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Samatha at Large 
 

 
Dear Friends, 
 
We hope it is time to rename this newsletter: and that people are starting to get out and 
about more!  Our intention with this new title is to publish three to four times a year.   With 
autumn here, we are very happy to have a series of poems on the theme, sent to us by 
Chris Gilchrist.  
 
The centres at Manchester, Greenstreete and Milton Keynes are now open, and courses 
have been held over the summer. So, we are in a curiously fertile ‘hybrid’ time, as all the 
cyber activity has opened so many doors. The Wednesday evening and Saturday morning 
weekly practices continue, as do many groups and classes online. We are always open for 
beginners too. And we are delighted to have been able to get to know new and 
experienced meditators internationally: samatha meditators join in group practices from 
Europe, the States, India, Sri Lanka and Australia, as well as many other locations. The 
American group has a weekly online sit on Saturdays. Mettā practice to other people 
participating in a group immediately gets interesting!  
 
So, we hope from a samatha point of view it is the best of all worlds: a chance to join online 
sessions, meditation days, groups, and classes, and, for some a chance to visit centres too. 
Milton Keynes is accessible from Stansted, City of London and Luton airports; so European 
meditators are most welcome to come on courses there as travel restrictions, we hope, 
ease more.  
 
Do please continue to send poems, thoughts, comments, feelings, articles and 
photographs: anything you feel may be of interest to samatha meditators who read this. 
There are no books on the form of our meditation: so many people are turning to this 
newsletter for tips and inspiration in the meditation and how it can extend to daily life too. 
Please send more.    
 
Thank you to anonymous contributors, and to Yvon Mattaar for the illustration in the 
contents page. 
 
 
 
 

With warm wishes,  
 
Sarah and Guy 

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

  

mailto:sarah99shaw@gmail.co
mailto:guy.healey@outlook.com


 3 

 

Contents 
 
 

Page 
 

1. Autumn Paths         2 
 

2. Autumnal Series        8 
 

3. If you want mettā        16 
 

4. The Story of Santati, the King’s Minister     17 
 

5. Buddhist Stories part 2 – sources      17 
 

 
 

  



 4 

Autumn Paths 
Sarah Shaw 

 
Walking in autumn has quiet excitement, as 
everything feels fresh and different. Leaves crinkle 
and even crunch underfoot, different types of rain, 
sometimes sprinkly and sometimes soft, and 
sometimes drenching, bring different kinds of 
awareness. Views you take for granted change: you 
start to see the buildings behind some rich foliage 
that is falling away, and different colours flourish in 
spaces that were green before. It is very sensory. 
One of the things I find interesting is how to keep to 
the path and sometimes even find it. Things can 
become very slippy, and you have to keep to safe 
ground to steer through, or else you go right into a 
slushy puddle, and need to ease your way around the 
vegetation to the side of the path if that gets too 
muddy, or else everything is covered with old twigs 
and dead leaves. I came across a list in the 
Paṭisambhidāmagga, which describes the role of 
each element in the eightfold path.  It seemed to me 
to apply very well to country walks, and to attention 
to the breath: how to avoid sliding off into the mud! 
I have found it a great list to play around with and see 
if it works. 
 
Here are the terms and each of their meanings: 
 
Right view – the path of seeing (dassanamagga) 
Right intention – the path of directing onto ((abhiniropanamagga) 
Right speech – the path of embracing or taking up (pariggahamagga) 
Right action — the path of originating (samuṭṭhānamagga) 
Right livelihood – the path of cleansing (vodanamagga) 
Right effort – the path of energy, lifting, supporting or even being a patron 
(pariggahamagga) 
Right mindfulness – the path of being near (upaṭṭhānamagga) 
Right concentration – the path of being non-distracted, or unified (avikkhepamagga) 
 
 I felt it applied to all the different reasons I might go for a walk in the country, or the ways 
I might approach it. Sometimes you go for what you can see: the great range of autumn 
colour at an arboretum or in a park or walking by the sea when it is really windy, and all the 
waves are crashing everywhere. Sometimes you really go with a purpose, for a hike of 
several miles or to shake off a meeting out of your system. Sometimes you want to 
‘embrace’ a walk. I think you can do that, actually, if you have been away from the country 
a while and are really enjoying it after a long time. Some walks are cleansing, which sounds 
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odd, but you do feel that after a walk you enjoy. Some support you and lift you and give 
you your energy back if you are low, like a familiar river spot you always like to visit. Some 
make you feel ‘near’, like going into deep woodland and feeling aware of sounds, smells 
and sensations; and some just make you feel whole again and undistracted. 
 
