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This paper comes out of the first two years of my experience as the Buddhist chaplain at Flinders University, South Australia, and a member of its Multifaith chaplaincy. It reflects upon the meaning of ‘ chaplain’ for me in the light of the relationship between my experience, formulaic interpretations of chaplaincy and the Buddhist insight of ‘Animitta’ or signlessness. I acknowledge with thanks the editorial help of Dr Lindy Warrell of Adelaide, South Australia and Dr Keith Foulcher of Sydney, New South Wales.

Introduction

I have never been able to imagine my life being lived, either as a monk or a layperson, for my own sake. Of course, there must be times of aloneness or solitude with intensified spiritual practice that enable me to continue walking the Path, but without some engagement with the world, I soon become disoriented and lose my motivation. At the end of 2005 I arrived home in Australia after fourteen months of living in the United States of America in two monasteries within the Truc Lam Vietnamese Zen tradition in order to spend the last eight months of my mother’s life near to her and to be with her, ministering to her when she died. Early in that period I was invited to work as the volunteer Buddhist chaplain at the Flinders University of South Australia within the context of a Multifaith Chaplaincy. I seized this opportunity for engaged practice with both hands and started working there in March 2006, the first week of the new academic year. I set out to make a difference and to be transformed by the new task life had given me. The question of how I make a difference and how I am transformed by this task has never gone away.
To me, if Buddhism is not engaged in some way with the world, it is not truly Buddhism. A fully enlightened Buddha is one whose life is lived for the sake of teaching their self-discovered Dharma to a world that has lost its way. Such a Buddha was Siddharta Gautama who became Shakyamuni Buddha. My first Dharma teacher, the Venerable Ayya Khema of the Theravada tradition, taught that the Buddha claimed that there were only four emotions that were worth experiencing: metta (loving kindness), karuna (compassion), mudita (sympathetic joy) and upekka (equanimity). The rest of the emotions are really greed, hatred and delusion in their many guises and combinations. 

These emotions, also called the Four Divine Abidings or Four Measureless Minds, are the only feelings that the Buddha mind gives rise to. It is also clear to me that these emotions are relational. Loving kindness, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity can only be practised in a context of relationship. They do not sit in a corner, pullulating for their own sake. This would be the experience of a Pratyekka-Buddha, (1) not a fully enlightened and engaged Buddha such as we aspire to become. Buddhism is inherently engaged with the world. The idea of disengaged Buddhism seems to me to be impossible, undesirable and unorthodox because it denies the flip side of Shunyata (2) or Anatta (3) and that is interdependence or relationality. 

This paper is divided into four sections and a conclusion. I discuss what I have called the cataphatic approach to thinking about chaplaincy in part one, the apophatic approach to thinking about chaplaincy in part two, a different approach from these previous two ways of thinking about chaplaincy in part three and animitta or signlessness as it applies to chaplaincy in part four.

CATAPHATIC APPROACH (4)
The draft guidelines of the Tertiary Chaplaincy Forum here in South Australia provide some positive or cataphatic statements concerning tertiary chaplaincy and have been distilled at Flinders University into the following eight dot points:

“The chaplains provide:

· A first point of contact for staff and students with religious or spiritual needs.

· pastoral care at a person’s point of need.

· A network of contacts for referral and complimentary support for students and staff.

· Assistance to the campus community at times of celebration, mourning and transition.

· Opportunities for personal and community spiritual enrichment.

· Understanding of diverse religious paths and respect for those of other religious traditions.

· Ministry to students and staff of the chaplain’s own faith, as well as providing support, regardless of faith.

· Support to those who are working for social justice, giving priority to the marginalized or disadvantaged.

However, chaplains do not offer clinical counselling or the application of therapeutic interventions addressed to particular problems. They are available to “journey with” persons supportively through difficult times.” (5)
APOPHATIC APPROACH (6)
This approach, I think, is at home within Zen Buddhism, which is the tradition to which I belong. 
· Although I have professional training in Psychosynthesis and I have a Master’s Degree in Counselling from the University of South Australia, in my role as the Buddhist chaplain at Flinders University I am neither a counsellor nor am I a therapist. I will simply stand alongside people in their struggles to live richly and deeply. I will listen deeply to what others have to say and respond by sharing the possible application of my understanding of the Buddha Dharma to the situation they present. I am happy to encourage and be there as a smiling friendly person. I will also act to support the practice of the Buddha’s teachings. I will direct people, however, to the counselling service if I think it is counselling that they require.

