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 This study is undertaken at the intersection 
of several fields. First, Tibetan Buddhism and Ti-
betan Culture, as carefully studied by religious 
studies scholars (Tucci, 1980), is now undergo-
ing a dramatic change since the relocation of the 
Central Tibetan Administration of the Dalai Lama 
to Dharamsala, India in 1959. Throughout its his-
tory as one of the world’s great religious tradi-
tions, Buddhism has adapted as it moved out of 
India where Siddhartha Gautama first envisioned 
the “middle way” to Tibet, China, Japan, Korea, 
Southeast Asia, and the West. The world is wit-
nessing a period of significant transition with 
the movement of a large refugee population, the 
destruction and reconstruction of monasteries 

(Department of Religion and Culture, 2000), and 
a significant new impact of Tibetan Buddhism, 
heretofore hidden away in the high Himalayas. 
Few are now unfamiliar with this tradition as it 
has often been at the center of international me-
dia attention. 
 Second, there is a convergence of Eastern re-
ligious traditions such as Tibetan Buddhism in 
America (Eck, 2001; Queen, 2000) with the estab-
lishment of colleges such as Naropa University in 
Boulder, Colorado, centers for the study of Tibet-
an Buddhism in most major metropolitan areas, 
and several large refugee communities. The sec-
ond largest of those is in Minneapolis/Saint Paul, 
Minnesota and has resulted in rituals such as the 
creation of the sand mandala and performances of 
traditional dance and music being easily accessi-
ble to large numbers of college students (Gandhi, 
1974). 
 Third, the Lilly Endowment has been facili-
tating a national discussion of the vocational dis-
cernment processes of college students by fund-
ing 88 programs on college campuses for the 
theological exploration of vocations. Assessment 
of the success of these programs is well underway 
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A major historical shift is taking place in Tibetan Buddhism with the reloca-
tion of large numbers of monks from Tibet and the establishment of monas-
teries in Dharamsala, India and other parts of South Asia. This has created 
a shift in the way that young men are joining these monasteries and leading 
this age old religious tradition. Fifteen college men from Saint John’s Uni-
versity in Collegeville Minnesota, founded by Benedictine monks who have 
a long-standing relationship with their fellow monastics in India, traveled to 
Dharamsala to conduct interviews, to hear the stories of young monks their 
own age, and discover the prevailing answers to the question of why they 
were becoming Tibetan monks in this turbulent time in history.
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from Volunteer Tibet, an organization aimed at 
sourcing and organizing aid and assistance to Ti-
betans living in refugee status in India. He recruit-
ed those monks who wanted to learn English and 
had the time to do so within the brief window 
during which our small team would be visiting.

Design and Procedure
 We approached the research from a con-
structivist epistemological perspective (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). In order to facilitate the kind of un-
derstanding that this stance espouses, we used the 
ethnographically based interview whereby the in-
terviewer provides limited direction and prompt-
ing to the participant, allowing for an uninhibit-
ed exploration of their experiences. Hammersley 
and Atkinson (1995) hold ethnography to be a co-
vert or overt process through which the research-
er is “. . . watching what happens, listening to 
what is said, asking questions in fact, collecting 
whatever data are available to throw light on the 
issues that are the focus of the research” (p. 1). 
According to Manning (1992), this kind of inves-
tigation is aimed at gleaning a “. . .depth of un-
derstanding about a particular topic or experience
 . . .” (p. 12). Since meanings are often best under-
stood and explored through reflection, according 
to van Manen (1990), we furnished the students 
with a list of overall questions enhanced by some 
guiding inquiries. Thus, the interviews were semi-
structured. The structure and aim of the practices 
follow closely the work of Johnson (2000) which 
characterizes ethnography as “. . . a descriptive 
account of social life and culture in a particular 
social system based on detailed observations of 
what people actually do” (p. 111). This is also in 
keeping with the caveat demarcated by Merriam 
(2001) that such methodologies bring into sharp 
focus “. . . the essence or structure of the experi-
ence” of the participant and allow readers clearer 
insight into this lived experience (p. 15).

Interviews
 We employed creativity for this project that 
would allow the students to meet both goals—
that of data collection and teaching English to 
monks. Each student worked with two monks 
separately each day to produce individual writ-
ing samples for each of the monks. The general 
guide to the writing sample was divided into three 
parts: (1) Tell me about yourself, (2) How did you 
become part of the monastery? and (3) How did 
becoming a monk affect your life? This kind of 

(Clydesdale, 2007). Our participation in that proj-
ect arose by querying gender balance in those 88 
programs and the discovery that there were con-
sistently fewer men involved in these programs 
(Brooks, 2008). Previous research indicated that 
men’s spirituality was significantly enhanced 
with the establishment of all men’s groups when 
certain standard practices such as confidentiali-
ty, skilled facilitation, and deep personal sharing 
were emphasized (Kellom, 2004). 
 Saint John’s University (SJU) was founded by 
Benedictine monastics who have developed close 
connections between the Benedictines and the Ti-
betans about the common experience of monas-
tic life for men (de Dreuille, 1999). Brother Aaron 
Raverty, an anthropologist who has traveled to Ti-
bet, Dharamsala, India, and Nepal is one example 
of the ongoing exchange between men of differ-
ent faith traditions who share a common monas-
tic lifestyle. This project is now expanding to look 
not only at the vocational discernment patterns of 
Tibetan monks and Benedictine monks, but also 
the patterns of sisters in both religious traditions 
and a cross-cultural analysis of both. The pres-
ent study focuses on the vocational discernment 
choices of Tibetan monks in Dharamsala, India 
as one illustration of what is happening with this 
cutting edge of Buddhism as it again migrates 
across the Himalayas. This study also utilized the 
particular expertise of American college students 
from Saint John’s, who are familiar with the mo-
nasticism upon which their school was founded, 
as researchers to conduct the interviews. A review 
of the present literature showed a paucity of pub-
lished studies addressing the vocational discern-
ment of Tibetan Buddhist monks and none that is 
cross-cultural in comparison. 

Methods

Participants
 We arranged for 15 students to interview 
35 monks as part of the month-long Service/Re-
search Trip to India and Nepal. The monks ranged 
from ages 21 to 40 years old, and most had fam-
ily origins in various parts of Nepal and India, 
with Amdo (one of the three traditional provinc-
es of Tibet and the birthplace of the 14th Dalai 
Lama, Tenzin Gyatso) being a very commonly re-
ported birthplace. All the monks are presently in 
Dharamsala, some sent there by their head monas-
teries located in other parts of India or Tibet. The 
monks for this study were chosen by a Tibetan 
from Dharamsala who is a volunteer coordinator 

Thomas & Kellom
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the individual student who had collected the data. 
This cross-checking and proxy- member check 
best approximated Lincoln & Guba’s (1985) sug-
gested methods for maintaining trustworthiness 
of the findings.

Results
 This research project was guided by thoughts 
and themes nestled in the overall topic of voca-
tional discernment. The project aimed at examin-
ing the factors, patterns, and commonalities that 
emerged from ethnographic interviews. We hy-
pothesized that particular themes such as fami-
ly, educational, and political issues would be of 
interest to the research; however, the analysis of 
the data for revealing the most common concepts 
would be the final determinant of what themes 
would be examined in this presentation.
 From this data, we formulated six themes. We 
based the themes on the frequency with which 
they appeared in the writing samples and the sto-
ries of the monks as reflected in the students’ 
journals. After an analysis of the demographic 
data of the sample, we analyzed these themes in 
the following order: (1) study of Buddhism, (2) 
religious altruism/realization, (3) monastery life, 
(4) good education, (5) family issues, and (6) po-
litical issues.
 In this sample of 35 monks, ages ranged from 
5 to 21 years for the chronological age at which 
they joined their monasteries. The data on present 
age and age when they joined the monastery were 
recorded for 25 participants. Of these 25 monks, 
15 joined in their pre-teenage years (12 years or 
earlier) and 22 joined before their 18th birthday. 
Of the 25 monks, 9 joined monasteries in their 
teen years, with 6 of that number in their middle 
to late teens.

Monks’ Location and Age of Affiliation
 Information regarding the monks’ location 
and age of affiliation proved to be revealing. The 
volunteer coordinator explained that: “The basic 
starting point of becoming a monk is giving up ev-
erything or renouncing.” The respective monk ac-
cepts that not even he was ready yet for that kind 
of sacrifice and commitment. One young monk’s 
story begins even before he was born, and we re-
tell it because it demonstrates the intricate links 
between religious devotion, family issues, and 
regard for tradition, among other factors. Some-
time during her pregnancy, a mother in a small 
village had a dream about her unborn child and 

partitioning allowed for manageable examination 
of the issues during the discussions, as well as 
provided ample time for immediate feedback to 
the monks, bearing in mind the language barri-
ers. Thus, since people generally employ unique 
and personal methods of constructing meaning of 
their lived experiences, this method would help 
better capture the perspective of the participant.
 We drew the interview questions from a pool 
of questions developed during a planning session 
with the student interviewers and the researchers. 
In multiple separate sessions, we briefed student 
interviewers on the process of data collection via 
ethnographic interviews. These sessions served 
as a training program that helped infuse some 
standardization into the data collection process. 
Students worked with their respective monks to 
help them improve English competency, and they 
eventually emerged with the requested writing 
samples. The students also kept journals of their 
experiences. These journals were our windows 
into the relationship that developed between the 
monk and the student, and it also served as a kind 
of touchstone to the final writing sample that the 
monk provided. Each student journalized his own 
thoughts about what the monk was saying or at-
tempting to communicate during their meetings, 
especially regarding nonverbal cues. Thus, the log-
ical progression of data collection had the teach-
ing and conversation becoming the interview, the 
writing sample serving as the transcribed inter-
view, and the students’ journals serving as the 
data collector’s reflections.

