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Open Centre 

Nature ~ Interaction ~ Silence

What is the Open Centre?

The Open Centre will inspire and support inner growth within a space of human and ecological diversity.

We welcome people from any religion or no religion to learn to live with inner and outer harmony through contact with nature, through interaction, and through silence.  Along with meditation from diverse spiritual traditions, the Open Centre will also offer non-traditional ways to awaken the full potential of human life—to be relaxed and responsive, centered and open. 

In Spain, we have found spacious, green land with a restored farmhouse, orchards, and two meditation halls where the Open Centre can take root.

How will the Open Centre work? 

The Open Centre will not be just a centre for meditation.  We have heard a call for a place where spiritual and family life can enhance each other, where work and creative life are not separated, where solitude and gathering in friendship can coexist.  We especially hear a need for a place where human life and all of life mutually enrich each other.

Eight years of offering meditation retreats around the world have taught us that certain elements of our unique retreats consistently “work.”  

People from varied backgrounds on our meditation programs report that their lives have been transformed by nature, interaction, and silence:

1)
 Intimacy with nature, both cultivated and wild

2)
 Interaction:

a)
Human connection 

b)
Personalized guidance

c)
Art and music

d)
Work and service

e)
Discussion of texts from diverse spiritual traditions 

f)
Yoga and Chi gong

g)
Study of alternative health modalities

3)
 Silence: 

a) Self-motivated exploration and practice

b) Solitude and individual retreat

c) Deep rest and silence

These factors complement formal meditation practice, and some can even be considered forms of meditation in their own right.  The Open Centre programs will offer these transformative elements in different combinations.  

In addition, our meditation instructions will continue to inspire participants to discover inner wisdom rather than to adopt an outside technique, tradition, or authority.  

During the summer season, one or more of the guiding teachers will lead programs as short as an hour or as long as three months.  Most programs will be residential.  At times some programs may overlap.

The winter season will provide time for individuals and smaller groups of more experienced participants to integrate the teachings and practices more fully.

Creating the Open Centre in Spain will bring these rich teachings to the lap of Europe, and one leap closer to North and South America.

Who are we?

Open Dharma has given teachings and group meditation retreats since 1999.  Dharma means “nourishing support,” and our programs are open to people from diverse backgrounds and with different beliefs, intentions, and needs in their lives.

Therefore, our teachings are also open.  Teachings primarily draw on our decades of experience in diverse wisdom traditions— Christian mysticism, many branches of Buddhism, yoga meditation, the Indian tradition of non-duality (Advaita)—and our own human experience.

Often in India, but also in North and South America, Europe, Israel, and Australia, Open Dharma retreats offer stability, encouragement and personalized guidance.  We inspire participants to improvise their unique paths towards dissolving the tension and dissatisfaction they feel and towards living fulfilled lives. 

Open Dharma’s three guiding teachers come from three different continents, yet each independently dedicated her or his life to spiritual practice starting in 1986.  Jaya Julienne Ashmore from the United States, Gemma Polo Pujol from Spain, and Ajay Pal Singh from India will divide their time and energy between the Open Centre and activities in India and around the world.  At the Open Centre, they will envision and offer retreats and other programs, as well as provide personal guidance.

The Open Centre’s caretakers also have a wealth of experience with meditation practice and organizing retreats, as well as with crafts and sustainable agriculture and building. With an overview of the ecological and organizational side of the Centre, a team of caretakers including Zohar Lavie from Israel and Nathan Glyde from the U. K. will also lead programs combining meditation and social work, creativity, and ecology.

More detailed information on the Open Centre teachers and caretakers is in Appendix II.
Why is the Open Centre needed?

I) A great hunger

We have seen a great hunger for a sense of belonging, for deep encounters with nature, silence, beauty, other people, and oneself.  The Open Centre is a place where the nourishment needed in the world can be offered freely and fully—where a single tradition does not block the exploration of other ways; where Indian culture does not restrict women’s behavior; where the gifts of India are in the lap of Europe and one leap closer to America.

We have noticed the simple power of listening, and of encouraging experimentation and inner authority.  People have pleaded us for a chance to immerse themselves in deep learning, rest, and silence for longer than a weekend or ten days—a chance to find their own rhythms, and to gain momentum in their inner work.  There is a thirst to discover, remember, and embody what is most important in life.

