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Ritual is symbolic action. Symbolic action reveals heightened
significance, it takes place within a ‘mythic context’. This will do
as a working definition. For the Western Buddhist Order, this
context is Going for Refuge to the Three Jewels or, more
mythically, the Bodhisattva ideal: the ideal of universal
Enlightenment. This ideal is exemplified by the figure of the
thousand-armed Avalokiteshvara and, in principle, the activity of
each member of the Order invokes the reality of this sublime
being. The lives of Order members are manifestations of the
presence of Avalokiteshvara, their spiritual progress consists in
revealing, through their action, this mythic context more and more
completely.

In presenting an issue of Golden Drum on the subject of ritual,
it might have seemed obvious to look at devotion (puja), mantra,
or Buddhist liturgy. A very coherent and sensible set of articles
could have been commissioned exploring the major themes and
symbols with which liturgical ritual is concerned. However, I have
not chosen this course; not through any love of contrariness but
because I wanted to emphasize the fact that ritual is not something
that has a place in formal religious observances only. It is not
something that takes place only in churches, mosques, and
shrine-rooms. Ritual is a way of living, a context within which
one’s actions possess heightened significance.

Further, ritual is something that must be done. It is difficult, if
not impossible, to understand the ritual process from a theoretical
point of view. It is a practical thing. What ritual is, and means, will
best emerge through learning from the examples of individuals
living their lives in a ritual context. This is what the articles in this
issue reveal. They show a glimpse of the irresistibly inviting
mythic ocean that each of us can begin to dip into when we enter
more creative, expansive states of awareness.

Spiritual life may be understood as a process of discerning
significance in everything that happens to us and making every
conscious act that we undertake one of significance. On the
surface, a ritual life may not look very different from the most
mundane, humdrum, kind of life that you might imagine. Its
activities might be the same: working as a shop assistant or a
builder, for example. However, the ritualist sees a deeper, more
nourishing, even cosmic significance underlying his or her actions.
He or she sees those actions as imbued with meaning.

To understand life in this way requires the activation of a
special faculty, called by Sangharakshita the imaginal faculty. In
more traditional terms, this faculty is shraddha (faith). Fully
developed, this faculty is equivalent to prajna (wisdom):

‘Imagination in the highest sense apprehends shunyata or truth
in the highest sense, through the medium of form — that is to say
beauty in the highest sense. It apprehends truth and beauty
together.”*

We can understand then that the ritualization of our action can
be a path to Enlightenment — rather, the discernment of the

inherently ritual nature of our activity is integral to spiritual
development.

The imaginal faculty is the eye of angels, its function is to
spiritualize experience and so understand it symbolically. It sees
the world of public reality, of external events and images, as an
objective analogue of inner spiritual processes. It uses the material
of the outer senses to map out the interior domain and so, through
the manipulation of that external material, the internal can be
reorganized. Thus a correspondence is revealed connecting the
outer and inner worlds, the macrocosm and the microcosm. So
fixing up a neglected warehouse becomes building the Pure Land,
cleaning items on the shop shelf an expression of devotion to the
Buddhas, welding scrap metal the subjugation of forces hostile to
spiritual progress. For the spiritual imagination, all forms become
epiphanies, revealing the ultimate meaning of the universe, all
sounds the mantric incantations of the Buddhas.

It is important to recognize that this revelation of deeper
significance within one’s experience is not a matter of ‘pretending’
something but of acknowledging a deeper dimension of what
actually is the case but, because of the poverty of one’s
imagination, has previously remained hidden.

It is as though we had chosen to live in a very small cell, in
complete darkness, with little or no room to move. This is our life
as we ordinarily know it. However, unknown to us, or dimly
perceived, is a world outside the cell, a vast dimension within
which the cell has definite, though strictly limited, significance.
This dimension expands, like a translucent blue sky, in every
direction without end. Within it fabulous leviathans range, celestial
maidens dance, and creaking floorboards sing the melody of
impermanence. This is also our life. But this is our life
spiritualized by the imaginal faculty where our
unremarkable-struggle-to-make-ends-meet assumes cosmic
importance, where we understand that the surface of our life is the
mundane echo of a vivid and potent spiritual adventure.

The articles in this issue can be understood as windows on this
imaginal domain, through which its supernal light may begin to
dapple our dank cells and by which we may contemplate its
splendour and, through familiarity with it, begin to dwell in this
enlarged domain ourselves.

We can understand the unfoldment of spiritual life as the
increasing ritualization of every aspect of our conduct: body,
speech, and mind, to the point when every action becomes a
sacramental gesture (mudra), every word a magical invocation of
the ideal of Enlightenment (mantra), and every thought the
expression of an overwhelming urge to bring about universal
awakening (bodhichitta).

Nagapriya

£ Quoted in Sangharakshita: A New Voice in the Buddhist Tradition,
Subhuti, Windhorse 1994, p.281.
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‘Ritual is the means of acting out the mythic
symbolic dimension, bringing it into the present,
into the real.’”*

A sense of the mythic dimension is crucial
if we are to experience our spiritual lives as
vital and alive, performing ritual is a direct
means through which to connect deeply
with that region that eludes a one-sidedly
rational orientation. Ritual is action that is
imbued with, and communicates, meaning
and higher values. In a Buddhist context, it
is any action of body, speech, or mind that
generates positive emotion, that points
towards the ideal of Enlightenment, and
that engages all of ourselves, the heights
and the depths, in the mythic quest towards
realizing the goal.

To explore this more fully, I will
borrow a model from a sixteenth century
Italian writer, Baldassare Castiglione,
concerning performance.** The principles
translate very well into what we aspire to
when ‘performing’ Buddhist ritual, since
ritual is a form of drama, one in which we
give form to our innermost longings and
ideals, and express them through
appropriate and meaningful actions.

