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Time & Timelessness

1994 - 2004

BY THIS TIME THE DEBT TO THE BANK HAD BEEN PAID OFF; FUNDS
had started to accumulate and serious ideas about building a central meditation hall,
a Temple, were launched through Luang Por Sumedho’s initiative. An architect, Tom
Hancock, was commissioned and plans began to be discussed, reviewed and eventually
put in front of the Dacorum Borough Council Planning Department. After some
serious challenges and a planning refusal, which was then overturned on appeal,
planning permission for the Temple was given in 1994.

The presence of the new Temple and cloister completely changed the ambience of
the site of Amaravati. Prior to this, when visitors had arrived though the main gate,
they often thought they were entering a prison, or some kind of military barracks, on
account of the long, thin wooden buildings arranged in ranks. Now, with the Temple
at the centre, on the axis of the monastery, at the end of the driveway beyond the
avenue of cherry trees (as they were then), the perception was utterly transformed.
Finally the monastery had a heart on the physical level to match the spiritual aspirations
of the resident community, and the many hundreds of people who had gathered
regularly here through the years.

With the Temple now complete, from around 2000, Luang Por Sumedho began to take
more of a backseat and made efforts to pass on many of the teaching and administrative
duties. The fabric of the other buildings was steadily improved, piece by piece, with
double glazing being installed and amenities gradually being enhanced. Activities
continued to be available for the general public, these consisting of the weekly classes,
the various family events, including the ten-day summer camp, plus the round of
retreats available for the public in the Retreat Centre which now filled the calendar,
being about 20 retreats, short and long, from April until New Year. The interfaith
Library continued to steadily expand, as books were constantly being donated. All
these opportunities continued to be greatly appreciated.

Following the completion of the Temple, and the expenses that that involved, no new
construction was planned or undertaken. The years 2000-2004 were thus a period of
consolidation and rest with respect to that domain. Luang Por Sumedho passed on more
of his leadership roles to other senior monastics at Amaravati.
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THESE BUILDINGS WERE PUT TO VARIOUS USES IN THE MONASTERY’S
early years, (including one of them serving as a small meditation hall and occasionally as a
chapel of rest) but in the 1990’s the decision to build a properly designed, dedicated Temple
was made. :

The process to gain planning permission took along time and there were a number of setbacks
but, once it was agreed, it became essential to take down these buildings in order to create
space for the future Temple building.

A contingent of bhikkhus came up from Chithurst and a large squad of monks and
novices set about tearing the buildings apart. Male energy can easily be diverted into
acts of wanton destruction and the work went forward at an alarming rate. There were
several accidents as this energy was unleashed but nothing seriously went wrong and the
buildings were demolished in record time.
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IN THE WINTER OF 1994 WE VISITED A FACTORY IN KANCHANABURI THAILAND
that many of the Luang Por Chah monasteries used for casting Buddhariipas. We had ideas of what style we
wanted, and they made a small wax maquette, 8” across the knees, and from that, we made further requests
to change the hand mudras, and the shape of the face. All this required multiple visits to the factory. By the
next winter they built the full scale riipa, that was 48” across the knees. It followed the ‘lost-wax’ casting
process, where they make a mould that starts with a plaster interior plug; then on top of that, they put a
thick layer of wax. The wax can be sculpted with the exact final features of the face, the positions of the arms
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- and hands, the exact style that we had agreed with the smaller model. Then, they add plaster outside of the

wax, and it is then ready for casting with bronze.

In Thailand casting a Buddha is a very grand event: a date is set, and many people want to come. We held
the event at the factory in Kanchanaburi, and many of Amaravati’s friends and supporters came, as well as
many monks from Wat Pah Nanachat and Wat Pah Pong. Lay people consider it very auspicious, and they
bring jewellery, often precious rings, bracelets, or necklaces, or pieces of gold, to add them into the melting
bronze, as they consider it very auspicious to give up their attachment to the gold, and have it be converted
into a Buddharaipa. At the ceremony 6 or 7 fires were made to melt the amount of bronze needed to pour
into the mould. The lost-wax process involves having the molten bronze replace the layer of wax in the
mould. The mould is turned upside down, the molten bronze is poured into the mould in 5-6 places, and
the molten bronze causes the wax to melt, and the bronze effectively replaces the wax, becoming a one-inch
thick layer of metal, held in place by the the inner and outer plaster layers. When the molten bronze cools,
the plaster is broken off from the outside and inside, and all that remains is the bronze, which is hollow on
the inside. There is usually some final finishing to do to make it perfect, and later when we brought it to
England, our friend and artist Khun Pang Chinasai covered it with a layer of gold leat
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BACK IN 1989, THERE WAS A SMALL GROUP OF US (TAN VIPASSI, AJAHN
Amaro, Sister Cintamani and myself) that came up with a plan to refurbish the old Dhamma
Hall, with a covered walkway linking it to the Sala. But in 1990 Luang Por said, “No, no,
no, let’s not waste money on that. We should build a proper Temple, and I think people in
Thailand will be interested to support it”. So thus began the formal process of planning the
Temple.

We courted a few different architects, and Luang Por chose Tom Hancock — Tom was a
Buddhist, and Luang Por had a feeling that he could work easily with Tom. The core Temple
planning team supporting him were Ajahn Amaro, Sister Jotika, Lawrence Haines (the EST
Secretary), and Tom Hancock. For the first two or three years, Luang Por explained that he
wanted to take on this project, and it would be his gift to the community. Little information
was shared with the community, and most of the community wondered “What is going on?
Can we see the plans and comment on them?” Luang Por wished the community would simply
trust him, but some awkward feelings were brewing in the wings.

Finally we convinced Luang Por that we should open the plans up to the resident community
and some key supporters to invite their comments and hopefully get their support. Luang Por
was not altogether comfortable with that idea, but in the end he agreed it was worthwhile,
and soon the mistrust that had been in the background evaporated and the whole community
began to get excited about the Temple.

(John Stevens)
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IN NOVEMBER 1992 THE APPLICATION FOR PLANNING PERMISSION WAS REFUSED BY
the local Borough Council. The Council said they were concerned that the design for the bulldlng' was so
attractive, that many people would want to come, and it would lead to traffic problems on the narrow lanes
leading to the monastery.

