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Samatha at Home 21 

 

Dear friends,  

Welcome to this month’s issue of Samatha at Home, our one-year anniversary!  We 
launched our first issue a year ago today on Thursday 2nd April 2020; it was one of the 
initiatives that came from a meeting of teachers in the Southern Samatha Sangha that met 
the previous week to discuss how best to support our members in the south. The plan was 
to provide a weekly newsletter that reflected the times, with contributions from our 
members and the editors to help support samatha practitioners in lockdown. Within three 
weeks we had gone global, sending the newsletter to everyone on the Samatha email 
address book. After eleven weeks, covering the 10 perfections following our introductory 
issue, we slowed the pace to fortnightly issues. After a summer break, seeing the need to 
continue, Samatha at Home returned in the autumn as a monthly newsletter. It has been 
quite a journey for us.  The contributions have come from around the world and have 
provided a treasure trove of articles, pictures and poems not just for these times but for 
posterity. And what began as an audio story with a single picture turned into a weekly 
animated video from the Jātakas and then the Dhammapada commentary.  Feedback on 
all the content has been positive and encouraging and the content has inspired further 
contributions. 

Samatha at Home is one of many initiatives that have happened within Samatha to support 
members and newcomers in these extremely difficult times. The most notable are the 
online classes and study groups, not just for existing members but for over 400 people 
from around the world, new to samatha practice. The Samatha Trust’s online meditation 
classes even gained honourable mention in the British newspaper the Guardian. In a recent 
article which charted the wide range of activities people around the world have 
undertaken to help them and their families through lockdown, a teacher from East Sussex 
wrote of her experience with our introductory course:  

“The clouds of stress-induced brain fog have lifted and I genuinely feel like a new woman. I 
would recommend it to anyone and everyone.” 

Then there are the Saturday talks and the regular online meditation sessions twice weekly, 
the pūjās and more recently online meditation retreats. The sustained effort in organising 
and running these sessions is impressive. And, of course, the 12 days of Christmas series 
ensured those isolated remained connected at the time when, as a nation, we traditionally 
come together with family and friends. 

There is no question the last year has been an unprecedented experience for all of us 
everywhere.  Dear friends and family members have been lost or severely affected by the 
pandemic.  Children have had their education and social development disrupted.  But in all 
walks of life there have been innovative and positive responses. People have discovered 
new things to do, from learning sea shanties to meditation, and in doing so have learned 
more about themselves.  The Samatha community’s instinct in the face of this challenge 
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was to ask themselves how they could help and in doing so have created innovative ways 
of supporting existing members and those new to breathing mindfulness meditation. As a 
result, we have been made aware of possibilities for the future that we probably would 
not have considered for quite some time. 

We trust you will enjoy this issue and, as ever, your contributions to Samatha at Home are 
warmly welcomed: photos, illustrations, musings, poems or articles. Keep them coming! 
And should you wish to revisit any of the past issues of Samatha at Home, you can find 
them all on the link at the bottom of the contents page. 

 

With warm wishes,   

 

Guy and Sarah 

guy.healey@outlook.com 

sarah99shaw@gmail.com          

mailto:sarah99shaw@gmail.co
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This month the video story is about The Buddha and ecology.  This is the story of a tree spirit 
who was disturbed by a monk and how, as a result, the Buddha set a rule to protect trees.  
There then follows a Jātaka story telling how the Bodhisatta once came to the aid of another 
tree spirit in a past life many eons ago.  
 
You can watch the video by clicking the link below: 
 
 
https://player.vimeo.com/video/527991402 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

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

https://player.vimeo.com/video/527991402
http://www.samatha.org/samatha-at-home
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Faith and Buddhist Practice 

 
When I first encountered Buddhism and later went on to start meditation practice, the fact 
that free enquiry and direct experience was emphasised was particularly appealing.  The 
Kalama Sutta from the Anguttara Nikāya is probably the most well-known example of this 
distinctive feature of the Buddha’s teaching. The Buddha’s instruction to the Kalama 
people regarding the abandoning of unskilful states and the taking up and development 
of skilful states is as follows: 

"Come, Kalamas. Do not go upon what has been acquired by repeated hearing; nor upon tradition; 
nor upon rumour; nor upon what is in a scripture; nor upon surmise; nor upon an axiom; nor upon 
specious reasoning; nor upon a bias towards a notion that has been pondered over; nor upon 
another's seeming ability; nor upon the consideration, 'The monk is our teacher.' Kalamas, when you 
yourselves know: 'These things are bad; these things are blameable; these things are censured by the 
wise; undertaken and observed, these things lead to harm and ill,' abandon them. (AN lll.65.4)… 

….Kalamas, when you yourselves know: 'These things are good; these things are not blameable; 
these things are praised by the wise; undertaken and observed, these things lead to benefit and 
happiness,' enter on and abide in them.” (AN lll.65.10) 

