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Foreword


TODAY, INTEREST IN BUDDHISM is spreading throughout the Western world, encountering new cultures and new languages. In such circumstances it is very important that the Dharma be transmitted by scholars and practitioners who possess a deep and vast understanding of the Buddha’s teachings, because that is the only way to protect their purity and authenticity. One such teacher is the monk and scholar Geshé Lhundub Sopa, whom I have known for over fifty years. Through his contribution as a scholar and a teacher of scholars, as a Buddhist mentor and guide to hundreds of Western students, and as a pure holder of the monastic tradition, Geshé Sopa has been an exemplary representative of Tibetan Buddhist culture. During my final geshé examination in Lhasa, he was one of several very able students chosen to challenge me in debate.


With my encouragement he left for America in 1962. In due course, he was invited to the University of Wisconsin, where he became one of the first Tibetan language instructors at an American university. His subsequent career as a professor spanned more than thirty years, during which time he taught many of the current scholars of Buddhist studies in America. It is a cause for celebration that Geshé Sopa, a man from faraway Tibet, could rise to the highest levels of Western academic attainment largely on the basis of his Tibetan monastic education and his own personal qualities.


It is my hope that this engaging account of Geshé Lhundub Sopa’s exemplary life will allow interested readers to deepen their understanding and appreciation of what he has achieved, as well as of the value of Tibetan monastic education.


[image: image]


Tenzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama
September 20, 2012




Editor’s Preface


BEFORE THE ANNEXATION of Tibet by the People’s Republic of China in the 1950s, Tibet was a nation where a significant portion of the male population entered the monastic life. In the area of the capital, Lhasa, there were well over twenty thousand monks just at the three great monasteries of Sera, Drepung, and Ganden. These monasteries were cities unto themselves, with their own way of life, scholastic traditions, complex economies, and a not insignificant amount of political power. They were the seats of Buddhist scholarship for the Geluk sect, and through rigorous training, superior scholars rose through their ranks and were awarded the geshé degree.


In the years leading up to the mass exodus of Tibetans from Tibet in 1959, Geshé Lhundub Sopa was one of the virtuosi scholars of Sera Monastery. In 1950, when he was only twenty-seven years old, he was chosen to be one of the examiners of His Holiness the Dalai Lama when the latter sat for his geshé examination. When the People’s Liberation Army began their crackdown after the Tibetan uprising of March 10, 1959, Geshé Sopa, along with other members of the household he was a tutor in, left his monastery for a nearby retreat center a short distance from Lhasa, thinking that he would return after a few days. It soon became clear that there was to be no return to normal. After an arduous, month-long journey across the Himalayas, Geshé Sopa arrived in India and settled in a refugee camp along with many other fleeing Tibetans.


In 1962, the Dalai Lama chose Geshé Sopa to go to the Lamaist Buddhist Monastery of America in Freewood Acres, New Jersey, which had been established by the Mongolian monk Geshé Wangyal some years earlier. He was sent there as tutor and guardian to three young incarnate lamas who were being sent to America to learn English. In 1967, Geshé Sopa was invited by Professor Richard Robinson to come to the University of Wisconsin–Madison to teach in the Buddhist Studies program, which had been established in 1961 as the first such program in the United States. In 1975, Geshé Sopa founded the Deer Park Buddhist Center, and in 1981, Deer Park hosted the first of many Kālacakra initiations that the Dalai Lama would go on to perform in the West. Geshé Sopa eventually became full professor at the University of Wisconsin–Madison, where he trained numerous scholars of Buddhism. In 1990, he was made one of the directors of the Tibetan Resettlement Project, which helped Tibetans in exile to establish themselves in the U.S. Geshé Sopa is now professor emeritus, having retired in 1997.


Many Tibetans living today in exile never lived in Tibet. Many traditions have been carried on in exile, but the fact remains that an increasingly large percentage of Tibetans have little firsthand information about what life in their country was like before the occupation. This kind of information will be irretrievably lost when the last generation of Tibetans who lived much of their lives in Tibet has passed. It is our hope that this book will contribute to the preservation of this oral history and will make part of that history available to the Tibetan exile community, to scholars and students of Tibetan culture, and to the general public.


There is an abundance of studies of the doctrinal aspects of Tibetan Buddhism, yet comparatively little work has been done on how Buddhism was lived by monks in the various monastic centers that once existed across Tibet. The details of, for example, the process of how one became a monk, what the young novice’s life was like, and how one progressed through the monastic education system are not widely known. With only a few exceptions, no outsider was interested in this kind of thing when the institutions of Buddhism existed in Tibet—and now these institutions are gone or have been radically transformed by the fifty-year-old Chinese occupation. The life stories of those who were monastics and lamas in Tibet at this time are vital resources for preserving this knowledge.


There are now several wonderful biographies and autobiographies in English of lamas who spent much of their lives in Tibet prior to 1959, including those of Lobsang Gyatso, Dezhung Rinpoché, Geshé Rabten, Chögyam Trungpa, Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoché, Dudjom Rinpoché, Arjia Rinpoché, Chagdud Tulku, Drikung Chetsang Rinpoché, Palden Gyatso, and the Dalai Lama himself. Geshé Sopa’s story covers some of the same ground as these other accounts, but it is also unique in that it includes an account of a young monk at Shang Ganden Chönkhor Monastery. This Geluk monastery was one of several that were converted to the Geluk sect from the Kagyü during the reign of the Fifth Dalai Lama. While much of the way of life and education system is similar to that of the three large monasteries of the Lhasa area, there is also much that is unique, and it is recounted here from the perspective of a child and young man taking his early steps on the path of the Geluk scholar monk. The emphasis on the education system of the monastery carries over to Geshé-la’s discussion of his time at Sera Jé. We thus have in this story a thorough firsthand account of the monastic education system in Tibet prior to the Chinese takeover in 1959.


