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News From Elizabeth
Dear Friends,
Time just flies by and it is already more than time to produce another newsletter
and this year is three quarters gone! Thank you very much to all those of you
who have been so generous. I am pleased to say the Network is viable for the
coming year. Please note the two up-coming events at the end of this newsletter.
Also note the suggested questions for the BCVN weekend.
I have been lucky to attend several interesting events since last writing to you.
First was the unexpected great pleasure of being able to attend a retreat led by
Alan Wallace on the first stages of Dzogchen. It has proved one of the most
inspiring events I have attended in years. The clarity with which Alan laid out
the Buddhist path and showed us clearly the elements needed for a balanced
practice. The main part of the retreat was on Shamata practice. Bringing the
mind to quiescence and strengthening ones power of attention as without a
good degree of ability to pay attention it is pretty impossible to practice anything
very well. The other elements of a balanced practice are, devotion, compassion
and wisdom. Wisdom is gained through seeking deeper insight into the nature
of the mind and therefore of reality. Insight practices and also reflective reading
of related good books helps with this. Compassion is deepened through
practices such as loving kindness meditation, Tonglen and also Lojong (more on
this later), then of course for those engaged in active life living the attitudes of
compassion towards all sentient beings is important.
If anyone is interested I can let you have a copy of guided meditations which
would help with this. Or you can explore Alan’s websites for yourself, they are
www.sbinstitute.com and www.alanwallace.org. The Santa Barbara Institute site
has many retreat talks, days and lectures by Alan for download and for sale.
The other event was the Buddha Mind and the Kingdom of God retreat on
Holy Isles, which I attended with my cousin Jill. Andrew has written separately
about the event, but from a personal point of view it was a wonderful time and
very much a holiday as well. We had the
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Island is so beautiful and cared for so lovingly by the members of the Samye
Ling community who tend it. It is like a little heavenly realm in the midst of this
suffering world.
I am delighted that in this news letter we have three accounts of personal
journeys, the first is from Elizabeth Harris who speaks of her experience of
immersing herself totally in Buddhism and then returning again to Christianity
and how this experience has enriched and changed her.
The second is from my dear friend Pamela Ford, speaking of her journey from a
very fundamentalist upbringing to her present state of openness. I think many
people will find this very helpful indeed.
The third is from Brother Herbert of Turvey Abbey who many of you may
know. His account is one of a journey through much suffering, to a wondrous
place from he radiates joy and peace to all around him.
Recently I managed to buy a book from Amazon which I had not intended to
buy, but on reading it, I have found it very useful for Christians on a
contemplative journey and especially those who have been helped by Buddhist.
The book is “Search for the Meaning of life, Essays and Reflections on the
Mystical Experience” By Willigis Jaeger. I will review it later in this newsletter.
Then we also have the completion of Sr. Candasiri’s article from the last
newsletter. I hope this will wet peoples’ appetites for the upcoming retreat that
Sister and I are leading at The Abbey, Sutton Courtenay. See information under
events.
There is a much quoted saying of Karl Rahner “Only the Mystics will Survive.”
The more one looks and listens to the state of the world, the more one realises
the importance of these words and the more I find they spur me on to live the
spiritual life more and more in the now and in depth and with compassion. Our
world so much needs the energy of those who are free from the ‘three poisons’
of anger, hatred and delusion and are full of compassion and openness to the
immense suffering of our world. This is my wish for each one, that we may
really be such people for our world.
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Buddha Mind and the Kingdom of God
2008 Retreat on Holy Isle by Andrew Morris
The second Buddha
Mind
and
the
Kingdom of God
retreat took place on
Holy Is le fr om
Wednesday 23rd July –
Monday 28th July.
Holy Isle from the Mainland of Arran
There were eleven
people altogether, a smaller group than in 2007, and this gave the possibility of
entering into a deeper communication with one another. The Peace Hall at Holy
Isle was set up with two tables side by side, one with a statue of the Buddha and
visual representation of Chenrezig, the other with icons from the Eastern
tradition alongside the icon cross from Assisi that spoke to St Francis.
At the heart of the retreat was the practice of meditation and the entering into
ritual practices from both the Eastern Orthodox and Tibetan Buddhist
traditions. We had two sessions of meditation every day, 45 minutes in the
morning and an hour in the late afternoon. In the afternoon, the meditation
sessions were facilitated by Choden, a member of the Holy Isle community and
Alistair Wilson from Glasgow who has been working on a programme of
Mindfulness practice for health
practitioners. We also had two Tibetan
pujas every day, the Green Tara puja
early in the morning and the Chenrezig
puja in the evening, with Choden once
again providing some excellent insights
into the visualisation and mantra
practices. Green Tara and Chenrezig
represent respectively the female and
Centre for World Peace - Holy Isle
male aspects of Compassion – and
4
many of the Christian people on the retreat were able to connect strongly with

these practices of visualising and internalising the energy of Compassion.
During the five day retreat we also experienced together the Blessing of the
Waters service at the spring on Holy Isle near the cave of St Molaise, a panikhidi
service to remember loved ones who have died, and the Great Vespers service
for the Resurrection. The panikhidi was celebrated with permission from the
residents inside the Buddhist shrine room – a very moving inter-faith
experience.
Many of the participants contributed talks as part of the retreat. Some were
personal accounts of journeys in the life of prayer and meditation. Others
introduced highly stimulating explorations of cosmology and theology which
made us understand more deeply the interconnectedness of all people and
phenomena. We also shared experiences of music and contemplative dance
together which offered a different, right-brain way into the experience of
interconnectedness.

