
I 
n a real sense we are all pilgrims through life, but for most 

there is no clear goal or place to aspire to. The Buddha said 

that we are whole and complete as we are, yet for almost eve-

ryone, it takes a step out of our comfort zone to discover this 

Truth. The following stories recount a few of our Sangha mem-

bers' experiences in taking that step in a literal way, into those 

timeless places where the Buddha was born, where he walked 

and sat in meditation, and where over the centuries his followers 

have built temples and stupas. These paths and sacred sites 

show us, as he did, the privilege inherent in letting go of every-

thing, and of becoming a true pilgrim. 

~ Roshi Taigen Henderson 
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Leaves of Kusinara 

by Éric Démoré 

O 
n the sixth day of our pilgrimage, 
we arrived at Kusinara, site of the 
Buddha’s Parinirvana, or final ex-

tinction. We left the heat and bustle of the 
street, filed through the gate, and seemed 
to enter another world. The air felt cooler, 
and a sense of peace pervaded the wide, 
flat lawns, which were bordered by peepal 
and sal trees. 

We followed the hedge-lined path to-
ward the Parinirvana Temple, which was 
surrounded by a labyrinth of small stupas 
and the foundations of ancient buildings. 
Their red bricks were immaculate, tended 
by attendants who now paused their 
sweeping to watch us pass. 

At the base of the temple, we removed 
our shoes and climbed the steep steps. 
The temple’s wide, round windows and 
creamy plaster exterior seemed to ema-
nate their own light. I don’t recall crossing 
the threshold – somehow, suddenly, we 
were inside, with pilgrims from Sri Lanka, 
Thailand and Mongolia. 

We merged into the crowd of shuffling 
bodies, hands in gassho, and admired the 
massive, six-metre-long figure of the re-
clining Buddha, resting at the centre of 
the temple. A complete circuit around it 
seemed to take a full minute. I was im-
pressed by the serenity of the closed eye-

(Continued on page 2) 
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lids, the warm sheen of gold leaf that cov-
ered every inch of the underlying sand-
stone, and the colourful piles of floral and 
monetary offerings. I was taken, too, by 
the figure carved into the central niche of 
the plinth: a bhikkhu in seated meditation, 
his back turned toward the viewer, as 
though facing a wall, or hiding his grief. 

Outside, we found a spot not far from 
the temple and laid out our mats. Senior 
members Carlos and James led a profound 
retelling of the Buddha’s last days at this 
very place, and of his equanimity in the 
face of final release all those years ago. 
Sweat rolled down my temples; beneath 
me, the clover felt cool. 

We returned to the temple, and this 
time it was the echo of the triple sangha’s 
‘Om Muni Muni!’ which reverberated 
through the sunlit chamber. 

Once more we exited, retreating to the 
shade of peepal trees, whose heart-shaped 
leaves lay scattered on the green. We sat 
zazen and performed kinhin to the sounds 

(Continued from page 1) 

of monks chanting, crows squawking and 
automobile horns wailing from the street. 
(A recording can be heard here:  

 
https://rb.gy/hngk9r ). 

 
 
After a third circumambulation of the 

reclining Buddha, we returned to our buses. 
As we left, I recalled how, with his final 
breaths, the Tathagatha sought to reassure a 
sangha distraught at the thought of his leav-
ing: “The Dharma and discipline which I 
have set forth and laid down for you all – 
let them, after I am gone, be your teacher.” 

Months after leaving Kusinara, and half a 
world away, I find solace and resolve in the 
understanding that the Dharma has never 
been closer to home – and never more living 
than now.  

Kusinara... 

… it was the echo of 

the triple sangha’s 

‘Om Muni Muni!’ 

which  

reverberated… 
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B 
odh Gaya may be the most sacred site 
in Buddhism, the very place where 
the Buddha achieved enlightenment 

twenty-five centuries ago. Today, however, 
it's also a bustling noisy town, full of pil-
grims and street merchants. As our group 
of 55 joined the crowd passing slowly 
through the tight security checkpoint at the 
entrance to the Mahabodhi Temple 
grounds, my feelings of awe were tem-
pered by sensory overload and cognitive 
dissonance. 

