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			Divine Messengers by Stephanie Guyer-Stevens with Françoise Pommaret comes at a most pertinent time, as a rapidly changing Bhutan is at a crucial juncture where we need to be reminded of our beliefs about the once vibrant and valid phenomenon of the deloms. The tradition of deloms, the women who return from the dead as messengers from hell, is quickly becoming yet another aspect of our forgotten history.

			As I read Divine Messengers, I am reminded of my uncle who was a Buddhist monk reading to me when I was a teenager in the late 1960s. At the time I was studying in a Catholic convent in India. If my monk uncle were concerned that I would be influenced by the Christian faith, he never explicitly expressed his concerns, but he did try to infuse some Buddhist traditions into my life by reading Buddhist texts to me. He chose the stories of the deloms—or delok, as we referred to them in our language. My uncle read aloud but quietly in the traditional monotone-style of reading sacred texts, which often put me to sleep. But he never woke me up; he just continued to read. He believed that even though I was outwardly asleep, my deep subliminal mind was awake, and it had the capability to absorb the messages of the deloms who, too, experienced a form of deep sleep. That was how strongly rooted and vibrant the phenomenon of deloms was in our everyday culture.

			Many years later, I was to hear the story of a real-life delom. A woman who worked for me lost her two-year-old son to a childhood disease. Some years after his death, when she heard about a delom in another district, she requested the delom for a divination to see where her son was reborn. For this she had to provide the age and the name of the dead child and the names and ages of the parents. The delom and the woman had never met and knew nothing about each other. The woman was really stunned when the delom sent her message saying that her dead son was reborn as a dog, but that if the mother conducted special prayers and raised a certain number of prayer flags, he would be reborn again as human being. The mother was shaken by this message because there was indeed a stray dog which had suddenly turned up at her door and refused to leave even though they tried to chase him away. The woman did not care for the dog at all and had even sent it away to another district with a migrating cattle herd. It was not only a two-day journey on foot to get to the new place but also required the crossing of one of the highest mountain passes (4,109 meters high) in Central Bhutan. However, after a few days the dog had returned to her house and would not leave. The woman conducted the prayers, raised flags, and was kinder to the dog who stayed with her until its death.

			This may sound like an extraordinary story, but such occurrences were mundane, everyday events in our past. We still lived in a world that held on to the magic and mystery of our natural and supernatural worlds. This world was kept alive to a large extent by those special people, the mediums, deloms, pamo (female) and pawa (male) nyenjums, terdas, and jomos who communicated between the humans and the spirit world and beyond (the hell realms in the case of deloms). It was not so long ago that we relied on these mediums to restore the peace and harmony between the humans and the spirits. The everyday sounds of the hand drum, the main instrument of the mediums, is slowly fading away and being replaced by the sounds emitted by our electronic gadgets. The people in my valley stubbornly and determinedly held on to the services of mediums for as long as they could. The last medium in my village, who was close to ninety years old and totally blind, used to be carried on the backs of people from village to village to perform rituals. She used to say that she was helpless because the spirits and divinities would not leave her body and that she had to submit to their command. This woman who could barely walk could dance tirelessly for hours while she was in a trance. She said that her body was possessed by the divinities, and that made the impossible possible. Like the deloms, who do not choose to become messengers, she was also chosen to serve as a divine messenger.

			Recently I saw a message on a social media site, a plea with the photograph of a torn and worn-out handwritten text—the biography of one of the most well-known deloms, Karma Wangzin. The person who had posted the message was requesting that someone either rewrite or print the text that was in such a state of despair. The person considered it important enough to remember, honor, and perpetuate the story of deloms in our lives. In some ways it was heartening to see that although so much has changed and we have lost substantial facets of our traditional beliefs and practices, the phenomenon and relevance of deloms still appear significant and relevant and have made it to the digital age.

			I would, therefore, like to commend the endeavor of Stephanie Guyer-Stevens and Françoise Pommaret on producing this book. The book attempts to document and analyze the place of extraordinary women in the Vajrayana Buddhist world. The authors are guided by the lives of the divine messengers of the past. This work is compelling, for it links the past with present day by looking at the ongoing practice of divine messengers in modern Bhutan. Their work will not only help sustain belief in this tradition but also provide a baseline for further research and documentation on Buddhist societal beliefs, attitudes, and practices and particularly for the study of the role of women in Buddhism.
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			We have written this book to bring to light a largely hidden phenomenon—that of women who are at once both shamans and Buddhist practitioners in Bhutan. We hope to also show that these divine messengers have found their voice alongside a male-centered religious establishment.