So, I wondered – how does it apply to the breath?  
The list says the path of ‘seeing’ is right view. This seems terribly obvious, but you cannot 
go on a path if you cannot see where you are going. This also perhaps explains why right 
view is the first factor of the eightfold path. There is nothing worse than opinions for 
starting a meditation, whether about some world event, how a meeting should be run or 
how the practice should go that day! You really can’t see what is there and get in the way. 
On an autumn walk, if you feel grumpy that it is not ‘good weather’, with sunshine or no 
rain, you lose out on the fun of exploring what it is like that day and being open to autumn 
change. There may be mists, fine rain, winds etc; that is part of the whole enjoyment: 
accepting what is there and seeing it with the right eyes. I also reckon that on nothing-
interesting-happening-in-my-practice days, a misty horizon may be just what our personal 
ecosystems needs: a chance just to let things change and become less clear may be 
needed, just as the landscape needs to fallow, and absorb its low fogs and damp, to let the 
things rest. We all know the practice and the breath may not be what you want it to be 
that day! This links to right intention, which the list says is ‘directing-onto’ If you are open, 
you direct your feet in the way that suits for the day. It really does feel like putting your 
feet on a path where you can keep balance: you just need to find out which one is good 
that day in the practice. What seemed great yesterday may have flooded over, or you may 
just feel the need for a different route – perhaps a different length of breath. 
 
The three central path factors, of right speech, right action, and right effort, are often 
linked together, as the ‘behaviour’ part of the eightfold path. In meditation on the breath, 
they feel the proactive elements: what you can do actively that helps the sitting. Right 
speech is said to ‘embrace’. This one seems strange, but it is that aspect of speech, and 
thought, that brings unification and brings things together, rather than pushing them 
apart. Applied to mental processes, our ‘inner’ speech, there are some ways of thinking 
that divide us, like being annoyed with people; but sometimes you follow a strand of 
exploring that really helps – a way of viewing things, or a feeling you had in a conversation 
with someone, or an image or drawing that suggested a new way of seeing the breath and 
taking it up. The ‘speech’ that goes on is, oddly, a way of ‘embracing’ the breath. It helps 
the mind to focus and to settle on it, perhaps in new way. Right action originates: it sets a 
new direction. This is proactive too, and surprising sometimes in the meditation. I have 
often found myself set on one way of practising, with a certain length of breath, and go to 
a group practice where I have to approach it quite differently. This ‘originates’ a new and 
creative direction. Right action in the world so often does too, I have noticed, when there 
is a gridlock situation at work or a problem to solve! Right living, or livelihood, is said to 
cleanse. All I can say is that I often feel like that after a long walk, and do after a long 
practice, sometimes where nothing much seems to be happening. Something is just 
working and doing its job. 
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The last three factors are traditionally meditation-based. They seem to do with how one 
approaches the breath on a given day. What is right effort? This really changes, and a whole 
practice can be spent very helpfully exploring what it is that supports you, just as on a walk 
finding the right pace and rhythm for your walk is so important. Just as you might go to 
some place on a walk that supports you or gives you strength. 
 
Right mindfulness is interesting, as it is ‘going near’: the word is used for presence, serving 
on, waiting on, and even worshipping. That gives a helpful perspective on mindfulness to 
me. The absolute key to a good walk is how to feel ‘near’ to the birdsong, the trees, the 
sounds of leaves. It is a kind of presence. When I am on a walk, I don’t know that I worship 
the nature around me – though some do! – but it is good to be appreciative of it and feel 
how lucky one is to be near it.  With the breath, just finding out how to be ‘near’ to the 
breath is the key to mindfulness, of course. The breath can be very tricky to find, or to find 
ways of approaching it. Do I let it come to me, or should I chase it?  Is it time to follow it 
more? Just keeping tabs as the breath becomes more and more subtle, is a bit like trying 
to hear a bird far away and follow its sound.  Or like trying to find the track on a woody 
path and feeling your way with your feet. This ever lighter, but also ever more constant 
attentiveness produces, without you realising it, a sense of presence: the breath feels near, 
and almost as if you really are looking after it. People who do a lot of serious hiking feel 
like that climbing up a mountain. You cannot waste energy in your body and mind, and 
thoughts must be minimal as you become alert to the mountain and what your body needs 
to do next to follow your track. The mountain becomes near, and I am told you need to 
listen to it so you can climb it. 
 
Non-disturbance is the product of the whole process. A unification that happens when you 
are really enjoying the path and manage to keep a sense of them all as you go along. 
 