This is neither a disciple’s account of his saintly teacher’s life nor an example of the traditional Tibetan Buddhist genre of the full-liberation story (namthar), a Buddhist master’s account of his realizations. This book takes the form of a collaborative or “as-told-to” autobiography. My basic strategy in the interviewing process was to ask only open, general questions, allowing Geshé Sopa to determine how his story was ultimately to be told. This turned out to be very successful. On the first day we spent together, I came prepared with a long list of questions. Geshéla was more talkative than I had hoped and seemed to genuinely enjoy recounting stories about his childhood. By about the third day, I arrived to find that Geshé-la had written out a list of things he wanted to talk about. Each day after this, Geshé-la was always prepared with what he called his “homework.”


The interviews took place over a number of summers, for a week or two each visit. All the sessions were recorded. After listening to each day’s recording, I asked follow-up questions the next day. After completing the first draft of the narrative, I read the entire draft to Geshé-la, and he clarified what was unclear and corrected what was incorrect. It was immensely satisfying to watch Geshé-la sitting on the edge of his seat listening to his own story. The process of editing and re-reading portions of the text has now been repeated numerous times.


Geshé-la’s spoken English can be a bit difficult to understand for those unaccustomed to it. This necessitated a rather significant amount of participation on my part in the formation of the final narrative, and I hope I have accurately recorded the story of Geshé Sopa’s life. Having known Geshé Sopa for twenty years, during which time I have studied Tibetan culture, language, and Buddhism with him, I am likely as suited to my role in this project as nearly anyone could be.


We have utilized Wisdom Publications’ system for most Tibetan names and terms. This system has the advantage of rendering Tibetan words pronounceable while allowing those who know Tibetan to infer the actual Tibetan spellings. There are, however, a number of exceptions, in deference to familiar usage and the names of published authors. A table at the back lists Wylie transliteration for many of the most important names and terms. A map identifying many of the key locations mentioned in the text is found in the photographic section.


Paul Donnelly




Introduction:
 A Brief History of Tibet


ANY DISCUSSION of the history of Tibet, especially its modern history, is potentially contentious. Tibetan accounts and those asserted by the People’s Republic of China (PRC) stand in stark opposition, and it can be difficult for the beginner to sort out the facts based on such radically differing accounts. Tibetans have understandably strong feelings about what happened to them and the sovereignty of their homeland. The People’s Republic of China has long striven to put the best spin on an undeniably disastrous policy toward Tibet from the time of the invasion in the 1950s, through the Cultural Revolution in the 1960s and 70s, and continuing on through subsequent years. Despite the potential pitfalls, a measure of historical background will nevertheless be helpful to frame the life story of Geshé Sopa.


The history of Tibet is inextricably connected to the history of Tibetan Buddhism, especially for Tibetans. In the seventh century, King Songtsen Gampo is said to have married a Chinese princess and a Nepalese princess. These women brought Buddhism with them to Tibet. In the late eighth century, King Trisong Detsen oversaw the first organized importation of Buddhism into Tibet and the establishment of the first monastery, Samyé. Traditional history has it that the great scholar monk Śāntarakṣita came to Tibet and ordained the first Tibetan monks, but before he could do this, the Tibetan gods had to be tamed. He convinced the Tibetans to invite the tantric master Padmasambhava to force the Tibetan gods to cease their disruptions and pledge their support to Buddhism. This is the origin of many of the Dharma protectors that play such an important part in traditional Tibetan Buddhism.


Whether or not we accept the literal truth of this tale, it cannot be denied that this is an ingenious strategy for integrating the old religion into the new, and is characteristic of the way that Buddhism interacted with the cultures it encountered in its spread across Asia. We also see in this story exemplars of the two basic threads of the Indian Buddhist tradition that took root and thrived in Tibetan soil: Śāntarakṣita epitomizes the monastic and scholastic elements of late Indian Buddhism, while Padmasambhava is the archetypal siddha, a tantric master and wonder worker. These two approaches—the scholar and the yogi—are each essential to Tibetan Buddhist identity, and the spectrum between a life devoted to scholarship and the time left for tantric practice is something that Geshé Sopa is keenly aware of and interested in, as made especially clear in his accounts of his most revered teachers.


By the late eighth century, Buddhism was solidly established in Tibet and was supported by the king and the royal court. The close relationship between the monastic institutions of Buddhism and the king and his court meant that Buddhism was connected with political power in Tibet from the very beginning. In the third generation after King Trisong Detsen, another Tibetan king instituted a tax on all Tibetan households to support the growing monastic base of Buddhism. This king, popularly known as Ralpachen, not only instituted public support of what had been primarily a court interest, but also raised the power and prestige of the monastics to an unprecedented level. Some in the court, including officials who supported the pre-Buddhist Tibetan religion now known as Bön, were not happy with this, and this unhappiness culminated in Ralpachen’s assassination by his brother, Langdarma, in 838. Only a few years later, Langdarma was himself assassinated, purportedly by the Buddhist monk Lhalung Palgyi Dorjé.


Following Ralpachen’s assassination, for over one hundred years Buddhism had no state support. Though the monastic institutions in central Tibet were decimated in this period, interest in Buddhism continued to live on among the fragments of the old royal dynasty, a few of the surviving dispersed monks, and ordinary Tibetans. The Nyingma sect that traces its origin back to Padmasambhava is the only one of the four major sects to originate in this early spread of Buddhism in Tibet.


Following Langdarma’s persecutions some monks had fled to far eastern Tibet and preserved the monastic lineage there. One important figure in the revitalization of the monastic tradition was Gongpa Rapsal, who took ordination with three monks living in eastern Tibet and three other local Chinese monks. In 978, two Tibetan monks who had been living in eastern Tibet returned to the central part of the country and reestablished the monastic lineage there.


A better-known revitalization happened in western Tibet. In 988, the monk Rinchen Sangpo returned to Tibet after studying Buddhism and Sanskrit for thirteen years in Kashmir. With the support of a king in the Ngari region named Yeshé Ö, Rinchen Sangpo translated numerous Buddhist texts into Tibetan and oversaw the establishment of many monasteries in western Tibet. Yeshé Ö’s nephew sent a request to one of the great monastic institutions in India for a teacher, and in 1042 Atiśa arrived in Tibet. These events signaled the beginning of the later spread of Buddhism in Tibet. Atiśa reintroduced the monastic component of late Indian Buddhism, and his Tibetan disciple Dromtön Gyalwai Jungné established a new sect on the basis of his master’s teachings called Kadam. This sect emphasized monastic discipline, and though it included tantric ideas and practices, these were practiced within a thoroughly monastic context.


