BIMG NEWSLETTER - JANUARY 2012
&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&
“Now let us welcome the New Year, full of things that have never been.”

Rilke
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Hello everyone,

 

Here is news of events organised by Bristol Insight Meditation Group for January.
 

Contributions of poems, quotes, photos, book or film reviews, reflective pieces, commentary, etc. for inclusion in this newsletter are welcome and invited. Please email to me (in advance of the deadline below) as a MS Word document attachment. Please ensure that the word ‘newsletter’ appears in the title of your email. I look forward to hearing from you! 

 

If you would like anything included in the January 2012 newsletter please send it to me by 27th January. I cannot guarantee to include any entries received after this date.
 

Information on group activities is also available on our website www.bristolmeditation.org.uk  
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The Blue Hole (Terry Allen)
&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&&
Sitting Group – Tuesday Evenings – 7.30-9.30pm 
 

The sitting group meets weekly at: 
Bristol Zen Dojo, 91-93 Gloucester Road, BS7 8AT (between Miss Millie's and The Winning Post). 

Please arrive after 7.15pm for a 7.30pm sit. The door will be locked after 7.30 so please arrive on time. There is no need to bring cushions or mats as these are available at the dojo.
The 45 minute sit will be followed by a tea break and then a discussion, sharing or other group activity. We will finish at 9.30pm. 

To cover the cost of renting the space for the evening a sitting fee of £3 (£2 concs) is payable. Donations of packets of tea (& biscuits) are invited.

 

The post-sit topics will be: 

3rd January
Mindful sharing – with no pre-arranged topic - starting from a place of silence, and returning to silence, anyone can say anything they feel moved to, to the group, in a spirit of mindfulness.
10th January

Reflection/discussion – ‘How is it possible to combine detachment with having

                                         relationships?’

17th January

Poetry evening – bring along your favourite or inspiring poems, books or quotes to share.
24th January

Reflection/discussion – ‘Can spirituality or spiritual practice be used to re-inforce    

                                         habitual avoidance?’
31st January

Reflection/discussion – ‘What is the difference between knowledge and wisdom?’
7th February
Mindful sharing – with no pre-arranged topic - starting from a place of silence, and returning to silence, anyone can say anything they feel moved to, to the group, in a spirit of mindfulness.
***We are in need of more discussion/sharing topics for the Tuesday sits  - if you have any ideas please write them on a slip of paper and leave in the 'topics' bag in the Zen Dojo, or email your suggestions to me***
If you would like further information, or to talk to someone about the sitting group contact 
Jill on 9551360
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Daytime Sangha Meeting – Friday 6th January – 10am-12pm

 

These once-a-month meetings give an additional daytime opportunity to get together in a small group in a spirit of sangha. The meeting will include a period of sitting meditation, some sharing, and discussion on any topics of mutual interest arising.

  
This month’s meeting will be at Camilla's place: 

Flat 1 (bottom bell), 27 Badminton Rd, St Pauls, Bristol, BS2 9QJ.  

Tel.  07944 694210

Please let Camilla know before the day if you are planning to come to the meeting.
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Focusing Group – Sunday 15th January – 11am-1.30pm 
The next meeting of the Focusing Group will be on Sunday 15th January from 11am-1.30pm at the Zen Dojo. The group normally meets on the last Sunday of the month.
The group is open to anyone interested in Focusing, regardless of experience. The session consists of an introduction/sharing round, a short meditation, a Focusing session in 2’s or 3’s, and ends with a group sharing session. People new to Focusing will be partnered by more experienced Focusers. 

The group meets regularly on the last Sunday of the month. No need to book in advance - just turn up on the day. Cost £4 to cover room rental of dojo.
For further information about the Focusing group contact Gordon on 0117 9080494.
 

For further information about Focusing, including articles, courses and links to various Focusing websites see the British Focusing Teachers (BFTA) website www.focusing.org.uk   
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Metta practice group – Monday 16th January – 7.30-9.30pm

 

You are warmly invited to another Metta group at Dominique's house, 5 Old Ashley Hill, BS6 5JB. We will listen to a talk/guided meditation on extending Metta to the 'difficult' person. If you have not been before we would encourage you to listen to an introductory talk/meditation on Metta practice, and recommend Rob Burbea's introduction on the link below:

 

http://www.dharmaseed.org/teacher/210/talk/12516/ 
 

Please email Julia.wallond@yahoo.com or phone Dominique on 0117 9557512 if you would like to come. Please bring your own cushion or stool, there will also be chairs available.
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Film Screening – ‘The Way’ – Wednesday 18th January – 7.30pm
The Way (2011). Directed by Emilio Estevez. [2hr3min]
Starring Martin Sheen, James Nesbitt, Deborah Kara Unger, Emilio Estevez. 

