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Samatha at Home 15 

Dear Friends, 

Welcome back to Samatha at Home: we hope everyone is safe and well. We did not expect 
so many people would be restricted now. But here we are again…with things a little 
limited for a while more.  But of course, as samatha meditators, we recognise the mind is 
limitless, so hope people are managing to enjoy the practice under these conditions! And 
in Samatha over the last few months, limits and boundaries have certainly been overcome 
in all sorts of ways.  Those in the southern sangha have been practising with samatha 
meditators in the States, Australia, Korea, India and Europe, who have been joining in on 
Zoom meetings. And it has also been great to see those in parts of the UK, such as the 
farthest reaches of the North Circular in London, who sometimes find it difficult to get to 
a group. The zoom meetings have given us all a chance to participate. But some people 
prefer to read a newsletter. So, we are starting again now, we hope monthly. Please 
continue to send contributions. We are delighted to hear from people. Poems, articles, 
letters, inspirations, comments or pictures that you would be happy to share are all 
welcome. Do please cheer us all up with these! 

In this issue we have more on the video side.  A window emerged in the summer when it 
was possible for two or three very small courses to take place at the national centre at 
Greenstreete (though not now).  Conscious so many would not be going this year we made 
some videos for the newsletter, on various aspects of the practice, and some other things 
too….we hope you enjoy them. 

Most groups cannot meet in ‘real’ space. But some small groups in the south are starting 
to, cautiously: there is one in Oxford, and a couple in Milton Keynes. And beginners’ classes 
often start at this time of year. So, it seems a good idea to make this a ‘back to the 
beginning’ issue. We explore the longest of counting, and some very basic elements of the 
practice. 

And, as always, we have our story, this time on mind-reading, as well as a poem, inspired 
by Quoyness on Sanday, the Orkneys. 

Thanks to Chris Gilchrist, Vijay Khuttan and Deborah Raikes for contributions this time, as 
well as to those who participated in making the videos: Francis Beresford, Hugo 
Shakeshaft, Felicity White, and Vijay and Deborah again! Do get in touch if you would like 
to,  

Warm wishes,  

 

Guy and Sarah  

 
guy.healey@outlook.com     sarah99shaw@gmail.com 
 

mailto:guy.healey@outlook.com
mailto:sarah99shaw@gmail.com
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This month, the video story is a tale from the Dhammapada commentary, about a lay disciple 
who attained the path and also the ability to read minds. These are the events leading to the 
Buddha giving verse 35 of the Dhammapada. You can watch the video by clicking on the link 
below: 
 
https://player.vimeo.com/video/460632229 
 
 
 
 
 

All previous issues of Samatha at Home can be found at: www.samatha.org/samatha-at-home 

  

https://player.vimeo.com/video/460632229
http://www.samatha.org/samatha-at-home
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A Meditation Week at Greenstreete 

There were eight of us on one of the meditation weeks at Greenstreete this summer.  After 
close discussions with the Welsh councils concerned, it was agreed that chanting was 
allowable, so we managed to meet in the main shrine hall and chant, with special socially 
distanced arrangements whereby we each had an allocated cushion, chanting book and 
space which we kept to for each practice. It was a good way of getting to know the 
‘suitable place’ that had been allocated to each of us! At meal times we sat well apart, but 
still seemed to be able to manage conversations with everyone as the true magnificence 
of the dining table proved itself. Cooking was managed by one person doing everything 
for one meal, with everyone taking it in turns. It was certainly an interesting exercise: to 
be responsible for creating something from nothing, seeing it consumed, and then 
clearing up everything afterwards was rather a practical demonstration of dependent 
arising….and nice for all those meals when you did nothing at all! 

All in all, it felt like a meditation week at Greenstreete should and can do…with just eight 
people. We felt very lucky to be there – not realising that the re-imposition of restrictions 
would be coming on us so soon again.  

While were there we made some videos: 

Video 1: An introduction to the posture, the practice and the breath. Francis shows the 
half-lotus, and Guy how to practise sitting in a chair. Hugo gives a short meditation class –
on the longest of counting. This is followed by Francis giving a short talk on the breath, 
and daily life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click on link to play: 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/450482870 

 

 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/450482870
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Video 2: A rural video, on horticultural and agricultural themes! Deborah talks about the 
four right efforts in gardening, then Sarah on organic grazing and the four kinds of clear 
comprehension.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click on link to play: 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/451125107 

Video 3: Felicity discusses calm meditation and excitement; Sarah gives a short talk about 
Boonman’s blessings practice. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click on link to play: 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/451911687 

 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/451125107
https://player.vimeo.com/video/451911687
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Video 4: Vijay gives a demonstration of circular breathing, via his work on the didgeridoo. 
It is, he explained to us, an exercise in mindfulness to get the playing going, by creating a 
reservoir of air in the mouth so that the sound is continuous: the method is called circular 
breathing. Playing is, he said, a way of calming the mind too. Mindfulness is apparently 
sustained during the playing by the occasional inclusion of noises of animals – in this video 
dogs – at a completely different tempo from the main playing. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Click on link to play: 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/452523869 
  

https://player.vimeo.com/video/452523869
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The Longest of Counting 
 
The first stage of the practice, the longest of counting, is the foundation of our form of 
samatha breathing mindfulness. It feels like a basis, but also a doorway into meditation, 
helping us to separate ourselves for a while from daily life and enter another world, where 
we can start to enjoy the breath and experience a completely different way of being. 
 
