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Dear Friends, 
 
We hope everyone is keeping well in our succession of crises. Everyone has been thinking 
about the terrible events abroad and it can be difficult to know what to do and how to 
keep steady at such unhappy times. 
 
Whatever one does personally to help, it seems helpful to remember how lucky we are to 
have the practice and the chance to develop mindfulness and calm. There is only one 
person who does our own breathing.  If we can find some stillness in the ‘world’ there, we 
can help others so much more. Fortunately, there continue to be plenty of samatha 
practices to join in as well: some online, some hybrid, and some in person. Practising with 
others, online or in person, feels one way at least some ‘worlds’ can find stillness and be 
good-humoured – a source of strength for those who do this meditation and perhaps by 
extension others too. 
 
In this issue, we have articles and poems by meditators and friends. We hope they help in 
these odd times. Guy and I have made contributions; thanks also to Daniel Beck, Terry 
Ernest-Jones, and Charles Shaw for theirs. Also special thanks to Professor Peter Skilling 
in Thailand, who sent a poem he is happy to include in this newsletter. Do please continue 
to send in articles, poems, observations, and photos: people really appreciate them! We 
hope everyone continues well. 
 
Warm wishes,  
Sarah and Guy 
 

sarah99shaw@gmail.com         guy.healey@outlook.com 
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The Jewelled Net and Conflict 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One of the most effective and helpful Buddhist images, for me, is that of Indra’s net: it 
extends throughout the universe and is made of an infinite amount of jewels, all threaded 
together and interconnected. There is: ‘a single glittering jewel at the net’s every node, and 
since the net itself is infinite in dimension, the jewels are infinite in number. There hang the 
jewels, glittering like stars of the first magnitude. A wonderful sight to behold. If we now 
arbitrarily select one the these jewels for inspection and look closely at it, we will discover that 
in its polished surface there are reflected all the other jewels in the net, infinite in number. Not 
only that, but each of the jewels reflected in this one jewel is also reflecting all the other jewels, 
so that the process of reflection is infinite.’ (Avataṃsaka Sūtra) 
 
Each jewel reflects the light of all the others; but each jewel also feels the darkness and 
unhappiness of all. Interconnectedness in a very literal sense has become part of our lives 
now: the internet, Twitter, the way viruses travel, along with global changes, have 
deepened our sense of how we are interrelated, and how one event affects so many 
others. So how does that help us now, when there are so many constant reminders of 
sadness and suffering on the news? 
 
It is unmindful to pretend that all the news we hear all the time is not happening. We could 
turn off the news and block the information out. But this would not feel right.  It feels too 
easy, though, to slip into anger, worry and a sadness that does not help: one loses a sense 
of one’s responsibility for one’s mental states, and we become confused, blaming conflict 
inside oneself on those outside.  
 
The sitting practice is the one ‘jewel’ we can do something about: the mind and the breath. 
I hope that by finding peace there, one in some way helps others who are suffering.  But 
also, in a physical and practical sense, one can help others so much more if one is willing 
to let go and experience the restorative power of joy and equanimity in the meditation. 
How to be willing to be deeply moved, but also let that turn to stillness and the divine 
abidings? That seems to be our challenge now. 
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The Buddha’s instruction on the purification of actions (kamma) 

 
 
Have you ever wondered how to stop doing things which are not skilful? The habitual 
unskilfulness which we have day to day? I am probably not alone in having thought that, 
regardless of my meditation practice and taking the precepts, there are some things which 
are simply part of my “character”.  So, for instance, I am retired now, but when I was in 
work, whilst I was always very patient and courteous with my clients, I had the habit of 
being impatient and sometimes short-tempered with some of the people working in my 
company. This I always put down to the high pressure we all worked under and the 
different nature of the respective relationships; but some reflection on this may well have 
shown me that it was not inevitable that I should act this way – if I could maintain patience 
with clients, why not others?  
 
So, because these actions are very habitual, there is a tendency not to reflect and not to 
pay too much attention to them. However, these currents, these tendencies are causes 
for suffering and the Buddha’s teaching includes a way to deal with them and much more. 
 
In Issue 14 of Samatha at Home (30 July 2020), I wrote a short article about the opening 
sequence to a sutta from the Middle Length Sayings (M.61) where the Buddha gives advice 
to his newly ordained seven-year-old son, Rāhula, and talks about the danger of telling 
deliberate lies. Following this opening section, the main subject of the Buddha’s address 
to his son concerns the way to purify bodily, verbal and mental actions. King Aśoka 
included this sutta in his selection of suttas that should be studied and reflected upon by 
everyone who wished to practice what the Buddha taught. 
 
