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Ensuring Continuity

When I was studying for my doctoral thesis
in London during the 1990s, Sayadaw was
unfailingly helpful and kind. It was he too

who selected me from the names given to him by the
State Sangha Mahanayika Council to be his Head of
Vihara in Birmingham. It is not just from a sense of
duty, therefore, but out of gratitude too that I have
agreed with the Trustees to take over Dr Rewata
Dhamma's outstanding tasks following his death and
to bring his plans to fruition. It is most important for
our centre that its work should continue in the same
way as before.

Where the teaching is concerned, I shall first of
all be leading the ten-day meditation retreat in
August that Sayadaw gave over so many years. In
September I shall lead Abhidhamma and Vipassana
courses in Switzerland and in December I will join
the World Buddhist Summit in Myanmar. There too
I have academic duties at my own university in
Yangon to see to. I shall return in the new year,
however, since there are meditation courses to lead
in Belgium in February and in Brazil in March.

In a cosmopolitan city like Birmingham I
understand and support the need for interfaith
contact and dialogue. I look forward therefore to
maintaining Sayadaw's civic presence. It is equally
important that fellow Buddhists of all schools should
co-operate and maintain friendly contact. I fully
approve of the work of the West Midlands Buddhist
Council and hope that our Vihara will continue to
play its part in it.

Sayadaw's disciples testify that almost from the
beginning he wanted to create a Buddhist academy
in Birmingham. It would indeed be wonderful if our

Vihara could take such a lead. Coming from an
academic background myself, however, I realise how
much work is involved and how carefully it must be
planned. It is important first of all to have proper
teaching facilities on the site and that is why we must
push ahead with the project of creating a Dhamma
Hall with all urgency. To underline Sayadaw's
ownership of this project, we plan a side-room there
displaying his books and robes and also a life-size
seated copper statue of him which is being ordered
from Myanmar now.

Another of Sayadaw's projects was to build a
school extension in Thamangol, the village where he
was born, so as to provide senior schooling there; he
also wished to provide university scholarships for its
brightest students. He was preparing an appeal in the
weeks before his death as a 75th birthday offering of
gratitude to those who supported him in the early
days. Money collected as part of the Rewata Dhamma
Appeal will be applied to this and I hope to make the
necessary arrangements when visiting Myanmar at
the end of the year.

Finally, there is Sayadaw's scholarly work to
complete. He had just finished what may be his
masterwork in English, The Process of Conscious-
ness and Matter.My own teacher and his old friend,
U Kumara Bhivamsa, has kindly offered to check it
over before we submit it for publication. Yann and
I will meanwhile be editing Sayadaw's essays and
talks and also a small work of tribute. In the future
there is his biography to write so as to underline the
great example of diligence he has been to us.  

May the merit and happiness of putting into
practice all he has taught us be his!   v

by Ven. Dr. Uttar an yana



Whilst every effort is made to publish only appropriate material, there may be times
when the opinions expressed may be at variance with your own. Comment and criticism
is always welcome and should be addressed to the Editor at the address given on p.8.

Lotus Review is for free distribution, but donations towards the expenses of
publishing, printing and posting would be welcome. Copy for the Winter issue should
reach us by not later than 1 November.   

BUDDHISM IS EVERYDAY LIFE 
Pamela Hirsch

About four years ago, when I was a new Buddhist, my husband
was in a very low phase of the depression from which he suffers.
He could not get up out of bed much, he ate very little and was
losing weight very rapidly. He would not leave the house at all.
He panicked if I left him for more than a few minutes just to go
to the corner shop. I felt I could not take any more. 

Before that I had been attending the Buddhavihara Temple
in Aston but, when I rang there to ask for advice, the head
monk was away in London. Then I thought about Dr Rewata
Dhamma. I had seen him featured on the local news and
wondered if I should ask to speak to him. I was thinking, "He's
too important. He probably won't see me." But when I rang and
spoke to Mar Mar, I was able to make an appointment to see him
the very next morning. 

When I got there, Dr Rewata Dhamma came downstairs
with a radiant smile. I just could not believe it that I was really
meeting him. Then he went into the sitting room and I followed
and sat on the floor.  I told him about my husband's sickness. I
said, "I cannot live this way any more. I want to leave and get my
own flat. I want to be free to go out whenever I wish. I just want
a normal life. But I know that if I walk out I will just go down-
wards, like a worldly person who has no religion. I don't know
what to do. Can you help me please?" 

I had been feeling angry with my husband. In my mind, I
had been blaming him for keeping me at home. I thought he was
stopping me practising Buddhism because I could not get out to
a Buddhist Temple. Dr. Rewata Dhamma understood this. He
explained to me that it is very excellent Buddhist practice to look
after relatives at home. Then he said, "You need to practice loving 
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THE FINAL LESSON
Bill Strongman

If we think that Dr Rewata Dhamma has gone and sadly is no
longer part of our lives, we have not understood what this gentle
unassuming man has been teaching us all these years. With
patience he has expounded the Buddha Dhamma to us with his
own special brand of humour, backed by vast and faultless
knowledge of the scriptures. It would be impossible to summarise
our good fortune to have known such a man. His legacy is that
many of us would have gone through life without knowing of the
teaching if it had not been for him. Here was a man loved and
renowned all over the world by the great and the good and yet,
like so many of us, I have gone to him with my problems many
times over the years and he has never failed to help. I now have
his photograph looking down on me from above my shrine and I
know that I can't go too far wrong in his presence. 

No, the essential Dr Rewata Dhamma has not left us! He is still
here in all his works, but most of all in our hearts, and the best
way we can repay him is by practising the Buddha's teaching as
our Bhante would have wanted.v
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n 1973 an English-born Kagyu nun, Sis. Palmo,
visited Birmingham. A disciple of H. H. the 16th
Gyalwa Karmapa, she gave teachings and several
people took refuge with her. There was then no

Buddhist centre in Birmingham and her visit provided the
inspiration to set one up here. The main energy for this
project came from a handful of students of Tibetan lamas in
the Kagyu school but they recognised that they were greatly
outnumbered by Theravadin Buddhists and that a centre in
Birmingham would need to cater for them. We therefore
needed a Theravadin monk who under-
stood and was sympathetic to the Kagyu
teachings.

