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Tibet
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Lhasa, Tibet

Spring 1847
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Tenzin’s memories came and went and came and went again. Interrupted only by the sounds of breathing around him he opened his eyes. The backs of freshly shaven heads filled his view.

Cold springtime breezes played across his neck. Pulling his robes tight he stared ahead to the amber glow at far end of the temple. That was where he wanted to be sitting, not here by drafty doors. Tenzin knew those seats were taken by his elders, a place not meant for a ten year old novice such as he.

Beneath a golden statue’s calm gaze his peers enjoyed the warmth yak butter candles gave. Flickering before them in aid of meditation’s practice all were aware of the cool wisps touching those seated in the rows far behind them, a rite of passage they too had once endured in their novice years.

Taking consolation this was the second of the day’s two meditation sittings, the young monk recalled that morning’s ritual of emptying the mind of all thoughts. Dawn’s remnants of winter had hindered all attempts to do so. It was not daybreak’s chill which had stalled his efforts. Unlike those he now sat among, meditation was something Tenzin had yet to grasp.

Pulling his robes closer again the last of the day’s sun broke into the centre of the temple. From ancient wooden rafters a single diagonal beam illuminated a burgundy clad shoulder, its owner unaware of its touch.

Watching dust particles sparkle in a chaotic dance Tenzin’s attention fell to temple walls and the stories painted across them.

He knew each detailed painting by heart and looked to his favourite. In dim candlelight he could still make out green painted grass on which stood a white elephant with a monkey eating fruit upon on its back. What he liked most was the white rabbit perched on the monkey’s shoulders, a lone dove hovering above its pointed ears.

Beside his favoured scene stood the deities and demi gods who had once filled him with dread, where animal smiles were replaced by tusks and snarling demon mouths set below wide staring eyes.

From his teacher’s guidance Tenzin knew there was little reason to fear those wild stares. He had been told how to relinquish his terror by practicing ways taught, to show kindness and compassion and to be mindful of all actions made, to others as well as to the self.

The young monk knew these teachings as well as he did painted compositions of how to be. There was one thing which caused him to question being amongst those who followed such ways with ease. Meditation. This was where Tenzin struggled. Evident now as he looked to those seated around him.

Wondering why he could not close his eyes and empty his thoughts he sensed another’s stare. Feeling quite different to the fearful brushstrokes on the walls beside him he turned to its source.

The old monk held his gaze on the young novice he had watched look from candles to sunbeams and from monkeys to demons. Such a look may not have been as fierce as those of tusk and wild eye, but it was enough to make Tenzin place his left hand over his right in his lap and form a bridge with the tips of his thumbs. Closing his eyes he tried to meditate again.

Remembering the technique shown long ago he took his first breath focusing all attention on the tip of his nose. After a further four breaths his next five concentrated on a point in the centre of his chest before diverting his mind to his navel for another count of five.

This he repeated three times, sure if he continued he would soon achieve the same as those seated on the temple floor around him. No matter how hard he tried his thoughts still came.

The lesson of the clouds arrived to Tenzin. Having been told during meditation his thoughts would come he had been taught to imagine each one as a cloud passing by, to acknowledge their presence and let them drift by. In his experience every imagined cloud had drifted away as told, only to be replaced by another and another, and another again.

Determined not to open his eyes and be under his teacher’s glances once more he returned to memories of another time. Recollections which always held great comfort when faced with the meditation he could not muster any success within.

Less than a year had passed since moments remembered now and Tenzin’s thoughts became swathed in rich summer sun.

It had been an intended ten day trip. Those ten days had become fifteen, only to become a further twenty. This mattered little to all concerned, both novice and elder monks alike, for every moment of that journey and its destination had been a given delight.

In midsummer the previous year three horse drawn carts had been lent to Gyuto monastery. The donators of these temporary gifts were from Lhasa’s elite. In return they had received blessings for good health and prosperity in an evening of celebration held within the temple. This had included not only prayers but a rendition of Gyuto’s famed tonal chanting for donations made.

Tenzin had listened intently that night to the deep droning notes reached by his peers, aware that one day he too would be taught to chant and sing as they, a time he looked forward to.

It had been decided Namsto Lake would be their chosen destination, with horses and carts providing a valuable ride for the three days needed to reach one of Tibet’s sacred lakes.

