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News From Elizabeth
Dear Friends,
Another four months have passed and it is once again time for a newsletter. Thank you to
those who have sent donations in this first four months. The theme of this newsletter turns
out to be the Ultimate Common Ground of religions. This theme has emerged without any
planning on my part.
The first article is a transcription of any answer that Alan Wallace gave to a question on this
subject which he was asked during a retreat he was leading in Santa Barbara. It gives some
indication of his own life’s journey as well as being an excellent foretaste of his new book
‘Mind in the Balance’, which also appears in this issue.
Stefan Reynold’s poem on Fr Bede Griffiths covers much the same ground, but in a poetic
and mystical sense, rather than as the result of study.
The two shared journeys both reflect how individuals have dealt with their suffering and
uncertainty in their own lives and how they have been by more that one religious tradition.
The two book reviews both reflect this sense of the fact that religions do meet and do cover
the same ground and that they do not always need to be fighting and disputing. The book
Living Buddha, Living Christ by Thich Nhat Hanh is an old favourite, so why review it, you may
ask? In this review from Sr Catherine OSB the slant that the review takes and the details
about Thich Nhat Hanh himself makes it valuable, as well as acting as an introduction to
those who may not have come across the book. It is also good to revisit places we were
years ago and see how we see it now. It reminds me of T. S. Elliott’s words, “To arrive where
we started and know the place for the first time”. For some I am sure this was one of the
books that helped begin their journey.
I have decided to introduce a new section to the newsletter this time, which I am calling
“Matters of Interest.” There is a great deal of good going on in the world at this time, and
many new and exciting initiatives for peace and religious understanding, which offset all the
bad news with which the media constantly bombard us. When they have some potential
good news about the economy, as there was today, I notice it was delivered almost with a
negative slant, as if it to say this cannot really be happening. Why do we have to notice the
bad rather than the good which surely far outweighs it.
In future I anyone who comes across an event or happening in these areas would they send it
in for inclusion under this heading. It only needs to be brief, it may only be a website or
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person or something you have experienced that you feel others would appreciate.
In the next newsletter I would also like to begin a letters or responses section. I know from
the feedback I have had that people greatly appreciate it when others share their journeys. I
would like to encourage people to respond to the articles they read in the newsletter. It may
take any form, comment or letter or sharing of something that you also experience. This will
be interesting for everyone and encouraging for those who have taken the time and the risk
to share of themselves in these pages.
Because he is not of the essence of anything
that lives.

Taken From
‘Christ the Eternal Tao’ by
Hieromonk Damascene

We call Him Being.
For before all else was, He is.
Yet He is above being,
Above all existing things,
Even above existence itself.

Before light was made
There was the Primal Light that was not made:
The Primal Essence,
Dwelling in the Darkness of incomprehensibility.
Of this the Ancient Prophet spoke saying
“He made Darkness His secret place” The formless and immaterial place of knowledge,
Whither our understanding and concepts gain
no admittance.
And the Ancient Sage spoke too of this,
Calling it “the Darkness within darkness,
The gate to all mystery

We call Him the one,
For He alone is wholly simple and without
parts.
Yet he transcends the antimony of the one and
the many,
Being not limited to any concepts, even the
concept of the One.
He is neither one nor unity, neither many nor
multiplicity.
Finally, we call Him Mind or Thought,
Wholly Mind and solely Mind.
Yet He is entirely above mind and thought too
For every thought expresses a duality;
The relationship of the thinker and the object
of thought,
Neither of these two can return to complete
Simplicity in itself,
For the thinker has need of the object
And the object has need of the thinker
Continued on Pg 9

