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| ntroduction

Buddhism is the most geographically widespread religion in the world in terms of the variety of cultural
formsit hastaken — a single set of core teachings (the Buddha's insight into the nature of suffering and
liberation from suffering) expressed through the architectural language of Thailand, the visual language
of Tibet, the aesthetic minimalism of Japan, the philosophical sophistication of China, and the
devotional warmth of Sri Lanka. Each form is recognizably Buddhist; each is aso distinctively itself.

This guide covers five major Buddhist temple traditions that you are most likely to encounter as a
visitor anywhere in the world — Thai/Southeast Asian, Tibetan, Japanese, Chinese Mahayana, and
Pure Land. For each, it gives you the complete picture: what you will see when you walk in, what each
element means, and exactly how to participate with respect and genuine engagement.

For the Haligricity practitioner, Buddhist temples offer a particular gift: the most completely devel oped
ancient tradition of the cultivation of mind as the foundational sacred practice. The Buddha's core
insight — that the root of suffering is the mind's habitual, conditioned relationship to experience, and
that liberation is the transformation of that relationship through sustained practice — is one of the most
directly relevant teachings in any tradition for what Haligricity holds about the Feeling and Thinking
dimensions of the Tetralty.
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Part One

The Buddha
Who He Was, What He Taught

The historical Buddha — Siddhartha Gautama — was born approximately 563 BCE in Lumbini
(present-day Nepal) to a family of the warrior-noble (kshatriya) caste. He grew up in extraordinary
material comfort, married, had a son, and at approximately age 29 encountered for the first time —
because his father had deliberately shielded him from all experience of suffering — an old man, a sick
man, a corpse, and a renunciant monk. These ‘four sights permanently disrupted his comfortable
existence: he could not un-know what he had seen. Sickness, old age, death — and the possibility of
freedom from their power.

The Awakening

Siddhartha left his family and his comfortable life to seek liberation from suffering. After years of
extreme ascetic practice (starving, self-mortification — which he ultimately concluded did not work),
he sat under the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya and resolved not to rise until he had found the answer.
Through a night of deep meditation — during which he faced and overcame the full force of Mara (the
embodiment of delusion and attachment) — he attained Nirvana: complete, permanent liberation from
the cycle of conditioned suffering. He became the Buddha— the Awakened One.

The Four Noble Truths

THE FOUR NOBLE TRUTHS— THE BUDDHA'S CORE TEACHING

Buddhist Temple Visitation Guide | Haligricity Temple Series | 1.Q. Productionz



1. DUKKHA (Suffering / Unsatisfactoriness): Life in its conditioned form is characterized by
suffering, by a fundamental unsatisfactoriness that pervades all experience. This is not
pessimism — it is the observation that nothing in the conditioned world permanently satisfies.
2. SAMUDAYA (The Arising of Suffering): Suffering arises from craving (tanha— thirst) —
the habitual tendency of the mind to cling to what is pleasant, to push away what is unpleasant,
and to ignore what is neutral. Craving is fueled by ignorance (avidya) — the fundamental
misunderstanding of the nature of self and reality. 3. NIRODHA (The Cessation of Suffering):
The complete cessation of craving is possible — Nirvana, the extinguishing of the fire of
craving, isarea and achievable state. This is the Buddha's most important claim: liberation is
possible. 4. MAGGA (The Path to Cessation): The Eightfold Path is the specific method for
achieving the cessation of suffering: Right View, Right Intention, Right Speech, Right Action,
Right Livelihood, Right Effort, Right Mindfulness, Right Concentration.
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Part Two

The Three Jewels
Buddha, Dharma, Sangha

The foundation of Buddhist practice is the taking of refuge in the Three Jewels (Triratna) — the
declaration of one's commitment to the Buddhist path. In any Buddhist temple, the Three Jewels are the
framework within which everything else operates.

THE THREE JEWELS

THE BUDDHA: The Awakened One — both the historical Siddhartha Gautama who first
achieved liberation and the principle of Buddhahood (the capacity for awakening that all
beings possess). In the temple, the Buddhaimage is the primary focal point of devotion and the
visual teaching of what awakened presence looks like. THE DHARMA: The teaching — the
Buddha's specific understanding of the nature of reality, suffering, and liberation, preserved in
the sutras and expressed through the practice of the specific path. In the temple, the Dharmais
present in the books of scripture (the sacred texts kept in the library), in the chanting of specific
texts, and in the teachings given by resident teachers. THE SANGHA: The community of
practitioners — both the monastic Sangha (monks and nuns who have formally renounced
ordinary life to practice full time) and the broader community of lay practitioners. In the
temple, the Sangha is the community of people around you — and taking refuge in the Sangha
means understanding that spiritual development is not a solo project but acommunal one. THE
REFUGE PRAYER: In Pali (the language of early Buddhism): 'Buddham saranam gacchami.
Dhammam saranam gacchami. Sangham saranam gacchami.' (I take refuge in the Buddha. |
take refuge in the Dharma. | take refuge in the Sangha.) Thisis the most fundamental Buddhist
prayer — said three times, it is the complete expression of one's commitment to the Buddhist
path.
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Part Three

