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an community distributed ceremonial
sweet rice – a type of long grain rice with
fruits – and butter tea.

The Venerable Tenzin Choesang, a
monk who is a teacher and board presi-
dent of the monastery, spoke of his ex-
perience when he first came to Ithaca.
He went to read books written by the
Dalai Lama available at a Cornell Uni-
versity library, but when he returned the
next day, the books were gone.

That experience left him adamant
that there should be a location where
books by the Dalai Lama and other Ti-
betan Buddhist books would always be
available.

The 9,000-square-foot library and
learning center to be built at the monas-
tery was designed by HOLT Architects,
and will have copies of all 127 books
written by the Dalai Lama, as well as
books by Tibetan Buddhist priests. Its
construction has been funded by a $5
million fundraising campaign.

The mission of the learning center
will be to preserve and provide educa-
tional resources about Tibetan Bud-
dhism and to contribute to peace and
harmony through the Dalai Lama’s
teachings of kindness, forgiveness and
how to relieve suffering.

“We see where an incredible happen-
ing is starting to take place,” Branden-
burg said. “This site is a start – a seed
where His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama
is taking a huge step from Dharamshala,
India to Ithaca to create his sacred space
– a meditation and peacemaking center
– a teaching center for anyone who
wants to come and study to learn about
Buddhism and other religions.”

Ithaca monastery: 
Namgyal North American seat

In 1991, a small group of Tibetans had
settled in Ithaca when the city became a
haven for refugees fleeing from Chinese
persecution.

His Holiness the Dalai Lama estab-
lished the Namgyal Monastery Institute
of Buddhist Studies in Ithaca as the
North American seat of his personal
monastery in 1992. There are only four
other branch monasteries, all in India.

Ithaca was chosen because Cornell
University had scholars who know the
Tibetans’ language and were able to as-
sist Tibetan Buddhists. 

A monk who had studied at Cornell
University in 1992 encouraged the cre-
ation of the monastery in Ithaca, and
the Dalai Lama agreed, believing the
monastery would not only benefit Bud-
dhists, but would also guide others.

At the direction of His Holiness,
Namgyal-Ithaca was developed as a
fully functioning Tibetan monastery of-
fering a three-year program emphasiz-
ing Buddhist philosophy and medita-
tion practice. The core program was de-
signed in part by the Dalai Lama, and
was developed for Western dharma
practitioners.

During the 1990s and early 2000s,
the monastery was located on Cayuga
Street in downtown Ithaca. 

The current monastery facilities on
Tibet Drive consist of a central shine
room, blessed in person by His Holiness
in 2007, a community building, small
commercial kitchen and dining room, a
small library and the monks’ residence,
along with rooms to accommodate stu-
dents during longer retreats and train-
ing. On the surrounding 28 acres, a
prayer wheel and walking path for med-
itation have been constructed.

Classes and weekend intensives are
taught by the Namgyal monks and vis-
iting teachers, including many well-
known scholars in the field of Buddhist
studies. There are part-time and full-
time students and activities such as
worship rituals, talks on Buddhism,
workshops, retreats and short courses. 

The monastery also serves as the cul-
tural and spiritual hub for local Tibetan
families. 

Choesang said the decision was
made to build the library and learning
center here because Ithaca is an educa-
tional environment.

‘World peace must 
develop from inner peace’

During a culture program held as part
of the library’s groundbreaking ceremo-
ny, two young sisters, Tenzin Noryang
and her Tenzin Yito, read the four com-
mitments of the Dalai Lama in both Ti-
betan and English:

h Increase compassion for others
and encourage happiness.

h Increase harmony between people
from different backgrounds and people

who are not religious in order to find
common ground.

h Preserve Tibet’s language and its
culture, including its qualities of nonvi-
olence and environmentalism.

h Reviving awareness of ancient In-
dian knowledge and combining medita-
tion with modern education.

As the girls spoke, a young boy
walked up to Tenzin Yito and gave her a
hug. Tenzin Noryang also played a song
on a Himalayan lute called a dranyen.

When asked about the role that youth
play in the monastery and the Tibetan
community, Tenzin Choesang said, “We
need to activate, from yourself, family,
community – even the kids, we have to
instill it, educate them. We have to raise
them with the right guidance.”

The day’s cultural program also fea-
tured multiple Tibetan dances and
songs, with dancers in traditional dress
including colorful pangden aprons that
are passed from mother to daughter –
their patterns signify the region the
wearer is from.

Choesang said more people need to
realize the moment they are in and en-
joy the moment. That’s why the Dalai
Lama promotes and encourages human
values, including contentment and
compassion, regardless of religion. 

“You can survive without religion,
but not without love and compassion,”
Choesang said. “Love and compassion
is the water to religion. Religion is sec-
ondary.”

Library opening date set

An opening ceremony for the library
and museum is scheduled for July 6,
2023.

In addition to being the only place in
the world housing the written works of
the 14th Dalai Lama and all previous Da-
lai Lamas, the library will contain an ar-
chive of 40,000 hours of the Dalai La-
ma’s teachings, about 4,000 books con-
taining translations of ancient texts
that document the evolution of Bud-
dhist thought, and artifacts of religious
significance from periods throughout
the history of Buddhism in India and Ti-
bet.

