
Phuntsok Choeling Hawkes Bay Buddhist Centre 

Article produced for the New Zealand Buddhist Council in April 2018, by Sally 

McAra and Clare Woodham. 

Our first featured Buddhist organisation was Namkook temple, which serves the 

Korean Buddhist community in the Auckland region. Let's now look at an 

organisation in central Napier, which serves people who are often new to 

Buddhism. The group is called Phuntsok Choeling Hawkes Bay Buddhist Centre. 
Also known as Palpung Kagyu Samten Choling Tibetan Buddhist Centre, this 

Napier-based organisation was founded in 2006. 

 

Clare Woodham, a trustee, tells me that the core group consists mostly of 

middle-aged and older people, more female than male. The regulars are 

generally Pakeha New Zealanders or more generally people of European 

ancestry, rather than people from countries where Buddhism is part of the 

received cultural tradition. 

However, she says, their eight-week meditation courses attract some younger 

men and women. The diversity of the wider community (in terms of cultural 

background, ethnicity and gender) is seen in some of the centre's activities, for 

instance in an annual introduction to meditation at the local polytechnic, for 
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which participants are mostly Māori and Pasifika. Most Māori who visit or 

attend Phuntsok Choeling's events come from an Armed Services background 

and have spent time in Singapore, and they have often had at least a brief 

exposure to Buddhism there. Residents from the local addiction recovery centre 

attend the Wednesday night meditation session, and most of these people are 

under thirty or so years old, and generally around a third are Māori. 

Clare hopes that Phuntsok Choeling will become more widely known as a centre 

for Dharma, peace studies and practice. She hopes it will continue to grow its 

community profile through peace walks, tree planting, and dharma activities  in 

public places. 

Clare writes: 

Our spiritual director Lama Choedak Rinpoche founded a Tibetan 

Buddhist Society in Canberra, which has two main centres in Australia 

that some of our members (12) have been able to do retreats at over the 

year. This is a very inspiring and supportive experience, and builds the 

vision of what is possible here. Our centre is run independently by a 

committee and so the relationship with the Australian centres is that of a 

"sister" centre. 

We receive emailed newsletters which we forward on to our members. 

Some of us are also members of that main centre and this enables us to 

access audiovisual teachings on Dharma, which we screen weekly as the 

base of our Thursday Study nights. We also receive periodicals and 

calendars from the Sakya Phodrang in Dehra Dun, India where the Heads 

of the Sakya Lineage live. 

The current Sakya Trizin (the head of the Sakya lineage) has twice been a 

guest at our centre giving teachings and empowerments, and the previous 

Sakya Trizin met a group of our members when he gave teachings in 

Auckland in 2009. We have also had audiences with them while attending 

their teachings in Germany, Taiwan and Kuala Lumpur. These are 

occasions of rich Dharma connection. 

What kinds of support does your temple offer to members of your community who 

are under stress, sick, mentally ill, in crisis, etc.? Because we have no resident 
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teacher, monks or nuns, whoever among the lay community has the time and 

the connection with the person will offer support. For the bereaved, we help in 

whatever way is possible, by doing puja in their home, keeping contact with the 

bereaved. We offer Soor, a prayer for the dead at their home. 

 

The benefits: The central location makes it easy to find and easy access for 

roughly half our membership. It's great for foot traffic and for people to just pop 

in if the door is open and someone is in the temple. The Napier Library has 

relocated across the road from us and so more people get to notice where we 

are. There is a backpackers two doors down and young overseas 

workers/travellers come regularly to our evening meditation sessions. 

The challenges: It's not so good having restaurant neighbours who have smelly 

rubbish, and the noise from patrons outside the new wine bar nearby. Parking 

is getting harder to find, even after business hours in the summer, and during 

retreat time on Saturdays people have to move their cars. 

What are your hopes/dreams for this community? Our strategic plan is to 

continue with a site in the middle of town and to also work towards having a 

rural retreat centre in Hawke's Bay. We want to build on the services we offer 

and to outreach to different groups; for example, three of us have attended the 

Apprentice Buddhist Chaplaincy course through Amitabha and the New Zealand 

Buddhist Council in Auckland. We intend to offer group services to those faced 
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with terminal illness and their families. We'd also like to offer a child-centred 

programme during the winter after school for children and their families to 

come along and explore dharma through stories, painting and prayer flag 

making, etc. This coming summer we will offer a ten-day retreat in a rural 

setting. We would like to maintain our current site in the centre of town and 

also have a rural retreat centre, possibly with an ordained resident monk or 

nun offering teachings at both centres. 

What do you consider to be the main positive contribution that your temple makes 

to the wider community? We provide a beautiful peaceful temple for meditation 

that welcomes all who want to come and visit and sit quietly or ask questions or 

make offerings. For 16 years we have provided training for people to develop 

greater peace and calm in their lives through our meditation courses and this 

has had a ripple effect in our community. We provide a community for 

practitioners of all levels who want to be with like-minded others and share 

practices and insights. 

 

What religious groups and/or community groups does your temple maintain 

occasional or regular contact with? Anglican, Baha'i, Methodist, Islam and 

others from the local Interfaith Week of Prayer for World Peace that happens 

annually; Springhill Recovery Centre weekly; Eastern Institute of Technology 

annually. Our centre hosts one activity during the Interfaith Week of Prayer for 

World Peace and our members attend other activities in that week at other 
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churches, mosques or other venues (such as a public park or the Heretaunga 

Women's Centre). 