Data Analysis
 We divided the data between two researchers, 
one of whom took part in the collection process, 
and who therefore brought his understanding to 
bear on the limitations and difficulties in the data 
collection process. We each read the samples and 
the journals and met together subsequently in 
keeping with procedural guidelines suggested by 
Coffey and Atkinson (1996), to discuss the find-
ings, rectify possible discrepant themes and fac-
tors, and eventually tease from the data central 
themes or concepts common to the transcripts/es-
says. This appraising of the data revealed themes 
that represented the commonalities in the lived 
experiences of the participants, thus uncover-
ing “. . . meanings and intentions that are hid-
den in the text” (Crotty, 1998, p. 92). Ambigu-
ities we thought may have resulted either from 
cultural or language barriers were discussed with 
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in the decision-making process. Both the young 
boys and the teenage boys from Tibet who join or 
are made to join monasteries have very low rates 
of disrobing, while their cohorts born or raised in 
India show dramatic differences. The coordinator 
summed up the truth of his estimates in this way: 
“When it is our choice we are more likely to stay.” 
One could venture further, though, that young Ti-
betan boys are influenced by the stark reality and 
immediacy of their social, national, and political 
situation and, thus, are readier to make the sacri-
fice or the “renouncing” of which the coordinator 
spoke. The boys in India are more removed from 
the naked reality of the “national and cultural cri-
sis” and may not identify as readily with this lev-
el of sacrifice or even the culture or the attempts 
at preserving what is left of it. Thus, it may begin 
to become apparent that the national and cultur-
al identity of these young Tibetans is being slowly 
diffused. Further, the coordinator pointed to a dra-
matic decrease in the rate of boys joining monas-
teries in regions with which he is familiar. He es-
timated that in 2008 there may be only one monk 
from any one family or none at all, a departure 
from the norm of the 1960s and 1970s when there 
were many monks because each family had one 
or two monks. In the 1980s and 1990s, fewer boys 
were becoming monks, and there were fewer ev-
ery year as boys opted to seek higher education.
 Traditionally, the first son is not the one to 
take up this religious duty or calling, as he in-
herits the responsibility for the economic welfare 
of the family and continuing the family name. In 
cases where the family has only one son, especial-
ly if there is also a daughter, that son often has to 
forgo the monastic calling. One monk would pro-
vide understanding as to why boys were accepted 
into monasteries at such a tender age as 5 years. 
He stated: “When a child is young, the thinking 
is easier to teach; when you get older it is harder 
to change thinking.” In the early childhood years, 
true to the monk’s statement, children are more 
malleable and thus easier to teach. During that 
developmental period, the child is still forming 
lasting impressions of the world while becoming 
increasingly convinced that he or she is a part of 
that world. Social norms are learned, and laws re-
garding basic morality and social cues are passed 
on during that period. Hence, it would stand to 
reason that, if one wanted to preserve a way of 
life or some important custom, then it would be 
prudent to provide deliberate, direct, and long-
term exposure to young children. Of the 25 monks 
whose ages were reported, 9 had joined in their 

his possible religious past and future. A group of 
traveling lamas visited her. Lama is the official ti-
tle for a Tibetan teacher or religious leader–much 
like a guru–and his duty is to instruct others in 
the Dharma or the religious and moral dogma of 
the rights and duties of each individual. Word of 
the dream may well have initiated the visit, and 
religious devotion may have birthed the dream. 
These suppositions aside, the story continues that 
she was admonished by the lamas to take special 
care of the young child in her womb as he would 
be very important someday.
 The natural course of life continued and the 
little boy was born. While he was still very young, 
a separate group of lamas appeared at his moth-
er’s door, much to her surprise. They had come to 
collect the little boy to take him back to their mon-
astery. Once a child has been identified as a pos-
sible reincarnation of a lama, a chosen group is 
dispatched to ascertain the veracity of that prop-
osition. They study the child and eventually will 
subject the child to numerous tests. Thus, a lit-
tle boy, independent of his own choice, is made 
part of a tradition bigger and older than himself. 
Fast forward a few decades and we sat with this 
young monk who, despite having been placed in a 
monastery at such a young age, has grown much 
attached to the life and philosophy of Buddhism 
and the monastery.
 For many boys who are placed in monasteries 
at young ages at the will of their parents or that of 
the family, it is an imposed sacrifice. The coordi-
nator pointed to disparities in a few points of in-
terest between the boys who are sent to monaster-
ies and those who join of their own volition. He 
estimates that, in Tibet, of the boys aged between 
7 and 9 years old who are put into monasteries by 
their parents, 90% remain true to their vocation 
and stay for life. In India however, he points out 
that, of the same category of boys, 90% disrobe or 
go back home. Speaking on the topic of teens who 
join monasteries of their own volition, he estimat-
ed that in Tibet approximately 90% remain as life-
time monks and of teens in India, 80% to 90% re-
main. He stated emphatically, therefore, that it is 
far better to have boys join monasteries later rath-
er than earlier if they live in India. It also evidenc-
es that, if the boys are in Tibet, the rate of attrition 
may not differ substantially.
 On the other hand, the estimates seem to sug-
gest that there is some underlying issue that may 
help explain these disparities, besides the ability 
to make one’s own choices and the maturity and 
capability to reason abstractly, which favors teens 

Thomas & Kellom
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live to benefit the world—other sentient beings.” 
Many of the monks who were interviewed cited 
the opportunity to study Buddhism as their pri-
mary motive for choosing monastic life. This ave-
nue was viewed as far nobler and more beneficial 
both to the individual and to all sentient beings 
than merely being a lay Buddhist. One monk sug-
gested: “If you want real happiness, you have to 
become a monk.” He went further to espouse a 
profoundly simple thought. He added: “Nobody 
wants suffering—not even killers and robbers.” 
In the West, people often label and devalue crim-
inals to the point where society almost negates 
their humanness. To these monks, however, ev-
ery sentient being deserves happiness. Moreover, 
to be of any assistance to these and other beings, 
the individual who would embrace this philoso-
phy has to be willing to renounce everything, be-
cause as a monk: “You can’t have a wife and chil-
dren because you can become jealous and kids 
can give you problems.” A monk has to be willing 
to live above all these influences, as his vocation 
is no part-time affair that can be picked up and 
laid down according to the currents and flights of 
fancy that often govern daily secular living.
 Some monks seemed to suggest that they 
have proven the overarching Maoist idea false. 
One monk, whose first exposure to Buddhism was 
through his grandmother, explained how he ini-
tially considered Buddhist education as no good 
because it was not allowed by the Chinese gov-
ernment under whose rule he was raised and 
lived for quite some time. He expressed: “Mao 
said, ‘religion is poison,’ and a waste of your time 
and no good.” His is an almost allegorical, but 
very real, story of one young man’s quest for re-
demption and spiritual catharsis. He confessed: “I 
got into a lot of trouble as a child. I would fight 
with teachers, the Chinese children, and even the 
Tibetan children, too.” His behavior forced him 
to drop out of school at the young age of 13, but 
his troubled ways did not change. He yearned to 
learn about Tibetan culture, especially since it 
was censored in his Chinese-run school. He knew 
that many people believed in Buddhism socially 
and he wanted to learn more too, but he could not 
find anyone to teach him. He met a Geshe (title 
conferred upon a monk who has devoted usually 
12-20 years of study of Tibetan Buddhism through 
text memorization and debate) who promised to 
teach him if he was serious, but his seriousness 
would be judged by whether or not he was willing 
to move to a monastery in South India. He acqui-
esced and, although his parents doubted that he 

teenage years, but before their 18th birthday. 
Most of these ranged from 13 to 15 years. Only 
two joined at 17 years and one at 18.
 The middle to late teenage years often are 
characterized as periods of intense inner turmoil 
and are marked by efforts at establishing indepen-
dence as teens seek to define themselves sepa-
rately from the identity of their parents and fam-
ily. In light of the Tibetan political, national, and 
social situation, as well as the tenuous nature of 
the Tibetan identity, one could posit that an ado-
lescent growing up with “Refugee Tibetan” status 
may have an additional layer of identity issues or 
stressors that he has to overcome in an attempt to 
carve out his identity. 
 Having achieved gender permanence and 
thus a semblance of gender identity at about 6 to 
8 years old, and coming to an understanding of 
his position and varying identities (brother, son, 
etc.) in the family, the next aspect of identity is 
that of nationality. A Tibetan boy would be hard 
pressed to come to some conclusion regarding his 
national identity even as he attempts to spread 
his own personhood over these sub-identities. 
The Tibetan national context may therefore serve 
as another possible influence on identity develop-
ment and rate of enrollment in monasteries. If the 
young Tibetan boy could source an avenue that 
would truss his threatened Tibetan identity, while 
also allowing for a safe and acceptable method 
of determining and consolidating his personhood, 
then he might gravitate readily to it. Monastic life 
presents itself as an option in this context. Thus, 
during the middle to late teen years, this life of 
discipline and selflessness may grow ever more 
appealingly to the young Tibetan boy.
 The data support the idea that it is in teen in-
ductees into monasteries rather than child induct-
ees that vocational discernment occurs more cred-
ibly. As a result, we will, for the duration of this 
presentation, focus primarily on that teen catego-
ry of monks and launch our examination of the 
data from that point of view. This breaks out into 
our six themes.

