was an ancient kingdom, situated at the foot of
the Hamalaya. Present Nepal is derived from the Naiwal. People, belonged to the
Naiwal (hereafter Nepal) are known as the Newdh or Newar. Newaras speak a
common language known as Nepal Bhdsa or Newari language which is categorized
under the Tibeto-Burman language. From ancient to medieval history of Nepal
whosoever migrated to Nepal, got the identity as the Newar without discrimination
of cast, creed, color, language, culture, religion etc. People from all directions, who
came to settle in Nepal, assimilated with the existing culture and language therein
with harmony and also contributed their own culture in it. So the term Newar
stands for the very rich and diverse cultural community of the Valley, however
now days it is misunderstood and treated as a cast based community.

From pre history of Nepal Saivaism - Vaisnavaism (Hinduism) and
Buddhism are in practice. So Newar community can be divided into two groups
according to religious faith: one is Hindu, the other is Buddhist.

U Sarvastivada vinayavastu, a Buddhist text (time) reveals Sakyas from Kapilavastu (Sakyamuni
Buddha’s home town) and Vanikas(merchant) from Sravasti(ancient India, where Buddha had
spend most of his time) migrated to Naiwala, snow land, northern side from Kapilavastu. Latern
on Bhiksu Ananda had also visited Naiwal. For detail see Bajracharya 1998, pp. 4-5.
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Newar Buddhism is the Buddhism practiced by the people of Nepal from
ancient time to till date. In the case of Buddhism practice too it is found that the
Newar as did not firm in a particular Buddhist sect. They might have followed
Theravada Buddhism in past. History revealed that they have adopted
Mahasanghika to early Mahayana (Paramita oriented) and later Mahayana
(Mantrayana oriented) and finally Vajrayana, the union of Paramitanaya and
Mantrayana. They are familiar very closely with Sutra to Tantra. They practice
both exoteric as well as esoteric. They equally regard primordial Buddhas,
historical Buddha and conceptual Buddhas and Bodhisattvas such as Dipanka
Buddhat, Paficabuddha, Adibuddha, Tara, Vajrasattva, Hevajara, Cakrasamvara,
Vajravarahi etc. They are fun of chanting sutra, dharani and mantra; listing Jataka
and Avadana; celebrating festivals; visiting pilgrimage sites, practicing moral
precepts, dhydna, yoga; observing passages of life with Buddhist model. They
devote life producing Buddhist images, installing Caitys (Stupa) and vivifying
them. They observe many rituals, on one hand for living family members for their
long and better life and on other hand, equally observe rituals for demised people
for their rebirth in good realm, better life; and for both of them ultimately
attainment of Enlightenment. In past the both celibacy and household Buddhism
could have co-existed but from medieval period of Nepal former could be seen
rarely while the later became one of the chief characteristic of Newar Buddhism.
Sanskrit Buddhist literature is the literature of Newar Buddhism and Sanskrit
language is the sacred medium. The Sanskrit Buddhist literature and the Newar
Buddhist tradition are equally important for the discipline “Buddhist Studies”
Hereafter this paper will focus on the Buddhist text named Namasamgiti and its
place in Newar monasticism as well as in lay Buddhist community. It will also
highlight on a new festival named “Namasamgiti festival” and on the efforts for
opening Namasamgiti initiation for lay Buddhist in Nepal.

II. The Namasamgiti Textual Tradition: Introduction

The Namasamgiti has been a popular text and tradition in the Mahayana-
Vajrayana tradition of the Newar Buddhists of the Kathmandu Valley. Both
members of the Newar sangha and other householders have chanted this Sanskrit
text as part of their Buddhist practice. This title, in fact, is an abbreviated title of a
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Vajrayana text that may have been originally titled the Advayaparamartha-
namsamgitih or the Aryamariajusri-namsamgiti.* It also reveals that the original
may have been originally a part of samdadhijala-patala (‘“meditation-net-chapter”)
of a larger work entitled the Aryamayajala Tantra. 1t further states that this
Namasamgiti is uttered by Shakyamuni Buddha himself.’