The following is the beginning of the main section of the sutta and is concerned with the 
process for purifying body, speech and mind in the development of the path and the 
attainment of enlightenment: 
 
“…when anyone feels no shame in telling a deliberate lie, there is no evil, I tell you, he will not 
do. Thus, Rāhula, you should train yourself, ‘I will not utter a falsehood even as a joke.’ 
 
“What do you think, Rāhula? What is a mirror for?” 
 
“For reflection, sir.” 
 
“In the same way, Rāhula, bodily actions, verbal actions, and mental actions are to be done 
after repeated reflection. 
 
“Whenever you want to do a bodily action, you should reflect on it: ‘This bodily action I want 
to do—would it lead to self-affliction, to the affliction of others, or to both? Would it be an 
unskilful bodily action, with painful consequences, painful results?’ If, on reflection, you know 
that it would lead to self-affliction, to the affliction of others, or to both; it would be an 
unskilful bodily action with painful consequences, painful results, then any bodily action of 
that sort is absolutely unfit for you to do. But if on reflection you know that it would not 
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cause affliction… it would be a skilful bodily action with pleasant consequences, pleasant 
results, then any bodily action of that sort is fit for you to do. 
 
“While you are doing a bodily action, you should reflect on it: ‘This bodily action I am doing 
—is it leading to self-affliction, to the affliction of others, or to both? Is it an unskilful bodily 
action, with painful consequences, painful results?’ If, on reflection, you know that it is 
leading to self-affliction, to affliction of others, or both… you should give it up. But if on 
reflection you know that it is not… you may continue with it. 
 
“Having done a bodily action, you should reflect on it: ‘This bodily action I have done—did it 
lead to self-affliction, to the affliction of others, or to both? Was it an unskilful bodily action, 
with painful consequences, painful results?’ If, on reflection, you know that it led to self-
affliction, to the affliction of others, or to both; it was an unskilful bodily action with painful 
consequences, painful results, then you should confess it, reveal it, lay it open to the Teacher 
or to an observant companion in the holy life. Having confessed it… you should exercise 
restraint in the future. But if on reflection you know that it did not lead to affliction… it was 
a skilful bodily action with pleasant consequences, pleasant results, then you should stay 
mentally refreshed and joyful, training day and night in skilful qualities.” 
 
The sutta continues in the same way for verbal actions and then mental actions, except for 
the final section on mental actions not requiring confession but a feeling of repugnance 
and disgust on the reflection of the mental action that has been completed. (This reminds 
me of the simile for the second method for the removal of distracting thoughts the Buddha 
gives in the Vitakkasaṇṭhāna Sutta (M.20) where a well-dressed young person is disgusted 
by a carcass hung over their fine clothes.) 
 
The sutta then concludes with this passage: 
 
“Rāhula, whatever recluses and brahmins in the past purified their bodily actions, verbal 
actions, and mental actions, all did so by repeatedly reflecting thus. 
 
“Whatever recluses and brahmins in the future will purify their bodily actions, verbal actions, 
and mental actions, all will do so by repeatedly reflecting thus. 
 
“Whatever recluses and brahmins in the present are purifying their bodily actions, verbal 
actions, and mental actions, all are doing so by repeatedly reflecting thus. 
 
“Therefore, Rāhula, you should train thus: ‘I will purify my bodily actions through repeated 
reflection. I will purify my verbal actions through repeated reflection. I will purify my mental 
actions through repeated reflection.’ That’s how you should train yourself.” 
 
That is what the Blessed One said. Gratified, the venerable Rāhula delighted in the Blessed 
One’s words.” 
 
When I first read this sutta I was struck by the clarity of the instructions and the emphasis 
on ‘affliction’, the causing of harm. I also found it extremely reassuring the Buddha gives 
us these three points in time to put the instructions into practice: before an action, during 
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and action, and after an action. So, there is always an opportunity to put the instruction 
into practice. There is also an emphasis on direct experience, as is often the case, and 
reminds me in particular of the Kalama Sutta (AN 3.65) where the Buddha exhorts the 
people he is addressing to look at the results of their actions, abandon those with bad 
results, and develop and perfect those with good results. In this sutta, similarly, the 
Buddha instructs Venerable Rāhula to reflect on and see whether or not the bodily, verbal 
or mental action is causing affliction or not.   
 
