Mitra study course

Some creative activity ideas

Padmavajri

During the three years or so that we studied the Mitra study course, I
found myself wanting to bring the study material alive by using other
methods of exploring the text in addition to the usual
summary/questions/discussion way. Perhaps this stemmed from my childhood
love of games, as well as a more recent interest in ritual and the
imagination. I wanted to find ways of touching our emotions as well as our
reason  when studying the Dharma. We did many things to explore the text
which included brainstorms, games of all sorts, dramatic readings, dressing
up, music, exercises, rituals, reporting-in on a theme and others. The
group generally threw themselves into these experiments with enthusiasm
though occasionally the things we did were quite challenging (like the
spontaneous talks on a Dharmic subject). Despite the occasional `oh no, not
another game!' people found the various activities interesting and a good
way to gain have a more experiential approach to the study material. And I
enjoyed it all very much.


Padmavajri


Socials and reporting in

During the mitra study, we didn't always report in and when we did, we kept
it brief. This was to enable us to maximise the time for study. This meant
it was important to find time to get to know each other more socially. At
the end of each series, we organised a social evening often held in
someone's home.  Sometimes we played games or brought music and poetry to
share, and enjoyed a shared meal too. Some of the games included:

·       Each person describes a personal interest and how it relates to the
Dharma eg mountain biking.

·       Each person picks out a piece of paper out of a hat from key
aspects and terms from the Dharma. They try and talk for a minute on the
subject without hesitation, repetition or irrelevance.

·       Pick out of a hat two numbers to make the year eg 7 and 5. Out of
another hat, pick out a card from a selection which includes things like a
place you loved to go, an animal I loved, a person you admired etc and talk
about it in the year that you made from the numbers. This is a fun way to
get to know each other.

Noble Eightfold Path

The Nature of Existence; Right understanding (Perfect vision)
Brought an object which helps keep us in touch with our vision and talked
about what it represents with the group.

The principles of ethics; Right action
Brainstorm of the difference between good intentions and skilfulness in two
columns.

The ideal society: Right livelihood
Bhante's vision of right livelihood is to bring a new society into being.
Our dreams can show us our vision. What are our hopes? What sort of things
do we dream about? - in sleep, daydreams, as hopes?

Levels of awareness; Right mindfulness
Ask the group to close their eyes. Notice three things in the room to ask
the group about. Eg what is on the table in front of you? What colour
jumper is x wearing? Which corner is the bookshelf in? Who is sitting to
our left? Then ask them the questions and discuss whether we did notice
things or not? Do we notice certain things and not others?

Samadhi, the Higher consciousness: Right meditation
The lecture talks about the idea that to really be able to paint a bamboo,
you have to become bamboo. Put an object in the middle of the room and ask
the group to draw a sketch of it with that idea in mind.




Higher Evolution

Evolution: Lower and Higher
Put several cards/pictures (collected from magazines or  cards/postcards)
of different beings at different levels of consciousness face down on a
table. For example a butterfly, a fox, a dolphin,  Mozart, a monk, a man, a
Buddha. Each member of the group takes a card  without knowing what it is
and without showing the others. We each describe what its like to have that
level of consciousness and the others in the group try to guess what that
being is.

Art and the spiritual life
Ask the group to bring in a piece of music, a poem or a painting that moves
them  - read/show/play it to the rest of the group and explain why it
affects you.

Buddhism as the path of the higher evolution
Draw a chart of the spiral path with the 12 links marked but not named. On
post-its, write down the names of the 12 links. Give out the post-its to
the group and from memory, between them - ask them to work out what
sequence they should be placed on the chart.

Stream Entry; the point of no return
In relation to the first fetter of fixed self view, go round the group
asking everyone to say the aspect of themselves that they have a tendency
to see as fixed eg I am a ..... kind of a person.

From alienated awareness to integrated awareness
At the beginning of the session (before they have had long to notice each
other) put the group into pairs sitting back to back so their backs touch,
and ask them to write down three things about each other - either about
their physical appearance, or more a perception of their mood or manner.
Pairs then share what they have written with their partners and then full
group discuss their experience of the activity. This exercise can be
related to the four dimensions of awareness mentioned in the lecture -
particularly awareness of others.

Is a guru necessary?
Two brainstorms, one on the word "guru" and one on the word "disciple" and
then discussed our relationship with those two words.


Basic Buddhist doctrines and practices from the Pali Canon

With all the suttas, where there is a story, we read them through and
people took different characters.

Buddhavagga
Do the threefold puja and afterwards each person says what their connection
to the Buddha was.