The temple itself is an impressive taper-
ing structure, 52 metres tall. On the east 
side, there's an entrance to a small chamber 
where a gilded statue of the seated Buddha 
presides over a space for meditation and 
ceremonies. We queued up here to enter 

the crowded room, yearning to pay our 
deepest respects yet also aware that this 
was not a place for lingering. Back out-
side, we were more able to follow our 
own tempo as we circled the temple in 
kinhin three times. 

Our first day at the temple was 
short, due to the time spent traveling to 
Bodh Gaya. The next morning, we re-
turned to the temple when it opened at 
5am. The sun was not yet in the sky, but 
the place was already busy. 

We assembled before a sapling de-
scendant of the Bodhi tree under which 
the Buddha completed his long and ar-
duous journey towards enlightenment. 
There we sat zazen in semi-darkness, 

(Continued on page 4) 

Bodh Gaya: No Beginning or End 

by James MacKinnon  

HIGHWAY COW   PHOTO: ERIC DEMORE 
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and held a Rohatsu ceremony. I was 
filled with awe to hear the Enlightenment 
story in the place where it happened, and 
to reflect on how the Buddha's teaching 
had passed from this very spot through 
time and space to worlds undreamt of in 
his era. I was also mindful of a hard les-
son of impermanence presented by mod-
ern India, where many once-great Bud-
dhist temples are now archeological sites. 

The Mahabodhi complex, a UNESCO 
World Heritage site, is surrounded by 
many other beautiful temples, each re-
flecting the architecture of its sponsoring 
nation. We visited several of these, in-
cluding the pagoda-shaped Japanese and 
Burmese structures, and three colourful 
Tibetan temples, the grounds of which 
also house a school, medical clinic and 
monastic residence. 

That evening after dinner, my room-
mate Duncan and I went back to Ma-
habodhi, and again did zazen in the dark 
near the Bodhi Tree.  The atmosphere 
that night seemed especially magical. We 
could hear the sombre Ti-Sarana (the 
Three Refuges in Pali) coming from loud-
speakers. Throngs of pilgrims from all 
over Asia passed us in the shadows as 
they circled the subtly-lit temple, hands 
in gassho, many of them chanting softly.  

As we sat there, the noise and bustle 
that had jolted us when we first arrived 
in Bodh Gaya seemed to fade. We could 
sense a residual energy in our surround-
ings. It was deeply inspiring to be in plac-
es we have read and heard about for 

(Continued from page 3) 

Bodh Gaya... 

years, to feel so close to the human 
being who started it all, to walk the 
ground where he walked and taught 
and to do zazen where he did zazen. 
We discovered anew that pilgrimage 
neither starts at the beginning of a 
journey, nor ends when you reach 
your destination.  

I was filled with 

awe to hear the  

Enlightenment  

story in the place 

where it happened. 



TAIL  OF  THE  OX  PAGE  5  

What was your first impression of 
Vaishali? 

I had actually been there before, in 2016, 
and though I knew more about it this 
time, I had the same feeling. I felt sur-
rounded by love. Everything was so 
peaceful, so suddenly quiet, and India 
isn't often quiet. Vaishali is a vast 
sprawling space, with a high canopy of 
trees that are like umbrellas. You could 
see far into the distance. The quality of 
light was kind of dreamlike. I felt like I 
had walked into a Turner painting. 

 

What structures do you see when you 
enter the site? 

The most predominate feature is a large, 
rounded brick stupa. It looks like a 
dome. In front of it, there's a gorgeous 
Ashoka pillar, with an incredible sculp-
ture of a lion on top. We think of lions 
as being very fierce, but this one looked 
so alive and gentle, with a beautiful 
posture, and very serene. 

Clustered around the main stupa are 
smaller ones, of different shapes and 
sizes, which are actually family stupas. 
They have very small cavities where 
people put cones of incense and little 
offerings. 

 

Since your first visit, you have become 
a Buddhist priest. How did that affect 
your experience of the site this time? 