The contents can be summarized here: the Bodhsattva Vajrapani, the lord of
guhyaka (a class of god) was recognized as chief speaker in the audience and so he
requested the Buddha to deliver a discourse on the Namasamgiti. Buddha thanked
Vajrapani and assured him that he would now do so. First, Shakyamuni looked out
to observe all living beings and then spoke about anutpada dharmini (law of no-
origination) of Mafijusri-jyfiakayasattva that is called mayajalabhisambodhi (maya-
net enlightenment). Thereafter Buddha discussed the different forms of knowledge,
namely the knowledge of vajradhatumandala, suvisuddhadharmadhatu,
pratyaveksana, adarsa, samata, kytyanusthana * respectively. After he eulogized
the Five-tathagatas, he pointed out the benefits of chanting the Naamsamgiti.
Finally, Buddha uttered mantra-s of Namasamgiti . On behalf of the audience,
Vajrapani expressed his thanks to the Buddha, ending the Namasamgiti .°

2 For complete text in Sanskrit see Lal 1994,

3The last colophon reads as follows: Aryamayajalasodasasahasrikamahdyogatantrantah
patisamadhijalapatalad bhagavata srisakyamunind bhagita bhagavato
marnjusrijyanasattvasyadvaya paramarthaNamasamgitih parisamapta//

4 The last five is collectively known as paiicajyiiana (fivefold- knowledge). It is also known as
the panicakarabhisambodhi (fivefold form of enlightenment).

> The content of Namasangiti : 1. Adhyesandjiiana, 2. Prativacanajiiana, 3.
Sadakulavalokanajiiana, 4. Mayajalabhisambodhikrama, 5. Vajradhatumandalajiiana,
6.Suvisuddhadharmadhatujiiana, 7. Adarsajiiana, 8. Pratyaveksanajiiana, 9. Samatdjiiana, 10.
Krtyanustthanajiiana, 11. Paficatathdagatastutijiana, 12. Prathamacakrasyeyamanusamsa, 13.
Dvitiyacakrasyeyamanusamsa, 14. Trtiyacakrasyeyamanusamsa, 15.
Caturthacakrasyeyamanusamsa, 16. Pancamacakrasyeyamanusamsa, 17.
sasthacakrasyeyamanusamsa, 18. Mantravinyasah, 19. Upasamharah. A part from the text-the
benefit of chanting Namasamgiti (12-17 sub titles) the rest are in verse form. In some
manuscripts the benefit of Namasamgiti is not included.



Probably written in the 6" Century CE, the Namasamgiti was in subsequent
centuries translated into Chinese, Mongol, and Tibetan language in early days. In
modern era it has been translated in English language too. °

Commentaries on this important Mahayana text were early and have been
numerous. One pandit, Acarya Vilasavajra (middle of 8" century A.D.)” wrote
about the meaning of Namasamgiti in his commentarial work entitled
Namamantrathavalokini. His view was that this text is a summary of all that is
referred to as sutra, vinaya, abhidaharma, yogatantra, kriyatantra, caryatantra,
that it is both mundane and supra mundane, and that the mobile and immobile
worlds are encoded in its names. Chanting those names in melody is the essential
nature of the Namasamgiti.

Similarly Bhiksu Ravisrijiiana (12 or 13 century CE)? produced another
commentarial work entitled Amrtakanikatippani. It states that the Namasamgiti is
the right knowledge of the names of Sahajanandasukha which is a form of
mahasukha (“Great Bliss”) and which is one of the ultimate goals of all the
Buddhist tantras.

The great siddha Naropa wrote in his work Sekoddesa that the Namasamgiti
was delivered by Buddha while sitting in divayoga (“day-yoga”) and in places
spoke in sandhyabhasa (“twilight language™) with its dual meanings.

A traditional account of a meeting between two Mahayana sages also sheds
light on the importance and wide range of Namasamgiti : once when the acarya
Chandrakiti (6-7 century A.D.) met acarya Candragomin and asked, “How many
texts known to you?” Acarya Candragomin replied, “I knew only grammar and the
Namasamgiti.”” Through learning this, Candrakitt understood that Candragomin
was well versed in all kinds of Buddhist tantra-s. ° This tradition indicates that
Namasamgiti is the essence of all Buddhist tantra-s.

Other Acarya -s and tantric siddha-s who from back to the sixth to thirteenth
centuries, composed more than twenty-six commentaries on the Namasamgiti, one

® For details see Lal, 1994, pp.xix-xxi.
7 For date see Sakya 2008, p. 312.

