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SANGHARAKSHITA AS BUDDHIST MODERNIST

Dhivan Thomas Jones

Introduction

Urgyen Sangharakshita was an Englishman, born Dennis Lingwood in London 
in 1925, who lived as a Buddhist monk in India for twenty years before returning to 
the UK and founding the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order (fwbo) in 1967. 
This new Buddhist movement, renamed the Triratna Buddhist Community in 2010, 
has enjoyed steady growth since that time. There are now more than 2,300 members 
of the Triratna Buddhist Order and more than 150 Buddhist centres and groups 
around the world, where many thousands of mitras (those who have formally joined 
the Community) and friends (those with an informal connection) meet to study 
and practise the Dharma, the Buddha’s teaching. Sangharakshita died in 2018, aged 
ninety-three, meeting with disciples and friends until the end. His distinctive for-
mulation of the Dharma remains central to Triratna Buddhism, and its institutions 
and structure reflect his radical reformation of traditional Buddhism for the modern 
world.1

In this essay, I reflect on Sangharakshita as a Buddhist and Buddhist teacher, 
identifying his teaching as a unique expression of Buddhist modernism.2 The phrase 
‘Buddhist modernism’ is a term used in contemporary scholarship to describe the 
reinterpretation of Buddhism, starting in Asian Buddhist countries, as a system of 
thought that meets the needs of modernity.3 David McMahan clarifies how Buddhist 
modernism does not just mean all Buddhism that happens to exist in the modern 
era; rather, it refers to ‘forms of Buddhism that have emerged out of an engagement 
with dominant cultural and intellectual forces of modernity’ (2009, 6). Although 
expressions of Buddhist modernism are diverse and sometimes contradictory, it is 
possible to identify some key components: the demythologization of traditional 
Buddhist cosmology, to bring Buddhism into dialogue with the scientific worldview; 

1 The Friends of the Western Buddhist Order/Triratna Buddhist Community have not 
been the subject of much academic study, but see Bluck 2006, 152–178 for an overview 
of fwbo in Britain and Vajragupta 2010 for an insider’s view of the history of fwbo/
Triratna.

2 I take this opportunity to disclose that I write as an active member of the Triratna Buddhist 
Order of which Sangharakshita is the founder and should therefore be considered as an 
‘insider’ in this tradition.

3 The term ‘Buddhist modernism’ was coined by Heinz Bechert 1966; its meaning and sig-
nificance is developed in Bechert 1986, Bechert 1995, McMahan 2009, McMahan 2012.

an activist emphasis on social engagement; and the popularisation of meditation for 
lay people as well as monastics.4 

While Sangharakshita’s writings and teachings can undoubtedly be categorised as 
expressions of Buddhist modernism, they are in many ways sui generis.5 For instance, 
Sangharakshita has identified Going for Refuge to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha 
as the central and unifying act of a Buddhist and on this basis has drawn from the 
main Buddhist traditions – mainstream, Mahāyāna and Tantric – to create an ecu-
menical yet distinctive presentation of Buddhism for the modern world. In this essay 
I identify some defining features of Sangharakshita’s teaching in the context of his 
life and the creative development of his thinking, as expressions of a distinctive and 
indeed unique presentation of the Dharma for the modern world.

Becoming a Buddhist

Sangharakshita’s conversion to Buddhism was entirely through reading. In his 
memoir The Rainbow Road, written in the 1950s while he was in India, Sangharakshita 
recounts how, as a teenager, he first read Madame Blavatsky’s Isis Unveiled and real-
ised that he was not a Christian, and then read the Diamond Sūtra and realised that 
he was a Buddhist:

“Though this book epitomizes a teaching of such rarefied sublimity that 
even arahants, saints who have attained individual Nirvāṇa, are said to be-
come confused and afraid when they hear it for the first time, I at once 
joyfully embraced it with an unqualified acceptance and assent. To me the 
Diamond Sūtra was not new. I had known it and believed it and realized it 
ages before and the reading of the Sūtra as it were awoke me to the exist-
ence of something I had forgotten. Once I realised that I was a Buddhist 
it seemed that I had always been one, that it was the most natural thing 
in the world to be, and I had never been anything else.” (Sangharakshita, 
2017, 85)6

This story tells us several important things about Sangharakshita. Firstly, he had 
a precocious mind. His conversion was in 1942, when he was sixteen or seventeen. 
Due to a childhood illness, he had been confined to bed for two years, when he 

4 These and other components of Buddhist modernism are summarised here from 
McMahan 2009, 7, who draws on Bechert 1995, 254–256.

5 There are useful overviews of Sangharakshita’s distinctively modernist approach in 
Baumann 1996, 357–361 and Baumann 2012, 127–129, in which he draws attention 
to the parallels between the teaching of Sangharakshita and his friend Lama Anagarika 
Govinda, also the founder of a western Buddhist movement (the Ārya Maitreya Maṇḍala), 
which however has attracted fewer members compared to Triratna. 

6 References to Sangharakshita’s writings are to his Complete Works in 27 volumes, currently 
in process of publication.

from Buddhismus in Europa, ed. Kurt Krammer and Martin Rötting, Wien: LIT Verlag, 2022
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developed a voracious reading habit that took in literature, art religion and philos-
ophy. His encounter with the Diamond Sūtra had not been an accident but rather 
was the result of systematic investigation. This reading habit continued for the rest 
of his life. Secondly, he encountered the Dharma in the written form, not in the 
form of a human being. This trust in the capacity of the written word to convey the 
Buddha’s teaching was to greatly influence how he taught and explains the effort 
he put into conveying his teaching in literary form. Thirdly and most importantly, 
Sangharakshita’s conversion to Buddhism came in the form of a vivid personal insight 
into the truth of the Dharma, independent of any personal communication from a 
teacher in a traditional sangha or Buddhist community. Sangharakshita’s confidence 
in his own understanding of the Dharma, outside of an institutional Buddhist con-
text, was to leave its mark everywhere in his life and teaching.