			In doing so, there is no intention on our part of judging their legitimacy. We do not attempt to fit their stories into a linear, Western style of description nor to solve contradictions in their narratives.

			In the course of our interviews with them, the women we met were positive about the prospect of having their religious work on behalf of their communities recognized and made better known. That said, we do not wish for them to become tourist attractions. While writing this book, we were in a quandary about how far to go in defining or naming the places where they live and how much we needed to leave intentionally vague. It felt like an ethical conundrum. The question became, do we publish a book or not? We decided to publish because of the value of their testimony. The light it sheds on this important and previously overlooked phenomenon is crucial to understanding the diversity of religious circumstances in our world as well as the important role played by women in the Buddhist Himalayas.

			And so, for those of you who are so interested in the subject as to try to seek these women out yourselves, we first of all hope you do not and can instead find satisfaction in learning about them through reading this book. Sometimes the rare and precious things are best left alone. For those of you who do endeavor to approach these women, we hope you do so with sincerity, respect, and reverence.

			This book is not an academic work but rather a testimony. It is the end of a long process that involves many people including several women of western Bhutan whom we interviewed. When we told these shamans of our intention to write this book, they expressed happiness that their roles in their society are being recognized. Our aim is not to present thorough academic research but to present the stories of the divine messengers in all their complexities. The Dzongkha terms used in this book are phoneticized as close as possible to the local pronunciation and are not transliterated.

			We defined our collaboration in the creation of this book very simply. Stephanie would write the book in her own style while Françoise would be supervising and editing the testimonies of the women we interviewed. Françoise’s interest in these women goes back to the mid-1980s when she did her PhD on the delog, or “women who come back from the netherworld.” She feels honored to be given an opportunity to present the stories of these women to a readership beyond academic confines.

			Stephanie Guyer-Stevens and Françoise Pommaret
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			The ancient Tibetan name for Bhutan, the “Valleys of Medicinal Plants,” only begins to describe the enormous diversity of life in the narrow valleys that wind around the massive mountains that define this extraordinary place on earth.

			In any part of the world, life in the thick of wild nature is always imbued by the people who experience it with a free exchange between magic and reality, and Bhutan is no exception. Forms of the spirit world emerge from the sheer rock faces, the jungle, the vast expanses of high, clear blue sky, and the wind that blows through the tops of the snowy passes, whipping it all together. It was in this wild region, bounded by the steep Himalayas on three sides and by subtropical jungle to the south, where people first wandered over four thousand years ago. Like much of the Himalayan region, over the years it became a favorite refuge for those seeking to pursue their religious practice in solitude, and the practice of religion became entwined with the severely rugged country.

			When Buddhism spread over the Himalayan passes from India, first to Tibet and then to Bhutan, it encountered a place where people took the spirits that inhabited the world around them as part and parcel of daily life. Demons and spirits were lurking behind every rock and bush when Padmasambhava, also referred to as Guru Rinpoche, first arrived there in the eighth century, bearing Buddhism. And although his intention was to spread Buddhism throughout the land, he did not destroy the various deities and spirits already present. Instead, working with the forces of the land and the sky to bring greater strength to Buddhism, he subdued them one by one, making each of them a servant of Buddhism, bound by oath.

			Or so the story goes.

			The result of this shift was that when people now acknowledged these spirits, they also acknowledged them as guardians of this new way of thinking and being in the world, of Buddhism. With the help of these spirits and demons, now transformed into deities, Buddhism spread throughout the Himalayas. And by adopting these deities, Buddhism itself changed once again into a new form known as Vajrayana Buddhism.

			The Path of Interdependence

			Integrating the spirits and demons was not the only transformation that took place when the Vajrayana form of Buddhism evolved. Vajrayana Buddhism emphasized the concept of interdependence. Whatever you do to a tree or an insect or, in general, however you act in the world has an impact, a ripple effect that affects everything else.

			You are always operating in the world in connection to everyone and everything around you. So two things emerged from that concept: First, you are completely responsible for how you operate in relationship to other beings, and second, and perhaps most profoundly, striving toward your own happiness and others’ happiness is a necessary part of what is your gift of life in a human body. Your own well-being directly impacts the ability of those around you also to be happy in their lives.