The instructions are completely simple: You take the longest breath you can comfortably 
manage, and then just lightly and gently, count from one to nine on the inbreath, and back 
from nine to one on the outbreath. It is straightforward. But it feels, when it is comfortable 
and flowing, that it encompasses the whole body and mind, and brings them gradually to 
stability and a sense of being at one and in balance. This stage of the practice calms, and 
clears the mind of hindrances. It leads on, and suggests a path ahead for the attention. 
When I started meditation, I was told it had all the elements needed to train the mind to 
full awakening. I do not know if anyone has become awakened just using that one stage! 
But it certainly feels like a complete and whole practice in itself. It does arouse calm, but it 
also, in the background, and without any conscious effort, makes the meditator aware of 
the three signs of existence. The very long breath is always changing and moving; it is often 
mildly unsatisfactory at certain points; and it is not owned. We do not possess our breaths, 
and the less we try and hold on to them the more they seem able to help us become calm 
and peaceful.  Being aware of the numbers in turn seems like making a steady track, a 
thread of continuity, as one watches the breath. This stage feels like finding a bridge, and 
a way of finding stability and rhythm in the midst of the changing breath.  
 
For me, the longest of counting opens up a relationship to the mind and the body which is 
quite different but sets and builds up a path to follow. The breath is part conscious, but 
part unconscious. This stage of the practice feels like finding the middle way in that: 
learning how to train the breath to be the longest that is comfortable – and that might 
change too in one practice as there is more peacefulness – but learning too how to let the 
breath do what it does best, which is just to breathe. Trusting that process, and finding a 
way to step back from that and feel the numbers too, is a delicate balance. And that is 
what creates mindfulness and alertness.  
 
I recently asked some pretty experienced meditators what they would say to someone 
starting the meditation practice and learning the longest of counting. What problems are 
they likely to encounter? What tips did they have for anyone getting going? Most people 
mentioned a sense of flexibility. Being able to do the longest breath that was comfortable 
at the time, rather than impose a length on it, seemed very important. Also, one or two 
said that feeling able to let the breath lengthen even longer if the mind calmed a lot had 
helped them, as they found the natural longest breath could become much longer during 
this stage, as they relaxed. Another tip was that putting the numbers to the breath was 
more important than trying to put the breath to the numbers: you sometimes needed to 
count more quickly, and sometimes more slowly, to get all nine numbers in at the right 
pace, but that it was more important to get the rhythm of the breath right than the 
numbers, which could be fitted in again at another breath. Some people said that they 
found just getting used to hindrances popping up all the time was a great help to them, 
and that as long as you knew that, and that the mind was always going to wander off 
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sometimes, it become less of a problem! And one person said she had always just liked the 
longest of counting and had always felt happy to do it, a reminder that getting too 
concerned about technicalities can get in the way. 
 
The main thing I have found, in myself and in chatting to others, is that the art of the 
longest of counting is not to make too much effort. We can be friendly towards the breath: 
we do not own it, but it is our loyal friend, and has been with us all our lives.  You do need 
to find your longest breath, and let it become stable; but you can trust the breath too, and 
not feel you have to impose. The practice than can be a collaboration between you and 
the breath, not a struggle. When the breath is trusted, it tends to help you. I know when I 
found that out in the meditation the longest of counting just seemed much simpler and 
easier: a way into the rest of the practice and worthwhile for itself. 
 