A Survey of Buddhism

Sangharakshita has recounted his years in India in a series of detailed and colour-
ful memoirs.7 He deserted the British Army after World War II and became what 
he described as a ‘freelance wandering ascetic’ in India with a friend. He eventually 
took ordination as a śramaṇera (Buddhist novice monk) in 1949 at Kusinara, re-
ceiving the name ‘Sangharakshita’ (‘Protected by the Spiritual Community’). He 
then spent six months at Benares Hindu University, studying Pāli, Abhidhamma 
and logic with Bhikṇu Jagdish Kashyap, a powerful figure in the revitalisation of 
Buddhism in Bihar.8 But during a trip to the town of Kalimpong in the Himalayas, 
near Darjeeling, Kashyap told Sangharakshita to ‘stay here and work for the good 
of Buddhism’ (Sangharakshita 2017, 470). Taking the opportunity to subjugate his 
ego by doing his teacher’s bidding, Sangharakshita did stay in Kalimpong and based 
himself there for the rest of his time in India.9

Having received bhikṇu ordination in 1950, Sangharakshita continued to practise 
meditation, study the Dharma, live communally with other monks and friends and 
teach Buddhism whenever asked. This period of absorption of Buddhist teachings 
and traditions came to fruition in the publication of A Survey of Buddhism in 1957, 
a major work that is still in some ways Sangharakshita’s magnum opus. It presents the 
whole Buddhist tradition so as to explain how its diverse expressions share the one 
taste of liberation.10 Sangharakshita writes that all Buddhist traditions seek to convey 

7 These memoirs have been re-published in Sangharakshita 2017, 2018 and 2019.
8 There is a lively biography by Kashyap’s uncle in Narain 1979, xv–xxxii.
9 For a perspective on Sangharakshita’s work ‘for the good of Buddhism’ in Kalimpong, 

see Bhutia 2016.
10 In contrast to a more recent scholarly emphasis on describing Buddhisms (plural), to 

acknowledge the diversity in Buddhist traditions (e.g. Strong 2015). 

a ‘transcendental principle’ (Sangharakshita 2018a, 18), an ineffable state which is 
the goal of the Buddhist life; and the unity of Buddhism consists in the fact that the 
various Buddhist traditions are pragmatic means to reach that state (2018a, 202). 
The Bodhisattva ideal of Mahāyāna Buddhism is the unifying factor of Buddhism, 
an image of a way of life lived in accordance with the goal (2018a, 394).11 

The scholarly manner of A Survey of Buddhism masks the fact that it is a vision-
ary work about how someone ought to study and understand Buddhism in both 
its essence and development. This explains Sangharakshita’s criticism of Theravāda 
Buddhism, which he accuses of an unintelligently conservative literalism, regularly 
using the pejorative term Hīnayāna (‘Inferior Vehicle’) to describe it, in comparison 
with the creative adaptability of the Mahāyāna schools (2018a, 187). The Survey also 
shows the first outlines of Sangharakshita’s distinctively modernist intepretation of 
the tradition. This is apparent in his account of ‘Basic Buddhism’, those fundamental 
teachings of the Buddha and the early schools which are common to all later and 
present schools of Buddhism, each of which is absorbed in its own national colours 
and sectarian forms (2018a, 198f.). The idea of an original teaching of the Buddha, 
which can be discerned through a close study of the Pāli canon and other ancient 
sources, was already a common theme among modernist Buddhists.12 Anagarika 
Dharmapala, for instance, appealed to an original teaching as a conscious attempt 
to reclaim the rational purity and ethical power of the Buddha’s message behind 
or despite traditional Asian Buddhism, as a response to the colonial experience of 
Christian missionary criticism of Buddhist superstition. Applying methods of textual 
and historical criticism developed in nineteenth-century scholarship to Pāli canon-
ical sources now revealed an original essence of Buddhism, propounded by the his-
torical Buddha himself, that was both rational and liberating. Sangharakshita’s con-
tribution was to identify a Basic Buddhism that, while rationally explicable, pointed 
to a transcendental experience as its goal. His interpretation also deliberately shook 
loose from Theravādin monasticism.

A distinctive feature of the modernist interpretation of Buddhism is the claim 
that the Buddha’s teaching of dependent arising (pratītya-samutpāda) is similar to the 
modern scientific law of causation.13 It was an important claim for nineteenth-cen-
tury proponents of Buddhism that the tradition had always taught that the universe 
operates according to natural laws of cause and effect (Lopez 2008, 1–31). More 

11 Sangharakshita later modified this account and identified ‘going for refuge’ as the unify-
ing factor of Buddhism, which includes an altruistic dimension, reflected historically in 
the Bodhisattva ideal (2019a, 473–475).

12 Explored in Bechert 1986, 275–6, 1995, 254, also in Lopez 2002, xxxiii–iv, a book which 
also includes an extract from Sangharakshita’s lecture ‘The Bodhisattva Principle’.

13 While Sangharakshita preferred Edward Conze’s translation ‘conditioned co-production’ 
(2018a, 89), the translation ‘dependent arising’ is more exact (Jones 2021).
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specifically, the pioneering Victorian scholars of Buddhism, T.W. and C.A.F. Rhys 
Davids, wrote that the general formula of dependent arising (‘This being, that be-
comes, from the arising of this, that arises; this not being, that does not become, from 
the ceasing of this, that ceases’) was ‘on all fours with the modern formulation of the 
law of causation – ‘That every event is the result or sequel of some previous event, or 
events, without which it could not have happened, and which, being present, it must 
take place.’’14 Similarly, Colonel Henry Olcott’s influential Buddhist Catechism states 
that ‘both Buddhism and science teach that all beings are alike subject to universal 
law’ (Cabezón 2003, 44). 

