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Dear Friends,

I have spent most of my time at this conference listening and taking notes. I have tried shape these into some linkages. I hope that most of what you hear strikes you as a summary of what has gone on. I might have added something occasionally, but much of this is will be a summing up.


The first point that resonated with me was the phrase used by Michael when he said, “meditation is going mainstream.”  People talked about the emergence of discussions about “spirituality in the workplace.” There is a wealth of scientific inquiry going on, not the least the huge Shamatha Project which took place over many, many months at Shambhala Mountain Center: the largest and most exhaustive scientific inquiry into the effects of shamatha. People in the world of health and the arts and the law (it seems principally thanks to Patton) are increasingly interested in the effects of meditation practice. Some of you will be familiar with the fact that the Garrison Institute, particularly thanks to the work of our very own David Rome and Bill McKeever, are working on a mapping report on what they call core contemplative competencies. This covers the meaning of contemplation in different traditions and how it is benefiting society today. You can see from the size of this draft the amount of material that’s available. It shows the interest in meditation or other forms of contemplative practice. It is principally oriented towards the impact of the Buddhadharma in North America and doesn’t attempt to take into account or explore the extraordinary field of meditation and contemplation which comes through the Christian, Jewish, Islamic, and other traditions.

 
Thanks to work being done at Naropa University, I came across a little digest on the notion of “think time” and “wait time.” Some of you will be familiar with this. What the digest says is that the period of silence between teachers’ questions and students’ responses rarely lasts more than 1.5 seconds in typical classrooms throughout North America. When teachers perceive a student as being slow or unable to answer, this period of time is frequently shortened to less than 0.7 seconds. (Short pause) I think I was just silent there for at least three seconds. (Short pause) That was probably another three seconds and in our discourse this weekend these pauses are normal. So the classroom statistics struck me as truly terrifying. This is a very powerful indicator of the rate of speed in the culture and the absence of gap, the absence of space and therefore the absence of what, in the Shambhala tradition, would be the quintessential ground for the arising of mindfulness. 


Imagine if we had conducted our weekend on the basis of a gap of 1.5 seconds between each person speaking, and if someone seemed a little slow, cutting them off before they had spoken after 0.7 second?  So what we are talking about – just as much now as when the Vidyadhara first came to Tail of the Tiger – is something which I think it would be fair to say is still profoundly countercultural, even if it’s entering into the mainstream. At the same time, if the mainstream is moving at that speed, we need to be very careful about what we as Shambhala are placing into that torrent. 


Nonetheless, the idea that meditation should be mainstream is entirely consistent with the aspirations of our lineage. It’s exactly, as far as I understand, what the Vidyadhara had in his mind when he sat on the stoop of this farmhouse many years ago and magnetized people to him and continues to. I’m told that at one stage he was keen that there should be meditation booklets at the checkout counters in every supermarket in North America. So the notion of presenting these teachings is by no means at variance with the aspirations of our lineage. Obviously the Sakyong’s decision to write Turning the Mind Into an Ally in a way that would make it a national bestseller and to have it issued by a commercial publisher is entirely in line with that. He has done the same by presenting the social vision of Shambhala through Ruling Your World. As some of you know, he is now engaged in a series Compassionate Leadership programs. These are for business leaders to discuss the notion of how to run an effective business based on principles different from those of the dog-eat-dog assumptions which guide so much commercial activity. 


So from the point of view of these teachers, the term “applied mindfulness” could be said to be a tautology. Mindfulness can only be said to be in existence if it is applied. 


What our teachers want is for as many people as possible to wake up to their true inheritance, or what Hillary described as “our basic sanity.” In other words, mindfulness is not an additive. It is inherent. Since it’s inherent, everyone can experience it in a direct way.  The Buddha exhorted his followers to go forth with these teachings, saying, “Go forth for the good of the many and the happiness or the well-being of the many.” 


I thought it was important to start here because it’s crucial that we understand that the aspiration that brought us together and the aspiration of how we would go forward is totally in line with the fountainhead of what has brought us together over these many centuries. 


