
Autumn 2005 A Journal of the Art of Mindful Living Issue 40  $7/£5



T
photos by Eileen Kiera

What will happen when form collides with 
emptiness,

and what will happen when perception enters 
non-perception?

Come here with me, friend.

Let’s watch together.

Do you see the two clowns, life and death

setting up a play on a stage?

Here comes Autumn.

The leaves are ripe.

Let the leaves fly.

A festival of  colors, yellow, red.

The branches have held on to the leaves

during Spring and Summer.

This morning they let them go.

Flags and lanterns are displayed.

Everyone is here at the Full Moon Festival.

Friend, what are you waiting for?

The bright moon shines above us.

There are no clouds tonight.

Why bother to ask about lamps and fire?

Why talk about cooking dinner?

Who is searching and who is finding?

Let us just enjoy the moon, all night.

Full Moon 
Festival
By Thich Nhat Hanh

This poem was written in response to 
Vietnamese Dhyana master Lieu Quan 
(1670–1742), whose poem of insight has 
this sentence: “If I had realized that the 
lamp is fire itself, the rice would have 
been cooked for a long time already!”  
The insight poem was presented to his 
teacher, Master Tu Dung, in 1708.
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To Our Readers 

It’s mid-August, and I’m just beginning to 
feel the change of seasons, even in the ninety-
degree temperatures.  A new coolness in the 
mornings and evenings, a softness in the color 
of the darkening sky:  I find happiness in the 
impermanence of the seasons, and I feel my heart 
turning to gratitude for the bounty in my life.

By the time you read this, Thich Nhat Hanh will 
have completed the U.S. tour, and many of us will 
have been renewed by spending days with our 
teacher and our Sangha.  For those of us who 
were not able to attend a retreat, we offer this 
magazine as a mini-retreat, to inspire and comfort 
you with the presence of the Sangha.

As I write, I am looking forward to seeing many 
of my brothers and sisters at our root temple, Deer Park, and to the possibility that 
eight friends from my region will be ordained into the Order of Interbeing.  Could 
there be a better gift to all of us, than for these dear friends to commit to a life of 
mindfulness and Sangha building?  

Returning from Vietnam, I knew that the fruits of that journey would continue to 
manifest for months and years to come, and you are invited to share those fruits in 
this and future issues.  The stories and poems reflecting precious moments on the 
journey, and the reports on transformation and building long-term connections 
through humanitarian efforts, bring us all closer to our spiritual ancestors.  We 
have new, expanded responsibilities there too, as Sister Chan Khong reports: two 
monasteries need our help, so they can respond to the needs of the many people 
touched by Thay’s visit and now offering their lives for monastic practice. 

In Thay’s featured teaching on cultivating true happiness, the question is posed:  
What is the most special thing about Buddhism?  The answer given is:  The ability 
to subdue and purify your mind.  My deepest gratitude is for the teachings and 
examples of the Buddha and my spiritual teachers who have given me a way to 
create a path through the brambles and toxic swamps in my mind, to clear the 
brush and allow light into the dark places of fear and hurt.  Through the simple 
practice of bringing mindfulness to my daily actions, of formal sitting, and of 
spending time with my teachers and the Sangha, my mind has cultivated another 
way to be. It is a gentler way of living; a way that allows questioning my own 
attitudes and perceptions, of not clinging to my long held patterns of trying 
to control outcomes and of reacting with hurt when not feeling understood or 
acknowledged. A way of dwelling in peace and open-heartedness. Slowly I have 
found that most days my heart spends more time open than closed.

The tools of mindfulness, concentration, and insight have allowed me to begin 
forging this new path through the jungle of my mind and emotions.  I have learned 
that there is no path to follow, no formula I can apply to find my way to clarity.  
Rather, my teachers have given me the well-honed tools to make my own way, to 
create a light-filled pathway of beauty and peacefulness.  

May we all take to heart the teachings and examples offered by our teachers, our 
ancestors, and our Sangha friends.  May we all practice with ease and diligence so 
our lives become pathways of light for ourselves and others.  We have everything 
we need: the instructions, the generous guidance of our teacher, and the enjoyment 
and comfort of our Sangha companions. In this season of the harvest, our 
cornucopia of love overflows.

 In gratitude, 
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GGood morning, dear Sangha, 

today is the twenty-third of 

June, 2005 and we are in the  

Lovingkindness Temple in  

the New Hamlet.  
Happiness is a practice.  We should 

distinguish between happiness and ex-
citement, and even joy.  Many people in 
the West, especially in North America, 
think of excitement as happiness.  They 
are thinking of something, or expecting 
something that they consider to be happi-
ness, and, for them, that is already happi-
ness.  But when you are excited you are 
not really peaceful. True happiness should 
be based on peace, and in true happiness 
there is no longer any excitement.

Suppose you are walking in a desert 
and you are dying of thirst.  Suddenly you 
see an oasis and you know that once you 
get there, there will be a stream of water 
and you can drink so you will survive.  
Although you have not actually seen or 
drunk the water you feel something: that 
is excitement, that is hope, that is joy, but 
not happiness yet. In Buddhist psychology 
we distinguish clearly between excitement, 
joy, and happiness.  True happiness must 

be founded on peace.  Therefore, if you 
don’t have peace in yourself you have not 
experienced true happiness. 

Training Yourself  
to Be Happy

You have to cultivate happiness; you 
cannot buy it in the supermarket.  It is like 
playing tennis: you cannot buy the joy of 
playing tennis in the supermarket.  You can 
buy the ball and the racket, but you cannot 
buy the joy of playing.  In order to experi-

ence the joy of tennis you have to learn, 
to train yourself to play.  In the same way, 
you have to cultivate happiness.  

Walking meditation is a wonderful 
way to train yourself to be happy.  You are 
here, and you look in the distance and see 
a pine tree. You make the determination 
that while walking to the pine tree, you 
will enjoy every step, that every step will 
provide you with peace and happiness.  
Peace and happiness that have the power 
to nourish, to heal, to satisfy.

True happiness must be founded on peace.  

Therefore, if you don’t have peace in  

yourself you have not experienced true 

happiness.
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There are those of us who are capable of going from here to 
the pine tree in that way, enjoying every step we make.  We are not 
disturbed by anything:  not by the past, not by the future; not by 
projects, not by excitement. Not even by joy, because in joy there is 
still excitement and not enough peace.  And if you are well-trained 
in walking meditation, with each step you can experience peace, 
happiness, and fulfillment.  You are capable of truly touching the 
earth with each step.  You see that being alive, being established 

fully in the present moment and taking one step and touching the 
wonders of life in that step can be a wonder, and you live that 
wonder every moment of walking.  If you have the capacity to 
walk like that, you are walking in the Kingdom of God or in the 
Pure Land of the Buddha. 

 So you may challenge yourself: I will do walking meditation 
from here to the pine tree.  I vow that I will succeed.  If you are 
not free, your steps will not bring you happiness and peace.  So 
cultivating happiness is also cultivating freedom.  Freedom from 
what?  Freedom from the things that upset you, that keep you 
from being peaceful, that prevent you from being fully present in 
the here and the now.

One nun wrote to Thay that she has a friend visiting Plum 
Village.  Her friend did not take the monastic path; instead she 
married, and now has a family, a job, a house, a car, and everything 
she needs for her life.  She’s lucky because her husband is a good 
man; he does not create too many problems. Her job is enjoyable, 
with a salary above average.  Her house is beautiful.  She thinks of 
her relationship as a good one although it is not as she expected; 
sure, you can never have exactly what you expect.

And yet, she does not feel happy and she is depressed.  Intel-
lectually she knows that in terms of comfort, she has everything.

Many of us think of happiness in these terms, as having material 
and emotional comforts.  Not many people are as successful as 
that friend, and she knows that she is fortunate. And yet she is 

not happy.

We Are Immune to Happiness
We have the tendency to think of happiness as something we 

will obtain in the future.  We expect happiness.  We 
think that now we don’t have the conditions we think 
we need to be happy, but that once we have them, hap-
piness will be there. For example, you want to have a 
diploma because you think that without that diploma 
you cannot be happy. So you think of the diploma day 
and night and you do everything to get that diploma 
because you believe that diploma will bring you hap-
piness.  And you forecast that happiness will be there 
tomorrow, when you get the diploma.  There may be 
joy and satisfaction in the days and weeks that follow 
the moment you receive your diploma, but you adapt 
to that new condition very quickly, and in just a few 
weeks you don’t feel happy anymore.  You become 
used to having a diploma.  So that kind of excitement, 
that kind of happiness is very short-lived.  We are im-
mune to happiness; we get used to our happiness, and 
after a while we don’t feel happy any longer.

People have made studies of poor people who 
have won lotteries and have become millionaires. The 
studies found that after two or three months the person 
returns to the emotional state they were in before 
winning the lottery.  From two to three months.  And 
during the three months there is not exactly happiness; 
there is a lot of thinking, a lot of excitement, a lot of 
planning and so on––not exactly happiness.  But three 

months later, he falls back to exactly the same emotional level as 
he was before winning the lottery.  So having a lot of money does 
not mean you will be happy.

Perhaps you want to marry someone, thinking that if you 
can’t marry him or her, then you cannot be happy.  You believe 
that happiness will be great after you marry that person. After you 
marry, you may have a time of happiness, but eventually happi-
ness vanishes.  There is no longer any excitement, any joy, and 
of course, no happiness.  What you get is not what you expected.  
Then perhaps you know that what you have attained will not 
continue for a long time.  Even if you have a good job, you are 
not sure you can keep it for a long time.  You may be laid off, so 
underneath there is fear and uncertainty.  This type of happiness, 
without peace, has the element of fear and cannot be true hap-
piness.  The person you are living with may betray you one day; 
you cannot be sure that person will be faithful to you for a long 
time.  So fear and uncertainty is present also. To preserve these 
so-called conditions of happiness you have to be busy all day long.  
And with these worries, uncertainties, and busyness, you don’t 
feel happy and you become depressed. 

So we learn that happiness is not something we get after we 
obtain the so-called conditions of happiness: namely, the mate-

photo	by	Eileen	Kiera



   the Mindfulness Bell  7

dharma TALK

rial and emotional comforts. True happiness does not depend on 
these comforts; nothing can remove it from you. When we come 
to a practice center, we are looking to learn how to cultivate true 
happiness.

The Buddha’s Teaching on Happiness
When I was a young monk people told me that the teachings 

of the Buddha could be summarized in four short sentences.  I was 
not impressed when I read these four sentences.  People asked the 
Buddha how to be happy and he said that all the Buddhas teach 
the same thing:

 Refrain from doing bad things

 Try to do good things

 And learn to subdue, purify your mind

 That is the teaching of  all Buddhas. 1

Very simple; and because of that, I was not impressed.   
I said, “Everyone agrees that you have to do good things and 
refrain from doing bad things.  To subdue and purify your mind 
is too vague.”  But after sixty years of practice I have another 
idea of the teaching.  I see now it is very deep, and that it is a real 
teaching of happiness.

Let us consider together.  The gatha I learned is in Chinese, 
in four lines, and each line contains four words.

 The bad things, don’t do it.

 The good things, try to do it.

It does not seem to be very deep: nothing spectacular about 
it.  Everyone knows, the good things you should do and the bad 
things you should not do.  You don’t need to be a Buddha to give 
such a teaching.  So I was not impressed.  The third line and 
fourth lines are:

 Try to purify, subdue your own mind

 That is the teaching of  all Buddhas.

Now I understand that the bad things you should refrain 
from are those that create suffering for you and for other people, 
including other living beings and the environment.  But how can 
you recognize something as good to do, or as bad to do?  Mind-
fulness.  Mindfulness helps you to know that this is a good thing 
to do and this is a bad thing to do; to know that if you do these 
bad things you bring suffering to you and to the people around 
you.  So the bad things bring suffering to you and others.  This is 
a very simple and yet precise definition of good and bad.  And of 
course, the good things are the things that bring you joy and true 
happiness. Anything that is good, try to do it.  That means anything 
that can bring peace, stability, and joy to you and to other people. 
It is easy to say, it is easy to understand, but it is not easy to do or 
to refrain from doing. The first two things depend entirely on the 
third thing: to purify, subdue your mind.  The mind is the ground 
of everything.  

The Most Special Thing in Buddhism
If there is confusion in your mind, if there is anger and craving 

in your mind, then your mind is not pure, your mind is not subdued, 
and even if you want to do good things you cannot do them, and 
even if you want to refrain from doing bad things you cannot.  And 
that is why the ground, the root, is your mind.

When you refrain from doing bad things you are practicing 
compassion, because refraining from doing bad things means not 
bringing suffering to you or to other people. Practicing compas-
sion is practicing happiness, because happiness is the absence of 
suffering. And then:

Try to do good things: karuna, maitri. This teaching is the 
practice of love, of compassion, and of lovingkindness.  When 
you understand, the first two sentences have a lot of meaning.  
You practice love, you practice compassion, you practice lov-
ingkindness and you know that practicing love brings happiness.  
Happiness cannot be without love. The Buddhas recommend us 
to love, and the concrete way is to refrain from causing suffering 
and to offer happiness.

You can do this easily and beautifully only when you know 
how to subdue your mind, how to purify your mind.  This is very 
special.  If you ask the question, “What is the most special thing 
in Buddhism?” the answer is that it is the art of subduing your 
mind, of purifying your mind.  Because Buddhism gives us the 
concrete teaching so that we can purify, subdue, and transform our 
mind.  And once our mind is purified, subdued, and transformed, 
then happiness becomes possible.  With a mind that still has a lot 
of confusion, anger, craving, and misunderstanding, there can be 
no love and no happiness for oneself and for the world.  So the 
most important thing you should learn is the art of subduing and 
purifying your mind.  If you have not got that, you have not got 
anything from Buddhism.

T.S. Eliot was a poet, playwright, and critic, born in Boston 
in 1888. When he grew up he went to Europe and he liked it there 
so he became a British citizen. His poetry is a kind of meditation; 
he tries to look deeply and many of his poems are like gathas 
presenting his understanding.  He said that he always tried to look 
deeply; those are the words he used: to look deeply, to understand 
the roots of suffering. He found out that the mind is the root of 
all suffering; our own mind is the foundation of all the suffering 
we have.  That is exactly what the Buddha said.  The suffering we 
have to bear and undergo all comes from within our mind, a mind 
that is not purified, that is not transformed and subdued.  But T.S. 
Eliot only said half of what the Buddha said.  The Buddha said 
that all suffering comes from the mind, but also that all happiness 
comes from the mind.  All happiness too.  So the mind that remains 
unsubdued, untransformed, confused with hatred and discrimina-
tion, brings a lot of unhappiness and suffering; but the purified 
and subdued mind can bring a lot of happiness to yourself and the 
people around you.

When you walk from here to the pine tree you begin with one 
step, and you train yourself in such a way that that step has within it 
the energy of mindfulness, concentration, and insight.  If you really 1  This translation is from the Chinese version of  the Dhammapada.
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Happiness is impermanent but it can 

be renewed, and that is insight. You are 

also impermanent and renewable, like 

your breath, like your steps.

practice walking medita-
tion, you will find out that 
every step you make can 
generate the energy of 
mindfulness, concentra-
tion, and insight, bringing 
you a lot of happiness.  
Because the three el-
ements––mindfulness, 
concentration, and in-
sight––purify and subdue 
your mind and bring out 
all the goodness of your 
mind.  When you walk 
like this, you are f irst 
aware that you are making a step: that is the energy of mindful-
ness.  I am here. I am alive. I am making a step.  You step and 
you know you are making a step.  That is mindfulness of walking.  
The mindfulness helps you to be in the here and the now, fully 
present, fully alive so that you can make the step.  Master Linji 
said, “The miracle is not to walk on air, or on water, or on fire. The 
real miracle is to walk on earth.”  And walking like that––with 
mindfulness, concentration, and insight––is performing a miracle. 
You are truly alive. You are truly present, touching the wonders of 
life within you and around you.  That is a miracle.

Most of us walk like sleepwalkers.  We walk, but we are not 
there.  We don’t experience life, or the wonders of life.  There is 
no joy.  We are sleepwalking through our own life and our life is a 
dream. Buddhism is about waking up from your dream.  Awaken-
ing.  One mindful step can be a factor of awakening that brings 
you to life, that brings you the miracle of being alive.  And when 
mindfulness is there, concentration is there, because mindfulness 
contains concentration.  You can be less or more concentrated.  You 
may be fifty, sixty, or ninety percent concentrated on your step, 
but the more concentrated the more you have a chance to break 
through into insight.  Mindfulness, concentration, insight: smirti, 
samadhi, prajna.  Every step you make can generate these three 
powers, these three energies.  And if you are a strong practitioner 
then these three energies are very powerful and every step can 
bring you a lot of happiness, the happiness of a Buddha.

Mindfulness and concentration bring insight. Insight is a prod-
uct of the practice.  It is like the flower or fruit of the practice.  Like 
an orange tree offers blossoms and oranges.  What kind of insight? 
The insight of impermanence, of no-self, and interbeing.

Happiness Is Impermanent
Impermanence means that everything is changing, including 

the happiness that you are experiencing.  The step you are mak-
ing allows you to get in touch with the Kingdom of God, with the 
Pure Land of the Buddha, with all the wonders of life that bring 
happiness.  But that happiness is also impermanent.  It lasts only 
for one step; if the next step does not have mindfulness, concentra-
tion, and insight, then happiness will die.  However, you know that 
you are capable of making a second step which also generates the 
three powers of mindfulness, concentration, and insight, so you 

have the power to make 
happiness last longer.  
Happiness is imperma-
nent; we know the law 
of impermanence, and 
that is why we know 
that we can continue 
to generate the next 
moment of happiness.  
Just as when we ride a 
bicycle, we continue to 
pedal so that the move-
ment can continue.

