HEMIS MONASTERY
(and the art of losing one’'s nose)

Ladakh, India

“1 consider myself a Hindu, Christian, Moslem,
Jew, Buddhist and Confucian.”
Gandhi

“Believe nothing. No matter where you read it,
or who said it, even if | have said it, unlessit agrees
with your own reason and your own common sense.”
Buddha

To livein a Buddhist monastery? Hummmm.... | often wondered about this and felt drawn to the
possibility and pursued theidea. After asking afew questions of monks| meet, | learnitispossible
to do so here in this predominantly Buddhist northern Himalayan region of Ladakh, and take the
stepsto complete the arrangements. After visiting several monasteries | decide on Hemis monastery
for various reasons although am convinced that certain other monasteries could have been good
choicesaswell. Hemismonastery is probably the most famous and the largest Buddhist monastery
in Ladakh and welcomes those who wish to do a spiritual retreat to come and do just that. A sign
which can be seen as one approaches the entrance to the monastery gives something of an introduc-
tion to the history of Hemis:

‘It represents the Dukpa Kargyutpa School of the great Mahayana culture. His
Holiness, Gyalwag Durgchen Rinpoche is the supreme head of this gonpa and school.
A great sage Gonbo Dorjey established the Dugpa school in Ladakh in the 13" century.

He meditated in a cave on the side of the mountain above the gonpa, which is known

as Gotsang. Gotsang has assumed the significance of a shrine for devoted pilgrim.

The gonpawas built in the 1630s by Kushok Shambhu Nath (1% Stagsang Raspa)

An eminent scholar and the Rg guru of Gyalpo Singay Namgyal later after the year
1730....ccvnen. ’

| look forward to living in this environment with the monks, participating in their lives as permitted
and be a part of their pujas - their chanting prayers and worship, and to have the opportunity to spend
as much time in meditation as | wish. It isabout one hour from the capital, Leh, so | have taken abus
with my trusty backpack, clown hat and nose included, to my destination. I’ m not sure quite what
to expect since I’ ve not done this before but the experience, the potential to learn more about Bud-
dhism, about the monks themselves, their daily way of life, their relationships with one another, how
they attempt to live according to their views and understanding of the world, of existence, isan
opportunity | don’t wish to pass up. Who knows, | might even have my mind expanded, my
thoughts, ideas and beliefs challenged! And | might even discover that ashift in perceptionsor in
paradigmisin order.



Over theyears| haveread agreat deal about Buddhism and traveled in predominantly Buddhist
countries such as Tibet, and so enter this experience with some general knowledge but still feel rather
uninformed. Perhapsthis experience will take meto an added level. It likely depends on my ability
to empty my mind and be receptive! | must acknowledge that in my spirit and ways of seeing the
universe and existence, | feel akinship with Buddhism. If | were forced to choose one of thefive
major world religions, it would be Buddhism hands down. But choosing areligion no longer seemsa
necessity. External parent and authority figures, be they human or the written word, have had their
say inthefirst half of my lifeand | suppose were useful for atime, given the conditioned environ-
ment in which | grew up with the need to belong and for love and acceptance. It’'stoo fearful for
most of usto go it alone at those young and tender ages. | am grateful for what this has taught me,
and in the lingo of today | might say ‘ been there, done that, bought the teeshirt’ and I’ m done now.
Even the teeshirt is getting thin! Nevertheless, | continue to have an interest in how the religions
develop and their role in the lives of so many people.

All thisisvery unacceptabl e to my Amish/Mennonite protestant Christian religious heritage with
someyears participating in interdenominational charismatic churcheswhich historically have wanted
nothing to do with Eastern religions and thought and even warn against it. These are of the devil and
arefalsereligions and they aswell worship false gods. And the farther to the right, the more conser-
vativethe beliefs, the more frightening thisbecomes. A pastor, in all seriousness and out of concern
for my soul, once asked me why | dabbled in Eastern religions. His paradigm would not permit him
to understand my response. | didn’'t have the heart to ask why he dabbled in hisform of Christianity
and | didn’t seeit as my mission to try to change him! What he believed was quite important to him.
Andif | could suddenly take his belief system away from him, | would not do so because it could be
quite harmful. These changes generally happen slowly, often requiring various experiences and
earthquakes. Had he been open to adiscussion it could have been useful to us both in developing a
more meaningful relationship and an ongoing dial ogue.

Such dabbling in Eastern religions and thought might even require you to undergo special prayer to
be delivered of evil forcesthat have entered your mind and body. Thiswas and is done with great
sincerity and earnestness. | understand this because there was atimein my own religious experience,
the charismatic years, when | was apart of this, participated in isfirst hand, gave the workshops, and
was quite sincere, too, trying very hard to make it work, to find some substanceinit. Thereis
nothing maliciousintended. Infact, it isquitethe opposite. Theintention isto save you from an
eternity in hell. And that isfearful stuff! And afearful paradigminwhichtolive. It causes oneto
shrivel up considerably and knocks ahole in any healthy creativity. However, if you as a pastor or
church leader do not take the initiative to speak to such a person, the belief and fear isyou could be
held personally responsible on the great day of judgment, the result of which could be for you, the
pastor or church leader, to never again have to pay aheating bill!!

Hemis. Ohyes! Well, with thisinmind | do bring alocal busto Hemis, as stated earlier, which is
about 30 miles south of Leh. The gompa, or monastery, is aso known as L one Place of the Compas-
sionate Person, aname | find rather intriguing and fitting for Buddhist monks and actually for the
Buddhist peoplein general. Itisquite alarge monastery with some well-preserved frescoes aswell as
an impressive three-storey statue of the very important sage Padmasambhavawho is credited for
carrying Buddhism from Indiato Tibet. Onewill aso find here a 36' thangka. That isfour storeys
high - thelargest in Ladakh. Thethangkas areintricately painted either with afigure or figures
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important in the spiritual history of Buddhism, or amandala of some sort representing, for example,
something of Buddhist psychology or the whedl of life. Thereisaquitefamousfestival here each
year, the Tse-Chu festival, and is a celebration of Padmasambhava sbirth. Every 12" year during this
event the thangkais unfurled. .

| discover thereisasmall outdoor restaurant here which serves very basic food and drink. Itis
contracted out for athree year period to aLadakhi person. A young Brahmin Hindu man, Sharma,
from eastern Nepal is hired to cook and be responsible for anyone such as myself who isstaying in the
monastery. There has been little work for himin Nepal in recent years because of the Maoist upris-
ing and subsequent political turmoil so he, like many others, has come to Indialooking for work to
support his extended family. Hisfather, 63, is not able to work and his mother is no longer living.
Sharmahimself ismarried and has 3 children. Thefamily all remainin eastern Nepal and are sepa-
rated from him during thistime. Itisdifficult to be away from hisfamily but sacrifices such asthisare
understood, and Sharma most always seems to have a smile and warm greeting. Heistheonewhois
responsible for showing me to my room in the gompa and for making sure that all my needs are met.
He sleeps at the restaurant in avery simple tent-like structure. No wonder he later says as he shows
me my room that itisaniceone! Somehow | was never able to get him to pipe in running water to
my room! Or ashower! Or evenasink! Nevertheless, the smile was always there and that goes a
long way!

