
ver since I began to practice
Buddhism after my first experience
with it at the St. Louis Thai Temple
in Winter 1998-9,  I have wondered
what it would be like to take the
robe. University and family obliga -
tions did not allow enough time. It

was not until I got to Birmingham that the
opportunity ar ose. 

I had two main r easons for ordaining. To
begin with, since I have often thought about
monkhood as a vocation, I wanted to see from
first-hand experience if the life was a good one
for me. Then I wanted to have the opportunity
to do serious Buddhist practice. Without a
doubt the experience was a life-altering one
from which I gained a gr eat deal of insight into
life, Buddhism, and myself. 

The first forty-eight hours wer e
very awkwar d and a little unsett -
ling. It gave me a sensation very
similar to the one I had when I first
learned to ride a bicycle. One
second I was trying to get the bike
rolling, I was land-locked, a mer e
two-legged pedestrian, and the next
I was a bike rider. Ordination could
also be seen as entering a new
realm of existence. One second I
was a lay practitioner and a law
student: my life was filled with
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books, friends, lectures, and the occasional
recreational activity . The next second I was a
holy man, living a new life: a life dedicated to
Buddhism, filled with Suttas, chanting, a
communal life, r ules about what to do and how
to do it. Gone were my property, my lay obliga -
tions, my studies. I was riding the bicycle of life
as a holy man. James Oermann ceased to be and
Paññasiha took his place. 

It struck me that to be a monk is relatively
easy. In the classic straightforwardness and
logic of Buddhism, which I have come to r elate
very much to the logical methods of Jurispr u-
dence, a monk is simply a monk because of his
behaviour. When he behaves like a monk, he is a
monk, but if he fails to behave according to the
code he is no longer a monk. 

by James Oermann
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(cont’d on p.10)



Our thanks go to Malika Kottegoda, Elena Utton, Bill
Strongman, Eleanor Hewson, Tom Maxwell and Mark
Skan for their donations towards the cost of printing
and publishing this issue and to Dea Paradisos for her
illustration. Lotus Review is for free distribution. but
donations towards publishing are very welcome.

Articles published in Lotus are edited from material
supplied by a variety of individual contributors. Whilst
every effort is made to publish only appropriate mater-
ials, there may be times when the opinions expressed
may be at variance with your own. Be mindful of this.
Comment and criticism is always welcome and should
be addressed to the Editor at the address given on p.12.
Copy for the Spring issue should reach us by not later
than May 3rd 2003.
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WISH LIST
As our library and office take shape we realise
just how much equipment we need. Anyone
wishing to donate any of the following should
get in touch with the Vihara and speak either
to Dr Rewata Dhamma or Bhante Nagasena.

w Photocopier
w Binder
w Shredder
w Laminator
w Sony tape and transcription 

equipment to record dhamma talks.

SPRING C LEANING

FOR L IFE

Whether you are a beginner or have lots of meditation
experience, whatever form your practice takes, prepar-

ation is crucial. Just as a boxer warms up, focuses his mind
and determines to give of his best, so too there are ways a
meditator can prepare. If you start with a mind full of
thoughts, feelings and memories, or longing to achieve peace
or alleviate anxiety, depression or stress, you are starting with
ego and handicap your practice. If you are aware of your
mental state and aspire to remove such handicaps, again you
are producing ego. This is not a good start. So, before you
begin meditating you should make every ef fort to quiet the
mind and r educe ego.

Starting without ego, a strong determination should be
made.  The energy from this determination is the factor that
will keep the mind alert. W ithout ego, as mental distractions
such as imagination, conceptualising, planning and thinking
arise, you will r emain undisturbed yet awake to them. Your
practice will be fr uitful and you will either attain the stillness
where no disturbances arise or else will observe their arising
while continuing with your object unhinder ed. In this latter
case you will see such disturbances and know them to be
natural events of the mind but they will not harm your medi -
tation or af fect your peace. In fact, they will instead become
the tools that help you to penetrate to reality.

If your meditation is heading in the right dir ection, you
will experience peace and harmony fairly easily. When the
mind is confident and pur e the whole process leads to
successful and meaningful practice. In the absence of ego,
meditation bears fruit. With right mindfulness all of your
actions, speech and livelihood will become right. This is the
way to look at yourself if you ar e a meditator. But with ego
present then thinking, confusion, depr ession and frustration
arise when the meditation object is lost. The more you become
involved and concerned with the arising phenomena, the
more depressed, confused and downhearted you become, so
that the hindrances become even greater - a vicious spiral of
thoughts and emotions that counteract peace and lead
nowhere. Even at this point you can extricate yourself,
however. Turn away fr om your original meditation object
and start to observe all that is happening within the mind.
What is this state? Ar e you becoming emotional, worried,
depressed, disappointed, frustrated, because you are unable
to keep to your object? First identify and categorise the state,
then accept it, noting, 'I am frustrated, disappointed, etc.'
Make the knowing as clear as possible. The technical name
for this pr ocess is cittanupassana.

If you ar e unable to do this, then simply observe the
feelings or sensations that arise from your curr ent state. This
is known as vedananupassana. You began with the intention to
watch your meditation object; now turn your mind into the

(cont’d on p.4)
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ineage is important
in both Buddhism
and some of the
Christian chur ches.
An Anglican priest
must be ordained at

the hands of a properly consecrated
bishop in a line that goes back to
Jesus. It does not matter that divis-
ions have taken place within the
body of the Chur ch, so that a Russian
Orthodox priest, say, has radically
dif ferent practices from an Anglican
or Catholic, as long as the lineage
remains unbroken. 

