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From Stillness To Action:
Peace in the Heart, Peace in the World

Jaya Graves
An inter-lineage network of Buddhists, the Manchester Buddhist
Convention (MBC) was founded by the Venerable Piyatissa of the
Ketumati Buddhist Vihara. A one-day event it aimed to bring lay
and ordained communities together in a day of reflection, learning
and practice and increase understanding between lineages.

Initially hosted and organized by different Dharma Centres, the MBC
..was offered a space at St Peter’s Chaplaincy in 2011 and has been

hosted there ever since. Significant to this change of venue was that
what had been essentially a one-day inter-lineage event, organized by
one Centre became a shared inter-lineage process organized by people
from different centres, the one-day event became the end product. No
single centre has overall responsibility for funding or managing the
event. The Planning Group (PG) has yet to absorb the full organizational
implications involved as the group meet only sporadically.

MBC Forum? Network? Organization?

Defining the MBC is difficult. Suffice it to say it is not an organization;
has no physical base, no paid workers, no funds. At any given moment
we have less than £500, so we live on a shoe-string, a song and sixpence
and aim to recoup costs through Dana, free giving, a concept basic to
Buddhism but not particularly well-embedded here. By retaining it we
aim to encourage this to happen. The MBC is part Forum of engagement
and discussion and part a loose and free network of individuals and
centres. It is a meeting place; a spin-off point for social action initiatives
and/or practice groups; an opportunity to widen and deepen under-
standing through hearing from outside our own lineages. It is reference
point and database for specific information and liaison between
Buddhists and community. Content has widened to cater for both expe-
rienced practitioners as well as new comers to the Dharma. Increasingly
it is becoming a North West Network. It welcomes people from different
‘faiths’ or none.

The First Decade

In 2015 MBC’s activities expanded as we felt that the aim to increase
understanding would benefit by having events in different centres. We
held two of these in different centres, the Triratna and the Dechen
Centres. As always questions and possibilities emerged to which we
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(Borderless Buddhism) was led by a Tibetan practitioner. Another
session looked at, ‘The Practice of Pilgrimage’ and the life changing
impact it could have. A session that asked, ‘Is Dukkha Structural?’ con-
cluded ‘that most felt that the Buddha’s Dharma offers an explanation to
suffering that is relevant to the problems of modern capitalism as it is to
the dukkha of the individual’ reflecting Santikaro Bhikku’s view that we,
‘needed not to be so preoccupied with our own dukkha and not take
responsibility for the dukkha in society’. Western Chan emphasized the
importance of wisdom that comes from the heart. Humanistic Buddhism
emphasized the importance of incorporating this into daily life. A
session explored ideas of Pureland Buddhism as contained in the
Lankavatara Sutra. Jacquetta Gomes from ‘Faith and Fire’, Cumbria,
says that MBC has, ‘illustrated how far Faith and Fire has come and
needs to go.’ It has also enabled Officer Daryl Oprey to ‘understand
more about the different Buddhist traditions’, which helps in his work as
a fire officer within the community.

Discussion explored ideas for future interfaith events that were in the
planning, a festival of different Buddhist lineages and what they could
offer society, an idea that parallels Ven. Piyatissa’s suggestion that we
asked Dharma Centres what they felt they could offer society. These are
questions we will follow up on over the year. Several concerned refer-
ences were made to the removal of homeless people from areas of
Manchester, particularly poignant as we move into winter.

The event continues to attract new groups. Some this year were,
‘Rebel Dharma’, ‘Awaken’ (Przebudzen), a group that works in Polish
prisons and ‘Dharma Voices for Animals’, concerned with compassion
for animals.

The day was rich with the complexity and depth of Buddhist
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have yet to respond. The first event, in particular, raised issues on the
use of Mindfulness in different contexts. I hope someone will lead a
group of Dharma and therapeutic practitioners who coalesce around
these questions.

We consolidated ideas we’d been exploring for some years with
regard to working in the social context and Sangha in Action (SIA) was
launched just before the Convention. SIA chose to focus on
Homelessness in the first instance and, in particular, on rough sleepers.
Homelessness is on the increase in Manchester and the growing concern
was indicated in discussion at the Convention. Clearly the impact of
‘austerity’ is raising concern among Buddhists as it has among
concerned people everywhere. In 2016, SIA aims to link into global com-
memoration days, for instance with World Water Day, Homelessness
Day and Refugee Week.