There is no name whereby the Primal Essence
can be named,
Neither in this age nor in the age to come.
We call Him Essence,
For He is a sea of Essence,
Indeterminate and without bounds,
Spreading far and wide beyond all notion of
time or nature.
He is wholly Essence and solely Essence,
Yet he is above essence,
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The Ultimate Common Ground By B Alan Wallace
(This is an edited transcription of an answer that Alan Wallace gave to a question about his
approach to the common ground in all religions. I feel this answer gives a great introduction
to his new book ‘Mind in the Balance’, details of which are at the end of this newsletter. Any
clumsiness or errors in the text are due to my transcription and editing not the quality of
Alan’s work. - Ed)
The Question was asked whether I would address other religions apart from this one
trajectory of the turning of the first wheel of Dharma right through to Dzogchen. My
professional training was in religious studies and I did a lot of comparative work then and
have continued it since. In my next book, which is the most enjoyable book I have ever
written, called ‘Mind in the Balance: Meditation in Science, Buddhism and Christianity’, there
is a fair amount of comparison of Buddhism and Christianity.
To preface any comments here: If one should go to any Buddhist Dharma centre in this
country and then go to a Baptist church, a Roman Catholic cathedral, a Jewish synagogue or a
Muslim mosque, it is obvious one would hear very different things. The doctrines, the
institutions, and to a certain extent the ethics and the type of practices are very obviously
different. The sources on which they rely as authorities are very different, the metaphysics
quite different. In the midst of all those very significant and meaningful differences, I have
taken the two traditions that I am most familiar with, having been raised in a Christian
household and then over the past 38 years having been very devoted to the Buddhist path, I
focused on those two. The differences between Christianity and Buddhism are in a way so
obvious and very big.
What I was interested in was: In the midst of all these differences, is there any significant
common ground? I came across a book that I really loved, called 'Into the Silent Land' by
Martin Laird.1 He is an outstanding Christian scholar at Villanova University, and a member of
the Augustinian order. His book ‘Into the Silent Land,’ published by Oxford University Press, is
straight Christianity; it is not a bit of Zen, a little bit of this, a little bit of that. His sources are
impeccable; he goes back to the Desert Fathers, the Greek Orthodox, and the Western
Fathers. As I was reading this book, my mind got increasingly blown, because he traced a
sequence of practices presented like Stages of the Path of Christian contemplative practice.
He laid out a path, drawing especially from the Desert Fathers and the Greek Orthodox
tradition, Mount Athos 11, 12, 13th century, which seems to have been a golden era. Among
other practices, he unpacks the practice of mindfulness of breathing within the Christian
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tradition. That was interesting, a very nice practice and by very hard-core yogis. Those Greek
Orthodox and Desert Fathers were really amazing. Then he went on into another practice
which was, low and behold, what Buddhists call ‘settling the mind in its natural state’: simply
observing whatever arises in the mind, simply being present with it and not reacting. His
sources were all Christian, which was interesting. Then he proceeded to a practice, which
appears to be identical to the Buddhist practice of awareness of awareness. After reading all
this I thought, “I have written a book highlighting similar practices, called ‘The Attention
Revolution’, which starts with mindfulness of breathing, then proceeds to settling the mind
and awareness of awareness. In my latest book, ‘Mind in the Balance’, I drew from ‘The
Attention Revolution’ and from Laird’s book as well as other Christian sources, tracking these
two approaches, not to say they are exactly equivalent (that would be boring in some sense),
but to show the parallels and interesting differences on these two contemplative paths.
Most of my book, ‘Mind in the Balance’, deals with alternating chapters on theory and
practice. In the chapters on practice each one is a guided meditation, then the chapters on
theory unpack each practice, contextualize it and embed it in its respective framework,
primarily Buddhist, but I also draw out the Christian practices quite extensively.
Then we come to the culmination of Christian contemplative practice. It goes back once again
to the Desert Fathers, but then it really comes to light very vividly in the eighth century with a
remarkable Irish contemplative by the name of John Scotus Eriugena,2 not to be confused
with the scholastic John Scotus, who was in fact much later. In the 8th century John Scotus
Eriugena, who was an extraordinarily fine scholar, translated from Greek into Latin some of
the earliest Christian mystical writings that are Neo-Platonic in their origins. The fusion of the
Neo-Platonic tradition and the Christian in the person of Pseudo Dionysius3 goes back to the
5th century. So these texts entered the mainstream of Roman Catholicism. That whole current
of Neo-Platonic Christian contemplative teaching carried right on through from the eighth
century to the 15th century, which makes it quite a lineage. Many of the greatest
contemplatives including Hildegard von Bingen, Meister Eckhart and other German mystics
especially, but others as well were influenced by this very powerful current, which I think
came to its culmination in a remarkable man, Nicholas of Cusa. He was absolutely a
Renaissance man, living in the 15th century. He was a jurist, so he was trained in law, he was
also a mathematician, a very outstanding one, and a philosopher. Nicholas was also a peacemaker, as a personal delegate of the Pope trying to make peace with the Muslin Byzantine
Empire, I don't think with much success. On top of that he was a contemplative and I think a
very deep one; he was a practitioner as well as a scholar of contemplation. He wrote a couple
of texts around 1453 and reading these, one finds they are saturated with Christian
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terminology and are embedded in the Christian worldview. But the worldview that emerges
from this, with some shift of terminology, looks remarkably like Dzogchen. One can see this in
Meister Eckhart as well and in that whole Neo-Platonic current, but Nicholas of Cusa lays it
out with extraordinary clarity. So I tracked the whole tradition from the Desert Fathers to
Nicholas of Cusa, who by the way was a Cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church and was never
condemned for anything. So I show parallels there, which I think are not trivial and culminate
in the Dzogchen view in Buddhism.
I tracked Buddhism from mindfulness of breathing and other shamatha practices, through
Satipatthana, Madyamaka Vipashyana, right through to Dzogchen. Tracking these two
trajectories along the Christian route and the Buddhism route shows that there are some
very interesting parallels there.
When you go to the Neo-Platonic tradition and read this very profound mystical theology,
you may search in vain for the practices, what were they actually doing. This is brilliant stuff,
but what were they doing and you may not be able to find it. When I was at UCSB one of my
colleagues in the department of religious studies had studied this material carefully, so I
asked him what they were practicing that gave rise to these insights. His answer was “I don't
ask that question”, which is typical for the field. In fact it is very hard to tell what they were
actually practicing. But it is also true that one could read whole tomes on Dzogchen and
wonder what they were practicing too, because the practice winds up being a non-practice,
as we have seen. I mean the method was ‘non-meditation’. So there are very meaningful
parallels here again.
Then when I come to Dzogchen in my book, I touch a lot on science, philosophy of mind,
some quantum mechanics, quantum cosmology and neuroscience, pulling these all together.
When it comes to Dzogchen, I think the parallels are certainly very deep. The parallels with
quantum cosmology are quite awesome. The parallels here coming form an absolutely pure
science from grade-A scientists like Stephen Hawking, John Wheeler, and Andre Linde. These
are stellar scientists: No new-age physics in there at all. I think the parallels are significant, as
with these deep forms of Christianity.
