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Preface: 
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Cittapala

May ‘98

INTRODUCTION
Why do we study A Survey of Buddhism, or more correctly speaking its first chapter, on the men's Going for Refuge retreats at Padmaloka?  Historically, in 1988 Subhuti, with Sangharakshita's approval, chose the Survey, as I shall refer to it, as the best study material for introducing what is meant by the transcendental Principle.  This theme, the subject of this essay, was one of five seen to elucidate the central and definitive Buddhist act of Going for Refuge; being such, these themes became the focii of Going for Refuge Retreats during men's preordination preparation at Padmaloka.
 


Another consideration informing the choice of the Survey for this purpose was to ensure that prospective Order members actually got around to reading the book.  Many people clearly had not read the Survey, and, although usually intending to do so, were apparently keeping Bhante's magnum opus for a rainy day sometime in the distant future.  Indeed the book graces a great many people's bookshelves; by 1993, the Survey had sold approximately 20,000 copies in the course of seven editions over 37 years.  Whether this curious lack of knowledge of the book’s content was accidental or otherwise, the Survey is a classic, being his first major work of the highest rank by the Order's founder and, by any standards, a genuinely formidable Buddhist writer.  Such being the case and in revising the process of preparation for entry into the Order, it seemed essential that prospective Order members thoroughly familiarised themselves with at least the first chapter of the book and certainly it’s principal theme, that of the transcendental Principle. 


There are other substantial reasons for the Survey to be considered essential study material.  The Survey is a seminal text.  Seminal, firstly in the sense that, like a seed, germ or embryo, it contains what is essential for a mature understanding of the Buddha's teaching to grow.  It expresses the fundamental truths of the Dharma, in the light of which other secondary expositions of the Dharma are more readily understood.  This is one sense of the term transcendental Principle.  


The ease with which Bhante does this, as well as elucidating and translating what is most essential to the Dharma into a readily accessible form, is really quite extraordinary, especially when compared with other contemporary writers, both at the time of writing and even now nearly 40 years later.  It is not surprising to find Edward Conze, a brilliant Buddhist scholar of his day, reported on the cover of the book as saying, "I recommend Sangharakshita's book as the best survey of Buddhism."  Likewise Lama Anagarika Govinda is quoted, “It would be difficult to find a single book in which the history and development of Buddhist thought has been described as vividly and clearly as in this survey ...  For all those who wish to ‘know the heart, the essence of Buddhism as an integrated whole’, there can be no better guide than this book.”  


The Survey is also seminal in the sense that much of Bhante's later thinking is an expression and more thorough-going working out of the basic principles expressed within the Survey's pages.  Hence within the Survey are to be found the dharmic roots, the antecedents, of Bhante's creations of the WBO and FWBO written up on the basis of four lectures given in Bangalore in the summer of 1954 and first published in 1957.  Of course this should be of substantial interest to prospective Order members, not merely as a historical document, but as that which, in stating in fundamental form Bhante's particular exegesis of the Buddha's teaching, informs the manner in which the ideas, practices, and institutions of the WBO and FWBO have developed and will continue to develop.


Contrary to some people's first impressions, you don't have to be a British Library Reading Room Reader to enjoy the book.  Nevertheless some do have difficulties with the book; hence a  reputation which can fuel an initial reluctance to get down to reading it.  Certainly the book does not slip down with the saccharin ease of a Dick Francis pot-boiler!  The book undoubtedly requires work: applied effort, demanding perseverance and above all concentration.  A frequent complaint concerns the style of writing and more specifically the length of sentences which on occasion appear to run for pages.  Closer examination proves such an extreme impression unfounded.  Although the book is written in a particular literary vein alien to this 'high-tech' era, when we grow accustomed to this, we discover the richness of the book's content.  


A yet more important and significant reason for many people finding the book demanding is because its ideas and their implications for each of us is challenging.  The text often brings us up against the limitations of our own capacity to understand.  And that is not a comfortable feeling!  Frequently it's not so much that the ideas in themselves or the lines of thought are intellectually abstruse but rather that they, more often than not, do not accord with our everyday assumptions about the way things are.  We are forced to reassess the humdrum of our usual perspectives by confronting something of radically and mysteriously different proportions.  So fundamental are the ideas and perspectives that the Survey promulgates that this is not the sort of book that we can think we have absorbed even after a second or third reading.  Effective Buddhist spiritual life consists in constant reflection upon these ideas.  Dust should not gather on our copy of the Survey like that on many of our reference books; the greater our familiarity with it, the greater the benefits enjoyed.  The book is so compact and full of pearls of wisdom that our copies would do well to become like the well-thumbed and underlined companion of the ardent Bible reader.  


Furthermore the Survey is a training manual; it states the principles of how to go about ‘Awakening’, of becoming Enlightened.  The challenge to us is to understand these principles sufficiently well so that we can express them fully and ably within the fabric of our daily lives, becoming an embodiment of them.  We start our education by beginning with the hearing and reading, and then reflecting upon and assimilation of the conceptual statement of these principles.  This is why I have written this essay: unashamedly taking advantage of an opportunity to gain greater clarity for myself through trying to communicate these principles.


In this essay we are only concerned with the book’s first chapter, 'The Buddha and Buddhism'.  And yet, as is fitting of the book’s title, its scope is vast and its themes rich and multi-faceted.  My introduction of the chapter’s outline and major themes only give an impression; in being selective, I inevitably misrepresent the book.  But in spite of inevitably deleting, distorting and generalising, I aim to convey the import of some of the first chapter's major themes to help you come more quickly to an effective over-view of its content and an even stronger heart-felt connection.

A BRIEF OVERVIEW OF CHAPTER ONE: The Buddha and Buddhism
By way of a very brief over-view to the chapter as a whole, we will look at the three questions that I see Bhante as implicitly asking and answering within the course of Chapter One:

Sections 1-2:  What is the correct approach to Buddhism?
In the chapter’s first two sections (1 & 2), Bhante takes up the question of how we should approach the phenomena of Buddhism itself.  As is fitting a Buddhist perspective, Bhante states that what is of primary importance is our attitude or motive (samma-sankappo).  In other words, the nature of our mental state, the tenor of our being, with which we involve ourselves in our study, determines our capacity to understand Buddhism.  To the extent that we purify ourselves of beliefs ... born of fear, craving and other egocentric emotions, we appreciate Buddhism for what it really is.  Our motive should be the quest for holiness, which the study of the Dharma subserves, ... a quest for spiritual wholeness, for complete integration of the "personality" not with any subjective principle merely, but with Reality.  To undertake such a quest is to admit the possibility of a spiritual experience which would transcend the physical senses and the rational mind, indeed to admit the possibility of the existence of a transcendental Principle, and that this Truth will reveal itself solely to intuition awakened by spiritual practice ... whose sole concern is with the realisation of such a Principle.  Furthermore, such a student is willing to give unprejudiced consideration to the Buddha’s claim that he achieved this experience for himself and that by following his Teaching others achieve it for themselves too. 


The success of such an approach is enhanced, or limited, in accordance with prevailing conditions, both cultural and environmental, and in particular by the materials, methods and teachers available.  This point, although briefly made, draws out the significance and crucial importance of what has been described elsewhere as the Traditional lifestyle (I use a capital T to distinguish from the merely conventional), whereby every aspect of life, even the lowest and most mundane, is given a transcendental orientation which enables it to function, in a general way, as a support, if not for the actual living of the spiritual life, then at least for a more or less constant awareness of the existence of spiritual values.  The message is clear: successful spiritual practice is contextual, dependent and conditional, and cannot happen, as it were, in a vacuum.  Such considerations are clearly at the root of Bhante's subsequent development of the major institutions of the FWBO, such as the Communities, Centres and Team-based Right Livelihood businesses, as well as the concept of the New Society.  As to Bhante's remarks concerning his own particular approach to Buddhism, we shall come to them in the next main section of this essay.

Sections 3-10:  Who is the Buddha?
In the next eight sections (3-10), Bhante answers the implicit question of ‘who is the Buddha?’ by firstly explaining the cosmological significance of the Buddha’s Enlightenment, and then establishing the Buddha's unique position amongst the benefactors of mankind.  He does the former through introducing in sections 3 & 4 the traditional Indian context and perspective of Buddhism, thereby communicating a radically different alternative to that of the modern Western perspective.  This confronts us with some of the assumptions that we can bring to our study of Buddhism and how these may inform our reading.  What is its effect on us?  Let me use the analogy of picture framing: our choice of style, colour, and dimensions of frame, border and so forth strongly alters the overall impact and affect of the picture itself.  In a similar fashion our everyday materialistic outlook on life looks quite different within the terms of these sections of the chapter.  Somewhat naturally many people on reading these sections for the first time are apt to dismiss them as being of merely colourful ethnic interest.  We have to remember that some of our most cherished assumptions are being put in a different light; just as colours are most radiant set within a appropriate context, so within the Traditional perspective of ancient Indian Buddhism that Bhante describes, we catch some glimmer of an understanding of who the Buddha, as a Buddha, really is and the real significance of his rediscovery of the Dharma. 