Vaishali was the first place where wom-
en were ordained. It was incredibly 
moving, to be there in the robes of an 

Vaishali: Surrounded by Love 

Q&A with Metta Goodman 

ordained priest, with my teacher and my 
dharma sisters. I'm getting tearful think-
ing about it. I thought of those first fifty 
women, walking barefoot from Ka-
pilavastu all the way to Vaishali, shav-
ing their heads and putting on robes, all 
to show that they were as able and will-
ing as men to practice. Ananda saw 
them first, and went to the Buddha and 
asked, Are women able? And the Bud-
dha said, Of course they are. 

I felt incredibly grateful. Actually it's 

(Continued on page 6) 
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deeper than gratitude. Your heart opens up and spills all 
over the place. 

 

You said that the site is vast. How much of it did you see? 

We had more time to go off on our own than in some places 
we visited. Some walked all around the grounds, others sat 
on a far hill looking at the stupa and the pillar. Others did 
zazen, or circumambulated the stupa. 

There was also a very beautiful museum nearby, which had 
a lot of figures, as well as the capital of a pillar, somewhat 
damaged but gorgeous. While I was in the museum, the 
power went out, just for half a minute. Everything went 
dim and silent, and when the power came back on, the first 
thing I heard was some beautiful, sweet Pali chanting, on a 
tape recording. It seemed otherwordly – a memorable mo-
ment. 

 

Vaishali is also where Gautama Buddha told his disciples 
of his coming paranirvana. How did that affect your visit? 

It spoke to me about practice, in a way, that he was so 
deeply enlightened, that he was aware of what was hap-
pening, and was so equanimous about it. It brought home 
the reality of birth and death in a more concrete way. It lent 
a certain gravitas to the site, and certainly made me think 
about my own birth and death, and about how this is the 
main reason for practice: understanding the matter of birth 
and death, for no living being is immune from it.  

 

This conversation with Robert Everett-Green has been edited and 
condensed. 

(Continued from page 5) 

Vaishali... 
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T 
he last two days of our Pilgrimage 
were dedicated to the Ajanta and 
Ellora Caves. After an enchanting 

morning boat ride on the Ganges, we 
flew from Varanasi to Hyderabad, and 
then to Aurangabad, arriving in the ear-
ly evening feeling slightly dishevelled 
but excited to see what was to come. 

By the time we arrived at Ajanta by 
bus from our hotel the next day, the 
temperature had reached 30 degrees. 
We climbed the mountain on steep but 
relatively modern stone steps - a chal-
lenge for older pilgrims! At the top, we 
were left breathless at the sight of mag-
nificently carved pillars with Buddhist-
themed friezes above each column. 

We usually think of a cave as a pri-
marily natural structure, but the 29 
caves of the Ajanta group were entirely 
cut by hand from solid basalt rock, be-
ginning in the 1st century BCE and con-
tinuing for over 800 years. This was a 
golden age of spirituality, when Bud-
dhism made its indelible mark on the 
region, spreading from India to the 
north as far as Tibet, to the south into 
Sri Lanka and Indonesia, and to the east 
as far as China, Korea and Japan. 

The scale of the task and the skill of 
the craftspeople seem beyond imagin-
ing. Like the cave art of Paleolithic Eu-
rope, these sacred sites were made to 
last, and to communicate. 

The Ajanta caves vary in size, some 
being as large as a cathedral, though the 
entrance might be so small that you’re 

Limitless future: Ajanta and Ellora Caves 
by Roshi Taigen Henderson 
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obliged to duck as you go in. Once in-
side, the sight of the carved Buddha fig-
ures, the interior columns and plinths, 
and the exquisite frescoes, transported 
the mind into a state of wonder. All 
around, people were marvelling aloud as 
they passed from one cave to another. 
According to UNESCO, the quality of the 
painting and sculpture is among the fin-
est of Buddhist art, and had considerable 
influence throughout the Buddhist 
world. 

Ajanta is a place of mythological sto-
ry-telling. Its frescoes and statuary relate 
the Jataka tales and stories of the Bud-
dha’s life, which come from Sutras that 

(Continued on page 8) 
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were transmitted orally from the time of 
Ananda onwards. The history and mean-
ing of practice is literally carved in stone 
here.  

