SPIRITUAL SPLIT 

BITTER THEOLOGICAL INFIGHTING ROCKS THE DALAI LAMA'S MOVEMENT, JUST AS HE'S WINNING THE P.R. WAR FOR TIBETAN AUTONOMY 

By COLMAN JONES 
In many ways, it's been a breathtaking couple of years for the Dalai Lama -- one of the world's most revered promoters of tolerance, compassion and nonviolence. 

Just this month, Martin Scorsese tossed his blockbuster, Kundun, a filmic ode to the Tibetan leader's struggle against the Chinese occupation, into the general sea of veneration. 

Then there was the adoring Seven Years In Tibet, with Brad Pitt, not to mention the mountain of publicity generated by Hollywood stars protesting the North American visit of Chinese premier Jiang Zemin in October. 

But this exhaltation notwithstanding, all is not rosy in the house of the famous monk from the Himalayas. For the first time since its establishment in Dharamsala, India, in 1959, the Tibetan government in exile -- headed by the Dalai Lama -- is suffering a crisis of moral legitimacy. 

And the man who has built an international reputation on wisdom and respect for all sentient beings is being called an oppressor. 

You can get a whiff of the problem at the Tibetan Buddhist Chandrakirti Centre on Yonge Street, a small room sweet with the smell of incense and strewn with plaques of brightly coloured deities. Here you will find talk of Tibet independence, renunciation and universal oneness -- but you will not find any pictures of the Dalai Lama. 

The reason for this strange turn of events is that temple-goers here are violating a prohibition of the Tibetan leader and communing with an old warrior god with bulging eyes and a blazing sword, sitting astride a white lion. His name is Dorje Shugden and, until recently, many of the 100,000 Tibetan exiles in the world paid homage to him as they were taught to do by their masters. 

But in 1996, the Dalai Lama stunned his followers by suddenly announcing a ban on the worship of Shugden, saying his oracle, Nechung, had advised that the deity Shugden was a threat not only to his personal safety but to the future of Tibet. 

Shortly after, the Tibet government in exile declared that anyone working for its institutions had to forgo prayers to the deity or lose his or her job. 

What followed was a complex and disturbing squabble rife with political overtones -- threats and intrigue, charges of witch-hunts, Shugden statues being smashed in people's homes -- and the Dalai Lama for the first time in his life having to answer charges that his followers were threatening other Buddhists. 

All this is occurring while his mortal enemies in the Chinese government watch the dissension with delight. 

*** 

The dilemma faced by the spiritual and political leader of Tibet is not a simple one. It's a dispute that's difficult for most westerners to grasp, rooted as it is in a centuries-old history of power struggles between spiritual leaders in old Tibet. 

For Tibetans, both religious and political power are fused in the person of the Dalai Lama (roughly translated as Ocean of Wisdom), whose ultimate political and personal advisers are the invisible protectors who speak through his oracles -- human conduits for spiritual beings. 

Though it appears ironic on first view, many believe the Dalai Lama's motivation for wading into this dangerous ancestral conflict is his desire to unite the various Buddhist tendencies under his reign as political leader. 

"The Dalai Lama is a peacemaker,'' says Paul Williams, co-director of the Centre for Buddhist Studies at the University of Bristol in England. 

"But real peacemakers sometimes have to make hard choices. He is stamping on something that he sees in the future giving rise to a hell of a lot of problems for the Tibetans, in terms of creating a proper democratic and therefore tolerant society.'' 

The conflict intertwines various sects in Tibetan Buddhism, a religion characterized by assorted oracles and wrathful figures among its conglomeration of divinities. Some of these deities have their origins in Bon religion, a name often used for religious practices found in Tibet before the advent of Buddhism. 

Some hold that these Bon rituals found their way into the practices of the Nyingmapa, Tibet's second-largest and oldest monastic order. 

Shaman rituals 
The now-dominant Buddhist sect in Tibet and Mongolia -- the Dalai Lama's own Gelugpa order -- was founded in the 14th century, combining the teachings and practices of both Tibetan and Indian Buddhist sects, and was in part a reaction against the many shamanist-like rituals that characterized older sects like the Nyingmapa. 

Three centuries later, after a Tibetan abbot and rival of the then Dalai Lama was either murdered or committed suicide -- depending on which legend you believe -- his spirit took the name of Dorje Shugden, or "hurler of thunderbolts,'' because of his immense power and wrathful nature. 

Shugden is regarded by his followers as a protector deity, a powerful figure Tibetans will turn to for help in more worldly affairs, a kind of godfather, notes Donald Lopez, professor of Buddhist and Tibetan studies at the University of Michigan in Ann Arbor. 

"There's a kind of intimacy that Tibetans feel with these 'protective deities,''' says Lopez, an intimacy "that they wouldn't have with a Buddha, which is more of an exalted kind of being.'' 

As the legend goes, Shugden's job is to protect the Gelugpas from the corrupting influences of the Nyingma. The deity's followers are supposed to punish anyone who mixes the practices of these two sects. 

It is this strain of sectarianism that many say worries the Dalai Lama -- who has to be seen as the ecumenical head of his nation. 

Before the current ban, "at least half if not more of Tibetan Buddhists either were or are practitioners of Dorje Shugden, according to Stephen Batchelor, a writer and former Gelugpa monk who is director of Sharpham College, a nondenominational Buddhist educational centre in Devon, England. 

Batchelor, the author of an upcoming historical article on the controversy, to be published in the Buddhist magazine Tricycle, says, "It has been an issue of divisiveness within the Tibetan community for at least 20 or 30 years now, and it flares up periodically.'' 

Although originally a Shugden adherent, the Dalai Lama abandoned any connection with Shugden in the mid-70s, rejecting the monk as a deity and calling him an evil spirit, but at the time he did not suggest that others should follow. 