The first principle is decoro. This is the
outward appearance of the ritual; the form
it takes and the techniques employed. It is a
quality that can be developed, practised,
refined, and mastered. It requires qualities
such as duty and dedication. In a ritual,
such as the tea ceremony, decoro is the
performing of the ceremony with great
beauty and sensitivity, with attention to
detail, making sure that those conducting
the ceremony know the order of events and
are able to convey the appropriate aesthetic
sensibility. However, the form is not
enough on its own, otherwise we could fall
prey to the third of the Ten Fetters:
‘grasping ethical rules and religious
observances as ends in themselves’.

In Buddhist ritual, it is crucial to keep
the intention behind the action in clear
focus. Formal ritual is definitely not an end
in itself. Buddhist ritual has a clearly
defined rational foundation based on
ethical principles, the actions performed
must be skilfully motivated. Sometimes
people fear ritual, seeing it as devoid of
reason. However, in authentic ‘rational
ritual’ one knows what one is doing, why
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one is doing it, what the form of the ritual
means, and the state of consciousness one
is trying to evoke through performing it.
Ritual should in fact lead to enhanced
mental clarity.

Castiglione’s second principle is
sprezzatura. This quality guards against the
rigid formalism that decoro alone could
give rise to. Sprezzatura can be translated
as: ‘A lightning-like energy which carries
courage, boldness, even rashness and
excitement. It is a delighting in the
moment, a love of improvisation. It is
constantly fresh.” This quality is crucial. It
is a willingness to hold the form lightly and
to incorporate the surprises that ritual
inevitably includes with a dignity and
grace. It is a delicate balancing act between
controlling the form of the ritual, creating a
safe space for the participants, and letting
go into the magic of the moment. Some of
my most breathtaking ritual moments have
involved watching the unforeseen dramatic
element unfold in ways I could never have
predicted. I once sent a floating shrine out
into the ocean. As soon as it began its
journey out to sea I was captivated by the
elegant vision of this strange and
mysterious candle-lit craft — far more
beautiful and evocative than I had
expected.

Similarly, on the day of my private
ordination I wrote out my old name and
offered it to the river in the context of a
going forth ritual. As the days passed, I
returned to it and observed the gradual
process of dissolution that took place. This
created a living image for the inner process
I experienced in abandoning my old
identity and added a depth and intensity to
that process that could not have been
possible using the rational faculties alone.

In these ways, the enactment of rituals
can deposit symbolic imagery in our
imagination which then enters and informs
a more archetypal dimension of ourselves,
the implications of which reverberate
through time.

Ritual helps us to integrate our depths
into our conscious attitudes. In ritual the
inner world is actualized and given form.
One reveals an inner experience through
action (making offerings, performing puja,
prostrating) and this externalization in turn

enriches one’s inner awareness. In this way
ritual becomes a potent tool in the task of
achieving congruency and harmony
between one’s inner experience and outer
expression. The quality of sprezzatura is
essential to all this, as we need to have
courage and spontaneity, imbued with
feeling, for this interplay between our inner
and outer worlds to be authentic.

Holding decoro and sprezzatura in
balance, we enter into an alchemical
crucible of symbol and myth that can be
startling in its intensity. The non-rational,
intuitive side of us is called out into the
light — often despite cynicism and
doubt — and suddenly we find ourselves in
touch with depths we barely knew existed.

This brings us to Castiglione’s third
principle: grazia. He describes this as: ‘A
quality from the Divine, uncontainable,
without limit, belonging to no one.” In
Buddhist terms, this is the irruption of the
transcendental dimension into the ritual
process. Although we may only get a
‘glimpse of a glimpse’ we must cherish
these visionary and magical moments when
they arise, for they are vital prefigurements
of a transformed attitude to life. The most
useful way I can understand the principle
of grazia is to bear in mind that all
Buddhist ritual is performed in the service
of change. Sangharakshita has said that if
we could reduce all the Buddhist teachings
to just one meaningful word, that word
would be impermanence. Ritual is a
powerful way to sense this. Ultimately, it is
a tool for ‘seeing things as they really are’
and for living in harmony with that truth.
In the course of a ritual, especially one
conducted outdoors, the world becomes a
living and vibrant place, not just
intellectually but experientially. In this

. way, the ritual can help us to overcome

fixed views and the attendant ossification
of self and world. Rituals involving fire
and water are especially evocative in this
respect because they pulse with movement
and change. I have performed rituals
between the tides to emphasize this
symbolism, making offerings expressive of
an aspect of my own transformation that
have then been proffered to the forces of
impermanence — the gentlest of waves
comes in and suddenly my offering is
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Left: Floating shrine. Below & Right: Box shrines

transformed into something new. A death
and rebirth happens before my eyes, I have
a moment of mourning and feel my
attachment but then another wave comes,
and then another, and I begin to let go a
little more into change. Suddenly I feel
myself as a thread woven into the patterns
of change in nature. The ordinary and
extraordinary begin to merge and the world
becomes richly symbolic rather than
hard-edged and utilitarian. In such ways
the imaginal faculty can be awakened and
our experience of the world transformed
and enriched.

Another way I have explored ritual is by
making implements, or tools, of
transformation. These have included ritual
boxes, staffs, and a ‘bardo necklace’ to
wear at the time of my ordination to
remind me to stay awake to the deeper
significance of that event. I have found the
boxes particularly powerful because inside
them I have consciously created a sacred,
symbolic space for ritual to take place.
They are containers of space, repositories
for dreams, places of stillness. They are
secret, mysterious, and alchemical whilst
closed, transforming the offerings ritually
placed inside, and they are open,
expansive, and joyful when opened out.
Our relationship to such ‘implements’ will
be determined by our prevailing concerns
and values since the meanings and
significances we ascribe to our experiences
are mediated through these. So, viewed
sceptically, these are small wooden boxes
filled with meaningless bits and pieces;
viewed from the perspective of myth they

are symbols for the constant transformation
that goes on in our depths.

