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Samatha at Home 17 

Dear friends,  

We hope everyone has been keeping warm and safe. 

Here is our latest newsletter: we have made a theme out of the four elements. This balance 
seems to have been a way of describing health of mind east and west for centuries.  So we 
hope it helps give everyone what their practice and state of mind needs at the moment! 

It is noticeable that people who have the meditation have a place in themselves to trust 
and reassure at such times. And paying a little bit of attention to their balance can really 
help: some good muddy/wellington walks whenever I can always make me feel better, or 
a good trudge in the open air somewhere! There is a sense of flow in rivers, canals and 
streams, and even rain trickling down a window pane, plenty of airiness in breezy breaks 
from the computer when you feel and see the air scuffing the tops of trees and bushes. 
These all seem to get the mind and body going again. In particular for this time of year I 
find we need plenty of the different kinds of light and warmth, the fire element – whether 
from occasional sunshine, the colours of a sunset or lighting a fire at home. These all seem 
to help a sense of balance.  

It has been a hard couple of months, and an unhappy or worrying time for many. 

So we hope everyone keeps well and manages to enjoy small pleasures at any rate.  We 
have all had to restore ourselves in new ways this year, and taking enjoyment from small 
things has perhaps been one thing we have all learnt.   

So in this issue we have observations on the four elements, and a little bit of the 
background theory too. As well as that, we have an article on chanting. This can be a 
meditation – sometimes people feel they like it but cannot do it. If you go the samatha.org 
website and listen a few times to some you might find it more possible than you 
thought…. 

And we look forward to ‘seeing’ you at online practices and meetings, if you would like to 
‘tune in’. 

Many thanks for contributions from Hugo Shakeshaft and Sarah Yorke. 

Please send any more! 

Warm wishes for the holiday,  

Sarah and Guy 

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

 

mailto:sarah99shaw@gmail.com
mailto:guy.healey@outlook.com
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This month’s video is about a treasurer’s son who marries a female acrobat and tours the 
country with her. He finally returns to Rajagaha and an encounter with the Buddha. This 
is the story from the Dhammapada commentary relating to the events that led the 
Buddha to give verses 348 and 397 of the Dhammapada. 
 
You can view the video by clicking on the link below: 
 
https://player.vimeo.com/video/485164262 
 
 
 
 
 

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

 
 
 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/485164262
http://www.samatha.org/samatha-at-home
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Autumn Elements 
 
Walking on the Pennine hills in the changing autumn landscape, I often find that the four 
elements come to mind.  Earth, water, fire and air - according to the teachings of the 
Buddha, these four elements make up the whole of the physical realm, both our own 
physical form, and that of everything else in nature. We really are all made of the same 
material as the stars!  
 
Exploring the elements, I've found that it can be helpful to work with them both in the 
sitting practice and in daily life. There seems to be a natural correlation between the four 
elements and the four stages of our Samatha practice - counting and earth; following and 
water; touching and fire; settling and air.  Bringing each element to mind at the beginning 
of each stage seems to enliven and clarify the practice.   
 
Earth element - the counting 
We begin by grounding ourselves, establishing our attention within the body, and placing 
the mind on a "solid" object - the counting. Vitakka, the placing of attention, seems to have 
an "earthing" quality.  While there is no precise Pali equivalent for our word meditation, 
the word "bhavana" - "bringing into being" is perhaps the closest. One of the properties 
of the earth element is that it occupies space, and "bringing into being" seems to have 
something of this quality about it.  
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Water element - the following 
As vicāra (sustained attention) becomes more established in the following, the mind and 
the object become more unified. Like water, vicāra seems to have the property of 
cohesion, allowing the mind to stick closely to the breath -  sometimes it can even feel as 
if we have become the breath!  The breath flows more smoothly, and like water, it can 
ease its way around any obstacles or difficulties. A kind of softening can begin to take 
place, as we let go more fully into the breath, and hindrances begin to dissolve.  
 
Fire element - the touching 
As we move into the touching, we may feel the warmth of good feeling, the spark of pīti 
arising. Samādhi begins to deepen, like a  candle flame that at first flickers, but gradually 
becomes a more steady flame. At this stage, the first subtle sense of a nimitta may begin 
to arise, like a light in the distance, or a sense of something present.  
 
Air element - the settling. 
As we enter the settling, we need a lightness of touch. Any forcing, or trying to grasp or 
hold on to things, and we lose the delicate balance of mindfulness and concentration. We 
can allow the mind just to stay present, letting any fleeting images or subtle thoughts  just 
arise and pass away without attaching to them, like leaves blowing in the wind. Eventually 
something more stable may arise, which naturally and effortlessly draw us in towards 
absorption. 
 
Coming out of the practice, we acknowledge the warmth of good feeling, the smooth flow 
of the breath, and we gently come back down to earth in the counting.  
 
