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Young Lama Has Big Dreams

  An Excerpt from Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche’s Talk in Boston, May 1993
  

Lopon Tenzin Namdak, Tenzin Wangyal and Lungtok Tenpai Nyima

  

This teaching is an edited excerpt from the Summer 1993 Voice of Clear Light newsletter. It
gives us a glimpse of a young Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche speaking of his life and his deep
commitment to bringing the Bön teachings to the West.

  

First, I want to say a little bit about myself by way of an introduction. I was born in India of
Tibetan refugee parents. In my early years, my father was Buddhist and my mother was Bön. I
lived in a Buddhist community, a Tibetan settlement in northwest India, until I was 5 or 6.After
that I went to a Christian school, but I did not manage to stay there very long. When I was 10,
my parents brought me to a monastery of the Bön tradition. There I met my teacher, Lopon
Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche.
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When I finished my monastic education in 1986, I went to Tibet and returned to India. I worked
in the library in Dharamsala, where I was appointed as a member of the Assembly by His
Holiness the Dalai Lama, but I did not decide to do that and wanted to pursue my studies.
Norbu Rinpoche invited me over to Italy to do some work at the Institute there. I was also invited
by some professors to give talks in Sweden and so spent time in Scandinavia. I did not
originally plan to come to the West to teach. I came to learn, not to teach. But, while I was in
Italy, many friends who knew about my practice asked me to teach. And this has continued all
over the world for the past five years. I am not learning as much as I wanted.

  

I first came to the United States in 1990 at the invitation of the Dzogchen Community in
Conway, Massachusetts, to teach. While teaching as the guest of various organizations I ended
my trip in Houston, Texas, where I had no plan to spend time. But that has changed my life
here. Professor Anne Klein of Rice University asked me to give a couple of talks there. Then
they wanted me to come back for two weeks, all the way from Italy. Then they asked me to
apply for a Rockefeller Fellowship and I got that and spent a year there doing research and
teaching. I felt that I could learn more about Western culture in that setting, since I feel now that
there is a mission for me in the West and I want to do it. I want to learn the best way to
communicate with Westerners. It is a great challenge to grow up in one culture and then try to
transplant the teachings in the West. 

  

It is not always easy to get people to understand, really understand. In the West, it is not difficult
to get people excited. The problem is to continue with it and make a deep space in themselves,
where, no matter whether there is a teacher there or not, it will always be there and always
grow. Making that kind of connection and making that kind of space in people seems much
more complicated unless you really know how to communicate with people.

  

While I did not plan to teach in the West, and when I taught I was not sure if it was right or
important for me to teach, now I do feel that it is important for me to do, and that this is a
mission. It is like a secret that had been kept from me and is clearer now. Now I am sure
because I am a Bönpo. I do not know how much you know about Bön or if what you know is
very good. As I mentioned, my father was a Tibetan Buddhist, but generally I believe that every
Tibetan is a Bönpo. There are no Tibetans who do not practice Bön, even if they do not call it
that. It is not a question of what one calls oneself, but what one actually believes. Tibetan
Buddhism has a character which cannot be separated from the indigenous tradition of Bön. The
beliefs of that tradition are rooted in their bones, blood, mind and brain—every part of their
existence. On an official level, my mother was Bön and my father was Buddhist and, as I told
you, I also went to a Christian school. So I have a lot of combinations. Growing up and being
trained in my monastic community and being very close to my teacher, I know how much
responsibility he took on his shoulders in coming all the way from Tibet and coming to the West
years ago. He also was sponsored by a Rockefeller Fellowship and came to the West in 1961
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and spent about three years in the West. When he returned to India, he took on the
responsibility to establish a community and monastery which keeps alive the word, the believers
and the faith of the Bön tradition. He preserved a very important part of Tibetan culture.

  

H.E. Yondzin (Lopon) Tenzin Namdak with Rinpoche

  

While I was growing up with him, I did not see that aspect of his responsibility. I just saw what I
needed to learn from him for me. Now, coming to the West and seeing a lot of things that
happen here, I realize that the Bön teachings should be kept alive. There are so many centers
in the West—I am not criticizing them—that it would not make much difference if one of them
were not there, since there are so many others. But it would make a lot of difference if I don‘t do
what I am doing. Nobody else is going to do it. Being here in the West, I see my face
everywhere I go and say to myself, if you do not do it, who is going to do it?

  

Even though I could easily come here and teach in the university and survive myself, I cannot
leave this other important responsibility that I feel to preserve the Bön tradition. It is not that I
need to spread the Bön religion as a form of religion. It is a form of knowledge, an important
tradition, that has many things to offer for this time and period, as many native traditions do, if
people in the modern world have the ear to listen to it and the mind to think about it. There are
so many things to learn from them. There is important value and wisdom there. If the few of us
who know these traditions do not try to bring them out, they wont be there and wont grow;
instead, they end.

  

My teacher, when he finished giving us the teachings and transmissions, said to us: ‘Now I have
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produced a new generation. It is up to you. I did not want to make a gap.’ He did not make a
gap, he produced teachers. So I feel very responsible, particularly when it is difficult to do it. As I
said, it would not make any difference not to have another dharma center in the West. Many
masters from the East have done it. But preserving Bön is very important. Every Tibetan knows
that the Bön is a very important tradition and is the root of Tibetan culture. There is no way to
explain Tibetan culture unless you know something about Bön. Even among scholars, they
have so much training in this tradition and used it in their daily life, but they have not thought
about what it really means. They do not look back into their roots.

