The altar table at the recent Highland group gathering,
with the Moray Firth in the background
(with thanks to Neil Craig)

Calendar of Events
May - August 2013
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 2013
Sunday 19th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Sunday 16th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Sunday 14th

Renewal of Precepts

11am

Renewal of Precepts

11am

June

July

August
Sunday 18th

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—please phone beforehand, and please note when the Prior
is holding retreats elsewhere: see inside back page)

Portobello Buddhist Priory

— Prior’s Notes —

I

n Rev. Master Daishin’s book ‘Buddha Recognises Buddha’ (p.96)
he says;

‘Delusions may be created by our actions, but enlightenment is not.
Our actions can take us in a direction that clarifies enlightenment or
obscures it, but enlightenment itself is never absent - it is unmediated
presence. This can seem elusive because of the difficulty we have in just
being present, as being present requires the letting go of everything…’

Here Rev. Master gives us both the liberating truth of our being and the demanding challenge it presents us with if we are to clarify this matter through a
life of training. Zen Master Hakuun compares Buddhas and sentient beings as
being like ice and water; fundamentally the same, but the non-clinging awareness of a Buddha flows, while for us awareness gets locked on to objects of attachment and identification. We are frozen Buddhas.
The Buddha advises us to ‘guard the senses’ and one of the challenges of our
contemporary culture is the demand it makes on our attention amidst a glut of
information, to remain non-grasping. Repeatedly I find I need to be skilful with
both the technology we use for communication and entertainment, and the exposure we allow our attention to the cultural media
Inside this
and its powerful advertising industry. In one surissuevey it was found that two-thirds of three-year old
In Gratitude
3
children could identify the McDonalds logo which
Like fallen angels —
4
illustrates the sense of self as a conditioned affair
Work and Practice
5
and the danger here of that self becoming commodified. Apart from its ability to play with our
Spring poem — and
9
an Easter offering
sense of lack and desire, advertising can keep our
attention ‘frozen’ by projecting us forward towards
When I get older —
8
an imaginary future of promised fulfilment, only
Highland group gath- 12
ering
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the next purchase away. Our sense of separate self and its inherent sense of
incompleteness seems particularly vulnerable here.
Our technology; smart phones, tablets, mp3s and the rest, while in themselves
wonders of science, can scatter and fracture our attention and overwhelm us
with its immediate access to a surface of cultural information. I find an obvious
relation between the ‘monkey mind’ of meditation (the way our attention jumps
from one thing to another) and the easy habit of surfing the Net, or clicking to
the next TV channel in case there is something more interesting there. A combination of restless boredom and stress is the signature of such habits. And
while social networks seem to offer a new social dimension to our lives, how
deep and meaningful can those relationships be when coupled to an addictive
need to constantly be checking if others are interested enough in us to be doing
the same. Again the separate self sense and its fundamental need to be made
‘real by the world’ seems particularly vulnerable here.
A part of our ‘being skilful’ in this area of fractured attention is not to jump to
the other extreme and deny the value of these aspects of our culture and technology, but to find ways of honouring them through conscious engagement
rather than a habitual sleep-walking. Inherent in the forms of our practice; the
unremarkable, yet quietly transformative act of coming together to sit facing a
wall in silence (including the switching off of phones on entering the temple).
The face to face dharma discussions, the giving of focused yet open attention
to these activities, supports a mindful engagement in these other spheres of our
lives too.
The freedom inherent at the heart of this being and this moment is
‘unmediated’ and our conditioned experience needs to be met with compassion
and wise discernment if we are not to perpetuate a false duality between them.
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In Gratitude

T

he sense that I wanted to
make a deeper commitment to my Buddhist
practice has emerged
over the past 4 years. This inner
wish became stronger and, following a
pre-precepts retreat at Throssel Hole
Abbey, I knew in my heart that taking
the precepts was the right thing to do.

eyes, she got straight back in her bike
with the support of her mother. She
kept going.