Filmed entirely in Spain and France along the Camino de Santiago.
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“Martin Sheen plays Tom, an American doctor who comes to France to collect the remains of his adult son, killed in the Pyrenees in a storm while walking The Camino de Santiago, also known as 'The Way of Saint James'. 
 Driven by his profound sadness and desire to understand his lost son, Tom decides to embark on the historical pilgrimage, leaving his California life behind. Armed only with his son's backpack and guidebook, he begins the 800km historical pilgrimage but soon discovers that he won't be alone on this journey - he meets other pilgrims from around the world, all broken and looking for greater meaning in their lives.
 From the hardship experienced along "The Way" an unlikely group of misfits are bonded and Tom begins to learn the difference between "The life we live and the life we choose."”

Please arrive by 7.15 for a 7.30pm start to the screening. The film screening is at Sarah's home in Ashley Down.
Please phone Sarah on 9513442 to reserve a place if you are coming to see the film as space is limited. 
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Day Retreat with Rob Burbea – "The Beauty of Desire"

Saturday 21st January – 9.30-5.00pm – St Michaels on the Mount Parish Hall
In many spiritual traditions, including much of Buddhism, desire is often regarded as an impediment, an affliction, or something to be transcended. But there may be much more to desire than its problematic nature in causing suffering. Is it possible to develop ways of skilfully relating to and exploring desire that open up unexpected resources, insights and treasures? On this Meditation Day we will begin to attempt to unpack and more deeply understand the movements of desire within us in order to liberate its not so obvious gifts.
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Rob is currently resident teacher at Gaia House in Devon, and teaches internationally.  He has been practising Buddhist Meditation and Dharma since 1985, and teaching since 2004. He is co-founder of Sangha Seva, an organisation that explores the Dharma through service work: www.sanghaseva.org 
Venue: St Michaels on the Mount Parish Hall, 
Old Park Hill, off Perry Road, Bristol BS2 8BE. 
 
You can book online at www.bristolmeditation.org.uk where you will also find further information about this and 2012 day retreats.
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Self-led Day Retreats in 2012 – Saturdays – 10am-5pm

Horfield Quaker Meeting House, 300 Gloucester Road, Bristol BS7 8PD 
Self-led retreat days are predominantly held in silence, and have no teacher input or meditation instructions. They are suitable for people who have some experience of meditation and who appreciate the support of practicing in a group. 
Dates have been chosen which are 2 weeks apart from teacher-led retreats, to allow people the opportunity to attend both in a month. January wasn’t possible because of hall availability, so dates for early 2012 are: (dates for later in 2012 will be arranged in advance for each 4 month period)
· Saturday 4 February

· Saturday 10 March

· Saturday 14 April

The day includes group sits, open practice periods for personal sitting and walking practice, a recorded dharma talk, and a final discussion. The schedule is flexible, and is agreed at the start of each day to meet the group’s needs.   

Participants bring a contribution to a shared vegetarian lunch, and their own mat, meditation stool and cushions. Although we work within a Buddhist framework, everyone is welcome, whatever their spiritual background, to come and sit in silence. No part of a self-led retreat day is compulsory.

At our last retreat day in December, we decided to fix the cost at £10 for each participant, which if shared between 10 people, will just cover the hire cost – we will see if this is sustainable in practice. Payment is made on the day, not in advance.

