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Victory breeds hatred. The defeated
livein pain. Happily the peaceful live, giving
up victory and defeat.
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Buddhism in Bhutan

5 Ashi Dorji Wangmo Wang chuck

Liketherest of the Himalayan region, the
Bhutanese were animists and many followed the
Bonreligion, which held trees, lakesand mountains
to be sacred.

By the eighth century, with the advent of
Buddhism in the country, our history becomes
closely entwined with religious figures, and the
myths and legends associated with them. In the
early seventh century, the Tibetan Buddhist King
Songtsen Gampo built the first temples in the
country, in Paro and Bumthang, to pin down agiant
ogress who sprawled
across the Himalayas |
and had been
terrorizing the entire
region. But another
century passed before
Buddhism actualy took
holdin Bhutan. InA.D.
747, the great Indian
saint and teacher
Padmasambhava, who
had founded the
Nyingmapa sect of
Buddhism in Tibet,
came to Bhutan-legend says that he manifested
himself riding on a flying tiger-and stayed in a
meditation cave in a cliff in the Paro Valley, now
the site of the famous monastery of Taktsang or
Tiger's Nest.

After meditating there for some time, he
travelled on to the Bumthang region in central
Bhutan, wheretheruler Sendha Gyab (also known
as Sindhu Raja). Having heard of his miraculous
powers, had invited him to exorcize a spirit that
had made himill. The Guru converted the spirit to
the Buddhist faith, and the grateful king and his
subjectsfollowed suit.

Guru Padmasambhava- or Guru

NHTeTogotiig

Rimpoche as he is move commonly known is
Bhutan-was a historical figure, who was born in
Vadiyana in the present-day swat Valley of
Pakistan, and became a renown sage in India as
well as Tibet. He visited many parts of Bhutan,
performing miraculous feats and winning people
over to Buddhism. During this period, many local
deities became assimilated into the Bhutanese
Buddhist pantheon, usually asthe protecting deities
of a particular village or valley. Many Bon
practices, particularly those which worship nature
initsvarious manifestations, have been integrated
into the form of Mahayana Buddhism practicedin
Bhutan. And there are
still isolated pockets in
the country where the
Bon religion, with its
shamanistic practices
lives on. Today, Guru
Rinpoche is revered in
Bhutan as the second
Buddha, and thereisno
temple, monastery or
Buddhist home in
§ Bhutan that doesn’t
have an image of him.
He is often shown flanked by his two consorts,
the Indian princess Mendharawa and the Tibetan
princess Yeshe Tshogyd!.... Inamost every valley
in Bhutan, you will be shown a rock or a cave
where Guru Rinpoche has left his footprint,
handprint or some other sign of hisvisit and his
benediction, on arock or a cave.

The era after Guru Rinpoche's was one
in which Buddhism went into eclipse in Tibet.
During the heretical King Langdharma in Tibet
(AD 836-42), Buddhism was banned, monasteries
destroyed and monks persecuted. At this time,
many people from Tibet feed the country and
settled down in Bhutan, mostly in the western
valeys. The eleventh and twelfth centuries saw
another wave of migrations from Tibet when
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lamas of the various sects took refuge in Bhutan,
where they found growing support especidly in
the western part of the country.

Bhutanese culture is both deeply spiritual
and robustly, earthly and the wooden phallusesthat
you see hanging from the eaves of many Bhutanese
houses as well as the flying penises painted near
front doors are atypical expression of the latter.

Buddhism’srespect for al sentient beings
deeply ingrained in our beliefs and practices, acts
as apowerful deferent against killing animals for
sport or food.....Respect, indeed, reverence, for
trees in also deep-rooted in our psyche. Every
Bhutanese knows that the four main eventsin the
life of the Buddhatook place under atree-hisbirth
at Lumbini, his enlightenment at BodhGaya, his
first sermon in a forest at Sarnath, and his
Mahaparinibbanain Kushinagar.

A unique aspect of Buddhism in Bhutan
is that it has absorbed many practices from the
earlier Bonreligion withitsstrong animist beliefs,
which imbue not just trees and forests, but also

3T

mountains, river, lakes, rocks, caves and other
natural formationswith divinity.

Paro’s most famous site has always been
Taksang (Tiger's Nest) Monastery, a cluster of
templesclinging to the edge of animpossible steep
and rocky cliff, seeming to hang in space some
800 meters above the valley. The site owes its
sanctity to the belief that Guru Padmasambhava
came here in the eighth century flying on atiger,
and meditated in a cave. Other great saints, such
asDorji Lingpaand Milarepa, have a so meditated
at Taksang, which is revered throughout the
Buddhist world.

Tsangpa Gyare founded the Drukpa
Kargyupa sect of Buddhism, the official religion
of the Bhutanese state.

(The writer Ashi Dorji Wangmo
Wangchuck, Queen of Bhutan, wrote the book
A Portrait of Bhutan in 2005. Her writings on
Bhutanese Buddhism in this book have been
compliled in the form of an article by
Harischandra Lal Singh. Thanks. Ed.)
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