Building A Home for the Kootenay Shambhala Centre

Thirty five years ago, the Kootenay Shambhala Centre moved into the third floor (48 steps up) of a brick heritage building. Nelson is a town of about 10,000 people, and our Centre was pretty much in the exact centre of the business district. We renovated the old warehouse space and gradually took over the whole 2400 square feet of the top floor. The landlady was an Italian Catholic.  She liked us and we developed a loyal relationship with her. We paid about $1000 per month in rent, and didn’t bother her with building problems: we just fixed them. Then, as she entered a difficult period of dementia, the building went up for sale and we had to face the fact that our rent would probably double, which it did.

Our decision making process was influenced by the fact that our Centre was extraordinarily beautiful, with brick walls, really big skylights, views of the mountains and lake, wood floors, and a 13 foot ceiling. People entered into a large community room, which encouraged a sense of hospitality and mingling. A 990 square foot main shrine room opened off a short hall from the community room. So everything was ideal, except for the 48 steps, and the new rent.

Our first thought was to buy the building we were in. However that involved becoming landlords ourselves. We would have to find tenants for the high rent area at street level in order to pay the mortgage. We considered going into partnership with a merchant on the bottom floor. Shambhala International (the legal owner of any building purchased by a local Centre, and also the inheritor of financial risks associated with failure) advised us that this arrangement might be workable from their perspective, but that we should move towards a strata title arrangement whereby we would own the top floor outright. We knew from previous research that this route was fraught with building code issues. Also, our local sangha lawyer was not sanguine about the legal implications of partnerships with third parties. Her image was that of going into a marriage—one should know and trust the other partner utterly, or face the possibility of squabbling and a messy divorce.  

A further deciding factor was that we didn’t have anyone in the local sangha with enough entrepreneurial gusto to maneuver us through the risks associated with the Centre becoming a landlord and business owner. Although it was a great idea, we lacked confidence.

Many people felt that accessibility was a problem for aging sangha and families with very young children. The view from the top of the steps down felt to some like standing on the edge of a cliff. Although we were in a part of town with lots of foot traffic, our public face was a door facing the street at the end of the long stairs. In absolute terms, the number of people passing by was large, but due to the commercial environment there was a certain element of speediness. A lot of other signs besides those on the doorway shouted for attention. 

After looking at many properties for sale, we settled on an old Elk’s Hall three blocks from downtown, in a pleasant neighborhood with several alternative schools, daycares and churches. The price was right ($265,000), and it had appropriate size (3000 square feet). It had been used most recently as a soup kitchen for people in need. But the building had no windows except for a few small ones at the front and back, and not much chance of putting more in because of proximity to property lines. The impression was bland, bland, bland, and slightly depressed and run down. Furthermore, a building inspection unearthed asbestos issues. We dropped the project and kept looking.

After several months and more properties viewed, we kept coming back to the soup kitchen. Sangha with design inclinations saw possibilities.  Families were pleased to have a ground level location with parking. The sangha lawyer was pleased with the simplicity of the project. Builders saw solutions. Most importantly, a financial team got to work and came up with creative financing for the purchase and for extensive renovations.

The financing worked this way: two people divided up the membership and made personal phone calls. Some people were willing to invest in loans at 5% interest. We called them “buddhabonds”, and they were slightly unusual in that there was no payment of principle built in to the annual payments. This lowered the annual payments for the Centre. Principle could be paid off at the Centre’s convenience as cash became available any time during the 15 years of the term of the loan. Buddhabond holders had legal equity in the building. 

Sangha and some non sangha people bought buddhabonds as investments, rather like buying a dividend bearing stock for retirement income. Some people who didn’t have large amounts of cash to invest were willing to increase their monthly dues. As it worked out, this nicely balanced the Centre’s interest payments on the buddhabonds. The bonds themselves totaled $240,000. The legal documents are here. 

The second piece of the financial puzzle was outright cash donations. These totaled $115, 400. To our surprise, $60,000 of that came from a sangha member in another city. Towards the end of the project, the Shambhala Trust also donated $10,000, which was a great help as by that time our funds were getting low.

A third piece of the financial puzzle was our trust fund. Over a period of about 25 years, we had been adding to an investment fund reserved for long-term vision, knowing that our downtown location was not secure. We started with about $25,000 from the sale of a house that had been willed to us by Ian Johnston, a deceased sangha member. We occasionally tapped into the trust to build structures on our retreat land or to renovate the centre. However, over the years we were able to hold to our stated goal of reserving it for long-term vision. 