The Group

At the end of the retreat
we each held in turn a
crystal which had sat in
front of the Buddha
statue through the
week. As each person in
turn held the crystal, the
others all focussed their
attention on sending that

person a sense of deep gratitude and compassion.
The retreat was a journey of discovery for all the participants and there was
something for everyone to take away back into their life in the world beyond
Holy Isle. It was also another stage in the development of inter-faith encounter
on Holy Isle, and various other inter-faith courses including one featuring
Christian Meditation with Laurence Freeman are now being planned for 2009
and beyond on Holy Isle.
5 Isle visit www.holyisland.org
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Passing Over and Coming Back1 by Elizabeth J. Harris
(Dr Elizabeth Harris is a Buddhist scholar who has worked for interfaith dialogue for the
Methodist Church in this country and in Sri Lanka)
Twenty two years have now passed since I arrived in Sri Lanka on a World
Council of Churches scholarship to study Buddhism. Inter faith encounter
was not new to me at that point, neither was living in another culture. I had
been a member of my local inter faith group in Harrow and was a keen supporter of the World Conference on Religion and Peace (WCRP). And in the
1970s, I had taught in Jamaica, an island with many physical similarities to Sri
Lanka. Buddhism, though, was new. I had been drawn to it during a short
visit to Sri Lanka in 1984 and had visited a handful of Buddhist centres in
Britain – that was all.
In spite of my lack of knowledge, I was clear about my aim. I wanted to enter
Buddhism. I wanted to understand Buddhism from the inside, rather than be
in dialogue with it. At the time, I did not know the phrase, ‘passing over and
coming back’, used by John S Dunne, an American Roman Catholic Professor of Theology. But that is the best description of what happened.
‘Passing over and coming back’ demands a willingness to give up one’s Christian identity for a time in order to enter another religion experientially. To
some involved in interreligious dialogue, this is anathema. Surely, they say,
inter faith encounter is impossible if the partners involved have no sense of
their own religious identity! To a certain extent, they are right. Yet, ‘passing
over and coming back’ lies on a completely different plane from the forms of
inter faith dialogue that depend on each participant having a distinct religious
identity. For me, it grew from a conscious, personal decision to let go of the
religious conditioning that had nurtured me, in order to gain new insight
through immersing myself in something that was ‘other’. I was convinced
that this would enable me to grow in my understanding of truth and reality,
that I would gain new eyes for seeing. The kind of empathy with Buddhism
that I sought was no less than an ability to see the world through Buddhist
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eyes. Of course, as I have realized in retrospect,
such a letting go can never be

achieved completely. Our conditioning is too deeply rooted for that. The springs
of our faith water our meetings even when we seek to leap outside them. In my
own case an already strong commitment to socially engaged religion and an interest in Christian contemplative prayer conditioned what I ‘saw’ in Buddhism,
both in terms of what resonated with Christianity and what differed from it.
In that first year in Sri Lanka, I studied Buddhism academically at the Postgraduate Institute for Pali and Buddhist Studies, part of the University of Kelaniya,
which meant reading the Buddhist texts and learning Pali. I joined a meditation
group that met in someone’s home and spent time at Nilambe Buddhist Meditation Centre in the central hills of Sri Lanka. I went on pilgrimage to the ancient
holy cities and to Kataragama in southern Sri Lanka, a place holy to both Buddhists and Hindus. I attended pujas, acts of devotion, at my local Buddhist vihara
or monastery. And I made friends with Buddhists – friendships that remain until
today. I was made incredibly welcome by many and owe them so much.
One of the greatest challenges for me was trying to live without the concept of
God. Buddhists in Sri Lanka are adamant that the Buddha denied the existence
of a creator God and really saw no need for such a figure. I could not escape
this, if I was to see the world as a Buddhist of similar age, education and commitment as myself, in Sri Lanka. When meditating silently with Buddhist companions, for instance, my instinctive urge was to seek closeness with God. Yet,
my teachers stressed that I should rather seek insight into the three characteristics of existence – impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and no-soul (anicca, dukkha,
anatta). To attempt to see through this lens was indeed to let go. It was to look
to the Lord Buddha as supreme teacher. It was to follow the Buddha’s way of
morality and mind-training, which touched Christianity at some points, but at
others, diverged. For me, this process led to periods of disorientation. At one
point it brought me to a desert-like experience in which there were no signposts,
only shifting sand. I can remember, however, the time at Nilambe Meditation
Centre when my journey seemed to take shape – I realized that I was in fact
‘passing over’.
Such letting go can cause a vacuum at7first. Yet, the experience of those who