Study of Buddhism
 In conversation with the General Secretary of 
the Tibetan Government in Exile, one researcher 
sought clarification of the first theme of the study 
of Buddhism as a reason why young men join the 
monastery. He was told: “Monks should join with 
the purpose of benefiting other human beings 
and making them happy. That is the point—to 
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and have myself and education. I want 
good works and good advice. I can med-
itate, love others, and still be a monk, 
but I could not do it if I have a wife and 
children. 

While through Western eyes the confession may 
seem almost self-serving, it proves to be anything 
but that, as it constructs the spiritual and emo-
tional space that makes a commitment to the hap-
piness of all sentient beings possible. 

Religious Altruism and Realization
 Monks acknowledge: “The Buddhist monk’s 
duty is to help another person, kindness, affection, 
love, good ideas, [and] good leadership.” This re-
ligious altruism, often along with some form of re-
ligious realization or change, was another key fac-
tor in the decision-making process that resulted in 
monastic life for these monks. Those who cited 
study of Buddhism as key to their decision to take 
monastic vows relished the study of Buddhist phi-
losophy and the ritual-related sutras and scripts, 
while those who cited religiously altruistic factors 
seemed more honed in on the service aspect of 
the philosophy and the practical and immediate 
benefits to human beings and all other sentient 
beings. It should not be understood, however, that 
either one of these paths is philosophically or re-
ligiously superior to the other. In fact, both these 
characteristics of the Buddhist monk’s life are so 
carefully intertwined that in this discussion it may 
often seem that there is no concrete difference; 
and, if one takes that stance, it would not be an 
incorrect one. The two are symbiotic, though for 
the sake of this presentation we have examined 
them separately, but only as it pertains to their 
function as factors that influence the decision for 
monastic commitment.
 Some monks spoke of a call to the monastery, 
while others told of having a burning passion for 
others and for sentient beings, but both seemed 
to have found their answer in Buddhism. “I had 
many questions and no answers,” one monk sim-
ply stated. While another, still in keeping with an 
almost existential theme, declared: “I became a 
monk this life to get good knowledge this time 
and to help other people and animals in this life. 
I can benefit all people and animals in this life.” 
Here, referencing his belief in rebirth and, thus, 
his past life or lives, the monk seemed on a mis-
sion to prepare himself to be of service, not just 
in this life, but also in his successive lives as well. 
The aim here is not at learning sutras or scripts for 

really had what it took to saddle such a gargantu-
an commitment and sacrifice, they supported the 
idea. He studied for 6-1/2 years from the age of 14, 
and it was during his studies of Buddhist philoso-
phy that he began to learn how to be a master of 
his emotions, specifically his anger, jealousy, and 
hatred. His friendships began to blossom as did 
his number of friends. He discovered that, when 
one becomes angry, it does not help others. He 
concluded his story with a very poignant quota-
tion from the Dalai Lama: “You are your own mas-
ter or you are your own enemy.”
 The discipline and the stoicism involved with 
monastic life, coupled with the philosophies of 
peace, contentment, and coexistence character-
istic of the Buddhist way of life, provide poten-
tially cogent avenues to young Tibetan men who 
are seeking answers to the existential questions—
who am I, and why am I here. The General Sec-
retary’s words assumed a ring of Socratic wisdom 
when he said: 

You only have 100 years. If you spend your 
life making others miserable and causing 
pain, what is that? Your life is no use. But 
if you spend your life making things bet-
ter for others, that’s a life well spent. We 
are here such a short time. 

In light of this statement, one might expect that a 
torrent of young men wanting to be monks would 
be a welcome occurrence, but the General Secre-
tary was quick to post a caveat to his position. He 
cited the Dalai Lama when he says that they are 
interested in the quality of the potential monks 
rather than the mere quantity. He added: “A lama 
must be realized. It should be that when he speaks 
his words bring happiness to others.”
 The attempt by monks to inform others of 
their culture and philosophy becomes apparent in 
their dedication to the goal of benefiting all sen-
tient beings when one considers the voracious ap-
petite that has been developing in the realm of 
knowledge and the languages, especially English. 
The intention for most of these students of the 
language is to become sufficiently proficient so as 
to be capable of sharing the Buddhist teachings 
and the intricacies of the accompanying philoso-
phy with Westerners. To appreciate how free these 
monks are to undertake this task, one is reminded 
of the “renouncing,” the austere sacrifice that the 
monks take willingly unto themselves. One monk 
explained: 

If I had left monks and had a family, I 
would have to (provide) give food, shel-
ter, clothes. If I stay a monk I can pray 
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 Did these men feel the compassion (they re-
ported) before they joined the monasteries? Is it 
a result of their embracing of the teachings and 
philosophy of Buddhism? Or, even more, is their 
behavior an environment-seeking one? By envi-
ronment-seeking behavior, we ask whether these 
men have actively or passively sought out an en-
vironment that was most conducive to their apti-
tudes and passions. Either of these could be true 
but, because most of the monks indicated that 
their compassion toward all beings was a driving 
force behind their decision to become monks, we 
conclude that theirs seemingly is environment-
seeking behavior in most cases. These young men 
are a more compassionate, more emotive, gentler, 
peace-loving, and nurturing kind of individuals 
who, understanding the paradoxical state of hu-
man beings and the interrelated fates of all sen-
tient beings according to karma and rebirth, seek 
a path that allows them to intervene, as it were, 
on behalf of paradoxically entwined people. Their 
compassion either drives them to Buddhism or, 
maybe inversely, Buddhism draws them in with 
the opportunity to express their compassion for 
all beings in a structured and socially acceptable 
way. Most monks can usually point to no other 
way of helping people and animals in this life or 
the next than through being a Buddhist monk.
 The stories that led many of these monks 
to pursue this path of “renouncing” in order to 
best benefit all humankind were quite intriguing. 
Some were tales of desperate slaves to anger, rage, 
jealousy, and hatred seeking redemption and, in 
achieving this redemption, they found a profound 
purpose for their lives. Such is the story of a pre-
viously mentioned monk whose meeting with a 
Geshe would become the catalyst that changed 
his life forever. He now described himself as be-
ing transformed from a confused, hateful, violent 
teen to a peaceful, content, and compassionate 
monk. Yet others were drawn down this path as 
a direct result of some introspection that led to a 
cathartic decision to change one’s life and world-
view. The resultant decision to join the monas-
tery became part of a relatively logical progres-
sion to what can be described as a spiritual chain 
reaction.
 The story that follows is of one such monk 
who, moved by a personal lesson, gleaned from 
turning his eyes inward, which led to a spiritual 
chain reaction that culminated in his enrollment 
in a monastery at a young age. His was a tale of 
woe that moved quickly past the physical and led 
to a religious realization. His story started when 

the sake of learning or for spiritual self-efficacy 
but, rather, for mastering those rules and thus be-
ing reborn in a position that would be of ultimate 
benefit to all beings in their quest for happiness.
 The monks believe that life as a monk will 
help them be reborn as a human being in the next 
life, since monks follow the rules of Buddhism 
more strictly that do laypeople. Hence, if one is 
gravely concerned with the afterlife or afterlives, 
then it would not be a far cry from logic to ex-
pect that many would seek this monastic lifestyle, 
even with all its stoicism. Referencing the esti-
mates of the Volunteer Tibet coordinator, howev-
er, one could conclude that many young Tibetan 
boys and men are not as particularly concerned 
with afterlives as much as they are with the num-
bers of those seeking monastic life continuing to 
dwindle. It simply is not possible for a layperson 
to be able to devote the requisite time and en-
ergy that the monk is able to do on a daily ba-
sis. The demands of secular life make an already 
difficult task seemingly impossible. Thus, it be-
comes the vocation of the monk to gird up those 
in the rest of society and the world at large who, 
in their quest for happiness, have chosen more 
secular means, which paradoxically leads to even 
more unhappiness and suffering, according to the 
monks’ explanation of their philosophy. To be a 
monk is to be happy, and to be happy one has to 
be a monk, these devotees seemed to say.
 In individuals’ search for happiness, people 
can get so engulfed with what they perceive as 
differences that they end up using their lives to 
cause misery and pain to others and, to quote 
the words of the General Secretary: “What is 
that? Your life is of no use.” One monk explained 
that the red robes they wear as monks are only a 
small difference from other people saying: “Skin 
does not matter; inside all humans are the same.” 
Many people seemingly never come to this realiza-
tion, according to the monks, going on their cho-
sen paths to perceived happiness, often leaving in 
their wake a field of wasted lives, wrecked spir-
its and dreams, and crippled souls. Some monks, 
it seems, have an innate passion for people and 
other sentient beings even before they are fully 
immersed in Buddhist philosophy. Many of the 
monks confessed that they “. . . became a monk 
because I have compassion for people. I wanted 
to make people happy.” They believe that their 
chosen vocation was the best way to make people 
happy, the best way to reduce suffering, and the 
best way to get closer to Buddha.
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 Religious realization is often coupled with re-
ligious altruism—but is the monk’s story demon-
strative of a boy saving himself or of a boy seeking 
to serve others? If the intent is to save oneself for 
the sole purpose of saving oneself, then we can 
argue that little altruism is present. But if there 
exists a greater goal, one that expands to include 
many others, and the salvation of the individu-
al becomes merely one action in a sea of actions, 
then there is the potential making of an altruistic 
act. The young neophyte monk originally sought 
a greater purpose for his life, one that did not en-
tail his having to deceive and mistreat others in 
order for him to achieve perceived happiness. He 
instead renounced these actions and was remorse-
ful. In the stead of this old life he resolved to live 
one that now is beneficial to others—one that pre-
dominately gives rather than takes.