I have a friend who made a ritual box
for the kitchen knife so she would be
reminded that cooking can be a spiritual
practice of mindfulness and aesthetics each
time she went to remove the knife from its
‘shrine’. A simple ritual like this can be a
powerful way to imbue one’s life with
richness and meaning, bridging the
archetypal depths and the everyday. It is
useful to consider these implements as
‘faith tools’. Each time they are looked at
or ‘used’ they serve as a reminder of the
inspiration that led to their conception. As
such they act as triggers, touchstones, and
they nourish faith simply by the fact that
they exist at all. They are like depth
charges; they are buried treasure revealed.

Rituals can echo Dharmic symbols, for
example, the lotus and the vajra. Vajric
rituals are directed and have a sense of
linear, dynamic, aspirational energy. They
have a strong sense of beginning, middle,
and end; for example, offering a
prostration. The power of such a ritual lies
in wholeheartedly engaging with the
performance of the action, bearing in mind
its underlying symbolism. Lotus rituals are
more concerned with surrendering control.
One sets up the conditions, the form of the
ritual, and then becomes a witness to an
unfolding drama that one cannot control or
direct through ego or will. Examples of this
kind of ritual will include those involving
water and fire. At their best, these rituals
can help one to experience the intense
beauty of impermanence, rather than being
frightened by it. Of course many rituals
involve both aspects — dynamism and
receptivity — and perhaps the most
effective rituals harmonize the two.

Although I firmly believe in the value of

solitary ritual, ritual is at its most powerful
when practised collectively. It then
becomes a form of communication through
which there is a possibility for the
collective ‘whole’ to become far greater
than the sum of its parts and a strong
spiritual atmosphere engendered. The
Sevenfold Puja is a good example of a
collective ritual that can lead us all the way
to an experience of the transcendental
dimension: there is decoro, the form of the
puja through the successive moods of the
verses; sprezzatura, manifesting as
emotional engagement and a willingness to
perform each puja as if for the first time,
with spontaneity and freshness; then, in
dependence on the conditions created by
those two principles, there is the possibility
for the bodhichitta to arise, for the
collective practice of puja to rise to another
dimension altogether, for there to be an
experience of grazia. In this way, a ritual
such as the puja can become a powerful
‘Jacob’s Ladder’ between mundane and
transcendental experience.

Ultimately, our whole lives can be
imbued with ritual and unveil a mythic
dimension. It is possible to experience the
world as magical and alive and to have our
spiritual aspirations woven into the thread
of our daily activities in a profoundly
beautiful way. This is the ritual life. It is
not far away. It is here — shimmering in the
midst of that which seems ordinary but
which when seen with angels’ eyes is full
of wonder.

Born in New Zealand, Nidyamala is now based in
Sheffield, England. She was ordained into the Western
Buddhist Order in 1995 and is involved in developing
art and ritual courses and retreats in the FWBO.

*Subhuti, The Mythic Context, Padmaloka Books.

#See Anthony Rooley, Performance, Element Books




Priyavadita unfolds an alchemical approach to building a Buddhist centre

A SACRED

INTERIOR

Northern quarter, Manchester: Dirt, smog, hustle, noise, pubs, clubs, pigeons, shopping-malls,
litter, winos, pimps, office workers, rent boys, curry houses....

Within this sprawling corpse of urban decay an obscure, forgotten warehouse transubstan-
tiates. Brickwork sandblasted and repointed. Slates replaced. Rotten timbers renewed.

Wall rebuilt. Windows stripped, repainted, repaired. The insides gutted. OId fittings ripped out. The basic shell exposed, made good. New walls
and ceilings built. Lighting and heating installed. Up on the fourth floor, before the neon signs advertising the Arndale shopping centre, a
seven-man Buddhist community is already resident. Right Livelihood offices emerge. Study rooms, library, health centre, shrine-rooms — all will
soon take shape. When the transfiguration is complete the rotting warehouse will have become a Pure Land: a thriving Buddhist centre, the focal
point of the FWBO in Manchester.

Look closer; see with the eye of the imagination. What is really going on? I see war: a warrior band struggling with the forces of decay, disease,
ugliness, striving to establish a refuge deep in enemy territory in the tumult of battle.

I see alchemists locked in hidden dark laboratories, philosopher magicians manipulating their experiments: observing, adjusting, regulating. In
undertaking a transformation of the material plane, transmuting base metal into gold, they induce a corresponding sublimation of the base natures
of their own souls.

I see purification, the clearing away of adventitious taints and defilements, the revelation and actualization of innate potential. I am reminded of
the lotus in the mire which grows up to open to the liberating vastness of a blue sky.

I even see Bodhisattvas delighting in their play, rearranging some scruffy corner of this rose-apple island
into a mandala of great beauty, breathtaking to behold.

The principle at work is that of correspondence; between mundane, day to day changes occurring in the
physical structure of the building and deeper, more archetypally significant themes. One could elaborate many
such themes and arrange them into a rough hierarchy. At the top, the most universal principle: Buddhahood, the
ideal of human Enlightenment. Perfection possible to attain which as yet is quite beyond our experience. This
manifests on progressively lower levels through experiences and forms that reflect its inexhaustible richness in
ever greater particularity and decreasing completeness. At the bottom-are the everyday occurrences of the build-
ing project.

Of what practical relevance is all this? I am involved in a building project. When it is finished we will have
converted a disused warehouse into a Buddhist centre: a visible bearer of higher ideals in a barbarian land.
Through it many people will make contact with, be touched, influenced, even transformed by, the Dharma. In
the meantime there are deadlines to meet, problems to solve, materials to find, finances to deal with. In short, a
lot of hard work. The apparent problem with a building project like this is that it requires a lot of hard work over
a relatively long period of time and if one is not careful that is all it becomes. Is this the best way to build a
Buddhist centre? First, let us ask: what is the purpose of a Buddhist centre? This should yield some ideas about
the best way to approach building one.