We asked Sis. Palmo to recommend
such a person and she proposed Dr Rewata
Dhamma. He had studied and taught in
India and held a Ph.D. in Mahayana
philosophy. In the summer of 1974 I  wrote
to Dr Rewata Dhamma and invited him to
come to Birmingham and set up a centre. I was very
disappointed when he wrote back explaining that he had
commitments in India which he could not break. U Nu,
the former prime minister of Burma (as it  then was), learnt
that the invitation had been made but declined and wrote
to Dr Rewata Dhamma to persuade him to go. When he
was a young monk there had been a prediction that he
would move westwards. He thought that his move from
Burma to India was the fulfilment of that prophecy but after
the intervention of U Nu he realised that he was destined to
move even further west to Birmingham and    he wrote to
me agreeing to come. 

In the meantime it had become obvious that the support
for the foundation of a Buddhist centre here was quite
fragile and there were signs of jealousy and rivalry for
control of the project. I was the sponsor for Dr Rewata
Dhamma and I had no authority or powers of leadership.
The only way forward was to do as little as possible in
preparation for his coming and to leave it to him to estab-
lish the centre. I sought the help of U Myat Saw and Mrs
Saw, and they kindly agreed to provide temporary
accommodation at their Buddhist centre near Oxford so

as to give Dr Rewata Dhamma the chance of assessing the
situation in Birmingham.

By the winter of 1974 Dr Rewata Dhamma's visa had
not yet been granted. At that time His Holiness the
Karmapa made a visit to Birmingham and gave his blessing
to the project. As he walked to the car to visit Vajira’s house
a beautiful rainbow appeared in the sky.  He gave detailed
instructions about the formation of a charitable trust under
which the centre should be founded. This caused me some
embarrassment because I had already agreed with Dr

Rewata Dhamma that he should found the
centre with no strings attached. I felt inhibi-
ted in changing the arrangement and asking
him to work within a framework and under
conditions that had not previously been
mentioned. His Holiness told me to leave
the problem with him.

Early in the new year I received a letter
from Dr Rewata Dhamma saying that he

had met His Holiness in Delhi and that he had requested
the Karmapa to accept him as a disciple, that he had agreed
to come to Birmingham as the Karmapa's representative
and to establish the centre within the framework of the
Kagyu school of Buddhism.

In the summer of 1975 Dr Rewata Dhamma arrived
and quickly commanded the respect and affection of all the
Buddhists in Birmingham. By the end of 1977 a vihara had
been established at 41 Carlyle Road operating under the
name of the West Midlands Buddhist Centre.

The activities of the centre in those days were mainly
Theravada but Dr Rewata Dhamma gave teachings on
Mahayana Buddhism, encouraged Kagyu practice and
invited Tibetan lamas to give teachings. In 1979 Dr Rewata
Dhamma invited Lama Thubten and Lama Lodro to take
up residence in the centre. These were very exciting times.
Living at the centre also was the Theravada monk Ven.
Nyanaponika from Nepal and a Nepali nun, Sis. Uppala-
vanna. Now there were two lamas and the Tibetan
translator Tsering Chöden as well as a number of lay
assistants. There was a serious overcrowding problem.
The shrine was always being changed. One evening it
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was set for a Theravada meditation. The next day it was
rearranged for a Tibetan puja. The centre became famous
as the only one in the world where Theravada and Kagyu
traditions flourished under the same roof. His Holiness
called Dr Rewata Dhamma the 'golden bridge' between the
two schools.

It was very difficult when we invited visiting teachers.
Dr Rewata Dhamma invited Mahasi Sayadaw and our two
lamas had to move out. We were fortunate in having a
number of high lamas to visit and on each such occasion the
Theravadin monks had to move out. This was the situation
when His Eminence the Tai Situpa came and he expressed
the view that the situation had become impossible and the
time had come to split the centre. We therefore purchased
a second house at 47 Carlyle Road for the Theravada and
established a separate charity, the Birmingham Buddhist
Vihara Trust. Number 47 was now named The Vihara and
number 41 was renamed Karma Ling. They now developed
separately but in proximity and in friendship.

The separation was a matter of personal regret. I had
worked very closely with Dr Rewata Dhamma. We had
planned and executed the establishment of the first
Buddhist centre in Birmingham together. The relationship
was a very special one for me. I  had taken teachings from
him. I had watched him develop into an internationally
renowned figure. I travelled with him to Los Angeles to
visit a vihara  he had established there. We went together
to Woodstock to see the Karmapa. We stayed together at
the Kagyu centre in New York. He helped me through
difficulties in my personal life. He was a teacher and a
friend. It was a great privilege to have been his sponsor
and to have arranged for him to come to Birmingham. It
was much more than a privilege; it was a great blessing
and provided the opportunity to receive his wisdom and
compassion. After the separation I was aligned with Karma
Ling and I much regretted that our paths diverged. 
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But the paths did not diverge completely. I watched how
he developed the Theravada activities with skill and
political shrewdness. He not only applied his own energy
but had the ability to harness the energy of others and
particularly people of influence and power. We see a result
of that skill in the pagoda and monastery that developed
on the Osler Street site. It is a great joy to me that Dr
Rewata Dhamma installed a plaque dedicating the pagoda
to His Holiness the Karmapa. But if we lift up our eyes we
see that he promoted the Dhamma on an international scale.
It is impossible to evaluate his achievements because the
field of his activity was so vast.