The young monk remembered the morning they had set out on their journey. It seemed all of Gyuto monastery had seen to their farewell and had watched their brothers disappear from sight north westwards towards Namsto.

The lead cart had held two elder monks and two of their understudies. Following behind eight novice monks a piece completed the remaining two carts, their shaved heads swaying from side to side atop burgundy robes over a stony path’s terrain. Those carts had been filled with excited laughter fuelled by a first ever journey away from home, joys quieted at times by occasional glances from a senior monk when a novice’s excitement grew too loud and spilled out into the surrounding countryside.

Passing through villages on their way, each time the entourage was greeted with smiles and food and water to aid their journey. Tenzin would look out onto the fields those villagers tended besides their homesteads, rich yellow stems of wheat and barley growing strong, the tips of which waved in unison under mountainside winds. Tenzin knew those crops would not be harvested until the autumn, a time which had then seemed so far away beneath a Tibetan summer sun raised high in skies of endless blue.

For two nights a village gave shelter to all. Honoured to help those who taught the ways they too followed, each host had turned a blind eye to endless chatter throughout the night from novices too excited to sleep.

It would be the afternoon of their third day when Tenzin and his travelling brothers caught glimpse of Namsto Lake for the first time.

Awakened by the cease of their cart’s constant sway, Tenzin had opened his eyes alongside those who had also taken little sleep the previous night.

Each cart fell silent as novice and elder monks took in the beauty laid out before them. All could see why Namsto was known as Heavenly Lake. Even though Namsto’s vast waters lay two hours ahead along a descending weaving path the lake appeared close enough to touch, such was its size.

Jumping from their rides the novices stood together in a line and stared out to their destination. The murmur of whispered voices increased as fingers pointed out to the snow-capped mountain peak of Nyenchen Thangla flanking Namsto’s southwestern side.

A call to continue saw each cart fill once more ready to complete its journey. Tenzin recalled how long those two hours had seemed.

At Gyuto’s monks arrived to Namsto’s calling all stepped down onto the lake’s pebbled beach. As novices ran towards a lapping shoreline their seniors followed within their student’s wake. It was not until reaching halfway to sacred waters that an elder monk noticed one of their party was missing. Pausing for a moment he had glanced back and smiled, understanding the emotions rushing through the young monk stood mesmerised by the allure Namsto Lake held.

Emotions felt in those moments standing before Namsto never left Tenzin during his stay at the lake’s Tashi Dor monastery. That awe still lingered about him to this day. A lifelong impression granted by waters of seemingly infinite expanse.

Meditating every morning at dawn, days were spent exploring the caves and shrines hiding within the rocky outcrops of Namsto’s shores. Each find held its own fascination to the young novices, an eagerness which carried them through a hasty lunch of hot steaming noodles and flat Tibetan bread in Tashi Dor’s dining hall, every young monk keen to return outdoors for an afternoon of continued explorations.

The lake’s prayer rock held its own attraction to Gyuto’s young visitors. Climbing high into a cloudless sky little of the rock could be seen through its wrappings of coloured prayer flags.

Each young monk would run circles around those weathered prayers, all knowing the meaning for each small square of tattered cloth strung together by strands of windswept twine.

‘Blue means the sky, white means air,’ they would call out. ‘Red means fire, green is for water and yellow is the earth.’ When content their circles were complete they would run back to Namsto’s gentle waves. All that was but one.

On each occasion Tenzin would watch his brothers run from him before sitting down and facing the lake. Nestling back into a cushion of colourful prayers he found comfort in their rustlings as he stared out onto Namsto.

Not believing such a place existed he wondered how there could be so much water in just one place. Tenzin had heard of the seas and oceans of the world, but could never perceive such a sight. A landlocked Tibet was all he had ever known.

For the remainder of each afternoon Tenzin would become lost within Namsto’s rippled surface and constant tide. As daylight began to fade he would pull himself away from his view to attend Tashi Dor’s sunset meditations before an evening meal and a night in his bunk. There he would fall asleep longing to return to Namsto’s lakeside the next day.

That longing had remained with him throughout his journey homewards to Lhasa. The elder monk who had witnessed Tenzin’s enthrallment on seeing the lake for the first time recognised his student’s sadness. He said nothing to boy, knowing the time would come for words of consolation needed. He was also aware the young novice’s destiny had been sealed by his visit to Heavenly Lake’s clear waters.