It may be helpful to talk for a moment about this term “mindfulness,” the practice of being present. Sometimes this gets watered down to mean “just noticing,” as if there is a separation between the noticer and what is to be noticed. In our tradition, the outcome of mindfulness is the end of duality. That is why we believe so passionately in mindfulness practice as the foundation for peace in the world.  The seed of war is the separation into self and other.  Therefore, when we practice shamatha – peaceful abiding – we may think that it means peaceful abiding in the sense only of calming down. But it’s the practice of peace on earth. Without this ability to practice mindfulness and to be able to sit peacefully on the earth there is very little possibility of accomplishing the rest of the social transformation. 


I just spent a moment looking at where this comes from: The Mahasatipatana Sutra, which we often refer to as The Mindfulness Sutra, although it’s very interesting that it's often referred to as the Great Frames of Reference Sutra. What the Buddha says at the opening of that sutra about the practice of mindfulness is first that it is the direct path for the purification of beings. Second, it leads to the overcoming of sorrow and lamentation. Third, it results in the disappearance of distress. And fourth, in the archaic language of this translation, it results in “the realization of unbinding.” The Buddha says that if someone is able to actually practice this, then the seven factors of enlightenment come to completion. It seems to be a sort of an arcane way of saying the same things as others were saying here earlier when there was a reference to “bringing to fruition the sanity we are born with.” 


Because we have the graduated path of the nine yanas, we sometimes think that the practice of mindfulness is a sort of preschool activity, and that the practice of dathün is just an awkward precondition for getting on to some more advanced activity. Actually the fundamental point of everything is this practice of applying mindfulness. When the Vidyadhara presented this sutra he referred to the four foundations of mindfulness as body, life, effort and mind. In The Heart of The Buddha he says that mindfulness is the basic approach to the spiritual journey… which means relating with the working basis of one’s existence which is one’s state of mind. “We work on the creator of duality rather than the creation,” he says. “That is beginning at the beginning.”


A lot of these points were beautifully reflected in our conversations over the last few days. We gather together here as a community of practitioners who have been trying to understand these instructions and follow them as best we can. Mindfulness is sometimes referred to as the practice of recollection, not so much in the sense of remembering, but in the sense of “I need to collect myself.” And collect myself again, and again, and again. That process of collecting oneself again and again is the process of coming back to the present as exemplified on Sun Camp T-shirts:  “When you lose your mind, come back.” What you were saying earlier was that being present brings with it the sense of being whole. You can’t be fully present if part of you isn’t there. Therefore this practice is a powerful integrating factor. 


Being present, said someone, is being present with who we are – which means creating a safe environment for ourselves and others. What we have been saying is that if people really know what we are like it will be good for us and it will be safe for them. Someone said that being present with who we are includes being present with our anxiety and described that as our “access to space.”  Someone else said that being present without reactivity enables us to listen and be present with others. That quality of being present and listening to others in turn allows others to be present and listen. 


This is the great view contained the Buddha’s request to his followers that they go forth for the good of the many and the welfare of the many. Being present enables others to be present. One person said, “If we’re present in this way beyond judgment and fear, then that quality invites freshness, authenticity and humanness.” In the words of someone else, “as that quality develops it naturally becomes sacred presence.” In the same way that the Buddha said that the practice of mindfulness completes the seven factors of enlightenment, so too are sacred presence and sacred outlook present in each flash and each moment of mindfulness. Sacred presence does not exist somewhere else. 


One question that came up in our discussions was whether this practice of mindfulness is complete in itself or if there is something that develops from it? People spoke about what develops from it, or what arises from it. In The Mahasatipatana Sutra, the practice of mindfulness is described as a path and something that develops over time. What I heard people here say was that out of mindfulness practice, or the practice of being present, various things arise. One person used the wonderful phrase “unexpected stability.” I think she also mentioned “suspenseful openness.” And “silence.”  


