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When pushed to reveal how the West appeared to him upon his arrival here some ten years ago, Lama Tempa says, "Very happy.  The weather is good.  The people are nice.  It is very clean, many cars, many airplanes.  There are so many things to see.  Huge stores.  Very distracting.   I wonder how to meditate here…  Wow!  Wow!  But now, no more Wow!"  

In other words, Lama Tempa made the adjustment and adds that a Westerner traveling to Bhutan would be equally fascinated by the newness and novelties of that world.  Lama Tempa makes no negative comparisons.  At issue is the so-called sacred world which has become an object of search for many restless Westerners convinced that capitalism and consumerism have destroyed it once and for all.  Lama Tempa does not understand the context and sees no grounds for such discriminations.  To him, the East is no more a center of sacredness than is the West.  What comes to mind is the Mahamudra story about a farmer who went to the mountains and to the ocean, literally everywhere, in search of his lost cow only to discover that it was always right there in the barnyard.  The search for the lost cow is a parable for the search for the sacred as a place in modern life.  We carry it within us so there is no need to go looking for it.  

"No need!", as Lama often says.  The parameters of his education and practice in Bhutan, in India and now here have sheltered him from the illusion/delusion that something irretrievable is missing from life.  As most KTL Sangha members know,  Lama Tempa was born in Eastern Bhutan and orphaned at a very early age.  His uncle, also his guardian, had spent a short time in the monastery where Lama Tempa ultimately went for his early training.  It is in the monastery setting where a large percentage of young Bhutanese receive basic education, the predominant focus being the Dharma.  Some young men remain permanently, as did Lama Tempa,  to complete the rigorous training  necessary to becoming a lama. 

Lama Tempa's earliest experience in the monastery involved first learning how to write each of the 30 letters of the Tibetan alphabet and thereafter quickly familiarizing himself with the sounds, meanings and vocabulary associated with each of the letters.  He then began reading Dharma texts.  The nascent monks were expected to read the texts as quickly as possible,  again and again.  As their understanding advanced, inevitably questions arose, but in contrast to Western educational practice, there was no teacher present to explain.  Understanding was sought within one's own mind during meditation practice.  Should a young student encounter an intractable problem, a meditation master was there with whom one could discuss the issue;  if it was deemed worthy,  other students might become involved in the search for a correct interpretation.  

This is a very different education from that most Westerners receive.  It is not a system that thrives on inquisitiveness, creativity or innovation, but rather is based on the elements of trust and discipline.  If you do not trust that your endeavors will bear fruit,  then you will fail to muster the discipline necessary to continue.  So trust is the first essential, closely followed by the discipline necessary to remain on the Dharma path.    

The means to that end--familiarizing oneself with, and then taming the mind--are called skillful.  "Upaya" is the Sanskrit term referring to these expedient methods, the purpose of which is to emphasize the urgency of developing a Dharma practice.  This precious human body,  impermanence and  the abundance of suffering that we witness all around us,  the certainty of death and the uncertainty of when or how, are among the most obvious and often-mentioned reasons for beginning your Dharma practice now.  

As beginners, we have doubts and uncertainties.  At times, we feel hopelessly inept.  We don't know what the sacred mantras mean, how they work, why there are images and what it means to consecrate them.  We underestimate the importance,  as Mahayana practitioners, of dedicating our practice.  Dedicating one's practice to the benefit of all sentient beings is, as Lama Tempa explains, "like putting money in the bank.  By securing the merit, one makes it grow."   Finally,  we don't understand the power of the focused mind or how a devoted practice will radically change the contours of our relationships and ultimately,  of the world and how it appears to us.    

On a daily basis at the Dharma Center and in his practice,  Lama Tempa demonstrates the fundamental truth that the mind is the source of everything we need.  Trust is the basis.  Discipline is the means.  Taming the mind is the goal.  We learn by taking baby steps as Lama Tempa did growing up in Bhutan.  When we are confused, uncertain and feel hopelessly inept, Lama Tempa reminds us that many others have been there before us, that everyone makes mistakes.  "We are not there with them so we don't see it!,"  he adds with characteristic playfulness.  So if you are caught up in doubts about your own practice,  Lama Tempa is here for you.  He will encourage and reassure you.  Just ask him!