The sounds of shuffling robes brought Tenzin back to the present moment.

Opening his eyes he watched those he had sat with rise to their feet and make their way from the temple.

The elder monks who had enjoyed the warmth of temple candles left first, the rows behind them following in order of age. Tenzin’s row of novices would be the last to leave. Beginning to stand with the others Tenzin sensed a familiar stare on him.

Once more the elder monk held his gaze. With a subtle shake of head he motioned his young novice to stay where he was.

Sitting back down Tenzin ignored the giggles other novices gave to his predicament as they left the hall for their evening meal.

Soon all but two remained within the temple.

Tenzin raised his head and watched the old monk walk towards him.
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Each careful footfall the old monk took towards him seemed an age to Tenzin. Looking to his teacher he saw no expression told of thoughts held.

Tenzin’s back straightened and his hands found their meditation pose once more. He knew it was too late to make that effort now.

Any attempt Tenzin made in resolving the situation was noted by the old monk as he neared his student.

“Come with me, young Tenzin,” he said and led his student to the trays of glowing candles at the back of the temple.

Doing as instructed Tenzin stood and matched his teacher’s slow pace, finding solace in the increasing warmth his destination gave with every footstep taken.

The old monk listened to Tenzin walk behind him. Continuing onwards he glanced over his shoulder and smiled to his follower.

“It will be much warmer here,” he said.

Remaining unsure of what was to come, Tenzin was as aware of the old monk’s kindness as he was his strictness also.

Guiding Tenzin to cushions set in front of the temple’s candles they sat down beneath the tall golden statue of whose teachings they followed. The old monk’s manner softened as ochre light fell across both young and old features, highlighting the passage of time between eras.

The old monk closed his eyes. Tenzin took this as collecting himself before their talk to come. Wanting to do the same he instead focused on the string of red shining prayer beads the one before him held. Those beads became caught in candlelight as they turned methodically in his teacher’s left hand, each polished stone pushed gently over old fingers by an equally old thumb.

Since young Tenzin had watched them turn in the old monk’s hand. At first it had seemed strange his teacher held them in his left hand and not as was customary, the right. This mattered little to Tenzin now. As with the sound of rustling prayer flags he had always found comfort in the slight click each bead made in melodic rhythm.

The old monk opened his eyes and smiled to Tenzin.

“Difficult again for you today,” he said.

Tenzin searched for a reply, wanting to tell of troubles faced twice a day when a time for meditation arose. 

“It’s difficult every day,” the young monk stared back at his teacher.

For a moment the old monk remembered Tenzin’s first arrival to Gyuto’s gates. A hint of the same confused stare encountered then looked back at him now.

“I watched you look around you when all your brothers remained still,” he said, his prayer bead’s turning coming to a stop before he continued. “But then you appeared to join them in their meditation.”

Tenzin knew this was not true. He had more so fallen into thoughts than emptying his mind of them.

“I didn’t join them,” he replied. “My thoughts were elsewhere.”

Memories of the previous summer came to the old monk.

“And where did those thoughts take you?” He asked, already knowing his answer.

“To Namsto,” Tenzin bowed his head. “To the lake.”

The old monk waited for his student to look back at him. He saw the guilt surrounding the boy as did he recognise the suffering caused by not being able to empty his mind.

“Tell me of your thoughts, young novice.”

Joy returned to Tenzin as he fell back into memories of another time.

“I thought about our journey to the lake. About when I first saw its waters in the distance and how it still seemed so far away yet close enough to touch.”

A smile came to the old monk as he too recalled the wonder his students had shown when still far from their destination.

“And when you arrived to Namsto’s shores?”

“I couldn’t believe such a place existed. That there could be so much water in one place.”

The old monk’s prayer beads began to make their journey between fingers and thumb again.

“And I remember how your brothers ran ahead to its edge, yet you remained. Held in place by what you saw. Every afternoon I would see you sitting by the prayer rock while others played. It seems Heavenly Lake made quite an impression on you.” He paused and looked straight into his student. “As I see it still does now.”

Tenzin’s guilt returned and he bowed his head again.

“That was where I was when I should have been meditating,” he said into his lap.