TheMajor Buddhist Traditions
and Their Temples

THERAVADA BUDDHISM — South and Southeast Asia

Countries: Sri Lanka, Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos, parts of Vietnam Temples called:
Wat (Thai), Vihara (general term) Primary focus: The historical Buddha, the original Pali
sutras, monastic practice Temple atmosphere: Warm, devotional, golden, community-centered
Most common in diaspora: Thai Buddhist temples are the most widely established Theravada
temples outside Asia

MAHAYANA BUDDHISM — East Asia

Countries: China, Korea, Japan (partialy), Vietnam, Taiwan Temples caled: Si or Miao
(Chinese), Sa (Korean), Teraor Ji (Japanese) Primary focus: The Bodhisattva ideal (stayingin
the world to help al beings reach liberation), specific bodhisattvas (Guanyin, Maitreya,
Manjushri) Temple atmosphere: Varies enormously — Chinese temples are devotional and
community-centered; Japanese temples may be more austere and meditative

VAJRAYANA / TIBETAN BUDDHISM

Countries: Tibet, Bhutan, Nepal, Mongolia, parts of India, worldwide diaspora Temples called:
Gompa, Monastery Primary focus: Tantric practices, the Lama lineage, elaborate visual
symbolism, specific meditation deities (yidams), prayer wheels and butter lamps Temple
atmosphere: Intensely visual, sensory, and rich — the most elaborate physical environment in
al of Buddhism

ZEN BUDDHISM — Japan, Korea, Vietham
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Countries. Japan (as Zen), Korea (as Seon), Vietham (as Thien) Temples called: Zen-ji
(Japanese), Zen-sa (Korean) Primary focus: Direct experience of awakening through seated
meditation (zazen), koan practice (paradoxical questions), absolute mindfulnessin every action
Temple atmosphere: The most austere and minimal of all Buddhist traditions — clean, simple,
silent, precise. Every grain of rice and every sguare of matting is arranged with absolute
intention.
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Part Four

Universal Buddhist Temple Etiquette

THE NON-NEGOTIABLE RULESFOR ANY BUDDHIST TEMPLE

SHOES OFF: Without exception, in any Buddhist temple anywhere in the world. This is the
first and most universal rule. Leave shoes in the designated area. The Buddha's feet touched
this floor; your shoes did not. DRESS MODESTLY: Shoulders and knees covered. Many
temples provide wraps or sarongs at the entrance. In Tibetan temples, it is particularly
important to cover the lower body — a skirt or loose trousers, not shorts. Avoid revealing
clothing in any Buddhist sacred space. PHONES SILENT: Absolutely. The vibration of a
phone in a meditation hall or during chanting is a serious disruption. Airplane mode is ideal.
SPEAK SOFTLY OR BE SILENT: Buddhist temples, particularly those with active
meditation practice, require quiet. Even in temples where there is ceremony and chanting, side
conversations are inappropriate. FEET DIRECTION: Never point your feet toward the Buddha
image, toward a monk or nun, or toward any sacred object. When seated on the floor, sit with
feet to one side or cross-legged — never with soles pointing forward toward the atar. DO
NOT TOUCH MONKS/NUNS OF THE OPPOSITE SEX: Theravada and many Mahayana
monks have vows of celibacy that include not touching persons of the opposite sex. Do not
extend your hand for a handshake to a monk or nun — offer a bow instead (pressing palms
together). Women: do not hand anything directly to a Theravada monk — place it on a surface
and let him pick it up. DO NOT PHOTOGRAPH WITHOUT AWARENESS: Most Buddhist
temples permit photography — but not during active ceremony, not of monks who are
meditating, not in designated non-photography areas. The flash of a camera in a meditation
hall is deeply disruptive. Ask if uncertain. DO NOT TURN YOUR BACK ON THE MAIN
BUDDHA IMAGE: When leaving the main shrine hall, back out or exit sideways if the space
is small. In Thai temples, this is strictly observed. OFFER RESPECT, NOT MERELY
CURIOSITY: You are entering the home of a community's sacred practice. The monks who
live here have dedicated their lives to the Dharma. Enter as a practitioner, not as atourist.
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Part Five

What the Buddha Image s Telling You
Mudrasand Forms

Every Buddhaimage in every temple is communicating specific information through its posture (asana)
and hand gestures (mudras). Learning to read these is learning a visual language that tells you which
aspect of Buddhahood or which specific Buddha you are encountering.

