a guide to

becoming a mitra

in the Triratna Buddhist Community
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Introduction

If you are thinking about becoming a mitra in th&dtna Buddhist Community, or if you think you rhigvant to do so at

some time in the future, this booklet may help you.
Its aims are:
To give you a better idea of the meaning and ingma of becoming a mitra,
To help you decide whether you want to take thép,sand
To explain how you should go about becoming a niityau decide you would like to do so.

The booklet also answers some frequently askediqnesabout the mitra system, which might be hélgfanyone who

wants to know more about it.

What is a mitra?

The Sanskrit word ‘mitra’ simply means ‘friend’.eBoming a mitra is a deepening of your friendshiih the Triratna
Buddhist Order, which can occur when your commithterits ideals, values and practices has reacloedtain level.
Mitras are people who have made what we call avipronal’ commitment to practicing the Dharma witlaur spiritual
community. This involves a commitment to Buddhismpracticing the Buddhist path as taught withim twadition, and to

the Triratna Buddhist Community as the main confexiour practice.

We call this level of commitment ‘provisional’ becse it is ‘for the foreseeable future’, rather ttia@ more once-and-for-
all dedication of an order member. You are readygcome a mitra when you decide that, as far axgno see at the
moment, you want to practisieis path, withthis spiritual community. You are saying that from wédgou are now this

looks like the path for you, and you are willinggioe it a good wholehearted trial.

Becoming a mitra is a significant event in our ipal lives, so it is marked by a significant palbtieremony, which is a

special event at the Buddhist centre, and to whiahy people invite their friends and family.

Why become a mitra?

In the spiritual life, what we get out of it depsmmh what we put in. You will probably have notldais in your meditation
practice, to take just one example. If we sit daavmeditate without fully committing ourselvestt® practice, we are
likely to drift and daydream. But when we sit dotermeditate with decisiveness and confidence;eteig the conditions
that allow something positive to unfold.

What is true of meditation is true of the spiritlitd in general. To get the full benefit of theathings of the Dharma we
need to practise them wholeheartedly, and wholédaess can only come from decisiveness and cowmi@eSo making a
definite commitment of the sort required to becammitra is an important stepping stone in our smtiprogress, which
can propel our practice to a new level. And that faat we do this publicly makes it more real, #metefore more

powerful.



When we take this step a new range of opportunigges up for us — the most obvious is the Dharnaéniitg Course for
Mitras, and there are also many other mitra evandsretreats at centres, and around the Triratilatist Community.
When people with a certain level of experience emghgement come together they can go further thpassible in
situations that are open to all comers, becausédafeundation can be taken for granted. And wheanple of a certain
level of commitment come together they can inspaeh other, like smouldering pieces of wood thagmbrought
together, blaze into a fire that is greater tharnnitividual parts. For all these reasons, mittiviies like the Dharma

Training Course allow us to enter a new and deppase in our spiritual progress.

The Three Declarations

To help you (and us!) to think clearly about whetheu are ready to become a mitra, we ask you to
consider whether you can honestly make three ‘datotsns’. The origin of the word ‘declaration’ himsdo with ‘making
clear’, and deciding that you can (or cannot) mhkse three declarations makes it clear where tgsboth to yourself

and to others.
The three declarations are:
“I feel that | am a Buddhist,”
“l am trying to practise the five precepts,” and
“| feel that the Triratna Buddhist Community is timain context in which | want to deepen my practice

We also ask that before thinking about becomingteangou should come to Buddhist events regulastyat least six
months. (Coming to bodywork events, or eventsjtgtinvolve meditation, with no element of wideharma teaching,
would not normally count.) Unless you have beeniogrto Dharma events for a reasonable length of tiou cannot be

expected to know enough about our tradition tolide 8o commit yourself to it.

We will explore what the three declarations impiynmore detail in the next few sections of this Hetk

“| feel that | am a Buddhist.”

