Cherry blossoms in the Valley of Dollar, Perthshire
(with thanks to Naomi Healey-Cathcart)

Calendar of Events
May-August 2012

Portobello Buddhist Priory
27 Brighton Place, Portobello
Edinburgh, EH15 1LL
Telephone (0131) 669 9622
email: favian.straughan@homecall.co.uk
website: www.portobellobuddhist.org.uk

— Welcome to all —
Portobello Buddhist Priory, a ground floor flat in the Portobello district of Edinburgh, opened in
1998. It is one of a handful of temples in Britain which are affiliated to the Community of Buddhist
Contemplatives. The training monastery of the Community at Throssel Hole near Hexham in Northumberland was founded in 1972 by Rev. Master Jiyu-Kennett, an Englishwoman who trained within the
Soto Zen tradition at one of its main monasteries in Japan. The resident Prior at Portobello is one of the
senior monks from Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey.
The purpose of the Priory is to offer lay training within the Serene Reflection Meditation tradition (Soto
Zen) to anyone who sincerely seeks to undertake it, and the prior’s role is to support such training. The
prior and members of the congregation are also involved in activities such as religious education, hospital and prison visiting.
All are warmly invited to join in the Priory’s programme of lay practice, the purpose of which is to come
to know and live from our True Nature, whose expression is our wise and compassionate living.
With kindest wishes from Rev Favian, Prior
(For details of the day-to-day schedule at the Priory, please see back page)

- Weekend events at the Priory May 2012
Sunday 27th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Sunday 24th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Sunday 15th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Renewal of Precepts

11am

June

July

August
Sunday 19th

The Priory is open to visitors as well as trainees every day from

6.45am - 9.15pm
except Mondays, Thursday afternoons, and Sunday pm.
(Please phone beforehand, and please note when the Prior
is holding retreats elsewhere)

Portobello Buddhist Priory

— Prior’s Notes —
‘When that April, with her sweet showers, hath the droughts of March,

pierced to the root and filled the vein with such liquor, of which engendered be the flower – ‘tis then that men and women do rouse themselves
to go on pilgrimage.’

This is a rough updated version of Chaucer’s famous opening lines to The Canterbury Tales. It is both a natural and spiritual statement. A recent programme
on T.V. described how plants receive sunlight and through a chemical transformation, make food. How the leaves breathe in carbon dioxide and release oxygen, so the rest of us can breathe and live. The inter-connected nature of life
was depicted as truly miraculous.
We train with this body/mind, as an integral part of this living world. A Zen
poem talks of sitting like a sapling tree, rooted to the earth, connected to the
heavens, upright and alive, a channel of energy flowing through us. We can take
in the conditions of our lives and transform them into ‘wholesome food’ to
share with all beings.
Inside this
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Yet like the plants and trees, we can suffer the
droughts of March, life can seem to withdraw and
no visible signs of growth are detected. We need
the rain of the dharma to awaken us. Like seeds in
the dark earth, the potential is always there, not to
be doubted. By just keeping going the ripening
happens.
Buddhism uses the image of the lotus flower to
illustrate our life of training and enlightenment.
The flower’s roots are deep within the muddy
pool and it transforms this source into nourishment for growth. We grow and awaken through
our engagement with the often messy and comPage 1

plex conditions of this existence each day, and in learning to neither crave after
nor reject those conditions, we live in the world as if in the sky, just as lotus
blossoms are not wetted by the water that surrounds them. The Mind is immaculate and beyond the dust.

In Life in Death

M

y father died as we knew he would, he was very ill. I had not long
returned from our family home in Glasgow, when my sister called to tell
me. I dressed and drove back. I took my kesa, some candles and a small statue
of Kanzeon.
When I arrived at my father’s house I went immediately to my sisters and then
to the room where my father lay. Inside I helped the nurse to remove the bandages and settle my father on the pillows. I washed his face and hands, combed
his beautiful white hair and shaved his face. I kissed his cold forehead.
Our nurse Suzanne, who had not so long ago cared for my mother in the same
circumstances, in the same room, was gentle and respectful, speaking quietly to
my father and me, as she moved around, putting things in order. Her compassion was moving, it arose from deep within and was spontaneously offered
with true feeling. I was honoured to be there with her and bear witness to a real
bodhisattva.
I placed the figure of Kanzeon on a shelf and lit the candles. I said a prayer.
During the day there was much to do and many phone calls to make. In the
evening my sisters left to be with their own families and to rest. I stayed to be
with my father.
In the bedroom it was cold. I closed the window and noticed the almost full
moon, shining. In our tradition, the Buddha was born and died on full moon
days. I put my kesa on.
In a chair by the bed I sat and held my father’s hand. I looked at him, I spoke
to him and told him I loved him and was grateful to him for giving me life. I
sat wondering, searching for meaning. It was quiet and still, two candles burned
and the light from the moon was on the floor. In this moment there was no
Page 2
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separation between us, or between his death and my life. There was my breathing, my tears, his cold hand in my warm hand and the meaning was there in
that flowing moment, in the stillness, being with my father, in life in death, in
life.
In memory of my father, David S Campbell – 2/3/1932 – 7/3/2012
David Campbell

