Kwan Yin (Avalokiteshvara)—Royal Ease posture
(with thanks to Bob McGraw)

Calendar of Events

September-December 2011
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 September 2011
Sunday 11th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Renewal of Precepts

11am

October
Sunday 2nd
November
Wednesday 30th Festival of the Buddha’s Enlightenment

7.30pm

December
Saturday 31st

New Year’s Eve Festival

7.0010.30pm

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

‘
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— Prior’s Notes —
raining is difficult’. It’s almost a cliché, I’ve said it so many
times, sometimes through gritted teeth during a sesshin.

I wonder about this; both the meaning of ‘difficult’ and also this
temporary comfort derived from the admission. ‘After-all, we’re
only human’ has the feel of a similar get-out clause. ‘Difficult’
seems to cover everything from physical discomfort and mental distraction in
sitting, to the day -to -day encounters with ‘difficult’ people. Here, the Precepts
can seem to act as a resented list of no-no’s obstructing the more ‘natural’ expression of my right to let off steam.
But I know this is not the whole story, and if it was who would ever bother
training? In a recent talk, Rev. Master Haryo spoke of a sense of gravity, a
force, that draws us towards the centre of our being, and this reminds me of
Dogen’s emphasis that ‘training and enlightenment are one’- where our lives are
first and foremost the life of Buddha. Can I really accept this? Is part of the
comfort derived from ‘it’s too difficult’, actually masking a fear of embracing
the deeper possibilities of my being?
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Part of what we seem to go through in training
with this sense of separate self is a utilising of all
its known powers to get ourselves free. But this
default of working with the known seems to only
become an endless attempt to perfect ‘me’, where
something always wants to be itself. Perhaps some
of the sense of difficulty surrounding our practice
is actually a signalling to us, of the deeper letting
go that is called for if we are to make the shift
from ‘what I want’ to ‘what it is good to do’. This
is going to be demanding because it calls for a
deeper listening to conditions, a fuller discerning
that something is possible and a willingness to ask
for and take refuge. All of this is a stepping beyond
the limits of ‘just me’. Now ‘just me’ becomes an
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ongoing enquiry into; ‘What kind of a buddha is this’?
Instead of a self-concious looking over our shoulder to see how we’re measuring up, and applying the brakes when we feel ourselves out of control, can I
risk a little surrender, again and again, to the ‘pull of gravity’ playing on us?
There is a Rilke poem that speaks of this:
If we surrendered to Earth’s intelligence
we could rise up rooted, like trees.
Instead we entangle ourselves
in knots of our own making
and struggle, lonely and confused.
(The Book of Hours 2)
Down on Portobello beach last Sunday, I was struck by the sight of young children running towards the sea holding hands, screaming, a mixture of joy and
terror. Here’s the mystery, the great unknown. Who can resist?

Choir Practice

W

e had our first choir practise in June and a second in July on a
Wednesday evening. The evenings began with a period of meditation followed by tea and then choir practice. We began round the
dining room table with vocal ‘warm up’ exercises and practised one or two lines
at a time of the chosen scriptures, which were Vandana and Ti-Sarana and
Pancha Sila, until we were happy (enough) with how it sounded and then we
moved on to the next line or two.
We finished in the Zendo with a rendition of the entire scripture and Vespers.
The singing was lead expertly and sensitively by Sarah Whiteside, a sangha
member, who is a qualified music therapist. Sarah had been approached by
Rev. Favian to see if she would be interested in lending her skills for the purpose of practising some of the scripture singing generally and more specifically
to some of the less well known scriptures, with a view to introducing them into
future ceremonies and festivals held at the Priory.
A mixed level of confidence and ability were present from the ‘apprehensive or
tentative’, to the more confident, some of whom had sung in choirs previously.
Like all activities there is an opportunity to sit within anything that arises and to
be mindful of self and others and to contribute to a ‘harmonious’ Sangha!
Myra Rothwell, Lay Minister
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Newsletter – August 2011

Our Unfolding -

M

y immediate reaction to the
request for articles for the
Newsletter was; “Don't go there.”

