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The Boy Lama's Long and Mysterious Journey 

DATELINE: BEIJING 

HIGHLIGHT: 
The dramatic departure from Tibet of the leader of a Buddhist sect seems to have dealt a blow to China's government. Or has it? 

BODY: 
ONE might well expect bizarre things to happen when the avowed atheists who head China's Communist Party seek common ground with the reincarnated "living Buddhas" who inspire devout Tibetans. And so it was when the 14-year-old Karmapa Lama visited Beijing in January 1999. He pledged "to follow the teachings of President Jiang Zemin". The boy, China's official Xinhua news agency explained back then, would do this by studying hard, loving China and devoting himself to the prosperity and unity of Tibet -- never mind that China had taken over what was virtually an independent country in 1950, and that the Dalai Lama, its temporal and spiritual leader, had fled Tibet after an uprising against Chinese rule nine years later. 

Odder things are now happening. The Karmapa Lama seems to be moving in quite the opposite direction. Although details remain sketchy, the boy, named Ugyen Trinley Dorje, seems to have gone to extraordinary lengths to leave his Chinese keepers and his monastery on the outskirts of the Tibetan capital, Lhasa, travel 1,450km (900 miles) across the Himalayas in the dead of winter to the headquarters of the Dalai Lama in the Indian town of Dharamsala. Since arriving there on January 5th, the boy has not appeared in public to speak for himself, and it has so far fallen to others to recount his journey and explain his motives. Some of the Buddhist groups that claim to be in touch with him say he and his small party made the journey by foot. Others say he travelled much of the way in a lorry, and a few that he may have flown out of Tibet. Given the distance, he must have used a vehicle for at least part of the journey. 

China says it knows none of the detailed circumstances of his journey, and thus seems to acknowledge that his departure was unauthorised. But the government also claims he left behind a letter saying he went abroad to fetch religious relics used by the previous incarnation of the Karmapa, and that he "did not mean to betray the state, the nation, the monastery and the leadership." 

Some observers ask whether China has truly been caught on the hop. The boy's heroic journey could be better explained, they say, if China had been willing to let him go. It may hope that the newly-departed Karmapa will cause mischief in India: he may go to a monastery in Sikkim, bringing attention to a territory annexed by India in 1975 -- to China's enduring disgust. Indeed, he will be something of a rival, at least in spiritual terms, to the Dalai Lama and may thus divide exiled Buddhist groups. 

If he did run, then China's leaders are likely to feel betrayed. The Chinese government and the Dalai Lama are bitter adversaries, and Chinese officials routinely accuse the Dharamsala exiles of cloaking themselves in religious robes in order to carry out a political plot aimed at "splitting the Chinese motherland". 

Some members of the Karmapa's Kagyu sect believe another boy in Sikkim is the true reincarnation, and dismiss the Dalai Lama's opinion on the matter as irrelevant, since he heads the separate Gelugpa sect. In any event, when he was installed in a ceremony in Tibet in 1992 as the 17th incarnation of the Karmapa (the 16th died in Chicago in 1981), the boy became the third-ranking lama in Tibetan Buddhism -- and one recognised by both the Dalai Lama and China: the selection of Ugyen Trinley Dorje had been a rare point of agreement between the Dalai Lama and the government in Beijing. 

All this was in sharp contrast to the years of intrigue and acrimony that followed the death in 1989 of the second-ranking Tibetan lama, the Panchen. China and the Dalai Lama ran separate searches to find his reincarnation. In the end, China put the boy chosen by the Dalai Lama under house arrest and installed a candidate of its own. With not only Tibet itself, but also the second- and third-ranking lamas firmly under their thumb, the Chinese authorities had seemed content to play a waiting game in their battle with the 64-year-old Dalai Lama. Since the two young boys would eventually play a decisive role in validating the next incarnation of the Dalai Lama, China probably hoped to groom them as "patriotic" lamas who, when the time came, could be relied upon to do the Communist Party's bidding. 

Given the stakes, China may well try to get the boy to come back. The Chinese have carefully refrained from criticising his flight or condemning him in any way, leaving the door open for him to return on good terms. At the same time, they are putting heavy pressure on India to deny him political asylum, even though no such request has yet been made. If a request is made, India might try to placate China by not granting formal asylum. Privately, though, Indian officials say there is no chance that the boy will be returned to China against his will. 

Meanwhile in Tibet, monks and nuns are said to have come under tighter surveillance. Thousands of Tibetan Buddhists followed the Dalai Lama to India in 1959, and China may fear another exodus. 

The Karmapa's departure is not China's only religious problem, however. The Vatican and many Chinese Christians in the underground church have also given trouble lately, stubbornly refusing to recognise the five "patriotic" bishops appointed on January 6th by China's religious authorities. 

China also continues its harsh campaign against the quasi-Buddhist Falun Gong meditation movement. With some dedicated followers continuing to practise Falun Gong, the authorities clearly need to find new strategies for coping with the rising appetite for religion in Chinese society. That, of course, will take a while. In the meantime, they are likely to be strengthening their patrols along the border with India. 