During this same period, some Tibetans took it upon themselves to travel to India to seek teachings on their own. These Tibetans typically sought the teachings of the siddhas. Of these travelers, one of the most famous, Marpa Chökyi Lodrö, received initiation and instruction from the siddha Nāropa. Back in Tibet, Marpa led the life of a well-to-do farmer but attracted numerous disciples, for he was secretly a tantric guru. His most famous disciple, Milarepa, continues to be one of the most beloved figures in Tibetan culture. As we see in Geshé Sopa’s story, even uneducated people knew some of the songs of Milarepa. Neither Milarepa nor Marpa were monks, but Milarepa’s most famous and influential disciple was the Kadam monk Gampopa Sönam Rinchen. Gampopa skillfully combined the essentially tantric teachings and practices of Milarepa with the monastic teachings of the Kadam, and from him arose the various sects of the Kagyü school, including Tibet’s earliest incarnation lineage, that of the Karmapas.


One of the teachers Marpa is said to have studied under before going to India himself was the translator (lotsāwa) Drokmi Shākya Yeshé. Drokmi Lotsāwa, the transmitter of the teachings of the siddha Virūpa to Tibet, was also the guru of Khön Könchok Gyalpo, the first hierarch of the Sakya sect. Like the Kagyü lineage, the Sakya also evolved into a predominantly monastic sect. Both the Kagyü and Sakya sects established relations with the political and military powers outside the borders of Tibet, most importantly with the Mongol Khans and the Chinese emperors. In 1249, the famous Sakya polymath Sakya Paṇḍita Künga Gyaltsen was appointed Tibetan viceroy by the Mongol ruler Godan Khan. In the next generation, Chinese and Mongol bases of power became one and the same when Kublai Khan became emperor of the Yuan dynasty. Kublai then named Phakpa Lodrö Gyaltsen—the head of the Sakya sect and nephew of Sakya Paṇḍita—imperial preceptor and viceroy of Tibet. Phakpa’s ascendancy marked the beginning of religious rule in Tibet and the priest-patron relationship with the Mongol and Chinese powers to the east. This practice sometimes benefitted one or another group in Tibet, but it would also ultimately be a factor in the destruction of the nation, for in it the PRC sees proof of Tibet’s longstanding subordination to China. The Mongol Yuan dynasty ended in the middle of the fourteenth century, but in Tibet’s ensuing Phakmodrupa, Rinpungpa, and Tsangpa regimes, each lasting roughly a century, Tibetans continued to seek relations with, and be courted by, the chieftains of the now-fragmented Mongol tribes, as well as by the emperors of the Ming and the Manchu Qing dynasties. Particularly favored in this period were lamas of the Kagyü sect.


The end of the fourteenth century saw the emergence of a new sect, later called the Geluk, that also became engaged in these political maneuverings. Tsongkhapa Losang Drakpa, the founder of this new sect, trained and studied with teachers of all of the sects, as was the custom at that time. He became quite well known for his great scholarship and gained the support of some of the most powerful figures in central Tibet, perhaps because of his avowed Kadam-style emphasis on monastic discipline as well as his charismatic personality. Tsongkhapa founded Ganden Monastery, and three of his disciples founded the monasteries of Tashi Lhünpo, Drepung, and Sera. With this, the teachings of the Kadam sect, already in decline, were effectively dispersed into the remaining traditions, particularly the Geluk.


The members of the Geluk sect had to compete with the earlier established sects for patronage. Mongol chieftains and Chinese emperors remained interested in the great figures of Tibetan Buddhism during this time, due to their reputation for great scholarship and sanctity, and their supposed magical powers. In the late sixteenth century, Altan Khan of the Tumed Mongols invited Sönam Gyatso, one of the leading figures of the Geluk sect, to Kokonor. The Khan was so impressed by Sönam Gyatso that he converted to Buddhism, and he granted his teacher the title of Dalai Lama, which means “ocean lama” in the Mongol language, in honor of the extent and depth of his master’s sanctity and learning. This title was also retroactively given to two of Sönam Gyatso’s predecessors, effectively making him the Third Dalai Lama. This renewed the Mongol presence in Tibetan affairs both temporal and spiritual. In the middle of the seventeenth century, in the time of the Fifth Dalai Lama, the Geluk sect came to rule all of central Tibet with the help of another Mongol tribe, ousting the Tsangpa rulers and ending the dominance of the Karma Kagyüpas.1


The Fifth Dalai Lama was by all accounts a keenly intelligent man and an astute ruler. He began the construction of the Potala on a hill that was reputed to be site of the palace of the great early kings of Tibet. The choice of the name Potala was significant, for this is the name of the mountain in India where Avalokiteśvara, the bodhisattva of compassion, was said to dwell. It is from this time that the Dalai Lama became regarded not only as the reincarnation of his predecessors but also as the human manifestation of the bodhisattva of compassion.


In addition to having the support of the Mongols, the Fifth Dalai Lama was invited to China by the emperor and was received as a head of state. After the death of the Fifth Dalai Lama, the Sixth, Seventh, and Eighth Dalai Lamas lived in a period of intense competition for power between two different Mongol tribes and the Chinese emperors. None of them, however, can be said to have held significant temporal power. In the lifetime of the Eighth Dalai Lama, the Chinese emperor sent a garrison of Chinese soldiers with two representatives to oversee it to Lhasa. These men were called the ambans, and though this post continued up until the twentieth century, its power and influence varied. The Ninth through Twelfth Dalai Lamas did not reach an age at which they could rule, so regents ruled Tibet in their place.