I’m in room 504 on the second level. Thereisno electricity at thistime which isusually quite unpre-
dictable anyway, so we walk down along bare dimly lit hallway with acement floor and walls. The
word clean according to my Western understanding doesn’t seem to exist for the moment or for the
rest of my time here! On the way to the room he shows me the state-of-the-art bathroom! It isthe
typical Ladakhi compost toilet which isin this case asmall room with adirt floor and aholein the
middle. No toilet paper. You either supply your own or use the common Indian method - alarge cup
of water to pour with your right hand and clean yourself with your left. Just keep short fingernails!
Actudly it is quite sanitary, arguably more so than the Western approach. However, it does take
some getting used to. You' ve got to work on your balance and coordination. Otherwise the situation
could become rather precarious and hilarious. Well, | guess that depends on one’s perspective. But it
all makes good compost for the fields. And you must remember to carry out any transaction with
your right hand. It isinconsiderate to give or receive any object with the left hand.

We make aleft into another unlit dusty hallway and arrive at my room. | can tell that Sharmaisvery
proud of this room and pleased to giveit to me. Hetellsmethat it is one of the better rooms. One
might say theroom isvery basic! There are two single beds, a night stand between them, achair, a
window with agreat view, and a carpet covering most of the cement floor which appears not to have
been cleaned in avery, very long time. It isimportant to understand, however, that thisis Ladakh, a
land of huge, barren, snow capped mountains. The only greenisin the valleysinto which the water
from the melting snow runs. So dust and dirt are your constant companions lightly covering every-
thing. Itisintheair even though not really noticeable. You get used to it or go home! The other
rooms are smaller, he says, and the mattresses lie on the floor. Sharmatells me the price is $4.00 per
night and the money goes to the monastery. | know that | could haggle abit and probably get it for
about half that price. But the room serviceis hard to beat and | wish to be supportive of what the
Buddhists are doing here so | accept. Hestill can’t be convinced to pipein running water!



Well, actually thereisrunning water. You just have to walk down to the stream nearby! | guess that
counts and it brings plenty of cold clear melted snow from the mountain peaks. There are no rooms
designated as places to bathe yourself or the‘little’ thingslike brushing your teeth. Many of the
monks have their own room and will bathe there or down by the stream. You adapt to what is avail-
able and complaining doesn’t help! Neither does threatening alaw suit! It'snot likely that alawyer
could survive here anyway. He might get hissuit dirty! And suitsand ties simply wouldn’t impress
anyone, but they could provide for some humor. Given thisisthe situation here, you just have to
remind yourself that flexibility is one of theimportant indicators of sound mental health. | accept that
my room is not the cleanest spot on the planet and that is quite acceptable. | am here to be stretched,
to learn, to enjoy myself, and nothing will deter me from that. That isan unalterable decision. My
thoughts and perceptions create my reality so it isaways up to me and no one else.

| had planned on coming here yesterday but was treated to a bout of the ‘Delhi Belly’ so | delayed my
arrival till today and drank plenty of oral re-hydration salts. It'sjust one of those little annoyances
that will greet travelersoncein awhileif you are here for agood period of time - or even if you are
herefor ashort while. Thistype of thing is quite treatable and usually nothing to get alarmed about.
However, it can become seriousif not properly treated and one becomes dehydrated. Just last week a
young woman ended up in the hospital from not keeping herself properly hydrated. Plenty of oral re-
hydration salts need to be kept on hand, and perhaps something like norflaxicin. All of which are
available across the counter at any street chemist shop, and for a pittance.

Hemis can not be seen from the main road and is about seven kilometers from it on winding roads
that gradually climb higher and higher through wheat and barley fields. A long mani wall is part of
the greeting. The mani wallsvary in width and height but are often asmuch as 6’ or 8' in width and 5'
or morein height. These Tibetan stone walls are covered with mani stones which have the sacred
mantra beautifully carved on them: *Om mani padme hum’ and istranslated as‘ Hail the Jewel in the
Lotus” Thesewallscan befound scattered al across Ladakh. The wall hereis so long that the bus
passes through an opening several times. Eventually we passthrough arelatively small opening
between two converging mountains and once through it , the very small village of Hemisisbefore us
with the monastery just beyond it and at a higher elevation.

Apparently there are 500 resident monks here but during my stay there are only 30 to 40 present at
any onetime. The othersare out in the villages, usually the home village, to be available to the

people for teaching and support. Often they are considered the spiritual advisor of the village. Most
of them do return if thereisavisit by the head Lama or some other important dignitary. Thereisa
wide age range of monks from about 6 to around 80 all dressed the same in their red robes. Some
do not know their precise age and it is not a particular concern to them. Ageismostly aWestern
concern! Surprise, surprise! Historically, there apparently has been atradition that one male child
from each family will enter the monkhood. Young boys come for other reasonsaswell. Sometimesa
child isorphaned or afamily can not financially support all their children so one or more are taken in
by amonastery.

Before coming to Ladakh, | had done some reading to give me some familiarity of the region and
came across a book, Jesus Lived in India, written by a German scholar which states that Hemis
monastery housed some very old manuscripts which gave evidence of Jesus spending timein the
region studying with some of the masters. At one point, as amonk is showing me around the differ-

4



ent temples, | mention thisto him and he saysthat it istrue but the manuscripts are no longer kept
here. They have been moved to another location.

The monks here are friendly and easily strike up aconversation. Thismakesit interesting and rela-
tively easy to come to know some of them a bit better. It isn’t long before | meet Konchok, a monk
from the Lamayuru monastery quite some distance away, who has been here for ayear teaching
elementary school up to grade 5. In hiscase heis paid by the state while other monks are supported
by various gifts and donations to the monastery from such sources as the home villages and from
people like myself who are staying here. The state pays him approximately $100 (RS 5,000) a
month. On this he supports himself and generously paysfor the education of about fiverelatives as
well astakes care of another relative, Stanzin, an 11 year old boy whose father died. When not in
school, Stanzin liveswith Konchok. Thisquickly putsmy ‘generosity’ in perspective and | won't say
anymore about that!

Konchok is 25 and says he was 11 or 12 when he became amonk. He saysthat for reasons he didn’t
go into detail about, all was not well in hishome and eventually he left and entered the monkhood.
Heiswarm and has a genuine welcoming smile. Heinvites meto hisroom whichisvery ssmplewith
amat and two mattresses on the floor on which to sit and on which to sleep aswell. As| look
around | see some cooking utensils, one gas burner attached to a propane tank, and some veggies on
abunk bed type set up. He has two bunk bed frames and they serve as shelves and storage space for
his cooking utensils and school books. Konchok tells me that the monks are responsible to do their
own cooking and thereisnot a‘mess hall’ where they all gather for communal meals. He asksif |
would come for dinner later this evening. He would like to talk and prepare some food for us. Now |
of course accept knowing that | will be treated to some delicious and nourishing Ladakhi food. This
is something that will be repeated many times during my stay here and I am quite happy about this.

Later, on my way to Konchok’s for dinner, | meet up with several young monks who know me by
now as the Westerner with the clown hat and red nose. They are fun and love to clown and with
some shyness aswell as self conscious eagerness are willing to put on the hat and nose. Being monks
does not make these boys sober and boring going around saying ‘Om’ all day long in an inaccessible
spaced out state of bliss! Rather they are here now, very human, fun loving, laughing and interactive.
| have my digital camera and the monks pose in imaginative positions and love the immediate feed-
back of the pictures. This brings more gales of laughter, pointing at one another making comments
that for the most part | do not understand but can only guess. The clown hat, the nose and this digital
camera, | discover as| travel, become wonderful ways of breaking the ice, making contact, getting
conversation going (or gestures as the situation might require). These guys are such clowns. Soon
they are joined by several more boyswho are eager to get in on the fun. But dinner awaits!

