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New York Teachings

Summer of 2003. The earth bears the
burden of humanity. The climate grows
warmer, the population grows larger,
pollution and disease spread wider, as
economies falter and whole ecologies tremble
on the brink of disaster. Violence has been
made acceptable as a means of conflict
resolution; terrorism has been validated as a
response to unbearable oppression and
corruption; assassination and preemptive
war have been legitimized by a militantly
expansive government too canny to submit
to scrutiny by a world court of criminal law.

There is a sense of catastrophe in the air.
To be apprehensive is smart; to be paranoid is
realistic when ever greater enormities are
anticipated as an unavoidable medium of
political expression. To be oblivious to envi-
ronmental devastation, to remain relentlessly
“upbeat,” is a psychological survival tactic in
the midst of a cascade of dying species. In
times past, a higher authority, if only the
government, might have been expected to
come to the rescue, or at least make an effort
to turn the process around. But there is no
one of integrity at that helm now, just the
power-hungry living for the moment, and
the celebrants of greed.

It’s a negative assessment, out of a
dystopian nightmare, yet true enough in
general to indicate how far we've come in
the four years since His Holiness the
Dalai Lama last visited New York to
give teachings. At the crest of a wave of
millennial optimism, with the Cold War
behind us and a booming economy fiber-
optically sustaining an expanding global
network of digital communication, we
welcomed him in 1999 as both media icon
and celebrity monk.

A disarmingly humble religious figure
with the charisma of a movie star, he was
believed by millions to be both king of a lost
Tibet and a living incarnation of the Buddha.
Yet he managed to both neutralize the
inevitable criticism and confirm the hopes
of the faithful by pleading to be, and
authentically playing the part of, a simple
monk. Who could not have been charmed?
At the Beacon Theater on the Upper West
Side, he packed the house for three days
straight —and more than 200,000 people
overflowed the East Meadow of Central
Park afterward to hear his public talk on the
importance of mutual respect and reconcilia-
tion in a “heavily interdependent” world.

A book was edited (by Nicholas
Vreeland) from those teachings —An Open
Heart: Practicing Compassion in Everyday Life
(New York: Little, Brown, 2001) —and it
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joined the existing succession of best-sellers
bearing the by-line of His Holiness the
Dalai Lama, which was still peaking with
The Art of Happiness: A Handbook for Living
(New York: Riverhead, 1998) and Ethics

for the New Millennium (New York: River-

head, 1999).

The year 2001 was, of course, a turning
of the tide, and among many other things,
illusions were shattered. The master
practitioner of compassionate ethics and the
pursuit of happiness was soon confronted
with the realities of a more violent world,
and forced by questions of self-defense to
deal anew, just as his mentor Mahatma
Gandhi had, with the dilemma of total
commitment to nonviolence in the face of
murderous cruelty.

The situation was nothing new to the
world’s six million Tibetans, who had been
suffering the cruelties of cultural occupation
and oppression for 40 years, while stead-
fastly following the Dalai Lama’s path of
nonviolent resistance. The Chinese prisons in
Tibet remain filled with his faithful followers,
and every day they are put to the test.

What's new is the arrival of the culture of
terrorism in our former bastion of economic
prosperity and security. We have not often
as a culture had to deal with questions of
whether to resist or be willing to die. The
sudden, unexpected confrontation with such
issues has made some of us psychotic, and
some of the already more violently inclined
among us quite mad. In spite of all
cautionary warnings by cooler heads such as
the Dalai Lama’s, we have been dragged by
hotheads into a dirty, pointless war and
inculcated with the mentality of endless
military engagement.

How will New York receive the
Dalai Lama, now that his ideological
opposites, the apostles of corporate
fundamentalism and military victory, have
won the day —and are preparing to occupy
the city next year, and utilize the sacred
ground on which thousands of innocents
were recently killed to stir up our emotional
heartache and celebrate the triumph of their
will? Is such a belligerent version of reality
what the people of this city really want?
How will New Yorkers react now to this
relatively unfashionable religious figure who
preaches peace, tells us to love our enemy as
our teacher, and urges us to douse the fire of
our anger and hatred with the holy water of
meditation and selflessness?

As of mid-September, we will begin to
find out if the tide will turn again.