The Thirteenth Dalai Lama came to power in the late nineteenth century, when the power of the Manchu Qing dynasty in China was beginning to weaken. This was also a time when the British sought to establish trade connections with Tibet, thereby also creating a buffer zone between their colony, India, and China. To accomplish this, the British in India first wrote to the Thirteenth Dalai Lama to try to begin talks, but the Dalai Lama returned the letters unopened. In 1904, the British sent an expedition into Tibet and engaged in numerous battles with Tibetan troops, emerging victorious each time. The Dalai Lama fled Lhasa and went into exile in Mongolia. He also went to Beijing and met with the emperor, who was still a child. In Tibet, the remaining officials reluctantly signed a treaty with Britain. The Dalai Lama returned to Tibet in 1909, only to learn that Chinese troops had invaded and conquered several eastern Tibetan cities and were on the way to Lhasa. The Dalai Lama fled again, this time to British India. Then, calamitous events in China provided a fortunate turn of events for the Tibetans. In 1911, there was an uprising against Manchu rule, and the last Manchu emperor abdicated the throne.


Taking advantage of the power vacuum caused by internal problems in China that persisted until the time of Mao, the Dalai Lama returned to Tibet and declared it an independent nation in 1912. The ambans were expelled from Lhasa, as were all Chinese troops. But although China had no presence or influence in Tibet in the years between 1912 and 1950, Tibet’s independence was never officially recognized by China, Britain, or the United States.


The Thirteenth Dalai Lama died in 1933, and power passed to the new regent, Radreng—usually spelled Reting—Rinpoché. Reting oversaw the discovery of the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, who was enthroned in Lhasa in 1939. In 1941, Reting stepped down as regent, in his mind for a three-year period, and was succeeded by Takdrak Rinpoché. After the three years had passed, Reting attempted to regain his regency but was rebuffed. This led to a series of events that pitted Reting’s monastery, Sera Jé, against the central government and sowed dissent in many of the monks against the government. These events are described here in Geshé Sopa’s story.


In 1949, the Communist Party won the civil war in China, and the People’s Republic of China was formed. Almost immediately, the PRC turned its attention to Tibet. The People’s Liberation Army (PLA) began their assault on eastern Tibet in 1950. The fifteen-year-old Dalai Lama and many of his advisors fled south to Dromo, near the Indian border. While the Dalai Lama was in Dromo, on May 23, 1951, the Seventeen-Point Agreement was signed in Beijing by one of the members of the Kashak, the highest ruling body in Tibet. This high government official, Ngapö Ngawang Jikmé, had been in eastern Tibet at the time of the invasion, and he was taken to Beijing and convinced—or coerced—to sign the agreement without input from the Dalai Lama or the rest of the government in Lhasa. Coerced or not, the government of the PRC now possessed a document signed by Ngapö, a member of the Kashak, stating that the Tibetan government recognized China’s sovereignty over Tibet and that “the Tibetan people shall return to the motherland—the People’s Republic of China.” This document effectively ended Tibet’s independence.


By the time the Dalai Lama returned to Lhasa, Chinese troops and officials were already there. For the next several years, Tibet underwent a gradual transformation, with more power passing from traditional Tibetan political bodies to various Communist Party committees, most importantly the Preparatory Committee for the Autonomous Region of Tibet, to which total power would pass in 1959.


Though the Lhasa area experienced a gradual transformation, the inhabitants of the eastern regions of Amdo and Kham were not so fortunate. In the mid-1950s, Khampas revolted against the much more aggressive changes being instituted there. In response, the PLA bombed several monasteries and killed many Tibetans, both monks and laypeople, who had taken refuge in the monasteries. Many Khampas fled to central Tibet, significantly swelling the population of the Lhasa area. By 1957, several Khampa military groups were in open revolt against the PRC, and they were dealt with severely. The Khampas, however, were surprisingly successful, and it is because of their control of the southern route out of Tibet that the Dalai Lama, Geshé Sopa, and thousands of other Tibetans were able to go into exile in 1959.


The uprising of March 10, 1959, was precipitated by a perceived threat to the Dalai Lama, who had been invited by the Chinese officials to a performance at the Chinese military headquarters. On the day that the performance was to take place, thousands of people surrounded the Norbu Lingkha, the Dalai Lama’s summer palace, in order to prevent him from going to the performance. The crowd’s anger was unleashed on two Tibetans who were officials in the new Chinese government. One was injured and the other was killed. On March 17th, two shells landed near the summer palace, and the Dalai Lama’s advisors decided that it was no longer safe to stay. The Dalai Lama, his two tutors, his family, and other members of the Tibetan government left the summer palace under the cover of night. On March 20th, the PLA was ordered to retake the city of Lhasa, which had been in uprising for over a week. This was the day that Geshé Sopa left Sera Monastery. After two days of fierce fighting, the flag of the People’s Republic of China was raised over the Potala.


From this time, a mass exodus of Tibetan people began. It signaled the beginning of a period of crisis for both the people who stayed in Tibet and the ones who left as they have attempted to carry on their traditional culture in Tibet and in exile. In 1966, the Cultural Revolution began in China as a reaction within the Communist Party against perceived counter-revolutionary ideas that threatened the correct ideology of Mao Zedong. Mao encouraged people to smash the Four Olds (old ideas, old culture, old customs, and old habits), and his call was heeded and enacted by the Red Guards. Between 1966 and 1969, families were made to destroy their religious objects, monks and other religious figures were subjected to public ridicule, and most of the monasteries in Tibet were sacked, if not completely destroyed.


After the death of Mao Zedong in 1976, the attitude of the PRC toward Tibet began to change. These new attitudes were reflected in the declarations of the Eleventh Party Plenum in 1978, and real change began to take place in the PRC’s handling of Tibet when Deng Xiaoping came to power. The new policies coming from Beijing were designed to redress the damage that had taken place in Tibet, and throughout China, during the Cultural Revolution. In Tibet, these reforms included a more tolerant approach to Tibetan religion, culture, and Tibetan language, as well as efforts to raise the standard of living of Tibetans and pour huge amounts of money into the economic infrastructure. Though Tibetans were understandably suspicious at first, it soon became clear that China was genuinely willing to allow Tibetans to again practice their religion openly and to reclaim long-suppressed aspects of their culture. Despite the worst excesses of the Cultural Revolution, the commitment and strength of ordinary Tibetans to their religion did not waver. When there was no longer a fear of showing this commitment, people again circumambulated the Barkor with prayer wheels spinning. A resurgence of Buddhism began not only in the Tibetan Autonomous Region but also in the greater Tibetan regions of Kham and Amdo.