A Buddhist centre proclaims the ideal of Buddhahood to
the world. It is a hand, many hands, of Avalokiteshvara, the
Bodhisattva of compassion, reaching out to all those who
are trapped in this burning world of greed, hatred, and
delusion. It is a hook of his compassion cast on to the sea of
living beings, a field of virtue which nourishes all beings to
spiritual fruition. It provides conditions which stimulate
beings to go for Refuge to the Three Jewels more and more
deeply. In the ideal Buddhist centre every aspect, every
facet, will contribute towards this. All the activities, classes,
festivals, study groups, the people involved, the layout,
design, materials used, the way it is constructed — everything
will contribute. The ideal Buddhist centre is a Pure Land, a
realm in which all conduces to Enlightenment, where
everything is a reminder of the Three Jewels, a spur to
realization — where every loose floorboard creaks the song
of impermanence. This is what we need to build.
Sangharakshita wrote: ‘Some pure Buddha fields come into
existence as a result of the collective karma of divine and
human beings of more than average spirituality; others are
willed into existence by a particular Bodhisattva.’

In the absence of a Bodhisattva capable of
single-handedly establishing a Pure Land in Manchester
those of us working on the building must create it through
the collective weight of our skilful actions. So is it enough
just to get our heads down and work? No. This approach is
rooted in a distinction between work and Dharma practice
that is more apparent than real. Dogen, in his advice to the
chief cook at a Zen monastery, recounts a conversation he
had with a tenzo (chief cook) of Mount Ayuwang Monastery
in China: ‘But why, when you are so old, do you do the hard
work of a tenzo? Why do you not spend your time practising
zazen or working on koans of former teachers? Is there
something special to be gained from working as a tenzo?’

He burst out laughing and remarked: ‘My good friend
from abroad! You do not yet understand what practice is all
about.’

Converting the warehouse is not just a purely secular and
very strenuous activity resulting in a nicely refurbished
building. This Buddhist centre will be a Pure Land, a sacred
space, a flowering of the collective efforts of those of us
striving to practise the Dharma here. To the extent that we
contact this ideal and can give expression to it, to that extent
will we create the Pure Land. By now it will be obvious that
connecting with those deeper correspondences and themes
will enrich the experience of the building project and inspire
the creation of a more ideal Buddhist centre.

But how can you actually connect? First of all, just do it!
In the words of E.M. Forster: ‘Only connect’. By this I mean
learn to experience those underlying themes. Do not content
yourself (or discontent yourself for that matter) with the
most prosaic, material, superficial interpretation of events.
Initially, identify the more immediate symbolic
correspondences then relate those to deeper and more
universal ones. Ultimately allow your mind to be led up to
the highest correspondences, to your highest ideals. For
example, the fixing of the roof, with all it’s attendant
setbacks and problems, becomes an attempt to establish a
protected environment within which transformation may be
achieved. You can look for analogous processes unfolding
within yourself. So the fitting of the skirting boards to a
particularly uneven and complex section of wall demands
the same skills, attention, and approach as focusing your
distracted or irritable mind upon your breath during formal
meditation. In this way, we find ourselves entering more and
more fully into a world in which everyday objects and
events trigger off a series of reflections bringing our minds
up to our highest ideals. Our actions proceeding from that

basis become increasingly expressive of those ideals. Little
by little, we draw together the ideal and the real, our
seemingly mundane actions — all we see, hear, say — become
increasingly informed with meaning and significance. The
world in which we live and work becomes increasingly
related to the Three Jewels. Laying bricks, we no longer lay
bricks, we build the walls of a Pure Land within which all
conduces to practice.

At first sight it was a simple task: a tiny hole in the front
left-hand corner of the building, a leak in the lead rainwater
valley, and the abrupt comment on the surveyor’s report:
‘Some visible signs of dry rot in the timbers in this area’.
(Just like a small blemish, the slight tinge of dissatisfaction
in an otherwise apparently fulfilling and happy life.) On
closer inspection the job began to expand. The little hole
was a symptom, the first indication that the whole fabric of
the building in that area was infested with rot. Just as
through meditation awareness penetrates deeper and deeper
into the layers of views, attitudes, and reactions rooted
ultimately in the sense of separate selthood, so we dug
deeper and deeper into the rotten roof timbers, crumbling
brickwork, infected window frames.

The problem finally unearthed to it’s full extent, the
repairs could begin in earnest, the roof could be set to
rights — unsatisfactoriness will never be transcended until
we have laid bare the roots of greed, hatred, and delusion.

This imaginative approach to the project can be taken
further still. In all the actions of building the new centre we
can discern a context of heightened meaning and
significance by engaging with those actions as forms of
ritual. In a ritual we enact a prescribed drama which plays
out as the objective revelation of a spiritual experience or
series of experiences. To the extent that we engage with the
form of the ritual, we invoke the corresponding spiritual
experiences internally. This is how puja works — the verses
express spiritual moods, such as worship or rejoicing, and if
we are receptive to their content then we can experience
their corresponding moods.

The whole course of the building project can be seen as a
gigantic, eighteen-month-long puja during which the
warehouse, or more accurately successive areas of it, passes
through an elaborate series of transformational stages which
reveal themselves as the material analogues of spiritual
processes taking place in the hearts of the project workers.

The initial stripping out: a going forth. Pulling down the old .

ceilings, facings, and coverings: a process of laying bare and
examining — confession. Chipping off plaster and render:
purification through consistent skilful action. Discussions
with architects and engineers, the drawing up of plans:
bringing into relationship the raw material of the building
with the ideals set to transform it. The building of the new
walls, the installation of services, the decorating: the
actualization of the potential of the warehouse in accordance
with those ideals.