Monastery Life
 Monastic life is one way to give much of one-
self without the prospect of hoarding anything 
material in return. Consider: Up for breakfast at 
6:00 a.m.; 6:00 to 8:00 a.m., temple; 8:00 to 10:00 
a.m., meditation, Dharma, teaching; 10:00 to 11:00 
a.m., debating about Buddhist compassion, read-
ing books; 11:00 a.m., lunch; 2:00 to 4:00 p.m., 
teaching Buddhism and grammar; 4:00 to 5:00 
p.m., relax, bathe, and take a walk; 6:30 p.m., de-
bate group. This is the typical daily routine that 
one monk described regarding his life in a monas-
tery. Though not every monastery has exactly the 
same routine, most likely would not differ drasti-
cally. Those monks who were not affiliates of any 
particular monastery in the area had more relaxed 
schedules and more free time, which they often 
spent by taking English classes or learning to use 
the computer. What was explained previously re-
garding the virtual impossibility of living the true 
Buddhist monk’s life becomes clearer when one 
examines the very circumspect schedule that gov-
erns the life of the monk in the monastery.
 Monastic life is characterized by discipline 
and control. Asked why he decided to stay in the 
monastery after many years of life there, a monk 
gave an answer that was similar to what most of 
the others proffered. He said that he had an initial 
attraction to Buddhist philosophy and that inter-
est had guided his decision to join. He would later 
explain that the discipline and self-control incul-
cated through the philosophy he learns allow him 
to resist distractions and temptations to leave. 
This stoic life of self-control and discipline moves 

sometime in the sixth grade he was forced out of 
formal education due to a severe illness. To re-
main useful to the family, he was occupied in his 
sister’s business where soon the routine became a 
mundane dance of existence (to him) rather than 
an abundant life. He would wake up early, eat 
breakfast, tend to customers, have lunch, nap, 
conduct more business, eat dinner, go to bed, 
wake up the following day and do the same all 
over again. The monk believed his life was des-
tined to be that of a businessman which, though 
potentially lucrative, was very mundane.
 This routine was disturbed by the death of 
a family friend and fellow businessman. It was 
at the subsequent cremation ceremony following 
the funeral, the monk explained, that he had his 
epiphany. Like him, this man had been working 
for most of his life, and now that he was dead, all 
his humdrum daily routines, along with all the 
money he had earned, were useless. Now that he 
was dead, all of it, all the energy expended in the 
chase of money and power, this young boy had 
calculated and appraised as a waste. He did not 
esteem that fate for himself and, now more than 
ever, he regretted all the lying that seemed an in-
extricable part of doing business. At this point, a 
boy stood on the cusp of a spiritual epiphany as 
he assumed the role of the other and saw himself, 
his life, and possible lives, in the lifeless body dis-
played on the ceremonial pyre. He was 11 years 
old, yet very capable of abstract thought. He also 
was far less egocentric than a typical 8- year-old 
would be. Thus, the monk described himself as be-
ing ready (and without coaching), to assume the 
role of the other, seeing himself through others’ 
eyes. This phenomenon described by the monk 
elucidates why a decision made at this stage of 
development and, even with these or like condi-
tions, would have greater potential durability than 
if it were imposed upon a young child.
 Standing on the cusp of spiritual and religious 
realization, the 11-year-old boy reflected on the 
afterlife (or afterlives) as he glared at the harbin-
ger of thought that coursed through his brain. He 
was unsure about the afterlife and he was very 
concerned that, if he did nothing with his life 
and there really was an afterlife, he would be in 
a quandary. However, if he was able in his work 
to find balance and peace and improve his mind, 
then he would be secure either way. Consequent-
ly, he decided to join the monastery. This monk 
opined, in sum: “A calm mind is what is most im-
portant in life.” 
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cogently keeps monks from disrobing once they 
have settled into the task of shouldering this hefty 
vocation? The interview data suggest that possi-
bly the most influential factor is the skill level of 
the monks in relation to the skill-set demands that 
exist in the secular world. The skills that mon-
astery life and Buddhist philosophy embrace are 
usually juxtaposed to those that would be critical 
to successful navigation of life outside the mon-
astery. A monk described monastery life thusly: 
“Monastery discipline is good and clean. I will 
never forget my monastery’s kindness in this life.” 
The seemingly idealistic world that is the Bud-
dhist monastery significantly contrasts the rough 
and sometimes heartless world outside the mon-
astery. Many of the monks confess that they have 
“. . . no qualifications to work outside the mon-
astery because [they] join so young.” They argue 
that, though they love the monastery and the life 
that comes with it, they really “. . . know no oth-
er life besides being a monk . . . didn’t know any-
thing about business or anything outside monas-
tic life.”
 It appears, therefore, that most monks either 
lack the motivation to want to disrobe, or may-
be they are too deficient in skills to dare venture 
into the outside world. Additionally, one could 
proffer the argument that, after having grown ac-
customed to the structure and relative comfort of 
the world of the monastery, it would take an act 
of personal upheaval or one that challenged very 
convincingly the life and philosophies that these 
young men have embraced in order to cause dis-
robing. Potentially, such a change could be most 
expected from a monk who had monastery life 
imposed upon him or one who never began to 
identify in a personal way with the teachings and 
philosophies that he was taught. Once account-
ing for these factors, it would become fairly dif-
ficult, if not impossible, to tell whether the love 
that monks expressed and felt for their monastery 
and their chosen lifestyle was a function of cogni-
tive dissonance or a love that grew from develop-
mental circumstances.
 Whatever conclusion the reader may choose 
to draw from the question above, it cannot be de-
nied that monks exhibit very strong bonds of love 
and respect for each other and their monasteries. 
The monastery is like a commune and the mem-
bers function like a close extended family. This 
atmosphere could be an ideal place for anyone 
seeking persons with similar passions and voca-
tional leanings. It also would be a safe and re-
vered space for exploring one’s culture, religion, 

very quickly for young monks, from being taught 
Buddhist philosophy to what one monk described 
as an “art of living.” Monks cited the development 
of control over one’s mind as a welcome benefit 
from this vocational choice, and thus they argue 
that their lives become more meaningful. Mod-
ern lay Buddhists cannot make such a strong de-
finitive claim because they, according to these 
monks: “. . . pray for good business but monks do 
not pray for worldly things but take refuge in the 
wisdom of god.”
 We differentiate between modern and older 
lay Buddhists because, according to one monk 
participant, in order to be a serious practitioner of 
Buddhism, a person must leave home and must 
have many years of free time, as we have de-
scribed previously. Monks, therefore, are free to 
focus all their energy on their vocation, while lay 
Buddhists have no choice but to divide their en-
ergies and attention. In old times, however, there 
were many yogis and hermits but today there are 
fewer. To say that sacrifice and “renouncing” are 
integral parts of the Buddhist monk’s lifestyle, and 
therefore play a very important role in this voca-
tional decision, is an understatement that we have 
examined repeatedly. Unavoidably, however, this 
issue will be reiterated since it is a critical and in-
terrelated portion of the lifestyle and the vocation-
al decision-making process. Talking about part of 
the sacrifice he embraced, and that many aspiring 
monks face, one participant pronounced:

Under such circumstances [Chinese poli-
cies toward Tibetans and the Dalai Lama] 
no sensible person, especially a religious 
person, can survive without ignoring the 
world around you and your destiny and 
comfort. Under such circumstances I had 
to leave my dear parents, dear relatives, 
dear nomadic life, the monastery setting, 
and the beautiful grassland behind and 
come to India.