I also make brief references to the Jewish mystical tradition in the Kabala, drawing from the
excellent work of Denial Matt, an outstanding scholar of Jewish mysticism. He actually gave a
talk some years ago at UCSB on Jewish mysticism and modern physics that was very smart,
drawing significant parallels. Those same parallels, which he drew from the deepest
dimensions of Jewish mysticism again show startling parallels with Dzogchen. So we have
such parallels between Judaism and Christianity. Then I slip over to the eastern side and
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briefly examine the culmination of the Vedic Tradition. This is Vedanta, means Veda Anta, the
culmination or end, highest point of the Vedas, culminating with the Advaita Vedanta of
Shankara and so forth. Lo and behold, one finds extraordinary parallels. So much so that you
wonder if this is the same tradition. Even some of the analogies and parables are the same.
For Vedanta I draw on a man, who I missed by no more than a couple of months, to illustrate
this experientially. The writings of an American by the name of Franklin Merrell Wolff4, he
was an outstanding scholar and a mathematician, a practitioner of Vedanta, who eventually
really found his own insights that were very deep and closely reflected those of Dzogchen.
Eventually his heart was utterly drawn to Mahayana Buddhism and the Bodhisattva ideal. He
wrote a couple of books "Consciousness without an Object (and without a subject)"
"Pathways through to Space", the latter chronicling his own realization, which arose quite
spontaneously after a great deal of practice. And once again when he is speaking of his
culminating experience, which he called ‘high indifference’ it clearly reflects Advaita Vedanta,
but I would suggest he was right in finding some very profound parallels with Dzogchen as
well. He recognized this and he thought it was definitely in the same genre.
If one went deeply into the Sufi tradition, the mystical tradition in Islam, I am confident one
would find similar deep parallels, and so with Taoism. These are opinions obviously, but they
are not casual and they are not, I think, entirely uninformed. When I was twenty, I read
Aldous Huxley's ‘The Perennial Philosophy’. In this book he basically argues that, at the
deepest level of the contemplative traditions of the world East and West, they are converging
upon a common reality and he called that reality The Perennial Philosophy. As I read that, I
had a strong intuitive sense that he was right. I do not think these traditions are just
meandering off to their own unique Buddhist insights and unique Christian insights and that
they are completely different and incompatible.
In terms of my own personal narrative, when I was twenty, and was about to launch off to
India, there was nothing I wanted to find out more than whether this common ground
existed. I was reading widely in the world religions and the contemplative traditions in
particular. I really set myself an agenda for the year that I lived in Germany before travelling
to Asia: When we go to the greatest depths of Sufism, Taoism, Judaism, Christianity,
Buddhism and so forth, when they articulate their own deepest experiential contemplative
insights and realizations, or what they claim as their as deepest insights, is there an evident or
likely convergence of their deepest insights, or are they just going into their own burrows
that are totally alien to everyone else, from which they would be fighting all the way up and
all the way down? Disagreeing and debating: ”we are right you are wrong” and just saying
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that all the way down from the top where there is definitely a lot of debate, all the way down
to the deepest level. Or is there a lot of debate and religious wars up here but then when
one goes down to the depths is there a fundamental convergence? If at the deepest level
Buddhism and Hinduism and other contemplative traditions were all fundamentally
disagreeing, my sense was that they were probably all wrong. If they were just following their
own trajectories, of their own made-up artefacts, just realizing what they were brain-washed
to think in the first place, then probably religion was just make-believe. On the other hand if
they did converge, if there was some evidence with careful study that despite all the very
meaningful differences on the surface, the deeper you go the differences tend to drift away
and there seems to be a profound convergence, then if that were the case, my hypothesis
was that the truth or truths that these great traditions were converging upon, must be the
greatest and most important truths that human beings have ever accessed. Therefore the
pursuit of those truths must be worth at least an entire lifetime.
So by the time that I had finished my reading 8 hrs a day for a year in Germany, I came to the
conclusion that I was willing to bet my life that there is a convergence and that the deepest
truths are found through contemplative enquiry. Then the question that came to my mind
was: What path to follow? Intuitively it was perfectly obvious that the path for me was
Tibetan Buddhism. The first book I ever read on Tibetan Buddhism was on Dzogchen, and that
was like a hook that went right in and never let go.
So that is what I have to say about multiple religions for what it is worth, it is just an opinion
and maybe I am wrong, but I am willing to bet my life that I am not. These are reflections on
what I do believe is the most sublime of all sciences. I think we may be living in a very
significant historical era, because we did not have quantum cosmology until about 20 or 30
years ago, we did not have quantum mechanics until about 108 years ago. It is significant that
physics has now moved out of its clunky mechanical base of absolute space, time, matter and
energy, which was quite incompatible with Buddhism, into the realm of quantum mechanics.
This is where it gets really interesting, and quantum cosmology gets utterly fascinating. It
looks like there may be some extraordinary convergences taking place in the midst of a world
where there are profound, radical and sometimes very militant differences. So everything is
happening: The world is falling apart before our eyes, but also converging in sometimes
hidden and unprecedented ways.
____________________________
1. Martin Laird , O.S.A., is Associate Professor in the Department of Theology and Religious Studies at
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Villanova University. He has studied patristics in Rome, London, and Oxford, and has extensive
training in contemplative disciplines and gives retreats throughout the United States and Great
Britain. He is the translator or author of a host of books and articles, including Gregory of Nyssa
and the Grasp of Faith: Union, Knowledge and Divine Presence (OUP, 2004).
2. Johannes Scotus Eriugena (c. 815–877) (also Johannes Scotus Erigena, Johannes Scottus
Eriugena, John the Irishman), was an Irish theologian, Neoplatonist philosopher, and poet. He is
known for having translated and made commentaries upon the work of Pseudo-Dionysius.
3. Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, also known as Pseudo-Denys, is the anonymous theologian
and philosopher of the late 5th to early 6th century whose Corpus Areopagiticum (before 532) was
pseudonymously ascribed to Dionysius the Areopagite, the Athenian convert of St. Paul mentioned
in Acts 17:34. The author was historically believed to be the Areopagite because he claimed
acquaintance with biblical characters. His surviving works include Divine Names, Mystical Theology,
Celestial Hierarchy, Ecclesiastical Hierarchy, and various epistles. Some other works are no longer
extant, such as Theological Outlines.
4. Franklin Merrell-Wolff (1887-1985) was an American mystical philosopher. After formal
education in philosophy and mathematics at Stanford and Harvard, Wolff devoted himself to the
goal of transcending the normal limits of human consciousness. After exploring various mystical
teachings and paths, he dedicated himself to the path of jnana yoga and the writings of Shankara,
founder of the Advaita Vedanta school of Hindu philosophy. In 1936, Wolff experienced a profound
spiritual Liberation and Awakening which provided the basis for his transcendental philosophy.
Wolff's published books detailing his experience and philosophy include Pathways Through to
Space, The Philosophy of Consciousness Without an Object (both of which were re-published in a
single volume entitled Franklin Merrell-Wolff's Experience and Philosophy), and Transformations in
Consciousness: The Metaphysics and Epistemology (originally published under the title
Introceptualism).