The library will provide unequalled
research opportunities for scholars
across many disciplines, particularly for
those studying Tibetan Buddhism and
the history of religion and comparative
religions. It will also expand the Ithaca
monastery’s ability to offer lectures
from visiting scholars; will offer read-
ing, study and research spaces; and will
serve as the only location in the world
where such resources will be publicly
available.

Peggy Coleman, vice president of
tourism and community relations for
the Tompkins County Convention and
Visitors Bureau and Visit Ithaca, said
the impact of the library and learning
center will be “huge.”

“The Dalai Lama could have picked
any place in the world and he chose Ith-
aca,” Coleman said. “Students and
scholars from all over the world will
come here.”
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Diane Brandenburg addresses the crowd gathered for groundbreaking ceremony of the Dalai Lama Library and Learning
Center at Namgyal Monastery in Ithaca on Friday. The library will hold the teachings of His Holiness, the Great 14th Dalai
Lama. KATE COLLINS/ITHACA JOURNAL

Poet and novelist, Paul Laurence
Dunbar (1872-1906), was born in Day-
ton, Ohio. His parents had been en-
slaved in Kentucky. According to the
National Park Service that manages the
Dunbar home in Dayton: “He was the
only African American in the Central
High School class of 1890” and Orville
Wright was a classmate. Dunbar edited
the school newspaper. 

Later, “Wright printed a newspaper
that Paul published and edited for the
African American community.” In his
20s he befriended Frederick Douglass,
who encouraged the young writer and
he eventually became “the first African
American to support himself financially
through his writing.”

I’ve been reading some of his short
stories (though he only lived to be 33, he
wrote four books of short stories). One
tale in his collection, “The Heart of Hap-
py Hollow,” immediately captured my
attention. In “Old Abe’s Conversion”
we’re introduced to the Rev. Abram Dix-
on, a popular preacher who was excited
to hear his son Robert was on a short
leave from his own parish and coming
home for a visit. 

Abram had been a preacher on a
plantation and never attended a semi-
nary. “[He] had known no school except
the fields where he had ploughed and
sowed, the woods and the overhanging
sky. He had sat under no teacher except
the birds and the trees and the winds of
heaven.” He had “lived close to nature,
and so, near to nature’s God.” 

The younger pastor tells his father
that in his church: “we do a great deal in
the way of charity work among the
churchless and almost homeless city
children.” 

What the older pastor wants to know
is how his son teaches “good strong doc-
tern.” Robert replies: “I try to tell them
the truth as I see it and believe it. I try to
hold up before them the right and the
good and the clean and beautiful.” Old
pastor Dixon invites his son to preach in
the hometown pulpit.

On Sunday morning, people were ex-
pecting the son to preach like the father.
Instead, they thought he gave a dry lec-
ture. Robert told his disappointed father
he had done his best. A year went by and
the elder Dixon came to Robert’s town.
The young minister walked with him by
the streets and wharves where many
youth were living in poverty. They en-
tered a courtroom where a young boy
stood before a judge who released him
into Rev. Robert’s care. As they walked
out, the elder pastor asked the boy why
he stole, and he replied: “I was hungry.”
Old pastor Dixon was moved. Then, af-

ter observing his son lead a group of
rowdy youth at the church, he is con-
vinced his son is doing good. He holds
his son’s hand and says: “I didn’t under-
stand.” 

At the Sunday service, the elder pas-
tor Dixon was introduced before the
congregation. He spoke of his conceit
and the lessons he had learned from his
son. “Why, people, I feels like a new con-
vert!” The story concludes: “It was a
gentler gospel than he had ever
preached before, and in the congrega-
tion there were many eyes as wet as his
own.”

Paul Dunbar seemed sensitive to the
tendencies of placing expectations on
ministry. Could living among people in
need and caring for them be as impor-
tant as preaching? The father’s congre-
gation expected a stirring, entertaining,
message. The younger minister was
more interested in engaging action and
a presence of compassion than in words
and preaching.

One of Dunbar’s most famous po-
ems, “Sympathy,” provided the title to
Maya Angelou’s autobiography, “I Know
Why the Caged Bird Sings”:

“I know what the caged bird feels,
alas!

When the sun is bright on the upland
slopes; 

When the wind stirs soft through the
springing grass, 

And the river flows like a stream of
glass;

When the first bird sings and the first
bud opes, 

And the faint perfume from its chal-
ice steals —

I know what the caged bird feels!
. . .
I know why the caged bird sings, ah

me,
When his wing is bruised and his

bosom sore,—
When he beats his bars and he would

be free;
It is not a carol of joy or glee,
But a prayer that he sends from his

heart’s deep core, 
But a plea, that upward to Heaven he

flings —
I know why the caged bird sings!”
Robert was able to spread his wings,

to get an education and find his own
way, his own ministry among the poor-
est in his community. Though his father
believed he knew what ministry meant,
he found a new, humbler voice. He had
forgotten he once had teachers among
the fields, trees and birds. His conver-
sion opened the cage and made him
sing.

Chris Highland served as a minister
and chaplain for many years. He is a
teacher, writer and humanist celebrant.
Chris and his wife, the Rev. Carol Hovis,
live in Asheville. His latest books are
“Friendly Freethinker,” “Broken Bridges”
and “A Freethinker’s Gospel.” Learn
more at chighland.com.
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