My Contacts with Tibetan Buddhism

[I wrote this article for Order members in 2016. Before publishing it, I showed it to Sangharakshita, and incorporated his suggestions. I’ve made a few minor changes to this version to update it.]

Reasons for Writing this Article 
In May 2016, I met up with Subhuti at the newly reopened and upgraded Vajrasana retreat centre in Suffolk. In the course of a long meeting, amongst other things we discussed my contact with other teachers. We both acknowledged that I’m in a seemingly incongruous position: leading retreats at Adhisthana, which is a place dedicated to upholding Bhante’s teaching and legacy, while at the same time having contacts with other Buddhist teachers. Having me in such a position could cause difficulties from 2 directions: people who have taken to heart Bhante’s injunction in 2009 to avoid going to other teachers might feel I was being disloyal; others might take the fact that I was teaching at Adhisthana while having contact with other teachers as a signal that it was fine for anyone to ignore what Bhante had said.  

As we mulled over this issue, I found myself giving Subhuti an account of how these contacts had come about over the years. Although he knew much of it already (he became my kalyana mitra in 1974…), he said that hearing a connected account gave him a much better understanding of my Buddhist history and why things had gone the way they have. He suggested that I write it up as an article for Shabda, and finally after a very full summer, here it is.
 
In outlining aspects of the development of my Buddhist life over more than 40 years, I shall have to guard against the tendency to reminisce too much and tell lots of stories, otherwise this could be a very long article indeed. My aim isn’t to go into much detail about my various contacts, but primarily to explain how they came about. 

First Contact with Tibetan Buddhism and Triratna
I was in my teens when I began reading about Buddhism, and at that stage I had a mixed response to it. Most of what I read was dry Theravada, or sometimes Christmas Humphreys’ odd take on Zen. Although I was struck by what I read, and saw the truth of it, because of the dry exposition and lack of imagination I felt very reluctantly drawn to being a Buddhist. It was only when, at the age of 20, I read a book on Vajrayana Buddhism (The Way of Power by John Blofeld) that my feelings suddenly changed. I opened the book at random at a very short account of the Vajrasattva practice, lived it out in my imagination, and felt immediately really motivated to explore what the Dharma had to offer. 

Following that trail, I visited the Tibet Shop in London, which at that time was in Tachbrook Street, near Victoria. There I heard about Samye Ling, which at that time was the only Tibetan Buddhist centre in Europe. And so, at the age of 21, having just finished university, and being a complete nervous wreck (I’ll spare you the reasons), I made the long train journey from London to Scotland, and arrived at Eskdalemuir, where Samye Ling had been established. 

At Samye Ling, I told Akong Rinpoche that I had come to meditate and, taking me at my word, he quickly had me doing so (or at least attempting to) for 12 hours a day. This made a deep impression on me. I returned to London after a few weeks in much better shape than when I had left. I carried on trying to practise, but didn’t find it easy to keep it up by myself. So, I started looking for sangha in London. This was around New Year 1973. The possibilities were very limited, and I plumped for trying the Triratna centre in Archway. 

I quickly became a regular attender at Pundarika, our Archway centre, and became increasingly involved. I soon decided I was a Buddhist, but I wasn’t sure in what context I wanted to practise. Feeling the need to express my commitment to the Three Jewels, during another visit to Samye Ling I asked Akong Rinpoche for the refuges, and went through the ceremony of going for refuge with him on September 12th, 1973. As I wasn’t clear about my context, before doing so I clarified with Akong Rinpoche that I wasn’t necessarily taking him as my teacher. He was happy to perform the ceremony on that basis.