In some caves we circled the central 
stupa, chanting Om, Muni, Muni Maha 
Muni Shakyamuni Svaha!, while in others 
we chanted the Prajna-paramita, the 
Three Refuges or the Four Vows in Eng-
lish and Spanish. Hearing the voices of 55 
members of the triple sangha chanting 
together in those spaces was like switch-
ing on a light in a dark space. Our chant-
ing was the current leaping through an 
ancient circuit, lighting up the mind with 
the timeless truth of form and emptiness 
“throughout realms visible and invisi-
ble.” 

The next day we visited the Ellora 
site. We were among the first pilgrims to 
arrive at the beautifully kept grounds, 
where birds chattered in the verdant 
trees. It was as if we had entered a heav-
enly realm, remote from the hurly-burly 
marketplace atmosphere surrounding al-
most every place we had visited on our 
tour of the continent. 

(Continued from page 7) 

The Buddhist caves at Ellora stand 
near others dedicated to Hindu and Jain 
religions. They all date from the era of the 
Gupta dynasty (3rd century to 6th century 
CE), known for its religious harmony and 
progress - an example for our time. Some 
of our members were brought to tears 
during our chanting in the tenth cave, 
which closely resembled the ones we had 
seen at Ajanta, but was imbued with a 
much more palpable energy of sweet com-
passion than we had experienced there. 

The caves at Ellora and Ajanta, dating 
from long after the Buddha’s time, com-
plemented our time walking in his foot-
steps, in places where he lived and taught. 
This last stop on our voyage somehow 
crystallized the deep purpose of pilgrim-
age, which is to show that the efforts of 
the ancestors are not lost, that the past and 
present of the Way are one, and that our 
practice extends into the limitless future. 
It was as if ancient spiritual vibrations 
were coming from the earth, stupas, cave 
walls and Buddha figures, to infuse our 
practice with a deep and timeless Faith in 
the Dharma. Wonderful indeed!  

Caves... 

 

...the past and present of the Way are one, and ... our 

practice extends into the limitless future 
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Hearing the voices of 55 members of the triple 
sangha chanting together in those spaces was like 

switching on a light in a dark space. 

TRIPLE SANGHA PILGRIMS AT AJANTA   PHOTOGRAPHER  ANON. 

AJANTA CAVES PHOTO: METTA GOODMAN 
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O 
ur pilgrimage was an intense re-
pository of priceless moments in 
sacred sites visited by Buddhist pil-

grims from around the world. For me, the 
process of moving from place to place 
was also deep and meaningful. 

The pilgrimage brought us in touch 
with the land through which the Buddha 
and his followers walked. The plains of 
the Ganges stretched flat to the horizon, 
with fields of green crops, yellow mus-
tard seed and white coriander. The Bud-
dha and Ananda once commented on the 
beauty of these fields, and the Buddha 
directed that the robes of his followers 
would be stitched in this vibrant patch-
work pattern. 

We passed peaceful groves of mango 
trees like the ones that once gave shelter 
to the Buddha and his monks. In each 
small town our bus passed through bus-
tling local markets where farmers sold 
their produce, and where carts offered 
freshly roasted peanuts and sugar cane 
drinks. In the Buddha’s time, the monks 
came daily to these same villages to beg 
for food. Their visits connected the dhar-
ma to the people, every alms offering as-
sisting with the cultivation of generosity 
and humility. 

At a number of sites, we had the op-
portunity to “just sit,” in Bamboo Forest, 
Vulture Peak, Deer Park, Kushinagar, 
and Vaishali. We heard the sounds of 
birds, descendants of the same birds 
known to the Buddha and his disciples as 
they sat in meditation. We were connect-
ed in age-old lineages that travelled 
through time and space. 

India is in rapid transition, with new 

Pilgrimage Traces 
by Lynne Davis 

roads under construction and cell 
phone towers dotting the fields. Solar 
panels appear on rooftops. Still, cows 
wander among the vehicular traffic, 
and decorated horse-drawn carts 
hold their own against the ubiquitous 
scooters and motorcycles. 

