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[1.] WHO is the Dalai Lama?

Tenzin Gyatso, the fourteenth Dalai Lama of Tibet has several visible personae.  It is difficult enough identify much less articulate those multiple dimensions.  However, for the purposes of this section, we will limit ourselves to three key personae: [1.1] The Dalai Lama as a monk/human being.  Being a monk and a human being are interconnected in that the first one is personal and the second one is more universal, [1.2] then, there is the persona of the Dalai Lama as a world spiritual leader to the world/world visionary Mahayana Buddhist.
 Juxtaposing the two keeps the deliberations within a spiritual framework.  This spiritual framework, I argue, is the wellspring of the Dalai Lama’s sense of universal responsibility. The Dalai Lama’s sense of universal responsibility, for the purposes in this section, will be confined to the issues of emptiness and secular meditation and will be explored in more detail in a later section, and [1.3] finally, there is the persona of the Dalai Lama as the temporal leader of a country whose culture is on the verge of destruction. The tie that binds all three is the sense of the universal that motivates the monk, the spiritual and also the temporal leader of which his Mahayana Buddhism (or in this case Tibetan Buddhism) is the cornerstone.

Primary among the personae is his self-identification as a simple monk.

1.1 Monk and human being

The first persona outlined above is that of the Dalai Lama as a monk and human being. According to the Dalai Lama, he has chosen to be a monk, in Freedom in Exile he writes:

Dalai Lama means different things to different people.  To some it means that I am a living Buddha, the earthly manifestation of Avalokiteshvara, Bodhisattva of Compassion.  To others it means that I am a ‘god-king’.  During the late 1950s it meant that I was a Vice-President of the Steering Committee of the National People’s Congress of the People’s Republic of China.  Then when I escaped into exile, I was called a counterrevolutionary and a parasite.  But none of these are my ideas.  To me ‘Dalai Lama’ is a title that signifies the office I hold.  I am myself just a human being, and incidentally a Tibetan, who chooses to be a Buddhist monk (xiii). 

In the quote above, he identifies himself mainly as a human being who choses to be a monk.  Is this human identity more fundamental than his role as a spiritual or temporal leader?  As suggested as well in the quote above, the Dalai Lama sees his persona as the Dalai Lama separate from himself as a human being – since it is an office he holds.  It would be safe to assume, based on the evidence presented, that he sees his identity, as a monk and human being as more fundamental than that of the office of the Dalai Lama.

In the book Ethics for the New Millennium he confirms my observation:

I am, however, Tibetan before I am Dalai Lama, and I am human before I am Tibetan. So while as Dalai Lama I have a special responsibility to Tibetans, and as a monk I have a special responsibility toward furthering interreligious harmony, as a human being I have a much larger responsibility toward the whole human family – which indeed we all have.  And since the majority does not practice religion, I am concerned to try to find a way to serve all humanity without appealing to religious faith (Ethics 20).

Despite the Dalai Lama’s claim above of his message having a more universal scope, he is still the Dalai Lama of Tibet and being so he has a special responsibility to the Tibetans (Ethics 20). Moreover, as a monk he sees as one of his roles that of furthering interreligious harmony, which leads us to the examination of his second persona, that of a world spiritual leader and world visionary Mahayana Buddhist.

1.2 Spiritual leader of the Tibetan Buddhists/world visionary Mahayana Buddhist

As a religious and spiritual leader his message to the world includes but is not limited the interrelated notions of emptiness, and secular meditation.  The message of emptiness and secular meditation fall under what I consider his strong sense of universal responsibility. How this responsibility manifests itself in the material sense is to bring to the world the message of emptiness.

1.2.1 Emptiness

The Dalai Lama writes in The World of Tibetan Buddhism about emptiness and because it is so complex I feel it important to recreate it here:

In order to actualize the omniscient mind of buddhahood, it is necessary to realize the nature of mind.  This mind, whose nature we realize in order to actualize omniscience, must be a very special kind of mind, which, in terms of its continuity, is eternal.  It cannot be any other type of mind.  Because the various contaminated states of mind, such as delusions and afflictive emotional and cognitive states, are adventitious, they are occasional:  they arise in a certain moment but soon disappear.  From that standpoint, they are not enduring.  The mind whose nature we realize when we become omniscient should be eternal in terms of its continuity; it should not be adventitious.  This signifies that one should be able to realize the empty nature of a pure mind, that is, a mind whose essential nature has never been polluted by delusions.

