Establishing the foundations of receptivity.
(Establishing active listening and embodied presence to help us meet.)
Today I am going to share some key principles for creating the conditions that can support us to see more clearly the veils distorting and disturbing our relational lives. I see this as being the primary means we bring an end to the causes of dissatisfaction and suffering. I will be talking about the nature of awareness, the classic teaching of the gap, a bit about the veils and then guided reflection and end with three ways we can obscure our potential meeting
But to begin I want to acknowledge that individually we don’t always have the capacity for kind awareness in ourselves and it is for this reason the practice of Sangha is so helpful. Together we create a collective mirror of awareness that we serve but which is not our sole responsibility. I heard someone the other day talking about the spiritual life developing asymmetrically and I think this very much applies to the practice of Sangha. Some days we will be on it, alert, curious and enlivened. Other days we will be reaching for the duvet. Fortuitously, because we each have our own rhythm, the doorway to awareness is kept open.  We can lean into each other. How amazing.  I want to celebrate that we serve the open field of lucid spaciousness by each engaging to the best of our capacities at any moment and that is sufficient. I am asking you to let go of the striving, let go of the judgements and self-punishment brought about by imagining that it is solely down to you to bring into being that which longs to live through you.  This may seem counter intuitive but I am asking you to relax as this naturally brightens the mirror in which we can see the veils of thought coverings that hold us out of participating fully in our co created potential. 
In relaxing we naturally come home to a joyful field of universal unconditional love welcoming all as we are. How could we resist such an invitation?
This is from Rumi
You breathe; new shapes appear,
and the music of a desire as widespread
as Spring begins to move
like a great wagon.
Drive slowly.
Some of us walking alongside
are lame!
Today, like every other day, we wake up empty
and frightened. Don’t open the door to the study
and begin reading. Take down a musical instrument.
Let the beauty we love, be what we do.
There are hundreds of ways to kneel and kiss the ground.
Out beyond ideas of wrongdoing and rightdoing,
there is a field. I’ll meet you there.
When the soul lies down in that grass,
the world is too full to talk about.
Ideas, language, even the phrase “each other”
doesn’t make any sense.
The breeze at dawn has secrets to tell you.
Don’t go back to sleep.
You must ask for what you really want.
Don’t go back to sleep.
I am suggesting this morning the most useful thing we can do as a Sangha to support each of us to learn to trust the nature of awareness itself sufficiently to be able to deeply relax and open our psycho physical organism into “ the field beyond right and wrong” to allow our natural, tender heart response to what is actually here, to become visible. Key to this process is to attend to the qualities of awareness itself as the container or field in which any particular sensation or experience is emerging.
Hopefully we will discover that awareness is completely receptive, receiving all sensations just as they are without judgement. 
It is stable and cannot be made to tremble, unmoved by pain or pleasure. 
It is boundless and reveals a fertile ground of interdependence, interconnectedness and empathy beyond any views that can upset. 
It is lucid and sensitive, able to draw out the fine detail and nuances of all appearances. 
Resting in awareness is an expression of unconditional love. We can recognise it is empty of any grasping and because of that absence becomes abundant with potential. Our lives can manifest in any direction. We can discover this sense of himeros that all appearances arising and passing are whole, complete in themselves and amazing, pregnant with significance and meaning. We can be loving witnesses to this. Traditionally it is meditation that leads us to these revelations. I am hoping to show that Sangha can also open us into this territory, this beautiful field. 
The first thing to do is to remind ourselves of the essential Dharma teaching we offer at every introductory course. This is Sangharakshitas key teaching on the gap. It is such a core and fundamental practice, it surprises me that we are so often looking elsewhere for more esoteric, stimulating or exotic teachings. In a way relaxing in the gap encapsulates the whole path.
As you will remember we teach that the whole of the spiritual life takes place between the two links of the nidana chain of feeling and craving (or as Dhivan has recently translated it, thirst). The teaching tells us that we cannot stop feelings arising. They are part of the package of being an embodied human being. Feeling arise without our bidding in dependence on contact. Contact via the sense organs is made with an endless display of appearances. We are touched by the world generating a somatic cloud of sensations infused with Feelings. Our work, our practice is to bring as much kind spacious awareness as possible to these sensations and their associated feelings, we don’t try to control them but simply allow them to manifest in a field beyond wrongdoing and right doing, that is without judgement. Crucially within this teaching we are invited to notice the veils of thirst that tend to distort this bare knowing because they are filtering the knowing of the somatic cloud to recreate or reinforce a particular state or view that ultimately strengthens our deluded sense of an existent separate self-hood.  
"Herein, Bahiya,(Baa- he- yar) you should train yourself thus: 'In the seen will be merely what is seen; in the heard will be merely what is heard; in the sensed will be merely what is sensed; in the cognized will be merely what is cognized.' In this way you should train yourself, Bahiya.