When we were down at Throssel lately
and talking about the persistence of
old habit energy, Rawdon said; “We
can make a habit of taking refuge in
When I look, the resistance comes
the Buddha.” Since we came back that
from both an unwillingness to try
again with computer technology when is one that has arisen in the pause after
those old kneejerk responses, and been
I've tried twice before and not succeeded, and also from a feeling that I deeply helpful.
don't have anything much worthwhile I also realise that while I gladly sit in
to say. Everything is teaching - so what the morning and love the clarity and
is the teaching in these things?
spaciousness of it, in the evening my
The first is more straightforward. Just mind seems so all over the place that I
judge the meditation to be not so helptry again and if it still doesn't work
ful, and tend to avoid it rather than
then I could type something out on
the old computer and get Bill to scan it just being prepared to sit with it anyinto his computer. Just bow and start way.
again.

So perhaps the teaching is: just bow
The second seems a bit harder to deal and keep going, and make a habit of
with, part of the old boring business of taking refuge. And to know that the
true refuge is not what we thought,
not being good enough. Who is this
me who never is and never was good any more than we are what we
enough? In meditation it seems clear thought.
that this me is a shifting series of
Beyond all thinking, life unfolds and
memories and plans; and more and
we unfold with it. How can I express
more I am able to see that in ordinary how much Rev Favian and all the
daily life. But still, that old kneejerk
sangha and monks down at Throssel
reaction is the first one to come up.
have helped me - - and all my family
I suppose maybe just seeing it and not and friends - - deep bows in gratitude.
acting on it really is enough - there is a
lot of freedom in that pausing and
In gassho
asking; What actually is this reaction/
feeling? Is it real? Is it what I want to
Kathleen Campbell
base my life on, or am I willing to let it
go?
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Wolfcleugh
1.

A

shallow trough leaving the moor
Then, suddenly,

A steep sided cleft, ferny,
With pools among stones
Under the old hidden willow.
Lower, a steep rock step
In shade near the shrine,
Where autumn’s dripping moss
Becomes a winter torrent
Into the deep cleugh
Beneath tall trees where,
In spring, wild garlic blooms.
2.
Sitting,
Within the music of the stream,
Surge, eddy and vortex,
A symphony of ceaseless,
Yet not restless, movement.
Bedrock incised, mind penetrated.
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3.
And finding here an empathy with,
Yet beyond, this place,
A boundless gratitude
For forms to celebrate,
Not merely scenery
But, in the flow of seasons
And of years,
A geography of the heart.
Rawdon Goodier, Lay Minister
June 2007
Note: Wolfcleugh – a steep, mainly wooded, ravine
forming a dominant feature of the grounds of
Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey. I recently discovered
that the definition of cleugh found in the larger OED
is accompanied by two examples, one of which is
Wolfcleugh ! It is the only location of that name to be
found in Google Maps. (RG)
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Changes to the Priory’s website —

I

To this end I decided to purchase
CoffeeCup’s Visual Site Designer, software which is fairly cheap and easy to
use. Then, after speaking to Rev
Favian, we agreed a small team of Bill
Grieve, Neil Rothwell and himself to
help me with suggestions for the site
and generally to keep me on the
It seems to have two main functions: straight and narrow. Their help was
invaluable and the new website was
- keeping existing members of the Pri- published at the start of June.
ory up to date with news and forthcoming events. In this respect it acts as I should also offer thanks to Chris
a supplement to the Newsletter and to Huby who originally created the site
and who, until a few months ago, dealt
attendance at the Priory;
directly with the site provider and
- providing information about the Pri- made all the necessary annual payory and its affiliated Scottish groups to ments. With Chris and Guro about to
newcomers to Buddhism and to exist- leave for Norway this ownership has
ing Buddhists who wish to find out
now been transferred to Rev Favian.
about Buddhism in their area.
So, what is new?
Last year I purchased a new computer
and found that I was no longer able to Much of the content is very similar to
run my version of FrontPage (the web what went before, apart from a few
changes to the colour scheme and a
design software used for our site at
few extra photographs. The intention
that time) although, fortunately, my
old computer was still working – just. has been to keep the presentation
That, together with the fact that Front- fairly simple and uncluttered. However
Page is no longer sold by Microsoft, at there are also some more significant
last stirred me into taking some action changes:
* Noticeboard page. As the name sugon redesigning the website about
gests, this allows us to detail any spewhich we had been having some
cial events or pieces of news which
thoughts anyway.
am not entirely sure when the
Priory’s website
www.portobellobuddhist.org.uk
was originally set up but the version available until relatively recently was released towards the end
of 2004 and has been regularly updated since that time.
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need to be drawn to the attention of
the Sangha. It is probably worth having a quick look here fairly regularly;
* Newsletter page. This provides access
to an archive of Priory newsletters,
currently going back to May to August
2008, and hence to an excellent source
of Dharma offered by the Scottish
Sangha;
* Introductory page. There is now a
page devoted to the introductory session which is normally held on the second Saturday of each month. This allows Rev Favian a little more space to
talk about what is involved;
* How to Find Us page now has an active link to Google map;