This declaration means that you have come to feehae of identification with the Buddhist traditian down-to-earth

terms, it might mean that you would write ‘Buddhist an official form that asked for your religion.

This feeling of identification is different for dédrent people. Some people might feel quite stsotigt the Buddha
represents their spiritual ideal. For others It miean that the teachings of the Dharma seem oBlydrue — the teachings
make sense, and the practices work. For someg@édbjd the intangible “atmosphere” of Buddhisrattthey connect with.
We may just know that Buddhism is the right pathus, with a sort of heart-knowledge, without bedinde to express our
reasons clearly. Others may have a strong resgoreddhist images, such as images of the BudadhBsdhisattvas,

which points to a similar sort of intuitive conniect.

Whatever your sense of connection to Buddhism fdeddo you, if you ‘think of yourself as a Buddiii you will be
experiencing the beginnings of a Buddhist perspedain life. This will probably include an undersdéng that your true
wellbeing depends more on positive mental stateseaningful life, and involvement with the Sangthan it does on
material wealth or consumption.



Buddhism is different from most ‘isms’ in that & mot a set of theories and beliefs so much ashegbaractice, and a
tradition that transmits this path and makes itsfme to follow it. So ‘being a Buddhist’ does moean we have to accept a
credo of beliefs, it means we are working to growt develop, using the tools passed down in the Bistitradition —

which brings us to the second of the declarations.

“l am trying to practise the Five Precepts”

Because Buddhism is a path of practice rather éheneed, there is not much point in just thinkifiguarselves as a
Buddhist unless we also put the Dharma into pradtiour lives. At the most essential and fundaraléavel, this means
moving more and more in the direction of practicdihg Five Precepts. The Five Precepts represeritittdtamental
principles of living as a Buddhist — living withridness, generosity, simplicity, integrity, and aavess. So the most basic
test of whether our commitment to Buddhism is geaus whether we are trying to practise the Precephis means that
we are putting effort into moving in the directitirat the Precepts point out for us, not that weaaly practise them

perfectly — only an Enlightened being could do that

If you have been coming to Dharma events at a eeagularly for more than six months you will altgde very familiar
with the Five Precepts, but for those who needrdander, we could sum up the ‘negative’ and ‘positiaspects of the Five

Precepts as follows:

1. Not harming other sentient beings,

but actively practising kindness.

2. Not taking that which another is unwilling to give,

but actively practising generosity.

3. Not indulging our sexual (or other) cravings in walyat harm others or ourselves,

but actively cultivating stillness, simplicity, drrontentment.

4. Not speaking falsely,

but making a definite practice of honesty.

5. Not clouding our mind with drink or drugs,

but actively cultivating mindfulness and awareness

The Precepts are not commandments - they are détseribed as ‘training principles’ — and you do Inate to practice
them perfectly to become a mitra. However the FHrecepts do express the basic principles of a Batlife, so before

becoming a mitra it is important that you:
Acceptthem as your guide to living a skilful life,
Aspire to express them more and more fully, and

Make effort to put this aspiration into practice — even if gpoogress in this direction seems very gradual and

imperfect.

As well as trying to practise the Five Preceptsstmoitras will also be trying to keep up an effeetdaily practice of

meditation. But, as with most aspects of beingtaanthere are no hard and fast rules about tReople’s circumstances



vary, and for some people keeping up a regulattigeais more difficult than for others. As withetipractice of the Five
Precepts, what is important is that you are geryinging to move in the direction of practisingetfibharma more and

more fully.

“| feel that the Triratna Buddhist Community is thenain context in which | want to
deepen my practice.”

We all need a concrete, living context for our ficcof the Dharma - nobody can do it in isolatioNe all need the
friendship, encouragement, support, and inspiratiercan only get from other likeminded people. &@lleeed the
guidance of those who have been practicing lortggr tve have. And, when we want to really get sonsge/with our
practice, we all need to decide to give one pdeiceersion of the path a fair trial, rather thaagtising now a bit from one
tradition, and now a bit from another. (There tsaglitional analogy for this generally acceptetligl fact: if we want to
dig a well to find water, we need to dig a deepehinlone place, not a series of shallow holes n éwwater can be found in

many different places.)