The balance between mindfulness of the breath and attention to the numbers in the 
longest of counting, for me, takes us into the heart of the meditation and what it is doing. 
When this stage comes into balance – and that may take time in any practice – it brings 
stillness, but awareness of the whole too. It may not feel like that at first on a busy day 
when you have been working too hard or getting grumpy because you feel rushed 
cooking. Or you feel you do not have enough time. And we are all different! So some 
people don’t like it all, and much prefer the meditation when they get onto other stages, 
and other breath lengths. But there is something about this stage, perhaps because it 
comes at the very beginning of the practice, and at the end, that feels complete. There are 
all sorts of adjustments we do before we start the meditation: we need to see if we need 
more cushions to feel stable, get the posture balanced, the head at the right angle, the 
arms relaxed, and the hands cupped with the right over the left, and the thumbs just 
touching. These preliminaries help to set the stage: they also need balance, and finding 
what is right for you and your body. The adjustments we do as we start the longest of 
counting are like those we do with the body before, as we have to find out what suits us 
that day, and how to approach the breath. But it is with this stage that the practice really 
begins, and there is now a sense of a way forward: the longest of counting moves through 
the entire body,  making us mindful of the whole and setting a course ahead. The simple 
repetitions it involves help us to let awareness of the breath gradually soften the jagged 
bits in its path so that they gradually change. There is a sense of somewhere to go, and 
somewhere to come back to. This stage acts as a start and a finish. And as it does so it 
teaches the way to enjoy and appreciate the very process of breathing. There is a famous 
book about ‘The Beginners’ Mind’. I feel the longest of counting always makes us 
beginners, in the best sense. There is always something new to find out about it. It feels 
like the line from T.S.Eliot: ‘In my end is my beginning:’ this seems true in so many ways of 
the longest of counting.  
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Finding A Suitable Place – Outside 
 
A young intrepid meditator once announced on a course at Greenstreete that he thought 
he might be the first person to have practised samatha meditation in the Arctic Circle. He 
had been visiting some tundra regions and had felt he really would like to do his practice 
right out in the wild openness of all the cold and flat terrain around. It was a bit chilly he 
said, but he enjoyed it and the sense of remoteness he felt there! Certainly an adventurous 
choice. And in fact he was acting in the spirit of early recommendations. The canon 
suggests outside spaces, that must have been a little forbidding sometimes, but also more 
sheltered places too. The Sāmaññaphala Sutta (Dīghanikāya 1.71) says the meditator ‘finds 
a solitary lodging, at the root of a forest tree, in a mountain cave or gorge, a charnel-
ground, a jungle-thicket, or in the open air on a heap of straw’ and then ‘sits down cross-
legged, holding the body erect and sets up mindfulness before them.’ People probably 
spent more time in the open air than they do now, but it is worth remembering that most 
of the locations suggested are pretty much outdoors (though we do not have charnel 
grounds here). Does this work in our climate? 
 
Western society seems to have realised that greenery and contact with the natural world 
around just seem good for the mind, and it must have been the case in ancient times too.  
So it is interesting to experiment with practising outside, as there is something that feels 
very connected to the natural world when you do. Hindrances that seem big indoors fall 
by the wayside, as the body and mind just adapt and attune to the environment. You feel 
part of the world at large, and problems in the mind less important. Even in the extreme 
cold it is interesting, though you really need to wrap up, as you do start to just tense too 
much! Not having people around is, of course, helpful. So you need to find a place which 
genuinely feels undisturbed, perhaps in the garden, but also somewhere sheltered, where 
it is possible to relax. I expect all sorts of varieties of stamina and endurance are built up 
by meditating outside in a rainy storm. In a spirit of investigation I did try it once recently, 
but soon decided I would not make it a very long practice…. I have to say it was fun, 
though, and certainly aroused a strong sense of mindfulness of the body. And yes, a lot of 
joy came up too, though mostly after it had finished, when I had come in from the cold! 
But it was really invigorating; there is something that helps the practice by actively tuning 
into the natural world, and seeing how it suits you and your mood, rather than seeing 
meditation as a time just to overcome hindrances or ‘deal with’ things.  Awareness of a 
whole field of being seems to arise. At Greenstreete, on meditation weeks, people start to 
become very sensitive to places that help the meditation. Meditating by the cascades gives 
you a sense of flow; the tumble of water, all the time, in the background just seems very 
reassuring and enlivening. By the river there is a sense of a more steady current of water 
and a sense of its strength and tranquillity nearby. Some people find really good trees – 
particularly if there is a natural dent in the land underneath them where you can practise  
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so that you do not need a cushion. And the brave sometimes meditate on the meditation 
platform, up in the trees. It has never appealed to me at all, but I am told it creates a great 
sense of freedom and balance. I am happy to take their word for it! 
 