Convention 2015

Convention 2015 took place 10 October and it was also our 10th anniver-
sary. We chose the theme: ‘From Stillness to Action; Peace in the Heart,
Peace in the World’, early in the year with deliberation and care,
acknowledging the rough edges to our own interactions and historical
misgivings. We recognized our need to find this elusive point of internal
peace to meet each other compassionately and creatively respond to
external issues.

We began by reflecting back to the founding of the MBC, a review of
what we’d done in more recent years and some hopes and ideas for the
future. I have given an overview of these above so here I will explore
some of the ideas, discussion and suggestions that emerged from the
event.

Increasingly we present Dharma themes and social topics by two or
more people from different lineages or organizations. This year we
explored, ‘What is Mind’ from a Theravada and Zen perspective with a
Tibetan practitioner facilitating the session. Some conclusions were that
that, ‘mind is beyond everything and is worth everything’, but was not
the brain; that Theravada teachings contained Mahayana perspectives in
embryonic form. There were double sessions on a panel discussion on,
‘ Service in the Community’, led by Tzu Chi and Kalayanamitra, of the
Buddhist Chaplaincy service. ‘Striking similarities were apparent’, they
say, ‘the value of training and accreditation of those offering services, the
similarity of human needs . . . centrality of love and compassion to the
work.’ Japanese and Korean Zen and Theravada groups presented prac-
tice sessions; a session on the Jhanas was led by a Thai Forest practition-
er. Here’s a beautiful quote, ‘The speaker managed to create an environ-
ment so magical that one could get the flavour of the jhanas’. Rimay
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tice in one or other older lineage.) Some assumptions I’ve gleaned:
‘Asiatic’ Buddhism is non-scientific, developed in ‘non-democratic’
‘hierarchical’ societies, authoritarian, not socially engaged, unsuited to
Western, post Enlightenment societies. All this begs many questions.
Defining meaning is one of them. Sources and context are others - as in,
‘Do Western Buddhists read ‘Eastern’ historians?’ Indian History and
Historians, like Romila Thapar know that the ancient republics, like the
Sakhyan, were based on democratic processes. The Siddhartha was a
governance and administrative body. Rajas were elected and had duties
and responsibilities (no ’divine right’ here.) Admittedly the atom had
not been split but Buddhism demands an investigative processes that is
almost forensic. Asian societies had extensive knowledge of Biology,
Physiology, Psychology, Maths and a host of other ‘scientific’ disciplines.
It did not create a split between the intuitive and creative. There are also
Buddhist practices that will resonate with people who need a more
devotional approach. How do you define ‘social engagement’ in soci-
eties where Buddhism is totally integrated and the lay and monastic
community is completely interdependent? Here I see ‘hierarchy’
replaced by charismatic leaders or academics. Homogenised and one-
dimensional assumptions are made about the huge spectrum of ‘Asian
Buddhism’ in which I do not recognize the reality of the countries I
know and the Buddhism I practice.* My questions are, ‘Why are Dharma
Centres so mono-ethnic and mono-cultural?’ Why is it so difficult to get
a reasonable gender and ethnic balance of presenters at events? These
may seem extraneous to practice Dharma but they are pertinent to those
who want to see more convergence between practice and social action
and even rhetoric and reality. So Gender and ‘Western Buddhism’ are
likely to remain topics to grapple with.

Conclusion? Moving Forward?

The MBC consists of lineages are from the East, West, North and South,
one of its defining features, its potential strength and its capacity for
being a positive force for peace, goodness and harmony. It is also a net-
work in transition (for all of us as the above observations indicate).
Buddhism is arriving in the West from the home of established
Buddhism. Here the energy is restless, centrifugal, dispersive, competi-
tive, non-contemplative, individualistic. Can these elements fuse harmo-
niously to enhance rather than compete with the ‘traditional’ contempla-
tive, communal, co-operative, intuitive nature of Eastern Buddhism (at
its best)? We can learn from each other; from our differences? People are
afraid that this leads to ‘sectarianism’ but this not Buddha Dharma. The
Dharma is multi-faceted and rich. It is antidote to sectarianism.
Differences offer opportunity to learn and love more deeply. I think the
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thought, peoples’ contribution, involvement and concern that what we
‘do’ and how we ‘are’ are embedded in an ethical, preferably Buddhist,
framework. ‘You never know what treasures you may uncover at this
event’, is a (treasured) comment.

