Community, Nature and Buddha Nature
by Kamalashila

Based on a talk given in the Dharma Parlour, Buddhafeld Festival July 2006

Wha does Buddhsm mean by ‘nature’, and does the Buddhst vision of Awakening have
anything to dowith it? If it does, what is our relationship, as a Sangha to the Buddhist
vision of nature?

| recently became interested in starting some kind of large, land-based community. The
idea arose after an eighteen-month retreat in a canvas dome abovea Welsh valley. It was
themod deeply inspiringtime of my life, andthree years later, | am still assmilatingit. |
was aonethroughout and lived ssmply, burning wood and drawing water from the
hillsde | discovered something tha thrilled me to the core: tha beng close to naure
enlivensmy undestanding of Dharma like nothing else does. Now | want to live like tha
with others. | would like to hdp create a Dharma based ecological vison for the FWBO.

When | started my retreat, | was notat all interested in ecology. | wasin thecountyside
simply to escapethedistraction of other human beings | expected ingghts and
realisationsto arise notfrom naure, butfrom meditation. Yes, | would learn how

to lightfires, tie knots, chopwood and carry water, butl never thoughtnatural things
themselves would give ingghtsinto the Dhama. Y et in the event, every singleingght
came from these things bestowed by the elements earth, water, fire, wind, space, and
awareness. | had many deeply unsettling experiences, and they awakened my whole
relationship to naure.

In other talks, | have mentioned the more colourful events tha sparked off ingghts: the
night! gottotally log in thefog, and thetime | dipped knee degp into my shit pit.
However, oneexperience grew to become a congant companion. | can describeit as
adeegpe relationdhip with naure in which the Dharma, thenaure of existence, was more
visble than usud. Thisrelationship, and the experiences tha arose out of it, gradudly
undemined my habitud prideandrigidity. | experienced an ongoing collapse of my idea
of myself, and of theworld | thoughtl lived in. That hgppened because in tha situaion,
Nature is so unampromising. If | needed to urinae or get water and firewood, | was
forced go outside, whaever theweather or my state of health. | am in my fifties. | began
my retreat in December. Over thoe freezing winter months whenever | felt very cold or
very ill, I longed for the convenience of piped water and mainselectricity. | became
impdient with practical matters, cursing the need to tie aknotor split logs Eventudly
however, my tetchiness and anxiety abouttherealities aroundme dissolved. | began
feelingat homeinit all. | began to loveit. | saw increasingly tha my resistance to panful
experience, thepan itself, andthe person expeiencing it, were al naural, unfixed
realities tha could teach me abouttheDharmaif only | could be open and curiousabout
thar naure. | findly came to inhait my environmental niche, in accordance with my
Dharmatraining. From tha point, | came into a creative Dhama relationship with every
local plant and animal.



Now it isover, | wantto explore this more, with others. | imagine usestablishing
somewhere large, land based, unkempt, and diverse. It would perhgpsbeabit like amini
Buddhdield festival, with writers, artists, hippies, yogis, yoginis, Buddhdield workers,
Dhamateachers, activists, ecologists, pods, playwrights, mechanics, accountants,
mudcians dogs cats, and parots, al livingtogeher. This great diversity of livingbengs
would shae ther lives as single individuds, couples, and families. There could be
women’s and men’s communities within the overal community. | suppog mog of us
would live in convated barnsand farmhouss, butl would also like to see trucks,
caravans yurts, and bendes.

| think such a community could develop adhama philosophybased on collective
expeience. | imaginetha would belively, controversia in some respects, yet hdpful and
attractive. Indeed, it oughtto attract visitors. People could come and attend retreats,
meditate, and explore the Dharma from the pant of view of naure and deep ecology.
Within the community, we could hdp oneanother live harmonioudy, raise alivelihood
and maybe some children, teach Dharma, and work on ourselvesindividudly. Over the
years, Buddhdield have introdued thousndsof ecological minded people to the
Dhama. If largenunbers of usactudly lived togeher, we could take tha much further,
and develop an approach to Dharmathat really explores and co-opeates with naure.