At some of our stops, we met 
groups of uniformed school children 

BARBARA LAMB AND LYNNE DAVIS     
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Traces... 
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We were connected in  
age-old lineages that  

travelled through time  
and space. 

and other young people, excited to 
be on a class trip to an historic site 
like Nalanda or Lumbini, and anx-
ious to be photographed with the 
visitors from continents far away. 
The pilgrimage sites so sacred to 
Buddhists are considered mainly as 
archaeological heritage sites by Indi-
an authorities, who erect warning 
signs such as “Do Not Stick Golden 
Foil On The Monuments” - a prac-
tice of Thai Buddhist pilgrims. 

Just as there were unforgettable 
sacred moments on this journey, 

there were funny ones as well. At 
our hotel in Bodh Gaya, I hand-
washed some tops, and as I was 
hanging them out the window to 
dry, one of them fell into a tree in a 
neighbouring courtyard - the local 
residence of the Dalai Lama! It took 
two workers with an impossibly 
awkward ladder to retrieve my gar-
ment. 
A million conversations and experi-
ences like these compose the traces 
of pilgrimage. 

UARANGABAD  

PHOTO: METTA GOODMAN 
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T 
he streets of India are noisy places. The incessant 
honking, the roar of motorbikes and three-
wheeled tuk-tuks, and the shouting which every-

one must do to be heard, creates a maelstrom of 
sound. Combine this with blowing dust, a kaleido-
scope of colour and the sheer mass of people, and one 
can easily feel overwhelmed. So the first thing I no-
ticed in visiting the sacred sites of Sravasti was the 
quiet, marked only by a few bird calls. 

As we approached the ancient Buddhist sites, we 
had to run a gauntlet of merchants and beggars. The 
tradespeople are experts in the arts of distraction and 
engagement, as they hold up malas, postcards and 
figures for sale. On the ground, women and children 
sit with hands outstretched and with pleading eyes 
and voices. Staying focused was a practice in itself as 
we passed these supplicants and entered the grounds 
of the Sravasti stupas and the Jetavana Monastery. 

Stupas are large domed structures, erected as me-
morials. They are built with deep red bricks, part of 
an ancient tradition of brickworks that we saw ex-
pressed all through our travels in northern India. The 

Sravasti 
by Barbara Lamb 

The Buddha spent 
nineteen rainy  

seasons here,  

giving talks and  

sitting sesshin with 
hundreds of  

followers.  

SRAVASTI     PHOTO: BARBARA LAMB 
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Sravasti ... 

first stupa we visited was that of Anath-
apindika, a wealthy patron of the Buddha 
who bought the grove at Jetavana to estab-
lish a monastery for the Sangha. The ask-
ing price from the owner, who didn’t want 
to sell, was enough gold coins to cover the 
grounds of the park.  

Angulimala’s stupa is a short distance 
away. He was a notorious murderer 
who  converted to the Way after an unsuc-
cessful attempt to add the Buddha to his 
list of victims. We circled his stupa in kin-
hin while chanting the Repentance Gatha. 
It was deeply moving to remember that 
every practitioner has had to grapple with 
challenges in living an ethical life, and in 
humbly accepting karma. I felt I was di-
rectly receiving Angulimala’s lesson, that 
what’s most needed in practice is a heart 
that is open to change. 

We reached the Jetavana Grove in the 

late afternoon. It was a marvel to imagine 
the large grounds covered in gold, and to 
reflect on the role lay people have played in 
the establishment of the BuddhaDharma. 

The vast remaining complex of the mon-
astery’s foundations made it easy to imagine 
the buildings they would have supported, 
including monk’s cells, meditation halls, 
kitchens and storage facilities.  
We found a spot under some shady trees, 
sat zazen and performed a chanting service. 
We were then free to sit on our own, do 
prostrations, or stroll the grounds. It was 
awe-inspiring to walk where the Buddha’s 
feet had tread. The evening was soft and 
cool. Young monkeys played on the path-
ways. Groups of other pilgrims listened to 
talks by their teachers or chanted sutras. I 
was filled with gratitude for being part of a 
flourishing family, the Mahasangha.  

 

SRAVASTI     PHOTO: BARBARA LAMB 
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