He inspired me with the teaching that the merit of a
good action is finite unless it is dedicated to the benefit of
all beings. The sharing and dedication of merit transforms
it into something that is not only vast but infinite. How
fortunate we all are that Dr Rewata Dhamma shared his
merit with us. The only gratitude that he would now
expect of us is that we follow his example by deepening
our compassion and wisdom so that we may attain
enlightenment and help all beings to that state.   v

PAGODA
ANNIVERSARY

Sunday 1st AUGUST 2004

PROGRAMME

9.30am Offering of food and flowers
at the Pagoda.

10.30am Budda Puja and chanting    
in Pagoda

11.00am Offering of lunch to monks.

11.30am Lunch for laypeople

1.00pm Anniversary and 
Dhammatalaka Day 
celebrations

THERE WILL BE AN OPPOR TUNITY TO PUR CHASE
WASO R OBES TO OFFER DURING THE CEREMONY
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O ur preconceptions are often upset when we come to
look closely at our religious heroes. The aristocratic
Siddattha Gautama of the Sakya clan was totally

illiterate, for instance.  This, at least, was not true of young
Rewata. Besides a junior school, there were three viharas in the
village of Thamangol where he was born in 1929. Most of his
contemporaries could read and write, therefore. But since they
were all peasant farmers in the Hanthada district, that was  not a
lot of use to them. 

This was in the days of British rule in Burma. That section of
the raj was certainly among the best educated. But, as in the
Buddha's time, you had to come from the right urban families to
get on. The only escape from following in your parents' footsteps
in Rewata's area was to gain a monastery education. Never-
theless, his family was regarded as rather extraordinary.  For
one thing, his father came from a long line of local healers who
preserved the traditional lore. He was also known for his piety
and profited from it at least once. Travelling with two others, he
stayed behind after their midday meal to finish his habitual
chanting. In this way he escaped the fate of his friends, who were
mugged by robbers on their way.

There was also the story of Rewata's eldest sister, who died
in first childbirth at the age of twenty. Four or five years later a
girl born down the street marched into Rewata's home and
claimed it was hers. She followed his mother everywhere,
complaining bitterly. 'You used to make it perfectly plain that you
didn't like my husband. That hurt me, you know. How could you
be so cruel? But what can you expect of a place like this? Why, I
even had to wait for three months before getting a chance to be
reborn here.' All this from a four-year-old! They couldn't get her
to leave. Burmese women can be very strong willed and with this
memory of her past life weighing on her mind it didn't occur to
her that such behaviour was inappropriate to one of her tender
years. But once she'd got it all off her chest (and it took a good
while) she went back to her new mother. By the time she was in
her teens the girl had completely forgotten the incident.

Rewata, on the other hand, was just a normal boy and got
into the usual scrapes. Some people may remember the blue dots
tattooed on his right wrist. That, according to peasant lore, was
supposed to stop him from being bitten by snakes. So what did
young Rewata do but find himself a poisonous snake and offer it

his hand to test it out? Naturally, the tattoo didn't work. But the
moral of this story is  not that we should automatically distrust
traditional methods. How, for instance, did Rewata survive
without a medical doctor anywhere in the area? He was taken
to another local healer who used mantras instead and that did
the trick.

Indeed, among Rewata's eventual religious teachers were
some who practised in the magical tradition still to be found in
the Burma of those days. Not that he lost his scepticism all at
once. There was one of those teachers who performed the rain-
stopping ceremony associated with Arahant Upagutta, about
whom Sayadaw published a pamphlet in Penang in 1996. The
result of his offerings and invocations, however, was a thunder-
storm so severe that the shrine was washed into the river, much
to Sayadaw's amusement.

On the other hand, those he practised among did attain the
supernormal powers associated with jhanic concentration. A
fellow monk was in hospital and Rewata asked a companion if he
knew whereabouts in it he was. He received a detailed description
of how to find the bed, only to learn that the monk he had asked
had not actually been to the hospital himself. Nevertheless, when
he enquired there, he found the bed was exactly where his friend
had said it was. On another occasion he was invited to a Sangha
meeting that was to decide where to dispose of the body of a
teacher who had recently died. He sat down among the monks in
a silence broken only by the clicking of rosaries. An hour passed,
Rewata was wondering when the discussion would begin. Then
everyone got up; 'That's decided then,' they told him. Yet not a
word had been said. Not convinced even by this, he later attended
a meeting with a supposed miracle worker in India.Concentrate
on what you want, he was told, and the rishi will grant it.
Cheekily, he wished for a lakh of rupees with all his might. The
holy man's eyes snapped open and he looked directly at Rewata.
'Don't ask me, I haven't got that much!' he said.

If all this gives you the impression that the young Rewata
must have been a bit of a handful, you'd be right. All the novices
misbehaved, by his account. Silence at mealtimes was the rule in
the monastery he entered, so naturally you tried to make your
companion say something. Sticking out a hand and grabbing food
from his bowl was a trick that often worked. But it could earn you
a whack round the head. The rule is that a monk should not strike

REWATA - The Early Years
Upasaka Ny analoka

spills the beans
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kindness. Do you practice meditation?" "Yes, sometimes, just
watching the breath." He said, "That is alright to calm down your
mind. Then you should practice like this. Whoever comes into
your mind, alive or dead, someone you know or someone you
never actually met, send them your loving-kindness, your hus-
band too. It can really change the atmosphere". He went on to tell
me that when he had been studying in India, a couple of fellow
students didn't seem to like him very much and had been nasty
to him. So he just practised loving kindness meditation towards
them every day and, before very long, their attitude towards him
changed for the better. 

So I began to practice as he had told me. For example,
previously, when I had thought about the district nurse who had

cont’d from p.2

or threaten another with his hand. However, the commentary on
it states, 'This rule does not apply to animals and novices'. And
you can see why. 