We have heard a call for teachers who trust and respect the potential in each student to learn in her or his unique way. 

The Open Centre will support those who wish to feel at home in themselves and in the world, and who wish to share the joy of living what is most important.

II) An abundance of nourishment

The Open Centre will expand the diversity of what we offer and to whom we offer it.  In a home dedicated to Open Dharma, we can provide programs:

A) with greater freedom; 

B) with better accessibility to people who cannot normally attend our retreats; 

C) and with more continuity, and therefore depth, in our three main areas of exploration: nature, interaction, and silence.

A) More freedom, more diversity.
1) Religious and cultural freedom. 


a) Being guests in religious centres: On our retreats we are currently guests at monasteries, ashrams, and other centres.  When our host centres are devoted to a single religion, we often must limit what we offer in order to respect the tradition of our hosts.  For example, in most monasteries, we cannot offer massage training or children’s theatre.  Reclining for deep rest meditation may be offensive.  We sometimes postpone our wish to use texts or songs from diverse religious traditions.  


b) Being visitors in India: 



i) Cultural norms in India, especially regarding women’s dress and behavior, and interactions between women and men, sometimes limits what we can include in a retreat.  Dance meditation, a solitary retreat for a woman, or a program for single mothers would be problematic in India.



ii) Visas often expire just when someone needs to continue practice.  With a centre in Spain, Europeans would have one obstacle fewer to attending a retreat or program.   

c) Being at home: Having the freedom of “being at home” in our own multi-traditional centre in Spain would allow us to expand:



i) our collaborations with therapists and artists from ceramicists to writers.   



ii) our programs and support for families, children, and couples.



iii) our encouragement to rest deeply in reclining meditation.



iv) our support for people to find their own motivation and rhythm, rather than to rely on, or be restricted to, the culture of the centre.



v) our programs with those who are sometimes unwelcome, whether differently-abled people, pregnant women, or “at-risk” teenagers. 

2) Financial freedom. 


a) We are also bound to the prices set by our hosts.  


b) One of the reasons we always offer the teachings on a donation basis is to help make our programs financially accessible.  At the Open Centre we will continue to emphasize the tradition of generosity as a spiritual practice.  

i)
We will collect donations for scholarships; 

ii)
We will at times offer programs where room, food, and organizational expenses, along with the teachings, are all given on a donation basis. 

iii)
Camping and work retreat will be affordable options during residential programs at the Open Centre.

B) More accessibility, more diversity.

1) Geographical accessibility: 


a) Although we will continue to offer programs elsewhere in the world, especially in India, we realize that not everyone can travel to India.  Concerns about health or money, or commitments at work and at home—as well as simple fear—keep many people away from India.  

b) The Open Centre will be an easily accessible location:


i) that is convenient to travel to from both within and outside of Europe.


ii) where the moderate climate in Spain will permit year-round participation, whereas the extremes in India prevent most visitors from staying in one place throughout the year. 
2) Accessibility through amenities: The relative comfort of some rooms will make the Open Centre accessible to those who cannot sleep on a wooden bed in an ashram in India.  We will also do our best to make the Open Centre as accessible as possible for differently-abled participants.

C) Continuity means depth.


1) Continuity for individual participants.


a) The Centre will allow us to fulfill a dream of offering long-term individual retreats with personal guidance.  We will devote one area of the land to silence, so that individual retreats and other types of programs can both carry on undisturbed.



b) Participants report that returning to the same place provides perspective and stability.


2) Continuity of organization and infrastructure.



a) When friends offer to organize a retreat for us, they are invariably surprised at what a huge amount of energy and work it takes to prepare our programs each time in a different place.  



b) Having our facilities in place will free up the energy of teachers and organizers alike.




i) Teachers will be able to invest more energy in teaching, from personal guidance to envisioning new programs.  




ii) Silent areas will remain undisturbed.




iii) We can dedicate space to the practice of yoga postures and Chi Gong, as well as to the study of alternative health modalities such as the Japanese art of Jin Shin Jyutsu.




iv) Each caring gesture will be an investment that can take root in the Centre.  If the organizers are not busy finding mattresses or other basics, they will have more time to welcome participants personally or improve the infrastructure for the long-term.