My retreat hdped me imagine how naure mug have informed the Buddhas own feeling
for theDhama. | even wonde if this undestandingisonly available to tho practising,
in some way, inangura environment. It isamatter of actud connection. Certainly, tha
kind of sengbility has been in Buddhgt teaching right from the beginning. The Buddha
chosto live in nature even though after his Awakening, he could easily have returned to
aconventiond indoorlife and madetha his basis for teaching. No onewould have
thoughtany theless of him. His decisionto remain in thewild indicates tha it suppoited
his redlisation better. Certainly, after his awakening, the Buddhabecame as consderate
of the needs of non-human beingsand plants as his own kind. He taughthis disciples how
to cultivate lovefor snakes and other fear-ingiring creatures. Hisingructionswere
abundant with examples drawn from practical experience in thewild. And his centra
teaching of vipashyanais arevelation of the naure of things of the vastness and
profundity of Nature asit isbeyondall conaepts of space, time, location, and relationdhip.
Y et we can apply this profoundrevelationright here in the so-called real world, through
ethics, love and hdpful activity.

A new, naure-based approach to Dharmawill need consderable articulating. Aswell as
living in naure with mindfulness and curiosty, we need to talk aboutthe experience,
study others writingsonit, reflect onit, write, and argueendlessy. Discussion and
compaison hdp usdegpen our Dharmarelationships Obvioudy, we also need to work,
and keep our persond practice alive. Neverthdess, relationdhipsare the natural world,;
naureisan infinite field of inseparable, total relationsip. Awakening to reality mugs
involve inquiring into the meaning of relationship. We each have a persond history tha
isunique and which we cannotalter. The connectionswe have made with otha's are
inescapable; we reinforce them with every meeting, thought and decison. As Dharma
followers, we aso have inescapable connestionswith the Buddha throughthe tradition



of practice tha hefoundel. These connectionsare all very much alive; as| also
discovered on my retreat, our waking mind, and our dreams, are popukbted by a universe
of relationships

Because ecological awarenessis aboutrelationship, theideal eco-dhama community
would indudefamilies and sexud patners— and, of course, many single individuds.
Obvioudy, it would aso be excellent for monastic or single-sex communities to cultivate
an ecological ethos [Y] buta mixed-sex environment reflects the whole of life, and for
certain individuds such as mysdlf, offers stirring material for reflection onthe naure of
things There are sodo-historical arguments for this, too. For approaching forty years,
despite thefact that there are many familiesin the FWBO, amog every FWBO
community has been single-sex. Mog of ushave partne's, so why dowe prefer living
single so much of thetime? This obvioudy has alot do with thelack of mixed
community oppotunities, buttha itself isrooted in circumstance.

A tradition of single-sex activities has nouiished the F/\WBO Sanghasince theearly * 70s
Since theWestern Buddhst Order is nonmonastic, single sex situaionshave provided
our main setting for intendve dhama practice. There theyoungand unatached,
especidly, enjoy a safe haven, whee they can practise less distracted by the powerful
forces of affairs and relationships However, the system has proved unsudainable in the
last decade Many seasondl practitionas have left ther community to live aloneor with a
patner. Why is this? For onething, single sex communities are often geared to the needs
of newer and younge people, and so can become less rewarding for the more
expeienced. Moreover, single-sex environments are not automatically friendly places,
despite the standad rationde, i.e. tha the absence of the opposte sex relaxes emotiond
inhibitions particularly in men, thusfogering friendship. Tha rationde works, in my
expeience, and | bdieve it does for many women too. | have persondly bendfited
tremendousy frommy time in single sex communities and would do mog of it al over
agan. However, longterm experience shows tha there is something important missing.
Many have had to face thedisappointment of realising tha thar home over thelast ten
yearsisactudly rather cold and uninspiring. It isdifficult to leave when onehas invested
so much hopeand energy, knowing tha outside the maingream Sanghaonemay
encounter stigma, loss of Sanghacontact, and isolation. Y et for many, leaving has
become a spiritud necessity.