* Equipment and Supplies page. This provides a link to the Throssel Hole bookshop website and also a fairly detailed
guide on how to make a meditation
bench.
If anyone finds any problems with the
website or has any suggestions, please
feel free to contact me at
jipreston@virginmedia.com
Who knows, there may come a time
when we make use of additional types
of internet communication but, for the
moment, we have decided to leave
twittering strictly for the birds.
John Preston

Buddhist Wedding Ceremony in Edinburgh on 4th June 2011

U

nder a canopy of redwood trees, our family and friends gathered expectantly to witness something they had never seen before. The Edinburgh
wind whistled through the great branches of the trees and beyond into the rich foliage
of the Botanical gardens. Just audible over this and the soft murmur of voices; the
gentle sound of the signal gong carried by Kimberley, who led our small procession
beautifully through the garden and into the heart of the gathering.
Within the grove of redwood trees, Reverend Favian conducted us through Reverend
Master Jiyu Kennet’s Wedding Ceremony. Together we sang the Scripture of Great
Wisdom into the wind. Our refuge in the precepts was renewed as we made offerings
of incense, flowers and water. We held our hands together in gassho and were symbolically bound with a rosary in the presence of Buddha. We later (the wind meant this
had to be postponed until we were indoors) lit a candle to represent the unity of our
marriage and of all things.
We would like to sincerely thank Reverend Favian for leading us through and preparing us for this inspiring ceremony and Kimberley Cadden for her assistance as precentor.
Zoe and Ed Chandy
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Feel the Love
You are loved more than you will ever know;
By the sand in your hair, as much as the river’s cleansing water;
Looking at the tree remember the roots are the heart pumping;
Bound by global communications to the wider world.
You are treasured by your Buddha,
Whomever he or she may be.
Can you learn to sit and feel the warmth?
You are loved more deeply than you will ever know.
Rest and Relax, for your work for today is done.
De-clutter your life from things,
Which only weigh you down
Let go of everything that is not a treasure.
You are child of stardust, a very special creation
None before now or ever will be quite like you.
Take heart in your plans, hopes and dreams,
Each journey starts with one footstep.
Lurking in your bowel: mountains and rivers.
Wheeling through your breast: A Sun and Moon (Buddhist Monk Shih -Shu)

(With thanks to John Dickson)
Note:‘Shih-shu is a term that can be translated as "rock and bark poetry" -- nature poetry that often poked fun at the bustle of city life and
city mind. Rather than brushed onto fine paper, shih-shu poems were
scratched into pieces of bark, bamboo, or rocks.
In the early 1700s, one poet took the widely used term as a nom de
plume, making it difficult to know much about the author... other than
through the poems themselves. (Source: www.poetry-chaikhana.com)
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Listening to Silence
“The silence sank like music on my heart” – Samuel Taylor Coleridge