So when we want to get serious about getting dovihe water of the spiritual life, we need to aptdne particular
context, one particular spiritual community, ane @articular version of the path, at least forfireseeable future. You
are ready to become a mitra when you are readg thig: when you have decided that this is thdtsircommunity for
you, and this is the path for you. This does remtassarily mean that you think that this is they tmle path, or even that it
is the best path for everyone. It simply meansyba see it as the best path for you, and the®astiha for you, as far as

you can see.

It might help you to decide whether this is the @anfor you if we spell out some of the things ttiatinguish us from
other Buddhist groups you might come across. f@r&8uddhism is a distinct tradition in its ownhigwith its own
distinct version of the path, which has evolvedieet the needs of people living in contemporaryet®ed societies,
taking into account our culture, conditioning, aregeds. You need to take our particular emphasesatount as you ask
yourself why you should be a Triratna Buddhistheatthan joining one of the many other Buddhisugsothat you could

find in any just about any city in the developedhido

Some features of the Triratna Buddhist Community

An ‘ecumenical’ tradition

‘Ecumenical’ in the spiritual context it is useddescribe those things that express unity betwdtareht sects and
schools. The Triratna Buddhist Community is ecuicednn the sense that we try to see beyond theyrdéferent
traditional formulations of the Dharma, to the fantental truths which underlie them all. So wentoy to identify the
Dharma solely with any of the traditional schoalswith any of the different national cultures iiah the various eastern
sects are embodied. We are not Tibetan BuddioisZen Buddhists, or Pure Land Buddhists, or ThedavBuddhists —
we try to take the fundamental Dharma that liedrigkhll these, and practise it in a way that wddtsus, here and now.

Our understanding of this ‘fundamental Dharma’asdd on the experience and insight of our fourslEmgharakshita, an



Englishman who spent many years as a monk in tieeatada school of South-east Asia, and also hatieezmfrom the

Tibetan and Chinese traditions.

Being ecumenical in this sense means that we cavedaspiration from the whole Buddhist traditicand use a range of
teachings and practices from different schoolst viBudo not do this in a spirit of spiritual consenism, each taking the
parts from the different traditions that appealso We have evolved a distinct, coherent pathuobavn, which takes

account of the needs of people living in the coqterary world.

The importance of friendship and Sangha

One very distinctive feature of the Triratha comityis the importance we give to spiritual friengshand in particular
the importance we place on what we call ‘horizdrteéndship — that is, friendship with people ware at more or less the
same stage of practice as ourselves. Many eastbools emphasise the ‘vertical’ relationship wité teacher, but
generally ‘horizontal’ friendships are not stresggethaps because they can be taken for granteafitional societies.

But in contemporary societies, with their tendetwisolation and individualism, we need to strémsdrucial role of
friendship in the spiritual life. Friendship is assential part of the way we grow. It helps usdaascend our egoism,
releasing us into a wider world of solidarity widthers. Spiritual friendship helps us to let gahef barriers of self-
protection and self-delusion we place around oea iof ourselves, and lets us see ourselves ma#ycldJitimately the
goal of the Buddhist path is to go beyond our lediegocentricity, and become a friend to the wenlghich we can only

do if we start by becoming a friend to at least\ feal people around us.

In keeping with our emphasis on friendship, we alsess the importance of the spiritual commurityd the need to join
with others to create an effective and supportiaegha. To make progress we need to work on owsebut we also need
to come together with others to create the soeinefronment that makes progress possible — witti@if none of us will
succeed. So we need to see Enlightenment naigustmething we gain for ourselves, but also agdony we create

together.

The centrality of ‘Going for Refuge’...