Like the lotus flower, out of the muck and struggle 
through which many of these young men often 
have to tramp, many emerge as beacons of sto-
icism, perseverance, and peace, thus gaining them 
the respect and admiration of their communities 
and their countrymen.
 Life in the monastery includes a plethora of 
statues, teachings, temples, texts, community, 
chants, ceremonies, sutras, scripts, schedules, 
rules, and more. One monastery had 3,000 monks, 
an abbot, a chant master, pilgrimages, novices, the 
Three Jewels (Dharma, Buddha, Sangha), medita-
tion, prayer in the halls, and mandalas. But what 
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learning was a phenomenon that would be played 
out many times over as other data collectors re-
turned with similar stories of monks for whom 
the learning process seemed almost a palpable 
and honest experience—one that as a teacher I 
could visibly observe with little difficulty. If one 
were to compare these reactions to the stories of 
wholesale woe and disappointment sometimes re-
ported by Western teachers, the situation would 
seem to suggest a devaluation of the education-
al experience in the West at the expense of the re-
sults, which society often demands instantly. One 
could venture to conclude that the West values 
the destination more so than the odyssey, while 
the monks in the study, at least from this limited 
vantage point, savor the educational journey far 
more than Westerners typically do. Of course, we 
could be charged with overly romanticizing the 
monks and being overly critical of our own cul-
ture, not to mention being guilty of stereotyping.
 Generalizations and all culturally romantic 
notions considered, the monks in our study con-
veyed a deep love for knowledge and learning that 
generally existed among themselves and often in 
the families from which they came. At age 13, one 
young man was urged very strongly by his moth-
er to join the monastery. For him, monastic life: 
“. . . is [was] the only way to get an education.” 
Another was sent to the monastery at age 8 by 
his parents for the primary purpose of obtaining 
an education. These kinds of scenarios manifest-
ed themselves in numerous monk stories and, in 
most cases, the children were offspring from poor-
er nomadic villages that allegedly offered very ru-
dimentary education. If one had aspirations be-
yond, say, the herding and nomadic lifestyle, then 
an education beyond that level was necessary. 
More often than not, the best local alternative for 
that kind of education was the monastery.
 Describing an environment of extreme pover-
ty in his nomadic East Tibetan province of Amdo, 
a monk relived his desperation to get out—to es-
cape the poverty and seeming desolation. He re-
membered always reading children’s books as he 
tended to the animals on the farm, a testament to 
his love for learning. Becoming a monk was al-
ways a thought, and it always seemed in his es-
timation like something that would be a benefi-
cial undertaking. To find a more altruistic slant 
to such a story, or to at least be able to find what 
Western minds (such as ours) would term a Bud-
dhist motive requires some interpretation. There 
were various stories, however, that would need 
far less interpretation to reach the same ends.

nationality, and personal spirituality. One monk 
told his story, one of a broken, dysfunctional fam-
ily torn apart initially by domestic violence, how 
his drunken father would beat both the young boy 
and his mother. The family was further stressed 
and torn when both his parents died while he was 
still at a tender age. Dispatched to relatives, his 
own education and care fell secondary to that of 
his cousins who were now entrusted to his care. 
Their welfare became just another one of his 
many chores. 
 With a life that seemed to begin so dismal-
ly, one might have negative prognostications, but 
this young boy’s life was changed when he joined 
the monastery with the support of his aunt (who 
may have been more than willing to have one few-
er mouth to feed and one fewer burden to bear). 
The fledgling monk sought the warmth of a place 
where he belonged and could feel genuine affec-
tion. He told the story of finding this at his mon-
astery and admitted that it was key to his voca-
tional decision. The monk also admitted that his 
main interests as a monk were compassion, affec-
tion, and love of Buddhism. With such an emo-
tional and personal commitment to the vocation, 
the seemingly pure devotion and construction of 
personal identity makes sense, with the monastic 
life elements of the larger monastic identity as its 
building blocks.

Good Education
 It cannot be denied that monasteries provide 
some form of education. One could suggest from 
the stories and comments of the monks that the 
level and content of the education provided may 
be somewhat circumscribed within a very reli-
gious and Buddhist foundation. In spite of this 
fact, while many of the skills and much of the 
knowledge may be apprised as devalued capital 
in the outside world, for many of these monks 
this may have been one of their few opportunities 
to receive an education. This “good education,” 
or at least the opportunity to earn one, was yet 
another of the decisive factors in the vocational 
discernment process for many of the interviewed 
monks. 
 One of the data collectors commented as fol-
lows regarding the enthusiasm of the interviewed 
monks assigned to him: “It was awesome to see 
the two monks when they got something or un-
derstood it. Their faces would light up and they 
would kick their feet. Their thirst for knowledge 
is almost enviable.” This exhilaration with and for 
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unsuccessful attempts at becoming admitted into 
a Tantric monastery in Lhasa but that, while he 
awaited an eventual change in fortune, he stayed 
with a poor family where he read Buddhism and 
performed puja. In a stroke of providence or good 
karma, one may say, the family had good busi-
ness relations in India, so he was able to find a 
way out of Tibet. He was asked to take the chil-
dren with him. They traveled as part of a larg-
er group until he dropped the two children off at 
a Tibetan school and then continued along with 
his quest to South India and educational opportu-
nity. Alongside his physical odyssey the man had 
done his own “renouncing” as part of the expec-
tations of the philosophies that he was about to 
make his lifestyle. The monk reflected: “If I mar-
ry, I wouldn’t have a good education, would not 
know about Buddhist reason.” One monk fur-
thered the statement to comment didactically that 
marrying a wife equaled suffering. From a West-
ern lens, the reasoning is obscure and almost cal-
lous, but suffering may be a slightly different con-
cept in non-western eyes and may have many 
different connotations. If having a wife does keep 
one from the ultimate religious, personal, and nat-
ural calling, then it potentially could be paralleled 
with suffering of the worst kind, from the monk’s 
perspectives.

Family Issues
 Does struggle and suffering of any kind serve 
to strengthen the resolve of the monk regarding his 
vocational choice? Does this suffering serve mere-
ly as hardship and a hurdle to be overcome, or 
does it perform character-building actions? Does 
the resolve that is supposedly built by suffering 
weaken over time? Many of these questions were 
answered by the research participants, in varying 
degrees, as we examined the interview data. The 
impact of family issues on the monks’ decision 
was a critical category of inquiry. In some cases, 
family issues of various kinds drove young boys 
into monasteries while, in other cases, the strong 
emotions connected with familial ties threatened 
to undermine the vocational choice.
 With 1 older sister and 2 younger brothers, 
aged 15 and 8 years, one 21-year-old young man 
decided to take up monastic life because he felt a 
calling to that vocation. We met him shortly after 
he had made his decision and the monk was new-
ly arrived at his monastery. As noble as the in-
tention was, it conflicted with long-held tradition 
that the eldest son inherited the responsibility of 

 For example, one monk narrated: “One day I 
was reading a story about Tibetan kings, and my 
aunt scolded me for not doing my work.” This 
love for learning continued to be tested as he 
would later spend 3 years at a small monastery 
close to his nomadic village. There were no teach-
ers there, so he would leave for Lhasa with the in-
tention that he would become educated and be 
able to return to help another group. The monk 
had taught many young Tibetan monks the Tibet-
an language before, but he thought he could be of 
far greater use if he had a firm grasp of Buddhist 
philosophy, so he sought to continue his educa-
tion in that direction. In his case, the desire for 
self-improvement assumed a symbiotic relation-
ship with the desire to return and be of service 
to others; hence, the hybrid of the two desires is 
an altruistic act and one that, from this vantage 
point, was rooted in Buddhist teaching. 
 Yet another story illustrated how restriction 
sometimes served to fuel the desire for what life 
seemingly restricted. A monk disclosed: “At age 
15 I left my nomadic life in Amdo and became 
a monk. I studied Buddhist philosophy and rit-
ual-related sutra and scripts.” This monk’s sto-
ry continued as a carbon copy of many of the 
other stories that we have examined. The differ-
ence is that this monk reminisced to a time peri-
od spanning when he was 8 years old to when he 
was 15, when he studied only Chinese because it 
was a compulsory subject at school (local pub-
lic schools). To this young Tibetan, seeking both 
national and personal identity, such a parochial 
action became a vehicle for rebellion. He decid-
ed to learn all he could about Buddhism, Tibet-
an culture, and its religion—all which he felt had 
been denied. The monastery provided the oppor-
tunity for an education that had been disavowed 
by the authorities and the governmental system. 
Another monk with a more “evangelical” motive 
moved to Dharamsala in order to learn English 
because he deemed it a critical skill for operating 
in the contemporary world. His intent, like many 
of the monks who sought to learn the English lan-
guage, was to be able to articulate the teachings 
of Buddha and the intricacies of Buddhist philoso-
phy to Westerners. Education, thus, is not merely 
acquired for its own sake but, rather, it is under-
taken with a higher charge of service in mind. 
 The monk whose story of being scolded by 
his aunt for reading while he was supposed to 
be tending the herd later revealed a few more of 
the hardships that sometimes befall those quest-
ing educational opportunities. He told of his 
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friends from his old monastery were moving to 
the same region where he presently was based. 
They were going to share an apartment and, al-
though he was elated by that prospect, the monk 
was still questioning his decision because of his 
family.
 Another young monk seemed to have simi-
lar misgivings about his decision to join the mon-
astery. His came from an agrarian family, having 
seven brothers, one of whom was a soldier. Sent 
to the monastery at age 6 by his father, this sibling 
was meant to bring honor to the family, as it was 
thought honorable to have a monk in the fami-
ly. Additionally, like some Western parents who 
sometimes try to live vicariously through their 
children, the young monk’s father had always de-
sired the life of a monk, but he never felt that he 
had the chance. This man was determined to have 
one of his sons become a monk, and the lot fell 
to this young man. This monk, having entered at 
6 years old, now confessed that he stays because 
it is not possible to return home, if he were to 
disrobe. He seemed less happy than most monks 
about the monastic life and he was less excited 
to talk about Buddhist philosophy. If this attitude 
is, in fact, due to the aforementioned factors and 
his overall displeasure, and not merely a cultural 
misunderstanding, an anomaly, or miscommuni-
cation between the monk and the data collector, 
then there are interesting questions and subjects 
to raise here regarding the lifetime calling of mo-
nastic life.
 There is seemingly considerable external so-
cial pressure that intends to keep young boys true 
to their vocation, whether or not they made the 
choice freely. The pressure of knowingly bring-
ing dishonor to one’s parents and family, as op-
posed to the honor for which they hoped, is a 
considerable weight to bear. Likely, it functions 
as a very powerful deterrent to those who would 
consider disrobing. However, to reference the as-
tounding estimates that the coordinator of Vol-
unteer Tibet had provided, how does one reckon 
these two disparate occurrences? The story of the 
eldest son who, against tradition, took up mon-
astery life may provide an interesting explana-
tion. In both cases there seems to be a weaken-
ing of social sanctions’ potency. Could it be that 
the younger generation of Tibetans do not feel as 
guided or bound by tradition and customs as do 
the older generations? An explanation along these 
lines would, if only parsimoniously, begin to ac-
count for the stark differences in the estimates 
given for the number of young Tibetan boys who, 