W

hen I first started to get involved in Buddhist practice, the silence
was something I noticed. I expected not to talk during retreats, but
it surprised me that even during social time people didn’t always talk that much.
There didn’t seem to be the same need to fill up the space with words that I
knew from elsewhere. Unfortunately, it took me a while to notice this; I have a
few cringeworthy memories of trying to ‘save’ everyone from the terrible quiet
by ‘making conversation’.
Soon, though, I started to feel that other people’s silence gave me permission
to be quiet too. As I often feel self-conscious in groups I found this restful, as
if I could hide and be safe in the silence.
Over time it began to dawn on me that being silent isn’t the same as being
alone. I saw that even though we didn’t always share our experience in words,
we were there together. I felt like I could learn a lot about a person by watching them make a cup of tea or walk across a lawn, and so I realised that I was
also ‘saying’ a lot about myself even when I wasn’t saying anything at all. The
thought made me more self-conscious than ever, and the silence stopped being
so restful.
John Cage’s famous 4’33’’ brings this potentially uncomfortable experience of
silence to the concert hall. This piece of music consists of four minutes and
thirty three seconds in which the performers do not play and the only sounds
are incidental ones. Perhaps an audience member coughs, chairs creak, and a
car passes on the road outside. In a setting where audience members expect to
listen to the performances of skilled musicians, they find themselves listening
mostly to themselves. In a setting where they expect sound, they get silence. It
seems like there’s a challenge to the audience in this, with the unconventional
quiet giving people the opportunity to ‘hear’ their own thoughts and feelings, to
hear what’s still going on when all the usual activity stops.

In an article about the role of silence in her work with traumatised people1, music therapist Julie Sutton writes about a nine year old boy, Tony, who came to
music therapy because he was struggling to come to terms with the death of his
younger brother. She notes that at the start of the work Tony won’t allow any
Page 9
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silence or rest, filling sessions with relentless sound and activity. She equates
his anxiety of silence with a fear of loss and death. As the work progresses he
begins to allow pauses and silences within musical improvisations. In this
‘open’ silence he and the therapist are able to be present together, ‘in tune’ in a
way that makes it safe for Tony to explore the traumatic loss of his brother and
fear of his own death.
At Portobello Priory one recent Sunday, we were talking about the way that
places can accumulate atmospheres. A sangha member who had recently visited the Inquisitor’s Palace in Malta said he had found the atmosphere in one of
the old torture chambers so disturbing that he’d had to leave. Someone else
said that churches and meditation rooms evoke a feeling of peace, and wondered whether rooms take on something of the way they have been used over
time.
All this makes me realise that silence is complicated. There are the incidental
sounds in the silence – the birdsong and the traffic and everything. There are
the resonances between people, like those felt by Tony’s music therapist.
There is the accumulated atmosphere in the room. And then there are all our
own thoughts and feelings, sometimes interacting with all this and sometimes
so noisy that they drown out present experience altogether. I don’t find it possible to separate these things and don’t always know what in the silence is mine,
what I pick up from others present, and what belongs to the space we’re in together.
Perhaps these things aren’t so fixed and separate after all. I remember hearing
RM Daishin suggest, during a tea at Throssel Hole, that we try turning the
phrase “I’m listening to the birdsong” into “the bird is singing me”. This
sounds to me as if listening is one way in to exploring our interconnectedness.
One thing I do know is that it’s sometimes easier to begin to hear all this when
I allow silence to punctuate the activity of daily life.
Sarah Whiteside

1

Sutton, J. and De Backer, J. (2009). Music, trauma and silence: The state of the art. The Arts in
Psychotherapy 36, 75-83.
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Precepts, Perfections and Retreats

I

break the precepts on a daily
basis. This is not to be flippant
or stated to be controversial. But
it seems that as hard as I try, as mindful as I think I’m being, I will slip into
a well-worn groove of unskilful
thought and to a lesser extent, behaviour. It’s always in the same zone and
always to do with others.
I never, or rarely ever get annoyed by
inanimate objects, or the weather, or
politics, traffic, or general stuff. It’s
always people and the closer they are
to me it seems the more judgemental,
the more critical I can become, although I’m not, according to my wife
as rude or cheeky as I once was. I can
now, mostly ‘hold my tongue’. Nonetheless, while I might not say it out
loud, often I’m still thinking it. Oh - I
also get annoyed by people on the telly
and I’m a bit of a controller too.
When I was last at Throssel we were
set a question – ‘Why do we continue
to break the precepts’? I can’t remember the range of answers or if there
was a conclusion; habitual behaviour
comes to mind, but I’m not sure I was
totally convinced. I feel that my unskillfulness comes from a deeper place.