It is a shame so many people have undegonesuch conflict, when couples and families
could very easily foundDharma practice communtities. At first sight, it seems amazing
that there are nonein the FWBO. However, family and sexud ties do involve strong
attachment, and it can take consderable collective experience to manage these within a
larger group There were some spectacular failuresin religiouscommunes, for example,
in the 80s Buddhst organisationsother than the FWBO, such as Thich Nha Hanh's
Order of Interbang, have reportedly foundmixed communities harder to establish. Yet it
can bedone No doubtit hdpswhen atruged teacher lives close by; | think of Dhardo
Rinpothe Sanghaakshita s friend and teacher in 19505 whose community in Kalimpong
induded alarge schoolfor Tibetan refugee children.



It seems clear thereisaneed, and tha variousforms of mixed community living will
soonbeuponus Itisto our advantagetha our formative years taughtusso much about
community dynamics. We are so familiar with tha oppostion between theideal of
‘spiritud community’ and thetendency to fall into ordinary ‘ group’ paterns Yes,
ideally, each member of aspiritud community conscioudy works on him or herself.
They reflect, meditate, practise the precepts, and thereby come to undestand essentia
truthsaboutthemselves. However, in ared life stuaion, people lose interest in such
truths cease to cultivate meditation and ethical prindples, and become insengtive to the
thoughs and fedlingstha are actudly motivating ther actions This strengthensthe
tendency to ‘group behaviours, of which thereis an infinite variety depending on each
individud’ s past conditioning. Typical examples are bullying, deference, favouritism,
and compdition. Behaviours like these arise within agroup, when over-dependence on
others obures thegenera capacity to takeinitiative in communication. We may be
unoonstioudy relating to a perceived ‘ pecking order’ . We might be over-compliant,
unwittingly afraid of offending some authority, or have an unnotced tendency to
manipulate others who putusin tha postion. Everyoneis subject to group péaternslike
these; butat least idedlly, spiritud community is aspace where each person has the
freedomto discover them and learn to relate as an individud.

In practice, thisisachdlenge In families and sexud patnershipsespeciadly, it isnot
easy to be so free. Theattachment we feel towardsa lover, parent, or child can endose us
in akind of bublbe. A couple beginningthar relationship may look to oneanother for
emotiond suppott in such an exclusve way tha they disengage from community life. Or
parents, feeling intensely protective of ther children, may keep them away from other
community members. Group-based feelingsare naural enough,yet they can undemine
community life: when othersreact, we can start fedling isolated and unable to share. In
our disconnected state of sodety, where increasing nunmbers live londy and die aloneg it
seems worth our making the effort to form communities of al kinds induding thekind |
am advoaating. As Sanghamembers get older, thepossibility of sharing with like-minded
friendsoffersaricher qudity of life, notto mention the mutud ingpiration to practise.
Thealternaiveis hardly attractive: people living isolated from the Sanghain old age will
easlly lose thar vison of Dhama. So persondly, | would like to live with other Sangha
members; | cannotthink of a more interesting or more pleasant way to live.

From a practice point of view, | would find a monastic or single-sex community less
useful as an object of meditation and reflection. | want to be aroundsome kind of
microcosm of sodety, to see men, women, and children of al ages— animalstoo

— growing up in an ecologica Dhamaream, and exploring our connection with the
earth. MahayanaBuddhsm and Deep Ecology unite aroundthe paint that all biologcal
organisms have needs All bengswhatsoever need others to suppot thar existence. The
Bodhisattva appreciates this. He or she knows theneed of everyonein theweb of life,
and especialy what is needed mog of al: enlightenment. Obvioudy, very few are ableto
see enlightenment as aneed. Themagjority of humans notto mention other organisms,
have to occupy themselves with far more basic issues. These issues certainly need
attending to. Our accumulated neglect of naure, both human and nonhuman, isan
unpaalleled disaster. It ismog unfortunae tha we have so naively, and appdlingly,



exploited the earth and its peoples. Y et there is no point descending into despondency. A
Buddhgt ecological community can educate itself aboutthese needs practise Dhama,
hdp wherever possible, and avoid doing further damage For example we can generate as
much of our own power as possible. We can eat mainly local, organic food We can adso
bemore politically active. In short, we can set a much-needed example of how everyone
will need to start livingin asudainable future.

