
Asheville Citizen-Times - 10/11/2025 Page : C01

October 11, 2025 7:52 am (GMT -4:00) Powered by TECNAVIA

Asheville Citizen Times | SATURDAY, OCTOBER 11, 2025 | 1C

I
n August 2025, 161 Tibetan Buddhist nuns from religious institutions across India and Nepal – a

record number – gathered at the Dolma Ling Nunnery in northern India to take various levels of

the “geshema” examination. These exams are in preparation for one day receiving the geshema

degree, comparable with a doctorate in Tibetan Buddhist philosophy. h The nearly four-week

gathering was especially notable because until 13 years ago it was completely unavailable to women.

h Now, thanks to a greater emphasis on women’s education in recent years, Tibetan Buddhist nuns are

increasingly becoming teachers and abbesses. Inmonastic institutions and in Buddhist centers around

the world, nuns are taking on leadership roles and being acknowledged for their religious scholarship,

including the geshema degree.

Tibetan nuns study during the winter examination period at the Dolma Ling Nunnery in Dharamshala, India.
PHOTO ILLUSTRATION BY STACY JACKSON/USA TODAY NETWORK; AND GETTY IMAGES
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LIVING

My seminary classmate Tim worked
part-time in the school library. One
morning he told me there was some-
place he discovered in the library and
wanted to showme. He unlocked a door
that led to a series of stairs ascending to
hidden rooms up under the bell tower
(the castle-on-the-hill seminary was
known for the chimes that could be
heard all over town). Tim ledme into the
highest room where I was surprised to
see apingpong table! That roombecame
a refuge for some of us to enjoy a few
hours of play after our daily dose of dog-
ma and doctrine.

Paddling the ball back and forth also
became a more leisurely way to knock

around our thoughts on theology, the
church, and other “light” topics. Since it
could get fairly warm in that “upper
room,” especially in the California sum-
mer, we would open the one window
high above the parking lot. Often when
the game, anddiscussion, becameheat-
ed, one of us would smack the ball so
hard it would go sailing out the window.
We rarely found those little white float-
ing balls that flew like birds on the
breeze. But we did find amusement in
knowing there were some things, in-
cluding beliefs, that might fly out the
window from time to time.

In my mind, I frequently return to
contemplate the god-talk of the past. In
a nutshell, my personal story could be
drawn in this way: I moved away from
worshiping Jesus, to following him, to
leaving him, to simply respecting his
compassionate acts and ethical teach-
ings. Some say,with a certain air of self-
righteousness and judgment, that those
of us who leave faith have “lost faith” or

maybe never knew God at all. Yet, more
serious reflection – and a little play –
can present a choice for a newpingpong
ball, a new table, a new outlook.

Now I think of Theology – the ques-
tionable “Study of God” – as a kind of
lofty game played high up under the
chimes of the Church. Theologians be-
come the keepers of the keys, the hon-
ored players who have special access to
the high places of divine realms. The
most honest god-talkers may share in-
sights based on their studies while ad-
mitting it’s all a mystery and, though
most would never say it, theology is
guess-work, at best. How does one
“study” the unknown, the unexplain-
able, and,most obviously, the invisible?
Sure,many are guided by their faith and
therefore (once again not admitted)
they discover just what they are looking
for. Searching for a God who looks and
sounds like Jesus, they–surprise! –find
Him. Even rigorous theology, claiming
to follow the truth, time and time again

assumes there is a Subject to study. “I
believe in God, therefore I find him, and
feel called to study him.”Nothingwrong
with that, as long as a person is honest
about what they are doing. No one else
is beholden to accept the results of
these academic studies, or to believe in
the object of their study. Libraries are
full of theological writings. Again, I
wonder: how is so much written about
such a high flying silent and invisible
subject no one ever seems to under-
stand or comprehend?