The answer to the question ‘who is the Buddha?’ is necessarily enigmatic.  In essence, the Buddha and the Dharma are eternal (sanatana) and timeless (akalika), and therefore free from all determinations, both positive and negative; conceptual formulations can only hint at their universal character, i.e. that which is true at all times and in all places.  Bhante emphasises that the transcendental core, or Principle, the eternal and a-historical nature of the Buddha and the Dharma, which, although flourishing in the advantageous circumstances of a particular time and place, is not entirely described by or dependent upon them.  He illustrates this with the image of the seed, borne from a distant land, taking root in a particular pot:  what we need most of all to remember is the fact that whatever the part played by the contents of the pot may be, the seed out of which grew the mighty spreading Banyan tree of the Dharma came not from inside but from outside it.  In this way, we are reminded that what we call Buddhism, i.e. the Buddha-Dharma, in being rediscovered and reproclaimed by the current Buddha, has no history.  And so consequently the only legitimate domain of scientific enquiry, after the spiritual essence ... of Buddhism has been excluded from its purview, ... is ... the various spatial and temporal forms which even a purely transcendental Teaching is compelled to assume in order to accommodate itself to the capacities of human beings.  Whilst ... external forms may change, and one formulation of Buddhism succeed another, ... beneath all such changes the Dharma remains unchanged, ... an inexhaustible fountain of spiritual life.
Sections 11-18:  What is the Dharma?
In the major part of this first chapter, i.e. sections 11-18, Bhante addresses the question of what was the actual content of the Buddha's experience, to the extent that that can be expressed verbally.  Bhante emphasises the fundamental importance of the formulation of Conditioned Coproduction (pratitya samutpada) as the primary conceptual expression of the Buddha's experience of Enlightenment and the transcendental Principle.  After first examining and elucidating Conditioned Coproduction in its principial form, Bhante shows in succeeding sections how it informs other important formulations of the Buddha's teaching, such as the Four Noble Truths, The Middle Way, The Threefold Path and their application to various aspects of our lives and spiritual practice.

SOME BACKGROUND
Having drawn out the implicit questions that Bhante addresses in the first chapter, I will introduce the major overt themes of the chapter.  But before doing so I want to explore some background on which they are based by asking, why did Bhante write the Survey? what was he trying to do and how did he set about it?  In short, how did Bhante approach his task?  This is the subject of this next section of the essay.  

Bhante's approach
The Survey arose from Bhante’s response to B.P. Wadia’s invitation to lecture under the auspices of the Indian Institute of Culture in Benares.  In his autobiography, he says this ... invitation ... came at exactly the right moment for me ...  It might even be said that I had been preparing ... for some years, in fact ever since I awoke to the fact that I was a Buddhist, and that between them [the original four lectures] they constituted a summation of all that I had learned about Buddhism during the intervening period, whether from books, from my teachers, from discussions with friends (and foes, i.e. foes of the Dharma), and from my own independent reflection and meditative experience.   [They]   presented me ... with a challenge, inasmuch as I would be able to take full advantage of that opportunity only if I stood back and asked myself how I really saw Buddhism and what it really meant to me. 
 

That Bhante could write this book on the basis of his four lectures after only 13 years of being a Buddhist is extraordinary.  I've been a Buddhist for 13 years, and had the advantage of reading this and many other books on Buddhism, and I still only have a glimpse of the book's true import!  It's a mystery to me how Bhante could have produced something of this calibre at such a young age, and still, 21 years on (1978) in the preface to the first American edition, say I can ... find no reason to change my approach or method of treatment or to look at Buddhism in any other way than I did then.  How Bhante's attitude informed the creation of this jewel is expressed in the same preface:  If the living flame of spiritual aspiration is not to be completely smothered beneath the ever-growing accumulation of information "about" Buddhism now being heaped upon it from all sides, we shall have to insist that, if the flame is to be fed rather than smothered it must be kept supplied with fuel which it can actually burn - fuel with the help of which it can leap up in a great world-consuming blaze.  This may well mean discrimination between what is essential and what is not essential - what is living and what is dead - in the extant Buddhist teachings and traditions much more rigorously than was done in the "Survey."  It may well mean refusing to recognise as really Buddhism anything that cannot be directly related to the unique, ever-continuing act of going for refuge. 

Bhante’s capacity to discriminate between what is essential and what is not essential is one of my clear impressions of the first chapter of the Survey; we are given the core, the heart, the pith, the kernel of the Buddha's own personal teaching, had we been so fortunate to have heard it from the Master's own lips.  I take this to be what Bhante has coined 'Basic or Original Buddhism,' or in Conze's terms, 'Archaic Buddhism,' as contrasted with the 'Developed Buddhism' of later generations.  This is a tremendous gift, rarely received.  What Bhante communicates is the correct perspective, orientation, framework, feel and attitude in how to approach the phenomena of Buddhism; this is so much so that in the light of my reading the Survey I have made sense of a great deal of what I have found in other introductions to Buddhism to be confusing, apparently contradictory and even unintelligible.


What is it that makes Bhante’s approach so different?  This becomes clear in Bhante’s Introduction to the Survey where he identifies his approach to Buddhism as being both traditional, by contrast to scientific, as wellas synoptic by contrast to sectarian.  


The scientific approach ... is exemplified in the works of the great classical orientalists.  As its assumptions differ fundamentally from those of Buddhism, and as it tends to accumulate facts rather than illumine principles, it is not the best guide to a deeper understanding of the religion, much less still to its correct practice.  By contrast, ... the traditional approach is that of the Buddhist, who, whether learned or unlearned, takes refuge in The Three Jewels (triratna) - the Buddha, the Dharma and the Sangha - in the serene confidence that They constitute the sole effective means of deliverance from suffering as well as to the attainment of Nirvana, Buddhahood, of the Triple Body (trikaya).  Here, while other considerations are not ignored, the approach is predominantly pragmatic, Buddhism being intimately known from within through personal experience. 


.... The synoptic approach recognises the essential authenticity of the entire Buddhist tradition.  Far from identifying Buddhism with any one of its forms, which is the sectarian approach, the synoptic approach, as defined by Conze ... assumes that "the doctrine of the Buddha, conceived in its full breadth, width, majesty and grandeur, comprises all those teachings which are linked to the original teaching by historical continuity, and which work out methods leading to the extinction of individuality by eliminating the belief in it."  


In the preface to the first American edition, Bhante goes on to define his approach to Buddhism in greater detail.  In taking my look at Buddhism, I was concerned to see Buddhism in its full breadth and in its ultimate depth, that is to say, I was concerned (1) to see Buddhism as a whole and (2) to see it in its deeper interconnections both within itself and in relation to the spiritual life of the individual Buddhist.  Since I was concerned to see Buddhism in its full breadth, I sought to give as comprehensive an account of it as I could, an account which would do justice to all its principal teachings and all its major historical forms, and it was for this very reason that both the lectures and the resultant book were entitled a Survey of Buddhism.  A survey, however, does not consist in the enumeration of isolated and unconnected phenomena, however complete that enumeration may be.  It was not enough, therefore, for me to do justice to all the principal teachings of Buddhism and its major historical forms, in the comparatively superficial sense of describing them all one by one as though they existed on their own, separate from Buddhism as a whole.  If I wanted really to justice to them I had to show that they were interconnected, which meant exploring their common basic principles, and show what bearing they had on the spiritual life of the individual, for the sake of which, after all, Buddhism had originally been promulgated.  I was therefore concerned to see Buddhism not only in its full breadth but also its depth.  Indeed, I discovered that I could not see it in its breadth without seeing it in its depth.  As I proceeded with my task, moreover, it dawned on me that many Western scholars of Buddhism, and even some Eastern Buddhist monks, were unable to see Buddhism either in its breadth or in its depth, and that the accounts they gave of it were therefore fragmentary, distorted, and often completely misleading.  Not once, apparently, did some of them ever ask themselves: "Why did the Buddha (or Nagarjuna, or Buddhaghosa) teach this particular doctrine?  What bearing does it have on the spiritual life?  How does it help the individual Buddhist actually to follow the spiritual Path?"  Yet as I took my look at Buddhism, trying to see it in its breadth and in its depth, I found myself asking such questions again and again, for only in this way, I found, could I make sense - spiritual sense - of Buddhism.  Without such questions freely asked, and faithfully answered, the Buddha's Teaching seemed only a sort of intellectual game, whether it was played by Western academics or 'scholarly' Eastern monks.