THE MAJOR BUDDHA MUDRAS

DHYANA MUDRA (Meditation Gesture): Both hands rest in the lap, one on top of the other,
with thumbs touching. This is the gesture of deep meditation — the Buddha in samadhi
(concentrated meditative absorption). This is the gesture of the historical Buddha's awakening
under the Bodhi tree. BHUMISPARSHA MUDRA (Earth-Touching Gesture): The right hand
reaches down to touch the earth, while the left remains in the lap. This is the gesture of the
moment of awakening — the Buddha calling the earth as witness to his enlightenment when
Mara challenged his right to awakening. The earth testified. The most common mudra in
Theravada Buddhist art. ABHAYA MUDRA (Fearlessness Gesture): One or both hands
raised, palm outward, fingers pointing up. This gesture means 'have no fear' — the Buddha
offering protection and reassurance to those who encounter him. Often seen in Thai walking
Buddha images. VARADA MUDRA (Gift-Giving Gesture): One hand lowered with pam
facing outward and fingers pointing down. Thisis the gesture of giving — the Buddha offering
gifts, blessings, and compassion to al who approach. VITARKA MUDRA (Teaching
Gesture): One hand raised with thumb and index finger forming a circle, other fingers
extended. This is the gesture of teaching — the Buddha expounding the Dharma. Often seen
combined with Abhaya mudra (right hand teaching, left hand offering protection).
DHARMACHAKRA MUDRA (Wheel-Turning Gesture): Both hands raised at chest level,
thumbs and index fingers forming circles, touching each other. This is the gesture of the First
Turning of the Wheel of Dharma — the Buddhas first teaching after his awakening.
NIRVANA / PARINIRVANA: The reclining Buddha — lying on the right side, right hand
supporting the head. This represents the Buddha's final entry into Nirvana (parinirvana) at his
death. Enormous reclining Buddhas (some over 40 meters long) are found throughout
Southeast Asia.
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Part Six

The Bodhisattvas
Guanyin, Maitreya, Tara, Manjushri

In Mahayana and V g rayana Buddhism, bodhisattvas are beings who have devel oped sufficient wisdom
and compassion to achieve Buddhahood but who choose to remain in relationship with the world until
all sentient beings have been liberated. They are the accessible, active, responsive faces of enlightened
compassion — available to help, to protect, and to guide practitioners on the path.

THE MAJOR BODHISATTVAS

GUANYIN (Avaokiteshvara in Sanskrit, Chenrezig in Tibetan): The Bodhisattva of
Compassion — described fully in the Chinese Folk Religion and Chinese Buddhist sections of
the library. She is the most widely worshipped bodhisattva in the world. Her thousand arms
represent her capacity to help in every situation simultaneously. Her characteristic posture:
standing gracefully, holding a willow branch and a vase of pure water. MAITREYA: The
Future Buddha — the bodhisattva who will be the next Buddha in our world age, after
Shakyamuni's teaching has faded from the world. In East Asian temples, Maitreya is depicted
as the laughing, pot-bellied figure (the 'Happy Buddha' of Western popular culture) who greets
visitors at the entrance — a reminder that the divine future is aready arriving, that
enlightenment is approaching even now. In Tibetan and Indian depictions, Maitreya is a
crowned, golden bodhisattva, royal and magnificent. GREEN TARA / WHITE TARA: The
female bodhisattva of active compassion (Tibetan tradition). Green Tara is dynamic, seated
with one leg extended ready to rise in immediate response to any call for help. White Tara
embodies serene, long-life compassion — she has eyes in her forehead, palms, and soles,
symbolizing her omniscient compassion that sees suffering everywhere. MANJUSHRI: The
Bodhisattva of Wisdom — depicted holding a flaming sword (which cuts through ignorance)
and alotus flower on which rests the Prajnaparamita sutra (the Perfection of Wisdom text). He
isthe patron of students, scholars, and all who seek the wisdom that liberates. KSITIGARBHA
(DIZANG in Chinese, JZO in Japanese): The Bodhisattva of the Earth who vowed not to
achieve Buddhahood until all beingsin the hells have been liberated. He is depicted as a monk,
carrying a staff and awish-fulfilling jewel, and is particularly associated with the protection of
children, travelers, and the recently deceased. Japanese Jizo statues — small stone figures with
red bibs and hats — are found at roadsides, in cemeteries, and at the entrances of many
Japanese temples.
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Part Seven

Thai / Southeast Asian Buddhist Temples

Tha Buddhist temples (wat) are the most physically warm and most visually opulent Buddhist spaces
in the world — drenched in gold leaf, bright with colored glass and mirror mosaic, fragrant with
incense and jasmine garlands, filled with the sound of chanting monks and the tinkling of wind chimes.
They are simultaneously places of profound spiritual practice and of ordinary community life — people
come to pray, to make merit, to consult monks about life decisions, and to participate in the ceremonies
that mark the rhythm of the Thai sacred year.