			There were other implications stemming from this way of being in the world. Because of this interconnectedness of all things in the universe, another important concept of Vajrayana Buddhism parallel to this view was that anyone could achieve enlightenment in one’s current lifetime; it was not just something to be endlessly striving for and never reaching. It was in fact reachable. And likewise, it wasn’t only available to the most dedicated ascetics; any yak herder or barley farmer could also achieve enlightenment.

			This idea turned Buddhism on its head. Now, true devotion and practice could indeed lead a practitioner out of the cycle of rebirth, without even having to become a monk. That in turn led to the final interlocking piece of the Vajrayana system: in order to achieve enlightenment in this life, it was necessary to have a teacher who was schooled in the secret texts and rituals, someone who held the keys to unlock this path. The texts were voluminous, and the pathways forward many. Therefore, a spiritual teacher, a guru or lama who had the opportunity to study many secret texts and rituals, became a necessary guide to illuminate the path toward enlightenment. The many schools of Vajrayana Buddhism grew from the lineage of various masters who had gained that knowledge, passing it down through their teachings to their students who perpetuated it by establishing their own lineages of meditation practice, each creating a different migratory path, all converging in the same place of awakening.

			Connecting with the Spirits of the Natural World

			Let’s backtrack a second here. Buddhism in its Vajrayana form was not considered to be a practice that was in isolation from the rest of the world. Rather, it was practiced in the midst of and on behalf of all sentient beings. One tenet of Vajrayana Buddhism is that the happiness of others is part and parcel with one’s own happiness. There is no disconnect between personal and community happiness. In other words, there is no virtue found in misery; this practice was not about suffering hardships as evidence of enlightenment.

			This idea did not begin or end with the human world, however. The principle of interconnectedness meant that each person was an integral part of the rest of the known world, and there was no way to escape that entanglement. In other words, everything that we do as humans is known to have an impact on everything else. The path to enlightenment came to have two parts: The first aspect was defined by the ability of a person to live in respect for all sentient beings. And second, by living in this way, a person would be finally delivered from the endless cycle of rebirth. The two were inextricable.

			By integrating the indigenous spirits of the Himalayas and elevating them to the role of deities, Buddhism integrated the rest of the natural and spiritual world into this concept of a larger community, which acknowledged that we are all in this together, and we cannot disconnect our happiness as humans from the health and happiness of the world around us. Revering the spirits associated with nature, which were now local deities, in the end was an act of respecting humanity’s interrelationship with nature.

			It’s here, at this juncture where we look out onto the world with human eyes and possess the idea of being entirely interconnected with everything we see, that the world around us can be understood as inhabited not only by the things we observe but also by that which we don’t see. Spirits imbue every rock, stream, tree branch, bird, and gust of wind. It is also at this intersection of the human and the natural world where people for whom we use the blanket term shaman live. Nature is the larger assemblage of forces around us, and shamans are the ones who are able to tap directly into their power to impact us. These are the people who communicate with the spirits behind every rock and tree. They are the ones who translate for the rest of us how our lives are impacted by the spirits, or deities, and what they demand from us in turn. Shamans interpret the deities’ concerns with the human world and translate those back to us, received in trances and related to us by means of rituals and divinations. This is still true in the Himalayas today, just as in all other parts of the world where shamanism exists.

			This intersection of Buddhist ideas and shamanic practice became the local geography of Vajrayana as it gained a foothold in the Himalayas. With the arrival of Buddhism, religious pilgrims started traveling throughout Bhutan, as they did in neighboring Tibet, following the example of Padmasambhava, considered as he is to be the first religious pilgrim in Bhutan, or at least the first Buddhist propagator. He is revered in Bhutan as Guru Rinpoche, “the Precious Master,” the bringer of Buddhism. He and the pilgrims that followed him were likely inspired by the wildness, which offered refuge in the rocks and trees and silence of the high mountains. The lived experience of being in the wild was part of and contributed to their Buddhist practice and devotion.

			Put yourself in the shoes of people who know not only that every action impacts everything else in the world around them but also that they will have a life after this one. They know that what happens in their next life is up to them. With this knowledge, they have a huge sense of personal responsibility and also a great deal of personal choice. They know that if they do not behave according to certain norms, they will have to bear the consequences in this life or the next. They live enmeshed in the natural world and reckon with it daily—they are a part of the larger whole and view the world from that vantage point.