When viewed from the perspective of emptiness itself, there is no difference between emptiness of the mundane external phenomenon, such as a sprout, and the emptiness of a deity, such as Vairocana.  But when viewed from the perspective of the object of emptiness, there is a vast difference.  It is the wisdom that realizes this special emptiness, the emptiness of the deity, that eventually serves as the substantial cause for the omniscient mind of buddhahood (100-1).

Since the nature of the mind is to form illusion, understanding that all is temporary, this changes the rules of the game.  When things are viewed from the perspective of emptiness, as the Dalai Lama does, everything is put in perspective and he can understand and cope with all the death and suffering around him, and in Tibet.  

In the handout “Death and Impermanence.” from Path to Bliss: A Practical Guide to Stages of Meditation, the Dalai Lama writes:  “You should develop the conviction that awareness of death and impermanence [anicca] is an important element of the Buddha’s teaching, and this is why the Buddha taught impermanence at the beginning of all his teachings when he first taught the Four Noble Truths.” as well as “The lack of death awareness prevents one form undertaking the practice of dharma.  […] Such ventures may take all one’s time and energy, but no matter how important they appear to be, since they are directly related to this lifetime alone, their benefits are limited – once one leaves the body, their benefit ends” (1).  In this case, the sense of impermanence is intrinsically linked with death.  Meditating on these issues is the first step to realization, which brings us to another issue, the issue of secular meditation.

1.2.2 Secular Meditation


In the video Secular Meditation the Dalai Lama deals with the issue of happiness.  For him, the way to happiness is through meditation.  In the video, moreover, the Dalai Lama speaks of two areas of concern: the physical and the mental.  As far as the physical realm is concerned, too much care is already being taken to assure our body is pampered.  However, in the process of doing so, we neglect out “mental state.”  For the Dalai Lama, meditation is the answer.


According to the Dalai Lama, we can train our minds.  Meditation is the way to attain a “good mental attitude.”  If we can deal with this item first, then minor physical aliments will simply wash away – or at least dealt with more easily.  The Dalai Lama outlines two forms of meditation: the analytic and “placing your mind in a single point.”  If our mental state is calm, we can take adversity in stride.  Meditation is that route.  Despite his lack of detail on the practice of meditation (as opposed to Thich Nhat Hanh detailed explanation) his message is loud and clear, meditation is the route.  

Despite the word secular being opposite to spiritual, in a sense it is not really, one motivates the other.  The Dalai Lama’s sense of universal responsibility comes from being a Mahayana Buddhist and inspires him to bring the message of secular meditation to the whole of humanity.  His duties do not stop there; there is the role of the temporal leader of Tibet that he still has to deal with.

1.3 Temporal leader of a country 

The Dalai Lama also defines himself within the framework of being a Tibetan.  The irony of it all is that as he outlines in his autobiography, Freedom in Exile, for the better part of his life, he was isolated from his people.  On the rare occasions he left his official residence (the cold 1,000-room Potala palace in Lhasa) he moved past his minions on a yellow silk palanquin, pulled by 20 army officers in green cloaks and red hats and surrounded by hundreds of men: monks and musicians, sword-wielding horsemen. To ensure the people didn’t get too near, the monastic police encircled the whole entourage.  This state of affairs is so sad for one so attuned to the needs of his people.

The Dalai Lama was both secluded and isolated, but that quickly changed with the Chinese invasion of Tibet.  If one positive thing has resulted from his having to depart Tibet, it was that it brought him closer to the plight of his own people and the rest of the world. Tenzin Gyatso, the 14th Dalai Lama, was given the chance to see things in his country as they really are.

[2.] Why is he deemed a MYSTERY?

There are at least three reasons (and this is not an exclusive list) why the Dalai Lama is seen as a mystery: [2.1] First, there is the issue of his mystical discovery and eventual initiation into the office of the Dalai Lama. [2.2] Second, foreigners are intrigued by his identification with Avalokiteshvara (the Bodhisattva of Compassion), (Gyatso, Freedom xiii) or Chenrezi (Avedon, 15, 150, 175, 197), and [2.3] Third, the Dalai Lama’s body language reflects humility and is interpreted by many as a reflection of a mystical quality – as if he is the “real thing.”  Let us turn our attention first to the mystery of the discovery of the Dalai Lama.