Speaking of libraries, backpacking
through Europe the summer after col-
lege, I stayed with a family in Basel,
Switzerland. Discovering that the father
not only worked at the nearby univer-
sity, but served as the director of the ar-
chives, I was immediately intrigued.
When he offered to give me a personal
tour, I was eager to go. We descended
the stairs into the cold, quiet space

Lofty library spaces, table-tennis theology

Highland Views
Chris Highland

Guest columnist

See HIGHLAND, Page 3C
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As a scholar of religious studies and
gender, I study the changing roles of
women in Buddhism. While nuns were
long respected in Tibetan Buddhist cul-
ture, they were historically not granted
access to the same educational or lead-
ership opportunities asmonks. But that
has changed, in part due to the crucial
role played by the 14th Dalai Lama, Ten-
zin Gyatso. He encouraged nuns to be-
come advanced degree holders as part
of his broader goal to increase gender
parity.
“Biologically there is no diff�erence

between the brains of men and women,
and the Buddha clearly gave equal
rights to men and women,” he said in
2013. In addition to nuns reciting pray-
ers and performing rituals, he empha-
sized they should study classic Bud-
dhist texts, something traditionally re-
served for men.
Such guidance has helped challenge

historical misconceptions about wom-
en’s intellectual abilities that under-
mined women’s prominence in Bud-
dhism. Indeed, nuns are now teaching
philosophy within their own nunneries
at home and abroad, becoming princi-
pals of their institutions, serving as role
models for other nuns and the laity and
entering long retreats – a staple of Bud-
dhist contemplative activities on the
path to awakening.

Historical roots

The Dalai Lama has resided in exile
since 1959, when he fl�ed to northern In-
dia following unrest over the Chinese
occupation of Tibet. Many Tibetans fol-
lowed him, and he has remained the key
religious and political leader of the Ti-
betan community and diaspora ever
since, thoughheoffi�cially gaveuppoliti-
cal duties in 2011 to the Tibetan govern-
ment in exile.
During the Dalai Lama’s decades of

leadership, improving education for the
diaspora communities ofTibetans in In-
dia andNepal has been a crucial avenue
for protecting and preserving Tibetan
culture, including Tibetan Buddhism.

Historically, however, the path of for-
mal education was primarily reserved
formonks. InTibet, nunswereprimarily
ritual specialists, according to Buddhist
studies scholars such as Karma Lekshe
Tsomo, Mitra Härköken and Nicola
Schneider. They performed rituals in
temples and homes but rarely had the
opportunity to study theBuddhist texts.
And even with the Dalai Lama’s sup-

port, developing a systematic course of
study for nuns that was equivalent to
monks’ curriculum was not easy, espe-
cially with only a limited number of
nunneries in India andNepal, according
to Schneider’s research.
“When thenunsarrived in India, they

were ill, exhausted, traumatized and
impoverished,” recalled Lobsang De-
chen, co-director of the nonprofi�t Tibet-
an Nuns Project, in 2023. “Many nuns
had faced torture and imprisonment at
the hands of the Chinese authorities in
Tibet and endured immense physical
and emotional pain. The existing nun-
neries in the struggling Tibetan refugee
community in India were already over-
crowded and could not accommodate
them.”
Nuns’ education prospects were also

hampered by limited literacy and
monkswho held administrative and de-
cision-making roles over them. The
women essentially lived in “masculine
institutions inhabited by nuns,” scholar
Chandra Chiara Ehm argued in her eth-
nographic work on the Kopan Nunnery
in Nepal. Ehm found monk administra-
tors tended to endorse the Dalai Lama’s
calls for gender parity in name without
directly supporting nuns’ education.

A new age for educational
opportunities

Access to education for nuns began
to increase in the 1980s asmore Tibetan
nuns migrated to India and Nepal. A
network of more developed nunneries
followed, such as Gaden Choling and
Dolma Ling in Dharamshala, India,
where the Dalai Lama lives.
These institutions were funded by

organizations such as the Tibetan Nuns
Project, part of the broader Tibetan
Women’s Association that was estab-
lished in Tibet in 1959 in response to the
Chinese occupation. The TWAwas rein-

stated in India with the blessing of the
Dalai Lama in 1984, and the Tibetan
Nuns Project was established soon
thereafter to educate and support nuns
in India from all Tibetan schools.
TheDalai Lamaencouraged these or-