This was a big blow to the Temple team. But also, the team itself was changing. Lawrence Haines had been
dismissed that year, Sister Jotika had become burned out as the monastery secretary, and was making plans
to go to Burma, and Ajahn Amaro was spending more and more time in America. In the Spring of 1993, I
was asked to take over from Sister Jotika, running the office, being the Secretary of the EST, as well as taking
on the coordination of the Temple project. I'd been the work monk for five years, and had done a bit of
office work, but this was a much more committing role. Sister Jotika was a great mentor, and during her last
three months, her key message was: “Sit here and open the mail, Luang Por’s a great man, stick to the job, and be
loyal So I put on the hat of the secretary of the English Sangha Trust, and together with Venerable Jutindharo,
joined Luang Por and Ajahn Amaro on the Temple planning team.

We began discussing the planning issues with the Borough Council, and agreed we would redesign a building
that was smaller and less visible from the main A-road down in the valley by the village.

In August of '93 we submitted a second application for planning permission, this time reducing the height
from 60" down to 40; and reducing the square footage by 1/3rd. To our surprise the Borough Council refused
permission a second time. Again they said the road to the monastery wouldn't be able to handle the added
traffic.

They compared us to the Hare Krishna temple in Watford. Watford was in the same Borough Council, the Hare
Krishna monks also wear saffron robes, and their temple had festivals with 65,000 people 2-3 times/year,
that did create big traffic problems on the small country lanes leading to their temple. The Borough Council
assumed that we were going to generate a similar problem on the roads. What they didn’t appreciate was that
our events were drawing only around 3,000 people, not 65,000.
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Following our architect’s reccommendation, we took advice from legal counsel, a QC — a Queens Counsel
lawyer — who was an expert in planning law. He advised us to appeal on both applications, and agreed to
represent us. We prepared all the documents and witness statements. The hearing in front of a National
Planning Inspector lasted two days. Curiously, at the time of the second application the Planning Officer
who worked for the Councils Planning Department, had written an 11-page-report in support of giving us
permission. Despite that, the Council had gone against their own planning officer'’s recommendation. At
the appeal the Council brought 11 witnesses against us, including a member of parliament, two County
councillors, the head of the County Highways Department, four Borough councillors, the head of the Parish
Council, the Rural Heritage Society, a local environmentalist, as well as local neighbours; effectively
representatives from the whole local establishment.

Their arguments were specious, saying things like: foreign people driving to the monastery didn’t know how
to drive properly — they dig up the verges of the road; or that buses were coming direct from Heathrow airport
with hundreds of people — showing pictures with no dates or numbers.

We commissioned a traffic survey which showed that even on our biggest festival days, when we had around
3,000 people, the roadway to the monastery did not have a problem with handling the traffic. The Council’s
argument seemed to be based on hysteria.

The moment of revelation in the two-day hearing was when our QC was questioning Mr Howling, the head of
the County Highways Department: “At the time of the first application for the larger building, you didn’t think
that traffic would be a problem; but then in the second application you wrote to say that there would be a traffic
problem. What made you change your mind?” Mr Howling said: “I received some letters from the Borough
Council.” The QC asked to see those letters, and the head of highways said “they are all here in this envelope”
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In that envelope we found one letter where Mr Howling wrote to his superior, the Chair of the Environment for
the County Council, saying: “I don’t appreciate the way the Borough Councillors are putting pressure on me
and my staff to change our opinion, against our judgement...”. Soon after receiving that letter he did change his
opinion. Atthat pointin the hearing, Borough Councillor Frank Seeley, who Mr Howling’s letter referred to, was
across the room, with his head in his hands, as he was due to be the next witness. The QC asked Mr Seely to read
out the letter hed written to Mr Howling. The QC was like a surgeon, polite, and simply extracting the facts. In
his final summary statement to the Inspector, the QC said: “I hope the Inspector will help this Borough Council
make decisions in accordance with their own planning criteria’ The inspector, who had listened quietly for
two days, with a reserve, asking no questions. Two months later, in January 1994, we received a letter from the
Inspector saying there was no valid planning reason to refuse permission, and we were granted permission to
build either of the two buildings, the smaller or the larger.

At the time, that Planning Committee of Dacorum Borough Council had other cases where they had refused
planning permission, which had also gone to appeal, and they had lost, again for not following planning rules
in their decision-making; and sometimes they even had to pay the other party’s legal costs.

Needless to say, we were thrilled, and Luang Por and the Sangha chose to build the first building, the larger of
the two designs, which was felt to be more suited to Amaravati's needs.

\ (&=

(John Stevens)
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IN 1994-95 I’'D BEEN AWAY IN THE STATES FOR TEN MONTHS. WHEN I RETURNED,
the ground had been broken at Amaravati for this massive project, a Temple. I drove a couple of the
monks from London to attend a ceremony to establish the sima: Venerable (Doctor) Vajirafiana and a
very senior monk from Wat Buddhapadipa, whose name I never remembered. During the ceremony, I
didn’t have a clue as to what was taking place, yet I was fascinated by the sight of a tightly clustered group

‘of monks moving from section to section of the building footprint, chanting over and over.

The years of the Temple construction coincided with when I was visiting Amaravati most frequently,
so seeing this edifice arise and change was a regular feature for me. The first time I entered the building
was during a retreat at the Retreat Centre, led by Luang Por Viradhammo. At some point, he offered
us the opportunity to enter the building site. All of those oak beams, which is all that was there at the
time. Amazing! The other strong image I have is that I happened to be visiting for the evening and the
Buddharapa had just been installed. Carpets and mats covered enough of the bare floor for a paja to
take place, including a long string of auspicious chanting followed by meditation, all surrounded by
scaffolding and whatever else an active building site has around.