In Buddhism the emphasis on
lineage extends even into lay ordina-
tion. At the Zen Jukai ceremony the
devotee is presented with a scroll that
illustrates how the teaching has been
passed from the Buddha down a long
line of Indian, then Chinese, then
Japanese disciples; at the very end
one's own name appears as a disciple
of the master of the monastery where
the ceremony is held.  Some Indian
disciples would be claimed by Theravadins as the
head of their lineages too, even though the two
schools are now far apart in practice and doctrine. 

The question of Theravadin female ordination
rests upon this question of unbroken succession.
Ashoka's daughter, Theri Sanghamitta, took the
institution of nunhood to Sri Lanka, wher e it
remained the longest among Theravadins. Even
there it disappeared during the political tr oubles
of the 11th and 12th centuries, as did the male
monastic line for a while. Though the or der of
monks was restored by requesting ordination fr om
Thai monks, this did not happen and was per haps
impossible in the case of nuns. 

The main problem was that, as some monks still
argue, they could not simply make nuns on their
own initiative. The Buddha had set up a separate
order when his stepmother Pajapati requested
ordination in the fifth year of His ministry .
Thereafter the monastic rule declared that

bhikkhuni or dination should be at
the hands of senior nuns. This had
to be confirmed by bhikkhus at a
later ceremony, however, as one of
several supplementary rules that
kept the female order subordinate to
the male even then. Naturally
women still wanted to dedicate
their lives to r eligion but had to
content themselves with a still mor e
subordinate role. Thereafter they
could not pr ogress beyond the
positi on of novice, keeping the ten
precepts (or of a female attendant
keeping eight). This is the case with
the Amaravati 'nuns' at pr esent. They
are samaneri observing Siladhara
Vinaya training, which includes 120
rules and monastic observances
besides. Like the monks, however,
they are equally dependent on alms
for the four r equsites.

One of the anomalies of the
Mahayana/ Hinayana division in
India was that monks holding
diver gent views continued to live

together in the same monastery - for a while at
least. Even when some of these took the Mahayana
teachings to countries outside India, most notably
to China, the monastic discipline (Vinaya) that they
established there was largely unchanged. The
teaching lineages, however, were different.
Theravadins took their V inaya southwar ds whereas
the Sarvastavadins (an almost parallel Hinayana
school) took theirs northwar ds and eventually
along the Silk Road and into China. Another which
took this r oute was the Dharmaguptaka school,
which had r esulted from the same split in the
Hinyana ranks that pr oduced the Theravadins.

Tibet was rather isolated from this activity . It was
Tantric Buddhism which became established there
and this did not shar e the common Vinaya. Later
on, firm monastic discipline was intr oduced by the
Dalai Lama's Gelug school but, again, there seemed
to be no mechanism for introducing a legitimate
order of nuns. One of the many happy consequences

Female Ordination
Upasaka Ny analoka investigates the histor y of Bud dhist n uns
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depth of the feeling and make it your
object. Know that this arises from the ego and
acknowledge it as being a 
burden. Ask yourself why something you do not
want comes to trouble you. Mor e wisely, acknow-
ledge that you have not invited this in. Consider
repeatedly that all this is the illusory self that is
disturbing you and that it is nothing but an obst -
ruction and a hindrance. You will then come to see
that what happens to your mind and body ar e just
events , not self. For if there was an intrinsic self,
would that self cr eate hindrances to its own
wishes? The recognition of what is not self (anatta)
is not self-annihilation, just the knowing of impur -
ity or defilements. It is in this way that purification
takes place and one's real nature becomes clearer.
This is part of what is known as dhammanupassana.
Once you stop fighting and accept, your r eactions
will cease by themselves. Now you can return to
your original meditation object. 

There are other observations you can make.
If you ar e depressed, disappointed or anxious in
meditation and unable to stop it by any other
means, you can wisely consider this state of mind,
reflecting, "I am not harming, cheating or stealing

of the present Dalai Lama's exile from Tibet has
been that he looked into the question of linear
succession and found orders of nuns in China,
Taiwan, Korea and Vietnam claiming unbr oken
ordination thr ough the Sarvastivada and Dharma-
guptaka lines.  Since the 1980s Western women of
the Gelug order have received ordination fr om Far
Eastern bhikshuni Masters; there are now enough
nuns of the required seniority to superintend
ordinations in their own right at the main Gelug
nunnery in France.

Female ordination is r eturning to India too. Eight
women fr om Sri Lanka received it from an order of
Korean nuns there in 1997. Twenty mor e received it
in 1998 at an immense Taiwanese-sponsored series
of ceremonies in Bodh Gaya which also included 10
Western women, 28 from Maharashtra, 8 Nepalese
and several others, among them a Thai and four
Mongolese. 

This activity certainly set the cat among the
pigeons in Theravadin countries. In Thailand the
institution of nunhood has been declar ed unThai.
Sri Lanka is more sympathetic for equally
nationalistic r easons although senior clerics have
declared against it. Unfortunately the gr eatest
supporter of bhikkhuni or dination, Mahanayaka

from anyone at this moment. I am not making
other beings unhappy or causing them to suffer.
So why am I feeling worried, depr essed or dis-
appointed as if I wer e a killer, a liar or a thief?
My intention to practice is good and right."
Reflecting in such a way, positive factors such as
goodwill, right thought, loving-kindness and com -
passion will arise and stabilise the mind on  the
object. This practice is not suitable for all types
and in any  event should not be practised regularly.
It is just an alternative aid for use as a last resort.

Whatever happens in your meditation, no
matter what technique you practice, Dhamma is
just understanding one's natur e without ego and
without r eaction. We practise not only for ourselves
but for our society, our family , and for peace. How
important it is, ther efore, that one prepares for
meditation by a str ong determination to purify the
mind and eradicate the ego. Meditators should not
only determine to practice on the chosen object,
therefore, but also to lay down the burden of the
ego. Then they will be ready to meditate, alert to
every object that appears in the mind, observing it
with clarity and detachment. By dwelling heedfully
in the present moment we create spiritual energy. 

