Reflections on seeing His Holiness the 17th Karmapa in Seattle 

17th Gyalwang Karmapa, Ogyen Trinley Dorje in Seattle, WA 2008/05/31
10:00 AM – By Jim Sherman, Phoenix Shambhala Member

The Paramount theatre is one of those old Movie theatres that has been
beautifully restored and converted into a concert venue. It is very
ornate. There were a lot of people milling about in the lobby. There
was a merchandising table where many crowded around to get their
souvenier t-shirts, baseball caps, autographed pictures, etc. There
was quite a line to get in. They had asked everyone to arrive 1 1/2
hours early. It seemed to take about 45 minutes to get everyone
inside. I saw quite a diverse crowd including many wearing shambhala
pins. There was a rather nice Slide presentation with audio
commentary preceding the "show".

The Dzogchen Ponlop Rinpoche took the stage to introduce the Karmapa.
I'd never seen him before. His English was very good and he had a
great sense of humor. He talked about how Seattle was a great city
and why it should be included in the tour. He informed us that
Starbucks had generously provided the Karmapa his first ever cup of
coffee, a "grande latte". 

His Holiness the 17th Karmapa took the stage accompanied by a
translator. He sat on a small sofa with a coffee table and side table.
His translater was seated off to his right. There were two large
video monitors like you see at concerts and a very professional camera
on a large boom providing the live video feed (Does this mean there
may someday be a DVD available?). It was several minutes before he
began speaking as he sat and arranged his robes for several minutes
and appeared to be contemplating how to begin.

He began to talk about how his eye was bothering him and he appeared
to have a slight cold. He made a joke about needing to cool down and
took out some sunglasses to get "cool". He kind of rocked back and
forth as he talked.
He then talked about how he wasn't trying to convert anyone to
Buddhism. That he had no "attachment" to being a buddhist. He
suggested we look for what is common and good in various traditions.

Here I will give some of the highlights of the talk which was on the
topic of "Building a Strong Foundation for Spiritual Practice". 

They had handed out to everyone a small booklet containing the text of
a ngondro composed by the Karmapa. He said that he had not personally
done a Ngondro, but that he could be said to be working on it as he
would sometimes purify his obscurations.

He said that there are common preliminary practice that are like
learning the alphabet and how to read and write. These are necessary
for more advanced study.
Reliance on the teacher is the root of the path.
There is no ID card to certify spiritual teachers. It is difficult to
identify who is qualified.
The traditional method of teaching is very difficult. It might be
better to think of learning the preliminaries as part of your general
education.
It is beneficial to find the good and harmonious aspects of all teachings.
On Refuge:
We take refuge for protection.
We should have faith in the sources of refuge. We should know how
they will protect us.
We have the ability to choose a path and that should make the path we
choose special for us.
It is important to have friends who share the path.
After preliminary education has been accomplished, one should find a
teacher the they can respect and ask them to accept them as a student
and grant empowerment.

During the talk he would often pick up the booklet and leaf through it
as if he was wondering how to get through it and evaluating what was
right for the audience. In the morning session, he didn't cover that
much of it, but the teaching was deep.

Personal reflections:
The Karmapa had a very warm spirit and seemed to be very authentic. 
The experience is still very fresh in my mind and seems to have
affected me on many levels. Although, He can be experienced on many
levels and there is a calm power underlying it all. He seems to have
a strong vision of the place of Buddhism in the 21st century. I think
that he is very aware of many of the deep issues facing the planet and
the politics involved. I think we will see him in the public eye a
great deal in the future. I feel blessed to have been able to attend
this event.

I have left a copy of the program and the ngondro practice at the
center for anyone who would like to take a look at it. I think there
are some videos appearing on utube and a google search will turn up a
few blogs and other reports of the teachings that were given.

You can find some wonderful pictures online here: 
http://picasaweb. google.com/ karmapa.foundati on/HHKInSeattle.