Likewise, in his Survey, Sangharakshita takes for granted that dependent aris-
ing represents the Buddha’s teaching of a universal law, applicable to all phenome-
na (2018a, 93). But, as the intellectual expression of the Buddha’s Awakening, the 
teaching of dependent arising has little in common with the sciences (2018a, 88). 
Rather, in its details it is both philosophically and practically concerned with hu-
manity’s quest for liberation and understanding. Sangharakshita’s unique contribu-
tion in relation to the interpretation of dependent arising is to discern in it two 
broad trends. The first, which is articulated in the series of twelve links (nidānas), 
concerns the operation of causation within saṇsāra, characterised by repetitions and 
reactive cycles. The second is concerned with the progressive conditionality of the 
path to Awakening (2018a, 116), by which, to quote the Buddha, ‘states (dhammas) 
overflow into states, states fulfill states, in order to go from here to the beyond’.15 In 
this way, dependent arising is an ‘all-inclusive formulation of reality’ (2018a, 117), 
describing saṇsāra and the path to nirvāṇa, although nirvāṇa itself is unconditioned, 
uncaused and not dependently arisen.16

Sangarakshita’s Survey shows him as his own kind of Buddhist modernist, engag-
ing with a presentation of the Buddha’s teaching that is little concerned to retain a 
fidelity to any existing Asian or Western Buddhist tradition or lineage. In his account 
of basic Buddhism he identifies those essential teachings of the historical Buddha and 
early tradition that underly the developments in the later schools, while arguing that 
the creativity of Mahāyāna Buddhism is truer to the spirit of the Dharma than the 

14 From the introduction to their translation of the Mahānidāna Sutta (Dialogues of the 
Buddha Part II, 1910, 42). 

15 From the Cetanākaraṇīyasutta, Aṇguttara Nikāya 11: 2, pts V 313, my translation, but 
also see Bodhi  2012, 1554–1555. While Sangharakshita himself does not discuss this dis-
course, it provides scriptural testimony of his conception of a progressive causal process.

16 The arguments (2018a, 116–119) for this interpretation rest on the prior scholarship of 
Mrs Rhys Davids and Dr Beni Madhab Barua. However, they come apart under scrutiny 
(Sāgaramati 2010). Nevertheless, I would argue that Sangharakshita’s intuitions about a 
progressive mode of conditionality are in some ways prefigured in and supported by early 
Buddhist teachings (Jones 2019, 2019b, 2019a).

conservatism of Theravāda. He interprets the Buddha’s teaching of dependent arising 
(pratītya-samutpāda) as a universal law and discerns in the various formulations of 
the teaching two broad trends in the way the world works. There is a cyclical mode 
of conditionality, exemplified in the usual twelve links of dependent arising, describ-
ing conditioned existence, and a progressive mode, exemplified in less well-known 
formulations, describing the dependent arising of the path to nirvāṇa, the uncondi-
tioned. These modernist features of Sangharakshita’s teaching remain fundamental 
to Triratna Buddhism today, providing it with a distinctive intellectual foundation.

Dr. Ambedkar

While making Kalimpong his base, Sangharakshita made annual visits to Bombay 
and elsewhere. In 1952 he met Dr. Bhimrao Ambedkar, the brilliant lawyer and lead-
er of the Dalits (‘the Downcast’, formerly known as Untouchables), who had been 
entrusted with the task of drafting the Indian constitution. Ambedkar had been 
studying and writing about Buddhism in relation to caste Hinduism. On October 
the 14th 1956, Dr. Ambedkar ritually converted to Buddhism, followed by 360,000 
of his followers, thus taking themselves out of their former oppressed place at the bot-
tom of caste-ridden Hindu society and into a new confidence based on the Buddha’s 
teachings. Ambedkar urged Sangharakshita to help teach the Dharma among the 
Dalits. Six weeks after the first mass conversions, Sangharakshita happened to be in 
Nagpur in Maharashtra, when news arrived that Ambedkar had died. Sangharakshita 
found himself trying to console huge gatherings of Ambedkar’s distraught followers. 
In the months and years that followed, Sangharakshita went on annual teaching 
tours among the new Buddhists of Maharashtra, often travelling from village to 
village for late-night Dharma talks and meetings. After having returned to the uk in 
1964, Sangharakshita returned several times to India for teaching tours among the 
new Buddhists.17

His experience with Dr. Ambedkar and his followers in India made Sangharakshita 
aware of the potential of Buddhism to effect positive social change. While such ‘en-
gaged Buddhism’ is one of the innovations of Buddhist modernism, as seen in vari-
ous movements both in Asia and the west, an even more evident feature of Buddhist 

17 Sangharakshita’s meetings with Ambedkar, and his time in Nagpur after Ambedkar’s 
death, are recounted in his memoirs (2018b, 415–416), (2019b, 352–353, 360–367). His 
book Ambedkar and Buddhism presents Ambedkar’s life and thought as a whole (2016, 
1–159), and Sangharakshita’s lectures and talks from tours among the new Buddhists 
in India are collected in 2016 and 2021. Nagabodhi has written an excellent account of 
one of these tours (Pilchick 1988). The development of the Triratna Buddhist Order and 
Community (formerly the Trailokya Bauddha Mahasangha Sahayaka Gana, or tbmsg) in 
India is another whole story, but see Padmasuri 1997 and Sponberg 1996.
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modernism is the ‘subjective turn’ that Buddhism has taken as it has found a place 
in the west (McMahan 2009, 188–192). The emphasis on meditation and on the 
personal and psychological dimensions of practice have intersected nicely with west-
ern narratives about individualism. Teaching westerners, however, Sangharakshita 
has contrasted such a subjective emphasis with the way that Buddhism in India is 
socially engaged, and he encouraged his followers to balance personal practice with 
public work (2021, 13).