The Triratna Buddhist Community differs from mangditional Eastern schools in what we see as ddotteeing a
Buddhist. Many of the traditional schools see digalar lifestyle or practice as central - for exale the monastic life, or a
particular meditation practice or chant. But ie ffriratha Community, what is central is being cdtted to growth and
development - “Going for Refuge” in traditional ies - rather than a particular lifestyle or practi@» order members may
live a variety of lifestyles and practice in a \edyiof ways, according to their needs, temperamamiscircumstances -

what unites them is their commitment to the ide&lBuddhism, to the path, and to the spiritual camity.

...and some others.

Some of the other distinctive features of the TnaaBuddhist Community include the emphasis weetatthe arts as a
means of spiritual growth, and the importance weopucreating real-world contexts in which Buddsisan live and work
together, such as our communities and team-basgddsses. Ultimately we cherish the ideal of éngathe ‘New

Society’, in which all the aspects of the way welour lives feed our inspiration and help our pesg.
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Finally we need to mention the value that the Tn@aCommunity places on single-sex situations,thedact that most
mitra activities are single-sex. Mitra activitidlee the Dharma Training Course are not just oppuaties to learn about the
Dharma in an intellectual way, they are also oppties to practise it — which includes deepening@mmunication,
developing spiritual friendships, and creatingifyel community. This involves opening up to othar a way that is
easier in single sex situations, and requires Usatee behind traditional gender roles, which tenke kept in place by

dual-sex situations.

Experience tells us that while some people findidea of single sex activities strange or evenatenging at first, almost
everyone who becomes a mitra ends up valuing ssegtesituations, and will opt for them given theicke. As with any
spiritual practice, the proof is in the resultsgd amtil we have tried it we cannot pass judgemesat keep an open mind, and

try it for yourself.

How do | become a mitra?

If you think that you can honestly make the threeldrations, your next step is to talk to the mitvavenor at your local
centre. A mitra convenor is an order member whoahspecial responsibility for looking after thedbimic needs of mitras
at a centre, and for encouraging the health ofrtitiea Sangha. Most centres have at least twofammen and one for
women. If you do not know who your mitra conveimijust ask any order member to put you in toulchcentres with no

mitra convenor, the Chair takes on this role, amadl will need to talk to them, or else to somebduytdesignate.

The mitra convenor will want to meet with you tesauer any questions you may have, and to talk awecancerns. They
will also want to make sure that you understandiieaning of being a mitra, and the significancthefthree declarations.
When you are sure that you want to become a naitrdthey are sure that you understand and canrggpunake the three

declarations, they will arrange a mitra ceremony.

The mitra ceremony

Becoming a mitra is marked by a public ceremorhe-format of this may differ from centre to centf@ften several
people will become mitras at once. A mitra cereynisran important event in the life of a centrewhtch friends, existing
mitras, and Order members will welcome you intortfika Sangha. Many people also invite their fiigand family to

witness them taking this step, so the event wilifaele as accessible to non-Buddhists as possible.

Normally your only special role in the ritual aspetthe ceremony is to make three offerings toshene - a stick of
incense, a flower, and a candle. The three offsrimave a traditional meaning: the flower symbsliseauty and
impermanence, the candle symbolises the light sflam, and the incense symbolises the effects effacal life, which

spreads out from the practitioner to affect allstharound them, and the world at large.

The mitra convenor will explain the details of teremony as it is performed at your centre. Thilyalgo liaise with you
about dates, make any necessary arrangementsnswwdraany questions you may have. It may takevenienths before a
ceremony can be arranged, as there are usuallyadiely such ceremonies every year at most centresake sure that

they are special occasions.

You may find that the effects of this ceremony sisgyou. Recently we have rather lost the habit,since the dawn of

time human beings have marked significant ‘ritepagsage’ with public rituals like this, for thengle reason that they
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have a profound effect, cementing and intensifyfreginner change that they celebrate. Ritualtellunconscious depths
that something significant has happened, and get n the side of the internal shift that has tgene. They also tell
other people, and get them on our side too. Ocisitm to be a Buddhist becomes part of publicityealhen we share it
with others, and it takes on a new depth and wei§ially, the mitra ceremony is important for thibole Sangha, and we
take part in it not just for our own sake, but tarknthe fact that we have decided to be part abgept that is bigger than

ourselves.