The old monk waited for Tenzin to return to him. He knew the words needed to do so.

“But in a way you were, Tenzin.”

“I was?” Tenzin raised his head.

“In a way, yes. Tell me, when your mind filled with thoughts of Namsto did you think of anything else? Did you consider what you had done today, or what you shall do tomorrow? Did you wonder what dinner you would be having this evening after we left the temple?”

“I know we are having noodles tonight.”

The old monk hid his amusement.

“Yes, I know that too, but did such thoughts enter your mind as you focused on your memories?”

“No, I was just at the lake.”

“Then this is a beginning, a start in the right direction to achieving true meditation. Your focus remained in one place with no thoughts of the future did they not?”

“They did,” Tenzin began to see the reasoning behind his teacher’s words.

As the young monk’s spirits lifted a question came to him, one which had hounded him since returning to Gyuto from the lake surrounding his everyday thoughts.

“Have you ever seen the sea?” He asked.

The prayer beads’ constant click stopped again.

“Yes, I have,” the old monk replied.

Tenzin saw a distance in his teacher’s eyes. That distance was soon replaced by a glint, a sparkle accompanying a prayer bead’s regained click as the old monk began to tell of his experiences.

“Many years ago I made a journey from these walls. I travelled southwards until reaching another land where mountains of snow touched the sky.”

“Was that where you saw the sea?”

“No, this was just the beginning of my journey. Travelling through that land I found another lake, not as big as Namsto but still holding as much beauty.”

“And did you stay there?”

“For a while, yes, but I knew I had to continue onwards, and so I travelled south until reaching another country. One of such heat you could not imagine. It was there I saw the sea you ask of now.”

Enthralled by the old monk’s tale Tenzin ached to know more.

“What was it like? The sea, what did it look like?”

Candlelight shone across the old monk’s eyes, his recollections giving them an ageless quality.

“It was magnificent,” he said. “I remember standing for that first time on warm sands looking out onto a far horizon where it appeared the sea came to end. Though I knew it did not stop there and continued way past where I could see.” The old monk paused, his eyes continuing to glisten. “In the evening I would watch the sun disappear bit by bit behind that horizon in colours of orange and red. There I would stay and watch the moon rise high above darkened waters, its moonbeams highlighting ripple and wave in a fan of silver light.”

Tenzin imagined what was described to him. He too had watched moonbeams play across Namsto’s watery landscape, yet he had not seen the sun delve into its waters. A snow peaked landscape had seen to that. Now more than ever he longed to see such a sight for himself.

Seeing his recollections had ignited the young monk’s imagination his teacher rested back.

“How long have you been with us now?” He asked.

Counting on his fingers Tenzin tried to work out how many years it had been since his arrival to Gyuto.

“I am ten now,” he said. “I was two when I arrived. So, eight years.”

“I remember that day well, Tenzin,” the old monk smiled.

He recalled greeting the small boy who had been brought to live within the monastery, a common occurrence for those whose parents had succumbed to a harsh rural life far from Lhasa’s more stable prosperity.

Looking into small confused eyes that morning the old monk had given the name of Tenzin to the child. He had seen the potential in Gyuto’s new addition there and then; hence the meaning behind his chosen name, Tenzin, the upholder of teachings.

That potential remained with the boy, of this his teacher saw even though any meditative practice had yet to be attained. He also knew there was another path for this young novice that would one day lead to achieving his namesake. This was why he sat with him now, in hope of instilling a direction needed.

“I remember those prayer beads,” Tenzin nodded to the smooth red polished stones that had stopped moving as the old monk spoke of his arrival to Gyuto.

The old monk passed them to his student.

“Maybe these will aid you on your path,” he said, encouraging a reluctant Tenzin to receive them.

“But I couldn’t.”

“They are my gift to you, young Tenzin. They have served me well and now may they you also.”

Taking them from an aged hand, Tenzin looked to each of the one hundred and eight beads and felt its soft red tassel. He smiled on wrapping them tight around his arm, the way he had watched their bearer do so for as long as he could remember.

“Thank you,” he whispered.

The old monk nodded in recognition of his thanks.

“Some of us are called to live and follow a monastic life, Tenzin. And some have that life thrust upon them.”

Tenzin understood. He had happened to Gyuto’s gates through no choice of his own. Maybe this was why he found such difficulty in adhering to its beliefs and ways.