2.1 The Mystery of the discovery of the Dalai Lama

When it comes to the story of his discovery, the mystical quality of his persona goes into high gear.  The story starts in a small village in the roof of the world, at an altitude of 3 miles, deep in Eastern Tibet (Amdo) (Avedon 6).  Lhamo Dhondrub was only four when the monks came to fetch him 1939 (Gyatso, Freedom 13). The search party waltzed right into his peasant parents’ farmhouse and things were never the same again. Lhamo Dhondrub was eventually taken away to Lhasa, the capital of Tibet to become the 14th Dalai Lama. Skeptics will always question the signs: the way the head of the deceased 13th Dalai Lama had turned toward the east – the direction of the boy’s home, and the vision of the child’s very house seen in the lake of Lhamo Lhatso by a Reting Rinpoche (Gyatso, Freedom 11-2).  In the end, we will simply need to reflect on the “realm of possibility” within which Avaloketishvara was discovered – and that is why he is such a mystery. 

2.2 Avalokiteshvara

An inji (westerner) asked The Dalai Lama in the film Ethics for a New Millennium: Are you Avalokiteshvara?  To which he replied, “I am just a monk.” [Ethics for a New Millennium video] Further in the same video, he mentioned that some people expect miracles, to which he replies: “I have no such thing.”  During my trip to Dharamsala in India in 1996, I observed the Dalai Lama in and outside a teaching context, and noticed a consistency in his behavior – that of an accessible leader.  A parallel can be drawn with leaders like Gandhi – to whom not as much as spirituality is ascribed – Gandhi may have been Gandhi-ji or even Bapu (a father figure) but never a Boddhisatva.  Nevertheless, the Dalai Lama’s humility and down to earth attitude are evident in his body language.

2.3 The body language and the “real thing”

His body language – makes people feel that he has “higher powers.”  This portion, in a sense waxes anecdotal.  When one examines the Dalai Lama (as I was lucky enough to do during my trip to Dharamsala in 1996)
 the sense of relaxed centeredness gives the viewer a certain calm.  Coupled with his constant smile and accompanying laughter, one gets the sense that despite all the adversity; this individual is centered and calm, which he reflects outwardly to the world at large.

[3.] What is his MESSAGE?


The Dalai Lama has much to give to the world.  For this section, I will focus on five areas: [3.1] Universal Responsibility, [3.2] Happiness (which revolves around mutual benefit), [3.3] Compassion, [3.4] An authentic religion/scientific dialogue, and [3.5] The protection of Tibetan culture via his political engagement with China. Let us begin by tackling the issue of universal responsibility.

3.1 Universal responsibility and Mahayana Buddhism

According to the Dalai Lama – Ethics for the New Millennium is not a spiritual book.  However, what is clear is that his conclusions and recommendations come from a long history of Tibetan Mahayana Buddhism.  Mahayana is one of the two main vehicles of Tibetan Buddhism.  In this sense, his message is a universal rather than a personal one, which springs from the notion of a “greater vehicle.”  

In “A Brief Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism” from The Meeting of Minds: A Dialogue on Tibetan and Chinese Buddhism, The Dalai Lama writes: “Followers of Mahayana, the so-called Greater Vehicle, aim at attaining the highest stage of nirvana – buddhahood.  They do this not only for themselves but also for all “sentient beings” (5). The sense of perspective that the followers of the Mahayana path (as opposed to Hinayana – whose aim is more individualistic – nirvana) bring with them is a universal one.  As demonstrated by the quote, the Mahayana Buddhists have compassion for all sentient beings, which I believe, forms the core of his universal perspective.

In Freedom in Exile, the Dalai Lama ends the book on this note: “Finally, I would like to share with my readers a short prayer which gives me great inspiration and determination.” and then the closes out with the quote outlined above.  

For as long as space endures,

And as long as sentient beings remain, 

Until then may I, too, abide

To dispel the misery of the world (271).

Who is this I in the prayer?  In this quote, the “I” represents the Dalai Lama.  In this case, it simply re-enforces the Dalai Lama’s sense of universal responsibility.