caring for the family and continuing the lineage. 
There was immediate conflict with the family pa-
triarch, described as a quiet man who works in 
the army. While the father eventually quietly ac-
quiesced to his son’s decision and supported him, 
the situation raised the question: What happens 
when traditional duty and one’s calling seeming-
ly conflict? Judging from the resolution of the im-
passe, it seemed in this particular case that the 
calling wins out, if the devotee is intent to em-
bark on the noble undertaking. It may be possi-
ble that, although tradition had to bend to per-
sonal religious passion in this case, the presence 
of two other sons, though younger, may have soft-
ened the conflict caused by this assault on tradi-
tion. The young monk talked about being contin-
ually wracked with guilt because his family has to 
support him financially through his decision. He 
made it clear that, in his culture, it is important to 
honor one’s parents and care for them, but he had 
no idea how he was going to repay them follow-
ing his monastic decision.
 Although, or maybe because, the young monk 
was still such a neophyte in his chosen vocation, 
he seemed torn by the very duality that led to 
his initial decision to join the monastery. He de-
scribed a perpetual paradox: to follow what he 
felt was his calling contrasted with following no-
ble tradition. He must dispense with it or at the 
very least break tradition. This was a conundrum 
that will have to be resolved as the monk con-
tinues repeatedly to reevaluate his decision. He 
offered one assessment where he examined the 
possibility of working in the “real world” and con-
cluded that he does not have the qualifications for 
such a job. At the time of our interview, the monk 
was still: “. . . questioning whether or not to re-
main a monk because of his family,” wrote one 
data collector.
 It took the collective efforts of the young neo-
phyte monk and some of his neighbors to con-
vince his disapproving parents that he should be 
allowed to answer what he felt was his spiritual 
call. The questioning of his vocational decision 
potentially could have been compounded by bore-
dom, coupled with the stress of having to accli-
mate to a new area without the normal social sup-
port systems to which he had grown accustomed. 
With that much external and internal stress, it is 
possible that all the tension and resultant issues 
could be generalized to the decision that brought 
him to that point. There was an optimistic sense 
of hope regarding this torn young monk. Just be-
fore we left, he received news that some of his 
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family being assaulted by tragedy, the monastery 
became a refuge for both the young monk and the 
honor and hope of his mother. In these types of 
situations, the family structure and the congenial, 
nurturing atmosphere of the monastery become 
a welcomed and very capable surrogate for the 
young boy who is leaving the besieged family.
 It appears that most monks, regardless of the 
circumstances under which they joined the mon-
astery, eventually grew to love and appreciate 
it. “Pressure from [my] parents” was the reason 
for joining the monastery, a monk wrote, but he 
would allude to his love for the Buddha,   his re-
spect for the Dalai Lama and his teachings, and 
Tibetan Buddhism as the key reasons for his deci-
sion to stay. He was 13 years old when he joined, 
but he has: “. . . obviously grown to love his life as 
a monk even though he did not choose it,” a data 
collector observed. The teachers and uncle of one 
monk agreed that he should become a monk, and 
soon he was in a monastery. The monk’s pres-
ent view of the decision: “It is OK. Yes, it is. Not 
wrong. I like being a monk and doing a monk’s 
job.” A possible drawback to putting boys into 
monasteries at a very young age is that they have 
no frame of reference when they do become old 
enough to question the decision that was made on 
their behalf. One monk has no memory of life be-
fore the monastery, since his grandmother decid-
ed to enroll him in a monastery while he was still 
in kindergarten. He has grown into the decision, 
though, and reported that he enjoys his present 
life and lifestyle.

Political Issues
 To attempt to examine the concept of vocation-
al discernment regarding Buddhist monks with-
out including the political situation and its effects 
on that process would fail to aptly represent the 
findings from our data. The monks describe the 
political situation in Tibet as one in which it is dif-
ficult to freely practice one’s religion. This lack of 
religious freedom is underscored by the physical 
destruction of the temples or, in other cases, the 
detaining of the abbots and other leaders, the ter-
rorizing of the monasteries through repeated ran-
sacking and raids, the usurping of the rule of the 
monastery by the Chinese government, or a com-
bination of these and other tactics. Relating his 
experience with the political situation, one monk 
communicated: “I could not join my local monas-
tery because it was destroyed by the Chinese inva-
sion. Only two monks remain because of Chinese 

put into monasteries from 7 to 9 years old, dis-
robe, as opposed to their cohort who grew up in 
India. There may yet be life in this explanation as 
many monks in this data set provided support for 
the idea that there is an eroding of cultural tradi-
tion and, with it, the waning of the power of so-
cial sanction, norms, and mores by which the old 
guard lived.
 One older monk leveled a few indictments 
against the younger generation of Tibetans, say-
ing: “Some young people think that we lost our 
country because we have been too passive.” This 
was a response to the indictment that some of the 
young—more than likely the lay Buddhists—have 
leveled against the old guard. This denunciation 
contrasts tradition and the essence of Buddhist 
philosophy thus serving as a telling sign of the po-
tential erosion of social sanctions’ power and tra-
ditions that we discussed earlier. An older monk 
added: “In old times a man who could spread 
peace and compassion was considered masculine. 
Now, focus has shifted toward money and mate-
rialism.” No matter what the outside culture be-
lieved, the monk thought, it was always best to 
work toward peace and compassion. In that light, 
then, the structure and discipline of the monas-
tery become even more important, if it is to be the 
last bastion of Buddhist and Tibetan culture and 
tradition. If one does aim at protectionist policies 
regarding culture, then a minimization of interac-
tion, or at the very least a controlled interaction 
with other cultures, is advisable.
 The family still remains the ideal place for 
conveying culture and tradition for Tibetans, but, 
when families do not function normally, the mon-
astery often seems to fill in the position as sur-
rogate. In the instance of domestic violence, the 
family structure is compromised and dysfunction 
ensues. One monk, whose story of domestic vio-
lence we have examined under a separate theme, 
underwent a kind of Cinderella story. Follow-
ing the death of his father, who was “not a good 
man,” and the subsequent passing of his moth-
er, the monk spoke of providence leading him to 
a monastery. There he experienced the love, ac-
ceptance, compassion, and nurturing for which 
he had been longing. The family atmosphere of 
the monastery served as a haven from cruel fate 
for yet another monk. At 12 years old he was still 
reeling from the death of his father, at which time 
2 of his 7 siblings, aged 2 and 3, also passed. 
The monk recounted: “When I saw such a very 
sad situation, I decided my own self to become 
a monk, my mother was very happy.” With the 
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 It would take four arduous attempts before 
the monk successfully made it to India. His first 
attempt was made with a group of 15 people. Af-
ter a long trek through the Himalayas they arrived 
in Nepal, where there was a bridge guarded by a 
Chinese camp. Just across that river laid his de-
sires for religious freedom. No sooner had they 
begun to cross the bridge than they were seized. 
The rest of the night became a nightmare that 
they would all have to relive for the rest of their 
lives. They were held for the entire night and tor-
tured throughout their detainment. He told of be-
ing forced to hold their arms outstretched in front 
of their bodies while they supported the weight of 
heavy, flat, metal objects. To ensure that the tor-
ture had its intended effect, cigarette lighters were 
positioned directly under their outstretched arms, 
so that when their arms inevitably grew too fa-
tigued to support the heavy weights, they were 
burned.
 Early the following morning the group was 
loaded into jeeps and transported to another pris-
on camp. They were issued a stiff warning, as it 
was their first offense, but they received some le-
niency and were released. They were sent back 
to Lhasa. After about 4 or 5 months, the monk 
made a second trek with another group. A jeep 
took the group to the base of the mountain from 
which they hiked for 13 days through the Himala-
yas until they came to Kathmandu. The individu-
als were identified by police in the area and tak-
en to a detention center. Through a translator they 
explained to their captors that they were only try-
ing to see the Dalai Lama. The police discussed 
the situation among themselves and then told the 
group that they would be put on a bus that would 
take them to see the Dalai Lama. So strong was 
their conviction and desire to escape and take 
up monastic life and start a new life in a Tibetan 
community that they naively believed the story 
without question. Along the way to the supposed 
destination, two detainees who were familiar with 
the route realized that they were heading in the 
wrong direction. They were headed for Tibet.
 They were handed over to the Chinese police 
and spent two days at a prison camp before being 
returned to Tibet. Utterly disillusioned, the young 
man joined a monastery in Lhasa and abandoned 
his hopes of ever being free to practice his religion. 
It was a full year before he tried again. His time 
at the monastery did not hold the best of mem-
ories. There was very little food, the education-
al opportunities were very poor, and the building 
suffered frequent forays from the Chinese police. 