enter another religious framework in this way is usually that the vacuum is filled
to sweet abundance. For me, the teaching of Buddhism which, according to the
texts, is ‘glorious in the beginning, glorious in the middle and glorious in the
end’ rose up in all its beauty, on its own. I let go of the dutiful sense that I
should continually be comparing it to Christianity.
The difficulty with this, of course, is the coming back. Did I ever really come
back? If to come back is to come back to the same place, I did not. I did not
become a Buddhist but I was radically changed and my Christian faith was
changed. To name just one aspect, having come to a place where I could, in all
sincerity, honour the Buddha as a down-to-earth, wisdom-filled, compassionate
teacher, I could no longer see Jesus as the ‘only’ bearer of liberative or salvific
truth.
‘Passing over’ into a faith that is not one’s own with the intention of coming
back is something which happens deep within the soul, to use a Christian term.
It has no pomp and ceremony and only a few others may know it is happening.
Yet, the result can cause confusion and bewilderment for those Buddhists and
Christians who do hear about it. At the beginning of January 1996, a Buddhist
lady wrote to the press about an article I had written called ‘The Female in Buddhism’. The fact that I had studied Buddhism for over seven years, was, at that
time, teaching it in Oxford and was yet not a Buddhist caused her both worry
and suspicion. She wrote: How was it possible for one to be so immersed in the study of
a religion that was not one’s own, to be inspired by it, to have
empathy with it, to be totally activated by it, to make the teaching of it one’s career and still not profess it?
I could understand her confusion. Yet, I did not have an answer then and I do
not have an answer now that would satisfy either her or the Christian who once
accused me of having an ‘also ran’ Christianity. All I can say is that Buddhism
has become part of me and that, although I remain a committed Christian, I am
more whole because of what I have taken into myself from Buddhism. In a paper I wrote in 1995, I tried to sum it up 8in this way:

The concept of God that emerges from the struggles of the Jewish community
and the writers of the New Testament, therefore, still has a hold over me. The
Eucharist continues to define my spirituality. Yet Buddhism, in its awareness of
suffering, its analysis of craving being at the root of societal disease and its stress
on compassion, has penetrated to the depth of my being. Both religions have
helped me face the reality of heaven and hell and inspire me to embrace the
challenge of being alive. Religious choice is not by necessity exclusive.2
‘Passing over’ is not for everyone. One of its strengths in my eyes is that it accepts difference and appreciates the cost involved in ‘entering’ these differences.
The religions of the world are not the same and the integrity of different religions is recognised if we accept this. I discovered amazing and sometimes unexpected touching points between Buddhism and Christianity – things that made
my heart leap in recognition and resonance. But I also encountered difference.
One of the most important aspects of inter faith encounter is how we deal with
difference. I am convinced that it need not, if rightly understood, contain threat
or danger. On the contrary, it can be life-giving if we have the courage to see
truth as something for which we strive and towards which we journey, rather
than a static, unchanging possession. To encounter difference, to truly encounter what is ‘other’, can be one of the most creative things in the world.
So, to conclude and sum up, I consider my encounter with Buddhism as part of
my ‘salvation’ journey. My Buddhist friends have been and continue to be true
kalyana mitta, a Pali term that means friends who encourage one on the religious
path. I remain a Christian but am more whole because of my encounter with a
religion that is ‘other’ yet closer now than my breath. Both Christianity and Buddhism remain inside me, in friendly and respectful dialogue.

1. This article is adapted from an article I wrote to felicitate Tissa Balasuriya: Elizabeth J Harris, 1997,
‘Building Friendship between Buddhist and Christian: An Exploration’ in Vision for the future: Essays in Honour of
Tissa Balasuriya o.m.i. Bernadeen Silva, Ainsley Samarijiwa, Richard A. Dias (Eds.), Colombo: Centre for Society
and Religion.
Elizabeth J Harris, 1995, ‘Religious Choice is not Exclusive’ in Ultimate Visions, Martin Forward
(Ed.), Oxford: Oneworld, p. 131
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Reflecting on Kindness Continued — Part II
A talk by Ajahn Candasiri given at Amaravati Buddhist Monastery

This article gives an introduction to Ajahn Candasiri who will be leading the BuddhistChristian retreat ‘Joy on the Path’ with me at the Abbey, Sutton Courtenay. See details in this
newsletter