Lastly, I had the privilege to be invited to the Temple opening on 4 July 1999, in the Temple itself where
I could witness this great event. I was quite oblivious as to who the visiting Elders and dignitaries were,
which I think may have only added to my curiosity and sense of wonder. Every time I enter the Temple,
I have a warm feeling of familiarity and comfort. One of my favourite spaces in the world to enter.
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THE CLOISTER, ALONG WITH THE ABBOT’S KUTI, WAS PART OF THE TEMPLE
development. However, the cloister was built not as a whole but in a series of sections and the initial build

only constituted about one quarter of the final version.

The Temple and Cloister project was the first large scale building project initiated at Amaravati Monastery.
The idea that a dedicated “Temple” was going to be built caused consternation in some local minds and
there was strong resistance to the initial design. The first version, however, not the second, revised version
was, in the end, accepted by the local authority and building commenced in 1996. The completed Temple
was formally opened in 1999. The Opening Ceremony, a huge event, was attended by monks and nuns from
Thailand and around the world and drew some 3,000 people.
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THE THAI AND SRI LANKAN AMBASSADORS BOTH ATTENDED THE
ground breaking ceremony, taking turns with a hoe, digging the first holes in the
ground. Fight 16” diameter granite orbs had been carved by a sculptor/friend of the
Sangha named Ken Grant. These Sima stones were placed into holes, and buried
underground, to mark the Sima boundary. The foundations of the Temple were then
dug in a way that did not disturb the Sima stones. : ' '

At that time in 1995, we had sufficient funds to build the Temple and one-quarter of
the Cloister, linking the Temple to the Sala. It wasn’t until 1997 that we finally had the
funds to complete the remainder of the Cloister. We then paused for a year, and in
mid-1998, we began to plan a grand Opening ceremony which was held in July 1999.

Luang Por had a long standing friendship with Her Royal Highness Princess Kalyani,
the sister of the King of Thailand, Several years before she had accepted Luang Por’s
invitation to come to the Temple’s Opening Ceremonies. But as preparations neared,
she had one request: In Thai tradition, the key moment of such an opening ceremony
is the cutting of the ties of when the ropes suspending the the ‘Luk Nimit;, the 9th Sima
stone, over a hole in the ground, typically a machete is used, and the Princess had
prior experience where wielding the machete was not so easy, and from her point of
view, not very dignified. She asked if we could find a more elegant and graceful way for
her to perform this important act in the ceremony.

Venerable Kusalo, from New Zealand built a wooden ramp, with a shallow pitch,
sloping downward toward the hole, and with the heavy luk-nimit on the ramp, all that
was needed to keep it from rolling down the ramp was a wide piece of ribbon cloth,
and we could give Princess Kalyani a beautiful pair of scissors, and that ribbon would
be easily cut through.

The Opening Ceremony took place on 4th July 1999. We had many senior monks
come from Wat Pah Pong, as well as the 90 year-old Tan Chao Khun Pannananda.
In all 3,000 people came, many from Thailand. The Temple was packed with
dignitaries; a huge marquee was erected in the field, with a giant screen, with closed
circuit TV relaying the proceedings happening inside the Temple to the people in the
marquee. Princess Kalyani did cut the ribbon, and a big smile came across her face
when it all worked out as well as we had hoped. Tan Chao Khun Pannananda gave
a rousing Dhamma talk translated by Ajahn Jayasaro. Books and CD’s of Dhamma
talks, t-shirts, mugs were given out as gifts, as well as many of the 108 small-scale
Buddharuapa statues, that had been made 4 years before at the casting ceremony were
also presented as gifts to the guest monks and dignitaries.

(John Stevens)
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THE “BOROBUDUR STUPA” WAS OFFERED TO AMARAVATI IN THE 1990’S.

Ajahn Kusalo, an omnipractical New Zealander had assembled it “temporarily” with his

- own hands and a set of tools he created himself. For many years it was sitting level with the

ground and missing the pinnacle — so that the Buddha was exposed to the viewers. This
had to change and so in about 2006 a group of monks and laypeople started the project of
building it properly. At that time a professional mason came for a visit and happen to lose his
wallet. The wallet was found and returned to the builder with all its contents. This sparked
faith and trust in the man and led to him offering to do the work for free.

Foundations were poured, the mound was built around it and the stupa assembled.

It served as a focal point for circumambulations during auspicious events and a place for
contemplation, also a much photographed object — in the morning mist and in the moon
light, surrounded by blooming cherries or covered by snow. When the plans for new
stupa were announced some of the community members were not happy. They became
quite attached to the old one — for the simple look of grey stone structure blended well into
the English nature.
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THE YEAR 2004 BROUGHT LUANG POR SUMEDHO’S 70TH BIRTHDAY AS
well as more and more people coming to visit to make daily offerings, to stay at Amaravati
as guests, to attend classes and family events, and to participate in meditation retreats. On
weekends, the sala would regularly be crammed to bursting — with all the Sangha and the lay
community gathered in the main hall to share the meal offering.

In 2009, Luang Por Sumedho regularly expressed his wish and intention to retire from the
abbotship, and an invitation was made to Ajahn Amaro in December of that year for him
to consider coming to England to take up that role. He had been co-abbot of Abhayagiri in
California for the previous 13 years with Luang Por Pasanno. Ajahn Amaro duly arrived in July
of 2010 and, in November, after the end of the Rains Retreat that year, Luang Por Sumedho
took his leave saying, ‘Goodbye forever!” as was his wont when parting company with anybody
and everybody in those days.

There had been a lot of questioning about community life and traditional structures in the
period leading up to Luang Por Sumedho’s retirement. It was a challenging period for the
monastic community and a number of Sangha members left to pursue other paths. With Ajahn
Amaros arrival there was a need to begin a reconsolidation. He spent a lot of time sitting and
talking with every monastic and lay member of the Amaravati community during the Rains
Retreat of 2010, in order to get to know everyone and to foster an atmosphere of ‘beginning
again.