Bhante adds to this in  The History of My Going for Refuge, when commenting on his writing of the Survey, saying,  seeing it in its depth meant trying to understand why the Buddha had taught this or that doctrine or what relation it had to the needs of the individual as he wrestled with the problems of existence.  Breadth and depth were, however, inseparable.  As the years went by I increasingly found that the more I related Buddhism to the spiritual life of the individual Buddhist the more I saw it in its deeper interconnections within itself, and the more I saw it in its deeper interconnections within itself the more I saw it not as a collection of miscellaneous parts but as an organic whole.  


That organic whole derives its vitality and sustenance from the transcendental Principle that runs as blood through the body of the Buddha's Teaching.  In coming to an understanding of the transcendental Principle we find the underlying unity of all the different schools of Buddhism, each representing either different aspects of Buddhism or different stages of spiritual evolution within it.  ... That is to say, the doctrinal and other differences between the schools are not resolved by being reduced on their own level one to another or all to a conceptual common denominator, but transcended by referring them to a factor which, being supra-logical, can be the common object of contradictory assertions.

This supra-logical factor, the transcendental Principle, is the dominant theme of the Survey’s first chapter, the exploration of which is the purpose of the Going for Refuge retreat dedicated to its study.  And since this is symbolised, embodied and expressed principally in the figure of the Enlightened One, the Buddha, as well as that of the Dharma he rediscovered and taught and Sangha of those that followed in his footsteps, it is entirely appropriate that Bhante’s first major subject in elucidating his exploration should be the Buddha.  And it is even more appropriate for us, as Buddhists, that this is the Survey’s starting point.  How so?  Because, in the language of Bhante’s later thinking, going for Refuge to the Buddha is the definitive and central act of Buddhist spiritual life.  We can hardly do so unless we are clear, at least provisionally on who the Buddha was and is.  A mere cardboard cut-out on our shrine labelled: Buddha, to which we perfunctorily kowtow is useless, as too is reciting 'Buddham saranam gacchami, Dhammam saranam gacchami, Sangham saranam gacchami' without understanding the significance and meaning of what we are doing.  And such an understanding is not just rational, essential as conceptual clarity is; it also springs from a rich, colourful, feelingful and imaginative connection with the figure of the Buddha and the beauty, sublimity and truth of his Enlightenment.  The Survey prompts the development of both within the process of deepening sraddha, as I have witnessed for myself many times when leading study groups on this text.

THE BUDDHA 
Section 6 & 7.  His Greatness and Role
For the Buddhist the Buddha is much, much more than just an exceptional human being.  Even amongst Arahants, his foremost disciples "who follow after him", the Buddha remains a shining sun, to be revered and looked to as embodying the perfection of humanity.  In the first half of the Survey’s first chapter, and particularly in sections 3-5, Bhante dispels any misunderstanding that, for the Buddhist, the Buddha is a merely what other religions might think of him being, a 'liberated man' (jivanmukta): the Buddha is much more than an Arahant; ... that which would be the greatest praise of any other creature is the least of the achievements of the Buddha.  


Bhante's purpose is to convey the Buddha's unique and primary position within the Buddhist perspective on universal verities.  He starts off by giving an account of the traditional context and perspective: against a breath-takingly different kind of background to our normal quasi-Newtonian world, we catch a glimpse of what is essential to the Buddha as a Buddha.  Here we find something that we invariably would not find in the pages of, say, a book like Michael Carrithers' biography The Buddha
, a good book in its own kind of way but which certainly doesn't have this traditional Buddhist perspective.  This radically different perspective demands a new sensitivity: ... a flight of spiritual imagination.  Poetry may succeed where logic fails.

Whilst poetry might be more adequate to the task, Bhante then continues by drawing out the significance of this traditional context: "This universal background reveals one of the most profound ideas of Buddhism, which raises its teachings above the narrow concepts of dogmatic sectarianism, namely, the inescapable conclusion that the quality of enlightenment is inherent in the universe, or more correctly, latent in every form of consciousness, and therefore must come to maturity, according to universal law, whenever the conditions are favourable.  That this law does not work with the mechanical regularity of clockwork, proves it to be a living force and explains why every kalpa does not produce the same number of Buddhas. ... Thus the human life of a Buddha must be seen in an entirely different perspective: it becomes a mere fraction of a far bigger and more important development, in which the human element is essentially the vehicle for the rediscovery of the universal (and in this case "transcendental") character of mind or consciousness, which according to the Prajnaparamita Sutra is ‘inconceivable’ in its true nature." 
 

The need to rediscover the universal arises from the periodic total eclipse of that knowledge of the means to Emancipation which constitutes, at least ideally, the essence of all traditions and all religious teachings, i.e. the Dharma.  The Dharma is those universal laws in accordance with which the attainment of Enlightenment by a human being takes place, and, therefore, the conditions upon which it depends and the means by which it must be achieved.  The Dharma is thus not just one more path to Nirvana, but the underlying principle, the rationale, of all paths.  The disappearance of the Dharma means essentially the disappearance of the principial knowledge of the means to Enlightenment and not merely any particular application of that means.

This periodic "rediscovery of the universal" by a Buddha, is not the achievement of a day, nor yet of a single lifetime.  The goal is indeed "attained" at a particular instant of time, ... but the attainment ... of Enlightenment ... is the cumulative effect of the efforts and aspirations of countless lives dedicated to the attainment of one supreme objective: Enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings. ... We have ... to see the latest of the Enlightened Ones not only as "the successor of the Buddhas of old" but as the inheritor of the results of actions performed during an incalculably long series of lives.

The Buddha's heroic greatness consists, not in the fact that he attained Nirvana,  - a feat achieved by many who follow the Buddha's teaching - but that after the lapse of untold millennia, ... during which the Path to Nirvana is completely forgotten, ... He rendered the attainment of Nirvana once more practicable.  To do so he had to rediscover "an ancient Path traversed by the perfectly Enlightened Ones of former times", entirely through his own efforts without a teacher - an achievement of the highest order:  wherever man seeks to extend the domain of knowledge, to widen the field of human achievement, or to fling farther into the territories of the impossible the frontiers and banners of possibility, it is upon the sturdy shoulders and stubborn head of the pioneer that inevitably the heaviest weight and fiercest shock of battle fall.

Furthermore Buddhists revere the Buddha because, as with all Buddhas, he exhibits another of their unique distinguishing characteristics: the Buddhas are born not for themselves alone, but for the sake of all sentient beings, out of compassion for the world, for the welfare, profit and happiness of gods and men. They are world teachers ...  The Buddha reproclaims the Way to Nirvana which until rediscovered is entirely lost from humanity.  What was achieved by the Herculean efforts of Siddhartha Gautama's lonely genius has enabled a great many to follow on in his footsteps and in principle any who wish to do so.  He embodies the supreme expression of the altruistic dimension of the urge to discover that universal principle of human Enlightenment, i.e. the Buddha-to-be's urge to free himself from suffering through attaining Wisdom is coextensive with his compassionate urge to free all beings from suffering.  And his Compassion expresses itself in the reproclamation or teaching of the Dharma as path, as a way which others can follow: "He it is who doth cause a way to arise which had not arisen before: who doth bring about a way not brought about before: who doth proclaim a way not proclaimed before: who is the knower of a way, who understandeth a way, who is skilled in a way." 
 

Is there any more that we learn about the Buddha?  Whilst conceptual explanation has its place, Bhante reminds us that it is beyond the power of words to describe the nature of all those who have realised the truth.  The condition of the Tathagata ... is incomprehensible ... because even during life His nature cannot be fathomed by the intellect.  He is not to be measured, any more than the waters of the mighty ocean are, or the infinite expanses of the sky.  When all conditions are removed, All ways of telling are removed." 
  

Section 10.  The nature of Transcendental Wisdom
Just as the Buddha’s nature is essentially inconceivable, so too is the content, so to speak, of his experience, the Buddha’s wisdom, (bodhi) or (prajna).  Bodhi, is ... the state of Supreme Knowledge, imperturbable and absolute consisting ... of a purely transcendental, non-conceptual insight; that insight [is] into the true nature of phenomena.  Although we can have some provisional understanding of what this means, this Supreme Knowledge (bodhi) is transcendent, i.e. it is ineffable; it goes beyond our ability to describe or know within the perspectives of our dualistic consciousness and language.  It is beyond such distinctions as that between experience and non-experience, existence and non-existence, perception and non-perception, awareness and unawareness.  Hence it can be realised only by means of complete cessation of all thought-constructions, both positive and negative, from the comparatively concrete to the most refined and abstract.  Since 'he who is concentrated sees things as they really are,' 
  bodhi ... arises in the concentrated mind, that is to say, in the consequence of the attainment of a state of profound meditation or samadhi.  Such transcendental wisdom or knowledge is coextensive with the principial Dharma, as referred to above, that is, the transcendental Principle, or rationale which is the essence of all effective paths to Enlightenment. 