occupation.” Another monk added: “From the 
late 1990s the Chinese policy toward the Tibetans 
and Dalai Lama became intolerable.” They served 
to echo what we had heard so many times on our 
trip from many different sources that were sup-
portive of the Tibetan plight. A young monk pro-
posed: “This makes it impossible to live an ideal 
monk’s life . . . under such unjust laws and orders 
no sensible being, especially a religious person, 
can survive without ignoring the world around 
you and your destiny as well as your comfort.” 
Anyone still living in Tibet or Lhasa who serious-
ly desires to take up monastic commitments has 
to be willing to face what many of the monks de-
scribed as almost insurmountable odds, often to 
the extent of being prepared to bleed and possibly 
die for that choice.
 Even those monks who have, through craft or 
providence or both, managed to get out of Lhasa 
and into India to join monasteries, say they have 
to worry about the families they left behind as 
these families often suffer physically the brunt of 
the young man’s decision. One monk was very 
near tears as he told us of his aged parents whom 
he had to forsake. He related not being able to 
communicate with them because all communica-
tion channels were monitored by the Chinese gov-
ernment and the family could face serious penal-
ties for that action. Not only communication, but 
movement also was especially restricted. A young 
monk told of how he skirted restrictions in order 
to take up his monastic life, explaining: “I could 
not go to Lhasa without permission of the Chi-
nese government. My uncle was a very clever and 
smart man and bribed the official in the area with 
cheese, butter, and fruit.”
 A monk told his story of coming to India to 
be a monk. It turned out to be such a powerful 
account of suffering, determination, and fortune 
that it seemed to parallel only the plot of a very 
well-written movie. The indomitable spirit of the 
narrator is what shone through most brilliantly as 
he retold his trials, before commenting that his 
journey really was not completely terrible, con-
sidering the fact that he was lucky to have come 
through alive while many other Tibetans did not. 
He related the severe poverty that his older broth-
er experienced as he escaped in his village. His 
brother excelled in Chinese at school and was 
thus able to secure a job from the Chinese gov-
ernment in a law office. While his older broth-
er worked in the secular world, this young man 
sought a vocation as a Buddhist monk.
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promptly dispatched a representative to ascertain 
the circumstances under which they had been de-
tained. Jaded by prior negative experiences, they 
believed their aide to be an undercover policeman 
and thus refused to converse with him. A second 
representative was sent, and this time the group, 
strained and stressed by the situation and the 
history that gave it birth, broke down, explain-
ing among their tears the difficulties of their jour-
ney to Nepal. A bribe from the representative to 
the guards ensured safe passage to India for all 
the travelers and, at last, what felt like a mira-
cle seemed to have occurred for the monk. Final-
ly, after three fruitless attempts, the young monk 
achieved his wish to worship and learn in a Bud-
dhist monastery that was not censored by the Chi-
nese government. He “. . . looked so peaceful sit-
ting in front of me. Speaking with him helps me 
keep perspective, and will for a long time,” said 
the data collector as he looked almost in awe at the 
narrator of an autobiography almost too incredi-
bly genuine, human, and touching to believe.

Discussion
 The human element of decisions often is the 
most complex factor to decipher in any situation. 
There are often so many variables, and they fre-
quently interlace each other in such a complicated 
network of relationships that no singular explora-
tion would suffice. There is always room for more 
inquiry, more questions born of the original ques-
tion that remain unanswered, and still more an-
gles from which the issue can be surveyed. With 
vocational discernment, the above analysis aptly 
applies. There are still many questions posed by 
our examination of these monks’ vocational dis-
cernment. Here we distill the issues and examine 
as well as broach a few of our own questions in-
tended to further burgeon research in this area. Of 
the 6 themes, religious altruism and family issues 
seemed the most decisive factors in the decision 
of the monks, although all themes possessed rela-
tive strength throughout the analysis.
 The 6 reported themes continued to interlace 
each other as we at times seemed irrefragable, 
finding that more questions surfaced. When faced 
with the study of Buddhism theme as a salient 
factor, the question of inception age into the mon-
astery became an area of particular interest. Was 
it better to enter the monastery as a child at the 
behest of one’s parents or as a teen and of one’s 
own accord? We cited an absence of identity navi-
gation in children and, instead, saw identity con-
struction and consolidation as characteristic of 

With a group of 47 Tibetans he began his third es-
cape attempt, and this one, like the others, was 
set for failure. Packed in a truck, they drove to 
the mountains before beginning a 20-day march 
through the Himalayas. This attempt was made 
during the winter and they encountered the sea-
son’s harsh conditions. They slept during the day 
to avoid the worst of the winter conditions and 
walked all through the night. One of the nuns 
who was with them fell ill and a monk broke his 
leg. Both seemed like harbingers of the eventu-
al failure of this trip. The group had to take turns 
carrying the injured until they happened upon a 
small village where they left the sick with a bit of 
money to cover their care.
 After another lengthy hike, there was one 
mountain peak left to cross, and the group could 
see their promised land. They spied what they 
thought was a small village of nomads in the dis-
tance and made their way toward them hoping for 
some desperately needed rest and recuperation. 
The encampment turned out to be Chinese po-
lice who had been tipped off by the injured mem-
bers of the group when the Chinese had raided 
the small village. The young monk-to-be was tak-
en into custody and again returned unceremoni-
ously to Tibet—a third failed attempt. Why would 
one not have simply quit?
 His lengthening criminal record made it diffi-
cult for him to return to his old local monastery, so 
he lived with a family in Lhasa for one year. Dur-
ing that time, he was informed by some Tibetans 
that there was an alternative route where chance 
of success was far greater than those he had been 
taking before, but it would be longer. He made up 
his mind to try yet a fourth time in order to reach 
India and left with three other monks. Again 
they set off by jeep for the mountains, and after 
7 days of driving they hiked for 30 days through 
the mountains. Falling on hard times, they trad-
ed with some nomads, giving some of their warm 
clothing for food since, after only one week, their 
supply had run out. They reached Nepal safely, 
and again their attempt at escape seemed like it 
would be foiled when they were discovered by 
police. One of them managed to elude capture, 
but the others, including the monk whom we in-
terviewed, were taken to a detention center and 
interrogated.
 The escaped monk did not forsake his spiri-
tual brothers but, rather, alerted the Tibetan agen-
cy of the capture and imprisonment of his three 
fellows. This action may have tipped the scales 
of providence in their favor because the agency 
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the day counting their prayers on beads or turn-
ing prayer wheels demonstrates the link between 
these two entities. Monks want to study Buddhism 
to live a better life both now and beyond, as well 
as to be able to benefit others. In order to achieve 
any of those goals to a significant degree, a solid, 
thorough study of Buddhism is necessary because 
this sort of life must be lived via Buddhist phil-
osophical teachings. The diligent study of Bud-
dhism lends itself to an evangelical and apologet-
ic function as well. A well-studied monk is able 
to defend and discuss his life of choice. He also is 
better able to share the intricacies of his life’s phi-
losophy to those who are new to it.
 Some monks came into monastic commit-
ment through a religious realization. Often, these 
were a result of personal introspection or an in-
ternal scrutiny prompted by an incident. Others 
came to monastic life through altruism. This was 
characteristic of decisions that put the good of the 
community or others before that of the individual. 
Many of the monks who exhibited such altruistic 
intentions spoke of being compassionate or seek-
ing avenues to be compassionate. Culturally, men 
appeared to be far more emotionally comfortable 
with other men. Men holding hands and standing 
with limited personal space between them was a 
common sight. Are these men more innately com-
passionate, emotive, and nurturing than others in 
the natural population? Do they therefore gravi-
tate to the monastery because it represents a place 
where their uniqueness is celebrated and reward-
ed? Mathematically inclined persons gravitate to-
ward engineering and banking, and didactic peo-
ple to teaching positions. Maybe, in like fashion, 
a certain kind of person gravitates toward that 
vocation.
 Often the family, especially the parents, was 
a focal point for future monks as the young man 
pondered his decision. In many cases the deci-
sion was made for the young man and, in keeping 
with the traditions, he would respect the bidding 
of his family. In some other cases, the monastery, 
with its strong familial atmosphere, became a sur-
rogate (of sorts) for young men who may not have 
had the most positive beginnings. The complexi-
ty of the commitment becomes that much more 
bearable when a safe and supportive atmosphere 
exists. “Monks practice an art of living” and if this 
is as true as it sounds, then one has to appreci-
ate the arduous nature of the task, as it is not one 
that can be assumed and laid aside at the conve-
nience of the monk. There are distractions and 
temptations; we must refrain from romanticizing 