It's enough, in the sitting practice, to simply bring each element to mind briefly at the start 
of each stage - and then see what comes up!  We may find that one element comes up 
quite powerfully, and another barely arises at all.  This in itself can sometimes tell us 
something useful about what is needed to bring the practice into balance.  
 
You can also experiment by trying a different element for each stage - see what works for 
you!       
 
In every day life, observing the four elements can also be helpful, as a way of exploring 
mindfulness internally and externally, and also to free up the mind from fixed and habitual 
views.  Being out on a walk, we can be aware of the elements within the body and without. 
The solidity and weight of the body, and the earth element that we walk on; moisture we 
feel in our eyes, or our mouth, and water in a stream, or the rain; the warmth of the body, 
and the warmth of the sun, or the coolness of the body, and the coolness of stone; the 
breath in our body, and the wind blowing around us.  We can also observe that none of 
these elements exists separately - they are all present to some degree in all matter.  Even 
water contains some earth element, has a temperature (fire) and has movement, which is 
a property of the air element.  
 
Seeing how our own body is just comprised of these four elements can also be a way of 
letting go of fixed views and attitudes. In particular,  we may have views about the body 
that cause us suffering - that it is too old, too fat, too thin, not the right shape, not very fit, 
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or in some other way "not good enough".  In fact, it's just like everything else in the 
physical realm  - a combination of earth, water, fire and air.   It's no big deal. The four 
elements within us are just the same as those without. 
 
Perhaps when we really experience this for ourselves, we can also for a moment feel less 
separate from the world, and allow our attachment to the body and our views of "self" to 
become a little looser around the edges.....  
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More ways to be mindful of the four elements 
 

In the previous article, observing the elements in our samatha practice and in our daily lives 
was explored.  The elements each have distinct qualities that are useful to know in 
developing not only mindfulness but clear comprehension with regard to the material 
base.  
 
The Buddha’s discourse on the four foundations of mindfulness appears in the Majjhima 
Nikāya (MN10) as the Satipatthana Sutta and in a slightly expanded version in the Dīgha 
Nikāya (DN22) as the Maha Satipatthana Sutta.  In both versions the section on mindfulness 
of the body includes mindfulness of the four great elements, earth, water, fire and air.  
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The section on the elements has a simile which is designed to show the benefit of 
contemplating the elements that make up the body (and all materiality). The simile states 
that in the same way a butcher cuts up a cow into cuts of beef, so that when displayed for 
customers they see not a cow but the various cuts of beef, so too a meditator can become 
mindful of his or her own body with regard to the four elements. In so doing, the meditator 
can come to see not a being but separate elements. When the perception of the different 
elements becomes clearly and firmly established, the concept of a being or self (sakkāya 
ditthi) falls away and the meditator can see things as they really are. 
 
 
Although I do samatha practice every day, I also like to do some insight practice on 
occasion. I have found that observing the elements, in addition to calming the mind 
through breathing mindfulness, provides another aspect in developing the path. This is 
part of the gradual approach. What I find is particularly helpful is the way the different 
qualities of the elements are described through three different categories: Essential 
nature or characteristic (lakkhaṇa), function (rasa) and manifestation or mode of 
occurrence (paccupaṭṭhāna). 
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The four elements have the following qualities by these categories: 
 

Element 
(dhātu) 

Characteristic 
(lakkhaṇa) 

Function 
(rasa) 

Manifestation 
(paccupaṭṭhāna) 

Earth Hardness/softness Acts as foundation Receiving or accepting 
something 

Water Trickling, oozing, 
cohesion, fluidity 

Intensifying Holding things 
together 

Fire Hot/cold (temperature) Matures, heats, 
cools 

Continued supply of 
softness 

Air Extension, expanding, 
distending 

Causes motion Conveying 

 
 
 
When developing mindfulness of the elements we are getting to know them as ultimate 
realities (paramattha dhammas), so it is helpful to put aware any preconceptions we 
associate with the words earth, water, fire and air and use the qualities that are described 
above as a way of perceiving the elements as they arise in the present moment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This is not an exhaustive list, as will be seen, but it is an extremely good way to develop 
direct awareness of the elements. I tended to look at characteristics of elements when I 
first began to practice this type of mindfulness. The earth element is easy to note as hard 
or soft, water as trickling or oozing. So from time to time, I just noticed the characteristics 
while standing or sitting or lying down; cultivating awareness of the pure characteristics 
of each element as they became apparent. But over time, when I have revisited the list, 
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the function and manifestation of earth struck me as interesting – when sitting, for 
instance, perceiving earth as receiving or accepting, presented a new aspect of the 
element and in doing so, had an awakening effect. Looking further at the other elements 
has also proved fruitful. The manifestation of the water element as “holding things 
together” can be seen to occur when water is added to flour, for instance. So this quality 
of water can be used as a basis for seeing the element in our bodies, how the sense of the 
body being held together is the manifestation of the water element. 
 
