Ringing the Bell
What happens when the bell is rung at 1pm? No-one hears it. Yet ‘ringing the bell’ creates an opportunity for connection. When I ring the bell, I am aware I am not alone in my practice. That other members of the Cardiff Sangha are ‘listening’ in. Suddenly, in a moment of time, we are connected in our daily lives, in a way that perhaps we haven't noticed by just meeting twice a month on Wednesdays. Yet how are we connected? I am the one who physically rings - and hears - the bell. But that’s not the important bit. The important bit is to be ‘listening’, to be aware of the bell being rung. 

It doesn’t matter that we can’t hear the bell. It is the silence the ring marks, the sound we all hear, that connects us. The bell merely creates a time and space that draws our attention to the silence. All we need to do is listen to the silence. Indeed, if I am not near a bell at 1pm, I ring the bell by taking three deep breaths instead. That's still 'ringing the bell'!

So how is this 'walking through the snow alone'? 

Eddy's intention for this period of Enhanced Practice was for "each of us to use it as an opportunity to develop our own enhancement - the main idea being to learn to rely on ourselves for discipline." Yet, here we are, sitting together, practising together, and even listening to the bell at 1 pm together.

Even though others may even be listening, I still have to find my own path through the snow, to develop my own practice. But the bell reminds me I am not the only one finding my way. This naturally raises compassion for our shared efforts. I find myself aware of Peter and Paul, who have to fit practice into a busy family life. I don't have that struggle. Superficially, I might not know Luke very well, but that doesn't matter when I ring the bell. We are each, in our own way, learning to listen, and our shared effort connects us. 

To take this a step further, any act, washing up, walking down the road, done mindfully, is also ‘ringing the bell’. If we walk with mindful attention, we go silent. When we go silent, we become aware of our walking. 

As we practice mindfulness we become aware of how walking, and the bell, are inseparable from the silence. Like how the letters on a page are connected to the paper they are written on. Reading, we don't notice the paper. Yet it’s impossible to separate the letters from the paper, for they are just smudges of ink soaked into the paper. Perhaps the silence is like this, a space from which everything - all phenomena - arises: the sound of the bell, the bell itself, including ourselves, whatever we are. Perhaps none of it could exist if it wasn't for the silence. 

The more we can surrender to this silence, the more connected we feel, and the less alone we are with our difficulties. Furthermore, silence, found through mindfulness, helps us take our difficulties less personally. 

Every time we surrender, we step back from ourselves into a neutral place and notice what’s happening, here and now in the present moment. We notice the internal world of our anxieties, our tensions, our anger, where before they were eclipsed by our busyness, unnoticed, but still affecting us, occluding our capacity to be present. We find how both feelings and states of mind move through us, like the weather. From this stiller place, we can take it all less personally, because we are no longer overwhelmed by the process of being ‘Me’. The less personally we take our difficulties, the more appropriately we can respond. 

Connected to stillness, we become available to the whole of our experience, both the ‘internal’ and the ‘external’ world. Then, we might find ourselves on a mountain, looking at the view with tears in our eyes, because our practice has opened our heart, and we are receptive to the beauty of it all.

Extraordinarily, for this is the miracle of practice, we discover compassion is the inevitable consequence of being connected through silence. Then we can really hear the bell.

                                                   (Rob Stratton, Jan 2011)