Kalama Sutta
Go round the group asking everyone whether they believe in rebirth.

Bahiya Sutta
"In the seen, only the seen". Put out a selection of objects on a cloth and
applying awareness of body (senses), thoughts, emotions to the object
noticing what we add on to the experience of the object - eg memories.
Discuss experience of the activity with the whole group.

Metta Sutta
 Two column brainstorm on "friendliness" and "friendship" and compare the
two. What are the similarities and differences?
Two column brainstorm on "metta" and "the qualities of a mother's love"
What are the similarities and differences?

Meghiya Sutta
Each person in the group reported in on the experience of spiritual
friendship in their lives.

Culagosinga Sutta
Each person to say one way in which they express the altruistic dimension
of their going for refuge.


Principles, practices and institutions of the FWBO (Buddhism for the Modern World)

A method of personal development
A brainstorm on integration comparing vertical and horizontal integration
giving examples of both on two sheets of paper.

A vision of human existence
A brainstorm on wrong views commonly held by society around us.
Everyone in the group says whether they think they are a doctrine or a
faith type. Read out a  section from Kulananda's article `Conditionality and the Two
Truths' in Western Buddhist Review vol 1 about the plant on his window sill
and all the conditions that led to it being there. Then give the group 10
minutes to reflect on the conditions that have led to some aspect of their
lives at that point in time.

A blueprint for a new world
Speak in pairs about what we are dissatisfied with in our lives and relate
that to the idea of it being important to be dissatisfied. Cherish your
dissatisfaction!

The individual and the world today
On a flipchart, write up all the groups you belong to - eg son, English,
quilters, Mexican, swimming club, FWBO, motorcyclists, bearded men.

Western Buddhists and Eastern Buddhism
"Whatever conduces to dispassion ......." Ask the group to stand up and
arrange themselves in a line stretching from one end of the room to the
other, where one end of the room represents passion and the other
dispassion. Ask the group to position themselves on this continuum
according to their own tendencies. Repeat exercise with other pairs of
words from the list that the Buddha gave to Mahaprajapati.

Commitment and spiritual community
Each member of the group says which of the three jewels we have the
strongest connection to.

The five pillars of the FWBO
What other pillars of the FWBO would you add to the five?

Ideas of the FWBO, Emphases and restatements of Buddhist teachings

The Unity of Buddhism
A ritual to Bhante

Levels of going for refuge
Brainstorm on responses to the word "commitment"

Dimensions of going for refuge
Draw petals for each of the 5 dimensions e.g Going Forth, Opening the
Dharma eye etc and then each say which of those 5 we relate to most
strongly.

Mind Reactive and Creative
Read the Jataka story of the Monkey King (from the Windhorse book) and
during the story people call out "reactive mind", "creative mind" when
someone in the story responds in that way.

A taste of freedom
Each person passes on an object that is significant to them to the person
on their left - eg a diary, a wedding ring. Each person holds the object
and tries to enter imaginatively into their world and `become' that person.
They then say something about themselves as that person. At the end the
evening, each person reports out as the person they were earlier.

Karma and rebirth
Reporting in using the terms of karma and karma vipaka and the different
types of conditionality. E.g. suffering for a bit of bija nyama with a sore
throat this morning ..... got my bike stolen because of a bit of karma
nyama forgetting through lack of mindfulness to take my bike lock.

Aspects of the Bodhisattva Ideal

The origin and development of the Bodhisattva Ideal
Ask the group to bring something they value to create a shrine in the
middle of the room to create a visible focus reflecting meaning and value
in our lives whilst studying.

The awakening of the Bodhi Heart
Darkish room needed for this. Each person has a bowl of water. One person
(maybe the study leader) holds a candle over each bowl of water. The
reflection of the candle suggests the Bodhicitta not being "ours" There is
only one Bodhicitta but that we partake of it.

The Bodhisattva Vow
Brainstorm on the word "vow"

Altruism and individualism in the spiritual life
Brainstorm examples of natural morality and conventional morality - a page
for each and compare and discuss them.

On the threshold of enlightenment
Each person takes it in turns to say what they really want.

The Bodhisattva hierarchy
Each talks about someone they revere and respect.

The Buddha and Bodhisattva: eternity and time
Brainstorm on how we respond to the unknown.


White Lotus Sutra

For each of the parables, allocate one member of the group to present the
parable in a form of their choosing. It could be reading it out with the
help of another person, dramatising it, using props or creating a puja. Eg
one member of the group used a rattle or `rain stick'  to evoke the sound
of the rain of the Dharma in the Parable of the Rain Cloud. Another person
created a ritual moving the rest of us through a sequence of stages towards
the shrine taking "jewels" (glass beads) with us from one point to the
next. Some weeks, members of the group could bring things for the shrine to
evoke the subject of that lecture eg for the Jewel in the Lotus bringing
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas.