What then?

When you become a mitra, if at all possible you bé invited to take part in the Dharma Training

Course for Mitras. This normally takes four yemrgomplete, and provides a firm grounding in tliesis and practices of
the Dharma. As a mitra you do not have to takeipahis course, but most new mitras choose teali they have the
opportunity. If you want to do the course the mitonvenor will try to arrange for you to join atraigroup as soon as
possible. They may not always be able to get yplaee straight away, and at smaller centres Qragnbers will have to
do the best they can for you with limited resourcks/ou cannot join a mitra group it may be pb#sito cover the material
by correspondence or over the web, but remembectimaing together with other mitras is a cruciathportant aspect of

doing the course, and you should join a group ratien study on your own if this is possible.

As a mitra you will want to take your spiritualdifurther and deeper, and the order members atcgmire will be able to
take more of an interest in helping you to do ti@ne thing they will encourage you to do is toogoretreat. If you have
not done so already, as a mitra you will ideallyge#ting into the retreat habit, maybe startingusy going on a weekend
event, then graduating to longer retreats. Retrest provide the ideal conditions to deepen yoactice, and as a mitra

you will ideally take advantage of this opporturdty often as your circumstances and responsibitiiew.

When you become a mitra you are becoming partspiritual community. This is a two way processod will receive
many benefits from the Sangha, but your membershtipe Sangha will only be real to the extent @t take a role in
creating it, by making your own contribution. Tle@ntribution may take the form of helping outted tentre by giving
time, energy or expertise. It may take the fornea@ftributing financially. For all mitras it withke the form of making the
effort to be part of the life of the local centbs, simply going to classes and events, for the sékehers if not for
yourself. As with most aspects of the mitra systkere are no hard and fast rules about how youldlemntribute to your
local situation, but if you limit your involvementith the centre to just doing the mitra course, yolli have lost sight of

the spirit of Sangha that is such an important pbour path, and you will benefit less as a result



FAQ’s
I've been practicing for years with another Buddhist tradtion (or: I've been meditating

for years; or, I've read lots of books and know a loabout the Dharma). Why do | have to

come to the centre for 6 months before | can becomenaitra?

The Triratna Buddhist Community has its own welfigied version of the path, designed to meet thelsieé people living
in the contemporary world. While it allows us t@a inspiration from the whole range of Buddhismotighout the world,

it is a distinct tradition in its own right, andymeed to get some direct experience of it beforegan decide it is for you.

Do | need to believe in rebirth (or anything else) to bedme a mitra?

Buddhism is more of a system of practice than a&beliefs, so you don’t have to believe in rdhifor example, to be a
Buddhist. However there are some ideas that aceswal to the Dharma that it would not make seogsmll yourself a
Buddhist unless you thought they were true. Thmdaede the idea that we can change, and the fdganthat we do now
has a powerful effect on the person we becomedrittture — the so-called ‘law of karma.” Unless ymlieve in these

ideas the practices of Buddhism do not make sense.

| still take recreational drugs and/or drink alcohol. Does this mean | can’'t become a
mitra?

The second declaration is that we are trying tata the Five Precepts, not that we already pradtiem perfectly, so
there are no fixed rules about this. To be a nyitta should at least accept the principle thatgkewer intoxicants would
benefit your practice of mindfulness, and you stidaé prepared to move in this direction over timMds.your practice
develops you will almost certainly find yourselfdoening generally happier and more at ease, anangucome to dislike

the feeling of dulling your awareness, so that wlunaturally want to drink less alcohol and/okéafewer drugs.

| am not a vegetarian. Does this mean | can’t becomenaitra?