TheWat — Physical Layout

A Thai wat (temple compound) typically includes: the bot (ordination hall — the most sacred space,
where monks are ordained and specific ceremonies performed; laypersons may not aways enter), the
viharn (assembly hall where the main Buddha image is housed and where the community gathers), the
chedi (stupa — a bell-shaped tower that may contain Buddha relics), the sala (open pavilion where
monks give teachings and community events are held), and the monks' living quarters (kuti). The
compound may also include a school, a hospital, and a crematorium — the wat has historically served
as the community's complete sacred and social center.

The Role of Monks

In Thai Buddhism, monks (bhikkhus) occupy a position of very high socia reverence — they are the
primary representatives of the Sangha, the living embodiment of the Dharma, and the primary
recipients of the community's generosity. Thai lay practitioners earn merit (bun) by supporting monks
— offering food, robes, and necessities. The morning aims round (tak bat) — in which monks walk
slowly through the community at dawn with their aims bowls and lay practitioners offer food — is the
most visible and most fundamental daily exchange between the monastic and lay communities.
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Part Eight
Visiting a Thai Temple
Complete Step-by-Step

COMPLETE THAI TEMPLE VISIT

BEFORE ENTERING: ¢ Dress modestly. Thai temples at tourist sites often have wraps
available — if your shoulders or knees are not covered, use them. « Remove shoes at the
entrance to any building (the bot, the viharn, or any building with a Buddha image inside).
ENTERING THE MAIN HALL (VIHARN): « Wak slowly and quietly. « The main Buddha
image at the front is the foca point. Walk toward it. THE LOTUS BUD INCENSE
OFFERING SET: ¢ Near the entrance of many Thai temples, you can purchase or receive a
small offering set: typically three incense sticks, two candles, and a lotus bud or flower. ¢
These three items represent the Three Jewels: incense for the Buddha, candles for the Dharma
(light of the teaching), lotus/flower for the Sangha. LIGHTING THE INCENSE AND
CANDLES: ¢ Light the three incense sticks from the communal flame (provided near the
altar). « Light the two candles. « Place the candles in the candle holders provided before the
atar. » Hold the incense in both hands pressed together (wai gesture — the Thai equivalent of
namaste). THE WAI AND PROSTRATION: ¢ The wai (pressing palms together and bowing
the head) is the Thai greeting and the standard gesture of respect before the Buddha image. *
Three prostrations (krab) are the traditional offering: kneel, bring hands to the floor, lower
forehead to the floor between the hands. Rise. Repeat three times. ¢ After prostrations, sit
quietly for a moment with your intention in mind before placing the incense in the holder.
PLACING OFFERINGS: ¢ Place the incense upright in the incense holder before the Buddha
image. « If you have a lotus or flower, place it in the flower vase or on the offering tray.
RECEIVING BLESSING FROM A MONK: « If a monk is present and willing to offer a
blessing (soot mon — blessing chant), sit or kneel before them with hands in wai position.
The monk may tie a white string (sai sin) around your right wrist while chanting — this string
carries the blessing and is worn until it naturally falls off. « Make a modest donation after
receiving a blessing — place it in the donation box, not handed directly.
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Part Nine

Making Merit in Thai Buddhism

The concept of merit (bun in Thai, punya in Sanskrit/Pali) is central to Thai Buddhist practice — the
understanding that specific actions generate positive karmic energy that benefits the actor in this and
future lives. Merit is not earned through belief — it is generated through specific acts of generosity,
virtue, and cultivation.

MERIT-MAKING PRACTICESFOR VISITORS

GIVING TO MONKS: Making an offering to monks (food, robes, or monetary donation in the
dana box) is the most direct merit-making practice. Even avisitor can participate by placing an
offering in the donation box provided for the monks welfare. RELEASING ANIMALS: Many
Thai temples have fish, birds, or turtles available for purchase and release — releasing a
captive creature is a merit-making act of compassion and liberation. The creature released
represents al beings trapped in suffering; the release represents the compassionate wish for
their freedom. DONATING TO TEMPLE RESTORATION: Many Thai temples have
restoration projects — the gilding of a Buddha image, the repair of a chedi — to which visitors
can contribute. A donation tablet with your name inscribed is given in return. FEEDING THE
MONKS: If you visit awat in the early morning (5-7 AM), you may witness and participate in
the morning alms round (tak bat). Stand along the monks' path with an offering of cooked rice
or food in your hands. When a monk approaches, lower yourself respectfully (slightly bent
posture, not standing upright) and place the food in the monk's bowl. Do not look directly into
the monk's face — thisis considered inappropriate familiarity.
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Part Ten

Tibetan Buddhist Templesand Monasteries

Tibetan Buddhist temples (gompas) are the most visually intense sacred spaces in the Buddhist world
— and in many respectsin the entire world. They are filled with elaborate thangka paintings (painted or
embroidered sacred images on cloth), with elaborately carved and painted wooden altars, with hundreds
of butter lamps whose warm light illuminates golden Buddha and bodhisattva images, with the smell of
juniper incense and of the traditional Tibetan offering of butter tea, and with the extraordinary sonic
environment of Tibetan chanting — bass-register, complex, amost impossible to achieve without
specific training, and among the most distinctive sacred sounds on earth.