oOo
Continued from Pg 3
But the Primal Essence is neither of those
who think nor what is thought of,
For He is beyond them:
Unlimited, self-existing, free and simple,
Standing in need of nothing.
To conceive or be conceived is proper to
the nature of things secondary to the Primal Essence.
Thus the essence that can be conceived of
as essence is not the Primal Essence.
The being that can be limited to existence
is not the Primal Being.

The one that can be limited to the concept
of oneness is not the Primal Unity.
And the thinker that can be thought of is
not the Primal Mind.
The one who still in some way possesses
any thought has not yet left duality and
arrived at Simplicity.
But the one who has completely abandoned it has arrived in some fashion at the
Primal Mind.
Through having supremely relinquished
the power of thinking
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Fr Bede Griffiths by Stefan Reynolds
Fr Bede Griffiths was a Catholic Benedictine monk who lived in India for forty years and was
involved in dialogue with Hinduism. Many people were attracted to visit him at Shantivanam
Ashram in Tamil Nadu on the banks of the sacred river Carvery. Shantivanam was, and still is,
a Christian Benedictine community but one fully inculturated into Indian forms. Fr Bede used
to say that the world religions are like the five fingers of the hand. They are all distinct and we
have to respect that the index finger is not the same as the thumb. However if we go to the
heart of each religion then it is like going down from the fingers into the palm of the hand, it
is there, he used to say that the religions meet. This heart of all faith he believed was the
contemplative experience, the practice of the presence of God. That is why Fr Bede
appreciated the teachings on meditation in all the religions as a way of leading to the centre.
I knew Fr Bede in the last years of his life when I was in my early twenties. It was a privilege
to spend time at Shantivanam listening to his wisdom, learning to meditate and enjoying his
presence. He taught me many things, most of all the value of human love. He showed me
that embodied love is the meaning of the incarnation and all religions point to the value of
the human person, to the ‘Word made flesh’ in each of us. This is why in the end the human
person is more important than religion, they exist for human flourishing. Some years ago I
wrote this poem of seven verses in eight lines of mixed rhyme. I think it still reflects what I
feel even though, like all contemplative experience, it is all in the commas!
Fresh and green,
his river flowed past my stream,
and yet we were one,
for all that flows
flows to the sea.
Memories of Fr Bede Griffiths
Like water holiness has no colour or form of itself
And because of that it reflects the sun.
The whole universe is reflected in it, moon and stars,
And we see ourselves as in a mirror.
Holiness bears no description,
Like water it moulds itself to the changing earth,
It cannot be discussed or analysed, it simply is,
And the mind awakes to recognise the real.
Father Bede wrote many books,
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His story was famous throughout the world,
Hailed as a prophet, and yet to me
His silence is what stays in the memory.
It is of that silence I would like to speak
If it is possible to speak of silence.
To do so we must cast aside
The familiar furniture of the rational mind
And make a space for the great unknown.
For in that place Fr Bede was at home.
In all humanity he found the image of God
That was prior to all belief in God.
And he gave to each an infinite value.
In all religions he found that core of unity,
Each has its unique truth and yet the fullness
Of truth was found in their meeting
And the meeting place was the human heart.
His mind soared higher and higher
To take in a universal view
And yet, as an Eagle keeps its nest
At the centre of its flight, so did Bede keep Christ.
Then there, in the depth of silent prayer,
Taking care not to bring any thought with him,
He entered the heart and deep within
He discovered the eternal feminine.
He found the other half of his soul, the eternal One,
In the place where no image or thought can come,
And his life, like a shadow within a fold,
Was folded back to eternity. God took him home.
But we are not left behind to adore
One who passed on to the further shore,
For that same spirit that was inside him
Is deep in the heart of everyone.
I knew him in his final years, after his stroke,
When, sitting in his hut by the river,
I would listen to the silence of long Indian nights.
He and the river combined to bear all thought away.
For the mind is itself a river
That flows from the source to the open sea.
When it encounters the sea its own current dissolves.
In that hut the sea was sitting next to me.
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A prophet, a teacher, a personal friend,
I was with him by his bedside when, close to the end,
He spoke of the heart as a furnace of love
And complained that the Indians just couldn’t make tea!
He remained to the end just an Englishman
Who had fallen in love with another land,
But the Spirit of God made Fr Bede
A light on the hilltop so that all might see.