At first, then, Rewata did not apply himself to his studies.
So badly did he perform that eventually the teacher complained
to his parents. When his mother visited him, rather than telling
him off she was just sad and disappointed. Rewata was so
ashamed that he applied himself to his studies from then on.
So much so that by the age of 23 he was awarded the highest
academic qualification in his country. Abit later he was given a
state scholarship for further study in India. Getting his passport
allowed him to play one last trick. It seemed to him that his
monastic name was not sufficiently weighty so he added
'Dhamma' to it. And Rewata Dhamma he remained.   v

been visiting, I had had angry thoughts towards her. I had been
blaming her, because the situation was bad and I felt she wasn't
doing anything to help. So, next time I thought about her, instead
of feeling angry, I sent her loving kindness.  The nurse changed
her attitude towards me as well and she began to get help for me.
As a result, my husband got appropriate medical care.

Then, as I practised as Dr. Rewata Dhamma had told me, I
found that there arose in me a lot of faith in the Buddha; I felt
happiness that I was doing the right thing and peace of mind
about the situation I was in. Sayadaw must have known that this
would be the result, and that it would support me. I actually
began to appreciate my situation. I began to see that it is good for
the practice of the spiritual life. Because I am cut off from worldly
life, I don't have to cope with life in the outside world.  I don't
have to deal with people who don't believe in Buddhism, or who
think that meditation and morality is useless. I don't come under
pressure to conform to their standards, as other Buddhists who
go out to work and are in other social situations must have to
sometimes. I'm free. I can practise Buddhism just where I am. But,
as Dr. Rewata Dhamma explained to me, if I give up my home
situation, just because I don't like it, and look for a situation
pleasing to me, I will never achieve anything, no matter how
many Buddhist centres I visit.

Since then, when things get difficult, I realise I haven't been
practising loving-kindness meditation enough. I need to get back
to the practice he taught me. So I'm still looking after my
husband, and I have Dr. Rewata Dhamma to thank for helping
me to stay in the situation. v



The last few decades have seen Buddhism
spreading and flourishing in the Western
world and becoming established in the lives

and hearts of many from cultures very different
from those from which the teachings were origin -
ally brought. Many of these people feel the need
to have contact with teachers and practitioners
from the East and, as part of the process of deep-
ening their own spiritual development, want to
have some understanding of the culture and
traditions of the countries where Buddhism is
established. 

One such country is Myanmar. Due to the
political situation there, it was closed to
Westerners for over three decades, opening up

again only as recently as 1990. So although there
are many Myanmar teachers in the West, still
Westerners have not been able to go and 'see for
themselves' and consequently they have little real
understanding of how Buddhism is actually
practised there. I firmly believe that people
visiting Myanmar from the West will be
astonished at the vibrancy that Buddhism has
there, and how sincerely the ordinary people
integrate its practices and ideals into their
everyday life in a natural harmony that seems
almost effortless. 

In Myanmar today there are over 400,000
monks and 75,000 nuns, 6,000 viharas and
countless pagodas. About a thousand of the
viharas serve as educational institutions for the
monastic community. Some of the larger ones
have over a thousand monks studying the
Buddhist scriptures and meditation practices. It is
interesting that nuns in Myanmar have a much
higher status than in some other Eastern
countries. In fact, it has the largest number of
nuns of any country in the world. They are well
respected by their own people and have their own
monastic and meditation centres, these being
independent institutions in their own right. Many

nuns have a level of spiritual and scholarly
attainment equal to or greater than the monks. 

One monastery in Mandalay has 2,600 monks
devoted to the study of the Pali Canon, the
Commentaries and Sub-Commentaries. Monastic
institutions of this type and size are unique in the
world today. There are also several meditation
centres, for both lay people and monastics, which
can each cater for over a thousand meditators.
The ordinary people of Myanmar are deeply
involved in supporting all this. They fund the
existing institutions with great joy and generosity
and every day new religious buildings are
constructed. How Buddhism came to them
originally and why it became so established in

their hearts makes an interesting story.
According to the Mahavamsa, the Great

Chronicle of Sri Lanka, the Emperor Asoka of
India sent missionaries to nine countries in the
3rd Century BCE. It is recorded that the
Venerables Sona and Uttara were sent to
propagate Buddhism in Suvanabhumi (the
Golden Land), which corresponds to present day
Lower Myanmar and Thailand. But Myanmar
tradition has it that two merchants from Okkala
(modern Yangon) had the privilege  of offering
the Buddha his first meal following his
enlightenment and asked him for something by
which they could remember their auspicious
meeting. The Buddha gave them eight pieces of
his hair which they brought back to their
homeland with great respect; eventually they
were enshrined on the site of what is today the
greatest pagoda in the world - the Shwedagon
golden pagoda of Yangon. 

The extent of the spread of Buddhism in
Myanmar is not accurately known but by the
5th century CE it was well established and
flourishing. Given that Myanmar neighbours
India and that good land and sea trade routes
existed, it is possible that Buddhism became
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Buddhism in Myanmar Today
Dr R ewa ta Dhamma



established long before this, however. Many
people eventually migrated from Southern India
to Lower Myanmar, bringing with them both
Hinduism and Buddhism. They developed into a
race called Mon-Talaing, intermarrying with
people of the same stock as the Khmer, and
established a flourishing culture there that lasted
several centuries. 

Another group of immigrants to Myanmar
originated from Tibet, migrating to the Yunan
province of China and then to Myanmar in the
8th Century. They established a powerful king -
dom with its capital at Pagan and gave their
name to the whole country in the 10th Century.
At that time they practised Vajrayana (Tantric)
Buddhism; then King Anawratha the Great was
converted to Theravada Buddhism, which he
received from Lower Myanmar. Due to his
devotion and that of his successors, Theravada
Buddhism became the dominant tradition in
Myanmar. Today the country is recognised as
the main centre for Abhidhamma studies and
meditation practice. 

Buddhist Revivals
Indeed, Myanmar has played a very special

part in the revival of meditation practice
worldwide. Over the centuries meditation had
become largely confined to monasteries and was
not often practised outside them. The belief grew
among lay people that it was impossible for them
to become arahants and they concerned them-
selves more with their well-being in this life and
the next. A situation was rapidly developing in
which Buddhism throughout much of Asia was
becoming more a matter of form, of rites and
rituals, than a living practice.