  

The Buddhist way of looking at Tibetan history is not realistic. It is important to realize how
much benefit it [Bön] brought into Tibetan culture. All the parts of the tradition—the texts, the
beliefs, the rituals, the mythology—are disappearing. For example, the Bön Canon has over 170
books. Scholars in the West and many Tibetans do not know about these texts because they
are not open in that way. I am trying to speak realistically about the situation now.

  

All our literature is disappearing. There is only one copy of the canon left in Tibet. Eight people
hid the texts in the mountains during the Chinese cultural revolution. Half of those were killed by
the Chinese but they would not tell where the books were hidden. These books are lost.

  

It is not like losing the books that are written here in the universities and in bookstores. It is not
about the confusion of individuals; it contains the wisdom of individuals. Those books cannot be
reproduced.
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Students gather for meditation in the Serenity Ridge shrine room, where texts from the Bon
Canon are preserved

  

I strongly feel my responsibility toward these things. A year and half ago, I founded the
Ligmincha Institute. Ligmincha is the name of the king of Zhang Zhung. Zhang Zhung is the
place where most of Tibetan civilization starts.

  

I have a plan and a form to teach continuously over the next many years. The dream is there; I
dreamed it clearly. To manifest it takes time. Everything will manifest when it needs to manifest.
If you want to collaborate with me in all of these plans that I have been making, you may do so
in whatever form suits you. This is written in our newsletter. Please take and if you have
thoughts, let me know. 

  

Tonight, as a formal introduction to dzogchen, in the first place it is very difficult to say anything
about dzogchen. It is difficult to talk about something that you cannot talk about. But you can
always talk about it. What I am really saying that you can talk about dzogchen in a way that will
not make much sense. In the same way, you can see books on emptiness. They are very thick
books. It is very similar. You can talk a lot about how very difficult it is to explain.

  

I want to say a little bit about the tradition of dzogchen as far as it is connected to me. The
reason is that in the Tibetan tradition, a very important part of the teaching, and preserving
teaching, is to trace back the tradition of the teaching. We say “I am giving these teachings to
you people, but I have been practicing and have received this teaching from somewhere.“ I
need to trace it back to make it authentic and feel comfortable with it. If it is not something that
is connected with the transmission, it is different. It is not a thought, it is not like going to a
holistic bookstore to read 10 books on it giving me now something to talk about. Tracing the
roots in the tradition is considered an important part of the tradition, the fact that it goes way,
way back. One of the reasons it is preserved until today is because of that tradition.

  

If the way to deal with the teaching is the way it is generally treated in the West, it wont last as it
has been kept until this time. People within the tradition know how to live in the tradition and
follow it up and preserve it – preserve it not by confusing it with other traditions, but respecting
its nature and giving value to its continuity in the future. 
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  My teaching is connected with the Bön dzogchen. In the tradition of Bön, the first person toteach dzogchen was Shenrab Miwoche. He lived 17 thousand years ago. It is not important toprove whether he was a historical person or not or where he really lived. This belief has comedown through centuries among practitioners of dzogchen that dzogchen was taught 17,000years ago and that lineage has been unbroken until today. The form of this lineage is fresh andvivid. I feel that it is my responsibility to see that this lineage continues. It has to continue. Icannot decide in my generation to just let it drop, after it has been brought to the present timeafter 17,000 years.  This is particularly true for what is called the "oral transmission of Zhang Zhung," which camefrom Shenrab Miwoche. From him there have come many masters through whom has comewhat is know as the "single transmission" (gcig rgyud), transmission from the master to onesingle disciple. This particular lineage was kept through only a few people. There are otherlineages of dzogchen. One is called ‘Ati’ and another called ‘Dzogchen’. These have morefollowers in them. This one I am talking about is a very tiny lineage, kept as very private.  

Lopon Sangye Tenzin  When I was about 13 years old, I received these teachings from my first master, Lopon SangyeTenzin, who was a teacher of Lopon Tenzin Namdak Rinpoche, my second teacher. For threeyears we received this teaching. This was called an oral transmission because it had neverbeen written down before [until the eighth century]. These teachings were meant to be taughtinitially in what is called "mental transmission" – transmission that occurs mind to mind. Then itcame to oral or spoken explanations. There was no reference point of written literature in thisoral transmission but each master would explain "this is my experience and what it is about."  This form of teaching my master taught to me and I have been practicing. Now I explain it thisway, but there is a slightly different manifestation of experiences. Some people have moreexperience of the bliss part. Some people have more experience of the void part. Some peoplehave more experience of the unity part. Some people have more experience of theinseparability part. So there are many aspects of the nature of mind that one can experience.For whatever reason – biological or psychological – some people have stronger experiences ofone aspect of it and other people have stronger experiences of another aspect of it. It is alwaysone. But when they do have slightly different experiences they write it down. And one of thoselineages of transmission is called the "experiential transmission." In this form, the master wouldwrite down about four to eight lines about what they have experienced. They would write in verysimple language, not poetic, a simple, direct form of communication.  Tenzin Wangyal Rinpoche will teach on the“Bön Dzogchen Pith Instructions“ from the mastersof the oral transmission of the Zhang Zhung Nyen Gyü at the  Summer Retreat  at SerenityRidge, June 25–July 8.  View other issues of Voice of Clear Light beginning in 1992  
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