			Where I Began This Journey

			
				Now let me fast-forward many centuries and thousands of miles to where my own point of view started to form. As a child of two nature-loving parents growing up in North America in the 1960s and 1970s, my three siblings and I were expected to be outside as much as possible. During the summer we went outside in the morning and were not back inside until nighttime. As a little girl I never took off my swimsuit, even for bed, just in case there was a chance of taking another walk down the dirt lane to the beach. I remember going with my friend to the woods at the end of our street in the early spring, hoping to find lady’s slipper orchids before anyone else did. I remember going to the meadow at the other end of the street in the heat of a summer afternoon, the sound of thousands of grasshoppers almost deafening; it felt so rich to have so many grasshoppers. I caught them easily and held them in the little cave I made for them in the palm of my hand, feeling the tickle of their tiny feet on my skin. Our childhood specialties were climbing granite boulders and trees, feeling the wind, stomping barefoot through mud puddles, feeling the currents of the ocean, and going to sleep under the stars, our dad pointing out the shapes of the constellations in the sky as we drifted off to sleep. Life was meant to be lived outside, according to our family. And that changes how you see things, how you relate to the world around you, when the things you know are things that are growing. Even if you live in a town, as we did, there is still huge nature all around you, and especially as a child that informs pretty much everything about how you see the world. That being said, we had warm houses, electric lights, soft beds to sleep in, and plenty of food in the refrigerator. We admired the wild, maybe, but we didn’t really know what it was to have to live there.

			Starting sometime in the late 1960s and early 1970s, some young people from the West who had traveled to what were then thought of as strange and remote parts of the world returned home to write about their experiences of shamanism; some claimed to have been initiated into shamanistic practices and offered to teach other people the ways of shamans. At that point many young people were “going back to the land” and looking for a return to some kind of spiritual tradition. Many people saw their connection to nature diminishing. They were genuinely searching for something to return them to a sense of having some kind of tribal roots. American society and culture were becoming increasingly homogenous. The notion of a shaman as someone who integrated magic and some kind of innate knowledge into a relationship with nature was just too intriguing. It was an ideal time to introduce shamanism to the West. Soon teachers of shamanism were plentiful in the 1970s Western world.

			I remember thinking at the time that the idea of shamans as people who communicate with nature was really amazing. Shamans were, it seemed, a kind of magician who fell into trance and communicated with the spirit world, or who transformed into animals. They saw a larger picture of the human condition and in so doing helped to cure our ills. I was also brought up to believe that we had some kind of instinct within ourselves that modern culture had overrun. But the whole idea of people bringing to the West a concept that was birthed somewhere else seemed fishy, and the books that were being written about shamanism seemed to be founded on partially formed truths destined to enrich the authors at the expense of the people whose practices were being inaccurately described.

			Needless to say, after a while I formed a pretty dim view of the Western literature on shamanism. I never really read these books much or pursued any study of it, because I assumed it was something locked inside others’ cultures, perhaps for good reason; that was their thing to have and not mine.

			But over time I was lucky enough to visit parts of the world where nature is still the driving force that determines all aspects of human life. In these places I have seen things that I cannot explain with my regular, daily Western mind. I’ve definitely seen firsthand that intersection of magic and nature. There is so much that exists in the world beyond human explanation of any kind, scientific or otherwise.

			It’s led me to conclude that interpreting natural forces is a kind of common sense, something that’s not explainable in the regular day-to-day. But it is something that goes beyond simply careful observation of the world—that part of what happens when a human truly becomes more fully an integrated part of the world, and less of an individual. I’ve really grappled with trying to understand what magic is. That is such a wide term. Is it something that just happens? I don’t think so. At least I don’t think so anymore.

			Reconsidering Shamanism

			
				And that has brought me back around to reconsider shamanism and shamans: to try to figure out what it is, who they are, and to understand their world a little more deeply. I was helped along with this by a conversation with my friend, the Tibetan scholar Samten Karmay. Samten is not someone given to believing in magic. He is a serious academic, not given to raptures about spirit worlds. On the other hand, he has witnessed some things that stand outside his own capacity for rational explanation. As a young monk, he was present when the Dalai Lama was enthroned and carried through the streets of Lhasa on a palanquin. Oracles in masks and gorgeous costumes danced before him in trance. The oracles of the Dalai Lama have a critically important role as advisors. They are relied upon for predictions of all kinds. It was the oracles who predicted that the Chinese communists were trying to trick the Dalai Lama when they invited him to a play at the theater one spring evening in 1959. That was the night that the Dalai Lama, accompanied by his entourage, fled Lhasa and escaped across the Himalayas, eventually into India.