The final section of the sutta regarding how recluses in the past, future and present have 
all purified their bodily, verbal and mental actions in just this way connects to the summary 
of the teaching the Buddha gives in the Dhammapada: 
  
 Cease to do evil, 

Learn to do good, 
Purify yourself; 

This is the teaching of all Buddhas. 
Dhammapada, Verse 183  

 
Although I have been familiar with this sutta for quite a while, until recently I had not 
considered putting the instructions into practice in the systematic way the Buddha is 
advocating. Having started to do that, it was interesting how effective it was.  If it is 
possible to catch an action before, or even during the action, then that is clearly best, but 
reflecting on an action afterwards is important too. It is important not to feel any guilt; 
this is unskilful too, and therefore not helpful. But the bringing to mind of an action and 
reflecting on its characteristics, to see whether the action afflicts or not, is enough to start 
the process of right understanding. It feels natural, unforced, but requires repeated 
practice. 
 
I recently gave a talk on this sutta at the Samatha Meditation Centre in Milton Keynes, and 
the resulting discussion provided some very helpful perspectives. The first being that the 
use of the direct comparison of using a mirror for reflection to the act of reflecting on 
actions suggests a clear seeing of that action, not an intellectual analysis. I think this is a 
very pertinent point, and using the experience of seeing a reflection as a way of evoking 
the right attention in reflecting on an action is very helpful. 
 
Another very helpful point offered was that the Pali word translated as ‘reflect’ is 
paccavekkhati. It is the same word for the example of a reflection in a mirror and the other 
use of reflection in the sutta: ‘You should reflect and reflect, Rāhula, before doing an 
action …’.  It’s also the word used for ‘recollection’ or ‘reviewing’ the practice, the fifth of 
the masteries. This again emphasises the link between the example of seeing a reflection 
in a mirror and the exercise of reflection on actions. 
 
The question arose regarding whether we can know all the actions that are unskilful, and 
the answer is that we probably cannot, but the Buddha’s instruction to continually reflect 
is the way by which we come to see things clearly. It is also important to remember that 
the reflection also applies to knowing whether an action is skilful and if it is,  to practise 
and fully develop the skilful:   
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“…then you should stay mentally refreshed and joyful, training day and night in skilful 
qualities.”  
 
There is also an important element to bear in mind: this is a gradual training. I find with any 
skilful practice that the main thing is remembering to do it. Little by little, we get better 
with gentle repeated practice, and if we forget, when we remember again, we start again 
and keep going. 
 
The question of confession came up as well. This is a requirement under the monastic code 
for unskilful bodily and verbal actions, so may not apply to lay people. So, it is interesting 
to consider whether there should be some way in which this could happen, if it is helpful 
in developing the path. 
 
The aspect of gradual development over a lifetime then becomes a development over 
many lifetimes. In another sutta in the Middle Length Sayings (M.19), we have the following 
from the Buddha: 
 
“Monks, before my self-awakening, when I was still just an unawakened bodhisatta, the 
thought occurred to me: ‘Why don’t I keep dividing my thinking into two sorts?’ So I made 
thinking imbued with sensuality, thinking imbued with ill will, and thinking imbued with 
harmfulness one sort, and thinking imbued with renunciation, thinking imbued with non-ill 
will, and thinking imbued with harmlessness another sort. 
 
“And as I remained thus heedful, ardent, and resolute, thinking imbued with sensuality arose 
in me. I discerned that ‘Thinking imbued with sensuality has arisen in me; and that leads to 
my own affliction or to the affliction of others or to the affliction of both. It obstructs 
discernment, promotes vexation, and does not lead to Nibbāna.’ 
 
“As I noticed that it leads to my own affliction, it subsided. As I noticed that it leads to the 
affliction of others… to the affliction of both… it obstructs discernment, promotes vexation, 
and does not lead to Nibbāna, it subsided. Whenever thinking imbued with sensuality had 
arisen, I simply abandoned it, destroyed it, dispelled it, wiped it out of existence….” 
 
Once again, the sutta repeats the process for the other types of thought.  
 
Here, the Bodhisatta is no longer concerned with bodily or verbal actions, whether before, 
during or after, but solely with mental actions and the dealing with the unskilful mental 
actions before they arise.  This indicates an advanced state of purification, as to be 
expected, but there is a direct connection between this and the previous sutta in the 
method. The types of thought referred to are concerned with Right Thought, the second 
factor of the Noble Eightfold Path, which is defined as thoughts of renunciation, thoughts 
of non-ill will and thoughts of non-cruelty. 
 
I hope that readers find this sutta and teaching as interesting and helpful as I have done. 
With thanks for contributions in discussion with Rachael Hall, Dave Hall, Amber Hatch and 
Charles King.  
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Poems 

 

On Lingering at Great Holm 

 

Tempest of ash leaves 

A wind of awesome power 

Squalls and buffets, circling, flying, dancing 

Pale golden leaves. On green grass, brown earth. 