8 For date see Lal 1994, p. xxx.

% Lal 1994, p. xiii.



of the most popular works for exegesis. In addition, more than fifty ritual texts
were produced that focus on sadhana, upadesa, mandala, homa, abhiseka etc.
Main four commentaries in Sanskrit are now available in Nepal. Most of the
commentaries and ritual texts are also still available in Tibetan Buddhist Canon. A
few Tibetan acarya s have also produced indigenous works on Namasamgiti. '°

Dr. Banarasilal, who has done research on Namasamgiti for doctorate degree, is of
opinion that Namasamgiti could have been composed before sixth century A.D.!!
But Dr. Sudan Shakya, who has also done research on Namasamgiti for doctorate
degree, preferred seventh century A.D.!2

III. Namasamgiti Traditions in Newar Buddhism

III.1. Chanting Traditions. = The Namasamgiti has a vital place in the
lives of the Newar Buddhist monastic community, as well as in lay Buddhist
community. In major monasteries (mu baha- bahi) still adhering to the old
traditions, the Namasamgiti must be chanted in every monastery daily. In some this
means the early morning, while in some only on every eighth lunar bright day of
each month and on each full moon day. A group of samgha (monastic) members
(Sakya-s/Bajrachary-s) assemble at their own monastery either at morning or
evening and chant Namasamgiti together, striving to do so with melodic voices.

In the case of lay Buddhists, groups assemble in front of a prominent
Buddhist shrine, usually one located nearby, either at morning or evening to chant
the Namasamgiti together. Often, there are voluntary associations, called guthi,
khala etc., set up for this purpose. Some communities chant it every day, some
communities in every eighth bright half of each month and each full moon day.
Most common is that the monastic community and lay Buddhist community chant
the text every day during the holy month of Gumla that falls in summer during the

10 Lal, 1994, pp. Xxxxv-vi.
" Lal, 1994, p. xiv.
12Shakya, 2008, p. 311.



monsoon season. Some families have a tradition of chanting the Namasamgiti in
their homes. But this custom has declined and was never widespread.

In Kathmandu city when a Buddhist family member passes away, it is a
custom for the mourners to circumambulate the city chanting the Namasamgiti on
the afternoon of the twelfth bright half of the month of Bhadra (around September)
each year. For this, the family may employ a group of Buddhist priests (Sakya-s/
Bajracharya-s) and/or a group of one’s own lay Buddhist community, all of whom
will join to chant the Namasamgiti in the name of the deceased. This ritual, called
upaku uvanegu in Newari language, is done to transfer merit to the dead person.
Such chanting of Namasamgiti on the occasion of updku uvanegu in the name of
dead person is a popular custom for the Sakya, Bajracharya and Uray communities
in Kathmandu.

Chanting Namasamgiti is also popular among Buddhists in Lalitpur-Patan.
Besides chanting it in monasteries and residences every day or on eighth bright
half of each month and in each full moon day, it is also chanted on occasions such
as birthdays, as a therapy for curing diseases, solving many problems, and for
attracting peace and prosperity. For these, people invite to their residence a group
of priests or a group of lay Buddhists as a Namasamgiti chanting team. Female
participation in Namasamgiti chanting in Lalitpur is very noteworthy. In fact, there
are a large number of men and women who are not literate nonetheless chant this
text by heart. Besides the monasteries, there are nearly hundred organizations for
chanting the Namasamgiti in Lalitpur.

Thus, chanting the Namasamgiti is one of the prominent parts of Newar
Buddhism. It is unknown when this practice was started, but it could well date
back a thousand years in the Kathmandu Valley. The antiquity of this practice is
found in a text entitled Adikarmapradipa, a Sanskrit Buddhist text composed by a
Nepal pandit named Anupamavajra in 1098CE. It deals with the practices that
should be performed by a Buddhist in Nepal every day. '* According to the text,

13 The full list of recommended Newar Buddhist practices is: 1. Taking Refuge in Triple Gems; 2.
Reciting Namasamgiti ; 3. Reciting Bhadracarya Pranidhana; 4. To offer Preta bali; 5. To
circumambulate Caitya, Buddha statues etc.; 6. To perform Gurumandala rite; 7. To meditate on
tutelary deity; 8. To recite Prajiiaparamita and other Mahayana Sutras; 9. To recite danagatha,;
10. To perform Bodhisattva practices joyfully; 11. To study Buddhist Scriptures; 12. Offering food to
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the day should start with the taking refuge in Triple Gems and consequently it is
followed by chanting the Namasamgiti.