— William Meyers

His Holiness the Dalai Lama (2003) at the Deer Park in Sarnath,
where the Buddha first taught the Dbharma

The Tibet Center

In October 1991, an immigrant lama in
America, Khyongla Rato, founder of the
Tibet Center in New York City, invited
His Holiness the Dalai Lama to impart his
longest and most powerful tantric teaching —
the 10-day Kalachakra Tantra (or
“Kalachakra Initiation”), as part of the
International Year of Tibet. Cohosting the
event at Madison Square Garden was the
Gere Foundation, established by Richard
Gere, student and follower of both Khyongla.
Rato Rinpoche and the Dalai Lama.

Kalachakra means “Wheel of Time,”
and the wheel of dharmic time had barely
turned before the same hosts requested His
Holiness to return, in 1999, to give further
teachings. Cultivating compassion—or, in
more Buddhist terms, generating bodbicitta,
and living the way of life of a bodhisattva, or
selfless savior, comprised his general subject.
He based his teachings on two core texts: the
Indian scholar Kamalashila's Stages of Medita-
tion and the Tibetan scholar Togmay Sangpo’s
The Thirty-Seven Practices of Bodhisattvas.

After three days of teachings at the
Beacon Theater, he gave a free public talk
in Central Park, based on Langri Tangpa’s
Eight Verses on Training the Mind —an
exposition of the attainment of peace and

happiness through compassionate altruism

generated by the self-discipline of study,
contemplation, and meditation. Not a subject
known for being a crowd-pleaser —but the
multitudes seemed to love it, stirred as they
must have been by the endearing sight of
His Holiness sitting alone in a simple chair
on a large stage, a few flower offerings in
front of him, conversing informally and
humorously with a sea of humanity that
stretched out to the trees on the horizon.

Now, four years later, and for the third
time, the Tibet Center and the Initiatives
Foundation (the “public charity” arm of the
Gere Foundation) are bringing the Dalai
Lama to New York City, to give four days of
teachings based on two more texts considered
to be both timeless and immediately relevant
to the state of the world today: Zhe Seven Point
Mind Training by Geshe Chekawa, and Root
Verses on Indian Philosophies by the 17th-century
Tibetan scholar Jamyang Shepa.

The first text is, according to the
sponsors of the event, “an outline of the
training Buddhist practitioners engage in
while working to open their hearts and
assume responsibility for their fellow living
beings.” The second, suggested by the
Dalai Lama himself, is “a presentation
of the Buddhist and the non-Buddhist

philosophical schools of ancient India.”
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Caring for our neighbors’ interests is essentially

caring for our own future. Today the reality 1s

simple. In harming our enemy, we are harmed.
pl Inh g y, h d

—The Dalai Lama, An Open Heart (2001)
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His Holiness is known to feel that there is a
limit to which bodhisattvic compassion can
be taught without a grounding in the rational
order of both Indian philosophies and
western sciences. His teachings in New York
this time will be preceded, significantly, by a
conference in Boston on new advances in
“mind science,” including the study of actual
changes in brain physiology found in serious
meditators such as Tibetan monks.

Following the teachings at the Beacon
Theater, once again, will be a public talk in
Central Park, based on The Bodhisattva's Jewel
Garland, “a direct and inspiring instruction in
how a person should go about cultivating
virtuous habits” by the great Indian saint
Atisha, who helped to bring Buddhism to
Tibet. The 11th-century text has been
unavailable to western readers until now.

All three texts on which these teachings are
based are being translated by the Dalai
Lama’s own great translator, Thupten Jinpa,
and are to be edited by the Tibet Center’s
director, Nicholas Vreeland, and published
by Little, Brown.

Khyongla Rato, the Tibet Center’s
founder and lama in residence, was born in
Tibet and living as a young monk at Rato
monastery, near Lhasa, in the 1950s, when
the Chinese People’s Liberation Army
occupied his country. Founded originally in
the 14th century by Tibet’s greatest scholar
and religious philosopher, Tsongkhapa, who
requested a monastery devoted speciﬁcally
to the preservation of the Buddhist teachings
on logic, Rato became one of the four most
populous monasteries in Tibet.

In the 1950s, there were four or five
hundred monks living and studying
Buddhist debate and logic at Rato. After the
violent Tibetan uprising of 1959 and its
ruthless subjugation by the Chinese forces,

Usually viewed two-dimensionally, as a flat “sand mandala,” this three-dimensional architectural model (seven feet in width) of
the palace inbabited by Kalachakra and his consort, and their entourage of bodhisattoic deities, was fabricated in 1999 by Aryia
Rinpoche, former abbot of Tibet s historic Kumbum monadstery, and his maoter carpenter; Franz Skinner. It was presented as
an offering to the Dalal Lama on the occasion of his 1999 Kalachakra Initiation in Bloomington, Indiana; it was then donated
to the Smithsonian Institution, in Washington, D.C., which requeated exhibition space from the Tibet Center in New York.

only a few were able to escape execution and
flee, like the Dalai Lama himself, into exile
in India; Khyongla Rato was one of them.