The Altar

The typical Tibetan altar contains: the Three Jewels represented by sacred images (a statue or thangka
of the Buddha, a sacred text representing the Dharma, and a stupa representing the Sangha); seven
offering bowlsfilled with clean water, arranged in a specific sequence; butter lamps (traditionally made
with clarified yak butter, now often using vegetable oil or candles) that illuminate the altar; an incense
burner; and specific offering items — flowers, food, music (represented by a bell).

THE SEVEN WATER BOWL OFFERINGS

Seven small silver or brass bowls filled with clean water are placed before the atar in Tibetan
Buddhist practice. Each bow! represents one of the seven traditional offerings, following the
protocol of welcoming an honored guest: 1. Arghya: Water for washing the hands 2. Padya:
Water for washing the feet 3. Pushpe: Flowers 4. Dhupe: Incense 5. Aloke: Lamp (light) 6.
Gandhe: Scented water / perfume 7. Naividya: Food / nourishment The bowls are set up daily
in the morning — filled with fresh clean water, arranged in a perfectly even line with equal
spacing between them, the water level the same in each. At the end of the day, the water is
poured out and the bowls inverted — never left full overnight. This practice, performed daily,
is both a meditative act and a genuine offering.
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Part Eleven
Vigiting a Tibetan Temple
Prayer Wheels, Khatags, and Butter Lamps

COMPLETE TIBETAN TEMPLE VISIT

THE PRAYER WHEEL (MANI WHEEL): Outside most Tibetan temples, along the
circumambulation path, you will find prayer wheels — cylindrical metal containers mounted
on a handle or post, filled with thousands of printed mantras (typically the Avalokiteshvara
mantra: Om Mani Padme Hum). Spinning the wheel clockwise is equivalent to reciting all the
mantras contained within it — it is a merit-generating act that aso sends the mantra's blessing
outward in al directions. How to spin: take hold of the handle, impart a gentle clockwise spin,
and walk past with it spinning. For fixed post-mounted wheels: use both hands to spin the
cylinder clockwise. The spinning must be clockwise (the direction of the Dharma wheel). THE
CIRCUMAMBULATION (KORA): Tibetan practitioners circumambulate sacred sites
(temples, stupas, sacred mountains) clockwise, spinning prayer wheels as they go, often
counting repetitions on prayer beads (mala). The most sacred kora is around the Jokhang
Temple in Lhasa; diaspora Tibetan communities maintain the kora practice around their
gompas. THE KHATAG (CEREMONIAL SCARF): The white silk scarf (khatag) is the
Tibetan offering of greeting, respect, and blessing. If you are meeting a Lama (a high teacher)
or making aformal offering, you present the khatag draped over your outstretched hands with a
dlight bow. The Lama returns it draped around your neck. Purchase khatags at temple shops.
They are also placed at the atar as offerings. BUTTER LAMPS: Y ou may offer a butter lamp
(or amonetary contribution to the lamp fund) as a sacred act. Butter lamps represent the light
of wisdom — the light that dispels the darkness of ignorance. Light alamp with the intention
of offering light to the enlightened beings and to all sentient beings. The butter lamp offering is
one of the most universally meritorious acts in Tibetan practice. THE PROSTRATION: Full
prostration in Tibetan practice involves: standing with hands in prayer position at heart, raising
hands to the forehead, then the throat, then the heart (bowing to the Three Jewels at each level),
then lowering to the floor — hands flat, then knees, then full body flat on the floor with arms
extended forward. Rise. Repeat. In full prostration practice, practitioners do hundreds or
thousands of prostrations as a spiritual exercise. For visitors, three prostrations is the standard
respectful offering.
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Part Twelve