To participate please email bristoldayretreats@googlemail.co.uk  with ‘SELF-LED RETREAT’ in the subject line at least 2 weeks before the retreat date, so we know if we have met the minimum number of participants. We will confirm by email two weeks in advance that the day is going ahead. If you decide you’d like to attend closer to the retreat date, please drop us an email and we’ll let you know what is happening. All self-led retreat days have gone ahead to date. 
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BIMG Annual General Meeting Report
We held a full and productive AGM on Saturday 3rd December at the Quaker Meeting House on Gloucester Road. See the separate attachment for full minutes of the meeting. 
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Spiritual Friendship
By Ajahn Amaro
One day Ananda, his closest disciple, came up to the Buddha and said:                            “Lord, I think that half of the Holy Life is spiritual friendship, association with the Lovely.” And the Buddha replied:                                                                                                  “That is not so; say not so, Ananda. It is not half of the Holy Life, it is the whole of the                        Holy Life.” 
  In some of the Theravada countries the tradition of forest monasticism still flourishes. This style of practice, going off and living in the countryside, finding solitude and meditating alone in the wilds, is very often praised. Our teacher, Ajahn Chah, practiced in this way for many years. But in the latter part of his life, after spending a long time travelling, meditating and living alone, he integrated practice and teaching into the creation of a spiritual community. 

He had found that he could develop profound concentration and insight, and experienced some interesting mind states when he went off into the hills alone, but then when he would come back and stay with the other monks, he could only cope for a little while. He would begin to lose his temper and get upset, angry and annoyed about how incompetent and useless everybody else was. After a few years of this, he realised that he had some lessons to learn: 'Well, it is easy for me to go and be alone and be the fierce ascetic off in the forest. What is difficult is to be with other people, to learn how to spend time with others.' So he began to put himself in that position more and more, and eventually he developed his monasteries in that style. 

Often his monasteries were criticized because the monks and nuns seemed to have so little time to meditate. They were always working, and people seemed to have to spend so much time together: chanting together, meditating together. Many complained that this was an obstruction. He listened and understood the criticism but was never intimidated by it. He saw that there were profound lessons and great richness in learning to live together with other people. 

In fact, it is the spiritual community or spiritual friendship that really holds the spiritual life together. It is interesting that of all the meditation masters in Thailand (not that one is keeping score), Ajahn Chah managed to establish far more monasteries than any other meditation teacher - all in all about 130-140. So it really works for ordinary human beings. We realise that to develop in the spiritual life, we need the support of companions; without that, we tend to drift or sink. 

There is a very often-quoted saying in the scriptures on spiritual friendship. One day Ananda, his closest disciple, came up to the Buddha and said: “Lord, I think that half of the Holy Life is spiritual friendship, association with the Lovely.” And the Buddha replied: “That is not so; say not so, Ananda. It is not half of the Holy Life, it is the whole of the Holy Life.” 

The entire Holy Life is friendship, association with the Lovely. Now, the Pali word for ‘friendship with the Lovely' is kalyanamitta. Kalyana means lovely or beautiful and mitta means friend. So it is often translated as association or affiliation with the Lovely (with a capital L), being an epithet for Ultimate Reality or the Unconditioned. 

It is interesting that for years I always used to quote it as: “Spiritual friendship is the whole of the Holy Life”, but the Buddha was making a play on words – he was also saying that it is not just having spiritual friends that is the whole of the Holy Life, but our affiliation, our intimacy with the Lovely, with the Ultimate Truth. These two support each other. Our like-minded companions and associates in spiritual life support our effort, but it is actually our ability to awaken to that which is truly Lovely, to the Wonderful, to Ultimate Reality – that is, in its own way, the very fire of our spiritual life. 

When we say 'spiritual friendship', do we just mean the kind of people we meet in Buddhist monasteries? Does the spiritual friend have to have a shaven head? Or could it also be our husband, our wife, our life's companion? There are many different kinds of relationship or friendship that we can have. So we might wonder which ones are spiritual and which ones are not. Can a romantic friendship be spiritual? Or does spiritual friendship have to be platonic? Can it be a relationship of teacher to student, or of brother and sister? Rather than categorising it in these ways, or trying to figure out which styles of friendship are spiritual and which are not, it is much more important to look at the basis of that relationship and our approach towards it.                                    Relationships, I would suggest, fall into two basic categories. In one kind of relationship we tend to relate to the other person with a sense of separateness, in the other we relate with a sense of wholeness. 

The relationship of separateness hinges on a profound sense of 'me' and 'you', of 'self' and 'other', and that is something very concrete, solid. We always look to the other person to fulfil a need that we have, due to a feeling of something lacking in ourselves; and that other person seems to fill that space. So this kind of relationship or friendship has a quality of dependency in it. We need the other person to be around in order to support us, to make us feel good; or we may even need to have the other person around to be an enemy – a good protagonist that we can struggle with! 