When | arrive at Konchok’s room, the young boy he cares for isthere too. Stanzin Norbou is there
and it doesn’'t take long to discover that the two of them freely join in the clowning aswell. Konchok
goes about all thisin avery relaxed and joyful way and soon begins preparing he evening meal of
vegetarian momos. Helays his cutting board on the floor and sitsin front of it crosslegged and
begins chopping the fresh vegetables, making the momos from scratch. | can seethisisgoing to take
sometime. Thisisnot going to be afreezer meal from Costco or any kind of previousy prepared
meal! Heisaso making afirst course of vegetable broth soup and some chutney. The smell of the
soup waifs through the air against the sound of the knife hitting the cutting board and cutting the
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veggiesjust right. Clearly, you just can't be in ahurry so the three of us sit together, talk and laugh
while Konchok preparesthe evening meal all the while continuing to stimulate my olfactory senses
and causing meto salivate! | can’t help but notice Konchok’s natural smile which suggests how
much heisenjoying what heisdoing. Yearsago | came to enjoy momos and often buy them from a
street vendor for my lunch. Half adozen momosfor .25 and | am satisfied for the time being. One
can buy either vegetable momos or meat momos, either fried or steamed.

As| eat more momos than | need to, Konchok tells me that his teaching contract with the state this
year istemporary and he hopes to be given a permanent contract for the next school year. 1t would
offer more security, and the salary would double. Stanzinis not amonk so his expenses must be paid
for from another source. It isinteresting to hear Konchok speak of this. Monkstoo do have con-
cerns about money and a sense of security. Itisnot all enlightened bliss. Although while being
cognizant of these necessities, | think | could safely say that he is not unhappy, worried or anxious,
neither is he stupid, and appearsto be rather relaxed and blissful about the whole thing. | wonder if
he knows how much of ateacher heis being to me in these moments.

WEell, the food is delicious and Konchok is thoughtful enough not to put really hot spicesin any of the
food thus saving my stomach unnecessary turmoil, my nose from dripping into my soup adding flavor
to my momos, and my eyes from watering profusely therefore making it easier to hit my mouth - a
task which my brothers would say ought never be a problem given the size of it! Brothers! Later, as
| prepare to leave, Konchok says he would very much like for me to come for breakfast tomorrow
morning. Itisdifficult not to accept suchinvitationsso I'll be here after the morning chanting in the
maintemple.

kkhkkkkhkkkhkkkhkkkhkhkkhkkk*k

Thismorning | happily find my way to the main temple and delight in absorbing the sounds and sights
of chanting. Infront of meisatea cup which ayoung monk makes sureisfull of yak butter and salt
tea. | noticethat pujaisarelaxed experience. At times| see acouple of monks not chanting but
talking with each other. Or amonk chants and picks hisnose. One young monk bops another on the
head with the * holy scriptures,” the script from which they are chanting and they laugh quietly. Boys
are boysand kids are kids. Thereisno correction or stern looks from elder monks. The boys return
totheir chanting. | suspect the monks all know the limits, just common sense limits, as opposed to a
harsh set of rulesand laws. It isapleasant religious aimosphere to participate in and | look forward
to coming here each day and, in fact, look for other times of chanting in some of the other temples
here that take place at different times during the day. Sometimes only one monk ischantingina
smaller temple. Itisinviting and peaceful. | reflect on my early church experience and being required
to attend services three times aweek likeit or not. Therewas no choice. Frankly, | was bored to
tears and never redlly felt at home there but nevertheless did what was required against my natural
inclination. Being out in the forest would have been much moreto my liking. Interesting that here
and at other monasteriesit is quite the opposite experience.

Whilethis chanting istaking place, thereisaso chanting in another much smaller temple upstairs.
After awhile | leave the main temple, go upstairs and sit in the small room with Jigmat and another
monk asthey chant. Thisroom is much moreintimate - only about 8 x 10'. The chanting seemsto
fill the entire room easily resonating off the walls. In this puja, the monks also use drums, bells, a
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cymbal and ahorn. | like the effect and close my eyes, sinking into the variety of sounds and letting
them vibrate through my body. It hasagradua mind altering affect, a peaceful, centering affect.
When the pujaends we speak briefly and | express my appreciation for their gift to my life. | have
been getting to know Jigmat alittle more each day and he willingly takes me around the monastery to
the different temples explaining their use aswell asthe meaning of the different frescoes on thewalls,
who the different Buddhas are and what they represent. It isquite helpful and alot of information to
absorb.

Breakfast thismorning with Konchok is excellent and nutritious consisting of afamiliar Indian bread,
chapatis, and adelicious thick vegetable soup. Then Konchok must teach between 10 and 4. | offer
to pay him for the breakfast but he won't hear of it, but instead says the door is aways unlocked and |
am welcome to come and use his room to relax, to read, or whatever | would like anytime | wish. He
says he would like me to come and eat with him as often as possible. 1t would make him happy and
would also be agreat benefit to hislearning more English.

From Konchok’s | walk 2k back up through the mountains along a path following a clear, cold
stream rushing down from the mountain peaks. The path is taking me to Gotsang, a hermitage which
isapart of Hemis and which was there long before Hemis. Monks who are further enough along on
their spiritual journey, with the agreement of their teacher, are permitted to come here to do athree
year retreat in solitude. Actualy itis3years, 3 months and 3 days. They do not leave during this
time and are followed closely by their teacher. Thisisavery advanced retreat and, asimplied a
moment ago, is not undertaken lightly but only after having advanced in the teachings and practices of
Buddhism to a point where the monk and master both agree that thetime isright. There are certain
practices that are prescribed for the retreatant during thistime. When and if thisthree year retreat is
completed successfully, I am told that the monk is then ready to be given some of the deepest, more
secret, and most powerful teachings and practices of Buddhism which are not available to monks
otherwise. If they were given before being mentally and spiritually ready, they could at best be
confusing and at worst quite harmful. In some waysit would be similar to giving ahigh school senior
advanced placement quantam physics or laboratory chemistry classto a second grade elementary
student.