Whilst affirming the ineffable nature of the Buddha and his spiritual experience, this is definitely not a statement of agnosticism i.e. that we cannot know.  And Bhante also reminds us that Enlightenment ... is very far from being a state of non-existence.  Indeed, ... although no attribute can be predicated of it [bodhi], nevertheless inasmuch as it constitutes the very basis of the possibility of emancipation from phenomenal existence it may be described as positive, in the sense of being the definite goal of the religious life.  To communicate anything we must needs use words; but ... words are used not conceptually and their truth is not the scientific truth of the intellect but the poetic truth of the imagination.  Words are used to point to the realm of the spiritually positive, a world glowing with colour and flashing with light.
THE DHARMA
Section 10.  Absolute and Relative Truth
The Buddha’s teaching carefully distinguishes between the ineffable transcendent truth of Dharma and the words used to indicate it.  Bhante draws out the significance of this crucial distinction in section 10: 'The Positive Aspect of Nirvana' as between the inconceivable Absolute truth, paramartha-satya, the content of the Buddha’s experience, so to speak, and the relative truth, samvrti-satya, i.e. of the right views conveyed by the Buddha’s Teaching.  Paramartha-satya, or the Perfect Vision of Bodhi, being ineffable, articulated Buddhism as we know it, in terms of its conceptual formulations, parables, myths, images and poetry is only relatively true (samvrti-satya).  These right views communicate the Enlightened experience and mind to the unenlightened in a language that the unenlightened can understand.  Inasmuch as truth reveals itself to the practitioner progressively via the agency of the conceptual formulation, images and so on, there is a mundane path, laukika marga, of progressively relatively deeper and truer understandings and insights into that towards which these right views point.  As their apprehension of the relative truth expands and deepens, those who progress towards Stream Entry and the permanent encounter with Absolute truth leave a trail of discarded understandings of these right views.  The Transcendental path, lokuttara marga, towards Bodhi commences at Stream Entry and finds its full unfoldment in Arahantship   


By making this distinction clear, once again Bhante's perspicacity, put in almost deceptively simple terms, gives us a key to understanding the Buddhist tradition, which very few other Buddhist writers appear to have done.  As Bhante shows, so much misunderstanding has sprung from failing to use this distinction.  But with it we are able to meaningfully distinguish on the one hand between the Buddha's symbolic, poetic and metaphorical expressions of the teaching, both negatively and positively couched, and on the other hand those occasions where he was seemingly reluctant to indicate anything definite.  In discussions of the nature of Nirvana and the condition of the Released Person, the Buddha tolerated no predicate of any kind; but when rousing the dormant spiritual energies of his disciples he depicts Nirvana in the concretest forms and in the the strongest and most brilliant colours.  


Furthermore, the 'contradiction' between the two kinds of truth, which had hitherto created in the spiritual life of the disciple only a certain needful tension, led to a rupture between two rival groups in the Sangha.  The literary style and content of the Survey reflects this tension in its pages: at times we struggle to accommodate the accounts of the fantastic paradoxes and indeterminate nature of the Buddha's insight; at other times we find ourselves deeply moved by the beauty and sublimity of the poetry and images used to evoke the practical, down-to-earth nature of path and goal.  In drawing our attention to the importance of this distinction between Absolute and relative truth, we hear the voice of an authentic spiritual teacher and guide.  This authenticity is the fruit of a genuine spiritual quest as is so evident in the pages of Sangharakshita’s autobiography.  He came to elucidate the real meaning of the Buddha's teaching by dint of repeatedly asking himself within the context of his own spiritual practice and experience, "what is the true significance of this?" 

Section 11.  Conditioned Coproduction
The right views of samvrti-satya tend to be expressed as ideas.  Now ideas, whether samvrti-satya or not, are very important, having a strong affect; ideas, good and bad ones, are so important that many people build their lives around them and some are known to have even died for them; indeed, ideas have strongly influenced Man's history.  So it is no surprise that Bhante in his talk The Five Pillars of The FWBO points out that ideas are central to the spiritual life.  Whilst we do have a choice as to which ideas we embrace, the intelligent person first seeks to establish to what extent an idea accords with the way things actually are before doing so.  This is easy to say, but much harder to do!


The transcendental Principle ... by way of accommodation to the "normal" conceptual mode of human thought is expressed as the idea known as Conditioned Coproduction or Dependent Origination (pratitya samutpada).  Canonical evidence points to this being the first formulation of the Buddha's insight (bodhi) into the true nature of phenomena (dharma).  That no phenomenon arises without a cause, and that things exist not in isolation but connected with every other thing in the universe, so that each influences and acts upon all and all influence and act upon each is ... the cardinal principle of Buddhism.  Bhante elucidates this central idea of the Buddha's teaching in section 11 'The Essence of Enlightenment', and in the subsequent sections of the chapter he explores its unfoldment within the most prominent features of the rest of the Buddha's teaching.  Strange as it may seem to many of us within the FWBO, Bhante appears to be one of relatively few prominent Buddhist teachers of his era to emphasise the primary significance of this formulation.  Since it is both the bedrock of the Buddha's teaching and Bhante's own exegesis of that teaching, it is incumbent on all Order members to dwell deeply on its import.


The usual canonical formula is: This being, that becomes, from the arising of this, that arises; this not becoming, that does not become; from the ceasing of this, that ceases.  Apparently simple and straightforward enough!  However Bhante points out that so different is this teaching from all other metaphysical doctrines, so directly contrary, so opposed to, the natural tendency and workings of the unenlightened human mind, that it is not to be grasped even partially without strenuous study and prolonged and intense contemplation.  He goes on to quote the Buddha's rebuke to Ananda, who apparently was under an impression of its simplicity: "Say not so, Ananda!  Say not so!  Deep indeed is this Causal Law, and deep it appears to be.  It is by not knowing, by not understanding, by not penetrating this doctrine, that this world of men has become entangled like a ball of twine, become covered with mildew, become like munja grass and rushes and unable to pass beyond the doom of the Waste, the Way of Woe, the Fall, and the Ceaseless Round (of Rebirth)."

What we have to remember is that even the concepts that the Buddha used to express his own Insight are acknowledged as being only relatively true and thoroughly inadequate to communicate the actual nature of Transcendental Wisdom.  Whilst knowledge stops short at conceptual symbols ... Wisdom passes beyond them to apprehension of the realities indicated by the symbols.  And what we have to guard against is the tendency to treat pratitya samutpada as just another theory of causation or causality, as explaining why things happen, whether scientifically or philosophically.  Such theories necessarily proceed from assumptions implicit to dualistic perception, which themselves are based upon assumptions which beg yet further explanation. 


For example, we could take the Cartesian argument 'I think, therefore I am' to prove that the activity of rational thought is valid ground upon which to assert the existence of a self.  But can we unquestioningly accept this argument’s premise of an ‘I’-which-thinks’ as an incontrovertibly self-evident proposition, or that in the argument’s hidden premise ‘to think is to exist’ that the reality of existence is itself beyond the need of proof?  Am I being pedantic?  I don’t think so.  It is so easy for language to beguile us into thinking our experience is more more solid than it really is.  Whilst we may accept that all arguments are inevitably based on unsubstantiated premises, and that thinking is a matter of empirical common sense, it is important to acknowledge that the enduring existence of an ‘I’ that thinks is an unproven assertion and invariably is closely associated with a notion of permanency which is far from even empirically obvious.  Furthermore, that logic is assumed to be capable of proving the reality of existence is based on the assumption of the competence of rational thought to do so; this again is far from being incontrovertible.  


By contrast to the workings of the rational mind which can so easily become entangled in explanations as to why.something happens, the Buddha's idea of pratitya samutpada simply attempts to describe the truth of what is actually happening.  It is simply an observation of the universally applicable principle, not a causal theory. 