This new openness extended even to monasticism, and some monasteries that were destroyed, damaged, or emptied during the Cultural Revolution were rebuilt, repaired, and re-enrolled, including Ganden Chönkhor and Sera. Monks were again able to take up the monastic life, but Chinese officials kept the numbers of monks at the large monasteries much lower than pre-1959 levels. Prior to 1959, Drepung, the largest of the Three Seats of the Geluk sect, had as many as 10,000 monks living within its precincts. After the uprising of 1959, the number of monks plummeted, with only about 700 monks living there in 1965. As the Cultural Revolution was unleashed, the number dropped to about 300, and the residents now were forbidden to practice their religion at all, having to dress in lay clothes and work in various jobs, and some married. With the liberalizing that took place in the early 1980s, monks were allowed to return to traditional monastic roles. To use Drepung again as the example, 1982 saw the first permitted enrollment of new monks, and by the late 1980s there were several hundred.


In 1987 the Dalai Lama appealed to U.S. and world leaders to pressure China to recognize Tibetan independence. This was heard by Tibetans in Tibet and seen as a sign that the tables were about to turn. A series of protests followed that caused the PRC to again take a more heavy-handed approach in Tibet, declaring martial law in 1989. The next major wave of protest and crackdown was in the period leading up to and during the 2008 Olympic games in Beijing. As of this writing in 2012, a tragic wave of self-immolations of Tibetans in Tibet has captured the attention of the world and brought renewed interest and concern for the Tibetan cause.


Those who fled Tibet have been faced with economic hardship, loss of loved ones, and the difficult prospect of somehow maintaining their culture in exile. By the end of June 1959, nearly 20,000 Tibetans had followed the Dalai Lama out of Tibet, and current estimates approach 150,000. The Tibetans very quickly organized themselves and gained the generous support of the Indian government as well as international supporters. Tibetans who followed the Dalai Lama into exile were first temporarily housed in two large transit camps—Missamari in Assam and Buxaduar in West Bengal—and then many took jobs in roadwork crews in northern India. The scholar monks of the three seats were sent to Buxaduar to try to continue the tradition of monastic education. After just over a year in exile, the Dalai Lama, with the help of Prime Minister Nehru, established his exile government in the former British hill station of Dharamsala in Himachal Pradesh. In order to secure a more stable base for the fledgling exile community, and to begin to create means of support for the exiles other than the backbreaking roadwork crews, the Dalai Lama approached Nehru to find the community a better home. Karnataka State stepped up and offered the exiles several thousand acres of arable land north of Mysore. Three thousand Tibetan exiles initially settled here and took up farming, and within a few years the camp became self-sufficient. By the beginning of the 1970s Sera, Drepung, and Ganden monasteries were restablished in southern India as well.


Many other Tibetans settled in cities in northern India that had been bases of trade with Tibet before 1959. Here, numerous handicraft enterprises were begun that had the dual function of providing exiles with a means of support and of helping preserve traditional Tibetan handicrafts. As the home of the Dalai Lama and the government in exile, Dharamsala also of course became a major population center of Tibetan exiles.


Since the time of the establishment of the Tibetan government in exile, the Dalai Lama has consistently moved toward democratic reform of the institution. The Kashak remained the highest ruling body beneath the Dalai Lama himself, but the Dalai Lama early on took steps to first reduce and eventually eliminate his own political power. The highest position within the Kashak—the Kalön Tripa, or prime minister—was originally appointed by the Dalai Lama, but the position was made a democratically elected one in 2001. In 2011, the Dalai Lama renounced political power altogether, leaving the prime minister, currently Dr. Lobsang Sangay, the highest official in the Tibetan government in exile. Dr. Sangay is the first prime minister to have been born in exile and has never been to Tibet.


As this is a Tibetan’s story, it should come as no surprise that it assumes a Tibetan perspective. The PRC comes out badly, and with good reason. Many people in Tibet suffered horribly, and it is undeniable that the Cultural Revolution devastated Tibet’s indigenous culture. Still, the reader will see that Geshé Sopa’s story is not simplistic or idealized. In it we see Tibetan individuals and institutions fail to live up to the very Buddhist principles so cherished by Tibetans. But it is also a story in which many exemplary individuals do live up to these principles, even in the worst situations.


Paul Donnelly




1. Life in Tsang


UNTIL I was about ten years old, I had many misfortunes: accidents, illnesses, and brushes with death. But when I entered into religious life, my situation improved. Once I entered the monastery I became healthier and happier, and possibilities began to open up that were inconceivable for a layperson from my rural part of Tibet at that time. After that, there was slow but steady progress. I still had many hardships of course, but when I think back on where and when I started, it seems almost unbelievable that I ended up in America. How is it that I am where I am today? I came from a small village in Tsang, went to Lhasa, was forced to flee from Tibet to India, and then somehow found myself in America. Even when I consider only what has happened to me here in America it is amazing. All these things that happened to me seemed like big things at the time. Now they seem like a dream. It’s like a waking dream. When I was young, the West was a place you only heard about in stories; no ordinary person like me knew about such things firsthand. People said that beyond Tibet was India, which had been taken over and ruined by the British. Beyond that, far beyond the ocean, they said that there was a place called America. Ordinary Tibetans would never imagine that they could go to America. But here I am.


I was born in the Shang region of the Tsang province of Tibet.2 Shang is best known as the region where the Shangpa Kagyü sect was established by Khyungpo Naljor at the beginning of the second propagation of Buddhism in Tibet in the eleventh century. Shang has many smaller areas within it, and as is often the case with settled areas in Tibet, my village was in a valley between two mountains. The valley itself was called Shum, and my village was called Phordok.