· I am a friendly person and I am very happy to engage with people but I would not want my role as chaplain to be confused with friendship. Friends have a mutual relationship. I, however, go home at the end of the day. Because I want to protect the chaplaincy relationship I have with people at Flinders, I do not go out with or engage in a domestic way with them. I am most use to them as a support in figuring their way through the spiritual life. I hold fast to this practice in order to protect myself from my own projections onto others as well. I am fallible. I can also entertain expectations that do not belong to my primary role as a chaplain.

· I am neither an evangelist nor am I a teacher who will offer to take classes within the structures of the University even in Buddhism. I say this because it is possible to have the perception that chaplains are there to proselytise for their particular religion. That would not happen for two reasons. Firstly, the Multifaith chaplaincy at Flinders University is not interested in proselytisation but in supporting anyone who approaches us in their struggle to walk their own path. Secondly, the pastoral care offered by chaplains is not mediated by teaching courses in the university but by interpersonal encounter initiated by the person seeking the chaplain out. While I am neither an evangelist nor a university teacher, if people want to know more about being a Buddhist, I will help them, but that can only be a response to their stated desire. I will not set out to convert them.

· In the light of Voluntary Student Unionism the Flinders University Buddhist Society, like many other clubs and societies, has had to reinvent itself. This task, if it is to be authentic, must come from the membership. At the most I can be present to whatever ensues from the decisions made by the FUBS and offer my support to it in whatever way possible.

· I am ordained into a Vietnamese Zen tradition called the Truc Lam School so I am not a generic Buddhist. I practice Buddhism in a specific way that is not to do with it being the best way but more to do with the way I have discovered in conjunction with meeting my teacher, the Most Venerable Thich Thanh Tu, who impressed me deeply at the time of meeting. The right conditions were there to become a monk practitioner in the Truc Lam School and so I did. While I am called the Buddhist chaplain, I am no more that than the Uniting Church chaplain or the Lutheran chaplain are the Christian chaplains to the university. What I practise and what I teach is a form of Buddhism that grew up in certain historical and cultural circumstances. I practise it without easy access to my teacher’s teachings, as I don’t read Vietnamese. I depend on my initial encounter with my teacher and what I have learnt from living with and talking with monks, nuns and lay people in my tradition. However while I will teach what I know, I am not interested in converting others to my school. I will point them in the direction of the resources, which will enable them to research all of the Buddhist schools available in Adelaide and leave it to them to discover for themselves what suits.

· As a monk my life is circumscribed by certain protocols and so from time to time I will or will not do things which others may find awkward or odd. I won’t drink alcohol or eat any form of meat, for example. I am going to be a little diffident about displays of affection. I won’t stay overnight. There are many little things that need to be understood in the context of protecting my monastic life, which is the foundation of my life as an effective chaplain.

· Whilst I was appointed by the Buddhist Council of South Australia and accepted by the Deputy Vice Chancellor of the University, I am not paid by anyone and do all that I do on an entirely voluntary basis. Whilst I will naturally abide by the policies of the University and act according to my agreement with Centrelink of working a minimum of fifteen hours a week as a volunteer, I am not bound to pursue any particular model of chaplaincy. I am not bound to perform any function that I do not think is consonant with the primary commitment I have as a monk in the Truc Lam tradition of Vietnamese Zen. This gives me a great measure of freedom to discover what chaplaincy is for me. The implications for members of the University is that if we choose together to go on this journey that being a ‘Buddhist’ chaplain in an Australian university affords, all of us who take the journey can be partners in moving on the path towards love and truth. This is a path that cannot be determined by religious categories. It is a path of discovery and the Buddhist word for this partnership is ‘Sangha’, spiritual community.

Whatever I have said about chaplaincy so far has to be provisional. The conditions that give rise to the lived reality of chaplaincy change constantly – both internally and externally. What manifests as a result of those changing conditions is not a permanent thing. How then might I proceed given that the chaplaincy sands I stand on in the morning may not be the chaplaincy sands I stand on in the evening? Further to this point, I do not think that a formulaic approach to any human endeavour, such as these cataphatic and apophatic ‘lists’, is sufficiently rich in its expression to do justice to the lived experience of chaplaincy. Let me take a different approach.