During my years of practice this distinction has always been an important one.  But then 
there is the question of faith (saddhā) which also has prominence in the five spiritual 
faculties, which are central to the development of meditation.  My attitude early on was 
that faith or confidence, as it is sometimes translated, was a factor that became less 
important as understanding was acquired and wisdom developed. But in actual fact this is 
not the case. The work of meditation can be very demanding, and there are periods when 
it can be quite dry. In my experience, the Faculty of Faith is important in countering this 
sense of dryness.  A simple recollection of the blessing of being in touch with the teaching 
and accepting that making progress takes time usually raises the feeling of confidence. 
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The definitions of faith in Buddhist practice are careful to avoid the notion of blind faith or 
belief. The practitioner’s faith should be “reasoned and rooted in understanding” (M. 47) 
and the practitioner is encouraged to investigate and test their object of faith (M.47, M.95) 
Furthermore, the Faculty of Faith should be balanced by the Faculty of Wisdom.  Equally, 
investigation and the development of mindfulness and clear comprehension are balanced 
by faith. 
 
When considering the five hindrances, Faith is the Faculty that overcomes ill will, and so it 
has a strong association with joy, which is the jhāna factor that overcomes ill will.  As a 
mental factor I find faith awakens the heart and seems to help balance over exertion.   Over 
exertion is rooted in ill will, a wish to get rid of something, so faith helps to settle it down 
and reset the wrong effort that is being applied. 
 
As a feature of practice, faith tends to get stronger the greater the experience. I read a 
striking account of this in the biography of Ajahn Mun, a famous Thai Forest monk who 
lived in the last century. His biographer, Ajahn Mahā Boowa, a close pupil of Ajahn Mun, 
describes the development Ajahn Mun’s practice to reach full enlightenment. In the 
passages describing Ajahn Mun’s final breakthrough the emphasis was on the huge 
amount of faith that continually increased, supporting the effort, mindfulness, 
concentration and wisdom, the closer he got to the goal. It was explained that this was 
simply natural as progress was being made, because as the fruits of the practice and the 
way ahead became more and more clear, faith/confidence grows in strength. I think we 
can see why this should be, based on our experience of success in all walks of life. 
 
Saddhā was once defined by my meditation teacher as “the heart’s response to truth”.  It 
is a kind of knowing, a confidence in the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. Chanting or simply 
listening to chanting arouses a strong meditative feeling which is rooted in faith.  
Sometimes I simply sit and look at the Buddharūpa on my shrine  and reflect on the 
Buddha’s qualities and accomplishment and make the wish to be a partaker in the truth 
that has been seen. And the heart responds; something knows.  
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Calm and insight 

  
 
Do we have to see insight as a different kind of practice? The more I practise samatha 
breathing mindfulness, the more it seems that the practice itself shows us how to ‘see’: 
the way a bird moves, how water foams in a weir, how people interact and laugh when 
you are on a walk in lockdown. Insight seems creative and refreshing: the old pairing of 
calm and insight seems to me much more subtle than at first sight.  
 
If I look at a problem when I am tired or grumpy, I don’t see it properly. The insight is forced 
or unkind. It just is not true. But after a good night’s sleep, it is just much easier to get a 
solution to a problem. Most of us are hard-wired to see insight or clarity as in some way 
sobering, or not necessarily pleasant, or a bit of a cold shock. It seems to me though that 
insight can be happy, as if a window has been opened, and based on calm. And that is how 
it emerges in samatha breathing mindfulness practice. To take an example: if I am annoyed, 
I clearly need to have insight into that: but that does not make me feel better! So I practise 
meditation. At some stage in the practice, perhaps usually in the following, though I think 
there are variations in that, the unpleasantness of the annoyance is felt in knots in the 
breath, and the burden it brings becomes felt in the body. The following produces a deep 
understanding of the relationship between the breath and the mind which offered insights 
other practices could not do. So the soothing nature of the breath can soften it, and it 
starts to change: the insight is in fact a feature of calm, and tranquillity. Joy does not have 
time for anger, so it disappears or becomes something else.  
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These features of breathing mindfulness practice was pointed out to me by two 
practitioners, new to samatha, who had spent many years in insight-based schools. They 
both commented how much more effective and balancing finding out about the 
hindrances was when it was associated with the calm and joy of a breathing practice in 
stages, where each stage of the breath is carefully observed, and watched. Disturbances 
in the mind is healed, or realigned, or just given space to move, by the breath in the 
different stages. The power of loving kindness, or mettā, that can infuse the practice, is 
such that the hindrance is ‘seen’ in quite a new way, and just naturally changes or is set 
free from constriction.  
 
Interestingly, several online talks recently in samatha have looked at the way calm 
produces a different quality of insight: richer, more supportive and more integrated in its 
depth and the way it is experienced in the body. 
  