Life is usually fairly obliging in providing us with situations that are basically impossible: 
you cannot contact a plumber, passwords don’t work, or something is unhappy and 
unresolvable. But when we go on a country walk or do the practice, it is a chance to step 
aside from such preoccupations, and just enjoy natural processes and the sense of things 
taking care of themselves without our intervention – if we can. Like the eightfold path, a 
practice or a country walk, may take a long time, may not have obvious results and 
sometimes cannot be rushed. It may be that we need ‘cleansing’ – one of those slow 
practices that just take a while to have effect, and that you cannot push, or even a bracing 
walk in rain. Sometimes we need to ‘originate’ – set a dramatically different direction and 
get a new inspiration. A good city walk in Piccadilly does that for me, as an ex-Londoner as 
I like getting ‘near to’ the feeling of the traffic and buzz…though not too near. Cars taking 
corners sharply are the London equivalent of slipping in the mud! 
 
But the practice, like any walk, is a process that takes its own time.  A meditation is an 
ongoing encounter with natural events and things coming into being, flowering, taking 
fruit, snapping, breaking off, falling away and decaying. We are interacting with that, and 
our body is too, finding ways to respond and keep going by following the path of the 
breath, and listening to its changes.  On walks and in practice it involves surprises and 
interest: a dappling of light, annoying blocks in the path, noisy traffic or a reassuringly quiet 
sense of things falling away like leaves off the tree. It works in some ways with whatever 
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you bring to it, and has its own path, and you can enjoy tramping on the dead leaves when 
they go underfoot and following the light through the trees. 
 
The picture below is of the Fortingall yew in Scotland. This is thought to be probably the 
oldest living organism in Europe. How it has survived through so many thousands of 
autumns is beyond my comprehension! But its path seems to be very much part of just 
keeping going, absorbing what it needs from the ground, sustaining itself, cleansing itself 
of old branches and leaves, and just being what it is.  It reminds me of all these factors. 
Some guidance for us, I suppose! 
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Autumnal Series 
Chris Gilchrist 

 
 
AUTUMN 
 
The elderberries droop at the end of their branches 
like wrinkled old women’s breasts. 
Bitter now the blackberry, 
bright red the hedge-sprawled rosehip. 
This year’s slow fall to its cold ending 
lays a leaf-lattice on earth, water, stone. 
 
Staled by summer’s persistence of green, 
the eye delights in daily variation, 
as yellow-green chestnut falls, 
beech slowly curdles, 
birch sheds golden drops 
and thorn maroons its fading scarlet. 
 
The air over the ploughed field vibrates with plovers’ 
wings. 
Playful as ever, the peewits dive, 
flattening their fat black-and-white wings 
mere feet above ground, soaring, calling to flock; 
feasting on the fresh furrow, they only pause 
in their winter-wary southerning. 
 
Spring for young lovers, autumn for the passion of experience. 
Its musky scents reach deep into the dark, 
its pangs of parting pierce and tear like thorns, 
its impossible yearnings point to a far-off place 
more real than this, this wondering flesh, this earth. 
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DEEP IN AUTUMN 
 
Concatenations of red and yellow, 
the snuff of mouldering leaves 
ready for a journey into the dark, 
the air soupy with mould and yeast. 
 
Going under here, we have no idea 
where we'll arise when the sun calls us. 
Down in the must, memories compost 
to thin layers of nourishment 
fit to feed lives as unknowable 
as an ancient photograph's smiling face 
inspires a child, one candle lighting another 
leaving no causative trace for a historian. 
A single glance is enough to change a life- 
can we know this for others 
without knowing it in ourselves? 
 
Patience won’t carry far enough for this, 
and love is deeper and shallower 
than decay and dissolution. 
 
The ark is heavier than the tablets that it bears. 
The leaves are brighter than the sun,  
the leafmould darker than the night. 
Any pretence at making sense of this  
is twigs on a bonfire, smoke thinning in the wind. 
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PEACE WILL COME 
 
A breath lifts a single leaf 
into a gentle drift across the glade, 
alighting as a caramel curl 
on a dark chocolate brownie. 
 
The leaves shoaled weeks ago, 
swirling in the fierce winds 
until they dived together to wrap 
themselves round each other 
in layers that melt to make new earth. 
 
Autumn’s all goodbyes and partings. 
Some leaves embrace the wind and dance, 
others cling, resisting separation. 
Slowly the lines of trunks and branches 
emerge from hiding, startling the eye 
with stark identity. 
 
This striptease aims for simplicity 
until in the darkest days 
only bones remain 
and windless days surround us 
with squads of silent skeletons. 
 