Ambedkar’s Buddhism involved some radical re-interpretations of Buddhist 
teachings. The emphasis on suffering (dukkha) in the Four Noble Truths was demot-
ed, to make the Dharma relevant to Dalit converts, who had suffered caste-based dis-
crimination. Likewise, Ambedkar rejected traditional Buddhist teachings on karma 
and rebirth, regarding them as justifications for caste injustice, and he re-interpreted 
the goal of Buddhism in ethical and social terms.18 Sangharakshita’s own form of 
Buddhist modernism, however, remained in a nuanced and constructive dialogue 
with Buddhist traditions and traditional Buddhism. While Sangharakshita did not 
teach as an authorized representative of any specific traditional Buddhist lineage, his 
informal connections with, and personal understanding of, those lineages in which 
he studied gave him confidence to establish a new tradition of Buddhist thought and 
practice. He described the principle of selection which shaped this new tradition as 
an ‘ecumenism’ that looks for inspiration and guidance from the scriptures of Asian 
Buddhism (2019a, 556).

Tibetan Teachers

During the years in which Sangharakshita was in Kalimpong, refugees began to 
arrive from Tibet, escaping the Chinese armies which had invaded in 1950. Eminent 
rimpoches (‘precious teachers’) and tulkus (reincarnate lamas) found themselves living 
as strangers in a small Himalayan town in India (2019b, 488), and Sangharakshita 
was able to meet and sometimes befriend these representatives of Mahāyāna and 
Vajrayāna Buddhism. Not only did he learn from them about living traditions of 
Buddhism which otherwise he had encountered only in his reading, but he received 
initiations into the practice of various sādhanas (visualisation practices) as well as 
taking a new ordination as a bodhisattva in the Mahāyāna tradition.

Chatral Sangye Dorje (1913–2015) was a Lama (teacher) of the Nyingma school, 
a deeply accomplished meditator who lived a wandering life, interspersed with pe-
riods of solitary meditation in mountain caves. Sangharakshita met him in 1957, in 
Kalimpong, and he initiated Sangharakshita into the sādhana of Green Tārā, with 

18 Ambedkar’s innovations are considered in a positively critical way in Queen 1996 and 
2013 and in King 2009, 160–161.

careful instructions about its correct practice.19 In his memoirs, Sangharakshita de-
scribes this initiation as a turning point:

“A new phase in my spiritual life was about to begin. Hitherto I had been 
a Theravādin monk practising meditation with the help of the Theravādin 
tradition of ānāpānasati or respiration-mindfulness. From now on, while 
remaining a Theravādin monk, I would be practising meditation with the 
help of the Mahāyāna-cum-Vajrayāna tradition of mantra-recitation and 
deity-visualization… Now I was taking up the Green Tārā sādhana, and 
the fact that I was doing so marked an important transition in my spiritual 
life.” (2019b, 375–376)

Sangharakshita also reflected on how the visualization of Green Tārā became for 
him another way to go beyond his ego and to access the transcendental realm to 
which Green Tārā, and the other Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, belonged (2019b, 394). 

Later in 1957, through his friend Kachu Rimpoche, Sangharakshita met the 
great Nyingma lama, Jamyang Khyentse Rimpoche (1893–1959), from whom he 
received initiations into the sādhanas of Mañjughoṇa, Avalokiteśvara, Vajrapāṇi and 
Tārā, together with the instructions for their practice, translated with the help of 
his friend John Driver.20 In 1959, Sangharakshita was able to meet another great 
Nyingma lama, Dudjom Rimpoche (1904–1987), from whom he received the 
Vajrasattva initiation in an elaborate three-day ceremony, which he shared with John 
Driver and the writer John Blofeld. He later had the opportunity to ask Dudjom 
Rimpoche many questions about the complex Tantric practice he had undertaken. 
Sangharakshita’s memoirs convey his impression of the immense spiritual depth and 
dignity of Dudjom Rimpoche and his other teachers, all of whom were now main-
taining their religion in exile (2019b, 501–510).

In 1962, Sangharakshita received the initiation into the visualization of 
Padmasambhava, the semi-historical figure who had introduced Buddhism into 
Tibet and who was also the founder of the Nyingma school. This was from Kachu 
Rimpoche (1920–1981), who also introduced Sangharakshita to the mūla yogas 
(foundation practices), particularly to the Going for Refuge and Prostration practice 
and the Vajrasattva visualization and purification practice (2019b, 472–473). Kachu 

19 This meeting is recounted twice, in 2019b, 372–378 and in 2019b, 390–395. In 2019b, 
379 Sangharakshita describes 1957 as his annus mirabilis: he had befriended Dhardo 
Rimpoche while on tour in India, he had met the Dalai Lama, he had received Tantric 
initiation from Chattrul Sangye Dorje, and he had established a Buddhist monastery in 
Kalimpong.

20 These initiations are recounted in Sangharakshita 2019b, 402–403. Jamyang Khyentse 
Rimpoche also visited Sangharakshita at his monastery, bringing with him his young 
nephew, Sogyal Rimpoche (2019b, 406), who was later to found the Rigpa movement 
and to die in 2018 disgraced by many accusations of sexual misconduct.
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Rimpoche also gave Sangharakshita the name Urgyen,21 by which he was also known 
until the end of his life. Later in 1962, Sangharakshita received the bodhisattva or-
dination, an event which marked the integration of his ordination into ‘Hīnayāna’ 
Buddhism into the larger vision of the Mahāyāna. He received this ordination from 
his friend Dhardo Rimpoche, whom he regarded as himself an exemplar of the bo-
dhisattva ideal and who explained the eighteen major and forty-six minor precepts to 
him in detail.22 Dhardo Rimpoche had been abbot of the Tibetan monastery in Bodh 
Gaya since 1949, spending the hot summers in Kalimpong, where in 1954 he found-
ed a school for Tibetan refugee children.23 Sangharakshita and Dhardo had worked 
together in Kalimpong and had become personal friends after a government-spon-
sored group tour to the Buddhist holy places in India, as part of the celebrations for 
the 2,500th Buddha Jayanti (anniversary of the Buddha’s birth) in 1956.24 

