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Compassion in the Rockies, His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Shambhala Mountain Center, Red 

Feather Lakes, September 17, 2006. 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

In Sakyong Mipham Rinpoche’s remarks during the ceremonies in which His Holiness the Dalai 

Lama blessed the Great Stupa of Dharmakaya at the Shambhala Mountain Center on September 

17, he made clear his hopes that the stupa would become “a symbol of peace.” Those hopes have 

already come true as the Dalai Lama not only blessed the Buddhist shrine- the largest in the 

United States- but also accepted the first Living Peace Award from Rinpoche. Both gestures by 

the Dalai Lama, a Nobel Peace Prize winner in 1989, were rare honors indeed for the meditation 

and retreat center located in the mountains of northern Colorado near Red Feather Lakes and an 

auspicious moment in history for the stupa. 

 

Added to this was the presence of other dignitaries for peace, including Queen Noor of Jordan 

and Rabbi Irwin Kula of the National Jewish Center for Leadership and Learning, who joined 

Rinpoche, head of the Shambhala branch of Buddhism, and the Dalai Lama on a stage set against 

the colorful grandeur of the stupa and the Colorado landscape.  

 

The event capped a week of activities at the Shambhala Mountain Center called “Compassion in 

the Rockies” that included programs by Rinpoche. The Dalai Lama was also in Colorado to 

participate in a youth peace conference being held in Denver called PeaceJam, which featured 

the Dalai Lama along with nine other Nobel laureates, including Desmond Tutu. On a cold and 

blustery morning in the Colorado mountains, the Dalai Lama and guests flew by helicopter to the 

Shambhala Mountain Center, then proceeded by motorcade to the stupa. After participating in 

the event, the Dalai Lama flew back to Denver to speak to a sold-out audience at the Pepsi 

Center in the afternoon. 

 

Clad in down coats and wrapped in blankets, an estimated 2500 people gathered in the early 

morning at the foot of the stupa to not only hear the Dalai Lama, but also to receive his blessing. 

At the end of the Dalai Lama’s stay, he touched the end of a length of cloth that fanned out far 

into the audience, who in turn had tied their own “katas” together and to the length, creating a 

fabric link among those assembled and the Dalai Lama. 

 

But more than ceremony, the gathering at the stupa featured comments from the dignitaries about 

the subject of peace and compassion. Noor called for “respect for freedom, justice and 

compassion.” Kula called the gathering “a profoundly hopeful moment” as well as chanted the 

messages of love retrieved from cell phone messages from 9/11 victims. 

 

The Dalai Lama, speaking in a purposeful English and in Tibetan through an interpreter, told the 

assembly that “peace of mind comes from compassion” and that “everyone has the seed of 

compassion in them.” He spoke about the “gaps between appearance and reality” and that “our 

own action is most important.” He encouraged the audience to make an effort to make everyday 

meaningful and positive. As for the monument- the stupa- that towered above the stage, the Dalai 



Lama said, “The real stupa is in our own heart; the external stupa is just a reminder of our inner 

stupa.” 

 

But more than formal teaching, the Dalai Lama also revealed some personal human qualities, 

like having the humility to admit a “big mistake” when he called Kula a “Muslim rabbi.” He 

laughed when the interpreter informed him of what he had done and the crowd laughed with him. 

The Dalai Lama hunkered down into a huge, stately arm chair, raising a part of his robe over his 

head against the brisk weather, and he joked about rising early for the event and the force of the 

morning wind.  

 

After his remarks, the Dalai Lama was then presented with the first Living Peace Award, 

established to acknowledge “those who not only wish for peace, but who are an embodiment of 

peace in themselves, living it daily.” His Holiness, Tendzin Gyatso, the Fourteenth Dalai Lama, 

was cited as “an indelible reminder to the entire world of what it truly means to live peace” 

through his “tireless efforts to bring humanity into harmony with itself and with our precious 

planet earth.” Rinpoche presented the award which the Dalai Lama accepted by bowing deeply. 

