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Kent’s Talk at Motithang HSS, Thimphu, on 11th March, 2011 
 

Principal Karma Zangmo: Good morning. Today at Motithang we have Dr Kent and Madame Karma 
Wangmo with Dr here. On behalf of the Motithang Family I would like to welcome Dr Kent and Madame 
Karma to our school. Welcome Sir and Madame. (applause). Dr was here in 2009 to attend the 
international workshop for Educating for GNH (Gross National Happiness). Other details I will leave it 
here. Even Dr’s introduction, I will leave it to you Dr if you don’t mind.  
 
We had a short meeting the day-before-yesterday in the library, and after listening to Dr Kent, to his 
experiences and to his values which he holds closest to his heart – and about his school – we felt it 
would be nice if he could share with the whole school here today. So that is the reason why we invited 
Dr to our school today, even though the schedules are very tight. And even though he doesn’t have 
much time left to be here in Bhutan, still he kindly consented to be here with us. So for this I would like 
to thank you again Dr, for being willing to address the Motithang Family today. I now request Dr to 
address the assembly. But before we do that I think it would be nice if you all would sit down. 
 
While we wait I think I will share some information with Dr here. We are about 1255 students and 55% 
of the school population is girls. We have about 75 teaching and non-teaching staff. The school was 
established in 1975. We have some of our friends from India because we have teacher shortages. So a 
lot of our Indian friends help us in this. We also had a few volunteers from other countries last year, but 
in Motithang we just have our friends from India.  
 
Kent Bicknell: Good morning everyone.  
 
Students: Good morning Sir. 
 
Kent: Buenos dias.  That’s good morning in Spanish. Namaskar for all of our friends from India and kuzu-
zangpo la!  for all of you. I am just thrilled to be here amongst you.  I was honored to have the invitation 
to come back. I said to Madame Karma, your principal, that she should not thank me until she hears 
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what I have to say, because perhaps by the time I am finished she will wish she had not invited me.  
[laughter] That’s a joke, okay? [more laughter] 
 
I have had a wonderful time visiting. This is my second trip to Bhutan. I will tell you the schools I have 
seen.  I arrived on Friday just a week ago, and was very fortunate to meet with your Minister of 
Education at four in the afternoon.  The Minister and I had such a short time that he very kindly invited 
me to come to dinner at his house in the enclave so he and his lovely wife and Karma and I had a 
wonderful conversation for several hours, which was terrific. And then I visited Zilukha Lower Secondary 
School, Yangchenphu HSS, which must be sort of a competitor of yours. Is that correct? [many 
affirmative nods and laughter], Lungtenzampa MSS, Jigme Losel PS, and then, of course Motithang. And 
yesterday I spent a good deal of time at the Early Learning Center.  
 
I asked Madame Principal how much time I could have and when she said I could have three hours I told 
her I wanted six hours. So I hope you all are ready to sit for six hours. [much laughter] Forget the 
election of team captains. We can work that out later. [even more laughter] 
 
I’m not the kind of person who’s very good at reading speeches. I like to speak from the heart. But I did 
make some notes because there were some things that I wanted to share with you today, and the main 
thing that I would like to say, and I’ll repeat it I am sure several times, is for me teaching is all about 
heart connecting to heart. And one of the wonderful things I see here in your country is that many, 
many people are becoming more and more interested in not just learning as something that has to do 
with the mind, but something that has to do with heart connecting to heart.  
 
As I said to the small group on Wednesday I started off as a very normal American kid.  My father taught 
in a private boarding school. So I went to that school. I went off to a very, very prestigious American 
University called Yale. I think I chose it because it was the shortest name and it was very easy to spell. Y-
A-L-E. [laughter] But the time was the 1960’s and all around me a lot of people were beginning to 
question values, like what is it about life that we really want? It is the kind of question that your very 
wise kings, particularly the Fourth King, asked: what should a country, what should a people really be 
looking for in life? It is more than possessions.   
 
My parents were wonderful people, but their whole generation was always looking to get better. And by 
better they often meant bigger: a bigger car, a bigger house, more things. I was part of that generation 
called the hippies - if you’ve heard of the hippies – we loved the music of the Beatles, the Rolling Stones, 
Bob Dylan. All of those things spoke to us, and spoke to me personally.  So in college I began to have big 
questions about what I really, really wanted to do with my life. And I was extremely fortunate that my 
second year in college I took a seminar in modern Hinduism and we studied only four people. I spent 
half a year studying Sri Ramakrishna, a great saint from India; Ramana Maharshi, another great saint 
from India; Rabindranath Tagore, the Nobel Prize winning poet; and then Mahatma Gandhi.   
 