The name Shum comes from the word for “cry.” There is an area of white sand on one of the mountains that can be seen from farther down the valley in the east. When you look up at the mountain from the valley, this white patch looks like a human face. Some say that this has a connection to the time when Padmasambhava was in this area. I’m not sure of the exact story, but it may have been that the name Shum came from people crying when they saw this face, the face of Padmasambhava, and remembered the great things that Padmasambhava did for Tibet. In Tibet there are many places that are named after such features. Phordok means any kind of a mound or bump that sticks up above flat ground. The name of our village was derived from the hill, so Phordok was both the name of the hill and of the village that lay at the foot of the hill.


My family consisted of only my father, my mother, and me. I am their only son. It was the custom in our part of Tibet to use just one part of your full name in everyday use. My father’s name was Losang, and my mother’s name was Buti. The full name that my parents gave me was Dorjé Tsering. My parents married late in their lives. When I was born, my mother was around forty and my father was already fifty, or maybe even older than that. I don’t know for certain.


It was not common in Tibet for one to record the exact date of one’s birth. The year was noted, and when the New Year came around everyone was considered to be one year older. Some high lamas and other important people would know their exact birth month and day, but ordinary people would know just the year and that was enough. I did not have many relatives, so after my parents died there was no one who remembered the exact month and day of my birth. So like many Tibetans, I don’t know my exact birthdate. The Tibetan calendar has a twelve-year cycle. Each year is associated with one of twelve animals as well as one of five elements.3 Finally, there is also a two-year cycle: the first year is male, and the second year is female. So every twelve years is the same animal though the element changes. I was born in a pig year. His Holiness the Dalai Lama was also born in a pig year; he is twelve years younger than I am. His Holiness was born in the wood-pig year, and I was born in the water-pig year. In the Western calendar, this was 1923.


Pordok was a farming community; people in the area grew many crops. They grew barley, wheat, and a kind of black pea that we ground and added to tsampa. Tsampa is a Tibetan staple made of coarsely ground roasted barley flour. Tibetans usually eat tsampa by mixing it with butter tea and making a ball of dough. The black peas we grew were larger than the peas here in America. When they were coarsely ground, we also used them for horse feed. Wealthier people especially would use these peas in this way. Ordinary people ground them into flour and mixed this with barley flour for our tsampa. This gave the tsampa a slightly sweet taste. We also grew mustard plants and extracted oil from the seeds. The mustard plants had long rigid stems with beautiful yellow flowers on top. The plants had pods, with many seeds inside. We planted mustard and peas in a field together. The peas had a thin, weak stem and a tendency to bend down when the pods developed. By planting them mixed in with the mustard plants, they were protected, and the pods wouldn’t lie on the ground and rot. That is the way farming was done in that area of Tibet. In the summer when the mustard plants flowered, the peas couldn’t be seen. From high on the mountainside one would see entire fields filled with huge, beautiful yellow flowers.


My family had a small piece of farm land. I’m not sure if we owned the land we farmed or if it belonged to someone else. Land was often owned by the local or central government, or by aristocratic families or a monastery or a labrang, which is the estate of a lama, but ordinary people would work the land like their own. There was a basic unit of land called a kang. I don’t know if it was an acre or more or less, but in any case it was a sizeable area. Some families held one of these units or only a half, and some families had two, three, or more. My family held half a kang.


People had to pay a tax based on how much land they farmed, so those who held several kang would have to pay more than someone who just had one or one half. A local official, who was something like a governor, collected this tax and sent it to the administration. Tsang was part of the domain ruled by the Panchen Lama’s government in Shikatsé, so our taxes went there, but most other parts of Tibet would pay tax to the central government in Lhasa. The Panchen Lama was widely considered to be the second-highest religious figure in Tibet, after the Dalai Lama. The lineage of the Panchen Lamas began when the Fifth Dalai Lama bestowed the title of Panchen Lama on his own teacher, Losang Chökyi Gyaltsen. Panchen is a shortened form of pandita chenpo, which means “great scholar.” The Panchen Lamas had political power over the Tsang region for centuries, though by our time this power was not absolute.


In the fall, people who worked the land had to send grain to the central government, or a local representative of the government would collect money from the people who lived in the area under his jurisdiction. Similarly, if the government needed to raise an army, each family would be responsible for providing support for it based on how much land they held. I don’t really know the system very well, but it worked something like that.


On the hilltop above our village there was a Nyingma lama’s labrang. It was not a monastery—the head lama there was married. There were three lamas living at this labrang, a senior one and two younger ones. Unlike the lama lineages that most people are familiar with, these lamas were actually a father and his two sons. The estate had a big house where the whole family lived. In the summer, the lamas were hired by people in the area to protect their crops from hail. The lamas were paid a salary to stay in a small house in the middle of the fields, where they would perform rituals to drive away hailstorms so that the crops were protected from damage.


Every year an elaborate series of rituals was performed at the labrang to drive away all negative forces. This was an important event in our area, and it was an exciting time for people all over the area. People dressed in their finest clothes, and everyone gathered to watch the public events. We children would imitate these things when we played.


The main ritual was performed on the twenty-ninth day of the twelfth Tibetan month, which usually falls sometime in February. Before the main ritual began, there were preparatory rituals. For a week we heard horns sounding from inside the labrang, inviting the gods in. Part of the public ritual took place in the labrang courtyard. The ceremony could be viewed from a balcony that overlooked the courtyard, and people came from all over Shum to see it. I don’t recall very much of that part of the event, but I remember the playing of trumpets and long horns, and that there was some kind of a religious dance. The other part of the public ritual took place outside the labrang compound. One implement used was a yak horn with mantras written on the outside that was filled with some substance, though I don’t remember what. Arrows were shot in the ten directions,4 and a human figure was drawn on the ground with a ritual dagger called a phurba. The lama took a large meta
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iner, which had mantras written inside it, and turned it upside down on top of the figure, stepping up on it and performing a dance. Then ritual cakes called tormas were thrown into a triangular fire. There were more dances, and finally another torma was thrown over the side of the hill, which represented the final banishing of evil forces. This was all done according to the ritual system of the Nyingmapas. It was said that if the ritual were successful, the enemies of the teachings and obstacles to religion would be destroyed.