In Ethics for the New Millennium, The Dalai Lama speaks to an extensive set of social and moral issues.  “My aim has been to appeal for an approach to ethics based on universal rather religious principles (xiii).”  The Dalai Lama has used this approach for this book because as far as his powers of observation tell him, humanity has turned its back on traditional religions (the classical mode for ethical considerations).  It could be argued that, much like Thich Nhat Hanh, the Dalai Lama is using a form of upaya (skillful means) to get his message across since he is not “preaching to the choir.”  Nonetheless The Dalai Lama also observed that people are constantly seeking happiness in a world gone out of control. Despite Ethics for the New Millennium not being a drastic departure from any of his previous work, it does cover issues that he has not dealt with prior to this one – issues such as bioethics and excessive materialism.  

The Dalai Lama is open and comes across, as folk – just folk with everyday concerns and human needs – such as his thoughts about his mundane attachment to his watch.  Ethics for the New Millennium is far cry from the more technical books such as Path to Bliss, The Art of Happiness, The Meaning of Life form a Buddhist Perspective and even Kindness, Clarity and Insight. More in tune with his autobiographical pieces like Freedom in Exile and My Land and My People, Ethics for the New Millennium shines as a testament to a man who truly loves humanity in its most universal sense.  As a point of method, the almost step-by-step approach lends itself to an image of a friendly guru, which is perhaps another one of the more visible of his many personae to the western world (which was not touched upon already in section one).  What is most important to take away from the book Ethics for the New Millennium is his use of his Tibetan roots and his ability to translate the highly complex concepts into everyday language – making the issues and possible solutions accessible to the ordinary (that is, non-technical) reader.  As a monk his message revolves around issues of happiness (which includes mutual benefit), compassion, and authentic religious and scientific dialogue.

3.2 Happiness

Happiness (mutual benefit) is one of the main messages of the Dalai Lama.  In Ethics for the New Millennium, he writes, “Ethically sound conduct depends on us applying the principle of non-harming” (152).  Later in the book he adds when deliberating on saving a life of a person in a coma,  “[…] it may be that in order to continue to support one life, valuable funds are kept from projects which would benefit many others” (155).  One can clearly see that happiness rests upon not harming others and thinking of the benefits of the many over the needs of the few.  Happiness is closely linked to notions of compassion in that without compassion it is difficult, I would argue, impossible to attain a proper mental state.  On this note, compassion is a fundamental building block to attaining happiness.  

3.3 Compassion

Compassion looms large in the Dalai Lama’s deliberations.  The Dalai Lama writes in Ethics for the New Millennium: “To say that basic human nature is not only non-violent but actually disposed toward love and compassion, kindness, gentleness, affection, creation, and so on does, of course, imply a general principle which must, by definition, be applicable to each individual human being” (71).  To follow this up, he adds, “Again, the key principles are compassion and insight” (154). The Dalai Lama starts from this base and applies these tenets to the issue of genetic research, a compelling, timely and relevant issue.  On the issue of genetic research, The Dalai Lama is undaunted:

Indeed, let me say here that while it is difficult to be categorically against all forms of genetic experimentations, this is such a delicate area that it is essential that all those involved proceed with caution and deep humility.  It is vital that they keep in mind the wider implications of what they are doing and, most important, ensure that their motives are genuinely compassionate (Gyatso, Ethics 156).

Deliberation on the issues of genetics forces us to pause and consider the implications of science and the need for a moral compass in a world hell-bent on excessive materialism without the least regard to ethics.  Although we pay lip service to ethical considerations, the overriding consideration for genetic research is ultimately commercial.  The Dalai Lama writes, in the book Ethics for the New Millennium:

Again it may be objected that the reality of commerce is such that we cannot realistically expect businesses to put people before profits.  But here we must remember that those who run the world’s industries and businesses are human beings too.  Even the most hardened would surely admit that it is not right to seek profits regardless of consequences.  If it were, dealing in drugs would not be wrong.  So again, what is required is that each of us develops our compassionate nature. […] History shows that many of the positive developments in human society have occurred as the result of compassion. […] Ideals are the engine of progress (196-7).

