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Inner wisdom can transform the outer world, from family life, to forests, corporate governance, and broad cultural values. Dynamic outer harmony influences the inner world, bringing understanding, fulfilment and deep insight.  Open Centre intends to help passionate people—doctors, meditators, therapists, artists, ecologists, students, lawyers, carpenters, engineers—not to stop with just the inner or just the outer world.  The world needs leaders who can follow their inner calling or outer creativity so deeply that it transforms the whole of life.    
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I. Background

Potential.  New scientific research is transforming the picture of human health and learning on physical, mental, emotional, spiritual, and social levels.  The latest studies highlight the importance of rest, meditation, yoga, multidisciplinary education, and mutually enriching contact with nature and other people.  

· The Harvard School of Public Health announced “that regular napping”—like “lowering cholesterol, eating a healthy diet, or exercising”—“can cut deaths from heart disease by as much as 37 percent.”1 

· Neuroscience shows that meditation changes brain circuits to give more access to happiness and compassion.2 Meditating 45 minutes a day also strengthens areas of the brain associated with attention and decision-making.3
· Mindfulness, yoga4, and other complementary health care5 help reduce chronic pain6, anxiety, and depression, with “major depressive episodes halved when conventional treatment was supplemented by mindfulness….”7  

· “Green activities” such as gardening and walking in nature bring significant improvement in self-esteem and mood measures, such as tension and depression.8 

· Multidisciplinary education improves communication, mutual understanding among diverse groups, personal and professional confidence, and the ability to adapt theory into practical solutions.9  

· Caring responsibility—for a plant10, an animal11, or a person of a different generation12—brings health, wellbeing, tolerance, and creative engagement with life.

Clearly, scientific pioneers are drawing a new picture of potential vitality and fulfilment.

Problems.  While cultural norms regard stress and working through the night nearly as status symbols13, the “biological costs of foregoing sleep”14 include obesity, depression15, “slowed reaction times, impaired judgment and learning, and lapses of attention” that endanger lives.16  Sociologists report “a marked decline in the number of people with whom [Americans] discussed meaningful matters” between 1985 and 2004.17  Support through multigenerational interaction and engagement in community is declining.18 Worldwide rates of suicide have increased by 60% over the last forty-five years.19 With so much stress and so little support in people’s lives, it is not surprising that human impact on global ecosystems is reaching a breaking point, with thousands of species disappearing yearly20 and 84% of Antarctic glaciers receding since 1955.21 Human and ecological communities urgently need creative, practical solutions and leadership. 

A pioneering solution.  Open Dharma aims to fill this gap with a multidisciplinary, non-sectarian Open Centre in the Spanish Pyrenees. The Open Centre will offer—in one place—training in the areas essential for personal, community, and global wellbeing: from rest and meditation, to sustainable ecology and innovative leadership.

What makes the Open Centre unique?  
Open Dharma’s experience on over 100 retreats and events with 5,000 participants22 has shown the importance and scarcity of:

· Spirituality free from cultural constraints and sectarianism, yet simultaneously drawing on the wealth of religious traditions. 

· Rest along with mindfulness as a doorway towards health, meditation, and efficient action.

· Mutual enrichment of nature and human nature.

· Spiritual support for parents, children, and adolescents. 

· Leadership and communication skills in those who care deeply for the well-being of all.

To create the Open Centre, Open Dharma needs donations and fundraising help to purchase a historic stone house on 150 acres of lush forest and fields next to a National Park in Spain.  With the enthusiastic support of UNESCO in Spain and the popularity of Open Dharma retreats, the Open Centre will support itself financially once created.  Out of a total cost of 987,468 Euros, the property costs 890,000 Euros, with set-up expenses and taxes 97,468 Euros.  Individual donors have given or committed to give 159,800 Euros by August, 2007.  Open Dharma needs gifts and grants to cover the remaining costs.  U.S. taxpayers can make tax-deductible donations by check or through the Open Dharma and Open Centre websites.
What is Open Dharma? 

Since 1999 Open Dharma has given teachings and group meditation retreats in India, North and South America, Europe, Israel, and Australia.  Dharma means “nourishing support.” On retreats often with long waiting lists, participants discover their authentic priorities and solutions, and bring this wisdom and ease into their outer lives.  

Hallmarks of Open Dharma: 

· Teachings draw on the wisdom of diverse traditions, such as Christian mysticism, yoga, Buddhism, and the Indian school of non-duality called Advaita.  
· Teachers offer individualized guidance to help each person find what helps them.
· Participants and staff have diverse religious, cultural, and economic backgrounds.  Mental and physical health professionals, farmers, artists, lawyers, and nuns come from over thirty different countries.24
· Motivation for change comes through joy, and not only from suffering.

· Teachings are offered on a donation basis.  
Open Dharma’s three main teachers come from different continents, yet each independently began deep spiritual practice in 1986.  Jaya Julienne Ashmore from the United States is a Harvard student of art, complementary health, Buddhism, and non-duality; Gemma Polo Pujol from Spain studied Zen, Christian mysticism, agriculture, and international development; and Ajay Pal Singh from India has degrees in Sanskrit, economics, law, yoga, and social work.  Based in India, the teachers will divide their time between the Open Centre and retreats worldwide. 

