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Historic Homecoming
  
First Meeting of Bon Lamas Who Live and Teach in the West Held at Serenity Ridge

  

Photograph by John Jackson

  

To a casual observer, it might have been no more than a comfortable gathering of Tibetan
monks and other countrymen, laughing and chatting like the old friends they were. For those
knowledgeable, however, the two days of meetings in October 2013 in central Virginia were
truly historic. For, this was the first time since the Bon teachings were brought to the West that
these nine Tibetan Bon lamas had an opportunity to meet, support each other and share their
years of experience and knowledge related to teaching Western students.

  

Some had been teaching in the West for decades with little support from their peers. Among
them was Geshe YongDong, who first began teaching in Paris and then British Columbia in
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1999 and who, four years later, founded Sherab Chamma Ling, a Tibetan Bon Buddhist center
in Courtenay B.C., Vancouver Island, Canada.

  

“It’s very difficult when you come to a different culture, different language, different people,”
explains Geshe YongDong, affectionately known as GesheLa. “Most of my life was in a
monastery as a monk. Suddenly, I came to the West and everything was different. Even going
to restaurants—I had never before used a fork and knife.

  

“As soon as I heard about the lama meeting planned for Serenity Ridge, I thought it was a
wonderful idea,” GesheLa adds. “Many Bon lamas have come to the West to share the sacred
Bon teachings. But we all have busy Western lifestyles, and even if we have had the intention to
get together, until then we had not had the opportunity.”

  

The indigenous spiritual tradition of Tibet, Bon is among the world’s most ancient, unbroken
spiritual lineages, tracing its oral history back 18,000 years. During the Chinese Cultural
Revolution this rich heritage was gravely threatened. Countless monasteries in Tibet were
destroyed, and many monks lost their lives. During the conflict only three senior lamas managed
to flee the country; under great hardship they bore the responsibility for founding new
monasteries in India and Nepal in the hope of preserving the sacred traditions. There, they
taught new generations of monks—some of whom, like Geshe YongDong, chose to bring their
knowledge and training to Western students.

  

Another of these young monks was Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, who first arrived in Italy
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in 1988 and soon went on to teach in the United States. In 1992 Tenzin Rinpoche founded
Ligmincha Institute; and in 1998 he established Ligmincha Institute at Serenity Ridge, the
retreat center in central Virginia where—fully 25 years after his initial arrival in the West—the
historic meetings took place.

  

“I had been feeling a need to gather all the other lamas who teach in the West to do something
collective and collaborative,” Tenzin Rinpoche says of his recent efforts to pull together the
meetings. According to Rinpoche, his 2012 attendance at the Second North American
Nonsectarian Conference of Tibetan Religious Schools
in California reinforced the need for all Bon lamas teaching in the West to meet for a similar
purpose. H.E. Menri Lopon Trinley Nyima Rinpoche and Latri Nyima Dakpa Rinpoche were
instrumental in supporting the effort.

  

Most of the assembled teachers had already met each other, most of them at Menri Monastery
near Dolanji, India, one of two main Bon monasteries outside of Tibet. “But really getting to
know someone requires spending time with each other, sharing and exchanging,” says
GesheLa, who adds that almost all their waking hours at Serenity Ridge were spent chatting
and sharing.

  

“Having this whole weekend to connect was extraordinary. There was no ego involved. We were
meeting heart to heart, not head to head. I could sense this was everyone’s feeling. Sometimes
it was very emotional, and sometimes we couldn’t stop laughing. I have never seen anything like
this.”

  

According to GesheLa, all the lamas expressed the same intention: to develop the sacred Bon
teachings and benefit students. “When we talked about how our Tibetan culture and spirituality
were destroyed, and how difficult the challenges were for the masters we learned from, tears
came.

  

“When the lamas can connect like this, our students can also connect better with each other.
These meetings have given me a lot of energy and strength that I will carry on my return to [my
center on] Vancouver Island.”
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  The meetings’ agenda covered five primary topics:  1. How to maintain future connections between the various spiritual teachers, as well asbetween their centers in the West.  2. Ideas for standardizing all the Bon chants used by Western students, including adopting thesame language and melody across all the Bon centers. As a result of the meetings, threedifferent chanting booklets are being planned—one short form, one medium, one long. “TheBon teachings and Bon lineage are the same, carried to the West and the world,” says GesheYongDong. “If you are in Canada, you should feel confident to know that you can come to mycenter and receive the same Bon teachings within the same Bon lineage as you would receiveanywhere else in the West.”  3. How to support Tibetan Bonpos who come to the West, whether through financial, spiritual orother means.4. How to adapt the Bon teachings for the modern Western mind. “People are people, no matterwhere they are from,” GesheLa says. “But once you have a better understanding of the cultureand way of life in the West, then you can better understand individuals and their personalitiesand adjust the teachings in relation to Western needs.”  5. Plans for future meetings. The Serenity Ridge participants agreed to meet annually. Nextyear’s meeting will be at Gyalshen Institute, Geshe Lhundup Chaphur Rinpoche’s center in ElCerrito, Calif.  

Photograph by John Jackson  “Sometimes lamas need to just be lamas together, laughing and connecting with each other,”Geshe YongDong notes. “There is a natural distance between students and teachers, and theteachers don’t have much opportunity to show who they truly are. It’s very important torejuvenate. In my opinion, it is important for people in the East, as well, to know the importanceof lamas meeting together to support each other. In the world today, the Bon sacred teachingsoffer much benefit for the mind and for one’s health.”  Says Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, “It was very important to me to have this kind of exchange andmutual support. Most important was the ability to sit, laugh, share and eat together, and to shareour thoughts about what we can all pursue collectively in the future. I am looking forward to ourmeeting next year at Gyalshen Institute.”  Present at the October meetings at Serenity Ridge were:        -  H.E. Menri Lopon Trinley Nyima Rinpoche, the head instructor (lopon) of MenriMonastery in Dolanji, India       -  Khenpo Tenpa Yungdrung Rinpoche, the abbot (khenpo) of Triten Norbutse Monasteryin Kathmandu, Nepal       -  Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche, founder and spiritual director of Ligmincha Institute,Shipman, Virginia, www.ligmincha.org       -  Latri Nyima Dakpa Rinpoche, founder and spiritual director of the Yeru Bon Center , LosAngeles, and abbot of La Tri Monastery in Kham, Tibet     -  Khenpo Geshe Tenzin Dargye (Tamding Gurung), abbot of Dhorpatan Monastery, Nepal     -  Geshe YongDong, founder and resident lama of Sherab Chamma Ling , Tibetan BonBuddhist Centre, Courtenay B.C., Vancouver Island, Canada     -  Geshe Tenzin Yangton, assistant to H.E. Menri Lopon Trinley Nyima Rinpoche      -  Geshe Lhundup Chaphur Rinpoche, founder and spiritual director of Gyalshen Institute, El Cerrito, California     -  Lama Khemsar Rinpoche, founder and spiritual director of the Tibetan Yungdrung BonStudy Centre , UnitedKingdom; the Tibetan Yungdrung Bon Institute, Miami, Florida; and Kunzhi-Ling Lugano,Switzerland.     -  Amchi Nyima, a doctor of Tibetan medicine who resides in Nepal    Geshe YongDong and Geshe Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche were interviewed by Polly Turner.  
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http://www.yeruboncenter.net
http://www.sherabchammaling.com
http://gyalshen.org
http://www.yungdrungbon.com
http://www.yungdrungbon.com