Anandamaitr eya, the most senior of them all, had
died only shortly befor e these events took place. In
Myanmar also opinion is divided. In the past it was
much more liberal and progressive. The learned U
Adicca agitated for nun's or dination as early as the
1930s, as did one of Mahasi Sayadaw's teachers, the
Jetavana Sayadaw, in the 1950s. The main argu-
ment, however, seems to be that only unbroken
ordination thr ough the Theravadin lineage will do. 

Whether as a result of all this agitation or not,
the number of young Myanmar women seeking
temporary Samaneri (novice) ordination has shot
up in r ecent years and this has had a knock-on
effect in England.  The question of seeking full
bhikkhuni or dination cannot arise here since there
aren't enough nuns. In any case, one must first
learn to walk befor e one can run. 

Talking to the small number of women connec -
ted with our V ihara who have so far expressed
interest, I have encountered fear at taking such a
step even for a short while. It's understandable,
I felt the same before my own ordination! But
equally it is a powerful and unfor gettable exper-
ience, as Bryan and James have made clear in these
pages. The opportunity will be ther e this summer.
So the question is, dare you miss it?   v

cont’ from p.2)
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The King of Dryads
had died, as happens
to all beings. Then
Sakka, the Heavenly
Emperor, appointed
another in his place.
The new monarch's
first of ficial act was to
send out a proclama-
tion that every spirit

must choose his own tree
to live in. At that period the

Boddhisatta happened to be reborn as the canny
leader of a large clan of such spirits. Not to choose
trees standing out in the open was what he advised
its members. Instead it would be safer to live near
him in the for est. The wiser spirits did indeed settle
down with their leader but ther e were also some
foolish and arrogant spirits among them. These said
to each other, "Why should we live crammed in
each other's pockets like this? Let's go instead to the
villages, towns and cities inhabited by human
beings. Tree spirits who live ther e receive the best
offerings. They are even worshipped by the super-
stitious. Oh what a life we'll lead, to be sur e!"

So they moved into the big trees near where the
humans all lived next door to each other and wer e
looked after by them. Then one day a big storm
came clamouring over the plain. The gale blew
strong and hard. It huf fed and it puf fed, whirling

up the dust. The big heavy trees with old stif f limbs
did not do well in this commotion. Branches wer e
ripped away, trunks cracked and snapped, some
were even uprooted. But the trees   of the forest,
intertwined and sheltering each other , escaped the
mighty wind unharmed. Not one was injur ed, not
one disturbed!

The homeless tree spirits from the villages, towns
and cities were forced to return to the forest. No one

respected them now or brought them of ferings.
What use is a spirit that can’t keep even its own tree
safe? The refugees from the human world com-
plained to their leader , bewailing their lost dwell -
ings, their bad fortune and the fickleness of men. 

"This is what happens to know-it-alls who ignor e
wise advice and go off by themselves," the wise
spirit scolded them. "Foolish fellows, did you dr eam
good fortune lasted for ever? See where greed has
got you. Better a meal of herbs with
contentment, living with your companions
for support, than to dwell exposed,
buffeted by the ever-changing
winds of passion."

A Home in 
the Storm
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ourneying in Asia with a r eceptive
mind was a large factor in my taking
up Buddhism. To visit  the principal

pilgrimage sites therefore seemed a natural
thing to do.

Planning is always a fun part of any trip. In
talking to fellow Buddhists and the monks -
especially Bhante Nagasena, for whose guidance
and guidebook I was particularly grateful - my
original intention just to visit the sites changed.
The word pilgrimage came up time and time again.
What was all this, I thought. I had seen pilgrims at
a Christian site going up hundr eds of steps on their
knees; the word conjured up a picture of sackcloth
and ashes. Not at all attractive! But the Buddha's
teaching is the Middle W ay; no need for self-mortifi -
cation. Also stopping in our 5 star hotel at Kushina -
gar was a coach load of Sri Lankan pilgrims, comp-
lete with a monk escort. 

Alan and I started in V aranasi, a city we had
visited years before. Then, I had not really appre-
ciated it; the dirt, the crowds, the smells, were not
attractive. My mind and heart had been closed.
This time The Plan was for us both to bathe in the
Ganges, to purify ourselves at the start of the pil-
grimage. Tired after a bad journey, Alan chickened
out. I nearly did not get to bathe either; our guide
simply could not believe that this white W esterner
wanted to go in. I do not r equire assertiveness
training, however , and got my way. First I sat at the
ghat and did my morning practice, viewed by

incredulous locals. Then I simply waded in; the
protocol is that ladies go fully clothed. Men can
stick with their underwear , but then equality is not
a strong point out ther e! By now the sun was up,
and the water was warm. I immersed myself, thin -
king of the Buddha visiting V aranasi. For the
Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha….then three
times more for Linda, our editor; metta meditation,
merit sharing as taught by Bhante Nagasena and
wow! did I feel gr eat. Irreverently I splashed the
water, admiring the rainbow in the dr oplets.

It was a short trip to Sarnath fr om there. We had
visited before, but this was quite dif ferent. It was a
very emotional experience, kneeling before the
Buddha and being blessed by the monk. At 53, I
felt like a schoolgirl on her first date! I'd for gotten
metta meditation and merit transfer befor e leaving
and tried to make amends with practice ar ound the
Stupa at the site where the sermon took place. Our
guide had got the hang of all this by now and
pointed out shady spots for me to kneel and
meditate. But I thr ew him again in the museum,
when he was describing some of the artefacts and
started the verses for taking refuge; I finished the
phrases for him. Alan laughed and indicated that
I was clockwork; wind her up and of f she goes!!