oOo

Taken From a Memoir Looking for a Publisher
by Sarah Lee-Barber
I will start with a précis of my whole life because it is part of the journey and I hope it
demonstrates that seekers come in many different forms.
I always had great dreams:- I wanted to be Margot Fonteyn, but after much training, striving
and straining, I was not good enough. I became a chorus girl, which was very enjoyable. From
eighteen to twenty two years of age I travelled around England & Europe in different shows
and worked my way up to dancing in a musical “Baker Street”, on Broadway, New York.
I came back to England in in 1965 aged twenty two. I earned my living as a model in TV
commercials — the girl next door and then the young mum. At the same time, like many of
my generation in the sixties, what Aldous Huxley called “The antidotes of the mind” with
marijuana and LSD. Someone said, “Drugs are fun, fun with problems and then just
problems.”
After some amazing and liberating years, I realized that I had reached the problem stage and
it was time to stop. To do that I moved away from London. I needed to ground myself and to
make those experiences real. We had gate-crashed heaven and some of us were determined
to find our way back there by natural means. I had been left both more free of conditioning
and more lost as to how to proceed.
At that time I could not find what I needed form the church and I did not know where to look.
I did find Lao Tzu, Tai Chi, Yoga, Ram Das and TM with a mantra. I taught dancing, did menial
jobs and spent time with my parents. My mother had cancer and was going through
treatment and I wanted to be with her. Sadly she died five years later when I was thirty five.
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I am grateful to her for many things. Her generosity enabled me to buy a flat in London. I let
the flat and left for India with a close friend.
At the Ramana Maharshi Ashram in South India I met many people who impressed me. They
had a certain presence, that presence was mindfulness. They directed me to Buddhist
Vipassana retreat. I decided to head South to a monastery in Sri Lanka where you cold stay
for twenty one days, in silence, with long hours of meditation. (4am-9pm) I knew very little
about Buddhism, but I knew that this was what I must do. I had been told that the monk, Ven.
Seevali, spoke English and was a good teacher.
The first teaching was on Dukkha—suffering or unsatisfactoriness. Ven. Seevali asked me how
I felt about this. I said that was how I experienced the world. And I was very relieved that it
was to be seen and understood. I had just come from seeing my mother’s illness and death
when all the suffering was denied. Then came Anicca — well it was utterly clear to me that
everything was impermanent. Anatta - no-self was not so easy, but I understood letting go
of self-importance.
The main teaching was the hours of sitting in silence with 15 devout and delightful Sri Lankan
women. In the moment, not running away from anything, mindfully aware of a breathing
body with its pleasant and unpleasant sensations and the mind with its stories, ideas, naming
and analysing, and the endless I want and I don’t want. I was taught to notice and let go. I
learned about the Divine Abidings:- Loving Kindness, Compassion, Sympathetic Joy and
Equanimity. That initial introduction to Buddhism in Sri Lanke had a profound effect on me. I
did not think about God or my Christian roots, I simply entered into that system.
Coming back to the world at the Burmese Rest House in Kandy was sometimes difficult. There
were times when I felt as if I was adrift on a raft with no rudder, but I was wonderfully
supported by an Australian monk and an old Burmese monk.
I continued my Buddhist path in India and England with Goenka and Sayama’s ten day
retreats and teaching. Eight years later aged forty two, I shifted focus. I spent more time in
London doing odd jobs and training to be an Alexander Technique teacher. I also shifted my
Buddhist allegiance to the monks and nuns of Chithurst and Amaravati.
The need to reconnect to my Christian roots came in my fifties. I was not spending so much
time in retreat and I found there were times when I needed to pray. The images of my
childhood, Jesus and Mary, the New Testament, my love of some of the hymns and prayers
returned. Particularly after my father died. He was a faithful Christian. We always went to
church together and I had continued to go to Communion with him through my Buddhist
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years. It was as if he ‘held’ my Christianity, now that he was no longer in the world, I had to
hold it for myself.
At that time I visited with World Community for Christian Meditation in Kensington and
picked up their newsletter. I saw that Elizabeth and Sr Candasiri were teaching a Buddhist
Christian retreat organized by the wonderful Fr Roger Bacon OSB. For me it was heavenly.
The two traditions I loved sat side by side. It was alright, it was possible. That was eleven
years ago. Last November I sat with Sr Candasiri and Elizabeth again, the retreat was called
‘Joy on the Path’ and it was joyful.
I continue to be a person of dual faith. (Thanks to Shirley Du Boulay for two books ’Beyond
the Darkness’ on Bede Griffiths and The Cave of the Heart’ on Abhishiktananda; to Fr
Laurence Freeman OSB and His Holiness the Dalai Lama for ‘The Good Heart’)
The process of integration continues Sometimes I have felt torn apart and suffered deeply.
Mostly now the one enriches the other, and in the silence, in my heart, they sit together.
God moves in mysterious ways.

“May all beings be well and happy,
May all beings be peaceful and contented,
May all beings be filled with loving kindness.”
(Thank you for sharing this Sarah and may you find a publisher speedily or publish yourself?!)

