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Study of Tibetan Buddhist Monasteries in Canada

Graduate School of History and Folklore Studies Doctoral Program  Yingtao

Introduction

Tibetan Buddhism comprises the four major schools of
Gelug, Kagyu, Sakya, and Nyingma, which are practiced
in various parts of China, including the Tibet and Inner
Mongolia Autonomous Regions, and the provinces of
Qinghai, Sichuan, Gansu, and Yunnan. The religion has a
long history outside China as well, and is practiced across
a vast swathe of Asia that includes Nepal, the Republic
of Buryatia, Mongolia, and Bhutan.

Since the 1950s, many Tibetan Buddhist monks have left
Tibet for India and then traveled on to Western countries
to study. Once there, the monks have propagated the Ti-
betan Buddhism tradition and founded Tibetan Buddhist

centers and traditional monasteries.

One such country is Canada. A nation of immigrants,
Canada is home to many religions, for instance, Asian
Buddhism that includes Chinese Buddhism and Tibetan

Buddhism. Tibetan Buddhist sects are active in many cit-
ies across Canada, from Toronto to Vancouver and Rich-
mond, all of which have Tibetan Buddhist monasteries
and centers. I conducted a study on the current state of
Tibetan Buddhism focusing on the Vancouver and Rich-

mond areas.

1. Tibetan Buddhist Monastery in Richmond

The School of Kagyu (translated as “oral transmission”),
also known as the School of White, is one of the four ma-
jor schools of Tibetan Buddhism. Founded by Marpa (the
Translator), the Kagyu sect is famous for its unparalleled
traditions of practice and religious teachings (Department
of Education, Central Tibetan Administration, 2012) and
is currently headed by the 17th Gyalwang Karmapa.
There are four primary branches and eight secondary
branches within the sect, with Karma Kagyu being the

largest primary branch.
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The temples of Karma Kagyu are called Thrangu Monas-
teries and their abbot Thrangu Rinpoche. Thrangu Mon-
asteries are found in such areas as Qinghai Province, Ne-
pal, India, Bhutan, and Canada, and were established by
the current Thrangu Rinpoche, born in 1933 and the 9th

incarnation of his lineage.

Thrangu Monastery Canada is located in Richmond, a
southwest city in the province of British Columbia. The
first traditional Tibetan Buddhist temple in North Ameri-
ca, the monastery was constructed between 2004 and
2009 and officially opened on July 25, 2010. The temple
in the outskirts of Richmond (photograph 1) features Ti-

betan-style architecture.

Upon entering the monastery, you see four great statues
of the deities of protection in front of the main building,
and its east and west walls are each decorated with 36
pieces of prayer wheels. The building has two stories,
with the first floor housing the monk’s rooms cafeteria,
library, and a shop selling Buddhist items, and the second
floor featuring the main shrine hall (Lhakhang). In the
center of the hall sits a 13-foot-tall (approx. 4 me-
ters) statue of the Shakyamuni Buddha, with six beauti-
ful, majestic relief ornaments at its back. The statue is
flanked by 35 Buddha of Confession statues on either
side. A total of 1,000 Medicine Buddha statues also line
the walls on two sides of the shrine hall, while 200 Am-
itabha statues grace either side of the hall’s entrance. All
these Buddha statues are said to have come from Nepal.

The main shrine hall, featuring paintings of 12 mandalas

on its ceiling, accommodates up to 500 people (photo-

graph 2).

At present, Thrangu Monastery Canada operates with
seven resident monks, including the abbot, Lama Pema
Tsewang, born in 1972 in Nepal. Lama Pema manages
the monastery’s administrative operations and religious
activities as well as supervises the prayer services and
Buddhist teachings. The other monks serve as the secre-
tary, Tibetan-English interpreter, Buddhism teacher, and
Tibetan language teacher. At times, monks from Thrangu
Monasteries in other parts of the world, such as Qinghai
Province or Nepal, visit on a short-term basis. I inter-
viewed one such monk from the Thrangu Monastery in

Yushu County, Qinghai Province, for this study.

At Thrangu Monastery Canada, hour-long practices are
held twice a day—the Green Tara Practice at 9:00 am
and the Mahakala Practice at 4:30 pm—every day but
Mondays when the monastery is closed. The monastery
offers classes for people new to Tibetan Buddhism, such
as an introductory class on Tibetan Buddhism, along with
courses on philosophy and the Tibetan language. Interest
in Tibetan Buddhism has been growing in recent years,
as is the number of people coming to the monastery to
learn about the religion and take part in its practices
(photograph 3). Some visitors are local Canadians, but
most are Chinese people residing in Canada. In addition
to the daily routines, the monastery also hosts annual
practices, retreats, teachings, and prayers. The events

scheduled for 2020 are summarized in Table 1 below.