It was this reference to silence that triggered my mentioning “wait time” and “think time” in classrooms. What a fearful culture that is incapable of tolerating more than 1.7 seconds of silence! What the practitioner of mindfulness brings into any environment is a quality of no longer fearing silence. Somebody mentioned that what arises out of this is awe and curiosity. Somebody else mentioned that what arises is the ability to drop our preconceptions so that something fresh can arise. Another person mentioned that what arises is the power to see the potential in others. In the same spirit, someone said to me when I first spoke to her, that what she began to learn through the practice of mindfulness was to hear not only what was said, but was unsaid. 


This process of practice of mindfulness was described by someone as a “journey of transformation” and that it was this journey of transformation that was “the great gift.”  It is a great gift to ourselves, but also our own process of transformation creates the space and the momentum in which others are supported on their journeys of transformation. So it is not a gift only for ourselves, but for others. 


People talked about how this journey takes us beyond the tangible. You might say in the tradition the Vidyadhara brought to us that a great deal of this has to do with engaging with and allowing for the manifestation of feminine principle. This practice takes us upstream of that which is material. Upstream of that which is measurable. Upstream of the definable, and in many cases, upstream of the expressible. In other words, as we stand beside a mountain stream we see all the things that are carried along in the current, but this practice takes upstream where the karma of what we experience originates.

Therefore, as I mentioned already, mindfulness helps us listen to what is said, but also to what is unsaid. It enables us sometimes to answer the question that is behind the question being asked. It helps us on our journey not only into the known, but also into the unknown. The war on terror and homeland security are principally about how one relates to the unknown. The regime of fear and aggression is a choice of how to relate to the unknown. We come from a tradition which says there is a more profound way of relating to the unknown. Someone here takes people out into the night to listen to the language of the forest, the symphony of the night. He talked about how in that practice he was able to listen to other people’s listening.  So, in relation to this whole question of the intangible or the feminine principle, the practice of mindfulness allows us to let our own feelings rest in space so that we invite not only our own hearts to open, but also the hearts of others. This was the point that Stephen made very powerfully when he said that it would be a mistake to think that the practice of mindfulness is the cold analytical activity of registering data. The practice is completely suffused with Maitri. That is the motivation of the practice. 


This practice does not take place in isolation, even if we experience it in a deeply personal way. It is, in fact, part of a living web. It is a web, as people said, of relationships. Someone used the analogy of the boat: we might be doing our individual practice or leading our individual life, but even in a therapeutic relation with one other person or in a social relationship with many others we are, in fact, sharing a boat – it’s important to bear in mind that together we can get through this. Of course, the point is that the only way we are going to get through this is together [laughs]. As the Sakyong says, the world has become too small a place to try to assign blame. 


I thought one thing that someone said which was extremely helpful in this was that we come to understand that we are all “works-in-progress.”  This attitude is an invitation to communication. We become capable of balancing speaking and listening, able to balance advocacy with open-mindedness. Let me tell you as someone who has spent his life working in campaigning organizations, if ever the world needed to be able to balance advocacy and open-mindedness, it’s now!  This sense of work-in- progress and working-within-a-living-web seems to me to be one experience of what is so beautifully expressed in the morning chant that speaks of “the playful dance of the boundless net of miraculous display.” 


Out of this playful dance arise courage, strength, discovery, accommodation and power. Courage comes first, as someone said – “the courage to drop the fear-based urge to want to know and control everything!” Then comes strength. The strength that I heard referred to was the strength to set aside the habitual process of ego or ego-clinging. Sometimes we use this word “ego” as if ego was a thing, when in fact we know it is a way of being. Discovery comes next. Out of this openness arise cleaner and more elegant solutions. In other words, if you drop the ingrained habit of wanting to be smarter and faster than others, then unexpected solutions to others’ problems arise. Next comes accommodation. Someone talked about “the ability to accommodate overwhelming detail within vast space.” And I think the point here is that in this practice we all experience our clarity of perception becoming a little sharper. There’s a lot more to notice. So there is a risk in mindfulness practice that it can be, if not properly guided, overwhelming. But the great thing of our tradition is that we place that fearful mind in the cradle of loving-kindness. That cradle is the cradle of vast space. 