When I engage with the building in this way, I act out the
drama of spiritual life through bricks, mortar, timber, paint,
wire. I recapitulate the going forth of Siddhartha from his
home in Kapilavastu to his Enlightenment at the
Bodhimanda where he became Buddha Shakyamuni.

The culmination of this working puja will be the shrine
dedication ceremony, conducted by Urgyen Sangha-
rakshta, the point at which the sacred space will be conse-
crated and the lotus of our new Manchester Buddhist Centre
will blossom from the mud of a dirty, neglected warehouse.
At this point, the fruit of all our efforts will become avail-
able to anyone wanting find refuge from the storm of exis-
tence. This of course will mark the beginning of a new
phase, a new puja, but that is another story....

$211101100 0GMA Jo 1uawdo]aaap ay1 u 2]04 Suippa)

» $&vjd 21y 242YM 421SIYIUDPY UL SYLOM pup S241] B)peAekid




VLIIVIVdY ‘OLOHd



N: Why is art work so important to you?

S: Basically, I decided to educate myself
because I had very poor self-esteem. I
didn’t go through the education system and
come out with anything valuable. I came
out feeling I was nobody. I wanted to join
the human race on a vocabulary level and
on an art level. It was not a conscious
decision. I wouldn’t have classed myself as
an artist, and I still feel a bit uncomfortable
using the term. But I saw it as a means of
expressing something that hadn’t been
defiled by the conditions of my upbringing.

What do you think you are expressing?

Let’s forget the art work for a moment.
Most of the spaces I inhabited in life prior
to that had all been poisoned by lots of
negative ideas — I felt a complete
non-achiever — but art had not been part of
this. Maybe it was as simple as that, or
maybe it was just an area that I felt drawn
to which was just waiting to come out. It
started off as a space to inhabit to allow
new things to come out. It might be as

simple as how I'm feeling today. I put
myself in the best space where there are the
least interruptions so I come to terms with
how I'm feeling.

So the art work and the space in which you do
the art work is a space in which you can
discover more about yourself and open up to
new experiences?

Yeah, have the potential at least. I never
thought I would go to art college when I
started smashing my room up and painting
on the walls! There came a point when I
thought: I am not just doing this to inhabit
different spaces, I am doing something that
means a lot to me.

Why do you sculpt?

I think that sculpture is the most crude,
simple, level of art. I find it easy (I don’t
mean that I have an easy time of it); it is
quite malleable and tangible — you can find
shapes, destroy shapes. But it’s not just
sculpting but sculpting in metal — it seems

to have got specific for me.

What is it about metal that appeals so much?
Well, metal, look — I can heat metal up, I
can look at it melting, the structure in it
changing. Metal comes from deep in the
earth which reminds me of space, the
cosmos. I am building things and it takes
me right away from the everyday life of
others — going to the shops and buying
cigarettes.

When I’m working in metal I am tuning in
to the cosmos.

You use a lot of scrap metal. Is that important?
[ prefer to work in scrap metal because I
like the idea of things that have been used
for other things and have been discarded.

[ reuse them and put them in something
with meaning. A scrap metal yard is just
something other.

People think about the Tibetans, or
going to India, and all these ‘mystical’
places. Well, there are mystical places in
England — there are tattoo parlours and
scrap metal merchants. You can tune in to
things here.

SAHAJA HAS BEEN A MEMBER
OF THE WESTERN BUDDHIST
ORDER SINCE 1989 AND IS AN
ARTIST IN RESIDENCE AT
DEAN CLOUGH GALLERIES,
HALIFAX. NAGAPRIYA WENT TO
SPEAK TO HIM ABOUT HIS
WORK. AMIDST THE CHAOS OF
SCRAP METAL AND
PART-FINISHED SCULPTURES,

THEY SAT DOWN TO TALK.
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What'’s the quality of a scrap metal merchant’s
that makes it mystical?

It has got all this discarded metal which I
am ‘ordaining’ into a higher level. I am
going off to these places and initiating the
metal.

Looking around your studio, it looks as if it
could be the external manifestation of your
mind! There are all these bits of scrap metal
lying around, that is all the unsorted stuff that
needs to be worked on, but there are a few bits
that have been worked into something. They
have been organized in a meaningful way.
Yeah — I am bringing the inside out and
working directly with the outside. People
get excited about initiation and think of
ritual as if they’ve got to do ten hour
pujas — which I am sure is good — but
working and dedicating your life to making
sculpture is a ritual too.

In what way is it a ritual?

In spiritual ritual you dedicate and offer up
what you are doing to something higher. I
make a ritual of trying to do sculpture
without getting into negative states whilst
encouraging a more positive quality in my
life — a ritual towards not giving up no
matter how uncomfortable it feels. It is not
that I come in here and bow and do all my
‘Buddhist things’. Sometimes I do but
sometimes I just come in, check my mind
out, say hello to the Buddhas, and get on
with it. Buddhist ritual has got to have
meaning. You’ve got to be tuned in and
honest with yourself and to want to see
yourself being put into it, spread out, taken
apart, and put together again. People might
get inspired doing sevenfold pujas — that is
perfectly all right — but Buddhist ritual can
be more than that. If you come out with
more meaning, feeling much more in touch
with who you are, with a greater
understanding and love for yourself and
other people, then whatever you do is
Buddhist ritual.

For me a ritual is an action imbued with some
significance. So anybody can weld — people weld
cars — but presumably when you are welding
there is something more than that going on?
There are two elements. There is what [
make — I make demon daggers, flowers, I
make quite wrathful things. I make things
that are creative, stir me up, and have got a
lot of meaning. But there is another level
which is just me trying to get on with my
life, full of all this stuff in my head which I
haven’t got a clue what to do with. I could
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| am a Buddhist and | want
to represent a new
tradition of Buddhist
iconography that is real.

be welding and I could be feeling really
insecure that the weld isn’t going to stick.
So I get in a worse state but then just catch
it and say to myself: “The weld is going to
stick. Relax.” This has got nothing to do
with welding. I could be working in a
peanut factory.