Apart from observing the elements when an occasion arises (for instance, when just sitting 
or standing quietly, turning attention to the various elements) there is a practice for 
observing the elements whilst walking.  This can be done on its own or after a samatha 
practice, I find either works well. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This walking practice can be done in the same manner as any walking practice, but the 
attention in this case is placed on the dominant element arising at each stage of the 
movement of the foot. It should be noted that the four elements always arise together, 
but one element may be dominant in a particular moment or circumstance. 
 
With the lifting of the foot, we can see that there is a sense of lightness. This is the fire 
element. The element of fire makes things lighter, such as when they are burned and float 
into the air. Moving the foot forward, the air element can be observed: the quality of 
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moving is the quality of the air element. When lowering the foot, there is a sense of 
increasing heaviness. This is the water element. Water flows downwards, it has this quality 
of heaviness. And when the foot is placed on the ground, there is a sense of hardness or 
softness, of a foundation, of receiving and accepting. This process is repeated for each 
step. A slow walking practice works best, in my experience, at least at first. 
 
I found it difficult to perceive the water element at first, but finally the perception of 
heaviness came. It can be useful to name each stage in the beginning (fire, air, water, 
earth) but eventually this should be dropped to allow a direct perception of each element 
to be developed.   
 
So with these two articles we have a few ways to practice mindfulness of the elements, in 
our sitting practice, in every day life, or as a specific walking mindfulness practice. 
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Chanting 
 

One of the first things I was taught when I started meditation was the chant of the refuges 
and precepts. At first I found it a bit odd, though quite liked it. After a while, and when I 
had chanted it in a group a few times, it became associated with a good feeling that 
seemed settled. The practice just started to go better if I had chanted before. In time, after 
a few months and years, the chant just seemed to lead into the practice naturally – it was 
an engagement of the heart, mind and body that made watching the breath and allowing 
the hindrances to subside just much easier. 
 
Not everyone feels that way about chanting. But if you gradually learn a number of chants 
over the years, it starts to become clear that chanting is itself a practice. It feels very lucky 
to be in those times when everyone in a room seems to ‘tune in’ to the collective chant 
before a meditation. Different chants have different effects. For me, the Iti pi so, the 
qualities of the Buddha, dhamma and sangha, feels awakening and livening and even 
challenging in the best sense. You feel keyed in to the Buddha, dhamma and the sangha 
as living presences. The Mettā Sutta somehow does what it says on the packet, when it is 
chanted well. It provides a stream of loving kindness, active and receptive, alert and 
rested, moving around the body and touching a depth of feeling and sensitivity no other 
chant provides. The blessing, at the end of meetings, seems to wind the energy down in a 
group so well. I love the trailing downwards of the last note, as the voices trail down and 
let the sound touch the base of the body – a bit like the anulom in a yantra, where loops 
just go downwards, and take their time to touch the ground.  
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I was told that chanting could be an exercise that allowed the notes to go through the 
body, a bit like playing a beautiful wooden wind instrument. The notes can feel mellow or, 
if the feeling of the body is not right and even the temperature not sympathetic, it can 
become harsh and grating. When time, place and circumstances work together chant can 
be a way of enacting the practice: the placing of the mind so that the notes are ‘played’ in 
the right way. This seems just like the operation of the ‘placing of the mind’ (vitakka) in 
the meditation. Placing the mind in meditation is not an exercise in demanding that you 
‘pay attention!’ Rather, it is a way of getting a feel for your instrument, the body and mind, 
and allowing it to adapt to the circumstances, and then, without forcing it, getting a sense 
of how a note can be played that suits the conditions; this works in chanting too. In a 
meditation practice, the factor of ‘exploring’ (vicāra) involves finding a way to let the 
roaming mind come to rest on the breath, examining it and appreciating it at each stage 
in the body. You explore, you let the breath play over the notes, and explore too ways that 
they can be relaxed, and more attuned to the music – the meditation practice. This is like 
the examination of how to chant at any one time: letting the ‘sound’ of the voice work and 
move up and down the body, with the freedom that you have when playing a wind 
instrument that is well settled to the place and time. Joy can then arise. There is a kind of 
joy, the third jhāna factor (pīti), that just seems to flow in a group chant when it really goes 
well. I remember once chanting the Fire Sermon with a group of people at Greenstreete 
on a meditation week. The whole sweep of the sutta was flickering, dynamic, urgent: yet 
a completely tranquil too. Oddly enough, it felt like the waves of a confident and full river, 
sweeping through the shrine hall. Contentment and happiness, the fourth jhāna factor 
(sukha), can be evoked and invoked by chant. Sometimes, at times of grief or despair, the 
simple notes of the chant seem like a balm. And one-pointedness, the fifth jhāna factor 
(ekaggatā): the chant that becomes one-pointed is a wonderful thing. In a large meeting 
whole room seems to be working together. Somewhere, in the deep recesses of memory, 
there is an answering note perhaps, echoing far in the past but in the future too. 
 