Then in 1963, Sangharakshita got to know another eminent Nyingma lama, Dilgo 
Khyentse Rimpoche (1910–1991), who had recently arrived as a refugee together 
with his family. From Dilgo, Sangharakshita received the phowa or ‘consciousness 
transference’ of Amitābha, as well as initiations into the sādhanas of Kurukullā (a 
dancing red ṇākinī form of Tārā) and Jambhala (a bodhisattva of wealth, who holds 
a jewel-producing mongoose). Also in 1963, he received initiations from Dhardo 
Rimpoche into the practice of Vaiṇūryaprabhā and of White Tārā, who is associated 
with long life. He worked on a translation of the White Tārā sādhana right up until 
he left India for the uk in 1964 (2019b, 557–562).

Sangharakshita’s deep engagement with Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna Buddhism 
might suggest that he had become a practitioner of Tibetan Buddhism, but this is 
not how he himself saw the matter. As the quotation above suggests, Sangharakshita 
saw himself as expanding his knowledge and experience of Buddhism as a whole, as a 
total tradition, the varieties of which are historically and culturally differentiated ex-
pressions of the teaching of the Buddha (2019b, 376). Moreover, he did not become 
a formal disciple of any of his Tibetan teachers, but rather he received Tantric initia-
tions (abhiśekhas) from them informally, outside of the strict systems of lineage and 
ritual that characterise traditional Tantric Buddhism. When he later founded fwbo/
Triratna and passed on the initiations and sādhanas to his own disciples, he stressed 
that these were not, strictly speaking, Tantric initiations and the fwbo/Triratna was 
not a Tantric Buddhist movement (Subhuti 2010a). He re-interpreted Tantric initia-

21 ‘Urgyen’ is a Tibetan variant of the Sanskrit Uṇṇiyāna, the name of the country where 
Padmasambhava is reputed to have been born from within a lotus flower (Sangharakshita 
2019, 473).

22 These events are recounted in Sangharakshita 2019b, 542–543; Sangharakshita’s transla-
tion of the bodhisattva precepts is reproduced in 2019a, 657–659.

23 On the life of Dhardo Rimpoche (1917–1990), see Suvajra 1991.
24 Sangharakshita recounts the tour in 2019b, 329–355; see also Suvajra 1991, 90–99.

tion as an aspect of Going for Refuge, the central and defining Buddhist act (Subhuti 
1994, 97).

In his engagement with Mahāyāna and Vajrayāna abhiṇekha and sādhana, 
Sangharakshita would seem to be far from Buddhist modernism. He had plunged 
into the traditional world of Tibetan Buddhism and into the visualisation of elab-
orate Indo-Tibetan Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, participating in a religious milieu 
very distant from western science and rationalism. Sangharakshita himself knew that 
he had been following his spiritual instincts rather than a pre-determined idea of 
what Buddhism ought to be. He later reflected that ‘the course of my life had been 
determined by impulse and intuition rather than by reason and logic… An idea or 
concept was clarified in the process of its being acted upon’ (2019a, 406). But his 
immersion in the magic and mystery of Tibetan Buddhism prompted what might 
be understood as two related trains of thought and reflection concerning the place 
of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas in his sense of the unity of Buddhism. One train 
of thought was to contribute to his distinctive idea of the centrality of Going for 
Refuge, to which I will return. The other was to understand the power and meaning 
of sādhana as an activity of the imagination, a human faculty which was capable of 
touching transcendental truth.25 In this way, Sangharakshita fully participated in the 
modernist movement of demythologising the traditional Buddhist worldview, in this 
case, the literal existence of the myriads of Buddha-fields and the gorgeous panoply 
of celestial Bodhisattvas in the vastness of the traditional Buddhist cosmos. Instead, 
all this richness became re-interpreted as a particular flowering of the power of im-
agination, accessible to modern westerners without them needing to take on a belief 
in traditional Asian cosmology.

Art and Imagination

Sangharakshita’s trust in the power of imagination to touch on transcendental 
truth is inseparable from his devotion to the arts – literature, music, painting and 
the rest – as portals to the same truth and beauty as the Dharma. His engagement 
with the arts began when he was a child. He describes reading Milton’s Paradise Lost 
as ‘the greatest poetic experience of my life’ (2017, 36). His passion for poetry and 
painting did not diminish even when he became a Buddhist monk, but instead led 
to a deep conflict between two sides of himself that he later dubbed ‘Sangharakshita 
i’ and ‘Sangharakshita ii’:

25 Sangharakshita touches on the scope of imagination in 2019b, 152; Vessantara takes up 
Sangharakshita’s approach, describing the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas as ‘archetypal figures 
which express aspects of Enlightenment’ (1993, 8), interpreting the Mahāyāna cosmos in 
psychological terms.
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“Sangharakshita i wanted to enjoy the beauty of nature, to read and write 
poetry, to listen to music, to look at painting and sculpture, to experi-
ence emotion, to lie in bed and dream, to see places, to meet people. 
Sangharakshita ii wanted to realize the truth, to read and write philosophy, 
to observe the precepts, to get up early and meditate, to mortify the flesh, 
to fast and pray. Sometimes Sangharakshita i was victorious, sometimes 
Sangharakshita ii, while occasionally there was an uneasy duumvirate.” 
(2017, 451)

It was only after Sangharakshita ii burned some notebooks containing 
Sangharakshita i’s poems, leaving them both shocked, that they learned to respect 
each other’s work (2017, 452). 