Some people said that this ritual could also be employed as a type of black magic and could be used against an evil person or family. It was said that when the ritual was done for this purpose, fire would be seen coming from the sky, landing on the house of the person. Much misfortune, including sickness and even death, would befall them as a result of this ritual. People said these things, but the basic purpose of the ritual was to drive away hindrances prior to the new year.


In Tsang, Buddhism was so deeply ingrained in the culture that it was customary for each family to have at least one son go to the monastery. If a family had three or more sons, then two sons would become monks, one son would stay at the family home and continue to tend the farmland, and the last would engage in business outside of the home. The lay sons could, of course, marry. If a family had several children and none of the sons were sent to the monastery, people would think badly of that family. Ordinary people were very religious, even if they didn’t really know very much about their religion. There were many monasteries and nunneries then, and also many small shrines. Even ordinary families had a hanging scroll painting, called a thangka, or an altar in their houses. Everyone knew the refuge formula to the Three Jewels,5 and they knew the mantra of Avalokiteśvara, the bodhisattva of compassion: Oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ. No one had to be taught these things; we grew up with them all around.


For ordinary people there wasn’t really a sense of belonging to one sect or another in any exclusive way. It depended on what was present in the area where one lived, rather than individual people or families choosing one sect based on their own inclinations or consideration of the different teachings. I went to Ganden Chönkhor basically because I had relatives there, so there was a family connection. Not far beyond Ganden Chönkhor there was another smaller monastery called Dechen Rapgyé where others in our area had relatives. There were perhaps one hundred and eighty monks there. Dechen Rapgyé Monastery was connected to Tashi Lhünpo monastery and followed its traditions.


Historically, much of the Tsang region had been under the control of the Panchen Lama’s government in Tashi Lhünpo dating back to the time of the Fifth Dalai Lama and his teacher, the First Panchen Lama. The Fifth Dalai Lama had given his teacher authority over the area around Tashi Lhünpo. So while we had to follow the orders of and send taxes to the central government in Lhasa, we also had to obey orders from Tashi Lhünpo and send taxes there too. There was a fortress above Ganden Chönkhor that was the government center of our area. The government administrator there was sent by the central government in Lhasa. If there was an order to be delivered or a punishment to be dealt out, it was done by this administrator. Ganden Chönkhor, however, was connected to the Dalai Lama’s government in Lhasa and to the three great monasteries there. For the most part these two systems were similar in that they were both of the Geluk sect, but there were differences. Because of my years at Ganden Chönkhor, my knowledge and experience is primarily of the system followed by the three great monasteries in the Lhasa area.




2. Early Memories


ISTILL REMEMBER A story that my parents told me from when I was very young, around the time that I first began to talk and walk. I think it may have been an indication of a previous life. Far down in the eastern part of the valley, there was another town where an important noble family lived. My parents said that when I was very young I said, “My house is down there, and I have a horse that’s bluish gray. I want to see my horse.” They said, “Where is your horse?” I pointed my finger in the direction of the lower part of the valley, saying, “Way down there.” I was pointing in the direction where the noble family lived. Perhaps one of the old grandfathers or some religious person had died there, and my family thought that I was the rebirth of this person. But my parents never said anything to anyone in the other family or took me there. They were a high noble family and we were just ordinary people, so nothing came of it.


When I was very young I encountered many illnesses and accidents. The first time I came close to death I was only two or three years old, but I remember it clearly. In front of our house there was a hill of piled-up dirt from which you could get up onto the roof. One day my mother laid me down at the bottom of the hill because she had to go up on the roof for some reason. Then she stumbled, which caused a large rock to roll down the hill and hit me where I was lying. I started crying of course, and my mother screamed, “I’ve killed my baby!” The rock hit me on the forehead and, curiously, on the foot. I still have the scars. If the rock had hit me more squarely, I think I would have been killed instantly. Instead it wasn’t really that serious, but there was a lot of blood, so it looked pretty bad. We didn’t have modern medicine then, but we had our own ancient methods. In old houses like ours there were many spiders’ nests. My mother collected some of these and put them on the wounds. This was supposed to stop the bleeding and keep the wounds from getting infected. It must have worked. It’s funny that I so clearly remember my mother crying out and running to me. That was my first brush with death.


In Tibet many natural locations such as mountains, lakes, and streams are considered to be sacred places where deities and nāgas live. One type of deity called a sadak was said to inhabit such places, and it was said that one must be careful not to bother or upset the sadaks or they would become angry. Often, when a child was born, the parents would go to one of these sacred places and make an offering to the deity. They offered prayer flags and incense, and the child would then always have a connection with that deity, who became known as his birth deity.


Because my family farmed a little piece of land, they needed a bull to pull the plow. We had some some cows and sheep as well. Our house had a courtyard where the animals were tied when they came home. There were many trees around our house, and a huge willow tree grew right next to our door. The tree was bent way over, parallel to the ground, with branches that reached all the way to the earth. A pillar supported the trunk of the tree to keep it from bending all the way to the ground or breaking. The branches of the tree formed a closed-in area, and when I was young, maybe five or six years old, I really enjoyed playing around that tree. I went there to sit or play, and I probably didn’t bother to go somewhere else to go to the bathroom, so you can imagine what it was like. Old trees like this were also home to deities and nāgas. We believed that if someone harmed or cut one of these trees, then he would get sick because he had upset the deity. It was said that nāgas did not like dirtiness or impurity, so their places had to be kept clean and protected or they would cause problems. My constant playing under the tree probably made it dirty, and I became very sick.


I grew weak and was afflicted with a kind of rash or pimples. I was sick almost constantly. Though my parents were very poor, they called in an oracle healer. While people are more familiar with the famous major oracles such as Nechung, at that time there were numerous local oracles as well.6 Many local deities had oracles whom people consulted on many matters, including sickness. Usually a person would begin a career as an oracle because he had been possessed by one of these deities. Though it began involuntarily, eventually these people came to be able to control and utilize these possession states. They were then trained by another older oracle, and they learned the rituals and methods of divination that were used to help people. The oracle called the deity and then went into a trance in which the deity would answer questions about the person’s problems.