Happiness is im-
permanent but it can be renewed, and that is insight. You are also 
impermanent and renewable, like your breath, like your steps.  You 
are not something permanent experiencing something imperma-
nent. You are something impermanent experiencing something 
impermanent. Although it is impermanent, happiness is possible; 
the same with you. And if happiness can be renewed, so can you; 
because you in the next moment is the renewal of you.  You are 
always changing, so you are experiencing impermanence in your 
happiness and in yourself.  It’s wonderful to know that happiness 
can last only one in-breath or one step, because we know that we 
can renew it in another step or another breath, provided we know 
the art of generating mindfulness, concentration, and insight. 

The Insight of Interbeing
Happiness is no-self, because the nature of happiness is 

interbeing.  That is why you are not looking for happiness as an 
individual.  You are making happiness with the insight of interbe-
ing.  The father knows that if the son is not happy then he cannot 
be truly happy, so while the father seeks his own happiness, he also 
seeks happiness for his son.  And that is why the first two sentences 
have a wonderful meaning.  Your mindful steps are not for you 
alone, they are for your partner and friends as well.  Because the 
moment you stop suffering, the other person profits. You are not 
cultivating your individual happiness.  You are walking for him, for 
her, you are walking for all of us.  Because if you have some peace 
in you, that is not only good for you but good for all of us.

With that mindful step, it might look as though you are 
practicing as an individual.  You are trying to do something for 
yourself.  You are trying to find some peace, some stability, some 
happiness.  It looks egoistic, when you have not touched the nature 
of no-self.  But, with insight, you see that everything good that you 
are doing for yourself you are doing for all of us.  You don’t have 
a self-complex anymore.  And that is the insight of interbeing.

If, in a family of four, only one person practices, that practice 
will benefit all four, not only the practitioner.  When that person 
practices correctly, she gets the insight of no-self and she knows 
that she’s doing it for everyone.  Just as when she cleans the toilet, 
she cleans the toilet for everyone, not just herself.

When a feeling of anger or discrimination manifests, the 
practitioner recognizes that to allow such an energy to continue is 
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not healthy for oneself or for others in the world. The practitioner 
practices mindfulness of breathing, of walking, in order to rec-
ognize the feeling of anger, to embrace the anger, to look deeply 
into the nature of the anger, and to know that practicing in order 
to transform your anger is to practice happiness for yourself and 
other people. If you don’t practice like that, anger will push you 
to do things or say things that will make you and others suffer. 
That is not something to do, but something not to do.  And when 
you practice looking deeply into the nature of your anger, you are 
doing it for yourself and you are doing it for the world and you 
have the insight of no-self.

With the insight of no-self you no longer seek the kind of 
happiness that will make other people suffer.  The insight of 
impermanence will help bring the insight of no-self.  And no-self 
means interdependence, interconnectedness, interbeing.  This is 
the kind of insight that can liberate you and can liberate the world.  
With that kind of practice you subdue your mind, you purify your 
mind.  A mind that is not purified or subdued contains a lot of 
delusion.  And that is why practicing looking deeply to see the 
nature of impermanence and no-self means to take away the ele-
ment of ignorance and delusion within yourself.  That is to purify 
yourself.  When the element of ignorance is no longer there, the 
element of anger will be transformed.  You get angry at him or 
her or them because you still have the mind of discrimination.  
He is your enemy.  He makes you suffer.  He is to be punished.  
All these thoughts are no longer there because you have already 
touched the nature of no-self.

Purify Your Mind
To purify your mind is to transform your way of perceiving 

things, to remove wrong perceptions.  When you are able to remove 
your wrong perceptions you are also able to remove your anger, 
your hate, your discrimination, and your craving.  Because if you 
crave something, it means you have not seen the true nature of that 
thing.  If you think of happiness in terms of fame, profit, power, 
and sex, it is not a correct idea of happiness, because you have 
seen people who have plenty of these things but suffer so much 
from depression and want to kill themselves.  Understanding that 
you have wisdom within you frees you from craving.  In the teach-
ings of the Buddha, our mind can be intoxicated by many kinds 
of poison: the first is craving, the second is hate or violence, and 
the third is delusion.  The three poisons.  To purify your mind is 
to neutralize and transform these poisons in you.  You neutralize 
these poisons by the three powers: mindfulness, concentration, 
and insight.

When your mind is purified, it is so easy to do good things 
and to refrain from doing bad things.  But if your mind is still 
unpurified––filled with hatred, anger, delusion, and craving––you 
have a hard time doing good things and refraining from doing bad 
things.  That is why this is the ground of every kind of action that 
benefits you and benefits the world.

We have invented many types of machines that save a lot of 
time.  We can do wonders with a computer. A computer can work 
a hundred, a thousand times faster than a typewriter.  In farm-
ing, it used to take several weeks to plough the fields; now you 

can do it in a few days.  You don’t have to wash your clothes by 
hand anymore, there’s a washing machine.  You don’t have to go 
fetch the water, the water comes to your kitchen.  We have found 
many ways to save labor, and yet we are much busier than our 
ancestors were.  Everyone is busy; that is a contradiction.  Why 
is that?  Because we have acquired so much and we are afraid 
of losing these things, so we have to work so hard to keep and 
maintain them. That is why even if you have a lot, you still suffer 
and become depressed.

Manufacturers of medicine will tell you that the kinds of 
medicine we consume the most in our society now —tons and 
tons––are tranquilizers and antidepressants, sedatives.  The whole 
world is under sedation.  We need a lot of tranquilizers because 
we have created a world that has invaded us.  We can no longer be 
peaceful and happy, and that is why we want to forget ourselves.  
You want to protect yourself from the world, you want to protect 
yourself from yourself, and that is why you take tranquilizers, 
antidepressants, sedatives.  We are not capable of touching the 
Kingdom of God, the Pure Land of the Buddha, the wonders of 
life that have all the powers of healing and nourishing.  We have 
brought into ourselves so many toxins, poisons.  The world we 
have created has come into us.  We cannot escape anymore.  Not 
even in our dreams, in our sleep.  And the drugs we take are to 
help us forget the world we have created for a few hours or a few 
days. When we go in this direction we are no longer civilized, 
because we are not going in the direction of peace, of solidity, of 
awakening.  The drugs help us not to be awake to reality, because 
we want to forget reality–– the reality of the world, and the reality 
of the confusion, the craving, and the violence in us.  

Peace and happiness are still available, once you are capable 
of seeing that the conditions we think are essential to our happi-
ness may bring us the opposite of happiness—depression, despair, 
forgetfulness.  And that is why we have to listen to the Buddha.  
We have to begin with our breath.  We have to breathe in mind-
fully to know that we are alive, that there are still wonders of life 
around us and in us that we have to touch every minute for our 
transformation and healing.  We have to use our feet to learn how 
to walk in the Kingdom of God, because each step like that will be 
transforming, healing, and nourishing.  It is still possible.  

So from here to the pine tree, I wish you good luck.  Make 
a step in such a way that mindfulness, concentration, and insight 
can be generated, so that you are capable of being in touch with 
the here and the now, of touching the wonders of life.  Forget about 
the conditions of happiness that you have been running after for 
a long time, because you know that once you get them, you will 
still be unhappy, and then you will have to use the drugs that other 
people are using.  Buddhism is about awakening.  We should be 
awakened to the fact that the situation of the world is like that, 
and we don’t want to go in that direction.  We want true life, true 
happiness.  

Translated from Vietnamese by Chan Phap Tue;  
edited by Barbara Casey.
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Sitting at the feet of  my Teacher

Seeing the rose held in two hands

Visualizing the cosmos in the rose

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

My Teacher speaks about 
transformation

All is in me; realization is the goal

Transform garbage and suffering into 
beauty and Nirvana

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

Moon shining light on pitfalls  
on the path

Moon casting shadows to the left  
and then to the right

Moon, the Sangha guiding my steps  
on the path

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

Standing in awe on the hilltop

Gazing at the twinkling city lights below

With a calm, peaceful heart and mind

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

Sitting, calm and smiling

Peacefully concentrating on nature 
around me

My teacher turns and quietly  
watches me

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

Gently picking up an insect crawling  
on my leg

Gently putting him down in the grass

Smiling, listening deeply, speaking 
lovingly

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

My teacher is beautifully present by  
my side

Waiting quietly, patiently to hear  
my pain

Knowing my need for empathy

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

I bow my head, while joining my palms

Acknowledge my weaknesses and 
strengths

I am in my Teacher; my Teacher is in me

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

Simultaneously dwelling in the historical 
and ultimate dimensions,

Intellectual thinking moves from head  
to heart.

Faithful to my true self—interconnected 
with the universe,

I walk in the footsteps of  my Teacher.

Tran Kinh Tam An, Peaceful Respect of  the Heart,  
lives in Portland, Oregon where she practices with  

the Thursday Night Sangha and aspires to join  
the Order of  Interbeing.

In the  
Footsteps  
of  My  
Teacher
By Tran Kinh Tam An

photo	by	Eileen	Kiera
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It Is Enough
By Emily Whittle

This apple

by itself

would be enough—

its crisp white center

bearing just the right balance

of  tart and sweet,

garnished with the faint scent

of  flowers.

But there is more!

There is the music

of  water

cascading over rocks.

There is bee balm

and mountain laurel.

There is a cool breeze

playing with the trees,

sending shape-shifting clouds

speeding across the sky.

Next to me,

facing the river,

is my beloved,

eating the other half

of  the apple.

Far away,

barely audible,

the low rumble of  thunder

warns of  an approaching storm.

Savor,

savor this moment.

It is enough.

It is more

than enough.

Emily Whittle, True Wonderful Happiness,  
lives and practices in Red Springs, North Carolina.  

She is a frequent contributor to the Mindfulness Bell.

photo	by	Eileen	Kiera
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Monks  
& Nuns:

Behind the 
Projections  

onto the  
Robe

Part One

By Lori Zimring De Mori

Note:  Part two, with more interviews, will be published in the 
next issue of the Mindfulness Bell.

OOn a quiet summer morning in the French countryside near the 
village of Thenac, several hundred people sit patiently in the boxy, 
light-filled room which serves as Upper Hamlet’s main meditation 
hall in Plum Village. Children are at the front—some squirming, 
some with their heads in a parent’s lap, a few sitting still and 
straight as little Buddhas-to-be.  The rest of us are crowded onto 
cushions, meditation stools, and chairs which spill out of the hall 
into the summer sunshine.   

Monks and nuns begin to file in from opposite sides of the 
room.  They have the shorn heads of those who have renounced 
the material world in favor of a life of the spirit, and walk in the 
measured, unhurried way of those who have spent a lot of time 
with Thich Nhat Hanh—utterly without false piousness, but as if 
every step were the final destination.  Their robes are the warm 
brown color of loamy soil and hang straight from their shoulders 
to the ground.

They assemble themselves into several rows, monks on the 
left, nuns on the right, facing us and holding song books. Every-

thing about their dress and demeanor expresses the intention to 
de-emphasize the self-absorbed “I” whose hungry ego obsesses 
with the mundane vanities of fashion, hairstyles, and superficial 
beauty.  They look composed though not solemn; cheerful but 
not chatty; eminently likeable and unintimidating.  Some of the 
nuns have covered their heads with brown kerchiefs knotted at the 
nape of the neck.  A few monks wear woolly brown caps.   Mostly 
there are bare scalps over bony skulls.  And faces.  Western ones, 
Asian, some wizened and a great many fresh and smooth as plum 
skins.    

I find myself studying them carefully. I’m trying to imagine 
what they were like before they’d taken their vows, when they 
were living in the world like the rest of us.  Wondering what made 
them leave that world for one of silence, service, and vigilant 
mindfulness.     

A bell rings clear and high, like a single note from a songbird.  
We scramble to our feet as the Venerable Thich Nhat Hanh enters 
the room.  He seems to move in slow motion, or as if he were in-
habiting some other dimension (or more likely, fully inhabiting this 
one)—and his gaze, should you happen to catch it, is a compelling 
mixture of vibrancy and stillness, so alive as to be startling.  
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It is unfair and unwise 

to project one’s own 

imaginings onto the 

monastic robes.  Things  

are so rarely what they 

seem.  Yet it seems 

legitimate to wonder, 

and ultimately to ask 

what brings a person — 

especially a young one — 

to choose monastic life.

Thay embodies the Buddha’s instruction to “make of yourself 
a light.”  He combines the moral authority of Gandhi and Martin 
Luther King with a resolute steadfastness of purpose and unwav-
ering patience and kindness.  His impeccability as a teacher and 
a human being is inspiring, and more than a little intimidating.   
There is still so much work to do—so many habits of mind to 
recognize and transform; so many petty thoughts, self-obsessed 
fears, and hollow vanities to let go of; so many ways to be more 
kind, more patient, more generous.

Thay sounds the bell and the monastics begin to chant the 
Heart Sutra in Vietnamese.  Some sing phonetically from song 
books, others from memory, but all of them know the words by 
heart in one language or another.  In English the chant is slow and 
melodic, one word flowing into another in a river of sound. This 
version is deliberately monotone, each syllable distinct and stac-
cato, rhythmic as a chisel hacking away at the rough husks around 
our hearts.  “Listen Shariputra, form is emptiness, emptiness is 
form.  Form is not other than emptiness, emptiness is not other 
than form.”   What does this mean?  The words are plain enough 
but to gnaw on them with the everyday, rational mind yields little 
or nothing.  I imagine they can be understood with the wisdom 

mind—the “heart mind” that looks courageously into the true 
nature of things, and is nurtured by a steady diet of mindfulness 
and compassion. Thay calls this “watering our seeds” of kindness, 
compassion, and mindfulness through how we walk, eat, listen, 
speak, consume (or don’t), do virtually anything and everything. 
It seems a good way to live well.  If an understanding of emptiness 
eventually comes with it, all the better.      

The next chant is a heartfelt wish for happiness:  “May the 
day be well and the night be well.  May the midday hour bring 
happiness too. In every minute and every second may the day and 
night be well.”  The words wash over us like blessings and we lap 
them up like hungry puppies.  In any other context the world-weary 
cynic in me might reject the chant’s simplicity of expression.  But 
somehow these voices, this place, and our shared aspiration to live 
life as a conscious journey make it feel as if our efforts actually 
could generate happiness.  Not the impossible happiness of a life 
without pain or loss or disappointment, but the happiness that 
comes from being open to this life, at every moment, whatever 
it has to offer.  

Coming from the monastic community the words have an 
added potency.  We spend our days with the nuns and monks—both 

photo courtesy of  the monastic Sangha
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I was raised on a farm in 

Holland.  My family was 

Protestant—we went to 

church every Sunday, 

said prayers before and 

after meals and read from 

the Bible before dinner. 

My interests were pretty 

typical:  I loved soccer, 

hanging out with friends 

at bars, girls.  I wasn’t  

a social activist.  I  cared 

a lot about myself and 

my own comfort.

inside and outside the meditation hall.  We share meals, conversations, slow morning 
walks to neighboring hamlets, and cups of tea.   There are little moments—waiting 
in line for a meal, beginning to eat, washing dishes—when I can tell they are reciting 
gathas, the short mindfulness verses that help bring awareness to even the simplest 
actions. But they also run (barefoot, robes flying) after soccer balls with the teenag-
ers, strum guitars and bang out rhythms on African drums, rehearse plays with the 
kids, and wrestle with sophisticated sound and computer equipment.  

Their generosity towards us has a quality of effortlessness to it.  Their practice 
doesn’t feel dogged or forced. To put it simply, they seem happy and joyful—not 
in some sort of mystical, blissed-out way, but in a most ordinary one.  On some 
level this surprises me.  I’d always thought of monastic life as requiring a noble and 
unnatural giving up of things: ego, wealth, possessions, sex, marriage, children. I’d 
expected there to be at least a whiff of teeth-gritting renunciation; a spectral air of 
deprivation; something other than the bright radiance of people whose lives seem 
to agree with them.   

It is unfair and unwise to project one’s own imaginings onto the monastic 
robes.  Things are so rarely what they seem.  Yet it seems legitimate to wonder, and 
ultimately to ask what brings a person—especially a young one—to choose mo-
nastic life over the “go-to-college-get-a-job-get-married-raise-a-family” paradigm 
that propels so many of us.  I posed the question to four young monastics—two I’d 
met on retreats, two I hadn’t known at all.   What I found were four unique human 
beings whose individual life paths have intersected in a place called Plum Village.   
These are their stories.  

Phap Xa
Phap Xa came to Plum Village from Holland and took his monastic vows in 

2002.  He is twenty-nine years old, tall and lanky, with clear green eyes and an angular 
face brightened by a great, flashing smile.  Like all monks ordained by Thich Nhat 
Hanh he carries the name Phap.  Xa—“equanimity” in Vietnamese—is his given 
name.  “Thay gives us the name he thinks most suits us.  It is meant to be a door to 
practice, either reflecting a quality or pointing to one to be developed.”   

How does one become a monastic in Thich Nhat Hanh’s order?

You can’t just show up at Plum Village and ask to ordain.  First you practice with 
the community.  If you decide you want to ordain you write a letter to the Sangha 
saying that you aspire to become a monk.  The community meets to consider whether 
they feel you would succeed as a monastic.  If the answer is yes, you become an 
aspirant and live—together with other aspirants—with the monastic community for 
at least three months before ordaining.   