As I write these words fresh from the
priory, I have already been challenged
with what has come forward for me.
But, like the little girl, I will keep going. Trusting that my Buddha nature
will show me what is good to do. I am
The Precepts ceremony, on a clear
grateful for the opportunity to live the
crisp day at Portobello Priory in Edin- life of the precepts and I feel a real
burgh, was very special – sacred comes sense of responsibility to allow the
somewhere close to describing it. It’s Precepts to be embodied in my life
tricky to put my experience into fixed and actions.
words on paper. I think many of you “In Gratitude” felt like the right headreading this will understand where I’m ing for my little article. I am very
coming from. Nonetheless, the ceregrateful to Rev. Favian, Bob McGraw
mony has beautifully set the scene for and my local sangha, whose practical
now living the life of the precepts
support and encouragement made my
more consciously.
wish become a reality.
While walking along the Portobello
promenade, a sweet little girl fell of her
bike. But, even with tears still in her
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Like fallen angels —

L

ike many of us, I would guess, I am drawn to nature. On a mountain,
in a forest, at sea, in a meadow of wild flowers, there is a sense of ease and
belonging, and a more measured perspective on life seems to come naturally.
Recently with pleasure I rediscovered a quote which had real resonance for me:
‘Later, while we walked slowly across the plateau, it became very clear
to me that only the true self, which transcends the personal, lays claim
to immortality. On mountains it is that spiritual part that we unconsciously develop. When we fail in that all other success is empty; for we
take our pleasures without joy, and the ache of boredom warns of a
rusting faculty. At last we turned toward Achintee and went down like
fallen angels, with an ever-mounting reluctance, from a spiritual paradise to the black pit of Glen Nevis.’
(W.H.Murray, Mountaineering in Scotland (1947), p.138)
I suggested to RM Favian that it might be something to offer in the Newsletter,
although there was something in it which didn’t seem to sit so easily with me.
He replied; ‘I feel its power, but I don’t think it expresses the Buddhist insight that Nirvana and Samsara are one. Include it by all means but you could highlight that difference,
which would be a helpful insight to offer. Beautiful and inspiring experiences are always attractive but need to be integrated into our ‘valley living’ or surely they can lead to a form of
spiritual escapism? Great writing though! ’
So I offer the quote – it is great writing! – and hope that others may like me
find that RM Favian’s proviso helps to place pleasure in nature within a greater,
enfolding context.

Page 4

Newsletter – April 2013

Work and Practice

T

he clack-clack-clack of tumbling pebbles, marking time
with my irregular heartbeat
as I move through the day like the
sea pushing in and rushing away
from the shore.

reassuring from my wife.

Just as I was planning a new career in
something impossible, business started
to pick up and it began to seem entirely possible that things might work
out alright. Our situation improved,
Ask me about my job and I might say we won new commissions and
brought in new staff and now we are
I run a design practice. I could say I
work in a design office, it would be the as busy as we have ever been. But it
same thing, but design practice sounds was not long until I caught myself
grander, I imagine myself saying sono- once again in the ‘I am a design consultant, I practice design’ mode.
rously - ‘I am a design consultant, I
practice design’, like some
Boom follows boom as the
Harley Street doctor. It
batter of wave after wave
took me some time to rescours a deep scar describing
alise that I am not a dethe curve of the bay like the
signer, design is my job
crescent of the moon that
and it was only at the
sucks and spits the sea.
point when my job was in
This endless cycle of pushing
danger of being swept
away and pulling back is part
away that I discovered
how much of my identity was invested of that with which I train. Others must
in being able to say those words. I was recognise such a trait, it will be familiar
afraid that through my perceived loss to a greater or lesser degree to many of
of status I would be diminished, bereft us. The acknowledgement and accepof dignity and respect from my peers tance of suffering allows me to be less
and this seemed to concern me more reluctant to push it away, to deny it, or
than any loss of income. I sat with this pull it close to me when I feel vulnerfear, I learned to breathe steadily, not able. I can see that there might always
be a conflict between having too much
to flinch or look away and as I acand not having enough and although I
cepted that my identity was only
can tell myself to sit with this, it is easbound up in a sense of separate self,
the panic subsided, this was also due, I ier said than done.
might add to a lot of hand holding and Our working lives for the most part
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are separate from our home lives and
our leisure lives; we may also have
other lives that we wish to keep separate. It is healthy to work and relax and
enjoy the company of our friends and
family. At work I divided up my busy
schedule into morning, midday and
afternoon segments to help me as I
saw it, accomplish each separate task. I
moved from challenge to challenge,
ticking off each activity from my ‘to
do’ list, like a ‘time and motion’ monitor. This carried over into my home
life - go home eat dinner, watch telly,
go to bed, read,, sleep, get up - -

separation at all between anything I
do, each activity flows just like each
moment one into the other in one life
that is the life of the whole universe. I
can move through the day meeting all
that comes to me, accepting the tensions, the doubts, the moments of
panic, to try ‘to be as the mountain
whereon the tiger roams’, understanding that the only way to get where I’m
going is to be where I am, in the zazen
of life. It’s not easy, in fact it’s very
hard, but it’s beautiful.