On Luang Por Sumedho’s departure, Ajahn Amaro formally took up the role of abbot and
began to get settled in through the second half of that decade. During the early part of this
period it became clear that the now 70-year-old wooden buildings were a major source of
wasteful expenditure, being very energy-inefficient and expensive to maintain. Also, even
though the Sangha had adapted to the use of the long thin buildings, they were not of a form
that was particularly conducive to either the lives of the resident monastic community, or the
functioning of the Retreat Centre, or for communal functions with the laity, so it became clear
that a long-term plan to replace the old wooden buildings needed to be developed. This was
agreed upon in principle, in 2011, by the monastic community and the long-term lay residents,
as well as by the English Sangha Trust. Pamutto Donohoe was contracted to serve as project
manager and, over the next two years, a masterplan for the whole site was developed. Finances
were still tight, so even though there was a plan, there was no capacity to start any construction
at this time.

During this period the numbers of visitors, guests and retreatants steadily increased; almost
every retreat at the Retreat Centre was at full capacity and, even with the Sangha no longer
sitting to have the meal with the lay community in the Sala, it was found that the Temple needed
to be the venue for the meal offering ceremonies on Saturday and Sunday mornings because the
sala was too crowded.
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o _1nput and an opportunuy*to express‘ themselves ina playﬁil Way —~w1thout nee&mg to look after iy
their children! Usually it was the adults who tried to ensure that the children could do something -

creative during Famlly Camp, however while domg so, they began to realize that they too would

like to have an opportumty to connecfw1th their own creatlve and' playful mtelllgence

Somehow, thls request resonated with me: durlng my trarnmgas a junior nun, [ had experlenced_ '
that, at times, I could become quite tight and overly serious in the way we hold our training rules,

and I had started to feel a bit stuck between “right” and “wrong” While, when we do something

creative, we need to be w4111ng to experlment and let go of fixed ideas of the outcomes — become

playful again, at least temporarily. So I felt quite inspired to offer a Weekend during which parents

and older teenagers (18+) could come together and explore a Dhamma theme with more creative

means: drawing, painting, creating sculptures with clay or scrap material, and even our bodies;

or using our voices, having drama and writing sessions ... Since then, we've had many Creative

Weekends at the Amaravati Retreat Centre, often exploring themes of Luang Por S‘umedho s

teachings Wthh the parents found particularly interesting or puzzling.

The photo on the left is from a Creative Weekend with the theme Anicca, impermanence.

Sider Cillapala
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IN 2014, AN INVITATION WAS MADE TO LUANG POR SUMEDHO TO RETURN

and lead a week-long Open Retreat for ‘anyone and everyone; this to be held in combination
with an International Elders Meeting for the broader monastic community of Luang Por
Chah’s disciples. A pair of events was thus created for that summer. The retreat enabled 450
people to attend the weeklong session, using the Temple as the meditation hall, while the IEM,
the grand gathering of the monastic community, was able to meet and discuss Sangha business
for several days. This was another occasion upon which senior Elders were invited to come and
could spend time at Amaravati, thus strengthening our community ties with different branches
in Thailand and around the world.

Luang Por Sumedho was, at this time, happily residing in Thailand at Wat Pah Ratanawan,
but it was considered that Amaravati should make moves to provide a suitable dwelling for
him should he wish to return, or for the occasions when he would come to stay. The first
consideration of the long-term plan was, accordingly, to provide such a dwelling. Ideas and
plans for the Aroga Kuti began to be drawn up — Bridget Sheppard was contracted to be the
architect. In 2017 we held another International Elders’ Meeting and Open Retreat, led by
Luang Por Sumedho once again, and he was able to reside in the Aroga Kauti for the first time.

Part of the appeal and necessity for along-term plan was that the existing old wooden buildings
were expensive to maintain, very wasteful of energy and not ideally suited for the purposes of
the monastic community, lay residents and guests, and retreatants. Therefore the plan evolved
to replace all the old buildings with eco-friendly, energy-efficient structures that were more in
keeping with the needs and lifestyle of the various sectors of the Amaravati community. Seven
such structures have been put in place so far, with three more under construction (including
the new sala) at the time of writing.

In 2019, the Sangha was generously donated two houses along the northern side of St
Margaret’s Lane, a large house now called Heartwood and the smaller Bungalow next door.
These provided very convenient lodgings for the nuns to reside in whilst their new buildings
were under construction — as the following reconstruction phase.

In the summer and latter part of 2022 Amaravati was able to open up again as the pandemic
was abating. The old sala was demolished during the summer of 2022, and ground was broken
for the new complex in January of 2023. The construction process is still underway in 2024,
with the planned completion to be in November of this year.

Luang Por Sumedho is now in his 90th year, and we are celebrating his foundational,
fundamental and profoundly significant role in the life of Amaravati, and in the spiritual life
of the world with an Acariya-Pija event in May, 2024, in combination with Visakha Puja.
Then again, on July 27th, his 90th birthday will be celebrated, which coincides with the 40th
Anniversary of Amaravati, a few days later. This book is part of the commemoration of these
landmarks and it is hoped that it serves as an inspiration and a useful keepsake.

% ok O Ok ok ok X b ok ok & b

Ajahn Amaro has now been abbot of Amaravati for 13 years. The community currently consists
of 45 monastics and 10 long-term lay residents. It is intended for the Retreat Centre to reopen
in 2025. Plans are being prepared for the rebuilding of the Monks’ Vihara complex, with its
male long-term lay resident and guest accommodation. The beat goes on...
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AJAHN AMARO IS VERY GOOD AT SAYING YES TO ANYTHING. FOR EXAMPLE,
when a big event is going to be planned, my possible tendency is, ‘Wow, this is difficult... This
requires quite a lot. Can we really manage?’ I would have hesitation, or even resistance. And these
concerns are not mere, emotional reactions, but they can be based on certain previous experience
and some relevant considerations. However, Ajahn Amaro is naturally, and would also intentionally
be positive to accommodate many challenges, such as huge events and changes. This helps uslet go
of the initial reaction, ‘Oh, this will be too much. We cannot do it. It is true that we don’t have to say
yes to everything, and if the leader says, “Well, we can't do it} of course everything simply stops. But
if he says, “Yes, it’s doable. It is possible, then it can become possible.