At that point I still hadn’t met Bhante, as he was spending the year on sabbatical in Cornwall. I had just encountered a few Order members, who at this stage of the Order’s development hadn’t been practising the Dharma for very long themselves. I did finally manage to see Bhante after he moved to Norfolk. In the course of our meeting, I was impressed by him, and was moving towards a decision to throw in my lot with Triratna. I told him that I felt a strong connection with Tibetan Buddhism. However, because he had had Tibetan teachers, it seemed that there was the richness of Tibetan Buddhism in Triratna, along with an understanding and appreciation of the importance of western psychology and culture.  (In late 1972, just before I came along, Bhante had given the ‘tantric series’ of lectures, so Tibetan Buddhism was very much in the air in Triratna at that time.)

There was just one issue that made me unsure about committing myself, so I raised it with him. I was sure I would benefit greatly from being involved with Triratna over the coming years. However, at some point, if my practice went well, I hoped that I might become ready to practise the more advanced practices of Tibetan Buddhism, such as the Six Dharmas of Naropa. I didn’t want to commit myself to a Western Buddhist context in which these practices weren’t going to be available.  In response, Bhante was categorical. When people were ready for them, he told me, tummo and all the advanced practices would be available within Triratna. It was based on this clear assurance that I took the decision to give up my connection with Samye Ling and devote myself to Triratna. As a result, I was then ordained in August 1974.

Dhardo Rinpoche and Dagyab Rinpoche
Over the following years I practised various sadhanas, especially Padmasambhava and Tara, all given me by Bhante. In 1978, whilst working in a smoke-blackened chamber of the burnt-out old fire station that was to become the London Buddhist Centre, I had a startling vision of a red dakini dancing in the sky above New York. (She was actually dancing above the twin towers of the World Trade Centre that were destroyed in the terrorist attack on September 11th, 2001.) I told Bhante about this very powerful image, in fact I sent him a poem about it, but I just continued with the sadhanas that I was already engaged with. 

However, over the following years the figure of the dancing red dakini, Vajrayogini, kept appearing in my meditation, and started taking it over. Finally, 9 years after that initial vision, I had a meeting with Bhante at Guhyaloka in which I asked him if he thought it would be appropriate for me to do a Vajrayogini practice, and he agreed that it would. I was expecting him to say that he would send me a sadhana when he got home to Padmaloka. Instead, he suggested that I write to Dhardo Rinpoche and ask him for the initiation.  (In the meantime, again in consultation with Bhante, to strengthen my connection with Vajrayogini I practised the Cho ritual, in which she features. Doing it outside on the rocks at night at Guhyaloka had a very positive effect on my mind.) 

Surprised but pleased, I took Bhante’s advice and wrote to Dhardo Rinpoche. To cut a long story short, it transpired that although Rinpoche was very willing to give me the initiation, he couldn’t do so. (He had been ill while practising in the tantric college and had never done the retreat which was a technical requirement for giving the initiation.)  However, he put me in contact with another highly qualified Gelug lama, who had moved to Germany, called Dagyab Kyabgon Rinpoche. At Dhardo Rinpoche’s request, Dagyab Rinpoche gave me the initiations I required, and I then travelled to India in early 1990 in order to receive the commentary on the practice. 

Sadly, however, Rinpoche had his stroke just before I turned up in Kalimpong, and when I saw him he was too ill to move, let alone give initiations. He died shortly afterwards. So I had received the initiation, but no instructions on how to practise. Checking with Bhante again, as I had at every step of the process, I asked Dagyab Rinpoche to give me further help. This he very kindly did. 

Thus, after 15 years of practice within Triratna, with no contact with Tibetan Buddhism beyond going and listening to a couple of talks in London, I found myself back in that world at Bhante’s instigation. Perhaps his pledge to me at our first meeting had stayed somewhere in the back of his mind, I don’t know. 