Summer, winter, sunshine and sleet, as
rain falls the grass grows, day turns to
It was as though my life was fractured night, dark to light, the earth spins on
into many little separate lives, each of a golden pin dancing round our cywhich I had to get right, like trying to clops sun.
solve non-existent koans. And then I
David Campbell
saw that in a very real way there is no
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Spring poem by Taigu Ryokan —
Standing on a cliff,
Among the pines and oaks;
Spring has come
Clothed in mist

— and an Easter offering!

Contributed by Debbie Sheringham
Newsletter – April 2013
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When I Get Older –
‘When I get older, losing my hair
Many years from now –‘
(from the song ‘When I’m 64’ by the Beatles)

I

saw the Beatles when they came to Edinburgh in 1964. I was 14. I
have a vivid memory of someone sitting in front of me during the performance in what was then the ABC Regal in Lothian Road, taking his hat
off in which there was an egg which, for reasons still inscrutable to me, he
threw at them as they played on stage. It narrowly missed John Lennon who
looked very annoyed. As he dodged the missile, he & the rest of the band
wouldn’t have known that one day they would write a song about being 64.
And in a few months I’ll be 64, and it’s a mystery to me. I was young, then
some stuff happened, and suddenly I’m going to be 64. Doing the arithmetic, I
realise the stuff must have lasted for about 50 years, which seems amazing to
me. The many years from now are no longer now but then.
Everybody seems to have a landmark age: for some it’s 30, for others 40 or 50.
For me it was 60. Since becoming 60, when I think about age, I occasionally
realise I’m feeling vaguely cheated, like having your pockets full of money, and
suddenly most of it’s gone. Where to? Hang on there, can we rewind that –
It’s not that I’m not grateful for the life I’ve had. I am, very deeply. But it’s the
mystery of time, like a stage magician with props who has you watching one
thing while his hands are doing another. Suddenly there’s a rabbit or coloured
handkerchiefs, or in my case 50 years which have been spirited away under the
hat. But unlike the rabbit or the hankies those years won’t be produced at the
end of the show. I can’t really make sense of it.
I’ve been studying the work of Daniel Kahneman who is sometimes described
as the world’s greatest living psychologist. He won the Nobel Prize for economics, a first for a psychologist. His work gives us a startling picture of the
mental snares and delusions which evolution has left us with. He describes
how we can be influenced in so many different ways without even being aware
of it.
He has an interest in how we experience life, including the process of time.
One of his discoveries is that it’s useful to see ourselves as having both an experiencing self, and a remembering self. When, for example, we undergo a