Being derived from an entirely transcendental apphrension of the real nature of phenomena, the conceptual formula of pratitya samutpada attempts to describe how things actually are from the perspective of a dimension of consciousness radically different to the one we know, one which in fact can only be realised by the complete cessation of all thought-constructions.  Bearing in mind the relative nature of conceptual statements means that the attitude of the Buddhist disciple to them is usually very different from that of the religious of other faiths to similar conceptual statements.  Living as he does in the midst of phenomena which are ultimately wrong mental constructions, the true disciple does not set up fresh barriers by seeking to elicit from them by means of a process of progressive abstraction a concept which, merely because it possesses the highest degree of generality, he regards as being ultimately real, nor does he tighten his bonds by endeavouring to "realise" or to attain union with that concept.  This would be to build within the prison of the senses a second and stronger prison of the mind.  Instead the disciple ... follows the shortest possible path and attains Nirvana through insight into the real nature of phenomena ...- that is in understanding the true nature of dharmas.  He or she does so by using analytical methods which dissolve attachment to phenomena by revealing both the relative and conventional nature of their reality and ‘existence’. 

Doctrine and Method
Exemplifying the modus operandi of these analytical methods Bhante provides in section 15 a generalised fourfold formula of pratitya samutpada.  The formula enables the principle of pratitya samutpada to be easily applied to any chosen phenomena: i) A certain thing exists or event occurs; ii) the existence of that thing or the occurrence of that event depends on the existence or occurrence of a particular cause or condition; iii) in the absence of this cause or condition it ceases to exist or occur; iv) the phenomenon in question does not exist or is not produced.  
 


In expressing pratitya samutpada in this generalised formula Bhante draws our attention to a crucially important distinction: as between dharma-as-doctrine and dharma-as-method.  Dharma-as-doctrine refers to the generalised, abstract formulation of the principle along with one's rational understanding of it.  Dharma-as-method refers to the application of the principle to a specific type of human experience along with the experience gained from doing so.  In the case of pratitya samutpada this distinction draws our attention to the importance of distinguishing between understanding the spirit of the general formula of conditionality on the one hand and on the other gaining experience of applying the principle to a particular life experience, for instance to the experience of dukkha; by means of the latter one gains a realisation into the truth of the former.  The important and well-known application of this formula to the experience of dukkha is known traditionally as The Four Aryan Truths.


That the Four Aryan Truths are traditionally associated exclusively with a particular application, i.e. to the experience of dukkha, is symptomatic of a common mistake of conflation of categories, whereby what is essentially dharma-as-method is mistaken for dharma-as-doctrine.  In Bhante’s view the Four Aryan Truths would be most usefully thought of in terms of the general fourfold formulation at the top of this section, i.e. as a statement of dharma-as-doctrine; but he acknowledges that the longstanding tradition of conventional nomenclature clearly makes such a usage confusing.  


Now sadly the application of this general formula to the experience of dukkha (i.e a statement of Dharma-as-method), traditionally referred to as the Four Noble or Aryan Truths, is taken all too often as a statement of dharma-as-doctrine rather as a teaching method.  Consequently people frequently draw the fantastic conclusion that Buddhism asserts life is only painful and pleasures are merely delusion.  In a similar way, it is often claimed that Buddhism maintains life is essentially ugly, and that anything of apparent beauty is to be shunned.  Both of these interpretations tragically misconceive the Buddha’s teaching.


Bhante deals with this issue in section 15, and in a similar way in section 16 he goes on to expose the same mistake often made in relation to the Fourth Noble Truth, the teaching of the Middle Way, whereby one of the profoundest teachings of Buddhism is degraded to the practice of an undistinguished mediocrity.
Section 12.  The True Nature of All Dharmas
After elucidating in Section 11 the principle of Conditioned Coproduction in its principial form, Bhante goes on to show in a succession of brilliant exegeses how this doctrine is expressed in a variety of methodological teachings in each of the remaining sections of the chapter.  


So far Bhante has described Supreme Wisdom (bodhi) as the understanding of the true nature of dharmas.  But what are dharmas? In section 12, 'The True Nature of All Dharmas', he answers this question by applying pratitya samutpada to the notion of self.  Here he explains the metaphysical roots of Buddhist praxis based on Buddhaghosa's double negative definition of dharma-as-phenomenon directed (nissatta-nijivata).  The main concern of this method is to eliminate the wrong view of an independent, unchanging self (atta), whether held in relation to the physical body or the mind, or combination of both.  He then reveals the two broad categories of methodological approach which correspond respectively to the two aspects under which the atta view is held - those two aspects being: firstly the belief in a permanent essence (satta); and secondly that this essence is self-sustaining (jivata). 


The first methodological category comprises a set of practices which are spatio-analytical in character: i.e. they take the so-called self apart, like taking a car or a watch apart, leaving a pile of little bits.  We can clearly see that, if we begin to take ourselves apart in this kind of way, we can go on indefinitely; so, how can we say that we exist except in a nominal sense?  This form of analysis reveals we are attached, not to the components of a thing, but to the whole we imagine to exist apart from those components, and which we wrongly conceive of as constituting both their true nature and their relatively unchanging essence. 


The second methodological category is dynamic-synthetical in character, and comprises a set of practices whereby we review ourselves as constantly changing processes, arising in dependence on a infinite multiplicity of conditions, interacting with similarly arising phenomena, so that nothing lives or moves by its own power.  The combination of these two methodological approaches, either one tending on application to lead into the other, causes our attachments as it were to disintegrate by revealing the unreality, in fact the non-existence save as mere names, of their assumed objects.  Being methodologies their function is merely instrumental; both point beyond themselves to a certain kind of insight into the nature of things, an insight which, although initially mundane in nature, is the basis upon which transcendental knowledge arises.  We see that dharmas ... are the infinitesimally small "facts" or infinitely evanescent "events", which are all that phenomena really are.   

Section 13.  The Twelve Links
In section 13, 'Conditioned Coproduction: The Twelve Links', Bhante shows how Conditioned Coproduction as the general principle of conditionedness is applied within the teaching of the nidanas to certain particular sequences of experiences circumscribed by the cycle of life and death, i.e. to the lives of the so-called individual as in accordance with the results (vipaka) of his karma he passes from birth to birth - technically known as again-becoming (punabbhava).  This is depicted in the popular Wheel of Life, which is the basis of so many successful introductory courses on Buddhism.  He reminds us that the purpose of the application is twofold.  Firstly, by pointing to a definite series of concrete instances it enables the disciple to develop a clearer insight into the universal law of the impermanent and conditioned nature of all phenomena.  Secondly, by showing how birth, old age, disease and death, and the rest of the woes inherent in phenomenal existence, arise in dependence on conditions, and how in the absence of those conditions they cease, it offers an intelligible explanation of human suffering, and points out a way of escape from the mundane to the transcendental, from the bondage of Samsara into the perfect Freedom which is Nirvana. 


Most importantly he also reminds us not to interpret the teaching of the nidanas in a quasi-scientific mechanistic cause-effect sense, but to understand that since the factors conditioning the life of the individual at any given moment are innumerable, ... the twelve nidanas ... are no more than a selection, from the factors operative at certain stages of his development, of those which are of crucial importance in determining the next stage.  In emphasising this, Bhante warns us to eschew literalism, but rather to treat this teaching as much symbolically as conceptually.  As this approach is so well illustrated by Subhuti in his The Buddhist Vision,
  we shall pass on.

Section 14.  Samsara and Nirvana
Bhante's elucidation of the nidanas in section 13 is the backdrop for Section 14, 'Samsara and Nirvana', which contains the seeds of what is perhaps Bhante's most important contribution to modern Buddhist thought; this is based upon Dr. Barua's exegesis of the Arahant Dhammadinna's teaching, which the Buddha fully endorsed.  After introducing a further series of 'positive' nidanas found in the Nidana-Vagga of the Samyutta-Nikaya, Bhante asserts that Conditioned Coproduction is an all-inclusive formulation of reality, within which are included two trends, or orders of things, one cyclic between opposites, the other progressive between factors which mutually complement and augment each other.  The second trend is not merely the negative counterpart of the first, but possesses a positive character of its own.  Upon this second trend the spiritual life is based.  In relation to the first trend Nirvana may be described only negatively, in terms of cessation; ... In relation to the second trend Nirvana may be described as the farthest discernible point of the increasingly positive and progressive series of reactions away from Samsara. ... The advantages of this binocular view of Reality are enormous.  Instead of being a mere defecation of things evil the spiritual life becomes an enriching assimilation of ever greater and greater goods.  The details of this augmentative trend have come to be known as the positive nidanas of the Spiral Path.  Here the spiritual life is revealed as essentially positive in character, indeed as consisting in an ascending series of ever increasingly enjoyable experiences, characterised by beauty, bliss and tranquillity. Consequently our dormant spiritual energies are much more easily aroused, inspired and engaged.  This stress on the positive elements of spiritual life is of course one of the particular flavours that permeates the FWBO, and one which accounts for its vitality and friendliness.  Whilst we within the FWBO are apt to take this teaching somewhat for granted, we may be surprised to discover it is not common currency in many other Buddhist circles.  Clearly it is important that we affirm the veracity of this teaching both through our own experience of spiritual practice as well as through studying its sources within the Buddha's teaching.