Of course, in recommending me to one of his teachers, Bhante couldn’t have foreseen the way in which things would go. He couldn’t know that Dhardo Rinpoche would hand me on to someone else, a lama who Bhante had never met and had no relationship with. Bhante may also have imagined that, having received the Vajrayogini commentary from Dagyab Rinpoche that would be the end of my contact with him. However, these complex tantric practices unfold through stages, so you need someone to refer to about them. In particular, as they deepen you begin to work with subtle levels of energy. It’s the equivalent of playing around with the electrical wiring of your house. You don’t want to do it without the supervision of a qualified person. Also, I found Dagyab Rinpoche a very genuine and open-hearted person. As with Bhante, I found my contact with him inspired me to want to devote myself to the bodhisattva ideal. That was a great gift, and one that I didn’t want to throw away. So, I have kept up contact with Rinpoche over all these years, until recently with an annual meeting. He is in his 80s now and has largely given up teaching.

It is worth pointing out that, although by the time I had contact with Dagyab Rinpoche I had been an Order member for 15 years, and although he was entirely amenable to helping me out without in any way compromising my relationship with Bhante and the Order, I still encountered some difficulties. Usually, any Buddhist tradition is consistent within its own particular view, and Rinpoche gave me a thorough grounding in Buddhist Tantra from his point of view. So I had my Triratna world-view and my Tibetan world-view, both of them Buddhist, both of them internally consistent, but based on somewhat different principles. For a while I had the odd experience of going for refuge ‘in parallel’. I had to be patient and able to hold apparent contradictions, without being confused or creating a clash of loyalties in myself. This process of standing with a foot in two worlds lasted for a couple of years. 

Eventually things clarified, and I was able to assimilate what was helpful of what I had learned from Dagyab Rinpoche into my practice as an Order member. In fact, the process deepened my confidence in what we had to offer. So, shortly afterwards, I was able to wholeheartedly take on being Overall Order Convenor, responsible for helping Order members around the world keep in harmonious communication. 

Lama Shenpen Hookham
For more than a decade I continued practising as an Order member, with a visit to Dagyab Rinpoche every year or so, and without feeling any need or desire to visit other teachers. Then, in about 2004, I received an invitation from my good friend Kamalashila. He had been studying with Lama Shenpen Hookham, and was going to attend a retreat at her place in Wales which would be led by her teacher Khenpo Tsultrim Gyamtso. Kamalashila wanted a group of experienced Order members to attend. As I’ve said, I wasn’t particularly looking to have contacts outside the Order, but I was happy to help Kamalashila.
 
Cutting another long story short, I attended the retreat led by Khenpo Rinpoche and some follow-up events led by Lama Shenpen. I found the Mahamudra approach, which is essentially a combination of Madhyamaka and Yogachara, very helpful. So much so that I did a 2-month solitary retreat at Shenpen’s place, in which she guided me in exploring questions on the nature of mind, in a text by a Tibetan author called Dakpo Tashi Namgyal. It was a very fruitful time. 

However, Lama Shenpen’s approach is strongly influenced by the teaching of Dolpopa Sherab Gyaltsen (1292-1361), a Tibetan teacher whose view of tathagatagarbha or Buddha Nature runs the risk of it being interpreted as an entity. Bhante had some dialogue with Lama Shenpen around this point, and I think it was largely in response to their discussions that he asked us not to teach from a Buddha Nature perspective within Triratna. As a result of these difficulties of view and Bhante’s concerns, despite feeling very grateful to Lama Shenpen for her help, I stopped going to her for teaching. 

Lama Tilmann Lhundrup
But then, in 2007, I received another invitation, not from Kamalashila but this time from Subhuti and Dhammarati at Madhyamaloka. I was asked to attend a seminar on Gampopa’s Jewel Ornament of Liberation to be given by Lama Tilmann Lhundrup. This lama wasn’t Tibetan but German; he was a monk in the Karma Kagyu tradition that derives from Marpa and Milarepa, and was based in a monastery in the Auvergne region of France. All I knew about him was that he had been his sangha’s representative at the European Buddhist Union, where he had met and made friends with Dhammarati and Parami, and had subsequently got to know Subhuti.