While living in Kalimpong, Sangharakshita became friends with Lama Anagarika 
Govinda (1898–1985), a German living in northern India with his wife, deeply 
immersed in both Theravāda and Tibetan Buddhism and also a painter and poet. 
The deep affinities between Govinda and Sangharakshita included a passionate belief 
in the spiritual significance of art. From Govinda’s short book, Art and Meditation 
(1999), Sangharakshita took up the idea of art as connected to egolessness, in the 
sense of the expansion of consciousness beyond its usual limitations that is charac-
teristic of artistic inspiration.26 In another essay, Sangharakshita describes the process 
of artistic appreciation as ‘a conscious surrender to the beautiful’, a process of trans-
formation that parallels the Buddha’s path to Awakening.27

The scholar David McMahan sees Sangharakshita’s emphasis on the arts as part 
of his Buddhist modernism, placing him in the company of D.T. Suzuki, Chogyam 
Trungpa and others. In the background is the intuition that many of the insights and 
attitudes of western Romanticism resonate with Buddhism. McMahan suggests that 
this resonance begins with the Romantic theory of art as self-expression, of internal 
states overflowing into the art-work. ‘To Buddhist modernists, this may seem self-ev-
idently to be the position of traditional forms of Buddhism. After all, if the essence 
of Buddhism is meditation, then Buddhist art must be an expression of meditation’ 
(McMahan 2009, 138). But art in traditional Buddhism in fact functions primarily 
iconically and ritually. Creative imagination may be involved in the production of 
traditional Buddhist art, but not as self-expression: ‘the Romantic interpretation of 
Buddhist art, emphasising the expression of interior depths, spontaneity, and indi-
vidual originality, was something new to Buddhism’ (2009, 139). Sangharakshita’s 
emphasis on the arts should be understood, therefore, as another distinctive contri-

26 In the essay, ‘The Meaning of Buddhism and the Value of Art,’ (Sangharakshita 2010) 
(forthcoming in the Complete Works, Vol.26).

27 In the essay, ‘The Religion of Art’, (Sangharakshita 2010) (forthcoming in the Complete 
Works, Vol.26).

bution to his presentation of Buddhism to modern westerners and, in this sense, as 
a particularly important aspect of his modernism. The emphasis on the spiritual sig-
nificance of the arts has gone on to have a defining effect on the Buddhist movement 
that he founded, in which various engagements with the arts are understood to have 
a refining and transformative effect on the mind and heart.28

Going for Refuge

In 1964 Sangharakshita returned to the uk, invited by the English Sangha Trust 
to become resident bhikkhu at the Hampstead Vihara in London. His teaching of the 
Dharma changed to take into account the very different culture and conditions of 
the modern west. A good example is his presentation of the Buddhist path in terms 
of the ‘Higher Evolution’ of the individual, which presents the Buddhist spiritual 
path as the next step in an evolutionary process towards transcendental conscious-
ness, as a matter of choice and effort by individual human beings.29 He also contin-
ued teaching in an ecumenical way, presenting Mahāyāna Buddhism alongside the 
original teaching of the Buddha. But he gradually threw off the cultural baggage of 
Theravādin monasticism, such as wearing robes, which meant little in London and 
impeded communication. This led, in 1967, to him being disinvited from returning 
to the Hampstead Vihara after a farewell tour of India. Instead he founded a new 
Buddhist movement – the Friends of the Western Buddhist Order. His guiding of 
this fledgling modern Buddhist community over the next fifty years was his main 
life-work.30

An important development was his realisation that Order members were neither 
monastic nor lay and that commitment was primary and lifestyle (such as that of a 
bhikkhu) was secondary. This innovation was the result of many years of reflection. 
Not only had Sangharakshita found many Theravādin bhikkhus to be unnecessarily 
formalistic and literal in their attitudes, maintaining the monk-lay divide for unhelp-
ful reasons, but he had concluded that the Theravādin ordination lineage was irrep-

28 The Buddhist modernist emphasis on the arts has not gone without criticism. ṇhānissaro 
2015 has written a sustained critique of the interpretation of the Dharma through 
Romanticism. 

29 See Sangharakshita 2018b, 83 for his first reflections on ‘Higher Evolution’; 2020, 226–
227 for an account of a lecture in 1966 on the theme; and 2020, 371 for his reading 
in preparation for two lecture series (1969)(1970). For an expansion of the theme, see 
Cooper 1996.

30 Sangharakshita recounts his version of the events of 1964–1970, including the difficult 
period of his disinvitation, in 2020. There is a dearth of other accounts, but see Webb 
2016 for a broader history of the Hampstead Buddhist Vihāra.
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arably tainted and ‘impure’ by its own standards.31 But if the institution of the mo-
nastic saṇgha, founded by the Buddha himself and preserved in carefully-regulated 
ordination lineages ever since, was not the central and defining feature of Buddhism, 
what was? Sangharakshita came to the radical conclusion that going for refuge was 
the central and defining act of a Buddhist, the act which made one a follower of the 
Buddha and practitioner of the Dharma. This might be expressed through taking up 
the monastic life in an Asian tradition, but in the conditions of the modern west this 
was not necessarily the most effective way to live out a commitment to the Three 
Jewels of Buddha, Dharma and Sangha.32 

