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Introduction

Fear is something all people have in common. Each of us, whatever our race or creed, know the anxiety, sense of foreboding and panic that fear engenders. Yet paradoxically, despite the universality of fear, when we are afraid, we feel isolated and alone, as though no one else can share in or understand what we are going through. That which we have in common with others is also what separates us from them when we need them most.

Fear is disempowering, spiritually and materially. Fear leads us to illness, conflict and unhappiness. It is through fear that we limit ourselves, telling ourselves that we can’t have what we wish for, can’t manage the job, relationship or challenge that would make us happy.

For most of us, fear becomes a habit very early in life. We believe it will always be with us and accept it as part of our burden. Yet each one of us is capable of living without fear. And a life without fear is a life transformed, for when we let go of fear, serenity takes its place. With serenity our inner chaos becomes still, we find inner balance, and we have the key to inner and outer transformation. We are able to think more clearly, make decisions more easily and experience love and contentment more fully. Life becomes a blessing.

Serenity is not something we have to acquire or reach for outside ourselves. It lies within each one of us, waiting to blossom. And it is through the skilful use of our own thought energy that we can discover and enjoy the serenity we have within.

The practitioners of the ancient Tibetan spiritual and religious discipline of Bön understood that the way we think affects everything we do. They taught that to create new ways of living and to become emotionally and spiritually rich, we must learn how to think skilfully. Most powerfully of all, they knew that understanding and transforming the nature of our own thought energy is the key to overcoming the greatest of all obstacles, fear.

Learning how to use thought skilfully is far simpler and more straightforward than you might imagine. In this book I will explain the nature of fear, the reasons for its power over us and the ways each of us may overcome and transform fear, choosing instead to live with serenity. I will offer practical and simple exercises, based on ancient Bön rituals, which will help you to take the journey from fear to serenity. Whatever your fears, however old, deep or strongly rooted, if you follow the guidance I offer, you will be able to transform your fears into the peace of mind, happiness and fulfilment that is serenity.

THE ORIGINS OF BÖN

Buddhism is the religion most closely associated with Tibet today. For 1,200 years, until the invasion of Tibet by China in 1959, Buddhism was the dominant religion in this beautiful, mountainous country. Yet many years before the advent of Buddhism, Bön was the system of cultural and spiritual teaching in Tibet. For 17,000 years Bön was predominant in Central Asia and Tibet and, though it later gave way to Buddhism, there remained many thousands, in Tibet and elsewhere around the world, who followed the teachings of Bön.

When Buddhism supplanted Bön during a time of social unrest in Tibet, the two religions coexisted peacefully for some years. Only later, when some Buddhists began to persecute the Bön community, did Bön take on some of the trappings of Buddhism. From this developed Reformed Bön, whose followers are known as Bön-pos.

However, despite the emergence of Reformed Bön, the original Bön teachings, known as the Bön of the Ngagpas, remained very much alive. This is the tradition in which I was trained, from the age of four, for twenty-three years.

My teacher, Ürgyen Nam Chuk, was a Ngagpa, a person of high spiritual calibre. The Ngagpas looked after their communities. They conducted weddings and funerals, dispensed justice and performed rituals for the protection and benefit of the community.

Ürgyen Nam Chuk came from the Nam or ‘Sky’ clan, famous for their medical skills, spiritual teachings and psychic powers. Almost thirty years before the invasion of Tibet by China a senior member of the Nam clan foresaw what would happen. The clan warned Tibet’s leaders and then left the country, settling in various Indian cities. Some of the Ngagpas were chosen to travel to distant parts of the world, in search of those who could be trained to continue their teachings. Under the practices of Bön those of other races and cultures were not excluded from these teachings if they were spiritually and intellectually suitable. To find the chosen candidates, the Ngagpas used a complex and profound astrological system, which told them where in the world to go, as well as who they must look for.

This is how I came to meet my teacher. Ürgyen Nam Chuk was one of the Ngagpas sent out into the world to train others. It was in New Zealand, where my family had settled, that he approached my parents, introduced himself and explained that he represented a Tibetan spiritual tradition that had suggested, via an astrological system, that I might be a candidate for its teaching. My surprised parents agreed to meet Ürgyen again and, after a series of meetings, agreed that he might teach me, if it was what I wanted. I was happy to be taught by Ürgyen, having anticipated his arrival and recognised him as someone important in my life as soon as I saw him. My parents were aware of the tradition, common to Bön and Buddhism, of the reincarnation of spiritual teachers. But Ürgyen explained to them that I was not a reincarnated teacher but rather a person with special and particular abilities and a rare consciousness that needed training.

For the next twenty-three years he worked with me, always showing me patience, kindness, compassion and respect. I was never treated as special, simply as an ordinary boy who was also his pupil. I went to a normal school and did all the normal schoolboy things, but before and after school each day and on weekends and holidays I went to Ürgyen’s house for my lessons. I became almost a part of Ürgyen’s family – his wife, Tamdin, and his three children welcomed me and I loved being with them. Tamdin was from a famous family of Buddhist teachers, and the fact that Ürgyen and Tamdin were able to practise their religions side by side harmoniously for many years is confirmation of the common threads of Buddhism and Bön.

Of course there were times when, like any boy, I got fed up and skipped my lessons. But Ürgyen simply waited patiently for me to return, and I always did. Ürgyen’s teaching was entirely by word of mouth. Nothing was ever written down; he simply explained what he knew and asked me to repeat it back to him. When I was a small child, his teachings and exercises were very simple. Later he taught me at a deeper and more profound level, testing me with oral examinations as well as waiting for me to experience physically what he taught, so that I knew it with my body as well as with my mind.

Ürgyen taught me the skills and beliefs as well as the mystery and wonder of Bön. Besides being a tantric yoga expert and a lama, or religious teacher, he was a physician of Bön medicine. He was also a shaman – not the kind who entered a trance after being ‘overcome’ by the gods but one who was trained in special knowledge and who was able to perform magic as a result. Ürgyen and the other Ngagpas were the Merlins of Tibet, mystical, magical healers and masters of miracles.

My education with Ürgyen lasted until I was twenty-seven, and soon after this he died. I felt his loss deeply, and for forty-nine days and nights I carried out the rituals appropriate to the passing of a master, at a consecrated place high on New Zealand’s Pihanga Mountain. Eventually, now a Ngagpa myself, I walked the long path down the mountain, knowing that all was well but uncertain about the path I should follow in my own life.

Ürgyen had always made it clear that I must use the knowledge he had given me in the way that seemed right to me. For a few years I travelled, practising Tibetan medicine and waiting for the right direction to reveal itself. Finally, I came to Britain and established the Eden Medical Centre in London’s King’s Road, a healing centre to which people could come for their physical, spiritual and emotional care. In the centre I practise Tibetan medicine alongside a dedicated group of other complementary and orthodox health practitioners.

The Tibetan Art of Serenity addresses a particular aspect of human existence – our relationship with fear. The purpose of fear is to help us find a pathway to serenity. If we are willing, fear can be a guide and an ally in our journey of learning, at the end of which lies the true joy of serene living.
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