‘How much of our lives do we spend worrying about things,
being anxious about things that haven't happened,
and may never happen?’
…. We also need to be very careful about the ill-will and criticism that we can
hold towards one another - particularly when we're right! Maybe someone is
making a complete mess of things. Maybe somebody is being quite unskilful in
the way that they're living.... Well, what's a skilful response to that?
I remember years ago at the time of the Gulf War, Ajahn Sumedho would listen
to the news, and each day he would tell us about what was happening during
this war. He talked about Saddam Hussein, who was definitely being portrayed
as the villain. I noticed in my own heart a tendency to feel a lot of anger, a
lot of blame, a lot of righteousness, indignation - even quite powerful rage in
relation to this human being, who seemed to be so selfish and to be causing so
much harm to others. So as I reflected on this, I thought: 'Well, is this
vengefulness the most skilful response?' There was a feeling of wanting to
punish him in some way for the things he was doing. I wanted to make sure
he got what he deserved: 'Well, he deserves something really horrible - it's up
to me to make sure he gets it' - that was the kind of mood of the mind. It was
very powerful. I've had it in relation to other people as well - this sense that it's
up to me to punish them and bring about justice. So, it can happen in extreme
ways, quite obvious ways - but it can also happen in quite subtle ways. I've also
noticed it in relation to little things that can happen in the monastery somebody consistently not turning up for the washing up, or not coming to
puja, or getting things wrong - I can have a similar feeling of indignation,
wanting to put them right.
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There's a story that I often tell. Many years ago in Chithurst, when I was a
novice, I was in the kitchen making tea one day. It was winter time and the
kitchen scene at Chithurst used to be very nice, because it was a place where
it was warm - everywhere else was cold and damp. Ajahn Anando, who was
the senior monk at that particular time, came into the kitchen - he'd obviously
been having a very difficult time with somebody; he looked at me, sighed,
and said: ‘Thank goodness I don't have to be concerned with sorting out other
people's kamma+.' I've reflected on that a lot - the feeling of having to sort
people out, and make sure they get their just deserts. But actually we don't have
to do that, it's not up to us to punish, or blame, or to take revenge - any of that.
We don't have to do it, we can let go of that., such a relief! This law of Kamma - it
takes care of everything.
So the good news is that it's not up to us to sort it out. Our duty is to maintain a
sense of ease and well-being. Our duty is to free the heart from suffering. Our
duty is to realise complete liberation. That's our duty. Our duty isn't to fall into
hell over somebody else's misdeed - we don't have to do that. We have a choice.
We don't have to stay, to linger in states of resentment, bitterness or cruelty. The
Buddha talks about this in the Dhammapada; he says that hatred never ceases by
hatred. If you keep thinking about somebody who's abused you, hurt you,
robbed you, beaten you up, had it in for you - you're not going to find
happiness by thinking in those ways. This doesn't bring us a sense of happiness
and well-being. With mindfulness, we realise we have a choice; we don't have to
linger in these states, we can let them go.
But sometimes its not so easy is it? … These thoughts can really get under the
skin and obsess the mind. It’s at those times that we need to bring out our toolkit; I often see the Buddha’s teaching as a tool-kit of techniques for dealing with
particular difficulties. There’s a very good tool-kit for obsessive thoughts of one
kind or another. But of course we have to recognise them as being unskilful,
don’t we? An that, in itself is a very important first step.
Sometimes people become quite overwhelmed when they start to
recognise these things. They think, 'Oh,
11 I thought I was such a nice person

before I started to meditate, and now I see all these mean thoughts and unskilful
habits'. But you can't begin to cure the disease until you recognise that you have
it. So when people come to me with these kinds of tales: ‘I didn't realise how
awful I was,' I say, 'Well actually it's a great blessing to see that. Now you can
begin to do something about it. It's a great, great blessing that at last these things
are beginning to come out into the light - the dust, the cobwebs, the nasty
smelly bits...' So the first step is simply to recognise it, without tumbling into
further aversion and despair and misery; to see it in a positive way: 'Ah, OK now let's see what we can do about it.'
Firstly, it's important to see that we don't have to think these thoughts. We don't
have to carry these things around. We can set them to one side. That's one skilful
means: to realise that we have a choice. Then when the thought arises, we can
put our attention somewhere else. Sometimes people say, 'Well, isn't that
repressing?' - but is it?... We've recognised it, we've acknowledged it, we've seen
the harmfulness of it. Now it's time to allow it to cease, to let it go - turning our
attention to the silence, or to the body. To really feel the breath, the body
breathing... These are things we can do, aren't they? And even if we can only do
it for a moment - before the obsessive, mean thought comes back again -just that
moment is a powerful piece of ammunition in diminishing the power of the
obsessive thinking. It puts a real dent into the miserable, vengeful storyline
that we've got going. So we can just take a moment to enjoy the breath, to feel
the body, rather than allowing the obsession to completely occupy, to fill our
whole mind space.
Another thing we can do is to notice the space around or between thoughts, or
to replace a mean thought with a kind thought; say, by trying to see things
from the other person's point of view. We can try to tune into their suffering.
Like with Saddam Hussein, I'd think, 'Well, he's a human being. He wants to be
happy, but he's certainly going to have to pay a really horrible price for the
cruelty he's inflicting on others.' Just seeing that he doesn't want to suffer, but
he's going to suffer, brings a sense of compassion immediately into the heart. It's
not condoning the cruelty, the unskilfulness of somebody's life; but rather, it's
12 are sapping our sense of well-being
replacing those unpleasant thoughts that