3) Continuity of connection with nature.




a) In the wild: 




i) Sometimes just standing among trees or looking up at the stars is enough to bring the heart back home.  




ii) At the Open Centre we will also be able to deepen our practice of walking in nature on both familiar paths on the land and spectacular walks to nearby waterfalls and hills. 



b) In the garden: 




i) Working in the garden helps enliven and ground spiritual practice.




ii) The Open Centre will provide locally and organically grown food as much as possible, some of it from our own fields.



c) In simplicity: 

We wish to enjoy and to share the honor of deeply caring for one place as a microcosm and symbol of human potential to live in harmony with nature.  The Open Centre will pro-actively model sustainable living, from a sense of abundance rather than lack.  Rather than motivating people through a sense of alarm, our model will both inspire and educate participants.




i) Inspiration: While global warming, droughts, and other human-made disasters threaten to destabilize global ecosystems, the Open Centre will provide a living example of how fulfilling it can be to live in harmony with nature.  It can be a relief to know that living simply can be as rich as harvesting fresh tomatoes or figs, swimming in a naturally purified swimming pool, or using composting toilets.  In our experience, many people feel a sense of hope, joy, and connection just from having the chance to participate in a smoothly functioning, ecologically sustainable system.  




ii) Education: Some of our Open Centre programs will provide more in-depth education in such areas as sustainable gardening and forestry; natural water purification; beekeeping and processing of honey and other bee products; herbal medicine; flora and fauna identification; orientation, and camping. 

Where?

We have found the ideal place to create the Open Centre in the foothills of the Pyrenees in Spain.  Bordering a National Park, the 62 Ha (153 acres) of native forest and terraced fields lie at the end of a road with no other house in view.  We have never experienced such a silence—only broken by cricket song in summer.

In the center of the land, the well-maintained stone house has two kitchens and sleeps twenty.  Plenty of shaded fields for camping already have drinkable water connections in place.

Two halls for meditation and a forest stream complete the picture.

· Accessible— half an hour from international air and train connections, and six km from a village with post office, primary medical care, buses, and shops.  Pyrenean mountains and Costa Brava beaches are both half an hour away, and Barcelona is one and a half hours away.

· Secluded—no other light or road is seen or heard, and cliffs block both the cold north wind and the expansion of neighboring cattle farms. 

· Spacious—several programs can run at the same time without compromising the silence or the laughter.  Only on such a large property would it be possible to have long-term solitary retreats, shorter silent group retreats, and programs including music or children, all at the same time.

· Moderate climate—programs can happen with relative comfort throughout the year.  Some leaves change color in autumn, yet citrus trees also survive.

· Flexible—the wide spectrum of facilities makes it ideal for many different sizes and types of programs.  Some existing buildings will be converted into simple single rooms. 

More detailed information about the facilities is in Appendix I.

How much?

We need help to raise 900,000 Euros to cover the cost of buying the property and upgrading the large meditation hall.

The Open Centre will be owned by the Open Dharma non-profit association (currently called Vida Serena) in Catalonia, Spain.

Donations can be made online (via credit card or directly from a bank or PayPal account), by bank transfer, by personal or bank check, and in person.

U.S., Canadian, and Spanish citizens can give tax-deductible donations.

While the Open Centre facilitators will privately buy a section of the land, participants cannot donate money in order to use or own part of the property.  We are asking for full generosity to make this home for Open Dharma.  

We envision collective creativity in finding fun and innovative ways to raise money, such as fundraising festivals, massage auctions, sponsored walks, or “work-a-week” programs where salary is channeled to Open Dharma.

Millions of dollars are invested in private homes and advertising slogans each day.  Why not also create a home for Open Dharma and its teachings, for the benefit of many individuals, as well as for human collectives and the environment? 

When?

Why not now?

The Open Centre is an idea whose time has come.  If we receive a generous response to help create this space for human and ecological diversity, we would like to inaugurate the Open Centre in July, 2007.  