Our next visit was to Buddhism's holiest site,
Bodh Gaya. The roads are awful and it was late
afternoon when we arrived. V enturing out in the
dark, we bumped into our driver and our guide
for the next day. Gaurkeran is a fellow Buddhist
and we went to the temple together. Arriving at the
entrance, you stand still to drink in what is befor e
you. The temple is lit up at night and usually the
grounds are full of candles and butter lamps. A
magical sight. The hotel was very close, which
meant that I could visit early in the morning,
before the crowds arrived, and again in the even-
ing when they had gone. Sometimes Alan came
with me, sometimes not; the noise deprived him
of sleep. At 4.30 there was the Muslim call to
prayer; at 5 the Hindus started; at 5.30 it was the
Buddhists and time for me to get up. 

Practising in that holy site was a wonderful
experience. After the first evening it rained, but it

WALKING WITH 
THE BUDDHA

ELEANOR HEWSON

PUTS ON HER

SEVEN-LEAGUE BOO TS
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did not matter; I knelt in the wet and did not feel it.
I forgot to put my hat back on when leaving. The
beggars that had been an impediment on the way
there were now just unfortunates. Best of all was
the morning of our departur e. It was still wet and
most devotees tried to find shelter. I was able to sit

quietly under the
Bodhi tr ee. Since
coming back, it
is that image I
conjure up.
People have
asked me what I
felt and what
dif ference it
made. It's hard
to put into
wor ds but can
best be expressed
as feeling

blessed. No major flash of understanding.
I did not want to leave Bodh Gaya, wher e there

was so much to see and do. It was the same at
Rajgir, where we made an all too short visit to the
caves where the Buddha practised asceticism. Here
it was possible to kneel where the Buddha had sat -
I wished I could emulate the postur e! - and wonder
what he had gone through. The view was fantastic,
looking down over wooded lands shr ouded in
mist. There is a Japanese Peace Pagoda nearby
where a muscular man beats a loud drum and
chants for peace. Let peace prevail!

Bodh Gaya to Kushinagar, where the Buddha
achieved Parinirvana, was a leap in his lifetime and
another tiring journey . In the temple there the black
statue of the 'reclining Buddha' has been covered in
gold leaf by devout Buddhists over the years. Her e
I wanted to cry; the Buddha had long since gone
from our world. But it was quiet and - a r eal
luxury! - a kind monk lent me a cushion to sit by
the statue and meditate. The site is tranquil and
blessed by the presence of relics in the adjoining
stupa. We were there for the full moon - and what a
glorious moon it was! I cr ept off and did my 'salute
the sun' yoga posture to it, hoping not to be seen. 

Back on the correct religious track, we went to
the temple where many pilgrims and monks had
gathered. We did not recognise the language of the
chanting, but it induced calm; the flickering of the
forbidden ('of fering not allowed; by or der') candles
and the smell of incense were all very atmospheric.
Going outside, we found Sri Lankan pilgrims
lighting tiny coconut oil lamps all ar ound the
stupa. Buddhism then, as so often on this trip,
was a common bond.  Having linger ed at the site,

we then found ourselves locked in! The pilgrims
were staying at the monastery next door and there
was a hole in the fence. Fortunately some students
showed us how to s-q-u-e-e-z-e out. Then the lights
went out - and we'd left the tor ch behind. But the
gorgeous moon and dozens of fire-flies showed the
way, and we had our student escort.

Our last visit was to Lumbini, the Buddha's birth
site. It seemed very Spartan after the others. I
looked for the temple that was in my guide book,
but it had been knocked down years ago. The spot
where the Buddha was born could not be seen; but
the tank where Maya Deva had bathed after giving
birth was ther e, with a huge banyan tree next to it.
The tree was bestrewn with prayer flags. The
atmosphere was so peaceful, I could almost feel the
presence of the Buddha. 

Then it was on to visit some of the many temples
in the sacred garden. It included a lar ge Burmese
complex, with beautiful buildings which looked
like 'home', but the most impr essive for me was the
Chinese temple. The golden Buddha was particul-
arly well done, conveying compassion and power .
Alan's favourite was another Japanese Peace
Pagoda, from which we watched an eagle and tried
to spot the rare cranes. How apt, in a Buddhist
area, to have a bird sanctuary! It was prayer time
when we came down. No silent meditation her e.
A monk and a nun beat large drums and chanted
loudly . We joined in with smaller hand dr ums,
beating a rhythm for peace as the sun went down. 

In Lumbini our pilgrimage ended, although my
Buddhist practice continued in Kathmandu, a city
which captur ed my imagination on our first visit
years ago. HH the Dalai Lama, was once asked for
a quote for a pilgrimage guide book. His r esponse
was that such a trip was a waste of time and
money unless you returned a better person. It is
easy to fall back into old, wr ong habits once back
in familiar surr oundings, but I sincerely hope to
have trodden a step or two along The Path. If you
get the chance to visit these sites, seize it with both
hands. It could change your life!   v
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became a Buddhist at the age of fifteen
when I went thr ough a simple cere-
mony in a large house on the outskirts
of London. I wo uld like to shar e what

led me to take that step and try to suggest what
goes on in the mind of a teenager who is
discovering Buddhism.

My family wer en't Buddhist, they wer e Jewish,
and I had had a Jewish upbringing. It’s not that
I disliked Judaism, but when I got to my teenage
years I started to ask questions. I wanted to know
if the Bible stories were really tr ue when they
dif fered from the versions of history and science
I was learning at school. I started to read more
serious books and realised that there were many
dif ferent ways of understanding the world. What
if there was no God? And if ther e wasn't, was there
a difference between right and wrong, or was it just
a matter of opinion?