At the metaphysical level Bhante's elucidation resolves an apparent logical incongruence as between Conditioned Coproduction, as describing an all-inclusive reality within which everything is conditioned, and Nirvana, as being defined as being beyond all conditions.  And likewise if Nirvana is Unconditioned, how does it to be attained by way of the conditioned?  This apparent dilemma not only prompts intellectual doubt, but also historically has encouraged an emphasis on that which appeared practicable, i.e. the process of cessation of the Conditioned and renunciation of Samsara - a common description of Buddhist spiritual life which, whilst true enough from a rather limited perspective, fails to inspire, emphasising the solely renunciative rather than transformative and sublimative dimensions  within spiritual life as well.  


Through restoring the second, positive, augmentative and essentially progressively Unconditioned trend of Conditioned Coproduction to its rightful place, Bhante reveals the secret of liberation ... that force stronger than hate, stronger than desire, stronger even than ignorance, by which the Wheel of Becoming can be made to revolve in the opposite direction.  In emphasising the latter transformative trend, Bhante redefines the critical spiritual choice that constitutes the battlefield of the spiritual life.  A choice which he later came to see as that between the reactive and the Creative mind.  This is the choice either to react to feelings (vedana), whether pleasant, painful or neutral, with craving (trsna) or aversion, or, to respond with sraddha.  The latter option is inspired by a broader awareness and conviction of better alternatives.  This is redolent of the Bodhisattva's heroic attitude towards life and demonstrates how the Mahayanistic flavour of the FWBO is rooted in the Buddha's earliest teaching.

Section 15.  The Four Aryan Truths
The crucial importance of the positive character of Bhante's teaching is nowhere clearer than in the next section, number 15, 'The Four Aryan Truths', to which we have already referred in our discussion on the distinction between teaching as doctrine and teaching as method.  Here Bhante rescues the Buddha's application of Conditioned Coproduction to the ubiquitous experience of human suffering (dukkha) from its age-long entombment in the coffin of dogma.  Many books on Buddhism, particularly school text-books, state rightly enough that “according to the Buddha's first Noble Truth, life is dukkha.”  Unfortunately their subsequent explanation often presents this teaching as a statement of doctrine, thereby conveying the pessimistic conclusion that, for the Buddhist, life is and can only be a miserable affair, hardly an attractive vision, not least for the majority of teenagers.  By mistaking the Four Aryan Truths, in the form as applied to dukkha, as statements of doctrine rather than that of method, the real meaning of the Buddha's teaching is distorted.  The sanity of Bhante's approach, of applying the teaching to his own experience, reveals this teaching’s true significance:  Suffering is important not for its own sake, but only because it is a sign that we are not living as we ought to live.  Buddhism does not encourage morbid obsession with suffering as though it were the be-all and end-all of existence.  What we really have to get rid of is not suffering but the imperfection which suffering warns us is there, ... The essence of Buddhism consists not in the removal of suffering, which is only negative and incidental, but in the attainment of perfection, which is positive and fundamental.

Whilst many books and Buddhist teachers present the Four Aryan Truths as the framework around which to introduce and expand upon the Buddha's teaching, it is perhaps significant that, in spite of his far greater clarity on the significance of suffering within the Buddha's teaching, Bhante very often chooses different traditional formulations for the same purpose which focus more upon the appealing aspects of human experience.  One such model, that of the Five Spiritual Faculties, within which are comprehended all the moral and spiritual conditions necessary for the attainment of Enlightenment, forms the basis for his explanation later in the Survey of the development of the different Mahayana Schools.  Bhante's treatment of the Four Aryan Truths is a further example of the efficacy of his traditional and synoptic approach which, in revealing what is essential, presents a balanced picture by contrast to the distortions of sectarianism.

Section 16.  The Middle Way
In section 16, 'The Threefold Way -  The Middle Path - Morality', Bhante reveals the metaphysical ground supporting the Fourth Noble Truth of the Middle Path, and its unfoldment at successively higher levels of spiritual practice within the Threefold Way of Sila, Samadhi, and Prajna.  The three successive stages of the Threefold Way constitute the main subject matter of the remaining sections of the first chapter of the Survey.  I find the four pages conveying Bhante's presentation of the Middle Way the most exciting and inspiring of the entire book.


What is the essence of Middle Way?  Within every sphere of thought and field of action we are confronted by one mode or another of the same triadic principle: at every stage of the spiritual life we are faced by the necessity of making a choice between either of two opposites, on the one hand, and the mean which reconciles the opposition by transcending it, on the other.  This triadic principle is the essence of that crucial spiritual choice between reactive and spiral paths discussed earlier under the section on 'Nirvana and Samsara'.  Yet again the subtlety of Bhante's understanding reveals the essential unity and interconnectedness within the Buddha's teaching. 


Not surprisingly the means employed in choosing the path of augmentative conditionality is consistent with its highest ends: the Middle Path is in its highest sense a synonym for the Goal of the disciple's career.  Transcending as it does both affirmative and negative predications, Nirvana may be thought of as occupying a middle position "between," or better still "above" the two extreme conceptions of existence and non-existence.

So how do we follow the Middle Path?  To do so necessitates insight, even if initially that is of an unenlightened nature, i.e. we need to consciously cultivate right views.  Bhante's discussion demonstrates that what is indispensable is an ever deepening understanding of the metaphysical bases from which our behaviour springs.  Such a deepening understanding is crucial to our ability to progressively reconcile the ever apparent opposition of increasingly subtler pairs of opposites.  In simple terms this means that not only should we cultivate an increasing awareness of what we are doing, we also need to cultivate a deeper understanding of the significance of what we are doing as we do it.  Otherwise, following the Middle Path is mere formalism, an expression of attachment to the rites and rituals of practices as ends in themselves.  Following the Middle Path in metaphysics consists in understanding that reality is not to be expressed in terms of existence and non-existence and in recognising that the positive and negative indications of Nirvana, whether concrete or abstract, sensuous or conceptual, possess not absolute but only relative validity.  Metaphysically this amounts to a repudiation of eternalism and nihilism and their respective progenies of wrong views. ... All extreme or one-sided views and practices are manifestations of either eternalism or nihilism, the two basic errors.
Descending stage by stage from the higher to the lower levels of application we find that from the spiritual point of view the most important manifestations of the triadic principle are three in number: there is the modality of the Middle Path in metaphysics, in psychology, and in ethics. At each level there is a correspondence, in the strict Hermetical sense of the term, not only between the higher and lower manifestations of the Middle Path itself, but also between the higher and lower modalities of both extremes of eternalism and nihilism.  In other words in understanding the metaphysical significance of our actions, we can follow the Middle Way within the more mundane realms of psychology and ethics i.e. in terms of our sense of identity and everyday behaviour.  How we behave betrays our deepest attitudes or views towards life; and it is these metaphysical attitudes which are the parents of our actions.  It is these roots of our behaviour which are transformed through following the Middle Way in a progressive cycle of feedback between the Paths of Vision and Transformation, (the two principal aspects of the Noble Eightfold Path) the one informing and modifying the other. In an attempt to encapsulate Bhante's discussion I have drawn up the table below, introducing terminology of my own.
The challenging profundity of Bhante's exegesis of the Middle Way contrasts shockingly with the banality of many accounts on the Middle Way that I have read.  In such, this teaching is portrayed as advocating taking the mean between two opposites, the making of a compromise, and thereby arriving at what seems to be a grey, if not flabby, wishy-washy, neutrality.  By contrast to this frequent exposition of the practice of an undistinguished mediocrity, Bhante reveals that, since the true nature (which in terms of existence and non-existence is non-nature) of phenomena is indefinable, transcending the extremes of being and non-being, ... the doctrine of the Middle Way is in fact coextensive with the Dharma, so that to penetrate one is simultaneously to penetrate the other. 

Sections 16-18.  The Threefold Way: Sila, Samadhi & Prajna
For sake of completeness we will now conclude this overview of the first chapter of the Survey with a very brief, and therefore inevitably inadequate, account of the remainder of section 16, which covers the subject of Sila and the remaining two sections: section 17, Meditation, and section 18, Wisdom and the Arahant Ideal.  On these retreats the last section of the chapter, section 19, is not included in the study.  The brevity of my account here simply testifies to the difficulty in precising Bhante's discussion of these three great limbs of the Path.  Bhante's description of this traditional Threefold Way is an account of how to practise the Middle Way within the spheres of human action, psychology in the broadest sense of the term, and metaphysics.  It also constitutes yet another alternative description of the positive, augmentative trend within Conditioned Coproduction. 