Trees are sexiest when putting on their 
clothes, 
faint frills of ethereal green 
swaying around a shape that’s guessed, not known, 
the way soft clinging cloth 
around the female form 
entices the greenly frolicking eye. 
 
In the summer mystery of motherhood 
flowers flourish to fruit and seed 
unseen, this first birth hidden 
under mother’s skirts, so we forget- 
but look, seed is born and dies 
into the earth to be born again. 
 
Fan tracery of a smooth curved crown 
at the brief twilight of winter, 
sharp black outlines against 
piercing silver moonlight- 
reminders of the fall into silence 
and the wait for resurrection. 
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We know the end 
but delight in the ending, 
the dramas of wind and rain, 
the transformation as trees are stripped, 
flowers fall, green grass turns yellow, 
daylight’s a mere fraction of midsummer’s, 
brimming rivers scour away 
all of summer’s excess. 
 
It’ll happen unexpectedly 
one day in December. 
The storm past, the wind dropped 
to silence, the sky clear under a pale sun, 
and here, like last night’s dream 
suddenly sparked into memory, 
the knowledge that’s from the bones: 
It’s all over. 
 
Far from here - farther from here - 
the heart knows its source 
and longs to return. 
Close to here – closer to here - 
the heart knows its home 
and longs to remain. 
 
Peace will come only when these two birds 
alight on the same branch 
and weave their songs 
into a harmony that’s many and one.  
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LEAF FALL 
 
Fall of intense acorns, the under-oak earth is densely packed, 
each brown husk fat, vital, thrusting its pink shoot 
into moist rich soil, levering its way 
through stubborn grass, harsh roots. 
 
Leaf fall late this golden year, 
warm autumn after hot dry summer slowing the death 
we all wait for, as the dried earth’s heat 
is slowly slaked by slants of cooling rain. 
 
Single leaf fall is a ballet- 
slipslide downstrokes suddenly intervalled 
by long curlicue transglides 
through viscous supportive air. 
 
A single leaf, fall of a hero, 
sticking to his post till the last possible moment, 
dodging, ducking in a hurried retreat- 
he knows, we all know, how it must end. 
 
Not a single leaf fall multiplies images, 
sigh upon rustling sigh to the world’s edge, 
a recurrent reluctant wonder: 
how would I fall? 
 
Saw not: a single leaf fall from grace, 
lost place in the high sun, banished 
to underworld darkness, deep-layered 
forgetfulness 
sunk in the hope of a fresh green rising. 
 
I saw not a single leaf fall. 
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AUTUMN AGAIN 
 
Life has been draining out of summer 
these several dry, still weeks. 
Green fields, verges, leaves pretend 
a forever fullness and fatness- 
then, two cold nights and the chestnuts turn, 
their red-yellow leaves falling flatly, 
and birch begins its moult to golden rain. 
 
The lad with his bag of conkers hurries home 
but everything else is waiting, 
even the haze-tinged horizontal hills, 
in the expectancy of the wave-curl 
before the drop and the rush to the shore. 
 
What is it that squeezes my heart so tight 
that tears run from my eyes? 
Why does my breath collapse 
into fathom-deep shuddering sighs, 
what rafts that I can’t let go of 
do I cling to in these self-stormy seas? 
What makes me twist and ache and yearn? 
 
Perhaps it’s the sense of the years receding 
tidally, 
or echoes from the hinterland of partial 
memories.  
Perhaps it’s the tendrils of eternity 
whispering though moments of timelessness 
to remind me of the departing I will do 
as surely as these light-hearted leaves. 

 
 



 
THE VANISHING 

 

Past the last marker, the grass grows faint 

towards the headland. The person walking 

shrinks, and centuries fall away, stripping layers 

of human pretence and posture.  

        My ideas 

and thoughts against the wind that scours the shore, 

the waves that beat the rocks, currents 

that curl and sway the seaweed. 

         Nature wins, 

banishing an electronic miasma, 

newscaster voices torn to shreds, screen slabs 

of text crumbled to granules, a torrent 

of images unimagined by grey  

of sky and sea. 

    These unaccustomed gaps 

call creatures' shapes from rocks, a woman's hips 

from green curves of a bank, an urgent call 

from booming surf, and ominous speakings 

from seagull and raven. 

    Inner landscape's 

made new in forms archaic as the tomb 

squatting toadlike under the headland brow, 

in spirit fresh as the pulsing spring 

beneath the shouldered rock. 

    The person nears 

the boundary of land and sea, and vanishes. 

