Tradition of Tibetan Buddhist Yoga in the West


Compare a person practicing meditation in our modern fast-paced society with the life of a yogi or a yogini, monk or a nun in rural Tibet… without a doubt differences are many and vast. Currently, Buddhist meditation is becoming more and more popular in Western countries and increasing numbers of people are aware of its positive effects on well-being and contemplative life. But, introduction of Buddhism and meditation into Western culture raises questions about its most suitable form for Westerners. Here we are looking for answers to these questions by exploring the yogic and monastic traditions of Tibetan Buddhism.

Buddhism originated twenty six centuries ago in India with teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni. Buddha taught that the core of all our suffering, dissatisfaction and unhappiness is not in the world around us but in our own mind.  If our mind is filled with anger, attachment and ignorance, we suffer. If our mind is free from these negativities, we can connect with the purest aspect of our consciousness called the Buddha nature. It can be described as a combination of the most noble qualities of wisdom and compassion and is the source of genuine and lasting happiness. The purpose of Buddhist training is to purify negative emotions, attitudes and habits that prevent us from connecting with our Buddha nature. We learn to direct our mind towards compassion, loving kindness and wisdom instead. 
Teachings of Buddha Shakyamuni were brought to Tibet in eighth century when Tibetan king Trisong Detsen asked a prominent Buddhist monastic scholar Shantarakshita and most accomplished yogi Padmasabhava to teach Buddhism in his country. Shantarakshita founded the monastic lineage in Tibet. This provided institutional grounding for translation of Buddhist scriptures into Tibetan language and for creation of new scholastic works. At the same time, Padmasabhava established the yogic lineage of Tibetan Buddhism teaching non-monastic meditators how to integrate Buddhist practice with family and work responsibilities. 
While the final goal of both monastic and yogic practices was realization of the Buddha nature their emphasis was on different practices. The yogic lineage focused on teachings of tantra including the yoga of inner energy channels, visualization and direct insight into the Buddha nature. Importantly, a yogi would transform any ordinary activity and even negative feelings into their pure form in his everyday life. In contrast, monastic approach was based on renunciation of worldly activities, experiences and negativities. Monastic meditation techniques aimed to eliminate negative emotions and to gradually cultivate positive qualities. 
Shortly after their introduction in Tibet, Buddhist teachings transformed many people’s lives and numerous practitioners achieved the highest states of realization. Concrete examples of the positive changes were witnessed at all levels of society from monastics and lay people to government officials. As a result, Buddhist practice and philosophy became the heart of Tibetan society which made support and actualization of Buddhist teachings its priority. This was accomplished through financial and institutional support of monasteries as well as yogis and their centres.
The position of Buddhism in the Western culture is obviously very different. The role of Buddhism in our society is marginal in comparison to the traditional Buddhist cultures. The scholastic role of Tibetan monasteries is in the Western culture served by university based scholars and secular translation groups. Importantly, the vast majority of current practitioners of Buddhist meditation in the West are lay people rather than monks or nuns. Similarly, most meditation centres can be considered yogic centres because they have been established to serve lay practitioners. Of course, Buddhist monasteries still have their place in Western culture for those practitioners who decide to abandon their worldly activities and undergo monastic training. But as the developments of the past 50 years show the yogic tradition of people engaging in meditation practice while pursuing their worldly activities is the predominant model. 
So despite all the cultural and technological differences, more that twelve-centuries old practices of Tibetan yogis might be the most relevant aspect of Buddhist teachings for Western practitioners of the 21st century. These teachings show how to integrate deep spiritual practice with everyday responsibilities of people with families and jobs. The practices include bodily yoga to establish balance of body and mind in combination with sitting meditation techniques and more advanced techniques such as dream yoga. Most importantly, every activity and experience in our life is used as a ground for practice and positive transformation. The Tibetan Yoga Centre aims to revive the traditional yogic approach and to make it relevant to the contemporary contemplative. 
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