 

Meeting done, people gone, 

I stay to gather leaves. 

Purpose and determination rule. 

And… the hurry voice appears: 

 Time beckons, the journey to be got done. 

 The being alone in a place grown for people, when others have gone. 

 

But then; gold upon gold. 

Autumn afternoon sunlight, low in the sky. 

Gold upon gold;  

Sycamore, brown spotted spears of willow, tracery of parti-coloured hawthorn (green 

and gold), oak, its baby fingers splayed. 

And the alder has bowled its brown fruit, spread wide upon the drive. 

And poplar tassels, like catkins. 

 

A feast, an abundance, to soothe the heart and slow the mind. 

Sweeping, Sweeping, Sweeping. 

And then I sit before the other Gold. 

 

Anonymous 
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Poem on Boxing Day 
 
A hornèd rabbit 

Hopped buoyantly by 

An amusèd twinkle 

In his sagacious eyes. 

He smiled a wide smile 

That arched out for miles 

Perfusing the sky 

To existence’s end 

And then back again. 

Or was it a Cheshire buddha 

On the bough of a bodhi tree 

Purring with wisdom 

Then fading away? 

But not really, quite. 

Hopping, fading, pervading, 

Purring, perfusing: 

Back in a blink 

And here with a wink. 

 

Peter Skilling 
 
 
 
Poem 
 
So, what do you think? 

Can you catch the sand as it 

Falls through the hourglass? 
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How to breathe 
 
 
Recently, I was admiring the peaceful serenity of a new baby, so content and at peace with 
the world (at that time!). His mother, a samatha meditator, commented that it was 
interesting that babies always seem to breathe through the nose. I had a look and it was 
true for him: a steady even flow through the nostrils seemed part and parcel of his tranquil 
state.  
 
So, it was very apt that the subject of breathing through the nose was the subject of a full 
moon meeting. Amber had been reading a book called The Breath: the New Science of a 
Lost Art, by John Nestor, and had found it very helpful; her talk gave a series of practice-
based observations on the difference between breathing through the nose and breathing 
through the mouth. The author had found himself badly hit by long Covid, and realised 
that learning a new way of breathing could really help him. I had seen the book and read 
some extracts, but I must admit I had not thought it really applied to me. I knew that 
Buddhaghosa, when discussing this practice notes that it is much better to breathe 
through the nose, but had not given it much thought. I just vaguely assumed I was a ‘nose 
breather’, except when I had a cold. Amber’s talk made me look again. 
 
Anyone who practises samatha starts to notice after a while how deeply and precisely the 
breath acts as a mirror of the mind and body, and vice versa. When the practice goes well 
we feel that both are making the other more tranquil and unified, to the extent that it is 
sometimes not even easy to say which is the mind and which is the breath. When there is 
a lot of disturbance in the mind, we feel it too. I know when I am in a bad or irritable mood, 
the breath somehow feels pinched and jagged; calming the breath and exploring the 
‘knots’ that come up in it is a precise tool for exploring the anger, and seeing that these 
knots are being experienced deeply within the mind. If the knots unlock, the mind does, in 
a remarkable reciprocal process. If I am restless or anxious, the breath rushes around all 
over the place and it is difficult to ‘catch’ it and even to follow or find it at all. If I do ‘find’ 
the breath, however fleetingly or hesitantly, the mind seems to become more content and 
steady. The breath starts to settle too. What I had not realised, however, was how, in daily 
life, hindrances to the mind also make me breathe much more through the mouth, rather 
than the nose. 
 
There are times during the day when, like other samatha meditators I have spoken to, it 
just seems good to take stock of the breath: perhaps do a few of the longest breaths while 
waiting for an appointment or, when rushing, noticing how quick the breath becomes and 
how closely it tends to reflect a mood of urgency. So, from time to time, I become aware 
of the feet on the ground, and the breath. Doing this a few times a day really helps the 
sitting practice when you come to sit in meditation later; if I have done a practice that day, 
it all feels much easier. For a few days after the talk, however, I took stock by just trying to 
notice during the day whether the breath was coming in through the nose or the mouth. 
The results were rather alarming and very interesting. It was a time of peak drama to me, 
of a completely mundane and annoying kind. I had all kinds of pay claims to sort out online, 
that kept on going wrong, and difficulties with my bank card as it kept on being rejected 
for no reason. We all have days with these boring glitches! This time, I looked at my breath 
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to see how the latest setback was affecting it: and each time a problem arose, sure 
enough, not only had I started breathing very rapidly, I was doing it through the mouth. It 
just always happened. 
 