			Those oracles Samten saw the day of the Dalai Lama’s enthronement were not just people at the time, Samten explains matter-of-factly. They were people who had a spirit, a deity, enter into them, basically using their bodies as vessels for communication with human beings. The deities were acting through them as they walked ahead of the newly enthroned young monk, now the leader of the Tibetans.

			Like others, Samten has wrestled with the question of what exactly is going on when things without any truly logical explanation happen. He points out as an example the fact that Mongolian shamans are again proliferating, even adapting to living in urban areas. This fundamentally changes the framework for how shamanism has often been explained. Since shamanism exists in almost every inhabited part of the world, Samten’s conclusion is this: shamanism is a frame of mind. This frame of mind is available to certain people. It doesn’t have a form of its own; instead, it adapts to what surrounds it—the geography, the environment, and the cultural conditions. As long as this frame of mind is accessible to people, shamanism will continue to exist.

			I’ve come to the conclusion that looking at shamanism as a way of seeing the world is, in fact, possibly even necessary to understanding something very essential about our own humanness and to unlocking a big piece of the almost-forgotten story of ourselves as animals in the world, here among other beings.

			Meeting Françoise Pommaret

			Françoise Pommaret had a different experience during her childhood in the Congo. She was sheltered from the wild natural world around her—the huge Congo river, the savanna, and the deep equatorial forest. These natural elements were considered to be full of dangers and, in a way, full of untamed demons. She did not admire, did not know the wild and only learned to appreciate it once she came to the Himalayas.

			However, in the Congo, she became aware of the world of witchcraft from a young age, knowing that intermediaries can act upon the unseen. When I first met Françoise in Thimphu, Bhutan, in 2011, she told me about the delom (also known as delog)—women who had died, traveled to the Tibetan Buddhist hells, and returned to live as advisors for their communities. She told me how the members of the community rely on these women to help them prepare for their own deaths by teaching them how to live a more spiritual life and by helping them atone for any sins they might have committed.

			The deloms also help find out how their relatives are managing the postmortem state and whether they could do anything to help move them out of the hells, because after all, the hells are not called “hells” for nothing. The Tibetan hells as described by the deloms are the worst possible scenarios that you could possibly wrap your head around and then some. The hells are a huge concern for Bhutanese Buddhists, and the deloms are advisors with firsthand information about them, specifically how to avoid spending time there and how to live a better, more devout life while you still have your precious human body to reside in.

			I didn’t really understand it all when Françoise first explained it to me. She told me that she had met some of these deloms, but she thought that they might be diminishing in numbers. I was deeply intrigued and suggested we go out in search of the remaining deloms of Bhutan—to interview this vanishing group together before they disappear entirely. She readily agreed, and so we began. Instead, we found these women in a whole variety of forms across the landscape of Bhutan, active players in people’s daily lives.

			For me, Françoise opened a door to the world she had begun to explore as a young graduate student decades before we met.

			Françoise was doing graduate work in Paris and searching for a topic for her PhD in anthropology with a specialization in the Tibetan Himalayan world. She remembers: “One of my professors told me she knew of biographies of people who travel to hell and come back to give messages to the living. She suggested that I could study this collection of works from a historical perspective. Maybe I could even to do a translation.”

			After reading several biographies and various texts related to India, China, and Central Asia, she saw a pattern emerge. There was a whole genre of biographies about people who die, travel to the hells, and then return to life. She was already thinking about going to Bhutan, so she began to translate a biography from there. She was young and ready to go out into the world, and so in 1981 she headed to Nepal to see what she might learn there while she waited for her visa to Bhutan.

			She was in the village of Boudhanath in Nepal when she met a young man from the Helambu region (Yolmo), a culturally Tibetan area north of Kathmandu. She mentioned to him something about deloms, and he told her casually that there was a delom in his village. “I was stunned, stupefied, whatever you want to call it,” she recalls. “I had absolutely no idea or expectation at all that this was still real. Until that moment, for me, this was something entirely historical. And now, here was this young man telling me, as if it was the most common thing, ‘Oh yeah, I know one of those deloms.’ And he offered to take me to his village.”

			Françoise
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