with something that is more wholesome.
Each day we chant, sharing the blessings of our lives with all beings,
including 'the virtuous leaders of the world'. People sometimes comment: 'But
many leaders of the world don't seem to be particularly virtuous; many of them
seem just to want power, they do quite awful things'. However, I'm interested in
helping them to be wiser, in helping them to be happy. I know myself that if I'm
not happy, I'm not very wise, I'm not very mindful. If there's a feeling of tension
or fear, there's not much mindfulness and so I tend to make mistakes, to be
mean, narrow-minded, selfish, frightened. Skilfulness arises from a sense of wellbeing. When people are kind to me, when I'm kind to myself, then I'm naturally
more kind to others, naturally more in tune with other beings and their needs. So
I'm quite happy to share any blessings of my life with dictators and foolish, selfish
people because I see they need all the blessings they can get!
Then, anigho homi - freedom from anxiety: worry, too, can undermine our
sense of well-being. These last couple of days I've had quite good reason to be
anxious, as my eighty-six year-old father needed to have an operation under a
general anaesthetic. So it was quite reasonable to feel concerned and anxious
about him in hospital, as he's quite old now - 'will he survive the operation?...' But
I knew that worry wasn't going to help: it certainly wasn't helping me, and I also
had a sense that it wasn't really helping him either. I became quite interested in
the distinction between concern and worry. Worry seems to me to be quite
unwholesome - it's like an obsession: worry, worry, worry! And I noticed that
when I wasn't being mindful, the mind very naturally went into worry - thinking
of all the things that could happen, imagining the worst possible scenario.
Whereas, concern was more: 'Well, I am concerned. There's a reason to be
concerned but what's the skilful thing to do in response to this?'
So I decided that whenever the mind was beginning to go into worry beginning to imagine the worst scenario - that I would use my imagination, the
power of the mind, to imagine a different scenario. I phoned my brother
yesterday evening, and he told me that my father still hadn't come out of the
operating theatre; he'd been there for quite
13 a long time - longer than expected -

and my mother was a bit worried. So then, instead of worrying, I deliberately
thought: 'Well, it is a very delicate operation. Probably it's just taking a bit longer,
and he's actually making a very good recovery. He's doing really well'. And so as I
was on my walking path, I just kept thinking: 'He's doing very well, he's getting
better. Probably he's coming round from the anaesthetic now'. I was just
imagining this, 'He's recovering well' - rather than, 'Well, maybe he's died.. .and
they'll be telling my mother...' It was very easy for the mind to go into that, but
every time it did, I'd deliberately think: 'Actually he's making a really good
recovery, he's doing really well....'
How much of our lives do we spend worrying about things, being anxious about
things that haven't happened, and may never happen? Can we really
appreciate how much we undermine our sense of well-being through doing
this? Can we begin to introduce some kind of skilful means as an antidote to
worry and anxiety? So, if your mind goes into constructing worst possible
scenarios, imagine a totally amazing and wonderful and best scenario.
Doesn't it make us feel better, rather than miserable? I tried it yesterday, and it
worked really well. And, in fact, my father is recovering well.
These are some ways we can reflect on well-being: 'May I maintain well-being in
myself. So, as we chant these things, it's not just a nice idea. These are reflections
that have a lot of guts to them, a lot that we can consider in terms of our own
practice, in a very moment-by-moment kind of way. It's not saying that we're
going to avoid every kind of suffering and difficulty. Having been born into this
human realm, we have to experience all kinds of things - pain, sickness, disease,
sadness, grieving -this comes to all of us in due course. What I'm talking about is
the kind of suffering that we can do something about, the needless suffering;
learning to recognise that, and to replace it with something brighter and more
positive. Then our lives can be a blessing, not just for ourselves but also for
each other.
*Dhamma - the Truth of the Way Things Are, also the teachings that point to that Truth.
+Kamma - the law of cause and effect. What we sow, we reap.
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My Spiritual Journey
By Brother Herbert Kaden OSB Turvey Abbey
In the Toa-Te-Ching it says: “He who knows does not speak. He who speaks
does not know.” and “To know that we cannot know anything is the highest.
Not to know that we cannot know anything is suffering.” After three attempts
at responding to this request - and tearing them up - I will try once more!
I grew up in Dresden, Germany in the 1920’s, in my grandparents’ house, with
my mother and an old Swiss lady who had been with us many years. My
grandparents were originally Jewish, my mother was baptised. The Swiss lady
told us Bible Stories. She and my mother prayed with me in the evening. When
people talked about someone being clever or knowledgeable, I thought: wisdom
is what we need in life.
We had some Chinese and Japanese paintings and woodcuts. I felt drawn to the
Far East and sensed that there was something there that we lacked in the West.
At fourteen years I was confirmed in the Lutheran Church and went to church
every Sunday for some time.
My grandparents died before the persecution of the Jews became really terrible,
in 1934 and 1935. My mother and I came to England in 1938. I was seventeen.
Gradually as a student in Bristol I began a long search. I went to many churches
- and I read about Taoism and later about Buddhism. The Tao-Te-Ching was a
revelation to me.
During the war I worked on the land, first in Gloucestershire, then in
Cambridge where my mother lived. At the beginning of the war an Anglican
priest, Canon Raven and the German Lutheran pastor Hildebrand held services
together, my mother and I went to them; they were deeply impressive.
From the age of nineteen or twenty I felt that one day I would have to be a
monk.
From Buddhism I learned meditation
15 - in the West we would call it