Catalonia, Spain: Home to Open Centre 

Half an hour from international air and rail connections, the proposed Open Centre has a naturally protected watershed, organic apple and nut orchards, and a stream running through native oak forest.  Two halls can accommodate up to 225 people for meditation.  Perfectly renovated and maintained, the central house dates back to at least 1607.  In all, the Open Centre can comfortably sleep fifty people. During much of the year, another fifty participants can camp on numerous, lightly shaded grounds.  Spacious enough to host multiple programs, and only 1½ hours from Barcelona, the secluded land is undisturbed by noise and light from roads or neighbours.
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The current owners are willing to sell the property only to Open Dharma, even though they had not put it on the market.  Delighted that the land will be used for meditation, the owners also offered retreats on the property until 2004. 

II. Goals and Objectives

Open Centre intends to enhance inner and outer peace, as well as ecological harmony, and creative leadership in the world. 

Open Dharma will accomplish this goal by offering residential retreats, outreach workshops, and onsite resources to: 

· Offer education in and experience of harmony with nature.
· Offer complementary support to those who suffer from difficult mind-states such as fear, anxiety, and depression.
· Revitalize those who are already in positions of influence and service.
· Nurture a diverse set of leaders with the skills, inspiration, and perseverance to help present and coming generations.  
III. Open Centre in action

Participants.  Open Centre welcomes people of different religions, races, ages, sexual orientations, vocations, financial status, and cultures.  In the first year approximately 700 people will participate in Open Centre programs, with numbers rising over time.  The Centre will make Open Dharma more accessible to Latin and North Americans, and others who cannot easily travel to India.  

Strategies. 

· Leaders who serve with creative dignity can significantly influence the world.  Open Dharma will offer mentorship to select people who otherwise would not take up positions of creative responsibility. This seed group will deepen their own meditation, communication, and practical skills. They will multiply knowledge in diverse home communities through workshops, interviews, or weekly groups.  A core group will create adaptive, multi-disciplinary centres offering training and common “green” space.

· Deep rest, mindfulness, and harmony with nature give access to insight, peace, and the transformative states of mind called meditation.  
· Deep rest relieves accumulated exhaustion and reveals deep inner knowing.  

· Mindfulness brings body, heart, and mind into alignment by bringing attention to direct experience such as sound or body sensation.  Steady, relaxed awareness resolves long-ignored feelings and allows joy to motivate actions.

· Contact with nature can awaken a healthful life rhythm, clarity about priorities, and a sense of ease, wonder, and belonging.  In rich simplicity, Open Centre will offer contact with wilderness and ecologically sustainable systems.  

Activities. 
· Residential meditation retreats include instructions and guided meditations; individualized support in group and one-to-one formats; multi-generational interaction; and experiential techniques such as creativity, simple work in the garden or kitchen, nature hikes, complementary health care, and being in silence.  Each year Open Centre will offer:
· Fifteen group retreats ranging in length from one half-day to three months.  
· Several retreats per year with specific themes such as ecology, complementary health care, creative arts, yoga, communication, and leadership.  Some programs will specifically welcome children and families. 
· Ongoing individual and work retreat.  Work retreats will often emphasize sustainable ecology.
· Non-residential workshops and audio-visual training for schools and such as on-the-job settings as offices and hospitals.  
· Onsite resources such as sustainable ecosystems (organic gardens, composting toilets) and a library.
IV. Evaluation

Responding to the needs of participants.  Periodic questionnaires and story-telling methodologies will inform Open Centre staff of the successes and gaps of its programs.  Event records and registration forms will store information about numbers and backgrounds of participants.  Open Centre will report on its onsite resources.  

The questionnaires, offered both online and in person after retreats, will investigate post-event continuity of practices, implementation of skills, and success of new initiatives in areas such as art, nature, complementary health, and community service.  For example, past retreatants will report on the frequency, duration, and quality of practices such as meditation, sustainable ecology, contact with nature, complementary health care, skilful communication, creative arts, and community education.  Benchmarks would include:

1,200 people (one third of participants) integrating skills into daily life by 2012.

A portable training package enriching education for 1,000 children and adults by 2017.
Select leaders creating 20 independent, multidisciplinary centres around the world by 2020.

Open Centre will assess the fulfilment of its goals and objectives on a regular basis and at the end of five years. 

For more information about any aspect of this proposal or about Open Dharma, please contact Gemma Polo Pujol at gemma@opendharma.org or +34-606-40-9391.  We are happy to supply further details, to discuss the project, or to arrange a site visit.
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Marisa Handler, on Open Dharma retreat, in her book Loyal to the Sky: Ten days of silence, practicing awareness, and somehow I relocate what I always knew.  The unmanageable love for my classmates in Standard 4P.  For the strangers, now, sitting next to me.  The bursting wonder at the world around me. . . . I see how hard I’ve been driving myself – to be good, to achieve, to win attention, to figure things out. . . .  Later, much to my astonishment, I glimpse what I can only call my fundamental goodness.  Except it isn’t mine.  It belongs, as I suspected, to all of us.  Indeed it is bigger than all of us.26








I’ve never been very interested in group activities, but group interviews on retreat opened the door to real communication.


~Open Dharma retreatant, Sweden25





Open Dharma and my practice give me the tools to help people without being drained. ~retreatant, Israel23





My life now feels wider than just my art.  The creative flow is within a larger picture.  The Open Dharma community around me is also creative and that encourages me.  ~retreatant, USA28








Despite a lifelong phobia of dirt, one retreatant chose gardening as his “work meditation” on retreat.  The first five days, he kept to watering plants.  The sixth day, he just got the shovel and started digging and planting—sweating, getting dirty, grinning.27
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