II1.2. The New Namasamgiti Parva (Festival). Given, as we have seen,
that the Namasamgiti has had a long-established place in Newar Buddhism, it
should not be surprising that the community would be attracted to the introduction
of a new Buddhist festival dedicated to it that was begun seven years ago. | would
like to explain why I and my own disciples initiated it.

We know that the Buddha spent his life preaching the dharma and that each
teaching was to a specially targeted audience. But no clear historical information is
available about when root texts were delivered. Some scholars who have tried to
calculate the Buddha’s immediate activities after enlightenment have drawn the
conclusion that he delivered his first sermon on the full moon day of Asadha, the
month that falls between June and July.

Unfortunately, the Namasamgiti, a root text, does not indicate the date of its
deliverance. But the commentary by Ravisrijiiana does suggest that the date for his
teaching the Namasamgiti in his commentary, noting that the Buddha was
residing on “dhanyakataka-mahdcaitya’ on the full moon day of Caitra, a month
that falls between March and April.

Once this was determined, I was excited and spread the information to my
disciples. So we resolved to celebrate this full moon day as the Namasamgiti
Parva (festival) every year. Then we spread this information to all the Buddhist
monasteries and Namasamgiti organizations in Lalitpur, mainly through
contacting the Nepalese Traditional Buddhist Association. As a result, all decided
to celebrate the full moon day of Caitra month as the new Namasamgiti Parva
enthusiastically since 2005 CE.

The Namasamgiti Parva celebrated in three steps namely: Inauguration,
Procession, and Closing. For the inauguration held in the morning, a chief guest
marks the beginning of the festival by lighting a large ceremonial oil lamp. The

Triple Gems and tutelary deity before eating; 13. Offer fivefold prostration to Buddha of ten
directions; 14. Sleeping in a lion's posture after meditating on Deity Yoga.
Shakya 2000, 65-80



chief guest and other speakers usually highlight the philosophy and importance of
Namasamgiti .

Before noon, devotees assemble in groups, with each holding aloft a banner
of their own organization. The procession starts from the inauguration venue and
then circumambulates the old boundary of the city. The procession is lead by a
traditional music troupe; participants follow, chanting Namasamgiti . The
procession then has an image of the Namasamgiti as a deity that is carried by a
group of devotees by rotation.

Thousands of devotees, men and women, take part, dressing in fine clothes.
Priests and lay followers join together to participate in the colorful procession
enthusiastically. The numbers of participants and their enthusiasm are remarkable,
and their chanting is pleasant-sounding and spreads everywhere in the city.
Observers all the way stand side by side, some looking down from their windows,
all showing their devotion. People observe the procession, listen to the
Namasamgiti chanting and pay homage to the Namasamgiti deity. It is also
noteworthy that in every ward or crossroad, local people serve water, juice, fruits
etc. for participants who must 4-5 hours to complete their circumambulation.

Finally, the procession returns to the inauguration venue. Each organization
is honored with issuing letters of thanks for their participation by the organizer.
Finally, an announcement is made regarding which organization will take charge
of the Namasamgiti festival for the next year. Thus ends the Namasamgiti
festival for the year.

It is also noteworthy that a similar Namasamgiti Parva was first celebrated
this year in the third great city of the Kathmandu Valley, Bhaktapur city. After its
successful inauguration this year, devotees from Bhaktapur are preparing for this
festival next year.

Thus, over the past six years, the Namasamgiti Parva has been very
successful at promoting the chanting of this key text in Nepalese Buddhist society.
It has thereby created an awareness of and more in-depth discussions on the
Namasamgiti and perhaps other sutra/tantra chanting traditions. It has also
revitalized connections between Buddhist priests and lay Buddhists communities



while reintroducing a traditional practice that is both good (kusala) and easy for lay
Buddhists, especially those from the younger generations.

IV. From Festival to Initiation

The Namasamgiti tradition not only entails chanting and listening, but can
also involve a more interior practice that is introduced through abhiseka
(initiation). Initiation is a formal way to enter into the practice and obtain authority
for a special/specific practice in Vajrayana. In some cases, taking initiation imparts
authorization to initiate others. Initiation is something special, secret and sacred in
Vajrayana Buddhism.