Thewalk thereislovely as one goes higher and higher into these barren mountains. It issilent except
for the gurgling of the stream, the song of a bird from time to time, the sound of my sandals and my
breathing. At the moment no one elseison thispath. Itisatreasured solitary walk with the hermit-
age in the distance against adeep blue sky. Theair isthin. Asl get closer | hear chanting and music
and on arriving | discover thereisaspecial two day pujataking place in one of the temples. There
aretwo smaller ones heretoo. The three year meditation rooms are located separately across the
gorge about a hundred meters. | and others are not permitted to walk there. It and the monksin
retreat at thistime are protected, in this sense. Even the monks there do not interact. Itistruly a
solitary threeyears. At this hermitage is also where the caveislocated in which the sage, Gonbo
Dorjey, meditated prior to the establishment of Hemis Monastery.

| follow the sounds of the chanting. The possibility of sitting with the monks and absorbing more of
their intoxicating chanting isastrong pull to my spirit. Sometimes| wonder if there is anything more
important to do than just be with, in a sense to join with, the chanting and the prayer for the world
that itis. | climb up some stone stairs, listen again for the direction of the chanting, go around the
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corner, down more stairs and around to my left through alow door and there | see the temple from
which the chanting iscoming. | realize |’ m sort of like akid following the pied piper! The two doors
are open and | have arespectful look inside, not wanting to interrupt what might be a private cer-
emony. There are about 10 monksin two rows facing each other. They see me looking and, while
they are chanting, motion for me to comein. | step inside the door and sit on the floor, putting my
day pack by my side. Later | learn that the monks are doing an all day pujafor two days. Itisa
special celebration which takes place here generally just for the monks and is not something that
draws Westerners as does the annual festival at Hemis. So | am absolutely delighted to have stumbled
upon this, close my eyes and take in the chanting, the blowing of the conch shell, two horns, adrum
and bells. Every so often two younger monks go up on the roof and bellow through the long horns
while standing with the far ends resting on the roof top. About the second time, when | realize where
they are going and what they are about to do, | follow them. We are about three-quarters of the way
up the mountain. The monks are looking down the gorge between the mountains and what a view.
Prayers and music from the top of the mountain to the world below. | listen to the echoing down
through the valley and among the mountains and it goes without saying that | am transported some-
where that | have no ability to describe. Wouldn't it be just fine never to leave here, except whenitis
timeto leave thisbody? But why even leavethe body? Isthere anything more fine than this mo-
ment?

In moments like these | wonder what it iswith the rest of the world. What is all the craziness, the
wars, the killing, the hate, rationalized greed, wanting to control others, grasping for power, wanting
to accumulate whatever and establish my personal security usually at your expense, and on and on?
Oh, | see, there would be no progress, would there? Perhaps we would not have the medical knowl-
edge to perform such procedures as complicated heart transplants, wonderful asthisis. The
thought occurs that we might rarely need heart transplants, for example, if we lived more with this
kind of presence in theworld. What do we do with our mind set, our way of living and walking in the
world that creates the condition of needing heart transplantsin thefirst place? What do we do to
ourselves that we damage the ability of our hearts to function in the way they were designed to
function? Heart transplants. At this moment the idea seems to be such a paradox. The thought that
we might need atransplant before we have lived afull healthy life and cometo the end of our timein
this body impresses me at this moment as an anomaly. We evidently did some kind of agradual
psychological transplant as we made many choices throughout our lifetimeto eventually need the
medical transplant. Fascinating! Thisis not adiatribe against medical advances but more of aconsid-
eration of alifestylethat necessitates such advancements.

| follow the two monks back to the temple and sit there cross legged for the next two hours, and after
awhilefind it necessary to work with the painin my legs and back. I’ ve never seemed to havethe
flexibility that | notice with Easterners. My natural inclination isto want to adjust my posture, move
around, do this and do that to alleviate some of the discomfort, but adecision is made not to do so.
I’ll just let the Buddhabe apest! The painisstill pain even as| watch it and tell myself that painis
just inthe brain, but it isinteresting as | notice it move around. When the pain appearsin one part of
my body it doesn’t necessarily stay there but lets go and moves somewhere else or dissolves all
together. It reminds me of what the Buddha taught: that everything, including the sounds, the chant-
ing, the moving figures, istranscient, dissolving and impermanent. Thusit isnot wise or useful to
become attached to anything but to be with it while it isthere and know that eventually it will pass, it
will moveon.



During the chanting, the monks appear relaxed and not concerned about getting everything perfect,
sitting straight and *behaving!” | laugh to myself remembering the more than afew times sitting in
church as ayoung boy and being clearly reminded, or should | say reprimanded, to sit up straight and
behave! | could never figure out why | would be asked to do something so unnatural! There was no
getting up and moving around, coming and going as the monks do here so easily. Maybe | was born
in thewrong culture and religion!! Or maybe | needed to be born into a Christian culture, a Christian
family, and embrace it to understand this perspective aswell!

Thereisapausein the chanting. A monk brings around a plate of cookies and asmall glass of wine
which can be used symbolically on very special occasions as part of the celebration. Alcohol is
otherwise not part of the life of amonk. | am included in this‘communion.” One of the monks,
Norbou, who speaks excellent English, asks meif | have seen the temple upstairs. | say that |
haven't so he seems pleased to take me up the stairs during this break to avery old temple, which if
my memory serves meright, he saysisabout 1000 yearsold. Itissmall with anumber of very old
thangkas. | always notice the energy as | enter abuilding or aroom, and these temples are no excep-
tion. Theenergy isinviting and intimate and | feel welcomed and embraced by the many monkswho
have passed through this temple, who have sat here and chanted prayersfor the peace and well being
of al theworld.

A few months ago in the United States | had abrief conversation with akind and intelligent Christian
couple who had the opportunity to visit a Buddhist templein their travels. She was somewhat dis-
turbed by what appeared to her to be an evil influence. It was dark and cold in the temple and there
were lots of ‘idols’ on the walls, the thangkas, as well as various statues. For somereason it didn’'t
occur to her that there was no electricity or heating so the temple was not well lit and it was cool. As
we talked it became clear that she also had little or no accurate information about Buddhist spiritual -
ity or Buddhist psychology and simply drew conclusions based on conditioning and incorrect informa-
tion. Thiscan happenin any religious, political or social context. Itisnot peculiar to only one
religion or country. To her credit, she was quite surprised and receptive to considering the informa-
tion that | shared with her. But it iseasy to see how such misunderstandings can soon become judg-
mental, become offensive, cause disagreements, and if we follow the continuum we can end up with a
middle east ongoing tragedy.

Norbou knows of my interest in Buddhism, its tenets and ways of moving through life. | know that
Buddhism is non-theistic and he confirmsit, going on to say that they have no belief in a conceptual
God outside of oneself and that happiness and inner peace will no come from outside of you, from an
external Deity. That isyour responsibility. When Norbou made that statement | was immediately
catapulted back to a message that appeared while meditating afew years ago and was in an alpha
brain wave state. The mind was empty and silent. Suddenly and quietly the words appeared: “Your
happiness and joy do not and will not come from God. They will come from within you.” My imme-
diate reaction was to reject these words. Does not God give you everything good that comes to you?
They were contrary to my conditioning and therefore incorrect. My charismatic days might say that |
had opened my mind and it was entered by an evil spirit. Have nothing to do withit. Put it out of
your mind and get back to the inerrant word of God (of course according to the charismatic interpre-
tation!) No elements of fear or control here! But | have learned not to throw such happenings out the
window but to sit with them, or at least write them down and put them away if | am not ready to
serioudly take them in and consider them. 1n this moment Norbou is making almost the exact state-
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ment and it ringstrue. There isno doubt in my mind that we must eventually come to a place where
we take therisk of completely trusting that inner voice whatever the cost. At first perhaps scarey
because it goes against most all our conditioning but the final freedom will never come otherwise.