In the Jewish religion I had learnt the idea that I
should be good, which meant being kind, helpful
and nice to others. When I heard a talk on these
themes I felt ashamed at my pettiness and selfish-
ness and I said to myself, 'from now on I'll be dif fer-
ent. This week, I'll really try.' But within a few days
I had forgotten my good intentions and the next
week I'd feel ashamed about that too.

I looked carefully at the adults I knew , especially
my teachers, and I realised that while they might
have authority and they knew all about the subjects
they were teaching, mostly they didn't seem to have
anything in them that suggested an answer to my
questions about how to live. I began to respect them
less and to rebel more against their rules and expec-
tations. But then one day in a French lesson I look-
ed at the teacher, who was very strict, and I saw
that the reason he was bad tempered was that he
was unhappy. That was important. I saw that adults
are people, too, like me, and they also wanted to
find a better way to be in their lives. And like me
they didn't have any answers. So being angry with
the adult world didn't help. What I r eally wanted
was to change myself, and I wanted to find the way
to change. 

One day my sister, who is a couple of years older
than me, started going to meditation classes in a
Buddhist centre near where we lived. I'd heard only
a little about Buddhism befor e that and I had the
idea that it was something weir d and foreign. But
she came back from the centre excited, talking
about awareness and meditation, and some other
things that had strange foreign names I didn't
understand. I picked up her excitement and I
wanted to go myself.

When I got to the centre I found myself in a big
room that was crowded with people, mostly in their
20s and clearly happy to be there. I don't remember
what the teacher said that evening when he intro-
duced the meditation practice - I've heard so many
intr oductions to meditation since then and I've
taught it myself so many times that his wor ds have
long since been buried. I do know that we did a
meditation practice called  'mindfulness of br eath-
ing', in which you follow the br eath and try to stop
your mind fr om wandering. At the start of the
meditation it seemed like a challenge. The teacher
said, 'this is a way to be wise and happy.' I thought,
'OK, I'll give it a go.'

So we started. I breathed in, I breathed out and
I counted, 'one', just as the teacher had said. I
breathed in, breathed out and counted 'two'. This
was easy and I was sure I could quickly get r eally
good at this. I imagined myself glowing with calm
and peace. I'd exert a magical attraction, everyone
would admir e me, and I'd be fascinating to girls.
But then I realised that I had breathed a few more
times and not counted or even noticed that I was
breathing. What number was I on? Perhaps this
wasn't so simple after all. I went back to the start…
'Breathe in, breathe out, count "one, one"'.

After I had been sitting cr oss-legged for ten
minutes my leg started to go to sleep. I sensed the
numbness spreading upwar ds from my toes and I
wonder ed if I should move. Was I allowed to? How
would I get up at the end of the meditation? I'd
hobble out of the room with everyone looking at
me. After fifteen minutes my leg began to hurt and
after twenty the pain was excruciating. I must be

A Teenager's Discovery of Buddhism

Dharmachari Vishvapani r elives his first 
encounter with Bud dhism
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doing something wr ong, I thought. I couldn't stand
it, I would have to move. Not long to go now… But
then I thought about the meditation. It had slipped
away and my thoughts had travelled miles fr om the
breathing. I made one last effort before the bell
finally rang to end the session.

Even though that first meditation was full of
distraction and str uggle, when it was over I found
that I felt calm and centred. And gr owing out of
that calm I felt a new kind of str ength swelling up
within me. I was determined to get to grips with the
concentration. But most of all I knew that, in spite
of my dif ficulties in the meditation, something
important had h appened. 

I couldn't have said at the time what that was, but
with hindsight I think I know now how to expr ess
the new perspective that the meditation had opened
up. For one thing I had seen myself and my
experience in a new way. The meditation had been
a struggle because thoughts came in, I got interest-
ed in them and I easily forgot what I was trying to
do. But actually that sort of thing was happening all
the time. The meditation was very simple  - just
paying attention to my br eath and trying not to
allow my attention to wander - but it wasn't so easy
to do and its simplicity meant I saw why not. I
noticed how my thoughts raced ar ound and I r eal-
ised that they were whirling r ound like that the r est
of the time as well. It's just that I didn't notice when
I was busy doing other things.

This was very interesting. I hadn't really consid-
ered a simple fact about my experience - that I had
a mind that worked in ways that wer en't under my
control. It was as if my thoughts and feelings wer en't
really mine. I went fr om mood to mood, fr om one
pre-occupation to another, without noticing what
was happening. But where did all those thoughts
come from and what effect did they have on me?

In the months that followed that class I kept
attending the centre. I began to learn what
Buddhism taught about life and I joined in dis -
cussions about how to put those teachings into
practice. As I got to know some of the Buddhists I
found that all of them wer e calm and friendly, but
with a few ther e was something else as well. They
seemed big - bigger than the size of their actual
bodies, as if a larger presence filled them out. Talk-
ing to them I sometimes had a strange feeling that
these people opened out backwards and if I could
enter their experience I would find myself in a
much larger space than I was used to occupying.
They had about them a touch of something
mysterious, even dangerous. 

I continued to meditate, and - though it was
never easy - at moments, particularly when I atten-

ded my first weekend r etreats, a new dimension
would open u p. I saw that it would take a long time
to progress with meditation or r eally to understand
the rest of Buddhism, let alone to transform my
consciousness. But it didn't matter. I was on my way.

And so it was that a year later I went thr ough
the ceremony to become a mitra, which is the
Sanskrit word for 'friend, and thr ough that cere-
mony I became a Buddhist within the particular
movement that ran the activities at this centre. It
was called the Friends of the Western Buddhist
Order. I offered a flower, which symbolised the
beauty and impermanence of things; a candle,
which symbolised the light of the tr uth; and a stick
of incense, which spreads through the air like the
pervasive effect of living a spiritual life. I of fered
these to the Buddha and I became a Buddhist. 