A DIFFERENT APPROACH

The nearest toilet to the Religious Centre (now Oasis: Faith Spirit Community) at Flinders University is about twenty meters away but you have to go outside, down a flight of steps and around the corner. It is a facility for both men and women so I always make sure I mention that fact to whoever needs to go there. When you take your leave of the world and sit in either of the two cubicles, you notice immediately that the backs of the doors in each cubicle are covered in graffiti. According to one student who periodically meditates with me, these are the most famous doors for graffiti in the whole of the University. Most of the graffiti is concerned with politics and culture including accusations and counteraccusations of whingeing. I have read the inscription below many times but recently I read it as if for the first time and have been puzzling over it and enjoying it ever since:

                                                                                                                                              I hate everybody! It’s all your

                        Fault! It's you, not me! Sort

                        Yourself out would you!

                         Damn, no one understands me,

                         It’s so terrible . . . (sob, sob)

                                                             ↑

                                                Sophie . . . is that you?

This is, of course, very funny, a testimony to the great humour and wit of the young South Australians who attend Flinders University. In my view this kind of wit and humour is part of what enables us to live our lives well in the face sometimes of relentless challenge. 

When I was living in a Vietnamese Zen monastery in Southern California in 2004 and 2005, another monk and I would help each other out with a warning such as: “When you go for morning tea, Thầy, watch out for the bodhisattvas. There are a lot around this morning.” A bodhisattva is, in Buddhism, an awakened being who chooses to hold back from attaining the final release from suffering and returns to lend a hand to all the suffering life forms struggling away here in daily life. But it is a nuanced term. A bodhisattva is how we should see all those people and situations, which challenge us to develop our patience, for example, and sometimes the challenges they present are very painful. So our use of the term bodhisattva was a way of lending humour to the possibility of encountering ‘grumpy’ monks and getting their grumpiness in perspective.

It is likewise with the humour on the back of the toilet door. It is a humour that calls us to some form of equanimity. It contains a certain irony that implies that the writer has either managed this pain in her own life or who is, for some other reason, beyond it. In a sense she is saying, “Get a life” to others who complain. As one friend has said to me “She is parodying … self-indulgence.” And there is the even funnier parody of “Sophie … is that you? After all only my friend Sophie would go on like that.”

But what if it was true? What if there was a person in such a state, a person who felt misunderstood, lonely and angry? In that case her friend has recognised her through her pain. “Sophie . . . is that you?” becomes quite a poignant, gentle and loving plea of its own. There have to be people of both kinds in this University too. The broken hearted and the sensitive friends reaching out.

So what? Well, as I said earlier in this article, I regularly engage with the question of what does it mean to be a Buddhist chaplain in a university today? It certainly doesn’t mean managing large crowds of people wanting to practise meditation, study the Dharma and offer service to the local community. Those days are long gone, I think. I feel really lucky if one other person comes to meditate with me while a student and I have established an online discussion forum to see if anyone out there is interested in the Dharma at all. So far the answer is almost entirely ‘No’. As to community service, well, that hasn’t fared so well either. 

I have quickly come to the point of deciding that I have to find different ways of being a chaplain. Perhaps I need simply to be in the library, on this committee, attending that morning tea, auditing this course, attending that tutorial and being present to those around me. In that way I can bear witness to their humour and wit, their suffering and kindness, while slowly building very ordinary relationships in order to be helpful where and how I may. Being available also means receiving the great gifts of being inspired, enthused, and engaged along with being confused, bewildered and uncertain of why I am here at all. 

Venerable Ayya Khema also once taught me that the essence of the spiritual life is letting go. My experience of chaplaincy takes me to the very heart of the spiritual life, in this sense, because I have had to let go of assumptions about chaplaincy and student life that belong to my experience in the 1970’s and 1980’s. I have had to let go of any attachment to outcomes. I have had to let go of any certainty about why I am here and what I should do. I have had to examine my expectations of a chaplaincy team because when such a thing is founded on voluntarism, it is uncertain and vulnerable, reminiscent of the tone of the question asked of Sophie on the back of the toilet door.