Did you always want to be a monk?

[Laughter] No!  It feels like my decision is a miracle.  While growing up I never 
imagined I’d become a monastic.  I was raised on a farm in Holland.  My family was 
Protestant—we went to church every Sunday, said prayers before and after meals 
and read from the Bible before dinner. My interests were pretty typical:  I loved 
soccer, hanging out with friends at bars, girls.  I wasn’t a social activist.  I cared a 
lot about myself and my own comfort.  

The shift was actually a very slow process.  When I went to university I had to 
become more responsible.  I started looking for a better way of taking care of myself, 
of facing difficulties.  My older brother was practicing transcendental meditation.  
My parents weren’t happy about it, but the idea seemed interesting to me.  When 
I was about twenty I became fascinated with Eastern thought and life—especially 
Taoism and martial arts. I began studying kung fu, moved on to tai chi and finally 
to chi gong.  As I kept moving to softer forms of martial arts I was always inspired 
by my teachers’ way of living.

Phap Xa, photo by Robert Sorrell
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When did you begin meditation practice?

When I was twenty-five I started practicing Zen meditation 
with some other university students.  I remember feeling strange 
and awkward the first time I sat.  Eventually I wanted to practice 
formal zazen so I attended a sesshin with a Dutch teacher. My 
practice at this point was centered around sitting in groups and by 
myself. I was dedicated to it but I didn’t really have any Dharma 
friends.    

What brought you to Plum Village?

I began reading Thay’s books—they made me want to practice 
with someone who had great authority.   I came to Plum Village for 
a week.  I was so happy on that first retreat.  I shared a room with 
people who had come for three months.  It inspired me that they 
made the time to stay.  One of them had a book called Stepping 
into Freedom that Thay had written for monastics.  I ordered it.

A year later I came back for another week.   I was inspired by 
Thay’s writings about right livelihood and I began to feel that mine 
was “not that right.” I wanted my work to have meaning, to help 
lessen suffering or bring happiness.  Working at an engineering 
firm wasn’t going to do that.   I decided to return to Plum Village 
for three months in the spring.

What appealed to you about Plum Village?

The Sangha—the community of people practicing together.  
Thay was such a great inspiration and I looked up to him so 
much as a teacher but I also began to see that practice wasn’t 
only about a teacher.  There is great value in a Sangha.  I feel that 
what I can accomplish by living in a Sangha is so much greater 
than what I can accomplish by myself.   Back home I felt alone 
in my practice and my life ideal.  At Plum Village there were all 
these people with a similar life ideal, guided by the same teacher 
whom I love so much.  

At what point did you decide to become a monastic?

During the first weeks of those three months my determina-
tion to practice became very strong. I’m a bit shy, but there was a 
Vietnamese Dutch monk I felt very comfortable around.  I asked 
if I could speak with him, ask him a question.  We found a quiet 
place to talk and I couldn’t remember what I wanted to say.  He 
just looked at me and said, “Do you want to become a monk?”  The 
question went straight to my heart.  I knew it was what I had wanted 
to talk to him about and the feeling grew stronger every day.   

How did your family react to your decision?

It was a very difficult time for them.  I was so happy but my 
parents were skeptical and concerned for me.  They thought the 
whole thing very strange and were not happy, not supportive.  I 
returned to Holland for six long and difficult weeks, gave most 
of my belongings away and came back to Plum Village with only 
a few things.  

Were you ordained right away?

No.  Thay ordains monks two to four times a year.  I lived at 
Plum Village for six months before being ordained as a novice.  As 
novices we take ten precepts.  At full ordination (three years later) 

monks take 250!   The people you ordain with are like a family.   
There were eighteen of us all together—thirteen brothers and five 
sisters.  As aspirants we were each assigned a Dharma teacher to 
mentor us—mine was the Vietnamese Dutch monk.  

How has life changed now that you have ordained?

Being ordained is like a rebirth.   Monastic life has been very 
good for me.  I’m a bit shy—I need time to feel comfortable with 
people, to create a space for myself to feel free.  I’m beginning 
to feel more and more at home, to build relationships, to live 
harmoniously with the Sangha.   

My doubts are less and less, and my practice has become 
deeper, more stable.  My aspiration has always been strong, but 
at the beginning I was still ingrained with the  ideals of happiness 
I grew up with: being successful, having a beautiful wife and 
children.  For awhile I still had the habit of looking at women as 
potential partners but that has lessened.  Now I feel a part of the 
Sangha—loved and supported by it like a family.  I see more and 
more clearly that the life that was expected of me wouldn’t bring 
me the happiness that monastic life brings me.

Tue Nghiem
Tue Nghiem left Vietnam by boat with her family when she 

was nine years old.  I first met her on a retreat with Thay in Rome 
where she helped run the children’s program.  She is now thirty-
five years old and has been a nun for twelve years.  My daughter 
was smitten with her playfulness, quiet wisdom, and lightness of 
spirit.  We all were. Nghiem is the name carried by all nuns in 
Thich Nhat Hanh’s order.  Her given name—Tue—means wisdom 
and understanding.  

Were you raised a Buddhist in Vietnam?  

Yes and no.  My family was Buddhist but we didn’t practice 
the way we do here at Plum Village.  We went to the temple on 
the full moon and every New Year. My older siblings were in a 
Buddhist youth group.  I was the youngest of five kids.  My father 
died when I was young but I grew up feeling very protected by 
my family. The values I grew up with were very much like the 
five mindfulness trainings given at Plum Village, but they were 
taught to us as life values rather than Buddhist ones.  There was 
more faith than formal practice.  

What do you remember about leaving Vietnam?

I lived in a big village about fifteen kilometers from Hue.  
There was a lot of fear and uncertainty—people’s freedom was 
restricted, their property taken, education had become an indoc-
trination in Communist thought.  Many people left by boat—they 
left because they felt there was no future. My family wanted us 
to have one. 

We went on my uncle’s boat.  I didn’t know we were leaving.  
I was only told I had to go somewhere with my sister.  The rest of 
the family split into groups and left the village in different direc-
tions.  We met in a remote seaside village that night.  When I saw 
the rest of the family I was afraid.  They were acting so secretive. 
We had to hide under bushes and not say a word.   A man helped 
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Toward the end of the year, 

before the summer retreat, I 

knew I had to make a decision 

to return to my studies or 

become a nun.  It was a huge 

decision.  I was so nourished 

by the practice and the place 

but I was also judgmental, 

resistant, stubborn, and 

wounded by the trouble I had 

with my temple in California.

us onto the boat.  By the way my oldest brother hugged him I knew 
we weren’t coming back.  

There were about twenty of us on a small open boat, a third 
of us children.  We were on it for a week.  I wasn’t sad—it felt 
like an adventure, but I could sense my mother’s fear.  We arrived 
in Hong Kong and lived in a refugee camp for a year.  I loved that 
time—we were all crowded together having fun, playing.  

Where did you go from Hong Kong?  

My uncle asked a Protestant church to sponsor us to go to 
America. A couple from Oregon sponsored us—when I went back 
to Vietnam for the first time in 1999, they came with me.  We went 
from Oregon to Stockton where we had family.  My mom worked 
on a farm and took English classes in the evenings.  I started school 
in the ESL (English as a Second Language) program.  I was a 
good student so I was transferred to the regular English classes.  I 
wasn’t happy because I didn’t understand English and my friends 
were still in ESL, but I felt I was in school for a good purpose and 
I studied hard and ended up enjoying myself.    

Did you have any sort of religious practice at that time?

There was a network of Vietnamese temples in Northern 
California.  In Stockton we went to the temple every weekend.  It 
was not so much a place to practice as a place to connect to our 
roots.  There were Buddhist youth groups at the temple where 
young Vietnamese kids would come to learn the language, history, 
and Buddhist teachings.  

When I was fourteen I went on a one-week Buddhist youth 
retreat and met Thay.  Watching my breath, walking slowly, the 
idea of being mindful was all very new to me.  At the retreat I 
felt like I wanted to live in that way—though not necessarily as a 
monastic.  For the next few years three friends and I would spend 
our summers living at the temple in Stockton.  I realized that be-
fore I hadn’t really been suffering but I was a bit lost, had no path.  
Adolescence was difficult—my mom supported me with all her 
heart but she didn’t really know how to help me understand what 
was going on with my body, my mind, school.  I was balancing 
two cultures and not completely accepted by either. 

Why did you feel you weren’t accepted by the Vietnamese 
community?

The problem wasn’t with my friends—they were mostly Viet-
namese from the Buddhist youth group and temple.   The conflict 
was between the Vietnamese who arrived in the states as adults 
and those who arrived as kids.  We were the first generation of boat 
people to go to college.  They were traditional, had a restrictive 
view of women, and thought many of us were too Americanized.  
I was young, playful, loud, and outspoken—and I was going to the 
University of California at Davis to study psychology and educa-
tion.  I was criticized because I was going to college.  They felt I 
thought I was better than they were because of my education.  

I stopped going to the temple because I no longer felt sup-
ported there.  I decided I wanted to work with problem kids from 
Southeast Asia.   I took an internship where I counseled kids who 
were having difficulties.  Sometimes I’d go to their houses to meet 

with the parents.  There was a tremendous culture, language, and 
generation gap between the parents and their children.  

Tue Nghiem, photo by Emily Whittle
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What brought you back to practice? 

In my second year of college my brother became a monk 
(instead of going back to college to get his masters as he had 
planned). He didn’t tell us until he had already taken his vows.  
My mom and sister were so upset.  They’d dreamed a dream for 
him which he wasn’t going to live.   

When I graduated from college my brother sent me money 
to come to Plum Village for a month-long retreat.   For the first 
time I felt so at home.  I’d never felt like that before. My brother 
wanted me to come back with my mom for a three-month retreat 
in the fall.  We did.  Thay was teaching Buddhist psychology.   I 
learned so much—so much more than I’d learned during my years 
at college.  At college it felt like what I’d studied had nothing to 
do with me. These teachings felt so deep.  So related to me.  I was 
finally learning how to take care of my own emotions and I felt I 
could be so much more helpful counseling kids if I had a better 
understanding of myself.  I liked the practice so I decided to stay 
at Plum Village—as a layperson—for the year before starting 
graduate school.  

What did you like about the practice?

The sutra that really struck me was the Establishment of the 
Four Foundations of Mindfulness—body, feelings, perceptions, 
and objects of mind—the Satipatthana Sutra.   I thought, “It can’t 
be this easy.  It can’t be the Buddha who said this.  It must have been 
Thay.”  Of course it wasn’t, but because Buddhist psychology was 
so much more complicated, I couldn’t imagine that these simple, 
straightforward teachings also came from the Buddha. 

When did you decide to become a monastic?

Toward the end of the year, before the summer retreat, I knew 
I had to make a decision to return to my studies or become a nun.  
It was a huge decision.  I was so nourished by the practice and the 
place but I was also judgmental, resistant, stubborn, and wounded 
by the trouble I had with my temple in California.  The nuns—there 
were only five of them at that time—were very supportive.  So was 
my brother.  During that year at Plum Village we would bike, take 
hikes, and talk.  He helped me  overcome my resentment.  

I made the decision to become a nun only after I left Plum 
Village.  I chose this path so that I could be myself, accept myself 
as I was and grow from there, never being discouraged simply 
because I was a woman.  When I returned to the States I was 
struck by the amount of consumption I saw, the carelessness 
towards the earth.   

That October Thay taught a retreat at a Vietnamese mon-
astery in California. My brother was with him.  One afternoon 
I was having tea with Thay and I just blurted out, “Thay, I want 
to become a nun.”  He didn’t say anything!  After awhile he said, 
“Look at the sunset.”  When my brother and another monk came 
in Thay sent us off to have dinner.  I didn’t know if his answer 
was yes or no.  I almost wished it was no.  It was very scary—I 
felt like I was swimming against the stream.  I returned to Plum 
Village in November—not knowing if it was to become a nun or 
stay as a layperson.   

Three friends picked me up at the train station.  They gave 
me a hug and I knew Thay’s answer.  We all ordained together.  
We are so much closer now as monastics than we ever were as lay 
friends.  I feel tremendously supported by them.  

Was the transition from layperson to monastic difficult?

In a way. I had extremes of emotions, a strong, outspoken 
personality, and a lot of resistance to the idea of conforming.  I’d 
do little acts of defiance—wear bright socks, mix the colors of my 
robe and pants, knit myself a colored hat.   I was afraid of losing 
my identity, of not being unique anymore.  I liked the practice 
though—sitting, walking, working wholeheartedly—and everyone 
was supportive.  

And now?

I’ve realized I can never be like anyone else.  The idea of 
conformity was an illusion. It doesn’t matter anymore how I look 
on the outside.  Who I am is so much more than how I wear my 
clothes or what people think of me.  I’m happy.  My happiness 
used to be so dependent on exterior conditions.  I couldn’t find it 
in myself.  Now I feel a kind of inner path—my own—not even 
created by Thay.  Seeing that path brings me a happiness not so 
dependent on exterior things.  There is a continual sense of un-
derstanding and self discovery.  Even now.  Always.  

I don’t know where I got the courage to become a nun.  I’ll 
never regret the decision.   It’s funny.  I never wanted to have my 
own family and kids—my dream was to have a small house with 
lots of trees, take care of my mom (who is a lay resident at Deer 
Park in California) and have lots of friends over on weekends.  In 
a way, that’s what I have here at Plum Village.  

You’ve become a Dharma teacher by the Lamp Transmis-
sion.  What does that mean?

The Lamp Transmission—given five years after full ordina-
tion—is one of the deepest ceremonies.  All the elders are there 
and Thay officiates, but he is really holding the ancestral energy 
and passing it down.  At the ceremony we give a short Dharma 
talk and are encouraged to fulfill the role of teacher, to be a lamp, 
a light to all beings.  

Do you like teaching?

I’m nervous if I speak from my intellect, but if I speak from 
what Thay calls the store consciousness—from deep knowing—
then teaching and sharing 
become easy.  You feel 
lighter when you speak.  
Your ego is not involved.  
I think that is how Thay 
speaks. 

Lori Zimring De Mori,  
Integrated Awakening 
of  the Heart, lives with 
her husband and three 

children in Tuscany.   
She is a food and  

travel writer.   
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ST
To Be Ready

Though many of us accompanied Thay and the monastic Sangha to Vietnam, it was not possible to 
understand all that was happening, right before our eyes.  In this section, we get to hear Thay’s own words, 
fresh from returning, on what were the most notable events during the trip, and the possible future impact 
on the Vietnamese government as well as the monastics and lay practitioners there.  In Thay’s articulate 
and practical style, Thay offers the government a six-point plan to begin to transform their limited way of 
perceiving Buddhist practice, and to use the strengths of the past to solve current problems.

We also witness more threads continuing to be woven between our spiritual home and our Western roots.  
Poems, stories, and reports of humanitarian projects all bring us closer to claiming our heritage, not as an 
Asian or as a Westerner, but as a Buddha-to-be.
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SShortly before returning to France from Vietnam, Brother Phap 
Huu said, “I’m ready to return” [to Plum Village].  I have thought 
about the words “to be ready.”  Am I truly ready?  If I am truly 
ready then I should feel at ease to either stay in Vietnam or return 
home.  If I do not feel at ease, then I am not ready.  The three 
months in Vietnam were very long and very deep. We need a long 
time to digest what we experienced, so it can nourish our bones 
and muscles and become part of us. We need at least six months 
to digest the experiences of this trip.

Before going, I felt I was ready to return to Vietnam. I knew 
there would be a lot of unexpected situations and difficulties, but 
I was ready to face them.  I had already prepared the fifth mantra.  
An American lay practitioner devised a fifth mantra, for times 
when his wife has an idea and if he doesn’t agree with her, there 
will be discord in the family.  So he created this fifth mantra:  “Yes 
Madam. Yes Ma’am.” 

We thought we would encounter a lot of obstacles in Vietnam 
because there are many people in power who are in conflict with 
each other.  Going to Vietnam was like rowing a boat on the ocean, 
trying to steer skillfully to avoid the waves and sea monsters.  We 
didn’t want to be upset or angry because of the obstacles, so we 
had to learn how to accept what occurred.  When you encounter 
something that is difficult to accept you say, “Yes Ma’am,” and 
it becomes easier. 

I also had faith that the ancestors, the spiritual patriarchs, had 
arranged everything, and they would show me the way. I went with 
a pure heart, a heart that has no plans, no intentions, no desire for 
gain or authority.  If your heart is pure the patriarchs will guide you 
to do the things that need to be done, and to not do the things that 
don’t need to be done. I hope you will also have this faith because 
it helps you when you encounter difficulties.  No matter how big 
the difficulty, you just entrust your whole being to the patriarchs. 
When you have a pure, clear heart without hidden motivations or 
a secret agenda, then everything will happen beautifully.  This is 
what happened on the trip.

Accepting the Unexpected
Sometimes we think it best if everything goes according to 

our plan.  But in truth, it is not so.  For example, when we were in 
Hanoi, we asked the government’s permission to use large venues 
that hold up to six thousand people.  We thought that speaking 
to as many people as possible would be the most effective way 
to share the practice.  But the government would not allow this. 
At first, they only wanted us to speak within temple grounds.  
But because of protests, petitions, and requests, they allowed us 
to speak in a venue that held from three to five hundred people: 
a tiny amount. However, this turned out to be crucial, because 
the people who attended the talk were influential in the society: 
scientists, scholars, and people from important sectors of the gov-
ernment. Having three hundred people of this status and influence 
was more effective than having a crowd of thirty thousand.  If we 
had tried, we could not have arranged to have such an audience.  