I must say, I am a little skeptical about some of these oracles. There were so many of them, and this was a way of earning a living. Horses had to be sent to bring the oracle, which most people would have to hire, and when he arrived he had to be offered good chang—Tibetan beer—and be well compensated. With so much to gain, I wonder about the legitimacy and intentions of at least some of these oracles.


In Tibet, it was generally believed that sickness was the result of some kind of unseen being. The oracle that my parents consulted said that my illness was due to a female, conch-colored nāga, who was angry at my behavior around the tree. Nāgas do not like people running around without their clothes, and they don’t like bad smells or other kinds of dirtiness. The oracle said that my parents had to keep that place clean by keeping me out of there and that they shouldn’t cut any of the branches. Whether one believes in this kind of thing or not, I had been very sick, and I did get better after my parents took the oracle’s advice.


When I was seven or eight, another curious incident happened. In our village all the cattle were taken together to graze in an outlying area every morning. It was the children’s job to take the cattle out to graze, and at least one child from each family was sent to do this. We were sort of like cowboys. We’d take the cattle out beyond the village, keeping them together until we reached an open place. Then we’d let them go freely wherever they wanted, and they would go in all directions. In the summer we had to make sure that the cattle did not get into anyone’s cultivated fields, and we had to chase them out if they did.


There would usually be a group of about fifteen children. One of them would be an older boy who was in charge, but the rest would be young children, probably between the ages of seven and ten. Every morning we took the cattle out, and every evening we brought them back to our own houses. We took tsampa, or something else to eat, and something to drink, and we would stay out all day. Sometimes we would go far out where there weren’t many fields, so we didn’t need to worry about the cattle getting into them. There were many nice valleys and pastures from which to choose. This was very enjoyable for us.


One day we went farther than usual to a valley where all the fields were on one side of a little stream. On the other side of the stream there was a nice open area where there were no fields, so the animals could roam and just enjoy themselves. We children stayed in this valley for a long time and played. If an animal found its way across the stream to a field, we took turns going to chase it out. There was a nunnery there, and farther up the mountainside there was a small yellow house that was a hermitage (ritrö) where someone was living.


Next to this hermitage was a small cemetery. Cemeteries in Tibet were not like cemeteries in the West. There were no nicely maintained lawns, headstones, or flowers. Here they were solitary, frightful places where the bodies of the dead were taken. The bodies were chopped up, and vultures came and devoured them. Most people were afraid of such places because it was thought that there were spirits there. People avoided cemeteries, but we children weren’t aware of these beliefs yet. We learned this kind of thing later in life.


While we were in that valley, one of the cows crossed through the cemetery toward a cultivated field, and it was my turn to chase the cow back to the rest of the herd. I walked up to the hermitage and around the cemetery and chased the cow back toward the others. When I came back, I cut through the cemetery. As I went through, I saw a strange figure between two rocks. It was small like a baby but it had a big head and hair hanging down to its huge eyes. I didn’t know what it was. At first I thought it was a rock, but when I looked more closely, I saw that this strange creature was moving its head, looking around. When I saw this I was terrified; there was a real living thing there!


Later, people had some explanations of what I had seen. Some said that I saw a type of being called a lord of the cemetery. Others said that maybe I saw a being called a theurang that is associated with dragons and thunderstorms. When dragons take off there arises a great noise, and the theurang, who is a little man with a hammer, is said to be hitting the dragon on the head. When there is a lot of lightning and thunder, people say that there are many theurang around. It sounds strange to modern ears, but these were the beliefs people had. I don’t know what it was that I saw. Maybe it was an appearance arisen through my karma, or maybe there was nothing there and it was just some type of negative vision. Whatever it was, this event was the beginning of a period of great suffering for me. But it also set in motion a chain of events that would lead to my entering the monastery, so who is to say whether it was positive or negative?


When I saw this thing, I ran away as fast as I could toward the others, running over stones and through bushes and thorns. I was barefoot, so I was hurting my toes and feet, though I didn’t realize it at the time. I was running and jumping without looking where I was going, and eventually I jumped and landed right in a bush that had very thick, very strong white thorns. These thorns went deep into my legs and feet, especially in the heels, but I didn’t feel them. I was scared so I just kept running. When I got down to where the other children were, I told them what had happened and what I saw. They didn’t believe me. But some children picked up sticks and stones and went back to the cemetery looking for this “baby” I had seen. They did not find anything there, and when they came back down they said that I was lying. I was very bloody, and only then did I begin to feel the pain and realize that there were many thorns sticking into my flesh. We took most of them out, but there were three very strong thorns deep in the heel of my foot that we couldn’t get out without digging into my flesh. They simply would not come out, so I had to walk all the way back home with the thorns in my foot. I was in a lot of pain, and the walk home was horrible. I couldn’t stand on that foot at all. I made it home, but we still could not get the thorns out of my heel, and the wounds became infected.


Because my foot was infected and painful, I did not want to walk on it. When I sat down, I drew that leg against my body. From sitting like that all the time, and from limping for a long time to avoid walking on that foot, I developed a knotted-up lump high on my leg, and this became inflamed like a boil. If someone pulled my leg straight it was excruciating, and eventually this lump became infected and filled with pus. Between the injury on my heel and the bump on my leg, I stayed in bed for months. I was very sick. The longer I stayed with my leg curled up, the more difficult it became to straighten the leg at all. There was a monk-doctor who lived some distance away, and my mother carried me there. He gave me some treatments and some medicine, but I was still in great pain day and night. I became very weak and dehydrated, and again I came very close to death.


My parents were already quite old by this time. There were three other families in the area that were relatives, some of whom were a little wealthier than us, and they helped some. When my parents had to work, some of these relatives would come and take me out to sit with the other children who were playing, or sometimes they would sit me with the older people who were chanting and spinning prayer wheels. This helped me. Back then, people were not so busy like they are here in America. People had time to spend with each other and could more easily help others. That was a good thing about the situation then.
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