As an American boy studying these wonderful souls, my eyes were opened; my heart was opened. I 
suddenly became awake, and I decided that for the moment the university was not for me. I did not 
want to define myself (by saying) “I am Kent Bicknell, a student at Yale University.” So I left school and 
went hitch-hiking, they called it, around the country. I met a wonderful woman who became my wife in 
Denver, Colorado, and we are still happily married after forty plus years. And then in our searching we 
found a great spiritual teacher from India named Maharaj Kirpal Singh or Sant Kirpal Singh Ji, so we 
became followers of a spiritual path of deep meditation in 1968.  I still follow that.  I was up at four 
o’clock this morning doing my pujas, sitting for meditation. 
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I went back to school and finished at the university, so I am not recommending that you leave school 
and stay out of school. I went back to school, got my Bachelor’s Degree. I then got my Master’s Degree 
and finally I got my Doctorate, and that is why I am being referred to as “Dr Kent.“ 
 
In 1973 we started a school in the small state of New Hampshire in the U.S. One of the things that we 
really wanted to have in our school was a commitment to a reverence for all life.  We felt very strongly 
that it is a good thing to lead your life in such a way that you are causing as little harm to all creatures as 
possible. That meant we were vegetarian.  And to be a vegetarian in American in 1970 was not easy. We 
were considered crazy.  We were considered nuts. We were considered ready for the loony bin. 
Whatever you want to say. It did not go over very well.  We were pagle [“crazy” in Hindi].  
 
The school also had a strong commitment to service, because Sant Kirpal Singh always taught that the 
end of knowledge, the end of all your learning should be service to others.  Otherwise what is the point 
of learning? From the beginning our school had this very strong commitment to service.   
 
We started our school a long time ago, perhaps even before some of your parents were born. Think 
about that.  Go back to when you were a little child, say in kindergarten. Then think of your parents back 
in kindergarten and then go back to before they were born… and I was already teaching in Sant Bani 
School, which is our school.  
 
So we began in 1973 with six students in my home.  We grew and grew and grew – but we are not 
nearly as big as you are. We are a K-12 school with 175 students. But for many, many years now we’ve 
been sending our graduates off into the world to great colleges and universities and it has been a terrific 
pleasure for me to still be involved with the school.  I continue to be the principal of the school and I’m 
also a teacher.  And I believe strongly that in order for me to do a good job as principal I need to be 
teaching because I need to learn from all of you.  I don’t have all the knowledge in here. In fact I’ll tell 
you a quick funny story to show you how illiterate I am. 
 
Yesterday Madame Karma dropped me off at the Early Learning Center and I spent three or fours hours 
there and then I said, “I can walk back to Thimphu.” So I walked and walked.  I was trying to get to the 
Wangchuk Hotel which was just across from the stadium, and I finally decided I better stop and ask 
where I was and I said to a man, “Is Thimphu that way?” [laughter] And he said to me, “Thimphu that 
way.” [points the opposite way… much laughter] Where was I, Karma? [Karma tells me so everyone can 
hear and I say] Changbankpu? [even more laughter as I was mispronouncing Changbangdu] So I was 
lost. After I leave here, don’t you dare follow me because if you follow me you’ll get lost, I can guarantee 
you.  
 
I was thinking of starting with a moment of quiet, but you did already start with that.  Here are a couple 
of things that I want to share. 
 
When I came to the GNH in Education Workshop in December of 2009 I was very happy to be part of 
this.  I think I was invited in part because the school I run, Sant Bani School in New Hampshire, has been 
operating, as your Minister of Education himself said, on GNH principles since we began. So in a small 
way we’ve been doing this for a long time, and therefore I was delighted to come and visit.   
 
One of the most striking things to me was when, right before the workshop began, we visited 
Lungtenzampa MSS, and there a bunch of us visitors, the “foreigners,” were talking to some teachers 
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and students. A lot of the people who came to the workshop were very strong about getting meditation 
into schools and classrooms, to the point where it sounded like that was the most important thing. It 
began to sound to me like people were suggesting that one minute of quiet would fix everything. I love 
meditation – I have been doing it myself for over forty years – but I know that isn’t true. A minute of 
quiet reflection is good but it is not a pill that will change everything. 
 
So I was very happy when one of the Bhutanese teachers, one of your own, raised her hand and said, 
“Excuse me, but I think you are emphasizing meditation so much because you in the West need it. You 
are so stressed and so worried all the time. I have a very simple formula that I use.  On the first day of 
school I make sure I know every child’s name. And after I know every child’s name in my class, I find 
something in each child’s heart to connect with.” 
 
After hearing her say that I literally felt as if I could have jumped on the plane and flown home, because 
to me that was the essence of GNH in education. It is all about connecting. It is, as I said to the small 
group the other day, about finding your own voices. And if I connect with your heart and I’m telling you, 
“You are valuable,” then it makes you feel good. And it makes you feel like you can talk.  
 