For many, it was their first time receiving such helpful and 
wholesome teachings. After one talk, a popular Vietnamese scholar 
said that he thought Buddhism was a type of asceticism, that the 
practice was to just suffer, suppressing your body and mind. But 
his mind was changed when Thay talked about ways to bring hap-
piness into your life.

What we taught responded directly to the deepest needs of 
the people.  Their eyes and hearts opened.  For the first time in 
history, the Dharma talk in Hanoi ripped through the curtain of 
delusion and spoke to the leaders of the country, and showed them 
a new direction. The talk changed their lives and the direction of 
their future. Perhaps if we had spoken to thirty thousand people, 
the benefit would not be as great.

During the trip, there were a lot of seeds sown into fertile 
earth for the first time. Once the seed is sown, it will grow into a 
beautiful, healthy tree.  The Buddhists who listened to the talks 
were very happy because they need a Buddhism that will help 
them resolve their daily difficulties.  In China and Vietnam now, 
the practice of Buddhism is mostly prayer and offering incense, the 
devotional aspect. Only a few people know of the most important 
aspect of Buddhism, the tradition of wisdom and insight. Venerable 
monks and nuns who had been practicing for sixty and seventy 
years, touched the joy and happiness of the Dharma for the first 
time and experienced real insight.  We should praise them for their 
efforts to try to keep Buddhism alive for the next generations, but 
they were drying up.  Also, the teachings to the young people have 
not been satisfying; but hearing our new teaching, they became 
joyful and enthusiastic.  

Difficulties Created by the Government
There is a faction of people in the government that is op-

pressive, scared, and discriminatory, and they can create a lot of 
anger and division.  They didn’t want Thay to return home; they 
accepted it only through pressure to improve their human rights 
record. They were determined to restrict Thay to only speaking to 
the old people. Many police belonged to this group.

For example, when Thay spoke at Thien Mu temple,1 one of 
the most beautiful temples in Vietnam, nine thousand people at-
tended, sitting in the rain.  But the police and government officials 
had told schoolteachers they must take their students camping 
that day, as a ploy to keep the students away from the event.  This 
type of manipulation occurred from south to north, arranged by 
the opposing group within the government. If there was a greater 
attendance than expected at an event, they tried to curtail the event. 
In the past, the government oppressed the monastics and lay prac-
titioners, not allowing them to have meetings. A government task 
force on “religious security” created a lot of wounds and division 
within the Buddhist community.  

But there were also people who wanted Thay to return, who 
saw that his presence would be beneficial for the country.  They 
hoped those opposing would see that Thay was not a threat but 
a help to Vietnam, that our presence would reduce their fear and 
discrimination. I knew that if I came home with a pure and virtu-

To Be Ready
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For the first time in history,  

the Dharma talk in Hanoi 

ripped through the curtain 

of delusion and spoke to the 

leaders of the country, and 

showed them a new direction.

ous heart, we could touch the people directly and give them faith.  
But I knew it would be difficult. There were also people in the 
government who supported Thay very much, but they could not 
speak out without risk to their careers.

The same happened in Hue, in Binh Dinh, and in Saigon. 
All together, there were eight talks for government workers and 
politicians, people we had never been allowed to be in touch with. 
Their openness was so beautiful. At the end I met President Tran 
Duc Luong and I suggested six points for the Communist regime 
to study and practice. I suggested that a Vietnamese Communist 
is someone firmly rooted in Vietnamese culture, and Buddhism 
plays an important role in the culture.  It has shaped the people and 
played a decisive role in the governments of the former dynasties 
when Vietnam was becoming a united people. Buddhism has been 
in Vietnam for 2,000 years; it is not only a religion, it is an essence 
that has gone into the blood of the people. Vietnamese Catholics 
and Communists still have Buddhism within them. 

Lighting incense on an ancestral altar in your home is part 
of Vietnamese culture, not superstition. It is a tradition of insight 
to acknowledge that you have roots in your ancestors. Buddhism 
is not something outside of you but inside, and everyone should 
have a spiritual dimension. Buddhism should not be put under 
surveillance; we have to let people have freedom.

Many spiritual cultures have entered Vietnam, including 
Confucianism, Taoism, and Buddhism. They have combined to 
become the ethnic and ethical heritage of Vietnam. The government 
officials who are Buddhist know they need to renew Buddhism 
and offer Buddhist insight to respond to the needs of the people.  
The leaders of the country need to step forward and respond to the 
immediate needs of the people without being dogmatic.  If both 
sides are able to do that, then the Communists and Buddhists can 
hold hands and go forth in the same direction, working together 
so that Vietnam will have a future.

If you speak out opposing Communism, there will be no com-
munication, only more struggle and war.  We were able to discuss 

difficulties with the government because we didn’t condemn or 
judge them; instead, we opened a door to communication and 
development.  

So the people in Vietnam also have a lot to digest and con-
template. It could take the lay practitioners and the monastics 
five years or more to understand and practice the new teachings. 
Consider how much longer it will take the government.

Walking in Freedom  
After thirty-nine years of exile from my homeland, my only 

true desire was to walk with real steps of freedom. But if I were 
not ready, then my steps would not be free.  Over the years, as 
I walked throughout the world, I trained myself to walk peace-
fully. Taking steps in Vietnam is the same as taking steps here in 
France; and here, I am still walking in Vietnam.  It all depends 
on whether or not I am ready.  A free step in Vietnam is a free 
step in Europe or America.  So my homeland comes home with 
every step.  There are no separate places; with one step you touch 
home in all places.

In Vietnam, people said, “Thay, you’ve just returned after forty 
years and you’ve been here for only three months.  Why don’t you 
stay here with us?”  They still discriminate.  If I had not been in 
Europe for forty years, then what value would the three months 
have? Through distance and time we could see more about the 
country and the people, so that when we returned, we were actu-
ally much closer than before.  

1 Thien Mu Pagoda is also known for having staged pro-democracy 
demonstrations in the recent past.  Their abbot has been in jail, 
though is now released.  And the site holds the car-relic of Thich 
Quang Duc, the monk who drove the car to Saigon and immolated 
himself in protest during the war years under the Diem regime.
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The Six Points Suggested by Zen 
Master Thich Nhat Hanh

on the Openness of the Vietnamese Communist Party  

photo courtesy of  the monastic Sangha

1. The Vietnamese Communist feels at ease with the cultural traditions of  Vietnam and is 
determined to live in such a way as to make it more beautiful day by day. 

2. The Vietnamese Communist is aware that trees have roots, water has its sources and that 
ancestors are one’s origin, from which one has received many insights, experiences, and 
good and beautiful ways of  living.

 3. The Vietnamese Communist feels at ease while wearing the national dress and while offering 
incense at the shrine of  King Hung, at their home’s ancestral altar, and at memorials to 
deceased soldiers. The shrine of  King Hung, the ancestral altars, and the memorials to 
deceased soldiers are symbols of  gratitude towards and respect and love for one’s origin. 
They are not the objects of  a deity faith. (The Ho Chi Minh Memorial is also a symbol of  
origin and gratitude.)

4. The Vietnamese Communist understands that religious beliefs are not the essence of  
Buddhism. The essence of  Buddhism is the source of  insight that transcends perceptions 
of  being/non-being, mind/body;  that has the capacity to embrace, to cultivate brotherhood 
(love and compassion), and to transform hatred and discrimination. The essence of  
Buddhism is a wealth of  concrete practices which help one to untie internal knots, to 
reestablish communication, and to bring about reconciliation in oneself, in one’s family and 
in society. This source of  insight and these practices, if  applied properly, have the capacity 
to rebuild peaceful and happy families, villages, and cities free from social ills such as 
crime, violence, drugs, gangs, and debauchery. This tradition of  love and understanding 
has helped build a gentle and peaceful way of  life, helped create many centuries of  peace 
and prosperity, and has become the character of  the national culture. This character is in the 
blood of  every Vietnamese, including those who do not consider themselves Buddhist. 

5. Even when seeing those who consider themselves Buddhist but who only know to worship  
and to pray for favor, the Vietnamese Communist still feels at ease, and does not discriminate 
against them. He or she is aware of  being more fortunate, of  having had the chance to study 
and to utilize the insight of  Buddhism in order to develop a profound internal life, to have 
more strength to overcome difficulties, to create sympathy and happiness in his or her family, 
and to organize and to succeed swiftly in his or her career. 

 6. The Vietnamese Communist feels at ease living together with all traditions (including those 
introduced into Vietnam long ago or just recently) that incline to become nationalized 
traditions and thus a part of  the people’s life. The brotherhood among these nationalized 
traditions is a fact that does not need to bear the title of  religion, race, doctrine, or ideology. 
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Thien Mu 
By Larry Ward

Around the bend of  the Perfume River 

Our Dragon Boat took time

Above steep ancient stone steps

Stood a golden pagoda constructed by an Emperor, 

Silently resting on the earth

Seven levels reaching for the sky

Surprised with its simplicity, grace, and beauty

The grounds, the temple, the sound of  the big bell still 
echoes in my heart

Touching the earth three times

In touch with my breath

In touch with my heart

In touch with my devotion

The old blue Austin that Thich Quang Duc rode 

That day in Saigon 1963 

A vehicle for offering his life

Engulfed in flames perfect peace, lotus in a sea of  fire

Compassion speaks

The Bonsai trees laugh at my notions of  age

Surrounded by the living graves of  ancestors

The Temple and pine trees, 

Thousands had gathered here for a day with Thay

A striking view of  Hue

A red tea house peaks at me through the jackfruit trees

A gentle smiling monk 

I make this pilgrimage three times

Who knew?

I would be

So moved

By quiet love

A Walk  
with Thay
By Larry Ward

Walking meditation through the thick green jungle

Sights and sounds of  war revealed

Fear, confusion, sorrow, and anger

What are we doing here? 

Dying

Deformed bodies, still rising from the womb

Of  mother earth

Scorched by the ideas of  war

Easy to forget, so far away

We continue to create suffering

Babies’ cries fall on the deaf  ears of  companies and 
courts

Agent Orange harmed even our own

Too busy to remember

Hidden from view

Our depression comes from reality

Eyes of  hope and forgiveness

Look at me through child ancestors of  war

Orphanage visit shocks my heart

Into life

What am I doing now?

The jungle opens to a great space

A crowd of  a thousand comes into view

Bowing with joined palms

Silence is thick

Smiles and tears 

Larry Ward, True Great Voice,  
is a Dharma teacher living in  

Asheville, North Carolina.
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School of the 
Beloved
By Janelle Combelic
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OOn this rainy day, Sister Chan Khong has led the lay delegation 
into the shiny, sodden, impossibly green countryside around 
Hue. She is exposing us to the social service work of the Order 
of Interbeing sponsored by Plum Village—a life-giving well dug 
for a farmer, a vibrant preschool, a small temple and school built 
among the rice paddies. We end the day at an extraordinary place 
run by an extraordinary woman, Sister Minh Tanh’s school for 
disabled children. 

The Beloved School is unique in Vietnam, a place where 
children with moderate to severe handicaps, both mental and 
physical, receive education, food, and love. Some of them, who 
in the West would have been treated long ago, get medical care 
and surgery. 

The school was founded in 2001 by Sr. Minh Tanh, Dr. Ha 
Vinh Tho and his wife Lisi of the Eurasia Association and Dr. Alan 
Sandler. It receives considerable support from the Dutch Sangha, 
among other sources of funding. On our visit we were fortunate 
to have with us Rochelle Griffin and Jantien Lodder, from Heere-
waarden, Holland, both passionate sponsors of the school.

“In Vietnam there is no money for any kind of special care 
for medical procedures or for education for disabled people,” says 
Rochelle. “They feel left out of society, shame for their handicap, 
guilt for their bad luck and the extra trouble that it creates for their 
family; and because of their poverty, they experience a great deal 
of helplessness and hopelessness.” The school gives them a place 
to go during the day, transporting them by cyclo (bicycle taxi) if 
necessary. That way both parents can go to work. 

As an American, I was shocked to learn that many of the chil-
dren’s handicaps are due to Agent Orange, the defoliant dropped 
by the tons on this region of Vietnam during the war more than 
thirty years ago. Sadly, some 500,000 children have been born 
with birth defects attributed to the dioxin that contaminated the 
soil and water. For them, the war is not over.

Sister Minh Tanh, director of the school, radiates kindness 
and efficiency. She has devoted her life to improving the quality 
of life for handicapped children and poor families. (There are over 
150 disabled children in the village.) Abbess of Long Tho Temple 

continued on page 27
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I
Healing Old Wounds

By Paul Davis

In Vietnam this year, as I walked mindfully on the earth that 
had experienced such destruction and suffering during the Ameri-
can war, my mind returned to the Vietnam of 1965. At that time, I 
was often part of a team searching for land mines. In many ways, 
that was also mindful walking, but the seeds being watered were 
fear and anxiety and the psychological ground was ignorance.  
Now, walking with the support of Thay and a loving and compas-
sionate Sangha, I was able to breathe in the suffering of war and 
breathe out peace and compassion to all those killed or wounded 
and for those who killed or wounded others. The psychological 
ground had been transformed from ignorance to awareness and 
the seeds from fear to compassion.   

Paul Davis, Authentic Connection of the Heart,  
sits with the Eastside Sangha in Cincinnati, Ohio.
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Airplane Dharma:  
No Birth , No Death

By Christian Bergmann

We flew one night with the Sangha from Hue to Hanoi. Half the 
airplane was filled with monastics and lay Sangha. Over an hour 
into the flight we were told that bad weather conditions were 
preventing us from landing in Hanoi. Now we were heading for 
Haiphong, a town by the sea two hours’ drive from Hanoi, and 
would take a bus from there back to Hanoi.  As we approached 
Haiphong, we could see that the weather there was not much bet-
ter. It was so foggy we could barely see our own wings, much less 
any city lights below. 

As we got close to the ground the pilot switched off all the 
cabin lights. We sat in the blackness, flying slower and slower, 
expecting to touch down any minute but with no idea how close 
to the ground we actually were. Time seemed to stretch forever 
sitting in the dark plane. 

Suddenly the airplane was thundering, the engines going full 
blast, as the pilot pulled the plane sharply up. It was very loud in 
the cabin. I wondered if this would be my last minute in this life. 
I expected we might hit a building or the trees at any second.

My wife, Angela, and I held hands, saying that we loved each 
another, just in case these were to be our last words. I trembled. 

My legs were shaking, my heart was beating fast and hard, my 
breath was choppy. Fear of death captured my mind. 

It was a powerful teaching. Being a hospice nurse, I had 
fooled myself into believing I had accepted the impermanence 
of life. But when that reality got personal and real, I saw that I 
have a long way to go in my understanding! I was not willing to 
let go of this life. 

So we sang some spiritual songs as I tried to focus on my 
breath. What brought me the most calm was chanting Avalok-
iteshvara’s name and visualizing the Buddha’s and Thay’s smiling 
faces.

This experience was a great mirror in which I saw that my 
practice has yielded only partial success. And it was a great in-
spiration to practice wholeheartedly, and to live each day as if it 
may be the last. As we gained altitude, we flew back to Hue. After 
refueling, we reboarded the plane for another try.  

Christian Bergmann, Joyful Gratitude of the  
Heart, lives in Berlin, Germany and practices  

with the Source of  Compassion Sangha. 
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Alms Round
Tu Hieu 
Temple,  
Hue, Vietnam
By Beth Sanchez
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Again the loaves and fishes multiply

on this morning with no time for 
breakfast

the road to Tu Hieu thickly lined with 
common folk 

draped in robes like so many gray 
doves

We file down the road, we 
foreigners

we brothers and sisters, members 
of  one body

slow steps

deep breaths

soft smiles

we are here to show the homeland

that their practice is worth it

We ease past kitchen tables, pulled 
onto the street

and loaded up with presents

here are bags of  cooked rice and 
mushrooms

cheery tangerines

leaf  swathed sweets

Chinese candies throughout

The old women flash black teeth

their eyes pale with age

and memories of  war

the babies in silk suits

and hands of  all sizes folded at the 
heart

pair after pair after pair

the givers queue as far as the eye 
can see

they offer the lotus bow

and sneak in a dumpling

this one gives a peanut candy, that 
one a bean cake

another slides round to slip a box 
of  juice

into a sister’s bag

All at once their eyes grow bright

something in the air sings out

I turn to look at the river of  monks 
serenely flowing

our teacher flanked by attendants 
trying to contain

the rush of  givers

the reverse pickpockets of  his own 
beloved town

He steps

One

Small 

Brown 

Clog

and then the next

a new heart cracked  open 

step by monumental step

starting with my own

Suddenly everyone is giving 
everything to everyone

I give a yogurt

I get a cake!

I offer a box of  milk

And a whole meal appears

The fruits are flowing everywhere

The mind of  love is here

The smiling nuns are weighted

with the fullness of  this love

a monk uses his upturned hat as a 
receiving vessel

he can barely carry the cornucopia

he smiles

he breathes

he walks 

through the land of  milk and honey

wondering 

knowing always 

that the giver, the receiver,

and the received are one.

Beth A. Sanchez,  
Seeds of  Awakening Sangha,  

Louisville, Colorado.
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WWe traveled with Sister Chan Khong and the monastic brothers and 
sisters in Quang Tri province to visit schools and projects supported by 
the Order of Interbeing.