Out of that courage, strength, discovery and accommodation arises the power which was beautifully expressed by Susan as “the power to meditate in the broom closet.” I would say that was the quintessential statement of what this is all about. Susan was in a studio, getting ready to go on national television. She asked if she could spend a few minutes meditating. They offered her the broom closet! For those moments, that broom closet became her shrine room.


The last thing I want to talk about briefly is what Shambhala offers. Who we are, what we are and how we are has tremendous potency. There is definitely something that is distinctive about the energy that was brought to the West by Chögyam Trungpa Rinpoche. He wove together a distinctive synthesis of energy, disciplines and sensitivities. We are still unpacking and unfolding that. The Sakyong is doing this in a remarkable way. It is not replicated anywhere else. I say this in the sense of understanding what our unique part is in the larger mosaic.  


Our lineage has been one of the most powerful forces, and some might say the most powerful force, in bringing about a situation where we can say that meditation is going mainstream. The person who had that idea was the person sitting all those years ago on the stoop of Tail of the Tiger. He really opened the door for almost everything that has happened since. He insisted that this jewel was in the heart of all people, including Westerners, thereby defying his own tradition. He held the view that we could all hear the teachings, practice them and teach them. The Vidyadhara was completely extraordinary in insisting that we could do this. 


I was struck by the person who said that people respond to examples of excellence. When I heard that, I thought: our duty as Shambhala is to rise to the challenge of manifesting that excellence. That’s been my experience of teachers, practitioners and almost everything else I’ve valued in life. It’s not the advertising or the packaging. It’s the level of excellence that is present in that person that makes all the difference. What we need to do in order to be effective is to be even more clearly ourselves, even more brilliantly ourselves and to unabashedly manifest the level of excellence that our lineage wants us to. Just in the same way that the design of this shrine room is a radiant manifestation of something that is utterly uncompromising about the view. 


What we offer is far more than technique. Someone said: “We offer a way of being in the world, a path of warriorship, a path of mindfulness suffused with fearlessness, wisdom, compassion, and an open heart.” The other thing that we offer which someone stressed is sangha. You probably know that the Sanskrit word sangha means “holding together.” The Buddha was faced with exactly the same challenge we are. He realized that to follow this path was a very, very difficult thing to do on your own. The original name for his followers was the patisotagama and the patisotagamani, literally “those who go against the stream.” It’s very hard to swim against the stream on our own. We need others who are there to support us, so that our solitary endeavor becomes some kind of collective undertaking. It’s not an accident that we have the Three Jewels, of which the third is our community – which means us. One of the other distinctive things that the Vidyadhara did in breaking with the Tibetan tradition when he came to the West was to introduce group meditation. The practice of group meditation which is the mainstream of our Shambhala Centers did not come from Tibetan monasteries. It came from his realization of the scale of the challenge and how important it would be that we meet that together. He created the forms and the containers that would enable us to do that. He was intent, not only on helping us meditate as individuals, but on helping us understand through the practice of community what it would mean to create enlightened society. His ambition was not to create a highly efficient meditation school, but to create people whose excellence in their practice would change the world. 


I wanted to talk for a minute about value stripping. People don’t like asset stripping, and it’s important not to engage in value stripping either. In the context of the mainstream that is carried away on the ocean of materialism, we need to very wary of value stripping. I know nobody here is talking about that, but it’s a great temptation. Sometimes the question arises about what can we do without in order to make our tradition more palatable. Actually, one of the reasons that we have the Dorje Kasung is because what we offer is not palatable! [Laughter] When people hear the teachings, it insults their ego, and so the teachings and the teacher have to be protected. It’s important to remember that, folks! 


I thought it was very beautiful when Stuart said that what we offer is “a practice path from which arises transformation, authenticity, rootedness, gentleness and yearning.” The foundation of communication with others has been openness and interest in them, but genuine communication has to come from the foundation of what we are and what we practice. I’ve heard the Sakyong say over and over again that knowing who we are makes it far easier to enter into a relationship with others.

It’s obvious that we have a duty to extend ourselves outwards. As someone said here, we can't forever arrange the daisies in front of the door. It’s clear that the message that we’re getting constantly from the phenomenal world and from our own teachers is that we need to carry on with our process of personal transformation, and that will be tempered and deepened through extending outwards. I agree that we need to be very careful about orthodoxy and pride, pride particularly. To assume that we are the only folks in the mosaic would be wrong, but at the same time we need to understand who we are, what we do and what we offer. 