the teen and young adult developmental periods. 
What must be considered, too, is that assumptions 
regarding abstract thought and identity navigation 
in younger children, in comparison to teenagers, 
may be tainted with the flaw of Western bias. We 
noticed that the relationship between fathers and 
sons in these communities involved a kind of ap-
prentice model where the young boy was attached 
to his father and, by role playing and direct in-
volvement, learned much that we have not yet 
begun to examine or fully understand. Does this 
apprenticeship relationship between father and 
son account for or otherwise impact the fact that 
young boys before age 9 typically are not capable 
of engaging in abstract thought?
 What of the Tibetan boys who are born in 
India and the high incidence of disrobing when 
put into monasteries at young ages? Is it possi-
ble that a widening of the generation gap is oc-
curring? Is the political situation exacerbating the 
normal situation of generational differences? Or 
is there an even more historical cause—the diffu-
sion of the Tibetan national identity? We suspect 
that all of the above may be active in varying de-
grees at various times and situations. Generation-
al differences are normal, representing the current 
cohort’s reaction to the prevailing social condi-
tions and their attempt to negotiate and reconcile 
their cultural differences with the external and 
internal pressures brought to bear in their social 
and economical development. Sometimes this re-
sults in a more fortified cultural identity, a stron-
ger people, and the evolution of that society. In 
other cases, the culture and the people are weak-
ened and may even disappear altogether. The po-
litical situation with regard to the Chinese occu-
pation of Tibet may be placing additional stress as 
the younger generation becomes resentful of the 
older generation, making them and the traditions 
that they represent responsible for the present sit-
uation. These boys, seemingly of mixed identi-
ty, may lean more toward the majority culture in 
which they have grown up, causing a kind of at-
rophy with regard to the Tibetan identity.
 The study of Buddhism seems intricately 
linked to the preservation of Tibetan culture and 
nationality. Young men keen on learning about 
their own culture and on preserving that culture 
find that the monastery and the philosophy that 
it espouses are avenues holding special interest. 
Much of the Tibetan culture seems like an exten-
sion of Buddhist philosophy. The number of peo-
ple, for instance, who visit the temples daily and 
the many people who can be seen at any time of 
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their decision to join the monastery or the deci-
sion that was made on their behalf, showed ev-
idence of a kind of disillusionment and disin-
terest, not with Buddhism itself, but rather with 
the vocational choice. Thus, it becomes appar-
ent that their present position is a possible result 
of poor fit rather than a failure of the monastery 
or the individual in any way. Most of these par-
ticular monks belonged to the category of those 
who were placed in monasteries as children. Oth-
er monks seemed to have grown into their situa-
tion and expressed love for monastic life and ev-
erything it represented. Though they lamented 
the fact that they lacked the requisite skills to op-
erate successfully in the outside world, they had 
come to embrace Buddhist philosophy and mo-
nastic life. Have these monks embraced the phi-
losophy without question? Have they bowed to 
social pressure and tradition? Or is Buddhism it-
self providing an explanation, as well as the nec-
essary support system that makes bearing this vo-
cational weight possible?
 The entire issue of monastic life in Tibetan 
culture has become so tied into the political sit-
uation, if not through the many demonstrations 
in which monks participate, then because monas-
teries have become conservatories of Tibetan cul-
ture. Many of the monks have taken up the com-
mitment almost as a kind of rebellion against the 
Chinese occupation and, in some cases, the Chi-
nese stifling of Tibetan religious freedom has led 
to an increased lay appreciation of monks and all 
they represent. The Himalayas, a common path 
taken by those seeking escape from Chinese-con-
trolled Tibet, seem emblematic of the insurmount-
able odds that young men face when seeking to 
practice their religion. While this route remains a 
daunting task, the numbers who continue to risk 
everything to try to stay true to their vocational 
choice is inspiring.

Limitations and Future Research
 The present study, while illuminating in its 
findings with regard to vocational discernment in 
Tibetan Buddhist monks, informs the structure of 
future research on this topic. The language limita-
tions of the researchers, while overcome by con-
stant use of native volunteers working in the Ti-
betan villages, was a challenge especially vis-a-vis 
cross checking the journals with the writing sam-
ples. We believe the idea of using writing samples 
in this kind of research helped reduce possible 
stress and discomfort between the data collector 
and the participant, while also providing a useful 

monks. Thus, the very structure of monastery life 
serves not only to better the Buddhist practitio-
ner, but to help make the spiritual journey more 
manageable.
 The monastery, in addition to providing Bud-
dhist teaching, affords a chance to gain valu-
able education. The Dalai Lama has encouraged 
monks to learn a trio of languages: Chinese, Span-
ish, and English. Many of these monks may never 
have had the chance for this otherwise. It seems, 
though, that most of the education that the monks 
receive points toward another end, which itself 
fits with the goal of benefiting all sentient beings. 
But for those monks who decided to join the mon-
astery because of the desire for education, is their 
vocation tarnished because of what seems like a 
selfish motive? The “selfish” motive seemingly be-
comes transformed in most cases as new monks 
learn and accept the Buddhist philosophies. In the 
final analysis, however, even the education for 
which some monks made this vocational decision 
is insufficient. By the monks’ own admission, the 
teachings of the monasteries do not adequate-
ly prepare them to operate in the outside world, 
and why would it since they are not concerned 
with those things that the outside world values so 
highly. For those young men who grew up under 
Chinese rule, where their Tibetan culture and re-
ligious freedoms were denied, the monastery is a 
haven from oppression. There they can examine 
freely these critical parts of their identity and be-
come the preservers of this history.
 The family remains, along with the monas-
tery, the last bastion of Tibetan culture, history, 
identity, and religion. Many young boys joined 
monasteries as a result of tradition, but it is ap-
parent that tradition may have become more fluid 
through its clash with duty and increased moder-
nity and an exercising of choice. The duty of the 
eldest son is sometimes called into question when 
he decides to exercise personal choice. There is an 
apparent weakening of the power of social pres-
sure as young men seem less distraught by the 
prospect of disrobing, especially when they were 
put into monasteries before they were able to con-
tribute to that decision. Traditionally, the process 
of making that decision was never one that elicit-
ed or expected the input of the young man, and it 
would be remiss of him to renege on the decision 
once it was finalized.
 Family dysfunction was often healed or its ef-
fects at least mitigated once the young man en-
tered the compassionate, family atmosphere of the 
monastery. A few monks, however, in reassessing 
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Professor and monk from the Saint John’s Abbey 
was invaluable in organizing this group. Brother 
Aaron Raverty consulted on the project and very 
special assistance came from Iris Cornelius and 
her grand-daughter Kayla.
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structure to guide the participant in recounting 
their stories. The process of allowing participants 
to treat the interviews as assignments for which 
they received assistance from fellow monks could 
have weakened the richness of the stories told, as 
this review process may have led to some censor-
ing of some elements of the stories. 
 While data collectors were exposed to the eth-
nographic techniques before their interviews, ex-
posure to teaching techniques, especially teaching 
English as a second language, may have proven 
helpful. That, coupled with greater prior exposure 
to Tibetan culture and language, may have served 
to improve the quality of the data and the collec-
tion process. We felt however, that the quality of 
the stories in this study were more than sufficient 
in both depth and detail to allow for this first ex-
ploration into this concern. 
 While the small sample of Tibetan monks in 
Dharamsala has produced interesting findings, it 
remains yet to interview monks from other Tibet-
an communities, most notably in Nepal, where 
most refugees first land after leaving Tibet. Our 
next student research group will be traveling there 
in order to conduct interviews in Nepalese mon-
asteries. There is likewise the need to gain infor-
mation from the sisters who are in monasteries in 
the Tibetan communities in India and Nepal, con-
sequently, our next group will include female stu-
dent researchers in order to engage in collecting 
the stories of women in monasteries. 
 There is also a need to ensure that all of the 
four major schools of Tibetan Buddhism are rep-
resented in research samples. We attempted to 
have a broad representation from these schools 
in the present study, but greater attention to this 
is needed in future research follow-ups. We are 
also beginning an ambitious project of asking the 
same vocational discernment questions of Bene-
dictine monks regarding why they joined monas-
teries. We believe this may lead to a comparative 
analysis of potentially affiliated themes between 
Benedictine and Tibetan monastics. 
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