It was Ledi Sayadaw (1846-1923) who began to
re-emphasise the importance of meditation in the
second half of the 19th century. He encouraged it
not only among monastics but also as a practice
for lay people as well. As one of the greatest
scholars of his time, he won the respect of the
ordinary folk of Myanmar and of British
colonisers alike. He was author of many manuals,
including several on meditation, written both in
Pali and in the Myanmar language. Some of these
were translated into English and are still avail-
able. Nevertheless, their language is scholastic
and technical and his work is not accessible to
more than a few. His glory, however, is to have
re-established meditation as a central practice in
Myanmar. 

By the beginning of the 20th century there

were several Vipassana teachers in the country
and from Myanmar the practice of Insight
Meditation spread to other Theravadin lands.
Among these teachers was Mingon Sayadaw,
who emphasised moment to moment awareness
of the four Satipatthana objects (body, sensation,
mind and mental objects) with breath as the base.
He was also the first monk to introduce system-
atic walking meditation. There was also Sunlaw
Sayadaw, who was formerly a farmer and became
interested in meditation through reading Ledi
Sayadaw's books. It is said that he achieved the
highest jhanic states prior to adopting Insight
Meditation. He introduced a technique of strong
breathing with moment to moment awareness as
its aim.

One of the most influential masters following
the second World War was Mahasi Sayadaw.
A scholar as well, he originally studied medi -
tation under Mingon Sayadaw and introduced
the new technique of using the rise and fall of
the abdomen during breathing as base. He also
systematised the technique and divided the
progress of insight into a number of stages.
Because of him, Insight Meditation became
popular throughout Myanmar, where his move -
ment had 400 branches. From 1954 onwards his
centres also spread to other Theravadin countries
and his technique is still widely followed in both
the East and West.

Another important teacher was Moegut
Sayadaw, equally popular as a meditation master
with hundreds of centres. He taught that the
elimination of eternalist and annihilationist views
must precede elimination of the concept of self.
As a preliminary to meditation one must under -
stand the sequence of Dependent Origination
(Paticca Samuppada)and to this end he developed
a Burmese version of the Tibetan Wheel of Life as
a teaching device. He emphasised awareness of
the process of consciousness and divided the
Insight process into three stages (rather than the
nine of Mahasi Sayadaw and others). These were:
seeing things as they really are (yatabhuta),disgust
(nebidda)and path-insight (magga). 

There have also been prominent lay meditation
teachers. U Ba Khin was a highly placed civil
servant who had studied under Ledi Sayadaw's
disciple, Saya Thet. His centres drew many lay
people and also catered for Westerners, who in
turn exported his method to their own countries.
Equally important is the former businessman
S. N. Goenka, of Myanmar origin but based in
India. His hundred centres throughout the world
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attract thousands annually. He emphasises sen-
sation in the body and has evolved a technique of
systematically sweeping it from head to toe and
back again. Thorough understanding of the rise
and fall of awareness leads to insight into the
impermanent nature of all phenomena. He has
tended to teach his method as a way of life rather
than as a religious exercise. In this way he has
managed to break down the religious boundaries
and teachers trained by him are to be found in
Iran and the Gulf sheikhdoms as well as in the
usual Eastern and Western countries. 

It is also notable that Myanmar revived the
practice of holding General Sangha Councils, in
abeyance for the previous 1,900 years. The fifth
such council to be held after the Buddha's passing
away took place in Mandalay in 1871 (while the
country was still independent of the British
Empire) in the reign of King Mindon.  The chief
objective of this meeting was to recite all the
teachings of the Buddha and examine them in
minute detail to see if any of them had been
altered, distorted or dropped. It was presided
over by three Elders in the company of some
2,400 monks. Their joint recitation lasted for five
months. It was also the work of this council to
cause the entire scriptures to be carved in
Myanmar script for posterity on seven hundred
and twenty-nine marble slabs after its recitation
had been completed and unanimously approved.
Upon completion, each slab was housed in
beautiful miniature 'pitaka' pagodas on a special
site in the grounds of King Mindon's Kuthodaw
Pagoda at the foot of Mandalay Hill where,
described as 'the largest book in the world', it
stands to this day.

The Sixth Council was called at Kaba Aye in
Yangon in 1954. It was sponsored by the Burmese
Government led by the then Prime Minister, U
Nu. He authorized the construction of the Maha
Passana Guha, 'the great cave', an artificial cave
very like India's Sattapanni Cave where the first
Buddhist Council had been held. The council met
on 17 May 1954 and, as in the case of that
preceding it, its first objective was to affirm and
preserve the genuine Dhamma and Vinaya.
However it was unique in that monks from eight
countries participated. These 2,500 learned
Theravada bhikkhus came from Myanmar,
Cambodia, India, Laos, Nepal, Sri Lanka,
Thailand and Vietnam. The late Venerable Mahasi
Sayadaw was appointed the noble task of asking
the required questions about the Dhamma of the
Venerable Bhadanta Vicittasarabhivamsa, who

answered all of them learnedly and satisfactorily.
By the time this council met all the participating
countries had had the Pali rendered into their
native scripts, with the exception of India.

The traditional recitation of the Buddhist
Scriptures took two years and the Tipitaka and
its allied literature in all the scripts were pains -
takingly examined, their differences noted down
and the necessary corrections made; all the ver-
sions were then collated. Happily, it was found
that there was not much difference in the content
of any of the texts. Finally, after the Council had
officially approved them, all of the scriptures
and their commentaries were prepared for
printing on modern presses and published in
the Myanmar script. Work came to an end in
May 1956, two  and a half millennia after the
Lord Buddha's Parinibbana. This version of the
Tipitaka has  been recognized as its most
authoritative rendering to date.