People talked about credentialing. I think some kind of credentialing could be possible. But I think if this is done as a core activity of Shambhala, we have to do some really creative and penetrating thinking about what we really mean by that credential. My own experience is that meditation instruction is a path for the meditation instructor as well, and therefore not something that stops with a first credential.

 
This feels like a conversation that has to continue. This is a developmental conference, and I think that’s a good way of looking at it. It would be really great if we could do this again. Perhaps there’s some work that could be done in the meantime. We need to look at what’s going on in our own community. It is important to look, as someone said, at what practitioners are doing in their fields and their skills. Look at tools that would be needed for these and other leaders. One thing that could be done is some survey within our own community. We have a little bit of experience of this now. You may remember that on Shambhala Day we announced the Shambhala community survey: we are able to do that because we now have almost the entire mandala on the same database! There were so many responses it seems to indicate that people actually feel they do belong to a thing called Shambhala
! [Laughs] That’s something of an achievement. They feel there is someone who is listening and someone who will be interested in their answers. I think it could be really interesting to design something that might help us tap into the way people are using Shambhala principles. That might help us rapidly get a better picture of the whole topography. 


We have a lot of housecleaning still to do within Shambhala. One of the things that I found very helpful here was that if we are going to do outreach we could do it far more powerfully and far more effectively if we actually got on with some of our own plumbing and rewiring. That comes back to the question of excellence. We really have to have top-flight meditation instructors. The way you get to be a top-flight meditation instructor is by meditating and being such a practitioner that there is no question in people’s minds who they are in the presence of. I believe that creates a profound dialogue.


This weekend we demonstrated what someone said was “bringing together our richness.” My sense is that there is even greater richness out there which we could tap into – first within Shambhala and obviously elsewhere. I think it will be interesting for people here to find a way to look into the new curriculum that is being developed because the Sakyong’s emphasis on the need for a new curriculum was, I think, in response to what a lot of people have been saying – looking for new language, new ways to bring people in. 


At the same time, let’s remember that we are engaged with the profound questions of dealing with aggression, intolerance and violence. How do we create effective protection – protection of minds and people that is based on the power of enlightened mind? 


I am inspired by being here. I thank Patton for insisting that I come, even though I still regard myself as an expert on mindlessness rather than mindfulness. If we can work with this energy over the coming period, we have the possibility of greatly polishing the jewel of Shambhala. In the course of doing that, we may understand what we could offer in the midst of this extraordinary process of meditation going into the mainstream.

Participant: I just wanted to just throw this out there. I feel like there is this huge vision here and I would love to see something very small come out of this, or seemingly small, as a real tangible first step, because I’ve experienced a lot of excitement in different situations like this and it’s so broad that nothing happens. Likewise I think that we don’t need to necessarily reinvent the wheel. We are thinking about how can Shambhala get some of these teachings out to the larger audience. The introductory meditation classes are already offered and also I feel the Level I training, if that could be made more accessible to other people. If we could offer that to everyone regardless of their backgrounds, that would be an amazing step towards enlightened society. 

President Reoch: People are going to gather this afternoon and talk about so-called practical things and various initiatives. Something worth considering is this idea of a survey. That’s a way of carrying this inspiration out to a much larger number of people and seeing how much resonance there is for it. I certainly think we should make an effort like this again. Maybe it won't be exactly the same as this again, it might be larger and it might be one in which there is an opportunity for some people to present examples: how they are working in specific settings, challenges they face, the way they have been overcoming it. We can start to learn the skillful means that people are using. The more that this conversation can go forward and the sooner, the better.

Participant: I think that speaking for myself and maybe others here, many of us are at a place of wondering how to bring ourselves and our own practices into our work. You spoke about the development of presence as creating the opportunity for the other to also be present. Many of us work with individuals for whom presence isn’t really a word, not really understood. Could you say a little bit more about how we might be able to understand, sort of creating the space for what is available in another person to resonate with our own practice without maybe being at a place yet where we can teach mindfulness or even use the words that we are accustomed to using. 