Lama Lhundrup had been asked to teach at Madhyamaloka under the auspices of the Dharmapala study college. However, as well as the college students, there were about a dozen of us who were invited to attend the teaching sessions and also have dialogue with the lama in the afternoons. The dialogue in these sessions was wide-ranging and very interesting indeed. Lama Lhundrup had spent 7 years in retreat and had wanted to do more, but then Gendun Rinpoche, his teacher, had insisted that he began to guide others. By the time of our seminar, he had spent about 12 years guiding people in the traditional 3-year retreat. 

As long retreats weren’t something that we had much experience of in Triratna, naturally we explored with Lama Lhundrup the benefits, difficulties and pitfalls of them. The more we talked, the more it stirred the longing in me, that had been in my heart ever since I first read the life of Milarepa, to do a long retreat. It also seemed like an area that it would be good to explore for the sake of the Order, to see what value such retreats might have for us, and how to do them in the best way. So, I asked Lama Lhundrup if he would be prepared to guide me in a long retreat. He very kindly agreed on the basis that I wouldn’t need to follow a traditional 3-year syllabus – after all I already had a very established practice – he would simply help me to deepen what I was already doing. 
    
I went and discussed the idea with Bhante. He was open to me doing a long retreat, but questioned why I would need guidance to do it. It was true that I had done many short solitary retreats, of one to three months, completely cut off from any contact. Looking at how they had gone, there had certainly been a great deal of value in relying entirely on my own resources. (It’s situations like that in which you discover just what resources you have.) However, I was also aware of my limitations and the time I had wasted on retreat, because of my own blind spots or through falling into one of the well-disguised Vessantara traps carefully laid for me by Mara. I didn’t want to risk spending three years of my life going down blind alleys, or practising ineffectively because I either couldn’t see, or couldn’t find my way through, my own limitations.

Also, I was aware of the sobering fact that only 2 Order members had ever done a 3-year retreat: Varachitta (who I was very close to) and Varadakini. They had both resigned from the Order at the end of their retreats, without sharing what they had learned with us. So long retreats had thus far proved to be a kind of Bermuda Triangle for Order members. Seeing what had happened with the two of them, I didn’t want to venture into that territory without someone on the spot who I could turn to for guidance. So, I was keen to be guided by Lama Lhundrup for my own sake. I also felt that over 3 years I would have the opportunity to learn more widely from him about meditation and long retreats, information which I could feed back into the Order. 

Rightly or wrongly, I also felt that Bhante’s view was affected by his own Buddhist history. Although he had had Buddhist teachers who had obviously profoundly touched him, and to whom he was clearly devoted, he hadn’t received from any of them a systematic training in their system of practice. Doubtless this was in part because he didn’t feel the need of it. From the time in his mid-teens when he had read the Diamond Sutra and decided he was a Buddhist and always had been, he had been very quick at grasping the Dharma. So, in his life he had been something of a self-made bodhisattva. I felt that this perhaps explained why, although stressing the vital importance of kalyana mitrata in other areas of spiritual life, he seemed happy to leave us to practise meditation and do solitary retreat without any formal structures of spiritual friendship to support us. I wondered if at times he underestimated how much help and support people could benefit from in those areas. I certainly felt it was true for someone like me, when embarking on a 3-year period of meditating maybe 8 hours a day. After all, in my mid-teens, far from understanding the Diamond Sutra, I was reading James Bond novels…

Despite all I’ve said, if Bhante had told me he thought it was a bad idea to do my retreat under Lama Lhundrup’s guidance or asked me not to do it, then I would have taken that very seriously indeed. But he simply raised the question for me to consider. And subsequently, when Vijayamala went to see him about also doing a long retreat, he referred to us both as ‘pioneers’. 

Bhante also told me recently that a factor in his thinking had been that by psycho-spiritual temperament I’m someone in whom spiritual and emotional conflicts often express themselves as physical symptoms. As well as his other qualifications, Lama Lhundrup was also trained as a western medical doctor. So Bhante thought that he could be helpful to me if I had health issues during my time on retreat. This proved to be the case.