Norbou goes on to say that Buddha did not use the word God in his teachings. He knew the confu-
sion that resulted from such usage. If you use the word God with a group of people most all will
have adifferent interpretation of what this means, the definition, and therefore filter everything you
say through their personal filter. So Buddhawisely avoided it. Oneisresponsibleto work out his
own salvation, Norbou says. Theidentical words can be found in the Christian New Testament.
Salvation will not come from some external deity in the sky. We have to do the work.

| sometimes think this non-theism isamatter of semantics but | say nothing. | have noticed in my
reading of Buddhist teaching that words such as Mind, Self and Emptiness are capitalized. Emptiness
iswhat isleft when al has dissolved and one has completely awakened . Thereisno ‘one’ left, no-
thing, just the heaven or bliss of Emptiness. This seemsto have some similarity to the Hindu vedanta
idea of Consciousness, that which underlies and upholds everything, the ‘dream of life’, creation, the
universe, and is ultimate Bliss, heaven if you will. In other words God, or in the Hindu cosmology,
Brahmin. In our Western Christian way of thinking, the word emptiness usually strikes a cord of fear
which means one is vacant, no foot hold, no security, depression, misery, lostness. Or in aworst case
scenario, it makes room for the entry of evil spirits. Not so with Buddhism in which it is astate of
abiding in Bliss, our Original Face. Itisastate which one can at times experience in meditation, and
astate in which some very evolved and advanced sages reportedly live constantly. Or mostly so.
Actualy, | find no contradiction between this Buddhist perspective and many of the Christian mystics
and the Sufi mystics. Perhaps only the different use of certain words of the different traditions.

As our conversation continues, Norbou says that Buddhism has no concept of original sin either, as
Christianity does, but rather seesal as born good and worthy, an original blessing rather than being
borninto original sin. Thisstrikes such adeep cord. Theideaof original sin never made one iota of
sense to me as coming from a perfectly loving God. | have to wonder what it might be like if those of
us born into Christianity had been taught and treated this way from birth instead of being burdened
with the curse of being ‘bad’ and flawed from the first breath, then further developing this theology
based on fear, thrusting it into the tender minds of our children who subsequently have to struggle for
years or throughout their livesto properly jump through al the silly hoops created by the early church
and still perpetuated, to be redeemed, made righteous, find atonement and on and on and on. And we
just keep following such ideas like robots seemingly without seriousintelligent thought. Onreligion
Mark M. Otoysao says ‘ Religion is the way we honor our ancestors' errors.” Perhaps he has some-
thing there - and perhaps not! It is as least worthy of some thought. Certainly some of our religious
ideas sound like part of awell thought out business plan to control the market and make money! But,
hey, this paradigm has gone along way in creating avery successful psychotherapy practice so why
should I complain! Perhapsitis, inredlity, all about money and control anyway despite how one
might rationalize or spiritualizeit?

And, after all, despite some of the good that does at times come out of it (which haslittle to do with
religion but isjust good common sense), isit not big business? It isn't too difficult to understand why
Buddhism is becoming more and more attractive to Westerners and is growing quite rapidly even
though it isnot evangelical. Noforce, no primetime TV evangelists pointing fingers and spreading
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fear, no black ties and white shirts knocking on door to scare folksinto preparing for the rapture and
Armageddon! Just love and acceptance for the beautiful creation that you are. Hummmmm......
Harry Emerson Fosdick gives me further reason for pause when he states. * Nothing in human life,
least of all inreligion, isever right until itisbeautiful.” While Buddhism has much of this beauty, isit
al so becoming big business - particularly in the West?

Later | look around alittle more and walk over to another building where the caveis. A monkis
there caring for it and welcomes meinto a small room just before the caveitself. Thistooisoften a
place of chanting and worship. We walk through alow narrow door into the dimly lit cave. The
room is about 20' long and variesin width from 6'to 8. The ceiling isvery low and the monk shows
me what he saysisthe hand prints on the ceiling of the sage, Gonbo Dorjey. Thelegend isthat he
pushed the roof up to make more room. Thereisadistinct impression of a hand print which does not
require much imagination. It brings back the memory of being in the cave of one of Tibet’s most
revered masters, Milarepa, which aso showed the hand printsin therock ceiling which he allegedly
held up to keep from collapsing until someone installed the proper support. Inthiscave herethereis
anarrow flat space up off the floor about 4' and 2' from the ceiling where the monk slept at night.
How he knew it was night in the darkness of thiscave | fail to ask! Continuing to look around at the
black solid stonewalls, there are deteriorating paintings of various animals and people along with
other designs. | see adeer-like figure and a whale with mouth open, a figure with abow and arrow
drawn and pointed at the central meditating figure. Higher up isawoman with arms up fixing her
hair. Itisfascinating and beautiful aswell as stimulating. When | return to the states, an oil painting
or two will come out of thisl With the rain we' ve been having, agood bit of the floor iswet.

When | visit this cave again the next day, Mickael, the Buddhist French film maker is seated cross
legged in the center of the cave facing the alter and meditating. Many people would like to do this
but it is rare to be permitted to do so unless one is acommitted Buddhist. Thisisavery sacred space
and the monks understandably revere it and want to preserveitsintegrity and sacredness. The monk
also takes me outside, at my request, and shows me the footprint of Gonbo Dorjey in astonewhichis
part of astonewall. For thelife of mel can’t figure out what the footprint is doing in thisvery
strange position. Perhaps the sage was practicing his Spider Man moves! The monk isunable to
answer my query regarding this which seems quite strange to me. And, actually, contrary to the
clarity of the hand print inside the cave, | have to really use my imagination to make out afootprint in
this stone!

When | leave the cave, and walk back toward the steps that will take me to the path to Hemis, | pass
by the kitchen and two monks stick their heads out the window, say hello and invitemein. They are
in the midst of preparing food for all the monkswho are here for this specia occasion. Usually, as

I’ ve already mentioned, the monks cook for themselves, but because of the two day puja, these two
are assigned the task of cooking. They are delighted to show me their kitchen which, | notice, is not
exactly state of the art! A coupleindividual gas burners, awood stove, huge blackened pots chuck
full of avegetable stew. ‘Thantak’ itiscalled. Jigmat, and | am quickly leaning that Jigmat isavery
popular name, practically insiststhat | accept abig bowl of thisfine Ladakhi stew and | don’'t hesitate
too long in accepting. At the same time | am aware of what they have to go through to carry all this
food the 2k to the hermitage. But first it has to come from the capital, Leh. Actualy, each monk is
responsible for arranging to get hisfood to Hemis. So it is not a matter or going to the grocery store
around the corner. Thereis quite abit of effort involved and | am aware of thisas| dip into the
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deliciousstew. When | am finished, Jigmat definitely wishesfor me to have another bowl! but |
decline.