When we are in actual operation and we encounter challenges — a sudden, unexpected change
happens, something important is noticed missing, etc. — we can possibly become panicked or even
give it up. Ajahn Amaro then says, “There is a way. We would have internal grumbling, Ajahn, you
can say so... , but it is very difficult to actually make it" . But we will later realise that he is right.
The words, “There is a way, convey the encouragement and trust from the leader. And they are not
superficial, groundless ideas. His positive attitude comes from something deeper, real, free of worry,
and truly trusting. This supports us — very important.
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DURING 2012-13 A MASTERPLAN FOR THE REDEVELOPMENT

of the whole Amaravati site was prepared, by the Sangha with the help of

Pamutto Donohoe and Rolfe Judd plannmg consultants. When the plans

had been fully worked out, we had an open day to present our ideas for the

local community. This was well attended, both by long—standlng friends and

supporters of Amaravati, as well as by many neighbours in Great and Little -
: Gaddesden, Berkhamsted and Hemel Hempstead - 5

FROM THE 1980°S ONWARDS THE AUGUST FAMILY CAMP
became an annual event at Amaravati. Young people were nurtured in a
Buddhist environment and made lasting friendships with one another.
The Camp usually culminated in an entertainment (or show) with songs,
music, dramatic skits, readings and other kinds of performance. Often put
together at the very last minute, these shows were highly entertaining, very
funny and sometimes quite moving.
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ON OCTOBER 26TH, 2017, THAILAND WAS GOING TO HOLD THE ROYAL
Cremation Ceremony for our beloved King Bhumibol Adulyadej. Temples, provincial town
halls, and district offices across the country and abroad were to organize ceremonies allowing
local people to join the event from where they live.

We were inquired quite late about the possibility of a ceremony of sandalwood flowers
burning. Ajahn Nyanadasso, suggested by Ajahn Kongrit, approached me with the idea of
building a replica of the Royal Crematorium on the monastery grounds by the stupa. This
would allow people nearby to offer sandalwood flowers as a final tribute to the late King Rama
IX, coinciding with the ceremony in Thailand.

We rushed to find official information available on the website how the replica should be
built and how to perform the ceremony. Once again, I was deeply moved and impressed by
coming together of our bhikkhus — from all different nationalities — to help with wood
carving, painting, and decorating, completing everything in one night to show their respect
and gratitude to the late King.

Ajahn Pasanno, the abbot of Abhayagiri Monastery in California, was at Amaravati during
that time. He gave an inspiring talk about the late King Bhumibol Adulyadej. After the talk,
we went to where the replica was located and laid down the sandalwood flower with grief
to send off our beloved King. The ceremony was completed beautifully.

MAX, AJAHN NARINDO’S NEPHEW HAD BEEN COMING WITH HIS MOTHER
and sister to Amaravati. This family, including Ajahn Narindo's parents likes to come and make

-offerings to the monastery and monks. Max, being a boy had always been the one his mother

tasked to make offerings to the monks. He took his responsibility very seriously. Trying to follow
example of his monk uncle, one summer holiday little Max arrived Amaravati with shaved
head. So then, Ven. Narindo asked Amaravatis Sangha for a possibility of a temporary novice
ordination for Max. But Amaravati has a child protection policy plus it has never been done
before. So, the temporary anagarika role was the middle way. He could share a bedroom in the
Bodhi House with his mom and sister.

We trained him to do things like other anagarikas, including pindapat and handwashing for the
monks, care for his own anagarika’s belongings like robe and bowl, offering things to monks,
and other sanghas etiquettes.

Although ordained for only two weeks, little Anagarika Max was adored by everyone in

Amaravati.

(Ajahn Kongrit)
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WHEN I AM ENGAGED WITH A CERTAIN MONASTERY PROJECT, ALMOST ALWAYS

_ people are willing to help. This originally comes from Wat Pah Pong tradition, I think. Ajahn Chah’s style

of practice is not one for the narrow sense of one’s own benefit only, but also learning how to (daaas
sia-sala, a Thai word that means to give up. Giving up one’s own convenience, one’s own ideas, personal
preferences, time, etc. and then thinking of just to be helpful. This attitude has been taught and
emphasised in Ajahn Chah’s tradition. And Amaravati is not an exception at all.

When someone is organisingan event or alike, he/she can plan and think about t, but certainlyit cannot be
his/her own, single person’s operation. They definitely need people to help. I definitelyneed people to help.
The idea of giving up doesn’t mean we've got to do so blindly without any consideration or perspective. For
instance, it is necessary to be careful about the amount of work, and we should not be negligent of one’s
own need for formal practice. Then, the situation arises that more efforts and contributions become
required. What we'd like to keep in mind is the attitude of ‘sia-sala’ giving up. Willingness to give up and
to offer support will come from people. When I am engaged in organising an event or ceremony, and I
ask, “Shall we do this; it’s crucial whether I have such a response as, “Yes. What can T do?’ or a resistance
as, ‘Why do we bother to do this?’ That makes a huge difference. If people say, ‘Yes, Ajahn, how can I
help?” just the joy follows. But if the reply is a heavy tone of "Why?, it’s very discouraging, isn’t it? In my
experience, for most of the cases, “Yes, Ajahn;, will come. This is the joy.

In terms of workload, the most challenging one was Luang Por’s open retreat in 2017 which was held
together with IEM (International Elders Meeting). It was not only the size of the function, but we also had
to prepare thesite for both visiting monastics and lay people in a large number. Kathina is mainly to receive
a big crowd of lay visitors whereas IEM is a gathering of the sangha. But this open retreat was a mixture of
both. We had to host visiting monastics, as well as an unusual size of lay people. And, the lay people were
not day visitors, but stayed overnight for a few days. This way of preparation was new to us. We arranged a
portal cabin for temporary accommodations. Furthermore, how to manage the seating in the temple
was also a challenge. It's not just a festive occasion, when we try to accommodate as many as visitors by
minimising the gaps between the seats, but it was a retreat, an occasion for meditation and listening
to teachings. It was necessary to arrange the seating differently, in order to provide a more supportive
atmosphere for these purposes in the hall. And yet so many people wished to attend and wanted to have
seats, which could cause conflicts, even. How can we manage it? As a solution, we created a seating map,
with seat numbers, like 1A, 1B, as you see in the theaters. This is a good example of how quite detailed
planning became necessary. And it was not a single day event, it continued for a few days, and at the end,
we also had the IEM meeting, a very different style of large gathering.

