
 

 

Portobello Buddhist Priory  
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Telephone (0131) 669 9622  

email : favian.straughan@homecall.co.uk  
website : www.portobellobuddhist.org.uk  

Calendar of Events  

May-August 2014  

Spring camellias in an Edinburgh garden 
(with thanks to Kathleen Campbell) 



 

 

May 2014  

 Sunday 4th  Wesak  11am  

 June  

 Sunday 1st  Renewal of Precepts  11am  

July  

 Sunday 20th  Festival of Avalokiteshwara  11am  

August  

 Sunday 3rd  Renewal of Precepts  11am  

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

6.45am -  9.15pm  

except Mondays, Thursday afternoons, and Sunday pm.  

 

(Visitors ðplease phone beforehand, and please note when the Prior  

is holding retreats elsewhere: see inside back page)  

ð Welcome to all ð 
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 Northum-

berland 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 priorôs role is to support such training. The 

prior and members of the congregation are also involved in activities such as religious education, hos-

pital and prison visiting.  

All are warmly invited to join in the Prioryôs 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 Master Favian, Prior  

(For details of the day - to -day schedule at the Priory, please see back page)  

-  Weekend events at the Priory -  



 

 

Page  1  Ne ws le t te r  ï Apr i l  2014  

ð Priorôs Notes ð 

T 
here is an unfinished work by Michaelangelo that has been 

named ôThe Awakening Giantõ. We see the figure emerging from 

the marble stone which encases it - at least this is the effect, and 

Michaelangelo  describes the artistic process as one of revealing/creating. 

I find a resonance in this image of artistic endeavour with our own practice of 

awakening. The experience of the Soto Zen tradition points us to our reality as 

Buddha; this can seem counter-intuitive, especially when we feel the weight and 

constriction of the conditions in our lives, and the sense, at times, of a pro-

found lack at the heart of us. And yet we also have a sense that our lives are not 

so simply defined by these ôthingsõ; and this is often accompanied by an inner 

pressure, a motivating force, to explore ôwhat lies withinõ and which takes us 

beyond any conceptual ôgrasping afterõ. 

Awareness becomes the artistõs tool and a subtle communication with the 

depths of us is engaged in; a feeling forwards in the dark. As we go on it seems 

increasingly important that we donõt cling to any preconceived ideas or judge-

ments about the emerging form, so it can emerge and be revealed, blow by 

blow, moment by moment as ôthisõ the life that comes to us; a life beyond the 

limitations of the ôknowing selfõ, but a life that also 

embraces that very sense of self. Its expression is 

Preceptual, ôwhat is good to doõ, and again, per-

haps counter-intuitively to a separate self-sense, it 

bears the hallmark of freedom through its capacity 

to move beyond the motivations of fear and de-

sire. Its life has a larger interconnected canvas, 

where the ôgoing withinõ opens to a 'without' and 
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in this openness an awakening giant is being revealed; not incomplete, but con-

tinually being completed. 

Michelangeloõs Sleeping Giant 



 

 

Ne ws le t te r  ï Apr i l  2014  Page  3  

One Thursday night 

 

Taste the taste, 

Smell the smell, 

Think the think, 

Now is the moment, 

In which I dwell. 

Pride comes first, 

Then the fall, 

Pick yourself up, 

Walk on, but not tall. 

Taste the taste, 

Type the type, 

Sit up straight, 

Donõt look left, donõt look right. 

Donõt be good, 

Donõt be bad, 

Stay in the middle, 

Do the do, 

Feel the pain, 

Sit upright. 

         

       Michael OõHara 
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 My Buddhist list ñ 

T 
onight at the Priory, part of the Dharma talk was about the 
stages of training.  So of course I asked myself  ôwhat stage am I at?õ  
I donõt know.   But I thought I would work out how my life has 

changed in the six years that I have been training.   
 
I have written a list.  I have always written lists ð but I used to feel tied to them.   
I used to think that freedom would be never writing another list.    It took me 
years to realise that when I donõt have the urge to write a list, it will be because 
my life will be over. So, I like my lists now. 
 
Here  is my list ð (this is my third list today): 
 

- My List of  how Buddhism has changed my life - 
 

·  I let go of things more easily.   I can be the tree that stays rooted, while 
the wind blows ð sometimes; 
   

· When I feel fearful (nearly always), I know that sitting with the fear in 
meditation will help it dissolve.  I try and remember ôOm, to the One 
who leaps beyond all fear';  
 

· I am more grateful and feel more joy than I did before.  I just have to 
remember to lift my head from my busy life and look around me; 
 

· I can see how much damage harsh words can do.  I am trying to speak 
more gently; 
 

· I donõt mind doing housework now.  I used to think this was a waste of 
time  - now I see it is part of my life. 
 

My life has changed in many more ways, but I am becoming uncomfortable 
with using the word ôIõ quite so much, so I am stopping my list, but I wonder 
what will be on it when I have trained for 10 years. 
  
In gassho 
       Pam Strachan  
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Plucking out the heart of  the mystery ð 

N eighbours across the road installed a security light on the side of 
their house, facing us. I think the intention was for it to point down 

into their garden and only be activated by movement. However, it pointed 
straight across the road at us and our adjoining neighbours, and, from about 
3pm each day, was permanently on throughout the night until mid-morning the 
following day. 