A journey towards the start 
of the new century

After monastic training and studying Pali at
university, I had the privilege of taking part in the
organisation of that auspicious 6th Council. At its
close, I left the country on a state scholarship in
order to study in India. It was not for the best part
of forty years that I was able to return on a visit.
In November 1998 I travelled there at the
invitation of the Myanmar Government to attend
the opening ceremony of the International
Theravada Buddhist Missionary University in
Yangon. During this period I welcomed Ven.
Lama Yeshe and his students from Scotland and
conducted them on a tour of Yangon and other
places. The Ven. Lama told me that he was very
happy to be in Myanmar because he could feel the
life and energy that Buddhism has there.
Everywhere there are temples and pagodas and
devotees practising either meditation or rituals,
according to their temperament and background. 

Although Myanmar is known as a Theravada
country, it is not quite the same as Thailand or Sri
Lanka. This is because of the Vajrayana practices
that continued in upper Burma (Pagan) up to the
11th Century. Even today elements of Vajrayana
culture continue alongside the Theravada
practices.  Lama Yeshe (who is himself a Tibetan)
said many of the things he saw were just like in
his homeland - special mudras while meditating,
the use of mandalas as meditation objects, the
recitation of mantras with rosaries. Also many of
the yogis he saw are of the same lineage as the
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Vajrayana tradition. For these reasons the Lama
and his disciples felt at home in Myanmar and
said they would like to return. One of them, a
monk from Spain ordained in the Tibetan
tradition under the name of Phuntsok, decided to
remain in Myanmar to study Theravada
Buddhism and Abhidhamma. He was given the
name Ven. Kassapa and in the monastery where
he is now staying he is allowed to continue his
Vajrayana practices alongside Theravada
meditation. 

One of the places to which I took Lama Yeshe
and his group was the Kyaiktiyo Pagoda, a
celebrated shrine on the crest of the Paunglaung
ridge and one of the wonders of the world.
Kyaiktiyo means 'a pagoda shouldered on the
head of a hermit' and is just 18ft high. It is built
on a huge boulder which balances on a projecting
tabular rock. The rock itself is separated from the
mountain by a deep chasm spanned by an iron
bridge. According to legend, hermits lived in the
mountains at the time of the Buddha and, after
obtaining his sacred hairs, enshrined them in
pagodas on their respective mountains. But the
hermit from Kyaiktiyo, reluctant to part with the
relic, treasured it in his hair-knot. Only after
finding a boulder resembling his head did he
enshrine his cherished share there. You can push
the boulder and feel it move, but it never falls.
The pagoda is situated some 200 miles south-east
of Yangon.

On the way we stopped overnight at a
monastery where over a thousand monks study
the Buddhist scriptures. It was crowded with
other visitors beside us, several Europeans among
them. Then we returned to Yangon for the
opening ceremony of the new university. This
was a state occasion and took place in the vast
man-made cave built in 1954 for the 6th Buddhist
Council. Over 2500 monks took their specially
arranged places and about 40 invited senior
monks sat on a stage at the front. Ven. Lama
Yeshe and his disciples were invited as special
guests and senior government ministers and
diplomats also attended. The new university had
had applications from more than 200 foreign
students from seventeen different countries; of
these 54 were accepted that year. 

The fact that Myanmar has the most populous
monasteries of all the Buddhist countries, coupled
with its innumerable temples and pagodas, makes
the country a worthy place of pilgrimage and
many people from Singapore, Taiwan, Korea and
Japan visit to make offerings. Some of the

Buddhist holy sites in other countries are perhaps
valued mainly for their archaeological and
cultural aspects. But in Myanmar the veneration
of the ordinary people, and their interest in
meditation practice, is notable. Many people start
their day by meditating, chanting and offering
prayers in the temples. Groups of men and
women learn chanting of the scriptures and recite
them on special days. The fabric of people's lives
is everywhere interwoven with their love of and
respect for the teachings of the Buddha. 

When you drive through the countryside you
will see young boys and girls collecting donations
to give to the temples and monasteries - not for
their own personal benefit. It is a popular practice
that young children, boys and girls, ordain as
novice monks and nuns during their school
holidays and stay in viharas, learning about
Buddhist principles and ethical values, and in
meditation centres learning to practice. In some
areas schools organise mass ordinations of
hundreds of young children. There are many
organisations and groups that conduct Buddhist
classes for the younger generation. Examinations
are held and those who do well are given prizes
and certificates. 

People from outside it often tell me that
Myanmar is regarded as one of the very poorest
countries. But when I meet Westerners who have
actually visited the country I hear a different
story. They say they found a lot of happiness
among the people there and incredible generosity.
Yes, materially they are poor by modern Western
standards, but they are content and have great
spiritual riches. Many senior Mahayana monks
who visit Myanmar from Taiwan, Korea and even
Tibet have told me how moved they are by what
they see. Even though Myanmar is of the
Theravada tradition, still these monks can witness
so much that is worthwhile that has been
preserved. v

This article was restyled shortly before
Sayadaw's death. The first and third 
sections were written in February 1999 
and published on the web at
http://web.ukonline.co.uk/buddhism/
publibir.htm . The second section
incorporates part of the introduction to
Emptying the Rose-apple Seat, together
with the sections on the 5th and 6th
Councils from  his web article on The
Buddhist Councils.
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] SAYADAW REWATA DHAMMA
4 Dec. 1929 - 26 May 2004

Most people must be aware by now of the
unexpected death of our teacher, who died
quietly in his sleep in the morning of the last
Wednesday of May. After two days lying in
the pagoda, the body was taken for embalm-
ing. During the period before the funeral we
received many tributes by letter, card and
email which we have been collecting in a
special binder. News coverage of the event
was patchy. Myanmar and Thai media
reported the death immediately. Birmingham
local papers and BBC WM followed it up.
National media did not respond to our news
release.    