contemplation. - a way just to be quiet, recollected “in the presence of God” It
was a way often forgotten in the West. Here formal prayers and devotions were
much more in use.
Reading the Bible I rediscovered the Sermon on the Mount. I felt if only we
read and taught it much more, and practised it - it would transform the world.
I was baptised into a Baptist church in Bristol in 1948, and in 1950 received into
the Catholic church
Jesus taught me to trust totally in God, and how to be with others. The Tao-TeChing taught me how I was part of Nature and how to be with others - to live
mindfully.
I wanted to enter Prinknash Abbey as a monk - I was working there in the
pottery in 1951. I wanted to force my way in! Instead I had a breakdown, and as
my mother could see I was not well I ended up in a mental hospital for nine
months. At first it was terrible, as I felt it was totally against God’s will gradually I realised that it was God’s will. It was a tremendous experience for me
- I lost the fear of people with mental illnesses.
As the Abbey would not take me at the time. I stayed with my mother for nearly
20 years. First working on a small holding, and cleaning the stables, then in a
small pottery, and then at St Edmund’s House in Cambridge, at the time a
residence for Catholic priests studying at the university. I worked there in the
garden with Italian boys for sixteen years. In 1970 my mother died, her last
words were: “Hasn’t it been beautiful!”
The following year, 1971 I was accepted as a postulant at Prinknash Abbey,
made my first profession in 1973, life profession 1976. I remember soon after
entering, waking up in the morning: “I have I made it, I am in a monastery!” In
1983 I asked to be allowed to transfer to Turvey Abbey, recently founded from
Cockfosters by Dom Edmund Jones OSB.
To my great joy in both my monasteries there were monks who were greatly
interested in Taoism and Buddhism and there were opportunities to meet
16 much contact with Tibetan and Zen
people of other faiths. Prinknash has had

Buddhists, Turvey mostly with Theravada; Amaravati Buddhist Monastery.
I believe it is dangerous and harmful to think and say: We are right all others are
wrong. We need to learn from each other As St Therese of Lisieux said: ALL is
GRACE - we cannot do without it.
( Editors comment: Behind this simple story of a life lies so much suffering and joy, ending in
holiness as all those who know Brother Herbert, or have even met him once, will know. Thank you
for sharing this journey with us. Be sure that you are a witness to the things in life that really
matter and this shines through these simple words from start to finish.)

My Sacred Odyssey
or How I got From There to Here By Pamela Ford
A Chinese proverb states, “A journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step.”
I have made a journey of a million miles from that which was to that which is now
the present. My spiritual background is that of conservative evangelical Christianity
of the Calvinistic type. Much of my earlier spiritual experience was interwoven
deeply with my life circumstances and situations. My parents were traumatised
people. My father was a teenage soldier in the First World War. And became a
prisoner of war in Germany at the age of 18, being severely physically wounded. He
returned to UK in 1919. My mother was Irish of Huguenot ancestry born in Dublin.
Her family was caught up in the 1916 fighting in Ireland. She became so terrified
that she fled to England to cousins in Shropshire. My parents married in 1929, and
my brother and I were born in the 30’s, years of depression and sabre rattling. We
were both taught to read before we went to school at age 5. Our book was the
Authorised Version of the Bible. We started off with the 10 commandments, the
first of which declares that God is a jealous God. To a 4 year old a jealous God
means that you cannot have lovely things or enjoy pleasurable experiences like
music, theatre, cinemas, etc. etc. That was my first experience of God and it entered
into my psyche as a baleful influence. Reflecting back now it was the spur to my
eventual rebellion.
The war started in 1939, just before my seventh birthday, my brother was three and
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a half. We endured it like everyone else, attending
school, Sunday school, church on