Currently, however, despite our Mahayanatradition, the FWBO often seemstto reflect the
self-interested values of the prevailing indudrial growth sodety. It was typical of a
Buddhst tha | had virtudly nointerest in ecology when | started my retreat. Buddhsts
excuse themselves from such conaerns suffering istheresult of karma, we say, so surely
theoverriding need isto deepen onés awareness. Y et avery effective way todosoisto
give to othe bangs andthe need of humans animals, and plantsis currently crying out
so loudfor our attention tha it is getting througheven to some Buddhsts. It does surprise
me tha, as| write, noneof thelarge FWBO centresin the UK suppotsthenead to
supply local, organic food.| undestand that an efficient charity runson atight budge,
and | agree tha theecononic priority for Buddhstsis to spread the Dharma. From a
public perspective, however, our style can appear short on compassion. It is quite
possible to be both ethical and economic. Buddhdield, for example, always provide
organic foodonthar retreats. They manageit ssmply because they have committed

to organic food a basic ethical priority. Others could easily do the same.

A Buddhst community will belooked to as an examplein its attitudeto naure, at atime
when contemporary livingislooking like a project to get usas far away from naure as
possible. In thewest, in owr comfortable homes, we have come to feel tha nature hardly
toudhes us Our technology has given usa sense tha we are somehow more powerful
than naure, even beyondit. This seems very self-absorbed; oneonly hasto consder the
effect of naural disasters like hurricanes and epidemics to see tha naureis bigge,
beyondall boundsthan humanity. American ecologist Frank Egler aso famoudy
expresses this fact: “Ecosystems are more conplex thanwe think— they may be more
complex thanwe can think.”

Why, though,islife getingincreasingly artificial? Why isit tha we want it so —asit
seems, in many ways, tha we do?By wha process did we get to this point, with such
strongfeelingsof need for whatever isthelatest, fastest, and mog stylish? Our very
effective technological development has broughtus extraordinary convenience,
efficiency, and safety, and that has no doubtdisconnected us in variousways, from our
rootsin naural redlity. Tha disconnection, especially ourloss of feeling, does seem
patialy responsble for our abuse of thenaural world. However, in ourjugificationsfor
tha abuse, we aso seem influenced by theinheaited monothestic view tha naureisevil,
something to master and rise above Christianity’ stwo-thousand-year suppression of
pagan values, and its dictumtha naureis a godgiven resource for exclusvely human
use, seems, in retrogect, to have caused unbdievable suffering. In asodety seeking
freedom from all tha, Buddhsm becomes attractive in tha it makes no separation
between humanity, naure, and God. All humansare potentially God; god-ike qudities
are naura; and naure is smply reality. Nothing, not even God, is consdered to be



outside nature. Nor are Buddha, who ssmply have ther own particular ‘ Buddha naure,
i.e. thegenea qudity and dynamic of Awakening.

However, western Buddhsts, induding some FWBO folk, say tha naure is something
onetranscendson the Buddhst path. Tha could appear, wrongly, to suppot the ‘ naure
isbad’ view. At the core of wha the Buddhataugh was ‘ that which is beyondtheworld’,
which herealised throughvipashyanaor indght The Pai word is lokuttara, which
Sanghaakshita hastrandated as ‘ The Transcendental’ . Oneenters the Transcendental at
thepoint of indght It would beeasy to mistake this crudal trandtion as transcendence of
naure — however, in Buddhst terms, what onetranscendsthroughingghtisidentification
with samsara, the endless roundof birth and death. One cannot, in fact, transcend nature.
Nature is something bigge'; nature itself transcendssamsara. The Transcendental itself is
naural.

