Talk 4: Connecting with the world and each other through art and ritual
Yesterday I talked about entering the Sangha mandala. Today I want to start by evoking another mandala as described by Sangharakshita in his book Wisdom beyond Words. In it he talks about the greater mandala of purposelessness.  He says “The greater mandala is created through a response to the world that is aesthetic and appreciative rather than utilitarian. Our overall attitude, our overall response to life, should be purely aesthetic. We should not seek to use things, but just enjoy them, appreciate them, feel for them.” He draws out the significance of the greater mandala of purposelessness by describing a story of a Taoist sage who is sitting by a river with a fishing rod. A passer-by asks him, how can you reconcile trying to catch fish with being a Taoist sage. The sage replies, it all right I’m not using any bait. This really is what I am curious about today, how can we engage with Sangha without an agenda, without using bait to make something particular happen. Can we simply be with others fishing in the mandala of Sangha and bring aesthetic appreciation to that process without seeking any predetermined fruits. Can we allow Sangha to unfold based on the Dharma not on our own limited views and perspectives?
I am starting here because so far in these talks so far I have emphasised the practice of Sangha as being centred on awareness, particularly of the body response, the somatic cloud of sensation. Today I want to expand that perspective by placing the somatic cloud within the larger context of imagination, Art and ritual. I want to weave into what we might poetically describe as a sense of other power as this may help us expand our perception of the abundant potential of the Sangha mandala. 
Today I am wanting to celebrate that which arises between us, beyond us to emphasise that the Sangha is a matrix of interconnectedness. We come to appreciate and embody the Dharma through what arises between us. Meaning, knowing, insight and clear seeing manifests through our relational lives. The core practice I am going to be pointing to today is developing sensitivity to what is described as liminal space. 
The term liminal comes from the latin limen, meaning threshold. The liminal space is the in between, the place of transition. I am using it in the sense of threshold or doorway. It was first used by anthropologist Viktor Turner primarily in relation to ritual. He witnessed how transitions were marked by rituals. For instance he talked about the ritual of the marking of transition from childhood to adulthood enacted at puberty. He describes how in traditional cultures the initiates would be led from the protective confines and norms of the village and guided into a ritual space where the old relational patterns were shown in a new light. Those which no longer served were released. This was achieved by stepping into the unknown where new resources would have to be discovered by the initiates often through trials, challenges and difficulties. This phase of the ritual Turner described as the liminal space. The young adult would be invited or called into a new world view guided by the elders. After a phase of absorption of these experiences, the now adults would be led back into the village, into the world and celebrated. This is really the ongoing process of the spiritual life. We leave behind the known and travel to the in between, beyond the confines of our patterns, and then we return into a new form. This process is the heart of ritual. It is the means through which we are initiated into a new ways of seeing and knowing. The space where we revision our life. This is the basis pattern of puja and can also be an approach to meditation. I hope its relation to art and creativity is clear. Art initiates us into new ways of seeing and knowing. But perhaps for us here on this retreat the liminal space is at the heart of the practice of Sangha. 
Developing sensitivity to the liminal is in part recognising that we are always living on the threshold of the new. There is a sense of immanence and unknowability about the next thought, the next sensation, and the next revelation. Apart from the title you would not know what I was going to say this morning. and actually neither did I until I got up this morning. This maybe in contrast to the fantasy we create, that somehow we can know the future and control it by wishing it to be a certain way, planning, weighing up options etc. And all that is useful on occasions but can also become a prison and suppress the emergent life.  
I am evoking liminal space as the means to encourage a perspective where our preconceived notions of how things should be, naturally become less rigid, even broken down so that we can receive new meaning, new direct ways of engaging with Sangha. This is an invitation to include a sense of liminal space within awareness. This carries our attention to the thresholds, the edges and boundaries of our self and other towards the emergent potential of this and every moment. 