For Buddhism, the significance of Morality resides principally in the fact that, without the good life for the basis, the state of super-consciousness or samadhi, which in its turn is the foundation of Wisdom, is impossible of attainment. ... Buddhist ethics is essentially an ethics of intention, i.e. the intention to gain Enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.  This is what Bhante terms the principle of ethical instrumentality.  Buddhist ethics is a natural morality, being the description of the spontaneous outward expression of an emancipated mind.  The worldling (prthagjana) adopts the disciplinary observance of the outward form of this morality as a means to cultivate the corresponding mental state.  At the outset the practice of morality adopts for the sake of convenience the obligations of a certain number of precepts.  Once this practice has been sufficiently mastered, the next stage of practice becomes relevant carrying ... a stage further the practice of restraint begun in the first.  Having learned to abstain from all unskilful deeds, the monk must now trace the evil back even closer to its source and check it at an even earlier stage of its development.  The senses must be prevented not only from seizing hold of their objects but even turning towards them.  The attention must be diverted from its natural outward-going tendency and turned within.  Only when there is no longer any response to external stimuli, whether physical or mental, the mind being as it were at rest within itself, can there take place that expansion, elevation and intensification of consciousness beyond the limits of the personal wherein consists the essence of Meditation.

The term Meditation is a translation of Samadhi, itself a word with both wide-ranging and also specific meanings.  The discussion on Samadhi in Section 17 enumerates the widest traditional connotations of the term, as well as constituting in itself a description of the earlier sequential section of the Spiral Path: mindfulness and self-possession; contentment; emancipation from the hindrances; preliminary exercises for the development of one-pointedness of mind; the degrees and kinds of concentration; the various ascending states of super-consciousness to which concentration is capable of leading; and the different supernormal powers for the development of which these states are the basis.  The cultivation of super-consciousness has an essential tonic effect upon the mental and physical constitution of the practitioner.  And furthermore it describes the conditions necessary for the arising of insight: "He who is concentrated sees things as they really are."  Hence samadhi is not an end in itself but a means to an end, i.e. Wisdom.


How does Wisdom arise in dependence upon Samadhi?  The development of liberating insight, or Wisdom, does not consist in the comprehension of truths superior to those which form the subject-matter of Sections 10-15 but in making those truths themselves the object, not of a distracted mind, as was hitherto the case, but a mind concentrated by the practice of Meditation.  Bhante illustrates this process through describing how insight begins by way of contemplating the painful (dukkha), transitory (anicca) or egoless (anatta) nature of phenomena.  He describes the nature of what is seen and realised, and how as a consequence attachment in the form of the Ten Fetters (dasa-samjoyana) is progressively dissolved away.  Corresponding to these progressive stages of breaking the successive fetters are the progressive stages in development of the Transcendental Path, which is entered upon at Stream Entry and culminates in Arahantship.

THE TRANSCENDENTAL PRINCIPLE?
Middle way between revelation and reason
How do we respond to the insights conveyed by Bhante’s Survey?  For myself, the Survey evokes a sense of revelation, of strange and wonderful mysteries, somewhat akin to that rare alchemical tome of Goethe's Faust, "from Nostradamus' very hand", wherein: 

Ha! what a river of wonder at this vision 

Bursts upon all my senses in a flood! 

And I feel young, the holy joy of life 

Glows new, flows fresh, through nerve and blood! 

Was it a god designed this hieroglyph to calm 

The storm which but now raged inside me, 

To pour upon my heart such balm, 

And by some secret urge to guide me 

Where all the powers of Nature stand unveiled around me? 

Am I a God? It grows so light! 

And through the clear-cut symbol on this page 

My soul comes face to face with all creating nature.  

When I read the Survey I find myself returning to fundamental philosophical questions, such as: what does it mean to be human, to live and to die?  what is of fundamental significance, of deepest meaning and purpose?  what is of real value?  by what and with what do we, should we order our lives?  how do we know what is of ultimate importance?  what are our criteria?  amidst the options, how do we choose between them? 


But with some significance, in keeping with Buddhist tradition, Bhante does not tackle these questions explicitly.  The highest truth being inexpressible (nisprapanca), such questions are conceptually unanswerable (avyakrtavastuni).  These questions can be "answered" only by ascending to a supra-logical spiritual "plane" where they simply do not exist.  What do we make of such an assertion?  And in any case how do we ascend to a supra-logical spiritual "plane"?  We might well wonder if this revelation is simply demanding a similar devotion of unquestioning faith as do apparently so many other religions, where such primary questions have been answered by way of the revelation either by God directly to a prophet, or by a messenger or son of God.  To progress on these 'spiritual paths', unquestioning faith in that which is revealed as incontrovertible fact is an essential prerequisite.  For example, I remember being strongly encouraged by an earnest 'born-again' Christian, who I encountered on a fund-raising appeal for Karuna Trust, “to simply open my heart to Jesus - to invite Him into my life -  this was all I needed to do in response to the Good News (the Gospel) 'to be saved' - from then on I would be guided 'by Him'”.  


Buddhism does not demand blind faith; indeed such is antithetical to its successful practice.  How so?  The answer lies in the experientially verifiable fact of transcendence.  The Buddha, following in the traditions of his time, made the ascent to the spiritual plane by transcending the six senses, i.e. by going above or beyond (lit. to climb over)
 the limits of the five senses of sights, sounds, tastes, smells, touch and the limitations of the rational mind.  And then the Buddha went considerably further. Although the metaphor of ascent suggests a literal leaving behind, the nature of transcendence is more essentially to surpass as in degree or in excellence
.  In such manner the Buddha took this process to its highest perceptible point: human Enlightenment.  That such a degree of transcendence is possible is a revelation in the same sense that Columbus returned from his voyage claiming to have discovered a new continent.  The Buddha returned from his noble quest revealing the “rediscovery of the universal”, of the eternal and timeless Dharma, the underlying principle, the rationale, of all paths, that culminates in human Enlightenment.  And yet, all that is asked of us by way of initial response to this revelation is to make the experiment for ourselves.


This crucially distinctive feature of the Buddha’s teaching emphasises that at the outset of an aspirant’s spiritual explorations all that is required by way of faith is to have an open mind to the claim itself and that the experience is replicable, or in Bhante’s words to admit the possibility of a spiritual experience which transcends the physical senses and the rational mind, and to willingly give unprejudiced consideration to the Buddha's claim that He achieved that experience himself, and that by following His Teaching others might achieve it for themselves too.  To discover that truth for oneself, the experiment of making that journey has to be actually undertaken by each one of us. No one else can do it for us.  And no amount of rational explanation or argument can prove that that journey is actually possible before we set out.  A provisional confidence of this sort in the Buddha’s claims is reasonable in the same way as it is rational to  have confidence in the cartographers of an Ordinance survey map.


Each dimension of our actual experience of making the experiment of following in the Buddha’s footsteps, intuition, reason and emotion, builds upon the other.  Each informs and augments the other; each helps the growth of the other, each swells and fructifies from the influence of the other.  And each helps to bring into existence something new, something ‘more’ than just the mathematical sum of their individual contributions.  This is sraddha or an "intuition awakened by spiritual practice" to which the Truth reveals itself; its character is transcendent, i.e. it increases,
,  or is an increase upon upon that which is best in the earlier or ‘lower’ dimension and degree.  The earlier phase not only passes over into the latter, but is taken up into, and incorporated by it, and lives on it, so that the later is consistent with the earlier; the ‘lower’ is taken up into the ‘higher’, in a process of ascent.  There is, as it were, a highest common factor which, through the process of transcendence, becomes yet more fully itself, and yet at the same time new and different as the process continues.


This is consistent with Bhante’s explanation of sraddha in in his later works: sraddha is our heartfelt response to the Three Jewels of Buddha, Dharma and Sangha which expresses itself in Going for Refuge to them as primary Refuges; this is the quintessential Buddhist act .  Sraddha is that by which we 'know' that Enlightenment exists and that we, as those who go for Refuge to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha, by practising the Dharma - the transcendental Principle -, can come to be Enlightened, i.e. can come to realise and embody that transcendental Principle.  