ganizations to help build nunneries,
empower existing nuns and support
their further education. “In the begin-
ningwhen I spokeabout awarding gesh-
ema degrees, some were doubtful,” the
Dalai Lama recalled in 2018. “I clearly
told them that Buddha had given equal
opportunity for both men and women.”
Alongside the Dalai Lama’s eff�orts

and more Tibetan nuns coming into the
diaspora in India and Nepal, several
other factors helped promote women’s
advancement.
Those include the advocacy and sup-

port of international organizations such
as Sakyadhita International Associa-
tion of Buddhist Women, which has
hosted international meetings to em-
powernunsand layBuddhistwomen for
nearly 40 years.
Within India, meanwhile, local non-

profi�ts such as the LadakhNunsAssoci-
ation have provided opportunities for
nuns to work in health care.

Reaching the highest
rung of monastic teaching

The geshema degree that nuns have
been able to receive since 2012 is in the
Geluk tradition, one of the four schools,
or distinct branches, of Tibetan Bud-
dhism. These degrees are the highest
level of monastic training but were pre-
viously available only to men, whose
degree are known as “khenpo” or
“geshe.”
Candidates for the geshema degree

are tested after having studiedBuddhist
texts. Nuns must score 75% or higher
during their 17 years of study before
qualifying to take the geshema exami-
nations.
In 2016, theDalai Lamapresided over

and granted 20 Tibetan nuns geshema
degrees, four years after he and the Ti-
betan government in exile recognized
the accreditation of higher degrees for
nuns. Before the formal development of
the geshema program, only oneGerman
nun, KelsangWango, had received a de-
gree. Now, there are 73 geshemas.
After the Geluk school began grant-

ing geshema degrees, nuns within the
other schools of Tibetan Buddhism –
Nyingma,SakyaandKagyu–alsobegan
pursuing advanced degrees in India and
Nepal. Within these other three
branches, nuns carry the title of “khen-
mo,” which like the geshema qualifi�es
them to teach the renowned Buddhist
scriptures. In 2022, the Dalai Lama of-
fered blessings to the newkhenmo,who
received their titles in the Sakya school.
All told, nunsare changing the course

for Tibetan Buddhistwomen– and have
had an ally in the Dalai Lama. As the
numbers of women at the highest eche-
lons of learning continue to grow, wom-
en will likewise expand their ability to
take leadership roles in their monastic
and lay communities – helping to im-
prove other nuns’ education and pro-
tecting Tibetan culture in the process.

Darcie Price-Wallace is a visiting
scholar in Religious Studies at North-
western University. This article origi-
nally ran in The Conversation, an inde-
pendent and nonprofi�t source of news,
analysis and commentary from aca-
demic experts. The Conversation is
wholly responsible for the content.
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Tibetan spiritual leader the Dalai Lama
encouraged nuns to become advanced
degree holders as part of his broader
goal to increase gender parity. GETTY
IMAGES

When KimHarmswas going through
breast cancer treatment at age 40, she
found strength in her faith, her family
and friends, and her talent for writing.
The Iowa mom of three boys, who

works part-time at her community’s
public library, decided on a bilateral
mastectomy, which is the removal of
bothbreasts, and reconstruction, a slow
process that involved twosurgeries over
the course of about seven months. For-
merly a journalist for The Nevada Jour-
nal, Harms reached out to breast cancer
patients and survivors across the coun-
try, adding their stories to hers in her
fi�rst published book, 2021’s “Life Recon-
structed: Navigating the World of Mas-
tectomies and Breast Reconstruction.”
In 2023, on the anniversary of her

fi�rst diagnosis, Harmswas in her oncol-
ogist’s offi�ce having a lump checked.
“I left there thinking I probably had

cancer again. I could just tell they were
suspicious of the lump,” she said.
Now 49, Harms has gone through 16

rounds of chemotherapy to knock out
the cancer a second time. She has been
through it all – a lumpectomy, mastec-
tomy, reconstruction, hormone therapy,
two kinds of chemotherapy, hair loss,
radiation.
All the experiences added to her ca-