I make this sound all very simple, and in some ways it is. The simple, however, is rarely easy. Recently a friend of this chaplaincy and I had a great talk over a cup of tea. He told me all about the personalities I would encounter in an institute where I have a voluntary responsibility. He warned me of the power plays not only within the institute but also within the University and the department that sponsors the institute. I had already noticed in conversation with and observing some members of university staff some of what he was warning me about. When I came away I thought about our conversation and I am grateful for his forewarning. It reinforced my decision to listen carefully rather than to make premature decisions, form rigid opinions and take sides. 

It is important to be realistic about the individuals I encounter in my work and to balance that against my job of manifesting compassion for everyone I meet. Compassion here does not mean agreeing with people’s behaviour if it is unwholesome or harmful but it does mean learning to listen deeply to everyone so that I might gain some understanding of what is happening and work out the best way to act helpfully. 

Any involvement I have in the institute and any other aspect of Flinders University’s life comes out of a voluntary engagement. I am not paid for it so I must be clear that my goal is not to be a ‘mover and a shaker’ but to listen carefully and do what I can to be useful. This task of balancing realism and compassion belongs both to the Buddhist monk and to the University chaplain. It is neither easy nor simple to balance realism about and compassion towards people. 

ANIMITTA – THE SECOND DOOR OF LIBERATION

Animitta is a Buddhist term for ‘signlessness’. A sign in Buddhism refers to the appearance of something in our world. An example of this is the application of the word “solid” to ice whose basic nature is water. The sign “solid” is deceiving if we assume it has anything to do with the true nature of water, which can also be a liquid and a gas depending on changing conditions. Our attachment that follows from labelling the rich reality of a phenomenon causes us great consternation and confusion. The way out of this suffering is to avoid ascribing a sign or label to any lived experience. Hence, signlessness is a door to freedom from suffering. (7)
 A good example of signlessness comes from the experience of the Vietnamese Dharma Master, Thich Nhat Hanh. In his commentary on the Five Precepts or Mindfulness Trainings he refers to a time during the war in Vietnam when he established a means of being helpful to his people who were suffering so greatly from that war. (8) He had set up, with others, the School of Youth for Social Service which became a large and popular means whereby Buddhist youth could work for the sake of their stricken compatriots by establishing health centres and schools which had been destroyed by both sides in the conflict.

At that time, in 1965, he knew of a man in Thua Thien Province called Bac Sieu. Bac Sieu, on his bicycle, visited the villages of all the districts of the province, providing the needs of many families. He did so without calling his activities anything. When the war came to an end in 1975 and the government changed throughout Vietnam, the new government swept away the School of Youth for Social Service while Bac Sieu continued supplying need wherever he found it. Thich Nhat Hanh suffered greatly from the destruction of the organization to which he had become attached. 

The School of Youth for Social Service was the sign or label that stood for generosity and compassion. Part of the establishing of the sign was the cultivation of the history of the organization, the vision of the organization and the relationships established. When the sign was swept away, suffering ensued from attachment to it. Bac Sieu experienced no such suffering. His generosity and compassion were signless and he was free to practise in spite of the changing conditions. (8)
CONCLUSION

The words “Buddhist Chaplain” are also a sign to which it is very easy to become attached. This sign could become even more rigid and I could become even more attached to the sign if I were to professionalise my activity. Conditions change. The substance of my presence everywhere, including in relation to myself, is realism balanced by compassion. Every Friday that I can manage it, I visit the nursing home where my mother lived. In the morning I go out for a walk and a cup of tea with three ladies, two octogenarians and one nonagenarian. In the afternoon I buy lamingtons and chocolate biscuits at Woolworths, set up a fancy afternoon tea and then play the organ and sing with the people living in the dementia unit where my mother spent the last two years of her life. I am not a chaplain, just that man who turns up each week giving some elderly people a good time and who is constantly humbled by the wisdom and beauty of very old people. Realism and compassion. My life is engaged with the young and the beautiful along with the old and the beautiful. I see where I have come from and I see where I am going, if I don’t die well in advance of getting there. For the sake of my own freedom to be and do what is necessary, perhaps I need to practise signlessness. Buddhist Chaplain. Is that you? 
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