L okuttara meansthetranscendence of concept. It involves cutting throughdudistic
awareness to realise the ever-present non-dud naure of awareness, ‘ BuddhaNature'.
Thus enlightenment is not something outside nature, butlike everything, hasits own
very paticular naure. Nature is nat only season and cycle, death and rebirth, flowering
and dying. It is also capable of other manifestations, as for example the spira pah’ of 24
causd links the Buddhas description of the process of awakening as a naural process,
which | will attempt briefly to summarise. Initially (and at a stroke summarising thefirst
twelve, cyclical nidanalinks) onerealises not only that onefeels dissatisfied with our
unquestioned, bafling existence, butaso that it mug be possible to discover its naure
and find satisfaction. On bringing sugained awareness to tha dissatisfaction by practising
ethics, meditation and wisdom, there arises a special kind of interest, joy and hgppiness.
Then, when reflecting on the nature of reality, this emotiond expandgon provides the
individudity, the mental space, and the concentration of being necessary to seed and
sudain experiences of ingght Asthese build up, and oneentersthefull, trandormative
experience of indght, oneawakensfully to thenaure of reality. This awakeningis not
‘beyond’ nature. It isthediscovery of rea naure, big naure, thereality that is always
there behind the hard shdl of our concepts. Redlity is, of course, smply reality, and never
ourideaof it. However, we spend mog of ourtimetotally identified with ourideas of it,
with all theattendant ego-protecting emotions We see these emotionsand conaepts as
real. However, redlity iswha isrevealed when thedduson collapses, and wisdom
arises. It is called by such names as Dharmakaya, Dharmadhau, Tathata, and Buddha
Nature.

Tak of ‘collapsng ddudon’ could give an impression that this Reality or Nature is not
especiadly postive; yet onthecontrary, it is postive beyondbdief. The Buddhataught
notonly tha nature iswithout an essence, tha it isimpermanent and insubgantial, but
also tha tha is something good something amazing. He taughttha life is unstisfactory
only when we grasp it as permanent and subgantial. Real nature only shows itself when
we let goideas and condructionsof that kind. Even the notion of causes and conditions
turnsout ultimately to be our congruction. Therich smplicity of reality iswha has
aways been there beyondthe condructions Because we do notrecognise it, we cannot
hdp but continuecongructing and recongructing our reality. Tha may beaheaven, it



may beahdl, butwhaever our experience, is nottruly real unless we have woken up and
recognised its nature. For once you spotit, reality isthe mog attractive object, the sexiest
thing, themog intriguing and fascinating thing, in theuniverse. You haveto learn to
recognise it, butif you seeit even jug onae, tha will betheend of al hesitation. Once
you seeit, reality will have you hooke.

Buddhst tradition expresses this *hooke’ aspect of the Dharmain anunmber of different
ways. Some Bodhisattvas actudly hold hooks for example. However, the enlightened
being who mog of al exemplifies this qudity is Kurukulle. Kurukulleis ared dakni, a
female Buddha In terms of myth, dakinislive in cremation grounds they live around
clattering bones. They turn up at the awe-ingiring crossroads between life and death,
manifest in thecritical stuaion, where our practice suddenly goes degper than ever
before. Dakinis often appear, in avisonay way, to practitionaslikeus at cruda points
in our spiritud lives. And all dakinis have aspecia connection with Prgngparamita, the
mother of enlightenment experience, the perfection of wisdom They are concerned with
the collapse of ego, with theterrifying moment of spiritud death and thebrilliant and
colourful life tha isthen born. For these reasons dakinis are sometimes called ‘ mothers,
thoughperhgpsthey fundion more as amidwife.

Thereisamale dakini form called adaka, butthe femae form isfar more common. This
may be because to our minds pleasure connects more naturally with thefeminine
Whether or notit istruethat girls jug want to have fun, dakini symbolism certainly
evokes the pleasure of enlightenment. Dakini danang expresses the blissful enjoyment of
perfect wisdom. They stretch themselves out, shodingly free, in the sky of theliberated
mind. Thar appearance is often also terrifying, butthey are clearly enjoying themselves,
often in avery sexudly open and explicit mannea. They are naked, totally expod, and
they love displaying themselves. Being real isimmensely pleasurable, it seems, and they
donotwantto hideit.