Sunday and prayers at night etc. Then in 1943 my father died age 44, as a result
of his WW1 injuries. This event stated of a roller coaster in our circumstances,
because whenever things got too much my mother moved and we went too.
At age sixteen I left home and never returned. I began training as a nurse in
October 1949, just as Aneurin Bevin’s NHS Bill was being implemented. Two
weeks following the commencement of training, I became a more committed
Christian by “making a decision for Christ” in the large Manchester Methodist
Mission. I continued nursing for twelve years, and then I took a one year break,
attending a six month Bible School Course, in the north of England and then
remained there to work in the holiday area. Then I returned to nursing, this time
in occupational health in a factory in Manchester. – And I went mad! I got
involved in a local Anglican Church in a Sunday School Uniformed
Organisation, and lots more besides, plus working long hours. I worked myself
into a borderline nervous breakdown. Thus I had to take sick leave. Out of this
came a two year Bible Study College Course, down in Devon. Some of the
friendship I made there are alive and well today, 42 years later,
In 1969 my mother died aged 66, so I had to get on with things once again as
my brother and his family were living in Peru and could not get back. I did get
some help from an Aunt and Uncle, but was then expected to nurse them in
return.
In the 1970’s the Charismatic movement arose and my interest along with it. By
then I had moved to Bristol to do a nurse teaching course. I had started to copy
paragraphs from books read along the way; and on reading them again some
years later I discovered that almost all the quotes were about silence.
I gained a teaching qualification and moved to Kent to take up my first post.
The local Baptist Pastor was very involved in the Churches Council for Health
and Healing, and gradually I became involved both in and outside work.
Spiritually I seemed to be on a plateau and not going anywhere fast. After being
diagnosed with Ostio Arthritis, from all the lifting I had done in hospitals, I
moved to Oxford in 1978 to a new teaching post in my specialty and this really
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provided a push.
In the autumn of that year I attended a series of lectures on prayer and the final
talk was on silence and stillness. The recommended book was “The Other Side
of Silence” by Morton Kelsey an American Episcopalian priest and Jungian
Clinical Psychologist. I obtained a copy (which I still have) and devoured it from
cover to cover and began to try some of the exercises. The Bibliography was full
of good authors and I read everything I could find.
In the meantime the hospital chaplain at the Radcliffe Infirmary had organised a
series of sessions on Christian Meditation, and I went to them. The door
opened, and I walked through it! One of the first effects of the Christian
meditation was to question all I had believed. This began only a few weeks from
starting to meditate. A very negative aspect of Evangelical Christianity was that
questions were not allowed, because this implied doubt and doubt was regarded
as a sin. I had found another book called “Doubt – Faith in two Minds” by O S
Guinness. This liberated me to really question (I still have this book too). Much
of what I had taken on board, I then threw overboard and only kept the core of
it all.
Eventually I joined the Fellowship of Meditation and remained with them for
five years. In the meantime I had found and bought “Moment of Christ” by
John Main. At first I could not get on with it, but reading it later it all made
sense. I found the details of the Christian Meditation Centre and went along to a
group. This moved my journey on a long way. I continued to go to the groups at
Campden Hill Road and there met Elizabeth. After retiring I moved to Sutton
and became even more involved.
One event that loomed large in my journey was a visit to Campden Hill Road by
Sister Elaine MacInnes, a Catholic Sister who was also a Zen Roshi. The day
with her really stimulated my interest, especially after getting her book “Light
Sitting in Light” Some time after that Elizabeth began holding days and
weekends on Buddhism and Christianity and I attended these too.
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I still explore and have been greatly helped by Jock Kornfield’s books – “A Path
with Heart” and “After the Ecstasy, the Laundry”. Another book, which has
helped me a lot, is Jon Kabat-Zinn’s “Full Catastrophe Living”.
Round about 2002 I started to study ‘Discovering the Heart of Buddhism’ from
the Awakened Heart Sangha in Wales and in 2007 attended a week long
intensive meditation retreat at their centre in Wales. I am learning to have
kindness and compassion for myself as well as other people One of my
favourite meditations is “Loving Kindness Meditation.”
Much of my present struggle is with conditioning from early life, left over from
childhood, but also from Christianity of a particular type. My first spiritual
director when I told her about these experiences called it “spiritual abuse” a
term I had never heard of. She was right. My liberation began when I was taught
to meditate and continues to this day. My appreciation of Buddhism has grown,
and the aspect of it I find particularly attractive is the emphasis on wisdom and
compassion – and I am still learning.

Book Review by Elizabeth West
“Search for the Meaning of Life”
by Willigis Jaeger
This is a book I cannot recommend highly enough to members of the BCVN,
in fact I would go as far as to say it could be a handbook for the Network. As a
Benedictine monk and Zen Roshi, Willigis Jaeger is influenced by both Christian
mysticism and Eastern Zen traditions, yet he also goes far beyond the traditional
concepts of religion. Since 2003 he is spiritual director of the Benediktushof in
Holzkirchen, Germany, a centre for spiritual pathways. His vision of a global
spirituality is practiced by an ever growing community throughout the world.
The Zen teachers appointed by him are from the Sanbo-Kyodan-School, (the
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same as Sr. Elaine McInnes) and the contemplation
teachers from the School of

Contemplation, which he founded, are involved in spreading this spiritual
message internationally .
This book is a selection of essays and reflections on themes from Zen,
Christian Mysticism and also science. This to me a most wonderful
combination which might help many people who struggle with finding
themselves either in more than one tradition or on the fringes or even outside
any tradition at all.
In the introduction to the book the author raises the questions which underpin
the whole so I think it is worth quoting them in full here
“In the cosmic context, what does the birth and life of the human
Jesus mean (In the last ‘seventeen seconds’ of the universe)? How has
the Divine Reality revealed itself in other galaxies? Doesn’t it always
and everywhere reveal itself in everything that takes on form? Isn’t it
the structural principle of evolution? Do we really have to look for it
outside of evolution?
What does redemption mean, or the resurrection of the body? In a
million years humans will have distanced themselves from today’s
human being, just as we have from the apes. So, as what species will
we be resurrected?
What do eighty years of human life mean in the face of the billions of
years the cosmos has been in existence? What does time mean? What
does eternity?
What is the meaning of human systems of thought, of dogmatic
declarations?
How long can we go on talking about God as if the rest of the
universe revolved around the earth?
In the course of cosmic evolution, mind has no doubt developed a
thousandfold in other galaxies as21well. Indeed, mind is the primal