I have told the story of my own discovery of
Buddhism because it shows that you don't have to
be a certain age to start to appreciate it. Questioning
and seeking a higher purpose is part of human life
that is felt especially strongly by young people. 

For those brought up to be Buddhists, whether in
Asia or the West, Buddhism can seem to belong to
the old world, not the new world that has gr own up
in western countries and is spreading across Asia.
The world of computers and television, travel and
technology. It can seem just a matter of going to the
temple and making of ferings, something for old
people and monks. But I found that Buddhism could
make a real difference to my life as a young person
in London in the 20th century . It was just as relevant
there as it had ever beenin Asian countries in the
past. 

On the first night I had learnt m editation, an image
filled my thoughts, the image I had seen when the
leader had told us to open our eyes at the end of the
session. It was of the golden Buddha statue at the
end of the room, the same Buddha to whom I later
made my offerings. The Buddha's eyes were cast
downwar ds and his lips were turned by a gentle
half-smile. But it was the strangest thing. He
seemed to be looking straight at me and that smile
was for my benefit, mine alone. It was the Buddha's
way of saying that he understood completely what
had gone on in my mind, and that he saw right into
the depths of me. In fact it meant that he under-
stood more than I could even imagine. And his
smile said that he saw not only what I was, but
what I would become. 

That put my questions into a new light. Not,
what am I like? Not, how can I be dif ferent? Not,
how can I be good? But, what can I become?   v

VISHVAPANI HELPS CO-ORDINATE THE ACTIVITIES OF FRIENDS OF THE WESTERN

BUDDHIST ORDER CENTRES ACROSSTHE UK. H E EDITS DHARMA LIFE MAGAZINE . 
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Nagasana Bikkhu was my instructor
for the ten days and gave me The Initiation of
Novicehoodas an instruction manual. After r eading
some of the regulations and codes of conduct,
including the ten of fences that are punishable and
the ten that are grounds for excommunication fr om
the Order, I noticed a few themes. Some are about
personal behaviour - not to eat after mid-day, not to
steal or lie, and to take your duty and life as a monk
seriously. A monk is to be contemplative about his
shelter, clothing, food, and medicine. He is not
wearing the robes to show off or entertain himself,
he is not to be entertained by his food.  Most inter-
esting for me was that many of them are about social
interaction. In my view , Buddha was one of the
world's gr eatest social scientists. 

After a day and a half I began to settle into serious
awareness in daily life. I took mindful walks after
breakfast, tried to do as much meditation as possible
(my whole body was still sor e three days after I had
taken back my lay clothes and returned to my
regular life), and read countless books and Suttas. I
entered a very deep state of awareness and got an
epiphany of sorts on the fifth and sixth days. I
reached a state of pure equaniminity with the world
and its conditioned existence. I was absorbed into a
state of understanding and accepting the transitory
nature of my existence and mental experiences. 

Needing to make the most of my time, I tried to
remain aware and make use of all the things that
happened. One thing that I have learned through
Buddhism is that each and every situation has its
benefits and detriments (again some more legalistic
logic). I found that it was after the settling in and
the mental bliss states that the most profitable time
would come. Even from seemingly simple activities
I was learning a great deal.  

I am not sure if there is any real reason to go into
the detail of my insights, because I am sure that they
are much the same for each practitioner. Buddha set
down a path to lead in one dir ection. Everyone has
his or her personal experience, but overall I think it
is generally the same for everyone. Still, I think some
are worth noting: I noticed that I have a particular
obsession, as most people do, of organizing and
categorizing. This can lead to dead ends and closed
minds; one must take the bitter with the sweet;
integrity and honesty ar e the only ways of doing
things; the whole Vihara seems to drip with endless
integrity and honesty; the whole of life experience is
a test of sorts; everything is imperfect in this way or
that. The point of Buddhism is what you do with life;
just letting things be as they are is very dif ficult.
Accepting them of fers a great opportunity .

Another theme that continued for me was the
reality of how per ception, ego, greed and ignorance
create castles and cathedrals of delusion in the mind.
These grand and complex structures are created by
our own imperfect per ceptions. They are magnifi -
cent things to behold; complex, multi-storied, with
great turrets and massive entrance gates. However,
they are not happy places to dwell.  Af fected by our
desire for certain outcomes, of greed for this or that,
by our misunderstanding of others' behaviour , we
create our "castles and cathedrals of delusion." 

One great fault of mine is that I like to categorize
people and think that I understand how they think -
nothing could be farther fr om the truth. I struggled
those ten days to overcome my own habit of erect-
ing these massive structures in my mind. To a
greater or lesser degree I did make some progress.
There was some crumbling and cracking, but the
private contractors remain waiting for their next
assignment.

Finally, any time of serious Buddhist practice is a
great opportunity to examine the human condition.
Once, during one of the discussions at the Missouri
Zen Center, the question of "why am I practising
Buddhism?" came up. My response was that it
makes one a better person and allows for great
insight into the human condition. It is this that
remains my single most important benefit fr om
being a Buddhist.  I found countless examples of
this over the ten days.

Also at the Missouri Zen Center, the leaders
always tell newcomers, "if you don't want to change,
don't come here". Buddhism has meant as much
change in my life as the difference in night and day.
Nevertheless, after this experience and the five days
I spent at Chithurst last year, I know that monkhood
is not for me. However, as they warn at the Missouri
Zen Center, change is due to come. My experience at
the Vihara germinated a seed of an idea of opening a
retreat centre in the Pacific Northwest or northern
California. 

