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What happened?
In June of 2018, Mipham Rinpoche, the head 
of Shambhala International (SI), a prominent 
Buddhist organization with over 200 centers, 
was accused of sexual assault. The report was 
brought forth by Andrea Winn, a member of of 
the community, through an organization she 
founded by the name of Buddhist Project 
Sunshine. According to the allegations, 
Rinpoche made numerous drunken sexual 
advances to his female followers, and even 
went as far as coercing some into granting him 
“sexual favors” (Newman). Winn also reported 
that senior leaders of SI knew about the 
assaults, yet did nothing about it. A few weeks 
after, the Sakyong – meaning ”king” in Tibetan 
– admitted to inappropriate relations with 
women and soon after stepped down as head 
of SI. Moreover, the Kalapa council, the 
organization’s highest leadership body
resigned following the allegations.

Andrea Winn Official SI logo

Mipham Rinpoche



The Reports

´ All of the reports were presented by Buddhist Project Sunshine
´ Grassroots initiative seeking “to raise awareness of the alleged 

sexualized violence in the community and explores the extent of 
this ongoing issue.”

´ The first report was a 39-page document released in February 2018, 
containing findings from an informal investigation on sexual misconduct 
in SI.

´ The second report was 52 pages and released in July. It contained 
details of a more formal, preliminary investigation conducted by lawyer 
Carol Mechasin.

´ The reports include reflection on the impact of the violations on the 
community, stories from victims, statements on how to prepare for the 
forthcoming shock to the Buddhist community, and suggestions for the 
SI leadership on how to proceed and for the community on how to 
cope.



The First Allegation

The first woman to come forward was one who had served under Sakyong 
Mipham Rinpoche (SMR) and was a devoted Shambhala member. She 
reported that the advances started at parties that were thrown for SMR, in 
which he would get severely intoxicated. He then would kiss and grope girls 
like her and plead for them to have sex with him. However, in all environments 
outside of his alcohol-fueled parties, SMR would act as if these encounters 
never occurred, and never showed any sexual or romantic interest towards 
them. It is not clear from the report if this woman eventually slept with him, but 
the accuser does state that SMR had her engage in various inappropriate 
acts. Eventually, the woman confronted SMR about his behavior. Although he 
apologized upon confrontation, she noticed that she was gradually relieved of 
her duties at SI until she was finally completely ousted 



The Most Recent Story

An anonymous woman, under the pseudonym Ann, detailed her experience 
with Mipham Rinpoche. According to her, the advances started in 2002-2003, 
when he began to request that she have sex with him. She declined his 
advances several times, out of the fear that he would be angry at her. 
Furthermore, the Sakyong told her that sleeping with her guru was a part of 
guru yoga practice. The Sakyong also forced her to perform sexual acts in 
front of his inner circle. Upon trying to leave the community, Rinpoche’s staff 
contacted Ann ceaselessly, telling her that to leave was to break her vows 
and resign to living in the ”realms of hell”
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Community response

The majority of the SI community was shocked to find out about the allegations.  
´ Personal friends of the Sakyong were also surprised about the information. For 

example, one of his childhood friends, David Bolduc, had known Rinpoche to 
have a wilder lifestyle before devoting himself to Shambhala International, but 
never expected sexual assault as a part of his party antics. 

However, some were not.
´ Former member of the Shambhala Community, Dan Montgomery, spoke to the 

organization’s “sexual permissiveness” and lack of attention to sexual 
misconduct from his perspective while having been in the community for 30 
years. He himself had never seen Rinpoche partake in any sexual violence. 

´ Leslie Hays, also a former member of  Shambhala, said she was not surprised to 
hear about the charges because she knew of several women whom he had 
assaulted.



Conversation with Andrea Winn

I and another student, Sarah Mason from the University of Michigan, 
interviewed Andrea Winn about her work in Buddhist Project Sunshine. By 
clicking on the speaker graphic to the right, you will access a recording of the 
phone call. 

Highlights of the conversation (summary of some of Winn’s responses) :

Why did you start BPS?
à Did not want to leave the world without exposing sexual violence in her 

community

What was your role in the project?
à Among other things, she was the project manager, the one who brought almost 
all of the women to Carol – the lawyer who conducted their investigations –, and 
wrote the report.



Highlights continued
How did the community receive the reports?
à The first two phases were received remarkably well. The third, however, was not. She 

faced a lot of backlash from people who remained in the SI community. Andrea also 
spoke to the response of the SI leadership, who responded manipulatively and 
strategically to the reports. For example, although the council and Rinpoche stepped 
down, his loyalists stepped in.

What was the hardest part of compiling the reports?
à Emotionally, it was challenging to hear such stories. In terms of hard labor, the project 

proved to be longer than Winn had originally thought it would be; Winn was also 
threatened with a lawsuit by Rinpoche’s lawyers if she released the reports following 
phase 1 (Winn still published and was not sued)

What was the most rewarding part of your work?
à Knowing she will leave the world having exposed this dark secret, and knowing that 
she was able to have a positive impact on people’s lives, especially those of the 
survivors.
Do you have any plans to release more reports in the future
à Andrea is taking a break from the project until the new year, and has no plans to 

release any more reports for the time-being.



My Opinion
It gives me immense joy and pride that women who have been silenced for so long have finally 
been heard and validated. Women like the brave ones who shared their story, and so many 
more, have dealt with the shame, humiliation, psychological, and physical trauma that their 
leaders have inflicted upon them for years. Leaders who, instead of being their solace and 
support, were the complete opposite. Furthermore, it is also sickening that the violators like 
Rinpoche abused their power within their community to pull off these deeds. Not only did he use 
their power as the leader of Shambhala International, but he also used his psychological hold 
over his followers to his advantage. To attack a person when they are vulnerable and powerless 
is an act of cowardice. As such, I am elated that the survivors have been given a voice and that 
the perpetrators will be brought to justice, both of which have been long overdue. It is also my 
opinion that we must recognize and applaud the work of the likes of Andrea Winn, without 
whom these survivor may have never gotten the chance to tell their story, and their abusers 
night have continued to live without punishment for their abhorrent actions. It is my hope that 
through sufficient time and counseling, the survivors and all of those affected by the sexual 
misconduct in this community can heal. It is also my hope that the violators understand the 
horridness of their actions and repent. I hope that Rinpoche is truly sorry for his actions, rather 
than putting out an apology to “save face”. I believe that the leadership in many Buddhist 
groups has to change drastically, and more dialogue should be occurring about the very real 
dangers and consequences (on both parties) of sexual misconduct. Organizations must also be 
more transparent with their members so that they can once again be trusted.
Ultimately, it saddens me that something like this ever happened. I am left with the question –
When did religious organizations go from being people’s community, support, moral compass, 
etc. to being a source of danger and violence? Where did we, as a people go wrong? What 
can we do to ensure that something like this never happens again?
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