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Laudatio for His Holiness the Dalai Lama  

By Amy Cohen Varela – Chair Mind and Life Europe Board 

Pisa, 21 September 2017 The Mindscience of Reality 1st Symposium 

We are here to honor an incisive, intrepid and indefatigable explorer of human reality. 

Recognized as the 14th Dalai Lama at the age of 2 years, His Holiness’s destiny was to 

be the spiritual and temporal leader of the land of Tibet. Historical circumstance turned 

all that on its head and instead, he was called to encounter realities that few of us are 

called upon to confront. His autobiographical accounts of this complex coming-of-age 

are a testimony to his integration of knowledge acquired through Buddhist practice and 

scholarship with the practical know-how acquired during his initiation into world 

politics and the convolutions of power relations. This integration of the spiritual and the 

practical is exemplary of the Buddhist approach to reality, which sees wisdom that has 

passed the test of direct experience and analytic reasoning as the key to uprooting the 

ignorance that causes human suffering. But intelligence alone, in the absence of the 

cultivation of our ethical potentialities, of our inner values, can be used in destructive 

ways, as His Holiness so often reminds us.  His long path from his birthplace in a 

country village in the province of Amdo to the Potala palace and then to 60 years of 

exile in Dharamsala India, and all over the world, reveals the power of equanimity and 

compassion as the only solution in which conflicts and violence may be dissolved. 

“During those years, he tells us, my most reliable friend was my own inner quality of 

compassion”.   This fearless and joyful compassionate stance has made him a respected 

and beloved moral leader throughout the world. Those of us, like myself, who have had 

the good fortune to share time with him, are disarmed by the sense of closeness one 

immediately feels in his presence. His very way of being teaches us that compassion is 
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friendship, closeness, always personal, always intimate; his is a compassion that 

acknowledges our common humanity, and as such, comes to touch you in a place that 

you may never even have guessed was within you; his welcoming is a powerful 

teaching in unconditional hospitality; and through his hospitality without reserve, this 

exile has made of the entire world a home.      

For His Holiness, an indispensible practical correlate of compassion is dialogue.  Over 

the last six decades, he has worked tirelessly, writing books that have become highly 

influential, traveling the world to speak and to meet people, both the great actors of our 

political and spiritual worlds as well as ordinary people, and teaching to promote 

dialogue as an antidote to conflict, cycles of violence, human rights abuse and the 

mistreatment of the environment. Creating bridges through dialogue is not a quick and 

straightforward process. It is not a clear series of steps, like a logical demonstration. His 

Holiness has urged us to understand that to participate in a true dialogue you must bring 

to it the whole of yourself, your intuitions, your understandings, your experiences…and 

if your partner does the same, you must expect that building a bridge may be slow, 

difficult, even threatening at times, and that the bridge may turn out to be incomplete or 

provisional. But, dialogue is not meant to be definitive. Its essence is in its dynamical 

and open nature, which is a necessary condition for something really new to emerge 

from it. And the active ingredient in the production of something radically new is 

personal commitment, absolute presence through compassion and friendship. A dear 

friendship that I was fortunate to witness was the one between His Holiness and my late 

husband, cognitive scientist Francisco Varela. His Holiness had been interested in 

Western science from a very young age.  But his understanding of it was then limited by 

his strictly Buddhist training.  Francisco liked to tell the story of one of their first 

encounters that took place in the mid 1980’s in Paris, where His Holiness was invited to 

speak in front of the French National Assembly. The discussion between him and 

Francisco concerning brain physiology and the mind was so passionately engaged that 

His entourage had to pull him away so that he’d make it to the National Assembly on 

time for his speech! They agreed that this incipient dialogue should continue, and thus 

was born the first Mind and Life Dialogue, aptly called “Gentle Bridges”, in reference 

to the care and respect necessary to inaugurate a true dialogue between the Western and 

the Buddhist traditions for investigating the nature of reality.  From this first dialogue 

emerged the Mind and Life Institute and, more recently, Mind and Life Europe.  Both 
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are dedicated to joining in dialogue two powerful investigatory systems: Western 

science, the currently dominant paradigm for the investigation of physical reality, and 

Buddhist psychology and philosophy, which take mind, inner reality, as their privileged 

object of enquiry. Societal benefit was the aspiration that motivated the conversation 

between these two formidable methodologies.  His Holiness’s conviction about the 

benefits of the path, and what he calls his ”curious skepticism”, have been the driving 

force for three decades of Mind and Life dialogues; during this time together, we have 

deepened our understanding of mind and mental practices and instated the experiential 

dimension, the personal dimension – long neglected in mainstream science –at the very 

heart of scientific theory and methodology.  I have observed the workings of these 

dialogues, and I like to think of the community of diverse and rigorous thinkers His 

Holiness has fostered as a kind of communal mind, dedicated to cultivating compassion 

through scientific enquiry. We feel blessed that in some small way we have been able to 

support his great mission. Our hosts today, the Lama Tzong Khapa Institute and the 

University of Pisa, with their dedication to “Mindscience”, are part of this communal 

mind. They have generously offered us the occasion to celebrate and symbolically 

acknowledge a life dedicated to mindscience in compassionate action.  For this, I thank 

them, and extend my warmest congratulations to His Holiness the Dalai Lama. 

Amy Cohen Varela 