PR: Could I just ask, is there something you are trying to do in your work?

Participant: I work with people that might be psychotic or bipolar or in utter confusion.

PR: When you are with them, what do you? Or maybe the point is: how are you when you are with them?

Participant: Well, I try to work with very simple things like space, listening, very simple things.

PR: You know, those two things are so rare and so precious that sometimes we miss them. We don’t always notice them in ourselves. We’re not always sure that the other has noticed them. I recall students of Trungpa Rinpoche telling me they would wait for years for their interview with him. They would go in and then found they couldn’t remember their question! They would end up looking out the window and then come back out and say, “Wow”…  I bet it was as simple, and as profound, as that, you know.

P:  Thank you. [Laughter]

PR: What you’ve just described as working with space and listening is first of the paramitas which is generosity. Then comes patience. I’m familiar with this in the work with rehabilitation of victims of torture. You cannot do that work on the basis of a timetable. You cannot do that work on the basis of measurable results. There is a foundation in London called the Medical Foundation for the Victims of Torture. I remember the story of a young woman who fled the first Gulf War with her sister. They had a very harrowing time getting out of the country. They traveled by foot from the Iraqi border to Turkey. The eldest daughter I think was about 18 and her younger sister was about 14. It wasn’t until they got to Turkey, which was quite some time, that the elder daughter realized that her sister had not spoken at all. By the time these two young women came to London her sister was what we would technically call a mute. She was brought to the Medical Foundation, which made a commitment that no matter how long it took they would work with her. Their method of work had nothing to do with “treating her” so she would speak. Their method of work was actually the practice of loving-kindness, placing the fearful mind in the cradle of loving-kindness. They offered her painting classes and many other activities for more than two years, and persisted despite all their doubts about whether she would even speak again. At some point they had a little drawing exercise and the young woman wrote something underneath her drawing. The interpreter realized it was a very arcane and elegant form of Persian. You would only learn that if you had a very refined education. This indicated the young woman’s ability to retain that language and to write it. Then one day somebody came in and asked the other people in the room if they would like a cup of tea and this young lady said, “I’d love a cup of tea.” That was it. What she had been doing for those two years was learning. Learning from the environment she was in. Learning that she was finally in a safe space. And also learning how the people in that new space communicated. I think that is directly relevant to what you are talking about. This practice of generosity, of creating space and listening, which is the principal activity of Avalokiteshvara, has to endure over time. What enables you to endure over time is the profound conviction in basic goodness, without commitment to an outcome. Out of that whatever will happen will happen. 

P: You remind me of what has been so true in my own practice. So many times it’s just listening very carefully and seeing what comes forth over a very long period of time. I just want to acknowledge with great appreciation your listening as carefully to us in the service of the possibility of this vision of seeing how this connects with everything else that’s going on in all the other Buddhist communities. I hope we never lose track of that. I lost Shambhala at one point and went off and practiced in the Vipashyana community and then in the Zen community and it was the best thing I could ever had done. When I came back to the community in 2003 after participating at Shambhala Institute it was from a place of being able to see that dharma and the power of dharma to love was really all that mattered, and how did we manifest that and create that in what we are doing and what we are doing here. So I really appreciate all of your listening and summarizing and feeding back to us in what you’ve just said. So much of what’s gone on. I can't imagine it’s only been less than 24 hours of active engagement with each other. One concern I had was with the Vidyadhara, and how you described him which to me is an enchantingly American way of describing things, that everything began here. On my desk in my office I have a picture of his root guru with him with their hands thrown up in the air. I think it was sent out for fundraising for one of the foundations. And I love the picture because of its silliness and its purposefulness in some ways, almost like they are throwing their hands up in the face of the dharma. But what I know about this teacher, because what I also have with that picture in front of it is two rubbery alligators that I got in Florida when I was down in the Everglades when we were visiting there a couple of years ago, and I have them in front throwing their hands up in the air to remind myself not to take anything I do too seriously because I can be an overbearingly serious person, you can just interview Miriam about that. I do everything I can to keep myself lightened up. But it also reminds me that there is a huge lineage that went before, that challenged Trungpa Rinpoche to be who he is and his teacher who is in that picture is just an amazing human being when I’ve understood his life as a crazy wisdom teacher. And I just want us all to remember that this lineage goes back thousands of years and probably includes teachers long before the Buddha who awakened the Buddha to be able to present the teachings in the way that they have and I think it is just incredibly important that we can kind of guard our own self importance which is another poor attribute of myself that I can get too caught up in that. To just stay awake to the fact that it goes back thousands of years and we are just working really diligently in this room right now and in plenty of other spaces in the Shambhala sangha as well as other sanghas to make this live as fully as possible so we can in fact have a sane world where that young woman and all the other young women and young men can flourish in living life fully. Thank you. 

