NOTES FROM DR. NAWANG PHUNTSOG INTERVIEW
Diversity in Classrooms

Nawang primarily works with teachers in elementary schools. 
If a teacher comes from a place of understanding, validation and appreciation for cultural, and religious differences, there are many benefits to academic learning.

Children are more likely to feel welcomed and empowered, and their experiences will be validated. 

Many times learning can become a secondary issue because they are struggling with emotional issues embedded in cultural misunderstandings.

If a teacher validates other languages in the classroom, students are more likely to learn English. If they deny the native language, students are more likely to shut down and not learn English.
The country as a whole will benefit from this kind of attitude from teachers.

If we as Americans can allow children the space to appreciate their own cultural heritage, they will feel appreciated and their academic learning will thrive.

Even though children may be displaced physically from their home, there is no need for teachers to displace their culture. It is so crucial to them- the only tie they have to their country of origin and parents. 

What could you tell us about Buddhism?
Buddhism respects all forms of life and develops a non-harming attitude toward all sentient beings in terms of both thoughts and actions.
Compassion and kindness centered religion. Heaven on earth is possible when we all practice kindness and compassion to all forms of life. 

Compassion transcends all barriers- race, gender, ethnicity, religion. It is a driving force in all of us as we all belong to this one humanity. 

His Holiness (Dalai Lama) has said many times “Kindness is my religion.” If we can all accept that premise it will unite us in a very powerful way.

Why is interfaith work so important?
It’s important in this very difficult age because there are so many misunderstandings.
The more one learns about other religions, the more one learns about one’s own religion as well.  

The other religion provides the template or mirror for your own. Otherwise you can’t see potential beauty or blemishes.
How to bring spiritual principles into our professional lives?
Not conspicuous, but they play an important underlying role in his interactions. 

Coming across as truly loving and caring to the students provides a positive role model for them and other teachers. It has to come from a genuine place. 

When your profession is embedded in spirituality, it provides meaning, purpose, and direction.

He doesn’t see himself as separate from his spiritual background; it is very much part of the way he teaches, thinks and interacts, without making it a big deal.

What’s the difference between religion and spirituality?
Spirituality is the spiritual principles that unite all of us without the trappings of a religious label. Like compassion, love, kindness, respect for the earth. They are not necessarily associated with a particular religion; they transcend all religions. 

Example of showing compassion to someone in an accident on the freeway; regardless of religion.

If  you take away the labels and look into each religion, you are likely to find those universal principles. Spirituality brings out the best in humanity.

The more we are focused on the boxes, the less we are likely to find what is inside the box.

Religion helps us to engage in a deep study so that we can find our own spirituality. The Dalai Lama doesn’t promote Buddhism above other religions, but sees all religions as having to potential to help us improve our living conditions. 
Dalai Lama and Science
His Holiness does the same thing by looking into science to find his own spirituality. If there is some misconception in Buddhism that could be better explained by science, he is open to that.

Science can really help us to affirm some of the basic principles we find in Buddhism- they do not contradict each other; they can learn a lot from each other.

Buddhism really emphasizes interdependence; that you can learn something from other disciplines and sources.

What is the difference between Tibetan Buddhism and other forms of Buddhism? 
(Jim): Theravada tradition in southeast Asia, and Mahayana in the far east (including Tibetan). Theravada tends to be more monastic, more conservative. Mahayana tends to be more expansive- lots of ways to practice it. But the core teaching tends to be pretty consistent…they both include the idea that the human being is a work in progress.
(Nawang): There is an uninterrupted oral transmition that dates back to Buddha himself. Buddhist scholars will recite the lineage of teachers orally…this could go one for ten minutes. Maintains the authenticity, sanctity and originality.

Buddhism is really a part of each individual Tibetan’s lifestyle. There is no separation between daily living practices and Buddhism. These individuals are likely to be “spiritually embedded” in whatever they do.
In Tibetan Buddhism you don’t need a specific day of the week to go to temple- the temple can be with you all of the time. Your body itself is the temple. 
What is the essence of your practice as a Buddhist?

As I wake up, I’m always thinking of my day with positive thoughts. I see Buddha’s image, maybe to some offering, meditation, reciting prayers, which helps to reinforce positive thoughts and energy. That sets the tone for the whole day, and it tends to go very positively. I’m less angry with myself and other individuals.

Whatever I’m doing, there is an overwhelming presence of Buddhist thoughts in my mind, sometimes unconsciously. It is so strongly embedded in my life, I don’t have to make an extra effort to be a good Buddhist. 
Nature of true happiness
Experience with his parents when they were exiled into India from Tibet. They lived in a simple shelter with the bare minimum, simple food to eat, etc. Living conditions were not great. But whenever he went to visit them they seemed so happy and content, smiles on their faces all the time. He never saw them to be unhappy or irritated, even after being with them for a month.

Why were they so happy when he, who has lived in the US for 25 years, sometimes experiences unhappiness an irritation? What he realized is that the fewer possessions you have, the more happy you are. The more possessions you have, the less happy you are.
If you engage in meditation, it will help you to develop this mindfulness. But this mindfulness needs to be a living practice- becoming part of 
your own lifestyle. It has to be part of your internal thinking and external action at the same time. 

Future of Buddism


There is growing interest in Buddhism all over the world, which is wonderful so long as Buddhist practices and principles are integrated into different religions. The only purpose of Buddhism is to help sentient beings and humanity to improve living conditions, lifestyle. So long as Buddhism is able to do that, it has served its purpose.  It is not a proselytizing religion at all. It doesn’t matter whether you call yourself a Buddhist or not- the label is impermanent- it is the practices that will have enduring impact in the lives of individuals and humanity as a whole.