We may have a very intense, profound relationship when we're in love with someone and we experience very blissful times, a sense of wholeness or completeness. But these times also entail feelings of desolation and loss, of loneliness and separation. Even a strong friendship, such as with a teacher or a helper with whom we meditate or share a profound understanding of each other's innermost world, may disappoint us in this way. As long as that relationship is based on a sense of 'me' and a sense of 'you', and that polarity is not recognised, there will always be pain and loss in it. 

The ones who are dear to us, that attachment that we have towards them, this is beautiful and lovely but it also brings us pain. It carries a sting with it, a shadow, and this is unavoidable. If we invest in the delight of such association then, when there is separation, we cannot avoid feeling loss. So, a spiritual friendship of this type will always have this slightly unbalanced quality to it. 

Now, on the other side, what I like to call a relationship of wholeness, is where our association with another person is based not around the sense of self at all. Instead, it is based on an attitude of relinquishment, of unselfishness; of openness rather than neediness. 

This can be consciously developed in various ways. One such way is through devotional practice towards an idealised figure, such as Buddha, God, Jesus, Krishna or whoever it might be; or some living person, such as a guru. That act of self-relinquishment, of giving oneself in devotion to a divine figure, works by the power of one's faith in the divinity of the person and their presence. This forms an important bond between oneself and the other. By giving oneself up completely to the Divine, whether it is internal or external, whether we create an object for it or we relate to a person who exhibits divine qualities, we can bring about a truly spiritual relationship. As the mind opens to that, we begin to internalise the qualities that they embody. We develop an inner joy and release from within our own being, without creating a state of unwholesome dependence. 

The other way of developing this relationship of wholeness is through the path of meditation and wisdom. Using this approach, we become more aware of how we create the sense of 'self'. By letting go very directly of the sense of 'I' and 'me' and 'mine' in our daily activity, we engage in a process of self-relinquishment, without any external object, being or deity to empower or to strengthen us. Just by inquiry, contemplation and insight – using the power of the mind – we break through the sense of 'self', allowing the mind and the heart to be fully opened to the Truth. 

A friendship or relationship that is developed in this way brings with it a freedom from dukkha – incompleteness and dissatisfaction. If we relate in this way, letting go of 'self' and dropping the feeling of 'I' and 'me' and 'mine', the experience of being together is one of delight, of pleasantness, rather than neediness. There is no sense of insecurity, alienation or loneliness in the relationship and so there is a tremendous freedom. We can enjoy each other's company and be supported by each other, but we are not requiring it. 

In spiritual friendship, we can actually be with each other. We open ourselves to the other person, ready to notice any grudges that we have, or the opinions and obsessions we have about them, as well as the attractions towards them. Then we can enter more into the place of listening, of forgiving, of letting go of the past and just being open to the present. And this is the most wonderful and beautiful gift we can give. 

This article is an excerpt from a talk given by Ajahn Amaro at Amaravati Monastery on 19th September, 1993, as published in the Forest Sangha Newsletter (Issue 41. July-Sept 1997) 

See http://www.budsas.org/ebud/ebdha028.htm for the full talk.
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Other (non-BIMG) ads and events 
(full details of these events are in the separate ‘Ads & Events’ attachment to this email)

* Artists Way Groups with Anna Bianchi – two 12-week groups starting in January
* Yatra Walks Group
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Two Poems about Darkness (dedicated to Margaret)
Sweet Darkness

When your eyes are tired 

the world is tired also.

When your vision has gone 

no part of the world can find you.

Time to go into the dark 

where the night has eyes

to recognise its own.

There you can be sure 

you are not beyond love.

The dark will be your womb 

tonight.

The night will give you a horizon 

further than you can see.

You must learn one thing.

The world was made to be free in.

Give up all the other worlds 

except the one to which you belong.

Sometimes it takes darkness and the sweet 

confinement of your aloneness 

to learn

anything or anyone

that does not bring you alive

is too small for you.

David Whyte

To Know the Dark

To go in the dark with a light is to know the light.

To know the dark, go dark. Go without sight, 

and find that the dark, too, blooms and sings,

and is travelled by dark feet and dark wings. 

Wendell Berry
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Wishing you all a happy and fulfilling year ahead,
Gordon