Recent talks by Peter Harvey and Charles Shaw on chanting, have brought out some very 
useful tips. Peter, for instance, suggests three levels in the development of a chant: 
establishing and enacting the form, developing a momentum, and ‘letting the chant chant 
itself, in mindfulness’. Charles drew attention to the way different chants can immediately 
affect and shape mental states, and how to balance calm, with the softness and richness 
of the chant, with an awake attention to mindful aspects, like getting the tones right and 
ensuring the movements are crisp: it is important, for instance, that in the Iti Pi So, the 
chanters as a whole come in to ‘take over’ the momentum of the chant once the leader 
has done the first syllables (in bold on page 10 in the Samatha Chanting Book, to be found 
under ‘texts’ on the Samatha.org website).  
 
There have also been very interesting discussions about how easy or difficult it is to learn 
a chant. The traditional way is really by a long osmosis – you just hear it so often it seeps 
into your knowledge. I find that the best method!  Some chants you just hear again and 
again, at lots of meetings, so you start to sort of know them and it does not take much to 
get them for yourself. Sometimes if you let the body ‘remember’ a chant it does so better 
than when you try to ‘remember’ it: the body recollects words the conscious mind cannot. 
But trying to learn one is helpful too, and perhaps going over the bits you have not quite 
got. It takes ages I find! But it does mean it is there as a kind of resource. And chants love 
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repetition. This works within their internal structure, as you often – with relief! – do some 
bits again and again so they build their own momentum. I am sure this was a welcome rest 
for ancient chanters too, who had to remember so much, a bit like landing stages before 
they launched into the next bit. The Maṅgala Sutta is great from that point of view (page 
11 in the Samatha Chanting Book). It is such a happy thing to get to the last pada in each 
verse: brūhi mangalam uttamaṃ! Really gets confidence going that, even if, like me, you 
can’t remember the other bits. But repetition works well too with all those euphonious 
syllables that have the same endings, something you get with an inflected language where 
the ends of long strings of words will be the grammatically the same as one another and 
so sound the same: sāvakasaṅgho sāmīcipaṭipanno Bhagavato sāvakasaṅgho in the Iti Pi So 
chant, for instance. Repetition is really what keeps chanting going. This works in their 
effect on us: you feel a chant is kept alive by doing it again and again, in slightly different 
times.   
 
Chants have their own life, and if I practise one from time to time it feels as if it has been 
‘watered’, a bit like a plant, so it really does flourish for next time, even if it didn’t seem to 
be going well when I tried it first. Someone at one of the online talks pointed out that the 
placing of the mind you needed to access the bodily and conscious memory that ‘knows’ 
the chant requires the suspension of the usual thinking mind. Just as in the meditation. 
You need to let oneself stop thinking about it too much, and trusting the body and the 
voice to do it for you. Trusting the momentum of the chant and letting it surface and find 
its way through can be as much of a skill as trying to learn it in the first place.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So is chanting a meditation? I feel it can be, and, like a meditation practice, it can feel 
strange at first and sometimes really does not work particularly well.  But over time it does 
start to feel natural and even essential, as if it is nourishing the unconscious mind, and, as 
it feels, itself. At these times of COVID I have found it a really restorative practice, before 
and after the sit. It is interesting to think how many times in one’s life, even if one has not 
practised for long, one has heard some chants. Stretching back in history, the notes of so 
many other people can be felt through a single chant. A good chant sounds in deep time: 
it touches all the times you have chanted a particular chant before, on meditation weeks, 
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at times of unhappiness and happiness, when you are tired, or feeling alert. The body feels 
it resonating with the universe too, and the many others have done so in their own lives.  
 
Each chant itself is a path: it has its own music and character, like a particular way of leading 
us by the hand to the awakening mind. The energy of the Iti Pi So feels like a call to action 
and a way of giving an outlet. The bojjhaṅga chant feels pleasantly medicinal, making sure 
the mind and body are in good balance. The blessing at the end of a meeting is like being 
with a reassuring friend. Each chant needs to be created by the performer, in the present: 
it needs to settle in the conditions of the time. So the mystery is how we can find the path 
of each one, at any one time, and explore it more. Repetition is the lifeline of the 
meditation, and chanting too, and through chant a sangha is created: chanting with others, 
but even on one’s own, makes us connected. Not everyone responds to or even likes 
chanting. But for the those that do the chant itself becomes a bit of a personal guide: it 
flows into and fills the gaps in our lives and reaches the parts, and a sense of feeling at one 
with the world, that even meditation does not touch sometimes.   
 
 
 


