
34 MANDALA April/June 2009

INT IMATE REFLECTIONS

SANDRA PETERSON: I know that you studied with Lama
Yeshe. And there’s a saying that history is written by the victors.
To me, those victors are the “privileged.” How would Lama
Yeshe allow for the difference in the lens through which the ego
is seen by a white male living in Manhattan, who has been to
the best schools and by someone living in East L.A. [Los Angeles]
without the same kind of advantage?

JAN WILLIS: Or someone from the South who had to
drink at a water fountain marked “colored”? It’s also often
said that history is his-story.

SP: Exactly. Or would Lama distill it all down into ego and
attachment?

JW: Lama was a genuine guru who could tell what was
best for a particular student. When he looked at me, he saw
the battle I was having between pride and humility. I talk
about this in my book, Dreaming Me1. “Yes,” he said “Pride
and humility, they are so tough, so strong.” It was as though
he saw right to the bottom of me: I had this low self-esteem
and had endured all those put-downs from the racism of the

South, but at the same time I wanted to be strong; I wanted
to be strong and powerful. There he was one morning,
toothbrush poised in his hand, knowing that that was the
conflict I was facing. Having a low opinion of myself and yet
wanting to have a proud opinion – but not the kind of
proud opinion that rubs it in anybody else’s face, just one
that lets you feel at home in your own skin. It was so amazing.
He just bowled me over with just that simple statement –
and then he went off to brush his teeth. I thought, Whoa!
He really knows me well! He told me I was intelligent, he
told me that tasks that I saw as impossible were easy.

SP: What tasks were they?
JW: When I was working on my dissertation, I said to

him, “How in the world can I learn all these languages?” And
he’d say, “Oh you can, that’s so easy. You can do this, this and
this.” He actually made things seem easy. I’d talk with Lama
Zopa (we were these young, thin, things together in those
days), and we’d both say, “When was there the time for Lama
to have read all these texts?” We would see him talking to
everybody, taking care of everybody, being gentle with every-
body, but when did he ever have time for himself? You’d ask
him a question, and he would answer from some text. It was

A Genuine Guru:
JAN WILLIS REMEMBERS LAMA YESHE

Lama Yeshe and Jan Willis, 1974

Three days before the U.S.

presidential election, Professor

Jan Willis, one of the early

Western students of Lama

Yeshe, gave a lecture on

Women and Buddhism at Maitripa

College in Portland, Oregon. When this renowned

African American Buddhist talked to Mandala

staffer Sandra Peterson, she remembered

Lama Yeshe’s unique and loving style of

encouragement, and his sensible approach to

issues of race and gender.

1 Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist and Buddhist – One Woman’s Spiritual Journey, by Jan
Willis, Wisdom Publications, 2008.



perfectly clear that he knew about it, had thought about
it, and had done all these debates. He had an incredible,
incredible intellect, but you couldn’t imagine when he
could have possibly found time for all that study. Did
he ever sleep?

Lama Yeshe helped me through graduate school
when I was so frustrated. “Go back again, that professor
has problems, but you’ll be alright,” he’d say. “The
professor has problems. It’s not your problem. Go back
and do it and everything will be alright.” And things were
alright, and with some things there was probably a little
magic involved, certainly his blessings. In other ways
Lama Yeshe encouraged me by forcing me to do things.

He’d come by the house and say that in two hours he
would have to give a lecture. He’d say, “You write it.”
What? “Write that lecture. Come on, it’s easy, do it. I’ll be
back in two hours.” Then you panic. Your knees buckle.
But you find yourself writing it because he’s coming back
in two hours. There’d be these concrete examples of
accomplishing things you never thought you could do.

I often think about the ways that Marpa treated
Milarepa, and with me it wasn’t through any kind of
hardship, rather it was always with encouragement. You
can do it. Lama had no doubt. It was a real sense of
giving me empowerment. And he did that for fifteen
years – I think it actually took that long in my case.

I once got a call from Sister Max – it was just before
Lama’s last trip to California in 1983. “Hi Jan, Lama
wants you to do a month-long philosophy course with
him.” Me? “Yeah, you.” Gee, whiz. Then we talked a little
bit about where it might happen and then I got up the
courage to ask, Why me? “He knows you teach philosophy.
He thinks you’re a good teacher so who would be better?
This is what he wants. And, he wants to read the things
in the original. Get it ready.”

So I got the little packet together. Five pages from
Plato, five pages from this one, five pages from that one
and later Lama Yeshe read, studied and showed me,
incredibly, what debate does for you in terms of sharp-
ening your mind.

One morning Lama Yeshe said, “Before we start,
this man Plato is wrong.” You think so? He hadn’t read
Aristotle yet, but he knew that Plato was wrong. Why?
“Because he says, you see beauty. But you no see beauty.
You see beautiful thing. Examples: this, this, that.
Beauty doesn’t exist. This man is wrong!” Of course this
is exactly what Aristotle will argue: that you don’t see
the universal, you only see the particulars. But as soon

as Lama Yeshe read Plato, boom! He saw the mistake.
And I’d think: where does it come from? Is that how
sharp the mind becomes because it’s been training in
the Tibetan system?

SP: Did he ever attribute any significance to the
inference that in his previous life he was a woman?

JW: No. But I love it that he was. I think he was
self-effacing in that regard. He’d say, “Oh that so silly,
don’t worry about that.” But I think that many of us
students, half-joking, would say, no wonder he gets
along so well with women – because he was one, he
really understands us in deep ways.

SP: Did he ever speak specifically about racism or sexism?
JW: Well, I tell a story in Dreaming Me about how he

embarrassed me once in front of all these people. He
pointed to me and said, “All of you, look up here. This is
women’s liberation.” This was after there were rumblings
about negative portrayals of women in some Buddhist
scriptures during the course at Kopan.

About a week before that, I had given a little talk
about a narrative that says a certain person was cursed
to be born a woman. I think that’s when my interest
started with women and Buddhism. I had never felt
that personally, though. I always felt so cared for by
Lama Yeshe, and I didn’t feel any discrimination around
any of the monks. In fact, I had just been taken in by
the Tibetans since I first met them. They were the
caring ones, and it was wonderful.

Maybe Lama Yeshe was just using the rumblings
about negative portrayals of women as an excuse to say,
“I understand this.” I don’t really know what he was
trying to say, but for me it was embarrassing and
wonderful at the same time. Doubly so, because it was the
encouragement he was always giving me. In ways beyond
my control I was so fortunate to have run into Lama Yeshe.
Perhaps he just put out a hook and reeled me home to his
place. But it certainly changed my whole life around.

There I was, arriving with a low image of myself,
wanting to be a better human being, and still with a lot
of defensiveness and insecurity in the world. And he
just loved me up. He called me “daughter.” It was so
endearing. I’m certainly proud of that.

Jan Willis is a professor of Religion at Wesleyan University. She has studied
and taught Buddhism for over four decades. Willis is the author of several
books, including Wisdom Publication’s Enlightened Beings, and
Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist and Buddhist – One Woman’s Spiritual
Journey. Willis was recently endowed with the “Outstanding Woman in
Buddhism” award.
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