Page 8

Newsletter – April 2013

painful medical procedure,
clearly we experience the
pain throughout the procedure. But when we are
asked to think back to the
experience, his experiments
indicate clearly that we
judge the experience only
by (a) the peaks (i.e. the
worst moments) and (b)
how it ended. So for example, if the procedure ended
with a gradual reduction in
pain, we will rate it much
more positively than another less painful experience which didn’t end so
positively.
In other words, it’s not the
total amount of pain involved which determines
our memory of it – it’s how
we ‘sample’ it through the
peak moments, and the
ending. It seems that it’s the
experiencing self which has
to endure the strain, while
Beatles fans queuing for tickets, Edinburgh 1964
the remembering self doesn't really care much at all about the reality of the overall experience.
Kahneman says that in effect our lives are governed by the remembering self.
Even when we're planning something, we anticipate the memories we expect to
get out of it, rather than the future experience itself. The experiencing self,
which may have to put up with a lot in return, has no say in the matter. Besides,
what the experiencing self has enjoyed can be completely devalued in retrospect, like someone listening to a wonderful symphony but at the end, when
there’s a terrible screeching sound on the disk, saying that the screeching ruined
the whole experience. Of course, the only thing it ruined was the memory of
the symphony. The symphony itself was fine!
Newsletter – April 2013
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A significant minority of people, Kahneman has discovered, say (in a thought
experiment) that if they were going to have their memories erased on return
(and photos not allowed) they would rather not go on a holiday at all. It’s the
remembering that counts, so it would seem. Is it the same for our lives? Is a life
which ends ‘badly’ seen as not having been a life worth living, no matter what
happened during it? Or what about a productive scientist whose theories are
later proved to be wrong: was his or her life a waste? Who makes that judgement, and from what time perspective? What is the ‘ultimate’ standpoint?
What Kahneman has called the ‘tyranny’ of the remembering self can make
sense from an evolutionary point of view. The duration of an experience is simply not relevant. What matters for survival is whether it ended well and how
bad it got. As a ruthless simplifier, it’s crude, but for survival through our long
history as a species, it works. This approach seems also to apply to animals, experiments show. But he says there is some evidence that the dominance of the
remembering self is less intense with practising buddhists. The emphasis on
the present moment, on present experience, results in less weight being placed
on memories and retrospective evaluation.
He summarises it well: ‘Confusing experience with the memory of it is a
compelling cognitive illusion – and it is the substitution that makes us
believe a past experience can be ruined. The experiencing self does not
have a voice. The remembering self is sometimes wrong, but it is the
one that keeps score and governs what we learn from living, and it is the
one that makes decisions. What we learn from the past is to maximise
the qualities of our future memories, not necessarily of our future experience. This is the tyranny of the remembering self’.
(And, of course, he is at pains to point out that we don’t literally have ‘two
selves’ as we would know as non-dualists – it’s simply a helpful way of looking
at the situation.)
So perhaps that explains at least part of the mystery of my missing half century.
Of course I lived it and experienced it at the time. But from this perspective –
now – it can only be looked back on through memory, and there is a limit to
the reliability of that as Kahneman demonstrates, and as we all know in practice. His experiments show that we ‘sample’ our memories, rather than seeing
the whole picture, and even then the accuracy of these samples can be contaminated by all kinds of different factors. I begin to feel a little sorry for us all. It
seems that we can’t even reliably have our memories: the magician starts his
infernal tricks again with them, and what’s real and what’s a stage illusion seems
unclear. Was that egg really thrown? Really? Now I feel a little unsure.
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Recently our Prior gave a talk on attention and how we should exercise compassion towards our limited budget of attention which gets pulled in so many
directions in our accelerating and increasingly complex technological and commercial culture. It seems we can’t go anywhere without being bombarded by
messages or adverts or demands for our time and attention. Increasingly my
phone rings and it’s a recorded message telling me I should be anxious about
losing some opportunity or other which will expire unless I act NOW. I go on
the internet and have my attention vertiginously yanked about like being on the
Waltzer at the fair. The remote control of the television continually tempts to
‘sample’ and move on unless something immediately grips the attention. Information and knowledge abounds and multiplies and swamps us like the story of
the sorcerer’s apprentice. And so on.
Given all of this: our evolutionary inheritance on the one hand which, it seems,
favours simplified (and often inaccurate) second-hand remembering rather
than true, rich first-hand experiencing, and on the other, our buzzing, booming
culture which places such burdens on our limited attention – given all of this,
how right it seems that we can take refuge in our training. And whether we’re
24 or 64, that we settle, consciously and with as much stillness as we can muster, into this moment - this – here – now - so that we can experience who we
really, truly are.
Willie Grieve
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Highland group gathering -

T

he Highland group gathered
for a day retreat on 14th April
at a large rented house in a beautiful spot, three miles out of Inverness, with a spectacular view over
the Moray Firth. The Sangha members travelled from far and wide to get
here, including the Isle of Lewis, Forres, Plockton and Edinburgh. The
weather was kind, a brilliant blue sky
and warm sun (out of the wind). Trav-

elling such distances seemed to add a
sense of pilgrimage to the event and a
special warmth to the social gathering.
The day consisted of Sitting, ceremony, dharma discussion, social walks
in the surrounding setting and an excellent buffet meal.
Special thanks to Shooie for overseeing the day and Neil for the photos.
RM Favian

Thank you to all the contributors to this issue of the Newsletter.
Deadline for next issue is mid-August 2013.
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- Events elsewhere in Scotland with the Prior May 2013
Friday 24th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 25th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 26th

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

June
Fri 7th—Sun 9th

Scottish Sangha Retreat

Friday 28th

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 29th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

(No Aberdeen visit in June)
(No northern visits in July)
August
Friday 23rd

Aberfeldy group evening

7.30-9pm

Saturday 24th

Dundee group morning

10am-1pm

Sunday 25th

Aberdeen Morning Retreat

10am-1pm

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

Highland -

Calum Finlay

(01463) 870331

— 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 will be
given about Buddhist practice and the Serene Reflection Meditation (Soto Zen)
tradition, with meditation instruction and discussion.
Saturday 11th May, 15th June (3rd Saturday), 13th July, 10th 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