Amida Buddha, Royal Museum of Scotland, Edinburgh
(with thanks to Gary Thomson)
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South of the Lake
An imaginary soiloquy by an anonymous disciple of Shi
T'ou - “Stonehead” (Sekito Kisen 700-790) the author
of the Sandokai.
1.

W

est of the River1
Some of the Great One's
imitators
Became a little tiresome
With their kicks and shouts.
So now, growing old,
I have returned
South of the Lake
Where you once dwelt
Atop that rock, in the place
My mind's eye sees you still
As long ago.

2.
Although with you each day
How little did I know you then,
Yet thinking this recalls
Your verse concerning your First Son2.
"Living long together
Yet knowing not his name,
Which even Ancient Buddhas
Did not know".
So how indeed could I
Invade your depths,
Enfolding everything,
Which even you knew not.
3.
Smiling I recall that visit3
By the wordy layman.
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Despite your hand
Across his mouth,
And insight that ensued,
He went on finding ready answers,
Sometimes wise and often memorable,
But maybe a mite too many
And too quick.
Though I'm told it was his daughter
Who had the last word,
First4.
But perhaps my irony is misplaced
For "carrying water, chopping wood"5
Will be remembered
Long after I'm forgot.
4.
To me you said
"Stop barking like a dog"6
And I found gratitude
Within my silence.
Though in this life
I've often strayed
Into that country
Of obstructing mountains
And great rivers7,
And there lost become
Until, resting quietly
Among the rocks,
I've glimpsed a distant passage
Or traced a footpath
Newsletter – April 2012

Leading to the ford.

Can I indeed, with passing years,
Recall your face when even mine
Grows unfamiliar?
But even when the image fades
The teachings in his words,
With yours, become embodied,
And remain.

5.
Sometimes I dream,
As you once dreamt
Of riding Wisdom's turtle
In silent deeps of Being,
With Huineng for our guide8.
And then I wonder
If in your dream he was as seen
In life by you with youthful eyes9,
Or with your insight of maturity.

Dumoulin. 1.161
Sekida: Hegiganroku 264
3 Chang:Original Teachings 174
4 Sasaki: Man of Zen
5 Chang: Original Teachings

Rawdon Goodier
(Composed in August 1997)

Suzuki: Essays 3. 45
Sandokai
8 Keizan:Denkoroku 190
9 Suzuki Essays 3.116

1

6

2

7
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Jukai: from an email to RM Favian -

W

e have just returned from Jukai which was a week of unfolding joy and deep contentment. I know the way is long
and hard and that there are many challenges and stumblings
ahead but I am convinced more than ever now that making a
formal commitment as a Lay Buddhist to the Refuges, Precepts, Training and
Practice is the gateway to a kinder and compassionate life. I have been brought
to this moment by the spiritual guidance I have received generously from yourself and the support of the members of the Portobello and Dundee Sangha.
For these invaluable gifts I am truly grateful and shall do my utmost to lead a
Buddhist life.
Eldridge Buultjens

Hunting

‘

Hunting’ or ‘hunting oscillation’ is a term used in fields
such as engineering and biology. The swaying of a railway carriage is an example: the wheels, above
a certain speed, begin to ‘hunt’ – we
might say that they are searching for
the best place to be on the railway
track, and they oscillate back and forwards on the rails: we experience this
as the carriage swaying from side to
side. So the term seems to mean how a
system hunts or searches for equilibrium, a place of balance: the right place
to be.

Africa; a small country in the subSaharan south west, Togo. It is a desperately poor country, and during the
week that my wife and I were there we
never saw another white person. There
is no tourism. One day we went to a
local market, and a young child burst
into tears when she saw our white
faces. We felt, of course, discomfited;
awkward, out of place; perhaps even in
some sense, ashamed: very conscious
of our difference and separateness.
And then – laughter. First the child’s
mother, and then the stall holders
round about us.