To get even a mild intimation of the event, we need to be willing to
spend more than an hour here; participate in more than one session;
linger after our own presentation; engage in conversations with people
outside our lineage; perhaps have assumptions challenged, thus deepen-
ing and broadening our understanding. No group is custodian to the
Dharma. Even a single lineage has teachings suitable to the needs of
different practitioners. It is by trusting this, trusting our capacity to
learn, respect and distil what we need for our own practice; lovingly to
share this with others, discover wholeness that we can understand the
truth of ‘One Root Many Branches’.

Below the Iceberg

Most of this is an ‘above the iceberg’ account of what the MBC does.
However, its’ nuanced and intangible aspect, personal, responsive,
listening and tender are becoming increasingly important. I often receive
angry emails and have found that if I respond with attention and care,
further correspondence is considered and quiet. The reverse is also true.
Most of all, it seems important to just hear and respond to people. If
someone is angry or unhappy with something we write and advised
them to write longer pieces for discussion pages. (This happened recent-
ly over an update that referred to the Refugee Crisis.)

The Future

There are several recurring themes at the Conventions. Gender and
Western Buddhism are two. This year we did not address them specifi-
cally but they contextualise the event. Some men have said that, ‘Gender
is a ‘turn-off’. And women have countered, ‘Don’t you have gender?’

The other one, ‘Western Buddhism’ has perplexed many ‘Eastern’
Buddhists, including myself. Buddhism here is clearly struggling to find
an appropriate cultural vernacular. This does not need to be confronta-
tional and has elicited the firm response that, ‘There is only one
Buddhism. One Dharma.’ We need to keep in sight that it is cultural con-
text not Dharma that’s the issue. This evolution has happened wherever
Buddhism has ‘emigrated’.

Some Personal Reflections:

Since I co-ordinate this event I decided to examine the writing of some
well-known Western and secular Buddhists. These may see themselves
as specific to context. (There are, many Buddhists in the West who prac-
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opposite of peace is not war. It is fear. If we don’t face this we will never
recognize it. We need to move outside our safety net, open our borders,
live with joy in the dangerous freedom of knowing each other better,
listen, embrace difference, Dharmically, culturally, and nationally.
Oneness and humanity lies beneath our differences. My question to
myself is, how do I reach and stay in there without asking for certainty
except knowing that without this I cannot find myself or others.

The MBC is so very far from perfection; it is clunky, homespun, over-
stretched, forgetful of even basic things but people accept this gracefully.
The ’pros’ seem to outweigh the ‘cons’. There are many needs and possi-
bilities. I would like to see it propelled into the future by this multi-
faceted and diverse amalgam of energy where young people are able to
engage with experienced practitioners knowing they will be heard;
where women are visible at all levels, where lay and monastic sit com-
fortably together; ethnicities are distinct and trusting; where mutual
respect is more important than form or protocol. Where we all are viable.
I leave the final comment to a newcomer, ‘What you have achieved is
brilliant, great to connect with such wonderful people . . . on Buddha, on
Dharma, one Sangha of Sanghas’. This sums up what we are trying to
become.

(These unfortunately parallel assumptions and attitudes to non-European
countries in other contexts, need a deeper investigation.)

Jaya Graves, Co-ordinator, The Manchester Buddhist Convention

THE MIDDLE WAY

254

ZEN SUNDAYS
11 a.m. to 3.30 p.m.

These classes are run by senior members of the
Zen Group and are open to all, but are
designed for those unable to attend during the
week, allowing them to engage fully in the Zen training pro-
gramme. There will be an opportunity to have a personal talk with
an experienced teacher. Please arrive ten minutes before start and
bring sandwiches for lunch. Tea and biscuits will be served.

Dates for 2016: 31 January, 28 February, 20 March, 24 April, 22 May,
26 June, 31 July, 25 September, 30 October and 27 November.

At The Buddhist Society, 58 Eccleston Square,
London SW1V 1PH tel: 020 7834 5858
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