You've decided that sculpture is the context
through which you work out some important
spiritual themes. Presumably you see it as an
le/l(U‘l(lHl way to grow and ('huny('.‘ otherwise
you would do something else?

It is something I have got an urge to do. |
feel that I am really in touch with more
than me. It is not like I have thought that
sculpture is spiritual and therefore I will do
it, or sculpture is more spiritual than
something like packing peanuts — it’s just
what I do. When I have not been working,
when I have not had enough money to
work, I have felt much more doubtful
about myself. When I am sculpting I feel
more at ease with myself, more
comfortable, and prepared to get on with
transforming.

We were talking earlier about bits of scrap metal
scattered all over the floor and you putting bits
of scrap metal together in a pattern — integrating
it. No doubt that process goes on internally as
well as externally; through sculpture you
reorganize your psyche into a more harmonious
and significant pattern.

Yes. The whole process of building and
making things has that effect.

In that sense the sculpture is ritual for
you — if the aim of ritual is to integrate. One
of the aims of ritual is to call up forces that are
not presently available. Do you think you do
that?

Well, in some ways I think I live in a
magical world. I like to work at night and I
still feel night is really magic. In the
middle of the night I might want to grind
something, so I turn all the lights off and I
grind something in the dark. I get sparks
and noise and imagine that I'm somewhere
else and that those sparks are me flying off
somewhere. When I am welding things I
am one-pointed because I am holding these
two bits of metal together and welding
between them. Either I can feel energy
being completely drawn out of my body
and put completely into that metal or I can
feel part of the metal so I am being welded
outwards. It is a bit like making love — you
get very close to things.

In your sculpture, I see you. I see really
exuberant energy that is very expansive and
powerful. Very fiery but very creative.

I suppose if you interact with something
for long enough then it is going to look like
you. If you are married to someone long
enough then they look like you, don’t they?
So I suppose the same thing happens with
sculpture.

A lot of your work has been concerned with
making demon daggers. Could you tell me what
a demon dagger is?

The basic principle is derived from
shamanic ritual. They were originally just
tent pegs. So the shaman would have a tent
peg — maybe painted blue with a funny
face on — that was special. He pinned the
ground out, did the ritual, and paid
reverence to the local deities — through that
the space became safe. Buddhism has used
that idea in its own rituals to pin down
demons. Your demons are your mental
poisons, your obstructions. You pin
yourself down to have a good look at
yourself, at what you need to transform.
You are doing something to the universe,
getting in touch with higher energies. A
demon dagger is a pin in the ground and
out of the pin comes the figure. Demon
daggers are like taps, you pin them into the
earth or the ground and energy goes
through them but it gets purified.

Demon daggers are enlightened things.
This is the deity in wrathful form, wrathful
because it has got to deal with unrefined
and unruly energy — it has to be fierce.
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| want to surround Halifax
with four demon daggers

So a demon dagger is essentially pinning down
and transforming unenlightened energy?

Yes. They take on the form of the energy
they are dealing with. They make them-
selves acceptable to the energy that they
are dealing with. They don’t really look
like that (you have got to be wrathful in
dealing with demons), they are beautiful
too. I want them to represent other ways of
looking at things. I am a Buddhist and I
want to represent a new, non-wallpaper,
tradition of Buddhist iconography that is
real. I am from Manchester, I have had a
very particular upbringing, I am trying to
work with who I am. That has got to be
part of what I am making. Also, I am a
Western Buddhist representing Buddhist
iconography. It is early days for Western
Buddhism, and for me as a practising artist,
but I do want to represent something that is
more real than poster paintings.

So when you are building a demon dagger, do
you feel that you are pinning demons down?
Completely, yeah. I am making the
universe a safer place. I see what [ am
building as being very important for the
cosmos. I want to surround Halifax with
demon daggers. I want people to look at
them and pick up on the fact that they are
being confronted with something other
than just what is available — just
one-dimensional space which people
inhabit. These daggers represent another
space and you’ve just got to look at
them — it might not be comfortable. They
actually give out something other. I think
they give out energy, love, compassion. It
is definitely spiritual and from another
dimension. A demon dagger is a
doorway — all you’ve got to do is open it.
That is what good art should be — a
doorway. You’ve really got to make the
choice to be with it and contemplate going
through that door.

Another thing that strikes me about the demon
dagger is that it becomes progressively more
focused. Your demon daggers seem quite chaotic
at the top end and they gradually become more
focused towards the point, which again suggests
a focusing, an integrating.

Recently I have been exploring the human
figure. I still see these sculptures as demon
daggers but the sharp point has gone. I
have not needed the point. The dagger as a
structure seems to have disappeared for the
time being. It is still there, on another level,
but it is now a figure. What I have wanted
to do is make myself.



‘For twenty-five years I served the Blessed One with
loving deeds, like a shadow not going away from him.
For twenty-five years I served the Blessed One with loving words,

like a shadow not going away from him.

For twenty-five years I served the Blessed One with loving
thoughts, like a shadow not going away from him.’
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Thus spoke Ananda, the Buddha’s
attendant, when, after the Buddha’s
death, he recollected his life serving
the Enlightened One.

In all schools of Buddhism we find
those who will later become
Enlightened serving the Buddha, the
spiritual community, their teachers.
What is our response when we come
across such stories?

Can we not, as intelligent, fairly
skilful, human beings living in a
post-modern society, dispense with
those troublesome and somewhat
demeaning preliminaries to the
spiritual life?