After the whole event was over, I found myself physically very exhausted. The feeling of physical
tiredness was the strongest, since I came to Amaravati. But, of course, it was a very rewarding, and
wonderful experience. I was so happy. There’s nothing for me to complain about, not atall...
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FOLLOWING THE COMPLETION OF THE AROGA KUTI, PLANS
for further construction began, with the nuns’ community dwellings being the
immediate priority. Andrew Yeats had been taken on as the architect, and being
a expert in Passive House construction, a method of building that is extremely
energy-efficient and eco-friendly, he undertook the design, and was able to
oversee the construction of a kuti for the senior nun. A communal meeting hall
for the nuns, a nursing kuti for elder and ailing nuns, and lastly, a collection of
three buildings for the nuns’ accommodation all followed rapidly thereafter.







the word ° trustrng to describe 1t 1t came from people, and then that se;t'up tl;,e.tone of lrfe=at the monastery I
~ liked it. I felt encouraged *BuT onethmg'f also notu;ed is that the j ;unrors her&;&é‘;e left a_iqne There’s nobody

who was paying attention to them. Or nobo‘dy was able to pay'attentlorr‘éf!eople were okay; and even'happy,_ =

-----

but those aspects such as training, support on m@mvrdual hasrqwere‘mrésmg:_ -That was my feeling and
perceptlon I thlnk when we had the meetln,g:——;hke;the Elders Cqung_l Meeimg T mentloned thts I tched

e lnvolved in tak—mg care of the ]unlors here ThlS _1s how em‘emb' r t‘held_ea of mentors was introduced
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Being a mentor or belng a pi- Llang to newcomers, }unror pep le, it's nota one way relatlon - for example, =
as the mentor give the juniors 1nformat10n, and they just follow. Is 1t'0h1y this? No. Actually I was learmng, too.
Quite a part of it is for me to listen to them. There are challenge_s, drfﬁcultles, such as frustration, drsappomt—
ment, doubt a_nger, and other emotlons, 0 1t s not llke for me to tell What to do [am hsten‘lﬂg ) them, and
~ often it feels like a nourlshing experience to me, too. Its not neces:sarrly easy. They are saying how dlﬂiculf the
monastic life is. We are Westerners, Asians, Iapanese, but the struggle with doubts, frustratlons etc. are very
much in common. It comes down to the human experience of suﬂérlng,hut it is happenlng in the monastto
context and can have a specific ﬂavour and contents. We might come from. different backgrounds, butoncewe
~ reallylive the monastic hfe, we experience the similar or the samekmd of sufferlng We would then know what -
we are talking about. : N e & : s

By the time I started to hve at Amaravatl, Ialready had 15 Vassa 1 had had my own eXperrence of how we
would suffer, what would be a challenge, and so on, so I felt I should be able to be with the j junior people and -
support them, if possible. Because I had a strong sense that this monastlc lifeis very, very meanlngful — however
challenging and difficult it can be, it’s not an empty struggle. It is indeed a meaningful struggle Iwas w1lhng to
listen to them, and if I felt necessary and ready, I was also able to offer them encouragement.
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THE DISASMBLY OF THE BOROBUDUR STUPA APPEARED TO BE A DIFFICULT
task, but when started, proved to be quite straightforward. Scaffolding was erected and apart from the -
heavy pinnacle the individual stones could be handled by one man. The statue of the Buddha was the
heaviest, estimated to weigh about 800 kilograms, or 1,800 pounds. Luang Por Sumedho wished to
have it in the garden outside his kuti and so, with the help of steel pipes, bits of wood and the quad
bike it was transported there. It is now resting on a specially built plinth under a pergola, a beautiful
shrine in that area of the monastery.

The “Borobudur Stupa” is planned to be replaced by a more traditional North-East Thai stupa —
exact copy of one designed for Wat Pah Nanachat, the first monastery started by Luang Por Sumedho.
The Sangha hopes for him to live for many more years, but once he is no longer with us, the ashes of
his body will be placed in the new Stupa.
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REBUILDING A NEW SALA IS A SIMPLE IDEA, AND AT AMARAVATI AN EXCELLENT IDEA.

The undertaking and realisation of the project is a massive venture. The levels of complexity involved

are difficult to grasp. Through many rounds of community consultations, discussions, agreements and

disagreements, Ajahn Amaro, with the help of many monks, nuns and lay supporters has shepherded this
project along. Ajahn Amaro, Tan Manunyo, Tan Pasado, Tan Jinavaro, Ajahn Asoko, Sister Jayavira, Sister
Nyanasiri, Sister Vidura, Caroline, Martin, Sudanta, and many more have contributed immensely to the
project, but no one has carried this whole entreprise with more good will, dedication, time, energy and effort
than the architects Andrew and Lucy Yeats and the project manager Rachaya Karasuddhi.

One of the main focuses in rebuilding the sala, as well as all the other buildings in Amaravati, is to build to
what is known as the PassivHaus standard. This is an internationally recognised standard that aims at energy
efficiency, allowing the building to use low levels of energy to very high efficiency through the use of air source
heat pumps, super-insulation and recycling the heat of the building in heat recovery ventilation. It makes
for buildings that are eco-friendly and cheaper to operate. All this has been integrated to blend in with the
architectural style of the Temple and Cloisters as designed by Tom Hancock, as well as the Chiltern general

landscape style and requirements.
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I ARRIVED AT THE MONASTERY IN 2001.

Initiaﬂy, I wondered how the English Sangha Trust could -

sustain such a large monastery with around 40-50 residents!

How had the monastery managed to survive for over 20 years?

Over time, I came to understand the extent of the offer-

ings made by those who have faith in the teachings of Lord

Buddha and the monastic way of life. Remarkably, the
- English Sangha Trust does not rely on any business at all.