These guys have agood sense of humor and they comment on my clown hat which | amwearing. |
pull out my nose and put it on, do atwo step and they dissolve in gales of laughter. Itisn’t long
before | persuade both to try on the hat and nose. They pull out a mirror to see how they look as a
clown and again dissolvein laughter. Whilethey are doing al this| am getting some good shots with
thedigital camera. Jigmat poses, gesturesfor meto give him amoment, materializes apair of sun
glasses, and poses with asmile, giving the high sign. Hamsthey are, and full of good fun and laugh-
ter. | leave the hermitage but will be back tomorrow for the second day of chanting.

| thoroughly enjoy the sense of humor that the monks here at Hemis, and at the other monasteries,
seem to have, the sensible fun they have with each other. | will often ask amonk if he likes being a
monk and the response has always been an unequivocal ‘yes.” They seem to understand thereisno
scientific evidencethat lifeis meant to be serious! They smile and joke with each other alot. The
older monks do not appear to use their age or position as a means of control or power over the
younger ones. | notice how the older ones laugh and kid with the adolescent and younger ones and
seem to take them under their wing and relate to them in such away that gives them a sense of self-
worth. It isabeautiful thing to see. Of course, | don’'t see them all the time but from what | read and
am told, apositive sense of self isthe norm and a negative sense of self isquite unusual. The Dalai
Lamaisreported to have been surprised and couldn’t understand at first when meeting with a group
of western psychologists why a negative self esteem was such a problem in the West when it is almost
unheard of in Tibet.

kkhkkkkhhkkkhhkkkhhkhkkhhkkhkhkkhkkkik*x

It rained alot last night and has tapered off to adrizzle thismorning. Everythingiswet. A rather
rare occurrence here in this barren land where they might get 1 to 3 centimetersayear. | spend the
morning in meditation in my room. During thistime, many thoughts arise. Thoughts about anger, its
origin, being with it, noticing it. Whether it isan expression of impatience, frustration or any of the
many other waysit getsfelt and expressed in the body. It isinteresting how during silent timeslike
these, agreat deal of clarity can arise. One such bit of clarity isthe obvioustruth that truly celebrat-
ing another’sjourney in any given situation makesit amost impossible to become angry even if
another person is expressing something negative about me. Thisis not about suppressing the anger
or frustration because that doesn’t allow the feeling to actually dissipate but just pushesit deeper in
the cellular structure to eventually cause more physical and emotional symptoms. But somehow
honoring another’sjourney, realizing thisis exactly where this person needsto be at this moment on
his path to awakening, to enlightenment, creates the space in my psyche to actually celebrate what is
happening and to take none of it personally. Under such circumstances anger doesn’t have achance
of being born much less being expressed destructively. Of course, it doesn’t wayswork so neatly
for me unfortunately!

This afternoon | wander through the monastery, up several flights of stone stairs to the roof noticing
thethick plastered walls, the ancient feel and unique smell of thisplace. Itisall very ssmple, practical
and solidly built. Thethick wallshelp protect against the frigid winters of the Himalayas. Onthe
roof | meet an older man, atourist from California. We chat for awhile and John hands me his card.
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It reads: Friends of Ethnology Society
Member of Executive Committee
Treasurer and photographer

Heispresently living in Austriaand traveling with agroup from there. Ulrika, ayounger Austrian
woman, isthe guide for this group and is showing John around apart from the rest of the group.
John wanders around the roof by himself so Ulrikaand | strike up arather lengthy conversation.

M eeting people spontaneoudly like thisis one of thejoys of traveling. Sheisdoing some academic
study and does tour guiding part time to earn extra cash for school. Being atour guide, she says, is
really hard work and can be quite frustrating. She personally has spent alot of time in non-western
cultures and finds that often tour groups, such asthisone, really havelittle sensitivity to the culture
even after having gone over in detail with them about what is appropriate and inappropriate behavior
in, for example, atemple or prayer room. There often appears to be an attitude that other cultures
need to adjust to our particular Western culture even if we areintheir culture. Clearly, she sayswith
tongue in cheek, this goes along way in bridging the gap of understanding between culturesand in
world peace! Ulrika states that she usually chooses her tour groups rather carefully but this one
‘dipped’ through. Ah, well, it's money for school!

Ulrika enjoys John because he is the most easy going and open minded of the group. Of course,
what could one expect from aCalifornian! She has a Bhutanese boyfriend and loves Bhutan - aswell
as her boyfriend! Her academic research isrelated to Bhutan. We speak about how expensiveitisto
travel there given the government restrictions and requirement which presently is about $250 aday
and includes a guide, accommodation and food. However, she saysif | ever wish to go, she can
arrange to get me aletter to bypass most of these requirements such as the $250. It is about connec-
tions, asusual. She hasalamafriend who isvery well educated who would be happy to serve as our
guide and wing it from there! Ulrika says she only doesthisfor people she likes and feels good
about, who seem to have some respectful understanding of and sensitivity to other cultures. Tell me,
why do | lovethiswoman? Amazingly insightful and perceptive!

The clouds of the afternoon skies have been building and bring beautiful dramaand morerain. Itis
raining at the lower altitudes while snowing on the distant peaks, dark clouds behind and above them
while the sunis bursting through behind me and bathing part of a barren mountain in an orange glow.
Off to my left arainbow rises up out of another mountain spreading it joyful color over the snow
capped mountains against a backdrop of dark skies, and buriesits pot of gold on another welcoming
barren mountain to theright. Itisall barrennessand all emptinessin asense and yet in the emptiness
thereisafullness that courses through the joy of this body. Emptiness and silence - the ultimate
prayer! | stay on thisroof and take in this dramafar and near, breathing in and out, silent, absorbing
thetimelessness of it all. Thisisanother of those moments when one knows it would be quite accept-
ableto die, to leave thisbody. It'sagood day to die, and agood day to live aswell. Therejust can’t
be anything more, really. Thisisit! | realizethat on onelevel adeath isactually happeninginthis
moment. Thereisaletting go, acoming together, an integration. Silence, perhaps the most powerful
prayer. Perhapsthe only prayer. Unspoken. Felt. Known. Truly atranscendent moment.

In the past few days there has been abundant rain. 1t makes little difference that thisis the monsoon
season. Ladakh isnot affected to any great extent by the monsoons. But one must remember that
anything can happen in these majestic and powerful Himalayan mountains. Oneisat the mercy of
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nature. It isaplace when in the dead of winter one can get a sunburn on the face while getting
frostbitten toes that are in the shade. Ladakh is afabulous place to trek and be in a state of almost
constant awe. My jaw has yet to recover from its dropped position. But these rains present a di-
lemmafor trekkers with swollen rivers and some of the usual paths cut off and not accessible. | hear
that many trekkers are presently stranded, unable to ford various flooded streams. In fact, one group
lost some of its pack horses and supplies. The horses whiletrying to cross ariver were unable to
negotiate the power and force of the water thus being swept off their feet and washed downstream
with supplies, and drowning. Theroad from Leh to Manali is closed due to mudslides asis the road
to NubraValley and to two of the picturesgque lakes frequently visited by trekkers and tourists. The
rain has flattened barley and wheat fields putting the harvest at risk, and the usual clear water from
the mountain snows are now dirty putting the population at risk for disease.

The roofs here are not built to withstand this amount of rain and so leak causing a multitude of other
problems. | look at the stream running down past Hemisand it is over its banks, cloudy and rushing
with apowerful force. At the monastery there has been no electricity amost from the day | arrived.
Thisisn’t ahugeissue for the monastery, however. There are plenty of butter lamps and the people
are used to finding ways to adapt to the changing conditions. But clearly living in thislandscapeis
fragileand natureisin charge, the constant equalizer! It seemsthat here the one who does best isthe
one who knows how to bow to this force, and does so.