Hungry enough: We see in many people a hunger that is ready to be fulfilled, after being hungry enough, for long enough.  We see people ready to receive genuine nourishment, because they sense they can live fully, both open to and centered in life.


1) We see a need to learn from intimacy with nature—accepting that the shift towards ecological sanity will not happen because it should, but because of the joy and satisfaction of simply living in rich contact with nature.


2) We notice a need to bring wisdom not just into our inner reflection, but also into our interaction with other people and the world.


3) We hear a silence longing to find a way of living fully with ease, living without doing things we later regret.

“Nourishing support”:  We see the ripeness in the Open Dharma teachings—and in the collective of participants—now matched by an ideal place to gather for mutual benefit.

1) We are ready to help grow an abundance of nourishment.  The teachings and collaboration of the Open Dharma facilitators have ripened with experience.


2) The collective of participants have grown enough inner authority to help create and sustain this Open Dharma home.


3) The Open Centre facilities are so well-maintained and accessible that we could hold a retreat there next week.

Why not?

APPENDIX I

Facilities

·  Stone house with large living room, 20 beds, 5 bathrooms, several fireplaces, ample storage space, 2 kitchens

· Large hall for over 200 people, plus a moderate-sized hall with wooden flooring and a spacious view

· Electricity, fans, laundry machine, telephone, heating/cooling systems—the heating is a state-of-the-art system that can run on wood from the land, and switches automatically to gas whenever necessary

· Hectares of irrigated arable land—potential for growing our own organic vegetables, fruit, nuts, herbs

· Mature, cultivated fruit and nut trees—apples, walnuts, figs, persimmons, grapes, hazelnuts, and more

· Over 50 hectares of lush, diverse native forest includes medicinal plants

· Hazel and other plants for crafts 

· Forest stream and spring-fed swimming pool

· Current owners also used the place for meditation retreats, and conscientiously maintained the atmosphere, the facilities and the relations with the neighboring community

· Area ideally situated in a zone of organic cultivation, with walks to nearby waterfall, chapel, cliffs, hills; and short drives to spectacular mountains and Costa Brava beaches

APPENDIX II

Personal bios

Ajay Pal Singh was born in a small village near Lucknow, India in 1957. After finishing advanced degrees in Sanskrit, Law, Economics and Social Work, as well as a diploma in Yoga, he gave himself to spiritual practice at the age of 29.   Four years later, he quietly began to be a spiritual friend to many.  Beginning in Lucknow, where Ajay and Jaya first became friends, they started to offer the retreats that evolved into Open Dharma.


Gemma Polo Pujol, was born in Barcelona, Spain in 1976. Inspired by St. Francis of Assisi, she started meditating on her own, at the age of 11. Then starting in 1992, she practiced Zen intensively for ten years. During this time, she was also a contemplative nun for two years and a Catholic activist in Latin America. While working as an organic beekeeper, she completed studies Agriculture, International Development and Religious Sciences. Based in India since 2002, she has been offering retreats there and around the world mainly with Open Dharma.

Jaya Ashmore, immersed herself in India and in meditation starting in 1987. Born in the United States, she studied religion and art at Harvard. She is based in Lucknow, India, where she spent over 6 years with Poonjaji, a teacher of non-duality. Jaya has practiced the Japanese healing art of Jin Shin Jyutsu since 1994. Authorized to teach Dharma by Christopher Titmuss, she has had the privilege of facilitating retreats around the world since 1999.

Zohar Lavie fell in love with meditation in 2000 and has since been exploring further ways of expressing truth and love. 

In 2004 Zohar’s dream of combining meditation with social work grew into a group called Sanghaseva. Sanghaseva offer opportunities for people to reconnect with themselves, others and the Earth.
Zohar was encouraged by Jaya Ashmore and Christopher Titmuss to begin teaching meditation retreats, and in October, 2006, she assisted with teachings on an Open Dharma retreat in Israel. 

Nathan Glyde started meditating in India in 1999 and has been managing meditation retreats worldwide since 2000.

Nathan is committed to exploring creative dharma practice, opening ways for more people to deepen their connection to life.

In addition to a having a great love of silent retreats, he has organized silent peace walks (“Dharma yatras”) in France and Israel, and organizes and facilitates retreats through Sanghaseva. 