Once more the old monk knew words of comfort.

“As with such a calling some are pulled towards another direction, one of searching, of travel and of discovery.” Seeing he had caught Tenzin’s attention again he continued. “There is no right or wrong way, but for one thing. You must always follow your own calling, no matter where that path may lead you.”

The old monk saw his words would take time to find harbour within one of such young mind.

“Now, you must be hungry after all this talking,” he said and attempted to stand.

Tenzin reached out to help his teacher from his cushion. There was no need for gratitude towards his actions. Any appreciation was given in the act of aiding another, as was the ways in which both observed.

Side by side they walked together towards the temple’s doors. Tenzin touched his precious red stone gift as each footfall drew them closer to dusk’s springtime chill. Stopping at the top of the steps which would see their descent into Gyuto’s courtyard he looked to the old monk.

“What happens if someone doesn’t follow the path they should be on?” He asked.

Pleased their talk had been acknowledged by his student the old monk pointed beyond Gyuto’s grounds to darkening hillsides.

“The poppies we see each year on the hills around us, here in springtime they are but a closed bud.” The old monk raised his hand and made a fist. “As the weather grows warmer those blue poppy petals long to unfurl. They wait and wait until it becomes too painful to remain enclosed in safety, they then burst forth to take the journey they are destined to make,” he opened his fingers to imitate unfolding poppy petals.

As the old monk began to walk down the temple steps Tenzin looked out onto his home’s the surrounding hillsides, unaware of how the old monk’s words to him that evening were to shape his own destiny.
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Gyuto Monastery

Lhasa, Tibet

Spring 1863

––––––––
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Walking across Gyuto’s courtyard Tenzin looked up to the place he headed for. The surrounding hillsides awaited his arrival as they would most afternoons.

Passing by the courtyard’s gold topped white stupa and its coloured prayer flags he glanced to the temple he would return to for evening meditation. His focus now lay on another destination as he nodded in recognition to all walked by. Each knew where their brother made for and gave a single nod in reply.

Leaving the courtyard behind Tenzin continued his stride. White stone steps carried him to higher ground until reaching the opening that would lead him beyond the monastery. Passing through the gap in Gyuto’s northern wall familiar grasslands replaced hard granite beneath his feet.

Stepping from his sandals and placing them beside the monastery wall he began to climb the steep hillside he always found solace on. Enjoying the sheer freedom of grass playing between his toes a springtime sun gave taste of what the summer months would bring.

Moving ever upwards he reached the flat outcrop where he would spend the next few hours. Sitting down legs crossed Tenzin looked out onto his homeland’s landscape.

All of Gyuto spread out before him. Yellow temple walls took command of the courtyard and a stupa glistened in midafternoon sunlight, its prayer flags now tiny pinpricks of colour. Beyond there lay the monastery’s oval shaped perimeter wall, broken only on its southern side by ornate gates of bright coloured swirling pattern and gild gold edge. The same gates which had seen to his first arrival some twenty four years ago.

Tenzin’s view fell across Lhasa and to the thirteen floors of the winter palace standing atop Marpo Ri, the Red Hill. It was there within Potala’s one thousand rooms and ten thousand shrines a young 12th Dalai Lama held his ground, the Holy one Tenzin had sung for on many occasions as had he the 11th one also.

Looking onwards to the left of Potala Palace, Tenzin made out the crowds of those taking prayer on Barkhor Square, every follower showing their devotion on the cobble stones set before Jokhang Temple. Tenzin peered further to the south of the city past Chakpori Hill and across the flowing waters of the Kyi Chu River until reaching lush green hillsides far in the distance.

It was not the hills that held Tenzin’s fascination. It was what lay beyond Lhasa’s southerly border. A place he longed to see.

His view left Lhasa’s green barrier and he looked to the poppy stalks dotted around him. Raising high from the ground on fine long stems each carried a single dark bud gently swaying in afternoon breezes.

Tenzin reached for his red shining prayer beads. He began to flick each polished stone over finger and thumb as had their bearer once done so also, the one who had passed ten years ago.

The poppies continued their dance around him. They were the reason why he sat on his chosen hillside most afternoons from early spring until the onset of winter months. Not for the view of the city before him or that of his monastery home, but because of these young flowers ready to unfurl. An action he yearned to follow. His old teacher’s words to him sixteen years ago now acknowledged and understood.