So, as many of you know, I did a 3-year retreat in an old wooden circus wagon in the Auvergne. I spent most of my time in solitary meditation, but Vijayamala was also on retreat in an adjacent circus wagon and we shared a kitchen and ate together. Also, we were on the land of a German couple, who were also doing a long retreat, with whom we interacted some of the time. It felt like a curious mixture of a solitary, a ‘duolatry’, and a small group retreat.  

During the retreat the 4 of us were regularly visited by Lama Lhundrup, which I found a tremendous help. I’m convinced that I would not have made such good use of that time if I had been left to my own resources. During 3 years, it is easy to ‘go off the boil’ at times, and having someone come in from outside kept the inspiration flowing. Also, Lama Lhundrup did mirror back some of the ineffective ways in which I was working with my mind, which I was taking for granted. He was especially helpful in pointing out a deep tendency to keep ‘trying to get somewhere’ that seriously impeded the natural deepening and unfolding of the practice. 

I came back in November 2011, and far from resigning from the Order I have been very active in its life, and especially in doing my best to share what I learned during my time on retreat. I have also kept up contact with Lama Lhundrup. Over those years in France, he became a good friend. More than that, through my sharing with him, month after month, what was happening in meditation, he had almost unique access to my mind and how it works. With him so much ‘on my case’ I would be crazy not to continue to have contact with him. So, I have been attending a series of annual retreats, in which the teaching has included going in depth through a large meditation manual by the 9th Karmapa called The Ocean of True Meaning. 

In this way, I keep up contact with Lama Lhundrup and also continue to learn about meditation – for my own benefit, but also in order to share whatever is in line with Bhante’s approach with the Order. 

Conclusion 
I trust that my account makes a few things plain:

1. Bhante once described himself as a ‘transitional figure’. I think that, to a much lesser extent, I am too. I was a bit of an unusual case when I joined the Order, because I had already had important contact with Tibetan Buddhism, and I committed myself to our sangha on the basis of Bhante’s assurance that ‘advanced’ practices would be available in due course in Triratna. 

As we know, things didn’t go that way. Over the years Triratna has become explicitly and confidently a new tradition of its own. While we use many sadhanas from the Indo-Tibetan tradition, we are clear these days that we don’t accept the Triyana model on which all Tibetan schools base themselves, nor do we look to Tibetan Buddhism as any kind of authority. Not only that, Bhante doesn’t accept the whole language of ‘advanced’ practices, especially when people assume that because they are doing an allegedly ‘advanced’ practice that must make them an ‘advanced practitioner’. 

However, although he has taken Triratna in a different direction, it may well be that Bhante’s assurance to me at our first meeting stayed with him in some way. It is the mark of a skilful teacher to look after the needs of particular individuals who may not always be best suited to the general approach that the teacher is taking with their sangha as a whole, or who may need something particular which would not be necessary or helpful for most sangha members. So, at Bhante’s original suggestion, I had the opportunity to explore some aspects of Tibetan Buddhism.

2. I have never gone looking for another teacher. Through a mixture of Bhante’s instigation, invitations from others in Triratna and, I rather suspect, my own karma, I have been led into the Tibetan Buddhist arena several times without in any way seeking it out.
  
3. My involvement with other teachers has never been because of disgruntlement with Bhante or Triratna. The other teachers have appeared in my life at times when I felt happy to be getting on with what I was already practising. 

4. Although I have been exposed to other approaches over the years, I do my best to locate whatever I teach within Bhante’s presentation of the Dharma. 

I’d like to end by expressing my deep and heartfelt gratitude to all those who have taught me the Dharma in this life. That includes Sangharakshita, my main teacher, all those mentioned in this article, but also many others who in great or small ways have helped me on the Buddhist path over all these decades. I have been incredibly fortunate.


Vessantara
Cambridge, October 2016.



 