Sangharakshita’s account of Going for Refuge is a new interpretation of what it 
means to be a Buddhist. In early Buddhist literature, many people are said to ‘go 
for refuge’ to the Buddha, his teaching and the spiritual community, having heard 
a discourse and taken it to heart. In these contexts, it is a way of expressing a con-
version experience.33 In the ancient Indian context, to ‘go for refuge’ is an idiomatic 
way of saying one places oneself under a powerful person’s protective influence, and 
for early Buddhists this becomes a metaphor for placing one’s trust in the Buddha 
and his teachings, as a means to navigate the human situation.34 In later Buddhist 
tradition, going for refuge, in the form of reciting the refuges and precepts, became 
a formal way of expressing that one is a Buddhist. Sangharakshita re-created this id-
iom as signifying commitment. There are ‘levels’ of going for refuge. ‘Ethnic’ going 
for refuge is reciting the refuges as a member of a traditional Buddhist group, as a 
mark of Buddhist religious identity. ‘Provisional’ going for refuge means taking it 
more seriously, and ‘effective’ going for refuge is a genuine commitment to the path. 
‘Real’ going for refuge refers to experiencing insight and becoming a stream-entrant 
(śrotāpanna).35 In Sangharakshita’s re-interpretation, ‘going for refuge’ also becomes 
a capacious concept for articulating various dimensions of the Buddhist tradition, 
considered as a transcendental unity. The going-forth from home into homeless life 
and the lifestyle of a monastic, are valuable to the extent that they express one’s going 
for refuge, considered as the defining Buddhist act. One goes forth from the ‘group’, 
from this or that social identity, and going for refuge implies the emergence of the 

31 This conclusion, which of course impacted on the wider Buddhist world, since many 
bhikkhus take up Theravādin monastic life with trusting faith in its foundation and effi-
cacy, was presented in two polemical works, Forty-Three Years Ago and Was the Buddha a 
Bhikkhu?, collected in Sangharakshita 2019a.

32 The fullest account of Sangharakshita’s thinking on the centrality of Going for Refuge is 
in The History of My Going for Refuge, in 2019a.

33 Sangharakshita’s edited lectures on the meaning of ‘conversion’ in Buddhism are reprinted 
in 2019a.

34  This summarises my essay on ‘‘Going for refuge’ as idiom and metaphor’ (Jones 2013).
35 Summarised from Sangharakshita 2019a, 481–482, who goes on to list ‘ultimate’ and 

‘cosmic’ going for refuge as further levels.

true individual, who is self-aware, emotionally positive and morally responsible 
(Sangharakshita 2019a, 414). Most importantly, Sangharakshita identifies the aris-
ing of the bodhicitta or ‘will to Awakening’, which initiates the life of a Bodhisattva, 
who is committed to Awakening for the benefit of all, not as something above and 
beyond a merely ‘Hīnayāna’ commitment, but rather as the altruistic dimension of 
going for refuge. In this way, the spiritual impulse of the Mahāyāna movement is 
re-interpreted as belonging in the very heart and centre of Buddhism (2019a, 433). 
And going for refuge is explicitly invoked in the foundational ‘Going for Refuge 
and Prostration’ practice of Tantric Buddhism, a ‘transposition of the act of Going 
for Refuge into the rich and colourful mode of the Indo-Tibetan Tantric tradition’ 
(2019a, 445).

Buddhism and tradition

The justification for this extraordinary re-interpretation of Buddhism can be bet-
ter understood by considering Sangharakshita’s view of the Buddhist tradition. In 
order to identify the essential principle of Buddhism, he distinguishes between ‘tra-
dition’ and ‘Tradition’:

“I distinguish between Tradition with a capital T and tradition with a small 
t. By tradition with a small t I mean those observances, customs, practices, 
which have become traditional in Buddhist countries but are quite periph-
eral in relation to the fundamental principles of Buddhist teachings… I 
think of Tradition in the sense of the essential principles of Buddhism.” 
(Sangharakshita 2019b, 469)36

Using this distinction, Sangharakshita can set aside much of what counts as ‘tra-
ditional Buddhism’ in both Asian and western Buddhist settings as ‘peripheral’ (in-
cluding the monk-lay divide and those aspects of Theravādin monasticism which 
are formalistic and literalistic); and then he can ascertain what counts as Buddhist 
Tradition, the essential and fundamental principles of Buddhism (including the cen-
trality of going for refuge to the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha). 

The first stage in this process illustrates the process of ‘de-traditionalization’ that, 
according to David McMahan, is characteristic of Buddhist modernism (2009, 424). 
More generally, this process implies that modern Buddhists re-orient themselves to a 
sense of internal authority, away from relying on external, institutional religious tra-

36 I am drawing this quotation slightly out of context, which is Sangharakshita’s book-length 
rebuttal of an academic article which had characterised the fwbo as a form of ‘Protestant 
Buddhism’. In the course of this book, Sangharakshita does in fact touch on the topic of 
modernism (2019b, 424f.), but unfortunately without taking into account the more spe-
cific and useful analyses of ‘Buddhist modernism’ made by Bechert (and later McMahan) 
that I have used in this article.
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ditions such as those embodied in pre-modern Asian Buddhism. But Sangharakshita’s 
identification of Buddhist Tradition (with a capital T), which communicates the 
essential principles of the teaching, implies something like a ‘re-traditionalization’ 
of Buddhism, in terms of, for instance, the centrality of going for refuge for the 
Buddhist life. Such ‘re-traditionalization’ allows Sangharakshita and his followers to 
understand Buddhism as a unified whole, seeing Mahāyāna Buddhism, for instance, 
as embodying the altruistic dimension of going for refuge. To do so does not ignore 
the historical processes which led to the arising of Mahāyāna but rather re-interprets 
traditional Buddhist narratives about it, such as the idea that the Mahāyāna sūtras 
were taught by the Buddha.

The movement that Sangharakshita founded, fwbo/Triratna, thus represents it-
self as a new Buddhist tradition for the modern west, based on the essential principles 
of the Dharma. But how can such a radical re-interpretation of Buddhism be justi-
fied, in terms of the Buddhist tradition? Or, to put it another way, on what authority 
can Sangharakshita present a re-interpretation of Buddhism as ‘Buddhist tradition’? 
Obviously, an unfriendly reading could reveal some hybris in Sangharakshita’s enter-
prise,37 but here I will attempt a positive interpretation.