The Tibetan Altar
What Everything Is

READING A TIBETAN ALTAR

THANGKA PAINTINGS: Elaborate scroll paintings on cloth, framed in silk brocade,
depicting Buddha or bodhisattva images, mandalas, or scenes from sacred narrative. A thangka
is not merely a painting — it is a meditation support, a focal point for visualization practice,
and a sacred object whose production required specific meditation, prayer, and ritua
preparation by the artist. MANDALA: A geometric diagram representing a sacred realm — the
'palace’ of a specific Buddha or meditation deity. Mandalas in Tibetan practice can be painted,
sculpted in three dimensions, or made from colored sand (the famous sand mandalas that take
weeks to create and are then ritually destroyed). The mandala represents the ideal form of
reality — the pure land that is available to the practitioner through specific meditative
visualization. THE STUPA (CHORTEN in Tibetan): A domed or bell-shaped structure that
serves as the three-dimensional representation of the Sangha (the enlightened community).
Stupas contain sacred relics (bones or objects associated with enlightened beings) and are
circumambulated clockwise as a merit-generating practice. RITUAL OBJECTS ON THE
ALTAR: « Dorje (Vara): A ritua scepter representing the indestructible diamond quality of
awakened mind ¢ Drilbu (Bell): Represents wisdom — aways paired with the dorje
(representing compassion/method). Together they represent the union of wisdom and
compassion. ¢ Kapala (Skull cup): Used in specific tantric practices — representing the
transformation of negative states into enlightened awareness » Torma: Sculpted butter cakesin
specific shapes, used as offerings to specific meditation deities
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Part Thirteen

Japanese Buddhist Temples

Japanese Buddhism encompasses an extraordinary range of traditions — from the devotional warmth of
Pure Land (Jodo-shu), to the elaborate ritual of Shingon (esoteric Buddhism), to the philosophical
precision of Nichiren (who taught that all of the Buddha's teaching is contained in the title of the Lotus
Sutra), to the austere, meditative minimalism of Zen. Most Japanese Buddhist temples maintain
elements of multiple traditions, and the visitor will encounter a distinctly Japanese aesthetic: precise,
clean, understated, and suffused with the sense of impermanence (mono no aware — the pathos of
things) that is Japan's specific cultural contribution to Buddhist sensibility.

The Japanese Temple Complex

A Japanese Buddhist temple complex typically includes: the sasnmon (main gate — often a two-story
gate with guardian figures), the kondo or hondo (main hall with the primary Buddhaimage), the pagoda
(the Japanese adaptation of the Indian stupa, always with an odd number of tiers — 3, 5, or 7 — each
representing a specific cosmic level), the kaisando (founder's hall), the hatto (dharma hall where the
abbot gives formal teachings), and a cemetery (most traditional Japanese temples maintain a cemetery
for the families they serve, because Japanese Buddhist priests are the primary officiants of funerary
rites).

AT THE MAIN HALL — JAPANESE PROTOCOL

THE INCENSE CAULDRON (KOURO): Outside the main hall, there is typically a large
incense cauldron with burning incense. Wave the smoke toward yourself — toward your face
and body. The incense smoke is purifying and healing; drawing it toward yourself is a specific
sacred act. THE OFFERING BOX (SAISEN-BAKO): Throw a coin into the large wooden box
before the main shrine. The donation is the primary lay offering in Japanese Buddhist and
Shinto practice. THE BELL (RINGING): Outside many Japanese temple halls there is a rope
attached to a log that swings against a large hanging bell. Swing the log gently to ring the bell
— one strike, or three. Thisis an offering of sound to the Buddha. BOWING: The bow (0jigi)
is the universal gesture of respect in Japanese sacred spaces. Deep bows (45 degrees or more)
are appropriate before the main Buddha image — these are the 'gassho bow' (gasshm —
pressing pal ms together while bowing). For very sacred moments, press palms together firmly
and bow at 45 degrees three times.
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Part Fourteen

Zen Temples
Sitting, Bowing, and the Sound of Silence

A Zen temple (zen-ji or zen-dera) is the most different from all other Buddhist temples — and from
amost any other sacred space you have ever entered. Where other Buddhist temples are visually rich,
acoustically active, and socially warm, a Zen temple is spare, silent, precise, and demanding. Every
element that is present is there because it is necessary. Everything unnecessary has been removed.

The Zendo — The M editation Hall

The heart of a Zen temple is the zendo — the meditation hall where practitioners sit zazen (seated
meditation). The zendo is typically a long, narrow room with raised wooden platforms along both
walls. Practitioners sit facing the wall on cushions (zafu) placed on flat round mats (zabuton), in the
specific posture of zazen: cross-legged or haf-lotus, spine erect, hands in the cosmic mudra (left hand
over right, both in the lap, thumbs touching), eyes half-open and cast downward at a 45-degree angle.

The Kinhin — Walking M editation

Between periods of seated zazen, Zen practitioners perform kinhin (walking meditation) — extremely
slow, mindful walking in a clockwise circle around the zendo. Each step is taken with complete
attention. The body moves, but the mind is completely present with the movement. To a visitor
unfamiliar with kinhin, the walking speed appears almost impossibly slow — barely perceptible
movement, with perhaps one step every 30-60 seconds.