In this sense, it is important to consider science in light of compassion and compassion in light of science – which the Dalai Lama is very keen to do, as evidenced above.  An open and honest dialogue between both camps leads to greater understanding and a broader perspective, as evidenced below.

3.4 Real
 religious and scientific dialogue


The Dalai Lama does not see a contradiction between religion and science.  Taking over from the late 13th Dalai Lama, the current Dalai Lama sees modernization as inevitable.  Although he sees science as necessary, it is not sufficient to make human beings whole.  Once again, from Ethics for the New Millennium:

Clearly, a major reason for modern society’s devotion to material progress is the very success of science and technology.  Now the wonderful thing about these forms of human endeavor is that they bring immediate satisfaction.  They’re unlike prayer, the results of which are, for the most part, invisible – if indeed prayer works at all (10-1).

How do we reconcile the two? As shown in “Tibetan Buddhism: Questions of Methods,” dialogue between western science (logical empiricism) and Buddhism (Madhyamika) is the answer.  Dialogue and a sense of universal responsibility forms a duo that will, in the end, result in the symbiotic relationship between science and religion.  This symbiotic relationship bridges the spiritual and a temporal – the synthesis we hope will lead to greater understanding.  Taking the template of combining the spiritual and temporal, this model could also be applied to the realm of politics.  In this sense, combining a spiritual component with that of politics (some would argue that economics is imbedded within politics) will bring a whole new dimension to both.  The Dalai Lama brings his spiritual inspiration to his struggle politically to protect the culture of Tibet.

3.5 The protection of Tibetan culture via his political engagement with China

For the Dalai Lama – from a temporal perspective – his message is one of pluralism, wherein he protects Tibetan Culture via his political engagement with China.  In Freedom in Exile the Dalai Lama is calling for change — but not at the pace or in the form that the Chinese used.  He seeks change driven by a sense of compassion and a sense of wisdom.  The country over which he ruled was a land of people who believed in the Buddha’s tenet that one’s action in this life determines one’s fate in the next. Since the establishment of Buddhism as Tibet’s chief religion parents have inculcated into their children that all life, animal and human, is sacred.  To preserve a safe space and sangha to achieve this is certainly worth all the effort.  Not to fall prey to James Hilton’s notion of Shangri-La in Lost Horizon of Tibet (in his case “The Valley of the Blue Moon) as a world repository of knowledge, a zone of peace within which the Tibetans can create their own discourses is a cause, I argue, well fighting for.

[4.] Assess his contribution to contemporary global culture.  


The worldwide impact of the Dalai Lama cannot be underestimated. He cannot be ignored and the world has taken notice.  In this section, I will deal with five areas that I feel the Dalai Lama continues to impact the world: [4.1] The impact of the Dalai Lama simply in terms of his personal charisma, [4.2] The constant juxtaposition by the Dalai Lama of compassion alongside Realpolitik, [4.3] The Dalai Lama’s call for a Zone of Peace, and [4.4] The controversial issue of Tibet Chic.  What binds all these issues together is a grandness of scale in terms of impact.  The Dalai Lama is here to stay and he is a world player.  While he is with us, let us soak in his charisma and his upaya (skillful means) for the good of humanity.

4.1 Personal Charisma

The awarding of the Nobel Peace Prize to the Dalai Lama certainly placed him front row and center in the world scene. However, the influence of the Dalai Lama as the conscience of the world cannot adequately be measured.  The Dalai Lama’s message of compassion is problematic to our overly materialistic Zeitgeist, where acquisitiveness and conflict reign supreme.  

Once the most secluded leader of the modern world, the 14th Dalai Lama is now among the most traveled, most celebrated and best known. 

I felt greatly honoured to be invited to Czechoslovakia, not only by a head of state – for the first time – but also by a man who has consistently shown such devotion to truth.  I found the new president to be very gentle and full of honesty, humility – and humour (Gyatso, Freedom 263-4).

4.2 Compassion contra Realpolitik 

The humble figure in maroon robes has become the focus of attention for the world’s angst about Chinese authoritarianism and ideological expansion. The situation of the Tibetans – as described by the Dalai Lama in Freedom in Exile and Ethics for the New Millennium –demonstrates that despite Mao’s utterance that ‘religion is poison’ we are left thinking perhaps the reverse is true, and that secularism is more a bane than a boon. In Ethics for the New Millennium the message is a universal one – one that transcends a locality and that makes this book so compelling and necessary. 