The history of Buddhism shows that Sangharakshita is not the first to re-interpret 
the teaching in new conditions, under pressure of a strong visionary sense of the 
essence of the Dharma. One thinks of Shinran or Nichiren in medieval Japan. More 
importantly, the Buddha himself is recorded in the Kālāma Sutta as encouraging his 
hearers to weigh up for themselves what is presented as tradition, judging teachings 
by their efficacy, not by the teacher’s authority.38 The structure of Buddhism through 
the centuries has not been held up by claims of authority but rather by the hand-
ing-on of the living Dharma through teacher-student relationships. This does not 
preclude self-organised systems of thought (such as Abhidharma or Mādhyamika) 
with their own internal standards of coherence; but should these systems claim to be 
the only true interpretation, they simply run into conflict with the Buddha’s teach-
ing. Buddhism is just one long conversation about the Dharma.39

With this in mind, I propose that Sangharakshita’s presentation of the Dharma 
can be compared to a tent, held up by two poles. One pole is his teaching of the ‘true 
individual’. This can be seen as Sangharakshita’s clarification of the Buddha’s well-
known teaching of not-self (anātman). This teaching denies that there is a fixed and 

37 The website https://triratna-perspectives.com (retrieved 03.05.2022) gathers criticism of 
Sangharakshita and Triratna. 

38 In the Aṇguttara Nikāya 3: 65, trans. Bodhi 2012, 279–283, and discussed in relation to 
Buddhist modernism in McMahan 2009, 44; 64–65.

39  I once asked Sangharakshita on what basis he claimed the authority to mediate the entire 
Buddhist tradition in his teachings to Triratna. His reply was that he had no authority; he 
was simply a spiritual friend. For him on authority in the Saṇgha, see 2017a, 445f.

permanent essence of the person. The corollary is that one can change and develop. 
One way to characterise such personal development is in terms of the development 
of qualities of the true individual: awareness, integration, positivity and a certain 
independence and autonomy which is the basis of creativity (2017a, 467–492). Such 
an individual would indeed respond to the Dharma as the Buddha recommend-
ed the Kālāmas should, by testing it for themselves, not relying on an authority. 
Sangharakshita’s presentation of the Dharma is justified by its success for those who 
use it to develop.

The other pole of the tent is Sangharakshita’s ‘transcendental critique of reli-
gion’. He develops this idea from a reading of the Vimalakīrti Nirdeśa, a Mahāyāna 
Buddhist scripture in which a Buddhist householder named Vimalakīrti is shown to 
be more awakened than the most advanced Bodhisattvas, in fact, to be a Buddha liv-
ing as a householder for the sake of living beings. Vimalakīrti takes the Bodhisattvas 
to task for their limited understanding of the Dharma, hence undertaking a ‘tran-
scendental critique’ of their teachings. Likewise, the teaching of the Dharma should 
not be a matter of teaching one or other tradition of Buddhism as an end in itself, 
but rather should be a means for the spiritual development of the individual:

“As Vimalakīrti’s ‘transcendental critique’ serves to remind us, the Hīnayāna 
is a means to an end. The Mahāyāna is a means to an end. Buddhism is 
a means to an end. Religion is a means to an end. And that end is the 
spiritual development of the individual.” (Sangharakshita 2017b, 514)

As Sangharakshita writes, such a critique has always been a part of Buddhism: 
the Buddha taught his Dharma as being like a raft, for getting across to nirvāṇa, the 
further shore of existence, not for holding on to.40 Since Sangharakshita’s presenta-
tion of the Dharma is a means to an end, it is justified by its effectiveness in helping.

Conclusion
  
Sangharakshita’s critique of Theravāda monasticism and his creative interpreta-

tions of the Dharma have inevitably not gone undisputed, but such debate between 
Buddhists has been going on since the beginning of the tradition.41 Some of his more 
particular teachings, for instance about women and about blasphemy, have proved 
objectionable.42 But these teachings had their time and place. More controversial, 
however, has been Sangharakshita’s sex life. Between 1968 and 1985, he had sexual 

40 In the Alaggadūpama Sutta, ‘Discourse on the Simile of the Water-Snake’, Majjhima 
Nikāya 22, trans. Ñāṇamoli and Bodhi 1995, 228.

41 Criticisms summarised in Bluck 2006, 178; Robert Ellis 2020 has written the first major 
critical study of Sangharakshita’s thought.

42 Especially the views on women presented in Subhuti 1995; for a critical study of the 
teaching on blaspemy in Triratna, see Wilson 2019.
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relationships with some male disciples in the fwbo, leading to reports of result-
ing harm and negative emotional impact because of the power imbalance involved. 
The subsequent culture of denial within fwbo/Triratna compounded the situation. 
However, an internal investigation culminated in 2020 with the publication of a full 
report, illustrating a process of Triratna Order members coming to terms with the 
mistakes of their teacher.43 The theme of ‘Buddhist modernism’ has given me a meth-
od to draw out some of Sangharakshita’s approaches, understandings and teachings 
of the Dharma, although there has not been space to mention all of them.44 In the 
end, however, Sangharakshita’s approach to Buddhism is so unique and his teaching 
of the Dharma so much a product of his own thinking, that the label of ‘Buddhist 
modernist’ is of limited use. When Sangharakshita died in 2018, he was ninety-three 
and had been thinking, writing and sharing his thoughts until the end. He was buried 
in a brightly-painted cardboard coffin at Adhisthana retreat centre in Herefordshire, 
in the uk, where he had lived for his last five years. His remains now lie under a 
mound, reminiscent of a bronze age barrow. A garden planted around the mound 
gives visitors and retreatants the chance to quietly contemplate Sangharakshita’s life 
and legacy. There is so much to take in that the process of reflecting on his work as a 
whole has only just begun. 
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