A piece of work recently took me to
Page 6
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We found ourselves laughing with
them – not, of course, at the poor
child who was upset - but at the social
situation which clearly had its sensitivities. Black /white; insiders/outsiders;
first world/third world. But the awkwardness, embarrassment and potential hostility was transformed into
warmth and laughter – we all looked at
each other openly, sharing (and savouring) the innate humour of the
situation. On reflection it seemed to
me to be a group behaviour that was
somehow simultaneously spontaneous,
skilful and compassionate – and freeing.

One Wednesday evening at the Priory
after returning to Scotland, it came to
evening service, and the singing of the
Litany of the Great Compassionate
One. Our ability as human beings to
hold a note varies, and the Precentor
has the slightly unenviable role of
striking the right note for everyone
else to then join in – we’ll all be familiar with this moment. On this particular occasion, the voice wavered – there
was a moment’s uncertainty: and then
all of us clustered round the Precentor’s voice, building on it, and finding
the right note which would accommodate all the voices present. It was in its

Street scene, Lome, capital of Togo
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own way a kind of collective ‘hunting’. work out what we have in common,
Again, it was spontaneous, compasapart from being human beings. But
sionate, enfolding.
there is something which unites us and
These two incidents have been in my binds us and makes it possible for us
to seek refuge amongst each other.
mind, and tugged at my memory. I
found myself looking through RM
Jiyu’s book ‘The Wild, White Goose’
until I found the section where she
describes at an early stage of her training in Japan an hour of working in the
garden. She went off to work on her
own, digging weeds, wanting to have
the chance to think. Suddenly she noticed other monks around her, encircling her. Twice more she moved to
another part of the garden – and again
soon found herself amongst the
monks who had moved to join her.
‘When you are digging weeds, you are
digging weeds’, one whispered in her
ear; ‘When you are thinking, you are
thinking. Also we train together, not
up mountain. When one is enlightened, all is enlightened. You are trying
to cut enlightenment but it cannot be
divided, we are one circle, not two.’
Her diary entry concludes: ‘Somehow I
know what he was talking about but
how the heck does one put it into
words?’

Human beings in groups do not always
behave benignly or compassionately.
We know this. Hunting as it is more
commonly understood can be a terrifying phenomenon for whatever or whoever is its subject. But in the sangha,
where – for most of the time – we do
mean well, and want to act well towards each other, our form of
‘hunting’ can bring true refuge to and
in each other.
This is not to elevate ourselves above
the rest of humanity: given half a
chance, there is an instinctive wisdom
and generosity of spirit, as we saw in
Africa, and we can see every day if we
look. But we shouldn’t diminish the
value of the gift of being amongst people who gather together by choice,
seeking to find the right place to be in
our hearts.
Willie Grieve

How the heck do you put it into
words? One aspect of it, for me anyway, is why the sangha is one of the
three treasures. Looked at in orthodox
ways, we can seem a wildly disparate
bunch of people – it can be headscratchingly puzzling sometimes to
Page 8
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Moments of realisation

W

hen I'm washing up, I think/consider that this act, (slightly
stooped over at the low sink) is vitally important now, and
that now is everything.

This also goes for stroking the cat, who ambled up to me looking for attention
as I was returning from walking the dog. Bending down to run my hands over
his fur was, and is, vitally important at that point in time.
Being aware of moments of apparently mundane action, with no judgement as
to their value, has made me realise how perfect they are just as they are.
Fedor Bunge

From ‘No Ajahn Chan - Reflections’
The forest is peaceful, why aren't you?
You hold onto things causing your
confusion. Let nature teach you. Hear
the bird's song and then let go. If you
know nature, you'll know Dhamma. If
you know Dhamma, you'll know nature.

With thanks to Naomi Healey-Cathcart
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A Sense of Things
Inspired by a Dharma discussion at the Priory.

P

roblem-solving is a technique that is used in a wide
range of settings. It is the
basis of a psychological therapy for
conditions such as mild depression. It
can be quite effective for some people,
particularly where there are external
issues to deal with. Problem-solving
involves breaking down a difficult life
situation into a set of individual problems, then choosing one of these to
work on, brainstorming a set of possible solutions for this problem, listing
the pros and cons for each option,
then choosing a solution.
When we respond to a situation from
a place of meditation, there is also
something else that cannot easily be
articulated. We could call it “a sense of
things”. As we sit in zazen, we realise
that there is something more than our
opinions and impulses. Allowing these
to come and go without acting on
them reveals a depth that we might
otherwise have been unaware of. It is
from this depth that guidance in what
to do arises. I say “guidance” but, in
my experience, it is often not a blackand-white affair. There is a trust exercise which involves walking slowly
Page 10