Coming in and out of our house during the long winter evenings, and in the 
dark mornings, I became more aware of how intrusive the glare felt. Itõs one of 
these situations in which you wonder if you are being too fussy or sensitive: itõs 
only a light, after all. But unless curtains were tightly drawn, the glare leaked 
into our rooms, and the front of the house was lit up as if by a searchlight. 
There was something harsh and pitiless about it. 

I discussed it with my neighbour, but thatõs another story. I was surprised how 
irritated I had became about it; how invasive it felt. For me, light has always 
had a kind of positive connotation. It seems to equate to truth, to seeing 
clearly; clarity. The balm of sunshine on your face, the deep peace and compan-
ionship of sitting round the glow & flicker of a fire. There is also the spiritual 
or religious significance of light: banishing darkness or delusion, bright-
mindedness. Religious pictures or icons often identify the holy or enlightened 
figures with a halo, or a general luminosity. 
 
And yet here I wanted to be returned to darkness. My wish reminded me of a 
poem by the Scottish poet Thomas A. Clark, ôOf Shade and Shadowõ, the first 
verse of which is: 

The present age has declared war on shadow - with noise, reason, acid rain. 
The impulse that began with the clearing of the forest continues in the demand that 
nothing be withheld, no opinion or confidence, no joy or wound. 
Reticence is a kind of shade, the foliage around a sacred grove. 
Anything continually on show, anything which does not periodically conceal itself, be-
gins to lose definition, to fade into its surroundings, like old paintwork on a shop 
front. 
If measurement, logic and purpose take their bearings from light,   wildness, tender-
ness, profusion, are some of the gifts of shade. 
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The poem, perhaps particularly the line ôReticence is a kind of shade, the foliage 
around a sacred groveõ suggests that shade and shadow too have their place. 
 
This was in my mind when I listened to a talk in which the speaker quoted 
Shakespeareõs Hamlet. In Act 3, Hamlet expresses irritation at Guildensternõs 
attempts to diagnose the causes of his (Hamletõs) apparently eccentric behav-
iour. He suddenly hands Guildenstern a flute, and asks him to play a tune. 
Guildenstern declines, saying that he doesnõt have the skill. Oh really? says 
Hamlet ð you donõt have the skill to play a flute, but you think you can play 
me? - or as Shakespeare so much more elegantly expresses it: 

Why, look you now, how unworthy a thing you make of me! You would play upon 
me. You would seem to know my stops. You would pluck out the heart of my mystery. 
You would sound me from my lowest note to the top of my compass. And there is 
much music, excellent voice, in this little organ, yet cannot you make it speak? 
'Sblood, do you think I am easier to be played on than a pipe? Call me what instru-
ment you will, though you can fret me, yet you cannot play upon me. 

By attempting to pluck out the heart of my mystery, how unworthy a thing you 
make of me, Hamlet says, irritated at the wellsprings of his behaviour being 
reduced to a simplistic interpretation.  

Two thoughts come to me: firstly, it makes me wonder how often I unthink-
ingly do that ð reduce another person to a sentence; another religion to a harsh 
oversimplification; a complex social issue to a ôlineõ; another country to a jaded 
stereotype ð in effect, ôplucking out the heart of their mysteryõ. 

I know I am not alone in this: as a species, we seem to have a need to make 
sense of things by simplifying and this is understandable. It might be partly to 
do with reducing uncertainty. Uncertainty often makes us uncomfortable: we 
prefer the security of certainty. And yet, as Wendell Berry put it - 

It may be when we no longer know what to do, 
we have come to our real work, 
and that when we no longer know which way to go, 
we have begun our real journey. 
The mind that is not baffled is not employed. 
The impeded stream is the one that sings 

The poet John Keats used the term ônegative capabilityõ in a letter to his broth-
ers to describe what he believed to be essential in a poet, namely to be ôcapable 
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of being in uncertainties, mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after 
fact and reasonõ.  

There is something in that phrase which has echoes of our practice. It seems to 
me that the process of meditation (in a way I canõt explain) serves as a kind of 
antidote to simplification. The process of patient attending, or ôlistening with 
the heartõ as it is sometimes described, seems to be a way of being open to and 
to acknowledge the shadows, the uncertainties, the fundamental mystery of 
who we are ð and therefore as Great Master Dogen said; ôto be willing to be 
disturbed by the Truthõ. 

        Willie Grieve 

Photographs from Japan ñ 

D ebbie Sheringham kindly sent some photos from her travels in 
Japan of the two temples with which Great Master Dogen was 

associated. Hosho-ji (Peak of Light) temple was Dogen's first temple, but 
it was burnt down by a rival Buddhist sect. It was subsequently rebuilt. 

Hosho-ji gate 

Hosho-ji zendo 
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Dogen then went on to found Eihei-ji in 1244. It is a training monastery. It is 
most closely associated with Dogen, and his ashes are in the Founder's Hall 
there. It too has been destroyed and rebuilt on a number of occasions. 

Eihei-ji monastery 