There are people from many different nationalities, who
come to the monastery to offer various things. The Thai
people always make sure that the Sangha has enough to
eat daily. During my time here, the first group I knew was
‘the Tuesday Group. They came to offer food on every
Tuesday, got to know each other and formed a group. Other
Thai people come on other days and that we have Wednesday
Group, and recently Home Team Group on Monday. Some
people come regularly on Thursday, Friday, Saturday and
Sunday but didn’t form a group. And they some how took up
the responsibility of making sure monks, nuns, and commu-
nity members here have enough to eat. If they cannot make
it on their usual day, they would let others know so someone
can come instead. During special events with many visiting
monks and nuns, Thai supporters enthusiastically ensure
an ample supply of food for the Sangha, as well as for the
laypeople, as much as they can. From my view, Thai people
are familiar with working as a group when there is an event.
Our concept for helping out at the monastery is ‘more
people, more fun and more merit!" So, they don't need to
organise everything in details, whoever comes and wants
to help, just do it. No surprise if you find that in the kitchen

often time, it’s éhaotlc and ﬁoisf'y but full of laughter and joy,
not to mention that plenty of food nicely done just on time!

Among the Sri Lankan supporters I've encountered, most

- are professi(‘;nals such as medical doctors, accountants and

engineers. They provide healthcare advice, assist with
accounting matters for both the monastery and the Retreat
Centre. Also, oversee the Temple repairing project in 2006.

- When Sri Lankan supporters bring food to offer, they always

let us know in advance of what they are going to bring, for

“which occasion, how many dishes etc., which is a complete

opposite to the Thais!

Volunteers from the UK, Europe, and various Asian coun-
tries, such as Malaysia and Singapore, contribute their
time and skills to handle accounting, managing Sangha
welfare, overseeing publications, driving, and especially
organising volunteer groups for monastery events.

The monastery also accommodates long-term lay residents
who volunteer their services. Living on-site allows us to be
available at any time for urgent matters concerning the Sangha.

The collective support we receive would be financially
burdensome if we had to pay everyone for their contribu-
tions. Years ago, one volunteer shared with me that Luang
Por Sumedho and the Sangha here inspire people to discover
their own generous heart, often previously unknown, which
then naturally extends to benefit all.
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OVER THREE DAYS IN MAY 2024 THE OCCASION WAS CREATED TO CELEBRATE LUAN G
Por Sumedho’s 90th year. His actual birthday being in late ]uly — after the beglnnlng of the Rains Retreat
and thus inconvenient for long-distance travel — it was decided to comblne the communltys marklng 0f this
banner year with the Wesak Festival, close to the full moon day

The intention to celebrate Luang Por Sumedhos 90th year : at thls time was announced and invitations were
sent out to many of the senior Sangha members of both the Wat Nong Pah Pong community, as well as Elders

~ at other Theravada monasteries in the UK. There was great appreciation for the opportunity to honour Luang

Por Sumedho in this way and so Sangha members, as well as lay friends, travelled from as far aﬁeld as New
Zealand, Australia, South- East Asia and North America, in order to be present for theevent.

The most senior representatives from Thailand were Luang Por Liem, Luang Por Damrong from Buriram,
Luang Por Khun and Luang Por Anek. While the group Elders of the Western branch monasteries, were led by
Luang Por Khemadhammo, Luang Por Pasanno, Luang Por Vlradhammo and Luang Por Sucitto.

The Friday evening was the time to gather and open the event with Luang Por Sumedho beginning by warmly
welcoming everyone. The Saturday morning was set aside for the monastic community to pay respects and to
Ask for Forgiveness' as the traditional way of honourlng someone on suchauspicious occasions. This was also -
the opportunity to share gifts with the assembled monastics, and ex-monastics. Offerings of Luang Por Chah’s -
hair were presented to everyone in small reliquaries, spoons were given that had been hand-carved by one of
the monks, mugs embossed with the logo for the event were included, and prevmusly unknown photographs -
of Luang Por Chah in the USA were shared with the assembly.-

The Saturday afternoon and evening were times for Dhamma talks, in Thal and Enghsh offered by various -
Elders, while on the Sunday morning was the traditional rice alms-round’ which stretched, in two lines, far
around the campus. On all these days the weather gods blessed the crowds with warm sunshine and clear skies.

It had been seven years since the last grand gathering at Amaravati (the Open Retreatand International Elders’
Meeting of 2017) so this was another reason that people were glad to have the chance to come together. The
Buddha named ‘meeting frequently and in large numbers’ as the first on the list of the Seven Causes of Welfare
of the Sangha. This was certainly an instance of this since, for the main ceremonies on Sunday the 19th of May,
there were counted over 130 male monastics, 22 female monastics and around 1,500 lay people to honour
Luang Por Sumedho, to wish him well for his 90th year and to offer gifts to him.

The lines were long to make those presentations, and almost as long to receive the generously provided free
t-shirts, also bearing the logo for the event and a quote from Luang Por Sumedho on the back.

The celebrations were an opportunity to pay respects and to express our gratitude to the Great Man, but they
were also a way of rejoicing in the quality of community itself There was ongoing joy in the manyfold prepa-
rations — of the grounds, the Temple, making the travel arrangements, the accommodations — and abundant
smiles and camaraderie amid the steam and vigorous activity of the kitchen.

Luang Por Chah was a great advocate of the lessons that can be learned by working harmoniously together; so,
what better way to rejoice in the life of his most beloved and eminent Western disciple than to be putting that
principle into practice and embodying it in the LPS90 event, represented by these pictures?
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CONTRIBUTORS

LUANG POR SUMEDHO, the first Western disciple of Ajahn Chah, came to the UK in 1977. Along with Cittaviveka Buddhist
Monastery and many other branch monasteries, he founded Amaravati in'1984 and served as an‘abbot till 2010. Luang Por then
moved back to Thailand for ten years, until he returned to Amaravati again in February of 2021.

AJAHN SUCITTO was ordained in Thailand, in March 1976, came to Britain in 1978 and helped to open Amaravati in July
1984. Along with teaching Vinaya to monks and establishing training for the nuns, he created Amaravati Publications and the Forest
Sangha Newsletter, as well as formulating books of Luang Por Sumedhos teachings. He took on the role of abbotat Cittaviveka in
1992, now serving as a Guiding Elder there.