As a lay practitioner , I feel that one has more
opportunity to communicate openly with other lay
people and bring the Dhamma to the general public.
Monks have limited mobility and the r obe can act as
a barrier. At this point I am not r eady to buy land or
build a centre, but as I learned during my ten days
as a Samanera, Buddhism allows for the expansion
and even enjoyment of space and freedom within
one's mind. One tends to avoid obsessing over
problems or worrying into a very closed mindset.
One's mind and understanding opens into places
and experiences they had never dreamt of. 

I am keeping my options open.  v

cont’d fro  p.2
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] GENERAL NEWS
The Monday and Thursday meditation groups
continue to be ably led by Ven. Nagasena and
Bill Stongman and there have been several
new faces there since the new year. U
Ghandasara returned briefly from his visit to
Myanmar but only to hear the sad news of his
father's death. Having sponsored a very well
attended memorial meal at the Vihara, U
Ghandasara has now returned to Myanmar.
He began living on the site since before the
Pagoda was completed and has put his
handicraft skills to good use both there
and at the Sangharama. We shall miss his
cheerful presence and thank him for all he
has done for us. 

One reason for keeping the number of
monks fewer is that we have now
launched our new meditation programme
and wish to have space for meditators
staying overnight. There will be a variety of
formats for sessions, including one-day
events, 24 hour events, two day and ten
day sessions. Indeed, Michael Kewley will
be leading the year's first ten-day session
in the Pagoda even as you read this. Ven.
Nagasena reports that eleven people
attended his  one-day meditation session
in January and thirteen in February. He
also goes most Saturdays to the Lozells
Buddhavihara where he teaches Abhidhamma
and Basic Pali; and once a month he takes a
meditation session at the Birmingham
University Buddhist Society.

Another reason for keeping space free is
that the State Sangha Mahanayaka Council of
Myanmar has now made its recommendation
for Dr Rewata Dhamma's successor as head
of the Vihara. This is Ven. Dr. Uttaranyana,
presently Dean and Professor in the Patipatti
Department at Yangon Theravada University.
Some may remember him from his previous
stay with us for some months in 1999. We
have heard that he has accepted the invitation
and hopes to take up residence before the
start of the Rains Retreat. Bhante will still be
remaining with us for the time being, of
course, and will devote part of the time to
inducting Ven. Uttaranyana into his new
duties.

The Vihara has also played host again to a
meeting of the West Midlands Buddhist
Council, to which it is now affiliating. The
meeting took place in the Library, which is
looking smarter by the day. Partly this is due

to Linda, John and Pamela's hard work
sorting out the books. Just as the end of their
work seemed in sight, we began receiving the
first consignments from U Khin's well-stocked
library, which was left us on his death. The
Library has been named in his honour and the
family has been very generous in making sure
it has everything to suit the Vihara's needs.
The latest additions include a handsome
boardroom table and chairs, a computer,
printer and scanner.

] VEN. REWATA DHAMMA
As mentioned in our last news, Bhante left
for Los Angeles in December to take a ten-
day meditation course. 22 people were there
for the whole course and about another
twenty turned up each evening for the
teaching. The occasion stretched Bhante's
powers since this was the first time he had
taken such a course all in Burmese. Partic-
ipants assured him his command of the
language improved each day!

On 30 December he left for Yangon and,
since he was flying eastwards across the
date-line, did not arrive until 1 January. Two
days later Goenkaji arrived with 500 stu-
dents and they went on pilgrimage together.
On the way Goenka gave Dhamma talks in
which Bhante's new-found linguistic skills
were put to use as translator from English
to Burmese. He then went on an unsched-
uled trip to the border area, the so-called
Golden Triangle where the frontiers of
Thailand, Laos and China touch Myanmar.

Formerly this was notorious for drug pro-
duction but has now been declared a drug-
free zone by the government. Fruit growing
has been encouraged instead and, since
the inhabitants are given a fair price where
formerly they had been exploited by drug
barons, they are now much better off.

Another auspicious event at which
Bhante presided took place in Yangon.
Many will remember Ven. Kusalananda
from the opening of our new vihara, and

also that Ven. Nagasena assisted him
at the samanera ordination launching the
Ayukusala Central European Sangha in
the Czech republic. The novices then
went to Kusalananda's hermitage in Sri
Lanka for monastic training and even-
tually proceeded to higher ordination.
Four of them were to take this in
Myanmar, where they arrived at the
Mahasi Meditation Centre with Ven.
Kusalananda, and Ven. Rewata Dhamma
was asked to act as preceptor. The cere-
mony was sponsored by Dr Mar Mar
Lwin, her sister Aye Aye Mon and Mg
Myint Win whose family in Myanmar
looked after preparations. At it a meal
was offered to 500 monks and nuns as
well as 100 guests.
Returning at the beginning of February,

Bhante left again at the end of the month to
attend the exhibition of the Buddha's relics
in Geneva. The background to this is that in
1999 the UN formally declared the full
moon day of May to be an official Buddha
Day holiday in recognition, as Secretary-
General Kofi Anan put it, that 'in this time of
global uncertainty, the Buddha's vision of
peace and of humanity's highest potentials
are more relevant than ever before.' AThai
organisation then collected relics from
Myanmar, Sri Lanka and Thailand and
housed them in the specially cast golden
memorial stupa which is now on world tour.
Naturally there is a move to bring them to
the holy city of Birmingham before long.