I am hoping by talking about liminal space we can get a sense that what we describe as ourself or even Sangha is a helpful construct, but importantly it is only a construct. It is something we have fabricated for our safety and so that we can function in the relational world. In actuality we are all simply nodes of consciousness, a fiction of separate being in a much larger interweaving field that we describe as the world. We are ongoingly dropping in and out of liminal space, dipping in and out of a fixed sense of our self and Sangha. The invitation is to become more conscious of these processes. As we let go of one particular way of being a new sense of self emerges. I think this may be a more helpful way of looking at the sunyata teachings. We definitely have a sense of being here in our bodies, alive and engaging with life. However, as we investigate the edges and in between places of the somatic cloud can we begin to notice how permeable and fluid our being is. 
Another benefit of sensing into the liminal space is we see we are utterly connected not just to each other but also woven into the world of nature, interwoven with all life, with each other and with that which is longing to become visible. Within liminal space every plant, every apparently inanimate object, every being and every image is just as it is whilst simultaneously always opening or pointing to the liminality of emergent being. 
Earlier in the retreat you have been offered the practice of holding both ones inner and outer worlds in one sphere of awareness which invites a sense of the boundless heart. Today I am bringing attention to this same capacity through a slightly different strategy which is to begin to recognise that we live within liminal space. 
We are always in transition, and yet stable in presence.  This is the bifocal vision described by William Blake. The apparent solidity and single perception, meaning or description of this and that, is simultaneously seen, known and experienced as always opening into something more. We are here, apparently solid and permanent and yet always emergent. This vision in encapsulated in Blakes well known verse,
To see a World in a Grain of Sand
And a Heaven in a Wild Flower 
Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand 
And Eternity in an hour
With this quality of what might be described as imaginal or poetic engagement with Sangha, the fullness and particularities of what is manifesting is always unfolding into further meaning and significance. What we may discover is that the ordinary moments of embodied life will transform as we step onto the threshold and know in direct experience what is sometimes described as suchness. There is a fullness, a completeness to sensation and appearance which doesn’t require it to be any other way. It is whole and vibrating or resonant with significance just as it is. The whole living world of appearances is inviting us to enter this liminal space, communicating something beyond language, beyond form and yet directly perceivable here and now.  
We could describe the practice of Sangha as trying to serve with bi focal vision through our imaginal eye that which appears always beyond us and which is always wanting to become known right here and now. We serve this mystery by becoming sensitive to the liminal space, witnessing, embodying and responding to that which is always moving towards us, always seeking to emerge within and between sensation and experience. 
My suggestion is that we can see the mandala of sangha like a co created work of Art.  Can we heighten our sensitivity and curiosity to the liminal so that which is seeking to be witnessed and known can be discovered? 
Probably most importantly in the context of this retreat, can we bring this sense of the threshold of the unknown, when we come into relation to each other. When meeting in small groups, who is this being in front of us, what has drawn us to sit together in this spot? what gifts are being offered here? And in the broader context of our life can we include this sense of wonder, even awe in relation to those we think we know and equally, complete strangers. This is the heart of Sangha practice, stepping towards the unknown, consciously stepping into liminal space with each other.
It can then enliven the collective field of awareness we establish between us. The practice of Sangha is in some ways very simple. It is primarily simply to be with, to listen, to witness and sit in the cremation ground of not knowing and wait for the visitation or the unfolding of small revelations.  
As small examples, without having necessarily do anything with these things but can we notice in ourselves or the other, the odd phrase that stands out in a long conversation, or that which seems to be present but unspoken. What is that? The change of energy in the voice, the apparently incongruous movement of the hands or eyes? What meaning is emerging?
Can we relish those moments when someone, in talking about their own experience, seems to be articulating, making clear our own experience. Seeing this we can put down our imagined separation and aloneness and notice that revelation comes the dynamic between us not solely from within us. It is resonance and dissonance that brings revelation. Sometimes the deeper values of our own life only come into view through noticing where we feel our difference. 