"When, Bahiya, for you in the seen is merely what is seen... in the cognized is merely what is cognized, then, Bahiya, you will not be 'with that.' When, Bahiya, you are not 'with that,' then, Bahiya, you will not be 'in that.' When, Bahiya, you are not 'in that,' then, Bahiya, you will be neither here nor beyond nor in between the two. Just this is the end of suffering."
It is these last phrases that invite us into a radical practice of Sangha. 
I suggested yesterday that bringing sensitivity to the different qualities of eros can help create a mutual mirror to help us witness with greater clarity and sensitivity, the ways in which we bind ourselves and each other into predetermined forms. The nature of a mirror is that it reflects things just as they are. It clearly reflects back bare sensations and but also the arising of the veils of views and habits that are obscuring the natural lucid wisdom and compassionate responsiveness inherent in sunyata. 
So today I am going to try to share experientially how to establish and develop this quality of clear mirror like awareness through the practice of Sangha. 
I am wanting to point to a way of relating which is an interpersonal insight practice. 
A mutually reflecting mirror that looks at simultaneously at our own inner and outer experience whilst in the company of each other. I hope we can recognise the potential of co creating a living mirror. In my opinion this is an underutilised gift of Sangha that we can all draw on.    
----------
The primary tool for the practice of Sangha is to develop a field of awareness that is broad enough to include what we tend to differentiate as our inner and outer experience. This full breadth of awareness is sometimes described as presence.
It is probably simplest to point to this in direct experience. So I invite you to close your eyes. 
Welcome, this is the inner world that we perceive within meditation and reflection. Here in the inner world we find a numerous sensations which we describe as a somatic cloud. In this inner world we will also recognise the sensation of mental activity. Thoughts arising and fading, views, judgements and possibly some form of internal commentary arising and weaving through this inner world. We may feel the sensations of the breath, the places of tension, of energy, of absence, of brightness and dullness. I invite you to notice how the mental activity is effecting or influencing our knowing of this somatic cloud. As we explore this inner world where is its edge? Can we find the boundary to this inner world? We talk of a somatic cloud because there is a perception that sensations or thoughts are like clouds arising and fading in in the clear blue sky. Can we notice there is space between sensations, between thoughts? Can we recognise sensations and thoughts are arising in a clear blue sky of spacious awareness? Can we find an edge to the clear blue sky? 
I now invite you to open your eyes very slightly,the merest slit to allow the light and vividness of appearances into the organ of the eye. Colour, shape, texture and intensity appear. This outer world may seem quite solid, real and concrete in relation to the inner world of fleeting sensation and thought. The invitation now is, can we continue to direct our attention to the inner world? Can we keep perception through the eye in balance with our perception of the somatic cloud? We might notice we have to broaden our field of awareness to hold this sense of inner and outer. This broadening field of awareness is what I am describing as presence.  
Opening our eyes fully now can we continue to rest in presence. If you can, notice how what we are seeing is effecting the inner experience, the somatic cloud. Conversely can we recognise that how and what we notice and see is being influenced by what is arising in the somatic cloud. Continue to gently work to maintain presence.  
Listen to me now. Know that all that arises in never separate from unconditional love. Recognise that just this resting in presence is an act of love. Whatever appears is held by love.  
Notice how the words from the outer world impact the inner world. Notice how the sensations and responses of the inner world effect the knowing of these words.
Close your eyes and rest. When you are ready we will continue.
The practice of Sangha is the cremation ground of fixed views. The practice is established by bringing sensitivity simultaneously to both our apparently inner and outer life. I am describing this process as establishing the mirror. In it we may be able to see more clearly the dance between stimulus and response, views and direct experience. At its most basic level we can usefully notice what is activating the sensations of grip and what activates the release. The mirror reveals when energy becomes activated and when we become numb or absent. 
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I am describing this relational arena of Sangha as a cremation ground because it is here that the limiting views established by our personal history, by the social influences of the family and the wider society, by our desire to be loved, to get it right, to find safety and avoid the anxiety of vulnerability, all these things can become visible and are allowed to be present and through that they tend to relax and dissolve back into open awareness. 
It is the cremation ground of the defences that are burnt through, transformed into nutriment through the light of awareness. It is important to remember this is a joyful cremation ground. It is both liberating and painful to see with greater clarity how we bind and how we release.  Where we deny our potential, our birthright as sensing responsive human beings. 
The core of the training is to develop a capacity to remain sensitive to the relation between the inner and outer life by creating the mirror of presence that we can gaze into when in conscious communication with each other. This is shared in the hope it may help us begin to recognise the veils or biases that distort our knowing, our seeing. 
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