backwards with the eyes closed. In an
enclosed room this is actually quite
safe, even with a group of people. It is
just a case of feeling your way. Taking
action in daily life often has this quality
of feeling the way step-by-step without
a clear view of the end point. To do
the trust exercise, it is necessary to
have faith in the leader of the group
who is asking us to do it. Similarly, in
everyday life, we need to have faith in
the meditation and what it prompts us
to do. Often this expresses itself quite
quietly and straightforwardly as we
respond to the needs of everyday life.
Although it is quite subtle, the effects
of this can be quite powerful. Because
we are no longer being dictated to by
our thoughts and feelings, the resulting
action can sometimes feel unusual and
may not make logical sense even to
ourselves. A few years ago, the possibility arose of me attending a demonstration to protest about a political decision. I hadn’t been on such a march
since my student days and now that
kind of activism had no appeal to me.
I also thought – correctly, as it turned
out – that a mass demonstration would
not change the decision. Nonetheless,
Newsletter – April 2012

Shasta Statue
(with thanks to
Naomi HealeyCathcart)

there was something inside that
seemed to be telling me to go, so I
went. I experienced no revelations at
the event and I still do not know if it
was the “right” thing to do, only that I
did my best to follow the inner
prompting.
As situations change, this sense of
what to do can change, sometimes
from moment to moment. This requires being open and willing to
change direction. We sometimes frame
this process in terms of a question,
“what is good to do?” or “what is the
most compassionate thing to do?”. We
can ask the question in a way that promotes a sense of listening. This listening includes other people – the sangha
refuge – and, indeed, the situation as a
whole, as well as our inner guidance.
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Sometimes we become aware that our
action has been of the knee-jerk variety and realise that we have not asked
the question first or checked in with
ourselves. This, too, is valuable guidance which can strengthen our trust in
the training.
I have described problem-solving as a
counterpoint to some aspects of meditation in action but the two do not
need to stand against each other. Problem-solving provides a set of rationally-based tools which can sometimes
be useful in taking a person up to the
point of deciding what to do, but then
it still necessary to look into the heart
when responding.
Neil Rothwell
Page 11

“Be mindful of the ways and means by which this food has come”

I

once watched Bob trying to cut a muffin into 4 pieces. At the time I
was puzzled and amused. It made me think about times in the past when
food had been short, or when we were down to our last morsel and had to
share what there was.
Special moments stick in your mind. I remember being conscious of the pleasure there was in sharing. For some reason those small morsels were as satisfying if not more so than the whole part.
The cutting of the muffin made me think about “be mindful of the ways and
means this food has come.”
Each grain of wheat, each crumb of bread are equal to the whole and all come
from the same source, the earth. Food is precious.
In gassho
Sheila Anderson

Stone Buddha from
Buddhist grottoes in
Datong, Shanxi Province, China, roughly
1500 years old.
(With thanks to
Rick Woodward)

Thank you to all the contributors to this issue of the Newsletter.
Deadline for next issue is mid-August 2012.
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- Events elsewhere in Scotland with the Prior May 2012
Friday 25th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 26th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 27th

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

Friday 29th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 30th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 1st July

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

Friday 24th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 25th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 26th

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

June

August

For further details please phone :
Aberdeen –

Bob McGraw
or Joyce & Gordon Edward

(01330) 824339
(01467) 681525

Aberfeldy –

Robin Baker

(01887) 820339

Dundee –

Elliott Forsyth

(01333) 451788

— Day-to-day schedule
at Portobello Buddhist Priory —
Daily (Every day except Mondays, Thursday afternoons & Sunday p.m.)
MORNING

EVENING

7.00

Meditation

7.30

Meditation

7.40

Morning service

7.55

Walking meditation

8.00

Meditation

8.30

Evening office

Early morning practice
You can come for early morning meditation, followed by short morning service.

7.00am –
8.15am

Evening practice
Meditation, walking meditation, meditation, evening office.
You are welcome to stay on for tea.

7.30pm –
8.45pm

Introductory afternoons
Are usually held on the second Saturday of each month (except June on this
occasion). A short talk about Buddhist practice and the Serene Reflection
Meditation (Soto Zen) tradition. Meditation instruction and discussion.
Saturday 12th May, 2nd June, 14th July, 11th August

2.30-4pm

Wednesday and Friday evenings
Midday service and meditation, followed by tea and a Dharma talk /discussion, 7.30pm–9.30pm
evening office.

Sunday mornings
Meditation from 9.30am onwards, followed either by a Ceremony, Dharma
discussion or Festival at 11am.
It is fine to arrive or leave at 10.45am

9.30am12.30pm

Festival mornings
Priory open for meditation from 9.30am, or come at 10.45am for the ceremony.

Portobello Buddhist Priory is Scottish Charity no. SCO31788
Prior: Reverend Favian Straughan