in demeanour and pure in thought,
after all that’s what Buddhists are supposed to be, especially on retreat. My
serenity held up ok - at first – then
subtly and slightly, little things began
to irritate me, not in a major way, but
occasionally there were less than skilful
thoughts rising. My reaction was to
want to go home! - this retreat is not
working; if it was I would not be
thinking like this.
This tendency to judgementalism is
not exclusively reserved for others; I
am just as apt to use it on myself. It is
as if I am viewing myself – as a separate self, looking at a separate self and in this viewing I see that I am
lacking. To ‘correct this deficiency’ I
will train hard and become a better
person. But still, good Buddhists don’t
break the precepts and as I break them
regularly I judge myself as failing.
Round and round I go.

Now the interesting thing, at least for
me, is that I fully understand at an intellectual level that I have no absolutely separate self; I know that I
should accept myself as I am, in the
same way as I should accept others,
after all I have Buddha nature! I appreciate that acceptance is a fundamental
With all this in my mind I set off to
part of my training and yet knowing
Banchory for our Scottish Sangha
this is still not enough to stop me feelSummer retreat. I was planning that
ing this way. There comes a point
this would be a text-book retreat
(whatever that is) and I would be calm where I make myself so dizzy with this
Newsletter – August 2011
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stuff that I just have to stop and just
sit still and of course I didn’t leave.
In staying I came (as usual) to remember and accept that this is just
the grist of life and the retreat offers
the opportunity to train with such
matters.

There is no perfect retreat, anymore
than there is a perfect precept
keeper. I should know - I was once
nearly perfect.
David Campbell

Aberdeen June Weekend Retreat —

F

or the first time we had our summer weekend retreat in Aberdeen
instead of Falkland, our usual venue, as this is no longer available
for groups.

Bob McGraw kindly offered his house in Banchory, Aberdeen instead, which
comfortably accommodated the 10 people who came from all over Scotland,
making it a great opportunity to meet up with old and new friends. There were
some changes from the usual format this time. The retreat wasn’t silent, was
more ‘social’, and we would have 8/9 sits on the Saturday and in the evening
watch a Buddhist film (with custard and apple tart as it turned out.) My initial
reservations about it not being silent soon vanished and I took the opportunity
to try to take the practice right there and then from formal meditation into all
aspects of the ordinary daily social activities that happened throughout the
weekend - (rather than somehow seeing the retreat as something separate from
‘ordinary’ life and making going home after a retreat seem a bit strange.) Another thing that stood out for me at the weekend was a poster of Avalokiteshvara in ‘The Royal Ease’ which Bob had on his sitting room wall. I find it
exquisite. It seems to me she conveys that this is our natural state, sitting at
ease with our Buddha nature, upright, awake, unfettered and relaxed. A useful
image to take into a retreat when much of the suffering we may experience is
created by ourselves through holding onto or pushing things away when all we
need to do is sit. Just sit. And finally, many thanks once again to Bob for all the
organising he had clearly done before our arrival and which made the weekend
go so smoothly, and to Rev. Favian for leading the weekend.
Myra Rothwell, Lay Minister
Thank you to all the contributors to this issue of the Newsletter.
Deadline for next issue is mid-December 2011.
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- Events elsewhere in Scotland with the Prior October 2011

Friday 14th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 15th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 16th

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

Friday 25th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 26th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 27th

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

November

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. A short talk about
Buddhist practice and the Serene Reflection Meditation (Soto Zen) tradition.
Meditation instruction and discussion.
Saturday 10th September, 8th October, 5th November (i.e. first rather than
second Saturday in November). There will not be an introductory session in
December.

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