Turning off the main highway, the driver took us down a 
small country road as the sun was just beginning to rise. He pulled 
over and parked. “Where are we going?” I wondered. “There is 
only jungle here.” We filed off the bus and began to stride mind-
fully down a narrow, muddy trail, dutifully following Sister Chan 
Khong. It was raining torrentially. The blue plastic raincoat I’d 
bought in Hue at an outdoor market was keeping the wet off my 
clothes but not out of my shoes. I looked down at my trudging 
feet, ensconced in mud. At that moment I understood the meaning 
of, “Present moment, wonderful moment.” I felt completely alive 
in every cell of my body, and understood more fully the unifying 
energy of going as a Sangha. 

Gongs and drums began to sing loudly, and we were drawn 
into a clearing where a beautiful temple and schoolhouse stood. 
Villagers greeted us with huge smiles. We entered the little school-
house and the children sang “Breathing In, Breathing Out” with 
angelic voices, their hands making the accompanying gestures.  
As Sister Chan Khong explained that we were in the village of 
Thay’s mother, tears came to my eyes as I remembered my own 
mother, who had died only a few months before.

I remembered the jewelry made by a Sangha sister, Carrie, 
from our Braided Way Sangha in Battle Ground, Washington. 
“Maybe I should get it out now to give to the children,” I thought. I 
noticed a dozen young ladies standing beside me. I tapped one girl 
on the shoulder and motioned for her to step toward me. I handed 
her a bauble of green and pink beads with a dragonfly pendant. 
She giggled and gasped as I attached the pin to her blouse. 

After I had handed out the last one, I noticed a flurry of energy 
at the back of the crowd. An old woman pushed to the front to join 
the circle of maidens. Dark eyes boring into me, she unfolded her 
hands toward me, placing them inches from my chest. This four-
foot ten-inch, hundred-pound crone commanded my attention! 

Deep-set, wizened eyes with a glint of wildness were set in a 
tiny wrinkled face. Her hair, surprisingly brown with just a touch 
of gray at the temples, was tied in a peasant scarf. She smiled at 

me, her mouth filled with blackened teeth, some missing. “I don’t 
have any more. I gave the last one away,” I said regretfully, know-
ing she couldn’t understand English. Once more she poked a girl’s 
jeweled chest with her finger, then my chest, and finally her own. I 
panicked. Then I caught a glimpse of the mala bracelet of amber-
colored beads on my right wrist, the one I’d received during the 
ceremony in which I’d expressed my aspirations to join the Order 
of Interbeing. Receiving the mala had touched me so deeply that 
I hadn’t taken it off since. Taking her hand in mine, I rolled the 
mala from my wrist and gently placed it on hers. 

She lifted her hand, looking at the mala, looking at me, look-
ing at the maidens. Then she stretched out her arm, bent her wrist 
and displayed her bracelet to the maidens and villagers watching. 
Spiraling playfully in a circle like a princess revealing royal jewels 
to her audience, she embodied both the maiden and the crone. 

As we prepared to leave, the crone followed me to the bus, 
standing at the door to hug me and kiss my hand. I looked into her 
eyes and saw her love and gratitude. I kissed her hand in return, 
grateful that she had helped me transform a piece of my grief from 
my mother’s passing and led me to a deeper understanding of the 
nature of interbeing.  

Janey Gieber, Inclusive Intention of the Heart, practices with the 
Braided Way Sangha in Battle Ground, Washington.

 

The Maidens  
and the Crone

By Janey Gieber
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Ancestors
By David Percival

Walking through clouds descended like a lush wet blanket

Impermanence hangs heavy in the saturated air.

Trails and lanes climb over hills through the neighborhoods 
of  Hue

Past homes, gardens, lush undergrowth, bamboo, tall pine 
trees,

Neighborhoods where graves and tombs sit serenely on 
the hills,

next to homes, in rice paddies,

Some cared for, some abandoned or forgotten.

Our ancestors are everywhere.

At Tu Hieu we walked and sat amidst the tombs,

Contemplated hundreds of  graves

And achieved a oneness with these spiritual ancestors I 
had never dreamed of.

Interbeing settles on me like the mist falling on my clothes

And penetrates into my very bones.

Now I know I will bring this penetration with me

To my land of  disposable people, broken families, life 
extending pills and potions, plastic surgery.

A place where I didn’t think too much about my ancestors

Yet in Hue they are in my mind daily.

So in the hot dry desert air where I live

I can see clearly our responsibility to those who have 
departed

And I celebrate our global community of  ancestors

And the peace and compassion of  interbeing.

David Percival, True Wonderful Roots,  
lives in Albuquerque, New Mexico.

in Thuy Bieu Village, she is also treasurer of Tu Hieu, our root 
temple in Hue, and coordinates all the funds collected through 
Plum Village and other organizations. 

The school is financed entirely by donations. In addition to 
medical care for the children, this includes paying the teachers’ 
salaries and health insurance, purchasing food and supplies, and 
providing additional assistance to the poorest families.

Since 2001, when Rochelle and Jantien first traveled to Viet-
nam, they have been energetic fundraisers for the school. Rochelle, 
an American who has lived in Holland for many years, was disabled 
in a car accident in 1980 and suffers from chronic pain. She often 
used a wheelchair during the trip, powered by the tireless Jantien. 
Rochelle directs the Vuurvlinder Foundation, a center for people 
confronted with serious illness and other kinds of loss and change 
who are looking for inspiration and quality of life.

The Beloved School is close to Rochelle’s heart. “Becoming 
involved in this project,” she says, “is helping me to heal many 
wounds, some stemming from the American-Vietnam war that I 
was so angry about in the 1960s. It’s also been a means of honoring 
my mother who was a pioneer in the field of special education; 
she integrated disabled children in a vocational program into the 
public school system in the 1980s. And it allows me to help other 
disabled people.”

During our visit a dozen children sang a song for us. Some 
of them were shy and withdrawn, some bursting with enthusiasm. 
All of them touched our hearts.  

Janelle Combelic, Sweet Wisdom of the Heart, lives in  
Loubes-Bernac, France, and practices at Plum Village.   

She is a contributing editor to the Mindfulness Bell.

Here’s how you can help:  
EUROPE: Send tax deductible donations to the  
Vuurvlinder Foundation: RABO Bank number 37 43 59 
563, reference ‘Beloved  School.’  SWIFT CODE of the 
RABO Bank (makes bank-to-bank money transfers from 
outside The Netherlands more efficient):  
RABO NL 2U. Vuurvlinder Foundation, Hogestraat 28,  
6624 BB Heerewaarden,  The Netherlands.  
Telephone +31 487 573315; Fax +31 487 573283

USA: Make checks to Committee for the Relief of Poor 
Children of Vietnam (CRPCV Tax ID # 54-1828964). 
Specify ‘Beloved School’, 10413 Adel Road, Oakton VA 
22124. Telephone: (703) 938-9606. 
Please send your name, address, and donation amount to 
vuur.vlinder@chello.nl so we can thank you and keep you 
informed about the school. 
For information, go to: www.crpcv.org and Mindfulness 
Practice Centre of Fairfax, www.mpcf.org www.beloved-
school.nl with text in English and Dutch.

Volunteering at the school is difficult because of governmental 
complications. You may visit with a translator, if you arrange this 
beforehand with Sr. Minh Tanh: minhtanh@yahoo.com

Beloved School continued from page 23
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Laurie RabutWalking Meditation Song
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Every step I have arrived, touching joy to be 
alive.

Touching peace with every step, touching truth, 
no birth, no death

And our smiles as the water fresh and clear.

It’s good to walk with you, my dear.

As we walk upon the land, Mother Earth holds 
out her hand

As we walk in peace, with grace, seeds of joy 
on every face

And our smiles as the flowers fresh with dew.

It’s good dear friends to walk with you.

This song came to me while traveling with Thay’s delegation 
in Vietnam. It is dedicated to Thay, the delegation of monastics and 
lay Sangha members and to all the beautiful Vietnamese people 
with whom we practiced walking meditation. During the trip I 
received many gifts and I was deeply moved. This song is my gift 
in return. It brings me great joy to share it with the Sangha.

 Laurie Rabut
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My Nephew’s 
Transformation
By Susan Glogovac

II left Vietnam late on the afternoon of April 12th, arriving at the 
airport to see off our friends from Chile and Europe who were 
traveling together as far as Kuala Lumpur.  When they disappeared 
from view, I was alone for the first time in over six weeks, with no 
gray or brown robes in sight. Yet I felt the presence of the Sangha 
very deeply.  It surrounded me as I began to think about home, 
particularly of my dear nephew, a young man living for over nine 
years with ALS, a disease that was gradually taking its toll.  My 
family hadn’t mentioned much about him in our numerous e-mails.  
I hadn’t wanted to ask, and yet he was with me throughout the 
retreat. He was the one I held close each time the brothers and 
sisters sang, “Namo Avalokiteshvara.”

Within three days of arriving home, I was on a plane to 
Colorado to visit my nephew and join in the celebration of my 
mother’s ninetieth birthday.  What was to be a joyous occasion was 
soon transformed into something quite different. My mother fell, 
breaking her arm and badly bruising her face.  Then we learned 
that in just two days, on Sunday morning, my nephew was to begin 
his journey from this life as we know it.   I felt my equanimity 
slipping away, replaced by the sorrow of what was to come.  I sat 
alone that night.  Focusing on my breath, I slowly eased into a 
place of stillness, readying myself for the days to come.  

We spent Saturday afternoon saying our good-byes to him. It 
wasn’t easy. He is my hero and I knew I would miss his physical 
presence.  Yet I felt that all my weeks of practice with the Sangha 
had given me the peace and solidity I needed to be with him for 
him.   Thay’s teachings on no-birth no-death, and on accompanying 
the dying made it possible for me to wish him a peaceful journey 
without any fear.  I held him close and could feel his peace as 
well.   I shared with him some of my happiest memories of our 
times together.  His eyes sparkled.

My nephew once was asked what he thought about heaven.  
He replied, “I think it’s like graduating to God.” But for me, he 
already had manifested his God-like nature in his patience, ac-

ceptance, and surrender without complaint to his illness, and in his 
joy of living in a body that increasingly was unable to support him.  
In graduating to God long ago, he allowed the lives he touched 
to awaken just a little bit more to the God within, to the Buddha 
within. This was a gift he gave to me.

Family and friends arrived early Sunday morning.  I did 
walking meditation before we gathered, and periodically during 
the day and evening as the process unfolded, which helped me 
maintain a center of calm.  I joined in massaging his hands and 
feet.  I silently sang to him “Namo Avalokiteshvara,” and I could 
hear the monastic brothers and sisters and our lay Sangha in Hue, 
Hanoi, and Binh Dinh singing with me.   Throughout, I felt the 
love and support of our Sangha, and while my practice is far from 
perfect, I was able to bring into the room the peace and stability 
I had developed on the retreat.  During the night, I followed my 
nephew’s breath as it gradually eased and the time between breaths 
lengthened.  And finally, with only his parents present, he passed 
from this life early the next morning.

Several  months have passed.  To some, it might look as 
though very little has changed. My mother’s arm has mended, her 
bruises faded.   Our family has returned to the busyness of life, 
much as before.  Yet I am aware that my nephew’s transformation 
has been my transformation as well.  I am taking more time to be 
with family and friends.  My heart is more open.  There are times 
when the tenderness is almost too much to bear.  More shared tears 
and joy, more awareness of life in the present moment.  This too 
is a gift my nephew gave me.   

 
Susan Glogovac, Wonderful Calling of the Heart,  

lives in Long Beach, California and practices with the  
 Los Angeles Compassionate Heart Sangha.  A retired  
psychology professor, she now serves her community  
as a mediator in victim-offender reconciliation cases.
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True Wonderful 
Action

By Anissa Housley

II’m in Estes Park, Colorado.  The cavernous meeting hall is filled 
with people.  It’s early morning; everything is dimly lit.  Monks 
and nuns sit onstage and Thay is leading the ceremony for the 
transmission of the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings.  I’m standing, 
I’m prostrating, I’m kneeling, I’m singing.

I find myself before the stage.  Sister Chan Kong hands me 
my ordination certificate.  I can’t believe it—the name I’ve been 
given is “True Wonderful Action.”  I feel deep gratitude to receive 
such a beautiful name, hand-picked for me by Thay and the monks 
and nuns, but I also struggle with feelings of insufficiency.  Is this 
a name of which I can be worthy?

This transmission occurred two years ago.  I had looked 
forward to learning my Dharma name and had wondered what it 
might be.  When I took the Five Mindfulness Trainings, I had been 
pleased and grateful for the name “Wise Caring of the Source.”  
I could see how it applied to who I was at that point in my life.  I 
could also see how it was something I was becoming.

But True Wonderful Action?  This is a name about which I’ve 
had conflicting emotions, especially as I’ve tried to understand 
more deeply the foundation of our Order:  Engaged Buddhism. 
Why is this sometimes a struggle?  Part of it is my perception of 
both Engaged Buddhism and Right Action.  Many people, both 
in my local Sangha and in the OI community at large, are diligent 
social activists.  I hear and read about their dedication, commit-
ment, and wonderful actions often.

I do not, however, view myself as a social activist.  I tried 
many times to summon the energy to get involved.  I attended 
peace walks, donated funds, and signed petitions.  But it didn’t 
go much deeper than that.  My heart wasn’t attached to any par-
ticular cause.

This has been a source of shame for me.  I felt like an ant in 
the company of giants. Surrounded by people moving social and 
political mountains, I’m doing well just trying to keep my anthill 
in good order.

Shortly after receiving my ordination, I made a post to the OI 
Announce listserv, signed with my new Dharma name.  I received 
a kind e-mail from a brother who shares the English translation 
of my Dharma name (the original names in Vietnamese are not 

identical).  He asked me about myself and shared his experiences.  
We could not have been more different.  He is an amazingly ac-
tive member who has done much for the community and for the 
world through his conscientious and consistent social action.  His 
accomplishments overwhelmed me.  He had wondered if he had 
been given his name because of his dedication to social activism.  
I wondered if it disappointed him to learn that I, a tiny ant, shared 
a similar name with him, a true giant.

I tried to deal with my fluctuating feelings of inadequacy 
through humor.  I would jokingly sign e-mails to my brothers and 
sisters “True Wonderful (In)action.”  I was disturbed even by this 
little joke, since “inaction,” when broken into two words, is “in 
action.”  I was still convinced I was anything but active.  Even 
when I took action, it felt empty and forced, as though I were going 
through the motions in order not to be judged.

The real sticking point for me was the word “true.”  I could 
perform “wonderful actions” if I had to, but for them to be “true” 
didn’t they need to fit my true nature?  Didn’t they need to arise 
from a place of compassion and understanding?  Even though 
I’m only a wave in the ocean, I’m a specific wave and my actions 
flow from my individual amplitude and frequency.  How could I 
be authentically active?

So I continued to feel slightly uncomfortable with the fit of 
my name.  Sometimes it felt like I was walking around in some-
one else’s clothes, of a fine material and cut, but too large for me, 
dragging in the dirt.

After receiving my name, I became more aware of the bodhi-
sattva Samantabhadra.  As the bodhisattva of great action, I hoped 
he could help teach me to grow into my oversized name.  I took as 
an ant-sized goal to “ease the pain of one person in the morning and 
bring joy to one person in the afternoon.”  It wasn’t going to bring 
war to a screeching halt, end world hunger, or cause all suffering to 
cease, but it was something I could see clearly, something I could 
do.  It was a Tiny True Wonderful Action––or so I hoped.

Time passed.  I stopped analyzing so much and learned to 
let go a little.  My name is my name and it won’t change.  My 
name is a gift and I decided to be patient, to accept it, to see what 
it might offer.
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So I continued my ant life.  I wrote.  I painted.  I listened and 
talked to my friends and relatives.  I participated in Sangha.  I 
meditated.  I read.  I walked in the park.

Finding True Action
About a month ago I find myself walking to my park with the 

intention of feeding the hungry (in this case, the hungry ducks).  
As I arrive at the large pond, I see three boys.  Two of them are 
throwing rocks at the ducks and the third is charging at them with 
his bicycle.

I’m instantly angry.  My first impulse is to yell at them and 
tell them to stop.  “Why are people so cruel?”  I wonder.  “Why 
must children be destructive and hateful?  No wonder our world 
is such a mess.”

My stomach is churning and my heart is beating quickly.  My 
usual course of action would be to walk past the upsetting scene 
and forget about it as quickly as possible.

But something happens.  My habit energy is interrupted by a 
sudden burning awareness of the bag of bread in my hand.  I came 
here for a specific reason and that reason wakes me up.  An idea 
springs full-formed into my head.

I feel hot all over.  What I intend to do is outside my normal, 
comfortable range of behavior.  But I have to do it.

I walk over to the boys.

I don’t have children of my own.  Nor do I work with children.  
In fact, I’m still learning how to be around children because I 
don’t automatically know what to do or say or how to act.  Walk-
ing up to these three boys is an act of courage, especially for an 
ant like me.

I stop in front of the boy who has been leading the rock-
throwing.

“Hi,” I say.

“Hello,” he responds, obviously wondering why I’m speaking 
to him.  I feel a flicker of encouragement.  Some part of me expects 
him to ignore me, to run away, to mock.  Instead, he’s just a boy, 
saying hello to a grownup, and to a stranger at that.

“Can I ask you a question?” I begin.

“Yeeesssss,” he answers, still unsure about what’s happening.  
I forge ahead with my plan.  It feels exactly right.