pacity for empathy, she said.
“I know God orchestrated it all to

work out. Like, ‘I’m letting you go
through all these crappy things because
it’s going to help you be able to encour-
age people in a diff�erent way,’ ” she said.
She had already completed a book

proposal for a second book prior to get-
ting her second diagnosis. “Carried
Through Cancer” is now out.
This is a “very diff�erent book,” a 70-

day devotional highlighting the stories
of more than 50 women across the

country as well as perspectives of a ca-
regiver and of Harris herself.
The women interviewed are fi�ghting

and surviving a vast array of diff�erent
cancers. Because the book is faith-
based, Harms talked to her sources
about how they saw or felt God working
within their cancer journeys.
“Sometimes it’s a very specifi�c thing.

Onewoman said it hit her in the shower.
She just suddenly knew why God had
put her on this path,”Harms said. “Oth-
ers are very broad: ‘I can look atmy can-
cer and these are the improvements in
my life since then.’
“I’m really excited that I’m sharing so

many people’s stories.”
Alex Greenfi�eld, a retired Air Force

lieutenant colonel, is one of thewomen.
When she reads what Harms wrote in

her section of the book, it makes her cry
all over again.
“She captures something that’s the

emotional side, which is sometimes dif-
fi�cult for me,” Greenfi�eld said. “She
writes it beautifully, perfectly, exactly
theway itwas intended.And it’s tears of
joy because she just nailed it.”
Harms still gets occasional treat-

ments and is still “verymuch in the can-
cerworld,”but her life has regained nor-
malcy.
Her husband Corey has been a foun-

dation of bedrock as Kim navigated her
cancer treatments. Their sons Carter,
24, Owen, 22, and Lewis, a high school
senior, have been great emotional sup-
port for their mom as well, doing what-
ever they could to cheer her up. One day
after Harms lost her hair due to chemo-

therapy, the rest of her family put on
wigs and posed for photos with her
sporting her baldness, her head tipped
back as she laughed.
Since then, her brunette hair has

grown back. Shoulder-length andwavy,
it frames her face that is quickwith a lu-
minescent smile. “I’m feeling really
good now. And I love having hair again,”
Harms said.
“My life’s been really hard the last

several years,” Harms continued, her
voice trembling with emotion. “But
God’s been so good.”
Her hope is that people will read her

new book and “fi�nd encouragement in a
really hard place. My faith got me
through cancer. A lot of people who are
in places like that are looking for hope,
and I want to give them hope.”

Second cancer diagnosis leads to devotional book
Ronna Faaborg
Ames Tribune

USA TODAY NETWORK

Author Kim Harms, right, and Alex Greenfi�eld, one of more than 50 women Harms interviewed for her new book. RONNA
FAABORG/AMES TRIBUNE

stacked with hundreds of shelves, each
holding objects of history. Withmy new
degree in religion and philosophy, I
asked what treasures I could see. My
guide took me to a shelf and removed a

small wooden box. Handing it to me, he
said it contained personal papers of the
philosopher Frederick Nietzsche, who
had been a professor at the university.
Lightly holding those papers, then the
hand-written letters of Calvin, Luther
and other Protestant “saints,” was quite
a thrill for a young college grad, who
hadn’t even decided on a career in min-
istry yet.

On a visit to Washington, DC, Carol
and I toured the Library of Congress. An
amazing space that felt like a blend of a
book lover’s paradise and a sacred
space. The LOC is like a secular sanctu-
ary, stacked with knowledge, wall to
wall, fl�oor to ceiling.Aplaceof awe, yet a
place more accessible than the locked
and lofty roomswhere Iconsof Ideas are
deifi�ed. Philosophy, theology and many

other subjects for studyought tobehan-
dled like table-tennis balls – lightly
tossed in the air, knocked around, and
sometimes sent soaring into space.

Chris Highland was a minister and
interfaith chaplain for nearly 30 years.
He is a teacher, writer and humanist
celebrant. His books and blogs are pre-
sented on “Friendly Freethinker”
(chighland.com).
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