oOo
Healing Buddha, Healing Jesus by Clare Robert
A mother’s son dies, and she is distraught. She has counted on this child, as all mothers come
to do, for identity, meaning and a future. He was her life and now he is gone. She cannot
bring herself to bury him and so she wanders with his body, going from doctor to doctor,
pleading for a cure. They cannot help her and realize that she is living in delusion. The doctors
send her to a real physician, the Buddha, who gives specific instructions, and a promise: I will
bring your son back to life if you can bring me back a mustard seed from a house that has not
known death and loss. She is told to go among her own people in the village, to find such a
seed in such a house, and bring it back. Then the son will be healed. The mother believes this
to be an easy task, filled as she is with the illusion that she is one of the few suffering, and
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that death can be reversed. As she travels from house to house, she learns that all have
known loss. Perhaps not of a child, this most painful of losses, but death never- the- less, of a
brother, a husband, a mother, a cousin. No house is exempt. And so no mustard seed can be
brought back to the Buddha.
The mother understands that she is not alone in her loss, and is able to bury her child. She
has become enlightened to the meaning of impermanence, birth and death.
When I first encountered this story, it struck me as unfair. I was the parent of a child with a
life threatening illness, and the fear of his dying made this story even more poignant for me.
Nathanael passed away last fall, and so the story has gained in meaning for me. While the
Buddha seems to equate the loss of a child with other losses. I feel, as many do, that the loss
of a child is a particularly shattering loss, not to be equated with others. When one loses a
child, the loss is not only of a past relationship but of future dreams, now cheated, of all the
potential the child’s life signified. When I lost my child I not only lost this dear being, so
tender and innocent, but I also lost the imaginary hopes I had. I also lost a projected future
and all the illusions of how I expected the world to be, and the hope that this child would
grow, achieve many things, perhaps marry and start a family. Many would agree that a
parent should not have to bury a child, for it seems unnatural, against the way things should
be, it is wrong, it is unfair. I, we cry out in protest against this reversal of fortunes. How dare
he, the Buddha, say that the loss of a mother or brother is the same ?
It is a radical cure that the Buddha suggests: all loss is loss. None is more or less important.
And all of life is filled with loss and the inability to hold onto what we have or what we
imagine we will get. The person who imagines any particular way that things should be will
always be living in a dream. When reality is made more apparent by loss, this person will
find it that much harder to accept.
We could accuse the Buddha of coldness, harshness, but he is pointing to a truth about life,
even if that truth seems unacceptable. And for many years it was for me.
Christian healing stories have a different flavour. When Jesus is asked to heal a child, even a
little girl declared dead, he does. He raises the child, even as others have begun crying out in
mourning. The good news is that things do not appear to be as they seem, but are better
than we might have expected.
The miracle of the child’s healing is a message of hope. The future which seemed denied is
now restored. Wouldn’t any parent facing the experiences of a sick or dying or dead child,
choose this happy ending if given a choice ?
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To have my son be alive, rather than sickly and now buried, to have the dead girl
brought to life, is a welcomed outcome, the relief that one has begged for in prayer,
the clean bill of health, the miracle. A normal human response would be to delight in
such an experience. God hears and answers prayer, and through Jesus’ intervention,
death is reversed. The Christian message of resurrection speaks to this hope, for even
when one dies, there will be an afterlife, a chance to see that precious person again, if
not now, at least some time in the future.
In contrast to Jesus’ message of hope the Buddha’s story seems matter-of -fact, downto-earth, sober, and stern, hopeless, even. There is no heavenly intervention, no appeal
to a saving deity, or loving father God. But is it in fact, as message without hope ?
Perhaps in its very earthiness it has healing potential too. For in the Buddhist story
there is the healing experience of the mother, accepting life as it is given to all people.
There is no special cure, although the child was her special child. There is no special
exemption, even if this mother needed her son, for the intrinsic need of parent for
child, as well as for status, respect and financial support so critically tied to children in
Indian culture at the time of the Buddha. There is no singling out of one family; all have
losses, and there is no specialness attached to the loss of a child. Any child, even her
precious child, or my precious son.
While this loss hurts, the Buddha seems to be teaching that this particular loss does not
in reality wound more than that of others.
In its denial of specialness the Buddhist story brings a sharp slap of reality. But the
Buddha is not without compassion. His medicine is reality: the loss has taken place,
better to understand the nature of life and loss stemming from this experience, for the
event itself cannot be undone.
In this sense the Buddhist story is a healing story. It tells the truth and in this truth
there is healing. The future we hold in our minds of how things are going to be or how
things should be contrasts daily with how things are. And we are often angry or sad
about that. If things cannot be changed, and the miracle is not forthcoming, isn’t it
better to know that, to understand and accept that? For the nature of life is not to
give us what we want according to our special demands. We cannot have life on our
own terms, we must accept the terms that life gives us. This is a healing unto life, a
dying to the way we want things to be that yields a new life in us, one which is true,
real and whole. This the Buddha recognizes and the mother comes to see, difficult as it
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may be. She finds a healing in this death, as she recognizes the nature of life. And at
times, I have come to see the wisdom of the Buddha’s lesson, through my tears.
Upon closer inspection, the Christian story of resurrection echoes this Buddhist concept
of healing unto life. Jesus, the healer will ultimately meet death but this death will be
transformed into new life. This pattern has a supernatural cast to it, but in its basic
perspective it revolves around the same principle of acceptance of the way things are,
that death must come, and that a new life, a new perspective will come when death is
fully accepted and integrated.
Resurrection can only occur when and after Christ spends time in hell, when he has the
full experience of loss. and takes upon himself the entire human condition. And after the
disciples themselves have lost hope for him. Then the newness comes, out of despair. A
healing unto life, with a different twist, of course, but connected nevertheless to the
eternal pattern to which humans are invited to surrender.
The stories complete each other. It is normal to want things to turn out well, to have a
child who is ill get better. It was, normal to have wanted my son to be whole and well,
and to have him live a long and happy life. We should take those actions which bring life,
and understand that sometimes, things turn out better than we might anticipate. But if
life is over, if the inevitable has come to pass, then one can begin the process of
acceptance with some understanding that one is participating in the deepest patterns of
life, of birth, death, and resurrection. It is acceptance of this essential truth that is a
deep healing, and a certain path toward inner peace.
When my mind and heart move towards this acceptance, I can feel a certain deep
happiness. Of course, I miss my boy-- such a good boy ! Such a sweet soul ! And I
imagine that I always will. But he is gone, and my mind cannot bring him back. So I take in
this story as one that helps me know some truths about life the way it is, not as I would
have it. The Buddha helped that long-ago mother learn that, and he helps me too.
The Christ story reminds that I cannot know if death is a final chapter. Perhaps there is a
new life being fashioned in ways that remain unknown. In both stories , the full
acceptance of what is, leads to something new. But my work is not to out-guess the
future. It is to be here with what is, the loss of my son, and the dying to illusion and
dreams of what might have been, but wasn’t. It is the only way for me right now. Dying
unto life.1
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(Clare Robert, a practitioner of insight meditation, is ordained in the United Church of
Christ, and was a pastor in Connecticut, before leaving that work to care for her younger
son Nathanael, who died in October 2009. Thank you Clare for sharing such deep and
personal insights and a powerful learning curve on the path of life. Clare and I met when
she was visiting in London some weeks ago and at my request she shares her story here.)
____________________________________________________
1. The idea of dying to life is adapted from Take A Deep Breath by Sylvia Forges-Ryan and Edward
Ryan, 2002.

oOo

The Community of Love Anon from Susan Denton-Brown
(This text was read out by Susan on the occasion of the Interfaith event held annually by
the Ghandhi Foundation. I was there to lead a meditation and was stuck by it and so
asked Susan to send me a copy. It sounds rather modern to be Cathar, but what does it
matter, it is very much what we need to become. ED)
Susan says “This Cathar prophecy was found in 1986. I do not know the origins of it It
was headed “The Church of Love” which I amended to “Community” to read at our
Celebration.
The Community of Love

It has no fabric, only understanding.
It has no membership save those who know that they belong.
It has no rivals because it is non-competitive,
It has no ambition because it seeks only to serve.
It has no boundary, for boundaries are unloving..
It is not of itself, because it seeks to enrich all groups and religions
It acknowledges all teachers, of all ages, who have shown the Power and Truth of Love.
It seeks not to teach, but to be, and by being enrich
It knows the time has come for the supreme transmutation, a conscious and free
change of focus of the ego, a return to wholeness and holistic direction
It does not proclaim itself loudly but in the subtle realms of loving
It salutes all those who in the past have blazed the trail but paid the price
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It has no hierarchy of structure, for no one being is greater than another
It recognises the Spiritual purpose of Evolution, which may only be accomplished
if humanity practices the supremacy of Love
It has no secret, Arcanum or initiation - save that of truly understanding of the Power of
Love, and that if we want it to be so, the world will change -- but only if we change
ourselves first
It has no reward to offer, either here or in the hereafter, save that of the ineffable joy of
being and loving,
There is no barrier of membership due to any walk of life or nationality.
Those who participate practice the Truth of Love in all their being,
Members knowing each other by their deeds and being and by no outward sign
save the fraternal embrace
Each will dedicate their life to the silent loving of their neighbour, and environment and
the planet while carrying out their tasks however exalted or humble
Each shall seek to advance the cause of understanding by doing good quietly
and teaching by example
They shall heal their neighbour, their community and our planet
They shall not fear nor feel shame and their witness shall prevail, over all odds
All those who belong, belong: they are the community of Love.
I would add—We belong to that community and it is growing all the time.