“Why are you throwing rocks at the ducks?”

I wait.  He looks down at his feet.  I feel his discomfort.  I know 
he thinks I’m going to yell at him, tell him how bad he is.  I know 
this because I remember.  I remember what it is like to be him.

He answers: “I don’t know.”

I look at him and nod.  I’m silent for a moment.  I realize he’s 
telling me the absolute truth.  He has no idea why he is throwing 
rocks at the ducks.  I know what I have to do.

“Well,” I say, and I pause again, gathering my courage, getting 

ready to put it all out there.  “How would you like to feed them 
instead?”  I hold up my bag of stale bread.

His face clouds over for a moment with confusion.  Then his 
eyes clear and he half-smiles.

“Sure,” he says.  “I’d like that.

I give him a couple of bread slices and start to walk away, but 
the second rock-throwing boy runs up to me.

“Can I feed the ducks, too?”  he asks eagerly.  I oblige and 
hand him some bread.

A few seconds later, the third boy on the bike rides towards 
me.

“Do you want some bread for the ducks?”  I ask.

“Please!” he says, with excitement.  More bread changes 
hands.

As I continue on my walk, I glance back over my shoulder 
at three boys surrounded by ducks.  In spite of myself, I feel my 
eyes become hot with tears.

True Wonderful Action.  I think I’m beginning to understand.

 Anissa Housley, True Wonderful Action, practices with the Plum 
Blossom Sangha in Austin, Texas.  She is a writer and an artist.

Sister Annabel on Dharma Names
Until fifteen years ago Thay knew all OI aspirants personally 

and they were invited to receive the OI ordination. After that time 
candidates began to request ordination and often they were not 
known to Thay. More than fifty people receive the lay OI ordination 
every year and Thay cannot possibly know them all personally. It is 
therefore very important that ordinees practice deeply while writ-
ing their aspirations because the Dharma teachers of Plum Village 
and Thay use those words of aspiration when giving a name. Giving 
a name is a meditation and is never done by one Dharma teacher 
alone. After the Dharma teachers are agreed about the name, Thay 
has to give Thay’s approval. The list of names already given has to 
be consulted so no two people have the same name, although some-
times two different Chinese words have only one English equivalent. 
    It is necessary that an aspirant writes her aspirations with all her 
concentration and mindfulness as if she were writing to the Buddha 
about what matters most to her in this life. Once the aspirant has 
done his best, he can be sure that the name he receives will help 
him. She should receive her name with humility and gratitude. 
If he does not understand his name he can ask his mentor or a 
monastic Dharma teacher to help. Otherwise she may recognize 
that she has not yet realized the full implication of her name, and 
be willing to give it time to reveal itself as her practice deepens.  
    A Dharma name is to point to a quality that we have, and we 
need to practice to help that quality manifest more. “True” is the 
name that Thay has chosen for his own disciples. The quality that 
follows may be something that we already have, but not yet in its 
truest form. We need to practice to make it more true. 



32  Autumn 2005 photo courtesy of  the monastic Sangha

insight & TRANSFORMATION

W

I sit and breathe 
gently,

Waves that wash 
my lungs.

The surges of  
rising tides,

Swelling inside my 
chest.

 

Turbulence from 
deep within,

Swirling like a 
whirlpool.

Thoughts 
scattered 
everywhere,

A sea of  spinning 
driftwood.

 

But I know it will be 
all right,

This muddy mix of  
water.

I observe the 
frantic swirling,

I observe the 
ceaseless flowing.

There is beauty in 
this chaos,

This mass of  rapid 
turning.

Absorbed in 
observation,

I find a centre of  
calming.

  

The spin has great 
momentum,

Spraying great 
arms of  froth.

Bits and bobs of  
floating,

Hard to recognize 
clearly.

As I continue to 
observe,

Watching this 
transformation.

The sea that once 
was raging,

Is now quietly 
subsiding.

Breezes are gently 
blowing,

Waves rippling on 
the surface.

What once was 
dark and murky,

Is now wonderfully 
clearing.

 

The surface is 
gently stirring,

Above the forests 
of  shades.

Objects that are 
long forgotten,

Old shipwrecks 
and lost treasures.

   
 

Still I carry on 
observing,

Curious to see 
much more.

The wind gives 
way to silence,

A tranquility that is 
immersive.

 

Stretching across 
the horizon,

A lake as far as the 
eye can see.

Its murky depths 
are clearing,

Fish appear from 
deep shadows.

 

Their fins break the 
surface,

Sending ripples in 
all directions.

Returning beneath 
the water,

Fading in the 
depth of  the 
ocean.

 

As I sit and 
breathe gently,

This great ocean is 
a lake.

Within this body of  
breathing,

All things are 
clearly reflected.

Luan Viet Dinh was 
born in Vietnam and 

lives in England, 
practicing with the 
Guildford Sangha 

and the Vietnamese 
Sangha TTT. His 

Dharma names are 
Tam Tu Quy and 
Compassionate 

Refuge of the Heart. 

    

Tranquil 
Sea  

By Luan Dinh
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All One,  
All Friends
By Arthur W. Davis

photo by Geoff  Ray

WWhen I first read Thich Nhat Hanh’s writing about speaking with 
trees, I thought: “What a bunch of  New Age hoo-hah.”  The story 
did, however, have nice insights about how the leaf is not only a 
child, but also a parent, nourishing the tree.  Over the next few 
months, I thought about the monk’s insights and his way of being.  
This particular practice seemed silly, but it also seemed like a part 
of this path of peace.

One day I went to a picnic that, unknown to me, was can-
celled.  I had brought food and a book so I had a nice time eat-
ing and then reading with a gentle breeze and many tall trees.  I 
hiked back through the woods.  These thoughts about learning, 
communicating, and meditating with the world around me had 
steeped for several months, and it seemed like the right time.  As 
I approached a small stream, I stopped and asked it to speak to me.  
The experience was calming and “spoke to” the Buddhist world-
view in a way that I hadn’t quite experienced before.  A week or 
so later, I sat in our back yard and asked the sky, the grass, and 
the earth to speak.

One could call it mysticism.  Or it might be simply a way to 
get outside of our thought processes to observe the world directly.  
Maybe that’s what mysticism is.  We could also take all that away 
and call it a reification of learned theory, but somehow that’s less 
satisfying, and it doesn’t speak to the openness to the world, the 
discoveries, and the sense of contact that appears.  Of course, 
“New Age hoo-hah” would be fine too.  Whatever we want to call 
it, it’s been useful, and it’s been another step towards happiness 
and peace.

The Stream
I stopped and asked a stream to speak to me.  It said, “I am 

impermanence.  I contain death and destruction, birth and nour-
ishment.  Countless creatures are being born and dying inside of 
me.  Right now creatures are eating and being eaten.  Creatures 
are defecating, and this act produces nutrients for others.  From 
microscopic organisms to ducks and birds, all is within me.

“But I am not a container for these actions.  I am not static.  
I am a process. The water flows.  The path changes.  The ‘stream’ 
is an illusion.

“You are a part of the same process as me, and you are an 
illusion too.  You are a part of birth and death and change.  You 
are connected.”

The Grass
I asked the grass to speak to me.  It said, “ I am impermanence.  

I am dying and living—both at the same time.  As I die, I give 
birth to myself and to others.  And so do you.”

The Sky
I asked the sky to speak to me.  It said, “I am water, rain, and 

air.  I am nourishment and destruction, air to breathe and cold 
winds that kill.  I filter the rays of the sun to protect and deprive.  I 
provide creation and destruction in the cycle.  And you do too.”

The Grass Speaks Again
“I am friends with your friend the sky.  You could say that we 

have mutual acquaintances.  The air enters and leaves me.  The 
sun and rain nourish and kill me.

“I am friends with the earth too.  She holds moisture from 
the rain and provides me with a base and nutrients.  She shelters 
my animals until they fly away—to the sky—or die here among 
friends.

“The sky, the stream, the 
grass, the earth, and you.  We 
are all one.  We are all friends.” 

Arthur Davis, Joyful Expansion 
of the Heart, practices with 
the Thursday Night Sangha 
in Portland, Oregon and is 

currently living at Deer  
Park Monastery.
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FFourth Mindfulness Training of the Order of Interbeing:  
Aware that looking deeply at the nature of suffering can help us 
develop compassion and find ways out of suffering, we are de-
termined not to avoid or close our eyes before suffering. We are 
committed to finding ways, including personal contact, images, 
and sounds, to be with those who suffer, so we can understand 
their situation deeply and help them transform their suffering into 
compassion, peace, and joy. 

During my mentorship to join the Order of Interbeing, Ian 
Prattis asked my fellow aspirants and me to rewrite and discuss 
our personal experiences with the Fourteen Mindfulness Trainings 
to make them more personal and to encourage us to look at them 
more deeply. This is my assignment for the Fourth Mindfulness 
Training:

Aware that it can sometimes be easier to make excuses for or to 
turn my head from suffering, I vow to look deeply at the suffering 
in the world, even when it is painful. To look deeply into others’ 
suffering is to support them in a profound way by acknowledg-
ing and touching them with compassion. I vow to remember that 
when I look into my patients’ eyes, I am looking into the eyes of 
the Buddha and myself. Giving them my undivided attention will 
nourish us both.

I have worked in the health care field for many years as a nurse. 
There have been times when I felt overwhelmed by the suffering I 
saw, and sometimes I distanced myself emotionally from my pa-
tients and their families. I have seen colleagues in the medical field 
become cold and indifferent to their patients’ suffering because 
they felt overwhelmed, frightened, and helpless. We see our own 
mortality when we face how fragile life really is.

When I first became a nurse, I worked in the Pediatric In-
tensive Care Unit and was helping with my first severely burned 
patient. It was a powerful night. I was at heightened attention as 
I learned new procedures and cared for a seriously injured child. 
There were a few moments when I was able to look into this little 
boy’s eyes, trying my best to comfort him, talking and singing 
softly to him. His big brown eyes looking out from all the white 
gauze touched my heart and I’ll never forget him.

After I got off work, I met my sister and we went to a meeting 
with a Christian group that I had promised to attend with her. I was 
exhausted and drained, but listened quietly. A young man told us 
that no one has ever suffered as much as Jesus did on the cross, 
and that suffering is a beautiful thing that purifies our souls.

I was horrified! In unskillful language I told them all about my 
night, challenging them to tell that little boy that there was some 
kind of suffering competition, and that what he is going through 
is beautiful. My sister was upset with me and my speech was not 
skillful or appropriate.

The incident has helped me see how sincere people avoid 
looking at suffering deeply by working hard to bring a positive 
meaning to the things that happen that are so hard to understand. 
We build a wall between us and another to shield ourselves from 
their suffering when we seek to find reasons for the suffering or 
positive meanings from the results instead of being with them in 
total presence alone. In the back of our minds, we hope that if we 
figure out why bad things happen we’ll know how to prevent those 
bad things from happening to us; if we can figure out  the good 
that comes from the suffering, then when the bad does befall us, 
we’ll be okay with it. We can’t be truly mindful when in the back 

How Can  
You Stand  

Being a 
Nurse?

by Cheryl Barnes-Neff, RN 
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of our minds we’re working to figure out all the ramifications of 
the situation, or when we’re actually busy hoping that things will 
become better.

A few years ago, I helped organize a staff education session 
about domestic violence. I invited one of the domestic violence 
detectives from the local sheriff’s office to talk with the staff about 
her experiences and give us another perspective on this difficult 
topic. She played a recording of a 911 call from a little boy, try-
ing to get help for his mother as she was being battered by her 
boyfriend. Listening to the boy’s cry for help took me by surprise 
—as a lump gathered in my throat and tears sprang to my eyes, I 
realized that there were still some walls between me and this tragic 
human experience. By softening my heart to this little boy, and 
holding my pain for him quietly and looking deeply at it, I could 
see aspects of my own childhood that I had tried to cover over 
and hide from myself. My challenge was to hold the little boy, the 
mother, and the boyfriend in this fresh light of compassion, to see 
that all three of them were suffering terribly. By looking deeply at 
their suffering, I could touch suffering within myself, and break 
down one more barrier between me and others.

Thay teaches us that when we feel anger, we should hold our 
anger like a baby—to neither express our anger nor suppress it, 
but to look deeply at our feelings so that we can understand the 
roots of our anger. This practice has worked for me in being with 
patients and their families as well. When I can hold their pain and 
look deeply at it, I neither become consumed and overwhelmed 
by their pain nor do I distance myself from them. If I can be 
deeply present with my patients, there are no walls of judgment 
or separation. I can help them so much more by listening to what 
they need and how they feel.

Learning to be present to my patients has been a wonderful 
practice for me. As a nurse, I was taught to fix things, to find a 
symptom and do something to change it for the better. But I’ve 
learned that when I deeply observe and listen to them, they can tell 
me far more about what is wrong and what they need. Helping to 
ease the burden of a patient’s suffering needs to be on his or her 
own terms for the help to be meaningful. 

It has been a privilege to be with my patients through the tri-
umphs, tragedies, births, and deaths. Looking at suffering deeply 
in my patients and myself has taught me about myself, the nature of 
suffering, and about impermanence. While life can be so resilient, 
when sitting with someone as they die, the flicker of a moment 
between life and death feels so tender and fragile.

We can understand impermanence with our heads, but it is 
in looking at suffering deeply that 
impermanence fills our hearts.

 Cheryl Barnes-Neff, True 
Happiness in Peace,  

is a hospice nurse, living in 
central Florida and  

practicing with the Laurel Oak 
Sangha.  She was  

ordained into the Order of  
Interbeing in August.

Horeb,  
Mountain of God
Pocahontas County,  
West Virginia

By Emily Whittle

 
The sun,

emerging from behind

a cloud,

ignited

the wild azalea,

its orange blossoms

licking the air

with tongues of  flame.

Unsinged,

the lush forest

exhaled

a thousand shades of  green.

And I,

privileged witness

to the fire

that does not consume,

gasped,

halted,

every bit as dumbstruck

as Moses

before the burning bush,

recognizing the place

as hallowed ground.
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Writing Your 
Autobiography:

A Path to Healing

By Janice Rubin

illustration by Elisabeth Dearborn

II am in my twelfth year of teaching adults to write their autobi-
ographies—a new career begun after I had retired from a career 
in journalism—and in my fifth year of practice with my Sangha. 
Without knowing anything about Buddhism or the existence of a 
blueprint for decency known as the Five Mindfulness Trainings, 
I had created an atmosphere in my classes and a code of behavior 
that I later found mirrored in the practice community I visited in 
2001. No wonder I felt I had truly come home!

Retiring after twenty-one years, I decided to review my life, 
beginning with my earliest memories. I found the process to be 
painful at times, but was determined to finally face my demons. 
Writing my memoirs was therapeutic, and I wondered whether 
others might find it helpful. When I shared my writing with my 
therapist, she suggested that I teach so that others might benefit 
from the process. 

I teach three semesters a year, each one eight weeks long. 
Classes are two hours long and limited to ten persons. I tell new 
students that writing their autobiography is like taking a magical 
mystery tour—they don’t know where they’ll end up when they 
start out, they don’t know what means they will use to get there, 
and when they arrive, they won’t be the same person who started 
the journey. In the process they will develop compassion for those 
they feel have wronged them, discover they have accomplished 
much more than they have given themselves credit for, and find 
they like themselves a lot more than they did when they began.

I suggest that beginners start out by following the syllabus, 
which has questions related to each period of life and can be used 
to jog the writer’s memory. They write at home and come to class 
prepared to share their writing. Each person is allotted time to 
read and to receive feedback from the others. Those who say they 
don’t have any childhood memories are inspired by the material I 
provide and by hearing others’ stories. As we write, the pathways 
between memories are lubricated so that memories return, some-
times faster than we can write about them. 

Most of my students are between fifty and eighty-five years 
of age. Most come with the intention of writing their life stories 
to pass on to their children and grandchildren; many return to 
continue examining their lives in an effort to rid themselves of 
feelings of anger, guilt, and anxiety that are preventing them 
from enjoying their days. Some come because they have reached 
a significant stage in their lives; they want to understand where 
they’ve been so they may chart a path for their future. 

Among the writers, some have been childhood victims of 
physical, emotional, or sexual abuse. In the supportive atmosphere 
that prevails in our workshops, many feel safe exploring events that 
need to be examined in order to rid them of suffering. Some are 
recovering from alcoholism or other addictions; some are grieving 
the loss of dear ones. Some are closeted homosexuals or abused 
spouses who are not yet able to share their plight.

Cultivating Compassion
The first mindfulness training talks about cultivating compas-

sion and protecting life. It has been said that one may kill with 
words; it is also true that a kind word, appropriately offered, can 
be life enhancing. New students are asked to listen to each other 
with an open mind, without judgment. In commenting on another’s 
writing, they are asked to be mindful of the reader’s feelings. I 
watch with increasing love for my students as I see heads nod and 
tissues wipe away a tear while someone writes about the disap-
pearance of her father when she was four years old. If empathy 
and compassion were blossoming plants, our classroom would be 
ringed with flowers.

One time, during introductions on the first day of class, a new 
student mentioned that she was twenty-five years old. A man in 
his seventies said, “You’re so young. You haven’t lived yet. What 
do you have to write about?” I told the group about the twenty-
one-year-old in a previous class who had taught us what life had 
been like in East Germany and had participated in pulling down 
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the Berlin Wall. I told them about children in elementary school 
who had written about their memories of accidents, birthday par-
ties, the death of a parent. Unfortunately, my illustrations were not 
sufficient to counteract the damage done by a thoughtless remark; 
the young woman dropped out of the class and did not respond 
to messages I left her.