Hence sraddha is a valid means of cognition, a prefiguration of insight or Wisdom, i.e. bodhi (the content of the Buddha's experience of Enlightenment), at least for oneself, even if it does not necessarily convince anyone else.  In the same way as moonlight reflected on the surface of the water points the way to a direct experience of the moon itself, so the reality of Enlightenment shining within the mirror of our own awareness constitutes the necessary confidence by which to live our spiritual lives.  


This Survey is particularly efficacious in stimulating sraddha.  As a communication from a man deeply imbued with sraddha, the Survey stimulates the same response.  Stylistically, Bhante’s sraddha is conveyed with an intellectual rigour woven with reference to myth, poetry and metaphor that is delightfully characteristic of many of the book’s pages.  The text has that ring of assurance and authority that stimulates confidence in the author.  It is the voice of a teacher, of one who knows, and who draws forth an appropriate response in his pupils.


Bhante’s approach contrasts with the assumptions implicit to the answers rationalistic and empiricalist systems of thought give to these ultimate questions.  Western philosophers and scientists have generally asserted the primacy of the human faculty of reason, i.e. that reason is the final arbiter of all essential issues.  In such systems of thought, reason is seen to be capable of penetrating to the very heart of the riddle of existence.  Taking this is as one of the major premises upon which science is built, some scientists have even gone so far as to assert that there is nothing which is potentially outside the scope of reason; taking this to its logical conclusion, they speculate that eventually a Universal Equation could in principle predict that you are reading these words at this very moment!  


The Buddhist view admits reason is a crucially important human faculty and indeed one in which the Buddha excelled.  His classification of sixty-two contemporary "false views" in the Brahmajala sutta of the Digha Nikaya is ample evidence of this.  The Buddha definitely saw his teaching as appealing to the reasonable man and as making sense in the light of reason.  However a reasonable man does not commit the mistake of thinking that the intellect, though capable of performing useful preliminary work, is able to penetrate the inner meaning of Buddhism.

Between the apparent alternatives on the one hand of revelation and its demand for faith and on the other hand reason, where is the Buddha’s teaching?   Faith and reason are not necessarily incompatible: sharing a common root of awareness in our actual experience, faith can inform reason, and reason faith - the distinctive spiritual faculty of sraddha was identified by the Buddha as the first step on the Middle Way (majjhima patipada) leading to Enlightenment.  The Middle Way opens up between the high-handed claims of prophetic revelation on the one hand and of reductionist reason on the other.  The Buddha’s revelation of his Enlightenment and that this is possible for every individual if he, or she, should wish to make the effort can call forth a response of sraddha.  Fuelled by sraddha, to follow this Middle Way through Going for Refuge to Buddha, Dharma and Sangha is synonymous with embodying the transcendental Principle. 

The transcendental Principle

In concluding our discussion, we will examine the meaning of the term transcendental Principle.  This essay is, of course, as is the first chapter of the Survey and our studies of it, an exploration of such; so, to give a satisfying account in brief is impossible.  Here, I offer you a few starting points from my own thinking for your own fruitful reflection, rather than a comprehensive, definitive account.  The dictionary is often a good place to start.


What is a principle?  The word is derived from a Latin term meaning ‘beginning, source or foundation’.  In English, the word principle is used in a rich set of closely related ways: firstly,  ‘element, primordial substance, germ, embryo’, secondly as ‘original cause or fountainhead’, thirdly as ‘fundamental truth, original postulate, or assumption, or, first position from which others are deduced’, fourthly as ‘ground, or source of action, or motive’, fifthly as ‘tenet, or law, on which morality is founded’, lastly as ‘beginning’. (after Johnson) 


It is interesting to note that the term’s uses coincide to some extent with that of dharma, although dharma is an even richer word; so numerous [are] the vitally important ideas connoted by its various shades of meaning, that it would scarcely be an exaggeration to claim that an understanding of this protean word is synonymous with an understanding of Buddhism.  Bhante identifies four principal uses of the term: in the first place the Doctrine or Teaching of the Buddha; in the second, as right, or righteousness, in the double sense of individual behaviour and cosmic law; thirdly as condition (already discussed as the pratitya samutpada); and fourthly, as phenomenon.  


A principle is not something separate from phenomena; we only come to know the reality of a principle in our own immediate experience: the principle of gravity is only evident in the apple falling to the ground. In terms of our actual experience, the manifestation of a principle can appear self-evident, e.g. that which we call the law of gravity.  Another example is what we recognise as the principle of loving kindness: to live and order our lives by such a principle is clearly the human option when considered in light of the alternative - a life governed by the opposite, i.e. violence, malice, hatred.  A life lived under the sway of such unprincipled emotions is not a human life, nor even an animal life; it is a malignancy, a tumour, a sickness from which nothing of any value is derived. 


When we conceptually formulate a principle, whether on the physical material plane, or that of the psychological plane, or even spiritual and transcendental plane, we state what we believe to be the heart, the core, the essence of the matter: we bring to light the law, or force governing that under consideration.  In doing so, we believe we express, to the best of words’ ability, the way things are, the inherent truth. 


A statement of principle is usually an abstraction being derived from reflecting upon the experience of the multiplicity of actual phenomena.  By expressing in words the principle’s nature or character, we can come to know it more deeply; to see it more clearly at work shining through, as it were, the particulars of different events informed by it, and thereby, to understand the manner of its working out in the world of actual experience.


Transcendence, as we have seen, means surpassing in excellence, that which goes, rises above, passes beyond the limit of.  So the transcendental Principle could be taken to mean ‘the principle which surpasses all other principles’, the principle of principles, as it were, their rationale or even their origin, from which they are derived.  


The transcendental Principle could also be taken to mean the principle of transcendence, i.e. of continually passing beyond, of continually surpassing in excellence.  Taken in this sense, as explored above in relation to sraddha, it is the principle of spiritual growth which ‘culminates’ in Enlightenment


And yet again, we could say the transcendental Principle expresses the ineffable nature of the the way things are, is that which passes entirely beyond the limits of mundane human experience and understanding as we normally know it, i.e. passes beyond what we can know of the world in terms of reason, philosophy and science, or even in terms of the higher realms of consciousness as explored by mystics.  This is consistent with the description of the Dharma as being atakkavacaro - beyond the sphere of reason, i.e. beyond concepts and rational categories, and hence beyond the ability of language to describe.  In fact it cannot even be thought about; for the entire cessation of all thought-constructions, including even the distinction - so fundamental to existence in the phenomenal world - between "self" and "not-self", is the principal condition of its attainment.  In this sense the transcendental Principle is that which at all times and all places transcends the bifurcating, divisive consciousness which experiences life within dualisms of an 'I' and a 'you', in terms of existence and non-existence, within the limits of 'experience' and 'non-experience', and even within the constructs of time and space.  


Whilst this Principle is incomprehensible and elusive to the ordinary mind, inasmuch as all dharmas (things or phenomena in general) are acknowledged by Mahayana thinking to be ... unthinkable and indefinable in their essential nature, within each and every human being is the capacity to respond to it.  It is something which we can and do experience in mundane life to some extent.  The transcendental Principle is the principle of human Enlightenment - the principle in accord with which the process of becoming more than we are unfolds, the principle in accord with which the experience of human Enlightenment unfolds into Buddhahood.  What is ultimate in us can and does respond to what is ultimate in the universe. 

�  The texts used for studying these five themes, in addition to A Survey of Buddhism, were originally Sangharakshita’s The Ten Pillars of Buddhism and The History of My Going for Refuge, Al Ghazali’s The Duties of Brotherhood, and retreatants’ personal notes taken from a set of live talks given on the retreat by Subhuti entitled What is the Order?


�  Sangharakshita, In the Sign of the Golden Wheel (Windhorse, 1996) p.133


�  Michael Carritthers The Buddha  (Past Masters series OUP)


�  quoted  in the text of the Survey from  Lama Anagarika Govinda The Buddha as the Ideal of the Perfect Man and Embodiment of the Dharma  (Maha Bodhi Journal May-June 1954)


�  Samyutta-Nikaya, III. 66. Woodward trans.


�  Sutta Nipata.1076. Hare’s translation


�  Samyutta-Nikaya XXII.5


�  Clarifying this yet further in correspondence with myself, Bhante gave the following outline: (i) = existence (of a particular phenomenon); (ii) = reason for its existence; (iii) = reason for its non-existence; (iv) = its non-existence.  He went on to agree with my interpretation of this to be that (iii) relates to marga or the path, or the Fourth Aryan Truth as when applied to dukkha, and (iv) relates to phala or the Fruit, or Goal, that is the Third Aryan Truth as when applied to dukkha. 


� Alex Kennedy The Buddhist Vision (Rider ‘85)


�  Collins English Dictionary


�  ibid.


�  ibid.