WEell, acup of teaisin order so | walk to the open air restaurant. Thereis practically no one here
because of therains, | suspect. A young man is seated under an umbrella. We introduce ourselves
and | join him at hisinvitation. Mickael isan independent French film maker and our conversation
soon revealsthat he, while Caucasian and bornin India, isa practicing Buddhist and takesit very
seriously. Aswe aretalking, Anna, ayoung and attractive woman in her mid 30’'sfrom New Zealand
joinsus. | had actually briefly met her in Leh and learned that she is a physiotherapist by profession.
More accurately, shestrikesmeasbeing aprofessional traveler and has been doing so for the past
four years! After meeting her in Leh, | regretted not asking her about an injury to my right shoulder
that | acquired recently while acting like | was 25 years old slinging my backpack on and off. | had
emailed my friend and medical colleague John Glick back in the states and he suggested | seea
physiotherapist when | get back

Physiotherapists are not generally floating around L adakh but behold here Annaisagain. She says
she would be happy to do atreatment and |ater says she has decided to stay here at Hemisfor afew
days. Itisinteresting how these‘ coincidences develop. The shoulder has been giving me some pain
and Annakept appearing in my thoughts so for the last several days| have been quietly holding her
imageinmy mind. Shazaam! Heresheis! No matter how often this happens, | am always amazed.
It is something we all experienceif we pay attention to noticing it. Mickael, Annaand | talk about
many things, one of which isnone of us having taken abath since being here and feeling likeit really
isn't that necessary. Theair isvery dry so we don’t actually sweat and do feel very clean. Yet weall
each are used to taking abath every day. Mickael saystwice aday. Annawonders where she might
at least wash her thick, long and dark curly hair. | tell her thereisapump just beyond the restaurant.
Sheasksif | will pump for her and | agree. In doing so it takes Annaalittle while to get through all
that long thick beautiful hair, she straightens up and pushes her hair back with the fullness of her
breasts and nipples pushed into the sunlight. 1 am married and deeply in love with an incredible
woman and | have clear boundaries but al this never stops me from enjoying the art and lines of a
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lovely female body! Where are my paint brushes? And, fortunately, Roseis not of the jealoustype
and is quite confident in the beautiful woman that sheis. When Annalater gives me atreatment for
my shoulder she goes about it professionally and | benefit greatly from her expertise.

| think about how thisinjury came about. It is quite informative to watch the power of our thoughts
in creating our everyday reality. A concept sometimes difficult to understand, often reluctantly
accepted and usually not accepted at all by the general populace. It certainly raises many tough
guestions not to be taken lightly. Thismeans, of course, that | am responsible for injuring my shoul-
der! My body isn't. It hasitslimitations, much as| wish to deny it! The backpack isn’t. The con-
tentsaren't. Another personisnot. | made the choices not to pay proper attention to my body, to
put the weight in the pack and to sling it on and off like | have! Accepting thisisfreeing, powerful
and frightening because it means| am totally responsible for whatever comesinto my life. Many of
us do not want to accept this kind of responsibility for our lives but would rather delegate it to some
external power and so live by default. 1n any case, Anna, thank you for being attuned.

Later, | join Konchok and Stanzin for dinner. We are also joined by Luisfrom Italy who has obvi-
ously met Konchok before. He comesin and takes a seat on the mattress across from me and leans
against thewall. Luisiscamping by himself somewhere up the stream in awooded area. He has been
camping around Ladakh for months. Sometimes under the trees by a stream and other timesin the
wide open meadows. Heisasensitive soul, loves nature and sleeping under the stars. At the mo-
ment Luisisglad to be here for some hot Ladakhi cooking becauseit israining and it makeit difficult
for him to do his own cooking and to keep dry. Hedidn't anticipate all thisrain either. Luis speaks
easily, appears to be a gentle soul and says he doesn’t ever want to go back to Europe. He recently
came from spending sometimein Kashmir and rel ated some of his experiences with the Kashmiri
police who, he said, wanted to hurt him. [ listen closely, noticing his softness which also carries
within it some intensity as hetellsus hisstory. Hetells of the police wanting to keep his passport for
some reason which was unclear to him, so he grabbed it out of the policeman’s hand and told them all
they couldn’'t haveit. It worked! Thisall happened during atime, he says, when he was hearing
voices. |I'm off therapist duty now, not making any more diagnoses and didn’t ask what the voices
were saying or where they were coming from - inside or outside of his head, but just listened whichis
much more connecting and effective in being with someone rather than slapping adiagnosison a
person.

Ashetaked on, | suppose one might conclude that he struggles some with people skills but usually
with ‘challenging’ folks.  He apparently doesreal well when with folks who are kind to him. Here,
by all appearances, heisareal gentleman. When | |eft later that night, he made the effort to get up
off the floor to shake my hand. Luishasagreat deal of strength and has his measure of courageous-
ness, yet is fragileand vulnerable. Itisdifficult not to like him. At one point in the evening he
relates his experience of trekking by himself, asusual, and on hisway to crossing a high mountain
pass not knowing for sure what the weather would bring. As he ascended this mountain, he met a
shepherd at a high altitude who warned him not to try to cross the pass by himself. 1t was already
snowing and the shepherd said it would be much too dangerous. So heinvited himinto hisvery basic
shelter of oneroom and adirt floor, fed him and kept him there for the night. Luiswas impressed by
the kindness and generosity of this shepherd who also spent much of hislife in adance with nature.

All evening we have awarm exchange and | enjoy listening to how Luisfinds hisway through life.
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He walks everywhere, he says, and carries his tent and backpack and does his own cooking whenitis
not raining. It seems he liveson the edge, often not using too much common sense judgement. This
frequently brings him to a precipice of some potentially very serioustrouble physically and mentally,
but someone always seemsto appear on the horizon just in timeto save him from disaster and to give
him some direction. | gather he acceptsthisdirection gratefully and realizes that otherwise he could
have found himself in a serious predicament.

Konchok sits herelistening and at times laughing, making sure we have enough soup, momos and
veggies. Heis quite amazing, takes peoplein, feeds them, loves cooking for them and welcomes
them to stay for the night. Last night two young women stayed in his room while hewasin Leh for
two days - probably stocking up on food to feed usal! He reminds me again that he wants me to
come anytime even when heisnot there. Luisand | are invited back for dinner tomorrow night to
make Ladakhi skew. And as| said earlier, he refuses money. | have watched Konchok cook several
meals by now and continue to be impressed that he appears supremely happy as he sits on the floor
and rolls out the dough to make momaos, chapatis or anything else. No matter where my attention is,
whether with him or looking out the window, heis smiling genuinely as he puts his arms and shoul -
dersinto therolling pin. Perhapsitisjust my imagination, but one can almost see the love pouring
from hisface, down through his shoulders, arms and fingersinto therolling pin and oninto the
dough. Obviously heisdoing what he wantsto do in thismoment and in hislife. His presence, his
movements, communicate athankfulnessfor everything no matter what - even this overabundance of
rain with its damaging effects. Heisamarvel to watch. As| watch him from day to day, Buddha
does his share of pestering in the most loving of ways encouraging me to possibly be open to some
free instruction on how to better walk on thisearth! | am blessed and grateful.