Relationship with tangata whenua? Informal and open but no Kaumatua or Kuia 
connected formally to the centre. Our Trust Deed specifies we need to uphold 
the Treaty of Waitangi in our activities. This we do through acknowledging local 
spirits and deities in our Soor and Tara Pujas, and including all beings in our 
twice weekly "Prayer for the Happiness of All That Lives". 

This concludes the information posted online and in the New Zealand Buddhist 
Council's Autumn 2018 Update. Additional information about Phuntsok Choeling 
follows. 

Other General Questions about Phuntsok Choeling 

Do you or other temple members associate with other similar temples in NZ 
besides your own? Yes, some of our members are also members of an Auckland 
Kagyu centre and some have attended teaching retreats at Chandrakirti Centre 
in Nelson. This is very supportive to see that every group does the best it can 
with the resources it has. It is also a great way of sharing ideas on centre 
programming and profiling. Friends at similar centres in Germany, Taiwan, 
Malaysia, Singapore, Melbourne, Canberra, Sydney and Cairns all share their 
experiences of governance and participation, fundraising and event organising 
and it is really quite inspiring and gives energy to the vision particular to our 
environment and community. 

How do you attract volunteer input? If the event is interesting and easy to 
participate in, people will volunteer. It has to be fun and easy for volunteers, so 
this often means working alongside volunteers rather than leaving it up to them 
and this a nice way to get to know the volunteer a bit more and for them to find 
out a bit more about Dharma and how practitioners tick. We have a cleanup 
after practice every Saturday lunchtime followed by coffee at a local cafe. This 
is a chance to work together and share conversation in a more relaxed way. It 
can lead onto interesting conversations. Important to always keep in mind the 
person is as important as the task at hand. 

Is there anything you'd like to share about what works and what doesn't work 
with regard to attracting and keeping the interest of young people? It's important 
to be welcoming to everyone, to remember their name and ask them a little 
about their interest in meditation or dharma. Then let them know what we 
offer in terms of sessions and courses and ask them if there is anything in 
particular they would like to find out about. We give everyone who comes to the 
centre for the first time a flyer with our regular sessions on it. We have a library 
that anyone can join for $20 a year and this is attractive for young people. Other 
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young dharma practitioners from the UK say they have youth study sessions led 
by a young person with an 'elder' sitting in as a resource person but not as a 
leader. 

How have you responded to any complaints and criticisms that people make 
about any shortcomings (perceived or actual) of the temple and its activities? If 
people ask about the negative internet article about our teacher we respond 
that our experience over the 17 years of receiving teachings and 
empowerments form him, his behaviour has been exemplary. Whatever 
mistakes he made in his personal life ten years ago, and which he has 
apologised for, are far outweighed by the tremendous benefit he has brought to 
many through his translations, teachings and spiritual mentorship. We point to 
letters on the wall of our gompa (temple) from His Holiness the Dalai Lama and 
His Holiness Sakya Trizin endorsing his Dharma work and encouraging him to 
continue.  

We have in the past as a centre done small actions to bring awareness to the 
plight of Tibetans in their homeland, but nowadays we prefer to support visiting 
Tibetan teachers/ monks/doctors and let them speak for their people at Public 
Talks. We need to stick to our core business - providing a consecrated and 
energised temple space for meditation and puja, and to offer friendliness to 
everyone who comes to our door.  

What other challenges have temple members been addressing in the past few 
years? Three members of the Committee spent much time over the last two 
years to determine if we should buy the present building we occupy. We 
decided in the end not to, as there was not sufficient support and energy within 
the Committee and Membership. Further, the cost of bringing the building to 
Earthquake Standard could have escalated manifold. 

Practical matters for the organisation 

How is your centre financed and governed? We are completely run by local 
donations and course/ retreat fees. Our trustees are also our Executive 
Committee and as such step down each year and put themselves forward for 
reelection if they wish and others are nominated for election. Currently we 
have two Trustees we have been on the committee since the centre was formed 
in 2001. One has a background as a CEO in a private tertiary education institute, 
the other is a Naturopath/Yoga teacher. Other current Trustees are a Private 
Tutor, ACC counsellor, School counsellor, Youth Employment consultant, 
Psychologist . 

What are the major challenges your organisation faces? Increasing age and 
diminishing energy and time of the Executive Committee. We would love to 
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bring in more people with the energy, commitment and resources (esp. time 
and skills) to support this long-term vision. We hope to see others stepping 
forward to carry on the work - in the committee, leading sessions, courses and 
other dharma activities, and having a succession of gifted committed spiritual 
directors and teachers to carry on the teachings and empowerments. 

Have you had to deal with Immigration or other Legal issues? Only once, dealing 
with Visa application for a Teacher.  

How does government policy around immigration affect your organisation? Not 
at this stage. 

Do you have any comment for us about issues dealing with government 
departments, police, health system? No  

Have the changes to the Accounting requirements and reporting standards for 
Charitable organizations affected your group?  Our Chair, Treasurer, Secretary 
and Trust Accountant have attended workshops on these matters and our Trust 
Accountant keeps our books shipshape.  
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