That evening came to him now. Memories tinged with sadness that the old monk who had recognised his struggles was gone.

The meditation once kept from his grasp had been reached. Now it was Tenzin who taught Gyuto’s younger residents what had taken him so long to attain. Yet when sitting with his brothers for evening meditation he still at times returned to memories of his first encounter with Namsto, his mind filling with thoughts of standing on Heavenly Lake’s shores when he should have been emptying them.

That journey by way of donated horse and cart had proved a success and became an annual event. Every summer a handful of Gyuto’s many novices were chosen to visit the lake. Tenzin had returned to Namsto twice again in his younger years, the wonderment captured on his first visit revived in each journey made.

Leaving his novice life behind Tenzin had made one more trip to waters still lingering about him. That occasion had seen him sitting with the elderly monks at the front of their procession, and he would smile as those accompanying him glanced back to raising voices of excited novices, much as they had once done so to he.

Watching those novices see the lake in the distance for the first time Tenzin experienced the same heightened emotions found in his first initial visit. Trying to comprehend such a place existed he would stare out onto the lake with those as eager as he to arrive at its banks.

These were the thoughts he revisited when meditation within Gyuto’s temple should have been at play. Now another element combined with treasured memories. The sea.

Remembering how the old monk’s eyes had taken on a youthful appearance when recalling an orange and red sun delving into an endless seascape, Tenzin looked out to Lhasa’s southern hills once more. He knew his calling lay far beyond those green hillsides. An appeal which had grown stronger with every passing year.

A poppy’s constant sway caught his attention causing him to identify with a bud waiting to open.

His calling to witness the sea for himself had begun to devour every waking minute spent within Gyuto’s walls. Memories of Namsto and the old monk’s tales of vast uncharted waters fuelled his desire to travel far from home so he too could see such sights.

It was not that he was unhappy living within the monastery. He had the brothers he had known since he could remember. His teaching of others brought with it a great joy, as did the singing and chanting he performed in temples across Lhasa as well as own. The want of seeing what had caught his imagination as a young novice overrode all delights met in Gyuto monastery’s daily life. This was the quandary he faced. A calling pulled on him with continuous want for attention from a life he was quite content living.

There was another element adding to his dilemma. Tenzin understood the theory behind teachings received since a boy. Lessons of impermanence, mindfulness, karma and compassion were embedded within him. Even though the complexities found within each of his faith’s foundations were acknowledged and recognised it was his belief in such things he struggled.

Tenzin often considered if his absence of belief was due to being brought to Gyuto and not called to live a monastic life. When greeting Gyuto’s new admissions at its southern gates, he would look into the confused eyes of those too young to understand they had arrived into a new way of living. Every time Tenzin would wonder if they would tussle with belief in their later years also, they coming from a similar background of happenstance as had he.

A distant bell sounded from Gyuto’s courtyard and pulled Tenzin from his thoughts. Now he had to adhere to another calling as dusk began to replace spring’s daylight hours.

Wrapping his prayer beads around his arm he stood and looked over Lhasa. His view reached beyond Potala Palace, across his city’s ever flowing river and to distant hillsides holding him in place.

Beginning his descent back to the temple Tenzin glanced to the ever present Himalayan poppy stalks and their closed buds lining his path. A new thought came to him. It was not those southern hills which proved a barrier to his calling. The only thing stopping him now was himself.

Tenzin returned to his hillside outlook every afternoon as springtime months gave way to summer. His view over Lhasa no longer held an attraction. Another lure pulled him there.

With the sun growing stronger with every passing day he would sit legs crossed with prayer bead after prayer bead passing between his fingers. His focus was now on the Himalayan poppy buds around him and their slow emergence into the world. An unhurried process, but a course he recognised on each visit taken.

Thoughts of light blue petals gradually unfurling stayed with him throughout the day. In both dawn and dusk meditations his mind would fill with such a display, the highlight of his day arriving when sat amongst flowers relishing new found freedoms.

It was not just an esthetic beauty which brought him to sit alone each afternoon. The connotations of a bloom’s progression reached deep within him, his eyes only ever leaving a poppy’s journey to look out onto far southern hills.
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