kkhkkhkkkhkhkkhkhkkhkhkkhkhhkkhkkk*k

Since thisisthe most famous monastery in Ladakh, there are quite afew tourists (practically none
from the United States!) who visit here. Sometimes| sit in the window of my room two floors up
and watch them begin to arrive around 10 or 11am in taxis or chartered buses with cameras and
camcorders strapped over their shoulders which too soon and too often get pushed into the face of a
monk or local person ready or not. Some dress very ordinarily while some men wear tiesand afew
women wear hats out of afashion magazine. | must confessto at times just wishing they would al go
away - arather snobby and selfish attitude. | want this place to myself! The silence, the quiet. It
occursto methat actualy | don’t own this place! However, that doesn’t keep the attitude from
creeping, or exploding, periodically into my consciousness. Itisn’tlongtill I amvisited by the * Pest’
to encourage meto do areevaluation of my rectal myopic perspective of life! It gradually gets
through and | notice a shift happening. When | think about it, these tourists are really quite coura-
geous to travel to Ladakh in the first place. It isnot the easiest place to get around. These folks are
not sitting at home or only traveling in the comfort of Western countries. They have made the choice
to do some mind expansion in a setting that can be quite uncomfortable and unpredictable. And the
money from their tickets helps defray some of the expensesin the upkeep of the monastery. Eventu-
aly | notice feelings of celebration and joy at their presence - and that isa shift. | even catch asmile
on my face. Not just the monks, but these tourists become a positive force, teachers, in my time
here. Odd how these things sneak up on you and slap you on your blind side! The Buddhareally can
be apest in rather unforseen ways!
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This afternoon | sit with about 6 monks on the steps by the main entrance to the monastery watching
the tourists come, buy their tickets and enter the courtyard of the monastery. An older monk whom |
recognize in the usual reddish orange robe comes down the steps and stands there looking at the
people. Hehasakindly look on hisface and | suddenly have an idea and proceed to pull from my
pocket the clown nose and move toward the older monk. Younger monks generally don’'t hesitate
much in putting the nose on but the older ones are alittle more reluctant. | approach him with the
nose. He has seen my clown nose before and | motion to suggest to him to put it on. He smilesand
resistsabit but then does so and begins clowning with some of the tourists, laughing and obviously
getting into thisbusiness! At one point he turns and goes back up the steps into the courtyard and |
can see from adistance that he interacts a bit with a couple of monks. | sit and watch and assume he
will return with my nose, but in fact he disappears! Nose and all. He doesn’t come back! | asked
another monk sitting beside me where he went and he said with amischievous smile that he disap-
peared and | lost my nose. | find out later that he wanted to have some fun too and told the monk to
walk off withit. So | lost my noseto amonk and the jokeison me! Who are the true clowns here?
There must be a song or poem in that: losing my nose to amonk! | walk up the stairsinto the court
yard looking for him but he is nowhereto be found. It appearsthat I’ vejust given a gift to the monks
of thismonastery! Oh, well, if it brings them even more joy, laughter and playfulness, it will be worth
it.. After all the Buddhadid say “Laughter isthe beginning of wisdom.”

The next morning | go to the early morning chanting and see the monk there who walked off with my
nose. Heentered, did his three prostrations and began walking to his usua sitting place. He saw me
as he glanced my way and began laughing, pointing to his nose making various gesturesindicating it
was gone and he had no ideawhere! A couple of times during the chanting we exchanged hand
signas, laughing. Hedidn’'t missabeat in his chanting during this distance communication! I’'m
enjoying this experience whilein the memory bank of my brain I hear voicesfrom my past which says:
“Turn around, sit up straight, be quiet, pay attention and behave!” | smileand think I’'ll be a Bud-
dhist!

After chanting, severa young monksand | are playing around in the courtyard before the tourists
begin to arrive, whistling, taking some pictureswith my digital. They areavery curious bunch and
arefascinated by thistechnology and the immediate feedback it gives. They passthe cameraaround,
looking through the viewfinder. | show them how to take a picture, which they do, and are delighted
with the result that pops up on the screen. The interchange is awaysrich - at least for me and | come
away gratified from being with my many teachers here. The monks soon go off to their school classes
for the day and | wonder over to the courtyard entrance and sit down with some older monks. After
the standard Ladakhi ‘jul-ley’ greeting, which covers everything, | am attracted to the color and
design of ared sweater one of them iswearing that reminds me of aMandarin painting. | compliment
himonitand ask himif helikesit. Hesaysyes, so| ask himif heisattached to it, given that one of
the Buddhist teachingsis non-attachment which is necessary for liberation or enlightenment. Again
he saysyesso | rather playfully point out the Buddhist teaching of non-attachment and no clinging.
He smiles, shrugs his shoulders and says: “Why not!” | can’t help but laugh and enjoy his beautiful
attitude. Likelet’snot get too serious about this enlightenment stuff. Thisreligious stuff! I likethis
red sweater, it is practical, it keeps me warm and | intend to enjoy it! As another wise sage from the
hills of West Virginiasaid: “What'sthe hurry. We've got from now on!” Enlightenment will comein
itsown time when it is good and ready!
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Later in the morning | walk up to the entrance of the monastery again and sit there with afew other
monks. We jostle with each other a bit and exchange some comments with tourists coming to see
Hemis. ‘The monk’ appears and stands at the entrance. He doesn’t see me so | take about three big
steps and suddenly grab him from the front by both arms, laughing while pointing to hisnose. He
jumpsin surprise and then bursts out in ahuge laugh. He knows he has me! He speaks some English
and sheepishly explains that when he walked off with the nose and was crossing the courtyard another
monk snatched the nose from his nose and went off with it. He has no ideawhereit now isand
continues with hislaughter. Yagottalove thismonk! Andyagottalaugh aswell! | saiditismy gift
to him and the monks here. However, | do not offer him my clown hat! But, darn it, I’m now out of
noses! Gone! Already this morning | could have used one several times!

Thetimeisnear when | will beleaving Hemisand | do some reflecting over acup of teaat thelittle
restaurant. Before coming here | had arranged to meet up again with a Western psychiatrist back in
Leh. Commitmentseven here! | will missthis place and these people. They have taught me much
which | doubt they are aware of. Their way, their steady presence, their way of walking day to day,
moment to moment, their joy, their love for Buddha, the path (dharma), the community (sangha),
their playfulness and affection for each other, loving life yet not taking it all too seriously evenwhile
realizing the impermanence of everything, and the journey to Emptiness, have all made amark in my
life. Yes, they are human, and | imagine this community of Buddhists hasitsissuesbut | have not, in
my time here, been privileged to get to see that level of the sangha.

While reflecting in these final moments, Jigmat comes to say goodbye. He has been agood friend
and teacher during my stay. He hasfinished his monk studies and now must continue his meditation
and studies basically on his own, but he does have a master that he sees several times a month.
Jigmat saysit isimportant for him to mature further and establish a more stable mind before he can
do, for example, theintensive three year, three month, three day solitary meditation. Heisnot yet
ready for it because his mind is still too unstable and unfocused to handleit. Along with the approval
of hismaster, he will decide when heisready. Jigmat gives me alittle more information about the
routine of such an intensive. Basically the monk is up at 2am and meditates from 12 to 16 hoursa
day. Thisincluded sitting meditation, doing many prostrations, repeating amantra, chanting and
other methods which he does not go into.

Sharma, the cook of thislittle outdoor restaurant here, also comesto my table to say a private
goodbye. Hejust returned from being in Leh for two daysto do a specia personal Hindu pujawhich
asaBrahmin he doesevery six years. At thistime he meets with his guru who gives him anew string
that isadistinguishing feature of a Brahmin. He makes sure | have his addressin Nepal and asks me
to please visit him there during my next visit to Nepal .

The next morning | leave with some reluctance and am aware that many more weeks and months
could easily and profitably be spent here, but after afew more goodbyes with hugs and kisses to
Mickael and Anna, | board thelocal bus back to Leh with my backpack slung over my shoulder and
themonksin my heart. Lifeisrichand | weep silently with gratefulness and gratitude.
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