Living at first among the monks in exile
in Assam but having already completed his
studies at Rato, he was asked by the Tibetan
government in exile to help write the
textbooks being used in the schools for
young Tibetans. That led to a term of
scholarship in Holland, then an assignment
in Argentina to explore the possibilities for
Tibetan exiles, before he settled finally in
New York in 1967, and founded the Tibet
Center in 1975.

The Tibet Center was intended both to
introduce Tibetan Buddhism to the people of
New York and to provide New York City’s
growing community of Tibetan exiles with a
cultural and spiritual home. As the number
of Tibetans living in New York and New
Jersey grew over the years into the
thousands, the center’s limited space and
facilities were given over more to their
spiritual and educational needs — offering
instruction in the Tibetan Buddhist religion
and culture, as well as introductory lectures
and courses on other world religions. In
effect, it has become a Tibetan Buddhist—
oriented ecumenical center (although its
more advanced courses are limited to the
various forms of Buddhism, and its
ceremonies and meditation practices are
exclusively Tibetan Buddhist).

According to Rato Geshe Nicholas
Vreeland, a monk of American birth who
has given many years of his life to rebuilding
Rato monastery in India and was requested
in 1998 by Khyongla Rato to move to
New York and administer the Tibet Center,
its higher purpose is “to provide all spiritual
seekers with a place to learn about the

different spiritual or religious paths available

This statue of hammered copper and lapis lazuli, on exhibit in the shrine room at the Tibet Center,
wad created by the master sculptor of the Tibetan government in exile, Pemba Dorye. It depicts the
tantric union of Kalachakra, the bodhisattvic deity of compassion, with his consort, Vishvamata
(wisdom), and commemorates the Kalachakra Initiation of 1991 in New York City.

to them —to help people along their spiritual
journey, and to develop the enthusiasm, the
strength, and the will
necessary to pursue a
spiritual practice

and pa.th.

“So to say it's
ecumenical —” says
Geshe “Nicky”
Vreeland, sitting
at his desk and
computer in the
administrative office
of the Tibet Center,
“very much so. It's
not that we would
provide an education
in Judaism or in
Islam —but we would
introduce people to
Judaism or Islam,
and they can then
pursue their practice
of those religions, if
that’s what they wish
to do, someplace else.

“One of the things
we are nol intent on
doing,” he empha-
sizes, “Is creating a
big mixture of reli-
gions. His Holiness
the Dalai Lama, when
he was here in 1991
and addressed the
public gathering at
Madison Square
Garden’s Paramount

Theater, said that there is such a variety of
human beings in the world that we are not
interested in creating one religion for all —
that would never work. In the same way that
people are interested in different kinds of
food, people are attracted to and have a
disposition towards different religions and
different methods of practice.

“It’s important to maintain the integrity
of each. And it’s important for the secker to
understand the specific qualities of each. We
can take elements of Islam and Judaism and
Christianity in our practice of Buddhism;
and a Hindu, let’s say, can see aspects of his
own practice clarified by hearing about
Buddhism or Christianity. In that sense, we
learn from each other’s paths. But we are not
trying to create a big mixture of them all.
You learn from the others, as you go along —
but it’s best to stick to one.”

The one they stick to at the Tibet Center
(www.tibetcenter.org) is Buddhism — “basic
Buddhism, and Mahayana Buddhism in
particular.” Buddhism is also the state religion
of Tibet, and of the Tibetan culture, which
extends far beyond its ancient Himalayan
borders —a vast region only recently mis-
construed as an exotic western province of
China. At its head, both politically and
spiritually, is the Fourteenth Dalai Lama,
Nobel Peace Prize winner and living Buddha.

It’s a lot to ask a non-Tibetan to believe.
But then no one is asking, much less pro-
claiming. There is no Buddhist fundamental-
ism. The Tibet Center honors the tenets of
traditional Buddhism by always questioning
and scrutinizing its own beliefs, and opening
its doors to the interfaith dialogue. <
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COURTESY OF GERE FOUNDATION

Khyongla Rato Rinpoche and Richard Gere, cosponsors of
the Dalai Lama’s September teachings in New York City.