The Universal perspective of the Mahayana
Each person brings a jewel that symbolises what is precious to them.

The Drama of Cosmic Enlightenment
The White Lotus sutra puja (Vimalacitta's)


Transforming Self of Life and World in the Sutra of Golden Light

The growth of the Mahayana sutra
Building a shrine together, members of the group bringing objects from
home.

Bodhisattva's dream
Read the story of the dream from the Sutra, accompanying with drum beats.

The spiritual significance of confession (2 weeks)
Week 1 Brainstorm on the word "confession"
Week 2 Ritual using the confession verse from the Sutra of Golden Light
puja.

Buddhism and Culture
Each brought something cultural to share - eg poem or music.

Nature, Man and Enlightenment
Play a tape of birdsong as the group arrive!

Buddhist Economics
Report in on our attitude to money.

The Moral order and its upholders
Play a piece of "kingly" music eg Handel's `Zadok the Priest'.

The Inconceivable Emancipation; Themes from the Vimalakirti Nirdesa

Each week, a member of the group read a section of the sutra that related
to the chapter.

The magic of the Mahayana Sutra
Read a section of the sutra by candlelight.
Play short section of any video to demonstrate illusion in today's world -
turn off at a crucial moment where group have got involved and want to know
what happens next! This demonstrates how caught up we get in our illusions.

Building the Buddhaland
A short visualisation of our room at home where we practice. (demonstrating
that we can all visualise)

On being all things to all men
To show how the Bodhisattva's inspiration sparks us off, do a short ritual
lighting a candle on the shrine and sharing something about the adventure
of the spiritual life.

History versus myth in man's quest for meaning
Each brought something to share which communicates the myth and poetry of
our lives.

The way of non duality
Put a sign on the door of the study room, `The Dharma Door of Non-Duality'
and decorate with fairylights. When reading the part of the sutra that
relates to this chapter, dress in richly coloured clothes (saris, shrine
clothes etc) making turbans and cloaks for the different characters.
Brainstorm on different pairs of opposites of our own choosing, eg
organising others is one, letting others organise you is another,
co-operation is the Dharma door of non duality.

The mystery of human communication
A tray of things which smell. Each person picks up things they want to
smell in silence eg shoe polish, cheese, coffee, bits of apple, a clod of
earth, bread, incense. Try to be aware of what the smells communicate and
talk about that afterwards.


Creative Symbols of the Tantric Path

The symbolism of the Tibetan wheel of life.
Bring a picture, poem or music which evokes one of the six realms we are
most familiar with. Say how we get out of that realm.
End session with a reflection on the preciousness of human life (could use
Vishvapani's reflections on the Four Preliminary Practices printed in
Madhyamavani 8, Spring 2003).

The tantric symbolism of the stupa
Do stupa visualisation reflecting on each of the elements.

The symbolism of the sacred thunderbolt or diamond sceptre of the lamas
Each person brings a vajra. Use Vessantara's book "The Varja and Bell" as
the basis of a led reflection on the four aspects of the vajra. People hold
the vajra in their hand during the reflection and visualise during the
readings:
i) the vajra as diamond (Chap 3)
ii) the vajra as philosopher's stone (Chapter 4)
iii) the vajra as thunderbolt (Chap 5)
iv) the vajra as sceptre (Chap 6)

The symbolism of the cosmic refuge tree and the archetypal guru
Bring a picture or object which evokes our hero or heroine and say
something about it. Our hero or heroine as intermediaries to the Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas.

The symbolism of the cremation group and the celestial maidens
Build a shrine of dakinis, bones, skulls etc and by candlelight read a poem
or short reading on death and impermanence.

The symbolism of offerings and self sacrifice.
Using adapted verses from the Mandala Offering practice bring to mind
aspects of our life and the many people we are connected to - shows how
dependent we are on others and helps develop appreciation and gratitude.

The symbolism of the colours and mantric sound
Build shrines to the four tantric rites: destruction, fascination,
prospering and pacification. The group to bring objects to evoke the
symbolism of each of the rites.

The symbolism of the five Buddhas both "male" and "female"
Build shrines to each of the 5 Buddhas in the five directions. Each person
(decided the week before) prepares to take on one of the Buddhas to
introduce them to the others eg talk about their connection with the Buddha
or evoke the Buddha in some way.
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