The remembrance service was on Friday,
4 June, drawing more people than the
pagoda could hold, including some seventy
Sangha from many countries. The ceremony
began with chanting by the Buddhist Order
of Contemplatives led by Rev. Saido, by
Chinese monks from Fa Yue Monastery led
by Ven. Tak Yu, Tibetans led by Lama Rabten
and Vietnamese from the Midlands Buddhist
Association led by Thich Phuoc Hue, as well
as by Theravadins, led by Bhaddanta Dr
Nyanissara, Chancellor of the Myanmar
Buddhist Academy. Monastic tributes were
paid by Mahanayaka Dr Vajiragnana (for the
Sangha in Britain) and by Dr Nyanissara (for
the Myanmar State Sangha Council). Lay
tributes were paid by Dr Jagjit Singh Taunque
MBE, Deputy Lord Lieutenant (as Her
Majesty's representative and for Birmingham
Council of Faiths); by His Excellency Dr
Kyaw Win, the Myanmar Ambassador, who
read a letter from the Dept of Religious
Affairs and spoke on his own account as a
longstanding supporter of the pagoda; by
Bhai Sahib Mohinder Singh, Spiritual
Successor at Guru Nanak Nishkam Sewak
Jatha (for Birmingham Faith Leaders Group);
and finally by Revd Richard Tetlow, vicar of
our neighbouring church, who spoke for
Birmingham Churches Together but also as
an old friend of Sayadaw's, relating warming
stories about his friendliness and
compassion. Aconstant theme with many of
the speakers was that we can best pay
tribute to Sayadaw by imitating his example
and practising what he has taught us.

After the service, a hearse brought the body
to the gates for people to pay last respects

while a team of friendly and competent police
officers kept back the traffic. The cremation
took place at the Perry Bar Crematorium, the
service there being led by Dr Uttaranyana
with U Ne Win to read a poetic tribute in
Burmese and Dr Nyanissara to deliver the
sermon. Witnesses to the burning afterwards
were John Beard and Nagasena Bhikkhu.
Next day the authenticated ashes were
placed in the pagoda  and remained there
until the First Month Ceremony, which drew
many who had been unable to attend the
funeral. At this there was another poem in
celebration of Sayadaw's work in Birmingham
read by U Ne Win and talks by H.E. the
Myanmar Ambassador, Dr  Kyaw Win, by
Phra Somboon (Head of Wolverhampton
Vihara), by Ven. Kassapa (International
Buddhist Association), and in Burmese by
Bhaddanta Kumara Bhivamsa (Vice
Chancellor of the Theravada International
Missionary University).

We had been advised by the State Sangha
Council to dispose of the ashes in Britain.
We did so in the traditional way by scattering
them in running water as a witness to the
transitoriness of life and of the Buddhist
practice of non-attachment. Early in the
morning of Wednesday, 30 June, therefore,
a group of monks and close associates
boarded a hired motor launch in Stratford
upon Avon and went to a quiet part of the
river to perform the final ceremony. That is
not the end however; as Ven. Uttaranyana
indicates in his forward, we shall have plenty
of work fulfilling Sayawdaw's plans in future. 

] HIGH CELEBRATIONS
In the days between his return from Mexico
and his death, Sayadaw and the monks of
Sangharama celebrated and attended a
number of Buddha Days. Our own was on
Bank Holiday Monday. At it we honoured
Matthias Barth and Marie-Cécile Forget in
recognition of their work for Buddhism and
support of Dr Rewata Dhamma in their
respective countries. Matthias is a psycho-
therapist from Zurich  and a founder-member
of Dhamma Group Switzerland who has
helped organise Sayadaw's retreats and
Abhidhamma teaching over many years.
Marie-Cécile is an artist and painter who
founded the Belgian Dhamma Group in
Brussels in 1986. As well as running regular

retreats in a country property she has bought
the group, she also visits Myanmar for an
extended retreat each year. In addition her
Dhamma Group was presented with an
antique Thai Buddha and ornamental stand
for their premises.

Shortly after that, and attending Buddha
Day at the London Vihara, Sayadaw was
among those who signed a pre-election
declaration against racism along with others
from the Birmingham Faith Leaders Group
early one morning in the Peace Gardens.
The local papers featured pictures of him
with his hands in the añjali position near
the peace pole at the centre of the garden.
He also led a group of our monks to cele-
brate Buddha Day in front of the Sultanganj
Buddha at the invitation of the Museum & Art
Gallery. Also participating were Thai monks
led by Phra Maha Laow, two Tibetans and
two Vietnamese, each of whom chanted
according to their own traditions. Large
groups of Buddhists attended and joined in
the chanting but unfortunately not as many
from the general public stopped to watch as
they did the last time we performed the
ceremony there in 1995. Nevertheless, the
four members of the Museum management
team who also came were satisfied enough
with the event to plan more with us in the
future, with the next taking place in the
autumn.

We did not make such a big thing of Kuan
Yin Day as we had originally planned, owing
to the sad circumstances. In particular, we
put off the consecration of our statue of Kuan
Yin until our anniversary day, to be held on
1 August this year. Jointly planned with West
Midlands Buddhist Council, the ceremony
was held in the pagoda on the full moon
day of June. Large groups from the three
traditions who originally combined to cele-
brate back in the 1970s met to chant their
compassion scriptures. These included the
Soto Zen group, led by Rev. Saido; the
Tibetan group from Karma Ling, led by
Lama Rabten and joined on this occasion
by members of the Sakya Ling and Rigpa
groups; and, of course, our own BBV
devotees. In his welcome afterwards Ven.
Uttaranyna affirmed that, whatever tradition
we follow, we are all members of one family,
children of the Buddha. We must therefore
meet together often so as to bring mutual
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understanding. We should also work
together, not necessarily for Buddhism as
such but in order to fulfil the Buddha's
mission of bringing peace and concord to
all people.