In that small group meeting at Motithang I heard about how it was the student government group who 
was asking questions and making suggestions while the faculty, the teachers, and the principal were all 
listening to you, the students.  And that is huge. That is a very, very, very big thing. It is about heart 
resonating with heart.  
 
Sometimes we can think we are isolated, and I want to share with you a story from my searching. 
Sometimes I think that Americans like to think, “We are the smartest people in the world!” and that we 
know best what to do, but that can be so wrong. I love being an American, and I think it’s a great 
country in so many ways; but at times it can be very embarrassing because there can be so much 
arrogance. There is too much thinking that “We alone know the way.” The reality is that we have 
something to learn from everyone. 
   
A great hero of mine was a 19th century thinker named Henry Thoreau.  He was born near where I live. 
He wrote one of the great classics of world literature called Walden, and some of you may read that 
when you go on to college.  And when Henry Thoreau was your age he started having experiences like 
he was meditating, but those happened without any meditation. He started to become what he called 
intoxicated or almost drunk. He didn’t drink any liquor or alcohol. It is just that he was feeling very, very 
happy for days on end.  And as a teenager he asked people, what is going on? What is happening? No 
one could tell him what was going on.  
 
Finally he discovered the Bhagavad Gita. And in the that holy book from India – I’m not talking 20 or 30 
years ago, but 160 years ago in America – Henry Thoreau, one of America’s greatest thinkers, found the 
answers he was seeking in the Bhagavad Gita.  Years later, after Henry Thoreau developed some of his 
ideas about peaceful resistance to civil government, Mahatma Gandhi went back and read Henry 
Thoreau and was inspired.   
 
I collect rare books and manuscripts.  That’s something I do on the side.  I really love rare books.  I’m a 
fanatic for books. In my collection at home I have a letter that Mahatma Gandhi wrote – the very letter 
signed by Gandhi – where he is writing about how much Henry Thoreau’s writings and philosophy meant 
to him.  I was going to read you that letter but the time is too short. I also have sitting on my shelf at 
home a book that belonged to Henry Thoreau. It was his own book that he read and the title of that 
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book is: A Manual of Buddhism. Think about that. We think we’re separate but we’re not. We’re 
connected.  It’s our hearts that are connected.  
 
I wish I had more time as there is so much that I want to share with you. My advice is that you should be 
bold. Be bold. Be brave. The graduates of Sant Bani School go off to universities and if they have any 
questions in class, they raise their hand, and the university teachers are very happy. But many of the 
students who have not gone to my school say to our graduates afterwards, “How do you dare raise your 
hand?” 
But that is what you should do. Be bold. Ask questions.  
 
I had a wonderful opportunity to have tea with Madame Aum Kunzang Choden, even though I had 
barely met her. You know her – she wrote Dawa, the Story of a Stray Dog of Bhutan and Circle of Karma. 
I met her briefly and then wrote her an email and said, “I would love to come have tea with you.” So she 
invited me for tea. And it was great and we had a fabulous talk and it was a great connection, and one of 
the things she told me was she was very sad that not enough books were being read in Bhutan. So I was 
thrilled when I looked through the Motithang HSS magazine, Teen Generation 2010. I noticed the article 
on the Ten Best Reasons Why You Should Go For Reading Over Watching TV. But when I looked I saw 
that there were only nine reasons on the page, and I thought what is going on here? I had to turn the 
page to find reason #10, and I thought, “How clever. They made me turn the page because I was looking 
for #10.” Then I saw the list of the great books to read.  
 
This magazine is great [Kent holds up the magazine] the articles are excellent, the books listed are 
wonderful, and all these suggestions are great. Books are fabulous because you can read them at your 
own pace.  What if all your friends only spoke at one speed? Imagine sitting around having a 
conversation and your friends spoke at the same speed and they would never stop. And you said, “What 
were you saying?” but they just kept going and kept going. That’s what TV is like.  So a book is great.  
You can go back. You can review. 
 
Over tea, Madame Aum Kunzang talked about her childhood, and what it was like being educated in a 
convent school in India.  Today she feels so fortunate that an Irish nun told her whole class about the 
world, about real things that were going on outside the walls of the school.  Otherwise she felt so 
isolated. Hearing about this famous author’s childhood I realized again how important it is to remember 
that we teachers were once like you, and that you will one day be like us.  Maybe you are shuddering at 
that thought now, but you will age.  It will happen.  You will get lost (well, you won’t get lost walking to 
Thimphu hopefully!).  So it is good for all of us to remember that we were all once young. That is why I 
was really happy to see that you printed this poem by your vice-principal, written when he was young. 
At the end it says, “It is really nice to know that even our teachers were once just like us, right?” Well, let 
me give you a little secret. In many ways we are still just like you! [ripple of laughter] 
 