If peace is something more profound than a fragile equilibrium based on mutual hostility, if ultimately it depends on the resolution of internal conflicts, what are we to say about war?  Although paradoxically the aim of most military campaigns is peace, in reality, war is like fire in the human community, one whose fuel is living people (203).

4.3 Zone of Peace

On the subject of China, The Dalai Lama has continually made gestures to the Chinese to establish a “Zone of Peace” (Gyatso, Ethics 213).

Of course, it is not hard to think of areas in the world other than Tibet where neighboring communities would benefit enormously from the establishment of a demilitarized zone.  Just as India and China – both of them still relatively poor countries – would save a considerable portion of their respective annual income if Tibet were to become an internationally recognized Zone of Peace, so there are many others on each continent from which a tremendous, wasteful burden would be lifted if there were no need to maintain large numbers of troops on their borders (Gyatso, Ethics 213).

Ensuring that this is not “pie-in-the-sky,” the Dalai Lama has articulated his proposal for the abovementioned “Zone of Peace,” in terms that both India and China can understand – the bottom line.  Moreover, The Dalai Lama has written on the salient points of the proposal in Freedom in Exile:

The Entire Tibetan plateau would be demilitarized.

The manufacture, testing and stockpiling of nuclear weapons and other armaments on the Tibetan plateau would be prohibited.

The Tibetan plateau would be transformed into the world’s largest natural park or biosphere.  Strict laws would be enforced to protect wildlife and plant life; the exploitation of natural resources would be carefully regulated so as not to damage relevant ecosystems; and a policy of sustainable development would be adopted in populated areas.

The manufacture and use of nuclear power and other technologies which produce hazardous waste would be prohibited.

National resources and policy would be directed towards the active promotion of peace and environmental protection.  Organisations dedicated to the furtherance of peace and to the protection of all forms of life would find a hospitable home in Tibet.

The Establishment of international and regional organisations for the promotion and protection of human rights would be encouraged in Tibet (248-9).

Unfortunately for the Dalai Lama and his people, the Chinese government stands to gain much, in the short run, by putting into effect policies that directly contradict all the items outlined above.  The shortsighted widespread exploitation of natural resources and environmental degradation is exceeding Tibet’s carrying capacity (Avedon 232, 296, and 314-5).  This form of overexploitation runs counter to the Dalai Lama’s warning that “Lack of contentment – which really comes down to greed – sows the seed of envy and aggressive competitiveness, and leads to a culture of excessive materialism” (Gyatso 165).  How seriously will the message be received?  Are both the Dalai Lama and his message destined to be relegated to a chic or kitschy cause, or will we finally see the wisdom of his deliberations?

4.4 Tibet Chic

“Tibet Chic” and movies with themes concerning the Dalai Lama’s life and times – Seven Years in Tibet and Kundun – have made it hip to be “in” with the Tibetan cause.  What are the probable reasons for this phenomenon?  Newsman Stephen Prothero suggest the following:

Why the Tibetan vogue? Bob Summers of McCann Erickson Worldwide in Atlanta thinks the image of the Tibetan monk resonates because it is reassuring in this madcap, materialistic world.  Being acquainted with Asian holy men via “Kung Fu” and the “Karate Kid,” when we see a Tibetan monk, we know he stands for wisdom, tranquility, simplicity – “the inner peace of knowing you can get yourself a Wall Street bonus,” says Summers.

Theologically, Tibetan Buddhism offers piety without the need to believe in God. According to Chris Queen, a Harvard dean and a practicing Buddhist, Americans are “tired of theism” but aching for spiritual fulfillment.  Tibetan Buddhism promises spirituality without the trappings of religion – a pope without the pomp.

The Dalai Lama is also irresistibly politically correct.  On college campuses, according to University of Michigan Professor Donald Lopez, Students see Tibetan freedom as “an unambiguous political cause.”  The battle between the Dalai Lama and the Chinese isn’t just good theater – “Gandhi” goes to Tibet – it’s a post-Cold War morality tale pitting the evil Chinese empire against everybody’s exotic underdog (Prothero 3).

