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ABSTRACT

This thesis is a qualitative social research to study the significance of lama leader
reincarnation in Tibetan Buddhism by focusing on His Holiness the 17" Gyalwa
Karmapa Trinley Thaye Dorje, the highest leader of lamas in the Black Crown
(Kagyu) Sect. The aim is to analyze the religious reasons for creating a spiritual leader
in a reincarnated form. All data sources involve direct experiences, taken from India,
documents from the library of the Karmapa International Buddhist Institutes, New
Delhi, interviews with His Holiness and key-informants in Kalimpong town,
Darjeeling, West Bengal, and observation participation with lamas and Tibetan in
Kalimpong town and Rumtek in Sikkim state.

The study results found that the theory of the reincarnation of the highest lama
cannot be proved. However, its cultural, moral, and spiritual significance for Tibetans
cannot be underestimated. One reason for combining the cult of the Buddha and
Bodhisattva with spiritual leadership is to inspire faith so that lay people follow
doctrines. It allows a closer relationship between the monastic arena and society.
Traditional teaching and culture are closely intertwined with relying on a spiritual
leader for guidance. Thus, Tibetans are students, and His Holiness is the teacher in
both Dharma activities and religious ceremonies. Moreover, the spiritual leadership of
His Holiness upholds an important moral and traditional role in Tibetan culture.
However, while His Holiness is considered an exceptional human being and applies
very intelligent skill-in-means in his life, he feels as if he is a normal human being and
that he also can continue the fundamental role that spiritual leadership plays in
promoting Buddhism and bringing peace to society.

The findings suggest that the political role of a spiritual leader must also be
balanced by an understanding of the spiritual significance of the position, whereby the
Gyalwa Karmapa leads human beings and society toward peace. In this way, spiritual
leadership acts as a tool for general human cultivation and the protection of Buddhism.
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