oOo
Matters of Interest
1. The Charter of Compassion
Karen Armstrong has one the Ted Prize for her Charter of Compassion. Many of you
will have heard of Karen, read her books or heard her speak. She is a scholar of world
religions, but her specialty is Islam.
You can listen to her award winning talk at his link on the web. I highly recommend it
to anyone who can access the internet.
http://www.ted.com/index.php/talks/karen armstrong makes her ted prize wish the charter for
compassion.html
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The TED Prize is designed to leverage the TED Community's exceptional array
of talent and resources. It is awarded annually to three exceptional individuals
who each receive $100,000 and, much more important, the granting of "One
Wish to Change the World." After several months of preparation, they unveil
their wish at an award ceremony held during the TED Conference. These wishes
have led to collaborative initiatives with far-reaching impact.
You can explore more about TED on their website ; http//www.ted.com
And more about the charter for compassion on :
http://charterforcompassion.com
This gives us another side to the Universal Common ground in Compassion
which is expressed by the golden rule “Do unto others as you would have them
do unto you” which in one form or another is in every religion.
In her talk Karen makes a wonderful and powerful case for this as the heart of
all religion. She points out that the idea that religion is about believing things is
a modern misunderstanding. She says that belief originally meant to love, to
prize and to hold dear. In the 17th century it got narrowed down to adhering to
a set of beliefs. Credo also meant I commit myself, I engage myself. She says
that when speaking to congregations about this they often do not like it, because religious people often prefer to be right rather than to be compassionate!! This she says causes secondary goals to be made primary and the primacy
of the golden rule gets lost.

2. An Interfaith Community
Some moths ago I was contacted by a man named Robert Woolley who had
had an idea for starting an Interfaith Community. He was seeking my help and
so we met. At this first meeting I realized that Robert’s idea was almost identical to one I had over twenty years ago, which has never come to anything.
The idea is to form a community of people from different faith backgrounds,
who would live together and share their faith experience. Primarily it would be
a contemplative community with meditation at its heart. Out of this silent heart
other shared activities such as reading and reflection together on each others
scriptures.
A first tentative step has been taken in that Robert obtained funding for an
initial meeting of eight interested people. As Robert is a Theosaphist and it was
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due to discussions for the future of Tekels Park, the Theosophists centre, that this idea
was born, we at Tekels Park in Camberley, Surrey.
For a first meeting of a group some of whom had never met before, I think we achieved
an enormous amount in a short time. In the short times of silence that we shared during
the day, I felt a deep sense of openness and purpose in the group. We discussed the
proposal briefly and mapped the tasks for the day. We then explored in some depth
what we saw would be the spiritual glue that would hold the community together, as
well as feed the result back into the communities from which the members would
come.
In the afternoon we explored the tasks that would lie ahead and even discussed the
difficult question of fundraising. We succeeded in laying out a plan for the way ahead.
So even though it is very early days yet, still I was amazed by the amount we achieved.
So watch this space for further news.

oOo

Book Reviews
1. Christ the Eternal Tao by Hieromonk Damascene.
Valaam Books 1999. ISBN 0-938635-85-9 Brief review by ELizabeth
I have just been lent this book. No space to review it fully here. Just to say that it comes out
of the Chinese Orthodox Church, which I did not know existed. The back cover reads: “Not
until now has the ancient wisdom of Lao Tzu been presented alongside the otherworldly
revelation of Jesus Christ in a way that encompasses the full significance of both. Through
heretofore unpublished translations and teachings of Goming Shien this book uncovers the
esoteric core of the Tao The Ching. Then, through the transmission of mystics of the ancient
Christian East, Lao Tzu’s teaching is brought into a new dimension, exploding with new meanings. Christi in turn is seen in a unique light, His pure image shining in the light of Lao Tzu’s
intuitive vision.”
Even thought there is an underlying sense of the superiority of Christianity, this book still has
much to recommend it. It is possibly a first major attempt to combine the beauty of the language and depth of Lao Tzu with the wonderful mystical teachings of the Orthodox Church.
From the long quote else where in this newsletter you get a flavour of the whole book, which
is a translation of the Gospel of John from the Chinese in the light of Lao Tzu, whith a commentary on it. I have not read the whole book, but glancing through it I feel it has much to
offer to Christian who are interested in Orthodox mystical teachings and the East, in this case
China.
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2. Mind in the Balance
Meditation in Science, Buddhism, and Christianity