I am going to close by telling you that when I found out I was to visit Lungtenzampa MSS this week I got 
very excited, because I thought I was going to be able to meet the teacher who said that wonderful 
thing I heard in 2009 that seemed to be the essence of GNH in education. I went through all my photos 
and found a picture of the classroom where we met and I recognized her in the photo. I pasted that on 
my laptop, and brought it to the principal at Lungtenzampa,  saying, “I am hoping to meet with this 
teacher and talk with her more.” I told her the story of how that teacher said, “maybe you in the West 
need to meditate more than we do, but I learn every child’s name and I find something to connect with 
in every child’s heart.” The principal got very sad and said, “Oh, that teacher is gone. I think she left and I 
even think she is in the United States studying.”    
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I was happy that the principal had the teacher’s email address. Last night, even though I did not know 
her, I wrote. I introduced myself and explained that I only knew her from what she said, and that I had 
been quoting her in many places: in the GNH forum on education on the web, to your Minister of 
Education, and to every principal I have met on this trip. I even quoted her in a magazine article I wrote. 
I wrote last night and this morning she wrote back. I want to read her email because I think it’s a 
message for all of us. I don’t mean just you students – who are very patiently sitting here in the sun – 
but for all of the teachers, the principal, everyone, including me! Her name is Dorji Bidha, and this is 
what she wrote:  
 
Dear Kent,  
Getting to know names is an easy game, but remembering what one said is a hard thing. You are great 
because you still remember what I spoke during the GNH exchange we had a long time back. Thank you 
so much for believing in what I say and valuing my job as a teacher. I am flattered because I never 
thought my words would be weighed and considered so powerful.  
 
It is true that I give my heart and soul to my job.  I always make sure that a school should be a home 
where every teacher’s responsibility is to give birth to education. I never believed in a classroom full of 
posters, a strict professor, and students tied to the chairs to learn materials.  
 
The joy that fills the classroom is a fruitful business.  A child should first be given a chance to open his 
heart, and then only is he or she capable of getting his mind to journey through learning. Happiness is 
the key to open all senses and education takes root when the senses are clear. Therefore an open heart 
for traffic is a must.   
 
I would love to visit your school.  It is motivating to know that this world has a school like yours. I must 
congratulate you for heading a school that follows the concepts of GNH. It must be a perfect place to be.  
 
Thank you so much for mentioning me to the Minister of Education. I am at the University of Maryland 
pursuing a Master’s in Education.  I would love to hear from you so do keep in touch. Best, Dorji Bidha 
 
That is what I want to leave you with, the message I have for you.  
 
My spiritual teacher, Kirpal Singh, said, “Each one of us is unique in his or her own way.”  Each one of us 
is unique.  Every single one of you has something inside of you that is special and different. “There is a 
divine purpose behind the life of everyone who comes into the world.  No one has been created for 
nothing.  We have something to learn from everyone, and this is the mystery of humility.” 
 
I want to close with a moment of quiet again, but I also want to read you something the Buddha said.  
Think about this as you are being mindful. And think about this as you cast your eyes down or close your 
eyes and are quiet for a minute: just watch your mind. Watch your mind. It is like a playground with the 
thoughts jumping all around.   
 
The Buddha said: 
 
I know of no other single thing so conducive to misery as this uncultivated, untrained mind.  
I know of no other single thing so conducive to well-being as this cultivated, well- trained mind. 
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Let us sit quietly for one minute. [we do…] 
 
May we find peace and joy throughout the day and I will say mil gracias, which is a thousand thanks in 
Spanish, and I will say dhanyavad and I will also say tashi delek! Thank you.  
 
Principal Karma Zangmo: Thank you Dr. This gratitude is from the bottom of my heart. I have listened to 
you, and everyone here will agree that what you said is very true. And we do not regret the use of this 
morning’s assembly because we have learned a lot.  
 
For the rest of you here I would like to take you back to the first assembly we had here. I asked you a 
question about the purpose of your being here. I hope you will again think about this, and after listening 
to Dr Kent, now you will get more insights in trying to find out your purpose.  
 
The other thing that I have been telling you all is similar to service to others. But the other thing I told 
you is that if you cannot be of service to others, at least do not do harm. 
 
The third thing is that we have been trying to make you all read, and that is why the Teen Generation 
came up with this, the very reasons why you should read. And the Teen Generation group is happening 
again – and they are going to get some more members – so if you are interested you can also be in the 
Teen Generation 2011.  
 
I hope that you will take some time to think about whatever Dr said here today. I hope, and I know that 
you would have gained some insights which would lead you towards finding your purpose of life. With 
this, thank you so much.  
 
Remember that we are going to have the captains’ elections, but the classes will not be disturbed. So 
you will be called into the hall – and be here only when you are called. Classes will go on as usual. Thank 
you. Please allow us to leave before you all stand up. 