The Gere Foundation

All suffering in the world arises out of wanting

happiness for self. All happiness in the world arises

out of wanting happiness for others.
—Shantideva

The epigraph on the home page of the
Gere Foundation (www.gerefoundation.org)
discloses immediately that someone behind
this organization knows the Dalai Lama’s
teachings well. Shantideva was an 8th-century
Buddhist monk in India whose writings —

in particular Bodbicaryavatara (The Guide to
the Bodhisattvas Way of Life) —are known to
be close to the heart of His Holiness, who
has used them frequently as root texts for
his teachings.

The thought expressed here is the
essence of Shantideva’s teachings, of His
Holiness’s teachings, and of the tradition of
Mahayana Buddhism to which they both
belong. To recognize the impermanence and
ephemerality of the self, yet to realize the
oneness of which all selves are a part, and
act on that realization by generating love and
compassion for all sentient beings, is said to
be one of the highest plateaus of awareness
to be attained on the road to enlightenment.

Something like this breakthrough in
consciousness must have happened to
Richard Gere when he first met the Dalai
Lama in the early 1980s and became aware of
the plight of the Tibetan people and their
culture. As a successful career film actor
since the 1970s, he had the means to act on
his vision and assist the Tibetans in their
struggle to survive cultural genocide.

In 1989, Gere established the Gere
Foundation “to alleviate suffering and help
restore autonomy to the people of Tibet.”

It was a way of channeling his funding of
programs for the preservation of Tibetan
culture and the relief of Tibetan suffering
with maximal, nonprofit, and tax-free
effectiveness. Major grants were given
initially to the Tibetan Children’s Villages
(schools for orphaned children of Tibetan
exiles) and to the rebuilding in India of the
four major monasteries (Rato, Sera,

Drepung, and Ganden) among the more

than 6,000 monasteries in Tibet

destroyed during the early years

of the Chinese occupation.

In 1991, Gere was the founding
chairman of Tibet House in New
York City —a showecase for the
exhibition and promotion of
Tibetan art and culture —and
established the “International
Year of Tibet,” a year-long festival
celebrating the Tibetan artistic
and spiritual traditions, climaxing
in October with the 10-day
Kalachakra Initiation given by
His Holiness the Dalai Lama in
New York's Madison Square
Garden. Throughout the 1990s,
the foundation maintained its
support through grants to the
Tibet Fund, which is engaged
exclusively with aid to the
community of Tibetan exiles
throughout the world.

Gere moved on in the late
1990s to serve as Board Chair-

man of the International Campaign
for Tibet, an activist political
organization that benefits from Gere
Foundation funding and from which he has
been able to address Tibetan concerns and
lobby for assistance to Tibetan refugees in
the halls of the U.S. government. He
remains a powerful activist on behalf of
Tibetan spiritual and cultural autonomy.

In the meantime, recalling the
bodhisattvic commitment to alleviating the
suffering of all sentient beings, the Gere
Foundation expanded its scope to include
international humanitarian and human-rights
causes, supporting the work of organizations
such as Human Rights Watch, Amnesty
International, Oxfam International, and
Médicins sans Frontiéres in Central America
and the Balkans. Gere also worked with
Survival International in campaigning for
the rights of indigenous peoples in the
Amazon basin, Bangladesh, and Australia.

In order to move some of the work of the
Gere Foundation forward by encouraging
collaborative relationships, the Initiatives
Foundation, conceived as a “fund-raising
intermediary,” was recently established as a
public charity. With the potential for moving
far beyond the limitations of one individual’s
funding, it has taken on such larger projects
within the Tibetan sphere of concerns as
health care for impoverished Tibetan monks
and nuns living in exile, and environmental
projects designed to offset out-of-control
development around Dharamsala. The
strategy is “to incubate model programs that
can be used by other communities.”

At the local level, besides its sponsorship
of the teachings, the Initiatives Foundation
has been collaborating with the Bronx-based
Lineage Project in a program for teaching
meditation and yoga to presently and recently
incarcerated youths. The Dalai Lama has
taken a special interest in the project, and will
be engaging in dialogues with participants in
its programs during his visit here.

At the global level, HIV/AIDS education
and prevention is another critical concern of
the Initiatives Foundation. Its most current
funding target is a program for assisting
women and children with AIDS in India.

For sheer alleviation of suffering, Shanti-

deva undoubtedly would have approved. cz»
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