Despite the reference to Tibet Chic, it does not detract form the core of his contribution to the world community – a sense of compassion and the possibility of really giving peace a chance.  This message is timely in this time of war.  The peaceful alternatives provided
 by the Dalai Lama, Krishnamurti and even Gandhi’s Satyagraha (which – similar with the Dalai Lama – are based on Ahimsa) is alive and well – at least within a small cadre of people who read and study the abovementioned.

Based on hundreds, perhaps even thousands of years of tradition, the Dalai Lama does come from a long and entrenched tradition.  In “A Brief Introduction to Tibetan Buddhism” from The Meeting of Minds: A Dialogue on Tibetan and Chinese Buddhism (Dharma Drum Publications, 1991), The Dalai Lama writes: “Before Buddhism arrived, the Bon religion was widespread in Tibet.  Until recently, Bon study centers still existed in Tibet.  Not an effective religion at first, Bon was greatly enriched by Buddhist belief and practice.  Around the eight century CE, King Lha-Tho-Ri Nyen Tsen introduced Buddhism to Tibet” (3).  This demonstrates that the Dalai Lama comes from a long and somewhat stable tradition. Moreover, he also notes: 

In its essentials, Tibetan Buddhism never suffered alterations or additions at the hands of Tibetan lamas.  Their commentaries are clearly identifiable as commentaries, and for their authority, they referred to the main teachings of Lord Buddha or the works of Indian pandits.  For this reason, I do not think it is correct to regard Tibetan Buddhism as separate from the original Indian Buddhism or to refer to it as Lamaism (The Meeting of Minds 4). 

This, as well, demonstrates not just a long and stable tradition, but also a very authentic one.  Wrenched from his splendid isolation, this humble monk walks among men and spreads his message with a jocularity that encases a deep and abiding concern, compassion and love for humanity.
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Notes:


� How does Vajrayana Buddhism fit into all this?  Vajrayana Buddhism, according to the handout given out in class, is perhaps the most controversial of all the “yanas.”  In a sense, Vajrayana is a form of fast track to Nirvana.  Vajrayana, it seems, is more in line with Theravada or Hinayana in that the end goal is to get past Samsara and to get to Nirvana as quickly as possible.  Emphasizing the need to realize Nirvana as opposed to buddhahood that is a key issue in Mahayana Buddhism so I don’t see how this form of Buddhism could have contributed to the Dalai Lama’s sense of universal responsibility.


� How does he describe this for us in his autobiography?  The Dalai Lama articulates his impressions in Freedom in Exile, “I believe that this suffering is caused by ignorance, and that people inflict pain on others in pursuit of their own happiness or satisfaction.  Yet true happiness comes from a sense of inner peace and contentment, which in turn must be achieved through cultivation of altruism, of love, of compassion, and through the elimination of anger, selfishness and greed (270).  Could he have taken this perspective without the whole invasion, perhaps but to keep to this tenets within the framework of the Chinese invasion and still not hate the them is a challenge few of us will ever face or react to like this.  The Dalai Lama had different options, he chose the path outlined above.


� In 1996 I traveled around Northern India (Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh) on a Tiger safari. In that same trip, I visited Sariska, Baratphur, Ranthambor, Corbett National Park, Agra, Naini Tal, Jaipur, Delhi and Dharamsala. In Dharamsala, I met with the staff of the Tibetan Computer Resource Center to assist them in setting up a Windows NT 4.0 server based network, to meet with some colleagues from the Delek Hospital Foundation, to liaise with the staff at the Library, and to touch base with monks in two monasteries: Nechung (the monastery of the Ketun (or the Medium of the Oracle)) and Namgyal (the monastery of the Dalai Lama).  As a representative of the Canada Tibet Committee (in my capacity as Human Rights Officer) I met with members of the Kashag to canvas ideas on how we could be of assistance. However, I really was there to take in the teachings, since I knew that the Dalai Lama would be there for the March 10 celebrations, this is what my personal reflections are based on.


� As in fake? No. I would have to explain it in terms more like “serious” or not trivial.


� Can we collapse them? I would be tempted to say yes.  The method and tradition may be different but the call for peace is the unifying force. It might be a thin thread but ultimately, despite the stylistic differences, the end result is the call for peaceful co-existence and that is unifying enough on certain levels.