IFYOUSITINAZEN MEDITATION SESSION
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Many Zen centers in the West invite visitors to participate in meditation sessions (zazen). If
you are invited: ARRIVING: Remove shoes at the entrance. Enter the zendo quietly. Bow at
the threshold (toward the room). Find an available cushion. Bow to the cushion before sitting.
SITTING: Assume the zazen posture as described above. Do not fidget. Do not ook around.
Keep your eyes open but cast downward — closing them causes sleepiness and is not
traditional Zen practice. THE KYOSAKU (ENCOURAGEMENT STICK): In some Zen
centers, a senior practitioner walks through the zendo carrying a flat wooden stick (kyosaku).
This stick is used to strike the shoulders of practitioners — not as punishment but as a specific
stimulus to maintain attention. If offered the kyosaku, bow slightly forward to receive it. The
strike is firm but not painful and is considered a gift. THE BELL: The meditation period
begins and ends with specific bell strikes. The beginning bell (kin) signals the start of sitting.
The ending bell signals the close. Do not move until the ending bell has been struck. AFTER
SITTING: Rise slowly. Bow to your cushion (acknowledging the practice that happened
there). Bow to the room. Exit quietly.
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Part Fifteen

Chinese Mahayana Temples
Chanting and the Wooden Fish

Chinese Mahayana Buddhist temples have been covered in the Chinese Temple Visitation Guide —
many of what you seein a'Chinese templ€' is Chinese Mahayana Buddhist practice. This section covers
what is specifically and distinctively Buddhist in the Chinese Mahayana temple context.

The Chanting Hall

Most Chinese Buddhist temples have a dedicated chanting hall (the Great Hall or Da Xiong Bao Dian)
where the assembly gathers morning and evening for the daily chanting session (zao ke — morning
course; wan ke — evening course). The chanting sessions involve the entire community chanting sutras
and dharanis (sacred formulas) in unison, accompanied by the wooden fish (muyu), the hand bell, and
the large bell and drum.

The Wooden Fish (Muyu)

The wooden fish is a hollow wooden percussion instrument carved in the shape of a fish — the mouth
is the opening through which the sound resonates. The fish never slegps (fish have no eyelids) — itisa
symbol of the practitioner's vigilance in the Dharma. The steady, clear knock of the wooden fish
provides the rhythm for the chanting session: the chant leader strikes the wooden fish at a steady pace
while the assembly chants the sutras in unison, creating the characteristic sound of Chinese Buddhist
practice that isimmediately recognizable once heard.
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Part Sixteen

Pure Land Buddhism
Namo Amituofo

Pure Land Buddhism is the most widely practiced form of Buddhism in the world — the form that is
most accessible to ordinary people who cannot devote their lives to intensive meditative practice but
who wish to cultivate the conditions for liberation. Its central practice is deceptively simple: the sincere,
continuous recitation of the name of Amitabha Buddha — 'Namo Amituofo’ in Chinese (pronounced
Na-mo Ah-mi-tuoh-foh).

The Logic of the Pure Land

Amitabha Buddha's Pure Land (Sukhavati — the Land of Bliss) is understood as a realm of
extraordinary spiritual support — a world where every condition is conducive to practice, where all
beings who arrive there make rapid progress toward Buddhahood. Amitabha's vows guarantee that any
sentient being who sincerely invokes his name with complete faith will be welcomed to the Pure Land
at death.

THE NAMO AMITUOFO PRACTICE
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The practice is precisely as described — and more powerful than its simplicity suggests:
SITTING PRACTICE: Sit in acomfortable position. Fold your handsin your lap or press them
together in gassho. Close your eyes. Begin reciting ‘Namo Amituofo' — slowly, clearly, with
each syllable given its full sound. Na-mo / A-mi-tuoh-foh. Repeat. Continue for a specific
period — 10 minutes, 30 minutes, or as long as feels appropriate. THE QUALITY OF
RECITATION: The practice requires sincerity — not perfect technique. The mind will
wander. When it wanders, return to the recitation. The return is the practice. WALKING
PRACTICE: The recitation can be done during walking, during routine tasks, or at any time.
Some practitioners integrate it into every waking moment — the continuous presence of the
recitation becomes the background of al activity. THE MALA (PRAYER BEADS): Pure
Land practitioners use a mala (Buddhist prayer beads — typically 108 beads) to count
repetitions. With each bead, one recitation. When you return to the main bead (the guru bead),
you have completed one round. This keeps track without requiring the conscious mind to
count. WHAT IS HAPPENING: The continuous recitation of the Buddha's name creates a
specific quality of mental state — the mind becomes concentrated, the habitual thought-stream
quiets, and the specific quality of Amitabha's compassion begins to permeate the practitioner's
consciousness. It is, in Haligricity terms, the most accessible and most continuous Feeling
practice in any tradition — the sustained, embodied presence of compassion and trust.
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Part Eighteen