Rupert Gethin’s talk, for instance, gave us an excellent reminder that we can give things 
up, and let go of them, only when we appreciate them fully. As he suggested, many things 
in life are objects of happiness and fulfilment: children, job, walks, our environment. He 
compared it to the way in the Mahāsudassana Sutta (D 17) the ‘monarch’, the mind, enjoys 
so many pleasures precisely because it is not over-attached and greedy. The mind’s 
capacity for happiness appreciates what is there, and is able to let go, with the breath, 
precisely because it values and has experienced the pleasures that are there; the sutta is 
like an inbreath, as all the great treasures of the king’s palace and gardens are created, and 
then an outbreath, as he gradually lets go of each, one by one. The whole is an exercise in 
allowing the mind to experience happiness of various kinds. The first half of the sutta 
culminates with the monarch practising the divine abidings, loving kindness, compassion, 
sympathetic joy and equanimity – and after that he starts to let go of his treasures. They 
prepared him and allowed him to do this. 
 
The divine abidings seem key to the relationship between calm and insight in the breathing 
practice. Ian Rose’s talk last week explored this, noting a sentence from the 
Visuddhimagga that: ‘the purpose of developing the divine abidings is the bliss of insight 
and excellent (future) existence’ (Visuddhimagga IX). How does this work? Ian went 
through each in turn.  
 
Loving kindness: The Path of Discrimination (Paṭisambhidāmagga) speaks of the ‘liberation 
of the heart through loving kindness’: a basic attitude of friendliness to any object or 
person or event in the mind or our contacts that purifies our intentions and will. As Ian 
noted, if we push it away, we find the far enemy identified by Buddhaghosa, hatred. If we 
identify too much, we find the ‘near enemy’ he links to it, attachment of various kinds, or 
in modern terms perhaps various forms of sentimentality, that can get in the way.  He 
described mettā as a solvent: even if we are annoyed with it, it will still dissolve hindrances 
in time! It also protects the mind and the person: Buddhist stories have many incidents of 
loving kindness just defusing difficult and frightening situations. For this practice we start 
with ourselves and enjoy the middle way: it is transformatory.  Mettā is insight. The parent, 
teacher or friend who has basic mettā towards us can ‘see’ us in a helpful way. It fosters 
creative insight, that is fun and helpful: suggesting trying a different approach to 
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something, or something you would enjoy to get over a slump or dip in energy. Mettā 
opens doors for new and unfamiliar things.  
 
Compassion: this lies in the awareness of dukkha. There is a tendency for the mind to look 
for the dark: to suffering in oneself and others. Compassion is the antidote to that. If we 
push it away, we become cruel. If we over identify, we become very unhappy. I have been 
reflecting on that with regard to the following stage of the practice. Last issue we 
discussed the following a little, and in a way it is the start of feeling compassion for one’s 
own difficulties in the body. Compassion is the balm that keeps the mind steady, steering 
a middle way through them; attitudes to the suffering of others can then change too.  
 
Sympathetic joy: Ian described this as the awareness of light and possibility, that is there 
in everyone, including ourselves. If we push it away we become envious and resentful. If 
we over identify, we become too excited. Sympathetic joy knows the light in oneself and 
others and again finds the middle way. With regard to the question of insight I found this 
very interesting. Our base assumption, certainly in the West, is that insight into ourselves 
and others may be insight into faults or defects. But sympathetic joy does something else: 
it gives us insight into strengths, good qualities, and possibilities.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Equanimity: Ian related this to the peace that is comfortable with light and dark. With the 
purification of the other three divine abidings, one is at peace with them all. It is associated 
with ‘middleness” – literally, ‘being right there in the middle’, tatramajjhattatā.  In another 
talk, Eileen Windridge had spoken a week or before of the surprising pleasures and new 
perspectives of equanimity, and the many forms it can take, in its ‘middleness’. As she said 
in her close examination of the great quality of feeling that equanimity can give to us, 
‘being right there in the middle’ is the way to appreciate things, and be content with them, 
as they change and move in the world around. 
 
We can feel one of these at any time; with mindfulness we find the one that is needed 
then: the four balance each other. 
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Because of these talks, I have been noticing insight, and how it can be the product of and 
shaped by calm: as the Mahāparinibbāna Sutta (D 16) describes  it, it is wisdom ‘imbued 
with samādhi’: a contented way of viewing the world that is filled and changed by the 
qualities of samatha practice and the divine abidings. This happens when one finds the 
softness and a kind of sensitive area in the breath, and trusts it. It steers through these 
hindrances, producing a change in them and allowing us to see them in the new way. Paul 
Dennison often speaks of a particular kind of wisdom that comes through the deepest kind 
of meditation, of quite a different quality and depth to our usual understanding. As one 
meditator said recently, it is at that point in the meditation, when thoughts start to 
disperse, and the head starts to clear, that a different kind of knower can start to emerge, 
almost like a different kind of self, brought into being by the sense of peace.  
 
 
 