In addition to income from investments that we made for the trust fund, we also donated any surpluses from operations back into the fund. By the time we liquidated the trust to buy our building, it stood at $76,000, with another $20,000 in our bank account. 

Most of our donations, bond sales and monthly dues increases came from talking directly to people, one-on-one. A relatively small amount came from fundraising events per se, although these were useful in getting people involved. In terms of the trust fund, aside from the initial donation of an estate, most of the income came from carrying out our mandate as an organization devoted to providing practice and study opportunities. Rather than volunteering for bake sales, people volunteered to staff weekend programs and classes. Two of our biggest fundraisers were our annual weekthun at our retreat land and our annual in-town vajrayana retreats. Most recently these have been ten-day mahamudra retreats that attract a significant number of people from away.

People in our part of the world are often “jack of all trades” handy-persons who do their own roofing, plumbing, wiring, carpentry, dry walling and so on, usually without bothering a building inspector. This was the spirit with which we had built our retreat land  and renovated our old centre. We naively expected to carry that “can do” approach into the coming project. However, it quickly became obvious that what we were dealing with was complex and beyond our capabilities. We soon realized that we would have to hire genuine professional tradespeople—plumbers, furnace people, electricians, drywallers, asbestos removers, gas fitters and carpenters. It also became clear that there were major structural issues with the building, and we would need a structural engineer.

We formed a building executive team of six. This committee included a young carpenter, a retired carpenter/volunteer coordinator, a retired bookkeeper with design passion, a relatively new person with a lot of design enthusiasm, a business oriented person with executive talents, and a fundraiser. Actually, everyone did a bit of everything.

 We contacted Shambhala Environments for their advice and tried to incorporate their suggestions into our building. An early mistake was not getting the local sangha together to confirm clear functional priorities and then hire an architect to envision a design to fulfill those functions. Our internal design process became full of tension and klesha as people created competing designs. The building executive team  shrank down from six to five. 

We desperately needed some natural hierarchy, and someone who was skilled in group process. Finally, we ended up hiring a local architect, Thomas Loh, to bring it together. We showed him the Shambhala Environments website, and I wrote an interpretive article to clarify some of the “shambhala speak” technical language for him. Then we held a community meeting to establish priorities for the functions that we thought were important. At this stage, we weren’t looking for design, just rating the relative importance of different needs that people wanted met in the new space. We gave those to the architect, and he developed designs that we considered and then approved. Although it would have been nice to hire a sangha architect, as it turned out, it was really essential to have a local person who could drop by the site and make decisions as the building progressed. Also, he was familiar with the local building codes, the approval process, and sub trades.

The final design incorporated the Sakyong’s directive about placing hospitality first. His slogan for priorities was “food,  conversation and meditation, in that order”. In our new Centre, people come out of the entry into a community room with the kitchen visible at the far end of that room. As they pass by a comfortable sitting area, they walk past French doors opening to a “family room”. This room is set up for a children’s program, but can also double as an extension of the community room as needed. Taken together, the square footage of the kitchen, family room and community room are about equal to the main shrine room, which is about 900  square feet. 

When competing design ideas emerged, Thomas became the arbiter, and we deferred to his judgment partly because we knew first hand the pain of unresolved conflicts. His experience with design and with the city approval process was obvious. The natural hierarchy that emerged was also due to the fact that Thomas was a good listener. When one of us became passionate about a particular design idea, he would gently expand our view to include the building as a whole, or even the neighborhood. 

 As we developed trust in his guidance, “ask Thomas” became the mantra whenever a possibility of conflict arose.  (If any of you are contemplating a similar project, I strongly recommend finding an architect whose designs you respect, who listens, is a good facilitator, and has minimal ego, and is capable of providing definitive guidance on the spot. Also, getting the community to come together on ranking functional priorities ahead of time is essential.)  

To oversee this we needed someone with contractor skills and contacts. Fortunately, one of the members of the executive team had a contractor friend who was willing to help. With his input at the beginning of the project, we developed confidence that we could take over that position. When he left for an extended winter holiday, it was daunting, but we were able to step up and became contractors ourselves. It became a huge learning experience for all.

We created a spreadsheet with high and low estimates for each component and a column for completed costs. This enabled us to track where we were in our building budget. We posted this in “Google Doc” format on the web, so that everyone on the building executive team could add numbers as estimates or numbers came in.