] VIHARA
We have been host to many visiting monks,
among the most senior being Bhaddanta Dr
Nyanissara and Ven. Uttaranyana's teacher,
Bhaddanta Kumara. Old friends who made
long stays were U Kumuda, and U Tiloka
from the Singapore pagoda. Three monks
from Sayadaw's monastery in Yangon also
stayed for a month.

Our weekly programme of activities has
continued much as usual except that Ven.
Uttaranyana has been too busy to teach
during the month of June. Ven. Nagasena
has taught at the weekends and helped with
the Thursday evening meditation sessions
as well as fortnightly sessions at Birmingham
University. He also visited Ven. Somaratana's
Thames Vihara to give a teaching and joined
Ven. Maha Laow's monks in chanting the
Karaniya Metta Sutta in the Peace Gardens
as part of the Buddhist event during the
annual Peace Walk organised by Sis. Ann
Buckeridge. On that occasion Keith Munnings
of the Samatha Group led people in a short
Loving-kindness Meditation.

Among the daytime groups that Yann has
welcomed at the pagoda have been trainee
teachers from Newman College, pupils from
Sturminster Newton School (Dorset),
Handsworth Grammar School, and two
groups each from Adams Grammar School
(Shropshire) and St Augustine's Catholic High
School (Redditch). There have also been the
regular groups from local junior schools for
the Interfaith Education Project taught by
Pam and Ven. Nagasena. 

We were pleased as well to welcome
members of Birmingham Council of Faiths
who visited as part of a Spirituality Through
Visual Art event. This was led by Revd
Richard Tetlow and Yann, who used their

respective places of worship as a resource to
promote discussion of the theme. Thanks too
to the visiting party of Myanmar students who
helped us carry chairs to the pagoda and take
them back to the vihara afterwards. Attracted
to visit us from London by recent media
coverage, they were kind enough to give the
pagoda a complete spring clean just before
the remembrance service, and also lent us a
hand on the day itself.

In addition our library has been used by
interfaith groups for meetings: the Connecting
Faith Communities steering committee and
Birmingham Council of Faith's executive
committee. Finally our local MP, Clare Short,
present for a while at the funeral service, has
also paid us a visit since.

Meanwhile, the broken paving slabs in front
of the pagoda have been seriously inconveni-
encing the more elderly of our visitors. We
have therefore decided to replace them and
John, our Grounds Manager, has agreed to
see to the work. If any of our supporters feel
like offering the slabs, we should be very
grateful.

Hopefully this can be completed before
the beginning of September since the pagoda
has been chosen as one of the sites to be
featured in National Heritage Week this year.
It falls on 5-12 September and there is the
possibility that the regional launch will be
from our site. In practical terms, all the week
entails is free access to the building and
someone there to answer questions.

] DEVOTEES
Yann and Ann represented Buddhists at
the annual dinner given to Birmingham's
diplomatic community by West Midlands
Police. They also took Sayadaw Rewata
Dhamma's place at two church events
immediately following his death. First at the
Oratory for a high mass to celebrate their
patron, Saint Philip Neri, a sixteenth century
Italian whose amiable qualities Fr. Brian
Doolan outlined in his homily as a suitable

model for our own behaviour. The mass
was in Latin and accompanied by Palestrina's
uplifting orchestral score. 

Four days later it was the 150th anniversary
of Revd Richard Tetlow's church of St John's,
Ladywood. The service part of it was short
and the sermon was given by Bishop John
Sentamu. Since the season was Pentecost,
when the disciples of Jesus were given the
gift of tongues, the bishop took the idea of
renewal as his theme. More important than
having the right words is to have the gift of
hearing what is really said. And more impor-
tant than that is putting what is said to us by
our religious teachers into practice. 'What
makes the Church is not its doctrines but its
life', the individual rather than the corporate
response. The longer part of the evening was
taken up with a musical sung by the choir to
a variety of catchy tunes. St John's has had a
long tradition of helping the destitute in the
third world and the theme here was the
necessity of dedicating ourselves to bringing
new life and hope to those in need.

Yann was honoured among the fifteen
people given Golden Buddha Awards this
year by the Thai-British Buddhist Trust during
the 11th anniversary celebrations at the
Buddhavihara Temple. Among them were two
more from Birmingham, charity worker Ken
Morris and restauranteur Harish Nathwani.
Described as 'an ambassador for Buddhism',
Yann has been beavering away on the
various committees on which he serves.
One interesting sideline was an invitation
to join a regional consultation with junior
minister Jacqui Smith on the May white
paper Fairness for All, proposing a new
Commission for Equality and Human Rights.
This was on the strength of his membership
of the West Midlands Faiths Forum, on
whose Standing Interfaith Networking Group
he also serves. More recently he has been
co-opted to the Network of Buddhist
Organisations, for which he acts as
Newsletter Editor. v

SANGHARAMA ACTIVITIES
Medita tion :  Advanced, Mondays 7.30pm Beginners, Thursday 7.00pm. 

Retr eats and T eac hings : Leaflet available with full details. (Send s.a.e. to address below)
Zen Gr oup : First and third Friday in the month.
Devotees Da y: First Sunday of Sept. and Oct. 

(Sanghadana, communal meal, teaching or discussion of Vihara support).
Full Moon Da y: 7.30pm. Aug.30 & Sept.28, (Chanting in the Pagoda)

Festiv als and Special Da ys: Dhammacakka Day July 31, 7.30pm;  
Sixth Pagoda Anniversary: Aug. 1, 11.00am  

Abhidhamma Day-Ancestors and Parents’ Commemoration Oct.28, 7.30pm.
Kathina Oct. 31, 11.00am

10-Day Retreat: 13-22 Aug. (led by Ven. Dr. Uttaranyana)  
1-Day Retreats: 11 Sept Beginners, 9 Oct. Experienced

Birmingham Buddhist V ihara, 29/31 Osler Street, 
Birmingham B16 9EU   Phone: 0121 454 6591  

E-mail: office@bbvt.org.uk   W ebsite: www .birminghambuddhistvihara.org