Generosity
The second mindfulness training reminds us of the importance 

of not taking what belongs to others and encourages generosity. 
In my classes this training is symbolized by a timer and a set of 
wind-up clacking teeth. The two-hour session is barely long enough 
for ten people to read and receive feedback so when participants 
don’t respect their time limits it can become a problem. In order 
to prevent hurt feelings, I set a timer when each person begins to 
read. When the bell goes off, that person’s time is up. The conver-
sations that sometimes develop in response to a particular reading 
can wreak havoc with a schedule. So I wind up my two-legged 
chattering teeth and, as they dance across the table, we laugh and 
remind ourselves why we’ve come to class.

Protection
The third mindfulness training makes us aware of the nature 

of our ties with family and the importance of protecting children 
from harm. In our writing we deal with destructive as well as heal-
ing ties. We come to understand not only how our parents raised 
us, but how their upbringing influenced the way they behaved as 
adults. When we write about our parents as little children we begin 
to understand their suffering and we realize they did the best they 
could. At the same time, we develop compassion for ourselves as 
children who suffered at their hands. We also develop understand-
ing and compassion for other family members, and it is not unusual 
for my students to reach out to family members from whom they 
have been estranged, and to reconnect with childhood friends.

A recovering alcoholic, writing about the abusive, alcoholic 
father of his childhood, gradually began to soften toward him when 
he wrote about his father’s boyhood in Ireland, where his mother 
died when he was very young and his father indentured him to a 
farmer because he could not care for all the children in the family. 
One woman came feeling angry and bitter toward her mother who 
had died thirty years before. The mother had had seven children, 
some by the seven men to whom she had been married, and some 
by others. My student was the middle child who had assumed 
responsibility for raising the three youngest ones. She had been 
physically and emotionally abused by her mother and an older 
sibling and had been sexually abused by one of her stepfathers. 
In four years of writing, she developed a tolerant respect for the 
mother who had lost her own mother as a child, was raised by an 
unloving aunt who threw her out when she became pregnant at 
fifteen, and managed to keep her seven children together and enjoy 
life by using her wits. She also developed a healthy respect for 
her own strong character that had enabled her to create a stable, 
loving marriage and a good life with her husband and children as 
she continued to help her siblings.

Deep Listening, Loving Speech
Without offering the gift of deep listening and mindful speech 

to one another, our writing Sangha could not thrive. I tell my 
students to follow their writing wherever it goes and to censor 
nothing, but to share only what is comfortable for them. We offer 
a safe haven in which there is virtual freedom of expression.

A woman who had been the victim of incest by her older 
brother during her childhood, blamed him for her failed marriages. 
When she tried to talk to him about it, he either denied anything 
had occurred or blamed her for seducing him. She read us a let-
ter she had written to him, describing how she had felt as a little 
girl who had lost the right to her own body. As she stifled a sob, 
the person next to her put an arm around her shoulder. Asked 
whether she would mail the letter, she said she would not; it was 
enough for her to have been able to talk about it to friends who 
could understand.

Mindful Consumption
My students are well aware of the need for mindful consump-

tion and good health practices for themselves and the planet. The 
ailments of an aging population are not far from their conscious-
ness and many are involved in regular exercise programs. The 
recovering substance abusers write about the effect of their addic-
tions on their self-image, careers, and families, and take pride in 
their years of sobriety. Since most are parents and grandparents, 
they usually share a commitment to protect the environment, 
promote peace, and encourage intelligent radio and television 
programs for all ages. 

I love the folks who take my classes; they are my writing 
family. It gives me great joy to watch shy individuals blossom, 
and to see a group of strangers become friends. What better basis 
is there for friendship and love than sharing one’s life story with 
others in a loving, nonjudgmental atmosphere? 

When I wrote my former therapist to tell her that I had finally 
found my spiritual family, she informed me that she too sits with 
a Sangha affiliated with Thich Nhat Hanh’s community. I was 
delighted, but not surprised.

Janice Rubin, of  
Oakland, New Jersey, 
sits with the Practice 

Community at Franklin 
Lakes. She is a teacher, 

writer, and author. 
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MMy plan was to take a friend and my children, Ben, five, and Em-
ily, eight, to the family retreat at Deer Park over the fourth of July 
weekend. This would be our third family retreat with the Deer Park 
Sangha. Though my husband, Bruce, recently passed away, my 
hope was to return to a place where we had shared many meaning-
ful times and to continue our family practice with the support of 
the Sangha. The week before the retreat, my friend decided not 
to come. Three days before the retreat, Emily voiced her desire 
not to come as well. When she told me it was “not right to force 
her” to attend a mindfulness retreat, I could not deny the truth of 
her words. She and my son opted to stay home with a babysitter 
and for only the second time as a parent, I traveled without my 
husband and children. 

I felt a mixture of excitement, freedom, anxiety, and fear as I 
headed out of town: thrilled at the prospect of having only myself to 
look after and all the programs I could attend uninterrupted by my 
children’s needs; excited that my children felt safe, independent, 
and trusting enough to speak their truth and send me on retreat; 
delighted that I could release my plans and concerns about what 
others might think, and just take care of myself. All these feelings 
were mixed with a strange new feeling of independence after the 
past year of caretaking during Bruce’s illness and dying process. 
After dreaming of getting away (and sometimes of running away) 
during the past year while sitting in doctor’s offices and hospitals, 
in the fullness of time, I was presented with the possibility of a 
dream come true. And I had taken it.

In this state of mind, I arrived at Deer Park, fully expecting 
the retreat to be a life-changing experience, based on my previ-
ous retreat experience there. I felt open in a way that I never had 

Lessons 
from the 

Deer 
Park 

Family 
Retreat

By Karen Hilsberg
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before––expectant, wondering, and alive. I surrendered to the 
retreat and the time was magical for me. I practiced mindfulness 
with my whole heart and created my intention to be fully present. 
with my experiences and to the Sangha. I am so grateful to the 
Sangha for the support my family has been offered, and I wanted 
to give back. I let go of my tendency to create arbitrary plans and 
instead just followed the schedule and my instincts about where 
I needed to be, what thoughts and feelings were coming up for 
me, what I needed to be doing and with whom, and trusted in the 
refuge of the three jewels.

Besides attending nearly every scheduled activity, I also had 
the luxury of engaging in many conversations with my lay and 
monastic brothers and sisters. Highlights of the retreat for me 
were the Rose Ceremony, the early morning hike up the mountain, 
participating in a Five Mindfulness Trainings panel presentation, 
and attending wonderful Dharma talks on parenting.  Nourishing 
moments included laughing with friends in the garden and dining 
hall after meals, crying about Bruce’s death, seeing a raven for the 
first time, learning about oak trees, and sleeping in a hut in Clarity 
Hamlet with the nuns. Everything felt safe and familiar yet totally 
fresh, surprising, and new to me at the same time. 

I have brought home a recharged spiritual battery, newfound 
and deepened friendships, a more intimate understanding of 
myself, my marriage, my children, and my priorities as a mother, 
daughter, sister, and practitioner. I continue to experience new 
insights that help me transform my life. Central to my newfound 
freedom has been an awareness of how my plans and ideas about 
how to parent interfere with my enjoyment of my life and my 
children here and now. I’ve noticed since I’ve been home that I’ve 
been listening more deeply to my children, feeling more patient 
with myself and with them, and taking more time for myself 
when I feel sad, tired, irritable, or frustrated. I’ve been aware of 
not pushing myself like I used to and continue to make time and 
space for my practice at home every day. 

Karen Hilsberg, True Boundless  
Graciousness, is a psychologist  
and lives with her children near  

Deer Park Monastery.

photos by  Geoff  Ray



40  Autumn 2005

book REVIEWS

My seven-year-old daughter Anastasia’s well-used costume 
box overflows; becoming a cat is her favorite make-believe.  She 
cuddles up close to have her silky fur petted, quietly purrs, and then 
unpredictably springs away and gleefully bounds around the room, 
sometimes stopping to hiss at our dog or let out a whining meow.    
Meow Said the Mouse by storyteller Beatrice Barbey is a book that 
fits right in with our house.

The story begins with the baby mouse settling into her own warm 
bed during a cold night.  In her dream the mouse journeys out by 
herself, takes a chance, and magically transforms into a sleek agile 
cat with a grand swishing tail.   As the cat, she enjoys the warm light 
that fills her body, and follows her instinct to fill her empty belly. When 
she turns back into a mouse, she enjoys the swish of  her own tail and 
reminiscent meow.  She tells her mother she had a wonderful dream, 
then without sharing the dream the story loops back to the beginning 
sentiment of  happy little mousehood.  A creative way to express our 
interbeing nature.

Ames illustrates his mother’s story with colorful paper cutouts to 
evoke a dream world of  transformation.  The pictures float across 
the page like Asian shadow puppets, a tradition from which Ames 
draws.  After the tale is told, the book gives a brief  history of  Asian 
shadow puppets and directs readers to a Website, where they can 
download illustrations to make their own cat and mouse shadow 
puppets.  Readers can then become the storytellers of  this tale and 
tales to come. I could not find the shadow puppets on the site listed 
at the end of  the book, but did find the book’s illustrations on http://
moontrails.org.

With my daughter, this book opened our story time to talk of  the 
shared spirit, dreaming, and the webbing of  life.  What better way to 
prepare for a pounce?

Jane Anderson, Wondrous Breath of the Heart,  
is a yoga teacher living in Jacksonville, Oregon  
and practicing with the Pear Blossom Sangha.

Meow Said  
the Mouse
By Beatrice Barbey;  
Illustrations by Philippe Ames
Plum Blossom Books,  2005

Reviewed by Jane Anderson
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I wish I had this book 
during the times I worked as 
a social worker, public health 
advisor, and consumer 
safety official.  It could have 
made a great difference, 
because it spells out clearly 
and simply how to be an 
effective peace officer at 
work, at home, and in our 

communities. “We all must work to create and sustain peace,” says 
Thay.  We are all practicing law enforcement, because that is what 
the Dharma is.  Dharma, which means “law” in Sanskrit, is about 
practicing deep insight and a code of  behavior “that will bring 
about mutual understanding, compassion, peace, and happiness” 
in ourselves and others.  Peace means the absence of  conflict, 
violence, and anger. 

In the foreword, police officer Cheri Maples tells how her mindfulness 
practice has helped her to find “the compassion that comes 
with being willing to be vulnerable and touched by the world.”  I 
remember when she asked Thay at a retreat at Plum Village: “What 
about us police officers?  We see a lot of  suffering, which we often 
bring home.  Can you help us?”  Thay told her to organize a retreat 
and he would come, which he did in 2003 at Green Lake, Wisconsin.  
It was called “Protecting and Serving without Stress and Fear,” and is 
the foundation for this book.

At the end of  each chapter is a helpful “Workplace Practice.”  These 
include such practices as walking meditation, mindful breathing, 
mindful consumption, selective watering, second body, beginning 
anew, right speech, deep listening, and a code of  ethics. 

“Every ordinary act can be transformed into an act of  mindfulness.  
When you breathe mindfully, this is mindfulness of  breathing.  When 
you walk mindfully, this is mindfulness of  walking.  When you look 
at things mindfully...it’s called mindfulness of  looking.”  The habit 
of  mindfulness will show us what is going on inside ourselves 
and around us.  This is especially important for those who deal 
with violent people.  Those “who deal with violence should arm 
themselves with compassion, intelligence, and lucidity.  These are the 
best means to protect yourself.”  

Thay asks those in the helping professions to see who they are 
working with “as the objects of  your help and service,” including 
criminals.  In dealing with terrorists Thay says that “the basis of  
terrorism and violence is wrong perception.”  He asks: “Are we 
capable of  talking to the people with whom we are at war and 
removing their wrong perceptions?  We know we cannot remove 
wrong perceptions by using guns or bombs.  Violence leads to more 
violence and creates more hatred, more enemies, more terrorists.... If  
you look deeply into the situation, this is clear.” 

Dharma Teacher Bill Menza, True Shore of Understanding, lives 
in Fairfax, Virginia and practices with the Mindfulness Practice 
Centre of  Fairfax and the Washington Mindfulness Community. 

Keeping the Peace:  
Mindfulness and Public Service 
By Thich Nhat Hanh 
Parallax Press, 2005 

Reviewed by Bill Menza

One need not look far to 
conclude that more, bigger, 
and better have become the 
institutionalized measures 
of  self-worth today. The 
three-bedroom house that 
was adequate to raise two 
or even four children a 
generation ago is no longer 
large enough for many 

young families today. Some of  the homes springing up to meet their 
perceived needs—“McMansions” or “starter castles” they call them in 
my neck of  the woods—look large enough to decently house an entire 
monastic order.

Stephanie Kaza, who teaches religion and ecology, ecofeminism, and 
unlearning consumerism as Associate Professor of  Environmental 
Studies at the University of  Vermont, has assembled seventeen 
essays on greed, desire, and the urge to consume written by Buddhist 
teachers and scholars in Hooked!, a 271-page paperback volume 
with an eye-catching red cover sporting a huge fishhook.

The essays are organized under three headings: Getting hooked: 
desire and attachment; Practicing with desire: using Buddhist tools; 
and Buddhist ethics of  consumption. The writers, who run the 
alphabetic gamut from Ajahn Amaro to Diana Winston, draw links 
between consumption, environmental degradation, and alienation. 
A growing world population and an aspiring consumer class bode 
ill for ecosystems and human health, they say, spelling out the paths 
Buddhism offers for unlearning consumerism. continued on page 44

Hooked! Buddhist Writings on Greed, Desire,  
and the Urge to Consume
Stephanie Kaza, editor
Shambhala Publications,  2005

Reviewed by Janice Rubin
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Andy Caponigro is not only a fine musician, 
healer, and teacher but a gifted weaver as well.  He 
has created a richly decorated carpet of  history, 
science, philosophy, and spirituality which is very 
readable.  It is interwoven on the firm warp of  a 
practical, warm, and graceful set of  breath work 
instructions. 

The book is as much about miracle as about breath 
since both are intimate manifestations of  divine 
consciousness, original mind, creator spirit, god.  
For Caponigro, all work with the breath is done in 
meditation and as such is a form of  prayer, song, or 
resonance with the “breath beyond breath.” What 
makes this book so appealing is that it is not just 
another “how to” primer.  Though the exercises are 
clearly written and easy to follow, they are enrobed 
in the language and atmosphere of  contemplation 
and gratitude, hallmarks of  the meditative state.  

Waking Up 
to What  
You Do 
A Zen Practice for 
Meeting Every Situation 
with Intelligence and 
Compassion

By Diane Eshin Rizzetto 
Shambhala Publications, 
2005

Reviewed by Judith Toy

Thich Nhat Hanh compares the Mindfulness Trainings to the North 
Star. Likewise, Diane Eshin Rizzetto, Dharma heir of  Charlotte Joko 
Beck, presents the Buddhist precepts as: “not rules but lighthouse 
beacons, not prohibitions but aspirations. You might also think of  a 
precept as a sign above a door that reads ‘Enter Here’.” 

As lay abbess of  the Bay Zen Center in Oakland, California, the 
author presents the precepts as a way of  working with her students, 
much as folks in recovery programs work the Twelve Steps.  At 
first I resisted Rizzetto’s extended metaphor about the dead space 
encountered by the trapeze artist–– the moment the trapeze stops at 
the top of  its arc before it swings the other way–– a symbol which is 
threaded throughout the book.  Rizzetto suggests we, like the trapeze 
artist, can be brave enough to let go into that space in our lives.  As 
soon as I was able to drop my resistance and enter that spot at the 
top of  the arc, heart and mind open, her metaphor began to deepen 
for me.

“The dead spot comes at the end of  the swing...when the swinging 
bar stops moving in one direction and starts moving in the other.  Like 
when you’re highest on a playground swing.” (As a child, I always 

loved the bump at the top of  the swing when I’d fly an inch or two 
off  the seat.) “The whole idea is to use that change of  momentum to 
create the trick.”  

The “trick” in this case is to become the benevolent observer of  our 
own lives by entering an uncertain space––waking up to what we 
do—taking time to watch ourselves without praise or blame, and 
finally as our practice matures, making the free fall of  changing our 
negative habit energy.  By then it’s not a free fall at all; it’s more like a 
faith fall.  And the space is not dead; it’s alive!

Thich Nhat Hanh chose to call the precepts (sila) Mindfulness 
Trainings.  In Rizzetto’s tradition, the precepts are also re-called in 
the positive.  My favorite example in the book:  Not Giving or Taking 
Drugs, Not Indulging in Intoxicants, or Not Clouding the Truth, 
becomes “I Take Up the Way of  Cultivating a Clear Mind.”  

Like Good Life, Cheri Huber’s book on the precepts, the format 
of  Rizzetto’s Waking Up to What We Do includes transcripts of  
discussions with her students, enabling readers to enter at the 
level of  student or teacher or both.  In each chapter devoted to one 
precept she offers an exercise inviting us to engage our observer, go 
more deeply into our own beliefs, and finally enter the space at the 
top of  the swing of  stopping––or not stopping––unfruitful action.  This 
is the nitty-gritty practice, again and again the point of  departure in 
mindfulness practice. 

I finished the book with gratitude for this teacher’s approach and for 
the trapeze metaphor, which is a good reminder as I continue to enjoy 
the sweet pendulum swing of  the Mindfulness Trainings and living the 
Buddha Way. 