As with the previous question, there are no hadlifast rules about this. To become a mitra youlneeaccept the
fundamental Buddhist principle of living with kindss, and of trying to do as little harm to othénge as possible. If you
accept this principle, over time you will want t@we in the direction of causing less sufferingeatgent beings through

your eating habits.

Can | still visit other teachers and traditions outside tle FWBO if I'm a mitra?

The third declaration asks us whether we see thatiia Community as our main Sangha. It does sloua to cut off all
contact with other groups and we can still go thstand events organised by other traditions. d®utpractice will be more
effective if we can give our time, energy and ttasbur own Sangha. For this reason it is usuzglst not to go on retreats
with other groups or teachers. If you intend toogaretreat with another tradition after becomingitta please talk this
over with your mitra convenor, so you can explofthwhem your reasons for doing so, and also dsthes reasons behind

the recommendation to stick with Triratna retreats.



| don’t want to take part in a public ceremony. Can | sill become a mitra?

There are no hard and fast rules about this, hutspmuld ask yourself why you don’t want a pubkecesmony. If itis
because you don’t want to publicly ‘come out’ &Bualdhist, you might ask yourself whether you aadlyaeady to make
the three declarations. You might reflect thatdbeemony is not something we do just for oursellasis important for
the whole Sangha. And you might consider thetfaat without the public, ‘rite of passage’ aspddhe ceremony,
becoming a mitra is likely to be less meaningfulyfou, and have a less powerful effect on your fizac The mitra

convenor will want to discuss these issues with yma they will use their discretion.

Who decides whether | can become a mitra — me or thmitra convenor?

When you become a mitra you are joining a communmityich is a two-sided process — you need to wajdih, and the
community also needs to accept you. The mitraeparhas the responsibility of deciding whether siceiready and able
to join the mitra Sangha - in practical terms thik mainly mean making sure that you understarartfeaning of the three
declarations, and that you know enough about tivatfia Buddhist Community to decide it is for yotihey will also be

able to help you by answering any questions you naag.



Appendix

Resources and useful links

FreeBuddhistaudio.com/study- for online access to the Dharma Training Cofos/itras
FreeBuddhistaudio.com- for online access to tapes and videos on thelBigcth including the Dharma Training Course for lslétr

TheBuddhistCentre.com— due to be fully functioning later in 2011, thibrant new website is being developed to commuaicar
community and Buddhist teachings on-line. Theiagito give a strong sense of both the unity anémdity of the movement by offering

a common entrance point to the plethora of Triraites.

GoingOnRetreat.com- for easy access to retreat information for wasidriratna UK Retreat Centres.

Activities for younger Sangha members

Over the 40+years of the orders life its averagetes crept up from twenty something to fifty sdmeg. We need to make sure our

Sangha contains the maturity of age, the energpuath and the inspiration of both!

Self-organising young Buddhists’ Groups have forimesome places — they organise events specififalyounger Sangha members,
including annual national weekend retreats. Askoar local Triratna Buddhist centre or check ¢ Young Triratna Buddhists

facebookgroup.

Triratna Development Fund

This booklet was funded by the European ChairseAgdy which runs the Triratna Development Fundingiymoney to projects that
serve the whole Triratna community, helping it gramd thrive.

Examples of projects currently being funded incltideInternational Sangha Retreat, the Internationaan Retreat, younger Sangha
members’ initiatives, the Dharma Training Courserfitras, the BiddhistCentre.com website, Free BigtdAudio, Clear Vision and

Windhorse Publications.

There are so many more things we could do withtgreasources. For example we'd like to be ableelp pioneers founding Buddhist
centres in new countries and locations, fund teditsls of Dharma books into new languages, andys®tkaching resources including

on-line audio-visual materials so that many morepes especially young people, might come acros8tiddha’s message.

To make a donation, please galtestGiving.com/Triratna or see

TriratnaDevelopment.org/can-you-helpfor more details
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