P: Thank you for your talk. I would like for you to articulate more about what you mean by not watering down. I don’t think you said watering down the dharma, but what’s the distinction about coming out as Buddhists teaching applied mindfulness in the world? Just directly saying we’re from Shambhala, we’re doing this, call a spade a spade. That kind of thing. Or creating a more neutral secular vision or practice and then people coming into that. Would you go into more of what you think about that?
PR: I think the key point here is honesty. I think people appreciate knowing who they are in dialogue with. It enables them to make choices that they might not otherwise be able to. I think it comes down to honesty and being skillful. In Shambhala we do have a graduated path. There are things which it’s not appropriate to introduce to folks early on, because they just don’t have the mindset or the orientation to be able to hold it or appreciate it. It’s also important to see how that’s changed over time. Things which maybe 20 years were not mentioned are now in Ruling Your World. That’s keeping in touch with changing times. 


At the same time, there are certain things that are part of Shambhala; there’s a king and he sits on that [points to throne].  Now, that’s not necessarily something you need to tell people instantly. [Laughter] But you also have to consider that we have a Sakyong for a reason. Our teachings are held within a principle which is called mandala principle. There is a certain way in which people’s minds can be oriented so that they can be penetrated with these teachings. There is a center of the mandala and there is a protection of that mandala. I see that as a great blessing which enables people to hear things in a way which can be free from ego grasping. That enables us to hear the teachings without necessarily distorting them. Maybe we can find ways of explaining that. For example, on our web site, the first thing on the teachers’ page is a short description of mandala principle with a picture of the Kingdom of Shambhala. It says that these teachings are held within a mandala. I think there are a considerable number of people who appreciate knowing that this is authentic, that this has that quality and is not a self-invented potpourri concocted by somebody. Obviously, it’s a question of how you present who we are honestly. 


At the same time we don’t need to present it in a way that requires people to learn all kinds of jargon. On the other hand, it’s also important to know there is terminology we use for a reason, because other words don’t mean the same thing. This is a real dance. I’m sure the Vidyadhara was going through it, the translation committee was going through it, the Sakyong has obviously been going through it. All of us when we are meditation instructors or teachers are constantly going through that, trying to figure it out. The more you are really penetrated by or can embody these teachings, the more you can express them in your own language. But that doesn’t always mean you can reduce these teachings to the language of others. If you are bringing the notion of multiplicity, impermanence, mystery, openness, space and brilliance into a setting where people’s minds are only used to “alive or dead,” “right and wrong,” “you and me,” or “you against me” – it’s pretty hard to describe the dharma in exactly those terms. That’s why I think this whole point about going deeper than what is said is really, really important. That’s where the power of our practice comes in. That’s where windhorse comes in. That’s where all the intangibles come in. 


I was talking with Jigme Rinpoche, the son and heir of His Eminence Namkha Drimed Rinpoche just recently. Some people regard His Eminence as being like of like one of those flat earth lamas, he’s so much imbedded in the old culture. What Jigme Rinpoche said to me was, “What people don’t understand about my father is that he is one of the few people capable of changing the minds of a very large number of people because Tibetan ritual is so much about changing the level of energetics. He works on a level that people don’t even know exists barely. But when he does that work on that level, all kinds of things happen on other levels.” 
It’s a fantastic challenge – we have to be true to our tradition so people know who they are in dialogue with. If the result is they think we are not the partner for them, I think that’s okay. But I’d rather have a set of relationships that are based on people knowing who each other are.