Loyalty call 
In 1996, he was more pointed, calling on Tibetans to show their loyalty to their country by banishing Shugden. In a speech in London in July 1996, he declared that while Buddhist tradition is profound, "There is a danger (it could) degenerate... and become like spirit worship.'' 

He went on to say that he wanted to promote all four Tibetan Buddhist traditions and that "simultaneous practice is very, very useful.'' Shugden practitioners, he went on, "dislike that kind of nonsectarian practice.'' 

(Spokespeople for the Dalai Lama in New York refer all questions to the government of Tibet in exile Web site.) 

Most exiles, who revere the Dalai Lama as a god himself, dutifully complied with his stricture against the warrior spirit. 

Here in Toronto, where 150 of this country's 2,000 Tibetan Buddhists live, Canadian Tibetan Association of Ontario president Rinchen Dakpa says that because of the Dali Lama's prohibition, none of the Tibetans in Ontario follow Shugden anymore. 

"My understanding is that, from my historical perspective, this deity has ties with ancient spirits and also seems to obstruct Tibetans from finding a way for the future course of Tibet, so that's why His Holiness has been advocating not to practise this particular deity.'' 

But not all exiles were able to put Shugden aside. Then there's the added confusion that one wing of Shugden supporters organized in the New Kadampa Tradition (NKT) and founded by a Tibetan monk, Geshe Kelsang Gyatso, has become a prosperous outfit by recruiting heavily in the West. 

The University of Bristol's Williams notes that New Kadampa was the original name of the Gelug tradition when it was first founded, and that by naming his order after it, Geshe Kelsang is claiming that they alone are the true Gelug tradition. 

"So what we've got here is more than just Gelug triumphalism," Williams suggests, "almost a sort of Protestant revivalism -- 'We are the pure followers of the Gelug tradition, therefore all the current followers of the Gelug tradition have gone wrong.''' 

Cult characteristics 
In the current dispute over Shugden, NKT adherents insist they are standing up for freedom of speech and religion -- rights they say are guaranteed by India's constitution -- and decry media coverage depicting them as a small group of fundamentalists out to harm the Dalai Lama. 

But Williams notes that NKT has "things that you find with an awful lot of what we normally call cults -- a strong, central, charismatic leader and a group that sees itself as over and against the world.'' 

*** 

Removing my shoes at the Chandrakirti Buddhist Centre -- the local NKT temple -- I am greeted by a friendly Gen Kelsang Tharchin, the centre's principal teacher, who offers me some tea or juice and leads me into the main area. 

His tradition, says the American expatriate, contains a "complete path to enlightenment as was originally presented in Tibet by great Indian masters whose teachings and writings have been at the core of the Gelugpa tradition since then.'' 

Dorje Shugden, he says, is like all protectors who defend the tradition "from both internal and external obstacles -- mainly our own inner delusions, our own ignorance, our own anger, our own attachment.'' 

Asked why he thinks the Dalai Lama has instituted a ban on Shugden worship, Tharchin hesitates to speak against the leader he says has done so much to benefit the cause of Buddhism. 

But, he notes, "in 40 years as political leader of the Tibetan government in exile, he has not been able to accomplish his political agenda, which is to free Tibet. It's often the case, when political leaders fail to accomplish their agendas, that they look for scapegoats to blame, and Dorje Shugden is blamed directly as being against the interests of a free Tibet.'' 

He also worries that in trying to synthesize the four traditions, the Dalai Lama is attempting to "create within Tibetan Buddhism a kind of papacy, a kind of complete authority, not only on the temporal level but on the spiritual level.'' 

As to charges that his movement is intolerant of other Buddhist practices, he says, "I've never heard any of the great lamas that I have received teaching from, or any practitioners of Dorje Shugden, ever try to incite people to develop negative attitudes toward other traditions.'' 

NKT followers claim the Dalai Lama's remarks have led to harassment of Shugden followers in India, but Lopez doubts such harassment is coming directly from the Dalai Lama. 

"The Dalai Lama will make a fairly guarded and reasoned statement, and then some of the more zealous of his followers will take that to extremes,'' Lopez ventures, referring to reports of the Tibetan Youth Congress smashing of Shugden statues. "But that's not done with his sanction.'' 

Conversely, members of the NKT were questioned in connection with the murder last February of three Dalai Lama disciples at Mcleodgung, near Dharamsala. Killed were the Dalai Lama's close friend and confidant, 70-year-old Lobsang Gyatso, and two of his pupils. 

No arrests 
"No one has been arrested for the murders,'' Lopez notes, "and the speculation is that whoever did it escaped into Tibet.'' 

The whole controversy has served as a sobering wake-up call for non-Tibetan Buddhists around the world, many of whom have been attracted to the practice as an antidote to a widely perceived spiritual emptiness in the West. 

The Shugden affair, says Lopez, author of the forthcoming Prisoners Of Shangri-La, "is a very difficult question because we in North America have this idea of religious freedom and that it's important to tolerate the intolerant. That kind of 'enlightenment' -- in the western sense of the term -- has not really become ingrained in the Tibetan exile community, which really came out of a pre-industrial society in 1959 and has been coping with these body blows of modernity since then.'' 

To Williams, however, the Shugden controversy has to be seen in the context of the Dalai Lama's attempts over the last five years to promote a democratic constitution. 

"He is trying to get Tibetans to adopt democracy, and he's having a hell of a job about it, because the moment he gets the Tibetans to hold elections, they just start falling into faction fighting. This is one reason why he goes around saying things like, 'All the Tibetan schools completely agree, they're just different ways of approaching the same thing,' which, as a scholar, I think is a bit overstated.'' 
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