Thedakini Kurukulleis al of this, but sheis also especially concerned with loveand
attraction. Sheis of course youngand very beautiful, and he complexionis adesp rosy
red. Sheisflushed, sheisaroused, andindeed, sheisvery, very excited. For example, the
sadhanatext | know describes he as having erect nipples. To express thefeeling even
more, sheis holding aflowery bowand arrow jusd like Cupid. Thisis because her
enlightened activity isto cause people to fall in love. Of course, | meanto fall in love
with the Dharma, gofor refugeto thetruth of awakening. Thoughit does seem tha one
may also invokeKurukulle for arousng ordinary sexud love so thequestion arises. what
dowe want, Dharma Sutra, or Kama Sutra? Y et we should not answer too quickly, since
thereisan important of connection between thetwo kindsof love Wha Kurukulle does
essentially isto focusour strongest desires. Sheis conaerned with wha wereally, really,
want, more than anything else in theworld. Essentially, sheknows tha in our hearts,
wha we are dyingto doisfal in lovewith Dhama practice, or even for our practice to
beakind of lovemaking.

Tha mightsoundallittle exaggerated, butit points to the big issue with Dharma practice:
motivation. Each of ushas problems with not wanting to doit tha much, with baeng abit



limp and hdf hearted, with nat bengin themoodtonight. However, if we could fall in
lovewith redlity, with big naure, there would be no problem of motivation at all. We
would notwish to do anything else; we would beat it all thetime. We would continudly
be meditating and reflecting onthe Dharma. Thisis wha we redly, really want, in our
heart of hearts. Yet desire needsan initial spark, and tha iswhy Kurukulle hddsthe
flowery bow and arrow in her hands and spendsher timefiring love arrows into the
hearts of all bangs

I mention Kurukulle because she expresses in such addightful form thepostive naure
of ultimate reality. We can sometimes berathe nauseated by (the notion of) ultimate
reality, repdled by (the notion of) spiritud death, browned off by al the difficulties of
practice — for example by theway spiritud indghtseemsto ruin people’ slives and
changea peason pemanently (making some lose interest in pubs occasiondly evenin
footbdl). However, when we can really let go our condructionsand habitud conaepts
aboutlife and who or what we are, thereality we let gointo isintensaly ddightful and
fulfilling. Not surprisingly, oneexperiences the nature of reality — big naure — as the
resolution of the unsatisfactoriness tha characterises samsara. Theredlity tha isall there
ever has been, butwhich we hide by our clinging to conacepts, isfar from beng some
abdract nothing, some ‘emptiness’, to use tha mideading term: it is something amazing.

One of the Mahayana Sutras compares this Nature to honey. Redlity islike some honey
tha isavailable to usall thetime. We could lick it, taste it, and enjoy it at any time — if
only we could see it! Unfortunaely, we do notsee any honey at all, becauseit is covered
with furioudy buzzing bees. Tha is all we see. We never think, even for a moment, tha
there might be something enjoyable there. It jug looksbusy, scary, and dangeous The
buzzing bees represent our strongattachment to concepts aboutour redlity: all ourtighty
hdd attachment to ahard-shdl persondity and afixed, artificial, little world. Theactud
reality, the peaceful and ddightful dakini dancdngredity, isony revealed when we un-
stick ourselves from these habitud conaepts and emotions Only when we let them fly
away does the buzzing stop and we can start enjoying the sweet honey, the sweet love of
Dharmatha was there, unrecognised, al thetime.

Notes

[1] Thisseemsto bethekind of community the Buddhahimself preferred, thoughhe
sometimes lived aloneor with oneothe person. Since the scriptures make occasiond
references to female wandeers, it may beworth investigaing the possibility tha the
Buddhds Sanghawas not as exclugvely single-sex as portrayed by the monastic ora
tradition.
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