@ Table 1: Thrangu Monastery Events in 2020

Month Day Events
January 19-23 5-day Makahara Prayer
25 Chinese New Year’s Green Tara Empowerment
February | 7-9 White Tara Practice
24 Tibetan New Year’s Celebration
March 8 Marpa & Milarepa’s Anniversary
13-15 Medicine Buddha Retreat
April 3-5 Amitabha Practice
30 Buddha’s Birthday
May 15-17 Karma Chakme’s Mountain Dharma with Dungse Lama Pema
June 57 Nyungne Fasting Retreat

K
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July 10-12 Thrangu Rinpoche’s Annual Teaching
14-18 Annual Long-Life Prayers
19 10th Anniversary of TMA
August July 31-Aug 2 Khenpo Chonyi’s Teaching
28-30 Akshobhya Retreat
September | 1-6 Translation Workshop
11-13 Khempo Sonam’s Teaching
October 2-4 Khempo Choephel Teaches on Buddha Nature
16-18 Karma Pakshi Practice
November | 7 Buddha Shakyamuni’s Descent from Tushita Heaven
20-22 Chod Practice
24 V. V. 9th Khenchen Thrangu Rinpoche’s Birthday
December | 18-20 Dzambhala Practice
31 Lamp Prayer for World Peace

(Created by the author. Source: Thrangu Monastery Canada pamphlet)

Many practices and other events are planned for 2020.
An especially grand practice session is planned for July
19 to celebrate the monastery’s tenth anniversary on July
25, but the monastery has been closed since April 2020
due to the coronavirus pandemic. The date of reopening

is presently unknown.

2. Tibetan Buddhist monastery in Vancouver
Tsengdok Monastery is a temple of the Gelug sect of Ti-
betan Buddhism. The largest of the four main schools of
the Tibetan Buddhist tradition, the sect was founded by
Lama Je Tsongkhapa and its supreme leader is the Dalai
Lama. As we all know, the current Dalai Lama, who is
the 14th Dalai Lama, travels extensively around the
world giving lectures on religion and Buddhism. In 2006

he was presented with honorary Canadian citizenship.

Tsengdok Monastery (photograph 4) was founded in
2006 by Tsengdok Rinpoche. A one-story house in a resi-
dential area, the monastery is not of traditional temple
architecture. I had the honor of interviewing Tsengdok
Rinpoche (photograph 5) for this research project. Born
in Tibet, he moved to India and studied at a Tibetan
Buddhist temple for about ten years; he made Canada his
permanent home in 2005 and founded Tsengdok Monas-

tery a year later. According to Tsengdok Rinpoche:

This free-standing house was gifted to us by a local lay

Buddhist person. The monastery is used mainly for the

K

practice of Buddhism, but it also offers classes on Ti-
betan Buddhism and the Tibetan language for the pub-
lic. Every morning, our monks hold a prayer service.
We refrain from having large gatherings or religious
activities because the temple is in a residential area
and we do not want to disrupt the neighbourhood, but
we hold regular prayers and practice sessions every
year. Tsengdok Monastery is technically not a monas-

tery but a shrine hall.

Although generally known as a monastery, Tsengdok
Monastery is actually a shrine hall, according to the
Rinpoche. The shrine hall houses the statues of Shakya-
muni Buddha, Je Tsongkhapa and his two disciples, elev-
en-faced Avalokiteshvara with eleven hands and eyes,
White Tara, and Yellow Jambhala Buddha. The building
also enshrines a picture of the 14th Dalai Lama and a va-
riety of Thankas, or hanging scrolls of Buddha paintings.
The Buddha statues and Thankas came from Qinghai
Province and Nepal (photograph 6). In 2010, four Lamas
were summoned from the Tibetan Buddhist monastery in
Nepal to become resident monks at Tsengdok Monastery.
Currently, the temple does not conduct religious activi-
ties, but hosts Buddhist cultural activities every year at
other locations. The monastery is supported mostly by
Chinese volunteers, who clean, organize, and prepare
meals and drinks for the monks, and also participate in
Buddhist practices alongside the monks. Through these

activities the volunteers gain a deeper understanding of
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the Tibetan Buddhism tradition as well as make new
friends. The monastery serves as a connection point for

the local community and Tibetan Buddhism and culture.

Conclusion

Since the latter half of the 20th century, a great number
of Tibetan monks have traveled to India and then on to
Western countries to study and disseminate Tibetan Bud-
dhism. As a result, Tibetan Buddhism has become a
global religion, with Tibetan Buddhist centers and mon-
asteries built in many parts of the Western world. Canada
is home to monasteries of the Gelug, Kagyu, and Nying-
ma sects, and I was able to conduct research on the first

two.

My research identified several differences between the
Gelug and Kagyu monasteries, such as the types of Bud-
dha statues and offerings enshrined, the sutras, and the
monks’ clothing. But there were some common features

as well, of which I list three:

(1) Buddhist followers (practitioners) recite sutras and
practice with the monks. The monasteries have
texts indicating the pronunciation of the Tibetan
sutras in English and Chinese characters. Both ver-
sions equally help the practitioners recite sutras in
the Tibetan language and are abundantly available.

(2) The monasteries offer beginner courses on Tibetan
Buddhism and language and serve as schools.

(8) Volunteers help run the monasteries. The monks
are not responsible for cooking meals and clean-

ing; these chores are performed by volunteers.

There are volunteer organizations within the mon-

asteries.

These features common to monasteries in Canada are
hardly found at Tibetan Buddhist monasteries in the In-
ner Mongolia Autonomous Region. This difference can
be explained by how Tibetan Buddhism was established
in each region. Tibetan Buddhism first arrived in Inner
Mongolia during the 16th century and melded with the
local faith, and over time Mongolians became earnest Ti-
betan Buddhist followers. Whereas in Canada the religion
made its first appearance in the late 20th century. For
Canadians it is a new faith and the vast majority are not
followers. Presently, the Tibetan Buddhist monasteries in
Canada are places where Tibetan Buddhism is intro-
duced to Canadians as schools teaching Tibet’s religion,
language, and culture. It is fair to say that Tibetan Bud-
dhism is still in the early stage of propagation in Western

countries such as Canada.
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