He then left the stage and entered the stupa for a period of time before returning to touch the kata 

with a ritual scepter. 

 

After the Dalai Lama and company had left, their helicopter curving back down and over the 

crowd that waved cheerfully, events were capped off with a presentation by Chief Looking 

Horse, of the Lakota Sioux, who told the crowd we need to “unite spiritually, globally,” and with 

some traditional Tibetan dance. 

 

Indeed Rinpoche’s wish had already come true as the event dissolved into the distribution of a 

boxed lunch. For one bracing morning, the Great Stupa of Dharmakaya had truly been a “symbol 

of peace,” thanks to an unprecedented gathering of dignitaries. On its steps, the message of peace 

through compassion could hardly have been spoken with any more authority. 

 

A Date with the Dalai Lama 

 

By Tim Van Schmidt 

 

I anticipated the Compassion in the Rockies event at the Shambhala Mountain Center, featuring 

honored guest the Dalai Lama, like I anticipate all big events- with a mixture of excitement and 

nerves. The nerves come from trying to make everything work just right as a journalist- making 

the right connection for my media pass, finding the on site contact and getting the most complete 

information, then physically trying to accomplish the tasks of photographing the event as it 

transpires, listening to the presentations while taking notes, and maneuvering within crowded 

conditions. The excitement comes from knowing that no matter how the logistics work, I almost 

always come away with a memorable experience. Being in the presence of the Dalai Lama was 

memorable indeed. 

 

But after several days of thinking about it, I realize what I came away with wasn’t just a set of 

inspiring words about peace and compassion. To explain, I’ll say that in the couple of locations 

that I took up while photographing the event at the base of the Great Stupa of Dharmakaya, more 



than once I felt like the Dalai Lama was looking directly at me. Even while he was talking, at 

times, I felt like he was speaking right at me. His gaze, rather than his words, made me feel very 

self-conscious. It was as if all the goodness that this man supposedly embodied reflected my 

goodness- or lack of it- back to me. In a strange way, the Dalai Lama acted like a mirror in which 

I could better see myself- and I’m not sure I liked what I saw. 

 

Did I need the message of peace with compassion that was being discussed on stage? Absolutely. 

At this very event I momentarily lost my temper with a woman photographer who not only 

physically pushed me aside from the position I had taken for the arrival of the Dalai Lama, but 

then she sat down hard on my camera bags. I got irritated and even mumbled something I won’t 

repeat here and yanked the bags from under her- not exactly compassionate living. Here I was in 

a sacred place, awaiting a sacred person- or many sacred people for that matter- and this incident 

ruffled my composure. I felt some inner shame for that afterwards. 

 

I also felt some inner shame perhaps because I was there as a photographer. That is, instead of 

REALLY listening to what the Dalai Lama, I was busy fiddling with my camera gear, taking 

notes and feeling the strain of kneeling on the damp ground while trying to stay out of the 

sightlines volunteer workers were charged with maintaining. While those around me in the 

audience were listening with rapt attention, I was distracted by my “job.” Maybe that’s why the 

Dalai Lama seemed to be looking at me- maybe I was distracting HIM, though I sincerely doubt 

it. 

 

Now, this inner shame wasn’t because a doctrine was being outlined from the stage that clearly 

condemned my actions- it just didn’t FEEL right. This was an emotional or even spiritual 

reaction to how I felt about MYSELF, not about what was being said. The result was a 

disquieting realization that maybe I am not as good of an individual as I assumed I was. Quite 

simply, this date with the Dalai Lama made me feel like I want to become a better person. 

 

After the event, many of the words I had heard echoed in my mind as I made it to the parking lot, 

but I had to laugh when I saw a bumper sticker on a neighboring car that seemed to sum up 

everything in two words: “Question reality.” That is, question reality about war and peace, 

question reality about the appearances of things, but most of all question reality about 

YOURSELF, because that is the work you can do with the most expedience. I’ve got some work 

to do and it isn’t the Dalai Lama’s work, or Shambhala Buddhist work, it’s MY work, direct and 

personal.  