AJAHN AMARO was ordained by Ajahn Chah at Wat Nong Pah Pong in 1979 and returned to the UK to join the Cittaviveka
community. He resided at Amaravati from 1985-95, helping with administration, care for the buildings, and teaching. In 1996 he
co-founded Abhayagiri Buddhist Monastery, USA with Luang Por Pasanno, and returned to the UK in 2010 to-take on his current role
as the abbot of Amaravati.

AJAHN VAJIRO was one of the first anagarikas to join the Ajahn Chah sangha in the UK in 1977. He was ordained at Wat Nong
Pah Pong in 1980. He returned to the UK in 1984, living mainly in Cittaviveka for 10 years. After some time in Oceania, he lived in
Amaravati from 2001-12. Ajahn Vajiro is now the abbot of Sumedharama, Portugal.

AJAHN KARUNIKO was ordained in 1984 at Cittaviveka Buddhist Monastery. He came to Amaravati after the Vassa in the
same year to help with repairing and adapting the electrical systems. Ajahn Karuniko served as the fourth abbot of Cittaviveka, after
Luang Por Sumedho, Ajahn Anando and Ajahn Sucitto. Now he is the other Guiding Elder there.

AJAHN NYANARATO was ordained at Wat Pah Nanachat and joined the sanghain the UK at his fifteenth Vassa. With the
intention to just see what it was like, he joined Amaravati in 2001 and has been a resident until now. Ajahn Nyanarato has been taking
on many important responsibilities such as a mentor to junior monastics, master of ceremonies, and event coordinator. Currently he
spends half of a year in Amaravati and the other half teaching in Japan.

AJAHN KONGRIT was ordained at Wat Kok Phrom, Thailand, and arrived at Amaravati in 2001 when he had nine Vassas.
Although his original intention had been to visit for just two years, Ajahn Kongrit, as a Thai menk, became the unofficial liaison for
anything Thai on behalf of the monastic and lay communities. In 2023 he took on the duties of abbotat Skipvet Monastery in Norway.

AJAHN DHAMMANANDO took upasampada at Cittaviveka in 1993. He lived at Amaravati 1999-2001 and from 2007
onwards. He has visited prisons and hosted student groups fora number of years: Currently he teaches retreats in Ireland and
Hungary and helps to organise retreats held at Amaravati's Retreat Centre.

AJAHN AHIMSAKO, initially alaysupporter of Amaravati, took upasampada in his native California at Abhayagiri in 2004. He
returned and lived in Amaravati from 2006 - 2017, taking up several responsibilities, e.g: Monastery Secretary, School Visits
Coordinator, and Newsletter Editor. Ajahn Ahimsako is currently the abbot of Cittaviveka.

AJAHN ASOKO was ordained in 2004 at Wat Pah Nanachat, Thailand. He took on the duty of attendant and secretary to Luang
Por Sumedho shortly after Luang Por’s arrival at Wat Ratanawan in Thailand in 2010. He arrived at Amaravati with Luang Por in
February 2021, and subsequently became the liaison monk for the construction projects at Amaravati.

SISTER AJAHN SUNDARA is one of the first four founding members of siladhara, having received ordination from Luang Por
Sumedho in 1983. After spending five years at Cittaviveka Monastery she went to live at Amaravati Monastery, where she took part in
establishing the nuns’ community, and currently resides.

SISTER AJAHN CANDASIRI, as one of the first founders of Siladhara Order, took on the responsibility for Vinaya training
for the nuns and helped prepare the nuns’ training manual. In 2012, Ajahn Candasiri moved to Scotland to start Milntuim Hermitage.
She currently serves as a Sangha shareholder for the English Sangha Trust and is a member of the Elders’ Council.

SISTER AJAHN CITTAPALA joined the siladhara community at Amaravati in 1999. She co-led Creative Weekends and Young
People’s Weekends for over 10 years. Since 2018, Sr. Cittapala has been the senior nun at Cittaviveka nuns community.

SISTER AJAHN KHEMAKA first visited Amaravati as a layperson in 1987 and finally became a nun in 2011. After taking on
various roles and responsibilities in the siladhara community, she now serves as the Amaravati nuns community’s representative.

JOHN STEVENS was ordained as Bhikkhu Attapemo in 1981 at Wat Boonsree Munigone, Thailand, and came to the UK in
1985. During his thirteen years (1987-2000) at Amaravati, he took on many responsibilities, including Secretary to the English Sangha
Trust, liaison person for building of the Temple, and attendant to Luang Por Sumedho. John left monastic life in 2000 but was
subsequently invited to join the Board of Trustees of the EST, which he currently serves as Chairperson.

MARTIN EVANS first came into contact with Ajahn Sumedho and the monks when they came to teach in London. He was living
near Amaravati when it was bought and has been an active lay supporter since its earliest days. He regularly attends retreats at
Amaravati and is a lay teacher and a founding member of Amaravati Lay Buddhist Association. Martin currently serves as chair of the
EST Finance Committee and is a Director of Amaravati Developments.

AJAHN VIMALO met Luang Por Sumedho in 1976 and Ajahn Chah in 1979, and received ordination at Wat Pah Nanachatin
1991. He returned to Amaravati in 2000 and used his skills to sculpt statues of he Buddha and Prajna Paramita. His latest contribution
is the four panels for Amaravati’s new stupa. After 33 years as a monk, he returned to a quiet lay life as Paul Hendrick.

SUVIRA WANAPHONG, despite her original intention to visit Amaravati for no longer than a year, in 2001 quit her job in
Thailand in order to supervise the Office at Amaravati. Finding that service to the sangha benefits her spiritual path, Suvira has been
an Office Secretary here at Amaravati for the past 20+ years.

RANDULA HATHTHOTUWA, a doctor at a local GP surgery, first came to Amaravati in 2012. She’s been a regular lay
supporter and retreat attendee since and was in the COVID-19 support team for the monastery. She’s now a lay teacher and Secretary
of Amaravati Lay Buddhist Association and recently joined the Board of Trustees of the English Sangha Trust.

We wish to acknowledge the contributions of Ajahn Nyanadassano, Medhina Preston, Amita Lecamwasam, Sudanta Abeyakoon.
For all the service we express anumodana!
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