The Namasamgiti abhiseka is mentioned in Svayambhu-bhattarakoddesa'®,
popularly known as the Svayambhu-purana. This text that records the account of
Buddhism in the Kathmandu Valley notes only one initiation tradition that
associated with the legendary figure Dharmasrimitra, a Buddhist scholar from
Vikramsila-mahavihara in ancient India. It notes that while in India he had tried to
give discourses on Namasamgiti even though he had not gotten an initiation. After
he failed to explain the text, he came to Nepal and obtained Namasamgiti initiation
in a temple at the Svayambhu stupa from an acarya named Mafjudeva. The
initiation is recorded as having taken place on the fifth bright half of Magha month.
(January —February) Thereafter Dharmaisrimtra was able to explain Namasamgiti
and continued his discourses on Namasamgiti back at the Vikramsila Mahavihara.

The text thus asserts that the Namasamgiti initiation was extant in ancient
Nepal, perhaps dating to the earliest historic period of Nepal. In fact, it is certain
not only that the Namasamgiti initiation had been in Nepal for at least 900 years,
but also that its practice until recently had been limited to a small number of priests

14 Svayambhu-bhattarakoddesa or Svayambhu Purana is a text written in and about the
Kathmandu Valley. With the earliest attested texts dated back to the 14t Century, it is very
important for understanding Newar Buddhism. There still has been no critical edition of this
work, or reliable translation into English.



and lay Buddhists.!> Most Lay Newar Buddhists had not even known of the
existence of the Namasamgiti initiation tradition.

Since as noted above the Namasamgiti chanting had been equally popular in
monasteries and in lay Buddhist communities, I determined that it would be
beneficial and promising to offer Namasamgiti initiation to all interested
householders. Finally a Namasamgiti initiation program was scheduled and carried
out with the chief coordination of Traditional Nepalese Buddhist Association and
in co-coordination with the Padmavati Mahavihar (monastery) in the same
monastery in Lalitpur-Patan.

IV. 1. The Initiation Events: An eight-foot diameter Namasamgiti
mandala was made with colored stone powder. We followed the
Namamantrathavalokinii, a commentary on Namasamgiti text by Acarya
Vilasavajra. A group of Bajracharya priests performed the preliminary rituals on
the first day and on the next day was the initiation. The chief Bajracharya and his
wife revealed the mantra-s of Namasamgiti to each participant. In the end, more
than four thousand people obtained this initiation. At the end chief Bajracharya
delivered a special discourse on the Namsangiti. The initiation program took place
on the fifth bright half day of Magha month (January —February), 2012, the same
lunar day mentioned as that on which Nepal Acarya Maijudev granted
Namasamgiti initiation to Dharmasrimitra

IV.2. Results of the First Namsangiti Initiation: The Namasamgiti
initiation was very successful for continuing and extending the active celebration
of the Namasamgiti traditions in Nepal. What was difficult was opening up a
vajrayana initiation to those who in recent decades were deemed ineligible in
Nepalese Buddhist society: those from castes besides the Sakya, Bajracharya and
Uray communities. Despite the resistance from the elder generation of the
Bajracaryas, we decided that it was time for rejecting orthodoxy in favor of a more
liberal and compassionate stance regarded to all humanity.

Eventually the event was able to draw public attention as well as to attract
new generation towards Vajrayana practice. In the past history of initiation in the

15 A related initiation with a different name for promoting mental development was given not
only for adults but for infant children. But this tradition is not much open and not popular too.
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Newar Buddhist community, if a hundred people participated, it would be
considered as a huge number. But with four thousand individuals attending... this
was really beyond the imagination for organizers. This portends opening the door
for lay Buddhist to enter into other higher Buddhist practices.

V. Conclusion and Reflections

Householder Buddhists in Asia like celebrations. In Nepal, our view is that
ritual can be a time of skilful means that effectively adapts the teachings of the
Buddha to the lives of the lay community. The success of Namasamgiti Parva has
opened a new chapter as a lay Buddhist practice in Newar Buddhism.

From the perspective of Mahayana/Vajrayana doctrine, everybody possesses
the potentiality to achieve samyak sambodhi. This does not happen due to a person
shaving his head or wearing a robe; it is not contingent on gender, class, or skin
color. A mind attains Enlightenment. A layman’s mind can achieve samyak
sambodhi. It happened in past, is happening at present and will happened in future.
Therefore higher practices should be opened for lay communities, too. Eventually,
we are confident that by opening Namasamgiti initiation to a wider public, this
opened a new chapter in Newar Buddhism.
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