What Not to Do in Any Buddhist Temple

UNIVERSAL PROHIBITIONS

DO NOT keep your shoes on — ever, anywhere inside any Buddhist building. DO NOT point
your feet toward any Buddhaimage, toward any monk or nun, or toward any sacred object. DO
NOT touch or climb on Buddha statues for photographs — this is increasingly common at
tourist sites and is deeply disrespectful. The image is a sacred object, not a photo prop. DO
NOT turn your back on the main Buddha image while in the main hall. DO NOT hand
anything directly to a Theravada monk if you are of the opposite sex — placeit in acloth or on
asurface for them to pick up. DO NOT interrupt monks who are in meditation, study, or eating
without clear necessity. DO NOT speak loudly or use your phone loudly in any temple. DO
NOT photograph during active ceremonies or meditation sessions without explicit permission.
DO NOT bring non-vegetarian food into Buddhist temples (especially Chinese Buddhist
temples where strict vegetarian practice is maintained). DO NOT enter the inner sanctuary (the
space behind the main Buddha altar) without specific invitation — this area is for monks and
priests only. DO NOT spin Tibetan prayer wheels counterclockwise — the spinning must be
clockwise, the direction of the Dharma wheel. Counterclockwise reverses the intention. DO
NOT treat the temple as atourist attraction that you rush through. Give yourself time. Sit for at
least afew minutes. Let the space do what it does.
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Part Twenty

TheHaligricity Lens
What Buddhism Offersthe Synthesizing
Practitioner

Buddhism's specific gift to Haligricity is the most completely developed tradition of working with the
mind as the foundation of sacred practice. The Hindu temple works with the divine in the form of the
murti. The Y oruba Orishatradition works with the divine in the form of the Orishas and the Ifa corpus.
Buddhism works with the divine in the form of the practitioner's own mind — specificaly, the
cultivation of the mind's capacity for clarity, presence, and compassion.

The Four Noble Truthsand the Tetralty

The Buddha's Four Naoble Truths are a model of the Tetralty in diagnostic and therapeutic form. The
First Noble Truth (Dukkha — the reality of suffering asit is actually felt) is the Feeling dimension —
not avoiding what is actually present in experience but meeting it fully. The Second Noble Truth
(Samudaya — understanding the arising of suffering through craving and ignorance) is the Thinking
dimension — clear seeing of what is actually happening in the mind. The Third Noble Truth (Nirodha
— the possibility of cessation) is the Speaking dimension — the articulation of what is possible that
reorients the practitioner's entire orientation. The Fourth Noble Truth (Magga — the Eightfold Path as
the specific practice) is the Doing dimension — the embodied, daily, step-by-step engagement with the
path.

The Metta (Loving-Kindness) Practice

The Buddhist Metta (loving-kindness) meditation is perhaps the most direct Buddhist practice for the
Haligric practitioner: the systematic cultivation of the feeling of unconditional goodwill toward all
beings, beginning with oneself and extending outward through increasingly large circles. ‘May | be
happy. May | be healthy. May | be safe. May | live with ease." Then: 'May you be happy. May you be
healthy. May you be safe. May you live with ease.' Then: al beings. The Metta practice is the Feeling
dimension cultivated as a specific sacred practice — the direct cultivation of compassion as the ground
of all other practice.

CONNECTION TO HALIGRICITY
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The Buddhist tradition's understanding of impermanence (anicca), interdependence
(pratityasamutpada — all things arise in dependence on al other things), and the nature of
mind as the source of both suffering and liberation — is the most complete ancient
confirmation in any tradition of what Haligricity holds about the foundational importance of
the inner dimensions (Feeling and Thinking) as the source and substance of outer experience.
The Zen understanding that nothing in the ordinary world is separate from the sacred — that
nirvana and samsara are not two places but two relationships to the same present moment — is
the Buddhist articulation of what Haligricity holds about the sacred dimension of everyday life.
The temple is not separate from the kitchen. The meditation hall is not separate from the
streets. The sacred is not elsewhere. Grand Rising.
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"Gate gate paragate parasamgate bodhi svaha.
Gone, gone, gone beyond, gone completely beyond.
Awakening! So beit."

The Buddha sat under the Bodhi tree and did not move until the answer came. It came not because he
forced it but because he stopped forcing — because he became completely still and completely present
and completely honest about what was actually happening in his experience. Every Buddhist templein
every tradition — Thal gold, Tibetan butter lamps, Zen white walls — is trying to create the conditions
for that same quality of presence. Enter any of them knowing this. Sit. Let the space do its work. Grand
Rising.
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