The history of religion in Bhutan can be roughly divided into three phases of: 

(1) Pre-Buddhist Era, until 8th century AD

(2) The Early Propagation of Buddhism, 8-17th century AD

(3) The Later Propagation of Buddhism, 17th Century onwards

Pre Buddhist Era

The pre-Buddhist faith/s of the region that is modern Bhutan is obscure almost to the extent of oblivion for one to say anything definite. Apart from some archaic practices surviving in the form of folk beliefs, rituals and cultures, there is hardly any historical documentation of the religious developments, principles and practices before the advent of Buddhism. It is very implausible that an established religious system or institution existed apart from the diverse folk beliefs and rituals known in different regions and localities. Because of its resemblance to, or/and perhaps of its common origin, these folk beliefs and practices later came to be categorized under Bon, the indigenous religion of Tibet.

We can speculate on the grounds of extant beliefs and practices in the remote parts of the country that religious practices in this era consisted of various strands of shamanism, paganism, nature, spirit and idol worship. Although replaced by or sometimes assimilated into Buddhist beliefs and practices, traces of these strands still exist in folk customs. Shamanistic supplication to local or regional deities through the medium of oracles such as Pabos, Pamos, Jomos, and Terdags and worship of local spirits through offerings and sacrifices, some of which are seen even today, were main features of the religious practice. Belief in reincarnation appears to have been accepted although the main target of the religious practice seems to have been worldly goals such as prosperity, wealth, long life and power. Notwithstanding the spread of Buddhism since the 8th century AD, these practices still constitute a substantial part of Bhutanese lifestyle and tradition.

Early Phase of Buddhism (8-17 Century)

The first sign of Buddhist religion in Bhutan are the two temples of Jampa Lhakhang in Bumthang and Kyerchu Lhakhang in Paro, monuments which are believed to have been built by the Tibetan Emperor Srongtsen Gampo (c.617-698). The arrival of the Indian master Padmasambhava to Bhutan in middle of 8th century marked the proper advent of Buddhism to Bhutan. Two most important religious sites and hundreds of others are related to this master and devotion, prayers and offerings to him form the rudiments of Bhutanese Buddhism. Although there are no historical records of change brought by his mission, oral traditions have it that people took lay Buddhist vows and gave up animal sacrifices.

During the centuries after Padmasambhava’s journey/s to Bhutan, Buddhist missionaries from Tibet including Longchenpa, Myos Lhanangpa, Barawa Gyaltshen Palzang, and Phajo Drukgom Zhigpo poured into the region. The Nying ma tradition of Tibetan Buddhism widely spread in what is now central and eastern parts of Bhutan and produced religious figures such as Padma Lingpa (1450-1521) while other sects such as Lha pa, Barawa, Nenying, Sakya, Drukpa and Karma Kargyud started to spread mainly in western Bhutan. Thus, between the 8th and 17th century Bhutan saw the arrival and propagation of several sects of Tibetan Buddhism and a gradual conversion of valleys of people into Buddhism.

The Later Phase of Buddhism(17th Century onwards)

The later phase is the period after 1616 AD, the year Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal (1594-1651), the founder of Bhutan, escaped from Tibet and started his temporal and spiritual unification of the country. Under his supervision, the Drukpa Kargyud denomination of the Tibetan Kargyud sect was promulgated in Bhutan. Most of other sects, except the Nyingmapas, were banished from Bhutan and the central ecclesiastical body was established. In the following centuries, branches of the central monastic body were founded in all districts, thus spreading Drukpa Kargyud tradition across the whole country, which by then had been unified into one nation.

Today, Bhutan is the only country with Mah(y(na Buddhism as its state religion and the two traditions of Nyingma and Drukpa Kargyud flourish amicably. Nyingma is more common in the eastern districts whereas Drukpa Kargyud is dominant in the western districts still supervised by the central monastic body and both thrive equally in the central districts. Among the southern Bhutanese, most of those who are from Nepali origin are Hindus. There are said to be a few Christians from the unsuccessful missionary works and no Islamic or Jewish Bhutanese are known to exist so far. In spite of the new trends of modernization and materialism creeping in, religion still plays a vital role in the day to day life of the Bhutanese. Freedom of religious practice is unrestricted in the case of existing denominations. An exotic Buddhist culture, with integrated elements of archaic Bon practices, is thriving and Bhutan is seeing another, and perhaps an unprecedented renaissance of Buddhist scholarship and spiritual revivalism.