Most of the time for us, though, the main criterion for practising, particularly in winter, 
seems to be to find a place inside the house that feels welcoming and undisturbed. In the 
Carlos Castaneda books, the narrator is told to try all sorts of places in his house to discover 
his place of power. I think something like that applies to a suitable place in one’s own 
home.  It is interesting to watch cats and dogs look for somewhere to settle… it may not 
always be the same place each time, but they just seem to sniff out the area where they 
feel at home. I think it is the same for the place to do the daily practice.  Some people are 
happy to practise wherever they are, as long as it is not disturbed. Many though like to 
‘create’ a space where practice comes easily. Making a shrine is one way to do this. The 
feeling one puts into creating a shrine on a table, putting a cloth on it, and perhaps adding 
candles and incense to light, can really help one make a kind of home for the meditation, 
wherever you are based. It feels welcoming and warm, which is often just what the 
meditation needs. Even if you do not want a shrine, making any space the one where you 
only meditate, helps you feel in the mood to meditate when you go there, and helps touch 
a depth of feeling you might not find otherwise. But sometimes all that is needed is just 
your favourite cushion, used only for meditation: some people sew or embroider theirs.  
For many people some places feel better on some days, and more conducive to 
meditation, others on others. It may vary and the grounds may be entirely irrational – but 
if it works, it is worth going for it! Buddhaghosa said that a place to live is suitable if you 
find the meditation goes well there (Path of Purification: Visuddhimagga, 4.36).  This seems 
true of meditation spots too. Most people instinctively like to clear the space where they 
practise, and perhaps adjust it each time they go there, so that it feels free from daily 
reminders of what one needs to be doing, and that declutter the mind as they do it.  If you 
are in a small flat, or one-room accommodation, it may be just clearing away newspapers, 
and moving things around so that you can feel a bit more space around you, and less ‘stuff’ 
from outside in the field of awareness. It is a little ritual that is part of making room for the 
practice in one’s own life and giving it space to grow. 
 
So practising inside is our usual and preferred option. But outdoors practices can be fun. 
Sometimes, on a walk, I have found somewhere that makes me want to sit and practise 
immediately: it feels just right for the moment. On a walk recently on a very sunny day on 
a seaside coastal path, the perfect place to practise, away from all walkers, just seemed to 
present itself. So I did for a while, in a natural dip in the sand dune by the beach.  
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It was pleasantly warm, and the effect of doing a meditation so near a very tranquil sea, 
with the waves just lapping all around, was immediately quietening, and was just what the 
meditation needed at the time: a sense of quiet, of flow, and also a feeling of the great 
space of sea all around, moving and murmuring everywhere. It was immediately much 
more rested and tranquil, after a busy few days, than practising at home. Random 
thoughts just seemed to get lapped up and washed away in the sound of waves around.  
 
Since then I have recently tried doing much more meditation outside. After all, when the 
Buddha became awakened it was under a tree. I always used to think it would have been 
a very silent and still place, for him to have found awakening there…but he must have had 
all sorts of jungle noises, insects, and animals moving around him. Those noises would 
have been part of his whole experience. If you do decide to practise outside sometimes, 
even in a fairly out-of-the-way place, you soon realise that while it may be tranquil, there 
are all sorts of mild ripples of sound going on: bird song, bees buzzing, leaves rustling, cars 
in the distance, people chatting and the odd dog barking somewhere. It certainly feels still, 
but there is also a sense of the world moving and changing all the time. There is a great 
peacefulness from having a gentle sense of impermanence as part of the natural cycle of 
things, going on all around, in different ways, with you, as the meditator, at the centre.  
Being mindful of that around the edges of the meditation can feel a lot more awakening 
than the usual things that pop up in the background of the mind. Loving kindness feels 
effortless and a natural response to where you are. So I do recommend ‘wild meditating’ 
and trying to go outside to do the meditation…sometimes. No one wants anyone to get a 
chill or a cold. It is not as undisturbed as in the house, but as many of us are having to stay 
in most of the time, it is sometimes really refreshing and even exciting too!  
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QUOYNESS 
 
There’s breath in these stone walls, 
even though five thousand years 
have passed since their builders breathed. 
  
Silent, in the half light, I sit 
and hear their whispers. They were, 
and made lives like skeins of geese, 
or water rippled by the breeze, 
or seaweed slowly turning in the swell. 
Their liminal voices are in the stones. 
  
They do not speak, but whisper wordlessly, 
arches and curves and curls of story, 
lived like a river, with memory 
only for the shape and shaping, 
so the thing that’s shaped eludes 
our namings, finding a place 
only in dreams and in untethered sensings 
that lead away from our pretended certainties 
to where the lapwing tumbles and the curlew calls 
and sky and wind and rain and sun are all. 
 
 
It’s there they built the first stone traps for death, 
putting an end to endings, making death  
part of the story that makes the world,  
knitting the inherited bones 
in tales retold under the low midwinter sun  
so many hundred times that even now 
finding a way through fifty centuries  
their voices hang a veil over a door  
I wish and fear they may let open  
to reveal an unknown, other earth. 
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Picturing the Factors of Awakening 

People on the summer meditation week also made a photo compilation, musing on scenes 
and images that summed up each of the factors of awakening in turn.   

Mindfulness 

Setting boundaries and becoming aware of context: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Investigation: 

Finding something interesting and new:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 14 

Vigour: Putting in effort to unclog those streams 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joy: joy in the midst of social distancing 
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Tranquillity: the pond at the cascades 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Concentration: the fruits of meditation 
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Equanimity: Getting the job done, letting go 

 

 

 