While in Geneva, Bhante gave three talks
organised by the Swiss Buddhist Associa-
tion to an audience of 3000 and then left to
take a seven-day meditation course at
Interlaken. He also gave a talk on "The
Four Noble Truths, The Timeless Essence

SANGHA NEWSLETTER
Bir mingham Bud dhist V ihar a

Spiritual Director: Aggamahapandita Bhaddanta Rewata Dhamma
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PRECEPTOR AND MAHA THERA AT THE SHWEDAGON PAGODA , YANGON .
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of the Buddha's Teachings" at the Villa
Unspunnen. This was translated into
German by Bhante's disciple of twenty
years, Peter Eppel. He has arranged to
return next month to take Abhidhamma
classes at Dicken, near St Gallen. At the
end of April he has been invited to give a
paper at a conference of Buddhist scholars
at the inauguration of the new Nalanda
University, a function at which his old friend
the Dalai Lama will be chief guest. From
this he will return well in time for Buddha
Day, which  we celebrate on 18 May this
year.

] PAGODA
Among our visitors has been a Moral
Rearmament group brought by Bill Ozanne
and hosted by Ven. Nagasena; also trainee
missionaries from the Baptist Missionary
Society, who were hosted by Yann. Schools
groups have included Moor Hall Primary
School (Sutton Coldfield); Welland Primary
School (Malvern), who came for a three
hour session with Ven. Nagasena and
Yann; and four students from King Edward
VI School for Girls (and the Sri Lankan
mother of one of them) doing a project on
Buddhism and how it has adapted to the
West.  Ramona and Nagasena have also
hosted two groups of foreign students from
Selly Oak Colleges as well as regular
parties of young schoolchildren taking part
in the Primary School Interfaith Project.
Finally, we have been pleased to host the
Contemplative Prayer Group on the final
Saturday of alternate  months between 9-
10.30 a.m. For the months in between it
meets in St John's Church, Ladywood. 

] PEACE INITIATIVES
Birmingham has played a leading part in
trying to prevent war and there has been
remarkable unanimity among the majority
of its citizens and across all faith commun-
ities. Buddhists have of course been among
those supporting initiatives. Ven. Soratha of
Jetavana Vihara stood in for Dr. Rewata
Dhamma when the city faith leaders drew
up their declaration against war. This was
launched early one frosty morning in the
Peace Gardens. On that occasion Upasaka
Nyanaloka braved the streets on his bicycle
and signed it before the press and tele-
vision cameras on behalf of the Buddhists.
That same day Birmingham Council of
Faiths had sent a letter of its own to Tony
Blair in the name of the nine faiths it repre-
sents. This was drafted by Yann, who chose
to address the Prime Minister as a man
who professes faith himself and to underline
the religious arguments against prosecuting
war. The letter was given special promin-
ence in the Birmingham Post's report. Later
Yann was interviewed about this on Radio
WM's Sunday morning religious programme
and his dismissal of Bush and Blair as 'a
couple of megalomaniacs' was clipped into
news bulletins all morning.

Faith-based peace initiatives have not
stopped at the level of statements. Practi-
cally every coach in the city was hired to
carry people to the Peace Rally in London;
these included large faith contingents,
although Buddhists were only present as
individuals. On the same day a two-hour
peace vigil was held at the Anglican
Cathedral to which faith leaders were
invited to contribute. Ven. Nagasena was

there with several Buddhists. After lighting a
candle of witness with Bishop Sentamu, he
chanted the Karaniya Metta Sutta and led
the congregation in a short loving-kindness
meditation. The Soho Rd. Gurdwara spon-
sored a 48-hour reading of its scripture, the
Guru Granth Sahib. This was dedicated to
peace, with the prayer that the Lord would
lead the minds of the political leaders into
ways of wisdom. Members of all faiths were
invited to attend for a while and Ven.
Nagasena went with a small party from the
Vihara. Then there was a twelve-hour over-
night vigil at the Shi'a Imambara on Clifton
Road in Balsall Heath at which represent-
atives of various faiths and action groups
were asked to pray or make statements.
Ramona read from the Dhammapada in the
evening and Yann led a loving-kindness
meditation next morning. Alarge group of
Buddhists, headed by Dr. Rewata Dhamma,
also attended the Vigil outside the
Cathedral on the day war was declared. 

] DEVOTEE NEWS
In February our supporter U Balazeya took
temporary ordination for one week as Ven.
Candobhasa and was joined by his grand-
son, 14-year-old James Bennison, who was
given the samanera name of Buddhadattha.  

Ramona, Ann and Yann were among
those invited to attend Holocaust Day,
which this year was held in the Council
House Banqueting Suite. Yann also told a
Jataka story at assemblies in Yarnfield
School, where he is now a Governor. And
after attending the Religious Advisory Panel
on which he serves at Atlantic College in
Wales, he stayed behind to take classes
next morning. He later told the story of how
the Buddha stopped the River Rohini war at
a Birmingham Council of Faiths spirituality
event held at Elmwood United Reformed
Church in Handsworth Wood. Another
church group he visited was at West
Smethwick Methodist Church, where he
talked about Buddhist basics. 

SANGHARAMA ACTIVITIES
Meditation :Advanced,Mondays 7.30pm 

Beginners,Thursday 7pm.
Retr eats: 2nd weekend of each month.
Zen Gr oup: First Friday in the month.

Devotees Day: First Sunday of the month.(Sanghadana,communal meal,
teaching or discussion of Vihara support).

Full Moon Da ys: Chanting in the Pagoda,7.30pm.
(Wed.April 16,Thurs.May 15 (Enlightenment Day),Sat.June 14).

Childr en’s Dhamma : last Sunday of month at 11am.
Christian Bud dhist Contemplativ e Prayer Gr oup:
29 March & 28 June in the Pagoda.24 May in St.John’s.

Birmingham Buddhist Vihara, Osler Street, 
Birmingham B16 9EU  
Phone: 0121 454 6591  

E-mail: dhamma@globalnet.co.uk  
Website: www .birminghambuddhistvihara.org
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