By B Alan Wallace
Columbia University Press. Hardcover. Available from Amazon.co.uk
From Columbia University Press: Our best-selling mind and consciousness scholar boldly corrects the balance between empirical study and religion. by bringing the meditative practices of
Buddhism and Christianity into a dialogue with the theories of modern
philosophy and science, B. Alan Wallace reveals their unified approach to
discerning the objective world. Wallace begins by linking Christian and
Buddhist meditative practices. He out- lines a sequence of meditations for
the reader to undertake that show, though Buddhism and Christianity
d
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belief systems, their methods of cognitive inquiry provide similar insight
into the nature and origins of consciousness. From this convergence Wallace approaches contemporary cognitive science, quantum mechanics,
and the philosophy of the mind. He connects Buddhist and Christian views
to the provocative theories of Hilary Putnam, Charles Taylor, and Bas van
Fraassen, and he seamlessly integrates the work of Anton Zeilinger, John Wheeler, and Stephen
Hawking. Combining a concrete analysis of consciousness with a guide to cultivating mindfulness
and profound contemplative practice, Wallace takes new strides in the mapping of the mind.
"Mind in the Balance addresses in a lucid, extremely well informed, and often quite original way
what is now widely seen as the greatest lacuna in modern understanding: the actual nature of
mind or consciousness. Its consistent advocacy of logical rigor, its basis in a truly
magisterial knowledge of Buddhist, Christian, and other contemplative practices, its deep familiarity with contemporary scientific thinking, and its imaginative and creative
merging of all these strands make it a significant contribution to the field."
-Robert Mayer, University of Oxford
"Always challenging and controversial, B. Alan Wallace's abilities as a scholar and writer give this
book an accessibility and breadth rarely encountered. Wallace's largely successful bridging of
history, theory, Christianity, Buddhism and science make his book truly unique."
-Adam Frank, University of Rochester
Elizabeth Adds: Alan wrote this book for his stepdaughter. This review may make it sound formidable and academic which it is and is not. It is not in the sense that it is written for people who
are not scholars in any of these fields and it tries to present the material in a jargon free way precisely so that non-scholars can benefit from what is in essence a masterful presentation of all the
fields mentioned above. I think anyone interested in any of these aspects and particularly in contemplative practice will find it hugely beneficial.
To read Chapter 10 online go to: www.sbinstitute.com/MindBalance.html
An Introduction to Mind in the Balance on You Tube: www..youtube.com/user/sbics
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3. Living Buddha Living Christ by Thich Nhat Hanh
Introduction by Elaine Pagels, Foreword by Br. David Steindl-Rast OSB
Rider, London 1996 ISBN 0-7126-7406-3 Review by Sr Catherine OSB
Thich Nhat Hanh is a Vietnamese monk in the Zen Buddhist tradition and a meditation master who is known internationally and has twenty five books to his credit. His home is a Buddhist ‘village’ in South West France, know as Plum Village. He has been engaged for at least
foty years in work for peace, in the course of which he could count Father Dan Berrigan
among his friends. He explains that “it is because of the practice of meditation— stopping,
calming and looking deeply—that I have been able to nourish and protect the sources of my
spiritual energy and continue this work”.
He explains with disarming simplicity that discovering Jesus as one of his spiritual ancestors
was not easy, owing to the close ties between the colonizers of his country, the Franch and
the efforts of Christian missionaries. In the fifties and sixties, the Archbishop in evangelising
Vietnam leant on the political power of his brother, the president Ngo Din Diem, and the
1963 decree of the latter prohibiting the celebration of the most important Buddhist national holiday, was the straw that broke the back of the people, who demonstrated in their
tens of thousands for religious freedom. It was only later through friendship with Christians
such as Martin Luther King, who showed the understanding and compassion of Jesus, that he
could gain some appreciation of their religion.
He writes insightfully about coming to see that his ‘enemies’, such as the Americans occupying his country, were also suffering, as victims of a wrong view and a wrong policy. He takes
this ‘looking deeply’ into many areas; translating vipasyana as insight or looking deeply, he
explains that ‘looking deeply’ means observing someone or something with such concentration that the distinction between observer and observed disappears.
Among his most inspiring and challenging reflections are those in the chapter concerning
food: under the heading ‘Living in the presence of God’, he points out the sacredness of
mealtimes and the Jewish insight that everything belongs to God and reflects his goodness,
so that recalling him and enjoying everything in his presence is very like Buddhist mindfulness. Going on to say that Christianity is “a kind of continuation of Judaism”, he suggests
that the message of Jesus at the Seder which became know as the Last Supper is clear: a
drastic way to awaken his disciples from forgetfulness: “… Holy Communion is a strong bell
of mindfulness. We eat and drink all the time, but we usually ingest only our ideas, projects,
worries and anxiety ...if we allow ourselves to touch our bread deeply, we become reborn,
because our bread is life itself … if our concentration is weak, we can try saying its name,
‘Bread’, in the way we would call the name of our beloved.”
As an accomplished meditation master, Thich Nhat Hanh write sin a style that is repetitive,
but purposefully so, not unlike the Gradual Psalms, which once accompanied Jewish pilgrims
to Jerusalem, and now lead the attention of the modern reader ‘upwards’.

23

Events
26-30 June 2009
Compassion Retreat—Where the Heart of Buddhism and Christianity Meet.
Led by Choden and Elizabeth West.
Location: Holy Isle of the Isle of Arran, Scotland.
Cost: single rooms £260 , twins per person £210, dorms £180 Rate includes full vegetarian
board and course fee.
For more information visit: www.holyisle.org
To Book: email reception@holyisle.org or call 01770 601100
(Apart from coming by rail you can also fly Ryan Air from Stanstead to Prestwick airport
which is only a 15min taxi ride from the Arran ferry.)
28-30 August 2009
John Main Seminar “When God disappears”
led by Robert Kennedy SJ
Location: WCCM International Centre, St Marks, Myddelton Square, London EC1R IXX
ROBERT KENNEDY, SJ is a Jesuit priest, psychotherapist, Zen master and professor of theology at Saint Peter's College in New Jersey. He practices psychotherapy in New York City; is a
representative of the Institute for Spiritual Consciousness in Politics at the United Nations
and the author of Zen Spirit, Christian Spirit, and Zen Gifts to Christians.
For more information and to book go to: http://www.jms09.com/ or call 020 8449 1319.
Hurry if you are interested this event is filing fast.
10 October 2009
Elizabeth West will be leading a day of mediation at Chilworth Priory near Guildford. Details
will be in the next newsletter or
Email Lynda Brincklow at lyndab1@btinternet.com
16-18 October 2009
Buddhist Christian Retreat
Led by Elizabeth West and Kate Morrow
Location: Hilfield Friary, Dorchester, Dorset, DT2 7BE
The weekend will focus on how Buddhist teachings and practice can deepen Christian Faith
and Practice.
For Cost, details and Booking Contact: hilfieldproject@franciscans.org.uk
10th-16th December
Shamata retreat Led by Alan Wallace
The Way of Shamatha: Soothing the Body, Settling the Mind, and Illuminating Awareness:
Theory and practice for developing different methods of meditative quiescence
Location: Jamyang Buddhist Centre, The Old Courthouse, 43 Renfrew Rd London SE11 4NA
For Details, Cost and Booking go to:
http://www.jamyang.co.uk/visitingteachers.html#awa or call:020 7820 8787
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