A team of three people phoned members and friends to find out what skills they were willing to offer. We compiled a list of 60 people who volunteered to help as they were able. Many were not members, but friends and acquaintances who wanted to participate in some way. Some parts of the job, like painting, or packing up and moving from the old centre, had a lot of unskilled or semi-skilled components that were suitable for a large work party effort. On occasions where needed, we would put out the call and 15 or 20 people might show up. All in all, the renovation project was a magnet for community involvement, often in surprising ways involving people with no previous interest in or contact with the centre. In general, it became apparent that even if people couldn’t organize themselves to sit at the Centre, they still appreciated our presence.

In some cases the work was technical and skilled, and there wasn’t a deep pool of volunteers to draw from. Fortunately, we had a few retired people with handyman skills and open schedules that could provide the bulk of the ongoing volunteer effort. Sometimes this just consisted of cleaning up the debris and taking them to the dump. At other times, there was major carpentry, plumbing, tile or linoleum work involved. 

Volunteers became helpers for the plumber, the electrician and the carpenters, depending on personal connection and skills. As the professional help worked with the volunteers, some of the professionals were inspired to donate some of their time too. Usually there were at least one or two volunteers on site each day. When we laid down our new floor made of local birch, a team of three volunteers and one hired person worked for ten days, and another team of three volunteers sanded and applied the clear coat.

We put out a weekly update on how the renovations were going, and what the volunteer opportunities were. We tried to have a mix of skilled and unskilled work and also work for people of different physical abilities. We also tried to find a few simple jobs that weren’t part of the main push at that point, but would become relevant somewhere down the road. For instance, we had several old doors that came with the building that needed to be filled and sanded. We also had some electrical fixtures that could be pre-fabricated. These wouldn’t be needed any time soon, but would become relevant later. When there were excess volunteers, we could then point them to those projects. 

As usual with renovations of old buildings, there were lots of surprises. Sub-trades didn’t complete their work on schedule and there were complicated structural issues. We decided to move out of our old centre on schedule anyway. We put our stuff in storage so we could concentrate our energy on the new building.  As it worked out, we would be without a centre for about four months.

On the day of leaving the old centre, we scheduled a big moving and packing party. This day happened to coincide closely with Parinirvana day, so it was “Shambhala-legal” to invite everyone to a Sadhana of Mahamudra feast.  Twenty one people showed up. We included the section from the Vajrayogini sadhana where we ask the dralas to leave but please come back. This was stimulated by the realization that for the last 35 years, we had asked the dralas to come and stay. After the feast, one person asked me “does this mean that we can wear our shoes in the shrine room now?” For me this was a turning point. It felt like we had said goodbye completely and properly.

We began work on the new centre in November, and moved out of the old one in March. We began sitting in the new one in August, even though we often had to clean a path through the sawdust. On September 5th, ten months after we started work, Acharya Jenny Warwick came for a Centre blessing. Coincidentally, we were asked by Selkirk College to host the making of a sand mandala by a former monk, Losang Samten, in the week after the grand opening. The following weekend coincided with Spirit Fest, a city-wide joint celebration of spiritual paths and yoga. Over the next couple of weeks we also hosted an ikebana workshop fundraiser for the Centre and a “big brush” calligraphy workshop. Some kind of magical convergence seemed to be happening.

All in all, hundreds of people came through our new space, and we received “oo’s and “ah’s” for the design and the work that was done. Moving out of the commercial area and being street level really helped. Our new location is on a major walking route from residential areas to downtown, so people are not in a hurry and they often stop and take notice or chat with the volunteer workers. There have been innumerable expressions of interest in what we are doing--and this has caused us to re-think our role in the community. 

We now have the possibility of becoming a genuine community centre, open to events that may be outside what we previously thought of as our mandate. There is a shortage of really attractive places in town to hold community events. Our venue is already receiving requests for rentals. Now the question is how to balance our mandate as a Shambhala meditation centre with the possibility of really opening out to lots of different kinds of people, each with their own manifestations of basic goodness.

Fundraising letter: 

https://docs.google.com/a/bluemandala.com/document/d/1u-CwNK_jFiCHnGTIG_jaYSOLGcupX4SexfFCDaV_kYI/edit
Spreadsheet for estimates and expenses:

https://docs.google.com/a/bluemandala.com/spreadsheet/ccc?key=0AklMkXEUoS2BdFBzN29SWlBIMDRpUTlZQjFScG9fbFE&usp=drive_web#gid=4