Another samatha teacher had spoken warmly to me about Nestor’s book, and I have now 
read several extracts. Apparently the urge to breathe through the mouth is an automatic 
response of the body to a perceived crisis. Our bodies think we need more oxygen, and so 
we open our mouths. In fact this is a way of ensuring we get less rich oxygen, and it actively 
impedes the way it is absorbed. The mind and body are not so well-nourished and we start 
to feel increasingly stressed. I noticed that if I could just start gently breathing through the 
nose at such mini-crisis times, whatever the length of breath, not only does the body feel 
as if it is getting a better oxygen supply, but the breath becomes much more slow and 
even. I also found that just that light observation and shift back to the nose made me start 
to feel a greater sense of well-being and calm.  I did not try to affect the length of breath 
at all – if it was rapid it was just like that, and likewise if it was slow. Mindfulness just arose 
much more easily: whatever the length of the breath, the mental state felt more content. 
In practice, the breath soon followed by becoming more tranquil too. 
 
Since the talk, I have been trying to look at the effects of breathing through the nose all 
the time during the sitting meditation. Again, I vaguely assumed I always did, but found 
that this was not so – particularly when attention wanders. By coming back to the nose 
breath, the tranquillity of a pervading breath just seems to envelop the mind and body far 
more deeply. It feels like that close partnership between mind and breath becomes more 
serene, and mutually supportive. The beauty of the interrelationship between the breath 
and mind has always intrigued me, like the reflection of sunshine on the sea. The Latin 
word for breath, spiritus, and the Greek word often related to the breath too, psyche, show 
us that ancients in the West felt this connection a great and wonderful mystery. Finding 
how to welcome the breath feels central to breathing mindfulness: it must be natural to 
us in some way, if babies do it so easily. Anyway, for me it meant that I have found out 
Buddhaghosa was right on this matter: it really is better to breathe through the nose, and 
feels more ‘noble’, as he suggests! 
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Tree-Planting in the Samatha Meditation Centre, Milton Keynes 
 

Thanks to a generous anonymous donation specifically for the development of the garden 
at the Milton Keynes centre, a plan to dramatically improve the look and feel of the garden 
has been put into place. The major change has been the removal of not only the leylandii 
trees on the border at the back of the garden, but also those of our direct neighbour 
behind the centre. They agreed to our removal of their leylandii as well. A small group of 
Samatha meditators have been responsible for the development of the garden.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Leylandii are notorious for taking up all the goodness from the earth and turning the soil 
acidic. (A new screening hedge would have had to be planted 10 feet from our neighbours’ 
trees, for it to thrive)!  The tallest known leylandii is 40 metres and still growing!  
 
We had 20 and our neighbour, 17. The plan was to replace the leylandii with a screening 
hedge or trees and make a grove of birch to help the form of the garden to flow around 
the space and hopefully to allow a view of the amazing trees and red cornus we have to 
the left of the garden. We chose 6 Himalayan birch, which is a smaller species and is known 
for the whiteness of its bark. 
 
We chose quercus ilex, the holm oak, as a screen. 10 of these will grow into each other to 
form a dense hedge. It will also grow tall enough to act as a solid screen – quite quickly 
with any luck! Holm oaks have acorns and catkins and are wildlife friendly! 
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A local tree surgeon and his team came to cut the trees down and grind the stumps. 
Then trees and stakes, compost and soil arrived and finally, a man with a digger to dig 
holes for the trees. It looked like a lunar landscape or a scene from the clangers! 
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A group of meditators led by Terry Ernest-Jones began work on Saturday 12th February and 
it was completed on Sunday 13th February by those attending a Sunday morning meeting. 
Below are some photographs as well as a link to a short video showing the whole 
endeavour. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
You can click the link below to view a short video of the tree-planting: 
 
https://vimeo.com/690049884 
 

https://vimeo.com/690049884
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Next stage: making paths, levelling the earth, around the trees, making flowerbeds and 
planting. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here is how we hope it will look  
 
 
The garden group is: 
 
Aline Stanway 
Terry Ernest-Jones 
Val Roche 
Sarah Rudiger 
Angeline Wood 
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A Tale from the Dhammapada: The Story of Paṇḍita, the Novice 

 
The story for this issue relates to the events behind verse 80 of the Dhammapada. The 
Story of Paṇḍita, the Novice is about a seven-year-old boy who ordains as a monk under 
the auspices of the Elder Sāriputta. On his first alms round he sees things that inspire him 
to turn back and strive for Arahantship. 
 

 
 
 
To view the story, you can click on the link below. 
 
https://vimeo.com/690001100 
 

https://vimeo.com/690001100