Only the grey wind blows. 
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AUTUMN DEATH 
 
Death is a candle flickering 
somewhere ahead on this path 
through the autumn woodland. 
The faint light picks up tints 
of orange-yellow from beech leaves, 
aligning with the must 
of rotting berries, fallen toadstools. 
The path is softened for my questing feet 
by the rich fruitcake mass of the dead 
and the living beings feeding constantly 
in their decay, together enlivening 
this memorious earth. 
 
The light pulls me forward, 
encouraging me to be brave in the dark, 
but reminds me too of childhood fears, 
swelling the surrounding blackness 
to vast unknown terrors of bigness, 
and me so small, my little steps 
instantly swallowed by the immensity 
made real by distant creaks and cracks 
brought momently closer by the breeze. 
 
I’m so curious about this light 
I have to keep stepping forwards, 
even though it’s towards an end 
as inevitable as an empty plate 
after a meal, a spent salmon drifting 
downstream after spawning, dulled flowers 
thrown out the back door to the compost heap. 
 
Inside the flickering threat of blackness 
is a promise of sustained brightness 
that could help me abandon my name 
and follow the truth my heart has always known: 
beyond the dark and light there is 
beyond the light and dark there isn’t 
 
 
Chris Gilchrist  
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If you want mettā 
 
 

If you want mettā, 
Just gettā 
Puppy 
 
 
If you want viriya, 
Get inspired by a theory or, 
A passion 
 
 
If you want karunā, 
Become a carer.  
 
 
If you want  
Something you can't have, 
Consider your position - 
It depends. 
Everything depends.  
We all have our own  
Deep ends, 
Just don't drown! 
Or frown... 
Or be down... 
But if you do, 
Just consider what's really true, 
It's probably not really how you,  
Think it is.  
 
By Anonymous 
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The Story of Santati, the King’s Minister 

 
The story can be viewed by clicking the link below: 
 
https://player.vimeo.com/video/637973457 
 
This story relates to the events behind verse 142 of the Dhammapada and is about Santati, 
the King's Minister, who returns a hero after quelling an insurgency. The King hands over 
the Kingdom to him for seven days to indulge himself. The Buddha sees him on the seventh 
day, completely intoxicated and yet predicts at the end of the day he will become fully 
enlightened.  

 
Buddhist Stories part 2 - sources 

Guy Healey 

 
In the final issue of Samatha at Home 23, there is an article I wrote about Buddhist stories 
and the way I found they supported understanding of the Buddha’s teaching. In one 
translation of the Dhammapada, the translator emphasised the importance of repeated 
reflection on the stories in the commentary as a means of fully appreciating the meaning 
of the verses. The same may be said of the Jātakas, the vast collection of stories depicting 
the countless lifetimes of the Bodhisatta, the Buddha Gotama to be, developing a Buddha’s 
many qualities and in particular the 10 perfections. In my repeated immersions into these 
stories, building and reviewing the video edits to accompany the stories, I have found that 
they do indeed penetrate deeply and they make a very distinct impression on the heart 

https://player.vimeo.com/video/637973457
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and mind. There is a sense of the magical, but also, more importantly, a stronger feeling 
for and connection to the Dhamma elements themselves. I imagine the work of translation 
must produce a similar effect. 
 
For those of you interested in reading the original stories, I thought it would be helpful to 
point readers in the direction of two fairly accessible sources. 
 
Sarah, my co-editor, has translated a selection of Jātakas available in Penguin Classics: 
The Jātakas: Birth Stories of the Bodhisatta by Sarah Shaw ISBN 9780144001477  
 
Bhikkhu Khantipālo has selected and revised stories from the Dhammapada commentary 
originally translated by Eugene Watson Burlingame. These are freely available for 
download or reading online from Wheel Publications. The four volumes are entitled 
“Buddhist Stories From the Dhammapada Commentary” Part 1 (Wheel Publication No. 
287/288/289) Part II (Wheel Publication No. 324/325) Part III (Wheel Publication No. 
335/336) Part IV (Wheel publication No. 354/355/356. You can find them on this link (titles 
are in alphabetical order). 
 
https://www.bps.lk/library_wheels.php 
 
Finally, those of you who might like to revisit the past video stories we published in 
Samatha at Home, you can find them in the showcases below: 

 
Sarah’s retelling of selected Jātaka stories can be found on this link: 

 
https://vimeo.com/showcase/7491570 
 
And the selected Dhammapada stories are to be found on this link: 
 
https://vimeo.com/showcase/7491566 
 

https://www.bps.lk/library_wheels.php
https://vimeo.com/showcase/7491570
https://vimeo.com/showcase/7491566