Judith Toy, True Door of Peace, is a writer and  
teacher in Black Mountain, North Carolina. 

The Miracle  
of the Breath: 
Mastering Fear, 
Healing Illness,  

and Experiencing  
the Divine  

By Andy Caponigro

New World Library, 2005
 

Reviewed by Cheryl Beth Diamond
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They address three aspects of  the science of  breath: freeing 
blockages to full, unencumbered breath; stabilizing and fortifying 
the breath; and balancing the in and out breath with attention to 
the pauses as well. Having been a student of  breath science, I 
am familiar with numerous other techniques that can be calming, 
stimulating, or balancing.  If  one were to master the basic exercises 
presented here and make them part of  one’s daily practice, the 
rewards would be considerable. I was also inspired to return to 
further exploration of  the historical and spiritual roots of  breath 
science and to re-explore other techniques that have specific value, 
such as the breath balancing potential of  alternate nostril breathing.

As a person who comes partly from the world of  allopathic medicine 
and traditional science I take issue with what appears to be an anti-
medical drift when Caponigro implies that all disease comes from 
fear and impaired breath.  It seems more even-handed to me to say 
that all disease engenders fear and impacts the breath, and that the 
body’s capacity to heal itself  is therefore adversely affected.  If  we 
can increase the fluidity, strength, and balance of  our breath, we 

can positively impact the healing process. Many swamis, saints, and 
Buddhist teachers have died from intractable cancer in spite of  years 
of  meditation, exercise, proper diet, and breath work.  However, they 
most likely did so with a measure of  grace and absent the usual pain 
and fear.

This brings us back to another gift of  this book––recognition of  
the gifts of  non-fear and non-pain or non-suffering––which can be 
cultivated by focused breath work in meditation.  It also provides 
direction for using breathing techniques to cure or mitigate specific 
disorders. 

The final footage of  this wonderful carpet is devoted to the spiritual 
potential of  breath work.  The breath can be used to open the doors 
to joy, happiness, peace, gratitude, and love and also to profound 
states of  communion with the divine, holy, godly, and infinite.  

 
Cheryl Beth Diamond, True Opening to Insight,  

lives and practices in Tucson, Arizona.

Sorrow

Right under

sorrow

a reminder

of  stillness

right here now

this loss

is

folded in.

Two Things

It is two things

two things at once

it is here

and knowing you are here

simple

place 

finding

when a bird sings dawn

it sounds through you

Still

Barbara Casey, True Spiritual 
Communication, is the managing  

editor of  the Mindfulness Bell.

Breath Taking
By Susan O’Leary;  
Illustrations by Emmett Johns
CrossRoads Press, 2005

Reviewed by Barbara Casey

Teacher and writer Susan O’Leary offers us a lovely book of  poems and essays.  Her words are 
sparse and simple, with lots of  space.  Reading through this book reminds me of  doing eating 
meditation: like that one slice of  peach, which can satiate my appetite if  eaten in full awareness, 
one short poem of  Susan’s can nourish my heart.

The illustrations by Emmett Johns add to the beauty and engender calmness: a bird in flight; the 
wind blowing curtains through an open window; leaves hanging from a branch.

This book can be carried around on a busy day and taken out for a few moments of  respite, used 
as a reminder to come home to what is really going on, right here, right now.

Here are two of  the jewels you will find in Breath Taking:
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The Dharma 
of Star Wars
By Matthew Bortolin
Wisdom Publications, 2005

Reviewed by  
Christine Dawkins

With a voice uniquely his own 
yet resonant with the simplicity 
and elegance of  Thich Nhat 
Hanh’s writing, Order of  
Interbeing member Matthew 

Bortolin offers the Dharma to a new generation of  practitioners in 
his book, The Dharma of  Star Wars.  Using concrete and evocative 
illustrations from the Star Wars epic, Matthew brings the Dharma alive 
with vivid and fanciful imagery. 

“I wanted to make the Dharma available and relevant to young 
people, the way the Tao of  Pooh made Taoist philosophy alive for 
me,” Matthew told me.  He has certainly succeeded—and with the 
bonus of  making Star Wars alive for his readers.  I had previously 
watched only the first episode of  the film epic.  In anticipation of  
reading his book, I watched all six episodes, an experience I had 
resisted based on a preconceived (and false) notion that the movie 
was essentially violent and dualistic.  This time, I applied my Dharma 
eyes and my experience of  the film was rewarding and instructive.  
What a beautiful reminder that the Dharma is everywhere!  Matthew’s 
book opened a new world for me, one that I could share with my 
children as well as with the adults in my Sangha.

Matthew’s concrete, easy-to-understand examples make profound 
Buddhist teachings accessible to the young practitioner.  True to our 
Teacher’s tradition, Matthew provides a practical handbook for his 
readers, offering the “would-be Jedis” an opportunity to bring the 

teachings of  the Buddha and his Star Wars counterpart, the wise  
Yoda, into their lives with a series of  Zen contemplations.  My favorite 
is an intergalactic version of  the sutra on love:  

May terrestrial beings, arboreal beings, beings of  the 
skies, beings of  the seas and oceans, beings of  the 
stars and asteroids, beings visible and invisible, beings 
living and yet to live, may they all dwell in a state of  bliss, 
free from injury and sorrow, tranquil and contented.  May 
no one harm another, deceive another, oppress another, 
or put another in danger.  

May all beings love and protect each other just as a 
Master loves and protects his Padawan.  

May boundless love pervade the entire galaxy.

Matthew concludes his book with a timely and beautiful afterword 
on the nature of  violence and the interdependence of  good and 
evil.  Acknowledging the violence in the Star Wars movies, Matthew 
performs a thoughtful analysis of  the interdependence of  terrorism 
and social injustice, and the exercise of  compassionate action in the 
face of  fear.

“Love is not passive, it is active,” Matthew writes, bringing the 
essential spirit of  Thay’s teachings to the page.  “Love is not weak, it 
is courageous.  Love means standing up to those who are harming 
us and others, and stopping them. We stop them with firm hands, but 
compassionate hearts. . . . We can respond with fearlessness and 
nonviolent resolve to bring peace and justice to the world.”

I highly recommend this book and encourage you to return to the 
Dharmakaya of  Star Wars with your Buddha eyes.  

 
Christine Dawkins, True Wonderful Mind,  

lives and practices in Santa Barbara, California  
with her friend, Matthew Bortolin, True Silent Festival.

Joseph Goldstein calls “wanting to want” a disease our culture 
keeps nourishing. We may attain freedom from the addiction to 
excessive consuming, he adds, through meditative retreats that 
bring awareness of  the nature of  desire and through the practice of  
generosity. 

Suffering can be the driving force in consumerism as well as its end 
result. According to Pema Chodron, ”we turn for relief  to what we 
enjoy—food, alcohol, drugs, sex, work, shopping—because of  the 
underlying insecurity of  living in a world that is always changing. We 
get hooked when we empower [any of  these anodynes] with the idea 
that it will bring us comfort.”

 “You are what you download,” Diana Winston opines. “If  we feed 
our minds with greed-inducing information, we are certain to get 
more greedy….If  I practice greed, I will be more greedy. If  I practice 
generosity, I will become more generous. Buddhism 101.”

Although we might agree that it takes a little more than three robes 
and a begging bowl to live comfortably in our society, and also that 
we might be content with less than most of  us possess, it takes 

determination and commitment to get unhooked from the addiction to 
a lifestyle of  acquisition. If  craving is the root of  all suffering, we have 
a solution to the problem of  craving in the Eightfold Path of  practice 
prescribed by the Buddha, according to Pracha Hutanuwatr and 
Jane Rasbash. They describe initiatives in Southeast Asia to awaken 
public debate on the differences between Buddhist values and the 
modern development taking place. In countries like Thailand, where 
consumerism has become the new religion, they write, alienation has 
increased due to a sense of  inferiority because, “No matter who you 
are, you are never good enough.” 

The essay on green power in contemporary Japan by Duncan 
Ryuken Williams offers some hope for the planet. If  institutional 
Buddhism, which has traditionally allied itself  with the powers-that-be 
in that country, can develop “greening initiatives through engaged 
Buddhist alternative energy models” in opposition to the power 
industry, all things seem possible. 

 
Janice Rubin is a teacher and writer living 

and practicing in Oakland, New Jersey.
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Little Pilgrim
Ko Un

“Little Pilgrim marvelously brings to life a key scriptural text. Ko Un exhibits a wonderful imagination 
that realizes the whole Mahayana philosophy of artistic illusion.”  —Francisca Cho

The Lord of the Rings meets Siddhartha in this seminal work by Nobel Prize nominee Ko Un. Based on the Bud-
dhist canon, Little Pilgrim is a lyrical and passionate meditation on spirituality and the nature of existence.  Set 

in India’s ancient Hermit Kingdom, this tale combines all the elements of a lasting epic: vibrant descriptions 
nished.

ISBN: 1-888375-43-5 • $18.95 • 400 pages • Paperback

PARALLAX PRESS PO Box 7355 • Berkeley, CA 94707 
800-863-5290 • Fax 510-525-7129 • www.parallax.org

Calming the Fearful Mind
A Zen Response to Terrorism
Thich Nhat Hanh 
“We can be a great nation if we know how to act with compassion instead of vengeance.”

In a time of terrorism and uncertainty, how can any of us feel truly safe? Calming the Fearful Mind offers key 
teachings designed to help heal the misunderstanding, fear, and hatred that divide us as individuals, groups, 
and nations. Zen Master Thich Nhat Hanh looks at the roots of terrorism and fear, and offers step-by-step 
instructions for calming the mind and looking deeply into our own misperceptions. 

ISBN: 1-888375-51-5 • $12.95 • 130 pages • Paperback

Discover your natural leadership qualities and become a more
confident, effective and creative contributor in groups,

whether you are a member or leader.

For More Information Call:
Mukara Meredith, MSW, CHT

303-440-0148
www.matrixworks.org

THE 4-PART SERIES
October 27-30, 2005 Inclusion
December 15-18, 2005 Chaos/Conflict
February 2-5, 2006 Mutual Connection
March 2-5, 2006 Integration & Completion

March 23-26, 2006 Optional Advanced Weekend

MATRIXWORKS
Working with groups as living systems
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Plum Village 7th  August, 2005

Dear friends,

Today, from Plum Village, Thay has ordained ninety-one monastics. Eighty-four of them were ordained via the Internet at Tu Hieu 
Temple, where Thay grew up as a novice, and Prajna Temple in the Highlands of Vietnam, where many of you joined Thay during the 
Vietnam trip. 

For the first time, Thay has asked us to write you to ask for your support of our two monasteries in Vietnam, Tu Hieu and Prajna.  
When Thay returned to Vietnam after almost forty years,  millions of Vietnamese people had not met Thay in person, but their respect 
and love were overflowing when they had the opportunity to spend three months with the Plum Village delegation of monastics and 
lay practitioners from thirty nations.  Everyone had the opportunity to walk with Thay and touch the wonderful reality of the land that 
had nurtured Thay’s insights - the insights which have helped millions of people to transform their suffering and to overcome their 
many difficulties in life.  Now hundreds of young Vietnamese men and women have made the courageous decision to follow Thay’s 
example to practice in order to transform themselves and to help bring wellness into their families and society.  They are willing 
to leave behind their diplomas, money, possessions, parents, sweethearts, mobile phones, e-mail accounts, and scooters.  They 
vow to go as a river with the Sangha, and whatever offerings they receive, whether food or material things, they will offer up to the 
Sangha, so that everyone can benefit together.  

Presently, our root temple,   Tu Hieu, has 101 monks and male aspirants, and Prajna temple has 120 monks, nuns, and female 
aspirants; all practicing in this spirit.  Both monasteries are guided by fourteen monks and nuns from Plum Village. The Prajna 
temple is on a mountain road, eighteen kilometers from the closest market, so the brothers and sisters cannot use bicycles for shop-
ping. We very much need your financial support, so that we can purchase the necessities for our two new monasteries.  We need 
beds, blankets, pots and pans, and scooters. Each day, 221 persons in two monasteries use up to eighty kg of rice.  Right now, 
each room holds twelve to fourteen sisters on bunk beds.  We are in great need of a computer, a fax machine, and a photocopier in 
each monastery. 

In the past, some of the monks and nuns attending public school became distracted, neglected their practice, and eventu-
ally lost their monastic path.  Now we offer classes in the monastery instead. In addition to learning sutras and concrete ways to 
transform suffering,  each week there are two periods each to learn English and Chinese, and one period to learn Vietnamese.  We 
believe that training in this way, within four years these monastics will be ready to lead retreats, both inside and outside Vietnam. 

 

Please Help Support Our  
Two Monasteries in Vietnam

Please show your kindness by choosing the items 
you would like to donate and send the appropriate 
funds to one of the addresses to the right:

___ Beds: $30/bed.  Donate 20 beds x $30 = $600 

___ Bunk beds:  $60 each

___ Blankets: $8 each

___ Sweaters: $8 each. 

___ Rice: $25/100kg.  The two monasteries need  
24 tons x 25 dollars = $600 per month

___ Mosquito nets: $3 each.   
Donate 100 mosquito nets x $3 dollars = $300 dollars.

___ Old scooter:  $1,000 each

___ Photocopy machine:  $500 each

___ Computer:  $500 each

___ To sponsor a monastic (food, medicine, toiletries,  
electricity, water, etc.): $25/month

WHERE TO SEND MONEY:

•  USA:  make check to UBC Deer Park.  
Deer Park Monastery, 2499 Melru Lane, CA 92026  
or transfer directly to account of Deer Park Monastery  
029-131 40 78 Wells Fargo Bank,  
145 North Escondido Blvd, Escondido CA 92025

 Routing Transit Number 121- 04- 28 – 82

•  In France: make check to EBU Village des Pruniers.   
Loving Kindness Temple, 13 Martineau, F 33580 Dieulivol, 
France.  Att: Sister Chan Khong.

•  In Europe and Asia: Please transfer your gift to the bank: 
UBS Bank, Aeschenvorstadt 1, CH Basel, Switzerland;  
account of Sister CAO N.P.F. Chan Khong for the  
Unified Buddhist Church, attn: Mr. Guy Forster   
0233- 405 317 60 D in USD,  
405 317 01 N in Swiss Francs et  
405 317 61 F in Euros,  
SWIFT Code: UBS WCH ZH 40A.

Each day, young people come to our two monasteries and ask for ordination.  However, our living quarters are too crowded, so we 
have to build more. We depend on you to continue this beautiful and noble service. 

Yours truly,

 Thay and the Plum Village Sangha
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Many Buddhists, one Buddhadharma

Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche: Teachings and Tales
The Fall issue of Buddhadharma: The Practitioner’s Quarterly
features a teaching by one of the great meditation masters of the 20th 
century, Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche. Plus an interview with Erik Pema 
Kunsang, editor of Blazing Splendor, Tulku Urgyen’s memoirs.
Also in the issue: A discussion of mind training (lojong) with Ken McLeod, 
Judith Lief, and B. Alan Wallace. A report by Todd Stein that examines the 
innovative methods that sanghas are using to resolve conflict in their 
communities. Tenshin Reb Anderson punctures our notions about zazen, and 
Gil Fronsdal presents a new translation of the classic Dhammapada.

is the in-depth, practice-oriented journal for
Buddhists of all traditions. Brought to you by the 
publishers of the Shambhala Sun, Buddhadharma 
takes you deeper into the practice, furthers your 
understanding of the dharma, and connects you 
with fellow practitioners. 

Every issue gives you: 

• In-depth teachings from the full range 
of Buddhist traditions 

• Challenging perspectives on topics 
such as selecting one’s teacher, the law of 
karma, and the meaning of “prayer” in a 
nontheistic tradition

• First-rate reporting on stories 
of special interest to Buddhists

• Reviews of all the latest 
Buddhist books 

• Mahasangha News: the most 
comprehensive coverage of 
Buddhist community news 
available today. 

Buddhadharma
T H E  P R A C T I T I O N E R ’ S  Q U A R T E R LY  

Subscribe today
and receive four outstanding issues 
of Buddhadharma – starting with 
the upcoming Fall issue – for 
only $19.95.  Call toll-free 
1- 877-786-1950 or visit 
www.thebuddhadharma.com.  

Many Buddhists, one Buddhadharma

of special interest to Buddhists

Subscribe todaySubscribe today
and r
of Buddhadharma 
the upcoming Fall issue 
only $19.95.  Call toll-free 
1- 877-786-1950 or visit 
www.thebuddhadharma.com. 
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           Pendle Hill 

PENDLE HILL
A QUAKER CENTER FOR STUDY AND CONTEMPLATION

338 Plush Mill Road · Wallingford, PA 19086
www.pendlehill.org

To fi nd out more, contact:
800.742.3150 (US only) ext. 3
610.566.4507 ext. 3 
registrar@pendlehill.org

Larry Ward and Peggy Rowe Ward leading
Cultivating the Great Action of Generosity
November 28–December 1

A mindfulness retreat to deepen our understanding and 
practice of generosity. Includes 
sitting and walking meditation, 

noble silence, tai ji, gentle yoga and 
total relaxation. All levels of experience 
are welcome.

$510/shared room; $600/private room; 
$350/commuter

Matching scholarships are 
available. Contact us early 
to apply.

SAMADHI CUSHIONS SAMADHI STORE
Samadhi means Meditation Since 1975
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Order Online www.samadhistore.com
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MORE

Sales support Karmê Chöling Shambhala Buddhist Meditation Center here in Northern Vermont.
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