matter from which everything is made. Why do we have to separate
them into a dualism?
In the course of the book these issues are explored. The first Chapter deals
with the question of the meaning of life. He points out that “So long as we
know God only by way of reason, our knowledge is paltry stuff. But if we
experience from within, if we become aware what we really are - that is a
holistic experience. … If mystics try to grasp this multidimensional world in
abstract conceptual experience, they can only stammer. That does not mean
they cannot make any sort of statement; mystics have always framed their
experience in words and images. But they know that these are not dogmas to
be absolutised, but are windows that point to the light that illuminates them”
In this first Chapter he also speaks of the human hunger for the Divine and the
loneliness and longing that sends us on the quest. In this quest we inevitably
project our longings on to God. “Projecting the fulfilment of our longing on to
a God who exists somewhere, watches us, directs us, and loves us is generally
the last projection we engage in. Thus in the human imagination God becomes
a judging power, an authority checking up on our behaviour, a superperson
capable of giving or withholding grace. This kind of piety predominates in most
religions” And I would add is probably why many people today abandon
religion altogether, because they see the childishness of this notion.
Other Chapters include Science and Mysticism, Transpersonal Experience,
Religion or Esotericism - this is a particularly interesting chapter which engages
fully with questions of external religion versus experiences. In this Chapter he
deals in several ways with the problems people have with the Church and of
theology he says:
“Today, the name of God is more than ever One, Oneness,
Simplicity, Wholeness. This One unfolds in evolution like a fan, from
‘simplicity’ into ‘multiplicity’. The Divine reveals itself in a polar
fashion, it has two aspects: unity and multiplicity.
Unfortunately, however, theology
22 has for the most part stuck to its

archaic ideas. There is very little interdisciplinary research being done
in theology, which seems to have fenced itself off even more than
the other fields. In keeping with the narrow prescriptions of the
magisterium, theology has remained bound up in its own system.
And then there is the difficulty of forcing new facts and findings to
speak traditional language. Unfortunately, religion, as imparted
almost everywhere by institutions, seems to thwart many people’s
access to a deep religious development For this reason a whole new
kind of piety is beginning to develop out side the better known
religions.”
It is not surprising that Willigis Jaeger has along with so many great modern
thinkers and teachers fallen fowl of the authority of the Catholic Church!
The book continues to deal with other modern issues including psychological
and spiritual interconnections, moral behaviour, death and transformation,
Jesus Christ in Contemplation. The final Chapter has the title: Mysticism:
Flight from the world or taking responsibility for it? Here he deals also with
false mysticism. Needless to say he stresses the importance of mystics taking
responsibility for the world in a very challenging way.
There is also a Chapter on Great Mystics’ Paths of Prayer. This deals with the
major Christian mystics and what they had to say about prayer. It also lists a
number of the mystics who have fallen fowl of the Church in one way or
another through the ages and why this was the case..
At the end of the book is a section giving peoples’ personal accounts of
prayer and spiritual experience. These are very deep and helpful also.
Thus altogether a very rich diet. As this book is a selection there is a certain
amount of repetition, but I think this only enriches the book as it brings one
to the same points again and again from a wide variety of perspectives. Thus I
recommend it very highly indeed, especially to anyone who feels lost or
struggles with any of these issues.
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Events
Oct 17th-19th

“Dissolving Boundaries.” The Annual BCVN Meeting
at Convent of St Mary at the Cross, Edgware, London.
(15 mins walk from Edgware tube)

This weekend will be a time for sharing our questions and even our answers if we
have any. Elizabeth will facilitate the weekend and lead the mediation sessions. Some
questions to reflect on that might inspire the sharing are:- Boundaries in a boundless
universe - what role do they play. How do I relate to religious boundaries? Can we
live without boundaries? Does my security lie in boundaries?
There are still places for this weekend please call or email Elizabeth to book.
Cost: Full weekend £120 Sat/Sun £90 Non resident including 2 lunches £30 One
day with lunch £15.
Nov 28-Dec 1

JOY ON THE PATH A Buddhist/Christian retreat
Led by Ajahn Candasiri and Elizabeth West
At the Abbey Sutton Courtenay.

The retreat will run from after supper on 28th November until after lunch on
Monday 1st December. Priority will be given to those able to attend for the
whole retreat. There will be silence for most of the retreat apart from times of
sharing., and the first and last meal.
It is a long time since Ajahn Candasiri and Elizabeth West have led a retreat together so there is likely to a demand. It was from these earlier retreats that the
Christian Buddhist Vedanta Network was born.
Accommodation is in single and twin rooms. The Abbey can accommodate up
to 17 in its purpose built guest house and in the main house. There are some B &
B in the village close to The Abbey. Day attendees are welcome but will be expected to attend the full retreat. All meals are Vegetarian
The cost of the retreat is £150 for a shared room and £165 for a single room.
The Abbey has held the cost for the three days at the level normally charged for a
two-day retreat. This is to enable participants to make personal contributions to the
teachers out of gratitude for the teaching.
Ajahn Candasiri was raised in the Scottish Episcopal Church, but found that her
questions on how to live the spiritual life were never answered satisfactorily by Christian teachers. Then she attended a retreat of Ajahn Sumedho, the founder of Amaravati Buddhist Monastery. Not long after she sought ordination as a Buddhist nun
from him and was one of the first four women in this country to receive ordination
into the Thai Forest Tradition of Theravada Buddhism. She has been ordained for 25
years and is now one of the Senior Nuns at Amaravati. She has taught retreats extensively and is an excellent meditation teacher and guide.
To Book: Contact: The Abbey, Sutton
Courtenay, Abingdon, OX14 4AF
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