We meet exemplars of service, at
all levels of spiritual unfoldment,
again and again in the scriptures. Not
only do we read of the lay devotees
serving the monks, the monks serving
the teachers, the Bodhisattvas serving
countless Buddhas for countless
kalpas, but that the Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas themselves have no
purpose other than to act for the
benefit of all beings.

Why have all these spiritual beings
been so committed to serve, tried so
hard to serve, taken numerous vows
to serve, the Buddhas, the Dharma,
the Sangha — all beings?

How can service be a spiritual
practice? Of course it is not
necessarily such — it becomes so
when our service is undertaken in
relation to a higher ideal, when we
devote ourself to the service of the
Enlightenment principle. It becomes a
spiritual practice when we have
developed Right Motive; an
aspiration to evolve towards
Enlightenment for the benefit of all
beings. This requires a clear
understanding of ourselves, our goal,
and our path.

A clear understanding of ourselves

arises from a realization that we have
the potential for limitless growth (that
there are in us the seeds of
breathtaking goodness, beauty, and
truth) but we are burdened and
impeded; much is in the way of our
growth. It is a clear understanding
that although we can become perfect,
we are, at present, very imperfect.

Understanding of the goal arises
from a vision of our ideal which, in
Sangharakshita’s words, is
‘something direct and immediate and
more of the nature of a spiritual
experience than an intellectual
understanding’. The emotional
counterpart of this vision is faith
(shraddha). From faith springs the
desire to devote ourselves, to
surrender, to our ideal. From faith
service as a spiritual practice, as a
path, unfolds. Service, in the context
of spiritual life, is not the donkey
work of the ignorant, the penance of
the sinful, or the clenched-teeth
labour of the down-trodden; it is the
activity of the wise.

If your goal is Enlightenment,
moving from where you are to better
and better, all the way to perfection,
then service will become more and
more woven into the fabric of your
spiritual life. Perhaps it is already
there to a greater extent than you
realize.

To serve is to act for the benefit of
whomever or whatever we have
chosen to serve; our own
gratification — if we seek gratification
at all — is only secondary. To serve is
to act in accordance with someone
else’s will. To the extent that I am
guided by the ideal of Enlightenment,
serving becomes an integral aspect of
my spiritual life. The more I am
aware of the ideal of Enlightenment
when I act, the more it permeates

everything I do, everything I come
into contact with, the more will my
service become suffused with
devotion and my actions form rituals.
With acts of kindness, of generosity,
with ethical behaviour, I serve;
through tasks mindfully discharged I
serve; with the simple gestures of
offering and salutation I serve; with
words of praise, with inspired
thoughts, with reflections and resolve,
with all my efforts to practise, with
every step on the path, I serve. When
in acts of body, speech, or mind we
obey, we follow the best, the highest
in us, we engage in ritual service.

I want to devote myself to my
ideal because I love and revere it. I
love and revere it because it is true,
beautiful, and therefore a source of
happiness to me. It is said that the
Buddha still felt the need to revere
after his Enlightenment and that,
finding no one above or equal to him,
he directed his veneration towards the
Dharma, towards the Truth.

As a spiritual practice, or as the
natural expression of our insights,
ritual service bears little resemblance
to service as a calculated deal
between two parties; the servile and
submissive activity of one who
chooses irresponsibility, or the
demands forced upon the weak by the
strong.

However, how are we to devote
ourselves to the ideal of
Enlightenment when we do not really
know what we are serving? It is
essential to find our ideal reflected,
manifested, expressed, in something
or someone we can relate to. We need
a concrete embodiment, a symbol, of
our goal so that we may enter into
relationship with it. An embodiment
of the ideal of Enlightenment is a
thing of beauty, it represents

Varadakini at work
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The Buddha Amitabha

something greater, truer than us, and as we
turn to it we are drawn, inspired, uplifted,
nourished, appeased, feel that we receive
that which we have desperately needed.

Naturally, when we are given
something, when we feel loved, looked
after, our response is gratitude, love,
generosity; we want to give back. The
more consistently this happens, the more
trust grows, we begin to feel confident that
our ideal will not let us down. It is in this
gratitude, this love, this trust, in the
appreciation that our ideal is far above us
yet that it is possible for us to attain it, that
true devotion has its roots. It is from this
experience, however dim, however
germinal, that the urge to serve grows.

The clearer we are about our goal, the
more committed to the realization of it, the
easier it becomes to find its symbol and the
more consistently will we be able to enter
into communication with it.

For members of the Western Buddhist
Order, the embodiment of the ideal of
Enlightenment is represented by the
meditation deity to whom they are
introduced by their preceptor during their
private ordination. My meditation deity is
Amitabha. He does not embody the ideal
just vaguely for me; he is who I
can — must — become. He is me grown up,
free, at my best: Awakened. As I turn to
him, contemplate him, meditate and reflect
upon him, as I feel the bliss, clarity, vigour,

peace, and warmth I receive from the
dimmest perception of his qualities, and as
this happens again and again, all I want to
do is give myself up to him completely: in
body, speech, and mind. This is the most
common and natural expression of the
arising of faith, evoked so beautifully in
the Buddhist scriptures. This wish to
surrender myself to Amitabha is an
expression of the realization that spiritual
ignorance (wrong ‘upside-down’ views)
separates me from him whom I love,
treasure, revere. At the same time, [ know
that Amitabha is no other than the best in
me. Operating within a dualistic
framework of perception, between self and
other, faith expresses itself as: ‘I am giving
myself over to you.” However, the act of
surrender is undertaken as a means to
transcend all distinction between subject
and object, between myself and Amitabha.
Through serving him, in doing his
compassionate bidding, I become him.

The less we cling to the wrong view of
duality, the less we act as if dualistic
perceptions were absolutely real, the less
conflict and fear there will be in becoming
even the slave of our ideal since it is no
other than us at our highest. Having
devoted myself to Amitabha, I want to
serve him — to do what he wants. Amitabha
has no wish other than for me to become
Enlightened, to become him, and he wants
me to practise to that end.