I need also to include the meeting of the different aspects of our inner world.  Probably we will all know those small revelations that arise as we, in revelry, are called back to a dream image. Or maybe in meditation a body memory appears to open quite naturally. It is just there before us, within us, arising quite naturally into awareness. 
And then again there is the natural world. Maybe whilst out walking we are stopped in our tracks by some particular configuration of shape, light and texture. 
And what draws our attention to the fleeting words from a song from a passing car window? Why does that leaf, that stone, wave for our attention?  
All this is arising, emerging within liminal space.
This is from Tom Cheetham. 
“The angel’s voice most often comes only as a fragment of a song that we almost hear, at the edge of the world we know, and even the dimmest memory of it can break your heart. If your autonomy is a fiction, then the goal of individuation, is to learn that the real autonomy is to let go of what you think of as yourself. You are a song being sung elsewhere, and resonating everywhere. Learn to let your drama unfold and follow the sound of the angel, always just on the threshold of consciousness. Listen. Always listen for that faint song of the angel whose voice it takes more than a lifetime to learn to hear.” 
But now I want to end by going back to the image of the cremation ground. We are at the mid- point of the retreat and if we are fortunate we will have met in many different combinations within the small discussion groups. In those groups it is obvious that we are meeting fellow members of the Sangha… or are we? Who is really here? I say this part in jest but also to soften our sense of each other.  We may think we know who is sitting here and in some way that reduces the mystery of what we call other. In the Tibetan myths of Padmasambhava, this spiritual magician would often go to meditate in the cremation grounds. There are particular beings that seem to appear in these places. These are called the dakinis. They are utterly free embodiments of direct intuitive wisdom. Their name means sky dancers. They dance in the unbounded sky of spacious, lucid and boundless awareness. They dance in the cremation ground drinking the bliss nectar of the wisdom of sunyata. They carry weapons that cut through delusion. They are mercurial, often in disguise, and yet always spontaneously manifesting wisdom.  
This is a quote from Lama Tsultrim:
The dakini is a messenger of spaciousness and a force of truth, presiding over the funeral of self-deception. Wherever we cling, she cuts; whatever we think we can hide, even from ourselves, she reveals. The dakini appears during transitions: moments between worlds, between life and death, in visions between sleep and waking, in cemeteries and charnel grounds.
So we can see she is the archetypal liminal being. But what has any of this to do with the practice of Sangha through an online retreat. I am suggesting that as we enter and spend time in the cremation ground within the Sangha mandala the dakini may appear. But how will she appear? My suggestion is that we really can’t know. it might be helpful to consider that as we meet and be with each other, can we open to the liminal space, be open to the emergent truth of right here, right now, in our own experience. What is actually alive in us. It might be boredom or it might be heat and fire. We stay with the actual to become receptive to the dakini.  Whatever is alive in us? Can we risk to share it without causing harm, it may seem quite incongruous and we don’t need to know why it is visible within us. We need to trust what is here. It may be a gift we are carrying for another. 
Equally can we really be with and listen to the other. What are they saying through their presence, their words or quietness. The more we can dance with each other, with sensitivity to the liminal space, that which is on the edges of consciousness, that which is leading us beyond preconception. Can we go there without shame and fear of what we are, either in our calling or our responding, talking or listening or simply being. By trusting ourselves we may unknowingly become a dakini for the other. 
Sometimes it is hard to see the dakini’s presence. A highly developed teacher and practitioner was circumbulating a famous stupa, a religious monument. He was chanting to invoke and call for assistance from the dakini. He circled and chanted into the evening. After many hours of circling the shrine, absorbed in his mantra, he noticed a withered old woman draped in rags propped in a corner at the outer edge of the shrine. As it got darker, each time he passed her, the teacher grew more and more concerned for her, wondering where was her home, those who would look after her that night. She didn’t seem to be moving. Eventually he stopped his circling and his chanting and walked towards her. He bent to talk to her, asking if she needed any help. As he did so, she stood up with great energy flinging away her rags and called out, “do you still not recognise me and flew upwards dragging him with her into the boundless blue sky”.  