P: I’ve been looking at this discussion through the lens of thinking of this era as being marked by the bringing together of science and spirituality and perhaps also the bringing together of different religious traditions to collaborate toward a common end and to recognize the extent to which they might be speaking about the same thing in different terminologies. Various things came up for me also with thinking about the form of the institute. Wondering to what extent the institute could involve some sort of collaborative or interfaith orientation or something that would just involve partners from different contemplative traditions. So I guess I’m wondering if you would speak about the role of this sort of collaboration in the Vidyadhara’s thinking and/or how you see Shambhala’s being able to unroll enlightened society. 

PR: Okay. [Laughter] My understanding is that when the Vidyadhara looked in his divination mirror when he was in the home of the Canadian ambassador to India, James George, he was looking at Shambhala, a Buddhist kingdom which was completely open, tolerant and appreciative of other religions. It was not an 

all-purpose kingdom whose core identity was not clear. That’s my understanding of it. I’m in favor of cooperation between religions, but a lot of the dialogue that has happened up until now has had a kind of aspirational quality that really brings together those who wish to talk about their commonality but that doesn’t often allow space for the differences. What seems to me to be really most interesting is whether one can create a society, and that’s my view in Shambhala as well, which does not depend on commonality, but on a much greater view of the value of diversity. That’s the kind of inter-religious give-and-take that I think would be really most interesting. I’m very much in favor of this kind of dialogue and how people would cooperate, but I think it needs to appreciate each other’s distinctiveness. To some extent the language, forms and rituals are the different expressions of people’s experience of the inexpressible. Appreciating those differences and having the humility and open-heartedness to appreciate that seem to be really core – as opposed to the “make me one with everything” approach. 


The other thing that occurs to me is that maybe a way forward would be for people like ourselves to look at some of the existing organizations like the Center for Contemplative Mind in Society. That is already interfaith and interdisciplinary. Maybe some of us should be more actively engaged there so that we can bring what we have into that, rather than re-inventing the wheel and saying now we are going to be the dancing ground for all those things.

One thing I have felt and have said myself in the whole field of social service is that rather than trying to necessarily chart one single path for Shambhala as a whole maybe what we offer best is a set of disciplines, blessings, inspirations and tools that enable people to follow their own inclination as they engage with the world, without requiring us all to march necessarily behind the same Shambhala banner as we engage. That might be also the faster and more expedient way for this to radiate outwards. 

P: I tremendously appreciate everything you’ve said and how you’ve brought everyone into the discussion. I appreciate every single person here also and what they’ve said. I just want to say one thing that I’ve found so helpful in terms of balancing, proclaiming who we are and meeting the needs of the people that we serve and there are possible times they could be turned off by some big proclamation of Shambhala. Right before I gave my very first talk to musicians, I asked Eve Rosenthal for advice and she said the first thing you have to do is meet their hearts and minds. I’ve found that to be the most helpful piece of advice on teaching outside of our mandala that I’ve ever gotten. Recently I’ve found it especially valuable because I had chosen not to present anything publicly in New York for three years because of some experience I’d had with myself that made me think I’d better do this in a new way. Basically I think we have to trust ourselves first of all that we’re doing this because we really care about these people and we want to help them. Then we have to tune into their motivation for coming to anything. They might not be aware of more than a fraction of what their motivation is, but if we can somehow tune in. What are they longing for? Where do they come from? Where are they? What can I offer them? In that last event I just referred to I was planning to talk about my lineage being similar to theirs because I’m a musician and they are musicians and I did that and I felt it was a very important thing for me to add to my presentations. I was also meaning to add that I came from a meditation lineage and I realized later that I did not mention it. I said to myself, it’s fine because I was coming from a place of really meeting where they were at and I did it spontaneously. As you said it’s a path and we learn from all of our experience and so our main job is to meet their minds. That’s what teachers do in Shambhala.
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