When I act in remembrance of
Amitabha, everything I do becomes a ritual
because it is imbued with higher meaning.
Service as a spiritual practice becomes
ritual because it takes place within the
context of the Bodhisattva ideal, where
every action, however seemingly
insignificant, flourishes as the expression
of the spirit of universal compassion.
Ritual service functions as a bridge to the
transcendental, a way through which we
enter into relationship with the Bodhisattva
principle and so become a channel for it.

Amitabha is the Buddha of meditation,
so I worship him by practising meditation.
He is the Buddha of love so I practise
metta. His colour is red so I paint my room
red, dress in red. He transcends desire
through discriminating wisdom so |
practise discriminating between
appropriate and inappropriate objects of
desire. His Pure Land is the ‘Happy Land’
so I endeavour to make those who meet me

happy. His element is fire in which I seek
to transform all obstacles into factors of
Enlightenment. Because his life is
dedicated to the service of others, I
dedicate my life to the service of others. As
I write this article, candles are lit and
incense burns on the shrine where he sits;
all actions of body, speech, and mind I can
offer to him so they must be worthy of
him. I can worship Amitabha by offering
him the goods I dust in Evolution, the gift
shop where I work, salute him in my
interactions with other people. With the
thought of doing only that which would
please him in my heart, my life is unending
devotion to Amitabha and every little act is
sacred.

However, my practice of service need
not be directed only towards a Buddha or
Bodhisattva, or the far away goal of
Enlightenment. I can serve my teacher, my
spiritual friends, a verse from a sutra, an
ordinary human being — a customer in the
shop.

Just as I choose to serve the Buddha,
enter into relationship with the best in
myself, awakening, developing my
potential for the good, the beautiful, the
true, I could also choose to serve
Mara — all that harms and hinders spiritual
growth — make offerings to greed, worship
my wrong views, rush around to please my
pride and feed my aversion.

The question is not “To serve or not to
serve?” but whether to make service a
debasing activity or a noble one: a deal or a
ritual. The former conduces only to
drudgery, prostitution, and the growth of
destructive life patterns, the latter to their
transcendence, to liberation from the bonds
of selfishness. We are all the servants of
others — causes, emotions, or views — the
art of life is in choosing the right master.

Anagarika Varadakini was ordained into the

Western Buddhist Order in 1993. She works in a Right
Livelihood gift shop, Evolution, in Cambridge and is
preparing to return France (her country of birth) to
establish the FWBO there.
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At Windhorse Trading we are transforming work into a spiritual practice. We are also running a
successful wholesale and retail gift business which is growing fast, and we need more people to
join us. If you are interested in leading a full time Buddhist life living in a residential spiritual
community and working in a Team Based Right Livelihood business, then this could be a great
opportunity for you. You could consider joining us permanently or simply come and help us for a
few weeks. We are looking for at least a dozen men and a few women to come and live and work
in Cambridge, in order to do a wide variety of jobs made necessary by our growing commercial

success.

Team Based Right Livelihood
Windhorse Trading is the
largest Team Based Right
Livelihood business in the
FWBO, with an annual turnover
of £4.5 million and currently
employing over a hundred
Buddhists in the United
Kingdom. In the last five years
we have grown steadily at a
rate of about 37% a year,
allowing us to give an
increasing amount of money to
fund Buddhist projects
throughout the world.

Working in teams alongside
fellow spiritual practitioners
with clear business and
spiritual objectives helps to
create the conditions for a
perfect livelihood. Working in
this way, along with living
together in communities means
you can live a life dedicated
full time to spiritual
development.

WINDHORSE @RADING

Based In Cambridge

The beautiful city of Cambridge
is the home of the Windhorse
Trading headquarters, with
about fifty people living in four
men's and two women's
communities only a few doors
away from each other. These
communities are a ten minute
walk away from our new
offices and warehouse (which
is bigger than a football pitch
at 50,000 square feet), where
our nine teams are busy
servicing the many different
needs of the business. We
have a growing chain of gift
shops called Evolution
(currently 12 in the uk) run by
Buddhists, and a van sales
service which supplies
thousands of gift shops from
Inverness to Penzance.

Work With A Purpose
Windhorse Trading has three
goals:

1 To promote the spiritual
development of the individuals
working in it.

2 To generate money to give
to Buddhist projects.

3 To encourage the
development of Right
Livelihood throughout the
FWBO.

The financial and commercial
success of the business is
partly the result of an effective
spiritual practice, connecting
spiritual ideals with everyday
living is not only inspiring but
also produces more effective
ways of working. We have
now been listed in the Sunday
Independent's Top 100 fastest
growing independent
companies three times in a
row, and this year we are
giving away over £165,000 to
Buddhist projects throughout
the world.

Would You Like To Join Us?
You could lead a life devoted
full time to spiritual practice.
You could have a significant
impact on the world and
transform yourself in the
process. Whether you are
thinking of a permanent
change, or would like to get a
taste of working with us for a
shorter period of time (perhaps
a couple of weeks), or even if
you would just like to know
more about working at
Windhorse Trading, then phone
or write to Keturaja or
Satyaloka at

Windhorse Trading Limited,

3 Coral Park,

Henley Road,

Cambridge,

CB1 3EA

UK

t 01223 566567

fax 01223 566568
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Enlightened Beings:

Life Stories from the Ganden Oral Tradition
trans. Janice D. Willis

Wisdom, $18, paperback

Reviewed by Virachitta

The main text of this book is a translation
of the life stories of six great tantric
meditators from the Gelugpa School of
Tibetan Buddhism. Their lives span nearly
three hundred years from the
mid-fourteenth to the mid-seventeenth
centuries, the earliest two were direct
disciples of Tsong Khapa himself, who